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PRE-GREECE 
 

Sergeant Tom Hawksworth, Royal Marines 
 

From Tom’s personal diaries: 
 
Sept 3rd 1939 . . .  
 
I had been serving in H.M.S. Courageous for nearly 12 months when the momentous news was 
announced about 11.15 a.m. over the ships broadcaster by Capt. Makeig Jones that war had been 
declared. Conscious that something important had happened in our lives, many of us greeted this news 
with cheers which quickly gave place to sober thought. The general attitude towards the news was that it 
wouldn’t make a great deal of difference to us, (all long service men) since we would only be doing the job 
we had always been doing with an added spice of danger. On the whole, though, I think I was rather glad 
that at last something was happening in a rather dull world. 
 
We were already at sea when the news was given out and our aircraft were soon up on patrol spotting for 
enemy subs. Several times our escorting destroyers raced away to make a “pattern” of depth charges. 
Whether any were sunk I don’t know, though of course most of the ships company laid claim to seeing at 
least one come up with its back broken.  
 
After putting into Plymouth for oil and more provisions, we were soon out again on the same errand, 
hunting submarines. This time instead of us getting a submarine, it was a case of the biter being bitten, for 
on Sept 17th 1939 at approximately 20:00 hours, we were struck by at least two torpedoes in the bomb 
room, port side for’ard. With half her bottom ripped out it was obvious to everyone she was going. By 
20:25 hours there was only the bobbing heads of the survivors, oil and flotsam to show there had ever 
been a ship there …. I well remember how at the first explosion my resentment arose that the ship I was 
in should be hit, quickly giving place to the realisation of my position between decks … the struggle to 
gain the upper deck in the dark. For of course the lights went out on the torpedo striking … The white, 
tense faces, some almost unrecognisable with their present expressions … The ridiculous manner in 
which I looked around for a place to put my clothes as I stripped prior to taking the water … swimming … 
cursing the commander of Impulsive for changing his position causing me several more hundreds of yards 
to swim … The feel of the deck of Impulsive after the insecurity of the sea ... Grog and plenty of it ... 
Thanking God as I stepped over the guard rails … not I think because I am religious, but simply because I 
was thankful … My dive off the lockers when a loose block banged the ships side … As happy as a 
skylark through being saved … Joy in seeing Plymouth again … surprise of marine barracks … leave … 
bath … sleep … How people I never even new congratulated me for saving my life … My sorrow at the 
long list of missing … approximately 570 missing and approximately 650 saved. 
Many of those killed could have been saved had they life jackets as issued to the navy immediately after 
…. Harry Greenleaf … Bungey Williams … Mick Hurley. These and thousands of other memories I hardly 
need to set down here.  
  

 

17th Sep 1939 
HMS Courageous sinking, 

possibly taken from Impulsive 
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HMS Impulsive 
 
After a real good leave, I returned to R. Marine Barracks, Plymouth and was posted to 21st L.A.A. Batt. 
(POM-POMS) during November, together with many other H.M.S. Courageous survivors. This was done 
by the order of some big wig who thought he was giving us a good turn by giving us 6 months rest after 
the sinking of the ship. It was at this time that I renewed my friendship with Fred Cox who had just paid off 
the Eagle.  
 
For the next year, Thomas was posted to Shore Batteries in Tynemouth, Dorset, Huddersfield, Blythe and 
Derby. It was during his time on Tyneside that he met his future wife, Bunchie. In October 1940 they were 
married. By now Thomas had been promoted to Sergeant. 
 
After a short leave in Fraserburgh with many misgivings on the way, we returned to Blythe and a short 
while later I was sent to Derby to help in the defence of Rolls Royce works manning Bofors for the first 
time. However, all good things come to an end sometime and what I had been anticipating for some time 
now happened. We were ordered abroad. It would be foolish to describe my leaving Bunchie… My last 
glimpse of her and (one I carry even now) was standing in the doorway of the house in Sherwin Street 
(where we were then living) trying to smile as the tears blinded her. We marched to Derby station through 
quite a heavy air raid, but I never even noticed it so full was I at leaving my wife. 
 
On February 9th 1941, Thomas sailed from Greenock aboard the ageing Norwegian liner SS 
Bergensfjord (built 1913), in a convoy, stopping at Capetown, Durban and Aden, disembarking at Port 
Suez. 
 
April 22nd  1941 
 
Disembarked from the Bergensfiord and travelled by rail to El Assasin and next day to El Tahag, a huge 
troop concentration. On the way we passed an Italian POW camp and how they jeered at us, telling us we 
would be in a like plight before very long. Those fellows must have all been clairvoyant. It was at El Tahag 
that Fred and I were separated. Luckily or unluckily he was posted to another unit. We didn’t worry much 
about it as we thought the two units would be together anyway. 
 
May 9th . . .  
 
Left El Tahag transit camp for Alexandria and visited many old hunting grounds with Stan Prout who I had 
now chummed up with and who was to go through a great deal with me. 
 
Next day we embarked in Nine (sic . . . Nieuw) Zeeland (Dutch) for Crete 
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SS Bergensfjord (Greenock – Port Suez via Cape of Good Hope) 
 

 
 

SS Nieuw Zeeland (Alexandria – Crete) 

 


