
   

Seaman Peter Kirkness 
 

Peter Kirkness was a 22 year-old inshore fisherman, in the crew of 
the Lerwick registered Fleetwing, when he joined the Royal Naval 
Reserve in December 1909.  Peter completed three months training 
on the battleship HMS Caesar at Chatham, then regular annual 
training until he was mobilized for war service on 7th August 1914. 
 
Peter joined the crew of the Armed Merchant Cruiser Kinfauns 
Castle, sent to operate off the African coast.  On 22nd August she 
captured the German barque Werner Vinnen, carrying 400 tons of 
coal.  Peter was one of a dozen men in the prize crew that sailed the 
barque to Freetown, Sierra Leone.  Kinfauns Castle took part in the 
blockade in East Africa of the German raider Königsberg, which was 
sunk by the Royal Navy in a dramatic action on 11th July 1915. 
 
Soon after Peter returned to the UK, where he trained at the Royal 
Navy gunnery school at Portsmouth, HMS Excellent.  In December 
Peter was posted to HMS Cyclops, the repair ship in Scapa Flow. 

 
Soon after Christmas Peter travelled to Queenstown, to join the crew of HMS Farnborough (Q5, 
former collier Loderer).  She had been fitted with three concealed 12-pounders, two 6-pounders 
and Maxim guns and carried out patrols off the Irish coast as a submarine decoy ship, or Q-ship. 
 
After several weeks patrolling, on 28th March 1916 Farnborough was west of Ireland when just 
missed by a torpedo fired by U68, which then surfaced and fired a shot across her bows.  When 
the U-boat closed in, the Q-ship dropped her disguise and opened fire with her 12-pounders and 
maxims.  The U-boat dived, but had been hit and resurfaced when Farnborough dropped two 
depth charges.  More gunfire and depth charges completed the destruction of U68, which sunk 
with all 34 crew lost.  On 15th April HMS Farnborough was fired on again in the same area by a 
U-boat, which dived and escaped after hit twice by return fire.  Another U-boat escaped after a 
prolonged fight off the north coast of Ireland with HMS Farnborough on 18th August. 
 
Farnborough was off the west coat of Ireland, when was torpedoed without warning on 17th 
February 1917.  When U83 closed in after a “panic party” abandoned ship, over forty heavy 
rounds from the Q-ship smashed the U-boat.  Although about eight of her crew made it into the 
water, only one officer and a rating were picked up by a Farnborough lifeboat.  A distress call 
from the sinking Q-ship was answered by a destroyer HMS Narwhal and sloop HMS Buttercup, 
which took Farnborough in tow and managed to beach her. 
 
Lieutenant-Commander Gordon Campbell, the commanding officer of HMS Farnborough, was 
awarded the Victoria Cross for sinking U83.  Peter Kirkness was not among the crew members 
who received a gallantry award or mention in dispatches for sinking U83, but he did receive a 
fragment of the Q-ship’s ensign.  In 1922 Peter was awarded prize money of £1 8s 2d for 
sinking U83, another £1 11s 2d as his share of prize money for the sinking of U68. 
 
After another spell at HMS Excellent gunnery school in May, Peter was posted to HMS 
President III for service on defensively armed merchant ships (DAMS) as an acting leading 
seaman.  After Peter Kirkness was demobilized on 20th May 1919, he returned to work as an 
inshore fisherman in Orkney and joined the crew of the Edith Jean.  However, he continued 
serving in the RNR and was presented with its Long Service and Good Conduct Medal in 1925. 
 
This is a shortened version of the story “A Q-Ship Survivor” by Richard Taylor, published in the March 
2010 issue of The Great War magazine, edited by Mark Marsay, of Great Northern Publishing.  Richard 
is Secretary of the Naval Historical Collectors & Research Association, website www.nhcra-online.org. 
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