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FOREWORD BY DAVID CESARANI

When I was a boy growing up in a north London suburb I used to listen keenly to the stories told by a family friend, Eric, who used to visit our home every Monday night for a meal followed by Panorama on the television. He had been a merchant mariner and served on the Arctic convoys during the war. He didn’t talk a lot about his experiences but something he said stuck in my mind. He recalled that if a ship was carrying timber the crew tended to sleep without wearing life jackets because, if hit by a torpedo, the vessel would stay buoyant long enough for them to get to the boat stations in good time. But if it was carrying iron ore they went to sleep ready to race for the lifeboats in seconds, which was all they would have if it was caught by a U-boat or bombed. As I lay in bed at night I tried to imagine what it was like to try to get to sleep on a freighter carrying explosives, inflammable petroleum products or bulk cargo. I shuddered at the thought.

In this gripping memoir of life as a merchant seaman, Morris Beckman repeats what I heard all those years ago – almost word for word. It was the lore of the Merchant Navy. But he has also filled in the silences and the gaps and with extraordinary skill he evokes what it was like to cross the Atlantic at the height of the battle for the sea lanes. This is the story of his first convoy, beginning with his training as a radio operator and his induction into the squalid conditions on a rusty old tanker, the SS Venetia. The crew was full of characters, each of whom is drawn with insight, compassion and humour. Morris writes unsparingly about the unsavoury personalities, poor pay and abysmal conditions. For much of the voyage, the crew’s greatest enemy after the Germans was the crooked steward and the talentless cook.

On the journey to the Americas the convoy lost six ships. Morris, in the claustrophobic confines of the radio room, logged one distress signal after another from torpedoed merchantmen. He realised that to make the Atlantic run was to face ‘sudden death without warning’. On the return leg the Venetia was loaded to the gunnels with high octane fuel; in effect they were sailing on a huge petrol bomb. One ship after another was hit and eleven were sunk before the convoy reached port. Even in British home waters there was a constant danger from mines, the Luftwaffe and E-boats – fast German Navy torpedo boats. No one reading this account will be able to avoid a quickening pulse as Morris brings the narrative to its climax.

Americans have long celebrated the veterans of the Second World War as ‘the greatest generation’. In Britain, perhaps due to a tradition of modesty, for many decades we tended to play down the sacrifice and the achievements of the men and women who kept Britain free, liberated Europe and defeated fascism between 1939 and 1945. The Merchant Navy, which lost more than 34,000 officers and men, is amongst the least recognised of the services that took part in that struggle. Anyone seeking evidence of the horrors those men faced and the courage they displayed, need go no further than this frank and terrifying account.

Morris Beckman was just one member of a crew, on one ship in a succession of convoys, in a battle that lasted the entire war. But his story may stand for the stories of thousands. It is a fitting tribute to the greatest generation that ever sailed under the Red Duster.



Professor David Cesarani OBE

Royal Holloway, University of London
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THE BATTLE OF THE ATLANTIC

The broad canvas.

The French capitulation in May 1940 enabled the Nazi Kriegsmarine to operate from ports stretching from the Arctic to the Mediterranean. From the newly acquired bases it had access to Britain’s busiest sea routes, and the U-boats could make more sorties as they enjoyed shorter runs home for re-arming, re-servicing and provisioning. Their crews could recuperate for longer periods between forays into the Atlantic and the northern seas. The improvement in the performance of Admiral Dönitz’s ‘grey wolves’ was immediate. In the first five months of 1940 the British lost 108 merchant ships with a gross tonnage of 408,810. In the last seven months of the year, after the Fall of France, they lost 440 with a gross tonnage of 2,026,857.

The British Merchant Navy operated in every theatre of the conflict. It ferried troops and supplies all over the world, took part in every sea-borne evacuation and invasion and suffered appalling losses on the Malta and Russian convoys. Yet all these peripheral activities took second place to the longest sea battle of the war, which covered an area larger than any other battle fought in Europe during the Second World War. It became known as the Battle of the Atlantic, and lasted from 3 September 1939 – when U-30 torpedoed SS Athenia en route from Liverpool to Montreal, with the loss of 117 lives – until 7 May 1945, when SS Avondale Park was sunk by U-2336 an hour before the official German surrender. Often unprotected, a seaman of the merchant vessel convoys could do little as relentless fighting raged about him but do his job, pray, live with his lifejacket, and in the early days keep a condom waterproofing over his torch in case he found himself swimming after dark.

In 1941, with the tide of success running their way, Admirals Raeder and Dönitz pressed Hitler to build another 50 U-boats, but the request was denied. The Führer’s obsession was with war on land, and after Dunkirk he had hopes that Britain would make peace with Germany. Had those 50 been built, Germany could well have won the war. As it was, in 1944 Hitler ordered the Kriegsmarine to commission 120 of the new, faster, long-range electric submarines. It was too late. By February 1945 only two had been built and the war was already lost.

Buoyed by success, the U-boat crews called the period between June 1940 and early 1943 their ‘happy time’. It included that long year when Britain fought alone against the Axis powers and the Royal Navy was too thinly stretched to provide adequate escorts for convoys. Escorts lacked ship-borne radar and the enemy could only be spotted by the naked eye, often by the heart-stopping sight of a torpedo’s wake as it headed for a ship. U-boats had learned to surface at night, rendering the escorts’ underwater asdic detection system ineffective, and they were hard to spot when they sat low in the water under the cover of darkness. Fewer U-boats were being sunk than built; the Germans were ahead on tactics. And they had Admiral Dönitz.

Dönitz had been a successful U-boat commander during the First World War. He went on to make a study of underwater warfare, having never forgotten how the convoy system had frustrated and defeated the U-boats. He knew that if war came then the convoy system would again be employed, and he worked on how to counter it.

He instituted the rudeltaktik whereby his U-boats assembled and attacked convoys in groups of up to a dozen. To facilitate this he organised a communication system using shortwave radio which allowed U-boats at sea to communicate both with his headquarters at St Lorient and with each other. The submarines would operate in groups, each boat having its patrol line, and when one spotted a convoy it would stalk it for many days, giving the rest of the group time to converge and launch a pack attack. Thus, instead of losing the occasional ship to individual U-boat attacks, convoys could be practically wiped out. In October 1940, Convoy SC7 set out from Halifax, Nova-Scotia, heading for home. A 30-ship convoy, it was savaged on the nights of 16, 17 and 18 October. 19 vessels were lost. The ‘wolf packs’ decimated many other convoys, and the frightening losses of merchantmen were causing flutters in Whitehall. Winston Churchill admitted much later that the only thing that really frightened him was the U-boat peril.

The U-boat model doing the damage was the Type VIIC, which had a displacement of 872 tons and a surface speed of 17 knots. It could cruise at 10 knots for 10,000 miles and out-speed any convoy and the majority of lumbering merchant vessels. It carried 14 torpedoes, which could be fired from four tubes in the bows and from one tube aft. In addition it had two 2.20mm guns, one of which could be used as an anti-aircraft weapon. It was arguably the most efficient killing machine of the war.

German engineers and scientists ceaselessly devised new ways of sinking merchant vessels. In 1940 the Luftwaffe seeded the east coast of Britain with mines, from the Thames up to Tyneside. They alone destroyed 70 vessels. Then the Germans produced the magnetic mine which was attracted to ships passing overhead. The British countered this with an effective de-gaussing system which neutralised a ship’s magnetic field. The Germans developed the acoustic mine, nicknamed the ‘gnat’, which was detonated by the vibrations from propellers. Royal Navy minesweepers countered by trailing vibrators across the seas. Then the Kriegsmarine introduced the schnorkel which enabled U-boats to ‘breathe’ underwater, and the huge Type XIVs or Milchkühe (milk cows). These took up station in set positions in the mid-Atlantic, allowing operation U-boats to re-arm and take on provisions without returning to a land base.

Another effective German weapon was the Focke-Wulf Condor, a large plane with a range of nearly 2,500 miles and a bomb load of 4,620lbs. While they did attack Allied merchant vessels, their primary function was reconnaissance, spotting targets for their comrades underwater. They became a familiar sight to merchant seamen, and when the hated ‘Angels of Death’ appeared and circled round a convoy out of range of the ships’ anti-aircraft guns, the seamen knew that their position, course, speed and numbers were being transmitted to the St Lorient headquarters, and that an attack was inevitable.

The British were not idle, and as well as the aforementioned anti-mine devices, they perfected a direction-finding receiver which could pinpoint the underwater position of a U-boat as it transmitted radio messages. The hunter-killer groups of Royal Navy corvettes and destroyers could home onto the submarine, and as a result U-boat losses climbed sharply. In response the Kriegsmarine forbade crews to chatter to each other at sea, but the hunter-killer groups continually devised new tactics to find their prey. The most successful group sank 25 U-boats and was led by Captain Frederick Walker, who won the DSO four times. Support also came from the air. By late 1943 Britain’s coastal command had organised Sunderland and Catalina long-range aircraft into round-the-clock air cover. They were armed with radar and bombs, and patrolled areas round the convoys, forcing the U-boats to keep their heads down.

The most important British breakthrough was the deciphering of the German coding machine, Enigma. U-boat command used it to pass messages to the submarines, never imagining that it could be cracked. But it was, and it enabled the Royal Navy to divert convoys round the U-boat patrol lines and direct hunter-killer groups straight to their prey. This source of information, codenamed ‘Ultra’, was one of the war’s greatest secrets.

The American entry into the war sealed the fate of the U-boat offensive. The US Navy took over the protection of ships along their eastern seaboard and their destroyers began to assist in the protection of Atlantic and Russian convoys. But the greatest American contribution to winning the Battle of the Atlantic was their incredible production of pre-fabricated deep sea cargo carriers. They were turned out by the hundreds and were called Liberty Ships.

It is estimated that the Atlantic and North Sea slogging match alone resulted in the loss of some 2,000 British merchant vessels and 27,000 officers and men. These figures do not include the Allied merchantmen lost, of which there were many thousands. They came from every Nazi-occupied country and were always in our convoys. Over the two-and-a-half years I spent on ship, I saw French, Polish, Greek, Dutch and Norwegian vessels attacked and their surviving crewmen lowering boats, throwing rafts overboard, and on what we called the ‘flamers’, frantically jumping into the freezing seas. The contribution of the merchantmen, both home-grown and foreign, was invaluable, especially at a time when Britain stood alone in Europe against a superior foe.

Before I joined the Venetia, I knew as much about the Merchant Navy as the average Briton – nothing. To me the merchant seaman was just a civilian plying his trade, albeit at sea rather than in a shop or office, but there was a difference between him and other men.

From the moment he boarded his ship until the day he walked ashore if and when his vessel returned home, he was under enemy attack. He was a sitting duck for all that the Luftwaffe and the Kriegsmarine could throw at him. His main pre-occupations were his grievances, low pay, poor food, the long weeks at sea and the very short breaks ashore. It was wartime and he knew that they had to be borne, but some were beyond the pale, such as the fact that if a ship was sunk, then the very same day the pay of the survivors was stopped by the shipping companies. It was a case of no ship, no work to be done, no wages. Protests by the National Union of Seamen and the Merchant Navy Officers Union were in vain. Patriotism was appealed to. It worked.

It was not uncommon for merchant seamen to encounter a particularly discomforting hazard. In seaport pubs seemingly healthy young men in civilian clothes would be taunted by others in uniform. The less they reacted to the taunts, the more outrageous they would become, especially if there were women present. The men subjected to the ridicule and accusations of cowardice – merchant seamen who had been torpedoed, mined, bombed and machine-gunned, suffered the heart-stopping antics of overloaded vessels in fierce gales and lived with the ever-present fear of seeing one of the Nazis’ devastating battleships appear over the horizon – would be goaded into giving the uniformed ‘heroes’ their first battle wounds. I witnessed two such occasions, one in Avonmouth and one in Middlesbrough. Both times Royal Navy ratings joined in the fights alongside the merchant seaman.

To reduce these confrontations the Merchant Navy officers were issued with a lapel badge made from aluminium. It was roughly three-quarters of an inch long and half an inch deep. Inside the frame and stamped out in relief on the plate were the letters ‘MN’. All this was surmounted by a clean anchor crown. By and large it was regarded by its recipients as an affront, a bad joke. Few wore it. It became known as the monkey-nut badge.

During my research I found tucked away inside the SS Venetia’s ‘Agreement and List of the Crew’ a booklet titled Regulations for Maintaining Discipline. After so many years its contents threw new light on the dissatisfactions and grumblings of a crew, who, all in all, did all that was asked of them, and more. At the time it was the practice that the master had it in his power to ‘log’ or fine men. These fines would be deducted from wages, which naturally was to the shipping company’s advantage. Take into account the low wages, and a ‘troublemaker’ who was frequently logged could take home very little money at the end of a voyage. In the booklet the punishments were set out as follows:




	1. Striking or assaulting any other crew member

	5 shillings




	2. Bringing on board intoxicating liquors

	5 shillings




	3. Drunkenness     1st offence

	5 shillings




	   Drunkenness     2nd offence

	10 shillings




	4. Taking on board any offensive weapon without concurrence of the Master

	5 shillings for every day




	5. Insolent language or behaviour to Master or
Officers or disobedience to lawful commands

	  
5 shillings




	6. Absence without leave

	5 shillings for every day.






Generally masters of vessels were reluctant to impose fines unless forced to do so by complete recalcitrants, who were usually drunk out of their minds.

Pay varied, but it was always low. The booklet laid down hard and fast overtime rates; men working in shifts were paid overtime for work done in excess of eight hours Monday to Friday, five hours on Saturday and all work done on Sunday.




	Rates for overtime for boys

	6 pennies per hour




	Rates for overtime for ordinary seamen

	6 pennies per hour




	Rates for overtime for carpenters

	1 shilling/ninepence per hour




	Rates for overtime for other ratings

	1 shilling/ninepence per hour






It was not much. But then, the men who manned Britain’s forgotten wartime navy never wanted a lot, not even recognition.
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TRAINING AND JOINING THE VENETIA

Max telephoned me the day after war broke out. We were close friends in and out of school. At Hackney Downs School he had been one of those enviable pupils to whom mathematics was a doddle. He was stubborn, dour and cynical. With two other friends we enjoyed cycling trips, rowed in a gig four on the river on Sundays and enjoyed the long Habonim summer camps. Now, out of character, he sounded ebullient.

‘I’m coming round,’ he said. ‘I can’t study anymore.’

From my home in Amhurst Road, Hackney, we walked to the RAF recruiting office in Kingsway, Holborn, and joined the short queue. The moment we reached the desk the heavily moustached corporal behind it growled lugubriously.

‘Go back to bloody school and don’t waste my time.’

Max bristled. He had a bristle that could change the atmosphere.

‘Maybe you don’t listen to the wireless or read the papers,’ he retorted sarcastically. ‘There’s a war on and we want to fly.’ The corporal waved a dismissive hand and snorted.

‘It takes brains to fly an aeroplane. Just bugger off out of here. Go on! Hop it!’ Studying the corporal as if he were something under a microscope, Max replied with great deliberation,

‘So, it takes brains to fly an aeroplane does it? That must explain why you’re sitting behind that desk!’

We shot out into the street. Max was now obsessed with flying. He dragged me round to other recruiting centres, but in vain. We were too young. It was too early. Things had to be organised. For three months we were lost souls and our studying for university suffered grievously. Then, while reading the Daily Telegraph one day, my eye caught one of the plethora of government notices that filled the newspapers in those days.



Admiralty notice. Radio officers urgently required for the Merchant Navy to maintain a continuous radio watch on all British ships at sea. Good pay. Good prospects. See the world.



I came to a snap decision. It was the invitation to see the world that did it.

Two days later I enrolled at a maritime college in an enormous converted Victorian house off Clapham Common. There I learned to transmit and receive Morse code at speed and across artificial interference, and how to service the heavy-duty marine transmitters and receivers. The very day the Phoney War ended and the Germans attacked France and the Low Countries, I was one of 52 students who took the examination and tests for our special certificates. Forty of us passed, and the next day we went to a famed eatery run by a dear old soul with hennaed hair and rouged cheeks who we called Fanny Bagwash. We celebrated with a slap-up lunch of steak and onion pie, two vegetables and Fanny’s famed apple pie and custard.

The walls of Fanny’s place were covered with hundreds of postcards from ports worldwide, sent by ‘her boys’ who had passed the course before us. The boisterous celebration came to a halt when Fanny burst into tears. The quick thinkers amongst us rushed to comfort her, and gave her the presents we had bought her – a box of Cadbury’s Milk Tray chocolates and 200 John Player cigarettes, for she enjoyed ‘her pulls’, as she called smoking. We then chaired her out into the street, down to nearby traffic lights and back into the café. To puzzled bystanders we announced it was her hundredth birthday. Once back inside she lined us up and kissed each of her boys on the cheeks, a mother bidding us farewell, and then we dispersed to every part of Britain. Over the next few years a name from that group of 40 would appear in the casualty section of the radio officer’s monthly, The Signal as ‘killed or missing’. Missing at sea meant dead.

The next day I took the bus to the Marconi office in East Ham High Street and signed onto their sea-going staff. I signed various forms, giving my next of kin as my father, Joseph Harris Beckman. He was a textile merchant and an immigrant from Poland, a devout Jew who could not come to terms with the youngest of his four sons being the first to leave. Max gave me hell for not having waited, like he did. He had joined the RAF and sported the white flash in his forage cap, denoting pilot training. He brimmed with enthusiasm about flying. Barely a year later Sergeant-pilot Maxwell Addess took off in his Hurricane from an East Anglian airfield. His squadron attacked a swarm of incoming German bombers and fighters. In the ensuing dogfight Max and his plane crashed into the sea. His body was never found.

I reported to the Marconi office day after day at 10am and went home at 5pm. I began to feel like a fraud as the sailor who had never been to sea. Those of us waiting for orders played cards and dominoes, read magazines and chatted about god-knows-what. Now and again a name would be called and the lucky man would cry out exultantly ‘that’s me!’ He had his ship. Others who had completed voyages came into the office to collect pay and further instructions, or the statutory month survivor’s leave. Our questions to them about what it was at sea like evoked dampening replies such as ‘bloody awful’, or a meaningful ‘you’ll soon find out’.

Came the morning my name was called. I was at the counter in a flash. The elderly clerk examined me over his pince-nez and smiled at my eagerness. It was my first ship, but he had sent hundreds of young men to sea. He gave me an advance of £25, which would be deducted from my pay, and then gave me a typed list of the sea-going gear I would need. He advised me to get it all from Gardiners, the famous old store which occupied an entire triangular site where Aldgate meets the East End. It was the specialist shop for all seafarers, British and foreign, and had a worldwide reputation. I went straight there and found it bustling with officers and seaman from several different military and merchant navies. It was all wood, the walls, floors, fitments, counters and shelving, which may have played a part in its eventual demise in the 1970s, when it was gutted by fire.

A telegram arrived the next morning, informing me that I had been appointed the second radio officer on the SS Venetia, anchored in the Thames. I was instructed to report to a Tilbury shipping office on the following day at 11am. Unable to sleep, I rose early, and caught a train from Liverpool Street station, finding myself in the designated office with time to spare. It was a dreary place in a desolate spot. The furniture was cheap, the grey walls dirty, and the notices pinned up were yellowed and curling at the edges. A forlorn-looking woman sat at a cluttered desk sorting through box files.

On the dot of 11am three men appeared. They were middle-aged and tweedy, ruddy and inclined to corpulence. They were the immigration officer, a Board of Trade official and the agent representing the shipping company. The latter smiled at me and said pleasantly:

‘You’re for the Venetia?’

Yessir.’

‘Good. We’ll take you to it. We’re doing the rounds.’

We all went out to a wide Daimler. It was roomy and had veneered wood panelling and leather seats. I sat in the back with my two suitcases. The three men sat up front, the agent driving us at a leisurely pace through the flat Thames Valley landscape. The officials stopped twice to refresh themselves, and judging by their conversation the barmaid in the second pub was far from unfriendly. We drove past a new estate of purple-bricked houses, past clusters of workmen preparing anti-invasion strong points and anti-aircraft gun positions. Once we were held up by a long column of marching infantrymen heading to the coast. I glimpsed the Thames between two stretches of high walls and then saw rows and rows of round metal containers the size of bungalows. The immigration official turned to me.

‘That’s your job sonny. To help keep those storage tanks topped up.’

The Daimler nosed through an entrance guarded by two soldiers in tin hats and carrying slung rifles, then we bumped across two railway lines. We passed through a no man’s land of storage tanks and lean-tos, juddered across tangled rubber hoses and across another rail track. We swung round a long white-washed shack and there before us lay the Thames.

We all clambered out of the car. I walked to the edge of the quayside, my shoes splashing in patches of oil. Water slapped against the stone blocks of the wall. I heard the creaking of ropes strained between bollards on the quayside and the boats below, the distant clanking of metal hitting metal and the incessant shrieking of the swooping seagulls. There was that indefinable tang where salt water meets land, of canvas and tar, seaweed and refuse.

Anchored in mid-stream lay the SS Venetia. I drank in the sight of her. She was rust-streaked and dowdy, low slung with one grimy squat runnel aft. Patches of red lead chequered her grey plates. She pulled gently at the anchor chain that dropped taut from her bows. She resembled a dilapidated toy in a junk shop window, but she was a tanker with half a million miles under her hull. Only the advent of war had saved her from the scrap yard. I wondered how a ship which looked so small and frail could cross oceans. The agent put his hand on my shoulder.

‘Joining your first ship can be a depressing business. I went through it myself some years ago. You’ll perk up once you get on board. You’ll have to because the merchant service is now a top priority, essential service, and you’ll be in it for the duration.’ He shook my hand. ‘Bear in mind, laddie, that every ship which brings home a cargo wins a victory, a small one perhaps but as important as any won by the armed forces. Good luck.’

Twenty feet separated the top of the quay from the boats below. A vertical steel ladder, its rungs cemented into the stonework, was the only means of descent. An open boat with a small engine aft bobbed up and down at its foot. A blue-jerseyed boatman was holding it close to the ladder with a boathook. I gripped one of my cases in my left hand and gingerly lowered myself over the edge. I descended fearfully, the tide lines in the stonework darkening as I climbed down. The high rungs were burnished and smooth, then they roughened, and as I came closer to the waterline they became slippery underfoot. I heard the profound truism that some mothers do have ‘em. I looked down at the greenish scum in the margin where the river met the wall, saw the boat and jumped, landing in it with my case on top of me. The boatman shook his head;

‘What a performance. Lucky there’s no rigging nowadays for you to climb. Now, hurry up and get the other case. I’ve got more jobs to do.’

I managed my second journey a trifle more quickly. We pushed off and the feeling of the breeze and spray on my face was invigorating. I saw another launch deposit my three companions at the Venetia’s gangway, which they ran up with their briefcases like athletes. My boat approached and just when I thought we were going to ram her, the boatman swung the wheel and we bumped alongside the platform at the gangway’s foot. I turned to him.

‘How much do I owe you?’ He shook his head.

‘The company pays for this one, but if you want to come ashore again it will cost half a crown.’

I managed to land myself and my cases onto the gangway platform. I was wearing my brand new uniform and cap and had felt as mint as an unopened packet of cigarettes, but under the hot sun I was afloat in perspiration. I looked up and saw four amused weather-beaten faces peering down at me. I cringed with self-consciousness. A fifth face, gaunt and priestly, joined them, followed by a sixth which looked simian yet dependable, a seventh with the straight black hair and roundness of a Celt, a fair-haired young eighth and a ninth, as ruddy as a tomato and Saxon-thatched. I struggled up the gangway with my two cases, steadfastly not looking up, because I knew that they knew I was joining my first ship. A seaman came down with maddening ease and agility, and whisked my two cases onto the well-deck. I followed as my helper, a stock blonde ape of a man with long arms, quipped,

‘Blimey they’re heavy. What’s in them? Your winter woollies?’ The welcoming heads, now attached to bodies stripped to the waist or in working dungarees, crowded round, bantering and teasing.

‘Can I polish your nice shiny buttons, sir?’

‘What a smart uniform!’

‘I hope you’ve made your will, matey…’

I had never been so nonplussed. What to do? Answer back? Keep quiet? Walk away? But where to? Then I was rescued. A fair and wiry youth of my own age, wearing blue overalls and a peaked black cap set at a jaunty angle, scattered the welcoming party by waving a marlin spike at them with mock lethal intent. He did so with good humour, to which they responded, and then returned to their duties. He held out his hand to me and we had a long firm handshake.

‘You’re the new Sparky?’ I nodded. ‘I’m the apprentice, the ship’s dogsboy. I’m Johnny Walters. Call me Johnny.’

‘I’m Morris Beckman. Call me Morris…’

‘No.’ Johnny smiled and shook his head. ‘You are Sparky.’ And that was my name ever afterwards. I expressed thanks at his having turned up when he did. ‘They’re a good bunch. You just happened to be a heaven-sent diversion. Being stuck on this rust bucket for weeks on end with very little shoreside is bloody monotonous.’

He picked up my larger case and told me to follow him. He wondered out loud why I hadn’t tried for a better ship.

‘Is she as bad as all that?’

‘Bad? The British Merchant Navy has the bummest tramps afloat. The company has the bummest ships in it, and we’re the worst ship in the company.’

‘Can’t you apply for another ship?’ Johnny shook his head dolefully.

‘No. I’m apprenticed until my articles expire. When I pass my second mate exam and become a certified deck officer then I can try for other ships in other companies.’

The exciting smell of canvas and paint, tar and hot metal, permeated everywhere. Tanned and stripped to the waist, ordinary and able seamen were chipping, red-leading, painting and doing mysterious things with thick coils of rope. A group were heating tar in a small cauldron and re-caulking worn down joins between the areas of deck planking. Johnny led me up a short companionway into the lower amidships accommodation. Six cabins, three to each side, opened onto the narrow central alleyway. Johnny opened the door to one of the two nearest the entrance. It was about half the size of a box room in an average suburban house. He executed a Gallic bow and flourish.

‘Voila M’sieur Sparky. It is all yours. Could be smaller, but not much.’

The bulkheads and deckhead had once been cream, but they badly needed re-painting and were patterned with the dried-out remains of hundreds of cockroaches and other seafaring insects. A limp cobweb dangled in a corner, the brass fittings were pitted with rust, and the small sink was a network of grease-filled cracks held together by veined porcelain. Over everything hung the odour of filth. I forced open the three narrow drawers of the dressing table. They gave up rusty nails, torn girly magazines, a broken knife, part of an epaulette and a photo of a naked senorita on her back waving her legs in the air. I ran my fingers along the edge of the bunkboard; they came away black. I opened the small door covering the pipes under the washbasin, and found the place swarming with cockroaches.

‘God. Who was the last occupant? A pig?’

‘Not quite what you’re used to?’ grinned Johnny. ‘With a good clean out she’ll be a palace. Later this afternoon I’ll help you to soogie it out.’

‘Soogie?’

‘We pour loads of crystal soda into boiling water and then scrub like mad.’ He glanced at his watch. ‘The mate will want me, I must go. Don’t lift up your mattress. You’ll find the bunkboard underneath full of creepy crawlies. Better go and introduce yourself to Smith, he’s your chief. He’s been on the Venetia longer than I have, always on his own.’

Out on deck the brass and steel reflected the sun’s heat even more intensely, and my shirt and underwear were wringing sweat. There was the odour of the sort of cooking which wafts through pavement grills outside bad restaurants. Hands were working inside the two lifeboats, one to port and the other to starboard of amidships. Hands were busy everywhere. The older a ship becomes the more attention she needs, and the Venetia was a lady nearing her grave.

I saw the aerial stretched between the mast tops and looked down its lead-in to the radio cabin. It was protected by four thicknesses of sandbags, leaving only the door free. Inside, bent over a conglomeration of radio components was a trim figure in spotless white dungarees. I coughed. No answer. I coughed again. The man I took to be Smith continued to probe the leaves of a condenser with a screwdriver. I said in a low voice that I was the new man reporting for duty.

‘Really!’ Smith straightened up and turned. He was tall, fair-haired and quizzical. He stared at me. Discomfited I ventured;

‘This is my first ship. Not bad is she?’

‘If it’s your first, how do you know?’

‘Er… I supposed so.’

‘Supposed?’ He frowned. ‘You either know or you don’t know. You never suppose. Understand?’

I nodded. His thin ascetic face with hair brushed straight back along a narrow skull broke into a faint smile. He extended a hand, small with tapering fingers, but with a strong, dry grip. ‘I’ve been on my own for so long I’ve grown to like it. I hope we get on well together. Now take off that heavy jacket and we’ll go over the equipment.’

This we did. Then he made me tap out a long message on the dead Morse key; its transmitter was not on. He listened intently, deciphering the words from the clicks. He then switched on the receiver and tuned it to 600 metres and watched me write down what I heard. Local interference and nervousness meant I made a few mistakes. He said I would have to practise until I made none.

‘We’re making ready for sea. The captain is ashore with the company’s agent. Lunch will be late. You’d better see about it for yourself.’

I was glad to escape the gloom and humidity of the radio cabin. As I leaned on the rail enjoying the sunshine, Johnny came and leant next to me.

‘Grub’s up Sparky.’

‘Funny. I don’t feel all that hungry.’

‘No problem. You won’t eat it when you see it. I eat purely to annoy the chief steward. The more I eat the less money he makes for himself. It’s a Merchant Navy tradition that pursers and chief stewards make more money than ships’ captains. If they don’t then they’re no good at their jobs.’

The saloon was a square with a 30-foot side. Oak-panelled bulkheads gave it the cosiness of a country inn. There were three framed landscape prints, two portraits of Their Majesties, a chronometer and bookshelves containing a selection reminiscent of a boarding house. It was centred on a solid mahogany table, which had electric fans fixed to each corner and was flanked by chairs. Both table and chairs were bolted to the deck. The mate, second mate, Smith and Johnny were at the table when I entered, already eating. I waited to be allotted a chair, but as no one bothered I slid into the nearest empty one.

They all stopped eating. Expressions ranged from amusement to astonishment. Stevey, the assistant steward, a burly pugilist whose soup-spilling at anchor gave promise of exciting meals ahead, threw me a heavy wink over the chief officer’s head. The latter, a portly Liverpudlian called Mr Parkinson, shook his head and said genially

You’ve done well, lad. Your first day at sea and you’ve made captain before me. That seat belongs to Mr Michaels and no one else.’

I learned later that Mr Parkinson did in fact have his master mariner’s certificate, and had captained cargo-passenger ships for many years before retiring to cultivate a lucrative nursery garden. The war had brought him back to sea; he wanted to do his bit.

Roy Garrett, the second mate, an Australian from Melbourne, piped up.

‘Tradition has it, Sparky, that if mates can’t have their skipper’s seats then they make darned sure no one else gets them.’ There was laughter. I hastily took the empty chair between Johnny and Roy. The meal was terrible, consisting of carrot soup which was metallic to the taste, followed by what could have been grass cuttings and plasticine. This was eulogised as ‘sea pie’. The dessert was a yellow mound of soggy dough covered with custard, which the cook said was Thames Duff. The same dessert was to become Texan Delight in Galveston, Abadan Flan in the Persian Gulf, and ammunition to be aimed at bum boats in the Suez Canal. I had a few sips of the soup, left the main course and finished off the duff. My companions cleaned their plates. Roy nudged me and warned ‘the food is really good now. It deteriorates when we get to sea.’

Back in my cabin, I sat down on the narrow settee, which was lumpy and smelled distinctly unpleasant. Having dined unsatisfactorily I was hungry, and decided to fill up on water. The tumbler provided was too dirty to use, its bottom encrusted with brown sediment. I turned on the tap and caught water in my cupped hands. It came out brownish and speckled with bits. Closer inspection revealed them to be fragments of insects. Utterly dejected, I sank back on the settee and wondered what the hell I was doing there.

There was a knock at the door; it was Johnny and Stevey with three buckets of hot water, two large packets of soda, three scrubbing brushes and several cloths.

‘Take off your jacket and shirt, Sparky,’ said Stevey. ‘If we get stuck in you’ll be sleeping in a clean cabin tonight.’ We went at it with such a will that we all got soaked with the soda water. We did not leave a nook or cranny untouched. When Stevey lifted the mattress he revealed a carpet of animated cockroaches, and found insects and slugs in the mattress itself. He said he would get rid of it and get me a new one. He was as good as his word, returning later with a new mattress, two sheets, two flattish pillows, two blankets, a large and a small towel, soap, a bottle of Dettol disinfectant and a clean glass tumbler. That night, exhausted, starving and still disorientated, I fell into a deep sleep.

Johnny, on the other hand, did not. All the time he was helping me he was distracted by thoughts of a girl called Rita, who he had wanted to be ashore with that night. Later, when we had become close friends, he told me all about it. Johnny’s home was in Portobello, near Edinburgh. He was the only child of comfortably off parents; his mother was a solicitor and his father was a master mariner, and they were both against him going to sea. They had wanted him to become articled to a substantial law firm, the chairman of which was a family friend. But Johnny was stubbornly set on a maritime career, and after a series of searing rows with his son, Johnny’s father had given in and arranged for his indenture as an apprentice to Gow, Harrison and Company. Since then my friend had only had a few days leave after his first trip and a week off in February 1940. He had been told that after the Venetia returned on the voyage just ended he would be replaced and have ten days leave to see his mother, with whom he was very close, and he had been looking forward to those ten days the entire trip.

There was an even more pressing reason for Johnny to see his mother. Early in March she had been widowed. Her husband had been the captain of a San boat, a larger tanker than the Venetia. On the way home in a Bermuda convoy she took two torpedoes and in minutes was burning from stem to stern. Escaped oil set the sea alight, and only a handful of survivors were picked up by an escort ship, most of them badly burned.

One, the third mate, knew Johnny and his family. He told my friend that his father had been so intent in seeing if anyone aboard needed help that he delayed jumping over the side until it was too late. He jumped into a circle of water surrounded by flames. The third mate, clinging to a raft some twenty yards away, saw him trapped, then a gust of wind blew the fire over him and he was gone. Johnny had asked him if his father had shouted or called out. The third mate refused to reply at first, and then sighed, saying that he had screamed, just that. He added that he himself was screaming continually with the pain of the salt water in his burns, which meant he needed skin grafts on his body, arms and face. He doubted that he would ever go back to sea. Johnny never told his mother of the encounter.

When the Venetia had entered the Thames estuary a couple of days before I joined her, Mr Michaels called Johnny to his quarters.

‘I knew your father well. He was a fine man and a great loss to all who knew him. When I was ashore in Bermuda for a convoy conference I sent a telegram to the office saying that I wanted a replacement for you, so that you could have two weeks leave with your mother. Don’t bank on it, but maybe…’

Johnny banked on it. He had to hope. But when the ship’s mail arrived Mr Michaels called Johnny to him with bad news. ‘Sorry, laddie. Office can’t replace you and in view of the fact that we’re due for instant turn-around you can’t make Edinburgh.’ He told Johnny to go to London for two days to enjoy himself. Johnny went. His phone calls to his disappointed mother and the pain in her voice almost unhinged him.

He met a young girl called Rita. They spent the night together in a small hotel by Liverpool Street station, and in the morning she went off to work in a Stepney clothing factory, but not before they arranged to meet that evening. He rang his mother again and they talked about his father. She cried into the telephone, and he thought of his solid, phlegmatic father screaming in the sea. He’d had enough. He went back to the hotel, paid his bill, packed his bags and returned to the Venetia. That night, lying on his back staring at the steel deckhead, he thought of Rita and could have cried himself.
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