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AUTHOR’S NOTE





This is the story of an old tramp, a hobo, but not a bum. It is the tale of a steamship that tramped from port to port, never quite knowing where the next cargo might be or what it would be, or where it would be taken. A universal carrier grubbing for trade.


It is, too, the story of a young lad who simply wanted to go to sea. He wanted to tie knots, to splice and bend ropes. He wanted the smell of a ship and the rattle of an anchor running out in a foreign sound. He wanted the solitude of horizons. He was a loner who instinctively sought the company of a ship rather than fellows. He and The Tramp became firm friends.


She was the last of a breed. She was built in 1942 at the Caledon Yard in Dundee. Her engines were from North Eastern Marine on the Tyne, where his mother’s family of Scottish engineers had worked. In Dundee they’d riveted her hull together in double-quick time. In those frightening war years, with ships being sunk each day by German U-boats and mines, every available vessel was needed to put to sea as quickly as possible. The Americans were saying they could weld together a prefabricated Liberty ship in forty-eight hours. Perhaps they could. But even though there was a war on, the old northern and Caledonian yards preserved what they thought was a standard of proper British shipbuilding. No welding for them. Big, fat, strong rivets. And, by the by, never admit the Americans knew more about welding than the British. In 1942, the year before the lad was born, she went to sea as the Empire Heywood. She got the name because she was an empire class – a sort of Morris Oxford of the maritime world. Five hatches, three masts, triple engines, one propeller and one funnel. Solid, reliable and reasonably comfortable. She was built to last just as long as the war did. There were 277 of them. The Germans managed to sink seventy. They missed this one.


And so she fetched supplies from anywhere they might be found, from Galveston to Liverpool, Cape Town to the Tyne, Charleston to Grangemouth, Baltimore to Swansea. As she sailed the southern oceans and the Atlantic, the packs of German U-boats waited. She was lucky. Just. More than the price of oil in a beleaguered Britain was indeed raised by more than a penny a gallon.*


And when that terrible war was done, the ship that was built for the duration was tied up and abandoned until, that is, she was bought for nothing at all. Her owners went down to the docks, found a Liverpool master who’d thought himself finished, a Glaswegian engineer and a handful of odds and sods, some on the way up, others who were not. They sent this motley crew to sea, to fetch a cargo of beans from somewhere. Phosphate from there, sugar from another place. Maybe five hatches of scrap. After that war, there was plenty of scrap.


Soon she was bought by a trader with honourable parchments, an old shipping company with mahogany and high-stooled offices in the City of London, and one or two partners in spats.


She had begun life as a coal-burner. Now, her bunkers were removed and replaced by oil tanks, her boilers converted, although not on the Tyne, or on the Clyde. She was sailed to Deutsche Werft in Hamburg. She was given a good home, a good name and a good crew of Hong Kong Chinese and British mates and engineers.


For more than a decade she earned her owners a living. As the 1950s came to a close, so did an era in British shipping. Tramping was running its time. When, one January morning in 1958, a young lad from the Kent marshes signed her articles, he could never have known he had joined a dying ship, a dying way of life.


Faithfully, for nigh on two years the lad recorded what he saw, what he felt and what he did. It was all written, sometimes carefully, sometimes not, in school notebooks. He sketched when he could not describe in words the moments of magic and the moments of fear. A couple of those books survived.


At the end of each four-hour watch, the bridge bell is struck eight times. Eight bells, all change. The Tramp is the story of an era of mighty change. At sea, the closing of a proud history. On land, the end of a sometimes not-so-proud colonial age. As she and the lad left successive harbours, many an old ensign was being struck, not on her poop deck but from sturdier jackstaffs ashore. The wind of change. The end of colonial rule. This, then, is the lad’s own awakening in a way of life that he’d thought was for ever, more or less as he sketched in his log of the last circumnavigation of The Tramp.


None of the names of the people in this book is real. The laws of libel are not that easy and, anyway, why upset people? But their characters are real enough. They are a mixture of the masters, mates, engineers and crew who sailed with that lad during what became two long voyages and one short one. So what follows is part-fact and part-fiction – just like real life.






* Philip Zec, the political cartoonist in the Daily Mirror, in March 1942 depicted a dying merchant seaman clinging to the wreckage from his torpedoed tanker. His caption was the government announcement of that previous day: ‘The price of petrol has been increased by 1d – official’.
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THE TRAMP





A slate-cloud Thames morning, late August, that time when sleeping optimists never believe that autumn is getting ready. Barely-awake workers, damp hand-rolled cigarettes pasted and dangling from silent lips, lean against the rail of the Woolwich ferry, its great paddles churning ochre wakes from the ancient river. Dockers. Wharfies. Tallymen. Big boots. Caps. Sullen morning faces. Across the black waters of the Royal Docks are row upon row of cargo ships, arm-thick hawsers and hemps looped to iron bollards beneath the stark lattices of silent cranes.


Black-hulled British India steamers. Red-banded runnels of the Clan boats. An away-from-home Blue Funnel. The high-sided Lykes Lines with company name in spindly twenty-foot letters along her hull; the Stars and Stripes still in the first light. The clear, clean blue Maersk with general cargo from Rotterdam. Ben Bros. Ellermans. Federal. The Maru from Osaka. The Gothic, on a brief visit and making ready for New Zealand. The Bank boat with its sand-coloured superstructure not quite dry, but set for Singapore.


At the end, near the lock gates, The Tramp, riveted together in a few days, just for the duration of the war, but ten years later still here. Moored alongside her, a sturdy broad-beamed barge. But this is no rusty and menacing lighter to be tugged upstream to a Mortlake jetty. This is a strong wooden-hulled Thames sailing barge. Thick spruce mast and spars up and along which will soon rattle the hoops and blocks that hoist the tan gaff-rigged canvases. In an hour the wharfies will be aboard The Tramp. The steam winches will hiss and clank. Strops of jute bales of Havana sugar will be hoisted from her great hold and swung over the sheer black and rust side and down to the open hatch of the barge until she’s taken her fill. Then she’ll be off. No Santiago, Calcutta, Cape Town or Kobe for her. Out through the lock and into the ebb until Long Reach, then tacking from Charlton, Erith and Dartford, Gravesend and Tilbury, and by morning off the Whitstable sticks and alongside again, and maybe peas and pie in Rosie’s Cafe. Rosie’s Cafe, not Café. Frank Bevan the skipper, Billie the mate on loan, on a promise, from the reform school, and a scuff-shoed lad from the marshes along the Lower Reach.


As the barge slips into the stream and the paddle ferry waits for her to settle past, the lad will look back at the cream masts and booms, the white bridge deck and that red, white and black funnel. In a couple of years he’ll have had his spell in the barge. He’ll be wanting other horizons, and he’ll be stowing his gear as apprentice boy aboard that same ship, though yet he doesn’t know it. Can’t know it. A couple of years? An age away. Not yet a first kiss. But for now there’s the tarpaulin to stretch, the hatch irons to drop into their slots, the hammer to be taken to the wedges. There’s not much time.


It is the late 1950s. What the lad doesn’t know is that time is closing in on the skipper, the barge, the tug that brought them through the lock, even on the Royal Docks themselves, the Royal Victoria and the King George V, even on the mighty-sided ships alongside with busy derricks, mates and masters, bosuns and greasers, wharfies and tallymen. For now is the lingering death of The Tramp. When she is gone, her end will ring the end of the ancient trade when an old converted coal-burner with Hong Kong Chinese crew and a few British officers would tramp from port to port, picking up cargo where she could. Never knowing where she, and they, would be heading next. The scruff end of the merchant fleet. A master with a flat cap. A Second Mate with one lung. A Third Mate without a ticket.* An ageing ex-policeman as Fourth Engineer. A far cry from the liveried elegance of the P&O; liner moored at the smarter end of the pier. In those late 1950s, all was changing, but it was the traditional tramping trade that was about to disappear.




13 AUGUST 1956


We’re in the KG 5, alongside some old tramp. Tide was a right bugger getting cross the Charlton. Frank didn’t want a tug, but he knew he had to. A Sun tug, she was. He says they’re the best. We tied abeam and she took us through the lock just after three and we were moored up by half-past. The Tramp’s a nice old girl. Had a look at her as we came in. Bit rusty, but not as bad as some of them. Frank said she was a coal-burner one time, and after the war a couple of London Greeks bought her. Don’t see her much in London. Mostly she’s away couple of years at least. The Second Mate’s Scotch and he came down for a brew. The Jacob’s really wobbly and he nearly came a cropper jumping aboard. When I looked up, there’s all these Chinkies looking down laughing their funny heads off. They all got gold teeth. Frank reckons they have their teeth taken out and gold ones put in for when they need the money. The Second Mate says they’re OK enough. No trouble, not like the Liverpool crowd he sailed with on his last ship. One of the apprentices come down when we stopped loading. Said his dad had sailed in an Everard barge out of Maldon before the war. Frank said he knew him. Reckoned he was a good sailorman. Wouldn’t mind being an apprentice. It’d be nice to go deep sea. Maybe one day.





‘Maybe one day’ soon arrived. He’d been told he was bound not for Rio but the factory. Get a trade, they’d told him, get a trade. Clock on for a job for life. Horizons? Every year he’d have them. Two weeks at Broadstairs. So much sifted sand that there was not even a flat stone to skim across the breaking waves to whatever lay beyond. He was not a rebel. Strong will was enough. The parents knew him better than he did. They’d fret, but they’d let him go or they’d lose him for ever, not just between eight and five Mondays to Fridays.


He’ll be gone from home for close on two years. No Whitstable, Faversham, Mersea, Pinmill and Maldon. He’ll be bound for Bombay, Madras, the Yangste, Tientsin, Ngoya, Eureka, Nauru, Sydney, North Bend, Panama, Galveston, Havana. The true tramp steamer rarely touched the northern line of ports from Brest to Kiel. They were considered home waters, and a crew could sign off the ship’s articles and demand to be sent home.


Therefore he will have to get used to this 7,000 tons of ship being his home in every sense.


He will learn to stow salt from the Sudan, scrap from Texas, bags of sugar from Havana, hills of phosphate from Nauru. He will learn the names and customs of the bars from Shaukiwan, and Mojiko to Pensacola, São Paulo and Bahía Blanca, Boogie Street to Ma Gleeson’s. He will be nervous in the company of tall, languid Sudanese. He will be fascinated by the Egyptian gully-gully man with his day-old chicks disappearing into cuffs and sleeves as deftly do the lad’s shillings. He will smell his first Madrasi slums, ride in his first rickshaw and hang from the Wanchai tram. He will yearn for a letter from home and forget to write. In the daytime he will chip and paint the decks. Climb, for the first time, the tall swaying foremast. Throw the long black handles of the aged steam winches as the derricks haul iron beams from the ’tween deck hatches. The lad will learn to scrub for cockroaches. That done, he’ll listen to trampers’ tales as, long past midnight, he stands lookout across the summer Pacific. He will learn to live in the company of older men, men who sometimes frighten, others who laugh, others who sadden. Men who will go down in the memory with their ship. For just as The Tramp is dying, so too are the Mates, the engineers, the deckhands, greasers, donkeymen and boilermen, the bosuns and casabs who sail her.


MacAuley, the hugely bewhiskered Mate who once designed shoes. Brown, the dour engineer who cries himself to sleep most nights in the arms of his Chinese boy. Butrell, the Yorkshire skipper who puts on his bowler hat when entering and leaving port. Langtry, the minor aristocrat with his suede shoes and his pocket of peppermint creams. Wilson, who washes his hair but once a quarter-day and keeps a snake in his locker. Butler, who plans to sail the world in a small boat and writes mysterious letters to a South Sea Islands chief. Chong Ah Ping, the carpenter who sends all his money home to his two wives in Kowloon. Fan Kan, who disappears like a ghostly spy wherever the ship comes alongside. Bevan, who once was a priest and is now a rutting Second Mate. Ainslie, the other apprentice. A mixture of all the lad never knew.


These are his new tutors, his models. He has no peers. Betters, yes. Peers, no. His friends are his exercise books. Books for his navigation, his seamanship, his ship construction lessons. But he takes few notes of formal instruction. He is a poor pupil but a careful learner.


For nearly two years, in those exercise books, he tells what he sees and hears about her decks, compartments, ladders, monkey island, bridge, wireless shack and chartroom. There in his words are the ways of the ship and her people – from very stem to very stern. These are the ways as they were, or he thought they were, in the late 1950s. Ways that are ending. The old order changing.


*


In the autumn of 1957 everyone knew the world was changing faster than since the day it had started to rain over Noah’s boatyard, as the Mate once confided. That October the Russians sent a satellite into space – a little silver Sputnik. Technology to be admired. But the rocket that hurled it out there was to be feared. If the rocket was powerful enough to break through the earth’s atmosphere into space, then it was powerful enough to carry a nuclear bomb around the world. So, in October 1957, intercontinental warfare was born. They called it MAD: Mutual Assured Destruction. The more hopeful said that the same rockets would take us all to the moon. Maybe to Mars. Pangloss knew a thing or two.


The new ideas to colonise the planets came as a quarter of the globe was thinking about escaping from colonialism. The flag was being lowered on the British Empire. All heady stuff, but not for most parents. They still believed Britain had an empire, still believed British Is Best (or was), just as the Americans still carved into their coins In God We Trust (or trusted). The craft of parenthood was as confusing as ever, maybe more so.


As the wind of change rustled colonialism, the equally fragile covering of authority in the British home was slipping away. Parents who had stumped through the social injustices of the 1930s, the war that followed, the disappointments of the social revolution of the late 1940s and the austerity that seemingly had to be allowed to drift away rather than be swept aside with so-called victory were now losing the one respect they had always relied on: authority.


The connection between loss of the Empire, the running down of national service, and the revolution of television, which brought outside thoughts and wider visions into living rooms, was not a fanciful notion. It existed right enough. It was now harder to say with any authority that the young should have respect for their elders, certainly their betters. What was more, the young were joining a secret society, secret, that is, from their parents. The new anarchy could be found on a mostly crackly 208-metre band. Music that didn’t come from the BBC or expensive records. Parents now had rock ’n’ roll in the back bedroom. First it had been Haley. Now there was another one – British this time. His name was Tommy Steele. It wasn’t, of course. It was Thomas Hicks, but then, when the world’s changing, what’s in a name? And the connection with the lad? Until he got a guitar and found a place called The Two Eyes Coffee Bar, in Soho, where they’d let him play it, Tom Hicks had been a sailor, a steward in a liner. That made him an even more romantic figure. In these islands, the sailor was still special. Faraway places with strange-sounding names were more than a lyric for pub crooners. Britannia still ruled, or so it was said. A lot of people went to sea in the 1950s. There were a lot of ships, so there were plenty of jobs – even in tramping. That, too, was changing, although not many realised it.






* Merchant Navy slang for what was then the Board of Trade Certificates of Competence. There were two levels – foreign and home trade – and deck officers were examined at three levels: Second Mate, Mate (aboard ships sometimes called Chief Officer) and Master Mariner (sometimes called Captain). There was an Extra Master certificate, but it was not necessary for command. Having a Master’s ‘ticket’ was by no means a guarantee of command, and many holders sailed as Second Mate and Mate simply because they needed more experience and, if staying with one company, were subject to the normal promotion process of numbers of commands available.
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LEAVING HOME





Once upon a time, Britain had the biggest fleet in the world. Now the Liberians did. Liberians didn’t actually own anything. Companies simply registered their ships there. It was a tax scam. But in that autumn of 1957 there were still more than 400 deep-sea tramps flying the red ensign or the red duster as some liked to call the oblong red bunting with the Union flag in the corner.* There were now more than twenty-three million tons of tramp ships at sea. There never had been such a big fleet. Of that twenty-three million, Britain owned more than four million tons.†


You could wander about the City of London and find streets of shipping companies. The prosperous ones were in places like Leadenhall Street. In the windows and sturdy brass, oak and mahogany entrance halls were wonderfully detailed models of their fleets. Black-hulled tankers with deep-red bottoms and white superstructures. Brilliant white liners with the cream funnels of P&O.; Pale lilac hulls of Union Castle trading down to South Africa. The three black and red funnels of Cunard’s Queen Mary – still a decade of sailing left in her. But they weren’t all massive and smart. Sturdy models of general cargo ships, coasters with all the accommodation aft and, in the older and often darker halls, Victorian sailing ships with thin funnels and giant paddle wheels amidships. Here lay, in properly dusted oblong glass cases, the pride of the nation – its mercantile marine. Here, to a stone building with window boxes, a corps of commissionaires, gateman and a gold-grilled lift to the fourth floor – the very top in 1957 – came the lad from the Kentish marshes in search of his berth.




12 DECEMBER 1957


There were five of us. We had to sit in this room on a bench. I wanted to get a closer look at the ships in the glass cases. They were all old ones. Cargo. Some of them coal-burners, I think. But there was this woman sitting at a desk by the door. A right ratface. She was typing away like no one’s business and she had these long black bags tied from her wrists to elbows. She really looked horrible. Like the bloke who did my tonsils. I was just going to ask her if I could go toilet, when she looked up and said, No talking! Nobody had said a word. Then this light goes on by the door and she says something. I just stared at her. We all did. It wasn’t a word. Just a snarling sound. Then she points her pencil at me and says, You! Next thing, I’m in there and this white-haired bloke with a big pink face is telling me to sit down, really friendly. And he’s got spats. Old Mr Mitchell who had the big shop in Erith wore spats. Mum said it was because he was what she called the old school. A gentleman. Dad said that when he was chauffeuring they all wore them. But that was 1930-something, twenty years back. But this chap had them. I could see them sticking under the desk. He said why did I want to go to sea? Dad had said he’d ask that. They always do, he said. Tell them because you want to get to the top and be a Captain of a liner. I remembered those models. These people didn’t have liners. So I just said what I thought. I said, because we’d always gone to sea. Which companies, he said. Not actually companies, I told him. Mostly off the Kent coast. Sole. Dabs. Mackerel. Crabs. Fishermen. Then I told him about sailing aboard the barge. That got him going. No engine? No, sir. But a good rig. Gaffer, she is, sir. Gaffer. Sprits’l. She’d tack through ninety and would gybe if you didn’t watch her when running and there was no preventer that could handle her if she wanted to gybe and you hadn’t watched for it. Sir. Off the sticks at Whitstable it once blew so hard that Mr Bevan the skipper had to put his teeth in his pocket in case they rattled out. He lapped it up. Said I was a proper sailor. Not like those nancy boys in P&O.; Next thing he’s standing up and shaking my hand. I wasn’t quite sure what to do. No one had ever shaken my hand before. I wasn’t sure when to let go. When I got outside, the woman said did I have any expenses. What’s those? Travelling. That sort of thing. I said I’d come up on the 132 bus. One and three. She opened this little red and black box and gives me half-a-crown. Said that should cover it. So I bought a Mars bar and a bottle of Cherryade.





*


In those days they would take a lad with four O-levels: English, maths and two others – but proper ones, they’d say. Some boys had been to the sea schools. King Edward VII, the stack of bricks along the Commercial Road in London’s East End. Maybe to the Worcester, that black and white hulk moored on the Thames not far from Gravesend. Perhaps to Pangbourne – smarter still. These lads would be taken up by the bigger companies, the likes of P&O;, BI, Blue Funnel. There, they called them cadets. Very swept up. Still part of the Raj. The Raj was still there in these ships on the Orient run, with their white officers and cadets and Goanese and Laskari crews. Those apprentices, those cadets, soon knew their chota peg from their dhobi wallah. They soon called for the casab and serang, what our Kentish lad in his tramp steamer would call the storekeeper and bosun. So even in the late 1950s, unlike the inbred democracy of the Royal Navy, the merchant manners had their own caste system. Why not? It came from Britain’s colonial history, which their forefathers and their companies had helped build. A gaudy history of sashes, plumes and white gloves. In The Tramp, the apprentice would have in his locker (but rarely wear) a basic uniform. In the P&O;, the cadet would wear not a uniform but a livery. Yes, the Empire lived on at sea.


The rougher end of it was in a basement in The Minories near Tower Bridge. It was to the bowels of the Shipping Federation that father and son went with a list.




MONDAY 13 JANUARY 1958


Had to go down to this clothing store. They sent Dad a paper. Kit list. There’s these two blokes playing some game with dice when we got there. They said it’s called Liars. Dad said he’d played Crown and Anchor in the army. One of them said that that was the sort of thing they did in the army. Everyone had a laugh. Nice enough blokes. Smell a bit pongy. One of them had so much Brylcreem on you could see white bits on his ears. And he had it on his eyebrows which were very black and shiny. They seem to know everything. One of them called out the list; the other one got stuff off the shelves and out of boxes. Blue dungarees – one!, shouts one of them. Blue dungarees – one!, shouts the other one. Oilskin, black, large – one! Oilskin, black, large – one! Sou’wester, black – one! Sou’wester, black – one! I told him I was seven and a quarter. Not in a bleedin’ gale you’re not, sunshine. Get it big and pull it down. Pyjamas, striped, medium – one! I said I supposed to save washing you only wore the bottoms. Just the top, he said. Dad said that was enough of that, but didn’t say what that was enough of. We had to have the lot. Blue jersey. Black uniform sox. Seaboots. Seaboot sox – white. Even this white canvas kitbag. Make sure you got your name on it, the one with the thin tash and wavy hair said. They pinch things then? He looked me up and down, then looked at Dad and didn’t say anything. Strange bloke. Then we got to the best bit. Uniform. Tunic shirt, white, size fifteen – two! Collars, white, stiff, size fifteen and a half – two! What’s your inside leg and waist, laddie, said the big one with the Brylcreem and the silver rings. I didn’t know. Dad didn’t know. The one with the tash gets out this tape measure. Dad said he’d do the measuring. Then he gets all red and says we could guess. The one with the rings gave me a nice smile and said, Never mind, try these on. Black uniform trousers. I had to go behind this cupboard. They seemed a bit big round the waist. The fat one said they had to be because I would fill out and anyway I was getting braces to go with them. Then he gives me a jacket. Eight gold buttons down the front, four on each side, and little gold things on the collar. Fits really good. Then they gave me the hat. I got it all on and they said have a look in that mirror. It didn’t look so good with my grey school shirt, but I really felt great. The one with the tash said which ship was I joining. I told him. They both laughed. Well, he said, you’re not going to need that much. I should fetch yourself another set of dungarees if I were you. When we got outside, I said to Dad I thought they were really nice. Blinking shirtlifters, he said. What’s that mean? You’ll learn, he said. I asked Mum when we got home and she said Dad should button his lip.





So fitted out and with his white canvas kitbag, a blue and grey cardboard suitcase and self-conscious in blue serge (in P&O; it would have been doeskin) and cap, the lad begins the most complicated part of his journey – leaving home.


They hadn’t wanted him to go. Not because they were close. His father told him. They’d expected him to go to the factory, where his grandfather was a fitter and turner. The grandfather would have put a word in and he’d have started at eight o’clock sharp on the Monday after leaving school. There was a small bag that was rightfully his. In it, a lunch box for his paste sandwiches, a white enamel tea flask, blue overalls. He’d have learned to gather the mild steel sweepings from his grandfather’s lathe. Sharp sweepings wet with the milky coolant that stopped the blade glowing as it shaped the fast-revolving end. Plenty of sweeping. Then by the end of the year, a chisel to be made that a craftsman could have shown him how to fashion in ten minutes and with a bit of practice he could have got right in a fortnight. But this was the apprentice time. He’d been expected to serve his time. It would take five years. Cheap labour. Growing up in the shadow of the master craftsman who had made Britain great. That’s what they said. He could have learned to sweep up the sticky, sharp swarf and maybe fashion and temper a new tool for industry. A job for life. A Smith’s mantel clock at the end of it. There was no brave new world. But he didn’t want a boiler suit. His grandfather understood. His father couldn’t. He could never know what his mother thought. He might have got close if he’d read her magazines. The headmaster had mentioned university, but his father had said that it was not for them. The factory was best. They hadn’t known what to say when he said no.


January came dull. The day to leave was gloomier still by news of an aunt’s death. Of course, no one spoke about it. Death was held in awe. Just ten years earlier, the men had gone to war. Some fell. That was different. A telegram. A note on thin paper from an officer. An official form to apply for the medal to be forwarded in a brown cardboard box. How about a nice cup of tea, said the neighbours. They all understood war and not coming back. This wasn’t that. His aunt had never been to war, but she’d not hide. A spinster lying in an efficient line of crisply sheeted iron bedsteads, waiting her turn for the end one, the one by the door. No one said. Everyone knew. An aunt eaten away until she screamed to let go, then mercifully doing so was a mystery. A rite of some fearful passage best kept from the lad.


The first knock was the uncle, burly in a brown overcoat, the collar turned up against the wet wind. The look was enough. It was done. But not a word to him. He was old enough to face the ocean, but nothing deeper.


He stood there in his pressed uniform and stiff collar and wanted them to smile, to wish him luck. To admire his polished brass buttons and glossed toecaps of shoes that squeaked. They did their best. They were good, rough men. Good with their hands. They understood fine timber and winds and eddies. None had stood in a drawing room. None had wit for these moments. There was never much to say at any parting, not until the other had gone.


This, the 1950s, was a time when uniforms were commonplace. Young men in this family had polished their buttons, creased their bell-bottoms and Blanco’d their belts for a century. They were no different from any other. It could always have been Aldershot or Catterick, where sneering corporals would have induced him into the world of Britain’s conscript army. Maybe Portsmouth. Corporal or killick. It was all the same. Hair cut and double away. They all had to do it. It was not until the 1960s that teenagers were allowed to make their own way into adulthood. Until that decade, all but poets would have short hair. Even pop stars wore white sports coats and pink carnations.


On this day there would be no pink Caddie to take him to his ship. The second knock was the lady down the way to say that her Arthur had sixteen boxes of dabs to shift so he needed the van and couldn’t be taking them to the station after all.


So father and son trudged to the small clock tower in the high street to catch the double-decker. Then, with his cardboard case banging against his leg, his kitbag slipping from shoulders not yet broad enough, he climbed the steel and wooden bridge to the up-line for London and Liverpool Street and the magical phrase that would live in his mind for the rest of his life: Liverpool Street to Harwich and the Hook. No more vans of stinking dabs. No more silences.


As he left England and his family to mourn Aunt Eva’s passing and perhaps even his going – he’d never really know – the undertakers and embalmers of a quite different persuasion were about their work. For a hundred years, Britain had had an empire. A quarter of the globe was British – even the French knew that. The monarch’s head was on more envelopes than any other nation’s. A child’s stamp album was a magical classroom of history and geography. Australia to Zanzibar. Queen Victoria, him very good man, ran the proud pidgin mantra. The new Elizabethans had not yet understood the complicated chimes of the colonial clock. Macmillan had yet to tell that the wind of change was blowing surely through more than one continent. No zephyr, this was a wind to huff and to puff down the flimsy structures of British colonialism. First Burma and India. Ceylon, a dominion in 1948 until it became the Republic of Sri Lanka twenty-four years later. Within little more than a decade, most of British colonial territories would be handed back to their peoples. Some would not want to leave British rule. Small nations would cling to the apron. Most would shake loose or lose their grip.


When the lad joined The Tramp, she, too, was coming to the end of her time. She had served a grand purpose, and honourably so. She had kept the home fires of commercialism and invisible earnings burning brightly. Perhaps this would be her last circumnavigation of this trade. He did not understand the coincidence. Three deaths were too complicated to explain. Too complicated to take on board.


*


The instructions were simple: compartment G, Liverpool Street Station, the eight o’clock for Harwich and the Hook. They stood there, three of them. Son, self-conscious. The sergeant, a friend from his father’s war. Full of an NCO’s humour. A cackle of coarse laughter. Nudging, winking. A conspiracy neither of them knew they were in. Then his father. Still not really understanding. Still not knowing whether he’d failed him. When the doors started slamming, sticking out a hand when he really wanted arms. Neither of them knew how to do that. Instead, from the window he waved. Wrong window. Facing the wrong way. A porter waved back. He’d had no goodbye plan. It wouldn’t have been this.


On the night ferry the lad found himself for the first time on a proper ship. The churn of propellers as she manoeuvred from the dock, the vaguely heard clang of the engine room telegraph as she shuddered and gathered her speed from the fairway buoy for the Dutch coast. It was dark, and he stared back at the lights, wondering for just a moment what he was leaving behind. Just a moment.


At the bar in the main saloon, still self-conscious and having fended off three requests from passengers who wanted to know where the lavatories were, he ordered his first proper drink. He’d heard an uncle talk about whisky macs. Didn’t know what they were, but they sounded pretty grown up. So breaking into the precious £5 note his father had given him during their gruff goodbye, he ordered one. He had a second one and then thankfully headed for his pillow, already unsteady and still not knowing what a whisky mac was although somehow he thought it Christmassy.


The next morning, his gear together, he trod carefully down the long ferry gangway. For a moment he stood as others went on. Tall grey cranes. Brown goods waggons waiting for the first bales to swing ashore. Tugs and coasters busily making room for the blue-hulled ocean-goers. Round-and ruddy-faced dockers, most with caps, most with black clogs. A smell of something he would never understand but would always be there. He hefted his kitbag, picked up his case and headed along the wet wharf. His shoes had stopped squeaking. The lad had left England.


*


From the quay he read her painted stern. Black, hard hull and shiny white name. He said it quietly to himself. Already proud, then feeling the dark eyes peering from the top of the gangway, he stepped steadily along the wharf, his kitbag still slipping from his narrow shoulders. Not enough string around his cheap bulging suitcase. Trying not to hurry, trying not to feel excited, trying not to feel frightened, trying not to look so new.


The Tramp was just as he had seen her two years before in the Royal Docks. Nothing special. Now here she was in Amsterdam. The cranes all ready, at eight o’clock in the morning, unloading buff-brown bales from her five holds. As he started to climb the white-slatted and chained gangway up to the main deck, he stumbled with his cardboard suitcase and canvas kitbag. He could feel the stares of the Dutch dockers and the Chinese quartermaster at the top of the gangway and felt no comfort in his grandfather’s goodbye.


‘You’ll be coming back a man. Mind you do it well.’




28 JANUARY 1958, AMSTERDAM


She really feels big and she feels hard; there are no soft bits anywhere. Everything is steel. The decks are all red and the superstructure is white. The Captain and all the officers live in the superstructure where the bridge is. I’m down with the other apprentice, the engineers and some others, who I don’t know what they do, in the middle bit, which is under the funnel. The funnel is huge. Red then a white and red band then a black top. I suppose that’s to hide all the soot marks when she smokes. I’m sharing a cabin. His name’s Ainslie and this is his second trip and he says his last. I’ve got the top bunk which apparently is given to the most junior. That doesn’t seem very bright to me, though I haven’t said so. Every time you get up into the top bunk you have to put your foot on the bottom bunk. I’d have thought anybody would have spotted that. The other thing is that if anybody comes in they always sit on the bottom bunk to chat. Hope I don’t get promoted.





A deck apprentice signed indentures just as in any other trade. He was bound to the shipping company for four years. During that time the company could more or less do what it would with him. In tramp ships, the voyages were usually very long. It was common for a crew to be away for eighteen months, sometimes two years. Everyone had to sign what were known as articles. Articles were simply the terms of contract of employment. That contract lasted two years. For the sailor there was a get-out clause, and it existed between the port of Brest in France and Kiel in northern Germany. It meant that if a ship left, say, Southampton, the sailor would have to stay on board, because of the articles he had signed, for a full two years. However, if the vessel returned to any European port between Brest and Kiel, then the sailor could demand to be sent home. In fact, companies rarely faced demands because it was always a good opportunity to change over a whole crew and sign new articles.


For the apprentice boy, there was none of the advantage of being on two-year articles because he was bound by the four-year indentures. Moreover, there were certain ways of keeping him at sea and away from the United Kingdom for longer than the rest of the crew. For example, if a ship put into Genoa, a crafty company, knowing that she was then heading to the Far East for another two years, might take that opportunity to change the crew, because the travel between Genoa and London would be reasonably cheap, and then get the new crew to sign on for another two years. So it was quite possible for an apprentice to go away and not get home for more than three years.


He hadn’t known that when he’d signed his indentures in that London office. Didn’t know it now as he signed his name, his mark, in the tall, thin log lying on the blue felt cloth in the ship’s saloon. If he had known, he wouldn’t have cared. This was home. Seven thousand or so gross tons, 425 feet long, 56-foot beam and about 27-foot draught, depending on tropical, summer or winter loadings. She carried a master, seven British mates and engineers, a wireless operator and two, sometimes three, apprentice boys. Aft, in the depths of the stern, with the grinding and rumble of the five-bladed propeller, lived twenty-seven Hong Kong Chinese deckhands, donkeymen, stokers and greasers. The stewards and carpenter lived amidships.




30 JANUARY 1958, ON BOARD


Ainslie took me for what he calls the half-a-crown tour. He’s been on board for eighteen months and loathes it. I asked him why. He didn’t say anything, just looked at me as if I’m simple. Odd bloke. Really tall and skinny and he looks very grumpy.


She’s a long ship with a black hull and white superstructure in three blocks. The fo’c’s’le is raised with a double steam windlass. Then on the main for’d deck, two long hatches with tarpaulin covers with wooden wedges holding them tight. Just big versions of the sailing barge. When I said this, Ainslie said was I a cockney. I said no. Cockneys were from East London and were supposed to be born within the sound of the bells of Bow Church. He said I seemed to know a lot about it so I must be one. Strange bloke.


The for’d accommodation is on three decks. The main deck is the smoke room, saloon (which Ainslie says we’re not allowed in, only officers) and the three Mates’ cabins, the chief steward’s plus the pantry, and on the starboard side the stairs up to the Captain’s accommodation and then up to the bridge. The Captain has the whole of the first deck to himself plus the owner’s cabin which Ainslie says is just a small one for a passenger, although he’d never seen any in his eighteen months. We’re not allowed up there. I asked Ainslie what would happen if there were a hurricane or something. Wouldn’t it be safer to go up to the bridge on the inside through the Captain’s flat? He shrugged. Said if I wanted to try it that was fine by him but the Old Man would have me ashore like a flash of pig-shit. The upper deck is the bridge, chartroom and wireless room plus a cabin for the wireless operator who everyone calls the Sparks. Behind all this on deck is number three hatch and then the ’midships accommodation, funnel and boat deck. Then two more hatches and the after-mast. Right aft is the poop, where we carry the spare propeller and emergency steering wheel. Below decks is crew accommodation. It’s really clean but it’s got a funny smell. Ainslie says it’s a Chinese smell. He says everyone smells different. According to him, they think we smell of butter. I said, How do you know? He said, Everyone knows. I didn’t.





So this is the lad’s new village. Far removed from the Kentish tile-hung community with his dad on a push-bike, his lunch in a gas-mask bag. His mother hanging out the washing but drying their underwear in the bathroom. His auntie next door for ever chattering to her blue budgie called Billie. His pipe-smoking godfather for ever in his workshop making sawdust. Mr Derrett and Mr Dorman weighing out quarter-pounds of lemon sherbets, marking up the Daily Herald, the News Chronicle, The Dispatch and Kentish Times for his early-morning round. Thelma behind the till ordering a purl one, drop one knitting pattern for Miss Hammond, who ran her father’s bakery. Dodging the hurled stones and fist-shaking of old Mr Marshall as he scrumped his apples. Choir practice Friday nights. Maybe 1s. 6d. for a Saturday wedding and being told off by Mr Warren, the choirmaster, when his voice cracked on the second verse of ‘There Is a Green Hill Far Away’. His mother crying, his father thinking it was just a bum note, then embarrassed. Most of all, long moments gazing across the marshes to the great liners, tramps and colliers on their ways to and from the docks and wharves along the Thames. This now was real. So, too, was the new language – not the Cantonese of the deckhands and donkeymen but the centuries-old seamen’s dialect.


In his Thames sailing barge he’d already learned the sign language and codes of the sailorman. As other lads of his age knew about inside rights, halfbacks, googlies and chinamen, drop handlebars, 78s and EPs, so he was at home with bowsprits, gaffs, mains’ls and mizzens, port and starboard, stem and starn, head ropes and stern ropes, springs and warps.


He knew the sailors’ tongue. Port was left, starboard was right. For’d was forward, at the sharp end, the bow. Aft was the back, the stern. Abaft was behind, behind anything. The fo’c’s’le, the raised deck of the bow with its anchor windlass. The poop, the raised deck at the stern. Amidships, the middle of the ship and abeam, at ninety degrees to the ship either on the starboard side or the port side. So when you were facing the front – for’d – something that was abaft the starboard beam was sort of over your right shoulder. The kitchen was the galley, the dining room the saloon, the sitting room the smoke room, the lavatory the heads. And everyone’s own room was a cabin. No bedrooms. Cabins. Beds were bunks. Wardrobes, lockers. The ceiling in his cabin was not a ceiling but a deckhead. The walls were not walls but bulkheads. The windows were not windows but scuttles. Only the holes themselves were portholes, which were never called portholes, only ports. And he had no floor in his cabin. It was a sole, and when he got outside it was no longer the sole but the deck. Naturally. The lad had to learn that when he climbed the mast he was going aloft. When he came down he was going below. There were no stairs, only ladders and companionways. He never, never went downstairs. Only below. Then, of course, there was the monkey island, that windswept platform on top of the bridge and wheelhouse, with its signal mast, emergency steering wheel and a big wooden chest, the fog locker, of lanterns and navigation shapes. It was, too, where the Third Mate worked on his tan.




31 JANUARY 1958


She’s big, but not as big as a lot of ships. Tankers are bigger. She’s about 7,000 tons, although I’m not sure what that means. I’ve got my Ian Allen books of ships with me and there’s a picture of the Blue Star boat, the Scottish Star, and she’s just under 10,000 tons, although she doesn’t look any bigger. Our ship’s 425 feet long. It feels great. Just walking along the deck is great. It makes a strong sound. Everything you see is there for a proper reason. Nothing fancy. The steam pipes are there to drive the winches, which means you don’t need cranes from shoreside. The big steel disc things that you clamp over the ports in storms mean you don’t have to rely on good weather. There are watertight doors, ventilators about as big as small elephants, grabrails as thick as my wrist, bollards for tying on ropes that are as thick as small tree trunks. Each hatch board is twice as long as our dining table and the hatch covers [tarpaulins] are as big as our back garden – maybe bigger. When you go up the for’d ladder, you feel you’re going up to something that’s going to do something. I went up there this morning and although it’s all quiet at the moment it felt strong and waiting. This may sound daft, but I know what I mean. The fo’c’s’le deck is red. Right in the middle is the windlass. It’s black and huge with big drums on either side. So when the time comes to haul in the ropes, they’ll go round the drums and then the sailors will tail them off in big loops. I’ve seen them do it in the Vic and KG5.‡ The whole things driven by steam and it looks really terrific when it starts hissing and the winchman spins the steam handle. Then there are two giant chains coming up through the decks through holes which I think are called spurling pipes. These are the anchor chains. We haven’t got the anchors out. Don’t need to alongside, but I can’t wait until we’re somewhere we can anchor. We had to do it on the barge. Great noise and you have to know what the sea bottom is like. No good anchoring on rocky bottoms. Deep sand is best, I think Frank Bevan said.


I’ve only been here a couple of days, but I know one thing for sure: a ship isn’t meant to be in port. She’s supposed to be at sea.









* Royal Fleet Auxiliaries – Board of Trade-owned store and supply ships for the Royal Navy – flew blue ensigns, although they were never called ‘blue dusters’. Royal Naval vessels (and members of the Royal Yacht Squadron) fly the white ensign – the flag of St George with the Union flag in the top-left quarter.


† These are ‘dead-weight’ tons, which is the laden weight of the ship. Sometimes ships use the term ‘gross tons’: the total enclosed space in a vessel (accommodation, engine room and holds) measured in cubic feet& 100 cubic feet = 1 gross ton.







‡ The Royal Victoria and King George V Docks at Woolwich.
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