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            Sharks in the Runway

            A Seaplane Pilot’s Fifty-Year Journey Through Bahamian Times!

            Paul W.J. Harding
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        Dedicated to my mother, Mary Harding, and all those true friends and loving partners who never wavered in their support and belief in me.
      

         

      

   


   
      
         
      
    

         
             

         

         From Wings over the Rockies 

Doug Holgate, Aerial Director of Photography:

Narrated by Harrison Ford.

         
             

         

         ‘You ever had a flying dream, I have. One of the first dreams as a kid was a flying dream. What is it that stirs our dreams in flight … what is that turns such dreams into reality?’ ~ ‘The air is our home, we were meant to fly. The dream of flight never stops. It burns inside longing to be realized; the dream becomes more than simply real, it becomes a way of life!’

         
             

         

         ‘You can find a place in aviation if you look, if you want, a place for your dreams. Aviation is 100 years old and it’s brand new. You can help take it into the future. It offers freedom and responsibility, they’re not just words. Join us. Flying is like good music it elevates the senses and the very experience of being alive!’

      

   


   
      
         

            Introduction:

         

         Autobiographers leave us a gift, through pen and ink, a typewriter and now soft touch computer keys. We paint pictures with words spanning decades past, recording thin slivers of history depicting stories of a personal passage through time. My storytelling starts on shaky ground with my parents, and their families before them, rarely sharing their past; a generation locked in silence, denying most of us valuable first-hand history lessons, with a dysfunction to communicate our family tree is comparatively bare of branches.

         I was completing some daily paperwork at Odyssey Aviation, my fixed base operation in Nassau one evening after a day’s flying, and enquired the date from the lovely young Bahamian lady behind the reception counter.

         ‘November 22nd, Mr. Harding,’ she politely replied.

         ‘Now that’s a day we will all remember,’ I expressed sombrely whilst completing an Arrival Report, her slightly quizzed expression showing no clue what I was referring to. I explained briefly the horrific historical moment in 1963 that our generation had witnessed some forty years past. Her expression still did not register anything; it was something she had maybe read about in a history book having not even been born yet.

         This is far from any history book, rather an account of a young boy who landed on Bahamian shores in 1960 and the immense effect a beautiful country and its people had on him, while recalling some extraordinary world events that transpired through this time capsule, such as that awful day in Dallas. Many of the years had noted pages in our history, both tragic and inspirational often flashing past us at lightning speed, sometimes taking the very wind out of us emotionally. I have touched some topics in greater detail, as they were the stories that made a mark on the world and myself. There are important timelines overlooked, too many to record here. Some will remember exactly where you were when events mentioned actually happened, maybe others captivated at some of the additional details I found in researching this project? In fairness, some facts and details are not set in stone for absolute accuracy, although close enough to merit consideration. This writing is for readers who hold an appreciation and love of flying, nature, people, the ocean, and the outrageously adventurous way of life written by a man who ordered a brand-new seaplane having no clue how to even fly.

         I describe how things were ‘back then’ compared to where I stand today, how an English boarding school educational system with the behaviours of its occupants in those early times, not comprehended by our parents yet accepted by society as ‘the norm’ back then, would today be labelled ‘abusive’. One sees the proverbial wheel of life constantly revolving within this story, taking a young English schoolboy’s journey of traveling through manhood to the present day, choosing to walk away from the chance of a higher education rather spending seventeen years ‘going down’ every day for a living, and the last twenty-three ‘going up’.

         
             

         

         I have asked some of our island friends and legends to sit down and talk with me, feeling a compulsion to record their stories before we lose them. Some mentioned here we have already lost. To those who shared, I express a warm ‘thank you’ along with those who gave me the occasional nudge to press on recording my personal saga; that of ‘starting from scratch’ to making a name to be proud.

         The journey has been one wild ride after another, yet I often considered some of it as nothing out of the ordinary. I have been labelled impulsive, whereas those who know me well have recognized calculation came first. I visited places never imagined as a boy sharing experiences for the most part only seen on film or in the pages we read. Living in these wonderful islands it all became just a part of life, another day in paradise. They tell me the journey I have travelled is ‘far from ordinary’ and in fairness, with a few recollections such as jumping out of airplanes, racing ocean powerboats, filming television shows in the Red Sea one week and the mountains of Utah the next, swimming in a three-mile deep ocean with a forty-foot whale and rammed face on by a very large shark to exploring the African bush, makes one reflect, ‘they may just be right’…

         
             

         

         P.H. May 2009 Nassau, Bahamas.

      

   


   
      
         

            Chapter 1

            ‘Way back then…’

         

         In the blink of an eye something went horribly wrong with the aircraft. I barely had chance to finish a breath. Time froze in an instant. Racing over the choppy water my new seaplane rose effortlessly into the afternoon air. Take-off and landings are always exhilarating. For seaplane pilots, no two are alike: we incorporate that gifted skill learned and polished over countless hours in the cockpit, forever honing the quest for perfection. Without warning the right wing suddenly dropped perilously toward the water as if sucked downward by some mystical force, the plane instantaneously out of control. With over 10,000 hours of flight experience the next milliseconds would mean the difference in staying alive or not. It had taken fifty years to arrive at this moment.

         I was convinced at an early age I had been born in the wrong place. Reflecting back to where my roots lay, my place of birth and family origins in England, everything is foreign to me. Nothing fits. Trying to remember places, old acquaintances, friends and events are somewhere in the fog of early childhood; recollection has not been practised. I endeavour to recreate my early beginnings, bringing to light my Bahamian home while sitting here at a desk in the English countryside where the journey started back in 1960, having no clue the wheel of life would travel full circle. I think it worth recollecting our youth, for it is here where foundations are laid influencing the paths we chose and the decisions made in later life. Bahamian readers and those with similar journeys may well share many of the times I speak of. A friend and fellow writer recently gave a fairly forceful tug at my memory over dinner; suggesting I tell stories of my very early youth, before age twelve she insisted, and asking was I ‘a pretty baby?’ I laughed in reply, explaining there is so little remembered about the first years hardly deeming it interesting and of course I was pretty! There are minute flashes from very early days as in a dreadful illness from food poisoning after consuming some war rations, food still available to consumers after World War Two. I was just a little fellow when I awoke my mother violently vomiting in the night.

         In 1954, fourteen years of rationing in Britain ended, restrictions imposed on food, petrol, clothing and even soap. I was the ripe old age of six.

         Scant memories return slowly as I write this English December morning. My partner asking out of the blue today, ‘What Christmas’s do you remember first?’ while we laze in bed sipping the steaming rich morning coffee, watching the bird feeder outside awash in activity. ‘Good question,’ I respond, racking my brain to bring the memory out of the misty ethers. I do recall awakening early one morning aware of an unusual weight on the bed covers above my feet. Secretly cracking one eye slightly open, to discover Santa had not left all the packages under the tree, instead a small heap of Christmas presents sprawled over the base of my bed weighing down the blanket. Lots of lovely red wrapping paper tied with ribbon! What toys I received memory has long faded, save a gift from Dad; a fabulous leather cowboy holster set, nicely studded with two matching silver pistols. Playing outside that holiday morning and leaving them hanging on a branch during a lunch break, returning to find the guns stolen. A mortified little boy left only with empty belt and holster. No self-respecting cowboy would walk the streets without guns.

         I recall having two friends, sons of my parent’s acquaintances, the same age as myself, being wheeled around as babies in those ghastly old fashioned black-hooded prams our mothers had owned with the large spoke wheels pushing us shopping down Camberley High Street with those unsightly scarfs over their hair, and later down our road a cute little girl I liked called June.

         The year 1954 holds another recollection, being taken by my father to my first air show at Farnborough watching the introduction of the Britain’s first vertical take-off craft, called ‘The Flying Bedstead’. A strange metal-framed creation right out of an HG Wells story, that roared off the ground vertically not requiring any runway, gathering data for the upcoming ‘Harrier Project’. The machine left little margin for error, none if one of its two engines had failed. Both Bedsteads built did however crash, one fatally, influencing the Harrier jets production to adopt a different lift system altogether.

         Our family belonged to a generation all too frugal in sharing family history neither parent sitting us down to tell their stories leading the way to where I entered their lives. I feel cheated from their silence. Where did they go to school, what was life like for them, I knew nothing of their childhood, their families and fun stuff such as ‘where they went on holiday?’ So many questions; theirs were times of ‘stiff upper lip’ and ‘children being seen, not heard’. Every now and again a small slice of their lives, a morsel of scandal, would surface in conversation, leaving blank pages, void of ink touching paper. Later in life piecing people and information together, I figured out why certain things happened and the influence they had on my life’s journey.

         This upbringing led me share the guilt having not pursued my family tree as a youngster although quite improper at the time to even inquire. I was a shy young boy not versed in outgoing skills, known unsurprisingly to be more an introvert. My grandparents were the real source of information in the early days having lived with them in Sussex during my years at boarding school. I had made up my mind years ago upon having a child of my own, I would tell the whole story, no more silence.

         
             

         

         My father was born December 21 in a small village of Upper Poppleton in the north of England near the ancient and beautiful walled city of York in 1925. His father, Harold was known as ‘The Major’ from his rank in the British Army; I learned early he was not a well-liked man by most who knew him; an impersonal, arrogant character imposing strict behaviour on all. I saw him only once as a very elderly gentleman, never learning of his personal history other than he was married to my grandmother Edna. That one visit to Yorkshire where my father never formally introduced his son to him or the elder great grandfather seated next to him; simply instructed to seat myself at the far end of the room and be quiet. I refer to Edna as I did my own mother, affectionately calling her ‘The Last of the British Empire’. Her speech and mannerisms shaped in perfect English diction and the little finger held aloft correctly while sipping from a teacup. Edna eventually left the likes of the Major, separating to elope with an employee of the British Civil Service, by the name of Jorge Dean. I called him Nanpa as a youngster, a grandfather to love and respect. A fairly small framed man with fringes of white hair bordering his tanned baldness. A neatly trimmed thin matching moustache suited his generous smile perfectly. His quiet and polished nature I admired while he adored the very ground my grandmother stood on. Again, with that silent generation, I never knew anything of Jorge’s background or even where in England he was born; nothing of his life and little of his career. I ask how this could possibly have slipped my curiosity as a youngster toward a man that I became close to? A valuable lesson for our children and grandchildren: ask questions to know whence you came?

         The Major refused divorce as a totally unacceptable practice in those early English days, Edna eventually changed her name to Jorge’s surname by deed poll in the English press. She and her new love lived some of their early life in Madrid, grasping quickly, as an astute chef in her own right, the art of Spanish cooking. They moved back to England and lived outside Camberley in the county of Surrey. Their modest home called, ‘White Lodge’, lay off the main London Road, a picture-perfect stone cottage backed by open undulating grass land, before reaching a small forest of silver birches and giant oaks where foxes burrowed and our dogs went hunting; Pedro, the grumpy male Alsatian with our soft natured Golden Labrador called Penny; the constant explorer and bad influence to often go astray, sometimes days at a time. When Jorge retired from the Civil Service they moved to the neighbouring county of Sussex, purchasing a lovely old thatched cottage, once the saddle room to a group of farmhouses built over 400 years ago. Here they opened a boarding kennel for dogs as their retirement project, calling it ‘Deanwood Kennels’. During half term breaks I stayed with them, some mornings making tea and serving them on a small tray. I would tap gently on their black wooden bedroom door before entering, balancing the tray while lifting the old latch to see them cuddled up to each other in that small double bed. I always admired how they loved each other even in age.

         After my schooling, and leaving England for the last time, I learned they finally retired from work and moved back to the warmer climate of Malta to aid their health. She and Jorge loved each other until he died suddenly of heart failure in his garden while his wife prepared afternoon tea. I could easily imagine the scene of her returning to the garden; dropping the tray on the grass to cradle the love of her life as his small body grew cold; a very sad scene to imagine. I had lost track of them in the latter years because of my own family’s dysfunction when I was twenty-one. A letter arrived in Nassau one day and I recognised Nana’s writing. Slitting open the envelope, a small black and white passport picture of Jorge fell to the floor. I knew the content before reading. I regret to this day not writing to them having left England, never finding out what happened to my grandmother. Careless behaviour quietly haunting me through all my years; reports trickled in time from overseas that my father had placed his mother in a nursing home, where she later must have died.

         
             

         

         My mother was also from Yorkshire and lived in the village of Easingwold, born in the same month as her husband, December 5 1920. Her parents James and Faith Hood owned a small a pig farm. James, a big man, always wore the same tattered brown suede hat, thick plastic framed glasses with faded Levi overalls, suspenders, with baggy beige corduroy trousers tucked in the classic dirty green Wellington boots. This family’s history has some shady parts, with suggestion of James leaving his wife and marrying his cousin? ‘Shame and scandal in the family’ became a fun title to a familiar island calypso tune heard later in life after leaving England. James used to take me out back to see the pigs. I loved all animals right from the very first visit and there was nothing wrong in my mind with the way pigs smelled. As we approached the pens, wet concrete floors covered in fresh well-trodden pig poop, I would reach through the cold metal railings and pet the inquisitive pink runny noses that jostled through the openings to see if there was anything to eat. They pushed and shoved each other with their huge pink steaming bodies, the familiar grunting noise growing to a frenzied squealing at feed time climaxed with a deafening crescendo. James’s wife, Faith Hood, was the demure, almost speechless lady who drifted quietly around the house like a small silent phantom in her faded pinafore completing her wifely duties. She made the most amazing gravy for the Sunday roast beef and Yorkshire pudding, a recipe that she would never part with. I may have laid eyes on each of my Yorkshire families less than a hand full of times in my life barely understanding the thick north-country accent sounding a different language altogether.

         
             

         

         The Hood’s daughter Mary grew up to become runner-up in the Miss York Beauty Pageant in her early twenties. She had a brother Cuthbert and another called Peter; a stepbrother, whose freckles and mop of red hair betrayed no resemblance to the rest of the family, a mystery that was taboo to mention. I met Peter maybe a couple of times and remember only a ride on his big motorcycle one night to pick up fresh fish and chips wrapped in newspaper, giving a mouth-watering aroma of salt and vinegar seeping an oily wetness through the print. Mary was considered a really beautiful lady with a wonderful wit. She married John Charles Harding, September 14 1946 when he was just twenty years old, keeping the secret of being the ‘older woman’ by five years, until the day she died. Mary Hood, much to the disapproval of her father, shared a flat in the cathedral city with her best friend Hilda. The two girls lived quite the life as vivacious singles within the ancient walled city and cobbled streets. I remember faded black and white pictures of my young parents driving a classic old black Daimler car. Father in double breasted pin-striped suit and felt hat with a straight pipe held firmly between his teeth; one foot proudly posing on the running board of the classic car. They never gave me any of the old photos. Their years and experiences together were not ever disclosed to me. I was born on March 5 1948 in the small village of Sawbridgeworth in Hertfordshire, just north of London. I can only put this location being where my father was working at the time training as a flight engineer based at Radlett with Handley Page.

         My only contact with this past is my cousin Veronica, who I discovered and stay in touch with thanks to the creation of social media on our computers. Faded black and white photos found in my mother’s belongings show we held each other close as small children, only to meet some forty years later on their holiday to Nassau. All I can remember of those early years was living in the south of England, first in Surrey and then Sussex: once a year taken on ‘the family visit’ by car to the north-country about 200 miles away. Without today’s highways it was a dreadful journey through winding country roads, taking hours making me deathly carsick. ‘Corner House’ in the village of Upper Poppleton was the destination, being my father’s family home. It was something out of a Stephen King novel; heavy dark wood furnishings with musty antique Asian carpets and insufficient lighting, rooms with low black-beamed ceilings enough to scare the living daylights out of me. Narrow shafts of sunlight beamed through the small lead framed windows showing a powdered mist of dust in their whiteness. The house was built of flint cobblestones and oak beams as far as I can remember with a beautiful garden of lawns and flowerbeds bearing lupines and roses around the perimeter; the old hand-pushed lawn mower leaving perfectly straight stripes on the manicured grass. Inside I was instructed to be seated in the far rear corner and not make a sound; outside was my escape. The slow and steady dominating tick-tock of the antique grandfather clock standing in one corner breaking the silence of that drab stale room, the chimes suddenly so loud one would nearly jump out of your skin. A polar bear rug centred the room, thick cream-coloured fur and dark lifeless black glass eyes in the massive stuffed head watching every move you dare make. Great-Grandfather Wilson’s chair to the right of the fireplace and ‘Uncle’ Harold seated stiffly to the left sucking deeply on his curved pipe; their crumpled slouching old bodies consumed by the ageing Victorian chairs they sat in. Auntie Phil, a withered frail lady with bent posture topped with swept back wizened grey hair, tied in a knot behind her head looking like the old lady in Hitchcock’s Psycho, always appearing from nowhere tea tray in hand, the ever-present cigarette hanging from one corner of her mouth. The rising drift of blue smoke giving her wheezing cough that seemed to go on forever as she talked with phlegm filled husky voice. The two old gentlemen sat as if museum pieces, motionless in the blue haze at the end of the room appearing frozen in time. I knew absolutely nothing of who they were or about their life; they barely spoke and never directly looked at me or acknowledged my presence. The scene is imprinted on my mind as an antique faded sepia photograph. Rumour had it that my Great-Grandfather was one of the first paddle wheel Captains to cross the Atlantic; accounting maybe for the ocean in my genes that would come calling to me a few years from now. The news of each of the elderly men’s’ death would never be announced, they simply slid quietly out of my life as the phantoms they were.

         
             

         

         As I write these lines I watch recollections on the CBS Evening News about the ‘Lion of the US Senate’, the late Edward Kennedy, who died yesterday at the age of seventy-seven of brain cancer. A huge slice of recent history now past with the last of the three brothers leaving us. This American dynasty would weave their way through this story as they did with all of us in my generation. America’s equivalent to our ‘Royal Family’. Edward Kennedy had a wonderful quote about the sea saying: ‘It was truly life’s metaphor of which we could always learn its lessons; the sudden storms that arise, the unforeseen disasters, and then the beautiful calm waters that we all enjoy’. 

         Early life in England was a very lonely childhood with few friends; a childhood without family holidays to leave an imprint of something fun to remember. It is a time that does not leave welcome flavour in my soul. On reflection, I wonder what actual part I played in the lives of my parents? The first grammar school was a nightmare, the beginning of an awful education experience. I hated school from the very first day. Edwardian design red brick buildings with small windows and a bare concrete courtyard fenced all around with black wrought iron gates. Teachers who forced little kids to drink the small bottles of milk during ‘break-time’; delivered first thing in the morning nicely chilled, now well warmed in the mid-morning sunshine to sour quickly. I discovered quickly ‘herding’ did not sit with my psyche well. I rebelled on the spot when someone said I ‘had to do something’. An introverted loner felt a comfortable title to wear. This characteristic plagued me all through my education from the very first school days all through college. In retrospect, I considered it a reward having aided in my self-protection, but the lessons did not come easily. School in those early years was a very cruel world to live in. It was dog eat dog all the time. The aggressive and arrogant came to the forefront of everything. Children for the most part were very mean to each other, especially boys. Small in frame and quiet in nature I did not fare well with those who needed to mark their territory by fist or foul word. Later, way too late, in the last schools I attended, I finally found out how to draw that ‘line in the sand’. Those who crossed it from then on would have done well to retreat, for I held nothing back in retaliation. All those years of pent up frustration being the ‘lesser being’ came bellowing outward. They had come at me incessantly, often beating me to submission, but eventually I learned how to out manoeuvre my foe. Schoolboys I discovered were downright cruel and often belonged in an institution. If only my father had taught me the art of self-defence or explained simply that one strong act of aggression usually stops them in their tracks to rethink what this puny little bastard might do next; bullies are cowards at heart. Father went through this trial as a small boy being sent away at early age to Rugby boarding school: why the hell do parents pass this insane ritual on to their children?

         All those years of frustration finally taught me how to stand up to absolutely anything thrown my way. Maybe those early days did bring some value after all? If I did not win the battle, knowing that I was right in principle, I would eventually win the war. This proof came repeatedly in later life dealing first hand with the local justice system. In today’s time the headlines in both American and English press show concern about the dramatic effects of bullying; kids these days are dying as a result, either by their tormentors or worse at their own hand, not able to cope with the disastrous pressures placed upon them, not just in England or America, a worldwide dilemma. Bullying can race across the internet instantly; children these days have no escape. Puny kids, considered the geeks and the weaklings, arm themselves with their parents’ firearms taking revenge with unimaginable horror. Children and teachers have been slaughtered in the hallways and classrooms of their schools bearing names such as ‘Columbine’. While editing this writing in 2014, a fifteen-year old just stabbed his sixty-five-year-old teacher to death in an English classroom. The epidemic is everywhere raising heated debate about America’s Second Amendment. After massacres in Australia guns were banned slowing the killings to a trickle. In contrast, it possible to walk into an American gun store on passing background checks to purchase an assault rifle firing 13.3 rounds a second or 800 rounds a minute! I think the Founding Fathers, writing their Constitution during the 1700s, in the days of musket ball weapons, would turn in their graves knowing how modern technology can kill so efficiently; it was after all named an Amendment so those of us on the outside often wonder why it could not be ‘amended’ into the twenty-first century?

         
             

         

         My father, like most of his era, prophesied that boarding school would ‘make me a man’ as it had been done to him at an even earlier age than he imposed on me. He was right in some sense but at what expense? Before passing this crappy experience to his son in July of 1960, my father worked for Handley Page Aircraft Corporation flying the very secretive high altitude Victor Bomber. I saw a very handsome portrait photo of him in a space suit holding his helmet in his lap, struck immediately with the desire of aviation as a second career choice following veterinarian medicine. The latter proving above my educational ability with high level passes in mathematics required for entry to University; math and my brain did not fare well together. Father was a very meticulous man seeming to have little interest in children. I outgrew him in height eventually but he of better build, gifted technically artistic, enabling the supervision of aircraft hangars at the airport to designing and building his own motorboat in our garden on William Street.

         ‘Love’ was not a word ever mentioned between us. During eight years of boarding school he wrote three letters to me, only one ever signed ‘Love Dad’ the other two signed ‘John’, a twelve-year-old boy had a difficult time understanding that one. Only my mother religiously wrote weekly, the fold up, light blue paper, pre-stamped air letters on hearing my name ‘Harding!’ shouted in ‘mail call’. Recollections of my father before being sent away to school are scant. I saw him one week each month in between flights to Singapore that consumed the other three. Taking me to see the air shows at Farnborough always were a highlight. Memory retains the tragic crashes of new production fighter jets screaming in front of the crowd; one ploughing with black smoke and flames in to the stands of spectators. The de Havilland 110 losing a section of its tail assembly sending it careening to one side spreading death into a crowd. Air Show regulations changed drastically after this with no major incidents until just last week, August 2015, where a classic Hawker Hunter failed to pull out of a loop, tragically crashing on to the A27 road alongside the Shoreham Air show killing eleven people. The pilot had just flown past me as I walked the South Downs that beautiful afternoon.

         Driving close to the Farnborough hangars one day staring out of my car window I asked my father, ‘Dad what’s that jet was doing?’ as it climbed vertically right alongside us.

         The canopy suddenly exploded away and the pilot ejected in front of my eyes.

         ‘Holy shit!’ Dad exclaimed swerving off the road as the jet fighter reached the end of its thrust to pivot over and fall vertically downward. The pilot had marked his emergency climb perfectly with the airplane exploding in to a fireball impressively between two large occupied hangars as his parachute drifted effortlessly to Earth in a field some hundred yards away. Aviation was making a strong impression on a father’s young son.

         
             

         

         My grandparents moved to live in the next county south of us. Sussex was a beautiful county with lush green pastures, rolling curves of the South Downs and small country lanes that weaved their way through thick woods and open fields to find the small thatched English village of North Bersted. The Royal Oak Pub, just outside Bognor Regis, lay in the middle of the road intersection. Westward by a few miles, the equally beautiful cathedral city of Chichester, and to the east a small country lane led into the old village itself. Dating back over 400 years, the quaint cluster of thatched-roofed cottages used to make up a complete farm estate. My grandparents purchased ‘Grey Thatch’ which used to be the saddle room for all the horse tack. The front door caught me about shoulder high having to stoop extremely low to enter, populations four centuries ago were a lot shorter. Constructed from flint, one could not drive a nail into the wall; the black gnarled oak beams acted as main structural supports with each tiny room holding its own special memories.

         The only downside I recollect being the nasty smell of boiling tripe that Edna cooked faithfully for all the boarding dogs every morning in a large cast-iron pot on top of the very small gas stove. I became very attached to this property; warm memories of England as the old estate became my escape from the curses of school. I would learn almost every breed of dog during my visits there developing an uncanny bond. Since I can remember I possessed a special communication with all animals from dogs to horses. I relished holding the muzzle of a huge horse to feel their silky muzzle against my face, inhaling their very breath and smiling into those fabulous large eyes. The only animal that curled his lip at me in annoyance was my grandparents Alsatian, Pedro, not warming to little people as did a nasty old potcake, native term for a well-mixed breed, that removed a piece of my earlobe on my offering close affection during early years in Nassau.

         
             

         

         In Camberley, Surrey, an epitome of ugly English suburbia, my earliest recollection of a very large block of flats, called ‘Dullater’ I believe. The complex occupied a sprawling acreage with sweeping lawns that led down to a cluster of silver birch trees in the rear of the property. I recall wonderful moments alone with our Golden Labrador, Penny, lying with me on the smooth lawns under the silver birches watching the wind blow through the branches above us. The main London Road passed to the north, not far away the Army Training College Sandhurst, where one could walk through the grounds and around the lake. Sandhurst offered scenic relief to the rows of red brick semi-detached housing I detested living in. Immaculate black cannons mounted on wheel gun carriages stood elegantly on the manicured lawns guarding the main army buildings. Platoons of brown-clad uniforms and gleaming black boots, the cadets marched in unison on their parade ground to the yelling of a sergeant major, changing direction perfectly like a flock of birds. Our flat was small and memory will not be able to describe accurately. I do remember my father bringing home this tiny box that slowly came alive with a black and white picture he called a ‘television’. In 1953 we watched a fuzzy picture, the young Queen Elizabeth’s Coronation on a screen about twelve inches in diameter. I am editing today watching the celebrations of Her Majesty’s ninetieth birthday! Father designed a modern new home for us to live in, a vast improvement to our small flat, calling it ‘Oakwood Rigg’, a name my mother and I could not figure out, was short lived in. No sooner becoming acclimated it was moving day again. Father was one of those who did not believe in debt or mortgage; everything was ‘bought and paid for’. I imagine he must have been presented an offer unable to be refused, for shortly our new home was gone. He was in a flying career as a Flight Engineer aboard Hermes passenger planes on the routes to East Asia taking over three weeks at a time to complete the long journey round trip. My mother and I were alone for many months a year, with him returning intermittently with small collections from all over the world to be displayed in the ugly semi-detached terraced house on Gordon Avenue being our last home in the UK. The back garden long and skinny quite characterless, neither parent displaying any interest in gardening skills. The railway track adorned the end of the property; British suburbia at its finest instilled a strong distaste to this day. The small villages of Sussex however, another story; their small winding lanes and gorgeous character cottages boasting vast arrays of flowers and trees always enchanted me as a place to comfortably live, little did I know the cost of such real estate! I attended day school while father was away and life clicked by providing little recollection of any noted experiences; days dragged into weeks and months; time was sluggish back then. Up to the age of twelve our family did not take a single holiday together, missing chances that could have exposed me to the stunning vistas of South West England and beautiful beaches of Cornwall. One day while home my father announced surprisingly a recent family decision that would drastically change our lives forever.

      

   


   
      
         

            Chapter 2

            New Horizons.

         

         My father laid a world map on the dining table. His finger travelled away from the United Kingdom across the Atlantic to the east coast of America, downward to the State of Florida and south-eastward to a small group of islands named the Bahamas. My mother’s expressions were not of joy. Quietly in anticipation we listened to the story of how my father had been offered a three-year contract as a flight engineer with a small subsidiary of BOAC called Bahamas Airways. Our lives were to take an immense change if he were to accept. In an unusual move, he involved us all in the decision making although in hindsight I knew his decision already made. There was talk of selling or renting the house, giving our dog to my grandparents and the big cruncher of me having to enter an English boarding school. My mother was not a happy lady, her secure little world of home, child, dog and friends all to be traded for life on some foreign island twenty-one miles long and seven wide, a long way from her homeland. The decision was offered to us but stark reality being our duty to follow my father’s wishes being breadwinner of the family. He was to leave for Nassau, the capital city, in the spring and find a new home for us to live while launching his new career. My mother was to send me off to boarding school and then pack all of our worldly possessions and join him in the islands.

         
             

         

         My grandparents thought the idea was a wonderful opportunity having been world travellers themselves also working abroad, swaying my mother into believing that her son would be well cared for in Sussex during the holidays too short for me to travel to the Bahamas for visits. The dog was more than welcome to live with them at ‘Deanwood Kennels’ where a Labrador could run through acres of grounds freely at will. Jorge had retired from the Civil Service, his days of commuting up to London every day on the train now over; the umbrella, black bowler hat and pinstriped three-piece suit stored in a closet. The question lay in where was their grandson going to be sent to school? My parents showed me pictures of this towering house on a hill overlooking a body of water in the south of England called the Solent. The house was King James the First School on the Isle of Wight. To get to this place meant a train journey from London to Portsmouth and then a ferry ride across to the Isle. Irony had this island just off the south coast home to the most secure penitentiary in the United Kingdom called Parkhurst Prison, an appropriate analogy that played through my school career.

         
             

         

         It must have been after the Easter Term of 1960 my mother escorted me to London’s Victoria Railway Station. The huge iron domed ceilings, wide notice boards with revolving letters that changed every few seconds indicating train departures and arrivals. Rows of steam locomotives with carriages as far as the eye could see. Hundreds of people milled around the huge train station, outside red London buses mixed with the black city taxis streaming in and out of the entrance-ways. It was very noisy. Whistles blowing, doors slamming and belches of steam from the locomotives echoed through the massive structure. People milled in different directions like ants, no one made eye contact. Suitcases and clothing trunks having no wheels in those days were dragged across the concrete leaving scratch mark trails. I had never seen a major train station before in my life. Many of the children were boys all dressed in the similar suit that I was now wearing, the uniform of King James the First. This is where the school had told us to meet and congregate. I felt as if being herded as cattle, eyes wide and sense of foreboding. I said nothing while shoved in one direction then another. Feeling utterly bewildered, with my head darting in all directions trying to comprehend the chaos, my mother’s hand firmly guiding in the small of my back. The enormous locomotive located at the front of my train, this mass of steel and wheel coated with armour, bellowing white steam from its undersides, as if an impatient steed wanting to bolt from its paddock. Doors were opening and closing as fast as I could comprehend, the latches making a loud bang on closing. A whistle blew very close by with a conductor dressed in black uniform holding his arm upward.

         ‘All aboard,’ he yelled, sounding right out of the films I had seen in the cinema. My mother opened one of the doors and asked me to climb up the two steps. The carriages in those days had corridors that one could traverse the length of the train. Obediently in silence I mounted the steps of the carriage finding a window open in the narrow corridor, standing my ground to watch her step backward on the worn dirty platform. She told me ‘to be brave’ and follow all the other boys after we arrived where transport would be waiting to take us to the school. It then hit me face on; a stark fear I was going to do this alone. Some other boys climbed through the door opening, pushing their way past me chattering loudly to find the best compartment, each having its own door. Well-worn red upholstery covered each bench seat on both sides, one set facing forward, one aft; overhead saggy netting would hold hand baggage. With a huge bellow of steam the locomotive lurched forward nearly causing me to lose balance. I was just tall enough to just reach the sill of the window that was pulled down, enabling me to lean outside as the whistle screamed once more. The train shuddered again as it made its slow motion forward and I watched in disbelief the motionless figure of my mother becoming smaller by the second. There was no smile on her face, just a tentative, barely waving arm held only waist high, while her image faded in size ever so slowly at first and finally to nothing as we cleared the long platform. I stared backwards what seemed forever, hoping to get just one more glance of her figure before the wind became too strong to stay at the window. I often wondered what it must have been like for her to walk away alone. Parted from her young son for the first time. To arrive at her house with no one there but our dog lying quietly on the living room rug. Pieces of soot sent belching from the speeding locomotive were occasionally hitting my face now with small stings. The trees of the countryside came in to view in a blur of green after all the dull city buildings stopped racing past the open window, which I closed by pushing upward on the metal glass frame. I walked the narrow corridor looking for a compartment with available seats. Opening the nearest compartment door, I took a vacant seat in between boys of similar ages. All penetrating eyes were on ‘The New Boy’, like a young pack of glaring wolves, their bodies swaying in unison of the train’s motion. There were no smiles and no greeting. I sat completely silent with my possessions packed in a trunk following me in a rear baggage compartment.

         
             

         

         I forget the amount of time the journey took. Riding the train actually became a comfort. A means of travel I always enjoyed even to this day. The sway of the compartment and clackerty-clack of the wheels on the track were soothing to the soul with blackness of a sudden entry to a tunnel and the explosion of daylight as we exited. The slightly sweet acrid smell of sooty smoke permeating the carriage where it had seeped through the ageing window seams in puffs of light blue. Once free of the monotonous suburbia scenes of Clapham Junction with its unending rows of faded chimney pots, bent television antennas, drab stained brick walls of identical houses, the vistas of a green countryside making travel calming to the very lonesome schoolboy lost in his own thoughts of desertion. Several stops were made as the train made its way southwestward. We finally slowed on the approach to Portsmouth Harbour, a major British Naval station. Various impressive grey hulled frigates, mine sweepers, cruisers and a battleship I recognized lay at their berths, their large deck guns with red capped barrels all pointing directly forward. Each dock lined with huge cranes towering above the grey hulls like skeletal dinosaurs. Not far away was the major Port of Southampton where for the first time I saw some of the great ocean liners of the world suddenly all right there in front of me. The huge navy blue hull and infamous bright red funnels of Cunard Lines’ Queen Elizabeth and docked close by the royal blue sleekness of the mammoth France with her modern shape dark blue funnels; the SS United States boasted her sleek lines of navy blue and white hull with bright red funnels capped with white rings and black caps.

         A screeching of breaks as the train came to an abrupt halt saw all the doors fly open as if the starting gates of a horse race; everyone bailing out on to the platform behaving if it were some kind of stampede. I followed into the stream of pushing bodies met by teachers and custodians of the school herding us on to buses for the drive to the Ferry Port. The moist air smelt salty and noticeably cool as it blew in one’s face. The water was white capping on the surface of an opaque sullen grey brownish colour. We all filed on to the wooden gangplanks to board the ferry being told the luggage would be loaded below and would meet us at the school.

         
             

         

         Within a short time, another familiar whistle blasted sending a white plume of steam from the funnel horn while heavy mooring lines cast away to be pulled ashore by the crew on the dock. Engines throbbed from deep inside the hull and the ferry moved with a white flurry of swirling seawater from the stern where seagulls milled, circled and screamed in their chaotic flight waiting for scraps of food thrown aft. We lined up on the boats railings allowing the chill wind to flow over us while securing our school caps lest they be blown into the sea. We all watched in quiet as the mainland slid away from us. The sharp contours of ships and various colour schemes fading to a hazy shade of distance grey blue. This separation played an uneasy feeling of ‘no return’. The naval dockyards of Portsmouth grew smaller behind us while the Isle of Wight lay just ahead. We could see small sailboats moored by the hundreds bobbing in rhythm on the grey waters at the entrance of Cowes Harbour neighbouring across from Ryde Ferry Terminal; the mainland now far less define, still visible as a faded grey line only ten miles away.

         
             

         

         Strong tides and dangerous coastline made the Isle of Wight a last resting place for hundreds of shipwrecks. A rough diamond in shape, the island was really beautiful in parts. Soft undulating hillside meeting dramatic chalk cliff faces, quiet calm beaches in others. The surrounding waters racing past at three miles an hour became treacherous with the island standing within the flow of the English Channel; no more influenced by the warm clear currents of the Gulf Stream currents, where on the other side of the Atlantic had raced passed the Bahamas and south Florida coastlines, ending on the lovely beaches of Cornwall on the southwest tip of England. The winds off the Solent provided some of best sailing in the South, it is here I would learn the art of capturing the wind in cold capping waters. Underwater has seen recent discovery of an ancient civilization where land was once joined to the mainland. Diving had not yet been introduced to me and after the perfect waters of the Bahamas I could never be tempted to plunge into the English Channel. The ocean however was my escape from the madness of everyday school life and sailing brought much needed peace to a distressed young soul. The weeks and months ahead would be very lonely. This new world my parents had thrust me into was so unwelcome. Watching other boy’s race around a wet cold playing field chasing a ball failed to light any spark of enthusiasm; their screams of delight sliding in the chilly mud leaving me to wonder their glee. I could only scratch the days off my calendar impatient to escape these miserable surroundings. My only joy when the small wooden Snipe bit the wind as I pulled on the sheet of the mainsail, a gurgling rush of water from the stern as I raced forward. 

         A bus met us at the ferry terminal and the drive took us up the sweeping driveway to the front entrance of the school building. The first Junior School of King James was a solitary house standing alone in the countryside called Swainston House near the village of Calbourne. White plastered walls with dark rectangular windows and matching grandiose white columns in the front entrance giving appearance of a once sophisticated country estate. Here I was to spend the first year and memories are faded about how life treated me. The solitary existence from the outside world and insular control of teachers and students left me numb to feelings we left at home in Surrey. Solitude and abandonment killed my memory. I learned to be a quiet individual staying out of confrontation at all costs with an aggressive society of pent up feelings from young boys of similar age and circumstance. We each had different ways with dealing what had been thrust upon us. Our secure private world of parents, home and friends were gone. We had no training or encouragement how a small lad should cope or handle life alone surrounded by strangers in an unknown environment. We had no knowledge of the loneliness that could wash over you at the most unexpected moments; how one would withdraw at times into nagging homesickness with the urge to simply walk outside and run for dear life, but where? Sending young children away to boarding school is a damned crime; sending them unprepared without survival skills worse again. Arriving at the Senior School the next year was another step downward for me. The population here was older and a lot more skilled in their distasteful behaviour of others.

         
             

         

         Nubia House was a forbidding sight, something out of the darkest mystery novel of murder and mayhem. One stood on the road, where eyes moving upward from the hedges guarding the old house to the top floors that stared back down at us. Faded stone walls stained with rain soaked algae bearing yards of thick ivy creeping up from the ground, covering nearly all the wall surfaces to reach the dark slate roof with its dormer windows. Ravens circled just above the building calling a mock welcome with an eerie cry set against thick grey overcast English skies as a backdrop to complete the morbid scene. Hitchcock would have done well to use this for a movie set. Our dormitory offered a slightly better view on the other side. Above the tree line we could gaze upon the world’s largest ocean liners passing our windows as they came in and out of the Port of Southampton, this northern side of the building had the estate lawn sloping downward to a stand of large trees. I was to find out what secrets they held within very shortly.

         
             

         

         Separation became a major issue and influenced behaviour in later life. I had friends who were sent away to boarding school at the age of six, and a fellow writer who told me had been a little girl of just four years old. Here was I twice that age finding the sudden change in life a shock to the system, subjected younger was inconceivable. One minute you were in this sheltered life where a parent would be there to protect and defend and a day later completely alone. There had been no communication from my father as to what I could expect. Here lay the major problem, no hint or lessons on self-defence or valuable insights as to how other boys were going to behave. Being alone later in life became a choice where left alone as a youngster became something of a challenge. The boys who fared well were the team-sport jocks. They had chance to separate themselves in the pecking order, creating an unseen protective barrier around them. They would be near untouchable by the other students. A team sport in those days was the ultimate school priority; educational skills came very much in second place. During my interviews into both schools I entered the very first question asked of me, ‘What sport do you play and what position is your specialty?’ ‘Sir, I have no favourite game or position,’ would be my reply; seeing my father’s head hang in shame as he had attended his school’s national rugby team. I felt a failure in his eyes.

         
             

         

         An English boarding school in the 1960s was very similar in experience where ever one ended up in the country. Maybe there are exceptions to the rule but King James the First was one of those considered a bad luck of the draw. My parents had obviously done some research in to schools that were within close proximity of my grandparent’s home in Sussex. I was within reach when not enough holiday time allowed the long haul across the Atlantic. Each term, some four, six or eight weeks had breaks in the middle, a ‘half-term’ as it was called, usually a long weekend or a four-day break. I would travel alone back on the ferry to Southampton and catch the train that arrived closest to Bognor Regis, the nearest major town to ‘Grey Thatch’. My grandfather, Jorge Dean, would always be there to meet me at the station. His familiar small frame with balding silver hair and matching groomed thin moustache who spoke in perfect English diction. He was the only man to ever greet me with a kiss on the cheek, a truly amazing human being whom I loved dearly and learned so much from; my fun co-conspirator in later escapades.

         
             

         

         In the western schools, it is called ‘hazing’. Here in the UK I had no clue what the hell was happening that first day as a group of older students approached me with the look of evil in their eyes and sneers of mischievous intimidation on their faces. The new boy was going to be taught a thing or two. Without explanation I was set-upon by four or five older boys. Strong hands gripping both my arms pulled forcibly by the group out of the main house, down the sloping lawns, my legs unable to keep pace dragging toes in to the uneven grass soiling my new shoes until reaching the tight cluster of huge conifers and deciduous trees. Fighting back would have been futile, being unaccustomed to the art of self-defence. Besides, a scrawny twelve-year-old was no match against stronger senior boys. My heart was thumping with anticipation, adrenaline coursing through my small frame. With good reason, I became afraid, my eyes wide and unblinking, stomach muscles screaming as they clenched tightly with the unknown. I nearly urinated with fear. I had never been assaulted like this in my life. In the dark foliage underneath the tree canopy an opening displayed a homemade swing made from a large log and heavy ropes slung over the giant limbs of the ancient fir. A thick bed of pine needles made the forest floor feel like a carpet with a sweet smell of pine as I was forcefully seated and suddenly blindfolded from behind. Arms outstretched like a crucifixion I was bound to the supporting rope slings. The older boys orally mocked me about where I came from, ‘that I was in good old England now’. Those of us ‘lucky’ enough to live abroad, those of us with brown skins; all might as well have had targets painted on our backs. They started the swing in motion, slowly at first in a sideways motion, taunting me about being ‘far away from mummy and daddy so there was no one to protect me anymore’. It was hard to tell which direction I was headed until the limb on which I was sitting unexpectedly struck the main trunk with a shudder. My captors would pull the log backward once again for another harder thrust. If I fell off my seat I would be hanging by my arms. I gripped the rope instinctively tight lest I slip. My heavy log seat suddenly struck the huge fir tree again. I would see later bark from the impact having fallen to the floor below leaving scars on the main trunk of the magnificent fir. What the hell had Mum and Dad got me into? I’ve done nothing wrong. From a secure quiet suburban English home I had arrived in hell. The impacts went on for quite some time and then everything suddenly fell silent, my tormentor’s voices and laughter fading in the distance as they scurried uphill to the main building. All I could hear were the large black crows calling from their circling flight above the tree line and the wind whistling gently through the canopy. ‘Someone help me!’ I screamed out to the silence hanging there for what seemed a lifetime as the swing slowly came to a standstill in its pendulum motion. Minutes drifted to an hour or more. It seemed eternity. I became aware of suddenly being very cold as the sun lay low on the evening horizon. The thin white shirt, shorts and blazer uniform offering little warmth. I started to uncontrollably shiver as I heard a noise of footsteps in the leaves ahead and snap of a small twig under foot, despairing that something forbidding was coming back? I tried desperately to stop my teeth from chattering so I may hear warning of another threat. Uncontrollable wet tears flowed freely from each eye soaking the cloth blindfold, some seeping down my cheeks to roll off the base of my chin. Why am I crying? Damn, I don’t want them to see me like this. Sudden massive waves of relief flooded over me as I realized I was being untied and released by a fellow student who I did not know. I fell on to the soft pine needles as my arms and legs slowly regained use. The blindfold was pulled back in haste allowing me to see my rescuers smile. ‘We all went through that crap,’ he offered in quiet explanation. The evening light was poor and ‘we will be late for dinner roll call if we did not hurry.’ My indoctrination over for now but consistent poor treatment through my school experience kept me very withdrawn. I felt the need to rely solely upon myself for survival and not try to engage those around me. Reporting home in letters was not an option. I felt ashamed to give clue about such treatment, believing my parents would not care. Other student’s companionship was not to be trusted. The few times I did venture toward another the experience ended in some form of betrayal. Even when I finally was taken away from that first awful school I then attended Seaford College near Petworth, another establishment with similarities shadowing the whole educational experience on a far lesser scale with the advantage of being only a few miles from my grandparents. Only with age did the years slowly give me added height and strength that helped assert in self-defence. I detested school and all those who occupied it, save an American with the same surname as my mother’s maiden name, Hood, who new well our favourite Florida radio station, WQAM. Life as it should be started on that last day of school term before leaving England for the first time abroad. Low lying coral islands set in the most gorgeous of seas would breathe new life into my soul, showing me a path to life that I craved to hold on to from here on.

         
             

         

         The cruelty of this little closed society was evident on a daily basis, if not from the boys against each other it was endured on rare occasion from the Masters, both physically and physiologically; times when teachers would show their superiority making example of one of the untouchables, much to the horror of the rest of us plebeians. The tactic worked well leaving a lasting impact. One rainy afternoon during a rugby match one of the elite muttered some curse at the referee. Major W. Cook, Housemaster, a very tough character who should not be crossed at all cost. Short in stature, heavy in the chest, thinning swept back black hair held perfectly in place with hair cream, furrowed eyebrows, very tanned skin and strong as an ox. Always dressed in a tweed sport coat, waistcoat with classic teachers’ black robe billowing out behind him as if an evil character from a classic comic book. The comment had been overheard and the game came to an abrupt standstill with a shrill scream from his whistle. The master ordered us all in to a giant circle in the middle of the field. The day was cold and grey with a light rain blowing across the grass. Low mist drifted overhead concealing the tops of trees. Conditions were miserable with us standing still in the chill air after running like fools up and down the wet pitch, sweating and covered in spattered mud from head to toe. Standing in the centre of the circle the teacher barked another order for the guilty party take a step forward. There was silence as we stood motionless, cold rain running down our faces and steam rising from our warm soaked shirts as we stood like cattle in the cold. Most of us had not heard the remark and remained speechless. Within seconds a fairly small lad stepped forward. He was one of the definite untouchables amongst us; comparatively small in stature but tough as nails and not to be messed with under any circumstance sporting curly brown hair and pale white skin painted with light orange freckles. From nowhere Cook had a cane in his hand. I too would feel the sting of bamboo more than once, from our Headmaster, Robert Heron. ‘Six of the best’ it was called and across one’s lowered trousers while bent over his huge office desk, strokes delivered in swift precision faster than you could breathe in. The cane stung so strong that involuntary tears would well up in seconds. ‘Pull up your pants laddie, I nay want ta see you here again,’ he barked in a thick Scottish brogue, his ruddy complexion from too much alcohol even stronger red after his fit of punishment. The frosted glass windows of his office allowed the next poor sod in line to hear every impact of the wood on our rear end.

         This instance the boy was ordered to hold out both hands palms upward, a particularly cruel form of caning. Nothing happened for several moments just the sound of rain droplets hitting our bodies. The outstretched arms never faltered a fraction while the master waiting agonising minutes for the muscles to ache. The Major’s cane raised and came down across the bare hands with lightning speed. The harsh sound of impact making all of us wince in unison. The sound cracked across the quiet field, repeated six times, slowly with malice. The flexible piece of bamboo carved its way in to a previous welt sending a splash of rainwater outward, driving home the message to all of us. The culprit never made a sound during each of the blows but salty tears of agony spilled down his cheeks to mix with the fresh rainwater dripping off his chin. His hands now swollen and near bleeding rendered useless for the remainder of the game was ‘excused’ and sent back to his dormitory. The game resumed. One would learn in this place how to stand tall and face just about anything thrown at you. The school motto ‘Standfast’ had been created for good reason. This bony frame with arms so thin I covered them in shame with long sleeves, offered insufficient protection against the bullies. I see now where murderous thoughts could enter those with feeble constitution. Some ‘Houses’ in the school were better behaved than others. That first institution definitely a place where parents who needed the child out of the house or parents who had moved abroad leaving the child to be educated. A place where children could be left in the custody of others while parents explored the outside world, young children of different creeds from all over the world suddenly subjected to others as mean as venomous snakes in a pit.

         The one who ‘dogged’ me for my days at King James the First was a South African. He was wiry in stature with an olive complexion, a good-looking bastard with curly brown hair and the piercing dark eyes of Charles Manson, a very scary person to deal with on a daily basis. The classic school bully, this psychopath was the one that taught me ‘how to draw that line in the sand’. The torment lasted so long that even the most docile amongst us finally reached a breaking point. Cross that line and you face the fury from hell that comes from deep within the meekest of men; where winning didn’t even count at this point; just making the shear statement of war was all that mattered. What made a soul wait so very long to react so drastically when the results were so positive to your favour? Why in hell’s name did no one teach me how to defend myself as a youngster? Neither this idiot, nor anyone for that matter, would ever behave like that toward me again, whatever their stature in life. A surprise punch to the centre of that smirking face sent his body reeling backward along the wet shower room floor ending in a heap under the heating pipes at the far end of the room. My hand felt great as the blood from his nose dripped on to the green linoleum flooring. The older boys moving aside in respect from the scrawny Bahamian boy who dared to take on their leader so effectively; from here on totally unafraid of any authority figures or any legal system. I respected them but did not fear them. Later in life having to deal with police, lawyers, judges and courtrooms; none offered intimidation. I was the classical non-conformist and thoroughly enjoyed it. As long as I knew within that I was in good standing and in the right, my position remained unmovable. If I screwed up, were quick to admit and always apologise. One was never right all the time and screwing up was a part of the lesson. To me everyone came on even ground, it did not matter what level of society you were placed in, if you behaved properly with respect toward animals, the environment, myself and my loved ones, you had my utmost respect.

         Autumn of 1964 another young schoolboy arrived from the Bahamas as a new boy to share the King James experience. Our parents knew each other. We eventually came to save each other from what appeared to be certain demise, a fellow expatriate, who had arrived at the beginning of a new term with his parents also moving to the Bahamas. Graham Lawrence and I became a tag team that would work closely together to find a way out from this madness that our parents had put us in. We both enjoyed chemistry and soon learned how to manufacture explosives from garden fertiliser, icing sugar and other choice ingredients we could buy in town. The small local hardware store displayed innocently the white fertiliser in metal garbage bins that we could purchase by the pound. Terrorism, in those days, was simply the criminals we had to live with at boarding school. A word not used by the general public until decades later. It was common place for the two of us to purchase a couple of pounds of fertiliser in a brown paper bag and fly with it in our hand luggage aboard an airliner across the Atlantic enabling us to continue our ‘chemistry studies’ during the holidays; how the world has changed since these early days. We survived for several terms before finally deciding each to approach the others parents conspiring ‘to get us out of here!’

         
             

         

         I vowed if I were to have children, they would under no circumstance be sent away for an education; the infatuation with the ‘English educational system being superior to other countries’ was utter bunk. The private schools in the Bahamas offered the same teaching curriculum as in the UK with students here taught mostly by expatriate teachers and professors. The examinations were exactly the same as in England. I would have travelled through the same Ordinary Level General Certificate of Education and higher Advanced Levels of GCE had I wanted to. The school terms were similar although favoured the American system with summer holidays longer and shorter in winter than UK schools. It seemed obvious that our parents, or more accurately, one of our parents, just ‘wanted rid’ of their children for the chance to have more independent time alone in their new tropical outpost. As an individual I think I became, as did many in that system, loners. Boys found different ways of coping with being alone. Those of us with different coloured skin or of privilege would pay a heavier price. One became without choice, a survivalist. I came out of the boarding school system certainly, in part, as my father wanted, ‘a man’ in most respects and yet sadly lacking in some skills of relationships. Neither our parents nor the educational system that they placed us in, offered any instruction on how to stay emotionally whole, that only came in time with the gorgeous surroundings of island life.

         
             

         

         The early years I would make mistakes and lose important connection with those I wanted to be close to, the inability or want to stay in touch with my grandparents that had looked after me so well during those difficult years of my life. Once living in the new comfort and beauty of the Bahamas, having left that God forsaken place that was so inhospitable to me, I callously ‘let go’ of those who remained there and had been so thoughtful. It was the one connection that should have been nurtured. In marriage, there was also failure lacking family education and experience of ‘normal’ relationships. It took me three tries to finally get close to getting it right and still failed even then. I was however reportedly kind, thoughtful, very loving, generous and polite to my ladies; not wanting to emulate my father’s behaviour. On reflection, I must have contributed to failure through ‘not paying attention’ in some matters with the insatiable thirst to be the competent provider, insipidly enticing me in to becoming the all too familiar ‘workaholic’. It becomes an all too easy trap and happens to those of us having to claw our way upward from nothing. In fairness to myself, each of my partners contributed their unique mess to ‘rent asunder’ what was supposed to be a lifetime union, a discussion for later perhaps as there are always two sides to the coin? Children need to learn from their peers and parents all the values on how to handle the complexity of relationships. It’s not an easy course. We can pass down knowledge and experience to the best of our ability and after that it is their path to walk; their passage of learning as we continue on until the end of life.

         
             

         

         All through life witnessing the way mankind behaved, was in general, a massive let down for me. Learning from history how the different populations of the planet decimated each other ‘in God’s holy name’ through every existing century and every ethnicity; how incredibly intolerant human beings really are toward each other displaying miserable failure in the ability to learn from the horrors and price of past conflict. Ironically each of the major religions were damned near related; they believed in one God, all believed in a man named Abraham, all had one book as their written word and all had similar philosophies of treating one another the way you would want to be treated. Then entered greed, power, ego, poverty, ignorance and politics to have us watch stunning world events that were a damned shame happening in our lifetime: Jihad or ‘Holy War’ it was called. History records almost every religion or sect was not guiltless in the madness of aggression. It was as if religion itself was the root of all evil and a way of controlling the masses. From the very British Empire her self and the misery that was cast upon other countries as it conquered and divided nations. A vast empire famous for drawing lines on maps everywhere it went, leaving turmoil, heartbreak, division and death in its wake while arrogantly boasting its introduction of culture, trade, roads and railways. Our Bahama archipelago suffered terribly after Columbus landed in 1492 on San Salvador with subsequent arrival of the Spanish Catholics who decimated the whole Carib Indian civilization of the Bahamas. The Tainos and Arawaks, peaceful light-skinned people of the sea who had hospitably greeted their visitors on to our shores with gifts and fruits, lost every man, woman and child being forcibly taken to mine the gold in Hispaniola. In our century, we learn the insanity of the Great War, the madness and horror of the Second World War. People showing the most astounding cruelty toward each other and the millions of lives lost. Nazi Germany alone exterminating more people than lost in battle in both World Wars. Boarding school for me seemed to lay the foundation for understanding its similarities, where the first seeds of men’s aggression germinate. What the hell is it with men, supposedly the ‘hunters and gathers’ that demonstrate such lust for awful behaviour toward women and each other, in the massive whirlwind of madness called war all, too often in the name of religion? Even our lovely little island nation, floating in its tranquil clear oceans, displays a recent downward turn in society’s behaviour. Back in the sixties we could leave cars unlocked, often no keys to hotel rooms. We could swim naked on a moonlit night on Saunders Beach without fear of bodily harm. There was no hint of child abuse. Everyone expressed a polite ‘good morning’ to each other. There were no guns on the streets, drugs openly for sale, robberies every week, a scandalous murder rate, women assaulted and filthy trash left on pristine beaches.

         I witnessed first-hand in my travels different ethnic origins living in perfect harmony alongside each other, eating and laughing together; Palestinians and Jews sitting at street cafes in Jerusalem sharing stories or playing backgammon, until their government policies overflowed and intruded into their lives. Time gave way with brother fighting brother and neighbours who hated each other while building walls or fences to keep them apart. In stark contrast, we are privileged to witness the creativity and brilliance of our species; mankind is truly amazing with its blatant contradictions. Recent history showed us men leaving the ground in crude flying machines and less than a hundred years later walking on the surface of the moon. We witness the slaughter of our whales and dolphins to near extinction by the Japanese; dogs skinned or boiled alive in China, the madness of poaching magnificent elephants and rhino in Africa and India decimated to the loss of complete species in the myth of sexual potency showing mankind a true pestilence upon the planet we inhabit. We listen to music that makes us weep with amazement or feel the hair raise on our arm as our senses are dazzled with the human voice, all contradicted with news footage of human suicide bombers blowing themselves up; hijacking airliners into buildings while others venture across the ice to club baby seals to death by the thousands. Monsters and brilliance seemingly surround us. I sit under a whispering casuarina pine, gazing at the brilliance of turquoise swirls in Shroud Cay Cut, knowing the good fortune of not being sent as young men in to battle during this lifetime and how lucky we Bahamians have it in this world.

      

   


   
      
         

            Chapter 3

            The Bahamas

         

         That first term at King James was the longest of the year for school attendance, about twelve weeks. English schools took their summer break long after the American counterparts already on vacation a month or more earlier. July 1960 saw my first solo transatlantic crossing, labelled ‘unaccompanied child’, so named in the aviation industry. The last day of school was exhilarating, just the thought of being away from this place enough let alone the unknown experiences about to unfold upon a twelve-year-old.

         My grandparents stood waiting on the platform as the train jerked to a halt. Doors flew open and passengers spilled out on to the platform. The stop here would be brief before the whistle blew and the steam gushed taking the engine and carriages forward again. I was to stay a night in Grey Thatch snugged away in the tiny village before driven up to London Airport the next morning.

         The ride to London Airport, Terminal Three, seemed to take forever in those days; no highways with cars screaming along at over 70 mph as in the latter years. This was 1960 where winding roads with endless stopping and starting through various towns before arriving to wide open spaces where tails of large aircraft showed above the surrounding perimeter fence lines. My grandfather parked and accompanied me in to the huge terminal building. The echo of announcement speakers constantly boomed as people milled in all directions. The modern building was enormous with high glass ceilings and dozens of escalators moving lines of people both up and down. How on earth would anyone know where to go in this place? Jorge escorted me to a counter and talked to the agent briefly advising them I was an unaccompanied child and ‘staff’ passenger of an airline employee. I found out in short order that this meant my parents had only to pay ten per cent of the actual ticket price, a real bargain of those days at thirty-two pounds, under $100 from London to Nassau. A downside I was susceptible to being ‘bumped’ if a full paying passenger was trying to travel with insufficient seats available; a ‘staff’ traveller either informed at the counter or even to be politely escorted off the aircraft after being seated in some circumstances, the rest of the passengers wondering what this young lad could have possibly done? The baggage in those days remained on board to arrive on schedule. I would be taken to a hotel at the airlines expense to board the next flight, that in 1960 took nineteen hours to cross the Atlantic making an interrupted stay somewhere strange while adding at least a full day or more delay.

         
             

         

         My grandfather gave me a hug and wished me well, his grey moustache tickled my cheek as he kissed me goodbye.

         ‘You will really enjoy this adventure and I will see you in a few weeks.’

         He was gone, leaving me alone at the airline counter of British Overseas Airways Corporation. I was escorted though passport control and in to the waiting lounge as ‘unaccompanied child’. Through the windows I saw the panorama of runways and waiting propeller airliners at their gates. My first transatlantic airliner parked in front of my boarding gate. The cockpit staring at me through the glass allowed me to see the crew in their seats completing paperwork and flipping panels of switches above their heads. The fuselage seemed to stretch forever toward the massive three vertical fins that made up the tail. This was the Super Constellation that would take the better part of a day to cross the Atlantic. The route led across the English Channel to Paris, Madrid in Spain then on to Portugal’s capital, Lisbon. The first part of the Atlantic Ocean followed flying to the small islands of the Azores then the long haul into the small island of Bermuda alone in the ocean east of the Carolina coast. After an hour’s stop for refuelling, a brief visit inside the airport allowed us to wait in the transit lounge. Next leg of the journey would be my first time stepping ashore in the United States in Miami, Florida. Here I was to change planes and board a Bahamas Airways Handley Page Hermes that my father had come here to fly as a Flight Engineer.

         
             

         

         We boarded at Heathrow able to watch through the window seat I had been assigned the four large piston engines come to life with a huge belch of black exhaust smoke from under the wings. In those days, aviation was a glamorous means of transportation where passengers dressed smartly, men in coat and tie, ladies in high heels and latest fashion; attractive uniformed stewardesses served meals in style. The table in front of your seat would be lowered for you and a white table-clothed tray placed in front of you while reading the small menu offered. Our cutlery all stainless steel wrapped elegantly in a starched white cloth napkin. The cockpit door would be left open where leaning into the aisle I could watch the pilots managing the controls confirming what I really wanted for a career. Unlike my father who relished the management of the aircraft systems during flight I wanted to be in that left front seat with my hands on the controls. We taxied to the main departure runway where the engines roared in unison for the take-off. The roll seemed to last forever. Full of fuel, passengers and baggage the Super Connie, as she was affectionately known, finally lumbered upward as I watched the city of London fade below me on my first time airborne and first time abroad. In a short time, the airliner penetrated solid grey skies above the countryside for its long climb to the blue above. I stared outside, as I do to this day, watching the gorgeous white cloud formations fall below us thousands of feet down. In the still air of altitude we settled in to cruise speed toward Paris. There were flights where I was invited to walk up front and stand inside the cockpit behind the captains’ seat. Almost every flight in those early days, children and the occasional adult were asked to join the crew for the experience of flying. I often was allowed, with crews I came to know, to sit in the ‘jump seat’ just behind the pilot in command where I could experience the landing. There was something about being airborne that captured my soul. Walking across an airport ramp to climb the stairway up to the cabin I would breathe in deeply absorbing the aromas of jet fuel and burning kerosene, that unmistakable sweet smell of airplanes. One day, I vowed inwardly, I would fly my own plane.

         
             

         

         On that first crossing I made it as far as Bermuda, where on landing informed that indeed I was being ‘bumped’. An unaccompanied twelve-year-old now had to leave the airport to stay the night with a total stranger who volunteered to take me home with her. My stewardess host was really pretty. She told me that we could go to the beach and have a swim and that I would re-join the flight that came through the island tomorrow. Things were looking up and this ‘bumped thing’ turning in to an attractive experience! For the first time, I saw the tropical ocean. Sparkling clear and iridescent blues, the houses all differing colours, everything so clean and bright, the sand noticeably white and the island immaculate. Everything looked so alive! I become instantly drawn to the effects of light in our visual view of life, the contrast so inspiring after the monotonous pastels of England. Policemen guiding traffic dressed in long shorts, knee high socks in immaculate shoes wearing crisply ironed short-sleeved shirts. Standing up to your waist in surprisingly warm water I could see my toes, far different from the English Channel, the warm moist humidity welcome air to breathe. My parents had been informed by the airline that their son had been off-loaded and not able to make Nassau until the following day. My mother must have been really excited about her little one now alone in some ‘strange place’. Little did she know how quite content her young schoolboy was, where my father may have smiled at good experience it would be for a young lad?

         The following day I watched the island of Bermuda fall behind us on our climb toward Miami: I was met by a Bahamas Airways staff member based in Florida and escorted to the last portion of my journey. The Handley Page Hermes took less than an hour to reach Nassau, just 186 miles away to the southeast of the mainland. Always trying for a window seat, I was fascinated how suddenly the deep indigo turned in to this swirling mass of turquoise below me dotted with small islands and mass of brown coral reefs. You could see right through the water! We passed directly over the islands of Bimini, the ocean much lighter in colour appearing a fabulous painting beneath me. More islands came in to view on the left side of the droning aircraft; I would learn their names as the Berry Islands. The aircraft engines noticeably changed their pitch slowing for the approach in to Nassau some thirty miles ahead.

         The northern shoreline came in to view and I could see the entire length of the island. New Providence was only twenty-one miles long and seven miles wide. To my left a couple of cruise ships in the harbour protected to the North by a long narrow island adorned with beaches and trees, void of any buildings save a few set back a gorgeous crescent beach facing the Northwest I would soon frequent as Paradise Beach. The airliner was very low as it skirted the pristine white beaches on its final mile from touchdown on Runway 14. ‘Palm trees!’ I exclaimed inwardly as we soared over the shoreline. The wheels squealed as they met the hot tarmac. I was home.

         
             

         

         In 1960 stairways were wheeled up to the doors of the Hermes where a hot blast of Bahamian summer air rushed in through the main cabin; the atmosphere almost thick with moisture with humidity so high at this time of year. Walking on to the top stair I felt the immediate heat of the summer sun, much warmer than my Bermuda experience of yesterday. Standing below in grey trousers and white short-sleeved uniform shirt was my father looking very tanned. ‘Hello son,’ shaking my hand briefly. It would be the way I was met from each of my Atlantic crossings three times a year. He had ‘ramp clearance’ being employed with the nation’s airline and my mother first spotted on the balcony above the terminal entrance way. She waved frantically as several male passengers shed jackets uncomfortable in the hot air. The sound of calypso music greeted us as we entered the Customs Hall, a sign by the musicians proclaiming ‘Blind Blake’. It was all tropically very surreal. That first family reunion was good one for us all. I was escorted to my fathers’ new car, a Morris Minor Shooting-brake, as it was termed in England, a station wagon to the Western world. A cream coloured vehicle complete with wooden varnished framing around all the windows and doors. The local termites would soon find good fodder in this fancy trim work; British car bodies would not fare well in this climate while the engines seemed to last forever. There was no rust prevention for automobiles in those days. The thin sheet metal of vehicles imported to the island soon fell victim to the moist corrosive air and cancerous rusting holes worked their way from the inside panels outward. The ‘Interfield Road’ wound its way from the airport through Oakes Field and in to town, the Coast Road, known as West Bay Street, followed the northern shoreline through the town of Nassau, roads were rough going. Every few feet there were worn patches of thin tarmac with potholes every few yards washed deeper with each rain. It had been many years since the roads were last resurfaced. The wheels of the Morris shuddered as we hit the large depressions.

         Maintaining the 45-mph speed limit was impossible and the ride took quite some time. The coast road offered the most scenic ride to our first home in the centre of Nassau town on Market Street. My father had found the apartment where mother had joined him several weeks later as soon as the English residence had been rented and Labrador dog taken to my grandparents for safekeeping. The shoreline of New Providence was gorgeous with the road running almost along the water’s edge in some places. Vivid turquoise waters lapped quietly on to the white powder. I was spellbound. Lush tall coconut palms lined the road together with seagrape and buttonwood trees. There was little conversation on that ride home as both parents could see their child in awe of his new surroundings. The ocean water held me fascinated in its colour and clarity like the magazines I had gazed through, a long way from suburban England. I cannot fathom the idea of having to ever leave this place. We drove past a beautiful bright pink hotel with surrounding grounds manicured to perfection. Splendid colours of hibiscus bushes, bougainvillea with lush green lawns graced the entrance of the Emerald Beach Hotel. Next door the stately Nassau Beach Hotel and from there mostly private residences; one estate very close where the Canadian gold prospector and millionaire, Sir Harry Oakes, was brutally murdered one night during the Governorship of The Duke of Windsor back in the forties. We passed a tight right hand turn called by the locals Go-Slow-Bend, coming upon a row of black cannons pointing northward in protection of Nassau Harbour. My mother pointed to my right drawing attention to the grey walls of Fort Charlotte up on the hill. Coming in to full view three cruise ships that sailed back and forth to Miami Florida; The Ariadne, The Yarmouth Castle and The Bahama Star. They would appear twice a week most often on Tuesdays and Saturdays, sometimes crossing paths in the night water.

         
             

         

         Ahead lay another stately pink hotel, The British Colonial, with tall mature palms, their long bending trunks supporting swaying branches high in the hot July air. Rumour had it that Sir Harry Oakes had an unpleasant experience with the doorman one night being rude to him, so bought the hotel and fired the man. Sir Harry had been born in Maine, December 23 1874 earning a fortune in Canada in the 1930s. He had left medical school before graduating headed for Alaska during the Klondike Gold Rush. Searching for gold for fifteen years from California to Australia finally striking rich in Northern Ontario where some twenty years later his mine was the most productive in the western hemisphere, second largest in the Americas making him Canada’s richest individual by 1920. He became a British Citizen and moved to the Bahamas for tax reasons, invited by Sir Harold Christie, a prominent real estate developer. As a major philanthropist, he donated over a million dollars in charities during his residency in the Bahamas and expanded the airfield at Oakes Field. He owned a house on Cable Beach called Westbourne where at the age of sixty-eight was found battered to death, supposedly with a conch shell, lying on his bed partially burnt and covered with feather stuffing from a pillow? The Duke of Windsor was Governor at the time trying to enforce press censorship that failed. Under normal circumstances he would have been able to acquire the assistance of Scotland Yard but World War Two was raging in Europe forcing the Duke to seek help from two Miami policemen that he was acquainted with proving a disastrous decision with conflict between local authorities. It is suspected the two American policemen were on crime boss Meyer Lansky’s payroll being that Sir Harry had openly opposed Lansky’s plans to develop casinos in the Bahamas. This theory was dismissed by many putting the crime as a local affair involving local prominent businessmen to stop the millionaire from moving his fortune to Mexico, avoiding currency restrictions during a wartime period. A move that might well have destabilised the Bahamian economy? The mystery includes claim of the Duke of Windsor had hired the two crooked detectives in an attempt to thwart the arrival of the FBI and Scotland Yard who might well have discovered his similar plans for moving money illicitly? Thirty-six hours after the murder they arrested Oakes’ son-inlaw, Alfred de Marigny, who had eloped with Sir Harry’s daughter Nancy two days after her eighteenth birthday speculating he now on bad terms with Oakes. Marigny’s trial went on for weeks where a rope for his hanging had been ordered. Fabricated evidence of a fingerprint by the Miami police caused an acquittal for the Count. After the trial the Count and his bride went to stay with friend Ernest Hemingway in Cuba, divorcing in 1949 after he moved to Canada and later Central America where he died in 1998. Nancy died in 2005 survived by two children and two grandchildren from another marriage. The Oakes’ murderer was never found.

         
             

         

         Traffic flowed from Bay Street toward the hotel as one drove through town.

         ‘Through there is the Straw Market,’ my mother pointed out.

         I wasn’t sure what she meant only to discover later the rows of native stalls with cheerful Bahamian women sitting on stools weaving straw into hats and bags for tourists to buy from nearby cruise ships docked in the port. Horse drawn Surrey carriages trotted by on Bay Street. We turned an immediate right up the hill on to Shirley Street passing yet another beautifully kept pink building that I learned was Government House. A perfectly white statue of Christopher Columbus stood between two black cannons on the summit of stairs leading up to the front entrance from the street. Two smartly uniformed guards stood motionless on duty with shouldered rifles. There was a lot of pink paint in those days. We pulled up in front of an old building with a protruding terrace where my mother pointed upstairs to the second floor.

         ‘Here we are,’ she said.

         ‘Your room overlooks the oldest house in Nassau here on Market Street.’ The large apartment’s décor was straight out of an old Humphrey Bogart movie, the tropical settings and slow turning bamboo ceiling fans with dark stained wooden flooring.

         Today our apartment has been replaced by the Central Bank of the Bahamas. The night sky came quickly, much earlier than in the UK. Darkness brought far different sounds with the unmistakable cicada that clung to the nearby limbs of branches. A chorus that seemed to start with one insect then crescendo together by the hundreds; without warning suddenly cease their noise to leave the night in complete silence. I slept well after the hours of air travel. That first morning brought in with the crowing of cockerels from nearby neighbourhoods, even here in town they called out at the approaching dawn. I walked downstairs outside where the air was noticeably cooler than the apartment at this time of day. There was no air-conditioning back then just the gentle hum of the old ceiling fans above you. I walked a few feet across the street and laid my hand against the young coconut palm looking up at the cluster of green nuts sitting in the centre. The sun glinted through the gently moving fronds. I had only seen these beautiful trees in pictures, now I could actually touch one. The palm, much taller now, still stands.

         
             

         

         The summer holidays on this first visit were spent mostly with my mother while my father worked at the airport during the week. Weekends would be ours to accept invitations on fellow airline friends’ private boats, taking day excursions up to Rose Island about seven miles northeast of Nassau Harbour. My mother had her own car back then. The white Ford Anglia would be our daily escape from town where I was to learn about the island and savour some of its famous recreations. I had learned to swim in that frigid grey water of the Solent while learning to sail Snipe on the weekends. Here however was something so incredibly different, warm clear inviting water beckoned me at every opportunity. I had followed Hans and Lotti Haas on black and white television where their underwater documentaries held my attention every week, and Sea Hunt with Lloyd Bridges, who effortlessly threw those double sets of scuba gear over his head to plunge in to the adventures of the underwater world. Never in my imagination thinking I would actually meet the man himself one day, sitting with him for several days to chat one on one; to think that he would ask me to be an ‘extra’ in one of his movies while working my first job in the outside world. Life in the Bahamas was suiting me well. The islands were magic. The people, the country and the way of life became part of me from that first day.

         
             

         

         My mother drove around the coast road as far as the road itself would take us. Past the beautiful Montagu Beach Hotel with its grand entrance to the foyer and an awaiting doorman, one could see the huge glass windows inside a bar downstairs where patrons watched young girls performing water ballet in the swimming pool upstairs. Hotel guests could be seen swimming on the beach accessed across East Bay Street. Lined with young palm trees lay the old Fort Montagu, its quiet stoic cannons having never fired a shot while guarding Montagu Bay from intruders and captured repeatedly by any who ventured conquest. The stick shift Ford would be the car that I learned to drive in the next few years as a teenager. All the way westward we passed the gated community of Lyford Cay hosting many famous names of high society in those days such as E.P. Taylor and author Alex Haley. The road climbed southward and over the hill where a few miles later Clifton Pier came suddenly appeared on the south side of the island. The road was much higher, perched above the cliffs and rugged coastline of the southern shore. Here oil tankers offloaded their cargo for the generating station of the Bahamas Electricity Corporation. Dark blue waters off the pier told of greater depth immediately below, down to forty feet within yards of the shore. There were no beaches here, just layered strata of limestone proving the islands ancient history had been underwater. The area close by littered with underground caverns and a very narrow precarious staircase cut out of the soft rock face leading steeply downward to the rocky water’s edge below, stories this was once where pirates came ashore unnoticed from the city defences on the opposite side of the island. The pier was a large open flat area of concrete where one could drive your car down the side road to the unprotected edge finding several huge iron Sampson posts that held the lines of large ships. It was here that I learned how to first use a hand-line to fish. We bought a hand-sized fresh conch for sixpence from the fishermen and cut pieces for bait. Large yellow grunts and grey snappers gave a good pull when caught. Impressive buoys just off shore bobbed in gentle unison with the ocean swells that came toward the land. Here the worlds tankers secured themselves in position for off-loading of oil, diesel and gasoline taken on by local smaller tankers for Out-Island delivery to marinas and airports. Below the coral reefs ran along the shore and out toward the dark blue line known by divers as ‘The Drop-off’ a submerged continental shelf mapped as ‘The Tongue of the Ocean’ coming close to shore as it skirted past the southwestern tip of New Providence: one could imagine the Grand Canyon underwater. The southern tip of the Tongue lay off the South Bight of Andros, the largest of the 700 islands in this country to the south and west of Nassau. Here lay Green Cay teetering on the edge of the underwater precipice, an island unpopulated and not quite circular, hosting only native scrub bushes with a beautiful white sand beach skirting the circumference; here, deserted and pristine, sea turtles could crawl ashore in the darkness to lay their eggs. The shallow coral reefs and surrounding water drop very quickly off the shoreline, the edge found in less than thirty feet of water diving vertically to over 3000 feet below, the underwater canyon in the centre reaching three miles into the darkness.

         
             

         

         The Americans had built small AUTEC naval stations, Atlantic Undersea Test and Evaluation Centres, scattered along the east coast of Andros Island. Their submarines, warships and naval aviators out of Navy Jacksonville, Florida, came and practiced their exercises here. The defining edge then runs northward along the coast of Andros boasting the third largest barrier reef on the planet passing New Providence to the east making a narrow passage of twenty-eight miles; beyond Andros the Joulter Cays where the Tongue makes its swing eastward past Chub Cay in the Berry Islands northward to Great Harbour Cay and on toward Grand Bahama. Ocean liners have to find their passage through the deep waters precariously close to shallow rust-coloured coral heads found only inches under the surface; one extreme of depth to another where violent endings to many long voyages across the ocean ventured by the ancient mariners; giving reason why treasure ships were never recovered, blown on to the shallow treacherous corals during vicious tropical storms, shredding the wooden hulls to scatter the cargo along the ocean floor, then huge swells dragging the ruins back over the edge to sink into unrecoverable deep water. The reefs here, along with the Tongue, would provide some fun stories of their own, as my own ventures took me in to the world below during the years to follow.

         On weekends, we travelled by speedboat to Rose Island where the shallow waters hosted thousands of coral reefs. As our vessel skimmed across the flat waters I would sit in the bow watching the racing panorama speed underneath. Water so clear that starfish and conch shells could easily be spotted lying on the sand below. We would anchor off a long gorgeous beach known by the locals as MacTaggart’s Beach, named after a renowned Canadian family owning property there. Years from now I would maintain a close relationship with flying Sandy MacTaggart in and out of his islands owned within the Exuma Cays; a very tall man of maybe 6 feet 5 inches, slim build and recognisable beard. Sandy and I always maintained a wonderful relationship through the course of my career. A short swim off the beach at any given location would treat a snorkeler to the abundant life of the reefs that lay close to shore. The coral sand stretched for a mile resembling fine talcum powder. Lying to the north were two islands; Green Cay ahead, and westward the famous palm skyline of Sandy Cay belonging to local Bahamian, Ossie Moseley, where, hidden amongst the short coconut palms, were three stone cottages built as weekend hideaways. The centre and eastern end of the Cay supported towering palm trees featured in many magazines and films, earning the title ‘most photographed island in the country’. I learned to snorkel here at Rose Island. The warm overly buoyant salty water allowed one to lie effortlessly on the surface for hours simply gazing at the busy life beneath; learning how to seal one’s lips around the plastic mouthpiece like a straw; spitting in the mask and wipe the saliva around with a quick rinse to prevent the glass from fogging or using a fistful of turtle grass crushed inside the glass. Letting the legs make slow and deliberate strides allowing the swim fins to propel you through the water, each stroke a slow and graceful motion not disturb the water’s surface alarming the life below. Everything underwater moved in slow motion until feeding time. Fish of all size and colours swam in every direction; life down there was so very busy. The vast array of live corals endless and vibrant, the sun’s rays dancing off their shapes; hard corals looking as if something out of a biology textbook were indeed called Brain Coral. Soft corals of all shapes and sizes swayed very gently with the currents below. Some corals hosted a tight fist-size matt of tentacles that opened during the night revealing a vast fan of lace called a Basket Starfish; diving at night later in my career discovering the eerie majesty found in the inky darkness. Large purple fans have taken hundreds of years to grow millimetres at a time were firmly attached to the rock faces and shimmered with the filtered sunlight. Some corals when touched felt like satin running through your fingers, thousands of polyps were open along the stems of these gentle feeders. On the bottom were delicate flutes of dark purple, some alone and many in family clusters, these tube worms withdrew suddenly inward for self-protection sensing pressure changes in the surrounding water. Some corals fed during the daylight hours where at night time everything changed, hard corals revealed their secret blossoms while fish snuggle close by in sleep. Over seventeen years, my first career would introduce near 50,000 visitors to the wonders that lay beneath our Bahamian wonderland.

         
             

         

         The drive back to town took us along the quiet old south coast road passing through acres of Pine Barrens and the junction down to Adelaide Village. Passing the well-known local watering hole called Hall’s Oasis and on to the familiar Coral Harbour roundabout with its classic landscaping, stone towers and native walls. As the policeman stopped traffic flow at Parliament Street we could hear a steel band playing. My mother would park in the grounds of the old Royal Victoria Hotel, hidden in a lush setting of tropical vegetation and towering palm trees. By the main building a huge ageing silk cotton tree that had branched in to several main limbs allowing a tree house platform to be built within the tree itself. The steel band instruments were laid out on the platform and the musicians climbed a wooden ladder to perform above the visiting guests while they dined for lunch and dinner on the patio outside. It was a beautiful setting where time seemed to slip back to the old days. One could easily imagine a Model-T Ford pulling in for valet parking and important political figures coming to stay in the heart of old Nassau.

      

   


   
      
         

            Chapter 4

            A Monster is Born

         

         In late August, thousands of miles away, the summer heat exploded above the African continent. Massive thunderstorms gathered above the hot landscape billowing majestically upward. Gentle offshore winds nudge the swirling mass of weather over the coastline into the warm waters of the tropical Atlantic Ocean. At the surface air pressure was falling and the thunderstorms were generating their own strong winds and heavy rainfall. The winds grow to sustain thirty-nine miles an hour across the ocean’s surface; a magic number for it is the season that gives birth to monsters.

         Unlike recent decades of climate change, weather was very predictable in those early years during the summer months of the 1960s. Plans could be made months ahead of schedule for Out-Island adventures and fishing charters around New Providence and through the Exuma Cays. With the rains of June subsiding and July entering the scene, days would be steamy, hot and calm, palm fronds lay limp in the stillness and Royal Poinciana trees still boasting brilliant red, recent rains knocking much of their blossom to form a red and orange carpet on the roads below. Afternoon heat built towering cumulous becoming dark and heavy with saturation eventually bursting at their base to drench parts of New Providence, flooding streets when the high tides coincided. Sunshine followed, making the roads steam in the bright light. The ocean would take on an oily characteristic, for days one could not distinguish where the sea melted in to the sky.

         Near the Cape Verde Islands off the African coastline the weather was explosive, climatic conditions conspiring to create a beast of nature that is unmatched in strength. A monster able to produce energy equivalent to seventy times the world’s total energy consumption, 200 times the world’s electrical generating capability or plainly put, a ten mega-ton nuclear bomb! The hot summer sunshine forced the moist air to rise and condense as warm water vapour; a reaction creating incredible heat distributed also in upward direction, the temperature inside this frictional swirling mass now much warmer than surrounding conditions outside. Enter the earth’s rotation and pressure gradient to start the mass turning counter clockwise. Nature has successfully manufactured its most deadly engine with the warm ocean waters as its fuel; winds begin to spiral around a tightening circle increasing velocity by the hour. The depression has grown into a tropical storm, the fourth disturbance this season, carrying the ladies name ‘Donna’. From the beginning of record keeping storms carried girl’s names listed by the National Hurricane Centre in the United States, in later years – from 1979 – they alternated gender. Winds are speeding in greater velocity around the very middle of the system as the spiralling momentum increases, as if some monster is coiling itself to strike. The faster everything moves the more heat generated within, causing massive clouds to blossom dramatically upward thousands of feet above the surface, as high as an airliner flies; condensation gains pace, the natural engine sucking power from the warm saltwater it is racing over, as if an unstoppable massive runaway locomotive.

         Donna is observed as a tropical wave off the African coast on August 29 1960 becoming a tropical storm the very next day. On September 1 she became a hurricane. As these storms increase in strength they change category from one through five, this storm developed incredibly fast to gain strength and speed for another five days. When the track courses into higher latitudes cooler oceans slow the evaporation process, the huge weather system losing its fuel begins to die, and if by chance, it passes over a land mass of reasonable size, the oceans fuelling effect completely lost, downgrading it to just another low-pressure weather system. These early days of September see Donna growing to be a phenomenon that will break records of hurricane history as she heads directly toward the Bahamian archipelago.

         
             

         

         Bahamas Airways had a policy in the 1960s of evacuating aircraft from a danger zone. As news of the hurricane reached us in Nassau plans were put in to motion. The fleet back then was a mixed bag of aircraft that could handle almost any flight demand for its island nation. A versatile little airline composed of the larger Handley Page Hermes, the ever-popular fleet of DC3s and Vickers Viking to smaller Aero Commanders and amphibious Grumman Goose and Widgeon. Technology was very limited fifty plus years ago; there were no weather satellites in the heavens beaming sophisticated weather images back to Earth. Radio reports from merchant and naval shipping supported the weather forecasters in Florida. Television was intermittent at best, with regular TV antennas perched precariously on Bahamian rooftops, trying to catch the weak signals that would bounce along the atmosphere and Earth’s surface from Miami, more often appearing as a snowstorm on our screens. Frustration would rise as black and white pictures faded out when vital information was transmitted. My father would have nothing to do with television so to watch anything involved a short walk to the Pritchard residence in front of us. Local weather reports came from the Bahamas Met Office at the airport and transmitted daily by the one Government run radio station called ZNS, announced by broadcaster Rusty Bethell; his distinctive deep gravel voice reading reports sponsored by his well-known ‘OK Flour’. Airline policy in a storm situation allowed the crews who flew to also evacuate their families if they chose to accompany the fleeing aircraft. This year we were heading south to the island of Jamaica allowing the storm to pass safely to our north.

         
             

         

         On September 3 1960 in the Leeward Islands the day was started beautifully with high wisps of cirrus clouds decorating the powder blue skies; nature’s gentle clue that things are about to change. Birds and animals would become restless possessing the amazing ability to feel within what the horizon held with a worse fate due the following morning. To the east of the islands the outer bands of cloud and heavy rains approach closer by the hour. The whole system has wound itself so symmetrically tight the inner eye wall is a now perfect circle of purple-black cloud surrounding clear blue skies, calm wind and gentle sea, the storms eye. Donna hit the Leewards on the 4th and 5th as a Category 4, just shy of the strongest rating. The airline in Nassau gave the crews just hours to leave. My holiday was to include an excursion to Kingston, Jamaica where Bahamas Airways would hide the fleet letting us enjoy the mountainous region north of Kingston; occupying a small hotel hidden in the thick forest of the Blue Mountains. Here the scenery was quite different from our flat scrub trees and pure white sands. The landscape lush and rich with life through what appeared an impenetrable forest. Breakfast was served on the patio that surrounded the classic colonial building while we watched tropical birds display their gaudy colours floating gracefully through the foliage dripping water from the morning rains.

         
             

         

         Donna took a turn slightly north-westward missing Hispaniola and Puerto Rico leaving the islands reeling from near fifteen inches of rain taking 107 lives to flash flooding sweeping away everything in their path. On September 7 she slammed full force with 140 mph sustained winds into one of the most southern islands in the Bahamas named Mayaguana, the island hit with fury where air pressure dropped incredibly low for the record books.

         We left Jamaica after the storm had cleared to the North with my father’s pilot in command, Captain Phillip Farrington, deciding to detour via the southern Bahamas after hearing of a direct hit. The flight would take us over Mayaguana proving an eye opener for all on board. We made several passes over the flattened terrain. Almost every building was destroyed or severely damaged. Trees twisted off at the stems with millions of pieces of shredded debris scattered all over the island. Not a single piece of vegetation was left alive and all that was green now lay still and black with the saltwater scathing that had thrashed the island. Every living thing had been stripped bare as if burned by a furious fire that did not smoulder; the scene absolutely motionless save an odd person, bedraggled chicken or stray dog walking carefully through the rubble. Everyone on that aircraft fell silent in disbelief at what they could see. This would be my first witness to such destruction, for most veteran Bahamians on board this kind of damage was no stranger from their past history. The start of the so-called ‘thirty-year cycle’ had begun; some of the worst hurricanes in Bahamian history striking in the late twenties and early thirties with the cycle subsiding each decade until the arrival of the 1960s where it would begin again. Out-Island houses were of simple construction in those earlier days without the modern hurricane-proof windows of today. Crude wooden shutters would have leaked air causing a pushing effect from inside the home. The carnage left most stone buildings destroyed or roofless leaving wooden structures leaning helplessly at a precarious angle, stripped of shingles. The air mass had raced across the ocean and in its wake left the tiny island looking like a nuclear bomb just exploded flattening everything in its path. Atmospheric conditions steer these monsters and Donna would spare New Providence by taking a relieved turn westward, passing the capital to the south, skirting the north shore of Cuba. She drew a direct line for the Florida Keys, presenting the other associated catastrophe known as ‘storm surge’: strong winds racing across the ocean surface cause a piling effect of water above beyond normal tidal limits, a wall of seawater thirteen feet high over swept the little chain of islands connected altogether with a series of bridges, the umbilical lifeline to Miami and cities up the Florida coast; one little island called Sombrero Key recorded winds of 150 miles an hour. Donna hit the Florida mainland with an atmospheric pressure of 27.46 inches of mercury, making her the fifth strongest storm on record. The day was September 11.

         
             

         

         The hurricane raced up the Florida peninsula leaving 114 deaths behind in the Leeward Islands and Bahamas. She exited the landmass as a Category 3 storm and skirted the United States coastline all the way to Canada; her northward journey into cooler waters finally causing the engine to run out of fuel. She was the only hurricane on record to produce hurricane force winds from Florida all the way to New England battering Rhode Island with gusts of 130 mph. Donna had generated an estimated cost in those days of $400 million of destruction.

         We left the area with our crew heading northwest toward Nassau. As the next islands came in to view the scene below displayed normal again showing vibrant greens where winds had been less intense and salt damage barely visible. Recent rains had blessed the islands, washing them with welcome fresh water allowing the healing to begin. Within a few weeks it would appear as if spring had arrived for the second time this year, everything still alive sprouting new growth. Nature’s cycle thrown out of kilter often left trees to fruit months out of normal sequence and bird life almost extinct for months, leaving our skies ominously quiet of song. The season was still at the peak of activity having two months to go.

         
             

         

         The last couple of weeks of that first summer vacation introduced me to the excitement of deep-sea fishing and the big game that swam northward through our clear deep ocean. The waters between the Bahamas and Cuba boasted tales that inspired Hemingway. Monstrous game fish cruised the indigo depths. My parents had established a relationship with legendary charter captain Arthur Moxey who captained the fishing boat Sea Pie docked at the Nassau Yacht Haven. It was customary during the Easter Holidays to charter boats like Arthur’s and cruise through the Exuma Cays for several days snorkelling, fishing, beaches and exploring all on the itinerary. Some of these early Easter weekends were too short for me to fly the Atlantic leaving my parents and their friends from Bahamas Airways enjoying an annual getaway from Nassau. Their fun stories faithfully told on the air letters received at school from mother. They had cruised out of Nassau Harbour south-eastward to the first stop in at Allan’s Cay threading their way through the islands down to Waderick Wells to lay at anchor; several boats in the fleet all meeting in the protected deep water that weaved its way through the renown-haunted island. At night Arthur’s crew, along with Captain Milton Pierce’s crew aboard ‘Blades’ would secretly sneak ashore and make their way to the top of ‘Boo-Boo Hill’. Dressed in white sheets and candlelight making ghostly noises to scare the hell out of all the first-time cruisers. Captain Pierce and his first mate, Ghost, had an engraved sign above the master cabin bed reading ‘Marylyn Monroe slept here!’ Year’s later Ghost’s ashes spread within the shallows of Shroud Cay Cut, a common request from those of us with a passion for Bahamian waters displayed here almost to perfection.

         
             

         

         To make up for missing the Easter experience, my first summer holiday would take us on the Sea Pie for a day’s fishing charter instead. Summertime deep-sea fishing can be slow going. The ocean was too warm. Most of the game fish run through the Bahamas during the spring months where one could get lucky trolling line in the early morning hours and again in the afternoon when fish would rise for feeding in the cooling hours of the day. At twelve years old, sitting in that fighting chair a dream come true. ‘Strike!’ I was taught to yell the very first time the rod bent over suddenly. The reel screamed as line flew out toward the bubbling wake behind the boat; Arthur’s mate Frank came aft showing how to keep the rod upright and hold the tension just right. As the fish slowed its first run I was to crank the reel as I let the rod smoothly down toward the transom, the tackle a little too large for a scrawny twelve-year-old. Once at the bottom of this arc I was to heave the rod firmly upward again to gain ground on the taught line. Repeating this countless times to eventually win the fight or hear the sudden unexpected explosion of snapping monofilament as the prize fish broke free diving into the inky cobalt blue water.

         ‘It’s just a Barry,’ Arthur called out. Referring to the common predator barracuda that frequented our waters. Within minutes my first fish was gaffed out of the water where Frank slid the fish in to the open fish box in the aft section of the boat. All hell broke loose when the fish was free inside and my father sat on the lid as pandemonium slowly faded with the dying four-foot fish. Frank opened the box and laid the dead fish on the transom and with one motion of a fillet knife slit open the belly taking a white oval slice of meat. I was horrified. What the hell was he doing with ‘my’ fish? Arthur came back and explained, ‘Barry-belly makes real good strip bait ’cause the skin don’t tear easy’.

         A new line was rigged with a beautiful red and black feather and strong leader wire. A strip of my prize fish threaded on to the hook and dropped overboard in to the foaming wake behind the boat. As if he knew the exact yardage to let out Frank flipped the ratchet on the reel and told me to hang on. They had spotted birds reeling around the ocean surface a hundred yards from the boat. Black and white dots swirling in a circle, some diving vertically into the frothy white turmoil on the surface where schooling fish were furiously feeding. It was just after three thirty in the afternoon east of Booby Rocks at the far end of Rose Island. The dark blue of the ocean had an oily appearance different from the rolling white caps that morning troll had given in the gentle summer breeze. The hiss of a cold beer can opening indicated the adults were all having an afternoon brew and watched eagerly as we approached the birds. The surface was in chaos as small baitfish desperately fled the chase of a racing school of blackfin tuna. Their dark bodies could be seen rolling on the top of the water, swimming faster than our boat was traveling, occasionally hoisting themselves out of the water in desperate pursuit of their prey. I could feel my pulse racing as the excitement grew knowing our trolling feathers would now be racing toward the underwater chaos. We entered the screaming mass of feathers and snapping beaks. Without warning all four rods exploded. Lines screamed in unison and drinks flew all over the boat as three of the grownups scrambled into the other chairs to grasp a bent over rod. I had never seen anything like this before. It was chaos, as if some mad freak show where lines crossed each other causing fishermen to yell at each other as to who went over or under and from left side to right side. Arthur would manoeuvre the boat to keep the lines in view off the stern while Frank leaned against the transom gaff in one hand and glove on the other. As each fisherman conquered his catch Frank would catch the line in his gloved hand while the reel was still being cranked in. With impeccable timing while fish held fast alongside the boat the gaff struck fast scooping the wriggling body in to the boat. Tuna bleed profusely and blood was flying everywhere spattering over boat and bodies. This calamity would be repeated through the schooling fish until it abruptly stopped as if a switch had been turned off. The ocean suddenly lay quiet with birds dissipating in all directions; some just lighting delicately on the ocean surface to take a rest. The meal was finished. Time to head home. Frank rigged one line again for me, this time a yellow and green feather with another piece of barracuda strip bait. He knew that I would rather stay in that chair rather than mingle with the celebrating adults. The ratchet was set and we headed home.

         
             

         

         Sea Pie headed west toward Nassau skirting outside the neighbouring cays, the hot summer sun now dipping toward the horizon bathing the boat with a warm golden light. It was customary that lines stay out almost until the very last chance of deep water had passed under us. This afternoon had Booby Channel to our left side and far ahead lay Sandy Cay and Hog Island. I was holding the rod carefully with one hand and daydreaming about the excitement of the day when the big fish hit hard. The rod almost came out of my grip taking a couple seconds to yell ‘Strike!’ No reaction from either adults or the crew caught up in conversation in the forward section of the boat. The second yell got Arthur’s attention and he pulled back on the throttles immediately. The boat slumped forward and my father could be clearly heard exclaiming, ‘Holy shit, he has something huge!’ The reel screamed much louder than before as line was torn away at amazing speed. Now I had their attention. Everyone gathered in the salon opening just under the bridge to watch young master Paul have the fight of his life! The rod bent far over to rest on the transom, as I was unable to hold the running fish any other way, it was far too strong for these thin scrawny arms to hold; the reel paid out line faster than a racing automobile where it seemingly was going to run all the line off the spool. Not only did it go out but straight down in to the depths.

         ‘That’s one big bonito you got there, master Paul,’ Arthur said almost casually.

         How on earth did he know in an instant what had taken the bait so early, and so far down? Slowly, ever so slowly the fish slowed its acceleration where I could, with a mighty heave, pull the rod slowly upright and then release downward starting to wind the reel to take in foot by precious foot of line. The motion of pulling and lowering the rod had to be smooth lest I jerk the tackle out of my catches’ mouth. I was tired from the tuna school hits we had previously brought in. My forearms soon ached beyond belief.

         ‘You got one record fish there, Mr. Paul, and we can’t help you if you want to win the tournament.’ What tournament was he talking about? The Bahamas Ministry of Tourism recognised any registered and weighed fish during the season this year; awarding medallions and certificates for any trophy catches landed. Half an hour passed and I was getting nowhere. Just as the fish could be seen rolling its light under belly way down in the dark water it would then catch another burst of energy and sound again with as much speed as the first run!

         I could not see myself getting this fish to the surface. Cameras clicked pictures of a very tired lad doing his utmost to bring this prize up to the boat. I put all my body weight, not that much at twelve years old, behind each pull and muscles never used like this before screamed at me to stop this madness. Nearing an hour Frank leaned over the side with the line running through the glove. The gaffed slashed through the seawater and came upward quickly sending the spike through the body of the fish under the spine below the dorsal fin. Bonito are a small breed of tuna, averaging about five pounds in weight with their dark blues and define stripes separating them from larger species. Small in size, they run in vast schools to catch their prey of baitfish not known for their food value compared to the other tunas that run through the Bahamas. This fish weighed in at twenty-four pounds and held the Bahamas Record for years after, a record unbroken to this date. Under Arthur’s advice, ‘He won’t see another like that,’ my father had the fish frozen in the Pilot House freezer then shipped to Grey’s Taxidermists in Florida to be mounted as a trophy, still admired on my patio wall.

      

   


   
      
         

            Chapter 5

            A Decade of Change

         

         Before I could blink eight weeks had passed with arrival of that dreaded day back across the Atlantic to school. The familiar turn off the Interfield Road taking that last turn toward an avenue of Royal Palms became a symbol to me the joy of the islands now over for a while. Nassau International Airport with its stumpy control tower soon comes in to view. Both my mother and I were visibly quiet and no frame for any conversation. I had explained about the poor choice of schools and that Graham had also told his parents of similar experiences of poor treatment to little avail. My father just threw the line ‘You’ll be all right after another term, just hang in there and let us know.’ I wrote letters every week and the only communication from home faithfully came from my mother with no hint of my release.

         The hot early September day was near over and I hugged my mother goodbye. We could barely talk with a profound sadness lingering between us. Voice near breaking we managed a whispered ‘goodbye’. Leaving all this beauty and excitement behind compared to life in an English boarding school ahead was a huge anti-climax for a young boy. She would make her way upstairs to the open balcony overlooking the runways and gates watching solemnly as my father walked me across the tarmac to the waiting Hermes. He walked me to the bottom of the gangway leading up to the cabin. Stewardesses stood in their uniforms at the top of the stairs. My father shook my hand formally saying, ‘See you soon son, do well in school.’ I could barely acknowledge with a nod of reply ascending the steps to the top and steal one more gaze toward the terminal building spotting that familiar soul-waving goodbye. I sucked in what seemed the last warm humid breath that I would take for a long while and stepped inside the airliner cabin.

         
             

         

         I stared out of the window for what seemed a lifetime as the first of the four giant engines rolled over and coughed to life throwing a belch of exhaust smoke. The airliner taxied out to the main runway and revved all four engines to near maximum. BOAC a year from now would be operating the first of its Boeing 707 direct flights to Heathrow taking ten hours off the flight time. Brakes released she rolled down the runway to climb over Lake Killarney in that familiar left turn over the city, my eyes never leaving the window. The droning sound became unison as the pilots synchronised all four engines. I watched in solemn silence as all the familiar roads and beaches finally slipped from view. I ached inside with the dread of knowing each minute I was being taken further away from my lovely Bahamaland.

         Departing Miami the light was failing into darkness; red-hot exhaust could be seen glowing from below the strong engines on each wing. The climb took a long time with the airliner full of fuel and passengers returning to the UK. Reaching cruise altitude, the cabin crew would bring around the menu and take drink orders for the evening meal to be soon served. The stewardess once again would come and lower our tables spreading a white tablecloth for each passenger seat. Welcome aromas of the evening dinner soon wafted through the cabin. I was suddenly quite hungry. Silver cutlery was placed correctly with a clean white cloth napkin held with a ring. Champagne or wine was served in stemmed glassware and the galley sounded busy with activity.

         ‘Would you care for the roast beef or roast pheasant. Mr Harding?’

         ‘May I have both please?’ I would try! The lovely lady bent forward to pour me a drink, a wry smile toward a beaming schoolboy; her perfect uniform allowing me the grandest of view; a lad coming of age. The nineteen-hour saga was to take even longer going eastward. First stop would be Bermuda. I learned in a year or two this would be a fun part of the journey with all the Bermudian young ladies attending girls boarding schools in the UK coming on board. For a while at least we could all escape the inevitable gloom of facing yet another term in school while awkwardly polishing our new skills with the opposite sex! The night droned on as we crossed the Atlantic. Crossings later not permitting sleep being so engrossed in the exciting art of passion hidden under a blanket with some lovely schoolgirl just as eager to explore the new game of love. As if on cue the cabin lights would be dimmed and my young traveling companion snuggled next to me eager as I experience the first kiss. On occasion the stewardess would walk the aisle having us feign sleep as she came near and exchanged addresses promising to write often. The letters did arrive to the catcalls of jealous schoolmates as they caught of whiff of perfumed paper and feminine handwriting. We never managed to meet up again during the holiday breaks. One later flight coincidentally had me seated next to my first girlfriend’s best friend in Bermuda. One thing led to another and when the lights lowered high above the Atlantic the ritual began anew bringing more letters of young romance thankfully providing greater admiration from schoolmates. The eastern sky lightened as we reached the Azores. On through Lisbon then Madrid and northward toward Paris, where the first return journey ended with the familiar airline jargon, ‘bumped’. I was so close to making it in one go. Alas, in France I was to stay the night for some full-paying passenger to have my seat. The ground crew escorted me to the street outside to the ground transportation. Car models I had never seen before sped through the rain soaked streets of Paris. The crew giving the French cabbie an address instructing I am brought back here in the morning for another flight in to London Airport. Again, I was suddenly alone whizzing through the French streets in some strange vehicle by a driver who does not speak to me. The evening of the second day crossing of the Atlantic was already approaching with my grandparents notified that their grandson was staying in a hotel downtown Paris. The taxi entered a side street and the car door was open for me to vacate. ‘Merci beaucoup’ I tried grandmother’s French lessons. The cabbie lifted his arm in acknowledgement.

         
             

         

         This hotel was definitely down there in the star value. Two stars on the brochure would have been generous. The front desk said something to me in a very broken English and handed me a key pointing to the staircase. I had to match the number to the amount of floors I went up and navigate various narrow seedy hallways to see which door matched my key. The room was minute, and the mattress so soft one nearly touched the floor with its corroded metal frame creaking with every movement. One bare light bulb suspended from the ceiling swinging from a loose brown lamp cord illuminated the drab peeling wallpapered room. It was raining outside and the streets below were soaked and dark. Neon signs reflected in the wetness. The musty stale smell filled the little hotel room; no Eiffel Tower to be seen from this view and nothing offered to eat. I could do little else but lay down until the urge for a bathroom visit. No toilet in this single room, no choice but to explore the corridor outside. Turning the loose door handle the old corroded hinges creaked loudly as I ventured down the long poorly lit hallway with the same musty atmosphere of faded paint; finding a door open with what looked like a toilet. It was an elevated rectangular structure of tile with a hole in the centre and wooden seat. Dare I peek in? There was no water; just a decorative tile bottom slightly sloped downward toward a dark gaping hole. A chain hung alongside all the way to the ceiling with what appeared to be a water tank. I had never seen anything like it before. A practice manoeuvre was called for.
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