
Rum & The Life of Brian - by Martin Kirkbride 

I was in the Royal Navy for 14 years. When I joined up in 1970 there were still one or two old 
timers who had served in the Second World War. Between them there was no shortage of 
beards, medals, or a thirsty enthusiasm for the daily rum ration. Then on 31st July 1970 
came ‘Black Tot Day ‘- the day the rum ration was abolished. Stopping the official ration has 
never terminated the naval propensity for rum. Whenever I meet up with old shipmates a 
glass of rum is mandatory. After a warming tot of grog our reminisces start to flow as we 
look back on lives lived, and lives lost, with a lightness that belies a heaviness of heart. In the 
Armed Services there is an unwritten regulation that you must be stoical, stiff upper lipped 
and always look on the bright side of life. 

Monty Python’s 1979 film ‘Life of Brian tells the satirical story of Brian Cohen, a young 
Jewish man who is born on the same day as, and next door to, Jesus Christ. Brian is 
subsequently mistaken for the Messiah. This farcical film was, to say the least, controversial. 
Considered by many to be blasphemous it was banned by numerous local authorities and 
city councils.  Personally, as someone who wasn’t a Christian in the 1970’s, I never 
understood what all the fuss was about. All these years later, and as a convinced and 
committed Christian, I still don’t see what all the fuss was about. It was, and remains, one of 
my favourite films. 

After hearing Jesus preach the Sermon on the Mount (check out Luke 6:17-38) Brian, now 
known as, “Brian of Nazareth” is galvanized into revolutionary action again the occupying 
Roman forces. He forms the PFJ (People’s Front of Judea). However, this revolutionary 
group does seem to spend more time fighting each other than fighting the Romans. Never 
the less he eventually finds himself being arrested and sentenced to execution. Condemned 
to a long and painful death, Brian finds his spirits lifted by his fellow sufferers, who break 
into song with “Always Look on the Bright Side of Life“. 

You can listen to the song on video clip at http://youtu.be/WlBiLNN1NhQ [1] 

The song has become an iconic sing-along at football matches, funerals, and … during 
catastrophic attacks during the 1982 Falklands War.  When the destroyer HMS Sheffield was 
struck by an Exocet missile on 4th  May 1982 in the Falklands War, the crew sang it while 
waiting to be rescued from their sinking ship, as did the crew of D118  HMS Coventry just 21 
days later. One of the HMS Coventry survivors also raised a cheer in the life raft when he 
opened the water-tight tin that contained the ‘Survival Cigarettes’. He loudly announced, in 
enthusiastic expletives that the cigarettes were free. On a day that cost many lives a free 
pack of cigarettes whilst staring death in the face seemed to be something of a perk! Next 
time I meet him I must ask if he noticed the warning label stating that cigarettes could 
seriously damage his heath. 
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Throughout my time in the navy I wasn’t a Chaplain, I wasn’t a Christian – so very few of my 
experiences now make respectable sermon illustrations. The Falkland Islands are well 
known to me. I was based there in 1972 and returned there in the 1982 conflict. I now have 
the privilege to be a chaplain, more commonly known as Sky pilot, to the D118 Association – 
the HMS Coventry Falklands Veterans. 

Just before 6pm 25th May 1982 two Argentinean Air 
Force A-4 Skyhawks attacked the Coventry. Two bombs 
ripped the ship apart, killing 19 crewmen, injuring 30. 
Coventry sank within 20 minutes. Those killed have a 
common grave – 300 foot down on the South Atlantic 
seabed.   The HMS Coventry story may or may not be 
well known to you. You can check it at 
www.hmscoventry.co.uk   and in the BBC film, available 
on DVD, Sea of Fire. There is also a very moving online 
tribute to the Coventry at http://youtu.be/BPUE15ZYxYU 

Anyway, back to the important stuff – Rum. On the 25th May each year I have the humbling 
privilege to lead the Remembrance service. Afterwards we adjourn for ‘Up spirits’. No, that 
isn’t a séance or a Pentecostal charismatic ecstasy. “Up spirits”, also known as “Tot Time”, is 
the traditional Royal Navy order for issuing the rum ration. Equipped with a large glass of 
rum we then make a toast to “Those we left on patrol in the South Atlantic”. I think that 
downing that tot of rum each year is one of the most profound prayers I experience. 
Carefully crafted religious word, set in pious sentences concluded with an obligatory ‘Amen’, 
can never express the deepest thoughts and emotions of those who survived. But an eye-
watering glass of rum says it all. It is a tradition I am deeply moved by. I firmly believe that 
the God who rules over the sea and calms the raging storms is deeply moved by it too. 

In recent years the HMS Coventry story has become a story of reconciliation and friendships. 
In remembering the families and loved ones of those who never came home the D118 
veterans take care to include those many Argentinean families for whom the war brought 
nothing but loss and grief. I know that I should conclude with some stirring scriptures that 
exhort us to a deep faith and trust in God – perhaps signing off with Psalm 
46.   Alternatively, I could end by quoting the evocative words of the naval hymn ‘‘Eternal 
father, strong to save… …for those in peril on the sea’ – but that always makes me weep.  So 
I’ll simply sign off with: 

Some things in life are bad; 
they can really make you mad. 
Other things just make you swear and curse. 
When you’re chewing on life’s gristle, 
don’t grumble, give a whistle,  
and this’ll help things turn out for the best, and… always look on the bright side of life’ 
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