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A small step for man but a giant step for mankind, I seem to have heard that before somewhere. I know 
the feeling only too well!! Nineteen fifty, what a year that was, November the fifth to be exact, the day I 
took the enormous step from civilian life to become a sailor, not just an ordinary sailor, but one of His 
Majesty's sailors. What more could a fifteen year old boy wish for? Not for me a job in a factory making 
watches year in year out, I was heading for all those exciting times as advertised in the brochures from 
the recruiting office!!  
 
Very early on the 5th of November, which was also my Dads' birthday, we were off to Swansea to get 
the train to Bristol. I don't remember much about the journey, what I do remember is the Sailors Home 
where I was to stay the night. I had never slept in a bed with such starched sheets, it was like sleeping 
between two sheets of white hardboard, what a night! Breakfast was not too bad with porridge 
followed by smoked haddock. There were about six or seven of us on the train to Gosport, it was the 
longest journey I had ever made, mile after mile of new countryside, yet some of the names seemed 
familiar as I'd read about them in books or papers. 
 
GOSPORT 
 
Time for us to get off the train to be met by a friendly looking sailor in a peaked cap and lots of gold 
badges. Right my lads he says with a smile we'll soon have you fed and watered, talk about Iambs to the 
slaughter!!!  
 
HMS St Vincent was very imposing to say the least, immaculate is a good description, not so much as a 
matchstick lying around, if there had been I don't think it would have been there for long. Down to the 
new entries block, a cuppa and a few forms to fill in then sign a little card to send home to Mum to say 
I'd arrived safe and sound. I was now an official NOZZER, Boy Seaman 2nd Class, to be any lower I'd have 
to be dead!! Next on the agenda, collect bedding, about thirty of us all much the same age but from so 
many different backgrounds ambling off together, the last bit of ambling we would do for a long time!!  
Right my lad, three blankets, three sheets, two pillows and three pillow cases, sign here and here - next! 
 
The very first thing we are shown is how to make up a bed, strip it and fold all the items to an exact size 
and pattern, little boy, you are now in the Navy!! The dormitory is huge, the floor like a mirror; little did I 
know that I'd be helping to keep it that way!! Under the supervision of a Leading Boy we made our beds 
up and gathered in a group to be informed as to what was ahead of us, uniforms to be collected, boots, 
shoes, caps, overcoat, etc. down to a simple sewing kit known as a housewife. Dinner and tea were 
excellent even though food was still rationed. 
 
I think we were all in our beds by nine on that first night, and all sound asleep soon after! If you haven't 
been woken up at 6.30 in the morning by a bugle then there is no way I will be able to describe it to 
you!!! That, and some sadist shouting at the top of his voice telling you you've been in bed far too long is 
far from the way my mother used to say 'come on now, we don't want to be late for school do we'?  
This boy was about to learn the hard way. Wash etc. then get dressed for breakfast? Oh no, not as 
simple as that, beds to be stripped and folded as shown (inch perfect at that) and floor to be swept and 
polished with the heavy bumper provided, similar to the old style carpet cleaners but solid and weighing 
a ton!! Seven thirty breakfast, and later various lectures to let us know what was ahead of us, then then 
back to the dormitory to be shown what where and how to wear our sailor clothing. 
 
 
 



 
 

HMS St. Vincent ς Imperial War Museums A9795 
 

It amazed me how well the clothes fitted, I don't think anybody had to change anything. Us absolute 
beginners were given a hand by some of the boys from HMS Arethusa. I think they were boys who had 
lost their father during the war, brought up on Arethusa, then given the chance to continue in the navy. 
Anyway, they knew exactly what to do and showed us what was what. We had all been given a Type 
Block with our name on and every item of clothing had to be marked in black or white paint. All through 
the next weeks we had to use red silk like cotton to sew our names in every article of clothing we 
owned, socks, pants, vests etc. and all done in our own time.  
 
As Nozzers we were not allowed out of St Vincent for the first six weeks, that was considered make or 
break time. We all made it and got to know each other quite well, where we had come from, why we 
had joined, and who we had left at home, we had lots of laughs and a few hidden tears!! Six weeks 
quickly dragged in!! I can make a bed with the best of them, my name is sewn into every item of clothing 
and my shoes and boots have been spit and polished to perfection. I can salute officers exactly as the 
book says, I even keep an eye open for them so's they can return the salute to me!! I have been put in 
Blake division and have been told that the enemy were in Benbow, Rodney and Duncan divisions - our 
blood now belonged to Blake! When it comes to competitions, no quarter is asked or given, it's all very 
serious stuff, it is very important to each of us that we all work as a team. 
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It takes a lot of hard work to train a seaman in the Royal Navy, general seamanship covers a multitude of 
skills, navigation, damage control, first aid, signals, sailing, and general ship maintenance. In years gone 
by gunnery played a vital role, but not quite so much now due to the modern weaponry a warship now 
uses. The next year in St Vincent was going to teach me a lot more than I thought possible, there would 
be good days and there woǳƭŘ ōŜ ōŀŘ ŘŀȅǎΣ ŜǾŜƴ ǎƻƳŜ άL want Ƴȅ aǳƳέ days. Six thirty am the 
ŘǊŜŀŘŜŘ ŎŀƭƭΣ άright lads tƛƳŜ ǘƻ ƎŜǘ ǳǇΣ ŀƴŘ Ǝƻ ƻǾŜǊ ǘƘŜ Ƴŀǎǘέ!! At that time I think the mast was two 
miles high, up one side and down the other. I never did find out why we had to do it, after all I had no 
notions of joining the Cutty Sark or HMS Bounty!!! 
 

 
 

The Mast at HMS St. Vincent 
 
Another day, another 6 :30am call, this time its early morning dhoby session, down to the wash room 
with a bag full of washing in one hand and a bar of the hardest yellow soap imaginable in the other. Strip 
off to the birthday suit and start washing clothes in a large tub, rinse and take up to the duty instructor 
to be examined, so far so good. Standing all starkers holding up a piece of clean washing when the 



ƛƴǎǘǊǳŎǘƻǊ ƭƻƻƪǎ ŀǘ ȅƻǳ ŀƴŘ ǎǘŀǊǘǎ ǎƛƴƎƛƴƎ ά²ŜŜ ²ƛƭƭƛŜ ²ƛƴƪƛŜέ ŘƻŜǎ ƴƻǘƘƛƴƎ ŦƻǊ ȅƻǳǊ ŜƎƻΗΗ ²ƘŜƴ ŀƭƭ ǘƘƛǎ 
is done, and not before, time for breakfast and the day ahead. 
 
Early morning shower τ if ever there were three little words to make a boy tremble, they were EARLY 
MORNING SHOWER! Up sharpish, collect all the necessary toilet gear and head for the shower room. 
Loads and loads of hot water, the perfumed smell of Nights Scented Castille or Palmolive, what a life, 
then after about ten minutes the duty Petty Officer passes by and calls 'Plunge'. That was the equivalent 
of a judge putting a black cap on his head, there was no escape, it didn't matter if your Mum knew her 
M.P. or the local Chief Constable, the call had been made, there was no way out.  
The plunge was a large concrete bath, twelve feet long, five deep, and five wide, full of water. Now, 

there's three kinds of water, excluding hot, there's cold, very cold, and there's "Bloody Hell! It's freezing" 

and it was the latter that was in the Plunge. All we had to do was go in one end and clamber out the 

other, it took me about point seven five seconds - and I wasn't the fastest! When we got out at the 

other end we were like little white prunes, all bleached and wrinkly. It's amazing what freezing water 

does to the anatomy! There was one consolation, the 'big boys' were in the same boat as the rest of us! 

We stood there with teeth chattering, if we clamped our jaws together, our heads would bounce up and 

down like chickens with St. Vitus Dance - not a picture for the squeamish! The powers that be must have 

thought all this was going to do us the world of good. I don't think it did us much harm but I certainly 

don't remember it doing us much good!  

Seamanship was very interesting, so much to learn. Knots and splices by the dozen, flags to learn, 

colours and what they stood for, how to pass messages by semaphore, Morse code and how to use a 

signal lamp, well, the basics anyway. We had all been issued with rope and other cordage to make up 

the clews and lashings to secure our hammocks. This had to be done the right way or the hammock 

could not be slung correctly and out you would go! Gunnery was different, it was hard work lugging the 

shells for the four inch guns and heaven help you if you fouled up! There is nothing funny in carrying a 

shell around all the various departments to find out the exact weight of the shell you were carrying!! 

After half an hour you knew it weighed about a ton, at least that's what it felt like! Still, we learned how 

to keep our mouths shut and pay attention when the instructor was speaking.  

Sport also played a big part in life at St Vincent. Inter-divisional games compared to what the gladiators 

of old did - win at all costs but don't get caught cheating! At one stage I was invited to join the boxing 

team, it wasn't wise to refuse. I eventually ended up in the final against the former champion of the 

Arethusa, he was good, I knew he was good because he had his own gum-shield!! I was going to be lucky 

to hang on to my own teeth!! He was quite a good boxer, but so was I, and in my favour, I could also 

fight. He didn't have the stubborness to keep going that I had, and on the day, I won. It was great being 

one of the heroes who had helped win the huge cake that was the main prize.  

Pay day was on a Thursday, for what it was worth, three shillings and sixpence a week or 17p in today's 

coinage. We were also allowed to go ashore at the weekend, it was usually a wander around the few 

shops or visit the cinema. There would be a main feature film, a newsreel and a B class Western and of 

course Charlie Kunz playing the piano during the interval - nothing too exciting but worth the shilling 

paid to get in.  

I remember my first leave, the train journey to Swansea, me in my best suit, gleaming and ready to show 

off to the whole of Wales. It was a long journey and it was in the days of the steam trains. For most of 

the time I had my head stuck out of the carriage window, watching the world go by. On arriving home 



things proved not to have change much, I was hardly in the door when my mother had scrubbed my 

neck to remove the grime left by the train journey, I must have looked like Al Jolson!! It was brilliant to 

be on leave, but what a poser! Cap flat on the back of the head and a pure white silk scarf around the 

neck, (both frowned upon by the navy) but I was on leave not on holiday like a civilian. I even went back 

to my old school! They must have thought I was Lord Nelson and wondered how the Navy had managed 

before I joined! It must have been the white silk scarf, because quite soon afterwards, Julian, my 

brother, packed in his cushy job with Mabes the coal merchants and he also signed on the dotted line. 

When I joined, I didn't know what I'd let myself in for, but when Julian joined, the Navy didn't know 

what it had let itself in for!!  

The instructors must have done a good job on all of us in our class because we all stayed the course and 

had good pass marks at the end of our stay. There had been such a lot to do, so many brand new 

experiences, so many different places to visit as part of our training, but here we all were at long last, 

Boy Seaman 1st Class, Nozzers no more! We were all ready to face the future, a lot wiser but still very 

nervous.  

FIRST POSTING  

You can take it from me that the largest thing in all the world is an aircraft carrier swinging at a mooring 

buoy in Portland Harbour. There is no doubt that when we approached HMS Indefatigable in a small 

motor cutter, that the rest of the world disappeared!! Our kit bags and hammocks had to be lugged up a 

million steps to the deck and then what seemed like a mile to our mess-deck, right up at the pointed 

end!! We were allowed to settle down in our mess, lockers stowed with our kit and hammocks put away 

in the proper stowage rooms. Duty rosters had been made out for us. Daily orders were pinned up on 

the notice board and had to be read and properly digested, excuses for not knowing what was to be 

were not readily accepted on board ship.  

We still got up at 6.30am on the following day, but by now we were used to it and it wasn't quite as 

painful! We got dressed in the rig of the day, number 8s, which was light blue shirt and dark trousers. 

When breakfast and all the cleaning up was done, we all paraded on the flight deck in our respective 

mess numbers. A complete inspection by the heads of each department, then it was time for jobs 

allocation. Most of the tasks we were expected to perform were simple cleaning jobs, like sweeping, 

washing and polishing. There was and never will be anything as clean as a Royal Navy Ship! Since we 

were still boy seamen we went to school on board ship in the afternoon. It was mostly Maths, English 

and Geography etc. but all done in a light-hearted way. We still indulged in all sorts of sport, on board 

and ashore.  

By now we had all made small allotments of money to Bernards the Naval Tailors which allowed us to 

get some tiddly gear. First on the list was a new cap as the naval issue was more or less oval shaped and 

not too special, but a P & S was really special, a round cap with red and green panels inside, port and 

starboard, which could be shaped exactly as required, making a nice bow wave back and front - 

marvellous! We had also started to scrub our blue collars in Teepol to get them to a paler shade of blue, 

we were pulling out all the stops to be real sailors, not brand newies just out of training school! It helped 

that our pay had been increased and we had access to our bankbooks which contained money saved for 

us at St. Vincent, so when shore leave was allowed at the weekends, Saturday or Sunday depending 

what watch you were in, we would go ashore in Weymouth with a pound in our pockets, as smart as a 

lick of paint and never be broke again, the Navy was so lucky to have us!! (Teepol by the way was 



probably the first liquid soap available which was used for everything from washing dishes to removing 

rust from anchors.)  

 

HMS Indefatigable ς Imperial War Museums A21197 

The call over the Tannoy system to Clear lower decks, hands to paint ship was the start of a very hectic 

time as an aircraft carrier is a large ship and takes a lot of painting, officers and certain crew members 

are excused from taking part. Areas were designated, paint pots and brushes were handed out and large 

nets had been slung under the flared bows in readiness. I was given a Bosun's Chair and shown where to 

put it over the side, there was no way, I said to myself that I was going to launch myself into space on 

that little chair, but I was "encouraged" to go by a 6ft 2 inch Petty Officer with more stripes than a Zebra 

and a face like the inside of a gearbox!! So there I was, suspended in space with half a gallon of grey 

paint and a three inch brush and an endless supply of ships side that needed painting. It all turned out to 

be good fun, I was my own boss in that chair, I'd paint down to the waterline then a boat trip to the 

gangway to get back on board, repeated several times until all the ships side had been painted. Whilst 

this was going on, other crew members were painting the superstructure, the weather was good and 

moral was high.  

SEA LEGS!  

It was not long after we had painted ship when we heard that we were going to sea. Talk about 

excitement! First of all we were to call in at Rosyth in Scotland, then up to Invergordon, after this it was 

to be Copenhagen in Denmark. That trip was brilliant, my first voyage to a foreign land, a run ashore in 

Copenhagen with Danish Kroner in my pocket. We soon discovered that our money was not going to go 

far, everything was so expensive, if I remember rightly I managed to buy a couple of postcards of the 

Little Mermaid and not much else! There were several trips arranged for us to visit breweries and 

maritime museums etc. the breweries were the most popular of them all! There were several large 
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sailing ships in harbour at the same time as us which were used as training ships for sea cadets in the 

Danish navy. The best part of the visit was the run ashore to the famous Tivolli Gardens, we were given a 

warm welcome and all the fairground rides were free, this suited us fine because by now our cash was 

just bout done. We had only been in Denmark for five days when it was time once more to cast off lines 

and put to sea again, I'm sure this did not bother us too much because going to sea was still a big 

adventure to us, watchkeeping was now part of our routine, mostly it was steering the ship from the 

wheelhouse deep in the bowels, or lookouts on the bridge with a fancy pair of binoculars around the 

neck, we were now well and truly part of the ships company.  

Out in the North Sea things had got a lot livelier, our first crossing had been nice and calm, but now the 

weather had changed dramatically and we were about to carry out exercises with several ships from 

different NATO countries. I was soon to discover if my sea legs and stomach could stand the test the 

elements were about to throw at us. As it happened, luck was on my side and I was spared the 

discomfort of being seasick and was able to play my part in the various tasks I was expected to perform. 

Fuelling at sea and transferring men and material from one ship to another were just some of the 

exercises carried out. The days of HMS Indefatigable were numbered though, she was due to be taken 

out of service and replaced by HMS Implacable her sister ship. The change over was done in Portland 

harbour and only a skeleton crew left on board the Indefatigable to take her down to Guzz as Devonport 

was known. Several exercises were carried out on the Implacable, it was the time of the cold war and we 

were expected to be at a state of readiness at all times, but this did not stop us going for a trip to 

Gibraltar. This was what I joined for - there was a big world out there, just waiting for me!  

A DROP OF ROUGHERS!!  

I think everybody knows that the Bay of Biscay can be a little bit rough and speaking from experience I 

can confirm that this is true. Our escort destroyers sailed up and over the huge waves whilst we, being 

so much bigger, pounded straight into each mountainous wave. I had heard from some of the older 

sailors that they had spent three days on one wave! I could have believed them after seeing this lot. 

Entering Gib. harbour was a nightmare, a force five gale was blowing us off the jetty where we were 

supposed to berth. A large steel cable was secured from the bows to the shore and a similar line at the 

stern but having so much freeboard, that's actual ship-side above water, we were like a large sail and 

the wind struck us hard. It wasn't long before the headrope started to make a loud humming sound, this 

was the warning sound before it parted and we were lucky that day that nobody got hurt. A steel rope 

that has parted under stress comes back like a whip lash, everybody stands stock still hoping the wire 

will pass them by, this time we had luck on our side. With the aid of several tugs we finally got secured 

alongside and it was only then that we could look up and see the famous Rock of Gibraltar. The gale 

seemed to drop quickly and the weather turned beautiful, exactly what we had hoped for, we were now 

well and truly abroad, we were in the sunny Med.  

Sadly, all the expected joy of such a visit was to come to an end, it was just two days later that I received 

the shattering news that my father had died. My Divisional officer and Petty officer were very good to 

me at that time, remember I was only a seventeen year old boy. Due to circumstances I could not be 

flown home for the funeral and as hard as it was for me, it was even more so for my mother. Two of her 

sons were abroad, I was in Gibraltar and my older brother Julian was out in the West Indies on the 

cruiser HMS Devonshire. 1 don't know how she managed to cope, but she did. It also said a lot for 

Lionel, he was so young but he came through with flying colours. It was a very sad time indeed. When 



we sailed for home, back to Portland, it was from there that I was sent on compassionate leave, I think 

for seven days. By that time there was nothing I could do, but perhaps my being there helped my Mum 

although she had coped so well, time was going to be the healer now.  

HAPPIER DAYS AHEAD 

Time was also passing for me, I was now an Ordinary Seaman, this also meant that I was due to be 

drafted. The draft list was put up on the notice board in the mess so that all could read it and we were 

about to be split up. Most of us were going to be sent out to the Med fleet for two and a half years!! If 

you say it quickly enough it doesn't sound so long!! I was the only one to be joining HMS Chivalrous of 

the 1st Destroyer Squadron Med Fleet. A bit of leave first of all, then a flight out to Malta in a plane that 

could have been used by Blerriot or his father! We stopped off in Nice to take on coal or logs, can't 

remember which, I did tell you the plane was old didn't I? It was whilst we were there that the Prime 

Minister, Winston Churchill landed at Nice, we must have been invisible to him as he completely ignored 

us, I don't think dear old Winnie could be bothered to see us. Anyway, we were soon airborn again, 

wings flapping like Billy-o on our way to Malta GC. Like a child on Christmas morning, that's how I felt 

when I first set eyes on HMS Chivalrous, a greyhound of the seas, low sleek and lit up from stem to stern 

with upper deck lighting, I was looking at everything I had joined up for.  

 

HMS Chivalrous ς Imperial War Museums FL8096 

There isn't much room on board a destroyer below decks, and all space is designed for a purpose. The 

mess-deck tables are close together and you soon learn how to get on with everybody, sweaty feet, wet 

clothes and long faces if the mail from home wasn't very good. We slept in hammocks, no bunks and 

duvets in those days, a bit of a chat, maybe a read, then out lights. The steady sound of the generators 

soon had you asleep with just the odd shout of "leave that alone! You'll go blind!!"  
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Most naval ships carry out the same daily routines although some are stricter than others. Destroyers 

were far more relaxed than carriers or cruisers but that did not mean they were less efficient, we were 

at sea nearly every day getting ourselves and the ship into a first class working unit. We did 

minesweeping, gunnery, torpedo firing, re-fuelling at sea and numerous exercises with ships of all 

description. We won the Med Fleet Gunnery trophy beating destroyers of greater firing power than 

ourselves, the Daring class and the Battle class, we were very proud and rightly so. I can still see the 

Meteor jet towing the target sleeve for us to fire at, instead of being the closest we blew it out of the 

skies - the target that is, not the plane! Night exercises were a regular thing as well and it was during 

one of these that we received a call that a Comet airliner had come down in the Med. We were first on 

the scene and searched all night using the ships signal lamps and any other means of light on board but 

alas, there were no survivors, some wreckage, suitcases etc. and very, very sadly a child's doll. 

There were several happier moments as well when we visited Naples, Sorrento and Triest and sailed 
round the island volcano Stromboli. This was when we were on our way to Dubrovnik to sweep an old 
German minefield that had been newly discovered. It wasn't a large field and after two or three days we 
had it swept, the paravanes sweeping out from either side of the ship cut loose the mines which then 
floated to the surface to be blown up by a burst from a Bofors gun, then all we had to do was lower a 
whaler to pick up enough fish to last a week.  
 
I had a great job on Chivalrous, bowman on the ships motor boat. The destroyers were always berthed 
at mooring buoys in mid stream, Sliema Creek in Malta, so a motor boat had to be on call 24hrs a day as 
there was always somebody either going to or coming from shore. There was also the run round to 
Grand Harbour, which suited us fine as it meant we were away from the ship and prying eyes for a while 
- not that we were going to skive! On a run like that we mostly collected mail or stores but it also gave 
us a chance to chat up the Wrens who worked at these different places, after all, that's what sailors are 
supposed to do!!  
 
WHY ME?  
 
Scrubbing down deck was good fun in Malta. The Chivalrous had wooden decks and these were kept 
spotless by scrubbing with deck scrubbers and salt water from the fire hydrants and hoses, an ideal  
time to have a carry on, those hoses were pointed everywhere except the deck! Skylarking was the 
order of the day, it mattered none that we got soaked to the skin, but things sometimes did go wrong! It 
was the day that I was on the hose, and my target to be had left the focs'le in a hurry, he was hiding 
amidships, but as soon as he showed his nose he was going to get it. Unfortunately for me, the next 
person to appear had two and a half gold rings on his sleeve and yes, he got it!! It was times like these 
that made you appreciate a skipper who had a good sense of humour, he left me nameless but that was 
all, I was demoted to the deck scrubber the next time!  
 
Why is it that all good things have to come to an end? The powers that be had decided to sell the 
Chivalrous to the Pakistani navy and to say we were devastated would be an understatement. however 
there was even worse to come. We were to be drafted to HMS Ranpura, a heavy repair ship - from our 
lovely destroyer we were going to a converted P&O liner, more chiefs than indians! We were about to 
go back to the real navy, heaven help us!  
 
At least we did not have far to travel as the Ranpura was at a berthing jetty in Sliema Creek. The 
difference in the two ships was like chalk and cheese, the forehead mess-deck on the Ranpura was like a 



dance hall compared to the one on the Chivalrous, and it took you ten minutes to walk from stem to 
stern. By now I was well and truly settled down in Malta, runs ashore to all the notorious haunts had 
become a regular thing. The infamous Gutt was still the most popular place for a run ashore, once you 
had got past TINY the giant Maltese policeman at the top end of the street you were on your way. There 
are more bars and café's down the Gutt than one could cope with, each of them had their own girls and 
small band. Ask any old sailor if he remembers Sparrow and eyes will light up! What her party piece was 
cannot be mentioned here!!  
 

 
 

HMS Ranpura 
 
This was the time I got my first tattoo - a couple bottles of Hopleafbeer, a glass or two of cheapo vino 
and the challenge was taken up, what, me, scared of a tattoo? No way, wouldn't bother me! In to the 
tattoo shop we go, surrounded by a thousand pictures of all that was available, a bluebird, an angel, a 
tigers head or what about a fantastic snake winding its way around your arm? No, none of these, I 
settled for Donald Duck!! He's still there after all these years, scratched and faded but still the same old 
Donald. The other one I had later was supposed to be a heart and flowers but it looks more like a box of 
chocolates!  
 
The bathing pool at Grand Harbour was a popular place to go when we were off-duty and had an 
assortment of diving boards to mess about on. I remember one time climbing up onto the first board to 
perform my swallow dive when this young boy about ten or eleven years old passed by on his way to the 
top board. With watching us I had to follow him, he did a fantastic dive and got a round of applause. Me 
next! It must have looked as if somebody had thrown an octopus from the top board and I was halfway 
down when I realised I was turning over. My entry into the water was also spectacular but for a different 
reason. I didn't get a round of applause but I did get lots of sympathetic looks as I was helped from the 
water! If I had found that boy later I would have thumped him but knowing my luck on that day I'd 
probably have found out he was an expert at Karate!!  
 
It was also on Ranpura that I started to draw my tot of rum, if ever there was a milestone in a sailors' 
life, this was it. When the bugle call for Up Spirits is played, the rum bosun from each mess takes a mess 
kettle to collect the rum allocation for his particular mess, then using the Tot measure he dishes out one 



measure to each rating entitled. The Tot measure always had one finger in the cup, this was the 
accepted thing and it was then up to the rum bosun to decide what to do with extra rum. Normally it 
went to somebody whose birthday it might be, even if that person was not eligible and it was also used 
as payment for various services rendered to the mess in general. Rum was also the main stake in any 
gambling we did, mostly debts in Cribbage and Uckers, the naval version of Ludo. Instead of pounds, 
shillings and pence, we had sippers, gulpers and half tots, on rare occasions even the full tot, but there 
was an unwritten law that said you would never take a mans' full tot off him, gulpers was the very most 
ever taken.  
 

 
 

Rum Ration ς Ray Thomas 
 

Beard growing was the in thing at that time, well, it was for those who could grow one. There was a 
certain procedure to go through before you could grow a beard in the navy, moustaches were not 
allowed. A request was put through the proper channels to discontinue shaving, a certain amount of 
time is then allowed to see how the beard was taking shape. If it resembled a dogs' breakfast you would 
have to shave it off, if on the other hand it looked promising, then you would be allowed to continue 
discontinuing. At the time I was in Malta there was a certain L/Seaman Clark who had a magnificent 
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beard, identical to the sailor on the John Player cigarette packets, sadly, I could not grow a beard, not 
with the bum fluff on my chin!!  
 

 
 

PlayerΩs Navy Cut ς Wikimedia Commons 
 

SUEZ 1953  
 
With so many ships spread out all over the world at that time, it was decided to send the Ranpura down 
to the Suez Canal when some trouble flared up there. Goodness knows what we were expected to do 
there, we had no armament except some old 303 rifles, half the crew were married men who had their 
wives out in Malta so they were not too keen to go anywhere. Very quickly some heavy machine guns 
were mounted around the upper deck, more stores were brought on board and a contingent of Royal 
Marines embarked. We were not what you would call a fearsome fighting unit. The big day came for us 
to go to sea, three tugboats pushed and pulled us to the entrance of Sliema Creek then we were on our 
own, sailing flat out at twelve knots, not the most impressive of departures from Malta by a naval 
warship!! It probably took us three days to reach the canal, it seemed like two weeks, but we eventually 
got there. As we sailed into Port Said we could see that the statue of De Lessops the man who had 
designed the canal ad been toppled over and there were several people there throwing stones at us, 
they were better armed than us! There were no tugs to assist us alongside in the harbour but we 
managed OK, full security was put in force and nobody was allowed ashore. If I remember correctly it all 
had to do with Egypt nationalising the canal, and of course the rest of the world didn't like it.  
 

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Player%27s_Cigarettes_packet_Wellcome_L0040515.jpg


It was certainly an exciting time for us as on Coronation Day we had a flash back from one of the boilers, 
which started a large fire below decks. The fire parties and damage control men did well, they had 
everything under control and the fire extinguished in a couple of hours which was good work 
considering the size of the fire. For security reasons the hull of the ship was inspected by the ships divers 
about three or four times a day in case frogmen had placed Limpet mines under us, it was now getting 
to be serious stuff, the real thing. During our stay in Port Said there was a twenty four hour "Frogman 
Watch", two men on the focs'le, two on the Poop deck and a few more amidships, each armed with a 
303 rifle, a clip of bullets with five rounds of ammunition and two hand grenades. During one of my 
watchkeeping turns on the focs'le I heard some splashing close to the ships side, I shouted to my mate 
to see what he thought, and we decided it must be a frogman, there was nothing to see so I threw a 
hand grenade over the side. If anybody wants to wake up the whole world at two o'clock in the morning 
then the best way to do it is to throw a hand grenade over the side! What a bang!! The ship came alive 
in seconds, there were ratings galloping all over the place and goodness knows where all the officers 
came from. My mate and I between us explained what had happened to the duty officer, it didn't sound 
very convincing, not even to us!! Spotlights soon had the whole area lit up and it was then that we saw 
our frogman, a dead porpoise, but after a very long discussion it was decided it could have been a 
frogman, we had been alert but should have informed the duty officer before taking any action.  
 
At another time on watch on the Poop deck (the after part of the ship) between two and three in the 
morning I was watching all the city lights,  especially a nice red one that was flashing on and off on and 
off on top of a minaret. Soon I was fighting to keep my eyes open, that was one fight that I lost. It's 
amazing the load of rubbish you can spout when you are woken up by a hand on your shoulder! 
Sleeping! Who me? No way, how could I be asleep standing up? At the same time you can see the duty 
petty officer holding your rifle in his hands!! Luck was on my side that night, a severe dressing down, 
well deserved at that, from a decent bloke who was a mere mortal like me.  
 
We were less than two weeks down Suez, not much else happened and it was boring as we were not 
allowed to go ashore. Occasionally when cleaning the ships side we would "fall" into the water, have a 
little swim and then get back on board. This was accepted by the powers that be and the duty officers 
turned a blind eye to it, they were as bored as we were. We had to be very careful to pick the right time 
to "fall" because there were some very nasty looking jelly fish around most of the time.  
 
MALTA HERE WE COME!!  
 
Problems down the canal must have been solved, because we were now on our way back to Malta, 
perhaps we had done our share just by being there, goodness knows. When we arrived back in Malta 
you'd think we had returned from a trip around the world!! All the wives were there to cheer us in, soon 
we were back in our old berth and the families were allowed on board to greet husbands and daddies, 
all's well that ends well. Now that we were back in Malta it was time to make a shilling or two. If one of 
the married men was on duty that night he would be desperate to go ashore to his family so he would 
look for a stand-in, someone to do his duty for him. Two or three pounds was the going rate, pretty 
good in those days, especially if it was done on a regular basis, maybe two or three times a week. Sport 
also played a big part of our lives in Malta, you name it and we played it. One memorable game was 
against the Wrens hockey team and contrary to popular belief, Wrens are not always genteel young 
ladies! Give them a hockey stick and they become lethal!! Mary became "MAULER", Brenda changed to 
"BONEBREAKER", and sweet demure Kathy was "KILLER". We never stood a chance, if they had had 
scythes and felling axes they couldn't have done a better job on us!! When they were giving us three 



rousing cheers (for survival) we were thinking about what we could claim for personal injuries inflicted 
on us!! 
 
Bingo nights on St Manuel Island were always popular, the House money was always about twenty or 
thirty pounds, a lot of money in those days and sometimes the snowball would be a couple of hundred 
pounds so to win a line meant a couple of good runs ashore. It was about this time that the aircraft 
carrier HMS Ocean was on her way to Korea. When she called into Malta I put in a request to join her as 
did a few of my mates but we were all turned down as she had a full compliment. We were quite 
disappointed not to go, it would have been something special, I think we wanted to do something useful 
instead of just hanging about.  
 
Life on board Ranpura was much the same day in day out, it was no wonder we went ashore as often as 
we could afford. It was during one of these "nothing happening days" that a couple of us decided to 
swim across Slime Creek. The Creek was about quarter of a mile across and officially we were not 
allowed to do this but if someone dares you what do you do? That's right you swim! Off l set, but it was 
not an uneventful crossing, I was halfway over when what I thought was an octopus tentacle wrapped 
itself around one of my legs! I swam the other half of the distance in a quarter of the time, I was even 
sweating in the water! When I got out of the water, I saw the 'octopus' was a long piece of seaweed still 
caught on my foot τ but I got a lift back on a boat τ I wasn't taking any chances!!  
 
Then came the time to start crossing the days off the calendar before it would be time to go home. 
When that day did arrive, it was not a nice comfy flight home but as skeleton crew on an old 
minesweeper that had been in Malta since before the end of the war. If I remember rightly she was an 
old Flower-class boat called HMS Primrose, which was being brought back to be scrapped, all we did was 
eat sleep and do the watches required. We sailed her into Portsmouth with her Paying Off pennant 
flying from the mast and she received a good welcome with cheers and hooters greeting her on the way 
in, it was sad to think that very soon she would be in the breakers yard.  
 
For me it was another train journey back to HMS Drake, even before I went on leave. All the routine of 

joining a ship had to be gone through, it would be three days before I was ready for the off. I was due 

one weeks leave for every year abroad plus another for the other six months, so I was on my way, 

warrant in hand and three weeks leave ahead of me!!  

The leave was fantastic, my brother Julian was home at the same time but he was going back before I 

was. Julian was either on, or going to join the Gambia, his cushy time on HMS Devonshire had come to 

an end!! Anyway, his days of being a stoker were over, he was now a Mechanical Engineer, but to us, 

once a stoker always a stoker!! Also on leave at that time was a great friend of ours, Wynn Griffin. Wynn 

was more than a mate, he was like a brother, if there was any nonsense on the go you could bet that the 

bold Wynn was around!  

 



 

HMS Drake in 2015 ς MOD 45158439 

It wasn't long before I was on my way back to HMS Drake, not a place I have fond memories of 

everything had to be done by the book, far too many officers wandering about with not a lot to do. We 

spent most of our time dodging them in case they found us a job - we couldn't have that could we!!? 

After a couple runs ashore with Julian he suggested I request a draft to HMS Gambia as she was going on 

a great cruise to the Middle East and the Indian Ocean. I was due a home draft after the spell I had done 

in Malta which might have meant a long time in Drake, no thank you says I, and in went the request. It 

was granted the day before Gambia was due to sail, so it was a mad rush to get all the paper work done 

so that I could leave Drake as soon as possible, then early next morning it was another mad dash to the 

dockside where Gambia was just about to cast off her lines - I made it just in time!  

HMS GAMBIA  

The very first thing you do on joining a ship is to report to the Master at Arms who gives you all the 

information you need, which mess you'll be in and which watch and part of watch, like first or second 

part of Port or Starboard as the case may be. He would also let you know what duties you were 

expected to carry out. With so much going on at the time I was only told what mess I was in, I didn't 

even assist in leaving harbour or sailing out of Plymouth Sound, but I had to get myself organised soon 

or I'd miss out on my rum ration and that would have been a disaster!! Ahead of us was a trip of a 

lifetime, we were about to visit places we had only heard about, distant lands and different peoples.  

Whilst at sea we did nonstop exercises to bring the ship up to the required standard of efficiency, a 

quick visit to Gibraltar and then on to Malta, it was Grand Harbour this time not my old haunt of Slime 

Creek. As I had been spending a lot of time down in the stokers mess, it was runs ashore with Julian and 
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the stokers, I felt they needed looking after, so I kept an eye on them! It was back to all the old haunts 

for me, but for most of them it was brand new territory and seeing as they were only stokers it was clear 

that they needed an experienced intelligent seaman to keep them under control!! We were only in 

Malta long enough to visit all the places a mother hopes her son would stay away from, just long enough 

for about twenty per cent of the ships company to be on some charge or another mostly over 

indulgence of the local brew.  

 

HMS Gambia ς Ray Thomas 

EAST TO SUEZ  

Malta was a short stop for us, soon we were heading for the Suez Canal, for me for the second time. This 

time it was to be different, the hostilities were over and we got no aggro, anyway, if there had been any 

we would have been more than capable of handling it as there's a great deal of difference between a 

well-armed cruiser than a repair ship! The first thing to be done before going down the canal was to 

have a very large lantern fitted to the bows for the benefit of the canal pilot who takes you through, as 

the journey is quite long and can involve night sailing. There was a two convoy system working at the 

time, one coming North and the other going South and lay-bys were strategically built to allow ships to 

pass one another. The whole stretch of the canal was well organised and we had no problems going 

through.  

So here I was, twenty years old and ready for an experience of a lifetime, it was also nice to know that I 

would be on hand to keep an eye on my brother!! On July 22nd, 1955 we crossed the equator at 0 

Longitude 66 East Latitude in the Realm of King Neptune. I don't think any of the crew had experienced 

this before and there was great excitement as to what was in store for us. At the initiation to the court 

of King Neptune a large canvas bath was rigged up with a barbers' type chair at the edge, each crew 

member took his turn in the chair to be lathered and shaved with pantomime style equipment, then he 

was tipped into the bath and rinsed off. For his bravery he was then awarded a certificate signed by King 

http://hmsgambia.org/


Canute. A similar certificate is awarded after crossing the Arctic Circle, this is known as the Bluenose 

Certificate.  

 

Crossing the Line ς Imperial War Museums A5176 

Mauritius was our first port of call on the east coast of Africa, not a lot to see there but we had quite a 

lot to do. For quite a while we had been practicing Guard and Band parades with the Royal Marine band 

and now was the moment to show off and prove how good we were. Fair play, we did ourselves credit, 

as a Royal Marine band is second to none so when you march to one, the head is held high and the chest 

is thrust out, I suppose it boils down to honest to goodness pride! It was a quick visit to show the flag 

and let the folks know we were still around. Picnics and runs ashore were the daily routine, too exciting 

but a nice place to pay a visit.  

The little island of Zanzibar was next on the list, another quiet place with lovely swimming in beautiful 

clean water and good fishing. However, it wasn't all play at that time. On board we had a Ships' Concert 

Party and we did just about everything, ballet, magic, Brian Rix type farces and of course the Welsh 

Choir. Naturally, I was a member and even though I say so myself, we were pretty good. The 

choirmaster was a National Serviceman called Thomas, from Cardiff and under his guiding hand we 

could have given the Morriston Male Voice a run for their money! No matter where we went, as long as 

there was a suitable hall or theatre, we put on at least one show. More often than not, it was more than 
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