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The Cambronne and the German Sea Eagle  

 

This photograph shows the French barque Cambronne off the coast of Ventnor in 1913. She was a working merchant ship, 
although she looks like a ghost from another age – and her story involves a pirate raider, like a character from Elizabethan days. 
 

 
 
Sailing ships like the Cambronne, built in 1897 in Rouen, were a majestic sight even when being assisted by a tug as here.  They 
were slower than the steam powered ships whose crews jokingly called them ‘Windjammers’, but they were cheaper to operate, 
and were still criss-crossing the oceans during WW1 carrying anything from sugar to timber.  And in 1916, while the armies of 
Europe were fighting to a standstill in the dreadful mud of Flanders, an old square rigger was converted by the German Navy into 
an armed raider to prey on merchant sailing ships. She was renamed SMS Seeadler (Sea Eagle) and was carefully disguised as a 
harmless Norwegian timber carrier in order to fool her targets.   

 
In command was Count Felix von Luckner, shown here, a flamboyant man with a love of drama, 
and years of experience on sailing ships.  He chose his crew from navy volunteers with 
experience aboard sailing ships and some knowledge of Norwegian, with one young man able to 
play the role of the captain’s wife, complete with blonde wig, dress and makeup.  In addition 
to quarters for 64 officers and men, Seeadler could carry up to 400 prisoners— Luckner was 
adamant the prisoner quarters have ample bunks, a separate mess, even games and reading 
material; he later said I wanted them to feel as though they were my guests. 
 
The Seeadler set sail across the Atlantic in early 1917, and by mid-March had captured and sunk 
nine sailing ships and two steamers, including French, British and Italian ships, taking their crews 
prisoner.  Only one life was lost, that of British sailor Douglas Page who died from wounds during 
the seizing of the Horngarth, and was buried at sea with full honours by the German crew and 
their captives. By now Von Luckner had more than 275 prisoners, who were eating their way 
through his ship’s provisions.  The Cambronne was captured on 20 March, but instead of sinking 

his new prize Luckner removed her top masts to slow her down, and transferred all the prisoners aboard, putting British Captain 
Mullen, a man he respected, in command. The French flag was hauled down, the Union Jack raised, and she headed, slowly, 
towards Rio. 
 
The Cambronne arrived in Rio on 30 March, and disembarked the prisoners, leaving again in April after repairs, bound for Nantes 
under the French flag again. Her luck ran out on 8 July when she was captured by a U Boat and sunk off the coast of France 
although all but one of her crew survived. The Seeadler was wrecked on a reef in the Pacific in July 1917, and Luckner became a 
prisoner himself – spending the rest of the war as a POW in New Zealand. 
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