MY LIFE AT SEA  (1946 – 1997)

WILL YOU BELIEVE IT?

CAPTAIN JOHN OWEN JONES

AUTHOR’S FOREWORD 

I hope this book will be enjoyed by readers

who have no knowledge of sea life.

It covers a period when we saw the almost demise

of the Merchant Service.

I have avoided most technical details, but rather 
recounted just a few anecdotes.  Mostly 

situations and characters I have met over

the fifty one years I spent at sea.

I dedicate this book to the wives of Merchant

Seamen and all Servicemen.

May the Law of Moses return for you,

but do not hold your breath.
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1.  EARLY DAYS 

Walwyn’s Castle in the 1930’s and 40’s, a village in West Pembrokeshire, with no central point, shops or post office.

A farming area with no electricity or water supply, these farms were widespread, together with a sprinkling of labourers’ cottages.

Overlooking the village on a hill was St James’ Church and adjoining the churchyard was the Church Voluntary School with the schoolhouse attached.

I was the youngest son of the Headmaster Edward Jones, he had moved there from the Rhondda coal mining valley, in the mid 1920’s.  My mother May was the youngest daughter of Evan Williams, he was the collier manager in the Tonypandy miner’s strike and riots and he is referred to in Winston Churchill’s memoirs.

My youth was enjoyable and exciting, there were thick woods with a trout stream running through the valley and an abundance of rabbits and game.
When you are young, a vivid imagination is required to enjoy a life in those surroundings.

We acted out the life of our heroes such as Robin Hood or William Cassidy.  Then the village Olympics, where the long jump meant jumping from bank to bank at the deepest part of the stream, lengthening the distance of the take off by moving someone’s coat.  The victor’s reward, he didn’t fall in the stream.

The days were always too short during the holidays, I can not remember any day when I was unhappy or bored.  As we grew older fishing, ferreting and shooting replaced the games.  My father gave me all the encouragement I wanted to follow these pursuits, he was a keen fisherman himself.  When he was satisfied that we were able to observe strict safety codes he allowed us to use a shotgun.  A few of my friends owned ferrets and I often went ferreting with them.

In later life when I was Master of the Glen Line ‘GLENAFFRIC’ the Agent had arranged a cocktail party on board for local expatriate cargo shippers and their wives at Bangkok.  The Trade Commissioner from the British Embassy was a guest, we started discussing where we lived in Britain and our boyhoods in the country, he suddenly said, ‘Isn’t it funny Captain Jones, we have instant rapport and conversation, while most of the others can only discuss their work and present social surroundings?’.
My father was a great teacher, he believed in an early education based on arithmetic, English language and literature, history and geography, supplemented with sport.  He also taught gardening to the boys; while my mother who also taught in the school, gave lessons in sewing and knitting.  He attached great importance to reading and during my time at school we all read the books, Lorna Doone, Midshipman Easy, Two Years before The Mast, Treasure Island and Swiss Family Robinson.

I am a great believer in this attitude to education, in later years when I was Chief Officer of the Cadet Training ship, ‘FOURAH BAY’, I still insisted on the cadets studying and the understanding of celestial navigation, instead of coming to a conclusion using a calculator.
The scholarship into Haverfordwest Grammar School (a fee paying day and boarding school) was very difficult and required a comprehensive knowledge of maths, English including the ability to write a précis of an essay.  Passing the scholarship and the fact my father was a teacher, enabled me to be educated at the school paying a much reduced fee.

At this time the Second World War broke out, the whole area changed, the War Department decided to build a number of airfields for Bomber and Fighter Command in a number of locations quite close to each other.

In the woods of Walwyn’s Castle was a very small disused quarry, this quarry was reopened and soon there were hundreds of lorries, tail to tail taking the rocks to build the airfields.

By the end of the war it was a cavernous monster and our favourite horse and sweet chestnut trees had disappeared.

During the war years one grew up quickly, I was lucky in the fact that by the age of fifteen, I was almost six feet tall and found farm work relatively easy.  There were incidents I remember vividly, meadow land had been ploughed and there were very large fields of new potatoes.
When they were being harvested, with the shortage of farm labour we had to work alongside landgirls, RAF air crew, young girls on rest from munition factories and Italian prisoners of war.

The farmer staked out the length of the drills with and equidistance between each stake, the idea being that two pickers work towards each other between two stakes.  We were always paired with the factory workers as potato picking is a backbreaking job, which they found difficult.  The Italian prisoners in their brown uniforms with colourful circular patches worked together.

When we were starting an Italian Sergeant, who was a Mussolini look alike, started pacing the distance between the stakes, complaining to the farmer that their stakes were further apart, completely untrue.  We all cheered him as he looked so comical and sulked after realising that his complaint was being ignored.

On another occasion we were harvesting hay on a beautiful summer day, I was on top of the wagon of hay, I heard the roar of aircraft engines and looked up to see three German Stuka bombers passing a few hundred feet above the ground.  One pilot waved to us and soon afterwards they climbed steeply as they flew towards Milford Haven.  Shortly afterwards we saw black smoke and flames rising in the air from that direction.  Later we heard that they had bombed the oil tanks in Pembroke Dock.  The three bombers were soon shot down but the fires raged for weeks.

Haverfordwest Grammar School was a very strict but excellent school, with the Headmaster RS Lang (The Bull) in charge, failure in exams would not be tolerated or expected.

There was compulsory sport Thursday afternoon and to compensate, we had to attend school for four lessons Saturday morning.  Rugby matches against other schools played Saturday afternoon.

There was a form record book, which was checked by the Form Master every Saturday morning, three bad entries would register as an HM or there could be a straight HM entry, this entailed a visit to the Headmaster’s study.  In the eyes of ‘The Bull’, this warranted corporal punishment, this was administered across your backside as you bent down with a back arm stroke from a white cane, which we called the ‘Swish’, because of the noise it made, the number of strokes received were decided by ‘The Bull’.

This painful punishment gave one a fiery corrugated backside and as you walked swiftly down the corridor rubbing your backside we were given silent smiles of encouragement from the housemaids who looked after the boarders.

I had just the one stroke during my years at school, my offence making the whistling noise of a bomb during an air raid, we were in the air raid shelter, I didn’t realise ‘The Bull’ was a few feet away.

My years in that school gave me a sound education, I matriculated which meant after two years in the sixth form, I would move on to a university.

At that time the happiness of the school years was disappearing, truthfully I was fed up and wondered where my life was leading.

My subjects were pure and applied maths, physics and Russian as a subsidiary, this was because ‘The Bull’ an Oxford scholar had learned Russian in his spare time.

It was after a month of misery that I read an account of the attack on the tanker, ‘SAN DEMETRIO’ of London.  She was attacked by the surface raider ‘Admiral Scheer’, and left burning furiously.

Captain Waite and crew left the tanker and although she was loaded with petrol the fire subsided and later the Chief Engineer and 2nd Officer --- the tanker and were able to reboard .  Then, ‘by guess and by God’ they managed to limp into the Clyde estuary.
There had never been a seaman in my family, mostly teachers and miners, I decided then and there to begin a life at sea if possible.  I told my father I would like to go to sea as an apprentice deck officer, he did not try to dissuade me and immediately made enquiries.

A month later I had an interview with the Directors of Elder Dempster Lines of Liverpool, a company previously known as the African Steamship Company, founded in 1852, trading to the West African Coast.  

They accepted me as an apprentice, before I signed indentures they asked me to attend a course at the Outward Bound Sea School in Aberdovey.

The course was tough but enjoyable.  I was in the foretop watch and was lucky as our leader was a senior cadet from Blue Funnel Line who was undergoing a punishment after some social misdemeanour with a ‘Maggie May’ from Liverpool.  He was a great chap and led us through the whole course.

The thirty day course included crewing the ketch ‘GARIBALDI’ a few boys decided one sea trip was enough and decided to forget the life at sea when the course finished.  Each morning after a morning run, we had a cold shower the water coming from a mountain stream.  It culminated with a thirty mile hike over Cader Idris.
When I left at the end of the course, I felt I had achieved something and it was a good preparation for the first year at sea.

The next thing was to sign my Indentures and the main part read as follows …

That the said John Owen Jones hereby voluntarily binds himself apprentice to ‘Elder Dempster Lines Limited’, and their assigns for a term of 4 years from the date thereof, and the said Apprentice hereby covenants that, during such time the said Apprentice will faithfully serve his said Masters, and their Assigns, and obey their lawful commands, and keep their secrets, and will, when required, give to them true accounts of their goods and money which may be committed to their charge, or comes into the hands, of such Apprentice; and that the said Apprentice will not during the said term do any damage to his Masters, or their Assigns, nor will he consent to any such damage being done by others, but will, if possible, prevent same, and give warning thereof; only will not embezzle or waste the Goods of his Masters, or their assigns, nor give or lend the same to others without their licence’s nor absent himself from their service without their leave; nor frequent Taverns or Alehouses, unless upon their business; nor play unlawful games.  In Consideration Whereof, the said Masters hereby covenant with the said Apprentice, that during the said term they, the said Masters, and their Assigns, will and shall use all proper means to teach the said Apprentice, or cause him to be taught the business of a Seaman, and so long as he applies himself diligently thereto, of a ship’s officer and the Masters agree to provide the said Apprentice with sufficient Meat, Drink, Lodgings, Medicine and Medical and Surgical Assistance and pay to the said Apprentice the sum of £60, in the manner following; (that is £9 for the first year, £12 for the second year, £15 for the third year and £24 for the fourth and last year).
Well one thing I wasn’t going to get rich, there was one great help though, we were still paid the £24 a month War Bonus, which was quite a lot of money in those days.

The next thing was to buy the uniform together with all the kit necessary including a sea chest.  I have my parents to thank for making the sacrifice in buying these for me.

That was the last time they had to give me money in their lifetime.

2.  The Life of An Apprentice 

It is one thing to dream about going to sea, but another to actually move from a countryside environment to a life at sea.

My first ship was the MV ‘MARY KINGSLEY’, she was a heavy lift cargo ship also carrying twelve passengers.  One of the explorer class of Elder Dempster Lines, named after Mary Henrietta Kingsley.

The ‘MARY KINGSLEY’ was still in her wartime grey and we sailed from Liverpool on a cold, wet and windy night.  My position was on the focsle head, forward, with the Chief Officer Harry Allan.  I was lost.  The first order I received was from the Bosun to coil up the cable on a cluster and stow it in the focsle.  It was explained to me that a cluster was a round portable light with six bulbs in a cluster on the open side which could be plugged into various points on the deck.  I soon learned how to coil the cable, lash it together on the handle, neatness is very necessary on board ship.

There were four of us in a very small cabin and being the junior apprentice it was my job to clean the cabin, everyone was responsible for making up their beds.  The Captain’s inspection was regular and strict.

The Master was Captain A Smith, commonly known in the fleet as Ginger Smith because of his ginger hair.

The Master of a merchant ship is always known as the ‘old man’.  Captain Smith was one of the old school who thought they were ‘God’.

The unwritten law in the Merchant Service is that an officer cannot give an order to a member of the crew unless he has done the work himself, whether it is splicing, rigging derricks, painting the topmast or any other jobs on board.

It is on these grounds our apprenticeship is based, we carry out all the deck work, obtain a Lifeboat Certificate, also an EDH certificate which is required by sailors before they are promoted to AB’s.

The theoretical part of the training was on board and following a four year correspondence course from Liverpool Marine College.

The officers on board are expected to teach you practical navigation, taking sights with a sextant, chart work and practical watch keeping.

That first voyage we were bound from Liverpool to West Africa, the first few days we met the usual gales and my memory was of continuous seasickness.  I was never seasick again during my next fifty years at sea.

When we reported to the Bosun he was giving out orders to the sailors, then he turned to the senior apprentice and in a scouse accent said, “And youse gentlemen’s sons can tidy up the poop storeroom”.  This with a wry smile.  The poop storeroom was an enclosed space with very little ventilation, situated immediately above the propeller which was racing as the stern came out of the water and also close by the steering gear taking the brunt of the seas striking the rudder.

All very conducive to seasickness, the smell of the ropes, some tarred in those days, did not help.  

One thing I noticed was that the Captain was unapproachable by the apprentices, we kept well clear of him and would not dream of going into the chartroom if he was there.  How things changed in the future, for great good of course.

The Chief Officer and all the deck officers treated us very well, there were twelve passengers on board.  At mealtimes there were two long tables in the saloon; the Captain, Chief Engineer and passengers, the Chief Officer, deck officers, Purser, Radio Officer, apprentices and a few passengers at the other.

There was one occasion when a passenger saw us painting on deck, later at lunch he was sitting with his family opposite to us.  Very pompously he stood up and in a loud voice shouted across to the Captain that he hadn’t paid his passage to eat with painters.  Captain Smith replied, ‘Those young men will be captains one day’, he then sent for the Chief Steward and told him to arrange for the family to have their meals in their cabin.

The deck crew were from Liverpool, their sense of humour is something special.  In later years when I became Chief Officer and Master I found them to be tough men, good seamen and their humour conquered all.

Our first port was Freetown in Sierra Leone, there I was introduced to the most boring part of my apprenticeship, this was cargo watching.  Each hatch opening was covered with hatchboards, three sheets of canvas, wedged at the sides, then locking bars on the top with locks each end.

Our first job was to unlock the hatches and all the time the cargo was being discharged we would be watching to prevent pilferage.  The working day usually lasted twelve hours with half hour breaks for meals.

Apprentices had always carried out this job in Elder Dempster Lines and nothing would change it, it did, very soon they employed watchmen from ashore and our cargo training was with the Officer on deck.

At Freetown fifty Kroo-Boys joined, they belonged to a Kroo tribe from Liberia, they had been working on the ships for years.  They remained on board for the coastal voyage until we returned to Freetown.

They were primarily there to discharge cargo in ports where no labour was available.  They had always been called Kroo-Boys, but they were men, consisting of a Headman, 2nd Headman, 4 gangwaymen (they gave signals to winchmen controlling the cargo lift from hatch to wharf), 8 winchmen, 32 labourers, a bridgeboy and 3 laundrymen.  They slept on top of the hatches under very large tents hoisted by the derrick, two wooden surf boats with paddles their lifeboats.

At sea they would sand and stone the wooden decks until they were a spotless white, chipped rust off steel decks and bulkheads, they were hardworking men working for pennies.  These men adopted different names to their tribal names when they signed on articles or put their cross.

Here are some examples.  Headmen, Sugar Grey, Professor Grant (because he loved reading to his men at night).  Labourers, No Steam on Deck (when the engineers had not put the steam on the winches, that cry would come from all over the deck), also Daylight Sansu, this was because the Captain of that ship didn’t like arriving in port at night and in the morning dawn she would be sighted.  At that time I did not realise that over the years I would get to know the headmen and Kroo men very well, and as I was promoted, even more so.

As Master I would choose my own Headman, I would have worked very closely with them as Chief Officer, in my case as 2nd Officer I would work closely with the 2nd Headman, and when I had to make a choice, I asked for a one I knew and he was promoted.

As Master I treated these men with respect and there is mutual respect which lasts all your life.  This applied to the British, African, Chinese, Burmese, Malaysian and Indonesian crews I sailed with.

My first two voyages were on the ‘MARY KINGSLEY’, all members of the crew except the Master were entitled to 2 ½ days leave for each month on articles, as apprentices we were usually given a few days extra.
My next ship was the MV ‘SOBO’ a slightly larger cargo and passenger ship.  Shorty Rowden was again the senior apprentice, the others were Greenwood and Henson.  The Chief Officer was Bill Cleator, known as the ‘Roaring Forties’ as he has served his time in sail, a scouser, a large and tough man, his bark worse than his bite.

His favourite words were, ‘There is no such words as Can’t do in the Merchant Service’.

Just how tough he was is reflected in his last days, he and his wife were both in hospital with cancer, she died and at the beginning of the week he left his bed to attend her funeral, then later in the week died himself.  

The Master was Captain Bill (Babyface) Munt, a tall large man, very strict but one of the fairest men I have ever met.  They both loved trading, I think the Company turned a blind eye towards it.

That voyage homeward bound we called in Las Palmas to load a deck cargo of tomatoes.  I drew the short straw and had to stay on board.  There was a dire shortage of soap in the Canary Islands and Messrs Munt and Cleator were their saviours.  While we were loading tomatoes forward, we were discharging cases of soap aft.  This soap could be cheaply purchased from a soap factory in Lagos, Nigeria.  Soon there seemed to be as many cases of soap on the wharf as cases of tomatoes waiting to be loaded.  This was a narrow wharf along the breakwater where taxis had difficulty passing.  I was on the passenger deck, Captain Munt called me over and told me to tell Mr Cleator that the Captain said to make it less obvious.  I told Mr Cleator, he looked at me in amazement with a wry smile, nothing would change. 

I learned later on the next voyage that the trade was in second hand railway wagon tarpaulins outward bound, well they had to do something to supplement their relatively low wages.  Later that afternoon the other apprentices came back on board, all pretty jolly, but Henson’s breath reeking of Cherry Brandy.  He had lived many years in Las Palmas where his father had been a Ship Agent, he was also a bit unsteady on his feet.

His position was on the bridge leaving port, we propped him up in the fore part of the bridge, lucking I was also on duty there.  He was also on the 4-8 watch, which meant he would be there with Mr Cleator.

After the Pilot left we bundled him off the bridge and I took his watch.  I didn’t think there was a hope of foxing Mr Cleator.

Henson was put to bed by this time unconscious.  A few minutes after eight, the Chief Steward (the medical man), stumbled through the door obviously very drunk, followed by the ‘Roaring Forties’ in full flight.  The Chief Steward raised Henson’s eyelid, peered in his eye, turned to Mr Cleator and said, ‘This man is obviously drunk’, and stumbled out of the cabin, very lucky not to be horizontal himself.  Mr Cleator told Shorty Rowden that he wanted Henson logged next day.

We realised the gravity of the situation for Henson, next morning he appeared before Captain Munt, a logging would mean the cancellation of his indentures.  At a logging, the evidence given by Mr Cleator and the reply given by Henson, then after that the Master makes his decision, every word of evidence and the Master’s decision is written in the Log Book by the Purser, Captain Munt read the riot act, the log entry would stand.

What we learned before we arrived in Liverpool was that Captain Munt had ordered the Purser to use a pencil when writing in the logbook, when we left his cabin, he decided that he frightened Henson enough and ordered the Purser to rub out the entry.

I sailed with Captain Munt on a few ships after that as an apprentice and Second Officer, his decision that day reinforced by ideas of what a true gentleman he was.  That voyage didn’t end so peacefully as I hoped, Henson and Greenwood had what they thought was a foolproof plan, which in practice was an impossible plan.  They had bought a few thousand cheap American cigarettes in Las Palmas; the plan was to seal them in a red drum, and throw it overboard before they arrived at the Mersey channel.

Henson had a small yacht off the coast and they would sail out and recover it.  If they had been assisted by an RAF Pathfinder they would never recover the drum.

Shorty Rowden and Len Bowden the Bosun from North Wales had never hit it off from the start of the voyage, just a clash of characters.  I liked them both.

At docking stations arriving at Liverpool, Shorty was on the focsle head with Mr Cleator, I was on the bridge with Henson and Greenwood aft with the second officer.  I noticed Shorty making his way aft on top of the deck cargo of tomatoes, he returned forward about fifteen minutes later then came aft again.

Some twenty minutes later he walked forward again with tottery steps.  He returned to the midship accommodation again accompanied by two ABs.

When the ship was safely tied up, I went down to the cabin and with the other apprentices found Shorty stretched out on his bunk, with a foolish expression on his face.  The voyage interview was to take place very soon, then we were off on leave.

Greenwood and Henson decided to sober him up by putting him in a bath of cold sea water, it is a wonder that his heart didn’t stop, the result was there was no change.

We put him back to bed and made our way to the Office, the story would be that Rowden had a touch of malaria and had gone to the Merchant Navy Officers Hotel.

When the interview finished, Henson and Greenwood made their way post haste to recover their cigarettes.  I went back on board to see what I could do for Shorty.  I found him in a silly drunk mood and with great difficulty managed to dress him so that I could take him to the hotel.
Just then the door opened and in walked the Chief Marine Superintendent, Company’s Doctor and the Director responsible for Apprentices.  Shorty with a perpetual smile on his face as if life was great.  They turned to me and asked me what time was my train to Pembrokeshire, when I told them, they said I had better leave to catch it.  I was never questioned on this incident again.  I never saw Shorty Rowden again, they gave him one more chance, at the end of his apprenticeship he left the company.

The story behind Shorty’s cocktail party was that Mr Cleator had sent him to his cabin for his leather gloves, when Shorty arrived there he found Len Bowden sitting down drinking Mr Cleator’s Spanish brandy.  He asked Shorty to forget their problems and have a drink, that brandy was firewater.  Len gave him a few stiff glasses, of course Shorty forgot about the gloves.

When he returned to the focsle head, Mr Cleator told him to return and come back with his gloves.  Len Bowden was still there and had no trouble persuading Shorty to have another few very stiff drinks.  Shorty wasn’t used to that sort of drink and of course the result was inevitable.

You will think that we were a lot of drunks at sea, not so, a few beers at the most and any excursion into spirits were few and far between.

Well after a quiet village life, I was certainly seeing a new way of living, it was all part of life at sea and I was thoroughly enjoying it.

Len Bowden the Bosun from North Wales, I was to see quite a lot of him during my days with Elder Dempster Lines, he became the shore Bosun in Liverpool and a good friend of mine.  In those days few merchant ships had radar, all ships had radio direction finders.  I saw gyro compasses and electronic sounding machines were on American built Liberty ships.  An indication of the speed of a ship through the water was given by a Walker Log.  This consisted of a length of line with propeller shape at the end, revolving according to the speed of the ship.  This was usually streamed from a wooden boom and revs transmitted to a clock on the bridge.  On the other side of the ship was a sounding boom, used to release a heavy lead weight on the end of a wire from the Kelvin Hughes Sounding Machine.  There was an open ended tube above the lead the inside coated with a red chemical.  When the lead struck the bottom the wire went momentarily slack and was wound in, the red chemical removed according to the pressure at the depth reached.  This tube was measured in a boxwood scale to convert to fathoms.  The bottom of the lead had a cavity which could be filled with white lead and tallow if the type of sea bottom was required.

It was the apprentices job to swing out the booms after leaving port and streaming the log.

The Elder Dempster ships traded up the Creeks of Nigeria, this meant crossing the river bars at high water, Escravos Bar had a variable depth according to the time of the month, the average about fifteen feet.

A Bar Lead was used by an apprentice standing on a platform outside the ship called ‘The Chains’ the number of feet denoted by white linen, red bunting or knotted line and leather shapes.  The lead was swung like a pendulum until it was almost horizontal and releasing it with a forward thrust, then pulling in the slack line and then lifting the lead and striking the bottom when the line is vertical, calling up to the bridge the depth of water, it needs some practice to get the hang of this.

In deeper water approaching a port anchorage, a hand lead line was used, this was similarly marked to a bar lead, but in fathoms.  This was a more difficult operation, having to swing the heavier lead in a circular arc and releasing it at the maximum distance ahead because of the depth but again gathering in the slack until the line was vertical.  We all had to take our turns, quite often releasing the lead on to the fore deck ahead of us, much to the amusement of all.

My next ship was the ‘TARKWA’, a newer larger cargo/passenger ship, she carried forty passengers.

The Master was Captain WC Baxter, you can guess his nickname and he lived up to it.  His Chief Officer Arthur Perkins was a Welshman from the Cardiff area, short, stocky, well tanned with a shiny bald head.

It was one of many meetings with Arthur Perkins, he gave ‘Two Years before The Mast’ a good name, making our lives miserable, no conversation, all criticism.  We kept well clear of Captain Baxter, when I look back on it, I wonder if they thought it was the best way to train us.

On the second voyage outward bound from Liverpool, I was called before Captain Baxter and told I would be put ashore in Freetown to join the SS ‘ZINI’ on the USA West Africa service as the senior apprentice there had completed his indentures.  I can not say I was sorry to leave the ‘TARKWA’.

The Agent at Freetown told me that I would have to wait a few days for the ‘ZINI’ and I would be staying at the City Hotel, one can recall it was the hotel which featured in Graham Greene’s book ‘The Heart of the Matter’.  The hotel was exactly as described in the book, it was an experience I would enjoy and unforgettable.  The owner was Swiss.  His name was Freddy, he had a limp and looked a deep character.  He lived in an annex across the road from the hotel, my room was next to his accommodation.  There he kept a pretty young black mistress, by the screams he enjoyed beating her, it was none of my business.

One day a large troopship anchored in the harbour, homeward bound.

That morning I saw a large group of army officers having a drink, further over were a group of Queen Alexandra nurses, they were being entertained by a Padre, lots of laughter.  I recognised the centre of their attention was the Vicar of St James’, Walwyn’s Castle, the Reverend David Richards.  He had the shock of his life when I introduced myself.

A few years later when I was on leave was the next time I saw him after Morning Service, he got his shot in first saying, ‘How is the Star Lager in the City Hotel these days John?’.  It is a small world.

The ‘ZINI’ was a wartime built American Liberty ship, previously named ‘SAMOS’, the accommodation was modern but sparse.  I shared a cabin with Dennis Cooper a naval officer’s son, we hit it off right away.

Our cabin seemed an afterthought, very small with one porthole, facing aft above the engine room skylight, with hot air rushing passes the port in the tropics.

The Chief Officer Bill Bailey was a short tubby gentleman, he proved to be the first Chief Officer who took an interest in apprentices, on the long passages across the Atlantic we were on bridge watches and during daylight hours we were allowed to study.

I first learned to take sun and star sights, we were also expected to take part in obtaining the vessel’s noon position.  

The Master was Captain Claud Kewley, a large man whose main claim to fame were long grey hairs growing out of his nose which made him look like a walrus.  His bark was worse than his bite, his one fad, which we hated, he made us wear sun helmets when working on deck in the tropics; which we know is a protection fallacy.

The Second Officer was Douglas Williams from Laugharne, Dylan Thomas country, he was an avid reader of cowboy books, known in the company as Bush Williams to us ‘The Sheriff’.  He never drank at sea but would take a drink in port, after a few drinks he would walk with the gait of a cowboy who had just got off his horse.

He did not lack imagination, his mother and father owned the Brown’s Hotel in Laugharne, Dylan’s favourite pub when he was staying at the ‘Boathouse’.  The also owned the bus service and power station.

Bush loved rugby.  I remember once in the port of Douala he decided to teach the Kroo-Boys how to play.  I can see him now running for the line with about three Kroo boys holding on to him.
At the end of that voyage we docked in London, it was close to Christmas.  I joined the train for Haverfordwest at Paddington Station, in uniform as required.  In the compartment was usual Welsh nurses, teachers and others returning to Wales for Christmas.  Just as we were about to leave into the carriage came Bush looking very bright eyed and merry.

Soon after leaving Paddington, Bush brought out a bottle of whisky and after taking a swig offered the bottle to everyone, some were embarrassed, some amused but they all refused.  I didn’t have the chance to refuse, he insisted on me having a swig, followed by others.  I had never drunk spirits in my life, the next thing I remember was being bundled out of the compartment by Bush, saying it was St Clears, his stop.  We were actually on the side of the rail track alongside a signal station some hundred yards from St Clears station.  My cabin trunk was on the train and my mother and father waiting at Haverfordwest station.

We eventually arrived at the ‘Brown’s Hotel’, there the Williams family were assembled awaiting the return of the prodigal son.  I think on looking back at that night, they showed no surprise.

I am sure I was a sight, dishevelled uniform, stained shirt, I was given a room in the hotel.  The next morning I was woken by a maid with a cup of tea, after breakfast Bush was off to see his friends in the many taverns, he would have many as he treated everyone.  My shirt had been washed and pressed and I made my way back to Walwyn’s Castle, with a white lie on my lips as I didn’t want to upset my mother. 
I made one more long voyage on the ‘ZINI’, when we were at Freetown, the last port before proceeding to the USA, the Chief Officer told us that we were taking on board wild animals for the zoos in America and it was our job to look after them.

The great hunter, ‘Bring them back alive Abbot’ was shipping them home, we learned later that his hunting consisted of propping up the bar in the City Hotel while the local hunters brought them to a compound he had rented.

The cases of about twenty chimpanzees, two hundred very small monkeys, were stowed in number four hatch in the shelter of the accommodation.  The poisonous snakes, consisting mostly of spitting cobras and mambas together with about four hundred very small birds packed in small crates, were stowed in the gunners quarters aft.

The Chief Officer said it would be quite an easy job, never having done it himself before.

Chimpanzees are quite delicate animals open to colds with very little resistance, we had no antibiotics.  Some died, we became very attached to them, if we took one out of its cage they would cling to us, if we walked they would stay hugged to our legs.  Many monkeys died as the weather grew colder.

The snakes had been fed before being shipped and were asleep.  One day in a severe gale all the boxes of snakes had crashed into one corner, we could not see if any of the cases had broken open and rushed to tell the Chief Officer only to be told that it was our job to look after the snakes and to restack the crates.

With some fear we carried out this order, luckily no snakes escaped.  Many of the little birds died.  On arrival in the USA the Captain was given $1550 for looking after the animals, our share of the $1550 was $50 each, sod’s law.

One of the monkeys had escaped and was hiding in the heavy logs stowed in the ‘tween deck, we failed to catch it when all the animals were taken ashore in the first port.

At New York the logs were discharged and we managed to catch the monkey.  That night the Liverpool sailors took the monkey out of the cage and took it ashore with them.  After a few drinks they decided to give the monkey its freedom in the city of New York, their explanation, all the immigrants came via New York.  They released it in Times Square.  There was pandemonium and no-one knew the sailors were responsible for the ‘flying monkey’ which was reported next day in the press.

In New York during the war some rich and kind ladies with the help of other citizens leased two floors of the Hotel Astor on West 23rd Street.  There were so many apprentices waiting in New York for their ships to sail as the convoy was assembling, that they decided to make their life as comfortable as possible, knowing many would have a short life.

The war had finished but they decided to carry on as there were still many apprentices calling at New York.  In the daytime there would always be a few of the ladies there, a massive ‘frig full of fresh sandwiches and cartons of milk and lots of newspapers and magazines.  In the evening there would be a dance.  There were always many girls from the families associated with the club there.  The senior apprentice in the club that night would be MC, write up the logbook with all the names and make a speech showing our appreciation at the end.

At the end of the evening we escorted the girls to the various subway stations, New York was a safe place in those days.  There was some romance, which I was able to see blossom at first hand.

One evening I was dancing most of the evening with Lea Kemerrer.  She was a quite small, pleasant girl.  Dennis Cooper was dancing with a large, pleasant girl, I think her name was Edith.

When we arrived back on board that night Dennis asked me if I would change friends.  I told him of course I would.  Dennis and Lea became very friendly and on the next call in New York it became serious.  He met her mother, an insurance broker, and at the end of that call told me that they had decided to get married as soon as it was possible.  Soon after that voyage Dennis gave up his apprenticeship and worked his passage to New York on a ship.  He married Lea and became a taxi driver in the daytime studying accountancy at night.  He passed his exam with distinction and became an accountant with the Army & Navy Stores.

After a few years there, the senior accountant advised him to join a larger company and helped him to join Brand’s Meat Company.  The last I heard of Dennis he was their Director in the Argentine, he and Lea happily married with four children.

There are many good hearted people in America.  I will never forget one evening when we were in Philadelphia.  A gentleman from the local Seamen’s Mission came on board and asked if any of the officers would like to go to a concert that night, followed by supper with the ladies, of course many of us would like to go.

The concert was the local Campbell Soup Singers, singing religious songs.  Not all that bad really.

When we joined the ladies for supper we found they were all in their sixties and seventies, it was no joke.  The matriarch asked our names then gave the orders, ‘Now John you sit and talk to Mary’, and the same for the others; after about ten minutes she said, ‘Now John you sit and talk to Barbara, Bill you talk to Mary’, almost like musical chairs.  One lady who was quite smart asked me where I came from.  When I said Wales she looked at me with a suspicious stare, then said ‘I have bad memories of a Chief Officer from Cardiff who promised to marry me, he was already married’.  I was happy to move on to the next chair.

At the end of the evening when we got out into the street we saw the funny side and burst out laughing, went to a bar, had a few beers and returned on board.

One officer, who will remain nameless, had accepted an invitation to dinner at the flat of one of the ladies at the sixty mark.  When he came back he had very little to say and it was not until we were at sea that he told the tale.

They had cocktails, an excellent meal, when they sat together on the settee, if he moved too close to her she would say, ‘Now don’t get rumbustious’, and so the evening ended.  I had never heard of that word before.

One would think that an apprenticeship was all fun and play.  Far from it, we worked longer hours than the sailors.  When I became a senior apprentice I told the other apprentices that we should always give our work effort one hundred percent, then after working time you could have a good time with a clear conscience and no fear of criticism.  

The next ship I joined was the ‘TAMELE’, very similar in size to the ‘TARKWA’, and on the round voyage to Port Harcourt, Nigeria.

Captain Bill Munt was the Master and I knew I would be happy on that ship.  I was the senior apprentice of four.  The Chief Officer was Harry Butler, a very pleasant man.  The first morning I reported to him in Liverpool he introduced me to the Sport of Kings.

He told me to sit down and take notes for him, he then proceeded to give me the names of horses, whether they liked soft or firm running, eventually coming to a decision on three horses after reading weather reports.  I think he gave his bets to one of the dockers, I never found out how they did in the races.

I enjoyed my days on the ‘TAMELE’.  At that time there was a shortage of junior deck officers in the company and at the end of the voyage Captain Munt recommended that I was given the post as uncertificated third officer on the SS ‘NEW BROOKLYN’ which was sailing soon for West Africa.  She was a First World War Liberty ship with a coffin stern, coal burning, average speed ten knots.  The accommodation was similar to the stern, very basic the washing facilities in the cabin, a fold away compact washbasin and mirror, filled with water from a bucket and emptied into another bucket.

There was a narrow bunk, chair, desk and small settee.  The Officer’s Steward would supply a large pan of water in the bathroom for a stand up bath, your turn came by seniority.

Captain Bill Lightbody was the Master.  I think he fancied himself as a Grecian God, miraculously he had stayed blonde although in his fifties, he would have a rash on his head at times.

I was to sail with him on other ships in the future.

The Chief Officer was Derek Barkway, the son of a greengrocer and florist from Barry in Glamorgan.  He was a sporty, athletic man, very pleasant and very easy to get on with.  Sadly he died on board his ship a few years later when he had just been promoted to Master.

My vivid memory of them both was when we were proceeding up the Escravos River to Sapele around one hundred miles from the sea.  We were negotiating the notorious fork bend where currents met from another tributary.  Captain Lightbody ordered hard to port, full ahead, the ship didn’t have the power to overcome the current on the bow and instead charged across the river right into the mud and thick jungle.  Derek Barkway was standing by on the focsle head and he disappeared as well.  The ship with engines full astern stopped when the trees reached number one hatch.  The next thing we saw was Derek Barkway clinging from a branch and shouting through the foliage ‘Give her the gun Cappy’.  Eventually we pulled clear and proceeded up river.  We were not the first ship as there were many ‘V’ shapes in the bush.

Each Captain had his own river pilot or guide, accompanied by his helmsman.  As an apprentice I would form a friendship with one of the young helmsmen and later on he would become my pilot when I was Captain.

They were all very nice people from the river tribe at the entrance to the Escravos and Forcados Rivers.  In a later chapter I will explain more fully their role and character.

The voyage on the ‘NEW BROOKLYN’ lasted about four months.  It gave me a lot of experience as well as pleasure and of course the extra money.

All good things come to an end.  There were no more posts available so I reverted to my apprenticeship.  My sea time was almost completed except for one month.

I joined the passenger mail ship MV ‘APAPA’ as senior apprentice, together with three other apprentices.

The Master was an Irishman, Captain JJ Smith, better known as ‘ACCRA’ Smith when he organised the abandoning of the passengers and crew, after being sunk by U-boat, allegedly from a lifeboat, to facilitate more quickly the passengers and crew to join him.

The Chief Officer was Arthur Perkins, known on the ship as ‘Mr Apapa’; Arthur Perkins, Arthur Perkins, Arthur.  He had great delight in telling me to forget my experience as a Third Officer, I was an apprentice again and would be treated as such, a wonderful welcome on board.

Each morning at sea the sailors would wash down the wooden passenger outside decks, a relatively easy job, our job was to follow them squeegeeing the decks of all surplus water, a tedious, time consuming job.

The Liverpool deck stewards would then put out the small tables and deck chairs, the passengers could relax and take afternoon tea there.  I struck a deal with them, we would do this job for them, in return we would have any surplus of pastries left over.  If we caught them renagueing the deal would be off, they never did.

There was a confectionery baker on board and all the cakes were of the highest quality.  One afternoon the surplus was about twenty cakes, we had invited in the Purser Cadets to join us, we took it in turns of buying small bottles of cider, there was a knock on the door and in marched ‘Accra Smith’ and the Bishop of Lagos.  He said to the Bishop, ‘Now do you believe they can eat that number of cakes?’, and marched out.  The Captain’s Tiger, ‘his Steward’, must have told him.  I found out in later life that some Tigers were great tale carriers to ingratiate themselves with the Captain.

I think the Bosun had been briefed by the Chief Officer to let me know I was still an apprentice.

The children’s play area was a fenced area on a sheltered area of the open deck.  The children were supervised by a Nanny.  She was a large, blonde girl, an ex coxswain in the WRENS, a pleasant, good looking girl in her late twenties.

I found that all the jobs I was personally told to do by the Bosun were in the area surrounding the playpen.  I noticed the Nanny would always look pleasantly towards me.  I later found out that the Bosun had told her that I was madly in love with her and had begged to be given work close to her, some joke.

When the voyage ended I had completed the 3 years, 3 months, 21 days sea time, my indentured time had not been completed but long voyages with very little leave had helped.

It did mean that I could start studying in college and take the 2nd mate’s examination.

When I walked down the gangway of the ‘APAPA’ I thought, thank goodness, I had seen the end of Arthur Perkins.  How wrong I proved to be.
When I arrived in the Head Office for my interview I was told that Commodore Lane, the Chief Marine Superintendent, wanted to interview me.

Commodore Lane had been famous as Commodore of Atlantic convoys during the war, a chain smoker, very severe looking man, but a gentleman, one of the most fair and nicest person I was to meet at sea.

He explained to me that the Company would soon complete the building of the river ferryboat ‘EKET’ in the Samuel White Shipyard at Cowes in the Isle of Wight.  She was to be operated on the Calabar Oran service.  In the past the present ferry was much smaller, built in two sections, shipped out on a heavy lift ship and assembled at the Company’s small shipyard in Lagos.  After being assembled she was navigated through the creeks to Calabar to avoid the sea passage.

The ‘EKET’ was three times larger than the ‘ITU’ and they did not think it practical to build it in three sections.  The plan was to make the deep sea passage to Calabar.  Commodore Lane told me there would be twelve men making the passage, Master, two deck officers, Chief Engineer, two engineers, Chief Steward, cook, Bosun and three ABs.  He had decided that I was to be Bosun and the three Abs senior apprentices.  We were all certificated to sail as ABs as we had passed the Efficient Deck Hand exams as part of our apprenticeship.  The carrot was that we would be paid at the current rate of the ranks.  For me it was important because I would receive the same salary during my three months in college.  I told Commodore Lane I looked forward to the challenge, not realising it would be more of a nightmare.

The other apprentices were to be Walter Christie, the son of a Chief Steward serving on one of the Mail Boats, Bob Foster son of a Milford Haven trawler skipper, who had drowned in a tragedy off Scotland, and David Oates from Newport, Monmouthshire.  I think his father was Headmaster of the Grammar School.

A few weeks later we assembled in Liverpool and after a short briefing left for Cowes.  I knew all the apprentices and you couldn’t find a better group of boys.

The ‘EKET’ would be completed in a few weeks.  Her specifications were Length 173 feet, Beam 30 feet, Hull Depth 8 feet and a Creek Draft of 2 feet 6 inches.  A steel hull with aluminium upper works, engines two 600 BHP Widdop Diesel engines giving a speed of ten knots.

There was cabin accommodation for four cabin passengers also 1050 deck passengers.  Fourteen cars could be carried.  There were two lifeboats and sufficient rafts.

We travelled down to Cowes next day and were accommodated in a holiday boarding house which had been opened to take us.

After making ourselves known we decided to go out to the local pub for a beer.  When we had ordered our beer in the lounge bar I heard a familiar voice and laughter and saw his shiny, brown, bald head across the room.  Arthur Perkins had been promoted to Master and his first command was the ‘EKET’.  Captain Perkins noticed us.  I told the apprentices to carry on drinking, we were sailors on articles.  He made no comment when I spoke to him the following day.

The ‘EKET’ was almost ready.  The large windows and other parts of the accommodation were being boarded up for protection against bad weather.

The Master and Chief Engineer would be accommodated in the cabins whilst the remainder of the crew were to live in temporary built accommodation, just rooms with bunks, no doors and open after a height of about eight feet, all built out of white timber.

All our clothes were kept in the suitcases.  Really it was sparse but sufficient, we would only be sleeping there.  The Chief Officer was a man in his fifties making the voyage to join a coaster in West Africa.

I will always remember his uniform.  He had been in the Naval Voluntary crew during the war.  He must have attained quite a high rank, on one arm lots of wavy gold, on the other half was missing, the combined effect gave him the look of some obscure navy.

The 2nd mate was an Irishman in his forties.  He was what we call a professional 2nd mate, never to rise in rank.  The Chief and Second Engineers were Company men, the 3rd from Widdop Diesel going out to join the Company’s engineering staff in Lagos.  He thought it was going to be a pleasure cruise.  The Chief Steward and Cook were Company men, both scousers.

The stay in Cowes was very enjoyable.  Everyone made us very welcome.  What we didn’t realise was that whereas the girls thought us heroes, the yachting fraternity thought we were all idiots to make the passage.

The end of the trials came on a Friday.  We were in sheltered waters in the Solent, but there the weather had been deteriorating.  After anchoring off Cowes, Commodore Lane and shipyard managers left the ferry.

At that time the Master is in sole charge of his ship, sailing time, courses and any deviation is up to him.  It would be very unusual for a ship owner or his managers to interfere.  They may comment at the end of the voyage.

Captain Perkins announced that we would sail immediately for Calabar via Las Palmas to call for bunkers and fresh supplies.  I think he imagined he was on the bridge of the ‘APAPA’.  As we rounded the Needles to enter the Channel, well found coasters were scurrying past us to seek shelter from the oncoming storm.

Sailors don’t really enjoy sailing on a Friday, but at least it wasn’t the thirteenth.

As we made our way down the channel the weather was worsening all the time.  The open bridge had a small canvas dodger on the fore end and already heavy spray was beating on the helmsman and the officer on watch.

As we approached Ushant off Brest and the beginning of the Bay of Biscay, we were entering the storm.  The swell topped up with large waves which were so bad that the ‘EKET’ could not keep them dead ahead or slightly on the port bow which is known as ‘hove to’.

Any steaming was across the swell, at the same time being driven back up the Channel like a piece of flotsam.  The rolling was so heavy that the lifeboats were rolling up the gravity davit channels and crashing back on their lashings.  There was a large sea anchor on deck but this had not been prepared and it was impossible to do so as heavy seas were breaking over the ferry.  It was almost impossible to stand behind the wheel and the wheel was hard to port all the time anyway.

When I was relieved and went down below I decided to visit the engine room.  There the 3rd Engineer had his eyes glued to one of the gauges.  The pointer was hard over past the red danger sector and against the stop.  The problem was the suction inlets for the cold seawater circulating pumps for engine cooling was as high as possible to stop the creek mud and weed choking it up in the creeks.  Forethought and planning would have arranged to have an extended pipe temporarily bolted on for the passage.  The 3rd Engineer was the voice of doom, saying the engines would soon seize up and stop.

As I left I heard him muttering ‘and they said it would be a tour of the French ports’.  Our situation was very grave, although I ignored it at the time.  With the south westerly gale we were being swept back up the Channel towards the south coast of England.  We were lucky we hadn’t entered Biscay or we would have been on the Ushant rocks.  The situation was very similar to the fishing boat in the book ‘Perfect Storm’.  Some time later we started to see the lights on the south coast of England between the rain storms.  When things looked a little desperate, the front passed us and the wind slowly turned to the north west.  At least we would not be swept ashore.

Some time later we were able to start our voyage again, slowly down the Channel.

It is all very well being critical after the event but the truth has never come out as far as I know.  The Elder Dempster Fleet History Book states, ‘The ‘EKET’ was well boarded up and made the voyage to Calabar in twenty two days with only one stop at Las Palmas.  She was crewed by a group of Company Cadets, the conditions were rugged.  One of the survivors is Captain JO Jones of Ocean Fleets”. 

When I look back on the whole affair what should have happened is the voyage should have been pre-planned, with shelter port charts put on board.  Weather reports were available and the ferry’s departure only agreed when the long range weather report was good.  This would only be required up to arrival off Gibraltar.

While this storm was in progress and during the whole voyage the apprentices had other strenuous duties.  The fuel for the engines was stowed in the hold in forty gallon drums.  Using a stem piece and a semi rotary pump we had to pump around twenty drums a day to the storage tank.  We also had to pump fresh water from a tank to a header tank, again using a rotary pump.  This was no joke as we stood on the slippery drums as the ship rolled.  It was a confined space with very little fresh air.  I was lucky because I wasn’t seasick.

Most sailors are never seasick after the initial bout, this is while on a large ship, it doesn’t apply to small boats.

After an hour pumping we were glad to get back on the bridge with the spray and the rain, it was less frightening than the noise in a confined space.

We also had to wash dishes after meals, so any time off we slept.  I don’t think anyone slept during the storm.  The weather did improve but was not really comfortable until we arrived off Gibraltar.  It was not a happy ship.  Captain Perkins was as officious as ever with a vision of grandeur as if he was in command of the ‘APPA’.  One afternoon myself and Titus Oates were listening to a rugby match involving Wales on our portable radio.  I was off duty and Titus was standby man in his watch.  Captain Perkins was on watch giving one of the officers a relief.  We did not hear him blowing his hand whistle for Titus to come on the bridge.  The next thing we knew was the gentleman himself arrived on the scene, after giving Titus a dressing down confiscated the radio, sacrilege as far as rugby minded Welshmen were involved.

On our call at Las Palmas for bunkers and fresh food, there was no refrigerator on board, we were told no shore leave, as soon as everything was on board we would press on with the voyage, as if there was a record at stake.  I am sure the Company would have agreed that twenty four hours in port would be in order after our passage from Cowes.  The only record to now was we had survived a Force 10 storm.  When one works four hours on, four hours off, with the strenuous work pumping oil and water as well you have to be young and fit.

As we came closer to Calabar the weather became sunny and calm.  Captain Perkins sent for me and told me he wasn’t satisfied with the condition of all the white paintwork.  He said it was covered in spray.  He ordered me to soogie (wash with soda and water, wash off with water) all the white upper structure, including the lifeboats.  This was to be carried out by the watch below in daylight hours.

This came as a big shock to me.  Elder Dempster had their own small ship repair yard in Calabar and this work could be done in a few hours by a team of their men.  There was disbelief from the other apprentices but we completed the work as quickly as possible, all dog tired.

In the last few hours of the voyage we were proceeding up the Calabar River, I was helmsman and Captain Perkins was the only one on the bridge for river navigation.  He asked me what I thought of the voyage.  I had to tell him that what should have been a happy experience had been turned into a nightmare and that he was responsible by trying to run a small ferry like a large passenger ship.  I was speaking for myself and the other apprentices.  He was taken aback but made no comment.

The next time I met Captain Perkins I was the relieving Chief Officer on a coastal passage on the MV ‘PERANG’.  He was very affable and nothing was said about the ‘EKET’.  He retired early because of ill health, married and ran a tobacconist and newsagents shop in North Wales.  He died quite young.
We had dressed the ferry with flags for the arrival in Calabar, crowds had assembled to meet us.  The Agent, Mr Berry, came on board to greet the Captain and advise what arrangements he had made for an official reception.

I was told by the Captain that a launch would arrive soon on the outside of the ferry.  We would be taken to the SS ‘JOHN HOLT’ which was in port and taken as passengers to Lagos.

There was to be no reception for the apprentices.  We were quite amused really and glad to be off the ferry.  We enjoyed the privileges of passengers on the ‘JOHN HOLT’, good food, a few beers and a good rest.

At Lagos we were transferred to the Company’s SS ‘ZUNGERU’, a sister ship of the ‘ZINI’, and there we lived in the wartime DEMS gunners’ accommodation.  We were well treated on board and were not asked to carry out any work.

So ended my apprenticeship.  My next step was some leave then wait for the next commencement of the 2nd Mate’s Certificate course at Cardiff Marine College.

When I look back at my apprenticeship, meeting the very different types of men helped me form my character and future.  At times you have to take a broad outlook.  There is no place for officiousness, it shows lack of character and hides your inefficiencies.  Most of all, respect all men, whatever their race or colour, and that respect will be returned.

3.  Examination Time and Serving as a Third Officer 
While at sea I had persevered with my studies and I was looking forward to three months at Cardiff Marine College.

The first thing to do was to find somewhere to stay.  Bush Williams had given me an address in Column Road, walking distance from the college.  He had stayed there during the time he was at College.

The Lewis family were really nice people, down to earth.  The full board was £3 for a full fixed week.  I seldom went home for weekends.  Full board consisted of a large breakfast, the main meal a cooked a lunch, cooked tea in the evening and all my laundry done.

Mr Lewis was a storekeeper.  His three sons were married, the daughter lived at home.  They all assembled at home with their mother for lunch every working day.  The amount of lunch put on the table was too much for me.  I explained I couldn’t eat a large lunch and concentrate on studies all afternoon.

All the lecturers were Master Mariners but they also held Extra Master Certificates.  They were all a jovial lot.  There was no such thing as discipline.  We were all there to obtain our certificates and get back to sea.

I became friendly with a Shell apprentice from St Dogmaels in West Wales.  His father had been a Shell tanker Captain who had lost his life at sea when torpedoed.

In those days Cardiff was a thriving seaport.  It still had a Merchant Navy Hotel, Officer’s Club and the Reardon Smith School.

We had girl friends.  They were friends and worked at Cardiff Airport.  We took them out on Saturday evenings, mostly out of Cardiff to one of the villages.  We respected those girls, long walks and calling at a few inns.  Against all the thoughts and beliefs, seamen do respect women.  It has been my attitude all my life.

The examination consists of written three hour papers including practical chart work.  The pass marks are 70% and all papers have to be passed.  On the third afternoon the signalling exam, morse code messages by lamp, semaphore, knowledge of flags and single letter flag meanings.  This exam was carried out by a Naval CPO in the Royal Navy Reserve.  To complete the exam an oral exam was carried out by a Captain from the Marine Department who was also a surveyor.  The examination room was close to the docks.  From the oral examination room one could see the ships in port loading and discharging.
I enjoyed my time in college but in the end looked forward to the examination.  I found the written papers quite easy.  On the Wednesday afternoon, after completing the signals exam, I was handed a note giving the day and time for my oral examination.  It was with some trepidation I travelled on the bus to the docks the following afternoon.  I had been told that examiners are there to pass you, not fail you, but there was one certainty, if you could not be trusted to be in charge of a ship when you were on watch, they were not going to pass you.

In those days there were thirty one articles covering the Rules of the Road.  Not only did you have to know them word perfect but also their application.  You sat on opposite sides of a large table.  The examination was carried out using models, mostly not the shape of a ship, but just the lights or daylight signals.  If you showed any hesitation you would be asked to repeat the Article governing your decision.  This part of the examination was carried out first, the reason being that a failure in this section of the exam made it unnecessary to carry on with the exam as you would already have failed.  Captain Williams passed me, wrote out a form, I handed it in at the office and was only told then I had passed the writtens.  I walked out of the building with a form to send to the Board of Trade to obtain my Second Mate’s Certificate Competency.  I informed Elder Dempster Lines and was told that I would be informed as soon as my next post was decided.

A few weeks later I was appointed to the SS ‘CAMBRAY’.  She had originally been named ‘WAR PARK’, the Canadian version of the American Liberty Ship.  At the present time operated by Elder Dempster Lines, Canada.

At that time there was trouble between the Officer’s and Seaman’s Unions and the ship owners, the outcome being that all their officers and crews in that company were to be replaced by British officers and crew.  We were to be the first to take over, rather a thankless job.

The Master, Captain Bill Kay, officers and crew assembled in Liverpool.  The arrangements were that we would join the ‘GEORGIC’ for the passage to Halifax and then the long journey by train from there to Montreal.  The ‘GEORGIC’ was still furnished as a troopship, dormitory for passengers, men port side, women starboard, a few cabins for officers.  Captain Kay and the Chief Engineer had a cabin for two, we were in cabins for four, the crew were in a dormitory.  The crew were made up of deck and catering men from Liverpool, the engine crew from Freetown, Sierra Leone.

Captain Bill Kay was a very nice man with a terrific sense of humour.  After we sailed from Liverpool the officers assembled in the lounge together to introduce ourselves.  Bill Kay looked around the overcrowded lounge and told us that the big difficulty on this passage was going to be the ability to have a beer.  He collected £2 from each of us, attracted the attention of one of the bar stewards and handed over the lump sum, which was a lot of money in those days.  During the passage to Halifax we never had to wait if we wanted a drink.  It was embarrassing at times.

It was a short voyage mostly in fog.  I was friendly with a Texas rancher, his wife and daughter.  She was a friendly girl and we went to the cinema to pass the time away.  They did have a talent contest one night.  The winner was a young Scot.  His rendering of ‘Down in the Glen’ won the contest but it was his downfall as well.  He was a stowaway and was arrested after the show.  We all hoped his prize would be a free passage.

We had called at Cobh Harbour to allow immigrants crossing to America to board, they entertained everyone with their music and dancing on deck.  Those people will be grandparents today.

When we sailed from Liverpool I did not realise it would be seventeen months before I returned home, but I was looking forward to it.

Although everyone was packed in like sardines the food on board was excellent.  I was very amused at lunch one day.  It was the first time for me to see an American lady smoking and eating at the same time.

The journey to Halifax by train seemed endless.  It was about twenty four hours, the bunks pulled down in the carriages, one above the other.  Women and men had separate changing rooms but it was communal sleeping.

It was summer in Montreal.  We went directly on board the ‘CAMBRAY’.  There was a skeleton crew on board, just a Chief Officer and two cadets.  There were a few stores on board and the Chief Steward and the cooks soon put a meal on the table.

I was given the job of going aft with the two very sullen cadets and after they took down the Canadian Red Ensign I then hoisted the Red Ensign.  They left the ship at once.  I did not really blame them.  At that time it was almost impossible for them to complete their apprenticeship.

The Chief Officer was of Polish origin and appeared to be a very nice chap.  To show no hard feelings he invited Mr O’Rourke, the Chief Officer, and Jack Bremner, the 2nd Officer ashore for dinner with him.  Jack pleaded feeling too tired so he asked me to come.  I accepted the invitation.  The dinner was at a first class hotel and was excellent.  We carried on drinking in the hotel bar, the Chief Officer insisting that all the drinks were put on his bill.  Towards the end of the evening he excused himself to go to the toilet and that was the last we saw of him.  Luckily Mr O’Rourke mainly and myself had sufficient cash to cover the bill.  I can not repeat what Mr O’Rourke had to say about the Polish gentleman, he was fuming.  We had been had as they say.  We went to the bar, had a few beers and returned on board.  

The next day we started carrying out a survey of damage on board.  I was given the job of hold damage and as the day progressed I felt myself getting weaker and weaker.  I thought it was the result of a late night out.  The next thing I remembered was being in an ambulance, with sirens wailing, going through the streets of Montreal.  When we arrived at the Catholic Hospital I was feeling quite rough and was taken to a ward which contained three other men.  It soon seemed obvious to me that they had no idea what my illness was.  The lady doctor who examined me could only find out I had a high temperature and was also sweating profusely.  After another twelve hours they sent for a specialist.  After examining me and asking me a few questions which previous doctors hadn’t, he said I had a recurrent attack of malaria and advised them how to treat it.  I slowly recovered but remained in hospital until the ship was ready to sail.  I notice even today tourists returning from holidays in malaria areas are being wrongly diagnosed, sometimes even leading to death.
The service the ‘CAMBRAY’ was employed on was Montreal ports on the St Lawrence, New York, Madeira, Tenerife, Las Palmas, West African and South African ports.

The 2nd Officer, Jack Bremner, was from the Orkney Islands.  He was quite a gentleman, his wife a concert pianist.  Jack was serving on a Royal Mail passenger ship at the beginning of the Second World War and his ship was sunk by a raider and he was captured.  He remained a prisoner of war for the rest of the conflict.

We made a number of long sea passages.  As a young man I found them rather boring and like all seamen was an avid reader.  In later life I looked forward to these long passages.

The calls in the islands of Madeira, Tenerife and Grand Canaria were interesting.  There was no airport in Madeira and it was a fine sight to see the passenger flying boat from the UK landing in the harbour alongside the ship.  Tenerife and Las Palmas were completely different to what they are today.  This can be understood by the fact that outside the main gate in Las Palmas was a bar named by sailors as ‘Dirty Doris’s’.

The owner was a woman from Manchester.  Assisted by her partners she really was the Madam controlling a bar full of ladies of pleasure.  Las Palmas and Tenerife had many high class brothels named after their Madams, for instance ‘Casa Maria’.

On our first call in East London, South Africa, as we were entering port, Jack Bremner for some reason fainted as he was going on stations aft.  I had to take up his station aft and as we had no apprentices on board this left Captain Kay on the bridge with the Pilot operating the telegraph as well as looking after the ship.  After swinging off the berth to stem the tide, the ship started to drift astern, the telegraph was swung to full ahead.  Captain Kay was doing two jobs and failed to notice that the engines were actually going full astern.  A double ring full ahead increased the sternway.  At this point the mistake was realised and the engines were put on full ahead.  On the poop I was looking down at an empty dry dock astern of the ship and closing.  Anchors were dropped and we luckily missed the dry dock and the stern hit the quayside with a tremendous howl.  The ship was then berthed and the damage examined.  All the machinery quadrant of the steering gear was on midships, the rudder was hard to starboard, indicating that the huge rudder post was twisted through ninety degrees.  At first it was thought that a new keyway could be cut in the same post allowing the rudder to be restored to midships.  The Lloyds Surveyor vetoed this remedy and told the Captain that a new ingot would have to be cast in Johannesburg and a new post turned on a lathe.  We could look forward to three weeks for this to be carried out before the long journey from this far away city.

East London was a nice, friendly, old fashioned town.  The Seaman’s Mission there with a friendly Padre was very much loved by everyone on board.  All the single officers on board had their girlfriends, dances and picnics were regular events.

It was my first introduction to apartheid.  During our time in dry dock Bantu prisoners from the local jail were used to clean the ship’s bottom.  These men are very small in stature and they were guarded each end of the dock by two massive Boers.  I was appalled to see them eating from the galley waste and collecting used tea leaves.  At that time in South Africa the apartheid laws were strictly kept.  Consorting with black women was a crime.  I noticed reading their newspapers that British seamen faced longer jail sentences than say Scandinavian seamen, one excuse was knowledge of the British language.

There were a few tears ashore when we finally sailed.  The Radio Officer carried on his romance by mail and I believe eventually married his lady friend.

On the ‘CAMBRAY’ there was a young, headstrong ordinary seaman.  He boasted that his father was an officer in the IRA.  His views were quite extreme and there was always the danger that he might get involved with the rest of the crew.  We were anchored off Takoradi, the Gold Coast, one night.  After an argument of sorts he said he was fed up, dived overboard and headed for the land.  I was put in charge of the lifeboat an we made our way to the coast some mile or more away.  We searched the sea as we made our way and eventually found him perched on a rock close to shore and took him back on board.  I left it to the sailors to tell him what a fool he was.  The Captain was happy when I told him, I think he was happy that we had found him.

When we were in port in Takoradi there was an event which would have startled the young Irishman.  The Chief Officer wanted to have an evening ashore playing snooker in the Seaman’s Club.  I went with him.  When we assembled on the quay to await a launch back to the ship some seamen from the Cardiff ship ‘CRAIGWEN’ arrived.  One of them, a young, tall seaman, was very drunk and in a vile mood looking for a fight.  The launch was very crowded and we decided to wait until it returned.

The ‘CRAIGWEN’ was anchored outside.  We noticed that the launch was alongside one of the ships at the buoys and could see lots of torch lights and shouting.  Eventually the launch returned with most of the passengers and escorted by the police launch.  It appeared that this young man had fallen off the launch while it was moving and had not come to the surface.  All those on board were taken to the police station for questioning and in the early hours of next day we managed to get on board.  The fiasco didn’t end there.  His body came to the surface after three days.  The body was taken ashore.  The Master of the ‘CRAIGWEN’ must have been quite a pious man as he asked for the body to be put in a lead lined coffin as he intended to steam out to sea for some distance and conduct a sea burial service.  The coffin arrived alongside the ship at the anchorage but instead of rigging a derrick to lift it on board they decided to take it up the steep gangway.  The bloated body plus the lead made it into quite a weight.  The onset was one of the sailors slipped and burial service consisted of the coffin sliding down the gangway and sinking in about ten fathoms of water.  There was no attempt made to recover the coffin and the whole business was kept very quiet.

My introduction to Zulus was during a call in Durban.  I had been ashore all afternoon and arrived back on board just in time to take my cargo watch for the evening.  I quickly changed, throwing my clothes on my bunk.  Towards the end of my watch I happened to go back to my cabin and saw that my sports coat had been stolen.  I reported it to the white foreman.  We waited at the gangway and along came this Zulu, wearing my sports coat without a care in the world.  The foreman took the coat from him and told him he was taking him to the police station.  When they were half way down the gangway the Zulu jumped about twenty feet on to the wharf and like a deer ran off into the night, the foreman chasing him like a carthorse.  I found my wallet emptied in the hold.  I was thankful to get my coat back.

On a voyage of seventeen months you have the ‘ups and downs’.  One amusing episode I remember was when we were anchored off Accra, the Capital of the Gold Coast, on New Year’s Eve.  In those days cargo was loaded into small surf boats and paddled ashore with the headman in the stern with a steering oar.  The crew wanted to go ashore to celebrate and went ashore on the last surf boats of the night, knowing they could not return until the following day.  The following afternoon a surf boat approached the ship, the crew accompanied by a police inspector.  When they came on board Captain Kay was told that they had been arrested for drunkenness and had been fined; he was there to collect the fines.  The crew were lined up outside and the police inspector started to read out the names so that they could sign for the cash to pay the fine.  The names were Friar Tuck, Robin Hood, Little John etc.  The Captain had great difficulty in keeping a straight face but realised the trouble it would cause if he gave the game away to the police.

On one of the voyages from Freetown to Montreal our old friend ‘Bring Them Back Alive Abbot’ joined the ship with his wild animals.  This time he was going to look after them.  He also enjoyed the duty free whisky.  I had the opportunity to ask him to verify a story.  I think he had travelled with his animals some years before on the SS ‘BIAFRA’.  When the ship left America and arrived back in Freetown the Chief Officer went into the foscle and was confronted by a mamba snake.  Luckily the crew were able to kill the snake.  My question was if he knew about it being missing.  He agreed he did but felt it would cause too much panic on board if he let it be known.

The sailors had a fine time with the parrots.  One swore like a trooper by the time we arrived in Montreal.  The weather was good and the chimps were full of life all the way, amusing us all.  When we arrived alongside in Montreal we were met by a host of media, some of them very gullible, which was just what the Liverpool crew love.  The reports on television and press were really comical to say the least, fuelled by the great hunter.

The seventeen month voyage was soon to end.  I was older and wiser but not sorry to see the end in sight.  The last passage was to London via Las Palmas for bunkers.  The oldest AB on board was Mr Cutler, in his sixties and quite a grumbler.  One of the ABs had quite a lot of experience in radio repairs.  He set up a microphone in one of the cabins and attached it with wires to the mess room radio.  Cutler was told that there was horseracing on the radio and the sailor started broadcasting the race.  In the middle of the race he broke in to announce that the boss of the Seaman’s Union had an important announcement to make.

Another sailor made that call from the boss for everyone to go on strike immediately their ship arrived in the next port.  Cutler immediately exhorted the crew to go on strike immediately when we arrived at Las Palmas that night.  When we were berthing I was standing by the telegraph, Cutler helmsman, the Captain and Pilot on the outside bridge wing.  Cutler whispered to me ‘Third, those bastards down aft are going on strike as soon as we get alongside, tell the ‘Old Man’ he can depend on me for support’.  I didn’t say anything to the Captain.  When I asked the Bosun what was happening and the Captain could depend on Cutler the crew had a good laugh and Cutler, with egg on his face, became even more grumpy.

When I left the ‘CAMBRAY’ I had just one more month to complete my eighteen month sea service before taking my First Mate Certificate of Competency to enable me to sail as second mate.

I was appointed to the MV ‘SEKONDI’, a cargo passenger ship on the Liverpool West Africa service.  The Master was Captain WR Rowlands, known to officers as ‘Heh You Rowlands’.

It was just a two month voyage.  Captain Rowlands, a strict disciplinarian, had a stormy face when he was cross, as if a thunder cloud was passing over it.  I was not sorry to complete that voyage.  I was to meet up with Bill Rowlands for a longer period than I cared for as second officer.

When I think of this chapter in my life it passes quickly through my mind.  Just six years of my fifty two years at sea.  They were a drop in the ocean.

4.  My Few Years as Second Officer 
After taking a few weeks leave I contacted Mrs Lewis in Cardiff and was disappointed to hear that she no longer took lodgers.  I had to look elsewhere and was lucky to hear of Mr and Mrs Manuel who lived in St Ina Road, Roath.  This was a bus ride from the college and I just had bed and breakfast with a high tea.  This suited me and I enjoyed my stay there.

I had always found studying quite easy and concentrated the week working hard at college and at least three hours at night.  Some weekends I spent in Cardiff, but usually in West Wales trout fishing and playing rugby.  The First Mate’s exam is more expansive than the previous exam, entailing ship construction and meteorology for example.  At the end of the course I passed both the written and oral exam.

I think it is normal that when you become a third officer you are full of your job, on a learning course upwards and loving it.  There comes a period when you are getting to know the job and the curve flattens out.  To maintain your career you have to get promotion before it shows any sign of curving downwards.  I was by this time looking forward to my promotion and joining a ship as second officer.  In Elder Dempster Lines this was the usual transition.

My next letter appointed me as Extra 2nd Officer of the passenger ship ‘ACCRA’.  She was on the Liverpool West Africa service, Las Palmas, Bathurst, Takoradi, turning around for the return calls after six days in Lagos.  I kept the 8-12 watch at sea, all aspects of the Pilot boarding and leaving the ship entering port and then the operation of gangways on berthing.  This was a sinecure in some ways but there is a high degree of responsibility.

At the end of each voyage the ship spent ten days in Liverpool.  One of the serving deck officers had to remain on board, his job to supervise the discharge and loading of special cargo.  I was the only unmarried officer and I volunteered to remain on board for all the voyages I was there.  Liverpool was a nice city, still recovering from the war damage.  There were many things to do in the evenings and I usually went ashore with one of the third engineers.

When I left the ‘ACCRA’ I was appointed as 2nd Officer of the MV ‘SHERBRO’, a cargo ship carrying twelve passengers.  This was the start of one of the happiest times in my life.

The Master was ‘Daddy McNae’, a tall, heavily built man with a wonderful calm nature and a tremendous sense of humour.  The Chief Officer, Leslie Austin, became a life long friend of mine.

Voyages with Captain McNae brought home to me that when a Master is pleasant and approachable the ship runs smoothly and efficiently.  It also means that the Chief Officer will ensure that he and the other officers will work hard to ensure that the Master is fully backed.

On the first outward voyage we encountered a severe storm in the Bay of Biscay.  I was on the 12-4 watch, with Captain McNae standing like the Rock of Gibraltar on one side of the wheelhouse.  The worry was we had an empty cargo barge on the fore deck.  The canvas cover had been blown away and it was shipping water.  This could cause the ship to list if too much water was taken.  The engine room telephone rang and when I answered it the Chief Engineer told me to tell the Captain the engines would have to be stopped for a short while to carry out an urgent repair.  When I told Captain McNae he said ‘Mr Jones, tell the Chief to let me know as soon as he can start the engines’.  For the next hour or so the ship rolled violently, shipping heavy seas overall.  When the telephone eventually rang, the Chief telling me that the engines could be restarted, Captain McNae said ‘Mr Jones, thank the Chief for me!’.  Throughout the whole time Captain McNae had made no comment.  There was no panic.  It taught me that however difficult the situation is the Master should show no trace of worry to others.
Another incident of Captain McNae’s character was when we were homeward bound one voyage.  Our last port was Dakar in Senegal.  We were booked to load a parcel of five hundred tons of groundnuts in bags.  This type of booking meant that you had to load the whole parcel.  Les Austin had measured up the space, roughly, groundnuts required 80 cu ft of space per ton.  When we berthed on the wharf there was this mountain of bags.  When one looked at the spaces it seemed an impossible task.  Les Austin looked rather worried.  I had checked his figures and told him it should fit.  Captain McNae arrived on the scene sucking his pipe and with a smile said, ‘You will need a shoehorn for this cargo Mr Austin’.  The end of the story was that the cargo filled the space, much to Lee’s relief.

On one of my leaves from the ‘SHERBRO’ I had spent the day fishing for trout and sewen.  I was leaving the next day to rejoin the ship.  In the evening I went out for a drink with my mother and father.

At the end of the evening my mother asked me if I would take a present out to Lagos from Enid Williams who had a small gown shop in Haverfordwest.  I had never paid my mother any money for my keep during my leaves, but had paid for clothes from this shop.  It was rather late when we called at the house where she had an apartment.  She said that the dress was at the shop a short distance away and we walked over together.

Enid was very beautiful as well as attractive.  As we walked back together I asked her if I could see her on my next leave.  She agreed.  She told me later that when she went back into the house she told her landlady that she had just met her husband.  My thoughts were I had never met such a striking girl.  After that at sea I often thought about her.  When we arrived in Lagos I gave the dress to her sister Elwyna.  Her husband was up country at the time and she said that they would come on board to see me homeward bound.  When we arrived at Lagos homeward bound it would be the last loading port.
It was a busy time for me.  I had been up from six that morning and it was late in the afternoon.  I had started to supervise the loading of a large deck cargo of logs on the deck.  Although I had been up all day I knew I would have to complete loading this cargo to the finish, this would be the following morning.  We were sailing on the completion for Las Palmas.

I noticed a couple coming along the wharf in evening dress.  It was Elwyna and her husband Bill Lee.  I welcomed them on board.  They wanted me to come out to a Dinner Dance at the local club.  I explained that this would be impossible.  My thoughts were those of amusement, imagining Les Austin’s reaction if I asked for the night off.  When I spoke to him he said he would relieve me for an hour.

In those days officers had bar service in their cabin, just press the bell and a steward would take your order.  Enid’s name came up in conversation and I mentioned that I would see her next leave.  Elwyna said that I shouldn’t have too high hopes as Enid was a flirt and had many boyfriends.  I said it would be unusual if she didn’t as she was a very nice person but at the same time I thought it was a very funny thing to say.

Later in my time on the ‘SHERBRO’ Captain McNae was replaced by Captain Sylvester, a publican’s son from Lancashire, a very mild mannered man immaculate in his uniform.  He was practically a teetotaller – probably seen enough beer in his parents’ pub.  He was a Master who could freely delegate authority and this fitted well into the structure already on the ship.  Les Austin and other officers were dedicated to Elder Dempster Lines, looking after the interests of the Master and the Company.  All this helped me in my attitude as Master in later life.

At the end of the voyage I invited Les Austin to spend his leave with my parents in Walwyn’s Castle.  He agreed and admitted that he had spent no time at all in the country.  We had a wonderful time.  

I was able to see Enid and one night she brought a friend.  She and Les didn’t really hit it off.  I was able to take Enid out when Les went fishing with my father.  He even tried dry fly fishing.  Towards the end of the leave the three of us spent the afternoon swimming at Setlands Bay, Little Haven, a beautiful spot.  
Towards the late afternoon Les decided to climb the steep path to the Captain’s Cabin, a club at the top.  Enid and I had time together and I asked her to marry me.  She said ‘yes’.  It was a wonderful moment.  When we arrived at the Captain’s Cabin our joy must have been written on our faces.  We told Les and of course he had to jump up and announce it to the world.

At the end of my leave we were both rejoining the ‘SHERBRO’.  Enid came as far as Cardiff with us, just to have lunch.  Les went for a few drinks and we went for a walk in the park.  Finally it was goodbye at Cardiff Central Station.  The story of our lives, the departures on railway stations, had begun.

When I arrived at Liverpool at the end of that last voyage on the ‘SHERBRO’ Enid travelled up to Cardiff and we met there.  It was quite late when we met at Cardiff Station and I asked the taxi driver to find a hotel with single room vacancies.  This would seem incredible to some people today, but in those days it was our personal choice.  It seemed an impossible task to find these rooms  and we finished up having to go to the Esplanade Hotel, Penarth, the home of the Barbarians rugby team.

The following day Enid chose a solitaire diamond and platinum ring then we rushed back to Haverfordwest as Enid was modelling clothes for her own fashion show in Haverfordwest.

Both families were of the opinion that we had not known each other long enough.  This never crossed our minds.  One thing I would say is that we were in our early twenties.  A night out to us was our own company.  Today young people seem to have to move around in packs to enjoy themselves.  The leave in those days was 2 ½ days for every month away and 1 day for every Sunday exactly spent at sea, not in port.  

I soon had to return to sea and joined the MV ‘SEKONDI’, a sister ship of the ‘SHERBRO’.  The Master was Captain Philips, known through the fleet as ‘Walkie Talkie Philips.  A very nice chap but only happy when holding a one way conversation.  When I went on the bridge at midnight, if he was still there, I would try to keep clear.  If I was caught at times he would still have me in a corner talking at the end of my watch.

His favourite topic was the tales of the depression and how he had suffered, but still hung on to his lucky florin which he still had today.  An uplifting conversation for two in the morning!

In the fleet I was known as ‘Haverfordwest Jones’.  There was also a ‘Western Ocean Jones’ and the Chief Officer of the ‘SEKONDI’ was ‘Long Trousers Jones’.  He was a very tall man and always wore long white trousers, not shorts.  A very quiet man with a sense of humour and well liked on board.

When I came on leave after that voyage Enid had rented part of a modern bungalow.  I was still living with my parents in Walwyn’s Castle some six miles from Haverfordwest.  There was no bus service, very few people had cars and I thought nothing of walking to Haverfordwest and the return walk at night.

I had a shock when I received a letter from Elders telling me I had been appointed Chief Officer of the SS ‘SAPELE’ on the coaster feeder service in West Africa.  This was a small coaster loading bagged groundnuts and palm kernels in the small creek ports and discharging them into the ocean liners.

This would mean at least nine months away but by then I would have completed two years sea time, allowing me to take my Master’s Certificate.  I was to leave in a fortnight on the passenger ship ‘AUREOL’ as an extra 2nd Officer.

I held a first mate’s certificate.  This enabled me to sail as first mate on a coaster, but not on a mainline ship.  It was a wonderful opportunity for me.  Just seven years had passed since I joined my first ship as AB apprentice.  When I discussed it with Enid she thought it was a great opportunity for me and she understood what it meant.  I suddenly thought to myself, why not get married.  I asked Enid and she agreed.  We didn’t waste any time.  We both agreed that it would have to be in church.  We went down to the Vicarage of St Thomas’ Church and were shown into the study to talk to Canon Bowden Thomas.  He listened intently to our story, insisting that only after hearing the whole story would he make a decision.

He was a very kindly man who made us feel at ease.  We explained that our families would be against it as we had known each other for such a short time.  Finally he said that there was a big problem as it was Lent and marriages were not allowed in that period of the year.

He then said that it was Tuesday, he would speak to the Archbishop of Wales.  In the meantime he said that he would like to see us at his church Thursday morning at eight o’clock and bring a witness.  He would supply the other witness required.  We immediately made plans and decided to go to Ireland for our honeymoon.  There was no point in telling our parents, we were happy and not in the mood for an argument.  We did tell them we were going to Ireland which was the truth.

I stayed with Enid’s eldest sister the night before the wedding, she was neutral.  Enid’s uncle and her brother Wyndham were taking me to the church.  Enid stayed in the bungalow.  She dressed herself and took a taxi to the church.  It was the smallest wedding ceremony one could possibly dream of but it suited us, it was perfect.  We drove back to Enid’s sister for lunch and then went to join the ferry in Fishguard.  I had told Enid we were going to Dublin.  The joke was on me when I found out it was going to Cork.

Just before the ferry sailed our names came on the tannoy, we were wanted on the quay.  My mother and father were there.  He launched into a long tirade, as if we had committed a sin.  I just listened to it, made no comment, and we returned on board.  We were amused at the reaction of some of our friends.  Herbert and Freda Bowler owned the house Enid had her flat in when we first met.  They had always referred to her as Charlotte.  He said, when he heard that we were married, ‘you could have knocked me down with a feather!’.

In later years when we had our family and were still living in Haverfordwest, Canon Bowden Tomas told us that our marriage was the best one, with the best results of any which he had carried out.

Our honeymoon was soon over and the dreaded day of leaving soon arrived.  We had to face many days like that in the future, the end of the year seemed an eternity away.

I joined the ‘AUREOL’ and met up with Captain ‘Accra’ Smith yet again.  If he remembered me as a cadet he didn’t show it.  I was 24 when I joined the ‘SAPELE’ as Chief Officer, exactly seven years after I joined my first ship.  It was a new challenge which I was looking forward to.

The ‘SAPELE’ was previously the ‘EMPIRE PAVILION’, a wartime built coaster built for the Ministry of Transport.  She could only carry 1000 tons of cargo and a minimum crew.  The total number of officers from the UK was six and the crew was from Nigeria.  The ports of Burutu, Warri and Sapele are some distance up the Niger creeks.  The amount of cargo the mainline ships could take out of the creeks was restricted by the depth of water on the Escravos Bar.  The ‘SAPELE’ was one of three feeder ships loading produce in these ports and taking it to Lagos to be loaded directly on board these ships.  It was rather cramped on board, with no air conditioning, but I enjoyed the work.  The food was good as we received most of our stores from the mainline vessels.  There was no bond on board so the Company paid us a monthly allowance which enabled us to buy locally and still be only paying bond store prices.

In Nigeria the beer was ‘Star’ lager, a Dutch brew which was of a very high standard.  Once a month the ‘SAPELE’ carried oil products from Lagos to Victoria in the British Cameroons.  This was a relief from the feeder service.  When the oil products had been discharged we started to load empty drums and at the same time started an overnight deck passenger service between Victoria and Calabar in Nigeria.  I soon realised there was a racket going on.  We took two tally clerks from Lagos for this trade, to check oil products discharged and collecting passenger tickets.  The deckers slept under canvas tents on top of the hatches.  Of course the numbers were curtailed by our lifeboat capacity.

I soon became suspicious of the number of passengers we were carrying as opposed to the number shown on the list.  One of the tally clerks was an oily individual in every way.  His hair oiled flat and blackened to the extent that it reflected sunlight.  I was the first of the mainline officers appointed to these ships.  Previously they were older coasting officers only.  When he approached me and asked me if I would choose a young girl for the night, which was usual, I gave him short shift.

Everyone had been in on this illicit trade of extra passengers.  The Master was from the mainline as well so we were able to put a stop to it.  When we arrived back in Lagos the greasy gentleman made large steps down the gangway.

The crew were quite a nice crowd.  I had a good Bosun and the ship was starting to look very clean and trim.  There were some hilarious moments.  One young sailor told me his friend on another ship had bought him a new suit in a London market and he wanted me to give an opinion.  He went away to dress and came back to my cabin in his finery.   There he was, all smiles, wearing the full kit of a Master of Foxhounds.  An image in red and black, boots, breeches and velvet cap and carrying a whip.  The whole vision on a hot night in Africa would be incredulous to anyone.  He told me his friend told him that it was the latest fashion in London.  I didn’t want to spoil his belief and told him he looked very smart.  Rather a pity I had no camera.  The South Pembrokeshire Hunt would have been amazed at the convert.

In early December I was told that Captain Willie Griffiths was taking the coastal collier ‘BARO’ home for repairs and survey and he had requested that I would be the Chief Officer.  When I joined the ‘BARO’ in Lagos I was told that she would sail in a few days.

I had a good look around the ship and reported to Captain Griffiths that in my opinion the ship was far from ready to make a winter voyage to Liverpool.  He told me to let him know when I was happy.

Much to the disgust of the Coastal Superintendent I told him that almost all the hatch boards would have to be replaced and all the tarpaulins.  The locking bars would all have to be repaired.  The ‘BARO’ had been carrying coal between Port Harcourt and Lagos in calm waters and the hatch covers treated as a necessary useless addition.

It took more than a week for the ship to be made ready for sea.

I think my memories of the ‘EKET’ taught me that the sea was no friend of fools and so it proved on the homeward journey.  We loaded a cargo of palm kernels for the Unilever factory in Birkenhead and eventually set sail.  There were just two deck officers so we were on the four on, four off, system although Captain Griffiths relieved us at times.  We were due home a few days before Christmas and I knew Enid was coming up to meet the ship.  After we passed Cape Finisterre we ran into a storm and as we say at sea, ‘Man proposes, God disposes’ and even Christmas looked doubtful.

The ‘BARO’ started taking very heavy seas, she was on her winter marks but even that left very little freeboard.  The hatches were well secured and we had little to worry about.  Some of the crew had never been deep sea before and I found a few praying on their mess room deck.  I didn’t make any remarks.  If it made them happy I thought, carry on.  We docked in Birkenhead Christmas morning.  Commodore Lane brought Enid and Gladys Griffiths on board after breakfast.  He also brought on board the Christmas fare and we all celebrated before dinner.

Both families became great friends all the time we were at sea.  At this time I had completed the necessary two years sea time to take my Master’s Certificate and, after a well earned leave I would start the next three month course.

5.  The Final Exam and Aftermath 
I contacted Mrs Manuel in Cardiff to make sure I had a place to stay.  The course for the Master’s Certificate was three months, with proof of attendance before you were allowed to sit the exam.  Mrs Manuel was pleased to hear from me and I arranged to stay there.  Elder Dempster Lines would pay me my full salary for this period and an extra month if required.
I changed my routine of studying for this exam to suit my married life.  Monday until Thursday I studied all day at college with a quick lunch.  I was lucky there as next door was the County Hall, my sister Eluned was an architect and I had lunch with her.  When I arrived back at my digs after having high tea with Manuel family I retired to my room to study.  I then studied from about six until two next morning.  On Friday afternoon I caught a train home to Haverfordwest, studying on the train, but when I arrived home I didn’t touch a book until I went to college on Monday morning.  The British Master’s Certificate is not an easy exam.  In those days this exam paper was taken in the countries like Hong Kong, Australia, Canada and South Africa amongst others.  The exam itself included Ship Master’s Business, meteorology and one exam which many found difficult, the magnetic compass including the correction in a practical and oral exam.  I noticed in College the way some of the men approached their studies.  Some were taking the exam for the third time and were meticulous in their work, especially in their lecture notes, but approached the exam itself with dread, though most passed after a number of attempts.  There was one officer who was ‘a man about town’, tweed cap and sports car.  He had always served in passenger ships with the Union Castle Line.
His father was a butcher in the Rhondda Valley.  We became quite friendly and I found out that his couldn’t care less attitude was a cover.  He studied hard and wanted to get 100% in his exams; he almost made it.  At the end of three months came the final hurdle, we all knew there was no such thing as an easy exam.  We were a group of friends and there was a lot of humour in the waiting room.  The building where the exam was taken was at the bottom of the famous Bute Street in the Tiger Bay area.
I found no difficulty with the written exams but you are not told if you have passed until you take the oral exam.  You were alone in the waiting room, the exam took about two and a half hours, I do not know of any other exam taken which have orals for this length of time.  I was told I had passed the orals and when I went to the office was given a certificate which would be exchanged for the actual certificate at the Board of Trade.  

When I contacted Elders I had the biggest disappointment of my life.  There were no ships available requiring a Chief Officer.  I was appointed to the MV ‘SHONGA’, a cargo passenger ship, as 2nd Officer.  The ‘SHONGA’ was on the Liverpool, West Africa, USA service, hopefully proceeding to Liverpool on the return to West Africa from New York.

The Master was Captain ‘Heh You’ Rowlands once again, the Chief Officer Mr Owen, a North Walian and the 3rd Officer Mr Capstick, a Geordie.

I knew it wasn’t going to be the happiest of voyages but I was confident in my work and that was really all that mattered to me.

I left Haverfordwest to stand by the ship.  Elizabeth left for London to attend the fashion sales.  (I had stopped calling her Enid, her actual name was Enid Elizabeth, her shop was Enid Modes.  I was the only person ever to call her Elizabeth.)  A few days before we sailed she joined me in Liverpool.  In those days wives were not allowed to sleep on board.  I did not have to sleep on board so we booked into a hotel.  The inevitable goodbye came.  Elizabeth caught her train home and I sailed on the ‘SHONGA’.

I knew from the start of the voyage it was not going to be a happy one.  There were a few memories both humorous and serious which I can smile about now.
I had a good friend in the 3rd Engineer.  His name was Callaghan, known as Slim Callaghan.  We both had the same sense of humour.  When at sea we were both on the 12-4 watch.  We usually met in my cabin each evening to have a few beers before dinner.  It was something to look forward to each day.

Everyday in all the time myself and Elizabeth were apart I gave some time to write to her.  During her lifetime she didn’t destroy a letter but kept them in leather pouffes. 

Mr Owen, the Chief Officer, was a very nice chap but he lacked the ability to stand up to Captain Rowlands and thus we all suffered.

One of the periods I remember very well.  Our first port in the USA was Fall River to discharge liquid latex from Liberia.  On completion of discharge our next port was Norfolk, Virginia.  There was a severe hurricane south of Florida and it was expected to continue north passing through all the ports on the eastern seaboard.

Fall River was one of those ports which not a safe haven.  A large tide surge together with the seas could lift a ship on to a wharf or land to become a total loss.  After we cleared the port I went on to the bridge.  The course I had drawn was direct to Norfolk once we had cleared Block Island.  Captain Rowlands was in the chartroom studying the weather report and the chart, Mr Owen at his side making no comment.  He then, to my amazement, made his decision that we would proceed to Norfolk and ride out the storm at sea.  In other words proceed towards the dangerous semicircle of the hurricane off an unsheltered coast.  I waited for Mr Owen to say something, he nodded in agreement.  I thought to myself, here comes my first serious altercation with Captain Rowlands.  When I first started speaking he glared at me.  I pointed out that we had a large deck cargo of heavy logs, if we were in a hurricane they would be lost, I could have included, so would the ship.
He asked me what would I suggest should be done.  I said that we were only a short distance from New York and the Company had their own berth in Staten Island, this was a safe berth.  He turned to Mr Owen and told him to send for the Radio Officer.  He then sent a message to our New York agents asking them to arrange the Pilot and the berth.  Then he told me to set courses for the Ambrose Pilot Station and left the bridge without another word.

We berthed at Staten Island and sewed the ship to the wharf.  When the hurricane passed off New York we felt the effects of the storm and the heavy rain.  When we arrived at Norfolk we saw the trees and other rubbish floating the Chesapeake River.

Captain Rowlands never mentioned this episode to me or anyone else.  I noticed he kept us on sea watches when we were alongside.

The twelve passengers on the voyage back from New York were all missionaries bound for Liberia.  As myself and Slim Callaghan were off duty on the Sunday morning, as a sort of punishment Captain Rowlands told us we had to represent the ship at their morning service.

I enjoy choir singing in the Welsh tradition.  When they started singing it sounded like a lot of tom cats screeching.  For some reason my thoughts turned to the Chief Steward, a tough scouser who always had a small rolled cigarette hanging out of his mouth.  His cabin was close to the saloon.

I felt sure that when he heard that noise he would say to himself, ‘what the hell is that noise?’.  It was with great difficulty I restrained my laughter, I couldn’t look at Slim’s face.  I was to have one more confrontation with Captain Rowlands.  It would be my last.

When we arrived at Freetown it was early evening.  We were to work to a finish and sail at daylight.

As usual it was the duty of the 2nd Officer to check out and supervise the discharging of special cargo from the strong room.  After one or two hours there were shouts from the deck that a mini tornado was approaching.  I locked the strong room and rushed on deck to supervise the closing of the after hatches.  This was in heavy rain and very strong wind.  When I finished I made my way to my cabin to change my clothes.
Captain Rowlands was on the passenger deck looking black and scowling.  He said to me that two new surf boats (Kroo boy lifeboats) had been tied up alongside an after hatch; the Chief Officer said that he had expected me to look after them.  They had disappeared in the storm.
Captain Rowlands said that he held me responsible.  I pointed out that I had been below in the strong room all the time.  We completed our cargo discharge in the early hours and sailed next morning.

It was a clear calm day after the storm and we sighted the surf boats about five miles off the coast.  I was ordered to go aft and prepare the derricks to pick up one of those boats.  In the meantime Captain Rowlands had slowed the ship down and approached the boats which were quite close together.  When I looked overside Captain Rowlands was talking to some fishermen who had approached in their canoe.  I heard later that they asked for bottles of rum and rice; Captain Rowlands refused to bring the boats alongside.  A little later I heard screams for help.  Looking overside, drifting past the hatch towards the propeller at an apparent speed of six knots, in fact the ship was still under way at that speed with the propellers still turning, the Kiwi bosun, scared to death, looked up at me.  Suddenly, to my amazement, without swimming he started moving ahead like a torpedo.  When he reached the fore deck he continued vertically until his head was stuck in a hawse pipe.

Actually what had happened was Mr Owen had a not so brilliant idea.  A very long rope had been paid out through the hawse pipe attached to the Bosun under his arms.  We were fast approaching the boats and he was to swim towards them, jump on board and bring them back alongside after attaching the rope.
When he started swimming the rope was paid out allowing him to float aft.  Then, before he reached the propeller, Mr Owen ordered the thirty Kroo boys to run up the fore deck pulling the rope, thus his sudden speed and getting his head stuck in the hawse pipe. The outset was the fishermen, laughing with glee, doubled their request and demanding it was paid before they carried out the task.

Captain Rowlands swallowed his pride and ordered the Chief Steward to pass down the goods.  We took the boats back on board without any further mishap.

I immediately went to the Bosun’s cabin where he was sitting in his underpants staring into space.  I told him what a bloody fool he was, the area was shark infested also many barracuda and that the ship was not even stopped.  He was too shocked to reply.  I had a message from the bridge, Captain Rowlands wanted to speak to me.  When I arrived in the chartroom Mr Owen and the 3rd Officer were already waiting.  Captain Rowlands then proceeded to give us a lecture.  We had no interest in the ship, there had been a decline in standards, and if it didn’t stop we would be in serious trouble and our jobs would be at risk.  Mr Owen and the 3rd Officer nodded their heads up and down.  I listened and made no comment.  The other two said that they would do their best.  I waited until I came on the bridge at noon.  Captain Rowlands came up and we were alone in the chartroom.

I said I had something to say about the morning episode.  Then, in straight talking, I told him that if he thought he could break my confidence in my ability and efficiency he would have to think again.  I had not been responsible from the very start but had been made a scapegoat, also I was not the one who had made a fool of himself.

He didn’t say a word but left the bridge.  Then from that day on he was always pleasant to me.  In the final episode he had to turn to me for help.

We carried on down the coast discharging.  I waited with dread in case we had to make a second voyage to the USA as it was quite common, especially as Elizabeth was four months pregnant.  We were told that we were loading for the continent and UK.

At last, after a few more weeks, we were homeward bound for Bordeaux and Liverpool.  Elizabeth would meet me there.  Our call at Bordeaux was to discharge two thousand tons of cocoa beans.  Bordeaux is the port at the head of the River Gironde, the scene of the Cockleshell Heroes.

The tides in the Gironde are similar to those in the Severn and St John New Brunswick.  Very high tides and very low tides.  The flow of water towards high water very fast but faster running out after a few minutes.

When you cross the Severn Bridge at low water you can see all the sandbanks.  We had already picked up the Pilot at sea and had changed to the River Pilot at the next Pilot Station.  I came on the bridge just before midnight to take over my watch.  I could hear shouting on the bridge, there seemed to be some panic.

I did not think it was much use me being present as my eyes would not be adjusted and carried on making my coffee.  I went on the bridge at midnight and found that the ship was in dense fog, visibility a few yards.  The Pilot was walking back and fore muttering in French, Captain Rowlands asking him questions in English, the Pilot having no idea what he was saying.

He knew I spoke some French and told me to ask the Pilot where we were.  My French was not all that good and Captain Rowlands shouting ‘what’s he saying’ did not help.

The Pilot did not know.  I looked overside and saw the ebb tide pounding against the ship’s side and mentioned the ship was aground.  With the low coast ashore and radar in those days not being all that good it was impossible to know our exact position, one thing, it wouldn’t change.  The Chief Officer had been forward, they had dropped both anchors in the confusion, the carpenter had sounded round and there was no damage.
The Pilot shrugged his shoulders and retreated to the Pilot’s cabin.  I suggested to Captain Rowlands I should keep the watch until breakfast in the morning as it would be a busy day for everyone.  He agreed and they all retired.  Next morning Captain Rowlands came quite early on the bridge.  We were sitting on a sand bank.  You could walk ashore if necessary, a beautiful clear day, really a wonderful sight, but not for us.  The Chief Engineer had been able to cool all the auxiliaries by circulating the after peak water so conditions for passengers and crew were unchanged.  High water was just after lunch and, assisted by five tugs, we were pulled clear and made the passage to Bordeaux without any further mishap.
The following day Captain Rowlands sent for me.  He had received a message from Elders that the usual detailed report of the grounding would be required at his inward interview.  He asked me to prepare the written report for him.

This would be quite easy.  The main reason for the grounding had to be the sudden dense fog.  If the vessel had anchored in the channel she would have still been aground at low water.  The main fact that had to be established was that the visibility was reasonable on leaving the deep water at the second pilot station and no warning was given by the Pilot.  This had to be accepted as fact.  There were no witnesses to disapprove.

I gave the report to Captain Rowlands, he thanked me and I learned later that Elders accepted the report as fact.  The next time I saw Captain Rowlands was several years later.  He was retired but just coasting the cadet training ship Avonmouth to Liverpool.  I was just coasting as well.  My very last passage before being promoted to Master.

When he knew I was on board he sent for me, insisted I had a drink with him and tell him exactly how my career had gone since leaving the ‘SHONGA’.  He certainly had mellowed.  He had become Commodore of the fleet before his retirement.  Maybe he had taught me to stand up for myself!!!

Elizabeth met me in Liverpool, she was six months pregnant and looked radiant.  I thought to myself we had been married almost two years and I had made two long sea voyages, a woman has to be pretty confident and have guts to live that sort of life.  It made me think of a semi religious message which I once heard on the radio.  I was able to get a copy later which I have kept all my life.  I quote:
THEY THAT GO DOWN TO THE SEA IN SHIPS

Her children shall arise and call her blessed also he praiseth her.

There is a delightful human touch in the provisions of the Law of Moses, granting exemption from military service to a young man who has just got married.

When a man hath taken a new wife, he shall not go to war, neither shall he be charged with any business, but shall be free at home for one year, and shall cheer up his wife which he hath taken.

This sounds rather like a glorious twelve month’s honeymoon, and no doubt this kind of luxury was possible in the more leisurely days of ancient times, although I expect there was plenty to do at home.  What a thing it would be if young man in the Navy or Merchant Service were given a years absence on the grounds that he had taken to himself a wife!  The reverse is often true.  No sooner is a brief honeymoon over than the husband is away for a long spell at sea.  Separation is the inevitable lot of family life with seafaring folk and it is the wives who take the brunt of this.  They don’t generally complain.  Most of them grappled with this problem before their marriage and went into it with their eyes wide open.  The quotation from the Book of Proverbs holds good for many a wife of the men at sea – Her children arise and call her blessed and her husband praiseth her.

For the children there is an element of justifiable pride in father being at sea and an aura of adventure which they share with their young friends, but it is mother who is always there, keeping the home going, welcoming them back from school or when they’ve been out to play and providing that firm anchor which all young people need, dependability and love.  At the time much or all of this will be taken for granted but in later life the young people will, or should, come to understand what it meant for mother to carry the burden largely single handed.  Part of the hardship involved for the husband is the realisation of just how much his job demands of his wife, but there is also an uncommon measure of personal discipline required of him too.  He misses the companionship of his wife and children, particularly on high days, holidays, Christmas, New Year and birthdays.
So, there it is, married life with husband and wife apart for months on end and yet many have found the way to happiness, rich experience and fidelity.

Unquote.

One regret we had, people, even relatives, were jealous to see us so happy and always together on the few leaves. 

 I would like to add that Commodore Rowlands was an experienced Master, promoted in 1940, in command of the ‘DARU’ bombed and sunk off Ireland.  The period I was with him, the new way of life was starting at sea.  Officers and size of ships were changing.

6.  The MV ‘FREETOWN’ 

My leave was leading up to Christmas, but it was too much to hope for a Christmas leave, it never happens.

In mid December I had a letter of appointment to the MV ‘FREETOWN’, a large twin screw motor cargo ship.  She was previously the ‘GREYSTOKE CASTLE’ owned by Chambers of Liverpool.  She had been an unlucky ship under both names, suffering groundings and collisions.

I joined her in Smith’s dry dock South Shields where she was undergoing repairs and was expected to complete and proceed to London where she would load and sail before Christmas.

Man proposes, God disposes.  Our sailing date was put back.  I told Elizabeth we would probably leave Newcastle on December the 23rd .  She was determined she would join me and left Haverfordwest for the long journey, due in Newcastle about 10pm on the 22nd.  I arrived at the Newcastle in good time and commenced the long wait.  It was a bitterly cold night and the train eventually arrived at 4am the next morning.  I was certainly glad to see her smiling face, as if there wasn’t a thing to worry about.  I managed to get a taxi to South Shields and we arrived on board a half an hour or so before sailing.  Elizabeth went to bed and I went on duty to prepare for sailing.
I met the Pilot, who was on board in good time and just as we exchanged greetings there was a loud explosion in the engine room.  I looked down into the engine room and there was smoke but no flames.  I turned to the Pilot and said ‘I think we can forget about sailing today’.  The Chief Engineer emerged and I can remember his dirty face but bright eyes and smile.  He told us that one of the two generators had been damaged.  No-one was hurt and no sailing today.  The outcome was the sailed on Christmas Eve and berthed in Tilbury on Christmas morning.  There had been a ‘run crew’ on board, paid a cash amount for the short passage, and they were first down the gangway.  A skeleton of officers and the African engine room and catering staff remained.

Captain Kay told me before he left for his home on the Mersey that he wanted myself and Elizabeth to use his cabin while he was on leave, which would be until the day before the ship sailed.  I had sailed with Captain Kay on the ‘CAMBRAY’.  He was a gentleman and became a good friend of myself and Elizabeth over the years.

I always think that one of the nicest parts of going to sea is meeting people from all over the world.  Elizabeth often talked, many years later, of our weeks in Tilbury Dock visiting Tilbury, Grays and Gravesend.  The unforgettable New Year’s Eve in a Gravesend pub when an eighty year old ex stage performer did the splits.  People accept seamen in any society.

Loading started in January and the ship was soon ready to put to see for the voyage to West Africa.  Captain Kay rejoined and the new crew signed on.  When they trooped on board I had the shock of my life.  They were all in immaculate Edwardian dress, the original ‘Teddy Boys’.  I wondered what I had let myself in for.  In Liverpool the Chief Officer could choose the crew, apparently not in London.  I was lucky that the Bosun was a tall and very experienced man, very cheerful.  He said he could handle this crew, enough said.  The whole crew proved to be hard working, well behaved, no drunkenness.  They couldn’t afford it.  They spent most of their money on clothes.

Thus began my first voyage as Chief Officer.  I was 26 years old and looking forward to the voyage.  The voyage was memorable for two happenings which I was never to forget in my life.

When we arrived at Apapa Wharf, Lagos, Nigeria we were told that HM Queen Elizabeth would be visiting Nigeria and would open the new Apapa Wharf extension.  There would be a public holiday.  No-one would be allowed on the wharf in the morning, with all gangways raised.  This meant that the Queen would pass very close to the ‘FREETOWN’ as her open car moved along the quay.  I spoke to Tom Weah, the Kroo headman, and told him that I wanted all his seventy men to cheer Her Majesty as she passed the ship.  There was the promise of ten hours overtime, not a bribe, but to reward them for their enthusiasm.  I decided, with Captain Kay’s permission, to get the two apprentices to paint a canvas about thirty feet long white with the following in large black letters:

WELCOME YOUR MAJESTY FROM LOYAL SIERRA LEONE SUBJECTS.

It would be very visible from the wharf.

Every Kroo headman had a clerk whom he appointed to keep a check on the overtime.  On the ‘FREETOWN’ he slept and checked his books in a masthouse on the fore deck.  There was electric light inside and I noticed the light on there rather late at night.  The following morning, the day when the Queen would open the extension, Tom Weah and his clerk arrived at my cabin.  He told me that he had written an address which Tom Weah would read to Her Majesty when she came on board.  He handed me to address to read.  It was written in pencil on a sheet of lined foolscap.  I will quote the address as written:

THE WELCOME ADDRESS FOR HER MAJESTY QUEEN ELIZABETH II
1.
Welcome your Majesty from Loyal Sierra Leone subjects.

2.
On behalf of 70 Sierra Leonians on board the MV ‘FREETOWN’ cannot express and exaggerate for how happy and glad we feels for your Royal visit on board our ship MV ‘FREETOWN’ this morning.

3.
And we are also glad to congratulate for your Royal visit in your midst this morning.
4.
And then however we are also gives much a thanks to our Omnipotent Heavenly Father, whose greatest eyes widely open on your Majesty flying approximately 3,500 miles journey throughout the night and arrived safely on Saturday morning on January 28th in the year of our Lord one thousand nine hundred and fifty six.

5.
Your Majety we are strongly pray God for HIS mercy for a long life and prosperities during the tenure of your Majesty, and we also proud to belong to the British Commonwealth of Nations.

6.
We feels and gives an ample assurance that this is, or will be, a great History from the Generation to the Generation that Her Majesty has had pay a Royal Visit in Africa.  And it is a note to be taking of joting down in a book of dairay for we who had always been hearing through your Majesty and then seeing your Majesty here today.

7.
Your Majesty, your humble servant whom your Majesty meets up here today, have nothing in regard to put before your Majesty, as a request or a complaint or complaints in connection with the ill treatment.  But not the gainsay your Majesty the both master of the ship and the Chief Officer Mr JO Jones and other officers and ratings are very, very good indeed and not only because they are in our midst, Your Majesty.

(by Thomas SM Weah,

MV ‘FREETOWN’) 

In the History of Elder Dempster Lines, although this letter was acknowledged the contents were never made public.  There appeared to be an idea that the grammar could be ridiculed.  I think it was a masterpiece, showing honest feelings.

In mid morning the time when her Majesty would pass arrived.  We were all dressed in uniform, including the Edwardian crew, also the Kroo men behind the canvas and along the whole fore deck.  I had already told Tom Weah that the Queen could not come on board but that his address would be sent to her.  As the open car passed the ship the cheering of all on board must have been heard from a distance then, much to everyone’s pleasure, the Duke of Edinburgh drew her Majesty’s attention to the message on the canvas and she gave a special wave.  This was the signal for the partying to begin.  I had given the written address to Captain Kay.  He had many guests on board so that they had a good view of the Queen.  One of his guests said that he would see that her Majesty received the message at Government House.  Captain Kay asked the Purser to type out the letter verbatim.  (I was given a copy.)
The address was given to the Queen’s private secretary and we heard later that it had been seen by her Majesty.  The outcome was when we arrived at the Liverpool Pilot, the mail included a letter from the Queen’s private secretary stating how much she appreciated the sentiments expressed by her Sierra Leone subjects.

One of the Elders Passenger Mail Boats was moored further down the wharf.  The Master, Charles Herbert Sweeney, was a very senior master.  He had been at sea since 1919, sunk twice during the Second World War.  Some people thought he was pompous.  I sailed with him later when he became Commodore on the flagship ‘AUREOL’ and I found him full of life and easily humoured.  There was a strong rumour that he expected to be knighted, also that he always looked for the Queen’s honour list in the ship’s morning paper.

Captain Kay was invited on board the ‘ACCRA’ by Captain Sweeney, along with other masters, and he recounted his visit with some amusement.  Captain Sweeney told them that he was rather annoyed that as senior master in port he was not invited to the reception for the Queen at Government House the previous evening.  He referred to some of the guests as ‘bunting tossers’, the naval term for signalmen.

He had been invited on board a cruiser by the Captain a few days previously which had pleased him.  The Captain of the cruiser told him how difficult it was keeping up with all the tropical kit laundry for the crew and officers when they had so many parades in the tropical heat.  The mail boat had a fully staffed laundry.  The six days they spent in Apapa were used washing the passenger and crew bed linen, bath towels etc.  There were more than 300 passengers and crew.  Captain Sweeney, feeling bountiful, told the cruiser Captain to send all his washing over to the ‘ACCRA’.  Imagine the consternation felt by the laundry crew when a duty boat arrived alongside with a pile of white bags filled with soiled clothes.
Captain Kay, a man with a terrific sense of humour, just could not resist his next move.  He picked up a table knife and tapped Captain Sweeney on his shoulder and said in a royal like voice, ‘Rise Sir Charles, Earl of Dhobi’, to the laughter of Captain Sweeney and all the masters.  Captain Sweeney had been rewarded by his own kind.

The voyage went smoothly and soon we were homeward bound.  At the back of my mind all the time was that Elizabeth was expecting our first baby in early March.

All went well until we had just passed the latitude of Gibraltar.  One can expect winter gales in that area, but we ran into a violent storm.  We were hove to, wind on sea just on the port bow, and there were many ships around, some large and well founded.  The ‘FREETOWN’ was just holding her own.  On the second day we noticed the vessel was losing some of her forward buoyancy and when we saw a hatch board floating past we realised that number one hatch had been breached.

The ‘FREETOWN’ was an unusually built ship.  An old fashioned straight vertical stem, little flare on the bow and also a very short well deck, where number one hatch was situated.  The hatch was completely out of view because from there to a short well deck for number six hatch was a centre castle.  This centre castle was free of tonnage charges as there were no watertight bulkheads between each compartment.  The heavy seas had been passing directly over the focsle head and pounding down on the hatch top.

Captain Kay decided that he would have to turn the ship through 180 degrees to put the sea astern, thus enabling us to resecure number one hatch.

This was a dangerous manoeuvre, the mountainous swell and sea coming on the port beam as we turned.  Everyone on board was warned and the decks cleared.

The ‘FREETOWN’ being a twin screw ship meant that the turn could be completed in less time.  Captain Kay ordered full ahead on the port engine and half astern on the starboard engine.  The ship swung quickly to starboard as the seas came on the port beam.  They swept over the ship but soon the seas were astern.  The ship’s speed was then adjusted to approximately the speed of the seas.  Standing on the deck these mountainous seas tower above the ship then sweeping past.  They would not come on board if the vessel’s speed and course maintained, well that is the theory!!`
I went up forward with the Bosun, carpenter, Edwardian crew and the two apprentices.  Shortly after we arrived one of the apprentices was washed partly overboard and deposited back on the deck.  I decided to send both apprentices back to the bridge.  We stripped the hatch completely and replaced the broken hatches with new ones which we were lucky to have stowed on board.  The young crew were great.  They seemed fearless.  I think it was a mixture of bravery and ignorance of the grave situation.  All the time they were singing the popular song of the day ‘where will the baby’s dimple be …’ much to my amusement.  When the hatch top was secure with new tarpaulins and wedges I decided to cover the hatch top with a floor of heavy mooring ropes, lashing them down with 2 ½ inch rope from a new coil.  New because as soon as new rope becomes wet it shrinks and tightens up.

I returned to the bridge while the crew left the deck.  Captain Kay decided to turn the ship around back to face the seas.  It would seem simple to continue with the seas astern, but this is very dangerous.  A vessel can poop a sea.  The stern is submerged and the sea rushes against the accommodation and even floods the engine room.  Turning into the sea would involve the same manoeuvre as before except that this time turning to port and also the time taken would be more.  It also involved a greater danger.  I remained on the bridge and Captain Kay carried out the necessary orders.  Slowly the ship turned, rolling heavily and taking seas overall, but finally we were hove to again.  The young seaman on the wheel couldn’t help but say ‘Gosh Sir, that was dangerous!!’.  Captain Kay turned to him and said ‘Son, the only worry I had was your hair would be caught in the propellers!!’.  I was soaking wet and I went down to the Captain’s cabin and we had a good slug of whisky each.

The storm carried on for a few more days but we had no more problems and number one hatch held secure.

I was getting more worried, a feeling that I wouldn’t be home in time to see the baby born.  Unknown to me, Captain Kay had sent Elizabeth a telegram.  It read ‘Wales here expecting wails there, best of luck, Bill Kay’.  Elizabeth kept that cable all her life.

On a cold miserable night, a miserable, bedraggled looking ‘FREETOWN’ arrived at Birkenhead docks.  Most of our cargo was for the Unilever factory.

This was one of the few times Elizabeth did not meet the ship.  At the pay off in the dining saloon all members of the crew were being paid the balance of their wages.  The Edwardian crew approached me and asked if Captain Kay would come down to the saloon.  When he came down they all lined up and each of them shook hands with him and thanked him for getting them home.  A nice gesture which in one way amused myself and Bill Kay.

As soon as my voyage interview was over I made my way by train to Haverfordwest for about fourteen days leave before rejoining the ‘FREETOWN’.

We were to find out that children didn’t always arrive on time.  Elizabeth did not want to go to hospital for the birth and all the children were born in the same bedroom of our house in Haverfordwest.  I had asked for an extension of my leave.  Edward was born on March 18th.  I spoke to Commodore Lane and he told me I could return on board March 20th, the day before the ‘FREETOWN’ sailed for West Africa.  It was a tearful departure on the evening of the 19th.  I put on a brave face.  I knew it was more than difficult for Elizabeth, imagine it happening in 2002.  So much for the Law of Moses.

The next voyage on the ‘FREETOWN’ was an anticlimax.  All went smoothly, a Liverpool crew, lots of humour.  When the crew came on board in Liverpool each one would come to my cabin throughout the day with their note from the seamen’s pool and their discharge book.  The giveaway was the number of voyages they did in each ship.  The one trip men I would refuse to sign the acceptance note.  The ones who had remained a number of voyages on each ship I would accept.

Two seamen from Eire presented themselves.  They were large, friendly faced men who had spent most of their lives on Kelly’s coasters.  I accepted them as ordinary seamen.  We sailed from Liverpool.  It was four in the morning when I took over from the 2nd Officer.  We had just passed Lands End and it was a rough night, almost a gale.  In each watch there are three seamen.  At any time one would be on the wheel, one forward on the focsle head reporting lights by ringing the bell (one bell on starboard bow, two bells port bow, three bells right ahead).  All this had been explained to the two sailors from Eire.  The sea was already breaking over the focsle head and the 2nd Officer had already brought the lookout from forward to the monkey island, the deck above the bridge.  At about 4.30, after the ship had taken some heavy seas over the focsle head, an apparition in yellow oilskins arrived on the bridge.  A gasping face from under the souwester managed to say ‘I cannot stay for’d any longer Sir, I have been hanging on to the anchor brakes’.

The young Irish sailor was like a drowned rat.  When he went on duty at 04.00 he had gone forward.  The sailor on the monkey island had gone down to look for him, without telling the 2nd Officer and, seeing he wasn’t there had turned in.  When I look back at it, it probably was amusing, but at the time we were lucky not to lose a crew member.  At the end of that voyage we returned with a full cargo for Rotterdam and berthed there in the early hours of a morning in June.  As soon as we were tied up I went ashore to ring Elizabeth.  She would expect me to call as soon as I docked.  In those days the only way to make a call was by permission of the security guard at the dock gates.  You made the call and he collected the money on behalf of the dock authorities.  I will always remember an incident that morning when two tall, blond haired men approached the gate from outside.  They had their arms round each other singing, their faces very bloodied and closed eyes.  The guard said to me ‘those men are from the Norwegian ship, they have had a really good night and enjoyed themselves’.  I had to smile.  He probably had seen it all before over the years.  The truth is of course Norwegian ships are dry, no alcohol allowed on board, and when they reached port they made up for it and it seems they like to have a good drink.  On British ships there are bars on board where officers and crew can relax, in some ships the same bar.  The result is there is less call for them to go ashore and buy expensive beer.

I left the ship a few days later and joined Elizabeth in London, she was up there attending fashion shows to buy clothes for her dress shop.

She was as slim as ever and asked me to attend the shows with her.  I agreed to keep her company for the morning shows but not the short period after lunch.  I had to act the part as partner, studying the list as each model paraded while the designer gave a commentary of mark up prices etc.  I thought of the song ‘If the folks could see me now’ substituting crew.  I quite enjoyed the experience.  There was champagne and tit bits after the show.  After a few days we went home.  Elizabeth’s mother had looked after Edward.

This proved to be my last voyage on the ‘FREETOWN’.  I had been quite happy there.  She was sold a few years later for demolition, price £42,000 – a sad end.

7.  Service on the SS ‘BENIN’ and SS ‘COCHRANE’ 
I realise that all ships, or life on board, are not interesting.  This chapter has to be written to maintain the chronological order of my memoirs.

I had a very pleasant summer leave in Pembrokeshire, a wonderful county and Haverfordwest was a bustling county town.  Elizabeth decided she wanted to take over a second gown shop in Tenby named ‘Phyllis’.  She had taken on a non working partner, Miss Kitty Sole.  Neither of us could drive and her only work was taking us to Tenby.

I had a call from the office.  They told me that as I had experience on the coaster ‘BARO’ they had appointed me to the SS ‘BENIN’ for a voyage from London to Lagos.  She was a coastal collier which had just completed a refit.  The one consolation was that as soon as practical I would be returning home.

The voyage out went without incident.  Whispering Davies was the Master and he was, as his name suggests, a very quiet but pleasant man.  I made a few coastal voyages then returned home on the mail boat ‘ACCRA’.

Elizabeth and I decided not to believe grandmothers’ tales again.  She was pregnant with the baby due in mid March, exactly one year after Edward was born.

After my leave in the late autumn I joined the SS ‘COCHRANE’ for a voyage to West Africa.  Another ‘old lady’ with just a year to go before going to the breakers.

The Master of the ship was Captain LL James.  Married and living in Liverpool, he was a very quiet man who liked a quiet life.  I always found it easier to carry out my work as Chief Officer without any interference as you have to plan well ahead.  I always reported to the Captain every morning, putting him completely in the picture.

In those days you were given the amount of cargo to be loaded in each port for the various ports of discharge.  The actual stowage was calculated by the Chief Officer and illustrated in a cargo plan.

I made tow voyages in the ‘COCHRANE’ and towards the end of the first voyage bound for Newcastle we had to make an unscheduled call in Dover to take on fresh water.  I took the opportunity to ring Elizabeth, our second son Jonathan had been born just a few hours earlier at our house.  We berthed in Newcastle the next day but I was not relieved and had to coast the ship to Tilbury.

I made one more voyage on the ‘COCHRANE’ and the only interesting incidents I can remember were towards the end of the voyage.  We berthed in Hamburg before completing the voyage in Tilbury.  I was the only member of the UK crew to remain.  Everyone proceeded on leave.  The coasting Master was Captain ‘Accra’ Smith.  Life at sea can be cruel.

Elizabeth flew out to join me for the time in Hamburg and coasting to Tilbury.  Her mother enjoyed looking after the children.

The first incident I will always remember concerns the coasting Liverpool crew.  The Bosun was a tough looking character with a bushy beard.  The crew also looked equally tough, more like characters in ‘Treasure Island’.  I was taking Elizabeth ashore and the crew were on the quay having secured the gangway.  As Elizabeth descended the gangway the wind blew up her dress.  To a man all the crew turned their backs to her.  That act exemplified to me that seamen have a high regard for women, especially those of their shipmates.  Captain Smith made a big fuss of my wife and treated me like an old friend.  He had retired but made himself available for a few weeks coasting.  We had a fairly rough passage from Hamburg to Tilbury and Elizabeth was seasick for the first time and the last.  This happens to most people.

The sting in the tail, which I found amusing, was that Captain Smith’s next coasting ship was the ‘Zungeru’ and a good friend of mine was the Chief Officer.  Captain Smith told him that he had coasted the ‘COCHRANE’ and had a difficult time as the Chief Officer was useless and he had to do all the work!!  In fact, he hardly left his cabin.  Some people never change.

8.  The MV ‘ONITSHA’ 
After some leave I spent some coasting.  Masters and officers who have completed their leave carry out this service.  Surprise, surprise.  On my first ship the Master was Arthur Perkins.  There was no animosity and he treated me like an old friend.  He seemed a nervous Master and not long afterwards he retired from the sea, married a widow and bought a newspaper shop in North Wales.  After a few years he sadly died of a heart attack.
My next ship was the SS ‘ZUNGERU’ for the short voyage from Avonmouth to Liverpool.  Captain Willie Griffiths was the Master, a great friend of mine then and for the rest of his life.  When we berthed in Liverpool Commodore Lane came on board to speak to Captain Griffiths.  Later that morning Commodore Lane sent for me to go to his office.  In short, he had decided to appoint me Chief Officer of the heavy lift, passenger-cargo ship MV ‘ONTISHA’.  She was capable of lifting 180 tons with her heavy derrick.  She, along with the RMS ‘AUREOL’ were his favourite ships.  Captain Griffiths was the first Chief Officer when the ship was built in Belfast and apparently he had recommended me for the job.  I was really pleased and looked forward to joining in Liverpool after a few days leave.

The Bosun was from Liverpool and had been there since voyage one.  The crew were from Liverpool too so that was a good start.  The Bosun was a solid, dependable man.  That voyage he was making an astro telescope in his spare time, even grinding the concave mirror by hand.

The Master was Captain St Hilaire Webber.  Originally from the Channel Islands he lived in Brixham with his wife, an Anglo Indonesian.  His two sons were deck officers.  During all the time I served with him there wasn’t one cross word.  He was again the type who let the Chief Officer do his job without interference.  I kept all this in mind when I was promoted.

I will not bore you with too many accounts of the daily running of the ship and loading heavy lifts, only there was one story.

The first voyage was in late 1957, a straight round voyage to West Africa returning to Liverpool.  The most memorable part of the voyage was homeward bound at Freetown where we called for cargo and final passengers.  Most of the passengers had joined in Lagos, including a Miss Harries, a secretary from the Governor’s Office.  My table was empty with seats for four passengers from Freetown.  We had left the wharf and were proceeding down the harbour.  I was on the focsle when Captain Webber called me on the telephone.  A Mrs Attabonga, wife of a future minister, had joined and would be sitting at his table.  Miss Harries told him she would not sit at the table with Mrs Attabonga, she had seen enough of black people.  He had decided that Mrs Attabonga would sit at my table.  

When I went down for dinner that night I was joined by the Roman Catholic Bishop of Sierra Leone, two priests and Mrs Attabonga.  She looked spectacular in her native costume.  The meal went ahead – it was silver service in those days.  At the main course I handed the gravy bowl to Mrs Attabonga.  She thanked me and drank it all.  I could see the expression on the faces of the three other passengers.  We all kept a straight face but I thought to myself, full marks to Mrs Attabonga.  I have seen so called men of the world drinking the water in their finger bowls.  

As always the Bishop was very good company.  Although a Protestant myself I have always found Irish priests have a sense of humour.  The Bishop told us that as a young priest he spent many years in Nigeria.  In those days each region had a District Officer.  He was the magistrate and was responsible for the region to the Governor in Lagos.  Their tours were two years as opposed to five years for priests.  When this particular officer was going on leave, his wife asked him to look after her pet parrot.

Her instructions included the fact that the parrot always had a tot of brandy with his breakfast; she had a case of brandy put aside for the parrot when they were on leave.

The Bishop said with a smile, ‘sure we soon told the parrot of the evils of drink, like good Christians, it was very good brandy!’.
When I think of the story of Miss Harries, it prepared me for the changes in Africa that would soon be taking place.  What she said was racist.  Captain Webber should have shifted her to my table.
A few years later I was Chief Officer on a passenger ship.  A lady sitting at a large table full of Europeans.  She was bound for the Gold Coast, all the others left at Freetown.  They were replaced by Sierra Leonians travelling further down the coast.  She said that she wouldn’t sit with them and the Captain ordered the Chief Steward to arrange for her food to be served in her cabin.

There were some ministers of the future Ghana travelling and they soon found out about it.  When we arrived at Takoradi she was escorted by the police to Accra airport and put on the next plane home, leaving her husband in Accra.

On one of the voyages we called at New York to load locomotives for Nigeria.  This was part of the USA aid to Nigeria.  Give them the aid and they must spend it in the USA.  Loading locomotives was quite easy by crane and of course they would be discharged using our heavy derrick.  The loading was observed by American marines as part of their training and I became quite friendly with the Captain in charge.  The loading berth was in Brooklyn and the assembly of timber cradles and wire lashing were being carried out by an Italian family.

They invited the Captain and myself to their house for a drink after work.  The nephew took us to his Uncle’s house, he was a Judge.  The house was spectacular to say the least, although it was terraced and in the Italian district.  The Judge wasn’t home but the nephew showed us around.  In the basement was a complete laundry.  What struck me most was an old lady, dressed in black and wearing a mantilla, ironing.  She was introduced as the Judge’s mother and didn’t speak a word of English.  It was a scene one would see in the ‘Godfather’.

He asked us if we would come out for a meal but we excused ourselves and went out together for dinner at an hotel.  Part of my job was to inspect and pass the final lashing of the locomotives.  I did not want to be compromised.  Maybe I was too suspicious.

Just before we sailed the passengers joined, all missionaries bound for Liberia.  Amongst them were two middle spinsters accompanied by their adopted daughters.  These girls were from their missionary school, both about sixteen.  Imagine introducing them to the USA.  We soon found out the bad effect it had on them.  These girls were very good looking.  They were trouble from start to finish.  I was in charge of discipline on board and was involved throughout.

The crew took their ‘smokoes’ and coffee sitting on number four hatch halfway through the morning and afternoon.  The Bosun told me that these girls were sitting on deck chairs with their feet up on the rail overlooking the crew.  I told him to put up the fair weather canvas screens early.

Readers will wonder why I have this story in my memoirs.  I feel you should know that all is not honey and humour at sea.  There was one almost humorous incident.  We were in Bathurst, work had finished for the day and I was having a quiet beer at a side bar opposite the spinsters’ cabin.  I heard a heated argument and suddenly the door was flung open and the girls rushed out with the spinsters hanging on.  The fell to the deck and started struggling like cats.

The second steward popped his head out of the bar and said ‘come in Barrington Dalby’.  In those days he was a retired boxing referee who gave inter-round summaries for Raymond Glendenning.  Dalby’s favourite word was ‘if’ so he was never wrong.  Sadly there were some young officers involved in this sad episode.  They did not like my discipline and attitude.  I will not give any more details, it would not make good reading.  The final outcome was quite comical in a way, a repeat of family stories throughout the world.  We were due in Monrovia, Liberia the following day.  I was called to the Captain’s cabin.  Captain Webber was sitting at this desk, the Chief Engineer standing there looking uncomfortable, a spinster and one of the girls.  They were awaiting the arrival of a young engineer officer who was on duty.  When he arrived the Captain asked the spinster to speak to him.

She told him that her daughter had told her that he wanted to marry her and what were his intentions.  He went as white as a sheet, looked at the young spitting tiger and said that he liked the girl but could not marry her.  He was sorry if he had given the wrong impression.  If he had said ‘yes, but I didn’t mean it’ I would have believed him.  I thought the girl was going to spring at him.  He beat a retreat and the meeting was over.  Everyone was glad to see them all descending the gangway the next morning.  I had enough work to do without being involved in that sort of business.

I made four voyages on the ‘ONITSHA’.  On the last voyage there was a change of command.  Captain Alan Ness took over.  He was a well known character and he certainly lived up to his name.  He was from Hull and had a Nordic appearance with startling steely blue eyes.  His principle was that the Chief Officer was there to run the ship without bothering him.
His attitude was amusing to say the least.  At one time we were about 140 miles up the Escravos River at Sapele loading timber.  The call was much longer than expected and I was getting worried as we were getting low on fresh water.  I decided that water would have to be rationed by operating the pumps only at certain times.  I went to Captain Ness’s cabin and asked him to sign the notice.  He signed and then said to me, ‘tell the Chief Steward to bring me the weekly Bar Book, we’ll soon see who is drinking the water’.  It was his sense of humour, I just smiled.

When we arrived at Lagos homeward bound we were to complete our loading there at Apapa wharf.  Captain Ness returned on board from a visit to the Agent.  He nonchalantly told me that he had accepted a 160 ton Shell tug from Lagos to Rotterdam.  I pointed out that the fore deck had a full deck cargo of obeche logs (a light wood).  He replied, ‘Mr Jones, transfer them all to the after deck’, he could have added ‘just like that’ as Tommy Cooper would say.  I also pointed out our ‘righting tanks’ (they are used by transferring water across ship to correct listing) were full of groundnut oil.  He replied, ‘shouldn’t be a problem’.  The following day we moved to the marine buoys and began the difficult job of discharging and rafting the logs, floating them down to the after deck and reloading.  No mean task in the strong currents.  

Then I had the job of touring the various yards looking for suitable slings which I eventually found.  I will not bore you with technical details, but you can imagine the mammoth task of building a cradle to take a tug.  I will not go into all the marine details, but finally I decided to lift the tug at six in the morning which was slack water.  When the lift commenced it would be almost an hour before it would be landed on board.  The ship immediately took a list which increased to an almost alarming amount and the tug slowly left the water.  In ordinary circumstances we would have adjusted the list with the righting tanks.  After what seemed a lifetime to some the tug was finally resting in the cradle.

I heard a shout and saw Captain Ness on his deck.  I went up to speak to him thinking he would thank me.

He pointed to a launch approaching with a number of ladies and friends on board.  He had invited them on board to see the tug lifted.  He shook his head and said, ‘they’ll be very disappointed, I feel like asking you to put it in the water and lift it again!!’.  I was used to his ways by now and just smiled.  They all trooped on board.  By this time it was nine o’clock, probably to have a liquid breakfast, rather early but not for West Africa.

Captain Ness was just a character, no malice.  When I served with him there was never an argument and one soon got used to his painful humour.
The last remarkable episode was during a Master’s inspection.  We found a middle aged passenger still in his bunk.  He said he felt tired and had a pain in the top of his chest.  Captain Ness made an instant diagnosis, a slight heart attack, and to rest in bed.

My diagnosis would have been a hangover from the night before and heartburn.  The man looked quite frightened.  I went to see him about three days later and he looked fit and fully recovered.  I went to see Captain Ness.  He had forgotten the incident and told me to tell the man to carry on as normal.  I went to see the passenger and gave him the good news.  If he only knew the truth.

This was my last voyage on the ‘ONITSHA’ and I left with some regret.  I had enjoyed the experience operating a heavy lift.  There is no space for moodiness, temper or depression if you are Chief Officer or anyone else at sea.  When I eventually retired from the sea I had quite a culture shock.

9.  My Life on RMS ‘AUREOL’ – Part I 
I had completed my leave after leaving ‘ONITSHA’ when I received a letter from Elders.  To my delight I had been appointed Chief Officer of the Flagship RMS ‘AUREOL’.  The ‘AUREOL’, by those on board, was known as the ‘White Swan’ because of her yacht like appearance.

She had a gold band painted around the hull and at the waterline could be seen the green boot topping.  Built by A Stephens of Glasgow, as well as 369 1st class and 76 cabin class passengers, she also carried mail and cargo.

Joining a passenger ship as Chief Officer is rather different to standard ships.  The Company paid for the extra uniform required.  They were white and blue monkey jackets, dress trousers, a complete new set of whites including no. 10s, a day dress formal uniform.

I had no worries about my ability to do the job and to fit in to a completely different aspect of life on board.  The Master was Commodore Charles Herbert Sweeney, sometimes known by those on board as the ‘dancing master’.  He had a sprightly manner and fancied himself on the dance floor.  He still hadn’t been knighted!!
The ‘AUREOL’ was spotlessly clean on deck and this had to be maintained, the welfare of the passengers foremost in my mind.  In the dining saloon there were three circular tables in the centre.  The Captain’s table, my table and that of the Chief Engineer.  The Purser, Doctor and Senior 2nd Engineer Officer had side tables.  If my work allowed me I was expected to keep the company of the seven passengers at my table.  The passengers at my table were made up of five chosen by the Company and two I could choose myself.

Some nights there were cocktail parties.  Myself and Harry Watson, the Purser, held a combined party one night, outward and homeward bound, in the library.  Harry Watson had been Purser since the first voyage.  I regarded him as a true friend and he helped me get into the scheme of things from the very start.  The Bosun was Dave Trimble and the Carpenter Bob Signell – they were the stalwarts of the ship.  Dave Trimble discussed discipline with me, it is so important on a passenger ship.  His principle had been, no second chance would mean they would not be employed on the following voyage.  I agreed, and for the next few years I was on board very few members of the crew lost their jobs.  Bob Signell was originally from Finnish sailing ships.  He had been carpenter on the ‘MARY KINGSLEY’, my first trip to sea.  As well as being a very nice person he was first class at his job and very dependable.

Commodore Sweeney was tall and slim with a cadaverous face and bald head.  He was almost sixty and retiring soon.  Every morning at seven when I was making an inspection of the ship I would meet him striding along the boat deck on his way to the swimming pool.  He would dive in the pool and swim for about fifteen minutes.
He appeared haughty to most of the officers, but really I saw it as a front, part of his character, and ignored it.

There were various types of passengers on board, most of them expatriates working in West Africa.  Air travel was rarely used in those days and most travelled by passenger ship.  There were also African students and business people amongst the passengers.

The first voyage we were homeward bound, just passing Cape Finisterre and entering the Bay of Biscay.  I was walking along the top deck, it was a dark, miserable night.  Then I saw this African gentleman, dressed as a full banker; striped trousers, bowler hat and using a furled umbrella as a walking stick.  To my amazement he was also wearing a life jacket.

I asked him what the problem was and he replied, ‘I believe we are in the Bay of Biscay, it is very dangerous so I am taking all precautions’.  I introduced myself and told him it was perfectly safe.  No point in trying to ridicule him.

Next voyage Christmas Day would be homeward bound off the Portugese coast.  I was approached by the officers and the crew.  They wanted to celebrate Christmas in Lagos on the Sunday.  Celebrations and drinking would not be tolerated at sea.  I approached Captain Sweeney.  I thought he was going to have a heart attack.  He had not heard anything so preposterous in his life.

I wasn’t going to give in that easily and pointed out the advantages adding that he would be the guest of honour at the dinner and at the dance in the evening.  That  swung it.  He perked up and agreed.  

One of the stewardesses had been seen drunk with some male passengers by the night steward when the vessel first left Liverpool.  I will not go into details, but she was being assaulted when incapable.  The Chief Steward had reported the fact that she was drunk and that she was consorting with passengers.

I was told that Commodore Sweeney was sending her home from Las Palmas the next day.  I went to see him and told him the whole story and said if she was sent home the passengers would have to be landed as well.  He saw the predicament he was in and rightly decided to leave well alone and cancel the order to repatriate the girl.

The Christmas dinner was a success and an impromptu concert by the officers went down well.  I had invited some friends from the Port Authority with their wives to the dance that night.  Others at the table were Commodore Sweeney and I arranged that sitting next to him was the young stewardess with a drink problem.  He didn’t complain and he danced with her a few times.  She made do with non alcoholic drinks all night and remained strictly sober!!

It was the Commodore’s last voyage to sea.  When we were at the Landing Stage before sailing, Captain Bruce Glasier, the Managing Director, spoke to me about the voyage.  He wanted me to remain on the bridge while entering and leaving port.

The idea being that Commodore Sweeney could respond to all the expected greetings at each port and I would check on the safety factor.  He had already advised Commodore Sweeney of his wishes.

It was a momentous voyage.  He had lots of friends and he was busy in every port.  While the ship was in Lagos he was ashore for a few days as guest of the various Chiefs who had travelled on the ‘AUREOL’.

As we sailed from Lagos and were passing the Yacht Club, tall Hausa policemen in uniform with their bright fez hats sounded a ‘Hausa Farewell’ on their trumpets, a very moving scene.  In those days Sierra Leone, the Gold Coast and Nigeria had famous police and army bands.  I wonder are they still there today.

The Company had given as a gift to the Chairman of the Colonial Development Corporation and his wife, on his retirement, a free round voyage in the best suite.

They were on the bridge when we sailed from Las Palmas, our last port before Liverpool.  Commodore Sweeney had developed a post voice when they were around.  We had rounded the breakwater and ‘Full Away’ rung on the telegraph.  It was just then when the Cabin Class 2nd Steward came on the bridge and almost in a whisper told me he had found a stowaway in the dining room.

The culprit was standing behind the 2nd Steward.  He was black and apparently he had stowed away on a French passenger ship and decided to change ships at Las Palmas.  His downfall being he had asked for wine with his lunch.  It is free on French ships.  When he argued with the steward the 2nd Steward was called and of course he was found out.  I had to tell Commodore Sweeney.  He was having a conversation with the passengers.  He forgot his posh accent and flew at the stowaway, I thought he was going to strangle him.  He used a few choice words, telling the culprit he had ruined his last voyage.  The stowaway being French speaking didn’t understand him but guessed he wasn’t liked by the captain.

The two passengers must have been amazed at Commodore Sweeney’s sudden change in disposition and accent and scurried off the bridge.  There was no point in us returning to Las Palmas.  He didn’t have a passport and the authorities would not accept him.  I gave him the job of polishing the brass ends on the teak rails around the passenger deck and he was fed in the cabin class dining saloon.

When I was Master I often had to fly abroad to join a ship.  My friends would ask me how I managed joining a ship with new faces.  I told them there was no problem, the only people to worry were those on board wondering what the new captain would be like.  Now our thoughts turned to who would be the new master on the ‘AUREOL’.

On the previous Christmas Day Commodore Sweeney had given all the officers a drink in the Officer’s Lounge.  He made a short speech the gist of which was that we were never to forget that our wives were the most important people in the world and that the red carpet should come out whenever they board the ship.

Elizabeth would always drive up to Liverpool the night before we berthed on the Monday morning.  The quartermaster on duty would look out for her on the landing stage and when he saw her walking along the stage would go down to meet her, carry her suitcase and escort her to my quarters.

The steward in charge of suites would have one ready for us to use while she was on board.  I had to remain on board until the ship was berthed inside the docks.  After an interview we would drive home via North and West Wales to Haverfordwest.  The following Tuesday I would catch the train back to Liverpool.   
10.  My Life on board RMS ‘AUREOL’ – Part II 
The new Master was Captain TEM Jenkins.  He was known as a very strict man who didn’t suffer fools gladly.  Over the eighteen months I served with him there wasn’t any conflict with him whatsoever.  He worked on the principle that the Chief Officer ran ship and he must be the last resort if I had any problems.  He told me that at all times he would back me 100%.  He was a chain smoker, smoking at least one hundred cigarettes a day.  If you asked him a question he would majestically bring his cigarette to his mouth and give some thought before taking his cigarette away to answer.

Most of the stories I remember revolve around him.  I shall refer to him as TEM, which we all said when referring to him.  The steward who looks after the Captain is called the ‘Old Man’s Tiger’.  The Tiger that Captain Sweeney favoured lasted a short while.  He was used to giving tittle tattle to Captain Sweeney.  For instance, ‘Sorry I’m late Captain but I was held up at the deck bar, the Chief Officer, Doctor and Purser were drinking there’.  He would get short shift from TEM for that sort of talk and from the beginning his job was in danger.  He lasted two voyages and I for one was not sorry to see him go.

Every evening TEM would invite a number of passengers for drinks before dinner.  On TEMs instruction the Tiger would make the first drink very strong and consequent drinks with far less quantity of gin or whisky.  He said all second drinks would taste as strong as the first drink.

I was always invited if my work allowed.  His instructions were always the same, ‘Give the Chief Officer a sailor’s drink’.  I usually drank gin and tonic and, to put it mildly, I could taste the gin.
A new 2nd Officer had joined.  He was from Liverpool, a good officer with a sense of humour.  The wood decks of the ship were spotlessly clean and the calking was white.  TEM was very proud of these decks.  One afternoon he came on the bridge just before the end of the 12-4 watch.  He looked down at the deck and someone had stepped on a used cigarette to put it out.  TEM was taken aback and point down exclaimed ‘a cigarette’.  The nearby deck cadet dived on the deck and picked it up and the 2nd Officer said to him ‘Don’t be so cheeky, the Captain saw it first’.  I had arrived on the scene, TEM smiled as he could see the humorous side of it, the 2nd Officer pretending that he was a man on a desert island who had just seen a cigarette.

Every voyage the emergency steering gear was tested, usually outward bound after the Freetown call.  The ‘AUREOL’ had an impressive system, the old fashioned steering wheel situated at the after end of the passenger deck.  As we assembled the 2nd Officer asked me how strict TEM was.  I was just about to answer him when I heard a loud voice from across the deck.  Two Nigerian passengers with their wives were standing quite close.  They had a radio switched on and they were picking up a private conversation by HF telephone from the Radio Office to someone in Accra.  TEM told me to carry on with the emergency drill and then strode towards the passengers.  He told them to switch the radio off as it was an offence to listen to radio conversations.  One of the white ladies said ‘take no notice of him, he’s only the Captain!’.  TEM gave them one more order, they refused and he then called over to the Bosun and said ‘Go along to the Chief Officer’s office and collect two sets of handcuffs and two leg irons then collect a few of the strongest ABs and arrest these men’ adding ‘then lock them up in the padded cell for mental patients.  I will deal with them later’.
The girls started crying, the men pleading not to be arrested, TEM confiscated their radio and told them he would cancel his order.  I turned to the 2nd Officer and said ‘Does that answer your question?  Do your duty and he is fair’.  I often wonder would he have locked them in the cell.  It was a terrible place – canvas covered mattress wall, ceiling and deck with a dim light in the ceiling.

Another afternoon at sea it was a boat drill when all the crew and passengers were assembled at their boat stations.  The crew on the boat deck, the passengers on the deck below where they would have to embark in the lifeboats.  It was my duty to check all stations.  When I came to the 2nd Officer’s boat he told me all was correct with the exception of a Major from the West African Frontier Force and his wife.  They had refused to put on their lifejackets saying that they had made many voyages on the mail boats and knew how to put on a lifejacket.  I told the 2nd Officer to come along with me when I made my report to TEM.  When we arrived the 2nd Officer stepped forward and saluted (not necessary) and reported his conversation with the Major.  TEM said ‘leave it with me, I will take care of it’.

Next day at lunch, we were all seated, TEM hadn’t arrived.  Then, over the tannoy came his voice ‘This is the Captain speaking, there will be a boat drill this afternoon for Major ***** and his wife, thank you’.
It was a time in the afternoon when passengers sat around in deck chairs taking afternoon tea.  The two passengers appeared wearing lifejackets and the 2nd Officer checked to see their lifejackets were correct.  Although cruel, they would not do it again.

Looking back on those days I wish I had asked TEM what he would have done if involved in the situation of the stewardess and the three passengers.

In those days the ‘Day’s Run’, which was the distance covered between noon one day and the next, was gambled on.  The numbers would be bought in the morning and at mid morning the Captain would give his Captain’s estimate.  Then numbers would come up at an auction.  Gamblers would bid quite a lot of money for a number.  The pool for the winning number, one up and one down, was very large.  

The 2nd Officer was responsible for ascertaining the noon position assisted by junior officers.  To explain in simple terms, a sight of the morning sun using a dead reckoning latitude, gives a longitude and the latitude used.  This position is transferred to the time the sun is on the meridian using a dead reckoning speed.  The correct latitude is applied and the longitude is corrected.  This position is then used to give a position at noon.  The 2nd Officer would write this number on paper, seal it in an envelope and the Captain would send it down to the organisers.  At this time one of the big gamblers was splashing out and winning every day.  There was muttering amongst the passengers saying there was something dubious going on between the bridge and the gambler, in other words, cheating and reward.  They made their complaint to TEM.  When he confronted the 2nd Officer he replied ‘I would like to know who the b****** is, I am not getting my cut!!!’.  TEM smiled and said ‘Thank you Mr *****’, he knew that no officer would get involved in that sort of cheating.
We had left Freetown homeward bound.  It was the 2nd Officer’s last voyage as he had been accepted as Pilot in London from Gravesend to the main docks.  It was the end of his afternoon watch and we were having a chat.  TEM appeared on the bridge, smoking as usual.  He addressed the 2nd Officer and said ‘Mr *****, you are a very good 2nd Officer but in some ways you remind me of a lawyer’.  The 2nd Officer, with a twinkle in his eye, said ‘I wish I had learned the sailor’s hornpipe Sir’.  TEM smiled and must have thought, I will never put one across this 2nd Officer.

The new 2nd Officer was from Hull.  He had extreme left views and from the beginning I knew he wouldn’t fit into passenger ship life.

We had sailed from Freetown southbound after disembarking and embarking passengers, discharging mail and cargo.  The 2nd Officer told me that he had forgotten to discharge all the ice cream for Sierra Leone.  The following morning I had to report it to TEM.  He had already had a cable from the Agents saying they had no ice cream left in the country.  TEM wasn’t pleased.  He held the 2nd Officer responsible but I was ultimately responsible as well.

I had contacted the refrigeration engineer as soon as I was told and luckily he had not switched off the ‘frig, otherwise it would have been a disaster.  We discharged the ice cream homeward bound.

The following voyage we had just left the Mersey and I went on the bridge and could see that TEM was not in a good mood.  The reason was because of the ice cream saga he had lost his bonus for that voyage.  I told him it was unfair and immediately thought of an answer.  I told him I would report to him before leaving each port with the assurance that all holds had been searched and there was no over carried cargo on board.

He perked up and said it was a good idea.  It lasted a few voyages and then, like all good ideas, was forgotten.  There would be no more over carrying ice cream for certain.
Homeward bound that voyage the second officer came to me and said he had a complaint.  The draft lager that was being taken by the steward to the officer’s cabins was part water.  He was accompanied by the most junior officers on board who were supporting his complaint.  I told him it was a very serious charge but instead of listening to my advice he let me know that he didn’t expect me to back him.  I told TEM of his complaint, just the facts, and he told me to bring the 2nd Officer to his cabin.  He had already sent for the Chief Steward.  All the barmen came from Liverpool and had been there since the maiden voyage.  TEM did not bring me into the discussion, I remained as a witness.

The Chief Steward said the allegations were ill founded.  The draught lager was drawn from a metal barrel assisted by gas.  All lager supplied to the officers was collected by the steward from the deck bar which supplied passengers on deck.

TEM said that it must be the fault of the Wrexham Lager Company and added ‘My first reaction is to give a sealed sample to the 2nd Officer, I keep a sealed bottle in my safe for the suppliers, then the decision will have to be made to stop serving the lager to the officers and maybe the passengers’.

The 2nd Officer could see that he had got himself into a serious situation where he might have to face an action from Wrexham Lager Company.  I only had a vision of thirsty passengers in the hot sun, let alone his fellow officers.  The 2nd Officer backed off and said he wished to withdraw his complaint.  TEM had won again.  The outcome was that the 2nd Officer told his fellow complainants that he lost because the Chief Officer would not support him.

The 2nd Officer asked for a transfer at the end of the voyage.  It was at his own accord.  TEM was not involved at all.  It was not his style.

During my time on the ‘AUREOL’ I was often told tales of the coast by the passengers, all true facts, I recall one of them.

A young surveyor working in the Gold Coast spent all his time in the bush carrying our surveys.  It was a lonely job, but he made his life living under canvas as pleasant as possible, a very large tent and a portable shower.  Plenty of books, a radio and beer, he was content.  When the time came for him to go on leave, with the thought of returning in three months, he thought he would be happier if he had a wife with him.  The problem was to find a girl who would be willing to spend the time under canvas with the occasional weekend in Kumasi or Accra.  He was lucky, he met the girl of his dreams who was thrilled at the idea of a life abroad.  They were married and he travelled back to his job.  She would follow on the next mail boat.

She made the passage and he drove down to meet her in Takoradi.  After a dusty drive back to camp in the bush she decided to have a shower.  He had told her about the shower which he was very proud of.  Inside the shower was a bucket of hot water and she soaped herself all over.  When she had finished, she suddenly thought to herself ‘how shall I wash this soap off’?  With that water poured down all over her.  She looked up and saw the eyes and white teeth of his servant boy.  She started screaming and he said, ‘What’s matter Mam, water too cold?’.  Her husband rushed out and took her to the tent.  He soon changed the shower machinery.  I suppose nakedness meant nothing to his servant.

11.  My Life on the ‘AUREOL’ – Part III 
People often ask me what happens on a passenger ship on Sundays.  There are usually two services on board, a large denominational service held by the Captain in the first class lounge, the other a Roman Catholic service, held in the library, if there is a priest on board.  The senior officers attending the service were expected to wear No 10s, long white trousers, high neck jackets, most uncomfortable.

TEM was assisted by Harry Watson who read the lessons.  TEM was a nonconformist.  If passengers came in late he would call out ‘plenty of seats left, two in the front row and three in the back’, just like a cinema usherette.  Quite often, too often, he would send for me on a Sunday morning.  I would find him in his cabin with his back to the door gazing out of the forward window of his cabin.  He would still be dressed in white shorts.  Waving his cigarette he would say ‘Mr Jones, I feel it in my bones that we will soon be running into dense fog.  Tell Mr Watson that he is to take the service and you will read the lessons’.

I knew it was a beautiful day outside with the sky as blue as the sea.  I am sure if he had turned around he would have been smiling.

I went to see Harry and said ‘Reverend Watson, you will be on duty today’ and he always replied ‘well Bo, this calls for a few gin and tonics!’.  We would give Nick Hanlon, the chief bar keeper, a ring and we would have a few gin tonics to fortify ourselves for the duty that neither of us wanted.

George Booth, the Chief Steward’s Writer, was the pianist at the service.  He was a gentleman.  I was surprised that he couldn’t read music and yet every Sunday before we arrived in Liverpool he gave a piano recital.
George Booth was Cherie Blair’s grandfather.  He certainly wasn’t left wing like his son Tony and had very little time for the Sam McClusteys or Prescotts of the seaman’s union.

One Christmas morning we had a Vicar on board and TEM agreed that he could give communion at 7.30 in the morning.  It was informal and I went.  When we were halfway through the service a lady next to me whispered ‘is this a Catholic mass?’.  I told her it was not.  She blushed and crept out.

A few voyages later TEM was having his annual voyage off.  Homeward bound we had the Bishop of Lagos on board.  The relieving Captain told me that he had asked the Bishop to take the morning service.  I respectfully pointed out to him that this was never done as all the passengers attending would not be Protestants.  He appeared to take umbrage to my advice and said he would decide and he had already invited the Bishop to carry out the service.

The Bishop was Nigerian and he told George Booth he wouldn’t be required as the pianist was from Lagos.  The service started and when we came to the first hymn, the officers usually led the singing, the pianist had no idea how to play the piano.  We found it impossible to sing.  Then I heard a scuffle and saw an expatriate passenger pushing the piano player off the stool.  He then started to play the hymn in a ‘boogie’ style.  I could see the perspiration trickling down the Captain’s neck.  The whole service was like a comic opera.  When it was finally over the Captain glared at me as if it was my fault.

When we arrived in Liverpool later, Commodore Lane came to my cabin and told me the Captain had not been satisfied with me.  He had said I was too friendly with the Bosun and Carpenter and even had a beer with them.  I could see that Commodore Lane was uncomfortable.  I told him that I often had a beer with them when discussing the work.  I thought it was normal.  Commodore Lane had appointed these men and he had a very high opinion of them.  He just smiled, shrugged his shoulders and left my cabin.

I could have added that Bob Signell was the carpenter on the ‘MARY KINGSLEY’ on my first voyage and Dave Trimble an AB when I was 2nd Officer.

The time was coming when respect would supercede misplaced high and mighty attitudes.  My braid never felt heavy on my shoulders.

Lunch on the ‘AUREOL’ gave a choice of excellent food to suit all tastes.  As well as taking lunch in the dining saloon, passengers could take it on the swimming pool deck.  There was a cocktail bar there as well.  

You could choose from menus A or B at breakfast.  They were both cold fare served on a large tray.

TEM had an unwritten law.  Ladies lunching in the saloon should be in suitable attire, in other words, wrap around skirts over their shorts.  The Head Waiter would advise passengers when they joined.

One voyage there was a middle aged couple sitting at a table for two adjoining the Captain’s table.  When the Captain was seated she would make a dramatic entrance in shorts, sort of waggling her behind.  Each day her shorts got shorter.  I wondered how long this would go on.  One day she came in wearing the shortest shorts imaginable.  I had my back to TEM so could not see his reaction.  When she and her husband left the saloon TEM followed them and after they went through the revolving door TEM spoke to them.  The following lunchtime she came down wearing a blouse and skirt.  I could not resist asking TEM what he had said to her.  TEM said ‘Mr Jones, I didn’t speak to her, I spoke to her husband and told him if his wife’s shorts got any shorter she would need a haircut’.  Well he did say it to her husband and it did work.

One voyage Elders had arranged for an important Lebanese log shipper who was based in the Cameroons to sit at the Captain’s table.  His young secretary from London travelling with him would also sit at the table.

This gentleman had one of the suites.  It was adjoining my cabin.  The secretary spent most of her time with her boss and did not look a bit like a secretary.  The business man held a cocktail party in his suite.  TEM was invited of course, myself and Harry as well.  Our host and his secretary were drinking copious numbers of brandy cocktails (brandy and champagne).  His secretary came over to talk to myself and Harry.  She was wearing a skimpy dress and said ‘I can see that you gentlemen are admiring my breasts and think I am not wearing a bra.  Well, I’m not.  Feel my nipples, they are like cherry stones’. 

 We both smiled and declined.  Rather unusual for a lady to speak like that.  It confirmed what we always thought.  She was no secretary but a call girl he had picked up in London.  By the time our host and his girlfriend arrived at the Captain’s table for dinner they were quite drunk.  I could hear high voices at the Captain’s table, then the two staggered out of the saloon.  TEM told me they had been insulting the other passengers at the table and he had asked them to leave.

He had guessed their true relationship and had told them to take their meals in their cabin for the remainder of the voyage.  I t was one of the few ugly incidents which I saw during my time on board.
One morning I had arrived on the bridge at four and the night steward came on the bridge.  He was reporting that a lady on ‘A’ deck had just rung her cabin bell.  She had told him she had woken to see a man in his dinner dress looking down at her then walking out.  I went down to speak to her in her cabin and she retold her story.  I told her that I would look into it and also told her to keep her cabin door locked at night.  I couldn’t understand why she had left her cabin door unlocked.  The steward told me that some of our regular travellers, rich business men and their wives, had been partying into the early hours.  I realised that a well known business man with a blameless character had the identical cabin to this lady on the starboard side, she was on the port side.  I was certain that it was a genuine mistake.  I spoke to TEM about it.  He agreed with me and it was decided that any further action would cause embarrassment to both parties.

Every voyage a boat drill would be held on the Wednesday prior to sailing.  At times a Marine Surveyor, who was also an examiner for Master’s and Mate’s exams, would attend.  TEM would send for me and always say ‘Mr Jones, I am going ashore on business, I leave you to supervise the boat drill’.  The examiner being there makes it more difficult, just like taking your driving test again.  I can imagine the examiner saying to himself ‘Who gave this man a Master’s Certificate?’.  I carried on as if he wasn’t there and he would be a few steps behind me all the time.

He must have found it quite different when I asked a Nigerian bedroom steward, when he was standing at his section, ‘What would you do in case of any emergency signal being sounded?’.  He replied ‘Drive out all the passenger, make sure the portholes and fire doors were closed’.  Quite correct, although the examiner must have been amused at the words ‘drive out’. 

The lifeboats on the water side had to be lowered and taken away from the ship.  The Assistant Purser had a lifeboat certificate and he asked me if he could take charge on one boat.  The lifeboats had a mechanically driven propeller and this meant that in front of a number of positions on the thwarts there was a gear stick.  These were pulled driving the propeller through gearing.  The Assistant Purser’s boat was lowered safely.  Standing up in the stern proudly, holding the tiller, he ordered full speed.  Unfortunately, he had forgotten to clear the lifelines.  One of the lifelines caught in the propeller.  As the propeller turned it wound up the rope.  The effect was that as the Assistant Purser was looking ahead the stern was rising from the water.  This to my consternation and probably to the examiner’s amazement.  I told the Assistant Purser to put the propeller astern and lower the boat.  The examiner’s face told me he wasn’t impressed.  At the end of the drill he told me it was mostly satisfactory.  Then he said that it seemed a bit of a one man band as I had to be everywhere.  I told him that as Chief Officer I was responsible for the safe evacuation of passengers and crew.  He just nodded.

When we were having coffee in my cabin later he was very pleasant, asking me where I took my exams and the names of the examiners.  All these men were ex sea Captains who had passed the Extra Master’s Certificate and decided to become surveyors.

12.  My Life on the ‘AUREOL’ – Part IV 
The period had now arrived when some of the countries in West Africa would achieve independence.
Sir Milton Margai, the future Prime Minister of Sierra Leone, was travelling back to their country having been to the UK to ask for assistance in making a proper celebration on their Independence Day.  The money they had requested from the Government was the most they could hope for.  Imagine their amazement and happiness when they were told that they would require twice that amount.

Sir Milton Margai was of small build.  He had tight white hair and was a very pleasant man.  He had a worry about being seen as a man out to feather his nest.  He wore mostly short sleeved white shirts with ragged collars.

His wife was a Newcastle girl.  I believe he met her during his university days and I believe she and her children had never been to Sierra Leone.  He loved table tennis and he was good enough to win the final of the passenger’s competition against some very young players.

He held a cocktail party in this suite.  All the ministers were very pleasant men, with the exception of the future Attorney General.  He was very haughty.

Two nights before we arrived in Freetown, it was late and most passengers had retired.  Harry Watson was working late in his office when he heard shouting in the foyer.  There was a young Nigerian student from Cabin Class screaming that his girlfriend was being seduced in the cabin by the Attorney General.  A small crowd had gathered.  Harry tried to placate the young man, but to no avail.  Because of the importance of the passenger involved, he decided to inform TEM.  TEM wasn’t the type to come down to the passenger deck in pyjamas and dressing gown.  He redressed in full evening uniform dress and came down to the scene.

By this time it was two in the morning.  He asked the student when he last saw his girlfriend and he said it was eight the previous evening.  This was six hours ago.  He went to the Minister’s door and knocked.  When the Minister answered TEM asked him if the young lady was in his cabin.

The Minister became very angry and TEM had to listen to a tirade, he would be reported to the Company etc.  TEM told him the student hadn’t been seen for six hours and by the law of the sea he had to turn the ship around and steam back searching for six hours.  This would mean losing twelve hours which meant the ship could only berth one day late at Freetown, delaying the reception that had been organised for the return of Sir Milton Margai.  This made the Minister fling open the door and ask TEM to come inside.  The cabin and bathroom were empty.  The Minister eyed TEM with hostility.  TEM soon wiped that off his face.  He opened the wardrobe and the young lady was curled up inside.  She crept out, shame faced.  TEM made no further remarks and returned to his cabin.

I hadn’t been called out.  Harry Watson told me the whole story next day.  Everyone on board knew about it.  TEM told Sir Milton Margai about it and we heard later that the gentleman involved was not included in the Government.

 We had a wonderful reception when we arrived, a military band, dancers and medicine men looking like corn stacks.  Sierra Leonians are very nice people and deserved their independence.  Now, forty years later, the country has gone backwards and is torn apart.

We were not involved in the independence of the Gold Coast, which became Ghana.  Accra, the capital, has no port.  I met all the future ministers as passengers.  Their President, Kwame Nkrumah, didn’t travel on the ‘AUREOL’.  The ministers held a cocktail party on their way home.  They were very nice people and sure of themselves.  There was only Nigeria’s independence to come and the ‘AUREOL’ was to play a big part in it.

The Nigerian Government had requested the ‘AUREOL’ be used as an hotel during the celebration.  There was not sufficient hotel accommodation to meet their needs.  The Company had decided to construct a large sign to show on the outside of the ship facing Lagos to read Nigerian Independence Day.  It had to be large enough to be seen at quite a distance and lit up at night.  The sign was built in large sections and would roll into place hanging on a long runway rail fitted on the ship’s side.  I was recalled from my leave early to see it assembled ashore before being shipped on board.

When the passengers left at Lagos, the Hotel manager took over from Harry Watson and preparations made for the first guests to arrive.

I was not involved in the actual hotel but my work carried on.  Dr Aziki, the man appointed to be the President, had travelled out with us.  As we approached the Lagos Pilot, some five or six miles from Lagos, we heard the chant Zik, Zik, Zik ……, just like a swarm of bees.  There must have been thousands chanting.

I was informed by TEM that the Chief Engineer, myself, Harry Watson and the Doctor were guests of the Nigerian Government and all drinks would be free.  This applied to all the guests as well.

The guests had started to arrive and the first evening TEM sent for me.  He told me that the crew of the Russian jet, which had brought all the top officials from Moscow, were coming on board shortly.

He was afraid that a group of American journalists would cause some trouble with the Russians.  I was to be the host to the Russians at dinner the first night.  The crew were about twelve, including four stewardesses.  The Captain and most of the crew spoke English and they were very good company.

After dinner we all went up to the Smoking Lounge for coffee.  Harry Watson joined us.  I believe it was his forty fifth birthday.  As soon as the Russians heard this the Captain said, ‘In Russia we drink one glass of vodka for every year of our life’.

They soon brought out a bottle of their vodka and Harry commenced.  He carried on throughout the evening, with shouts of encouragement from the Russians.  A good evening was had by all.  I stuck to beer, Harry didn’t make the forty five, enough said!

There was a fleet of cars available alongside the ship all the time.  The next day they invited us to come to the airport to have a look around their plane.  I went along with some of the officers.

The plane was one of their latest and was well guarded.  Alongside were the RAF planes guarded by the RAF regiment.

There were looks of amazement when we walked on board with the crew.  It was a new plane, we had cameras and took photographs of each other in the pilot’s seat.  They had bottles of vodka on board and they offered us a drink but we declined.

That evening, after dinner, Harry and I joined the Russians for coffee and drinks.  Harry had his own plan.  He said quite casually ‘Of course at parties in the UK most people drink Green Chartreuse followed by Drambuie’.  The Russians were very enthusiastic and drinks began.  They didn’t notice that we did not join in.  It was a great evening and we enjoyed the Russian songs.  Next day no Russians for breakfast, no Russians for lunch.  They appeared shakily on deck in the afternoon.  They must have accepted defeat.

That evening we took them for a trip around the harbour on the ferry boat allocated to the ship.  There was a Royal Navy cruiser in port and she looked magnificent.  There was no comment from the Russians.

It was the same when the Red Arrows gave their display.  There is always a Party member present.

The day of departure soon arrived.  Passengers had joined and all that remained was the departure ceremony.  The main ceremony of them saying farewell would be on the wharf.  Sir James Robinson, in civilian clothes, would say his farewell to Sir Tafewa Balewa, the Prime Minister.  Sir Tafewa would remain on the wharf and Sir James would board the ship.

TEM had arranged for the officers to stand in a line and be introduced.  When he was being introduced to us, suddenly Sir Tafewa appeared and followed him shaking our hands.  I looked at Sir Tafewa’s eyes and I could see almost a fear of his loneliness which was to come.

He then followed Sir James up to his suite, probably to say his private farewell to Sir James and Lady Robinson.  Sir Tafewa was an ex school teacher, very honest.  He was later to disappear in an army coup.

We left the wharf with the bands playing.  It was a colourful event.  When we passed the Yacht Club there was a Hausa farewell by the trumpeters.

Our ship’s doctor was a charming man.  He had been at Dunkirk with the army and had volunteered to stay behind to look after the wounded when the evacuation took place.

One voyage, we had left Las Palmas homeward bound, we sometimes went for a quiet drink in the Cabin Class bar which we called Nelly’s Bar.  It was always quiet.  I could see there was something on his mind.  When I asked him he said there was a young Nigerian boy who was very sick.  He had diagnosed that he had a type of malaria.  He had thought of landing him in Las Palmas.

There were two consultants on board.  They had both examined him and said that the boy would be alright for the voyage to Liverpool.

I advised him that as the ship’s doctor he alone was responsible and that he should advise TEM that the boy should be landed in the nearest port.

When he spoke to TEM, he listened to the history of the case and immediately started to make arrangements to land the boy in Lisbon.

When we arrived in Lisbon, the boy was landed with has father and arrangements made to fly him to London.  We heard later that he arrived in Great Ormond Street Hospital just in time to save his life.  TEM later received a letter of thanks for him and the doctor from the boy’s father.

My service on the ‘AUREOL’ was coming to a close.  Commodore Lane told me that it did not fit in with his future plans.  Homeward bound on my last voyage, the night before we arrived in Las Palmas, TEM said to me ‘Mr Jones, all the time you have been on board you haven’t been ashore in Las Palmas.  I want you and Mr Watson to go ashore as soon as we berth and spend all morning sightseeing before we sail at one!’.  He added ‘I will look after your job and the Assistant Purser can deputise for Mr Watson’.

We were both familiar with Las Palmas and sightseeing included visits to our favourite bars.

We arrived back on board an hour before sailing and I noticed a gathering around No.2 hatch, all gazing down the hold.  I had always engaged a stevedoring gang to handle any baggage or cars at Las Palmas.  TEM had always said that he regarded it as a waste of money, saying the crew could handle it.  He had cancelled the stevedores and used the crew to carry out the work.  Apparently he wanted to have his way and prove his point.

I looked down the hold and could see an almost new Mercedes car which had taken a nose dive into the hold after falling off a tilted tray which had rested on one side of the hold when being lowered.  The crew were manning the winches and, not being stevedores, had come to grief, to put it mildly.

The car was a write-off.  The owner recognised me and asked me what I was going to do about it.  He added that all his valuable china was packed in the boot of the car.  I told him that the Company would see to his claim when we arrived in Liverpool.  TEM was very conspicuous by his absence.  I didn’t even mention the incident to him.

Outward and homeward bound each voyage an ‘Aquatic Sports’ was held, prizes donated by the company.

This particular voyage, homeward bound, TEM and myself were watching the proceedings.

One of the competitions was the collecting of pennies from the bottom of the pool.

The favourite was a student from the River States of Nigeria.  There, most people learn to swim before they can walk.  He was very confident of winning the prize by collecting all the pennies.  He dived in and, after some time, we noticed he was motionless except the flexing of his right hand.  The other competitors dived in and soon he was being revived by the ship’s doctor.

While all this was going on a woman had dived in the pool just wearing scanty cotton shorts and a top.  She was in her late thirties.  Her light blonde hair was straggled and she had a freckled face.  The lower part of her shorts in the front looked like a strangled G string.  She started dancing around in her excitement and she may as well have been naked.  Not a pretty sight.  I can imagine the other women passengers looking at her with disdain, ‘no competition’.

TEM remained unruffled.  Then, a woman with a hawkish face approached us – she was in her mid fifties.  She shouted at TEM in a posh accent ‘Call yourself a brave sailor, why didn’t you dive in to save the boy?’.
I had a vision of a uniform cap and packet of Benson & Hedges floating on the surface.

There was no reaction from TEM.  He had been Master of the fruit ship ‘JAMAICAN PIONEER’ when she was torpedoed in 1940.

An apt description of these women would be ‘a desperate nymphomaniac’ and ‘a failed actress’ who had spent the afternoon in a cocktail bar.  I didn’t mention the incident again and TEM chose to ignore it.

I was very sorry to leave the ‘AUREOL’ and my friends when we arrived in Liverpool.

Commodore Charles Herbert Sweeney lived into his nineties, while Commodore TEM Jenkins died in his sixties.

13.  The Cadet Training Ship MV ‘FOURAH BAY’ 
The leave after the ‘AUREOL’ soon passed.  It is said that you spend your time at sea wishing you life away longing for your leave.  When you are on leave you try to forget the time when your leave will end.  Elizabeth and I would say at the beginning of the leave that I must pack a few days early to leave the last few days.  It never happened as packing seems so final.

I knew that I would eventually be joining the ‘FOURAH BAY’ in Gourock, Scotland for the final weeks of the building.  It was usual that when our leave was completed we would be required to relieve officers when their ship was in the home ports, discharging and loading.

I coasted a few ships and then went to Gourock.  I was lucky to find good digs in a house on the seafront.  Mrs Price was the landlady, her husband was an analytical chemist.  It was home from home and I soon got used to a Scottish breakfast.  The food was excellent.  Once a month the Company paid my expenses to have a long weekend at home.

The ‘FOURAH BAY’ was being built to replace the previous training ship ‘OBUASI’.  She was named after the famous Fourah Bay College which was in Freetown, Sierra Leone.  I wanted the ‘FOURAH BAY’ to be worthy of the name.  The ‘OBUASI’ had a good name but there was some restriction as she didn’t have the facilities of the ‘FOURAH BAY’.
The cadets had built a reputation of carrying out pranks.  These pranks sometimes went too far, such as changing the colour of the funnel or repainting the ship’s name in the middle of the night.  These were not appreciated by the Master of the ships affected, especially if it was another company.

Commodore Lane told me to put an end to the pranks and install some discipline – fairly.

I was to be the Senior Chief Officer of the ship.  An Extra Chief Officer was appointed to take care of the cadets.  This would be in their studies and recreation, I would be in charge of their deck work and discipline.  There was to be no deck crew, the eighteen cadets would carry out all the deck work.  They all held AB’s and Lifeboat certificates.  There was a Bosun and Carpenter, the Bosun working in an advisory capacity only.  I would appoint a Head Cadet and his assistant.  They would run the ship.  This was no mean task.  The cargo gear was large and great in number.  There was also upkeep and painting.

The day before we sailed, the cadets came on board to see the ship for the first time.  I chose a Senior cadet and his assistant.  I spoke to them about what was expected of the ‘FOURAH BAY’ and to forget the ‘OBUASI’.  I said that I hoped they would enjoy their experience on board.  I would not tolerate any boyish pranks and they would be expected to behave like future officers.

On the day of sailing there was a handing over ceremony.  The Red Ensign, Company’s flag and ‘FOURAH BAY PENNANT’ were hoisted.

The cadets had come on board with their gear from the hotel.  A short time later a security guard from the gate told me that the owner of the hotel was complaining about the behaviour of the cadets.  Apparently, the night before there had been drunken behaviour and damage to the furnishings.  I contacted the Agent and told him to give me a report, apologise on my behalf and reimburse him.

It looked like battle had commenced.  I knew there would be only one winner.  Captain Sylvester was the Master.  He was a gentleman, very quiet, and loved a trouble free life.  It had been agreed that I would be responsible for the cadets training and discipline.
It was decision time.  I collected the cadets in their study and told them that their Christmas leave would be cancelled.  We arrived in Liverpool on Christmas Eve.  Commodore Lane came on board and when I told him about the event which had led me to cancel their leave, he replied ‘quite right too’.

A little later I had an unexpected visitor.  Captain Bruce Glasier, the Managing Director of the Company.  He knew me as we had met many times on the ‘AUREOL’ and his wife and daughter were at my table when travelling to Las Palmas.  I soon found he was there to persuade me to allow the cadets to have their Christmas leave.  I explained my reason, adding I would like to start the same way as I would finish.  He still tried to persuade me.  I realised it was an unviable position and agreed.

I sent for the senior cadet and told him that Captain Bruce Glasier had decided that the cadets should have their Christmas leave, but it was against my wishes.  Elizabeth was driving up to spend Christmas with me.  I would not be having leave.

I was not able to turn around their behaviour or attitudes on the first voyage, but by the end I was almost there.  I realised that there would have to be a carrot and stick approach at first, replacing that with responsibility and pride of their ship to follow.

It was quite a different life for me to that on the ‘AUREOL’.  I was always happier when there was humour in everyday life.  I made sure that there was a full good quality set of cricket, football and rugby kit on board.  I also had permission from the Company to spend money on educational trips ashore and transport to sports venues and training grounds.

There had been a culture that if they did ABs work they could act the part, going ashore in clean denims and being the boys about town.  I ruled they should go ashore in slacks, shirt and ties, report to the officer on watch, recite on of the articles in the Rule of the Road; sign the book.  This was forty years ago.  It would seem odd today.  The one rule they disliked most was if they had their shore leave stopped, they could not ask for it back, I would decide and give them permission.  Therefore shore leave was very seldom cancelled.
I must say that after a few voyages I became quite proud of the cadets and the way the ship was becoming more respected.

The cadets took great pride in their ship.  The wanted the ‘FOURAH BAY’ to be like a yacht when we arrived home.

One voyage our last port was Conakry in French Guinea.  The harbour fenders had rubbed off the black paint on the ship’s side.  The asked me to ask the Captain to stop the ship at sea so that they could go overside and paint over the damaged paint.  The Captain agreed and the job was done in about half an hour.

I was Chief Officer of the ‘FOURAH BAY’ for two years.  I will try to keep away from the training and discipline wherever possible.

A cricket match had been arranged between the cadets and the Port Harcourt Expatriate Club.  The teams assembled, the cadets in immaculate white, their team almost likewise.  The club won the toss and decided to bat.  There was a large crowd as it was the weekend.

Their opening batsman strode out.  There was a standing ovation from the spectators, the knowledgeable whispers ‘he’s an ex county player’.  He took guard.  The cadet’s opening bowler was a Yorkshire young man.  He had had some experience with the Yorkshire Colts.  His first ball was wide off the stump.  The batsman lifted his bat and, with a look of disdain, gazed around the ground.  The next ball was an in-swinger outside the off stump.  He lifted his bat again, the ball swung and there was a loud clatter of wickets flying.  The gentleman batsman said in a loud voice ‘F*** it’.  There was a hush around the ground as he almost tottered off.  The ladies already condemning their late hero.  In the meantime, the cadets had collapsed laughing.  Needless to say, the cadets eventually won the game easily.  There were no after game drinks as one would get at a rugby match.  Enough said.
At another cricket match in Sapele, against the Sapele Club, the game had been arranged for the Sunday afternoon.  Sunday is a big day for curry lunches at lunchtime.  The cadets assembled on the field, their Captain arrived, the coin was tossed and the cadets won.  They decided to bat in the hot sun and field in the late afternoon.  The Sapele Captain said ‘You’ll have to field first as some of our team haven’t arrived’.  He could have said ‘woken up’.  The Cadet’s Captain said ‘We will bat first’.  I don’t blame him.  A game is a game and Sapele felt sure they would win.

The game started and finally they had a full complement.  Curry and pink gins are not conducive to good cricket and another scalp fell to the cadets.

Rugby played a big part in the cadets’ recreation.  The Purser was their treasurer and every time they played they, together with the spectators, paid £2.  Then, at the end of the game, they were able to buy drinks for the opponents and themselves.  They always enjoyed the games against Port Harcourt Rugby Club.  They had some very experienced players.  The cadets never won those games.

One game stands out in my mind.  The opposing outside centres were cadet Fowler and a bank manager.  They appeared to take an instant dislike to each other.  They would be like two cats fighting as they fell to the ground.

At the end of the game I felt I had to have a few words with Fowler.  He put up his hands and said, ‘It’s all sorted out Sir.  Can I stay ashore and have dinner with the family tonight?’.  Of course I agreed.

Fowler was one of the most difficult cadets I came across.  He had a large chip on his shoulder and disliked any sort of discipline.  At the end of the voyage it was decision time for me as far as he was concerned.  I sent for him and he came into my office with the usual look on his face.  I said to him ‘Fowler, I have decided that you will come back next voyage as 2nd Senior Cadet, the present Senior Cadet is remaining’.  He was too astonished to say much except ‘Yes Sir’.

Fowler never looked back.  He became an outstanding young man.  In later life he contacted me and thanked me for changing his attitude to life.

The one football game which took place once a voyage was the cadets versus the officers, well named the ‘Temperance Eleven’.  We always took a carton of iced beer to refresh ourselves at half time and the end of the game.  It was our first aid kit as none of us were fit.  That voyage we were to play our game in Burutu, a small feeder port for Kano in the north.

We usually brought in a cargo of salt.  This would be barged up river in the rainy season when the river was high.  Then these barges would return with groundnuts and palm kernels.
There was a European Club there but our game was to be played on the village football field surrounded by their huts.  Our presence brought a large crowd, all smiles, waiting to see us making fools of ourselves.  The referee was the new Captain who, much to my disappointment, wanted to be a father figure to the cadets.  This was a dubious attitude not really liked by the cadets.  This particular voyage we had quite a number of good footballers amongst the officers.  I played in my usual position, goal.  (No running about!)  At the end of the first half the cadets were in serious trouble, losing 2-0.

The Captain called me over at half time.  I thought he was going to say that drinking beer at half time would not set a good example.  He had other things on his mind.  ‘Mr Jones, the cadets must not lose this match, bad for morale, I want you to let in a few goals’.  I looked at him in astonishment and replied ‘I couldn’t do that’ adding that ‘I would be dropped from the team’.  I thought that would put a smile on his face but he grunted disapproval and walked over to speak with the cadets.

When the second half began I noticed a cadet standing blatantly offside.  I told him so.  The next thing he received the ball and in a one to one situation I didn’t have a chance and he scored.

We all shouted offside to the referee.  He appeared to be trying to take a speck out of his eye.  He turned down the appeal saying he had to give the cadets the benefit as he had something in his eye and couldn’t see.  This bizarre refereeing continued, the villagers shouting support to us.  The final score 3-2 to the cadets.  I don’t know if it was a morale uplift for the cadets, they looked very peeved to me.  We trudged back to the ship, the officer’s bar full of cries ‘We wuz robbed’ as they drowned their sorrows. 

There was another refereeing decision which was even more bizarre.  The cadets were playing in a rugby match again the French team in Abidjan in the Ivory Coast.  They had a large crowd in the  stadium.  Abidjan was the capital and the country still a French colony.

The cadets were having a good game and were leading the French with about ten minutes to go.  This was despite the referee getting very excited and calling on the French for more effort.  Suddenly the referee got so carried away with the prospect of losing that he gave his whistle to a bystander, pushed him on the field as referee and joined the French team.  No they had sixteen players in their team.  The result was they scored a try and were victorious.  The cadets chorused their disapproval but they met a stone wall as suddenly all the Frenchmen had lost their knowledge of the English language.

The ship was settling down to be a very happy one, no pranks.  The new Extra Chief Officer was Ray Donker from Hull.  He had an Extra Master’s Certificate and as well as being an efficient officer and teacher he was respected by the cadets.  At the end of each voyage he would set the exams in maths, navigation and chart work.  I would set the seamanship and cargo exams.

A reflection of the cadets’ abilities, they all passed their 2nd Mate’s Certificate first time when they went for their exam at the end of their apprenticeship.  As Christmas approached I realised that we would be alongside in Port Harcourt at that time.  That was the sort of port where young men could get into trouble.  I had a discussion with the officers and it was decided to have a concert on board on Christmas night.

I told the cadets what we suggested, explaining that with that type of concert all acts would have to be practised in privacy; otherwise the concert would be an anti climax.  When they heard the officers were taking part they immediately decided that they would be well represented.  They said, with smiles, that they would outdo us.  We had a number of spare cabins for rehearsal.  There were rumours of what someone decided to do, but it was all kept secret.

The sketch that myself, Extra Chief Officer, Purser and Radio Officer had decided upon required a bull.  We shaped the head using mosquito wire netting then built the shape using wet paper and starch with wooden horns.  The only addition necessary was provided by a suspended rugby ball, a burlap cover and a rope tail.  It was a simple sketch.  I was dressed as an American tourist, the Extra Chief Officer as the village yokel, the Radio Officer and Purser under brown burlap at the front and rear of the bull.  In short, the American asks the yokel the time.  The yokel pushes the rugby ball aside and tells him the time.  This happens a few times.  When the American asks why he can tell the time like that the yokel says that then he can see the village clock.  Of course, there is lots of conversation and jokes as well.  

I arranged for the carpenter to build a stage and blankets served as curtains.

The concert went with a swing.  Spectators rushing out to do their act and then come back to their seats.  I would say that the cadets sketches and music won the night.  One cadet just sat at a table with a telephone and held an imaginary conversation with a man who, unknown to him, was the Chief Marine Superintendent.

On Christmas morning the Senior Cadet asked me if I would like a drink.  We went along to a spare cadet cabin on the top deck.  When I went inside there was a bigger array of drinks than you would find in a cocktail bar.  In those days drinks were dirt cheap in Belgium and on our present trade we always called in at Antwerp.  All the bottles were full.  I sat down and had a drink with him and his No. 2.  It didn’t even cross my mind to reprimand him.  As far as I was concerned it was proof that they had grown up and were behaving correctly.

They often went ashore for the day with the Extra Chief Officer.  On one occasion they visited the new dam in Ghana and the crocodile farm.  The Extra Chief Officer would draw cash from the Purser and buy them lunch in a decent hotel.  There would also be a large bottle of beer for each of them.  Nigeria and Ghana are blessed with first class Dutch built breweries.  In Nigeria, Star lager and in Ghana, Castle lager.

In Nigeria there were two main rugby teams, each equal to most rugby teams in the UK, Lagos in the south and Ibadan further north.  There was a big competition between the two teams.  A Welshman, who was the most senior person in Nigerian rugby, had just retired.  He decided that as well as a Cup competition he would like them to hold an annual competition in his name.

He bought a large, black ebony elephant and sawed it in two.  The head would go to the losers and the backside to the winners.  Lagos had won the backside and decided to make the backside the insignia on their tie.  I was made an honorary member and presented with a tie which I have today, forty years later.

The cadets played against Lagos every voyage.  They never won a game but were never disgraced.

Ibadan heard about the ‘FOURAH BAY’ and we were invited to play against them.  It was a good day out for us all.  Elizabeth was with me and we made the long bus journey to the north.  They had a star studded side, including Sandhurst army officers on leave.

They were on their way to giving the cadets a hiding in the first half.  At half time the cadets decided that they were being roughed up by the Ibadan boys.  They decided to get really stuck in, in the second half.  Ibadan didn’t score another point.  The cadets scored a few tries but didn’t win the game.

My time on the ‘FOURAH BAY’ was very rewarding.  The cadet ship was well thought of in all the ports we visited in West Africa and Europe.

One of their favourite ports was Hamburg.  The daughter of the Company’s Engineering Superintendent in the port asked me if I would allow the cadets to have a party for her fellow girl expatriates.  I agreed and the officers kindly allowed the cadets to take over the Officer’s Bar and Lounge for the night.  I arranged for a bus to collect the girls in the evening and take them ashore at midnight.  The Chief Steward organised the buffet and a good night was had by all.

I believe if you trust people they will respond.  They signed the same indentures as I had but life had changed on board ship, it was really fresh air compared with the Captains I had sailed with.

After two years I was ready for a long leave and a change.  It had been quite an experience since leaving Scott’s shipyard two years before.

Thirty years later the cadets decided to hold a reunion at the Adelphi Hotel, Liverpool and I was invited.  It was a rewarding night.  They all had excellent jobs.  One was President of an American Cruise Line, operating out of Florida.  Another had a large engineering firm operating mostly in Asia.  Others, now worldwide, could not attend.  There were Harbourmasters, but no serving Masters as the British Merchant Service is almost extinct.
14.  Last Days as Chief Officer and Promotion to Master 
After I left the ‘AUREOL’ and my leave completed, I was told that I was appointed Chief Officer on the MV ‘FREETOWN’, a sister ship to the ‘FOURAH BAY’, being soon completed at Lithgow’s yard in Greenock.  Whilst I was waiting to join the ship in Scotland I was appointed to the MV ‘FORCADOS’ to coast the ship to Liverpool.

When I arrived on board the Chief Officer had gone home on leave as his wife was ill.

I reported to the Master, who was Walkie Talkie Philips.  He calmly told me the crew were on strike.  I spoke to the Bosun, he was not on strike, and he told me what the problem was.

The crew had been asked to remove dunnage from a hold so that the dockers could start loading immediately we arrived in Liverpool.  To add to the problem, the Chief Officer had allowed a  favoured few to spend the weekend in Liverpool.  Their argument was that it wasn’t their job to clean out holds.  I knew how to deal with the situation – find the ringleader first.  I went into the mess room and found them sitting around, all scousers.  One of them started speaking at once.  I immediately knew the ringleader. 

I started to talk to the crew collectively and polarised the leader.  I mentioned extra overtime and ‘Job and Finish’, magic words to their ears.  I estimated how long the job might take and added a half.  I gave them the second figure for total payment.  They were out of the mess room with the leader following.  They finished the job in less time that my first estimate and merrily went ashore for a beer.

Some people would say I was offering a bribe.  Not so in my eyes.  Firstly, the crew were on pretty firm ground refusing to carry out work that deprived a shore gang from the work.  A shore gang would cost twice as much as the crew and the ship was ready to load in that hold when we arrived in Liverpool.

That night at dinner Walkie Talkie warmed to usual subject, the Depression and officers with Master’s Certificates sailing as ABs.  I had heard it all before at two in the morning when I was 2nd Officer with him.  I knew the end had come when he was down to his last florin.

Elder Dempster Lines had a very large fleet.  Promotion to Master was decided by seniority.  I would soon be top of the ladder.

Walkie Talkie warmed to a new subject with his eyes gleaming towards me.

His theme was that Chief Officers had a list of senior Masters.  They were checking their ages, retirement age being sixty, but more importantly, the state of their health.  Would they last until then?

I could see his argument was aimed at me.  I thought it was a big joke so I said ‘Well I have been Chief Officer for nine years’.  He replied ‘What does that prove?  I was Chief Officer for fifteen years’.

The Lloyd’s Surveyor who was having dinner with us piped up ‘You must have been bloody thick’.  He had been a Superintendent in Elders and knew Walkie Talkie well.  I take my hat off to Walkie Talkie, he just laughed and enjoyed the joke.
I enjoyed my stay in Greenock, standing by the ‘FREETOWN’.  I stayed with Mrs Price.

I made three voyages on the ‘FREETOWN’.  The Master was ‘Whistling James’  He often whistled to himself, so low you could hardly hear it.  He was a gentleman.  The crew were from Freetown and the Bosun from Liverpool.  She was a very happy ship.

On the third voyage it had started with a planned voyage to West Africa and back to Liverpool.  When we arrived in Lagos we heard the dreaded words, we would be loading for the States.

In the meantime, Elizabeth was negotiating to buy a plot of land in the village she was brought up in.  She was meeting all sorts of problems and reached a point when she really needed me to help her. 

She explained the position to Dave Roberts, the Manager of the deck department in charge of officer’s employment.  His reply was ‘I would get him home today Elizabeth but it is not practical.  The ‘FREETOWN’ is in Liberia loading latex.  He will be relieved at Freetown before he sails for the States’!.  Elder Dempster Lines always looked after everyone who gave them good service and made sacrifices.

Commodore Lane had died, having been retired with throat cancer.  He had been a strict but fair Marine Superintendent.  I can still see his face with a cigarette in his mouth.

The new Chief Superintendent was about the same age as me, Captain Gwyn Pari Huws, a North Walian.  I knew him well as he had been Chief Officer when I was 2nd Officer.  

When I came home we managed to purchase the land and building commenced.

While I was waiting for my next appointment I was asked to join the ‘FOURAH BAY’ at Avonmouth as Chief Officer and remain there for the coast voyage to Liverpool.

The coasting Master was Captain Bill Rowlands of my ‘SHONGA’ days.  He had been retired for some years.  The Company would pay him the daily rate for a Senior Master.  He insisted I came to his cabin for a drink and tell him where I had been after the last time I saw him.

We arrived in Liverpool on a Sunday and Captain Pari Huws came on board with his children to see me.  I brought up the subject of retired Masters coasting while Senior Chief Officers where held back from promotion, all in amicable conversation.  The following day I had a telephone call from Dave Roberts.  I was to travel to Glasgow and coast a ship down to Liverpool as Master.

Elder Dempster Lines worked on the principle that when you were temporarily promoted you would have to coast vessels around the UK and Continent.  This is the most difficult appointment you can have because of gales, fog and congested shipping lanes.

I was officially promoted to the MV ‘MAMPONG’, a cargo ship with twelve passengers, for the voyage to West Africa.
I was thirty five.  I did not know at the time but I had thirty two years ahead of me as I eventually retired at sixty seven.

I had been 2nd Officer on the ‘MAMPONG’ when she was the ‘SEKONDI’ so I was familiar with the ship.

On the second voyage Elizabeth joined me for the round voyage to West Africa.  We were completing the outward voyage up the creeks to Burutu, Warri and Sapele.

When I was a cadet on the ‘SOBO’, Emmanuel Gula was the young boy helmsman for Senior Gula the River Guide (Pilot).  He liked to spend his time talking to us, even joining in when we were boxing.  I told him, when I am Master I will have you as my pilot.

Each Master has his favourite Pilot.  Vessels crossed the Escravos Bar to enter the creeks.  The Pilots lived in a village off the Forcados entrance some twenty miles away.  I sent a cable to Forcados Post Office giving Emmanuel my ETA Escravos.  When he received the message he had to paddle his canoe with the helmsman ready to meet the ship.  When a ship crossed the bar, a fleet of canoes carrying pilots would paddle out from the shore, all offering their services.  I would be looking for the canoe flying the flags E and G.  When he came alongside we lifted the canoe on board with him and the helmsman still on board.

During our time in the creeks, we were on passage from Warri to Sapele, Elizabeth was on the bridge.  As we passed a village on the Escravos delta, a young girl came paddling out in a small canoe.  Emmanuel ran to the wing of the bridge and started shouting at the girl.  He was getting very vexed to say the least.  The girl was pleading with him and as we left her behind she was looking very crestfallen.

Elizabeth, who was standing beside Emmanuel, said ‘What was that all about Emmanuel?’.  He replied ‘Madam, that was my third wife.  When I was away on my last ship I left her in charge of my prawn traps.  She had to empty them at each low water and lay the prawns out to dry.  When I arrived back at my village she had been lazy and had not tended my prawn traps so I sent her back to her mother and father for a year until she learns how to be a wife.  That was her begging to come home’.

Elizabeth had listened in amazement.  She thought it was very cruel.  I explained it was tribal law.  I think that many years later she could have thought of a few wives who deserved that treatment, and a few husbands.
When we were at Sapele I saw Emmanuel on the boat deck walking towards the pilot’s cabin, which was next to my cabin, with a door opening on to the deck.  He was carrying a small cask.  When I asked him if it was a cask of beer he told me that Senior Gula, the Chief Pilot of the family, had drowned when leaving a ship at Escravos.  He had bought a cask of gunpowder to make fire crackers.  He would fire the crackers every night for twenty eight days to drive away the spirits and let Senior Gula rest.  The truth was, Senior Gula had drunk a few too many rums before leaving the ship, had fallen out of the ship and been swept away with the tide.

I didn’t have the heart to tell him to take the gunpowder ashore.  The Bosun put it in a locker under the focsle head.  

At the port of Sapele ships had to make fast to tree trunks and were held off the muddy bank by anchors.  I could walk out of my cabin in the early morning and see monkeys and colourful birds.

There was one berth alongside at the plywood factory.  It meant taking the ship up a very narrow creek for almost a mile.  The width of the creek was about the same as Oxford Street.

That was the easy part, moving up the creek slowly on a slight ebb tide.  At the back of the Master’s mind would be ‘I have to back down with no tugs to assist’.  The Masters of ships in port watching the manoeuvre, especially if the Master is newly promoted.

I left the berth on a Sunday afternoon.  Everything went well until we arrived at the bottom of the creek where the ship had to be turned around before leaving.  There should have been a launch there to clear any rafts of logs.  The launch hadn’t turned up.  Probably the crew were having a siesta.  The propeller was surrounded by logs.  I blew the whistle to wake up the launch crew.

The problem was that a Palm Line ship was just below the port waiting to proceed to the plywood berth.  I called the Master on the VHF radio and explained the situation.  He replied ‘Another WANABU’.  When I asked him what he meant he laughed and said ‘Another West African Unadjustable Balls Up’.  I had to laugh and had cause to use that expression many times on the West African coast.  The logs were eventually cleared and we made our way down through the port passing the Palm Line ship.
Except for the delta close to the sea, the creeks leading to the river ports were about the width of two Oxford Streets, with very sharp corners and banks extending out.  Emmanuel would know the extent of these banks and give helm orders to his own helmsman.

There was one consolation, the creeks were all mud and no rocks.  In the upper reaches there were small palm oil factories or logging camps.  There would be an expatriate in charge who would have a very nice house.  The wives and servants would rush out to wave to the ship.  I can imagine it was a break in a monotonous day.  They usually went up to the club in Sapele at the weekend.

The crew on the ‘MAMPONG’ were from Nigeria, the Bosun a Kiwi who like more than a few beers.  The Chief Officer was finding it difficult to get any work out of him.  The Chief Officer was much older than me.  He had been engaged from the outside because of the shortage of officers.  Most of his life he had been working on coasters out of Singapore.  He had a great sense of humour.  I asked him if he wanted me to do anything about it, he asked if he could deal with it. 
In a few days I noticed the Bosun bustling around the deck.  What a change.  When I asked the Chief Officer about it he replied, with a glint in his eyes ‘Quite easy Sir.  I found him in his bunk after breakfast complaining he was ill.  I agreed with him, saying he looked seriously ill and I was worried about him.  I went on to ask him who his next of kin were then, as an afterthought, what his favourite flowers were.  After this he began to look ill with consternation.  I left him.  A few hours later he told me that he felt much better.  Now that he has got a second chance in life the problem is solved’.  He had taught me a new way of dealing with skivers.  I don’t know if it would be practical ashore.

It was a good life for a Master in those days.  I was able to take Elizabeth ashore to see the sights.  It was a memorable time.  We visited the graveyard in Calabar and there we saw the grave of Mary Slessor, the missionary.  She had a ship in Elders named after her.  I had made my first trip to sea on the ‘MARY KINGLSEY’ another missionary.

The Calabar Club went back to the previous century.  The wooden stools at the bar had been carved to fit the backsides of the members.  In those days probably the Shipping Agent, Chief of Police and Government Officer.  Our thoughts went back to the play ‘White Cargo’.  Elizabeth loved it on board.  She was very popular as she would talk to everyone and they recognised she was a friendly person.

The most important principle a Captain’s wife has to follow is not to interfere or comment on anything happening on board the ship.

It reminds me of a story I heard from the Agent’s boarding clerk in Newport, Monmouthshire, as it was in those days.  Apparently, on a ship which called regularly in Newport, the Master’s wife was very domineering and could not stop herself interfering in the ship’s routine.  For instance, when the young officers came to the Captain’s cabin before going ashore, she would question what they wanted the money for, advising them to save their money.  On a Friday night in port the officers were having a party on board for the nurses from the Royal Gwent Hospital.  The nurses were accompanied by a Sister Tutor to look after them.
Luckily, the Captain’s wife had gone home to Birmingham for the weekend.  She had arranged to see a film with a friend on the Saturday night.

The party went with a swing, the Captain entertaining the Sister Tutor.  The Agent’s clerk saw how happy the Captain was, enjoying the break.  After speaking to his boss he made the suggestion that the Captain should take the Sister to see the scenery in the Wye Valley.  The Agent would lend him his Rolls Royce.  The Sister agreed to go and everything was arranged.  This rather elderly clerk was very pleased to have been able to see his suggestion materialise.  The following morning the Captain collected the Sister in style and off they went.

Just before the Agent’s office closed at midday for the weekend, the clerk received a phone call.  The Captain’s wife had cancelled her evening and was returning to Newport that afternoon.  The Captain was to meet her, it was more like an order.

There was panic in the office.  He called his boss, he could see a bad situation developing.  His boss came up with the solution.  He contacted his friend, the Chief Superintendent of Police.  He sent out a squad of traffic police to look for the Rolls Royce.

They found them sitting down for lunch in a pub.  Imagine the shock when the police came in.  The Sister must have been very understanding as they rushed back to Newport.

The Captain just made the station in time to meet the train, his day ruined, poor chap.  I can’t see Elizabeth going back to Haverfordwest to see a film.

I often thought of what happened to Emmanuel Gula and his friends.  Shell Oil took over the River States, Warri their main base, and pilots were not required.  It is all history now.

15.  My transition to Blue Funnel Line 
I remained Master of the ‘MAMPONG’ for almost two years.  It was a learning curve.  It is said a good Chief Officer doesn’t necessarily make a good Master.

I believe a good Master is still learning from promotion to retirement.  There is a saying, a Master declared he had been Master for fifteen years, whereas a better description would have been one year, fifteen times.

In 1967 Blue Funnel Line joined with Elder Dempster Lines.  It became the Ocean Group and the shipping side was run by Ocean Fleets.

All officers were told that they could serve in any ship in the fleet and a new cap badge was issued.

There were two completely different trades.  Elder Dempster to West Africa and USA east coast, Blue Funnel and Glen Line, the Far East, Australia and a round the world service.  I was the first Master to be chosen to serve in a Blue Funnel ship and I joined the ‘STENTOR’ in Swansea.
My first voyage was to the Far East.  I was able to easily adjust to the service.

My fourth voyage was on the ‘GLENAFFRIC’ of Glen Line.  It was very interesting, especially the call in China where the Red Guard were active.

The following voyage we made all the arrangements for Elizabeth to join me for the four month round voyage.

The voyage was memorable to say the least.  The ports we were to call at in China were Tsingtao at the entrance to the Gulf of China and Hsinkang, the port for Bejing, the capital.

A month previously a Glen ship had become stuck for a considerable time in ice in the Gulf of China.  While we were in Hong Kong I went to the Met Office and saw the latest satellite pictures of the Gulf.  All the ice was pushed to the north, well away from the shipping route.  When we arrived at Tsintao we found it a depressing city.  Although millions lived there the only vehicle was the taxi used by the Seaman’s Mission.

The Club was one of the best I have seen at sea.  Downstairs was a large department store and on the upper floor a large restaurant.  They would only accept USA dollars and the change given in their currency, which could only be spent in China.

Before arriving in China all magazines were stored in the Bonded Store.  The holds were all examined, dockers liked to paint obscene remarks about Chairman Mao.  

The first morning in port, Elizabeth was in bed and I was in the bathroom having a shower.  I heard her call ‘John, John’.  When I went into the bedroom I found two Red Guards looking at papers in a drawer.  I had enough sense to keep my mouth closed and after a while they left.

Elizabeth said she was asleep and something made her wake up, to see two Chinese faces staring at her, it was a good job she didn’t panic and scream.

The Agent invited us both to a Chinese opera.  We agreed and everything was arranged.

In the late afternoon, when we were supposed to leave for the opera, I received a message from the Harbourmaster that we were to shift to another berth.

When the Agent arrived on board I explained to him that by law I had to be on board ship when being shifted.  He replied ‘But your wife doesn’t have to be on board’.  I was taken aback, but she said ‘It’s alright John, I would love to go’.

The Head Fireman was Hong Kong Chinese, a very nice chap, and I asked him to accompany my wife.  When I saw the three of them walking along the wharf in the dirty snow, I imagined telling Elizabeth’s mother that she had disappeared.

In fact, she came back on board smiling.  She was quite excited.  The opera was exciting and after the opera they had given her a lovely meal in the Club.  It was a chance in a lifetime which she would never forget.

When we sailed from Tsingtao towards Hsinkang, I had been told not to enter the Gulf of China until I received a cable from London.  This would say the route was ice free.  I came to the waiting area and, as there was no cable, commenced to steam up and down a course of about twenty miles, outside the twelve mile international line.  The weather was cold and fine.  I received a cable from London reading ‘Inclement weather, wait in International waters’.

I received a cable from the Hsinkang authorities.  It read ‘Proceed immediately to this port to load our valuable cargo’.  We were to load about one thousand tons of frozen king prawns and rabbits.  I cable them saying I was awaiting orders from the owners and continued to steam up and down.

The authorities continued to send threatening messages.  The next episode brought a destroyer steaming alongside us on the twelve miles limit with guns threatening.

It was difficult to understand what was happening because all the time other cargo ships were steaming into the Gulf.  I must say that this destroyer’s presence was a bit uncomfortable.  Elizabeth never interfered in ship’s business but she could see I was worried.  She said to me, ‘John, what is disconcerting to the crew is to see that destroyer all the time.  Why not draw all the curtains in the ship then they will forget about it?’.
I gave the order and the ship seemed to be more settled.  There was the time difference between London and the Far East, which didn’t help.  That night I received a cable from the Hong Kong Agent.  It read ‘Proceed immediately to Japan’.

I waited until the ship was on the southerly point of the run, expecting the destroyer to turn, then ordered all the lights, including the navigation lights, to be switched off, ordered maximum speed and set a course towards the south, not Japan.

The destroyer had turned and soon we were clear.  I cabled the Company telling them that I would be proceeding to Japan via courses as given in certain pages of the Master’s Handbook, quoting relative pages and lines.  By this time messages from Hsinkang were getting more hostile.  When they ordered our Radio Officer to keep sending our call sign I realised they were trying to find our position using radio direction finders.  I ordered the Radio Officer to close the station.

I thought the only law I had broken was the fact we still had some Chinese money on board – just a few notes which the crew had received in change.  It was worthless, but we would have to give it back before leaving China.  When we berthed in a small port in the Simonseki Channel a representative of our main Agency in Japan (owned by the Company) came on board.  He was an Australian.  He told me that the cable I received from London advising me of inclement weather was supposed to tell me that there was trouble with the Chinese authorities.  A Glen ship and Blue Funnel ship had been arrested in Shanghai for alleged spying.  I did not tell him what my original orders were.

He asked me if I would consider taking the ‘GLENAFFRIC’ back to Shanghai, if it would help in the release of the ships.  I looked at him in disbelief but, to please him, I asked the officers and crew if they would volunteer to take the ship back to China.  There were no volunteers.  Somehow I knew that the Company would not ask me such a question, definitely not through a Boarding Clerk.  I found out later he was acting on his own behalf.  I was told to stay in port awaiting orders.

The outcome in Shanghai was that the Glen Line ship was released; the Blue Funnel Captain and 2nd Officer arrested for alleged spying.  The Blue Funnel ship was allowed to proceed to Hong Kong with the Chief Officer in command.

The Master and 2nd Officer detained were kept in prison for about a month under harsh conditions before being released over the border to Hong Kong.

The Japanese Agent in the port invited Elizabeth and myself ashore for a sukiyaki meal.  It was in their most expensive restaurant.  Meals were served in individual rooms.  Elizabeth found it very difficult sitting on a mat in a tight skirt.  We knelt on cushions instead.
A young lady in Japanese costume brought the food and drinks into the room but the Agent did the cooking.

He started cooking strips of beef in a wok adding what I thought was salt.  He kept on doing this and I asked him politely ‘You like salt?’  He replied ‘Not salt, sugar’.  Apparently they used sugar in the south of Japan only.

When the lady gave us a dish with an egg he started whipping the egg with a chopstick.  I thought we were going to cook an omelette.  When he told us the idea was to dip the beef in the raw egg before eating it I didn’t look at Elizabeth’s face.

The meal was excellent and we refrained from using the eggs.  It was the first of many visits I made to Japan.

The Company allowed free phone calls from all the wives and girlfriends from the UK.

A few days later I received orders to proceed towards the Philippines and Aarawak to commence loading and resuming the schedule at Singapore.

When we arrived at Singapore the British Embassy sent a representative on board and a naval attaché.  I handed over the Chinese money and told them what had actually happened.  When I think back about it, it was the fact I did not know what was happening that caused the most worry.

That evening Captain Williams and his wife invited Elizabeth and myself for dinner in a top Singapore hotel.

He was Master of the Glen Line ship detained for a short while.  They were from Treherbert in the Rhondda valley.  My parents came from the Rhondda, so we had a great evening discussing our experiences.

We proceeded home via Malaysia, Trincomalee, Columbo, Capetown, Las Palmas then Genoa before arriving in London.  The voyage had been quite an adventure for Elizabeth.  She really enjoyed life on board.  It would be one of many voyages she spent with me.

My next ship was the MV ‘CARDIGANSHIRE’, another Glen Line vessel.  She was a very happy ship.  The deck and engine crew had been there for almost twenty years with very few changes.  They were very efficient and the ship was kept as clean as a yacht.

The deck and engine crews had separate galleys.  The engine crew galley was on the poop deck.  Each time I passed the galley on inspection, the elderly cook told me he had toothache and asked me to help him.  One day we were in the middle of the Indian Ocean and he begged me to help him.  I knew we had the dental instruments in the hospital and nothing else, and I was not going to fill him with whisky as you see on the films.  It was a very large tooth towards the back of the mouth, not the very back.  I gave him some diluted Dettol to wash out his mouth.  I knew the correct instrument to use.  I pushed upwards and twisted and out came the tooth.  It couldn’t have been very secure.  The cook thanked me and was off.  At every inspection after that I was rewarded with a smile and a thank you.
That voyage we called at a small island off Cebu in the Philippines.  We were loading tinned fruit from the Del Monte factory.  The sickly smell of fruit wafted over the ship day and night.  I asked the Agent what they used the lorry loads of pineapple skins for and he told me they were used at the cattle ranch.

He asked me if I played golf.  When I told him I would love a game he arranged a taxi and I went to see a ranch.  The labourers were dressed like cowboys but there were no horses.  They were feeding the beef cattle the scraps from the fruit factory.

When I arrived at the Golf Club I met the Pro.  He had been on the American circuit and I learned he had been called ‘The Gentleman of Golf’.  I asked him if he would give me a lesson.  He replied, ‘Sorry, I don’t give lessons, but join me and two friends after lunch.  Try the beef steak’.

The beef did not have a fruity taste.  It was very tender and it had the same colour as veal but it was delicious.  When I joined the pro and his friends on the first tee it was with some trepidation.  He, of course, a scratch player, his friends very close.  I told him I was a very amateur player and he said, ‘forget about it, just hit the ball’.

I was alright until we came to a tee which was very close to a wide lake, with the green raised on the other side.  There was a small monument there which read that a certain American gentleman had lost 36 balls in the lake before making the green.

My partners effortlessly put their balls on the green.  Two little Philippine boys in bathing costumes were eyeing me with smiles.  Apparently they retrieved the balls for 10 cents and in me they saw a good customer.

I drove about three balls, each followed by a plop!  The Pro told me I was trying to lift the ball over the lake, I should hit through the ball.  I followed his instructions and at least the ball cleared the lake.  After that I enjoyed a cold beer in the Club.  I could see why the Pro was called ‘The Gentleman of Golf’, he had made my stay memorable.
Looking back at my first years on the Far East Service, the long passages at sea I enjoyed, the ports were interesting and the people very hospitable.

16.  My Introduction to Tankers and Bulkers 
In 1970 Ocean Fleets decided to go into the then highly profitable large tanker trade.

The first VLCC (Very Large Crude Carrier) was the ‘TITAN’, bought of the blocks in 1970 from a yard in Gothenburg, Sweden.

The officers of Ocean Fleets had no experience of tankers, they were trained on board Shell tankers.  Captain Pattison was the first Master.

When I arrived home from my second voyage on the ‘CARDIGANSHIRE’ I was told I had been appointed to the MT ‘TANTALUS’ which was being built in Japan.  She was a VLCC but could also carry ore and was described as an ORO, which was denoted ore or oil.

I received my training on the ‘TITAN’ and with Shell tankers.  The ‘TANTALUS’ had a Sierra Leone deck and engine crew.  Captain Pattison was to take her out on the maiden voyage and I would take over during the next voyage.  In fact I joined the ship off Capetown by helicopter, being lowered to the deck, shaking hands with Captain Pattison who was immediately hoisted to the helicopter.  Thus my introduction to the command of my first tanker.
I enjoyed my time in Japan.  The shipyard was on a green site about forty miles south of Nagoya, the town was Tsu.  Captain Pattison told me that the long voyages around the Cape of Good Hope could be boring, especially as sometimes it would be at a slow, economic speed.

He told me that one day on a long voyage he saw an AB on the wing of the bridge.  He asked him what he was thinking about and the sailor replied ‘Cargo ship sir’.  Captain Pattison knew that the Sierra Leone sailors were used to a girl in every port on the West African coast.

One Company, who became worried about the effect of long passages, sent a psychiatrist and a manager to see what could be done about the boredom.

I spoke to the Captain just as they were entering the Gulf of Hormuz at the end of the passage.  He told me about the experiment.  When I asked the outcome he replied ‘The two got so bored that they spent most of their time drinking in the bar!’.
While in Tsu we lived in the shipyard hotel.  It was adequate, the food was good and we were able to purchase beer.  Ocean Fleets gave us a very good living allowance and we usually went into Tsu over the weekends.

Elizabeth asked me if I could buy a necklace of natural pearls.  The pearl divers are noted in the Nagoya area.  I spoke to the Japanese receptionist in the hotel and she agreed to take me to the house of a husband and wife.

They were dealers and had just returned from South America.  On a Saturday she took me to their house.  I had never been in a Japanese house before.  We took off our shoes and put on slippers.  We were welcomed with the usual green tea and sat on the floor by a low table.  The lady poured the pearls from a pouch onto the table and immediately started to thread them.  In no time she had finished.
The necklace was perfect with the smaller beads each side and the largest bead in the front.  Then she chose a set of earrings and a ring.  They were close friends of the receptionist who parents had a bakery.  The total cost was $150 US!  Fifteen years later we had it valued in Nagoya and it was more than $1000 US.

What intrigued me about the shipyard was every morning at quarter to eight all the office staff, including the bosses, together with the shipyard workers, exercised to the orders over the tannoy system.  They told me it was to take the stiffness out of their joints and prevent accidents.

My next experience of Japanese was more than a year later when I took the ‘TANTALUS’ to the Hitachi shipyard in Nagasaki for the twelve month guarantee dry docking.  Every morning we would hold a meeting in the business office to discuss the work which had been carried and the work remaining.  I noticed a poster showing men and women running through the streets and I asked the Business Manager what it meant.  He told me that all sections of the Hitachi Company competed each year in a relay around the streets of Nagasaki.  I asked him if the ‘TANTALUS’ could put a team of four in the race and he said we were welcome.

The race was the following day.  The first three in the team would run 2 ½ miles each the last member 4 ½ miles, this was through the city.  When I asked the officers to put forward a team they wisely refused.  The crew were quite excited about the prospect and said they would have a team.  Their team consisted of the pumpman (captain), a steward, a sailor and a fireman.  I arranged that the Agent bought shorts and T shirts so that the ‘TANTALUS’ had a presentable team.

We arrived at the start next day.  There were at least twelve Japanese teams from the shipyard and factories.  They eyed the Sierra Leonians with suspicion.  There were a few worried faces as the fireman was a lithe six foot four inches.  The pumpman said to me ‘How will I know the route?’.  I replied ‘Follow the others’.  His reply was ‘But we will be in the front’.  I liked his confidence which I didn’t share.  Each team had a coloured ribbon.  The streets were crowded and they were off.

The fireman ran the first leg for the crew.  Everyone was looking at the last corner which was about two hundred yards from the finish.  The lone figure of the fireman came loping around the corner and it became quite obvious that he was well ahead.  When he was about fifty yards from the finish he suddenly collapsed on the ground.  We ran to help him and it was obvious he had a severe attack of cramp.  He was in terrible pain.  I asked the umpire what the rule was, could they continue.  He said our next member would have to wait until the last contestant arrived.

The pumpman was our next man to run.  He came home even further behind and said in a loud voice to me ‘These Japanese are cheating Sir, they are running through the houses from one street to the other’.  It wasn’t true.  It was a good thing that the Japanese did not know what he said.  It became more embarrassing.  The race was over but our last member wasn’t in sight and it was getting towards dusk.  The President of the Company waited to hand out the prizes until he eventually arrived.

After the prizes had been given out each team were given ‘Good Morning Towels’.  They are very small towels that Japanese workmen usually wear around their necks as sweat rags.  I heard the disappointed pumpman say ‘We have better towels on board’.  I could have strangled him.

When we arrived back on board we had a small party with a few drinks for the four of them.  At least they had tried.

A few voyages later I joined the ‘TANTALUS’.  Elizabeth was making a voyage with me.  The ship had given up loading oil and was gas free.  She was on a service loading iron ore from Tubarao to various ports in Europe.

I mentioned to the officers, when homeward bound, the story of the relay race in Japan.  They said we could have a relay race on here, on board.

It was decided that the race would be on the following Sunday, before the Pub Lunch.  This was a buffet for the officers to give the stewards some time off.  

There were to be four teams, deck officers, engineer officers, sailors and a mixture of stewards and firemen.

The deck officers told me the Chief Engineer was part of the engineer’s team and asked if I would run in their team.  I agreed.  The distance running around the ship was approximately 2400 feet.  I should have been giving a commentary on the tannoy from the bridge but the cadet was taking my place.

The following morning, Sunday, before I got up to have a shower, Elizabeth said to me ‘I haven’t slept all night.  I am worried about you running around the deck at your age.  Please don’t do it’.

I couldn’t refuse and told the officers I would carry out the commentary and the cadet could run in my place.  I knew there would be cries of chicken from the engineers.

The 3rd Engineer was an experienced runner and he forecast an easy win for the engineers.  He would run the first leg and give the Chief Engineer a cracking start.

The race started and the 3rd Engineer left everyone cold.  The start and finishing line was at the pipe loading and discharging manifold.

The 3rd Engineer handed the baton over to the Chief.  He was at least 100 yards ahead.

The Chief ran towards the windlass.  He was more than 200 yards from the commentary position.  I kept my commentary going and the engineers were quite excited.  Then a problem arose.  The Chief didn’t appear on the other side of the windlass, after a minute he didn’t appear.

The 3rd Engineer ran forward and then appeared carrying the baton continuing to race.  There were cries of foul play and I announced their disqualification.

Some of the engineers ran forward to see what had happened to the Chief Engineer and they soon appeared carrying the Chief Engineer down the deck.  They continued to the lift and supposedly to his cabin.

The sailors won the race and I went to the Chief’s cabin.  He had torn a muscle in his thigh and it was quite painful.

He did come to the Pub Lunch and really the day was a success.  Some people will say that the race was a bit childish but sitting down being miserable for long passages does not ensure a happy ship.

Elizabeth and I, also the Chief Engineer, went on leave from Fos, the port of Marseilles.  As we were walking through the airport, the Chief using a walking stick, I asked him what his wife would say when she met him at Manchester Airport.  He replied ‘you bloody fool’.

I was to spend a further ten years on tankers.

17.  My Last Years in Ocean Fleets 

I spent a further seven years in the Tanker Division of Ocean Fleets, most of that time on the USA coast, the Caribbean and South America.

One voyage I was joining the product carrier ‘CHARON’ at St Croix in the American Virgin Islands.

She had just been built in Japan and Captain Webster had stood by as the first Master in Sasebo as well as loading one cargo.

I flew out accompanied by one of the Assistant Marine Superintendents.  He had previously served with me as Extra Chief Officer.  We stayed at a holiday hotel.  It was run by a lady who had come from East Germany.  She warned us with a smile and told us the danger was that with Gordon’s Gin being about twelve dollars a gallon, she only charged for the Schweppes Tonic.  We heeded her warning and had a few gin tonics before dinner.  After dinner we went to a waterside bar quite close by.  It was full of Ernest Hemingway type of yacht skippers.

They were all suitable attired with caps and Captain Bird’s Eye beards.  They were all American citizens and they owned charter yachts which they skippered, taking tourists on trips around the Caribbean.

I was introduced to one skipper, a well known character in that area.  His proud boast was that he took cruises around the Caribbean with no knowledge of navigation except using the compass.

I asked him how he managed to do that.  He replied ‘The secret is I have a book of flight schedules for the area which I keep up to date.  I set a course for the next port on my chart, I have schedule times and flight paths of the airlines, I also have powerful binoculars.

I see a plane passing overhead.  I recognise it as the 11.30 flight Caracas to Miami and mark it on the chart.  Then I see another plane and recognise is as the 07.30 flight Panama to Puerto Rica.  This gives me a cross on the chart’.

I didn’t ask him what happens when it is cloudy.  I have a feeling he would say ‘Pretend I knew where we were as far as the passengers are concerned!’.
During my first few months on the ‘CHARON’ there were some supernumeraries on board.  A Japanese retired Chief Engineer in his eighties, representing the shipyard, as a guarantee representative.

The other, a Danish engineer in his early sixties representing the makers of the engine, B & W.

When we arrived in St Croix on a voyage delivering heating oil to the New York Heating Company, the Dane was the first ashore like the proverbial ‘Ship’s Cat’.  When he came back in the evening he had done some shopping which included purchasing a pair of khaki shorts as well as having a few drinks, well many.  

The problem was he hadn’t tried the shorts on when he bought them.  The next day he returned to the shop to have them changed.  The owner refused as he had tried them on.  This infuriated the Dane, the ship’s 3rd Engineer was with him and he told us that the Dane went to a bar.

As he carried on drinking he grew quite moody, then he returned to the shop, put the shorts on the pavement and set them alight.  He then started dancing like a Dervish around the shorts shouting to passers by that they should not buy clothes in the shop.  Luckily the Police did not arrive.  When he returned to the bar the 3rd Engineer beat a hasty retreat on board.

We were sailing that night for New York.  The Pilot was due on board and there was no sign of the Dane.  I asked the Agent to search the bars in the town.  Just as we were about to cast off, the engineer staggered from a car, luckily in a good mood.  He left in New York and was replaced by a younger man.  I could see the funny side of this episode but ships can not be delayed.

The Japanese engineer for the first voyages was very different, very mild mannered.  On his last voyage we were loading in San Carlos, Lake Marachibo, Venezuela.

He went ashore with the off duty officers to a night club.  There was much amusement on board next day.  One officer told me that the wizen Chief Engineer, aged about 82, had a habit of touching the hostesses on the backside as they passed.  The girls screamed with laughter and took it all in good part.

The officers christened him ‘The Japanese Bum Feeler’.  He was leaving in Baltimore, our discharge port, and all the officers off duty went to see him off in good time.  They called at a small bar outside the airport to give him a few drinks.  The owner of the bar was very intrigued with the story of his adventure in San Carlos.  He decided to close the bar so he put up a notice.  It read ‘Bar Closed for the Farewell Party to the Japanese Bum Feeler’.  This was in very large print on a banner.  The Chief Engineer showed me a photograph.  The Japanese engineer would never forget the ‘CHARON’.
When I was Master of the MT ‘CLYTONEUS’, the Company had a new ruling.  The Master and officers were asked to make a maximum of six months on board vessels on an outside service.  If it was agreed to extend the period to not more than eight months, the wife would be flown out for the last two months, all expenses paid.

At this time our sons were grown up and only Jonathan remained at home so Elizabeth took up the offer.

The ‘CLYTONEUS’ had loaded in Sicily for New York.  Elizabeth flew over with some of the officers.  The Agent arranged for them to stay at the Central Park Hotel.

I had told her of the dangers in New York those days, even in hotels, and to make sure she was in a crowd going in lifts and to search her room thoroughly on arrival.  She told me that when she arrived she carried out all my instructions.  After searching her suite she collapsed laughing when she realised she had already locked and chained the door.

We completed discharging that voyage in Sandwich, at the northern end of the Cape Cod Canal.  This was a few miles from the Kennedy’s home.  It was a very picturesque holiday area.  On the wharf close to the ship there was a small hut where you could buy freshly caught lobsters.

It was wintertime so the shores were covered in snow and the holiday homes closed.

We went ashore for dinner in the evening.  The bar restaurant was first class.  There were a friendly crowd of authors and painters enjoying the evening.  All the time I was at sea I found that British officers in the Merchant Service were always welcome.

We invited a number of them back on board the next day for drinks.

The next voyage I was to proceed to Santa Tome, more than one hundred miles up the River Orinoco in Venezuela.  We were to load orimulsion for Houston, Texas.

The first thirty miles from the sea to the Pilot it was a very narrow channel, about one and a half times the width of Oxford Street at the most, much narrower in places.  Two ships could not pass, thus, inward ships had to wait for ships outward to clear the channel.

It was my first visit and I had no idea what to expect.  I had read the pilot book and really it looked straightforward to me.

About half way up the channel with the ship on full port speed I noticed a pair of buoys which we should have passed quickly but were almost abeam for what seemed ages.  I thought we were aground but very slowly we were moving ahead.  The Chief Engineer rang up to tell me the engine was overheating but he could still keep on going ahead.  I had given an ETA for the pilot station which was now impossible to maintain.  Our speed slowly improved and we arrived at the pilot station about an hour late.

The pilot was surprised that I did not know about the phenomena which I had experienced.

In the dry season, when the river is low, it picks up an oily mixture of mud and oil.  The result is that at the narrow channel the mixture is like thick jelly.  The propeller is cutting a path through jelly without the ship being propelled ahead.  I am surprised it was not noted in the pilot book.

The port of San Tome was quite a height above sea level so you were really steaming up the river.  At San Tome you could see the difference between the present level and that at the height of the rainy season.  It seemed to be almost thirty feet at a guess.

There was very little to see ashore.  It was my one and only visit to the Orinoco and I was glad of the experience.  I was leaving the ship a few weeks later at the port of Albany, some distance up the Hudson River in the State of New York.

It was the middle of winter and there was ice on the river and the country covered with snow, very picturesque.  About half way up the river a launch came alongside with the Governor of the State coming on board with other dignitaries.  They came on the bridge and watched the ship being navigated for a few miles.  I apologised for not being able to entertain them but I had to remain on the bridge.  I told them that my wife Elizabeth would entertain them with drinks in my cabin.
Elizabeth knew how to pour out man sized drinks of gin and whisky.  When we arrived at Albany they came on the bridge to thank me and I could see that they had enjoyed themselves.

My last voyage on tankers, although I didn’t know it at the time, was on the MT ‘CHARON’.

It was still on the east coast of the USA and the Caribbean.  Although one voyage in mid winter we loaded in Puerto Bello, Venezuela for Seven Islands in Quebec Province, Canada.  When the agent in Puerto Bello came on board I thought it was Charles Bronson, the American actor.  He looked like a twin.

He asked me if I would like a game of golf.  I explained to him that I hadn’t brought my clubs.  He told me he had a set and we could share during the game.

He took me to his house to meet his family and collect the clubs.  There was the usual South American family, his wife, lots of children and their grandparents.

There was a search for the clubs.  They appeared with a very old canvas bag and about a half set of clubs.
We arrived at the Golf Club which was the most magnificent club I had ever seen.  A large swimming pool, a number of bars and restaurants.

I felt really embarrassed.  I wasn’t carrying the bag and Charles Bronson was very jovial.  I need not have been embarrassed.  When we arrived at the first tee, about twenty feet ahead of it was a cement mixer and a pile of cement blocks.  I suppose you could call it a building hazard.

The course was the worst I had ever seen.  The greens non existent.  It was amazing they could call it a golf club.  After dinner at one of the club restaurants, over a few drinks, I explained to Charles Bronson that the most important part of all clubs was the course.  The result was he harangued some of the members about the course.  It was quite funny.

As we left the club it was amusing to see the local Lions arriving dressed American style for their monthly dinner. 

When we arrived at Seven Islands it was on the northern shore of the entrance to the St Lawrence River.  Bitterly cold and frozen as it was mid winter.

When the Pilot came on the bridge I remarked about the temperature, my ears were tingling with the cold.

He told me that the Greek seamen had the answer.  Before they arrived there they wrapped themselves in newspaper.  After securing the newspaper they put on light clothing and never worried about the cold.  He said, with a smile, ‘Rather noisy when they walked around’.  I told him I would give that experiment a miss.

It seemed a very quiet place.  I went ashore and walked to a few stores close to the ship.

The following morning I went on the bridge just to have a look around.  The Radio Officer and Electrician were there having a good laugh.

I asked them what the joke was and the Radio Officer said ‘Well last night Sir, we were in the town and saw these flashing lights advertising Go-Go dancing.  We decided to go inside to see the girls.  When we got inside the dancers were young men, completely naked, dancing on the small stage by the side.  It was a Gay bar.  We beat a hasty retreat’.
Elizabeth joined me for the last two months of the voyage.  Our last port was a very small place just north of Portland, Maine – very close to the Canadian border.
We flew from Bangor Airport to Richmond, Virginia where our eldest son lived.  He had been there since the late seventies.  He is a teacher and he still lives there today with his family.  When we arrived home Elizabeth came to Liverpool with me for the usual interview with the Managers.

To my surprise they told me that they were expecting to slowing pull out of their shipping venture, founded in the mid 19th Century.  They explained that they were afraid that if by chance a new company took over, senior Masters and Chief Engineers would just become names on a list, whereas they knew them as characters who had been serving in the Company since they were young men.

They were offering three years wages, tax free, and a pension calculated on the years of service, payable from the age of sixty.  I was fifty four and discussed the offer with Elizabeth.  We decided that I should take up the offer.  When I arrived home I wrote a formal letter accepting their offer.  The Masters and Chief Engineers who took up the offer totalled about twelve.

We were invited for lunch at the Head Office with Sir Lindsay Alexander, Chairman of the Ocean Group.  Ocean Fleets was a small section of the Ocean Group which was expanding into a world wide company.

We all had our wives with us at the luncheon.  There were drinks before lunch and the lunch itself was excellent.  We all enjoyed ourselves and with mixed feelings we said our farewells.

Elizabeth and I took our usual route through North and Mid Wales to Pembrokeshire, stopping the night at an hotel in Bala.

When I look back on it, I have no regrets.  The Master’s job had become quite different over the years, especially as there was great difficulty in the Company making a profit.  Tanker life is monotonous compared with the variety and humour of life on cargo ships.

18.  My Short Early Retirement 
The outlook seemed very rosy when we arrived home.  I had accumulated quite a lot of leave.
As the months passed by I began to get very morose.  I don’t think I was very good company.  Elizabeth didn’t criticise or complain.

I think she was pleased when I started to look in the Merchant Service monthly magazine for adverts from Employment Agencies requiring Masters.

I thought once of buying a pub.  Richard, my youngest son, said ‘Father, putting you in charge of a pub would be like putting Dracula in charge of a blood bank’.  This was said laughingly.  I did make a few enquiries but thought better of it.

I applied for a few jobs with no success and then I was contacted by an ex Engineer Superintendent of Blue Funnel.  He was working for a German firm whose offices were in Monaco.  Some of the staff were French.  They were looking for a Master for a bulker, the ‘ACHILLES’, which they had bought from the Ocean Group.

I was interviewed by one of their managers at Heathrow Airport.  He wanted me to relieve the British Master in a port on the west coast of Mexico.  I accepted the offer and went home to await the orders to join.

The ship eventually arrived at the port of Manzonillo and I flew out via Mexico City.

I was in for a big shock when I went on board.  There was a bad atmosphere and I knew that I was not on board an Elder Dempster or Blue Funnel ship.

The British officers were, to put it crudely, nomadic seamen from many companies.

During the six months I was on board we loaded sulphur in Mexico then steel in Los Angeles for Korea and Hong Kong.  We dry docked in Korea, then sailed in ballast to Vancouver where we loaded coal for Nagoya, Japan.

Finally we loaded raw sugar in Muralyan, Queensland, Australia for St John, New Brunswick and Montreal, arriving in Montreal just before Christmas.

Elizabeth joined me in Vancouver and that was a great plus and my only good memory of that ship.

I was relieved by a German Captain in Montreal.  As I left the ship he had gathered all the officers in the saloon to give them a lecture!!  I thought ‘Good luck, you will need it’.

When we returned to Wales, Elizabeth and I never discussed the ‘ACHILLES’ again.  While we had been in Montreal I bought her a mink coat and hat – her Christmas present and thanks for keeping me company on that ship.

I thought I would take more care when I applied for another post, but I still wanted to return to sea.

A few months later I was approached by an employment agency in Newport representing another company in Sunderland.  They wanted a Master for a Libyan tanker.  I knew that these tankers had been managed and crewed by Blue Funnel Line.  I had served as Master on one of the tankers and I knew they had been well maintained before being handed back to the Libyan Government.

I joined the first tanker in Augusta.  The officers were British, the crew Sri Lankan.

The previous Master had left in Lisbon and the Chief Officer was Master.  He was leaving the ship.

I was to carry out two tours of six months on two of the tankers, the only good point, there were many humorous events.

Libyan tankers are based in Augusta, Sicily.  All communication between ships and the owner in Tripoli were via the Agent in Augusta.

In the years since Blue Funnel were in charge the tankers had badly deteriorated.  To describe them as being in a poor condition would be too good.

One thing was obvious to me from the start.  Most Libyans knew nothing about ships or tankers.  The Superintendents of all departments had no practical experience but had been appointed by the boss, Colonel Gadaffi.

They had a very strict law.  No alcoholic drinks on board their ships.

I will confine my description of life on board for my two tours to some anecdotes.

I took one on the tankers to Valletta, Malta for dry docking.  The Libyan Engineer Superintendent who attended brought his young wife and baby on board.  During the day they used the Owner’s suite which was opposite my cabin.

The dry docking was for an important survey which was required by the insurers.

The tanks, which contained ballast water, to ensure the correct safety draft for dry docking, had to be emptied so that the thickness of the steel could be measured.  The standard rule is that the tank condition should be identical when the ship is refloated.

The time had come to fill the tanks using shore pumps, which would take some time.

The Superintendent informed me that we would have to sail next day as all work had been completed.  He added this was imperative as he had informed the owner in Tripoli and we were booked to load oil in Essider in two days time.

I tried to explain to him tank conditions, the boilers had to be slowly heated while circulating the water, finally the engine heated  by circulating the hot water.  All this is general knowledge.  The work would probably take forty eight hours.  This was after the ship was refloated.

He told me that he wanted to see the dry dock Superintendent and when he appeared told us that we must fill the dry dock immediately.

I thought once of explaining Archimedes Principle to him, but thought better of it.  When the Dry Dock Superintendent arrived he said ‘I will hold you and your Company liable as the dry dock is too small.  You should have put the ship in a bigger dry dock so that we could put more water in the dock’.  Turning to me he said ‘I am ordering tugs Captain.  The dock will be filled and you will be towed out of the port to sea.  There you can fill your tanks and do all this work immediately’.  Then, as we left his cabin, ‘I want no further argument.  I have told Tripoli you will be in Essidor on a certain date and you will be there’.

I nearly told him we would never be there.  The Dock Superintendent was badly shaken, saying he would lose his job.  I gave the problem some thought and said to him ‘Don’t worry, I’ll fix it’.

It was a beautiful day in the middle of the Mediterranean summer, not a cloud in the sky.  When I looked up at the sky I thought, I wish there were dark skies and then thought, why not?  After about thirty minutes I returned to speak the Libyan Superintendent, accompanied by the Dock Superintendent.  He had no idea what my plan was.

I said to the Libyan Superintendent, ‘I am sorry I have bad news.  The Harbourmaster has told me that because of gale conditions he has closed the port and it will remain closed for about three days’.

The expression on the Dock Superintendent’s face was incredulous, almost laughable.

The Libyan Superintendent said ‘Thank you Captain, I will tell Tripoli of the delay.  Please give me a new ETA for Essider.  I told him a correct ETA which we eventually made on time.  He went ashore and gave his bad news to Tripoli.  I don’t know whether it was a white lie or a practical one.

When the Libyan Superintendent came back on board he was very affable and asked me to discuss something important with him.  Then, with admiring looks from his wife, he said ‘Captain Jones, Colonel Gadaffi has told us he wants to stop employing expatriate Masters and officers on his tankers within two years and replace them with Libyan men’.  When he mentioned the Colonel, his wife nodded her head in agreement.

‘He will open a Marine University in Tripoli and give students a crash course in the job of a Master.  What do you think of that Captain?’.
I thought maybe a crash, when they take command but thought I would play along with him.  I said ‘What a wonderful idea.  I am surprised that no-one thought of that before.  It is no wonder you admire Colonel Gadaffi’.  I thought I would get on the right side of the wife.
I added ‘What plan is there to train the officers?’.  He replied ‘Yes, of course, Colonel Gadaffi’s plan means a Technical College will be built alongside the University and the officers will be trained in the same two year period’.  I said ‘Another good idea’ and added ‘What about the crew?’.  He replied ‘For them a Training School where they will become fully trained in two years’.  I said ‘I admire the whole idea.  Will you please let me know when they have taken over the first tanker?’.  I thought to myself and I will keep well clear if I sight the tanker.

I have never thought much of the word ‘expert’, I prefer the words ‘well experienced’.  When you stop learning you will lack having experience.

The whole idea was, of course, nonsense and I doubt whether it even started.  Where would he get his experts to carry out the teaching?

The rest of my stay in Valletta was great with very nice weather.

Later on my tour on the same tanker another Libyan Superintendent came on board and told me a trained Libyan Radio Officer would come on board and after familiarising himself with the equipment and traffic lists he would take over from the Sri Lankan Radio Officer.

The Libyan Radio Officer later came on board and I told the Radio Officer that he would have to cooperate and teach the new chap what was expected in way of traffic messages and weather reports.  After we sailed the Radio Officer came to my cabin and said ‘There is a problem with this Libyan chap Sir, he doesn’t understand morse code’.  I thought he was joking at first and told him to bring the chap to my cabin.  We were heading for Rotterdam and it was a good chance for the new chap to learn what was required but not the morse code.

When I asked the young Libyan if he knew the morse code and where he had been trained he replied ‘I went to a Technical College in Piraeus, Greece for this training.  I only went for a few days as I wasn’t interested in the course.  I was being paid a lot of money.  I met a Greek girl and lived with her for two years in a beach house’.

At least he told the truth.  I wasn’t going to divulge anything to the Libyans, they had probably forgotten he was on board.  The Radio Officer started teaching him the morse code, using a torch bulb at first and the key.  When I left he was still learning and could not get up to the necessary speed.

Later, on my second tour, two Libyan Engineer Cadets joined.  They said they had been trained in Edinburgh University.  Again there were tales of girlfriends and little studying.  The Chief Engineer could not see how they would have any practical engineering experience.  He agreed to help them as much as possible and the 2nd Engineer took them down to the engine room.  He gave them a simple task, renewing a copper pipe on the lubricating system on a generator.

A little later that morning he arrived at the Chief Engineer’s cabin, tearing his hair out, holding to pieces of twisted copper pipe.  One length the original length of the leaking pipe, the other a length of new pipe, both twisted beyond recognition.  He told the Chief Engineer to keep them out of the engine room before they created big damage.  The cadets were pleased to hear their fate and settled down to a life of leisure.

The only good thing they did was accompany Elizabeth on a shopping trip to Catonia when the ship was in Augusta.  She said they were good company.

The Sicilian Agent in Augusta was, of course, very close to Colonel Gadaffi’s regime.

When Elizabeth and I went ashore in the evenings when our tanker was in Augusta, in bar restaurants we would see sinister looking Libyans hanging around the places.

The Managers told me they were all secret agents of Gadaffi.  I wonder if it is still happening there.

Often the mail would arrive on board from our wives, through the Augusta Agent, which had been opened.  When I questioned the Agent he just shrugged his shoulders.

In the Libyan ports the Customs Officers were very officious.  It was their ship and you worked for them.  On completing discharge of crude oil at the open port of Zaria, close to Tripoli, on Christmas morning, they came on board to give the ship clearance to sail for Essider.  He asked to see all the Safety Certificates, which he had seen before as we were a regular caller.

He announced that we could not sail because the certificates were in English and not Arabic.  He told the Agent to have copies of all the certificates translated into Arabic.  It would be useless arguing with him.  The Pilot came on board and we proceeded to anchorage.

We had expected to have a quiet Christmas Dinner at sea.  Instead it was at the anchorage.  Of course there wasn’t even a glass of wine with our dinner.

When the Custom’s Officer came on board in the late afternoon he gave me the impression that he expected to see us all drunk.  A British Pilot at one of the ports summed up the character of some of the officials.  They were at an important conference discussing the building of a three billion dollar new port.  They adjourned for a tea break and when they came back they couldn’t remember what they were discussing.

The catering on board was quite a complicated procedure.  There was a certain amount in dollars allowed each day, one rate for the officers and one for the men.  The Employment Agency in Sunderland supplied the food and I was in control of the overall costs.

A thankless job really.  I had seen how it was done in Elder Dempster Lines by the Chief Steward.  There was a Chief Cook for the officers and a second cook and baker who cooked for the crew, also two stewards.

One time when Elizabeth was on board we were anchored off Augusta waiting to sail for Messina where we would clean all tanks ready for dry docking in Palermo.

The Chief Cook was pretty useless and most of the time appeared drunk.  On this particular afternoon he had fallen asleep.  In the rush to make a meal he had put a frozen turkey straight into the oven without taking out the packages inside.

I went down to the galley and found him falling around drunk.  After many warnings in the past, I sacked him on the spot and sent him ashore to be repatriated.

We were sailing that afternoon and the only answer was for the second cook to cook for the officers as well as the crew.  I told Elizabeth about the situation and she volunteered to teach the second cook European cooking.  She concentrated on the preparation of the food before the cooking.
He was a very quick learner and soon we had greater variety and excellently cooked meals.  The costs of food fell dramatically and Elizabeth enjoyed teaching this young fellow.

He said he was a numerologist and of course, like all women, Elizabeth asked him to tell her what she could expect in the future.

He told her of her wonderful future, becoming very rich, of course it didn’t materialise.

When Elizabeth left in Palermo he was in tears, begging her to continue the lessons.  She told me that her greatest reward was to see what a first class cook he had become.

On the final voyage of the next tanker I had taken command, was from Marsa El Brega to Rotterdam.  The cargo was heated crude.  The Standing Orders from the Libyans was that vessels should always take bunkers in Augusta.  The reason was they owned the refinery, so it made sense.

On leaving Brega I cabled my ETA Augusta, giving my bunker and water requirement.  They replied through the Augusta Agent, ‘proceed directly to Rotterdam’.

I repeated my request and they replied, ‘proceed directly to Rotterdam, repeat, proceed directly to Rotterdam’.

The result was I had to call in at Gibraltar for fresh water then at Rotterdam take sufficient bunkers to reach Augusta.  On sailing from Rotterdam I received a message saying ‘Explain why you took bunkers in Rotterdam, not Augusta as per standing orders’.

I sent back the obvious reason to me, there was no reply.  At Augusta I had completed my six month contract and my relief was on board.

The Engineering Superintendent of the Sunderland Employment Company came on board.  He told me that they had received some nasty, threatening messages because I had not taken bunkers in Augusta and requested a written report of my explanation.

I soon wrote a report with photocopies of all messages exchanged.

I think when I walked down the gangway of the ST ‘INTISAR’ I smiled to myself, putting it all down to experience.  Later I thought to myself, if I had allowed the previous tanker to be towed out of dry dock in Valletta, the consequence would be that I had requested it.

After a few weeks of my leave I received a letter from Sunderland.  They had been told by the Libyan Government that I was not to be employed again as I did not follow standing orders.  The amusing part is that Sunderland received their marching orders a few weeks later.

The sand of the desert and the sea do not mix.

At the time I did not realise that some of the happiest and saddest times of my life were ahead.

19.  Wing Tak Shipping Company, First Twelve Months 
When I was at Malta Dry Dock I met the British Master of another tanker.  The discussion we had turned to various employment agencies in the UK.

When he spoke of his previous employer, Wing Tak, Hong Kong, he mentioned the General Manager, Captain Leslie Austin.

At last I knew the whereabouts of my best friend.

I spoke to Elizabeth telling her Les’s whereabouts.  She was delighted.  Les had been part of our life story.

I wrote to him and soon received a reply.

He was surprised and delighted to hear from us.  By the tone of his letter he was trying to point out to me that being Master in Wing Tak was different to Elders or Blue Funnel,

I smiled to myself.  Any comparison between those companies in 1954 and 1986 was impossible.  I sent him my CV and soon received a reply.
I was appointed Master of the MV ‘OCEAN STRENGTH’, a large cargo and container ship calling at Hong Kong in a few weeks.  She was sailing under the Liberian flag, this meant I had to obtain a Liberian Master’s Certificate.
I travelled to their Shipping Office in London.  Their representative was a British ex Master.  It was a very efficient organisation.  I only had to produce my British Master’s Certificate to obtain a Liberian Certificate.  There are very few certificates accepted by this registry, except European and British Commonwealth.

I later found that although named a Flag of Convenience, it is in fact strictly regulated with representatives in all main ports.

The Wing Tak contract was for twelve months.  I would not have accepted such a contract if Elizabeth couldn’t join.  There was the added incentive of a tax free year.

When I arrived at Hong Kong I was happy to meet Les Austin, this was after thirty years.  He hadn’t changed, serious as far as work was concerned, but a terrific sense of humour.

After a formal meeting in his office we had lunch.  There was so much to talk about.  He was Godfather to our eldest son, Edward.

In the afternoon I was taken out by launch to the ‘OCEAN STRENGTH’.  She was loading at a buoy in the harbour.

She was a very large cargo ship, in excellent condition, built for the carriage of cargo an containers, chartered to the Japanese section of P & O Line, the top British company.

She was on a regular service loading Japan, Korea, Hong Kong and Singapore for Bombay, Karachi, Dubai and Bandar Abbas (Iran).  Each voyage was three months from the home port of Yokohama.

Elizabeth and I had decided I would make two voyages, she would come out for the third voyage and then I would complete the contract by myself.

The deck officers were Burmese, engineer officers Hong Kong Chinese.  All the crew Burmese with the exception of the catering staff.

I have always liked a Liverpool crew for their toughness and good humour.  The Burmese my second choice, it was a pleasure to have them on board.  The officers were very efficient.  Their exams still the same as being sat in Britain.  The food in the saloon was Chinese and served Chinese style, a carousel in the centre with the main courses and small individual bowls of rice for each person.  Of course, chopsticks.
I was served European food in my cabin for breakfast and dinner.  Then, by choice, an apple with cheese and biscuits for lunch.

At sea I always aimed to walk for at least five miles a day.  It is quite easy on a large ship and gives one a great opportunity to speak to the crew.

The Burmese crew always had a smile on their face.  They are mostly Buddhists.  In each cabin there was a small shrine, an apple and biscuits, should the Buddha return.

In Burma (now Myanmar) there is one tribe of Christians.  They were being badly treated by the generals.  There were a few on board but there was no friction between the religions.  

My memories of those twelve months with Wing Tak were all pleasant, some humorous.  I will recall some of them.  I had not been to some of the ports on this service.

Bombay was a port which amazed and amused me.

The Pilot came on board immaculately dressed in white uniform, similar to a Royal Navy officer.  He was very amiable, not the usual questions ‘Captain, what is the stern power of your ship?’ or ‘Does the ship have a right handed or left handed propeller?’.  No, something more practical in his eyes, ‘Do you have Bell’s whisky on board Captain, it is my favourite whisky?’.  When I said that we had Bell’s on board he came straight to the point, like a good pilot!!  ‘Can you spare me a bottle Captain?  I will pay you.’  This, knowing full well I would never accept the money.  I told him I would give him a bottle.  This all interspersed with helm and engine orders.  He was a good pilot really.
The conversation then came round to cigarettes.  His favourite cigarette was Marlboro.  (Marlboro is the favourite cigarette of Custom Officers and port officials throughout the world.)  So I agreed to give him a carton of Marlboro.

As we approached the berth the pilot pointed out to me an immaculately dressed man in naval uniform, the Dockmaster, his best friend.  He gave me the same spiel as before and inveigled whisky and cigarettes for the Dock Master.  As the Chinese would say, ‘Captain, you are now in cumshaw country’.

There were two container gantries on the berth.  I noticed only one was being used and I asked the reason.  I was told that the Dockers Union would not allow it.  The ship would discharge too quickly and the dockers would have less work time.  I could not understand the logic of this argument.

I was amused when the Stevedore Superintendent mopped his brow and said ‘Captain, I wish the British were back running this port, those were the good old days’.  I don’t think he was old enough to remember.

I got fed up with him coming to my cabin and asking for a tot of whisky to relieve the stress he was under.  So I put a bottle of whisky and a glass in the Pilot’s Cabin for his use.

One day a turbaned Sikh came to my cabin, smartly dressed.  He started with the usual line, ‘You have a happy face Captain, let me tell you your future, very cheap only fifty rupees’. 

I listened to him very patiently then said ‘No thanks, I will wait for the future as it arrives’.

At that moment the Stevedore Superintendent came into my cabin.  On sighting the Sikh he started to do a dervish dance then, attacking the Sikh, shouted ‘You filthy swine, you damn thief’.  He pushed him out of my cabin and continued all the way to the bottom of the gangway.

When he came back, perspiring profusely, he said ‘You are very lucky Captain.  That man is a hypnotist and thief, if you had agreed to have your future told he would ask you to close your door, then hypnotise you making you open the safe and hand over all the cash.  You would not know anything about it’.

I thanked him and gave him a large whisky to steady his nerves.  

When Elizabeth was with me on a later call in Bombay it was a pleasure to go ashore.  We usually went to the Taj Mahal Hotel first.  It had a large shopping precinct.  The hotel had excellent restaurants, bars, even a bakery.  When you are living on board ship it is the usual thing to take some food luxuries back on board.

We thought of browsing around the stores which lined all the streets.  Sadly, this proved impossible.  As soon as you stepped outside the hotel you were surrounded by young children begging.  It was impossible to walk.

The next port on the service was Karachi in Pakistan.  This is a very large, busy port.  The anchorage awaiting a berth was some distance from the port, the land around the entrance low lying.

There was always a queue for berths, first come first served.  The Arabian Sea off Karachi is an area of high pressure.  This means that VHF radio on board ship can have a range of 400 miles instead of 30 miles.  

Some Captains realised the potential and when still some distance from the port reported they were arriving.  When I arrived at the anchorage the signal station called up on the aldis signalling lamp.  When I told the officer on watch to reply I found that I was the only one in the Deck Department who could read or send morse.  It wasn’t their fault.  It is not even required in British exams these days.

When we berthed, one of the first persons who came to my cabin was the signaller from the station.  His story ‘Captain, I was the man who received your arrival information, will you award me with a carton of cigarettes?’.  I knew from experience it was better to give him a carton or I might experience a big delay on my next call homeward bound.

When Elizabeth was with me we usually went ashore for lunch in the American Hotel.  A journey through Karachi reminded me of the fairground dodgems.  They all treated green and red as if they were decorations.

There was a small market close to the hotel and the leather goods and clothes were first class.  There was the beautiful inlaid furniture as well.  We bought a writing bureau and card and chess table and they were sent to our son living in Richmond, Virginia.

The meat market was not the place for the squeamish.  The joints of meat were black in colour and on close inspection they were not discoloured but covered with flies.  

Dubai was a very modern port.  I think it was the Hyatt Hotel we used to visit.  The ground floor was partly a large ice rink, the shops on a walk around the rink.

One great pleasure if you spend time at sea is being able to buy the London newspapers.

The one place Elizabeth liked to visit was the street which held all the gold shops.  The shops appeared to me like an ironmongery shop in gold.  It is difficult to describe the amount of gold in view.  Elizabeth loved to browse and of course made many purchases.

Bandar Abbas in Iran was a different kettle of fish.  The Mullahs in full control of a frightened people, employing religious fanatics as police and custom officers in the port.

These fanatics were far worse than the Red Guard in China.  They were bullies and downright rude.  I had been to an Iran port some years before in a super tanker and I had found them pleasant people.

The first thing they did was search my fridge to see if I had any beer, then my cabin, supposedly for spirits.  I had ordered all alcohol to be put under seal.

When Elizabeth was with me on a later voyage, as soon as they knew she was on board they kept clear of my cabin.  I had no difficulty dealing with these men, no smiles, these were not Libyans.

The most difficult part of this call was preventing Iranians stowing away.  Previous ships had found as many as twelve on board after sailing.

Once you have sailed it is very difficult to land them anywhere.  The only answer is to wait until your next call.  There were stories of them diving overboard as the ship entered the next port and swimming ashore.

Another, that a Captain sailed through the fleet of Indonesian fishing boats in the Malacca Strait and throwing the Iranians overside.

Possible, the Greek Captain who threw stowaways overside off Somali a few years ago was found guilty of murder.

The problem in Bandar Abbas was after the cargo was discharged, the only cargo we carried homewards was empty containers.  Some of these were loaded on deck and were ideal hiding places for stowaways.

I arranged for a quartermaster to be at the gangway at all times during cargo working.  He checked the number coming on board and then leaving.  At non working times, the gangway was lifted.  The result was we had no problem with stowaways.

After the homeward call at Karachi, we called at Bombay.  By this time P & O Japan were worrying if we would make it back to Japan for the scheduled loading dates.  It was all hurry up!!

There were two Indian Agents in charge of the ship.  I called them Mr Optimist and Mr Pessimist.  The former would say ‘Captain I will be ordering the Pilot for midnight’ the latter ‘Captain the earliest you will get away is tomorrow afternoon!’.
I could easily forecast the following dawn sailing.  Each voyage we loaded about fifty containers or red onions for Singapore.  These were carried on deck with the doors open, to allow the onions fresh air.  If the doors were closed they would be ruined, even on that short passage.

One of these agents was a Parsee .  He had an angular face with light skin.
He explained to me that Parsees were Zoroastrians, descendants of Persians who had fled from Persia to India in the 7th Century to escape persecution from the Mohammedans.  The part of their religion  which seemed gruesome to me, but sacred to them, was the disposal of bodies after death.  Outside Bombay there was a very large, high rock.  The body was placed on top of the rock and the vultures and hawks would pick the bones clean of flesh.  The sun would bleach the bones white.

I told him I respected his religion, the cleansing of the corpse, but would rather be buried on my demise.

When I arrived at Yokohama the voyage meeting took place on board.  The Manager of the service, Mr Haraguichi, arrived on board with his secretary.  It was in the early evening.

There had been no mishaps on the voyage and we were on schedule, it was very informal.  It was recorded so the secretary had very little to do.

At the end, Mr Haraguichi gave me an envelope containing a large cash bonus for a successful voyage.  Mr Haraguichi took us all out to a good restaurant for dinner.  Mr Haraguichi lived in Yokohama, after dinner his secretary went back to Tokyo.

We went to an exclusive Karaoke bar frequented by the very rich business men of Yokohama.  It was a very small bar with the latest karaoke machine, coloured screen and a pictorial background.  This was 1986.  We have similar machines in Britain today.

As usual there were a number of very beautiful hostesses.  Most businessmen finish off their day in Japan relaxing in these bars.  It wouldn’t go down well at home.

I was persuaded to sing some songs and enjoyed it.

When Elizabeth came with me, Mr Haraguichi asked me where she would like to go after dinner.  I told him ‘To the Karaoke bar’.  I had told her about it.  She loved it there and was immediately surrounded by the hostesses.

It was always a wonderful experience for her in all the ports, quite different to being a tourist.

Those first twelve months in Wing Tak were relatively quiet, much like life in Blue Funnel Line.  New ports for me in India, Karachi and the Gulf.

My next ship would make up for the lack of excitement.

20.  MV ‘NEW OASIS’
After twelve months away from your family, a long leave is welcome.  When asked ‘Which is my favourite country’ without hesitation I reply, ‘Pembrokeshire’.  The beauty and the easy way of life suits me.

Then the inevitable letter arrived.  I was appointed to the MV ‘NEW OASIS’, a large container ship.

Owned by Mitsui Line of Japan, she was on a regular service to the Persian Gulf, loading at Japan, Korea, Taiwan, Hong Kong and Singapore.  The discharge ports were Dubai, Sharjah in the Emirates, Bahrein, Saudi and Kuwait.  Homeward bound, mostly with empty containers, calling at Dubai, Oman and Singapore.

I joined in Hong Kong, looking forward to a quiet twelve months.  What I had forgotten was that a war was taking place between Iran and Iraq.

The Gulf from Hormuz at the entrance had been declared a war zone by the Shipping Authorities.  This meant double pay for everyone on board while in the zone.  The Royal Navy were escorting British ships from Oman throughout their voyage in the danger spots.

The ‘NEW OASIS’ flew the Panama flag.  We could not join the convoy.  The alternative was proceeding alone, which we did all the time.

The first sign of war we met was off Hormuz, Oman.  The Iran navy had attacked a Singapore tanker carrying naptha.  She was ablaze from stem to stern, the flames some thousand feet into the air.  I believe all but a few had been saved by the Oman navy.
There was an Iran warship patrolling this area.  They challenged every ship.  The information they wanted was cargo, where from, where bound.  This was in international waters and any mention of the USA or Iraq would be fatal.  These men were more fanatic than the ones I had met in Bandar Abbas and, you could add, dangerous.

On the inter port passages I slept on the bridge on an uncomfortable settee.  The problem was getting any sleep because of the chatter of the VHF.

The Gulf is another area where transmissions could be up to 400 miles.  The main problem was the misuse of the emergency channel 16.

Some of the worst offenders were Phillipinos on tugs at anchor awaiting a call for assistance.

There was one particular chap.  When he heard an American warship challenging ships he would shout ‘Give it to them Yank’.  One night a 2nd Officer on a Norwegian ship said to him ‘I have some advice for you.  Tomorrow morning speak to your Captain requesting you see a brain doctor’.

So it went on.  The Americans challenging every ship went close to their ships.  During the twelve months I was there I didn’t hear one message from a Royal Navy ship.

When I was in Kuwait I saw a Russian cargo ship alongside.  They had Russian soldiers on guard and were discharging war materials destined for Iraq.

To think that a few years later Iraq would be invading Kuwait.  

The only excitement I had there was during one weekend which is a holiday in Muslim countries.  I was told that the Chief of Customs wanted to see me in this office.  He was sitting in his office, in flowing robes, not uniform.  He told me that when the ship arrived a few days before his officers had found pornographic videos in the crew accommodation.

I told him that my orders, which were in print on the notice board, were explicit.  All books, videos and suchlike were to be placed in the bonded stores during our stay in the Gulf.

He said ‘Captain, I accept your explanation, no further action will be taken, the videos are confiscated’.  He smiled and bid me good sailing.  I thought to myself, it will be well watched in the weeks to come.

Navigation in the Gulf at night with some buoys missing was not easy.  On modern radars you can lock on a target and be given information, course speed and nearest approach.  When you locked on to an American warship it would immediately unlock.  Probably an anti missile blocking system.  One voyage homeward bound, we had finished cargo in the late afternoon, the Agent told me that the Pilot had been ordered and he asked me for my ETA in Oman.  I told him I had no intention of passing the Straits of Hormuz at night.  I would anchor outside the port.

I sailed just before dawn and soon a Danish chemical tanker positioned himself close to the ‘NEW OASIS’ on the land side.  Probably the Captain thought he would be shielded.  After about two hours an Iranian warship approached us.  He seemed satisfied with the information we gave and turned away.  Then in the distance loomed a very large super tanker.  She was in ballast proceeding inwards.

The Iranian warship steamed towards the tanker and a conversation between ships commenced as follows:

From the Greek Master of the tanker ‘Good morning Mr Iran warship, how are you today?  Well, I hope’.  From the Iran warship, brusquely ‘Where are you bound and where are you from?’.  Reply from the Greek Captain ‘In ballast bound to Rastanura, Saudi from Louisiana deep sea discharge anchorage’.  On that reply a group of small craft from the warship speeded towards the tanker.  They fired steel puncturing phosphorus grenades into the tanker’s bunker tanks below the bridge.

Heavy oil is difficult to burn, but the intense heat of the phosphorous set the tanks alight.
There was no more conversation between parties.  The Greek Master had stopped his ship and he gave out a Mayday distress.  This was answered by an American destroyer proceeding at full speed towards the tanker.

For some reason two of the crew on the tanker threw an inflatable raft overside at the forward end on the tanker.  They jumped overboard and climbed into the raft, last seen drifting towards the fire aft.

The Iran warship steamed off towards Hormuz.

International Law didn’t mean a thing to these fanatical Iranians.  Any mention of the USA inflamed them into a dangerous mood.

Another voyage we were outward bound off Hormuz.  An Iran warship steamed directly towards us, getting closer all the time.  There were no calls on the VHF.  I couldn’t understand this and walked over to look at the radio.  Previously we had been talking to an Oman warship on a different channel.  The officer on watch had not returned to channel 16.

I switched over immediately to hear ‘Captain this is our final call.  If you don’t reply we will fire on you’.  I explained what had happened, the accepted the facts and, after the usual questions, steamed away.

There were no mistakes with VHF channels after that experience.

I think the ships which were in the greatest danger were the tankers.  The large dry dock in Dubai was working flat out.  There were many damaged tankers anchored off Dubai, some awaiting repairs, others so badly damaged they would be towed away to scrap yards.

I did not stop Elizabeth joining me for three months during the twelve months I was on board.

The Panama Master’s Certificate was issued by the authorities in Panama to --- the strength of my British Master’s Certificate and a payment by me of $200 US every twelve months.

I could of course take their exam in London, paying them one fee.  I told Les Austin I was going to take the exam on leave.

I enjoyed my time on the ‘NEW OASIS’.  I will always remember the Christmas on board.

We were on passage from Singapore to Kobe, Japan.  It was Christmas Eve, just before dinner, I was writing to Elizabeth and having a few beers in my cabin.

The Chinese Head Steward came in to my cabin and to my amazement said ‘Captain all the officers are waiting for you in the saloon.  Christmas Dinner is ready to be served’.  I could only say ‘Today’.  He said ‘Yes, you always have your dinner at home in Wales on Christmas Eve’.  What could I say?  I hurriedly dressed in my uniform and joined the officers for dinner.

On Christmas Day the Burmese Bosun invited me for dinner with the crew.  I accepted, and for the first time ever I had Burmese curry for my Christmas dinner.

When I arrived home on leave I wrote to the Panama Authorities in London and on payment of a large amount of dollars they sent me details and books to study for the Master’s Certificate.

I immediately applied to take the exam in about two weeks time.  Any studying I did was between six and eight in the morning.  Elizabeth thought I was a bit crazy to take the exam.

The exam was to be invigilated by the Ship Insurers, Norske Veritas at their London office.  All they asked for was to bring one’s passport.

When I arrived at their office I was met by a very nice lady.  There was another candidate, a Shell Chief Engineer.  He had been a cadet in Shell and as Chief Engineer of one of the Large Gas Carriers, which they were flagging out to the Panama Flag, he was trying the Chief Engineer’s exam.

The lady explained to me that my exam was answering multi choice questions, 180 in five hours.  The Chief Engineer 150 in four hours.  She explained that some of the questions were unanswerable.  When we found a question unanswerable, ring a bell and she would come from her office and sign her name over the A,B,C,D.

The exam started at nine forty five.  What a farce.  Just after eleven the both of us were back on the tube on our way home.  We both looked at each other and were so amused we nearly started laughing.  The questions were so simple that the only way one could fail was by ticking the letter on the wrong line.

The lady invigilator told us that some candidates take the whole time of five hours and fail.
The Chief Engineer had one big worry.  He had arranged to meet his wife in the afternoon.  They were travelling back to Edinburgh.

I am sure of one thing, if you only have a Panama Master’s Certificate, it does not prove you are capable of commanding a ship.

I received my certificate in due course.  At least I didn’t have to pay the $200 in the future.

21.  MV ‘GALAXY ACE’ 

My next appointment was to the MV ‘GALAXY ACE’, a car carrier.  I was not looking forward to joining what proved to be the most uncomfortable ship I ever served on.  In appearance, a large block of flats with a funnel and accommodation perched on top.  There were twelve car decks, the eleventh deck could be lifted to make the lower deck available for large heavy vehicles.
My first voyages were from Japan to the west coast of Canada and the USA.  The ports of discharge New Westminster in Canada, Tacoma, Portland, San Francisco and Los Angeles in the USA.

The shortest distance between Japan and Canada is a great circle course.  This course is similar to passenger planes crossing the Atlantic journeying over Greenland.  Our course took us close to the Aleutian Islands.  This area seemed cold, misty and depressing almost all the year round.  The prevailing gales in this area are south westerly, becoming north westerly, as we experience at home.  The ship being fully loaded with the gales from astern the passage is not too uncomfortable.
When you think of our ports of call in the USA they seem ideal for those on board to have a good time.  We seldom managed an overnight say, except when we arrived in the early evening.

One call at Portland we commenced discharging cars at about 8.30 in the morning and completed the discharge at 11.00 am.  In this time about two thousand cars were discharged.

There are two ramps which can be lowered on a car carrier, one aft the other amidships.

The stevedore had recruited about forty casual labourers, some students, some unemployed.  These men and women would be taken on board amidships in a people carrier, then they would drive the cars ashore down the stern ramp.

There are large extractor fans taking the car fumes out of the decks.

The return trip to Japan was mostly a nightmare.  The gales and the ship having no cargo was like sailing in an empty tin.  It is hard to describe the condition on board.  The bow coming out of the water and slamming down, causing the ship to shudder.  At the same time, heavy, continuous rolling.  This at times makes sleep impossible.  Some Chinese officers resigned after a few trips.

As far as the Master was concerned the most disliked part was that Mitsui always employed a firm named Ocean Routes.  Ocean Routes sent a message to the Master before the ship sailed from the last port in the USA.  This would give the route which he should follow to Japan to ensure the best passage time.  This is disliked by all Masters.  The Company expect you to follow the route, but if you disregard it and there are problems, you are responsible.

One voyage from Los Angeles they routed me north of the Aleutian Islands.  When we passed these desolate islands, covered in snow, we finished up battling a severe gale accompanied by a snowstorm.

Another time they gave me orders to adjust my course to avoid a typhoon approaching Japan.  I calculated if would rendezvous with the typhoon.  When I sent a message to them giving the course I was going to take, I received a message back apologising and confirming my course correct.

One voyage we loaded cars in Japan for Barcelona, Avonmouth and Amsterdam.

We called at Singapore to load six luxury cabin cruisers for Barcelona.  These were crated and taken up the stern ramp.  

When we arrived at Suez and had anchored, the authorities came on board.  They saw the cabin cruisers on the cargo manifest.  When they had examined them I was informed that they would be treated in the same way as if they were sailing through the canal and charged accordingly.

There was no way I could argue.  This is the biggest Marlboro area in the world.  Usually thirty cartons to complete the transit.

Elizabeth joined me in Barcelona and left in Amsterdam.  Christmas was coming soon.

After completing discharge at Gothenburg, Mitsui chartered the ship to another company.

We were to load high quality cars and large plant and airport vehicles for the east coast of America.  The discharge ports Providence, Rhode Island and Wilmington, Delaware.  We sailed before Christmas, our ETA Providence December 31st.  The charterer had employed Ocean Routes.

Their orders were that after clearing the English Channel we should steer a Mercator course towards Providence.  A Mercator course is a straight course laid down with parallel rules, as opposed to a great circle, which is as described, part of a circle.

There were storms in every part of the North Atlantic.  I told them that I preferred to steam south west to the latitude of Florida, then follow that latitude to Florida.  On arrival there pick up the Gulf Stream to Providence area.  In normal circumstances that would have been my decision.  They replied ‘It will add too much distance, the charterer wishes you to follow our route’.  So, with the weather deteriorating all the time, I proceeded on their course.

On Christmas Day it was impossible to cook a dinner.  I had sausage and mashed potato.

Two days later the weather eased and we were able to celebrate with a very good dinner.  I had been helped by Elizabeth to purchase the food in Amsterdam.

I will always remember there were small lobsters.  I decided to give them a miss until a later date, remembering that sometimes you can have a stomach upset with shellfish.  I couldn’t take the risk of being ill with the weather expected ahead.
As it was, everyone enjoyed their food with no after effects.  We soon ran into a severe storm.  Every day, when we had given our noon position, Ocean Routes had the same instruction, ‘Proceed on the same route’.

Then a dangerous situation arose on board.  The heavy machines on board had massive tyres.  The fall in temperature meant that the air inside the tyres depressurised.  This meant that the chains with bottle screws were slacking off.

The heavy steel hull on a car carrier is just level with deck 12 to the keel.  Above that it is much thinner.  The danger was that if one of these machines started to move in heavy rolling they would soon pierce the hull.  We were rolling up to forty degrees, any damage allowing the sea to flood the deck would cause the ship to capsize, just as the ‘HERALD OF FREE ENTERPRISE’ did off France, but in the weather we were experiencing the loss would be total.

The big problem was that when the bottle screws were tightened the heavy rolling made the machines move on their springs and allowed the bottle screws to slacken off.  I instructed the Chief Officer to use the canvas straps used to secure the cars, to make sure the bottle screws did not slacken off.

This was easily and quickly done and thank goodness, it was a success.

There were continuous storm force head winds causing a heavy swell and mountainous seas.

One of the problems is that you will get a lull with smaller waves and the ship picks up a little speed.  Then ahead you see a sea, so high with breaking seas ahead and looking almost insurmountable, then behind it a sea much higher.  This condition is continuous in the North Atlantic.

Some days we were thirty miles astern of our previous noon position.  One afternoon, the helmsman said to me ‘Captain, I can’t turn the steering wheel’.  I checked it myself and found it completely seized up.  We switched over from hydraulic to electrical steering.  This is only used in emergency.

This is controlled by a small lever on the steering column.  Unlike the steering wheel where the rudder automatically comes back to midships following the wheel, using the lever, if the rudder is hard to port you have to put the lever to starboard until it reaches the position you require.  This method was used to the arrival in Providence where the steering wheel was repaired.

We arrived in Providence eight days late, care of Ocean Routes.  When we had berthed, I was able to look at the bow, which had taken the brunt of the weather.  It was corrugated in appearance with the steel pushed inwards between the frames.

Inside the compartment there was structural damage with steel frames bent.  We were lucky to only suffer that damage.

We completed our discharge at Providence and proceeded to Wilmington.  I was looking forward to my son and his family visiting me there.

We completed discharge at Wilmington and were delayed awaiting the cars we were loading for Kuwait.

The stay was marred by an incident on the morning of sailing.  The Chinese Head Steward came to my cabin and reported that the Chief Cook hadn’t turned up for work.  The Chief Cook’s cabin was locked and the lock had been changed.  The master key would not open the door.  The door was steel with a cavity insulation, the frame steel.  I spoke to the stevedore and he sent a man on board with a  circular steel cutting saw.  He cut a square out of the door which the ship’s engineers were able to reweld.

The cook was from Shanghai and the Immigration Officers in Providence would not give him a shore pass.  When we entered the cabin no clothes or any other items had been removed.  I found some photographs in his personal drawer.  One photograph showed a group of celebrating Chinese including the cook.  Another photograph showed a man and woman, who were in the first group, now dressed in expensive clothes, the background similar to New York.  When I made some enquiries with the crew I was told that a group of Chinese Christians, representing their church in America, were on board the previous day.  The cook had asked them to ring a friend in New York.  They contacted his friend.

He had cooked the dinner and walked out on deck, the outside temperature was sub zero.  He was dressed to work in a hot galley.  The car ramps were down although no work was being carried out.  The stairway to the ramps was close to the galley.  All he had to do was run across the deserted wharf and get into a hidden waiting car.

The Agent informed the Immigration Office.  They did not seem that perturbed.

The Head Steward had told me he could not cook.  This was soon brought to my attention.  We were sailing at noon for Jacksonville.  When the Pilot came on the bridge I mentioned the incident with the chief cook and the fact I had no cook.

His reply was ‘I have experienced it already Captain.  I thought I would have lunch on board before we sailed.  I knew you were busy so I went into the saloon.  They served me frankfurters.  When I started to eat them I found that each one was individually wrapped in plastic.  They had been cooked with the plastic not removed.  My advice to you Captain, when I leave you at the Delaware entrance, anchor and refuse to sail’.  I just smiled and thought to myself, they would send one accompanied with a new Captain.

Our call at Jacksonville was to load second hand Cadillac cars for Saudi Arabia.  A sign of the times.  Ten years before they would have been new cars.

One night on the passage from Jacksonville to Saudi I was on the bridge, the sea was flat calm, clear sky and moonlight.  I thought to myself, like all sailors, the officers and crew, will have forgotten the Atlantic storm.

I was happy when I completed my twelve months on the ‘GALAXY ACE’.

22.  MV ‘ANDES CHALLENGER’
When I left the ‘GALAXY ACE’ there were no regrets.  She had been a difficult ship.  My confidence was never in doubt but I felt somewhat relieved walking down the gangway.  I had a Christmas leave to look forward to.

Time soon passed and I was appointed to the ‘ANDES CHALLENGER’, a large container ship which would soon be sailing on her maiden voyage.

I joined at a small Japanese shipyard on Kyushu Island one month before she was due to sail.  A magnificent looking ship, she had the very latest navigation equipment.
The crew were Burmese with mostly Hong Kong officers.  The Radio Officer was Burmese.

The Burmese asked me if they could place a Buddhist shrine on the bridge.  I agreed as there was plenty of space.  On the voyage they put the usual food in the shrine.  This always included fresh fruit.

Owned by the Mitsui Line of Japan, her home port would be Yokohama and it was there that we loaded after the trials were completed.

We were then to proceed to Nagoya, Kobe, Sasebo in Japan, Pusan in Korea, Kaishung in Taiwan and finally Hong Kong before crossing the Pacific to the west coast of South America.  Our ports in South America would be Guiyaquil in Ecuador, Callao (the port for Lima) in Peru, Antofagasta and Valparaiso in Chile.  Homeward bound calling at the same ports as well as small intermediate ports.  The last port, Guiyaquil before the long passage to Yokohama.

There were cocktail parties on board at every port to celebrate the maiden voyage.

I had never been to the west coast of South America before.  The long haul from Hong Kong to Guiyaquil was uneventful.  We arrived off the estuary and the Pilot boarded.  After the usual pleasantries he said ‘Full sea speed Captain’.  I queried this and told him it was 24 knots.  He replied ‘At your draft Captain, we have to push through mud in parts’.  Further up the river I saw many hedgerows but they were fields of water.  The Pilot told me they were cultivated prawn farms.  The prawns strictly for export to the USA.  A refrigerated banana ship passed us outward.  The Pilot told me that many of these ships sailed daily for the USA.  Their cargo was regarded as ‘Oro Verde’ or ‘Green Gold’.

On berthing we were besieged by the usual authorities.  After dispensing twenty bottles of whisky, a similar number of Marlboro cigarettes, we were given clearance.  While all this was happening, thieves had broken into one of the closed lifeboats and stolen equipment.

After a shower and change of uniform I decided to inspect the ship from the quayside.
Before reaching the gangway I saw what I assumed was a Headmistress with about ten school girls, aged between nine and twelve.  They were standing in the foyer outside the ship’s office.  At this time the Agent came out of the office.  I told him I was quite happy for the girls to have a look at a new ship.  I would have to receive a letter of indemnity from them in case there was an accident.

He replied ‘She’s not a Headmistress Captain, she is a Madam supplying young prostitutes’.  I was horrified and told him to get them off the ship immediately.

At the gangway there were armed police and soldiers.  So much for security.  I was later to find out how lax it really was.  There were many shady looking characters on the dockside.  Shortly after returning to my cabin I heard three pistol shots close to the ship.  A little later the Agent came into my cabin carrying a revolver.  He told me he had seen three men breaking into his car.  He had fired at them but they had escaped.  They had stolen his spare ammunition from under the seats.  He asked me if I had any ammunition.  I told him the days of a Master carrying a revolver were over.

I was thankful we were sailing next day, that the maiden voyage party would be homeward bound.

Next morning the Hong Kong Chief Officer and 2nd Engineering Officer came to my cabin.  They asked me if I would come to the Chief Engineer’s cabin as he appeared to be ill.  The Chief Engineer was known on board as ‘Mr Gold’.  This was because of his love of gold.  He wore a gold Rolex watch with an oversized bracelet, heavy gold bracelets and a number of gold necklaces.  He was lying on his bed in what seemed to be a drugged stupor, his eyes were open but no speech.  The Chief Engineer very seldom took a drink, maybe a beer at the Chinese New Year.  In his day cabin there were many empty cans of coca cola and signs of drawers and books disturbed.  The Hong Kong officers begged me to allow the Chief to continue on the voyage.  If I sent him ashore we would have to wait for a replacement.  I noticed that all his gold had disappeared, except his wedding ring.  I could presume that he had been drugged and agreed to sail.

It was thirty six hours later before the Chief Engineer was well enough to tell his story.

He was sitting in his cabin at about ten at night.  He was drinking green tea when about six women rushed into his cabin.  He only had his door curtain drawn.  They closed the door and begged him to allow them to stay.  They said they were being chased by the police.  He was a timid man really and I can imagine his reaction, probably bewilderment.  He could remember them asking for coca cola.  He went to his ‘frig, then came back to his seat and resumed drinking his tea.  After that his mind was blank.

As well as the gold objects they had stolen two very expensive cameras, also $2000 US which he had hidden in the engine instruction books.

It took the Chief Engineer some time to get over his experience.  He bought a cheaper watch in Antofagasta.

Our next port was Callao, another port full of rogues and thieves.  We employed guards of dubious character, their duties, to prevent expensive mooring ropes from being stolen.  There were the usual well armed police and soldiers at the gangway.

I warned the crew about shore leave, they should only go in groups of at least four.  One of the engine room staff, quite well built, decided to ignore my warning and set off alone.  He came back on board after about thirty minutes looking very unhappy.

When I asked him what had happened he said ‘I was walking up the street and suddenly I felt a sharp pain in my back.  Then a man came from behind and held a very sharp bamboo cane in my chest.  They took my wrist watch and all my money.  It took seconds, then they disappeared’.

I did go into the capital, Lima.  A beautiful city, the scenery rather spoilt by the number of troops throughout the whole area.

Antofagasta was a more hospitable port.  A small city with the massive backdrop of the Andes mountains very close.
I noticed that grain was stored in the open air.  The Pilot told me that no-one could remember when they last had rain.

The big problem in ports like this is they are open to the Pacific Ocean.  Any storms in the ocean bringing a very heavy swell to these open ports.  If a ship stayed alongside, all the moorings would carry away.  Then, with no safe anchorage, the only alternative is to steam off the port until the swell subsides.  My dayroom had deep windows on one side.  I could look down at the sea and see the bow wave.

On a day while we were sailing off Chile, I was looking down at the sea when a seal came to the surface.  He or she appeared to look up at me, with a quizzical expression, as if to say ‘what the hell are you doing here’.  In all the ports in Chile there is an abundance of seals and the noisy sea lions.

All the countries along the west coast are very strict on anti pollution laws.

When the ship is 200 miles off Ecuador you radio your position course and speed.  This had to be repeated every six hours during passages along the west coast.  My experience is that most countries are more strict than their European and British counterparts.

Valparaiso is the port for Santiago, the Chilean capital.

A very old fashioned port.  I remember going into a grocery store.  It reminded me of a similar store in Haverfordwest in the fifties.  Small wooden drawers containing spices and the wonderful aroma.  Cured hams hanging on ceiling hooks.

In the bars you could buy clams in their shell, covered with a white cheese and grilled, delicious.

I was invited by the Chilean Minister of Transport to the passing out parade of Merchant Service cadets from their marine academy.  There must have been at least fifty cadets, smartly dressed in their uniform.  They were immediately replaced by cadets beginning their training.  The Minister asked me if we had similar parades in the UK.  I replied ‘There are no training schools, very few colleges to study for exams.  I doubt if there are fifty cadets in the Merchant Service’.  He said that he was amazed as countries like Chile had always followed the pattern of British training.

I was so ashamed I wrote to the Ministry of Transport in London.  I received a reply from a Master Mariner with an Indian name.  He assured me that they had a vibrant cadet programme.  I didn’t believe it.

After six months I arranged for Elizabeth to fly out to Santiago to join me.  It would be a long flight via Paris and Madrid.  On my outward call in Hong Kong I called and the Merchant Navy Club.  This club is more like a first class hotel and Elizabeth always stayed there when awaiting my ship.

If I was in Hong Kong on a Sunday I always went to the morning church service.

That evening, as I passed the church hall, I decided to go inside and say a prayer for my family.  When I told Elizabeth about my prayers she said ‘Wonderful to think of us’.

On the outward voyage towards Valparaiso, it was three in the morning, I was anchored off a small port in Peru.  The satellite telephone on the bridge rang.  It was Leslie Austin.  His words ‘I am afraid I have bad news for you John, Enid has been taken to Singleton Hospital, Swansea.  She has terminal cancer’.

I told him I was just anchoring the ship and would call him back.  When I called him back he gave me some of the details and asked me if I would take the ship to Yokohama.  I replied ‘Impossible, please arrange my relief as soon as possible’.  He realised there was no way he could persuade me.  The following day I received a message saying I would be relieved in Callao.

My world had fallen apart, but I had to carry on with my job as Master.

The Burmese crew heard about ‘Mrs Jones’.  They placed a large amount of fruit in the shrine and gathered there to pray.

The Radio Officer came to my cabin and said ‘Don’t worry Sir, Mrs Jones will recover, we have asked the Buddha to answer our prayers’.

I left in Callao and flew home via the Dominican Republic and Madrid.

23.  A Sad Homecoming 
When I arrived at Heathrow I was met by my youngest son, Richard.  He told me the whole story as he drove down to Swansea.  Elizabeth hadn’t been herself for some months and they finally persuaded her to visit the doctor.  He told her she was suffering from depression and gave her some anti depressant tablets.

When the time came for her to join me in Valparaiso she had packed and was ready to leave.  They tried to persuade her not to go; but, typically, she stamped her foot and told them nothing would prevent her from going.

Finally, another young doctor came to the house.  He said it would be alright to join me, but only after an x-ray.  She agreed.  An x-ray was taken at Haverfordwest hospital.  The consultant studied the x-ray and found a large cancerous growth at the top of her lungs.  He arranged for an ambulance to take her immediately to the cancer ward at Singleton Hospital, Swansea.

After a scan, the consultant ordered a course of radiotherapy.  When I arrived in ward 8, Elizabeth was sitting up in bed.  Her face was very white but her lipstick and hair perfect.  When I went to her she said ‘Why have you got tears in your eyes John’?  I replied ‘I am so happy to see you Elizabeth’.  I knew that already she had put her illness to the back of her mind.  One of her expressions which we all knew was ‘Never admit defeat’.

We arrived home quite late, Elizabeth’s packed cases still in the bedroom.  

There were no regulations regarding visiting hours at ward 8.  I usually arrived there about seven in the morning and left at nine each night.

Later the second morning I met the consultant, an extremely nice man.  He told me that Elizabeth had untreatable cancer.  The only treatment they could administer was a course of radiotherapy.  This had already begun.  Then he advised that Elizabeth could go home, rest and then it would be a matter of months before she succumbed to the cancer.  I said ‘Do you believe in miracles doctor’?  He replied ‘I’m afraid I don’t.  Why do you ask?’.  I told him about the Burmese crew, their call to their Buddha and their advice.  He just smiled and said ‘I wish I could tell you the same’.

The following weeks I made the forty mile journey each day, then finally Elizabeth came home with me.  She did not discuss her illness with me and I knew she would not like me to start a discussion.
Our doctor visited to see her and as he was leaving the house he told me that he had been told by the consultant of her condition.  He asked me if Elizabeth knew the situation.  He said that I should tell her.  I replied ‘I know Elizabeth, that is the worst thing I could do, if fact she would not expect me to give her bad news’.

So the waiting began.  Only our very close family even knew she was ill.  That is what she wanted.  In her married life she was a very private person.

She told me that friends had invited her to a party on New Year’s Eve saying ‘We are sure John wouldn’t mind’.  Her reply ‘No thank you, I will be happy in my own home and anyway I always pick up the boys from parties’.

About a week later one morning the telephone rang.  It was the consultant from Singleton.  He said ‘Captain Jones, there was a mistake in the blood test at Haverfordwest hospital.  Our tests show the cancer can be treated.  I will start the treatment in ward 8 tomorrow’.  I told Elizabeth that I would be taking her to Singleton the following day.

Then for the next four months the timetable was the same as Elizabeth was given courses of chemotherapy.  It meant one week at ward 8, three weeks resting at home, then back to ward 8.

During the whole period of treatment Elizabeth was never sick.  Others in the ward were violently ill all the time.

I made her bacon sandwiches each morning at home for her breakfast while she was in hospital.
The first setback happened at home one morning.  I was helping Elizabeth to wash her hair.  Suddenly, in a matter of seconds, her hair died and immediately changed into a tightly tangled mass.  She screamed with fright and said ‘My hair John, what has happened to me?’.  I could only say ‘Don’t worry Elizabeth, it will grow again’.  She was very proud of her hair and although I felt shock I could understand how she felt.

I rang the hospital and they advised me to come to ward 8.  They would give Elizabeth a chit to obtain a wig from a well known shop in Swansea.  We took her sister with us to Swansea.  The lady in the shop was very kind.  She had seen it all before.  Elizabeth had advice from her sister of wigs that suited her.  I thought ‘Don’t waste your breath, Elizabeth will decide herself’.  So it was, she chose the one she wanted and asked my opinion.  It was perfect and I told her so.  When she left the shop she strode ahead of us as if to say, nothing will defeat me.

Towards the end of April the chemotherapy treatment was completed.  The consultant told us to see him in August and he would be able to tell us if the treatment was a success.  I decided to take Elizabeth for a holiday in Cyprus and booked for three weeks at the five star Amathus Hotel in Limassol.

Elizabeth was very weak.  We had a nice room on the seaward side and overlooking the swimming pool.  Elizabeth was very weak.  We usually went into the town shopping and had lunch in one of the many bars.  She would not venture down to the swimming pool and sunbathe on a lounger.

On the small veranda outside our room I thought there may be enough space for a lounger.  Afer a few days, we were having a drink before dinner in the lounge when I saw the Manager.  I explained the full position with Elizabeth’s illness curtailing her enjoyment then asked him if a longer could be taken up to our room balcony.  After dinner the Manager told me that a lounger would not fit on the balcony.  They had held a meeting and it had been decided to change our accommodation to the best suite in the hotel with no extra charge.  We moved the following morning.  The rooms were palatial.  The balcony would take two loungers.
I always think back to that holiday and the kindness shown by that Manager.

August soon came round.  Elizabeth was very nervous as we drove up to Swansea.  At home she still rested quite a lot.  She had the scan and the consultant told us that her illness was in remission and he was very pleased to give us the good news.  Elizabeth’s first words were ‘Does that mean I can go back to sea with my husband?’.  He replied ‘Yes, but don’t forget to send me a card from each port’.

I wrote to Hong Kong.  Les Austin had retired from the Company and was living in Japan.  A month passed and I was appointed to the MV ‘ESPERANCE’ to join in Singapore.

24.  MV ‘ESPERANCE’ – Elizabeth’s Last Voyage  
We were both looking forward to joining the ‘ESPERANCE’.  The ship’s name aptly expressed our hope for the future.  A medium sized bulker, she was calling at Singapore anchorage there to take bunkers and a change of Master.

Elizabeth was still quite weak when we set off from home.  The journey and flight was quite a nightmare.

I had been told the flight was from Terminal 3 Heathrow.  We arrived there in good time for the flight.  When I went to collect the tickets from the airline I was told it should be Terminal 4.  After what seemed ages, I managed to persuade a London taxi to take us.  He asked for ninety pounds.  I had no choice.  After a few miles the taxi had a puncture and we drew up on the hard shoulder.  It was a cold, rainy day and Elizabeth stood up on the bank shivering.  The time was passing and I feared we might miss the flight.  Then to cap it all, the driver asked me if I could change the wheel.

We jacked up the taxi, the nuts were so tight, it became obvious that we didn’t have the tools to change the wheel.  A police car drew up and I explained the full position to the officers.  They immediately began to change the wheel.  When they had finished I thanked them profusely.  One said, with a rueful smile ‘That’s the first time I’ve been asked to change the wheel of a car on the motorway’.  They wished us a safe journey and we eventually caught our flight.
It was a long flight and we were thankful for some time in a hotel in Singapore before joining the ‘ESPERANCE’.

Our next port was in Western Australia.  There we were loading 35,000 tons of salt for Japan.  This salt was for industrial use.  The passage through the Java Sea was in a well known danger area.  Indonesian pirates were known to attack and board unsuspecting ships.

They used the cover of darkness, using fast fishing boats, throw a rope with a hook on the end then clamber on board.  They were known to murder and in some cases take the ship.  There are some insurance agents looking for these ships.  Some have been found with their name changed, trading in the islands.  These are mostly small coastal ships and tankers.  The action of these pirates is seldom mentioned in the British press, except in one case when a British Master was murdered.  

We arrived at the loading port, just a jetty with a loading arm.  The salt was carried by an elevator belt from the salt field.  The only people living there were the workers and their families.  They lived in a self contained village with a store, school and club.

A Customs Offer arrived on board.  He told me that no fishing was allowed.  Just before he arrived on board I had seen the Chinese Chief Engineer sitting under the wharf on a pylon merrily fishing.  I said nothing and he was not caught.

Elizabeth and I were invited to the club.  We took the opportunity to buy some luxuries from the shop.  Elizabeth always liked a party but, after a short time, she asked me to take her back on board.

We sailed next morning for Japan.  It was a quiet passage.  We arrived at a relatively small port in the Sea of Japan.  Elizabeth asked to go ashore to see the shops.  She bought an old print and an antique plate but soon asked to be taken back on board.
By this time I was worried.  I asked her in a very careful way if she was happy to stay on board.  Our next passage was to be across the North Pacific to Portland, Oregon.  She was adamant that she should stay on board saying a long rest across the Pacific was what she needed.

We set off on the passage, a great circle course taking us close to the Aleutian Islands.

Looking back at that situation, a cargo ship is not an office.  They only earn money when they are actually moving from port to port.

I was not in the position to order Elizabeth to travel home alone, especially on the flights to Tokyo and then Heathrow.  The alternatives were to refuse to sail and wait for a relief, this would take about a week.  I chose the last alternative, to proceed.

Elizabeth remained very weak as the voyage progressed.  One day she said to me ‘John, I wonder why my mother and father haven’t been to see me’.  I realised that her memory was being affected.  A few days later she said to me ‘John, I was hoping Les Austin would be coming to see me’.

We were approaching the American west coast and her condition deteriorated very quickly.  I contacted the US Coastguard asking for advice.  They told me to carry on caring for her.  On arrival at Astoria they would arrange for her to be hospitalised.  When we arrived at Astoria, a small timber port at the mouth of the Hood river leading to Portland, Elizabeth was barely conscious.

We would be remaining there for a few days preparing the holds to pass the inspection for the carriage of grain.  The doctor came on board immediately and examined Elizabeth.  He confirmed that she was to be taken immediately to hospital by helicopter.

Elizabeth was strapped into a stretcher, the helicopter could not land, but lowered down a wire with a hook.  The next thing she was dangling some hundreds of feet above the ship and on her way to hospital.

I was reminded of what happened as the photograph and story was front page news in the local paper the following day.  Our eldest son, Edward, had flown up from Richmond, Virginia to meet his mother at the hospital.

I was unable to go ashore as I had the ship business to attend to and to discuss my relief with the Agent.  Edward came on board the following morning with the sad news.  A scan had revealed that Elizabeth had nine nodules of carcinoma on her brain.

I realised that Elizabeth’s cancer had followed the same path as Roy Castle, the entertainer.  He had fully recovered from lung cancer and died of brain cancer.

I visited the hospital that morning.  Elizabeth was in a state of stress.  She had wanted to leave and they had bound her wrists with bandages each side of her bed.  She looked at me with almost hate in her eyes.  Obviously she did not recognise me.  They say that in that condition patients are bitter against the persons they most love.

It was a situation which I had to adjust to quickly.  I was relieved while the ship was still as Astoria.  The main thing on my mind was to take Elizabeth home.  It was in the hands of the doctor at the hospital.

British Airways agreed to take her from Seattle to London.  The stretcher bed would have to be flown to Seattle on the next flight.  We had to be accompanied by a nurse from the hospital in Astoria to Singleton Hospital, Swansea.  I had to pay for rows of seats to take the stretcher bed and of course the air fares for myself and the nurse.  The total cost was $8000.
It was quite difficult to organise that amount of money to be transferred to Astoria.  The time difference, it was two in the morning there when the banks opened in the UK.  I was able to settle the $20,000 for medical costs, including $2000 for the ambulance from Astoria to Seattle later.  The costs were the least of my worries.  Elizabeth was the only person on my mind.
The doctors gave permission for Elizabeth to travel.  A nurse from Leeds who still held a British passport agreed to travel with us.  I agreed to pay her wages and air fare.  She would take a holiday in Leeds with her parents.

When we left the hospital, Elizabeth in the ambulance with Edward and I following in a hired car, Elizabeth was visibly very distressed.

The flight to Heathrow, I can imagine the thoughts going through Elizabeth’s head, almost all, not understanding.

Richard, our youngest son, met me at the airport and by the time I collected all the baggage the private ambulance was well on its way to Swansea.  When we arrived at Singleton, Elizabeth was already undergoing radiotherapy.

So began the final saga.

25.  Sad Days 

When Elizabeth finally came back to the ward she was unconscious.  The doctor told us to come back the following day.

The following morning, Elizabeth was very weak but conscious.  The radiotherapy to so many parts of her brain meant most of her hair had disappeared.  She was almost her old self, there was no animosity.

The doctor told me she was very ill and this time her condition was really terminal.

The next few weeks, while she was in hospital, everyday was the same for me.  Get up at about five to be in the hospital at seven.  Leave the hospital at nine, wash Elizabeth’s clothes, put them in the dryer and then bed.

At sea we treat night and day similarly, so time was no problem to me.

I had often been asked at home by friends, ‘If you finish cargo at two in the morning, do you wait until after breakfast to sail?!’.  My answer ‘As soon as you finish, all the gear is tested and you sail.  Then it may be eight hours on the bridge before reaching the sea.  For example down the Mississippi River from above New Orleans’.

During those weeks it was darkness when I left the house and when I returned.  I don’t think our neighbours knew I was home.  Elizabeth’s privacy was still very much a factor.

I took up to her some of her jewellery so that she could wear it in hospital.  She just fingered it as if trying to recognise it.  The fact was that before her illness she took a pride in remembering the incident or references to her jewellery.  She had a gold bracelet with more than thirty charms.  She could relate to each of those gold charms and said ‘Buying a bracelet and buying lots of charms to make a piece of jewellery would mean nothing to me’.  She added ‘Every charm or piece of jewellery has a happy story, that is more important to me that the value’.

After a few weeks the doctor told me there was nothing else they could do and advised me to take Elizabeth home.

I remained at home the next day awaiting the ambulance.  Eventually it arrived.  The paramedics wheeled her into the lounge which was a very large room.  She gazed around and I could see that she was trying to recognise her surroundings.  The room was full of antiques and very old prints.  She had been asked why she spent money on material objects.  She always replied ‘Because I have pleasure looking at them, they are my company when John is away’.  I realised that the room was a blank to her.  I hate to think what her thoughts were.  I had to hide my feelings knowing she would never admit that her memory was a blank.

Her condition continued to deteriorate.  A nurse called every day to check her condition and bath her.  At times she looked at me with despair in her eyes but she never complained.

On Christmas Day she sat at the usual place at the head of the table, opposite me and the rest of the family on each side.  She failed to eat any food.  I think she was just happy to be there.
After Christmas her condition deteriorated more quickly.  Then on New Year’s Eve I was sitting at her bedside with Edward, Jonathan and Richard.  Edward said to me ‘Father, mother wants your hand’.  I gave her my hand, she held it and smiled at me.  I knew at that moment that her memory had returned.  Many years previously she had told me about the death of her mother when I was at sea.

The night before she died, her mother had asked for her hand, held it and just told her not to worry.  The following day her mother passed away.

I told the boys to go to a New Year’s Party at a local hotel, that is what their mother would want.  The following morning at quarter past nine, with just me in the bedroom, Elizabeth quietly slipped away.

I called the doctor and he confirmed that she had passed away.  Edward, Jonathan and Richard came into the bedroom shortly after she passed away.  They were very quiet.  What could be said?  They were men and as most people know, very close to their mother.

Two nurses, who had been looking after her, arrived and made the necessary preparations before her body was taken by the undertaker to the Chapel of Rest.  

The days leading up to the funeral passed by.  Elizabeth was a great believer of the tradition that the last journey should be made from the person’s home.

The coffin arrived at the house the evening before the funeral.  The undertaker was a good friend of ours for many years.  I asked him to put the coffin in our bedroom.  He was surprised when I asked him to remove the lid of the coffin.  I explained that I didn’t want to regard the coffin as an object.  It was the last time she would be in our bedroom.

The following morning the Vicar, Paul Davies, held a family service in the house and then the cortege left for Jeffreyston church.  We passed through the village where she was born, a very sad journey.

As we entered the church, all I could see was a mass of faces.  Elizabeth had been known as a person, but also as many times Chairman of the Community Council.  There wasn’t an empty seat in the church.

Edward had spent the previous night writing an eulogy to his mother.  He had asked the Vicar if he could read it to the congregation.  Paul Davies agreed, but asked him if he could really do it, confessing he couldn’t do the same if he was in Edward’s place.  The hymns I had chosen were ‘The Day Thou gavest, Lord, is ended’ and finally ‘He who would valiant be’.  Edward’s eulogy was perfect.  It made me proud of him and Elizabeth.  It takes a special woman to bring up three boys with her husband spending most of his time at sea.

There were refreshments for all our friends at our house ‘The Moorings’.

When everyone had left, except our sons, the finality of it all struck me.

The following day I took the boys out for lunch, it was a quiet time.  We were at the Royal Oak in Saundersfoot.  There was a man standing at the bar, talking very loudly to enjoy his own voice.  He was voicing his prowess at sailing.  I can never understand a person not being able to have a conversation in a normal voice.  I didn’t voice my opinion.

The next day Edward returned to America, Richard to Cardiff.  Jonathan remained living with me until he married.

Later we decided on the inscription on the headstone Elizabeth’s grave.

Her favourite poet was Dylan Thomas, memories of her reading his poetry to me on board ship came back to me.  She didn’t like anyone to know her age, the same as most women.  Her headstone reads:

AND DEATH SHALL HAVE NO DOMINION
ENID ELIZABETH JONES

DIED JANUARY 1ST 1994

A WONDERFUL WIFE AND MOTHER

I think Dylan’s poem, and Death shall have no dominion, an Easter anthem, is so true.  Death is just a passage in life as far as I am concerned.

The months after the funeral were very lonely for me.  It is something that I could deal with at sea, especially as Master.  There was always your leave to look forward to.  Some people call it ‘Wishing your life away’.  I had always loved my life at sea and of course in the latter life I had enjoyed Elizabeth’s company a lot of the time.  When people said to me ‘John, time is a great healer’, I replied ‘Heal what?  If I didn’t remember Elizabeth every day I would be very unhappy’.
After some time I decided to go back to sea.  I wrote to the company in Hong Kong and they appointed me to the bulker MV ‘RISING STAR’, not very appropriate.  It should have been ‘EVENING STAR’.

26.  MV ‘RISING STAR’
The ‘RISING STAR’ was identical to other bulker vessels I had commanded.  Built in Japan and carrying about 30,000 tons of cargo.

I joined in Nagoya, Japan.  Most of the crew were Sri Lankan.  There were also Chinese and Burmese officers.

The ‘RISING STAR’ was crewed really as most ships today, very few seafarers from Britain, Norway or Sweden.  In Britain one the main coastal tankers is crewed by sailors from Newfoundland.

I spent twelve months on the ‘RISING STAR’, knowing the final voyage would be my last.

It was not going to be a time of joy, nothing changes at sea.  I will give you some anecdotes from those days.

We loaded soya meal in New Orleans for Kaipete in Lithuania.  The charterers were Greek and before we sailed they asked me if I would pilot the ship in the Baltic Sea without a pilot on board.  I agreed and they told me they would pay of $500.  Probably one tenth of the actual fee.

The charterer had arranged the vessel to be routed by my old friends ‘Ocean Routes’, the armchair Master Mariners.  When we cleared the Florida Strait they told me to proceed via the Pentland Firth, north of Scotland.

This was in December, the month of the storms in that area.  I still had memories of the voyage on the ‘GALAXY ACE’ and decided to proceed via the English Channel.

I can understand some foreign Master wanting to keep away from that area.  Most of the largest ships use North Sea pilots.  Regularly we hear of serious accidents.

Most British Masters are very familiar with the area and regard it as a normal navigating area.

A course from the Florida Strait to Start Point on the south course should ensure following winds over the whole passage.  My cable to them was like a UN Resolution.  Quote, ‘I have always appreciated your good advice in the past (big lie) but on this passage I have decided to proceed via the English Channel’.

Their reply ‘We still advise that our shorter route is recommended.  We will advise charterer of your decision’.  They confirmed they still required daily reports of the noon position.

The passage to Start Point was as expected, we made good time.  The most difficult part of the voyage came when we arrived at the Kattegat.

A bridge was in the process of being built between Denmark and Sweden.  It was almost completed and they had left a temporary passage through the centre.  This passage was about three hundred feet wide.  It was night and all one could see was a blaze of lights ahead.  There was a racon buoy at the entrance to the channel.  A racon is a buoy which sends a visible signal on the ship’s radar screen.  I decided to proceed.  It was not until we were very close that the opening appeared to the eyes.  We passed through the channel in seconds.

After that strain on the mental system I can understand why a pilot is recommended.

The Baltic Sea hasn’t been cleared of mines since the end of World War II.  Vessels have to pass through a buoyed channel.  When we arrived at Klaipede on December 17th I had spent the best part of two days on the bridge.

It was an unwelcoming city, all grey in appearance, the ground covered in snow, the sea very icy.

The Russians had ceased to control the country.

My first visitor after the authorities left was the Greek Shore Captain representing the charterer.  His first words were ‘How did the passage go Captain Jones?’.  I replied ‘Very good, no delays’.  There was no mention of Ocean Routes.

I noticed all the dockers working on the ship were women.  They were all wrapped up against the bitterly cold weather.  The Sri Lankan Bosun asked me if the women could have coffee in the mess room during the morning break.  I told him there was no problem as far as I was concerned.

The following day I happened to go into the mess room while they were having their break.  They said ‘Good morning, Captain, thank you for allowing us to have coffee during our break’.  In their faces I could see a bright expectation of life.  Most of them wore lipstick and their complexions were bright in the cold weather.  The Russians had left and they had a new life in a free country. 

I have always believed that the faces of the women reflect the outlook and economy of the area they live in.  This is very visible in Wales today, the girls in areas of almost poverty and say Cardiff.

The Agent’s wife was just opening a hairdressing salon and I was invited to the party.  It was a first class salon.  I was made very welcome and spent some time talking to the Mayoress of Klaipede.

After discharging at Klaipede we proceeded to Stettin in Poland.  There we loaded a full cargo of coke for Bilbao in Spain.  Again, the dockers were all women.

The passage to Bilbao was via the Kattegat.  This time the passage through the bridge passed smoothly.

I can think of better ways in passing the winter than coasting a large bulker on the Continent.  It means continuous gales or fog.

After discharge at Bilbao we proceeded back to Stettin, this time via the Kiel Canal.  The ‘RISING STAR’ was to load steel products at Stettin, Dunkirk and Antwerp for Louisiana, USA.  The steel products were loaded by women dockers.

What amazed me was that the products came from Czechoslovakia.  The shippers of the steel were ladies.  They were in their early thirties, very attractive and immaculately dressed in fur coats.  Steel products are one of the most valuable and difficult cargoes to carry.

The main damage is rusting, caused by sweat damage.  The steel is loaded in a cold temperature, which is retained.  In tropical conditions, moist air coming into contact with the steel causes sweat to form on the surface.  We try to prevent this by taking hygrometer readings in the hold and ventilating or extracting air as required.  The Shore Captain from Antwerp represented the charterers.  When the cargo was completed, an argument commenced between him and the two ladies.  He wanted the Bills of Lading endorsed ‘Loaded in snow conditions’.  The ladies refused.

A Bill of Lading is similar to an advance.  The ladies could draw money from the bank on presentation of the paper.  Any endorsement would foil that ability.  I could see it was going to be a long night of argument with a difficult passage ahead.  I went to bed until the ladies finally won the argument.

The remainder of that voyage went well and I was back in warmer climates.

The penultimate voyage was a cargo of high grade copper ore from Chile to Korea and Japan.  The port of loading was just south of Valparaiso.
It seemed unbelievable that the ore came from the other side of the Andes.  The means of transport was mixing it with water, then pumping the mixture through a large pipe over the mountains.  The ore is then allowed to dry out until it reaches a condition when it can be safely carried.

The voyage from Chile to Korea took forty five days, with just one call in Hawaii for bunkers.  I can not think of a more relaxing way of travelling.  Sunbathing and reading numerous books.

My final voyage was from Japan to New Orleans with steel products.  When I walked down the gangway of the ‘RISING STAR’ I can truthfully say there were no regrets.

I had missed Elizabeth being with me.  The last of the forty years of my life at sea she had always been there.

I stayed in New Orleans for a week, this was to complete my twelve months out of the UK for tax purposes.

When I arrived home I had completed fifty one years at sea.

Appendix

I started writing this book in the summer of 2001.

This was some five years after I retired.

My present house ‘ALOHA’ is situated in Saundersfoot, Pembrokeshire.

The view I have from the room I use for writing is the glorious coastline from Saundersfoot to Pendine.

Living alone, of course, still missing sea life, but memories do help.

A relative of Elizabeth said to me ‘John, I don’t want to interfere, but you should meet some nice widow, your age.  Maybe have tea and biscuits, discuss mutual interests’.  My reply ‘If Elizabeth heard you saying that, she would have to laugh’.
The truth is that my pleasures in life are the memories of Elizabeth.

That is every day of my life, really.

Any decisions I make, I always think of what she would advise.

I believe my sons have the same attitude when necessary.

I have tried to make this book as non technical as possible.

I hope I have succeeded.


