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ohn explained that the old National Sea Training School at Gravesend had been set up in 1918, after the First World
War, to help replace the lost seamen. It had been established in a building, known as Straw House, which had
started off as a prison and was later a sailors’ home. At the upper levels there were walkways round an open square,
with the rooms leading off the walkways, as there would have been when it was a prison, but the rooms no longer
had doors. They were furnished with two bunks and two chairs. John said that they slept on straw palliasses which
were very itchy. There were nets over the open space to prevent objects being thrown down on the bellboys, who
were posh, and had rooms downstairs. The classes were of about 30 but usually about a half dropped out. Bellboys
went for six week courses, catering staff for eight weeks and deckhands for ten weeks.

John had done a catering course and had found the conditions harsh as the officers insisted on discipline and some
were sadists, but his father had expected him to drop out so he had been determined to last the course. There were
no showers and the only washing facility was a trough in the centre of the building. When it was very cold they
cheated by washing in the fire buckets at the end of each corridor, which may have been used for something else
during the night, as the toilets were in a block out in the yard. The block had walls with a gap at the top which meant
they were freezing in the winter. When post was delivered the students had to stand to attention in the yard and
John remembered Mr. Plumb throwing it at them. They were not allowed to bend down and pick it up, even if it
was raining, until the end of parade. One student did and was forced to clean the whole yard with a scrubbing brush,
an area a day until he had finished, as a punishment. The decks all had to be kept scrubbed. They had all had to do
lifeboat training. One of the ex-pupils had told John how he had cursed that drill but when he was torpedoed during
the war it saved his life because he did not have to think about what to do! Tommy Steele had been in the class
ahead of John.

John said that he was a northerner but he had got friendly with a lad from London and they had decided to go along
the beach to talk to the girls they could see on the promenade. They did not have a pass to leave the school and had
not thought about the tide so when they came to return they found it was high tide and they had to go back through
the gate. They were given ten days junkers which involved sitting outside after class each evening peeling three
dustbins full of potatoes. They regularly had to row their instructor up river and put him ashore for a pint. When he
came back he always asked for a fag, which John had been able to supply because although he did not smoke his
mother sent him regular parcels which contained cigarettes which he could barter.

The bellboys went to work on real cruise liners, not barges with Spanish hotels on them.

When the Second World War broke out the school was moved to Sharpness in Gloucestershire, but the training ship
Triton was not suitable for the new location so had to be replaced. Sharpness was known as T.S. Vindicaterix,
shortened to “Vindi”. The Royal Navy used the school building in Gravesend to teach adults gunnery and fire
fighting. It started off as H.M.S. Gamebird and later became H.M.S. Gordon.

De-commissioned at the end of the war the school resumed in Gravesend but the school at Sharpness also continued
in being. In 1967 a new college was built at Denton combining both schools - this College had showers indoors! It
College also had facilities like a bar for training; the old school hacj just had a table. Finally in 1992 it closed and
the college at Denton was sold to the Metropolitan Police as a training centre. Over the 78 years of its existence
over 45,000 boys attended the school. Most of the records of the school were lost during the war or were destroyed
later by an IRA bomb.



Nowadays North West Kent College has on its campus a swimming pool with a lifeboat on the roof. It runs courses
for the Port of London Authority staff, for serving officers and for seamen. It has courses for Master and Engineer
tickets and for catering, hairdressing, stewards and other hotel skills which can be used ashore as well. Lifeboat
drill is not required to be taught to seamen on ships today. Many of the seamen and engineers cannot speak English.

John learnt basic cookery at the school. He had to go for a diploma later, in Liverpool, to become 2nd Cook and all
that required was being able to bake bread and scones! He ended his career as Chief Steward/Purser.

Dunnotter Castle was John’s first ship. He worked for the Manchester liners. When he was in the King George V
Dock one time he had seen Rualine, which was about to leave for New Zealand and he and a friend had gone to ask
if there were any jobs going on her, but they had been told that the line could not take them on as it would be
poaching. They went back to their ship got into trouble and were then able to go back and say they had been
discharged and were free to join the Rualine! John had liked New Zealand, especially the girls!

John had sailed with the Union Castle line to South Africa, because he wanted to visit the grave of his brother who
had been a pilot and killed in Rhodesia but unfortunately it would have taken three days to travel to Rhodesia and
he did not have the time.

One time he had arrived back from South America to find there was a strike in the London Docks. The Union gave
him a pass to get back to Manchester, but by midnight the strike was over and Voyage Not Completed was marked
on his book. This was the only time he had had such an entry and it still rankled.

After he came ashore John had worked for British Aerospace and then had run a coach company until his last coach
was written off and he lost all his money.

The site of the original school in Gravesend was now occupied by a block of flats. The jetty was still there with
davits on it, but in a bad condition. John, as General Secretary, had negotiated on behalf of the National Sea
Training School/College (Gravesend) Association to take over the ownership of jetty to restore it as a memorial to
the school, and had got a grant to repair it, but the flat owners had wanted to impose so many conditions on the use
of the jetty after the sale that the Association had had to abandon the idea. Gravesham Council had put up a plaque
on the Promenade to commemorate the school. The service for the unveiling was taken by Reverend William
McCrea, then at the Port of Southampton, honorary Chaplain of the Association. John had joined the Association
after he had been asked by them to give a talk on the Merchant Seamen’s War Memorial Society. He found that
most of the members of the Association were ex-instructors. John now lived in sheltered accommodation provided
by the Society for former merchant seamen at Springbok near Horsham, hence his promotion of the Society.

John talked briefly about attending the unveiling of a Memorial to Dunkirk Little Ships at Teddington Lock, as it
was at Tough’s boatyard that little ships from up river had assembled.
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