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Carrying Canadian Troops
The Story of RMS Olympic as 
a First World War Troopship

David R. Gray

Introduction

In  the  long adven tu rous life of Royal 
Mail Ship (RMS) Olympic, the  older 

s is te r  of the ill-fated RMS Titanic, the 
tim e she  sp en t as a troopship  ferrying 
C anadian troops during the First World 
W ar is  a n o ta b le  b u t  f r e q u e n t ly  
overlooked p a rt of h e r career. Olympic 
w a s  c h e e re d  e n th u s i a s t i c a l ly  by  
C a n a d ia n  tro o p s  w ho s a ile d  a b o a rd  her, 
resp ec ted  as the  “Old R eliable,” p ra ised  for 
services rendered  to o ther sh ips, and  honoured  
for h e r own su ccess  in a ttack in g  an  enem y 
subm arine . Carrying m ore C anad ian  soldiers 
th a n  any  o th e r  tro o p sh ip , O lym pic  w as an  
im portan t p a rt  of C an ad a’s w ar effort.

Able to accom m odate close to 6000 troops 
a t a  tim e, Olympic m ade ten  ro und  trip s from 
L iverpoo l to  H a lifax  b e tw e e n  M arch  a n d  
D ecem ber 1916. On the  re tu rn  voyages she 
carried  w ounded soldiers an d  civilians back  to 
C a n a d a . F o r th e  n e x t tw o y e a rs  O lym pic  
c o n tin u ed  to ferry C an ad ian  a n d  A m erican 
troops across the Atlantic, and  in 1919, brought 
the  victorious soldiers hom e. A lthough she was 
once a  househo ld  nam e in  C anada, Olympic’s 
wartime service h as  since slipped into obscurity.

Most inform ation on Olympic as a troopship 
is derived from the  m em oirs of the  Olympic’s 
w artim e C aptain , Sir B ertram  H ayes.1 Using 
H ayes’s accoun t as a fram ew ork, th is  article 
helps to fu rth e r illum inate Olympic’s w artim e 
h isto ry  w ith new  m ateria l su ch  as diaries, and  
o ther sources h oused  a t the  N ational Archives 
of C anada and  a t the h itherto  largely un tap p ed  
Archives of the C anad ian  War M useum . These

sources provide in te resting  details of 
the experiences of sailing on the vessel 
a n d  of life on board , in c lu d in g  th e  
d i f f ic u l t ie s  o f e m b a r k a t io n  a n d  
d is e m b a rk a t io n , th e  d a n g e r  from  
subm arines, and the general supply and 
handling of th is large ship  in frequently 
hazardous circum stances.

Prewar History

T ie  first of th ree  sim ilar s is te r-sh ip s , th a t  
included  the  Titanic an d  the  Britannic, the  

Olympic was bu ilt by H arland & Wolff in Belfast 
and  lau n ch ed  as RMS Olympic in  1910, a year 
earlier th a n  Titanic, w ith  h e r m aiden  voyage 
tak ing  place in 1911. As the new est and  largest 
of th e  tra n s -A tla n tic  l in e rs , O lym pic  w as 
described w ith all the superlatives later applied 
to Titanic: “Ocean G reyhound,” “Finest S team er 
Afloat,” “Largest vessel in the World,” and “Queen 
of the O cean.” At 882 feet in overall length, with 
a gross registered tonnage of 45,324 tons and  a 
total of nine decks, Olympic was the largest ship 
afloat from the  tim e of he r lau n ch  un til the  
com pletion of th e  G erm an liner Imperator two 
years later. After Titanic’s  tragic loss on h e r 
m aiden voyage in 1912, Olympic re tu rned  to her 
birthplace and  was extensively rebuilt, with new 
s id e  b u n k e rs ,  e x te n d e d  d o u b le  h u ll, a n d  
watertight bulkheads. With enough lifeboats now 
fitted for for all passengers an d  crew, she  was 
able to accommodate a total of 2440 passengers.2

Early Wartime History

Wh e n  G re a t  B r i ta in  d e c la re d  w a r on  
G erm any on 4 A ugust 1914, Olympic was 

on her u su a l passage from Southam pton to New 
York. After retu rn ing  from New York, on her next
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“The World’s Biggest Ship.” - The S.S. “Olympic” leaving Belfast for Liverpool.
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voyage w est she carried  m any C anad ians  and  
Am ericans retu rn ing  hom e from Britain. On her 
next re tu rn  voyage from New York, she  helped 
rescue the crew of the m ined B ritish  battlesh ip  
HMS A udacious  a n d  a tte m p te d  to tow  the  
stricken  vessel to port before she sank . Olympic 
m ade three trans-A tlantic crossings, mainly with 
A m erican civilians re tu rn in g  hom e, before the 
British Admiralty selected her for troopship duty. 
In early  O ctober 1914, sh e  re tu rn e d  to the  
H arland  & Wolff sh ipyard  in Belfast for a 10- 
m on th  conversion to fit h e r for the new  role.3

C a p ta in  B e r tra m  H ay es , w ho  w a s  to 
com m and Olympic th ro u g h o u t th e  war, jo ined  
h e r a t the end of the refit a t G ladstone Docks, 
Liverpool. Bearing the  n u m b er 2810, w ith a 
nu m b er of naval ratings aboard  to m an  her two 
new  guns (a 4 .7 -inch  g u n  a t the  bow an d  a  3- 
in ch  g u n  a t th e  s te rn ), Olympic  b eg an  h e r 
troopsh ip  career in m id Sep tem ber 1915. Still 
one of the  g ran d es t sh ip s  afloat, she  w as now 
pain ted  grey, dark  grey for the hull and  a lighter 
grey for the  su p e rs tru c tu re . Her first ta sk  was 
to  c a rry  6000  fre sh  tro o p s  to th e  e a s te rn  
M editerranean  on four voyages to Spezia, Italy, 
and  M udros (on the Greek island  of Lemnos) in 
su p p o rt of the Gallipoli cam paign .4

Carrying the Canadian Contingent

As the  C anad ian  com m itm ent to supplying 
troops for h e r E u ro p ean  w ar effort grew 

d u r in g  th e  co u rse  of 1915, a  c o n s is te n tly  
ava ilab le  m ea n s  of tra n s p o rtin g  th em  w as 
c o n s id e red  e sse n tia l. H ence th e  C a n a d ia n  
G o v e rn m e n t r e q u e s te d  from  th e  B r i t is h  
A d m ira lty  th e  u se  of O lym pic  a s  a  tro o p  
transport. The Adm iralty responded  favourably 
and  in  February  1916 assigned Olympic the job

of ferrying C anad ian  troops across the Atlantic 
to Europe. As one of the largest and fastest ships 
afloat, she  w as perfect for the role. Olympic left 
Liverpool for Halifax, on the first of w hat would 
be m any trips, on 22 M arch 1916, arriving six 
days later.

Preparation: Coal, Water, 
Provisions, and Beds

The  e m b a rk a tio n , a c c o m m o d a tio n , a n d  
provisioning of six th o u sa n d  soldiers, p lus 

the logistics of hand ling  tons of coal and  w ater 
for each  voyage, was a  m assive u ndertak ing  for 
Halifax and  p rep ara tio n s  were in full swing by 
February for the planned first arrival of the vessel 
in  late M arch. Accommodating a ship  of the size 
of the Olympic was a  new and daunting challenge 
for port au thorities.

Among the  m any details to be arranged, the 
sh ip ’s owner, the W hite S tar-D om inion  Line, 
requested Naval Service H eadquarters to provide 
a h a r b o u r  p a tr o l  b o a t  o r o th e r  s u i ta b le  
pro tection  to avoid propellor dam age, as the  
a lm o s t 9 0 0 -fo o t O lym pic  w o u ld  s e r io u s ly  
overhang the 700-foot Pier 2 a t Halifax.5

For the  A tlantic crossing, Olympic needed 
a t  l e a s t  5 1 0 0  to n s  of coa l, a s  h e r  d a ily  
consum ption a t her average speed was 850 tons. 
Depending on various factors, the am ount of coal 
she needed to load a t Halifax to fill h e r b u n k ers  
ranged  from 3000 to 6000 tons. On 20 M arch 
1916, a  m essage from Halifax inform ed Ottaw a 
th a t the Dom inion Coal Com pany could supply  
the  3000 tons of coal required by Olympic, th en  
en  ro u te  for H alifax  from  L iverpoo l.6 The 
com p an y  cou ld  a lso  su p p ly  th e  n e c e ssa ry  
lighters to carry the coal and  estim ated  th a t the
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process of loading it th rough  the Olympic’s  side 
po rts would take th ree days, provided no o ther 
large sh ips required  loading a t the  sam e time. 
They also estim ated  the  to ta l am o u n t of coal 
available in Halifax to m eet all refueling needs 
to be 10,000 tons. Consequently , the  collier 
Brighton was sen t to Louisbourg in Cape Breton 
to load extra coal so th a t Halifax would be ready 
to m eet all requirem ents.

Not all th o se  in  charge  of p lan n in g  for 
O lym pic’s  arrival were optim istic , an d  som e 
officials were still of the opinion th a t  it was 
im possible to coal large troopships like Olympic 
in  Halifax. There were, for exam ple, only eight 
coal lighters available. Also, Olympic’s w ater 
requirem ents were from 1500 to 2500 tons, and 
she used  75 tons a day while in port. There were 
only two old w ater boats  available in  Halifax, 
an d  even w hen bo th  were in com m ission, they 
could only supp ly  800 tons of w ater daily. To 
m eet the  initial needs and  avoid delays, local 
fire engines and  all the resou rces of the  w ater 
d e p a rtm e n t were p u t  to w ork to p u m p  the  
required  w ater on board .7 In view of 
the scarcity  of facilities in  Halifax cl 
some suggested th a t Olympic should S 
in s te a d  be coaled  in  New York. ^
A lthough th is  a lternative w as no t z  
resorted to, in reality, Olympic’s first Q 
sailing  from Halifax w as delayed, o 
owing to the inadequate  m eans a t s  
the  port for coaling and  w atering. 2 
Coaling Olympic actually took about 
six days ra th e r  th a n  the th ree th a t 
the D om inion Coal Com pany had  
estim ated.

D epartm en t of Militia an d  Defence con tracted  
w ith W hite S ta r  Line to victual the  troops in 
Olympic on the  C anad ian  scale, a t the  level of 
3 rd  C lass passen g ers. 9 Olympic sailed  from 
Liverpool “completely victualled” and for the first 
trip in M arch 1916 required only fish, eggs, and 
salad  from Halifax. In M arch 1916 her projected 
accom m odation for 6000 troops w as to be 500 
in first c lass be rth s , 958 o ther ran k s  in  o ther 
be rth s , and  4542 in ham m ocks. This w as later 
am ended to 500 first class, 716 NCOs in berths, 
1 0 3 3  m e n  in  b e r th s ,  a n d  3 7 6 5  m e n  in  
ham m ocks on decks D, E, F, and  G. Of these, 
898 m en were to be in  ham m ocks in  w hat had  
been  the F irst C lass Dining Saloon.10

Arrival of the Troops

S o ld ie rs  from  a c ro s s  C a n a d a  a rriv ed  in  
Halifax aboard  special troop tra in s. The 

tra in s  often arrived before Olympic w as ready 
for em b ark a tio n  a n d  consequen tly , as they  
waited their tu rn  to board the vessel, the restless 
soldiers were m arched  a ro u n d  Halifax, given 
leave, and  som etim es accom m odated in local

D uring the  first voyages from 
Halifax, the troops were em barked  
as early as three days before coaling 
w as com pleted. In consideration  of 
the h ea lth  of the  soldiers, who had  
to live on board  during  coaling w ith g 
the port holes closed, E.H. M artin, g> 
the Captain S uperin tendant of HMC “  
D o ckyard , la te r  r e q u e s te d  th a t  z  
coaling be com pleted before troop § 
em barkation began.8 o
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A lth o u g h  O lym p ic  w a s  on  2 
im perial service as  a tra n sp o rt on 
A dm iralty  charter, th e  C an ad ian

Two additional postcards showing Olympic: 
above, in prewar colours and below, in 
dazzle paint at Halifax with two lighters 
alongside.

C A N ADIA N E X P E D I T I O N A R Y  F O R C E
CANADA to ENGLAND. J une . 1916

For Peace, Justice and Freedom. Cod Save the King.



b a r r a c k s .  11 L ater, d e p a r tu re s  w e n t m ore 
smoothly as postcards and  letters hom e suggest. 
As an  unidentified  soldier, H arold Allen, wrote 
on a post card  on 31 May 1916:

H ave a rrived  h e re  a t  la s t  a fte r  som e tr ip , th is  is 
a  glorious b o a t th e  nam e of w hich you m ay  know.
We h o p e  to  sa il so o n  a long  w ith  sev era l o th e r  
B n. T h is  is a  ro tte n  to w n  & it is ra in in g  like th e  
devil. H ope p h o to s  o f o u r  d e p a r tu re  w ere  O.K. 
C anno t say  m any  th ings I w ould like to. So long.12

A le tte r  from  P rivate  J o h n  G ray of the  
C anad ian  Army Medical Corps (CAMC), tells of 
security  arrangm en ts in Ju ly  1916.

T here  w ere som e fu n n y  o rd ers  cam e to  u s  a b o u t 
th a t  tim e. O u r goods a n d  clo th ing  w ere going to 
be exam ined to  see if anybody h a d  any  explosives 
o r m a tc h e s . T he w indow s of th e  t r a in  h a d  to  be 
closed  a n d  we m u s t n o t sp e a k  to  an y o n e  on  th e  
p la tfo rm  o r w ave a  h a n d . .. .Well w e d id  n o t do 
m u c h . I d id  n o t even  u n p a c k  m y b la n k e ts , a n d  
still h ave  m y pillow  a n d  u n d erc lo th es . I[t] w ould  
h ave  ta k e n  severa l d ay s to  exam ine  everym an’s 
th in g s . W hen  we re a c h e d  H alifax  a t  6 p m  (th a t 
m ad e  ju s t  a  w eek  a n d  3 h o u rs  o n  th e  tra in ) we 
m a rc h e d  w ith  all o u r  o u tf it s tra ig h t o n  to  th e  
s te am er.13

Embarkation

The em b a rk a tio n  of a full load  of troops 
required  abou t two days. H erbert Burrell of 

the  100th  B attalion  w rote in  Sep tem ber 1916: 
“We were kep t on the tra in , in  the  yards for 3 /4  
of an  hour, and then  m arched to the dock a short 
distance away & embarked. Rest of evening spent 
exploring the devious ways & byways of this huge 
steam er & slinging up  our ham m ocks.”14 Private 
J o h n  G ray’s le tte r tells how m eal an d  sleeping 
a r ra n g e m e n ts  w ere  c o m m u n ic a te d  to  th e  
arriving troops: “As we w ent up  the  gang p lank  
we were each  given a card  w hich told u s  ju s t  
exactly w here ou r bed w as an d  w here we m u st 
s it for m eals an d  so o n ....”15 O ther activities 
d u r in g  lo ad in g  w ere d e sc rib ed  by  C a p ta in  
Edw ard Fidlar, CAMC: “W atched soldiers come 
aboard . L uncheon in  2nd  class d ining room. 
8 8 th  Bat. from  Vancouver, 8 9 th  from  Calgary, 
90 th  W innipeg, 95 th  Toronto, 9 9 th  W indsor.... 
At n igh t soldiers lined side of b oa t & signallers 
talked  w ith som e people on shore. Som e of the 
girls could wig wag very well.”16

For the  soldiers who boarded  first, the long 
wait before sailing was unexpected and  for some 
the  w ait could drag  on for several days. Sailing

num ber ten  from Halifax in December 1916 was 
p lanned  for the  13th, expected on the  14th, 
delayed again, an d  em barkation  took place on 
the 16th. W hen a fu rther delay was announced, 
p lans  were m ade to exercise the  troops on the 
17th. Olympic finally left Halifax five days before 
C hristm as.17

Departure

In  h is  n o v e l, B a ro m e te r  R is in g  (1 9 4 1 ), 
C anad ian  au th o r H ugh M acLennan provides 

a vivid d esc rip tio n  of the  d e p a rtu re  of the  
Olympic from Halifax (athough the  a u th o r h as  
the liner leaving only two days before the Halifax 
E x p lo s io n  of 6 D e c e m b e r 1917 , w h e re a s  
Olympic actually  sailed on 1 December):

E x a c tly  a t  tw elve  th e  h o rn  of th e  Olympic 
coughed , th e n  p lum ed  itself a n d  roared , m ak ing  
th e  a ir  sh u d d e r . L o n g sh o rem en  o n  th e  tu g s  
s h o u te d  to  sa ilo rs  on  th e  s te a m e r’s deck  a n d  
th e re  w as a  jan g le  of bells signalling  th e  engine- 
room . T hen  two floods of d irty  w a te r raced  along 
th e  s h ip ’s f la n k s  a n d  b u r s t  h is s in g  a g a in s t th e  
sea-w all fro n tin g  h e r  prow . T he lin e r  b e g a n  to  
b a c k  slow ly o u t. As th e  people  w a tch ed  her, 
som eone  s ta r te d  a  ch ee r a n d  a  flu rry  sh o o k  th e  
crow d like w ind  in  th e  leaves of a  tree . T h en  
silence fell on  th em  all an d  they  w atched  dum bly  
a s  th e  sh ip  d rew  aw ay .18

Not a ll d e p a r tu re s  w ere  ro u tin e . In  fac t, 
O lym pic’s  f irs t d e p a rtu re  from  H alifax w as 
com plicated by a m inor accident. As the  pilot 
who h ad  guided Olympic ou t of the ha rb o u r was 
tran sferred  by sm all boat from  Olympic to the 
a rm e d  y a c h t HMCS S ta d a co n a , th e  m u ch  
sm aller vessel had  difficulty m anoeuvering in the 
wind. As the  two drifted together, Stadacona’s 
m a s th e a d  c a u g h t a n d  ca rried  aw ay two of 
Olympic’s lifeboats. Fortunately, dam age to both 
vessels w as m inim al, and  Stadacona  w as able 
to retrieve the  two lifeboats.19

Before re a c h in g  th e  o p en  se a  a n d  h e r  
c r u i s in g  s p e e d , O lym p ic  w a s  u s u a l ly  
accom panied by escorts chosen  from the  few 
sm all sh ip s available in  Halifax. Private Gray 
relayed to h is children h is colourful im pression 
of the escorts:

My h e a d  w as  bu zz in g  a n d  I w as  g lad  to  ge t u p  
in to  th e  fresh  a ir  again , a n d  low [sic] a n d  beho ld  
we w ere s te am in g  o u t of H alifax h a rb o u r. It w as 
very p re tty  b u t  a  little  foggy. Very so o n  w e w ere 
su rro u n d ed  by o th er boats . O ne very fa s t torpedo 
b o a t c irc led  ro u n d  a n d  ro u n d  u s  all th e  tim e.
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We w ere  only  going slow  [sic] th ro u g h  th e  fog. It 
w as very in teresting  to w atch  them  dodging ab o u t 
like flies a ro u n d  a  ja m  po t. T hey  w ere so  sm all 
co m p a red  to  th is  o n e .20

A ccom m odation and Meals

Olympic’s  huge size greatly im pressed Private 
Gray:

Now p e rh a p s  I b e tte r  te ll.. .som eth ing  ab o u t th is 
boat. It is ab o u t th e  biggest sh ip  th e  B ritish  have. 
V ery n e a r ly  th e  b ig g e s t  in  th e  w o rld . T he  
G erm an s  have  a  b igger one b u t  it is in  New York 
I th in k  a n d  h a s  b een  a fra id  to  com e o u t ever 
s ince  th e  w a r s ta r te d . W hen  th is  one  w as in  th e  
D ard en e lls  [sic] sh e  h a d  1 3 ,000  m e n  on  bo ard . 
T here  a re  only ab o u t 1 /2  th a t  n u m b e r  now. It is 
d ifficu lt to  ge t a n  id ea  how  long  sh e  is. F or 
exam p le  th e re  is a  b ra s s  p la te  o n  th e  top  d eck  
(w hich a s  you [know] ju s t  ru n s  ro u n d  th e  cen tre  
p a r t  of th e  sh ip). It say s . T h is  d eck  is 1150 feet 
ro u n d  or 4  1 /2  tim es a ro u n d  is one  mile. T here  
a re  so ld ie rs  on  7 d eck s  a n d  th e  b o a t d eck  is 
above th a t , a n d  I d o n ’t k now  how  m a n y  d eck s  
below  th a t . S p e n c e rs  b u ild in g  [a d e p a r tm e n t 
s to re  in  V ictoria, B.C. 1 only h a s  6 d eck s  so  th a t  
will give you  som e id e a .21

With such  a  m ass of hum anity  to accom modate, 
those like C ap tain  Fidlar, who were assigned  to 
the first class berths, were lucky. “Were taken  to 
B63”, he wrote, “w hich proved to be the end 
ro o m  of a S u i te  w ith  a t t a c h e d  b a th .  
A ppointm ents luxurious - comfortable chairs & 
beds & m any lights, fin ished in  panelled  oak 
(Louis XVI room ).”22

Private Gray w as also fortunate:

.. .I’m  p leased  to  say  th e  good fo rtune , o r special 
p rov idence  o r w h a tev e r it is w h ich  h a s  followed 
m e ever since  jo in ing  th e  a rm y  w as w idr m e still.
I h av e  a  lovely little  s ta te ro o m  w ith  3 b e d s  in  it 
a n d  th e  m en  w ith  m e a re  all r ig h t,.. .an d  we have 
lo ts of room , a  nice m ahogany  w ard robe  to  h a n g  
o u r  c lo th e s  a n d  d ra w e rs  fo r sm a ll th in g s . 
E lectric  ligh t sw itch  a t  th e  b ed  side, m a ttre s s  & 
pillows w hite sh ee t & b lanket, a  fan  blowing fresh  
a ir  th ro u g h  a  v e n tila to r u n d e r  m y b ed  a n d  so 
on, every th ing  lovely.23

A fter a  stro ll ro u n d  th e  d eck  a n d  sh e  is a  big 
o n e , I b e g a n  to  th i n k  o f a  b a th ,  b u t  a ll 
b a th ro o m (s) w ere  locked  a n d  no  h o t w ater, b u t  
w h ere  th e re ’s a  will th e r e ’s a  w ay. I fo u n d  a 
s te w a rd  a n d  a  q u a r te r  (25c) d id  th e  re s t. I go t a 
cold s a lt  w a te r b a th  a n d  go t som e c lean  c lo thes 
on  a n d  w en t to  b e d  a b o u t 11 oclock a n d  in  5 
m in u te s  tim e I op en ed  m y eyes a n d  it w as 6 am  
n ex t m orn ing .24

O thers were n o t as  lucky, p a rticu la rly  after 
Olympic underw ent renovations in 1917 and  the 
more luxurious fittings were removed or boarded 
over. Harry Spencer of the 1st Canadian Division 
Signal C om pany com plained in  May 1917: “We 
a re  a S en io r U nit a n d  su p p o se d  to be the  
sn ap p ie s t corps in C anada b u t  were recru ited  
u n d e r E ngineers an d  owing to som e bungling 
g o t h a n d e d  d ir t  a ll a ro u n d . G ot p o o re s t  
q u a rte rs .”25

However, even before the  full conversion to 
troopship, the below decks accom m odation was 
less th a n  th ird  class. As Private Gray w rote in 
Ju ly  1916: “T h o u san d s of canvas ham m ocks 
over head . Men ju s t  getting  o u t of them  and  
d ressing  on the  tab les. We h a d  to stoop all the 
tim e u n d e r the  ham m ocks. This is w here the 
soldiers sleep, as close as  they can  pack  up  to 
the  roof. No place to p u t th e ir clo thes or k its. It 
nearly  choked me. This is w here all my friends 
of the 103rd sleep .”26

M eals on board  Olympic were of good quality, 
b u t the logistics of serving so m any passangers  
w a s  c o m p lic a te d . G ra y ’s fam ily  rec e iv e d  
revealing details abou t the food:

Well w h a t a b o u t b re a k fa s t. I looked  a t  m y c a rd  
It sa id  C o m p artm en t A2, D eck D M ess tab le  74.
1st s ittin g . It took  so m e  tim e  to  find  it a n d  oh  
w h a t a  p lace , aw ay  dow n in  th e  d a rk . R ough  
b en ch es  w ith  oil cloth tab les 22 m en  to a  table....
Well we soon  lo s t o u r  ap p e tite . B u t M cA lister [?[ 
a n d  I g o t b u s y  a n d  g o t so m e  b ig  t in s  a n d  
s tru g g le d  to  th e  k itc h e n  a n d  go t po rridge  a n d  
coffee, s a u s a g e s  a n d  b re a d  for th e  tab le  a n d  got 
som eth ing  to eat. We w ashed  u p  th e  d ishes ready 
for th e  2 n d  sitting  a lth o u g h  we knew  th a t  several 
o f o u r  m e n  h a d  n o t fo u n d  th e  p lace  yet. T hey 
lo s t th e ir  tu r n  a n d  w en t w ith o u t o r b o u g h t a  
b re a k fa s t a t  th e  c a n te e n .27

C a p ta in  F id la r  w ro te  from  a n  o fficer’s 
perspective  in  May 1916: “M eals very good 
though not m any vegetables.”28

Escorts and Subm arines

Although the Admiralty originally p lanned  for 
the Olympic to sail in  convoy from Halifax 

w ith  e sco rts , C ap ta in  H ayes convinced  the  
au thorities th a t his ship, with a regular speed of 
22 k n o ts ,  w o u ld  be  in  le s s  d a n g e r  from  
subm arine a ttack  sailing alone ra the r th a n  with 
a convoy a t a speed of 12 k n o ts .29
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Prior to h e r  second d ep a rtu re  from Halifax 
on 1 May 1916, the  question  w as again  raised  
by th e  A dm iralty : “C an  O lym pic  sa il from  
C anada without escort as on previous occasion?” 
Although C anadian  au thorities rem ained  eager 
to see Olympic escorted , the  A dm iralty only 
provided an  esco rt on a  few occasions. For 
exam ple, the  d ep a rtu re  from  Halifax on the 
eighth voyage in  1916 w as delayed due to the 
presence of a G erm an U-boat on th is side of the 
Atlantic. In view of the  danger, Olympic sailed 
w ith  th e  a rm e d  m e r c h a n t  c r u i s e r s  HMS 
C algarian  a n d  HMS D rake  on  13 O ctober 
1916.30

As w ith o ther troopships, Olympic received 
special instructions to leave at dark  and to follow 
a prescribed  zig-zagging course for the first 100 
miles out to avoid interception by subm arines.31 
In M arch 1918, Colonel E douard  Leprohon, 
C a n a d ian  S en io r M edical Officer (SMO) on 
board , wrote of h is first day a t sea: “Heavy sea 
ru n n in g  - following a zig zag course. ... Still in 
d a n g e r  zone , fo llow ed  by  to rp e d o  [boat] 
destroyers who fired two sh o ts  a t a G erm an 
s u b m a r in e  s u p p o s e d  to  h av e  b e e n  se e n . 
T rem endous excitem ent.”32

Olympic sailed w ithou t lights show ing and  
a t n ight sm oking w as forbidden. The s ta n d a rd  
safety  p recau tio n s  tak e n  were described  by 
H erbert B urrell in S ep tem ber 1916: “In the  
evening it rained and  there was considerable fog. 
C onsequently speed w as m uch  reduced and  fog 
h o rn s  sounded  every m inute. All sm oking on 
open decks forbidden a t night. Life belts worn 
all day & placed ready  for im m ediate u se  a t 
n ight.”33

H arry Spencer recorded in h is d iary in May 
1917 th a t  the  danger of fire w as ever presen t: 
“Very foggy so w histle blew every few m inu tes. 
Fire drill several tim es a  day - Signalled by 
several short b lasts on whistle and  bugles blown 
all over.”34 The strict enforcem ent of the no lights 
regulation could have dram atic results, as ra ther 
vividly recorded by H arry Spencer: “Last n ight 
we were no t allowed on deck after eight. One 
m an  h a s  died from d ip theria  an d  it is rum ored  
th a t  the cap ta in  sho t one of the g u ard s  in  the 
stom ach with his revolver for lighting a m atch .”35

P re c a u tio n s  a g a in s t su b m a rin e  a tta c k s  
increased  in the final leg of the crossing  w ith a 
resum ption  of a  zig-zag course. Spencer wrote 
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as the ship  approached  England: “The boat zig
zagged h e r course  all the  tim e, tu rn in g  often at 
r ig h t an g le s  a n d  a t  in te rv a ls  of every few 
m inutes.”36 Olympic was always m et by escorting 
destroyers as  she neared  the British Isles. Lloyd 
Wickwire of the 193rd B attalion rem em bered 
seeing o ther sh ips “...only w hen we approached 
England. The British Navy destroyers cam e out 
and  circled round  and  round. They would go up 
and  drop back, th en  round  and  round. Would 
circle a ro u n d  the sh ip  in  case any subm arines  
app roached .”37 C apta in  F idlar wrote in  Ju n e  
1916: “D estroyer #74  cam e abou t 12 noon & 
co n tin u e d  a lo n g sid e ...D u rin g  evening m ore 
sh ip s  were said  to have come up  & in trip  down 
p a s t Isle of M an it w as sa id  over 100 vessels 
were w ithin 20 m inu tes call.”38

The threat of subm arine attack delayed some 
voyages and  prolonged others. As described  by 
H arry Spencer, a crossing in early May 1917 
la s te d  n ine  days as Olympic  w as forced to 
anchor for 14 h o u rs  in Loch Swilly in  N orthern  
Ireland.

We h av e  la id  h e re  all d ay  a n d  th in k  we w ere 
c h a se d  in  h e re  b y  su b m a rin e s . Severa l b o a ts  
p a ssed  close by d u ring  th e  day, includ ing  several 
d e s t r o y e r s ,  a  B r i t i s h  s u b m a r i n e  a n d  a 
m in e la y e r ...e sc o rte d  by  fo u r  d e s tro y e rs  a n d  
hugging the Irish  shore, du ring  w hich th ree boats 
k ep t on  ou ts id e  an d  one on  inside... P assed  th ro  
su b  n e t reach in g  ac ro ss  th e  loch. B an d s  p layed  
c o n ce rts  a n d  c h u rc h  service held . We p a s s e d  a  
g re a t m an y  b o a ts  in c lu d in g  large a n d  sm all 
t r a m p s ,  m in e la y e r s  e tc  & e tc . T h is  is  th e  
f o u r te e n th  t r ip  w ith  s o ld ie rs  m a d e  b y  th e  
O lym pic. R ep o rted  th a t  we w en t by  Loch Swilly 
150 m iles b u t  s u b s  w ere so  th ic k  a n d  severa l 
b o a ts  w ere being s u n k  th a t  we tu rn e d  back . Any 
m a n  on  b o a rd  s ig h tin g  a  s u b  w ou ld  receive 
£ 5 0 0 .39

Shortly  after Olympic arrived in  Liverpool 
on 19 November 1916 on the  re tu rn  leg of he r 
n in th  trip , h e r s is te r  sh ip  Britannic , launched  
in  F e b ru a ry  1914 a n d  co m m issioned  a s  a 
hosp ita l sh ip  in Decem ber 1915, s tru c k  a m ine 
(on 21 November) in  the  A egean Sea  while 
a p p ro a c h in g  M udros to p ick  u p  w o u n d ed  
soldiers. Britannic san k  w ith a loss of abou t 30 
lives, leaving Olympic as th e  only surviving 
m em ber of the  W hite S ta r  Line’s th ree  Olympic 
c lass liners.40

Armed and Dazzled

In  J a n u a r y  1917, O lym pic  w as ta k e n  off 
T ranspo rt Service and  re tu rn ed  to Belfast for

m aintenance and for the installation of six 6-inch 
guns as added protection. Her crew w as th en  
supp lem en ted  by 40 naval ra tings to m an  the 
new  g u n s .41 O n 4 April 1917 the  liner w as 
co m m iss io n ed  as  His M a jesty ’s T ro o p sh ip  
(HMT) Olympic, and  the W hite E nsign  replaced 
the Red Ensign of the M erchant M arine.42 Some 
2000 passengers, m ostly w om en an d  children, 
em barked  a t Glasgow for the first crossing  to 
Halifax as HMT Olympic in early April 1917.

The new s ta tu s  of Olympic raised  questions 
in Halifax. An officer of the Navy Yard in Halifax 
w rote to O ttaw a: “Olympic now  flying white 
ensign. W hat is he r s ta tu s?  Should I give orders 
for h e r m ovem ents an d  sailing  as  before or 
shou ld  I subm it to C om m ander-in-C hief?” 43 
A lth o u g h  sh e  flew th e  W hite E n s ig n  of a 
com m issioned ship, the au thorities determ ined 
th a t Olympic was to con tinue to be trea ted  as a 
civilian transport.

w hich show  the  colours of the  dazzling stripes 
and  sw irls to have included  varying sh ad es  of 
blue, grey, and  brown.

In m id-M ay 1917, a s  th e  m en ace  from  
subm arines m ounted, the Canadian Departm ent 
of Militia an d  Defence requested  th a t an  escort 
be supplied for Olympic on her next voyage from 
Halifax, especially in view of the increasing hours 
of daylight. The Admiralty, however, stood by its 
original decision th a t  she  shou ld  sail alone, 
responding  that: “No c ru iser h a s  sufficient sea  
sp e ed  to convoy OLYMPIC a c ro ss  A tlan tic  
w ithout reducing latter’s speed to such  an  extent 
th a t advantage it gives is lost. OLYMPIC has been 
specially  a rm ed  in  o rder th a t  sh e  m ay n o t 
re q u ire  convoy a n d  so  long  a s  A d m ira lty  
in stru c tio n s  given h e r are  com plied w ith she 
ru n s  very sm all risk  from  raiders. Protection 
a g a in s t  s u b m a r in e s  is  a f fo rd e d  w h e n  
approaching  B ritish w aters .”44

O lym p ic  n o w  h a d  a m o re  w a r - l ik e  
appearance  as she w as pain ted  in  the dazzle- 
p a in t d isruptive cam ouflage schem e applied to 
m any vessels du ring  the war. D uring the  next 
two years, the dazzle pain t schem e was changed 
a t  l e a s t  o n c e . D ue to  th e  la c k  of d a te d  
pho tographs, there  is som e confusion as to the 
sequence of the different dazzle-paint schem es. 
An im portan t record of the colours and  pa tte rns 
u sed  in the  la ter version are  the  ske tches and  
paintings of C anadian  war a rtist A rthur Lismer,

The Crossing

O lym pic  w as given the  nam e “Old Reliable” 
by the  people of Halifax w ith respect to the 

the regularity of her arrivals and departures. The 
norm al tim e for the  A tlantic crossing  w as five 
days an d  six h o u rs  depending  on w eather and  
route. However, there  were irregularities and  
m a n y  d e la y s  c a u s e d  by  w e a th e r  a n d  
circum stances beyond the control of the Captain 
an d  the  sho re -b ased  au tho rities . For exam ple, 
on one ea stw a rd  trip  to Liverpool, Olympic

Canadian troops returning from Europe aboard HMT Olympic, 
Halifax, NS, circa 1919. Note the dazzle-painted bridge.



Arthur Lismer and the Olympic
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Arthur Lismer, an original member of the Group 
of Seven, was commissioned by the Canadian 
War Memorials Fund to portray naval activity in 
the port of Halifax in 1918. The sketches 
reproduced here are exam ples from  the 
hundreds he completed in 1918 and 1919.



travelled a ro u n d  the  n o rth e rn  coast of Ireland 
to avoid su b m arin es  in  the English  C hannel, 
th en  so u th  p a s t the Isle of M an into Liverpool.

A lthough Olympic’s  u su a l rou te  w as d irect 
from Halifax to Liverpool, som e th o ugh t was 
given to a  stop at Newfoundland to take on troops 
there. In May 1917 Major-General G.W. Gwatkin, 
Chief of the G eneral Staff, ra ised  the  question  
of the  p racticality  of the  Olympic calling a t St. 
Jo h n ’s. In the end, however, due to the Olympic’s 
d raugh t of over 35 feet, it was considered unsafe 
for he r to en te r St. J o h n ’s H arbour, “as there  is 
a very shallow patch  in the middle of the entrance 
w h ic h  fo r a s h ip  of th e  OLYMPIC’S s ize  
necessita tes  two very sh a rp  and  large tu rn s  to 
avo id . It is a  r is k  w h ic h .. .s h o u ld  n o t be 
unnecessarily  incu rred .”45

Fog and the dangers of icebergs compounded 
the th rea t from Germ an subm arines, as the ship 
h a d  to  slow  dow n to  avoid  th e  d a n g e r  of 
collisions. As recorded by C aptain Fidlar in Ju n e  
1916: “Fog all day, sa id  to be m aking only 15 
knots. S topped for aw hile.”46 H erbert B urrell’s 
diary of Septem ber 1916 p a in ts  the  following 
p ic tu re  of one foggy day: “Cold c h e e r le s s  
m o rn in g . M ist h a d  c le a re d  off b u t  so o n  
en sh rouded  u s  again. By 8 a.m . th is  m orning 
ou r good sh ip  h ad  covered som e 500 m iles in 
sp ite  of h e r  reduced  speed. The som bre grey 
c lo u d s  a n d  se a  & a  co ld  S e p te m b e r  day, 
combined, do not encourage one to stay  on deck. 
O ur sh ip  in  h e r  coating  of grey p a in t is in 
harm ony  with the scene .”47

Storm s and  heavy seas m ade the trip across 
an  agony for m any passengers. Lloyd Wickwire 
of the  193rd B attalion  rem em bered  little of h is 
tim e on Olympic du ring  the voyage to Liverpool 
in the fall of 1916. He w as seasick  m ost of the 
w ay  a n d  d id  n o t  e a t  m u c h . He a n d  h is  
com panions did little except walk the decks and  
look around  the ship, no doubt keeping close to 
the railing.48

A storm y crossing added a full day an d  a  lot 
of d isco m fo rt to th e  r e tu r n  c ro s s in g  from  
Liverpool to Halifax. Diary en tries  by the  SMO, 
Colonel Leprohon, record a n u m b er of sto rm s 
du ring  several A tlantic crossings. “All n igh t 
furious gale and  boat pitching heavily”, he wrote 
on 18 M arch 1918. “A g rea t n u m b er of people 
s ick .... W aves a re  m o u n ta in o u s  h ig h .”49 In

October, he recorded ano th er fierce gale w hich 
h a d  the  “Big Fellow” rolling so heavily th a t  all 
boat drills were cancelled and  all passengers 
were ordered below early in the evening for w hat 
tu rn e d  ou t to be four days in a row. “Many 
p assengers  still s ick .”, he  wrote. “This is one of 
the  w orst trip s I have m ade. All life belts are 
rigidly w orn & p assengers  are again  ordered 
below early th is  evening.”50

On a mid-M ay re tu rn  crossing to Halifax in 
1919 Olympic w as stopped  for abou t 12 h o u rs  
due to th ick  fog. It was “bitterly  cold on deck as 
well as  in side”, wrote Jo h n  Gray in h is diary. 
W hen the fog lifted in  the early m orning, he and 
the the o ther passengers saw  “two very large ice 
b e rg s  aw ay to  N orth . H uge m a s s e s  of ice 
hundreds of feet high shining white in the su n .”51

Passengers and Cargo

On  h er first voyage from Halifax in early April 
1916, Olympic carried  5737 troops. From  

th a t tim e on, the  official nu m b er of troops to be 
carried  p e r voyage w as 6014. This resu lted  in 
cram ped conditions below decks, b u t nonethless 
allowed the  m axim um  nu m b er to be carried  
w ithout un d u e  hardship .

P assengers o ther th a n  soldiers listed  on 
regu lar sailings included  P robationary  Flight 
Officers (Royal Naval Air Service), U.S. Navy 
Officers, an d  chem ists for B ritish  m unitions 
factories. Most of the passengers on the Halifax 
to Liverpool ru n  were men, b u t on m any voyages 
women, m ainly nu rsing  sisters b u t also wives of 
officers or o ther special cases, were also on 
board. In Septem ber 1916, H erbert B urrell was 
“Surprised to see two ladies on the q uarte r deck, 
as I h a d  im agined  we w ere en tirely  a m ale 
population  on board .”52

Two t r ip s  fro m  H a lifa x , in  J u ly  a n d  
Novem ber 1917, were ded ica ted  to carry ing  
h ired  la b o u re rs  from  C hina, refe rred  to as 
“coolies”, who were m em bers of the Chinese 
Labour Battalions and scheduled to work behind 
the lines on the W estern Front. In mid November 
1917, the M anager of the W hite S tar-D om inion 
Line’s M ontreal office advised C om m ander R. 
L. S tephens a t Naval Service H eadquarters, th a t 
the CPR w as carrying “6300 Coolies”, to arrive 
in  H a lifa x  on  th e  1 9 th  a n d  2 1 s t .53 T he  
em barkation  of the  first com plem ent of these 
C h in ese  la b o u re rs  s ta r te d  a t  n o o n  on 19
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November and  w as com pleted by 8 pm  the next 
day. To provide for their m eals the C aptain  had  
to m ake a special request for 100 tons of rice.54 
On th is  p a rticu la r trip, the  p assengers  were 
accom panied by 140 guards  supplied  by the 
C anad ian  m litary. With 6152 labourers  and  21 
officers of the  C hinese L abour B atta lion  on 
board , p lus the guard , o ther first and  second 
class m ilitary an d  civilian passengers, as well 
as the crew, Olympic’s  total com plem ent on this 
trip w as 7106, over 1000 passengers more th an  
h e r official capacity .55 Her lifeboats could only 
hold 6818 and there were only life belts for 7000, 
necessita ting  the  acquisition  of additional life 
rafts and life belts before sailing.56 W hen Olympic 
finally left Halifax on 1 December, with her decks 
full of Chinese labourers, probably  the largest 
n u m b er of passengers she  carried  on a single 
v o y ag e , s h e  o n ly  n a r ro w ly  e s c a p e d  th e  
devasta ting  Halifax Explosion w hich occurred 
ju s t  five days later. If she h ad  been  lost on th a t 
occasion the process of ferrying C anadian troops 
overseas would have been  seriously  ham pered.

A lth o u g h  th e  t r a n s p o r t  of tro o p s  w as 
Olympic’s prim e focus, room w as som etim es 
m ade for o ther im portan t cargoes. For example, 
on the  first voyage from  Halifax she carried  14 
tons of ball am m unition  to England. On h er 
n in th  trip  to Halifax, in  November 1916, she 
b rough t 20 packages of “valuable s to re s” from 
the B ank of England  to be h an d ed  over to the 
D om inion E xpress Com pany. R epresentatives 
from the M inistery of Finance and  the CPR took 
delivery on arrival of w hat w as probably  gold 
bullion. In D ecem ber 1916, on the ten th  trip  
from Halifax, a  sh ipm ent of four Lewis guns and
20,000 rounds of rifle am m unition from C anada 
w ent a s tra y  on arrival.57 In April 1917, she  
s h ip p e d  1000  h o s p ita l  b e d s , m a t tr e s s e s ,  
b lan k e ts  and  asso rted  m ateria ls, belonging to 
the  O ntario  G overnm ent, for delivery to the 
O rp in g to n  M ilitary  H o sp ita l in  E n g la n d .58 
Officially a Royal Mail Ship, Olympic also carried 
m ail th ro u g h o u t the  war. For exam ple, in  Ju n e  
1918 Olympic left S o u th h am p to n  for Halifax 
w ith 2704 bags of Post Office m ails an d  7 bags 
of fleet m ail.59

A ctivities and Entertainm ent

Once underw ay, soldiers were assigned  to 
various work pa rties  to keep them  busy. 

“After bkfst they  s ta r te d  fatigue pa rties  going”, 
wrote H erbert B urrell in  Septem ber 1916, “& I

w as am ongst a b u n c h  sw abbing decks & s ta irs  
& sw eep ing  - a b o u t a n  h o u rs  w ork in  the  
m orning  an d  1 / 2 an  h o u r  each  evening.”60 The 
so ld ie rs  w ere a lso  req u ired  to tak e  p a r t  in  
“physical drill.”

Som e p assengers  on the earlier voyages in 
1916 m ade use  of those luxuries still rem aining 
from Olympic’s  civilian vocation. C aptain Fidlar 
reported  on how he “found the gym nasium  & 
tried out the appara tus. Trotting horse with side 
sad d le  & a s tr id e  v ib ra to r, b a c k  m assag in g  
a p p a ra tu s , buck ing  cam el, rowing ap p a ra tu s . 
C hest w eight, bicycles, p u n c h in g  bag, ... & 
m edicine ball... After luncheon  w alked a ro u n d  
deck. C ouldn’t see m uch  of spo rts  a rranged  for 
m en. Saw officers playing shuffleboard .”61

R epresentatives of the YMCA were assigned 
to the  trip s  ou tw ard  b o u n d  from  Halifax to 
organize sports and  o ther en terta inm en t for the 
troops, an d  to look after the books and  gam es 
provided. As m ight be expected, the m en also 
en tertained  them selves in diverse ways. Burrell, 
for exam ple, recorded th a t  he “Played piano for 
awhile in  dining saloon of sergeants, and  one of 
them  possessing a very good baritone voice sang 
Wagner’s ‘S tar of Eve’ for me while I accom panied 
h im .”62

C aptain  F idlar described a to u r of the ship. 
“A bout 2 pm  w ent below w ith o thers  to see 
engines. Three propellor shafts, two outside on 
reciprocating engines & one centre steam  turbine 
with 20 miles of blade. S team  for tu rb ine  comes 
from ex h au st of th ird  cylinder. Engines develop 
83000 horsepow er ru n  by 29 boilers u sing  800 
tons of coal a day & fired in  sh ifts  of 4 h rs  on & 
8 off. “63

On arrival in  the  U nited Kingdom, it w as 
more “hurry  up  and  wait” as the troops prepared 
for board ing  the tra in s  th a t  would take them  to 
th e ir  respec tive  cam ps. H arry  Spencer, for 
example, wrote th a t  he “reported in full d ress a t 
nine a.m ., waited in line till 11:15 a.m . w hen we 
w ent off ship, walked a sh o rt d istance sa t down 
and  a te  lunch . Got on tra in  a t 2:15 p .m .”64

Caring for the Wounded

On  her re tu rn  trips to C anada from England, 
O lym p ic  b r o u g h t  b a c k  t h o u s a n d s  of 

w ounded soldiers an d  h u n d red s  of civilians, 
including wom en and  children who h ad  gone to
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E ngland to be n ea r their h u sb a n d s  during  their 
tra in in g .65 O n one occasion, h e r  passen g ers  
included R ussian  soldiers assigned to duty  with 
the  C anad ian  S iberian  E xped itionary  Force. 
R epatriated p risoners of war, soldiers on special 
and  com passionate leave, and  im m igrants were 
also am ongst h e r re tu rn  passengers.

On each re tu rn  voyage from Britain, a Senior 
Medical Officer was aboard, charged with caring 
for the  m edical needs of the  re tu rn in g  soldiers 
and civilians. His duties began with an  inspection 
of the  p assen g ers  as they  arrived a t the  ship. 
While on board , the du ties included daily tou rs 
of the ship, sick  p arades, an d  tre a tm e n t of any 
illnesses or in juries. The day before arrival in 
p o rt he  in sp e c ted  th e  m en  for verm in  an d  
infectious, venereal, a n d  tra n sm itta b le  sk in  
d iseases. The SMO w as u su a lly  assis ted  by a 
m edical p a rty  a n d  severa l n u rs in g  s is te rs . 
Olympic m ain ta ined  a w ell-equipped m edical 
d ispensary  on C deck. Sick p a rad es  were held 
in the dispensary as it was adjacent to the roomy, 
sheltered deck, which had  a num ber of benches. 
The m ain  hosp ita l on C deck aft h ad  60 cots 
with an  additional 27 cots in an  adjoining space. 
Moreover, th ree  sta te room s on C deck were 
available for sem i-iso lation  of invalids. E xtra  
iso la tio n  q u a r te rs  w ere ava ilab le  in  twelve 
s ta teroom s on D deck aft.66

A trip from Liverpool to Halifax on 1 October 
1916, w as a  lan d m ark  for re tu rn in g  w ounded 
C a n a d ia n s  so ld ie rs . T his, O lym pic's  e ig h th

arrival in  Halifax harbour, w as a difficult one 
for the  severely  w ounded  m en. U ntil th en , 
w ounded  so ld iers were alw ays d isem barked  
from  th e  sh ip  onto  lig h ters  before Olympic  
docked a t Pier 2. But on 13 October, a complaint 
from a Mr. McCoy, a  local official concerned with 
looking after re tu rned  soldiers, pointing out the 
d isco m fo rt th a t  th is  c a u se d , cam e to  th e  
a tten tion  of the Military Hospitals Com m ission. 
“It is no th ing  b u t absolu te cruelty to have badly 
w ounded soldiers b rough t down the gangway, 
in to  the  ligh ter”, wrote MacCoy. “Up to date  we 
have h a d  good w eather, b u t w hen the rough  
w eather com es it is cruelty  of the  w orst kind. 
We w ould n o t trea t a sick cat th a t  w ay... ”67 As a 
result, the Hospitals Commission requested tha t 
in future the wounded be taken off after docking, 
w h ic h  w a s  a p p ro v e d  by  N aval S e rv ic e  
H eadquarters  in November.68

On a  voyage th a t  departed  Liverpool on 8 
M arch 1918, the  SMO inspected  the  ship, and  
sen t ashore two cases judged to be unfit for travel 
(epilepsy and  orchitis). He also h ad  15 men, who 
were crippled and  unable to sleep in  ham m ocks, 
moved to an  upper deck where access to latrines 
and  o ther facilities w as more convenient.69

D uring the great influenza pandem ic in the 
w in te r  of 1 9 1 8 -1 9 1 9 , th e  e n tire  sh ip  w as 
d is in f e c te d  in  S o u th a m p to n  p r io r  to  
em barkation . P assengers were exam ined upon  
boarding the  ship  and  suspected  infected cases 
were p u t ashore. Olympic’s passengers and  crew

Wounded Canadians on Olympic entering Halifax, October 1916
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were required  to w ear gauze m asks a t all tim es 
except d u rin g  m eals, w ith  the  m ask s  being 
w ashed  in  a d isin fec tan t so lu tion  daily. Those 
passengers who showed sym ptom s of flu during 
the  voyage were confined to the  sh ip ’s hosp ita l 
an d  se rio u s  cases  were h a n d e d  over to the  
au tho rities  on arrival in port. At the  heigh t of 
the flu pandem ic there  were as m any  as 12 
serious cases of influenza in the hospital a t once. 
D eaths a t sea were not uncom m on. By Ja n u a ry  
1919, the  incidence of infection h a d  decreased  
to ab o u t nine per sailing  and  the  requ irem en ts 
for the  u se  of m asks w as d ropped .70

Ferrying American Troops

Wh en  the  USA en tered  the  w ar on 6 April 
1917, it h ad  virtually  no m odern  troop 

transports capable of carrying the huge num bers 
of soldiers th a t  it proposed sending to the front. 
As a consequence, in November 1917, G eneral 
F rank  T. Hines, who h a d  the  responsibility  of 
moving the Am erican Expeditionary Force from 
the  USA to Europe, requested  th a t  B rita in ’s 
M inistry of Shipping  m ake available to the  US 
Army the th ree  liners, Aquitania , M auretania  
a n d  O lym pic.71 The B ritish  ag reed  a n d  th e  
Olympic began  the  penu ltim ate  p h ase  of her 
w a rtim e  c a re e r  a s  a c a r r ie r  p r im a r i ly  of 
A m erican troops. She arrived in New York on 
C hristm as Day to pick up  her first load of troops, 
departing  on 12 J a n u a ry  1918. 72

Between February  and  Ju n e  1918, Olympic 
m ade five trip s to Halifax and  th en  New York 
from  L iverpoo l o r S o u th a m p to n  c a rry in g  
w ounded soldiers an d  civilians. On these  trips 
s h e  ty p ic a lly  c a r r ie d  ov er 2 0 0 0  m ilita ry  
convalescents, civilians, women, an d  children. 
The re tu rn  trip s took m ore A m erican soldiers 
to Britain. Most voyages stopped in Halifax first, 
th en  proceeded to New York to em bark  troops. 
O ther trip s proceeded directly to New York. On 
one occasion, on 31 J a n u a ry  1918, Olympic 
d ep a rted  Liverpool for New York w ith  2300 
C anad ians on board  (250 officers, 2000 o ther 
ra n k s , an d  50 civilians), w ho th e n  h a d  to 
d isem bark  a t New York an d  re tu rn  to C anada 
by tra in .73

On h er 22nd  troop-carry ing  voyage in  late 
April 1918, en rou te  from S ou tham pton  to New 
Y ork, a G e rm a n  s u b m a r in e  m a d e  a n  
u n successfu l a ttack  on Olympic. On h e r re tu rn  
from  New York, Olympic tu rn e d  the  tab les and

ram m ed and sank  U-103 in the English Channel. 
Som e reports  suggested  th a t  two su b m arin es  
were destroyed  in  th a t  in te rac tio n , b u t  the 
second  w as n o t con firm ed .74 T h u s  Olympic  
became the only troopship during the First World 
War to sink  an  enem y subm arine.

A rm istice and Dem obilization

O ly m p ic  w a s  o u tw a rd  b o u n d  fro m  
S o u th am p to n  to New York in  the  closing 

days of the  w ar an d  docked in  New York on 10 
N o v e m b e r 1 9 1 8 . O n h e r  r e t u r n  t r ip  to  
S o u th am p to n  there  were few people on board  
and  she was m et by destroyers for the last time. 
W ith the  end of the  w ar an d  dem obilization, 
O lym pic  w a s  a g a in  ta s k e d  w ith  c a rry in g  
th o u san d s  of C anad ian  soldiers, th is tim e all in 
a  w estw ard direction tow ards th e ir hom eland.

The first trip  to Halifax from S o u tham pton  
with a  load of 5388 retu rn ing  C anad ian  soldiers 
was a  very different affair from the previous trips, 
w hen she  h a d  carried  w ounded  soldiers and  
civilians. Medical s ta ff com plained th a t  troops 
h a d  n o  d e s ir e  to  fo llow  th e  e s ta b l i s h e d  
regu la tions for avoiding the  in fluenza .75 W hen 
Olympic arrived  in  Halifax on  14 D ecem ber 
1918, she w as m et by cheering crow ds an d  a 
flotilla of sm aller boats . At th is  tim e, Olympic 
was still in her dazzle colours and  C anadian w ar 
a rtis t  A rthu r L ism er m ade several ske tches of 
h e r bearing  he r las t coat of th is d isruptive p ain t 
p a tte rn . As he wrote in  a  le tte r to Eric Brown, 
Director of the National Galleiy, on 24 December: 
“The ‘Olympic’ which ha s  carried so m any of the 
C anad ians over, docked here las t week. It w as a 
m agnificent sigh t - & is the  m ost typical of all 
such  subjects - there will be m any such  of course 
& I shall have good opportunity to study  them .”76 
Later, in  early 1919, he u sed  these  ske tches as 
he  w o rk ed  on  h is  p a in t in g  ‘O lym p ic ’ w ith  
R e tu rn ed  So ld iers, w h ich  he  co m p le ted  in 
A ugust. C ap ta in  H ayes recorded  th a t  Olympic 
resum ed her peaceful garb in February 1919 and 
the Red Ensign  w as once again  hoisted  in  place 
of the W hite.77

Despite he r r e tu rn  to peace-tim e colours, 
Olympic  n o n th e le ss  rem ained  b u sy  ferrying 
C anadian soldiers back home. The wear and  tear 
of he r troop carrying du ties obviously took their 
toll, w ith  Private Gray no ting  in  h is D iary after 
boarding he r a t Sou thham pton  on 10 May 1919 
to re tu rn  hom e th a t “The Olympic seem s in  dirty
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Above: Nurses and Officers on HMT Olympic 21 April 
1917.

condition. Pipes and  all p lum bing seem s out of 
order.”78 It was clearly tim e for “Old Reliable” to 
undergo  a  refit.

O n 21 J u ly  1919  O lym p ic  a r r iv e d  in  
Liverpool a fte r  h e r  fina l few voyages a s  a 
troopship . In h e r  th ree -and -one-ha lf years of 
ferrying troops ac ro ss  the  A tlan tic  she  h a d  
carried  som e 72 .000  C an ad ian s  to w ar and  
b rough t a t  least 58 ,000 back  hom e. There were 
14 voyages from Halifax, 12 of them  carrying an  
average of 6000 C anadian troops each, for a total 
of 72 ,000  C anad ian  troops carried  to war, in 
add ition  to 12,000 m em bers of the  C hinese 
Labour Battalion. In 1918, she m ade eight trips 
bearing American troops, which, with 6000 each, 
w ould have am oun ted  to a to ta l of 48,000. In 
to ta l, th e n , O lym pic  c a rr ie d  ap p ro x im ate ly
132,000 across the  ocean  to the w ar effort. As 
for re tu rn  trips, she m ade eight trip s to Halifax
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Below: Canadian troops boarding Olympic in Southampton 
in mid April 1919. Olympic is in her new peacetime paint 
colours, note nurses waving from dock.

bearing  w ounded soldiers and  civilians before 
the Armistice, and  seven re tu rn  trips after. The 
to ta l n u m b er of C an ad ian s  carried  b ack  to 
C anada w as abou t 58,000, 16,000 before and
42,000 after the Armistice.

Postwar History

In  A u g u s t 1919, O lym pic  b e g a n  a m ajo r 
o v e rh a u l a t  H a rla n d  & Wolff in  B elfast. 

Com pletely reconditioned and  converted to oil
burning, she resum ed  passenger service across 
the  A tlantic from  S ou tham pton  in Ju ly  1920. 
For the next 15 years she served on the Atlantic 
run, continuing to provide reliable and economic 
service. In the late 1920s fu rther reconstruction 
an d  m odern ization  w as u n d e rta k en , an d  in 
1933-34 h e r engines were overhauled. At the 
sam e tim e, a  m erger occu rred  betw een  the  
C unard  and  White S ta r lines, and  the next year, 
she  w as w ithdraw n from service an d  finally 
broken  up  in 1937. Several complete rooms and  
h u n d red s  of fittings were sold a t auction  and  
preserved, m any  of w hich can  still be seen  in 
various locations in  B rita in .79 Som e original 
wooden wall panelling  from Olympic h a s  been 
in s ta lle d  in  “The O lym pic R e s ta u r a n t” on 
C elebrity  C ru ises  n ew est sh ip , M illennium, 
com pleted in  2000 .80

The Canadian Legacy

At the end of the war, the people of Halifax 
showed th e ir  ap p rec ia tio n  for O lym pic’s 

service th rough  the p resen tation  of a silver tray 
to h e r captain , inscribed  to C ap ta in  B ertram  
H ayes, “In re c o g n itio n  of h is  se rv ic es  a s  
C om m ander of H.M. T ranspo rt Olympic during  
th e  W orld War. D ecem b er 16 th , 1 9 1 8 .” 81 
Although m ost Canadians who served in the First 
World War travelled on one of 24 o ther troop 
tra n sp o rt vessels, nonetheless Olympic carried 
overseas the equivalent of abou t four C anadian  
divisions.She becam e a very fam iliar sigh t in 
Halifax H arbour and , indeed, A rthu r L ism er’s 
well-known ske tches of h e r  in  the po rt in  1918 
have given he r a k ind of iconic s ta tu s  am ongst 
the  vessels th a t tran sp o rted  C anad ians during  
the war. A lthough Olympic w as once know n by

t h o u s a n d s  a c r o s s  C a n a d a ,  p e r s o n a l  
rem em brances of th e  sh ip  an d  h e r  w artim e 
efforts are no longer com m on. D oubtless some 
of the  very d im inished ban d  of F irst World War 
veterans still alive have u n tap p ed  recollections 
of sailing  on her, b u t  un fo rtuna te ly  these  will 
a lm ost certain ly  be lost. T ran sp o rt across the 
Atlantic was an  im portan t prelim inary aspect of 
the service of all C anad ians who w ent overseas 
an d  it is one th a t h a s  no t often been  d iscussed  
in  p rin t. It is hoped  th a t  the  foregoing h a s  
provided some taste  of w hat th is entailed and  of 
the  im portan t con tribu tion  m ade by Olympic 
and  vessels like he r to C an ad a’s w ar effort and  
the w artim e experience of C anadians.
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