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2nd from the left

Hello Antoine.   

 

I can confirm that your uncle Peter John Beach served in HMS COSSACK.   I can’t tell you on what date he joined the ship but he was on board in October 1939.

On the outbreak of war in 1939 the German battleship GRAF SPEE was in the South Atlantic and attacked many British merchant ships.   Before sinking them they took the crews prisoner.   Many of these were transferred to the auxiliary ALTMARK which thus became a prison ship.   Cornered by a British battle fleet the GRAF SPEE went into Montivideo and was subsequently scuttled.    The ALTMARK started making her way back to Germany and reached the coast of Norway before being detected.

In February 1940 a number of British destroyers set out to intercept her but when they found her she went into Jossingfjord which, with Norway being neutral at that time, her Captain assumed that the British would not attack.

 

COSSACK, under orders from the First Lord of the Admiralty, Winston Churchill, went into the fjord after her and went alongside.   A boarding party climbed aboard and took over.   Your uncle, who was then a Leading Seaman, led part of the boarding party.   They found 299 merchant seamen who were being held prisoner, transferred them to COSSACK and then left the ALTMARK taking the ex-prisoners back to the UK.   For his part in the boarding your uncle Peter Beach was awarded the Distinguished Service Medal.

 

He was still in HMS COSSACK for the 2nd Battle of Narvik in April 1940, and for the action against the German battleship BISMARCK on 26th/27th May 1941.   On 23rd October 1941 whilst escorting a convoy of merchant ships from Gibraltar to the UK she was torpedoed by a German submarine, U-563, and with her bow blown off the order was given to abandon ship.   Several other ships stood by to pick up survivors and your uncle, by then an Acting Petty Officer, was picked up by a boat from HMS CARNATION.   I can’t confirm that he saved 2 men but it could well be true.   HMS CARNATION stood by the remains of COSSACK whilst attempts were made to salvage her but she finally sank on 27th October.   159 officers and men were lost.

 

HMS CARNATION took the survivors back to Gibraltar and they subsequently returned to the UK in HMS RODNEY.   Attached is a photograph of some of the survivors which was taken at Gibraltar and includes your uncle.   He is 2nd from the left.

Molly – his sister was the youngest of five and remembers one winter day with ice on the roads. During the war years we had a naval camp nearby and a young naval rating slipped on the ice (this in Havant Hampshire), he had injured his leg and my mother took him into the house to bandage his leg. He looked at the photo of Peter on the mantelpiece and said to my mother (That’s Lofty Beach I was on the Cossack with him and did you know he saved at least two ratings (they couldn’t swim) putting them on his back.  This he naturally didn’t tell us. Also after the sinking of the Cossack we knew that she had been sunk and probably no survivors and for weeks we had no news. My parents having lost Charlie on the Thames were very distressed until one night very late someone knocked on the back door and as we often had enemy planes coming down in the fields around my father was wary about opening the door. When he did so a voice said ”Its me Dad" and there was Peter dressed in all sorts of bits of uniforms- naval, army.... And how happy we were to see him

Peter worked with an American company I think it was in Los A.  He died peacefully in front of his TV. watching his favourite soap "Waiting for God"
Brothers 

They became Chief Petty Officers refusing officer commissions after the war. He was 72 really young.
Charlie Beach The youngest was Charlie Beach who died aboard submarine HMS Thames  -sunk by a mine on 23rd July 1940 S.W. of Stavanger, Norway. Charlie was on his honeymoon in Scotland and after two days of being married he was called to replace a naval rating (taken off of the submarine for suspected sabotage).
Gordon Beach DSM - Gordon retired on Hayling Island and was so fascinated with the sea that with his wife they went 25 times on the QE 2 (having no children to spend their money on) Gordon died 82 yrs of age
Nephew - Antoine Dehais – living in Paris 2008.
 Sister – Molly Dehais -Living in Grasse near Cannes in 2008
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