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Coastal Motor Boat (CMB) 331
In May 2017, the National Museum of the Royal Navy added another vessel to its growing fleet with the acquisition of MTB/CMB 331, the last surviving Thornycroft 55-foot Coastal Motor Boat. 331 has been in private hands for many years, and the opportunity to acquire her came very suddenly and unexpectedly. Thanks to a very speedy Crowdfunding campaign and the very generous support of the Friends of the Royal Naval Museum and HMS Victory, funds were rapidly obtained to acquire the boat and move her into safe storage at the Fleet Air Arm Museum, Yeovilton. Without you we would not have her, so thank you all very much indeed!

These innovative craft were designed during the First World War, following a suggestion by three junior officers that small, fast torpedo-carrying craft might be able to pass over German minefields and attack the Kaiser’s High Seas Fleet at its base in Wilhelmshaven. The Admiralty tentatively approved the idea, and produced a Staff Requirement, but the design parameters were incredibly tight: the boats could not exceed the weight of the Admiralty’s standard 30-foot motor boat, but had to be capable of carrying a torpedo and enough fuel to allow for relatively long range operations, as well as a top speed of over 30 knots. Only one company was able to meet the specification; the pioneering boat builder John Thorneycroft, who produced a design for a 40-foot Coastal Motor Boat. Initially, the Admiralty ordered 12. 

Thorneycroft’s innovative solution to the Admiralty’s extreme weight restrictions was to dispense with a heavy conventional torpedo tube. Instead, the torpedo was carried on rails in a trough, built into the after part of the boat's hull, and fired backwards, tail first, by means of a long steel ram, operated by a cordite cartridge. The CMB Coxswain then had to make a hair-raising ninety-degree turn at high speed to get out of the way of his own weapon. They were also armed with four Lewis machine guns.
The prototype 40-foot boats first saw action during a night raid off Zeebrugge on 7 April 1917, carried out by the 3rd CMB Division under Lieutenant (later Captain) W N T ‘Joe’ Beckett, RN, in CMB4. One German destroyer was sunk and Beckett, a large-than-life character described by one author as an ‘Elizabethan character, who was rough, tough, large and strong, and his words smelt of tar, spun-yarn, sound common sense and humour’ was awarded the Distinguished Service Cross. Beckett was perhaps typical of CMB crews, who had to be trained from scratch and became known as the ‘suicide club’ because of the perilous nature of their work. 

The small 40-foot boats could only carry one small torpedo so in 1916, Thornycroft designed a much larger 55-foot model which could carry two, whilst still capable of extraordinary speeds of up to 41 knots, or 76km/h. The larger boats saw action in the Baltic and Caspian Seas in 1919, during the ‘secret war’ to overturn the Russian Revolution. Perhaps the most famous CMB operation of all took place during this largely forgotten campaign, when two 40-foot CMBs commanded by Lieutenant August Agar, RN, were secretly sent into the Baltic disguised as civilian powerboats. Rearmed and once more under the White Ensign, Agar penetrated the Bolshevik naval base at Kronstadt on 17 June 1919 and sank the cruiser Oleg, for which he was awarded a Victoria Cross. It was not possible to publicly reveal exactly why for some time, and it became known as the ‘mystery VC.’
The CMBs returned to Kronstadt in August 1919, this time with new 55-foot boats like 331, damaging the old battleship Andrei Pervozvanny and possibly the dreadnought Petropavlosk, although the latter claim has been disputed by Russian historians. Two further Victoria Crosses were awarded for this operation.
The Royal Navy stopped ordered Coastal Motor Boats at the end of hostilities, but these remarkable boats remained current technology and Thorneycrofts continued to build them for the export market. After the outbreak of the Second World War, when the Royal Navy’s need for warships of all kinds was urgent, fourteen 55-foot boats of this type, originally ordered for foreign navies, were requisitioned by the Admiralty between September 1939 and August 1941.
Technically designated a Motor Torpedo Boat (MTB) but essentially an unmodified 1917 CMB, 331 was one of the last to be built. MTB 327 to 331 were ordered on 12 June 1940 for the Government of the Philippines. Taken over in August 1941, while still under construction, they were completed between June and October 1941, 331 being built at Thorneycroft’s yard at Woolston, near Southampton. They commissioned on 3 November 1941 and with MTB 345 formed the 12th MTB Flotilla. They arrived at HMS Hornet, Gosport, on 11th November 1941, were still there on the 24 November, but were at Dartmouth by 4 December where they commenced working up. After only a few weeks in commission, on 10 January 1942, they were instructed to pay off and lay up in Gunboat Yard, Haslar at one month’s notice.
MTB 330 and 331 both recommissioned at HMS Hornet in August 1944 and paid off again early the following month. It is assumed they were brought forward from Reserve to replace CMB 103 and MTB 344, which both paid off in July 1944, following service off the Normandy beaches during the Allied landings, although there is an unconfirmed rumour that they may have been used by the Special Operations Executive! Whatever the truth behind this tantalising tale, in May 1945 all five ex-Filipino CMBs were placed on the Disposal List and later sold. Her postwar history in private hands is unclear, but she seems to have been used as a private motor cruiser for many years.
331 is the grandmother of the generations of light attack craft which followed, through the Motor Torpedo Boats and Gunboats of the Second World War, right up to the missile boats in service all over the world today. She is one of only four remaining CMBs, and the only example of the larger 55-foot type. NMRN’s intention is to eventually put her on display alongside our Second World War 60-foot Vosper Motor Torpedo Boat MTB 71, as the centrepiece of a new Coastal Forces Exhibition, which we are developing in partnership with the Coastal Forces Heritage Trust.

Together these two extraordinary survivors will be an exciting and vivid reminders of the very young men who fought their ‘mosquito war’ in small boats, in the dark, at incredibly high speeds, during both world wars. 331 is a unique and remarkable boat, and NMRN is absolutely thrilled and grateful to have acquired her.
Nick Hewitt
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Image Captions:

1. A 55-foot Coastal Motor Boat at speed under the Thorneycroft house flag

2. Aft deck of a 55-foot CMB, showing the torpedo troughs.

3. CMB 331 arrives at the Fleet Air Arm Museum’s Cobham Hall collections store.
