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In the dead of night precisely one hundred years ago, in April 1923, a mailboat named the E.M.L. sank off the coast of Sarteneja, British Honduras, taking with it the lives of 18 people. It is a story that has been lost to the passage of time. One might be tempted to think that it was not a noteworthy event. That would be wrong.

A few years ago, during a break while writing a scientific paper for a conference on Natural Language Processing (a field in Artificial Intelligence now making headlines about ChatGPT), I conducted a Google search of my much-loved maternal grandmother, Alice Peebles Marchand.  

Born in British Honduras in 1888, she was a key figure in our Jamaican household. Like many middle-class women of her generation, her role was primarily that of housewife and mother. She was not associated with any public deeds or misdeeds of the time that would normally warrant an internet presence. I had no expectation of finding anything.

[image: image]

Searches using several permutations of her name received no hits until I entered the words Mrs Lucio Marchand – remembering that letters she received when I was a child were often addressed in this way.  Success!  Up popped the link to an article from the archives of a Jamaican newspaper, The Gleaner, dated the 25th of April 1923, apparently a reprint of a recent article from a British Honduran newspaper, The Clarion. This article reported a shipwreck that had occurred on the 10th of April in British Honduras.

Granny would occasionally mention in passing, usually along with a story of Charles Lindbergh having landed his seaplane in front of her house, that she had been on a ship that sank off the Yucatan a long time ago, that one of her five children had drowned and that she had saved someone else’s little girl. But little otherwise.  This article announced that very shipwreck.  Not only was Granny mentioned by name, but she was referred to in glowing terms, recalling her bravery, especially compared to the male passengers and crew.  It also reported that a well-known Catholic bishop had drowned when the E.M.L. sank.

With more time on my hands during the COVID lockdown, I would occasionally run a Google search on the E.M.L., hoping that someone, somewhere, would have uploaded some material on the event and  I found a lot online about the Bishop, the Reverend Frederick Hopkins, S.J., on various sites belonging to the Catholic Church. 

Then up popped my second big discovery, this time on the official Facebook site of the Belize Archives and Records Service.  It was a detailed first-person testimony of the ship's sinking in the form of an extract from a Coroner’s Inquest into the event. The person providing the testimony was none other than Granny herself!  Her story was heartbreaking.  I emailed copies to several family members with the subject title “Granny was a hero!”.

A distant cousin in Belize, Florencia Castillo, whom I had met briefly a few years earlier when my sisters and I took our mother to Belize as a birthday treat, very kindly directed me to a newly-formed Facebook group named Belize National Historical Society.  Through this group, I learned a lot about the history and traditions of the country, and members would answer my no-doubt naïve occasional questions (“What is a kraal?”, “A patakee?”).  I soon realised that even amongst those with a deep interest in the history of that country, very little is known today about the shipwreck of the E.M.L. other than that it led to the drowning of a famous Bishop and three nuns.  But among the many photographs of riverboats that were published on the site, were two of the E.M.L.  Remarkably, I was also able to track down a daughter of the seven-year-old girl that Granny had saved, to whom she referred in her testimony as “a Sabido girl”. Eliza Jefferson and I had an emotional conversation over Facebook Messenger. Her mother, she said, was Sybil Sabido, and she was one of the survivors of the E.M.L.

I corresponded with Mary Alpuche, Archive Officer of the Belize Archives and Records Service, who generously devoted some of her time to finding copies of the weekly newspaper, The Clarion, for the period following the tragedy. She unearthed about 10 articles about the disaster. One contained extracts of a few other first-person testimonies given at the Coroner’s Inquest that followed.

Later, I was able to put many pieces of the puzzle together through visits to the National Archives at Kew in London, which houses in their staggeringly large collection of Colonial Records an almost complete set of the original correspondence and dispatches between the then Governor of British Honduras, Sir Eyre Hutson, and the Secretary of State for the Colonies, Lord Devonshire.  It contained about 50 reports on the sinking of the E.M.L. and included the official report from the Coroner’s Inquest held in Corozal a few days after the sinking. Among the 27 depositions at the Inquest were 14 from surviving passengers and crew on board, each recounting their experience of the pandemonium that ensued during the 10 to 15 minutes that the ship went down. It was heart-racing stuff.

Armed with all this information, and supplemented with many forays with Google, I have been able to collect an almost complete account of the events surrounding the shipwreck and of the lives of those who drowned.  Missing, regrettably, is any verifiable information surrounding the two drowned children of Edwin Llewellyn Fuller of Orange Walk – Gladys (aged 10) and her unnamed sibling  – other than that Gladys’s body was later identified by a relative on board, Henry Gustavus Longsworth, but the body of her sibling was never recovered.

This account is dedicated to those whose lives were tragically cut short off the coast near Sarteneja on the 10th of April 1923.

Lest we forget!

Donia Scott

April 2023
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‘A Perfect Storm’


[image: image]


In the mid-afternoon of Monday, the 9th of April 1923, the mailboat E.M.L. set sail from the harbour of Belize, the capital of the British colony in Central America, then known as British Honduras, bound for the northern towns and postal stations. Grossly overloaded with passengers and cargo, and dangerously leaking, the E.M.L. never reached her destination.

Steaming north towards Mexico, with virgin swampland to portside and the world’s second-largest barrier reef to starboard, the E.M.L. should have reached the Rocky Point lighthouse in about ten hours and arrive in Corozal an hour later.  There, it would unload some of its mail, cargo and passengers before heading south to enter the New River, stopping at the townships of Progresso and San Estevan before reaching its final destination of Orange Walk, the colony’s second-largest town.

At the time, this was the only feasible mode of transport from Belize to the northern townships.  There were no roads, and an overland route would have involved a slow and arduous horseback journey through many miles of mangrove swamps, bush, and long waits to be ferried across rivers. 

That the overnight trip on the E.M.L. was the better choice of travel was little cause for comfort for its passengers.  It was hardly a closely guarded secret throughout the colony that the ship was shockingly unfit to carry passengers.  For several years, the authorities of the northern townships had warned the government that: 


She is neither fit nor safe for the carriage of passengers, no one from here who can help it, ever travels on her.  Many a time the local Customs Officer has had occasion to go down to the wharf to prevent the overloading of this vessel. 


Only two months earlier, Maximilian Smith (the Colonial Secretary) and Gerald Smith (Colonial Postmaster), known colloquially as “the Two Smiths”, had submitted a damning report to the Governor on the unsuitability of the E.M.L. for passenger travel.


On the upper deck are five berths with two beds each and two extra beds in the Saloon.  The cabins are very cramped allowing little room for a stout person to move without going sideways.  Space for luggage is so limited that a trunk or even a portmanteau cannot be opened except when placed on the bunks.  The beds are of board with mattresses of palmetto leaves or coarse straw.  On the first deck forward, the accommodation for ladies comprises eight beds in a common apartment with beds no more comfortable than upstairs.

Accommodation for deck passengers is very limited or poor.

The closet arrangements are forbidding and little short of shocking; one being situated forward of and adjoining the kitchen.

We unhesitatingly express the opinion that there is the minimum of comfort and the maximum of dirt.


A Coastal and River Trade Passenger Vessels Ordinance had been scheduled to come into operation on the 1st of January of that year, requiring all vessels to be certified by the Harbour Board as to the maximum number of passengers, the minimum number of crew, deck lines, lifebelts and lifeboats according to tonnage.  Power of inspection of the vessels would be delegated to members of the Harbour Board, Justices of the Peace, Customs Officers and members of the Police Force, and substantial penalties were prescribed for breaches.  But, because of an oversight on the part of the Governor before going on extended leave, no proclamation had been issued to bring the law into force.  In his absence, the Harbour Master was instructed not to enforce the part of the regulations affecting the safety of passengers as there were concerns that the new terms would delay the movement of labourers and hinder trade.  The Regulations were eventually adopted on April 9th, but the E.M.L. had already cleared the mouth of the Belize Harbour on its northern journey.

Most, if not all, passengers would have no doubt known that for the past several weeks, the vessel had been in dry-dock undergoing repairs and thus was not available for passenger travel to the northern towns.  Meanwhile, the route was being plied by the owner’s smaller boat, the M.C., which could only transport mail and a small amount of cargo. But very few, if any, would have been aware that in the hours leading up to their departure, the vessel had been leaking and that efforts to locate the leak and pump the boat completely dry had been unsuccessful.  

Some may
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