
Thomas Crisp 
Early life  

Thomas Crisp was born on 28th April 1876 in 

Lowestoft and was one of ten children of 

William, a boat builder, and Mary Crisp.  

After school Thomas Crisp went to sea and 

spent several years as a herring fisherman 

before joining a fishing trawler out of  

Lowestoft. In 1895 he married Harriet  

Elizabeth Alp; they had two sons and 

daughter together. Crisp established himself 

as a fisherman and gained his mates and 

skippers qualifications. In 1902 he joined the  

Chamber fishing company, a large  

boat-owning family in Lowestoft, to crew 

and then captain the George Borrow. The George Borrow  was sunk in  

August 1915 by German submarines, called ‘U-boats’, who were destroying 

North Sea fishing fleets to reduce British food supplies.  As a result of this  

action, he found himself without much work and with a family to feed, he 

needed a secure income. 

Thomas Crisp 

Military Career 

Crisp was recruited into the Royal Naval Reserve first as a Seaman and then 

a Skipper by the summer of 1916 – his knowledge of the local seas proving 

vital to the war effort. Skipper Crisp commanded the HM Armed Smack I’ll 

Try. These armed Smacks were small fishing vessels called ‘Q ships’ which 

were secretly armed with guns hidden under tarpaulin.  They often worked 

in two’s or three’s and acted as bait to the German U-boats.  They drew in 

these submarines that targeted seemingly innocent fishing vessels. In  

January 1917, Skipper Crisp and his 

crew sunk a German submarine for 

which Crisp received a  

Distinguished Service Medal and 

the crew shared a £1000 reward. 

After this successful encounter with 

the enemy, the I’ll Try was renamed 

as Nelson to maintain its cover. 
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Victoria Cross 

On 15th August 1917 the Nelson and another smack, the Ethel and Millie, 

were spotted off Mablethorpe on the Lincolnshire coast by a German U-

boat. The smack was hit several times by enemy fire before the Nelson’s gun 

was even in range. The crew 

fought back but had been hit 

below the water line. Skipper 

Crisp was hit by a shell, partially  

disembowelling him. Despite 

the awful nature of his wound, 

Crisp remained conscious and 

continued to give orders  

including that all confidential 

papers be thrown overboard 

and that the last remaining  

carrier pigeon, the Red Cock, 

should be sent to the port with a plea for help. Crisp ordered the crew to 

abandon ship and save themselves but refused to be helped into the life-

boat, knowing he was finished and would slow them down. It was reported 

that his last request was to be thrown overboard. The crew refused to do this 

but were unable to move him into the lifeboat.  Skipper Thomas Crisp died in 

his son’s arms aboard the sinking Nelson.  
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Crisp’s son, Tom Crisp  

Death 

Thomas Crisp was posthumously awarded the 

Victoria Cross for his bravery and self-sacrifice. 

On 19th December 1917, Crisp’s Victoria Cross 

was presented to his son, Tom, by King George 

V at Buckingham Palace. The Nelson crew had 

successfully escaped on the lifeboat and were 

found by a search vessel thanks to their carrier 

pigeon, the Red Cock. However, the crew of 

the Ethel and Millie were not so lucky; they were 

taken captive on the German submarine and 

never heard from again.  


