D/JX 369707 Ordinary Seaman William Muir
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William Muir was born in Stromness on 20th January 1924, the eldest and only son of the four children of labourer William Muir and Eleanor Florence Muir (née Towers).  Billy’s three sisters were Jean, Eleanor and Doris.  After he left school aged 14, Billy worked in a Stromness shop, also on a boat that delivered supplies to the Fleet and did some casual docks work.
Stromness became a very busy harbour in the lead up to, and after the outbreak of, war as munitions and much other war material arrived there to be unloaded and deployed for the build-up of the main base for the Royal Navy’s Home Fleet in Scapa Flow.

After Billy had reached the age of 18, he was called up under the National Service (Armed Forces) Act – 1939.  Billy, like many other Stromnesians, joined the Royal Navy.  He left Orkney to make the long journey to the south of England, where he was to report at HMS Raleigh, the Royal Navy training establishment in Plymouth on 4th November 1942.  Travel arrangements were often subject to unexpected delays and diversions in wartime, which Billy obviously experienced because he was a day late arriving there.
Billy spent nine weeks at HMS Raleigh doing basic seaman training, the length of time that all modern Royal Navy recruits take to complete phase one training there today.  Billy moved on 13th January 1943 to nearby HMS Drake, the Royal Navy Devonport barracks, where spent another fourteen weeks completing his training.  After only a few days home on leave, William Muir joined the crew of HMS Charybdis on 29th April 1943 as an Ordinary Seaman. 
HMS Charybdis was a light cruiser of the Dido class, which had been laid down at Cammell Laird's yard in Birkenhead, Cheshire on 9th November 1938 and launched on 17th September 1940.  Fitting out work on HMS Charybdis was delayed by the need to prioritise building escort destroyers for convoy duty and the cruiser was not completed until 3rd December 1941.
The Dido Class was the Royal Navy’s first to be designed and built as anti-aircraft cruisers, although some older ships had been converted to that role.  There were not enough 5.25 inch dual purpose guns to fit out all eleven of the first group Dido class ships with five twin turrets, so HMS Charybdis and HMS Scylla were completed with four twin 4.5 inch turrets.  After HMS Charybdis joined the Home Fleet at Scapa Flow in January 1942, her crew endured some taunts from sailors of “big gun” ships that the cruiser was a “tiger without teeth”.
When Billy joined the crew of HMS Charybdis in April 1943, she had earned the Royal Navy reputation as a fine fighting ship, also the German nickname “Blue Devil”.  Both were the result of her leading role in two epic 1942 convoys to Malta: Operation Harpoon in June and Operation Pedestal in August, during which much of her Mediterranean camouflage was blue.  HMS Charybdis had also taken part in the Allied invasion of North Africa, Operation Torch.

In addition to the Royal Marine Band on board all significant Royal Navy warships, HMS Charybdis also had a Bagpipe Band that played during physical training each morning.  The cruiser’s football team included a former Bolton Wanderers’ professional player and they became champions of the Home Fleet in March 1942.
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When Billy Muir joined the crew of HMS Charybdis, she was not based at his home in Scapa Flow, but at her own, Plymouth.  A week later the cruiser left to escort RMS Queen Mary to New York, with Winston Churchill on board.  After a stormy return crossing of the Atlantic, HMS Charybdis made another patrol of the Bay of Biscay.  She then completed a safe run to Gibraltar with an important passenger on board, the playwright and director Noel Coward.
HMS Charybdis then returned to the Mediterranean, where she escorted convoys for the invasion of Sicily.  When it was successful and the Allies moved on to invade the Italian mainland, the crew of the cruiser had a difficult time which included taking reinforcement troops into the Salerno beach-head with General Eisenhower aboard as an observer.

At 1900 hrs/22nd October HMS Charybdis, followed in line by Fleet destroyers Grenville and Rocket, then Hunt Class destroyers Limbourne, Talybont, Stevenstone and Wensleydale, left Plymouth as Force 28 on an Operation Tunnel sweep.  It was an attempt to intercept a German convoy, including the merchant ship Münsterland, on passage from Brest to Cherbourg.
In the first hour of the 23rd Force 28 was detected by two shore German radar stations and the British destroyers intercepted radio telephone calls between at least five German warships.  In addition to close escort minesweepers and patrol vessels, the enemy convoy had a strong outer escort of five Elbing Class destroyers, each armed with two triple-tube torpedo launchers.
At 0135 hrs HMS Charybdis made radar contact with a German force, so altered speed and course.  Ten minutes later she fired starshell, which illuminated German ships about 2½ miles distant, but also tracks of torpedoes already fired by German destroyer T 23.  Seconds later a torpedo hit HMS Charybdis in the port side, bringing her to a standstill, listing heavily.  There was some confusion among the British ships, increased when torpedo salvoes from T 22, T 26 and T27 blew HMS Limbourne’s bow off and hit Charybdis again, breaking her in two.

The German convoy escaped completely unscathed as a heavy rain squall came in, while the British destroyers withdrew to the north to reform.  When they returned to the scene HMS Charybdis had sunk.  107 of the cruiser’s crew were picked up, but 30 officers and 432 ratings, William Muir among them, lost their lives.  Most of the crew of HMS Limbourne were picked up by the other destroyers before the crippled ship was sunk, but 40 men died.
Bodies from HMS Charybdis came ashore on the French coast, also in the Channel Islands.  When nineteen sailors and marines were buried with full military honours on Guernsey on 17th November, 5,000 local people bringing 900 wreaths attended to show their support for the Royal Navy.  Sadly William Muir has no known grave, but is commemorated on Panel 80, Column 3 of the Plymouth Naval Memorial and on the Stromness War Memorial in Orkney. 

The action was a disaster for the Royal Navy, which learned hard lessons from it.  Operation Tunnel was suspended until the spring of 1944, but when it restarted improved training, force organisation, equipment and planning eventually allowed the Allies to seize the initiative from the Germans.  Both sides lost more warships, including HMCS Athabaskan, the Canadian Navy’s greatest single World War 2 loss of life.  These culminated in clashes in June covering the D-Day landings, when the Germans were unable to mount a significant disruptive attack.
