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PRE-GREECE 
 

Nursing Sister Jane Pugh TANS, 26th British General Hospital, Athens 
 

Minimally edited from David Grant’s Family History website – referring to his mother Jane: 
 
When Jane Pugh joined the Territorial Army Nursing Service (TANS) on 7 October 1938, her matron was 
given as Miss Paton, 12 Preston Road, Southport.  Her Army record number was P/215179X, her official 
date of enrolment was 4 April 1939 and she joined a unit on 26 Feb 1940.  She was later granted a 
commission in TANS on 30 May 1941, appearing in the London Gazette on 13 Feb 1942.  She was in the 
TANS throughout the war and served as a Lieutenant.  Her various postings are given in her Army record.   

The TANS was amalgamated with the (originally) pre-First World War Queen Alexandra’s Imperial 
Nursing Service (Q.A.I.M.N.S.).  Initially each QA Sister had an officer status with equivalent rank but no 
actual commission status.  This changed in 1941 when emergency commissions and rank structure were 
formulated to bring the QAs into line with the rest of the British Army.  For the first time QAs wore rank 
badges and were able to be promoted and receive financial benefits along with ranks from Lieutenant 
through to Brigadier.  Both of these units provided qualified nursing support at all levels.  During the war 
their personnel could be found anywhere in the world where Army medical Services were required.  Jane 
was appointed to the 26th British Southern General Hospital.   With officer status, the ‘Sisters’, as they 
were called, were very self-conscious at first about being saluted. 

Interestingly, just about the first thing she had to do on joining the army was to be taught how to be ‘an 
officer and a lady’.  There was a posting to Oxford for around 3 months, living in the Mitre Hotel, learning 
how to eat in the Mess, wear dress uniform, and so on.  Standards were apparently kept up in the Army in 
the early days of the war.  

She left Oxford by train to join the Middle East Liberation Force.  When she received orders to entrain, 
she was not allowed to tell anyone that she was leaving because of wartime censorship.  She wrote a 
letter to her parents, telling them she would be away for a long time, put a stamp on the envelope, and a 
note asking any finder to post it.  The letter was thrown out as the train passed Crewe Station, and 
remarkably reached her parents.  The unit travelled by overnight train to Gourock, in Scotland, where they 
went on board the Queen Mary ready to embark at mid-day.  Accommodation was four to a cabin.  On 
board they shared duties in the ‘ship’s hospital’ and had to take part in further training ready for desert 
operations.  There was very little free time. 

On 21 March 1940 the Queen Mary had received orders to sail for Sydney from her temporary home in 
New York harbour, to be outfitted for trooping duties.  In preparation for the voyage, many of the ornate 
fixtures aboard were removed and armaments were added.  Among the armaments were “20mm Oerlikon 
antiaircraft cannons, 12 rocket launchers, range finders, and a central gun-control house.”   At Sydney the 
remainder of her luxury fittings were removed and she was fitted with berths to accommodate 5,500 
troops.  Later years would see this number nearly triple to 16,000.  Hitler placed a bounty on the Queen 
Mary, promising to pay $250,000 and award the Iron Cross with Oak Cluster to any U-boat captain that 
could sink her. 

Leaving Sydney on 5 May 1940, Queen Mary was part of a convoy responsible for transporting Australian 
troops from Sydney to Gourock, her Scottish port during the war.  She arrived without incident at Gourock 
on June 16 1940.  Jane had an officers menu card from the Queen Mary dated Wednesday June 26 
1940, which was her 25th birthday. 

Troops, including Jane Pugh's group of nursing sisters, embarked on the Queen Mary by tender.  There 
were 35 ships in the convoy, the Queen Mary was the fastest.  The convoy was to travel in a zigzag, 
heading for South Africa.  She left Gourock on 29 June 1940 under the command of Capt. Irving, and 
sailed for Singapore carrying troops to bolster its defence in view of Japan's increasing threat.  She 
reached Freetown 9 July 1940, Cape Town on 17th July, Simonstown on 19th July, where she spent 10 
days before departing for Trincomalee.  The Queen Mary had to moor at Simonstown.  The passengers 
were allowed to go ashore in Cape Town for a day.  When they returned to the ship, they found that the 
Queen Mary had been moved in to deeper water.  They had to be ferried out to the liner, where they then 
had to scramble up the sides on ropes; a nerve racking experience.  The officers' " Farewell Dinner" was 
held on HMT Queen Mary, Sunday July 28 1940. 
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Trincomalee was reached on 1st August 1940.  The journey had taken some 33 days, and while at sea 
the Queen Mary had averaged just over 20 knots.  They were allowed to go on shore and had the luxury 
of going to the Grand Orient Hotel for dinner.  On their return the liner sailed into mid-ocean, so that the 
troops and nurses could be trans-shipped to the Karagola, to take them to Egypt. 

The card below records in her own hand her wartime travels.  (Archivist’s Note:  The card actually refers 
to Queen Mary “now moored at Long Beach, California”.  The ship was retired from the White Star Line in 
1967.  Jane must have been on a holiday to California and re-visited the Queen for old-time’s sake.     
Just the relevant ‘Pre-Greece’ part is transcribed here.) 

"Left Gourock in Scotland, June 1940 on the Queen Mary, before she had been adapted as a troop ship. 
Had a lovely state cabin.  Went via the Azores and Freetown in N. Africa, went ashore in Cape Ttown, 
then on to Ceylon. Left Q. Mary there. That was the end of luxury for many years!  Went on from there in 
awful little ship.  Went ashore in Bombay, then on up Red Sea to Suez. Then by train to Palestine, where I 
stayed till Nov 1940.  In November, back by train to Egypt.  Joined ship in Alexandria for Greece.” 

 

 

 

Queen Mary in wartime colours 



 3 

 

Contemporary photo of Karapara, a sister ship of Karagola, and the same tonnage. 

The Karagola sailed up the west coast of India to Bombay, where they all trans-shipped again, this time to 
the Khedive Ismail, described by Jane as "an awful little ship". 

 

Khedive Ismail was later sunk by a Japanese submarine in 1944 with 1300 British deaths 

The 7,513 ton steamship Khedive Ismail was launched as the Aconcagua by Scotts of Greenock in 1922. 
The Aconcagua passed into Egyptian ownership and was renamed after Khedive Ismail, a previous ruler 
of Egypt.  In 1940 the Khedive Ismail was requisitioned as a British troopship.  This was not a luxurious 
voyage, as the ship was overcrowded with troops and equipment.  They crossed the Arabian Sea in 
convoy.  The ship ran short of drinking water, so it left the convoy with one destroyer as escort and called 
at Port Sudan.  Arriving there at 7 am in the morning, on August 20 1940, the nurses were allowed on 
shore on the promise that they would buy toupees to protect themselves from the sun.  They embarked 
again in the afternoon, when their ship had taken onboard sufficient water and re-joined the convoy.  Their 
sea journey came to an end on August 23, when they disembarked at Port Taufiq on the Suez Canal.  By 
now they had been at sea for two months. 
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The next part of the journey was by train from Port Said to Gaza, in Palestine.  The unit was taken to an 
army camp at Sarafand.  The village of Sarafand, or Sarepta, is located 15 km south of Sidon.  In the Old 
Testament, it is stated that the Prophet Elijah visited Sarafand.  Sarafand is also known for being the site 
of two of the miracles of Jesus Christ. 

Here was a tented hospital built by the Arabs.  It was so hot that the tents would sometimes 
spontaneously burst into flames in the intense heat.  The nurses lived in tents while huts were built for 
their accommodation.  The Arabs slept in the bungalows while they were under construction.  Their 
mattresses would be ‘alive’ with vermin and so a routine was established to de-bug the beds; every 
Monday the mattresses would be put outside the building, the ants would then arrive and devour the bugs.  
Everyone slept under mosquito nets but they were no defence against bed bugs.  The Arabs had to be 
watched too as they would steal anything; patients’ pay books and valuables placed under their pillows 
would still disappear while they were sleeping.  Concrete baths were built (but no showers), if you were 
lucky you had a sheet to put in the bath to make it more comfortable.  Strangely, there was never any 
shortage of water and this despite having four or five baths a day when the weather was at it’s hottest.  
The patients, at this time, were mostly Australian soldiers; at first malaria was rife but later diphtheria and 
skin conditions (aggravated by the sun and sand) needed to be treated.   

(Archivist’s Note:  My father was in Palestine at the same time in the Military Police.  He also contracted 
malaria sometime between 1940 and 1945, somewhere between Palestine and Austria.  It could very well 
have been here.) 

 


