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Welcome 1o your Christmas edition of the Opossum
newsletter, a very MERRY CHRISTMAS and a HAPPY
NEW YEAR TO ALL. | would like 1o thank all you
shipmates and their wives who attended the
re-dedication of St Nicholas Church at HMS Drake and
represented our association at which our association
standard was paraded. For those of you who knew
nothing about said event, we were approached by the
chaplain with an invitation 1o take part in the
re-dedication because at the time of the dedication of
our standard the church was being refurbished and we
had to use the drill hall. Rather than contact all
shipmates, | asked all those living in the South West
whether or not they would like to represent us. At the
end of the day we were well represented and for that |
would like to thank all you shipmates and friends who
made it all worthwhile, | have been told that it was a
memorable day.

INTERNET:-

| would appreciate all shipmates views on the question
of promoting HMS Opossum on the internet. | did
mean 10 bring this up at our last AGM, unfortunately |
forgot. It could be another way of tracing shipmates
who we cannot trace using conventional methods. What
| am proposing is that we have a web page giving
details of our association, ships details including a
photograph and what our aims are. The costs of such
an operation should be covered by your annual
subscriptions, | appreciate the fact that all of you do not
own a computer, but | do not believe that this should
be an obstacle. | look forward to your comments.
Incidentally | wouid not be averse to a little help in
setting this up. providing | get the go ahead from you.

Greetings and
best wishes 1o all
shipmates and
hope you are all
fit and well, To
those who are
not, | wish you
well and a
speedy recovery
for our next
reunion.

As most shipmates will have noted, my wife missed the
1998 reunion due to ill health but with a little luck |
hope to have Chris with me in 1999 at the Gateway
because she really enjpoys seeing all you old 'salts' and
the comradeship she observes among us.

The following concludes a five year search for a
shipmate who | last had contact with in 1954 at my
wedding. | was visiting my wife in hospital on the
second day of her hospitalisation and to my amazement
the lady in the next bed asked me:- were you in the

Royal Nawy?, to which | replied Yes! then what ship
were you on?, as soon as | said HMS Opossum she
said | have a photo of you with my husband Ken
Harris. | felt ten foot tall until Mary, (Kens wife) said
Ken died on March 11th 1996 which brought me down
to earth. | now have Mary's address and phone No.
Alas one more shipmate to add to our Roll of Honour.
By the time you read this newsletter | hope you have
all booked in at the Gateway Hotel which is by far the
best venue for the price, and the most central for all
concemed. The change of venue was due to the
disappointing result at Scarborough which was a waste
of time and money. The Hoteliers did not appear to
be interested, by letter or even a fax from Harry,
another hotel (no names mentioned) was a bit like a
doss house. | do apologise 1o all shipmates and their
wives for the disappointment but it is always our aim
to achieve the best price, (leave it 1o Harry, if there is
blood in a stone he will extract it) comfort and car
parking facilities for the F33 association. The
photographs from the standard dedication which | took
came out quite well, | have put some together with
relevant information which | will bring with me in May
©0 for those shipmates who missed the special event.
Enough of my waflfle, before you all report to sick bay
or ' fall out’ for Church of Turkey, (yes some actually
tried it on at Sunday divisions). Hope 1o see you all
in May, Stan.

TIES AND LAPEL PINS

Now that we are nearing Christmas, why
not boost our association funds, | know
that not all shipmates have our
association tie and even less of you have
a lapel pin. dont forget, you are
improperly dressed without an association
tie. Ties are £8.50 and lapel pins £3.00,
please get your orders sent in.

| may be be going 1o London again in
the next few months to visit the Public
Records Office at Kew. | have been told
that it is possible to get a lot more of the
information by looking at Reports and
Proceedings rather than the ships log,
which if you remember, | made into a
small booklet which a number of
shipmates purchased. As it is such a
long drawn out procedure, if any of the
commissions other than my own would
like to help then please let me know. It
would normally take at least two visits to
get a reasonable amount of information,
possibly even three visits.



NAVAL NATTERS
by
Wyb Madity

Story of a ship

For this first regular column I recall 2 man who had some im-
pact on British Naval history of the Second World War. He was
a famous established actor and playwright, his name, Noel
Coward. His one endearing association with the Royal Navy
was in the making of the celebrated war time film, Jn Which W'e
Serve. First a little of Coward’s background. Born the son of
an unsuccessful piano tuner on 16th December 1899 at Ted-
dington, Middlesex. Made his first London stage appearance at
the age of eleven. By the start of the First World War he was
writing in his spare time, songs, sketches and short stories in
between acting jobs. Over the next three decades as well as act-
ing and producing he wrote scores of well received plays and
musicals performed both in the West End and on Broadway.

His more notable successes being The Scoundrel, Private Lives,
The Vortex, Cavalcade and Blithe Spirit. Coward, who had
some of his plays filmed, found the experience confusing and an
irritating practice from beginning to end, that generating within
him a strong prejudice against the whole film making business
However, in the Spring of 1941 an approach was made to him
to write and appear in a movie film. The terms of an offer he
could hardly refuse, for he would be given complete control of
cast, director, cameraman and most of all, subject matter.
Though his instincts were against this proposition he agreed to
give the matter some thought and give a decision within a week.
This project hinged on finding the ¢lusive suitable subject.
Twenty four hours later during supper after a performance of
his play Blithe Spirit he was joined by Louis Mountbatten who
had just returned to Britain from the Mediterranean, and his
wife Edwina. Mountbatten told him the story of the sinking of
his ship, the destroyer HM.S. Kelly, that moved and impressed
Coward. The odyssey of one warship, the action, the comedy,
the sadness and the pride. Later at his rooms in the Savoy Hotel
he knew this was the story worth telling, could he do it without
sentimentality but with simplicity and truth?

Mountbatten although all for this project realizing the positive
propaganda value to the Service he loved, nontheless felt appre-
hensive should Coward base his movie oo close and exactly on
that of the Kelly lest it would be seen that Mountbatten was just
blowing his own self esteem. Afier receiving assurances from
Coward that he had no intention of basing his character on him
personally, thereafter Mountbatten’s enthusiasm cut through
much red tape setting many wheels turning including contact-
ing survivors of his ship who gave first hand information, seek-
ing and obtaining Admiralty permission all which Coward Ac-
knowledges he could not have proceeded further. But all was
far from smooth going. Coward had many enemies in the Press
who wished to sabotage the idea before filming began. But the
head of the film department in the ‘Ministry of Information”
proved a huge stumbling block when he wrote to the Admiralty
saying that such a film showing the sinking of a British
warship would be very bad for moral. Hearing of this strong
objection and knowing the power of the ‘Ministry,” The Two
Cities film company who by this stage had invested heavily in
the films production had second thoughts and even contem-
plated * pulling the plug.” Fortunately for Coward, Mountbatten
had recently returned from commanding the aircraft carrier >>>

H.M.S. lllustrious to take over Combined Operations and
together they went to the ‘Ministry of Information.” There the
poor wretched official wilted like an ice cube before a strong fire
as Mountbaticn gave an incredible performance of his wrath at
petty officialdom, insensitivity and a total lack of understanding
of naval affairs that Coward even felt pity for the receiver of this
torrential outburst.

So far all Coward’s films had benn made in America. He had
been warned that the British film industry was a hive of
treachery and intrigne. Whereas he only found inefficiency and
an extravagence with money to the point of lunacy. Thankfully
he had chosen a hand-picked trio of experts in Tony Havelock-
Allen (production), Ronald Neame (director of photography) and
David Lean (co-director). Selected his leading actors in John
Mills, Bernard Miles, Celia Johnson, Kay Walsh, Joyce Carey
and Kathleen Harrison. Other actors chosen to play smaller
parts included Richard Attenborough, Michael Wilding, Philip
Friend and James Donald. Crowd scenes would come from two
hundred and fifty sailors from RNB Portsmouth, some from
RNB Devonport together with a large contingent from the 5th
Battalion the Coldstream Guards.

He asked the Admiralty, and subsequently received permission
to spend two weeks with the flect at Scapa Flow to soak up some
naval knowledge and general atmosphere. He was anxious 1o
give a full portrayal of Naval life from both the Wardroom and
the Lower deck. To fulfil this requirement of accuracy he had
two Naval advisors (later joined by a third) the first an ex-
destrover officer Lieutenant Commander 1. T (Bushy) Clark and
Able Seaman Terry W.J Lawler, Mounbatten’s personal servant
on HM.S Kelly, who had been badly burnt when the ship went
down. Sadly he sustained further burns and other injuries on his
way home by hospital ship when this vessel was sunk by a U-
Boat attack. He owned the skin on his hands and face entirely to
the skill of plastic surgeons who had to carry out a series of
operations. Nonetheless Lawler still retained an indomitable
spirit when discussing/arguing a controversial point with his
superior officer Clark, both would be like bull terriers with a
bone; on occasions Coward would telephone Mountbatten for
impartial arbitration. For his character and invaluable help
Lawler was given precedence in the fili credits over other naval
advisers. Coward wrote the script, directed, played a leading
role and did much else in the production, including listening to
experts on ships, gunnery, shipbuilding, visits to Hawthorne
Leslie on Tyneside, the Royal Dockyards in Plymouth and
Portsmouth, days spent at sea on a destroyer, very many long
dark winter drives to and from Denham studio’s and seemingly
endless conferences and discussions of a technical nature with
an overriding possibility the production could run over budget.
Seven months after Coward’s initial meeting with Mountbatten,
shooting of In Which We Serve at last began on Thursday 5th
February 1942 and continued until July, Some days were
excellent, others best forgotten and some unforgettable such as
the nine full days when Coward, John Mills, Bernard Miles and
twenty others clung to a carley float in a tank filled with filthy
water and smeared from head to foot with synthetic oil, But
Coward had to contend with problems of a different nature when
he received summonses from the Finance Defence department to
appear at Bow Street court to face liabilities of £61,000 and
£5,000 for having broken the 1939 law in that, being a British
citizen with money invested in the United States he had failed to
make a declaration to that effect. His barrister advised him to
plead guilty. Through the attentions of the Press, the playwright



George Bernard Shaw wrote to him and told him to fight the
case, this he did under cross-cxamination and got off with a
small fine with costs.

Back to Denham studios to continue film production. A
welcome break came in early April when the film set had a
proud and plecasant day with the arrival of King George V1,
Quecn Elizabeth, their children the Princesses Elizabeth and
Margaret together with Dickie and Edwina Mountbatten,
Arthur Rank and his directors. The party were taken to Stage
5, a big set to see a full size replica of a destroyer’s bridge, the
ficticious warship HM.S Torrin, Lieutenant Commander Clark
(Naval Adviser) called the assembled sailors to attention. His
Majesty in his uniform of a full Admiral of the Fleet responded
with a salute (he had been a Midshipman in ‘A’ turret on board
the dreadnought HM.S Collingwood at the Battle of Jutland).
With the royal party settled on a2 rostrum and having a grand
stand view, they watched as Coward did his Captain’s talk of
the Dunkirk speech reminding his men that the overall success
was not in the ships lost but the number of soldiers lives saved
to continue the fight. The ship rolled to plan, the wind
machine roared and everything went well in ‘three takes.’
Conducted by Coward, who presented many people on the way,
the Royal party then inspected the ship, pattern shop, and spent
a while in the projection room secing some rough cut sections
of the film. Coward noted the Royal’s charm and ease, being
genuinely interested in everything, had it’s biggest impact on
those of the film set crew who were supposedly anti-Royal.

The very last ‘take’ was the sinking of Torrin under tons of
water from two very large tanks, that might have had tragic
consequences had not Coward insisted on a trial run first with
the sheer weight of water destroying everything in it’s path.
The film premiere of In Which We Serve took place at the
Gaumont cinema Leicester Square on Sunday evening 17th
September 1942, To say the reviews were ecstatic would be an
under statement. Despite the early carping criticism from many
sources, the hard work under difficult circumstances of the
whole film crew, the financial backers continual confidence, but
above all the foresight, energy and the realisation of a dream
fulfilment belongs to Noel Coward Many other films made
during war-time deserve critical acclaim, 49th Parallel (1941),
Target for Tonight (1941), Coastal Command (1942), Thunder
Rock (1942), First of the Few (1942), Ships with Wings (1942),
The Foreman went to War (1942), Close Quarters (1943), Fires
were Started (1943), Millons like Us (1943), San Demetrio,
London (1943), The bells go Down (1943), We dive at Dawn
(1943), Went the day Well (1943), This Happy Breed (1944),
Western Approaches (1944) and The Way Ahead (1945). All
showing different aspects of the struggle against Nazi tyranny
but none did the job as good as In Which We Serve, mainly
because of the authenticity, truthful rendering Coward built into
this great movie.

The story told in flashback, is of a British warship and follows
the short sea-going career of HM.S Torrin from her building,
launching, commissioning through the action in the North Sea,
Dunkirk evacuation to her eventual sinking under air attack off
Crete. With the accent on her officers and ratings and the
impact on their families. The three main characters are
Captain Kinross (Noel Coward), Chief Petty Officer Hardy
(Bernard Miles) and Able Seaman *Shorty’ Blake (John Mills),
up 1o their eyes in an oily sea of shocked survivors, awaiting
rescue. There are scenes from the film, some enjoyable, others
nostalgic, several moving and a few that bring a lump to the

throat. The front page of the Daily Express floating past on oily
waters with headlines of ‘No War This Year.’

A domestic scene of three women in the front parlour during a
night time air raid on Plymouth as the noise of bombs get closer
and closer. Joyce Carey (wife of CPO Hardy) says:-

“That’s not a bomb, that’s a land mine”

Then suddenly the walls and roof come down.

A messdeck packed with wounded soldiers evacuated from
Dunkirk. John Mills puts a cup to the lips of one unfortunate
‘pongo’, who asks what is it?

“Cocoa mate, just hot cocoa!”

While up on the bridge a Guards officer gets better treatment
when he remarks. “This tastes marvellous, are you sure this is
only Bovril and Sherry”.

When the Torrin docks, the wounded landed and the remaining
Guardsmen line up on the dockside in a state of dejection until
they are called to attention by a ramrod RSM and their smart
drill and bearing shine through as they march of to the
soundtrack of a military band striking-up. Looking down at the
scene from a gun sponson, John Mills says to his mate.

“If I wasn’t so tired, I'd give em a cheer”.

A memorable scene takes place after a Christmas dinner in the
wardroom of the Torrin when speeches are in progress and Celia
Johnson (plaving the wife of Captain Kinross) brings the house
down with her conclusion of life as a naval officers wife and that
she always has to take second place to her husbands ship
whether it’s a destroyer, a sloop. minesweeper. battleship or
aircraft carrier. Many other wives feel exacily the same. She
concludes, stood up with a glass in hand and makes a toast
joined by evervone when she says. “God bless the Torrin and all
who sail in her”.

I have left out the story of ‘run away” Stoker Snipe (played by
Richard Attenborough), strangely for a year afterwards he had
great difficulty in obtaining other film parts.

The war had not been going very well for some time, Singapore
had fallen to the Japanese, many fine ships and sailors had been
lost in the Hood Prince of Wales and Repulse. Though the
Americans had now joined the Allies it would be some time
before their armed forces and vast industrial muscle would be
noticed. Wartime films greatly boosted home-front moral in
enhancing the often seen poster, “Your courage, your
cheerfulness, your resolution will bring victory,” With movie
films such as the calibre of In Which We Serve, Nazi Germany
didn’t stand a chance.

Wyb Madity is our new columnist who will be writing a regular
column in future newsletters.

I (vour editor) would appreciate any comments from you the
readers as regards to the contents such as, subject matter, length
and any other relevent points. 1 would also be grateful for more
of your personal experiences. Some of the things I receive I
cannot use, we do have lady readers, I would not like to upset
them, we all do not have the same tastes, therefore we have to be
careful of what we print.

Next reunion at the Gateway Hotel Nottingham,
May 7-8th 1999. Please book early so that we can have
some idea of the numbers we need to cater for.






