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            I would like to dedicate this book to the memory of two very beautiful and exceptional people, Alexander and Sascha Pincowski. They had the terrible misfortune to be in the very close proximity of a suicide bomber who detonated his device while they stood at the check-in desk of American Airlines at Brussels Airport on March 22nd 2016, killing them both instantly along with fourteen others. The bomber’s actions not only took these lives but also devastated the lives of Alexander and Sascha’s parents, Ed & Marjan, their families and friends, as well as depriving the world of the opportunity to watch this special brother and sister achieve their hopes and dreams, and to reach the great heights that they where destined to.

            
                

            

            I would also like to pay my respects to Merrete Bruel on the very sad loss of her husband Christian. I will always remember his kindness.

         


      

   


   
      
         

            Preface

         

         It was a warm, balmy evening as we had just watched a dazzlingly beautiful sunset, the bright crimson globe had just dipped below the horizon, as the last haze of daylight surrendered to the night, it became dark almost instantly, as there is very little twilight in the Caribbean, we were en route to St Maarten, having left the anchorage at Guadeloupe in the Caribbean Sea.

         Our ship, Hafan-Y-Mor, was an 85 ft LOA Brigantine Schooner. She was our home, as well as providing us with an income, she was the end result of many years of blood, sweat, and tears. All of the sacrifices and effort that we had put into this project was now being repaid in spades. All our hopes and aspirations had come to fruition, and the dream that had been mine for many years was now being shared with Viv. Our future prospects were looking more positive after a couple of successful charters, we were living the dream.

         We were running the ship with a crew of four on this particular passage, this was fine for short island hopping. Viv and myself were accompanied by Molino, a South American sailor on his way to St Maarten, along with Magnus a young Swede; these guys were working and paying for their passage.

         All was well after completing my evening rounds. Magnus and I went below, Molino was on the helm, he spotted a red light, he called me, I came up on deck to take a look, using the trusted, mark one eyeball and a hand-bearing compass. I was sure that this was the island of Nevis. I went below to the Nav station, checked the chart, and the Satnav confirmed it was Nevis. The chart stated that an all round red light signalled that it was the harbour at Charlestown, we were about two miles distant. I told Molino to keep the light on his starboard side, visible between the mainmast and the shrouds. I returned to our cabin. Suddenly, I heard, and felt, a sickening grinding crunch as the ship lost all forward movement and it stopped. I quickly scrambled up the companionway out on to the deck. I looked puzzlingly at the strange angle of the rigging. My mind would not register the severe degree of the list of the deck. Somehow Molino had driven the ship onto the reef. Instinctively, I knew that the dream had been well and truly shattered, and that it had turned into my worst nightmare.

         I was born in Birkenhead just after the end of the Second World War. Home was a condemned, three-storey Victorian terrace, with no electricity, but we did have the luxury of an outside WC. This house was rented by an elderly widower, Tom Cairns, due to his kindness, or it may have been pity, he allowed my mother to sublet a couple of the rooms. I lived with my mother, her name was Mary. I had two brothers and a sister, John was the eldest brother, I was next in line just ahead of Thomas, our sister Valerie completed the line-up. As a single parent my mother worked tirelessly to keep her children fed and clothed, she always had two or three jobs on the go all at the same the time and I will be eternally grateful for the work ethic that she instilled into us as children. We did not have a lot, but we did not go cold or hungry, and we were all able to achieve a high degree of independence.

         I have very distinctive memories of receiving my first book, it was a Christmas present from my Aunty Betty. She was our posh relative, she lived in Pensby on the Wirral, with my Uncle John, they had two children, John and Carol.

         As well as being my first proper book, it was also the first book that I had read from cover to cover. The book was Treasure Island by Robert Louis Stevenson, to imply that it made an impression on me would be a classic understatement, I was totally immersed, I became Jim Hawkins, and I was convinced that given the opportunity I would opt for ‘Piracy’ as my career of choice.

         My childhood memories are all very good, bearing in mind that we were all part of a dysfunctional family long before it achieved the fashionable status that it holds today.

         My playground existed entirely in my imagination; in real life, we were surrounded by the remains of shops and houses that had the misfortune of being on the flight path that the German Luftwaffe followed when they were trying to obliterate the shipyards, and the docks that sat along the waterfront of the River Mersey.

         Many of the buildings that had been bombed were transformed in to castles, and mountains. Many of these buildings had subterranean cellars that masquerade as grottos and smugglers’ caves. We were so blessed, that there was no such thing as Elf & Safety when I was growing up.

         When we needed more of a challenge, after reaching the summit of what we called Everest repeatedly, the novelty soon wore thin. For a little more adventure we would then head down to the docks. Now this presented an altogether different approach, there was always the Dock Gate Bobby on the lookout, along with the occasional watchman that we had to avoid, but we soon found many ways to bypass what passed as security, we must have been invisible to the watchers. Given all the choices that we had, both the Bidston and the Vittoria dock were our favourite’s, with the Bidston being the absolute favourite, this was mainly due to the close proximity of the Mersey rail line, this was a tried and tested escape route when we got chased by the dock police, which was quite often, once we were off the dock property, the Mersey rail police took over.

         In reality the waters were full of whatever pollutants that were swilling around in the bilges of many of the cargo ships, and tramp steamers that used the port facilities when they were emptying their bilges as they laid alongside, by pumping it all overboard. Yes the waters were cold, dirty and full of slimy garbage, but to me it was a lush tranquil paradise, the cranes and derricks took on the appearance of swaying palms that were festooned with masses of coconuts that lined the water’s edge. The splintered remains of an old ship’s lifeboat had been transformed into the Hispaniola. This was an ideal training ground for perfecting and honing the very essential survival skills that would be put to good use in the pristine sparkling azure warm – but just as unforgiving – waters of the Eastern Caribbean Sea some 45 years later.

         I would like to dedicate this book to the memory of two beautiful souls that had the terrible misfortune to be in the very close proximity of a deranged suicide bomber on that fateful day of the 22nd March 2016, at the American Airline’s check-in desk at Brussels airport. His misguided actions not only took the lives of these two children, Alexander and Sacha, it also devastated the lives of their parents, Ed and Marjan, their families and friends, as well as depriving the world of the opportunity to watch these two special people achieve their dreams, hopes, and to aspire to the heights that they were destined to achieve.

         The children’s names are Alexander & Sascha Pinczowski. Their parents are Ed & Marjan.

         My lady (friend) Vivien and I left the Wirral to setup a new home together, after falling hopelessly in love over a bowl of cornflakes, no, this was no romantic breakfast, we had been working together in a factory that produced breakfast cereals.

         We headed south and ended up in Exeter. I was a part-time musician so I had arranged a meeting with a fellow musician who was looking for a drummer. His name was Trevor, he owned a large Victorian house, and he used the upper floors as self-contained student lets; he very graciously gave us an empty bedsit until we could find our feet.

         We soon found a job with accommodation provided, all we had to do was look after the needs of an elderly lady and her dogs. It was a big old mansion house in a village called Spreyton, just a couple of miles outside Crediton. Viv was a dog person, she liked the idea of helping the old lady with her dogs, but she wanted a dog of her own, this idea did not go down too well with me, I was not too keen on having a pet. I relented, and we went along to the local rescue centre and we came away with a puppy, it was a crossbred Labrador/Red Setter, it was a female, so I called her ‘Fluke’, because she looked like the picture on the cover of a book that I had read by James Herbert. The dog decided that I was its master, she was quite well-behaved when she could see you, out of sight out of mind! She was very dizzy, we once made the mistake of leaving her in the car with a box of groceries, what she didn’t eat, she totally wrecked!!

         Viv was able to find a job in a factory in Okehampton, the only downside was that it involved a 22 mile round-trip, twice a day. One of Viv’s colleagues suggested that she got a moped. We went along to the dealer, and he suggested rather than a moped a 125cc motorcycle would be better. He delivered it a couple of days later, we bought a set of ‘L’ plates, and let Viv loose on the unsuspecting motorists of Devon. In all fairness she’s done very well; she only had one minor mishap when she actually fell off it, whereas I was forever falling off the bloody infernal machine.

         Eventually we found a nice little cottage to rent in the village of Folly Gate, it was only a couple of minutes away from Viv’s workplace, needless to say significantly reducing her travelling time.

         My brother Thomas and his wife Marlene decided to head south as well, they rented a mobile home on a residential site in Okehampton.

         Not long after we settled in, the Welsh contingent started to come visiting. Viv’s brother-in-law, Bob, and Sue his wife were the first, they had a good time. Viv’s parents, Tom and Megan were next on the list, we drove up to Wales, picked them up and returned the following day. During their visit I had arranged for us all to attend a concert in Torquay. Coincidently, the show clashed with Viv’s birthday, both Tom Megan, and Viv thought that this was the birthday treat. Unbeknown to her, I had arranged a surprise party. Thomas, Marlene, plus a couple of Viv’s workmates were waiting just round the corner of our drive, as we drove out, they drove in. They done a brilliant job decorating the room, as well as preparing a fabulous buffet. As it was a late afternoon show, nobody had eaten, when we left the theatre both Tom and Megan, suggested that we find a local restaurant go for a drink and something to eat, I refused, saying that I would not drink and drive. A few miles further on Megan then insisted that we stop for fish and chips, once again I had an excuse not to stop, as she glared at me, I could see the bemused look of puzzlement on her face. She told me that she was starving, and Tom could do with a pint, even Viv was getting a wee bit tetchy. As we got to the top of our drive, I could see that all the cars had been hidden out of sight, and that the house was in darkness. I opened the front door, let Tom, Megan, and Viv in to the living room, all the lights came on, and a rousing shout of ‘SURPRISE SURPRISE, Happy Birthday’. The commotion frightened the life out of Megan, she flew out of the door then upstairs to her room to get over the shock. She was eventually enticed down by the wonderful aroma of the hot buffet. Viv was mightily relieved, she thought that she had discovered my dark side. 

         I found a job doing some labouring work on a farm, the owner was a Mr Ian Peters, he was a tree surgeon, as well is a very accomplished climber, I ended up spending more time working with him rather than on the farm. I met a couple of guys from Crediton, they were looking for a drummer, but they were all into heavy rock, this was not really my type of music. I rehearsed with them over a couple of months, even got as far as playing a few live gigs with them. This band was called ‘Fluke’, the lead singer was called George, he must have been a fan of James Herbert books.

         Things were going very well for both of us. We decided to buy a mobile home on the same residential site in Okehampton where Thomas and Marlene were living. Once we settled in we started to receive more visits from Viv’s family.

         Viv and I decided to get married, and we would have the reception at the White Hart Hotel. The manager was an ex-Mancunian, his name was Tony. He very kindly gave us the venue, including the bridal suite, Thomas and Marlene provided and prepared the food, then all of my newfound musician friends provided the entertainment. We had four different bands, it was a musical extravaganza. All of Vivien’s family, except her brother Kevin, made the journey down to Okehampton for the wedding. Kevin’s wife Christine, had only just recently given birth to their first daughter Sarah, so a long road trip was out of the question.

         The guy I was working for, Ian, and his partner Maggie, very kindly offered their farm for the accommodation of Viv’s family. Everybody had a really good weekend and it culminated with a fantastic Sunday lunch in the restaurant for all our family and close friends – that was some wedding feast, a proper three-day event.

         Viv started work as a carer at a council-run care home in Okehampton, The husband of one of her colleagues was putting a dance band together and he needed a drummer, I went along for a chat and got the job. This was a tenpiece dance band with a brass section. The rehearsals were a little bit tedious so the rhythm section, which consisted of Nick Worsley the vocalist, three guitarists, and myself, usually ended up, out of sheer boredom, playing as a five-piece band, while we were waiting for the brass section to agree on what particular song they wanted to do, as well as endeavouring find a key that they all could play in. We had a couple of gigs as the big band, then one night during the interval we played as a five-piece band, it went down very well, so, by mutual agreement, we decided to quit from the big band then went on to perform as a five-piece, the band was called ‘Cloud’. We were getting plenty of work travelling as far as Falmouth in the south and Dorset in the east. I had bought a battered old Ford Capri to use as a runabout, it got me to and from work, as Viv was working full-time, therefore the dog had to come with me. This was not an issue if we were working off the farm, she would just jump on the back of a Land Rover and she would always come with us. There was a shed in the garden she used to sleep in, when we were home during the day at the weekend she would be tied up in the garden. One sunny day the local sheepdog came along and she ended up very pregnant. Sue and her husband Bob came down for the weekend, the band had a gig in Barnstable on the Saturday night, all four of us were having lunch in the beer garden of the Fountain Inn, the dog was very agitated sitting under the table. They decided to take the dog back home, she just about made it to the shed when the first puppy arrived, we got home about an hour later the puppy count was five. Viv decided that she would not be coming out with us to the gig she wanted to stay home and keep an eye on ‘Fluke’, we left at about six o’clock, the count had gone up to seven. we arrived at the gig, got set up, and done the first set, Viv had the number of the venue, so she called twice, when she made the second call I was actually playing so the MC interrupted the performance to announce that the drummer had just become a dad to nine pups. On the Monday morning Ian Peters came to pick me up for work in his Land Rover, so I left my car in the parking lot. When Vivien came home from work she was greeted by a couple of irate neighbours, they were concerned about the well-being of the litter of pups – somehow ‘Fluke’ had managed to chew her way out of the shed, completely abandoning her pups. She climbed onto the bonnet of my car and howled incessantly, she was still howling when I came home, only then would she go back in to the shed to look after the puppies. The following day I had to put the dog basket, the pups, and ‘Fluke’ on the back seat of the car, that was the only way I could leave. I felt like Noah. This worked well for about two weeks, as the puppies got bigger, so did their poopsies. They would climb all over the inside of the car, when I came to a set of traffic lights it was impossible to drive off until I had managed to fish any stray pups out of the foot well. I could not use the foot pedals. Fellow motorists often gave me very puzzling, strange looks, all they could see was the driver’s head disappearing into the foot well and coming up then throwing puppies over his shoulder into the back seat. The aroma in the car left a lot to be desired as well. Fortunately as they grew older Viv was able to find homes for them all, then we took ‘Fluke’ to the vet to make sure it didn’t happen again. When the pups had all gone, the Ford Capri had to go as well. The night before it went I poured a bottle of bleach into the boot and the foot wells, then I just drove it to the breaker’s yard and handed over the keys.

         Viv’s sister, Avril, came for a visit, she liked it so much she ended up staying with us for a wee while! Then she eventually found a job and an apartment in Exeter. Shortly afterwards, Nerys, their youngest sister moved down from Ruthin to move into the apartment with Avril. It was beginning to look like that we had started a mini Welsh migration. We needed another car, as we were likely to be making frequent visits to North Wales we opted for a decent car, the chosen one was a Ford Granada GL.
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         One of the venues my band played at quite often was the Okehampton Motel. I became friendly with the manager. His name was Dennis. It was not unusual for all four of us at one time or another to end up working either behind the bar or in the kitchen. I can remember one particular show that we put on featured an ‘exotic dancer’ no, not a stripper, she was a ‘belly dancer’ part of her act featured her dancing with an immensely great snake, that was fine until she brought the snake to the tables. My brother Thomas was terrified of the snake; for a long time it was the subject of much amusement for all of us. Dennis and Avril became an item, they eventually got married.

         Things were looking quite rosy for us when we found ourselves in the position of being able to afford the luxury of buying our first home together. The house was very primitive with no bathroom and an outside toilet, we completely renovated it, starting at the top with a new roof, and everything else underneath it.

         My eldest son Christopher, had just joined the Royal Navy. All new recruits do their basic training at HMS Raleigh in Torpoint, just a few miles from Plymouth. I can’t recall how the meeting was brokered, but he wanted to meet with me. We had a meaningful chat and when we parted he said, ‘That we should do it again.’ The next time I met him he came home with me to meet with Viv. The relationship blossomed, he even brought a couple of his mates to one of our gigs.

         I was going to do some work for Ian Peters. I was driving towards Mill farm it was a very narrow typical country lane. Just up ahead there was a Y-junction. I needed to go off to the left at this junction, this is where the school bus collected the schoolchildren. As there was no footpath I was always weary as I came up to this bend. Suddenly there was a loud crash and my windscreen shattered. When I got out of the car there were the remnants of a motorcycle jammed under the nearside of my car. Approximately 15 feet behind the car a motorcyclist was lying in the road, and he appeared to badly hurt, he was in a bad way. I called the emergency services, and an ambulance and a police car arrived pretty quickly. The young man was taken to hospital in Exeter. The traffic officer checked the car and the road surface, took all the necessary measurements and arranged for the car and the motorcycle to be removed to their compound. As I was a little shook up he advised me to come into the station the next day to make a statement. By the time that I arrived at Mill Farm the whole community were aware that there had been an accident and that I had been involved. Ian told me that they had just heard the young man on the motorcycle was the son of one of the neighbouring farmers, and that he was in a critical condition. His name was Joe, and he used to do some part-time gardening for Ian’s mother, and he was in a critical condition. I was a bit shook-up so Ian drove me back home. Viv and I went to the police station the next day to make a statement. I couldn’t recall anything different from what I told the policeman on the day before, I did not see the motorbike, it seemed to be going very fast when he came round the bend, I couldn’t avoid him, he hit me. The policeman confirmed that my nearside wheel was nine inches from the bottom of the hedgerow, the motorcycle struck the centre of car. The motorcyclist was on the wrong side of the road, travelling at speed, the accident was unavoidable. The policeman asked me ‘if I wanted to pursue a prosecution.’ I declined, I thought that he would be paying enough of a price, the motorcycle was a write-off, and he was going to be hospitalised for quite a while. The policeman also advised me that my car was a writeoff, and asked me again ‘are sure you don’t want to seek a conviction?’ I replied, ‘No thanks the lad has had enough bad luck,’ to which the policeman replied, ‘You are the lucky one.’ I replied, ‘How come there’s not a scratch on me?’ I was advised that my car was in the compound and it was suggested that I should look at it and check the steering wheel. We were horrified at the extent of the damage to the front of the car; the steering wheel was buckled, apparently he had crashed through the windscreen and his head had hit the steering wheel and buckled it, his forward momentum had thrown him over the roof of the car. If he had been a little bit higher he would have missed the steering wheel and crushed my chest. I threw up a very violently. 

         It was on an early Sunday evening, were heading south from Exeter along the A30. We were heading home after a very enjoyable weekend playing sailors. Vivien and I, were the proud owners of a, 24 ft van-de-stadt, Buccaneer sloop. That we kept moored, on the River Exe at Topsham. Somehow I had managed to convince Viv that being a sailor was fun. She took to it very well considering the fact that she could not swim. We lived in Okehampton, in a house that we had just spent all the money we had on, and two hard years renovating it. We were just passing through Sticklepath when Vivien, in a moment of brevity, said, ‘That was a great weekend, why don’t we get a bigger boat then we can, just literally, sail off into the sunset?’ This took me completely unaware – as well as not being able to swim, when you combine that with a tangible, but irrational fear of water, that does not lend itself to the prospects of an idyllic life on the ocean wave. It is a massive responsibility, when your dreams and aspirations conflict and impact on the life of the one person on the planet that you are predisposed to look after and protect with every fibre of your being for the rest of their life. All that any human being in this world can hope for is that this inequitable faith, trust, and hope for the future are not misguided or misplaced.

         I must admit, that took me by surprise, my reply to that, was that ‘a bigger boat will cost a lot of money.’ She casually replied, ‘Then why don’t we sell the house?’ Now, that did surprise me! ‘Do you actually mean that we should just sell up and sail?’ Bearing in mind that we had spent the last two years living in a building site, without all the modern amenities that we take for granted now, just basic things like a toilet, running water, central heating, and above all, a kitchen. When we got home, I put the kettle on and made a cup of tea, fed the cat and the dog, then we decided to talk about the house that we had worked long and hard to transform from the shell of a building into the beautiful home that we were both very proud of. To finance the whole renovation project, we both had two and sometimes three jobs on the go. Viv was working at a care home during the day, from there she would go to the egg packing factory, for a couple of hours of putting eggs into boxes, then she would nip home, get washed and changed, then go on to work behind the bar at the White Hart, that was our local watering hole.

         I was also doing some work with Ian Peters, a local tree surgeon, and, I was also involved in the construction of the new, Okehampton bypass, if I found myself with some free time, I would also pack eggs, and help out at the White Hart. My brother, Thomas was the chef there, he also worked with me on the bypass job, and on a few other, projects that we were involved in.

         Thomas and his wife Marlene, lived in a chalet at the caravan park in Okehampton, where we would sit for hours going over our dreams and plans of exactly what we wanted to do. Bear in mind this was definitely a case of the blind leading the blind. We were not really sure of just exactly what we were going to do. The basic plan, was to find a boat big enough for the four of us to live on. I started to look in earnest, from the yachting mags, to MOD surplus auction sites. Travelling to London on two occasions to view prospective boats. I found a 48 ft plastic sailboat, without rigging, moored at Eel Pie Island, in Middlesex.

         All four of us, and our dog Fluke, drove to Middlesex to check this boat out. It was moored on an island, we had to cross a footbridge to get to it, the dog was terrified of crossing water. Even when I tried to carry her she was still petrified, so much so, we had to leave the dog in the car. Obviously this is going to be a major problem, a dog that doesn’t like water living on a boat. Fortunately, we were only going to spend one night on board, but that gave us a good idea of what we were letting ourselves in for. We were quite impressed with the boat, and the amount of room, bearing in mind this was now being used as a live aboard houseboat, and so it had never been rigged or sailed. We were all of the opinion that it fitted the bill, and with the right help, we could proceed. We eventually agreed a price with the owner, and agreed to sleep on it and sort out the final details when we get back to Devon. When we got home, after much deliberation, we decided that the logistics of fitting and rigging the boat where she was berthed, was untenable. We had already agreed a price then. Fortunately the owner called me to advise me that he had decided the boat was worth more to him as a houseboat, than to sell it to me as a boat, so our problem was solved for us, and the search resumed again in earnest.
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         One of my part-time jobs was driving a delivery van for a local laundry. This laundry had many contracts with the MOD that involved me making, deliveries and collections from Royal Naval shore establishments, and the naval dockyard in Plymouth.

         I came across an ad in the local rag for a hull for sale, it was in Wadebridge. I found the location where the vessel was berthed, and on one of my trips out for the laundry I went to see it, it was love at first sight! I was smitten.

         She was a ferrocement hull, leaning on her starboard side against the harbour wall on the River Camel at Wadebridge. She was 68 ft on deck, 17 ft beam, 10 1/2 ft draft. With the addition of the bowsprit and the bumpkin it gave her an overall length is just under 85 ft, with a gross weight of 60 tons. I could not wait to get home to spread the good news.

         I called the owner – this gentleman was a hotelier from Trevone Bay, he agreed to meet me and discuss the boat. We met at Wadebridge and he gave me a brief outline of the ship’s history. He told me that the boat had been a self-build project for a local couple who wanted to charter it. Unfortunately the couple had major financial problems, they decided, that for purely financial reasons they should get a divorce which would help them resolve some of their financial issues. Tragically, the wife passed away suddenly and as the boat was registered in her name, due to the divorce the husband had ceased to be the next of kin. This caused more problems than it solved, the boat was eventually sold to pay off some of the debts. It had been acquired by the gentleman from Trevone head, this was the gentleman that I bought it from.

         I decided that I definitely needed to get suitable qualifications for sailing the ship. I enrolled at the local college to do night classes on a RYA course. I got my competent crew ticket, I then went for a five-day, practical, day skippers course. I passed that one, I then went on to do the, ‘offshore skippers course’. I then enrolled for further night classes, for a celestial navigation course. On my way home from one of the night classes in Exeter, it was a filthy night, and I picked up a hitch-hiker, he was heading for Okehampton, I told him it was his lucky night. during the conversation, he told me that he was taking up a position in a factory in Okehampton as part of his engineering degree, and he would be looking for accommodation close to the town.

         During the conversation I told them I’d been to Twickenham last week ‘for the Rugby.’ He said, ‘I was there too,’ I told him that I was there to look at a boat, and I told him of our plans. His reply was ‘then you must have a house to sell.’ I said, ‘Yes’ and proceeded to give him the full estate agent’s spiel. He said, ‘Yes I will buy it.’

         I dropped him off at the White Hart, he said, ‘Good night and thanks for the lift.’ I didn’t see him again for another couple of months.

         We put the house on the market with local estate agent, because it had been very tastefully renovated we had a lot of interest, and a lot of nosy sightseers, one of whom, I personally threw out. I was very proud of my kitchen, I personally, had cut, and slabbed the elm trunk that was used.

         Ian Peters, the tree surgeon I used to work for, had a son-in-law, his name was Peach, and he was a craftsman. He made me a bespoke, handmade kitchen, the cretin who came to view the house had the audacity to tell me that the first thing that they would do would be to rip the kitchen out – the viewing didn’t last long. Then one afternoon I answered the doorbell to find a young man standing there. He was very annoyed, he told me that he had just seen the house advertised in the estate agents. I said, ‘That is correct, the house is for sale.’ Very indignantly he said to me that I had promised to sell it to him and it should not be in the estate agent’s window, and in no uncertain terms he told me that I should remove it from there. ‘But you haven’t even seen it,’ I said to him, ‘how could you possibly buy something unseen?’ His reply to that was, ‘Did you describe it accurately?’ ‘Yes,’ I said. ‘And were you telling the truth?’ ‘Yes,’ I said. ‘Then that is good enough for me. Now you should take it off the market, consider it sold, do you want cash?’ 

         Sitting here with my feet up, enjoying a nice Remy Martin, looking around at all the work that we’ve done, the penny finally drops, that we have just taken the first tentative steps of a very eventful journey, that once it has started, we will be powerless to find that the stop button that will put an end to this roller-coaster ride.

         Due to the fact that we sold the house, complete with fixtures and fittings – and that means everything, from furniture, floor coverings, filled bookshelves, to brass ornaments and all the horse brasses that were decorating the fireplaces – the only things that I would be taking with me were Fluke, Tibbles and Viv, that is, the dog, the cat and the wife, not much baggage there then.

         When Thomas, Marlene, Vivien, and the dog, came with me to Wadebridge to check the boat out, it became very clear that the dog would not voluntarily set foot on the boat, it just did not like crossing water.

         Thomas, Marlene and Viv all had reservations; after some discussion, they agreed to go along with it in principle. firstly we have to find a home for the dog, as it would not be coming with us. Viv was not too pleased about that. We decided we would move onto the boat as long as we could get basic services. We made some good friends. There were two brothers that had a garage literally on the quay, they allowed us to hook up to their water and power supply, what more could we need?

         We all agreed that Thomas, Marlene and Viv would seek employment and keep working full-time, leaving me to do most of the work on the boat,

         We then went home, and started the proceedings of selling up and moving out. Due to the fact we were leaving the entire contents of the house to the gentleman who bought it I was of the opinion that we would have very little to pack – not so, nothing could be further from the truth, due to lack of storage space on the boat we had to be brutal when it came to sorting wardrobes out. Once again, Viv was having second, third, fourth and possibly fifth thoughts; she would look lovingly at some of her finer outfits, almost with a tear in her eye, as they were confined to the bin bag. When, after many rethinks and hours of soul-searching the mountain was reduced to an anthill, Viv, accepted this with a heavy heart and she agreed it was for the best. 

         With this massive emotional, and physical clear out, one item slipped my mind. I played drums, my pride and joy was a classic 70s Ludwig Vistalite five piece drum kit with extras. This amounted to seven heavy cases, a small mountain. The word hypocrisy comes to mind, I had been preaching to everybody that they should only take what they can carry… Well a good friend of mine came to my rescue, his name was Trevor, he was the guy that we met up with when we first arrived in Devon, he still lived in Exeter. He told me that he would be quite prepared to let me put my drum kit in storage unit, and that he would look after it, ad-um-infinitum.

         We envisaged this project would take maybe three to three and half years, so we had some wiggle room, nothing was etched in stone. Due to the fluidity of the project, there were no hard and fast rules or schedules, but we would definitely be sailing very close to the wind. Viv and I had to find a home for the dog. During my time driving for the laundry I visited HMS Raleigh in Torpoint many times, there I struck up a friendship with a kindred spirit, Sandy. She was originally from Liverpool and now she was an instructor for the newest recruits into the

         Royal Navy. Her husband, an ex-serviceman, who was disabled was at home alone when Sandy was on duty – they decided the dog would be great company for him. We brought Fluke to meet them, they bonded instantly, Viv was really happy that we had managed to find a good home for the dog. There was also one other benefit of my friendship with Sandy as my eldest son Christopher was in the Royal Navy, and he was stationed at HMS Raleigh. All new recruits do their basic training at HMS Raleigh, she was able to arrange for me to be admitted to the VIP area for his passing out parade, that made me very proud of him, and eternally grateful to Sandy.
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         Now the dog problem had been solved, that just left the cat Tibbles, she was a house cat, so she was used to being indoors and using a litter tray, and on the plus side, every ship needs a cat.

         In the blink of an eye the moving date was upon us, we all made our farewells. Viv got quite emotional saying goodbye to her house. We formed up the convoy and headed south to Wadebridge, and into a world that would be radically different from anything that we had ever experienced before.

         Wadebridge is a little town that sits on the River Camel – its bridge spans the river at its narrowest point, this is as far as you can sail inland. The town gets its name from the bridge. In the past, Wadebridge had a history of shipbuilding. Just along the harbour road, on the quayside, was Terry Erskine steel yachts, this was still a working boatyard. Terry designed and built steel boats. His famous boat was the Golden Hind class of steel sailboats. Next to Terry’s boatyard is quayside motors, this was the garage that permitted us the use of water and electricity. Further along the quayside is Victoria House, this was the warehouse of an Artisan gift maker, his name was Paul. Oddly enough he was from Birkenhead, my home town, quite a nice little community going on here, there was also Ted, a retired farmer, whose retirement project was a converted lifeboat.

         On the other side of the river there was a foundry and metalworks. It is hard to imagine that a sleepy little town like Wadebridge, somehow had managed become the hotspot for industrial espionage in the 80s, due to the fact this foundry was being used for the casting of a top-secret, much talked about winged keel, that was being fitted to the high-tech sailing yacht that would be competing in the next America’s Cup – just think they also made some of my fittings.

         Also currently lying alongside was the fishing vessel Pleiades, this was being refitted by Terry Erskine and his engineers. This vessel had a little history: the current owner, Johnny Beer, affectionately known as “mouse” had bought this boat on a Saturday afternoon in a pub, when the current owner was due to have his boat seized due to an unpaid fine. Johnny Beer, put the money up and the boat was his. He was a mining engineer, and as almost all of the mines in Cornwall had long since ceased production, he had decided on a change of career and became a fisherman.

         Wadebridge had ceased to be a viable working port due to the constant silting of the riverbed. It was not navigable, one minor detail we had overlooked, the ship was high and dry and leaning against the wall. Bearing in mind we needed 10 1/2 feet to float, there would be times when, depending on the height of the tide, occasionally the ship would right herself and float for the duration of that tide, and then, due to the nature of the riverbed, there would be a very narrow window when we would have to seize the opportunity to turn the ship around, and eventually sail down the river to Padstow. This was a long way off. The original owners and builders of the ship wanted to use it primarily as a dive ship, she was fitted with 120 HP Vosper Thorneycroft diesel engine. The engine room was quite substantial, it doubled up as a workshop with plenty of workspace, and storage. She was fitted with a 400 gallon fuel tank, and a 10 gallon day tank, also a 600 gallon water tank, as well as grey water holding tank. The accommodation was laid out with five cabins, one double berth in the forecastle, with access to the sail and chain locker’s, just aft, on the starboard side was a fitted galley, then on the port side opposite the galley, was single berth cabin, then up three steps, into a very spacious saloon, then down three steps and into the owner’s suite, with a very nice seating area and a king-size bed. Next door was the heads and shower, the steps lifted up to reveal the engine room, just abaft of the heads along the gangway there were two more double cabins, along a gangway that also led to the navigation station, then up the companionway out onto the deck there was the cockpit, where the steering, and engine, controls were mounted. The cockpit was about 5 ft 2, and about 3 ft deep. I fitted a very nice slatted teak seat, that was hinged to allow the helmsman to stand up if he wished. We also used the cockpit, to store our LPG cylinders. Due to the volatile nature of the LPG, I also fitted a self-draining system to the cockpit. There was very little to do below decks, apart from a really good clean-up, to make it habitable. 

         Viv and Marlene found local jobs in care homes, Thomas started work in a fish and chip restaurant in Padstow. I was left the onboard to start the refit. The ship had 16 ton of iron window sash weights as ballast in the bilges, all of the ballast had to come out of the bilges to be cleaned, an interesting and messy job – the floorboards in the gangway had to be lifted, I was down in the bilges, passing the window weights up to Viv, she passed them to Thomas, he carried them up the companionway, then passed them to Marlene, then she would stack them on the deck, they were filthy slimy and muddy, Once the bilges had been emptied of the window weights, the next job was to clean them, this also gave us unfettered access to the prop shaft and cutlass bearings, that allowed us to carry out a very thorough examination of the shaft and it’s mountings, plus we were able to grease all the bearings.
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