
A little known Haverfordwest Hero 

Over seventy members and guests of the Pembrokeshire National Trust Association, at the first of 
their winter talks, learned about a famous naval officer who attended Haverfordwest Grammar 
School. The tragic story of Captain Francis Newton Allen Cromie CB DSO RN (1882-1918) came 
to light after being researched by the author and speaker for the evening, Mr Roy Bainton from 
Mansfield. After two years of intensive research, tracking down his descendants, he published the 
biography, “Honoured by Strangers” in 2002.  

Cromie was, in his own way, a kind of Naval Lawrence of Arabia. Although born in Ireland, he was 
brought up in Haverfordwest, attending the Grammar School, and then joining the Navy as 
Midshipman at the age of 15 in 1897. Three years later he was decorated for his part in China’s 
Boxer rebellion, and was in command of his own submarine by the age of 24. He won the Royal 
Humane Society medal for saving a drowning sailor in the English Channel. Handsome, a teetotal 
non-smoker, he was loved by his men. He was a fine orator, a skilled negotiator, water colour artist, 
raconteur, musician, and when in Russia, became fluent in the language.  In 1914, aged 32, he 
commanded the Hong Kong Submarine flotilla, and on the orders of Winston Churchill, then First 
Lord of the Admiralty, returned to England to head an expedition of four submarines, including his 
E19, into the Baltic to join those already there, under the command of Lt. Max Horton, who would 
survive to become a hero of the Battle of the Atlantic as Admiral of the Western Approaches in 
WW2. 

As a fluent Russian speaker, and in love with Sophie Gagarin a Russian aristocrat, Cromie 
requested that he become naval attaché in the Petrograd British Embassy. He was decorated with 
the Cross of St George, Legion d’Honneur and Order of St Vladimir. During the revolution the 
Embassy was attacked and he was shot and killed defending it. Sadly his journals and letters were 
subsequently destroyed by his aggrieved wife Gladys and their daughter. 
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