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The art of coarse shipbroking
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Caption: climbing the shipbroking ladder in the physical world”





DECK


With all the talk about online shipbroking, people tend to forget how much fun people have doing real shipbroking. Could you do all this on the web? By Shippingbabes chief correspondent Mike Robson





BODY


It is established lore that people seldom make a conscious decision to enter the shipbroking profession. Usually they drop out of college and need a job, any job, or, they are born to maritime families and have an inside track. Or, they come from well heeled families where the eldest son heads the family business, the second son goes into the army, the third son joins the Church and the runt of the litter, usually with the loudest voice and the most to say is apprenticed to the hallowed halls of The Baltic Exchange.





Off they go in their brand new Marks and Sparks suits to revered companies with grandiose names like “Howe Robinson,” “Killick Martin,” or “Simpson Spence and Young”. They are set to task by balding, corpulent men in chalk stripe Savile Row suits who are very grave and demand immediate response to menial tasks. 





On two nights a week they are popped off to various shipping courses sponsored by herculean bodies such as “The Grain and Feed Trade Association” “The Institute of Chartered Shipbrokers” and other establishment bodies where they sit in classrooms to be lectured on Marine Insurance, Bill of Lading Law, and The Sale of Goods Act 1893.





My first exposure to the AICS course was a class on Marine insurance given by an elderly gentleman who, as I recall, worked for a grain house. The very first thing he uttered to the assembled pimply youths was, “listen you boys. Shipbroking is more than drinking a bottle of pink gin at lunchtime”.  He had clearly had a bottle of gin at lunchtime. I thought to myself, “this might not be too bad after all.”








SUBHEAD


Learning the ropes 





There is a great deal about Shipbroking that cannot be learned in books. Years ago it was the grinding boredom of such pointless tasks as using “codes”; New Boe, Peerless, incomprehensible random letters strung together in order to pass Morse code messages to vessels on the briny, but only with the managing director’s permission on every occasion. 





This has evolved nicely into the broker-speak we all enjoy today; SHINC, SHEX, SATPMSHEXUU, SATSHEXEIU and of course the old grain trade standby


SATSHEXEIU (AIBSMIDCTIISTBR). The last part is, of course, “and if by some miracle it does count then it is sure to be raining.”





I have developed a brief glossary of terms for the novice shipbroker over a career of observation.





SHINC: Sundays and holidays included


SHEX: SHINC plus a dollar


CQD: SHINC plus five dollars


BOOKING NOTE: Gencon plus ten dollars bends


CENTROCON LOAD: A technical term for robbery


GROSS LOAD: SHINC plus your grandmother’s age, but you won’t get it


MECH LOAD: Similar to Centrocon load but less owner friendly. Alt. Theft"


WEATHER WORKING DAYS –CQD: plus four days (eight if grain)


HSS: Heavy grains, Soya, Sorghum


WHEAT: HSS less fifty cents


BARLEY: WHEAT with hair


"LIGHTS": A term for grain houses to use in order to lie about what they paid for HSS


MILLET: Wheat for poor people and budgies


TANKERS: Gearless vessels with no hatches


MILO: Who knows?





All distances may be defined as 4, 14, 24, 34 or 44 days regardless of speed; pick nearest applicable. If distance is 54 days, go the other way. There is one exception to this: Everywhere to Port Kamsar is six days on your own vessel and nine on everyone else’s. This has been proven many times.





The Pacific Ocean is very big and everywhere in Japan is Kashima except for Taiwan.





The real meaning of "P+C" is "Publish and Circulate".





Stevedore damage and freight tax:  Both have the same definition and are always for someone else’s account regardless of whether one is an owner or a charterer.





Example: Owners’ broker to owner, "what is the Freight Tax in Saudi?" Response of the owner to the broker, "It’s for the charterers account."





Or: Charterer’s broker to charterer, "The vessel has sustained serious damage at the discharge port, your stevedores have made a real mess of it." Response of the charterer to his broker,  "Tell the owner that time won't count and that we hold them liable for any delays."





Charterer’s ideas are defined, as either, “last done less two dollars, “or,” that freight rate which will drive the shipowner into receivership one day after the dispatch has been paid.” The same definition applies for “extra insurance for owners account.”





Owners ideas are defined as, “I don’t want a voyage, I want 12 months time charter at a thousand a day over last done …net...  and No Koreans!” or, “that freight rate which will amortise the existing debt on the vessel over one laden leg.” 





Brokers are defined variously as “he who buys the beer,” “he who pays for golf,” “he whose fault it always is,” but the best definition is best illustrated as follows. Owner to Broker: “Tell him to go forth and multiply!” Broker to charterer: “the owner isn’t quite ready to face that level yet.”





Cargo exclusions: Anything that an owner does not want carried on his vessel. As a rule of thumb in determining whether a cargo is excluded or not, think of whether you would like to have a pile of it on your living room carpet. If not, then it is probably excluded.





Trading exclusions: These are the places an owner does not want his vessel to trade to and from. The rule of thumb here is that if it is a place that pays a good freight rate it is probably excluded. Similarly, if there was ever any sort of aggravation within 1000 miles of the place it is probably excluded.





Most owners will also exclude anywhere that might be a bit chilly. Vessels are fragile and often the crew has only T-shirts to wear, so vessels are excluded from entering icebound ports or anywhere that requires following an icebreaker. 








SUBHEAD


The three maidens 





Whilst life has changed markedly in the recent past, for many of us, the three maidens played a major role in our shipbroking careers, two of them far more prevalent than the third but all equally thought of in the mindset of day to day trading. They are of course, drinking, women and more drinking. A fourth, more of a cousin than a sister, is "acting like an idiot." More of her later.





Shipbroking is a "social" career; one relies on ones contacts, ones clients and ones friends; often these are embodied in the same people at which point they are known as "cronies". 





The second of the maidens is probably the most elusive to the coarse shipbroker. Most are garrulous, overt, gregarious and persuasive, however, when it comes to women, most "couldn't pull a toilet chain." 





The shipbroker is basically a shy creature covering his self-consciousness with an air of "couldn't care less" bravado. Many is the time that one hears the cry from the heart, the plea of a lonely soul reaching out for the comfort and succor of another human being, the yearning for a closeness of romantic intrigue.





It is amazing that shipbrokers ever meet women at all, let alone settle down, marry and procreate, however it may be one of life's greatest truisms that the generosity of women knows no bounds, especially in the case of any ladies who have selflessly succumbed to the tender mercies of a shipbroker after a skinful of gin.





Such ladies are to be revered in Madonna fashion as one can only imagine how difficult it must be to make a conscious decision to pair with a man of the maritime community, Naturally, many such ladies do come to their senses eventually, leading to the fact that shipbrokers have a higher divorce rate than movie stars or publicans. The trouble is that many of them do not notice for months. 





The maiden’s cousin, “acting like an idiot,” tends to rear her head in concert with the sisters. For example, a colleague of mine, after a seven-hour lunch, made the statement,


"My goodness Mike, if I have another scotch I'm going to act like an idiot". 





In fact he had miscounted, he had already consumed the scotch that was going to achieve the effect and within thirty seconds was dancing on the bar, a Christmas wreath around his neck with a woman at least twice his age and size.








SUBHEAD


Reverence and resurgence





As a shipbroker matures, he becomes less overt, more serious and of course has a few "wins" under his belt. At this point he is referred to as a veteran. Younger colleagues ask him serious questions and he answers them as if he actually knows the answer. 





He is given the more lucrative and high profile accounts to manage and prays every day that nobody ever finds out that he is screwing them up. If he is lucky, all will go well and he will start finally earning a living wage. He will be asked to speak at maritime courses and will be respected. 





As soon as a shipbroker starts believing his own publicity he is doomed, a catastrophe of epic proportion is only a heartbeat away. For most, this will occur at the most inopportune time and he will end up redundant, repentant and in debt. This is the point where the real coarse shipbroker will emerge as the phoenix to regrasp his career, his reputation and the odd free lunch. 





Over the generations, these resurgences have taken many forms; today it is relatively simple. "Good morning. My name is Bill and I have an interesting internet proposition for you. . . . "
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The full article, including some naughty words, is available on www.shippingbabes.com


