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“Please hurry. I can see the
smoke now pouring out of the
vent. There is a fire somewhere
and it’s a serious one,” Madame
Valentine pleaded.

The steward hung up and the
middle-aged widow debated if she
should begin to
undress for bed. The
thin wisps of smoke
spiraling from the
vents soon became
more visible, deepening
her growing anxiety.
Forcing herself to
remain calm she
wondered if her eyes
were playing tricks on
her. Several moments
later she heard excited
voices screaming
outside her cabin.

Rushing to open the door she felt
a searing blast of heat whip against
her face. Vicious flames leaping
from the passageway overhead were
licking at the corridor’s mahogany
paneling as a boiling cloud of smoke
all but hid frenzied passengers
rushing to safety. The brand-new

liner Georges Philippar, on a
maiden voyage from Marseilles to
Yokohama, would never return to
her French homeland!

At the beginning of the 1930s,
the famous French company
Messageries Maritimes of

Marseilles introduced a trio of big
motor ships on its service to
French Indochina and Japan. The
foremost among these was the
16,753 gross-ton Felix Roussel,
which entered service in 1931 and
then the 17,539 gross-ton Georges

Philippar, which was completed
the same year, to be followed by
the 17,537-ton Aramis.

These vessels introduced
something entirely novel in the
concept of funnels. Each had two
squat motor ship type, but instead of

being round or
elliptical, they were
square with a long flat
overhanging top. This
feature gave these
ships a unique
external appearance,
although their
interiors were
luxurious with delicate
light woodwork
paneling and long
flowing draperies. The
first-class cabins had

their own private
verandas overlooking the sea.

The twin-screw Georges
Philippar was launched on 6
November 1930 at St. Nazaire.
Her dimensions were 567-feet
length overall, 68-feet beam with
twin Swiss-built Sulzer diesel
engines. Each engine had ten
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Maaddaammee  LLuucceettiiaa  VVaalleennttiinnee  mmaaddee  nnoo
aatttteemmpptt  ttoo  hhiiddee  hheerr  ccoonncceerrnn  wwhheenn  sshhee  rraanngg
tthhee  sstteewwaarrdd  aatt  11::4455  aamm  ttoo  ccoommppllaaiinn  tthhaatt

sshhee  ssmmeelllleedd  ssmmookkee  ccoommiinngg  tthhrroouugghh  tthhee  aaiirr
vveennttss  iinn  hheerr  ccaabbiinn..  HHaavviinngg  jjuusstt  rreettuurrnneedd  ffrroomm
aa  pplleeaassaanntt  eevveenniinngg  ooff  ssoocciiaalliizziinngg,,  cclliimmaaxxeedd  bbyy
aa  lleeiissuurreellyy  ssttrroollll  oonn  tthhee  pprroommeennaaddee  ddeecckk,,  hheerr
sseennsseess  wweerree  eessppeecciiaallllyy  kkeeeenn  ttoo  aannyy  ooddoorrss
ootthheerr  tthhaann  tthhee  ssoofftt  ppeerrffuummeedd  sscceenntt  ooff  tthhee
fflloowweerrss  ggrraacciinngg  CCaabbiinn  NNoo..  66  oonn  ““DD””  ddeecckk..  ““IItt’’ss
vveerryy  cclleeaarrllyy  ssmmookkee  ffrroomm  aa  ffiirree
ssoommeewwhheerree,,””  sshhee  rreeppeeaatteedd  nneerrvvoouussllyy..

““YYoouu  mmuusstt  bbee  mmiissttaakkeenn,,  mmaaddaammee..
PPeerrhhaappss  ssoommeeoonnee  iinn  tthhee  nneexxtt  ccaabbiinn  iiss
ssmmookkiinngg  aa  ppiippee  oorr  cciiggaarr,,””  tthhee  sstteewwaarrdd
sslleeeeppiillyy  rreepplliieedd..

““NNoo,,  ssoommeetthhiinngg  iiss  ddeeffiinniitteellyy
bbuurrnniinngg,,  aanndd  II  aassssuurree  yyoouu  iitt  iiss  nnoott  aa
cciiggaarr!!””  sshhee  iinnssiisstteedd..

““VVeerryy  wweellll..  II’’llll  sseenndd  ssoommeeoonnee  ttoo
iinnvveessttiiggaattee  tthhee  mmaatttteerr..  PPlleeaassee
kkeeeepp  ccaallmm..  II  aassssuurree  yyoouu  tthheerree  iiss
nnoo  pprroobblleemm……  pprroobbaabbllyy  jjuusstt
aannootthheerr  ffaallssee  aallaarrmm  iinn  tthhee  ffiirree
wwaarrnniinngg  ssyysstteemm..  WWee’’vvee  hhaadd  ttwwoo
aallrreeaaddyy  ttooddaayy  aanndd  bbeeiinngg  aa  nneeww
vveesssseell  iitt’’ss  uunnddoouubbtteeddllyy  oonnllyy  aa
sshhoorrtt  cciirrccuuiitt  ssoommeewwhheerree,,””  hhee
aassssuurreedd  hheerr..

Tragedy is often said to
occur in threes but with the French
it seems to have happened in paired incidents
that saw magnificent ocean liners consumed in
flaming disasters

BY BASIL HEARDE

Enterprising press
photographers rented light
aircraft and flew out to the site
of the burning L’Atlantique to
obtain dramatic photos of
disaster at sea.

With flags flying, the Georges Philippar
was not a particularly attractive ship.

Little did the passengers on the
Georges Philippar’s inaugural cruise
realize the disaster that would await
them — a disaster that was foretold

when a fire broke out during the ship’s
fitting out stage in December 1928.

Registered in Marseilles, she was
completed in January 1932.

Flag of the 
Messageries Maritimes.


