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A Painting by Tony Westmore from the Author’s collection. 

S.S Kampala, at Dar-Es-Salaam Anchorage ca 1960s 

 



As a young Deck Apprentice during the 1960s, engaged mostly on the Orient-Africa service, the S.S 

Kampala, and sister ship S.S. Karanja, were seen regularly at ports we visited along the East African 

Coast, such as Dar-Es-Salaam, Zanzibar, and Mombasa. Their elegant lines and gleaming white hulls 

made them stand out from other vessels, like sentinels, as one entered the various ports. These two  

ships always created much activity and excitement, with all their attending craft darted hither and 

thither, ferrying passengers, etc. In fact, I can never recall visiting Dar-Es-Salaam or Mombasa without 

seeing one or other of these two vessels in the port. Operated by the British India Steam Navigation 

Company, these ships became icons of the East African Coast, within their own lifetime. 

 

The British India Company was set up in 1856 by a Scottish firm of general 

merchants, Mackinnon, Mackenzie & Co., initially as the Calcutta and 

Burmah Steam Navigation Company to run a mail service between Rangoon 

and Calcutta (known as the mutton run due to the livestock the ships 

carried). A new company was later launched, called the British India Steam 

Navigation Co. Ltd., (BI), in 1862 to run services from Calcutta and Bombay 

to Indian Ocean ports, using locally mined coal, and with a subsidy from the 

government of Bombay. With the opening of the Suez Canal in 1869, BI 

began direct services between India and the UK, their routes eventually 

extending to East Africa, the Far East, and Australia. 

As one of the largest shipowners of all time, the company owned more than 

500 ships over the years, and managed 150 more for other owners, 

reflecting the expansive arm of the British Empire. At its peak in 1922, BI had 

more than 160 ships in the fleet, many built on the Clyde, in Scotland. 

The main shipping routes of the line were: Great Britain to India, Australia, Kenya, Tanganyika. The 

company ran services from India to Pakistan, Ceylon, Bay of Bengal, Singapore, Malaya, Java, Thailand, 

Japan, Persian Gulf, East Africa, and South Africa. BI had a long history of service to the British and 

Indian governments through trooping and other military contracts. In the last decade of their 

operational existence, BI carried thousands of school children on educational cruises, a concept which 

they pioneered. Ships of their fleet could always be seen, almost anywhere, East of Suez, especially in 

the 1960-70s. 

The Kampala and sister vessel Karanja were built to the latest post-war specifications, designed 

specifically to link Bombay with Pakistan, Kenya, Tanzania, Mozambique, and South Africa. Every voyage 

also called at Mahe in the Seychelles, a vital connection for the remote island group, until an airport was 

finally completed in 1971.  

Karanja and her sister, the Kampala, operated jointly as a duo, both offering regular, scheduled sailings 

between Bombay and Dar-es-Salaam via the Seychelles, Mombasa, and Zanzibar. One difference was 

that Karanja continued her route south to Beira and Durban. Also, in August 1969 she was sent to the 

Keppel Shipyard in Singapore for an extensive refit. The refit included the installation of  air conditioning  

for the Public Rooms and Cabin Accommodation, passenger numbers were reduced, and she emerged 

from the yard in February 1970. This was to provide her with an additional six years of operational 

service. During this time, she was transferred in 1971 to the General Cargo Division, of P&O Line (of 



which BI was a subsidiary), before finally being returned to British India Lines ownership in 1975. On the 

9th June 1976 she conducted her final voyage and was laid up at Bombay. Finally, being sold later the 

same year to Shipping Corp of India, for continued trading and renamed Nancowry. She then operated 

out of Madras for several years before finally being retired in 1988, when she was sent for demolition at 

Bombay. Her extensive years of service, first as Karanja and then as Nancowry, is a tribute to her 

builders and owners.  

Originally, both ships had been engaged to cover the entire route, but in 1966 with loss of the South 

African mail contract and sharply diminishing migrant traffic, Kampala was placed on a monthly round 

trip, terminating at Dar Es Salaam. The company had progressively been suffering a loss of business 

since after Indian Independence in 1947. BI ships performed a secondary role as troopships in most 

conflicts until the British Government changed over to air transport in 1960s. 

The S.S Kampala was Built in 1947 by A Stephen & Sons, Glasgow. Gross tons: 10304 Length: 507ft 

(155m) Width: 66ft (20m) Draft: 27ft (8m) Speed: 16knots Power: 9700 SHP Propulsion: Steam turbines 

twin screw. Passengers: 60 First 180 Second 825 Third class. The vessel was finally sent for demolition at 

Kaohsiung, Taiwan in November 1971.  

 

 

S.S. Kampala – showing off her classic lines with white hull and black stripe, paint scheme. The 

traditional black and white funnel design was always retained. 



 

 

Below, her Sister vessel S.S. Karanja was almost identical except she was delivered to BI one year later in 

1948. 

 

S.S. Karanja - 1948 

The S.S. Karanja built: 1948 by A Stephen & Sons, Glasgow. Gross tons: 10294 Length: 507ft (155m) 

Width: 66ft (20m) Draft: 27ft (8m) Speed: 16kn Power: 9700 shp Propulsion: Steam turbines twin screw. 

Passengers: 60 First 180 Second 825 Third.  

Both ships followed, traditional passenger ship design, popular at the time, and featured  covered open 

promenade decks, wrapping around an array of public rooms. Forward was the First class, music room, 

and veranda cafe, followed by a cocktail lounge, card room and library. Second class public rooms were 

just aft, and the dining rooms were below. First and Second class shared blocks of interchangeable 

cabins, while Third class bunk accommodations were located completely separately. Kampala and sister 

ship Karanja were not fitted with air-conditioning, but relied on forced-air ventilation, which was 

adequate while the ships were underway, but was totally ineffective whilst in port, when temperatures 

could become stifling hot below decks. 

Entertainment was typical of the era, consisting mainly of afternoon high tea and tea dances, with violin 

chamber music, or with perhaps dancing to an Indian band, or a movie show or quiz, in one of the public 

rooms. But what passengers enjoyed most was the relaxing days, simply spent lounging about on deck 

reading and watching the sea speed by, or perhaps enjoying a sundowner in the evening’s tropical 



balmy atmosphere. It was, therefore, quite easy to understand how these two vessels became so 

popular with those travelling between India and East Africa. 

A British India Steam Navigation Company Ltd., brochure advertising sailings to East Africa. 

 

 

In 1914 BI had amalgamated with P&O (Peninsula and Orient 

Steam Navigation Company Ltd.) but in 1971 P & O was 

reorganized into General Cargo, Passenger and Bulk Handling 

divisions. All ships of the group were progressively transferred 

to one of these divisions and therefore BI lost its separate 

identity. 

 

 

In 2012, P&O Group celebrated 175 years since its foundation in 1837. It 

was a remarkable milestone and testament to the part P&O continues to 

play both on and off the sea. The Group has a great history which can be 

surveyed with pride, in which the British India Steam Navigation Company 

played a significant part, and will long be remembered, especially the 

Kampala and Karanja and the years of sterling service they provided on 

the India-Africa route. 
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