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The internet onboard

DECK HEAD

Johnny Kulukundis gives a clear argument for giving seafarers internet access onboard

BODY 

There seems to be quite a debate about whether ships should be wired in order to enable seafarers access to the internet. Fundamentally who should bare the cost of such an undertaking. 

Life at sea certainly is a little solitary and endless days crossing oceans with limited entertainment can be a little stressful, away from friends and family for months on end.

We didn’t have the internet when I was at sea, in fact the last ship I sailed on was the first to have GMDSS and no radio officer or radio room at all. 

I received phone calls from pining young ladies back home in London, which usually happened at a reasonable time in London and rather unreasonable hour where ever the vessel I was on happened to be. 

It is a little implausible for the officer on watch to say that I had just popped out, which provided much entertainment for whomever was on watch at the time. 

Anyway, had I had access to e-mail and the internet it would have made considerably more economic sense for both me and the young lady I had left behind. Calls in those days cost about $12 a minute as I recall. Though she called me from her parents house, which did not endear me to them at all. 

SUBHEAD

Our own entertainment

Our lack of contact with the outside world, short of noon position reports, voyage orders, weather faxes and the odd late night phone call drove us to create our own entertainment to while away long passages. 

Mostly good natured and innocent there was one incident that leads me to the conclusion that increased contact with the outside world is not only important but one might argue, essential!

As some people may be aware, when someone onboard a merchant vessel crosses the equator for the first time, there is a traditional ceremony that they must undergo at the hands of those who have already crossed it. 

It used to be a severe hazing that determined who had the “right stuff” to endure long, strenuous voyages into the great unknown, where the stars were unfamiliar and charts useless. 


The ceremony varies from ship to ship, depending on the crew, but there’s a common theme. The first-timers, typically called polliwogs, are subjected to good-natured teasing by crew members who’ve crossed before, known as shellbacks. 


The rite’s a complex saga involving a diverse cast of characters, including Davey Jones, King Neptune, Queen Amphitrite, and a host of royal hangers-on, such as the Baby, the Barber, a Scribe and a Prosecutor. 

When the ship nears the equator, a shellback playing Davey Jones appears bearing a stack of subpoenas for the polliwogs. He graciously greets the Captain and orders the pollywogs to appear the next day before King Neptune and his royal court.

 
The next morning, when the equator’s crossed, the polliwogs are subjected to a day of rituals. 
They gather for a specially prepared Neptunian breakfast (not always edible). Then they’re herded into a room where the royal Prosecutor charges them with a variety of trumped-up crimes and misdemeanors detailing their offensive intrusion into Neptune’s domain. 

The polliwogs are then led blindfolded on a tour through the court that includes a “spruce up” by the Barber and a kiss to the Baby’s belly. 

Finally, the pollywogs are given a symbolic baptism, a dunking (in a liquid of some sort) that confirms their transformation from a slimy polliwog to a trusty shellback. After cleaning up and a post-crossing celebration, the new shellbacks are presented with official certificates by the captain to confirm their crossing of the equator.

SUBHEAD

My time at sea

During my time at sea I never managed to cross the equator and as my last voyage was drawing to a close, I was heading across the Pacific to discharge in Long Beach having loaded a million barrels of crude in Kuwait. 

The officers decided that an entirely new ceremony, based loosely on Equator one, should be held or me on the occasion of the crossing of the international date line. Roughly 180° away from the defining meridian that goes through Greenwich, England. 

And so it was that on the appointed day the door to my cabin was flung open and a burly cadet dressed as a nurse marched on carrying a very large boiler suit. I was instructed to put it on and accompany him to the engine room. 

It was abundantly clear that any type of resistance would be futile, so I climbed into the enormous boiler suit and followed him to the lift. 

The entire ships company, including wives were assembled in the engine room workshop, save for the officer of the watch, awaiting my arrival. I was led over to a work bench where my wrists were clamped into two vises and my ankles tied to the bench legs. The sleeves and legs of the boiler suit were then tied tight to my limbs with wires. 

Blacked out welding goggles were then but over my face so I couldn’t see and then festivities began in earnest. The boiler suit was unzipped all the way down the front and wire cutters were used to cut the elastic of my boxer shorts.  There I was stark naked in front of the entire ships company, bound to a table. 

Then a rather pungent liquid was applied to various parts of my anatomy, along with some sort of powdery stuff. Something that bore no resemblance to shampoo was liberally applied to my hair before scissors were used to remove the majority of it. There was much hilarity as a pneumatic hammer was fired up and applied to an area of my body that really is not designed to be hammered. Further tinctures and ointments were painted on me and other electrical and air powered equipment was introduced into the ceremony and to me. 

Finally the boiler suit was zipped back up, ending at least temporarily my immediate embarrassment. For the finale of the whole event the hose of an ox blood foam fire extinguisher was introduced into the top of the boiler suit and the whole thing discharged. 

SUBHEAD

Help from the captain’s wife

With the legs and sleeves tied tight with wire this had the effect of inflating the suit to Michelin man proportions. There I was left for a good ten minutes while officers and crew had their picture taken with me. Finally the goggles were removed and I was released from the vices to collapse on the floor, a soggy pungent smelling mess. 

When I was finally able to summon the energy to return to my cabin for a much needed shower, I opened my cabin door and it fell inwards, some nice young man had seen fit to remove it from its hinges. The captain’s wife offered to help me get the valve grinding paste and engineers marking blue off in the shower, but I declined. 

SUBHEAD

Relieving the tension

I’m not suggesting that enabling mariners to access the internet will stop this sort of thing, which would be a great shame. 

But the opportunity to stay connected to the outside world; whether it be friends and family, news, interests, hobbies or sports would certainly relieve a lot of the built up tensions that come with deep sea trips. 

As the costs decrease and technology develops I would say that enabling internet access onboard vessels will become essential. The mental health of officers and crew is as integral to the safe operation of the ship as dry docking and storing.

Somewhere out there is a video tape of the first ever “London and Overseas Freighters Crossing the Dateline Ceremony” with your truly in the staring role. If you ever get a chance to see it, I would like to point out that it was very chilly in the engine room workshop that day. Knowing my luck it’ll end up on the Internet.      

