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        DEDICATION

      

        

      
        This biography is dedicated to the memory of the crewmen who died aboard the S.S. Automedon on the 11th November 1940 as a consequence of German surface raider Atlantis’s shellfire.

      

        

      
        William Brown Ewan,

        Peter Lindsay Whittaker

        William Gordon Diggle

        James Joseph Watts

        Percy John Mosely

        Thomas Geoffrey Wilson

      

        

      
        And also:

        Guardsman 2697562 Gilbert McKeand, 2nd Bn. Scot’s Guards

        Who gave his life on the mined road to Milag-Marlag Nord camp to bring freedom to its inmates on 26th April 1945

      

        

      
        ‘In the halls of heroes their names shall ring out for freedom for evermore’
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      FOREWORD

      Sometimes in history the largest events turn on the smallest of issues. Often these unpredictable events culminate in catastrophic consequences that Academics broadly describe as ‘Black Swan’ moments.

      And it was truly the blackest swan moment that befell the world, and the man whose memory this book honours today while he was only sixteen years of age and serving on his first trip to sea as a deck boy, in 1940.

      If at 0758 local time on 11th November 1940, Frank William Walker and his shipmates on the Blue Funnel liner ‘Automedon’ had not brought their ship into a close quarters situation with German surface raider Atlantis,  Japan just might not have attacked the American fleet in Pearl Harbour on the 7th December 1941–or even at all.

      Frank and his shipmates might well have been directly, but unknowingly responsible for turning what had until that day been a purely European conflict, into what became the Second World War. This book will explain that controversial statement during the telling of Frank Walker’s story.

      So who was Frank Walker?

      His story begins on the west bank of the River Mersey, in the sleepy dormitory town of Wallasey, where close by the old main entrance gate to Mariners’ Park stands a memorial bench bearing a small brass plate engraved with the simple inscription: ‘Frank’s Bench’ and below it, ‘1924 -2008’.

      Although the inscription advises its reader that Frank lived from 1924 until 2008, it says nothing at all about the man, or his life. I never knew Frank in person, but I did get to know of him through accepting the tacit challenge that I read between the twin lines of that caption on his memorial bench, a challenge to learn more about him. Thus stimulated, I set out to research his life. My findings about Frank Walker, and of his times and fellow seafarers follow.

      

      Captain Peter Thomson,

      WALLASEY,

      March 2023.

    

  


  
    
      FRANK’S EARLY LIFE:
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        ‘Frank’s Bench and his wife, Vera’ 
        Photo courtesy of Danny Kenny of Nautilus International.
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        * * *

      

      I made a regular habit of pausing to sit on Frank’s Bench on my return walks from shopping forays, just for a few minutes. On these occasions I would thank him for his bench being in exactly the right position when I needed it there to afford me a little rest on my returns to our new home at the Mariners’ Park. In that way I became acquainted with him. So, who was the real Frank Walker?

      There is little readily available information about Frank and his early life, but after research, and with the help of his lovely wife Vera and others who knew him–the story that follows is the result of these inquiries.
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        ‘Frank William Walker,’ Aged 16
        Photo courtesy of Mrs. Vera Walker.

      

      Francis William Walker was born into modest circumstances at Rusholme, Manchester on 22nd August 1924. He then lived with his parents on Merseyside in rented accommodation close to King Street in Wallasey and within a mile of where Frank would live in peaceful retirement until he passed away in 2008.

      As a boy he suffered an unhappy childhood, for he could do nothing right for his father, who took every opportunity to lay his hands heavily upon the lad.

      He regularly witnessed his parents at loggerheads with each other. On most days whenever the two came together, Frank would find them engaged in a vicious argument. These domestic rows continued for what seemed like hours with neither his mother nor father yielding to the other. Their quarrels only came to an end when his father inflicted physical violence on his mother: violent behaviour that inevitably spilled over onto Frank, should he be unwise enough to have remained nearby while their tempers clashed.

      Frank’s original Merchant Navy discharge book records his height at four feet four inches (4’4”). His smallness in physical stature attracted the attention of bullies at school, who gave him the nicknames of ‘Winkle’ and ‘Titch’: handles that stayed with him for the remainder of his life.

      In spite of his small physique, Frank grew up into being nobody’s pushover. The daily hardships he endured strengthened his character and inner resolve to improve his lot in life.

      Although he enjoyed a loving home relationship with his mother, the converse proved true for the times when he had no other choice but to associate with his father: those occasions being frequently punctuated with verbal abuse, ‘clipped ears’ and even more aggressive beatings.

      Frank nevertheless developed a fun loving and genial nature, punctuated with a sharp wit that endeared him to his peers.

      The lack of sufficient money to provide for the commonplace needs of the family, added to the tensions in the home.

      About the time of his eleventh birthday, all of his schoolmates had bicycles. Not having one of his own had left Frank outside of their two-wheeled outings. He pleaded with his mother for what in his heart he knew was the impossible:

      “Mum, can I have a bike? All my mates have got one.”

      To his delight and great surprise she said:  “If you pass the eleven plus exam, you can have a bike.”

      “Wow! Do you promise?”

      “Yes!” She replied.

      Frank worked hard and he did pass the scholarship to go on to continue his education at a grammar school, but his academic triumph coincided with the total collapse of the family home. Without a word, Frank’s father had disappeared, never to be heard of again, thus bringing a new start, but with different hardships for Frank and his mother to endure. Only a short time later, his mother found that she could no longer keep them both and pay the rent out of her own meagre income. In consequence, they had to move out of the home where they were living. In effect, they became homeless. His mother sought to find live-in work for herself but found she couldn’t take Frank in with her to any of the appointments that opened to her. Until she could find a double-berth appointment that would allow them to live together again he had to go into care with the Sisters of Mercy in their convent in Yew Tree Lane, Liverpool.
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        * * *

      

      Inside that bleak Pugin designed monastic masonry Frank found himself alone with: no bike; no Dad; no Mum, no home and no prospects. Life with the nuns proved to be not too dissimilar to the times when he had lived with his father. He couldn’t do anything right for the holy women either. He frequently endured their tongue-lashings and corporal punishments for what he considered were no more than minor indiscretions or infractions of their rules. Frank hated it there. He badly needed a home with his mother, but he remained out of direct contact with her while she continued to be without a permanent address.

      Occasional respites from the harsh and unloving regime of the Sisters occurred when a distant aunt would call to take him to her home in Sale for weekends. It provided a form of escape for him, although these days out happened only rarely.

      The Sisters of Mercy also ran a school for girls on their premises. Being a boy meant that Frank could not attend the same classes as the girls. He became obliged, therefore, to seek to further his education a little farther along Yew Tree Lane. His family and friends believed that he had attended St. Vincent’s School. An establishment built by the Daughters of Charity as a school for the blind in the late 1800’s, and situated almost next door to the Sisters of Mercy convent. The area had earned itself the local epithet of ‘Pope’s Corner’, owing to the close proximity of the old Convent, St. Vincent’s, Broughton Hall and Cardinal Heenan schools.

      It is most likely that Frank attended one of the schools other than St. Vincent’s, for he was not visually impaired. Applicants, then and now, are prohibited entry into the Merchant Navy’s deck department should they suffer from imperfect eyesight. In spite of this doubt, it is worth mentioning St. Vincent’s in this talk, if only to applaud the establishment for the wonderful work its staff continue to carry out today for children and others who suffer visual and sensory impairment.

      Frank got on well enough with the work and with his fellow pupils at the school, but it bothered him considerably to have to spend so much time on his own–especially in the evenings. Every day that came and passed he hoped to receive a forwarding address for his mum, thus bringing with it the prospect of their renewed togetherness in a family home.

      As the days became years, this hope gradually withered away. In its stead Frank began counting the days until his fourteenth birthday.

      Once he had turned fourteen, he could legally leave school to fend for himself: and more especially, to be free from the place and hardships of where fate had billeted him. The emergence of that comforting thought arrived with a flood of questions in its wake, all of which gave Frank a short, sharp shock.

      ‘Where will I live?’ ‘What can I do to provide for myself? ‘Who’ll be there for me if I get in trouble’? ‘How will I even manage to survive on my own?’

      The answers to those
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From ship to shore, from past to present

The Wirral Branch of the Merchant Navy Association is
proud to be associated with this important historical
record of a young British seafarer and of his fellow
civilian seamen taken by force into captivity when the
country was at war.

Lest We Forget!
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Hon. Secretary: Mr. Bernard Smith

Treasurer Mr. Robert Keith

“01d and Young we are all on our last cruise!”
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My eternal soul,
Redeem your vow.
In spite of the lonely night
And the day on fire!
¢

Mon 4ame éternelle
Observe ton voeu.

Malgré Ia nuit seule

Et le jour en feu!
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