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It was in 1945 that

“Sea Breezes” last looked at the story

the Booker Line. In the intervening

period much has happened; the ships

services have changed and the parent

group, Booker McConnell Ltd., has
panded and undergone man)

levelopments. This article ou
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interests up (o present limes

the Booker deep-sea shipping

Booker Viking" on

[slands

LIVERPOOL’S BOOKER LINE

THE history of the Booker Line
is nextricably bound up with three
elements: Liverpool, Guyana and sugar,
and the catalyst in creating the Booker
Line was undoubtedly Josias Booker. It
all started in 1815 when Josias, third of
seven sons of a Lancashire miller,
emigrated to what was then Demerara
and subsequently became British Guiana
and. finally, on attaining independence 1s
today known as Guyana. He must have
been among the first British settlers after
the Dutch had for the final time ceded the
colony to Britain, so that it became for
the next 150 years the only British colony
in the vast continent of South America.

Guyana itself was first mentioned in
European records in a despatch written in
1593 to the Royal Council of Spain by the
then Governor of Trinidad, one Antonio
de Berrio, when he recounted his journey
down the Orinoco in an attempt to
explore Guyana. However those
attempts were not pursued very
vigorously, since at that time both the
Spanish and Portuguese had at their
disposal territories much more easily
colonised, and it was the later arrivals on
the scene the British, Dutch and
French to whom the very inaccessi-
bility of Guyana® was something of an
attraction since it was thereby relatively
free from the grasp of the dominant
Spanish and Portuguese.

In 1594, the next year since the first
recorded mention of Guyana, Sir Robert
Dudley + mgde enquiries about the
rumoured empire of Guyana, and he sent
a small boat to invdstigate. His crew
returned after much hardship but with
tales of a land so rich that the people
powdered themselves with gold dust, and

references to the fabled city of El Dorado

Shortly afterwards Sir Walter Raleigh
arrived 1n I'rinidad, and taking some men
in a small boat he penetrated deeply up
the Orinoco River and became convinced
of the mineral richness of the land. He
subsequently fitted out seve expedi
tions, never with many tangible results
but with continuing reports which fired
his enthusiasm, and there were
intermittent attempts to establish trading
posts in the area by the British and also by
the Dutch and French

Sadly, the next major Guyana
expedition of importance was Raleigh's
last voyage, in 1617, On this occasion he
crossed swords with the Spanmards, so
that when he returned to England — not
only without the vast wealth that he had
promised, but also® having skirmished
with the Spanish the disappointed
King James 1 ordered his execution as a
sop to Spanish outrage.

Over the next 200 years the territory
changed hands several times, principally
between the British and Dutch, settle-
ments were established, and trade and
population increased. It was in the 17th
century that sugar plantations were
started in the Dutch sections round the
Essequibo, Demerara and Berbice rivers

['he first sugar plantations were on the
banks of the rivers inland, because the
coastal lands of Guyana where sugar is
grown today were then very wet and
swampy. Moreover settlements tended to
be founded inland to keep them safe from
sea raiders. It was only later, when the
land was drained, that sugar growing
moved to the coastal areas of modern
cultivation.

It was therefore to this environment




that Josias Booker came in 1815. He was
typical of the merchant adventurers of his
day. His family had for long been
connected with the Liverpool firm of
cannot be

Lucas and Cook, and 1t
doubted that their tales of development
in “Demerary” as the colony was then
imagination. In passing,
Demerar

called, seized his
it should be
corruption
“Lemdrare”

Having set himself up in Demerara,
Josias Booker prospered considerably,
and by 1818 he was managing his own
plantation. History records that he wasa
worthy man, an excellent planter and
warmly human in his dealings with his
labourers

No doubt it was his success in the
colony which prompted his brothers
George and Richard Booker to join him.
I'hey started the firm of Booker Brothers
and bought out the Demerara business of
their friends Lucas and Cook. Once this
enterprise was well established George
Booker returned to Liverpool to found
the firm of George Booker and
Company, which later took over Lucas
and Cook’s Liverpool business.

In 1835 George and Richard Booker
found themselves at odds with Liverpool
shipowners after developing their buying
and confirming house, and they then
bought their first ship, the snow
Elizabeth, a type of brig, built in Scotland
in 1832, She was sold in 1837 and the
brothers bought the 400-ton barque
Palmyra, built in the Isle of Man in that
year.

I'hereafter many ships were bought
and sold by the Booker brothers. The
records of these were unfortunately
destroyed during three outbreaks of fire
in Georgetown in 1864, 1945 and 1947, or
when the complete record of all the com-
pany's activities was destroyed in London
during the last war, so that only frag-
mentary records of the early days are left

Vessels such as the Srandard,
Lucknow, Lord Elgin, John Harrocks
and Lancaster are known to have been in
Booker ownership in the early days. The
John Harrocks was a wooden brig of 350
tons, built by Nicholson of Glasson
Dock, for Booker and Company,
Liverpool, registered at Lancaster and
launched on January 7, 1841.

George Booker
1799-1866

A copy of a sailing notice exists, dated
July 1842, advertising “to sail in a month
for Berbice, with liberty to touch
Madeira if sufficient freight offers, the
fast sailing British-built barque John
Harrocks, John Bond, Commander, Al
at Lioyd’s and coppered, has superior
accommodation for passengers. For
freight or passage apply to Josias Booker,
13 Old Post Office Place”

Meanwhile, in 1846, John McConnell
went out to work for Bookersasaclerk in
Demerara, prospered, and in_ [874
founded the firm of John McConnell and
Company in London with himself as sole
partner. Close association with George
Booker and Company resulted in a
business merger in 1900, when the firm of
Booker Bros. McConnell and Co. Ltd
came into existence. In 1862 or there-
abouts the company’s office was set up in
the Albany, Old Hall Street, Liverpool,
where it was to remain until 1941

The shipping venture prospered, and in
1867 the regular direct service from
Liverpool to Georgetown came to be
known as the Liverpool Line. For this
service, owned or chartered vessels were
used continually until 1911, when the line
was renamed the Booker Line.




First ship to be owned by the new
Booker Line was the single-screw steamer
Imataka (1,776 gross tons), built in 1911
by Sir Raylton Dixon and Co. Ltd.,
Middlesbrough. In 1912 the single-screw
steamer Castilian Prince, built in 1893 by
C. S. Swan and Hunter, Newcastle upon
I'yne, was bought and renamed
4makura. A year later a further single-
screw steamer of 2,262 gross tons was
bought and renamed Arakaka. She had
been the Grenada, built by Alexander
Stephen and Sons Ltd., Glasgow, In
1896

'he names /mataka and Amakura are
the Arawak aboriginal names of
rivers in Guyana and Arakaka 1s an
Arawak place name

I'he First World War claimed both the
Imataka and Amakura. The former was
torpedoed and sunk by an enemy
submarine in a position 15 miles SSW
from Daunt’s Rock on Apnl 23, 1917
Soon afterwards the Amakura tell victim
to a submarine 180 miles NW 4 W from
lory Island on June 12, 1917.

But the Arakaka survived and in 1922
Hellenic Company of
Maritime Enterprises, of Piraeus, who
renamed her Ariki. She still appeared 1n
Lloyd’s Register as such up to the
outbreak of the Second World.War

was sold to

A second Amakura was built by the
Caledon Shipbuilding and Engineering
Co. Ltd., Dundee in 1924 and the
|1\L'xpnul-(]cnlgt!n\\I1 l‘.lunlh]_\ service
was maintained by making use of other
vessels 1n conjunction with her. This
arrangement was continued until a
second Arakaka was built by Lithgows
Ltd.. Port Glasgow, in 1933

But once again war robbed the Booker
Line of its ships. On June 23, 1941, the
{rakaka was lost in the North Atlantic
while serving as a meteorological ship
with the Admiralty, and on August 25,
1942, an enemy submarine sank the
Amakura off Jamaica

On the latter occasion, a fireman,
swimming in the debris-strewn water
watched his ship sink below the surface of
the sea and resignedly remarked

“*Well, there's the blooming Booker
Line scuppered.”

But he forgot that it is men and tradi-
tions, not ships, that make a Line. The
Booker Line was far from scuppered; its
service continued with chartered ships
until 1946, when the third 4rakaka, an
oil-burning steamer of 2,814 gross tons,
was built by Smith’s Dock Co. Ltd.,
South Bank on Tees. In 1949 came the
third Amakura (2,961 gross tons) from
the same shipyard

— . :
Walker Art Gallery, Liverpoo

Full-rigged "Lord Elgin” an early Booker vessel, from a painting
by S. D. Skillett




The second “"Amaku

Thus at the end of the Second World
War the company’s pattern of trade had
remained virtually unchanged for over
120 years, and as the shipping corres-
pondent of “The Times™ put it, in a series
of articles on British shipping companies,
the Booker Line “was a single-minded
company which had traded between two
ports since 1835, and all went well as long
as its two ships passed one another in
mid-ocean™

The 1950s proved to be vyears of
transition, brought about by fresh
management thinking. For a good many
vears the company had owned some

" (1,987 gross tons) dated from 1924 and served untu
lost by enemy action in 1942

small coasters (originally sailing ships)
that had been operated locally in Guyana
by the *associate company Bookers
Shipping (Demerara) Ltd., carrying
supplies and sugar between the sugar
estates and Georgetown, the main port

In 1955 Bookers extended coastal
shipping operations to the United
Kingdom by buying the Liverpool firm of
S. William Coe and Company and in
1972 there was a further extension of the
company’s coasting trade with the
acquisition of Metcalf Motor Coasters
Their story will be told on another
occasion, for it is with deep-sea activities

B. Feilden

The "Arakaka” (2) of 1933 was serving with the Admiralty as a meteorological
ship when sunk in the North Atlantic in 1941




"Amakti
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that this article 1s concerned

For the 1960s Bookers took as a
starting point the report of a team of con-
sultants which, after investigation,

recommended that the shipment of sugar

from the estates in Demerara should be in
bulk instead of in bags as *hitherto. A
40,000-ton bulk sugar store was built in
Georgetown and obviously this presented
an opportunity for the extension of
Booker's existing shipping service

In 1961, therefore, a specialised bulk

carrier of 8,227 gross tons (10,700 tons

aeiit

vas a similar vessel
in ! f—]‘;f; {.;u‘j'.' w)

deadweight) named Booker Venture was
ered from the Sunderland shipyard
of Austin and Pickersgill Ltd. Managed
by a new company, Booker Merchant
Ltd., her special nature was not so
much her size but her carrying capacity
related to her shallow draft of 25ft. In
1966 the Booker Venture was lengthened
at Smith's Dock Co. Ltd., increasing her
deadweight to 13,500 tons with relatively
little alteration to her draft.
) aft was due to the
had become built

me
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First of the new-style Booker general cargo ships, the "Booker Vanguard”
was built at Burntisland in 1963

up over the years by silt brought down
along the coast by the Orinoco,
Essequibo and Demerara Rivers and
rarely allowed a draft in excess of 21ft.
With this new ship, new funnel colours
blue, white and blue, with a red “B™ were
introduced to replace the former buff,
black-topped funnel

With the Booker Venture safely in
service, attention was turned to the
Amakura and Arakaka, which were still
employed on the liner service, but with
their small size and unsuitability for bulk
sugar, coupled with a 10-knot speed, were
ceasing to be economic.

By this time it was clear that with the
advent of bulk sugar homewards, and the
general trend to unitised cargo outwards,
a new and different type of ship must be
introduced, capable of handling general
cargo, yet having capacity for timber,
rum and bulk sugar as well. In 1961 the
Amakura was sold to the Peninsular
Shipping Company, of Hong Kong, and
renamed Greenford. She was temporarily
replaced by chartered ships.

Aflter a detailed scrutiny of the trade,
with the assistance of a Norwegian
consultant, a new ship was designed and
built by the Burntisland Shipbuilding Co
Ltd. Delivered in December 1963, she
was named Booker Vanguard (5,417
gross tons). A motorship, she is propelled
by a 6-cylinder Sulzer engine giving 15
knots speed, and with a deadweight of
6,833 tons, was in many ways a new

departure for the company.

She was the first British ship to have
twin hatches and what was then described
as an unusually high standard of accom-
modation. Her advanced cargo-handling
gear was another special feature.

At the same time negotiations were
entered into with Norwegian owners fora
ship of similar size and speed, with the
result that the motorship Johan Wessel
was chartered and renamed Booker
Valiance. She took the place of the
Arakaka, which was sold to the Greek
owner K. S. Potomianos and renamed
4ba Prince.

With these two larger and faster ships,
the service which had remained
unchanged for so long was extended. In
1964 Booker vessels began loading at
Glasgow in addition to Liverpool, and
calling at Antigua, and St. Kitts in the
Leeward Islands before going on to
Georgetown, Guyana. Two years later
Surinam was added to the itinerary.

I'he Booker Vanguard proved so
successful in service that when a sister
ship was ordered four years later ng
significant changes were made in her
design. The new ship, named Booker
Viking was built at the Fredriksstad
shipyard in Norway for reasons of price
and delivery, and was delivered in June
1967.

By that time the Booker Line's trade
had expanded and in consequence the
Booker Valiance was retained and a




Skyfotos Ltd., Ashford Airport, Kent

Built in 1961, the bulk carrier "Booker Venture' was lengthened in 1966, increasing her deadweight from 10,700 tons to
13,500 tons.




Booker Line’s "Booker Vanguard’ (right) and "Booker Viking” berthed at South Brocklebank Branch Dock, Liverpool.
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Polish-built in 1968, the "Booker Vulcan’ joined the Booker fleet in 1974, having been purchased from Singapore-flag
operators.




three-ship service introduced on a regular
three-weekly basis instead of monthly. In
1968, Tortola, in the British Virgin
Islands (once the haven of pirates and
buccaneers) was added to the ports of
call, and subsequently both St. Lucia and
I'mnidad, so that the Booker Line was
serving a whole range of Eastern
Caribbean ports.

In 1973 the Booker Valiance came off
charter after 10 years, and was sold by her
owners to Star Steamship S.A.L., of
Lebanon, who renamed her Amira K. To
replace her another ship was taken on
charter the motorship Eugenio (4,166
gross tons) which was renamed Booker
Voyager. Completed in November 1961,

she had been built by Lubecker Flender-
Werke A.G., at Lubeck, and was
originally the German-owned Helga
Witt.

In 1974 a further ship joined the
Booker fleet with the purchase of the
Singapore-flag, Polish-built motorship
Seahawk (4,129 gross tons) which was
recnamed Booker Vulcan under the
company’s ownership. She was built in
1968 at the Stocznia Gdanska shipyard,
Gdansk.

[he service was then put on an
approximately fortnightly basis, loading
at Liverpool and Glasgow fqr Tortola,
St. Kitts, Antigua, St. Lucia, Trinidad,
Surinam and Guyana, returning to the

LOWER DECK

General arrangement of the "Booker Vanguard”
11
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I'he Norwegian motorship Johan Wessel”’ taken on charter by the Booker

. ”~ 1
in 1963, served as the

United Kingdom via Barbados
I'he Government of Guvana took over
terests of the Booker McConnell
1at country at the end of May
he shipping interests have
steadily widened, although remaining
comparatively small in the UK shipping

sSCChne |

bare bones of the ¢ | nent, for the

aies
have W
moments imour and drama
recapturing 1aps at times the roving
and adventurous spirit first infused by
Josias Booker y
And what of Josias himself? History
ords that afte Irning t | IVerpo ]

I

1 a leading part in its business
life. Among other affairs, he was instru-
mental in forming
Company 1n 1841, and was arly

Roval Insurance

chairman. A map of the / ton district
of Liverpool about 1870 indicatesan area
described as “Mr. Booker’s land”, and

3 N S g
SOORer vallance

until 1973

there 1s also a record of Booker cottages
and the fact that above the door of
Booker Cottage School, before it was
destroved there was a stone bearing the
initials “JB”, and the date 1865. Today
Booker Avenue i1s the name of a
boulevard which runs from Calder-
stones Park, through Allerton, to
A1gburth.

Josias Booker died in 1865 and one
wonders what he would have thought
today about the growth of the many
Booker activities over the years. Today
the interests of the Booker group in food
wholesali and retailing, engineering,
overse trading, agriculture, alcohol,
shipping and other fields employ over
1 7.000 ;‘r.'\‘[‘-l(‘

But of all the group’s divisions it is the
shipping side which alone has main
tained its headquarters in Liverpool, and
the Booker Line is now one of the oldest
shipping companies in the port, with its
unbroke record of 142 vyears of
operation .




BOOKER LINE OCEAN-GOING FLEE1
Powered ships only
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