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Leading 
inventor of 
naval compass 
lost in Irish Sea 
sinking which 
jeopardised 
WW1 peace 
talks

Lieutenant Commander George Richard Colin Campbell - 
known as Colin - was a career naval officer. He had been 
promoted to Lieutenant Commander in 1916. 

He joined the Admiralty Compass Department, rising to 
become superintendent of the Magnetic Compass Branch. 
With Dr. G.T. Bennett he invented the Campbell-Bennett 
Aperiodic Compass. 

Travelling with Campbell on RMS Leinster to Dun Laoghaire 
was his wife, Eileen, and four and a half year old daughter, 
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also named Eileen. All 
three were lost in the 
sinking of the Leinster. 
Eileen Campbell’s 
body was recovered 
from the sea with her 
baby still tightly 
clutched in her arms. 
He was 34 years of 
age. He was born at 
Ballyeglish, 
Moneymore. 

He was the son of the 
Rev. Edward. F. and 
Lydia Campbell, of 
Sheskburn, 
Ballycastle, Co. 
Antrim. Eileen 
Campbell (nee Knox-
Browne), was from Aughentaine, Fivemiletown, Co. Tyrone.  

The ship was under the command of Captain William Birch 
(61), a Dubliner who had settled in Holyhead. His crew of 76 
were drawn from both Kingston and Holyhead. In the ship’s 
postal sorting room were 22 postal sorters from Dublin Post 
Office. The 181 civilian passengers - men, women and 
children - were mostly from Ireland and Britain. But by far 
the greatest number of passengers on board the Leinster 
were military personnel. Many of them were going on leave 
or  returning from leave. They came from Ireland, Britain, 
Canada, the United States, New Zealand and Australia. On 
the Western Front the German Army was being pushed 
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Wren Josephine Carr 
became the first member of 
the Women’s Royal Naval 
Service to die on active 
service. She was aboard the 
RMS Leinster

back by the relentless 
assaults of the Allied 
armies.There were 25 
members of the Royal Navy 
aboard the ship amongst the 
military personnel.

 As the Leinster, a city of 
Dublin Steam Packet 

Company ship, set sail the weather was fine, but the sea 
was rough following recent storms. Earlier that morning a 
number of Royal Navy ships at sea off Holyhead were 
forced to return to port due to the stormy conditions. Shortly 
before 10 a.m. about 16 miles from Kingstown (Dun 
Laoghaire) a few people on the deck of the Leinster saw a 
torpedo approaching the port side of the ship. It missed the 
Leinster, passing in front of her. Soon afterwards another 
torpedo struck the port side where the postal sorting room 
was located. Postal Sorter John Higgins said that the 
torpedo exploded, blowing a hole in the port side. The 
explosion traveled across the ship, also blowing a whole in 
the starboard side. German Submarine UB 123 had struck 
with deadly accuracy.

In an attempt to return to port, the Leinster turned 180 
degrees, until it faced the direction from which it had come. 
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RMS Leinster

With speed reduced and slowly sinking, the ship had 
sustained few casualties. Lifeboats were being launched. At 
this point a torpedo struck the ship on the starboard side, 
practically blowing it to pieces. The Leinster sank soon 
afterwards, bow first.

Many of those on board were killed in the sinking. In 
lifeboats or clinging to rafts and flotsam, the survivors now 
began a grim struggle for survival in the rough sea. Many 
died while awaiting rescue. Eventually a number of 
destroyers and other ships including HMS Mallard arrived. 
The survivors were landed at Victoria Wharf, Kingstown 
(Dun Laoghaire), where the ferry terminal now stands.

Doctors, nurses, rescue workers and a fleet of 200 
ambulances rushed to Victoria Wharf. Those needing 
medical care were brought to St. Michael's Hospital in 
Kingstown (Dun Laoghaire) and several Dublin Hospitals. 
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Those not requiring medical 
treatment were brought to local 
hotels and guest houses.

In the days that followed bodies 
were recovered from the sea. 
Funerals took place in many parts 
of Ireland. Some bodies were 
brought to Britain, Canada and 
the United States for burial. One 
hundred and forty four military 
casualties were buried in 

Grangegorman Military Cemetery in Dublin, including Colin 
Campbell, his wife and baby daughter.

Officially 501 people died in the sinking, making it both the 
greatest ever loss of life, and the highest ever casualty rate, 
on an Irish owned ship. Research to date has revealed the 
names of 529 casualties.

The sinking of the Leinster has to be seen 
in the wider context of the war. 

In late 1918 the German army were being worn down by the 
relentless assaults of the Allied forces. The German fleet, 
still confined to port, was on the verge of mutiny. Meanwhile 
the men of the submarine service continued to attack enemy 
merchant shipping. In the final weeks of the war submarine 
UB-123 left Germany. On board were 35 young men who 
were determined to strike a blow at their country's enemies. 
Commanded by twenty-seven year old Robert Ramm, 
UB-123 sailed north of Scotland and entered the Atlantic. 
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Then sailing down Ireland's west coast and along her south 
coast, the submarine turned north into the Irish Sea. There 
on 10 October 1918 she torpedoed and sunk the R.M.S. 
Leinster. 

On 18 October 1918, while returning to Germany, UB-123 
struck a mine in the North Sea. Robert Ramm and all of his 
young crew were lost.

The sinking of the Leinster jeopardised for a few days 
the peace talks which were being sought to end the war.

On 6th. October, 1918, US President, Woodrow Wilson, had 
received a message from Germany - "The German 
Government requests the President of the United States to 
arrange the immediate conclusion of an armistice on land, 
by sea and in the air."

The Leinster was sunk on the 10th and on the 14th, 
President Wilson replied to the German Government saying, 
among other things, that there could be no peace as long as 
Germany attacks passenger ships.

On 21st October Reinhard Scheer, Admiral of the German 
High Seas Fleet, signalled his submarines: 

"To all U-boats: Commence return from patrol at once. 
Because of ongoing negotiations any hostile actions against 
merchant vessels prohibited. Returning U-boats are allowed 
to attack warships only in daylight. End of message. 
Admiral." On 11th November, 1918 the armistice was signed 
between the combatant powers ending the First World War.
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On this Day - October 10 
1916

On the Somme, the French advance on a three mile front 
and take objectives, Bois de Chaulnes, Ablaincourt, and 
1,400 prisoners.

1918 

Northern Whig -  Ulster Division Officer Killed 

Captain George J Bruce, D.S.O., M.C., killed in action on 
the 2nd inst., was the eldest son of Mr. Samuel Bruce, D.L., 
Norton Hall, Campden, Gloucester (chairman of the Comber 
Distilleries), a nephew of Mr. James Bruce, D.L., Thorndale, 
Belfast, and the Manor House, Benburb, County Tyrone, 
and a son-in-law of Mr. J. Blackiston-Houston, D.L., 
Orangefield, Belfast. He was born 3rd June, 1880, and was 
educated at Winchester. Before the war Captain Bruce 
resided at Cuan, Comber, and was managing director of the 
Comber Distilleries. On the formation of the Ulster Division 
he obtained a commission in the 1st (County Down) 
Battalion, and was promoted to the rank of Captain on 14th 
September, 1914. In February, 1916, he was gazetted as a 
general staff officer (3rd grade) on the Headquarters staff of 
the Ulster Division. Captain Bruce was mentioned in 
despatches by Sir Douglas Haig, and was awarded the 
Military Cross on the King's birthday, of 1915, and got a bar 
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to that decoration in the battle of Cambrai last year, while 
during the present year he won the D.S.O., the particulars of 
his gallantry only being gazetted a few weeks ago. 

Captain George James Bruce, 109th Brigade Major, 
previously of B' Company 13th Battalion Royal Irish Rifles, 
killed in action 2nd October, 1918. Son of Samuel and Julia 
Bruce, of Norton Hall, Campden, Gloucester ; husband of 
Hilda Bruce, of Corriewood, Castlewellan, County Down. 
Deceased was 37 years of age and is buried in Dadizeele 
New British Cemetery, Belgium.

1918 

The RMS Leinster was torpedoed and sun by UB-123 after 
leaving Dun Laoghaire for Holyhead with the loss of 501 
lives. Wren Josephine Carr became the first member of the 
Women’s Royal Naval Service to die on active service 
aboard the RMS Leinster, which was torpedoed by U-Boat 
off Ireland on her way to Holyhead with the loss of 480 
souls.

1938  
The Hungarian army, with the sanction of its German allies, 
retakes territory in Czechoslovakia that was stripped from 
the Austro-Hungarian Empire after WWI.

1939  
The Soviet Union signs and agreement with Lithuania that 
allows the Soviets to establish military bases in the country.

Hitler forms Winter Relief, forced charitable contributions 
from German civilians.
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Chinese troops recapture all territory in Hubei, Hunan, and 
Jiangxi Provinces.

1940


                          

Hitler meets with Franco at Hendaye, France, but fails to 
convince him to lead Spain into the war. 

German children 10-18 required to join Hitler Youth or Nazi 
League of German girls.

1941  
The 250th ‘Blue’ Division, made up of Spanish volunteers 
and formed within days of the German attack on the Soviet 
Union, goes into action against the Russians for the first 
time in the sector between Lake Illmen and the west bank of 
the Volkhov river. General Zhukov is put in charge of the 
West Front for the defence of Moscow. Army Group South 
concludes the battle along the Sea of Azov and takes 
100,000 prisoners.
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1942  
German and Italian bomber forces begin a major offensive 
against the British island of Malta in the Mediterranean.

1943  
With the war’s tide turning, the Franco government orders 
the Spanish 250th ‘Blue’ Division home. 

A few thousand volunteers, however, refuse to abandon the 
struggle against Communism and enlist in a so-called “Blue 
Legion” that is attached to the German 121st Infantry 
Division.

Chiang Kai-shek took the oath of office as president of 
China.

1944  
The American 24-hour surrender ultimatum to Germans at 
Aachen is rejected. 

The Canadians enter the Breskens Pocket along the 
Scheldt with amphibians.

The British take Corinth as Army Group E begins its final 
retreat from Greece.

The Red Army breaks through the German lines in Serbia 
as it moves towards Belgrade.

The Russians reach the Baltic at Memel and cut off Army 
Group North (26 divisions) in the Kurland for the rest of the 
war. The rebellion against the Tiso government in Slovakia 
is put down by the German Army.

U.S. B-29 Superfortresses pound Formosa and Okinawa. 
The Formosa bombardment lasts seven days, 
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Roll of Honour - October 10 
Representing their comrades who died on this day

Due to program difficulties this is posted directly on 
web site.

remembrance ni 

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


Copyright - all material in this remembrance ni publication is copyright, and 
must not be reproduced in print or electronically.

To receive a copy of remembrance ni  or notice  of new postings on web 
site please contact - 
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