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Piracy has reached new heights of bravado.  The South China Sea, Gulf of Aden and Nigeria are notorious hot
spots, but copycat attacks are occurring elsewhere.  Following an attack last week, the waters off S
are now regarded also as a pirate domain, as is the Indian Ocean, seeing that the vlcc 
400 nautical miles off the Kenya coast.
 
One cannot keep beating the same drum, for those who should listen to the message, seem dea

drumbeats.  Several times, this column has advanced generally
specialised long-range maritime reconnaissance aircraft to scour the waters off southern Africa for suspect 
craft.  Naval forces, say leading shipping folks, should be left to eradicate these thugs without politicians tut
tutting from a distance about the rights of the pirates, while ignoring the rights of seafarers to undertake their 
business without fear of attack.   
 
What dastardly deed will have to occur before politicians understand the gravity of the situation?  

 
So let's move to an era when life at sea was more genteel, and the greatest problem for ships' officers lay in 
the number of cases of whisky the Glaswegian dockers managed to nic
 
The arrival over the week-end of two reefers to load the first fruit cargoes of the season (probably from the 
Orange River valley) brought fruit-laden trucks to the docks.  It took me back to times when the fruitships were 
here in numbers, rather than their sporadic visits these days as most of the fruit is moved in containers.

 
In the off-season, the fruitships - mostly British in the 1950s 
and pineapple trades, or were drydocked prior to lay
the more popular lay-ups because it was only 90 kilometres by road from London than Falmouth in Cornwall. 
 
Familiar with the reefer trade is Captain Tom Wilson who spent his time at sea on Union

within the British & Commonwealth Group.  Since Colchester is the nearest town to the Blackwater lay
tells me, he took the train to that Essex town and trave
reefer ships prior to her coming out of lay
fishing boat owners supplemented their declining catch earnings by taking crewmembers to the laid
sometimes numbering around 40 in those calm waters.  
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TOP: SA Agulhas, South Africa’s Antarctic supply vessel, 
will sail from Cape Town shortly for an extended voyage to 
the ice. 
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Piracy has reached new heights of bravado.  The South China Sea, Gulf of Aden and Nigeria are notorious hot
spots, but copycat attacks are occurring elsewhere.  Following an attack last week, the waters off S
are now regarded also as a pirate domain, as is the Indian Ocean, seeing that the vlcc 
400 nautical miles off the Kenya coast. 

One cannot keep beating the same drum, for those who should listen to the message, seem dea

drumbeats.  Several times, this column has advanced generally-held views that South Africa should acquire 
range maritime reconnaissance aircraft to scour the waters off southern Africa for suspect 

shipping folks, should be left to eradicate these thugs without politicians tut
tutting from a distance about the rights of the pirates, while ignoring the rights of seafarers to undertake their 

have to occur before politicians understand the gravity of the situation?  

So let's move to an era when life at sea was more genteel, and the greatest problem for ships' officers lay in 
the number of cases of whisky the Glaswegian dockers managed to nick! 

end of two reefers to load the first fruit cargoes of the season (probably from the 
laden trucks to the docks.  It took me back to times when the fruitships were 

their sporadic visits these days as most of the fruit is moved in containers.

mostly British in the 1950s - would be pressed into the West Indian banana 
and pineapple trades, or were drydocked prior to lay-ups in various places, the River Blackwater being one of 

ups because it was only 90 kilometres by road from London than Falmouth in Cornwall. 

Familiar with the reefer trade is Captain Tom Wilson who spent his time at sea on Union

within the British & Commonwealth Group.  Since Colchester is the nearest town to the Blackwater lay
tells me, he took the train to that Essex town and travelled by taxi to the river to join one of the Union

coming out of lay-up ahead of the South African fruit season.  I understand that local 
fishing boat owners supplemented their declining catch earnings by taking crewmembers to the laid
sometimes numbering around 40 in those calm waters.   

Brian Ingpen hosts a weekly column in the Cape Times, called 
where he shares with his readers the news about happenings in the Western Cape 

ports. He lives with his ear to the ground and his insights into the port vibes make 
for excellent reading. On this site, he shares his column and adds some photos as a 
bonus for an insider's view on the port life. 
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URELY DAYS AT SEA 

Piracy has reached new heights of bravado.  The South China Sea, Gulf of Aden and Nigeria are notorious hot-
spots, but copycat attacks are occurring elsewhere.  Following an attack last week, the waters off Sierra Leone 
are now regarded also as a pirate domain, as is the Indian Ocean, seeing that the vlcc Sirius Star was hijacked 

One cannot keep beating the same drum, for those who should listen to the message, seem deaf to the 

held views that South Africa should acquire 
range maritime reconnaissance aircraft to scour the waters off southern Africa for suspect 

shipping folks, should be left to eradicate these thugs without politicians tut-
tutting from a distance about the rights of the pirates, while ignoring the rights of seafarers to undertake their 

have to occur before politicians understand the gravity of the situation?   

So let's move to an era when life at sea was more genteel, and the greatest problem for ships' officers lay in 

end of two reefers to load the first fruit cargoes of the season (probably from the 
laden trucks to the docks.  It took me back to times when the fruitships were 

their sporadic visits these days as most of the fruit is moved in containers. 

would be pressed into the West Indian banana 
s places, the River Blackwater being one of 

ups because it was only 90 kilometres by road from London than Falmouth in Cornwall.  

Familiar with the reefer trade is Captain Tom Wilson who spent his time at sea on Union-Castle ships and others 

within the British & Commonwealth Group.  Since Colchester is the nearest town to the Blackwater lay-up, he 
led by taxi to the river to join one of the Union-Castle 

up ahead of the South African fruit season.  I understand that local 
fishing boat owners supplemented their declining catch earnings by taking crewmembers to the laid-up ships, 

, called Port Pourri, 
where he shares with his readers the news about happenings in the Western Cape 

ports. He lives with his ear to the ground and his insights into the port vibes make 
reading. On this site, he shares his column and adds some photos as a 

 

URELY DAYS AT SEA 
R TO VISIT CAPE TOWN 

TRAINING ESSENTIAL LEST OFFICER SHORTAGES INCREASE 
AND SPARE A THOUGHT FOR THE SEAFARERS 
AND INTERESTING SHIPS  

TOP: Ivan Papanin, one of several Antarctic 
supply ships, now in Cape Town prior to sailing 
down south. 
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Often, the reefer ships were used to carry break-bulk cargoes in the off-season.  Wilson remembers loading 
steel plates into a reefer in Middlesborough and the damage caused to the insulation inside the holds was such 
that the cost of repairs must have consumed most of the profit on the cargo.  
 
Most who served in the old Union-Castle reefers thoroughly enjoyed their time aboard, as the usual discharge 
ports in north-west Europe worked cargo only during daylight hours and not at all at weekends, leaving much 

time for runs ashore. 
 
Shipboard life in those days was characterized by large homogeneous crews, elegant dining with white-jacketed 
stewards bringing meat on silver platters and a range of the best wines, scratched 16mm films that were 
screened several times during a voyage - and then shown backwards for a laugh - a genial saloon spirit that 
included the voyage general knowledge quiz, and lengthy spells in port.  Clan MacTaggart spent three weeks 

in Genoa on one occasion, enabling Wilson and his shipmates to travel to Milan, Portofino and other centres.  
 
"That was a civilised way of seafaring!" Wilson chuckles, as he contrasts that more leisurely life at sea to high-
pressure containership operations that benefit shipowners and shippers, but, he wonders, how containerisation 
has impacted the lives of crewmembers.  
 
Rapid turn-around in port for these latterday transport marvels translates into minimal rest for the crew who 

seldom venture ashore.  Crewlists, now a quarter the length of those of Wilson's days at sea, and resembling a 
roll-call at the United Nations do little to promote social cohesion aboard, as seafarers opt to watch DVDs in 
their cabins in preference to the friendly saloon gatherings of former years.  
 
However, today's seafarers enjoy significant bonuses.  Wages have improved markedly and leave conditions are 
far more generous, while individual seafarers have greater flexibility in respect of employment. 
 

Certainly Captain Wilson and his shipmates had no fears of pirate attacks.  
 

• Hebridean Spirit, a small luxurious passenger ship, is drydocking in Cape Town prior to a fascinating 
voyage up the east coast to Maputo. 

 
• Antarctic supply vessels Akademik Federov, Polarstern, Ivan Papanin, Emerald Sea and Ernest 

Shackleton will be in port for a few days en route to the ice. 
 
• MSC's cruise liner Rhapsody will make several calls at the Waterfront in the next few weeks. 
 
• The German passenger liners Europa and Hanseatic should berth at the Waterfront on Sunday. 
 
• Making a welcome return to Cape Town after trading around the Arabian Gulf and western Asia for 

several years is the only South African-flagged commercial freighter, the 1991-built Safmarine 
Oranje, now en route to the USA.  While under construction in the old Yugoslavia during the Balkan 
crisis, she was hit by a shell, and a section of the damaged plate was mounted in the ship's saloon. 

 
• Not seen here before as far as I can recall are the containerships Nora Maersk and Nexoe Maersk, 

due next week from the Arabian Gulf. Nysted Maersk will follow these. 
 

RUSSIAN BATTLECRUISER TO VISIT CAPE TOWN 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
In the week-end press, was an interesting advertisement, indicating that another remarkable warship is on 
course for Cape Town.  
 

10 DECEMBER 2008 

TOP:  Stolt Tankers have diverted their tankers from the Suez route to the Cape. Although Stolt 
Helloland (shown here) is not a diverted vessel, at least three Stolt tankers will bunker at Cape 
Town this month. 

RIGHT: According to agents, bunker traffic at Cape Town has increased, as has the off ports limits 
service. 
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Fresh from exercising with the Venezuelan navy, the Russian nuclear-powered battlecruiser Pyotr Velikhiy 
(spelling of her name varies) and her escort destroyer Admiral Chabanenko are due to berth here around 9 
January.   
 
Commissioned in 1998 after a 13-year construction programme, the 252-metre battlecruiser is the last of four 
Kirov-class ships, of which only two are operational.  Ship-spotters will really enjoy this first visit by this 
impressive vessel. 

 
Indeed, ship-spotters are having a good time.  Anchored off Sea Point at the time of writing is the gasser LNG 
Akwa Ibom, one of ten similar vessels operated by Shell to carry liquefied natural gas from their Nigerian 
fields.  It's preferable to anchor off Cape Town to running the pirate gauntlet off the Nigerian coast where 
another sad African tale is unfolding very rapidly.  A Lagos report indicates that unrest in the Niger Delta, the 
heart of Nigeria's oil industry, is costing 397697 barrels of lost production a day as  113 oil fields have closed 

due to so-called "security, community and operational issues". 
 
Off the coast on Saturday was the 217-metre Dockwise heavylift vessel Transporter, piggy-backing the jack-
up rig Noble Hans Deul from the shipyard in Dalian, China, to Amsterdam, prior to the rig going into service in 
the North Sea.   
 
Even oil exploration and exploitation seem to be affected by the global recession.  Readers may remember the 

shuttle tanker Nordic Laurita that spent days at a time anchored near Robben Island, waiting to load oil from 
the FPSO Glas Dowr off the southern Cape coast.  She is being converted to an FPSO, and a report that 
includes reference to her, also details similar projects that have been abandoned or postponed as mega-dollar 
loans have dried up. 
 
Yet, something positive must be happening in the offshore oil industry as I understand that, besides the seven 
rigs that I mentioned in a previous column to pass the Cape early next year, another four of the Noble Group 

will be piggy-backed via the Cape next year. 
 
Inward from Europe by the week-end will be the Hoegh car carrier Kiwi Auckland, a more New Zealand-
sounding name one cannot imagine.  She recently took Korean vehicles to Europe via Suez, and loaded in 
Hamburg and Antwerp for West Africa.  She will bunker here before redelivering to charterers. 
 

These ro-ro vehicle carriers are rather versatile vessels as their spacious decks with few transverse bulkheads 
allow all types of cargo, including large, heavylift cargoes, to be carried.  Besides Voorloper, the first South 
African containership that also had a ro-ro capability, Unicorn ran several vehicle carriers along the coast.  Their 
initial vehicle carrying activities centred around the small bow-loading ro-ro, Greta Delport that they acquired 
from a Port Elizabeth concern that had spotted the niche market to move cars between South African ports. 
 
A similar vessel, Zwartkops, followed, before a Japanese vehicle carrier, renamed Mkuze, took over Unicorn's 

coastal ro-ro trade until the large, powerful ro-ros Border and Barrier entered service.  Once they had been 
sold at a good profit to the Americans who had found a shortage of these vessels during the first Gulf War, 
Unicorn's final foray into the ro-ro trade was to operate the 138-metre Boundary.  Every Friday afternoon, she 
would arrive at the Cape Town pilot station, go alongside berth 600 so that her vehicle cargo could be 
discharged.  Also among her cargo loaded in Durban was sugar for which a special storage facility had to be 
built near to the berth. 
 

She also called at Mossel Bay to discharge sugar for the fruit cannery at Voorbaai, and for the local market. 
 
As increasing numbers of cars were being moved between the ports by massive road hauliers, the need for 
ships to carry vehicles dissipated, despite calls for shippers to move all types of cargo on the "free highway of 
the sea".  Boundary made her last run along the coast in 1997 before going to German owners. 
 

Working with Unicorn in a tanker pool is the Oslo-based Stolt Tanker company whose Stolt Valor - on long 
term charter from Japanese owners - was released by Somali pirates recently after being held for two months.  
Besides the trauma to the crew and their families, Stolt would have lost 60 days of charter at about $25000 per 
day, and they probably were stung for a huge ransom as well.  Hardly surprisingly, three Stolt tankers are 
slated to bunker in Cape Town in the next fortnight, having been diverted from the Gulf of Aden.   
 
A Dutch ship was attacked off the Tanzanian coast last week, a sobering thought as the range of the pirates 

seems to increase with impunity.  No wonder that tugs towing an FPSO to West Africa have been directed to 
steam well east of Madagascar, before closing the coast nearer to Durban. 
 
Also coming this way are the containerships of a subsidiary of the large Japanese company NYK, the first of 
which should arrive within a few days. 
 
Although most of the diverted vessels will bypass the Cape, troubling only the launch or helicopter services for 

stores or crew changes, the number of bunker ships calling at Cape Town has increased.  Most of the bunker 
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RIGHT: The tug James Searle began service in Algoa Bay, towing lighters to ships in the anchorage, and 
ferrying passengers between the ship and the Dom Pedro Jetty at Port Elizabeth.  After Port Elizabeth harbour 
had been completed and the larger harbour tugs John Dock and CF Kayser were delivered to the SA Railways 
& Harbour Administration at the port, she became the pilot tug. She transferred to Cape Town and, after several 
years as a pilot tug, was stripped, prior to beaching on Woodstock beach. 

requirements can be met locally, as some agents feared that erratic supplies from the refineries might turn 
ships away. 
 
Even more eyes will turn seawards if the current trickle becomes a flood of diverted ships escaping the pirates. 
 

TRAINING ESSENTIAL LEST OFFICER SHORTAGES INCREASE 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
I hear that a radio talk show inferred that since my column last week contained nothing about an impending 
visit by the Russian battlecruiser Pyotr Velikhiy, the warship was not coming!  That is indeed a compliment - 
but the radio gent concerned probably skipped the opening paragraphs that told of the 252-metre nuclear-

powered ship's call that is scheduled for about 9 January. 
 
While the Russian is an impressive vessel, a larger and equally impressive ship bunkered here over the week-
end.  From her arrival on Saturday, the 333-metre tanker, Stena Victory with her twin funnels and huge 
Stenabulk logo on the side, has dominated the dockland vista until she sailed for Angola at suppertime on 
Sunday. 
 

When Stena Victory took stores from Carrier Marine Services' launch off port limits over a month ago on her 
laden passage from West Africa to India, I commented that she and her sistership are special 312000-
deadweight vessels whose design increases their cargo capacity by around 30 percent over that of the 
conventional very large crude carrier.  By providing a wider beam (70 metres), their naval architects allowed 
for a loaded draught of 19 metres (as opposed to 23 metres on a conventional vlcc) enabling them to enter 
shallower ports and of course lessening the chance of grounding.  
 

From the hi-tech bridge, the officer of the watch has a 360° view, if he cranes his neck to see past the funnels. 
But her engineering attributes set these vessels apart. 
 
They have twin engines, twin screws, twin rudders and duplicated control systems, all of which function 
independently. The engines are separated by a fireproof and watertight bulkhead. Tanks for cargo, fuel and 
slops have either ballast tanks or void spaces between their outer bulkheads and the hull. As an extra 

precaution to minimise a spill in the event of grounding, the hopper tanks are larger than those on a 
conventional VLCC. 
 
With a significant fleet, including some vessels specially designed for the Arctic route from northern Russian 
oilfields, Stena is one of those wise companies still actively recruiting and training, despite adverse trading 
conditions.  Others will rue their decision to reduce cadet intakes amidst the current uncertain climate, rather 
than review the luxury vehicles in the company's car park. Officer shortages will follow cutbacks in training, a 

scenario that followed the last shipping crunch in the latter years of last millennium, the results of which are 
still affecting global manning.   
 
Among western fleets, a significant number of senior officers have plans to come ashore into a range of 
ancillary services, while those in the older age brackets will head for the golf courses and other retirement 
activities. The ensuing vacuum will not be filled readily as modern western youngsters are not inclined towards 
seagoing careers.  Neither will those vacancies be filled adequately by the supposedly inexhaustible supply of 

Philippine, Chinese, Indian or other Asian seafarers. 

17 DECEMBER 2008 

TOP: Stena Victory sailing from Cape Town.  

 Photograph : Ian Shiffman 

TOP: The powerful harbour tug Ludwig Wiener 

arrived in Cape Town in 1913, and undertook 
several salvage missions, some of which, given the 
limited equipment available at the time, represented 
incredible feats of seamanship on the part of her 
master and other officers.  In 1951, she transferred 
to Durban and remained in service there for a 
decade before she was scrapped. 



Page 5 of 8 

 
Some believe that the withdrawal of numerous ships during the present shipping crisis may release qualified 
officers into the global market, but, while the outlook for the immediate future continues to appear gloomy, an 
analyst gave a contrary view last week. He expects growth in the shipping industry by the middle of next year, 
citing currently low stockpiles of essential minerals, grain and oil that will require replenishment.  If the oil price 
remains low, he predicts a huge scramble to buy before the oil cartels move the price northwards again, 
precipitating a demand for tankers.   

 
He wonders whether the next shipping boom will expose the current trend to slash training budgets and to 
provide fewer training berths for cadets.  In contrast to that trend, several South African cadets will be seeing 
the world from the decks of Stena tankers, and young Angolans are being recruited in droves for the myriad of 
vessesl to service the oil rigs off that coast. 
 

The Stena recruits and a number of the Angolan cadets are fresh from the maritime studies department at 
Granger Bay, already down by the head with cadets for next year, and with an extensive waiting list.  
 
South African maritime training has a long tradition that dates back to the old training ship General Botha, 
anchored off Simon's Town after World War 1.  Lawhill, that legendary four-masted sailingship, provided an 
extension of that training in the 1940s.  A fascinating DVD - a copy of an early amateur film taken aboard - 
gives insight into the adventurous opportunity that young South African cadets could enjoy at that time.   

 
Cries of "Aloft and make sail!" and taking sunsights - a rarity in these days of GPS - or the old sailor-powered 
capstan and the ship's dog Sam feature in the vintage footage.  Shipping buffs will relish shots of the tug 
James Searle easing Lawhill off the Elbow, the steam tug Ludwig Wiener swinging the ship for the compass 
adjustment, and John X Merriman towing the sailingship along the Peninsula coast to catch the wind south of 
Cape Point for the voyage to Durban to load coal for Argentina. 
 

Since Lawhill had to sail southwest from Cape Point to catch the wind, that voyage took 28 days before the 
twin-funneled tug Sir David Hunter came out from Durban to tow her into port, another rare cameo captured 
on this interesting film. 
 
Various training systems have been introduced over the years, each producing excellent officers.  The challenge 
is to maintain those high standards so that South African officers continue to be sought after by local 

companies and by the likes of Stena. 

                         

CHRISTMAS AT SEA - AND SPARE A THOUGHT FOR THE SEAFARERS 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 

 
Well into the tropics and bound for the American east coast port of Newark is Safmarine Ngami.  A balmy, 
partly cloudy day with a southerly swell is Captain Louise Angel's weather forecast for Christmas Day. 

 
"We are planning to have a lamb spit with salads," she says, adding that the spit rotisserie will be powered by 
four cadets on their first venture to sea aboard the containership. 

24 DECEMBER 2008 

TOP: The Wallenius Wilhelmsen ro-ro Vinni 
bunkered in Cape Town just before 
Christmas. 

TOP: Chilean Reefer arriving in Cape Town to load early 
fruit harvests from the Orange River valley. 

TOP: Hebridean Spirit whose sailing from Cape 

Town was delayed by unseasonable heavy weather 
that produced swells in excess of seven metres off 
the Cape coast. 

LEFT: The full-laden South African polar supply vessel SA Agulhas sailing from Cape Town on 23 December for 
Antarctica.  Within a few hours, she was in seas of about eight metres in the wake of a depression that passed the 
Cape. 

TOP: Acergy Polaris that underwent an extensive refit 

in Cape Town, and in the process contributed mega 
rands to the local economy. 
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Christmas cake and mince pies, bought from Woolies during the vessel's recent call at Durban, will augment 
Cook Irifaan Williams's home made trifle and other delicacies. 
 
When Safmarine Ngami was in Baltimore a month or more ago, the Seaman's Mission delivered wrapped gifts 
"…and," says Captain Angel, "we have organised Christmas mugs filled with chocolates and small goodies for 

everybody on board." 

 
Captain Colin Quixley whose seafaring career is meticulously recorded in personal journals and photograph 
albums, tells me that while aboard the Safmarine-managed trampship Cape Agulhas, the ship crossed the 
Pacific Ocean eastbound.  "As we crossed the International Date Line," he recalls, "we had two Christmases. 

One was the official dinner with all the trimmings and the other very low key. Safmarine fed us well on special 

occasions." 

 
Union-Castle's catering superintendent also ensured that the company's vessels had a magnificent Christmas 
Day menu, even in Tourist Class.  Indeed, most passenger ships serve a most sumptuous spread.  The 
departure of the small cruise liner Hebridean Spirit from Cape Town was delayed owing to heavy weather off 
the southern Cape coast, and she may spend Christmas Day at the Waterfront.  It's just as well that her master 
took that decision as swells in excess of seven metres were running along the coast, and the small vessel would 
indeed have had a rough passage. 

 
Since most of the passengers are British, Hotel Officer John Hamilton has prepared a multi-course Christmas 
dinner in the best British tradition, and, for the passengers and officers, the ship's beautifully-appointed dining 
saloon will be a delight to behold.  I am also told that the main lounge, reminiscent of an old English country 
hotel that has a large hearth as its focal point, will hold a special surprise for the passengers tonight.   
 
Laden with snow-tractors as well as masses of stores, and amidst an emotional send-off, the South African 

Antarctic supply ship SA Agulhas sailed yesterday for the ice.  No doubt the crew and polar scientists will have 
a special dinner, although I suspect that the anticipated heavy swell might send a few Christmas platters 
crashing - and some of the scientists might not feel like eating much, let alone a huge dinner. 
 
"Reminiscing about Christmas and New Year at sea 30 years ago may not have much relevance for today's 

reader," writes Captain Alistair Struthers, whose interesting seagoing career spanned Ellerman ships, including 

their passenger ship quartet, Safmarine and Unicorn ships.   
 
Among the cherished memorabilia of his time at sea is a Christmas-time photograph depicting some of the 
officers aboard City of York, berthed in London's West India Dock, which, with dozens of ships of long-
forgotten companies - including Ellermans - was a ship-spotter's paradise.  
 
While enjoying your Christmas fare, spare a thought for those at sea who work long hours and even when their 

ships are in port, they may not have the opportunity to go ashore.  In all  weathers, their ships have brought so 
many of the goodies that will be under the Christmas tree; tankers carried the fuel that took folks to and from 
the parties; aboard containerships were rolls of textiles that have since been made into Christmas finery.  I 
note that our Christmas turkey originates from an American farm, and probably came this way in a reefer 
container aboard Safmarine Ngami or one of her consorts on a recent southbound voyage.  The list of cargoes 
that are in everyday use is endless! 
 

Thousands of seafarers will be away from home this Christmas, and even the toughest will feel a twinge of 
loneliness at such a time of the year.  With largely homogenous officer complements in former years, important 
festivals such as Christmas were celebrated jointly, but as modern crewlists resemble the roll-call at the United 
Nations, and cultural diversity is the rule rather than the exception these days, social cohesion aboard is less 
pronounced. 
 

To lessen the loneliness among seafarers, a most positive idea came from a Mission to Seamen padre in 
Scotland who used money raised at a dance to buy telephone cards for distribution among the crews of ships in 
port on Christmas day.  Filipinos on 10-month tours of duty aboard rig tenders, Ukrainians, Latvians, Russians 
and others could phone home. 
 
Although the local port will be closed for a few hours tomorrow, pilots, tug crews, port control officials, bunker 
teams and a range of others will be on duty, as will several ships' agents who need to service the ships in port. 

 
And very importantly, remember those still held hostage by pirates - and those aboard warships patrolling the 
pirate-infested waters. 
 
A Blessed Christmas to you all. 

 
• Acergy Polaris, the derrick lay barge that has been refitting here for several months and whose huge 

1000-ton crane has dominated the skyline, is scheduled to sail tomorrow, weather permitting.  She is 
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used for pipe-laying, installation of mooring facilities and construction activities associated mainly with 
deepwater oil and gasfields.  Her protracted refit brought millions of rands to local contractors. 

 
• The FPSO Glas Dowr that has been taken off the Sable oilfield off the southern Cape coast should 

arrive under tow off Cape Town on 27 December.  I understand that she will be in port for a while. 
 

• The magnificent German cruiseliner Deutschland is scheduled to berth at the Waterfront on Friday 26 

December. 
 

A YEAR OF EXTREMES - AND INTERESTING SHIPS 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
Quite a year for the shipping industry!  Mid-year freight and charter rates soared to unprecedented heights as 
owners profited in what was the greatest shipping boom, surpassing that which followed World War 2. 
 
Then the credit crunch hit, forcing rates downwards in dramatic fashion.  Capesize bulk carriers that were 

fetching around $230000 a day earlier this year, are now barely scraping $10000 a day, a trend that has been 
felt throughout the various shipping sectors. 
 
Only months ago, containership operators were enjoying wonderful times that contrast sharply with the current 
scene where even prestigious companies initially began slow steaming to absorb tonnage, but in recent months 
are talking of laying up ships. 
 

One of the few items of good news for owners is that bunker prices have dropped markedly from the highs 
when oil was costing $141 a barrel. 
 
As seldom before, markets favour the shippers who are now calling the shots when negotiating freight rates. 
 
The year has been busy for the local port with the marine engineering sector benefiting from several major 

refits of vessels associated with offshore oil and gas exploitation.  Over the week-end, the tugs Da Hong and 
Salveritas towed in the FPSO Glas Dowr, rust-streaked from years of operation in inhospitable waters at the 
Sable oilfield off the southern Cape coast.  She will undergo preliminary maintenance work prior to an extensive 
refit, probably in a European yard. The life of our local oilfields, it appears, is limited and perhaps the country 
will look towards gas imports through Mossel Bay where gassers would be regular visitors. 
 
The gasser Celestine River lay at anchor for weeks off Sea Point earlier this year really caught the public's 

imagination, some fearing that it would explode, a groundless concern as those anchoring here are empty.  
Other gassers have attracted similar interest, and I hope to dedicate a column to these remarkable ships early 
next year. 
 
Undoubtedly, the aircraft carrier USS Theodore Roosevelt that anchored in the bay in October, turned most 
eyes seaward.  Her visit will prompt similar calls by other large capital ships, including the Russian battlecruiser 
due late next week. 

 

31 DECEMBER 2008 

TOP: Glas Dowr off Cape Town and under tow by 
the tugs De Hong and Salveritas. 

TOP: The POSH Semco tug Salveritas that assisted with the de-mob 
and tow to Cape Town of the Bluewater FPSO Glas Dowr. 

TOP: The gasser Celestine River 

that, when anchored off Cape Town 
earlier this year, drew much public 
interest.  She is shown sailing from 
Cape Town after bunkering. 

TOP: City of Hamburg, a ro-ro vessel that is apparently 

dedicated to the transport of Airbus components between 
Germany and France.  She bunkered in Cape Town en 
route from her builders to Europe and presumably 
diverted via the Cape lest she fall into pirate hands in the 
Gulf of Aden.                   

 Photograph : Robert Pabst 

LEFT: Built for Nord-Deutscher Lloyd as Munchen in 
1922-23, the North Atlantic liner was renamed General 
von Steuben and later (1938) Steuben.  She became 

an accommodation ship for the German Navy in 1939, 
and in 1944 was converted to transport troops. 
Carrying over 6000 people, including wounded soldiers 
and refugees, she sailed from Danzig and was 
torpedoed by a Russian submarine.  About 4500 
people drowned in the icy sea.  Several undersea 
probes have located the ship and the remains of her 
tragic human cargo.  This photograph was taken in 
about 1938 when she undertook several cruises. 
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Catching the eye of the shipping industry were the Somali pirates whose nefarious exploits are diverting 
increasing numbers of ships around the Cape.  Some of these are bunkering and victualling here, to the benefit 
of local suppliers. 
 
Salvors have had a lean year. Apart from a laden bulker snatched from close to the reefs near Gansbaai when 
her engine went phutt, a Capesize bulker that put into False Bay to repair a crack in her plating, two fishing 
vessels that stranded near Melkbosstrand, and a few tow-jobs, little drama has occurred along our seaways.   

 
Amidst the current tough times, older tonnage will be scrapped, thus ridding the sea lanes of many suspect 
vessels that may have come to grief.  What is of concern is that new ships emerging from certain Chinese yards 
may not have the longevity of their older sisters, and their inferior construction may cause salvage tugs to 
hasten seawards during wild winter seas. 
 

The year ended tragically with the deaths of 14 chokka fishermen whose fishing vessel, Kingfisher, capsized 
near Cape St Francis last week.  This is another sombre wake-up call for some within the fishing industry.  It is 
imperative that this accident be investigated fully by the South African Maritime Safety Authority and a proper 
marine court of inquiry must be speedily convened.    
 
We are still awaiting an inquiry into the loss of a Saldanha Bay trawler after a collision with a bulker, especially 
as dockland gossip surrounding that accident still lingers. 

 
Among other questions, a court of inquiry into the latest tragedy will hopefully establish when the vessel left 
port on that ill-fated fishing trip as particularly heavy seas had been forecast for the southern coastal area.   
 
Apparently, crewmembers of Kingfisher had undergone pre-sea training and the skipper was properly 
qualified.  No doubt SAMSA officials will be able to verify these - and that the training institution issuing the 
certificates was properly accredited.  I understand that a Port Elizabeth-based maritime institution was closed 

recently allegedly after issues relating to funding and quality of training emerged.  As public money was spent 
on establishing that institution, its collapse warrants a full forensic audit, the findings of which must be 
published. 
 
The Kingfisher tragedy is not the first such loss.  Among the recommendations made by the marine inquiry 
into the sinking of the fishing vessel Lindsay two years ago - also with the loss of 14 crewmembers - was that 

training in the fishing industry should be beefed up.  While that has happened in some sectors, there is much 
room for improvement both in training and in ensuring that all the required safety equipment is aboard the 
fishing vessels.  
 
When those fishing vessels grounded near Melkbosstrand a few months ago, the abandon ship procedure did 
not come from the textbook, and it was fortunate that lives were not lost in that incident.  Now we have 
another major tragedy. 

 
Several disappointments that clouded this year do not bode well for the future.  As the breakwater remains - 
inexplicably - a public no-go area, and interest in a public viewing area in the docks has died, folks can only 
catch glimpses of dockland between buildings or from the Foreshore freeways.  
 
How, shipping folks ask, will young people ever be exposed to this really dynamic industry that offers 
interesting and worthwhile careers ashore and at sea?   

 
For every shipping reader, may 2009 be filled with happiness. 

 

 

 


