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Chapter 6 (first part: WW1)  

  

The College at War 

 

As the inscription on the front of the College reminds us, the Royal Navy has for 

centuries provided the wealth, prosperity and peace, upon which Britain has depended to build 

an empire and spread international trade.  In the course of providing the basis for Britain’s 

international power the Navy has inevitably found itself required to go beyond the protection 

of sea-lanes of communication and play a critical, often decisive, role in the defence of the 

homeland.  Though it may be a less than comfortable thought for those employed at the Royal 

Navy’s College, whether staff officer, academic or student, the ultimate function of the Navy 

is to go to war in support of the nation’s interests.  The ultimate function of the Royal Naval 

College is therefore to educate Naval Officers for the prospect of finding themselves on the 

front line. 

The first half of the College’s history was to be punctuated by two world wars, each of 

which would have a very profound but very different impact upon the College and its 

population.  In many respects it is no coincidence that the First World War broke out as the 

College began its tenth academic year.  The founding of the shore-based College and Admiral 

Fisher’s revolutionary new system of naval education that accompanied it were intricately 

linked to Britain’s perceived need to counter the German Kaiser’s growing naval ambitions. 



 

Passing out photographs from RNC Osborne (these cadets were never to actually pass-out from 

Dartmouth so these are the only photographs), including thirteen of those who died on HMS 

Aboukir, Cressy and Hogue in September 1914.   

 

 

Those in this photograph had only just completed their first term at Dartmouth and many of 

them were barely fifteen years old. By the time the war was over most of the cadets from 1914 

would have seen service in the Grand Fleet, being involved in the Gallipoli landings and the 

Battle of Jutland. 

 

The First World War 

 On Monday 27th July 1914, the College received a telegram ordering it to standby to 

mobilise.  The next day Austria, having failed to secure the demands of its ultimatum from the 

Serbian government as recompense for the assassination of their heir to the throne and assured 

of German support, declared war on Serbia.  But as relations among the great powers continued 



to deteriorate and the armies of Europe began to mobilise, life at Dartmouth carried on as usual.  

The end of term was approaching and final examinations were underway.  By the end of the 

week hope was fading of the prospect that war might interrupt the College routine.  Then at 

3.50pm on Saturday 1st August, as a cricket match was being played on the playing field, 

Captain Victor Stanley received a telegram which simply read; ‘mobilise.’ 

 

The telegram received by the Captain of the College at 3.50pm on 1st August 1914, from the 

Commander in Chief Portsmouth, ordering the College to ‘mobilise’.    

 

 

Cadets’ sea chests at the back of B block packed and ready for transportation having received 

the order to ‘mobilise’ on Saturday 1st August 1914. 

 



 The earlier telegram meant that cadets’ sea chests had already been packed and orders 

placed with local vehicle owners to transport the cadets and their belongings down to the 

railway pontoon.  From there they would take the Great Western Railway’s ferry boat, the Mew, 

to the railway station in Kingswear, where three trains were standing by to take cadets off to 

join their appointed ships in Plymouth, Portsmouth and Chatham.  Cadets, officers and masters 

all helped with the loading of chests onto the various assembled vehicles.  Soon the line of 

vehicles loaded with luggage covered almost the entire length of the northern embankment.  

Cadets marched to the Mew in their respective terms, cheered on by large crowds of residents.  

The first to leave were those with the longest journey ahead of them, the Third and Fourth 

Terms bound for Chatham.  The Portsmouth train went next, carrying the second and Fifth 

Terms.  Finally the Plymouth train departed Kingswear at 10.46pm, taking the First and Sixth 

Terms together with nearly two hundred reservists from the ship’s company.  That night only 

the officers and masters remained at the College.   

 

 

The GWR ferry the Mew, which took Cadets from the Dartmouth to Kingswear where they met 

the trains which would take them to join their appointed ships. This photograph is believed to 

show troops from the 7th Battalion London Regiment later in 1914. 

 

However, the speed and efficiency with which the College had mobilised seems not to 

have been repeated further along the line.  The Portsmouth bound cadets had to be turned back, 

their ships unready to take them.  Their return to Dartmouth was, however brief.  Having arrived 

back at seven o’clock on the Sunday morning they were excused church and that evening 



departed once again for Portsmouth.  Meanwhile at Devonport cadets found themselves 

sleeping on the floor of the wardroom.  The following day turned out wet, with nothing to do 

but wander around the dockyard admiring the ships, even the church service was cut short as a 

result of the impending war.  But war could not interrupt the completion of naval education, on 

3rd August Six Term cadets sat their final passing out exam at the Royal Naval Engineering 

College Keyham.  The next day neutral Belgium was invaded and Britain declared war on 

Germany. 

 Captain Stanley’s response to the outbreak of war was swift, the College’s miniature 

rifle range was to be open to the public from 10am to 1pm and 2pm to 6pm daily, while for 

those requiring a little extra tuition the following notice appearing in the town: 

‘England is at War.  Every man should be able to defend his home and use a rifle.  The 

Officers remaining at the College will gladly take drill classes at 3.30 and 6.30 today 

[5th August].  Volunteers should assemble in front of the College at either of these 

hours.’ 

The response was tremendous, the assembled crowd including the Deputy Mayor, Alderman R 

Row, and several other members of the town council, professional men, tradesmen, shop 

assistants, mechanics and others, all eager to defend their home land.  Captain Stanley addressed 

them: 

‘I am very glad indeed to see such a response to the appeal sent out this morning.  I am 

not going to detain you long because I am of the opinion, and I expect it is the opinion 

of everyone here, that it is a time for deeds not words.’(Applause.)  ‘It is very easy to 

attain a certain amount of proficiency with a rifle. . . a very short time will suffice.  There 

are a few officers of the College left – only two or three – and there are two or three 

masters and they are willing to show you how to handle a rifle, for the time may come 

for you to make use of one.’  (Britannia Magazine, July 1964.) 

 

By this time there were in fact few officers or masters left at the College.  Of the naval 

staff only the Fleet Surgeon and one naval instructor remained, Captain Stanley himself was 

soon re-deployed to take command of the ex-Turkish battleship HMS Erin, to be temporarily 

replaced at Dartmouth by Rear Admiral Napier.  The College itself, it seemed, might be made 

ready to act as a hospital for the Grand Fleet, to take care of the casualties of the impending 

great naval engagement that was expected.  However, at the beginning of September it was 

announced that seventy-five Osborne cadets, and three Conway cadets, would be arriving on 

the seventeenth (Dartmouth Chronicle, 4/9/1914).  Only the Headmaster, two heads of 



department and four other masters would be left to teach them and fill in the gaps left by the 

staff officers called up into the fleet.  At both Dartmouth and Osborne masters took over the 

duties of term officers, wearing a sort of uniform/academic dress hybrid, consisting of blue suit 

and mortarboards on divisions (or when officers wore white cap-covers, straw boaters); a 

system which seems to have worked well.  Of the rest of the academic staff, nine joined the 

services, including M. Charbonnier of Modern Languages who joined the French army, and 

eleven were sent to Osborne, which became the focus of naval education.  Two more were co-

opted to join a new organisation.  Sir Alfred Ewing, a Professor of Mechanical Engineering at 

Cambridge University before being appointed as Director of Naval Education by Fisher, had 

been approached by Admiral Oliver, Director of Naval Intelligence, to set up an organisation 

to interpret German signals intelligence.  To man this organisation, which became known as 

Room 40, Ewing turned to his colleagues in the Mathematics and Modern Languages 

departments at Osborne and Dartmouth.  William H Anstie and Denis Bond were the first 

recruits, followed in 1915 by A G Denniston from Osborne, who went on to become head of 

Bletchley Park during the Second World War, ECJ Green in 1916 and in 1918 by RP Keigwin.  

All these individuals’ names were retained on the College Blue Lists, referred to as ‘serving at 

Admiralty.’  

At the outbreak of war 434 Dartmouth cadets had been sent, enthusiastically, to sea.  

They were not however, destined for the pride of the Grand Fleet but as not yet fully-trained 

naval officers were to find themselves onboard older, less capable, more vulnerable vessels.  

Thus the realities of war were very quickly brought home.  On 22nd September the three British 

cruisers, HMS Aboukir, Hogue and Cressy, were torpedoed in the North Sea by a German 

submarine, U9.  Among the 1,459 officers and men killed were thirteen cadets or midshipmen 

who seven weeks earlier had left Dartmouth, they were aged between fifteen and sixteen and a 

half years old.  The Osborne Magazine records those who had been lost:1 

 

H.M.S. Aboukir 

Cadet J. D. Stubbs 

Cadet G. Gore-Brown 

Cadet G. B. Barchard 

Cadet A. V. G. Allsopp 

 
1 Throughout the war the Osborne Magazine pays more attention to the war than its Britannia counterpart.  This 

is perhaps natural as many of the boys sent to sea, who had completed their education at Osborne did not 

complete their time at Dartmouth. 



Cadet H. L. Riley 

Cadet A.D.C. Robertson 

 

H.M.S. Cressy 

Midshipman C. P. Dalmege 

Midshipman V. H. Corbyn 

Midshipman F. G. Matthews 

Midshipman J. A. Froude2 

 

H.M.S. Hogue 

Midshipman H. H. Ward 

Midshipman G. C. Harold  

Midshipman C. W. Holt 

                             

Memorial tablet to Midshipsman H.L. Riley, lost in HMS Aboukir September 22nd 1914, aged 

15 years 

 
2 J A Froude was the grandson of the historian James Froude of Salcombe and the great nephew of the engineer 

William Froude (1810-1879).  William Froude joined the practice of I K Brunel in 1837.  In 1844 he worked on 

the South Devon atmospheric railway, but moved to Dartington Parsonage in 1846 to look after his ailing father.  

Thereafter Brunel employed him on special projects such as the motion of ships and screw propellers.  He went 

on the maiden voyage of the Great Eastern and did work on her stability. 



Amongst the controversy as to how these ageing vessels had been allowed to patrol 

unprotected and unprepared for engagement with the enemy, questions were also raised as to 

the rationale behind sending boys to sea.  The case was taken up by Mr W Joynson-Hicks, 

Conservative MP for Brentford, who wrote a letter to the Morning Post criticising First Lord of 

the Admiralty, Winston Churchill: 

‘It must be understood that I am not speaking of Midshipmen who are not gazetted 

younger than 17½ but of children who can do no possible good on board men-of-war in 

time of action. . . Their room would be much more valuable on board then their presence 

[for example, stories told of German prisoners having to sleep, and die, lying under 

cadets’ hammocks after the battle of Heligoland Bight]. 

 ‘Perhaps the Admiralty answer would be that it is desirable to harden boys but 

if Mr Churchill will only apply to the officers in command of cruisers where these boys 

are, I think he will be told that they would be better sent back to complete their education 

at Dartmouth, and that by so doing they will preserve the supply of officers for the navy 

of the future which is seriously endangered by the result of the disasters such as we are 

bound to expect in the course of a prolonged and difficult war.’ (Dartmouth Chronicle, 

2/10/1914.) 

 

 Other accounts, however, suggest a more positive contribution to the war effort.  Cadets 

Riley and Stubbs of Aboukir had died while going to the assistance of a drowning man who had 

taken them under, while the newly-commissioned Midshipman Cazalet of the Cressy, using a 

whaler, had picked up eighty-eight survivors from the Cressy and Hogue, including the Cressy’s 

commander.  The official Admiralty response was also unrepentant about the decision, made 

sometime before the outbreak of war, to discharge cadets from Dartmouth to help relieve the 

reserve fleet.  As Churchill explained to the House of Commons, it was felt that these young 

officers would be very useful onboard ship as part of the regular complement, and that they 

would learn far more of their profession at sea than they would at any educational establishment.  

As for their return to Dartmouth, that would depend largely on the duration of the war and was 

felt to be unlikely.  Meanwhile, any future decisions to send cadets from Dartmouth to sea 

would depend upon the operational requirements of the fleet.  Nevertheless, by the beginning 

of 1915 of those 434 cadets who had marched singing and cheering to meet their trains at 

Kingswear, forty-one had lost their lives, a greater proportion than any other class of naval 

officer in the fleet (Dartmouth Chronicle, 12/2/1915.) 



Ironically, while at sea cadets and midshipmen were officially considered as undergoing 

continued naval training.  Consequently their parents were still expected to pay a fifty pounds 

allowance to the Admiralty.  When questioned in the House, Dr Macnamara replied on behalf 

of the Admiralty that;  

‘it would be prepared to give favourable consideration to applications for whole or 

partial relief where necessity exists, and further, that in the case of midshipmen killed 

in active service any sums deposited in advance in a period subsequent to the death are 

returned to the guardians upon the closing of the private allowance accounts of the 

officers concerned.’  (Dartmouth Chronicle 26/2/1915.) 

 

Meanwhile, back at Dartmouth, two Terms joined from Osborne in January 1915, 

bringing the College population up to 236.  From April that year there were four Terms, rising 

to five in September 1916, when 121 cadets who had joined Osborne in 1914 moved up to the 

senior College.  Despite this huge increase in numbers, reaching a peak of 535 in May 1918, 

cadets would only actually spend three terms (one year) in the College, rather than the pre-war 

six (two years), before being sent to sea.  

In order to accommodate the projected rise in the number of cadets, work began as early 

as 1914 to build an extra accommodation block, to become known as ‘D’ block.  However, as 

the war effort continued so labour around Dartmouth became increasingly scarce.  In order to 

attract labourers it was therefore necessary to offer higher wages, a strategy that was met with 

hostility by local farmers who were unable to compete.  ‘D’ block was finally opened in 1917, 

just in time to accommodate the great increase in the number of students. 

In June 1916 Dartmouth was to suffer yet another casualty of war.  Since the shore based 

College opened HMS Britannia had continued to lie in the river dart.  In February 1915 she had 

been sold to Messers Huges, Bolckow & Co. of Blyth.  Work had begun to remove the top 

hamper and upper works; the figurehead was also removed to eventually find its resting-place 

ashore.  A public outcry ensued, leading to the setting up of a ‘Britannia Fund,’ which secured 

the option to buy the old hulk for the nation and possibly turn it into an orphanage for 

servicemen’s children.  However, such were the demands of the war effort that finally it was 

decided that the old ship should be broken up so as to provide copper, iron and lead for 

conversion into munitions. 



Throughout the war, for those who remained at the College, life had continued as 

normally as possible, save the occasional alert caused by the sighting of a German trawler3.  

Finally, on 11th November 1914 the College received news of the cessation of hostilities.  The 

editor of the Britannia Magazine summed up the sentiments of the time: 

‘ “The war is won,” and the world will not forget the part the British Navy played. 

Nor shall we in our rejoicings forget those naval officers of every rank from Admiral to 

Cadet who have given their lives for the great Ideal.’  (Britannia Magazine, December 

1918). 

 

 

 

 
3 See The Royal Connection chapter. 


