
11223DA Deck Hand George Petrie 
 

George Petrie was born at Wart, Burray on 8th August 1883, the 
oldest son of crofter George Petrie and Betsy Petrie (née Brown).  
George’s parents had both died and he was working as a 
fisherman when married Flora Taylor on 10th September 1914.  
They made their home at Wart and had a son, also called George 
but known by his middle name, Andrew. 
 
George enrolled into the Royal Naval Reserve at Kirkwall on 15th 
May 1916.  He reported to HMS Zaria, an Auxiliary Patrol depot 
ship based at Longhope in Scapa Flow, and soon joined the crew 
of HM Drifter Laurel Crown as a deck hand. 
 
Shortly before the Battle of Jutland, the commander of the 
German High Seas Fleet, Vizeadmiral Reinhard Scheer, ordered 
several U-boats to sow mines at the exits from the British Grand 
Fleet’s bases, intended to hamper its concentration.  One of these, 
U-75 commanded by Kapitänleutnant Kurt Beitzen, laid 34 mines 
just to the west of Orkney on the night of 28th/29th May 1916.   

 
The mines claimed their first victim on 5th June, when the cruiser HMS Hampshire carrying Lord 
Kitchener of Khartoum and his party to Russia was sunk.  Only twelve sailors survived the loss of 
the Hampshire.  Lord Kitchener, the Secretary of State for War, was among the 737 men who died 
in the disaster. 
 
On Thursday, 22nd June HM Drifter Laurel Crown (Skipper John Coull) was one of eight boats in 
a flotilla crossing the site of the Hampshire sinking, when she also became a victim of the mines.  
There were no survivors from among the nine crew of the drifter.  Engineman Thomas Baker’s 
body was recovered by the crew of HMD Pitgaveny and buried in Lyness Royal Naval Cemetery.  
Three of Laurel Crown’s crew are commemorated on the Chatham Naval Memorial.  Deck Hand 
George Petrie and four more of the crew are commemorated on the Portsmouth Naval Memorial, 
on Southsea Common, Hampshire.  George, who died aged 32 after only a few weeks service in 
the RNR, is remembered on Panel 23, but also on a family gravestone in Burray Cemetery. 
 
There is some confusion in the official records on the date that Laurel Crown was sunk.  In the return on “Navy 
Losses, 1914-1918” published in 1919, the hired drifter Laurel Crown (81 Gross Tons) is recorded to have been “Sunk 
by mine west of Orkneys on 2.6.16”.  However, the Commonwealth War Graves Commission records for the 
crewmen of Laurel Crown give the date of death as Thursday 22 June 1916, which is also the date that the Burray War 
Memorial records GEORGE PETRIE R.N.R. (T) was “LOST AT SEA”.  George Petrie’s RNR service record, 
available on microfiche and online from The National Archives in Kew, records his date of death as 22nd June 1916.  
That is the date for the deaths recorded by the Court of Inquiry held in Kirkwall a week later (see ADM 137/3138).  
 
Several writers have used the earlier (incorrect) date of 2nd June for the sinking of Laurel Crown as evidence that the 
Grand Fleet should have been aware of the mines west of Orkney when HMS Hampshire sailed on 5th June.  The 
official German naval history, “Der Krieg zur See 1914-18, Nordsee Band V”, written in 1926 by Fregattenkapitän 
Oskar Groos describes U-75’s mine-laying, then states that “On June 2nd the drifter Laurel Crown ran into one of 
U75’s mines and was sunk.  The English Fleet Directors must have known of U75’s mine barrier.  Despite this 
Hampshire chose the disastrous route.  The only explanation could be that in the confusion after the Battle of Jutland 
the report of the trawler’s sinking was delayed, or paid no attention to, and the Fleet Directors were unaware of it.  
Otherwise the demise of Hampshire was deliberate.” 
 
The sinking of Laurel Crown is not mentioned in the official British naval history, “Naval Operations, Volume IV” 
written by Henry Newbolt, published in 1928.  However, on page 20 Admiral Jellicoe’s reasons for choosing the 
Hampshire’s western route are discussed, making it clear he considered that in the prevailing gale conditions there was 
more risk from submarines and mines on the other two possible routes: sailing along the eastern side of the Orkney 
Islands or sailing through the Pentland Firth to Cape Wrath and then north.  In his memoirs, Admiral Jellicoe states 
Lord Kitchener “felt that he had not a day to lose” and that “delay in starting …. would never have been agreed to by 
Lord Kitchener”.  


	11223DA Deck Hand George Petrie

