
 

HARRIS, BENJAMIN JAMES 

Nationality: United Kingdom 

Rank: Shipwright 

 H. M. Dockyard : Sheerness (H.M.S. "Princess Irene"). 

Date of Death: 27/05/1915 

The 1901 Census shows Benjamin Harris aged 19  born  Rowhedge living 

at East Donyland  by trade he was a Shipwright Apprentice. He was the 

brother-in-law of Herbert Cousins. He moved with his family to work in 

the Sheerness Royal Naval Dockyard when there was a fire at the 

Rowhedge Works, which put many of the local men out of work. His 

brother Fred resettled in Toronto, Canada, as a result of the same fire. Ben 

was married with a son , Arthur. 

  

  

HMS 

Princess 

Irene. She 

had been a 

Canadian 

Pacific 

steamship 

taken over 

by the 

Admiralty 

At about 

11.14 on 

the morning 

of 27th 

May 1915, Sheerness witnessed the destruction of the minelayer HMS Princess Irene which was on No.28 buoy 

about 3 miles WSW from the town centre. The ship had been built in Scotland in the previous year to the order 

of the Canadian Pacific Railway Company but was requisitioned and converted for Naval use before she could 

sail to the Pacific. The Princess Irene had a complement of 225 officers and men, three of whom were ashore 

that morning as the mines were being primed on the ship's two mine decks. Also on board were a party of 80 or 

so Petty Officers from Chatham in addition to 76 Sheerness Dockyard workers who were completing tasks prior 

to the ship's planned departure to lay her mines on 29th May. Without warning, the ship was blown to pieces 

and her remains, and the remains of those on board, were scattered over a wide area of the surrounding river and 

countryside. One of the Chatham Dockyard workers, David Wills, amazingly survived the explosion but few 

bodies were found. Those that were located were buried in Woodlands Cemetery in Gillingham. A memorial to 

those lost in both this and the Bulwark disaster is situated opposite Sheerness Railway Station. Loss of life was 

heavy for as well as carrying only three men short of her full compliment of 225 officers and men, there was 

also an additional 160 or so men made up of Petty Officers, sailors and dockyard workers from Chatham and 

Sheerness. They had been aboard her to complete various tasks before she was due to lay the 500 mines she was 



carrying 48 hours later The cause of the disaster was thought to have been due to a faulty primer (pistol) 

although evidence at the Official Enquiry showed that the work of priming the lethal mines was being carried 

out a) in a hurry and b) by untrained personnel. 

Casualty Type: Commonwealth War Dead 

Grave/Memorial Reference: 15. 

Cemetery: CHATHAM NAVAL MEMORIAL 

After the First World War, an appropriate way had to be found of 

commemorating those members of the Royal Navy who had no 

known grave, the majority of deaths having occurred at sea where 

no permanent memorial could be provided. An Admiralty 

committee recommended that the three manning ports in Great 

Britain - Chatham, Plymouth and Portsmouth - should each have 

an identical memorial of unmistakable naval form, an obelisk, 

which would serve as a leading mark for shipping. The memorials 

were designed by Sir Robert Lorimer, who had already carried out 

a considerable amount of work for the Commission, with sculpture 

by Henry Poole. After the Second World War it was decided that 

the naval memorials should be extended to provide space for 

commemorating the naval dead without graves of that war, but 

since the three sites were dissimilar, a different architectural 

treatment was required for each. The architect for the Second 

World War extension at Chatham was Sir Edward Maufe (who 

also designed the Air Forces memorial at Runnymede) and the 

additional sculpture was by Charles Wheeler and William 

McMillan. Chatham Naval Memorial commemorates more than 

8,500 sailors of the First World War and over 10,000 from the 

Second World War. No. of Identified Casualties: 18615 
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