The Adventures of HMS Ben-My-Chree
in the Wine-Dark Sea

In a great modern Greek marine
drama, the tragic and the comic
muse vied over the sinking of o

British aircraft carrier at
Castellorizo in 1917.

ew people know that the largest and

fastest coastal steamer of her day, the

HM5 Ben-My-Chree, which was later
amongst the first seaplane carriers to be com-
missioned, was sunk in 1917 in the harbour of
Castellorizo in one of the more interesting
naval encounters of World War I between
Turkish forces and the Allies. In fact, the ves-
sel’s mine vear history reads like one adven-
ture story after another, first in the peacetime
service she provided and, later, and more im-
portantly, in the wine-dark seas of Greece and
the Eastern Mediterranean, until her disas-
trous shelling in the uspally accommodating
harbour of this distant Greek isle.

by Nicholas Pappas

Launched in 1908 at Barrow by Vicker, Sons
& Maxim Limited, the HM5 Ben-My-Chree
was originally a twin-funnelled coastal passen-
ger steamer owned and operated by the [sle of
Man Steam Packet Company for Irish Chan-
nel crossings between Liverpool and Douglas.
She measured 375 feet in length, 46.2 feet in
breadth and weighed 2651 tons. Fitted with 3
Vickers & Maxim steam turbines and 4 dou-
ble-ended boilers, she had an extraordinary
top speed of 26 knots with a peacetime com-
plement of 119 crew, Her passenger capacity
of 2651 was the largest of her day amongst
coastal passenger steamers and her record
speed of 26,92 knots during her trials off the
Scoitish coast in 1907 was not (o be eclipsed
for & number of years. Her vears of service as
a coastal steamer between |98 and 1914 were
otherwise eventful only for the vessel’s consis-
tent punctuality and speed, breaking the Irish
Channel crossing record time on & number of
OCcasions.

However, her strong record of achievement
during peacerime was 1o be easily outdone af-
ter she was charered as a seaplane carrier in
early 1915, To achieve this, considerable struc-
tural alterations were carried out by removing
all upper structures on the vessel 1o the rear of
the funnels in order 1o accommodare a large
seaplane hangar to house up o six Shor &
Shopwith seaplanes. A well-equipped work-
shop was included below the hangar 1o provide
all manner of repair and replacement o air-
craft and armaments alike

In May 1915, with the works complete, the
HMS5 Ben-My-Chree was dispatched to the
Dardanelles from Plymouth to assist in the ul-
timately doomed Allied operations. Her role
was 10 provide seaplane reconnaissance in the
Aegean and to take part in a number ol
coastal bombardments. Until August she was
stationed off Tenedos, and later Smyrna, and
during this time she made numerous spirited
coastal bombing raids with her seaplanes pro-

s

The Ben-My-Chree pictured at Mudros on Lemnos in November 1915. Note her large seaplane hangars and hoist for the lowering of

14, THe

, ATHEMIAM, September 1995

the seaplanes into the water.
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