Captains, Characters and Stories
In the old days, a Captain was master under God to all who sailed in his ship. He had the
ultimate authorities of promotion, punishment and penalties. The old captains were able to
do virtually anything they liked short of murder (and sometimes perilously close even to that).
Today, things have been watered down so much, that some captains believe they have
almost lost any authority left to them by the various shipping regulations, civil laws and
international treaties. Keelhauling is no longer allowed, flogging is severely frowned upon
and the ships brig is no longer in existence. He cannot withhold food, drink and personal
freedom even for persistent offenders. He can only fine them a certain rigidly stipulated
portion of their pay, and the shipping company is obliged to fly them home if the captain
decides to leave them ashore at the next port for any reason, so he cannot even dump them
in some foreign port and forget them.
These days typical offences might be being drunk on watch (a serious but by no means
uncommon offence), being late on watch, careless or negligent in carrying out duties or wilful
disobedience to lawful orders given by the captain or ships officers. A fight can take place,
but the days of the machete wielding cook seem to have gone. The modern captain can log
someone if they have done something he considers serious. This involves writing the facts of
the case in the ships log, together with any penalties imposed. As the logbook is a legal
document, and is inspected by the Board of Trade as well as the shipping company, this
could have serious consequences for the unfortunate seaman involved, possibly even
leaving him unemployed. He could always however find another job on ships of a different
nationality where regulations are often a lot laxer, so this is no great deterrent. The captain is
also empowered to impose fines for less serious incidents. His main job however is the
everyday running of the ship. In this at least, he is still God!
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The captain has ultimate control of all aspects of shipboard routine. The 3 officer must
check and inspect all fire and safety equipment on the ship. All his reports and
recommendations must be seen by the captain before any repairs or replacements are
nd
made. Although the 2 Officer draws up the courses that the ship must sail, the captain must
approve them. The chief engineer may be in charge of the engine room, but the captain must
consent if he wishes to do any maintenance, order fuel, or move bunkers from one tank to
another. The Chief Officer is in charge of the loading and discharging of the ships cargo, but
the captain must approve of his cargo plans before they can be put into use. The radio
officer must report all pertinent radio messages to the captain, and ask before any major
piece of equipment is taken out of service for repair or maintenance. The chief steward must
show the captain his menus and stores lists, and consult the captain before any stores are
ordered. He must carry out any changes the captain sees fit in his victualling policy.
The captain is also responsible for carrying out company policy, negotiating with agents,
officials and port authorities. He is also authorised to make binding on the spot decisions
concerning the ship, its cargo, personnel and sailing times/dates. This sort of authority tends
to make captains very lonely people. Loneliness breeds idiosyncrasies, and they sometimes
turn to drink. Is it any wonder that Captains can be very strange people indeed.
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Captains
He was short and rotund. So short indeed that he could not look over the bridge wings
properly without a wooden box to stand on. He was bald, but with a thick bushy beard. He
was nicknamed the man with the upside down head! He was very petty, the smallest thing
getting him angry and upset. Predictably, he was not well liked.
The ship was having a lifeboat drill. Part of this practice was the “Man Overboard”
manoeuvre. An empty sealed oil drum had been thrown overboard. We had to turn the ship
around using a procedure known as the “Williamson turn”, which enabled the ship to turn
back exactly on a reciprocal course and pick it up again as quickly as possible. It had been
one of those days. The captain had been getting on everybody’s back. Now, standing on his
box, looking out at the rapidly disappearing oil drum, he was displeased at the apparent lack
of speed of peoples reactions. “Come on, come on, man overboard... that could be me
floating about down there, what would you do about it?” We all looked at each other and
grinned. Then one bright spark piped up “We’d all move up a cabin”!
He had told us of how coming home after a six month voyage, he had unlocked the door of
his house to find a stranger in his kitchen. “What the hell are you doing in my house”?
demanded our irate captain. The stranger replied “No sir, what are YOU doing in MY house. I
have just bought it.” - The captains wife had sold the house and moved without telling him!
He was at a party in the bar. Although he was captain, it was usual to ask before coming into
the officers bar as a matter of courtesy. He did not. He was holding forth at great length on
how he could solve the problems of the world single handed. No one was listening. His
speech was getting more and more indistinct, but he could hold his drink like no other, and
was not drunk (he said). A few moments of silence ended with a thump as the great man fell
off his stool on to the deck. A few ineffectual struggles, then he gave up, falling asleep on the
bar carpet. Talk and laughter billowed around him as the party continued. He was ignored
and was left to sleep it off. Maybe he was not the most popular man on the ship.
The engine room on a ship is its heart.
The watch officers there are all
powerful. They can make your life a
misery by forgetting to turn a valve or
a switch. It does not do to make them
angry.
Our captain was unhappy. There was
never enough water pressure for his
liking. The toilet would not flush
properly, and the shower was just a
dribble. Living on the upper deck as he
(and I) did, any weakness in water
pressure was immediately apparent. It
takes considerable effort to push water
up to our deck, around 60 feet above the water line.
Our captain was a moaner. He complained to anyone that happened to cross his path, me,
the chief engineer, the deck watch and he also telephoned the engine room watch. This last
was his downfall. At last, pushed beyond endurance by the telephonic barbed stabs from the
captain, the engine room watch officer took his revenge. It should perhaps here be explained
that the water pressure was regulated by a compressed air pump, the air acting as driving
force and pressure buffer for the water. The pressure is normally controlled, but we had been
having some problems with it. The enraged engineer turned the pump full on, and left it until
the pressure was high enough for a world record fountain, then quietly waited.
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Our unfortunate Captain was feeling the after effects of a particularly strong curry the
previous night. After finishing a session on the toilet, he leaned on the flush lever, expecting
the usual faint trickle.
Driven by around a hundred pounds to the square inch of pressure, the water hammered into
his loo with tremendous force, throwing everything it contained violently in all directions. To
the unfortunate man, it must have seemed like his toilet exploded! Shaken, soaked and
somewhat smelly, he staggered into the chief engineers cabin with his tale of woe. He was
greeted by a laconic Scots “That’ll teach ye to complain,- did ye hae enough pressure?”.
The lesson was learned, our captain was reformed – (well, lets be truthful, partially
reformed), but the tale of the exploding “bog” insidiously permeated throughout the fleet. Not
even the names were changed to protect the innocent!
It was around 3am, when the telephone rang. “Sparks, the radar is not working.” The grating
voice of the Captain informs me that I must climb out of my nice warm bed, and perform
some electronic miracle on the totally blacked out bridge. We are under pilotage, and
although the pilot doesn’t actually need it, everything must be seen to be on. “OK, I am
coming”, and a few minutes later I gingerly feel my way through the bridge darkness. The
Captain says he had tried the radar, but nothing happened. Sure enough, everything was
dark. I politely enquired if he had turned it on. (I had previously tested the equipment the
evening before and everything was fine then). I was informed in no uncertain tones that he
wasn’t stupid and knew how to turn on a radar, and would I just get on and fix it. I tried the
main on/off switch. Lights, sound, action! Its amazing how some Captains are trusted to
navigate a multi-million dollar ship around the world but are unable to switch on a major
navigational aid. I loudly voiced a few choice words to that effect into the darkness and
stormed out. (To be truthful, this particular captain couldn’t navigate himself out of a paper
bag, but that’s another story!)
Characters
Crew changes are always interesting. The old crew happy to be going home, massing on
deck with huge cases and boxes containing their belongings and presents bought during
their 12 month voyage. The new crew arriving, somewhat apprehensive as to what sort of
ship they will be joining. There is talk and laughter welling up as sometimes old friends meet
again. One new arrival stood out against the others. He was huge. Around 6 feet tall, and
built like a star wrestler, with a clean shaven head, polished to brilliance. He had no boxes,
no cases, and looked somewhat unhappy. On the flight from Manila we were told, his
baggage had gone missing. He was advanced some money so he could buy himself some
gear, but it was not easy for someone of his size. His own never did turn up, thus he was
christened “Suitcase” because he did not have one, and was known by that name to
everyone on board. Although he was a giant, he turned out to be a gentle one, and was well
liked. Any heavy lifting or strong man stuff was given to him. He took it all in good part.
Having one such companion when going ashore had its good points. Any fights or bar brawls
never seemed to be in our vicinity. The Philippine crew looked after their officers! The one
time something did happen, almost the whole crew went back to that bar the next day and
took it - and the culprits apart!
------------------------------------------------------------------The Suez Canal is perhaps the bane of all seamen’s lives. The transit itself is usually
uneventful, perhaps even boring, but the ship is inundated with visitors. On stopping to await
a transit, the ship anchors with others in its allocated convoy. Promptly it is the goal of
hundreds of “bum boats”, jockeying for position, people swarming up ropes and stalls being
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set up anywhere and everywhere a few square feet of space are available. On deck, in
alleyways, anywhere.
Despite protests, crews of strangers manhandle a huge twin beam searchlight on to the bow
of the ship and remain there with it the entire transit, as do the bum boats and souvenir
sellers. The searchlight is needed at night to illuminate the canal banks on either side. We
are not allowed however to operate it ourselves. The fact that we had two perfectly good
searchlights belonging to the ship just didn’t enter into it.
Strangers walk the alleyways, knocking on doors and peering inside if they are not locked,
purporting to sell anything from postcards to potency potions. All doors all over the ship must
be locked to prevent theft, (something that is never done at sea, where cabins are always left
open). The crew are badgered to buy something - anything, to change money, or sometimes
to give to a worthy charity (with very impressive - false - certificates of authenticity and
personal identification). We could usually tell they are false because of the glaring spelling
mistakes contained in them!
The language skills of these uneducated traders are truly impressive. From one man, one
can hear Cockney, Geordie, Scots, fluent Egyptian, and a fairly good knowledge of German
and French. This, added to their truly magnificent command of vulgar language when angry,
can only be admired. This whole industry is encouraged by the Suez Canal Authority, and is
in fact mandatory. A ship is not allowed to stop the bum boats from visiting, otherwise it will
more than likely not transit the canal – or at least a lot later than it had planned to, due to
many unfortunate and unforeseen circumstances.
One day, our bosun, driven beyond endurance by the pestering of the hawkers, the virtual
impossibility of escaping from them, and the all pervading sound and smells, lost his temper.
One bum-boatman, refusing to acknowledge that his prospective customer had no money,
no time, no interest, no space and no more patience, was bodily picked up and thrown
overboard. This was greeted by joyous shouts of support from our crew, and screams and
shouts of anger from the assembled bum-boatmen. The wet, bedraggled and very angry
Egyptian was picked up from the water by one of his contemporaries, and brought back on
board. After a long and very noisy meeting in the captains cabin with canal officials, an
apology was demanded (and received) from the bosun. We would otherwise have been
delayed or maybe prevented from transiting completely until suitable “baksheesh” had been
paid. The captain of course sympathised with the bosun, but was unable to do very much to
help. The ship came first.

Stories
The new crew had arrived - some fresh from the backwoods of India. After inspecting their
cabins they settled in. One enterprising young man, seeing all the wire strung up between
the masts of the ship, thought it would make a wonderful antenna for his short wave radio.
He climbed up a mast, and carefully connected his radio antenna to the nice thick copper
wire already there. His radio worked a treat. It was brand new, and All-India Radio came in
clear as a bell.
The ship leaves port, and the departure message must be sent.
“That’s funny I thought, the transmitter doesn’t seem to tune like it used to. Lets give it a bit
more oompf” – “Ah, that’s better”, and shortly 1500 watts of radio frequency energy are
announcing our presence on the worlds oceans.
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An hour or so goes by, then a very apprehensive young Indian sailor comes up to the radio
room door. Could I possibly have a look at his radio? It was working great, then suddenly
stopped and clouds of smoke came out the back! He held it out. A faint smell of burnt
insulation and toasted circuit board wafted out.
A look inside was enough, it was beyond all earthly help. It took quite some time before I
could convince him that the ships main transmitting antenna is not perhaps the ideal place to
connect his transistor portable!
------------------We had a new communist Chinese crew. It was an experiment by the company to save
money. They had been trained at a Chinese sea school, but were inexperienced, and many
had never been outside mainland China. It was breakfast time, and several of us were sitting
down for the first meal with the new cooks and stewards. The table was beautifully laid, and
the steward hovered nervously over us. Everything was fine, and we ordered eggs, bacon,
toast and some coffee. The Eggs and bacon arrived, as did the coffee. We were happily
chatting so it did not immediately click that we had waited inordinately long for the toast. The
captain reminded the steward, and he assured us in broken English that it was coming. Sure
enough, a few minutes later, 4 slices of toast arrived. We immediately asked for more, much
to the consternation of the steward. Ten to fifteen minutes went by, and still no toast. The
captain had had enough of waiting and stormed into the pantry where the toaster was kept,
to find out what was going on. There, neatly lined up ON TOP of the industrial sized toaster
were 4 slices of bread, very slowly turning brown in nice neat stripes where the slots to insert
the bread were. The stewards had never seen a pop-up toaster before, so they thought you
put the bread on top, and the heat from the slots did its work there. No wonder we had to
wait for ages! They were very surprised when we showed them how it was REALLY done!
------------------A cocky, know-it-all first trip cadet had been given the job of washing down the monkey
island, and generally cleaning up. It was his first look at the large ceramic insulators poking
out of the deck, surrounded with a strong wire safety cage. The “Danger – high voltage”
signs and heavy insulators supporting the various transmitting antennas aroused his
curiosity, but not taking it all seriously, he happily cleaned in and around the area without
notifying anyone what he was doing. It was after all only radio aerials.
He came to me with his question, why all the big insulators and safety cages? Surely, it
cannot be that dangerous.
I took a very large screwdriver, and earthed the shaft with a wire to the transmitter cabinet. I
turned on the transmitter and tuned it to 410 KHz full power (well over 1Kw output). On
placing the screwdriver near the antenna, I drew a nice fat noisy 9 – 12 inch arc from it. The
cadets face became white with consternation as he remembered what he had been doing
just shortly before.
He was very careful in future always to notify me when he was working near the radio aerials.
They really WERE dangerous.
“Hey, Sparkie, can you have a look at the microwave in the pantry?”. These few words
heralded the start of an interesting next few hours. The question itself was innocuous,
incorporating as it did the every day knowledge aboard ship. Sparks can fix anything (well
almost). My query as to what was the problem, was answered with a short, fairly typical, “It
doesn’t work”. This of course was obvious, I never get called to look at anything that’s
working. The microwave was an essential bit of equipment, enabling the officers coming off
watch at night to make a hot meal, or heat up something left in the pantry fridge. If it didn’t
work, people got unhappy.
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After finishing my watch, I packed my portable tool kit and traipsed down 4 decks to the
pantry. My first impression was a sort of faint burnt plastic smell as I entered the pantry. This
did not bode well! Fearing the worst, I inspected the equipment as requested. On opening
the microwave oven door, the smell hit me full force, and half the door fell off onto the deck
with a crash. It bore obvious signs of arcing and there were burn marks on the melted plastic
parts of the door. It was quite obviously beyond repair, and actually dangerous to use.
It was a large commercial American model of 1200 watts which, without a well fitting and
correctly functioning door seal, would happily cook anyone standing in front of it. I
disconnected it to be safe. Whilst I was working on it, the new Indian Chief steward poked his
head around the door asking if it could be repaired. The short sharp answer he received had
a very strange effect. He ran off to his cabin, locked the door and was not seen again all day.
Nobody seemed to know how the damage had been done, but from his reaction, it was fairly
clear that he did.
For a few hours, the ships rumour mill was very active and we were trying to work out how it
could have happened. When the Chief Steward finally surfaced, he was called into the
captains cabin for a quiet talk. As we were told later, this was his story.
The man was from India, and had been trained at a cookery school there. He had served on
a number of Indian vessels, but lacked experience. He had never seen a microwave oven
before, and did not know how it should be used. He and a couple of the galley staff had been
having a social evening, and it was thought some baked potatoes would go down well. Our
Chief Steward knew all about how to make them fast. One wraps them in aluminium foil and
pops them in the oven. Rather than turn on the galley range, he thought the microwave
would do just as well. An oven is an oven – isn’t it? Four large potatoes, nicely wrapped in
foil were carefully placed inside. As it said on the recommended cooking time, the timer was
set for 10 minutes at full power, and the oven turned on. The Chief Steward then went back
to his cabin, to return 10 minutes later.
It must have been quite an eventful 10 minutes for the poor Microwave oven! The entire
1200 watts of high frequency energy were reflected by the aluminium foil without being
absorbed. Even low loss plastics have their limit, and after a while, the weakest spot around
the door seal started to heat up, arc over, and burn. Once started, it could only get worse and it did. By the time the poor man returned, the door was well cooked – but the potatoes
were still stone cold!
Not really knowing what he had done wrong, the potato evidence was quickly removed, and
a very frightened chief steward crept back to his cabin, locked the door, and for all we know,
hid under the bed.
All`s well that ends well. The steward was carefully instructed on the do`s and don’ts of
microwave cooking, but he never trusted himself to use the microwave oven again. The
captain authorised a new one to be bought at the next port. This was partially due to the fact
that he sometimes used it for a warm midnight snack too, and started to miss it. I took the old
unit apart and salvaged a nice high voltage transformer, a powerful blower and two powerful
magnets to play with. I still have them!
------------------I never realised that giving instructions for a simple job could be so exacting. The main and
emergency transmitting antennas were kept up by wire ropes, which were run over pulleys
on the top of the masts. These wire ropes must be kept greased to prevent them corroding. I
instructed our Indian Serang (who was in charge of the deck crew) to grease the antenna
downhauls. “Atcha Sahib” was the reply, which roughly translated means “understood Sir, it
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will be done”. I then forgot all about it. A few days later, I saw the crew busily climbing up and
down masts with big pots of grease and remembered what I had asked them to do. It was
beautifully done, each wire downhaul evenly coated in thick grease. Again, I forgot all about
it, seeing as the job had been done.
It was a week or so later, late one evening. I was having problems tuning up the main and
reserve transmitting antennas on 500 KHz. The effect was similar to that which occurs when
the insulators are wet with salt spray. I could not get them to resonate and the transmitter
output power was only a small fraction of what it should be. I checked the transmitter and the
deck feed-through insulators, but all was ok. I was mystified and decided to check further the
following day. The next morning, our 3rd officer pointed to the tops of the transmitting
antennas. “Sparks, should your insulators be that colour?” The usually bright white ceramic
insulators were totally black. Puzzled, I lowered down one set of antennas, whereupon the
answer was obvious. Not only were the wire downhauls well greased, the insulators, and
even the antenna wire itself was covered in a thick layer. The grease had trapped all the soot
from the funnel gases and thus built up a lovely conducting layer across the insulator. I spent
the next 4 or 5 hours of my free time with the very messy job of cleaning off all the lovingly
applied grease on both antennas.
I had forgotten that although it was obvious to myself, and all the deck officers, I had not
specifically instructed the Serang NOT to grease the insulators and the antennas
themselves. There is a nautical saying – if it moves, grease it, if it doesn’t, paint it. The
Serang lived up to the best nautical traditions. He got the crew to do a first class job of
greasing EVERYTHING - whether it moved or not!
------------------There is always friendly
rivalry at sea, whether its
between people within a
ship, or ships within the
same
company.
Sometimes it can even be
between captains. The
company senior captain –
sometimes called the
Commodore Captain –
always wanted any new
innovations to be on his
ship. He commanded the
biggest ship in the fleet, a
280,000 ton super tanker.
At that time it was the
biggest motor tanker in
the world, and he was very proud of the fact. I was aboard a small products tanker, and in
our daily tanker skeds found out we would pass very close. On informing our captain of this
fact, I could see wheels beginning to turn in his mind. What have WE got, that he hasn’t? We
all put our heads together, and came up with an idea. Satellite TV! We didn’t have it either,
but the commodore captain didn’t know that.
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I was sworn to secrecy, not to
divulge a whisper on our
regular contacts. As we got
closer plans were formed, and
the day before the meeting we
sprung
into
action.
An
outdated inflatable 20 man
liferaft was bodily heaved up to
the top of the mainmast. There
the Chief and second officers
inflated it and carefully lashed
it down on the port side clear
of the radar scanner, where it
could be clearly seen. We had
previously worked out on
which side we would pass. A
couple of white sheets were thrown over it to give the correct colour. Even from quite close it
did look amazingly like a radome for a large satellite antenna. From a distance it would be
the real thing!
Our usual intership communications continued normally, with the odd, seemingly off hand,
mention of how good the weather was in Wimbledon and how good certain players were
playing. It had all been worked out beforehand. Both captains were firm tennis fans and this
served to set the stage that we had some form of visual information not available to the other
ship. Our news actually coming from the BBC World Service radio of course, and not any TV.
The time came, and the huge tanker loomed out of the haze ahead and passed on our Port
side about 5 miles away. We could almost feel them scanning us with their binoculars. The
first contact – “What’s that Bl--- great thing on your mast?” Our captain then did his acting
masterpiece. “Its our experimental Satellite TV antenna, we were just watching Wimbledon”
We had the Wimbledon finals running softly on the Radio, and he did a superb job of
pretending he could actually SEE what was happening on the centre court, being helped by
the commentary on the BBC. The Commodore Captain was sorely miffed and held only a
very short terse conversation before retiring to lick his wounds.
Everyone played their part until the various intership chat had finished. I of course was
blamed for not telling them of the installation, and their Electronics officer started to ask all
sorts of embarrassing questions. I managed to evade most by saying it was still very
experimental and a bit of a company secret. I was not supposed to say anything to anyone.
It was a complete success, and we did not doubt they all believed we really had a satellite TV
installation. Our captain was really pleased to have one up on a rival. We later heard that a
somewhat angry telegram was sent to the company by the Commodore Captain, asking why
HE was not chosen for the satellite TV experiment. What the reply was is sadly unknown, but
it was probably a bit mystified. A few hours later, the raft was deflated and removed from the
mast, and our satellite TV sadly became a thing of the past.
Not quite though. Occasionally, years later, I was asked by a few officers on various ships if I
knew what had happened to the satellite TV experiment the company was supposed to have
carried out!
------------------In the vast calm silence of the South Pacific, there is nothing better after the 8-12 evening
watch than to grab a cold case of beer and go out on deck near the bow with fellow watch
keepers for a chat, a drink and relax. On a clear night, the sky is literally ablaze with stars,
and if the ship happens to be carrying timber as deck cargo, the various tropical scents are
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almost intoxicating. At the bow, the engine noise, vibration and drone of the ventilation are
gone. All one can hear is the quiet swish of the low Pacific rollers against the bow. The
gentle swinging of the milky way can be seen above, blazing brilliantly with a million stars. It
rd
th
was one such night when I and the off duty 3 Officer and 4 Engineer clambered over the
deck cargo, lighting our way with a small deck torch until we found a good spot to settle in,
up near the bow. The beers were opened and conversation flowed well.
After a while we spied a light low on the horizon and wondered who it could be, so far away
rd
from the normal shipping lanes. “Here Sparkie, call him up” said the 3 Officer handing me
the torch. Visual signalling is not something taught in radio school, but its something picked
up very quickly at sea. All deck officers should know how to do it, but frequently their
knowledge of Morse is somewhat lacking. Very often, it’s the Radio Officer who gets the job.
The signalling protocol is simple and messages usually short, sometimes only 3 letters if the
other ship is not up to it. “VHF” meaning basically “lets use the radio”!
“OK, lets give it a try” - but without much hope of success as the torch was a bit dim, and we
were right at the horizon - A A A (The call) then consternation, “I just got a T, he has seen us
- he must have a damn good watch!”. All this, it should be remembered, without the benefit of
binoculars! Then the usual query from us “What ship, where bound” The other ship began to
reply, but because we were so low, his reply frequently got occluded by the swell on the the
horizon and became unreadable. Now, the 2nd officer on watch from the bridge had also
seen the signalling ship, but not us calling it, so was somewhat mystified as to whom the ship
was talking to. Eventually he caught on, as other than us, there was not another ship within
10000 square miles of ocean, and carried on the conversation using the big bridge signalling
lamp. I was blamed later for giving the 2nd Officer “extra work”, but it was only friendly banter
as both he and I were amazed at how far a small two cell hand torch can be used for
signalling. He said the ship was over 20 miles away on the radar at the time I called it up.
------------------Whilst on the subject of visual signalling, I was once on one ship fitted with two admiralty
pattern 18 inch signalling projectors. These were really fun to use. The lamp was a huge 1
KW bulb at the focus of a superb mirror. In front were spring loaded shutters which blocked
off the light for signalling purposes. The keying lever was light and easily used, situated on
the side of the housing. The beam was perfectly parallel and extremely powerful. We could
use it as a searchlight, for illuminating the clouds or it was easily capable of illuminating a
ship at 8 miles. It was in fact too bright, frequently almost blinding the ship we were trying to
talk to. We used it mostly to draw someone’s attention. It was after all, impossible to miss the
fact we wanted to talk to them!
According to the International radio rules, the radio room had to be connected to the bridge
by a non electrical means of communication. This could be a sliding hatch between the radio
room and the bridge, or, on ships where this was not possible, it was a speaking tube. This
was a tube, a little like a vacuum cleaner hose, connected between the bridge and the radio
room. The cover contained a whistle, so if you removed the cover and blew, the whistle on
the other end would sound, and one could speak and listen through the tube. It worked really
well, but was sometimes misused!
It was not unknown for the person at one end to purposely blow down the tube with all his
might, at which the cover on the other end would emit a short loud shriek, then fly off at high
velocity making a loud banging and clattering as it bounced off any intervening objects. This
was even more effective during the long night watches, when the officer on watch was
probably nicely relaxed. Then with a nonchalant “Oh sorry, did I wake you up” some routine
question would be asked. I must admit, I was guilty of playing that trick too. Of course, this
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did not go unanswered. The deck officer, awaiting his chance for best effect would quietly
blow huge quantities of tobacco smoke into the tube. As the tube in the radio room of this
particular ship was clipped on the bulkhead behind the receiver, the net result was that it
appeared the receiver was on fire. It looked really spectacular, and certainly gave one quite a
fright to start with!
------------------I think a lot of seamen are overgrown children. Nothing delights them more than a simple
trick or an interesting toy. The Japanese of course are masters at mechanical toys, so it is a
virtual certainty that when Japan and seamen get together, something interesting is sure to
happen.
The ship was at anchor off Kobe, and discharging was by barges alongside the ship. There
were some boats going ashore, but they were infrequent and many were happy to stay
aboard after a hard watch. The Japanese are excellent business men, so knowing that a lot
of seamen would not come ashore, they went out to visit them. We had several boats
alongside selling all manner of things. One of them sold nothing but toys – big boys toys.
Radio controlled planes, boats, cars – in fact almost anything a 15 year old boy (or a much
older seaman) would give his heart for.
That night in the bar was somewhat out of the ordinary. Large powerful racing cars zoomed
up and down the passageway. Robots (yes even then!) stalked across the bar carpet, and
then, when everyone had settled down to the main business of drinking, there came the
powerful low throb of some large motor echoing down the alleyway. It got quickly louder, until
the snout of a large cannon, carried on a huge model Sherman tank poked around the door.
There was a loud bang, followed by a large puff of smoke from the barrel and a thud from the
bar denoted a direct hit.
The Chief officer poked his head around the door, grinning like a Cheshire cat. He then
proceeded to run his tank over the model cars, and knocked down the robot, first with a
cannon shot, then (adding to the insult) ran it over.
It was then of course a free for all, and a great evening was had by everyone. The bar was
littered with overturned cars, and if it wasn’t for the fact that the model planes were too large
for the room, I am sure the air force would have been called in for support too.
For a long time after that, we used to be occasionally surprised by the tank (whose sound
could be turned off so it could be quite silent) creeping up and letting off a shot when no one
suspected. It was quite an effective way of grabbing someone’s attention!
I have no idea how the chief officer got it home, but I bet his children were the envy of the
neighbourhood – that is if he did not monopolise it for himself! The faces of the customs
officers at Heathrow when he declared it would have been interesting to see too.
------------------Even at sea, very much the same things occur as on land. One of the more mundane things
is of course that ones hair grows. On land, this is no problem, one waits for the weekend and
visits the barbers (or if you are bit more up-market, the hair salon). This is all very well
ashore, but these are difficult to find at sea – unless one is lucky enough to be on a
passenger liner. Cutting your own hair is possible, but the results are sometimes interesting
to say the least! so one is virtually obliged so seek out another solution.
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On board a ship, there is
normally at least one who
fancies himself as an amateur
hairdresser. These somewhat
elusive people sometimes
even
bring
their
own
instruments of torture - hair
clippers that are seemingly
designed to pull while cutting,
especially sharp scissors and
generally a comb chosen to
have sharp teeth, and made
of metal. They wait until one is
in dire need of a haircut, then
pounce with glee. The need
for their services is generally
signalled
by
general
flagellation around the ears when standing on the bridge wing, peering our against the wind.
A few terse comments may perhaps be made by the captain, and this must taken as a
general hint, before something more unpleasant happens.
The name of the person who is the self appointed barber is given, and the word goes around
that the operation will take place and when. Sometimes it takes place in an empty cabin, so
the evidence can be swiftly cleared away after the dire deed has been done. At other times,
if the weather allows, it may even take place on deck out in the open. At the appointed time
and place, one meets ones torturer and is invited to sit. The instruments of torture are
produced, and the operation commences. Strangely enough, one quickly collects an
interested audience, beers quickly appear as if from nowhere, are opened, and all settle
down to hurl ribald comments at your expense. The best that can happen is the drawing of
blood by some incautious scissor snip, or the ships sudden movement at an inopportune
moment. The victims yelp of pain is generally greeted by cheers and laughter Even the
captain may take an interest, and join in the fun.
All too soon it is all over. Your crowning glory lies at your feet, or is blowing out over the
ocean. The fee must be paid in the general ships currency – beers or cigarettes, and the
instruments are packed away until the next victim. Later, when one meets ones colleagues,
there are unkind comments generally asking if one has been run over by a lawn mower. I
personally used to try and get my hair cut at the beginning of a long ocean passage. We had
a saying, “The difference between a good and a bad haircut is about six weeks”! At the end
of a 4 week ocean passage, one generally looks acceptable when one goes ashore,
irrespective of how the haircut progressed!
-----------------Storing aboard ship is always a problem, und up until just before I left the sea, was handled
by the Chief Steward. He had the unenviable job of trying to work out how much, and of what
to buy at various ports to see us through to the next major storing port. Fresh fruit and
vegetables could be got at each port, but meat and dry goods, not to mention the staple of
every ship – beer – had to bought in large quantities at the cheapest opportunities. The chief
steward also regarded the backhander he got for buying at some ships chandler to be his
personal “perk” and was never handed on to the rest of the crew. So it was not unknown for
him to buy huge quantities at the port he got the biggest “perk” at. The long periods between
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major storing frequently led to some of the items being well past their “sell by” date before
they were used up.
We were coming towards the end of a very long period at sea – two months in fact, and were
also getting towards the bottom of the pile of beer and soft drinks. One evening at the bar,
someone (probably a cadet) wanted a fizzy orange drink – something like Fanta. The nicely
chilled can was passed up from the fridge. The tab was pulled, but there was an absence of
the “Tschhhh” that one usually hears. Undeterred by this and to be truthful, it was probably
completely unnoticed in the heat of conversation, the can was poured into a glass (In this,
the would be consumer had great luck – we normally drank straight from the can). This
probably would have had some interesting consequences.
To his great consternation, the glass started to fill with a dark green liquid, and slimy green
tendrils started to ooze out of the can. Luckily they seemed well dead, and it did not look like
they would take over the ship. The beverage was clearly however WELL past its “best
before” date. We all took this as an object lesson, and afterwards carefully examined each
can before drinking.
Chief stewards were not renowned for their generosity, and very rarely gave refunds. On this
occasion though, even he had to admit that maybe it would be best to throw it away.

------------------Ships food is always an interesting discussion point on any ship. The chief steward insisting
that certain dishes were just not possible as the ingredients were not to be found on board.
We on the other hand maintained that they used to be there, and we were sure he had sold
them at the last port! In most cases, the modern ships food is very good, however it always
depends on where the ship calls.
Towards the end of my seagoing career, it was realised that Chief stewards were a luxury we
could do without. Their job was divided up amongst other officers, and the Chief steward was
made redundant. He was not legally mandatory for running the ship. As it was well known
that Sparkie could type (I could not really deny it as I was at that time producing 2 pages of
ships newspaper a day!), I was given the task of making the daily menus. I thought this was
a Godsend!. All my favourite dishes any time I wanted. I was shortly to find out, it was not
quite that easy.
I had a collection of the old menus, so started with those. As however we had changed crews
recently, I found that our new cook did not know how to make some of the dishes, and we
really did not have all the stuff for some others. Now, I am not a cook, and must admit that
my cooking knowledge is somewhat limited. I started asking our cook what he could make,
then checked with the Captain to find out what we could buy at the next port. The Captain
had been given the job of storing, but seeing as he liked his food, we managed to get all
sorts of interesting stuff supplied.
I of course, in the meantime, had been given all sorts of helpful (and sometimes not so
helpful) suggestions for menus. These were collected, and things started to go quite well. I
integrated the ships newspaper into the menu, and added jokes and ships internal rumours
and gossip. It became quite an interesting piece of literature. The cook, with a bit of
instruction from the captain and various knowledgeable members of the crew, started to
expand his skills, and I think we were all fairly happy with the outcome. It did indeed mean
we had more work to do, but at least we could not beef about the Chief steward and his
backhanders. Any problems were of our own (or maybe my) making!
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