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A small stp for man but a giant step fonankind, Iseem to have heard that before somewhere. | know
the feeling only too well!Nineteen fifty, what a year that was\ovember the fith to be exact, the day |
took the enormous stp from civilian life to becoma sailor, not jusan ordinary sailor, but one dlis
Majesty's sailors. What more couldfidteen yearold boy wish for? Not for me jab in a factory makig
watches year in yeavut, | was headig for all those exciting timess adverised in the brochures from
the recruiting office!!

Very early orthe 5th of November, which waaso my Daddjirthday, we were off to Swasea to get
the train to Brigol. | don'tremember mub& aboutthe journey, what | dsemember is he Sailors Home
where | was testay the night. had never slept in a bed witkuch starchd sheets, it was like sleeping
between two shets of white hardboard, what might! Breakést was not too bad witlporridge
followed by smoked haddock. Thenere about sibor seven of us on the train t@osport, it washe
longest journey | had evenade, mile afte mile of new countryside, yetome of the names seemed
familiar as I'd red about them in books or papers.

GOSPORT

Time for us to geoff the train to be met by driendly looking ailor in a peaked cap and lot$ gold
badges Right my lads he says wittsmile we'llsoon have you fed and waterelk about lambs to the
slaughter!!

HMS SV¥incentwas very imposingp saythe least, immacute is a good description, nsb much as a
matchstick lying arouth, if therehad been Hon't think it would have beethere for long.Down to the
new entries blocka cuppa and a f& forms to fill in then sign bttle cardto send home to Mum to say
I'd arrived safe ad sound. | was now an officillOZZER, Bog&@nan 2nd Class, to be aloyver I'dhave
to be dead!! Next on the@genda, collectédding, about thirty of us athuch the samege but from so
many differentbackgroundambiing off together, the last bibf ambling we would do for a long time!!
Right my lad, thee blankets, three sheets, twmllows and thee pillow cases, sign here and hemext!

The very firsthing we are shown is how tmake up a bed, sipiit and fold all the items tan exact size
and pattern, little boy, you ar@ow in the Nay!! The dormitory is huge, the floor like a mirror; little did |
know that I'd be helping to keep it that way!! Under teepervision of a Leading Boy we made beds
up and gatrered in a group to be informeds to what vas ahead of us, uniforms to loellected, boos,
shoes, caps, overcoat, ettown toa simple sewing kit known ashausewife. Diner and tea were
excellent everthough food was still rationed.

| think wewere dl in our beds by nine on thdirst night, and dlsound asleep soon after!ybu havert
been woken up at 6.30 in th@orning by a bulg then there is no way | witle able to describe it to
you!!! That, and someadist shouting tathe top of hisvoice tellingyou you've beenn bed far too long is
far fromthe way my mdher used to say ‘come on nowe don't want to be late for school do we'?
This boy wa about to learn the hard way. Wash eticen get dressed for breakfast? @lo, not as
simpk as that, beds to be strippeahd folded as sbwn (inch perfect at that) antloor to be swet and
polished with the heavipumper provided, imilar to the old style carpeatleaners but solid and wgiing
a ton!! Severthirty breakfast, andater various letures to letus know what vas ahead of us, then then
backto the dormitory to be shown what where antbw to wear our sailor clothing.



HMS St. Vincerg ImperialWar Museums 8795

It amazed mdnow well the clothes fitted, dlon't think anybody had to change anythings absolute
beginners were givea hand bysome of the boys from HMS Arethusa. | think they were boys hadd
lost their father duringhe war, broughtup on Arethusa, then given thehance to corihue in the navy.
Anyway, theyknew exactly whato do and showed us what waghat. We hadall been given a Type
Block withour name on and exry item of clothing had to bmarked in black owhite paint. All through
the next weeks we hatb use red silk like cotton teew our namesni every article of clothing we
owned, socks, pantsgests etc and all done in our own time.

As Nozzers we wemot allowed out of St Vincerfor the first six veeks, that was considered make
break time.We all made it and got to knoeach other quitewvell, where we had come fromyhy we
had joined and who wehad left at homewe had lots of laughs aralfew hidden tears!! Six weeks
quickly draged in!! | can make a bed withe best of them, g name is sewn into every iteof clothing
and myshoes and boots have been spitd polished to pdection. | can sake officersexactly as the
book says| even keep an eye opédar them so's they a&n return the salute to me!!have been putri
Blake division and have beéuld that the eremy were in Benbow, Rodney aBdincan divisins- our
blood now belonged t@lake When it comes to competitionsio quarteris asked or given, itall very
serious stuff, it iszery important to eah of us that we all work astaam.
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It takes a lot of haravork to train a seaman in thRoyal Nay, general seamanship coversnaltitude of

skills, navigation, damage contrdirst aid, sigmals, sailing, and general shipaintenance. Iryears gone

by gunnery played wdital role, but nd quite so much now due to themodern weapony a warship now

uses. The nextear in St Ving# was goiig to teach me a lomnore than | thoughpossible, there would

be gooddays andtherewdzf R 6 S o6 R RIwarie Saldkys. Sixzhitpamdihe
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miles high, upne side and down the othernkever did find out wig we had to do it, after allHad no

notions ofjoining the Cutty Sark or HMS Bounty!!!

The Mast at HMS St. \¢ant

Another day, anothr 6 :30am call, this time i&arly morning dhoby sessi, down to the washoom
with a bag ful of washing in one hand andoar of the hardesyellow soap imaginable in thether. Strip
off to the birthday suit and stantvashing clothes in aige tub, rinse and take up the duty instructor
to be exanined, so far so goodtanding all starkes holding up a piece of clean washing when the
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is done, and nobefore, time for breakfast and the day ahead.

Early morning shwert if ever there were thredittle words tomake a boy tremble, they weleARY
MORNING SHOWER! Up sharpishect all the necssary toilet gear and head ftnre shower room.
Loads and loads of hot watethe perfumed smelbf Nights Scented Castille Balmoive, whd a life,

then after about terminutes the duty Pey Officer passes by and cd¥unge'. Thatvas the equivalent
of a judgeputting a black cap on his headgtte was neescape, it didn'matter if your Mum knew her
M.P. or the local Chi€Consable, the call had beemade, there was no way out.

The plunge was arige concrete bath, twelve fedbng, five deep, anélve wide, full of water. Now,
there's three kinds bwater, excluding hot, there'sold, very coldand there's "Bloody Hell! Itseezing"
and itwas the latter that was in th@lunge. All we &d to do was go in one end aathmber out the
other, it took me about poinseven five secondsand | wasn't the fastesiVhen we got outit the

other end we were likdittle white prunes.all bleached and wrinkly. Itamazing what freemng water
does to the anatomyThere 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,lmads would bouncap and
downlike chickens withtSVitus Dance not a picturefor the squeamishThe powers that be must have
thought all this was going to do us the worldgafod. | don't hink it did us much harm butertainly
don't remember it doing us much good!

Samanship wa very interesting, so much tearn. Knots andplices by the dozen, flags learn,
colours aad what they stood for, how tpass messages by semaph, Morse code antiow to use a
signallamp, well, the basics anywaye had all ben issued Wh rope and othercordage to ma& up
the clews and lashings &ecure our hamnocks. This had to be done thight way orthe hammock
could not be slungorrectly andout you would go! Gunnery watifferent, it was had work lugging the
shells forthe fourinch gins and heaven help you if ybouled up! Theres nothing funny in carrying a
shell around alllie various departments to findut the exactweight of the shell you werearrying!!
After hdf an hour you knew it weigheabout a ton, at least tat'swhat it felt like! Stillwe learned how
to keep our mouths shut and paytention when the instructor was speaking.

Sport also played a big gan life at St Vincentnter-divisicnal games compared to what thggadiators

of old did- win at all costdut don't get caught cheating! At one stage | was invitegbto the boxing
team, it wasn't wise to refuse.dventually ended umithe final against the formezhampion of the
Arethusa, he was good, | knew i&as good becaudee had his own gurshield!!l was going to be lucky
to hang on to my owreeth!! He was que a good boxer, but so wasand in my favour} could also
fight. He didn'thave the stubbornest keep going that | had, armh the day, | wonlt was great being
one of theheroes who hd heped win the huge cake that waise main prize.

Pay day was on a tlitsday, for what it was worttthree shillings and sixpence a week or 1i7pday's
coingge. We were also allowed to gshore at the wekend, it was usually a wandaround the few
shops or visit the cinema. Thereould be a main feature film, a newsreel and &lBss Western andf
course Charlie Kunz playitige piano during theriterval - nothing too excitingout worth the shilling
paid to get in.

| remember my fist leave, the tain journey toSwansea, me in myest suit, gleaming and ready show
off to thewhole of Wales. It was a lofjgurney and it was inhte days of the steam trainEor most of
the time | had my head stuck out tife carriage widow, watching the world goyb On arrivinghome



things proved not to havehange much, Wwas hardly in the door when myother hadscrubbed my

neck to remove thgrime left by the trin journey, | must have lookdike Al Jolson!! It wabrilliant to

be on leave, butvhat a poser! Gaflat on the back of the heaaind a pure white dil scarf around the
neck, (bothfrowned upon by tle navy) but | was on leave noin holiday like a civilian. | even went back
to myold school! Thg must have thought | was LoMEelson and wodered how theNavy had managed
before | joined! Itmust have been the white sicarf, because gtd soon afterwards, Julian, my
brother, packed in his chy job with Mabes theoal merchants amhhe also signed on the dottdihe.
When | joired, | didn't know what I'det myself in for, btiwhen Julian joined, the Nawdn't know

what it had let itself in for!!

The instructors must have done a good fmallof us in our class lmause we all stayed the couraad
had good pasmarks at the end of our stajrhere hadbeen sich a lot to do, so many bramew
experiences, smany different places to visés part of our training, but here we all wea¢longlast,
Boy Seamaist Class, Nozzers no mok&e were all readyd face the future, a lot wisdsut still very
nenous.

FIRST POSTING

You can take it fnam me that the largest thing iall the world is araircraft carrier swinging at @ooring
buoy inPortland Harbour. There is mimubt that when we approached HM8defatigable in a snila
motor cutter, that the resof the worlddisappeared!! Our kit bags afimmocks had toélugged up a
million steps tathe deck and then what seeed like a mile to oumessdeck, right g at the pointed
end!! We wereallowed to settle down in our mess, locketowed with ou kit andhammocks put away
in the proper stowag rooms. Duty rosters had be@made out for usDaily orders were pinned up on
the notice board ad had to be read and propertigested, excuses faot knowing what was to be
were not readily accepted on board ship.

We still got up 86.30am on the following dayut by now we weraised to it and it wasn't quitas
painful! We gotdressed in the rig of the dapumber 8s, which was light blueighand darktrousers.
When breakfast and all the cleaning wpas donewe all paaded on the flight deck in ouespective
messnumbers. A complete inspectidsy the heads of edcdepartment, then it was timéor jobs
allocation. Most of the tasks w&ere expected to perdrm were simple cleaning jobkke sweeping,
washing ad polishing. There waand never will e anything as clean as a Ropalvy Ship! Soe we
were still boy seamen weent to school on bard ship in the afternoon. lwas mostly Mahs, English
and Geography etdut all done ima lighthearted way. We stilhdulged in all sorts of sport, on board
and ashore.

By now we hd all made small allotments ofioney to Benards the Naval Tailors whietiowed us to
get sometiddly gear. First on théist was a new caps the naval issue was moreless oval shapednd
not too special, but a P &as really speciaf round cap with red and gregranels inside, port and
starboard, which could behaped exactlas required, making a nice bow wave back and front
marvellous! We had alsstarted to scrub oublue colars in Teepol to geghem to a paler shagl of blue,
we were pulling outll the stops to beeal sailors, not brand newiggst out of trainingschool! It helped
that our payhad been inceased and we had access to @ankbooks whichantained money savefbr
us atSt Vincent,so when shore leave was allowed thie weekends Saturday or Sunday depending
what watch you were in, we wodlgo ashore iWWeymouth with apound in our pockets, as smax$ a
lick of paintand never be broke again, tidavy was stucky to have us!! (Teepol by theay was



probably he first liquid soap availablehich was ued for everything from washingishes 6 removing
rust from anchors.)
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The call over th Tannoy system to Clear lowdecks, hands to pairship was the start od veryhectic
time as an aircrfh carrier is a large ship antidkes a lot of pairihg, officers and certain cremembers
are excused from taking part. Areagere designatd, paint pots and brushes welanded out anddrge
nets had been slung undére flared bavs in readiness. | was giveBasun's Chair anshown where to
put it over theside, there was no way said to myself that | wa®mng to launch mgelf into space on
that little chair, but | was "emauraged" to go by a 6ft 2 indPetty Officer wih more stripes than a Zebra
and aface like the inside of a gearbox!! So there | vgaspended in space thihalf a gallon of grey
paintand a three inclorush and an endless supplysifips side that needegainting. It all turned out to
be good fun, wasmy own boss in that chair, ljghint down to the wagrline then a boat trip to the
gangway to get &ck on board, repeated sevetahes until all the ships side had been paintéd/hilst
this was going on, other crew membewvgre painting the gperstrudure, the weather wagood and
moral was high.

SEA LEGS!

It was not long air we had painted ship when weeard that we were going to se Talk about
excitement! Firsof all we were to call in @osyth in Scotlandhen up to Invergordon, aftethis it was
to be Copenhagen in Denmark. Thad was brilliant my first voyage to a foreigand, a run asore in
Copenhagen with Danigdfroner in my pcket. We soon discovered thatir money was not going to go
far, everything waso expensive, ifrememberrightly | managed tduy a couple of pstcards of the
Little Mermaidand not much ede! There were several triggranged for usd visit breweries and
maritime museums etadhe breweries were the most populaf them all!l There wee several large
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sailingshipsin harbour at the ame time as us which were used training ships forem cadets in the
Danish navyThe best part of theisit was the run ashore to thiamous Tivolli Gardens, we were given a
warmwelcome and alllte fairground rides were freg¢his suited us fie because by now our cash was
just bout done. V& had only been in Denmark five days when itvas time once more to cast dffies

and put to sa again, I'm sure this did nbbther us too muclbecause going to sea was silbig

adverture to us, watchkeeping was now paot our routine, nostly it was steering the shipom the
wheelhouse deep in the bowels, thokouts on he bridge with a fancy pair dinoculars aroundhe

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

Out in the North Sethings had got a lot liveliegur first crossing &d been nice and calm, but nave
weather had changed dramatically and weere about to cary out exercises with severahips from
different NATO countries. | was sotindiscover iimy se legs and stomach could statitk test the
elements were about to throw at usAs it happeneduck was on my side and | wsigared the
discanfort of being seasick and wable to play my art in the various tasks | waxpected b perform.
Fuellingat sea andransferring men and materidfom one ship taanother were jussome of the
exercises carriedut. Thedays of HMS Indefatigable wenembered thoughshe was due to be taken
out of service and replaced by HMi8placable hesister ship. Thehange over was done in Portland
harbour and only akeleton crew left on board thindefatigable to take her down to Guzz@svonport
was known. Several exercisgsre carried out ontie Implacable, it was the timef the cold war ad we
were expected tde at astate of readiness at dimes, but this did not stops going for a trip to
Gibraltar. This was whajdined for- there was a big world out there, justaiting for me!

A DROP OF ROUGHERS!

I think everybody knows that the Bay of Biscay bea little bit rough and speaking froexperience |
canconfirm that this is true. Ouescort destroyes sailed up and over the hugeves whilst webeing

so much bigger, poundestraight into eachmountainous wave. | had heaftbm some of the oldr
sailas that they had sperthree days on ne wave! | could have believéldem after seeinglhiis lot.
Entering Gib. harbouwvas a nightmare, éorce five gale was blowing wéf the jetty where we were
supposed to berth. Aarge steel cable wasecured from thé&ows to theshore and a similaime at the
stern but having smuch freeboardthat's actual shigside abovevater, we werdike a large sail and
the windstruck us hard. It asn't long before the headropstarted to makea loud humming sound, this
wasthe warning sound befori parted and we werducky that day thahobody got hurt. A steel rope
that has partecdunder stress comes back likevhip lash, everybodgtands stock still hoping theire

will pass them by, this time we had luck oar side. Wik the aid of several tugs we finalfot secured
alongsie and it was only then that weould lookup and see the famous Rock®@ibraltar. The gale
seemed to drop quickly and the weather turned beautiful, exactly what we had hoped for, wenaere
well ard truly abroad, wewere in the sunny Med.

Sadly, all the expéed joy of such a visit was ttbome to an end, itvas just two days later thatréceived
the shatering news that my father hadied. My Divisionabfficer and Petty officer wergery good to
me atthat time, remember | was only seventeen yearld boy. Due to circumstancesauld not be
flown home for the funeral and dsard as it was fome, it was even more so for nmyother. Two oter
sons were abroad, | was @Gibraltar and my laler brother Julian was out ithe West Indies on the
cruiser HM®evonshire1l don't know hav she managetb cope, but she didt also said a lot for
Lionel,he was so youngut he came through with flyingolours. It was &ery sad time indeed. When



we sailed fo home,back to Portland, it was frortmere that | was sent on compassionatave, Ithink
for seven days. By that time there wamthing | coulddo, but perhaps my being thetelped my Mum
although she had coped so wdilne was going to be the healeow.

HAPPIER DAYS AHEAD

Time was als passing for me, | was now @rdinary Seaman, this also meant that | was ttube
drafted. The draft list was putip on the notice board in theness so that all codlread it and we were
about tobe split up. Most bus were going to be sent ot the Med fleet fortwo and a half years!! If
yousay it quickly enougit doesn't sound so long!\as the only one to be joining HMShivalrousof
the 1st Destroyer Squadrdvied Fleet. A bit of leze first of all, then alight out to Malta in a fane that
could have been usdaly Blerriot or his féher! We stopped off in Nicto take on coal ofogs, can't
remember which, did tell you theplane was old didn't I? It washilst we werethere that the Prime
Minister, WinstonChurchil landed at Nice, we must haveen invisible to him as he congbdély ignored
us,| don't think dear ¢&d Winnie could be bothered teee us. Anywg we were soon airborn again,
wings flapping like Billg on our wgy to Malta GC. Like a child @fristmas morningthat's how | felt
when | firstset eyes orHMS Chivalrous, a greyhoundtbé seas, low slee&nd lit up from stem to stern
with upper deck lighting, | was looking at everyilg | had joined up for.

HMSChivalrous; ImperialWar Museums$-L8096

There isn'tmuch room on board a destyer below decks, ad all space is designed foparpose. The
messdeck tables are close togethand you soon learn how to get on with everybodweaty feet, wet
clothes and long faces if the m&ibm homewasn't very good. We slept mlammocks, no buks and
duvets in those days, lait of a chat, mayb a read, then out lights. Tsteady sounaf the generators
soon had yowsleep with just the dd shout of "leave that alonefou'll go blind!!"
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Most naval ships cay out the same daily routineslthoughsome are gicter than others. Destroyers
were far more relaxed than carngor cruisers buthat did not mea they were less efficient, waere
at sea nearly eery day getting ourselves aitige ship into a fist class working unit. We did
minesweepinggunner, torpedo firing, refuellingat sea and numerous exercises wsthips of all
description We won the Med Fleet Gunnetmpphy beating desbyers of greater firing powehan
ourselves, lhe Daring class and the Battilass, we were wg proud and ightly so. | castill see the
Meteor jet towing the targesleeve for us to fire atinstead of being the closesie blew it out of the
skies- the target that is, nothe plane! Night exesises were a regular thing agell and it was during
one of thesahat wereceived a call that a Comet airliner had codoavn in the MedWe were first on
the scene andearched all night uisg the ships signal lamps aady other means of light on board but
alas, there were no survivors, some wreckage, suitcasesuaovery, very sadly a child's doll.

There were sevetdappier moments as well wheme visited NaplesSorrento and Triest and sailed
round the islad volcano Stromboli. This waden we were orour way to Dubrovnik to sweegn old
Germanminefield that hadbeen newlydiscovered. It wasn4 large field and after two ahree dayswe
had it swept, the paravanesveeping out from ehier side of the ship cut loogdhe mines which tha
floated to the surface to bblown up by a buwst from a Bofors gun, then alle had to dowas lower a
whaler to pick up enough fish to last a week.

| had a great jb on Chivalrous, bowman on tlships motor bat. The destroyers were alwabsrthed

at mooring buoys in mid stream, Sliertaeek in Malta, sa motor boat had to be w call24hrs a day as
there was always somebody eithgoing to or coring from shore. There was alite run round to
Grand Harbour, which suited dse as it meantve were away from the ship amatying eyes for a whe

- not that we were going tskive!On a run likehat we mostly collected mail or stores but it also gave
us a chance to chat up th&rens who worked athese different places, aftall, that's what sailors are
supposed to do!!

WHY ME?

Scrubbing down eck was good fun in Malta. Ti&hivalrous had woden decks and these were kept
spotless by scrubbing with deck scrubbers andwater from the fire hydrants and hoses, an ideal
time to have a car on, those hoses were pointeyerywhere excepthe deck! Skylarking was the
order of theday, it mattered none that we gosoaked to the ski, but things sometimes did gerong! It
was the dy that | was on the hose, amay target to be haddft the focs'le in a hurry, hevas hiding
amiddips, but as soon as he showeid nose he was gajtoget it. Unfortunately forme, the next
persa to appear had two and a habld rings on his slee and yes, he got it!! It wasnes like trese
that made you appreciate skipper who had good sense of humour, he lafie nameless but thawas
all, | wagdemoted to thedeck scrubber the next time!

Why is it that algood things have to come to @amd? The powers that be had decidexigell the
Chivalrous to th Pakistani navy and to say were devastagd would be an understatemeriiowever
there was eva worse to come. We wer® be drafted to HM&Ranpura, a heavy repahip- from our
lovely destroyer we were going # converted P&Oner, more chiefs than indian¥Ve were about to
goback to the real navy, heavdrelp us!

At least we dichot havefar to travel as thdRanpura was at adothing jetty in Sliema Creekhe
difference in the two ships was like chalk astieese, the faghead mesgleck on the Ranpunaas like a



dance hall compared to the one on ti@hivalrous, and took you ten minutego walkfrom stem to
stem. By now | was well and trupettled down inMalta, runs ashore to all theotorious haunts ad
become a regular thing. Thefamous Gutt was dt the most popular place fax run ashorepnce you
had got past TINY thgiant Matese pliceman at the top end of thstreet you were oryour way. There
are more barsand café's dow the Gutt than one could copeith, each of them had theirwn girls and
smallband. Aslany old sailor if he remembe&parrow and eyewill light up! Wha her partypiece was
cannot be mentioned heré!

HMS Ranpura

This was the timedot my first tattoo- a couplebottles of Hopledbeer, a glass or two of cheapino
and the ch#lenge was taken up, what, msc¢ared of a tatto? No way, wouldn't bother meh to the
tattoo shop we go, surrounded bytlzousand picturs of all that was available tduebird, an angek
tigers head or what about fantastic snake widing its way around your arni®o, none of tiese, |
settled for Donald DuckHe's still there after allliese years, scratched and faded but still #aene old
Donald. The other onkhad later was supgsed to be a heart and flowelsit it looks more like a box of
chocolates!

The bathing pocht Grand Harbour was a populaliace to go wken we were offduty and had an
assortment of diing boards to mess about ontdmember one time climbing up onto the filgbard to
perform my swallow dive when thigoung boy about teror eleven years old passed by his way to the
top board. Withwatching us | had téollow him, he did a fantastidive and got a round of applause. Me
next! It must have lookd as if somebody had thrown arctopus from he top board and | was halfway
down when | ealised | was turning over. Myntry into the waterwas also spectacular butrfadifferent
reason. didn't get a round of applaudeut | did get lotof sympathetic looks as | waelped from the
water! If | had found that bolater | would fave thumped him but knowing my luck on that day I'd
probably have found out hevas an expg at Karate!!

It was also on Ranpura that | starteddraw mytot of rum, if ever there was a milestone insailors'
life, this was it. When the bugle call fdfp Spirits is layed, the rum bosun from eachess takes mess
kettle to collect the runmallocation for his particular mess, then using thet measure helishes out one



measure to eaclhating entitled. The Tot measure always had diireger in the cup, his was the
accepted thing andt was then up to lhe rum bosun to decide what o with exta rum Normally it
went to somebodywhose birthday imight be, even if that persowas not eligible ad it was also used
as paymentor various sevices rendered to the mess general. Rumwvas also the main stake in any
gambling we did, mostly debts @ribbage andlclers, the naal version of Ludo. Instead pbunds,
shillings and pence, we had sippegsiipers and half ts, on rare occasions even tfidl tot, but there
was an unwritten law that saigou would nevetake a mans' full tot off hingulpers was the very most
ever taken.

T

Rum Ratiorg RayThomas

Beard growing was thin thing at that time, wellit was for those Wo could grow one. There was a
certain procedurdo go through before you coulgrow a beard irthe navy, moustaches were not
allowed. A regest was ptithrough the properchannels to discoimue shaving, a certain amouat
time is then dbwed to see how the beard waaking shape. lit resembled a dogs' breakfagbu would
have toshave it off, if on the othehand it looked praising, then you woulthe allowed to contine
discontinuing. At the timewas in Malta thee was a certain L/Seaman Clarko had a magficent
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beard, identical to thesailor on the John Play cigarette packets, sadlycould not grow a beardjot
with the bum fluff on my cim!!
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SUEZ 1953

With so many shipspread out all over the worldt that time, it was decided to send the Ranpwawn

to the Suezanal when some trouble flareg there. Goodness knows what we wesgpected todo

there, we had no armament exceppme old 303 rifls, half the crew were marrieshen 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 wereught 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, sailinglat 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 theistat 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 wg@ut in force and nobody was allowed ashore. If | remember correctly it all
had to do with Egypt nationalising the canal, and of course the rest of the world didn't like it.
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It was certainly an exciting time for us as on Coronation Day we had a flelslirba 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 thesize of the fire. Fosecurityreasons the hull athe ship was inspected by trehips divers
about three or four times a day in cas®gmen had placed Limpet mines undes, it wasnow getting

to be srious stuff, the real thingduring our stay ifPort Said there was a twgnfour hour "Fogman
Watch", two men on thdocs'le, two @ the Poop deck and a few moaenidships, each ared with a
303 rifle, a clip obullets with five rounds of ammunition and two hand grenades. During one of my
watchkeeping turns on the focs'le €ard somesplashing closto the ships side, Il®uted to my mate
to see whathe thought, and welecided it must be a frogmathere was nothing tsee so | threw a
hand grenad@ver the side. lanybody wants to wake up thehole world at tw o'clock in he morning
thenthe best way to dat is to throw a hand grenadever the side! Whaa bang!! The ship came alive
in seconds, there we ratings galloping all ovéhe place andyjoodness knows where all tlofficers
came fom. My mate and | between wexplined what hachappened to the duty officeiit didn't sound
veryconvincing, not even to us8potlights soon hathe whole area lit up and ivas then tlat we saw
our frogman, a deagorpoise, but aftera very long discussion it wdgecided it coud havebeen a
frogman, we hadbeen alert butshould have informed the dutyfficer before taking any action.

At another time @ watch on the Poop deck (thadter part of the shp) between two and three in the
morning | wasvatching all the city lightsespecally a nice rd one that was flashing on aradf on and
off on top of a minaret. Soon | wdigihting to keep myeyes open, that was one fight that | lost. It's
amazing the load of rubbish yaan spout wheryou are woken up by a hand gour shailder!
Sleging! Who me? W way, howcould | be asleeptanding up? At the same tim@u can see theuty
petty officer holding yourifle in his hads!! Luck was on my side thaight, a severe ssing down,
well deserved athat, from a decent blo&k who was a merenortal like me.

We were lesshan two weeks down Suez, notuch else happertand it was boring as we wenet
allowed © go ashore. Occasionally wheleaning the shipside we would "fall" into thavater, have a
little swim and the get back orboard. This was accepted byédipowers that beand the duty officers
turned a blind eye to it, they were as bored as we were. We had to be very careful to idgtihtime
to "fall* becausdhere were somevery nasty looking jelly fistwound most of the time

MALTA HERE WE COME!

Problems down tk canal must have been solvdgicause we weraow on our way back to Malta,
perhaps we had doneur share just by being thergpodness knows. Whenesarrived back in Malta
you'd think we hadeturned from a triparoundthe world!! All the wives were there to cheer uis, soon
we wereback in our old berth and thiamilies were allaved on board to greet husbandsd daddies,
all'swell that ends well. Now thawe were back in Malta it wattme to make ashilling @ two. Ifone of
the married men was oduty that night he vould be desperate to go ashote his family sde would
look for a stanein, someone to ddnis duty for him. Two or threpounds was the going rate, pretty
good in hosedays, especially if was done on a regular basisaybe two orthree times a week. Sport
alsoplayed a big partfoour lives in Malta, you namiéand we plged it. One memorable game was
against the Wras hockey team and contrary fmpular belief Wrens are not always gentegbung
ladies! Gie them a hockey stick and thé&gcomelethal!! Mary became "MAULERBrendachanged to
"BONEBREAKER", aneket demue Kathy was "KILLER". We nesterod a chance, if they had had
scythesand fellingaxes they couldn't have done a bettebjon us!! When they wergiving us three



rousing cheergfor survival)we were thinking about what weould claim for persoal injuries inflicted
on us!!

Bingo nights on St Manuel Island were alspgpular, the House money was always abdwenty or
thirty pounds, a lot of money in thos#ays and somtimes the snowball would be@uple of hundred
pounds so to win a line meantauple of good runashore. It was about this timat the aircrat
carrier HMS Ocean was on hgay to Korea. Wheshe callednto Malta | put ina request to join heas
did a few of my mates buwve were alturned down as she had a fubmpliment. Wewere quite
disappointed not tayo, it would have ben something special, | thinke wanted to do smething useful
instead of jist hanging about.

Life on board R#ura was much the same dayday out, it was navonder we went ashore as ofteas
we could affad. It was during one of thes@othing happaing days" that a couple of ukecided to
swimacross Slime Creek. The Creals about quarter ba mile across and officially we were not
allowed to do this but if someondares you wht do you do? That's right yawim! Offl set but it was
not an uneventfuktrossing) was halfway over when whathHought was an octopus tentacierapped
itselfaround one of myegs! | swam the other half die distance in a garter of the time, | was even
sweating in thewvater! When | got out of thevater, | saw théoctopus' was a long piece etaweed still
caughton my foott but | got a liftback on a boat | 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 tlat had been in Malta since befotiee end of the war. If | remember rightly siesan

old Flowerclass 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 Portsimaith 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 siweuld be in the breakers yard.

For me it was another train journey back to H\d&ke, even before | went on leave. All the routine of
joining a ship had to be gone through, it would be three days before | was ready for the off. | was due
one weeks leave for every year abroad plus another for the other six months, so | 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 |
was. Julian was either on, or going to join the Gambia, his cushy time on HMS Devonshire had come to
anend!! 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 theras any nonsense on the go you could bet that the
bold Wynn was around!



HMS Drake in 2016MOD45158439

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

everything had to be done by the book, far too many officers wandering about with lovt@do. We

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

After a couple runs ashore with Julian he suggested | request a draft to HMS Gambia as she was going on
a great cruise to the Middle East atite Indian Ocean. | was due a home draft after the spell | 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 getpptr work done

so that | 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 linasade it just in time!

HMS GAMBIA

The very first thing you do on joirg 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 dutiesy®

expected to carry out. With so much going on at the time | was only told what mess | was in, | didn't
even assist in leaving harbour or sailing out of Plym@&ghbnd, but | had to get mysafganised soon

or I'd miss out on my rum ration and thabwld 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 effi@enc
quick visit to Gibraltar and then on to Malta, it was Grand Harbour this time not my old haunt of Slime
Creek. As | 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, | felt they needed lookingexf, so | 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 evay 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 Gambig RayThomas

EAST TO SUEZ

Maltawas 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, anywaeri tad been any

we would havebeen more than capable of handlirigas 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 andldgiy were strategically built to allow ships to

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

through.

So here | was, twenty years old and ready for an experience of a lifetime, it was also nice to know that |
would be on hand to keep an eye on my brother!! On July 22nd, 1955 we crossed the eduiator a
Longitude 66 East Latitude in the Realm of King Neptune. | 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 wageijup 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 sighetb
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Canute. A similar certificate is awarded after crossing the Arctic Circle, this is known as the Bluenose
Certificate.

Crossing the Line ImperialWar Museums B176

Mauritius was oufirst port of call on the eastoast of Africa, noa lot to see there but we haguite a

lot to do. For quite awvhile we had been practicinGuard and Bandgrades with the Roydarine band
and now was the moment to showff and prove low good we were. Fair play, vadéd ourselves crdit,

as a Royal Marine banddecond to noneo when you march to one, theead & held high and the chest
is thrust out,l suppose it boils dowto honest to goodness pridéi was a quick visto show the flag

and let thefolks know we werestill around. Picnics and ruashore were lie daily routine, too exciting
but a nice placed pay a visit.

The little island oZanzibar was next on the listnother quietplace with lovely swimming ineautiful

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 abowverything, ballet, magic, Brian Rix type farces and of course talsiw

Choir. Naturally, | wasrmember and evenftough | say so myself, we wepeetty good.The

choirmaster was a Nation&ervicemanalled Thomas, from Cardiff amohder his guidig handwe

could have given thorriston Male \ice a run for their money! Nmatter where we went, as long as

there was asuitable hall orteatre, we put on at least onghow. More ofterthan not, it was more than


https://www.iwm.org.uk/collections/item/object/205185436

