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Most of my sea-going years was spent navigating the waters of Asia, and East Asia. 

My regular calls at Japanese, Korean, Taiwanese, Philippine, Chinese, Hongkong, Thai, 

Singapore, Malaysian, and Indonesian ports was all just part of the job for me. It was 

not until years later, when I had retired from an active seagoing life, did I appreciate 

what a wonderful experience it had been for me, and the reminiscences were something that I should 

treasure throughout my lifetime. Now, enjoying semi-retirement, I find my thoughts filling with nostalgic 

memories of those bygone days. It only takes the smallest of reminders for me to quickly drift back into 

nostalgic bliss, and for the memories to come flooding back, and like most people, the older I get the 

more frequent these episodes occur. 

One of the most interesting periods was when I was on the “Levernbank”, a greyhound of the ocean in 

her day, a speedy 16 knot general cargo ship that plied a regular trade route between the Far East and 

the east and south coast of Africa. This was an excellent trade in which to be engaged, especially 

because of the interesting and exciting places we visited, so I remained on the same ship for over 2 

years, enjoying every moment of it. What made it even better was that we were paid in Sterling, so we 

enjoyed excellent exchange rates with other currencies we used at the various places. 

On the northbound sector of our round trip, we would spend one month circumnavigating the Japanese 

coast, discharging, and loading, a wide variety of general cargoes. Coasting around the Japanese coast 

was one of the highlights of the trade. Coming from the south a typical port rotation would be, Nagasaki 

and/or Sasebo, Moji, Hiroshima, Kobe and/or Osaka, Nagoya, and Yokohama, before engaging in the 

southbound sector of our regular service once again and heading off to Busan, Keelung, Hong Kong, 

Bangkok, etc., working our way port by port to East and South Africa. Occasionally, we would visit 

Fukuoka or Fushiki on the north coast of Japan, but this was if we were carrying deck cargo such as 

timber Pit-Props, high grade Logs or the like, which we had usually loaded in East Africa or Thailand. 

 

 

Typical of the soft timber Pit Props we regularly carried as deck cargo from East Africa to ports on the 

north coast of Japan, such as Fushiki or Fukuoka. Fushiki, was a major importing center for a wide range 

of lumber, including large high grade dressed logs. This is  where we usually deposited our Pit Props. 



 

Another bonus for me, was that my place of residence was Hong Kong, so it meant that unlike other 

officers and apprentices serving on board, I at least would get home on a more frequent and regular 

basis. This, was all the more incentive, for me to stay on board the ship. 

Approaching Japan from the south, our fist port of call was usually Nagasaki, although we would 

occasionally also call in at Sasebo, depending on cargo inducement. 

Nagasaki, was the port where those that were so inclined, engaged their female companions for the 

ensuing month around the Japanese coast. The drill was, that the services of the lady would be 

negotiated at Nagasaki (or other first port of call) and they be paid the cost of travel between the 

various ports we were scheduled to visit. Since we operated to a fixed schedule, it was not difficult for 

the women to co-ordinate their arrival at the various ports, to coincide with that of our ship. I hasten to 

add, this system did not only apply to my ship alone but was a common practice amongst others that 

spent time around the coast of Japan.  

Nagasaki, meaning “Long Cape” in Japanese, was one of the first ports in Japan opened to foreign trade, 

around 1543 when the Portuguese first started to arrive in Japan. It is strategically located in the 

extreme southwest of Japan on Kyushu Island and it operated as the sole port for Portuguese and Dutch 

traders between 16-19th centuries. It was always used as a Naval Base for some elements of the Imperial 

Japanese Navy. The dropping of the atomic bombings on Hiroshima and Nagasaki made Nagasaki the 

second and, thankfully to date, the last city in the world to experience a nuclear attack.  

The city was rebuilt after the war, albeit dramatically changing it. The pace of reconstruction was slow 

however, and the focus of redevelopment on industries with foreign trade, shipbuilding, and fishing. 

Nagasaki remains primarily a port city, supporting a rich shipbuilding industry. 

Usually, Nagasaki being our first Port of Call in Japan, there was high competition amongst the officers 

as to who would assume the duty for first night on board. Then there was a mad rush to get ashore, for 

obvious reasons. I have to say the Engineers always seemed to be first down the gangway! The night life 

was plentiful with a vast array of Bars and night clubs from which to select. 



A general view of “Shianbashi Bar Street” in Nagasaki. Not only 

popular with sailors but also Japanese businessmen who 

frequented the various bars after working hours. This is a relatively 

recent image because the “7-11” sign advertises an ATM. Which 

were obviously unavailable during 1960 and 1970’s 

 

  

A view of modern-day Nagasaki. The white bridge spanning the 

shores of the bay, was not yet built in my time. Nagasaki was a 

favorite amongst ship’s for reasons already mentioned. Some 

crew, who were engaged on the same route for several years 

often forged long term relationships with some ladies, so that 

they would be waiting discretely in a prearranged bar for when 

the ship berthed. However, I hasten to add, not everyone 

participated in this practice. 

 

A panoramic study of Sasebo Port and adjoining City 

Sasebo, also located within the Nagasaki prefecture, is renowned for its Shipbuilding and associated 

heavy industries which dominate the economy of Sasebo. Adjacent to the naval base is the Sasebo 

Heavy Industries Co., Ltd. shipyard (where we used to dry-dock from time to time). The Port of Sasebo 

has an active fishing fleet, and whilst the port offers some commercial wharfage, it is used primarily as a 

Naval Base for the USN and JDF vessels. Hence, our visits did not take place every voyage. When we did 

call, our port stay was generally very short, hence many crew members did not bother going ashore, due 

to the large number of USN personnel, who not only caused local prices to inflate but also could be rude 

and abrasive to other visiting seamen, resulting in the occasional scuffle. 

Moji Port is situated on the Kinmon Straits which connect the Sea of Japan with the Inland Sea. We 

always called at Moji and occasionally at the nearby industrial ports of Yawata and Wakamatsu.  



We discharged our general cargo and then shifted to a steel works jetty, where we always loaded a 

substantial amount of bottom stow, consisting mainly of Rolled, Steel Coils, ReBar, Steel Plate, Railway 

Lines, Coiled Wire, Steel Billets, and the like. Steel is a high value cargo and is easily damaged and 

susceptible to rusting if allowed to get wet. It must therefore be handled and stowed with care. Loading 

was expeditious and extremely efficient, with the steel workers expertly “chocking off” the various steel 

products to prevent shifting. I always avoided going ashore in the Steel Ports and preferred to wait until 

Kobe, Osaka, and ports further along the line. 

A sample of 

Rolled Steel 

Coils loaded, 

exactly as in 

Moji. Good 

chocking 

with new 

timber is 

essential. 

              

Our next Port was usually Hiroshima (another atomic city).  Hiroshima City, capital city of Hiroshimaken 

prefecture, located in southwestern Honshu. It lies at the head of Hiroshima Bay, an embayment of the 

Inland Sea.  

 

 

Above to the left a traditional style eatery and above right, an updated image of the Nagarekawa Night 

District in Hiroshima. The center of insanity when it came to the world of entertainment, drinking and 

other ventures, we shall not speak about. In my days it did not have so many neon lights, but was more 

traditional with hanging lanterns in keeping with Japanes tradition, but still a hive of activity. 

I always enjoyed my evenings ashore at Hiroshima, in particular some of the little more traditional 

“Nooks” where one could eat excellent cuisine and of course drink Saki until your heart was content. In 

my time Saki rice wine was relatively cheap and was served in 1 or 2 Ltr bottles or jars. It had a powerful 

“punch” the next morning if one overstepped the mark.   

In Hiroshima we occasionally topped up with extra steel producs (as more bottom space became 

available), but we took on board many varieties of High Value white goods, such as Washing Machines, 



Freezers, Refrigerators, along with a variety of other manufactured items, mostly for East African Ports. 

We often stayed in port several days before setting of a little further down the inland sea towards Kobe 

and Osaka. Our passage through the Inland Sea called for vigilance when on sea watch, especially when 

passing the narrower sections, due to the dense amount of coastal shipping darting about in every 

direction. Fog was our worst nightmare in these congested waters, remembering it was well before such 

things as Vessel Traffic Separation Schemes were introduced to the vicinity. 

Kobe, my favorite Port in Japan. Located between the sea and the Rokko mountain range, Kobe is also 

considered one of Japan's most attractive cities. Whenever I had the opprtunity I would take a cab to 

the Rokkosan Hotel, only about 8 miles from the Port, atop mount Rokko and spend a day and night (if 

time and job permitted) just lapping up the Japanese ambience, traditions, hospitality and excellent 

Kobe Steaks they served in their quaint restaurant. The Rokkosan was a 3 star Hotel (but easily 

equivalent to a 4 star rating in other countries), reasonably priced and offering superlative views over 

Kobe and its Bay. I always tried to to at least visit, if not stay at the Rokkosan every time we called at 

Kobe, eventually I became quite well known by the management, since the hotel was primarily used by 

Japanese and not foreigners in those days. This was the reason for me volunteering to do extra nights on 

board at earlier ports visited along the scheduled route. 

We frequently were required to anchor at Kobe to wait for a berth and our normal stay spanned 3-4 

days, sometimes longer and the anchorage was always crowded, as it was a major Japanese port of call 

for us. Loading a wide variety of cargo, once our import cargoes had been landed and more space 

became available for back loading. 

 

My favorite hideaway in Kobe, the “Rokkosan Hotel” Left the Bar and Right the Restaurant, each offering 

super views over the City, Port and Bay.    

After the relaxation of our stay in Kobe, we would proceed to Osaka. It was a very short trip of about 22 

miles, just across the Bay. We did not call at Osaka every trip, usually it was Kobe or Osaka, but when we 

did our stay seldom exceeded a few days, 3 at the most. Although Osaka is a highly sophisticated Industrial 

City, and a major hub in Japan, we always seemed to load and discharge more cargo as Kobe. My main 

interest when in Osaka was the food, for which the area is renowned, and I would often go ashore of an 

evening for the usual Kobe Steak and small(ish) bottle (or two) of Saki. In those days, I recall a large Kobe 

Steak cost Yen 1,000 (roughly 1 UK Pound at the exchange rate of the times).   

In the meantime, most of the crew were contented with their “ contracted companions” in the various 

ports. Of course it was prohibited for them to sail with the ship but provided they were in possession of a 



letter of invitation from the Master or gate pass at the wharf, they frequently came aboard. Anyway, most 

of the ladies knew the ropes and had good contacts with the various ship’s agents. When on board, it was 

not uncommon to hear the female voices all jibbering away in Japanes, with their infectous giggles. Those 

who had the ladies in tow made some kind of financial arrangement with the Chief Steward so that snacks 

and light meals for them were made available when they visited on board. Most of the ladies just sat in 

their cabins chatting during working hours, whilst their man was working. This was long before shipboard 

security held the significance it does today.  

However, early evening found the ship deserted as most crew not on duty had gone ashore, to meet their 

consorts. 7am saw a steady line of blurry eyed crew, returning to the ship, ready for the day’s work. The 

coffee pot worked overtime during those early hours 

 

 

The sprawling metropolis of Osaka City. With few 

exceptions, one large Japanese city resembles the other, 

with their identical traits and traditions being very 

dominant. Usually, historical landmarks or unique features 

are their only distinguishing difference.  

 

Our next scheduled port of call on the Japanese coast was was Nagoya, which is best known perhaps for 

being the center of the automotive industry and is the home of the big name car manufacturers, such as 

Toyota, Honda and Mitsubishi. During 1960-70’s, Japanese car manufacturing had not then achieved its 

zenith and domination or international markets that it now enjoys, and was still primarily exporting 

vehicles by enlarge manufactured in Japan; as opposed to their many overseas manufacturing plants of 

recent times. Hence we often loaded cars in our tweendecks, for ports where there was a buoyant 

market for new Japanese cars, such as Hong Kong, Bangkok and Singapore. More often than not, 

commercial vehicles such as light trucks and waggon chassis were loaded for East and South Africa. 

Nagoya was a Major Port for us. We often carried bulk Corn in our deeptanks, loaded in East Africa. For 

this we would discharge at the anchorage into lighters, using ship’s gear. A large cargo net with a canvas 

insert would be spread out on top of the grain, which was shovelled in by a multitude of laborers. The 

net was then lifted, hooked on at all 4 corners, to form a oversize bag, then it was simply swung out over 

the ship’s bulwarks and lowered into the lighter before the contents were tipped out. It may sound 

somewhat archaic but is was suprisingly efficient and there was minimal loss through spillage. The 

discharge of our four deeptanks usually lasted a couple of days and once completed we shifted ship to a 

pier to complete the remainder of our cargo operations.  

Nagoya was the largest and busiest trading port in Japan, accounting for about 10% of the total trade 

value of the country. During this era most of the modern long span bridges, that are now available and 

linking the Islands and points of commercial importance, had not been constructed so there was a 

substantial coasting trade around the Japanese coast with small coasters ranging between 500-1000 grt, 

hence, wharfage was at a premium for these small ships so the method most widely used was the 

Mediterranean Mooring. The vessel deployed an anchor (sometimes two) and backed in towards the 



wharf, securing aft with a couple of ropes, widely spread. Using this method far more vessels could be 

accommodated. Lighters or barges were positioned in the narrow spaces each side, or between the 

coasters, so cargo could be worked, using their gear to maximum advantage – normally a Japanese style 

single swinging derrick. It made for an unusual sight seeing dozens of small ships all berthed like this. It 

was a common practice to use this type of mooring for smaller vessels at most Japanese ports. 

Shimizu is located at the northern end of Izu Peninsula. Both the Kakita River and the Kano River flow 

through the town. By Japanese standards it is not a large city, but it does offer, on a clear day, excellent 

views of Mount Fuji, which lies not far away, and a day trip excursion to the area is easily achievable if so 

desired. Regretably, Japan does requently suffer smog and pollution haze so more often than not, just the 

peak is visible protruding above a strata of urban pollution haze, but it is a magnificent sight nevertheless. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A superb scape of Shimizu Port with Mount Fuji as a magnificent backdrop. It is somewhat less polluted 

nowadays but during 1960-70’s smogs and haze frequently inhibited these spectacular vistas.  

Yokohama was our northern hub on the Japanese coast, this is where we turned around and discharged 

and backloaded the most cargo. It was also where we generally discharged the high grade Mahogony 

and Teak logs. We regularly remained in Port up to one week. Yokohama is a major commercial hub of 

the Greater Tokyo Area and is linked with excellent infrastructure. During this period, the city's tram and 

trolleybus system was still in use. It was finally abolished in 1972, the same year as the opening of the 

first line of Yokohama Municipal Subway, which is a is the rapid transit network in the city of Yokohama.  

 

           

 



 

Underdeck cargo of high quality dressed Logs. 

Trimming the last few in the hatch square. We 

usually loaded these in Malaysia, Thailand or Borneo 

for Japan. 

 

The soft wood Pit Props, loaded as deck cargo 

usually originated from East African ports 

We would regularly call at small offshore Thailand 

Ports, mostly anchorages, where we would just  load small amounts of heavy Teak logs as deck cargo. We 

could do this in 2-3 different locations each trip. 

 

                    

Discharging Mahogony Logs at Yokohama.                        Loading Teak Logs, from Thailand for Japan.  

                

Teak Logs stowed on after deck, Japan bound.           Loading Latex in drums at Port Swettenham for Japan. 

Japan had an insatiable appetite for timber and wood of all types and grades, hence we always carried a 

variety of parcels for Japanese Ports. Another frequent cargo was bales of bleached pulp for paper 

manufacturing in Japan. 



 

Loading bundles of Bamboo at Keelung for Japanese Ports 

Other types of general cargo loaded in East Africa destined for Japan was bales of cotton, spices, chests 

of tea, Coffee, and bagged sugar (usually loaded at Mauritius on our northbound sector).  By contrast 

Camphor wood was often loaded in Japan for southern Ports but required good segregation because of 

the risk of tainting other cargoes due to its aromatic chemicals that give the oil within the wood its 

pungent, fresh odor. Consequently, the ship often smelled like an “Oriental emporium” when working 

these different kinds of exotic cargo. 

Yokohama offered the ultimate in night life, once one was able to navigate their way past the multitude 

of “Pachinko” parlors and arcades, all highly illuminated with their flashing and dazzling colored lights. 

Pachinko is a Japanese type of mechanical game (similar in concept to a “slot machine”) used as both a 

form of a recreational arcade game and much more frequently as a device for low stakes gambling. 

These arcades are highly popular and are common throughout Japan.  

 

A typical Japanese “Pachinko Arcade” 

During the 1960s and 1970’s there was quite a presence of US Military in Yokohama, mainly due to the 

frequent visitation of US warships, hence there were numerous “western style girly bars” which were 

also popular with the visiting sailors of all nationalities, from the various merchant vessels in port.  



These bars and night clubs seemed to be concentrated close to the “China Town” area of Yokohama in 

those days. This category of establishment all engaged “Pimps”, who would stand outside trying to 

entice you to sample the hidden delights of their inner sanctum. They must have all graduated from the 

same school since they all had exaggerated phony American accents, when talking in their broken 

English.  

Amongst the multitude of Yokohama’s narrow side streets, the tea houses, bars, and restaurants were 

decorated with their quintessential hanging advertisements, painted on cloth curtains draped across 

their doorways. This coupled with numerous swaying lanterns outside respective establishments, all 

added to the magic, charm, and mystery of the 

place in the eye of a foreigner, and promise of a 

good time for all. 

 

A more traditional side street in Yokohama’s 

China Town district. 

Upon completion of cargo operations in 

Yokohama it was time to commence the 

southbound sector of our route towards East and 

South Africa, once again. Those crews that had 

become involved with lady companions all said Sayonara to their friends who had followed the ship   

over the past month we had spent transiting Japanese coast. For the first 24 hours at sea after 

departure there was a noticeable glumness, dismally low spirits, and blues, that hung over those who 

had been involved. 

 

My “Ocean Greyhound” MV Levernbank displaying her classic profile. I served on her for more than two 

years whilst engaged on the Orient-Africa Service. Photographed here arriving at Durban – South Africa, 

sometime during 1964, when I was still serving aboard. 

End 

Note: This is a not for profit, document. Unless otherwise specified, images are from various unknown sources on the Public Domain and used 

under the Fair Use category for review, commentary, and educational purposes only. Photographs of unknown origin – owners of these images 

should make themselves known by contacting me via this website and I will be pleased to give due accreditation 


