A Life on the Ocean Wave – Daniel Selman

On a crisp, sunny and thankfully calm March morning I was one of a group of 30 MOD civil servants gathered at the Shear Jetty of the Portsmouth Naval Base ready to make our way up the gang plank on to HMS Southampton.  An announcement on the Defence Intranet, rather than a Press Gang, had brought us there for the opportunity to spend 2 days and 2 nights aboard as part of a Sea Experience.

I’d already overcome the first hurdle – packing both casual rig (the first of many nautical terms I was to come to terms with) for day and deck wear, along with jacket and tie for dinner in The Ward Room (Officer’s Mess) into the smallest bag I could, assuming, correctly, that storage facilities on board would not be particularly abundant.

After being checked in – well having my name ticked off a list – I was shown to my cabin.  I say my, it would be more accurate to say my 1/6th of a cabin as I found myself in the bottom bunk of three in a six man cabin.  I haven’t checked but I suspect veal calves get a slightly more generous allocation of personal space.  The mind blowing fact was that this was the Chief Petty Officers Cabins i.e. for the Rates this is as good as it gets (and to be honest the snatched glances of the Officers’ cabins did not reveal anything significantly more salubrious).  This paucity of space was replicated throughout the ship – no spare inch was allowed to go to waste, with items stored and stowed everywhere, low ceilings the norm and the inevitable ladders to get up and down the ship.

After a welcome from the Executive Officer (the Captain’s deputy not a Band D); a safety briefing - there’s trip hazards everywhere, you’re not allowed out on deck at night and if someone falls overboard shout loud and long; and the offer of sea sickness tablets (the mention of which was the only time I actually felt any symptoms) we made our way up to the Bridge deck wings to watch the departure from Portsmouth. 

Once we were clear of the harbour and the obstacles of other boats the power of the engines kicked in and we were soon moving along at a fare rate of knots.  I’m not sure of the exact speed but I can tell you the pleasantly crisp weather suddenly materialised into a bitingly cold wind, particularly when out of the sun, which saw us civilian observers tacking between the port and starboard bridge wings to try and glean the vestiges of heat the sun was offering. After a couple of hours of this and the first of many sightings of the Isle of Wight we retired downstairs to the Mess and our first experience of on board catering.  It was quickly apparent that a Navy sails on its stomach and that stomach likes hearty carb based food … which was absolutely fine by me.  The quality of this food was subsequently rendered even more impressive when we observed both the cramped conditions in which it is prepared and also discovered the frugal messing allowance received per person to provide it all – allegedly less than that amount allocated to a police dog for its nourishment.

After lunch we started the first of a series of tours that would occupy us for the majority of the time on board.  These took in visits to the Warfare, Mechanical Engineering, Weapons Engineering and Logistics departments.

We started the afternoon with the Warfare department and began our visit in the Operations Room where we witnessed the teams poring over radar display screens monitoring the air and marine space and ensuring the ship remains safe from attack.  We also discovered the ability of that team to assume control of the ship and steer it from their below deck position.  We then made our first visit to the bridge to see the more usual method of navigating and steering the ship in action. This section also has responsibility for Fire Fighting on board and it was startling to realise that for a ship pumping large quantities of water into an area to tackle a fire could then cause major stability issues. 

For our Dogs (late afternoon) visit we were in the hands of Mechanical Engineering.  This was a fascinating tour that saw us variously crouched inside one of the ships (idle) gas turbine engines, donning ear defenders in the main engine room and glimpsing the fire and heat being generated by the boilers – which made it all the more ironic having a cold shower the following morning after they broke down in the night! 

Wednesday evening saw dinner and entertainment in the Chief Petty Officer’s Mess.  The food was good, the hospitality overwhelming and the topic of conversation lively – and must remain unreported!

A reasonable night’s sleep followed, my fears of a cabin of snorers proved unfounded, either that or the sound of the air conditioning unit drowned them out.  One of the sailors told me they have real problems sleeping when they get back home after being at sea as they find it too quiet, and often have to leave a radio on to deal with it.

Thursday morning didn’t start brilliantly when I inadvertently used the female showers – fortunately it was the sight of my size 9s (flip flops) that gave the game away.  Harassment charge avoided it was time for the inevitable and very welcome, cooked breakfast before a trip to the deck revealed the south Devon coastline on the approach to Plymouth Sound.  The last time I had visited Plymouth was as a teenager on board a coach of Exeter City fans – back then we hoped our arrival had impact, this time it actually did. We didn’t actually dock but slowed down sufficiently to pick up a visitor and then headed back out to sea for the main purpose of our trip, a series of manoeuvres to enable software trials to be conducted.

We continued our visits with Weapons Engineering which embraces all the ship’s radars as well as the missiles and torpedoes carried on board.  This included learning about the Phalanx, a awesome device that can fire 3000 rounds per minute and ‘fill the sky with lead’ for the purposes of defending the ship from incoming missile attack. After lunch, we made our final visit to the, by their own admission, less glamorous but essential Logistics department who ensure there is sufficient food and equipment on board to enable the ship to function.  We also got a glimpse inside the Sick Bay and heard from the Chief Petty Medical Officer about the types of illnesses he encounters and is often able to treat – including prescribing certain medicines.

Thursday evening saw us retrieve our jackets and ties and make our way to the Ward Room where I, and more pertinently my white shirt, survived unscathed the challenge of eating curry whilst stood up on a moving boat. Eschewing the Chief Petty Officers’ exhortations of the previous evening to drink the Officer’s Mess dry a group of of us accepted an invitation back up to the bridge to watch the crew steer the ship back home to Portsmouth. In order to ensure that even the slightest glimpse of a light from another boat is visible they work in conditions of maximum darkness, to which our eyes became quickly accustomed. There then followed the absolute highlight of my trip when the Officer of the Watch let us all spend a few minutes steering the ship. Having kept the ship on course, still afloat and in one piece I decided to quit while I was ahead and pass control back to the professionals and retired to bed whilst they safely directed us back along the South Coast.

Friday morning and after a trip to the correct showers and another cooked brekkie the familiar sight of the Isle of Wight greeted us before the passage back into Portsmouth Harbour and the return to dry land, the train home and a bed that I could sit up in.

Once the sensation of swaying had subsided (about two days) what else remains with me:  the breadth and depth of the knowledge of all those we talked to; the levels of responsibility they bear, in many cases, relatively young; the incredibly difficult conditions in which they live and work; and yet in spite of this the incredible good humour and team spirit that permeates throughout the ships company. Overall a fascinating experience and one I would recommend to any MOD colleague to take advantage of if the opportunity arises.

