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D-Day survivor William Cooke is presented with his 
70th anniversary medallion and certificate by Armagh 
Lord Mayor Robert Turner and by Colonel Arthur 
Reid. 

Eight crossings to D Day beaches 
by Tandragee sailor
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William ‘Billy’ Cooke was a wireless operator in 
the Royal Navy. He enlisted aged just 17 in June 
1943. He served in the D - Day landings, South 
East Asia, and the Pacific. In the D - Day 
landings his vessel had been part of a flotilla of 
12, ferrying heavy equipment and 20 men to the 
Normandy coast. They crossed amid bad 
weather and under cover of darkness, but he 
recalled that when they arrived it had been 
“chaos”.

“Between big ships firing and aircraft, I didn’t 
know what was going on. I was just sitting there 
with my earphones on me,” he said.

They then waited off the coast, although the boat 
became inoperable, took on water and began to 
drift, necessitating it being towed back into 
position. His most vivid memories were seeing 
dead bodies floating on the sea. “Utter chaos and 
mayhem,” he recalled. At one point during the 
deployment he looked over the edge, and 
recalled “lots of dead bodies lying about, and 
floating about too”.

The craft, damaged on its first crossing, had to be 
towed back to ‘Blighty’, but he then took part in 
no fewer than seven crossing to Omaha and 
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Sword Beaches after repairs had been carried 
out. He was awarded the Croix de Guerre in 
2014 when the French government recognised 
the surviving veterans. 

After D-Day, Billy was sent for duty to the Far 
East and the British Pacific Fleet, returning to the 
UK in November 1945. He was demobbed in 
March 1946.  

Prior to joining the Navy, he had worked for a 
short time “on the railways” as a clerk at Newry 
GNR station. After his wartime service, he took 
up a post as school attendance officer with the 
then County Armagh Education Committee. By 
the time he retired, he had been promoted to 
Chief Attendance Officer with the Southern 
Education and Library Board. 

Billy Cooke was educated at his home village 
school, Newtownhamilton Public Elementary, 
after which he went to Newry ‘Tech’. He married 
a local woman. He and Mrs Bertha Cooke were 
wed at Clarkesbridge Presbyterian Church, three 
miles from Newtown, in 1954. 

The greatest tragedy in their lives was in 
September 1975 when Mrs Cooke’s father James 
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McKee and her brother Ronnie were among the 
four victims murdered by the IRA in the 
Tullyvallen Orange Hall massacre. “We never got 
over it,” said Mrs Cooke. “We just had to learn to 
live with it.” 

Billy Cooke followed many fulfilling pursuits, not 
least music. He had a fine, melodic Irish tenor 
voice and sang in the former Richhill Male Voice 
Choir, then Portadown Male Voice Choir. He also 
sang in church choirs, earlier in Newtown -
hamilton and laterally in Tandragee Presbyterian 
Church Choir. They moved to Tandragee in 1981 
and to Mullavilly six years later. 

He was an all-round musician – he could play the 
violin, cornet, trombone, piano and harp, and had 
been a member of Tullyvallen Silver Band, and a 
member of the Orange Lodge at Tullyvallen. Billy 
also loved the football scene, being a keen 
supporter of Portadown and Arsenal. He made 
the occasional trip to see the Gunners in their 
Highbury days. Arsenal’s unbeaten season when 
they won the league (2003-04) was especially 
pleasing for Billy. He was a great conservationist, 
and thoroughly enjoyed gardening – from flowers 
to shrubs to vegetables. 
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Born in Newtownhamilton, the 89 year old was 
resident in Mullavilly, Co. Armagh at the time of 
his death in June 2015. Following a service at 
Tandragee Presbyterian Church, interment was 
at Newtownhamilton Presbyterian Churchyard. 
He remained a keen member of the Royal Navy 
Association and of Gilford Royal British Legion 
until his death. He had been to the 40th, 50th, 
and 60th anniversary commemorations of the D-
Day landings in Normandy. (Portadown Times 
24/06/2015, News Letter 18/07/2015).

Armoured Car Division’s exploits 
recalled by sale of medals

Recently a group of medals awarded to Petty 
Officer John Harrison of Belfast who served 
with the Royal Naval Air Service’s Armoured Car 
Division were auctioned. (Brave Report Issue 17 
carried an account of the unit - the UVF Sailors 
honoured by the Tsar.) 

John Harrison was born on the 11/12/1895 in 
Belfast and he enlisted for service with the Royal 
Navy on 30/11/1914 as a Petty Officer Mechanic 
in the Armoured Cars Division with whom he saw 
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action at Brzezany, Russia (in what is now 
Western Ukraine). 

John Harrison is mentioned by name in the 
despatch of Commander Locker-Lampson for 
this action, who wrote: ‘I would also venture to 
bring to the notice of their Lordships the work of 
the following Chief Petty Officers and Petty 
Officers: C.P.O. John MacFarlane (killed) F.2863; 
P.O.M. John Harrison F.2893; George Gardner, F.
9891; John Marshall McEwan (wounded) F.
10029. These were volunteers who assisted 
Lieut.-Commr. Smiles to repair the roads under 
very heavy fire during the attack on Brzezany’.

 In ‘The Czar’s British Squadron’ by Perrett and 
Lord, the action at Brzezany on the 01/07/1917 is 
described as follows: ‘The cars were due to cross 
their start line at 09.55 and the infantry to go over 
the top five minutes later. Watched by Kerensky 
from a forward observation post, Wells Hood led 
out his squadron in the Rolls armoured. The cars 
gathered speed in a cutting and then burst out 
onto the wastes of No Man’s Land, Shells burst 
alongside the road ... bullets clanged off the 
armour, but within minutes they were level with 
the first line of enemy trenches and were 
enfilading them with their fire. ... While the 
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Russian infantry came up Wells Hood protected 
the Corps’ left flank from interference, and then 
pressed on down the road to Brzezany until he 
found it blocked by a barbed wire and sandbag 
barricade. Smiles called for volunteers to go 
forward with him and remove the obstruction. He 
was joined by Chief Petty Officer MacFarlane, 
Leading Petty Officer Harrison and Petty Officers 
Gardner and McEwan, and together they crawled 
up the roadside ditch to the barricade, which was 
now under such shellfire that Locker Lampson 
wondered how any of them survived. Dodging 
shell-bursts, they were able at length to dismantle 
the structure piece by piece, but in the process 
MacFarlane was killed and McEwan badly 
wounded. The cars passed through ...’ 

Harrison later joined the Machine Gun Corps 
(Motors) on the 26/03/1918 when the Armoured 
Car Division was incorporated into that formation. 
His home was at  6 Ashville, Skegoneil Avenue, 
Belfast.

John McFarland who was killed in the action 
described above was a Chief Petty Officer Mech 
III. He was awarded the DSM, and the Medals of 
2nd, 3rd and 4th Classes of the Order of St. 
George (Russia). He died 01/07/1917, age 36. 
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He was the son of William and Jane McFarland 
and husband to Mary M. E. McFarland, 
Northumberland St., Belfast. His name is 
recorded on the Pozan Memorial, Poland, and in 
the Irish Memorial Roll, copies of which are 
displayed in the Irish National War Memorial, 
Islandbridge, Dublin and St Anne’s Cathedral, 
Belfast.

The medals offered for auction were described 
thus -
A Rare D.S.M. Group of 6 awarded to W.O. Class 
II John Harrison, Machine Gun Corps (Motors), 
late Royal Naval Air Service, awarded the D.S.M. 
for his services at the action in Galicia at 
Brzezany on the 1st of July, 1917, and two 
Russian decorations for his service with the RN 
Armoured Car Division, comprising: 
Distinguished Service Medal, GVR (F.2893. J. 
Harrison, P.O. Mech. R.N. Armd Cars. Austria. 
1st July. 1917.); 1914-15 Star (F.2893, J. 
Harrison, P.O.M., R.N.A.S.); British War and 
Victory Medals (80263 W.O. Cl. 2. J. Harrison 
M.G.C.); Russia, Cross of St George, 4th Class, 
in silver, numbered 131302; and Russia, Medal 
for Bravery, 4th Class, in silver, No.1032302, 
court-mounted, polished, good very fine and rare 
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(6) NOTE: D.S.M.: London Gazette, 30 
November 1917: for miscellaneous services’.

Do you know Dolly Gray?

Dolly Gray was from Belfast. Does anybody 
remember Dolly Gray or know his family?

�
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He served for a period in HMS Venomous which 
was on Atlantic convoys and whose home base 
was Londonderry.

Dolly - William J Gray  - was photographed on 
Venomous with Cyril Hely, who is playing a 
ukulele.

Bill Forster the publisher of “A hard fought ship” 
which tells the record of HMS Venomous has 
been seeking an answer for some time. Bill has 
roots in Northern Ireland. His mother came from 
County Antrim and her grandfather was the first 
Presbyterian minister in Dunloy. His father was a 
shipmate of Dolly Gray and he described him as 
a “likeable Irishman with strong political 
opinions”.

Two links with Venomous were  Petty Officer 
James Andrew Tonner, and Jack Bolton. Petty 
Officer  Tonner was a wireless telegrapher, who 
met his future wife in Derry. His widow and their 
children were still living in the city in 2013. (Derry 
Journal). Jack Bolton was from Strabane. He too 
met his wife in Londonderry.

Able Seaman, D/SSX 31287, William Joseph 
Gray died on 11/08/1944 in HMS Albatross. He 
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is named on Plymouth Naval Memorial, Panel 86. 
Albatross was built as a seaplane tender and the 
loss of aircraft carriers provided a renewed role 
for the ship. It was initially based in South Africa 
for patrol and convoy escort duties in the 
southern Atlantic, then was relocated to the 
Indian Ocean in mid 1942. From late 1943 to 
early 1944, the vessel underwent conversion into 
a "Landing Ship (Engineering)" to support the 
Normandy landings, and was used to repair 
landing craft and other support vessels off Sword 
and Juno Beaches. Albatross was torpedoed in 
October, but survived to be towed back to 
England and repaired. Albatross was badly 
damaged on 11/08/1944 by a U boat action. 

HMS Venomous was a destroyer of the V & W 
Class, the most advanced in the world when built 
and arguably the most successful ever. Sixty-nine 
were built at the end of the Great War. By the end 
of World War II  all had been sunk or scrapped 
but during those thirty years thousands of men 
served on them. 

“A hard fought ship - The Story of HMS 
Venomous” by Robert J Moore and J A Rodgard 
(Cpt.USN Retd), is currently out of print. A 
revised, longer, edition is to be published in April 

    Northern Ireland - Service in the Royal Navy - In Remembrance



Issue 35                                                                                    Page �12

2016 by Holywell House Publishing. 412 pp, 200 
photographs and 12 maps and plans. ISBN 
978-0-9559382-4-5 Hardback,  £35 

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS
‘The Czar’s British Squadron’ by Perrett and 
Lord.

’A hard fought ship - The Story of HMS 
Venomous’ by Robert J Moore and J A Rodgard.

‘Tandragee Remembers’ by Richard Newell. 
Published by Graceland Print and Design 2009.
 
Derry Journal, Daily Telegraph, News Letter, 
Portadown Times, CWGC, 

HELP REQUESTED
Please send names of Ex RN/RM/WRNS who 
served in either of the world wars. Further details 
also appreciated.

CIRCULATION - Please share ‘Brave Report’ with your 
former service colleagues - and we will post direct to 
them if they simply send an e-mail to: 
houston.mckelvey@btinternet.com, placing Brave Report 
in the message bar, and give their name and former arm 
of service, and if they are members of the RNA or RBL, 
having knowledge of their branch would be appreciated. 
There are specific areas where we need information from!
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PUBLICATION NOTES 

Please note all the material in Brave Report is 
copyright. 

Brave Report is collated and published by The Very Rev. Dr Houston 
McKelvey, OBE QVRM TD.

Dr McKelvey served as chaplain for 29 years with 102/105 (Ulster & Scottish) 
Regiment, Royal Artillery TA; for 20 years as Chaplain to the RBL - Northern 
Ireland Area, and for a period as chaplain to the Belfast Branch of the Burma 
Star Association. He was involved in the life of HMS Caroline and HMS 
Hibernia.He was appointed an Honorary Chaplain to the RNR. He is a Past 
President of QUB Combined Services Club.
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