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Medical History

How the RAMC almost lost its band

RONALD H GIRDWOOD

Briti'sh Medical_Jozurnal, 1978, 2, 1769-1770

When driving along the road from Phaestos to Rethymnon in
Crete this year, I passed the airstrip that was constructed by the
Germans during their occupation of the island in the second
world war. This reminded me of the narrow escape of the
RAMC band in the Mediterranean in 1943 during two bombing
attacks, an event that does not seem to have been documented.
The second attack was made from Crete, but a more serious one
had occurred three days earlier in the Gulf of Bougie near
Algiers.

At the end of October we had alighted at Greenock as a group
of RAMC officers proceeding to some unknown destination in
the Middle or Far East. The convoy (KMF 26) was large and the
greatest vessel in it was the Orion. We, however, found ourselves
on board HMT G6 which, in fact, was the Highland Princess. To
our delight we were joined by a "Stars in Battledress" company,
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the dance orchestra of the RAMC, several nursing officers, and
some FANYs. In due course, we sailed westward into the
Atlantic, although bound for Port Said, and zigzagged for several
days because of German submarines. We were given alarm
stations, to which to report during alarm drills or in the event
of an attack, mine being on the top deck; assigned to me was an
RAMC sergeant who was the leader of a world-famous dance
orchestra in civilian life.

Eventually, having avoided the submarines that were known
to be waiting for us, the convoy entered the Straits of Gibraltar.
Off Oran a few other ships joined the convoy on 26 November,
and among them was one that was so close to us that we could
see that it was filled with American troops. It was not until after
the war that we learnt that she was the Rohna, an 8600-ton
vessel of the British India Steam Navigation Company, which
had joined us to take these men to India.

Enemy attack

A few hours after the convoy had been augmented, and while
we were listening to a concert being given by the band, the
alarm bells sounded and as we dashed to our stations we saw
some thirty enemy aircraft approaching. Guns were fired by all
the transport ships that had this capability and by the escorting
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vessels. Bombs exploded all around the convoy with little
damage, until a most serious incident occurred: there was a
direct hit on the Rohna on our port side by an object with flames
trailing behind it, apparently from beneath one of the aircraft,
and at one stage seemingly heading for us. This, in fact, was a
glider bomb, and it caused the unfortunate vessel to explode
into engulfing flames almost at once. The casualty list was
obviously high. The sergeant and I, having witnessed this with
horror, then saw that a bomb was dropping on the Highland
Princess, and, indeed, appeared to be coming straight for where
we stood on the port side aft. It is strange that bombs seem to
fall slowly from an open sky, but this one missed the side of the
ship just where we were standing by a few yards. There were no
casualties because the bomb failed to explode, but the sergeant
and I were soaked as it hit the water. The unfortunate Rohna was
left behind blazing, and years later we learnt that those of us who
saw the incident had possibly witnessed the greatest troop

transport disaster of the war, the casualties numbering 1170.
Over half of those on board were killed.
The next attack was off Crete on 29 November. A ship's

concert was in full swing, the music again being provided by the
RAMC orchestra. The figure shows a copy of the programme.
Once more their performance was interrupted by alarm bells

and again we went to our stations. This time we saw the Orion
being hit, but the bomb did not explode and seemed to bounce
across the ship to land in the water on its port side. At least one
aircraft was shot down.
The RAMC orchestra reached Port Said safely, and on their

return to civilian life some of its members became household
names in the world of entertainment. It was clearly good fortune
that they were not casualties in a disaster comparable to that
of the Rohna.

(Accepted 8 November 1978)

Successful cardiac resuscitation with electricity in the
18th century?

E PERMAN

British Medical Journal, 1978, 2, 1770-1771

Today's treatment of cardiac arrest is based mainly on simul-
taneously applying external cardiac massage and electrical
defibrillation or cardiac pacing. These methods are often highly
successful, and have become standard treatment all over the
world. External cardiac massage had been described in the 18th
century, but was more systematically applied in 1958-60 by
Kouvenhoven' and his group at Johns Hopkins in Baltimore.
The first report on defibrillation by electric shock in ventricular
fibrillation is attributed to Beck.2 Zoll3 was the first to report a
temporary response to electrical stimulation in asystole. Standard
textbooks on the subject4 mention no earlier attempt to use
electric shocks in cardiac resuscitation.

I therefore thought it appropriate to call attention to a
communication from 1774 that appeared in the Transactions of
the Royal Humane Society.5 This society was formed in England
in 1774 for the purpose of restoring life in people who appeared
to be dead after accidents such as drowning. Reports on incidents
in which resuscitative methods had been successful were
presented at regular meetings and published in the proceedings
of the society. In the proceedings for 1794 there is a communi-
cation (fig 1) about a child, Sophia Greenhill, who became
unconscious after a fall from a window, appeared to be dead, and
was declared dead by surgeons at the Middlesex Hospital in
London. She was then given electric shocks, presumably
produced by a friction-type electricity machine. When shocks
were transmitted "through the thorax" a regular pulse was
established, and afterwards the child was apparently restored to
complete health. In a comment on this case, Mr W Henly, FRS,
suggested (fig 2) that the immediate application of electric
shocks to the brain and heart might be particularly useful in
cases in which the organs are apparently undamaged and "only
their motion suspended."

These observations, recorded in the style of the period,
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obviously do not prove that the child had cardiac arrest and that
the electrical stimuli caused the heart to resume normal activity.
This seems, however, to be the most satisfactory explanation
for what occurred. That the event occurred in a hospital and
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