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THE RIME OF THE MODERN SHIPOWNER

Dedicated to Mr. Plimsoll.

The phantom-bark made neaver to sound.

And the twain were casting dice;–

“Let the crew be drowned for the sum is round,”

Said he “and it’s worth price!”

(From Turner, Roads to Ruin)
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For my father
 John Jones


‘In well-known lays we sing the praise of men renowned in war How heroes brave on land and wave have fought for us of yore; But I will sing of one who fought, though not in deadly strife, The noble object that he sought was saving human life.’

First verse of ‘A Cheer for Plimsoll’, music-hall song
written, composed and sung by Fred Albert, 1876


PREFACE

Once there was a cause that stirred a nation, nearly dislodged a prime minister and has since saved hundreds of thousands of lives. It was taken up by parliamentarians, journalists, businessmen, trade unionists, novelists, playwrights, clergymen, caricaturists and music-hall performers. Its supporters flocked to meetings, where they cheered its advocates, and demonstrated in the streets, condemning its opponents as friends of villainy. It involved all classes, and men and women alike. Florence Nightingale contributed money, Queen Victoria expressed sympathy and the mother-in-law of one of the monarch’s daughters lent her time and the cachet of her title. It gave the poor a platform to speak out in their own defence. It is still commemorated in English idiom, in names of streets and ships, in statues and plaques, in the logo of London Transport and in the gym shoes of British schoolchildren. And yet we hardly remember what it was all about.

This is how I came to find out.

In 1995 I moved to a street of Victorian terraced houses, Plimsoll Road, in Finsbury Park, north London, a few doors down from a pub called The Plimsoll. Pasted over the middle of the pub sign was a large picture of what looked like a red baseball boot. Around the edges of the sticker it was possible to make out a patch of grey sea, and its horizon. It made you want to see what lay underneath.

I was interested in how the sign demonstrated the way language changes, with the new meaning pasted over the old. I knew that the street and consequently the pub were so named because of the Plimsoll line, which dictated the limit to which merchant ships could be loaded. But the line, and the man it was called after, had faded from public consciousness over a century or so, and his name conjured, for most people, only a gym shoe. Few even knew that the shoe was named in his honour, so called because it was rubber below and canvas above, and should be immersed in water only up to a certain point, like a cargo ship. The commonest misspelling of plimsoll is now ‘plimsole’, as though ‘plim’ qualifies a part of the shoe. People have even started to forget what the shoe looked like: the red trainer in the pub sign had very little to do with a plimsoll as we 1960s English schoolchildren knew it.

Living in a street named after an unfashionable item of footwear with comic associations, I was sorry that the nobler connotations of the word had lost their hold. Plimsoll was a name for silly or sinister characters in fiction and drama: P. G. Wodehouse’s American visitor to Blandings, Tipton Plimsoll; Nurse Plimsoll in Witness for the Prosecution.* I acquired a pedantic habit of drawing attention to the original meaning. ‘Plimsoll, as in the line,’ I would say, when I dictated my address, instead of ‘Plimsoll, as in the shoe.’ I warmed to the people who knew what I was talking about. Then one day the pub changed hands. And name. The sign disappeared.

I woke in the small hours of the morning a few days later seized with the thought that the sign might still be around. It took three conversations during the next week – with surprised but not completely obstructive bar staff – before I was shown into the pub’s backyard. There the sign stood, with the baseball boot stripped off. Revealed was an undistinguished bit of artwork: a picture of a ship (circa 1960, as I later discovered) and the Plimsoll mark with its then obscure initials. They stood, as I went on to learn, for the different conditions in which the loading levels applied: Tropical Fresh, Fresh, Summer, Winter and, most treacherous of all, Winter North Atlantic. Beneath them was a name, Samuel Plimsoll, and his dates, 1824–1898.

I asked to buy the sign, and after a brief haggle it was mine for £20, though I suspect the proprietor was secretly amazed that anyone wanted it at all. A wiry barfly obligingly loaded it horizontally on to his head and escorted me down the road with my treasure. It now hangs in my back garden, and not everyone is as excited about it as I am. One relation remarked: ‘What do you want that for?’

I wanted it because it illustrated the significance of the name of my street, but also, I think, because I knew it contained a story. I didn’t know then how gripping and dramatic that story would turn out to be. Buying an ugly nautical pub sign launched me into research that revealed a tale of villainy and courage, of humour and surprises, of international consequences and contemporary resonance. It led me to a man who became my hero.

Marking a line on the side of a ship to indicate the lowest level at which it might safely sit in the water is an obvious and sensible measure. If you knew no more, you might expect the idea to have been drafted in some dusty office by a grey bureaucrat working through a pile of health-and-safety paperwork, and swiftly passed into law by yawning politicians one quiet evening in a half-empty House of Commons, since there would be no one to oppose its dull practicality. At subsequent meetings of administrative bodies of foreign shipping you might imagine it being waved through without a murmur until it became an international standard. And there would have been nothing more to say, except that it was a good thing that undoubtedly saved a lot of lives, like having brakes on bicycles, and no more likely to create controversy.

And yet the line has quite another kind of history. It is the fact that it was opposed at all, and the motives for that opposition, that turned its implementation from a bureaucratic procedure into a stirring crusade, and makes the line a monument to victory in an epic battle for justice and right, against an iniquity it is now hard for us to credit.

It was not unusual for Victorian merchants and shipowners to overload cargo ships dangerously in order to make as much profit as possible. But there was alleged to be a worse malpractice than this: a murderous insurance scam perpetrated by the unscrupulous in pursuit of profit. Some ruthless shipowners were believed deliberately to overinsure their ships, and send them to sea in such a poor state of repair that they were hardly seaworthy. If the ships sank, the insurance paid out as much as several times their value. These became known as ‘coffin-ships’, and merchant sailors lived in fear of having to crew them. The Earl of Shaftesbury, the celebrated philanthropist, described the use of coffin-ships as ‘one of the most terrible, the most diabolical systems that ever desolated mankind’.

Samuel Plimsoll blew the whistle on this practice and proposed a simple remedy for the ‘diabolical system’: a package of straightforward safety measures, of which the load line was one, and the inspection of ships by an independent body another. He believed that entering Parliament was the means to effect his remedy, but encountered more antagonism in the Commons, where some of the sitting MPs were shipowners with vested interests, than anywhere else. So he stirred up the populace to put pressure on Parliament to introduce his safeguards, which met prolonged resistance. In all, it took more than twenty years from the first proposals for a load line to the time when it was fixed by law. And during this period there was nearly a decade of intense nationwide activism.

Plimsoll enjoyed feverish popularity, but also made enemies. Like many a later whistleblower, he suffered defamation and insult. His own integrity and even sanity were questioned; relentless, impassioned single-mindedness will always be dismissed by some as boring and by others as madness. Meanwhile libel suits brought against him threatened to bankrupt him and forced him to sell his stately home to pay his legal costs. His health was affected by the strain.

Many justifications were used for resisting the introduction of Plimsoll’s line: foremost among them was the need to keep up with commercial competition, especially from abroad, an argument that to this day has never lost its currency in circumstances where profit is set against danger or discomfort to those who work to produce it. Some complained that legislation hampered trade by entangling it in red tape. There was anxiety about a standardised measure for different ships – although history has proved this was not insuperable. And there was the nebulous and self-serving contention that laws took responsibility for care of ships and crews away from the shipowners. Not legislating, it was argued, encouraged them to be responsible.

The Plimsoll Line is a landmark in the history of the ascendancy of people power, and a testament to the might of public opinion in politics even at a time when less than 10 per cent of the population had the vote. Now it is impossible to imagine a politics which is not constantly aware of public reaction, but Plimsoll was a pioneer of the effectiveness of extra-parliamentary pressure. He became a national hero and made the people take his cause to heart in an age when personal appearances and the printed word were the only means to disseminate ideas, and when celebrities could not be beamed into every living room. This story demonstrates how attitudes were shaped in a pre-technological age, and how public feeling could be harnessed and manipulated. It is an instance of a mass movement taking the side of the angels.

The existence of the Plimsoll Line is a philanthropic gesture, a symptom of the fact that in the middle of the nineteenth century the Industrial Revolution found its conscience. Its implementation is an episode in what has been called the ‘slow revolution’ that transformed Victorian society in Britain, in contrast to the actual revolutions that achieved social reform in other European countries. It is there because Plimsoll was one of those who made Parliament realise it had a legislative responsibility for the poor. We owe our political conscience to the likes of him.

One instance alone of sufferings that might have been avoided if a ship was properly loaded ought to have been enough to bring a load line immediately into being. But there were many such instances, and they were not enough. Take the case of the London …




INTRODUCTION


On 11 January 1866, Henry John Dennis, expecting to die, wrote his last letter. A widower with a young daughter, Edith, he was known as a brave and decent man: during the American Civil War he was the first, defiant Englishman to employ only free labourers to grow cotton amid the slave plantations of the Mississippi. From a storm-tossed British steamer in the Bay of Biscay, as the sea filled the ship, he pencilled his goodbye to his family in the pretty village of Great Shelford, near Cambridge. The letter said: ‘Farewell, father, brother, sisters and my Edith. Ship London, Bay of Biscay, Thursday 12 o’c. noon. Reason – Ship over-weighted with cargo, and too slight a house over engine-room all washed away from deck. Bad poop windows. Water broken in. – God bless my little orphan … Storm, but not too violent for a well-ordered ship.’

Around Mr Dennis, other passengers were also writing desperate messages. Mr F. C. McMillan, travelling home first-class to Launceston, Tasmania, wrote to his ‘dear wife and dear children. May God bless you all! Farewell for this world. Lost in the steamship London, bound for Melbourne.’ Mr D. W. Lemon, an ironmonger from Melbourne, wrote: ‘The ship is sinking – no hope of being saved. Dear parents – may God bless you, as also me, with the hope of eternal salvation.’ These three messages and three other scraps of writing, one of them inscribed with a plaintive ‘May we get home!’ were found a month later in bottles that washed up on the Brittany coast, near Quiberon. Their authors were never found alive.

Two hundred and seventy people died in the wreck of the London. It was an emigrant ship sailing for Australia with 220 passengers and 69 crew members, but, typically, it also carried cargo. A great deal of cargo: twelve hundred tons of iron, by one account, and five hundred tons of coal, including fifty tons on deck. Another account said there were only 347 tons of ‘dead weight’ – iron and stone and lead – plus fourteen tons of machinery and a thousand tons of merchandise. The Senior Surveyor, who bore the distinguished name of Gladstone, afterwards declared that the deck was only three feet six inches above the surface of calm water. When the London sailed out of the Thames, one seaman who watched it pass near Purfleet later remarked to his friend: ‘It’ll be her last voyage.’ ‘Why?’ asked the other. ‘Because,’ said the person from Purfleet, ‘she is too low down in the water; she’ll never rise to a stiff sea.’ A group of pilots in a room near Gravesend, the pier-man at Woolwich, witnesses at Spithead, Portsmouth and Cowes and a number of passengers expressed similar opinions. One of the London’s own chief officers was worried. He wrote to his father from Gravesend saying he did not like his ship and feared she would be his coffin. She was.

The London, which was masted, like most Victorian steamships, in case of engine failure and for extra power in favourable winds, left the East India Docks on Thursday 28 December. It sailed downriver to Gravesend, where it took on passengers, leaving in a festive atmosphere on 30 December. Watched from the landing steps by two fathers whose young sons were aboard, it ‘gradually disappeared in the glorious golden mist of a most lovely winter sunset’. The good weather did not last. It deteriorated enough to justify two separate stops to lie at anchor overnight before the ship even reached the Channel. By 4 January, at Plymouth, a gale was blowing and the ship encountered its first misfortune: a small boat bringing the London inside the breakwater overturned and its pilot was drowned.

Fifty-five passengers boarded at Plymouth and fairer weather followed for a few days, but by the 9th, in the open sea, the wind had risen and the sea was mountainous. Disasters rapidly ensued. Parts of masts were lost, a broken jib boom thrashed unrestrained on deck and a lifeboat was washed overboard. (In those days no ship carried enough lifeboats for all the passengers even when there was a full complement.) In the early hours of the 10th, the respected and experienced Australian captain, John Bohun Martin, a kindly, fair, blue-eyed bachelor of forty-seven, now captaining his thirteenth voyage to Melbourne, ordered that the ship turn round and put back to Plymouth. Within hours the second lifeboat was lost and another small boat, a cutter, destroyed. Loose coal broke out of the bags on deck and blocked the ‘scupper holes’, through which water washed from the deck. That evening the sea demolished the hatch over the engine room and the water that rushed in extinguished the furnaces. Frantic and unsuccessful attempts were made to block the opening with mattresses, blankets and sails. With the steam lost, the topsail was set. It was instantly ripped to shreds, but for a corner that kept the ship before the wind. A boiler on deck provided steam for a donkey engine that worked the pumps, manned all night by the passengers themselves. Many baled with buckets. The sea still got the better of their efforts, the ship grew lower in the water, and at 4 a.m. four portholes were washed away, admitting another flood.

In the morning Captain Martin addressed assembled passengers and crew to tell them that there was no further hope of saving the ship and that they must prepare for the worst. It was reported that ‘a remarkable and unanimous spirit of resignation came over them at once’ and that there was


no screaming or shrieking … no rushing on deck or frantic cries. The Rev. Mr Daniel Draper [one of three clergymen on board] prayed aloud. Mothers were weeping over the little ones about with them to be engulfed, and the children, ignorant of their coming death, were pitifully enquiring as to the cause of so much woe. Friends were taking leave of friends, as if preparing for a long journey; others were crouched down with Bibles in their hands, endeavouring to snatch consolation …



One Australian clergyman, the Reverend Wollaston of Melbourne, later reported excitedly that the wreck had been described to him as a ‘beautiful shipwreck’ – a reasonable description, he thought, because it was a ‘shipwreck which has broken many hearts, but a shipwreck which has saved many souls!’. He was quite indignant about a letter to The Times from a survivor who suggested that ‘if the passengers had exerted themselves more for their own safety and attended less to the pious exhortations of the good clergymen, more would have been saved. The praying paralyzed them.’

[image: image]

‘Consolation in the hour of peril’: artist’s impression of the Reverend
Daniel Draper leading prayers on the doomed London.

Given that there were still boats on board, the cynical correspondent had a point. But it was not only prayer that deterred passengers from entrusting themselves to smaller vessels. At 10 a.m. there had been an attempt to launch one of the remaining pinnaces carrying five sailors. It capsized immediately. Two struggling men were thrown ropes and snatched from the sea and the other three managed to scramble back up the sides. This, and the difficulty of getting the boat away from the ship, discouraged passengers and crew from launching the boats that were left, although desperation prompted another attempt at 1 p.m. The captain had little hope for the twelve-man pinnace in the violent sea but told his chief engineer, John Greenhill, to take command of it. Martin declined to do so himself, declaring that his duty was to stay with the ship. Most passengers preferred to stay on board, although not all were given a choice. A Mrs Owen, who had determined to enter the boat with her young son, was dissuaded by the captain, who wept as he spoke to her. He believed that she would be choosing only a more lingering death, but also argued, with Victorian punctiliousness, against the impropriety and risk of entering a boat that contained sailors and a supply of brandy.

Small boats, with their danger of capsizing, were all the less appealing because it was uncommon for Victorians to learn how to swim. Perhaps one in ten might have had any hope of staying afloat for any time at all. Even sailors tended not to learn, believing that if they ended up in the sea, being able to swim would only prolong their agony. Of all the passengers on the London, only three second-class ticket-holders got into the getaway craft. One of them, James Wilson, tried to persuade his friend John Hickman to come with him, but Hickman had a wife, Jane, and four children, Elizabeth, Harry, Alfred and Emily. He only asked that his friend help him carry his two sons and two daughters to the higher part of the sinking ship before he left; Wilson did. Sixteen crew members – one a boy of fifteen, Walter Edwards – crowded into the boat too, eight men jumping in at the last minute. A midshipman and a girl, too afraid of the drop, both missed their chance. As the cutter pulled away, a despairing young woman cried over the noise of the storm, ‘A thousand guineas if you take me.’ The little boat was already too laden, already a few yards away, and in imminent danger of being sucked down. She was left behind, as were all the other women and children. The bodies of some already washed over the deck.

In a poignantly spirited gesture, some fifty passengers standing on deck waved and cheered the little boat as it drew away, although its prospects seemed as bleak as their own. But the boat was only eighty yards away when its occupants saw the London tip upwards and sink completely beneath the sea, taking the wavers with it. Any cries were inaudible over the storm. The last sound the escapees heard from the ship as they rowed away was hymn-singing. A young officer named Angell, who was in charge of the donkey engine that worked the pumps, went down with his hand still on the engine. A final, scrabbling attempt had been made to launch another boat, but it was too late.

In the next twenty-four hours two ships were sighted by the escapees, who failed to attract the attention of the first. The second could not come close enough for rescue, lost sight of the pinnace and abandoned the attempt. A third ship was chased for five hours – much thanks to the tireless efforts of quartermaster William Daniell and able seaman John King – before the Italian captain of the Marianople spotted his pursuers, took the men aboard and had them stripped, rubbed and warmly clothed and fed with soup and tea and a specially killed turkey. These eighteen men and one boy were the witnesses to the fate of the London. No one else survived.

Among the dead was a four-month-old baby, child of Carlisle tailor William Graham and his wife Ellen. The baby was lost with both parents, two siblings aged three and ten, and two uncles, one a week married; the bride was drowned too. One of the other children on board, of whom there were at least a score, was nine-year-old William D. Burrell, who was to travel with this father to Melbourne. At the last minute, business detained Alexander Burrell, a solicitor from Glasgow, and he gave his boy into the care of his partner, twenty-five-year-old John Patrick. Both perished. A few months earlier young William had been booked to make the journey from Liverpool in other company, but he was so distressed about leaving without his father that plans were changed.

A Mr and Mrs Debenham, on their way home to Sydney, were drowned: hers was one of the few bodies found. It washed up a month later on an island off the coast of Brittany, and her brother-in-law identified it from marks on the linen and from her rings.

There was also a celebrity on board, a popular tragedian, compared by a few to Edmund Kean and known for his Othello, which he played in three separate productions in London: Gustavus V. Brooke. He was reported, despite ill-health, to have helped valiantly to bale out water and operate the pumps, ‘barefoot and bareheaded, working only in a Crimean shirt and trousers’, and his exit lines were overheard. He said to the steward, ‘If you succeed in saving yourself, give my farewell to the people of Melbourne.’ Several ballads of meagre literary merit commemorated the wreck of the London, one of them fund-raising for a lifeboat to be called the G. V. Brooke, another composed in his memory, in which Edwin Tomlin wrote, with a grim play on words: ‘Twas in “The Tempest” on the “London Boards”/Thou bad’st thy “Last Farewell”.’ A song, by W. C. Bennett, lionised Captain Martin:


‘… when the London’s awful end is told in years to be;

One form amid those fearful hours men’s swimming eyes shall see,

You, Martin, amid storm and wreck, and hope, dead to despair,

Still grimly wrestling with the seas for those beneath your care;

Still calm, with firm, unfaltering voice, while aught remained to do,

Battling with death, still at your post, to God and duty true.’



The newspapers told stories of the vagaries of malign chance. A Miss Batchelor had found all cabins taken when she applied for a passage; when another passenger withdrew, Captain Martin remembered her anxiety to travel and gallantly enabled her to take the place. Four of the passengers of the London were survivors of a different ship recently destroyed at sea, the Duncan Dunbar. The only one who escaped this time was the brave sailor John King. Among the lost was a businessman, twenty-one-year-old Archibald Sandilands, who had been transferred from the Duncan Dunbar to another ship but disembarked at Plymouth, anticipating bad weather. He took the London as a safer option. A genial elderly couple, popular with other passengers, survived both the loss of the Duncan Dunbar and a previous wreck, only to be swept overboard from the London.

Others had narrow escapes: a family of twelve from Penzance whose travelling papers arrived too late; a young man running away from home, detected in the crowd by a local shipbroker and returned to his family; six sailors who deserted at Gravesend (and were replaced by four ill-fated recruits at Plymouth, minus a lucky fifth who was too drunk to go aboard).

And yet there were many who felt chance was not the principal culprit in this case. The ship was owned by Messrs Money Wigram and Sons, who claimed that this was the first of the vessels under their authority to whom any serious casualty had occurred. The London was only two years old, and classed A1 at Lloyd’s. It was known for its speed. Uncharacteristically, however, the company had taken out insurance for this voyage.

Correspondence in The Times began to suggest that the ship was too deeply laden. ‘It cannot be denied,’ wrote one correspondent, ‘that ships have been despatched on distant voyages so weighted with cargo that their arrival at their point of destination has been accomplished almost against expectation. With this knowledge, it is surprising that some Legislative measure has not been taken to prevent any ship carrying passengers leaving port at a draught of water exceeding a certified load-line.’

It was considered damning, too, that the ship went down in a gale through which other vessels passed safely – including her own small cutter.

An inquiry into the loss of the London began at Greenwich in February, conducted by the Board of Trade, the body responsible for implementing legislation in industry, shipping, agriculture and transport. It was attended by, among others, the father of Mary Cutting, who drowned, Alexander Burrell, the solicitor who had lost his son, William, and Clifford Wigram, representing the owners. Burrell believed that no blame should fall on the shipowners, who had made, he thought, every effort to protect the passengers and crew. Evidence was conflicting. Some said the hatch over the engine room leaked from the start, and that the deck was wet; others that the hatch was well sealed and the deck dry. The weight of cargo, argued one witness, was no greater than on previous voyages. Ultimately the inquiry found no fault with Messrs Wigram or with the loading, yet it saw fit to repeat a recommendation made regarding another ship that had foundered in the same gale, the Amalia (whose crew were all rescued by the passing Laconia), that ‘the deep load line should be permanently marked on all vessels carrying passengers and merchandise’.

Henry Dennis, he whose last accusatory message survived, had a brother-in-law who was a barrister, Gilbert Highton, and he would not let the matter rest. He wrote a series of letters to The Times claiming that there was evidence that was not heard at the inquiry because the families of the dead were not permitted to cross-examine the witnesses. Highton’s correspondents had told him that the London had taken on two hundred tons of pig iron as ballast when it was already loaded with as much iron, coal and merchandise as such a long, narrow ship could safely carry. A survivor said that a barrel containing letters and papers was thrown overboard which, if it ever turned up, would be ‘found to contain revelations somewhat unpleasant to the ears of the owners’. It never did turn up. Highton believed his witnesses more reliable than ‘surveyors and inspectors paid and employed by the Board of Trade, who too often … drink their glass of sherry … and then declare all to be right’. He appealed to the public to petition for further investigation, but whatever public feeling was stirred, the bereaved had to be satisfied with what they had already been told.

The Sydney Morning Herald of 17 March 1866, reporting from the homeland of many of the victims of the London, was in no doubt that overloading with railway iron was the significant cause of the disaster. Nor was the London the only recent case of its kind. It was time, clamoured the paper, to deal with the subject of over-freight.

In the British House of Commons on 7 March 1866 there had been an attempt to do just that. Load lines then fell under the jurisdiction of the Board of Trade, whose President, Thomas Milner Gibson, was asked by Montague Corry MP whether, in reference to the opinion expressed in the official report of the investigation into the loss of the London, that a load line might avert a great annual loss of life, ‘he would bring in a Bill requiring the deep load line to be permanently marked on all vessels carrying passengers and merchandise.’

All the suffering already recounted, and the knowledge that this was one case among many, was not enough to persuade the Board of Trade or the Government that a load line was a good idea. (Board of Trade reports later attributed as many as 500 of the 1000 wrecks a year in the 1860s to overloading and unseaworthiness.) Milner Gibson replied that the question had often been considered before, but that ‘the difficulty would be insuperable of adopting any general rule applicable to all ships by which Government officers should determine the deep load line of a vessel or how deep she may lawfully be immersed in water. The Government have therefore no intention of bringing in a Bill …’

The loss of the London was the subject of an inquiry because it carried passengers. This was the law. Technically, a merchant ship was any ship that was not a warship and therefore often also carried passengers, but generally the lives of passengers counted more than the lives of sailors. The wreck of a vessel that carried only cargo and crew was not even necessarily investigated.

Such was the state of affairs when this story begins.

Safety had already been established as paramount for transatlantic passenger steamers when Samuel Cunard had won the contract for the passage in 1840 with the motto ‘safety first, profit second’, a maxim justified by the foundering of two American passenger steamers that had boasted that they made the crossing faster than Cunard’s ships. They were the Humboldt, which went down off Halifax, and the Franklin, lost near Long Island, both owned by the New York and Havre Line. It promptly folded. Speed was seen to be at the expense of safety. (There were suspicions that this was an issue with the London, too, which had vaunted its short journey times.)

Passenger ships were, as the century proceeded, increasingly protected against accidents, as the training of ships’ officers and adequate provision of lifts and lifeboats were regulated. But the Board of Trade was much more reluctant to intervene when it came to the ships in which most British seamen served: the cargo vessels. It seemed that cargo ships might as well have had the motto ‘profit first, safety second’ as the number of merchantmen wrecks was rising, in circumstances about which questions needed to be asked.

In 1871, five years after the tragedy of the London, the Board of Trade’s Annual Report recorded that an astonishing 856 British merchant ships were lost within ten miles of the British coast in conditions that were no worse than a strong breeze. Another 149 ships went down in moderate gales that ought not to have troubled a sound vessel, properly loaded. Some sailors were close enough to shore to be rescued from foundering vessels, but about five hundred men were drowned, and almost as many had been lost in similar circumstances every year of the previous decade. Between 1861 and 1870, 5826 shipwrecks took place close to the coasts of the British Isles, and 8105 people died. If ships that sailed further from the coast are included, about half of the 17,086 wrecks and casualties between 1862 and 1871 occurred in ‘very fine weather’, and about one in twelve resulted in loss of life. Ships that could come so easily to grief were not fit to sail in the first place, and even the Board of Trade acknowledged that, scandalously, these deaths were preventable. It identified two avoidable causes of such casualties: ships were either ill-repaired or they were overloaded. Either way, they had little chance of reaching their destination in a storm.

In the mid-1800s the commercial life of Britain, and of the world, relied on merchant ships. (It still does today: 95 per cent of goods are transported around the globe by sea.) Then Britain’s position as an imperial power was based on its sea trade, and its tonnage exceeded all other nations’. The US merchant navy, for instance, had only about two-thirds the capacity of the ships of the British Empire, and France’s trade was a quarter of Britain’s. In 1850 the British mercantile marine employed around 240,000 sailors, with another seventy thousand in the navy, which would draw upon the merchant marine for men in times of war. That year some thirty-four thousand British ships carried £75 million worth of goods. Those who made their living from commerce would scan the list of losses at sea that appeared daily in The Times just below the weather report, rather as businessmen now peruse the share-price index. Or they would visit the offices of Lloyd’s to see the latest postings of wrecks, collated from reports sent by more than four hundred agents worldwide. The phrase ‘when my ship comes home’ became the title of a music-hall song.* Men who had made or inherited wealth from other sources often invested it in ships, just as they also often patronised the arts. It was not uncommon for a prosperous man, such as Whistler’s patron the shipowner F. R. Leyland, to have money under canvas and in canvases.*

At the same time the nation was powered and heated by coal that was transported either by rail from the northern collieries or by ships that brought Newcastle coals down the coast from Tynemouth. As early as 1836, 11,226 ships carried coal from the Tyne; in 1837, 3845 ships carried coal from the Tyne to London alone. But, between 1830 and 1900, 70 per cent of all the sailing ships of the Tyne were lost at sea.

During those same years one out of every five mariners who embarked on a life at sea also died at sea. Despite greater numbers of lighthouses and buoys, intended to make shipping safer, and improvements to navigation, the number of deaths at sea was rising in the decades after 1850. Mortality was higher than in any other occupation, including mining, and areas of the country which specialised in shipping were profoundly affected, Tyneside among them.

Something was clearly wrong. Evidently avarice was creating a rising spiral of competition and the pressure to overload was escalating. Some shipowners were apparently growing more careless of maintaining their ships and profiting from insurance.

The Sydney Morning Herald, writing about the loss of the London, had considered the issue of insurance. It speculated about ‘the millionaire, warm from his wine, who reads in his telegram that he has one risk less in his merchandise, and one large item in his favour at Lloyd’s’, with whom the ship was insured. It wondered ‘if the consciences of men who do such things ever dream at night? Do they see the victims of their covetousness … turn upon them their reproachful gaze? Do they, when in their purple and fine linen they fare sumptuously every day, find their feast disturbed by the thought that the stroke that destroyed the husband beggared the widow and the child?’

The law afforded no protection from this danger. In fact several ill-advised pieces of legislation played into the hands of wrongdoers. By the 1870 Merchant Shipping Act sailors could be imprisoned for three months for breach of contract if they refused to board an unseaworthy ship once they had signed up for a voyage. Men were often recruited without seeing a ship, and even if the vessel turned out to be obviously in bad repair they were not allowed to change their minds. Between 1870 and 1872, 1628 sailors were sent to jail in Great Britain for refusing to go to sea in ships they thought were unseaworthy. In one case several sailors who refused on sight to board a ship were jailed: the ship set sail, went down in the Bay of Biscay and lives were lost. In another terrible instance two successive crews chose prison rather than go aboard a ship that was eventually crewed by boys no older than seventeen. They were all drowned when the ship foundered.

Under the Act, police could be enlisted to keep reluctant sailors on board, and sometimes police boats would escort a ship out of harbour until it was too far away for anyone to swim ashore. On one ship the lone man who slipped past the police and swam for it was the only member of the crew who was ever heard of again.

The age and condition of ships were furthermore sometimes disguised by name changes, so that sailors were signed up for dangerous ships under false pretences. This was why the measures Plimsoll advocated included a law against changing a ship’s name once it was built.

Sometimes dangerous economies were not apparent from the look of a ship. One wooden sailing vessel, the Kingsport, built in the 1870s on the Bay of Fundy in Nova Scotia, prompted this admiration from the boatswain Mick Mulligan: ‘She was as fine a looking craft as ever I set eyes on.’ But the Kingsport had a hidden flaw. As Mulligan reported, telling the yarn years afterwards to a young shipmate, the builders had run out of bolts to hold the hull together, and the owners refused to wait for more. ‘They said she was good enough and decided to have her sent under sail to England to be finished.’ Avarice led to twofold folly. The haste was compounded by squeezing cargo into every last inch. The unfinished ship was loaded with frost-filled timber that had been stacked on shore for months, ‘packed so tight there wasn’t room for a matchstick in the hold’. The wood swelled as it thawed in the Gulf Stream, eight days out, and exerted a pressure on the hull that opened the seams. As Mulligan put it, ‘She begun to leak like a basket.’ The crew found the pumps ineffective and spent nine hours lashing the ship together in three places with the anchor chains, by which time the Kingsport was ‘both rails under and wallowing like a turtle’. The vessel limped along at two knots and took thirty-two days to reach Holyhead, sixty miles short of Liverpool, the port it had been heading for. By then the crew was ‘living on dog-biscuits … Every man had saltwater boils and we were as weak as kittens.’ In this case the resourceful crew was lucky: the carelessness of the owners did not cost lives.

Another practice asked for trouble. Plimsoll insisted there was no provision anywhere in Britain for the break-up of old merchant ships. Worn-out vessels were sold at auction, intended only for salvage. While some became hulks for coal or prisoners or naval ratings, they could also be bought for paltry sums, repainted and sent offshore just far enough to qualify for an insurance claim: they could be sailed until they sank.

Profiteering rogues were also aided by the particular nature of marine insurance. The amount of compensation payable for a ship is not set by an independent valuation, as is the case with, say, house insurance. A shipowner only has to declare the value of the vessel and pay the appropriate premiums. This rule made it possible for near-wrecks to be excessively insured, perilously overloaded with cargoes less valuable than they were purported to be, and sent to their lucrative doom. Plimsoll argued that insurance companies were not likely to question payouts, because losses were borne by a large number of underwriters, each of whom was responsible only for small sums; it was not worth the legal costs of contesting a claim.

Besides, the case against a coffin-ship went down with the ship: evidence of its condition and loading was lost, and dead men tell no tales. Surviving sailors, whose poverty made them powerless, could do little themselves against the might of prosperous ship-owners. Sailors’ opinions were as dispensable as their lives. They did not have the vote. Officially, even ships’ captains were ‘second-class citizens’. As one account later put it: ‘The appearance of a seaman in a court of law as a plaintiff was as rare as giraffes in drawing rooms.’

The issue of sailors’ lives sacrificed for profit, and the shipowner’s safety net of insurance, had been around for a long time. As far back as 1837 the Nautical Magazine had declared: ‘If the ship-owner and merchant be so amply protected by the underwriter, and the underwriter by his premium, surely honest Jack – to say nothing of casual passengers – honest Jack who ventures his all, that is, his life – and how precious is that all to the nation! – should by the nation be protected.’

A note of anti-Semitism then crept into the argument: ‘Do not let the poor fellow be drowned like a rat, in order to save a few pounds to Aaron, Isaacson, Abraham, and Co.’ Shipowning was not a business practised by Jews in particular; but the journal (such was the prejudice of the time) expected its readers to associate the name of its fictitious company with avarice. The recognition that one party enjoyed the profits while the other endured the perils was not new.

There was, from the 1840s, a significant development in shipping: the rise of steam. Steam engines were not immediately suitable for merchant ships. Their huge consumption of coal made them uneconomical by comparison with sail. They were used at first only for passenger ships, and for cargoes with a high profit or, like the mails, a government subsidy. But the invention of the triple expansion engine, which effectively recycled the steam, led to the slow eclipse of sail. It meant that a ton of cargo could be carried a mile on the energy equivalent to that produced by burning a sheet of paper. The dangers of overloading and of neglected repairs applied to both sailing and steam ships. In wooden ships after a time the wood rotted; iron ships rusted and suffered from corrosion of the bolts.

When in the 1860s the Board of Trade was inspired to investigate certain losses at sea, some shipowners protested strongly against ‘legislative interference’ and ‘restrictive practices which favour our foreign rivals’. This last argument was reiterated by opponents of the load line all through the next decade. The then Prime Minister, the Conservative Lord Palmerston, was sufficiently intimidated to make a foolish concession: in 1862 he repealed the law against ‘deckloading’ – storing cargo not in the hold but on the deck of the ship, which made it top-heavy and less stable. The consequences were fatal. There were cases of ships so overloaded that the crew had to walk over the top of the cargo in order to work the ship. Grain and coal would be poured on to decks in loose piles that would shift if a ship rolled, seriously affecting the ability of a vessel to right itself.

Years later, in 1890, Samuel Plimsoll claimed that the prohibition of deckloading had never in fact been properly repealed by Parliament, but was removed from the statute books by stealth. He said that two Members of Parliament, William Hutt and Thomas Milner Gibson, the same President of the Board of Trade who in 1866 declared a load line an impossibility, had secretly added an extra number – the number of the deckloading clause – into a document listing the clauses to be repealed. Their motive, he said, was a misguided attempt to promote the cause of free trade. Whatever the truth, whether by conspiracy or bad government, deckloads were reintroduced and made merchant ships terribly precarious in bad weather.

In Victorian England everyone was aware of the perils of the sea, with stories of shipwrecks relayed in penny ballads and news reports. Increasingly, the nineteenth century’s burgeoning sense of social responsibility gave rise to a series of public bodies who turned their attention to the plight of sailors and their families: in 1818 the British and Foreign Sailors’ Society was formed; in 1824 the Royal National Institute for the Preservation of Life from Shipwreck and the Royal National Lifeboat Institution were founded; in 1827 the Destitute Sailors’ Asylum opened in Well Street, east London, and three years later the London Sailors’ Home next door; in 1839 the Shipwrecked Fishermen’s and Mariners’ Royal Benevolent Society was among the new voluntary organisations dedicated to sailors, along with the Thames Church Mission launched in 1844 and the Missions to Seamen in 1856. Charitable appeals were common to raise money for shipwrecked sailors when they survived, and for their families when they didn’t. Relief associations were organised in all the large ports. Most people with the means dipped into their pockets at some time to help. Among those who contributed after the loss of the crew of the Whitby lifeboat in February 1861 was one Charles L. Dodgson of Christ Church, Oxford, otherwise known as Lewis Carroll.

The conditions of merchant seamen had become, in some circles, a hot topic in the 1860s. A flurry of papers read or published on the subject in Manchester and London, and correspondence in The Times, prompted the formation of the Society for Improving the Condition of Merchant Seamen. It was set up only to establish real grievances, to consider whether these ‘were susceptible of remedy’ and to dissolve itself once a report had been published and the results of the investigation communicated to the President of the Board of Trade. Its thirty-strong committee consisted of MPs, doctors, merchants, shipowners, masters of merchant ships and a couple of clergymen from sailors’ missions, and its report, published in 1867, revealed the general opposition to a load line. It contained scores of ‘Suggestions for Amending the Merchant Shipping Act, and Practical Recommendations to Shipowners, Masters and Seamen’, but dismissed the idea of load lines in this short paragraph: ‘It has been suggested that a deep load-line should be distinctly marked on every ship, to prevent her being overladen and made unsafe, but so much depends upon the nature and specific gravity of the cargo, which may vary every voyage, that this is not recommended here.’

The report reveals that sailors’ lives and health were in danger from more than the voracity of the sea and of greedy merchants or unscrupulous shipowners. Life expectancy was very low. The report’s gloomy finding was that: ‘The majority of merchant seamen who form the crews of our foreign-going ships are broken down in health soon after the early age of 35 years, and the expectation of life of seamen … does not extend beyond the 45th or perhaps even the 40th year.’

It added that by 1867 aggravated cases of scurvy were becoming ‘very common’ in British merchant ships, ‘more so than among the merchant ships of any other nation’. Sailors were supplied not with rum, as legend supposes, but with lime juice, as a substitute for vegetables, sometimes spiked with spirits to encourage consumption. But it seems that citrus fruits had been nowhere near some of the liquids presented as lime. Besides, the drink was not always meted out in regular daily measures, which, since the body does not store vitamin C, was crucial. Drink a week’s ration at one go after ten days of salt pork and you get only a day’s worth of the vitamin.

The 1867 report’s recommendations suggest that sailors had a great deal to endure. It was felt necessary to propose the following remedies for current deficiencies. There should be a penalty for failing to provide provisions fit for human food. Salt meat should not be of so poor a quality that it shrivelled in the cooking. Rainwater caught on board should be used only for washing. Biscuits kept a long time should be in airtight cases. Soap should be provided. Medical chests, often forgotten, should be supplied, and someone in the crew should know what to do with their contents. Lime juice should be kept in closed containers. Sailors who refused their lime juice (perhaps deterred by the state of it after being stored in open barrels) should be punished. Deaths should be subject to an inquiry, though ‘the unavoidable absence of the body … might prevent the charge of murder from being brought in’.

There was damning evidence too of poor accommodation for crews. ‘Even in some large vessels the seamen’s quarters are inexcusably bad, deficient in light, ventilation, space and every sort of comfort.’ Sometimes the bulkhead that divided sleeping quarters from the hold was removed to make room for cargo, which meant that when, for instance, sugar or guano was carried ‘free entrance is given to most pestilential and foul-smelling vapours’. The forecastle was meant to be for sailors, but sometimes space was stolen there by cargo and stores. The accommodation was therefore ‘often too crowded, and from leakage and general filth frequently quite unfit for habitation’.

And there was another feature of seaboard life that made for discomfort and ill-health. ‘Considerable risk and indecency arise from the absence of privy accommodation,’ said the report. ‘It is, therefore, recommended that every sea-going ship should have at least one weatherproof privy, for the use of the seamen; it is also recommended that there be in addition at least one urinal for their use.’

Sailors were each allotted six pints of water a day, but this included water for cooking and washing. In hot weather the water allowance, dished out at 4 p.m. daily, could be consumed at once. It meant the sailors did not wash from week to week. Havelock Wilson, later the founder of the National Union of Seamen, had been at sea from the age of eleven. He wrote in his memoir My Stormy Voyage Through Life (1925) that on his first voyage in about 1860 the only washing was done on Saturday afternoons, when an extra bucket of water was provided – between sixteen men. ‘Those who felt inclined to wash the salt from their faces would wash in the bucket, but by the time nine or ten had performed this operation, the water was somewhat thick. Being fresh water, it was too precious to throw away so some of them would wash cotton shirts, jackets or trousers in it, and rinse them out in salt water.’ Tropical storms provided an opportunity to block the scuppers and turn the deck into a laundry where all the clothes were washed in some five inches of collected rainwater.

The recommended diet for merchant sailors was principally bread, beef, pork, preserved meat and potatoes, suet, raisins and pickles. In port, watercress, oranges and shaddocks (an oriental citrus fruit) were advised to protect against scurvy, but at sea the main sources of Vitamin C were condensed soup and potatoes – preserved, if necessary, and in imitation of foreign shipowners, in molasses. Molasses was known by sailors as ‘black jack’ and said to have been taken out of the bilges of ships that carried cargoes of sugar. But then sailors were full of stories of the origins of their provisions: preserved beef, a Sunday treat, was, after 1875, called Harriet, said to be after one Harriet Lane, the mistress and victim in 1875 of an East End murderer, Henry Wainwright, who chopped up her body and was arrested after he tried to transport her remains in a cab. Other accounts say the name appeared on tins of mutton and was perhaps a tribute another Harriet Lane, who had acted as hostess, or ambassador’s wife, to her bachelor uncle, US President James Buchanan and had been admired as a beauty at the Court of St James’s in London in the 1850s. Or perhaps it was an address in Melbourne, where the canned meat came from. But this gave rise to another story: that Harriet Lane was a lady who had visited the canning factory and fallen into a vat of boiling mutton, which the canners chose not to waste.

Supplies might not have been bad enough to contain unfortunate women, but they were known to fall short of the ideal proportions. Havelock Wilson recalled a menu that consisted in cold weather of ‘a pound of hard ship’s biscuits daily. In hot weather we could have as much as we wanted of “hard tack” – that was because it was known we could not eat all of it.’ Tack could be dipped in tea to soften it, but the taste might not improve much. The tea was sometimes put on to stew two or three hours before it was drunk.

Still, the tea was not as old as the tack: there are records of it being supplied forty years after it was baked. The baking, whenever it had happened, produced biscuits which had holes on one side and were smooth on the other. Legend had it that sometimes tack walked across the deck on its own, propelled by the weevils that occupied the holes: the usual procedure was to tap it hard to shake them out, although there were sailors who ate it without tapping, on the principle that the weevils were at least fresh meat. By the 1890s, when jam and fat were more often provided, pounding the tack to powder with a belaying pin, mixing it with these and with water and then giving it to the cook to bake became a popular recipe to make it edible, and the result was known as ‘dandy funk’. Bashing tack to bits and mixing it with pork fat and left-over pea soup was another option: this concoction was called ‘cracker hash’.

Salt junk or beef was also tough to eat. If left to dry in the sun it would go as hard as mahogany. Skilled whittlers used it to carve small models. A sample of this was once presented in Poplar Town Hall, east London, to Samuel Plimsoll in his old age by a grateful sailor: he said he wanted to give Mr Plimsoll the dinner he had had off Cape Horn about three months earlier. As the ladies present pulled out pocket handkerchiefs, expecting something smelly, the sailor produced a finely wrought ship whose hull and half-sails were carved entirely out of salt junk. If both the biscuit and the salt beef were too hard to eat they could be minced into small pieces, boiled up together with seasoning and consumed as ‘scouse’; with a bit of potato and onion added, this was ‘lob-scouse’. While the ordinary crew members enjoyed such treats, some choicer provisions were reserved for the captain’s cabin. Havelock Wilson remembers a ship on which butter, for instance, was not for the consumption of the rest of the crew.

The ordinary seamen had most to endure, working by turns four-hour watches, from midnight to midnight, with the exception of two two-hour ‘dog watches’ between four and eight in the afternoon. The better-paid bosun, carpenter, sailmaker and cook, with their specific duties, were known as the ‘idlers’, while master mariners and officers had relatively comfortable accommodation, and even sometimes the privilege of taking their wives and children to sea. The painful separations of Jack and Polly were inescapable for able and ordinary seamen.

It was not just accommodation and diet and work and danger that made a sailor’s life hard. It was also crimps. Crimps were swindlers who would take advantage of the system by which sailors were paid in advance, and would swarm aboard ships as they came into port, collecting sailors’ bags together and taking them off to their lodging houses, where the men had no choice but to follow. By various inducements they would part them from their money and then pass them on, as drunk as it was possible to make them, to any old ship in need of men, in exchange for their advance pay on the grounds that it covered their debts. Admiral W. H. Smyth, author of the Sailor’s Word-Book of 1867, defined crimps thus: ‘Detested agents who trepan seamen, by treating, advancing money &c, by which the dupes become indebted, and when well plied with liquor are induced to sign articles, and are shipped off, only discovering their mistake on finding themselves at sea robbed of all they possessed.’

Sometimes this theft included clothes. Sailors were responsible for their own clothing, so the jaunty uniform of beribboned hat, bell bottoms, blue jacket, striped shirt and sailor’s collar was an ideal, based on the contents of naval ‘slop-chests’, which sold clothes to sailors who possessed none or had worn out their own. Merchant sailors tended to be a still more motley crew. Some came aboard with no shirt, and it was common for them to work a ship barefoot, both in climates where the deck was so hot it burnt their feet, and where it froze. Baggy trousers and short blue jackets were standard where possible, but those who owned the tight jacket and decorative hat usually saved them for impressing the ladies on shore. Other than that ‘their dress varied according to their taste and pocket’.

To be a boy on a ship in the 1860s was to be particularly at risk, not just because the innocents were the most likely to be robbed by conmen and scroungers. By some accounts the lives of the youngest members of the crew were the least valued. Boys were assigned the most dangerous tasks, on which men’s lives would not be risked. They were responsible for the topmost sails: the royals and skysails, which were as high as the fourteenth storey of a building and were reached, in any wind, by walking along a loose wire rope slung beneath the yardarm while holding on to an iron bar, the jackstay, that ran above it. Furling the sail, though, required both hands. If a youngster went overboard, he might evoke no stronger reaction than the one reported of a certain captain unwilling to risk the unthinkable loss of precious spars, which were endangered by quick, emergency manoeuvres:* ‘What, only a boy? Keep her as she goes.’

A sailor’s chances were lessened by the tendency to scorn lifesaving equipment. Representatives of the Royal Lifeboat Association would go aboard and try to persuade captains to buy more than the two lifebuoys merchant ships usually carried. The prevailing attitude was that safety devices made sailors cowardly. One account of 1874 records this response from a captain with a crew of twenty-two men: ‘I’ve got seamen aboard my ship … we don’t want life-buoys here, nor any nightcaps, nor no smelling salts, nor warming-pans; and I wish you a very good morning.’ Another captain said: ‘I like my fellows to understand that they’ve got to keep my craft afloat, or sink with her. Men will work like devils to save their own lives, but how much respect would they have for my property if, a few miles off shore, we were in danger of foundering, and every fellow could dance over the side with one of these nuisances made fast to him!’

Given the number of sailors who drowned, it may have eased congestion in the hereafter that sailors had a heaven of their own. In a pessimistic mood they spoke of Davy Jones’s Locker – a reference to the sea in general but in particular to a sea you spent eternity in. Davy Jones was an evil spirit – a corruption perhaps of ‘duppy’, a West Indian word for a malevolent ghost, and ‘Jonah’, also a person believed to bring bad luck. The bottom of the sea was a locker because nothing was lost there: you knew where it was. But sailors preferred to think not of Davy Jones’s Locker but of a paradise called Fiddler’s Green, a place that lay ‘seven miles to loo’ard* [downwind] of Hell, where the drinks and smokes are logged but never paid’, where there was eternal fiddling for tireless dancing, and good-looking women to spare, offering for free ‘those amenities for which Wapping, Castle Rag and the back of Portsmouth Point were once noted’. When a sailor died he was said to turn into a gull or albatross (hence the superstition that doomed the Ancient Mariner) and to fly to the South Pole and await his moment to slip into the ever-spinning entrance to Fiddler’s Green, which moved with the motion of the earth.

This happy, and complicated, notion was very far from the hardships of the seafaring life, and from the suffering faced by the family left behind by the breadwinning mariner. For most sailors’ widows, orphans and elderly dependants the only choice was destitution or the workhouse if Jack never came home – and two-thirds of the thirty thousand sailors who died in service between 1860 and 1870 left widows and orphans. (At least a quarter of the lost sailors drowned, and as many again died from accident or privation.) Sometimes widows remarried to save themselves. What they could not count on was any kind of pension.

There had been some pension provision for widows and orphans of merchant seamen from 1834 until 1850 from the Merchant Seamen’s Fund, to which seamen were obliged to pay one shilling a month and masters of vessels two shillings. In 1850 the Fund had given close to £20,000 to seamen pensioners and over £41,000 to seamen’s widows and orphans, although the amount it paid out to any individual varied according to the whim of Trustees who had charge of it in different ports: some paid £7 a year in pension, others less than £1 and some nothing at all.


This great inequality was most felt in the ports on the north-east coast, and those which were principally engaged in the home trade. At these ports a very much greater proportion of the men were married and the loss of life among them from shipwreck far exceeded those employed in the foreign trade. While the Fund existed, 10s per head was paid to the Shipwrecked Mariners’ Society for every shipwrecked seaman relieved and forwarded to his home by it or its agents on the coast.



Once the Act was passed in 1851 that wound up the Fund, as a consequence of mismanagement and insolvency, the Board of Trade refused to provide any pension at all, ‘and thus the Merchant Seamen of the country were left to suffer from the blunders of the Government, and England, unlike any other maritime country in the world, left without any public provision for her Merchant Seamen’.

The life expectancy of sailors’ widows was also short. Some of the estimated seventy thousand sailors’ children who were left fatherless in the 1860s went to specialist orphanages if they also lost their mothers or their widowed mothers could not keep them. One such was the Sailors’ Orphan Girls’ School and Home at Hampstead in London, which, in 1870, housed and educated seventy girls. Another was the Merchant Seamen’s Orphan Asylum, at Snaresbrook in Essex, which cared for 270 children in 1875. These children were the lucky ones. The Asylum was a large, airy building with a cricket pitch, a chapel and a playground, and the children were taught music and French, and played fifes and drums in their marching band on the parade ground. The institution was maintained by charitable donations mainly from ‘gentlemen and ladies connected with the shipping interest in London’, because, as one promoter put it, ‘in this island, whose rightness and tightness are so dependent on the exertions of the sailor, the sailor’s orphan becomes everybody’s care, and … of all destitute British babies, the water-baby has, perhaps, the most urgent claim.’

Whatever the urgency of their claim, for some sailors’ orphans wretched poverty was still their fate. The time was ripe for a reformer to challenge the shipping industry’s ‘widow-and-orphan-manufacturing system’.
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A LOVING SPIRIT


At the age of thirty-two Samuel Plimsoll was arrested for assault on Waterloo Bridge. In 1856 there was a toll on the bridge, operated by a private company, with a turnstile that recorded the numbers who passed, and it cost a halfpenny to cross. One September evening, around 8 p.m., Samuel Plimsoll, coal merchant, just returned from an International Free Trade Congress in Brussels, arrived at the north side of the bridge with a friend, who paid a penny for them both. Plimsoll stepped into the road and walked past the turnstile. The tollkeeper called him back, insisting that he had to go through it. Plimsoll refused, the tollkeeper tried to stop him and Plimsoll committed the unspecified assault. A crowd gathered, the tollgate was closed and Plimsoll was taken into custody. Later that night, released on bail, he called again at the bridge, put down a halfpenny, and asked to see the Act of Parliament that said he could not walk in the carriageway. The tollkeeper, predictably, did not have it about him. After an interlude of three days (how swiftly the wheels of justice turned then), Plimsoll was charged at Bow Street.

He argued in his own defence that there was no law obliging him to pass through the turnstile. His halfpenny ‘purchased the freedom of the bridge’. He was provoked further, he said, by the tollkeeper’s insolence. The magistrate, a Mr Jardine, told him that he was quite in the wrong: the company had complete control over the bridge and could stop anyone from crossing who didn’t comply with its regulations. He fined Plimsoll £3.

This incident, years before Samuel Plimsoll’s name was associated with the safety of sailors, illuminates the character of a man who became celebrated as an agitator. It tells us that he was relentless when he thought he was right. That he could be contrary, questioned authority, reacted emotionally, could lose his temper and liked to take a stand. That he acted on points of principle and perhaps even enjoyed confrontation. Also that he trusted in his own capacity to argue a case and expected the rest of the world to give in to his reason. All these traits characterised his subsequent career.

There may also have been something other than self-interest in his behaviour. The judge said that ‘there had been hundreds of similar cases’ in his court. Perhaps Plimsoll knew of the petty tyranny of the jobsworth on the bridge and set out to provoke him. At any rate his attempt to vindicate himself escalated for a moment into a crusade to win back the right of the road for all the pedestrians who crossed the Thames. He treated a trivial inconvenience as an infringement of liberty, and turned the argument into a battle for justice.

The one uncharacteristic aspect of Plimsoll’s conduct in this incident is his resort to force. He always deplored violence in a mob, and, while he stirred up national outrage, never incited damage to property or people. Violence was ever afterwards confined to his language – the pen being mightier – and even this was directed only at those whose actions were dangerous to others. Injustice made him furious, but it was never known on any other occasion to make him throw a punch.

So where did this defiant individual come from, and what were the circumstances that disposed him to become ‘the sailor’s friend’? Samuel Plimsoll had never worked in shipping. When he took up the sailors’ cause he had made his fortune as a coal merchant, having followed his brother Thomas, manager of the Sunderland and Hartlepool Coal Company, to London in 1853. By the time he got into Parliament he was the member for landlocked Derby. When he became famous his detractors did not hesitate to make fun of his lack of nautical experience. A spoof of Plimsoll’s writing in Punch magazine had him refer to ‘the Cinque Port of Newport-Pagnell’.

Plimsoll did have a little salt water in his blood. His paternal grandfather was a chandler, his maternal grandfather a shipwright. He was the son of Thomas Plimsoll, an excise man, and Priscilla (née Willing), and was born in a port, in Colston Parade in Bristol – round the corner, prophetically, from Ship Lane, and, also aptly, just along the road from a charitable institution, an almshouse for widows, Fry’s House of Mercy.* His birthplace overlooked the Gothic church of St Mary Redcliffe (then lacking the original spire for which it is now famous and which was restored decades later).

The family did not attend this church, although they could have stepped out of the front door and taken four paces into the churchyard. But when the seventh child of Priscilla Plimsoll died at a few days old, the baby boy was buried here, close enough for the mother to watch over her child’s grave from her own windows. Almost exactly a year later Samuel was born, on 10 February 1824, the eighth birth of thirteen.

The Plimsolls worshipped at a nearby Congregational church where Samuel was baptised (his name and his father’s were spelt ‘Plimsall’ in the church records).† Congregationalism was a dissenting Church characterised as ‘the Liberal Party at prayer’ that left all rule and discipline to the discretion of each congregation, emphasising the individual’s relationship with God, and playing down the intermediate role of the clergyman. The Plimsolls preferred this egalitarian form of Christianity. The heritage that influenced Samuel was not a seafaring tradition but one of practical faith and social responsibility. In the Plimsoll family philosophy, to believe was to be obliged to act; his grandparents had been known to invite the hungry in off the street to dine. At thirteen, Samuel, who believed fervently all his life, told the local clergyman that he ‘wanted to do a great work for the Lord’.

Plimsoll’s six elder siblings would have had a memory of the comings and goings of the port of Bristol, but Samuel was only three when his family moved to the Lake District town of Penrith in Cumberland. There William and Dorothy Wordsworth had gone to school; there Plimsoll received his basic education from a staymaker’s wife.* A favourite childhood memory was the view from Penrith Beacon, looking towards the hills of Lakeland: ‘a glorious panorama … the wide plain … closed by the dark hills of Ullswater on the west, and by the dim ridges of Scotland to the north.’ When he revisited in his thirties Plimsoll was dismayed to find that fir trees now obscured his beloved vista of the Eden Valley. He persuaded the landowner, the Earl of Lonsdale, to have the trees cut down to restore a sight that is still vaunted as one of the attractions of Penrith.

It was typical of Plimsoll that he could not bear this universally accessible source of pleasure to be lost simply because of the negligence of a man already more privileged than his neighbours. Benefits that belonged to the people had to be preserved for the people. Views and public spaces mattered to him. He once raised a question in the House about ‘lofty and ponderous’ railings for London’s Regent’s Park, which would interfere with the view for passers-by. He campaigned successfully with a petition to save, for the public, gardens on the Thames Embankment that belonged to the Duke of Buccleuch. A monument to Plimsoll now stands beside these gardens, which are still public. Public access was a lifetime’s preoccupation: in his sixties he was concerned enough to attend a meeting at Leamside, near Shields on Tyneside, to protest against the closing of public footpaths.

When Samuel was almost fourteen the family settled in Sheffield.† That year Oliver Twist was published, and Samuel was inspired to write a pamphlet called ‘A Plan to Have Fatherless and Motherless Children Cared For Instead of Being Consigned to the Work-house’. At a young age he showed empathy for the poor. But in his later speeches and writings Plimsoll claimed that his solidarity with them grew out of his own experience. His background was not the most deprived, but when his father died he found himself, at sixteen, the eldest child still living at home, responsible for his mother and five younger siblings, who all lived together in four small rooms in Sheffield. He knew then the price of bread, and what it was to struggle to make ends meet: ‘Left with five younger than myself dependent on me, I know what twenty, then thirty shillings a week can and cannot do; I have paid as much as 4s 6d for a stone of flour, before the dreadful Corn Laws were abolished.’ (Four shillings and sixpence was a fortnight’s income for a sailor’s widow in a generous part of the country before pensions were abolished altogether.)

Plimsoll showed traits of character in his youth that the public man was to be known for. The boy Samuel had an entrepreneurial spirit: he would save up five shillings to buy a bundle of hareskins and ship it south from Sheffield to his furrier brother Thomas in London, who would buy the skins from him at a profit. As an adult the same spirit took him from bankruptcy to ownership of a mansion in only nine years.

He was ambitious and determined to make good. He supplemented his abbreviated formal schooling – he left the irascible Dr Samuel Eadon’s school at fifteen – by the diligent acquisition, from the age of seventeen, of a classical education at the People’s College, attending classes at 6.30 a.m. and in the evening after work.* Plimsoll’s first jobs were (for two years) as a lawyer’s clerk, for Henry Waterfall, a Sheffield solicitor, and then, for ten years, as a clerk in the brewery of Thomas Rawson and Co. He took positions of responsibility when he could, and made sure his ideas and innovations came to the attention of those who could help to fulfil them. Early in his working life Plimsoll showed potential as a public man. He wrote speeches for the Mayor of Sheffield, Thomas Birks, a managing partner of the brewery where he worked, and he was popular and engaging.

In 1845, at twenty-one, Sam and his friend Joe (Joseph Ridge Simpson) had their pictures taken, and each bought a pair of daguerreotypes – at the time, the equivalent of cramming into a photo booth with your mate. Joe’s set, of himself and his friend, passed on to his grandson, C. Ridge Simpson, who wrote about them in a Sheffield newspaper in 1928. The surviving daguerreotype of Samuel Plimsoll as a young man, clean-shaven, shows that he was good-looking despite a certain snubness of nose, with curly dark hair, sideburns, deep-set eyes, dark brows and a well-shaped mouth – which was hidden, from middle age onwards, by his moustache. He had an earnest expression that nevertheless suggested underlying good humour. About this time he enjoyed some celebrity as a stalwart of the local Liberal Club and in his immediate circle he was thought charismatic.

In 1851, as secretary of Sheffield’s Great Exhibition Committee, Plimsoll organised the exhibits for the Sheffield Court in London’s Hyde Park. This pavilion, thanks to his tireless efficiency, was the largest hosted by any single town, with an array of iron and steel artefacts from several hundred companies and individuals, and was a notable success, the excellence of its cutting instruments singled out in a handbook to the exhibition. The Sheffield pavilion even inspired ‘A Visitor’ to pay lengthy metrical tribute with a ‘Poetical Rhapsody in six parts’. Quantity and skill may have been the pavilion’s strong points; the architect Pugin’s judgement at the time was that Sheffield was ‘a mine of bad taste’. Tasteful or otherwise (and Plimsoll had no pretensions as an aesthete), the Sheffield Court included scores of stoves, fenders, ranges, ovens and grates, and hundreds of samples of cutlery, knives, tools, machinery and gadgets ranging from ‘coromandel-wood cases of ladies’ and gentlemen’s toilet cutlery’ to ‘ladies’ steel busks, made by registered apparatus’.

[image: image]

Daguerreotype of Plimsoll at twenty-one, taken in Sheffield. (Sheffield Telegraph)

Throughout his career Plimsoll demonstrated that he was also at heart an inventor, as was his brother Henry, who eventually held a dozen patents for pieces of industrial machinery. Samuel specialised in simple, logical solutions that someone else should have thought of before. While Plimsoll worked at the brewery he patented a system of suspended porous bags for straining impurities out of beer. He looked at the way things were done and came up with ways of improving them that were gloriously straightforward. The Sheffield pavilion at the Great Exhibition displayed three inventions by Plimsoll himself. One of these was ‘an improved warming and ventilating apparatus’ whose special feature seems to have been a coat of white enamel to keep the heat in. Another was a pocket umbrella ‘with improved runner, wheel, cap, rib and stretcher’, distinctive because it didn’t have a handle and was made to be attached to a walking stick. The third contribution was a selection of handles for files which were adapted to the shape of the surface that was to be filed; there is no graphic record, but this too sounds commonsensically simple.

Long before he qualified for the enduring accolade ‘the sailor’s friend’, Plimsoll was known as a benefactor of the miners, and called ‘the miner’s friend’. In January 1852 he raised subscriptions for the relief of twenty-four widows and fifty-three orphans after an explosion which killed fifty men and maimed others at the Warren Vale Colliery at Rawmarsh in Yorkshire. In February 1857 he orchestrated another relief effort, this time after one of the worst mining disasters, at the Lund Hill pit, where a fire in a mine cost 189 lives. Over £10,000 was raised, £200 of it from Queen Victoria, and more than £2000 from Sheffield; many families were thereby saved from the dreaded workhouse. In this Plimsoll acted from the same motive that governed him in the crusade that would make him famous: compassion for the anguish of those left behind. He also learned in these years how much more effective an appeal could be if it were made personal. In 1867 he witnessed the impact on a huge public meeting of the appearance of the widows and relatives of seventy-three men who died at the Oaks colliery in 1846. He went on to borrow this strategy. When he opened his campaign against overloaded and unseaworthy ships, the widows of the men lost on the Sea Queen sat with him on a platform in Manchester; when he was moved to write a book about the malpractices of shipowners, he told stories of the tribulations of real people; by 1890 he used the names and photographs of widows and orphans in his denunciation of the horrors of cattle ships.

After the Lund Hill disaster Plimsoll put forward possible safety measures: he had noticed that sheets of paper covered with acetate of lead blackened in the presence of gas, as did the flannel of a miner’s shirt. He suggested that miners should have specially treated sheets of paper to serve as a warning. He also proposed the use of a balloon full of hydrogen installed in a glass tube the height of a seam; since hydrogen, which caused the explosions, was lighter than air, the balloon would rise to the level at which the gas was present. His only motive in this, he said, was to stem ‘the great loss of life’ in the mines. Although to the wider public it was to seem that Plimsoll came out of the blue as a friend to sailors, it was entirely consistent with his history that he saw the prevention of needless deaths as a ‘vital matter’.

Plimsoll made much of the fact that he lived for a while as a young man in a charity lodging house in Hatton Garden in London, when a business venture sabotaged by vested interest bankrupted him. When, on 8 August 1850, the Great Northern Railway had opened between Leeds and King’s Cross, Plimsoll had had the idea of transporting coal to London from the South Yorkshire pits by train instead of by sea, breaking the monopoly of supply from the North Yorkshire pits. In 1853 Plimsoll announced to the GNR that colliery owners in Barnsley, Rotherham, Doncaster and Sheffield were willing to ship their coal via this line, and in 1854 he opened a London office in readiness. No one told him the important fact that the General Manager of the GNR, Seymour Clarke, had a brother, Herbert, who was a London coal merchant. Seymour, wanting to protect his brother’s business, told Plimsoll that in order to use the railway he had to buy his own coal trucks. Plimsoll was obliged to buy ten at £800 each. Clarke then forced the trucks to stand unprofitably idle by delaying the necessary certification. He also then claimed there were no coal-unloading facilities at the other end of the line. These self-interested machinations froze Plimsoll’s business, and three days before his thirty-first birthday, on 7 February 1855, he was driven to declare himself bankrupt. Plimsoll had a tendency ever afterwards to believe that those in authority had a secret agenda; this episode must have encouraged the suspicion.

Years later he spoke of the way his experience of living in charity accommodation among the unemployed and the hungry impressed upon him their noble character – how they supported one another and shared their meagre food. Plimsoll lived there, he said, ‘for months and months’ and went ‘of stern necessity … with strong shrinking, with a sense of suffering great humiliation, regarding my being there as a thing to be carefully kept secret from all my old friends. In a word, I considered it only less degrading than sponging upon friends, or borrowing what I saw no chance of ever being able to pay.’ He wrote of men who trudged miles, day after day, in pursuit of rumoured jobs, returning unsuccessful and weary, and how they would be ‘accosted by another, scarcely less poor than himself, with ‘Here, mate, get this into thee,’ handing him at the same time a piece of bread and some cold meat, and afterwards some coffee. And adding, ‘Better luck to-morrow, keep up your pecker.’ And all this’, wrote Plimsoll, ‘without any idea that they were practising the most splendid patience, fortitude, courage, and generosity I had ever seen.’ Such behaviour, and the bravery and selflessness of miners that he had witnessed, also cited in his book Our Seamen, confirmed his commitment to helping those who could not help themselves.

Many of the episodes of Plimsoll’s early life prefigure the great campaign that dominated it. Plimsoll, typically, did not accept his bankruptcy meekly. As his resources had dwindled, he had sold his shares in the railway in which he had also invested such high hopes, but this did not stop him from crashing a shareholders’ meeting afterwards to expose those who had thwarted him.* The meeting was sympathetic to Plimsoll, insisting nonetheless that he should put his own financial affairs in order before he did business with the company. His protest ultimately put an end to Seymour Clarke’s scheming, although both Seymour and his brother Herbert held positions with the Great Northern Railway for at least another four years.

In August Plimsoll was suspended from his membership of the Nether Congregational Church in Sheffield, as a gesture of censure of his bankruptcy and his failure to express ‘moral regret’ at his ‘hazardous employment of borrowed capital’. Debt was a disgrace, in conflict with Christian values; his conduct ‘inflicted injury on his friends, on his creditors and on the Gospel and Church of God’. Suitable penitence led to his reinstatement by the church on 2 April 1856. (By 1872 this same church appreciated him enough to form a special committee to support his campaign for sailors.)

In time Plimsoll broke the monopoly of coal transport that held back his business, and changed the pattern of the British coal industry. A matter of months after his bankruptcy certificate was issued he was able to pay dividends to the shareholders in his coal business.

The period of Plimsoll’s life in which he opened the way for the South Yorkshire pits to send their coal to London by rail taught him the value of the press. He would never, he said, have achieved all he did without its help. He understood how useful a tool it was for influencing opinion, and for the rest of his life did all he could to ensure coverage of the issues that concerned him. He was an indefatigable publicist. He wrote regularly to the editor of The Times, sending, where it was expedient, copies of his speeches and even of his private letters. His name would be mentioned in a thousand articles in The Times alone during his career. He wrote, published and circulated pamphlets, and penned articles himself for such publications as the nonconformist journal The Nineteenth Century and the Westminster Review.
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