The 'Wreck of the Birkenhead'
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Just before the ship broke at the bows the horses had been pushed overboard, and the cutter held in readiness to receive the women and children, which was effected with the utmost regularity. The boats stood off about a hundred yards from the ship's side. 


The fore part of the vessel sank almost instantly'; the stem end, crowded with men, floated a few minutes and then went down, leaving the main top-mast and top-sail yards only visible above water. 


As the vessel was just going down, some twenty minutes after the first shock, the Commander called out 'All those who can swim jump overboard and make for the boats' Lieutenant Girardot, 43rd, and Captain Wright, 91st, immediately implored the men not to listen to this suggestion, or the women and children must inevitably be swamped. 


Under this heroic appeal, the whole were engulfed in the waves, 'The records of the world' says Napier, 'furnish no parallel to this self-devotion.' 


Such as were not sucked into the abyss clung to the mast and yards, some struck out for the shore, others grasped floating pieces of drift-wood. The terrors of the sinking ship were nothing to the agony now encountered. 


Those on the mast and yards had little prospect but of a brief respite; those floating in the water had a still more horrible anticipation of being seized by sharks, or, if sufficiently fortunate to escape the jaws of these monsters, to be condemned to slow but certain death by being caught and meshed in the impenetrable masses of seaweed.


As the last vestige of the ship disappeared, Lieutenant Girardot took a tremendous header, in hope of being clear of the wreck, but only to find a man's arms clasped round his legs, dragging him downwards. 


Managing to extricate himself, very much exhausted he again rose to the surface, obliged to turn on his back to rest and draw breath.
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H.M.S. 'BIRKENHEAD' was wrecked at one o'clock on the morning of the 26th February 1852, off Danger Point, Cape of Good Hope, on her passage from Simon's Bay to East London. She carried drafts for nearly every regiment at the Cape. That for the 43rd consisted of one Sergeant and forty Privates, under command of Lieutenant Girardot. Her entire freight was computed to number nearly 700 souls.


Under a calm starlight canopy, she suddenly struck on a precipitous rock while going eight knots, and in a few moments the foremost compartments and engine-rooms filled with water, and a great proportion of the unfortunate soldiers were drowned in their berths.
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The night had darkened: owing to the electricity of the water land could not be seen, and therefore he was unable to conjecture in what direction to swim. Finding the jacket and shoes which he wore heavy, he took them off, and swam away from those still moving in the water, At last he descried the top of one of the masts, with a swarm of men holding on. He made towards them to rest until it become lighter, when observing some wreck floating in the distance, and in the direction of land now visible, he swam towards it, the others declining to accompany him. Girardot thus started alone, and securing what had been a cabin door, he placed it under his chest, and so propelled himself slowly along, while an intense sun glowered on his head, which he was obliged to wet continually. Still he persevered, though .the coast was so rocky, and the surf breaking so heavily that he beheld many dashed to pieces, while harrowing cries from others announced their fearful end by monsters of the deep. Upon reaching the weeds, he came up with and joined four or five fellow sufferers on a bundle of-spars tied together.








On this raft they were providentially carried by the waves into a narrow creek, a hundred yards from the beach. One of the party could not swim—he had laid hold of the spars when the ship went down, by chance been borne in safety—and now, though so near shore, was helpless. On hearing this, Girardot desired him to rest his hands on his shoulders, and thus, though well-nigh exhausted, having passed ten hours in the water, swam in, and safely deposited his burden.


He remained for some time on the beach until twelve or fourteen men were collected, and, seeing no prospect of further survivors started with them and Cornet Bond, of the 12th Lancers, in search of food and shelter, of which they were deplorably in want. Great was their surprise to recognise in a horse, which came neighing up, Cornet Bond's charger, cast overboard with the other animals, but who had swam safely to shore. Some of the party were literally naked, and Girardot himself had only his shirt They fell in with some Dutchmen, from whom, by aid of German, Lieutenant Girardot managed to extract that twelve miles off there was a farm, and in the direction indicated they proceeded over the burning sand, though, from exhaustion, when reached at last, only four arrived. The farm proved to be the property of Captain Smalls, late 7th Dragoon Guards. He was absent, but his wife, after hearing the story of the wreck and of the poor fellows fallen on the roadside, immediately dispatched a waggon to bring them all up, and provided clothing and food."—Historical accords of the 43rd Light Infantry.


All the women and children on board, 13 in number, were saved; 23 officers and 468 soldiers and sailors were-drowned.


Writing to the Times on the subject, Sir William, Napier says "It may be hoped that the matchless chivalry of Captain Wright and Lieutenant Girardot and the responding generous devotion of their men, who went down without a murmur rather than risk the safety of the women and children in the boats, will meet with some public honour and reward—honour for the dead as well as for the survivors for surely the occasion was great and noble, and the heroism unsurpassable in the most noble of the noblest"


As a splendid lesson in discipline to his army, the King of Prussia ordered the glorious story to be read on parade at the head of every regiment in his service.


____________________











Footnote:�Lieutenant John Francis Girardot joined the 43rd on the 4th September 1847. After the wreck he served with the Regiment during the Kaffir War of 1852 and 1853, and received the medal; He was promoted to Captain on the 9th February 1855 and he retired on the 26th September 1856.


He later became the Adjutant and afterwards the Colonel of the Royal Sherwood Foresters Militia. He finally retired to Southampton in Hampshire.














