Diving in Scapa Flow-off the Orkneys

Members and guests of the Denbigh and District Probus Club enjoyed their May
meeting with another wonderful meal at Tweedmill, St Asaph, followed by a talk
presented by Peter Robinson. He was accompanied by his wife Jan who had a
wonderful array of items for sale in support of the Royal National Lifeboat Institution
(RNLI) - the charity that saves lives at sea.

Peter Robinson who lives in Rhyl (originally from Rhuddlan) is a former Rhyl RNLI
coxswain and volunteer who has been recognized for his contributions to the
lifeboat service.

He has been a Deputy Launching Authority at the Rhyl RNLI station. He has been
presented with awards and recognized for his service, including receiving an award
from Rhuddlan Town Council and a lifeboat man statuette from the crew.

Peter was a diver, instructor, carried out some commercial diving and was coxswain
of the Rhyl Life Boat from 1996 for 14 years.

His son, Callum Robinson, is station mechanic and deputy coxswain at Rhyl RNLI.

His whole life has been involved around the sea, RNLI and diving and now that he is
retired, he and his wife spend their time canoeing around the shores of the UK.

Later in May they will be going to Scotland to canoe and meet up with their friends
John & Marie Ridgway at Ardmore. John Ridgway and Chay Blyth rowed across the
Atlantic in 1966.

He explained to members how he was a member of the Rhyl sub-aqua club in the
1980’s and took an interest with other members in wreck diving particularly in Scapa
Flow in the Orkneys, off Scotland, where there is one of the largest collection of
wrecks. He has dived on numerous wrecks there.

The Orkneys cover an area made up of 70 or so islands with Scapa Flow, surrounded
by them, being one of the biggest natural harbours approximately 12 square miles.
Peter described and showed photographs of the beautiful scenery in the area which
has rich agricultural land which attracted many invaders and settlers in the past
including the Vikings.

He referred to the Old Man of Hoy, Skara Brae Prehistoric Village, Ring of Brodgar,
Maeshowe, a Neolithic chambered cairn, Hackness Martello Tower and Battery as
well as Login's Well - ships from the Hudson's Bay Company drew their final stores of
water from this well for more than two hundred years before setting course across
the Atlantic. In 1780 Cook's ships 'Endeavour' and 'Discovery' loaded fresh water
from there too.



Peter took members back to WW1 and the significance of the area and the part it
played in forming a base for the British Fleet and helping with their activities in the
battle of Jutland.

The information on the HMS Hampshire, an armoured cruiser which sank on June 5,
1916, after hitting a mine laid by a German submarine off the coast of Orkney,
Scotland, led to many questions and discussions, particularly because of the
circumstances and the high-profile passengers and the numbers killed as well as the
secrecy and restrictions around salvage and diving the wreck that still exist.

The ship was carrying Field Marshal the Rt Hon Horatio Herbert Kitchener, the British
Secretary of State for War as well as numerous other high-ranking officers and
others, to Russia for to a meeting with Tsar Nicholas Il.

The incident resulted in the loss of 737 lives, including Lord Kitchener, with only 12
survivors and none were able to give any reliable account of Kitchener’s last
movements. This was one of the largest losses of life in a single incident during the
war for the Royal Navy. The Hampshire was about a mile and a half off Marwick
Head when she struck one of the 34 mines which had been laid by a German
submarine U-75 the week before.

The wreck is off the west coast of Orkney and today, the wreck of HMS
Hampshire remains a war grave.

There was also mention of the HMS Vanguard and the German Fleet that
surrendered to the British Fleet in 1918 which the Germans scuttled/deliberately
sunk in Scapa Flow. Some 50 ships were sunk and remained there until the 1920’s
when the Scapa Flow Salvage Company was formed and many of the ships were
salvaged.

The Orkney Islands and Scapa Flow also played a key role in WW2 when it was used
for the war fleet and Peter shared information on the incursion of the U-47
submarine on 14th October 1939 into Scapa Flow leading to the loss of 833 men on
the HMS Royal Oak which still lies in situ today with diving banned as it is a
designated war grave.

Winston Churchill ordered the sealing of entries to Scapa Flow on the East side to
avoid further incursions of enemy submarines and 1100 Italian soldiers captured
fighting in North Africa, were transported to camps on Lamb Holm and Burrey and
utilised to construct the barriers.

Following a request from the camp priest, Fr Giacobazzi, it was agreed that two
Nissen huts would be joined together to provide a chapel. Among the Italians in one
prisoner of war camp was an artist, Domenico Chiocchetti, and he was given the task
of transforming the huts assisted by other tradesmen. Domenico Chiocchetti carried
in his pocket a small prayer card given to him by his mother before he left his home
in Italy, and it was the image on that card of the Madonna and Child by Nicolo



Barabino that Chiocchetti based his painting above the altar in the Chapel. Now,
decades after the completion of the Chapel, it is one of Orkney's most loved
attractions.

A more recent disaster was highlighted which illustrated the great danger and
sacrifices made by volunteer crew members of RNLI lifeboats. On 17 March 1969,
the volunteer crew of the Longhope lifeboat went out in a force nine gale responding
to a call from the Liberian registered steamship SS Irene. All 8 crew of the lifeboat
were lost with Brims, their village, losing a third of their population and the crew
leaving behind a widowed mother, 7 widows and 8 children. The impact of the
disaster led to important design changes to lifeboats. Ironically the boat they were
looking for was washed ashore and all were saved.

Peter encouraged club members to visit the Orkney Islands if they have not been
there and to see further information from a book The Naval Wrecks of Scapa Flow
written by Peter L. Smith. It covers the famous Naval wrecks of Scapa Flow as seen
by diver Peter L. Smith along with a short history.

The next Denbigh and District Probus Club meeting will be on Monday June
2" at Tweedmill in St Asaph, when Chris Grier will speak to members
about Richard Clough - The most complete man.

The talk at the meeting on Monday July 7t will be from club member Mike
Freeman and is titled A tale of two Rolls-Royces.

Denbigh and District Probus Club is a group of business or professional
men and women either approaching or enjoying retirement or semi-
retirement.

New members are always warmly welcomed to the Denbigh and District
Probus Club meetings.

For further information have a look at the club web site
denbighprobus.com or contact stevetootell@gmail.com
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