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Destruction of the 
Samtampa Steamship
The Samtampa tragedy is integral to the history
of Porthcawl and provided the Glamorgan
Constabulary, the predecessor of today’s
modern South Wales Police, with one of its
biggest challenges.

On 23rd April 1947, Neale Sherwell, Master of the 7,
219 ton liberty steamship ‘Samtampa’, found himself
unable to proceed to Newport in the face of a 70-
mile-per-hour gale. He made the decision to hove-to
in the Bristol Channel to wait for better weather. 

However, the cables were unable to hold the ship in
such adverse conditions, and tragically the vessel
broke into three sections in just 80 minutes on Sker
Rocks, near Porthcawl. 

Witnesses described the scene as a “seething cauldron
of fury.” 

The Samtampa’s lighter bow and stern sections were
thrown up onto a rock plateau 25 feet above the
beach. The steamship’s mid section contained the
engine room, and remained on the beach where it
was battered against the rocks. The ship’s crew of 39
were all lost.

The Mumbles lifeboat, "Edward, Prince of Wales,"
was sent to assist the stricken ship, but was found the

following morning upturned at Sker point near the
wrecked Samtampa. The lifeboat’s crew of eight had
drowned, bringing the total death toll to 47 men.

The lifeboat rescue attempt had been spearheaded by
the heroic Coxwain William Gammon, who had won
the RNLI gold medal for rescuing the crew of RMCS
Chebogue off Port Talbot bar three years earlier.

RNLI technical staff made a detailed examination of
the wrecked lifeboat. They concluded that she had
capsized at about the time of high water, with her
engine at just over half speed in the region of the
Samtampa. 

The lifeboat drove towards the steamship and over
the submerged rock plateau where she remained
when the tide receded. 

After the examination, the wreck was burnt.

Desperate Wireless-Messages
The 80 minutes of terror on-board the Samtampa
steamship were relayed to the Swansea inquiry:

15.54: “Have both anchors down and hope to
keep off shore. Still doubtful.”

16.30:  “Cables will not hold much longer. Please
send assistance.”

16.35:  “Starboard anchor carried away. Drifting
ashore rapidly.”

16.50: “Port anchor carried away.”

17.07:  “Only a few yards to go.”

17.14:  “Breaking up. Leaving shortly.”

Mr S E Pitts, representing the Ministry of Transport,
told the inquiry attendees:

“Unfortunately, no one was able to leave alive.
The ship drifted ashore at a point where, as little
as half a mile on either side, she would have struck
a sand beach where something might have been
done. She just struck the worst possible place
along that coast.”

Samtampa Tragedy
23rd April 1947

The Final Resting Place of the Samtampa
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The Challenge to the 
Glamorgan Constabulary
The unique circumstances surrounding the
Samtampa disaster raised tremendous problems
for the police. 

The gale was the worst in living memory to hit the
Bristol Channel. The wind blew onshore with such
force and fury that the rocket lines fired fell far short
of the doomed ship. 

Residents of Ogmore-by-Sea, 12 miles away, found 
a film of oil plucked from the hull of the broken vessel
deposited on their windows by the 70 mile per
hour wind.

The oil discharged from the vessel to calm the water
provided a huge, thick slick, making it impossible to
swim to the shore. Many tried, but they were either
suffocated or smashed on the fearsome rocks. 

None of the bodies recovered died through
drowning. Others were swept into the sea as the ship
broke up and dead bodies were flung again and again
on to the rocks.

The pitifully small lifeboat from Mumbles reached the
scene but was overwhelmed and capsized. On the
open sea, it could have manoeuvred and reached a
harbour, but as it had to go near the shore, it was

impossible for it to get back into the Channel against
the towering breakers.

The police boarded the wreck of the Samtampa 
at dawn. 

They used a small outbuilding on the nearby golf
course as a temporary mortuary, and attempted to
remove as much oil as possible from the bodies to
identify them before moving them to established
mortuaries.

The clothing of most of the bodies contained a
seaman’s discharged book, which contained
particulars of the seaman to which it belonged.
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Evidence Gathering - The Samtampa Wreckage

The stricken vessel
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However, it was soon discovered that in the panic on
board ship, seamen had grabbed the first jacket or
coat that came to hand and in many instances it was
not their own.

All forces bounding the Bristol Channel were asked to
contact the Glamorgan Constabulary immediately
should any bodies be washed up in their area.
However, many bodies, particularly faces, were so
mutilated by the battering on the rocks, that no
positive identification could be made by relatives.

The Aftermath
The inquiry into the Samtampa disaster failed to
reach any definite conclusions.  

One of the anchor cables of the stricken vessel was
four shackles short, but rectifying this problem would
probably have made little, if any, difference to the
outcome that night. Nevertheless, recommendations
were made that all ship anchor cables be made of the
standard length in future. 

The tragedy was believed to have resulted from the
ship becoming "unmanageable" due to the extreme
weather conditions.

The bodies of the officers and men that could be
recognised lie buried in the towns they left for the
sea, but the 12 men who could not be identified were
laid to rest at the New Cemetery in Porthcawl.

Two years after the disaster on Saturday 23rd April
1949, a white marble memorial was unveiled in the
presence of many of the relatives of the deceased.
Relatives had travelled from all parts of the country to
pay their respects.

The memorial was erected by public subscription, the
fund having been inaugurated by Mr W Ernest Jones,
who was Chairman of Porthcawl Council at the time
of the tragedy.

The lifeboat men were buried at Mumbles, Swansea.
The procession was flanked by a substantial
contingent of Glamorgan Constabulary police officers
from the Swansea, Port Talbot, Bridgend and Barry
divisions. 

Glamorgan Constabulary Chief Constable Joseph
Jones received many messages of thanks from
relatives of the deceased, for the sensitive manner in
which the police dealt with the disaster. Jones himself
was impressed by the way his officers "did not shirk"
the unpleasant task of making every possible effort to
identify often badly decomposed bodies.

His force, which had proved its merit during the
hardships and uncertainty of World War II, had shown
determination and courage in the face of adversity
once more.

Glamorgan Constables at the Funeral of the Mumbles
Lifeboatmen, April 1947

Chief Constable, Joseph Jones 1937 - 1951
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