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Time (min.sec)
0.30
Ivor, could you just start off by telling me your name, when you were born, and what your connection is to seafaring?

I was born at Port Melbourne cum Middle Park on Beaconsfield Parade in 1933.  I don't know whether I'm just dreaming of it or whether in fact I can still remember square rigged sailing ships on Station Pier and Princes Pier.  I've always had an association with the sea.  My mother's father was a square rigger man, she was Norwegian;  also on my father's side I've had a great-uncle who was a whaling man sailing in the Arctic.  I've always had an interest in the sea.  I was very interested in sailing particularly.  I can remember as a child I was always drawing pictures of sailing yachts and I had a great dream that I would one day sail a yacht around Cape Horn.  Frankly the idea these days absolutely sets me with dread, the idea of doing that.

Did you do it?

No I didn't.  I've been around the other capes but not Cape Horn.

One thing you didn't say - could you just say your name?

My name is Ivor Forsyth Grant;  as I said, born here in Melbourne in 1933.

What is it that you are connected to here at the Mission?

I remember the Mission when I was a midshipman with Blue Funnel Line.  The Flying Angels cum Mission to Seamen establishments around the world were always a place that we would find, giving us entertainment and social activities which didn't cost us a lot of money.  We didn't have very much money as I recollect, I was on about four pounds a month in those days and that doesn't give you a lot of money to spend to go ashore, so the Mission to Seamen is a great place to visit and meet very friendly people and know you were safe.
3:40
Tell me about your experience with Blue Funnel.

I went to the University College of Southampton, the School of Navigation, which is now known as the Warsash Maritime Academy.  I did a year's course there and from there I applied to join Blue Funnel Line which in those days was one of the major cargo freight companies in the world with a long history of training their officers well.  Once you had a job with Blue Funnel I think you could walk in anywhere so I was very, very fortunate to be selected by them to go to sea with them.  

My second ship was the Diomed which was the last coal burner in the fleet.  This was something of a disadvantage because when you're carrying coal you've usually got a bit of coal dust about.  It's always a problem.  One of our jobs on ships as cadets, midshipmen, we would have to keep the paintwork clean, this was called soogeeing, the coal dust would always require a lot of soogeeing;  before it was actually used when you were coaling ship you'd get coated in it;  and out of a funnel would come a lot of particles of burnt coal dust which also would often settle on board and therefore you were always having to keep the paintwork clean, a never-ending job.  

But being a last trip it was a very friendly vessel.  The discipline was not totally relaxed by any means but it was fairly laid back.  They always knew that she was going to go to the breakers after this;  probably not before time because we frequently had engine problems.  The tube boilers - they were steam turbines and the tubes were often giving problems, and our speed instead of averaging about 14-16 knots our speed was often - over the day's steaming we'd sometimes only make 100 miles which is very poor.  They were having to stop the engines, cut down some of the tubes, and so we didn't have as much steam driving us, and therefore --- on that trip a trip between Durban and Sydney I think took us the best part of a month.  It was a long time.  But as I said she was a happy ship, we were very lucky with all the people that we had. 
7:23
We carried a few passengers and they always enlivened life for us somewhat.  On our return trip from Australia back to the UK, which was a very lengthy voyage --- there were a lot of strikes on the waterfront in those days and the Diomed was kept in Sydney for about three weeks or four weeks.  The old man actually got so disgusted he told the wharfies what he thought of them and they were really blacklisted.

When you say the old man do you mean - ?

The captain.  In Sydney I think he joined us, Randall Stewart Murray who was a lay preacher from the Port Melbourne Mission.  He took his job of looking after our wellbeing very much to heart and we became quite good friends with him.  We attended his Sunday services on dire threat of no shore leave if we didn't, the old man was busy trying to keep up a good attendance for him.  Mind you, I think our souls probably needed the help.

Can I just ask you a question from someone who doesn't know much about ships.  The 'old man', is that a common expression for the captain?

Yes.
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So Randall Murray - ?

He was a lay preacher.  Padre Oliver was the padre here, a very well known padre.  He was very busy and he had some able person in the shape of Mr Murray to help him.  The Blue Funnel Line I think actually gave him a supernumeried [?] job, in other words he didn't have to pay for his voyage.  We carried up to about 20 or 30 passengers on Diomed.  After we left Sydney we went to Newcastle, to Townsville, and then I think we went to Makassar in the Celebes, and then Balikpapan in Borneo, and then round the coast loading copper in most of these places, and then to Singapore, and then back through to Aden, and the Red Sea, and home to England.  So all in all probably we would have been about six or eight weeks on that voyage, that was time that we really got to know Mr Murray quite well.

So he just happened to be going on that voyage with you?

He had been given the supernumary [?] to do a trip on a holiday cum working holiday for him.  I think from what I had been told, he was responsible for contacting the directors of Alfred Holt and Company and securing their gift of the ship's bell and the beautiful mounting which was done out of brass which had been taken from the ship when it was broken up.

I'm going to get to the bell in a minute but just one more question.  Did you ever go to the Port Melbourne Mission when you were in Melbourne?

I have been to it, yes.  I'd met Padre Oliver there.

That was the one with the big cinema?

That's correct.  At the foot of the wharf, you didn't have to go too far to get to it.
12:03
Your connection today, the reason that we've asked you to talk to us:  what is it exactly about the Diomed that brings you here to share with us?

There's a ship's bell;  it's nostalgia I think if anything you really want to put it down to.  It was a part of my life which I've never forgotten.  People like Butch Butchens [?] who actually served with me on the Diomed, and he made the actual presentation, he and I were very good friends.

So there's a bell that sits on the stage in the room out to our left and it's the bell of the Diomed which was the ship that Ivor is talking to us about, its last voyage.  Tell me the story of how the bell came to be donated to the Mission.

My understanding is that Mr Murray approached Blue Funnel for a memento.  Whether it was his idea or not, I would think it probably was his idea, or maybe he wanted a memento from Blue Funnel of the ship which had been on the run since I think about 1923 and therefore it was well known around the Australian coast.  Many Blue Funnel ships serviced the Australian coast from the UK, they were very well known, and they had a regular service also to Australia from Singapore, so the name of the company was very familiar.

So the ship was being, you used the expression broken up?

Yes she'd reached the end of her life, being built in '23, the engines had well and truly seen their time out.  It just wouldn't be worth putting new engines in it, and the design was so old.  In the fo'c'sle for example, there was still accommodation in the fo'c'sle, not used but there were cabins in the fo'c'sle for the days - in those days the crew lived in the fo'c'sle.  You wouldn't have that these days.

So Randall Murray was sent to negotiate this gift?  Alan's shaking his head, I've got Alan Knott here as well in the room.

Alan:  I think what happened, he went to see the directors for some gift and it so happened that they thought the bell.  
15:05
So they decide for the bell to be gifted to the Mission and that's what sits there?

Yes, that's it.

Can I ask you again an ignorant question for someone who's never set foot on a ship?  How often was the bell rung and it what situation was it rung?

There was a lookout on the fo'c'sle and he'd ring the bell when he'd see something that would draw the attention - this is prior to the days we had a phone.  We didn't have a lot of electronic equipment on the old Diomed, we didn't have things like radar.  We did have a radio but we didn't have telephones so you'd ring the bell to tell the watch on the bridge that there was another vessel in sight.  I can't really remember that we didn't use the bell for ringing the times any longer.

Was there a shorthand in the types of rings?

One bell, or two bells, or three bells, yes.

What was each of them for?

One bell for starboard, three bells for dead ahead, and two bells for port.

And that was across vessels I'm assuming?

That would tell the bridge where it is.  He'd also point out a bit like that but that's not much good at night-time you can't see him, so with the bell you'd know we've got a ship on the horizon.

Would you ever ring the bell when you came into port?

Not that I can remember.  A bell would also be used as a distress signal but we never had occasion to use it.
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So it's quite fitting that the bell of the Diomed is actually here?

Oh yes, the ship's bell, it's supposed to in a way represented the soul of the ship, the bell.  If you want to go back to sailing ships it was vital.  The bell kept the time of the day, the whole ship's procedure went around the bell ringing.  On the Diomed we would carry a lamp trimmer, that's a rate which doesn't exist any longer, it's a petty officer rating;  a lamp trimmer used to be there for looking after all the lights on board as well as in fact being responsible for the ship's stores that you'd use on deck like paint and so on.  He'd also be responsible in the days when you carried cargo, using the ship's gear to load, you'd have slings and the slings would often wear out so the lamp trimmer aided by the midshipman would be doing a lot of splicing.  And the same with wire [?] splicing he was responsible for all that as well.

And that role just doesn't exist anymore?

No that doesn't exist.  The same as the use of the bell doesn't exist per se except it sits there and can never be taken away from us it was so important to us.

And I think it's really fitting that beautiful comment that it's the soul of the ship sitting in the middle of the Mission which has meant so much to so many.

Exactly, yes.

We've done just under 20 minutes, you said there wouldn't be enough for five minutes.

I've rambled on a bit.

Not at all.
19:10

End of interview.

