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HMS Hood off Iceland during April 1941.The photo is part of the 
HMS Hood Association archives having been sent over from a 
member in Canada some years ago. 

HMS Hood - no match for a much younger 
ship  - the Bismarck

On 24 May 1941 two mighty ships engaged in 
battle – the respective pride of the German 
and British navies: the Bismarck and HMS 
Hood.
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When HMS Hood was sunk, she had 1415 on 
board. There were only 3 survivors. 11 of those 
who perished were from Northern Ireland.

Summary - HMS Hood was a 42,100 ton 
battlecruiser built in 1920 for the Royal Navy. It 
held the position of world’s largest warship for 
more than two decades. In May 1941 Hood and 
the new battleship Prince of Wales were sent out 
to search for the German battleship Bismarck, 
which had left Norway for the Atlantic. 

On the morning of May 24th, the two British ships 
found the Bismark just west of Iceland. During 
this Battle of the Denmark Strait, one or more of 
Bismarck’s fifteen-inch shells found HMS Hood’s 
magazines and detonated in a massive 
explosion, killing all but three of her crew of 
1,415. The event shocked the British nation and 
the entire world. The three survivors were Ted 
Briggs (1923–2008), Robert Ernest Tilburn 
(1921–1995) and William John Dundas (1921–
1965). They were rescued by the destroyer HMS 
Electra about two and a half hours after the 
sinking. 

Fact - Admiral Chatfield, in an article in The 
Times, summed up the sinking by saying “She 
was destroyed because she had to fight a ship 
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The King during his final inspection of H.M.S. Hood 
on 06/03/1941. She was in Rosyth, undergoing a 
minor refit. In this photo, he is greeting an officer, 
who is most likely Captain Ralph Kerr. 

22 years more modern than herself. This was not 
the fault of the British seamen. It was the direct 
responsibility of those who opposed the 
rebuilding of the British Battle Fleet until 1937, 
two years before the Second Great War started”

HMS Hood had a crew of 1,419 and was faster 
than the Bismarck with a maximum speed of 32 
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knots. The Hood had been launched in 1918 and 
was armed with 8 x 15 inch guns, 12 x 5.5 inch 
guns, 8 x 4 inch AA guns, 24 x 2 pound guns and 
4 x 21 inch torpedoes. 

However, the Hood suffered from one major flaw 
– she did not have the same amount of armour 
as the Bismarck. The fact that the Hood was 
faster than the Bismarck by 3 knots was as a 
result of her lack of sufficient armour for a naval 
battle fought in World War Two. What had been 
considered sufficient armour in 1918 when Hood 
was built, was to prove a fatal flaw in 1941. 

Bismarck - “There had never been a warship 
like her”

Named after the 19th century German chancellor, 
Otto von Bismarck, the Bismarck had been 
launched just two years earlier, in February 1939, 
by the chancellor’s great granddaughter. The 
ship was an impressive sight – one sixth of a mile 
long and 120 feet wide. 

British writer and broadcaster, Ludovic Kennedy 
(1909-2009), wrote of the Bismarck: “There had 
never been a warship like her… No German saw 
her without pride, no neutral or enemy without 
admiration.”
RN Northern Ireland - In Remembrance
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The mission set for the Bismarck and the Prinz 
Eugene was to head for the Atlantic and cause 
as much damage and disruption as possible to 
the British convoys shipping vital supplies across 
the Atlantic into Britain. On board the Bismarck 
were two of Hitler’s most senior and able seamen 
– its captain, 45-year-old Ernst Lindemann, 
referred to by his crew as ‘our father’, and Fleet 
Commander, 51-year-old Admiral Gunther 
Lutjens.

From Poland, the two ships passed Norway 
where their presence was picked up by the 
British. British aircraft and ships, keeping a safe 
distance, monitored their progress as the 
German ships skirted north of Iceland and then 
south down the Denmark Straits between Iceland 
and Greenland. It was here, in the Denmark 
Straits, that the British fleet, led by the HMSHood 
and Prince of Wales, was ordered to intercept.

Hood - “The embodiment of British sea-
power”

Built in 1916, the Hood was, according to 
Kennedy, “the embodiment of British sea-power 
and the British Empire between the wars.” But 
the Hood had been built at a time, during the 
First World War, when enemy shells came in low 
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and hit the sides of a ship near the water line. 
But in 1941 shells were more likely to arch 
across the sky and fall onto the upper decks. The 
decks of the Hood had never been reinforced 
and therein lay its weak spot. The “embodiment 
of British sea-power” had been built for a different 
war.

The Battle of Denmark Straits 

In the early hours of 24/05/1941, the opposing 
fleets with their imposing ships engaged. 
Thirteen miles apart the ships fired one-ton shells 
that, travelling at 1,600 miles per hour, took 
almost a minute to reach their intended target. 
The noise, which could be heard in Iceland, was 
horrendous.

The battle lasted merely twenty minutes and both 
the Bismarck and the Prince of Wales took direct 
hits, but it was the fate of the Hood that stunned 
the world. A shell from the Bismarck hit the Hood 
on its vulnerable upper deck, tore through the 
ship and penetrated its ammunition room, 
causing an almighty explosion.

The ship sliced into two, its front end dramatically 
lifting out of the water. A huge fireball rocketed 
into the sky, followed by plumes of dense black 
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smoke, with pieces of molten metal shooting like 
so many white stars, as one German sailor 
described it.Within five minutes, the HMS Hood, 
pride of the Royal Navy, had sunk. It was no 
more. Of its crew of 1,421 men, all were killed – 
except for three.

The crew of the Bismarck was jubilant. For this 
they would be the toast of Germany. The Prince 
of Wales was also struggling, having been hit 
seven times. The German crew wanted to give 
chase and finish her off but Lindemann, as 
captain, not wanting to expose the Bismarck 
unnecessarily, erred on the side of caution and 
resisted the temptation.

Also, of greater concern for Lindemann, the 
Bismarck had been hit by a shell that failed to 
explode but had caused damage to her fuel 
tanks. Serious damage.

Leaking oil at an alarming rate, Lindemann knew 
he had to get her back to safety. He decided on 
Saint-Nazaire, northern France, a distance of 
1,700 miles, a journey of some four days.

The Prinz Eugene and the Bismarck parted 
ways. The joy of the Bismarck’s crew had 
evaporated. Now there was nothing but concern 
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– could they escape the British, could they make 
it all the way to France? The ship was limping – 
the fuel leak had forced the captain to greatly 
reduce speed. France seemed a long way away.

Sink the Bismarck 

Meanwhile, in Britain, a nation reeled in shock, 
stunned by the loss of the Hood. It demanded 
retaliation. Churchill, reflecting the public mood, 
issued his famous battle cry: “Sink the Bismarck!” 

A fleet consisting of four battleships, two battle 
cruisers, two aircraft carriers, 21 destroyers and 
13 cruisers was dispatched.

The chase was on.

Hood memorial chapel in New Forrest - 
family church of Admiral Holland

St John the Baptist Church, Boldre occupies a 
beautiful location, standing aside the valley of the 
River Boldre as it cuts it’s way through the New 
Forest. 

Inside the church, a corner honours those killed 
when HMS Hood was hit. Amongst those killed 
was Vice Admiral L.E Holland CB, who 
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Boldre parish church in the New Forrest has a Hood 
memorial chapel

worshiped at the church along with his family. 
Once it was realized that HMS Hood was to have 
no official memorial, Mrs Phyllis Holland did all 
that was required to establish a memorial in the 
church. It occupies a peaceful corner. This area, 
known as the "Hood Chapel", contains a number 
of Hood-related items to include, but not limited 
to an ornate Roll of Honour, a gun tampion, a 
large painting by the late artist Montague 
Dawson and models of both Hood and 
Bismarck.There is  a bench with an ornate Hood 
badge, runners and pillows featuring the ship's 
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badge, plus a a small, but ornate stain glassed 
window also featuring the Hood's crest.

The very strength of such an ancient building is 
that it can carry with it the memories of so much 
history and the result is a very memorable 
historic site.

 

Northern Ireland’s football penalty 
link with the Hood

It is estimated that as many as 9,000 men served 
aboard the "Mighty Hood" during the operational 
portion of her 21 year career. One of the more 
famous from Northern Ireland to serve was Cecil 
Robert Mc Crum was born in Milford, Northern 
Ireland in 1892. He was the only son of William 
and Maud McCrum of Milford House. 

His father William invented the penalty kick rule 
in football in 1889. His mother was born Maud 
Mary Squires, the daughter of Dr. W.W. Squires 
of Montreal Canada. She was one of the first 
female graduates of Toronto University. The Mc 
Crum family owned the linen manufacturing firm 
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of McCrum Watson and Merrcer which supplied 
linen to the Titanic. 

Cecil was called 'Patrick' by his family and 
'George' by everyone else. He was educated at 
the Royal Naval Colleges, Osbourne and 
Dartmouth, and joined the Navy in 1905. He 
reached the rank of Captain RN on the Hood and 
would have gone on further had it not been for 
the Invergordon mutiny. In 1931 at the time of the 
mutiny he was second in command. The 
admiralty described him as "the most brilliant 
officer of his year and possibly of his generation". 
He was forced to resign by the admiralty because 
he sympathized with the crew during the mutiny. 

He married Ivy Nicholson the second daughter of 
William and Ethel Nicholson of Bexhill-on-Sea. 
They had four sons - Patrick (born 1917 died 
1922), Antony (born 1919 ) Michael (born 1924) 
and Robert. 

The three surviving sons went on to have highly 
distinguished careers in the Royal Navy with 
Michael also being a college master and Vice 
Chancellor.
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BERNER, Robert Victor
RN: Leading Writer. D/MX 60040. HMS Hood. Died 
24/05/1941. Age 22. Son of Robert Victor and Catherine 
Berner, Killyleagh. Plymouth Naval Memorial, Panel 55. 
Killyleagh WM

ERSKINE, John Gordon Morrison
RN. (Special Entry), 1925. Lieut-Commander (E) Oct., 1930. 
HMS Hood. Died 24/05/1941. Age 33. HMS Hood. Son of 
Robert M Erskine and Eleanor Erskine. Husband to Nancy 
Erskine, Holywood. Portsmouth Naval Memorial, Panel 45. 
Campbell College

KEENAN, Robert John
RN. Stoker 2nd Class. P/KX 116918. Died 24/05/1941. Age: 
24. HMS Hood. Son of William Keenan and of Agnes Keenan 
(nee White), Portglenone. Portsmouth Naval Memorial, Panel 
56
KELLY, Robert
RN. Petty Officer Stoker. P/KX 75556. Date of Death:. 
24/05/1941. Age: 41. H.M.S. Hood. Son of James and Margaret 
Kelly; husband to Matilda Armstrong Kelly, Culmore, Co. 
Londonderry. Portsmouth Naval Memorial, Panel 54
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LYNCH, James Francis
Petty Officer S & S. P/MX46844. HMS Hood. Died 
24/05/1941. Age 31. N. Atlantic. Son of Michael and Hannah 
Lynch; husband to Elizabeth Lynch. Limavady. Portsmouth 
Naval Memorial, Panel 57

McQUADE, Ernest George  
RM. Marine. PO/X 3494. Date of Death: 24/05/1941. Age: 19. 
H.M.S. Hood. Son of Robert and Ellen McQuade, Armagh. 
Portsmouth Naval Memorial, Panel 39

O’CONNELL, John Felix
RN. Petty Officer. P/JX 143771. Died 24/05/1941. Age: 27. 
HMS Hood. Son of David and Margaret Anne O'Connell, 
Camlough. Portsmouth Naval Memorial, Panel 46. Bessbrook 
WM

SHEARER, George Bramato Brown
RN. Leading Cook (S). P/MX 59307. Died 24/05/1941. Age 
26. HMS Hood. Son of Robert and Margaret Shearer, Portrush. 
Portsmouth Naval Memorial, Panel 57

SHEPHERD, Lambert Charles
RN. Ordinary Seaman. P/JX 223842. Died 24/05/1941. Age 30. 
HMS Hood. B 29/02/1911 in Hale, Cheshire. Shrewsbury 
School and Jesus College, Cambridge. Graduated 1933 with  
first class honours in Classics and a second class honours in 
English literature. His family came to Northern Ireland around 
1922 when his father Major Shepherd became Director of 
Works for the Government of Northern Ireland. Only son of 
Major Percy Shepherd and Mrs. Ella Shepherd, Knockmore 
Pk., Bangor. Husband to Iris Eunice Shepherd. B.A., Hons. 
(Cantab.). Portsmouth Naval Memorial, Panel 51
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STEWART, Thomas
RN. AB. P/JX127556. Date of Death: 24/05/1941. Age 30. 
H.M.S. Hood. Z Force. Son of Robert and Mary Stewart, 
Belfast. Hood Chapel, Church of St John Baptist, Boldre, 
Hampshire. Portsmouth Naval Memorial, Panel 49

HELP REQUESTED

We now have collated the names of 777 from 
Northern Ireland who died in service in WW1 and 444 
in WW2. 

Please help us to complete the record of service. 
Please also send names of Ex RN/RM/WRNS who 
served in either of the world wars. Details also 
appreciated.

Email address - houston.mckelvey@btinternet.com

CIRCULATION - Please share ‘Brave Report’ with your 
former service colleagues - and we will post direct to 
them if they simply send an e-mail to: 
houston.mckelvey@btinternet.com, placing Brave Report 
in the message bar, and give their name and former arm 
of service, and if they are members of the RNA or RBL, 
having knowledge of their branch would be appreciated. 
There are specific areas where we need information 
from!

PUBLICATION NOTES 
Please note all the material in Brave Report is 
copyright. 
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Brave Report is collated and published by The Very Rev. Dr Houston 
McKelvey, OBE QVRM TD.

Dr McKelvey served as chaplain for 29 years with 102/105 (Ulster & 
Scottish) Regiment, Royal Artillery TA; for 20 years as Chaplain to the RBL - 
Northern Ireland Area, and for a period as chaplain to the Belfast Branch of 
the Burma Star Association. He was involved in the life of HMS Caroline and 
HMS Hibernia.He was appointed an Honorary Chaplain to the RNR. He is a 
Past President of QUB Combined Services Club.
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