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Memories of War in Abaco

n Hope Town, those curious enough to

wander up the cholera graveyard hill will
find a simple stone monument. It stands
atop a windblown dune overlooking the
Atlantic Ocean and the Elbow Reef, which
has claimed countless lives.

A bronze plaque on the monument reads:

“M/V ATHELQUEEN.
DAVID W. FIRTH.
HAROLD JONES.
WILLIAM PROCTOR.
17 MARCH 1942

The plaque is a tribute to the local war
dead - not Bahamians killed on some far
distant shore, but three British sailors who
died in the waters of Abaco.

It would be easy to think that Abaco was
a safe distance away from the fires of the Sec-
ond World War. But as a shipping lane fre-
quented by Allied vessels, the narrow, deep
Northeast Providence Channel was a prime
hunting ground for enemy submarines.

Within a 12-day period in March, 1942,
three Allied merchant ships - the O.A.
Knudson, the Daytonian, and the Athelqueen
— were sunk here.

Owned by Britain’s Athel Line, the
Athelqueen was a tanker that carried molas-
ses from Port Everglades (Fort Lauderdale)
to the U.K.

On February 22, 1942, after making a
delivery in Hull, England, the Athelgueen
began its return journey to Florida. For the
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first leg of the trip, it stayed in the relative
safety of a merchant convoy, bound for Sierra
Leone. But on February 28, upon reaching
the Azores, the Athelqueen broke off and
headed west across the Atlantic alone.

The first two weeks of her solo cross-
ing passed without incident. But on March
11, when the Athelqueen was roughly 600
miles northwest of Puerto Rico, her captain,
33-year-old Charles Roberts, spotted a plane
with American markings.

The plane was “circling around and sig-
naling with his Morse lamp,” Roberts would
later report. “But as we had to look right
into the sun to see him at all, we had great
difficulty in reading his signal. However, we
managed to read ‘S.0.S. several times and he
signaled ‘5.0.S. Follow me...”

Aware that a Norwegian ship had been
sunk by an Italian submarine near Puerto
Rico the day before, Roberts thought per-
haps he was being sent to rescue survivors.

“The plane continued flying ahead of us
until dark, when it disappeared,” he said. “I
continued a south-easterly course all night
with my lights burning dimly, so that any
survivors in boats could see me”

But if there were survivors, Roberts did
not see them.

“I was annoyed at having had to steam for
12 hours away from my course and risk the dan-
gers of a night torpedo attack by keeping my
lights burning and then not finding any survi-
vors or receiving further directions,” he said.

“At daybreak, I altered course to the
north-west and steamed back on my tracks
only reaching my original position and
resuming my course...on the following
day, thus having lost a full 24 hours and
having accomplished nothing.”

Worse, the lost 24 hours had doomed the

Athelqueen.

A hilltop monument in Hope Town memorializes
those who were lost after the Athelqueen’s sinking.



The M/V Athelqueen, a casualty of war, torpedoed in the waters off Abaco. Photo courtesy of the Wyannie Malone Museum.

At mid-morning on March 15, instead of
being safely moored in Port Everglades, the
ship was still east of Abaco. According to the
diary of an unnamed crew member, which
would later be displayed at the Wyannie
Malone Museum in Hope Town, it was a lovely
Sunday morning, with calm seas.

By afternoon, the Athelqueen had reached
the spot, 80 miles east of the Elbow Reef Light-
station, where another British ship, the Dayto-
nian, had been torpedoed and sunk by the Ital-
ian submarine Enrico Tazzoli just days earlier.
Members of the Daytonian’s crew had been
lucky. They were rescued by a Dutch tanker,
and no lives were lost.

Those aboard the Athelqueen would not be
as fortunate. Unbeknownst to them, the Enrico
Tazzoli still lay in wait.

Around 3:00 pm, a lookout atop the
Athelqueen’s bridge sounded the alarm. A tor-
pedo, roughly a quarter mile away, was headed
toward them.

The second mate quickly changed course
and, for a few moments, they thought they
had eluded the attack. But, as Captain Rob-
erts would later report, “At 1500 a torpedo
struck us in the engine-room on the port
side, about 20 feet from the stern of the
ship. I was in my cabin at the time... When
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the torpedo hit the ship there was a small
explosion and a small amount of concussion
which blew open my cabin door.”

As the captain rushed out into the ship’s
alley-way, he felt and heard a much larger
explosion. “This second explosion was only
about 10 seconds after the first dull impact.
I did not know what had happened but from
the deck I could see oil pouring out into the
sea from the bunkers.”

In his diary on March 15th, the unnamed
crewman wrote, “Lights went out. Was
thrown off my feet and heard water rushing
in. Thought my time had come. Crawled to
ladder through the water. All sorts of pieces
falling down. Managed to get out of engine
room. All covered in fuel oil. Side bunker
had collapsed. Got Kemp to bridge, went aft
to collect gear and lifeboat”

“Kemp” was Arthur William Kemp, the
ship’s second engineer, whose arm had been
broken by the explosion.

Surprisingly little damage was visible on
deck. Below, however, the ship was badly
compromised. “All the internal fittings in the
accommodation and wireless room collapsed,”
Captain Roberts wrote. Despite this, the wire-
less operator managed to fix his equipment
enough to get out an $5.0.S., to which a reply
was received from American forces.

Confident that Allied help was on the way,
the crew prepared to abandon ship. Twenty
minutes later, as Captain Roberts and his crew
were scrambling to the lifeboats, the enemy
submarine surfaced about 2,000 yards away.

The Athelgueen’s gunners were ready.
Royal Marine Gun-Layer V. L. Coleman opened
fire. Unfortunately, as Captain Roberts would

later note, “The ship was down by the stern,
making it very difficult to get a foothold on
the sloping deck and fire accurately” Although
Coleman missed, his shots sent the submarine
into an emergency dive, buying time for the rest
of the Athelqueen’s crew to escape.

As the lifeboats rowed clear of the
Athelqueen, the submarine reappeared. It
circled the disabled ship and fired. The ves-
sel erupted into flames. When her reserve
ammunition was hit, it set off a display that
looked like fireworks. Exploding ammuni-
tion whistled through the air. Finally, her
boilers blew up and the Athelgueen slipped
beneath the waves to a resting place 14,000
feet below, where she remains to this day.

Third Radio Officer Alan Heald, just 19 at
the time, later recalled that the submarine’s
captain then appeared, raised a megaphone
and addressed the men in the lifeboats. “In per-
fect English, he asked if we were o.k. He told
us how far away we were from land, gave us a
course to set and said that with fair weather we
should make landfall in about three days”

Captain Roberts recalled that the sub’s com-
mander “told us that we were 80 miles from
land. Then he leisurely steamed off on the sur-
face, apparently without a care in the world.”

In fact, the Tazzoli’s departure was not
as carefree as Captain Roberts imagined.
When Gun-Layer Coleman’s shots forced it
into a sudden dive, the sub collided with the
Athelqueen’s starboard side, badly damaging
its bow and torpedo doors.

The submarine had to limp back to Italy
where it was out of commission for months.
Of course, the crew of the Athelqueen could
not have known that, and it would have been
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Nineteen-year-old Radio Officer Alan Heald, who
survived the sinking of the Athelqueen. Photo
courtesy of Eric Wiberg.

small comfort. In their three lifeboats, they
were focused on getting to Abaco.

The unnamed crewman wrote in his
diary, “Set sails. Light breeze...Went dark
about 8. Other boats ahead. No wind. Had
to bail all night.”

The following day, he wrote, “Woke
up about 5:30 am. Dawn was breaking...
Other two boats well ahead. Saw a sail fish.
Very interesting. Still bailing. Fair wind has
sprung up. We are catching up to the other
boats. Had breakfast at about 9:30.”

Later that day, he noted: “Caught up to
skipper’s boat. Other still ahead. Exchanged
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greetings and passed on. Sun very hot. Wind
still strong and sea has a bit of a swell... A
couple of sailors and bosun are feeling sick.
Must be the sun. Broke open a tin of corned
beef with hatchet and had high tea with bis-
cuits and water.”

That evening, as the sun went down,
there was no doubt relief among the men in
the boats. “Just seen a light on horizon,” the
crewman wrote.

That light was the Elbow Reef Lightstation.
But in the dark and without charts, the men
had no way to know that between them and
the lighthouse was the treacherous reef.

“I was ahead of the other two boats;” Cap-
tain Roberts wrote, “intending to pull round
the northern end of the island, when suddenly
the boat began pitching and rolling and then
grounded on a reef. I shouted to the other
boats to pull away out to sea and wait until
daylight when I would try and rejoin them.

“We pulled hard to get the boat free but
the tide kept sweeping us in more and more
on the reefs. The crew were becoming very
tired so I decided to turn and pull as hard as
we could towards the shore and risk the boat
being capsized. The boat suddenly freed her-
self and we landed.”

Captain Roberts continued: “Meanwhile,
the Third Officer’s boat had also reached the
edge of the reef, and the first thing they knew
was that the boat pitched and hit the reef, vio-
lently throwing the Third Officer right out of
the boat. The crew — thinking that the boat
had been holed and that the Third Officer had
jumped for it — got panicky and five of the
men jumped overboard and started swim-
ming for the shore”

“The Third Officer managed to climb back
in the boat, which was undamaged, but owing
to the darkness was unable to see the five men,
and decided they must have swum for shore”

Alan Heald was on the Third Officer’s boat.
“We waited until daylight.” he said, “before
being spotted by two fishermen who came
to tow us in — one navigating and the second
steering through the reefs.

“We were taken to houses where we were
given food and found a place to rest;” he con-
tinued. “I think the main burden fell on the
local Methodist minister and his wife whose
home was swamped by the addition of some
20-odd crew members.”

“Whole population has turned out to meet
us,” wrote the unnamed crewman. “We all
went to Mission and had baths and snack.
Billeted with Mrs. Bethel — very decent lady.

The Royal Italian Navy submarine Enrico Tazzoli.

Town has been given a holiday. Visited Kemp
at Mission. He is looking quite cheerful”

The Athelqueen crew was relieved to find
that two of the men who had jumped from
the third officer’s lifeboat had, in fact, made
it to the beach. But there was no sign of the
other three, Greaser David W. Firth (52), Able
Seaman Harold Jones (21) and Senior Third
Engineer Officer William Proctor (30).

“We had been followed by sharks ever
sincewewere torpedoed,” recalled Alan Heald.
“We suspected that they had met an unfor-
tunate and messy end, although we shall
never know.”

The three lost men were later honoured at
London’s Tower Hill Memorial, which com-
memorates civilian merchant sailors and fish-
ermen who were killed during the war, but
who have no known graves.

And in March 2007, as part of Hope Town’s
Heritage Days, a monument conceived by
Tony Bennett — then-curator of the Wyan-
nie Malone Museum — was unveiled atop the
cholera graveyard hill.

The memorial invites all who make their
way to that windswept dune to remember the
three Athelgueen crewmen, and all who have
lost their lives on Elbow Reef. ®
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‘ Diary of an unnamed Athelqueen crew member, an exhibit in Hope Town’s Wyannie Malone Museum.
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