South American Saint Line Ltd
By Geoff Walker
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[image: ]The South American Saint Line ships were icons in  the South America trade, particularly in the River Plate and Brazil, and were considered by many to be well ahead of their time. They operated stylish looking ships and enjoyed a high reputation amongst all sectors of the maritime community.  They were particularly remembered for the high quality of ships they built, a factor which made them famous,  and operated the most advanced and striking vessels engaged in the South American trade of their period.
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The company has Welsh roots, heralding from Newport, like so many iconic British shipping companies. The fledgling years of the company are somewhat vague due to the number of single ship companies used for their ships by their various owners, as well as the demise of many shipowners following WW1
Captain G. B. Bailey, a resident of Newport, Wales, formed a single ship company, the Monkswood Shipping Co. Ltd., in 1928, to operate a tramp steamer bearing the same name. In 1933 he joined with R. G. M. Street to form B & S Shipping Co Ltd. (one may be forgiven for assuming B&S stood for Bailey and Street) to manage and operate their newly acquired St. Quentin Shipping Co Ltd., brought about through an amalgamation.
Left, an early poster advertising South American Saint Line’s services to South America.
(The Journal of Commerce and Shipping Telegraph – 1942 Annual Review)
Between 1936 and 1938, B &S built 5 modern steamships with reciprocating engines and exhaust turbines to operate a liner service to South America, all carrying names starting with 'St'. This enterprise led to the formation of The South American Saint Line Ltd in 1939. B & S also owned 4 other tramp steamers. During WW2 the group's first motorship joined the fleet and the MOWT allocated 4 other ships to them for management. In total 11 B & S ships were lost during WW2.
The South American Saint Line was owned by the Street family as alluded to earlier, and  had previously been formed in 1926 as the Barry Shipping Company with old steamships engaged in worldwide tramping voyages. However, a mainstay of their business focused on Welsh coal exports to Buenos Aires returning with grain. Typically, coal out to Canada from South Wales, then ballast to the River Plate to load grain for the homeward voyage to the U.K. The company started to carry passengers to South America just prior to the outbreak of WW2 in 1939, and then in 1940 they took over the Shakespear Shipping Company. Shortly afterwards the company name was rebranded as the South American Saint Line, with financial backing for the venture originating from Lord Howard de Walden .
In 1945, whilst continuing to operate in the tramping  trades, the company ordered two new passenger/cargo liners, the St Essylt (delivered in 1947) and the St Thomas (delivered in 1948). This was partly funded by a government scheme to encourage modernization of the almost depleted British shipping fleets.
Initially it had been intended that these two ships would operate between Cardiff and South America, carrying both passengers and freight. Unfortunately, there was insufficient business generated from Cardiff to maintain the service and much of the freight business was from the Continent and passengers from London. These vessels would operate as cargo-liners with luxury accommodation for a dozen passengers on a regular run from London, Antwerp, Bremen, Hamburg calling at Lisbon and Las Palmas de Gran Canaria to Rio de Janeiro, Santos, Montevideo, Buenos Aires, returning to the Thames with grain via Las Palmas de Gran Canaria, for bunkering.
Nevertheless, the company continued to grow, adding the St John in 1954 and ordering the St Rosario in 1960. They also continued to operate their older ships in the worldwide tramping  trades.
The sage of the company had always been Dick Street, but when he died suddenly in 1961, Lord Howard de Walden, who had supplied the financial backing, decided to wind up the company and their ships were placed under the interim management of R. Nerdrum who formed South American Saint Line (Management) Ltd., for the purpose. However, this management company ceased to operate in 1963 and the management of the remaining ships passed to the King Line Ltd., until 1965, when the final ships were sold, and the company finally ceased operations. The liner service was taken over by Houlder Bros. due to its strong South American connections.
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                                                                                                                                 (Chris Howell)
The very handsome MV St. Essylt, sold to the China Navigation Co. in 1965 and renamed Yunnan. 
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                                                                                                                                                          (Chris Howell)
The 6,855 GRT St. Thomas was built in 1948 by J. L. Thompson at North Shields, seen here after her sale to the China Navigation Co. in 1965.
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                                                                                                                  (Chris Howell)
A sad looking ex-Yunnan, sold by the China Navigation Company in 1971, to New Asia SS Co., of Singapore, and renamed “Lucky Two”. On 23rd January 1979 she arrived at Kaohsiung to be broken up by Kao Yung Steel Enterprises, after 31 years of service. 
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            A General Arrangement plan of the St Essylt laid down in 1947 by Hawthorne, Leslie & Co. Ltd

[image: ]Built by J. L. Thompson Ltd, in 1954 for the South American Saint Line, their St. John, 6888 GRT, 9840 DWT. In 1965 she was sold and renamed St Marie, in 1967 she was on sold and became the Despina R, and finally in 1974 the Valmas. She met her demise in 1979 when sent for demolition at Visakhapatam.

(Unknown photographer)

[image: ]   (Unknown photographer)
The last Ship built for the South American Saint Line, St. Rosario. Built in 1960 by J. L. Thompson & Sons Ltd., 9183 GRT, 11463 DWT. Sold in 1963 to Chapman and Willan, to become their Hermiston, as depicted above. Sold again in 1970 and renamed Hermione, and in 1979 following her sale she became Maria Sophia. In 1980 she arrived in Basrah, where she was badly bombed by aircraft and declared a war loss. She was abandoned to insurers 1n 1981.
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                                                                                                                                           (Unknown photographer)
The sleek lines and excellent accommodations and conditions provided for the crews of South American Saint Line ships will always be remembered by those who served on these icons of the South Atlantic. 

End

References: South American Saint Line Archives, Journal of Commerce and Shipping Telegraph – 1942 Annual Review, Wiki, various online shipping information from the Public Domain from which some additional data has been sourced.
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