
Ellen MITCHELMORE, 66, survives a torpedo attack 

 

The following account of the aftermath of a topedo attack, written by Ellen Louisa 0792, is 
followed by a copy of her Irish identity certificate and some contemporary newspaper clippings. 
It was kindly supplied by her great granddaughter Barbara Baker in 2012. 

 

 

 

I WAS ON THE ATHENIA’S LAST TRIP 

 
In 1899 my husband and child and I left Warminster, Wilts, England for our journey to 
Liverpool and Canada. We reached Canada early in May after a ten day voyage. I had never 
been back in the forty years as life had always been a struggle to keep going and raise a 
family, but now they were grown up and I saved a little money as I could and the family 
helped me. It was decided that I should go to visit my sisters and brothers and numerous 
other relatives.  
 
I left my home in Saskatoon on October 12th, sailing on the 14th, 1938 for England. It was a 
lovely trip and what a thrill when we arrived at Plymouth. What a grand sight, everywhere so 
lovely and green. No one met me as it was a long way from Bath and Bristol where I was 
going and they couldn't find out when I would arrive. It was all so interesting as it was so 
different to Canada; no snow and everywhere green grass and flowers and such a lot of sheep 
and cattle in the fields.  
 
I arrived in England October 22nd and reached my sister's home at Bristol about 5 p.m. I 
would never have recognized any of my brothers and sisters after so many years and it took 
quite a while before I could begin to see a likeness as they had been in the old days. It was a 
wonderful reunion everywhere and what a welcome I got from all. 
 
I was taken on some wonderful drives all over different parts of England, Devonshire, all down 
by the coast and down the Doone Valley; Barnstaple, Exeter and Exmoor where the wild 
ponies and mountain sheep are. Also there are charabands or buses at so many places where 
you can go on different tours for a day at very little expense. I took several of these trips and 
saw so much of England, Cheddar Gorge caves, a grand sight, rocks hundreds of feet high on 
either side of the road. 
 
I spent a wonderful summer there but found the winter cold, at least I felt it very much as it is 
so damp and the cold piercing. I had to wear lots of clothes to keep warm as the houses [are] 
not heated as in Canada. It is not so cold outside, but lots of rain and not so much sun as we 
get here. Still it was a pleasant visit.  
 
A friend and I took a tour to France, Belgium and Holland and were away nearly 2 weeks 
staying in Ostend, a beautiful seaside place and going out on tours from there to different 
places from 8 a.m. in the morning till evening. There were about 32 in the party and a guide 
to describe things. We were in the battlefields at Ypres and the trenches at Vimy Ridge, Hill 
60, Menin Gate and Brussels. The tunnels at Vimy Ridge were down 45 feet in solid rock and 
22 miles of them. We had a wonderful time and saw so much of everything. The only thing 
that marred it was the war clouds hanging over it. It looked so near war once during early 
summer that I booked passage for home but cancelled it as things looked brighter. However, 
things began to look bad a little later so I booked my return for the end of September on the 
"Aurania", the same boat I had come over on.  
 
Then the war started in Poland, everyone was trying to leave and the boats were full. I 
couldn't leave as early as I wanted, but the shipping agent said he would try to get a berth on 
the "Aurania" on September 2nd. About the middle of the week they let me know that the 
"Aurania'", which was to have sailed from Southampton was cancelled. They said there was a 
berth on the "Athenia" sailing the same day from Liverpool and to let them know at once if I 
wanted it. I secured the berth and started for Bristol station just after midnight of September 



2nd, having bought my ticket the day before and sending my luggage ahead. My nephew and 
niece drove me to the station where blackouts were just beginning. It was a dark trip to the 
station, even the station was in darkness. I showed the agent my ticket but he shook his head 
and said the train had been cancelled. I told him I must go somehow as I had to catch the 
boat for Canada. Then he told me to run up the platform and see if train 7 was there yet and if 
so to jump on. We sure hurried but it was so crowded everywhere it looked as though we 
would never find a place to get on. Finally I got into a corridor where lots of others were 
standing. Men were throwing in bags of parcel post mail and after they finished they told us 
we could go in there. I counted 35 people there, like refugees, sitting and lying where they 
could. Then the whistle sounded and the light went out and off we started about 1:30 a.m. We 
only stopped at the biggest stations where they unloaded some of the bags, each time leaving 
us more uncomfortable and tired. We must have been riding this way for about 4 hours when 
the train reached another station where I was told that half of the train was going to 
Manchester and the other half to Liverpool, so we had to get out but I did find a seat for the 
rest of the way and it did feel good to be able to sit down in comfort. We went through some 
of the longest tunnels in England in absolute darkness everywhere, all night and no place to 
eat or rest though war was not declared in England; everywhere there was a strained tense 
feeling.  
 
We reached Liverpool in the morning and after seeing my luggage was put on the boat a 
young woman and I had breakfast and then had to see about our tickets and passports which 
took quite a long time as there was such a large crowd. At last we got on the tender as the 
"Athenia" was away out in the sea having come from Glasgow. The tender made about 3 trips 
or more as so many people wanted to get back to Canada and America. Others had sold out 
everything and were leaving England to get away during the war, some taking valuable dogs 
with them all thinking to be away from danger. I believe we were to have sailed about 2:30 
p.m. but did not start till 4 p.m. Everything was fine and we had a nice night, at least I did 
and slept well as I was so tired after the long sleepless journey of the night before.  
 
Sunday was a lovely sunny day, but lots of people were seasick although many were up on 
deck. I was up on deck several hours and had begun to get acquainted with some of them. A 
doctor and his wife and two boys were near me and I got to know them pretty well. As it got 
toward evening and dinner time I wasn't feeling so well and didn't go to dinner but went down 
to my cabin 3 decks down on "C" deck. After folks had gone to dinner and it was quiet, I must 
have been almost asleep when an awful bang came as of iron clanking together, then a deep 
boom and crash and the lights went out. I jumped up and made for the door, never giving a 
thought to my life belt or purse. Once outside I felt lost, I had to grope around in the awful 
darkness. All at once across the narrow hall to the other row of cabins nearer the centre of the 
ship some women started screaming as if they had been suddenly awakened by water pouring 
in. I don't know if they ever came up or not but I could feel the water coming in all over. I feel 
sure they were drowned as I heard no more.  
 
I found my way to the platform outside my cabin and groped around until I came to the stairs 
and I got up on deck, but no one else came up at the same time. The first thing I saw was 3 
men dead and dying, two of them in deck chairs. They died from concussion, I believe, from 
the guns fired across the deck. Two women came up from below somewhere and their faces 
were black with soot and so frightened. Some screamed when they saw the dead men. I saw a 
piece of cotton lying on the deck and went over and picked it up and covered one man's face. 
 
One boat was loaded and was being lowered so I looked over the side of the ship and saw a 
woman floating. I think she could swim and may have jumped over. They threw her a spar. 
While I was watching a young man jumped up on the rail and jumped over. I didn't wait to see 
more as I wanted to get away in a hurry as we were getting anxious. Three or four of us got 
up into a boat thinking they might launch it with us in. There was a dying woman in the boat 
who must have been blown up into it and was all smashed and beyond help. I lifted her by the 
shoulders and put her more comfortable, then the men came to launch the boat and we had 
orders to get out so I don't know what they did about the poor woman.  
 



Then we saw them launching a boat on the tourist deck and ran up there, but they told us to 
go back again. In a few minutes they shouted to us that we could come now and how we did 
run to get in that boat as we were getting panicky in case the ship should turn over. You feel 
so trapped and it is a terrible feeling never knowing what will happen. We just tumbled into 
the boats and so many were hurt, I scraped my shins badly, and tore my stockings. In a few 
minutes the boat was full and they began lowering it. It felt terrible to go down in jerks and 
then one end lower than the other, once I thought we would all be thrown out. Something did 
happen to one boat and they were all thrown into the sea but all were saved. I was thankful 
that we got down safely. When all ready the bosan or sailer in charge of the life boat came 
down a rope ladder at the side of the ship, then caught a rope and swung himself into the 
boat, but as quick as they could three more men came down. They were told that the boat was 
full but they were too far then and each dropped into the boat safely. Then they got the oars 
and pulled away from the "Athenia", as we did we could hear a crackling noise like water 
reaching hot pipes.  
 
On deck some people screamed as they saw us getting away and they were still there. It did 
sound terrible as they were in such despair. The ship stayed up long enough for all who were 
alive to be rescued. In some places the stairways were blown up and that trapped many, and 
again the explosion came up through the dining room floor where a big crowd was dining and 
many met death there and in the galley from scalding soups and foods, etc. Passengers at 
different parts of the ship all had terrible things to tell. Some went down the rope ladder at the 
side of the ship and dropped into the lifeboat. What I saw on deck was only a small space, but 
I heard other passengers say that they saw others lying dead.  
 
Being on the sea in a lifeboat is an awful terrifying experience, fraught with so much danger, 
and our boat was very full. I was so sick with shock and not having been in good health for 
several weeks I didn't see very much while on the water. I was in the bottom of the boat in a 
very uncomfortable position, as of course were others, and very cold and wet. They bailed out 
water with a woman's shoe into a pail and so kept the water down. There was a lot of shouting 
and talking and you could tell the strain they were under. One man said "God help us if a 
storm comes up" others started singing Nearer My God to Thee but it didn't go very well. Then 
another started something more lively but it didn't go either. I was awfully sick and everything 
I heard made me feel worse. I passed out from shock and exhaustion and don't remember 
very much.  
 
After over 7 or 8 hours we came to the Knute Nelson, an oil tanker, and there were shouts as 
it seemed she would crush our little boat, and the water that poured off seemed as though we 
would be swamped. It was a terrible time. At last there was a little more order and when I 
looked up it seemed like a mountain towering over us and rolling so much as it had no cargo. 
There were some steps on the side of the ship suspended by stout ropes and I was roused and 
yelled at to stand up on the edge of the boat and held there until the shipped rolled back and 
the steps came to the level of the boat and then they shouted at me to grab it. If they hadn't 
yelled and shouted I am afraid would have hesitated as the danger was so great, but I 
managed it. I slipped on the steps but willing hands grabbed me and all the way up was 
handed from [one] to the other till I reached the deck where I collapsed. Some did fall into the 
sea between the two boats, some were rescued and some never came up again.  
 
Two men picked me up and got me to a cabin and put me in a bunk or berth, took off my 
shoes and put warm socks on and blankets. I was told I never moved for several hours, then I 
heard a lady ask if I was alright. It seemed so good to be resting. I was told a seat suspended 
by ropes was lowered over the side and people were hauled up by that. Everything that could 
be done was done for us on the Knute Nelson, the officers and crew were wonderfully kind. We 
were such a pitiful bunch of people and so lightly clad.  
 
I didn't go out of the cabin for a long time but when I did it was a pitiful sight. That Monday 
night there were two of us in the berth and it was a tight fit. There were others in two other 
berths and four slept on the floor, 8 of us in a small cabin. There was not much food as the 
boat was only meant for 18 or 20 men and to have four or five hundred was a big task. I was 



glad I wasn't hungry and just had two small branvita dry biscuits and some tea, but some told 
me they were so hungry they begged for more food as we were nearly 2 days since eating on 
the "Athenia."  
 
At last we reached Galway, IRELAND, Tuesday evening and a tender was sent out for us, 
cameras clicking all over. The ambulance cases were taken off first, I was with the ambulance 
people as I was a wreck. The doctor I had been sitting near on deck on the "Athenia" was 
there but he had lost his wife and boys, later finding one boy but losing his wife and the other 
boy. He hid his sorrow in helping others that needed medical attention. We were met by a bus 
and the streets were lined with people waving and shouting a welcome to us. We were all 
taken to a large place where refreshments were all ready for us, and such a lot of kind people 
doing all they could for us. One lady lent me her coat and after a cup of tea took me to a bus 
going to the hotel. The hotel was a lovely place and we got every attention. I had a room and 
bed to myself. The Galway people gave us things that we really needed, nighties, combs and 
tooth brushes, etc. for the night. I had a lovely bath and how good it felt after 2 days, we were 
all so needing baths. The bed felt so good and I enjoyed a good night's rest.  
 
We were in Galway 4 days and everywhere was such kindness shown us, free tram car rides 
and free picture shows and each day more clothing brought to us, coats, etc. Galway is a 
lovely seaside place and I did enjoy it all after our terrible experiences, and it helped us forget 
it for awhile. Then we Canadians had to go to Glasgow.  
 
We got on the train about 8 o'clock in the morning and changed at Dublin, then on to Belfast. I 
had wired my niece that we would be there so she came and met me, but others were not 
allowed on the platform. There were lots of people there again to greet us. I went with my 
niece for 3 hours while the others were taken for tea elsewhere. I was back at the boat at 
7 p.m. as we "Athenia" people had to be fixed up before the regular passengers came aboard. 
 
It was a nice boat and so nicely fitted up. We sailed at 10 p.m. and were convoyed over to 
Glasgow. My niece and her friends had given me so many useful things, a suitcase, purse, 
money and clothes so I had some luggage again as we all lost everything on the "Athenia", 
and only had what we stood up in. We had a lovely breakfast on boat and then went in buses 
to a large hotel, the Bereford where other survivors were that had landed there. The doctor I 
spoke of was united with his one boy. A father and a girl of 12 hoped to meet the mother and 
3 boys but they were not there and the cries of the girl were pitiful. There were pitiful scenes 
everywhere as several had lost relatives.  
 
We were all again treated so kindly and new clothes given out to us, and once more we began 
to look respectable. My daughter's mother-in-law who sailed from Canada on the "Athenia" to 
Scotland the same day as I did, came to Glasgow to see if she could find trace of me but could 
not. I wrote her from Galway that I was safe and that I would be going to Glasgow so she and 
her friends drove in and met me and got permission for me to stay with them till we sailed. I 
stayed with them 4 days and had a lovely time. They did all they could to make my stay 
pleasant. Then I received a wire to go back to Glasgow (my friends lived in Edinburgh). My 
friend went with me and I rejoined the bunch and went to Liverpool that night.  
 
We went straight to the boat, the regular passengers coming on board next day. We were all 
made welcome, given our supper and assigned to our cabin. Lots of passengers were there and 
we were sent so many at a time as we were 150. One boat with 60 survivors had gone out the 
day before we got there and was convoyed and stayed there till we came out. The Duchess of 
Athol went the day before us, ours was the Duchess of York. We were convoyed for 2 or 3 days 
and during that time we got an awful scare hearing depth charges going off. They tried to calm 
us by saying that they were practising. We heard them fire 7 or 8 and heard after that they 
had sunk a submarine.  
 
We were all under a great strain and very few undressed on the whole trip. Many never even 
used their berths, staying only on the higher deck, resting the best they could in the lounge 
room. We were all a tired looking bunch. The children didn't seem to mind it and had a good 



time, but the noise they made was more than we could stand sometimes with our nerves all 
on edge. We had another scare 2 days before reaching Quebec when the lights went out and 
we sure ran with our life belts, but they assured us it was alright as the dynamos were being 
changed. When the lights came on it was such a relief, but one woman fell in a faint.  
 
It was a wonderful sight when we began to see land. We had a farewell dinner before reaching 
Quebec as some passengers were landing there. How happy we all were and what a noise with 
whistles, balloons, fancy caps and a grand dinner. What a change. The strain was over and we 
were at last in Canada. We reached Quebec about midnight. We started out again about 
8 a.m. and how we all enjoyed the scenery, so green and nice everywhere, most of all safety. 
We reached Montreal that night and the Red Cross took charge of us. They were wonderful to 
us. I stayed with friends there, the Red Cross driving me to their home which was quite a long 
way, nothing was too much for them to do for us. It is a wonderful organization.  
 
The next day I started for home and stopped off for a week with relatives in Kingston, Ontario 
where I was given a great welcome and many useful things I needed. I had also planned to go 
by way of Chicago to visit my brother there but didn't know if I could on the ticket given me. 
We went to the C.P.R. agent and he took down particulars also that I was an "Athenia" 
survivor and wired it to the head office and they wired back to say that the ticket could be 
changed and to let me go. So I went to Chicago and met a brother I hadn't seen for 40 yens 
and again what a reunion and welcome. I spent a week with them and they drove me all over 
the city, going out every day. I was feeling so much better for the 2 weeks change.  
 
Then I started for home to be back for Thanksgiving as my family so wanted me back for that 
day, and what a Thanksgiving it was. There was such a crowd to meet me at the station. On 
my way from Chicago I was over 6 hours in the Zephyr train by the Mississippi River with 
grand scenery allthe way to St. Paul. I took the train for Winnipeg from there and expected to 
be home Sunday night but the conductor said I couldn't be home until Monday morning. I told 
him that I had wired to say that I would be there that night and that I was so disappointed as 
they would all be there to meet me and wanted me home after all that happened. He told me 
to wait for him at the station and he would see what could be done. I saw the agent there and 
he authorized the ticket to be changed to the C.N.R. and I took a taxi to the Union station and 
was home that night. It was a wonderful experience of what kind things people can do. My 
welcome home was great after the great strain they had gone through for 3 days not knowing 
if I was safe or not when the "Athenia" was torpedoed. Thanksgiving meant a lot to us all as so 
many others never did get home.  
 
(The Chicago Tribune came for an interview and took pictures of my brother and myself which 
was written up in the paper.)  
 

Ellen L. Mitchelmore 



 



 
 



 



 



 


