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Moving Here Schools

The Victorians

Lesson: Working at the docks

Video Transcript: Abdul Miah

Balthi lata Sahib! (RUSHING) Lata ho, lata ho. (PAUSE) Yes Captain Sahib! (TO AUDIENCE) He did not tell me clean fresh water he wanted. Would you want to clean Captain’s room when you are trying to have rest? (BREATHING IN SEA AIR) Doesn’t matter. I like it up here – too hot in engine room down below, and too overcrowded in ship’s sleeping quarters. Such is the life of a Lascar.

You know what a lascar is? It means Asian seaman, or sailor. Lascars come from India, China or Malaya. Lascar is a mixed up word – it comes from the Persian word ‘khalasi’ – means sailor – and ‘kara’ – means worker in Tamil language.  See las-car.

It is a hard life, but you get to travel to lots of places. We lascars speak lascari-bat – lascar talk – simple Hindustanee words all people in India know. English Captain Sahib speak it too. 

I am on a steam ship travelling from Calcutta to Queen Victoria’s England? She is also Empress of India - been on throne long time. I have very important job. I put the coal in the boiler and it gets hot-hot. Not easy working in engine room. They call me ag-walla – mean fireman. The heat – you cannot imagine. Many men have died. 

You know why I do this job? (LOOKS ABOUT HIM TO CHECK NO OFFICERS LISTENING) Come closer, I tell you. Ag-walla get paid more than other lascars because hard job. I save this money because soon I open Bengali coffee shop in London. (EXCITED) This my last sea voyage. No more Captain telling me to bring this water that water, no more boiler needing coal all the time. English seamen don’t like this work. Too hard for them. Our ship officers say (TAKING ON ENGLISH ACCENT): “You lot are use to the heat in your country.”

(SNORT) I tell you, in my village even when there is a drought the engine room is still ten times hotter. I try not to think about it. When I shovel the coal and the fire burns I think about my coffee shop, or I go on a journey in my head. I go back to my village.

Can you guess where I’m from? Yes India, but where in India? It’s a big place. Bengal – that’s where I come from – in the North East. Bengali people work very hard on the ships. It’s in our blood. My people are from an area called Sylhet. My father, my uncles – all lascars.

I was born in 1870 when there were many famines in my country. In my village our family has one small plot of land and I have lots of brothers and sisters. Not enough land for all of us. I am the eldest so I always knew I would work on the ships.

(FONDLY) You would like my village. Imagine green hills covered in bushy tea plants. Below the land is flat where we build our simple houses and grow rice in paddy fields. 

My mother she cry when I leave. I was only sixteen, but I was so excited. Calcutta is a long way from my village – that is where the big docks are. Ah it is a different world! Have you ever been to Calcutta? Ai you must go. So much noise, grand houses made of stone, people playing music, and bazaars full of fine things to buy.  

I met my uncle in Calcutta near the docks in the Kidderpore district. He is a ‘ghat serang’ – this means he finds jobs for sailors on the ships, but you have to pay him. Luckily he is my uncle, but other men wait at the port for months or even years trying to get work. A ghat serang can say (IN A ROUGH BURLY INDIAN ACCENT) “give me a third of your wages or stay here, no ship”. 

When the ship is ready to sail hundreds of us lascars wait in line to be chosen for the crew. We all want to be chosen very badly. All day we stand in the sun and wait. Unless you make an arrangement to pay the ghat serang, you won’t get picked. 

The sea takes getting use to. Sometimes the sea gets very rough. My uncle said (IN ACCENT OF OLDER MAN): “Imagine you are on a boat on an elephant and the elephant is very angry.” (SHOWS HOW HE FELT SICK)

Took me few days to get use to – I didn’t drink cup of tea, food nothing – but the other men they looked after me. Now I have been at sea over ten years.

Ai, I forgot. I am meant to be helping Babajee the cook clean the lentils for our meal. Everyday we eat together  - here on the deck if weather is good. We eat a kind of thick soup made of lentils called dal, rice and some curry made from dried fish or meat. I tell you I miss my sisters cooking. Everyday here we eat the same. 

When my father was a lascar the food on his ship was bad – sometimes just bread and rice. Lascars get very sick. They get a fever, their gums bleed and their muscles ache all because they haven’t eaten a fruit or vegetable for months. Many lascars have died like this. Now our employers give us ration of lime juice to keep us healthy.

You want to know where I have travelled to? I tell you. I’ve seen China, Burma and Singapore. I saw pagodas and all. I felt like a rich man when I came back to visit my village. I gave my mother and father some money and I brought beautiful silks for my sisters. They asked all sorts of questions, where I been, what I saw – just like I use to ask my father. 

My mother didn’t want me to go back to the ships, she said I had become too thin, but when you been out in the world very difficult to stop. I did not tell her everything about lascar life. She get too upset to hear about whipping and hard, hard work. 

And for this work there is so much competition. Our chance to make a little money see. Yes, I get homesick, but I want to make something of myself and open my coffee shop in London. 

Soon we will be docking in London. Have any of you seen West India Docks?

They say Britain is the workshop of the world – well London is the gateway. These docks can hold 600 ships carrying cargo from all over the world. Can you guess how many tons the biggest ships can carry? 5000 tons of cargo: tea, coffee, cocoa, sugar, tobacco you smoke in your pipe, cotton for your clothes. Even ivory, animal furs and feathers. Cargo from all over the British Empire – tea, raw cotton, rice, jute to make rope. Yes, my country grows many of these things, but it is Britain that makes the profit. 
They say sun never sets over the British Empire because Britain rules so many countries. All these places sending goods here on ships like mine. Tea and cotton merchants make big business, build grand houses. Many big companies in London start with this money. I say Empire built on lascars backs. We paid very little. I get 20 rupees each month – just over a £1 – but European sailors earn four or five times more.

On my last visit to London after we leave the ship me and my friend Saleem went to look for somewhere to stay. You see when a ship docks lascars like me stay in England because we have to wait until our ship employs us to go back to India.

London very confusing. Me and Saleem get lost. All narrow alleys, with narrow back-to-back houses all looking the same, many people living inside. But many friendly people in East London – they use to foreign sailors like us you see. Some things like Calcutta. Poor children playing with no shoes, people selling things, horse and carriages, but I laugh at so many English gentlemen wearing the top hat. 

Me and Saleem go to one place – Shadwell. Houses very crowded with lascars. Some waiting for ships back to Calcutta or China, but others living in London now. Three pence my bed cost, but not very good place. Someone stole my friend Saleem’s coat and money. I was cold and hungry, all my wages finished. I have to beg. Some people not like the colour of my skin. Call me bad names. I say stop talking this way – my country and my hard work make your country rich.

Then one lady helped me. I begged her for backshish – a tip – for opening her carriage door. She took me to The Strangers’ Home in West India Dock Road.  Good home for foreign sailors like me. Clean beds, hot pipes to heat our rooms and there is proper bathrooms too. Nice people at Strangers’ Home. Missionaries – they work for the church. We eat good food and there is even lascar officer who looks for job on ships for us. (JOKING) Sometime missionary in charge try to teach us about the Bible – say he doesn’t want us to be “heathens”. I say don’t worry Baba, I not heathen, I’m a Muslim – let me teach you about my religion (LAUGHS).

Now I back in London again. This time I don’t go to Strangers’ Home. I go to Ald-gate to open my coffee shop. Saleem and me we do this business together then we can send some money home to our families. Yes, Saleem already in London. He marry English girl – Sally her name  – teach her Bengali. You think I get married, have children? (EXCITED) May be one day my great grandchildren will go to the same school as you.

