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William Mills was a member of the Royal Naval Reserve.  He was born in Burray on 5th March 1914.   His parents were John Mills and Betsy Mills (née Mackay). 

William served on the K Class fleet destroyer HMS Kipling, which was completed in 1939 at Yarrow’s yard in Scotstoun, Glasgow.  She had a top speed of 36 knots, displaced 1690 tons, was armed with six 4.7”, four 2-pdr and
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eight ½” A.A. guns, also ten 21” torpedo tubes.  K Class destroyers had a complement of 183 officers and ratings and when built were considered to be the Royal Navy’s most powerful destroyers.

H.M.S Kipling had engine trouble while “working up” that delayed her entry into service, but in April 1940 she was one of five K Class destroyers based at Scapa Flow that escorted the cruiser H.M.S. Suffolk to Norway to bombard the air base at Stavanger.  When the force was bombed on its way home, a near miss damaged H.M.S Kipling’s engines.  After 3½ months in Southampton dry dock, she served on the south coast until the end of April 1941.  

With the cruiser HMS Dido, HMS Kipling and six other destroyers then sailed to Malta, from where they were to intercept Axis convoys taking supplies and troops from Italy to North Africa.  When not at sea, most of the crew sheltered in caves from heavy air attacks, only a few remained on board to fire her guns at the attacking bombers.

HMS Kipling joined the force that evacuated British and Commonwealth troops from Crete under furious aerial bombardment.  She was damaged and lost her First Lieutenant and another officer overboard during desperate attempts to rescue 279 survivors (including Lord Louis Mountbatten) from the destroyers Kelly and Kashmir on 23rd May.  Despite numerous Stuka bombing attacks, Kipling safely reached Alexandria next day to a hero’s welcome.

HMS Kipling was sent down the Suez Canal for repairs, before returning to Alexandria in August.  She then joined the destroyers making high-speed night runs to Tobruk, to land supplies for the besieged garrison.  HMS Kipling survived frequent air attacks and Tobruk was relieved in early December, but a new threat then struck the convoys she escorted.  In one just before Christmas two cargo ships were sunk by U-boat attack, but on 28th December HMS Kipling sunk U-75 near Mersa Matruh and took 30 prisoners out of her crew of 44.

HMS Kipling also had several encounters with surface ships of the Italian Navy, notably at the Second Battle of Sirte on 22nd March 1942.  Kipling’s luck eventually ran out on 11th May 1942, when Jackal, Jervis, Kipling and Lively tried to intercept a convoy heading for Benghazi.  Only Jervis survived numerous attacks by German aircraft, HMS Kipling was sunk in an evening attack and lost 29 of her crew.

William Mills did not live to see the sad end of HMS Kipling.  He died on 3rd February 1942, of a brain haemorrhage (probably the result of an accidental head injury) on board a hospital ship, HMHS Maine.  William Mills is buried in Grave 1.B.6 in Alexandria (Hadra) War Cemetery, Egypt.

