William Thomas Silk
This month sees the Centenary of the start of the First World War on the 4th August so it seems fitting that this month we look at the story of Chief Petty Officer William Silk. This story was given to the Scout Group when we started researching the men of the Wingham War Memorial by his grandson, Bob Cox, who still lives in Harris’s Alley in Wingham and we are indebted to Bob for sharing this story with us.
William Thomas Silk was born in 1878 at the Freemasons Pub in the High Street in Wingham. He joined the Royal Navy in 1894 when he was sixteen years old. William served on several ships during his Naval service. By 1898 he has been promoted to Petty Officer, then to Chief Petty Officer in 1912 and to Chief Petty Officer Chief Stoker in 1904. William married Mary Morgan who was from Adisham in 1902 and they had one child, a daughter Edith ( who was Bob’s mother).
William’s last assignment was on the Frigate HMS P.26 of the Home Fleet during the First World War. On April 10th 1917 HMS P.26 was one of a number of ships to go to the assistance of the Salta, a hospital ship which had been mined off Le Havre in France. The Salta had been mined by the German U Boat UC 26, captained by Matthias Graf van Schmellow.  While trying to assist the hospital ship, P.26 was also hit by a mine from the U Boat and 19 of the crew were lost, with the remaining crew being rescued by P.19.  Despite the assistance of two destroyers, four trawlers and the patrol boat, the Salta also sank rapidly, with the loss of all but 74 of the 250 on board.

Chief Petty Officer William Silk died when HMS P.26 went down. His body was recovered and is buried in the Ste. Marie Cemetery in Le Havre. It was stated that after the explosion, Chief Petty Officer Silk carried two badly burned Stokers up on to the deck. He had returned to the Engine Room to recover a third man when the P.26 sank before he could return to the deck. The two Stokers he had saved were George Bishop and Albert Ledner. The former visited Bob’s Grandmother after the war and gave her the account of Chief Petty Officer Silk’s bravery that day. Mary Silk, William’s wife, lived at The Square in Wingham until she died in 1961.

The 4th August will be the Centenary of the day that Great Britain declared war on Germany. That day, 100 years ago, was the beginning of four years of courage, service and sacrifice of men and women like William Silk. 
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