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WW1 - NI Nurses lost when hospital ship 
was sunk

Two people from Northern Ireland were drowned when a 
hospital ship returning to Le Havre, France, to pick up 
wounded servicemen in WW1 struck a German mine 
and sank in less than ten minutes.
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Eveline Dawson from Ballymena was a Matron in Queen 
Alexandra's Imperial Nursing Service. Before the war she 
had been a missionary. She had spent two years and eight 
months on nursing duties. 

Twenty-six year old Hugh McGee from Ballycastle was a 
Private in the Royal Army Medical Corps who also was 
attached to the Hospital Ship. 

The "Salta" sailed from Southampton on the 9th of April 
1917 for Le Havre under the command of Captain 
Eastaway..   Her owners were French, the Societe Generale 
de Transport Maritmes and she had been chartered by the 
British government for use as a 461 bed hospital ship.   She 
arrived off Le Havre roads in bad weather on the 10th of 
April    The drifter H.M.S. "Diamond" on inspection ship duty 
confirmed her identification and H.M.H.S. "Salta" proceeded 
without a pilot along the buoyed channel to the harbour 
entrance.

Salta was chartered by the Admiralty in February 1915 from 
the French Talabot Company and converted to a hospital 
ship.  In accordance with the Hague Convention of 1894, 
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the steamer was painted white with a broad horizontal green 
band with red crosses, theoretically protecting it from attack.

On the night of 
the 9th to 10th 
April 1917, 
Salta, 
accompanied 
by Lanfranc, 
Western 
Australia and 
an escort of 
destroyers, 
steamed from 
Southampton to 

the naval base of Le Havre. During the morning of the 10th 
April.  A French patrol craft had found mines drifting in the 
Le Havre approaches and all vessels entering the port were 
to be warned. The mines had been laid the previous day by 
the German mine-laying submarine UC 26.

At 11.20am, Salta approached the port entrance and 
stopped engines.  A patrol craft instructed the Salta convoy 
to follow it towards the English drifter "Diamond" which 
checked the identity of each ship before opening the 
barrage allowing entry into the port.  Satisfied, the drifter 
gives its green light and Salta was authorised to continue.

Whilst following the buoyed channel into Le Havre, Salta's 
Captain Eastaway gave orders to alter course to the north. 
The commander of the Diamond relayed a frantic message 
that Salta was now approaching the zone where mines had 
been seen that morning. One of the Salta's surviving officers 
reported that Eastaway was concerned about entering Le 
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Havre without a pilot because of the bad weather and had 
wanted to let the other ships pass.

Realising that they were in grave danger, Eastaway tried to 
re-trace his course back to the buoyed channel. In poor 
weather conditions, Salta drifted across the mined zone and 
hit a mine at 11.43am. An enormous explosion breached the 
hull near the engine room and hold number three. Water 
engulfed the disabled ship, which listed to starboard and 
sank in less than 10 minutes, ½ mile north of Whistle Buoy.

Despite help arriving rapidly, the state of the sea and the 
strong winds hampered the rescue operation and the human 
cost was appalling. Of 205 passengers and crew, 9 nurses, 
42 wounded patients and 79 crew perished. In spite of 
extensive searches, only 13 bodies were initially recovered. 
There are now 24 burials from the sinking of the Salta in 
Ste. Marie Cemetery, Le Havre, and also a memorial to 
those who were not recovered.

The sinking of the Salta had another victim. The English 
patrol craft P-26 was involved in the rescue operations and 
hit another mine, the ship was split in two and sank.

WW2 - The first Battle of Narvik begins 

The first Battle of Narvik commenced on April 10. The 2nd 
Destroyer Flotilla under command of Capt. Warburton-Lee, 
with HM Ships Hardy, Havock, Hostile, Hotspur and Hunter, 
entered Ofotfiord to attack the German ships assigned to 
the occupation of Narvik. These included 10 large 
destroyers. 
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Several transports were sunk together with destroyers 
Anton Schmitt and Wilhelm Heidkamp in Narvik Bay. 
Wilhelm Heidkamp was the flagship of Kommodore Bonte, 
Senior Officer Narvik Destroyer Force. The stern was blown 
into the air, killing Bonte and eighty of his men. In the 
ensuing battle the Dieter Von Roeder launched eight 
torpedoes, none of which scored a hit, but she sustained 
many hits herself, and later caught fire, as did the Hans 
Luderman. Whilst all this was going on the Hotspur, which 
had been guarding the harbour entrance, came alone into 
the harbour and torpedoed two merchant ships.


Derry officer’s action recognised 
Sub Lieutenant John Tillie, a son of the famous shirt-
manufacturing family in Londonderry, was awarded a DSC 
for his action in HMS Hotspur. The citation states, “Though 
himself wounded, he rallied the survivors from his two guns’ 
crews and opened rapid and accurate fire on the enemy, 
causing them to keep their distance until HMS Hostile and 
HMS Havock could return to cover HMS Hotspur’s 
withdrawal”. 

He was later awarded a bar to his DSC for action in the 
Mediterranean. however sadly he was later killed in 
September 1942.

Since no German warships had been seen outside the 
harbour, Warburton-Lee thought he had all the Germans in 
the bag. He didn't realise that there were another five 
Destroyers nearby. He turned his vessels at high speed and 
came back into the harbour to have another go at the 
merchant ships, blazing away with his guns, sinking and 
damaging six vessels. 
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Winston Churchill inspecting the survivors of the HMS 
Hardy on 19 April 1940 at the Horse Guard Parade at 
Whitehall. Robert McAtamney from Carrickfergus is 
third from right. 
Up to now he had been incredibly lucky with only Hotspur 
suffering any hits, but as Warburton-Lee gathered his forces 
to depart his luck started to change for the worse.


Flagship Hardy targetted 
The British Destroyers laid down a thick smoke screen to 
hide their departure, but as they headed out across the 
Fjord they ran into the five other German Destroyers as they 
charged into the Ofotfjord. The Georg Thiele and Bernard 
Von Armin came from Ballanger, and the Erich Giese, Erick 
Koellner and the Wolfgan Zenker sailed in from the 
Herjangfjord, surrounding the British Force in a pincer 
movement. In a fierce battle the five German destroyers 
fought the five British destroyers with sustained and rapid 

Page �6



APRIL 10, 2019

gunfire. Most of the German gunfire targeted the British 
Flagship Hardy, which came under fire from two ships, most 
notably the George Thiele. The Hardy sustained several 
direct hits and soon burst into flames. When the bridge 
took a direct hit, Warburton-Lee was severely injured, but 
before he collapsed he ordered his Flotilla to 'keep on 
engaging the enemy'.

Other than Warburton-Lee, nearly everbody on the bridge 
had been killed except for Paymaster Lt. Geoffrey Standing, 
the Captain's Secertary. He awoke from the fearful blast to 
find his foot wounded, the ship out of control and heading 
for the shore at thirty knots. Since the wheel house was 
below him and nobody was answering his increasingly 
desperate orders to put the wheel over, he managed to hop 
down a ladder to the wheel house and alter course, enough 
to stop hitting the shore. When he regained the bridge 
helped by some seamen, he saw that they were now 
heading for two German destroyers. Since he could not 
slow down he decided to ram one of them. Luckily for all 
those left alive on board, whilst he was deciding which one 
to have a go at, one of the boilers was hit and the engines 
ground to a halt.

Capt Bernard Warburton-Lee RN was posthumously 
awarded the Victoria Cross.


Carrickfergus survivor of Hardy 
Robert McAtamney from Carrickfergus served in HMS 
Hardy at the first Battle of Narvik in April 1940. He survived 
ship wreck. With his fellow survivors, he met Winston 
Churchill and was recognised by a presentation in his home 
town. Robert, known as Bobby, was one of six boys from 
the same family who fought in the war.
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They became known as the fighting McAtamney’s as they 
represented the Army, Navy and Airforce. Although three of 
them were wounded, all came home safe after the war.

Bobby, an Able Seaman at the time of the Battle of Narvik, 
was only twenty years old at the time. Bobby had a lucky 
escape when he was hit by shrapnel. It took his top lip off 
but, it could just as easily been his head. He plunged in to 
the icy waters and as he swam ashore he noticed another 
ship mate ‘Tubby’ Cox floating unconscious in the water 
and dragged him to safety. They had a laugh about it 
afterwards, as Bobby said that Tubby only floated because 
of his size. After the ship had blown up and he and the rest 
of the survivors were led to safety, he was given a ski suit, 
and that’s what he wore to come home.

The McAtamney’s were a well liked family in Carickfergus, 
and when news of the Battle of Narvik became known, 
everybody was worried for Bobby and kept asking his 
parents for any news. When he finally came home, the town 
was decorated with flags and bunting and all the town’s 
people lined the streets to welcome him home. At a 
ceremony at the Town Hall he was presented with a watch 
and a ring. When asked how he felt, he said” that he would 
look back on this day with pride”. Bobby Mc Atamney 
stayed in the Navy until 1960, and rose to the rank of Petty 
Officer.


Roll of Honour - April 10
Representing their comrades who died on this day
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1917

HMHS SALTA

+McGEE, Hugh

RAMC. Private. 5742. Died at sea 10/04/1917. Aged 26. 
Attd. His Majesty's Hospital Ship Salta. Born 1891 
Ballycastle. Son of Hugh and Ellen McGee. Ste. Marie 
Cemetery, Le Havre, Seine-Maritime, France

+DAWSON, Eveline Maud

Queen Alexandra's Imperial Nursing Service. Matron. Died 
at sea 10/04/1917. Drowned in sinking of hospital ship 
'Salta' on 10/04/1917. She had been a missionary and had 
worked for eight years in St. Catherine's Hospital, 
Cawnpore, India. On the outbreak of war, and being on 
leave in Ballymena, she had decided to help with the war 
effort and had spent two years and eight months on nursing 
duties. She had intended to return to India after the war. She 
was aged 49 years and was the third daughter of Albert 
Dawson, Ballymena. Her sister resided at 27 Queen's Road, 
Bromley, Kent. Etaples Military Cemetery, France.

1921

+BURTON, R

18 London Irish Rifles. Rifleman 602353.  Wounded in 
France on 07/09/1917, he died of sickness on the 
10/04/1921. Aged 21. He was the son of Robert and Mary 
Burton of 91 Longstone Street, Lisburn.  His brother 
Rifleman W. Burton was reported to be suffering from 
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fever”in Salonica in October 1917.  He appears to have 
survived. Lisburn Cemetery    

1940

NARVIK - HMS HUNTER

+ARMSTRONG, John Luney
RN. AB. Died 10/04/1940. Age 21. HMS Hunter when she 
grounded in Norway. Three and a half years service. 
(Belfast Weekly Telegraph 03/08/1940). Son of Thomas and 
Jennie Armstrong, Diver St., Belfast. British plot Hakvik 
Cemetery

+BAIRD
RN. CPO. HMS Hunter. Served in army in WW1 having 
joined up aged 15. Husband to Mrs. Annie Baird, 
Hazelbrook St., Belfast. (Belfast Weekly Telegraph 
03/08/1940). Further information would be appreciated

1943

+DOUGLAS, Woodrow Craig
RN. Leading Steward. D/LX 24527. Mentioned in 
Despatches. HM Submarine Tigris. Died: 10/04/1943. Age 
25. HMS Tigris (Lt.Cdr. George Robson Colvin, DSC, RN) 
left Malta on 18/02/1943 to patrol SW of Naples. She failed 
to return to Algiers on 10 /03/1943 and was declared 
overdue on that date. Tigris was most likely sunk on 
27/02/1943 by the German submarine chaser UJ-2210, six 
nautical miles south-east of Isola di Capri, Italy. Son of 
Harold and Nina Douglas, Belfast; husband to Margaret Y. 
Douglas, Belfast. Plymouth Naval Memorial, Panel 83
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1945

+CASSELLS, Francis  
RN. Able Seaman. D/JX 420407. HM MTB 710. Died 
10/04/1945. Age 19. A Fairmile D Class. Mined and sunk off 
Zara, Italy in Adriatic. Loss of 2 officers and 15 men. Son of 
William and Jane Cassells, Lurgan. Plymouth Naval 
Memorial, Panel 93. Lurgan WM

On this day - April 10
1855

Boatswain’s Mate John Sullivan won the VictoriaCross at 
siege of Sebastopol. He went ahead under fire to place a 
flag before a hidden Russian battery as an aiming point. He 
served for 37 years and retired in 1884 but sadly killed 
himself only two months later.

1940 

Denmark surrenders to the Germans.

Bitter fighting as Germans advance north from Oslo.

Six British destroyers surprise ten German Destroyers in 
Narvik Fiord, in what becomes known as the 1st Battle of 
Narvik. Two German and two British Destroyers are sunk 
and the British Flotilla commander, Captain Warburton-Lee 
is killed. He is later awarded the Victoria Cross, 
posthumously.

1941 
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Germans enter Zagreb, allowing Ante Pavelic, the Croatian 
Fascist leader, to return from Italian exile and proclaim the 
independent state of Croatia, with him as Poglavnik (leader). 
British forces under General Wilson withdraw from the 
Aliakmon line.

The 9th Australian Division withdraws into Tobruk.

1942

The 78,000 captured Filipino and American soldiers begin 
the Bataan Death March under guard of the Imperial 
Japanese Army — a 65 mile march under the hot sun from 
Mariveles to San Fernando, with little food or water. 

British negotiations in India break down.
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The Japanese begin landing troops on Cebu Island, which 
has a combined US-Filipino garrison of 4,500 troops.
The Soviet Ambassador to the USA gives a speech in 
Philadelphia demanding an immediate second front in 
Europe.

1943

USAAF bombers sink the Italian cruiser Trieste in raid on 
Sardinia.

�

Lough Erne WW2

USAAF bombers sink the Italian cruiser Trieste in raid on 
Sardinia.

1944 

The Russians enter Odessa on Black Sea as German 
forces withdraw from the city to the west bank of the 
Dniester river.
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The RAF drops a record 3,600 tons over northern France.

1945 

Churchill reveals British Empire casualty figures up to this 
point as 306,984 killed. Total casualties are 1,126,802, 
merchant navy losing 34,161 dead or captured. Civilians 
casualties are 59,793 killed and 84,749 injured.

The Canadian First Army continues its push North into 
Holland, taking Deventer, 30 miles North of Nijmegen. The 
British Second Army takes Wildenhausen, 20 miles 
Southwest of Bremen. The U.S. Ninth Army takes Hanover.

With the battle of Vienna ongoing, the German 6th SS 
Panzer Army succeeds in defeating fierce Russian attacks 
into the districts of Wiener Neustadt and to the West of 
Baden. The besieged Germans in Breslau continue to repel 
the repeated Russian attacks. A German war communique 
now declares that the resistance in Konigsberg has ceased, 
but that no surrender has occurred.

The RAF attack Kiel, while the US 8th Air ForceÂ launches 
its heaviest raid to date (1,232 bombers) against Berlin.

Buchenwald Concentration Camp is liberated by the Allies.

The German heavy cruiser Admiral Scheer is sunk during a 
massive RAF raid on Kiel.

1998 

The Good Friday Agreement was signed by the British and 
Irish governments. Described as a “truly historic 
opportunity.”
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