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PRE-GREECE 
 

Able Seaman Bill Young, RN 
 

Archivist’s Note:  This is the thread of Bill Young’s life story, through his son Bob’s interview 
with www.ww2wrecks.com.  Extensive research is still on-going. 

                   

“Born on 4 July 1921, Bill Young joined the Royal Navy in 1938, when he was 17 years old.  With the 
outbreak of World War 2, Bill was assigned to the Mediterranean and the Red Sea and participated in 
heavy fighting, which resulted in him being shipwrecked on three separate occasions and surviving the 
harrowing ordeal. 

Bill Young’s first ship was HMS Khartoum, which was sunk, following a surface engagement with the 
Italian submarine Torricelli* in the Red Sea, on 21 June 1940.” 

*Archivist’s Note: HMS Khartoum was actually sunk on 23 June 1940 as the result of an onboard 
torpedo explosion.  The subsequent Admiralty Board of Enquiry established that the Torricelli affair was in 
no way responsible for Khartoum’s demise (see full  BoE report in Bill’s Archive Folder or extract below). 
 

 
 

HMS Kelly – sister ship of HMS Khartoum 

http://www.ww2wrecks.com/


 2 

 

Archivist’s Note 1: HMS Wildfire was a shore training establishment at Sheerness, HMS Drake 
similar at Devonport.  Thus HMS Khartoum was Bill’s first ship. 

Archivist’s Note 2: After the traumatic sinking of Khartoum, Bill appears to have gone off the rails a 
little.  His annual Character Assessment falls from an otherwise ‘Very Good’ throughout his Naval career 
to ‘Indiffernt’ through 1941. The abbreviation ‘MDB’ with HMS Nile and ‘MDQ’ with Jerusalem confirm that 
he was awarded 90 days detention for absence without leave (commuted to 60) from 22 Jan – 22 March 
1941, firstly in confinement on HMS Nile in transit to Palestine, then in Military Detention Quarters ashore. 
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From the Naval History website: 

Archivist’s Note:  This is the Commanding Officer’s report of the sinking.  There is much more in Bill’s 
Archive Folder. 

ADM 1/11210 

 SECRET 

H.M.S. LUCIA 

24th June 1940 

  

SECRET 

  

No. 1570 

  

Sir, 

I very much regret to report that, as the result of the explosion of a torpedo air vessel, His Majesty's Ship 
KHARTOUM, under my command, sank in Perim Harbour at 1245 on 23rd June, after a serious fire followed by two 
heavy explosions. 

  

2.  All times given in this report are Zone – 3. 

  

3.  At 1150, an explosion took place in the starboard wing tube of the after torpedo mounting.  The after body of the 
torpedo was seen later by Mr. W.J. Collier, Gunner (T), Royal Navy, to be forced back against the rear door, while the 
circumference of the tube abreast the air vessel was blown right out.  This was verified by Lieutenant Charles Edward 
Anthony Buckle, and Petty Officer Cyril Horace Heywood, Official number D/J 109856, Torpedo Gunner's Mate.  The 
air pressure in the torpedo had been taken the previous day. 

  

4.  At the same time, the warhead was blown through the officers' galley, cutting the leads from the oil fuel gravity 
tank on No. 3 Gun Deck, and instantly starting a fire.  The warhead then passed through No. 3 Gun Support, through 
the power unit of No. 3 Mounting, and out onto the quarterdeck, finishing up against the starboard T.S.D.S. winch.  
The warhead did not burst, proving the adequacy of the pistol safety arrangements. 

  

5.  The fire spread almost at once throughout the after lobby, with dense smoke, and efforts to flood the after 
magazine and shellroom were frustrated by flames and smoke.  It is almost certain, however, that the flooding valves 
in the after lobby were destroyed by the warhead. 

  

6,  All the fire extinguishers in the ship were used but with only temporary effect.  The after rising main was shattered 
by the warhead, while the hose connected to the starboard rising main abaft the searchlight platform was cut right 
through, the valve jammed open and the hand wheel blown off.  The following hoses were rigged: 

  

(a).  From port rising main abaft searchlight platform to No. 3 Gun Dick, where the fire broke out at 
once. 

  

(b).  From the starboard rising main (new hoses) abaft searchlight platform to seat of main fire. 

  

(c).  From For'd cabin flat to main fire. 

  

(d).  From rising main by port side of funnel.  This was used mostly gear used in efforts to get to the 
after flooding cabinet. 

  

Pressure was not sufficient for more hoses, and indeed, the water had little or no effect in any case.  A further 
explosion, cause unknown, put the fire main out of action after, and the only available supply was (d) supplied by the 
10 ton pump. 

  

7.  At the time of the original explosion and immediate outbreak of the fire, His Majesty's Ship under my command 
was in approximate position seven miles 165 degrees from Perim Hight Light on patrol.  Wind was northwest, force 
2, sea 11.  The ship was put stern to wind to reduce the draught, but after thirteen minutes when it reported to me by 
the Executive Officer that the fire could not be got under control, and that the after magazine and shellroom could not 
be flooded, I altered course for Perim Harbour at full speed on one boiler and signalled to the Police Station to send 
boats.  It was thought that the harbour would be reached before the magazine exploded, and preparations were made 
for throwing overboard in deep water Confidential Books and Secret matter on the bridge and in the Wireless Office, 



 4 

the boilers not being suitable for destruction by fire.  Endeavour was made to send a report by wireless.  One of the 
main aerials had been blown down and the emergency aerial was rigged.  The message was broadcast twice, but 
apparently never received. 

  

8.  In the meantime, all torpedoes in the for'd mounting were fired to reduce topweight, and ammunition in 
the for'd guns thrown overboard.  The torpedoes in the after mounting could not be fired as the mounting was 
jammed.  Warhead pistols were removed.  All the depth charges on the upper deck was let go and thrown overboard 
with the exception of those against the after screen which could not be approached. 

  

9.  I intended to beach the ship in Princes Shoal or further in if possible, but steam failed when passing the entrance 
to the harbour and electric power very shortly afterwards, thus putting the steering gear out of action.  An appeal by 
telephone to the never failing engineering department resulted in enough speed to carry the ship close past the buoy 
and both anchors were let go, and the order given to abandon ship. 

  

10.  A very heavy explosion being imminent, I had considered the advisability of entering Perim Harbour, but in view 
of the small population, I decided to enter was prospects of salvage would thereby be greatly increased.  In fact, 
although some shells and many heavy fragments landed ashore after the subsequent explosion, I have not heard of 
any casualties among the population. 

  

11.  I also considered means of flooding the after compartments, but no explosives could be got at.  After anchoring 
the ship, I ordered the rear room to be flooded, the intention being that as it would only flood to the level of the water 
outside, it would act as a buffer when the explosion took place venting through the searchlight tower.  I definitely 
decided against flooding the engine room and after boiler room, as experience has shown that this would result in the 
immediate capsizal of the ship, and negative any prospects of salvage.  I had previously refused permission to flood 
No. 1 and No. 2 magazines and shell rooms, but immediately after anchoring, the Engineer Officer, Lieutenant 
Commander (E) Allan Collins Reed, Royal Navy, gave orders to flood them, quite correctly in my opinion, as the 
extent of the subsequent explosion could not be known. 

  

12.  The abandoning of the ship was carried out in excellent order, and indeed, throughout, the conduct and bearing 
of the officers and ship's company was exemplary.  The motor cutter did, however, while being loaded at deck level 
with Signal Publications, cant over and the steel cabinet with half the W/T books was lost overboard.  The two badly 
injured, Lieutenant Commander (E) Reed, and Able Seaman J.W. Toms, official number not known (D/JX 
17063) were landed in the motor cutter, which returned for more and picked up men swimming ashore. 

  

13.  I regret to report that due to a misunderstanding, the Key Memoranda A and D, and the No. 8 and 10 Small 
Ship Recyphering Tables, which were securely lashed by 1" line to a box of .303 rifle ammunition ready for throwing 
overboard in deep water, were lost overboard alongside in about six to seven fathoms. 

  

14.  I gave orders to abandon the bridge and for all remaining personnel to muster on the forecastle, when about thirty 
were left onboard, and of these some ten who could swim were ordered to take to the water.  They also had lifebelts. 

  

15.  Shortly after this, at 1245, there was a very heavy explosion aft, presumably No. 3 magazine and I regret to 
report that J. Thompson, Boy 1c, Official Number unknown (D/SSX 29413) was killed instantly by a heavy fragment 
which hit in the back of the head while swimming ashore.  His body was recovered later and buried at sea from 
H.M.S. KANDAHAR.  At the same time, Reginald Casson, Officers' Steward, Official Number unknown (D/LX 20422), 
was seriously injured on the forecastle by a fragment which passed through his upper leg, cut off half one thumb, and 
injured his head.  Otherwise only minor cuts were sustained. 

  

16.  The ship settled aft and was felt to touch bottom.  I had thought that this would put out the fire, and that further 
danger was passed.  At about 1259, however, there was an even heavier explosion, either twenty nine depth charges 
in the warhead magazine or the remaining warheads on deck, or both.  Personnel on the forecastle were thrown 
several feet in the air, but no injuries of any importance were sustained except by Stanley G. Lace, Able Seaman, 
official number unknown (D/SSX 26549) on a Carley Float several hundred yards away, who was hit in the back by a 
small fragment. 

  

17. The explosion must have blown off a considerable length of the stern, as the ship settled much more deeply aft, 
and heeled over about 25 to 30 degrees to port.  Subsequently, as air leaked suddenly from the fore compartments, 
the bows settled and the ship came on an even keep with No. 2 Gun Deck and the bridges just awash. 

  

18.  The ship's company, still in excellent order, were mustered at the Police Barracks by messes, but no further 
casualties were discovered, and every man volunteered when a working party was called for to return to the ship to 
salvage valuable gear.  I should like to take this opportunity of expressing the deepest gratitude of myself, my officers, 
and ship's company for the reception and help accorded by the Police Inspector and his men.  Nothing was too much 
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trouble, and water, tea, and even some clothing was forthcoming the whole time.  Great assistance was also given by 
the Perim doctor with his limited facilities. 

  

19.  The Police Inspector had already reported by W/T that the ship was on fire in the harbour, and I made an 
amplifying report in code.  Communication was, however, very difficult, and aircraft which flew over low did not answer 
calls made by Aldis lamp. 

  

20.  The Police Inspector organized boats quickly on receiving my first signal and these were of great assistance in 
recovering men swimming ashore.  His presence of mind and keenness to be of any assistance was a great help. 

  

21.  Two salvage parties were sent off to the ship and recovered many articles of value, such as binoculars, 
telescopes, gyro repeaters, director sights, bombardment levels, V/C lantern, four of the six V/F lanterns, etc, etc.  
Then the ship's company was evacuated, the First Lieutenant, Lieutenant James Wolferstan Rylands, Royal Navy, 
was left behind with ten men and two native boys to continue salvage work.  Tools, bedding, clothing, and provisions 
for this party were provided by H.M.S. KANDAHAR and the great help and sympathy accorded by the Captain, 
Officers, and ship's company of H.M.S. KANDAHAR will not easily be forgotten.  Again, nothing was too much 
trouble, and particular attention was lavished on the injured.  In this respect the skilled attention and kindliness of 
Surgeon Lieutenant Command W. Mc. O. MacGregor, Royal Naval Volunteer Reserve, was beyond praise. 

  

22.  I have reported briefly in paragraph 12 of this letter on the bearing and steadiness of my Officers and Ship's 
Company, but I feel that further mention of this subject is necessary.  One expects discipline in danger from the 
officers and men of the Royal Navy, but I submit that the circumstances in this case were peculiar.  From 1205 until 
1245 then the first heavy explosion took place, every man onboard know that the after magazine, depth charges, and 
warheads must blow up very soon, and that, should this happed while the ship was still in deep water, she would 
almost certainly capsize.  Nevertheless there was, to my knowledge, no case of loss of nerve and all hands lived up to 
the highest traditions of the Service.  With reference to King's Regulations and Admiralty Instruction, Article 166, a list 
of recommendations for awards for gallantry and distinguished conduct is being submitted separately. 

  

23.  A list of the casualties sustained is attached as Enclosure No.1 to this Letter. 

  

                                                                        I have the honour to be, Sir 

                                                                                    Your obedient Service. 

  

                                                            (sgd).  D.T. Dowler, Commander, Royal Navy 

  

The Rear Admiral Commanding, 

4th Cruiser Squadron 

H.M.S. LEANDER        

  

Copies to: 
The Commanding Officer, H.M.S. KANDAHAR 
The Command Officer, H.M.A.S. HOBART. 
 

 

 
 

HMS Derwent, sister River Class ship to HMS Nile (no photos of Nile found) 
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“Following the loss of HMS Khartoum, Bill Young was transferred to HMS Nile and then to HMS 
Ladybird in August 1940.  In early January 1941 HMS Ladybird was engaged at close range in 
bombarding the Italian port of Bardia in Libya, in preparation and support of the Allied assault and capture 
of Bardia on 5 January 1941 as part of Operation Compass.” 
 

 
 

HMS Ladybird at Bardia preparing to bombard, 31 Dec 1940 
 
 

Post Script 
 

 
 

HMS Ladybird was sunk in Tobruk Harbour, 12 May 1941 (after Bill’s time on board) 
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MANXMAN WAS ONE OF GALLANT CREW 
In H.M.S. Ladybird at Tobruk. 

 
H.M.S. Ladybird was sunk in Tobruk harbour after a German air attack, but she went down with every gun 
firing, and a Manx lad was one of her gallant crew. Six German Stuka planes dived at her out of the sun 
and the HMS Ladybird’s guns gave them all they had. Captain John Blackburn stated later that his officers 
and men had provided the finest example of courage he had ever seen. When all guns had been silenced 
and the ship was about to take her final plunge, and everything round them was a seething hell of flame, 
the crew asked him calmly, “Carry on, sir. please.” Even when the ship was about to sink he saw his men 
dive into the interior of the blazing mass to rescue men who were wounded, although the whole vessel 
was a mass of molten metal. 
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Among the crew was Seaman William Patrick Young. His parents formerly resided at 14. Oak Avenue, 
Pulrose, but are now in Warrington. He is 19 years old, and joined the Navy in October. 1938. a year 
before the war. Previously he had been employed on Manx farms. 
 
A sister and an aunt live in the Island - Miss Young and Mrs. Hawkins. 20. Woodbourne Square, Douglas. 
 
There is no reason to suppose that Seaman Young was among the casualties. 
This is the second ship on which Seaman Young has sailed which has been lost in this war for he was on 
the torpedoed HMS Khartoum. 
 


