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HMS Pathfinder operating from Rosyth was the first 
Royal Navy warship to be sunk by a locomotive 
torpedo from a German U boat. Five of the fatalities 
were from Northern Ireland.
HMS Pathfinder was the lead ship of the Pathfinder class 
scout cruisers. Part of Admiral Beatty’s battle-cruiser 
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force, Pathfinder and its escorts left Rosyth in the Forth to 
carry out a sweep of the outer firth on the morning of 
05/09/1914. Waiting for them was U 21 under the 
command of Oberlieutenant sur See, Otto Hersing. His 
was one of three boats despatched to the Forth Estuary 
where they hoped to catch the Royal Navy’s big cats 
unaware.

Hersing lingered around May Island at the gateway to the 
firth. He did not have to wait long.

Around lunchtime the escorts turned back and Captain 
Francis Martin-Peake in Pathfinder continued his patrol.

Pathfinder was ten years old. It was obsolescent, if in fact 
not obsolete. It had a top speed of 25 knots but due to a 
shortage of coal was reduced to a mere 5 knots. She was 
a sitting duck. About 1545 Otto Hersing took his chance 
from a range of just over 2,000 yards.

In his memoirs he recalls somewhat smugly, “I fired the 
first live torpedo in the history of the world”. It was a G6 
torpedo. Twenty feet long, a diameter of 1.5 feet, a 350 
pound load of explosive, and it cut through the waters of 
the North Sea at 27 knots.

The bridge party on Pathfinder did not see the periscope 
of the U boat but it saw the tell tale wake of the torpedo at 
a distance which gave them only two minutes to react, 
which they did. One engine full astern, one full ahead and 
the rudder hard over.

The torpedo struck below Pathfinder’s bridge and 
penetrated the two inch thick armour.
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That alone would have been enough to sink the ship but a 
second cataclysmic explosion tore the ship apart. It was 
reckoned the fires caused by the torpedo had ignited her 
magazine, throwing columns of black and white smoke 
into the air.

The ship went down in four minutes. Her stern was thrust 
out of the sea at some 60 degrees. Her bow broke away 
under the strain. The foremast and the funnel collapsed. A 
stern 4 inch gun broke away from its mounting, spiralled 
into the sea, taking its crew with it.

There was no hope for those below. There was no time 
for those on the upper deck to get boats away. There was 
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William Lionel Wylie, the pre-eminent naval artist of 
his age depicted the dying moments of Pathfinder. 
The picture was painted in 1920 and held by the 
Martin-Leakes until the admiral’s family donated it to 
the IWM - Imperial War Museum. 
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almost no flotsam to cling to in waters no warmer than 60 
degrees.

Consequently the death toll was terrible. Only 18 survived 
the loss of Pathfinder. 261 officers and men perished. A 
large number of the men were from Chatham where 
commemorations will be held near the anniversary in the 
Naval Dockyard there.

There were five fatalities from Northern Ireland. Four men 
from Belfast: William Barnett, George Sinclair Bell, 
Charles John Gorman. and James Herbert Hillis who was 
originally from Banbridge. Herbert Daley from Dunmurry 
was also lost.

The St Abb’s lifeboat from the south shore of the Firth 
was launched and together with destroyers closed on the 
scene. The lifeboat crew returned with their story of 
horror, as recalled by the novelist Aldous Huxley who was 
recuperating in Scotland from an illness.

“There was not a piece of wood, they said, big 
enough to float a man - and over acres the sea was 
covered with fragments - human and otherwise. They 
brought back a sailor’s cap, with half a man’s head 
inside it.”  -  Aldous Huxley

Publicly the Admiralty claimed Pathfinder had been victim 
of a mine. Many naval officers believed the official line. 
Capt Francis Martin-Peake was among the survivors and 
he corrected them.

Admiral Jellicoe, the Commander-in-Chief of the Grand 
Fleet, took Martin-Peake at his word, and took the U boat 
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threat seriously, almost to the point of paranoia. Sadly too 
many of Jellicoe’s contemporaries did not, and the price 
of that would be paid by others.

News of Otto Hering’s action was not announced to the 
German people until late September. By then the German 
people had another U-boat hero to hail, and Britain a far 
worse naval tragedy to mourn. 

Hering, a 29 year old Alsatian, would prove to be one of 
Germany’s most capable U boat commanders. He would 
sink three more warships and three dozen merchantmen 
before the war’s end.

AN INTRIGUING NOTE BY CHURCHILL

There is an intriguing note in Winston Spencer Churchill’s 
archives held at Churchill College, Cambridge, which 
refers to HMS Pathfinder in a different role in Northern 
Ireland. It states, “Minute from Rear-Admiral Archibald 
Moore [3rd Sea Lord] to WSC [First Lord of the Admiralty] 
on the report by Augustine Birrell [Chief Secretary to the 
Lord Lieutenant of Ireland] on the rumour that 5 tons of 
small arms ammunition had been taken from HMS 
Pathfinder by Orangemen in Northern Ireland. Moore 
rejects calls for an official enquiry. 

It also includes WSC's reply, commenting that the captain 
of HMS Pathfinder had "shown much less than usual 
naval dignity and self restraint", but that there was no 
point pressing the matter further. [Hand-written, initialled 
by WSC]. It is dated 29/30/ April 1914. A story for another 
time...
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A survivor’s account
Staff Surgeon Thomas Aubrey Smyth from Dromore, Co/ 
Down, describes how it all happened in minutes.

He wrote: "The explosion blew a great hole in the side of 
the ship.

"I was at the time in the wardroom, but ran up on deck 
immediately, and it was then evident by the way the bow 
was down in the water that she would sink rapidly.

"I should say the whole thing occurred in about 10 
minutes which time was spent in throwing overboard the 
few articles which would float (the reason there was not 
more of these was that in preparation for war all 
unnecessary woodwork is got rid of to prevent fire).

"I was then thrown forward by the slope of the deck and 
got jammed beneath a gun (which I expect is the cause of 
my bruising) and while in this position was carried down 
some way by the sinking ship, but fortunately after a time 
I became released and after what seemed like 
interminable ages I came to the surface, and after 
swimming a short time I was able to get an oar and some 
other floating material with the help of which I was just 
able to keep on the surface.

"After holding on for a long time – I believe it was an hour 
and a half – I must have become unconscious for I have 
no recollection of being picked out of the water. You see 
we were alone when it happened, so it took a long time 
for the reserve torpedo boats to come out and it was too 
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quick to get any of our own boats out, besides most of the 
few we had were splintered into pieces." 

WW1 Timeline
04 Aug 1914 – War declared on Germany

 06 Aug 1914 – HMS Amphion sunk by a mine in the 
North Sea.  Three from Northern Ireland among the first 
to die in WW1.

 28 Aug 1914 – Battle of Heligoland.  German light 
cruisers “Koln,” “Mainz,” and “Ariadne” sunk by British 
squadron.

05 Sep 1914 – HMS Pathfinder torpedoed by U21 in the 
Firth of Forth.

04 Aug 1914 – War declared on Germany

 06 Aug 1914 – HMS Amphion sunk by a mine in the 
North Sea.  Three from Northern Ireland among the first 
to die in WW1.

 28 Aug 1914 – Battle of Heligoland.  German light 
cruisers “Koln,” “Mainz,” and “Ariadne” sunk by British 
squadron.

05 Sep 1914 – HMS Pathfinder torpedoed by U21 in the 
Firth of Forth.
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HMS PATHFINDER 
ROLL OF HONOUR

+BELL, George Sinclair
RN. Stoker 1st Class. 308909. HMS Pathfinder. Died 
05/09/1914. Age 28. B Belfast. Son of Henry A. and Elizabeth 
Bell, Earl St., Belfast. Chatham Naval Memorial. Rosemary St 
- PCI RH

+DALEY, Herbert 
RN. Ordinary Seaman. SS4231. HMS Pathfinder. Died 
05/09/1914. Age 21. Son of George and Sarah Ann Daley, 
Milfort Avenue, Dunmurry. Chatham Naval Memorial, Kent, 
Panel 3. St. Colman’s Parish Church, Dunmurry, WM

+GORMAN, Charles John
RN. Stoker 1st. Class. SS108091. HMS Pathfinder. Died 
05/09/1914. Age 23. Born Belfast. Son of James and Fanny 
Gorman, Summerhill St., Belfast. Chatham Naval Memorial

+HILLIS, James Herbert
RN. Leading Stoker. K4837. HMS Pathfinder. Died 
05/09/1914. B Banbridge. Husband to Catherine Hillis, 
Newcastle St., Belfast. Chatham Naval Memorial

SWANN, William
HMS Pathfinder. Age 23. Born Glasgow. Resident Belfast

WEST, Andrew
HMS Pathfinder. Age 23. Belfast

SMYTH, Thomas Aubrey
RN. Staff-Surgeon. Bedeque House. Dromore, Banbridge Rd - 
PCI RH
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SWAN, William
RN. Stoker 1st Class. HMS Pathfinder
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The remembrance ni programme is overseen by 
Very Rev Dr Houston McKelvey OBE, QVRM, TD 
who served as Chaplain to 102 and 105 
Regiments Royal Artillery (TA), as Hon. Chaplain 
to RNR and as Chaplain to the RBL NI area and 
the Burma Star Association NI. Dr McKelvey is a 
Past President of Queen’s University Services 
Club. He may be contacted at 

houston.mckelvey@btinternet.com
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