
 

PEARSON, Adolphus Felix (DOLPH) 

 

Berthing Master at the Thameshaven Oil Storage Facilities 

Killed by Enemy Action 11th April 1941 

aged 47 

The above information on his death is from the inscription on his wife's grave at East Donyland & the Memorial 

at Saint Lawrence's church. His wife Ruby died 10th April 1966 aged 65 years. Also, commemorated on her 

grave is Sergeant Pilot Peter Pearson Tye RAFVR "Killed on Active Service" in Canada 12th June 1943, who 

was her nephew. Dolph is not listed by the Commonwealth War Graves Commission records.   



 

Quay House is at the stern of the vessel 

He was the son of Robert & Gertrude Arabella Pearson, of Quay House, Rowhedge. His father was a Master 

painter. He was born on the 5th January 1895 at East Donyland & was baptised on the 3rd March 1895 at East 

Donyland. He lived at Quay House , Rowhedge with 5 older sisters; Katie, Gerty, Violet, Flo & Edie. He 

attended Saint Lawrence Church of England Primary School, East Donyland between 1901 & 1906 ( Admission 

number 2321). 

He went to sea as a Deck Apprentice to George Duncan & Co. of 2 East India Avenue, London EC on the 26th 

May 1910. His father, Robert paid £30, being a premium for taking his son as an apprentice and teaching him 

the business of a seaman. His pay was:- 1st year £4, 2nd year £5, 3rd year £7 & £10 for the 4th. On the 8th 

September 1913, his indentures were transferred to Taltal Shipping of Bishopgate London EC. He completed his 

indentures on the 10th November 1914. As was customary, he became 3rd Mate before his indentures were 

complete. From the 13th September 1913 to 6th November 1914 he served on the Barque "Lauriston" (which 

subsequently was transferred to the Russian Navy to train their officers, as the TOVARISHTCH) . He sailed as 

3rd Mate. The  TOVARISHTCH was sunk in World War 2 by a German bomber. 

 

"Lauriston" 

From the 9th March 1915 to 9th January 1917 he sailed as 2nd Mate on the S. S. Northumbria.   

The Northunbria, herself was sunk by a mine on the 9th January 1919. Fort Wayne (PA) News And Sentinel 

"The British steamer Northumbria struck a mine off Middlesborough Thursday, and it is believed that most of 

the crew was lost. A boat with two survivors and eight dead has been washed ashore at Newton Abbott. Four 

boats which left the ship with survivors are missing, and it is believed that the boats were swamped while 

attempting to make shore. " 

At this point, Dolph was transferred to the Army. He was commissioned as a subaltern on the 8th October 1917 

and promoted Lieutenant on the 8th April 1919. He was a Lieutenant with the Inland Water Transport Section in 
Egypt. His home is recorded as  High St, East Donyland (In Absent Voters' List, Colchester, Spring 1919 p83). 



He was released from Military Duty on 1st August 1919. He was awarded the Mercantile Marine Medal (ribbon 

28th November 1919 & the medal 20th May 1921) 

 

He went back to sea as 2nd Mate  on the S. S. Singapore between 4th October 1919 and 25th November 1920. 

His "Master Foreign Going Certificate" was issued 11th April 1921 ( No. 043175) at the Port of Colchester on 

9th May 1921. He then sailed as 1st Mate on the S. S. Singapore (22nd March to 15th September 1922) & S. S. 

L' Invicta (28th February 1923 to 20th March 1924). From March 1924 he was Berthing Master at 
Thameshaven.  

He married Elizabeth Isabella Ruby Broad at Stanford-le-Hope Church near Southend-on-Sea.. They had a 

daughter Lynda born 4th July 1934 & David 11th October 1935. Lynda emigrated to Canada in 1962 and was a 

Chartered Accountant. David followed his father to sea & became a Master Mariner.  David was a cross-

Channel ferry captain, who in 1987 was commanding the ferry Nordic. While waiting to berth at Zeebrugge, the 

Herald of Free Enterprise capsized outside the harbour & David took his ship to rescue survivors.  

WORLD WAR 2 The Thameshaven oil storage facilities had suffered attack during the Battle of Britain in 

1940 with major fires resulting. However, on the 9th April 1941 Dolph was supervising the berthing of a loaded 

petroleum tanker, having agreed to "Stand in" for a colleague. He was killed in an explosion on the wharf.  A 

German plane had dropped a magnetic  parachute mine, which became entangled with the Refinery wharf and 

was detonated by  a tanker as she berthed. It is thought that in lowering an anchor, she nullified the degaussing 

protection. Dolph was treated in a saline berth at Orsett Hospital for two days before ultimately succumbing to 

extensive burns. 

The following is an article of an eyewitness account from a newspaper published 20 years later :- "SHIP THAT 

SET THE THAMES ON FIRE .....The British tanker Lanula with more than 8,000 tons of pool spirit from the 

United States had been going to berth at Shellhaven, a few hundred yards downstream, but at the last moment 

the berthing clerk had rung up " someone saw a mine at low water on the foreshore. we don't think it is safe to 

berth the Lanula at Shellhaven" so she was switched to Thameshaven..... Captain Pearson, the Berthing Master, 

was seen calling instructions through his haler; the tow ropes were slackened behind the attendant tug, as the 

Lanula came nearer. Someone on board threw a line to a boatman, who had began rowing with it towards the 

jetty. A moment later, the Lanula's anchor dropped from the bow.   

Suddenly an explosion beneath the surface threw the ship out of the water. When she came down, her back was 

broken, flames enveloped her from stem to stern...It was as if some huge firework had gone off, pouring out 

clouds of black smoke that had at its centre a column of flame a hundred yards high, its periphery a shower of 

petrol that came down setting fire to cranes, wharves and buildings.  



 

 Thameshaven under attack September 7th 1940 from a German aircraft. 

  

Captain Pearson, ablaze from head to foot was running frantically down the jetty. He fell before anyone could 

reach him....The ship was unapproachable: her crew must have died instantly. The boat and its crew had 

disappeared. The tug upside down and burning dangerously was drifting...it crashed through the adjoining jetty 

and set it on fire....the shore operators isolated the fuel lines from the jetties...the burning tug, which had 

crashed through 3 jetties was bearing down on a fourth, where since Dunkirk a naval party had been stationed 

with torpedoes...the men were furiously active in an attempt to fire them off before the tug reached them.  

Out of dense smoke behind the Lanula came a salvage vessel. As she got alongside the blazing wreck a man 

leapt aboard with a line...the thud of torpedoes hitting the Thames mud was heard,... the salvage tug took the 

strain and towed the wreck into the darkness...The Thames itself caught fire, patch after patch of flame arose 

until it seemed to spread almost across to the Kent village of Cliffe, three quarters of a mile away. Petrol 

pouring from deep down out of the Lanula's hold was being carried by the ebb tide and igniting by flashback as 

it surfaced...."  

 



 

His Memorial on his wife's grave at East Donyland 

 

 

His Memorial at Saint Lawrence Rowhedge 
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