WHITE SHIP, RED CROSSES

For many Master Mariners the British-India Steam Navigation Company “UGANDA” was a familiar sight in London Docks in the early 50’s when, with her sister ship “KENYA” she maintained the East Africa service - a round voyage some 60 days.

The service closed in 1967 and, in February 1968, ”UGANDA” (together with her company consort “NEVASA”)  made her maiden voyage in her new role as an educational cruise ship carrying school children and their teachers –and long-suffering passengers – to Scandinavia and the Mediterranean. “NEVASA” was scrapped in 1974 but although B.I was now owned by the P&O Steam Navigation Company, “UGANDA” retained her unique BI livery and continued to sail as a school ship.

On April 10th. 1982 the ship was berthed in Alexandria with students and passengers enjoying the delights of Egypt when, in the early afternoon, the local agent rushed aboard with a “top secret” telex for the Master (Captain Biddick) informing him that his ship had been requisitioned by the Government and that he was to proceed to Naples immediately, repatriate her students and passengers and then proceed to Gibraltar where the Flag Officer would issue further instructions.

Three days later the ship arrived in Naples and in the early morning of April 15th. she set sail for Gibraltar where the story unfolded – Argentine forces had invaded the British protectorate of THE FALKLAND ISLANDS on April 2nd. and our response was to mount an amphibious assault (“OPERATION CORPORATE”) to retake the Islands with a task force involving some 30,000 British servicemen and, subsequently, women. Obviously, there would be casualties and so “UGANDA” was to act as a Hospital Ship working within the combat zone.

The ship dry-docked in Gibraltar on April 16th. and among the naval personnel that flew out that day to join her were members of the Queen Alexandra’s Royal Naval Nursing Service –and one of those, NICCI PUGH, was our Guest Speaker at the Club Supper on Friday, September 9th.

Nicci was a Trauma Operating Theatre Sister and was one of the QARNNS 

Nurses trained in the principles of administering medical care to troops in the battle zones. Her story of the fortitude and suffering of those she helped to treat – British and Argentine --was told with compassion and humour, accompanied by numerous photographs (“taken on my Box Brownie”) some of which were mildly harrowing.

Nicci so intrigued her audience that she was invited to continue to a further ten minutes after her “scheduled” closing time and this was followed by a lively discussion on the availability ( or lack of it?) of care for those suffering from Post Traumatic Stress as a result of the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan.

Her book “WHITE SHIP RED CROSSES” was available for sale (duly autographed) and the proceeds will be donated to the charity The South Atlantic Medal Association.

For anyone wanting to read the real story of the Falklands campaign this book is a “must” and can be obtained through < www.sama82.org.uk>
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