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The attack came unexpectedly. On
the morning of Saturday, 26
October 1940, the Empress of

Britain was about 60-miles off the
northwest coast of Ireland, traveling without an
escort because of her speed. Zig-zagging at 22-knots,
she expected to reach her destination within a day.
The weather was fine, with some clouds, a moderate
wind and a slight swell on the sea. At 0920 a lookout
spotted a four-engine plane as it approached the ship.
It began to circle the Britain.

Completed only nine-years earlier, the 42,348-ton,
1165-passenger Empress of Britain was the flagship of
the Canadian Pacific fleet. She displayed a level of
luxury hitherto unknown to First Class passengers on
the St. Lawrence route. Each year, from spring to fall,
she sailed from Quebec to Southampton and Le Havre,
often with disappointingly low passenger totals
because of the Great Depression. Every winter, the
ship made a leisurely four-month world cruise from
New York with around 400 wealthy clients on board,
who had paid from $1750 to $12,850 each to visit

Lovely pre-war view of the Empress of Britain preparing to
depart for a transatlantic voyage. Records indicate that the ship
never turned a profit — mainly because of the poor economy.

Factory drawings for the Empress of Britain.

Magnificent view of a nearly-completed RMS Empress of
Britain during 1939 in the John Brown Shipyard, Glasgow.

Empress of
Britain in
dock.

One of the ship’s
intimate bars.

This ship claimed the unfortunate honor
of being the largest ocean liner sunk
during World War Two
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lands that were steeped in history, rich in tradition
and redolent of the quaint and romantic (of note, one
dollar in 1940 equaled $17.25 in 2017 dollars).

This routine ended abruptly with the outbreak of
the Second World War. Requisitioned from Canadian
Pacific as a troop transport, the Empress of Britain
spent the early months of the war carrying Canadian
troops to Britain, then made voyages to the Middle
East, Australia, and New Zealand. She left Cape
Town on 11 October 1940, with 224 military
personnel and civilians and a crew of 419.

Now with the voyage from South Africa almost
over, the ship’s Scottish-born master, Capt. Charles
Sapsworth, believed that the plane belonged to the
Royal Air Force. He was wrong. A few days later he
described the attack:

“[The plane] was at first
thought to be friendly until

getting closer it suddenly
turned directly toward us at

a height of about 2000-ft
and released a bomb. At

this moment our 3-in
high-angle gun came
into action and
continued firing until

put out of action by a
direct hit. Four Lewis guns also kept
up a continuous fire and several hits

by tracer bullets were
observed on the plane.
The ship’s engines
were put to full speed

[24-kts] and helm used
to keep the plane in the arc of the

high-angle gunfire.”

The German
aircraft was a
long-range
Luftwaffe Fw
200 Condor
carrying high-
explosive and

incendiary bombs. According to the
British official account, it made its
first approach from the Empress’s
stern, dropped two bombs and
machine-gunned the ship. One
bomb penetrated the Mayfair
lounge and within moments, thick
black smoke filled most of the ship.
Fire-fighting parties responded
immediately, but their efforts were
in vain as the entire midships area
was ablaze in minutes.

The plane made a second
attack, again from the stern, and 
released two more bombs, neither
doing any damage. Changing


