
FEATURE FIRST VOYAGE ON THE SS KELVINBANK

Readers may recall 
the account of life on 
the Liverpool-crewed 

Liberty ship, Maplebank, by 
Alan Rawlinson (Sea Breezes 
July 2017), and be interested 
to read about my introduction 
to seafaring, including time on 
another Bank Line wartime 
Liberty, the SS Kelvinbank 
a few years earlier. I joined 
her in 1948, in Bromboro 
Dock, Birkenhead, where she 
lay discharging copra and 
heated coconut oil. The smell 
was overpowering and very 
distinctive, and I learnt that 
this was a berth regularly 
used by Bank Line vessels to 
bring cargoes from the Pacific 
Islands to the Lever Bros 
factories. This dock was once 
the largest private dock in the 
UK; later used as a landfill 
site and, since 2014, the Port 
Sunlight River Park. 

On joining, I was a 17 
year-old and fresh out of Sea 
Training School Vindicatrix 
at Sharpness. Before that, 
my interest in the sea and 
shipping had been kindled 
by living near the Mersey 
and vast docks where, like a 
lot of lads before and after, I 
had been fascinated by this 
glimpse into another world. 
I was well and truly hooked. 
After applying and being 
accepted for sea training, I 
arrived at the railway station 
in Sharpness with about a 
dozen other boys. We were 
met by an officer who got 
us in some sort of order. It 
was then that I first saw 
this very old ex-sailing ship 
called Vindicatrix, and some 
surrounding huts. She was 
British-built, and had sailed 
under the red ensign for the 

first 17 years of her life; then 
sold to a German firm, became 
a hulk and, then later, an 
accommodation ship for U-boat 
officers. After WW1, she was 

In all, the ship’s life spanned 
74 years during which she 
survived several major 
mishaps, and was eventually 
broken up in 1967. 

On arrival, we were 
taken to some Nissen huts 
ashore, each of us given a 
bunk. Then an officer gave 
us a pep talk. He instilled 
in us the need for discipline 
and cleanliness, and said we 
were going to be taught the 
basics of seamanship, rope 
work, life boat drill, all about 
flags, splicing wire and rope, 
and ‘boxing the compass’. 
For leisure there were sports 
facilities including a boxing 
ring and gloves. 

That first night, about six 
lads disappeared, never to be 
seen again. After three months 
at Vindicatrix, I returned 
home to Liverpool, feeling 
highly chuffed and wearing 
a navy blue jacket with the 
words ‘ Merchant Navy’ on the 
shoulders in red letters. I had 
settled on a direction in life. 
Then I had to find out where 
the ‘Pool’ was. This was the 
Establishment building where 
men (mostly) were hired for 
ships. I walked in and the 
first thing I noticed was two 
or three men leaning against 
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repossessed and given to the 
Shipping Federation; and 
there she sat in London docks 
before becoming a training 
ship in 1939 at Sharpness. 

Kelvinbank, launched as Samuta in WW2.
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a wall reading newspapers, 
and acting rather strange. I 
could not see their faces, and 
only found out later why they 
seemed to be hiding behind 
their newspapers. They knew 
what ship or ships were hiring 
crew at the time, and were 
suddenly making themselves 
unavailable. Reasons were 
varied, like long voyages, bad 
food, or poor accommodation. 
More often or not there was 
nothing wrong except the 
reputation of a particular 
company, which I later found 
out was hard to shake off once 
the word spread. I stepped 
forward, and a man arranged 
for me to have a photo taken 
for my discharge book, after 
which I was sent in a coach 
to Birkenhead and Bromboro 
Docks to sign on a ship. This 
was not before the coach made 
an unscheduled stop at the 
Lord Raglan pub on the way 
– for refreshments, of course. 
My first glimpse of the ship I 
had been assigned was the size 
of it. She was slab sided with 
a steep gangway, but which I 
had no trouble climbing as I 
had few belongings. 

This ship turned out to be 
the Liberty SS Kelvinbank, 
she had been built as the 
Samuta in the USA in 1943, 
taking only a remarkable 
22 days to build. The yard 
was the Bethlehem Fairfield 
Shipbuilding Corporation in 
Baltimore. Later, she was 
to come to a sad end in the 
Pacific, at Ocean Island, 
impaled on the wreck of a 
much earlier casualty, the 
Ooma. However, on this 
happy occasion we were bound 
for a round the world trip. 
None of this was known to 
me at the time of signing. I 
later learned that Bank Line 
operated a dozen Liberty ships 
all with so-called ‘white crews’. 
The purpose-built vessels in 
the fleet were all crewed by 
Indian or Chinese seamen, and 
they had separate facilities 
on board which were not part 
of the Liberty ship layout. 
Many years later I came to 
appreciate the very distinctive 
features of the Liberty ship 
and the amazing story of the 
conception and rapid wartime 
build programme which 
produced 2,710 vessels of this 
type. They may have been 

built in a hurry, and by the 
dozen, but on board American 
standards had been applied. 
This meant wide bunks, robust 
and efficient heating, chunky 
fittings, and a high standard 
still missing from newly built 
ships in the early war years. 
The engine, however, was a 
basic three-cylinder steam 
engine which gave 11 knots 
at best. The simplicity of the 
design added appeal. It was 
robust and relatively trouble 
free.

As we boarded the ship, a 
very old man, to me anyway, 
wearing a flat cap with tufts of 
hair sticking out and with blue 
eyes extended his greetings. He 
was the Bosun, and I clearly 
recall asking him if I could go 
home and tell my mother what 
was happening! From the start 
he had a very friendly manner 
and was always smiling. He 
explained that the ship was 
sailing soon, and showed me 
to my bunk. Others were also 
busy sorting out their cabins. 
As a deck boy and joining 
my first ship, I felt like a fish 
completely out of water. I was 
the ‘Peggy’, I found out, and 
this meant doing all the menial 
jobs like sweeping up, cleaning 
the mess rooms and alleyways, 
plus toilets and showers, and 
most importantly keeping the 
percolator full. At the same 
time, I was hopefully learning 
the ropes for advancement. The 
other members of the crew were 
mainly from Liverpool, with 
one Scandinavian AB called 
Neilson. I remember he was 
very quiet except when having 
had too much to drink. I used to 
keep well out of his way. On our 
last leg homeward bound he 
was steering stone drunk, and 

caused great amusement when 
trying to turn the ship round. 
So here I was at the start of 
my seagoing career such as it 
was, not having a clue where 
or what was happening. In 
the event, we were away over 
sixteen months, and circled the 
globe – as one wag later put 
it, “Around the world in boozy 
haze”! 

We sailed from Bromboro 
Dock on the Mersea to 
Avonmouth for bunkers, and 
I can recall sitting on the oil 
inlet pipe feeling sick and cold. 
It was one of those memorable 
moments but it was mid- 
December after all.

Gaining my ‘sea legs’
Then came a ballast voyage 
across the Atlantic to Port 
Arthur in Texas, and I slowly 
began to get my sea legs. As 
the weather improved and the 
sun shone, the friendly bosun 
set me to doing various tasks 
like wire brushing rust from 
the deck near Number 5 hatch. 
Then I was volunteered for 
some ‘bilge diving’ in number 3 
hold. This involved wearing a 
makeshift garment which was 
a sack with holes made for the 
arms that I wore without the 
least embarrassment, clearing 
out the accumulated muck, 
and taking a shower straight 
afterwards. I volunteered for 
most jobs, and this included 
greasing the blocks and falls of 
lifeboats which had been swung 
out. I never gave the reasoning 
behind my instructions much 
thought, and believed it was 
expected of me to do the 
unpleasant jobs. At the time I 
thought it was normal, and the 
lot of the most junior member 
of the deck crew. 

All these years later, those 
first impressions remain 
strong. I also spent a lot 
of time in the engine room 
talking to the oilers and 
firemen, and a welcome break 
came when I learnt to steer. 
From then on some of the ABs 
would ask me to stand in for 
them at the wheel; this was in 
the days before any automatic 
steering came along. 

On arrival in Port Arthur 
we underwent the strict US 
Health check applicable in 
those days for newly arrived 
ships. This included the well 

known and infamous “short 
arm inspection” where we 
lined up and trousers were 
lowered! Thence to Galveston 
where we went into Todds 
drydock, followed by the usual 
Bank Line itinerary loading 
general cargo round the many 
Gulf ports of Houston, Sabine, 
Brownsville, and Corpus 
Christi – all destined for 
Australian markets.

We duly transited the 
Panama Canal and, unusually, 
made a stop at the lovely 
Pacific port of Papeete in 
Tahiti, for water and stores. 
We had also broken down a 
few times during the crossing 
so repairs were necessary too. 
The reasons for stopping were 
not known to a lowly deck boy. 
However, in the time-honoured 
way of seamen in Tahiti, things 
became a little out of control 
with fights ashore, and much 
drunkenness. Chaos ensued. 
I also remember clearly the 
second mate coming into 
the mess room and putting 
a strange notice up on the 
bulkhead. It was a warning 
about the ‘ladies’ ashore, but, 
of course it was ignored, that 
resulted in six crew members 
‘touching out’ which was the 
term we used at the time. 
Thereafter, the affected ones 
had to use cutlery and plates 
reserved strictly for their use 
only. In port, scantily-dressed 
women appeared on board, 
many the worse for wear, and 
crew members were lying 
around in the same condition. 
The ladies offered me their 
services and were quite 
insistent, but I was 17 and 
declined. Another crew member 
was brought back to the ship 
in an ambulance, unconscious, 
and with two black eyes! When 
time came to leave, it was the 
apprentices, ie the Bosun and 
myself, who had the task of 
pulling up the gangway and 
letting go fore and aft for our 
onward passage to Sydney. 

Once tied up in Sydney, 
the press boarded, led by 
the Sydney Sun and they 
got busy reporting accounts 
of the terrible life on board. 
Examples were given by the 
crew of the ice water tap in the 
accommodation alleyway being 
padlocked, and the partitioning 
of the two alleyways leading 
forward being partitioned off 

The Liberty ship steam engine.
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to prevent access; this was 
mainly to stop the crew getting 
anywhere near the Officer’s 
saloon. Other complaints trotted 
out were weevils in the bread, 
and a failure of the onboard 
laundry, a nice feature of the 
Liberty vessels when working. 
The Chief Officer also left us 
and a replacement arrived. 
From memory we were berthed 
near Circular quay and with 
access to anything we wanted. 
Penman’s wines didn’t help the 
onboard situation, though! 

Being young and somewhat 
green, many of these startling 
events were new to me. Some 
of the crew members then 
decided to find work ashore 
in Sydney, ie to ‘ jump ship’ 
or desert, and they invited 
me to join them. It was the 
days when Australia was 
much more lenient about 
crew members who decided 
to stay and make a life there. 
However, I decided to remain 
onboard and four replacement 
crew members duly appeared. 
They had probably been 
rounded up from earlier 
desertions, which was the 
normal practice. 

While we were in Sydney, 
I took a stroll over the famous 
Harbour bridge, and on to 
Lunar Park which turned 
out to be much further than 
I thought. The view down 
the harbour was magnificent. 
Meanwhile, the idea had come 
to me to transfer from Deck 
Boy to a job in the engine 
room and this was a result of 
friendship with the Liverpool 
firemen who had showed 
me how to change a burner, 
how to check the oil on the 
connecting rods, and also, 
how to raise steam on deck. It 

rather appealed to me, and I 
duly asked the Captain who 
listened sympathetically, but 
explained that he was unable 
and unwilling to help.

The Phosphate Run
After discharge in Sydney, 
we proceeded to Geelong and 
Melbourne. More incidents 
occurred and one of the young 
ABs, who came back fighting 
drunk, used a chair from the 
mess room to attack me. I had 
to get under a table to avoid 

load bagged sugar in Mackay 
and Cairns in Queensland 
destined for the UK. This 
meant a passage through the 
barrier reef and the services 
of a Torres Strait pilot to pass 
around the top of Australia. 

The route home also 
included stops in Balikpapan 
and Macassar, Indonesia, for 
bunkers and stores. 

During this first voyage I 
also discovered a love and a 
bit of a talent for singing, and 
would regularly sing in the mess 
room until someone pointed out 
that there was a watch below. 
Some shipmates advised me 
to get my voice trained which 
I never did. Over the years 
since I developed a love for the 
Neopolitan Arias and still sing 
for pleasure to this day. 

We duly passed through the 
Suez Canal and made our way 
across the Mediterranean and 
Bay of Biscay and then up the 
Channel. 

Finally, we made it to home 
waters, and I recall lying in 
the Thames estuary waiting 
for Customs’ clearance, and all 
hands hiding their tobacco and 
cigarettes. We duly berthed in 
Surrey Commercial Docks to 
discharge our sugar, but not 
before we suffered some minor 
hull damage as we hit the dock 
wall on entering.

Despite this trip being quite 
an eye-opener, my seagoing 
career continued. Some vivid 
memories remain from all those 
years ago. There were four 
voyages on the Empress of 
Australia running troops to 
Gibraltar, Malta, Cyprus, and 
Port Said. Also voyages with 
T&J Harrisons on the Linguist, 
Factor and Craftsman. Then 
I had a spell with Ellerman 
Papyanni on their Maltesian 
and Ionian before trying the 
coasting trade for a change, 
running to the Channel Islands.

Like many seafarers, the 
first trip often provides the 
most vivid memories, and the 
Kelvinbank was my first trip 
as a naive lad. It had been true 
initiation into the goings-on 
aboard a typical Bank Line 
Liberty ship of those years, 
engaged on a long voyage 
around the world, and with an 
unruly Liverpool crew from the 
Shipping Federation ‘pool’. I 
wouldn’t have missed it for the 
world!

him, and was saved by another 
AB who knocked out the chap. 
The ship was then nominated 
for the phosphate run up to 
Nauru. Phosphate rock is 
mined and used as a fertiliser. 
When we arrived at Nauru, we 
tied up to buoys fore and aft 
by passing a line through the 
ring on the buoy and then back 
onboard, something called a 
‘slip mooring’. Huge cantilevers 
fore and aft then started 
loading the phosphate.

Having completed our stint 
on the phosphate run, we 
then sailed to Port Lincoln in 
Australia where we loaded bulk 
grain destined for Bombay. 
Here, we lay at anchor on 
arrival waiting a berth. When 
we finally got ashore I was 
shocked to see women in 
cages in the red light district. 
Grant Road, I believe it was 
called. All in all they looked 
a little unsavoury. There was 
something in my brain telling 
me it was all very dangerous. 
Being the youngest crew 
member on board, it was new 
to me.

After Bombay we received 
some good news. We were to Running in the Tasman Sea on the Phosphate run from Nauru.

The wreck a year on.

The Kelvinbank ashore at Ocean Island in 1953. She floated off, but 
then fouled a previous wreck and was lost.


