
Docklands History Group meeting Wednesday 3rd October 2007
Life as a PLA Harbourmaster

By Captain Gordon Dickins who recently retired as Port of London Authority Harbour Master.

Gordon said that he started in the marine industry when he joined his first ship in the Royal Docks as a cadet
employed by P & O and Orient Lines. He ended up as a First Officer and finally left P & O in 1974. He was then
from 1974-5 employed by the Milford Haven Conservancy Board where he was involved with Port operations and
tanker oil spills. In 1975 he joined the PLA and stayed with them for 32 years.

He said he would be talking about and showing slides of the ships in the West India, the Royals and Tilbury Docks
in the 1960s because they were the docks he regularly sailed into with P & O. With the PLA he had been employed
as a duty dock master in the West India Docks until they closed and then in the Royal Docks until they closed and
then at Tilbury Docks - which luckily had not closed. He had also been for seven years a traffic controller at the
PLA’s Thames Barrier vessel traffic control centre and then a duty officer in Gravesend. After this he was a
Harbour Master in central London dealing with the upper district of the Thames, which stretches from Teddington
to Dagenham and latterly he was Harbour Master for the lower district, which stretches from Dagenham to the
estuary. The lower district, he said with tongue-in cheek is where the money is made, which the upper district spends.

Gordon worked aboard the old black cargo ships at first. His first ship, which he joined in September 1963 in the
King George V Dock, was P & O’s SS Singapore of 9,000 gross tons. It had five hatches and its own derricks and
was open to the weather up top, except for the wheelhouse. It would run between London Bremen and Le Havre
and then out to Kobe, a six months round voyage with three to four days in each port. His second ship was the
Iberia, which carried 1,500 passengers and it was on her that he met his future wife. Apprentices ran the launches,
which was great fun but they also got the grotty jobs. After No. 1 hold had been emptied of bailed rubber, they had
been sent down to sweep up the talc which had surrounded it and came back out totally white. In those days they
had about a week’s turn-around time. He appreciated this later when he was on a different vessel, as he had to court
his wife in Sidney during these periods. Their ships often passed in the middle of the Pacific!

His last ship was the Spirit of London of 18,000 g.t. which was purely a passenger ship and sailed the Caribbean
and the US West Coast. He left P & O to have a family life.

He showed a picture of the original 42,000 g. tons Oriana which carried cargo and passengers and had an after
funnel which was a dummy. Most of the P & O crews were Indian. They were very loyal. Usually the mess stewards
were from Goa. There were rarely fights between the different casts.

The type of company vessels to be found in the docks in the 1960s were e.g. Royal Mail, Cunard, New Zealand
Shipping Co., Glen Line, Palm Line, Blue Funnel, and British India Company. Gordon showed plans of the docks
as they changed over the years.

It was always busy in the Royal Docks in the 60’s. Before the docks closed down large ships were constrained to
getting in at high water. Problems arose when there were strings of barges in the way and the ships were short of
time and manoeuvring space. Each company had chosen berths. There were dolphin berths on the south side -
cranes on dolphins with a gap to work barges on the side of the ship. The King George V lock was almost Panamax,
meaning the width and length of those in the Panama Canal. Tilbury Dock is the width of the Panama Canal locks.
When there were problems with the hydraulics a bridge might get stuck halfway up or down and the fitter to repair
it would turn out to be at Tilbury, two hours away!

Gordon then ran through some Docklands’ sayings for example “keep her off the knuckle”, which referred to the
protrusion at the lock entrance. Surrey Dock in rhyming slang was pox. Red mail was registered mail. Woe betides



any officer who lost registered mail. Two Post Office officers and two people from the ship counted the bags
independently.

In the 1960s if you fell into the water you would be taken to the local hospital to be pumped out. Lightermen
suffered from overside discharges from ships, such as cooling water and sewage. Gordon recalled problems of
being in dry dock with no facilities and having to go ashore for toilets, washing etc. In those days the toilets were
in a hierarchy of “officers”, “English crew” and “others”.
Interestingly his first ship had had a full set of PLA mugs on the bridge. He had seen one in use on a tug in Kobe
and wondered how many the PLA issued and how many still survived.
P & O always gave cholera vaccinations the day before their ships sailed, often in the middle of the night, with all
the officers and crew suffering. In those days they had “choice” pilots for the river and dock. The pilot would arrive
with an assistant who would row ahead of the ship to take the lines ashore. The river pilot often arrived with a
helmsman. He remembered the Fothergill clan who were good pilots.

News cadets in the Royals had the job of going out through the wicket gate in the morning to get newspapers.
Although Gordon had tried to ascertain who wanted papers before he bought them with his own money, he found
when he came back that he always got left with a few! It was interesting that originally the dock police were set up
to stop cargo being taken out of the docks. Until 9/11 they had little interest in what was coming in. Now with the
security crack-down this had all changed.
Cadets had the job where there were mixed cargos of monitoring the water content of the air in the holds. They had
to open or close down ventilation to keep the cargo from being damaged. If there was inadequate dunnage against
the ships side and it started to sweat, damage could be caused to adjacent cargo.

hi the 1960’s barrows and little dock cranes were still in use. Scruttons was one of the main companies to have the
contract to undertake dock rigging, stevedoring and all kinds of other dock work. Unloading tea chests was
dangerous work. Many lightermen had scars from the metal banding on the chests. He showed ships with deck
cargos of cabbages and of explosives. In those days holds had movable beams, lower and upper and wooden
hatches with boards. Scruttons would often do the job of covering over the hatches. Apart from heavy lifts of things
like double deckers, Gordon and his colleagues had enjoyed exercising dogs carried on board, they also often
carried horses. He recalled an early container shipped experimentally to Australia. When it arrived, there was found
to be no crane big enough to lift it off, so the container had to be opened up and the records it contained were carried
off manually. Gordon showed a couple of cargo plans which he had prepared for different ships. Nowadays it
would all be done on the computer.

At Tilbury they used to drop their passengers at the landing stage to catch the train from Tilbury Riverside Station
and go into the dock to discharge theft cargo. Getting into Tilbury Lock was tricky as there is a contraflow in the
river at its entrance. Gordon remembered one time when he was on the Cannanore, a P & O cargo ship which was
a motor ship with steam winches and a steam whistle, but without much starting aft which is needed to start the
engine when it was switched from one direction to the other. The propeller was attached directly to the engine. The
pilot came aboard and after about twenty ahead and astern movements the Chief Engineer rang up to say they were
now so low on air and they could have one blast on the whistle or one start! Somehow, they made it through the
lock.

When he was Dock Master on duty at the lock the VHF radios were not that portable and so he had to use a whistle
to pass instructions. He showed us his old PLA whistle. Three blasts meant go astern and he had used it, for
example, when a tug was towing a ship along the lock heading straight for the lock gate and did not look like it was
going to stop!

The Glengall Cut bridge had been a high pedestrian crossing bridge. When the bridge went up they used to get
pelted with all sorts of rubbish by pedestrians and at the Manchester Road bridge and in the Royals when the road
bridges were closed for up to half an hour for ships using the locks, the dock masters and their staff had to work
through a hail of missiles from frustrated motorists.
When bulk wine was being pumped ashore there often seemed to be a pipe leak and a bucket had to be placed under
the pipe. The Dock Master had to watch out or his lock staff would disappear in the direction of the bulk wine
terminal!



Today Maersk comes to the deep-water terminals at Tilbury Riverside. As to the future, when London Gateway is
built it will continue to have a dedicated berth for aviation fuel, as well as berths for specialist large cargo vessels,
but not for passenger vessels. LNG (liquid natural gas) cargoes to Canvey were due to be resumed in the not-too
distant future.
In response to a question Gordon said that currently the biggest container ship in the world, at 170,000 g.t. and 398
m., is the Danish “Emma Maersk”.
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