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To my grandchildren, Rosie, Maja, Charlie and Zachary.

The world is yours.




Preface


This is a story of adventure, of sailing away with no destination, and no plan or time constraints. It started as a dream of sailing on warm seas, and of finding like-minded friends with whom to share the life. I became totally addicted to the rolling oceans and living the life of a sailing nomad. 

I was encouraged to write a book about my adventures, by the audiences that came to our lecture tour in France, Scotland, England, the USA, Spain and Switzerland. It was often the non-sailors who were intrigued to learn more about how we handled the loneliness, the danger, the storms and the hardship of living on a small boat.

If you want the complete experience, I recommend that you fire up the map.openseamap.org link on your phone and virtually navigate with me into all of the amazing harbours and atolls into which I ventured. 
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Part One: Escape from the city


When spring comes around and the sap is rising, a schoolboy has the urge to discover pastures new. The distant horizon and a boat to sail there was my fantasy as I lay in the sun at the Didsbury Lido in Manchester.

It was late spring; time to be swatting for exams. I couldn’t stay indoors any longer. I got on my bike and went hunting for Hollingworth Lake in the bowl of hills above Rochdale about 20 miles away from our terraced house in Salford. I had heard that there was a sailing club up there. The notice on the entrance gate said ‘Private Members Only’; clearly a shy, middle-class 15-year-old doesn’t dare to go into an upper-class enclave, full of expensive cars and fascinating high-tech sailing dinghies. I bought myself an ice cream and, weakly, could only watch the dinghies launch and race around the lake. A few weeks later, I returned to watch the sailors tinkering with their boats. I plucked up the courage to go through the gate and ask if it would be possible to crew for somebody. Surprise, surprise, I was welcomed by the Honorary Secretary, who took me out to race his 12’ Firefly dinghy. Afterwards, he let me sail the dinghy from the outer jetty back into the harbour. I thought that I knew how to sail and cast off with confidence, disappeared into the distance, capsized and had to be towed back by the rescue launch ignominiously. Clearly, I did not know how to sail into the wind, which requires a zigzag course catching the wind on one side, then the other of the sails. The following weekend and by the strangest of coincidences, I was matched up with Arthur Bullough, a surgeon, who, it transpired, was my mum’s boss. Mum was the men’s surgical ward Sister. Mr Bullough drove a Humber Super Snipe car, with a picnic hamper and a bottle of red wine in the boot. I had a great summer being chauffeured in style to regattas with his Merlin Rocket sailing dinghy in tow. We didn’t win many races; I was not heavy enough to balance the dinghy in strong winds and didn’t have the knowledge or experience to help Arthur up his game, but I was keen and definitely had the sailing bug.


Running away to sea

It was no surprise that, after one year at Manchester College of Art, I ran away to sea. College life was great. I shared a loft in town, had two great love affairs, lost my virginity and played double bass in Jim Percival’s Davenport Jazz Band. The bass was transported on the rear platform of double-decker buses, or Jim, the band leader, would come and collect me from college. We strapped the bass on the car roof and drove to gigs in pubs and clubs all over the North West, Lancashire, Cheshire and Yorkshire. We even played at The Cavern in Liverpool. On the road one night, the back strap came undone and the bass swung down the side of the car. Jim’s reflex was to slow down, reducing the slipstream that was holding my precious bass off the ground. We all yelled and he sped up while we wound down the window and hung onto the bass until the car came to a halt. The ‘trad’ band was ‘semi-pro’; the trumpet, clarinet, trombone, banjo and drummer all had daytime jobs. We were paid a few pounds per night and were given as much beer as we could drink, while still playing in tune or so it seemed to us.

I loved college life, but my tutors didn’t love my art. They recommended that ‘industrial design’ rather than ‘wood sculpture’ would be the best course for me to take. As that did not sound the fun career I envisaged, I was obliged to leave. 

Buxted Chickens was my first employer, delivering frozen chickens to butchers in Greater Manchester. At each stop, I had to stick a poster in the shop window. The job only lasted a week; it kept me in food and cigarettes. My pride did not allow me to return home.

In at the deep end at 19 years old, a telegram arrived at our artist’s studio from yacht delivery skipper Alex Brims, RN Rtd (an ex- Naval Air Service navigator) saying ‘join ship Lochinvar at Greenock on Friday for a delivery from Clyde to the Thames’. I had not expected such an immediate offer of a job. I had embroidered my sailing experience in the letter of application; in fact, I had never been to sea on a yacht, and I did not own any waterproofs or boots. The next day, I caught the ‘66’ bus into Manchester to the Army & Navy store at Shudehill to see what second-hand oilskins I could afford with the money a failed student did not have. I had to borrow from my mum, not daring to ask my dad. He would not approve of my leaving college, a career in art or running away to sea, although he never said so much to me. His ambition for me was to become a lawyer. All that I could afford to buy was an ex-submariner’s stiff, black, smelly oilskin smock, for five pounds. Off I went by train with a one-way ticket, arriving in Greenock on a wet Tuesday evening to discover that the MV (motor vessel) Lochinvar was not a yacht. She was a 210-foot long registered passenger ship, the 50-year old Oban to Mull ferry. Unfortunately there was a writ fastened to the mast by the Harbour Master forbidding her to go to sea as none of the delivery crew members were registered seamen. We were obliged to take along with us three crew from the Seaman’s Pool. Their declared interest was to return to Greenock within seven days, in order to claim the dole unemployment benefit. We set sail that night and I did the midnight until three watch, standing alone at the wheel and steering for the Ailsa Craig, a distant lighthouse, with a bucket by my side in case I was seasick. That is how I learnt about the International Regulations for the Prevention of Collisions at Sea, as I had to interpret the white, red and green lights of passing ships. Our first port of call was to enter the River Liffey in Dublin in order to bunker with cheap fuel oil. Having a local pilot aboard is obligatory. Not having the appropriate radio equipment, we had to ‘make smoke’ from the funnel and hoist the ‘I require a pilot’ flag in order to attract a pilot to guide us into the docks. We rigged a rope ladder over the side to enable him to climb aboard from the pilot cutter.

Underway again, it was my task to make the porridge, in the galley on the upper deck. In the early morning, we were rolling up the English Channel with half a gale blowing and a big swell running when I heard a loud clang behind me, but did not dare to look away from the pan and burn the porridge. Within seconds, I was up to my waste in foam; the fire extinguisher, which had been trapped behind the iron half-door, had fallen over and exploded. I managed to save the porridge and serve it up to the captain on the bridge, for which I was complimented. There was a bit of an embarrassing moment at the end of the voyage as we attempted to bring the ship alongside Southend pier short-handed at night (the professional seamen had deserted us at Littlehampton in order to fly back to Glasgow in time to collect their dole money). Before we had time to tie the stern to the pier, the current had swung it away and she became ‘tide girt’ at right angles to the pier, so we had to depart and make another attempt. It was all very embarrassing and under the steely gaze of the new owner, the pier-end fair boss, who proceeded to pay us off from a wedge of £100 notes in his back pocket. As a souvenir of my first delivery, I removed a small brass plaque from the ‘3rd Class Ladies Toilet’ door.

I was invalided out of the yacht delivery business, sadly missing a transatlantic trip with the famous Americas Cup racing yacht Sceptre. On a delivery from Burnham to Glasgow, through the Forth and Clyde Canal I finished up in Falkirk hospital with osteomyelitis of the hip joint. The cure was to lie in bed with one leg under traction, and frequent injections of antibiotics. There were fun moments later, chasing nurses with my wheelchair. I would approach from behind, catch them below the knees and have them land in my lap! The girls got their revenge. I woke up in the middle of the night to find myself pinned down while they shaved off just one half of my beard. I had enough cash in hand to afford a newspaper each day and buy ‘Senior Service’ cigarettes, which we were allowed to smoke in the conservatory at the end of the long ward. There was no connect with the guy in the bed next to me, a heavy smoker coughing up his lungs! After a long stay, and now on crutches, I was sent home by train accompanied by a nurse. Those were the days when the NHS gave a bespoke service.

The next summer job was teaching sailing at the Barge Hound Sailing School in Wooton Creek on the Isle of Wight. Staff and students lived aboard the barge. Hound floated on the high tide twice every 24 hours and sat on the mud at low tide. She leaked a bit and it was the Chief Instructor’s responsibility to remove the bung at low tide to drain the hull. I dreamt I saw my wellington boots floating past my bunk. The next morning, there was a muddy tide mark on the cabin sides; the chief had forgotten to replace the bung – my boots had been afloat! My schoolboy band The Blue Five came for a week. I had managed to get a gig for us at a floating nightclub on the barge opposite. The boys covered themselves in glory by turning the ‘fruit machine’ upside down and emptying out all the sixpences. The club owner was glad to see them go back to Salford. 

I experienced my first dismasting with a sailing school dinghy in the middle of the Solent. One minute, the sails were full of wind, then suddenly all was quiet, and the mast and sails were in the water. The problem then was disentangling the mess and getting a tow back to shore. All good fun and a steep learning curve for JJ the skipper, and the crew, and an expensive afternoon for the owner of the Barge Hound Sailing School.

In between sailing jobs, I managed to find myself navvying on Sidmouth beach. We were laying a sewer pipe into the sea, a challenging project for the young engineers and a bunch of navvies with no experience of the sea. On day one in a helmet, I lost my job as a brickie’s mate. I was wheeling a barrow full of cement along a plank, couldn’t hold it, lost my balance and fell six feet to the ground. Only my pride was hurt! I scraped up as much of the cement as possible and the bricklayer took over. I was relegated to the noisy jackhammer, digging a trench for the pipe all day long with no ear protection. To lay the pipeline, the engineers at head office had designed a gantry with an air tank on each corner. It would straddle the trench into which the 1.5m pipe was to be laid. This contraption was then to be pulled down the pebble beach and along the seabed with a Tirfor wire rope winch attached to a 1-ton Danforth anchor. The company had bought a wartime American DUKW six-wheel drive amphibious truck to carry the anchor into the sea. The anchor was craned onto the back of the DUKW and tied on with a quick release knot. Sadly, on releasing the knot, a fluke caught the side of the DUKW as the anchor slid off the back; the DUKW filled with water and sank. This was the moment when the driver realised he didn’t know how to swim. His mate kept him afloat. The company had bought some Marksway lifejackets – the air inside squeezed out if you fell in head first! During the first attempt to pull the gantry into the sea, the winchman was seriously injured when the wire snapped and whipped around his body. Men were an expendable commodity in those days.

At night, the Conservative club was the place to mingle. It was summer, lots of tourists around and I was flush. For the first time in my life, I was paid cash, in a brown paper envelope every Friday afternoon. My new girlfriend’s father, a local builder, poured his earnings into the club’s ‘one-armed bandit’. He calculated that he broke even with the machine over a 12-month period. Sad. By contrast, Cynth, his daughter, an art student, was vivacious, auburn, big earrings and enjoyed a pint. Sadly, she disappeared off my radar when she went back to college and my job on the beach ended. Her little sister, Gloria, would occasionally turn up at my bachelor pad for a cuppa; otherwise, I spent a lonely winter commuting to Exmouth to work in Lavis’s boatyard. The work was interesting. We built a traditional wooden yacht from the keel up, with steamed planking. You had to look out for yourself or get injured. Ginger, one of the lads, passed out while being pushed, arms forward holding tin and brush, into the narrow end of a racing yacht to varnish it. Three of us were nearly crushed when a five tonner we were holding upright started to fall on us. The last boy to let go was caught by a falling prop, but escaped with minor injuries.

Spring came and I was glad get back afloat at the Island Cruising Club in Salcombe, South Devon. Sailing instructors didn’t get paid much, enough for cigarettes and beer, but we had a wonderful lifestyle. We all lived together (50 staff and members) aboard a 120’ Fairmile Motor Torpedo Boat, and went sailing every day in dinghies and keelboats. I was promoted to ‘John the Launch’, one of the best jobs I ever had, ferrying staff and sailors six days a week from the 8am sleepy office girls run ashore until the return of the club’s barmaid at 11pm. Lots of flirtations and all good, clean fun.

In the winter, we moved ashore and shared flats around the town. We did maintenance work on the boats and had lunch together in Charlie Yabsley’s restaurant. The last person out of the boat shed at lunchtime shut down the ‘Terrapin’ diesel space heater and topped up the fuel tank. It was a crude heater consisting of a 2m chimney atop the fuel tank. The first person back after lunch fired her up, and away she roared. The tank had been topped up in error with petrol! Imagine the potential for a mega explosion. We managed to snuff out the jet of flame with damp sailcloth before the wooden roof trusses caught light.

I had ridden a pony when I was four years old and was, therefore, relaxed about the prospect of pony trekking with the gang. We rented a dozen horses and off we galloped into the sea at Soar Mill Cove. The horses loved it, but mine didn’t love me and tossed me. I swapped horses at lunchtime with the same dire outcome. I walked the horse back to the stables and never went riding again.

I had always had a yen to go to France. My mum was Francophile, though she had never been there. I was drawn to the wild, rocky north Brittany coast, with its 30-foot-high tides. I was equally impressed by the rugged French sailors who came and went in all weathers. Their boats were basic, overcrowded, engine-less and exceptionally seaworthy. After writing several times with the support of Major E.G.M. Pearce, the ICC Secretary, I secured a job with Les Glenans, the world’s most prestigious sailing school. 

After a long journey by ferry and train, I arrived at daybreak in the bustling fishing port of Concarneau to be met by Jean Bonnet, a boat builder. Bonnet was to become a lifelong friend, but for the moment he didn’t speak English, and my schoolboy French was rather light on boat building vocabulary. He offered me a rough Gauloise cigarette and showed me around my new home, a cathedral-high hangar full of enormous sailboats. The top floor housed a canteen and six bare bedrooms. I crashed out behind a curtain in the canteen to wake up to the smell of coffee and toast. 

This was not like working in an English boatyard. The men arrived early in their changing room, donned immaculate overalls, and had a glass of rough red wine and a piece of dry bread, and anchovies from a barrel in the corner. At 9am, we all sauntered around the corner to the bistro for a chouchen chaud (honey alcohol). Back in the boatyard, I tried to focus to take extra care of my fingers while slicing wood on the whirring bandsaw.

By working my passage as a sailing instructor during the summer, I was able to complete a two-year college course in Recreation Management. Now 25 years old, this opened the door to a progression of sailing jobs: Derbyshire Education County Sailing Master, Manager Drakes Island Adventure Centre, National Sailing Coach with the Royal Yachting Association, and then CEO of my own company, SportConsult.

As I eased my way towards early retirement, my wife and three grown-up children would not, I guess, have been surprised that I had succumbed to the urge to sail across an ocean, to sail downwind with my own boat, to disappear over the horizon into the last accessible wilderness on Earth. I guess that there is some saltwater in my blood, being a descendant of the John Jameson Whiskey family, owners of three sailing ships in the 1400s, and racing the yachts of kings and the Iverna in the 1890s. 



Searching for a dream ship

Step one: I bought Jimmy Cornell’s World Cruising Routes, the Bible for long-distance sailors.

I realised early on in the search for a boat that I did not have the resources to buy a normal yacht that would be big enough to do the voyage of my dreams. It took a year, and many disappointing inspections of smelly, badly maintained old boats, to realise that the best option would be to buy a second-hand Polynesian catamaran. I was looking for a boat that could sail itself, comfortably downwind, in any conditions of wind and wave, allowing me to sleep, eat, navigate and enjoy the scenery. I imagined spending my days watching the waves endlessly crossing the horizon.

On a cold, wet February day after trudging around Cremyll Creek near Plymouth, I visited Scott Brown, a yacht broker, aboard his barge to see if he had any catamarans on his books that I could afford. As we talked, an e-mail arrived with some great photos of Taraipo, for sale at the right price, in a dream location, a lagoon on an island, in the south of Portugal; a perfect place from which to begin a transatlantic voyage, avoiding the rough English Channel and the Bay of Biscay. Too good to be true. I hired Steve Turner, a yacht surveyor and catamaran builder, and flew to Faro. I was so excited I could not sleep that night. The next day, we took the ferry, in the warm February sun, from Olhao to the island of Culatra and trudged through the marram grass across sand dunes and channels of water emptying on the tide, to discover a drying lagoon full of DIY catamarans. Fritz from Vienna, the owner, had sailed Taraipo from Holland, then decided that she was too minimalist and low on home comforts and was keen to sell.

We climbed aboard over the netting foredeck, washed the sand off our boots, in the bucket provided, and squeezed into the tiny starboard cabin. “Oh dear, this is really too small.” I was wedged between two big men, both trying to sell me this boat. Fritz proceeded to list all of the faults with the boat. I got cold feet and decided not to buy. Having paid Steve, the surveyor, plus our air fares and hotel bill, I was pretty down as we awaited the last ferry back to the mainland. Over dinner that evening, Steve, full of good sense, proceeded to analyse my reasoning and concluded that we had been aboard the boat of my dreams and that we should return to the island the next morning. Fritz was pleased to see us, and we proceeded to sign an ‘agreement to purchase subject to survey’. It was only at this moment that Steve was allowed to commence his survey. Knowing where to look, he quickly discovered some bits of wood rot, and that the engine was misfiring and difficult to start; nothing that couldn’t be fixed. We agreed on a price, £12,000 (the price of a second-hand car), and left for the mainland and a stiff drink. I was far from sure that I had done the right thing. 

I still had work contracts to fulfil, the next being in Thailand, where I was to train sailing coaches at the national sailing centre; an intriguing prospect. I had no knowledge of the Thai culture and was not aware that the ageing king had raced sailing dinghies. The plane landed on time at Bangkok, where I was supposed to be met. There was nobody at the gate. As I did not speak the language, couldn’t read the alphabet and did not have the contact’s name, phone number or address, I felt worried. I sat down and waited. To my relief, a high-ranking naval officer and a matelot walked straight up to me and introduced themselves. Well, I was the only beard in the airport. He explained that I was to stay in a nice hotel in the centre of the city for two nights and that my personal assistant would collect me the following day and show me the city. After a copious breakfast and a read of the paper, I was surprised to be approached by a woman in uniform – my PA and a matelot chauffeur. We had a lovely day doing the sights in VIP style, the car having flags on the bonnet. We had lunch in a floating restaurant – not the matelot; he had to mind the car. The next day, we drove a long way south to the Naval Sailing Centre, where I was accompanied from dawn ’til dusk by my PA/translator. What a privilege to be working with such a disciplined, hard-working and respectful group of sailors. While waiting for the plane home, I noticed a neat electric shaver ‘on sale’. I bought it and shaved off my 25-year-old beard. A life changer; I was suddenly ten years younger, though most of my family and friends were not impressed by my fresh, young chin. In fact, most of them didn’t see that there was something missing. I had never realised what a turn-off a beard can be to many women.

Back home in Dalgety Bay, I sorted out the essential belongings I would need to take to the boat in Portugal. Two windsurfers and three sails proved a challenge to the airlines and taxis. At Glasgow airport, I tried to pass off the long mast as a fishing rod. The girl at the desk remarked that I must be after some big fish, and with a chuckle checked it through, together with my short board. Friend Duncan and young son Cammy flew out for a trial sail, bringing my long board with them. They didn’t have a problem checking in, but we did have a laugh finding a taxi at Faro airport that was prepared to take a 2.75m windsurfer to our hotel, from where we could carry the board to the ferry and then walk it across Islas Culatra to Taraipo, my new ship. 
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