
Entertaining take on the reefer trade 
by a highly skilled supernumerary
Have you ever wished you could put down 
in words what it’s really like to work at sea? 
To convey the day-to-day reality of how crew 
members get on with each other, or how you 
deal with the practicalities when 
enormous waves are throwing 
your vessel about? What about the 
good times, like a party onboard or 
spotting a whale beside the ship? 
It can be hard to convey all this to 
people who have never been there, 
but you could do a lot worse than 
handing your loved ones a copy of 
Pauline Dowling’s Going Bananas.

A journalist by profession, 
Dowling took her writing skills to sea numerous 
times when travelling with her shipmaster 
husband on refrigerated fruit carriers in the 
1990s. Intended more as a travel book than a 
memoir, Going Bananas focuses on a particular 
trip across the Atlantic to Central America, and 
vividly describes the experience of travelling in 
very high seas on an ageing commercial vessel: 

‘There’s a low near Iceland and we’re just on 
the edge of it,’ H tells us at dinner, his eyes redder 
than ever. ‘Further north, they are giving force 
12 warnings,’ which I think is meant to make us 

feel glad we are not further north. The mate 
says that he has read somewhere that waves 
in the North Atlantic have doubled in size in 
the last fi fty years, which is true, but not fi t 

talk, and just then a particularly 
big one throws the water jug into 
H’s lap and my chair skates across 
the room. Fortunately I meet Juan 
before I crash into the opposite 
wall and have to be winched off  for 
surgery.

The author’s keen observations 
and wry humour are also applied 
to the stopovers in unglamorous 
ports far from the tourist trail, 

and she does not hold back in her opinions of 
‘fl agging out’ in the shipping industry and the 
iniquities of big-business banana production. 
All in all, it’s an engaging read with much that 
will strike a chord with a maritime readership 
as well as evoking a largely hidden world 
for the benefi t of the wider public.  
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