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‘I thought I knew all about the Norland but this book took me totally by surprise. A great yarn. I loved it.’


Larry Malkin. Chair of East Riding Artists Association


‘This little-known account of the Norland has at last been told, without hype and sentimentality. The crew served with such great courage and humour. And I should know, I was there …’


Dave ‘Charlie’ Brown, 2 Para


‘One of the best books ever for those looking to find adventure at sea.’


Chairman, Hull Independent Merchant Navy Association


‘A cracking read that I couldn’t put down. Very interesting and great to learn about the vital contribution civilians gave.’


Mary Brice, University of Hull lecturer on film studies


‘Kemp and Wood make known the largely uncredited yet crucial role of the humble North Sea Ferry, MV Norland, in a time of war – and what a remarkable role it played. A thoroughly satisfying read.’


Projects Director, Hull Civic Society


‘I only spent a short time on board with 3 Para at the war’s end. All these years later and now learning the full story of the Norland, I have total renewed respect for the ship’s crew and the Merchant Navy as a whole.’


Larry Little, Sergeant, 3 Para


‘Out of all the books written about the Falklands Conflict, this one brought me back the most - but in a gentle and caring way. It explains the feelings of many people from the ‘Class of 82’ and gives readers an insight which many other books don’t. Small details of the story swell our own knowledge and increase our understanding of what it meant to be 8,000 miles away from home in a war zone. Its appeal isn’t just for the enthusiast but for the interested bystander too.’


Paul R.G. Haley, Photographer, Class of 82
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FOREWORD


BY CAPTAIN RN (RETD)
CHRIS ESPLIN-JONES CBE,
MV NORLAND, SENIOR NAVAL OFFICER


On 2 April 1982, most of the United Kingdom listened in amazement to the BBC News covering the invasion of the Falkland Islands by Argentina. Reg Kemp is a man with an enthusiastic and inquisitive nature, used to acting on his own. As a crew member, this book is his personal record of the taking up from trade of MV Norland, a ferry operating between Hull and Rotterdam, for the Falklands campaign. He describes her modification, logistic and assault tasks in war, her handling of prisoners of war and finally her role as a South Atlantic ferry until she arrived home in February 1983.


We saw little of each other in the ship and would certainly have viewed events as they unfolded with a differing perspective. He was carrying out his vital night work, while the Royal Navy role was to provide a link with the Task Force Command and to supply some specialist warfare skills, such as anti-submarine manoeuvres and helicopter control. He describes the tensions, rivalry and eventual melding of Army, Royal Air Force, Royal Navy and Merchant Navy people, while the ship carried out a wide range of tasks – as he and his fellow ship’s company experienced it.


The story reveals the slow realisation by a crew that their unarmed civilian ship was to play a key part in the recovery of a British Overseas Territory, and that it was to go to war taking part in the initial force landings, while living with the frustration of ever-changing military plans. MV Norland has been described as a lucky ship. It was her crew who made her lucky. Reg Kemp’s account is very well told and a valuable addition to the many excellent publications on the Falklands War.
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World map.
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West and East Falklands.
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Falklands landings.
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INTRODUCTION


BY MICHAEL WOOD
WARRANT OFFICER ONE, YEOMAN OF SIGNALS (RETD),
ROYAL CORPS OF SIGNALS


I have always been interested in tales of war. This is not solely through having a military background; it began as a youngster when I was totally gripped listening to my father and uncle’s adventures during their time in the Second World War. I deliberately use the word ‘adventure’ as most people I have met who have found themselves heading off to war initially believed that’s what it would be. Usually after a skinful of drink, the tales told by my father and uncle were tragic and, depending how much they had drunk, heavy with anger. The reality of war is that it’s a filthy, rule-breaking, dealing-in-death business; a business that many don’t survive and, of those who do, most want to forget.


I first met former merchant seaman Reg Kemp in 2011. We both live in the same housing complex of fifty self-contained flats for retired people in Willerby, East Yorkshire. Initial nods of hello then led to conversations in which I learnt that Reg had been through the experience of going to war in the Falklands on the North Sea ferry, MV Norland.


My younger brother, Grahame, worked as a barman in that same conflict on the P&O cruise liner SS Canberra (in the Meridian Room serving NCOs and the Century Bar serving the Sergeants’ Mess). As my brother and I worked in different parts of the world, I never got the chance to record his experiences before he sadly passed away. In my second career as a writer, I regretted not being able to do so.


On hearing Reg’s exploits of his time aboard the Norland, which, like the Canberra, was requisitioned by the Ministry of Defence (MOD) as a troop-carrying ship, I immediately knew he had a great story to tell. Reg wasn’t much interested when I urged him to do so. ‘Produce a book of your experiences, if only to have something as a family legacy,’ I said. As I am a former paratrooper, he trusted me to understand the relationship between the 2nd Battalion Parachute Regiment and the merchant crew he sailed with. Reg finally agreed. The more I interviewed him about his time in the Falklands, the more I realised that he had an important and enthralling story to share.


Reg had a front-row seat to the campaign. He worked as a night steward and observed a lot of after-dark military activity. As someone who only needed minimum sleep, he pushed himself to stay awake to observe as much day-time activity as he could. The nickname of ‘Nighthawk’ for night stewards aboard the Norland couldn’t have been more apt, in particular for Reg, whose natural curiosity led him to witness many key events unfold.


My army experience taught me that if you wanted to know what was going on, you didn’t rely on oral or written orders filtering down from above; you spent time in the Sergeants’ Mess with your fellow non-commissioned officers. That is where conversations reflected reality and not probabilities. Often denied reliable information from his own superiors, Reg spent time in the equivalent of the Sergeants’ Mess where he was privy to many revealing conversations prior to battle, and after battle, which is what makes his story so compelling.


Making it his business to know as much as he could not only fed Reg’s curiosity, but also ensured he was prepared for the worst … whatever that might be. He and his fellow crew members got involved with aspects of preparing for and dealing with war far beyond their normal civilian duties. In conversation with soldiers of 2 and 3 Para, the Royal Navy and Norland crew members, but especially with Reg, what was considered to be everyday detail was fascinating to me. This detail, along with the ever-present danger in which the Norland had been placed, is a valuable insight into what it is to be faced with a so-called war ‘adventure’ and in Reg’s case as a ‘volunteer’. (Oh, and anyone thinking that the phrase ‘swears like a trooper’ was created for the military, wait until you spend an hour in the company of Merchant Navy personnel – men and women.)


I asked Reg if he knew that the MOD had decreed, ‘the fallen in the Falklands would be buried there, that there was a no-repatriation policy. This therefore meant that any casualties at sea would probably result in them being buried at sea!’


He was surprised he hadn’t known. Reg said:




Well, that was just typical of never being told the full picture. Maybe it was best some of us didn’t know because then we wouldn’t have had to worry, not for ourselves but for our families at home coping with such information. But that’s all behind us now; what matters is we made it.





It was this non-sensationalist, unsentimental manner from Reg that drew me in from the start. His concern was wanting a guarantee that what he had to say would serve as a salute to his fellow crew and his ship, as well as to smaller Merchant Navy ships that received little or no recognition.


Another reason for wanting to write this book was to tell something new about the Falklands War, and from the point of view of not only non-combatants, but personnel often thought of as being at the bottom of the pecking order: i.e., the cooks, the barmen, the storemen, the able seamen, the ‘down below crowd’ in the engine room, the stewards and stewardesses. Whilst this book has testimony from paratroopers at the blood and guts end of the fighting, and though the Norland and its crew were not asked to ‘fix bayonets’, nonetheless, they were still involved in the thick of the action in many other significant ways. Being caught up in a time of war, each one of the crew bore their responsibilities with remarkable good humour and resolve. Their accounts are all utterly engrossing and, now, rightly given a voice. Indeed, the importance of these accounts from those often overlooked in a time of war are affirmed by the contribution of a Foreword and an Afterword, respectively, by the attached senior Royal Navy Officer and the acting Commanding Officer of 2 Para.


In concluding this introduction, it is to Reg whom I give the final word with something that he said a couple of times which sums up the story of the Norland and its crew: ‘You haven’t only got to fire a gun to be able to fight for your country.’




1


A PEACEFUL LIFE


When not at sea, my main interest was to go rock climbing and scrambling. In 1982, on board the North Sea passenger ferry MV Norland, some of my fellow crew members wanted to take on the well-known Lyke Wake Walk, in North Yorkshire. I knew this could be a tough task, even for the experienced walker but certainly for the beginner. It would be a 40-mile trek over challenging terrain and not something you do on a whim. As I had always fancied doing it myself, after several requests from the lads to join them, I agreed to go along. Before I knew it, I found myself the leader of our small walking expedition.


Our ship’s policeman, Ron Marshall, had wanted to come along but he didn’t want to do the actual walk. Instead, he offered to drive a minibus that we’d hired, which I was delighted with, as I liked and trusted Ron – and him being a policeman! With a team of eleven, mainly cooks and stewards, I knew that some would have difficulty finishing the walk. But to give them their due, they were all raring to go.


At 3.45 a.m. on an April morning, we entered the village of Osmotherley, our starting location. On parking up our minibus outside the village, the conditions were ideal – dry with a clear sky that made it a delight to see the night’s stars. Osmotherly is located in the west of the North Yorkshire moors and we were to head east, across country, to our finishing location at Ravenscar on the North Sea coast. I’d decided on such an early start in the hope of reaching the finish before dark. The lads had been briefed about packing the basics of water, snacks, a torch, plasters, and advised to cut their toenails. I carried the necessary maps and a compass.


We started the walk at 4 a.m. From the off, I ensured stragglers didn’t drop behind in the dark. This was strenuous as I was forever up and down the line cajoling everyone along, keeping them together. Five miles into the walk, one of the less fit lads gave himself a rest break. Once he’d sat down, he didn’t want to get up. In all seriousness he asked me, ‘Reg, I’m completely knackered. Can you get me a helicopter?’ He knew the answer when I laughed out loud and slowly shook my head. Thankfully he pushed on to complete another mile until the first pre-arranged stop with Ron, where he became our first walker lost to the comfort of a seat in the minibus.


Our team of ten carried on. Helped by the dry conditions, initially all was going well. Everyone enjoyed seeing the dawn breaking, which was spectacular. The terrain was sparse, with the lack of trees very noticeable. Near to midday, we approached a small dip by a stream. As we got closer to the dip, we saw that there were four other walkers taking a rest. They were heading east to west. A friendly conversation ensued when we discovered that they were army lads. The conversation had a common bond; the delight of walking and the sense of freedom it gives. We respected their situation as soldiers who were in training. They respected our situation as lads from a seafaring background without training but giving it a go. After sharing a few stories about life at sea and life in the military, we all shook hands and went our own way. Little did any of our group of walkers know that in several days, our ship would be playing host to a large contingent of the British Army who were greatly famed for their walking – or rather their marching abilities.


For now, our group of walkers were just over the halfway stage and unfortunately more of them were suffering. At the next meet-up with the minibus, steward John Kamis decided not to go on. He was sitting inside the vehicle when he shouted, ‘Reg, can you take a look at this?’ He’d taken his boots off and his white socks were stained red, not due to dye from his boots but from blood. I said, ‘John, just put your boots back on and pretend it’s not there. Didn’t I say to cut your toenails?’


‘It’s a bit late for that now,’ he said with a strained smile.


It wasn’t without good reason that others decided not to go on. Though the weather was kind, as we slogged on yet more dropped out and by 4 p.m. there were only four of us left. I called a quick halt to chat with the other three lads, Johnny Lambert, John McWatt and Dick Johnson. ‘Look, fellas,’ I said, ‘we’re going to finish this thing. We’ve got to get to the end before nightfall. You’re going to have to keep up a good pace, a faster pace.You have to stay with me, okay?’ No one argued and so with quiet determination we continued.


With 5 miles to go before the end, we stopped for an unscheduled rest. Dick Johnson was normally a real ‘live wire’, but I could see he was suffering for he had gone very quiet. Johnny Lambert, a big powerful fellow, had asked me before the walk what he should do to get through it. ‘Just stick alongside me all the way,’ I advised him. This is what he’d done and if I’d said to him, ‘John, when we get to the end of this walk, we are going to turn around and go straight back the way we’ve just come,’ he would have shrugged his shoulders and done just that. Not so with John McWatt. He’d had enough and he didn’t want to go on.


‘Look, it’s only 2 more miles to go from here,’ I lied. ‘And anyway, you have got to finish it because how else are you going to get to the end? The minibus can’t get here to pick you up. Oh, and before you ask, a helicopter isn’t going to turn up and neither is mountain rescue with a St Bernard dog carrying a small barrel of rum round its neck.’ I didn’t know if my words were registering as there was a long pause before he spoke.


He looked at me blankly and said, ‘You’re a bastard, Kempy. I hate you. And no matter what you say, I am not moving.’


In response, I spouted one of those motivational movie speeches in which I talked about the embarrassment of failure, of how everyone on the ship would know he had given up with only a couple of miles to go, of how they would take the piss out of him big time and for a long time to come.


‘Do you know what, Kempy, I fucking hate you even more. In fact, right now, I don’t think I could hate anybody in this world as much you,’ he said. Then dragging up his aching bones, swearing and muttering away to himself, he began shuffling along until falling into a walking rhythm again.


I was amazed that I’d managed to persuade him to continue. On long walks like these you inevitably hit a pain barrier and that had happened to us all. To their credit, everyone dug in deep, including me. We finished just after 6 p.m. under ugly grey clouds, with a drop in the temperature setting in.
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We may not look it, but we were definitely happy at finishing the Lyke Wake Walk. Left to right are stewards John McWatt, Johnny Lambert, Dick Johnson and me.





I was proud of all the lads for taking on the walk in the first place, but I was especially proud of those who’d finished it. We’d covered 40 miles in just over 14 hours. What a pleasure it was on arriving at our final destination of Ravenscar to be greeted by familiar territory, the North Sea. As far as I was concerned it had been a successful venture. I couldn’t have been more pleased, though, to see my wife, Jean. She had driven to Ravenscar to drive me home to Hull. Other family members had also turned up to drive some of the lads back. Before we headed off, either in Ron’s minibus or in private cars, we spent a good hour in the pub replenishing fluids lost en route. I am not someone who usually needs a lot of shut-eye but that evening, on arriving home, I felt at peace with the world as I fell into a deep welcome slumber.


(The 40-mile walk that we covered gets its name from the Lyke Wake Dirge. This is a traditional Yorkshire song describing the soul’s passage through purgatory, which is what many walkers feel when taking on the challenge. Not only does one have a great sense of self-esteem in completing it, one also earns an entry to the Lyke Wake Club. The song has it that male finishers of the walk are called Dirgers, women finishers are called Witches. And why this is, no one really knows!)




2


THINGS ARE ABOUT TO CHANGE


The morning after our walking trip my wife, Jean, woke me with a cup of tea and a look of concern. ‘Morning, love, hope you slept well. Listen, something’s up,’ she said. ‘I’ve just had a phone call from North Sea Ferries. I don’t know what’s going on but you have to go to the ship. They are calling all hands to a special meeting on board the Norland at 10.30 this morning.’


The date was 17 April and as I was on leave, I thought it a bit of an inconvenience. I realised, though, that such an unusual request meant it had to be something important. I grabbed some breakfast and hurriedly made my way to King George Dock.


There were two civilian crews who manned the Norland: one crew on the ship, the other on leave. It was therefore quite surprising to see people from both crews assembled in the ship’s restaurant at the same time. Also, there were two captains for the ship: Don Ellerby and Derek Wharton. After a lot of gossip and guesswork as to why we were there, Captain Don Ellerby appeared with several of his officers. He called out for attention. Straight to the point, he announced that the MOD had requisitioned the ship to do service for the military. The reason that we had all been called in was that the military wanted North Sea Ferries personnel to crew it, though it wasn’t compulsory to do so. ‘You either go or you don’t!’ said Captain Ellerby. He explained that if we decided not to go, the ship would be manned by Royal Navy personnel. The military didn’t really want this to happen and so they were hoping we would provide sufficient volunteers from the two crews available.


For me, it was easier to volunteer than not to. It just seemed the right thing to do and, anyway, others said they would go. We were assured it would only be a preliminary kind of exercise in that we’d be taking troops as far as Ascension Island. Someone then had the sense to ask the reason for all of this.


‘It’s because the Argentinians have invaded the Falklands,’ a military person piped up.


There was a long silence and someone near to me said, ‘What the fucking hell are the Argentinians doing in Scotland invading us up there?’ This was greatly amusing to those who knew the location of the Falklands. It was quickly explained that they were located in the South Atlantic. This was followed by a brief of the political and military situation, which those of our crew members with an interest in world current affairs were broadly aware of. Several hundred miles off the Falklands lay the islands of South Georgia, which belonged to the UK. Under the disguise of being scrap metal merchants, the Argentinian military had landed and raised their flag. This was later followed by an invasion of the Falkland Islands from the sea by full-on Argentinian troops. The Falkland Islands belong to the UK and they were home to around 2,000 people who considered themselves totally British. The UN had condemned the unprovoked aggression of Argentina and called for a withdrawal, which was ignored. The UK then declared a 200-mile exclusion zone around the Falklands. An Argentinian Junta headed up by the country’s President, General Galtieri, imposed its own South Atlantic operations zone in reply. General Galtieri had claimed that Las Islas Malvinas (The Falkland Islands) belonged to Argentina. It was political posturing by him to revive his waning popularity and to be seen as a strong leader by his people. Margaret Thatcher was about to put him right about ownership of the Falklands and, through a quickly assembled ‘Task Force’, she had already sent some of our military down to the area, including aircraft carriers HMS Hermes and HMS Invincible. A couple of days prior to our requisition, the ocean liner SS Canberra had been dispatched with the Paras and Marines on board. And when the heavy gang of the Paras and Marines gets involved, it’s more than serious.


We weren’t given time to go home and think before making any decision. It was ‘make your mind up’ there and then. Some of the crew said they had bad backs, holidays booked or other reasons not to go. Fortunately, my close pal Dave Aistrop, whom I had worked with on nights for some time, volunteered. Of the three lads with whom I had finished the walk, Dick Johnson and Johnny Lambert volunteered to go, but John McWatt was gutted that he couldn’t because of matters to do with his union position. He was deemed to be of better use on the Norland’s replacement vessel, whatever that was going to be. His younger brother, Pete McWatt, was allowed to volunteer instead, but this wasn’t without great resistance from his father, who thought that it was a dangerous decision to make and that he shouldn’t go.


An assurance for those who would be going was that we could all keep our same jobs and run the ship, within reason, in the same way we did on our normal run across the North Sea. Though under overall military control, the ship’s pecking order would remain in place, from the Captain down to the lower ranks. After a lot of soul searching, those of us who would be making up the volunteer crew had our names registered and we were allowed to leave the ship.


Technically we were ‘STUFT’, which is an acronym meaning Ships Taken Up From Trade. This is an arrangement for supplementing the Royal Navy fleet in time of war, under which a merchant ship takes aboard a naval officer to command it, and sometimes a few other naval personnel to help run the ship.


Earlier that morning I’d arrived with a friend of mine, Russ Turnbull, who had given me a lift to the dock. Before going home, it seemed a good idea for everyone to go to the local pub to discuss the situation and he came along. It was a pub off the dock called The New Inn and that day it was absolutely packed with crew members and dock workers. By now news had filtered through on the local radio that the Norland had been requisitioned by the MOD. The beer began to flow. I suggested to Russ that he shouldn’t be drinking as he was driving. Russ wasn’t the type of bloke you could ever tell what to do. After a couple of hours in the pub, we got back into his car to drive home. It would have been wiser not to do so. But, anyway, he convinced me he was okay and we headed off home. Immediately, I noticed he was driving erratically and I advised that he took it easy. Like I said, Russ wasn’t the type to be told anything. Before we knew it, a police car had pulled us over. As the copper approached, Russ wound down the window and I told him just to try to play it cool.


The copper said, ‘Hello, fellas. I am going to ask you something. Have you been drinking?’


Russ brazenly answered, ‘Yes we have!’


Taken aback, the copper said, ‘Oh, have you?’


Russ replied, ‘Yeah, and you’d have gone for a drink if you’d just done what we’ve done.’


‘What’s that?’ asked the copper.


‘We’ve just volunteered to go to the Falklands,’ explained Russ.


Now as it happened, Russ wasn’t going. The Purser, John Crowther, had firmly decided on this. The copper then asked me, ‘Is that right?’


‘Yes, I’m going as well,’ I answered.


The copper thought for a couple of seconds and said, ‘Look, I am not going to make any charges against you. Pull your car over there to the side, lock it up, get a taxi home and pick your car up another time.’


I thought this was extremely kind of the copper. We then got a taxi home where I broke the news about volunteering to my wife and two young sons. Jean wasn’t happy but she was understanding of my decision. She was used to me being away on ships, not only on the short runs of the Norland but also in my earlier days on deep-sea voyages. This trip, though, was likely to be unlike any other I had been on.


(Many months later, it amused me to learn that Russ was stopped by the copper, who was in plain clothes. He was walking along the same street when he recognised Russ. ‘I thought you was supposed to be away on the Norland,’ he snapped at him.’ Russ was groping for an excuse when he was told in no uncertain terms by the copper: ‘Don’t you ever let me catch you for anything else, whatsoever. Do you understand?’ Russ said he gave the copper an earnest look of apology and five minutes later he just laughed it off without further thought. This was typical of the carefree way that not just Russ but many people enjoyed living their lives.)


The next day I went aboard the ship and it was a hive of activity with minor alterations taking place. Lots of military people were running about looking busy. This continued for a couple of days until the ship was ready to sail with the addition of personnel from the army and navy, who had carried out reconnoitring duties of the ship’s facilities in readiness for what the future had in store.


Norland Radio Officer, Brian Lavender, was due to go on leave on his arrival at Hull on the ship on 17 April. He was the first to know we had been requisitioned by the MOD when he received the message on the night of the 16th, which he handed to a very surprised ship’s captain, Don Ellerby. In the morning, to Brian’s relief, Bob Jenkins took over, but due to company policy, which came to light later, Bob was unable to go as his wife was pregnant. The company rang Brian and asked if he was prepared to go at forty-eight hours’ notice. He said, ‘yes’ and he had a heck of a rush to get his affairs together before leaving Hull.


To a boisterous farewell with lots of folks on the dockside, on 21 April we were ready to sail to Portsmouth. Roy (Wendy) Gibson, one of our long-standing crew members and a keen pianist, had acquired a piano from the Flying Angel Mission to Seamen located near to King George Dock. This was put on to the afterdeck. Roy tickled the ivories and was accompanied by lots of singing as we pulled out through the lock gates of King George Dock, with an underlying uncertainty as to what lay ahead.


The aim of heading to Portsmouth was to carry out major alterations, for transporting military manpower and equipment down south, which was the main reason it had been requisitioned. The soldiers that we’d be carrying were to be the Second Battalion, The Parachute Regiment (2 Para), and other units.


In Portsmouth, during the major refit and remaining final adjustments, I was doing my normal job on nights with Dave. Things were, however, anything but normal, and the ship was swarming with personnel who had taken part-control. I had done my first nightshift and the following morning, not wanting to go straight to sleep, I decided to visit Portsmouth. I vaguely knew the place but had never visited HMS Victory and fancied doing so. It was a lovely day and, as it was only a mile or so away, I arrived by foot at its berth at around 10 a.m. Strangely, I was the first visitor there. The only people on the ship other than me were two Royal Marines, who were acting as guides. I learnt that the Royal Marines and the Navy take it in turn to man HMS Victory and look after tourists, just as they were doing then. But on this occasion, I was the only tourist so far. In conversation with the two Marines, just before one of them vanished he said to the other, ‘Take him into Nelson’s cabin.’ On arriving there, the Marine who’d vanished then reappeared. He seemed to have been drinking. Nelson’s sleeping cabin surprised me for it was a pokey little space as opposed to his main quarters where he did his planning and briefings. I was further surprised when the Marine who had been drinking produced a bottle of rum and three glasses. I’m not a rum drinker myself and it was a bit early in the day, but I wasn’t going to turn down this offer. We each had a decent tot and a toast was made to the memory of ‘good old Nelson’. What an enjoyable experience this had turned out to be and, even as a non-rum drinker, I found it very palatable. By now, other tourists were coming on board and the Marines needed to return to their proper job of meeting and greeting them. I thanked them for their hospitality and moved on to enjoy wandering about the ship on my own, with a warm feeling in my stomach.
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The ship leaving Hull for Portsmouth. (Courtesy Hull Daily Mail)





Portsmouth is traditionally one of the major homes of the Royal Navy. In April of that year the town was busy, busy, busy, with work being carried out on numerous ships, none more so than the Norland. Our fuel tanks had to be enlarged to accommodate more fuel, water tanks enlarged to take more fresh water, further space found for numerous containers, mostly with food to feed 1,000 men for sixty days, but one of the main jobs was the construction of two helicopter decks. These decks had to be in place as soon as possible and so construction workers worked around the clock. I’m not technically minded but I did notice some kind of special satellite and navigation equipment being installed. With so much happening on board, people like myself who were working nights found it near impossible to sleep the next day. Dave had accommodation on G-deck in the lower part of the ship, well below the waterline and considered not a very good place to live, but at least it was away from most of the noise. My cabin was higher up on D-deck, closer to the activity. I decided to spend a day away from the ship and stay in a local hotel to get some peace and quiet.


The morning after my second night shift, I packed a small bag and went down to the quayside hoping to catch transport to the town. As I walked down the gangway, a taxi arrived to drop someone off. I asked the driver, ‘Are you free?’ The driver, a woman with a friendly smile, said, ‘Yes, where do you want to go?’


‘I am looking to get some sleep and need a nice quiet hotel.’


‘No problem, I know just the place. Come and sit up front,’ she offered. ‘There is a hotel nearby where I live that I can recommend.’


‘Yeah, well okay, whatever you think,’ I said.  


Conversation ensued and I revealed my reason for being in Portsmouth. She was knowledgeable about what was taking place and told me her brother was in the Marines and due to go to the Falklands. I was already aware that the whole town was very conscious of its naval roots and had a deep pride in its naval traditions. We arrived at the hotel and I asked if there were any pubs open early as I fancied a beer or two before getting some sleep. Living nearby, she suggested a pub she sometimes used for her breakfast. I booked into the hotel, leaving my small bag behind, and then made my way to the pub just around the corner. I was surprised when the taxi driver lady walked in and asked to join me. As I was the last fare of her night shift, she stayed to have a couple of drinks. There is something about the people in port towns that, like Hull, they are welcoming and friendly. This lady was definitely friendly and made it clear she was single. We enjoyed each other’s company and had a few good laughs but at the end of our drinks we went our separate ways.


Later that day after a decent sleep, when it was time to go back, the hive of activity preparing the ship was still in full flow. I noticed that senior naval officers had been coming and going. Three days later we took on troops in large numbers. By the time they were all on board, they totalled near to 1,000 men. On a normal North Sea run, the ship would be busy loading and discharging people, cars and cargo, but this was something else.


While we were in Portsmouth, radio, television and newspapers reported that nothing was getting better politically. One development was that South Georgia had been recaptured by our Marines and, with no British casualties, near to 200 Argy troops had been taken prisoner. A meeting was held in the mess room, which I missed, when the Captain had come down to speak to the crew at ‘smoko’. (This is a sea term for a short break, usually at 10.30 a.m.; the army equivalent is a Naafi break.) He put it directly to the crew: ‘Anyone who wants to go home, now’s the time to do so. If anyone has cold feet, come to my cabin and I’ll make arrangements to get you back. This is your last chance before the ship sails from here. After that it’ll be too late.’ Three stewardesses who had volunteered back in Hull were not scared off by the old man’s words. Two male crew members took up his offer: a steward and an able seaman off the deck department. A replacement was immediately found for the able seaman’s job but not for the steward’s role.


Unlike a few days earlier in Hull, the farewell at the dockside in Portsmouth on 26 April was one of near hysteria. This send-off didn’t really mean much to our crew; we’d had our send-off back in Hull. But it did matter to our military passengers, who had countless family and friends blowing kisses, waving flags and tearfully saying goodbye. The ship let go and we proceeded across Portsmouth harbour, heading for open water. Amongst all the people milling around, I remember a small jetty with one man standing on it alone. It was strange to see him standing in his own company. I thought I recognised him. Struggling to recall who he was, I suddenly realised he was one of the main bosses of North Sea Ferries. What thoughts did he have? Did he know something we didn’t? It was too late to concern myself with that right now, for the ship was heading south and I had plenty of other things to think about – mainly that without all the banging and crashing of the alterations going on, I could get some proper sleep.
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Once we were at sea and with the manic preparation behind us, the crew settled down into their usual work routine. I was pleased to see that three stewardesses made up part of our crew. I admired their pluck in not having hesitated to volunteer. The skipper probably viewed it differently in that he would rather they hadn’t. He had previously tried to persuade them to go home but they had refused, and he couldn’t do much about it because they had gladly volunteered right from the off. With the potential of going to war, he probably viewed it as being a man’s environment. Yet there was a carefree feeling, almost a carnival atmosphere, as we headed south. With Wendy entertaining us on the piano, it was all jolly good stuff.


During the early part of the voyage, a chain of command emerged between the military and our civilian regime. The crew had wanted to carry on as they had when in civilian mode, but now we were in military mode and heading to possible conflict it begged the question: ‘Who would be giving out the orders?’ The top military man on board was Royal Navy Commander Christopher J. Esplin-Jones, with his second-in-command, Lieutenant Commander Ian Hughes. They had overall control of the vessel in that they outranked our skipper, Don Ellerby, who would be working under their command. The crew as a whole hoped that Don would be no pushover. Don was a nice guy but on this particular trip we had to hope he’d be a tough one too. Don was responsible for the overall running of the Norland as Master of the Ship, but the supreme command for military purposes was firmly in the hands of the Navy.


The chain of command for the crew, as in all British Merchant Navy ships, is that we took orders from our skipper through his officers. On this trip, we didn’t have to take any orders whatsoever from high-ranking Royal Navy or Army officers. In fact, we didn’t have to take orders from any military person, whatever their rank. Had they attempted to tell us what to do, we wouldn’t have listened to them anyway, and it would have only caused confusion if someone else had been giving us orders as well. It was very important to us that we stuck with our own chain of command, which was agreed back in Hull at that first meeting when we all volunteered. The ship’s company had three departments:


•  Navigating Department. Also known as the ‘deck department’, the skipper commands the entire ship’s company and is directly responsible for the navigation of the vessel. Under him are a Chief Officer, 2nd Officers and a radio operator. Non-officers but still part of this department are a Bosun, the ship’s carpenter and the role of able seaman (AB) of which we had ten.


•  Engineering Department. This consisted of the Chief, 2nd and 3rd engineers, two electrical engineers and four motormen, who were nicknamed ‘donkey men’.


•  Catering Department. Under control of the Purser, this department consisted of the most men and women in the crew, made up of cooks, stewards, stewardesses, barmen, storekeepers and gift shop personnel (it was deemed useful to keep the gift shop open as a NAAFI-style outlet for the sale of everyday items). The ship’s storekeepers, Chris Sutcliffe and his assistant, Kevin Hornsby, had a mammoth task in ordering and maintaining stocks of food, mountains of it, as well as a crucial order of 100 tons of beer. This worked out at approximately 22,400 gallons, making five pints per day for 1,000 passengers over a thirty-day period: we were worried it might not be enough! Overseen by George Rimmer, our very experienced chief cook, the galley staff would be flat out serving three big meals a day to hungry soldiers. And what pressure it would be keeping soldiers happy with one of the things they love the most, good grub.




[image: Illustration]


Captain Don Ellerby, MV Norland, Master of the Ship. (Courtesy Hull Daily Mail)





The stewards in the catering department were not all seasoned seafarers; many had only worked on the short runs of North Sea Ferries (what we call ‘home trade’). Leaving behind the short crossing of the North Sea for the ocean travel of the Atlantic waters (what we call ‘deep sea’) would be a big change for quite a few on board. That said, many of the Norland’s crew were very experienced ‘old hands’, and I think the MOD was very lucky to have this calibre of Merchant Navy personnel sailing for them on this trip, particularly in the deck and engineering departments.


Going across the Bay of Biscay we were blessed with decent weather. The soldiers during this time worked up healthy appetites through weapon practice, first aid and physical training. Each morning after breakfast they were on the open decks doing static exercises or running. On finishing my night shift at eight o’clock in the morning, and after a light breakfast, I took to jogging with several of the ship’s barmen, Alan Eastwood and Tony and Geoff Palfreman. We liked to keep a level of fitness but, in truth, we were further inspired to do so on seeing the soldiers keeping fit. Initially, we jogged around the car deck when the weather wasn’t so good. As the weather turned better, and as the barmen got too busy with other tasks, I found myself joining in with the soldiers on the open deck. Nobody stopped me, but why would they? For some reason many thought I was a soldier anyway. I began to strike up conversations with several of the soldiers who had seen me joining in. Some were surprised to discover I was a crew member and someone just trying to keep in shape. But nobody kept themselves in shape more than a paratrooper. It amused me to hear their expression ‘beasting the body’. Often, they would exercise to the extreme with weighted rucksacks. My nearest equivalent was carrying cases of beer to the bar and taking away the empties.  


A soldier I managed to get on with really well was called Chris. It was pleasant to have conversations with military people and the soldiers probably thought it equally refreshing to have the same with sea-farers. Many of the crew had gone from nodding terms to speaking terms and relationships were starting to form. However, during a conversation with some soldiers, one said, ‘I see you’ve been hobnobbing with one of the officers.’


‘What do you mean hobnobbing?’ I asked.


‘Well, you know, you’re getting friendly with one of the higher rankers.’


Wishing he would get to the point: ‘Who are you referring to?’ I asked.


It turned out he was referring to Chris Dent, who had the rank of Army Captain. He seemed a very popular officer whom all the lads liked and respected.


The first few days at sea I spent time wandering around on the car decks and was amazed at the amount of equipment that had been packed into the ship. There were dozens of refrigerated containers with food in frozen form, and masses of other foodstuffs. There were enormous black rubber water containers and thousands of tons of army equipment of one type or another; all the car decks were full, with little room to spare.


During these first few days at sea we caught sight of a Royal Navy ship accompanying us. It was HMS Intrepid, sailing a couple of miles astern. On this same day, after jogging with Chris Dent, I went to get my head down and fell into a deep sleep until I was woken up by a horrendous noise. I went into the alleyway and asked one of the lads who was passing by, ‘What the hell’s going on?’


‘Go and have a look on the arse end,’ he said, without revealing why.


I quickly got dressed and went aft to realise it was gunfire. A dozen or so Paras were lined up on the handrail, firing weapons into the sea, although there didn’t seem to be any visible target. Talking with some of the lads, we wondered if this is what we’d have to put up with every day (bearing in mind 2 Para are an infantry unit and small arms are their stock-in-trade). It wasn’t long before the army invited the crew to participate, even though we’d had no weapon training. Before I knew it, along with the ship’s barman, John Foster, we were firing their army-issued weapons. After being shown the basics of an SLR (Self Loading Rifle – their standard issued weapon), like the Paras, we were firing away at imaginary targets. It seemed strange that we were openly encouraged to use their weapons.


Later that day I approached an army officer about it and was told, ‘Nobody really knows what lies ahead but it’s possible it’s going to become a shooting war. If that happens and we leave the ship, would you want the ability to defend it?’


‘Against who?’


‘Against the Argentinians, who do you think?’ he replied with a look of bemusement at my naïve question.


It seemed to me a noble gesture that we could defend the ship, but surely it wouldn’t be feasible – would it? Whatever the prospects ahead, we could still have a lot of fun by using the army’s weapons. On handling a Browning 9mm pistol, I figured I knew how James Bond felt, and handling an SMG (submachine gun), how Al Capone felt. This became a daily routine until other things took over. The crew were being slowly initiated into army ways and what an initiation it was.


What struck me was the amount of ammunition that was used with no restriction. All the brass cartridges would apparently have been recycled off the range when practising back on land. It should have been the same at sea, but instead they were swept up and shovelled over the side without a second thought.
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