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l. A further report is cubmitted, Thls report doals with the
loss of the .8, "Nerissa" vhich .as sunk by cnemy ction in the
North Atlantic on the uight of 30 Apr - 1 May 41 while carrying
Canadian naval, military und air personnel to this country.

L. This episode 18 of special interest from two points of view,
This 1s believed to be the first occaslon, either in this war or
the last, shen Canadiun soldiers have lost their lives by unemy
agction «t sea while in trunsit to this country, wlthough the num-
ber of troops transported must now approaeh 500,000, Morcover,
the loss of the "Nerissa" ocensioned the lurgest loss of life sus-
t«ined by the Cunudian Army in any singla incident of this war to
the present time, surpassing by & considersble margin the losses
¢nusaed by the enemy cir sttack on LOHDON on the night of lé-17

Apr 4l (deslt with in my previous reports Nos, 24 and £56).

HAKRATIVL OF LT.-COL, COMITH
e The senior surviving oificer of the Canadian Army from the
"Nerissa® was Lt.-Col, 0.,Cs SHITH (CANADIAN ARMOURED CORP3, late
ReCslieAs) who arrived in LONDON on the night of 4 May 41, On 6
May 41 I had an extended intervies with Lt.-Col, Smith, «nd he
told me the story of the disaster, tc the fcllowing effect,
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4, The "Nerissa® was the property of the ;;%ﬂggé:tithy Line

and was built for the Newfoundland service, Che was o small

vessel, of about 5,000 tons (I have had no cpportunity of dis-
covering the ezact figure) and capable of a speed .hich Lt.-Col,
Smith believed to be 1d knots but vhich the report of her Chief
officer (uppended hereto) indicates as l4., She had mude previous
simflsr trans-Atlantic voyages, for Major F.G, BIRD, il.C.E.,

dately oa duty ot Co.leile oy tells me that he crossed to this coun-
try on her,

Oe On her lust voyage the "Nerissa® saila@ from HALIFAX, N.S8.,
on &1 Apr 41 and called ot OT.JUHN'D, Lewlfoundland, en route to
the United Kingdom, In addition to service personnel she carried

a number of civilians, Among the latter .erc scme women and
children; none of these survived the subsequent disaster, The 0,C,
Troops on board was Lt.-Cole K.Co BURNESS, P.P.Ceilele, #hio was
proceeding to lngland to toke up the wppointment of GeS.04 1, He o
Cdn Buse Units,

Ge The "Nerissa" was making un indepeoudent unescorted sailing.
The only escort which she received was that afforded by a Coastal
Command plane on the last two duys of the voyage (08 and 30 April).
%e The attack upon her took pluce (see Chief Orficer's report)
in Lat, 55-57 N., Long. 10-08 V,j she wans then approsizutely 120
miles cut from L UGH FOYLL, At this time, Lt.-Col. Smith stutes,
her pussengers Lad olready begun to fuel that the worst danger of
the passage was over, und some of them had csused to carry thelir
lifebelts with them, The attuck occurred soon after 230 hrs on
30 Apr 41,

B, The ship vas struck bytthree tourpedoes, The time of the
first explosion ls fixed by Lt,-Col, Smith at .bout 237 hrs, while
the Chief ufficer, it wilil be noted, places it at 2234 hrs,

9 At this time Lt.-Cocl. Cmith vas pl.oying bridge in the iocunge,
then the explosion tock place all the ship's lights ilmmediately




went out, but the crew soon had a curtuin number of dim suxil-
iary lights in operstion, Lt.-Col, Smith made hids wuy to his
cabin, voke his cubinemute (vho huad slept through the explosion,
nd who .as subse uently lost) and then went on deck, carrying
with him & baby belonging tov an Inglish civilian fumily, OUnce

on deck, the child!s father took it from him, This whole family
vare lost,.
10, On the boat-deck Lt.-Col, Smith found the ship's colmander
(whose nume was WATSON) superintending the liunching of the Loats,
There was "no yelling" und no serious confusion, und all personnel
werc dolng their duty coollys The explusion of the tor.edo had
smashed Nos, 5 and 6 boatse The captain got No., 1 down into the
weter und told Lt.-Col, Gmith to get Hos o awaye Lte.-Col, Smith
got this boat ready for lovwering, snd Cuptain Watson then cume
over to 4t and gave the order to "lower away",
11, Immediately after this the second torpedo struck with u
tromondous explosions A soldler who was holding the lines ot one
end of the boat was shocked into letting goj; the boat was up-cnded
snd its passengers thrown into the sea, or into No. 1 boat,
15, The ship, which up to this time had been sottling graducally,
no» begin to sink very ropidly, and slthough there was still no
pende, people begun to rush to suve thewselves. There was o rope-
ladder nearby «nd the captain told Lt.-Col, Gmith to climb down
it, He did so, und in this way entered Noe. 1 bout, He did not
sec the captain .gainj presum:bly he vent down »ith the vessel,
1o Just after Lt.-Col. fmith got into the boat, the third
torpedo struck the "Nerissa". This, he belleves, was nbout half
a winute after the second explosion, The shock caused the ship
to make "u tremendous lurch" which cczused o great wave, This

ave upset No. 1 boat, The¢ boat a8 perhaps somowvhat overcrowded,
but Lt,-Col, Smith hss no doubt that it was the vave that cuused

this particular aisuster, The rejport of the Chlef Officer stutes




that the causé was the muanner in which passengers and crew on
the starboard side (or in No. 3 boat ?) werc flung into No, 1
beat when the .econd torpedo struck; but Lt.-Col, Smith tells me
that the Chicof Officer was stunned when people were thrown into
Noes 1 boat on top of him, and therefore is not & reliable witness
concerning immoediztely subusc uent cvents,
14, Lte=Col, Smith (who wus wearing a lifebelt) came tu the
surf.ce under the cverturncd boat, He cxtricsted himself .nd then
found himself on the side of the bost away from the ship, which
as just about te sink,
15, The "Nerissa" sank in (bout four minutes from the time of
the first explosione Lt.-Col, Smith wns told by someone vwho
claimed to huve noted the times thut the exact pericd was 5 minutes
58 seconds; but in «ny event he fcels ceptain that the time was
not wore than five minmutes, Ho consulted his «ateh in the lounge
a couple of minutes before the first torpedo struck, «nd the time
was then ££230 hrs, His wateh stopped at =236 hrs, shich was pre-
sunably the moment 2t vhich he =as thrown into the water,
16, His impression is that the ship went down "absclutely
st.ialght", 1.e,, without taking a list, The Chiel Offlicer, on
th: contrary, reports that she listed heavily to starboard before
sinking stern first, Lt.-Col, Smith states that, contrury to a
story wiiich he has heard circulating, the shipls oil fuel did pot
guteh fire, There was no light whatever, Lt.-Col. dmith saw no
subiorine, ond though some of the survivors thought they saw one
he is inclined to put this Jown to lmagination,
17, Lt.-Coles Smith now spent some time swimming about in the
vicinity of the capsized boat, assisting some survivers to reach
it «nd searching for more, He heard MNajor Stuart FRLNCH culling
to his wife, who had been in the bout with him, «nd searched for

her for scme time, but without success,




1d, A raft now came in sight, .nd seeing that it .us less
erowded thun the boat, to the bottom of shich many people iere
elinging, Lt.-Col, tmith swum towards 1t, lhile doing s0 he
cume cercss an Ameriean "ferry pilot!" floundering in the wster,
This won was "raving mad” and Lt,~Col, Omith believes that he
had been .ounded, though in the darkness 1t ses Jifficult to be
certaing Although he was very large o heavy, Lt.~Col, Smith
got him tc the raft cnd another American pillot pulled them both
aboard, The icojured man died about & gusrter of un hour later.
A8 the raft was nov itcelf overcrowded, those upon 1t, “fter
moking cuite sure that the man was dead, und t:iking his papers,
put the body intc the ses,

18, There were now 1E persons on the raft, including the ship's
Chief Officer, who was in coumand wnd whose conduet was highly
pruiseworthy. The sea was relutively smooth cnd the water,
fortunately, not very culd, The purty knew thut an U.0.0, hud
been suecessfully desputehed and that thorefore there was good
hope of reucue,

20, Two of the "NHerilssa's® sli serviceable boats were still
right side up, wnd throe were floating upside down, Lt.-Col,
Judth 1o not certilm (hat boecame of Uhe sixth, Dut he Unlnks
that Noe & boat may not huve got away {rom the ships There were
also two rufts, inclwiing the one ulready mentioned,

&l At first light - sbout 0430 hrs - s Coastzl Command pline
sppeared, dived doun towards the survivors, zignoalled to them und
then llew off, About an hour lster o destroyer was sighted =
long distance aways This wus HeMeS, "Veteran", It was feured
that she would not see them; but the plene now re-uppeared and
dirceted the dostroyer to the sres vhere the boats .nd rufts
were floatinge The "Weran" ung shortly Joined by «nother de-
stroyer, Hed.5. "Bunter®, The litter, Lo.ever, did not plck up
any of the survivorse This wus cone by the "Voteran"; she did




not lower boats, but pullied the roscucd men «iiecetly on board,
Lte~Cule Smith was picked up st sbout 0715 hrs, It will be
noticed that Lhe times vhich ho gives for thls phose dlffer
materially from those glven vy the Chief officer,

Vie At the time vhen the destroyers hoard the Woerissatgn
HeUetie they were in harbowr prepuring to sail on convoy duty,
Being unable to progeed to the rescue without orders they sziled
at 0100 hrs in accordunce uwith their previous instructions; but
at 0200 hrs they recelved orders Lo pick up the survivors, DBy
that time they were (lready well on their way towards the spot,
(hese times Lt.-Col, Swith bolicves to be inglish Swmer Time,
one hour in adveancy of Greenvien Mesn Timej times previously
given are ship's time, which the Chlesf Officer's report indicates
as being G.k.T.)

23, Hobloie "™Weteran” provided the rescued mun with Llankots
anG an issue ol rum ond dried thelr clothes, and carried the
party back to LUUGH FUYLE, vhere they vere transferred to Hele0D,
"Kingeup" chich tooik them on to LONDONDERRY, After some initial
delay (due to no notice having been given thet there vere sole
diers coong the survivors) the Kilitery persomnel were taken to
EBRINCGTON BARKACKS, vhere they werc treated with the greatest
kimndiness und given a Lot meal at 2830 hrs (1 May)e The next
day an viergency issue ol c.othing was mude to them; «nd late
fn the arternoon of & May those who could truvel left lor inge
land, HNine Canadian Armg perscnnel vere lef't in hospital at
LONDONDEARY, The rost of the purty (two Canadian officers, one
Norwegian officer, and &8 Canadisn other ranks) procecded by
train to BELFAST, chere they were rejoined by Lt.-Col. lmith

who hud ureceded them that morningy ond that night (-4 May)

the party crossed by steamer to HIYSHAM., The next day (a Sune
day) they moved on by train towards LIVE'PGOL,

24, Their troubles, however, were not x2ll over, for MIISEYSIDE

had just suffered a series of heavy ind porsgstent air raids (see




my Report No, 27)s All transport and commucicotion facilities
had been temporarily disrupted, wnd for some time Lt,-Col, imith
could not make contaet with the officers from C.M.H.(, who had
gonu nersh to meet Lis purty, Hosever, with the aid of officers

party finilly

-

of ‘the CANADIAN BASE DEPOT (LORNE BCOTS), the
reachod 1ts destination in LIVANPOOL and eaught the afternoon
train for LOWDON, -rriving here at 2280 hrs thut night (4 May 41),
The other ranks of the purty vere sent on te BORDON,

£6, Lt.-Col, Snith ventioned that the militory perscnmel on the
"Nerissa” included three stowauways whu hed deserted from their
units 1. the hope of sceing ctiv cervice in the United Xingdom,
One of these men was losty he was Sorjeant KJ. MeGOVERN, C.M.S.C.,
who had been personal clerk to Drlgadier EARNEHAW, 0,C, Troops in
Néwfoundland, snd came abberd vhen the ship touched ot GT,JUHN'S,
#6¢ A copy of the report of Joseph GAFFNEY, the "Nerissa's" Chief
Officery, 1s on file at CJlsHe s A copy of this curbon copy is
attached hareto 2s "Appemdix "An,

CANADIAN ARKY CASUALTIES
£7. As indlc ted in paras,.#3, ubove, the Lotal aumber of Cinade

i.n army personnel sho supvived the "Herissa® disaster .as 05

% officers and 32 other runks, inclwding the two surviving stouge
w.ys (Gunners J.3, HOLT, P4c4l, and C, GALLAGHER, P4488, toth now

eni the strength of No, 2 Cdn Artillery Holiing Unit in this coun- ™
try)e Thoe two officers cho survived in eddition tu Lt.-Col.

Glith sore Licuts, TeGe PAUL) HeGelePeCey tmad Hells PTIHART, 4Cah,
26 The total number of Cuandian Army personnel lost was 703

1: officers «nd 80 cther ranks, The list of those "unr.ported”

wes published in Canadiun ne spupers on € NMay 41, =nd I hive be-

fore me the list «s printed cn that date In the Vancouver D:ily
Provingce, I b ve cheekod Lhis ——————s—vwee=wa® [ lnsl . urces
availoble ot C M, H. ¢ without finaing LY LETOr. Tne .bove Lotal

givon o8 lost uoes nut inciude one Auxiliary Derviees suporvisor,
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Mr, J.N, MsoNHIL, who is -lso missing. Thé corps suffering most
heovily was the CO/PS OF MILITARY (TAFF CLUHKS,; w«hich lost 33
other runks; next comes the ROYAL CANADIAN ARMY MeDICAL CORPS,
hich lost 3 offlcers and 5 othor ranks,
g9, The officers lost were as follows (names from Court of
Incuiryls nominal roll)s
R:CJA, Cuptuin G.D, MORROW
" J.R, TOWNSHEND (spelt "TOWSHERDY
in «bove nominal roll; but Newspaper list and

Defenco Forces List (Nov 1938, p. 224) indicate
nom: .8 helfe given).

PePaCoelials Lit.=C0ls K.Cs BURNESS

CARLETON AND Lisut, J.A, TRITES
YORK REGT,

" 7.k MITCHELL
NEW BRUNERICK " Y.T. FAICKTE
AANGERE
GAINT JOMN Ciptain G.M, HARRINGTON
FUSILIERS (MeGe)

ReCoA M, C. Captain W.H, EMBREE
| %, JoW, KIPPEN
Lieut, S, PARK
R.CsALP.C, Captain G.T, CUATWIN
Lieut. J.4. EQULANGER
o M.,R.As AMOS
504 The loss of Lt.-Cols BURNESS in perticular w1ll be @ serious
one, Officers vho oroussed +ith me on the "Capetown Ci.stle", .nd
wh hed lately been anssoclated «ith him at R,M.C,, KINGETON, ~here
he was Chief Inctructor, spoke of him as bedng in their opinion one

of the most hriliicnt soldiers in the Capadian cervice,

COURT OF INCUIRY
31, A Court of Intuiry to in uire into the sinking of the
nHerissa" assembled 4t BURDON on 7 May 41, presided over by Col,
A.%., BEAMENT, Commendant, "B" Group Holdaing Units, CsAs The Court
met during 7 snd 8 May, roconvened on 19 May, =«nd dated its lindings
17 May, These findings, . nd transceript of the tegimeny, «1ll be
found in C.M.,H.0, file 15/Peps, Cas/l ("Casualties - Personncl
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Canada to U.K,."), ulong +ith other documents fn”ating to the
disaster, They will be in important sourece of informetion for
the Official Historian,

324 The Court, in 2 separsate supplementary opinion (see same
file) suggested that the whol: ucstion of life saving e uipment
nd precautions on the "Nerlssa® should be invostigated by com-
petent authoritys The Court express-d the vie: ihht such “n in-
vestigstion might reveal the desirability i, future of the follow-
ing nessures being tiken on vessels ¢ rrying troopst

(1) Periodicul lowering of boats to the wuter to cnsure

thet the f£:1l1s sre in free running order. (The
"Herissu's" boats had not been so lovered for a long
period, «nd there were some difficulties .ith the
goar,)

(11) Provision of scme method of holding arainage plugs
vecurely in place in lifebozts, or of sn improved
vulve-type plug., (Evidenee lidiczted that the plugs
sere out ol some boats when they struck the water,
or wer: driven out by the impact as a result of
coming down «ith a run,)

(144) Traindng of +11 Service perscnnel shoard ships in
method of releasing ond lowering lifeboats, (Owing
probubly to casuslties coused by the first explos-
ion, many of the crew members told off for this duty
did not appear =2t their ptations, end militory per-
sonnel had to carry onj ¢f, papa. 1l, szbove,)

Ods The evidence taken by the Court inclc tes the extreme o1ffi-
culty of discuvering exactly whst happened in an eplsode of this
sort, for there re many dissgrocments ond diserspsneies, Kot all
the witnesses ox mined rememberéd hesring three explosions. Some
bullieved that theres .ere only twoe torcdoes; some roported that the
sacond and third explosions were lmost simult . neocus,

54, On rewdin, the ovidence, I noticédd a d.screpuney betwoen

Lt,~Cols SHMITH's wvidence end his story as related to me, I . uote
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the passege {rom the Cowrt record!

I went down the rope ludder Intu No. 1 boat
It Was not over-crowded, Just =28 I got inte the
bout the "Nerissa" secmed to settle and t

ve came iros the ship and upset our lifeboat, I
. thrown inte the water zlong «1th the others,
I then s«a2m srouny ;lLtl-" fter h Vin,_, B
down some distance, Just as 1 came up to the sur-
face the third explosion took place snd the ship
lesped into the =ir nd disasppeared completely.

I called the aisc sncy between this .nd the wersion in para, L

(above) to Lt.-Col. fmith's attention, =nd he tells me the extract
Just wuoted ,ives the eets 0s h ctuzlly remembers them; that is,
the "terrific wave" was crused not by the third torpedo explosion,
but by the ship settling, He is definite on the point that he was

in tho vater when the third explosion took pluce, He hus no ubt

thet there sere three torpedoss,

55, Nith referonce to para, 4 ( :J\JV:.‘.-) I notliee that In his cvi-
dence bafor: the Court the Chicf Ufficer stated the size of the
"Nerisss" as "ubout 5,500 tons',

56, hils the present report obviously does not cxhiust the possi-
bilities of this incident, it 1s beileved th«t it esontulns the most
essential facts, It will provide the OLficial Historian with = con-
temporary summsry of the metter and vill indicate the sherosboute

of more complete sources, It may zlso provide him -ith f fzcts

not otherwise :vallable,

CaA.

(Coiolitzgey) Najor,
Historical COfficer, C.M.l. .

POSTSCRIPT, / On zesrching for the Chief Officer's Heport (Appondix
mAM) to muke & finel check of lhe aceuracy of the copy hereto pended,
I am unable to discover the present .lhwreabouts of C.li,He0e%s carbon
copy, which was returncd by me Lo A.AlGs (Pers,) but 1s not on the file

referred to in para, 31 (cbove).

C@A.




Report Neo. 2%
B A SEQUT
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Actual Positions

B0=-67 N taken from Joseph Chief
10-08 w:; or o0 board Beoe "MRBIstAY snd

mmumM.

ot The vessel was on mmst.amn.n.mmm-pooz.

At 19.156 G.i.". on 30th April,1941 the Lockheoed Iudson
escort phm lef't the vemel. at 804,00 DB, Preeman relieved
the Chicf Officer, as off'icer of the wa the watshkeepers
mmmmcm&r.mmmm ermms\m.
Lieutenant lLodsham, 2.CelisVeley course of ghip 107° lgeod.
14 knots, mainsteed of advance 96.65 of 14 knots, -nip
sigeag nwbor 18 n.u.s.)mwtu-bum
15 minutes fast Gl T, smo‘bo, mvero
m.umluncmspounm&ﬁu ees Ol'n, and 10 degrees
We After capleting momumrma-mmwnur
atﬂnumm\wtommbrupbmmmuuwr
mtih.m'a;tgnncam? m.rmﬂuao;amor
dead rgekoning pos n, necesgita an alteration couroe
tolop Converaation took place at 8215, vhen the 'laster was
mﬂhwm-m alteration at 2246 to tho new
m-ummmdmwmthoman

line of advance ¢ Having descended to the chartroom
to M ted nwauom. the nutax- m—
w&ot BW hummmn?
mt:r 8880.‘ ¢t explosion ocowrred B

a mmmmmwum
directly muo.amu 6 lifoboats. Fo torpedo track
was cbeerved from the conning bridge.

The officer of the watsh to give the alarm on the
vhistle and the electrie bells. 'mn. were out of mm how-
ever, through courses [causes?] believed to lie in the ne

atop :‘.‘.z”m""“mﬂ: ‘”*&"‘“ s i et

8 on ng

officer of the watech then proceeded tommmornem-

mmmm\ommumhmmmuanor

distress signal, and the tommm‘butmto

-Tm-mmmma- boato, ng the process of
mmmlmmmuihmpmm.amam

tmmmmaum Ro.d.hntohm

-wmmm Ly simml s The thimd torpedo
wutompwummnmm ird class steward in

e gl s Ry v g B e R a:‘“:ur:“““ tied
. N e oG cetl

stern firet in the utﬂ.mun;hi

Imediately after the first u:.plulm boats stations were taken
by passengers and crew, everything being properly organisced and

proceeding calmly,

Chief Offricer mtl that it wasd hie wateh below but

Lonediately on the uzmm he wont up on deck %0 receive
2356 the Uaster orders to

orders from the lllltor.
gbandon ship and Gaffmey ‘nwdiately comenced to clear away
the [boats?] on the starboard side, Having got lio, l'boctin
thnm:- thafnnmlumtdpammmw
losion took place, fo Tely by & thind,

omtm to list hunu:l; to stasdoard, In msequnnoo
d‘ﬁhﬁeaﬁa rfall of the lios 3. boat mhdc:g
::: ﬂlﬁmmmm forward fall m&:w lu'Io.

. crow remaining on starboard side
were uum into llos 1 boat and thereby capsizing it.




Hoe 7 p lifeboat mt clear of the p with 35 survivors,
Ros 1 h‘h«s‘l full dbut as state cng:‘;ld.. 51 others
managed to ch-bor on to rafts and

As regrrds Confiden ial Rooks otes 4t is mported that the W/T
codes wore locked in Wireleen room and went down with the slidp,
all other confidential documents molmlns route instructions
were placed In smlahm bac‘by secamd officer and thrown
overboard and secmed to

the

the
The least that was seon of vemel was about four or five
minutes afiter the exploeion when she stern first,

sank
It is aleo ngrtod that there were three Canndian soldier
who '

nahontomomtmmwn-amrm“rmeuemwm
were flasheds At dawn a "hitley seroplane cmme over
mtﬂﬂnmﬁmﬂuhlmo.a- and at 0900 on the

sane day all the 84 survivors wore picked up by I.M.S. Veteran,

On behalf of all the cwrvivors the tove Officers express their

door_m appreciation of the extreme courtesy and kindnoss extemed
by the Camusnding OfTicery; all the Officers and orew

ﬁ.&sigogm and n.‘l: 3&”133 Officer, Officers and

(4] siie m they were lmm

transferred and landed in Londmderry.

b-

(egd) J. GATNEY e/0.

Note from NeCole0e Londonderry.

Pay Sub/Ideutenant H.O, Ledsham R.C.H.VeRe reporte that four large
soaled envelopes which were handed to him the Accountant
Officer of the I!.llad.ﬁo "Stadacana” at Halifax, N.S. for delivory
$0 H.%.C.8. "Niobe

exnminati

w md believed to contain
on papers,; were with the ship.
Bom' on has been put forward the Chief Officer and Extra
orﬂ.ou' of m ;3 "HRI t'l m!%mho batter ir
1ife sa
arthohntchu. clarl.nunot' mthex-.

b
T S semes B am epind o o st I Sem

(unsigned)

Lioutenant Rell.Ve il
‘for N.C.8.0,






