The Story of S.S. “Anglo Saxon”
On 5th August 1940 the British steamship “Anglo Saxon” sailed from Newport, Monmouthshire bound for South America with a cargo of coal.  She had a crew of 40 and for the first part of her voyage she sailed in a westbound convoy.  She left the convoy at a certain point and thereafter proceeded southwest on her own, bound for a port she never reached.

On a pitch-dark evening, Wednesday 21st August 1940, she was suddenly attacked with diabolic fury by a German raider in latitude 26( 10’ N and longitude 34( 09’ W.  The nearest land to the eastward lay a 1000 miles or so to the Canaries or the Cape Verde Islands.  Westwards the West Indian Islands were 2800 miles west-southwest.

It was 8.20 p.m. when the first salvo from the unseen raider ploughed into the Anglo Saxon’s poop, demolishing her gun and killing everyone in the starboard fo’c’stle.  The first salvo was followed very quickly by three more and thereafter a hail of lead and steel from pom-pom and machine guns raked the doomed ship fore and aft.  Shell fragments tore the ship all along her starboard side.  Incendiary bullets criss-crossed into her in burning lines as the noise of destruction rose to a crescendo.  Machine gun bullets poured into the bridge structure and the Master, Captain Flynn, was riddled as he attempted to drop the ship’s papers over the side.  The wireless aerials and sets were smashed at the outset of the holocaust, so there was no chance of sending an S.O.S.  Within 6 minutes the ship was a shambles, most of her crew killed, but her engines still turned pushing her ahead.

The Third Mate had been on watch and an Able Bodied Seaman named Roy Widdicombe, 21 years of age, had been at the wheel.  A breastwork of concrete building blocks protected the wheelhouse and this gave the seaman some cover, but the officer was killed outright early in the massacre.  Widdicombe left the shelter of the wheelhouse but dived back immediately when the hail of fire moved forward again.  He was then joined by the Chief Officer, Mr. Denny, and by the Senior Wireless Operator.  All three realised that their only hope of survival was to get off the ship as quickly as possible.  They left their shelter and ran to the port side, but only the Chief Officer and Widdicombe reached it and they found that the lifeboats had been smashed by gunfire.

They did find, however, that the jolly boat by some miracle had escaped serious damage.  They managed to lower it, not without injury to Widdicombe whose hand got jammed in a running block, and as the boat was passing the deck below two men jumped into it.  The mate and Widdicombe then slid down the lifeline into the boat and they were immediately followed by the Second Wireless Operator, who just managed to slide down before the boat rope parted.  As the jolly swept by the ship which was still going ahead, two more men dropped into it as it went round the stern, missing the propeller by inches.

The Raider was so intent on the kill, she hung on the “Anglo’s” blazing trail and failed to observe the jolly boat which drifted by on the swell only 30 yards from her.  Lights suddenly appeared bobbing up and down on the crests of the waves.  The men in the jolly boat realised that the lights were on life rafts from their ship and they started to row towards them, when the Raider swung her guns on the rafts and streams of incendiary bullets soon obliterated them and also some men who had been seen clinging to them.

At 9 p.m. on the Mate’s wrist watch an explosion rent the “Anglo Saxon” and she slid by the stern into the sea.  The Raider, her work of destruction over, headed off into the east, evidently satisfied that she had sunk her prey and all her crew without trace.

In the jolly boat, or gig, which is an 18 feet small boat used to ferry members of a ship’s company from ship to shore or for painting the hull etc. were seven men:

The Chief Officer (or First Mate), Mr. C.B. Denny, who was a Londoner, 34 years old

The Third Engineer, Leslie Hawkes, aged 22 from Sunderland who was making his first trip to sea

The Second Wireless Operator, R.H. Pilcher, also a Londoner who, according to his shipmates was a cut above the usual article

The Gunner, a Royal Marine named Richard Penny, a Devonshire man aged 42

The Second Cook, Leslie Morgan, aged 20 from Newport and

2 A.B.s Widdicombe (21) and a fellow Devon man named Robert Tapscott who was 19.

Mr. Denny immediately organised his crew and began keeping a log.  He found that the jolly boat was not properly provisioned or equipped.  The water breaker holding 6 gallons was only half-filled.  Provisions consisted of one tin of ship’s biscuits, eleven tins of condensed milk and 3 six-pound tins of boiled mutton.

To make matters worse, the Wireless Operator Mr. Pilcher, who had rowed in the darkness for some time, was found to have been shot in a foot which was reduced to a pulp of mangled flesh and bone.  The Royal Marine, Richard Penny, had been shot through the right forearm and a piece of shell splinter had torn through his thigh.  Tapscott had been wounded in the back when fragments of a shell, which had blasted him across the deck, were lodged there.  Morgan the 2nd Cook had been wounded just above the right ankle and he also suffered from a badly contused hand.  The medical kit in the boat consisted of a bottle of iodine, two rolls of bandages, a packet of medical lint and a small pair of scissors.  They set a sea anchor and waited for morning.

In the morning the sun’s rays lit up the surface and with one accord, all who were able stood up and scanned the sea.  In all that turbulent plain they could see nothing – nothing but empty miles of water, nothing on the ocean’s surface and nothing in the sky.  They were completely alone.

The Mate then announced that there was no use going east as wind and current were against them so they set course for the Leeward Islands 2,800 miles to the west-southwest.  Their only instrument of navigation was the boat’s compass.

Making the wounded men as comfortable as possible and dividing the fit men into watches, they stepped the stubby mast, hoisted the lugsail and with a good breeze blowing from the east, made all of 4 knots.

The Mate had considered their chances of making land, the minimum food and water to sustain life and the amount of each, which they had in the boat.  He set half a dipper of water for each man, a little of the condensed milk with it, and half a biscuit three times a day.  On Sundays there was to be an issue of mutton so long as it lasted.  The mate’s calculations, however, were based on fair wind and good weather – neither of which they experienced to any great extent.

At 11 p.m. on 23rd August, two days after their hip had been sunk and about 100 miles from their original position, they sighted a steamer showing no lights and which was heading NNE.  They lit a flare, which was seen for the ship turned and came back in a wide circle as if fearing a trap.  As she swung round they saw that her build was German.  The men in the jolly boat lowered sail, crouched down and waited.  After some minutes of cruising very slowly and suspiciously, the stranger turned, gathered speed and resumed her course.  The men in the jolly boat breathed again and all agreed that they were lucky not to have been detected.  A British ship would have shown her searchlight, but a German could not risk such publicity.

On Sunday 25th August the wind dropped and the boat lost way.  Pilcher and Morgan were suffering increasing pain from their wounds.  Their lacerated feet had swollen during the night and were swelling more.  It was necessary to loosen their bandages.  When this was done an odour permeated the atmosphere – the horrible stench of gangrene.

As the boat drifted or lay becalmed under the burning sun and with no rain having fallen since the men abandoned ship, their pores closed up, their skin became scorched and crisped and salivation ceased.  The direct rays of the sun upon them caused great torture.  Their mouths and throats became so parched that talking was painful.  Physical function practically ceased – their bodies had little waste to eliminate.  The able men baled seawater over the wounded and when they had them thoroughly doused, went over the side themselves, being careful at first to keep their faces out of the water.

By the 28th August, the stench of gangrene was terrible.  The Gunner’s torn hip was going the way of the wounded feet of Pilcher and Morgan.  Yet Pilcher never complained.  The only words, which passed his lips, were words of apology for the terrible reek, which his shipmates were being forced to endure.  On the 30th August that brave man became delirious and the Mate decided that the foot would have to be amputated.  The majority of the men agreed and the Mate took an axe, which was on the boat, and with the help of Widdicombe and Hawkes, who were to hold down Pilcher, prepared to operate.  When, however, it came to the actual business of lopping off the foot with a rusty and blunted axe, even the resolute mate quailed.   “ I can’t do it” he said, “He’ll have to take his chance”.

That night nausea and cramp seized the Mate, causing him to retch in agony.  When the morning dawned the others saw to their consternation that he, the symbol of discipline and fountainhead of knowledge had suffered some sort of internal collapse.  Pilcher too was very low, but he was lucid.  When they took him his morning ration of water, he turned his head away and croaked a request that it be given to someone who needed it more than he did.

At 8 a.m. Morgan, from his place next to Pilcher in the bow sheets, said suddenly “Sparks has gone”.  It was indeed so, Sparks had gone as silently and unobtrusively as he had done everything in life.  Tapscott and Hawkes lifted the body over the gun’l and lowered it gently into the sea.  Very little was said in the boat during the rest of that day.

By September 2nd, all hands were very low and were unable to masticate the biscuit owing to the low ration of water.  No rain had fallen and no great progress had been made for over a week due to the lack of wind.  On that day the Mate made his last entry in his log and it included a detailed list for bettering lifeboat equipment based upon his all too practical experience.  He was very ill during the night and in the morning he could not get to his feet.  A bed was made for him in the thwarts using boards and lifebelts.  He was too ill now to command.  Leslie Hawkes, the Third Engineer, took over.  Morgan and Penny were weakening fast.

That day Widdicombe suggested that a whole dipperful of water be issued to each man, instead of the usual ration, and it was clear that a fight would follow if he did not have his way.  His argument was that the water would not last much longer anyway, so why not let everyone have a decent drink.  He got his way.

On 4th September Penny, the wounded Gunner quietly went over the side, but not for a swim.  He did what he deemed best and it was impossible to bring the boat round in time to try and pick him up.  Morgan was delirious and kept up an incessant noise of meaningless chatter and song.

That day Mr. Hawkes, the young Third Engineer, made his last entry in the log and it was a record of the inhuman ferocity of the German Raider in his determination to kill all inquiry.  The next morning they drank the last of the water.

During that morning a heavy swell carried away the rudder, which had lacked a lower pintle when they left the ship.  Tapscott and Widdicombe got out a steering oar and shipped it in place of the rudder.

With the sun mounting higher in the sky and adding further to the agony of all, the Mate suddenly raised himself on his elbow and mumbled from swollen lips “I’m going over – who’s coming with me?”  The Third Engineer, Hawkes, said that he would but Tapscott and Widdicombe refused.  Morgan, in a lucid manner, begged them not to leave him, as he did not want to die.  Their decisions made Mr. Denny and Mr. Hawkes lay down in the boat and went to sleep.  The dread of what they must witness overwhelmed the other three – IT WAS THE FORMAL END – THOSE IN COMMAND WERE LAYING DOWN THEIR ARMS.

Tapscott thought that perhaps they would change their minds, for he could not imagine anyone making such a dreadful decision and then calmly going to sleep.  Tapscott and Widdicombe neither remonstrated nor tried to interfere.  Not only were the officers senior to them and entitled to make decisions without question, but also they had decided the most private question in life.  Interference would have been presumptuous and moreover Tapscott and Widdicombe were too dazed and miserable to formulate much more than their own desires to hold on to the end.

Approaching 10 p.m. on 4th September, Hawkes sat up and said “Ready”.  The Mate opened his eyes and then got up to his feet with surprising sureness, considering his condition.  Hawkes then announced that he was first going to have something to eat and drink.  He thereupon dipped a can into the sea and gulped the water greedily.  He filled the can again and drank that off.  He then softened a biscuit in seawater and ate it.

The Mate drew off his signet ring and handed it to Widdicombe with a croaked request to give it to his (the Mate’s) mother should Widdicombe get through.  He also told them to keep going west – no more south.  They shook hands all round and Mr. Denny took off his light uniform jacket.  Mr. Hawkes did likewise.  Then they stood up in the thwarts near the port gunwale, shook hands with one another and fell over the side.

Tapscott had turned his head away and Morgan, with surprising clarity and sense, said that they ought to pray.  The three were at a loss for a minute and then decided on the Lord’s Prayer.  They stumbled through to the end of it.

The passing of the Mate and the Third Engineer had a curious effect upon Widdicombe.  It vitalised him into hope and action.  He took to himself command, but Tapscott and Morgan were sunk in despair.  Widdicombe on the contrary was full of energy.  He trimmed sail, set the course and rallied the others to new energies.  The three in the jolly boat had absolutely nothing to sustain life, but Widdicombe was sure that somehow, miraculously, they would come through.  His enthusiasm died down however, as they drifted and sometimes sailed through days of absolute agony.

On 9th September Morgan raised himself and said in a voice firm and clear without the detached quality of insanity “I think I’ll go down the street for a drink”.  He stumbled aft and stepped overboard.  There were now only 2 survivors from the “Anglo Saxon”.

How these two lived through days of sheer horror and agony is one of the inexplicable things in life.  More than once they were on the point of quitting.  In fact they did go over the side together on one occasion to end their misery and together, not being able to agree, climbed painfully aboard again a little refreshed by their bathing activities.  It rained and they became new men.  The water they obtained and preserved from a cloudburst only lasted a certain number of days, then it was agony all over again.  They drank the pure alcohol in which the boat compass card floated and got gloriously drunk.  They slept for several hours and woke to find rain falling.  On two separate occasions a flying fish landed in the jolly boat and on another occasion they picked up some seaweed through which they sailed.  Raw fish and seaweed were devoured gratefully.

Seventy days after the “Anglo Saxon” had been sunk, the jolly boat grounded on the shore of Eleuthera Island in the Bahamas.  It was on 31st October 1940 that Tapscott and Widdicombe were found lying on the beach, a short distance from one another, by a coloured farmer and his wife, Mr. & Mrs. Lewis Johnson.  Mrs. Johnson had dreamed a strange and compelling dream during the previous night.  In her sleep she had been urged to “go to the beach” where she would find “something”.  The beach to the local folk meant a lovely and lonely stretch of white sand, fronting the Atlantic at Alabaster Bay.  To reach it the farmer had to slash a way through the bush with his machete.  When they got to the shore they saw the jolly boat slewed sideways just as it was left by the receding tide.  But directly in front of them lay a man – or what had been a man:

Claw like hands protruded from the remains of a uniform jacket, wasted knobbly legs from what had been a pair of shorts.  Such parts of him as were not covered with rags or hair were burnt a deep mahogany.  His head thrown back on the sand, was a bearded skull; the cheek bones pressing through the tight drawn blackened skin, the closed eyes sunk in deep sockets, long black locks hung down his forehead and cheeks and tangled in his black beard.

The second survivor was as ragged, bearded and emasculated as his companion.  His large nose was a ridge of cartilage and bone; his cheek bones as salient as the other’s, the rest of his face caved in.  Through the tatters of a pair of underwear shorts, his sunburnt, withered thighs were visible.  His skull-like face was blurred with an unkempt, yellow beard.  His head, twisted back convulsively, lay in a shock of bleached tow like hair, showing a corded and craggy neck, no thicker than a child’s.  With the fingers of his out flung pipe stem arms, he

plucked feebly at the sand.

Both men were obviously utterly spent.

After some days rest, with food and drink in Eleuthera, Tapsett and Widdicombe were flown to Nassau and taken to the Bahamas General Hospital.  For eight days they were only allowed to see Doctors and Nurses.  They were suffering from pellagra and their blood pressures were alarmingly low.  On the ninth day, they were visited by the Governor of the Bahamas and his wife, the Duke and Duchess of Windsor.  The Duke had given special instructions for Tapscott and Widdicombe to be flown to Nassau and he also made arrangements for the preservation of the jolly boat.  Word had already been despatched to the survivors’ families in Britain.

Tapsett was in the worse condition.  There were grave doubts about his ability to survive.  The mental and nervous systems of both boys were badly deranged.  They suffered from insomnia.  Both were frequently hysterical, or sunk in deep apathy.  Tapscott, who had held up so well in the boat, now had long spells of melancholia during which he wanted to die.  However, under the skilful treatment of the Chief Medical Officer, Dr. J.M. Cruikshank, and his staff, the two young men improved.

In February 1941 Widdicombe was well enough to start on a journey home and he proceeded to New York, to join a Furness Withy Liner named “Siamese Prince”.  Tapscott, although improving, was not well enough to accompany him.  But the final irony for the epic fight for life was reserved for Widdicombe.  The “Siamese Prince” left New York on 3rd February 1941 and was torpedoed and sunk with all hands on February 18th off the coast of Scotland.  Tapscott, much later, was flown home.

The German ship which sank the “Anglo Saxon” was Raider “D” (Schiff 21), named the “Weser”, an ex Hamburg-America lines, formerly named “Neumark”.  She sank 12 ships between May and November 1940.  Her Commander, Kapitan Helmuth von Rücktischell was sentenced in May 1947 to ten years imprisonment for war crimes.  At the end of the war, Raider “D” was taken over by Britain and re-named “Ulysses”.

 My personal interest in the “Anglo Saxon” and her crew arose from my relationship with the Second Mate of the vessel, a young Orcadian second cousin of mine named Alastair St. Clair Duncan.  I had spent many happy holidays, when a boy, in Alastair’s home in Burray, one of the south islands in the Orkneys and he and I, along with other boys, had fished, sailed, played football and enjoyed ourselves as schoolboys generally can.

Alastair had served his time in the Paddy Henderson Line of Glasgow and perhaps he was one of the more fortunate members of the “Anglo Saxon” crew.  He was one who never got a chance to leave the ship. 

Author worked for Royal Insurance Company Limited, 25 North Bridge Street, Hawick, Roxburghshire.
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