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Leslie Charles Kirby P/KX 81656 (1913-1941) 
and HMS Barham 
 

 
Leslie Kirby (Les) was born and raised in Newport, Isle of Wight.  He joined the Navy in the 
early 1930s; at the time of his marriage to Patricia Squires Johnson, in February 1940, he was a 
Leading Stoker: 
 

 
Figure 1: Marriage Certificate of Leslie Charles KIRBY and Patricia Squires JOHNSON 

 
He served on HMS Barham, a battleship that had been built in 1913. He was one of a crew of 
1,258 men, who were under the command of Captain Geoffrey Clement Cooke.  
 
By November 1941, he had been promoted to Stoker Petty Officer (a grade equivalent to 
Sergeant in other armed forces); he would have worked in the Engine Room in the bowels of the 
ship.  On the afternoon of 25 November, the Barham was 62 miles north of Sidi Barrani, off the 
coast of Egypt, when it was hit by four torpedoes fired from a U-Boat. The battleship keeled 
over and sank within about 15 minutes. Les was one of the 8411 men who perished - including 
the Captain, who went down with his ship. There were 396 survivors. 
 
The German U-Boat was U-331, under the command of Oberleutnant zur See Hans Diedrich 
von Tiesenhausen. When news of the sinking became public in late January 1942, von 
Tiesenhausen was immediately awarded a Knight's Cross of the Iron Cross, the highest German 
military award during WW2. 

                                                      
1 It is known that 841 men lost their lives but the figure of 862 is often quoted because 396 men survived 
(and the crew complement was officially 1258 men). The true figure may never be known. 
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Because the loss of life had been so great, and so quick, the British government did not wish to 
publicise what had happened. Relatives were eventually notified by letter in December 1941, 
but were instructed not to talk about their bereavement. This death notice was published in the 
local paper: 
 

 
Figure 2: Isle of Wight County Press, 13 December 1941 

 
 

 
Figure 3: Memorial Card to Leslie Charles KIRBY 

The loss of the Barham was made public on 27 January 1942. 
 
Captain Cooke's widow, Connie, did as much as she could for the welfare of the many bereaved 
families. She also set her heart on a lasting memorial to all who had perished in the sinking. 
Through her efforts, money was raised for a book of remembrance and for four tall candlesticks 
at Westminster Abbey. They were dedicated at the Abbey after Evensong on Wednesday 10 
February 1942. Les‘s widow, Pat, attended the service. 
 
In June 1946, Pat married again – her second husband was himself a widower - and became 
Patricia Squires COOKE. In late March 1947, she gave birth to a son, and a daughter followed in 
September 1953. Pat’s second marriage lasted for 48 years. 
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In the early 1950s, Pat finally received the medals granted to her late husband – the 1939-45 Star, 
the Atlantic Star, the Africa Star, and the War Medal 1939-45: 
 

 
Figure 4: Medals awarded to Leslie Charles KIRBY 1913-1941 
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2. Pat was my mother-in-law. I am heavily indebted to her for telling me about HMS 

Barham. After she died in 2003, we found the mementoes she had kept, including Les's 
medals, the photograph of their wedding day, and his picture in a locket. Pat was a 
wonderful lady who felt no bitterness, even though WW1 had deprived her of her father 
and WW2 of her young husband.  

 
For the sad episode of the Barham, we could adapt the words of Binyon's famous poem "For 
The Fallen"2: "He grew not old, as she that was left grew old".  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                      
2 Robert Laurence BINYON 1869-1943 "For the Fallen" includes the line: "They shall grow not old, as we that are left 
grow old:" 
 


