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My soul in agMy soul in ag ony.”ony.”   
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Preface 
 

This is an unsung WW II story of a young 
Glasgow lad who went to war in the Merchant 
Marine to do his bit for his country at a time when 
the British people had their backs to the wall in 
keeping the enemy at bay. (Glasgow Trams) 
 
As World War II with Germany unfolded in 
Europe Island Britain became increasingly 

dependent on supplies from Commonwealth and Britain’s Allies. By 1939 part of Nazi 
Germany’s strategy was to limit food supplies, essential materials bound for Britain’s war 
effort by cutting the sea lanes in order to weaken the resolve of the British people and 
their morale. 
At the beginning of the WW II many Merchant Marine cargo ships and their crews fell 
prey to the ‘Wolf Pack’ submarine strategy especially in the North Atlantic. Another 
strategy emanated from the German High Command was the construction and conversion 
of merchant ships into armed cruisers. In appearance these vessels looked like any typical 
cargo ship except they were well armed, disguised and fitted out as war ships. They were 
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deployed to terrorize the supply sea lanes, sink British allied freighters and cargoes and 
capture the crew as POW’s to be sent back to Germany used as slave labour. One of the 
most successful of these German commerce raiders was the ‘Atlantis’. After the war the 
Captain of the Atlantis published a book based on his log entitled ‘Under Ten Flags’. The 
script was also used for a Hollywood film under the same title. While the war exploits of 
the Atlantis was well publicized but few will remember the many victims who were lost 
or survived to tell the tale. The following story is about one survivor. 
 
War and the Prelude to the Second World War 
 
The Armistice was signed in November 1918 ending the bloody Trench War in Europe. 
A futile war where the antagonists neither won nor lost. Nor with it came the enduring 
peace that was hoped for! Sixteen million souls died on the field of battle before the 
bloodshed ground to a halt. For the ‘lucky’ broken survivors who were able to return to 
their families they had to attempt to reconstruct their grievously mauled lives.  
 

However, two years later, on 19 July 1920 was a ‘Red Letter Day’ 
for May and Lt. Commander James Malpas O.B.E. RNR, as in. 
smoky Glasgow May Malpas gave birth to a bonnie boy christened 
Peter Finlay. The Malpas’ new addition to the family was only 
complete after May gave birth to the last of the appropriate Masonic 
number of children i.e. seven! 

 
Peace should have returned after the War of Wars to end wars. However, 
the enemies of Freedom do not argue; they shoot back! However, within 
just a decade the Japanese bombed Shanghai in 1932 and Hitler and his 
Nazi party initiated compulsory military service in 1935. In October 
1935, Benito Mussolini’s Fascist forces attacked Ethiopia and attempted 
to eject the British from their presence in the Horn of Africa who were 
protecting the Red Sea and the Suez Canal supply routes.  

 
In 1936, I just reached the tender age of sixteen when I started my apprenticeship at a 
Glasgow dockyard. (Finnieston Dock Crane right) 

 
I was delighted to take my wage packet of 8 shillings a week home to 

my mother. On 3 September 1936, Britain and 
France were at war facing their old enemy 
Germany again. Admiral Donitz had already 
recommended to Hitler institute his ‘Wolf Pack’ 
strategy using submarines to disrupt the merchant 
marine lifeline to Island Britain during the 
ongoing struggle thereby attempting to bring her 
to its knees and break the spirit of its people. 
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German Commerce Raiders 
 

 
Meanwhile in 1937, at a Bremen dockyard a new freighter (ship 16) the 
‘Geldenfels’ was being refitted for the Bremen Hansa Line being 
converted by the Kriegsmarine into a Heavy Armed Auxiliary Cruiser 
known by the British Admiralty as Code letter ‘C’ – the first of ten 
commerce raiders under construction in various German yards. The first of 
these new armed merchant ‘raiders’ was under the command of Kapitan 
zur See Bernhard Rogge and he named his new ship the ‘Atlantis.’ The 

raider of 7,862 tons with a complement of 347 was armed with six 15cm guns some 
hidden behind hinged ports, a 7.5cm warning gun, two twin 3.7mm AA guns and under 
the camouflage four 2.0 cm automatics. There were four 21”torpedo tubes and stowage 

for 92 magnetic mines. A reconnaissance 
seaplane was stowed in the number two hold. 
The number one hold was fitted out to take 
prisoners. (Atlantis with dummy funnel)  

 
 
Call of the Sea 
 
There must have been salt in my veins for after completing my 
apprenticeship I decided to join the Merchant Marine and I 
followed my father to sea where he had spent most of his life. On 3 
September 1939, Germany invaded Poland with its ‘blitzkrieg’ 
tactics and war was declared in Europe. (German forces entering 
Warsaw) 
 
I joined a tanker called the ‘Barron Bell Haven’ in December 1939 bound for India. At 
that time, the new deadly modified predator, Atlantis, was commissioned on 19 
December 1939 and its handpicked crew sailed a few months later under stormy weather 
disguised and bound for the Atlantic and beyond to harass and sink allied cargo ships. As 
both ships sallied forth into the vast oceans, it did not enter my mind that Captain Rogge 
and our paths would cross. 
 
The Raider’s First Victim 
 
The Atlantis disguised as a Russian ship crossed the Equator in April 1940. In early May 
1940, the new German raider sighted a cargo ship on the Capetown - Freemantle route. 
After failing to stop on command the raider raised its masked ports and the deadly six 
inch guns roared filling the ship with the acrid smell of cordite. The shells hit its quarry 
with a salvo. The stern was soon on fire and the crew scrambled into their lifeboats for 
their lives. The doomed ship, the’ Scientist’ of 6,200 tons, was bound for Liverpool with 
copper bars, chrome ore and zinc concentrate. The raider’s boarding party searched the 
ship and found that the signal operator on the bridge had been badly hit in the head and 
arms with huge wooden splinters. The poor wretch was later taken to the raider and 
operated upon the Atlantis by the doctor on board, Dr. Reil. Another Lascar was hit in the 
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stomach but died before the ship’s doctor could operate. The remainder of the crew of the 
cargo ship took to the boats and were rounded up and taken prisoner. After, receiving 
another salvo and a torpedo the ill fated ‘Scientist’ sank to the bottom. This merchant 
ship was the Atlantis’ first of many victims. 
 
Joining the ‘Athelking’ 
 
In January 1940, I left from Falmouth Roads in Cornwall and sailed on the tanker the 
‘Athelking’. I enjoyed Cuba life for awhile, Bermuda and returned to Liverpool with 
molasses then we sailed for Houston, Texas where we took onboard a cargo of oil for Le 
Havre. But France collapsed and we discharged some of the oil when we were sent back 
to Bermuda. Despite the submarine threat we sailed back across the Atlantic to Capetown 
where the Athelking unloaded its cargo of oil. From there the Captain had instructions to 
sail for the warm waters of Surabaya, Indonesia. The Athelking (9,557) tons was owned 
by the United Molasses Co. of Liverpool and built in Newcastle in 1926. Back at home 
by September the Battle of Britain in the air was reaching its peak. (Photo results of Axis 
bombing of London) 

 
                                                         
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Under Attack 
 
On 9 September 1940 in the India Ocean, after sailing for five months in the hazy 
afternoon the Atlantis lookout sighted a yellow painted funnel about 14 miles away - a 
tanker. Like a lioness in the savannah the Atlantis stalked its prey. The Captain gave 
orders to close on the ship ready to pounce. When within striking range it bared its fangs 
and the masked ports swung upwards and the guns like sharp contractile claws opened 
and all hell broke loose over the tanker.  
 

I was down in the hot engine room of the Athelking working the 
twin diesels flat out when I felt a shudder three times near the 
stern and heard the bark of one of the Athelking’s small twin 
stern guns. Next, the tanker felt a greater shudder as the ship was 
hit by shells toring into the vessel. Water gushed into the engine 
room from the port side where the ship took a hit near the 
waterline. There was no answer from the telegraph. Then I later 
heard through the ship telephone the brisk grave command 
‘Abandon Ship’! ‘Abandon Ship’! The water was swishing 

around the engines and some of the oil in the bilge was on fire. There was a risk of an 
explosion so I desperately scrambled up the ladder and onto the fly deck. I saw smoke 
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and flames gushing from the bridge drifting towards the starboard side. The aft port gun 
above my cabin was out of action and burning where the tanker received a salvo from the 
German enemy raider. (Photo of the Athelking on fire & Peter above) 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The starboard davits had already been hastily lowered 
bobbing up and down against the ship’s side. I 
scrambled down the Jacob’s ladder and poured myself 
into a lifeboat with some other crew members. We 
took to the oars and rowed away as quickly as 
possible from the stricken vessel still on fire. The 
German raider boarding party rounded up thirty-seven 
of us in two lifeboats that day. (Athelking survivors left 
and the Atlantis below) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The Atlantis  
 
We approached the dark menacing silhouette of the enemy ship and clambered up the 
Jacob’s ladders onto their starboard side as the enemy sailors gestured with their rifles 
ordering us to scramble aboard quickly. On deck we were stripped and washed down 
with hoses and fumigated. We were told that three members of the crew were missing 
and the Captain of the Athelking, Capt. Tomkins, was killed with a direct hit before 
leaving the ship. One of the legs of the First Officer was severely damaged and taken to 
the sick bay. We put on our clothes and our crew was ordered to parade on the deck 
staring at the Athelking still burning. Captain Rogge appeared a man of about forty and 
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gave orders to open fire on the defenseless tanker as black smoke continued to drift away 
from the ship in the light breeze.  
 
The raider’s shells tore great jagged holes in the side of the tanker. I watched hopelessly 
as the Athelking gradually settled at the stern. It was hardly afloat with only the bridge 
above the waterline. Then the bow rose, tilted towards the skies and the ship finally and 
gracefully slipped reluctantly below the waves. Thirty-seven minutes later from receiving 
the second shelling, the good ship Athelking was no more. Among the last thoughts that 
raced through my mind as she slipped below the waves were the four crisp five pound 
notes stored in my cabin sliding down to ‘Davy Jones’ Locker’ at the bottom of the 
Indian Ocean! 
 
A POW on the Raider 
 
After being ordered below deck I found in the dim lighting of the hold about another 250 
POW seamen lounging on bunks who had been captured by the raider after sinking their 
ships. The raider soon changed course away from the sinking to search for new prey. 
Onboard we were given black bread and the food was enough to keep us alive. We were 
also given 40 pfennig per day as a POW. However, on Saturday only, the prisoners were 
given a barrel of German beer but at the cost of one pint for five pfennig! It was now 
October 1940. While in the Sunda Straight the Atlantis sighted a ship with white painted 
upper works. After stopping on demand and giving instructions not to use their wireless 
the ship stopped. The Atlantis boarding party found a badly fouled ship named the 
‘Durmitor’. It was a Yugoslav registered merchant with a cargo of 8,200 tons of salt. It 
was loaded in Spain and bound for Japan via Batavia. 
 
The Durmitor POW Prison Ship 
 
 

The air temperature was in the 80’s when the Atlantis 
engines stopped and wallowed in the slight sea. After about 
two days we were all ordered to the deck. The Atlantis 
Captain said that all the prisoners would be transferred to 
the nearby Durmitor the raider had just captured under 
command of Sub-lieutenant Dehnel with a prize crew of 
twelve. He explained to us we would be taken to East  

 
Africa and it would be an uncomfortable passage but we were told not to cause any 
trouble, as the Atlantis would be close by. Once the transfer to the Durmitor was 
completed we had to simply scoop out the cargo and lie on top of the salt in the hold. 
(Photo above the Atlantis) 
 
The conditions were appalling! There were no mattresses, blankets or hammocks. Only 
those over 50 were allowed mattresses. The ship was in very bad shape, crawling with 
roaches, bugs and rats and the food was dreadful for all hands. There was very little 
drinking water and no washing water. We were given half a cup of water each day. We 
understood that we were being taken to a POW camp in Italian Somaliland. British 
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Somaliland had already been overrun by the Italians. The prize crew Commander soon 
discovered there was insufficient enough coal for the voyage to reach Somaliland. In 
order to maintain sufficient steam he broke or cut up everything on the ship that would 
possibly burn. He even managed to hoist a sail using the hatch-cover tarpaulins. Furniture, 
hatch covers; derricks; doors, paneling was hacked to pieces to feed the boilers. 
 
Ship Wreck and the Italian POW Camp 
 
We all prayed for a British ship to intercept our prison ship. When the Durmitor was 
close to the East African coast the prize captain attempted to enter the small harbour of 
Kismayu in Somaliland. There was a crunch and I heard the grating of the plates as the 
ship hit a reef. There was no drinking water left and the ship was holed and sea water 
entered the first hold. The Durmitor only got free from the rocks on 23 November 
1940.The POW’s boarded the lifeboats with one dog and two canaries and on arrival at 
the beach the Italian soldiers herded us into lorries like cattle where we were taken to a 
garage in Mogadishu to be used as a POW camp. The camp conditions again were very 
poor. We were given no beds to lie on and we were given only an iron bed spring frame 
to place on the ground to lie on. Huge rats scurried around and all over one. Going to the 
‘head’ was a bit of a nightmare at night.  
 
Christmas Day 1940 
 
25 December 1940 dawned. The folks back at home were probably listening to the 
‘Forces Sweetheart’ Vera Lynn singing Forces’ favourite melodies on the radio while 
they thought of their women and men folk overseas waging war not knowing they were 

still alive or not as the war dragged by. The POW tedium 
was broken in Mogadishu, as our camp was visited by the 
Italian Bishop of Mogadishu. There he graciously gave us 
his Christmas blessing! (Our blessing) 
 
Meanwhile, the crew of the Atlantis celebrated Christmas 
at the remote Kerguelen Islands. Tragically, one of the 
Atlantis young ratings was killed when he fell during 

changing and painting the funnel. The islands were discovered by a Frenchman in 1772. 
The second man to put foot on the harsh land was Capt. Cook. 
 
Not long after this little diversion, we were transported again 
by lorry and driven to a new POW camp constructed at Merca 
on the coast situated about 60 miles from Mogadishu. There 
wasn’t much in the way of food to eat but there were plenty of 
flies and swarms of hungry mosquitoes! The food onboard the 
Atlantis was much better. Despite complaints made to the 
camp Commandant for better treatment the complaints were 
ignored. (See map of Somaliland) 
 
Bad news for Mrs. Malpas 
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While in far away Glasgow, dear Mrs. Malpas finally received a telegram from the 
Admiralty which brought a tear to her eyes. In short, informing her that ‘I regret to 
inform you that your son, Peter Finlay, was missing and presumed dead’. 
 
At the beginning of 1941, a British and Dominion campaign gathered speed with the 
intention of driving out the Italians from East Africa and to recapture Ethiopia. In 
February, a combined force of largely East African and South African regiments attacked 
Italian Somaliland from Kenya heading north while Indian troops attacked Eritrea. In 
doing so the forces passed through Merca and liberated the seamen POW’s. One day, I 
found the camp strangely quiet and our Italian guards had disappeared and the camp 
barbed wire fences were being be patrolled by Askari Police. Shortly, a contingent of 
King’s African Regiment marched into the camp and set us free. Mogadishu was 
captured by the Allies on 25 February as they advanced in their thrust northwest into 
Ethiopia. 
 
Relief in Sight 
 
It must have been about March 1941, when the light cruiser HMS Ceres arrived off 
Merca with orders to pick up all the POW seamen, officers and Lascars captured by the 
seven ships captured by the Atlantis. While ferrying us from the beach to the Ceres there 
was a strong swell and we got soaked the one & half miles to the ship but we cheered as 
we approached the cruiser. We huddled on the deck guns and we were all taken to 
Mombasa.  
 

(Photo of the Ceres) Unfortunately, on arrival at Mombassa 
the authorities were not really ready for the arrival of 
about 300 seamen who had lost everything many of 
whom were still wearing the clothes on their backs when 
their ships were sunk by the Atlantis. Many of the 
families had no idea whether they were still alive and 

many presumed dead and their estates wound up and payments given to the widows. The 
seamen looked such a doleful sight so the Seaman’s Mission padre placed an appeal in 
the ‘Mombassa Times’ requesting donations of clothes for them.  
 
The battle in East Africa continued but by mid-1941 the Italians had been totally routed 
resulting in a great number of Axis casualties. As the war was far from over, we seamen 
were cajoled to carry on with the good fight and return to sea. For awhile I stayed at the 
Rex Hotel. I then signed on and joined a new ship loaded with spirits and guns and I 
ended up again sailing to Mogadishu! I undertook two trips in this ship to Mogadishu. 
 
Arrival in Aden 

In about mid 1941, I sailed from Mombassa to the Colony of 
Aden. There I was taken off the ship as I was sick with 
malaria and dengue fever. There, as I had no ship the 
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authorities put me to work with Luke & Thomas Company in the dockyard. (Photo of Port 
of Aden) 
 
One afternoon, I was in the company motor launch at the outer harbour when I heard the 
whirring sound of a low flying aircraft overhead and then an almighty splash. The plane 
made a crash landing in the sea. I took the motor boat over to the crashed aircraft. It was 
just about afloat with the cockpit above the waterline. I helped to pull the pilot out of the 
cockpit and took him to the landing. To this day, I still do not know whether the pilot was 
friend or foe or even his nationality. 
 
The Demise of the Atlantis 
 
On 22 November 1941, the Atlantis was 350 miles north-west of Ascension to 
rendezvous with the submarine U 126. During the scheduled operation to refuel the 
submarine the Atlantis lookout spotted the ominous shape of an enemy warship. The 
submarine quickly dived. The raider quickly realized the 
ship was a British cruiser. Rogge informed the cruiser that 
his ship was British but he gave them the wrong signal. 
From about ten miles away the British cruiser trained its 
guns and opened fire with its eight inch guns on the 
Atlantis. The first salvo fell short. The second salvo 
straddled the raider and the third hit the seaplane’s hold. 
After more hits the engine telegraph went dead. To save the crew, the Captain launched 
the lifeboats and rafts. The Captain ordered the crew over the sides while the scuttling 
charges were being laid not forgetting taking ‘Ferry’ his pet Scottie dog into the boats. 
The raider suffered several direct hits and the casualties were remarkably light. The 
charges went off in the engine room and the Atlantis sank stern first at 10.00hrs. The 
British cruiser, the ‘Devonshire’, steamed off swiftly due to the presence of the 
submarine. (Atlantis survivors above and the Devonshire below) 
 

The Atlantis crew huddled into the crammed boats kept 
together. This was just of the beginning of a remarkable 
rescue operation undertaken by the German Naval 
Command. The survivors were not left to the elements. The 
‘Python’ another German raider picked up the Atlantis 
survivors until it was sunk by the sister ship of the 
Devonshire – the ‘Dorsetshire’. Four German and four 
Italian submarines were dispatched to pick up the four 

hundred and fourteen survivors to bring them back to France. The seamen and Captain 
Rogge were eventually rescued by the submarines and arrived in St. Nazaire with his 
crew on Christmas Day 1942. When the Atlantis crew were dismissed at the dock they all 
marched off to church singing, ‘Now thank we all our God. (Photo of U68 at St.Nazaire with 
the Atlantis crew) 
 
The Atlantis was at sea for 622 days and sank 22 Allied merchant 
ships amounting to 145,697 tons until it was sunk in 1941 and 
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captured several hundred seamen POW’s since it first sailed at the end of 1939 
completing 102,000miles at sea. 
 
A New Bitter War Begins 
 
In December 1941, the Japanese attacked Pearl Harbour and Hong Kong and Singapore 
quickly fell to the advancing Japanese forces. In January 1942,  
 

In 1943, there was fierce fighting continuing at El 
Alamein in North Africa, Stalingrad and Guadalcanal. 
The Allies intensified their bombing of Germany in 
February but by August Paris was relieved from the 
grip of Nazi control. 
On 17 August 1943, I was in Aden and as a true 
canny Scot I was initiated into the mysteries of the 

Craft in ‘Felix Lodge’ No. 355 Scottish Constitution. A few months later in 3 September 
1943; I affiliated to ‘Light in Arabia Lodge’ No.3870 English Constitution. (See 
Appendix 1) Unfortunately, and after many attacks of malaria I became seriously ill when 
I was struck down with typhoid. There I stayed in the hospital isolation ward for seven 
months. I managed to survive shell fire, ship wreck and other perils, deprivation of my 
freedom but it was the little unseen enemy that nearly hastened me to an early demise. 
Towards the end of 1944, I was finally discharged as ‘medically unfit’ and I returned on a 
troopship carrier to a different Blighty. The war dragged on but I was soon back at sea 
with the Royal Fleet Auxiliary.  
 
War’s End 
 
The great day arrived on 15 May in England –Victory Day! In about August 1945 I was 
in Manila bunkering the fleet. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Following the end of the war, in 1948 I took to the 
skies! I took a flying boat from Poole Dorset and five 
days later I arrived in Hong Kong to join the ‘Green 
Ranger’- a tanker bunkering the fleet.  
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Life was fabulous if you had $50 in your pocket! Two years later in 1950 I decided to go 
ashore and joined the Hong Kong Electric Company. In 1951, I finally found myself 
permanently beached, as I got married to my first wife Janette and that meant leaving 
behind all those gals at my former ports of call! (Hong Kong Harbour above) 
 
Irish Light 
 
A few years later, on 14 October 1953 I walked up the steps of Zetland Hall, 1 Kennedy 
Road, Hong Kong with my Proposer, Bro. S.G. Connery and my Seconder, R.W .Bro. H. 
Swabey and I affiliated to ‘Shamrock Lodge’ No. 712 Irish Constitution. I am delighted 
to say that I am still a serving member of Shamrock and a member of the Craft for nearly 
sixty years. (Appendix II) After serving the Hong Kong Electric Company for twenty four 
years I retired from the company in 1975 when I finally took off my overalls and hung up 
my engineer’s boots.  
 
Today, I am keeping a close eye on the engine room at the good ship ‘China Coast 
Community’ moored in Kowloon Tong under our new Captain, Ms. Singh and her crew! 
(Peter Finlay Malpas at 83 ‘aboard ship’ with a crew member) 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

Prelude 

General William Tecumseh Sherman (1820-1891) said that ‘there is many a boy here 

today who looks on war as all glory, but, boys, it is all hell. General Sherman was right. 

War is hell! I should know. I have been there! 

 

 

Peter Finlay Malpas 
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Appendix 1 

Bro. Peter Finlay Malpas Lodge Certificates 

 
 

 

 

 

       

 

 

 

 

   
 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

       Lodge Felix  No. 355 SC 1943                                             Lodge Light of Arabia LodgeNo.387EC1943  

 

 

 

 

Brotherly Love, Relief & Truth 
 

‘Adieu! A heart-warm, fond adieu! 

Dear brothers of the mystic tie!  
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Robert Burns (1759-1796) 
 

Appendix II 

 
 

Grand Lodge of Ireland 

 

 

 

 Shamrock 712 IC Summons & Agenda 14 October1953 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Shamrock Lodge712 IC 1953 
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