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About the Author

Leslie Holgate was a seasoned mechanical and electrical engineer who began his career as a young man during World War II, serving in North Africa and Iraq. Following the war, he joined Bibby Line of Liverpool for one voyage as a Junior Engineer, navigating to Australian coastal cities such as Fremantle, Melbourne, Sydney, and Brisbane, with stops in Malta, Alexandria, and Colombo on the way. His career progressed as he worked with Shaw Saville and Albion Line, and later with Elder Dempster as a 3rd Engineer in West African ports until September 1951.

In 1952, newly married, he took a position with Balfour Beatty at their subsidiary, Daresco, in Dar es Salaam, modern day Tanzania. This memoir chronicles his early life and two decades as Resident Engineer with Tanesco, the state electricity company, stationed in Morogoro, Arusha and Mwanza during a pivotal time of decolonization in Africa. Additionally, he served as Honorary British Consul post-independence, acting as a liaison for Her Majesty’s Government. The memoir not only documents a chapter of the Holgate family history but also explores themes such as World War II, the decolonization of the British Empire, particularly in Africa, and the subsequent impacts. The book includes both humorous anecdotes and serious reflections on life in colonial Tanganyika and afterwards. Leslie Holgate passed away in 2003, having requested a delay of at least 20 years before any attempt publication of his memoir, a period that has now elapsed.



Any Royalties earned from the publication of Some Thoughts on Tanganyika Before & After, will be dedicated for Mr Joseph Juma who lives in Nyakato near Mwanza since our departure from Tanzania in 1971. Joseph, the son of our housekeeper, the late Mr Marki Juma and Mrs Margaretta Juma, was born with Spina Bifida and has lived with paralysis from the time of his birth.
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My Tanganyika Reflections Before & After





Prologue

Following the abdication and exile of Germany’s Kaiser Bill, which resulted in the Armistice in 1918 that ended World War I, Europe seemed to be again teetering on the brink, starting at the Nuremberg rallies in 1923, just three years before I came into the world.

The tensions really escalated after Adolf Hitler took power ten years later, reaching a boiling point between 1938 and 1939 as the German National Socialist Workers Party tightened its grip on the nation. Hitler’s ascent was largely fuelled by the deep-seated resentment that stemmed from Germany’s surrender and the harsh penalties laid out in the Treaty of Versailles. This included crippling reparations of US$33.33 billion in 1919 (probably US$600 billion today) that led to rampant hyperinflation in the early 1920s.

The rallies transformed themselves into a vibrant display of German pride and German nationalism, embodying the ambiguity of National Socialism. At the same time, Hitler’s charismatic presence certainly loomed very large. His appeal to the German people was undeniable, and nearly 50 million Germans either voted for or expressed approval of him in the 1936 elections. Throughout my two decades in Tanganyika, I encountered and even formed good friendships with numerous Germans, yet I never encountered anyone who openly acknowledged having supported or voted for Hitler in either 1933 or 1936.

Strange that.

German warmongering began in earnest in 1938, with the annexation of Austria, which was quickly followed by the takeover of Czechoslovakia the next year. Meanwhile, Italy, under Mussolini’s rule, had aligned with Hitler as part of the Axis and was busy expanding its empire by savagely colonising Italian East Africa, merging Ethiopia with Somaliland and then into the north and Libya.

At the same time, Spain was caught up in its own turmoil, grappling with a civil war that further destabilised Europe. Elsewhere, in Asia, Japan was chasing its imperial dreams, this time in China, especially after being sidelined at the Treaty of Versailles. Despite having stood by Great Britain from the start of World War I, with up to 17 cruisers and destroyers of the Imperial Japanese Navy stationed in the Mediterranean on escort duty, Japan found itself receiving only a meagre share of the spoils when the victors carved up the world into their new order, dominated by America. The aftermath saw Japan confronting feelings of humiliation and dishonour, while the rest of Europe and America were busy reshaping the world to their advantage.

The situation undoubtedly ignited Japan’s aspirations to establish a more prominent role in international affairs, as the prevailing sense of discrimination likely compelled the nation to amplify its endeavours in China, where Japan appeared to be striving to restore a sense of prestige that it felt was unjustly withheld from it by the allies. This drive for recognition and respect on the global stage may have been a significant factor in shaping Japan’s actions, certainly after the war in Europe began.

At the same time, Great Britain and its colonies were still struggling to recover from the devastating impacts of the Great War and the continuing economic fallout of the Great Depression that had begun in 1929.

At the end of 1936, Edward VIII abdicated, so he could marry Wallis Simpson, a twice-divorced American, which caused a constitutional crisis across the empire. His brother, Albert, was quickly crowned George VI on 11 December 1936.

You could buy a 2lb loaf of bread for 41/2 old pennies, when 240 pennies made 1 sterling.





Chapter 1 The War and Aftermath

The start of my tale can be really linked to the early days of World War II in Europe and back to Germany’s military initial buildup. This escalation finally reached a decisive moment with the Nazi invasion of Poland in September 1939, which, of course, changed the course of history. Germany’s invasion resulted in Britain and France, who were allies of Poland, officially declaring war on Germany on 1 September 1939.

To tackle any potential German invasion of France and the Lowlands, Great Britain dispatched troops into Europe on 9 September 1939, as part of the British Expeditionary Force. Their goal had been to bolster the French, Dutch and Belgian defences against the fast-moving German forces. The whole plan quickly fell apart when the German army unleashed its Blitzkrieg, led by its formidable Panzer tank divisions. This all led to a disaster for the Allies, resulting in the dramatic evacuation at Dunkirk eight months later. From May 26 to June 4, 1940, approximately 330,000 British, French, and other Allied troops were rescued by the Royal Navy, aided by over 800 small vessels and pleasure craft, from Ramsgate and nearby regions.

At that time, I was nearly 14 years old, which was close to the age my father had been when the Great War erupted in 1914. While my father and three friends had lied about their age to join the army, I was on the verge of completing my schooling and was about to embark on an engineering apprenticeship at Adamson’s in Hyde.

Over a thousand Holgates were killed in action during the slaughter of the Great War, whereas in World War II, 100 fell. These figures highlight the tragic loss of a whole generation of young Holgates during the Great War, who were unable to sire any young servicemen to contribute to the efforts in World War II.

As World War II progressed, Germany expanded its campaigns into Scandinavia and beyond and advanced further into France, and in 1941, onto the Soviet Union, which had once been a close ally. Meanwhile, Great Britain found itself under the constant threat of invasion from the Nazi regime, particularly through the planned Operation Sea Lion.

In 1940, however, thanks to the “Few”, Britain was able to achieve a crucial win in the Battle of Britain, with the RAF managing to fend off intense aerial attacks during the “Blitz”. This period between September and May 1941 resulted in relentless airborne attacks on major cities like London, Manchester, Coventry and Liverpool, as well as on key manufacturing hubs and distribution centres, railways and bridges, that were vital for supplying the air force, army and navy.

The war then broadened far beyond Europe, with fighting taking place in North Africa and Great Britain and Commonwealth troops, against German and Italian infantry and mechanised units of Panzer divisions in Morocco, Algeria, Tunisia, Libya and finally Egypt. The situation also escalated in the Pacific following Japan’s attack on Pearl Harbour in December 1941, joining the Axis powers, which thankfully brought America into the war.

Alongside this were also the British and Commonwealth humiliating defeats to the Japanese, with the fall of Hong Kong on Christmas Day 1941, then British Borneo, Malaya and finally the fall of Singapore on 15 February 1942, with Burma falling to the Japanese later that year. The Dutch surrendered Indonesia in March, and the American Philippines surrendered to the Japanese invaders in May 1942. General MacArthur’s iconic phrase as he broke out from the island of Corregidor, in Manila Bay, for Australia on a torpedo boat: “I shall return!”

Despite widespread fears at the time that the Imperial Japanese Naval squadrons would now very soon proceed to the East African coast, Tanganyika experienced no real direct involvement during the war, and no invasion or fighting ever took place there. The conflict, however, had an important influence on Tanganyika, which was largely shaped by the events of the war, whether directly or indirectly.

Some contend that the war resulted in only temporary economic disruptions that did not impede long-term development; nevertheless, it likely highlighted existing and growing issues and undeniably catalysed a rise in African nationalism. As the war shifted the global economic landscape from one of surplus to a scenario marked by shortages, government intervention in market regulation towards the war effort in Tanganyika became increasingly evident.

By the start of 1943, the allies, now including the vast industrial might of America, began to gain momentum towards victory against the Axis powers, with successful campaigns in Africa, Sicily and Italy, setting the stage for D-Day and the Normandy Landings 18 months later. The decisive moment arrived on 6 June 1944, when allied forces launched a large-scale assault on the beaches of Normandy, eventually driving German troops back through France, Belgium and the Netherlands and into the German fatherland.

By March 1945, the allies reached Berlin, culminating in the suicide of Hitler and the unconditional surrender of Nazi forces on 7 May 1945. In Asia, the Battles of Imphal and Kohima in March 1944 turned the Japanese venture into India, and this resulted in Great Britain eventually retaking Burma a year later.

As we celebrated the end of the war in Europe and the conflict that had engulfed the continent for six years, it brought relief to millions of us who had endured appalling hardships during the war years. I recall the atmosphere at home was a mix of joy, but there was also remembrance, as people reflected on the sacrifices made by nearly 500,000 British and Commonwealth troops, including those still held as POWs by the Japanese in East Asia, and nearly 100,000 British civilians who had perished, and then the journey ahead toward rebuilding our lives.

On 15 August, following the atomic bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki, Japan announced its surrender, which then marked the end of hostilities in the Pacific and the end of World War II. This was the beginning of a new era, where America, the USSR and latterly China, were now to dominate the world scene. The culmination of these events in 1945 did reshape the global landscape, leading to significant political, social and economic changes and especially calls for Great Britain’s empire to be decolonised.

As we began to heal from the scars, the focus shifted towards so-called world cooperation and the establishment of international organisations like the United Nations, with the very worthy, but somewhat naive, aims of preventing future conflicts in a world where independence movements were gaining momentum.

In 1949, an emboldened China, now under the leadership of Chairman Mao Zedong, was gaining strength and confidence, bolstered by the support of the USSR, previously under Lenin until 1924 and then Stalin until 1953 and then eventually Khrushchev. The USSR had always provided military aid, financial resources and strategic advisors to Mao, and this newly empowered China had lofty ambitions, together with the USSR, to establish a network of communist satellite states throughout South East Asia.

India, Pakistan, Ceylon and Sudan had achieved independence from Great Britain in 1947 and in 1948, Israel followed, essentially all going down the route towards socialism.

In the Dutch East Indies, now Indonesia, the movement for independence had begun to take shape in the early 1920s, with various parties advocating for self-governance, including the USSR-inspired communists. Following the Japanese invasion in 1942, there were promises made by the Japanese to grant independence, which greatly fuelled the aspirations of the local population. The struggle for independence from Dutch colonial rule really unfolded from 1945 to December 1949, resulting in a tragic loss of life in the conflict.

Estimates indicate that over 200,000 people perished, including both civilians and insurgents supporting the independence cause, during this tumultuous period. In contrast, approximately 5,000 Dutch and other Europeans, along with around 1,000 British troops and 10,000 local civilians, lost their lives in the conflict as they sought to retain control over the region. The Dutch finally agreed to transfer sovereignty to the United States of Indonesia in December 1949.

The “Emergency” in Malaya and North Borneo against Chinese and USSR communist inspired insurgents, which cost the lives of nearly 12,000, including nearly 1,500 British and Australians, began in 1948 and lasted until 1960, three years after independence was proclaimed. In 1950, the Korean Peninsula, which had previously been a colony of Japan, also erupted into conflict after the invasion of Russian forces into now Communist North Korea, also backed by China. These forces faced off against South Korea, which was supported by America, Great Britain, Australia, Canada, India, New Zealand and South Africa and ended in a stalemate and the partitioning of Korea.

By 1953, the struggle for independence in Vietnam, which had been a French colony, also reached a critical point when the French withdrew in 1954. This led to another civil war between the Communist North, supported by China, and South Vietnam, supported by America. This struggle in Vietnam intensified significantly after 1965 with the deployment of American, South Korean and Australian troops.

In 1959, the Caribbean witnessed another symbolic upheaval when Fidel Castro, supported by the USSR, successfully overthrew Fulgencio Batista during the Cuban Revolution. This event, on the doorstep of America, marked the transformation of Cuba into a one-party state governed by Communist Marxist ideology and led to the Bay of Pigs, when America tried but failed to invade and have Castro removed from power. The climax came in the Cuban Missile Crisis in 1962, when America and the USSR were on the verge of declaring World War III.

All these conflicts essentially became proxy wars between America against the USSR and China, within the new world order, and were representative of the broader ideological battle between communism and free world capitalism.





Chapter 2 Outcomes and Consequences of the War for Great Britain

Great Britain and its empire found itself on the victorious side after World War II, but the consequences of the conflict were severe, and they would be felt all around the British Empire. Europe, which had been a dominant force in shaping international events for the last 200 years, was left in shambles.

Germany was now split into East and West Germany, which were under the occupation of the United States, Great Britain and France, with the Soviet Union in control of the East, which had all set up camp for their invading forces and distinct ideology. In the meantime, the USA and the USSR and, to some extent China, rose as the new superpowers, taking over the global stage, while Great Britain’s influence dwindled as a financially devastated nation, as a consequence of the war.

The war debts, including the Lend-Lease program with America, had drained Great Britain’s resources, costing an eye-watering US$31 billion at the time (which would be about US$336 billion today), and the country was still in the process of paying that off as late as 2001.

The newly elected Labour government immediately negotiated a US$4.33 billion (US$70 billion today) loan from the United States to finance its ambitions of nationalisation of British Industry, and its plan to create a socialist Britain under the pretence of reconstruction from the horrors of the war.

The final instalments of this loan were also still being paid, even in 2001.

The Marshall Plan, officially called the European Recovery Program, was then adopted in 1948 as a major initiative to assist Western Europe in recovering from the devastation of war. This was an ambitious program and funnelled over US$15 billion (US$242 billion today) into rebuilding efforts across the continent and was the brainchild of American Secretary of State George C. Marshall.

Among the countries involved, Great Britain emerged as the largest recipient, securing more than US$2.7 billion (US$42 billion today) supposedly aimed at a four-year strategy to restore British cities, industries and infrastructure that had been severely damaged during the Blitz. While many European nations utilised their share of the funds to revitalise and retool their industries, the British Socialist government opted to channel much of the money into further nationalisation efforts and so-called reformist projects that some critics deemed as socialist vanity projects.

Food rationing that had been in place in Great Britain during the war continued after the war and only finally came to an end in 1954. Two years of conscripted national service for men aged 18 to 21 years old, which continued until 1960.

From 1945 onwards and recognising Great Britain’s weakness and now becoming aligned with the newly elected socialist government to their cause, anti-colonial and independence movements were picking up steam across all our colonies. This was made even more complicated by the escalating cold war tensions between America and the USSR and now even China under the communist tyrant, Chairman Mao Zedong. These tensions were to play out in surrogate wars in various regions in Africa and South East Asia, a place where I was destined to live and work for the next 20 years.

While the three emerging superpowers consistently criticised British colonialism in public, America prioritised its struggle against Leninist and Stalinist communism above its opposition to British colonialism. This resulted in a scenario where, in the short term, America covertly continued to support the British Empire, motivated by a desire to curb the proliferation of what it perceived as the spread of the evil of Maoist and Soviet communist ideology.





Chapter 3 My Background

I had been to school at St Paul’s Catholic Primary School in Hyde, graduating at the age of 14 when I went to work as an engineering apprentice at Joseph Adamson & Co in Hyde, who were boilermakers, engineers and crane manufacturers, graduating five years later when I received my call-up papers for the army.

I then served my country during World War II, starting off as an 18-year-old in the Black Watch, a Scottish regiment, stationed in Libya and Tunisia. This was part of the re-formed battalion, which had faced significant losses in Tobruk back in 1941. You might wonder what an Englishman was doing in a Scottish regiment, and the answer is pretty straightforward, because I was there to fill the gaps left by those who had fallen, and there were not enough Scotsmen to replace them.

There was an incident in October 1943 that took place shortly after I had arrived in Tunisia, and I was guarding German and Italian Prisoners of War outside Grumblier. I am not proud of it, but it involved an officer whose hand I had brushed off my shoulder during a disagreement when he tried to pull rank on me. He subsequently alleged that I had struck him, which was far from the truth. I was, however, found guilty and sentenced to 14 days in the Brig. I was escorted by the same officer, I was found guilty of striking, and who carried all the documents relating to the charge against me.

Earlier, sometime in September that year, there had been a mutiny at Salerno, Italy, by 200 or so British troops. This is a long and complicated story, but essentially, some soldiers of a highland division, veterans of the Libyan campaign and heroes of Montgomery’s Eighth Army, were transported to Salerno, Italy, without their knowledge, in order to prop up the failing American invasion on the mainland of Italy. As far as they had all been aware, they were returning home to rejoin their units and comrades and prepare for the invasion of Europe, which was to take place the following year. A group of soldiers declined to integrate into their newly designated units, mutinied and faced court-martial as a result.

They were all transported back to Algeria, for their trial, in a Brig where I was also serving my sentence. The individuals deemed as the ringleaders were handed death sentences by firing squad, while the others received lengthy prison terms. These soldiers were neither lacking in courage nor discipline, but instead, they had been profoundly misinformed and badly let down by their commanding officers, who suffered from ineffective communication and mediocre leadership.

In wartime, brother comrades in arms share the same fear, hardship and heartbreak and put their lives in each other’s hands. Bonds of trust do not happen overnight, and these valiant soldiers, veteran heroes of the North African Campaign, in my opinion, were being shifted to different units which they didn’t know or trust, and now under American command. The long and short of it is that after an outcry, all the sentences were eventually suspended, and the mutineers returned to the units where they had originally served and saw action in Europe until the end of the war. I related my tale to one or two who were willing to listen and felt slightly horrified when I heard their stories.

After my 14-day sentence was over, I was collected by the same officer in the same Land Rover, and we headed back into Tunisia. He had collected my papers and record and put them by his side, next to me and closed his eyes. Very soon, he fell asleep. This was quite opportune, because I took the opportunity and picked up the envelope with the documents and records relating to my offence and tossed them all out of the open window and then closed my eyes as well. A short time later, perhaps half an hour, my officer companion woke up and realised that the documents relating to my case were missing.

He nudged me in panic, and I simply looked at him, shook my head and closed my eyes again.

The long and short of it was that all the evidence of my record had gone, and he was in deep trouble for not preserving it. I have no idea what happened to him, but I am quite sure he would have undergone some military discipline.

Serves him right!

By the end of the war, I found myself in the Royal Electrical and Mechanical Engineers (REME), where my job involved maintaining and securing water pumping stations in what was then the Kingdom of Iraq. This assignment certainly came with its share of risks, primarily due to the local Bedouin tribes. Known for their nighttime raids, these Bedouin bandits had a notorious reputation for ambushing our camps, resulting in what was certainly the deaths of anyone unprepared and looting of their arms, ammunition and supplies.

To mitigate these dangers, we opted to sleep in the cargo beds of our Bedford trucks, which were sheltered by a tent-like canvas awning, something recommended by acquaintances in the French Foreign Legion. Elevated well off the ground, these trucks actually provided us with a degree of safety from both the elements and, more importantly, any potential grenade attacks. The Bedouin often employed a tactic of throwing grenades into the backs of trucks during their nighttime assaults, but if such an attack happened to us, the grenades would hopefully bounce back onto them, therefore posing a bigger risk to the very attackers who launched them at us.

To prepare for any unwanted intrusions and potential threats we may not have anticipated, at night, we also constructed pyramids of four or five old or unusable rifles, by the campfires, placing an ounce or so of explosive compounds atop each stack before we settled in for the night. This rifle pyramid was often shielded by a helmet, and if unknowingly disturbed, was expected to create a loud explosion, which would not only rouse us from sleep but also, ideally, deter any unwelcome intruders.





Chapter 4 Bibby Line and Mr Arthur Harold Bibby – Chairman

After being demobilised in early 1947, I took on a role as a 3rd engineer with Bibby Line, a mixed cargo and passenger shipping line which was based in Liverpool and operated routes to the Middle and Far East, including Australia.

By 1948, the Motor Vessel Somersetshire, which was now fully owned and operated by Bibby Line, was undergoing refurbishment in Liverpool to transition from a troop transport vessel to an emigrant ship for routes to Australia. It was to accommodate approximately 750 British emigrants at a fare of £10 each. This Assisted Passage Migration Scheme was initiated by the Australian and New Zealand governments after the war, for a journey that was supposed to be one-way, as the emigrants were anticipated to remain in Australia for a minimum of three years, earning them the nickname “£10 Poms”.

The Somersetshire, along with her sister ship the Dorsetshire, was constructed in the mid-1920s and at that time represented the pinnacle of the Bibby Line Fleet, each vessel weighing around 10,000 tons, measuring over 500 feet in length and having a beam exceeding 50 feet. When fully loaded, both ships had a draft of approximately 26 feet. The Somersetshire was equipped with Bermister and Wain engines, which were being upgraded from blast injection to airless solid injection. They featured two banks of six-cylinder engines directly coupled to twin propeller shafts, achieving a speed of 12 knots at 98 RPM.

During the refurbishment, the ship’s three DC generators were also modified from blast to airless solid injection using Wilson and Kyle injection valves. I was on standby aboard the ship throughout the refit, maintaining close communication with the engineers responsible for the conversions, which ultimately made me the only individual with any experience in operating the new systems, when we set sail for Australia.

In November, we finally departed from Liverpool with a full group of emigrants bound for Australia, all eager to embark on the three-month sea journey and enjoy the passage. The passengers comprised a diverse mix, including numerous ex-servicemen and other recently demobilised military officers, creating a markedly different atmosphere from that of a troop ship; instead, there was a sense of celebration and new beginnings. Activities were organised, duty rosters were posted, and a passenger representative facilitated communication with the crew.

We did face challenges from the start, however, as we realised we had to keep our cabins locked at all times due to the mysterious disappearance of personal items, with bed sheets, for example, being inexplicably transformed into tropical attire. Additionally, table silverware from the mess was being pilfered, and some was found to have been sold later in Colombo, Ceylon, present-day Sri Lanka. This highlighted the chaotic environment on board.

As we entered warmer waters, we encountered issues with the new valves on the generators in the engine room, making it difficult to maintain the ship’s operations. We made a stop in Malta for spare parts and a brief respite before continuing on to Alexandria, Egypt and then to Colombo. One of my responsibilities involved opening the domestic refrigerator rooms daily for the ship’s butcher, allowing for the distribution of daily rations and the monitoring of the internal temperature of these cold storage areas. The butcher and I maintained a good rapport, and he would often share partially filled bottles of sterilised milk with me during my watch.

During this season, the Mediterranean was quite pleasant, gradually cooling as winter approached, while the engine room below deck remained uncomfortably hot due to the non-operational cooling fans and ongoing issues with the engine valves. Despite my attempts to inform the chief engineer of what I knew about the valve problems, because I was present in Liverpool during the upgrading, I was advised to refrain from interfering in matters beyond my expertise. Nevertheless, when it was my duty, I always took the initiative to place a wet cloth on the valves to cool them, which proved quite effective, preventing the fuel in the pipes from vaporising,

One early morning during my watch, feeling somewhat discontented with the engine room’s conditions and with the obstinate chief engineer, I finished a bottle of milk and decided to write a note addressed to Sir Arthur Harold Bibby, the chairman of Bibby Line and Deputy Lieutenant of Cheshire, among other titles.

I placed this note inside the empty milk bottle.

The note said:

Dear Mr Bibby, you’re an old bastard for letting this ship come to sea in such a condition; you should be put in jail for allowing it.

If found, please forward urgently to Bibby Line, Liverpool. England.

Leslie Holgate. Engineer, MS Somersetshire.

The empty milk bottle had a clip snap top. On my way to inspect the steering gear, I threw the bottle over the ship’s side. I was happy. At least I had my say. The vessel plodded on, and some ten weeks later, we arrived in Fremantle, Australia, where we disembarked some of our passengers.

Our journey recommenced in Fremantle, from which we navigated to Melbourne, traversing the Great Australian Bight. During this passage, we witnessed the distressing sight of sharks being driven ashore and subsequently killed. This drastic measure was a response, apparently to a series of shark attacks, the most infamous of which occurred on 15 February 1948, known as “Black Sunday”.

On that day, three swimmers lost their lives, and two others sustained severe injuries due to shark attacks at Bondi Beach in Sydney. The incident provoked significant public outrage in Australia at the time and prompted calls for governmental intervention. In their response, the New South Wales government had initiated a shark eradication program that included the installation of shark nets, the deployment of patrols and the offering of bounties for shark carcasses. Consequently, hundreds of sharks were exterminated, but many more were actually repelled from these coastal waters.

Following our time in Melbourne, we proceeded to Sydney and ultimately made our final stop in Brisbane, where we remained for several weeks to address the ongoing issues with the generators. A senior engineer from Bibby Line had flown in to assist the chief engineer, who had been so overwhelmed by the pressures of his role and had fallen ill with stress.

Prior to our departure from Brisbane, the captain began receiving numerous requests from former passengers seeking a return trip home. Many of these individuals had never really intended to settle in Australia and were only on board for the voyage. These requests were declined and led to the establishment of a temporary camp for them, and in the interim, we departed Brisbane without any passengers.

The return journey was predominantly uneventful; however, we encountered ongoing issues with the generators. Modifications were implemented based on my initial recommendations to the stressed-out chief engineer, and I am pleased to report that these changes were indeed a step in the right direction.

The five weeks crossing the Indian Ocean had been lonely and uneventful. Only once had the ship’s engines been in neutral, this was to pick up an unoccupied life jacket drifting freely with the ocean current. There was no name on it and not a single ship had been sighted, so whether the jacket had been occupied at some time or it simply fell from the deck of a vessel, I never found out.

Once entering the Red Sea and in the narrows heading to Suez, several ships were sighted, and extra lookouts were then posted forward to keep a weather eye open for small fishing boats. Besides the north and south traffic of the shipping lanes, vessels were crossing from both the east and west ports of this very hot and breathless seaway. Our ship seemed to be last in line for the northbound convoy and was sailing with the eastern coastline of the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, sometimes visible.

It was late afternoon, and I was alone at the stern end, lazily leaning on the ship’s rail and taking in the sights and activities on the sea going on around me. A small coastal dhow was astern of us, probably crossing from Port Sudan to Jeddah, with pilgrims for Mecca. The deck was crowded with passengers, and hanging from the rigging appeared to be various types of food, including what looked like a vast amount of vegetables. Cooking pots were sitting on open fires built on the decking, containing food, presumably for the evening meal.

Suddenly, the sky clouded over, not a common experience in this part of the world, and for a short period of time, the sun was almost blotted out, and I expected a monsoon thunderstorm. With this cloud came a buzzing sound, one that I had not heard before. The cloud was moving fast, too fast for a natural cloud formation, and it was also directional and seemed to be heading towards the passenger ferry astern of us.

No one else on the ship was aware of this drama unfolding behind, as I stood alone watching the cloud descend and settle on the unfortunate ship, from stem to stern. I didn’t realise the magnitude of the situation, nor imagine in my wildest nightmare the tragic consequences which were to follow. The shadow cast over a large section of the sea had been caused by a swarm of desert locusts, probably the oldest and most dangerous migratory pests.

They seemed to have been attracted to the dhow by the food hanging around the ship’s decks and rigging and possibly even deck cargo. The volume of the swarm was so vast that it was later suggested that their combined weight could have been 10,000 tons. Needless to say, with that extra load landing on the fully laden vessel, only catastrophe could result. In a matter of what seemed a few seconds, the ship sank before my unbelieving eyes.

Here were God-fearing people on their way to pay homage to the holy shrine of Mohammed, literally wiped from the face of the sea by one of nature’s historic and repeating events. Sadly, it appeared that only a few survivors were able to make it out to the shore, and some were also attacked by sharks as they tried to swim to the beaches.

This was a most sobering experience, and I was helpless to do anything about it.

MS Somersetshire finally arrived back in Liverpool at the end of March, docking at the West Float, which is part of the Birkenhead Docks Complex. After disembarking from the voyage, all engineers were interviewed by the superintendent engineer. When it was my turn, I was humorously referred to as the “letter writer”.

I was initially puzzled by this remark until he produced my letter that I had discarded overboard in the bottle between Malta and Alexandria. It had been retrieved from a beach in Messinia Southern Greece, in December and subsequently mailed to Liverpool, arriving at Bibby’s offices in early January—approximately six weeks after I had thrown it into the sea. In those times, air mail was not significantly faster; even in 1991, it took five weeks for a letter to travel by air from Sarawak!

Mr Snowdon, the superintendent engineer, informed me that Sir Harold was not pleased with my correspondence and insisted that I leave the company immediately (actually, I was told to “Pay up and Piss off!”). However, before my departure, Snowdon benevolently suggested that I meet with the superintendent engineer at Shaw Savile & Albion Line, where he believed there might be a position for me.





Chapter 5 West Africa, 1949/1951

Indeed, there was a position available, and I subsequently joined the MV Wairangi, which operated along the West Coast of Africa. MV Wairangi was 13,478 registered tonnage built by Harland & Wolf in 1943 and launched as “Empire Grace” under the Ministry of War Transport. The original Wairangi had been torpedoed and sunk in the Pedestal Convoy to Malta in 1942, and Empire Grace was renamed; fittingly, this Wairangi took part in the Normandy landings on D-Day.

British West Africa, surrounded by French West Africa to the North, East and West, had been established largely due to the advocacy of one Fowell Buxton, who was another of the great emancipators and a prominent figure in the movement to abolish the Atlantic slave trade. He believed that to effectively end this barbaric practice, it was essential for Britain to exert control over the West African coastline. This region collectively referred to the various British settlements along the West African coast prior to their independence.

Among these colonial communities were the colonies of Sierra Leone and its dependencies, the British West African territories and the British West African settlements. Throughout the nineteenth century, Great Britain maintained varying degrees of control over these territories. As the 1960s progressed, however, these colonies transitioned into independent nations, which included The Gambia, Sierra Leone, Ghana and Nigeria. Notably, the first country in sub-Saharan Africa to gain independence was the Gold Coast, which became Ghana, in 1957.

I left the MV Wairangi mid-1949, and after spending a few days leave with Jeannie and seeing my parents, I signed on with Elder Dempster as 3rd engineer on the MV Sumila, initially bound for Lagos in Nigeria and then across to Dakar in the French colony of Senegal.

It was an uneventful trip out, calling at the Canary Islands, Dakar, Monrovia in Liberia, which had been established as a sanctuary for returned slaves from America, 100 years before, and then to Accra in Ghana. We then sailed to Takoradi, also in Ghana, and on to Lagos.

The trip took about 10 days.

One hundred years ago, this whole area was still the centre of the old slave and gold coast, which stretched from Aneho in the French Protectorate of Togo through Ouidah in Benin and finally to Lagos.

The MS Sulima was a relatively small ship of 4300 tons, a single screw engine, driven by direct shaft by a four-cylinder Doxford diesel engine. The Doxford Marine Engine, at that time, in the marine engine world, was the Rolls-Royce of ship engines, and it literally ran like a sewing machine. This was quite a small engine and engine room but very well laid out and compact.

There were cargo holds and passenger accommodation for 10/12 people in cabin class. I say cabin class because once we got on the coast, after working cargo, awnings were erected, and many deck passengers, probably over 200 locals, joined the voyage on deck.

Upon my arrival in Lagos, I transferred to the MV Knowlton and officially joined as the 3rd engineer officer under the command of Captain Dosson. The SS Knowlton, along with her sister ship the SS Oxford, could be aptly described as “coffin ships”, a term that was used to describe ships to America, carrying Irish immigrants escaping the Irish Famine but reflects their unsuitability for the task at hand. Originally launched in 1904 for trade on the Canadian Great Lakes, these vessels were later acquired by Elder Dempster from Canada and sailed across the Atlantic to Lagos to enhance the coastal tramping fleet.

Given its origins, the SS Knowlton was most ill-suited for the hot climate of the equator, having been designed for the colder conditions of the Canadian Great Lakes. The ship featured a forward bridge and an engine room located at the aft, with a single hold designed for bulk cargo transport between the two sections. With a gross tonnage of approximately 1,500 tons, her maximum speed ranged from four to eight knots, contingent upon tidal and wind conditions.

The coal bunker utilised locally sourced coal, which was of substandard quality and posed challenges in maintaining speed. Steam was generated by two single-ended boilers, each equipped with three fires, powering a triple expansion steam engine. In their prime, these vessels were likely quite remarkable; however, 45 years of service had taken a toll on their condition.

The primary function of this coastal tramping fleet was to navigate the creeks inaccessible to larger liners due to shallow waters, transporting various cargoes back to Lagos, including coffee, groundnuts, timber, logs for transhipment and coal for the local power station. Additionally, the ship accommodated deck passengers and vehicles.

During my time with the coastal fleet, we rarely had time off between trips. Despite being tied up alongside the liners in the coastal ports, we were considered the lesser crew and were not permitted on board for even a cold drink or a shower. Our route spanned from the north to Takoradi in Ghana, along the Niger Delta to Burutu and Warri and on to the south to Port Harcourt in the Rivers State of Nigeria. We even journeyed to Luanda in Angola, where we loaded gold, apples and bananas. Along the way back, we also made stops at other trading posts such as Sapele in the delta for timber, Calabar on the border with Cameroon and Victoria Island, Lagos, each with its own rich history.

Strange things could happen up-country, and witchcraft, or Juju, was very popular. Juju is a spiritual leaning by the people of Nigeria, Benin, Togo, Ghana, Congo/Angola and Cameroon. The term has been applied to traditional African religions and incorporated objects such as amulets and spells all used in spiritual practices and blood sacrifices.

In the areas near Warri and Barutu, the Bitts men, who were local Africans dressed in leopard skins and often heavily under the influence of drugs. They were known to be dangerous and were involved in many criminal activities, including kidnapping, and were even available as hired killers. Many of these leopard men were eventually apprehended
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