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Time (min.sec)
0.30
I thought the best way to start would be if you could say your full name, your date of birth, and what your connection is to Mission to Seafarers.

My name is Alan Knott, I was born in London on the 23rd July 1942.  My connection with the Mission in Melbourne is that I first of all went to sea in 1960, occasionally dropped in here and in the Port Melbourne one, but in the last 20 years I've been volunteering and doing bits and pieces for the Mission here in Melbourne.

What was your education history - how did you get to be a seafarer?

To be quite honest I'm not sure.  My family had no connections with the sea except a very distant one, a great-uncle of my mother, he was a purser with P&O, but his life had no influence on my decision.  I was at school in England in a place called Derby between '53 and '58 and by the time I was getting to the 4th Form I had to think of some sort of thing to do for the rest of my life.  I had no idea whatsoever what I was going to do and all of a sudden they had a careers exhibition.  At the careers exhibition this college I went to had an exhibit there,...............navigation in Warsash, had an exhibition there, and I thought, gee that sounds like an interesting life.  I went home to Mum and Dad and they said okay.  They had a philosophy that they didn't mind what I did as long as I did it well and truly, and they would support me all the time while they could, and they did.  We weren't well off, they arranged for three different bursaries or funding.  My grandma had left a small bursary and I think that that paid for my schooling at the college;  the local council also gave a part for a uniform;  and a charity called the Marine Society also helped as well.  So I was fortunate that I was able to go to this college fully funded sort of thing.

I left school in 1958 in June at the end of their summer - because of course their years are six months away - and I was going to Warsash in January in the next year so I had six months of time where I had nothing to do, in theory nothing to do.  I managed to get a part-time job as a baker's boy.  At that time they had the electric bread vans running around and the baker's van and his boy delivering bread to the various families.  Then I went to the school which had the policy of - they had a third of their intake going in each term.  There'd be 35 going in in January, 35 going in in April, and 35 going in in September so there was a rollover, continually a rollover of experienced - or so-called experienced - boys, they didn't start off completely from nothing, and you learnt a certain amount from the boys as well.
5:50
How long were you there for?

One year just the same as Ivor.  Three terms of three months.  Under the rules and regulations of the Board of Trade as it was, which was the equivalent of the Department of Navigation, the controlling body, under their rules the time that we spent there entitled us to nine months' remission of sea time.  That was necessary before we got Second Mate's Certificate which was the first professional exam.

And how long does that normally take?

Normally it takes four years.  We got nine months sliced off it sort of thing.

What happens when you finished?

I was fortunate, I got a job with a firm called Blue Star Line in England.

Not the Blue Funnel?

No, nothing to do with them, although we knew of them.  It was owned by Lord Vestey, the meat baron he was known as.  He started business in the late 1800s and developed this empire if you like of vertical integration in that he grew the meat, he butchered the meat, he shipped the meat, he sold the meat, etc, and we were just part of it.

So you're working with Blue Star Line, how long does it take you to meet a Mission to Seafarers organisation anywhere in the world?

About a year before I first became - I was aware of the Mission but I was first able to visit a Mission in about a year or 15 months' time here in Australia.  By this time I'd had several routes;  the west coast of North America, the east coast of South America, South Africa, New Zealand, and Australia.  They didn't go to India or Japan or anywhere in the East.  I spent most of my time coming to Australia or New Zealand which is how I ended up here.

When you said you'd heard of the Mission, do you remember when you first heard of it or in what context?

No I don't really.  I think it would have been through talk with other officers and cadets that I came across, what they had done in the Mission etc.
9:34
What was life like on the sea?

Life was reasonably good.  It varied very greatly from - depending on the firm you were with.  Although they call in the merchant navy that includes all the different firms, and in those days there would have been probably 100 different firms, whereas nowadays there's very, very few.

How long were you with Blue Star Line?

I left Blue Star Line in 1966, six years, until I came out here to live.  Some firms looked after the people well, some firms fed you very well, some firms didn't.  Blue Star was intermediate;  they looked after their people very well, always tried to accede to their requests and desires if it was possible.  Their feeding was reasonable.  It wasn't brilliant but it was as good as Mum and Dad's and you can't really complain about that.  I was quite happy with them.

By the time your ship pulls into port how are you feeling when you pull in?

At that time on the Australia run we would have been at sea for the best part of a month.  We used to say four weeks out to Australia, four weeks home from Australia, and about six weeks to two months on the coast which was either on the Australian coast or New Zealand coast or both of them conjoined.

So your four weeks out at sea you're ready for a break?

Yes.

What happens when you pull in?

We were fortunate in that time that the Chief Officer or the Mate, they seemed to work themselves up a really - they enabled their officers and cadets to try to get ashore or to have some time off if they could.  It might have been the case that you worked it between yourselves.  If for instance we were working night shift as well, 24 hours a day working cargo, one cadet, if there were three on board, might say 'I'll do all day today and let you get off' sort of thing.  That doesn't happen these days.
13:07
What's changed?  What's the fundamental difference now?

The fundamental differences are the amount of cargo on board ship, the size of the ship, and the numbers of crew.  When I was at sea there was 55-70 men in the crew - and they'd all be men except on a few passenger ships there were some ladies as stewardesses or something like that - whereas these days you'd be lucky to get 25 people on board.

Why has that number gone down so much?

Automation.  Some of the ships I've seen down here - apart from anything a container carries 25 tons of cargo whereas it would have to be manhandled before.  Hatch covers - that's the actual covering over the hatches - used to be a job that would take three or four hours by ten men;  it'll be done by one crane in five minutes now.  All these sort of alterations have meant that the time in port has decreased very much so.  We used to reckon that a week in port was not very long - I can remember being in port for two weeks, two and a half weeks, it depended on the season and when the cargo was going to be ready - these blokes are lucky if they get 18 hours to 24 hours in port.

I think you've mentioned this already but the cargo you said has also changed?  What do you mean by that?

I think I meant the amount of cargo in a container.  You've got 25 tons, or it might be more or less, of cargo, and it will be handled by a huge crane in less than a minute from the time on board to the time it picks up the next one - two minutes, sorry.  Whereas before, if we were loading frozen meat in Melbourne for instance, the carcasses would have had to have been pulled out of an insulated railway wagon by men, put into what's known as a sling, and then lifted on board the ship.  The sling would be maybe a ton and a half of meat, maybe, and they might do ten slings an hour if they were lucky.  So that's 15 tons an hour as against 20 tons every two minutes, it makes a big difference in time.

Huge, and I guess that's why it's changed so much.

That's right.  But at the same time, we could never have handled the amount of cargo by hand here in Melbourne today as we do by crane.  There just aren't the men or women to do that task, there just aren't the people available, which would have meant that the whole concept of life would have changed.
17:46
How important was the shipping industry to Melbourne and Victoria?

Vital, absolutely vital.  Nowadays they say that 90% of cargo comes in by sea, it might be even more;  I would say that back in those days you'd be looking at even more than that, there'd be 98%.  You were looking at the times that industry just wasn't here in Australia, there was only 8 million-10 million people in Australia whereas last week we got over 24 million, so it makes a huge difference.

Do you think that many people are or were aware of how critical cargo coming in by ship was?

I'm sure that the vast majority of Melbourne people do not even realise that there is a port here in Melbourne, or at least its significance to Melbourne.  There'd be people that are involved in the industry but that's only a very minor part, whereas in the old days there would have been a much bigger portion of people in Melbourne who were aware of the significance of the import of cargo and of the Mission to Seafarers.

That's probably a very natural link to move on to talking about the Mission.  I've just jotted down here that you dropped in in the 1960s, so tell me about the first time if you remember.

I don't really remember.  I know the first time I went in it was down in Port Melbourne, which is, or was, the building that was financed - I've since found out - by the Nicholls family in I think the mid '30s.  It was a lovely old building, of an art deco type, it certainly had none of the brilliance of this building that we're in now, but it provided the services that we wanted and we needed.

What were they?

Getting away from the ship, and not only the ship but the people.  Sometimes you got on with people, sometimes you didn't get on.  I can remember some guys who didn't get along with their compatriots very much at all and obviously coming to a place like this was somewhere where they could get away from these people.  And you might have been fortunate to get out on a trip.  The Mission ran trips to the zoo and that sort of thing, and I might have been fortunate to get on one of those.
21:23
You mentioned that you would be in port for a couple of weeks, was that standard?

It all depended on cargo.  Electronics being what they were in those days they certainly had none of the communications that we do nowadays.  When a ship owner arranged for the ship to come out from England to Australia he would have said 'there's usually a cargo in Australia available about this time', whereas nowadays they would say 'yes there is 20 tons here and it's got to go to such and such a point'.  They've got much more detail available, we would have got out here not knowing very much about the cargo that was available.

So it's about unloading and it's about loading that's determining how long you stay?

That's right.

In those early days at Port Melbourne - you mentioned getting off the ship, getting away from people - what about social contact with people who aren't on the ship with you, is that important?

(chuckles)  Yes it was.

Why are you giggling?

Because that's how I met my wife.

Tell me about that.

When we came into port, if we were in port over the weekend we would rustle around and try and organise a party, and usually the party was on board.  I don't know how the network of people knew but we seemed to have contacts with teachers' colleges, nurses' homes, etc.

Can I just interrupt you?  Is this all around the world you'd try and rustle up a party or particularly Australia?

I'm particularly talking about Australia because my knowledge of the Mission is really Australia and New Zealand, although not very much in New Zealand at all.  I'd been at sea for four, five, six years, I was Second Mate on a ship called the Rhodesia Star and we were in Melbourne over the weekend.  We had some girls on board and one of them turned out to be the girl that I got on with and decided in the end to come out to Australia fulltime and marry her.

And her name?

Her name was Rhonda.
24:58
So Rhonda came on board;  I haven't heard about people going on board for parties, the most I've heard about from the Mission is you guys coming here.  So was it through the Mission that you met Rhonda?

I doubt it, no.  I think we would have been berthed at Princes Pier or Station Pier at that time, I don't think we came up the river.  But no we would have just got on the telephone and rang around and Rhonda turned up.

Did you see her just that once?  How did it go from there?

I only met her two or three times in that voyage, and in actual fact I've got a photo of us, myself and a fellow by the name of Mike Higginbotham [?] who lives here in Mornington, and we're still very good friends, at Lake Eildon.  We went out there for not the weekend but we went there at the weekend.  I'll say the distinction because there was no hanky-panky, it just wasn't in people's thoughts.

Certainly not at the Mission, that was the whole point of the Mission in many ways.

That's right.

So you met her, saw her a couple of times, and you leave, and then what happens?

At that time, I'd sort of decided that I was going to come out to New Zealand or Australia for a couple of years to see what life was like.  At that time people seemed to come out here for two or three years, work out here for a time, and then go back.  When I met Rhonda it sort of crystallised more in my mind in coming to Australia rather than New Zealand, and not only to Australia but Melbourne.  So I came out here in August 1966.

And you got married?

We got married in just over a year's time.  We had two children.  Unfortunately she died about four months after the second child was born.  That's all part of life.
28:18
It must have been very difficult for you.

It was, it was very difficult.  That first six months after she died is almost obliterated from my memory, I've got very little memory of what happened in that time.  We were living in Geelong at the time and I had some very good friends who looked after me very well.  She died in the evening, a wet Wednesday evening.  I don't what made me think of this - probably I do - I was and I still am a Freemason, and I was very friendly with a guy who was manager of a transport company.  For some reason I rang him in that evening and told him what had happened and he said, "Don't worry, leave it to me."  He organised so that my workplace carried on even though I wasn't there.  I then operated the roll on/roll off terminal in Geelong for Australian National, I was the only executive if you like.  Luckily they had access to the key so they could get in, but there was no ship due that particular day so they were able to cope with that.

That time in your life, before Rhonda passed, you weren't going off to sea anymore were you?  You were based in Geelong?

For the first 18 months, before and after we were married, I was at sea with Australian National Line, and I was at sea with them for 18 months.  In mid '68 I hadn't got my Masters Certificate which was the ultimate seafaring qualification at that time, and we decided that we'd go back to England so that I could do this, and for Rhonda to meet my parents at the same time, and this is what we did.  I think it was in August that we went over and we came back in January of the next year.  When we came back -although I hadn't teed it up entirely but I had made enquires about a job - when we came back I went in to see Australian National Line and said, "Have you got a job?"  They said yes and I went down to Webb Dock here in Melbourne and that was the start of my land stevedoring job.

So that was the rest of your career?

Yes.
32:43
Your experience with the Mission, you dropped in a few times when you were seafaring before you settled here.  Do you remember the activities that you would do other than go into the Port Melbourne - ?

No I don't really remember that.

Maybe we could talk about what made you get involved again.  Did you have much contact in the period down in Geelong?

When I was married to Rhonda we lived in Geelong from '70 to '75, by which time Rhonda had died.  Australian National Line - I'll call them Australian National Line because ANL seems to give people the impression that CGM, the French company, now owns it but they don't - closed down their Geelong terminal for financial reasons and they offered me a job up in Townsville.  I suppose at this sort of time you don't really have much option.  I'd by that time got married again and we went up to Townsville and I was up there in the terminal in Townsville until '84 when it closed down up there as well.  ANL has been white-anted by the politicians in Australia unfortunately. 

How did you get back to Melbourne?

I came back to Melbourne in 1990 for a job.  Somebody rang me and said did I want a job in  National Terminals in Webb Dock.  National Terminals was the stevedoring arm of Australian National Line at that time.  I said yes after a lot of humming and hah-ing, I decided that would be a good thing and I came down for that.  I joined an association called the Master Mariners Association when I got down here [Sarah indicates that Ivor Forsyth Grant is now in the room.] as part of my getting to know --- I was living in Werribee at that time.  One of the members of Master Mariners by the name of Nigel Porteous got up to say that he needed some help with organising the seafarers' service and that was the start of my association with the Mission.
36:32
What was it that you did?  And when was this?

1992 or 1993.

What did you start to do when you got involved?

At first it was only a minor situation organising the seafarers' service.  Have you heard of the seafarers' service?  It's a service held every year, it's run by the Mission, it's held in St Paul's Cathedral with Navy ............ and takes quite a reasonable amount of organisation, and usually it's very successful.

What happens at the service?

It's a commemoration service for all those seafarers who have lost their lives principally during war time, First World War, Second World War, and other times.

What else were you aware that the Mission was doing at that time?

I was aware of what they did by going out to seafarers and giving them assistance and a home life or whatever.  I say home life, I've got to be careful because this place has never had accommodation except during the Second World War.  Then I believe it was only a small amount of accommodation which existed for as they called 'distressed British seamen' which were seamen who were torpedoed or sunk during the war and they were brought to Melbourne before they were sent back to England.  So I said alright, I'll come and help.

So you started helping organise the service, and then what was next?

I came here and volunteered to run the place whenever I was able to.

What did that involve?

Principally driving the bus which was going down to ships to bring the seafarers back, or hosting, which meant manning the place here and providing those services that were required.

Can you talk me through some of those services?

[Alan indicates he'd like a short break.  Pause in recording]
40:00
We were talking about your involvement when you got involved in 1992-1993.  You started off doing the service for seafarers;  what else is going on at the time, what other sorts of services was the Mission providing?

They were in a bit of a lull at that time from what I can remember.  I know for one thing that they were in a big financial hole.  We get no money from the government whatsoever and we were getting all our money from benefactors.  The financial situation has greatly improved mainly due to Bishop Ashton and Nigel, they got together and I won't say fixed it but they did a tremendous amount to help.  The services, I think it was mainly just looking after the guys on board the ships, going down to see them, seeing what they wanted.  At that time phone cards - I don't know that they were even around at that time.  Ships still had a landline put on board the ship whereas nowadays that's all gone and it's all done by mobile phones.  So providing them with communication to their families, their loved ones etc, and all that had to be done from here.  Most of the phone calls had to be booked although at that time it was becoming automated to a great deal.  The guys would only have three minutes or whatever it was, whereas nowadays they can talk for as long as they want for a much smaller price.  Take them shopping.  They were probably the two main things that they did.

So your involvement now?

I've retired from volunteering on a weekly basis but I'm still on the governing board.

What does that involve of your time?

Monthly meetings and the direction that the Mission is to take sort of thing.

What do you think motivates the Mission today?

Still the original - to assist the seafarers in whatever way they can.  Provide hospitality.  Hospitality has always been a big thing in the Christian world and in all other worlds.  Hospitality can mean many different things, it's not only providing accommodation or food but friendship.  That's one of the things I forgot to say that one of the services that they provide is actual friendship, people to talk to other than --- I've been here and guys have come up to me, "Mr Knott, it's nice to see you again!"  They were here six weeks ago.  I've forgotten completely who they were but they remember me - for some unusual reason I must stick out like a sore thumb.  (chuckles)
45:03
Have you noticed the background of the seafarers who are coming into the Mission has changed?

Very much so.  When I was first at sea the majority of seafarers came from England, Europe and English speaking countries.  There were some Chinese and obviously on ships that ran out that way there were Indians and Chinese but not to any great extent.  In the firm that I was with we didn't have foreign seafarers at all except later on we had Barbadians on board.  Whereas these days the vast majority are Filipinos, Indians, and Chinese.  I saw the statistics the other day for here, the seafarers that actually come here, 40% of them are Filipinos and about 15% are Chinese and Indian.  So altogether 70% of seafarers are Indian, Chinese, or Filipinos.

How has the Mission adapted to be able to provide services for a non-English speaking group of people?

With a great deal of difficulty.  We've only just been able to employ a Filipino padre and I believe that will make a big difference.  He's only been here for a year or 18 months or something, and I believe he'll make a big difference to the place.  Most Indians do speak some sort of English;  the Chinese they're learning more and more.  In my stevedoring career I was recently loading wheat in Melbourne, the visiting ships in Melbourne a lot of them had Chinese crew.  To start off with, in 2000, very few of the crew would speak English whereas now they've got a lot more - I think the Chinese government is making more emphasis on speaking English.

Are there any challenges you think that the Mission has coming up to face?

The biggest challenge that they've got, and one that has always been there, is financial.  Governments of all persuasions have yet to accept their obligation to seafarers' welfare.  In 2006 there was an international convention called the MLC - Maritime Labour Convention I think it was - which covers the whole world.  It lays responsibility fair and square on the governments of the countries.  Here in Australia they're just beginning to actually do something about it.  The Australian Maritime Safety Authority, which is AMSA, is the authority that's bounded to take that part.  Whether at ever any time they will be able to say we can fund you to a certain - I don't know.  I think they ought to.  They might be able to say that every ship that comes in to Melbourne has got to pay a certain amount to a welfare fund.  It would certainly help.
50:50
I've got a little note jotted down here, ships' bells.

Ivor mentioned that they were used on the Diomed, and all ships at that time, for lookout purposes, but they were also used very much so for timekeeping.  The 24 hour day is split into six watches;  twelve to four, four to eight, eight to twelve am and pm.  The time was kept on board the ships, before the times of watches, by the bell.  In my time the time was never kept but I do know of it.  One bell was the half hour, two bells was the hour;  three bells was one thirty, four bells was two o'clock, etc, and eight bells was four o'clock, or eight o'clock, or midday or midnight, and so it went on.  That probably was the principal use for the bell although obviously on lookout it was a very important thing.

There's one more comment that I jotted down here, you mentioned the brilliance of this building just in passing.  What did you mean by that, what is brilliant about this building to you?

I'm talking about the architecture.  The building was built in 1917 as a memorial to the seafarers who were lost during the First World War.  The architectural style of the place was so different to what it is now, it's endured for so long - next year will be 100 years - and I don't think it will ever disappear.  The building has been heritage listed so it gives a certain amount of guarantee to its existence.  One never really knows with these developers with their deep pockets, but I think that any government who allows a building like this to be demolished would have troubles.

I think we've probably come to the end of our time, is there anything that you wanted to add that you thought we'd cover and we haven't?

Probably a lot.  (laughs)

Well let me know.  Thank you so much, Alan.
54:42

End of interview.

