Memoryscape Dockers: Slice of Reality excerpt: AS Ellis, Samuel Knight, Charles Beck, Pat O’Driscoll

AS Ellis

We used to teach them every part of ship from the truck at the top of the mast, right down to the keel.  Those were all the decks and naming them and explaining what these decks are called, main decks, haul-up decks and so on.  And we had to teach them the skills that were necessary for them to know to operate when they're down the hold of the ship because, whilst you've got a square opening known as the hatch, once you got down there and worked further and up back, it could be anything up to 30 foot underneath there.  Now the cargo had to be made up, it was either brought out by means of rollers and things like that, there was no fork lifts then, or it was hauled out by the cranes.  So all these things had to be taught to these men.  Down the hold they'd break up into four separate pairs, there was usually eight down the hold, and you work round the clock.  So there's 2 there, 2 there, 2 there, 2 there.

Samuel Knight

You would make up your square, or you would work side and side mainly because you need somebody on the square and need the others carrying away.  So you would then make it large enough to take a set in comfort and then you would land on top of that, this would be 3 or 4 bags high, so as you could then comfortably get that bag stood up onto your shoulder and you would hump it then on your shoulder and carry it in, run it in, underneath and stow from the bulk head at the end of the hold where you were working and you would then start to stow.  

Charles Beck

But then the bananas come in, that was another bit of fun.  Fun there again because there'd be big old rude dockers… and what used to make me laugh they would be scared of spiders and things like that.  And the bloke used to come along with a bit of straw and a big old bruiser bloke running up the dock and the bloke is chasing them with a bit of straw like he had a spider. It used to be silly stuff like that. Used to make the world go round though.

Anthrax and all that sort of stuff was very, whatsaname, in those days cause that used to come off the pelts.  The animals they used to have the pelts come over that used to be turned into leather eventually.  And they used to be dirty and wet, and anthrax was just used to be patches all over your arm.  And they used to have notices up all over about that... anthrax... we always used to have plenty of laughs though.

Pat O’ Driscoll, barge mate
Stowing bags, stowing timber and so forth.  Well we often had to be able to do things like that simply because if we'd left it to the gang there'd have been places in the hold which they'd said were inaccessible, there's nothing in at all, which meant that the cargo was not safely loaded or we couldn't load the assigned quantity because they'd been leaving too many holes underneath.  So come lunchtime or after they'd all gone home we often had to see if we could undo some of the mess and put cargo in places where a bloomin great gang of blomin great blokes had said they couldn't get it there, just the two of us.  

Next day, Wednesday 11th March we weren't wanted, one quay crane was fully occupied and the other was out of action, a docker had driven it along the quay with the jib up and it had hit a mooring wire. Typical.  
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