Click for full newsletter, or go to www.basquechildren.org/-/docs/newsletters/20100501

Basque Children of ’37 Association UK Newsletter: May 2010

What happened to the Habana?

by Natalia Benjamin

The Habana remained at Southampton until
29 May when she left for the return passage
to Bilbao, once again escorted by the
destroyer Fearless. It was proposed that the
Habana might take back with her on the
voyage much-needed medical supplies but
this was not permitted by the British
government who felt it might be perceived
as a breach of the non-intervention
agreement. This trip by the Habana to
England was, in fact, to be a one-off event.
Shortly afterwards, when the fall of
Santander appeared imminent, fresh
approaches were made to the British
government for permission for Spanish
refugees to be allowed entry into Britain but
the proposal was unequivocally rejected.

So that is the end of the association of the
Habana with the Basque children. But what
happened to the ship after that? She had an
eventful life. She was moored at Bordeaux
until the end of the war as a hospital ship
and returned to Bilbao in 1939. There was a
fire on board that destroyed much of the
accommodation, and the Habana was
remodelled to take both passengers and
cargo. In 1942, she sailed to Latin America
with 12 passengers and 518 cubic metres of
cargo. At the end of the war, she was refitted
as a passenger ship, burning only fuel, and
spent many years going from Spain to
America until she moored in Vigo in 1960.

Then Pescanova.bought it. It was a
company founded that same year by José
Fernandez L6pez, who set out to solve the
age-old problem in the Spanish fishing
industry, namely how to preserve fish caught
away from Spain’s ports — in the South
Atlantic for example — so that the fish did not
spoil during transport times of as much as
three weeks. Fernandez recognised that the
development of refrigeration and freezing
technologies offered a new possibility for
transporting fish. In 1960 he began outfitting
his first freezer vessel, the Lemos. It was
successful off the coast of Argentina, and
then went to South Africa, returning with
more than 250 tons of hake. Encouraged by
this success, the company then acquired its
second vessel, “a retired cruise ship called
the Habana”. Pescanova converted it into a
giant floating factory, renaming it the Galicia.
In its new capacity, the boat set sail for
South Africa in 1964, supported by its own
fleet of fishing boats. While the Galicia
served as a production vessel, including
freezing but also breading and frying
facilities, transport back to Spain was
provided by a fleet of dedicated freezer
vessels.

In 1975, she laid anchor at Vigo and what
we learn about the fate of the Habana/
Galicia is that in 1978 she was sold for scrap
and broken up at Vigo. Later, the anchor of
the Habana was donated in 1990 to the
Philippe Cousteau Anchor Museum by the

Ayuntamiento of San Sebastian: it is
considered to be one of the treasures of the
museum. The open air museum is situated
on La Pefion peninsula in Salinas, a town
within the Castillon municipality in Asturias.

As a footnote, in 1980, Ricardo Fernandez,
the former master of the Habana, saw an
announcement in the press that the Basque
children from England were planning a
reunion in Bilbao, and so he wrote to the
mayor asking whether he could go to the
reunion and meet some of those nifios
whom he had ferried those many years ago.
His letter was passed on to Helvecia
Hidalgo, the organiser. She replied to him,
saying that unfortunately the meeting had to
be postponed, but she hoped he would be
able to come the following year and that the
nifios had been very touched to see that
after such a long time he still remembered
them. Ricardo Fernandez replied that as he
was 76 years old, he wasn’t sure of being
there and her letter had moved him to tears.

What an interesting history the ship has,
although its role in evacuating the Basque
children is for me the highlight of its eventful
operational service.
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