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TORPEDOED!

Thrilling experience of Preston Soldier

Eight hours in open boat

Private R B Parkinson of the Motor Transport Section of the ASC whose home is at 303 St Georges Road East, Preston, and who at the time of joining up was manager for the United Yeast Company at Preston is at home for a few days leave after a most extraordinary as well as thrilling experience.

A couple of months ago Private Parkinson along with about 200 other officers and men sailed from England on board the transport ……… bound for Salonika, but he along with the others, exept 41, next touched land on the other side of the globe from Greece, to wit, Newfoundland.

How this came about is thus related by Pte. Parkinson – We left port on June 22nd and soon after 9 a.m. on the following day we left the Mersey behind us.  I was on guard that night from 10 p.m. to 6 a.m. looking for what I hoped not to see.  The first real warning of submarines came when, soon after daybreak on Sunday, a patrol boat called us to a halt.   We stopped until the next day and then moved forward again.  On the 24th I was once more on guard from 5.30 to 1.30 p.m.  Just at eight o’clock we sighted a torpedo speeding through the water direct for midships. There was a shout for the First Mate and the steamer veered hard to port.  I stuck to my post and waited for the crash.  What a moment!  Then a cry “it’s missed!” and the tension was over. What a relief.
The submarine then came up quite close and our gunners opened fire so keeping her off.  She dived and came up again and opened fire upon us.  It was a terrible experience.  All round us the high explosive shells fell.  To baffle the submarine’s gunners we had to set fire to our smoke boxes and for the moment the danger was averted.

About four o’clock another torpedo was seen speeding towards us and there seemed no hope this time but the ship was handled magnificently and she swerved just enough to miss the missile of death by a few feet.  A couple of hours later a steamer several miles astern of us was suddenly smashed, sinking within three minutes.  That just about settled it that our number was up.  It was dead certain that we were in a warm corner, at all events.  Anyway we had to turn in and I was dead beat when I got into my hammock, so that, in spite of everything, I slept like a top.  It seems remarkable to me how I managed to sleep at all considering that we had all made up our minds that we were certain to be attacked again.  I was woken by an explosion and the syren’s blast to abandon ship.  I got up through the hatchway and made to my boat near the gun platform only to find the particular boat to which I had been assigned was already wrecked along with two of it’s neighbours.  
However I had the good fortune to get into another boat minus cap and great coat.  Some were there without tunics or boots.  I was expecting every moment that our little boat would be overturned.  We had no sailors aboard and along with two or three others I had to pull at the oars.  Many were sick and all were badly shaken.  Ours was the last boat in the vicinity of the wrecked ship.  Two other boats turned turtle and seven fellows found watery graves.  We could hear moans and cries for help in the dark and all the time expected that our turn would be next.   When daylight came the submarine U153 passed us several times and the commander reassured us, promising that not only had he no intention of firing upon us, but if we were not soon picked up he would see us to land.  He was looking for the captain and first mate particularly.

The steamer took about seven hours to sink the U-boat ultimately shelling her to the bottom.  About eight o’clock the s.s. Bertrand, bound from Glasgow to Montreal, picked us up.  We had to live in the hold of this vessel and we were in a strange plight.  Of course there was practically nothing to eat but a bit of bully beef and biscuits and a few spoonfuls of porridge, and we looked queer sights with our clothes and faces and hands greased and dirty.  On the Sunday a passing vessel provided us with flour, beef, oats etc., enough to carry us to St. John’s Newfoundland.   We had a few false alarms while we were living in that hold, but rough as was the experience in the bottom of that ancient tub, it was paradise after the little boat which the angry waves tossed about in the middle of the night somewhere in the wide expanse of the Atlantic, north of Ireland.

Arrived in Newfoundland, we were taken on to Quebec and there feted and treated right royally, and had the time of our lives for a few days before being sent back to England.
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