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The small bitumen tanker ‘Cree’ evokes memories of the early 1970s, when I was engaged on ships regularly trading around Southeast Asia, during which I often came across the little Bitumen tanker ‘Cree’. She was built in Hong Kong, by the Hong Kong United Dockyard (HUD), previously known as the Hong Kong and Whampoa Dockyard Company Ltd., for Jardine, Matheson and Company Ltd., Hong Kong, acting as managers.
Completed in January 1970, ‘Cree’ was designed to serve Asia’s smaller, more remote river ports. She was the largest tanker to have been built in Hong Kong up until that point in time, but her compact dimensions and shallow loaded draft ideally suited to this regional trade:
· Overall length: 85 m
· Beam: 13 m
· Loaded draft: 4.4 m
· Gross registered tonnage (GRT): 1,593 tons
· Deadweight tonnage (DWT): 2,449 tons
· Engine: MAN diesel, rated at 2,200 BHP
· Service speed: 11.5 knots
The ship’s name ‘Cree’ was aptly derived from Canadian ‘Cree Indians’ who were the world’s earliest to utilize bitumen, which they found naturally seeping out of the Athabasca riverbanks; using its unique adhesive properties to watertighten their birch bark canoes.
During the early 1970s, ‘Cree’ could often be seen loading at Pulau Bukom refinery in Singapore, Port Dickson in Malaysia, and other ports in East Malaysia and Sabah. She occasionally sailed to Port Hedland in Australia or as far as the Port of Saigon, up the Saigon River; which has its ocean source in the Mekong Delta region, close to the modern port of Vung Tau where River Pilots for the Saigon River are embarked and disembarked.
The ‘Cree’s’ low air draft allowed her to pass beneath low bridges. On narrow, meandering rivers, the midships bridge helped navigating officers judge the bow’s position more easily than an aft-island configuration. 
On 25 January 1974, while on passage from Port Hedland, Australia, to Singapore, ‘Cree’ suffered a serious engine-room explosion followed by a fire. Fortunately, a salvage tug took her in tow, taking her to Singapore for extensive repairs. She returned to service in July 1974.
The ‘Cree’ had initially been placed under long term charter to Shell Petroleum who required the crew to undergo rigorous safety protocols and specialised training due to the specific dangers associated with carrying such hot-liquid cargo. This training proved critical during the 1974 engine room explosion and fire at sea, where the crew’s rapid response, successfully prevented the loss of the vessel, allowing it to be safely towed to Singapore for structural repairs.
The vessel’s funnel was later raised slightly to enclose the engine exhaust outlets, and her aft awnings were removed.
In 1977, ‘Cree’ was sold to the UK coastal shipping company Metcalf Motor Coasters Ltd. In 1978, Metcalfs merged with S. William Coe and Company Ltd., which was appointed ship managers. The ship was subsequently renamed ‘Robert M’, in keeping with Metcalf Motor Coasters’ naming convention, and placed under the Red Ensign. The ship’s primary route was from Stanlow Refinery (situated on the south bank of the Manchester Ship Canal), it carried cargo via the Irish Sea northbound to Ardrossan and southbound to Heysham.
The Booker Group who were the beneficial owner of the S. William Coe & Company coaster fleet, which subsequently included ‘Robert M’ (ex-Cree), were in turn taken over by James Fisher & Sons Ltd. in 1984.
In 1997, the vessel was sold to Haswell Company Ltd., Sharjah, with Cyrus Shipping Services, Sharjah, acting as managers. She was renamed NESA I and later NESA R. Several changes of flag followed:
· 2001: Panama
· 2002: Comoros
· 2007: St Kitts and Nevis, followed by Sierra Leone later that year
She was eventually sent for demolition at Gadani Beach in December 2009. So ended the varied career of a little ship that remains a source of nostalgic memories for those who served aboard her, especially during her Far East and UK coastal trading years.
During my short time spent in the UK for tickets, I did several relieving stints with Metcalf Motor Coasters Ltd, as Mate, on their ‘Melissa M’ and ‘Miriam M’, in order to supplement my study income. Unfortunately, I did not come across this little gem of a tanker in continental waters, as she was still trading in Asia at the time, although Metcalfs did operate several other small tankers.
Bitumen Tanker ‘Robert M’ (ex-Cree) photographed sailing from Cardiff 12/6/94 (Courtesy Malcolm Cranfield/Nigel Jones)
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The ‘Robert M’ (ex-Cree) passing Ellesmere Port bound for Stanlow ca 1985 (Courtesy Malcolm Cranfield/David Gallighan)
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The ‘Robert M’ (ex-Cree) outbound from Eastham on 17/4/88 (Courtesy Malcolm Cranfield/Late Paul H Boot)
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