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June 27, 2018 marked the 100th anniversary of one of the most tragic events in Canadian military 

medical series history the sinking of the HMHS Llandovery Castle by a German U-Boat. The 

attack killed 234 people, including 94 Canadian Army Medical Corps personnel comprised of five 

Medical Officers, 14 Nursing Sisters, one Chaplain, five NCOs (one Dispenser, one Ward master, 

three Medical Orderly NCO’s) and 61 Medical Orderlies 
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One of the more controversial events during the Great War was the sinking of the Canadian 

Hospital Ship Llandovery Castle by a German submarine, U-86, on 27 June, 1918. The ship was 

returning to England after having brought Canadian casualties back to Halifax, Nova Scotia. Being 

a Hospital Ship, it was clearly identified as such with a brightly illuminated Red Cross, was 

unarmed and running with full lights. On board, the crew consisted of one hundred and sixty-four 

men, eighty officers and men of the Canadian Army Medical Corps, and fourteen nurses, a total of 

two hundred and fifty-eight persons. 

According to the Hague Convention, an enemy vessel had the right to stop and search a Hospital 

Ship, but not to sink it. U-86 made no attempt to search the ship, but rather torpedoed it 

The above painting was done after the disaster, no doubt to emphasize the bright hospital 

markings which were obvious to the U-boat captain. The German submarine U-86 torpedoed and 

sank the well - marked hospital ship, which had been carrying civilians, nurses, and wounded 

soldiers, off the Irish coast.The attack killed 234 people, including 94 Canadian Arny Medical 

Corps personnel.  

 

 



4/29 

 

 

 

 

Even though the Llandovery Castle sank within ten minutes, a number of boats were lowered 

successfully and the ship was abandoned in a calm and efficient manner. Three boats ultimately 

survived the sinking of the vessel undamaged and proceeded to rescue survivors from the water. 

They were interrupted by Patzig, who intercepted the boats and started interrogating crew 

members to obtain proof of the misuse of the hospital ship as an ammunition carrier. When no 

proof could be obtained, Patzig gave the command to make clear for diving and ordered the crew 

below deck. 

Patzig, two officers (Ludwig Dithmar and John Boldt) and the boatswain’s mate Meissner stayed on 

deck. The U-boat did not dive, but started firing at and sinking the life boats to kill all witnesses 

and cover up what had happened. To conceal this event, Patzig extracted promises of secrecy from 

the crew, and faked the course of U-86 in the logbook so that nothing would connect U-86 with the 

sinking of the Llandovery Castle. 

Only one lifeboat survived the attack. It was picked up by the destroyer Lysander on the morning 

of 29 June, 36 hours after the attack Twenty four people survived the attack on the lifeboats, 

including six members of the Canadian Army Medical Corps. All 14 Nursing Sisters on board lost 

their lives. 

After the war, the British initiated a War Crimes trial against the officers of U-86. The 

commander, Helmut Patzig could not be found and was never brought to trial. The two other 

officers, Ludwig Dithmar and John Boldt were tried and convicted. The men were sentenced to 4 

years of hard labour, but escaped while underway to the prison. It is unclear if they were ever 

recaptured, but it is certain that they never served more than four months. 

The following document is  recommendrd should you wish to learn more about this tragic event: 

• Massacre of Canadian Army Medical Corps personnel after the sinking of HMHS 

Landovery Castle and the evolution of modern war crime jurisprudence, Jay Doucet MD, 

Greg Haley MD, Vivian McAllister MB, Canadian Journal of Surgery, Vol 61, No. 3, June 

2018  

 

 

  

https://www.royalcdnmedicalsvc.ca/wp-content/uploads/2018/07/CJS-LLandovery-Castle.pdf
https://www.royalcdnmedicalsvc.ca/wp-content/uploads/2018/07/CJS-LLandovery-Castle.pdf
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Commemoration Ceremony 

Canadian  Forces Health Services Group 

Headquarters Ottawa 

27 June 2018 
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Col Putnam, Chaplain, Canadian 

Forces Chaplain Service, delivers 

prayers. 

Capt Colwill strikes 2-bells for the 

Nursing Sisters lost 

MCpl Robitaille strikes 2-bells for the 

NCMs lost 

Ceremony of Remembrance 

LCol Brierley speaks on behalf of the 

Nursing Officers 
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BGen Andrew Downes, Surgeon General and 

Commander Canadian Forces Health Service Group, 

delivered closing remarks 

Emcee Capt Gaylene Archer  
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The ceremony was attended by many serving and former members of Canada’s 

military medical services. 

HMHS Llandovery Castle 

Commemoration Ceremony 

participants (L-R) LCdr Toth, Capt 

Colwill, MCpl Robitaille and Cdr Haley 

Former Surgeon General MGen Bernier, QHP 

 and BGen Downes 
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Former Surgeon General RAdm (ret) CJ Knight and 

HCol MM Lange, Colonel Commandant RCMS 

BGen Savard and RCMS CWO Leahy 

Col (Retd) Giselle Fontaine and Cmdre Rebecca Patterson 
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Poster Display 

The following page present the posters on display during the commemoration ceremony 

capture in pictures and words the magnititude of  the Llandovery Castle sinking. 
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The Ship 
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The News 
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The Propaganda 
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The Nominal Roll 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Lost to Enemy Action 
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Survivors of the Sinking 
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The Survivors 
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The Medics 
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The Officers 
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The Momuments 
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Commemoration Ceremony 

Halifax  

20 June 2018 
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Commemorating the 100th Anniversary of the sinking of the HMHS Llandovery 

Castle,  

a Canadian Hospital Ship 

by 

Lt(N) Krista Ryan, Nursing Officer 

1 Canadian Field Hospital, High Readiness Detachment Halifax 
  

On June 20th, 2018, a ceremony was held on the Halifax waterfront at The Last Steps Memorial 

Arch to commemorate the 100th Anniversary of one of the most notable Canadian Naval disasters 

of the First World War, the sinking of the Canadian hospital ship HMHS Llandovery Castle while 

enroute to Liverpool, England.  

On June 27th, 1918, The 

Llandovery Castle hospital ship was 

torpedoed by a German U-86 

submarine on the order of the ship’s 

Captain, Helmut Patzip. Various 

online historical accounts indicated 

that the ship sank within ten minutes 

of being struck, and the life boat that 

carried the 14 Nursing Sisters was 

pulled into the whirlpool vortex as 

the ship descended below the 

surface. All 14 Nursing Sisters lost 

their lives in the tragedy. 

During the ceremony held on the Halifax waterfront, retired nurses of the Nursing History Nova 

Scotia organization attended in their civilian nursing uniforms and capes, which dated back to 

1953. LCol Sheila MacLean, Commanding Officer, and CWO Greg McDonald Unit Chief of 

Canadian Forces Health Services Center Atlantic, as well as 1 Canadian Field Hospital High 

Readiness Detachment Commander, Maj Sharon Higgins, were in attendance along with 5 other 

currently serving Nursing Officers from CFB Halifax.  

During the ceremony, LCol MacLean discussed how today’s serving CAF Nursing Officers are 

working outside the roles which were once considered traditional. She highlighted how Nursing 

Officers are embedded in civilian hospitals maintaining the more traditional bedside role, but are 

also filling key senior leadership positions within Canadian Health Services Group and beyond. 

LCol MacLean believes what has not changed over the past century is the dedication and 

commitment of military nurses to their patients as seen in day to day work, and in military 

operations. 
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Members of the Nursing History Nova Scotia organization (Victoria General Hospital), and a 

currently serving Canadian Forces Nursing Officer stood to represent each of the 14 Nursing 

Sisters that perished in this tragedy. Each nursing representative was given a red rose as roses were 

a symbol for the losses of the Great War before the poppy was adopted as a symbol of 

remembrance in 1921. In turn, each nurse walked the pathway of the brow through The Last 

Steps Memorial Arch
1

 and placed the rose into the harbour.  

 

The Llandovery Castle tragedy from the Great War was nearly forgotten. In an effort renew 

awareness of the controversial event that took place 100 years ago,  a new opera has been written 

about the sinking of the ship and in remembrance of the Nursing Sisters that lost their lives on 

June 27th, 1918. It debuted in Toronto on June 26th, 2018. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                            
1

 The arch commemorates where thousands of Canadian men and women took their last steps as they embarked on 

ships to Europe during the First World War. 
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Militi Succurrimus 


