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PREFACE

​


Those of you
who read my previous book, Time Zones, Containers and Three
Square Meals a Day, know that I had quite a few adventures
while working on container ships for six months.

During the
writing of Time Zones, it soon became clear, however, that I
wouldn’t be able to put all the stories in the book. Some stories
simply didn’t fit into the timeline, while others were left out to
keep the momentum going.

Sixteen of
those stories and anecdotes have now been collected together in
this new book, More Stories of Time Zones and Containers.
Some of the stories, like ‘Fun Ride in the Lifeboat’, ‘Hitching a
ride in Fos sur Mer’ and ‘Under Attack’, were briefly mentioned in
the Time Zones book, but are now elaborated on. Others, like
‘The Refinery’, ‘A Windy Afternoon in Piraeus’ and ‘Just like they
do on TV’ are adventures and anecdotes which have not been
mentioned before.

 


It’s not
necessary to have read my Time Zones book to be able to
enjoy this collection of stories. If, however, you keep wondering
what on earth I was doing on those container ships, I can only
advise you to get a copy of that book to find out.

 


Maria Staal

 


 


EQUATOR

​


Five pairs of
eyes were intently focused on the little screen of the GPS device,
watching as the numbers on the screen slowly ticked down to zero.
Doing this seemed a rather odd thing to do, but we had come to the
bridge of the Galactic Star that Sunday afternoon especially
to see it happen.

Outside, the
weather was fantastic - warm and sunny, with a bright blue sky and
a sea as smooth as a mirror. We were in the Karimata Strait, a
stretch of water that connects the Java Sea in Indonesia, to the
South China Sea and were on our way from Fremantle in Australia, to
Singapore.

The event that
had drawn the passengers to the bridge that afternoon was our
expected crossing of the Equator. To witness it, we had hurriedly
drunk our cups of tea and ate our pieces of Sunday cake so we could
get to the bridge before the numbers on the GPS reached zero. I had
brought my camera with me as I was planning to take a picture of
the screen when we passed the Equator.

‘You had better
keep a close eye on it,’ the second officer said, as he looked over
our shoulders at the GPS device. ‘We are moving northwards, so the
latitude for the Equator will only be displayed for about a
second.’

I nodded and
watched as the latitude ticked down from 00°04.001’S to
00°03.999’S, my camera poised for action.

‘How long
before we will actually pass the Equator?’ Anna, the Australian
passenger, asked.

After a quick
mental calculation, the second officer said, ‘At this speed, four
latitude minutes would be about twelve real minutes.’

‘Twelve
minutes! But then we don’t have to keep staring at the GPS,’ Marco,
Anna’s husband, remarked. ‘We can relax for at least another ten
minutes!’ He put his video camera down, which he had held ready for
action, and moved away from the device.

Margaret and
Bill, the English passengers, stepped back as well, but Anna and I
kept staring at the little screen for a bit longer - the numbers
ticking down steadily.

More relaxed,
Marco and Bill wandered off to the wing of the bridge. There, in
the bright sunshine, Marco took a little handheld GPS reader out of
his pocket and showed it to Bill. Anna took her eyes of the ship’s
GPS and looked at the two men through the window. After Marco had
fiddled for a bit with some of the buttons, he and Bill checked out
the readings on the little device.

‘Marco took
that thing with him on this trip, to check how it measures up to
the ship’s more accurate equipment,’ Anna said with a smile.

‘And does it?’
I asked.

‘I don’t know
really.’ She shrugged her shoulders. ‘I don’t think he has taken it
to the bridge before.’

The two men
came back inside.

‘According to
this thing we are getting really close to the Equator,’ Marco said
with a grin, holding his GPS reader in the air.

‘You are
kidding,’ Anne countered.

‘How accurate
is your reader?’ the second officer asked, holding out his hand to
have a look at it. Marco handed it to him.

‘Like the
ship’s GPS, it does degrees, minutes and seconds,’ he said, ‘but
I’m sure the ship’s GPS is far more precise.’

‘Ours gives the
minutes and seconds in decimal fractions,’ the second officer said.
‘That makes it more accurate.’

I looked at the
ship’s GPS reader and saw that we had now reached a latitude of
00°02.089’S. We were closing in on the Equator.

As the other
passengers and second officer stepped outside on to the wing of the
bridge, I stayed near the GPS and watched as the seconds ticked
down. After about five minutes the reader reached 00°00.300’S.

‘Guys!’ I
shouted through the open door. ‘It’s getting really close now. If
you want to see it, you better get in here!’

Everyone
flocked back around the GPS. Marco and I trained our cameras on the
little screen and we all held our breath. The second officer looked
at us with a slightly bemused smile on his face, but he did seem to
enjoy being part of our enthusiasm.

The seconds
ticked down on the screen and when the latitude reached 00°00.000,
we all cheered. We were on the Equator! I quickly took a picture
before the numbers started counting up again.


‘Congratulations, everyone,’ the second officer said as he started
shaking our hands. ‘You’ve crossed the Equator. Shall I take a
group photo on the wing of the bridge with the sea the Equator runs
through, in the background?’

‘Yes, great
idea,’ Margaret said, and we all made our way outside.

I looked at the
blue water. Obviously, there was no line running through it
indicating where the Equator was, but it was special to know that
we had just passed this famous line.

The second
officer took our picture, after which we went back down to the mess
for another cup of tea and an extra piece of cake to celebrate the
occasion.

On my way down,
I quickly glanced at the GPS screen and saw that we were now well
and truly in the Northern Hemisphere, with the screen already
reading 00°00.873’N.
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THE
HITCHHIKER

​


‘Good morning,’
someone said to me quietly, as if not actually wanting to disturb
me. I looked up from my book and saw Mr Reyes, dressed in a blue
overall, looking down on me with a shy smile.

I smiled back
at him. ‘Good morning to you too.’

I was sitting
on the sundeck, having a bit of a read before starting work on the
guide-book, while the Serenity River steadily made its way
north up the Red Sea towards the Suez Canal.

‘I hope I
didn’t disturb you,’ Mr Reyes said shyly.

‘Don’t worry,
you didn’t.’

‘I would like
to show you something.’

‘No problem.’ I
put my book down and got up. ‘You’re making me curious.’

I followed him
up to the wing of the bridge, from where we looked down on to the
containers on our deck.

‘Can you see
it? Down there...’ He pointed at the tops of the containers that
were the closest to the accommodation block.

Looking down, I
saw a colourful bird that was perched on the roof of a light grey
container. The bird was about the size of a seagull, but with
bright orange feathers on its chest and head. Its back and wings
were striped in bands of black and white. On its head it sported a
bright orange crest of feathers.

Although I had
never seen a bird like this before, I instantly recognised it as a
hoopoe, indigenous to the Mediterranean, Middle East and parts of
Asia, where it searches for food by sticking its long slender beak
into the soil.

‘I noticed him
sitting there this morning as I was hosing down the bridge deck,’
Mr Reyes said. ‘Isn’t he beautiful?’

‘Very
beautiful,’ I nodded. ‘I wonder why he has landed on our ship.’

‘I think he was
flying across the sea and became tired.’ We looked down at the
bird, which looked back at us with a tilt of its head.

‘He might ride
along for a few hours and then take off again,’ Mr Reyes
continued.

‘I wish we
could feed him, or give him some water,’ I said. ‘He looks all
rumpled and tired.’

‘I don’t think
we can help him,’ Mr Reyes smiled apologetically at me. ‘Even if we
were able to climb on to the containers, he would probably fly
away. Better to let him rest and regain his strength.’

‘Yeah, you’re
absolutely right.’ I watched the bird ruffle his feathers and take
a few unsteady steps. ‘Thanks for taking me up here and pointing
him out to me.’

‘You’re
welcome.’ With a wave of his hand, Mr Reyes walked back down the
stairs to continue hosing down the outside stairs.

I studied the
bird for a bit longer, and then went down the stairs as well, back
to my cabin. It was high time I did some work on the guide-book. I
found it difficult to concentrate, however. From my cabin window, I
could see the hoopoe even more closely than from the wing of the
bridge. He didn’t look very healthy and again I wished that I could
at least give him some water. The roof of the container surely was
very hot under his feet.

At lunchtime, I
went down to the officers’ mess, where Rodel ask me if I wanted
some fried rice.

As he brought
me my plate of food, I asked him, ‘Have you seen the bird on top of
the containers yet?’

‘No, but Mr
Reyes told me about it. I hear it’s very beautiful.’

‘It is,’ I
nodded. ‘I hope he will stay with us until we get a bit closer to
land again. Then he won’t have to fly as far to reach land.’

‘So this is not
a seabird?’ Rodel asked.

‘No, it’s
not.’

‘I am sure it
will be okay,’ he said with an encouraging smile.

The rest of
day, I kept checking up on the hoopoe. At one point, he made a
short flight to a container further down from the accommodation
block. I didn’t think it was a smart choice, as that container was
dark blue and therefore probably hotter underfoot than the grey
one.

As night fell,
I sat in front of my window, watching a sunset that was almost as
orange as the feathers of the hoopoe. In the fading light, I could
still see him sitting on the blue container.

When I woke up
the next morning, he was gone. I hoped he had managed to reach the
shore safely.
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FUN RIDE IN THE
LIFEBOAT

​


With a bit of a
fake smile, I looked at my neighbour who, like me, was strapped
into his seat by bright orange coloured seatbelts. He looked
exactly like I felt - sick - and I could easily imagine that this
was clearly visible on my face as well. He smiled back with a faint
smile. Soon he would have to get to work, reattaching the cables to
the boat, so that we could be winched back up - a moment I was
looking forward to immensely as I was feeling more and more
seasick.

It had looked
like fun - going for a ride in the lifeboat - but the sea had
turned out to be much rougher than it had looked from the ship, and
the waves were tossing the boat around quite a bit. On top of this,
the temperature inside the lifeboat was about 40 degrees Celsius,
and the air terribly humid. This had left me drenched in sweat. The
humidity had me fearing for my camera and I kept my fingers crossed
it would be still working once we were back on the ship.

The day had
started out a bit different from normal as the FTK Kowloon
had come to a halt in the Red Sea, instead of steaming ahead
towards the Suez Canal, as we had done in the days before. Being
too early for our scheduled place at the Suez Canal Anchorage, the
captain had decided to stop the engines and for 12 hours just drift
around, outside the busy shipping lanes, killing time.

To have
something to do while killing our time, the captain had decided to
check the lifeboats to see if everything was still in working
order. As a result they were to be winched into the sea one by one,
to have them circle the ship before winching them back up.

Having never
seen a lifeboat being winched down to the water, I decided to
watch. There was no wind and a haze hung over the sea, and although
this blocked the sunlight, it was still very warm and humid. The
haze also made it feel closed in, as if we were the only people in
the world, a feeling that was enhanced by being nowhere near land
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THE END



TIME ZONES,
CONTAINERS AND THREE SQUARE MEALS A DAY














cover.jpg
More Stories
of
Time Zones and
Containers

/I_'\

v/ J & .. [—
l Matria Staal





