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  Foreword




  

    Geoffrey Holder-Jones is undoubtedly a very special man, whose tales are told vividly within this book. His stories are presented to us with great modesty, and concentrate largely on his career in the Royal Navy Volunteer Reserve and his service in the Second World War. Yet he is one of many such men who stepped forward at a critical time in the nation's history to boost the naval personnel in order to man a rapidly expanding fleet. Their contribution to the eventual success of our forces has gone largely unreported, and their brave exploits – particularly in the little ships – have been dwarfed by the more famous battles and campaigns which were dominated by the capital ships.

  




  Entry into the RNVR in the Great Depression gave Geoffrey a new lease of life and adventure. It introduced him to mess life and comradeship with its very special naval humour. His stories throughout the book never lose sight of these assets, which form the very basis of life at sea, emphasised still further during the war that was to follow. Danger and violence hit him early, and his Distinguished Service Medal speaks volumes for his bravery, which is casually brushed aside in the narrative. Destined for greater things, he gained a commission – and a wife – and had a gruelling war, largely in converted armed trawlers used for escort duties. His experiences in the storms and ice of northern waters will strike a chord with those who have been there, and can only be imagined by those who have not, and his exploits from the North Cape to the eastern seaboard of America provide for many gripping tales. He was talented enough to gain command quickly and then was captain of six ships, albeit four of them over a period of ten weeks when he was a 'spare' commanding officer for the Western Approach trawlers. This must surely be a record!




  After being demobilised at the end of 1945 he trained in Bognor Regis as a teacher and taught in schools around Brighton, with his final job as Headmaster of St Andrew's Church School, Hove. I guess that is where my link with his story starts, for my father left the RNVR as a padre at the end of the war and was Vicar of Bognor before becoming Vicar of Hove and a Governor of St Andrew's School, which I then attended. Yes, I was one of Geoffrey's boys! Later, as a cadet from Brighton, Hove Sussex Grammar School, I sailed in HMS Curzon on trips to France, so I can fully vouchsafe his description of how she rolled like a pig.




  Finally, I found myself as the guest speaker at Lancing College in 2008 at the dinner where the author Tim Parker first met Geoffrey. I am so very pleased that that evening has led to this book, for the stories told by Geoffrey give a real feel for the fighting Royal Navy in the middle of the last century, and especially the fortitude of the men and women of this country. We owe them a great debt, and we should all be grateful to Tim Parker for putting this book together so ably.




  

    Rear Admiral John Lippiett, CB, MBE

  




  Preface




  

    It was in June 2008 that I first met Signalman Jones. By then he was Lieutenant-Commander Geoffrey Holder-Jones, DSM, VRD, RNVR We were guests at a dinner at Lancing College in Sussex to commemorate the time when the college had been taken over by the Royal Navy and renamed HMS King Alfred. I was seated opposite Geoffrey who proved to be an excellent dinner companion. A lively and engaging man, Geoffrey told me of his time at King Alfred, where he and some twenty thousand other cadets had been trained to become officers desperately needed for the war against Germany. There was just one problem: there was a wide refectory table between us, it was a noisy evening and both of us are a little deaf. Happily, Gladys, Geoffrey's charming wife, was sitting next to me and she filled in the pieces that we missed. I was intrigued, and we arranged to meet. It was then that Geoffrey entrusted his scrapbook to me. As soon as I saw the scrapbook I knew his story was worth the telling.

  




  I have been very fortunate in the number of family and friends who have helped me to become a writer. As a consequence of their help, in all kind of ways, here is my first book.




  To begin: Beth has given me love and comfort in my struggles (and corrected my spelling), and Donna with her skills and patience has been crucial in this enterprise.




  Then, in no particular order but starting with two visionaries who took a gamble and gave me my first writing jobs: Simon Bradshaw, editor of the Argus, and Leonard Stall. Thanks also are due to Neville Dutton for his splendid paintings, and to Hugh Burnett, Roger Clifton-Moore, Andrea and Jim Darch, Patricia Eve and her team at Seafarer Books, Alan Godwin, Simon Hatchwell, Peter James, Andrew Konecki, John Martin, Peter Mulleneux, Robin Norris, Julian Parker, Michael Parrish, the late Peter Rawlings, John Riley, Ian Steel, David Watson, Robert Weir, and others too many to mention.




  I am grateful to the Michael and Honor Thwaites Heritage Association for granting me permission to reproduce two poems by Michael Thwaites, to the Society of Authors for permission to include an extract from one of John Masefield's poems, and to Duggie and Jeannie Wakefield for graciously allowing me to reproduce a letter from Grade Fields.




  Finally, I am indebted to the two people who are most important in all of this, my good friends Geoffrey Holder-Jones and his wife Gladys, with whom I have enjoyed tea and biscuits at 1600 hours on many occasions.




  

    Tim Parker


    October 2010

  




  A message from Signalman Jones




  

    I am so pleased that Tim's book is to be published. I told Tim my stories (he tells me that he still has a box full of anecdotes), and he did a great deal of research to check the facts and the background before writing the book. Indeed, he was able to tell me things that I had not known about the great Battle of the Atlantic.

  




  Those afternoons brought back many memories. They renewed my appreciation of the friends I made, and the extraordinary courage of the ordinary men and women who were little mentioned during the war. These individuals did their best for little glory: fishermen on minesweepers, Asdic operators, gunners, cooks, engineers. Seamen from the Hebrides, Grimsby and other fishing ports. Volunteers from Canada, Australia, India, New Zealand, Argentina and others from all round the world, who helped defeat our enemies in what was the British Empire's last sea battle.




  And how can I forget New York? America could, with all its might, have survived the onslaught of the German U-boats – but I believe our squadron of twenty-four assorted fishing vessels won the battle for the USA in the spring and summer of 1942.




  I must mention four particular friends I made while I was at sea. First, Michael Thwaites, first lieutenant of Wastwater. He was a great friend and we spent many hours together. A poet of distinction, an author and a Rhodes scholar, Michael encouraged me to give my own writing a try. Then Archie Hodge, my first lieutenant in Baffin. I owe him a lot, and it was much to my delight that he took over my command when I returned to the UK. Then there was Lieutenant Derek Hitchman, later a distinguished teacher in Hove County Boys' School. Derek was an inventor, a scientist, a mathematician and an organist. And there was another great friend, Stuart Thornton, our steward on Baffin. I have never known a kinder man.




  Of course only a fraction of my life has been lived at sea, and I have so enjoyed the years since the war, with Gladys and my children, and my time as a teacher and headmaster. And I'm so pleased to learn that among my boys was young Lippiett, and that he should become an admiral. This book is a testament to all those who have shared my life, and I remember them with great affection.




  Finally, and most important, my sincere thanks to Tim Parker, who did not realise what he was taking on when he approached this ancient mariner, who when asked a question found it nigh impossible to keep to the point. Thank you, Tim, for your good-hearted patience and humour.




  

    Lieutenant-Commander Geoffrey Holder-Jones, DSM, VRD, RNVR
 October 2010

  




  1


  


  Early years –


  Liverpool and the Great Depression




  

    Ihad better begin at the beginning and that's a hell of a time ago. I was born in Liverpool in 1915, the youngest son of a draper, Arthur Holder-Jones. It was the second year of the First World War. George V was King of England and his cousin Kaiser of Germany. Asquith was Prime Minister and Winston Churchill was First Lord of the Admiralty.

  




  At the start of the war there had been cheers, brass bands and church bells. There was great enthusiasm and queues at recruiting offices to fight for King, Country and Empire. 'It will all be over in the year – better join up now so as not to miss the fun.' There were some sane voices: 'The lamps are going out all over Europe. We shall not see them lit again in our time,' remarked Edward Grey the Foreign Secretary. And of course he was right; it was a ruinous war, causing distress and hardship throughout the world. And while we won the war the great days of the Empire were over.




  Of course I was far too young to have any knowledge of what was happening in Liverpool, never mind the world, and indeed my first memories are not of Liverpool. Before I was old enough to take notice of my surroundings our family, my father, my mother, Alice, my three older brothers, Robert, Raymond and Roland, and I had moved from Liverpool to North Wales. I don't know whether the move was prompted by the great flu epidemic; if it was, it was well done, as none of our family contracted that killer disease. Now it's almost forgotten, but in 1918 at the end of the First World War the country, and indeed the world, was struck by a virulent virus which became known as the Spanish flu. The influenza pandemic was more lethal than the fighting in the war that cut down so many young men. Glasgow was the first city to be affected, and within three months almost a quarter of a million people in the UK had died. So severe was the epidemic that it seemed that the old cry last heard during the Black Death might return to our cities – 'Bring out your dead.' A popular rhyme went the rounds:




  

    I had a little bird


    Its name was Enza


    I opened the window


    And in flu Enza


  




  

    Liverpool was one of the worst-hit cities, and diousands perished. Liverpool's slum dwellings, poverty and lack of food contributed to the spread of the disease, but it was no ordinary flu. A fifth of those infected developed pneumonia or septicaemia. Those hale and hearty at breakfast could be dead by tea time.

  




  My father was an energetic man, and on moving to Wales became an agent for several manufacturers supplying the drapery trade. I remember as a youngster making deliveries with him in his pony and trap. But my father's agency in Wales was never a success – there were too many green fields and too few people. So before long the family moved back to Liverpool, where my father opened a new drapery business in Aintree, not far from the famous racecourse. It was a good move and the store did well. The shop was close to a farm, and in winter the farmer would flood one of his fields to provide the locals with a skating rink. I remember crawling through a hole in the hedge to get to the ice with one of my brothers –




  

    'Where's your ticket?'


    'Lost it.'


    "Well don't do it again'.

  




  But we did, and in truth spent many happy hours on the ice without paying a penny. There is no doubt about it, winters were colder in those days.




  I was sent to Alsop High School. I was a reasonable scholar but was hampered by ill health, particularly at exam time! I had a nasty bout of shingles, and even caught scarlet fever, another killer in those days. I spent six weeks in the Liverpool Isolation Hospital. There were rumours of a pauper's unmarked grave under the drive but I survived both the fever and the hospital.




  In my teens I was disturbed when my mother Alice's health began to fail. I loved her dearly; she was a pretty and engaging woman, who would play cricket with us. I was sixteen at the time and my father took the family to Blackpool for a holiday but it didn't do my mother any good. She thed a slow and painful death from breast cancer. The treatment for the disease in those days was horrific – the memory of those radium needles still makes me shudder. It had been my mother who held our family together, and after her death we drifted apart.




  After school my father apprenticed me to a general store in Liverpool, and from there I drifted in and out of several jobs. I missed my mother and was something of a loner with little ambition. For a time I worked for my father, but that was a mistake. We were never close; he thought I was a hopeless salesman and uninterested in his business; of course he was right. What I wanted was to go to sea, but the timing was all wrong. It was at the height of the Depression and it seemed that half the people in Liverpool were out of work. My brother Roland had a master's ticket in the merchant navy but could only get a job as a quartermaster. When at last he found employment as an officer with the Malayan Steamship Company, the company was so short of money that it had cut its spending on food, relying on rough seas to dull passengers' appetites.




  My father insisted that I remain in the retail trade. Roland backed him up, so I continued to drift from one employer to another. In the end I did find a job which I half liked, as an assistant at Lincoln Bennett, an upmarket retailer specialising in gentlemen's hats. Lincoln Bennett guaranteed its customers a perfect fit with its 'Conformatour'. It was a contraption used by us assistants to make an impression of individual heads so backroom staff could mould hard hats, bowlers and top hats to the right shape. There were strict rules; assistants were forbidden to ask customers for their hat size but were instructed to greet clients with a smile, offer them a cigarette and sit them in a comfortable chair. Most of our customers smoked and accepted the offer. We lost very few sales, and as a finishing touch we labelled each hat with our customers' initials. One of our rivals in the business used a different approach:




  

    If in life you want to shine


    Try one of ours at three and nine


  




  

    For those of you younger than me, three shillings and nine pence is about 18 p.

  




  In those days Battersby's of Stockport, Manchester, a leading hat manufacturer, introduced a new line, the 'Atta Boy'. The company was searching for ideas as to how they might market their new hat and put it to their workforce. There was one reply from the shop floor:




  

    You can't be a Twat


    In an Atta Boy Hat


  




  

    The slogan was never used but it went the rounds and gave us a good laugh. Almost everybody between the wars wore hats or caps. They kept your head warm, and said something about you. A bowler indicated an up and coming businessman or foreman; a top hat told the world that you had arrived.

  




  In the late twenties and early thirties thousands of Liverpool families faced real hardship. The poor would put anything on their heads to keep warm. But Liverpudlians were a tough lot, an extraordinary mixture of people from different countries and with different religions. Irish, Welsh, Scots, Blacks, Chinese, Poles, Greeks, Indians and Jews who knew about hard times and somehow survived. There was always tension in the city between Catholics and Protestants: brawls, fights and insults were the order of the day, but rarely murder. Somehow Catholic and Anglican priests managed to keep their flocks in some kind of order. They were helped by Catholics and Protestants living in adjoining streets, unlike in Belfast, where whole areas were segregated. Of course there were those on bofh sides who enjoyed confrontation and a fight, but there was often humour in the insults. A typical Protestant chant was hardly life-threatening:




  

    Catholic Catholic


    Quack Quack Quack


    Go to the Devil


    And don't come back

  




  

    And nowadays what has changed? The new Catholic cathedral is known as Paddy's Wigwam.

  




  Oswald Moseley, leader of the Fascist party in the 1930s, thought that Liverpool would be a good recruiting ground. An enormous crowd turned out to meet him on his first visit to one of the poorest city suburbs; an open cart was used as a platform. Moseley was a rabble-rouser but had great presence and was a skilled orator. He soon had a crowd with him.




  'Are you hungry?'




  'Yes/ replied the crowd.




  He repeated the question and the crowd roared.




  'Then, friends/ said Moseley, 'there's a baker across the road, help yourselves.'




  But Moseley hadn't done his homework. The Jewish bakery in question was known for giving free bread to those that needed it. There was a sudden change of mood. Moseley was booed, his cart upturned and he was lucky to make his escape. Somehow, most people managed to retain their sense of fairness and respect for what was right. Every week there would be a hunger march or demonstration. I felt sorry for the marchers, haggard and hopeless. There was something wrong with a country as rich as ours that couldn't find work for those that wanted it. But there was never any real danger that the fabric of society in Liverpool would break. Indeed the majority of those who lived in Liverpool were patriotic. As far as they were concerned 'Britannia ruled the waves' and to hell with the bloody Germans.




  Despite the grinding poverty in Liverpool, which broke many families, there was always humour in the city streets and everyone looked forward to Guy Fawkes Night. Streets would vie with each other to build the largest bonfire, and come nightfall the bonfires in the poorest, narrowest street could be roof-high. A clear fire hazard. The fire brigade did their best to keep the fires under control but were often thwarted by enthusiastic locals who roped off the streets or even sealed the fire hydrants.




  Young and middle-aged women often caring for large families were known as 'Mary Ellens'. They dressed in a most distinctive fashion with large black shawls draped over their shoulders and fastened at the middle. The shawl formed a large pocket under each arm; often one would hold a baby, the other a bag and perhaps a little food which the Mary Ellen had managed to shoplift. Their men were known as Dicky Sams.




  In the busy, bustling streets there were always ways of making some money, and a popular method was to hire a barrow and sell vegetables. Typically a Mary Ellen would hock her wedding ring for a barrow and a load of produce. Her cries were a feature of the city streets. At the end of the day she would have enough money to pay for the barrow and retrieve her ring.




  

    Apples and pears, plums we have none


    Sage and a bit of parsley, nice juicy oranges


    White heather for luck young fella


    Buy the last two and I'll give you three


  




  

    It was not unusual for a barefoot youngster to approach a person eating an apple in the street – 'Give me the core mister!' Things were as bad as that.

  




  Of course, not everyone in Liverpool was poor. Far from it. Liverpool, founded on sugar, rum, slavery and, later, cotton for England's industrial heartland, was still an extraordinarily rich city. For me the Liverpool waterfront was a source of wonder, and in my free time I was often drawn to it. There stood the Cunard buildings with great ships manoeuvring in the narrow river from all over the world: Canadian Pacific, the White Star Line, Cunarders and merchant ships, most flying the red ensign. Then there was the Mersey Overhead Railway, which covered miles of dockland with its modern electric trains, the service stretching over twenty-seven miles, such was the size of the docks. Underneath the overhead railway there were train lines for Puffing Billies that would ring a bell as they approached, and roadways for lorries, carts and horse-drawn vehicles. The docks were an exciting place, and the overhead railway was unique. What fools the Liverpool councillors were to tear it down when they redeveloped the city centre after the war. It was a marvellous asset and they couldn't see it.




  Dockland was a great place to scrounge. There were spillages everywhere and the police were kept busy. Two small boys were seen stuffing their jackets and trousers with oranges from the quayside. A policeman caught them and locked them up in his station. After a few hours he let them out; there were no oranges to be seen.




  'So,' said the policeman, 'you have eaten the evidence. You better go.'




  'Yeah,' replied one of the boys as he ran off, 'and yer lunch.'




  Against the background of poverty, children without shoes and with little to eat, the rich carried on much as they had before. The Liverpool Playhouse played to packed authences, the restaurants and smart hotels had plenty of customers. Gentlemen in top hats and lathes dressed to kill were everywhere in the city centre. In the 1930s Liverpool became a centre of entertainment of every possible kind, with over three hundred places licensed for singing, dancing and variety shows. Leading opera and ballet companies would tour the city. And today, even though the city has changed beyond recognition and its docks almost gone, the theatrical tradition has continued – Ken Dodd with his Diddymen, his tickling stick, telling everyone about the Liverpool suburb Knotty Ash, Ted Ray, Jimmy Tarbuck, Arthur Askey, Cilia Black, the Liverpool Poets, the Spinners and of course the Beatles.

OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_001.jpg





OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_002.png
SEAFARER BOOKS
SHERIDAN HOUSE

&





