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All at Sea -  the Life of George Sutcliffe
Part II - In Coastal Waters

------------------------------------------------------  Peter W  Sherred -------------------------------------------------

The A riel w as a GPO cable 
sh ip  b ased  in  D over w hich  

w orked  on  te le p h o n e  cables 
a ro u n d  th e  UK up  to th e  edge 
o f th e  co n tin en ta l shelf. She 
sp e n t a to tal o f six m o n th s  of 
th e  y e a r  tied  up  in  D over in  
th e  E aste rn  D ocks n e a r  th e  
su b m arin e  p e n s  an d  w as n ev e r 
aw ay  for m ore  th a n  fou r w eeks 
a t a tim e . M uch  w o rk  w as 
u n d e rta k e n  a ro u n d  th e  coast 
o f  S co tlan d  a n d  in  th e  
S he tlands an d  O rkneys. In  th e  tw o y ea rs  
G eorge w as on  th e  A riel one  o f th e  th ings 
he  found  m o st in te re s tin g  w as lay ing  a 
n ew  cable an d  lan d in g  th e  shore end . H e 
re m e m b e rs  w ell one such  job  w h e n  A riel 
w as engaged  in  ren ew in g  th e  te lep h o n e  
lin k  for th e  m o n k s on  C aldy Is land  n e a r  
T enby in  South  Wales. A fter tw o years , in  
1965, he  decided  to try  th e  c ro ss-channel 
fe rrie s  w h ich , o f  course, h e  h ad  seen  
o pera tin g  a t close h a n d  in  th e  port.

G eorge jo in e d  B ritish Railways, S o u th e rn  
R egion F erries in  1965. T he first sh ip  he 
w as se n t to w as th e  M aid o f K ent w h e re  he 
w as to ld  h e  w as jo in in g  as 'M akee L earn  
2nd  Officer'. T h is  w as n e w  to h im  as w h en  
d eep  sea  h e  w as accu sto m ed  to b e in g

ap p o in ted  to a sh ip  in  a ran k  
an d  expec ted  to get on  w ith  it. 
H e soon  rea lised  th e  fe rries 
h ad  se t ro u tines, w h ich  had  
b e e n  e s ta b lish e d  o v er th e  
years, th a t h ad  to be  le a rn e d  if  
th e  job  w as to go sm ooth ly . H e 
w as m o s t fo r tu n a te  in  n o t 
b e in g  la id  off a t th e  en d  o f the 
s u m m e r  se a so n  a n d  w as 
o ffe red  a co n tra c t w ith in  a 
y e a r  o r two. S ubsequen tly , he 
su ffered  an  acc id en t o n  the 

N o rm an ia  d u ring  d ischarge in  D over w h en  
th e  ram p  th a t led  u p  to th e  u p p e r  ca r deck  
w as low ered  an d  a su p p o rtin g  leg cam e 
dow n on  h is toe! T he cap ta in  see ing  h is 
b lo o d sta in ed  sock  im m ed ia te ly  said  he  w as 
going to call an  am bu lance . G eorge w as 
ta k e n  to casualty , w h ich  a t th a t tim e  w as in  
th e  R oyal V ic to ria  H o sp ita l in  D over, 
w h e re  a doc to r p a tch e d  h im  up . H e w as off 
for a w eek  or tw o befo re  the  ra ilw ay  doctor 
p assed  h im  fit for w ork  w ith  th e  proviso  he  
w ore sanda ls  as th e  d ressing  on  h is  toe 
w ou ld  n o t fit in  a shoe.

T he  overrid ing  sen sa tio n  o f  h is tim e  as 
2nd  O fficer on  th e  fe rrie s  w as one o f a 
feeling  o f freedom . O nce c lea r o f th e  p o rt 
th e  M aster te n d e d  to d isap p ea r an d  con tro l 

w as his. T h is co n tra s ted  w ith  deep  
sea  w h e re , o n ce  in  re s tr ic te d  
w a te rs , th e re  w as c o n s ta n t 
su p e rv is io n  o r e v e n  a p ilo t on  
board . F riends w ho w ere  still deep  
sea  u sed  to say  to G eorge “d o n 't you  
find  it b o rin g  going b ack  an d  forth  
across th e  ditch"? H is rep ly  was, “it 
is a lo t less b o rin g  th a n  a fou r-hour 
w atch  in  m id  ocean". D ue to h is 
fo r tu n a te  tim in g  in  jo in in g  th eA rie l
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c o m p an y , h e  q u ic k ly  fo u n d  h im s e lf  
p ro m o ted  to 1st O fficer w h e n  he  w as able 
to develop  h is  ab ilities as a sh ip  h an d le r  
w h ich  h e  en joyed , w h a te v e r  th e  w eather. 
T he co m p an y  po licy  w as for M asters to 
encou rage  th e ir  1st O fficers to develop  
th e i r  e x p e rtise  in  w e a th e r  c o n d itio n s  
ap p ro p ria te  to th e ir  level o f experience . 
W hen  he  h im se lf  w as M aste r he  m ade  it a 
p ra c tic e  to  do all th e  b e r th in g  a n d  
u n b e r th in g  th e  f irs t-ro u n d  tr ip  and , 
desp ite  th e  fact he  loved doing it h im self, 
le ttin g  th e  1st O fficer do th e  second  ro u n d  
trip . T h is p rac tice  m ad e  th e  tran s itio n  
from  1st O fficer to  M as te r fa r le ss  
trau m a tic  th a n  it m ig h t have  o therw ise  
been .

G eorge's fondest m em o rie s  as 1st O fficer 
re la te  to h is  tim e  on  th e  M aid o f O rleans. 
T h e  M as te r w as a m a n  w ho  d id  n o t 
p a rticu la rly  en jo y  sh ip  h an d lin g  an d  in  
co n seq u en ce  le t h im  do th e  lot, regard less 
o f th e  w eather. G eorge recalls  th e  M aster 
did have  som e lovely  say ings or advice. 
W hen  G eorge asked  h im  how  to m ake  no 
14 b e r th  in  B oulogne in  a sou th  w este rly  
gale th e  rep ly  w as “drive h e r  in, h it h e r  
h a rd  an d  tie  h e r  u p  w h ile  she is still 
stunned"! Ship h an d lin g  req u ired  a good 
re la tio n sh ip  w ith  th e  en g in ee rs  b e in g  able 
to re ly  on  th e m  to p u t th e  s team  in  to pu ll 
th e  sh ip  u p  sh a rp ish  w h e n  n eed ed . G eorge 
says “We v e ry  m u ch  d ep en d ed  on  one 
another". For G eorge th e  M aid o f  O rleans 
w as a b e a u tifu l sh ip  to  h a n d le  a n d  
co n tra s ted  w ith  th e  St P atrick  w h ich  ra th e r

M a id  o f Orleans

liv ed  u p  to h e r  n ic k n a m e  am o n g  th e  
M asters o f T he Black Pig as she  te n d e d  to 
have  a m in d  o f h e r  own!

O ften  re liev ing  M asters for th e ir  an n u a l 
leave  m e a n t G eorge so m e tim e s  fo u n d  
h im se lf  sp en d in g  a fo rtn igh t on  a steam  
sh ip  w ith  b o w  ru d d e r  a n d  te le g ra p h  
c o n tro l o f  th e  e n g in e s  fo llow ed  b y  a 
fo r tn ig h t on  a m o to r  sh ip  w ith  b ow  
th ru s te rs  an d  b ridge co m b in a to r con tro l o f 
variab le  p itch  p rope lle rs. Q uite  d iffe ren t 
te c h n iq u e s  b u t v a rie ty  w as th e  spice of 
life. D uring  h is tim e  w ith  B ritish Railways 
George also se rved  on  th e  D over and  in  th e  
au tu m n  o f 1973 h ad  ju s t  b e e n  d ropped  
b ack  to 1st O fficer on  th e  A n d erid a  for th e  
w in te r  season  w h e n  a re q u e s t cam e from  
N ew haven  for a M aster w ith  experien ce  to 
go dow n th e re  to give som e re lie f  to th e  
M as te rs  o f  th e  n e w ly  a r r iv e d  Sen lac. 
George vo lu n tee red . It w as a n o th e r  very  
in te re s tin g  ex perience  for h im . U n til he 
h ad  su ffic ien t nav iga tions in  N ew h av en  to 
ob ta in  h is p ilo tage exem ption  he  h ad  a 1st 
O fficer w ith  h im  w ho h ad  ob ta ined  h is 
p ilo t's  licence. N ew haven  w as s te ep ed  in  
trad itio n a l w ays to a far g rea te r degree 
th a n  D over w h ich  h ad  b e n e fitte d  from  a 
large in flux  o f officers from  d eep  sea. 
W hile on  th e  N ew haven  to D ieppe ru n  he 
in tro d u c e d  a re v o lu tio n a ry  m a n o e u v re  
w ith  Senlac for exiting  D ieppe w h ich  saved 
th e  aw kw ard  w ork  o f rigging sw inging 
w ires  and  saved  tim e  an d  fuel. W hen  
leav ing  D ieppe he  eased  th e  fe rry  ou t o f 
th e  b e r th  sidew ays, u sin g  bow  th ru s t and
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propellers, th e n  sw ung h e r  th ro u g h  
90 deg rees to exit th e  port.

O n arriva l b ack  from  N ew haven  in  
1975 G eorge w as fo rtu n a te  again  to 
be  re liev ing  th e  reg u la r M aster o f  th e  
M aid o f O rleans w h en  she  did h e r  
las t trip . H av ing  sailed  from  D over in  
a tro c io u s  c o n d itio n s  th e  'M aid ' 
a rrived  b ack  w ith  th e  w in d  a t gale 
force an d  th e  seas off th e  w e s te rn  en tran ce  
far too rough  to sw ing ou tside an d  e n te r  
there . So, en te r in g  th e  e a s te rn  en tran ce  
George sw ung th e  'M aid' ju s t in side  th e  
h a rb o u r  a n d  p ro c e e d e d  to c ro ss  th e  
h a rb o u r s te rn  first a ro u n d  th e  P rince o f 
W ales P ie r in to  no1 b e r th  A dm ira lty  Pier. 
F ive re t ire d  M as te rs  a n d  th e  M arin e  
S u p e rin te n d e n t w ho w ere  on  th e  bridge 
w ith  G eorge fo r th e  la s t tr ip  w ere  
im p re s s e d  w ith  th e  'M aid 's ' h a n d lin g  
capabilities. A  few  days la te r  G eorge took 
th e  'M aid' to N ew haven  from  w h e re  she 
w as tak en  to Spain  for b reak ing . It w as 
abou t th is  perio d  he  w as re liev ing  a M aster 
on  th e  V ortigern. As th e  fe rry  app ro ach ed  
Boulogne, C ap ta in  Jo h n  A rth u r  w as on  th e  
bridge. It h ad  alw ays b e e n  G eorge's po licy  
to ca rry  on  giving o rders u n til th e  M aster 
said  he  h ad  th e  con tro l and  he  co n tin u ed  
to do so on  th is  occasion. W hen  he  had  
g iv en  's ta n d  b y ' a n d  d ire c te d  th e  
q u a rte rm a s te r  to b ring  th e  fe rry  ro u n d  for 
e n try  C aptain  A rth u r  said to G eorge “do 
yo u  w an t to take h e r  in"? “C erta in ly  sir" 
G eorge re p lie d , ad d in g  th a t  h e  h a d  
h a n d led  th e  sh ip  before  w ith  th e  B crew  
M aster an d  h ad  tak en  h e r  in  and  o u t o f 
B oulogne on  m a n y  occasions. G eorge w as 
responsib le  for th e  re s t o f th e  h and ling  
th a t day  an d  th e  n ex t m o rn in g  C aptain  
A rth u r  a n n o u n ced  he  h ad  a rran g ed  w ith  
th e  s ta ff office for G eorge to re m a in  w ith  
h im  for fo rm al tra in in g  as M aster and  he  
re m a in e d  as D crew  M aster. W hen  C aptain  
A rth u r  p assed  G eorge ou t he  p u t in  h is 
le t te r  to th e  M arin e  S u p e r in te n d e n t

St A nselm

“C ap ta in  Su tc liffe  h a s  b e e n  fo r tu n a te  
en ough  to have  ex p erien ced  gale force 
w in d s d u ring  h is  training". It w as possib ly  
becau se  o f th is  tim e  w ith  h im  th a t C aptain  
A rth u r  asked  for G eorge to jo in  th e  St 
A nselm  as one o f h is  te am  o f M asters 
w h e n  she cam e in  1980.

Jo in in g  as E crew  M aster b y  th e  tim e  he  
re tire d  10 y ea rs  la te r  he  h ad  sp e n t a y e a r 
as th e  S en io r M aster. H e re c a lls  one  
m em o rab le  occasion  w hen , hav ing  arrived  
in  D over one evening , a d ispu te  o f som e 
so rt a t th e  E aste rn  D ocks m e a n t o n ly  cars 
an d  foot p assen g ers  w ere  allow ed off b u t 
fre igh t v eh ic les w ere  k ep t on  board . H e 
w as to ld  to a n ch o r in  the  h a rb o u r u n til th e  
m a t te r  w as re so lv ed  b u t h e  asked  
p e rm iss io n  to take th e  sh ip  to Folkestone 
for d ischarge o f th e  freight. T he  d u ty  
m an ag e r said  th a t it w as a good id ea  b u t 
th e  sh ip  h ad  n e v e r  b e e n  to Folkestone 
h o w ever he  saw  th e  logic and  agreed. T he 
fe r ry  w as able to b e r th  in  F o lkestone 
a lthough  it h ad  to be h e ld  at a slight angle 
to th e  ram p  as she w as w id e r th a n  the  
sh ips it h ad  b e e n  b u ilt to take. G eorge w as 
able to d ischarge th e  v e ry  g ra tefu l drivers.

T h ro u g h o u t th e  te n  y ea rs  h e  w as on  th e  St 
A nselm  he  did n o t serve on  a n y  o th e r 
vessel ap a rt from  th e  St D avid w h ich  w as 
ope ra tio n a l for a few  m o n th s  1982/1983 
w hile  St A nse lm  w as aw ay  hav ing  h e r  
accom m odation  ex ten d ed  aft. H e took  the  
St D avid on  h e r  first tr ip  to Calais. In  about 
D ecem b er 1989 d u ring  an  even ing  shift
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G eorge in fo rm ed  th e  s ta ff office o f  h is 
in te n tio n  to re tire  on  h is 60th b ir th d a y  
th e  follow ing A ugust, 1990. W hen he 
to ld  M ary  on  arriva l ho m e th e  nex t 
m o rn in g  h e r  reac tio n  w as “W hat have 
y o u  done? W hat have yo u  bent"? H e still 
en joyed  sh ip  h an d lin g  and  w ork ing  w ith  
p eop le  b u t odd n iggles w ere  beg in n in g  
to se t in, n o t le a s t am ong  th e m  th e  job, 
in  h is  opinion, be ing  in c reasin g ly  ru n  by  
a c c o u n ta n ts . O nce ag a in  good fo r tu n e  
shone  u p o n  h im  as, by  re tir in g  early , M ary  
an d  G eorge h ad  s ix teen  good re tire m e n t 
y ea rs  to g e th e r befo re she d ied  be in g  tak en  
from  h im  b y  can ce r in  2006. Sadly, an d  far 
too young , G eorge's d au g h te r M elan ie  d ied  
in  2016.

D uring  h is tim e  a t sea, and  since, th e re  
w ere  and  have  b e e n  e n o rm o u s changes. 
G one are th e  le isu re ly  tim es  in  port, w hile  
on  th e  deep-sea  rou tes, d ischarg ing  and  
loading; co n ta in e r sh ips n ow  b e in g  in  p o rt 
on ly  a m a tte r  o f h o u rs  dealing  w ith  m an y  
m ore  to n s o f cargo th a n  w as p rev iously  
h a n d led  in  a w eek . W hile v e ry  good for th e  
sh ip  ow ners it  is v e ry  stressfu l for crew s 
w ho, for m o n th s  on  end, have  little  o r no 
o p p o rtu n ity  to com e ashore. W ork p a tte rn s  
o n  th e  c ro ss -c h a n n e l sh ip s  h av e  also  
changed  to a degree G eorge w ould  no 
lo n g er recognise. D uring  h is serv ice th e re  
w ere  th ree  crew s w ork ing  tw elve h o u rs  on 
tw en ty -fou r h o u rs  o ff w ith  a fu r th e r  crew  
to cover an n u a l leave. A dditionally , all th e  
crew s w ere  locally  re c ru ite d  so peop le  
k n ew  each  o th e r an d  w ere  able to form
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social g ro u p s ashore. Today crew s are 
re c ru ite d  from  all over th e  co u n try  and  
sp en d  a w ho le  w eek  or m ore  on  board  w ith  
th e  re su lt th a t w h e n  th e y  d isem b ark  all 
co n n ec tio n  w ith  th e  job  is lost. G eorge 
rea lise s  th a t in  th e  p re s e n t day  it is all 
dow n to 'th e  bo ttom  lin e ' an d  p rofit is 
n e c e ssa ry  if  co m p an ies  are  to surv ive b u t 
he  feels it is a g rea t sham e th a t it  h as  to be 
p a id  for a t th e  expense  o f those  on  th e  
fron t line. “But," says George, “I am  ju s t  an  
old b loke w ho is m ore  th a n  g ra tefu l th a t 
m y  c a re e r sp a n n e d  th e  good y ea rs  at sea 
w h ich  I can  say  I th o ro u g h ly  enjoyed".

O n shore G eorge an d  M ary se n t th e ir  
ch ild ren , w h e n  young , to S unday  school at 
St M artin 's  C hurch  in  M axton w h e re  M ary  
w as also con firm ed . G eorge and  M ary  bo th  
b ecam e  in c rea s in g ly  invo lved  w ith  th e  
chu rch . T h is  cau sed  George, over tim e, to 
co m m it h is life to C hrist's  chu rch . H e 
en ro lled  for a co rre sp o n d en ce  course to 
b ecom e a R eader in  th e  C hurch  o f E ngland  
tak ing  tw o y ea rs  to com p lete  th e  tra in in g  
befo re  be in g  au th o rised  R eader officia lly  in  
a serv ice a t C a n te rb u ry  C athedra l. T h is 
w as an  office in  w h ich  h e  w as active for 
fo rty  y ea rs  a t St M artin 's  C hu rch  an d  th e n  
St M arg a re t o f  A n tio ch  C h u rch  in  St 
M argare t's  a t Cliffe u n til 2010 w hen , a t the 
age o f eighty, he  decided  to re tire . T he 
on ly  serv ices  he  takes n ow  are the  fu n era ls  
o f ex co lleagues w h ich  he  does n o t m in d  at 
all for as h e  says, “w h e n  you  have k n o w n  
th e  p e rso n  it is m u ch  ea s ie r  to m ake  th e  
serv ice re lev an t and  personal".
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