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T he new vessels were to be called the 
Inverbank Class, and they were 
the result of a close liaison 
between the owner, 

Andrew Weir (pictured), made 
a Baron in 1919, and Lord Pirrie, 
the chairman of Harland and 
Wolff Ltd, who had been made 
a Viscount in 1921. There was a 
rapport and friendship between the 
two men, and the final decider was a 
grant from the Northern Ireland

Development Board which made the deal 
attractive. Ironically, after the award, it was 
decided that the vessels would not be built in 
N Ireland, but in the highly successful Govan 
yard in Scotland, and this they did in quick 
time, the first vessel leaving the stocks early 
in 1924. The 18th followed only 2 years later 
in May 1926 – another record. It was to be 
another 33 years before the Bank Line made 
an even bigger order of 21 ships which went, 
this time, to William Doxford in Sunderland. 
This last ship of the 18 was the Speybank, a 
ship destined for a place in maritime history 
for her wartime exploits, being captured by 
the raider Atlantis in 1941 and then bizarrely 

sunk almost exactly two years later by the 
German U-43. Sunk in error, but not before 
she had spectacular success as a minelayer, 

accounting for many valuable Allied 
ships. Her own sinking caused much 

consternation and annoyance 
in Berlin. When sunk, she was 
carrying much needed rubber 
and oil from the Far East

for the German war effort. The Master of 
the Speybank, when first captured by the 
Atlantis, was Captain Andrew Morrow, who 
was taken prisoner along with an apprentice 
and who spent the war interned from 1941 
to 1945.

All of the new-buildings between 1924 
and 1926 were twin screw vessels powered 
by 6 cylinder Burmeister and Wain diesel 

...AND THE FATE OF HER 17 SISTERS

The shipping world, a 
few years after WWI, 

saw a single order 
placed by Andrew Weir’s 
‘Bank Line’ for 18 ships. 
This was a remarkable 
act, and a big vote of 
confidence for British 

yards and for the future. 
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engines built by Harlands, and they gave 
a decent speed for the time of 12 knots. 
There is some debate around the choice 
of twin engines when a single screw was 
readily available, but no company board 
or owner notes explain the reasoning. It 
may simply be that Andrew Weir preferred 
it this way being a known fan of the newly 
emerging diesel propulsion. Significantly 
more maintenance, spares, and the upkeep 
of two engines was presumably offset by a 
slightly greater speed, and the ability to at 
least make some progress on a voyage in 
the event of a breakdown. A long voyage 
on the surviving vessels after WW2 was an 
unforgettable experience.

Breakdowns were regular, when the remaining 
engine would keep the ship going at reduced 
speed, albeit with the wheel held hard over to 
maintain a reasonable straight course. Speed 
dropped, typically, from 12 to 9kts. During 
this time, regardless of the weather, engineers 
struggled to repair the faulty engine. It was 
often dangerous and risky, pulling pistons for 
example, as the ship pitched or rolled, but 
rarely were they defeated.

Fate determined that only half of the 18 
vessels built were destined to make it to 
the breakers yard. Eight were lost to enemy 
action in WW2. One, the Forresbank, gave 
near 30 years’ service, coming through the 
war unscathed, but then suffering a fire and 
subsequent stranding on the South African 
coast in 1954.

These 18 vessels were quite striking in 
appearance, and easily recognised as they 
sported a prominent pair of Sampson posts 
aft which served the tonnage hatch. Ships of 
this vintage were also given wood sheathed 
decks, something which mostly disappeared 
on cargo vessels after WW2. Open railings 
rather than bulwarks were also common, and 
steam winches at each hatch were a noisy 
feature. Working cargo in ports around the 

world, the winches could be heard clattering 
from far away, and onboard the deck would 
be littered with the beams and hatches 
from each hold, making progress fore or aft 
a hazardous business, needing much care. 
Lattice type derricks were standard, ie they 
were built with a box section profile. The 
diagonal straps gave them a distinctive look.

The first vessel to enter service, known as 
the ‘lead’ ship was the Inverbank. She was 
destined to serve the company uninterrupted 
for 34 years, and she was followed by the 
Glenbank which gave another 35 years of 
continuous service. The next two delivered 
were the Birchbank and the Cedarbank and 

both of these were not so lucky, being lost 
when loaded with vital military

stores. On 11 November 1943, the Birchbank, 
on voyage from Liverpool to Alexandria and 
Port Said, was bombed and set alight by 
German aircraft off Nostaganem, Algeria 
where she blew up and sank. The Second 
Engineer died in the attack. The Cedarbank 
was the only allied ship lost when the

Norway landings took place in 1940. She 
was in convoy AP-1 and hit by a torpedo 
from U-26 near Bergen with 15 persons 
lost. Captain Calderwood and 29 crew were 
rescued by the Royal Navy. On board were 
supplies for the invasion, and urgently needed 
motors, guns, stores, and ammunition which 
all went down with the ship, and which were 
a great a great loss to the invasion plans.

The next two vessels, Comliebank and 
Clydebank led a charmed but hard working 
life, both putting in 35 years’ service endlessly 
circling the world, and only going to the 
breakers in 1959.

They were familiar names in the 1950s and 
still in harness when the Bank Line were 
embarking on a round of new buildings after 
WW2. These survivors, of which there were 
eight, were regarded almost with affection 
by regular Bank Line men in the 1950s despite 
the less than ideal conditions. It was hard to 
explain, but perhaps they represented the 
status quo, and joining them for an almost 
certain two year trip gave a certain buzz, and 
a reassuring sense of continuity.

In March 1925 the Alynbank was completed 
and at the outbreak of WW2 she was 
immediately requisitioned by the Admiralty 
and converted over 10 months to become 
an anti-aircraft ship serving on the Russian 
convoys. She was destined to spend her 
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remaining life caught up in the war and in 
1942 attended at the landings in N Africa 
and later at Salerno. This ship never again 
settled to the role of a normal cargo carrier. 
At the time of the Allied landings on D-Day 
she became ‘Block-ship No 1’ forming part of 
the breakwater at ‘Mulberry B’ Harbour off 
Arromanches and the hulk was later raised 
and scrapped at Troon at the end of 1945. 
The lottery of wartime service saw the next 
vessel, the Elmbank also lost in September 
1940 in mid-Atlantic in convoy HX-72. The 

Captain and one crew member died. She 
had the dubious honour of being torpedoed 
by a U boat Ace, Otto Kretschmer in U-47, 
and then sunk by shellfire from another 
Ace, Günter Prien in U-99. Prien had earlier 
earned notoriety by sinking the battleship, 
Royal Oak, at Scapa Flow. The British ship 
Pikepool, also sailing in the convoy picked up 
survivors from the Elmbank. As mentioned 
earlier, the Forresbank which was the next 
vessel from Govan survived the war, but was 
lost when in Ballast in 1958, 33 years after 

entering service. Sailing northwards in the 
Indian Ocean, and close to the coast and 
Port Elizabeth, on the South African coast 
the second mate on the graveyard 12 to 4 
watch at night noticed flames coming from 
the engine room skylight and gave the alarm.

The fire grew out of control however, and 
all on board managed to abandon ship in 
the lifeboats from where they watched 
the flames shooting high in the sky. The 
anchors had been lowered but she still drifted 
ashore and was a total loss. A subsequent 
enquiry determined that the oil settling 
tanks had overflowed when filling and the 
oil had run down and ignited on the exhaust 
manifold,

causing the fatal blaze. Less than a month 
after the Forresbank was launched, another 
sistership followed and was given the name, 
Nairnbank. She was sold out of the fleet after 
28 years, a decent span, but short of the time 
enjoyed by her sisterships. The indication 
is that the decision to sell may have been 
more technical, ie engine matters, rather 
than market or commercial considerations. 
The next two vessels were destined to be 
war losses. They were the Weirbank and the 
Larchbank.
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“She was 
destined to spend 
her remaining 
life caught up in 
the war”

ALYNBANK

NAIRNBANK

PIKEPOOL



FEATURE THE SPEYBANK STORY

In the case of the Weirbank, she was on a 
ballast voyage to Trinidad from Durban on 28 
July 1942 and was almost at her destination 
when she was caught by U-66 commanded 
by Captain Frederich Markworth. The first 
torpedo missed due to a zig-zag change of 
course, but the second one struck home. One 
person died, but the 65 others, including RN 
gunners, were saved and landed at Tobago in 
the West Indies. 

The Larchbank fell foul of a Japanese 
submarine, the I-27. On 9 September 1943, 
in the Indian Ocean, she was on a voyage 
from Baltimore to Calcutta with 7,394 tons of 
general cargo and military stores, including 4 
tanks, MTB-284 and MTB-285, 8 amphibious 
craft, and railway iron. The Archbank sank 
within 2 minutes. Forty sailors and 6 gunners 
were lost, and 19 sailors and 4 gunners landed 
at Ceylon. The remaining crew-members were 
rescued by a vessel named Tahania and the 
US ship Panaman.

In order of launching at Govan and entering 
the fleet, the next three vessels all survived 
the war. They were the Levernbank, 
Myrtlebank, and Olivebank, the latter name 
handed down from the famous sailing ship.

There were to be three more carrying this 
name before the end of the Bank Line era. 
Of the 18 sister-ships launched, the last 
three vessels to enter the water were all 
destined to be lost in WW2, namely the 
Oakbank, Speybank, and Springbank. The 
story with the Oakbank had a sad twist 
when after being sunk by a torpedo strike, 
Captain Stewart and an apprentice were 
taken on board the U-boat. They drowned 12 
days later when the U-boat herself was lost 
with all hands. The ship had been in ballast 
and en route from Durban, South Africa to 
Demarara to load for the UK when caught by 
the U-507 off of Fortaleza, Brazil. Twenty-
four crew and 3 gunners were lost when she 
went down.

The Brazilian ship, Commandante Ripper 
picked up 32 persons from boats, and 2 crew 
on a raft reached the coast by themselves 
landing in Para, Brazil. An Argentinian tanker 
found a person in the water and proceeded to 
Recife to land the survivor. The total souls on 
board had been 63 out of which a total of 35 
survived the ordeal. The U Boat was later sunk 
by depth charges dropped from a US Catalina 
aircraft near Fortalez.

The Speybank, mentioned earlier, was 
destined to play a strange role in the war, 
with a bizarre and tragic ending when she 
was finally sunk by her own side. The highly 
successful Captain sank so many allied ships 
with the mines he laid, but he was to die 

by his own hand after shooting some of his 
fellow sufferers on the life raft they shared. 
After the capture of the ship by the Atlantis 
it was realised that she was a fine prize with 
a valuable cargo and most importantly that 
no warning of the capture had been given. 
The Captain of the Atlantis appointed 
an officer called Schneidewind from the 
blockade runner, Tannenfels to take her 
to France and she duly arrived at Bordeaux 
on 10 May where it was decided to convert 
her to a minelaying vessel disguised as a 
British ship. The work was carried out under 
the project name of ‘Schiff 53’ but she was 
given the provisional name of Doggerbank. 
Because she had 17 identical sisters afloat, 
it was easy to assume the role and name of 
one of them when challenged. Therefore, 
Schneidewind chose the Levernbank as her 

doppelganger, hopefully to fool any of the 
Allied forces that might ask questions on 
the high seas. This ruse was spectacularly 
successful and several times, when challenged 
by Navy ships, Schneidewind got away with 
it, even cheekily adding “Have a nice day” or 
similar comments. The German command 
had decided to send Doggerbank to the 
Cape Town area to sow mines and this she 
did extremely well, sinking or damaging HMS 
Hecla, and the merchant ships, Soudan, 
Dutch vessel, Alcyone among others.

It caused consternation ashore and in the 
Allied forces and rather than push their luck, 
a new task was given to the Doggerbank. 
This was a trip out to Japan to load urgently 
needed war material and to return to 
Germany acting as a blockade runner. She 
also managed to re-supply some U-boats with 
oil and torpedoes on the way. One-hundred-
and-twenty-eight prisoners from the raider 
Michel were taken onboard.

The long haul from Japan to Germany went 
well until she entered the fray in the Atlantic 
en route. The war there had intensified in 
her absence and the allies were achieving 
greater success. Ironically, her demise and 
loss came not from the allies but from 
a U-boat working in a wolf pack. U-46 
caught her with 3 torpedoes, and she sank 
fast taking 123 people with her, mostly 
prisoners that had been transferred from 
raiders. Only 15 persons made it onto a 
life raft, including Schneidewind. However, 
there were no provisions and hardship 
quickly set in. As hopes faded, desperation 
set in, and four men finally asked to be shot 
rather than suffer further. Schneidewind 
carried this out before shooting himself, 
leaving a sole survivor, Kurt Fritz Kúrt 
to tell the tale. In Germany there was 

considerable anger over the incident of the 
accidental sinking, and the relevant pages 
from the U-boat log were destroyed. The 
Springbank, the last vessel from the initial 
order, was chosen by the Admiralty in 1939 
to be converted to a fighter catapult ship. 
She carried out vital support work until 
September 1941 when a torpedo from 
U-201 caught her in the Bay of Biscay. The 
network of worldwide routes built up by 
Andrew Weir, supplemented by charters 
when required (ie tramping) meant that 
the ships from this 18 ship order endlessly 
wandered round and round the globe. Those 
onboard committed to two years away, not 
knowing what was in store, but on the most 
part relishing the mystery and variety of 
ports offered. There was the prospect of a 
visit to all the major city ports plus calls at 
out of the way backwater berths. It was a 
heady mix and an experience never to be 
forgotten.  l
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“This ruse was spectacularly successful”


