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A Master Mariner’s Tale is a captivating maritime adventure that takes the reader on a thrilling journey along the wild, rugged coast of County Durham, North Yorkshire, and Northumberland in the North-East of England. It is the year of our Lord 1881. Europe is a boiling cauldron of warring states, fledgling nations, political scheming and meddling in the internal affairs of neighbouring nations. Five major powers hold the fragile peace together. Great Britain watches and waits for the tinderbox to spark igniting hostilities between Russia, France, Austria, and Germany. The German Chancellor, Prince Otto von Bismarck is at the centre of all the political manoeuvring and meddling in the affairs of other nations and always to the advantage of Germany. However, before the pulse-pounding action and heart-stirring escapades commence, I invite you to delve into the rich tapestry of Seaham, a quaint coastal maritime town, and immerse yourself in the daily existence of a seasoned mariner aboard a sailing collier ship designed to serve the coal trade along this coast.

The first three chapters serve as an essential prologue, meticulously detailing the picturesque town of Seaham during the pivotal year of 1881. Transporting you back in time, these initial chapters paint a vivid portrait of the town's bustling docks, charming streets, and the close-knit community that thrives in harmony with the sea. As we explore the setting, you will be introduced to key characters whose lives intertwine with the tale's protagonist, Captain Richard Raine, a seasoned master mariner renowned for his sailing skills. Richard is an honourable man who believes strongly in his principles and is more concerned about his family, the working conditions of his crew, the weather and loyalty to his employer and shipowner Mrs Anderson. He has never shown any interest in the delicate diplomatic issues that plague international affairs and relationships between countries.

Chapter One: "The brigantine William Thrift" opens the curtains to this captivating story, providing a glimpse into the day-to-day routine on board the workhorse of the sailing fleet used in the coal trade - the collier brigantine. From the rhythmic sound of waves caressing the shore to the scent of salt in the air, you will experience the life of a hardworking mariner like never before.

Chapter Two: "The brave sea pilots of Seaham Harbour" unveils the enchanting world of a mariner. Through the eyes of our protagonist, Captain Richard Raine, you will gain insight into the daily routines, challenges, and camaraderie shared amongst the sailors aboard the collier sailing ship, "The William Thrift." The chapter delves into the intricacies of ship navigation, the hierarchy of the crew, and the sailor's unwavering bond with the ever-changing ocean.

Chapter Three: "Into the town" further unravels the master mariner's existence, exploring the relationship that naturally existed between the ship captain and the ship owners. It delves into the trials and triumphs of maritime living, emphasizing the resilience and spirit that define these intrepid souls who call the sea their home.

With a solid foundation laid in these initial chapters, the true adventure begins to unfurl in Chapter Four. Brace yourself as Captain Raine and his crew find themselves entangled in a breathtaking saga. Richard Raine could never have imagined the adventure that was to unfold when he sailed out of Seaham Harbour in April 1881 and the part he would play in maintaining the fragile peace that existed in Queen Victoria’s empire encountering both perilous adversaries and unlikely allies.

So, dear reader, before you embark on the tumultuous odyssey that lies ahead, take a moment to savour the charm of Seaham and to fathom the essence of a mariner's life on board a sailing ship. For it is within these pages that the heart and soul of our tale reside, shaping the destiny of the extraordinary voyage that awaits you beyond Chapter Three. Bon voyage!

Fred Cooper BSc ACMA CGMA
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[image: ]




The brigantine “William Thrift”

Looking out of the cabin window at the blue sky and the gentle, light green rolling waves I think to myself “what a crisp, fresh and bright spring morning.” It is going to be a fine day. The sky is clear, the sea is calm and the mercury in the barometer in my cabin is steadily rising. I feel quite optimistic that this voyage from Dundee to Seaham Harbour on the north-east coast of England will be without incident, productive and profitable. I am the master of the “William Thrift” a wooden brigantine built at Perth, Scotland in the year 1852. My ship is designed and engineered to survive a hard life in the coal trade and is 112 feet from bow to stern with a beam of 25 feet and built of English elm and oak with 3-½ inch pitch pine for deck planking. Like most collier sailing ships, she does not have a figurehead and is flat bottomed so that she can settle on the harbour bed if necessary. She is a seaworthy, watertight and trim vessel which displaces 151 tons gross and she is the property of Mrs Elizabeth Anderson of 28 Marlborough Street, Seaham Harbour. Mrs Anderson is a demanding but fair owner and a good businesswoman who can always find a cargo from one port to next on the east coast of England and Scotland. My pay as “Master” is sufficient to provide me with a comfortable life style and allows me to provide savings for my pension; eight pounds ten shillings per voyage while the crew sail for a 30-day month at five pounds ten shillings for the Mate and three pounds ten shillings for an Able-Bodied Seaman. 

All the crew eat at the table in my cabin and enjoy the same meals and portions as myself prepared by Bob Mustard our self-taught cook who can serve wholesome but simple and tasty meals. The master’s accommodation is not unusual for a vessel of this type. My cabin is set in the aft triangle of the ship and is entered down a companionway that makes a 90-degree turn in about 9 feet of fall. It is cramped but comfortable and the two cabin sides are fitted with narrow hard upholstered seats. In the centre of the room is a large oak table with six upholstered chairs and my bunk is neatly fitted against one wall. 

A skylight occupies part of the deck head and below it swings two large oil lamps with a compass fixed at the aft end of the skylight. I can hear the helmsman at his station above and the creak of the steering gear aft. I carry very few personal possessions because of the cramped accommodation I have to endure.  All of my clothing is kept dry and secure in a traditional oak sailor’s chest at the foot of my bed and my sextant, tide charts and maps are stored in a narrow chest of drawers underneath the table in the centre of the cabin.  Dividing the master and crew accommodation is 70 feet of cargo hold in three separate hatches. Each hatch has a separate cover that is made waterproof and airtight with oil tarpaulins. My crew understand the importance of making the hold airtight after they witnessed the hold of the schooner “Lagonna" spontaneously ignite with the combination of friction from movement of coals and a plentiful oxygen supply from badly fitted hatch covers. Forward of the hold is the galley and built into the forward bulkhead is a cast iron stove and fireplace which is used for cooking and heating. Next-door to the galley is the mate’s cabin – with his bedhead backing on to the stove wall – the warmest place on the ship. Next door are the crew quarters which are sparse and cramped but that is not unusual as ship-owners design ships to carry cargo not crew. Nevertheless, the space available accords with Mercantile Law requirements so the crew don’t complain and in any case with watch duties there are only ever two crew members in there at any one time. 

I have been promised a new maritime water closet by the owner but apparently this newly patented toilet is in such demand it may be some months before it is delivered and fitted. All in all, in my experience of sailing ships and crew, this is as comfortable as any ship I have sailed and the crew seem to be happy enough with their conditions and my command.

Bob Mustard the ship’s cook and steward has just taken away my breakfast dish – hot steaming porridge and a mug of tea –standard fare to start a working day whilst at sea depending of course on whether the cook is able to light the cast iron stove. This is not always possible in heavy seas and an unappetising alternative when the stove cannot be lit is sea biscuits, twice baked so they do not go mouldy, and water or perhaps yesterday’s bread with a portion of cheese. The ship’s complement is a crew of five, including myself, and they have all breakfasted and are about their duties. George Marwick, ship’s mate, an Orcadian from Stromness has already briefed me on the provisions we need when we make harbour. George is thirteen years older than me but an old, experienced hand of fifty-two who has been mate on board sailing vessels for over twenty-five years. A ship is more than just a vessel with masts, sails and cargo to George. It is a lifelong companion. For more than ten years he worked on a square-rigged, ocean-going barquentine carrying supplies and workers from London and the eastern counties to Orkney where they re-provisioned before setting off for the Hudson Bay Company and Nova Scotia in Canada. He has a handsome blue anchor tattooed on his left forearm – the mariner’s insignia that he has sailed the Atlantic Ocean. We have been discussing the future of Tom Colling, one of my two Able Bodied seamen, who has asked George what he needs to do to get his “mates’ tickets”. It has been quite a while since I visited these regulations so I have written them down for Tom to study. The regulations read: -

“Under the provisions of the “Merchant Shipping Act 1856 no home trade ship can obtain clearance to legally proceed to sea from any port in the United Kingdom unless the master and mate have obtained a valid certificate of competency.

An “only” mate must be nineteen years of age and have been five years at sea. He must be able to write in a legible hand and understand the first five rules of arithmetic and the use of logarithms. He must be able to work a day’s work complete, including bearings and distance of the port he is bound to, by Mercator’s method; to correct the sun’s declination for longitude, and find his latitude by meridian altitude of the sun and to work such other easy problems of a like nature as may be put to him. He must understand the use of the sextant. In seamanship he must know how to moor and unmoor, and to keep a clear anchor, to carry out an anchor, to stow a hold and to make requisite entries in the ships log. He will also be questioned as to his knowledge of the mortar and rocket lines in the case of the stranding of a vessel.”

Tom Colling is twenty years old - a Seaham lad who has only been at sea for two years – so he needs to have at least another three years’ service in a sailing ship. It will probably take that time for Tom to brush up on his arithmetic, learn to use logarithms and master the compass and sextant. As master I had to be twenty-one years old, six years at sea, of which one year was as mate and at least one years’ experience in a square-rigged ship. I needed to be able to navigate by the stars and was examined in the laws of the tides, soundings and depths, navigating lights and management of crew including health and safety issues. Tom is hard working and much more intelligent than everyday sailors of his age but he has a long way to go before he will be ready to sit a first mate’s examination. However, he has no other pastime to occupy himself with when he is not on watch so if he perseveres with his studies, I am sure he could become a good first mate in time.

Climbing up the companionway I step on deck and draw up the collar on my reefer jacket as a fresh, chilly breeze brushes my face. The time is 7:35 am and the dawn is just breaking over the horizon to the east. To the west I can make out the harbour and town lights of Seaham. The town stands in a break in the coastal cliffs that rise to heights of 45 to 55 feet. A light is shining from a prominent structure, about 30 feet high, standing on the head of the north breakwater. About one mile north-west of the harbour entrance stands a conspicuous chimney and along the coast on the south side of the harbour the sky is red from the several blast furnace ovens and chemical works at Watson Town, an area on the periphery of Dawdon. This harbour is affectionately known by ship captains as “The Hole-in-the-Wall” because of the nature of its construction. Unlike most harbours which lie in a bluff or a bay Seaham Harbour was cut out of the limestone cliffs and ships ride into the dock with their topgallant mast-heads just below the cliff top. 

A harbour is the scene of the business end in the life of a ship. But there are good docks, bad docks, pretty docks and inhospitable and dangerous docks. One common feature of all docks is the timber like structures, scaffold like beams engrained with gritty coal dust whose sole purpose is to drop coals into the heart of a ship as quickly as possible so it can sail out on the next tide. I have always thought of Seaham Harbour as a good dock which has a fine history. This town was built as a result of the docks; they rely one on the other for their very existence.

“Good morning, Captain, I love these spring mornings when you can feel the ship rising and falling with the gentle swell, don’t you?” Billy Booth chirps without looking up from splicing the rope he is repairing.

Billy is just seventeen years old and a few years younger than Tom Colling. Although they went to the same school, he is clearly not the academic sort and has shown no interest in the technical aspects of seamanship although he is responding well to the day-to-day work of an ordinary seaman. His blonde hair, fair complexion and wiry build make him look younger than his years but surprisingly he is quite strong and agile. Unlike the Royal Navy the merchant marine has no formal dress or uniform and sailors wear what is practical, comfortable, hard-wearing and warm. Course serge trousers cover his legs to just below the knee and a white rough cotton shirt is tied at the waist with a faded yellow scarf. Like most sailors he favours white canvas shoes but his are fraying around the toes and have seen better days. “Aye Billy” I replied “That feeling of floating on a moving deck attracted me to a life at sea when I was even younger than you. The favourite part of any voyage when I was your age was when there was a rough swell and the jib boom dipped into tumbling frothy waves but I have mellowed since then. Give me a calm, flat sea with a following southerly breeze any day.” Billy smiled as he gazed at the newly repaired rope with satisfaction and furled it tidily. 

“Go and see if Bob has any more tea” I asked acknowledging his repair with a nod” I will be in my cabin” and before I had turned to climb down the companionway, he was halfway along the ship heading for the galley.  

It is time to make an entry in the ships log and to look up my “harbour notes” on the particular aspects of entering this harbour. Although I have done it many times in the past this part of the coast and in particular the fairway channel into harbour has a number of hazards and requires great care. My entry in the log reads: -

Sunday 3rd April 1881. Time 0735 hours. Lying at anchor off Seaham Harbour (54deg 50min North, 1deg 19min West). Wind, south-westerly, light.  Cargo - timber for Lord Londonderry’s collieries and silver sand for the Bottle works. Return cargo – coal to be shipped to the port of Colchester, Essex.

With half an hour spare before the full tide I turn my attention to the books of account which will need to be brought up to date before I go ashore. Every master mariner knows that it is important to requisition the appropriate amount of beef, bread, vegetables and rum for the next voyage, as specified by the Mercantile Marine Acts, otherwise the crew become demotivated and prone to insubordination. Many a mutiny has been prompted simply by serving the crew with eight ounces of beef per man per day instead of twelve ounces. In my view there are enough opportunities for the crew to become unhappy with their lot without creating further dissent over something as simple as the amount of meat they are served with their main meal. Yes – my crew are as content with their work and conditions as any other sailors serving the coastal trade along the east coast of England.
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The brave sea pilots of Seaham Harbour

––––––––
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Through my cabin window I can see approximately twenty vessels anchored to the lee waiting for the tide and the Harbourmasters instructions to enter port. The “Ytham”, the “Mary”, the “Summerside” and the “Matchless” are preparing to take on their pilots. With a bit of luck, I will be able to join Jacob Porritt, master of the Ytham and a fellow Yorkshire man hailing from Whitby, tonight in the Londonderry Arms – the first public house to be built in Seaham. The Londonderry Arms is a favourite of foreign sailors in port. 

Glancing at my “harbour notes” I read in bold, underlined writing “Caution, during southeast gales the gates at the wet dock cannot be opened due to the scend caused in the dock. Gales from the east-southeast cause the heaviest seas in the approach and entry to harbour should not be attempted. A detached shoal and rocky outcrop with a least depth of 4 fathoms called Louis Rocky Patch lies about a half mile east of the harbour entrance and shallow ledges and banks extend seaward from the shores on the north and south sides of the outer breakwaters. North Scar, a rocky shoal patch with a least depth of 1 fathom lies 400 yards south -southeast of the harbour. The outer harbour entrance has a depth of 3 fathoms and the fairway channel leading to the wet dock has a least depth of 2 fathoms. A rocky patch with a least depth of 1 fathom 3 feet lies east of the harbour entrance and should be passed to the south. Vessels cannot enter at low water.

On each occasion I read the harbour notes for this port and I think to myself “Seaham owes a great debt to its many pilots who safely bring in our ships through such difficult waters in all weathers”. I wonder who will be my pilot today – probably one of the Marshall, Scott or Miller boys whose family have been pilots at this harbour for over fifty years. At that moment Billy Booth knocks and puts his head around the cabin door. “Pilot Tom Scott is coming alongside in the coble “George & Francis”. Are you coming on deck Captain Raine or I shall I bring him below?” The use of a pilot for this harbour is not optional. Ships may only enter Seaham Harbour with a pilot licenced to operate in these waters otherwise the Harbourmaster will report that ship’s captain to the local Marine Board. Tom Scott and his brothers are skilled and experienced in their trade and I am always confident when under their guidance. Grabbing my coat, I climb back on deck just as Tom Scott throws his tow line to Billy Booth before skilfully leaping onto the Jacob’s ladder slung over the side of the ship.

Tom greets me with a cheery smile “Morning Richard” he chirps. His ruddy complexion and muscular body is testament to his fitness and typical of the class of men who spend every day and many nights rowing through strong currents to be first aboard ships entering Seaham roads and needing a pilot into harbour.  At that point I think again about my harbour notes and the perils awaiting the ship entering this harbour. Piloting is a risky and dangerous occupation. Little did I know then that Tom Scott was to be hit in the darkness and drown while trying to run alongside the Garron Tower in the dark just ten years later in 1891. 

In a Board of Trade inquiry, held on 12th May 1891, it was determined that the Garron Tower collided with the pilot boat in the dark primarily because of lack of a light on the pilot boat – contrary to article 9 for pilot boats - and because of the inability of Tom Scott to manage the pilot boat single handed as the other pilot had just been put aboard the SS Wynyard Park. Tom Scott was the second of the “Scott pilots” to drown in just four years and his two other brothers also had collisions although they were safely picked up.

Tom casts his eye to the North and points out the Mary Ann, a schooner collier, about ¼ mile off our starboard bow. “Henry Bedwell is casting ballast – he will be fined £2 if the Harbourmaster sees his ship casting ballast at that anchor point. There are less than ten fathoms of water under his keel.”  We both return our gaze to the harbour. The Harbourmaster brings each vessel into port in turn and every master knows they will be in trouble if they try to come in without instruction. “There it is”, Tom exclaims, “the Harbourmaster is signalling for us to enter”. Sure enough, a blue pendant above a red flag is flying over the Harbourmasters Office signalling vessels drawing six feet or under may enter the harbour. Without an instruction the Mate bellows to the crew to raise anchor and away aloft to set the top gallants and royals on the fore and main masts. Soon the William Thrift is approaching the harbour entrance and Tom Scott throws a line to the paddle tug “Harry Vane” who takes us in tow. “Better get your topsail yards hoisted, sails furled and jib-boom hauled close in” says Tom “the Harbour will be full to overflowing and there will be little room to manoeuvre around the moorings.”  George Marwick, the Mate, shouts out to Tom Collings to stow the anchor on deck otherwise I, as Master, will be answerable for any damage to other vessels while hauling the ship between the loading moorings. The “Harry Vane” adeptly manoeuvres us into the North Dock in a berth close to the coal drops and as usual the agile Tom Colling throws a mooring line off the foredeck onto the dockside which is slipped around a mooring post by a dockworker. Billy Booth throws the aft mooring line as the Dock Berthing Master looks on.  All along the dock chain cables and stout ropes keep ships firmly bound to the quayside. I wait in anticipation to see if the Dock Berthing Master is going to suggest that another mooring line should be cast. There are never enough chains and ropes binding ships to the dockside to satisfy even the most affable of Berthing Masters.

As soon as we are securely tied up the crew set about loosening the hatches to make way for unloading the timber and silver sand and I make my way to the Harbourmasters office to have my “turn for loading” decided. The Harbourmaster is William Sheridan; he is in his mid-sixties and a ship owner himself who has been Harbourmaster here for the last thirty years. A stout man with red flushed cheeks he clearly likes good food and although he takes his duties very seriously, he is always jocular and light-hearted when meeting ships masters. I had reason to call at his private residence a few years ago in Sebastopol Place – opposite Bath Terrace - where he lives with his wife, six children and three servants – a much respected and wealthy man indeed. On every occasion when the town organises a civic event or there are visiting dignitaries that require to be dined and entertained the Sheridan’s are amongst the first on the guest list.  William is giving instructions to his clerk and has a queue of three Ships Masters waiting to agree their turn so I idly peruse the current harbour dues list posted on the notice board.

1.Light and Harbour dues – vessels of 50 tons and under 3 shillings

2.Moving vessels in the dock – vessels of 8 keels and under 5 shillings

3.Ballast – Taking out, 1 shilling per ton

4.Night Watch – 8 keels and under 6 pence, above 8 keels 1 shilling

5.Cooking – 8 keels and under 1 shilling, above 8 keels 1 shilling and 6 pence

6.Fresh water - 8 keels and under 9 pence

7.Pier rope – 7 keels and under 9pence

8.Gas – 6 keels and under 3 pence

9.Hospital - 8 keels and under 1 shilling 

10.Lifeboat – 1 penny per voyage on every vessel

11.Trinity dues – Under 100 tons 11 pence

12.Steam boat towage – 7 keels and under 7 shillings

My thoughts linger on harbour dues number nine; Hospital 1 shilling, and I recall the accident young Bob Mustard had a few months ago. While slackening sheets on the foremast to enter harbour in a blustery gale he was caught a glancing blow from a loose shackle and he took a nasty knock at the back of his head. He was knocked unconscious and was losing a lot of blood and as soon as we berthed, I called for a stretcher to get him ashore. At that time there were no horse drawn ambulances and two dock workers ran him to the infirmary laid out on a fisherman’s cart. Lady Frances Anne, the wife of the Marquess, had built an impressive infirmary in 1844 at the corner of North Terrace and Tempest Place for all workers in the coalmines, railway and engine works or docks. Each ship entering harbour paid one shilling per voyage and this entitled all crew to the benefits of the infirmary free of charge. Luckily Bob Mustard came around due to the efforts of the matron and had the gash in his head repaired by the house surgeon.  He was back to his normal self within a couple of days although he has now got a fine scar to boast about in the pubs.  

“Richard Raine, how are you?” bellows William. “I’ve just had Jacob Porritt in from the Ytham and he asked me to tell you to get along to the Londonderry Arms after you have seen Mrs Anderson with your account books. He will be there about 7 o’clock tonight”. William is a cheerful character, but woe betides anyone who contravenes the Harbour regulations – he won’t hesitate to impose the appropriate fines. “By the way – its Census Day today and you will be required to complete this form with details of your ship and the names of all on board at midnight tonight. These are normally handed out and returned to the Customs Officer but he is laid up in his bed with influenza so you can return it to me tomorrow before you sail” and he handed me a pre-printed blank census document. “I’ve slotted you in to the coals staithes for 2 o’clock this afternoon but make sure you have sufficient men to move your ship in dock otherwise I will have to pass your turn over and you will be charged a double shifting fee.” The crew should be quite happy with that I thought, as they will have the coals loaded and hatches battened by 5 o’clock and into the Noah’s Ark, Golden Lion or the Lord Seaham to spend their pay. 

At last, our turn has come and the crew manhandle the William Thrift under the coal staithes. Tom Scott was right to advise us to haul in our jib booms and topsails as there is barely enough room to swing her alongside the staithes with so many vessels in port all impatiently waiting their turn. As the coal drops down the chutes blowing clouds of black dust that permanently colours the sails and deck in black and grey, I ponder on the lot of the trimmers down in the hold. They have one of the dirtiest jobs in the harbour – scrambling around the hold, levelling off the coals and balancing the weight in the ship – with only a great big 18-inch candle to throw light in the hatches. Many of these men have pneumoconiosis- a killer lung disease caused by inhaling the coal dust - and have probably all been momentarily buried under tons of coal at some stage in their lives. Their biggest problem is in shifting coal from the main hatchway to the ends of the vessel, which is a backbreaking job although they do charge at double the price of trimming for this work. Another danger they face manifested itself at Hartlepool six months ago. On loading the brig “Sunrise” the teamers jammed the chutes at the top of the coal staithes and they suspended loading for that day. The crew of the “Sunrise” covered the hatches in case it rained that night and the next morning the trimmers took off the covers and went into the hatches with their lit candles. The build-up of methane gas from the coals, known as fire-damp in the mines, immediately ignited and the explosion broke the back of the brig and mortally injured the trimmers. Every harbourmaster will have warned their workers by now so that type of accident should never happen again. As soon as the trimmers finish, my crew set about fastening up the hatches and I descend to my cabin for the cash to pay the trimmers mindful that “all trimming accounts are to be paid as soon as the cargo is on board.”  I am quite pleased with the trim of the vessel but it has not always been so – I did remonstrate with the head trimmer a few months ago who decided his men had done a good enough job. Off I went to the Staithes Master to complain – the ship becomes very difficult to manoeuvre at sea if she has not been trimmed correctly – and he upheld my complaint and got the trimmers to finish the job correctly.
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​CHAPTER 3
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Into the town

Time now to go below, get washed and changed out of my working garb and oilskins and into clean shore clothes. Before I visit Mrs Anderson to go over the books of account, I will call into the popular sea front traders on North Terrace to order food provisions, ropes, studs to repair the sails and galley equipment. They need to be delivered before we leave port tomorrow morning. Perhaps I will have time for a glass of rum or two and a chat with Nicholas Hunter, the Manager of the Lord Seaham and a game of billiards with John Embleton, the “billiards master” although it will probably cost me the price of a drink as he always wins! John preys on sailors who think they are good at the game – they don’t call him the master for nothing. The town magistrates, chaired by the Reverend Angus Bethune JP, presided in the upstairs rooms of The Lord Seaham Inn from 1846 until a courthouse was built about twenty years ago. Catholic services were also held there in an upstairs room until Lady Francis Anne, the Marchioness of Londonderry, finally relented and gave her approval to have a Catholic church built in 1869. The Lord Seaham is not just a public house; it is a conduit for social and civic functions and activities in the town.

As I climb the steps built into the side of the north dock wall the Customs House, in Hunters Building, stands guard at the exit from the Harbour. John Davison, the Customs Officer, is not on duty today because of influenza.  To the right of the Customs House and over the railway line is North Terrace. In the Terrace area are shops of many kinds and it is a popular meeting place where English and foreign sailors mingle and exchange stories. A few years ago, while sitting on a bench at the north end of the Terrace Green – to the right of me, the Infirmary on the corner, and Bath Terrace just behind me - I counted the wide array of businesses in North Terrace. There are two grocers, two shoe smiths, five drapers and tailors, a chemist and dentist, a carpenter, an engineer, a baker, two butchers, a blacksmith, a potato merchant, two public houses and a beer house. This Terrace provides me with everything my mate, George Marwick, has listed for our next voyage. In the centre of the green stands the Russian cannon captured at Sebastopol in the Crimea and presented to the town by Queen Victoria in 1840 and further beyond stands the imposing and commanding “Londonderry Offices” – the administrative hub of the Londonderry family. The building was erected about twenty years ago and is designed in the French style. I wonder how many local industrialists and ship-owners fortunes have been made and lost in that building. 

On my last visit to this harbour, I witnessed a fine spectacle on the Terrace Green. Early in 1860 Marchioness Frances Anne had formed the Seaham Volunteer Artillery Brigade in response to a national call from the Government concerned at the aggressive attitude of Napoleon III of France. The Brigade has over 800 enlisted volunteers from Seaham which must constitute more than twenty per cent of the adult population of the town. Perhaps the incentive to join the Brigade is a combination of national pride and the opportunity to wear a smart uniform at least once a week and proudly parade in front of your relatives and friends of your home town. Recently returned from the national artillery and shooting competition at Shoeburyness, winning many medals, cups and prize-money, the Volunteers smartly paraded for the town on the Terrace Green. The men wore blue uniforms with red facings and the officers’ uniforms were braided with silver and gold. His Royal Highness, The Duke of Edinburgh on an official tour of the northern Volunteer brigades made the official inspection accompanied, in an open carriage driven by four horses with two outriders, by Major Eminson the officer commanding the battalion. The leading tradesmen and inhabitants of the town gave His Royal Highness a fitting reception and he could not fail to be impressed by the extensive display of flags and streamers throughout the length of North Terrace to the Londonderry Offices and North Railway Street. The ships in the harbour were all gaily decorated with bunting in an unbroken line from one side of the dock to the other. Apparently, arrangements had been made by the officers of the 2nd Durham Artillery Volunteers to fire a Royal salute of 21 guns but in asking permission of the War Office, the request was refused. Instead, a saluting party of 180 members of the various batteries was formed. The crowd cheered as the duke drove past the saluting party, the horses going at walking pace, and the regimental band struck up the National Anthem. The men were then exercised in rifle, cutlass and heavy gun drill after which His Royal Highness expressed himself to be very impressed with the drill.  It was quite a stirring sight to witness.

With a few tots of rum, two games of billiards lost and provisions duly ordered I quickly strolled up Church Street passing number 51 where Tom Scott lives with his wife and I soon arrive at Marlborough Street, built for the new “middle classes” of the town. At one time Seaham Harbour had over sixty ship owners and many of them lived in this street. The ship-owners I know and see regularly in the harbour area are James Snell, number 8; Robert Lonsdale, number 18; James Ellemore, number 27; Elizabeth Henderson, number 30; and William Watson, number 51. Passing by number four I recall my previous employer, James Scott, no relation to the pilot Scott’s but a ship owner and greengrocer. It was reported in the London Gazette in January 1868 he had been declared bankrupt by the County Court at Durham.  That was the first I knew about his problems and it took many months for the crew and I to recover from the loss of our berth on his ship. How lucky I was to be recommended by a number of close friends, all master mariners, to my new employer. 

Elizabeth Anderson is a widow in her early fifties. She lives with her aged father, a retired Customs Officer, her spinster sister and two daughters; Mary aged twenty-one, Emma aged nineteen and her son Mark aged fifteen at 28 Marlborough Street. As I knock on the front door, I can hear Mary playing the piano in the parlour – Mary is a schoolmistress. Mrs Anderson opens the door and warmly welcomes me. “Good afternoon, Richard. Please come in. You are just in time for tea.” Following her through the hall she leads me to the front room where she is entertaining a visitor – Mr Harry Slade – a Minister of the Church and her neighbour Mrs Elizabeth Henderson from Number 30. 

“Richard, you know my neighbour Mrs Henderson and this is an old friend from Scotland, Harry Slade who is staying for a few days before travelling on to York. Mr Slade this is Richard the master of my ship “The William Thrift” who has just returned from Dundee with a cargo for Lord Londonderry”. I have always been impressed with Mrs Anderson’s front room which is well lit with the latest electric lights; lavish draperies hang from the windows and the mantelpiece above the fireplace and the polished mahogany display cabinet are filled with expensive ornaments. This room compliments Mrs Anderson’s style, colour and bearing. Her dark red hair, brushed up and pinned, contrasts with a jade green tea dress, wide pagoda sleeves and a high lace neckline. For the next hour Mr Slade and I exchanged views on the ships and masters of the whaling fleet he is acquainted with in Dundee while Mrs Anderson and Mrs Henderson looked through a large pile of knitting patterns. After tea and biscuits Mrs Anderson excused us and we retired to the Parlour to discuss business matters.  After a cursory glance over the books Mrs Anderson briefed me on the next three cargos she has arranged, none of which should prove to be a problem. Glancing again at the expenses listed in the books she counted out the harbour fees due to the Harbourmasters office tomorrow. She is now quite knowledgeable about harbour procedure and knows that no vessel is allowed to leave the harbour unless her dues and fines have been paid. Handing over the harbour fees and the books of account I once again become aware of her hazel flashing eyes. For a woman she has a very unusual mannerism of looking at me straight in the eyes when we are talking or should I say deep into my eyes which is very pleasant but at the same time slightly embarrassing to a married man.  Re-joining her guests in the front room I say goodbye to Mrs Henderson and wish Mr Slade a pleasant visit to York and walk out into the hall accompanied by Mrs Anderson. Opening the front door, she turns to face me. Wishing me a safe passage and once again looking at me intently with her dark brown eyes she warmly shakes my hand and bids me farewell. 

As I stroll past St Johns Church I can hear the Minister, the Reverend Angus Bethune, bellowing out his sermon to his eager and silent congregation. Although he is now in his 70th year he still delivers two services every Sunday as well as presiding weekly on the bench of Magistrates. Passing by the National School at the top of Church Street where Billy Booth and Tom Colling were taught to read, write and learn arithmetic. I linger and peruse the school noticeboard. “Built in 1844 by Lady Frances Anne, Marchioness of Londonderry, Headmistress – Miss Doherty (Certificated)”.

––––––––
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I am suddenly conscious that it is now nearly 8 o’clock and I am late for my appointment with Jacob Porritt so I quicken my pace and soon arrive at the Londonderry Arms, the first building to be built in Seaham Harbour in 1828.  The area behind this public house is a popular place for itinerant exhibitions such as Wombwell’s Wild Animals. The Great Billy Purvis’s Show Booth regularly put on entertainment for the locals and a horse drawn omnibus service leaves from here each day to Sunderland. Although it is still relatively early in the evening the public house is already heaving – mostly with sailors and most of them already worse the wear for drink. At any day in the year the town can have as many as three hundred seamen in harbour, a welcome trade to the many public houses too numerous to be supported by the townsfolk alone. I was listening to Billy Booth and Tom Colling on the second watch a few weeks ago passing their time by recounting the names of all the public houses in Seaham Harbour. They had recalled that in this year, 1881, there were over thirty public houses and thirty-seven beer houses, which brew their own ale.  The names of twenty-nine of these public houses were later included in a clever ditty “The Tale of Seaham Licensing Signs” which reads: –

“The fellows of the Royal Navy Reserve entered the Ship built of Royal Oak and sailed up to the Adam and Eve Gardens where they met with some Foresters who informed them that the Duke of Wellington, on leaving the Edinburgh Castle, had got into a Dray Cart. He was escorted by some noble Volunteers all loyal to the Rose and Crown and headed by a Highlander playing on his pipes. He passed through Northumberland. On arriving at the Bridge they were met by Marlborough, Zetland and Bradyll who had just returned from Canterbury. The assembled company here set down to discuss various subjects, the merits of Shakespeare, the latest achievements of the Engineers and the industry of the Bottlemakers. But they were repeatedly interrupted by the chattering of the Parrot. Then a party of Oddfellows suddenly entered the room and informed them that a Golden Lion had escaped from the Noah’s Ark and was speeding by the Colliery to the Times Inn hotly pursued by Lord Seaham wearing a Hat and Feather and mounted on a Kicking Cuddy.

As I enter the bar Jacob catches my attention through the throng of noisy sailors and bids me to sit down at his table. A group of miners are angrily discussing events at Seaham Colliery where a terrifying explosion last September caused the death of 164 men and boys and 180 pit ponies. Owing to the fire that followed the explosion a decision was made by the best mining engineers in the region that the maudlin seam should be sealed until the fire had subsided.  Resentment was still running high amongst the miners who were aggrieved that they were expected to work whilst many of their fellow workmates were still entombed in the maudlin seam.  It would be a further three months before the seam was finally re-opened and the bodies exhumed. The group of miners in the bar were becoming further incensed by a report that morning from Dr Luke Dillon, Chief Medical Officer for Seaham that at the time of the explosion there were no splints or bandages down the mine and no one knew how to apply them. There were no ambulances and injured survivors of the explosion were jolted home on scavenger carts. As I gladly take my seat near the welcome open hearth glowing red with coals Jacob orders me a pint of the local ale and a noggin of rum – the first of many that night. Whether it was the warmth of the fire; the convivial company of Jacob Porritt or the nostalgic reminiscences we both exuded about our family lives in Whitby and Sandsend I do not know but I do not recall walking back to the William Thrift. Abruptly I am awoken from my sleep by a knock on the cabin door. “Breakfast is up Captain,” bellows Bob Mustard. 

After a second cup of refreshing tea, I wash and dress. Looking at the Census form I thought how wise I was to leave it until this morning to complete – what a mess I would have made of it last night. Simple enough I thought as I listed the crew names, ages, marital status, where born and occupations. For the younger crewmembers I was able to verify their birth dates and birthplace from the Registration of Birth Certificate, which they produced when they signed on to this ship. However, civil registration of births (and deaths and marriages) only applied from 1837 and George Marwick, my Mate, was born in Stromness in 1829 – or so he tells me. 

Duly completed I fold the census form, slip it into my coat pocket, and I climb on deck. It is a fine morning, and we have about an hour to prepare to get underway to catch the tide. First, I must pay the ship’s harbour dues and deliver a dock office pass to the Harbourmasters office so he can put me in turn to leave harbour. Passing the cookhouse and bake house cabins on the south side of the docks I linger at the smell of fresh bread, bacon frying in large pans and smile at the hungry crews eagerly waiting for their ships cook to make their breakfast. A cardinal rule in port, strictly observed by the harbourmaster, is that no cooking is permitted on board moored ships. A fire would undoubtedly spread in minutes with wooden hulls and masts touching from bow to stern and tarred planking from one side of the harbour to the other. 

As I enter the Harbourmasters office, William Sheridan is showing John Garnham, the master of “The Septimus”, a letter he received many years ago regarding my ship, the William Thrift, which he shows to every captain who graces his port for the first time. It was written by Captain James Knill of the Annandale in 1870.  I know it by memory now. It reads as follows: - 
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