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0.19
As discussed, I thought it would be great if you wouldn't mind starting just by saying your name and how it is that you came to be at Mission to Seafarers.

My name is Andrea Fleming.  I came to be with the Mission to Seafarers Victoria in 2007.  I met the vice-chairman at a time when I was finishing up a contract at Ozanam House associated with St Vincent de Paul.  My role there involved working with homeless men with drug and alcohol addiction.  When I met Nigel and he shared with me the story of the Mission to Seafarers and we use the word 'plight' but I guess the circumstances of Seafarers, it resonated with my heart as being very similar to those that I'd been working with recently.  So here I am, 2007 to 2016, it's been a journey.

What did the Mission to Seafarers look like when you arrived in 2007?

In 2007 the Mission to Seafarers building looked very much as it is today - maybe a little less dusty, a little less cluttered - we've done a little bit around the place but there's certainly a lot more to do.  I remember when I first approached the building - I had seen a picture of the building but I didn't recognise it from my youth like many Melbournians, my family had lived overseas and interstate, so the building was very new to me.  In fact I remember looking across the road coming from Spencer Street Station as it was and thinking, goodness, it's somewhat formidable.  (laughs)  But however on approaching and walking through the doors I found a very warm and welcoming place, and of course the architecture invites you in.  Once in the door I felt that I would be here for some time, and also charged with the potential of the role and the responsibility of that which was to work with the board of the Mission to Seafarers to develop a plan that would see the ministry and the work sustainable into the future.

On that note, what is the structure of governance - for want of a better word - of Mission to Seafarers?

The Mission to Seafarers is auspiced under the Anglican Church, however it's separately incorporated so it's independently incorporated as Mission to Seafarers Victoria.  There is a Board of Management, the Chairman is appointed by the archbishop of the Melbourne Diocese, and there are a number of clergy positions on the board, also representation from the shipping industry and business.  We have a mix of skills on our board.  I work more closely with an executive team that helps my role or to direct my role - or not so much direct it because I'm not easily directed - but perhaps to support the initiatives.  The Flying Angel Club - which the Mission to Seafarers is known globally by seafarers as the Flying Angel Club - that's run by a house committee which is overseen by an appointee from the board.  Really the work is administered here through the port chaplain and a team of managers and volunteers.
3:57
Who's the port chaplain at the moment?

Rev Onfre Punay but we call him Inney.  It was a bit of a godsend to find Inney because being an Anglican organisation - predominantly Filipinos are from the Catholic church - so finding Inney who joined us and then was ordained into ministry into the Diocese of Melbourne was something that really turned this around in the way we were able to engage with Filipino seafarers.  He's been with us I think for three years now.  Primarily his work is on board the ships.  Daily we get a printout of ships in port, it gives us a breakdown of nationalities on board those ships.  As seafarers are predominantly also Filipino and recruited these days from poorer countries, it's really important that he's able to connect with them and understands their cultural differences or similarities.  It's been really great for the ministry here to have him on board.

In the length of time that you've been involved, has the demographic makeup of the people coming in to port changed?

It has changed, interestingly.  Primarily we're seeing Filipino, Chinese, Ukrainian, Russian seafarers, Indian seafarers, some from the middle east, but in the last nine years we've seen a bigger increase in Chinese crew.  I think traditionally Chinese seafarers worked domestic trade routes.

[pause in recording]

What we were talking about before, and maybe you can take it back to the beginning to the answer of how has the demographic of the seafarers changed?

It has, in the last ten years we've seen a big increase in Chinese seafarers.  Traditionally I think Chinese crew were doing domestic trade routes but I guess as world economies change, or the shipping industry has looked at where they can find cheap labour, and there's a plethora of seafarers in China who are now more and more working on international trade routes.  Five years ago I really recognised this, we were getting more Chinese crew through, where predominantly they'd been Filipino, or Indian, or middle eastern, Sri Lankan, Papua New Guinean seafarers.  What really struck me about the Chinese crew was the minimal amount of English that they could speak.  These days on a ship you may have 23-25 seafarers, all of them have to speak minimal English to read OH&S signage on board the ship, but there's often maybe five or six, sometimes seven different nationalities represented within that crew, so there's potentially only two Chinese seafarers with very minimal English.  I thought it must be terribly isolated for those particular seafarers.  It gave an opportunity for us to engage with the Chinese Methodist Church community that worship here on a Sunday.  Previously we had polite sort of communications with them, but there was really a need then to recruit ship visitors that spoke the language of these seafarers.  We were very grateful for Pastor Peter putting up his hand - he's a Chinese Malay, he trained here at Ridley College, and he's now a ship visitor, and I think for Chinese seafarers to have him on board the ship makes a real difference to their experience in the Port of Melbourne and certainly in the club.
8:03
Tell me about ship visitors.

It's really interesting, ship visiting - let me take a step back.  The Flying Angel Club provides a place of hospitality, it traditionally has done that.  It's a welcome, it's a welcome to your home away from home, to a place where you can connect with people, play pool, enjoy a drink, cup of tea, share food.  It's a very different role for a ship visitor because in fact the ship visitor is the guest on board the ship so there's a protocol for ship visitors.  When they arrive onto a ship they are introduced to the captain, and his welcome is very important because the ship visitor is a guest in his home, remembering that a ship is not just a place of work but it's also their home, they're living and working at sea.  The ship visitor's job is to be welcomed onto the ship, and often with open arms.  In fact they have to mitigate the captain in some manner because they can be trapped, if you like, for hours and hours on end because the captain is often very lonely.  In fact we see very few captains on shore, their job when their ship is in port is taken up primarily with inspectors, with reporting, with paperwork.  So the ship visitor will visit the captain, spend some time with the captain, and during that time it can be a personal conversation, it can also be a time where the captain can suggest that there may be one or two crew members that might need some special attention, or someone to chat to, or some sort of service.  Then they're invited generally to the mess room where when the crew aren't working but don't have shore leave they can sit and engage with those seafarers.  

Our ship visitors take on laptops and mobile phones so seafarers can contact home.  It's very important that communication with home.  Although interestingly within the shipping industry there's mixed feelings about seafarers communicating with their families at home while they're on long contracts at sea.  And I mean long contracts being sometimes anywhere between ten and twelve months these men and women are away from their home and family.  I can understand the ship owner suggesting that it's not in the best interests of the crew to be contacting home because when we think of home for a lot of those seafarers, the Philippines we know in the years I've been here have been struck by terrible floods and those sorts of tragedies and it's a very helpless situation for a seafarer to be in when there's very little he can do.  Similar for Russian and Ukrainian seafarers in modern times, we are aware of what's going on in their homeland, and they must often go to bed at night wondering how their wives or their families, their mothers, their fathers, their sisters, their brothers, are faring while they are away earning money that will support often their family or in many instances an extended community or village of people.  So ship visiting is an important role, just to be there for those guys and then to help facilitate in the time that the ship is in port what they might need.  That's how we work.
11:32
How do you train them?

Ship visitors are trained, there is a national training program.  Generally the training is more so identifying the person's willingness to do that work, to reach out, to touch someone's life in a very short period of time.  And I say touch their life because when you're working in very isolated and often dangerous conditions at sea with the same people day in, day out, day in, day out, there needs to be a willingness to connect with them, to share with them, to have the ability to listen to their story, or to their joy, or to their distress.  In training I guess it's more identifying people that would be appropriate for that role in how they would respond to different circumstances.  Often the circumstances are varying and they can be pretty harsh.  

Mental health at sea is something that we've heard more and more about in particular in the last ten years.  The mental health of seafarers was a program that the Mission to Seafarers Victoria worked to launch with Rotary South Melbourne and Beyond Blue.  In so doing that we really raised the issue of the mental wellbeing of seafarers, there's a high incidence of suicide at sea, depression is rife, we were seeing self harming, death at sea - which is unexplained death.  It could often be that you've raised an issue that no-one needs to know about and if you're going to pursue with that issue well then perhaps you'll just disappear - and that happens, it's terrible that this happens.  I think shipping historically has been a rule unto its own and there's still very much that culture there.  It's a very small community, there's about 1.4 million seafarers at any one time at sea responsible for 95% of world trade.  They're an interesting community and I often feel very humbled to be in the presence of seafarers because I think they're an enduring people, they're hardworking people, they're often either very vivacious and outspoken or they're incredibly withdrawn and quiet.  But not one of them that comes in here doesn't want to interact and to share something, and that's the special part of this work I think, to be here for that reason.
14:14
That leads nicely on to, just briefly describe the services that you do provide.  You've mentioned the Flying Angels, you've mentioned the ship visitors, but if you wouldn't mind describing the services provided.

The services provided are standard services which include obviously the onshore facility and the outreach, the ship visiting program, but importantly there's transportation.  In the morning we know how many ships are in port, we know how many crew are on that ship, and the phone rings when they're ready.  We're on call so we send our buses out to the port, we bring them back to the club, they all sign in which is important also historically, they're archived, to see all of the names of seafarers that have signed in here over 100-odd years.  The transportation is important.  That transportation can also not just bring them here but to any place or destination that they may need to visit.  I guess phone and internet is really important for seafarers' communication with home.  Generally the first thing they want to do when they come in here is contact home.  They sign in, they're on the computer, and they're on there either to communicate through Skype, or through Facebook, or through emailing with their family and friends.  Phones and phone cards are really important so to have those accessible so there's phone conversations that are obviously had.  Pastoral care is important to the majority of seafarers actually, they're very spiritual, and for Filipinos it's important when they're in port to receive communion and also any other pastoral care.  Exchanging foreign currency;  primarily they're paid in US dollars so when they're in ports around this country or others, to be able to exchange that currency, and importantly, transfer their wages home.  I guess in summing up the services they're very basic things that when you're at sea you can't do and facilitate and we provide those.

We also have a small shop with personal supplies, souvenirs.  We're conveniently located here on the North Wharf to the Direct Factory Outlet across on South Wharf, and the seafarers do love to get across there and find a bargain.  We had a seafarer in yesterday morning and he said to me, "Ma'am I must not -" they call me ma'am and I say it's Andrea - "I must not leave today until I have found these for my wife and my daughter," and there was a pair of Havaiana thongs and I can't remember the label of the bag, but his wife had given him a very specific bag that she wanted.  I thought, fantastic, across to DFO we go - oh and the Smiggles pens - so three things were crossed off the list very easily.  So I guess also having local information.  Where can they get to easily by tram?  The MCG is a very popular destination.  Having the tourist tram here is really convenient so we can send people off down to the MCG, we take runs out to Luna Park.  If in the circumstances of hospital visits or needing scripts filled we're here to facilitate that in a very short turnaround time which is their shore leave.
17:50
How many people are we talking might come through here or be in contact with you each day?  I'm not after official stats.

Official stats are interesting, there's some 60,000 seafarers through the port annually.  Daily basis it's very different.  We can have two ships in port a week and have 12.  But annually through the club we get 15-17,000 through the club.  Our outreach program, we estimate through phone cards that are used, around 20-25,000 annually.

It's a huge number.

Well it is but it's not big enough, it means that we're not reaching everybody.

And is that something that you want to do?

Certainly.  If not in Melbourne, the Mission to Seafarers is located in 27 ports around Australia.  The ship visitors provide a daily report on the ship, the crew, the overall feel of how it was on that ship, anything that may have happened on that ship, and if there were seafarers that didn't have access to a ship visitor on that visit we would call ahead to the next port that that crew are birthing at and there would be a ship visitor that make sure that they touch base at the next port of call.

It strikes me that the volume of seafarers may have decreased over the years with container shipping but the needs have not.

The Ships of Shame report was produced in the 1980s and it was tabled at Federal Parliament, and from that report a lot changed.  I actually asked a colleague at the Australian Maritime Safety Authority some years ago, "What really happened after that report?  What difference did the report make?"  The response was that it made a lot of difference insofar as the mechanics and safety of a ship.  So up until as recently as the 1980s we had ships coming into Australian ports that were in such poor condition and accidents were rife, and seafarers' OH&S or place of work was often really unsafe.  It was legislated here that there was a process in place to ensure that ships of that nature weren't so easily coming to ports and it put the onus back onto the ship owner to ensure a safe working environment for ships coming to Australian shores.  
20:21
Certainly what hasn't changed, or what has gotten worse, is the isolation with diminishing number of crew, that isolation that is felt by seafarers, and there's not one that doesn't feel it.  In the early days of the Mission to Seafarers building here ships would come down to the Yarra and you'd have 80 guys pile off the ship - all men back in those days and still predominantly today mostly men - and they would be in port for two or three months, it was a very exciting time, the days of Sinbad the Sailor, and all of the adventures perhaps that are conjured up with those memories.  These days with so few crew and so little time, a lot of pressure on the captain - we demand things faster and quicker, ships can only go so fast - they're also dealing with changing weather conditions and increased risks of piracy on certain trade routes that they travel.  I think that what hasn't changed or what has gotten worse is simply that isolation.  And I think therefore the longevity of the Mission to Seafarers tells its own story.  If the work wasn't required, or was outdated or no longer necessary, it wouldn't be here.  

I haven't touched too much on the ministry of the Mission to Seafarers but I think that we can all consider ourselves sometimes seafarers in life.  And more and more so now with changing technology, you see people communicating more and more over Facebook and isolating themselves.  This story is maybe a little microcosm of what's really happening in the world where people are becoming more isolated and communicating through means that mean there's no sit down touch contact.

And it strikes me that that is one of the most astoundingly needed services for seafarers, that human contact.  Are there any social events, functions, that are provided now other than ship visiting, because I know in the past there have been?

Well yes, in the early days of this building it was very much designed as a place to entertain seafarers.  The ladies of the Harbour Lights Guild did a wonderful job of that and their hospitality I think will be remembered in the hearts of many of those seafarers for as long as they live.  The changing nature of seafaring is that their ship is in port now for 24 to 48 hours and their shore leave is no more than maybe eight to ten hours, and during that time, like we've discussed, there's a lot to get done in a short amount of time. 
23:13
We have the privilege here of a really great team of volunteers.  We have barbeques for seafarers when we've got a big crew in, or we've got a number of ships in port and we know they're all going to be in in the afternoon.  So we put on barbeques and we're always very mindful of the different cultural customs of not serving pork or beef - so we juggle that, but they love it, and we get through it.  We also have the opportunity with this beautiful heritage building to ensure that there's always something to look at with heritage exhibitions that speak of seafaring history that they really love to see and relate to.  Also with the Maritime Art Awards and maritime artists that exhibit here, which really celebrates seafaring, which I think for them is always such a pleasure to know that people are thinking of seafarers, and painting them, and being creative in their expression of how they express the sea and humanity's relationship to it.  We do have fun days where there's outings where we take them across Seafarers Bridge, and we have shopping.  Their time here is so short so really it's about the hospitality that we can share in a short period of time, and providing a place of interest.  

In more recent years this building has been opened up for public access and that's done a really wonderful thing in that on any given day there can be anyone in here that just wants to engage, or has the opportunity to sit down and chat with any one of the crew that are in here, and I think that's really important.

Do you get a sense that there's a feeling of community amongst seafarers?

Absolutely.  As I mentioned they're a very small community, really a workforce, but they're an extended family in I guess the sense of the word.  So if there is a publicised death at sea that we hear of I think that the community is aware of that.  Community and connectivity for seafarers is very much part of the work of the Mission to Seafarers and I think promotes also that sense of unity for them and understands the diversity of their particular work which takes them across seas away from home.  I think there's a great sense of community.  I also understand more and more so that shipping, or seafaring - shipping is very hierarchical.  I guess that has historically been as it is today to ensure that there's a control on the ship.  You can't have free-wheelers or free thinkers, it's very hierarchical, and there's very much a place, and there always has been.  This building when it was first built, the upper level was for the high ranking officers and the rest of the crew hung out down here.  So there's the hierarchy, and there's the place that you're at, and you work your way through from a young cadet in a lifetime profession to a high ranking officer.  I imagine with that also, you're working very closely with people that in a sense you're sharing a family like environment with, but it's also very competitive.  I think they deal with a lot out there.
26:54
Do you think that sense of community crosses cultural boundaries?

Yes I do, very much so.  I mean I have seen seafarers come into the club and if there's a large number of one particular culture on board the ship you can always see that the one or two that are of a different culture may be feeling that they're on the outer.  I don't want to name specifically, but culturally there are differences and again that hierarchy comes into it.  If you have a Korean captain, and you have a French engineer, and then you have a working crew of Filipinos predominantly, maybe ten to eight Filipinos, two Chinese, a Russian, a Papua New Guinean:  I often wonder how the cook goes pleasing everybody - and I think the staple food is rice - catering to all culinary requests.  But I guess more so these days it's about keeping a healthy diet and no so much what you might enjoy but what your body needs to sustain long hours of work, on watch, and often disturbed sleep.

It strikes me that seafaring is almost bordering on an old world workplace and part of the role of the Mission to Seafarers is kind of negotiating that boundary of this craft almost, and the realities of the pace of the modern world as well, and kind of helping negotiate those boundaries.  I wonder if the founders of the Mission could have seen where shipping would go and the changes but then the similarities in the modern world;  how they would feel about the role that is playing now.  How do you think they'd feel if they stepped into the world now and saw what you were doing here?
29:10
That's a really interesting question.  I think when Rev Kerr Johnson first came to start the Mission to Seafarers in Australia in 1857, I think what was probably the same is that his concern was for the plight of those seafarers and what they might endure, or the hardships that they certainly endured then and still endured today.  So when he looked, perhaps if he arrived here today, he would probably sadly lament that whilst conditions on board ships have improved and technology has gotten better, that the life of a seafarer is still often unthought of, unseen, and still very lonely and isolated, therefore the plight that he was responding to still remains today.  And I feel saddened by that also.  I think when we compare seafarers to those that work in the airlines, you fly into a big city, you're put up for a couple of days in a nice and comfortable hotel, hot showers, change clothes, why it's any different I don't know other than for the economics of it;  cheap labour, and there are many seafarers waiting every day around the world to get on a ship.  I think not much has really changed so I think there might be some lamenting in that, that whilst the conditions on board the ship are better certainly a life of a seafarer is still pretty much the same insofar as how we respond to isolation being away from family, coming in to a strange city and how we're welcomed.  How we are able to support them I think is maybe a little more resourced than it was back then although really it's really under-resourced.

Resource-wise, you're auspiced by the Anglican Church, does that mean funding comes from them?

Not necessarily, no.

So where does the day to day funding come from?

We don't directly receive funding from the Anglican Church but I think we have a large community of donors that understand the work of the Mission to Seafarers and for that reason are regular donors.  Although I will say at this time they're dwindling.  We have just on 300 regular donors at the Mission to Seafarers, regular donors, and they're all aged;  they still write their cheques and their handwriting each year gets a little shakier.  I've said to the industry, in working in other not-for-profit organisations we very boldly go out to the community and say there is an issue here and you need to be aware of it.  I think one of the challenges that I've personally had is that to do that really slights the shipping industry.  How could you have people working under these conditions in today's age?  Until this organisation is financially able to support itself without the odd donation from a shipping company, which we still do rely on, I'm very reluctant to shine a poor light on an industry more broadly than what I already do.  (laughs)

[Sarah indicates that the background noise heard is torrential rain.]
32:54
So the donors are from an era that has passed and is passing.  This brings me to my next question and that is of the people who actually understand the work of the Mission and the profile of the Mission.  Before you came here and had that conversation about what the Mission does, were you aware of the Mission at all and what it did?

No, prior to meeting Nigel I wasn't aware.  I love the horizon, I love to wake up in the morning and see ships at sea.  Do you know, really in my life I would be ashamed to say that I would think what a beautiful horizon, look at that amazing ship, but I really had no concept of who was on those ships.  So it's been a really interesting journey for me to come up close and personal with the people that we rely on for our daily needs.

Do you think that that is a fairly common kind of experience in the general community?  I'm asking you to generalise which is a bit unfair, but how many people know how heavily we rely on the work of seafarers?

I'd estimate that the number of Melburnians, however many there are, would not even know that there's a port in Melbourne.  People crossing over the bridge and looking down at all of those containers but I don't think it's --- they're very much - and this has been said before - unseen, unheard, and unthought of, and I think that's still very much the case today.

Do you think that the Mission suffers from the same problem?

Look I think to a certain degree it does.  It goes about doing what it does in a very organic way and I think the strength of prayer for this ministry has held it in good stead.  I have no doubt that God's hand is upon this work and that it's an important ministry to Him to touch those who are isolated and often find themselves in those circumstances.  The St Peter the Mariner Chapel, which is part of the building complex here, I understand St Peter to be the saint that you would cry out to at sea in times of distress.  If only we all knew of St Peter because I think we all go through those times.  But I really believe that the longevity of the Mission to Seafarers is simply due because it's God's plan.
35:30
On that longevity note, how important do you think the history of this Mission is to its present day activities?

I'm just beginning to realise that it's been a fascinating journey to find the dusty old boxes of archives under the stage in 2010 and realising the information within those being seafarers' sign in books.  In the days when seafarers were here for two or three months, entertained by the ladies of the Harbour Lights Guild, and fell in love and subsequently migrated, there's those stories.  There's petitions by captains saying that they needed an on-shore facility and recommending that this be built.  That's very significant to the Mission to Seafarers Victoria today as we look at our ongoing tenure in this building and securing it as not just a historical site but very much as a place that was built for the wellbeing of seafarers and 100 years later is still here doing that work today.  

I think the story of seafarers, their bravery, their adventure, is inspiring to any young person or old person;  what it is to leave everything behind and to travel for the purpose I guess of supporting family but also the adventure.  And the danger, I think for many young men and maybe even women there's still a bit of a thrill to be out on the high seas.  I've seen YouTube footage of high seas where massive big ships look like a small little matchbox being tossed around so it's not for the fainthearted.  I think there's a great story in Melbourne's social history to be told from our archive;  the photographs and the letters that we've just started to realise and to be able to share gives a social snapshot of Melbourne at that time.  And how the women of the Harbour Lights Guild, a lot of men were away at war, and they were well-meaning women with the ability to influence change and to build this building, which they fund raised to do, and then to carry on a work of care and fun, to create some fun for seafarers when they were in port.  That story of how important it is to have human contact and connectivity, and still very much the story is to be of care and mindful of those that are less fortunate and need someone to care otherwise potentially forgotten.  I think the archive will reveal a lot of exciting stories that I hope will help to educate the next generations.  Australia is an island nation and what would we have done without ships and those brave enough to go to sea.

Tell me the story of discovering the archive, the boxes.
38:47
Like I said, when I first came here what may have changed is the building, it's not so cluttered and it's a little less dusty.  The stage was always one of those places that I thought, we'll tackle that one day.  And tackle it we did, we ordered in a big skip, there was lots of old chairs and things that had been donated, cabinets, filing cabinets, we had all sorts of old crotchety things.  When we first opened the stage it was again, how many chairs can you have in a building?  I think shipping companies felt they were doing a really big favour by donating old office chairs and furniture, they all ended up under the stage.  It wasn't the whole stage full of those chairs and tables, as we pulled them out we got three-quarters of the way under the stage and dusty old boxes, dusty old boxes, and I was thinking, oh goodness.  And not being someone with a mind for what might be a historical record or archive, I recall opening the first box and thinking, gee whiz, these look like they've been here for a long, long while.  They were quite miraculously preserved, and being almost under ground level it was quite remarkable these cardboard boxes.  So anyway sure enough 20-odd boxes were pulled out and thankfully weren't discarded.  

As we started to go through them we thought, my goodness, what a blessing, because we really needed something substantial to talk about and of course this gave us a very good opportunity.  Well first and foremost my excitement was the fact that the crown land lease on this building came about in 2007, it was the end of the 100 year lease, and the State Government whom we'd met with had deemed that the building was superfluous to the state's needs, and we had a letter from the State Valuer's Office saying we were sitting on a very expensive piece of property, valued then at $8.4 million.  There was a lot of interest in relocating the Mission to Seafarers.  In the almost ten years that I've been here North Wharf has changed dramatically, the World Trade Centre has all been developed, and South Wharf.  When I came here I'd have to walk a mile to get a sandwich for lunch!  (laughs)   So all of these years later when we found the archive we were very excited to be able to say, this is important, and what do we have here.  Subsequent to that, thanks to grants through the Public Record Office of Victoria we were able to have that archive assessed as being of national and state significance.  We were able to go back to the State Government and say, hold your horses, it's not just a building, a place for seafarers, this is actually a place of cultural heritage and it has a very significant archive.  Give us time and we'll tell you more.

It's an amazing story, it's every historian's dream.  How has it been communicating that find and significance historically to your..................?

It was a really interesting time, I think like any organisation that goes through change.  I had the privilege in my life of working with the Victoria Racing Club when it went through a really important time of change introducing young members to the membership, and all of a sudden all of the traditions of men's ticketing and women's ticketing went out the door and we were looking at new ways of presenting a membership and growing a membership.  I learnt a lot from that but most importantly what I learnt was transitioning a very old institution with I guess you'd say a very strong hold to tradition - which in the case of the Mission to Seafarers was ministry - and transitioning that organisation into looking at the future.  And fascinatingly for us here, to do that we had to consider the past.  
43:12
I guess you would say the Mission to Seafarers has had times of great prosperity but in more recent years we've run on the sniff of an oily rag.  The idea of allocating any sort of people resource or fiscal resource through searching through dusty old boxes was just something that we had to work through.  It's been engaging first and foremost the interest of the board, there were those that were for preserving the Mission to Seafarers heritage in this building, or even bothering to battle.  I remember coming into the boardroom for a board meeting and I looked at my board, and for the first time I stood up at the end of the board table - I actually moved to the end of the board table - and I gave my 'we are like the hobbits going into Mordor' speech.  (laughs)  They all looked at me and sort of shook their heads and thought, oh well, we're either with her or - no point being against it.  We had the responsibility of this building to protect, we had the responsibility some years later of an archive, and we had nothing to lose and everything to gain.

So that literary reference, for anyone who is not familiar with that, what did you mean by that?  What challenge did you have?

The hobbits going into Mordor?  I guess it was like we were a very small community, a very grass-roots organisation, and all of a sudden we had some very big challenges and some of them were scary.  In using the words of J.R.R. Tolkien we 'rose to the challenge'.  I didn't think that the journey to resolve the title, or to get to where we are today in negotiating the sustainable future of the Mission to Seafarers would have taken so long.  It's been a journey of sometimes I've desperately thought, my goodness how do we achieve this?  
45:27
I'll share a story with you, I had one of those moments.  I had gone home one particular Friday evening I just felt, this is too much, it's too hard, we've got too many challenges;  we still had a very divided board, we had had a chairman leave, the Port Corporation wanted us out of the building, the Government wanted us out of the building.  I came in to work  on a Saturday morning and I said a prayer, I said if something doesn't change I really need some strength to continue.  Well my goodness.  The phone rang, it was about ten thirty in the morning, there was a phone call from the Blind Dogs Institute from the archivist there, and in a dusty old box she had found a will from Rachel Anne Bury [?] and the will hadn't been executed.  I can't remember the exact details but it was a will that had been in a dusty old box there for some 20 or 30 years.  Anyway we were all very excited because there was a bequest in the will which hadn't been realised.  The copy of the will went off to the lawyers, and there was a long convoluted story, we had to trace back family to Germany, we had to track down the solicitor that had passed away half way through the probate.  Anyway that was a real godsend and we received a bequest, a very timely bequest, and a very timely answer to prayer.  And it wasn't so much the money but it was just we're not alone in this and God's hand was part of the journey, let's not give up just yet.  It was very encouraging.

We've been going for nearly 50 minutes and I'd like to finish up with your reflection on people who have stood out in the legacy that's been left behind for you guys today carrying on this work.  Are there people in the history of the Mission that spring to mind straight away to you looking back?
47:44
Looking back certainly the Harbour Lights Guild.  I very much appreciate that Lady Stanley and her husband the Governor laid the foundation stones for the main building complex on the 14th November 1916.  I'm very grateful for her involvement here.  Certainly the connection with the royal family and the work that they've done;  Princess Anne is our Patron.  I think having that connection and her concern, or their concern, for the plight of seafarers - Britannia ruled the waves but it's a much bigger picture these days, it's a multicultural picture.  For every chaplain that has served here I give thanks to them because it's been probably their enduring faith to continue this work, which would never have been easy at any given time to deal with the issues that they faced daily in their ministry to seafarers, it's no easy task.  In more recent times I'm very grateful to Nell McGadnor, [?] who's recently passed away, but who as a young woman travelled on merchant ships and has had a great story to tell in her life about her experiences of being at sea, and also the support that she had given to the Mission to Seafarers which was always a great encouragement.  On the few occasions that I had to sit with her, just to gain inspiration from her, her passion about seafaring and seafarers.  So yes I think it's the chaplains, and certainly their wives that would support them and the seafarers, the ladies of the Harbour Lights Guild, and in more recent times with the challenges ahead of us now, my ever-loving board of directors to current history.

I think we've covered most of the things we wanted to.  Is there anything else you wanted to add before we finish up?  Anything that you thought we'd touch on but we haven't?

I think we've touched on a lot, for which I'm grateful.  There's a lot to be talked about in the history of the Mission to Seafarers, we'll be celebrating 160 years in 2017.  I think certainly the volunteers, we've been so reliant on volunteers, they've played a very important role historically and still today.  I'm very grateful also to those that find it in their heart and resources to donate.  I think it's very unique for an organisation like this to have lasted so long without taking government funds but relying faithfully on the generosity of people who care and engaging with them, so thank you.

Thank you.
50:44

End of interview.

