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Towards the end of the war 
the Canadian government 
chartered vessels to serve as 
hospital ships, transporting 
wounded soldiers from 
Britain to care at home.  

H.M.H.S. “Llandovery Castle” steamed into Halifax on 17 June 
1918 to deliver 644 patients. She sailed again on 20 June, 
bound for Liverpool, carrying 258 crew, medical personnel 
and 14 nursing sisters. On the night of 27 June brightly lit and 
marked with the Red Cross, she was torpedoed by a German 
U-boat, U-86.

Immediately all the lights went out. No S.O.S. could be sent. In 
Sergeant A. Knight’s lifeboat the nursing sisters watched as one 
by one the oars snapped in his attempts to prevent the lifeboat 
rubbing against the ship’s hull. Their matron Nursing Sister 
Margaret Marjory Fraser quietly asked, “Sergeant, do you think 
there any hope for us?” He could only say “No”. Suddenly the 
stern of the ship sank, sucking them all under with the force of 
the ship’s plunge to the bottom. Only Sergeant Knight survived 
to report his admiration of the nurses’ courage:

“Unflinchingly and calmly, as steady and collected as 
if on parade, without a complaint or a single sign 
of emotion, our fourteen devoted nursing sisters 
faced the terrible ordeal of certain death – only 
a matter of minutes – as our lifeboat neared that 
mad whirlpool of waters where all human power 
was helpless.”

U-86 surfaced, and after hearing firm denials from 
the hospital ship’s Captain and a Medical Officer that no 
ammunition or American flying officers were carried on board, 
the German commander began to eradicate the evidence of his 
crime. Survivors were shelled in the water, lifeboats rammed 
by U-86 zig-zagging through the wreckage trying to drown the 
remaining men struggling in the sea. Twenty-four men survived 
to report this crime against the Geneva Conventions. 
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