FULL S TEAM AREAD!

THE SS JOHN W. BROWN STEAM SCHOOL OFFERS AN INSIDE LOOK AT HOW A LIBERTY SHIP
FUNCTIONS. THERE IS TIME TO SIGN UP FOR THE NEXT COURSE
BY DICK STERNE
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I has become a three-day immersive

' experience in steam engineering

along with Liberty Ship operation

and history. Our guests have come :

from all corners of the nation and

even Canada. Some of them have ! j :
n*- . relatives who sailed t\

The SS John W.
Brown sets forth on
one of its regular
outings.

he mid watch is more than half

over, but the twilight of dawn
is still hours away and the convoy
is in that dangerous stretch of the
Greenland Air Gap beyond the range
of Allied patrol planes, all hands have
been tense for days. The sharp report
of not-so-distant depth charges drum
against the hull, distressingly distinct
over the familiar rhythmic thumping
of the engine and feed pump as the
black gang tries not to think about the
thin 5/8th-inch steel which is the only
thing between them and the icy North
Atlantic, or the four steep ladders that
are their only way out.

Have you ever wondered what it
was like to work in the engine room
on a World War II ship? Steam School
aboard the World War II Liberty Ship
SS John W. Brown was conceived
during a lunchtime conversation
among volunteer crew members in the
engineer’s messroom and has grown
into something that we couldn’t quite
imagine back then.

We were sure that steam would
be the big draw, and that’s a big part
of it, but the program has grown far
beyond our original conception. It

— e !
on wartime merchant L B Z 3 "'j
vessels, and they
want to see for
themselves a little

bit of shipboard

birthday this coming Septem

life, others are lifelong history bufts

or self-described steam nuts. One of

our biggest surprises was the

number of participants from

other museum ships without
an operating
steam engine
who want to

, experience our

. triple expansion

™ steam engine

in operation, so
they can better
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The SS John W. Brown being launched. The Liberty Ship is heagigg towards its 81st

er. The vessel was ordered as an
Commission Emergency Cargo Ship, hull number 312 on 1 May 1941.
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relate to the plant on their own ship.
At the end of April, Project Liberty
Ship conducted our seventh session
of Steam School aboard the fully
operational WWII Liberty Ship SS John
W. Brown for a dozen eager guests
from around the country. Guests come
aboard on Friday morning and are
assigned a berth in one of the original
crew quarters, most are surprised to
find the mint on their pillow, but that’s
not their last surprise. All meals during
the session are prepared by volunteer
crew members from our Stewards’
department. As one of our long-time
volunteers likes to say, “She doesn’t pay
much but she’s a good feeder.” High

_~ . praise for any merchant vessel and

we haven’t had many complaints!
After lunch, the program
. commences with a mixture of

=%l classroom lectures and hand-on

i “h‘: programs. By the afternoon of



Chief Engineer George Cornelius supervises a steam school guest lighting a boiler.
(Fred Brundick)
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The convoys the enemy could not stop
— even though they suffered terrible
losses, the Liberty Ships and other
vessels kept England supplied during
that nation’s time of crisis.

the first day, everyone has had a chance
to operate a selection of our engine
room auxiliary equipment including
fuel oil service pumps, general service
pumps, and our steam engine-powered
direct current generators. After dinner
and tours of the ship, participants can
relax with a movie or just enjoy being
onboard.

Saturday morning commences
with programs on our boilers and
the triple expansion engine with the
highlight coming after lunch, when
everybody gets to try their hand at
lighting one of the boilers under
the close supervision of our chief

SS John W. Brown in New York Harbor during October 1942. The ship was named for Canadian-born American labor union
leader John W. Brown. She was launched on 7 September 1942, the third of three Liberty Ships launched that day at the
Bethlehem-Fairchild Shipyard in Baltimore, Maryland. She completed fitting out on 19 September, making her total construction
time only 54 days. She required about 500,000 man-hours and cost $1,750,000 to build. She was the 62nd of the 384 Liberty
Ships built at the Bethlehem-Fairfield yard.

engineer and instructors. Another
exercise has the students touring the
engine room to trace out the actual
path of the steam and water cycle
they have learned about in class

and to learn the duties of the engine
room watch, fireman/water tender,
oiler, and engineer. The second
evening concentrates on a historical
perspective on merchant seamen, the
SS John W. Brown, and the history of
the Liberty Ship program.

The main event starts very early
on Sunday morning when the engine
room watch prepares and lights the
boilers at 5 am. By the time breakfast
is over, steam has been raised and the
big show is ready to begin. Every-
body gets the opportunity to shadow
the crew members who are standing
watch in the engine room. They assist

Oiler Duff Porter instructing on the fine points of steam engine lubrication. (Fred
Brundick)
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The ship setting out on one of her regular cruises.
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Liberty Ships were so important to final victory that the vessel
became the subject of a 2011 postage stamp.

the fireman/ main engine and auxiliary equipment.
water tender by They help the oiler with adding oil
adjusting fuel 0oil  and feeling for overheated bearings
pressure, shifting and components as he makes his
burners, and rounds on the half hour.

operating the Then it’s on to the engineers’
feed check valves  position where everybody gets to see
that admit water  the big picture and try their hand
into the boilers. on the throttle. Other highlights are
When trailing drawing a water sample from the
the oiler, partic-  boiler for analysis and then mixing
ipants discover and adding chemicals. Rotating to

Chief Engineer George Cornelius keeps a watchful eye as a the many oiling the main deck, all hands try their

guest works the throttle. The Worthin%ton Pump & Machine . . .. .
orlporation of Harrison, New errse , Uiltftgfof)h(i)%,os Yre"“ca: points that need  skill on the original steam winches,
triple expansion steam engine for a cost o ,000. Two oil- i i

fired 450-degF boilers operated at 220-psi to produce 2500-hp, to be filled by operating on live steam Fas they
giving the ship a top speed of 11.5 knots. (Project Liberty Ship) ~ hand on the are supposed to) and hoist some

- <t - -

As the Liberty Ships neared ports in England and the Soviet Union, the U-Boat threat was replaced by attacking Luftwaffe aircraft.
This painting by Jim Rae depicts Germans attacking the Murmansk-bound Liberty Ship SS Cornelius Marnett, part of Convoy
JW-52 in the Norwegian Sea on 25 January 1943.
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Guests and instructors work the cargo
winches amid a cloud of steam. (Project
Liberty Ship)

simulated wartime cargo. This
evolution requires coordination
between the two winch operators
as our instructors signal them to
perform different maneuvers to

lift and place the cargo net in the
desired location. It takes a bit of
getting used to, but then it’s fun to
practice and build your skills like
an old-time longshoreman. After
the closing ceremonies, our Steam
School Director asks all participants,
both students, instructors and
supporting staff to evaluate the
program and make suggestions for
improvement. We actually read the
evaluations! This way, each new
Steam School evolves from the last
one and continues to improve to

exceed our participants’ expectations.

So, if you've ever wondered what it
was like to work in the engine room
on a Liberty Ship, then Steam School
is your chance to find out — without
fear of being torpedoed. Steam School
#8 is set for 3/5 November 2023, and

check our website www.ssjohnwbrown.

org for future schools. $€
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John W. Brown photographed after conversion of a Limited Capacity Troopship (one
of 220 Liberty Ships so converted). Note the deck cargo.

Another successful Living History cruise completed, the SS John W. Brown
heads home.
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