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Introduction
Welcome to the Tower Museum’s programme
to commemorate the Laurentic.
SS Laurentic was built in Belfast in 1907 and met its end ten years later in Lough
Swilly with the loss of hundreds of lives and other precious cargo. 100 years later,
in 2017, this exhibition aims to tell the full story of the ill-fated liner and why it remains
so important to so many today.
Originally purposed as one of the fastest and most luxurious passenger ships of its
time, the Laurentic transported people between Liverpool and Quebec in Canada.
Following the outbreak of the First World War in 1914, the Laurentic was converted
to an Armed Merchant Cruiser and used by the Royal Navy to carry troops,
ammunitions and finally, gold.
In January 1917, the Laurentic was bound for Canada carrying 43 tonnes of gold
ingots, worth around £250 million today. Following a short stopover at Buncrana, the
ship set sail from Lough Swilly, County Donegal, on 25th January and sank that night
after hitting a German mine at the mouth of the lough.
Over 350 passengers and crew lost their lives and the SS Laurentic came to rest
120 feet beneath the ocean. The impact of the sinking was felt across the North West
as bodies washed up on shore for days afterwards. The survivors, meanwhile, were
cared for at a reception in the Guildhall in Derry~Londonderry.
3,211 gold bars were also lost with the sinking, disappearing into the depths of the
Atlantic. The quest to find that gold has interested and intrigued generations of divers,
researchers, historians and maritime enthusiasts over the last 100 years.
This programme includes the detailed content created for The Laurentic exhibition
and a list of events and an education programme that will take place over the coming
months to further examine the story and its legacy.
www.derrystrabane.com/towermuseum
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Talks & Events

The Laurentic
Exhibition Launch

Commemorative
Mayoral Lunch

The Mayor, Alderman Hilary McClintock, will
officially launch the Laurentic Exhibition. Ray
Cossum, the owner of the wreck, will be on
hand to speak about his motivations and time
spent keeping the memory of the ship and
its wreck alive. He will be joined in a panel
discussion with Don McGlinchey and Stewart
Taylor as they talk about their experiences of
diving and exploring the wreck over the years.

The Mayor, Alderman Hilary McClintock, will
host a special lunch reception at the Guildhall
in Derry~Londonderry, the same location
survivors of the Laurentic were brought to and
cared for following the sinking. The event will
bring together relatives of those on board to
mark 100 years since the ship’s final voyage
with music from Tracey McRory. Attendees will
also be invited to take part in a recreation of
the iconic photograph depicting survivors from
the Laurentic in the Guildhall.

.........
Wednesday 25 January, 7pm
Tower Museum

.........
Friday 27 January, 12.30pm
The Guildhall

Guided tours
Tours of the exhibition are available
to school and community groups
by pre-booking. A guide will help
to set the context for the story
and expand upon the legacy of
the Laurentic and its continued
significance in the local area.
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The Story of
the Laurentic

Laurentic Objects
in Focus

Don McGlinchey from the City of Derry SubAqua Club has spent his adult life diving
the Laurentic and is an expert on the wreck.
His talk will cover the story of the Laurentic
from its launch until the present day, illustrated
by footage of a recent dive he undertook
on the wreck.

Ronan McConnell, Education Officer, the
Tower Museum, will deliver a hands-on
session allowing the public to see original
objects from the Laurentic up close. A number
of objects and artefacts from the wreck have
been brought forward specifically for this
exhibition, many of them seen for the first time.
Ronan’s presentation will uncover the hidden
stories behind some of the curious and never
before seen artefacts.

.........
Thursday 2 February, 7pm
Tower Museum

.........
Thursday 6 April, 10am
Tower Museum

Education
Programme
Diving the Waters
around Derry
.........
Thursday 2 March, 7pm
Tower Museum

Danny Keenan is an expert diver who has
explored the waters around Lough Foyle
and Lough Swilly, including diving the B-17
bomber as well as the Laurentic. Danny
will speak about his experiences in charting
wrecks locally and the allure of heritage
beneath the waves.

As part of the centenary
commemorations, an education
programme will give school children
the chance to learn about the Laurentic
through animation workshops.
			
Schools have the chance to visit the
exhibition and to see the complete
story while taking part in a workshop.
Alternatively, this session can also be
delivered in the classroom, using iPad
technology to tell the story of the sinking
through 2D animation.
For more information and to arrange
a workshop contact the Creative
Centenaries project at the Nerve
Centre: info@creativecentenaries.org
or tel: 028 7126 0562.

CONSTRUCTION AND SERVICE
IN THE ROYAL NAVY 1907 — 1917

The Alberta, later the Laurentic,
under construction

The saloon of the Laurentic

The SS Alberta was originally ordered by
the Dominion Shipping Line from Harland
and Wolff in 1907. Ownership of the SS
Alberta passed to White Star Line, owners
of the Titanic, who changed its name
to SS Laurentic in 1908.

reported on 21st April that despite keeping a
careful lookout over the Grand Banks, he had
seen neither bodies nor wreckage.

The Laurentic was operated as a passenger
ship and transported thousands of people
across the Atlantic between Liverpool and
Quebec in Canada. The ship had a top speed
of 16 knots and was one of the fastest of
its time, making a journey from Liverpool to
Quebec in just eight days.
During its regular service from Liverpool
the Laurentic passed close to the scene of
Titanic’s sinking just a few days after the
disaster in 1912. Captain John Mathias

The Laurentic’s impressive speeds meant it
could outrun pursuing submarines. This made
it attractive to the Royal Navy who, after the
outbreak of the First World War, converted the
ship to an Armed Merchant Cruiser.
The ship was equipped with guns and worked
to transport German prisoners of war from
West Africa to England. The Laurentic was
also used to transport gold from South Africa
to Halifax, Nova Scotia. The vessel was no
stranger to tragedy and in December 1916
lost its Captain, Commander John Mathias,
who was killed following an on-board fire.
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Walter Drew leads Doctor
Hawley Harvey Crippen
from the SS Megantic after
its arrival in England,
August 1910

THE CRIPPEN CASE

Doctor Hawley Harvey Crippen

The Laurentic has achieved notoriety not only
for its tragic sinking, but also for its involvement
in a notorious large-scale manhunt. An
American doctor, Hawley Harvey Crippen, had
murdered his wife in London in 1910 and fled
with his mistress, Ethel Neave, first to Brussels,
before boarding the SS Montrose to make
their way to Quebec in Canada.

Chief Inspector Drew immediately boarded
the Laurentic in Liverpool with the intention
of making it to Quebec ahead of Crippen on
board the faster vessel. The events of the week,
as the Laurentic steamed across the Atlantic
and overtook the Montrose in Quebec Harbour,
were relayed to the British public’s newspapers
by telegraph and made national headlines.

The investigating Scotland Yard Chief
Inspector, Walter Drew, was alerted to
the presence of Crippen on board the SS
Montrose by its Captain, Henry George
Kendall. In the first case of its kind, a wireless
telegram was sent by the Captain to British
authorities, reading:

Having made it to Quebec ahead of Crippen
on the Laurentic, Chief Inspector Drew,
dressed as a ship’s pilot, boarded the SS
Montrose and arrested Crippen for the murder
of his wife. As Canada was still a dominion
of the British Empire, Crippen was extradited
to England, despite his American citizenship.
He was found guilty of murder and hanged at
Pentonville Prison in November 1910.

‘Have strong suspicions that Crippen –
London cellar murderer and accomplice
are among Saloon passengers. Moustache
taken off – growing beard. Accomplice
dressed as boy. Voice manner and build
undoubtedly a girl.’
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FATEFUL NIGHT
as well as signalling but nothing was seen
or heard. The ship also launched rocket flares
to attract attention.

The Laurentic departed Liverpool on 23rd
January 1917, for what was to be its final
voyage. Taking part in a covert operation, the
ship was carrying 43 tonnes of gold bars that
would be used to pay for ammunitions for
Britain’s war effort.
Two days later, on 25th January, the ship
was forced to make an unscheduled stop at
Buncrana on the shores of Lough Swilly as four
sailors on board had contracted fever. Due to
its precious cargo and the importance of his
mission, Captain Reginald Norton wanted the
ship to leave as soon as possible so they would
not lose significant time on their journey.
The ship lifted anchor around sunset and
made its way through blizzard conditions that
were affecting visibility. Despite earlier reports
of a German U-boat in the area, Captain
Norton pressed on with his mission. However,
a German submarine had recently laid the
last six of its mines in the calm waters outside
Lough Swilly.
The Laurentic steamed around Fanad Head
and was soon in the affected mined area,
less than an hour after leaving Buncrana.
The snowstorm continued and as night fell,
the Laurentic struck a mine on its port side,
followed by another soon after. As the ship
began to sink, Captain Norton ordered the
men to evacuate.
One of the mines had exploded near the
engine-room leaving the ship without
power and causing it to list 20 degrees. A
combination of the darkness and list made it
difficult to lower the lifeboats and impossible
for the ship to issue a distress call. Attempts
were made to call for help on the telegraph

Also on board the Laurentic were German
prisoners who were saved by the ship’s
carpenter, Mr Porter, who took his axe and
broke down the door allowing the men to get
to the lifeboats. Captain Norton carried out
one final check of the ship to see if anyone
else was left alive before putting down the
final lifeboat and escaping.
The night of 25th January was bitterly cold and
those who made it onto lifeboats rocked and
swayed in the Atlantic Ocean in temperatures
as low as -13°C. Some of the men attempted
to row to the shore but sharp rocks and cliffs
in the area drove them further back out to
sea. Some of the lifeboats managed to draw
the attention of a small steam trawler, the
Imperial Queen. Other ships, including many
ill-equipped fishing vessels from Inishowen,
were soon to join the rescue effort and 121
men were rescued and taken to safety.
The bitter cold claimed the lives of most
of the men, many of whom were found frozen
to death in their lifeboats, their hands still
gripping the oars. 354 lives were lost and
bodies of the dead continued to wash up
on the shore for several weeks afterwards.
Despite the large loss of life, the story of
the Laurentic has been eclipsed by other
disasters on the seas, including the sinking
of the Titanic in 1912 and the Lusitania in
1915. However, the Laurentic’s precious
cargo of gold has ensured the wreck remains
an important site to this day.
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“We took turns in
steering the boat
because I was only
too glad to get an oar
to circulate the blood
and I must tell you,
my gosh, it was cold.”
Augustus Dent

An interpretation of the mine
striking the Laurentic by
artist John McCloskey
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RESCUE

Survivors were hosted at a reception in the Guildhall

Buncrana with supplies for the relief effort.
The Mayor later held a lunch for the survivors
at the Guildhall in Derry~Londonderry where
each man was given a ten-shilling Treasury
Note, equivalent to £150 in today’s money.
The surviving officers were also presented
with pocket books and silver cigarette cases.

The sinking of the Laurentic caused
widespread shock across the region. When
the Mayor of Londonderry, Alderman R.N.
Anderson, heard that the survivors were
appealing for warm clothing, he immediately
set up an emergency comforts scheme.
He gathered cars and trucks to deliver the
supplies and made up a large shipment of
coats and trousers. A clothing firm in the city
gave 100 pairs of socks to the cause. Hot
water bottles were sent to bakeries to be filled
and citizens of the city filled thermos flasks
with coffee to be given to the survivors as they
arrived on shore.
In just a few hours there was a procession
of motors making its way to the camp in

Of the 475 people on board the Laurentic,
only 121 survived. A funeral service was
held in Buncrana, presided over by a mix of
Church of Ireland and Presbyterian Ministers,
and Catholic priests. 68 of the 354 dead
were buried in Fahan graveyard. The bodies
of others continued to wash up on beaches
around Lough Swilly for months after
the sinking.
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THE FALLEN
Harry Dyer,
pictured with
his wife, Mina

Luke Smith (1886 — 1917)
Luke Smith was born on
7th August 1886. He
enlisted with the Royal Naval
Reserve on 18th March 1906
and completed training at
HMS Calypso. Luke was the
first son to become involved with the Naval
Reserve, seeing it as an opportunity of
employment during winter months.
In 1913, at the age of 27, Luke married Isabella
Spurrell. A year later, following the outbreak
of the First World War, Luke was recalled
to active duty with all reservists.
Between 3rd August and 5th November 1914,
he prepared at the St. John’s naval depot.
Between 19th November and 5th December
he was assigned duty at HMS Vivid naval base
near Devonport, England. He was transferred
to HMS Hilary on 6th December and remained
there until 4th January 1917.
Luke was tragically killed while on leave and
aboard the Laurentic on 25th January 1917.
He was said to be excited about travelling
home to see his daughter for the first time.

Harry Dyer (1884 — 1917)
Harry Dyer was born and lived most of his
life in Brixham, Devon. He was the third
son of William Dyer and his wife Sarah Ann
Perret. His father and two older brothers
were fishermen, so when he left school he
also joined the fishing fleet, sailing in a Devon
fishing smack.
In 1907, Harry married Mina Brewer, a local
girl in Brixham. Their three children (Leslie)
Jon, Mary and Harry Jackson were all born

in Brixham, but as the fishing stock depleted,
Harry and his family moved with the fleet to
Milford Haven shortly after 1914. Harry began
working in larger boats powered by engines
and was away at sea for up to 12 days
at a time.
Harry was on the lower decks of the Laurentic
on the fateful night of 25th January 1917. His
body was never found and he is remembered
on memorials in Plymouth, Brixham and
Milford Haven.

Andrew Steele (1894 — 1917)
Andrew Steele was born in Derry~Londonderry
in 1894 and lived at 29 Ivy Terrace. Andrew
was working as an Assistant Cook on the
Laurentic and went down with the ship on the
night of 25th January 1917.
His name was read out at a memorial service,
held in St. Augustine’s Church at the end
of December 1917, in remembrance of ten
members of the congregation who had fallen
in the First World War and others who had
officially been reported as missing.
Andrew’s name is recorded on St. Augustine’s
Church First World War Memorial in
Derry~Londonderry, and listed on the Diamond
War Memorial.

SALVAGE
Commander
Damant

“He said he wanted
me to go with him
because he knew
I knew where the
bullion room was.”
Augustus Dent

Retrieval of the 43 tonnes of gold now lying
on the seabed was of the utmost importance
to the British Government, which was now
also without the munitions the gold was
going to pay for. In order to secure the gold
bullion haul, a massive salvage effort was
launched to retrieve as much as possible.
Commander Guybon Damant, an
experienced diver, was assigned to the
operation in 1917 and assembled a crew
to take part in the salvage effort. Damant
was a diver of vast experience in deep
salvage work, which had taken him to depths
beyond 200 feet (61 metres) while assisting
Professor J.S. Haldane with experiments in
developing decompression schedules.
Among those involved in the recovery was
Augustus Dent, a diver and sailor who had
been on board the Laurentic at the time of
its sinking. Damant knew Dent had been on
board the ship when it sank and called for
the diver who was stationed at Whale Island
in Portsmouth Harbour.

A repurposed
HMS Racer
leaving
Portsmouth
in March 1922,
destined for
Lough Swilly

A decompression chamber on board
HMS Racer used for divers returning
to the surface

Augustus Dent, pictured right,
prepares to make a dive

Although he knew where the gold was
located on board, Dent suffered from a heart
condition that restricted him from diving
for another two years.

on the wreck by a storm in late 1917. At one
stage, having believed they had recovered
all the gold they could, the salvage crew
returned to the wreck in 1922 and were
surprised to find that the winter storms had
washed the area around the gold clean.

The team of divers arrived at the wreck site
on Damant’s personal yacht, estimating that
recovery of the gold would take no more than
a couple of months to complete. Damant
would soon learn, however, that the sea and
weather conditions of the area could change
quickly and drastically, at times making diving
impossible. HMS Racer arrived soon after
and became the main recovery ship.
Further investigative work revealed that
the Laurentic was lying at an angle of 60
degrees on her port side and was virtually
intact. The ship was resting on a reef at a
depth of 120 feet (36 metres) on the seabed
and a depth of 62 feet (19 metres) from the
highest point of the ship to the surface.
The salvage effort continued into the early
1920s. The gold had fallen through two
decks due to the immense pressure exerted

In 1922, while the sailors and salvage crew
were staying at the Portsalon Hotel in County
Donegal, a small group attacked them and
attempted to steal the gold, unsuccessfully.
Following the failed attack, the crew decided
to stay on their salvage ship, the Racer,
which was later armed for their protection.
A competition ran amongst the divers as to
who could find the most gold bars during the
operation, won by A.B.N. ‘Mickie’ Maddison,
who recovered 200 bars. Throughout the
entire operation no divers were lost thanks
to Damant’s strict planning.
The salvage operation was called to a halt
in 1924 when costs began to outweigh
the value of the last 25 bars that remained
on the seabed.
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RAY COSSUM

A young Ray
Cossum pictured
during his time
in the Royal Navy

Ray Cossum was born in Folkestone, on the
south coast of England, in 1931. Ray served
in the Royal Navy for eight years, five of which
he spent as a submarine escape instructor. He
was stationed at HMS Sea Eagle, the Royal
Navy submarine base in Derry~Londonderry,
and also worked as a commercial diver on oil
rigs in the North Sea, as well as wreck salvage
and recovery around the world. Having first
come to Derry~Londonderry in 1949, Ray
married Bridie Loughrey and moved to the
city permanently in 1951.

Ray is also well known as a long distance
swimmer. Following two years of intensive
training, he swam from Buncrana to
Rathmullan (five miles) in 2 hours 15 minutes
in 1964. In 1966, he swam from Buncrana
to Rathmullan and back again without
stopping, in 4 hours 14 minutes.
Ray’s crowning achievement was swimming
the English Channel in 13 hours 41 minutes
on 1st August 1970. Then, along with his son
Des, Ray coached the Irish Junior English
Channel Relay team, which broke the World
Record for the fastest junior team crossing in
1978. Ray is currently Vice-President of the
Channel Swimming Association.
Ray is well-known and respected amongst the
diving community. He has been diving
on the Laurentic for over 50 years and knows
it better than anyone. Ray’s dedication has
ensured the story of the Laurentic remains
alive today.

Ray pictured with divers before they
make their way to the Laurentic wreck
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COSSUM SALVAGE
An attempt to recover the remaining 25 bars
of gold from the ship’s wreck was attempted
in 1932 by the Mallet Syndicate who, across
three seasons of work, did manage to retrieve
three bars. The work of the syndicate also
managed to locate the Laurentic’s safe which,
it was believed, held the final 22 bars of gold.
During an attempt to bring the safe to the
surface the lift chain snapped and the safe
fell to the seafloor and was lost.
In 1969, Eric Cossum, Ray’s brother,
contacted the Ministry of Defence and bought
the rights to the wreck of the Laurentic. With
Ray, he formed Cossum Syndicate Ltd and
visited Augustus Dent, the diver who had
been on board the Laurentic and who had
dived the wreck in the early 1920s. Their work
on the wreck and uncovering its story sparked
a resurgence of interest in the Laurentic
amongst the local community.
The Cossum Salvage Operation officially
began in 1969 when they bought a twelvefoot inflatable boat and basic equipment.
Their salvage operation would result in a great
number of portholes, shells and the second

Underwater shots of the Laurentic wreck

bell being brought to the surface, as well
as a number of three-inch naval guns. Two
six-inch naval guns were also later recovered
– one of which is on display in Downings,
County Donegal.
In 1984, the Holyhead Company joined
the Cossums in the salvage attempt on the
Laurentic but had little success. They deeded
the rights to Consortium Recovery Ltd, who
brought with them a modern salvage vessel,
Helga Dane. However, despite all their work,
they were unable to find any of the remaining
gold or the ship’s safe. The safe was later
recovered but did not contain any gold.
Ray and his family continue to hold the
rights to the wreck site. Ray Cossum carried
out his final dive of the Laurentic aged 75
years in 2005.
Today the Laurentic lies 120 feet below
the Atlantic surface. 22 bars of gold remain
hidden amongst its twisted wreck and the
Laurentic continues to capture the imagination
of divers, treasure hunters and historians alike.

Ray and Eric Cossum with Ralph Williamson
celebrating the recovery of portholes, 6”
and 2.5” shells from the Laurentic

For further information contact:
Tower Museum, Union Hall Place,
Derry~Londonderry, BT48 6LU
T: 028 7137 2411
E: tower.reception@derrystrabane.com
www.derrystrabane.com/towermuseum
This information is available upon request
in a number of formats including large print,
Braille, PDF, audio formats (CD, MP3,
DAISY) and minority languages. For further
information on alternative formats
please contact:
T: 028 7125 3253,
Text phone: 028 7137 6646 or
E: equality@derrycityandstrabanedistrict.com

