
Chapter 33 

MUTINY ABOARD HMS LOTHIAN IN BALBOA IN 1943 

 

There was a mutiny aboard HMS Lothian while at Balboa in the Canal Zone on 1 

September 1944.  It resulted in the court martial of 3 seamen, held on 27 October to 19 

December 1944. 

 

HMS Lothian was a former cargo ship of 8,036 GRT and launched in 1938, as the MV City 

of Edinburgh1, which was requisitioned by the Ministry of War Transport in 1939 for use in 

during World War 2 as a troop transport. 

 

 
MV City of Edinburgh 

 

In 1943 she was taken over by the Royal Navy and converted into a Landing Ship Infantry 

(Headquarters) ship2 for operations in the Pacific and commissioned as HMS Lothian in 

September 1943. 

 
1  Built by Cammell Laird, Birkenhead for the Ellerman City Line and completed August 1938.  It was for 
operations on the US – Australia – New Zealand route, on which route it was used until 1939. 
2  Aka LSI(H). 



On 3 August 1944, she sailed from the Clyde to New York, where the crew were denied 

shore leave due to work needing to be done aboard, and then on to Panama to transit the 

Canal. There was unrest in New York, with NAAFI stores being pilfered. 

 

She was said to be unsuitable for her planned use.  Her complement had increased from 

450 to 750, including several hundred RAF and Royal Corps of Signals specialists.  She had 

had poor ventilation and air conditioning, and even a lack of sufficient water.  These 

factors, together with deteriorating food all were factors making her unsuitable for use in 

tropical regions. 

 

These factors were made worse, it was said, by inexperienced officers, with minor 

infringements going unpunished. 

 

She reached Balboa on 1 September 1944 and the poor conditions aboard caused an 

armed mutiny (said to be the first in the Royal Navy since the 19th Century).   

 

When orders were piped on the afternoon of 1 September, confusion broke out, with men 

refusing to fall in.  Petty officers and then the first lieutenant tried to quell the unrest.  

Then one sailor was reported to be in possession of a rifle, and rumours spread of a a 

cache of small arms having been raided.  Angry seamen gathered on deck and pushed 

back gangway guards onto the jetty, about 30 of them gathering there. 

 

A detachment of armed Royal Marines was prepared and used to put down the mutiny. 



 

Although no lives were taken, the short-lived mutiny of the H.M.S. Lothian on 

September 1, 1944, has received a fair amount of publicity. The conditions 

precipitating the mutiny were poor living conditions on the mess deck in a sweat-

box-like atmosphere and the treatment of the crew "like cattle. 

Mutiny in Force X by Bill Glenton (1986) 

 

17 men were court martialled and reduced to the ranks, with 6 others given extra duties 

and punishment drill.  Sentences were suspended (due to the lack of available jails or 

alternative ships) as the ship proceeded to the Pacific.  

 

She joined the US 7th Fleet at New Guinea on 29 September, was not used by the US 

forces, saw no combat, and returned to Sydney.  In February 1945, she served as a flagship 

for the Admiral controlling the merchant ships arriving to supply the British Pacific Fleet. 

After the surrender of Japan in August 1945, she was used to evacuate POW and civilians 

from Singapore, Hong Kong and Shanghai. 

 

In 1946 she was returned to her civil owners and used until 1961, when she was sold for 

scrap, being renamed the Castle Mount.  



 

Arthur Razzell, a midshipman on HMS 
Lothian when it mutinied in Panama in 1944, 
with Dan Snow (2014) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Today in 1944 the only Royal Navy of the Second World War took place. HMS 

Lothian was on its way to the Pacific and its unhappy crew refused orders in 

Panama. I once met Arthur Razzell who was onboard and 18 at the time. He told 

me how grim conditions on the overcrowded ship were 

Dan Snow, 1 September 2020 (Twitter) 

 


