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ARE SEAMEN BORN OR BRED?


I first took a serious interest in the sea aged eight, but I am sure that my father’s job in a shipping company had some influence. I suppose that once an enthusiasm has been expressed it makes it easier for people to find birthday and Christmas presents that appear to suit your interests so that was that. I was destined for a career at sea in one form or another. When I was nine I saw a small pram sailing dinghy for sale costing £13, I spent the next three years saving every penny I could to buy it. By the time I had sufficient funds the price of the boat had risen to £18 so it was not to be, but, if anything, this increased my determination to buy a boat and get afloat somehow. So an eight-year-old decided the course of my life.


I was born in 1939 in Putney in south-west London but my first recollections are of Heswall on the Wirral. We had lived in New Brighton for a time while Dad was working for Ellerman Lines in Liverpool, but Hitler dropped a bomb on the flats where we lived so we moved further out to Pipers Lane in Heswall. From the kitchen we could see the River Dee and there I launched my first attempt at a boat, a raft made from an oranges box. Disappointingly, it sank under my weight – an early introduction to Archimedes’ principle, had I known it!


You could not possibly be unaware of the war going on, but growing up in it you took it as normal. Most families seemed to have someone serving in uniform and we were aware of the danger from bombers. On one occasion, visiting my mother’s Aunt Betty in Putney, a ‘buzz bomb’ was heard and then the engine stopped. ‘That’s all right,’ said Mother, not appreciating that this meant it was about to come down. In seconds Aunt Betty had us awake and in the middle of the house wrapped in eiderdowns to avoid any splintering glass from the impending blast.


On Mother’s side her father, Arthur Thomas Crawford Cree, a barrister, was killed while serving with the Durham Light Infantry at Ypres in 1915. We had no cousins on Father’s side but 11 on Mother’s: the Irvings and the Platts-Mills. Grandmother Cree was a Williams and grew up at Pendley near Tring in Hertfordshire. Father’s parents were both from Ulster, Grandfather from Macosquin near Coleraine and Grandmother was a McHenry from Derriaghy near Lisburn. They had that hard Ulster Protestant work ethic that was to influence me when I lived with them at Berkhamsted to save the cost of boarding fees at school and for which I have always been grateful. My DNA indicates my heritage is 42 per cent Fermanagh and 9 per cent Scandinavian, the remainder being largely the Scottish Lowlands, very typical of people known as the Scots-Irish.


Dad volunteered for the army in 1940 and went into the Royal Engineers, ending up commanding a dock company that went over to France six days after D-Day to take over the Port of Courseulles and then move with General Montgomery’s rapidly advancing 21st Army Group along the coast as far as Antwerp to keep the supplies coming in. Posted briefly to Palestine he spent his last two years in Greece and was de-mobbed in 1947. By then we had moved down to Beckenham into a family-owned house at 124 Bromley Road with the Irvings and for a while I went to the infant school at St Christopher’s across the road before moving on to prep school at Clare House in Oakwood Avenue. When Dad eventually came home he was a stranger who I had really only seen for the odd week throughout my short life. He returned to Ellerman Lines but they were not too pleased he had left a reserved job to join up and reinstated him in the same position and on the same salary he had had seven years earlier. This was not sustainable as he now had four sons – Christopher and Michael had followed me and Richard. So he left and joined Grandfather in the Irish linen business of William Adams & Co. in Belfast. For two years we shuttled between England for school in Beckenham and Northern Ireland for the holidays, not far from Whitehead in County Antrim, as Dad picked up a new career.


Those were happy days, fishing on the Belfast Lough or visiting Bangor for its annual regatta and playing along the side of the Lough just above White Harbour. My younger brother Richard and I used to beachcomb. Christopher and Michael were a bit too young to be allowed to roam loose with us but Mother had no qualms about allowing her eleven- and eight-year-olds out on their own. On one occasion, after finding nothing of interest our attention was drawn to a rowing boat pulled up on the beach. ‘Let’s go for a row, come on, help me launch this,’ I ordered, in the way elder brothers speak to their siblings. We heaved and hauled until we got the craft into the water. Richard jumped in, I gave it a push and joined him. The first thing we discovered was that there were no oars as we turned slowly within ten feet of the beach. Then we noticed that water was filling the boat at an alarming rate. We looked for a leak and found it – the empty bung hole. Using the bottom boards we struggled to row the boat back to the beach but she sank before we could quite get her there. We jumped into the sea, hefted and slowly moved it closer. The tide was ebbing and its increasing weight was making the task impossible. We gave up temporarily and retired to the railway embankment to strip off and lay out our clothes to dry. We were lying there when the owner arrived. He was remarkably good-natured about it all as the three of us hauled the craft above the high water mark and then he walked us back to the bungalow we lived in on the main Whitehead – Carrickfergus Road. I have never forgotten to look out for bungs since. We remember the lessons from our mistakes more than our successes.


In the meantime we had moved to a large Victorian house at 28 The Avenue in Beckenham, in those days a gravel road, where the family was to stay until 1961 when we moved out to The Rookery in Downe, close to Biggin Hill. Dad took an interest in local politics in Beckenham, becoming a councillor and then mayor in 1956. More significantly for me, across the road in Raleigh Court was another family, the Singers, whose daughter Suzanne soon became a part of our group. We remained just friends until I was nineteen and she seventeen and our interest in each other became more romantic.


Back in 1952, Common Entrance, the examination for public schools, approached. My workup was hindered by a torn cartilage, which meant I missed weeks of school during the final preparations, but I just managed to squeak through. My father had been to Berkhamsted Boys, and five of my aunts to the sister school, and wanted us to go there too. The school accepted me and I went to live with my grandparents at their house named Craigavad in Cross Oak Road during term times to save boarding fees. Their no-nonsense attitude meant I did my homework properly and was expected to help in the garden. In my spare time I designed and built a canoe in the attic with a wooden framework covered in canvas which I then painted. It was not a thing of beauty, but it got me afloat, first on the Grand Union Canal and later at Selsey where we usually spent our summer holidays. Granny Cree lived in Hillfield Road in Selsey, after one of her many moves. Moving had become her hobby since she had left Pendley near Tring to get married.


Dad transported my canoe on top of our venerable Morris 12 to get it to the sea. Our annual seaside holiday was a major expedition and required a trailer for all our gear by the time parents, nanny – the lovely and long-suffering Carrie Richards – and four boys were jammed into the car. On arrival I could not wait to get launched and paddle out beyond the Bill itself where the rocks extend out to near the Owers Buoy and are almost dry at low water. Pagham Bay was another interesting place to paddle among the mud banks. I relished this freedom to be able to go where I wanted on my own. It was no reflection on my family, as my brothers Richard, Chris and Mike and I have always been able to cooperate when it suited us and they had goes in the canoe, or helped me to set up night lines on the beach, but I was discovering for the first time the magic of being able to explore by sea and to visit places otherwise out of reach. I even made a mast in the school craft shop and created a peculiar frame that could bolt onto the gunwale and allow a keel to be slung beneath the hull. These attempts to sail were supported by occasional trips to Blechley with the Pollocks, another Northern Irish family living in Berkhamsted, who had built a car top dinghy in their sitting room. But I had much to learn and the experiments to sail the canoe were not very successful.


Berkhamsted School, situated just behind the church in the middle of the town, was civilised compared with some and on balance I enjoyed my time there although I was not one to join any particular group. It was not pretentious but very sound. Interesting teaching of history, maths and geography has benefitted me all my life and I wish I could have managed a better grasp of the sciences, but that came much later. Perhaps the best known Old Boys were the Greenes, Graham and Hugh Carlton, but for me the most fascinating was Bill Tilman, mountaineer and sailor, who had won two Military Crosses before he was 21 years old in the First World War.


The school was forward-thinking and the first to have a science lab and an indoor swimming pool. My best sport was boxing where I represented the school in my weight three years running with only one defeat, in my first year. Under Chris Jay, the gym master, we had a diminutive RAF Sergeant as a tutor, who had been a professional flyweight and trained us remorselessly. How many people have you seen throw a left and their right? Their guard goes off to the right exposing your jaw unless you are a southpaw. He put a strop around our necks to hold our right where it should be, protecting the face. I am slightly ambidextrous, which threw him at first as I could switch to leading with my right (southpaw) if I thought my opponent needed unsettling. He solved that with his strop around my left arm! If he thought you were getting cocky he would take you into the ring and for three rounds dodge every punch you aimed at him while softly picking you off. It was frustrating but made us try even harder.


Inter-school boxing was judged by service people and they quickly stopped a fight if it was uneven. The only knockdown I saw was to one of our team who was winning but got caught by a wild haymaker punch. Boxing is a very athletic sport and taught me not to pick fights as you can never be certain of another person’s ability until maybe it is too late. As you sat on your stool looking at your opponent before the first round you seldom knew what to expect. The lanky one might have a long reach and pick you off, the short one might be quick and a scrapper. You only found out in the first round as you sounded each other out. But while boxing taught me not to pick fights it also gave me the confidence not to walk away when pushed. I was also a distance runner but not quite good enough for the school team. Neither is a team sport, which is interesting considering my later adoption of solo sailing. I did play for my house at rugby, on the wing and later as a flanker as I was small in those days, and was used as a longstop in cricket where my performance would do least harm.


Hanging over us was the spectre of a future that was dependent upon how well we did at O- and A-levels, but eventually we all faced the unavoidable choice of whether to do National Service before or after university. The perceived wisdom was that university first meant a worse degree but a better chance of an officer’s commission. Most chose to get National Service out of the way before university. We did not debate the rights or wrongs of the service, it was there and had to be done. This might seem strange today but our earliest memories were of our nation being involved in out and out war, which affected everyone in one way or another. Britain was still fighting wars all over the globe; Korea may have gone quiet, but there were revolutions in various colonies and communists to fight in Malaya. The demand for manpower to fight these wars was still there so we had National Service for all fit males while we withdrew uneasily from our colonial past, trying to maintain some sort of order in the process.


Like all my generation the Second World War had left an enormous impression on me. As children we were imbued with the concept of shortages, rationing, fathers being away, air raids, for some even the arrival of bombs or the sound of cannon fire from aircraft above the countryside, vast military convoys of British, American and Canadian trucks and tanks and safe Prisoners of War helping in the fields. Shortages meant old steam traction engines heaved reapers across fields of corn, which was especially exciting for a small boy, and some deliveries were made in steam trucks. This was the only life we knew until quite long after the war ended. I can still remember being allowed up for the celebrations on VE night, Victory in Europe, with a bonfire onto which an effigy of Hitler was thrown accompanied by loud cheers. We still did not know when our parents might come home as the war against Japan continued, but fortunately the atom bombs on Hiroshima and Nagasaki brought that war to an end, saving the lives of millions of Allied soldiers and of even more Japanese people if their suicidal defence of Okinawa was anything to go by. Even when peace arrived it took some years for rationing to disappear and the most fun places to play were bombed-out houses, despite the justified strictures against it as many were unsafe and awaiting demolition when the country’s manpower was demobbed from the forces and returned to civilian life.


In the summer of 1954, when I was fifteen, I drove to Kessock on the Black Isle, north of Inverness with my aunt Maureen to stay with her sister Aileen, who had married Sir Kerr Fraser-Tytler. Kerr had retired to a small estate after service in the Indian Cavalry in Tanganyika during the First World War, the Indian Civil Service, then as British Minister to Afghanistan and subsequently Britain’s Red Cross representative to the USA during the Second World War. Largely retired now, he took pains to make me safe with a shot gun and then allowed me to roam to reduce the number of pigeons. Fly fishing on a beat on the River Beauly was another great treat and although I never hooked a salmon he allowed me to play and land those that he had hooked. In the meantime the aunts heated stones on the bank to cook the trout I had caught. His book Afghanistan is still relevant today and anyone reading it will appreciate why you do not want to interfere with that country.


The holiday came to an abrupt end when we learned that my grandmother Johnston had died and we drove back hurriedly to Berkhamsted. She had been a huge influence in my life. She did not accept anything but the highest standards and any success was treated as expected, not a surprise. When I obtained my school boxing colour, the first in my year to gain a school colour, she made me wait three weeks before she deigned to sew the badge on my blazer. Her whole philosophy could be summed up in two adages: ‘Do as you would be done by’ and ‘The Lord helps those who help themselves’ – pretty good advice for life that I have tried to follow ever since, not always successfully.


I became a boarder in St John’s House when my second brother Richard arrived at the school and he took my place with our grandparents. By this time I was in the sixth form and my sudden arrival in a boarding house at a senior level was resented by some who felt I had missed out on the fagging stage as a fourth former. It came to a head one weekend when I had to fight a larger boy but luckily for me it quickly became apparent that a member of the school boxing team should not be picked on casually.


As seniors we were allowed slightly more freedom, but not much. Shopping in the town was permitted provided one had a chit from one’s house tutor, who knew perfectly well we did not need a tube of toothpaste every Saturday but were going to wander around the shops between twelve and one o’clock with the objective of meeting the senior girls from our sister school on similar errands, from whom we were otherwise rigorously segregated. The day boys and girls might meet socially with their families, but for the boarders such trysts were almost impossible. Not that this worried me too much at the time. I was focused on sport more than anything and my interests lay with which of the numerous maritime openings that were available to a young man leaving school I should choose as a career.


The autumn term was rugby, spring was athletics and the summer cricket or tennis. Not being very good at cricket I put myself down officially for tennis on Saturday afternoons. I took to leaving St John’s dressed for tennis and when out of sight doubling back to my grandparents where I had a 1927 Austin 7 I was restoring. The captain of tennis, Michael Meacher, later an MP, was untroubled by my absence as I was not a very good player. Working on the car had the added benefit that I was fed one of Grandmother’s fabulous teas. On returning one day from an afternoon working on the car the head of the house, Ajaz Fakir, hauled me in and said, ‘Knox, we know you are no good at cricket, and we know you don’t play tennis, and we know you go to your grandparents to work on your car, but would you please get the grease out from under your fingernails before coming back to the house!’ Ajaz and I were to meet again many decades later when I went to stay with him for a few days in Karachi on the understanding he provided tickets for an England v. Pakistan one-day cricket match. England were slaughtered and Ajaz, remembering my lack of interest at school, was puzzled as to why I had become such an enthusiastic England cricket supporter even if our team had not shown well.


Like many my age I had some experience with a rifle and Bren and Sten guns since we were trained in the Combined Cadet Force (CCF) for about four hours each week. Cadet Corps Camps were mandatory. We had a school tradition going back 50 years that we marched to these camps, so the first year I attended, aged 15, we marched 53 miles in three days with rifle and pack. It was meant to be a lesser distance but heavy rain flooded one of the camp sites. On arrival we were fighting fit and always showed off by carrying one item of kit more than ordered, to show we could hack it. In 1953 we went to Thetford where 2,000 delighted schoolboys watched the then brand new Hawker Hunter speed overhead followed by a Canberra Bomber, but the high point of the day was when parachutes holding a jeep failed and it fell to the ground with a devastating crash. The camp lasted ten days, during which we all took turns on the rifle ranges, did map reading exercises, rode in armoured cars and crawled all over Centurion and Conqueror tanks. I loved it.


The next term we took a newly introduced examination, known as Certificate A, where the examiners were supplied by the regular army. Only 16 out of 94 passed, and I am convinced I was mistaken for someone else as during the drill test I marched my squad straight into a brick wall! However, that pass got me a Lance Corporal’s stripe.


I joined the RNVR, the Royal Navy Volunteer Reserve, in 1956 once I was seventeen years old, while still at school. I joined out of interest and also to ensure that when the time came to do my National Service it would be with the Royal Navy. I had intended to go to Summer CCF camp that year, my third in succession, but the Navy expected its recruits to start early so I put myself down for 15 days’ basic training instead and awaited orders. When they came I was over the moon at my luck. I was to join the battleship HMS Vanguard in Plymouth at the end of July. A rail warrant bought my ticket to Plymouth where a bus took me and some 120 others to the Devonport dockyard where we were checked and then taken to stores to be issued with our kit. The standing joke was that nothing ever fitted and the recruits had to lump it, but in fact some sort of an effort was made to see that we would not look too ridiculous. Then we were marched down to a jetty to board a boat to take us out to our ship, which was moored in the harbour.


Even at a distance Vanguard was impressive and dwarfed the anchorage, even the 39,150-ton battleship HMS Howe that lay alongside looked small in comparison. Vanguard was our newest battleship, the largest of its type ever built for the Royal Navy at 44,500 tons and the last battleship to be built in the world. She had been completed in 1946 at a cost of £9 million and was armed with eight 15-inch diameter guns each capable of hurling a shell weighing three quarters of a ton almost 38,000 yards. Her secondary armament was the equivalent of two cruisers, sixteen high-angle 5.25 guns and she carried more than 80 other lighter pieces.


Like all of her type she was built to slug it out with her own kind and to withstand 15 and 16 inch shells she carried 18 inch thick armour along her sides to protect her engines and magazines. Her steam turbines developed 120,000 horse power and gave her a maximum speed of 32 knots. To me she represented the ultimate expression of Britain’s sea power, but greater examination of the lessons of the Second World War would have shown that the days of the battleship were gone, we were in the era of air power, and she and her sisters were all to be scrapped within the next six years, the only exceptions being the slightly larger US Missouri Class which lasted another 40 years in various roles, not least because most missiles at the time would bounce off a battleship’s armour.


However, that was in the future and the immediate excitement was of boarding this leviathan, being taken to the Marine Gunners’ mess below X turret, traditionally manned by the Royal Marine Gunners, stowing our gear and being quickly shown how to rig our hammocks. Seventy of us, known as S & U’s or school and university entrants, were jammed into three small metal compartments. We were told it was designed for 120 men and wondered how on earth that could be possible. The war complement of the ship was more than 2,000, but there were only about half that number aboard at the time, although rumours abounded that she might be put into commission and sent to the Mediterranean as a result of the Egyptian nationalisation of the British and French-owned Suez Canal. These rumours were strengthened by the ejection of a number of half-painted frigates from dry dock to be replaced by landing craft. Landing craft meant troops and tanks and that in turn meant just one thing: amphibious invasion. I don’t think at that age any of us considered the rights and wrongs of the situation, the canal had been owned by the British and French for more than 80 years so if the governments decided to take back their property that was their political decision. As young men we obeyed orders and saw it as another adventure for the British armed forces.


For two weeks we were taught basic knots, drill and marching, not so easy for those of us from army Cadet Corps as the navy gives orders on the right foot whereas the army gives them on the left. The lectures included the organisation of the navy, how a ship was divided and sealed off and the basics of the nuclear bomb and how to protect ourselves against radiation. The last lecture broke down when one of our number, who was studying nuclear physics at Cambridge so knew rather a lot about the subject, questioned the petty officer on a particular fact and was told to be quiet or be put on a charge, which rather sapped our confidence!


Each day we were called on the tannoy at 0600 hours, and had to be washed, dressed and have our hammocks lashed and stowed away by 0630 when we ‘turned to’ until 0745. This time was spent on routine tasks, such as scrubbing the decks or paintwork, but after cutting my hand I was told to replenish the Captain’s motor launch with diesel each day, allowing me to roam the ship. The supply tank was in one of the eight huge generator compartments where I filled a five-gallon jerrycan and carried it up three vertical ladders. Below the main deck there were no doors in the bulkheads so all access was vertical. I carried my 50 pounds of full jerrycan to the weather deck and climbed out along the boom and down a rope ladder to the boat. If I was lucky there was someone else about to lower the 25-kilo container, if not I found a way of slinging it on my back and hoping not to fall. There were no such things as safety lines; you were expected to be sensible and look after yourself.


Divisions followed breakfast. This was where the entire crew paraded on the quarterdeck, wet or dry, were brought to attention and inspected by a succession of increasingly senior officers until finally the captain himself acknowledged we were paraded and then we were dismissed for the day’s programme. Although there were bright moments, such as when our classmate leader for the day while parading us yelled ‘God Damn your eyes!’ after a raggedy movement, made worse by his comment which caused us to collapse laughing. I thought it a bit of a waste of time and was quite pleased when I was able to avoid it by attending sick parade instead for the cut in my hand. This was caused by playing with my new sailors knife and the cut proceeded to come out in a rash because the doctor did not believe me when I said I was allergic to plasters. Filling the captain’s fuel tank was infinitely preferable to drills on the quarterdeck.


After a day in the classroom, or touring the dockyard or ships of various types, or of learning evolutions of various kinds – and evolutions came to mean anything that demanded lots of hands and plenty of heaving, including 80 of us one day heaving up a whaler weighing 27 hundredweight – we were allowed shore leave. Cocky and swaggering in our bell bottoms, we made our way ashore to Union Street or the nearest pub to be Jolly Jack Tar ashore. Union Street, with its lines of pubs, nightclubs and dance halls, was the centre of this activity, reached by a bus, and there was no point in travelling further as the city centre, 11 years after the war had finished, was still a bomb site.


We were rich after our first pay day, nearly £5 for the week, which rose the following week to £7 5s as I was over 171/2 years of age and thus automatically moved from being a boy to a junior seaman. This was a fortune, and as much as I was to earn in a month once I joined the Merchant Navy a few months later. Pay was drawn in cash, in a special parade on the quarterdeck. We paraded by mess and when your name was called you marched up to a small table, removed your hat, acknowledged who you were when your name was read out with the amount due, counted by a sub lieutenant in the supply department and you scraped the money into your hat and marched away. You were allowed about 30 seconds to empty the money from your hat into your pocket, then ‘On hats and fall in!’ Saturday was for rugby or rowing and our mess petty officer had us out in a cutter pulling up to a pub near Brunel’s bridge where he kindly allowed us to buy him a few pints.


The fortnight passed all too quickly. It was a brief insight into an organisation that still maintained most of the customs and traditions that had seen it manage to fight in three theatres during the previous war instead of the one that the politicians had planned and the Treasury paid for. It was uncompromising, expected very high standards, knew what it wanted and how things should be done. We would buckle to it or clear out as far as they were concerned. Above all, it was proud and left us with no doubt that it had every reason to be so. One thing it did teach me was that officers were to be avoided by junior rates as they always found something wrong with your salute and if you wanted to join up, the only way to have a half-decent life under your own control was as an officer.


Back at school I was made sergeant in the Cadet Force in the autumn term of 1956 but we were focused on forthcoming A-Levels. The following summer I took the Civil Service Commission examinations, but only put down the navy. My results put me 27th out of 1,200 in overall marks as I did very well in history and geography, which interested me, but I was one vital mark short in physics for the navy, and although I would have been passed for the army and air force they did not appeal to me. I could have taken the exam again but I had heard about the Merchant Navy in the meantime. I went to London for an interview with the British India Steam Navigation Company and was accepted as a cadet. I left school at the end of that term aged 171/2, infuriating the headmaster who did not approve of my chosen career. University was his choice but I had found a different calling.
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LEARNING THE ROPES


The British India Steam Navigation Company opened its office at One Aldgate in the City of London on 4 February 1957; prior to that its headquarters had been in Calcutta. Dad had signed my apprentice indentures but I don’t think he had to pay the normal £50 indenture fee. I was bound to the company for four years and in return for my work, the company would teach me my trade. The indentures stated that I was not to visit ale houses or places of ill repute, but how was a 17 year old to define ‘ill repute’? My joining instructions told me to report to the offices that morning and with four other new cadets we climbed into a station wagon in our brand new uniforms and were driven round to various points to collect our trunks containing our clothing, blue working gear, tropical white uniforms, white mess kits, oilskins, duffle coats and so on. The wagon took us to the Royal Albert Docks, a long journey as the Commercial Road was thick with traffic, mainly lorries heading towards the docks.


The company had been established in 1856 in Calcutta as the Calcutta and Burmah Steam Navigation Company to bid for the mail contract between those two ports, but its founders, two enterprising Scots, changed its name to the British India Steam Navigation Company in 1862. A few years later when Sir Henry Bartle Frere became Governor of Bombay, he concluded an agreement to subsidise a service of coasting steamers calling at all ports from Calcutta to Karachi. It expanded rapidly, providing services to, from and around the Indian subcontinent. At one stage it operated 180 vessels, the largest single fleet in the world. Calcutta and Bombay were still home to a good number of the company’s ships when I joined in 1957 and many of the officers took their wives with them to India for their two-and-a-half year contracts.


Like all merchant shipping companies BI had suffered badly in the Second World War, losing 52 of its 103 ships. The merchant navy had lost more than 2,400 ships during the war and a fifth of its manpower had died in service, but by 1957 most of the war losses had been replaced and things looked back to normal with the British fleet being by far the largest in the world, employing some 150,000 seamen. With its war replacement tonnage BI was just short of 80 ships at the moment I joined, and one of the largest in the UK. Some exciting and fast new ships were being delivered and if dramatic changes were on the horizon, such as the independence of the colonies and their desire to have their own shipping instead of being dependent on British ships, as well as containerisation just around the corner, these were not obvious to we enthusiastic ‘First Trippers’.


The shipping companies were rather like the regiments of the British Army. Each had its own traditions and routes. The different lines could be recognised instantly by their hull colours and funnel markings, in the case of BI a black funnel with two close white bands. Uniforms, badges and insignia varied from company to company although on the whole they were similar to the Royal Navy. Many of the officer corps were recruited from specialist schools like Conway, Worcester and Pangbourne, others, like myself, were from public or grammar schools, although anyone could rise through the ranks if they made the effort. It required four years’ sea time, whether you were an apprentice or an able seaman (AB), to be eligible to take a Second Mate’s Certificate. Once you passed there was not much movement between companies and most officers stayed with one company throughout their careers.


The MV Chindwara was one of a class of 13 shelter deck cargo ships but was fitted out with additional accommodation in the upper ’tween deck where 39 cadets were berthed. The usual crew of Indian seamen, traditional in the company, were removed and the cadets had to man the ship instead. She was in an unloading berth on the south side of the busy Royal Albert Docks as our station wagon drove up. Here was my new home. I looked up at the deck, above the black funnel with its white bands, at the mast and derricks with their bewildering arrays of wires and ropes.


The docks were a hive of noisy activity. Each hold was being served by electric cranes and cargo was being swung ashore to be manhandled into the adjacent warehouses by shouting dockers. We were warned to avoid walking beneath a load as it swung between ship and shore, good advice because occasionally items did fall and a serious injury would be the least of your problems if it landed on you. A long gangway ascended from the docks to the main deck and we climbed up to be greeted by a bored-looking cadet quartermaster in faded working gear who was manning it. We were unceremoniously conducted down from the main deck to a section of the upper ’tween deck, which was where the cadets lived, and met three other new boys. After stowing our gear we changed into embarrassingly new working gear for lunch. The interrogation began: where were we from? What previous experience had we? And so on. For our first afternoon’s work we were told to wash paintwork with ‘sugee’, a mixture of soda and soft soap, something we would become very familiar with over the next couple of years.


We quickly learned that First Trippers were the lowest form of life, used for all the menial duties just as fags had been at school. This was my third crash from senior to junior, so I shrugged and got on with it. However, the next morning as we cleaned and scrubbed out the cadets’ accommodation, known as ‘peggying’, another word for house work, I wondered whether I had made the right choice in life and thought enviously of what my contemporaries would be doing back at Berkhamsted. But the die was cast. I had made my choice of career.


The Royal Naval Volunteer Reserves threw me out the moment I reported I had joined the merchant navy and I had to return my sailors uniform to HMS President, the drill ship on London’s embankment. I was informed I could apply to rejoin in four years’ time when I had my Second Mate’s Certificate if I was still interested and they would then decide whether I was up to becoming an officer. There was no encouragement – there did not need to be, they had all the manpower they required. Even as the Chindwara sailed, Britons not much older than me were fighting in Malaysia, Kenya and Cyprus and on standby in Korea and we were all starting at the bottom again.


Two days after joining we sailed for Holland to continue our discharge of cargo. I was put on forward lookout with another cadet and quickly learned how to signal the bridge if another ship was sighted. Three strokes on the fo’c’s’le bell if it was right ahead, two if it was to port and one if it was to starboard. After a brief stop we headed back to load for our next voyage, which was to East Africa. The senior cadets were not happy about the change from their usual run to Australia and took it out on the First Trippers. That was all right until the bullying became physical. Being hit with a tightly-rolled towel whose end has been soaked in water can remove skin and the first time it landed on me I swung round and punched the person who had delivered it. People piled in but as I was underneath no one could get at me for a while! One accepted this treatment as a rite of passage, but it was sadistic and indicative of the type of person who relies on their term of service or age to feel superior rather than their ability. No one hit me with one of those towels again though.


The Suez Canal was closed as a result of the Anglo-French invasion the previous year so our voyage to East Africa went around the Cape of Good Hope. But first we had to get through the Bay of Biscay where we encountered a gale. This was the first time I had been seasick and fortunately it was the last. We bunkered in Las Palmas and then had 14 days at sea before reaching Cape Town. A ship settles down on long voyages and a comfortable routine is created. On average we spent three days working on deck, doing the work that would normally be carried out by the crew, and then a day in study where we began to learn the rudiments of navigation, stability, cargoes and the mathematics required for calculating the loads on derricks from the Cadet Instruction Officer, a company second officer especially appointed for the task. In the evenings we started to learn Semaphore, the Morse code and the meaning and use of flags. On average, every three nights one had an hour on lookout on the fo’c’s’le, a pleasant experience in the tropics with clear skies and warm winds and one could enjoy the solitude. Deck work was supervised by the senior cadets but under the watchful eye of the seamanship instructor, Bertie Miller. Not particularly tall, but immensely powerful, he had come from being a bosun in the New Zealand Shipping Company. He only had one standard, the best, and if your work did not reach that standard you did it all again. It taught us to get things right the first time.


Bertie was incredible. At thirty-five years of age he was as strong as an ox, possibly stronger, with arms thicker than most of our thighs. His methods did not always make sense to us, but he got results. It took him about four square yards of deck space with a piece of chalk to work out a complicated calculation using a formula that even our mathematicians could not crack to calculate the diameter of a canvas vent cover we were about to make, but he got the answer right and he did not want to know anything about pi. He could come out with some wonderful malapropisms such as, ‘Son, move that contraceptive down the deck’ or ‘Yes, I’ve circumcised Africa five times now’. But he was pure gold when it came to teaching, not just the sailors’ skills of canvas work, splicing, painting and all the myriad tasks that a sailor is asked to take on, but also how to work. Woe betide anyone caught slacking if he was on deck, and working consistently became a habit, possibly the greatest gift he gave me. On one occasion, when four of us were trying to get our hands around a 45-gallon drum full of Presomet, a tar-like paint used for painting the decks, he came up, asked us why we were skiving, put his huge arms around the drum and with a heave lifted it onto no. 1 hatch and told us to catch up with our work! You did not argue with Bertie. Later he came to work for me and remained a good friend until his death. I owe a great debt to him for all the seaman’s skills he taught me.


As we moved south we held the ceremony of crossing ‘the Line’, the equator, and it was a rumbustious occasion. The First Trippers were allowed an hour to hide and then were hunted out and dragged before King Neptune after being coated with a nasty and very smelly mix of oil, dye and goodness knows what else. The trial was brief. Everyone was found guilty, and thrown into the swimming pool to be set upon by the bulls which at least removed some of the sticky mixture.


A ship is a self-sufficient organism. At sea it is alive, the ceaseless throb of its enormous diesel engines penetrating from bow to stern, keel to bridge. Even if its main engines are the almost-silent steam turbines, the turning propeller thrusting the water aside creates a slight vibration as a reminder of the force being exerted. The modern ship’s life force comes from deep within, down in its engine room, where the generators and pumps take it in turns to provide the services necessary to support its functions at sea or in port, month in, month out, sometimes for years at a time. But it must be constantly served and tended like some primitive god by members of its crew. These men, and at the time I went to sea, the crews were almost universally male, formed what seemed a complex society to the outsider where each member knew his position and task and applied their varying and specialised skills to ensure a smoothly running machine designed and ready to fulfil its purpose. The water that comes through the taps, the lights and fans in the cabins and public rooms, the winches, galley stove, radar are all there and taken for granted just as essential services are ashore, but on a ship they are mobile, sourced from within.


A stranger climbing a varnished teak gangway seldom questions how it got there or who cleaned and varnished it, but the seaman knows the work that went into it, the special knots used on its manropes, the splices and servings on its falls and lashings and inspects another vessel’s work with a critical eye. It is only when you stand back and look at a ship towering above a wharf that you realise what a vast, wonderful and complex creation it is. The seaman’s job is to understand its complexities, make them work in port or at sea and navigate it safely in fair or foul weather wherever it is ordered to go. Some of the knowledge needed for this task can be learned ashore or in a classroom, but it is experience and tradition that make the difference between a well or badly run ship or a safe or an unsafe one. So many of the tasks aboard demand experience so training for a career at sea at the time put enormous emphasis upon hands-on teaching in order to achieve the high standard that was expected on British ships. The BI cadetships were a very logical and efficient method of providing this thorough and wide-ranging experience for a large number of trainees at one time, turning them into competent officers in due course.


The captain, Ben Rogers DSC, was a distant figure that we saw when we were on the bridge learning to steer, understudying the officer of the watch or at Sunday divisions and divine service. If he came onto the bridge you cleared out to the bridge wing. During the war, as a member of the Royal Naval Reserve he commissioned the first of the Loch class HMS Loch Fada and then joined Captain Walker’s 2nd Support Group, credited with the destruction of 32 U-boats. Ben sank U1018 and assisted in the destruction of U1279. He was the ideal person to command a cadet ship, firm and fair but insistent on very high standards. Towards the end of the first voyage we had to go before him and recite the first nine of the International Regulations for Preventing Collisions at Sea. It was rumoured that if you failed to be able to recite and understand them perfectly you would lose your end of voyage leave so a great deal of memorising went on as we got closer to home.


On the outward voyage we stopped briefly in Cape Town to top up the water tanks and take the opportunity to climb Table Mountain, and then it was round the Cape and on to Mombasa to begin our discharge. Ships did not enter Mombasa at night, so we were called to our ‘stations’ at 0530, mine being on the fo’c’s’le. As we stood in line, dressed in our blue shorts and shirts, with the mandatory sun hat, the ship approached the entrance channel. The early morning rain was refreshing, a ‘docking shower’, because they last just long enough for you to get wet but not long enough to justifying going below for waterproofs.


A romantic, earthy smell came off the land as we turned into the channel and made our way into Kilindini port. As the tugs pulled us into our berth we threw heaving lines ashore, attached our large sisal mooring lines to them and, once they were on the shore bollard, heaved in on the windlass. As a First Tripper I was not to be trusted on the winch drum end and was delegated to coiling down the surplus rope as it came in, all the time watching and learning. Next we raised our derricks and hauled them out of the way of the hatches so the shoreside cranes had easy access. Eventually we got our breakfast. Mombasa was far less developed than Cape Town and an exciting place to roam ashore. The other side of the island held the old port and time appeared to have stood still as it was filled with Arab dhows and sweating wharfies manhandling cargo to and from them in a scene that had not changed for hundreds of years.


Departing Mombasa we cruised down to other exciting and fascinating ports for which our cargo was consigned – Zanzibar, Tanga, Dar es Salaam, Mtwara and Beira in Mozambique – and took the opportunity when possible to go ashore and explore or visit beaches.


Because the company made a big effort to educate their cadets by letting them see the world as much as possible, we were on a charter that had been arranged with Harrison Line for the return voyage. Known as two-of-fat-and-one-of-lean after the thin white, red, white stripes on their black funnels, Harrisons traded with South Africa, which was not one of our regular countries except for the two-deck passenger ships that connected with India for the large population of people from the Indian subcontinent who had settled in Natal. This charter gave us the chance to visit the ports in South Africa, an opportunity we relished.


We sailed from Beira to Durban, picking up the Agulhas current as we sailed southwards, which increased our speed by more than two knots. This did not help us much in the long-term because we found we had hastened only to wait. Durban was congested so we remained at anchor for five days in a nasty rolling swell just off the city. Some were seasick and, although I was pleased to find that I no longer felt any qualms, nevertheless it was a relief when our berth was eventually ready and we could enter by far the largest port we had visited since leaving London. The extent of trade and the variety of shipping at that time can be appreciated by the number of movements while we were in port. A French troop ship came through on its way to Vietnam, then a Portuguese one going to Mozambique, both full of young conscripts of our age being sent to fight and die in doomed colonial wars. The P&O liner Carthage made a short stop, plus four Russian ships, one Egyptian and numerous British. Even three BP tankers sailing in one day left three of their sisters in port.


The cargo, in the form of tinned fruit, tobacco, sugar and other raw materials, was brought down to the docks in railway trucks hauled by huge coal-powered steam engines, lifted aboard and then stowed by hand. The stevedores doing this heavy work in the holds were all well-muscled Zulus, chattering and chanting cheerfully among themselves in their clicking language, heaving the weighty cartons, cases and sacks effortlessly and tightly into place so they would not move when the ship rolled and pitched at sea. There were no mechanical aids for this job, it was done in a manner that the Phoenicians would have recognised from three thousand years earlier,


Our stay culminated with a dance on board, for which we holystoned the boat deck until it gleamed. This involved dragging sandstones across the deck in a slurry of sand, leaving the deck planking clean and even. Awnings were rigged over the whole of no. 3 hatch and then flags hung inside so that the cargo winches disappeared and it was hard to recognise it as a part of a working cargo ship. During the afternoon we pressed our mess kit and polished our shoes. None of us had girlfriends, so we were all looking forward to meeting girls of our own age.


Music was supplied by a gramophone, one of the cadets acting as disc jockey, and the dance tunes were mainly quicksteps but interspersed with jives to the likes of the Everly Brothers, Ricky Nelson and, of course, Elvis Presley. The jive was as international as the waltz and we had one or two among us who were up to exhibition standard. In the interval our skiffle group, consisting of two guitarists, a washboard, drums made from large paint tins and a double bass constructed from a tea chest and broom handle, performed many of the songs at that time on the hit parade. I occasionally took part, but as fourth guitarist, and was only brought in when quantity rather than quality was required as I had only mastered three chords! Our guests, drawn from the families of businessmen and farmers, departed at midnight but many returned the next day to collect their partners and take them home for the day with the family.


A busload of us were invited up to a farm near Pinetown to spend the day swimming and riding, a lovely setting and the first chance for most of us to begin to see the interior of Africa. Durban was a large city but although the roads were better, the buildings larger and there were a lot more of them, once away from the built-up areas the countryside was like Kenya, except more lush and there were fewer signs of man’s influence. But it did not matter where you were in Africa, there was always an exciting feeling of the promise of opportunity and something more to see just over the neighbouring hill.


Exploring ports could also be an eye-opening experience, introducing us rather unworldly cadets to walks of life and cultures hitherto unknown to us – sometimes in an alarming fashion, which served to remind us that we could be seen as easy prey to some. In Durban, having an afternoon free I went to the Seaman’s Institute to see a film. I was in uniform, which was not unusual and the end of my row was soon occupied by three large well-dressed men. The lights went out and the film began. After about half an hour a hand started to fondle my leg and I knocked it away, but it persisted. The man was a good four inches taller than me, broad and athletic. To punch him was asking to be beaten up or at least become involved in an unpleasant incident. Fortunately there was a break in the film shortly afterwards – in those days the reel had to be changed halfway in a feature length film – and I pushed my way past the three, ignoring the wandering hands as I did so. I made for the toilets but, just as I was about to enter, I noticed they were all following me. Not wishing to get trapped I spun round and headed for the door and out into the street. They followed and I took to my heels, only pausing when I came across another cadet from the ship. The incident shook me as I realised how vulnerable I had been and it was some months before I ventured ashore alone again.


Cape Town is one of the world’s great ports, not because of its size, which is medium in international terms, but on account of its strategic position at the southern point of Africa and its incredible setting beneath Table Mountain. It stands out – tall, magnificent and dominating, shadowing the whole town, the docks and Table Bay and can be seen from thirty-five miles away out at sea on a clear day. Unfortunately, we came in through mist and anchored off the port, which was frantically busy with additional traffic caused by the Suez Canal closure, most of which was calling only for bunkers, water and mail. Next morning dawned clear and the view was breathtaking.


Because we had arrived to collect cargo, we berthed in the Victoria and Alfred Basin the next day and began loading. The port provided a fascinating study of the various types of vessels and their specialisations. Not for nothing is Cape Town known as the Tavern of the Seas. An evening passed quickly, walking round the docks viewing the boats ranging from huge Australia-bound passenger liners to a large Russian Antarctic research vessel with two aircraft lashed on the deck. The sea knows no national boundaries and the South Africans saw nothing strange in allowing Communist bloc ships to call for supplies, even though they were the Cold War enemy at the time and indeed had recently threatened Britain with a missile attack. We found the Russians strange, but had little to do with them as their crews were not allowed ashore to fraternise with the cosmopolitan mix of nationalities using the Cape Town Mission to Seamen just outside the docks.


Laid up, with their crews back home on leave awaiting the next season, was a small fleet of Norwegian whale catchers: sleek, functional hunters, with high bows and distinctive harpoon gun platforms at the bows. We now understand that had sensible controls been applied to whaling in the 1950s some species would not have become so threatened with extinction, but that risk was not known then and the whale catchers were thoroughbreds, a mercantile equivalent of the destroyer and an aura of romance hung over them. To some extent this was based on the fact that these comparatively small vessels operated deep in the south, in the maelstrom of the Roaring Forties where the crews gambled with their lives for the whales. The sea takes no prisoners.


Being on quartermaster duties again meant that I had free time during the day so I was able to explore the docks and the town and climb the mountain for the first time. I have never lost that first rush of attraction to this mountain, nor the desire to get to the summit. In the intervening forty years I have climbed it twelve times, used the cable car on three other occasions and each time I sit on the summit and look out to sea there is a strange feeling of being at home, which I cannot fully explain. It has all left an indelible impression and Cape Town is still my favourite foreign port.


We took aboard a small number of passengers for the voyage home. Like many of the general cargo ships of the time, the Chindwara had accommodation for a dozen passengers and it was a favoured method of travel for many people working on contracts in the colonies. Their leave did not begin until the ship arrived home, so they took advantage of a cargo ship’s longer stays in port to do sightseeing at their employer’s expense.


One soon discovered that passengers could be divided into two categories: some were pleasant and friendly, others keen to get their money’s worth by making constant demands and complaints. Whether there was any justice in their complaints I was far too junior to know, but I could not help wondering why they bothered us young cadets with them, until I realised that they never worked up the courage actually to speak to anyone in authority, they just wanted to beef to someone. On balance we found them a bit of a nuisance and left them alone, but it was good experience in a company that operated fourteen passenger liners and three troop ships to which we might be appointed later in our careers.


When we sailed, loaded almost to our Plimsoll mark, it was out into the northern edge of a Southern Ocean storm and, although the winds were not serious, the swell was considerable and caused heavy rolling, so when it was my turn to take the helm I found it hard work as the vessel was yawing a lot. There is a knack that comes with experience of anticipating the swing of the bow and so reducing the amount of rudder used to hold the course. Since any use of the rudder creates resistance to the forward motion, the less the rudder has to be used the better. While this has only a small effect on a large cargo ship, it has a noticeable effect on a sailing vessel or yacht and this was where I began to pick up the secret. Despite the steering being transmitted through hydraulic pipes to a steam telemotor, the constant turning was hard work and one’s concentration began to go towards the end of an hour’s spell. Upon being relieved you reported the course and the name of your relief to the officer of the watch, who would usually come and check the course recorder and comment on how well or badly you had done.


When the trick on the helm was over we went on standby and this hour off duty was not spent idly. Fire rounds had to be made, taking a clock and turning a key at various points around the ship to show that the rounds had been carried out properly. The brass work on the bridge was polished daily. Then tea would be made for those on duty, lookouts called, the log read each hour, flags hoisted or lowered as required, and any spare time would be spent cleaning and polishing around the bridge by day or as an additional lookout by night. Even when the decks were quiet there was always something to watch from the bridge. Albatrosses were with us for the first two days, wheeling effortlessly in our wake searching for food as we headed north-eastwards towards warmer climes. I was ticked off for being a few minutes late calling the next watch because I had become absorbed by the grace of a particular albatross with a wing span of perhaps eleven feet, who did not flap his wings for what seemed like five minutes.


Learning the stars – finding them at a glance in the sky, using them to check the accuracy of the compass – were skills that were picked up as a matter of course. It is not difficult. You establish where the star is at that moment in the celestial sphere, the imaginary sphere set at an infinite distance surrounding the earth. Then you calculate what the bearing should be from your own position on the earth’s surface and compare this with the actual bearing. The difference between the two is the error, a vital piece of information even in these days of gyrocompasses.


Since we were on our way home every effort was made to paint the ship in readiness for arrival back in London. The company expected returning vessels to look clean and smart when they entered the docks, and the marine superintendent, a senior captain responsible for the operation of the ships, would have strong words with our captain and chief officer if we did not come up to standard. The rattle of chipping hammers reverberated every morning as we sailed through the tropics as party of cadets, stripped to the waist, hammered away at rust to free it from the steel plates which were then wire-brushed and primed quickly to keep the sea air from starting the whole oxidisation process again. Everything else was washed down with the ubiquitous sugee before paint was applied. The tropics were ideal for painting, and the chief officer made full use of the opportunity. But it was not all deck work, we had exams to prepare for, an essay to write, and finally each of us had to go before the captain and be tested on the international collision regulations.


Dakar was our re-fuelling stop on the way home, a port on the north-west African coast run by the French. The chief officer did not miss the chance of being able to swing out the six lifeboats while it was safe and having the steel decks beneath painted. On the brighter side, two of the boats were lowered to the water and the inter-watch rowing race took place. Lifeboats are bluff and heavy, not designed for speed rowing and it takes a great effort just to get them moving. Being small I was not included in the team and as a spectator saw the starboard watch win by a foot, so my watch, the port, had lost both this and the tug-of-war, which hurt.


After Dakar we were on the final run home and thoughts of leave were on everyone’s minds. The tension was relieved a little by the traditional ‘Channel’s Dinner’, held to celebrate reaching soundings in the English Channel, where the depth fell to less than 100 fathoms or 600 feet. The Channel’s Dinner was followed by inter-dormitory ruckuses involving a combination of rugby and all-in wrestling, allowing everyone to let off steam. It was late June, and the Channel seemed altogether brighter and less grey than it had in March. The pilot came aboard off Dungeness and handed over to the river pilot at Gravesend, a hive of activity, and then we were locking into the Royal Docks and those of us on first leave packed, collected our balance of pay and left for home. There were stories to tell, new skills to show off and one could almost start calling oneself a professional seaman.


Everyone had hoped the ship would return to the Australian run, but the next voyage was back to East Africa again. Those of us who had not been to Australia did not mind as much as those who had and had girlfriends there. Their frustration was expressed in a number of ways, not least against my fellow First Trippers, who were considered to have got off lightly because our first voyage was about half the length of an Aussie trip. We did not realise the nasty turn this was taking until one of our number suddenly appeared with rope burns around his wrists and ankles. He had been strung up between the gangway davit and the stanchion rail and the davit callously kicked to stretch him out. Of course the lashings had bitten into his skin and torn it away. There was no motive for this torture, the cadet concerned was mild-mannered, it was just sadism of the worst sort: for the sake of it.


I was next, cornered by eight cadets all bigger than me and similarly triced up. It hurt like hell but I was determined not show the bastards they were succeeding. My cuts turned septic and I reported to the doctor, explaining that I had caught a rope badly as the strain came on. Whether he guessed or not, I do not know, but another cadet, sickened by this needless bullying, reported it to the cadet instruction officer and there were no follow-ups. But it left an uneasy, ominous atmosphere until we had grown large enough to feel unthreatened. I had joined the Chindwara at a height of 5 feet 9 inches, but within a year I was over 6 feet and two stone heavier with hard-working muscles and prepared to fight back.


We were rumbustious but there is a line to be drawn between rough amusement and bullying. On a later voyage an Australian cadet, John Briggs, known inevitably as ‘Abbo’ was working overside on a painting stage and at lunchtime decided to climb the stage rope rather than the ladder. Watching him climb the rope, I found it impossible not to start paying out at the same speed. There was nothing personal in it, it was just a good joke. It was some time before he realised that although he was climbing energetically he wasn’t making any progress. His query as to what was going on turned to a yell as I let go of the end, shouting ‘End Oh!’ as I did so and he fell six feet into the harbour. He surfaced and began to shout abuse up at me but turned and swam at high speed for the nearest ladder when I asked him what the big grey fish with the wide head just behind him was . . . Thirty years later in Australia where he was Sydney Harbour’s port captain, Captain John ‘Abbo’ Briggs and I met up again and enjoyed an evening out.


Rivalry between different companies’ cadets was strong and although a cadet ship was an obvious target incidents were rare. Only a fool would take on a tribe of 39 young and fit men, but occasionally someone decided to live dangerously. In Durban a small group of us were returning from the cinema ashore and found someone climbing down our after-mooring lines. We naturally assumed it was one of our own and went to shake the lines to see if he would fall into the harbour. But the yells that greeted this treatment were not familiar. Curious, we allowed the climber ashore and then wrestled him to the ground to find out his identity. He turned out to be from a neighbouring Clan Line ship, caught in an attempt to hoist a bra to the mainmast truck. He was allowed free after being rolled in a puddle on the quayside, but this softness was a mistake and sent the wrong message as the next night we found ‘Clan and Union Castle Lines’ painted in white lead on our bow. The trouble with white lead paint is that, rather like tar-based paints, it will show through a number of coats and our hull was black.


Retaliation was immediate and almost the entire cadet complement was mustered, given tasks and sent round to counter-attack the Clan Robertson. It was an uneven contest from the start. The main group rushed the gangway and were swarming all over the ship in no time. Their cadets’ cabin was attacked first, its occupants stripped and hung up by the feet and sensitive spots suitably decorated with aeroplane dope. Their second officer, who made the mistake of trying to interfere, received similar treatment. My small group had been dispatched up the forward-mooring lines hand-over-hand, past the rat guards, to remove the fo’c’s’le bell. We reached the fo’c’s’le all right, but the bell’s bolt was rusted in place, so we went to the bridge to collect that one instead but found it already taken.


A whistle announced that the time for withdrawal had arrived and 36 cadets poured down to the main deck, carrying various items that had attracted them, and returned to our ship with the rearguard, led by someone who is now a respectable senior captain, holding off the half-hearted resistance. As far as we were concerned honour had been satisfied, but it was not left at that. One of our number, who was small in size, was kidnapped and roughed up the next evening, so, angered, we attacked again, this time the Clan Urquhart, and with little finesse. She was one of the war-built fast cargo ships and had just been painted up for her homeward voyage. When we left her she was a mess. A high-level complaint led to everyone being warned that any future operations would result in the senior participant being sacked from the company. We were attacked again from the same quarter in Lourenço Marques on the next voyage and, unable to respond, morale fell. The Clan Line cadets responsible wisely stayed aboard their own ship while we remained in port.


A writer in The Times in 1928 stated, ‘Going down to the sea in ships has been deprived of almost all its terrors and most of its romance . . . The fear that the sea once inspired, except in rare cases, has vanished . . . the mysteries of the deep have lost their attraction.’ It might have lost its terrors from the safety of the newspaper’s pages, but if a reminder was needed that the sea was thoroughly dangerous, it came on my third homeward voyage as we were heading into the Bay of Biscay in a strong gale.


Up on the fo’c’s’le on lookout duty, the bow was rising and falling heavily in the big seas, so much so that water was coming out of the hawse pipes behind me – where the anchor chain ran from the windlass to the anchor – like enormous fountains. It was a gloriously wild scene, so dark that only the luminescence of the breaking waves close to the ship was visible and the ship was occasionally rolling so heavily that waves came in over the bulwarks on the main deck and washed against the hatch coamings. When my hour was up no one appeared to relieve me. I tried the phone to the bridge but it was out of action. Eventually I was blinded by the Aldis signalling light sending me the message, in Morse code, to report to the bridge. I made my way down to the main deck and then, holding firmly onto the life lines that had been rigged earlier, made a rush for the ladder two holds away that led up to the boat deck. A wave broke behind me over the deck as I leaped up the steps.


The captain was on the bridge, in earnest conversation with the sparks, the mate and the second mate. The standby quartermaster explained that an SOS had been received and we were waiting to hear if we were required to assist in the rescue. There was little information available, but by the time we turned to a couple of hours later, we knew the vessel in trouble was the German four-masted barque Pamir with 52 cadets aboard, which had gone on her beam ends during Hurricane Carrie 600 miles south-west of the Azores, but being more than 500 miles from the scene we were not asked to help. She sank quickly and although three of her lifeboats floated free in the end only six of the entire crew of eighty-six souls were saved.


The subsequent enquiry blamed the tragedy on the way she had been loaded. She had a full cargo of grain from Argentina which can shift easily if not properly stowed. The usual method is to load a number of layers of bags on top of the loose cargo to hold it in place and rig shifting boards down the middle of the hold so that even if the cargo does move, it can only go halfway across the hold which reduces the effect on the stability by four. But apparently this had not been done properly. It was the end of sail-training in the German Merchant Marine, and the Passat, the sister ship of the Pamir, was taken out of service. This knee-jerk reaction in response to a press-orchestrated public outcry was understandable, although made for all the wrong reasons. People will always make mistakes but just because there has been a human failing does not mean the system is all bad. This left only the Russians, Japanese and the US Coastguard using large square-riggers for merchant navy training


On average, each round trip was taking four months so on my third voyage we were in Mombasa for Christmas 1957. We were a long way from home and had nowhere to go, apart from the Mission to Seamen, so most of us went ashore in groups on Christmas Eve. After a few beers we inevitably became rowdy and on this occasion took over the band’s instruments in the Star Bar. Our music was not to the taste of some Union Castle Line ABs, traditional rivals, who started to complain. The management was, not unnaturally, worried at the possibility of furniture being broken, but since we were not in an aggressive mood we gave up the instruments and went elsewhere.


We had barely ordered a beer when the ABs followed us in, grabbed bottles in a workmanlike manner by the necks and told us to leave. The two sides fanned out since we felt we had backed down enough and saw no reason to leave a second time. The numbers were the same and we were probably pretty evenly matched. I tentatively picked up a bottle as I heard of the nasty use of them as a weapon, although I had never seen one in use and looked for something to break it on, since it was obvious that this might get very dirty. Just as things were becoming extremely tense, a British police inspector with his Kenyan constables marched in, apparently at the behest of the bar owner. He ordered our group to one bar and the ABs to another and ensured we departed. It was a very fine piece of police work and we wisely kept out of trouble until it was time to go to the cathedral for midnight mass. Why become involved? We were young, fit, confident and cocky, as young males are at that age when they consider themselves immortal. Partly it was pride that prevented us backing down, but also we just did not see why we should be pushed around and were prepared to stand up for ourselves.
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