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  Foreword




  by Sir Robin Knox-Johnston




  There are far too few books written about the merchant navy by its officers and men. To most people ashore the merchant navy is something that is there, but seldom seen except in ports, and forgotten once the vessel has disappeared over the horizon. Most seamen look upon their life as being normal, and therefore unexceptional, so not worth writing about. And yet the seaman’s life, away from home for months and facing nature in the raw, is far from ordinary, and the all too few books that describe life at sea are the more valuable as a result, as they show a snapshot of the extraordinary life led by seamen.




  The merchant navy was a great career. Challenging, exciting, often too exciting, boring at times, and yet there was always change. Different ports in different oceans and incidents in the daily lives of a crew always provided interest.




  Although Philip Rentell went to sea as I was leaving after a happy thirteen years, his account of his life as a cadet and watch-keeping officer mirrors my own experiences, even if we were in different companies. Shipping companies in the merchant navy can be compared to regiments in the army: each had its own history, traditions and uniforms. Up until the British merchant navy began its disastrous decline in the 1970s, most officers spent their entire career with a single company. The highly professional officer corps of the merchant navy was, as Richard Woodman has so clearly put it, fatally dispersed across the oceans of the world and only came together for the dreaded Board of Trade examinations for second mate’s, mate’s and master’s certificates. It could never be organised as a single group, and as the ships disappeared more and more highly trained officers left the sea. Philip Rentell stayed on, and his account shows those of us who did leave the sort of life we might have led had we remained at sea. I read this book with huge enjoyment – and just a little bit of envy.




  Foreword




  by Captain NCH (Jimmy) James, RN




  It is reckoned that some ninety per cent of Britain’s trade is carried over the sea into and out of our islands. In addition, in these days of increasing discomfort and problems facing those who choose air travel, travel by sea, especially for a cruise holiday, has become more and more attractive to more and more people.




  These facts re-emphasise the importance of the tradition that Britain is, as she has always been, a maritime nation. To satisfy the demands of the merchant navy, men and women of a very high calibre are required to fill the many appointments available at sea. Lessons must be learned as to how their tasks are to be best performed. One way to learn those lessons is to read of the experience of people who carry out the tasks now and who have the expertise and competence to teach trainees to perform well, and to lead and command ships’ companies.




  It is also true that because of the traditional enthusiasm for maritime affairs in Britain, people want to read of the exploits of our mariners and of the way they cope with the continuing dangers and complications of life at sea. Passengers are always inquisitive, and want to know what their captain does and how he controls his ship and staff.




  This book is perfect for both purposes. It is written by a man who has vast experience of life at sea. From being a young cadet in cargo vessels, through being a watchkeeper and navigator of the most famous cruise ship of our time – the QE2 – to being the master of a wide variety of passenger ships, and now the captain of a very traditional cruise ship, the Saga Ruby – Philip Rentell has it all.




  I had the privilege of working with Philip at sea in the QE2 at the time of the Falklands War, and now have had the additional privilege of watching him perform every facet of his duties in his present appointment. He is one of the most competent and far-thiŉking people in his profession, and this book explains why he is so respected and admired. I can assure any reader that they will learn from this book – and enjoy themselves as they are being educated.




  Preface




  Here lie some of the anecdotes and salty tales that make up forty years of earning one’s crust from driving vehicles that float. The answer to many a question may be found within – ‘What made you go to sea?’ ‘What does your wife feel about you working on passenger ships?’ ‘Have you ever had any dangerous moments?’ ‘If you’re down here talking to us, who’s up there driving the ship?’




  Ten years ago I compiled a little book of ‘ruminations from a passenger-ship captain’. I called it Not Yet, to express the hope that I would spend at least a few more years at sea – and Master Mariner brings my professional life right up to date, with my current employment on the magnificent classical cruise ships of Saga, the Saga Rose and Saga Ruby.




  I was urged to write a book by the many passengers with whom I have shared tales at my dining table on board. There are two other reasons why I felt compelled to commit words to paper. The first is because I knew so little of my father’s life and his ancestors, and I believe it is important that I should record something for the sake of my son and any children that he may have. The second is because I would like to encourage the young men and women who come to sea today to stick to their chosen profession. Life at sea is often far from easy, but those who persevere will have their own tales to tell when they eventually retire. They should then feel a fine sense of achievement, having worked in an environment that can be merciless, and proud that they have been in a profession that still deserves the greatest of respect.




  Master Mariner is not meant to be a diary or an autobiography. Neither would I like to think that this was the sum total of my professional life to date – and of course there are some tales which I cannot tell! The book records just a few memorable moments from a busy career. It takes the reader from my early days of being wet behind the ears to almost twenty years in command. So far I have kept the water from getting into my boots, as well as my ships. Long may it continue, and to those many colleagues I have met upon the way may I wish that ‘You always have at least six inches of water under your keel.’
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  Writing the first half of the book has involved some dredging of the memory, but since my first command in 1990 I have tended to record the stories shortly after the event, usually in sufficient time before they became just a hazy blur. Everything recounted here is true – though I have changed one or two of the names.




  ‘Driving the new hotel, 1987’ was originally published in the magazine Cruise Digest, and ’Cunard Princess: a week down Mexico Way’ appeared in Ships Monthly. ‘Ruminations from a master’ was first published in the Nautical Institute magazine Seaways, as were the two final chapters, describing cruises to Antarctica and Greenland – and these are in fact edited versions of two extracts from the ‘Master’s blog’ that is published on the Saga website. Also included are two papers that I wrote for Nautical Institute command seminars in 1995 and 2000. I am grateful to have been able to reproduce all of these. I also wish to thank Express Newspapers for allowing me to reproduce an extract from the Scottish Daily Express, and the publishers of the other brief newspaper reports included.




  There are many people I should like to thank for their assistance, including of course the two distinguished mariners who have so kindly contributed forewords – Sir Robin Knox-Johnston and Captain ‘Jimmy’ James, whom I was very pleased to have on the bridge many times during a recent cruise around Africa. Joan Crosley and Richard Woodman, in correcting the text, both kindly saved me from including a number of errors (but any that survive are mine and not theirs). Bob Curtis let me use his photos of Brixham pilot boats and Tony Davis supplied his photograph of Cunard Princess. Patricia Eve and her team at Seafarer Books have given me much encouragement and have produced what I hope will be received as a fine book. I am grateful to the many colleagues and friends I have made over the years, too many to mention of course, but who have all been important members of the team. Finally, I thank my wife Helen, and our son Richard Trevelyan, both of whom have been the linchpin in my life and the reason I always call our home the port I love the most – and the one to which I always want to return.
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  Sea life, I am happy to say, continues to be challenging, interesting – and still the vocation I always wanted it to be. As the last few words of this book are hitting the keyboard I am taking the Saga Ruby around Africa. It has been a fascinating experience, calling at places I haven’t seen since the mid seventies and even, on the east coast, ports I have only visited on my first trip to sea as a cadet back in 1970. We have had to divert because of a cyclone, cancel a port in Madagascar because the Foreign and Commonwealth Office have said the country is too dangerous for UK nationals. Preparations have had to be made to avoid the modem-day pirates off the coast of Somalia, and all that without even mentioning the hectic day-to-day schedule of a modern cruise-ship captain.




  From Greenland and Spitsbergen all the way down to the Antarctic, and around the world from east to west and west to east, calling at hundreds of ports, many for the first time, the last few years with Saga have been as rewarding as I could have hoped. Saga has been a great family for the crew and officers, as well as for the many passengers who keep returning. As I approach what I expect to be the final years of my vocation, I am certain that there is nothing else I would rather be doing.




  Saga Ruby, Mombasa, February 2009




  Cadet




  Worcester




  ‘So why did you go to sea?’–not quite the most asked question, but nearly.




  My father was a newsagent/tobacconist in Birmingham, as were his father and grandfather before him. I was brought up in the heart of England and only ever saw the sea when I visited my mother’s parents in Cornwall. In fact the only possible connection I might have had with the sea was my maternal grandfather’s job during the late 1920s, when he worked as a rivet catcher in the Falmouth ship repair yard.




  I went to a very progressive comprehensive school in the mid 1960s. Apart from the Duke of Edinburgh award scheme and various other outdoor pursuits, there was a chance to go cruising along with children from different parts of the country, usually around Easter time. I was fortunate enough, when I was just thirteen, to spend ten days on the British India ship Dunera.




  After a voyage from Southampton to Vigo, Lisbon and Cadiz, I probably needed little further convincing that this was going to be my career. Somehow I could not face following my father into the family business. As a child, I hardly saw him, because he left home so early and returned so late – and I probably saw more of him when I was ‘detailed to help’ in the shop at weekends and during the school holidays.




  My first aspiration was to become a radio officer. Eventually, after three more cruises over the next few years, I settled down to finding out exactly what qualifications I needed to become a deck officer, and how my education had to continue once I’d left school. The local careers office knew nothing, and even the man from the Shipping Federation tried to put me off.
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  In September 1969, aged nearly eighteen, I was one of just under a hundred new cadets to join the training ship Worcester, moored in the Thames off Greenhithe in Kent. We were to be the last full intake for the old ship, which had been built as a training ship in the early 1900s, used as a submarine depot ship at Scapa Flow during the Second World War, and was now owned by the Inner London Education Authority. Along with an old abbey and a swimming pool ashore, the establishment was officially named the Merchant Navy College.




  I had been for an interview over a year before, but because of my lack of a maths O-level it had been decided I should remain at school to improve my qualifications. That initial introduction had been an eye-opener, and my mother was not convinced that I would be suited to the obvious boarding-school regimentation of this floating institution. I can assume, however, that then, like now, when I got something into my head it became a challenge – and, to this day, failure or withdrawal is not something that I easily accept.




  More than anything, the Worcester was character-building. I was placed in a small group of young men who were to study for their Ordinary National Diploma, while the remainder were taking their Ordinary National Certificate. From the beginning I found the academic side difficult, and it was quite obvious to me that I would be thrown out after one term. The physics and electronics was another language, as I had struggled at school to get a general science O-level even at the second attempt. Naturally maths was just as frustrating, but some of the more practical subjects – such as general ship knowledge, navigation, seaman-ship – were more to my liking. I quickly learned to drive boats and enjoyed the outdoor activities on the river, even though they were completely new to me. (I found out many years later that my mother had not encouraged me to join the Scouts because she thought all the scout leaders were homosexuals.)
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  By the end of the first term the last of the old boys left. They had completed their time and were finally joining whichever shipping company would take them. Even if they had only reached the minimum standard, they had had a good grounding in seamanship and all would make good officers eventually.




  Along with the rest of my small class, I was made a cadet captain. I was placed in charge of Mizzen Division, and the responsibility, such as it was, took time to sink in. The confidence to give orders came quickly, but it was not always easy.




  I struggled on with my lessons, was not thrown out, and survived the year. Academically I was not brilliant, and eventually I was transferred to the ONC course for the remainder of my three-year cadetship. In fact it made little difference, for an OND or an ONC was only useful if you left the sea altogether. The real goal for us was a second mate’s certificate, the final examination that would allow the cadet to go to sea as a junior officer and take a watch on the bridge.




  In the meantime, life on the Worcester continued, and it was an experience not easily forgotten. The good times probably did not outweigh the bad, but at the end you knew you had been through the mill, to a proper training ship and not some mambypamby polytechnic.




  The ship had been built out of iron and steel to resemble a larger version of Nelson’s Victory and, needless to say, was slightly lacking in modern-day comforts. When the winter came the chill easterly wind rushed down the Thames across Long Reach, and would come racing through every hole in the ship’s side, penetrating the accommodation deck and blowing straight through anything in its way – including us. The orlop deck was one through space where the deck boards had been rounded by continual polishing, with the bunks separated by steel lockers into groups of five or six. Towards the stem was a billiard table wedged up in an attempt to make it horizontal, but it was still affected by the passing river traffic, which at times gave the ship a gentle roll.




  The cadet captains had a private little recreation room to which we could retire away from the other lads, and that was next to the hospital – where the capable but not so attractive matron ruled the roost. There were many stories invented about her sexual exploits with previous cadets, but of course there was never a cadet that could give me first-hand details of his experiences!




  Among the strange characters we had as lecturers was a certain Mr Fuller, apparently known as ‘Fruity Fuller’ to the older boys. Within a few weeks of our arrival he took us to the swimming pool situated in the college grounds ashore in order to demonstrate the function of the inflatable life raft. The raft was already floating in the pool, and after changing he told us to take off our trunks, jump into the water, swim out to the raft and climb in.




  We were all very ‘green’, and although we thought this a little strange we complied with his request. Once inside the raft, the flaps were closed and he, also naked, proceeded to explain that because of the enclosed environment, the raft would soon heat up and thus the cold wet bodies without clothes would soon get over any degree of hypothermia we might have suffered by being in the ocean and remaining in wet clothes.




  It was at this moment that another class of senior boys unexpectedly came into the pool area, saw what was happening, and started blowing wolf whistles. Looking back, it was really very funny, but at the time I think we were just embarrassed at what fools we must have seemed to have been duped like that. Fuller did attempt to assist one of the cadets, who by this time had left the raft and, because he could not swim, was shuffling along the wall bar. Needless to say, with so many of us around, nothing untoward happened, but it was my first insight into what could be considered an ‘alternative’ society.




  Our time off was limited to a few hours in the evenings, when many of the boys who had a few bob went into the village to the nearest pub. Every other weekend was free after Saturday morning divisions, and so for the first few months I took the opportunity of visiting a young lady in Rochester whom I had met the previous summer. That relationship tailed off and, after a dance we had organised, I started heading the other way to visit another lady in Northfleet. Regrettably she had other plans and went off to be a Bunny Girl in the London’s Playboy Club – a pity really, because her father was an interesting man, the skipper of the last open-wheelhouse London river tug.




  We really didn’t have much time for protracted affairs. Apart from the studies, which didn’t get any easier as the months progressed, we were obviously also expected to do all sorts of nautical things. I was in the rowing team for my division, and we had to train by rowing large whalers, which were very heavy. There was a race called the ‘Houlders Oars’, which had formerly seen the Worcester cadets pitted against another nautical institution, HMS Conway, but they had no team to offer so it was competed for in-house. Our division put up a good effort, but we were placed second.




  Undeterred, several of us volunteered to row in a charity race from Gravesend to Southend Pier and back, a distance of twenty-five miles. These whalers had fifteen-foot ash oars, so the work was back-breaking and blister-forming. We made the pier by early afternoon, had a short break and struggled back. It was probably one of the most physically demanding things I have ever had to do – and I have never felt the urge to repeat the exercise!




  As in all boarding schools, there were always one or two of the boys that were brighter, clumsier, less liked, etc, than others. I was fairly fortunate, for apart from being a bit dimmer than the others in my class I was never actively disliked – I don’t believe! The chief cadet captain, however, was a bit of a prat. He took his role very seriously and eventually became ostracised by the others, to such a degree that all sorts of tricks were played against him.




  A few of the boys ganged together and started filling in all sorts of coupons in newspapers – and very soon some strange articles of women’s underwear, along with catalogues, job applications and free samples of this and that, started landing on board, much to the amusement of all. Eventually the captain called us all to a meeting and insisted that this tomfoolery had to stop, otherwise there would be serious trouble.




  One early morning we actually carried the cadet captain, in his bunk, down the companionway to the deck below, which was just above the level of the river. His bunk was placed next to the old submarine access door, which was then opened to allow the full force of an easterly gale to blow right over him. He had been asleep until that time and, needless to say, there was much laughter all round when he woke.




  In general, life on board the Worcester was relatively routine and, apart from a few odd bods, all the boys left after one year as young men and went on to a variety of companies. I was fortunate in that I was accepted by British and Commonwealth, a company which had well over eighty ships at that time, including five large passenger liners on the South African route. I left the college in July 1970 and joined the cargo ship Clan Malcolm on 28 August – the first of a great many vessels I would have the pleasure (sometimes the dubious pleasure) to work aboard.




  First tripper




  The Clan Malcolm was the first of a number of vessels I would join as cadet, or ‘gadget’ as we were unceremoniously referred to by the other officers. My father took the day off on 28 August 1970 and drove me to join the ship, which was berthed in Hull docks. I’m sure he must have had a lump in his throat as he left me there on board, about to start a way of life that was as remote to him as it was to me.




  The ship had just returned from a foreign voyage and was starting a ‘coastal’ period. It would call at a number of UK ports, first to unload the cargo brought back from West Africa and then to load a new cargo of manufactured goods bound for Kenya and Tanzania. There was another brand new cadet, a ‘Jock’, and we were to share the same cabin with yet another chap from Plymouth. Three young lads at the start of an adventure in life, but all very different in their attitudes, and in their ability to come to terms with what would turn out to be almost nine months together in a new life at sea.




  [image: image]




  The next day Jock and I, having been told by the mate to familiarise ourselves with the ship, were standing at number one hatch on the forecastle watching the busy scene of a working port. The sound of sirens could be heard, and eventually we saw a couple of fire engines tearing round the other side of the water. We casually remarked that there must be a ship on fire somewhere – but they rapidly got closer, and very soon pulled up alongside our ship. We were so green that we had been oblivious to the fact that the dockers had reported that number four hatch, loaded with fishmeal from Walvis Bay, was smoking quite nicely the deeper they got into it. Apparently that cargo was prone to spontaneous combustion, and the temperature had reached a point where extensive precautions were necessary in order to quell the flames that could erupt at any time.




  Work continued, and after some time the ship was made ready for sea, not to foreign and romantic parts, but to continue round the UK coast We were bound for Birkenhead, with a passage first round the north of Scotland and through the Pentland Firth. When we arrived it was realised that the ship would be alongside in Hull for at least three weeks, so the mate decided to send us off for a spot of leave, most likely to get us out of his hair rather than for our personal benefit.




  It was some weeks later when my father put me on the train at Birmingham’s New Street station, I can remember quite distinctly his advice about not ‘going with strange women’ – though I really didn’t know what he meant, as any advice about ‘ladies of the night’ up to that point in time had been nil.




  There was a wonderful confusion, or so it seemed, about the loading of a general cargo ship. Tween decks, lower hold, deep tanks, and eventually above deck, were all stowed in meticulous fashion, and where any gaps lay between crates, packages, sacks, drums, etc, the carpenter was busy ‘tomming up’ with bulks of timber, referred to as dunnage, to prevent collapse in heavy seas. The rounded hull and framed bulkheads necessitated platforms and bulkheads to be constructed, mainly with an endless supply of six-inch nails, to ensure no part of the cargo could touch the steel, which would sweat as we reached the tropics.
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  The cadets were used as labourers to assist wherever necessary, learning the trade from as close to the bottom of the skill ladder as you would ever want to be. Hard work, and every day we seemed to be learning or doing something new until eventually it was time to sail and leave the UK a long way behind us. We knew not for how long. One trip to East Africa and back should take about four months, but if we did a ‘double-header’, back up to the Mediterranean to discharge and load again, who knew how long it would be before we returned to home shores?




  South




  After a week or more we arrived at Las Palmas for bunkers, a six- to eight-hour stop to fill up with cheaper fuel oil, which would take us all the way to our first discharge port, Mombasa. A voyage that would take four weeks and see us rounding the Cape of Good Hope, skirting the South African coast, up past Portuguese Mozambique, Tanzania and eventually Kenya. After an afternoon sailing, the ship developed a technical problem in the engine room and had to come limping back into the Las Palmas anchorage with ‘not under command signals’ flying, to lie for a few days in sheltered waters while parts were delivered and repairs effected.




  Long days at sea eventually drift into each other. The ship starts to gradually cook as we approach the tropics, the sun bums down and, with no air conditioning, various constructions are rudely assembled to gather some of the precious ship-generated breeze into sweltering cabins. Dirty clothes and sweaty socks have to be quickly dealt with to ensure the unpleasant odours don’t become a cause to gag as we return to our three-berth ‘box’.




  We ate to appease a huge appetite, and our crew from Pakistan produced good wholesome food, including typical dishes from their own country. I was a faddy child apparently, but any sign of that had long since gone, and I ate everything that was put in front of me. We were always hungry. Plates of toast and jam would come out for ‘smoko’, just a few hours after breakfast. Ten minutes before lunch, a quick wash-up, into decent uniform and ready to attack the starter, main course, curry, pudding, and anything else on offer, before being turned back out on deck, changed ready for work. Dinner was at six and we were hungry again by eight.




  We could have a beer in the evening but we were limited as to how many we could have in a week, and our salary of around £8.50 a month did not lead to expensive tastes or over-indulgence. The one thing I do remember with some unpleasantness was the tea. Fresh milk did not last long after our departure, so condensed milk or ‘cony-ony’ was used, quite disgusting when I look back.




  Although much of our time was spent on deck, soogying, chipping, painting and greasing, we also had to spend some time on the bridge, watchkeeping. Here the officer of the watch would attempt to make us proficient in taking compass errors and sun sights, in radar position fixing and chart work, plus maintaining a conscientious lookout, perhaps one of the most boring but vitally important aspects of the deck officer’s work.




  Landfall




  Eventually excitement grew as we approached our destination, but the port was congested and the master was told to anchor. We lay there for three weeks, sweating at our work. The mate ensured we were never at a loss for something to do – and helping the carpenter secure spar ceiling in the forward deep tank comes to my mind as one of the most exhausting tasks. Great lengths of timber were bolted to the side of the tank to ensure subsequent bagged cargo would not touch the steel, get wet and go rotten. The temperature inside the airless tank was well over a hundred degrees and I must have lost weight with the amount of sweat I produced. In this tropical climate revolting salt tablets had to be taken with our meals to ensure our continual wellbeing, but they just made me feel sick.




  Eventually our turn to berth came around. We heaved anchor late one very sunny morning, approached the entrance and took our harbour pilot aboard. I guess our time as colonial rulers had come and gone, but there were still some indications that these far-flung outposts of a forgotten empire were home to many expatriates, as the pilot was as British as the rest of the officers on board. He guided us professionally through the narrow entrance, between the shoals of coral and sand, taking us to the inside anchorage where we were to partly discharge our cargo. I remember the old harbour tugs, still painted brilliant white in an effort to reflect the heat, and the dhows and barges which seemed to be on endless business being taken out to unload ships in the inner anchorage then back alongside the shallower berths, where the bigger ships were too deep in their draught to dock.




  Ashore




  My recollections are of sweating and coping with the heat while on cargo work duties, attempting to find the sultry shade at every possible opportunity, then looking forward with great anticipation to going ashore in the evening to the ‘Mish’. This was the Mission to Seafarers, the Christian club that welcomes sailors of all nationalities to a place where they can relax and have some time ashore in safe and pleasant surroundings. The Mission in Mombasa was particularly pleasant, with swimming pool, snooker table, table tennis and a small bar where a local beer could be bought at a reasonable price. Over thirty years later my wife Helen and I would travel to Peru on a sponsorship challenge to raise over £5000 for the same organisation.




  But sailors’ tales are made up of more than a lazy few hours at the Mish. We had the odd evening ‘up the road’, the Kilindini Road as it happened. This was the main street running into the centre of the city and passing under two impressive crossed tusks which I presume had been erected in colonial times to represent the great elephants that inhabit the interior. I was told we had to go to a few bars, a sort of pub-crawl really, to places that sailors often frequent for pleasures not necessarily entirely of the alcoholic kind.




  After a beer in one or two, we ended up in the Sunshine Bar, a place of great reputation up and down the east coast of Africa, and I was to learn just how green I was. The place was black inside, and as our eyes adjusted to the darkness we realised that the only lighting came from a few scattered ultraviolet neon tubes. Their light turned our T-shirts white while the remainder of our clothes and everything else in the bar remained black. We grabbed the only free table, or so it seemed, though there were handbags on the chairs. We placed the bags on the table, sat down, ordered a round and waited for the drinks while being deafened by some contemporary local music bellowing out from huge speakers. Then my embarrassment started, when a number of local ladies came to retrieve their bags and seats. But they didn’t seem to mind our presence; they just gathered around and quickly started becoming quite familiar. So familiar, in fact, that I found one sitting on my lap, one arm draped around my shoulder while the other hand was rubbing its way up and down my trouser leg.




  Of course, they were friendly because their particular trade warranted not just social intercourse. I was inexperienced in this sort of blatant foreplay to financial transactions for pleasures of a more intimate nature. A few of the other guys just lapped it up, and I guess we all had a good laugh, mainly induced by the varying quantities of alcohol we had taken in the last few hours. I was grateful my embarrassment was hidden by the darkness, and fortunately a number of us fairly soon decided enough was enough and it was time to make a dignified retreat. We headed back to the ship and safety – but not without a couple of the lads deciding that the pleasures of the flesh were necessary to ensure that their ‘trip up the road’ was a complete success.




  I would imagine our exploits then were no different to what the younger folks get up to these days – it just so happened that we had this period of our adolescence in vessels far away from home. But I feel sorry for the younger seafarers of today. In those days it was not uncommon for sailors to pick up a sexual problem, but it was one for which there was a ready cure, and by the time you returned to ‘Blighty’ things had usually returned to normal.




  Naturally, as time goes by, you don’t always remember the grind of the daily work and the hot nights where even one sheet was too much to allow sleep to come for more than a few precious hours. But I do remember a safari trip. As we were a training ship with twelve cadets on board, it was decided that we should be given an opportunity to see the interior. Consequently we embarked in a couple of minivans that were to transport us off to the Amboseli Game Park for a couple of nights. After what seemed an interminable time bouncing over not the best of roads we arrived the first evening to be given small chalets, two or three beds in each. They were very Spartan, with a mosquito net over each bed, so we dumped our gear and a couple of us went off to explore. Before long we were halted by the bellowing of a ranger not far behind us. Our first mistake had been not to check out the safety procedures, and we were told in no uncertain terms that wandering around where elephants are prone to trek is a good way of becoming rather dead. After supper we retreated to our chalets, only to find that all the flying insects of the night had taken up residence and were covering the mosquito nets. They had been attracted to the single lamp, powered by the camp generator, which we had unwisely left on. It was a strange sensation carefully pulling the net to one side, sliding onto the bed and attempting to secure the opening with all this wildlife creeping around just inches from your face. Sleep does not come easily when you think your going to be bitten to the bone during the dark hours. Of course it eventually did, and we awoke early the next morning as the sun rose – with not an insect in the room.




  We had a great time, saw all sorts of wildlife, met the people of the Maasai tribe, lived in the bush, and just gained more experience of life outside our home country – what a privilege.




  We must have been alongside almost three weeks, but eventually it was time to leave. We were not going that far, just down to Dar es Salaam in Tanzania. Even there we had to anchor for a few days before going alongside to discharge. We were in the tiny port of Mtwara for New Years Eve, then in Lourenço Marques, and finally down to what was then considered civilisation, Durban.




  South Africa in those days was very much apartheid, and it came as something of a shock. Some of the people we spoke to considered it was the only way their country would survive, as they had heard of the other African countries slowly falling into corruption and disrepair because of the inability of local governments to sustain any sort of continued growth. Maybe over the years their view has changed, but one thing I was made aware of was that the Blacks did not have compulsory education, whereas the Whites did. Without educating their people no country will prosper.




  But South Africa was great for the sailor, with bustling streets, plenty to do and, so it seemed, plenty of young ladies who were happy to meet us. We arranged a few parties on board, inviting nurses down from the local hospital – great fun had by all. Life is cruel, however, as we had no sooner met someone we liked than again we would have to sail. East London, Port Elizabeth, Cape Town were all ports we called in to load cargo, and the cargo was bound for Mediterranean ports. We were on a double-header!




  Northbound




  We headed off into the deep Cape rollers, with the ship secured down against the massive swell coming up from the Antarctic Ocean. All cargo had been secured both below and above deck, not a thing moved despite the inclinometer’s great deviations. The trade winds pushed us north, and eventually the seas became calm enough for one to walk about without constantly grasping for the handrail. Our first discharge port in the Mediterranean was to be Gibraltar, where we had just a little cargo but where, more importantly, we would replenish our fuel bunkers.




  But we first had to make a call at the islands of St Helena and Ascension, those British outposts in the South Atlantic. There is no berth to take a ship of any size in St Helena, so vessels anchored and cargo was unloaded using ships’ derricks onto small barges that were then towed ashore. The rate of discharge depended entirely on the swell conditions, and it could become a protracted operation. For us it was a couple of days, and that gave the cadets time to explore the island. Our training officer managed to arrange for an open truck to be fitted out with seats, and all twelve of us took a boat ashore and clambered into the back, not forgetting a case of beer to ensure liquid replenishment during the expedition. (A case of beer was a compulsory addition in those days to any venture ashore longer than a few hours.)




  It was a great day, as St Helena is such an unusual place. It is noted, of course, for being the last home of Napoleon, and indeed we visited where he was kept prisoner, as well as the grave in which he was originally buried. The house was a small museum, with some interesting artefacts inside. We visited Government House, where we did not meet the governor but did meet a huge tortoise in the garden that had apparently been alive during the time of Napoleon’s internment. It is a mountainous island, and so we had a very scenic drive which returned us to an incredible set of nine hundred steps, Jacob’s Ladder, which led down into Jamestown, the only town of any significance, nestled in the valley below. To go down was hard enough; to come up must have required incredible stamina.




  I think my strongest memory, though, comes from the evening ashore we had in the community hall. It was Saints Day and a band was playing music to suit all tastes; they were the Syncopated Saints, and they were equipped with electric guitars capable of making a very loud noise. The locals danced the night away, dragging us up onto the floor in a way I was not to repeat until Peru some thirty-two years later. Great fun, only curtailed by the call of our boat beckoning us back to the ship.




  We carried fifty or so locals on the two-day passage up to Ascension and, in line with the normal custom, these folks slept on the open boat deck either side of the engine-room skylights. Apparently many of the men went away to work on Ascension, mainly at the American airbase at Wideawake, which became famous as the busiest helicopter base in the world for a few weeks during the Falklands crisis in 1982.




  Gibraltar was almost like going home. These were days when the British Navy were still using the rock as a base, the shops had a sort of English feel to them, and of course the policemen were dressed the same as at home. We were not there for long but we managed to try a local pub and buy a few bits and pieces we had been missing for four months – Cadbury’s chocolate, for example.




  The Mediterranean was pretty cold, as it was winter. We had cargo for Barcelona, Livorno and Genoa, and in all these places there was time to do some sightseeing – the Leaning Tower of Pisa, a few miles outside Livorno, a day’s skiing in the Italian Alps and a run ashore up the Ramblas in Barcelona – and that was another education. During the day the Ramblas is a beautiful tree-lined avenue running between wonderful old buildings, but at night in the early 1970s it seemed to be lined with bars, all bustling until well into the early hours.




  One of my cabin mates homed in again on the female pleasures, and there seemed to be plenty of opportunity, stunning young ladies in every bar and on every corner – but then of course after a few beers they all looked great. Yet when we returned to Barcelona a few weeks later to load cargo, the American Sixth Fleet was in town. The ladies had gone, the MPs had replaced them on every corner and in every bar – and even so their sailors seemed to be far worse for alcoholic wear than we ever managed to be. We reckoned it was because the US Navy had a dry ship policy: when the boys eventually got ashore they couldn’t handle more than just a few beers. Our nautical training included the social necessity of being able to hold one’s liquor!




  South again




  The next few months shot by. The charming city of Cadiz was our last port in Europe before going south. We were only going as far as Lourenço Marques this time, but we called at the South African ports both on the way and on our eventual homeward voyage. By this time the five of us who had joined in Hull were the senior cadets, and another six had come aboard in the Med to replace those who were going back home and to college. Naturally we felt quite superior: we had crossed the line, we had stories to tell of adventures in Africa. Leave the party arranging to us: we know the contacts, the girls, the bars. Nonsense of course, but it impressed one or two of them. The others were not so gullible as to take our ramblings for anything but one-trip cadet bravado.




  And so, after a few more months, I completed my first voyage at sea, a great learning experience in more ways than one, exciting on occasion, but also at times tedious, boring and even lonely. I think most of us have done a lot of soul searching at that age – Is this really the career for me? Will I end up like the senior officers? Do they actually like what they do for a living?




  The only thing I was sure about was that I should finish what I had started. Getting to the end of the first road involved more sea time and a great deal of study before I might end up with a second mate’s ticket, the first certificate which allows young cadets to become young officers and be responsible to the master for keeping a safe navigational watch for eight hours a day. It was still a long way off, and I wasn’t sure I was academically bright enough, but if it was going to take a kind of stubborn staying power, I knew I had it.




  The Clan Malcolm returned to Avonmouth on 4 June 1971, and I was to take four weeks’ leave before my next appointment, so my father picked me up from the ship and drove the couple of hours back up the M5 to Birmingham. We had been together down that same road three years before in order to take my sight test at the Mercantile Marine Office in Bristol, the dreaded lantern test that reveals whether you can distinguish the coloured lights of ships at night. As I look back over almost four decades at sea I often ask myself the question, what would I have done if I had failed that sight test? At the time I had been so nervous it had been very touch and go. What if?




  Bowater’s




  When I travelled up to Scotland to join my next vessel I was not to realise that by the time I returned home after another seven months I would have served on three ships, all belonging to the same subsidiary of British and Commonwealth Shipping, the Bowater Paper Company. As the name implies, the ships were all involved in the paper trade, carrying in the main either newsprint in great rolls or paper pulp in compressed bundles of about a cubic metre.




  Bowater’s had originally run their own ships, and although relatively small they were lovely vessels, almost yacht-like, with accommodation for a few passengers and an ‘owner’s suite’. Times were changing, though, and as their fleet started to age and contract I presume it was not felt practical to operate a shipping company within a paper company – so the management of the remaining ships was handed over to B&C. The two main trading patterns were from the Baltic running cargoes down to the paper mills on the River Thames, and with products from the paper mills of Newfoundland to the eastern seaboard of Canada and the USA.
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  The Nicolas Bowater had been refitting in a Glasgow dry dock. I arrived on board on 2 July 1971 in the knowledge that the ship was expected to sail the following day for the USA, my first trip across the Atlantic. In a ridiculous way I felt almost like Christopher Columbus on his voyage of discovery: for the first time I was going to see at first hand this land of opportunity we had all heard about since our early school days. Other chaps who had sailed on the ships before had talked of good times ashore, and I was really looking forward to experiencing them. Our first destination was to be Charleston, South Carolina, for a cargo of paper pulp.




  The crossing must have been fairly routine, and when we reached the US coast the ship anchored in the Cooper River for a day or so. I was posted on bridge anchor watch, on my own. I must have impressed the chief mate with my abilities, or perhaps he was a lazy so-and-so and didn’t want to get up at four o’clock in the morning. Anyway, even though I felt almost petrified in case anything should happen when the ship was theoretically under my sole responsibility for the first time, I did the watches. Much to my absolute relief, the ship did not sink, drift away, catch fire or run aground.




  Paper pulp is loaded very efficiently using what are referred to as chain slings, lifting up about eight or ten of these cubic-metre blocks at a time. Inside the ship they were dropped unceremoniously into the hold, quickly released from the chains and rolled into position so that you eventually end up with a solid mass of white pulp filling every possible space like bricks in a wall. Of course, paper in this form can absorb a great deal of water, so it was imperative that when loading the hold was complete, the hatch covers were securely closed and completely water-tight so that any rough seas that the ship might meet on its next voyage should not be able to seep down into the hold. If the pulp became wet it would swell to such a degree that hatch lids could be forced off, structural damage to the ship might occur and of course the cargo would become useless.




  My time ashore to experience America was very short, as this type of cargo could be loaded very quickly and within three days the ship was full to her marks. But one night we did manage to go to a local club, a disco the like of which I had never seen before, as the floor was illuminated by coloured stripes all flashing in time with the music. I wasn’t over-impressed when I went to get a beer, however. I was refused on the grounds that I was under twenty-one, the age limit at which young Americans became eligible to buy a drink in a public bar. Even in the UK I had never been questioned before, and I had been going into pubs since I was about sixteen years old.




  We sailed, not to enjoy the pleasures of the North American coast but to Durban in South Africa. I was a little disappointed. I’d ‘done’ South Africa, I wanted to get to see other places – and besides, Durban was a heck of a long way. In fact it would take twenty-eight days of steady steaming to get there, a whole month at sea. Could I stand the routine and the boredom?




  Of course I had to, there was no choice. On arriving in Durban we went straight alongside to discharge and to be told that we were loading a full cargo of Rayon pulp, which looked almost identical to the paper and was stowed in just the same manner. After ten days and a few evenings ashore we set off, bound for the USA again, another twenty-eight days at sea. In fact we repeated the whole round trip twice, finally ending up in Mobile, Alabama, some time in late November. Five months had gone by, somehow without us really noticing it, as the officers were a good relaxed crowd who were easy to get on with.




  North America




  On arrival in Mobile the company-appointed local agent told us we were lucky to get in, as the dockers were going on strike and the port would be closed. Unlucky for the poor ship owner perhaps, but not for us guys, who seemed to have seen far too much water in the past five months. The chief mate, an Australian who smoked like a chimney, decided we should have a party and duly contacted the agent to organise same. The women were staff and friends from the agent’s office and it was decided Friday lunchtime would be most suitable, with the weekend coming up and no sign of any serious cargo work being done in the near future.




  The ladies had been told it was to be a traditional British fish-and-chip lunch, in newspaper, so I think that might have encouraged a few who may have had second thoughts about going on board a cargo ship full of sailors who hadn’t seen much of the opposite sex for some considerable time. But the agent was advised of a serious proviso when inviting the ladies: there had to be one whose task would be to socialise with the captain, George Trowsdale.




  At the appointed hour a convoy of large American cars drove into the dock and parked alongside the ship, and about a dozen ladies, plus the agent, proceeded to make their way up the gangway. Of course they were received warmly, and for the first hour or so good manners simply oozed out of the officers. Drinks were served in the cosy lounge normally reserved for the few passengers the ship might take from time to time, the fish and chips arrived and were devoured with great relish, with these Southern ladies all commenting on ‘how cute it was’.




  Then we noticed George sloping off with a slightly more mature lady, who had obviously been instructed in her duty as she had been in deep conversation with the ‘old man’ for some time. They went down to her car, extricated a suitcase and made their way back on board. As they passed the lounge on the way up to his cabin we pretended not to notice, but there were big grins on all our faces. George had ‘scored’ – no wonder they called him ‘Trousers Trowsdale’.




  In fact we never saw the captain until Monday. I guess he must have had a very tiring weekend. We made friends with the ladies and were invited back to a number of parties in the few weeks we stayed in port. I had a very close friend who drove me around and showed me the area in her big open-top American cruiser. One party sticks in my mind, and that was when we were all invited to the home of the captain’s lady friend, only to be met at the door by her husband. Nothing was said, he and his wife were perfect hosts, and we only found out a few days later that, because the husband could apparently no longer ‘perform’, his wife had threatened divorce, which he could not face. I’d like to believe it was because he loved her so much he couldn’t bear to live without her, but maybe it was because of the settlement he would have to make if they did separate. Anyway, he was prepared to accept her ‘playing away’ provided she stayed with him – an amicable arrangement, I suppose.




  We eventually sailed after discharging our cargo. A sad goodbye, but we were all looking forward to our next port. We had been told the runs to Durban were finally over and we should proceed to Corner Brook in Newfoundland, where a cargo of newsprint would be waiting. At long last, I was to visit the port all the Bowater boys talked about, and Christmas was coming up.




  Corner Brook




  We arrived on a crystal-clear cold day in this beautiful place set at the mouth of the Bay of Islands. The city is twenty-five miles inland from the open waters of the Gulf of St Lawrence, the landscape of the region is rugged and the scenery spectacular, with mountains filling the horizon in all directions. The surrounding coastline holds magnificent fjords, jagged headlands, thickly forested areas and many offshore islands. We were to go alongside a wooden jetty right next to a large paper mill that was very atmospheric – tall chimneys belching out steam from the plant inside, the noise of working machinery. The smell of the lumber being processed was so rich and sweet it felt as though it could be cut with a knife.




  Trees were brought down from the forest and the mill dealt with the entire process of converting them to pulp or, as in the case of our cargo, newsprint. Great rolls about four feet high and two feet in diameter were brought to the quayside by specially adapted forklift trucks that had a set of jaws to clamp each roll. The ship’s derricks were rigged in what is termed a union purchase arrangement to lift the rolls into the hold, but great care was needed by the stevedores to transfer, lower and position the rolls, ensuring they suffered no damage. Damaged rolls would be rejected if they could not fit the machines of the newspaper printing press.




  The small town and the surrounding hills were covered in snow and, although the day we arrived was clear, there was plenty of snow to fall during our stay. It was very cold at night, and everything appeared to be frozen, even some of the ballast tanks that I had to sound every day to ensure there was no ingress of water. There might have been, but my sounding rod always came up dry, and because of the temperature it was even difficult to remove the brass plug in the deck at the top of the sounding pipe.




  After a day’s work we always tried to have a nap before going ashore, as it seems did the young local folks, as the only disco didn’t open its doors until ten o’clock at night. Making friends was very easy, as the girls were always keen to meet the few sailors that came into town, and we stayed until closing time at two in the morning. I met a lovely girl, a young primary-school teacher, and several times I was invited back to her parents’ house. We would take the short journey in her car, sliding around on the icy roads before creeping in to the lounge downstairs to sit by the boiler and drink coffee. The relationship was all very proper, and despite any other intentions I might have had, she would always ensure I was on my way back to the ship by four. I can still clearly remember struggling the mile or so through the snow, dressed in just about every bit of clothing I had to keep out the cold, through the mill and back on board. After less than a couple of hours’ sleep I had to be back on my feet to sound those damn tanks. Tired but happy, as I recall.




  So we had Christmas Day there, and it was, as might be expected, a somewhat alcoholic celebration. One tinged with some sadness, however, as I had had my marching orders. I was due to go back to college to take my next study course in January, but the ship was to remain on the eastern seaboard. The company therefore planned to transfer me to the 3,917 gross ton Gladys Bowater, one of the smaller paper carriers that had come across the Atlantic and was expected to return to the UK. The ship, unfortunately, had been through some very rough weather and was now sitting in the dry dock in Halifax, Nova Scotia. Amongst other steelwork repairs, it had to have several hundred rivets in the forepart of the hull replaced.
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  Late in the afternoon of 27 December I picked up the regular taxi service that ran to the tiny airport at Deer Lake. I think the driver realised I was tight for time, because he careered off down the road at a great rate of knots, hardly taking his foot off the accelerator until we came to a sudden halt at the airport some hour and a half later. For most of the journey there had been no sign of the road in the headlights, just a long ribbon of packed grey ice stretching endlessly into the distance, with the ever-present forest hugging our intended path. That was some drive: he knew what he was doing, but it was better than many a fairground ride I’ve been on since. The plane was waiting, the props were turning, I just made it, much to the mirth of the stewardess at the door, who I suppose had seen this sort of situation many times before.




  By the time I reached the ship it was late. The taxi driver didn’t know where it was and we seemed to drive around half the city of Halifax before he returned to the dry dock. There it was, so small you could just see the masts and the funnel poking up over the top of the dock walls. In the officers’ bar there were still a couple of guys and I managed to scrounge a beer before I found a cabin, unpacked and finally got my head down.




  I was to be there only until 6 January. The ship was late coming out of the dry dock and the owners decided to change its itinerary for one that would keep her on the Canadian coast. We did actually sail, but only round to Liverpool, Nova Scotia, another tiny port where paper was processed and loaded. In the meantime, however, the New Year festivities were coming up and a party was organised for New Year’s Eve. The ladies came from the local Young Women’s Church Association – whether they were determined to offer some degree of Christian charity to us poor sailors stuck on a vessel in dry dock many miles from home, or just wanted to party, I never really found out. We all had a very good time, but not long after midnight there were just a few of us stalwarts left standing, I managed to chat to a very pleasant lady who had come out to Canada from Wales. We got on famously – so much so that she was able to see at first hand how small the bunks are in a cadet’s cabin, so she took me back to see her spacious apartment. They say there’s a warm welcome in the Welsh hillsides, and I’m pleased to report that this indeed is correct even in the expatriate of the species. As a result of our party, the socialising was reciprocated and our new-found friends extended hospitalities.




  Yet again I felt I was making up for too many lonely months at sea, but then I was given a flight ticket back to Newfoundland. Upon arriving at Liverpool I hopped in a cab, was driven back to Halifax airport and flew to Stephenville, another small airport not so far away from Corner Brook. Here I joined Constance Bowater, a sister ship to the Gladys. She had almost finished loading and was shortly to leave for the UK.




  North Atlantic




  There was no time to see my recent acquaintance as we headed out for one of the worst-weather trips I have had to experience. The North Atlantic is rarely anyone’s friend in the middle of winter, and the next twelve days were going to be no exception. The ship was tiny compared to any average container ship you see these days, and we seemed to be stuck in one huge low-pressure system. All the way across, she rolled, pitched, bounced and even dived continuously. There was almost as much water coming over the deck as you might expect on a submarine. One minute we would be on the crest of a huge swell, able to view several miles into the deep grey distance, with only the white spume blowing off the peaks of the mountainous waves to give any colour to the leaden sky. Then the ship dived or fell into the trough, and solid walls of water came up on either side like massive hills suddenly erupting to block the view.




  On board, sleep was snatched for minutes at a time. The only way to stay in your bunk was to wedge the mattress up with lifejackets on the outboard side, while you lay in the valley between the mattress and the bulkhead with your insides heaving with the violent movement. When you closed your eyes your body felt as though it was being thrown through space by the forces of some external gravity. When the bow came crashing down after a particularly large head swell your whole body seemed to come to a sudden stop, but it felt as though your insides wanted to continue their vertical or transverse journey.




  Down below in the engine room the engineers were struggling with the overspeed governor on the main engine, as at times the propeller almost came out of the water, the load came off and the engine tried to accelerate beyond the designed specification. Because the governor could not keep up, an engineer had to be down regulating the speed on the throttle sticks. On the bridge conditions were foul. During the day it was just not very pleasant looking out of the windows, and at night you couldn’t see where the next great wave was coming from. Inside the ship anything that could not be tied down had long ago found the lowest part of the cabin or lay smashed on the deck. There was no point in trying to tidy up even if you were physically able to hold on long enough to do so.




  After forever, or so it seemed, the old man took her up through the Minches, that wonderful stretch of relatively calm water which protects part of the west coast of Scotland from the Atlantic swells. Bliss. We could sit, eat, stand, lie down and even go to the heads in comfort. But it wasn’t to last, for the ship went through the Pentland Firth straight into the teeth of an easterly gale, and we ended up making less than 7 knots – and at one stage, because of the strong tide, it was actually recorded that we were going backwards over the ground. Two more long cold days we struggled against wind and tide – but eventually of course it all came to an end and we pulled into Grangemouth on the morning of 20 January 1972.




  The voyage had taken almost twice as long as it should have, but on the train south it somehow just seemed like a bad dream. Within a few days I was off to London and the School of Navigation at Tower Hill. Our digs were at the King Edward VII Hall on the Commercial Road down in the East End, better known as the ‘Stack of Bricks’. I guess I’ve known better places, but the guys I was with were all around the same age so we had some fun, studied fairly hard and all eventually returned to our ships to finish the sea time we required before we could sit our first ticket. I even managed to learn a little Cockney – but then I had a good teacher, who used to pick me up in her Triumph Herald for evenings out at some not too distant pub.




  Final sea time




  To complete the sea time I was to do another two relatively short voyages down to South Africa, first on the refrigerated cargo vessel Rothesay Castle, which I joined in Hamburg in late April 1972, and then on another ‘reefer’, the 10,538 gross registered ton Southampton Castle. I have always felt that British and Commonwealth Shipping gave cadets a good all-round training because they had such a variety of ships, and these two were to broaden my knowledge and experience further.




  The Rothesay was built to take either general or refrigerated cargo. We carried the former southbound and the latter northbound, as it was the citrus season in the Cape and we loaded mainly oranges in Cape Town. Fruit has to be carried very carefully to ensure that it does not ripen before arrival at the discharge port, so it is chilled to stop the process or slow it right down. This means the refrigerated holds have to be monitored very carefully by the refrigeration engineer, who adjusts the machinery to change the temperature just a degree or so, finally bringing it up just prior to arrival so that by the time the fruit reaches the customer it is ripe and ready for eating.
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  On 5 August I signed off in Drammen, Norway, and flew to Germany to join the Southampton Castle in Hamburg, where she was alongside loading. An unusual event, as the vessel was on the Mail contract from the UK to the Cape and it was only as a result of a dockers’ strike in Southampton that she had been sent to the Continent. With the ship fully laden we sailed for the English Channel and Dover, where we were to pick up the few passengers.




  This ship was one of a pair of the fastest reefers afloat. They were able to reach a service speed of close to 24 knots, enabling them to fit in with the other five larger passenger cargo vessels which in those days maintained a weekly service from Southampton.




  Accommodation on board for a maximum of twelve passengers was an afterthought from the original builder’s plan, but it was added at a later date when it was decided the ships would also make calls at Ascension Island and St Helena on the way north and south. On this voyage we were to carry the young wife of the newly installed doctor at Jamestown. She was very pleasant and allowed me to become perhaps a little too familiar; it came to nothing, of course, and I felt rather foolish after she departed. The weeks passed by, we discharged and loaded, then on the way north from Cape Town our help was summoned to look for a light aircraft that had come down somewhere of the coast of South West Africa. In the early hours a light was spotted in the area of its last known position, and we sailed over to find a life raft with both pilots safe inside. They were taken on board, fed and watered, and remained with us until St Helena. Apparently they were on some kind of fishery research flight and both engines of their Beechcraft packed up when they changed over fuel tanks. How and when they returned home from the island I never found out, as there certainly were not that many calls by ships and, as today, there was no airfield.




  I disembarked in Southampton in the middle of September, and within a few days was back at the School of Navigation to finish my studies and take my second mate’s ticket. I had sailed for the last time as a cadet. After another six months at college I would board my next vessel as a watchkeeping officer.
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  Second mate




  Watchkeeper: Clan Ranald and Kinnaird Castle





  My discharge book indicates that I returned to sea after my college course on 27 March 1973. I joined the refrigerated cargo ship Clan Ranald in Southampton for a voyage to South Africa as un-certificated third mate. Although I had passed the oral section of my second mate’s ‘ticket’ I would have to make a second attempt at the maths paper (yet again my Achilles heel), but a pass in orals was enough in those days to guarantee a place as a junior watchkeeping bridge officer, thus gaining valuable experience at a comparatively young age. I was just 21.




  The one thing that stands out in my memory of this voyage is the apparent total unconcern of the master regarding my ability to navigate the ship single-handed. We left Southampton Water and sailed down the Solent, passing through the Needles Channel with the Isle of Wight on our port side and heading southwest towards Ushant and the Bay of Biscay. It was dusk and the captain, once the pilot had disembarked, hung around for the shortest of time, handing the ‘con’ of the ship to me and just telling me to give him a call should I be concerned about anything.




  I presumed he had other more important business to attend to, but in retrospect I expect he was pretty tired after a long day and was looking forward to sitting down in his comfortable chair with a large whisky or gin in his hand.




  Within an hour it was dark, very dark, and also very clear, which is not always such a good thing. Lights from other vessels can be seen for great distances, so great in fact that the radar may not be able to pick up and show the targets. In those days radars were relatively simple, with no automatic radar plotting aids, no satellite position input and often not even an automatic speed input. Bearings were taken with an electronic bearing line or manual cursor, distances with a variable distance marker, and these were either plotted onto a separate chart or a chinagraph pencil was used to mark them onto a special plotting screen which could be attached above the cathode ray tube of the radar. This screen was illuminated from underneath, and could be switched on and off at will.




  Needless to say, if there were more than just a few targets the plotter became very busy with the thick pencil marks, and in spite of all the instruction and practice we had had as students in plotting ships and attempting to find their point of nearest approach it often became a rather useless confusion of smudged lines, which made accuracy somewhat hit and miss.




  As we continued our journey towards the west and areas of increased traffic, I was aware of lights just about everywhere. I could see ships at a distance much further than the range on which the radar was set, some bright and clear, others a mere glimmer. The bright ones are not always the closest, as they can be small fishing boats far away with powerful lights hanging over the side to encourage the fish to their nets. And a not so bright one might of course be a small yacht at a close distance. Vigilance was required.




  Fair enough I suppose, but then as we approached Portland I detected many echoes on the radar screen, but without any apparent lights visible from the bridge. Looking at the chart, I could see our vessel was in the area where high naval activity might be expected. The naval base at Portland was close by, and I guessed the boys were on exercise. My rudimentary tracking showed some vessels making high speed and in some form of convoy. As they approached and passed us, just a faint glimmer from their navigation lights could be seen. And then a small radar target, travelling quite slowly, turned out to be a submarine. One minute it was there, the next it must have submerged, the light had gone, as had the radar echo. All rather unnerving to a very junior first-trip mate.




  The warships started to send up flare signals, and then were talking to each other in Morse by use of the Aldis light. Then I could see one of them was trying to attract my attention by flashing the letter U at me, the International Code letter for ‘You are standing into danger!’




  I could see nothing that might indicate a problem, neither on the radar nor on the chart. The water was certainly deep enough, and my position fixes indicated we were on track. The light flashed again. That was enough – I called the captain.




  He came fairly nonchalantly to the bridge, had a cursory look around, noticed that most of the warships had now passed our beam and were clearing astern. The phantom light flasher had disappeared and the radar was showing just a few targets way ahead in the distance. Not much for him to do but go back down again. He made little comment then or the next day, and I presume he had observed many inexperienced mates on his ship before and was happy for them to learn their own lessons without wanting to give them some protracted lecture about calling him needlessly just because their nerves were getting a little frayed.




  The voyage to the Cape was fairly routine, a quick run down to the South Atlantic, full load of chilled deciduous fruit and back up to Southampton to unload – and where I was to pay off on 1 s May. I joined the Kinnaird Castle in Tilbury later the same day. The company knew I needed to go back up to the Shipping Office on a certain day to re-sit my paper, so another trip south was not on the cards.




  The Kinnaird was an older cargo vessel ‘coasting’ around the UK, and I was on board for about six weeks until paying off in Glasgow on 27 June. A coastal voyage in many ways was a good way to learn the more practical aspects of cargo stowage and handling, plus getting to understand the many frustrating practices that some of the militant unionised stevedores turned to in order to earn an extra shilling or have a more ‘relaxed’ physical day.




  In the early 1970s strikes were often called for what were considered by us to be the most pitiful of excuses. For example, a docker might have been sent ashore for stealing from the cargo, so the rest would stop work until he was reinstated, even if he was on a different gang and on a different ship. I heard that extra ‘embarrassment’ money had to be paid if, for example, a quantity of urinals had to be loaded. Breakfast breaks lasting up to an hour were taken just 45 minutes after work commenced. If a cargo to be loaded consisted of alcohol, then there was always a problem of one sort or another. A sling containing several cases of whisky would be dropped sufficiently fast by the crane operator to ensure a case would land hard on the deck of the hold and bottles would break, an open invitation for the remaining bottles to disappear.




  After leaving the ship I took the maths paper again, and passed.




  Reina del Mar




  I remember phoning up the office after receiving my results, and they asked me what sort of vessel I would like to work on next. At that time the Union Castle Line, a part of the British and Commonwealth group, had six major passenger ships, and I stated that I felt I had had enough of cargo ships for a while, so could I go on one of the passenger vessels? I was straight away offered the Windsor Castle, which was one of the regular mail vessels running to South Africa and due to leave in a few days’ time. That was a little too soon, I said, was there anything else? When they suggested the Reina, as she was affectionately known, I just about fainted. This ship was a cruising vessel, and everyone’s idea of a dream to work on board. They said I should work for a few weeks as fourth officer, second on a watch, and thus ‘learn the ropes’, then I would go up to third officer, in charge of a watch.
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