HMS Kildwick - A village at sea

Farnhill has had, in the past, a couple of nautical allusions: the Ship Inn and The Harbour (the original
name of The Arbour) come to mind. But these are to do with the building of the canal.

Kildwick went one better. It had its own Royal Navy fighting ship: HMS Kildwick. In fact, there were
two !

HMS Kildwick (1) - WW1 Anti-submarine gunboat

The first HMS Kildwick was built in 1918 by Cochrane Shipbuilders of Selby*. It was one of the
“KIL-class” vessels, designed to counter the impact that German U-boats were having on British

shipping.

All of these ships were, supposedly, named after Scottish and Irish towns and villages, and quite how
one came to be called HMS Kildwick isn’t known. (Perhaps the Admiralty thought that all of “up
North” was Scotland ?)

Figure 1: The first HMS Kildwick, in “Dazzle” camouﬂageg.

The KiL-class vessels were double-ended and painted in Dazzle? camouflage. This made it difficult
for the U-boat crews to determine which way the ships were travelling and how far away they were
without exposing their periscopes for an extended period, making them vulnerable to attack®.

They were equipped with recently-developed hydrophones, depth charges, and anti-submarine
guns. Their effectiveness, however, is unclear. Introduced towards the end of the war, when the U-
boat threat was beginning to subside, only 38 of the planned 85 vessels were built before the
Armistice, and orders for the final 30 were cancelled altogether.

After the war the ships, including some arriving straight from the shipyards, were laid up and later
put up for sale. In February 1920 alone, 48 KIL-class vessels were sold to two civilian owners for
conversion to cargo vessels. The fate of the first HMS Kildwick is not known.



HMS Kildwick (2) - WW2 Convoy-escort vessel

This one didn’t start life as HMS Kildwick. At first, it wasn’t even a British naval vessel !

USS PCE 832

USS Patrol Craft Escort 832 was built by the Pullman Standard Car Company of Chicago, lllinois. It
was ordered by the US government on May 10™ 1942; laid down on February 5" 1943; launched on
10" July 1943; and commissioned into the US Navy on September 27" 1943.2

In two years, Pullman built 34 PCEs, all to a similar design, 180 feet long and weighing 850 tons. The
boats were built in 40-ton blocks, the blocks being assembled in a fabrication shop on 111" Street
and moved to the boatyard at Lake Calmut on gondola cars.?

All the PCEs were fast (powered by an 800hp GE diesel engine, generating 18 knots), manoeuvrable,
lightly armed and equipped with depth-charges for anti-submarine warfare.

HMS Kildwick

PCE 832 was immediately transferred, along with 14 other PCEs, to the Royal Navy under the WWII
lease-lend arrangement. These 15 ships formed the KIL-class of convoy escort vessels.2

e HMS Kilbirnie e HMS Kilbride e HMS Kilchattan
e HMS Kilchrenan e HMS Kildary e HMS Kildwick
e HMS Kilham e HMS Kilhampton e HMS Kilkenzie
e HMS Kilmalcolm e HMS Kilmarnock e HMS Kilmartin
e HMS Kilmelford e HMS Kilmington e HMS Kilmore
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Figure 2: A WW2 KlL-class vessel. This is HMS Kildwick’s sister ship, HMS Kilbirnie (under its original
designation, USS BEC-1)E.

Between February 5" and December 17" 1944, HMS Kildwick provided escort support for 13
convoys, between Freetown (Sierra Leone) and the UK and on the Freetown — Takoradi (Ghana) —
Lagos (Nigeria) West African triangular route.**



It was on one of these triangular voyages that HMS Kildwick carried out its most important action of
the war.

On 26" February 1944, convoy STLO12 came under attack from the German U-boat U-66. The
5300-ton British merchant ship SS Silvermaple was torpedoed and sunk about 130 nautical miles
west of Takoradi.2 The master, five crew members and one gunner were lost%; 47 crew members,
nine gunners and one passenger were picked up by HMS Kildwick, under the command of Lt. Peter
Pannell RNVR, and landed at Takoradi on the following day.*2

Figure 3: HMS Silvermaple. The ship was torpedoed on 26" February 1944 with the loss of seven lives.

It seems unlikely that anyone in the village was aware of HMS Kildwick until the vicar of St. Andrew’s
Church, Rev. Walkden, published two letter he had received from the father of a man serving on the
vessel, in the April 1945 issue of the parish magazine.






Figure 4 (above and previous): Two letters published in the April 1945 issue of the St. Andrew’s Parish
Magazine.

Details were later published in Keighley NewsZ.
A couple of weeks later, the same newspaper reported:*

Garth E. G. Robinson, a former member of the 5™ Skipton troop of Boy Scouts, who is in the navy,
has written to the leaders of the Kildwick and Farnhill Boy Scouts to say that he has been aboard
HMS Kildwick. He suggests that the Kildwick and Farnhill scouts should adopt the vessel to the
extent of collecting books and periodicals for the crew.



In June 1945, the Craven Herald reported on an exchange of letters between the vicar and the
captain of the ship*:

The Rev. A.T. Walkden, Vicar of Kildwick, has received a letter from the commanding officer of
HMS Kildwick, along with a photograph of the ship’s company. The ship, he says, was
commissioned in September 1943 and since then has been in the Battle of the Atlantic. “We are
now on our way to the United Kingdom for the first time in the ship’s life and the men are falling
over each other with excitement”, says the writer. “Most of them have been away from home
for around two years, and are anxious to see their families.”

The second HMS Kildwick’s war was over.

MS Sunnfjord

After the war HMS Kildwick was returned to the US Navy. No longer required for escort duty, the
vessel was struck from the naval record in 1947 and sold to the Fager Lines of Norway?, who appear
to have immediately sold it on to Fylkesbaatane (known as FSF) in New Jersey (Norway)™=.

In 1949 the vessel underwent a major refit as a car and passenger ferry at the Haugesund
Mechanical Workshop AS, on the west coast of Norway. Then, renamed as MS Sunnfjord, it went
into service between Bergen and Ardalstangen.®
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Figure 5: MS Sunnfjord



The conversion was so successful that the FSF bought and converted a sister ship, HMS Kilham (the
former PCE-833), the following year.

Figure 6: MS Sunnfjord (the former HMS Kildwick) with its sister ship MS Sognefjord (the former HMS
Kilham)®=

The Sunnfjord had capacity for 738 passengers with berths for 138. High-quality leather seating was
used in all the lounges®.

Figure 7: One of the lounges on the MS Sunnfjord

During the following years the Sunnfjord suffered a number of mishaps, including both groundings
and collisions and, in 1974, it suffered a major engine failure which was so bad that the vessel did
not return to regular service again. The ship was laid up permanently at Florvag, and subsequently
used as a source of spare parts for its sister ship, MS Sognefjord.2:

In 1978 the ship was sold to Finland (or possibly the ferry company was sold® — in any event the
vessel itself was not moved) and it was renamed Sunnfjord 112



It was sold again in October 1983 to the company Iris Scan AS of Oslo, who intended converting the
ship for use as a floating office — but it was not to be. On October 22™ 1983, whilst being towed
around the coast from Bergen to Oslo, Sunnfjord II, the former HMS Kildwick, the former PCE-832,
started to take-on water; laid over on one side, and sank near the Feistein lighthouse just off
Stavanger™.
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Figure 8: The last known photograph of the Sunnfjord. Taken on October 22" 1983, just before it started on
its final journeyg

Postscript - Orient Explorer

Even before the Sunnfjord sank, its sister ship, the MS Sognefjord, which the Sunnfjord had been
cannibalised in order to maintain, had been withdrawn from service in Norway. But, unlike its
sibling, the Sognefjord was to continue to have a long and interesting career®.

In 1982, it was sold to a Norwegian film company; renamed Orion, and featured in the film “Orion’s
Belt”.X

Figure 9: HMS Kildwick’s star-struck sister, renamed Orion



Its film career over, Orion served for a number of years as a ferry in the Gulf of Finland and the Baltic

Sea.

The final change of name appears to have occurred in 1997, when it was sold to a company based in
Rotterdam. Now called Orient Explorer, the craft is still in use (2009) as a diving-support vessel
operating out of Thailand/Malaysia. It is still powered by the original GE engine installed when it
was built in 1943%,

Figure 10: Orient Explorer, formerly Orion, formerly MS Sognefjord, formerly HMS Kilham, formerly PCE-833



Appendix - A Kildwick crew member

When we published the first issue of this article, at the end of 2011, the last thing we expected was
to be contacted by someone who had sailed on the second HMS Kildwick. In fact we received an
email from Cyril Dennis who, as a teenager, served aboard the vessel during WWII.

Since then we've prevailed upon Cyril to write his war-time memoirs; and his remarkable story can
now be found on our website.

What next - can you help ?

Do you have any information about either HMS Kildwick ? Do you know any more about any
connections between the ships and the village ? Do you have information about any of the second
HMS Kildwick’s crew ?

If so, please contact us by email to history@farnhill.co.uk. Alternatively, why not come along to one

of our monthly meetings — details on the website.
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