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24 July 2010: English Channel


It was the sound of helicopter blades that woke me from my catnap aboard my 26-foot yacht Erma, I was on passage from Portland, Dorset to Terceira in the Azores. Having set sail the previous evening I headed to a point well clear of Portland Bill and the Shambles sandbank. By morning I found myself in mid channel with a leaking stern gland. After having a quick look around the horizon for any shipping I crawled along the portside quarter and began to tighten the stern gland.


After some time I crawled out of the tight space between the prop shaft and the quarter berth on hearing someone hailing, “Yacht Erma! Yacht Erma!”


A fellow yachtsman asked if all was well, as he had to alter course to avoid me. After apologising for the inconvenience that I’d caused him he went on his way. Little did I realise that he had called out the coastguard. With the light westerly winds it was two days before we (the yacht and I) were close enough to call up the Falmouth coastguard and give them details of our itinerary.


Crossing the Bay of Biscay the wind had backed from the west to southwest and by nightfall had increased in strength to a full gale. With the main down to the third reef Erma sped through the darkness at over five knots. Water was coming on board from the weather side and sweeping along the side deck before returning to the sea through the series of scuppers that I had made in the ‘bulwark’ on the leeside. The distance between the waves was relatively short and sometimes the yacht actually flew off the crest and slammed into the trough causing the hull to shake with such violence it was as if someone was trying to stove in the ship’s side with a tree trunk.


It was after we had cleared the Bay and the weather had moderated that I noticed with alarm that the bottom boards in the cabin were starting to be covered and water was coming out of the lockers on either side of the cabin. The water was entering from fractures in the hull and side deck The first seepage of water I discovered after clearing the ship’s stores from under the bunks, was coming from a crack under the starboard after chain plate. The second followed the edge of the bulkhead where it met with the chain locker on the port side.


After lashing a bucket to the bilge pump outlet and pumping until air was being drawn I found that the water was coming in (in calm weather) through the fractures at roughly, four gallons per hour. The plan now was to have the yacht lifted out of the water on arrival at Praia Da Vitoria in the Azores and sort out the problem. At 150 miles north of Terceira this plan came to an abrupt end. I discovered that the brass square socket that fitted over the stainless steel rudder head had been worn to an oval shape and the tiller was no longer moving the rudder.


This was all I needed, a leaking hull and the steering gone. To make matters worse the mass of salt water boils (that were a result of everything in the cabin being continually soaking wet) made trying to sit down not the most enjoyable experience. The state of the art sea anchor that I streamed from the transom in order to rig a jury steering system was total unsuitable for the distance and wind conditions at the time. After three days I had only travelled 18 miles. Sleeping on my stomach was the least painful and with my hand dangling over the bunk side I would wake up when the water reached my finger tips as it rose above the cabin sole. (This was the prelude to another pumping session.)


Finally I had to face the stark reality, I could not spend the rest of my life drifting aimlessly in the Atlantic, I had to abandon ship. Ironically there was a helicopter hovering overhead at the beginning and the end of my voyage.


So ended my fourth attempt to sail to Norfolk, Virginia, USA from the Eastern side of the Atlantic.




CHAPTER TWO
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In the Wake of Erma.


(A Pensioner’s Tale)


What on earth compelled me to want to sail to Norfolk, Virginia in the first place?


It all started when I went to work ashore after going away to sea in the British Merchant Navy. Looking back now, that time as a Merchant Seaman had been the best eight years of my early adulthood, the years when the tramp steamers that I sailed on explored every corner of our wonderful planet searching for cargoes. It was whilst with these tramp ships that I was first introduced to sailing. Standing lug sail was the rig of these lifeboats, this simple boomless rig was ideal for those open boats. During WW11 these sailing lifeboats would carry under sail, crews of torpedoed merchant ships sometimes thousands of miles to safety.


After I’d ‘swallowed the anchor’ (went to work ashore) I’d bought a house on the banks of the River Mersey opposite the Port of Liverpool. It was a few hundred yards from this house that the famous ship SS Great Eastern (Isambard Kingdom Brunel’s creation) had been broken up at the low water mark. A relic of this famous ship could be found in my neighbour’s fence posts, which had been made from the teak taffrails from this very ship. The more that I was told about the Great Eastern the more I became interested in her. And unknown at the time this interest would spark off a quest to reach Norfolk, Virginia, USA.


It was in the year 1966 that I was rooting through a pile of secondhand books at the local market, hoping to find a book about the SS Great Eastern (this was in the days before Google etc.) that I came across a book called Sailing to Freedom by Veedham and Wall. This book cost just sixpence. It was the true story of an Estonian group of people, who to escape their country at the end of WW11 (it was taken over by Russia) bought a dilapidated 70-year-old wooden sloop called Erma and sailed her to Norfolk, Virginia, USA. I started reading this book at eight o’clock in the evening and finished it at three o’clock the next morning. I just could not put the book down. The determination of these brave desperate souls who endured that nightmarish voyage filled me with deep admiration for their struggle. And there and then I promised myself that on my retirement from work I too would sail to Norfolk, Virginia out of profound respect and admiration for those brave souls.


July 2000 was the when I turned sixty. The year as planned, that I did retire from work. And after forty-five years of continuous work, I looked forward, not to taking things easy but to making the most of this precious time. “Live everyday as if it were your last,” I once read somewhere and that’s what I would try to do. Unknown at the time there were to be plenty of times when I thought I’d reached that last day. The desire to sail to Norfolk, Virginia was still as strong at my retirement as when I first thought of the idea all those years ago. By the year 2010 there had been four unsuccessful voyages sailing a total of 12,362 nautical miles attempting to follow in the wake of that original wooden sloop Erma.


Ozama, Bowden, Mykon, Erma, were the names of these first four yachts and the fifth and last yacht was also called Erma so for clarity I’ll call them Erma One and Erma Two… in that order. With the exception of the yacht Bowden, which at 29-feet was the longest I could only obtain third party insurance at a price that I could afford. The solution to obtaining enough money to buy another yacht after losing Mykon (she was demasted after being struck by lightning near to the Equator) was to write a book; Sailing Alone Across the Atlantic (a pensioner’s tale). It was with the funds from the sale of this book that I bought Erma One and as things turned out, by good fortune Erma Two. How I came to buy that yacht Erma Two was an amazing piece of luck,


I’d been crewing a yacht owned by two friends of mine… Dave and Maura. It was in May 2011 that found us tied up to the quay wall at Douglas, Isle of Man aboard their yacht Elise. The world famous TT Motorcycle Races around the island was about to start. Dave being an enthusiast was keen to watch the amazing skill that those bike riders displayed as they roared at breakneck speeds along those twisting narrow lanes. With motorbike enthusiasts from all over the world there was a terrific carnival kind of atmosphere about the place and it was so easy to get caught up in it; which I did.


Although I didn’t know it at that time, my enthusiasm was to be suddenly diverted when I saw sailing under the lifting road bridge to the harbour, a beautiful replica of Erma One. Déjà vu? Seeing that she was being sailed single-handed I climbed up the quay ladder and nipped over to where she was going to dock and gave the yacht owner a hand to tie up. Adam was the yacht owner’s name and after all of the mooring lines were secured he invited me aboard for a cup of tea. You’ll remember that I mentioned a book that I’d written. Well it had become such a habit that (much to the amusement of the yacht skippers that I crewed for) I never went anywhere without stowing a few copies in my travel bag, to sell to anyone who should show an interest, or didn’t if I’m to be perfectly honest. The idea of course in selling my books was to add to my yacht fund.


So when I returned to Elise to collect one of the books from my travel bag to show Adam it raised a smile from the crew.


The book had been designed for the more mature reader, easy on the eye font etc. Adam was relatively young, I guess he was about twenty-eight years old. And after flicking through the pages he wanted to have a copy but was short of cash at that moment.


“Take this copy, read it, if you are not happy with it, keep it for free. If you are happy with it, send on the cost,” that’s what I said to Adam as I cast off his mooring lines the day he sailed for his home port… Fleetwood. Little did I realise at the time that this chance meeting with Adam would enable me to continue my quest sooner than I could have imagined.
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26 June 2011


“Hello Trevor it’s me Adam,” I looked at the phone receiver with a quizzical stare.


“Adam?” I thought that I didn’t know him from that name.


“You gave me a hand to move my yacht in Douglas a few weeks ago and I bought one of your books.”


“Oh! Hi Adam how’s things?”


The upshot of this call was to ask if I would like to crew his yacht.


“Of course,” I replied without even thinking if I had any other plans.


So on Friday 1 July I boarded the bus to Fleetwood. The plan had been to sail for Port Saint Mary in the Isle of Man on the next morning’s high tide with winds that had been forecasted as Southerly force four. These winds would have been ideal, as the Isle of Man lay roughly in a north-westerly direction from the Fleetwood bar buoy. As things turned out the wind had other ideas and started to blow strong from the north-west… a head wind. Whitehaven, a harbour that lay in a northerly direction and about 80 nautical miles along the coast was decided upon instead and the wind put us on a port tack (wind coming over port bow). On the flood tide a confused sea developed as the wind was now against the tide and gusting to force seven.


The mainsail had only two reef points instead of the usual three, which made the yacht over canvassed and resemble a gambolling dolphin. With the cockpit being self-draining and relatively small and about three feet long and one foot deep, the seas that filled it didn’t noticeably affect her freeboard. Which was handy as her freeboard was roughly fourteen inches.


The next day and the exact time that we entered the locks at Whitehaven is very easy for me to remember… for this reason. Some weeks before our arrival there, a local man had apparently gone berserk and shot dead an innocent bystander. This incident was all over the newspapers and broadcast on television nationwide. We had been discussing this and on entering the locks I jokingly said to Adam, “I hope we don’t get shot at”. The words had hardly come out of my mouth when a mighty explosion reverberated through the locks. We momentary froze in fright. It was the one o’clock gun. (see glossary)


After we had docked we dried ourselves off, reported our arrival to the harbourmaster then headed to the local alehouse for a few pints and a hot meal. It was whilst in the pub and chatting over a few pints that Adam casually mentioned that he was buying a holiday home in Bulgaria and with this additional expense could not afford to keep his yacht or smoke cigarettes for that matter. In fact he announced that he was to quit smoking after he had finished the packet that lay on the bar-room table. Being a non-smoker myself I found that there is nothing worse than sailing aboard a yacht with a smoker that has run out of cigarettes. However good were Adam’s intentions I thought it would be a good idea to slip a couple of cigarettes unknown to him from the packet on the table. Just in case he changed his mind about quitting cigarettes whilst at sea. Later it proved to be a wise move.


Out of the blue Adam asked me if I would be interested in buying the yacht?


“Yes,” I said, “But I’ll have to sell a few more books before I could afford to buy her.”


“Just how much can you afford?”


After I had informed him of the total amount in my yacht fund, he held out his hand.


“If you want her for that price, she’s yours... with one proviso, that on no account must I reveal to anyone how much I had paid.”


Without hesitation I said, “Yes” and shook his outstretched hand on the deal. At my time of life (71) I haven’t the time to go pussy footing around. One of my mottos is to jump when opportunity strikes. And because I don’t know when opportunity is going to strike… I keep jumping. The yacht that now was mine on a ‘gentleman’s handshake’ was a Warsash class similar to a Swedish Folkboat. The rudder though was under the yacht’s counter (which I preferred) unlike the Folkboat’s which was transom hung. How different this new arrival was from the very first yacht that I’d owned in 1970. That first yacht had once been an eighteen-foot lifeboat from a dredger that had sunk in the river Mersey.


I had converted this engineless lifeboat to resemble a Thames sailing barge, complete with leeboards. And looking back now, I have fond memories of exploring the upper reaches of the Mersey and sailing along the coast to harbours that were within a day’s sailing, with my sons being the crew.
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On the Delta Too Eastham Sands in the upper reaches of the river Mersey 1975. On the right-hand side of photo is a biscuit tin that housed a primus stove. Happy Days.


Although I’d estimated that to convert that lifeboat to miniature replica of a Thames barge would take one year, the actual time taken was four years. With this in mind I mentally multiplied the original three months estimated to make this new yacht ‘Atlantic ready’ would be a year.


Whilst at Whitehaven the weak low pressure system that we had encountered when sailing northwards was almost stationary across the Irish Sea. This was fortunate as the wind was still from the north and although still gusting at force five to six would allow the yacht to run free. So it was at 15:00 on Tuesday 5 July 2011 with the tide about to ebb we sailed for Fleetwood. With a following wind it was decided to leave the mainsail stowed along its boom and run with the foresail unfurled to the size of a number two jib (medium sized foresail). The yacht was fitted with wind self steering, made by Navik. An excellent piece of steering kit, but spares would probably be hard to obtain as I had been told these units were no longer manufactured. Also I’d had a Navik years ago and it came adrift whilst crossing the Atlantic aboard a Trident 24 junk rigged yacht. I decided there and then that I would sell the Navik to help to fund a replacement, that being a Wind Pilot, and the smallest in its range… a Pacific Light. It even seemed a bit odd to me at the time, there I was mentally making plans for this yacht and I hadn’t paid a penny for her as yet.


After running before the fresh northerly wind it was about 09:00 the next morning that found us approaching the channel to the Fleetwood Dock. It was nearly low water and the sandbanks either side of the channel and along the shoreline were clearly visible owing to the spring tide. The self steering was not being used now of course and I was hand steering her towards a pick-up buoy where we would lie until there was enough water to sail into the dock.


“Forget the pick-up buoy Trev, run her aground near the shore, I’ve got to get ashore to buy some ciggies,” I’ve seldom seen an expression on someone’s face change from utter desperation to one of joy as I handed Adam those two cigarettes.


At high water we entered the locks and tied up in the Fleetwood marina. After informing the office staff of the change of ownership of his yacht, Adam went on his way. I never saw him again.
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It seemed an almost surreal or dreamlike atmosphere as I sat alone in the cockpit of my new acquisition Erma (Two). To think only a few days ago I had travelled to Fleetwood on the bus only too happy to crew for someone and now this good fortune. After all of the misfortunes I had encountered with the previous yachts, I decided that I wouldn’t mention to anyone at home that preparations for the fifth attempt to follow in the wake of Erma were about to get underway. I Thought it might tempt providence. I had eight months to complete the preparation after which time the prepaid Fleetwood Marina fees would expire. To explain my sudden absence from home I mentioned that I was on a VIA … very important assignment (an acronym I had invented ) and that any information concerning it was classified under the Official secrets Act. Yes I know it sounds daft … perhaps it’s old age.


The first stage before I would begin any preparations was to have the yacht craned out of the water, this was duly carried out then the hull was pressure washed and gently placed in a cradle in the marina yard. The plan was to work on the yacht from Monday to Friday and have the weekends at home. This discipline worked well and saw the preparations for the voyage taking place week by week (see end pages for full list of improvements carried out). I like to keep things as simple as possible so I was pleased to know that the yacht could be rowed should the outboard fail. Either side of the cockpit coamings were fitted with traditional Y-shaped crutches for the rowing oars. These, I considered unsuitable as the oars tend to slip out in a seaway. The Y-shaped crutches were replaced with stainless steel tholepins.
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The outboard motor that came with the yacht was situated in a well on the port quarter. It was at twelve horse power, too big and heavy for this sized vessel. This overweight came to light when I noticed sea water coming up through the self draining pipework and covering the after part of the cockpit. So I replaced it with a lighter one, a five horse power two stroke Seagull outboard motor that I had bought on eBay. These outboards are well regarded and over the years I’ve always found these faithful old Seagull motors very reliable. During the Summer of 1985 there was a high pressure system laying stationary for weeks over the British Isles and not a breath of wind. A Seagull outboard motor pushed the Victory Class twenty-one foot clinker yacht I owned from Ardglass in Northern Ireland to the River Mersey, running non stop for over thirty-four hours. Although, there is always the exception to the reliability of these motors and I had bought it.


Over the eights months whilst the yacht was on dry land in the marina yard at Fleetwood I was to become very established in my new surroundings. A mains electric point next to the yacht besides being handy for the power tools that I used, also powered the electric heater on board which was very welcomed during the winter months. Although there was a small gimballed single burner gas stove in the galley I used a small electric stove for cooking and an electric kettle for making pots of tea and the added luxury of filling a hot water bottle when I turned in at night. Even at the time I thought, ‘I’m going to miss all of this at sea’, but I’d never find a mains electric cable long enough to leave it plugged in.


After I’d finished work for the day and showered and changed I would usually drive to the local supermarket and besides buying the daily stores would select items that I would require on the voyage. These included a hundred litres of drinking water in two litre bottles, collected over several weeks of course. The rest of the drinking water was from the dockside water tap and filled ten rigid, ten litre plastic bottles. Pure household bleach was added to each of these bottles in a strict measure of one half of a teaspoon for each one, this of course prevented the water from becoming undrinkable.


With the exception of using half a cup of freshwater once a week for shaving, the water was only used for drinking whilst at sea.


I carried enough drinking water to last one hundred days, that’s if I used two litres per day. In reality especially in the tropics I found that I was using three and a half litres per day. The short fall was made up by catching rainwater in a bucket lashed to the gooseneck on the mainsail boom. I did have a lining made for the cockpit to catch rainwater but unless the seas were calm they came aboard and spoilt any that had been collected. Also there would be a small hand operated water maker that produced about a hundred millilitres after half an hours pumping, this incidentally was kept in the emergency grab bag, just in case I did have to abandon ship.


Incidentally the contents of this grab bag were updated to include collapsible five litre water containers. There had been a time when a life raft that I was in began to fill up with rainwater during a tropical downpour and I hadn’t any bottles to collect it in (A full list of the grab bag contents can be found in the Glossary of Nautical Terms at the end of this book.) Among the food items would be a hundred tins of sardines in tomato sauce but these, as with most of the food stores would be collected on a date nearer to sailing away.


Over the months at Fleetwood I came to make friends with the local seafarers and would visit their yacht club on their weekly ‘club night’ where I found a most welcoming atmosphere. Several of the club members would play guitars and that would usually end up with everyone (myself included) joining in and singing, which after a few beers sounded quite good.


By the beginning of March 2012 all of the jobs on the ‘to-do’ list that could only be carried out with the yacht out of the water had been completed. Erma was now ready to be returned to the dock. Before asking the staff to arrange a suitable day for ‘craning in’ I did a reconnaissance to find the most suitable vacant berth available in the marina. As things turned out there was an ideal vacant berth directly in line with the entrance to the docks. I borrowed a ‘Do not Berth’ sign, and reserved it.


Three other yachts besides Erma were to be craned into the water the next day and as I was the last to be lifted in I wondered if my ‘Do not Berth’ notice would work. It did. The next job before I could sail from Fleetwood was to take my car (that had been doubling up as a removal van) home. I arrived home on 10 March, which still left twenty-one days before the new marina fees would be due. A swinging mooring for Erma at Port Dinorwic, near to where I live, had been arranged with Richard the Caernarfon Harbour Master. Whilst at home I rowed out to this new mooring and secured a pick-up buoy and warp. Port Dinorwic is situated along the Menai Straits about three nautical miles northeast of Caernarfon.


The weather was set fair for the week and neap tides wouldn’t dry out the Fleetwood channel banks too far, so Sunday 18 March was the day that I planned to sail for Port Dinorwic. I’d travelled to Fleetwood by bus on Friday 16 March in order to have plenty of time to prepare for the departure.
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Launching day at Fleetwood Marina – 6 March 2012 (notice the solar panel on pushpit, this was struck by lightning months later).


On that Sunday morning as I was making ready to cast off the mooring lines I noticed two members of the harbour staff standing in a gig boat and repairing a section of the lock wall. Realising that the wake from a yacht passing-by may disturb them, I called them on a handheld VHF radio. “Harbourmaster, harbourmaster, this is yacht Erma permission to pass through the locks,” I always believe in being polite and on this occasion it certainly paid off.


After hearing it was ok to proceed I pulled the starter cord on the Seagull outboard motor and headed slowing through the locks causing as little wake as I could. Once clear of the locks I opened up the engine throttle only to find that after three minutes the engine stopped, it had overheated as the smoke from the cylinder head clearly indicated. Nipping smartly forward, I dropped the hook and lay at anchor in order to assess the engine fault. The cooling water had stopped circulating (I found out later the water impeller had failed). Luckily the harbour staff who were carrying out the lock repairs answered my request and towed the yacht back into the marina. I did try to row back at first, but the ebb tide had begun to run too fast.


‘What am I going to do now?’ I asked myself as I sat in the cockpit feeling dejected. ‘When in doubt get the tea-pot out’, we used to say when I was in the Merchant Navy. And that’s what I did. The upshot from all of this was a plan.





1.  catch the bus back home;


2.  buy a new outboard motor;


3.  bring it by car to Fleetwood;


4.  return home with damaged Seagull outboard; and


5.  Catch bus back to Fleetwood.





All went to plan, and six days later I was ready to sail away for Port Dinorwic. It was Saturday 24 March, the weather was set fair as I left the locks with three other local yachts. High water was at 12:15 so this gave us a fast spring ebb flow (these precise details are from rough log books that I would post home from time to time). The winds were very light from the north as we (the yacht and I) motor sailed along the channel to the open sea. Compared to the noisy ‘put putting’ of a Seagull outboard motor this new six horsepower (Tohatsu) purred like a cat. With the engine ticking over at half throttle we were making three knots through the water and with the help of the spring ebb flow, five knots over the ground.


I wasn’t in any hurry, as even taking into account that the flood tide would average our speed over the ground to about three and a half knots, we would arrive off the entrance to the Menai Straits at 05:00 the next morning. And the tide would still have two hours to run before low water. So the plan was to anchor off Puffin Island, which marks the entrance to the Straits and wait there for the turn of the tide. This would then of course deepen the water and allow us to sail over the sandbar and onwards to the swinging mooring at Port Dinorwic.


As we negotiated the Fleetwood Channel the northerly wind slowly rose to force three and I set the mainsail. This with the Genoa size foresail allowed the outboard motor to be turned off, although I was still mindful of the commercial traffic that was heading to and from the nearby port of Heysham and ready to give them a wide berth.





‘A sailing vessel must not hamper a vessel restricted by its draught’. Common sense really and in the event of a collision it’s easy to guess who would come off the worst.


Among this commercial traffic that passed us by was a ‘roll-on roll-off’ (RORO) ferry boat with ‘SEATRUCK’ painted on her side heading from Heysham to Northern Ireland. Seeing her jogged my memory to a time, just over four years ago, when one of their ferryboats named Riverdance encountered a violent storm whilst crossing the Irish Sea from Warren Point to Heysham. It was mid winter, 31 January 2008, not the best time of the year to be out there. A rogue wave estimated at a height of 20 metres struck the vessel on the starboard beam causing the cargo to shift. The ship was listing at 60 degrees when her captain sent out a distress call. It was night-time and pitch black. The plight and what must have been going through the minds of the passengers and crew can only be imagined as the storm continued to batter the stricken ship. One of the distressed passengers did make an emotional call home to his wife, a call that he thought would be his last. There were four passengers on board that stormy night, among them a nine-month old baby. These passengers and ten of the crew were airlifted to safety. Nine of the remaining crew stayed aboard in a desperate attempt to save the ship that was being driven onto a lee shore north of Blackpool. Finally the violent storm drove the ship aground and the captain requested a helicopter transfer. It was a wise decision for the incoming tide would have partly floated the vessel causing it to rotate on the beach making a rescue almost impossible.


Lifeboats from Lytham and Fleetwood attended the rescue and were ready to recover any casualties from the sea. They also shone their searchlights onto the ship. These brave lifeboat men and the helicopter pilots were later presented with Meritorious Service Awards at a special service on 13 February. According to the local newspapers it was initially hoped to recover the vessel and return her to service. A Dutch salvage team arrived to assess the prospects of refloating her. A tricky task as the vessel was now laying on her beam (side) at an angle of 70 degrees. The Dutch though are world renown for their expertise in maritime salvage operations. Perhaps the shallow waters around their coastline had something to do with acquiring this knowledge.
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