
ALBERT CECIL WHITEHORN – MB 1602 

 

Background: 

Albert Cecil Whitehorn (DOB 3 Mar 1897) enlisted in the RNVR Motorboat Reserve 
on 18 Jul 1916.  

His occupation was listed as a Motor Mechanic. 

NOK: Father - F Whitehorn, 4 Ashley Road, Bristol. 

 

Service: 

18 Jul 16 – 14 Nov 16 HMS HERMOINE (HQ Ship for motor launches and 
coastal motor boats from December 1916 until December 
1919). 

1 Aug 16 Rated MM (Motor Mechanic) 

15 Nov 16 – 21 Dec 16 VICTORY II (Crystal Palace as a Depot for RN and RNR 
Divisions 1914-1918). 

27 Dec 16 – 3 Jul 17 HMS PACTOLUS (Submarine Depot Ship for the 9th 
Submarine Flotilla at Ardrossan, Scotland from 1914 to 
1918). Note: Submarine E4 was part of the 9th for a time. 

                                            

4 Jul 17 – 12 Oct 18 HMS ACTAEON (M121) (HMS Actaeon was the torpedo 
school and auxiliary patrol base at Sheerness, Kent from 
1905 until 1922. Formerly HMS Ariadne. When the naval 
flying school was started at Eastchurch in 1911 all men 
were borne on the books of Actaeon. Also the depot ship 
for torpedo boat destroyers from 1910). Note: On 23 April 
1918, M121 took part in the raid on Zeebrugge as part 
of the western smoke screen. 

 



1 Aug 17 Rated CMM (Chief Motor Mechanic) 

 

A Chief Motor Mechanic (not Albert Whitehorn) – note cap 
badge lettering ‘RNMBR’ over anchor and lapel badge of 4 
bladed propeller with letters CMM. 

 

13 Oct 18 – 13 Feb 19 HMS HERMOINE (M121).  

13 Feb 19   Demobbed. 

Decorations: 

British War Medal and Victory Medal.    

Post War: Bristol, England 

Marriage: Registered Jan/Mar 1922 in Southampton to Annie Florence Budd. (To be 
confirmed). 

A C Whitehorn, Motor Trade Machinist 112 Ashley Road advertised in the Western 
Daily Press 23 June 1927.ROAD, BRJSTUU 

A C Whitehorn Ltd, Precision Engineers incorporated in 1947. Current address 
Albert Road, Bristol.  

Death: Registered Mar 1970 - Bristol, Gloucestershire, England [Feb 1970] 



Motor Boats 

As part of the effort to combat the submarine menace, the Royal Navy built 550 motor 
launches and 124 coastal motor boats. The officers and motor mechanics for these 
vessels largely came from the Royal Naval Motor Boat Reserve in which there were 
about 200 New Zealanders. 

 
 
Motor Launch ML 123 
  
In February 1915 as part of the anti-submarine programme, it was decided to build a 
large number of anti-submarine motor launches in the then neutral United States. An 
initial order for 50 vessels of 75 feet in length was placed on 9 April and a 
supplementary order for an additional 500 vessels, 80 feet in length, was placed on 9 
July, with a final delivery date of 15 November 1916. Without work on Sundays, this 
allowed 501 days to build the 550 vessels.  To avoid compromising the neutrality of 
the United States the orders were placed through Canadian Vickers, on Elco at 
Bayonne, New Jersey. This firm fabricated the components, which were then sent to 
Montreal for assembly. The last of the launches was delivered on 3 November 1916. 
Forty vessels were transferred to the French Navy. 

Both types of vessel were essentially identical in characteristics. They were powered 
by two 440 hp petrol engines which enabled a top speed of 19 knots. Forward was 
mounted a 13 pounder gun (soon replaced with a 3 pounder) and two depth charges. 
Additional armament consisted of lance bombs and a Lewis machine gun. The 
complement comprised two officers, two motor mechanics two leading seaman and 
four seamen. One of the seamen was detailed as the cook. Most of the officers and 
motor mechanics were from the Royal Naval Motor Boat Reserve. 

 



The depth charges were iron drums containing 150 pounds (68 kg) of explosive, 
activated at a pre-determined depth. Lance bombs were grenades, resembling 
pineapples on the end of a broom stick. Oscar Carter, a New Zealand officer, later 
recalled that he was unable to determine how these could be used without eliminating 
the user. 

The prime means of detecting a submarine was a visual sighting, but there was also 
a hydrophone, a key developer of which was the New Zealand physicist Sir Ernest 
Rutherford. This was a passive listening device which could hear the engines of a 
submarine. To use this it was necessary for the boat to stop and lower the hydrophone 
over the side. By the sound received it was possible to determine the type of engine 
and the direction in which the vessel using the engine lay. There was no means of 
determining distance. Each ML had two seamen trained in the use of the hydrophone. 

While generally satisfactory the vessels were not without their defects. Their size was 
relatively small which affected their sea-keeping quality. The most dangerous defect 
was the Hall-Scott petrol engines. Petrol poses a very real fire hazard and problems 
with the engines overheating resulted in a decision in mid-1916 to use a mixture of 
one part petrol to two parts kerosene. Another feature of the engines was that they 
had to be stopped and restarted when going from ahead to astern or vice versa. This 
resulted in some spectacular incidents because the engines were started with 
compressed air and there was the occasional failure of the engines to restart when 
manoeuvering. 

In contrast with the slow, defensive nature of the Motor Launches were the Coastal 
Motor Boats, known as CMBs. In mid-1915 the ship building firm of Thornycroft 
submitted a plan for a small fast motor boat capable of carrying a torpedo. Three naval 
officers were seconded to Thornycrofts to assist in developing the design which had 
to be as light as possible, no more than 30 foot long, capable of being carried in davits 
on a light cruiser and with a speed of not less than 30 knots. 

It was quickly realised that launching the 14 inch torpedo by dropping gear was not 
practical, however an alternative of launching the weapon, tail first, over the stern 
seemed possible. It was essential, however that the boat be going at about the same 
speed as the torpedo, in order that it could be steered clear of the torpedo’s track. 
Following successful trials and completion of the design, orders were placed for 12 
boats in January 1916, the first three being completed in April. These were 40 foot 
long and secrecy was such that they were built on an island in the Thames with trials 
being conducted at night. The total crew comprised just two officers. The first vessels 
had a top speed of just under 25 knots, however later boats were able to achieve 
around 37 knots. Fifty-two of these boats were built. 

While this boat was being developed Thornycrofts were designing a larger vessel 
capable of carrying two torpedoes. After trials this 55 foot boat was accepted for 
service in mid-1916, although the torpedo outfit had been reduced to one, with four 
depth charges replacing the other torpedo. There were several variant of the basic 
design, officially distinguished by letter suffixes, 72 boats being built. Depending on 
the type of engines, they were capable of speeds between 35 and 41 knots. The 55 
footers had a crew of two officers, two motor mechanics and a wireless operator. 

Despite their obvious offensive capabilities the primary function of the CMBs was anti-
submarine. For this function they were based at Dover, Portland and Portsmouth and 
later at Dunkirk. 



 
 
Motor Launches alongside HMS Hermione 
 

 
 
Motor Boat at sea  
 



 
 
Inside a Motor Launch engine room 
 

 
 
An engine being lowered into a Motor Launch 
 



 
 
Motor Launch alongside HMS Hermione 
 

 
 
Motor Launches and Patrol Boats alongside ship 
 



 
 
Motor Boats on patrol 

 

 

 

 

 


