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THE HARBOUR IN THE WORLD WARS  
 
BEFORE 1914  
 

Warships were frequently seen in the Firth in the years immediately prior 

to World War One although the main base was at Invergordon on the 

Cromarty Firth. The Inverness Firth was too shallow for the ócapitalô ships,  

so the visiting warships were the small er destroyers, frigates corvettes, 

sloops,  or gunboats.  From 1909 Destroyer Flotillas were formed consisting 

of a light or scout cruiser, a depot ship,  and a destroyer squadron.  

 

  

 
1 

The fleet circa 1 910  off Fortrose  

 

This clip ping  from the Ross-shire Journal was found by Gra ce Mackenzie . 
While it concerns Avoch, the flotilla would have stretched between the 

harbours of Avoch and Fortrose and doubtless both were used for ólibertyô. 

 

 
1 Pocock Collection  
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Clearly John Ibbett  was taken with Avoch (certainly the l assies). It is 

interesting to note the reference to the ówinterôs come and goneô ï the 

flotilla deployments were a summer and early autumn activity. HMS Patrol 

was one of two  Pathfinder -class  scout  cruisers  which built for the  Royal 

Navy . During 1910 she was part of the 3 rd  Destroyer Flotilla . She saw action 

in late 1914 off Hartlepool where she was damaged by the cruiser Blücher  

and had to be beached.  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pathfinder-class_cruiser
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Scout_cruiser
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Royal_Navy
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Royal_Navy
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/SMS_Bl%C3%BCcher
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HMS Patrol  (archive)  

 

 
2 

This photo , possibly taken in 1912  or 1913  (see below) , shows a small 

launch, possibly a ójolly boatô approaching the outer landing stage. Within 

the flotilla there are 2 tall masts and even at the outbreak of World War  

 
2 Groam House Museum ROMGH PA 94 141  
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One, many older  and smaller naval vessels still carried sails . The vessel 

berthed at the intermediate landing stage appears to be the Dispatch .  

 

It is now clear that the growth of German sea power was a major concern 
to the Admiralty in the years leading up to 1914 and the outbreak of World 

War One. The 1889 naval defence act aimed to build 70 new warships and 

maintain the ó2 powerô standard (ie the strength of the Royal Navy would 

equal the combined strength of the 2 nd  & 3 rd  largest navies in the world). 

From 1901, the Royal Navy changed emphasis from a global fleet to one 

focused on the North Sea. Clearly from these photos the navy was óshowing 

the flagô in the area and some idea of the naval activity can be gleaned 

from the record of Charles Lewin  who was in the Royal Marines Light 

Infantry (RMLI) from 1905 to 1922. His 3 rd  ship was HMS Ringdov e,  a 

gunboat of 805 tons and 165 feet long. In June 1910  she visited Aberdeen, 

Invergordon and óFort Roseô.  

 
On 9 June, Ringdove left óFort Roseô for the Shetland Isles where she  

stayed until the end of the summer. In September, Ringdove left Lerwick 

for Fa ir Isle and proceeded to Wick and Aberdeen. The next month, she 

went north again, to Helmsdale, then back to  Cromarty, Invergordon and 

óFort Roseô and across the Moray Firth to Fort George. Between November 

and January (1911), Ringdove cruised between Fort  George, Inverness, 

Invergordon, óFort Roseô, Aberdour, Aberdeen, Helmsdale, Macduff and 

Buckie. Ringdove continued about óFort Roseô, Golspie, Inverness, 

Invergordon, Peterhead  and Aberdeen before returning to Devonport in 

March. HMS Ringdove was a Redbre ast Class  of gunboat and was 

composite in that she was built of iron and wood. The class dates from 1888 

and was barquentine rigged but with a steam engine capable of driving he r 

at 13 Knots. Ringdove became a salvage vessel on 7 December 1915, 
renamed Mel ita . She was sold to the Ship Salvage Corporation on 22 

January 1920  and renamed Telima ; she was broken up in the second 

quarter of 1926.  

 

 
 

HMS Sparrow ï a sister ship to HMS Ringdove (archive)  

http://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/a/a3/HMS_Sparrow_(1889).jpg
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The fleet ( 2 nd  Destroyer Flotilla ) was certainly off Fortrose in the summer 

of 1912 .  

 
 

This post card shows a raft race with the nearest ómonsterô raft displaying 

a placard with óOur Navy ?00 Years  (missing óAgoô?)ô 

 

 
3 

 
3 From John Mackenzie  
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The photo could  have been taken almost anywhere but the reverse is 

annotated:  

 

 
 
The names are of 3 Acorn class destroyers: HMSs Ner eide , Lyra and Martin , 

all part of the 2 nd  Flotilla in 1912.  

 

 
HMS Lyra  (Acorn class ï archive photo)  

 

Returning to the photo on page 3,  
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it is possible that the destroyers in the picture are Acorn class destroyers 

so could this also be from 1912?  

 

Records of b icycle hire by sailors  from the premises just behind óQuay 
Houseô (see Part 3) gives details of the naval vessels anchored of  For tro se 

in 1913  in August & September. In all 4 4  vessels  are named! From the 

cycle hire records,  it seems that the vessels came and departed the 

moorings in groups (probably destroyer flotillas) and were almost certainly 

involved in the Grand Fleet manoeuvre s of the summer of 1913. While 44 

vessel names can be identified in a 2-month  period, not all entries in the 

hire records are decipherable (part of the challenge is in recognizing what 

might be  a shipôs name ï for example HMS Scourge, HMS Grasshopper or 

HMS Racoon ï but these are the names of real ships whose sailors hired 

cycles at the harbour) and of course some vessels may not have had cyclists 

among their crew and therefore are not recorded.   

 

On 2 August , sailors from HMS Amethyst, Aquarius &  TBs 25, 2 6 & 32  

(torpedo boats ) all hired cycles .  

 

 
HMS Amethyst , a Topaze Class protec ted cruiser (archive)  
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Torpedo Boat 32  (archive)  

 

On 23 August  it was the turn of sailors from HMS Nubian, Spitfire, Maori, 

Shark, Ac asta, Hecla & Zulu . 

 

 
HMS Shark  (archive)  

 

HMS Acasta, Shark & Spitfire were Acasta class destroyers. HMS Shark was 

sunk at the Battle of Jutland on 31 May 1916.   

 

HMS Nubian  and Zulu  were Tribal class destroyers and had a rather intimate 

future as a result of Nubianôs bows being destroyed by a G erman torpedo 

while Zulu had her stern blown off by a mine!  

 

HMS  Nubian  was a Royal Navy  Tribal -class  destroyer . She was 

launched in 1909 and torpedoed in 1916. With her bows blown off, the 

wreck was used to create a new ship by joining the bows of another  

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Royal_Navy
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tribal_class_destroyer_%281905%29
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Destroyer
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damaged destroyer of the same class, HMS Zulu . The resulting ship 

was given the  portmanteau name Zubian . She went on to sink the U-

boat  UC-50  in 1918 and was scrapped in 1919. 4 

 

 
Tribal Clas s Destroyer ( HMS Amazon  -  archive )  

 

 
A typical page from the cycle hire register 5 

 

 
4 From Wikipedia  
5 From Groam House Museum archives  

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/U-boat
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/U-boat

