HMS Vanguard
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In the fine summer evening of 9th July 1917, the St. Vincent Class battleship HMS Vanguard was moored less than two miles off Flotta’s northern shore.  At 11.20 pm the quiet was shattered by a quick series of explosions.  Men on watch on nearby ships, and at least one Flotta resident standing outside his house, saw HMS Vanguard disintegrate into a cloud of blazing debris, most of which rained slowly down on the surrounding sea and ships, but some onto
                                                                                       Flotta, where it set heather afire.
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Most likely a fire in an adjacent compartment had overheated cordite in one of Vanguard’s magazines; the resulting explosion spread rapidly to others and the ship was blown apart.  A total of 845 naval personnel were then on board HMS Vanguard, including two Australian stokers from HMAS Sydney in her cells and an observer from the Japanese Navy, Commander Kyosuke Ito.  Photo shows Commander Ito being presented by Admiral Sturdee to King George V during his visit to Scapa Flow in June 1917, also Captain James Dick of HMS Vanguard (second from the left).
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Two ratings, Stoker Cox and Royal Marine Private Williams, survived the explosion, but the only officer to do so, Lieutenant-Commander A.C.H. Duke, died of his wounds two days later and took the death toll to 843.  Luckily fifteen of Vanguard’s officers had not yet returned to the ship from a concert on board the theatre ship Gourka, moored beside the battleship HMS Royal Oak (later a tragic loss of World War 2).  The only other survivors from Vanguard’s company were those who were on leave or seconded to duty on other ships.
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Lieutenant-Commander Duke was buried in Lyness Royal Naval Cemetery on Hoy.  He lies in the HMS Vanguard section with 17 other crew members whose bodies were identified and named on their gravestones, also 23 whose bodies were recovered but not identified.  At the south end of the three rows of graves is a Celtic Cross memorial to HMS Vanguard, erected by relatives and squadronmates of the crew.
