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As you will read in the Chairman’s notes, Trustees met 
recently to streamline the organisation of the Trust’s 
management with team leaders appointed for a variety of 
areas. This gives a better structure to the Trust’s business 
and makes Trustees more accountable for their activities.

You will also read that we are facing a major challenge 
with the future of the ship. We really are in a make or 
break situation as we have to move the ship from her long 
term berth within the next few months. You will have received a separate appeal letter 
and form with this newsletter, so I won’t add more to it other than to ask that you read 
the letter and do what you can to help – if you can. If you know of any funding avenue 
we may not have explored, please let us know urgently; we must not fail!

On a more lighthearted note – not that the journey was lighthearted in the least – 
elsewhere within these pages you will find the final part of my late father’s wartime 
convoy trip from Trinidad to England via New York. As a child, I don’t remember him 
ever mentioning the trip to me other than he came across from his home in Barbados 
on a convoy. I read this some years after his death and was saddened that he had 
not told me more. However, luckily a trawl around the worldwide web produced a 
photograph of the very tanker he travelled on. That is a real bonus for me personally.

We also have an article from member John Cooper telling the story when he and his 
brother purchased a Burrell steam tractor and then driving it home, a major adventure 
in itself. I am hopeful that John will write more for us in due course. The engine itself 
now lives not ten miles from me, and is a regular attendee at steam rallies in the south-
east. A few years ago, when in a previous ownership, it completed a non-stop run from 
John o’Groats to Lands End, so it has certainly covered some miles in preservation, 
never mind in its working life. 

I seem to have quite a lot of material for this issue, which is good, but I am always 
on the lookout for more articles that will be of interest to members. I have a few in 
stock but I would welcome more from any of you who feel able to put pen to paper, or 
fingers to keyboard (pictures would help too!) and let me have something. It doesn’t 
have to be maritime though a historical transport related theme would be good.

Finally, recently I made a very interesting visit to see the buildings at the long-closed 
Crumlin Navigation Colliery in South Wales and was told by my lady guide Vera that all 
the steam coal went to the Royal Navy in the First World War, hence the ‘Navigation’ 
part of the name. Clearly there were other collieries that did the same but she was very 
proud of that fact. 

Brian Gooding

Editor’s Ramblings. . . . 

COVER PICTURES: FRONT: A peaceful moment for SS Freshspring, tied up in Bristol’s Floating 
Harbour during her early preservation years. 
BACK: A fine view of the ship at Callow Pill back in 1982. Courtesy Chris Allen
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Trustees have been busy over the summer, laying the ground for the move to Bideford. 
We met in August to plan ahead and to consider the structure of the Trust. It was 
decided that we should set up sub-groups to manage the Trust more efficiently by 
allocating particular tasks to Trustees or members. Each group leader has provided a 
report in this issue of the newsletter to keep you informed. This system is working well 
with us all focussing on our own areas of work. Clearly as we progress we will need to 
build expertise and bring in new people to advise or even take over. Ideally we would 
like to see members engaging with the groups. If you would like to contribute to any 
group, we would be pleased to hear from you.

The main thrust now is to move the ship from Callow Pill. She cannot stay there 
beyond the summer of next year and with Bideford keen to see her, we must make the 
move happen. Our Fundraising sub-group members are working hard to build their 
own capacity and to be as effective as possible at raising money. We have also decided 
that we should bring in professional help to help us raise the £150,000 required to get 
SS Freshspring to Bideford. We are also appealing to you, our members. The ship is 
yours and we do need your help to get her moved to safety. There may be many ways 
you can help so don’t hesitate to make contact if you feel you can help in some way. 
For example, a member has recently made arrangements for subsidised paint for the 
ship, which is a major contribution.

As Lead Member of the education sub-group, I have written a separate piece on 
that subject. However, I will say that maritime education is a key objective of the Trust 
and Trustees are committed to ensuring that we progress this work in the Bideford 
area, even before the ship arrives. It shows that we actually do what we say we do. I 
am delighted to say that we have formed sound relationships with Wings, a Bideford 
Charity supporting disabled and disadvantaged young people, The Bideford Sea Cadets 
and The Merchant Navy Association to promote maritime careers.

A major issue facing the maritime sector is that of recruitment and this is an area 
which we focus on. In a recent Nautilus survey of 400 people, 70% said they would 
recommend seafaring as a career and some 64% of those who left the sea stated that 
experience at sea was instrumental in gaining a shoreside job. Only 30% said they 
found out about seafaring jobs through career advisors or through school.

Trustees continue to provide talks to promote the project and I recently gave a 
talk to Bideford town Council, which was well received, and in November I speak to 
Northam Town Council. These local talks are good for gaining support and raising our 
profile in the area. Indeed, the last talk raised £3,000 from Devon County Council. I am 
aware that moving SS Freshspring to Bideford takes her further away from some of 
you, but it is very important that she moves to a permanent base as this opens many 
funding doors and gives her a future.

I would like to thank those members who are renewing their subscriptions, and at 
the same time making donations. This helps the Trust enormously and demonstrates 
the real commitment to this project shown by members.

John Puddy

From the Treasurer
During the last period, although there has been little financial activity, the funds in our 
account are increasing steadily. This is much due to the generosity of our members who 
seem to pay over the standard subscription rate.

I am still working with a very helpful neighbour on the Paxton accounting package. 
Once we get it sorted, I am sure it will be an asset to the Trust as it will be quite 
capable of dealing with the complexities of an expanding charity. We have managed 
to get the year end dates more or less in line by sending our data back to them to be 
adjusted as it was not possible to do that any other way. Now that has been done we 
can move forward.

Wendy Lo-Vel 

Bideford Report
With the SS Freshspring due to arrive in Bideford in late spring/early summer 2016, 
we have started to build on Trustee’s early work in preparing the way, politically, 
educationally, and with businesses and the public alike.  

The Trust has raised awareness with District and local councillors with a briefing 
document having been sent to all Torridge District Councillors and all Bideford Town 
Councillors. In this regard, a presentation has recently been made to Bideford Town 
Council at a Council Meeting held at Bideford College, Bideford’s Secondary School. 
It directly resulted in the garnering of support from a local Devon County Councillor 
who not only gave us a grant of £3,000 but also has agreed to spread the word about 
the ship and the Trust among his colleagues at County Hall. This includes championing 
our cause with the Cabinet Member for Education, hopefully allowing us to make a 
presentation to him to inform him of our proposals and aspirations.

More locally, I am in the process of arranging as many meetings as possible with 
prominent Town and District Councillors in order that we can brief them further on 
a one on one basis to ensure that they are as fully on board as possible and that 
outstanding concerns and issues are addressed. This is vitally important to ensure that 
there are no misapprehensions as to our intent for the ship and our aspirations for the 
Trust long term.

In addition to meeting the County Councillor at the Town Council briefing, a Trustee  
met with the Headmaster of Bideford College who was extremely keen to explore the 
opportunities for maritime studies and careers for his students. A contact has been 
arranged between the Head and the London Nautical School with a healthy ongoing 
dialogue. To support this, I will be seeking to arrange for briefings with our local 
independent school, Kingsley School, and our further education college, Petroc, based 
in Barnstaple.

As John Puddy has reported in his Education Report, the engineering project for 
primary aged children is being prepared and will be tested in a local primary school 

Chairman’s Letter
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prior to being rolled out to other local primaries in due course. We have contacts with 
all the primary schools in the area and will approach them to brief them on the ship, 
Trust and project when appropriate.

With regard to local business, we have joined the Chamber of Commerce and a 
presentation has been made to them. Other local business groups will be approached 
and as many presentations as possible made to them to gain their support.

One aspect of this will be for me to approach local joinery and carpentry businesses 
to obtain interest in, and quotes for, the new wooden bridge structure for Freshspring 
to be installed on the ship shortly after she arrives in Bideford. This will hopefully 
ensure good local publicity and support and will show the potential benefits to the 
local economy of having the ship here.

John Puddy has previously talked about the links with the Bideford Sea Cadets, the 
local young people’s charity, Wings, and the local engineering company Whiteland 
Engineering Ltd. All of these links, together with those on the educational front, will 
be very important in our public perception and we are therefore looking to feed stories 
to the local and regional press which will inform in a positive way of the imminent 
arrival of the ship and our aims and objectives. I am arranging to meet the appropriate 
editors and reporters to start building a relationship with them hopefully making the 
dissemination of information regarding the Ship and Trust easier. On 24th October, 
we have a Saturday Slot on Radio Devon from 9.00am to 10.00am, which is another 
positive media opportunity.

There is a lot of work to be done in Bideford to ensure that the ship’s arrival is 
welcomed by all and that we start the relationship between the Trust and the Town in 
the right way. But as Stephen Attenborough, The Trust Secretary noted after a recent 
visit to Bideford, there is already considerable good will and welcome for the project. 
We need to build on that!     

Stephen Corliss

Membership
It’s been a quiet period for new members though there have been a number of 
renewals which continue to come in. We have only had three new members since the 
last newsletter and we welcome then on board. We do, however, need a lot more 
members and giving leaflets to your friends and acquaintances is a good way to do 
that. If you need more leaflets, let one of us know and we will send you some.

Brian Gooding

New Members – welcome
David & Vivienne Hubbard Basingstoke, Hampshire
Glyn Shearman  Ebbw Vale
Geoffrey Hocking  Bideford 
Mr G A Dezart  Bideford

Shipboard Activity 
Summer/Autumn 2015

The regular volunteers have been busy each weekend on the ship, and have been on 
site, as required, during the week to escort visitors.

The major task we undertook recently was to move the ship out of the pill and out 
into the river, alongside the stone quay. Although not desirable, this was necessitated 
by a reorganisation of Fred Larkham’s business which meant that his Lightship has to 
go into the pill to free up his commercial quay for other works. A pair of barges are 
sunk where Freshspring used to lie (a few yards downstream of the quay) and offer 
some protection from the Bore and tides. The only problem in the move was some 
damage to the rails around the Navigation Deck. I will have to make a pipe bender to 
straighten them (unless someone can lend or donate one!).

We have attempted to improve the 
trim of the ship by judiciously moving 
heavy equipment and ropes around 
in the tanks. Unfortunately this has 
been partially offset by the discovery 
of worm in the timbers stored in the 
port tank. The timbers have had to be 
disposed of.

Right: Moving the ship out of the Pill.

Below: SS Freshspring, back on the river.
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When weather and time have permitted, we have been prepping and painting the 
upperworks to make the ship more presentable. The first coat has been put on three 
sides of the galley and the outer bulwarks have been painted likewise down to the sheer 
strake. Starting at the stern, we have worked forwards P and S as far as the boiler room.

We have removed the burner assy from the central furnace and dropped it onto 
the plates. At first sight, there does not seem to be any unexpected problem. We 
have further work to do before taking thicknesses. More of the boiler shell has been 
exposed, and again no major surprises.

Other jobs have included racking up the tools donated at the AGM and measuring 
the existing steelwork base for the wheelhouse, for tender use.

 In September, the ship was open on National Heritage Weekend and we had over 
70 visitors to show around. Beforehand we had a general tidy up and increased security 
on board. Apart from the water tanks, all hatches and doors are now lockable.

Other visits to the ship which have required volunteer assistance have included:
• Simon Sawers, Chairman, and his colleague Alastair from SS Explorer. They were 
very pleasantly surprised at how good the general condition of the ship is and have 
offered us some surplus paint – of course, we will take them up on the offer! (The SS 
Explorer was a fisheries research trawler, built in Aberdeen and is now in the hands of 
a preservation society at Leith, in Edinburgh. – Ed.)
• Two visits from lecturers and students from UWE in Bristol (The University of The West 
of England). We are finalising mutually beneficial projects for students to undertake as 
part of their degree courses.

Personally, I am spending much time on the ‘Schools Box Project’, which I am sure JP 
will elaborate on elsewhere.

We have planned dry docking at Sharpness for next spring, and have Naval 
Architect, Ultrasonics, Blast Cleaning and Overplating lined up. 

This is all sadly funding 
dependant, but we do 
need to overplate the 
weakest parts of the  
hull ASAP.

We still need 
volunteers on board to 
help with painting but 
it is now getting very 
weather dependant. If 
you feel that you can 
help, please contact me  
in advance.

John Austin
john.austin@

ssfreshspring.co.uk
07967 114 346

Alastair and Simon from the SS Explorer, with our own John 
Austin during their visit to Freshspring.

Education report
This year, the Trust has been very active in furthering its education aspirations. The work 
with the University of The West of England (UWE) is continuing well on several fronts.

We now have funding via the University to create an engineering project for Primary 
age children. The project is based on a hand-turned air pump which supplies air via a 
manifold to a range of experiments, all linked to the curriculum. After working through 
the experiments, children will be able to connect the pump to a small air engine which 
will demonstrate how a steam engine works. This links the project to SS Freshspring. 
Children will then able to visit the ship with some understanding of how it works. This 
project is supported by Whitelands Engineers in Bideford as a partner.

The Trust is also engaging in a project with UWE second year students. They are 
visiting the ship and looking at conversion options. This is a very good project for the 
Trust as we will get high quality input from lecturers and students which will influence 
the final layout of the accommodation. They are also looking at fuel efficiency. An 
interesting spin off is that the career aspirations of students will be broadened and 
some may consider entering the maritime sector, which is a major object of the Trust.

We have three Trustees focussed on education, Graham Mimms, Stephen Corless 
and myself. We also have an education panel, made up of school teachers, to ensure 
we remain tuned in to current education requirements. Our job is to make sure that 
the Trust is as active as possible in mainstream education and that we provide support 
and advice to promote careers in the maritime sector. We provide talks to promote 
this work and are building working relationships with schools such as London Nautical 
School and Bideford College to enhance maritime education and career opportunities.

The work we do in education has provided a sound footing for the Trust and, in 
Bideford particularly, it demonstrates that the Trust is active even before the ship 
arrives. Most funders also like to see how a Trust impacts on education and career 
opportunities.

Lord Attlee and I attended 
the VIP open day at London 
Nautical School on 2nd June. 
This was a very illuminating 
experience and we learnt 
considerably about how 
maritime education could 
be developed, particularly 
in Bideford. Of significant 
interest was the ship simulation 
equipment which provided very 
realistic navigation exercises for 
students and was very popular. 
It is the intention of the Trust 
to fit similar equipment to 

Society Chairman, John Puddy, and Society Patron, Lord 
Attlee, at the London Nautical School’s VIP open day.
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the bridge of SS Freshpring as an educational resource. Of particular note was the 
politeness and focus of students, all of whom had a very sound career plan. We are 
delighted to have formed such a sound link with a pioneering state school. 

A further key education element is a sound partnership with Wings, a Bideford 
project which works to help young people become employable. The support is provided 
for both able and disabled young people. We are proud to have forged this link as, 
when Freshspring is in Bideford, she will be an integral part of the project, providing 
opportunities for young people to engage in maritime projects and engineering on a 
real ship.

John Puddy

From the Archives
Members may not realise that the ‘archives’ for Freshspring not only contains paperwork 
including logs, drawings, boiler reports and photographs, but also covers the various 
items not currently aboard the ship, including our fantastic 1:32 scale model. 

The archive also includes various brass items removed for safekeeping many years 
ago by John Richards. Members will, I’m sure, enjoy seeing some photographs of a 
selection of items including the ship’s hooter (this is in adition to the one from a sister 
ship currently on loan from the ps Medway Queen), the maker’s plates, comprising 
both the one from the front of the bridge and the engine room plate (of which we’ve 
had a copy cast in aluminum to put on display). 

Also, much bridge equipment still exists, the binnacle, which was ceiling mounted, a 
selection of ship’s lamps and various smaller plates, including some formerly mounted 
on doors and electrical equipment. In addition, the ship’s bell is also with us, as you’ll 

Attendees at the London Nautical School’s VIP open day.

already have seen in previous photographs. 
These items, as with the rest of the archive, can be used for publicity. Indeed, the 

ship’s bell was in situ for the recent Heritage open day. I’m sure you’ll appreciate seeing 
these photographs and knowing these parts have not been lost or stolen and can be 
replaced onboard when felt appropriate and safe.

Mark Rozelaar

The ship’s hooter. The builder’s plates from the engine room and 
the front of the bridge.

Some of the ship’s lamps.The ceiling mounted binnacle.
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Fundraising Report
Since being granted a long-term berth in Bideford, the fundraising team has been 
working hard to push forward with making a major bid the Heritage Lottery Fund 
(HLF) a previous sticking point being their requirement for SS Freshspring to have this 
guarantee of a berth before they would consider an application from us. Our initial 
draft came in at almost 24,000 words, but with the wonders of online collaboration, 
the team were able to half this before handing it over to our HLF consultant who will 
refine it further and advise where it needs improvements.

In October, I attended a very useful fundraising training day in Basingstoke, held by 
the Institute of Fundraising and subsidised by HLF, where we learnt about creating a 
case for fundraising that can be used when appealing for grants. Later in the month, 
John Puddy and I will be attending the Maritime Heritage Trust conference in Liverpool 
and the workshops they are providing this year are all based on fundraising, so it 
should prove to be another very useful day for us.

As you will have read elsewhere in this newsletter, there is now a very real deadline 
of Summer 2016 to move SS Freshspring from her current berth at Newnham, 
Gloucestershire to Bideford. Ideally we would be successful with our HLF bid on the first 
application, covering the costs of the move, surveying and drydock work. Unfortunately 
HLF can appear to move quite slowly when considering such large applications (circa 
£3.8M) and we have been warned that even an excellent bid can be turned down when 
it comes up for appraisal just because there happens to be a slightly more worthy bid 
submitted at the same time or they have spent their budget for that month.

With this in mind, we are investigating potential funders who will grant smaller 
quantities of cash to enable us to move SS Freshspring to Bideford. This will ensure she 
is saved while we secure the funding for the full restoration and returning to steam.

The project will see SS Freshspring towed from her berth at Newnham to the drydock 
at Sharpness where the hull will be high pressure washed, surveyed for thickness before 
having plates welded over thin sections and painted. After being surveyed by the MCA, 
she will be clear to be towed out to the Bristol channel and Bideford.

The survey work will also be invaluable when we come to the full restoration as 
the hull has not been fully inspected since being sold out of service, meaning that at 
present we do not know how much of the hull plating will need to be replaced before 
we can go steaming around the UK. 

We are indebited to you, our members, for your ongoing support. One member 
has kindly donated £10,000 to cover the cost of towage to Bideford. We have 
recently gained a grant from Devon County Council of £3,000 to prepare Freshspring 
for the tow and £3,250 from the University of The West of England for us to produce 
an engineering project for primary aged children school. In addition, a grant 
application has recently been placed with the PRISM fund from Arts Council England 
for £20,000 contributing to drydock costs. We estimate that the project to bring 
SS Freshspring to Bideford will cost £150,000, so there is some way to go, so your 
support is vital and we hope that members will rise to the challenge and support the 
appeal in this Newsletter.

Stephen Attenborough
stephen.attenborough@ssfreshspring.co.uk

Chairman John Puddy presents Douglas May JP, Chairman of the Bristol & District Branch of 
The Merchant Navy Association, with a framed picture of SS Freshspring in recognition of their 
support as well as future collaboration.

Despite our current challenges with fund raising, things could be worse for SS Freshspring. . . but 
we really do not want to get this far!
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Adventures with a Burrell Steam Tractor

Member John Cooper and his brother bought a Burrell tractor in the 1960s and 
here began a series of adventures with what is now a well known, and well 
travelled engine.

This story really starts in about 1945 when, after travelling down the Combpyne 
branch to go to Axminster Scouts one Friday evening, we – my twin brother Alan 
and I – were surprised on getting out of the train to see a lot of light over the 
back of Axminster and to hear a noise which we didn’t recognise. With little time 
to spare before the start of Scouts, we went up to the cattle market area and 
found to our surprise a travelling fair in full swing and the whole set-up appeared 
to be powered by two traction engines, a big one and a much smaller one, both 
working generating. It was an exciting experience to stand right beside them while 
they were hard at work, emitting the usual marvellous sounds and smells of hot oil 
and smoke and to feel the warmth from the engines. This must have been the first 
fair to visit Axminster since the beginning of World War II. Their smoke would have 
been rising high.

Fast forward ten years when we started our three year engineering apprenticeships 
at Crewe Locomotive Works. During our time at Crewe, whilst out cycling, we came 
across the tracks of two ploughing engines which we followed and found they were 
being used to dredge the lake of Oulton Park, which would have been in preparation 
for the race track, I guess. During this time we started looking for small traction 
engines, like Foster Wellington Tractors, one of which we found being used for soil 
sterilisation near Crewe. 

At this time, traction engines were being cut up throughout the country.  We did 
not find anything suitable and I must have travelled and tramped many miles in the 
south of England by train and bicycle following leads to engines which did not prove to 
be suitable for us or “gone forever”.    

However, my brother and I attended a traction engine rally near Taunton in the 
summer of 1966 and on entering the rally through the car park, we found an engine 
strangely stopped and found that it was dead but unattended so while we were 
taking a quick look inside the smokebox, a man came up behind us and said “Are you 
interested, do you want to buy one?”. After getting over our shock at being caught 
red-handed touching somebody’s engine, we replied “Yes, we were actually looking for 
a Foster Wellington tractor”, and he said “You don’t want one of those, a Burrell 5-ton 
tractor is much stronger and I have one that I want to sell”. How glad I am that we 
took him seriously. His name was Fred Payne.

Fred and his family were very good to us in our endeavours. They lived in real 
country, down the back of Smeatharpe Airfield as I thought of it but actually it was 
very close to Middleton Barton where Dennis Chappell lived who also owned a Burrell, 
I believe. 

When we went to view Fred’s engine (Burrell Gold Medal tractor No.3245, Reg. 
AH54), we found that it was still regularly used for timber pulling and sawbench work 
but was very worn out. Thinking that we were locomotive engineers who should be 
able to eventually repair it, we decided to buy it. The first photo shows the engine 
at work for her first owners (C&G Yeoman’s of Canterbury) as pictured in a Burrell 
publicity booklet of 1922, twelve years after she was built.

Incidentally, the forlorn engine in the car park had dropped a fuseable plug, we 
found out later, so their mishap was our gain. At the time the acquisition of the tractor 
was taking place, I was working in London and we were lucky enough to find a market 
garden in Teignmouth, Devon where we could keep it after driving it the forty miles 
from Smeatharpe to Teignmouth. 

This journey was not without incident! I only had a little previous experience of 
driving an engine but felt fairly confident. However, our first attempt at this journey 
ended almost in disaster because I broke one of the most important rules of driving 
anything and that is to practise stopping it. To my horror, when I pulled back the 
reversing lever (to slow it down), nothing happened and we ran off the road on a 
gradual slope and into a ditch. 

A late close friend of mine used to call the reversing lever the “Oh Christ” lever 
(Lord John Gretton said it as it was). All the other engines I had driven previously had 
stopped when put into reverse. 

AH54 in Burrell’s catalogue c.1922.
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I did not know the reason for my stupid mistake until I was a long way through the 
massive rebuilding of the engine many years later when I found that the slide valves 
should have been held on their faces by springs, one for each valve, but the springs 
had become worn through. The valves were therefore able to fall off their faces and so 
there was no compression when I put it in reverse and that’s why we didn’t stop. 

Very luckily, the engine did not turn over and after walking back, we were able 
to get the willing help of Fred Payne to get the engine out of the ditch. He achieved 
this by putting the spuds on (pieces of large angle iron bolted to the tread of the 
back wheels to give a big grip) and drove it back up onto the road then to his home 
backwards (to limit the stress on the crumpled smokebox).

Fred Payne’s daughters were unhappy to find what damage I had done to ‘their 
engine’. The eldest daughter was used to lighting the engine up and driving it up and 
down their lane and the youngest daughter, who had not started school yet, was able 
to control the engine while her father was down in the woods on the end of the wire 
rope in the process of timber pulling. Wood was their only fuel; there was no electricity 
or piped water to ‘Valentines Cottage’, their home.

After having stiffening plates made and fitting them to the smokebox using ratchet 
drills in the middle of deep countryside, eventually, after a few months, we were ready 
for another try getting the engine home. This time Fred volunteered to steer for me all 
the way to Teignmouth which he bravely did.

After about ten miles, I felt as though somebody had stuck a knife in my back and 

AH54 as we first saw her.

twisted it but because I was worried about the rapidly approaching steep downhill into 
Honiton, I could not do anything about it. (I hasten to say that about a year and a half 
previously, through being stupid and larking about with other young engineers in our 
office seeing who could lift the most heavy gear wheels off the floor of the foyer, I had 
damaged my back and had been in mild pain ever since.) 

When we eventually got to Teignmouth at midnight, there was no time to worry 
about back pain and in fact it was not until about four days later that I realised I had 
not felt my back as I would normally have done. There were two strakes missing from 
the left hand back wheel and so progress along the road was rather a back-bone 
shattering ride and this must have enabled what I assume to have been misplaced 
ligaments to squeeze back into place. 

Not long after this painful experience and after taking water, while rolling very 
nicely along the A30, the offside back wheel was struck by an overtaking Jaguar. 
We did not stop but we overtook the Jaguar again a little further along and you 
should have seen the look on the driver’s wife’s face; not a happy bunny. The convex 
headlamp was now a concave dent. After this incident, we rolled on to our second 
water stop near Whimple.

There were two more incidents to note before we got home to Teignmouth at 
midnight. We needed water between Exeter and Dawlish but we found the stream we 
had expected to use was too far down below the road to suck the water up through 
the perished lifter hose so we struggled on to Dawlish (cycle lamps for lights) with a 

Our first water stop.
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low fire, low pressure and no water in the glass. While at this stage of the journey, 
passing through inhabited areas in the dark, we were concerned by the noise the 
engine was making because the gaps in the strakes on the back wheel were rattling 
the tin roof violently causing a loud noise all the time. Before arriving at Dawlish, we 
had been stopped by a policeman on his bicycle who told us that he had been sent to 
check on a reported Devon County steam roller being stolen. We had some difficulty 
in convincing him that it was our engine and it was NOT a steam roller but he did 
eventually ride back to Kenton.

When we got down to the middle of Dawlish town at 11pm, we were able to put 
our hose into Dawlish Water, home of the black swans. At that time of night, all that 
happened was that we were surrounded by a group of drunken sailors who wanted a 
ride. We had to stay there for more than half an hour because the fire turned out to 
be a mass of clinker which suddenly went out and by the time we had raised steam 
again, and got some very much needed water into the boiler first, then the tanks, the 
sailors had lost interest and we had a switchback ahead of us.

The engine was safely into the nursery by midnight. Later we drove back to 
Smeatharpe after a much needed wash and refreshments to take Fred home in my 
father’s car. All this was enough excitement for one day and a half!   

There are a few more journeys to describe that I have had the privilege of 
experiencing on this superb engine that I hope to relate in a future issue. 

The second water stop near Whimple.

Atlantic Passage, 1943

This is the second and final part taken from a notebook kept by Graham Gooding, the 
late father of the Editor when he travelled from his family home in Barbados to London 
on an Atlantic convoy during the Second World War.

Part one ended. . . . 
“Colder and colder grew the weather. The Gulf Stream was left behind: we entered 
the icy Labrador Current. This was marked by a raging blizzard. Snow piled up on the 
windward side of the ventilators and bulkheads: icicles festooned the rigging. In this 
guise we entered New York.”

“Our anchorage 
was off Staten 
Island. The 
collection of ships 
had the waterway 
congested: there 
was not room 
to allow for the 
swinging of the 
ships in the tide, 
and three times 
during the night 
the ship alongside 
bumped into us – 
on one occasion 
smashing our 
midships port 
lifeboat.

The following morning excitement was great. Would we be here long enough to go 
ashore? Many of the crew lived in New York, had their wives and families there. Not till 
midday was the tension eased – yes! The ship would dock at Bayonne, and the crew 
would be paid off. So we docked and paid off. Most of the crew was signed on for the 
following voyage at the same time, but those faint hearts – and there were a few – 
who did not want to face the Atlantic crossing took the opportunity to break away.

Three days we had in New York – a wonderful city indeed. At New York, I was moved 
forward, into a cabin with only the signalman. My bed was a cot, tied out by each end, 
but which still slid across the floor in rough weather!

Then away once more – again in the dead of night and out into an Atlantic fog. 
With morning, the fog rose. We could see our escort – four corvettes and two “blimps” 
– said to be the best convoy protection. This may be so for the daytime, but what 
about the nights? They cannot hear submerged U-boats as can surface craft. North-

The Esso Charleston on a convoy in 1944.
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easterly was our course, past Halifax – where we took up some more ships and two 
destroyers– and past Newfoundland, where we exchanged our four corvettes for four 
destroyers. Off Newfoundland there was the usual fog, one of the worst enemies 
of a convoy, as it makes keeping station extremely difficult and gives grave risk of a 
collision. It was amazing how well the ships did keep position simply by signalling on 
their fog horns.

In a convoy, the ships are arranged in a number of columns, all the ships being in line 
both fore and aft and abeam of each other. Each ship has a number – the number of its 
column and its position in the column. A glance at the diagram will make this clear.

Column                  1           2         3          4          5
                            11         21        31        41        51     (The rear corners, 14 & 54
Ship                     12         22        32        42        52      in the figure, are known
numbers              13         23        33        43        53      as “torpedo crossroads” or
                            14         24        34        44        54      “coffin corners”.)

By blowing the appropriate numbers in code on the fog horns, the ships are able to 
keep station in fog or on dark nights.

In the fog our engines broke down. We had ammunition ships on each side of us 
and one astern: it was God’s mercy that we did not collide with one of these – sudden 
jolts are bad for ammunition: it is apt to be temperamental stuff.  Fortunately our 
repairs did not take long, and we were again lucky in finding the convoy and regaining 
our proper position.

The fog lasted for about 48 hours. It was a trying time – nerve racking for the 
navigators who have a difficult task and a great responsibility: nerve racking for 
all other hands who are so completely helpless. Sleep is almost impossible, for the 
shattering roar of the fog horn is repeated every few minutes. One of the things I got 
to hate was the fog horn.

Clear and icy-cold weather followed the fog. The sea was a cold greenish black, so 
different from the wonderful blue of the Caribbean. One morning an iceberg drifted 
by; a marvellous sight, flashing blue and green in the crisp sunlight. It seemed a pity to 
destroy such beauty, but one of the escorting destroyers decided that it was a menace 
to shipping, and blew it up with gunfire.

About this time, too, we learned that there was a submarine following us. About 
twenty miles behind us it kept, occasionally being spotted by a plane or a blimp, but 
apparently keeping out of harm’s way. An uncomfortable feeling, it was, knowing that.

Then more fog. In the fog a second light: “What ship is that: what is your course?” 
Our signalman hastened a reply, but was rudely stopped by the sudden appearance 
alongside of a destroyer which snapped out “Stop signalling at once!” When the fog 
lifted ten minutes later, there was no ship behind us. What we had thought was one of 
our convoy, straggling, must have been a bold U-boat trying to gain information about 
the convoy. A narrow squeak!

The fine weather did not last long. Colder and colder it grew, and windier and 

windier. Off Greenland it was blowing a gale. When we turned east near Cape Farewell 
it blew a gale and a half. What seas! I thought the Cape Hatteras weather had been 
rough, but the sea here was stupendous. Waves 40 to 60 feet high lashed into a fury 
by a 70 mile an hour wind, rushed on the ship from astern. They were so large that, 
nine times out of ten, the ship could ride them easily, just one wave at a time. It was 
when one wave was passing out under the bow and another caught the stern, that the 
ship would writhe and groan and crack, protesting in every joint, or as the log book 
had it – “labour heavily”. Sometimes a breaker would curl over the poop and swirl 
along the decks; sometimes the centre decks would get a washing.

Always, of course, the well decks were under water. In fact the ship resembled 
nothing so much as a submarine. It was almost impossible to get across the “catwalk”, 
yet somehow we did – though often finishing like drowned rats, and every door on the 
ship had to be kept closed.

One evening, “Flags” and I and the junior 3rd mate were sitting in my cabin, when 
there was a tremendous crash and the ship heeled over on to her port side. The 3rd 
grabbed his lifebelt – “Torpedo,” he shouted. Cold shivers ran up and down my spine. 
Grabbing my lifebelt, I dashed after him, and Flags, who was a close second. We made 
the boat deck together. No – there was no sign of fire or smoke, but what a shambles. 
The starboard lifeboat was hanging by one davit and was squashed almost flat – the 
lifeboats were steel – the other davit had gone. The awning rail and the bridge rail 
were broken heaps of twisted metal. Two life rafts were matchwood. The “torpedo” 
was just an extra heavy sea which had crashed right over the bridge.

For eight days we steamed before a strong gale; eight days and nights of raging 
seas and bitter cold. Not until the day before we reached Ireland did the wind fall 
below gale force. At the end, we were able to take stock. We had lost two out of our 
four lifeboats and a third was stove-in; three out of the four liferafts were a shambles; 
all the railings of the after well deck had either gone over the side or lay twisted masses 
on the deck; the bridge rail and the awning rail on the starboard side were no more; 
the wooden blackout screens of the starboard poop deck were matchwood; small 
steam pipes on both well decks had been scrapped. Ten thousand dollars worth of 
damage, at least, said the Bos’un. Many other ships in the convoy had suffered even 
more – a gale is an expensive thing in a convoy.

When the weather first showed signs of storm most of us rejoiced, for, we said, the 
U-boats will not be able to attack us now. Even when on the first evening of the gale, 
we received a message, “Many enemy submarines in the immediate vicinity,” we did 
not feel unduly perturbed. But it was false security. That very evening, about dusk, 
No.54, which was straggling a few miles behind, sent out distress signals and an S.O.S. 
That was the last we heard of her. We did not sleep so well that night. Orders came 
from the Captain to sleep in our clothes – unnecessary orders, as we had been sleeping 
in our clothes ever since we left the tropics. (Incidentally, sleeping fully-dressed for four 
weeks is a not-so-refined form of torture.) The remainder of the night passed quietly.

The following night started more auspiciously, and we had hopes of a good nights 
sleep. But at 11.30 the alarm bells rang – brr-brr-brr-brr-brr – a series of short rings – 
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submarine attack. Out of bed, shoes and lifebelt on in a trice, and aft, along the narrow, 
heaving catwalk, colliding with gun crew members rushing in the opposite direction, and 
to the after lifeboats. At first we could see nothing; our main reaction was one of sheer 
annoyance at being called out of bed to stand in the freezing gale. But suddenly, some 
distance astern, a coloured light went up, then another. Then a gust of wicked, orange 
red flame – and, it seemed like minutes afterwards, a dull rumble. Then a deadly silence. 
The convoy went on. A convoy cannot stop to pick up survivors. After about half an hour, 
the all clear went. So back to bed and fitful slumber.

Brr-brr-brr – those thrice accursed alarm bells again! Out to the boats once more. 
Red rockets being fired behind us this time – the signal that another ship had been 
torpedoed. A bad night this. The rear escorting destroyer is running around in small 
circles firing flares, but does not seem to have spotted the sub. Another half-hour’s 
freezing and back to bed at last. That was enough for one night; thank Heaven the 
U-boats thought so too.

The day passed quietly. There was not much reference in conversation to the events 
of the night before. It was not pleasant, knowing that your ship was one of the largest 
in the convoy; one of the most coveted “bags” for the enemy, and that if we did get 
sunk even the surviving lifeboat could never last in the rough seas.

Night drew in. Peace tonight? Yes, it was – for the convoy as a whole. But a straggler 
had been sunk – and in sending out her S.O.S., she also gave out her course and speed 
– the course and speed of the convoy! The Commodore was hopping mad about it, but 
could not change as the gale was by now so severe that we could only run before it.

The following night was again broken – once again a ship directly astern was 
torpedoed. This time a destroyer must have spotted the submarine, for there was some 
sharp gunfire, big guns and small, with a wonderful display of tracer shells.

It was on the following night that we heard the German account of the “convoy battle 
which has now been raging in the North Atlantic for three days and nights”. Seventeen 
of us they claimed to have sunk. This seemed rather more than likely, although we could 
not be certain, for the bad weather made visibility extremely poor. On the other hand, 
we were sure that five had gone to the bottom – it seemed strange that the Germans, 
with their colossal capacity for exaggerating, were claiming only seventeen! Comparing 
the B.B.C. news and the German claims, one was led to infer that the Germans were 
multiplying actual losses by six. Perhaps the B.B.C. was doing a wee bit of division.

The remaining four or five nights passed without any further attacks on the convoy 
itself, though two more stragglers sent out S.O.Ss. – one having been attacked by a 
surface raider – “enemy warship” said the victim – only twenty miles from the convoy. 
How we prayed that the warship would not chance upon us. It would have made 
mincemeat of us.

Three nights out from Ireland, our escort was doubled, bringing the strength up to 
12 destroyers. It is a pity we couldn’t have had this protection for the whole voyage. 
About this time, too, we had Sunderland flying boats for periodic visits.

As we drew nearer to Europe, the chances of enemy attack increased. The 
Charleston was already a veteran of bombing, having survived an air raid in Casablanca 

harbour on her previous voyage, and the gun crews were eager to show their skill. But 
few planes did we see, and they all had the red, white and blue of the R.A.F.

Gradually the weather subsided, and gradually the battered remnants of the convoy 
regrouped themselves. Forty ships there were – out of the fifty-four with which we had 
started. The fate of seven we knew; had the other seven met similar disaster? We never 
found out. Perhaps some have been lucky enough to reach port safely, but the chances 
against this are high. It is a sobering thought to realise that out of fifty-four ships, ten 
or twelve were certainly lost in the fourteen days crossing; no tribute can be too high 
for the men who man these vessels, day in and day out, year after year.

At last, one grey and chilly April morning, we slipped out of the convoy, a destroyer 
alongside us. We were turning off – the rest of the convoy was bound for Glasgow and 
Liverpool; we were going to Londonderry. The grey line of Ireland slowly, oh!, so slowly, 
came into sight, then the green ( truly emerald ) fields, the bare trees, sandy beaches, 
and – down went the anchor into the muddy waters of Lough Foyle. We had brought 
the goods!

Postscript
In Merchantmen at war (HMSO 1945), there is a passage which undoubtedly refers to 
this convoy.

A Master who sailed during March said:
We had three days of fog followed by days of squalls of snow and rain. At times 

the cabins were knee deep in sea water. We ran before the gale, weather as thick as a 
hedge. I said, “There’ll be some fun if somebody heaves to and we don’t see ‘em”, and 
soon after the ship ahead did. We saw her two red lights and went hard a-starboard 
and just missed her; had to go beam-on to the sea to do it. This was about midnight, 
a thick, overcast, black night. The convoy was flattened out, partly dispersed, and we 
signalled some of the ships with Aldis to get ’em back. We hadn’t quite reached the 
middle of the Atlantic then.

Next night there was a heavy swell. I was sitting down for a couple of minutes 
about eight o’clock, when the Third Officer knocked at my door and said, “A ship’s just 
been torpedoed.” We’d some American Liberty ships in the convoy. I said, “I bet they’re 
hoping those lady welders made a good job of those ships.” A ship at the head of the 
third column had got it, but it looked as though a Corvette was alongside her……..
It was about 3am when we saw a flash and heard a bit of banging on the other wing. 
Then the leader of our wing went up with a hell of a wallop; two great columns of 
water rose about 200 feet in the air. I said, “All hands on deck.”

A torpedo came right across the convoy and missed our stern by about thirty feet. 
Next a whaler factory ship went up close by. Our radio officer thought we ourselves 
were hit, – you can’t always tell for a moment or two……. The whaler’s ammunition 
magazine kept going off, giving a bit of light; I saw one rocket shoot right up into the 
sky and coloured tracer was going up too. A ship which was on fire several cables’ 
length off lit things up a bit too……
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STEAMSHIP FRESHSPRING CLOTHING
 1/4 Zip Fleece Sweatshirt           Hoody   Polo Shirt

 £30.00              Size  ____      £24.00       Size  ____ £16.00           Size  ____

 Soft Shell          Sweatshirt    Tee Shirt

 £45.00              Size  ____      £18.00        Size  ____ £10.00           Size  ____

 Sizes:  XS, S, M, L, XL, 2XL, 3XL, 4XL

All are embroidered with the Steamship Freshspring Society logo.
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STEAMSHIP FRESHSPRING CLOTHING
By arrangement with MJM Sports of Bideford, we have arranged a range of  
Society clothing to suit all tastes.

ORDERING
You can order online at: http://mjm-sports.co.uk/steamship-freshspring-society

or by phone, using a card payment: 01237 477 757.

You may also order by post by using the form below and posting to the address below  
Please enter the number of items you require in the box below the illustrations, and the 
size on the line adjacent. If you require additional items of a different size, please note 
that in the space below marked ‘NOTES’.

Please make cheques payable to ‘MJM Sports’.

IF ORDERING BY 
POST, PLEASE SEND 
YOUR ORDER TO:

MJM Sports,  
Unit 1 Daddon Rise, 
Clovelly Road Ind Estate, 
Bideford, 
Devon. 
EX39 3HN

Name

Telephone

Card Number

Visa MastercardCARD PAYMENT

CSCExpiry Date /

Signature

Date

Address

 Post Code  

2

ANY NOTES to MJM Sports: 
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