
THE SHIP OF GOLD 
 
Sitting here in the comfort of my office on the evening of 25th January, 2015, it is 
hard to picture the tragic events which took place off the north coast of Ireland, at 
the mouth of Lough Swilly, 98 years ago. 
 
The RMS Laurentic (14,892 Grt / 9,255 Nt) had been built for the Dominion Line as 
the Alberta, but was later re-named and launched on 9th September, 1908, and was 
delivered to the White Star line on 15th April, 1909.  One of the crew of the White 
Star line to board her for the journey from Belfast to Liverpool was Birkenhead born 
Engineer Sub Lieutenant Peter Caton, who would later be offered a position on 
board the ill-fated liner RMS Titanic, and a new house in Southampton. His wife did 
not want to leave Birkenhead, and so they stayed. One cannot help but wonder that 
if he joined the Titanic, how different his story would be.  
 
Only two years before she was launched, on 22nd January, 1909, Peter Caton was 
serving on board another White Star liner called the RMS Republic was struck in thick 
fog by Lloyd Italiano’s Florida on her port side, which flooded her engine room. For 

the first time ever, the wireless signal CQD (Come 
Quick Danger) was sent from her to the signal station 
at Siasconsett, which in turn relayed the message to 
another White Star ship – the RMS Baltic, who sped to 
the scene to help with the rescue. Eventually, all the 
passengers and crew were rescued by Florida and 
Baltic, with the exception of a skeleton crew of 47, 
were rescued from the sinking Republic. A US Coast 
Guard Cutter arrived on the scene, followed by 
another, and both tied tow lines to the doomed ship. 
By the evening of 24th January, 1909, Republic began 
to settle, and sank by the stern so quickly that the 
skeleton crew had to be quickly rescued from the sea. 
Peter Caton returned to England on board the RMS 
Baltic. The image reproduced here is of Engr. Sub. Lt. 

Peter Caton on his return to England. 
 
RMS Laurentic was placed on the Liverpool – Quebec – Montreal, and in 1910, she 
was used in the capture of Dr. Crippen, the infamous wife murderer, and his lover, 
Ethel Le Neve. The couple had boarded the Canadian Pacific Line Montrose, using 
the name Robinson, and Le Neve was wearing boys clothing and had cut her hair 
short. The captain of the ship was suspicious, and sent a wireless to Inspector Dew, 
at Scotland Yard. Inspector Dew, who was investigating the Crippen’s wife’s murder, 
and was leading the man-hunt for him, arranged to be taken up to Liverpool, where 
he and his detectives would board the then fastest ship afloat – RMS Laurentic, and 
sailed to intercept the Montrose. As the two ships were off Father Point, St. 
Lawrence, Dew and his officers, acting as Pilots, went over to Montrose under the 
guise of a routine inspection, and arrested Crippen and Le Neve before they got 



ashore and out of British jurisdiction. Crippen was later tried and hanged, and Le 
Neve was sent to prison.  
 

 
 
In 1911, the Laurentic took the record for a voyage to Canada, and then back to 
Liverpool, England, completing the voyage in 13 days 4 hours. At the beginning of 
the Great War, she was on one such voyage to Canada, when she was taken over by 
the Canadian Government, and used to transport 1,800 troops to England, for 
training. She was one of the first ships to transport Canadian soldiers, sailing on 26th 
September, 1914, and on 3rd October, 1914, she joined a 32 ship convoy in Gespe 
Bay, carrying in total 35,000 troops. 
 
On her return to England, RMS Laurentic was requisitioned by the Admiralty, and 
subsequently converted into an Armed Merchant Cruiser. On completion of the 
conversion, she was tasked to sail to the west coast of Africa, where she picked up 
soldiers from the West African Regiment, and sailed them round to Durban. From 
here she sailed to Madagascar, where she off-loaded an aeroplane for the RAF, and 
then went north to just off the coast of Dar - el – Salaam, to take part in a 
diversionary action by firing a few shells at German positions. From here she sailed 
to India, and then began war cruises around the South China Sea and the Pacific 
Ocean looking for suspicious merchant shipping. On one such cruise, the actions of 
her captain and her crew almost caused an international incident when she pulled 
over the American ship China, and arrested a number of nationals from axis 
countries. The American Government was furious, but little seems to have happened 
over the matter. 



 
HMS Laurentic taking on supplies off the west coast of Africa 

 
In August, 1916, HMS Laurentic was sent to South Africa, to collect gold, which 
would eventually pay America for war materials. This 
would be one of many voyages she would make. 
However, tragedy struck the ship on 4th December, 
1916, when a fire broke out in No.2 Hold, trapping a 
number of men. Laurentic’s peacetime captain, and 
now a captain in the Royal Naval Reserve, John Mathias 
(pictured) ran down to the burning hold and managed 
to extricate all of the crewmen. As he was getting the 
last man out, a steel beam warped and dislodged from 
its mounting, hitting Capt. Mathias on the head and 
fracturing his skull. He was taken to his cabin, but later 
died. The saddest thing about his death was that the fire 
had damaged the ships wireless, and a message could 
not be sent home to his wife and young family. When 
the ship docked in the Alfred Dock, Birkenhead, his family had come down to greet 
him, but instead, an officer from the ship had to tell them that he had died. 
 
 Shortly before her final voyage from Liverpool, with such a cargo, a sailor in a pub 
near to the docks where the Laurentic was moored got into a conversation with a 
stranger. The stranger asked the sailor what he did for a living, to which the reply 
came back that he was what he was. Happy with the answer, the two men had 
another drink, and the stranger asked the sailor which ship he was a crew on. The 
reply came back that he was a sailor on board the HMS Laurentic. Satisfied with that 
answer, he asked the sailor what sort of cargo his ship was carrying, and the reply 



came back that the Laurentic was being loaded with 
gold. The stranger then revealed himself as a Secret 
Policeman, and placed the sailor under arrest for 
breaching official secrets, and took him back to the 
ship. HMS Laurentic now had a new Royal Navy 
captain by the name of Capt. Reginald Arthur 
Norton, RN, who showed the sailor no mercy and 
stuck him off the crew, and had the police take him 
away. 
 
The sailor, whose name is not known, had actually 
told the truth. HMS Laurentic was, under the 
strictest of security, being loaded with £5,000,000 
worth of gold, and many thousands of pounds 

worth of silver coinage in the Canada Dock. Once loaded, she was guided out into 
the River Mersey on 23rd January, 1917, to await the evening tide, and then sailed, 
bound for Canada. As she rounded Malin Head, off the northern coast of Ireland, she 
received a warning that there were German U-Boats operating in the area, and that 
she should sail into the relative safety of Lough Swilly. She dutifully did this, and 
anchored off the boom of Buncrana Naval Station, where she remained for the best 
part of 24 hours. During this time, as fate would have it, a German U-Boat - the U80, 
had laid a minefield at the mouth of Lough Swilly. On the late afternoon of 25th 
January, 1917, HMS Laurentic set sail once more, adopting all the correct procedures 
by darkening ship, and commencing a zig-zag course as she was coming out of the 
lough. At about 5.55 pm she stuck a mine abreast the foremast. Captain Norton 
quickly ordered the ship to reverse, and as she was doing so, she hit a second mine, 
which exploded abreast the engine room. Laurentic began to rapidly settle by the 
head, and took on a 7-8 degree list to port, before righting herself again. At the time 
of her sinking, she was carrying 475 crew. To make matters worse, a Force 9 gale was 
blowing, which hampered getting away from the sinking ship. Eventually, what crew 
that had survived the sinking and got away in the lifeboats, would be picked up by 
the Royal Naval Reserve trawler boats from Lough Swilly. Sadly, many of the crew 
died of exposure in the lifeboats, and many of these were found with dead men in 
them. A lot of the crew that did die were buried in the mass grave for Laurentic’s 
crew at the Upper Fahan Church of Ireland Churchyard, Buncrana. Included in the 
names of the crew buried here is that of Engr. Sub. Lt. Peter Caton. 
 



 
 
Captain Norton, a veteran of spy work on the Taku Forts in China, and also a survivor 
of the sinking of one of the three sisters, HMS Hogue, Cressy, and Aboukir, was 
subsequently court martialled at Royal Naval Barracks, Devonport. At the end of the 
trial, both he and the crew of HMS Laurentic were acquitted of any blame for the 
loss of their ship. 
 
But what of the gold and silver, still lying in the strong room of HMS Laurentic, at the 
bottom of the Atlantic Ocean, at the mouth of Lough Swilly? Well, the Royal Navy 



wanted it back, and therefore set up a special Royal Navy salvage team. In February, 
1917, the team set out to reconnaissance the wreck, and when divers were sent 
down they discovered that Laurentic was still intact, but was over on a 45 degree 
angle. They were able to navigate their way by walking down the alleyways of the 
ship, all be it a bit lob sided. There followed a number of attempts to locate the 
strong room, and once located, it was estimated that it would take up to two months 
to retrieve all of the gold and silver. However, this all changed when, after a bad 
storm, Laurentic had flattened out over to one side, having collapsed internally due 
to the bad weather. The operation to retrieve the gold and silver would take nearly 
seven years, and the salvage divers managed to recover all except 21 gold bars, 
which are reputed to still be on the wreck. 
 

 
Salvage divers who are about to dive on the wreck of the Laurentic. Seated on the right with hand 
resting on the top of his diving helmet, is Chief Petty Officer Augustus Dent, RN, who had been a 
crewman on the Laurentic when she sank. 

 
Today the wreck of the Laurentic is unrecognisable as a once beautiful ship. She was 
owned by two brothers, Ray and Eric Cossum, originally from Kent, but Ray now lives 
off Lough Swilly, to be by his wreck. Many artefacts have been brought up from the 
wreck, including port holes, and the wreck has been plundered, in some vain hope of 
retrieving any of the 21 remaining gold bars. Three of her guns have been brought 
up. One is now in secret storage in a secret warehouse used by the Liverpool 
Maritime Museum; one I believe was sent to a maritime museum in south Wales, 
and the third has been restored and erected as a memorial to the Laurentic in one of 
the loughside towns of Lough Swilly. 
 



 
The bow of HMS Laurentic defiantly standing proud of the seabed. 

 

 
The HMS Laurentic memorial off Lough Swilly, Ireland 


