The King Line Limited.
By Geoff Walker
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The King Alfred Steam Ship Co Ltd was formed in 1889 by a then young Owen Cosby Philipps, who later became the infamous Lord Kylsant. 
Formed in 1900 by the merger of Union SS Co. and the Castle Mail Packet Co., in 1912, Royal Mail group took over control of the company. In 1919 Bullard King & Co.'s Natal Direct Line was also taken over. After the collapse of the Royal Mail group in 1931, Union-Castle Line was left with a heavy financial burden, which took them several years from which to recover, and become an independent company once again.
The first steamship obtained by the King Alfred Line was named King Alfred, following the company name. Built by Blyth Shipbuilding Co. Ltd., Blyth, in 1889. She had a burden of 1137 tons, and placed under the management of Philipps & Co. In April 1894 she was wrecked on South Uist.
In 1893, the company name had been rebranded, from the King Alfred Line to King Line Ltd and two single ship subsidiary companies were set up to buy two second-hand ships. The use of  nominal subsidiaries became the standard ship owning practice for the King Line, which complicates following the sequence of beneficial ownership for some of their ships, perhaps that was the intention, who can say?
Francis Vernon Thompson, originally from Philipps, Philipps & Co., formed a company which merged in 1923 with George Dodd & Company Ltd., which became Dodd, Thompson & Company Ltd, which assumed the management of the King Line and its associated Scottish Steam Ship Co., which had been established in 1896; to manage the ship King Edgar. 
By 1931 the Kylsant shipping empire collapsed spectacularly and was bankrupted; the business which had formerly been managed by Philipps & Co. The outcome caused Lord Klysant to spend one year at “His Majesty’s Pleasure” having been found guilty in the courts of issuing a document with intent to deceive.
[bookmark: _Hlk85578511]The King Line was officially taken over by Union-Castle Lines in 1949 and in 1956 a new company was formed - British & Commonwealth Shipping Co. Ltd. by the merger of Union-Castle, Bullard King, and Clan Lines. British & Commonwealth combined with the South African Marine Corp. Ltd. - (Safmarine), in 1973, to eventually become International Liner Services.
In the early years King Line frequently bought and sold existing ships, but the overall size of the fleet grew until it reached 10 tramp steamers by the outbreak of WW1. The company sold 2 ships and lost 6 during the great war. After the war the fleet was rebuilt, mainly using standard war design ships. Owen Cosby Philipps appears to have relinquished his interest in King Line by this time, because in 1923 the management of the firm was taken over by Dodd, Thompson & Co, led by Vernon Thompson, who was later to become chairman of Union-Castle Line.
King Line had 20 ships at the outbreak of WW2, of which 15 were lost due to enemy action during the conflict. After the war the company again started to buy standard war design ships as replacements, but in 1948 King Line was bought by Union-Castle and their trading pattern changed. New, higher specification ships were bought to supplement Union-Castle’s cargo liner operations.
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Bullard King’s 1942 built SS Umkuzi, completed for the British Government (MOWT) as Empire Prince. Change of name to Clan Angus and ownership to Clan Line Steamers Ltd. In 1945, change of name to Umkuzi and ownership transferred to Bullard, King & Co Ltd. in 1956. Name reverted to Clan Angus and owner to Clan Line Steamers Ltd in 1959. Taken to Hirao in 1962 for demolition. 
Bullard King & Co. Limited, was founded in 1850 with a fleet of small sailing ships trading from the UK to the Mediterranean. In 1879 they built their first steamer and introduced the Natal Direct Line to carry passengers directly to Durban and later East African ports. In 1919 Bullard King & Co. Limited, was taken over by the Union-Castle Line, although keeping its independent identity and colors. Bullard King’s last ships were merged into the Safmarine consortium in 1960.
In the late 1950’s six vessels were constructed but all of them were in 1959 transferred to Clan Line Steamers. The King Line was eventually absorbed in the British & Commonwealth Shipping Co. although several ships from the Clan Line Steamers and Union Castle Line were transferred later to the King Line for short periods and several bulk carriers with the name of Kings were built or purchased in the name of the King Line Ltd.
By 1956 King Line Ltd had expanded its fleet to 11 ships, when the Clan and Union-Castle groups merged and Cayzer. Irving & Co became managers of the combined fleets, which eventually led to the co-ordination and rationalization of their shipping services, which had a considerable impact on the King Line. Conventional cargo ships hitherto owned by the King Line were sold or transferred within the Group but were gradually replaced by bulk carriers. The bulk carrier fleet peaked at 6 vessels, between 1975 and 1978, (when one was sold), but was replaced by two tankers that were operated by another group company, Scottish Tankers Ltd. These two ships were sold in 1982 and 1985 respectively. The Cayzer family sold their last ship a year later.
In 1948 the Union Castle Line gained a controlling interest in the King Line, completing the purchase in 1949. Scottish Steam Ship Co., ceased in 1950 when its last vessel King James was sold.
[image: ]King James, built in 1943 by Short Brothers Ltd., Sunderland, originally as Empire Duchess for Ministry of War Transport (MOWT), ex- Braemar Castle 1949. In 1950 purchased from Union Castle Mail Steamship Co. Ltd renamed King James, 1958 sold to Cambay Prince S.S. Co., Hong Kong (John Manners as managers) and renamed Tyne Breeze.  1963 sold to Cathay Trader Steam Ship Co., Hong Kong renamed Cathay Trader, 1964 sold to Pacific Pearl Navigation Co., Hong Kong and renamed Pearl Light, 1966 sold to Marikar Navigation & Agencies Ltd of Hong Kong renamed Habib Marikar, 3rd November 1967 she suffered an engine breakdown while on a voyage from Hong Kong to Chittagong, and went ashore on Lincoln Island in position 16.30N 112.50E becoming a total loss. (Unknown photographer)
[bookmark: _Hlk85612823][bookmark: _Hlk85612908]In the late 1950’s six vessels were constructed but all of them were transferred to Clan Line Steamers in 1959. The King Line was eventually absorbed in the British & Commonwealth Shipping Co. although several ships from the Clan Line Steamers and Union Castle Line were transferred later to the King Line for short periods and several bulk carriers with the name of Kings were built or purchased in the name of the King Line. The King Henry delivered in 1958, was the last vessel specifically built for the King Line. The sale of the King Henry in 1972 signaled the demise of this long establish shipping company.
The mergers that had eventually brought about the British and Commonwealth Group had been a rocky road between the participating companies (Clan Line and Union Castle Line) and keeping track of developments and various maneuverings by both sides, shifting about of their maritime assets is something of a nightmare and difficult to keep track of, due to the number of ships transferred  between the associated companies, a good example being[image: ] the Springbok Shipping Company which was established in 1959 and registered in the UK, (rebranded Bullard, King Line) to take over the operations of their South African services, and several of the Clan Lines' ships were transferred to it. By 1961 the Springbok Shipping Company became part of Safmarine.
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British and Commonwealth / Clan Line bulker King George, laid up in Kames Bay on the Clyde, in September 1977. 
Built in 1975 she had a GRT of 42,819 and DWT of 79,493 tons. She later became Atlantico when sold in 1982, and had been renamed Toxotis under different ownership when sent to Alang for scrap in 1997.

(Unknown photographer)

Below, King/Clan Line's 1958 Belfast built, King Henry. In 1972 sold and renamed African Lion - 1981 resold and renamed Kladitis Emmanuel. She became the Verbier in 1982 and was sent for demolition at Gadani Beach in 1983[image: ]
MV King Henry in her British and Commonwealth livery, photographed prior to 1972. The last true King Line ship.
           

(Unknown photographer)

[image: ]
Ex King Henry as African Lion under new ownership following her sale by King Line in 1972.
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In the 1970s, British and Commonwealth began to diversify into financial services as passenger shipping declined due to the rapid developed of containerization. The King Line and Clan Line, which had become subsidiaries of the British & Commonwealth Group, ceased trading in 1981 with the final voyage made by Clan MacGregor. By 1986 British & Commonwealth had withdrawn from shipping and disposed of their last ship. The group eventually evolved into one of the UK’s largest financial services companies.
So ended King Line Ltd., but the nostalgia and memory of their ships linger on.
End
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