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This most attractive high-quality documentary will take you 
from the old wooden jetties to today’s towering container 

gantries and the Waterfront’s allure. You can smell the sea, 
you can taste the salt, you can see the cargoes, while each 

page has images, stories, details and descriptions of ships – 
Union-Castle’s legendary mailships and their characteristic 

punctuality, coasters and containerships to trampships, 
tankers, tugs and trawlers – that will rekindle many maritime 

memories. Laced with over 750 amazing photographs of 
Dockland developments, activities and its ships, each story 

drips in nostalgia.

Its author, Brian Ingpen, has roamed Cape Town’s Dockland 
for more than six decades, boarding ships as a youngster, 
watching cargowork in the pre-container era, fascinated 

by the variety of ships passing through, riding on those old 
steam tugs, and meeting people from across the world. Two 

Suez Canal closures brought hundreds of diverted ships 
and booming business to Cape Town. He noted the radical 

changes in maritime technology and grew to appreciate the 
floating electronic marvels of the containerships, despite their 
geometric shapes. He watched helplessly as, amid heightened 
security in the wake of 9/11, the harbour was closed off from 

the city, quickly culling public exposure to shipping activities. 

This is his ninth maritime-related book with two more in 
preparation. He writes a weekly shipping column in Cape 

Times, Cape Town’s morning daily newspaper and is a guest 
writer for shipping journals.
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cape town and its shipping • 1910 to 1938

In Victoria Basin circa 1934, Union-
Castle’s Intermediate steamer 
Grantully Castle (7 606 gross tons) 
was originally a three-class ship for 
the Company’s service from Britain 
to South and East Africa, turning at 
Mombasa. After World War 1 when 
she served as a hospital ship, she was 
placed on the round-Africa service 
for a few years before resuming on 
her original route. She was scrapped 
in 1939. Brian Ingpen-George Young 
Collection

The 1925-built Breakwater Crane with 
the fully laden outward mailship – 
possibly Balmoral Castle–having just 
rounded the Breakwater from her 
berth at East Pier circa 1926. Brian 
Ingpen-George Young Collection
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A ticket, issued to Florence Mary McQuade to travel from London to Cape Town in Steerage 
aboard the Intermediate liner Garth Castle in June 1923. Interestingly, the weekly provisions 
set out on the ticket include a pound of pork, a pound and a quarter of beef and a pound of 
preserved meat. Brian Ingpen Collection

Arrival of Lord Gladstone (Cape Times 16 May 1910)

H.E. the Governor-General of South Africa and Viscountess Gladstone will 
arrive here tomorrow morning by R.M.S. Walmer Castle. They are expected to 
land at about half-past nine o’clock, and drive to Government House where 
it is understood they will remain about ten days, as the guests of H.E. the 
Administrator. From Cape Town, they will proceed direct to Pretoria.

Lord Gladstone’s reception will, as a result of the country being in 
mourning for the late King, be of a quiet nature. However, he will be 
welcomed by the Prime Ministers of the four colonies, as well as by the 
members of the Cape Ministry, who will go down to the Docks at 8.30 a.m.

An uneventful and short career was the lot of Houtman, the first K.P.M. ship to call 
at Cape Town in 1931. She has a list to starboard in this photograph. She was built in 
Amsterdam in 1922, but, once the Boissevain-class trio had entered service in 1937-1938, 
the slow and smaller Houtman went to a Dutch scrapyard in 1938. Brian Ingpen-George 
Young Collection

Well-wishers on East Pier watch the departure of the mailship, circa 1936. Brian Ingpen-
George Young Collection
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Afterword
So there you have it, dear reader, a kaleidoscope of images of Cape Town’s 
Dockland that I knew, and of some Dockland activities that occurred before 
my time but that fascinated me. There are gaps in the narrative and in 
the depiction of ships that came and went, but that is by design as I have 
kept to those I remember or those whose stories captured my young mind 
when reading delightful accounts of life at the Tavern of the Seas, or those 
inimitable shipping columns written for the Cape Times by the late George 
Young. 

The Dockland that I knew was a vibrant, interesting place. Indeed, in 
their own early years, some of those who ran the harbour when I roamed 
their domain had similar interests and pursuits as I had in my kortbroek 
years. The Breakwater and wharves were open to the public, youngsters could 
see ships and cargoes close up, and gained a better understanding of world 
geography. Circumstances have changed radically since those far-off halcyon 
days. The world has become a harder, more cruel and litigious place, leaving 
authorities little option but to plan for the worst and exclude folks from the 
wharves and walkways in the harbour.

I have met so many interesting people involved in the harbour and its 
ships, and they have played a significant role in nurturing my interest in this 
fascinating world. 

My plea is for the present folks in the harbour to find ways to bring today’s 
kortbroekies back into parts of the harbour, to enable the public to take their 
Thermos flasks and cookies to well-appointed vantage points from which to 
watch the ships pass, and to open the Breakwater so that a new generation of 
ship-mad youngsters can watch the ships pass, can fish, can cycle, can jog, 
and can enjoy the fresh air while gazing with absolute awe at our unique and 
staggeringly beautiful Table Mountain.

Please…..

Brian Ingpen • Cape Town Harbour, April 2021 

Port Captains: Port of 
Cape Town
R. Dobbin 1808 to 1810
C. Blair 1810 to 1826
J. Bance 1826 to 1854
W.P. Jamieson 1854 to 1862
H. Wilson 1862 to 1879
M. Penfold 1879 to 1896 
W. Stephen 1896 to 1912 
R.A. Leigh 1912 to 1930
H. Sawyer 1930 to 1933
J. England 1933 to 1935
W. Weller 1935 to 1941
J. Short 1941 to 1942
C.G. White 1942 to 1951
A.C. Craigie 1951 to 1956
R.M. MacDonald 1956 to 1959
R.P. Jackson 1959 to 1965
A.A. Davis 1965 to 1966
A.C. Matson  1966 to 1968
S.S. Franklin 1968 to 1970
G.H. Harding 1970 to 1973
J.B. Payn 1973 to 1974
D.E. Davies 1974 to 1975
A.E. Marlow 1975 to 1977
W.E.H. Bissett 1977 to 1978
W.R.S. Hillstead 1978 to 1981
P.J. Cox 1981 to 1983
W.J. Damerell 1983 to 1986
R.S. Schooling 1986 to 1990
G.W. Shewell 1990 to 1993
J.D. Woodend  1993 to 2000
E.C. Bremner 2000 to 2004

Rank changed to Harbour Master 
 
R. Lekala 2004 to 2007
D.D. Naicker 2007 to 2010
D.S. Mqadi 2010 to 2011
S.S. Mdlalose 2011 to 2014
V.J. Jones 2014 to 2018
A. Miya 2018 to Present

Marine Managers:  
Victoria & Alfred Waterfront

G.W. Shewell  1990 to 2006
S. Bentley  2006 to Present 
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cape town and its shipping • 1967 to 1975

Passing Ships 

The pride of the Swedish merchant navy 
were the twin-screw Gripsholm and 
Kungsholm, built for the Swedish-American 
Line in 1957 and 1966 respectively. 
Gripsholm’s two Göteverken nine-cylinder 
engines gave her a service speed of nearly 
19 knots. She is shown at F Berth on 10 
March 1965 while on an extended cruise 
during the northern hemisphere’s winter 
when the North Atlantic is subjected to 
frequent depressions that generate heavy 
seas that are not conducive to ocean 
travel. She also visited Cape Town on two 
later occasions as Navarino in 1979 and 
1980. Her fourth passage via the Cape 

had a tragic conclusion. Under tow for 
the breaker’s yard in India in 2001, she 
was looted during the tug’s bunker call 
at Dakar, and, while off the Eastern Cape 
coast, the formerly beautiful ship– now 
called Sea – sank. With her forward 
dummy funnel removed, Kungsholm called 
at Cape Town several times, including visits 
under the names Sea Princess, Victoria, 
Oceanic II and Mona Lisa. At various 
stages of their respective careers, both 
ships were the subject of plans to become 
an attractive floating hotel and maritime 
museum in either Göteborg or Stockholm. 
In both cases, the plans were torpedoed 

by activists, denying future generations 
of Swedes to appreciate the magnificent 
marine engineering accomplishments of 
their forebears in building such fine liners. 
In the photograph, note the passenger 
gantry linking the ship to the immigration 
and customs hall in the F Berth shed. 
This was designed for use by the weekly 
southbound mailship that usually brought 
hundreds of passengers to Cape Town, 
including scores of British immigrants to 
begin their new lives in South Africa. Brian 
Ingpen Collection

The fastest and most powerful passenger 
ship United States in Cape Town on 10 
February 1969. With her steam turbines 
producing around 240 000 S.H.P. she was 
reputed to have been able to maintain a 
speed of around 35 knots during her trans-
Atlantic crossings, and it was claimed that 
she was capable of 43 knots. After her call 
in Cape Town, she visited Port Elizabeth, 
leaving the Eastern Cape port early in the 
morning of 14 February. That evening, I was 
playing miniature golf at Sea Point with 
relatives from East London when I noticed 

a vessel with a blaze of lights heading 
up the coast towards Table Bay. With the 
Suez Canal closed, it was not unusual to 
see passenger ships arriving at all hours, 
but this one looked rather large. As she 
drew closer, I could see her two funnels 
illuminated. “It’s United States!” I told 
the relatives, unimpressed with the news. 
I persuaded them to go to the harbour 
to watch her arrive, and, when she came 
through the entrance at about 21:00 and 
turned, we had a spectacular view of the 
302-metre ship and her illuminations. Now 

that impressed my relatives for the East 
Londoners had never seen such a vessel in 
their river port. United States had made the 
422-nautical-mile-run from Port Elizabeth 
to Cape Town in about 15 hours and must 
have averaged about 29 knots for the 
voyage! The ship – famous for her speed 
and her Blue Riband-winning trans-Atlantic 
voyages in both directions – was laid up 
later that year, and the last time I saw her 
(in March 2011) she was in a derelict state 
in Philadelphia on the United States east 
coast. Brian Ingpen Collection 

The Argentine Naval Training Ship Libertad 
sailing from Cape Town in 1967 with the 
pilot tug Cecil G. White in attendance. The 
Pilot designated to sail her, Captain Bill 
Damerell, a stalwart who had spent time 
in the South African sailingship Lawhill, 
visited Libertad’s Captain on the morning 
the vessel was due to sail. “Let’s sail her 
out of the harbour,” the amiable Damerell 
suggested. The dubious man looked at 
the Pilot. “I was two years before the 
mast,” Damerell said and told him about 
his exploits aboard Lawhill. Fortified 
by the fact that the Pilot was indeed a 
sailingship man, the Captain agreed, and 
that afternoon, as crowds lined every 
vantage point along the Atlantic coastline, 
on Signal Hill and along Tafelberg Road 
near the Lower Cable Station, Libertad 
sailed from Cape Town harbour. Years 
later, after Captain Damerell had retired 
as Port Captain of Cape Town, he visited 
Mariehamm, the home port of Lawhill 
prior to 1942, during one of the Tall Ship 
Festivals. Among the gathered ships was 
Libertad to which Damerell hastened. 
As he boarded, the guard of honour was 
called to attention, they presented arms, 
and Damerell was piped aboard. Not one 
for ceremony, he asked the officer of the 
watch the reason for the sudden maneuver 
by the gangway watch. “That,” the officer 
responded warmly shaking the older salt’s 
hand, and pointing to the gold ear-ring in 
Damerell’s right ear-lobe, a symbol worn 
proudly by those who have rounded Cape 
Horn under sail. Brian Ingpen 
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Royal Interocean Lines from 1945 

Shortly after World War 2, Koninklijke Paketvaart 
Maatschappij underwent a comprehensive restructuring, 
and while the official name was Koninklijke Java-China-
Paketvaart Lijnen, registered in the Netherlands, the 
Company’s freight and passenger services were marketed 
as Royal Interocean Lines. Those white hulls and buff 
funnels soon made way for black hulls, and black 
funnels bearing an attractive crown logo, while on the 
stern was an emblazoned crown.

Close inspection of this photograph of 
Royal Interocean’s passenger-cargoship 
Tjibadak (9 357 tons deadweight) – taken in 
the early 1950s – shows hundreds of people 
on South Arm in Cape Town harbour to 
welcome a group of returning Muslim 
pilgrims, standing at the ship’s rail along 
the promenade deck. 

The steam turbine ship was launched 
on the Ijssel River in the Netherlands in 
September 1928 and as the Depression 
years began, she left Rotterdam to enter 
the Koninklijke Paketvaart Maatschappij 
(K.P.M.) inter-island services in the Dutch 
East Indies (now Indonesia) and Malaya 
(now Malaysia). She also traded to China 
and, on that service, called at South 
African ports. For part of World War 2, she 
was a floating logistics centre in Colombo, 
but went to South America where a serious 
machinery breakdown kept her alongside 

in Buenos Aires for several months. In the 
post-war years, she ran between the Far 
East and Africa, diverting on occasions 
to embark pilgrims, possibly in a Saudi 
Arabian port, to convey them to Cape 
Town. After 29 summers at sea, the old ship 
with her interesting “goal-post” Sampson 
posts and beautiful interior woodwork – 
commonplace in ships of that era – went to 
the breakers’ yard in 1959. In the late 1950s 
and early 1960s, K.P.M.’s 1949-vintage 
cargo-passengerships, the 110-metre 
Van Riebeeck, Camphuys and the older 
Maetsuycker, were on a regular service 
between the Arabian Gulf and South Africa, 
carrying cargo and passengers to the Gulf, 
their accommodation filled to capacity 
during the time of Islamic pilgrimage. 
Apart from carrying 85 well-heeled folks 
in First Class comfort, the ships had space 
for more than 1 000 Steerage passengers 

in basic accommodation and on deck. 
Many of these passengers were migrant 
workers traveling between East Africa and 
Kuwait as that tiny state began to spend 
its oil revenue on major building projects. 
Special galleys mass-produced Halal 
food for all the passengers. To promote 
trade between South Africa and the Gulf, 
a Company representative took samples 
of South African canned fruit, fish and 
other products to the region, hawking 
them to retailers who would ship their 
consignments from South Africa in these 
vessels. With no shopping malls, luxury 
resorts or major financial institutions, the 
Gulf was a very different place at that time. 
Indeed, he recalls spending nights in the 
only hotel in Dubai, and having to share a 
room with strangers. Brian Ingpen-George 
Young Collection 

Boissevain, Ruys and Tegelberg (14 150 
gross tons) – Royal Interocean Lines’s 
magnificent triple-screw motorships – had 
been built shortly before World War 2 and 
all spent the war as troopships. When they 
emerged from post-war refits, they had 
black hulls and the striking crown emblem 
on a black funnel, a departure from their 
original white hulls and buff funnels, 
signalling also a new company structure 
and identity. The crown embellished on 
the stern was also a unique feature of these 
unusual vessels. Their post-war route took 
them from the Far East to South Africa 
whence they continued to South America 
to service the Japanese trade and passenger 
demand to that area, following significant 
Japanese immigration to South America. 
Driven from the seas by passenger aircraft 
and political changes in the Orient, these 
elegant ships with dark wood panelling 
and beautiful glass décor were scrapped in 
1968. Brian Ingpen-George Young Collection 
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