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ALMA (1855) 
 
Base data at 5 April 1855.  Last amended November 2008 
* indicates entries changed during P&O Group service. 
   
Type  Passenger liner 
P&O Group service  1855-1859 
P&O Group status  Owned by parent company 
Former name(s)  Launched as Pera 
   
Registered owners, 
managers and operators 

 The Peninsular and Oriental Steam Navigation 
Company 

   
Builders  John Laird, Sons & Co 
Yard  Birkenhead 
Country  UK 
Yard number  97 
   
Registry  London, UK 
Official number  25158 
Signal letters  PDTF 
Classification society  Lloyd’s Register 
   
Gross tonnage*  2,200 grt 
Net tonnage  1,294 nrt 
Deadweight   
   
Length  87.81m (288.2ft) 
Breadth  11.37m (37.3ft) 
Depth    8.01m (26.3ft)  
Draught   
Construction (if not steel)  Iron 
   
Engines  Oscillating geared steam engine 
Engine builders  Fawcett, Preston & Co 
Works  Liverpool 
Country  UK 
   
Power  1,445 ihp 
Propulsion  Single screw 
Speed  11 knots 
   
Passenger capacity   
Cargo capacity   
Crew   
   
Employment  Suez/Calcutta service 
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Career   
   

12.07.1854:  Launched as Pera, after a part of Constantinople.  The first ship for 
P&O from the yard. 

19.03.1855:  Registered as Alma for The Peninsular and Oriental Steam 
Navigation Company.  Her name was changed because of popular 
enthusiasm following the Battle of the Alma in the Crimean War. 

22.03.1855:  Ran trials. 
05.04.1855:  Maiden voyage Liverpool/Portsmouth/Constantinople/Crimea 

carrying 60 officers and 1,390 men to the Crimean War. 
13.10.1855:  Released for commercial service.  She and Nubia were relieved from 

trooping duties so P&O could maintain its mail contract 
commitments. 

20.12.1855:  Maiden commercial voyage Southampton/Alexandria. 
07.06.1856:  Left Southampton on positioning voyage to Calcutta, for 

Suez/Calcutta service. 
1857:  Gross tonnage re-stated as 2,164 grt. 

14.12.1857:  Broke propeller shaft when en route from Calcutta to Suez.  Made 
Aden, forwarded her mails via the East India Company steamer 
Adjana, and awaited delivery of a new shaft. 

10.02.1858:  Spare shaft left Calcutta aboard P&O steamer Ava. 
16.02.1858:  Ava wrecked off Trincomalee.  Shaft raised by divers. 
08.04.1858:  Shaft arrived at Aden aboard P&O steamer Bentinck. 
12.06.1859:  Struck a reef off the island of Haruish, 112 km (70 miles) north of 

Perim in the Red Sea, when en route to Suez from Aden.  Captain 
Henry was sick at the time and Chief Officer W H Davis, who was in 
command, had his certificate suspended for a year.  The mails, 
baggage and cargo were lost, but there were no lives lost in the 
wreck, although the purser later died of sunstroke.  All survivors were 
rescued by the paddle frigate HMS Cyclops and P&O’s Nemesis. 

   
   

WRECK OF THE INDIAN MAIL STEAMER “ALMA” 

From the “Annual Register”, 12 June 1859 

 
The magnificent steamship of the Peninsular & Oriental Company, the Alma, has been 
wrecked on a reef in the Red Sea.  The Alma was an iron screw steamer of 1,293 tons 
register, and was commanded by an officer who had made no fewer than 72 voyages in 
the Red Sea; the first officer had made eleven voyages in the Red Sea.  There were 
four other officers and a crew of 51 Europeans (chiefly engineers, stewards &c) and 
171 Manilla men and lascars.  There were about 140 passengers, among whom was 
Sir John Bowring.  The India and China mails were also on board, and a cargo worth 
£200,000.  There was also on board an Arab pilot, who it was stated was engaged 
merely for the satisfaction of the insurers, and the captain and officers never sought 
and habitually disregarded his advice.   
 
The ship arrived at Aden on the 10th of June and left it on the 11th in the morning.  At 
this time Captain Henry was confined to his cot, by an attack of erysipelas, and Mr 
Davies, the chief officer, was left in charge.  At 3am of the 12th, the ship ran upon a 
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reef, part of the desert islands called Haruish, heeled over immediately, and the 
starboard and stern ports being under water, she filled rapidly.  All the females and 
many of the male passengers were in bed, and the suddenness of the accident and the 
position of the vessel, placed them in the greatest jeopardy.  Fortunately there was no 
panic; the male passengers, many of whom were officers returning from India, and 
were sleeping on deck, displayed their characteristic coolness and courage, and the 
European crew, when it was found that the ship could not be got off, behaved well.  By 
their exertions  the women and children were dragged from their berths and from the 
cabins now filling  with water, and hoisted upon the decks; but very few of them had on 
more than their night-clothes, and none saved any of their apparel.   
 
As soon as the ship had struck, it was found that the reef formed part of an island.  To 
this spot the passengers were conveyed in the boats without the loss of a single life.  
But their position was distressing in the extreme.  The island was uninhabited, sterile, 
and a waterless waste.  Only a small quantity of provisions, some beer and wine, and a 
very small quantity of water were saved; nor was there any shelter against the terrible 
power of a Red Sea sun.  The same courageous exertions palliated these sufferings.  
Shelter was formed by sails and other materials, fires were lighted, such clothes as 
could be got from the wreck were distributed, and by nine o'clock the same morning, six 
hours after the vessel struck, a hot breakfast was set before the ladies and children.   
 
A boat was then manned and dispatched to Mocha for assistance - particularly for 
water - and the Turkish authorities were unusually prompt in lending aid.  The boat then 
proceeded by sea to Aden, but fortunately when in the narrowest part of the straits, 
descried the war steamer Cyclops, who took them on board and steamed instantly to 
the wreck.  By this time the provisions and water had begun to run short; the island was 
surrounded by numerous fishing boats of the savage and piratical Arabs, and the 
Lascar seamen were showing symptoms of mutiny.  In this gloomy state of affairs, the 
Cyclops suddenly made her appearance, and soon removed the people from the island.  
During the four days they had been on the reef they had been exposed to much 
suffering; the male passengers being more exposed and subject to more exertion, were 
proportionately affected, many were struck by coups-de-soleil, and the purser died from 
the effects.  The mails were saved.  The wreck remained some time upon the reef, but 
ultimately went to pieces.   
 
The Board of Trade instituted an enquiry into the wreck.  It appeared clear that the first 
officer had executed his duties with considerable carelessness, failing to consult the 
chart, and when uncertain as to the correctness of his course, did not slack speed.  For 
these reasons the blame of the misfortune was adjudged to rest on Mr. Davies, whose 
certificate was suspended for twelve months.  The island had, it seems, a considerable 
elevation above the sea, and was seen by several before the ship struck; but it would 
seem that there was a slight stratum of haze floating at a slight height, which shut it out 
from the men on the look-out.  It is also said that the old Arab pilot warned the third 
officer that the ship was on a dangerous course, but that, as usual, no attention was 
paid to his warning. 
 

 
- ends - 


