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SUMMARY 

On the 9th March 1917, 04.30 am, HMS Albacore left her anchorage in Inganess Bay, Kirkwall, to 
proceed to Auskerry to locate a German U Boat that had been reported in the waters east of Orkney.  
At the entrance to Inganess Bay, at 04.44, HMS Albacore struck a mine that destroyed the bow, as 
far back as the bridge, killing 18 men.  Photographs of the vessel after the incident show a large 
section of the bow was missing and this is where the majority of those lost were sleeping.  

The aim of this project was to locate and survey any remaining debris from the bow of HMS Albacore 
and re-examine the circumstances surrounding its loss.     

The story of HMS Albacore is not well known as little can be found in books, articles or on the 
internet about the incident. This is most likely due to censorship at the time restricting news of such 
events and the fact that the ship survived and was put back into service within four months. With 
the passing of the 103rd year since the incident, this report hopes to increase public awareness and 
serve as a reminder of those lost. 

 

 

HMS Albacore  
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1 INTRODUCTION & AIMS 

On the night of 8th March 1917 HMS Albacore, a B class destroyer, under the command of Lt. 
Lawrence W. Newbery-Boschetti RNR, was anchored in Inganess Bay, Kirkwall.  At 04.30 on the 
morning of the 9th March 1917 HMS Albacore weighed anchor to proceed to a position off Auskerry 
to try and intercept a German submarine that had been reported east of Orkney.  Engines were put 
slow ahead at 04.35 and at 04.37 to half speed (12 ½ knots).  At 04.40 HMS Albacore left Inganess 
Bay. The Chief Stoker William McCulloch, and four ratings were on top of the forecastle at the 
capstan securing for sea. At 04.44 the destroyer struck a floating mine on the starboard side of the 
stem which destroyed the bow as far back as the bridge (Figure 1). Eighteen crew were killed in the 
explosion, many of whom were sleeping in the fore mess deck under the forecastle. Several 
crewmen, including Lt. Newbery-Boschetti RNR who was on deck, were injured.  

Assessment of the damage reported that the bow from the stem to No.23 ‘’Station’’ was blown 
away, the Stokers Messdeck had flooded but that the bulkhead between the Fore Stokehold and the 
Stokers Messdeck remained watertight. The engine room and boiler room were undamaged. The 
helm in the bridge had seized so this was disconnected, and control was altered to the aft steering 
position.  The dynamo continued to run, supplying lights to all parts of the ship apart from the 
bridge.  The boats were lowered to look for survivors.  These were manned by some of the stokers, 
as most of the Able Seamen were in the Fore Crew Space and had been killed in the blast. Only the 
ships dog was found and recovered. 

 

 

Figure 1: HMS Albacore being taken in tow showing the severe damage caused by the mine.   © 
Crown Copyright. IWM (SP 403). 

 

Gunner John Baker was on deck assisting in launching the boats and then ran forward to check the 
Stokers Messdeck and found the lockers covered with water, the lights were still burning and all the 
hammocks were empty with everyone clear. He then went to the hatchway of the Fore Crew Space 
and found clouds of steam issuing from there. He tried to go down the ladder but after the third rung  
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Figure 2: Images of HMS Albacore in Invergordon after debris removal.  The lower image shows the 
damaged ladder into the Fore Crew Space (©HES Invergordon Album). 
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it was broken (See Figure 2).  Baker Searched around the damaged forepart and found Leading 
Seaman Perkins severely injured and the body of a Stoker (Most likely Stoker 1st class Saunders). The 
telegraph was rung astern and HMS Albacore manoeuvred back into Inganess Bay as there was the 
possibility of encountering more mines across the mouth of the bay.  A message was passed to the 
destroyer HMS Sprightly requesting assistance and at 05.15 the HM Trawler Laurel II went alongside 
and picked up the wounded. 

At daylight, with the assistance of several trawlers, HMS Albacore, going astern under her own 
steam, attempted to make for Kirkwall but with wind over the flood tide there was a big sea running 
in the String.  Commander Nicholson Officer Commanding the Northern Patrol arrived about 07.00 
with several small craft and at 09.15 HMS Albacore was made fast to HMS Sprightly and anchored to 
the western side of Hellier Holm to wait for the tide to turn.  At 11.30, on the ebb tide and with the 
help of HMS Sprightly and several trawlers, HMS Albacore passed through the gate in the boom net 
deployed from Twin Ness to Thieves Holm and then to Carness (ADM 137/1894, Kirkwall boom nets).  
Once through the gate a mine was spotted being towed as it had become fouled in the debris 
hanging down from the damaged bow section.  The mine broke loose as HMS Albacore was towed 
into shallower water, and then recovered.  It was identified as a German Mk IV (UC 200) submarine 
launched mine (Figure 3, ADM 137/3217) 1.  HMS Albacore was finally tied up alongside Kirkwall Pier 
at 16.00 (ADM 137/3217).  Only three of the dead crew members were recovered and they were 
buried at Lyness on Hoy, Orkney.  Fifteen crew members remain unaccounted for (see Appendix 1). 

 

 

   

Figure 3: Mark IV mine (UC 200) © AMM 34000 (Maquetland.com) (left) and mine being loaded into 
U boat (M.Lowrey)(right).  

 
1 Further mines were swept that day off Hellier Holm, two off Auskerry and the following day another off 
Rerwick Head. On the 18th March 1917, a mine exploded in the sweep in the Stronsay Firth and two more 
between Green Holm and Ork Ness. All were identified as Mk IV (UC 200) submarine launched mines.   
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The logbook from HMS Leander shows that at 06.00 on the 13th of March 1917 a working party was 
sent to Kirkwall to join HMS Albacore.  At 19.40 on the same day HMS Albacore arrived at Longhope 
and was tied alongside HMS Leander (ADM 53/46394).  On the 14th of March the tug ‘’Plover’’ towed 
HMS Albacore over to the floating dry dock where a working party from HMS Leander spent the next 
two weeks removing stores and getting the ship ready to go south for repairs (ADM 53/46394).  On 
the 1st April 1917 HMS Albacore had been made seaworthy and at 0600 hrs left for Aberdeen (ADM 
53/46395, although Lt T R Boulter RNVR Tugs diary says Dundee).  Photographs held by HES show 
HMS Albacore at Invergordon (Figure 2) by which time much of the remaining debris had been 
cleared.  The bow was replaced, and HMS Albacore was back in service by July 1917 (Supplement to 
the Monthly Naval List Showing Organisation of the Fleet, July 1917). 

No known attempt had been made to locate the missing bow section of HMS Albacore.  A side scan 
survey of the area by SULA Diving staff in December 2019 found a contact off Inganess Bay that was 
subsequently inspected by remote video.  The position and nature of the contact, which comprised a 
large section of metal wreckage with ribs evident, matched the description of the lost bow of HMS 
Albacore.  This report details the results of survey work on the site, including the initial discovery of 
the site and a detailed inspection of the wreckage, which was funded by HES.  A fresh examination of 
the circumstances surrounding the incident is also presented.   
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2 METHODS 

2.1 Archive research 
Archive materials were obtained from the National Archive, the United Kingdom’s Hydrographic 
Office, and the National Maritime Museum.  U boat KTB extracts were kindly supplied by Michael 
Lowrey.  Plans for HMS Albacore were obtained used to provide detailed information on the 
structure and dimensions of the bow section.  These included the following documents: 

• Profile, Upper and Bridge Decks (Scale 1:48, NPA 5038) 
• Lower Deck, Hold and Sections (Scale 1:48, NPA 5037) 
• General Arrangement [blueprint] (Scale 1:48, NPA 5035) 
• Midship Section (Scale 1:12, NPA 5036) 

 

2.2 Side scan sonar 
The side scan sonar survey was carried using a C-Max CM2 side scan sonar system, comprising a 
digital towfish with depth sensor. Sonar data were collected using a medium and high frequency 
settings of 325 kHz and 780kHz, respectively, and recorded using MaxView software. An Evermore 
SA380 Marine GPS (accuracy +/− 3m) was used to collect spatial data. The towfish was towed behind 
the survey vessel at an altitude of 5-10m off the seabed. A counter pulley recorded the layback 
distance of the towfish, which was used during post processing to determine the location of the 
towfish (and thus any sonar contacts) relative to the vessel position. Post processing of sonar data 
was achieved using SonarWiz 7. All locations were given in degrees and deci-minute format (datum 
WGS84). 

 

2.3 Magnetometer 
The magnetometer survey was carried out using a Marine Magnetics SeaSpy magnetometer with 
data collected on BOB software. Spatial data was collected using an Evermore SA380Marine GPS, 
providing accuracy of +/- 3m. A Magnetic contour map with a contour interval of 1.00 was generated 
using SonarWiz 7 and data were processed according to Holt (2019). A colour map and 3D surface 
were also produced with SonarWiz 7. 

 

2.4 Remote video 
A Spyball remote video system (Submertec, 540TVL, min. illumination 0.02Lux) was used to 
investigate the site.  A secondary video system (GoPro Hero 4/6) was also attached to the Spyball to 
gather still images and/or additional higher quality video.  The survey was carried out during calm 
weather conditions to allow for maximum control over the direction of the video survey. Throughout 
the survey care was taken to avoid disturbing the site. Spatial data was collected using an Evermore 
SA380Marine GPS, providing accuracy of +/- 3m. 

 

2.5  Diving 
The dive survey was carried out under the Scientific & Archaeological Approved Code of Practice 
(ACoP) using SCUBA (self-contained underwater breathing apparatus). Operating from a suitable dive 
support vessel (DSV), the site was marked by a shot-line and a two-person dive team descended to 
the seabed where they carried out a visual inspection. Digital still images and video were recorded, 
and written notes were collected on a diver slate. 
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3 RESULTS 

The position of where HMS Albacore struck the mine was given in the Bi-Monthly minesweeping 
report 15th to 31st March 1917 (ADM 116/1515):  

• ORKNEY’S & SHETLAND.

‘’ HMS ‘’Albacore’’ struck a surface mine on 9th, approximately 2 miles S.E ¼ E, from Hellier Holm and 
was severely damaged’’.  

A search area for this survey was determined by plotting the range and bearing provided in the 
minesweeping report and is shown in Figure 4 (SE 1/4 E = 132 deg (T) or 118 deg (mag) 1917). 

Figure 4: The reported range and bearing where HMS Albacore struck the mine, 2 miles S.E ¼ E, from 
Hellier Holm.  Bearings relative to True (blue) and Magnetic (red) north are shown as it was unclear 
which was used (Chart 2584, Approaches to Kirkwall (1917), UKHO). 

3.1 Side Scan Sonar  
A side scan sonar survey was conducted on the 17th December 2019 using a C max CM2 sonar 
operating at a range of 150m and a frequency of 325 kHz. A contact was quickly located, and a 
second pass was conducted set on 75m range 325 kHz. The position was recorded as 59° 00.027’ N, 
002° 51.079’W and is indicated on Figure 4 by a blue circle.  The depth in this area was 29m. There 
was a strong flood tide running, which caused some pitch and yaw, but the data clearly showed the 
main contact and several smaller artefacts.  The total area covered by the side scan survey, as well as 
the location of the main contact, is shown in Figure 5.  The sonar image of the main contact is shown 
in Figure 6.  It was partly obscured by a shoal of fish but considered to be man-made in origin, sitting 
on a sandy seabed with obvious sand ripples. The contact was measured at 1.9m in height, 18m long 
by 12m wide. The shadow shows a narrow spike being the highest point at 1.9m. 
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Figure 5: Chart showing the area covered by the side scan survey (grey shaded) and the main sonar 
contact ‘’Albacore Bow’’.  Its location was very close to the Royal Navy position from the Bi-Monthly 
minesweeping report (UKHO).  

Figure 6: Sonar image of main contact on a seabed consisting of sand ripples (range 75m, frequency 
325 kHz 
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3.2 Magnetometer 
A magnetometer survey of the area showed a single large magnetic anomaly in a position that 
corresponded with that of the contact recorded during the side scan survey.  Ten passes were made 
over the contact position at increasing distances, four in a N/S direction and six in an E/W direction, 
with approximate 40m line spacing. (Figure 7 & 8).  Colour contour images of the site are shown in 
Figures 9 & 10.  According to the Hall equation (Holt, 2019), the mass of iron in the target was 
approximately 30 tonnes (anomaly size (nT) = 17, aspect ratio = 1.2, slant distance = 25m). 

Figure 7:  Gamma contour grid chart with a contour interval of 1.00 nT overlaid chart showing the 
boat track (red) and the isolated magnetic ‘hotspot’. (UKHO)  

Figure 8: Zoomed in on the Side scan sonar contact with the gamma contour grid chart with a 
contour interval of 1.00 nT overlaid using SonarWiz 7. 
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Figure 9: Gamma contour grid chart having been colour-mapped using SonarWiz 7. (UKHO) 

Figure 10: Magnetic colour map opened as a surface with SonarWiz 7 3D viewer. 



10 

3.3 Remote video 
A drop camera survey of the site was carried out on the 17th December 2019.  This confirmed the 
presence of steel wreckage on a sandy seabed.   Visibility was fair but it was possible to discern steel 
plate and framework, some of which appeared to be severely deformed (Figure 11).   Much of the 
site was obscured by seaweed debris.  

Figure 11: Remote video images of the wreckage showing steel frame work and associated debris. 
The Lower image shows a deep scour to the right of the picture.  
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3.4 Diving Survey  
A diving survey of the wreckage was carried out on the 1st June 2020, when the wreckage was found 
to be largely covered by seaweed.  It was dived again on the 12th November 2020 when less seaweed 
was present.  A good slack water period on the site was found to occur four hours after high water 
Aberdeen. 

The dive surveys confirmed the presence of steel plate and ribs/frames, as well as additional detail 
on the site as follows: 

• Rivet holes in the steel plate; 
• Frames were most channel iron (approximately 360mm x 80mm cross section) and were rivetted 

onto the outer steel plate; 
• Some isolated I-beams were also present; 
• There were several areas where the frames and steel plating were severely bent and twisted out 

of shape; 
• Apertures in the steel plate – these were initially thought to be portholes but the diving survey 

showed that they were simply holes in the steel plate, approximately 100mm in diameter; 
• Pipework in various locations, including flanges and bulkhead penetrators; 
• Steel hawser; 
• Copper pipe, partially buried, approximately 200mm diameter; 
• Bulkhead or deck plates with hatch apertures, one being approximately 500mm in diameter with 

bolt holes around its circumference; 

A sketch of the site is shown in Figure 13 which provides an overview of the site.  A relatively 
undamaged section of hull comprising steel plate and 11 frames, lies to the north.   This section is 
plate side down (frames uppermost) but appeared to be lying on top of another section of hull 
plating which has its frames underneath.  As the frame ends line up, it appears this is a section of hull 
that has folded in half.  The underlying frames were similar dimensions to those on top.  The plate 
and frames to the south side were significantly deformed.  However, several frame ends on the 
south side appeared to line up with those on the undamaged section to the north.   

The section of plate located on the seabed between the two hull sections was approximately 1m 
wide and 5m long.  It was also rivetted and contained a round aperture surrounded by holes, 
presumably where a hatch was bolted in place.  A flange assembly was also present on the plate, a 
short distance from the hatch.  Several other flange assemblies were observed on the site, most of 
which were partly in burial.  Indeed, the extent to which parts of the wreckage were buried in sand 
varied between the two dives, highlighting the dynamic nature of the site.   
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 Figure 12: Overview of the site showing framework in the background with further twisted frames 
in the foreground.  Steel sheet is also present and a round hatchway is evident at centre.  
 

 
 Figure 13: Site sketch (courtesy of Keith Rendall) 

North 
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 Figure 14: Twisted hull plating. 
 

 
 Figure 15: Twisted frame (rib). 
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 Figure 16: Rivet heads (right) between steel plate and frame. 
 

 
 Figure 17: Aperture in steel plate, function unknown. 
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 Figure 18: Steel hawser. 
 

 
 Figure 19: Possible hatch aperture (left) with flange (right). 
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 Figure 20: Copper pipe in burial 
 

  
 Figure 21: Variation in extent of sand burial between the 1st June (left) and 12th November 2020. 
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4 DISCUSSION 

Survey work quickly located a significant piece of wreckage close to the location where HMS 
Albacore struck a mine in 1917.  The detailed examination of the wreckage allowed an effective 
comparison to archive material that describes the vessel and the circumstances around the incident.   

 
The bow section of HMS Albacore. 
 

 

 

Figure 22: Extract from ADM 137/3217, Lt. Newbery-Boschetti RNR report (NA). 

 

Lt. Newbery-Boschetti RNR reported in ADM 137/3217 ‘’ Damage to H.M.S. ALBACORE by mine’’ that 
the bow from the stem to ‘’No.23 Station’’ was blown away (Figure 22).  Traditionally, a ‘’station’’ is a 
measurement of a ship where its length is divided and numbered according to a decimal system, 
based on either 10 or 100, between the perpendiculars.  However, examination of the plans for HMS 
Albacore (obtained from the National Maritime Museum in Greenwich) showed that the stations 
corresponded to the structural steel frames of the hull, of which there were 127 in total, number 1 
being at the bow (Figures 23 - 25).  Station 23 therefore was frame 23, the bulkhead between the 
Fore Crew Space and After Crew Space (Stoker’s Mess).  The hull section forward of frame 23, which 
according to the plans measured 12.2m, was lost in the blast.  The estimated size of the sonar 
contact was 18m x 12m, so closely matched the size of the lost bow section.   

Figure 24 show that the lost bow section included the “Turtle deck” (outside) and deckhead (inside), 
the ‘’Fore Peak’’, a space aft of the Fore Peak housing a winch for a wire hawser, the ‘’Chain Locker’’ 
and the ‘’Fore Crew Space’’.  Between the winch space and Fore Crew Space there was a watertight 
bulkhead through which handles passed to operate the winch.  The Fore Crew Space was the area 
that the Able Seamen and some lower ranks slept and lived when onboard. There were two tables, 
lockers for kit, shelves for ditty boxes and a small stove.  The crew would sleep in hammocks.   The 
Fore Crew Space is directly above two storerooms (Figure 23).  The forward store is labelled ‘’Naval 
Stores’’ and aft is the ‘’Torpedo Heads’’ store, which usually held two live torpedo heads.  All the 
crew in this section were killed as a result of the mine explosion.  The Fore Crew Space ends at frame 
23, which is a watertight bulkhead, with the ‘’After Crew Space’’, ‘’Magazine & Shell Room’’ and 
‘’Electrical Store’’ top aft.  Although the bulkhead was damaged and these spaces flooded, all the 
crew in this area survived.   
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Figure 23:  HMS Albacore, detail Profile of bow of HMS Albacore showing Fore Crew Space and 
After crew space and frame 23. © National Maritime Museum, Greenwich, London (NPA 5038). 
 
 

 
Figure 24: HMS Albacore, detail of Section at frames looking forward into the Fore Crew Space 
where the mine was struck. © National Maritime Museum, Greenwich, London (NPA 5037). 
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Figure 25:  HMS Albacore, detail of Hold, Lower Deck and Turtle Deck showing frame 23. © 
National Maritime Museum, Greenwich, London (NPA 5037 & 5038). 

 

 

 

Frame 23 
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The turtle deck (Figures 24 & 25) was fitted with two fairleads, two sets of bollards, two chain pipes 
leading to the chain locker, four 12-inch Suggs vents, one large riding bit and a steam capstan. The 
motor for the steam capstan was between the fore crew space deckhead and the turtle deck. There 
were five deck lights set in the deck (round glass windows to allow light). Just forward of the chart 
house two 8 cwt Lenox anchors were stored, one each side of the deck.   

 

Survey results 

The location of the wreckage is close to the reported co-ordinates for where HMS Albacore struck 
the mine.  Furthermore, the size of the wreckage (18 x 12m) approximately matches the size of the 
lost bow section from HMS Albacore.  The diving survey confirmed presence of steel plate with 
associated frames.  While no absolute evidence was collected that these were the remains of HMS 
Albacore, a number of features on the site match what might be expected from its bow section, 
based on the construction plans.  These include: 

• rivetted steel plate and frames 
• Bent steel plate and frames, consistent with explosion  
• bulkhead penetrators/pipework 
• Steel hawser 
• Copper pipe (connected to the steam powered deck capstan) 

The rivetted steel plate and frames are characteristic of a destroyer of this period and no other 
known wrecks in the area were built in that way.  The overall layout of the site, while confusing at 
first, also appears to match what might be expected to remain of the Albacore’s bow section.  The 
two areas of hull lying to either side of deck or bulkhead plating suggest a section of hull that has 
gradually corroded and collapsed onto the seabed over a significant period of time.  The severely 
deformed hull plate and frames on the south side of the site are indicate of an explosive force and 
may in fact be the starboard side of the vessel that struck the mine.  The section of hull to the north 
appeared more intact.  The curvature of these frames appeared consistent and corresponds with the 
original curvature of the inside of the hull (Figure 26).  The area between the north and south section 
was buried in sand, but deck or bulkhead plating was evident here.  The frames leading in from each 
side suggest that the keel section may be buried under the plating.  

 

  
Figure 26: The hull frames on the south of the site showed a consistent curvature that matches that 
of the frames in the bow area of the ship, as shown in the sectional drawing for frame 13 (right). 
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Figure 27: Deck or bulkhead plating lying on the seabed between the two section of hull plating.  
The hatch is shown at centre with pipework fittings bolted to the plate (right) 

 

The deck or bulkhead remains located between the two sections of hull contained features that may 
yet be linked to specific features of HMS Albacore (Figure 27).  The hatch in particular is interesting 
as several hatches are indicated in the construction plans, e.g. two in the deck of the Fore Crew 
Space (Figure 25) and one in the deck of the Torpedo Head Magazine (Figure 24).  The diameter of 
the hatch aperture was measured at 500mm, which is slightly smaller than the forward hatch (22.5” 
or 572mm) in the Fore Crew Space that led to the Naval Stores, below.  The plans also show a pillar 
was located next to this hatch, which may be related to the pipework located immediately beside the 
hatch.  Alternatively, this plating could be one of the water tight bulkheads in the forward section of 
the ship, which are located at frames 4, 9 and 19.  The plans do not however specific the size or 
location of hatches through these bulkheads.   

The location and nature of the wreckage suggest very strongly that these are the remains of HMS 
Albacore.  Nothing was found on the site that would refute this hypothesis, although further 
investigation of the site would be required to find conclusive evidence.  

 

Which U Boat laid the mines responsible for the damage to HMS Albacore?.   

Research undertaken during this project highlighted an error in the historical record.  UC 44 
(Kptlt.Kurt Tebbenjohanns) is widely credited in the literature and online with laying the mine that 
damaged HMS Albacore, mainly thanks to Spindler (1932), who stated that the UC 44 laid mines “off 
Kirkwall” on the 9th February 1917, exactly one month before the incident.  However, The String was 
swept for mines daily and it is extremely unlikely any mines would have been missed by the 
minesweepers for that length of time.  Examination of the UC 44’s KTB however, showed that three 
mines were dropped 045 degrees, 500m off Mull Head, Deerness, approximately 5 nautical miles 
east of Inganess Bay and that the U boat did not enter The String on that patrol (Figure 28).  
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Figure 28: UC 44 KTB detailing mine operations off Orkney 09/02/1917 (M. Lowrey). 

 

 

 

Figure 29: KTB UC 55 8/3/1917 showing mine operations off Inganess Bay (Uboatwar.com). 

 

 

 

Figure 30: UC 55s KTB Mine map from 08/03/1917 showing the three mine lines (each comprising 
three mines) sown in The String and at the mouth of Inganess Bay (M.Lowrey). 
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UC 55’s first patrol was from February 22nd to March 15th, 1917, under the command of Kptlt. Karl 
Neureuther.  The KTB of UC 55 shows a map of the vessel’s route, which includes mine locations 
(Figures 29 & 30).  This shows UC 55 was active off Kirkwall on the night of the 8th March 1917 and 
states that at 11.40pm (1040pm GMT)2,the mine laying operation began with 3 mines laid across 
“The String’’.  The KTB also states that at 11.45 pm (10.45pm GMT) 6-8 large and small dimmed 
vessels were seen anchored in Inganess Bay.  Another 6 mines (2 x 3 pattern) were laid that closed 
the bay to vessel passage (Figure 30).  The KTB shows that it was one of the six mines laid by UC 55 
across the entrance to Inganess Bay that accounted for the damage to HMS Albacore just a few 
hours later.   

It is possible that UC 55 had been seen approaching Orkney and was the U boat that HMS Albacore 
had been tasked to intercept off Auskerry.  Another possibility is the UC 76, which had been seen 
after sinking the Grimsby trawler ‘’Vulcana’’ GY 27 on the 7th March 1917 forty miles east of 
Auskerry.     U Boat UC 76 (Oblt.z.S. Wilhelm Barten) was reported heading in a north westerly 
direction after the attack.    

 

The British Records 

A British account of the incident was recorded in the Bi-Monthly minesweeping report for 1st to 15th 
April (Figure 31), which recorded the mines swept off Kirkwall in March 1917, concluded that all the 
mines were laid on the night of 8/9th March 1917.  All the remaining mines were all swept on the 10th 
and 11th March 1917 (Figure 32). 

Naval Staff Monograph. Vol 18. (Home Waters Dec 1916 to April 1917) Interestingly, states UC 55 
was the U Boat responsible for the mine that damaged HMS Albacore but shows the wrong time for 
the incident stating 06.30 and not the actual time of 04.44 (Figure 33).  

 

  

Figure 31: Bi-Monthly minesweeping report for 1st to 15th April. (ADM 116/1515) NA Kew 

 
2 U Boat’s clocks were generally set to Berlin time, GMT+1. 
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Figure 32:  Minesweeping map 10th to 12th March 1917 (ADM 137/1887). 

 

 

 

Figure 33: Naval Staff Monograph. Vol 18. Home Waters Dec 1916 to April 1917 page 352.  

 

Conclusions 

Survey work to locate the bow section of HMS Albacore, lost after a collision with a mine on 9th 
March 1917 with the loss of 18 sailors, identified isolated wreckage in The String, Orkney, at co-
ordinates 59° 00.027’ N, 002° 51.079’W.  The wreckage was near to the reported location of the 
collision cited in Royal Navy minesweeping reports.  A diving inspection of the wreckage found of 
rivetted hull plating and frames, deck/bulkhead plating, pipework, flanges and wire hawser.  Much of 
the hull plating was deformed in a manner consistent with explosion damage.  The size of the 
wreckage was consistent with the size of the bow section lost from HMS Albacore and the overall 
layout features within the site was consistent with that of a section of hull that had settled on the 
seabed and subsequently corroded and collapsed over a significant period of time.   Altogether, 
these features are strong evidence that the wreckage is that of the hull section of HMS Albacore, 
although further work on the site would help to establish this conclusively.   

Examination of the historical record confirmed that the UC55 that was active in The String on the 
evening prior to the incident and laid six mines across the mouth of Inganess Bay, after seeing a 
number of vessels, including HMS Albacore, anchored within.   
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Appendix 1: Sailors lost on HMS Albacore, 9th March 1917 

BENNETT, James J, Officer's Steward 2nd Class, L5223 (Ch) 

DAVIES, Norman J, Signalman, RNVR, Mersey Z 1194, 

DOWDALL, Patrick J, Able Seaman, 181145 (Ch) 

ELSEY, Lawrence J, Able Seaman, J 5350 (Ch) 

HALFHEAD, Herbert H, Able Seaman (RFR B 10136), SS 2614 (Ch) 

HOWARD, Charles T, Able Seaman, J 5069 (Po) 

KING, Herbert H, Able Seaman, 229243 (Ch) 

MCCULLOCH, William, Chief Stoker, 284877 (Ch) 

MURPHY, William, Signalman, RNVR, London 4/2567 

PATTON, William C, Able Seaman (RFR B 9746), 200320 (Ch) 

PAYNE, Charles P, Leading Signalman, 224936 (Ch) 

PLEDGE, Bruce S, Petty Officer, 192918 (Ch) 

ROBINSON, Bertie T, Able Seaman, J 19682 (Ch) 

SAUNDERS, Alfred E, Stoker 1c (RFR Immed Cl 762), SS 101576 (Ch) 

SEDWELL, John J, Stoker 1c, K 20115 (Ch) 

STEVENS, William H, Able Seaman, J 8831 (Dev) 

THOMPSON, Robert P, Leading Seaman, 239905 (Ch) 

TURNER, William, Able Seaman, 224022 (Ch) 

 

(Ch) Chatham (after service number) 

(Po) Portsmouth (after service number) 

(Dev) Devonport (after service number) 

 

The logbook for HMS Leander for March 1917 shows that on the 11th March at 1.00 pm a funeral & 
firing party were landed. The parties returned to the ship at 3.30 pm. 

On the 13th of March HMS Leander logbook shows that at 1.15 pm a funeral party was landed which 
returned to the ship at 3.30 pm. (ADM 53/46394) 

Records obtained from CWGC show that Officer's Steward BENNETT & Stoker SAUNDERS were 
buried in the 11th March 1917 and STEVENS AB was buried on the 13th March 1917.  

The services were conducted by the Rev. A.H.H.M. Narregaard. (Burial Register – 011120502) 
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Crew from HMS Albacore buried in Lyness Cemetery On Hoy, Orkney.  

STEVENS, Able Seaman, WILLIAM HENRY, J/8831(Dev). H.M.S. "Albacore.". Royal Navy. 

9th March 1917. B. 58. 

SAUNDERS, Stoker 1st Class, ALBERT EDWIN, SS/101576. (RFR/I C/762). H.M.S. 

"Albacore.". Royal Navy. 9th March 1917. B. 59.          

BENNETT, Officer's Steward 2nd Class, JAMES JOHN (Ch), L5223 H.M.S ‘’Leander’’. Royal Navy                                   

9th March 1917. B. 60.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                           

 

 

Headstones for AB W.H. Stevens, Stoker A.E. Saunders & Steward J.J Bennett at Lyness Cemetery, Hoy 
Orkney. (Photos Guido Blokland) 

 

Officer's Steward 2nd Class Bennett’s headstone has the ship’s name H.M.S Leander as that was the 
destroyer depot ship to which H.M.S Albacore was attached.  
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Appendix 2: HMS Albacore. 

 

HMS Albacore (K Heath Collection). 

 

Displacement: 417 tons. 

Length:  67.31 m.    Beam:  6.41 m.   Draught:  1.97 m. 

Propulsion:  4 × Reed water tube boilers.  Parsons steam turbines driving 2 shafts. 

Complement:  56 officers and men. 

Armament:  3 × QF 12-pounder guns. 2 × single tubes for 18-inch torpedoes. 

 

History 

HMS Albacore was the 7th ship to carry that name. Pennant number P14 (1914-15) D76 (1915-18) 
D01 (1918) 

HMS Albacore was built in Yarrow by the Palmers Shipbuilding and Iron Company. This was one of 
two destroyers laid down on speculation (without a specific order) in September 1905, as Yard 
Number 786 (Albacore) and 787 (Bonetta).  The two destroyers were of a similar size and design to 
the Royal Navy’s “thirty knotter" destroyers with a turtleback forecastle. The first of the two ships, 
which would later become HMS Albacore, was launched on 9 October 1906. No customer could be 
found for these two vessels and they were offered to the Royal Navy for £70,000 to 80,000 each. The 
Admiralty rejected the offer. In April 1908 two destroyers, HMS Tiger and HMS Gala, were lost in 
accidents and it was decided to buy the two ships from Palmer's as replacements. HMS Tiger was 
rammed and cut in two by the cruiser HMS Berwick 02/04/1908 & HMS Gala was rammed and sunk 
by the cruiser HMS Attentive 28/04/1908.  

An order for the two ships was placed on 8 May 1908, at a price of £60,000 each.  

Albacore could only reach a maximum of 26.5 knots instead of the required 31 knots. The Admiralty 
finally agreed to accept Albacore and her sister ship Bonetta on 3 March 1909, but only paying 
£45,000 for each.  HMS Albacore was commissioned into the Royal Navy on 27 March 1909. 
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In 1912 the Admiralty directed all destroyers were to be grouped into classes based on appearance. 
As a four-funnelled ship, HMS Albacore was listed as a ‘’B-class destroyer’’ in 1913. 

On 6 April 1914 a boiler tube burst while the destroyer was in Chatham harbour, killing three stokers. 

‘’THREE STOKERS KILLED. EXPLOSION ON DESTROYER. The Secretary the Admiralty regrets to state 
that, result of the bursting of a boiler tube in H.M.S. Albacore, at Chatham, on Monday, the following 
casualties occurred: — Killed. Reginald James, stoker. Official number, Chatham, 299,872. Died 
subsequently from Severe Burns, George Ballard, stoker petty officer, and Walter Witham Hewitt, 
stoker, second class, both of the Chatham Division. The Albacore is a torpedo-boat destroyer of 440 
tons. She left Chatham on Monday morning to proceed to Sheerness to take in ammunition 
preparatory to joining her flotilla at Harwich.’’ (Western Gazette - Friday 10 April 1914) 

West Middlesex Gazette 04/06/1915 Southall Roll of Honour list Stoker 1st class W.R Strange, HMS 
Albacore. No cause of death given. 

16/04/1916 Leading Stoker F.W.J. Mitton died onboard, from natural causes, and is buried in Lyness 
Cemetery.  

On March 9th, 1917 HMS Albacore’s bow was blown of when she struck a mine off Kirkwall Orkney 
killing 18 of the crew.  

A new bow was fitted, and vessel was back in service by July 1917, listed as retuning as tender to the 
Torpedo Boat destroyer depot ship HMS Leander.  

A collision occurred between HMS Albacore and collier SS Sanpan occurred on 19 August 1917 in 
Kirkwall Bay (UKHO HD2823-1917).  

HMS Albacore, while under command of Lt. G H Flavell RNR, was coming alongside the anchored 
collier SS Sanpan but due to wind and tide there was a collision.   This collision resulted in the stem 
bar being bent over and corrugating the ends of the starboard bow plates. An enquiry was held on 
HMS Leander …… ‘’ We consider that no blame is attached to anyone, and that the commanding 
officer handled his ship with seamanlike care but from general knowledge and past experience the 
‘’ALBACORE’’ appears to be the most unhandy vessel to manoeuvre especially going astern until 
considerable sternway has been gathered’’. 

On the 2nd of February1918, under the command of Lt W H Brown RNR, HMS Albacore grounded on 
the island of Eday. The Court of Enquiry found the Captain to be at fault for attempting passage 
through Eday Sound at night and not taking account for the tide which had set to the westward.  

Another tragic story was found in the newspaper archive relating to Able Seaman J Tomlinson. 

On 13th August 1918, an inquest was held into the death of Able Seaman Josiah Tomlinson, H.M.S. 
Albacore, who fell from a train on 10th August 1918. ‘’According to the evidence Tomlinson, who 
was travelling in the 8.30 p.m. express from Holyhead, running to Crewe without a stop, suddenly 
opened the corridor door of the carriage, stepped on the footboard, closed the door, and then 
jumped off the train’’. (BNA). Liverpool Daily Post - Wednesday 14 August 1918 

On the 8th September 1918 HMS Albacore was involved in a collision with HM drifter 'Majestic' at 
Queenstown, Ireland. The stern of HMS Albacore was ‘’badly damaged’’ but was able to proceed to 
Liverpool for repairs.  

Albacore was sold for scrap in August 1919.  A company in Penzance, Cornwall, the Maritime 
Recovery Ltd purchased HMS Albacore in 1920 along with two other destroyers. On 14th of July 1920 
while passing down the Irish Sea a gale developed, and the tug towing HMS Albacore had to put into 
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Milford Haven for shelter. While at anchor off Milford one of HM Submarines ran into HMS Albacore 
causing severe damage to the port bow. This had to be made good before the tow could proceed. 

On Monday 19th July 1920 HMS Albacore arrived in Penzance. The vessel was opened for display to 
the general public to raise money for local charities with an admission price of ‘’8d’’.  

    

 Cornishman. Wednesday 21st July 1920 

The Mayor of Penzance Mr Poole received £14 12s 1d from the event which was made up to £15.00 
by Mr Slade, managing director of Maritime Recovery Ltd.  £5 went to the West Cornwall Infirmary, 
£5 to St John’s Ambulance and £5 to Roman Catholic Charities in the town.  

 

 

HMS Albacore. (K Heath Collection) 
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Appendix 3: SM UC 55 

 

UC II class U Boat. (M Lowrey collection)  

 

Displacement:  415 t surfaced.  498 t submerged. 

Length:  52.69 m.   Beam:  5.22 m.   Draught:  3.61 m 

Propulsion:    

2 × propeller shafts 

2 × 6-cylinder, 4-stroke diesel engines. 

2 × electric motors. 

Speed: 11.6 knots, surfaced. 7.3 knots submerged. 

Complement:  26 Officers and crew.  

Armament: 

6 × 100 cm (39.4 in) mine tubes which hold 18  mines 

3 × 50 cm (19.7 in) torpedo tubes (2 bow/external; one stern) 

7 × torpedoes 

1 × 8.8 cm (3.5 in)  L/30 deck gun. 

 

SM UC 55 was a UC II class German minelaying submarine. UC 55 was commissioned into the 
German Imperial Navy on 15 November 1916.  UC 55 had three Commanders  

15 Nov 1916 - 11 May 1917 Kptlt. Karl Neureuther. 
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Kptlt. Karl Neureuther. (Uboat.net)  

12 May 1917 - 27 Jun 1917          Oblt.z.S. Theodor Schultz 

28 Jun 1917 - 29 Sept 1917 Oblt.z.S. Horst Rühle von Lilienstern 

 

In 6 patrols UC-55 was credited with sinking 9 ships and damaging 3 others. 

9 Mar 1917. HMS Albacore - 417 tons -Torpedo boat destroyer. Royal Navy. (Damaged) 

19 Apr 1917. Bethlehem - 379 tons - Sailing Vessel with an auxiliary motor. UK  

21 Apr 1917.  Gerda - 979 tons – Steamship. Norway. 

28 May 1917.  Asters - 1,531 tons – Sailing Vessel. Norway  

29 May 1917. Clan Murray - 4,835 tons – Steamship. UK. 

30 May 1917. Fernley - 3,820 tons – Steamship. UK. (Damaged).  

4 Jun 1917. Clara - 923 tons – Sailing Vessel. Norway.  

8 Jul 1917. Spekulation - 291 tons – Sailing Vessel. Norway. 

10 Jul 1917. Flamma - 1,920 tons – Steamship. UK. (Damaged).  

12 Jul 1917. Balzac - 1,720 tons – Steamship. Norway. 

13 Jul 1917. Lai - 500 tons - Sailing Vessel with an auxiliary motor. Norway.  

19 Aug 1917. Rosario - 1,821 tons – Steamship – British. 

On the 29 September 1917 while attempting to lay mines off Lerwick, Shetland UC 55 suffered a loss 
of trim and went below her maximum diving depth which resulted in several leaks. The battery 
compartment flooded which produced chlorine gas. The U boat was forced to surface to ventilate 
the compartments but was then found the helm would not respond.  

Two British destroyers HMS Tirade & HMS Sylvia and the armed trawler Moravia were ordered to the 
area and started shelling the surfaced U Boat. 
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On seeing the approaching destroyers   Oblt. Horst Rühle von Lilienstern ordered secret papers 
destroyed and scuttling charges set and then ordered the crew to abandon the U boat.  

A 12-pdr shell from HMS Sylvia hit the conning tower killing Oblt.z.S. Horst Rühle von Lilienstern. 
Another shell hit the hull and UC 55 began to sink. Two depth charges were then dropped alongside 
the U boat followed by more shells and one depth charge from HMT Moravia.  

11 of the crew were killed and 18 were taken prisoner.  

UC 55 sank in position 60°03.186'N  00°05.067'W,  8 miles SE of Lerwick, in 103m of water.  

The wreck was located in 1985 with side scan sonar during a survey for UKHO.  

 

Paper trace Side Scan Sonar image of UC 55. (UKHO) 

 

Surveying Details 

H2334/84 18.12.85 EXAM'D 3.7.85 IN 600313N, 005757W [OGB] USING TRISPONDER [3 LOP]. LEAST 
E/S DEPTH 97MTRS IN GEN DEPTH 103MTRS. NO SCOUR. DCS3 HT 5.6MTRS, LENGTH 50MTRS, BEAM 
10MTRS. LYING 015/195DEG. SONAR TRACE INDICATES APPARENTLY A SUBMARINE. SEABED ROCK 
OUTCROPS IN SAND & GRAVEL. (NP 1008, HI 244). BR STD. [WGD] POSN: 6003.186N, 0058.067W. 
Wreck Card 137 (UC 55)  (UKHO) 
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Appendix 4: HMS Leander. 

 

 

HMS Leander (K Heath collection)  

 

Displacement: 4300 tons. 

Length: 91 m.       Beam: 14 m.        Draught:  6.3m aft 5.94m fwd. 

Propulsion:  Twin screw.  2 x Two-cylinder horizontal direct acting compound engines, 12 cylindrical 
boilers 

HMS Leander was built as a second-class cruiser of the Leander class. Built by Robert Napier & Sons, 
Glasgow and commissioned into the Royal Navy in 1885.  

In WW1 HMS Leander was used as a depot ship, based in Longhope, for the torpedo boat destroyers, 
attached to the Grand Fleet, operating out of Scapa Flow and Kirkwall.  

Tenders to HMS Leander in July 1917 were listed as : Albacore, Arab, Bullfinch, Griffon, Leopard, 
Lively, Locust, Orwell, Sprightly and Sylvia.  

HMS Leander was scraped in 1920.   
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Appendix 5: HMS Albacore Bow Contact Report. 

 

 

Contact Report generated with SonarWiz 7 A Chesapeake Technology, Inc. software product. 
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Appendix 6: UKHO wreck card, recently created & Notice to Mariners.   

Wreck card 93652 

Field Value 

Spatial Type Point 

Horizontal Datum EPSG:4326 

Wreck Number 93652  

Position 59 0.025 N,2 51.095 W  

Classification   

Wreck Category dangerous wreck  

Position Method Differential Global Positioning System  

General Depth 24  

Vertical Datum Approximate Lowest Astronomical Tide  

Depth Method   

Depth Quality depth unknown  

Conspic Visual not visually conspicuous  

Conspic Radar not radar conspicuous  

Last Amended 20200320  

Name HMS Albacore (Bow section)  

Type   

Tonnage Type   

Date Sunk 19170309  

Sonar Length 18.1  

Sonar width 12.8  

Shadow Height 2.1  

Scour Length   

Circumstances Of Loss   

Surveying Details 

 
16.3.20 
LARGE PIECE OF WRECKAGE FOUND OFF KIRKWALL BY SSS AND 
PHOTOGRAPHED BY DIVERS IN 5900.025N, 0251.095W [WGD]. EVIDENCE 
SUGGESTS THIS IS THE BOW OF HMS ALBACORE WHICH STRUCK A MINE 
9.3.1917. (E-MAIL INFO FROM KEVIN HEATH, DTD 9.3.2020). INS DW. 
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UKHO Notice to Mariners March 2020  
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