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Hushed is the
world from toiling

Quiet from fret
and care

Evening has
spread its shadows

In sunset and
twilight air
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HMS
Ganges

 


 


Inscribed upon
a plaque at the entrance to the gymnasium, this poem best describes
the goal instructors sought to achieve from the young boys who
passed through that now long disappeared training
establishment.

 


IF

 


If you can keep
your head when all about you

Are losing
theirs and blaming it on you

If you can
trust yourself when all men doubt you

But make
allowance for their doubting too

If you can wait
and not be tired by waiting

Or being lied
about, don't deal in lies

Or being hated,
don't give way to hating

And yet don't
look too good, nor talk too wise

 


If you can
dream - and not make dreams your master

If you can
think - and not make thoughts your aim

If you can meet
with Triumph and Disaster

And treat those
two impostors just the same

If you can bear
to hear the truth you've spoken

Twisted by
knaves to make a trap for fools

Or watch the
things you gave your life to, broken

And stoop and
build 'em up with worn-out tools

 


If you can make
one heap of all your winnings

And risk it all
on one turn of pitch-and-toss

And lose, and
start again at your beginnings

And never
breathe a word about your loss

If you can
force your heart and nerve and sinew

To serve your
turn long after they are gone

And so hold on
when there is nothing in you

Except the Will
that says to them: "Hold on!"



If you can talk
with crowds and keep your virtue

Or walk with
kings - nor lose the common touch

If neither foes
nor loving friends can hurt you

If all men
count with you, but none too much

If you can fill
the unforgiving minute

With sixty
seconds' worth of distance run

Yours is the
Earth and everything that's in it

And - which is
more - you'll be a Man, my son!



Rudyard Kipling
(1865-1936)
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Chapter
One

 


Kippers for
Breakfast



 


It was Tuesday,
the fifteenth of March 1955. I was on board the Belfast to
Liverpool steamer, one of six new Royal Navy recruits en-route to
HMS Ganges. Crossing the Irish Sea from Belfast had been unusually
calm. Perhaps it had something to do with the misty overcast
weather.

Still, I was
grateful for a flat sea. It would have been hugely embarrassing to
be seasick on my very first day as a sailor. Not that the other
passengers would have noticed anyway. To them I must have appeared
as just another silly young boy.

During the last
hour of the crossing I stood alone at the ship’s guardrail, quietly
daydreaming. I imagined myself on the bridge of a warship, a
stalwart seaman, feet firmly planted on a pitching deck and
binoculars at the ready, searching for an enemy fleet.

The ship’s
foghorn suddenly sounded overhead, breaking my salty reverie. The
ship was slowing down as it approached the wharf at the Albert
Docks. My five companions joined me on deck and we watched the
Liverpool skyline gradually materializing through the fog.

Twenty minutes
later the gangway was in place and the passengers began to
disembark, and six young Jolly Jacks finally set foot on a
Liverpool jetty, thus ending the first part of our epic
journey.

Our next task
was to find the Seaman’s Mission, where we were to spend the night
before travelling on to London the following morning. The address
was clearly listed on the sheet of instructions given to us by the
recruiting officer in Belfast.

After asking a
dockyard worker for directions, we set out on foot to find it.
Having no luggage to carry, we decided to walk and save on bus
fares. I almost regretted this decision because, as we left the
docks area, I spotted a line of trams. They were parked in front of
a huge building. At the time I assumed it was the City Hall but I
later discovered that it was the Mersey Port Authority
Building.

The sight of
the trams rekindled some fond memories of the old Belfast trams
that were taken out of service in 1952. They had for years been my
favourite mode of travel around the city. The Liverpool trams were
the same familiar Chamberlain models, but in their drab green paint
they didn’t look nearly as grand as my Belfast ones.

But now wasn’t
the time to reminisce about the past. I had far greater priorities
on this important day.

We continued
down the main street, taking in the sights and sounds of an
unfamiliar city. Ten minutes later, on the opposite side of the
street, we spotted the Mission sign on a two-storey red brick
building.

One of the boys
noticed a cinema a couple of doors down from the Mission which was
showing George Orwell’s ‘1984’, and he suggested we should go there
after supper.

At the Mission
we were assigned our beds and issued with pillows, blankets, towels
and soap. The menu for supper was bangers and mash, tea and rice
pudding, but we were notified that it wasn’t available until 6 pm.
So, having an hour or so to kill, we decide to test our bunks and
rested up before eating. We smoked cigarettes, talked about nothing
in particular, and laughed at silly jokes.

We were nervous
and anxious, but also impatient to move on to the next stage of our
adventure.

After supper we
agreed that we should go to the cinema as it would help pass the
time, but it was a strange film about an imagined world some thirty
years in the future, and I didn’t particularly enjoy it. I had
little interest or comprehension in such a futuristic world. 1984
was just too far in the distance to bother thinking about.

The sleeping
quarters in the Mission was just one large dormitory containing
approximately thirty beds. We cautioned each other to sleep with
our wallets under our pillows. Liverpool was a busy seaport and the
Mission was filled with a variety of merchant seamen from many
different countries. In fact our sleep was disturbed several times
during the night by the noisy arrival of a drunken sailor or
two.

This was my
first introduction to a sleeping environment that consisted of loud
and various sounds that involved snoring, farting and belching.
However, sharing a small space with so many bodies was something
that I would soon become quiet accustomed to in my chosen
career.

I arose around
six the next morning and headed to the communal bathrooms to wash
and brush my teeth. There was very little movement at that early
hour because most of my neighbours were still sleeping soundly.

Trevor Weir, a
wee lad from Ballymena, appeared shortly after me and we finished
our ablutions together. We got dressed and then returned our
bedding to the used-linen hampers provided. With twenty minutes
still to go before breakfast, Trevor suggested we take a walk
around the block and have a smoke.

Outside, the
morning air was crisp and clear, and there were few people about as
we sauntered down the street puffing on our Woodbines. Trevor, who
was just as nervous as me, started a conversation about how he
imagined life would be at HMS Ganges, but neither of us came close
to picturing what lay in store for us once we passed through those
barrack gates.

As we returned
to the Mission a clock was chiming the hour from somewhere across
the city. I was hungry now and my thoughts turned to a hearty
breakfast of bacon and eggs, toast and a large mug of tea. When we
entered the dinning area the four other recruits were already
standing in line waiting to be served so Trevor and I collected our
cups, plates and cutlery from a table at the side of the counter
and lined up behind them.

When my turn
came I held out my plate and the cook dumped something on it that I
didn’t recognize. He was a big burly man who didn’t look
particularly happy with his lot in life so I decided not to ask him
what it was and I joined my friends at the table.

We had all been
served the same thing, and I wasn’t the only one who didn’t know
what it was. One lad did, however, and he gleefully informed us
that we each had a pair of smoked kippers.

I was none the
wiser, but I was equally sure that it was something I wouldn’t
normally eat for breakfast. Or at any other meal, for that matter!
So I had to content myself with bread, margarine, marmalade and a
cup of tea.

I soon learnt
that kippers were a popular item on the Royal Navy’s breakfast
menu, and they were better known in Naval terms as ‘Spithead
Pheasant.’

With our less
than scrumptious meal finished we collected our coats and departed
the Mission. Lime Street Station wasn’t far away, so again we
decided to walk and conserve our dwindling funds. We had ample
time. The London train didn’t leave until 8.30am.

 




*****



 


The next leg of
our journey began with a five-hour train ride to Euston Street
Station in London. The six of us clambered into an eight-seat
compartment just behind the engine.

In the nineteen
fifties, British Rail still used the old style carriages. There was
no corridor, so the passengers were confined to their own
compartment until they arrived at the next station. So it was
incumbent on everyone to use the public lavatory before they
embarked on the train because the next stop could be hours away.
And there was no way of knowing how long the train would stop for
then. The duration of the stop could be anything from two to five
minute, which was often way too short to make it to the toilet and
back again.

Of course, in
desperation, one could always use the window.

This, however,
was only an option if the compartment contained only your
shipmates. And it was also very risky, requiring careful aim and
timing. The wind rushing past the window could cause an
embarrassing spray, which you could say was getting your own
back.

It was also a
big risk going to the station cafeteria for a cuppa and bun because
it usually meant you had to compete with a dozen other passengers
all doing the same thing, and it always seemed that, just as I was
being served, the whistle would blow, signalling that the train was
about to leave. With a surge of panic, and trying not to spill
several mugs of tea, there would be the mad dash back to the
carriage. With the train juddering and gathering speed, I’d
frantically pass the mugs to outstretched hands as I ran alongside,
finally managing to scramble on board just as the end of the
platform loomed large.

This scenario
would be repeated many, many times during my Naval career, though
in later years it would be with pints of beer rather than mugs of
tea. I became quiet competent in platform racing, and though I had
some close calls I never actually missed a train.

Apart from that
the journey to London was uneventful, and we arrived safely at 1.30
pm on Wednesday afternoon. The next part of our schedule was rather
tight. The train to Ipswich departed at 15.45, and we needed to
navigate our way through the London Underground System to Liverpool
Street Station.

The London
Underground is indeed an amazingly simple system, and even fools
like us found our way around it without any mishap. At Liverpool
Street Station we sought out platform fourteen to begin the final
leg of our journey.

At the gate we
saw dozens of boys milling around, and we knew instantly that we’d
arrived at the right place. There were close to a hundred boys of
all shapes and sizes. The platform was alive with their noisy
chatter and laughter.

On the train I
sat beside a boy who looked closer to twelve than fifteen. His name
was Jameson and he was joining from the Royal Hospital School at
Holbrook, the same place where I had almost ended up in1952. He was
known as Jamie, and though we couldn’t know it then, we would be
shipmates for the next three years.

During the
journey to Ipswich everyone in the compartment talked excitedly and
constantly. On arrival, the carriage doors flew open to discharge
their eager cargo. We had arrived.

Several Petty
Officer Instructors from Ganges were there to meet us, and it
quickly became evident that it was not to roll out the welcome
mat!

Suddenly we
were being yelled at, told to shut up and sort ourselves into three
neat lines. This was my first taste of Naval discipline.

Over the next
twelve months, forming three neat lines would become a way of life.
We marched smartly out of the station. Well, we thought we
were smart. Several dark blue lorries with canvas covers were lined
up in the parking area. Emblazoned on the cab doors in large white
letters was RN.

In an orderly
fashion we were loaded into the vehicles, and the convoy set out
for the base at Shotley village. The cold and uncomfortable drive
took about twenty minutes.

Sitting in the
back of a covered lorry, you can only see where you’d been, not
where you were going, so when the lorry made a sharp right turn, I
was surprised to see a huge ship’s mast with a white ensign flying
from it. Below the mast was what looked like the main entrance to
HMS Ganges.

Then I got a
bit confused. It appeared we going in the wrong direction, away
from the main camp. Suddenly we were in a much smaller camp, and
the lorries swung in a wide circle and came to a stop.

The next
instant our world exploded to the shrill of numerous whistles,
people yelling and shouting. Bewildered and frightened, we flew out
of the trucks and landed on a parade square where Petty Officers
attempted to organize us into a division of three neat rows. I
noticed that several of the boys in uniformed were wearing white
gaiters and, like the POs, appeared to have some authority over us.
In fact they were the ones doing most of the shouting and
shoving.

“Three rows,
you idiots!” they screamed. “Tallest on the ends, shortest in the
centre. Move, move, move!”

Once we were
finally formed into three somewhat ragged lines, a silence
descended as a Chief Petty Officer and several Petty Officers stood
in front of us with clipboards in their hands.

“Listen
carefully,” the Chief Petty Officer said. “When your name is
called, fall out and go to the Instructor Boy on your left.”

So that’s who
these guys in the white gaiters were, Instructor Boys.

When all the
names had been called I realised that we had now been segregated
into three separate groups, and only one of the six lads from
Belfast was in my group. Being separated from my travelling
companions initially caused me an anxious moment, but it didn’t
last long, though. Things were moving too rapidly.

The camp, I
later learned, was known as The Annex. All the buildings were
spread evenly around the parade square. At the top end were the
Instructor’s quarters, along with an area known as the quarterdeck.
I would soon learn that the quarterdeck was perceived to be a very
sacred part of the ship. When entering this area, we were required
to salute and then march at the double across it. The mast, a
ship’s bell and two ancient cannons identified the sacred area.

To the left of
the quarterdeck was the guardhouse and two accommodation blocks.
Facing the mast at the other end was the mess hall, the shower
block and the laundry rooms. On the right was the last of the
accommodation blocks, and this was to become my home for the next
six weeks.

Our group was
ordered to turn left and march in single file into our mess block.
To achieve this single file, two Instructor Boys shoved and pushed
us, calling us stupid in a variety of colourful Naval terminology.
Once inside, we were told to stand at attention beside a bed, no
talking, no moving. The Petty Officer who had called out our names
entered the block and told us to stand at ease.

“My name is
Petty Officer Birmingham,” he informed us. “For the next six weeks
I shall be the most important person in your life. At all times you
will address me as Sir, and you will only address me when I say you
can. Instructor Boys Mathers and Moss will be in charge when I’m
not here. They too, will be addressed as Sir.”

I was beginning
to wonder why they bothered to tell us their names. Obviously we’d
never be allowed to use them.

The Petty
Officer gave us a brief outline of what lay ahead, and what was
expected of us in the coming weeks, and by the time he’d finished
there wasn’t a boy who was not scared. Perhaps a few were even
terrified

Instructor Boy
Moss told all the boys on his left to turn right and follow him in
single file.

Those of us
remaining were told to sit on the long bench in the middle of the
mess. We were handed a pencil, some paper and an envelope, then
ordered to write a brief letter letting our parents know that we’d
arrived safely.

By the time our
letters were completed the other group was returning. They carried
bedding and clothing that were piled so high it was difficult for
them to see where they were going.

Then it was our
turn to march out in single file behind Instructor Boy Mathers. We
followed him into a supply room where the clerks, giving us a quick
once-over, decide what size clothing we needed. In rapid order we
moved along the supply line, and the pile of blankets, pillow and
clothing we were given grew ever larger. We then marched in single
filed back into the mess to join the rest of our group as they
finished their letters.

The next order
took us totally by surprise, and it caused us considerable
embarrassment.

“Right,” came
the command. “Strip! Everything off, underwear, socks, the lot! Put
everything on your mattress, and stand by you beds again.”

Twenty-seven
red face boys were now standing stark naked in front of a room full
of total strangers, trying desperately not to look at each other.
Then the senior Instructor Boy held up a pair of newly issued white
underpants. To our immense relief he told us to find ours and put
them on.

Next he held up
a vest and again told us to find ours and put it on, and our acute
embarrassment receded as we quickly dressed by numbers.

Within two
minutes we were fully clothed in our new working uniforms, which
are known as Number 8’s. We looked a sorry sight; though, with
every item of clothing stiff and ill fitting. I’d always imagined
myself as a dashing figure in my smart new uniform, but what I
looked like right then was neither smart nor dashing. In the
following weeks, of course, after washing our kit over and over
again, the new unworn look would soon disappeared, and as my skill
with an electric iron improved too, I soon began to look a little
smarter as well.

On that first
day we were told to gather all our civilian clothes for packing. We
wrapped every single item, socks, underwear, and hankies - the lot!
And when the pile of brown paper packages and the stack of one page
letters were addressed and ready, four boys were detailed to
collect them all and follow Instructor Boy Moss.

Those remaining
were told to march in single file to the washrooms, wash our hands
then fall in three deep outside the mess hall. It was now almost
1900 hrs, and as we were marched into the mess hall for supper we
quickly realised that there were no cooks on duty. The Annex wasn’t
officially operational until the following morning, so we were
issued with mugs of kye (cocoa), bread, margarine, cheese and
jam.

When the meal
was over it was back into three lines to march back to the
accommodation block where we were told to strip again! It was time
to have a shower. A very cold shower!

I was learning
fast that there was neither modesty nor privacy in the Royal Navy.
The shower room had about eight or ten showerheads, and
twenty-seven boys were all told to get under the freezing water
together and wash. Our newly issued kit included was a large bar of
soap known as Pusser Hard, and this was used for washing
everything, including yourself.

In the showers,
a few boys barely got wet before dashing for the exit. But dodging
a cold shower was not possible. Petty Officer Birmingham stood at
the exit, waiting to inspect each one of us. If he decided a boy
wasn’t clean, it was back under the showers for him.

Shivering
badly, we tried desperately to dry ourselves with our newly issue,
almost totally waterproof, towels. Then, with our towels around
waists, we marched in single file back to the mess and stood by our
beds.

“You have
thirty seconds to get into your pyjamas,” was the next order.

Quietly and
quickly, we complied. We were freezing.

A bed was
dragged to the centre of the mess and Instructor Boy Moss
demonstrated the Navy’s method of making up a proper bed.

The owner of
the bed was then severely disappointed when it was pulled apart
again. We were learning that nothing was ever going to be done for
us.

It took ages to
conclude the exercise. Instructor Boys marched up and down, pulling
beds apart that didn’t meet their exact standards. Then at long
last, when everyone finally achieved the requirements, twenty-seven
totally exhausted boys climbed between the sheets and sighed with
relief.

It was now 2100
hours, time for lights out.

We were given
one final, stern warning not to talk. Just one sound and
everyone would be back out on the parade square to practice their
marching skills for an hour.

Utter silence
fell on the place. I lay quietly in my bed, gazing at the rafters.
I was tired, but I was very happy. I had arrived.

Thus ended the
first day of my Naval career.

 


 



Chapter
Two



The Annex.





My pleasant and
dreamy sleep was suddenly invaded by the glare of lights and the
shrill sounds of whistles blowing hysterically. It seemed like I’d
only just gone to sleep and now I was out of bed and standing at
attention.

A few heavy
sleepers, or perhaps they were just trying to avoid the inevitable,
remained under their covers. It was not a good idea. Their beds
were quickly flipped over, empting blankets and bodies onto the
deck.

Instructor Boys
loomed over the hapless late sleepers issuing dire threats of
punishment. The most unpopular of these punishments was to double
march around the parade square with your rolled up mattress on your
back.

After that
first morning everyone naturally became light sleepers. We were out
of bed the instant we were called.

At 0500 hrs on
that dark and chilly Thursday morning we were ordered to wash and
shave. It mattered not that most of us didn’t need to shave. It was
wiser to do what we were told without objection.

Everyone
lathered up and, with our newly issued razors, we removed imaginary
stubble, bum fluff and peach fuzz from our baby faces. Shaving for
the first time was made even more difficult by the fact that the
water was very cold.

By five-thirty
we were stripping our beds and folding the bedding. Like the night
before, this was a long-suffering exercise. Once more, our two
Instructor Boys paraded up and down the mess throwing any blanket
or sheet that failed to meet the required standards onto the
deck

With all the
bedding finally folded in the uniform fashion we were ordered to
dress in our number eights, with boots and gaiters. Number eights
consisted of dark blue trousers, light blue shirt, boots, gaiters
and cap. We were issued with a pair of khaki gaiters that set us
apart from the Instructors, who wore white gaiters.

Out on the
parade square the first rays of daylight were appearing as we
separated into two squads. Instructor Boy Moss was in charge of my
squad. I was glad about that. Of our two young mentors he was the
more gentle, although gentle probably isn’t the best word to
describe any Instructor Boy.

Boys spilled
out of the other two barracks to join us on the parade square. It
was drill time! Drill requires total concentration, listening
carefully to each order that was issued by the Squad Leader. The
exercise was made doubly difficult by having six separate Squad
Leaders all yelling similar orders at the same time.

The next hour
was spent marching, doubling, turning left, turning right, and
about turning. It was a disaster. A lot of the boys didn’t appeared
to know their left from their right and this sent the Instructors
into a frenzy of more hysterical threats.

At 0700 hrs we
were dismissed and told to form a single line outside the dining
hall for breakfast, and by now we were very hungry indeed. Our last
meal had been a meagre supper of bread and cheese. Added to this
was the hour of rigorous early morning drill. We had become a
ravenous hoard.

When I finally
reached the food counter I surmised that the cook must be related
to the one at the Liverpool Seaman’s Mission. My plate once again
held a mystery food. It turned out to be kidneys on toast, better
known in Naval terminology as ‘Shit on a Raft’.

I’d never
tasted a kidney in my life, but with such a powerful hunger I
swallowed every bit of it, washing it down with generous gulps of
tea. I finished my breakfast by polishing off several thick slices
of bread, margarine and marmalade.

Breakfast was
followed by a very hectic morning. We collected the remainder of
our kit, and we had to stamp our name on every single item.

At the same
time haircuts were taking place on the parade square. Several
barbers (boys in training) from the main establishment were doing
the shearing. I doubt any of them wouldn’t have been hired to shear
sheep. Supervision came from two totally disinterested civilians,
who I assumed were qualified barbers. The parade square was a scene
of lost curls and locks with occasional traces of blood. When it
was over selling Brylcreem or a comb would have been almost
impossible.

Through the
course of the morning we learned that we were to remain in the
Annex for six weeks. It was necessary to undergo basic training
before moving to the main establishment to begin the actual
seamanship training.

Boys in the
Annex were known as Nossers, a somewhat detrimental name applied to
newcomers and rookies.

During basic
training our names had to be sewn into each article of kit with a
red cotton chain stitch. To accomplish this task we’d been issued
with a sewing kit, better known as a ‘housewife.’ A great many boys
spend every free minute of the next six weeks with their
‘housewife’ because no one could leave the Annex until the sewing
was completed. And no one wanted to be left behind to start all
over again with the new intake.

In our naïve
and simple minds we believed that once we reached the main
establishment things would get easier.

Four particular
things stand out in my memory of the Annex: sewing and folding,
washing and marching. And marching, and marching. I believe we
spent more time on the parade square than we did in bed.

Our first visit
to the laundry was a severe shock for everyone. Hand washing our
kit with ‘pusser hard’ soap was an experience none of us could have
imagined. I suspect that the laundry and the sewing were a
nightmare for many boys. The boys with long surnames suffered the
sewing chore more than most.

However, many
boys with short names who were woefully inept with a needle didn’t
fair much better. Our Instructor Boys inspected each item of kit,
and often made us cut the thread out again and redo it. I can’t
remember the exact number of articles in a Naval kit but at the
time it seemed like hundreds.

The most
unpleasant experience in the Annex, and the one I consider a
blemish on an otherwise fair training system, was the laundry.
Ganges training was indeed very harsh, and it’s true that sometimes
the Instructors went too far. Nevertheless, if you carried out your
duties properly you could generally stay out of trouble.

The Annex
laundry was a different matter entirely. The person in charge was a
civilian named Knobby Clark. It was rumoured that he’d once been a
Royal Marine Corporal, and if that was true it did nothing to
enhance my image of the Marines. He was a bully and tyrant,
deriving pleasure from picking on the smaller boys in our division.
He carried a sail baton and he used it liberally, and mostly
without cause, on many a bare buttock of his hapless victims.

His golden rule
was silence! Should a boy dare to speak he was struck maliciously
and made to put a wet woollen sock in his mouth for the duration of
the session. This was a doubly unpleasant punishment. The dye from
the sock ran into your mouth and dripped into the sink. Washing
your whites while avoiding the blue dye dripping on them was almost
impossible.

Each washed
item was held up in front of Clark for his inspection and approval,
but he rarely approved of anything the first time around. He
enjoyed grabbing the wet article and, in a swinging motion,
wrapping it around the unfortunate boy’s head.

He enjoyed
inflicting punishment, and his face seemed permanently fixed in an
evil grin. I no longer remember his actual features but I retain an
image of an unshaven, overweight bully with a half-smoked butt in
the corner of his mouth.

Looking back
now, it’s disappointing that our Instructors didn’t step in and
take control of him. It will forever stand out as a serious blemish
on the Ganges organization. To employ such an ill suited person and
place him in a position of authority over defenceless boys was, to
say the least, shameful. From that dreadful laundry experience I
have often wondered if the term ‘put a sock in it’ originated at
Ganges.

Beside my bed
was a kit locker. Its doors were always open to display my
(hopefully) neatly folded kit. A photograph of how a kit locker was
supposed to look was placed on the mess notice board. Our lockers
were supposed to look identical. Unfortunately many a locker failed
to meet the standard and, like our beds, was often tipped over.

Once a week we
had a full kit inspection. All kit items had to be laid out on our
canvas hammock. Every article of clothing had to be folded to the
same length and width as our seamanship manual. The sewn on names
had to be centrally located on each folded item. Spit and polish
was soon added to an already overwhelming list of chores. Petty
Officer Birmingham expected to see his face in the shine of our
boots. Dawn to dusk was filled with work. If we found a spare
minute it was used to complete our sewing.

A variety of
other training events were happening at the same time. The mess
hall was cleared one afternoon and a boxing ring set up. We were
paired up regardless of size, and ordered to punch each other’s
lights out.

On a cold and
windy April morning we were ordered to strip to the waist and form
three single lines on the parade square. I was covered in goose
bumps with my teeth chattering as we waited in line for
inoculations!

I still shudder
at the methods employed back then. Three tables were set up at the
end of the parade square. At each table sat two Sick Bay Ratings
(nursing assistants of a sort). On each table was a Bunsen burner
that was used to sterilize the needle after each use. The same
needle was used on approximately thirty to forty boys.

We were lined
up in alphabetical order. For those at the rear, which included me,
the blunt needle felt more like a six-inch nail being driven into
one’s arm.

We were never
given more information than necessary during our day- to-day
training in the Annex. So imagine our surprise when a rumour began
to circulate that we were going on leave the following week.

I couldn’t
believe it. Three weeks in the Navy and we were already going on
leave. It just didn’t seem possible. Nevertheless, it was true. The
following Wednesday the entire camp was closing down for three
weeks Easter leave.

The news was
both good and bad. It was obviously exciting to be going home
wearing our uniforms. However, it was a serious interruption to our
training, just when we were adapting to the harsh routine. Going on
leave now could mean having to start all over again when we came
back. It was also a temptation for any unhappy young lad to
consider deserting.

Organizing the
leave of hundreds of boys and dispatching them to different
locations across the nation was a grand example of Ganges
efficiency. Everyone was separated into a local zone and my group
consisted of approximately thirty boys all going to Northern
Ireland.

A handful of
boys from the South of Ireland had to travel in civilian clothes.
It was considered very unwise to wear the Queen’s uniform South of
the border.

Ipswich Station
was thronged with young sailors looking for a space on the packed
trains. Almost everyone travelled down to London first, and then
fanned out and disappeared into various tube stations.

On the train I
was amazed to see many of the boys from the main establishment
busily sewing a variety of badges onto their tunics. They had
exchanged their Ganges cap tallies for those of sea going ships. We
Nossers from the Annex sat apart in our plain, and obviously brand
new uniforms.

Nozzers were
considered wet behind the ears and the boys from the main
establishment ignored us completely. Sailors for barely three
weeks, we had yet to learn the trick of looking smart and natty in
our new uniforms. Boys from the main establishment had learned to
bleach their blue uniform collars. After many washes the collar
turns a lighter shade of blue, and it was the sign of an old salt.
My own collar, along with my companions, was dark blue. In fact it
was almost black.

During my time
at Ganges I would see many a collar ruined with bleach and a
variety of other experiments used to lighten the colour. I would
surmise that the replacement of uniform collars from slops (Supply)
was high in demand.

My first shore
leave as a sailor was very quiet, and it required the constant
explanation as to why I was home so soon after joining. Also,
having only been in the Navy for one payday, I had very little
money to spend. Then three weeks later I was back in the Annex to
complete my basic training before moving on to the main
establishment. When that big day finally arrived we were divided
into our new divisions and introduced to our new Instructors.

I joined Drake
Division, and I was allocated to number 40 Mess. We were further
divided into two separate classes, number 16 and 17.

Our new
Instructors were Petty Officers Booty and Russell. They would soon
prove to be much harder on us than the ones we were leaving
behind.

 





Chapter
Three



The Main
Establishment





Drake division
was located at the top end of the short covered walkway, and Number
40 Mess was almost directly under the huge mast, just opposite the
base Post Office. Trevor Weir was the only one from our original
Belfast six still with me. Where everyone else had gone to I had no
idea.

Training now
took on a much greater variety of subjects, and the swimming test
was amongst the first, and the hardest, to pass. The test entailed
staying afloat for twenty minutes in the deep end of the swimming
pool whilst wearing a canvas duck suit. Any boy who grabbed onto
the side of the pool failed immediately and was listed as a
backward swimmer.

I was lucky,
and I passed first time. But I have to tell you, wearing a canvas
suit makes the job very difficult because the canvas quickly
becomes waterlogged and extremely heavy, making swimming very
tiring.

To be listed as
a backward swimmer was not good. If you were one of those
unfortunate boys, it meant you had to attend the pool every morning
at 0500 hours for thirty minutes of swimming. The early hour and
cold water made your life very unpleasant. Sunday was the only day
you were excused.

However, it
also proved an effective training strategy because the boys were
motivated to become stronger swimmers very quickly.

Like the Annex,
we seemed to spend more time on the parade square than we did in
bed. Petty Officer Russell was our drill and gunnery Instructor,
and he put us through a series of exercises. We learned how to crew
and fire a four-inch gun, a common weapon on most of our warships
at the time.

We were taught
how to function in a gas filled environment with our gas mask
removed.

On the range we
practiced firing the Lee Enfield .303 rifle. This rifle had a
violent recoil action and it could cause a nasty shoulder injury if
it was held incorrectly, so we quickly learned how to hold it
properly. During the range training I qualified for my first badge,
the Marksman Cross Rifles badge. I was very proud.

Petty Officer
Booty taught us seamanship, tying knots, splicing ropes, and
rigging a block and tackle. We learned the alphabet of the
semaphore code, which at the time began Able-Baker-Charlie-Dog etc,
and was use for signalling at sea.

But it seemed
we had no sooner learned this system than it was changed to the
international code of Alpha-Bravo-Charlie-Delta etc. Such was the
life of a young sailor in training. We had no choice but to get on
with it.

Before sun-up
we would pull (row) a 32-foot Naval cutter up and down the Orwell
River, racing cutters from the other divisions. To lose a race was
unacceptable to our instructors, and it usually resulted in us
doing extra time on the river. We learned how to sail a 27-foot
whaler, and we often missed supper while trying to sail across the
wind in a hopeless attempt to return to the jetty on time.

Sunday was
hardly a day of rest at Ganges. It began with the whole camp on
parade. Dressed in our Number Ones, which was our best uniforms
with gold badges, we marched smartly past the Saluting Dais,
following the guard, the boys bugle band and the band of the Royal
Marines.

After the
parade we lined up to attend Church services, and how the Navy
decided who attended which Church has always remained a mystery to
me. We were divided into three groups, the Church of England, Roman
Catholic and the Free Church of Scotland. Anyone who didn’t belong
to the first two churches had to attend the Free Church.

On Sunday
afternoon we were free to climb the mast, play sports, or, if we
had any money, go into Ipswich where we could stay until 1900
hours. But few of us had any money so we spent our time sitting on
the yardarms of the 147-foot high mast, viewing the surrounding
countryside.

The mast was
indeed the landmark of Ganges, a spectacular sight that could be
seen from many miles away. It was even more impressive when, on
ceremonial occasions, it was manned by hundreds of boys in uniform.
One boy, who was certainly braver than me, would stand on the
button at the very top of the mast and salute. Below him on each
platform, yardarm and halyards, boys manned the rigging, standing
side by side with their arms and legs extended.

A total of more
than eighty boys would spread out on each and every part of the
mast, and it was a marvellous sight to behold.

Then, at the
sound of a bugle call, and in total silence, the mast would be
vacated in less than one minute.

 


 


*****

 


 


As the year
rolled on I made good progress, and in June I was promoted to Badge
Boy, or Leading Boy. I was one of four with this rank in the mess,
and we were in charge of everything when the Instructors were
absent. We took charge of our classmates, marching them smartly
about the camp, to classes, meals and wherever else we had to go.
We marched everywhere. No one dared to wander around Ganges.

While I was
doing reasonably well, the same could not be said for my shipmate
Trevor Weir. He was constantly in trouble, as he found learning the
many drills and seamanship routines very difficult.

By far his
biggest problem was his dress and deportment. He always seemed to
arrive on parade in a uniform that was badly in need of ironing, or
a visit from a needle and thread. His unsightly appearance was
guaranteed to send our Instructors into a fit of rage. This made
things bad for the whole class because we were often punished as
well because of his sloppy turn out. Trevor quickly found himself
very unpopular with his messmates.

We also had a
full kit inspection on a regular basis, and these were usually a
disaster for Trevor. His whites had taken on a greyish hue, and,
like his deportment, fell far below the expected standard.

One day,
returning from my second leave in August, I was waiting at the
Belfast quay when his mother approached me. She asked me to help
her son and naturally I agreed. But she didn’t fully understand
what she was asking of me. Just keeping myself at the correct
standard required was difficult enough. To help Trevor as well was
all but impossible.

Of course we
were encouraged to work as a team and to help each other wherever
we could, but that didn’t mean washing his kit for him, doing his
ironing, dressing him or supervising his drill. Every boy was
expected to become proficient in these areas by himself. Besides,
if you were caught helping someone lay out his kit for inspection
you could well find yourself under punishment.

When Trevor
returned from leave his whites were the envy of the whole mess. His
mother had washed them until they looked as clean and pure as
virgin snow. Alas, they didn’t remain like that for long. All too
soon they returned to their usual dull grey, and so did his
troubles.
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In October I
was promoted to Petty Officer Boy. At about the same time a dance
was arranged in the gym. Girls were invited from Ipswich and
surrounding area. There was no shortage of pretty young dance
partners, but the majority of boys at camp couldn’t dance.

Yours truly
certainly could, my many nights at the Plaza now proved most
beneficial.

I asked a
pretty Ipswich girl named Carol Syrett to dance and was delighted
when she said yes. It was love at first sight, and we danced
together the whole night.

I saved my
meagre funds to visit her in town the following weekend, and we
wrote to each other and exchanged photos. I even wrote home telling
Anna that I was in love and thinking of getting engaged. Anna,
obviously somewhat concerned, advised me that I should wait a few
years.

Her advice was
wise but unnecessary. Things moved too fast at Ganges for romance
to blossom. Seeing Carol on a regular basis was not possible. We
soon drifted apart, and I suffered the first of the many broken
hearts from which I somehow always recovered. Yet it’s strange that
after all these years I still remember Carol, and her Ipswich
address; Number 2, Pound Cottages.

Trevor’s career
remained on a downward spiral; he was always in trouble, suffering
one punishment after another. Petty Officer Russell, our Gunnery
Instructor, became so frustrated with his constant grubby
appearance that he ordered him to be scrubbed down out on the
parade square.

Of all the
unusual things I saw at Ganges, this stands out as the cruellest
and most soul destroying of them all. A washtub was placed on the
parade ground and filled with cold water. Both classes were made to
participate in what followed. Trevor was ordered to strip naked and
get into the tub, and we had to scrub him down with stiff
scrub-brushes and ‘pusser hard’ soap. No one could avoid
participating in this dreadful punishment. To try and dodge it
meant we’d be next in the tub.

When it was all
over Trevor’s skin was red raw, and tears streamed down his face.
The pain and torture he suffered that day was surely better suited
to an older Navy of cannon and canvas. I really felt Trevor’s awful
agony, yet there was nothing I could do to console him.

I can’t
remember the exact date, but some weeks later he disappeared from
Ganges. He had been discharged as an unsuitable candidate for the
Navy. It was dreadful news and I felt I’d failed my shipmate. I
questioned if I could have done more. Had I tried harder, might
things have turned out differently? But in retrospect, there was
really nothing I could have done for him. Trevor just wasn’t cut
out for a life in the Navy.

As March of
1956 neared, we prepared for the completion of our year of
training. Many tests and exams lay ahead, but the fear of failure
was tempered with the excitement of being drafted into the fleet
soon afterwards.

We speculated
on where, and to which ships, we might be sent. Many rumours
circulated amongst us. Everyone hoped to go to a small ship, such
as a frigate or a destroyer. We were well aware that on a larger
ship like a battleship or a carrier, the discipline would be a lot
stricter. Discipline was something we’d had more than enough of at
Ganges.

As we completed
out final exams I was promoted to Instructor Boy, and I was to be
sent back to the Annex for approximately fifteen more weeks. This
was a double edge sword; on the one hand I was over the moon at
having obtained the highest rank a boy could reach, but it meant I
would not go to sea for a further three months. It also meant I
wouldn’t be going to sea with my classmates.

I never
considered that I had a choice. I was conditioned to do what I was
told and when to do it. Donning white gaiters with my uniform and
packing my kit, I proudly returned to the Annex. I was teamed up
with another newly appointed Instructor Boy named Jameson (Jamie).
We knew each other from a year earlier when we sat together on the
train from London. That seemed like a lifetime ago. But it was good
having a friend to begin my new role of Instructor Boy.

The Navy was
modernizing and suddenly we were no longer to be called Boy Seamen.
We were now Junior Seamen, thus my new title became Junior
Instructor.

The lengths of
service also changed, although that wouldn’t directly affect me
until I reached my eighteenth birthday. The new terms were nine or
fourteen year’s continuous service. This replaced the old terms of
twelve years, or seven and five reserve.

Becoming a
Junior Instructor had some advantages and privileges. However, it
was far from easy work. We were expected to set the highest
standard at all times. Uniforms and deportment must always be
impeccable. It was our responsibility to get the new recruits up in
the mornings and into bed at night. This meant we were first up and
last to bed.

Between new
intakes the Annex was deserted, and we were left to do as we
pleased. Besides enjoying a well-earned rest we were free to roam
about the village. We struck up relationships with the local girls.
If I remember correctly there were only two. The Canteen Manager’s
daughter and the Church of England Padre’s daughter.

Naturally,
great care was exercised in wooing the girls. Even with our
privileged rank disaster could strike if their parents found out. I
have no doubt our freedom to leave the Annex would have been
instantly curtailed.

I can
understand the saying ‘lock up your daughters’; it surely applied
to those families living beside a camp of roughly one thousand
hormonal young Jolly Jacks.
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In early August
Jamie and I were informed that we were leaving the Annex to join
HMS Whitby, which was tied up alongside in the dockyard at
Devonport. It was a temporary draft; and we’d soon receive new
orders. I was excited and when I asked the Senior Instructors in
the Annex what type of ship the Whitby was he said it was a new
frigate designed for anti-submarine warfare.

Early on
the15th August, along with several shipmates, I joined my first
real ship. I was immediately put to work giving the hull a fresh
coat of battleship grey paint.

Within an hour
of arriving I had managed to replace my cap tally for an HMS Whitby
one. I consigned the Ganges tally to the depths of the murky
dockyard waters.

Jamie and I had
to quickly adjust to our new shipmates. For the last three months
as Junior Instructors we had been saluted, addressed as Sir and
generally treated with great respect.

That was over
now, and we’d returned to the lowly rank of Junior Seaman. However,
with so many new and exciting things happening this turned out not
to be too difficult a transition.

Our time on
Whitby was indeed temporary. On the 19th August we were told to
pack our kit and be ready to move. Not a problem for me. Having
only arriving four days earlier I’d not found time to unpack.

My next draft
was really exciting. With roughly two hundred other draftees I was
flying to Singapore to join HMS Cockade. I saw flying as an amazing
adventure. Like me, few of my shipmates had ever been near an
aircraft, much less flown in one.

There was much
speculation about this, such as wondering if we would be issued
with a parachute. Air travel was quite rare in those days and it
was still considered to be unsafe by a large segment of the
population.

The Royal Navy
chartered an aircraft as a cost effective method of replacing a
whole ship’s crew while allowing the ship to remain on station.
Skyways Airlines was the charter company selected for the Singapore
run. They operated out of Stansted airfield.

Their fleet
consisted of several twin and perhaps a few four engine prop jobs,
with a carrying capacity of approximately fifty to sixty passengers
and crew. I’m not sure what type of aircraft we flew on, possibly
Handley Page or Hermes. Both were popular carriers in use with
major British airlines at the time.

While we were
packing and preparing to travel to London, events in the Middle
East were coming to a head. In 1956 trouble was brewing between
England, France and Egypt. The major concern was the Suez Canal.
Large forces were being concentrated in the Mediterranean and an
invasion appeared imminent.

Cockade’s new
crew, while not involved in the Middle East problem, had to pass
through that area landing to refuel along the route.

The flight to
Singapore was estimated to take four days with two over-night stops
in Karachi and Calcutta. There were some other refuelling stops. In
London we were instructed to wear civilian clothing for the flight
so that, if we landed in a country that was hostile to British
intentions, we’d not be recognized as military personnel. Well,
that was the theory, though I doubt we’d have actually fooled
anyone.

The question of
wearing civvies created a problem for us boys because civilian
clothing had not been allowed at Ganges. Consequently we only had
our uniforms.

I no longer
remember who actually solved this dilemma, but I’ll never forget
that ill fitting, oversized and worn out grey suit that was issued
to me.

I had to turn
up the trouser bottoms and gather in the waist, and hold it in
place with my pusser belt. The white shirt draped my diminutive
upper body like a huge robe.

I didn’t even
attempt to wear the jacket. The only article of clothing that
fitted me properly was my highly polished uniform boots. And I
wasn’t alone. Poor Jamie, who was even smaller than me, wore
equally ill-fitting clothes. We were certainly a motley crowd
boarding the aircraft that morning. But who cared? We were about to
fly to the other side of the world.

Racing down the
runway, bumping and rattling, was quiet unnerving to us first time
fliers. Nevertheless, we did our best to look cool and unconcerned.
Finally airborne, we didn’t exactly soar into the great blue
yonder. It was more like a slow lumbering crawl that just managed
to clear the trees and buildings. I have no idea what height we
levelled off at, but the experience was amazing.

The first leg
to Brindisi took about four hours and we landed there to refuel.
After experiencing a successful landing we were allowed off the
plane to stretch our legs, though we were not allowed inside the
terminal building.

Much later we
landed in Karachi and we were bussed to a local hotel. The heat was
oppressive and the only cooling in our room came from a slow moving
overhead fan. Jamie and I shared a sparsely furnished room of two
single beds, a mirror and a shower stall. We were fascinated at
having a mosquito net over our beds.

Trying to
shower the next morning was a total failure because we only managed
to squeeze a few drops of rusty water from the showerhead.

The following
night’s accommodation was much more classy. Landing in the early
afternoon at Calcutta, we were driven to the Great Eastern Hotel.
It was located somewhere near the city centre. It was definitely
the finest hotel I’d ever been in. Our room was furnished in the
traditional Indian style, complete with a very ornate bathtub that
actually worked.

We were given
strict instructions not to leave the hotel for any reason. After a
wonderful meal in the grand dinning hall we returned to our rooms
where we were expected to remain until morning. But it was quite
impossible for six restless young men to stay indoors while outside
a mysterious new world beckoned. Temptation finally overtook us and
six greenhorns from Ganges ventured onto the street.

Immediately the
most amazing sights and sounds confronted us. There were people
everywhere, walking, riding bikes, pulling rickshaws and availing
of lots of other strange methods of transportation.

And there was
poverty such as I’d never seen before. People sat on the sidewalk
while others slept in doorways. Throngs of half naked children
swarmed over us begging for money.

While absorbing
this incredible scene I became aware of someone tugging my foot
with the obvious intention of polishing my boots. I protested that
my boots were fine and didn’t need to be cleaned. But reluctant to
appear rude, and unsure of what I should do, I let him polish them
anyway. When he finished he held his hand out for payment.

“Three pence,
Sahib," he pleaded.

I had no small
change on me. All I had was half-a-crown, which was my total
worldly wealth at the time, so I handed him the coin, seriously
expecting to receive two shillings and three pence in change.

But this
enterprising little shoe-shiner thought it was his lucky day. Half
a crown in Calcutta was a small fortune and he was unwilling to
part with it.

After a lot of
verbal exchange between us, me in English and him in a mixture of
unrecognisable words like ‘me no unstandi the great Sahib,’ I did
finally get some change back. It came in the form of three Player’s
cigarettes and a sixpence.

That brief,
very expensive, venture onto a Calcutta street, barely a few feet
from the front steps of the hotel, was enough for me. Now
considerably poorer I scurried back to my hotel room.
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The next day we
landed in Singapore and we moved into the accommodation block at
HMS Terror, the local shore base. There we waited for the arrival
of the rest of the crew before joining the ship the following
day.

The wait was
longer than expected. Two of the five planes that left England with
us had broken down along the way. They finally arrived two days
late. During the delay I‘d almost burst with frustration waiting to
see my new ship.

On a hot
Thursday morning the lorries arrived and we loaded kit bags and
hammocks onto them then moved out towards the dockyard. At last I
was on my way.

Ten minutes
later the convoy came to a halt alongside a magnificent County
Class destroyer, HMS Cockade.

The ships
company divided into trades and divisions. The Seaman branch were
mostly allotted messes in the forward part of the ship. Engine room
personnel (still popularly known as Stokers from the coal burning
days) were accommodated near the mid-ship section close to the
engine room. Other smaller trades like electricians were scattered
throughout the ship.

The remainder
of the day was mostly taken up with orientation, finding a locker,
stowing our kit and claiming a place to sling a hammock. As a
junior sailor in the Starboard mess my choice was whatever space
was left over.

We met with the
Divisional and Petty Officer. They handed out our watch keeping
duties and told us which part of the ship we were responsible for.
My part of the ship was the forecastle, a big area to paint and
clean. It also seemed to have more brass fittings than any other
part of the ship.

My ‘action
station’ was 'A' gun, the most forward one of the three four-inch
weapons. It was located on the fo’c’s’le, (phonetic spelling of
forecastle). There were two more guns. 'B' was located just below
the bridge, and 'Y' was located aft.

Over the next
two months we spent all our time at sea, training and learning our
various duties. My experience at Ganges was proving to be very
worthwhile, as I became quiet adept with the many seagoing
tasks.

In November of
1956 the Cockade was detailed for escort duty with the Royal Yacht
Britannia, which was taking the Duke of Edinburgh to Melbourne,
Australia to open the Olympic games. So it was all hands to paint
ship. We had to be spic and span from top to bottom for this royal
duty.

The Olympic
cruise was promulgated on the ships notice board with scheduled
visits to Brisbane and Sydney. We were to spend five days in
Melbourne for the opening week of the games, then off to Adelaide
for a short visit, returning to Melbourne for the final week of the
games.

It was the trip
of a lifetime and I eagerly painted my part of the ship in
preparation for the big day. I never imagined it could get any
better.

But one
afternoon I heard my name being called over the tannoy (the ship’s
loudspeakers). I was anxious because being instructed to report to
the Regulating Office was never a good sign. I must have looked
worried when I arrived because the Master at Arms told me to
relax.

“I understand
you have a valid drivers licence,” he said.

I was mystified
as to why this would be of any importance to anyone.

“Yes Sir, I
do,” I replied hesitantly.

He then
explained that whilst the ship was in Melbourne, we would have the
use of a vehicle, probably a jeep. Therefore we required four
volunteer drivers.

Wow! I couldn’t
believe my luck. Naturally I volunteered immediately. It was very
rare for a junior rating to be offered such a cushy number, but it
had nothing to do with rank or rating. Very few of the crew could
drive in those days, and even fewer had a licence.

Four qualified
drivers were eventually found and we were sent ashore to take a
test. A dockyard transport manager supervised the test, which
wasn’t too difficult. I passed and I was duly issued an Admiralty
driving permit.

In early
November we took up the escort duties with our sister ship HMS
Consort and the cruiser HMS Newcastle. Arriving off the Australian
coastline we were dispatched from escort duties for a three-day
visit to Brisbane.

Next we sailed
down the coast to Sydney, arriving early on a Sunday morning. I was
off duty and went ashore for a look around. I was disappointed to
find that everything was closed and the city almost deserted. With
little else to do I walked onto the famous Sydney Harbour Bridge
and took a few photos. Thus far Australia had turned out to be a
bit of a disappointment.

However our
arrival in Melbourne promised that was that all about to change.
Unlike the previous two cities, Melbourne was a hive of activity.
The streets and shops were decorated and the pavements teemed with
huge numbers of tourist and visitors. The harbour bristled with
warships from a variety of nations. An Italian cruiser was tied up
near us and its huge superstructure dwarfed the lesser vessels
around it.

My pressing
concern was, of course, the arrival of our transportation. I was
anxious to know what I’d be driving. In due course a navy blue
Willys jeep pulled up alongside the gangway. Painted in white on
each side were the letters RN.

The other
drivers and myself listened intently as the driver explained the
idiosyncrasies of this unique little vehicle. It was left hand
drive. Australians, like the English, drive on the right. The jeep
was simple to drive and actually a lot of fun too. This was
definitely the best duty experienced so far in my short Naval
career.

Over the next
few days I was called upon to drive the Skipper to the city to meet
officials or attend receptions. I also drove many of the ships
officers to a variety of destinations. I had the distinct feeling
we were more like a taxi service than a military service.
Nevertheless, I enjoyed the job and indeed I considered myself to
be quite important.

On the morning
of the opening of the Olympic games, things were quite hectic. As
duty driver I’d already completed several runs in the jeep. Then
around tot time a group of about eight or ten shipmates rolled off
the gangway and made a beeline for the jeep. Without asking, they
piled in and demanded to be chauffeured into town.

Being a young
and very junior sailor, I was easily intimidated by the older
shipmates, and I knew it would be difficult, maybe even impossible,
to get them out of the jeep, so I decided that the best course of
action would be to drive them to the nearest pub.

I started the
jeep and headed for the city centre. This wasn’t as simple as it
might sound. Two of my passengers were sitting on the bonnet,
impeding my vision and speed. Finally I reached the main
thoroughfare leading to Flinders Street, and I have to ask myself,
why can’t you ever find a pub when you so desperately needed
one.

I eased the
jeep into the left side lane that took me onto the main street, and
too late, I realised that it was a big mistake. Directly in front
of me was a police barrier. It was much too close to avoid, so my
only option was to stop.

But as I slowed
down I was surprised to see a policeman step forward and wave me
through. Of course I obeyed, and to my horror I immediately I found
myself in the middle of a street that was lined with thousands of
flag waving people.

In the split
second it took to pass through the barrier I realised what had
happened. The policeman had assumed that we were part of the
official party sent to line the street.

The second
realisation, however, caused me to break out in a cold sweat. Oh my
God! I was trapped in the very same street that the Duke was going
to travel along on his way to the official opening of the Games. I
immediately envisioned a court martial, resulting in me being
hanged from the nearest yardarm at dawn.

The only way
out was to drive to the end of the street and get off at the next
junction. But what if I met the Royal Entourage coming the other
way? I couldn’t just drive past them! I would have to back up. I
would surely cause an international incident and end my brief naval
career.

In the meantime
my unconcerned passengers were having a ball, waving
enthusiastically at the spectators as we sped past. The crowd waved
back and cheered loudly. Of course this prompted my rum-sodden
shipmates to react and respond with greater enthusiasm.

Not one of them
gave me a thought, or even considered my predicament. I was having
difficulty gripping the steering wheel with my sweaty palms as I
drove as fast as I dared down the crowded and narrow street.

Fortunately I
reached the end of the street without any major incident and we
turned sharply into an alleyway.

I’d had enough
by then. With a thumping heart and a bright red face I jumped up
and yelled at my passengers.

“Get the hell
out of my jeep!”

I was so angry
they didn’t hesitate. They were gone in a second.





*****

 




Being a Junior
Sailor in the Royal Navy brought with it certain rigors and
difficult situations. Life on board HMS Cockade was no exception.
We were constantly tormented and teased. We often found ourselves
doing the least pleasant jobs. To be appointed 'Captain of the
Head' was not an honour. It merely meant you were responsible for
cleaning the toilets.

On the seaman’s
mess deck we enjoyed an ongoing rivalry between Senior and Junior
seaman. This was my first ship so I had no way to compete with
stories of previous ships. I couldn’t count my four days in
Whitby.

Taff Richards,
who recently turned twenty, was now old enough to receive a daily
tot of rum. ‘Tot time’ was usually when our messmates regaled us
with numerous stories about their adventure aboard their last
ships. Most of the stories were greatly exaggerated and usually
dismissed with a huge pinch of salt. It was on one of these
occasions that Taff decided to tell us a story about his last
ship.

His story would
be remembered for the duration of our time on Cockade.

It started when
someone commented that a small tramp steamer had failed to dip its
ensign when passing us that morning. Merchant ships traditionally
lowered their flag when passing a warship as a salute, or a mark of
respect.

Taff
immediately began relating a story about his last ship, a
Mediterranean based destroyer. He was working on 'B' gun, just
below the bridge, when a merchant ship passed and didn’t dip its
ensign.

The Captain,
furious at the show of disrespect, ordered the ship to turn around
and go after the miscreant freighter.

He leaned over
the bridge and shouted down to Taff.

“Put a shot
across her bow, Mr. Richards”.

This outlandish
tale went well beyond the most exaggerated of tot time stories. No
sane captain would ever fire on a merchant ship, and certainly not
for so minor an offence.

Poor Taff
certainly made a name for himself that day, and for the next two
years he was known as 'PASAHB,' an acronym for 'put a shot across
her bow.'

We spent a week
in Melbourne then sailed in company with the submarine Arroches, to
visit Adelaide. I heard we were the first warships to visit since
the First World War. Arriving on a sunny Sunday morning, and not on
duty, I headed ashore with my shipmate Danny Gorman.

We didn’t get
very far because the main city was some miles away and there was no
bus service on Sundays. We walked a mile or so along a dry and
dusty road without seeing a soul. The place was reminiscent of a
Wild West cowboy town complete with hitching rails in front of the
few buildings we encountered. After an hour of walking we gave up
and headed back toward the ship.

When the ship’s
mast came into view in the distance we noticed a distinct list to
port. As we drew nearer we realised why we hadn’t seen a soul on
our trek to town. It looked like the whole population of Adelaide
had come to see us. The ship and the submarine were open to
visitors. The line of people was close to a mile long. Our heavy
list to port was due to so many people trying to visit the
submarine tied up outboard of us.

We returned to
Melbourne for the closing week of the Games and I was reunited with
the jeep. Nothing exciting happened to me in the final week.
However, a young driver name Roger, after driving two of our
officers to a local brewery, did come a cropper. At the brewery the
officers were invited inside for cocktails, and Roger was left
waiting outside in the hot sun.

No sooner had
the officers disappeared into the brewery than an employee called
Roger over and began pouring him one glass of beer after another.
When the officers returned Roger had to load several cases of wine
and beer onto the jeep for them. Everything went fine and he
managed to get the officers and alcohol safely back to the ship.
That’s when he encountered the problem.

The large
quantity of beer he’d consumed was taking effect and as Roger
hefted a case of wine onto his shoulder and headed unsteadily for
the gangway, he missed it and disappeared over the side.

Several
crewmembers managed to fish him, and the wine, out of the water and
bundle him below decks and out of sight quickly. I don’t think the
officers even noticed what had happened because they were pretty
much in the same condition as Roger.

In December,
with our escort duties completed, we sailed for the South Island of
New Zealand. I didn’t mind leaving Australia but was sad that my
driving job had come to an end. We docked at Invercargill on the
morning of 10th December. To my surprise and delight a local
detachment of the New Zealand Army provided us a staff car.

It was driving
duties once more, this time in a 1949 Ford V8 flat head sedan
painted in drab army green.

We spent an
uneventful four days at Invergargill before sailing for exercises
with our sister ship HMS Consort and units of the RNZN on our way
north.

We tied up
outboard of Consort in the city of Auckland on the evening of 23rd
December 1956. Danny and I were off duty on Christmas Eve and
Christmas Day, and we headed ashore just before noon. Auckland was
quiet with few people about. This was probably because it was
Christmas Eve. Many businesses were closing or had already closed.
We found a small café and decided to stop in for a bite of lunch.
Spotting two pretty girls at one of the tables we sat at the table
next to them. Before lunch was over the four of us were sitting
together.

After lunch we
decided to attend a matinee at one of the local cinemas. The girls
wanted to see ‘Oklahoma’ a Rodgers and Hammerstein musical. Not
into musicals or love stories, I suggested we go to see ‘Battle of
the River Plate’. After much discussion the sinking of the Graff
Spee won the day.

It was dark
when we re-emerged from the cinema. The city had rolled up the
sidewalks and gone to bed. We wandered the empty streets devoid of
ideas of what to do next.

In a back
street we happened upon a brightly lit Italian restaurant. Music
blared from within and the place seemed to be crowded. Danny tried
the door but it was locked. We were moving on when it burst open
and we were invited inside. I never found out if it was a family,
the staff, or local Italian club holding the party but we happily
joined in.

Around midnight
we rolled back onto the street with our girlfriends. We told the
girls we had no place to stay except, of course, aboard ship. We
went to great lengths to explain how difficult it was to sling a
hammock, especially when full of Italian wine. Eventually they said
what we’d been hinting at all along. Forget the hammocks and come
back to our place.

They shared a
room in a private home. Sneaking us in undetected was no easy feat.
Outside the front door we removed our shoes and tiptoed up the
stairs whispering and giggling. The girls’ room was at the back of
the house and furnished with two single beds. Still whispering and
giggling we undressed in the dark.

Danny said,
“Hey its Christmas Eve we better get into bed before Santa
arrives.”

Our laughter
almost gave the game away.

The following
morning I was suddenly and roughly shaken awake. Still half asleep
and bleary eyed from last night’s Chianti, I’m told to get under
the bed fast. As I struggled to comply a hand swept my clothes
under the bed with me.

I was barely
out of sight when the door opened and a cheery voice called out.
“Merry Christmas girls. I brought you some tea and toast did you
have a good time last night? You must have been out late because we
didn’t hear you come in.”

While she
chatted with the girls I was holding my breath hoping not to be
discovered. I looked across the floor between the landlady’s ankles
and saw Danny under the other bed. It took all of my will power not
to burst out laughing. Danny was looking at me and making silly
facial expressions.

Allowing time
for the landlady to return downstairs we quietly emerged from under
the beds. The girls were anxious for us to dress and leave. Things
looked different in the cold and sober light of dawn. I needed to
use the toilet but it wasn’t going to happen in the house. We
considered ways to escape without discovery. We certainly couldn’t
leave the same way we’d arrived.

The bedroom
window looked out over the back porch and it appeared possible to
leave via the window. Hopefully we’d lower ourselves onto the roof
then down to the ground without making a noise. It was successful
and we made a hasty and undiscovered escape.

While this was
the sum total of my Auckland adventures there was one rather funny
event taking place aboard ship. We had a messmate known as the Red
Devil. He came by the name because he sported a huge red beard. It
was something he was very proud of.

He was a relic
from an older Navy and a rapidly disappearing breed. A career Able
Seaman, he’d been in the Navy for at least twenty years. If he were
lucky he’d last until his pension took affect. He never aspired to
rise above the rating of Able Seaman. The only badges on his
uniform were his three good conduct stripes, and they went up and
down almost as often as the ships ensign.

I have no idea
of his actual age perhaps forty or so, nor do I recall his real
name as everyone called him Red.

Late on
Christmas Eve Red staggered aboard and promptly flaked out on a
bench. Some of the lads decided to give him a shave. Well, actually
half a shave. They shaved the right side of his face clean leaving
the left side still bearded. When Red went to the bathroom the next
morning he got the shock of his life. With no alternative he
removed the rest of his beard and later went ashore again.

That evening he
returned in his usual drunken state. He crossed over the Consort
and headed for our gangway only to be stopped by the bos’uns mate.
Not recognizing him, the bos’uns mate assumed he was a member of
Consorts crew. Of course the bos’uns mate of the Consort didn’t
recognise him either. For a few minutes Red found himself stranded
on the gangway between the ships.

Eventually
someone realised who he was and allowed him to return aboard.

On the morning
of the 27th December we slipped our mooring lines and sailed out
into the Pacific. Fiji was our destination for the New Year of
1957.






Chapter
Five



The Islands



 


There are many
tiny islands in the Pacific Ocean and I can’t remember the names of
all those we visited. Fiji was our first port of call after leaving
New Zealand. We entered the harbour on the morning of New Year's
Eve and tied up near the city of Suva.

No jeeps or
cars were provided this time so it was back to regular shipboard
routine for me. I was on duty that day and detailed as Shore Patrol
for the upcoming evening festivities. It was not a good night to be
Shore Patrol as it promised to be one of the busiest nights of the
year.

Around 1900hrs
we assembled at the Suva Police Headquarters where we were to team
up with the local police. Before heading out on patrol we were
invited to join our Fijian colleagues in a traditional ritual.
Forming a wide circle on the grass we sat with our legs crossed and
waited as half a coconut shell containing a mysterious liquid was
passed to each one of us in turn. Each person had to drink the
contents while everyone clapped. When it reached me I slowly raised
it, closed my eyes and swallowed as quickly as possible. It
actually tasted quite good with no noticeable or detrimental side
effects.

As the New Year
was ushered in we were kept busy loading legless shipmates into the
police vehicles for transporting back to the ship.

On the 2nd
January we sailed off into the Pacific heading for a tiny island
under British control. The ship arrived before dark the same day
and secured alongside a somewhat unstable jetty. It was too late
for shore leave.

The following
morning the Skipper was invited to Government House. The Governor
wanted to ask for a small favour. On the Captain's return we were
informed that we’d be carrying some passengers to a nearby island.
As we prepared to leave the harbour our passengers arrived. With
them came their worldly goods, children, animals, furnishings and
the kitchen sink!

The animals
consisted of goats, pigs, chickens and at least two dogs. Some
animals were in makeshift cages others were led by children on
lengths of rope.

The island was
only two hours steaming and as the weather was warm it was decided
our passengers and livestock could remain on deck. The trip went
without mishap and we soon arrived at our destination.

That was when
the Navigator announced the island was completely circled by a
coral reef. There was no harbour or a suitable place to unload our
guests. It was impossible to use the motor launch or the whaler
because they would ground on the reef. The passengers might not
have been a problem. The animals, all with a strong aversion to
getting wet, definitely were.

The solution
was far from perfect but under the circumstances it was the only
option. Using a carley-float, two crewmembers paddled ashore. They
took ropes and a block and tackle with them. We secured a line from
the shore to the ship. This allowed us to pull one carley-float to
shore while the other returned to the ship. I should explain what a
carley- float is because it was not ideally suited for our purpose.
Imagine a large oval shaped cork life ring with rope netting in the
center to prevent a body falling through. It is a great rescue raft
in the event a ship should sink. However it was never designed to
transport pigs, goats or chickens. Especially not chickens.

It was well
after midnight when we finally shipped the last of the bits of
furniture ashore. It had become necessary to rig searchlights to
see what we were doing.

Loading the
animals into the rafts had been the most difficult task.
Manhandling goats and pigs was bad enough, but chickens were
something else. They kept escaping, half flying and half swimming.
Their owners screamed at the sailors who laughed and splashed as
they tried to retrieve the elusive birds.

We were also
aware of an altogether bigger danger and needed to post lookouts
for the duration. The South Pacific is a notorious hunting ground
for sharks.

It took close
to eight hours to complete this madcap operation. Our Skipper was
fuming that our schedule was delayed. I imagine he wasn’t happy
with the less than forthcoming Governor either and his inaccessible
island.

We next visited
an Australian Naval Base located on another small island. At least
this one had a harbour. There was no town where we could spend our
shore leave. A naval canteen on the base was the only watering
hole. Members of our crew sat on lounge chairs around the pool
sipping Australian beer. A few propped up the bar or sat on
stools.

Had the Aussies
been smarter they would have made no mention of the swimming pool.
But at 2100 hours it was announced that the pool was closed. While
open no one was interested. Besides, after the recent
chickens-in-the-water festival you’d think no one would feel much
like swimming. However, now that the pool was closed, well, that
was a different matter entirely. Within half a minute the pool was
filled with noisy and mostly fully clothed swimmers.

Danny and I sat
near the bar quietly sipping our last beers. We knew it would be
just a matter of time before the Shore Patrol arrived. We heard the
sound of a whistle followed by shouts to vacate the pool
immediately. The orders came from a young Sub Lieutenant who had
two duty sailors as his back up. No one was listening so the young
officer positioned himself at the waters edge shouting and pointing
at individuals in the water.

Such a foolish
thing to do. With his whistle still blowing he suddenly plunged
head first into the deep end. The Shore Patrollers rushed to the
side of the pool and instantly joined him in the water. Except for
the three officials now struggling in the water the pool had
miraculously emptied.

Danny and I got
out of there fast in case we were blamed or called as witnesses. As
we fled the scene we heard shouts of 'Limey bastards!' and a few
other unmentionable names.

The Cockade
sailed early the next morning. If the Captain knew we’d out stayed
our welcome it was never mentioned.
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During the
remainder of 1957 we visited Japan and South Korea. We visited Hong
Kong on several occasions and patrolled the Strait of Formosa. The
latter to show the flag and remind Mainland China we supported the
Nationalists on Formosa. Toward the end of the year we returned to
Singapore for refit and repair, rest and recreation.

There was
considerable unrest in Singapore and on the mainland of Malaya.
People were tired of British rule and sought independence. But the
biggest fear was the possibility of a communist take over. In
French Indo China (later known as Vietnam) the French army was
struggling to retain power. The dangerous spread of Communism was a
very real fact.

On several
occasions I found myself an armed guard on convoy duty. We escorted
dockyard workers to and from work. Armed meant carrying a 303 rifle
and five rounds of ammo with strict orders not to fire. The order
seemed to contradict the purpose of being armed in the first place.
The officer in charge rode in a jeep at the head of the convoy.
Should someone find it necessary to shoot he first needed
permission from the Commander. Fortunately the situation never
arose. If it had it meant running to the head of the convoy. Obtain
permission to shoot run back to your vehicle and aim at a target
that was long gone.

I was later
assigned to act as a guard on the trains travelling between
Singapore, Kuala Lumpur and Penang. The old coal burning steam
engines needed to stop quite often to take on water, and these
stops were tense occasions, usually occurring during darkness and
deep in the jungle. Bands of Communist guerrillas were known to be
roaming around the Malayan jungle and these stops were tailor made
for them to launch an ambush.

Standing guard
on the open platforms at each end of a carriage was a precarious
place to be. We couldn’t see anything out in the darkness, yet we
were visible to anyone hiding in the dense vegetation. I did
several of those guard duties, fortunately all of them without
incident.

Christmas of
1957 was celebrated alongside in Singapore, and it was a quiet
affair compared with the Auckland adventure of the previous
year.

In1958 we
returned to patrol the area around Hong Kong. The weather was foul,
with rough seas and winds that reached gale force eight. I watched
a few of the Chinese junks sailing in this weather and I was amazed
at the skill of their seamanship. Most junks were crewed by a whole
family, including the grandparents, young babies and often several
animals. Their skill in handling these frail looking craft was
impressive, but I definitely would not have changed places with
them.

Hong Kong was a
marvellous place to visit. The harbour was alive with junks and
sampans, and the docks lined with freighters loading and unloading
cargo. Crowded and busy ferries constantly cruised back and forth
to Kowloon and the Portuguese territory of Macao.

Of the many
places I visited during my Naval career, Hong Kong remains the most
fascinating. A city teeming with millions of people from many
different walks of life. A person could get just about anything
they wanted in any one of the tiny, crowded streets and alleyways.
Everything was for sale, watches, china, cameras, radios, tattoos,
tailors and girls, and girls, and girls.

The Royal Navy
provided two 'Naval Personnel Only' clubs, the China Fleet Club and
the Union Jack Club. These were the only places where we could
escape from the constant pressure of people trying to sell us
something.

Nevertheless,
we often walked the streets of endless stalls and carts selling
souvenirs and trinkets. Many members of the crew came back on board
with tattoos. One stoker had no less than fifty-two. His body was
covered in a variety of dragons, hearts, ships, dancing girls, and
even religious scenes. On his back was a huge tattoo of Jesus
steering the ship to safety. His left buttock featured a sentry
saying ‘Halt, who goes there?’ At each elbow was a tattoo of a
hinge, under each nipple ‘Mild’ and ‘Bitter’.

I admit to
being tempted once or twice but I managed to return home tattoo
free. Something I’m quite proud of today. But tattooing was hard to
avoid and it was made more difficult by my shipmates constantly
claiming that I was scared of the needle.

If I was scared
of the needle, it was because of the risk of infection. New tattoos
would scab over and then required treatment with penicillin. There
was no hygiene in the tattoo shops of Hong Kong. Catching a nasty
infection from dirty needles was a regular occurrence. The ship’s
sickbay was often kept busy treating ailing sailors.

A much more
widespread problem in the Far East was venereal diseases. It was
considered so bad in Japan that the Navy issued contraceptives at
the gangway to sailors going ashore.

Of course we
thought it was a great laugh to stick pinholes in them before
handing them out.
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Near the end of
the summer of 1958 we were notified that HMS Cockade, an old ship
with dated weapons and equipment, was paying off and returning home
to Devonport.

Her usefulness
had come to an end. The final week in Hong Kong was a busy time.
The Skipper purchased an MG sports car and the Engineer bought a
Vespa scooter. Stowing these items on board wasn’t an easy task. A
destroyer is not designed to carry cargo. The car ended up being
wrapped in canvas and lashed down aft of 'Y' Gun.

If war was
declared on the way home, the car could easily be dropped over the
side. A risk more likely than war was running into a force ten
gale, then it would probably be washed over the side. The scooter,
being considerably smaller, was secured in one of the ships
passageways.

During the
years on the Far East station, HMS Cockade employed several locals
as stewards, cooks and to run the ships laundry. Now that we were
heading for home they had to be discharged. This left quite a gap
in the service, particularly for the ship’s officers. The biggest
loss for them was the laundry. Our tropical uniforms were white,
and while the crew didn’t wear white very often, the officers did.
Danny and I saw a great opportunity here and we volunteered to
operate the laundry.

Our offer was
gladly accepted and we set up in the wardroom head. It was the only
place with a bathtub.

Running the
laundry had several advantages, and working 9 to 5, was one of the
better ones. We took particular care of the Skipper’s uniforms as
an added security of our employment.

The laundry
meant no watch keeping duties for us either. We could turn in at
night and not have to rise until the hands were called the next
morning.

On the morning
we were due to steam for home, a problem arose. The ship was under
orders to sail at 0800 hours, and the Red Devil was missing. He was
so often in trouble, I think the Skipper would have gladly left him
behind.

A member of the
crew missing a ship when its about to sail was a serious offence.
But missing a ship that was about to sail to the other side of the
world was as serious as it could get. Red was heading for a lengthy
stay in the brig, if indeed he ever managed to return to
England.

The term
'Paying Off' is used when a ship’s career is ending. When a ship is
leaving its home base it is traditional to hold a closing ceremony.
At the masthead we flew our Paying Off pennant, and the ship’s
company stood to attention along the side of the ship in full dress
uniforms.

The jetty was
crowded with military dignitaries. The Commander-in-Chief of Hong
Kong stood ready to take the salute from his dais. The Royal Marine
band was playing Heart Of Oak. We stood smartly at our stations as
the ship slowly edged the bow away from the dock. The gangway was
removed and only a stern rope remained attached.

It was at this
moment that a rickshaw suddenly appeared and raced toward us with
the Red Devil frantically urging the runner to greater speed. Red
was in a dishevelled state, half in and half out of uniform. In the
ensuing commotion all the shore personnel, including the Admiral,
turned to look.

Scrambling out
of the rickshaw and throwing money at the driver, Red raced for the
stern of the ship. Fortunately it was still only a foot or so from
the dock. Leaping for his life he half landed, half hit the stern.
He was quickly hauled aboard and bundled down the nearest
hatch.

It was very
difficult for anyone to keep a straight face; though I’m not sure
those on the bridge saw the humour in what had just taken
place.

And that was my
last memory of Hong Kong. It was an amusing, but also a sad ending
to so many happy times.

I don’t
remember what punishment Red received because he was so often under
one form of punishment or another.
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As we sailed
for home, the course we were taking meant we would visit several
new ports along the way. Our estimated time of travel to the UK was
approximately four weeks, but much depended on how long we’d have
to wait to enter the Suez Canal. The British were quite unpopular
in Egypt since the 1956 war. Actually, it was safe to say that we
hadn’t been popular before the war either.

During my two
years on HMS Cockade I’d begun training as a Radar Operator, and I
passed the shipboard exams to become an RP3 (u). This stood for
Radar Plotter Third Class, the U denoting that I was unqualified.
Whichever trade you choose in the Navy you had to go on that
specific training course, and this would normally mean being
transferred to a shore establishment specializing in that
particular trade. The Radar School was at HMS Harrier, an
establishment that was located in the South of Wales. I was hoping
to go straight there from HMS Cockade.

Our first port
of call en-route home was to Ceylon, (Sri Lanka today) which was
just a fuelling stop with no shore leave granted. We were only
along side for roughly five hours, and then it was back to sea.

Everyone was
anxious to get home. Two years was a long time to be away from
family and friends. Several of the crew who had married before they
were sent out to the Far East was now fathers, and they had never
seen or held their sons or daughters.

After leaving
Ceylon and sailing around the bottom of India, we headed for the
Red Sea. After a brief stop in Aden we steamed towards the Suez
Canal. We dropped anchor in the Gulf of Suez and began the long
wait for the Egyptians to provide us with a pilot.

We had to wait
four days while a variety of merchant ships and tramp steamers were
given priority.

During this
period we were kept busy with the continuous stream of little boats
that came out to us trying to sell their wares. I had already
bought all the gifts I needed for the folks back home, yet it was
difficult not to be tempted by the variety of items offered.

During the last
two years I’d collected a variety of mostly worthless coins from my
many ports of call. I wondered if I could use them now to trade
with an Arab merchant. As soon as I showed him my bag of coins I
got his full attention and the bargaining began. I ended up with a
red fez hat and an imitation camel saddle. The saddle was actually
a stool for use in the home.

Travelling
through the Suez Canal was an interesting, but very slow,
experience. The pilot had to watch our ship’s wake very closely,
because a rough wake would cause a lot of damage to the sandy banks
of the canal.

Once we entered
the Mediterranean we resumed our course and speed for Malta. Here
we tied up alongside an American destroyer. There was always a
good-natured rivalry between the British and US Navy, and it was
mostly of the humorous sort.

The US vessel
had her motto emblazoned on each side of the bridge that said
'Second to None.'

The next
morning the signal flags flying from our yardarm read 'None.'

I can’t be sure
but I expect the Americans did read the flag message, because when
we later slipped our lines they piped the ship to attention and
saluted us.

The last stop
en route to Plymouth was Gibraltar, but only a few of lads went
ashore. We were saving our money for the upcoming leave.

Once alongside
in Devonport Dockyard everyone prepared to go on three weeks leave.
It was a heady time. The Regulating Office was busy organizing
travel warrants, while Customs officials checked us for duty free
purchases. No one was actually arrested, though I dare say a few
had more than the allowable number of duty free cigarettes.

At the railway
station some two hundred sailors jostled to find comfortable seats
on the London express. I ended up in the same compartment as the
Red Devil. While I heaved my heavy suitcase onto the overhead
luggage rack, he hoisted a small barrel of scrumpy (cider) onto the
same rack. He proceeded to tap the barrel and, with his own glass,
poured himself a pint.

By the time the
train began to move he’d already started on his second pint. When
we reached London he was in a drunken sleep. I left him with his
barrel and headed for the Heysham boat train. That was the last
time I ever saw the Red Devil.
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Being home
again with family and friends was wonderful. I was amazed how much
Anna’s son John had grown.

It was back to
dancing at the Plaza on a Saturday night. Most of my old flames had
moved on by then, or were going steady. It wasn’t a problem though,
because there were lots more girls to go around.

My good friend
and mentor Phil Carroll also spent his leave in Belfast. He
originally came from Tralee on Ireland’s west coast, home of the
well-known ballad ‘The Rose of Tralee'. He was engaged to a Belfast
girl, and marriage was on a not too distant horizon.

Both Phil and I
had long since moved beyond the Catholic-Protestant thing. In the
Navy there was no room for such bigotry. However, in Belfast we
were aware of the divisions and we had to be careful where we went.
That didn’t stop me attending his wedding. But the reality of life
in Northern Ireland in the fifties and sixties was very sad indeed.
My shipmate and fellow laundry worker, Danny Gorman, married a
catholic girl from Londonderry. I later heard that neither of the
families attended the wedding because it was a mixed marriage.

Three weeks
later it was back to Devonport Barracks. I reported to the
accommodation office for instructions on my billet. During leave
period HMS Cockade had been emptied of men and material, and it was
now moored in the creek to await her fate.

I was lodged in
a Junior Rates barrack with the rest of our old crew, and my last
days as a member of Cockade was among the saddest of my Naval
career. During the previous two years I’d made many friends and
we’d become like family, but now it was all over.

There were
approximately sixty of us in the barrack, and each new posting
slowly reduced our numbers. I was hoping and waiting for the word
that I was to be posted to the radar school. But it wasn’t to be.
Instead I was going to a new anti-submarine frigate, HMS
Eastbourne. She was presently stationed at Chatham and was part of
the Londonderry squadron. The Eastbourne wore the Ulster symbol of
a red hand on each side of her funnel.

I was among the
last to receive my orders, and by then the barrack was a quiet and
lonely place. My footsteps echoed as I passed between the rows of
empty bunks. I was pleased to be stationed close to home, but I was
also disappointed not to be selected to the radar school.

On the 21st
April 1958, at 0800 hours I departed Plymouth for Chatham to join
my new ship. The Eastbourne was a thoroughly modern frigate, far
more advanced than the old Cockade. We had much better
accommodation, with smaller numbers sharing a mess. Bunks replaced
hammocks, and we ate in a cafeteria-style mess hall.

It’s difficult
to explain my feelings on leaving Cockade. It was almost like
joining a different Navy. HMS Cockade was a part of an older
wartime Navy of hammocks, portholes and three badge able seamen. To
this day I still remember the names of many shipmates from my two
years aboard that grand old lady.



 



Chapter
Seven



HMS
Eastbourne

 




My time aboard
the Eastbourne lasted just over one year. I made a good friend
named Teddy Treleaven. He was a young Ordinary Seaman from London
but his family was formerly from Ulster.

Compared to HMS
Cockade, the Eastbourne had a very young crew and I saw myself as
quite an old salt, having travelled around most of the world in the
past two years. Few others on board could claim to have visited as
many foreign ports as I had.

At nineteen, I
was one of the senior ratings in the Seaman’s mess. I was assigned
radar duties when we were at sea and Quartermaster duties while in
harbour. The latter wasn’t as grand as the title might suggest. It
was merely guard duty on the gangway regulating anyone who wanted
to come on board or go ashore.

I was also
responsible for piping the ship’s routine over the tannoy system
(loud speakers) and calling the hands each morning. I admit I took
a particular delight in the latter duty.

There were two
young National Servicemen in our mess, probably among the last
before this compulsory service was ended. One of them was a Jehovah
Witness and he took a lot of abuse because of his beliefs. I really
felt quite sorry for him. As a Jehovah Witness he was also a
pacifist, and this didn’t sit well with many of the crew. He was
often taunted with the question; 'what would you do if someone
started to rape your wife?'

He would answer
by saying he’d fight the attacker with words, and this always
resulted in more taunting and ridicule. His particular branch of
religion didn’t impress me much, but I did admire the young
sailor’s courage and conviction.

We sailed from
Chatham to carry out our sea trials, and to train and turn the crew
into an efficient team. The trials took several weeks.

One of the big
advancements in submarine warfare at the time was the development
of a new weapon known as Squid. The old procedure of dropping depth
charges off the stern in the hope of hitting a submarine had one
major disadvantage. During this kind of operation the ship would
lose contact with the target giving it an opportunity to
escape.

The Squid was
different in that it was still located aft, but the charges were
fired high over the bow and dropped well ahead of the ship. This
meant that the Sonar operators could maintain contact with the
target and make life very difficult for the poor guys down
below.

Once the Sea
Trials were completed we sailed along the east coast to visit
Eastbourne, the seaside town that our ship was named after. We were
made very welcome there and in the following days everyone had a
ball.

A local cinema
was showing a war film about a US destroyer and German U boat
called ‘The Enemy Below’ and we were invited to a private Matinee
showing. We spread a rumour to the greenest members of our crew
that, as it was a training film, attendance was compulsory.

Then it was
back to sea and more training, exercising with German and Swedish
Naval vessels in the North Sea and Baltic. At the end of May we
returned to Chatham for our summer leave.

Whilst I’d been
in the Far East my family moved from Thames Street to a larger and
nicer house on Glencairn Street. The new house had a parlour, a
living room and a separate kitchen. Upstairs there were two large
bedrooms, with a third bedroom in the attic. But the very best
feature was the inside toilet and bathtub. We even had hot water.
It seemed we were moving up in the world.

A combination
of reasons caused us to move. I think the main reason was because
of Dan Hughes.

Dan owned a
greengrocery on Divis Street. My sister Anna worked for him and
over the years he’d become a close friend of our family. He lived a
lonely existence in a small flat above his shop. Things might have
remained that way but for an unforeseen event. Two of Dan’s
relatives, parents with a large family, suddenly died. I’m not sure
if it was due to an accident or illness, but it resulted in their
children being divided up amongst relatives. Dan found himself a
parent to a ten-year old boy named Noel.

Seeing how
difficult the situation was, Anna suggested they move in with us.
It was the ideal solution but not practical in the space available
at Thames Street. Hence the reason we moved to a larger home

That summer
leave was my first time in the new house. One afternoon while I was
returning from town I noticed two young girls sitting on the
outside wall of the house next door. I took little notice of them
as they were both dressed in school uniforms and obviously quite
young.

As I passed by
one of the girls said, “Hi Rock.”

I was taken by
surprise, but I was also quite flattered. In those days Rock Hudson
and Doris Day were the popular heartthrobs of the silver
screen.

I smiled and
continued walking. When the same girl called me by my name,
curiosity got the better of me. She was a pretty girl and it
occurred to me I could have returned her compliment by calling her
Doris. I turned back to ask her how she knew my name.

However, as I
stopped and turned, they both jumped off the wall and ran giggling
across the street and into a house. At the same moment I spotted
Noel and John peeking around the corner with silly grins on their
faces. I didn’t need to be a detective to figure out how the girls
knew my name. In later years, if a girl in the street needed to
know my movements, they only had to check with Noel or John. I went
indoors, thinking the moment was over and would quickly fade from
memory. I was never more wrong. The ‘Hi Rock’ incident would
eventually play a significant part in my future and it would become
etched in my memory for the rest of my days.





*****

 




During my leave
a dispute had arisen between the British and Icelandic Governments,
and I was about to become directly involved.

Iceland had
increased her three-mile territorial waters to twelve miles, and
this caused a huge uproar within the British fishing industry.
Iceland declared that any foreign trawlers found inside her new
territorial boundaries would be arrested and towed into
Reykjavik.

To enforce
their new territorial waters they employed three gunboats to patrol
the area. Britain refused to recognize the new limit and insisted
that the British trawlers would continue fishing in their
traditional waters. In response to the gunboats, the Royal Navy
would provide protection for her trawler fleet.

So at the end
of July 1958 we sailed for Iceland, and the beginning of what
became known as the Cod Wars! We remained on station for the month
of August, patrolling the disputed waters.

The northern
most part of Iceland is on the Artic Circle, in the land of the
Midnight Sun. The darkness lasted for about two hours, starting
around midnight. The same couldn’t be said for the fog. It was
endless. In such conditions radar becomes a very necessary and
vital piece of equipment. The operators needed to be on constant
alert. Steaming in dense fog amid dozens of trawlers who were
liable to suddenly alter course as they chased the fish was a nervy
experience.

One morning in
early August I was on radar watch in the usual foggy conditions. A
long four-hour watch under these tense conditions could be very
exhausting work, especially when the officers on the bridge depend
solely on radar. The Royal Navy didn’t want to be responsible for
sinking one of our own trawlers. We posted lookouts on the bridge
wings as well. But visibility was barely a hundred yards.

At around 1000
hrs someone brought me a cup of tea but I set the cup to one side.
Things were too hectic to drink with so many active contacts on the
screen. I had a radiotelephone link with the bridge and I gave
constant updates of ship movements within a two-mile range.

Suddenly a
strange voice cut into my com-link. It was a trawler trying to
relay a message from another trawler. I was confused at first,
wondering how he’d reached me on an in-ship system. He sounded very
anxious as he transmitted his message. “Trawler Northampton boarded
by gunboat. Crew required immediate assistance.”

The message
ended with the approximate position.

Apparently the
radio operator on the Northampton had barricaded himself in the
radio shack and was frantically sending messages for help. I
immediately relayed the message to the bridge. The alarm was
sounded and the ship came to action stations, and within minutes
our speed increased to eighteen knots. No one ever asked, but they
must have wondered how the radar office came by the information in
the first place.

Racing at speed
in thick fog and with trawlers all over the place was a very risky
and dangerous situation. I was kept busy searching for the target
and I had to watch the screen intently, warning of nearby
contacts.

Then at the top
of my screen I picked up two contacts close together. They were
probably the trawler and gunboat. I reported them, then quickly
followed up with an intercept course. Then I prayed that I knew
what I was doing.

The motor
launch was ready to go with our armed boarding party already on
board. The moment the Eastbourne stopped the launch was in the
water and on its way to the rescue.

Stuck in the
radar office I didn’t have any idea what was happening up on deck.
And in all the excitement I’d lost track of the time. I was
startled when my relief arrived to take over. I rushed out on deck,
but it was too late to see what had taken place. The boarding party
had returned and the launch was back on the davits. The ship had
returned to normal routine. Disappointed I headed back down to the
mess for lunch.

It was probably
fish again. Since arriving on station the trawlers had showered us
with a daily supply of fresh fish in gratitude for our
protection.

Over lunch I
learned what had taken place and I was a bit surprised to hear that
no action was required in rescuing the trawler. The moment we
appeared the gunboat ‘Thor’ steamed away leaving her boarding party
behind. We hailed them only to be ignored, and we were left holding
eight prisoners.

The prisoners
seemed friendly enough and not overly upset at being abandoned by
their shipmates. Nevertheless, they were the enemy and had to be
treated as such. The Eastbourne didn’t have a brig large enough for
eight people. I’m not sure if we had a brig at all. A lower mess
deck was vacated and the prisoners were accommodated there with an
armed guard at the hatch. Our displaced crew had to doubled up in
other messes.

The ship
provided the prisoners with fresh clothing, food, cigarettes and a
can of beer per day. While they didn’t appear threatening, the
guards had to remain vigilant. They were escorted at all times for
meals, exercise and washing etc. Sabotage was a real possibility.
If the ship was damaged or disabled in any way, we were a very long
way from home, and it was unlikely we’d find any help locally.

The question of
what to do with our prisoners arose as the end of the patrol
approached. I wasn’t privy to any negotiations between the Captain
and the Admiralty, but speculation on the mess deck was that the
government wouldn’t want us returning to England with eight
Icelandic prisoners. It was easy to imagine the sort of field day
the news media would have. I could see them hovering around the
docks, scrambling to interview any sailors they could catch. And
God only knows what nonsense some of our lads would have told
them.

However, a
simple solution was found and the decision made. On the last night
of our patrol, and in the brief hours of darkness, we rigged false
lights to disguise ourselves as a merchant ship. Then we sailed as
near as we dared to the entrance to Reykjavik Harbour, lowered the
ship's whaler with the prisoners aboard and told them to row for
shore.

The sun was
rising as Iceland disappeared over the horizon and we headed for
home, less one Admiralty-issued whaler. Many years later I heard
that our whaler was on display in the Reykjavik Maritime
Museum.

We spent a week
in Chatham, taking on fuel and re-stocking with supplies. That
included the issue of a new whaler. Then we sailed across the North
Sea to the Norwegian fjords, visiting Norway, Denmark and
Sweden.

October found
us in Scapa Flow where we joined others ships of the Home Fleet to
prepare for exercises north of the Faeroe and Shetland Islands,
waters where we’d be guaranteed the very foulest of weather.

On completion
of the exercises we returned to Londonderry. I managed to hitch
hike home for the weekend. I was saving to buy a car and I didn’t
want to waste money on bus or train fares. I hitched back to
Londonderry from Belfast on the Sunday afternoon.

 


 


*****

 


 


We returned to
Chatham in December for a short refit, and to allow the ships
company to take leave for the Christmas holidays. I didn’t buy a
car as planned, because something more interesting presented
itself. It was a BSA Golden Flash motorcycle with a sidecar.

This was the
650cc twin 1952 model and I could hardly wait to get it out on the
road. I’d never ridden a motorcycle before, and certainly not one
with a sidecar. I gave myself a few unpleasant surprises on my
first few attempts. Like making a left hand turn without due care
and causing the sidecar to leave the ground, which nearly upset the
bike.

On another
occasion I badly scared a shipmate who was riding in the sidecar.
He was frantically trying to get my attention because the sidecar
wheel was on the sidewalk, and I was missing lampposts, fire
hydrants and people by inches.

Over the next
few days my riding abilities improved. Fortunately I didn’t kill
myself, or anyone else. When I went home on Christmas leave, I left
the bike on the jetty beside the ship covered with canvas and
guarded by whoever was on duty at the gangway.

When I returned
from leave a few days before the New Year of 1959, a draft notice
was waiting for me. At last! I was going to HMS Harrier to begin an
RP3 radar course.

On the eleventh
of January 1959, with my sidecar loaded and me decked out in army
surplus goggles, helmet and waterproof coat, I hit the road for
Wales.






Chapter
Eight

 


Radar &
Wrens

 


 


Setting out on
a long motorcycle journey in the month of January required a lot
more thought than I'd given it. January is better described as the
dead of winter. I left Chatham Dockyard at 0800 hours on 12th
January 1959 clad in Army surplus motorcycle clothing better suited
to desert warfare than a winter crossing of England.

Nevertheless
that’s exactly what I did, leaving on a cold and wet morning. Three
days before my twentieth birthday, I faced a daunting three hundred
miles of slow winding roads passing through endless towns and
villages. There were no fast two-lane highways in those days, and
the speed limits varied from 30mph to 50mph,which was the maximum.
Numbers of buses and lorries used the roads and getting stuck
behind one could last for miles. Using a map while riding a
motorcycle in the rain was impossible without pulling over. Around
10.30 am I passed through Croydon and Reading having covered
perhaps fifty miles. Rain was seeping through my clothing. I was
cold and wet as I pressed on to Newbury. I stopped at pub called
the Spotted Bovine. I ordered a pint of best bitter and a pork- pie
and sat beside a glowing fire. Leaving the pub half an hour later
the rain had stopped. The improving weather lifted my spirits a
little.

An hour later
it was snowing. It was a mixture of rain and sleet that made the
roads treacherous and slowed traffic. Late afternoon I crossed the
Bristol Channel and entered Wales.

Here the roads
quickly became even more winding and narrow. Just west of Newport,
exhausted, half frozen and starving I pulled into a bed and
breakfast for the night.

The next
morning I was up and on the road very early. I felt refreshed and
eager to reach my destination that afternoon. The bad weather
continued with cold temperatures and more sleet. As I travelled
deeper into Wales the roads became narrow lanes with high hedgerows
on both sides. Often so narrow it was impossible to pass an
oncoming vehicle.

About a mile
apart were widened areas where one vehicle could pull over while
another passed. It seemed the rule was the vehicle nearest the
passing area would back up. In a car this works quite well as cars
have a reverse gear. Motorcycles don’t. I'd have to stop and push
the bike back.

At three
o'clock that afternoon I had arrived in the town of Haverfordwest.
I was filthy and tired but a mere fifteen miles from the base. I
asked a local policeman for directions. Impressed, he listened to
my adventures while pointing me in the direction of Harrier. When
finally the main gate of HMS Harrier came into view it was a
wonderful sight. I reported to the guardhouse and received my
instructions. I found my barrack, had a hot bath and collapsed on
my bunk.





*****

 


 


HMS Harrier
began in1947 as an extension to the naval air station at Dale, HMS
Goldcrest. It was first known as Goldcrest 2. It was used as a test
centre for new radar and meteorology equipment.

In 1948 it
became HMS Harrier, and radar training began with the arrival of
the first classes. The camp consisted of mostly portable buildings,
prefabricated accommodations, Nissan huts and such. The largest
building was the Cotton Trainer, a place where I'd spend much of my
time while learning the radar trade. Harrier closed down in 1960
and radar training moved to HMS Dryad in Southwick

During my first
days at Harrier I was re-united with several of my old Ganges
shipmates. In particular I remembered Michael Foster and Andy
Brown, classmates from the Ganges Annex.

The radar plot
course covered a period of six months. I found the training
familiar having done much of the same thing aboard ship for the
last two years. Memorizing the sequence for turning on several
different types of radar sets wasn't so easy.

A unit might
consist of three or four large cabinets containing radio valves and
tubes. They took time to warm up before they were operational.
Turning the wrong switch or using a wrong sequence could result in
burning out a circuit. This was guaranteed to bring the wrath of an
instructor down upon your head. I learned that in many areas of
training we worked closely with radar-qualified Wrens. The term
‘wren’ was substituted for WRNS – Woman’s Royal Naval Service.

Harrier had a
compliment of some eighty Wrens, most of whom were in the radar
branch. To say that eighty Wrens could be a distraction would have
been an understatement. Aboard ship we had long since become used
to the absence of female company. At Harrier we might bump into a
wren at every turn.

Of course there
was absolutely nothing wrong with that. It was a simply marvellous
situation, just like living in paradise. The wrens usually found
themselves on the receiving end of most jokes taking place at the
camp. The first thing a shipmate asked me was, did I know the
difference between a wren and a sailor?

I replied, “I’m
sure you are going tell me”.

“Well it’s
obvious! A wren wears a double-breasted jacket.”

Waiting one
morning for our instructor to arrive some fool decided to give us
his slant on algebra. On the backboard he wrote the following
example; (AB/wren = wren/due = AB/C’s) For those of you not sailors
let me explain. We were all AB’s (Able Seaman) and wren over due
meant she was pregnant, the responsible AB then volunteered to go
overseas.

Another regular
event was to wake up and see a variety of wren’s underwear flying
from the masthead. Embarrassing for the owners whose names were
clearly stamped on each item. The morning colour party took
pleasure in attempting to return the items after hoisting the
Ensign. Needless to say, no wren ever asked to have her missing
knickers returned.

In my six
months at Harrier I saw romances blossom and wither among my
shipmates

Owning a
motorcycle and sidecar proved to be a valuable asset. Indeed any
vehicle was an asset when so far from the nearest town. Within my
first week at Harrier I was dating a very pretty wren name
Margaret. She was one of the few wrens not in the radar branch.
Margaret wore a trade badge of crossed flags denoting the Signals
Branch. Better known in the Navy as a bunting tosser.

We quickly
became very close and we spent every available off-duty moment
together. We divided our time together between the base cinema,
Haverfordwest and long walks along the cliff pathways. Our romance
grew steadily and for the first time in my life I was truly in
love. In previous romances I'd often thought I was in love. However
this time it just felt right and had to be the real thing. Anyone
seeing me heading to the barracks after kissing Margaret goodnight
would probably have agreed. I literally bounced back to the mess
leaping in the air to kick my heels together. Boy! I must have had
it bad.

In
Haverfordwest we'd eat supper at a little café on the main street.
I usually had sausage and chips while Margaret ordered mushrooms on
toast. I confess I'd never tasted a mushroom, they reminded me too
much of 'shit on a raft'.

In mid March,
with the first signs of spring in the air Easter leave began. I
wasn't excited to be going home. Leave meant separation from
Margaret for two long weeks.

I made the best
of it riding my bike home via the Holyhead ferry. In Belfast I
visited relatives and friends showing off my machine. One evening I
dropped in at McWater`s Bakery to pick up my father. I thought he'd
be pleased as I lowered him into the sidecar. Especially as I had
him home fifteen minutes earlier than usual. He appeared relieved
as he climbed out of the sidecar and disappeared indoors. Later he
said to Anna "tell that wee fella not to pick me up in that
contraption again.”

Eventually
leave ended and excitedly I returned to Harrier. Margaret and I
were reunited and all was well with the world. A few weeks later
Margaret invited me to her home in Worcestershire. It was a big
step and I was quit anxious about meeting her parents for the first
time. What would they think of me? Nevertheless I set about
cleaning and polishing the motorcycle for the trip. I hoped my bike
would be impressive even if I wasn’t.

A few days
before we were due to leave a crisis arose. Margaret's parents
wrote pleading with her not to travel home on a motorcycle. Her
mother considered it much too dangerous. It seemed that just like
my father she saw my contraption as unsafe.

Without
transportation it looked like the weekend was off. Travelling to
Worcestershire in private transportation was difficult enough.
Public transportation such as trains and buses were either
unavailable indirect or too slow. I scrambled around the camp
looking for an alternative. I offered my bike in trade for a car
for the weekend. A classmate agreed to swap his 1938 Hillman Minx
convertible for my bike. This solved my immediate problem but his
car left a lot to be desired. The many faults included a leaky top,
worn steering, bald tires and almost non-existent brakes. The only
saving grace was the fact that it couldn’t reach much over thirty
miles per hour. That at least made the need for braking a little
less urgent. If Margaret's mother had been aware of these facts my
motorcycle might have regained favour.

Spending a
whole weekend with Margaret would be wonderful. Upon our arrival in
Worcestershire I soon realised I was not favoured as a suitor by
her mother. During the weekend we drove to Bristol to visit my
brother Tommy and his wife Joan. Tommy had a 1936 Hillman Minx
saloon for sale that piqued my interest. I decide to sell the
motorbike when I returned to base and buy the car. It was two years
older than the borrowed convertible but was in much better
condition with brakes that actually worked. Margaret and I arrived
back at Harrier late on the Sunday night to a silent and sleeping
camp. We unloaded the car, kissed goodnight and returned to our
respective messes.

The next
morning I returned the ignition key to its owner. He looked a
little sheepish when he saw me, and I understood why when I saw my
bike tucked in beside our mess block. The sidecar body was sitting
on the ground behind it.

Apparently
driving down to the village pub with two passengers, one in the
sidecar and one on the pillion they hit a bump. The sidecar body
parted from the frame and came to an abrupt halt in the middle of
the road.

The sudden loss
of weight caused the bike to veer off into a hedgerow dumping the
two riders in dense thicket. The helpless sidecar passenger was
trapped and sitting in the middle of the road. The canopy could
only be opened from the outside. No real damage had been done and
after thinking about it, it was really quite funny. The bolts
holding the sidecar to the frame had rusted and worked loose. I’d
never sat in the sidecar so was unaware that a problem existed.
However I was most grateful it hadn’t happened to Margaret while
visiting her parents

I didn't bother
repairing the sidecar and removed the frame and wheel from the
bike. I placed a ‘for sale’ ad on the mess hall notice board. A few
messmates showed immediate interest and by the end of the second
week a deal was concluded and the bike was gone. My next off duty
weekend I made tracks to Bristol and bought my brother’s
Hillman.
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In May the
radar course became more complicated and we spent a lot of time in
the Cotton Trainer learning aerial radar tactics. No one in the
class had served aboard an aircraft carrier so the type of radar we
now worked with was new and unfamiliar. We surely caused our
instructors no end of problems as we attempted to vector aircraft
onto enemy targets.

Our aircraft
were known as ‘Friendly’ and we were supposed to guide then to the
enemy aircraft, known as ‘Bogeys’. It was easy to get confused and
mistake a classmate's Friendly as a Bogey. We often ended up
shooting down our own planes. Slowly we began to learn and were
able to accurately guide a friendly fighter onto a Bogey.

The training
was a simulation without real aircraft. I had no desire to do it
for real and lived in fear of being posted to an aircraft
carrier.

The month of
May was a difficult month in more ways than one. I received a
letter from home saying Pop was unwell and had to leave work. There
was no mention of what was actually wrong with him. The omission
caused me concern. I knew Pop never missed work. Whatever was wrong
with him must be serious.

Later Anna
wrote to explain that he had a large sore on the inside of his
mouth. Apparently it was caused by poorly fitting false teeth. I
relaxed, thinking it would soon heal and with new better fitting
teeth everything would be okay.

The next bad
news arrived a few days later. Margaret had received a draft notice
to leave Harrier on the 20th June. Her new posting was HMS Mercury
the Naval Signal Station located near Portsmouth. I was unprepared
for the possibility that Margaret might move. Deep down we both
knew it was bound to happen but had chosen not to think about it. I
knew when the course ended I'd be drafted and possibly stationed
overseas.

The weekend
before Margaret was due to leave we packed the Hillman with her
many belongings and headed for Worcestershire. She had an unusual
collection of items that included a teddy bear named ‘Twurly’ and a
potted cactus called ‘Alfred’.

She held Alfred
on her lap for the duration of the journey. He actually turned out
very handy because during the trip we ran into heavy rain. The
Hillman was a saloon car with the centre roof section made of
fabric. Over the years the material had deteriorated and rain
dripped directly above Margaret's lap. Alfred had never before been
so well watered.

After Margaret
departed Harrier I suffered indescribable pain and heartache. I had
never before missed someone so completely. We wrote to each other
every day and, while it was a thrill to receive letters they only
offered small consolation.





*****

 


 


The
commencement of exams forced me to clear my mind and prepare for
the tests ahead. The exams lasted for a whole week and consisted of
written, oral and practical. The last thing I wanted to do was
fail.

Fortunately I
passed, and on the 15th July 1959 I was sewing my newly qualified
radar badge on the right arm of my uniform.

In the
following days draft notices began to arrive. This could be
exciting or disastrous depending on where one was posted.

When my name
appeared I was dumbfounded to read I was posted to HMS Dolphin, to
begin submarine training. I didn't recall volunteering for the
submarine service. I checked with my Divisional Petty Officer. He
looked up my records and sure enough I had put my name forward
whilst aboard the Eastbourne.

Slowly it all
came back to me. I remembered that particular tot time when I
decided an extra shilling a day was a good idea. Once recovered
from the initial shock it really wasn't so bad. The extra pay would
certainly be handy. Better still Dolphin was in Portsmouth, and so
was Margaret.

I loaded the
Hillman with my kit and hit the road. Leaving Harrier my journey
would be more comfortable than my January arrival on the
motorcycle.
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HMS Dolphin is
located on the Gosport side of the narrow harbour entrance directly
opposite old Portsmouth. The drive down was uneventful, the car
purred along beautifully. I arrived at the main gate in the early
afternoon of July 20th 1959. My base joining routine moved along
fast and by suppertime I was settled in my new accommodation. Never
before had I been billeted in such palatial quarters. I shared a
spacious room with three classmates, and furniture consisting of
four bunks, four lockers and a couple of wardrobes.

Wolfe Block, a
new building, would be my home for the next three months while I
completed basic submarine training. This initial training gave us
an understanding of the various systems and how they worked. It was
similar to taking a crash course in plumbing although some items
even plumbers would not encounter. In particular, the very
complicated head (toilet) system found on ‘T’ class boats.

It was the most
complicated, and fearful piece of equipment I ever had to deal
with. When the instructor explained how to operate it, everyone
hoped they would be sent to a different type of boat.

The ‘T’ class
head wasn't flushed in the normal way. The user had to blow its
contents to sea. When submerged the sea pressure outside the hull
is much greater than inside. Therefore, before blowing the contents
of the bowl it was important to consider depth and sea pressure. If
the system was charged at a greater air pressure than outside
everything worked fine. However, miscalculate depth or pressure and
everything sprayed back onto the fool operating the head. The
instructor explained it like this, "do it wrong and you'll have
freckles for life".

On weekends and
off duty days I drove out to Soberton Towers, the Wren's quarters
located just beyond Southwick. Margaret and I drove around the
beautiful Hampshire countryside. We visited the New Forest stopping
at quaint country pubs for lunch or supper. The ‘Bold Forester’
near the Towers became a favourite spot. Often we sat in the garden
sipping lager and lime.

While
everything seemed right with my world, things were not so good at
home. My father was not recovering. I learned he had a terminal
form of cancer and doctors estimated he perhaps had a year to live.
A family reunion was planned for August. Jim and his wife Faye
would come home from Canada. Tommy and Joan would travel over from
Bristol. I was to try and arrange my leave for the same time if
possible.

I invited
Margaret to spend her summer leave with me in Belfast. I was sure
her parents wouldn't agree. As it turned out I was wrong. Perhaps
the agreement was influenced because of my father’s failing health.
Regardless of the reason, I arrived home in late August with
Margaret at my side.

Our time in
Belfast, with the exception of the sad reason for being there, was
quite wonderful. Margaret and I toured the countryside visiting the
Mountains of Mourne and the Hills of Donegal.

With Jim and
Faye we drove down to Dublin visiting that grand old city’s
historic places of interest. The car we borrowed for the trip was a
1952 Ford Prefect. Jim being the eldest elected himself the driver.
We experienced a few tense moments on the trip because he was
unfamiliar with driving on the right. Nor was he very adept at
handling the little four-cylinder car with its unpredictable
mechanical brakes.

On the return
trip to Belfast we had a flat tire. It surely convinced Jim the car
was out to get him. Had I not been there to change the wheel we may
well have had to walk home.

Saying goodbye
to everyone, and in particular my father, at the end of my leave
was a very emotional time. I tried not to think about the reason
that would bring us together again.





*****

 


 


Shortly after
returning to duty at the end of August two things happened.

One was bad and
the other rather stupid. The bad news was that Margaret was
transferred to London. It wasn’t a total disaster London was still
within reach at weekends. The trusty Hillman would be an ideal
means of transport to the capital.

That’s when I
did the stupid thing. A classmate owned a beautiful 1937 Jaguar
1.1/2 Litre saloon, and offered to trade for the Hillman.

It should have
been obvious that no one would trade a Jaguar for a lowly
Hillman.

Not unless it
had some serious problems. Which of course it did. I was in awe of
the impressive chrome grille and huge Lucas headlights and an
interior of wood and leather.

I simply
couldn't wait to do the swap. I spent the rest of the week
polishing and cleaning this fabulous machine. On Friday, with three
classmates on board, I guided the Jag through Dolphin’s main gate
and headed for London. I felt like a king in this wonderful car,
and I paid little attention to the steady knock emitting from the
engine bay.

I phoned
Margaret to say I was coming up driving the marvellous Jag. Just
outside of Guilford the steady knock suddenly became an awful
clatter. I pulled into the first garage we came across. The
mechanic listened for less than a second before declaring the
engine had had it. The main bearings were shot and it would be
impossible to drive on. He directed me to a scrap yard at the end
of the street. The owner there would probably buy the car for
parts.

I nursed the
ailing Jag into a yard full of derelict automobiles. The grubby
looking owner glanced at my car and said, “Eight quid, mate. Best I
can do.”

I had no
choice, the car wasn't going anywhere and I couldn't afford the
repairs. Taking the money we grabbed a taxi to the nearest rail
station. I eventually arrived in London, and once reunited with
Margaret the memory of the disastrous Jag quickly faded.

A few weeks
after the Jag incident I received more bad news. Margaret was
posted to a Naval Air Station at Lossiemouth, in the North of
Scotland. If she'd been posted to the moon it couldn't have been
any worse. It was too far north and too expensive to contemplate
weekend travel. In fact it would take the best part of a weekend
just to get there and back. There was nothing to do. We were in the
Navy and went where they sent us. At the end of September we had
another of our many teary farewells. I waved as Margaret boarded
the night train to the moon. For the foreseeable future it was back
to writing letters.
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Back in
Dolphin, classroom training continued, with a growing fear of the
escape-tank drawing ever closer. The fact that our classroom stood
in the shadow of the escape tower didn't help.

Like all things
Naval we heard story after story of dreadful happenings during
escape training. They were guaranteed we’d be terrified by the time
our turn arrived to enter the tank. The stories were of course
greatly exaggerated. However, that didn't alter the facts escape
training was indeed quite dangerous.

We first had to
establish that we were capable of withstanding the pressure at a
hundred feet. To confirm this we sat in a recompression chamber, a
large round cylinder with a heavy steel door and two portholes.
Once the door was sealed, air was vented into the chamber gradually
increasing pressure on the occupants. It was critical to keep
equalizing the pressure inside our eardrums by pinching nostrils
and blowing.

If anyone fell
behind he was to raise his hand and the air pressure was reduced
until the person cleared his ears. This happened several times and
we had to endure the stop start conditions it created. Once
everyone was confirmed fit to continue it was off to change rooms.
Here we dressed in swimming trunks and travelled to the top of the
tank.

Escape training
began at the top of the tank, and gradually we worked our way
deeper. The first test was to lower oneself into the water, take a
deep breath, let go and sink. People who are buoyant will sink
somewhere near fifteen feet and then rise back to the surface.
Those known as negatively buoyant would keep going down, and had to
be brought back to the surface by an instructor.

It was
important to know this because escaping from a submarine was by
free ascent. In other words the compressed air in our lungs made us
buoyant without the need of a life jacket. Inflating a life jacket
under pressure would cause it to burst before reaching the surface.
The same would happen to our lungs if we didn't continually breath
out during our ascent.

The first day
of training consisted of the recompression chamber and buoyancy
tests. The second day we made ascents from the thirty-foot mark. At
the thirty and sixty-foot depths there was a side entrance know as
a blister. It was an air/water lock. Once inside the blister and
breathing compressed air I had to take a deep breath duck under
water and out through the hatch blowing to the surface. Blowing air
during the ascent was vitally important and similar to whistling.
While in the water we were closely monitored by our instructors. If
they spotted someone holding their breath the individual received a
punch in the stomach that was guaranteed to restart exhaling.

The thirty-foot
ascent was not too difficult and our class completed this phase
without difficulty. However, the deeper blister at sixty feet did
cause us a little apprehension and concern. I took in as much air
as possible before entering the water. With sixty feet of water
above me I worried about running out of air. Everything went well
and everyone qualified the sixty-foot ascent.

The third day a
line of frightened sailors waited outside the 100ft escape
compartment, which was directly under the tower. Once inside the
escape chamber we stood nervously in two rows. The instructor
pointed out the various pieces of equipment needed for the escape.
The ominous escape hatch through which we would shortly pass loomed
silently overhead. For the moment it remained firmly shut.

The compartment
was designed exactly like the escape compartment on an actual
submarine. The hatch we had entered through was still open giving
us a modicum of reassurance. While it remained open it offered a
chance to flee. Hanging in front of us in two rows was a mouthpiece
connected to an overhead airline. It was explained that once
flooding began we must use this equipment to breath. The units were
known as BIBS (built in breathing system).

At the centre
of the compartment, around the escape hatch, a circular canvas
trunk was drawn down to waist level and secured to the deck by four
lanyards.

The instructor
explained that the compartment would flood to roughly chest height
before the pressure equalized inside the chamber. It would be
impossible to open the hatch until the inside and outside pressures
were the same. Once equalized the escape hatch could be cracked
open, allowing water to flood into the canvas trunk. The hatch
could then be fully opened and the escapes could begin.

Only silence
answered his next question. Did everyone understand and were we
ready?

Maybe to give
us an extra jolt, he added that once the flooding began it couldn’t
be stopped, there was only one way out.

It was zero
hour. The hatch slammed shut, BIBS were clenched between our teeth,
and everyone prepared to start clearing eardrums as the air
pressure increased. The flood wheel was spun open and water flooded
in. It crept slowly over our feet and ankles, knees and waists.

I was furiously
blowing to keep my ears drums ahead of the pressure. When the water
reached my chest the pressure equalized. The instructor disappeared
into the trunk to crack the hatch. When he reappeared he signalled
for the first man to go. As we moved we changed BIBS. When my turn
came I was still able to move my limbs but inside I was paralysed
with fear. I drew in the largest breath of my life thinking it
might be my last.

I ducked under
the trunk, straightened my body with my arms at my side and cleared
the hatch. Once outside, I concentrated on blowing out air as I
rose rapidly toward the distant surface. It was an amazing
experience. The tank was brightly illuminated and the water was
clear. I was able to read depth markings on the side of the tank as
I hurtled upwards. In the span of twenty seconds I was on the
surface being told to get out fast before the next man arrived.

There was one
other method of escape to learn, the two-man chamber.

Submarines have
two escape compartments located fore and aft. Usually there is a
two-man chamber in the control room at the centre of the boat. When
carrying out the two-man escape we depend on each other's actions.
Once inside the chamber and breathing through the BIB system the
flood valve is opened. When the pressure equalizes, the hatch can
be cracked open.

This instantly
floods the chamber. The first time it flooded so rapidly it took me
by surprise. I was suddenly buoyant and shot upward, banging my
head on the hatch. Fortunately there was only fifteen feet of water
above the chamber. On my first attempt I tried leaving with the
BIBS still in my mouth and managed to fill my lungs with air and
water. The high-pressure bubbles in the chamber reduced visibility
to almost zero. Still below me was an anxious shipmate who was also
trying to get through the hatch.

Instructors saw
what happened and when we finally spluttered to the surface we were
promptly sent back to do it again. The second time, now well
prepared for what was to come, we executed a very professional
escape.

The escape
training was the biggest hurdle that we had to overcome during the
course and we all successfully passed. Only a few written and oral
exams remained and once completed we would be posted to operational
boats.
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On the 15th
October 1959, with the course completed, I was posted to the
submarine Amphion, refitting in Portsmouth Dockyard.

It was a proud
moment, exchanging my HMS Dolphin cap tally for HM/SM Submarines.
In the Submarine Service everyone wore the same cap tally and our
motto was 'We Come Unseen'. However, if you’ve ever been on board
an old diesel-electric boat you will understand why we altered the
motto to 'We Come Unclean'.

There was a
submarine badge available but no professional submariner ever wore
it. It resembled a sausage on a stick rather than a submarine.
After I left the service a much nicer new metal badge was issued
designed with two facing dolphins with a crown and anchor at the
centre. The badge was trimmed in gold and worn above medal ribbons
on the left. It was certainly a more worthy symbol to denote
members of the Silent Service.

While the
Amphion was undergoing a major refit in the dockyard the
crewmembers had to live ashore. We were paid a living allowance and
given a list of addresses of homes where we could find room and
board. I moved into a house at 37 Harley Street in the Fratton
district. It was within walking distance of the dockyard.

Ted and Edna
Perry were great people and during my stay they made me feel like
one of the family. They had two young daughters, Linda and Karen,
and a lovable old dog named Boodie.

Ted was a very
knowledgeable car enthusiast whom I wished I'd met while I still
had the Jag. A local pub ‘The Fitzroy Arms’ was an a mere hundred
paces from our front door. I spent many evenings leaning on the
piano singing along with a pint of best bitter in hand.

On other
occasions I played darts, a game that I was never particularly
adept at. Ted always seemed to be working on a string of
interesting cars in the evenings and weekends. Probably because of
his influence, I bought and sold a number of cars myself. Some of
them actually ran, many didn't.
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