Captain Charles Coke DSO RN
born July 17, 1909, died February 6, 2003, aged 93.
Our time serving together on HMS Nigeria
Lawrence George Cooper
Officers working for him describe him as “the best captain they ever served with….and the last gentleman in the Royal Navy”. The Times, 17 February 2003 
[image: image1.png]



King George VI speaks to Commander Coke on the deck of HMS Nigeria in February 1947 as Queen Elizabeth inspects a hobbies exhibition. The Princesses Elizabeth and Margaret Rose stand dutifully by with their parents.

I served on HMS Nigeria from 4 April 1946 until 6 December 1947 during which time I was the secretary, messenger and driver to Commander Charles Playfair Coke and was in contact with him every moment of the working day for the whole of that time. He was a very professional officer who had distinguished himself in action for which he was awarded the DSO, the scion of a noble family and the most courteous gentleman, in the true spirit of the word, that it was possible to know. I felt I got to know him more than anyone else on board, certainly outside the wardroom. 
As a naïve ex-grammar school entrant I joined the Royal Navy (RNVR) as a Y-Scheme volunteer at the early age of 17½ on 2nd May 1945 to avoid compulsory conscription at 18 when the probability at that time was being drafted into the coal mines. Germany surrendered on 7th May, the atomic bomb was dropped on Hiroshima on 6th August and Japan surrendered on 2nd September 1945 so I had not completed my training before the war ended. However I did qualify for the war medal!
The opportunities for accelerated advancement under the scheme had dried up at the time I was being assessed since the war was obviously in its final phase so after basic training at HMS Glendower (Butlin’s Holiday Camp at Pwelli) I took an extended course in gunnery radar at HMS Valkyrie (a land establishment at Douglas, Isle of Man).
I spent some time on HMS Roberts, a shallow-draught monitor armed with two massive 15 inch guns and was then posted as part of a completely new crew to the recommissioned cruiser HMS Nigeria, flagship of the South Atlantic Fleet, at Plymouth. Almost immediately, as I was working on the upper deck, I was approached by a young officer and told to report to Commander Coke, the ship’s second officer (in effect the number one as the captain was rarely seen on deck – he spent his time on the bridge, in the wardroom or in his spacious cabin). I did so with some trepidation wondering what I could have possibly done wrong so soon and met this imposing figure of a senior officer with gold oak-leaf braid on the peak of his cap.
He told me he had been watching me at work (cleaning the captain’s barge on its mounting) and was appointing me to be his man Friday. I was to report to his cabin each day at 6.25 a.m., and follow in his footsteps to the general assembly for scrubbing decks at 6.30 a.m. I was expected to be washed, shaved and smartly dressed in proper uniform (not the working dress of the seamen). I would then have breakfast and report to him afterwards in his cabin when he would discuss the day’s programme.
I was rather taken aback by this development as I had expected to be involved with the radar equipment controlling the gun turrets under the gunnery officer ‘Guns’, Lieutenant Commander Peter Hill-Norton (later Admiral of the Fleet Lord Hill-Norton) whose signature appears on my service records but I felt completely at ease in the company of Commander Coke and so my new duties began. My first difficulty was only having 25 minutes between reveille at 6 a.m. and reporting at the commander’s cabin at 6.25 a.m. having first had to “lash up and stow” my hammock (an absolute requirement as they hung over the mess table), wash, shave, dress smartly (in my daily-washed whites and gaiters) and get to the commander’s cabin on time. I always did get there on time but it was invariably impossible to complete the stowing of my hammock in its locker within that time span and so it was left hanging from the deck-head until breakfast time.
I reported to the commander after breakfast when he was always in his bath. I rather enjoyed following two paces behind him, relaying his instructions to erring midshipmen and junior officers, “Commander’s compliments, sir, please report to him immediately!” 

We set sail for Malta

After some time when the new crew were finding their way about the ship we set sail for Malta on 15th May to spend six weeks “working up” in the Mediterranean, practising manoeuvres, action stations, testing the engines, guns etc. I had never been to sea before and I was looking forward to it immensely. I had to get used to the pitching and rolling of a warship and the Bay of Biscay was rather testing. 

Our first port of call was to be a one day stop at Gibraltar. On the day before we were due to arrive I found myself on a charge with several others for not stowing our hammocks before the morning deck scrubbing session. Some ratings just turned out of their hammocks at the last moment, slipped on their action-working dress (rather like jeans and a T shirt) and left the hammocks unlashed and hanging to be dealt with at breakfast time. The officer of the day decided to make an example of these individuals and so I found myself joined with them up before the commander on a charge. I explained my time problem and pointed out that I did my very best, my hammock had actually been lashed although not taken down and stowed away by comparison with others who made no effort but nevertheless I was awarded three days loss of shore leave whilst the others got a simple caution. This meant that I would miss my very first opportunity to visit to a foreign country. 
When we got back to the cabin feeling quite aggrieved I told the commander I thought he was very unreasonable to treat me more severely than the others when I was doing my hardest to fit everything into an impossible timescale whereas the others were lazy layabouts. He listened to me in good humour and said he had to be seen not to be favouring his own. My problem was resolved by being moved into the watch-keeper’s mess where someone would be sleeping at all times of the day and hammocks suspended from the deck-head were accepted.
We left port for Malta and steamed through the Mediterranean, crystal blue and like a mill pond, in glorious spring sunshine and I heard the story of Operation Pedestal, the terrible convey in August 1942 when 14 merchant ships and an escort at various times of two battleships, three aircraft carriers, six cruisers and fourteen destroyers attempted to relieve the siege of this vital island in the eastern Mediterranean. Coke, as Fleet Air Arm observer, was responsible for the organisation of the air defence against waves of Heinkels and Stukas and the recovery of aircraft from damaged flight decks. Only five of the fourteen merchant ships made it to Malta including the tanker Ohio that had been badly damaged and immobilised but was brought in strapped between two of the destroyers. For his part in the operation Coke was awarded the DSO.

The ship anchored in the Grand Harbour at Valetta, being too large to moor alongside the wall. The crew would go ashore at set times using the ship’s whaler although much use of made of the inexpensive private dhaisos, or water taxis, rather like small gondolas propelled by a single oar. I had to carry regular messages for the commander to the naval offices on the far side of the harbour and would use the skimming dish, a small, fast motor dinghy which was very exciting. I took the opportunity to visit Rabat to see the catacombs and purchase some lace being made by the women at the entrances. 
I was enjoying a good working relationship with Commander Coke and he suggested I should take the ship’s dinghy for a sail round the harbour in my free time. I said I had never been in a sailing boat so he gave me a lesson or two himself and entered my name in the register as a qualified coxswain permitted to use the dinghy. I had several pleasant excursions at various ports of call taking some of my messmates as company. My first excursion was to sail across the harbour to the tanker Ohio which had been hit by bombs after its load had been removed and was then lying on the sea bed with half of the superstructure above the water line. I tied the dinghy to the ship’s railings and walked about the deck and corridors. It was a most eerie experience.
We spent most of the six weeks at Malta at sea getting accustomed to all the equipment and practising our various drills, like gunnery, torpedoes, depth charges, action stations and rescues. We would relax during the dog watches (4-8 p.m.) and have a swim which is rather daunting out of site of land. We would first lower scrambling nets over the side of the ship and post a life boat in case anyone got into difficulties.

South Africa

We finally left Malta and set sail for Simonstown to take over our responsibilities from HMS Glasgow as flagship of the South Atlantic station. We stopped again at Gibraltar and this time I was able to go ashore. We called at Freetown, Sierra Leone, for oil and finally steamed into Simon’s Bay on 9th July 1946 firing a 15-gun salute to the flag of the Commander-in-Chief, South Atlantic, Vice-Admiral Sir Robert Burnett.
One of the commander’s first actions was to buy himself a motor car. Not just any old car but a large luxury American Packard convertible! He said he would like me to act as his driver. I pointed out that private cars in England had not been allowed a petrol ration during the war and I had been too young to drive so I had absolutely no driving experience. I was also totally ignorant as such things as the official driving test, which had been abandoned, and the requirements of the highway code as future experience was to prove. The commander said he would show me how to drive and I assumed his rather relaxed individual style was the norm. 
After a couple of lessons I was let loose as his regular driver and our first journey was to Groote Schuur, the State President’s official residence in Cape Town. I asked why we were going there and the commander said it was not to meet anybody, just to sign the visitors’ book. I was puzzled at this until he explained that the visitors’ book was used for selecting guests at official functions. 
Our next trip was to one of the local vineyards which was quite an experience. Afterwards as we stood looking across the countryside, with me standing behind him, I saw a snake near  his foot. I called out, “look out sir, a snake”. He froze and said, “for God’s sake man, which side? I said ‘to your right’ and he leapt to the left. He said, ‘don’t you ever give me a fright like that again without saying which way to jump!’
One morning as he planned his programme, he asked me to take the car, drop him at the barber in Simonstown, and go on to the Municipal Stables, the one-man branch office of the regional driving centre, satisfy the examiner that I could drive and collect my driving licence. He said he would meet me at the driving centre after he had his haircut. It all sounded so simple and straightforward.
As I drove up to the diving examiner’s office he was waiting for me outside. “Where is your accompanying driver” he said. “Oh I have just come on my own” I replied. He was not very happy. He might also have mentioned L plates. “Just turn left out of the yard and keep driving until I tell you to do something else” he said. Had I turned right I would have driven along the main street of Simonstown but turning left I drove along an empty coast road with the beach on one side and the desert scrub on the other. We did not meet any traffic or see anybody and after a couple of miles he asked me to reverse into an opening and drive back to the office. 

He told me he was satisfied with my driving and would ask me some questions. “What is the maximum distance you can park from the kerb?” he asked. “Is there some specified distance? I replied. I made a guess that was incorrect. He repeated the question on parking from a road junction and again I got it wrong. “It is clear to me you have not studied the Highway Code” he said. “I did not even know there was a Highway Code” I replied. He looked rather thoughtful and then told me I had passed the test and I should accompany him to the office and he would issue me with a certificate of competence which I could exchange for a driving licence at head office in Cape Town. I can only presume he knew that I had just arrived from England as the commander’s driver and that it was essential to the Royal Navy that I should be licensed.
The commander duly arrived and asked how I got on. I told him I had passed and he said “well done” and told me to move off, I had parked facing the wall and so had to back the car, meanwhile the examiner had draped himself over the bonnet chatting to the commander. He was not interested in the conversation and whispered, just drive off. Having just passed my test I was most careful, looking behind over my shoulder, as one does when backing in an open topped car. I heard an almighty scream and turned round to see the driving examiner dancing about holding the remnant of a shoe in one hand and blood streaming from his foot.
He looked so ridiculous that I couldn’t stop laughing and, try as he might, the commander couldn’t stop laughing either. The examiner had been determined to carry on with his conversation and was standing with his foot behind the wheel as I started to back. We put him into the car and took him to the local hospital where they removed his big toe nail. We then had to go to a shoe shop and buy him a new pair of shoes. However I had passed my driving test.

Parking in Cape Town was a problem, only allowed in marked places. There was also a proliferation of signs printed in English on one side and Afrikaans on the reverse. Often it was the Afrikaans side that faced the driver but I got to recognise the obvious ones. In the despicable apartheid regime of the time the most common by a long way was, of course “Slegs vir Blankes” (reserved for whites). On occasions I got it wrong, assuming parking was allowed when the sign actually meant only for taxis, and on two occasions the commander received tickets for my parking misunderstandings.
Showing the flag – West Coast
The first expedition by HMS Nigeria to ‘show the flag’ in the autumn of 1946 (or spring in the southern hemisphere) was to the islands of St. Helena and Ascension in the South Atlantic and various ports along the west coast of Africa. St. Helena was 1,750 miles from Cape Town and is noted as the place of imprisonment and initial burial in 1821 of Napoleon at Longwood which we were able to visit. There was also a stone ladder of 699 steps up the hill behind the capital, Jamestown, which most visitors attempt

Ascension lies 700 miles north-west of St. Helena with the capital Georgetown. It is a remote and barren volcanic outcrop with Green Mountain as the only site of vegetation. The island served just two purposes, a Cable and Wireless station at Georgetown and an air force base operated by the USAAF for Atlantic patrols. The average temperature is 85 degrees at sea level and so the crew took the opportunity to swim from the beach and since the employees of the wireless station and the air base were all male and nowhere in the vicinity everyone bathed naked. After a time we noticed that there were two ladies, the wives of the air force commander and his deputy, who had set themselves up in deckchairs on the headland above the beach as this was apparently the only entertainment on offer.
From Ascension we continued our cruise to show the British presence by returning to Freetown to re-fuel and then called at Takoradi in the Gold Coast (Ghana), Lagos in Nigeria where we were royally entertained, Victoria (Cameroon), Point Noire (French Equatorial Africa/Congo), Loanda (Angola) and back to Simonstown.
I enjoyed my role immensely observing the ‘management’ side of running a capital ship, having such rapport with the ship’s commander and also escaping the many strenuous tasks which seamen have to perform, particularly at sea. He casually mentioned his ancestor had been Lord Chief Justice of England under James I. [The grand Palladian mansion of Holkham Hall, Norfolk was designed by William Kent for Thomas Coke, 1st Earl of Leicester]. I did ask him if his cabin cutlery bearing an ostrich crest was family silver and he said, “yes, we keep the gold at the Bank of England”. My secretarial duties included helping with correspondence, sorting the signals, letters filing, etc. I handled correspondence to his London club, Boodles of St. James’s, and to his wife at her cottage in Norfolk. 
Royal Tour

I remember the momentous signal I passed to the commander from the Admiralty to the C-in-C South Atlantic, which I have retained, which read:

HMS Vanguard with their Majesties the King and Queen on board will be passing 100 miles west of Freetown on 8th February 1947 on passage to South Africa.

Escort will be provided by HM Ships of the Home Fleet as follows: Cleopatra, Diadem, Implacable, St. James, St.Kitts.

On arrival in position 7 40 N, 15 West HMS Nigeria will take over the Escort and Home Fleet Ships will act as ordered by C-in-C H.F. Fuelling at Freetown if necessary.

HMS Nigeria will arrive Freetown A.M. 6th February to complete. The Commander in Chief, South Atlantic will not be on board.
The ship duly met the battleship HMS Vanguard at the rendezvous point 7 degrees north of the equator and took station alongside her for journey to Cape Town. We closed in for a ringside view of the royal princesses and the crew who had not crossed the equator before being subjected to the ‘crossing the line’ ceremony. We had all suffered the same indignity in the court of King Neptune on our first journey south. During the journey the royal family transferred to Nigeria in the captain’s barge and spent some time on board meeting officers and crew and looking at an exhibition of paintings and hobby items.
HMS Vanguard arrived at Capetown on 17 February and the Royal Family disembarked and were met by Field Marshal Smuts. In the evening, Table Mountain was floodlit and a civic firework display was given in their honour. 

The commander was invited to a reception to meet the royal family at Admiralty House at Simonstown and I was to drive him there. A colleague in my watch-keepers’ mess was the fleet photographer and I arranged for him to be given a lift. When I had dropped off the commander I asked the photographer if I could act as his assistant by carrying spare cameras and equipment so that I could join him inside the grounds for the tree planting ceremony. The captain, commander and other senior officers were stood at some distance in a line on the lawn as His Majesty planted a tree and the photographer, followed closely by me, walked about unhindered within feet of the royals to get the photographs he wanted. I could see the commander watching me with some amusement.
On 21st April Princess Elizabeth made her memorable broadcast from Cape Town in which she devoted her life to the service of the British Commonwealth and Empire:
“On my twenty-first birthday I welcome the opportunity to speak to all the peoples of the British Commonwealth and Empire, wherever they live, whatever race they come from, and whatever language they speak… I declare before you all that my whole life whether it be long or short shall be devoted to your service and the service of our great imperial family to which we all belong.”
During the royal visit Nigeria made a short trip along the south coast of the continent to Port Elizabeth and East London to show the flag and then on 24th April accompanied HMS Vanguard again as far as Freetown on her seventeen-day journey home.

Back to normal routine

Another distinguished personality to visit the ship was Field Marshall Viscount Montgomery, Chief of the Imperial General Staff, on his self-indulgent valedictory tour of British bases around the globe. He inspected a guard of honour from the ship’s contingent of Royal Marines on the quarterdeck and gave a talk to the assembled ship’s company. When he left he was accorded a 19-gun salute. On the following day I drove the commander to Cape Town and was very surprised to see Monty taking a solitary stroll along the dockside.
Working for the commander, I had to fit my working hours and leisure time to his convenience and so was usually unable to go ashore at the same time as my messmates. I would usually take the one-hour train journey from Simonstown to Cape Town via Fish Hoek, Kalk Bay, Muizenberg, Wynberg and Claremont getting there in the early evening. I would have a meal somewhere, go to the cinema or occasionally to a concert to hear the latest Italian touring opera singer or orchestra and then take the train back as far Fish Hoek where I could sleep in the luxury of a bed instead of a hammock at the serviceman’s club.
Leave in Johannesburg

The local community were very well disposed to the British forces and I was able to stay in one of the better hotels in Cape Town on occasions at no charge. I was able to take a week’s leave and with two colleagues I was offered an all-expenses-paid 1,000 mile over-night trip to Johannesburg on the luxurious Blue Train paid for by the SAWAS. The service had been discontinued during the war but was reintroduced just before we arrived in 1946. There were four passengers to each pre-booked compartment and when we went to the dining car for dinner the staff would raise the backs of the seats to form four bunk beds with sheets and blankets.
As we stood on the platform about to get onto a train a lady approached us and said she hoped we would have an enjoyable break and gave us a bottle of Cape Province wine. After we settled into our compartment I opened the bottle and offered a glass to the fourth passenger. He said he would rather not accept it as it was not lawful to take alcohol onto the train and he was actually a railway policeman on leave.

The journey took us through the arid Great Karoo where zebra, springbok, wildebeest and many other species ran wild. As we approached Johannesburg we saw Alexandra township and Soweto (South West Township) and finally made it to our hotel. Our hosts had arranged a number of visits including one that was particularly interesting, the Robinson Deep gold mine, at over 800 metres the deepest producing mine in the world. As I saw the miners scrabble up the workings, flat on their bellies, I realised how lucky I was to have escaped being conscripted into the mines by volunteering for the navy!
[I live nowadays in a Buckinghamshire village which is home to a railway preservation society. It is an amazing coincidence that the massive engine that pulled the Blue train on which I travelled is a major exhibit].

Entertaining the SAWAS and touring the East Coast
By way of thanks to our hosts 76 members of the SAWAS, the South Africa’s equivalent of the WVS, were entertained on board HMS Nigeria in June and given a memorable cruise from Simonstown to Cape Town. The Royal Marine band played as they left harbour and then depth charges were dropped over the wreck of an old South African training ship. The ladies were shown over the gun turrets and given a demonstration of loading the six-inch guns.

The ladies were given a tour of the galleys and bakery and were then entertained to a gala luncheon which included the luxury of freshly baked white bread. Wheat flour had not been available in South Africa since the start of the war and rye bread was a poor substitute. After lunch they had their greatest thrill observing a practice shoot at two target balloons with the four-inch anti-aircraft guns and the multiple Oerlikon guns firing tracers.
Having left the ladies at Cape Town we set off for Lourenco Marques (Maputo), the capital of Mozambique, on the eastern side of the continent where for some reason there was a gathering of warships of several nations. Such gatherings are a great occasion for exchanging national beverages and the ship’s stock of Scotch whisky was traded for fine wines and spirits. I was not knowledgeable in wines at my young age but I remember Chateau d'Yquem appearing in the cabin for the first time.
Man overboard
The next port of call was Durban in Natal. After leaving harbour we experienced the most terrifying gale in the Indian Ocean where the ship pitched and rolled so much that it was feared it might turn turtle. Water was being shipped through open hatches on the forecastle and the commander had to call for volunteers to join him in getting them closed. At the time I was in a rest room below decks where the piano broke loose and was a danger to life as it smashed from one side to the other until it was just a heap of firewood. I heard the dreaded cry of ‘man overboard’ on the tannoy. The commander was standing near the bow when it went right under the water and he was washed off the deck.

The lookout on the bridge saw it happen and pressed the man overboard buzzer connected to the marine sentry at the stern – one buzz for starboard, two for port. The sentry followed the correct procedure and threw the life belt over the side immediately without looking for the man and it hit the water almost within reach of the commander. The attached flare started to give off smoke and we could see it disappearing into the distance.

The next call on the tannoy was ‘away lifeboats crew’ (only used for genuine emergencies, otherwise it would be seaboat’s crew) requiring the nearest seamen and officers to run to the boat, swing it out on its davits, lower it and cast off. This all happened but as soon as the boat hit the water it all but capsized and the oars were lost overboard. The lifeboat was cut loose and the captain began the manoeuvre to turn the ship around against the storm. It took a great distance and a long time but eventually he managed to approach the commander and present the lee side of the ship to him so that with help he could climb up the scrambling nets hanging over the side. We then had to repeat the manoeuvre to rescue the lifeboat’s crew!

I was waiting for him in the cabin when he got back. He climbed into his bath and against all the rules sent me to the wardroom for four bottles of whisky which he presented to the lookout, the marine sentry and others who had played a key role in saving his life.

Commander Coke leaves HMS Nigeria
The ship carried out another short tour on the west of the continent visiting Monrovia, the capital of Liberia, where the American dollar was the currency, then refuelled at Freetown and revisited St. Helena.
Before joining HMS Nigeria, Cdr. Coke had been making a name for himself being part of Churchill’s delegation to meet Stalin and Roosevelt in 1945 and he was selected to join the naval staff in Washington in November 1947. As an indication of the type of man he was, he offered to provide me, a mere able seaman, with a reference which he thought might prove helpful when I was demobilised. It read as follows:

HMS Nigeria at Simonstown

31st October 1947

This is to certify that Lawrence Cooper has served in HMS Nigeria as Able Seaman since 4th April 1946.

During the whole of this time he has been my personal assistant and messenger. He is honest, capable, trustworthy, intelligent, and clean.

He is able to organise my personal affairs, which are unavoidably complicated, with speed and efficiency.

His most valuable quality is his character, for he is the best type of young Englishman, with excellent manners, and he is therefore a delightful person to work with.

Charles Coke, Commander RN.
I felt very humbled as a very junior 19-year old seaman to receive such a tribute but I never felt able to use it – I was not prepared to offer an employer, in the type of civilian career I had in mind, a character reference that stated that I was ‘clean’. I felt there are certain aspects of character that should be taken for granted!
Early in November the commander told me that he was being recalled to the Admiralty in London for a new posting which was a disappointment to me as I had expected to be demobbed first before the end of the ship’s tour of duty. Demobilisation of the wartime armed services was carried out on a phased basis and I had been seeing my number gradually getting closer. The commander told me to drive him to Cape Town railway station one Saturday morning and then deliver his car to the dealer to whom it had been sold. The premises would be closed over the weekend but I was to leave the car on the forecourt and put the keys through the letter box.
Before doing this I checked that there was nothing in the boot and found that there were two crates of South African Castle Beer, 24 quarts! I wasn’t going to leave this for the car dealer but I did not know what to do. All the ship’s company would still be on board at Simonstown and I knew no one in Cape Town. I went to the Union Jack Club and there I found two petty officer divers I knew quite well. I told them I still had the commander’s luxury car at my disposal with plenty of petrol in the tank and all this beer in the boot. They said they were booked to go riding with their girl friends but would be very happy to include me and pay for an extra horse. They felt very grand as they rolled up to meet the young ladies, telling them that the commander had lent them his luxury car and driver for the day and we had an enjoyable day’s riding with a drive in the countryside and a picnic on the beach. The car was then delivered to the dealer’s, fortunately no worse for wear!
Back on the ship I had to be found another job, preferably one that justified me remaining in the watch keepers’ mess. For a time I became one of the ship’s telephone operators in harbour and then a more relevant job for a seaman at sea, on the ship’s wheel responding to instructions from the bridge and steering the ship. The wheelhouse was actually in the bowels of the ship. I would use the wheel to keep my pointer lined up on the correct bearing and respond to such orders over the voice pipe as “port 10 – steady – steer 135” all of which I would repeat. I would also receive instructions for the engines “half speed ahead – full ahead – stop engines” which I would pass on to the engine room using the telegraph.
Going home

By December my demob number had reached the top of the list and then we got an urgent instruction to prepare to leave for the Falklands islands as apparently some trouble had broken out. No one seemed to have heard of them or knew where they were. We were told to draw special clothing from the stores and assumed it must be for the tropics. It was, of course, cold weather gear! It was decided that I should be sent home to England straight away otherwise I might have been delayed for months in the South Atlantic.

I duly packed up my gear and left HMS Nigeria on 6th December, joining the Union Castle liner, RMMV Winchester Castle at Cape Town bound for Southampton and calling at Las Palmas in the Canary Islands. I took the opportunity to go ashore at Las Palmas and was besieged by traders at the end of the gangway offering to trade fine Cuban Havana cigars for American cigarettes, 50 cigars for 200 cigarettes. The USA had a trade embargo with Spain and its dependencies so the locals could not get American cigarettes but they could get unlimited supplies of Cuban cigars. Since Player’s Virginia cigarettes were ridiculously cheap on board the ship, being Duty Free, I went back on board and bought 200. I could not buy more as there was an import limit of 50 cigars into the UK.
On arriving back at Devonport barracks I was sent home on immediate leave so that I could be at home for Christmas. The final stage of my journey was on the local bus. I was heavily tanned, still wearing my summer ‘whites’ and carrying all my possessions in my large kit bag. Returning servicemen were still popular with the public and I drew much attention, the conductor refusing to take my fare.

I returned to the naval base HMS Drake at Plymouth to hand in my uniform and get issued with my quite reasonable demob suit, raincoat and trilby hat and was then sent home again for good, although I continued to draw pay for 12 days foreign service leave and 56 days resettlement leave until I was officially released to the Reserve on 20th January 1948.
I was saddened to read only recently of the death of Captain Coke in Spain on 6th February 2003. His obituary in The Times states, “Officers working with him describe him as the best captain they ever served with and the last gentleman in the Royal Navy”. I believe I owe him much.

I joined the Royal Navy as an immature only-child just recently out of school and came out after my national service with developed confidence and maturity which served me well in civilian life. Those who argue for the benefits of re-introducing compulsory national service may have a point. 

© L G Cooper August 2010
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Able-seaman Lawrence Cooper
P.A. to Commander Coke

on the bridge of HMS Nigeria at Grand Harbour, Valetta 

Malta, June 1946
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HMS Nigeria in Grand Harbour, Valetta, Malta, June 1946

“working up” in the Mediterranean prior to departing for

South Africa as flagship of the South Atlantic Fleet 

HMS Nigeria was built by Vickers Armstrong on the Tyne (Parsons) and launched 18th July 1939. HMS Nigeria joined the Home Fleet from 1940 to 1944, moving later that year to the eastern Fleet, and in 1945 joined the east Indies station. In 1946 she became flagship of the South Atlantic Fleet based at Simonstown.  HMS Nigeria was sold to the Indian Navy becoming RIN Mysore in 1957. 

Displacement: 8,000 tons.   Speed: 33kts    Complement: 730
Armament: Twelve 6 inch guns in threes. Eight 4 inch anti-aircraft guns in pairs and nine 2pdr anti-aircraft guns in pairs (one single) as well as eight 0.5 inch machine guns in pairs.   Six 21 inch torpedo tubes in threes and 3 aircraft. 

Sir Edward Coke (1 February 1552 – 3 September 1634) 
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As Attorney Genera, Sir Edward Coke prosecuted the Earls of Essex and Southampton in 1600/01, Sir Walter Raleigh in 1603 and the conspirators in the Gunpowder Plot in 1605.

He was made Lord Chief Justice of the Court of Common Pleas. He was a champion of Common Law and held the belief that it was the supreme law and far more powerful than the King, which upset James I. He upset King James I again when he stated that 'the King cannot change any part of the common law nor create any offence by proclamation which was not an offence before'. 
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Royal family on HMS Nigeria
Royal family on HMS Vanguard


King talks to Cdr. Coke
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RMMV Winchester Castle at Cape Town
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