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The sinking of the RMS Hildebrand 

Amateur divers Pedro de Carvalho and Pedro Tomás gave a talk organised by 

the Society in 2015 on the story of the wreck of SS Hildebrand off Cabo Raso 

on the coast of Cascais, including a short film of the story of the shipwreck.1 

By Pedro de Carvalho, assisted by Ruthie Lockyer and Pedro Tomás 

 

RMS Hildebrand 3 on the River Amazon. 

Oil on canvas, by Wallace Trickett, New Zealand 

Morning of 25 September, 1957 

After a three-day voyage, the RMS Hildebrand approached Cabo da 

Roca to sail the last few miles that separated her from the port of Lisbon. 

The stop in Lisbon would serve to disembark 17 passengers and some 

cargo. It was then planned to cross the Atlantic towards Manaus, Brazil, 

(1000 miles up the Amazon). 

                                           
1 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=J7CpgkFk7EI 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=J7CpgkFk7EI
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A thick fog covered the whole area of Greater Lisbon. The sea was 

practically calm, with no wind nor waves. Perhaps it was too still and 

quiet for those used to approaching Cabo Raso, the most westerly point 

of Cascais, and the Tagus entrance. "There's a boat in trouble here, right 

in front of the restaurant!". The alarm came from the Restaurante Monte 

Mar, which still exists today in the same place. A couple of hours later, 

news of the accident had already spread along the coast from Peniche 

to Lisbon. The Cascais firefighters and the Shipwreck Aid Institute 

were preparing to give assistance to evacuate the passengers and crew 

of the ship. This was to prove the beginning of the end for the English 

merchantman that had made the regular Liverpool - Lisbon - Manaus 

run since 1951. The Hildebrand would be one more ship to add to the 

list of shipwrecks that had occurred in the area. This one, fortunately, 

had no victims to mourn. 

The whole voyage had gone smoothly until close to the Berlengas 

off Peniche in the early hours of that day. Captain Thomas Edward 

Williams and his crew had received a message when they were still off 

Leixões to change course and pass through the Berlengas Archipelago. 

At about 2 miles from the Berlengas lighthouse, at 07:00, they found 

themselves in a thick and dense fog, which would remain with them up 

to the time of the fateful accident, about 3 hours later.  

The ship was only minimally equipped to navigate in these 

conditions. She had a Marconi Seagraph 840 echo-sounder as well as 

two deep-sea leads and lines of 100 fathoms and four hand-leads and 

lines of 25 fathoms.In addition to this equipment, she also had a Kelvite 

Mark IV sounding machine connected directly to the bridge. She was a 

relatively new ship, well-built and already proven in navigation. All 

safety and navigation procedures had been performed since the 

departure from Liverpool, with deviations in the compasses being 

corrected throughout the voyage. 
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After encountering the fog bank, the captain was called to the 

bridge to take charge of the ship's navigation. On the bridge, reports of 

the readings of the beacons and lighthouses located along the 

Portuguese coast were received continuously and, close to 09:20, they 

captured for the first time the sound of the radio beacons of Cabo 

Carvoeiro near Peniche and Cabo Espichel, south of Lisbon near 

Sesimbra, locating their position on the map. This information was 

transmitted to Commander Thomas E. Williams, who changed course. 

Despite several attempts to capture it, the Cabo da Roca radio beacon 

station could not be identified. The enquiry carried out subsequently 

determined that this station was not operating during this period.  

 

The location of the radio beacons of Cabo Carvoeiro and Cabo Espichel 

Twenty minutes later, at about 09:40, after a new position had been 

determined through the emission of the Cabo Espichel radio beacon and 

through the navigation chart, a difference was detected between the 

position where the commander thought he was and the Cabo Espichel 

bearing. In those 20 minutes, at the speed of 15 knots at which the ship 

was travelling, the difference was 6 miles. A few minutes later, after 

hearing the fog signal coming from the Cabo Raso lighthouse, an order 

to reduce speed to 11 knots was given. No attempt was made to plot the 
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ship's position on the navigation chart using the audible signal as a 

reference. From this moment on, everything became complicated as to 

the decisions to be taken and the correct direction, the captain making 

several changes in the ship's course, direction and speed. The fate of the 

Hildebrand was sealed. 

The captain and crew thought they were at the entrance to Cascais 

Bay and turned towards shore where they hoped to find the pilot boat. 

They were in fact about three miles from the supposed location and one 

mile south of Cabo Raso. At 10:12 (or 10:14, it was never possible to 

determine with certainty), at a speed of nine knots, the Hildebrand ran 

aground directly in front of the Fort of Oitavos. 

 

The Hildebrand after having run aground on 25 September, 19572 

                                           
2 Reproduced with permission from the archives of the DN newspaper. 
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The evacuation in front of the Fort of Oitavos 

Passengers were eventually evacuated to the Paço D'Arcos firefighters' 

lifeboat, assisted by the trawler, Olho Marinho, and other small boats. 

Rescue operations took place without incident thanks to the good sea 

conditions. That same day the tugs Herakles and Em Z. Svitzer arrived 

from Lisbon and they tried in vain to save the ship. 

 

Passengers disembarking in Cascais from the trawler, Olho Marinho3 

On 9 October, sea conditions changed significantly, but work on 

saving as much cargo as possible continued until 28 October, when the 

Hildebrand was declared as a "Total Loss to Navigation". 

                                           
3 Reproduced with permission from the archives of the DN newspaper. 
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Salvaged suitcases and family belongings being transported to Cascais4 

Over time, the bad weather and harsh sea conditions wrought 

havoc on the ship. It soon broke in half and debris was scattered all over 

the area. By 1962, after the dismantling and salvage work was 

authorised and carried out, the sea had left very little in the same place. 

 In 1958, the Formal Investigation Report, chaired by Judge J. 

Roland Adams, declared "navigation error" as the cause of the accident, 

attributing full responsibility to the Captain, Thomas Edward Williams, 

for being unable to assess the location of the ship. The court further 

declared that the Captain of the Hildebrand would be suspended from 

command as a ship’s master for a period of 12 months from the date of 

the accident. However, at the court session in early February 1958, a 

judge and advisers made a pertinent observation. Although there were 

navigation, location and command errors, the Hildebrand did not have 

radar. The investigation also determined that it was not in the plans of 

the ship-owners to equip it with radar. A radar system, installed and 

used correctly, could have prevented such an accident from occurring. 

                                           
4 Reproduced with permission from the archives of the DN newspaper. 
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The Luísa  

The Hildebrand was not the only vessel to run aground at this spot. The 

Luísa was a 50-ton barge that sank at Oitavos on June 17, 1962. This 

barge worked together with two other boats, the España and the Puente 

del Burgo in the service of a professional diving company in 

dismantling, collecting and transporting the wreckage of the 

Hildebrand. At the time of her sinking, she had 34 tons on board and 5 

crew, who all managed to escape unhurt. 

The last voyage, related in the first person 

Ruthie Lockyer, was 8 years old at the time and was traveling with her 

parents on board the Hildebrand. 

  

Ruthie Lockyer, aged eight, in the company of her father, aboard the 

Hildebrand on the first day of the voyage, and 50 years later. 

Her memories and feelings 50 years later about what happened are 

an impressive historical account of that September morning and they 

are recorded in her book entitled “The Last Journey of RMS 

Hildebrand, September 1957”, which is also based on the memoirs of  

her father, John K. Lockyer.5 

                                           
5 Reproduced with permission from the Author. 
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“To begin with, the ship's baker and three crew members failed to 

arrive on board - ’Bad luck’,’ they say, leaving a port on a Friday. 

Thus, it was on a Saturday, September 21 at 10:30 pm that the steamer 

of the Booth Line "Hildebrand" lifted anchor, with the tugboats helping 

her out of the Liverpool docks into the murky waters of the River 

Mersey. Then the anchor was dropped again, and we had to wait for 

the replacement baker! 

We had embarked in the early afternoon of Saturday and installed 

ourselves in our cabins (which were right under the deck, each with a 

port hole to the outside of the ship) and then we met the other 

passengers for a late afternoon snack. 

The Booth Line made sailings crossing the Atlantic, via Portugal, 

to certain islands in the West Indies and to South America, where we 

would sail upstream, about 1000 miles up the River Amazon, to 

Manaus. During the first meal on board, we met some of the 164 

passengers: people who were visiting family members; wealthy and 

well-dressed widows on their annual holidays; honeymooners; 

passengers longing for their homeland and three Methodist 

Missionaries traveling to their new home in the islands of the West 

Indies. My father was one of those missionaries, traveling with my 

mother and me, at the age of eight. Whatever the reason for the trip, we 

all shared excitement for the voyage we were starting. 

Sunday morning dawned grey and cold and at 10 am we lifted 

anchor and set off towards the open sea. A slight breeze appeared as 

we went down the Irish Sea and in the late afternoon the sea became 

more agitated. Monday went by without incident, and we reached the 

Bay of Biscay during the night. The Bay, true to reputation, gave us a 

rough sea all night that did not allow us to sleep and it was with great 

relief that, as we arrived off the coast of Spain, the sea and the weather 

calmed down significantly. 
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On Wednesday night we arrived off Leixões, which would be our 

first stop - apparently to drop off some cargo for transatlantic 

transportation. But the tide made that out of the question and we were 

instructed to head straight for Lisbon. Then the fog appeared as we 

headed south! The ship hooted all night and did not let us sleep, at least 

those who were not used to the sound of the siren. 

A passage in my mother's diary, on September 25, says "I don't 

have a good feeling about the ship ...". The fog surrounded us, but the 

air was warm and the glow above the clouds suggested that the sun was 

shining brightly overhead; despite that, we couldn't see more than a few 

yards ahead, even the sea below couldn't be distinguished when we 

looked at it from the deck. Suddenly someone shouted: "Look!" Through 

a gap in the fog, we saw the outline of the Portuguese coast just a short 

distance ahead. My father described the following moments in his 

diary: "Almost suddenly, we felt a rocking, a scraping, noises under us, 

the ship shook as if it were an earthquake, then staggered and we had 

to hold on to the deck rails, we all realised that we had hit the rocks. 

There was no panic; the ship straightened up and stopped safely on its 

keel (probably because, as we were told later, the water entered some 

compartments through two holes and its weight levelled the ship in 

some way). In a few minutes the fog disappeared and the sun blessed us 

with its presence. " 

 The captain and crew quickly took charge of the situation, it was 

imperative that everyone abandoned the ship. The warning was made 

slowly and repeatedly: "All passengers prepare to leave the ship. All to 

your respective lifeboats". My parents laughed when we performed the 

exercises to put on and wear the life jacket and evacuation exercises on 

the first day, but now it was real and it sounded sinister. My father went 

to get our life-jackets from the cabin while my mother and I headed for 

the boats. The boats swayed on their supports and the weight of the 

water made the ship shake and tilt again. The ship was rocking a lot 

and, in those conditions, it was too dangerous to lower the boats with 

people. Another way of disembarking was needed. 
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At one point my father told me to get away from the rails and I 

literally had to crawl along the deck until I was by his side. We waited 

on board, looking at the crowd on the ground, including the firefighters. 

The rescue boats acted magnificently, taking care of all the passengers. 

Towards lunchtime, hot soup was served on board, at that time the sea 

was entering the kitchen. I noticed a debilitated young man among the 

crowd on the deck. "How are you going to get a wheelchair out of 

here?" I thought in my childhood curiosity. Eventually the lifeboats 

arrived from Lisbon, followed by numerous smaller fishermen's boats, 

to help transport people to the port. 

A gangplank was lowered and, following the true British naval 

tradition, women and children were evacuated first. As my mother and 

I went down, a woman asked her if she didn't mind taking care of her 

three children because she refused to leave her husband. So the five of 

us, among others, went down the gangplank to the end and got into a 

fishing boat that looked like nothing more than a raft! It had four posts, 

one at each corner and clusters of grapes hanging over it. The men were 

drunk and my mother was very nervous. It seemed that the lifeboat was 

unable to maneuver alongside the ship due to the rocks. As we moved 

away from the ship, I saw my father on the deck. "Wave to your father!!" 

My mother ordered. Recently I found in my father's diary some of his 

memories: "I never forgot, nor could I forget, the emotions I felt when, 

I looked down to wave to my wife and daughter". 

 The "raft" took us to the lifeboat which then took us the 3 miles 

which separated us from Cascais. The drama wasn't over yet. There 

were many small boats in the port and it was a huge pandemonium to 

disembark. Another boat collided with ours, causing a woman to 

scream when she almost fell overboard. Then my mother went to a man 

in the lifeboat who was carrying a small blue and white suitcase that 

contained all of my father's sermons. Without thinking about the boat’s 

pitching about, she got up, pointed to the suitcase and shouted, "John's 

sermons!!" The poor sailor did not understand anything at all, just 

looking at my mother with an astonished air; "Yes!!" cried my mother. 
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He threw the suitcase at her. It was a good try, but it fell into the sea 

just below us, wetting everyone nearby. It had been saved moments 

before the wardrobe in the cabin had become immersed in the water.  

The crowd thronged the port of Cascais. As we headed down the 

jetty, I remember a woman with a scarf on her head and tears in her 

eyes, looking at me with compassion and clinging to my teddy bear, 

murmuring under her breath "Aaah!" Her reaction surprised me 

because, not realising the danger, she was enjoying the adventure! 

My father was the last passenger to leave the ship, which continued 

to rock up and down more and more violently. Bottles and boxes from 

the bar and shelves floor rolled and fell to the floor. The barmen 

continuing to try to serve sodas to anyone who wanted. "I witnessed the 

whole drama" wrote my father "I admired human nature in the midst of 

an emergency and the adversities we shared, thinking that the whole 

experience was so unnerving at the very least". Eventually, my father 

also got into a small boat, leaving the ship in its pathetic situation but 

at the same time a majestic presence at the mercy of the sea. 

No lives were lost. But many lives had been changed. The rich 

widow was insured ... her mink coat, her jewelry and expensive clothes 

were lost, just like her husband two months earlier. A young Jamaican 

was returning to finish his doctorate at university. The family had saved 

for many years, so that their children could study in England. His 

course was registered at the University of the West Indies where he 

would take his final exam. With tears streaming down his face, he told 

my father that all copies of his thesis, involving four years of work, had 

been irretrievably lost in the waters. 

My family stayed in Lisbon for a week before going on to Antigua, 

West Indies. Several visits to the Alfandega de Cascais revealed that 

only our cabin luggage had been saved and that the rest of our 

belongings were lost - that was all we had. Months later, they handed 

us a tea saucer, some torn clothes, a teddy bear and some badly 

damaged books. 
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However, even before the shipwreck, material things were never 

important for my parents who would give anything away, so the loss 

was not very significant.  It did not surprise me that the original baker, 

who had refused to embark on Friday, would be mistaken and that 

Saturday would be the unlucky day after all!” 

——  ooOOoo  —— 

The Hildebrand “Dynasty” 

Hildebrand, a name of Nordic origin, linked to mythology and religion, 

means "one who pursues his objective" and who "never refuses a fight". 

The strong and confident name of Hildebrand has been given to at least 

three ships.  The dynasty started with a warship of the Imperial German 

Navy, continued with a passenger ship that contributed to the British 

war effort and survived countless adventures in the crossing of the 

Atlantic, until the final vessel, perhaps the least fortunate of the three, 

ending the dynasty in a shipwreck which brought to an end what 

otherwise should have been many years of navigation. However, they 

all did justice to their name! 

Such was the “Hildebrand dynasty”. At the end of the 1950s, 

airlines began to exercise strong competition with shipping companies, 

although many passengers, and above all cargo, still preferred to cross 

the Atlantic in these beautiful and efficient ships. 

The first SMS Hildebrand: was built for the Imperial German Navy. 

She was a member of the Siegfried Class of nine ships built between 

the years 1889 and 1895 in Kiel. Launched in 1892, her role, like the 

rest of the ships in the class, was coastal defence. In 1903 she underwent 

profound modifications to increase autonomy at the expense of some of 

the firepower. After these modifications, she measured 86 m in length, 

had a gross tonnage of 4,326 tons, with a maximum speed of 15 knots 

and a crew of 276 officers and men. Her armament consisted of 3 pieces 

of 24 cm artillery, 10 pieces of rapid fire artillery of 8.8 cm and initially 

she was equipped with 4 torpedo tubes, which were reduced to only 3 

in 1903.  
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She served until 1909 on the north coast of Germany and at the 

beginning of the First World War, she joined the squadron commanded 

by Rear Admiral Ekermann. In 1916 the main weapons were removed 

and she served as an accommodation ship in the city of Windau. In 1919 

she became stranded on the Dutch coast and the remains of the ship 

were blown up in 1933. 

 

SMS Hildebrand (1892 – 1933) 

SS Hildebrand 2: was a passenger-cargo ship, built in Greenock, 

Scotland.  She measured 134 m in length, had a gross tonnage of 6,995 

tons, with a maximum speed of 12.5 knots. She made her maiden 

voyage on April 1, 1911 for the Booth Steamship Company, connecting 

Liverpool and Manaus, with a stopover in Le Havre.  

During World War I, she entered the service of the Royal Navy on 

the 5th of December, 1914, changing her name to HMS Hildebrand, and 

served in the 10th Cruiser Squadron as an escort to some of the countless 

convoys bound for Europe, escaping several times from German U-boat 

attacks in the Atlantic, including one on the 2nd of October, 1917, which 

sank some of the ships in the convoy and caused damage to others. At 

the end of the war, she returned to civilian service, remaining with the 

Booth Line for voyages between Britain and Manaus, calling at Porto, 

Lisbon and Funchal en route. She was dismantled in 1934. 
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SS Hildebrand 2 (1911 – 1934) 

RMS. Hildebrand 3: was built by Cammell Laird & Company Ltd, in 

Birkenhead in 1951. She measured 134 m in length, had a gross tonnage 

of 7,735 tons, with a maximum speed of 15 knots. She made her maiden 

voyage later that year. This was one of the most important shipbuilders 

of the 19th and 20th centuries. Between 1829 and 1947 the company 

built more than 1100 ships of all types. She replaced the RMS Hilary, 

from the same builder, which served with distinction during World War 

II, in the service of the Royal Navy. The “Hildebrand” was bigger and 

more modern than her predecessors and had a quieter life, making 

voyages between Liverpool and Manaus, with stops in Lisbon and Pará, 

State of Belém, Brazil.  

Almost seven years after her maiden voyage, she met her end near 

the fort of Oitavos in Cascais on the 25th of September, 1957 

shipwrecked at 10.00 due to dense fog, on an otherwise calm day. There 

were no personal injuries, thanks to the sea being abnormally calm. On 

the 28th of October, 1957, after countless attempts to free the vessel 

from the rocks, she was reported as a loss, sold as scrap and later 

dismantled. The force of the sea and the elements continued the 

destruction that had begun that fateful September morning.  
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Over 60 years later, some parts of ship are still visible on the sea 

bed and she offers beautiful and rare moments of pleasure for divers 

who visit the little that remains. Small parts of the hull, hatches, part of 

a mast and plates are spread over a considerable area, For those who 

don’t dive, it is still occasionally possible to see the wreck area from 

land, by standing on the stone slab located right next to the fort. 

 

The Hildebrand, days after being stranded in front of Oitavos6  

Postscript: The “legend” continues ... 

The authors commissioned an excellent short film of their experience 

diving to the wreck7, which includes the story of the shipwreck and 

interviews with two protagonists who live in the UK:  one of whom was 

a child passenger8 and the other one of the two Engine Room Engineers9 

The only other memories of the Hildebrand are some 

contemporary newspapers with references to Hildebrand, which can be 

consulted at the Municipal Library of Cascais. It was alleged that one 

of the lifeboats belonging to the ship was still in good condition lying 

in one of the many scrapyards located on land later requisitioned for the 

construction works of the Expo ’98 World Exhibition held in Lisbon.  

                                           
6 Private collection by Ruthie Lockyer. Photo taken by her father. 
7 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=J7CpgkFk7EI 
8 Ruthie Lockyer, who wrote “The Last Journey of RMS Hildebrand, September 1957”. 
9 Tony McClements. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=J7CpgkFk7EI
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Pedro Carvalho and Pedro Tomás 

 


