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The epic voyages to and from Nassau
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In 1934, my brother Brian and I were sent to England from our home in Calcutta where my father worked as an Engineer. the climate was deemed unsuitable for young children and it was necessary to ensure that we received a suitable education. Brian was sent to Belmont and I to my Aunt Phyllis and Uncle Bert in Southsea, Hants. Our parents stayed in India. 

There were two Headmasters at Belmont, Mr Cuthbert Jeffries, unmarried, and Mr Max de Wharton Burr, who was married. Brian sometimes stayed on at School during the holidays and I joined him on two occasions, having great fun rabbiting, exploring the woods and the surrounding countryside, and taking part in snowball fights with a group of lively boys.
When War was declared in 1939 it was decided to evacuate the School to a more secure area around Lichfield, Staffordshire initially; then, after further consideration, to Nassau in the Bahamas. Because of most parents’ absence abroad it was decided that sisters be allowed to accompany their brothers under the guidance of Mr Jeffries and his niece Elizabeth. We were all assembled at Lichfield and after a celebratory meal, proceeded to Liverpool to board the Pacific Steam Navigation Company’s  R.M.S. Ordura. Normally this vessel sailed between Liverpool and South America.
THE JOURNEY OUT (August 1940)

We sailed down the Mersey on the 11th August 1940. On board were many other evacuee children with their parents. With great excitement R.M.S. Ordura joined a convoy of around 50 other vessels, escorted by three or four Destroyers and headed towards Iceland to avoid the German U Boats.

On the fifth day out, the Alarm bells rang, and we were all mustered on deck in our lifejackets. Above us on the higher decks and at the stern, the crew manned the light anti-aircraft guns, and we all waited with anticipation for what might happen, being too young to appreciate the possible danger.
The convoy was moving steadily westward, when suddenly a small ship on our starboard side was hit by a torpedo, settled lower in the water and eventually disappeared, sinking with its stern in the air. This all occurred in the space of two minutes, and we thought we saw a lifeboat launched. Unfortunately as we were travelling at speed, it quickly dropped out of sight.
Another explosion quickly turned our attention to the port side, where another vessel had been hit and was sinking.  This ship also quickly dropped astern. The convoy formed a regular pattern, with destroyers moving between the ships at high speed, as the speed of the convoy is tied to the speed of the slowest Ship.
The attack continued, and a third vessel was hit. This time we did see lifeboats launched; then the scene slipped astern. No Ship was allowed to stop to pick up survivors as this would endanger the remainder of the convoy: cruel but essential. For the rest of the day we continued to wear lifejackets until it was time to turn in. Our ship was now travelling much faster and during the night we were awoken by large explosions, but were reassured when informed that they were in fact depth charges being dropped. Next morning, going down to breakfast, there was a large empty space in the passageway, where before there were two rather sinister looking objects.
On going out on deck after breakfast, we noticed that we were alone in the ocean as clearly the convoy had scattered during the night and we were making all possible speed. This situation remained until we reached the comparative safety of Bermuda. In all six ships had been lost, which made us sad, but relieved that we were safe and well.
The weather improved becoming warmer and the sea calmer and we anchored in Hamilton Harbour on 24th August. We were not allowed ashore, but there was plenty to see: big excitement when the crew caught a shark and hauled it on deck, thrashing and snapping its enormous teeth, before they stabbed it to death—very gory.
BELMONT NASSAU (1940-1944)

On the evening of the 30th August, we arrived and anchored off the lighthouse at the mouth of Nassau harbour. In those days the channel was too shallow for big ships and cargo and passengers were taken ashore to the main jetty by tugs and lighters. We disembarked, and were taken to our new home and School: Clerihew House, Bay Street, Nassau, kindly lent to the School by Sir Harry and Lady Oaks. Sadly Sir Harry was murdered in very strange circumstances about a year later. The case has never really been resolved.

We quickly settled down to our new way of life in beautiful surroundings, working hard at school during the week, but happily spending the weekends swimming and generally enjoying ourselves with beach picnics.. We also met many kind and generous people, English, American and locals, who invited us to their homes, held beach parties and boat trips. Some even sent their children to our school for lessons.
The Duke of Windsor, with his wife, the famous former Mrs Simpson, was already installed as Governor, and visited the School on Open and Sports Days, which he really enjoyed; not so the Duchess, who clearly felt it was all beneath her. They did however hold a Christmas Party for all the children, handing out super presents and serving delicious food and drink.
We became part of the social life of the island, joining the Cathedral Choir, learning First Aid, and, entertaining our hosts with Plays and Concerts. Sadly with boys becoming older, and needing higher education coupled with the enormous expense of keeping the School running, it was decided that we should return to England on 20th January 1944.
THE JOURNEY HOME (January 1044)

Most of the original “Outward Bound” group flew to Miami, then by train to New York, to collect visas and new passports, after which we took the train to New Orleans and embarked on a Portuguese ship to Lisbon. All very interesting and we saw a fair amount of America, which we enjoyed.
The ship, the SS Magallanes, took 3 weeks sailing between New Orleans and Lisbon, going down the Mississippi and into the Caribbean, calling at Trinidad. As it was a neutral vessel we sailed with all lights blazing; also it had special lights rigged up to illuminate the ships name. This was to avoid being a target for U Boats. It was great fun, and we enjoyed the food.

Disembarking at Lisbon we were taken by coach to Estoril where we spent a day sightseeing.

On the evening of 26th February we boarded a British Short Sunderland Flying Boat to Foynes in the Irish Republic, landing at dawn on the Shannon river. Our final flight on the 28th February was on a RAF freighter plane which landed at Northolt at 9.00 pm where we were met by my mother with the other parents, my father still being in India in the Army.

We were then taken home, which in our case was Ealing, to Aunt Elsie and Uncle John. That night was the last big bombing raid on London, but we were so tired we slept through it all. Now we had to get used to the ‘Doodlebugs’ and the V 2 rockets.
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