
Haverhill Roll Of Honour (1914-1919) 

 Suffolk Family History Society – Haverhill Group  

IRON, James Thomas D.S.M 
 

Leading Stoker, K/11011 
H.M.Submarine K-4, Royal Navy 
formerly no. SS/103629, Royal Navy 
Place of Birth Haverhill 
Date of Death: Thursday, 31st January 1918 
Drowned at sea  
Memorial: Chatham Naval Memorial 
Theatre of War: At Sea 
Aged 35 years  
 
The Iron family were living at 1 Bigmore’s Yard, Queen Street, Haverhill, when 
James Thomas Iron was born on 5th October 1884, the eldest son and second of 
the five children of George and Eliza, nee Cracknell.  James and his siblings Fanny, 
Charles and George were baptised at St Mary’s Church, on 22nd February 1890.  
Their youngest brother Frederick had died in 1893 aged 10 months. 
 
James’s father was a hair weaver, like generations before him who were born in the 
town, and his mother, a local girl, was a shirt machinist.  When James left school he 
too was to work in textiles as a clothing factory hand, probably at Gurteens. 
 
In Chatham in 1906, when James was 22, he joined the Royal Navy for 5 years in 
Colours and 7 on Reserve.  He was described as being 5’ 3” tall and having dark 
brown hair, hazel eyes with a sallow complexion.  He also had a scar on his 
forehead.  James gave his previous occupation as draper’s porter and he obviously 
worked hard in the Navy, as he served on 3 of His Majesty’s Ships as a Stoker 2nd 
Class, and was Stoker 1st Class on 9 other ships.  James then served as Acting 
Leading Stoker on 3 ships, and was promoted to Leading Stoker on H.M.S. Fearless. 
 
In the spring of 1911 at Medway, Kent, James married Matilda Preston, formerly 
Mayes, a widow.  She was born at Barnardiston, but had moved to Haverhill, working 
as a tailoress, to raise her family of four sons and one daughter, who were then living 
at 64 Mill Road.  Her first husband, Christopher, had died in 1907. 
 
James served on several HM ships. In August 1915 he was awarded the 
Distinguished Service Medal, for bravery displayed whilst on active service in the 
Sea of Marmara.  During this engagement three enemy ships were destroyed, for 
which James also received prize bounty.  This Honour had only been established the 
previous October. He clearly wanted a career in the Royal Navy for at the age of 33, 
after 11 years in the Service, James passed his Petty Officer Exams. 
 
On 1st January 1917 James 
joined submarine K-4.  
 
 
Photo right shows K4 when it ran 
aground on Walney Island in 1917. 
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The K-class submarines were a class of steam-propelled submarines designed in 
1913. Intended as large, fast vessels with the endurance and speed to operate with 
the battle fleet, they gained notoriety and the nickname of "Kalamity class" for being 
involved in many accidents. Of the 18 built, none was lost through enemy action, but 
six sank, with significant loss of life, in accidents.  
 
In January 1918, as British warships steamed north from Rosyth to join their fleet at 
Scapa Flow in the Orkneys, they were accompanied by two flotillas of the 
submarines. K 4 was in this fleet and took part in night exercises along with nine 
other submarines and a convoy of battle cruisers in the North Sea on 31 January. No 
navigation lights or radio communications were allowed.  Two K-class submarines 
were lost during these exercises in an incident known as the ‘Battle of May Island’.  
 
The cruiser HMS Fearless collided with the head of a line of submarines, K17, which 
sank in about 8 minutes, whilst other submarines behind her all turned to avoid her. 
K4 was struck by K6 which almost cut her in half, and was then struck by K7 before 
she finally sank with all her crew. At the same time K22 (the rebuilt, recommissioned 
K13) and K14 collided although both survived. In just 75 minutes, two submarines 
had been sunk, three badly damaged and 105 crew killed. To complete the disaster, 
a destroyer then carved through the survivors of K17, killing many of those who had 
been left in the water. The entire 59-man crew of K4 was lost and all but eight of 
K17s. 
 

 
 

K4 pictured in harbour. Photo: The Royal Navy Submarine Museum 
 

Matilda was living at 47 High Street and George and Eliza at Peas Hill, Haverhill, 
when they received the sad news of James’ death.  
 
The South West Suffolk Echo of 16th February 1918 reported:  

 
‘In our issue prior to Christmas last we made the following pleasing 
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announcement that Leading Stoker, James Iron, K-11011 had been 
awarded the Distinguished Service Medal for bravery displayed by 
him in the Sea of Marmara. We regret to announce that his wife, Mrs 
S. Iron of 33 Withersfield Road, Haverhill has been officially 
informed that he lost his life on duty while in one of H.M. ships on 
war service. The deceased had been in the Navy for upwards of 12 
years, and we feel sure the sympathy of all readers will be extended 
to the widow on the loss of one who proved himself worthy to be 
counted amongst the country's heroes."  
 
and the following week:  
 
Leading Stoker Iron was the son of Mr. and Mrs. Iron of 3 Peas Hill. 
Two other sons are also serving in H.M.Forces. One became a 
member of Kitchener's Army, joining the Suffolk Regiment and 
afterwards being transferred to a Red Cross Ship, on which he is at 
present engaged. The other is in Egypt serving in the Essex 
Regiment.’ 

 
James’ brothers both survived the war. 
 
Leading Stoker James Thomas Iron D.S.M. is remembered with honour on the 
Chatham Naval Memorial and on a memorial at Anstruther harbour, close to the site 
of the disaster. 
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