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remembrance ni 

The first major naval loss of WW2 
to impact on Northern Ireland 

!  
HMS Courageous sinking after being 
torpedoed by U-29. 

The Courageous was sunk in the North 
Atlantic by the German U-29 (Kapitänleutnant 
Otto Schuhart) on 17 September 1939. For the 
Kriegsmarine this was the first big success of 
the war. The 22,500-ton carrier was hit by two 
torpedoes on the port side and sank within 15 
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minutes with the loss of 514 men and 24 
aircraft.  

!  
Location map showing where Courageous 
was sunk. 

HMS Courageous, was torpedoed and sunk in 
the opening weeks of the war, going down with 
more than 500 of her crew. Courageous 
departed Plymouth on the evening of 
03/09/1939 for an anti-submarine patrol in the 
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Western Approaches with a four strong 
destroyer escort screen to conduct anti-
submarine patrols. The sea lanes were abuzz 
with traffic and some German successes against 
British shipping had occurred in the early days of 
the war. Courageous and her escort were tasked 
to provide at least some form of protection for 
these ships.


On the evening of 17/09/ 1939, she was on one 
such patrol off the coast of Ireland. Two of her 
four escorting destroyers had been sent to help 
a merchant ship under attack and all her aircraft 
had returned from patrols. During this time, 
Courageous was stalked for over two hours by U 
- 29. The carrier then turned into the wind to 
launch her aircraft. This put the ship right across 
the bow  of the submarine, which fired three 
torpedoes. Two of the torpedoes struck the ship 
on her port side before any aircraft took off, 
knocking out all electrical power, and she 
capsized and sank in 20 minutes with the loss of 
519 of her crew, including her captain. 


Launched in February 1916 and commissioned 
in January 1917, the HMS Courageous was 
originally laid down as a Battle Cruiser, being 
converted into an aircraft carrier between June 
1924 and May 1928. A hangar and flight deck 
were installed aft of the hull with the original 
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HMS Courageous had an air group of 2 
squadrons of Swordfish aircraft, 48 planes in 
total.  

armament of two twin 15-inch guns being 
removed and replaced with 4.7 inch anti-aircraft 
guns. The light armament meant that she had to 
rely on her screening escorts for protection 
against surface ships. 


On September 15 1939, a convoy contact was 
made by the German navy in the Western 
Approaches. When Donitz received word of the 
convoy contact, he ordered all boats in the 
Western Approaches to converge on the convoy. 
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That included Otto Schuhart in U-29 and Ernst-
Gunther Heinicke in U-53. Searching for the 
convoy on September 17, Heinicke found and 
attacked the 5,000 ton British freighter, Kafristan 
with a combination of gunfire and torpedoes. 
The ASW fleet of the HMS Courageous was 
close by. Two of her destroyer escorts (out of 
four) and Swordfish biplanes from the 
Courageous were dispatched to the area of the 
Kafristan sinking to hunt Heinicke. 


Meanwhile to the east, Schuhart in U-29 was still 
searching for the convoy. While running 
submerged, he spotted a Swordfish biplane 
instead. A Swordfish 300 miles out in the open 
sea could only mean one thing – that an aircraft 
carrier had to be close by. Keeping a sharp 
watch, at 1800 hours a puff of smoke was 
spotted on the horizon. It was the carrier 
Courageous. Schuhart sent his crew to battle 
stations and adjusted for an interception course. 


But he could not mount an attack. Planes were 
circling over the carrier and the two remaining 
destroyer escorts were clearly visible. He later 
wrote in his log “At that time it looked like a 
hopeless operation. Because of the aircraft, I 
could not surface and my underwater speed was 
less than 8 knots while the carrier could do 26. 
But we were told during our training to always 
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stay close and that is exactly what I did, 
following him submerged”. 


Schuhart trailed on for another one and a half 
hours, all the while losing distance with the 
carrier. Then suddenly at 1930 hours, the carrier 
turned into the wind to launch aircraft, 
inadvertently placing the ship in perfect position 
for a torpedo attack. By 1940 hours, U-29 was in 
position and Schuhart fired all three forward 
torpedoes from less than 3,000 yards. Schuhart 
logged “the vast size of the target upset all 
normal calculations and in any case, I was 
looking straight into the sun”. 
remembrance ni Web post 12    
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Just 500 yards away, while the torpedoes were 
still making its run, Schuhart observed through 
his periscope lens as one of the destroyers 
sailed by, still unaware of the impending attack. 
To evade, he dived deep – to a depth of 180 
feet, the deepest he had ever dived. Then, in the 
creaking silence of U-boat’s pressure hull, the 
crew heard two resounding explosions. Two 
torpedoes had it the target and exploded with 
such force that Schuhart thought he had been 
attacked. The crew cheered, although they all 
knew what was to follow next – an impending 
depth charge attack. 


They braced themselves for the attack and 
minutes later, one of the destroyers picked up 
the U-29 on sonar. The second destroyer rushed 
to the location to join the hunt and both attacked 
with such fury and ferocity that during the 
pounding, Schuhart thought he had lost the 
U-29. The boat reeled and creaked under the 
force of the explosion which lasted for hours. 
Then at 2340 hours, the last depth charge 
exploded. Both destroyers had expended all 
depth charges and were now weaponless in 
attacking the enemy down below. Silently easing 
away, Schuhart in the U-29 made good his 
escape. As soon as he surfaced, he radioed to 
Donitz, “Courageous destroyed. U-29 
homebound”. 
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Meanwhile, back at the sinking of the 
Courageous, a Dutch passenger liner Veendam 
was passing nearby. Eye witnesses account that 
a huge white cloud had engulfed the 
Courageous. They thought it was a smoke 
screen and paid little attention until two 
tremendous explosions ripped through the 
carrier. Pieces of steel and dismembered aircraft 
shot upwards as with the flames and oil slick 
which soon followed. The Courageous sank in 
less than 15 minutes with the loss of 519 lives, 
including her commander Captain W T Makeig-
Jones. Her total complement was 1,260 officers 
and ratings (including air group), and two 
squadrons of Fairey Swordfish aircraft (48 
planes). The Veendam and a British freighter 
Collingsworth participated in the rescue, fishing 
survivors from the oily waters. 


By the next morning of September 18, news of 
the sinking had been broadcasted worldwide. 
The sinking of the HMS Courageous was the 
first U-boat offensive against the Royal Navy, 
and more importantly, Schuhart’s victory 
prompted the Admiralty to withdraw all three 
remaining carriers from the Western 
Approaches. The first naval engagement turned 
out to be a resounding victory, as carriers were 
not to be seen in those waters for another four 
years. 
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This was precisely what Donitz had wanted, as 
the withdrawal of ASW vessels allowed his U-
boats to continue with their sinkings unabated. 
Politically, Hitler was neither pleased, nor 
displeased. He was still hopeful of a diplomatic 
solution with Great Britain and did not want to 
further antagonize the Western Powers by 
sinking a major capital warship. However, no 
specific orders had been issued otherwise and in 
fact, the Kriegsmarine was ecstatic. Donitz 
noted gleefully in his diary “A wonderful 
success”. 


Schuhart was awarded the Iron Cross First Class 
and the entire crew the Iron Cross Second 
Class. In tonnage sunk for a single patrol, his 
tally was 41,905 tons which was to stand as a 
record high for a very long time. The U-29 was a 
Type VIIA U-boat, an oceangoing boat which 
had four bow and one stern torpedo tube. 


HMS Courageous was sunk on September 17 
1939 at 1940 hours at the Western Approaches 
(Southwest of Ireland), Grid BE3198, 150nm 
WSW of Mizen Head, Ireland. Her sister ship, the 
HMS Glorious and her two escorting destroyers, 
Ardent and Acasta was to suffer the same fate 
on June 8 1940, during an attack by two German 
battle cruisers, Gneisenau and Scharnhorst. 
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Overhead view of HMS Courageous 
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Survivor of Courageous served  in Churchill’s 
War Room and later edited the Belfast 
Telegraph 

� 


Jack Sayers (JES) was possibly the finest editor 
of the Belfast Telegraph. He didn't start in the 
paper "as God," as one of his staff remembers, 
but he always seemed to have an influence on 
its position and role. After his rescue from 
Courageous he worked in Churchill's war office 
in No. 10 Downing Street. John E (Jack) joined 
the paper as a cub reporter on leaving school. 
Over the next few years he covered anything 
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and everything from meetings of Belfast’s 
Harbour Board to Collegians’ rugby matches in 
which he was playing (signing himself J S 
Edwards). On his father’s accession to the 
editorship in 1937, he became the parliamentary 
correspondent at Stormont. “Crying in the 
Wilderness – Jack Sayers: a liberal editor in 
Ulster 1939-69” by Andrew Gailey, published in 
1995 by The Institute of Irish Studies/The 
Queen’s University of Belfast, quotes JES as 
describing himself as “a young apprentice 
journalist in the 1930s”, See entry below in Roll 
of Honour


REMEMBRANCE NI
ROLL OF HONOUR

HMS COURAGEOUS 

+CARTWRIGHT, James
RN. Leading Stoker. D/KX 82206. HMS Courageous. Died 
17/09/1939. Age 25.  Son of Allan and Maria Cartwright, 
Richardson St., Belfast. (Belfast Weekly Telegraph 
30/09/1939). Plymouth Naval Memorial, Panel 34

+CREE, James
RN. Able Seaman. D/SSX 27141. HMS Broadwater. Died 
18/10/1941. Aged 21. On convoy duty in the Atlantic. He was a 
survivor of HMS Courageous when aged 19. (Belfast Weekly 
Telegraph 23/09/1939). Son of William and Elizabeth Cree, 
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Wesley St., Lisburn. Plymouth Naval Memorial, Panel 46. 
Lisburn WM

CREIGHTON, Harry
“Enniskillen Man on ‘Courageous’ - How he was Saved - 
Looking the picture of health, despite his harrowing 
experience, Mr. Harry Creighton, one of the survivors of HMS 
Courageous, arrived at his home at Belmont, Enniskillen, on 
Thursday, and was given a great welcome. Aged almost 19, 
Harry Creighton is the youngest son of Mr. W.H. Creighton, 
U.D.C., and Mrs. Creighton. Educated at Portora Royal School, 
he entered the Royal Navy this year. Following his training at 
Portsmouth he was moved to Devon-port and was drafted to 
the Courageous, an aircraft carrier, on 30th July last - only two 
months ago, and he was on this ship at the time of the King’s 
review of the reserve fleet. Harry is a fine swimmer, and this 
accomplishment stood him in good stead in his trying ordeal. 
He was a member of the Enniskillen Swimming Club, and, 
prior to leaving school, was captain of the Ulster House 
Swimming Club, in the summer term of 1938. On the 
Courageous he was a supply assistant. The Courageous was 
torpedoed by a German submarine on the evening of Sunday, 
17th inst., and out of a crew of 1,260 men only 600 were 
saved.” - Impartial Reporter 28/09/1939. Belfast Weekly 
Telegraph 23/09/1939.

+DYER, William
RNVR. AB. HMS Courageous. Died 17/09/1939. Age 
22.Member of HMS Caroline. Son of Agnes Munn, 
Northumberland St., Belfast. (Belfast Weekly Telegraph 
30/09/1939).

remembrance ni Web post 12    



�14
HICKSON, C
AB. Survivor of HMS Courageous. Belfast (Belfast Weekly 
Telegraph 30/09/1939.)

+McCAULEY, Henry
RN. AB. D/J35109. Served 1915 - 1939. Died 17/09/1939. Age 
40. HMS Courageous. Enlisted and served throughout World 
War 1 in RN. 24 years service including the Battle of Jutland. 
Qualified for his pension in January, 1939, only to be called 
back to duty in August 1939. It was said that he had the biggest 
funeral in the area ever. He was one of the first men to be killed 
during World War II  from the Ballyclare area. His brother 
James lost a leg at the battle of the Somme. Another brother 
Robert died during the 1914 -18 war and is commemorated on 
the Pozieres Memorial. Son of Robert and Mary A McCauley, 
Mill Lane, Ballyclare. (Belfast Weekly Telegraph 30/09/1939). 
Rashee New Cemetery, Ballyclare.

McKENNA, P
Stoker. Survivor of HMS Courageous. Warrenpoint. (Belfast 
Weekly Telegraph 30/09/1939.)

McNEILL, Herbert
Leading Stoker. Survivor of HMS Courageous. Thorndale Ave., 
Belfast. (Belfast Weekly Telegraph 23/09/1939.)

+MILLAR, James
RN. AB. D/J 7695. HMS Courageous. Died 17/09/1939. Age 
46. 24 years service including the Battle of Jutland. His wife 
Elizabeth was resident at Greenmount St., Belfast. (Belfast 
Weekly Telegraph 30/09/1939). Son of James and Elizabeth 
Millar, Belfast. Plymouth Naval Memorial, Panel 33
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MOORE,WJ
Survivor of HMS Courageous. Davy’s St., Carrickfergus. 
(Belfast Weekly Telegraph 23/09/1939.)

+MUNN, Thomas
AB. HMS Courageous.  Died 17/09/1939. Age 22. Son of 
Agnes Munn, Northumberland St.,Belfast. (Belfast Weekly 
Telegraph 30/09/1939).

SAYERS, John E
HMS Caroline. RNVR. Lieutenant Commander. Ulster 
Division 1911 -1969. Jack Sayers was the son of the editor of 
the Belfast Telegraph. He was a Sub-Lieutenant in HMS 
Courageous on 16/09/1939 when it was torpedoed west of 
Ireland by a U boat. His name was not on the original list of 
survivors. A debate at Stormont, where his father was 
observing proceedings, was interrupted to confirm his safety. A 
few weeks later his father suffered a heart attack and died at his 
home on Kirkliston Drive on 15/10/1939.

Jack Sayers was educated at Methodist College, Belfast where 
he was Head Boy. On leaving school he followed his father 
into the Belfast Telegraph as a junior reporter. Over the next 
few years he covered anything and everything from meetings 
of Belfast’s Harbour Board to Collegians’ rugby matches in 
which he was playing (signing himself J S Edwards). On his 
father’s accession to the editorship in 1937, he became the 
parliamentary correspondent at Stormont. In 1937 he enlisted 
in the RNVR Ulster Division. 

In November 1939, six weeks after the torpedoing of 
Courageous, he was recruited to Winston Churchill’s naval/
military “map room” which had been set up by his friend and 
fellow Ulster Division RNVR officer, Richard Pim, a future 
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head of the RUC. This was an extraordinary makeshift map 
room which moved with Churchill from Admiralty House to 
Downing Street. This was kept up to date day and night and 
gave precise information relating to the position of every 
British and Allied warship, of convoys, their speed, the 
numbers of ships involved, their escorts and the estimated 
position of any known enemy naval units at sea, together with 
full comparable military information. Here the course of the 
war was plotted. 

Sayers manned the room and was called by Churchill, “The 
Ulsterman with the card index memory”. The map room and its 
Ulster staff also travelled to conferences abroad including 
Newfoundland for the Atlantic Charter Meeting with President 
Roosevelt on HMS Prince of Wales, to Washington and Qubec, 
to Malta, Alexandria, Cassablanca, Marrakesh, to Yalta for the 
meeting with Stalin, and finally to the Potsdam Conference in 
1945.

Shortly after the war in October 1945, Jack Sayers married a 
widow, Mrs Daphne Godby, and returned to Belfast where he 
was appointed political correspondent at the Telegraph then 
under the editorship of his uncle, RM Sayers. In 1953 he 
became the third member of his family to be editor of the 
Belfast Telegraph. He supported Terence O’Neill’s political 
vision. He retired on 17/03/1969, in poor health and 
disheartened by the turn of events. He died five months later on 
30/08/1969. 

+STURGEON, John
RN. AB. D/JX1448794. HMS Courageous. Died 07/09/1939. 
One of two Comber men lost - see William Jordan Cooke. 
Plymouth Naval Memorial. Panel 33. Comber Presbyterian 
Church WM Window.
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WATERSON, R
AB. Survivor of HMS Courageous. Groomsport. (Belfast 
Weekly Telegraph 30/09/1939.)

WHITE, John Frederick
Leading Stoker. Survivor of HMS Courageous. Son of JC 
White, University Ave., Belfast. Father served with 2nd Battalion 
RUR in WW1. (Belfast Weekly Telegraph 23/09/1939.)

QUEEN’S MEDICS 

John Hubert Dunn, OBE, TD, MiD  - Navy in 
WW1, Army in WW2 

John Dunn entered the navy in late 1917 as an 
RNVR. Surgeon Probationer. He was promoted 
to Surgeon Sub. Lieutenant RNVR., with 
seniority from 16/10/18. He served in the 
destroyer HMS Triton, stationed at Scapa Floe, 
through part of 1918. (Surgeon probations were 
medical students who had not yet graduated). 


Resuming his studies after the war, he graduated 
from QUB - BCh, DPH, BAO, QUB in 1920, and 
MD in 1924. After graduation and holding the 
offices of house physician at the Belfast 
Infirmary and Greenwich Hospital, he became 
RMO to the National Heart Hospital. Between 
the wars he became a well-known physician in 
London. He was registered as a Member, Royal 
College of Physicians, London (MRCP) in 1925.
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In the second war he served with the RAMC 
holding the rank of Lieutenant Colonel and for a 
time was Medical Adviser to the Malta 
Command. He was Mentioned in Despatches, 
awarded the TD in 1940 and  made OBE in 
1945.


Born 20/11/1897. Son of William and Jeanne 
Dunn. Husband to Margaret Craig nee Eaton, 
daughter of Colonel Robert Young Eaton and 
Margaret Craig Eaton, Toronto.  She gained the 
rank of Colonel Director-General in the service of 
the Canadian Women's Army Corps. She was 
invested as an Officer, Order of the British 
Empire (OBE) in 1945. 


He died 20/02/1978, in Bramley, Guildford. 
Educated at RBAI and QUB. He is named in 
High Street Holywood - PCI RH.
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remembrance ni 
The remembrance ni programme is overseen 
by Very Rev Dr Houston McKelvey OBE, QVRM, 
TD who served as Chaplain to 102 and 105 
Regiments Royal Artillery (TA), as Hon. Chaplain 
to RNR and as Chaplain to the RBL NI area and 
the Burma Star Association NI. He is a Past 
President of QUB Services Club.


Copyright - all material in this remembrance ni 
publication is copyright, and must not be 
reproduced in print or electronically.


Contact - houston.mckelvey@btinternet.com
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