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Lewis


I was born on the Isle of Lewis on Boxing Day 1940, twenty-two years after the end of the First World War. The Second World War was still in its infancy. I am told the Isle of Lewis lost more men per population in both wars than any other place in Britain, but I don’t know whether this is true or not. My uncle Alasdair was drowned at the age of 19 when his ship, HMT Neptunian, was lost on the last day of World War One.


On New Year’s Eve 1918, some 600 soldiers, sailors and airmen gathered in Kyle of Lochalsh, the mainland terminal for the ferry to Stornoway. They were returning from the trenches and the atrocities of the First World War. In a few hours they would be with their loved ones, and some of them had not been home since the beginning of hostilities. The local mail ferry to Stornoway, the Sheila, did not have the capacity to take so many passengers. The Admiralty or the War Office who they had served for the previous four years had made no arrangement for them to get across the Minch on their final journey home. HMY Iolaire, with a crew of 23, was directed to Kyle and the remaining 260, all naval ratings, boarded her.


Once on board the Iolaire they met friends and relations whom they had not seen since they left home at the beginning of the war. There must have been some rejoicing at having survived. Two hours after leaving Stornoway the New Year was celebrated on board and all were in good spirits. When Arnish lighthouse at the entrance to Stornoway harbour came in sight it was time to get ready for disembarking in Stornoway, where relatives and loved ones were gathering to welcome them home. However, this was not to be. All of a sudden, for some reason which was never established, the Iolaire, well off course, went aground on rocks in the entrance to the harbour known as the ‘Beast of Holm’. The ship listed heavily to starboard in the dark and stormy night and she was pounded by waves. Some men jumped into the sea, but all who did were drowned.


Rockets that were fired showed they were only yards away from the shore, but the sea was so rough that anyone who tried to swim was crashed against the rocks and lost. As the ship settled down broadside to the shore, she gave some shelter from the raging seas. One man, John MacLeod, managed to swim ashore with a heaving line, and a hawser was hauled ashore and made fast to a rock. Some thirty to forty men climbed hand over hand along the rope and were saved.


As news of the disaster came through to the throngs of people waiting on the quayside, some made their way in the dark to Holm to search for survivors. Altogether, 75 men were saved.


It was a terrible disaster which shocked the world, and especially cruel for a small island like Lewis. Wives became widows, children were left without fathers. With every second home losing a member of their family, a generation was lost. It is only now I realise why my granny and grandfather’s generation were all dressed in black, and why my parents’ generation were so serious.


Some of the survivors from that disaster came from our own village. I actually went out on the fishing boat with John Mac-Innes, one of the survivors. I was not aware of this at the time as he never mentioned it in my presence. I was in my teens before I read about it. The story of the sinking of the Iolaire is told by John MacLeod in his excellent book When I Heard the Bell. Although there have been many disasters at sea involving Lewis sailors and fisherman, the sea is still in our blood and I was one of those who chose to follow it.


After the end of the First World War servicemen were promised crofts but this did not materialise, and there was a lot of unrest against the lairds who owned the land. In the case of my own village, Gress, people raided the farm and split the land into crofts, and this happened in other parts of the island. At the time Lewis was owned by Lord Leverhulme, the founder of Lever Brothers (now Unilever). He eventually gave the whole island to the people. There was still a lot of unemployment and many chose to emigrate. In 1923 and 1924, two ships, the Metagama and the Marloch, took over 400 men, women and children to Canada, and this so soon after the war left a greater void in that generation. My father, uncle and three aunties were among them. There is little wonder that those left behind were so sad.


Growing up on the Island


I had two brothers and two sisters. A family photo taken around 1945 gives a false impression, suggesting that our lives were not happy. We are all shown in a pretty sober mood. The four astronauts in the signed photo they gave me in 1969 look happier on their way to the moon than we do in that picture.


In fact, we lacked for nothing, although everything was still rationed. We caught sea fish off the rocks or from our boats, salmon and trout in the river and lochs. We were self-sufficient from the croft, with our own potatoes, our own vegetables and our own lamb. Every house had a cow which supplied us with milk, butter and crowdie, and we had our own hens and eggs. We had plenty of venison, although the landlord didn’t know about it. We had no electricity. Light was by a paraffin tilley lamp or hand-held storm lamps for the barn. Peats were harvested in the springtime for heating. We had no running water. Water was fetched from the village well in pails. There was a community spirit, though, and everyone helped each other with spring planting, cutting and drying peats and in the autumn with the harvest. During the long winter evenings the elder statesmen met in different houses and we as children listened intently to their stories.


Eighty percent of the population of Lewis have a nickname. I don’t know to this day how some of these (and they could be quite cruel) came to be applied. In our own village we had names like Pedro, Butch, Swannie, Kipper, Cake, Bread, Dondy, Sailor, Prize, Poshan and Bobshie. Others were known as Sandy Daft, Geordie Ugly and Kenny Deadly. In my own case I was christened ‘Lemon’ – for what reason I have no idea. A few weeks back from the time of writing this, a lad everyone knew as Tiddler was taken to hospital suffering from a heart attack. We were in a local club when we heard the news. One of us decided to telephone the hospital to see how he was getting on, and asked around as to what was Tiddler’s proper name. We all looked at each other and shrugged our shoulders. Although we had known the guy for years we did not know his name was John MacLeod. I above all should have known this, because when I was in the drug squad I had him stopped and searched as he was coming into London Airport. I will tell that story later on.


Sanitation was a problem, although at the time I never gave it a second thought. During my childhood, sanitation progressed in three phases. In my earliest years one went to the toilet in the barn using the same trench as the cows used. The result was shovelled into a wheelbarrow every morning and emptied in the manure tip further down the croft.


The second phase was referred to as a dry lavvy (lavatory). Most householders had an outhouse, measuring about 4ft x 4ft, built to accommodate this new invention. It consisted of a large round drum with a toilet seat. This was a luxury compared with the squatting position. Our barn and byre were attached to the house, so we were lucky as we did not have to go outside. My father built a cubicle in the barn using sheets of plasterboard. It was easy to knock a tiny hole in it for my pal Butch and myself to spy on the occupant, especially if she was a friend of my sisters. The drawback was my poor mother had to empty out the drum when it was full.


In later years the ‘coolies’ in Egypt reminded me of this when they came aboard ship to load or unload cargo when we went through the Suez Canal. The first thing they did was to rig a box over the stern of the ship. This was called a ‘thunder-box’ and they used it as a toilet. They had one advantage over my mother, namely that they did not have to empty the contents, as whatever they did went straight into the Canal.


The third and most exciting phase was when we had a proper modern bathroom, fitted with a septic tank dug away from the house. Water was channelled from the roof into a large tank built at sufficient height for the water to be used for flushing the toilet by pressing the handle. This was indeed a luxury, and for the first time we were able to have a proper bath with running water.


Throughout these three phases we had no toilet paper. Newspapers like the Stornoway Gazette, People’s Friend and the Weekly News (there were no daily papers) were cut into squares with hole made in one corner. A piece of string went through the sheets and they were hung on a nail. By the time our weekly bath came round I am sure one could read an article from the People’s Friend off my bum.


The nearest telephone was three miles away. Television arrived some 30 years later. Ploughing was done by horse-power. I remember the last horse and the first tractor coming to the village.


Electricity came to the island around 1952, and poles for carrying the cables were erected. One of the most exciting games we played then was ‘up the pole and down the stay’, or ‘up the stay and down the pole’. This was not for the faint-hearted, as the poles were quite high. Health and safety had not been heard of.


I had no English when I went to school; our language was Gaelic. School was three miles away and we had to walk there hail, rain or snow. We had few or no toys but we had plenty of open spaces for playing, sea and rivers to swim in, moorland to shoot over, machair to play football on and sand-dunes for playing cowboys and Indians. A piece of wood cut in the shape of a boat, with a pointed stem and square stern with a makeshift sail, was ideal for launching in the stream running down from our house.


For daredevil reasons we took a fancy to stealing certain villagers’ carrots or turnips. Most vegetable plots were close to the house, and if we were detected a chase by the enraged crofter was a certainty. This was what gave us a thrill. Another ploy we had during the long winter evening was knocking on the windows of households where someone lived who we were certain would give us a run for our money. A chase could go right round the village in complete darkness. This was where one required forward planning. Before the actual knocking took place, we worked out a route for the chase and a hiding place should the crofter get too close on our tail. I still laugh to myself at these silly but enjoyable pranks. My children and grandchildren don’t believe me when I tell them what our pastimes were in my younger days.


A couple of years ago the local schoolmaster asked me to give the children a talk on my childhood days. I dressed up in short baggy trousers, an old pair of tackety boots, and ran into the classroom with a bicycle wheel at the end of a length of wire which went through the hole in the axle. This was one of our favourite toys. As children we would run all over the village pretending the wheel was a lorry: one ‘Brrrrr’ would double the clutch, then more ‘Brrrrrs’ would sound as we progressed through second, third and top gear. We would call at every house, pretending that we were taking home their peats, reversing into the front of their doors and tipping the imaginary load of peats at their doorstep. Our imaginary lorry even went into the ditch. We would have one foot in a ditch and the other on the road. We had to wait in this lopsided position until the next child arrived with another load and gave us an imaginary tow. It was a great pastime. The children I was giving the talk to were mesmerised, and just looked at me with their mouths open.


Another toy we made for ourselves was a tractor. This was made out of a cotton reel. Notches were made around both ends to make it look like the spikes on the iron wheels of the Fordson tractors that were commonly used in those days. An elastic band was put through the hole in the middle of the reel. A matchstick or a small nail was tied to one end to stop the elastic coming through, and at the other end was a thin slice cut from a candle with a hole through the middle. The elastic went into the hole and then a pencil or something similar was put through this end and the elastic was wound tight. When it was tight enough the contraption was put on the floor, and the elastic unwinding itself propelled the cotton reel. The notches in the wheel allowed the reel to climb over any small obstacle that it encountered.


During the evenings boys and girls from surrounding villages gathered on the road by the old mill. Some of the boys had melodeons and soon a ceilidh/dance would be in full swing, complete with eightsome reels, Dashing White Sergeant, and military two-steps. Should a young damsel be feeling fruity, a crossbar ride on the bike to the sand dunes was likely, where we played doctors and nurses!


Saturday evening was bath night. Water was fetched from the well and boiled on the stove. A large zinc bath was taken into the kitchen and that was where all the children had their weekly bath.


Saturday night was spent preparing for church on Sunday. Shoes had to be polished, Sunday broth and dinner were prepared and bibles left ready on the table. We walked three miles to church and three miles back in the morning and the same again in the evening. Children only attended the evening service.


Around 1950 a bus service started. Many of the churchgoers refused to pay the bus driver on a Sunday but would pay him on the Monday morning. The reason for this was the bus driver was working on the Sunday and they believed Sunday was supposed to be a day of rest.


Others refused to use the bus at all, and carried on walking the six miles in the morning and the same to the evening service. In later years, as families got richer, some purchased their own vehicles. The ones who refused to go on the bus would travel in a car belonging to the family, and for some unknown reason they found nothing wrong with this. Sunday was not a good day for a boisterous kid. Sweets were still on ration, and Sunday was a day for candy-making once our parents went to church. Candy made on the open fire was a great treat, but one had to be careful, as sugar was also rationed and mother would soon find out if we used too much.


One of our saddest days in school was on 22 July 1953, when two sisters, Bella and Jean Ferguson, were drowned in the local river. Bella used to sit beside me in school. It was a terrible disaster to happen anywhere, but I think more so in such a small village where everyone knew each other.


I was 15 before I crossed the Minch to mainland Scotland. My friend Murdo ‘Butch’ MacKenzie was born in Glasgow, and was about four years old when the family returned to live in our village. He had obviously seen a train and was forever winding me up about the fact that I was two years older than him and still had not seen one.


This particular evening he decided to give me a demonstration as to how a train travelled. We both got on our bikes at the top of a hill on the main road through the village. It was a pitch black night. Butch had a torch on his bike while I had no light at all, but off we went, both of us pedalling like hell. I could hear Butch going ‘choo, choo – choo, choo – choo choo’, pretending to be the Kyle of Lochalsh to Glasgow steam train. I had travelled about 500 yards when I went flying over the handlebars for no apparent reason.


When I got up to retrieve my bike, I stumbled over a human body. I was absolutely petrified. I had knocked over an old lady from the village. Along with her sister-in-law, they were on their way to the prayer meeting. Every lady on the island in these days used to dress in black, so I suppose to a certain extent one could say she was camouflaged.


Mrs Morrison was severely injured and suffered a fractured skull. Fortunately for me she made a full recovery, and lived to an even older age. Butch and I were prosecuted, Butch for having no rear light and me for having no lights at all. We subsequently appeared at Stornoway Sheriff Court, where we pleaded guilty. I was fined £5.00 and Butch 10/-(ten shillings). As we had no proper shoes to wear for our court appearance, I had to borrow my uncle’s brogues. The toecaps were stuffed with newspaper so they would fit me. Butch was in the same position and had to wear his grandmother’s Sunday boots. Years later I had to ask Dan MacKenzie, the village constable who prosecuted us, for a reference when I joined the Met. He gave me an excellent reference and made no mention of the above incident.


My grandfather’s house was next door to us, and my uncle Colin lived there. Colin had a bus and a lorry. They also had the agency for selling paraffin. There were three Harris tweed weaving looms in the shed, which were operated by ex-servicemen who had just been de-mobbed. The loom-shed was the hub of the village, and I spent most of my childhood days around there listening to the men’s experiences in the Merchant Navy, Army and Air Force. I remember one of them was on HMS Fiji and his brother was on HMS Illustrious when they were torpedoed in the Mediterranean. I was enthralled by stories of D-Day landings, of U-boats sinking merchant ships and planes shot down. Harris tweed weaving and fishing were the main industries on the island after the war. Every second house in the village had a loom, but, sadly, today there are none.


It was in one of the loom-sheds I saw my first pair of boxing gloves, and it was there I had my first boxing lesson. These were exciting times for a five-year-old. I am afraid I also learnt at that early age some tasty vocabulary. One day I was watching some ex-servicemen playing football on the machair. One of them, who in later years I sailed with, was fouled by an opponent and he called him a ‘whore’. I remember coming home that day and using this newly acquired word ‘whore’ to my mother. Mother didn’t have a clue what the word meant. Somehow she found out and the following day she told me if I ever used that word again she would wash my mouth out with soap. The slices of red carbolic soap did not appeal to me, and I never used the word again until my days in the merchant navy when I first came across a real one in Glasgow. I will mention her later.


One of my proudest moments was when I was given an old navy cap that one of the men had worn during hostilities. I wore that cap for ages with the chin strap shortened to fit.


I attended the local secondary school to the age of 15. I was never top of the class and I was never bottom. I did reasonably well in most subjects, apart from religion and algebra. In Sunday school an old elder from the church who was our teacher asked me, ‘Who was the first murderer?’ I told him ‘My brother’, as he had bullied me as a child. I remember the headmaster marking my algebra paper and giving me a mark of 3 because he felt sorry for me and I had spelled my name right. I did better than my classmate who got zero, as he had spelled his name as Agnes instead of Angus. I can never remember doing any homework. I got to school early most days and targeted the studious girls who I knew would have done their homework and copied the answers from them.


As soon as school closed for the day I was out to meet the fishing boats or going out on the boat or doing the fish-round with my cousin, who was the local fish cadger. Another hobby was ploughing the crofts with the local tractor. Dondy, the owner, always allowed me to drive his tractor.


I learned to drive on my uncle’s Bedford square-nose ex-army truck. By the age of 12 or 13 I was a competent driver, and I am sure would have easily passed my driving test. In the early 50s there were very few cars in the surrounding villages. They were all pre-war models and did not have ignition keys. Every Thursday evening there was a prayer meeting in the church and a few of those attending the meeting had cars. I remember a Hillman, a Morris 8 and an Austin 16. They were parked by the roadside while their owners were in church. Street lights were unheard of, and with no ignition key needed to start them it was a great temptation for an experienced driver like me. I have to plead guilty to ‘taking and driving away’ some of the cars on several occasions, driving them round the village, then placing them back in their original positions before the prayer meeting ended. Some of my classmates, many of them elders in the church today, enjoyed these joyrides.


The Hebrides are famous for their staunch religious beliefs and heavy drinking. These go hand in hand. When the islanders have had too much drink over too long a period and are recovering from DTs they turn to religion, and when they turn to religion they become a pain in the ass. I will mention more on religion later.


Although I was brought up at a time when food was rationed, fish, especially the silver darlings, herring, was available in abundance. Stornoway was then one of the main ports for landing herring. In fact the first canned herring ever was produced in Stornoway by Lord Leverhulme, who owned the island after the First World War. Stornoway kippers were famous. Sadly, all this has disappeared and the port is no longer classed as a fish-landing port.


The community spirit in the village was something I will always remember. Everyone helped each other. After the work was done there would be a ceilidh in someone’s house. This community spirit has gone forever. All the crofts in the village lie dormant. I have to agree it is far easier nowadays to buy from the supermarket and at the touch of a switch have the house centrally heated than to return to the backbreaking croft work. Television has taken over. The neighbours now use the telephone to have a chat instead of visiting, and I can go weeks without talking to a neighbour. A wave as they pass in their 4x4 is the closest we get to each other.


Starting Work


I left school on a Friday and started work on the Monday as a van-boy on a grocery van and we travelled round the island. The van was owned by a local man, and we were in competition with the likes of the Co-op and Lipton, who were national companies and had been around for years. My boss was ahead of his time. His vans were fitted out with the first formica shelves and glass cabinets and were spotless. Our two competitors took their customers for granted, but very soon they withdrew their vans as all their customers had changed to the better and cleaner service we provided. I have never been unemployed since.


I was still 15 when I went to mainland Scotland to work alongside my father in building. The work was part of the hydroelectric schemes that were scattered all over Scotland at the time. This was the first time I had been to the mainland and the first time I had seen a train. I got a job with Carmichaels at Glascarnoch camp by Aultguish on the Ullapool road. We were building a tunnel to take water five miles through the mountains to a generator. Another company built the dam further down the valley. The Aultguish Inn was, and still is, next door to it. This dam was nicknamed ‘The Whisky Dam’, because there were so many empty whisky bottles thrown into the aggregate. Hydroelectric work was at that time equivalent to what North Sea oil exploration is now. The work was hard but the money was good, with plenty of overtime. These Hydro schemes were a fantastic feat of engineering, with huge dams and tunnels constructed throughout the Highland region.


Although we were only about 60 miles from home we were only able to get across the Minch every three months. It amazes me now when young men employed on North Sea oil rigs complain when they only do two weeks on and two weeks off.


Labour mostly came from the Highlands and Islands, but there was a large contingent of Irish labourers who lived a very rough life. They worked hard and played hard. On a Saturday they would travel to Dingwall or Inverness to buy a new suit. Saturday night was a heavy drinking and fighting session. On Sunday they would return to camp and collapse on the bed still wearing their new suits. On Monday morning they would be off to work still wearing the suit, and wore it without taking it off until the next Saturday, when they would repeat what they did the previous weekend. The suit was their dress suit, pyjamas and dungarees. They went to bed in their wellington boots. Heating in their accommodation was provided by a small stove in the middle of the room, and the smell of sweat and stale breath was overwhelming.


I never got on with my father. I can never remember him giving me a cuddle or praising me for anything I did. He was mostly away on the mainland working. I was quite pleased to see him leave and go back to the mainland when he had been home. Needless to say I didn’t last long working with him.
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Merchant Navy


In April 1957 I left to join the Merchant Navy. I was wearing a suit my father had bought for himself in Canada when he emigrated there in the 1920s. My suitcase was the size of a modern-day briefcase. Mum gave me £20 and off I went. I had a certificate from a local fishing skipper to say I had been a deckhand on his boat the Renown for the past six months. I was told this should qualify me to sign on as a ‘junior ordinary seaman’. In fact, I had never even seen the Renown, never mind sailed on her. This was at a time when Britain had a merchant fleet that was second to none. Nearly all able-bodied men on the island were seamen – an illustration of this is that there were 18 men from my own village leaving to go sailing that night.


We arrived in Glasgow on Saturday morning. The first problem I had was understanding the Glasgow accent. In the afternoon some of the girls from the village who were working in Glasgow took three of us ‘first-timers’ to Ibrox to see Rangers playing. This was my first time at a professional football match. On Saturday night I followed the adults and walked with them under the railway bridge in Argyle Street. The area of Argyle Street below this bridge was known as ‘The Hielanman’s Umbrella’. Everyone, and I mean everyone, in sight came from the Highlands or Islands, and everybody spoke Gaelic.


Dick’s Bar on the Broomielaw was a pretty rough pub in a pretty rough area. I followed the adults to this pub. The place was full of island seamen. Gaelic was the language spoken amongst them. I had occasion to go to the toilet and was aware that another man had followed me. This man immediately threatened me and demanded money. I was pretty scared and gave him a ten-shilling note. By this time I had about £15 left of the original £20 my mother had given me. When I got out of the toilets to tell my mates, the bastard had vanished. This was my first taste of crime.


Going to Sea for the First Time


On Monday morning it was time to go to the Shipping Federation to look for a ship. I was accompanied by another first-tripper, Donald John MacDonald, who was also from our village. The officer behind the counter asked me, ‘Where do you want to go, Sonny Jim?’ I told him in my Hebridean English I wanted to go and see my uncle in Vancouver. ‘Right,’ he said, ‘just the job for you here, sign on that dotted line.’ I showed him the reference I had from the skipper of the Renown, which he ignored. I did as I was told and was absolutely delighted to be on my way to Vancouver. My ambition to sail as a junior ordinary seaman was dashed, however, when I found that I had signed on as a deck boy.


I told my mate Donald Iain, who was with me, that I was on my way to Vancouver. He agreed to come with me if there was another vacancy on the ship. Sure enough there was. He also signed on, and away we went to board our first ship, the Merchant Prince, an old tramp steamer.


Neither Donald nor myself had questioned the destination of our ship, and took it for granted what I had been told was true. The nearest telephone to our house in Lewis was about two miles away. Donald Iain’s family were even further away from a telephone, so the only way we could tell them we had signed on a ship was by letter.


That night the two of us headed to Dick’s Bar to tell our friends that we had signed on a ship. We were walking up the Broomielaw when a middle-aged woman came out of a close. The dock area in Glasgow was pretty rough in those days. This woman walked in front of us and said, ‘Fiver for a short time’. I didn’t have a clue what she was on about. I forgot I was in Glasgow and naturally spoke to her in my native Gaelic. I said ‘Deidh a tha thu a’ gradh?’ (‘What are you saying?’). She then said ‘Fiver for a knee-trembler.’ Donald Iain was as green as me and just said ‘Whaaat?’ The lady made an about-turn and we heard her mumbling ‘You must be a couple of young teuchters [i.e. Highlanders].’ When we got to Dick’s Bar we told older sailors what the woman had said. They creased up laughing. For some reason unknown to us at the time, they all knew exactly who the lady of the night was – ‘Irish Nelly’, who they told us was a whore. After all these years I had finally found out what a whore was. The boys explained she wanted a fiver to pay to have sex with her. No wonder my mother was angry!


We set sail down the Clyde the following day. There were two seasoned ABs (able-bodied seamen) on board from the Isle of Lewis. On the second day out I asked one of them, ‘How long will it take to get to Vancouver?’ ‘Vancouver?’ he replied, ‘What makes you think we are going to Vancouver?’ I told him the man at the Shipping Federation told me the ship was going there, and he couldn’t stop laughing. We were actually heading for West Africa via Las Palmas.


I was fair-skinned, freckled, with a fair complexion and ginger hair, and exposing my body to the sun was not a good idea. As we were steaming through the tropics I, like everyone else, stripped off and sunbathed. By the end of the day one would have thought I had been barbecued. I was ill for a week. Unknown to me getting sunburnt was a disciplinary offence, but I was so ill the Captain didn’t take any action against me.


Sailing round the West African coast was an eye-opener. Our first port of call was Las Palmas for bunkers (i.e. oil), then we sailed down the coast via Dakar, Freetown, Sapele, Accra and Lagos. All these places were very primitive. As we approached the coast, waiting for a pilot, about 10 canoes paddled like hell towards the ship. The first one to come alongside was the pilot who navigated the ship into port. He was followed by more canoes known as ‘bum-boats’ selling their wares. The women were shouting up at us, ‘You dash we flash’. This meant if we threw coins into the water they would flash their tits whilst the men dived for the coins. I spent a week’s wage in a couple of minutes!


Sapele is an outpost up a long winding river and in the middle of the jungle. We were anchored in the middle of the river with ropes attached to trees on the bank. The way this was done was that some of the natives swam to the ship, carrying a heaving line in their mouth, swam back and tied the attached hawser to trees. We were taken ashore by local tribesmen in canoes. The captain advised us not to go ashore, as the previous evening two Norwegians had been beheaded and eaten by cannibals! Our cargo of logs was floated out to the ship and lifted on board by the ship’s derricks. We also loaded bags of cocoa beans.


The heat in the jungle was unbelievable, and to cool off during the day we used to swim out to the logs that were in the river waiting to be loaded. I was never a good swimmer, but because it was so hot I decided to follow suit and swim with the rest of the seamen. I took on more than I could chew. I failed to reach one of the logs and panicked. I went under and could see the propeller of the ship above me. I was saved by an AB who had seen me going down. Once again I learned a lesson the hard way.


On the way out from Sapele we were in collision with a Palm Line ship. She hit us on the boat deck, or we may have hit her – I don’t remember who was to blame. However, we lost all the lifeboats on one side, but carried on anyway to Rotterdam where we were paid off. The rest of the journey to London was by train and ferry.


Other Voyages


My next ship was the Rangitiki owned by the New Zealand Shipping Company. Seventy percent of the deck hands came from the Hebrides. We picked her up from Harland and Wolff dry dock in Belfast where she had an overhaul. The Rangi boats, Rangitiki, Rangitoto, Rangitani and Rangitata were famous during the war as troop-carriers. John Prescott, who went on to be Deputy Prime Minister, was a steward on these ships and on Cunard Line ships. The Rangitiki was a cargo/passenger boat sailing on a regular basis to New Zealand and back to the UK. Outward bound we usually had a cargo of heavy plant and machinery and returned with lamb and fruit.


Each trip lasted between four and five months. The voyage was via the Panama Canal with a stop at the Pitcairn Islands to deliver and pick up mail. We sailed for five to six weeks round the New Zealand coast, calling in at various ports. There was a shortage of stevedores in New Zealand at the time, so after we finished our day’s work on board our ship we went to work with the stevedores. For this we were paid New Zealand hourly rates, which were much higher than our usual rate. On our return to the UK I was paid off in London.


My next ship was the Hertford, a Federal Steam Ship freighter. Everyone on deck came from the Hebrides apart from the little deck boy who came from London. The bosun, Roddy Mackinnon (Ruaridh Mor), came from Barra, Angus MacAskill came from the isle of Eriskay and all the ABs came from Lewis, Uist and Barra. I did two trips on her. Our first trip was to New Zealand via the Panama Canal. The captain’s name was Smythe. He was about 5ft 6in and had very little sense of humour. When we got to Panama I was standing by the rope ladder waiting to give the pilot a hand with his bag. The captain was standing beside me waiting to welcome the pilot on board. As the pilot came up the ladder and on to the deck he was welcomed on board by our captain. ‘Good morning, Captain Smith,’ said the pilot.


Our captain replied, ‘My name is not Smith, my name is Smythe.’


‘Smith or Smythe, shit or shite, all the same here, mate,’ said the Yankee pilot.


Our captain did not appreciate being spoken to like that in front of one of his most junior crew members.


My second trip on the Hertford was to Australia via the Suez Canal. Once again all the seamen on deck apart from the London deck boy came from the islands. A couple of days before we sailed, my oldest sister got married in Inverness. I just made it to the wedding. My sister gave me a bottle of whisky to give to my aunty Chrissie in Adelaide. My friend and I drank the bottle before we got to Perth.


We called at most seaports in Aussie: Fremantle, Adelaide, Melbourne, Sydney, Townsville and Hobart in Tasmania. I remember being in the Wallamalloo Pub in Sydney. The barman came round with a hat, asking us seamen to pick out a numbered ticket. The numbers referred to a line of prostitutes. The one I picked out was a huge Aborigine woman, and I gracefully declined – that’s what I say.


In December 1958 I was again in London. Funds were low so I wanted to ship out before New Year. On 30 December I met John MacDonald, another islander, affectionately known as ‘Scroobie’. We went down to the Shipping Federation looking for a ship and we were offered the SS Gothic, a Shaw Savill cargo/passenger boat. In 1953 the Gothic had taken the Queen on a world tour. A lot of seamen refused to sail on her, as they were afraid of her Royalty connection and thought that there would be too much discipline. When the shipping officer told us there was a vacancy on the Gothic, Scroobie replied, ‘If she is good enough for the Queen she is good enough for us’. We sailed for New Zealand on New Year’s Day 1958. This was my fourth trip to New Zealand and Australia and I was still only 17. Sadly, John was killed in a road traffic accident in Melbourne while assigned to another ship.


One extremely hot afternoon we were berthed in Lyttelton, New Zealand. Scroobie and I were painting the hull of the ship from the wharf. As usual we were both skint and dying for a pint. As it came to dinnertime two of the ship’s stewards, whom we knew to be homosexual, passed us on their way to the pub. They asked us to join them, but we told them we were financially embarrassed. ‘Never mind,’ they said, ‘we have a few bob.’ We decided to take them up on their offer.


The paint and the rollers were left on the quayside and off we went with them. We stayed ashore until after closing time, which in those days in New Zealand was 6 pm. We were both a little under the weather as we returned, and the captain and the mate were on the bridge watching us. The following morning our bosun told us the captain wanted a word. We were both a bit sheepish in front of him, especially as he had seen us with the two stewards. He ‘logged’ us (i.e. fined us) ten shillings for going AWOL. I still have the piece of paper he served on us outlining the case against us. As we left the cabin with our tails down he said, ‘I was surprised at the company you keep’. We took some ribbing from the rest of the ABs. This was the first and last time I was fined as a seaman.


The Colorado Star was a Blue Star ship running to the West Coast of the United States and Canada. She carried a cargo of whisky which we loaded in Glasgow and Liverpool. Glasgow dockers knew how to broach the barrels of pure spirit. I have never seen so much whisky. Every kettle, sauce bottle, tea-pot, bucket and any other vessel capable of holding liquid were filled with whisky. Every time we entered and left a port the ropes had to be stored in the hold, and every time this was done, up came half a dozen cases of whisky.


Once again I went through the Panama Canal and up the west coast of the States, calling in at San Francisco, Los Angeles, Portland Oregon, Seattle, Vancouver and Vancouver Island. Two years after I sailed from Glasgow on my first trip I eventually got to Vancouver! I well remember my first dinner in my uncle’s house. The starter was corn on the cob. I had never seen this vegetable and had no idea how to eat it. He was well aware of this, and when I attacked it with a knife and fork everyone burst into laughter.


In San Francisco I was put on the job of chipping rust with the electric chipping machine. It was a dirty filthy job. The dust stuck on your sweating body and a lot of it was inhaled. No masks were issued in those days. You got very, very thirsty through swallowing the dust from the rust. The weather was good and we were all in shorts. I decided to go for a beer in the nearest pub on the waterfront before having a shower.
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