The Victoria Cross

The VC was introduced in 1856 at the instigation of Queen Victoria and was available to all ranks.  It is the premier decoration for outstanding gallantry in the face of the enemy.

Some 627 VC’s were awarded in World War I. Two were won by men with Exmouth connections and their stories are told at the Museum.

At first the ribbons for Naval awards of the VC were blue, whilst the ribbons for members of the Army were crimson.

After the formation of the Royal Air Force this caused confusion and since 1918 all ribbons have been crimson.

Our two Exmouth recipients received blue ribbons.

It is widely thought that the metal for the crosses came from two Russian cannon captured at Sevastopol during the Crimean War. 

Recently it has been established that the origin of some of the metal is Chinese. This may have come from cannons taken by the Russians in an earlier conflict and then re-cast.
Flight Sub-Lieutenant Reginald Warneford RNAS VC

Born in India to English parents (his father was an engineer on the Indian Railways) Reginald Warneford was fascinated with the new science of flight.
He was apprenticed in the Merchant Navy but in 1914 obtained a commission in the Royal Naval Air Service. He won his VC on 7th June 1915 for destroying a German airship but died in a flying accident just 10 days later.
Airships were used by the Germans to observe Allied troop dispositions and for the dropping of bombs. They were capable of climbing to higher altitudes than most aeroplanes and the usual Allied tactic to destroy these craft was to attack them on the ground.
Reginald Warneford set out on 7th June 1915 to seek out an airship which had been reported over Flanders. He had 6 bombs and if he could not find the airship he was to use these to attack a ground base. He did establish contact and gave chase in his Morane Parasol monoplane for some miles. Having to fall back because of heavy machine gun fire he was eventually able to climb above the Zeppelin and dropped his bombs, the last of which set it alight. 
The consequent explosion of the hydrogen filled balloon damaged the fuel lead and pump of his plane and he had no alternative but to land behind enemy lines. After 35 minutes he was able to restart his engine and landed behind the Allied lines where he was given petrol by French soldiers to enable him to make it back to base.
This action was the first time that a Zeppelin had been destroyed in mid-air. 
Lt. Richard Sandford V.C.

Richard Sandford was the son of the Archdeacon of Exeter and attended Clifton College Bristol. On leaving school he joined the Royal Navy.  When he took part in the Zeebrugge Raid, for which he won his VC, he was 26 years old.
Zeebrugge is a port on the Belgian coast and was used by the Germans as a U-boat, sea-plane and surface craft base to attack Allied shipping.  A concrete Mole some 1.5 miles long and 100 yards wide was heavily fortified and protected ships at anchor as well as the entrance to the Bruges Ship Canal. 
The raid took place on the night of 23rd April 1918. Three ships landed troops to engage the German defences allowing three other ships filled with concrete to enter the harbour. One was sank in the harbour but two got through and were sunk to block the Canal. 
German troops on the end of the Mole could be quickly reinforced from the shore as a railway line ran along the length of the structure. To prevent this two old submarines full of explosives were to be rammed into the wooden part of the Mole. Only one (C3 under Lt. Sandford) made it to Zeebrugge. His orders were to get close, aim the submarine at the Mole and abandon ship but he and the crew stayed to make sure that the vessel struck home, lit the fuses and then took to the water.
All the crew were successfully rescued and Lt Sandford was awarded the VC for his part in the raid.  He died of typhoid fever 12 days after the signing of the Armistice in 1918.  

Original Victoria Cross medals have fetched nearly half a million pounds at auction.  Lt. Warneford’s medal is at the Fleet Air Arm Museum at Yeovilton, whilst that for Lt. Sandford is at the Royal Naval College in Dartmouth.

