AUTOBIOGRAPHY

ETHNEA MARY WEST (NEE HANCOCK)

1937 - 2025

Ethnea was born in Winchester on 5 April 1937, the oldest surviving child of Sydney Ludwig Hancock, a civil servant, and his first wife, Catherine, a teacher.  Sydney was the oldest child of Sydney John and Emily Hancock who for many years owned and ran a well-known business in Winchester, selling in the early years' of the 20th century, pianos and sheet music.

Before Ethnea was 3 her mother died, so with her sister Ita they went to live with their paternal grandmother in Winchester until their father remarried seven years later when the family moved to live in Kingsworthy.   Thereafter the family grew and Ethnea had 1 half- brother, 3 half-sisters and eventually12 nephews and nieces. 

By 1939 the Second World War had started and although Winchester was largely unscathed Ethnea could clearly remember a bomb falling at nearby Worthy Down which caused her grandmother's house to shake violently whilst Ita and herself were in a Morrison Shelter, a steel construction that could be used as a table and installed in the dining room as bomb protection.  She had other memories of tanks chipping the edging stones of the pavements, roads blocked by concrete blocks, the issue of gas masks and ration books for food.  The diet was plain and limited compared to today so all children were given cod-liver oil and malt and a concentrated orange juice.   Powdered dried eggs were in common use and she recalls being given her first banana after the war!

Ethnea's first school was St Peter’s Catholic Primary in Winchester.  She had fond memories of two teachers there Miss Wright and Miss Downey.   From those days two incidents stood out in her memory; getting the cane for some mischief (that never left her feeling scarred for life as a result!) and going to the nearby Recreation Ground after school one day and falling into the pond and then at age 5 or 6 having to walk home to the other end of town dripping wet and crying!  

In 1944 Ethnea went as a boarder to the Convent of the Cross in Boscombe, Bournemouth.  This took some getting used to, initially there was home-sickness at the start of each term but in time when the holidays came round she did not want to leave her school friends.  Beyond the usual curriculum for girls at that time and before the advent of school trips abroad, she remembers enjoying outings to the Bournemouth Symphony Orchestra under its conductor Rudolf Scharwz, learning to swim in the sea and walks in crocodile formation at the weekends around Boscombe.  From an early age she received piano lessons and later some violin lessons but to her regret she did not continue to play in adult life but maintained a lifelong interest in music and opera.

On leaving school she embarked on a nursing career, at first as a cadet nurse at The Canadian Red Cross Memorial Hospital in Taplow, Maidenhead working on the Children's Rheumatic Fever Unit.  However Ethnea always knew she wanted to undertake general nurse training in London.  After looking at the brochures of all the leading hospitals she chose University College Hospital.  She never regretted this choice where she made lifelong friends. This was a very formative time both at work and in the opportunities living in London provided.  The opportunity to go to the theatre and to concerts, to participate in college hops and visit the new coffee houses like the Two Eyes.  For student nurses in the 1950's a Christmas Eve tradition was to go in uniform to the fruit and vegetable market in Covent Garden where the stall holders would give us their unsold fruit and nuts (a luxury), to take back to the patients having the misfortune to be in hospital over Christmas.  In these years Ethnea went with friends on 2 memorable holidays, one to Brittany in the summer where she enjoyed fantastic French cooking for the first time which was such a contrast to the institutional food she had been used to for so many years. The other trip was to Gargellen in Austria to ski.  The learning experience produced lots of laughter and Ethnea loved the whole ambience, the exercise, the scenery and the wonderful fresh air.   Ski-ing as a consequence became a regular winter holiday activity when circumstances allowed.  At the end of the day the custom was to retreat to a local café for cakes 'mit sahnen' and warming drinks like hot chocolate or gluhwein!  This was such a treat, new and different foods as rationing at home had only been lifted a few years previously.  

After general nurse training it was the accepted thing to do a second training to complete one's nursing education so Ethnea started Part I midwifery training at Southlands Hospital, Shoreham, Sussex chosen partly for the sea air after 4 years in London.  This was hospital based for 6 months followed by Part II attached to the Whittington Hospital in London but working on the district with a qualified midwife.  This was a further education for Ethnea as some of her patients lived in the poorest of houses.

On completion of her course Ethnea decided to join the Princess Mary’s Royal Air Force Nursing Service to satisfy her desire to see more of the world whilst continuing to develop her career.   It was not long before she was posted to Akrotiri in Cyprus, the Royal Air Force's biggest flying station then, to work as a midwife on a busy Maternity Unit.  She remembered this tour for its parties, eating out and days off spent swimming, snorkelling or learning to water-ski in the wonderful Mediterranean climate.  Holidays were spent exploring some of the nearby countries like Jordan, Israel and Egypt.  This tour turned out to include a 6 month detachment to El Adem in Lybia, North Africa, a staging post for Royal Air Force planes en route to the Middle and Far East.   This desert post, 17 miles from Tobruk, with a light but necessary workload and limited off-duty facilities, was something of an endurance test or in other words character building!   Trips off the base were rare as transport was extremely limited and decent roads almost non-existent.  

After a 5 year short service commission Ethnea felt she could not commit to further service at that time so she left the PMRAFNS in 1965 to work in the United States at the Columbia Presbyterian Medical Centre in New York, one of America’s largest teaching hospitals.  This turned out to be a fascinating educational experience.  She assumed that because Americans spoke English life would not be too different but she quickly discovered that despite our common heritage the United States was a foreign country!  After some initial difficulties with the pronunciation of medical terms and the use of different drug names Ethnea settled to work on the private wing of the hospital and from this period made some lasting friendships. On holiday she took the opportunity to see more of the continent, visiting Mexico and before she came home travelling across the United States and Canada using the Canadian Pacific railroad through the Rockies to Seattle, travelling down the coast to San Francisco and inland to the Grand Canyon before flying back to New York.

On re-joining the PMRAFNS in September 1967 she was posted to Wroughton Hospital near Swindon where she completed aeromedical training.  This qualification trained nurses to look after patients in the air and provided further opportunities for worldwide travel with routine flights to Germany, Cyprus, Singapore and Hong Kong and special flights to France, New Zealand and Malaysia bringing sick or injured servicemen or their families home.  At the start of 1969 Ethnea was posted to Changi Hospital in Singapore for 2 years.  This was another new experience living in a lush, green tropical climate for the first time, being introduced to Asian food and it provided more exploratory travel opportunities to Cambodia, Thailand and Malaya, and once more she could take up water-ski-ing again.  Overseas postings were interspersed with hospital tours at home, to Halton in Buckinghamshire and Nocton Hall in Lincolnshire.  In the mid 1970's Ethnea found herself back in Cyprus after the coup in 1974 that divided Cyprus into a Turkish Cypriot north and Greek Cypriot south.   This tour was very different as the numbers of service personnel based on the island were much reduced.  Nonetheless many happy days were spent exploring the island or rambling around the Troodos foothills when work permitted.   Shortly after returning home Ethnea took up her first nursing administrative post as Assistant Matron at Nocton Hall.  A few years later she was posted to Germany.  This was another fantastic opportunity to explore Europe, to ski again in winter and join a local walking club in summer.  After came tours as the Deputy Matron at Halton and later she was promoted to Senior Matron at Ely in Cambridgeshire. 

Her first appointment outside the hospital environment was to the Medical Directorate at the Ministry of Defence in July 1987 to assist the Director of Nursing Services.   On further promotion in June 1988 Ethnea was posted to Headquarters RAF Support Command as the Principal Nursing Officer for the PMRAFNS.  This job involved audit visits to all the RAF hospitals at home and overseas and to medical centres where nursing staff were employed.  In the New Year’s Honours List in 1990 Ethnea was awarded the Royal Red Cross for services to nursing.  Finally in September 1991 and working at the Ministry of Defence Ethnea was appointed Director of Nursing Services (RAF), Matron-in Chief PMRAFNS and a Queen’s Honorary Nursing Sister. 

On retirement Ethnea moved to the cottage she had bought in the Cotswolds many years previously and became a keen golfer, joining Minchinhampton Old Course.  She continued to ski and enjoyed walking.  Her enthusiasm for travelling never waned, adding, amongst other places, Turkey, Russia, India, Nepal, Peru and the Galapagos, Morocco, China & Japan to the list of countries she had visited.  A long-held interest in paintings encouraged her to study for an Open University degree studying Art History and Politics successfully completing this in 2003 with a BA (Hons) (Open).  She maintained this interest by visiting galleries when possible and joining the local branch of the National Association of Decorative and Fine Arts, now The Arts Society.  For many years she sponsored children in the third world through Action Aid and SOS Children’s Villages and, concerned with conservation, she supported the World Wide Fund for Nature.  As a volunteer she worked for a number of organisations including the Soldiers, Sailors and Airmen Families Association and The Royal British Legion. 

Later she married Norman, a retired Army Officer and they continued to live in the Cotswolds enjoying many walks in the beautiful countryside.

Ethnea had many friends made during her training days at University College Hospital.  She retained an interest in the activities of the PMRAFNS through Reunions and for a time as a charitable Trustee, and by keeping in touch with many Service friends.  Part of a close family, she always remained in touch with her brother, sisters, nephews and nieces…

