MX 75279 Shipwright George Peter Shearer
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George was born at Townsend, Eday on 1st July 1921, the second son of farmer James W. Shearer and Elizabeth Jane Shearer (née Peace).  George was training as an apprentice shipwright when called up under the National Services (Armed Forces) Act - 1939.  On 20th May 1941 he reached the Royal Navy shore base HMS Drake 2 at Devonport, where was allocated service number MX 75279, as a Shipwright 5th Class.
After completing five months basic training in Devon, George returned to Orkney.  He was posted to HMS Dunlace Castle, an old Union Castle liner that had served as a hospital ship at Gallipoli during the Great War and was saved from the breaker’s yard by the outbreak of World War 2.  On 28th October George joined Dunlace Castle, anchored in Scapa Flow as a depot ship.  Her crew controlled the many trawlers and drifters based there, as well as a fleet of smaller boats that provided ferry services around the large harbour.  Facilities on board included a 250-seat theatre. 
George was based on Dunlace Castle for nearly a year, but was lent out to many other ships in port to carry out various duties as a shipwright.  These included the old depot battleship Iron Duke, but also the active battleships Rodney and Anson, battlecruiser Renown and cruisers Arethusa, Kenya and Jamaica.  George had worked a week ashore on Flotta in June 1942, before he was promoted on 1st July to Acting Shipwright 4th Class.
On 7th October George returned to Devonport for three months training at HMS Drake, before he joined the 169 strong crew of LST 420 on 21st January 1943.  Landing Ships, Tank were built in great numbers during World War 2 as ocean going ships that could transport tanks and other vehicles, beach to unload the cargo through bow doors, then haul themselves off the beach using a large kedge anchor.  Although they were conceived in Britain, most of the ships were built in the USA of all welded construction.

One of 390 ships of the LST-1 Class, LST 420 was built by Bethlehem Fairfield in Baltimore to carry a load of 1675 tons and was commissioned into the Royal Navy on 15th February.  George sailed with LST 420 from New York in convoy UGS8 on 28th April for the Mediterranean.  On arrival there LST 420 joined the 3rd LST Flotilla to take part in the Allied landings on Sicily in July, then on the Italian mainland at Salerno in September and at Anzio in January 1944.
3rd LST Flotilla including LST 420 landed troops and equipment of British 3rd Infantry Division’s reserve 9th Brigade on Sword Beach in the afternoon of D-Day.  LST 420 was one of 61 British and 168 American LSTs that ran a shuttle service across the Channel to land troops and equipment on the Normandy beaches and in its Mulberry Harbour, usually returning with Allied wounded or German POWs.  The successful build up of forces there lead to the total defeat of the German forces in France, but there was more costly fighting to allow the Allies to open the main Belgian ports before winter.
LST 420 was one of five LSTs that sailed from Southend on 7th November for Ostend.  On arrival they found that the port had been closed because of severe weather, so the small convoy turned around to recross the Channel.  About 3pm, while the convoy was still in sight of the Belgian coast, LST 420 hit a mine that broke her in half at the bridge, with both halves rapidly catching fire and drifting apart.  
LST 420 was carrying the equipment and men of an RAF Signals and Radar Unit – only 32 out of its 263 personnel were saved.  George Shearer was among the 55 crew loss of life in the heaviest of any British LST in the war.  George was not among those identified of 54 bodies recovered and buried in Blankenberge Town Cemetery between Zeebrugge and Ostend, so he is commemorated on Panel 90 of the Plymouth Naval Memorial and in Orkney on the Eday War Memorial.  George was only 23 years old, when he lost his life serving on board LST 420.
