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Preface


In Scotland, whisky is a sacred drink. Amber as the life oozing from an old Caledonian pine, acrid as the smoke drifting down a ghost-filled glen, subtle as the twilight on a Hebridean shore. One swallow warms your heart like the first kiss on a long winter’s night; two swallows still the raging torrents of your mind as mountain waters in the slow deeps of a highland pool where gravid salmon lie; three swallows awaken your imprisoned soul and a longing for the old way, the merry way, and the chance to live free. Raising your glass is a custom older than the nation. It summons a bygone glory, seals a lifelong pact and etches forever a shared moment on the long journey home. The last thing my father said to me was: “Come on over Martyn…we’ll have a dram together.”


I packed my bags and drove over the next morning, but Dad had gone on ahead of me. So I raised my glass alone that night and as I took the third swallow a conversation began. Sailing was our shared passion, our common language. It was what we yearned for when trapped in a dull meeting or stuck in frustrated traffic. Our family boat, Primrose, bore no resemblance to the designer craft that pack marinas today; she was a working Cornish vessel from the 1890s, a wooden-planked, heavy-beamed, deep-keeled, gaff-rigged cutter with a tree trunk for a mast. She carried a press of tanned canvas in a stiff breeze, leaning sedately with the weight of wind yet lifting to the surge of sea, bow-sprit thrust forward over the waves. In my imagination her character matched those of my father and mother: like my father, load-bearing and warm hearted, dependable as Scottish oak; and like my mother, brave as the first English primrose and sunny as the spring itself. My brothers and I relished the daily fare of maritime adventure, one day exploring islands or anchorages, the next hunting for lobsters and shellfish, and the next inhaling the curiosity of seaside shops with their racks of comics and trays of sweets. It introduced a wild but disciplined freedom to our urban lives which I didn’t stop to think about at the time.


Glass in hand I walked over to the bookcase in the hall. One of the shelves was packed with my father’s favourite sailing books. I chose half a dozen and took them up to bed. The margins were filled with hand-written notes in his familiar tight longhand that few could read, save my mother and the pharmacist who had received countless scrawled prescriptions from his surgery. I stayed up late that night engrossed by the world of sailing in a bygone age. Time passed in a quiet routine: by day I went for long walks and chatted to Mum, in the evenings I went to bed early and read about sailing. On one of those evenings, I began to realise that something in those books was speaking to me. Dissatisfaction with my life had whispered in my ear for years and recently had grown to a shout. I’d taken time off to push out in different directions, looking for new sources of inspiration, but it hadn’t helped. In fact the more I tried to deal with it, the worse it had become. I felt trapped in my adult skin. Somewhere I had taken a wrong turn.


I kept coming back to one book, Dream Ships by Maurice Griffiths. It had a blue woven cover and well-thumbed pages filled with descriptions of the author’s favourite small craft illustrated by sketches of their construction, deck layouts and accommodation. I marvelled at their swept lines and cosy cabins, imagined myself hauling up the sails, making voyages to distant lands and tying up at the quay in a foreign harbour. An idea began to form, strengthening as each day went by, of finding my own dream boat, bringing her home to Scotland and preparing her for a voyage to St Kilda, that tight cluster of rocky isles lying far out in the Atlantic Ocean beyond the sheltering wall of the Hebrides, where the roar of surf mingles with the seabirds’ cry, the sea mist rises to the falling smirr, and what lies beyond enters freely within. Even then at the first inkling I sensed that a passage to St Kilda would have the power to change my life. I stayed for three weeks and by the time I left, I knew exactly what I wanted. It was the sweetest dram I’ve ever had.
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Primrose, our family Falmouth Quay Punt, anchored off Ormidale Lodge in 1958.
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Chapter 1


Wild Boat Chase


“She’s pissing out water like an old boot,” said a voice from a neighbouring boat on the pontoon causing me to look up in alarm.


“What?” I yelped hoping he was just a novice, perhaps noticing pools of rainwater collecting in the folded tarp and cascading off the algae-stained deck whenever the boat rocked.


A pair of blue eyes appraised me from the cockpit of an ocean-going yacht, taking in my office shoes and mental disarray. The easy confidence of the long distance sailor oozed from every one of his salty pores. “The bilge pump is on night and day; ergo, she’s leaking from somewhere.” He spoke with an imperious Oxford drawl.


Could this abandoned lady have a fatal flaw? I eyed her over again. Teak decks swept back from a high business-like bow, dividing to pass either side of the central cabin with its eight ship’s portholes followed by a roomy cockpit where I now stood in dripping jersey, before merging again at the aft deck, which ended in a counter stern with long overhang. Rigging descended on all sides from the tops of the main and mizzen masts to the outer fastenings of the wooden hull. Her classic lines, penned a lifetime ago by Fred Shepherd the doyen of pre-war designers, must have captured many an owner’s heart. Masts and spars were painted white not so much to match the topsides, I thought, as to protect against the tropical sun. She was a nomad all right, with her sheets, fairleads, winches and cleats ready for action on any of the seven seas, and every bit as sturdy as those on my neighbour’s boat. But she was a ragged Nomad, in truth more of a stricken refugee. It would be madness to take her on. Yet I needed her every bit as much as she needed a new owner. She could turn the tide in my life. I’d felt it the moment I set eyes on her. That tide was fast ebbing away and as my creative freedom choked off, so my spirit died. All my efforts to wrest back control and take command of my life again had come to nothing. It was as if I was caught in my dreams by a faery’s spell, and unable to wake up. If there was a way to break that spell then this boat rocking back and forth at my feet could help me find it. I felt certain of it. The wild confidence that had brought me to that small bustling harbour on the edge of a great storm-filled ocean took hold again. “I can bring her back to life.”


He looked across the gap of oily estuarine water between us and behind the grey beard with its crown of white, like Hemingway’s in his later years, there could have been a smile. “Shame to see a boat like that left to rot.”


I eyed the green algae and dirty deck sensing the hours of work and endless expense. The sky seemed to darken again. And there was something else nagging away. “She may not be so popular back home.”


He looked over once more, one eyebrow ever so slightly raised. I felt the challenge but wasn’t ready to meet it. Instead I busied myself with checking deck gear and making notes. I tried to forget Papa Hemingway. But you couldn’t face that penetrating gaze and pretend you hadn’t noticed. Looking back, I see myself standing at a gateway: in one direction business as usual, in the other a threshold to be crossed and the beginning of a journey. Not just any journey but a rite of passage that was long overdue. It was something I had missed as a teenager and again in my twenties, and again and again thereafter. There it was, right in front of me one more time. I clambered down the rickety ladder to continue my inspection in the main saloon. I inhaled the familiar damp smell of wooden boat. Rot, I thought, I bloody hope not.


Dim light pushed its way through opaque plastic fillers that blocked the original glass portholes. Their bronze surrounds were matted with verdigris. I switched on my torch. Mahogany furnishings glowed golden red under the beam, interspersed with cream panelling on the bulkheads. The arch of the coachroof above matched the curve of the bunks on either side. Immediately to my left was the galley with twin sinks next to a gas cooker; to the right a chart table with some ageing navigation equipment. Above it was a lovely brass clock and next to that a chromed barometer, cheap and rusting, which didn’t seem to fit. A photograph was taped to the foot of the starboard bunk showing her racing in the Caribbean off Antigua, sails taut, decks scrubbed, crew grinning. Beyond was a locker stuffed full of bulging sail bags; the heads opposite gave just enough room for a Baby Blake toilet and a small sink. Further forward was a double fo’c’sle bunk narrowing to the forepeak, now jammed with extra sails and surplus gear. It was like stepping into the 1930s. Spartan, sturdy yet intimate. An exception to the period was a collection of music cassettes in two long racks above the bunks comprising mostly jazz and blues albums.


Tattered? Yes. Tired? Obviously. Unloved? I didn’t think so. She was deserted now but someone had loved this boat. He’d left his clothes in a seaman’s bag, his letters under the navigation table and some tinned food in a locker by the galley. One day he had walked away from his life aboard and apparently vanished. I began to inspect each part of the boat systematically. Much of the visible damage was superficial stained cushions, rusted cooker, mildewed paintwork, broken hinges, missing catches and corroded electrics. What I needed to know was whether the dishevelled gear and unknown years of neglect concealed anything more sinister. Had the owner come across an insurmountable defect and given up, or had life simply intervened to separate man and boat? I piled cushions to one side and opened up the hatches under the port bunk. As I did there was a click and gurgle from below, followed by the splash of water streaming into Cork Harbour.


Under the bunks were plastic boxes with tools, engine spares, shackles, screws, reels of electrical wire, fillers, paint and all kinds of other chandlery. I pulled them out one by one. The contents were in an awful state – rusted, discoloured, damp and broken – but the planking underneath looked fine. I spotted a smudged brown line running along the topmost plank. It took a few moments for the penny to drop: it was a waterline, an inner, rusty waterline. The boat must have been half full of water. I touched the line with my finger: it smudged. Half full of sea water and not so long ago; that would explain the state of her gear. Out of curiosity I checked the seacock next to the double sink. It was jammed open. If she’d filled just a little more, seawater would have flowed back along the drain outlet, welled up inside the sink and over-flowed into the cabin taking the boat under in a few hours. It explained the only new things on the boat: an orange extension lead looping into the cabin from the pontoon connected to a powerful battery charger, now humming away on the pilot berth, hooked up to a lorry battery that connected to the bilge pump. I unscrewed the plastic caps of the battery to check the electrolyte level: the cells were dry. It must have been left to charge continuously. I emerged from below with a frown. At the far end of the pontoon, four little penguins frowned back. I was so preoccupied I almost overlooked them. They should have been off the coast of Chile; I’d no idea what they were doing here. As I looked, they huddled together like naughty school boys playing truant. The cloud of worry dispersed and I began chuckling.


Papa Hemingway was up the mainmast working on the VHF aerial from the safety of a crow’s nest. I walked over to take a look at his boat. She was built for the deep ocean with a heavy fibreglass hull. An eye of Horus was painted on the bows, its white pupil surrounded by a thick black iris as if the eye of some giant deity was staring across the ocean keeping a lookout for reefs and shoals. The teak deck was covered in heavy-duty cruising gear. A pair of massive anchors sat on wooden blocks that jutted out from the prow like railway sleepers; their chains snaked aft wrapped in old sailcloth and disappeared into deck boxes. A red lifeboat was secured in-between, with a spring release mechanism for emergency deployment. Behind that were a deep working cockpit with tiller steering and an aft deck with wind turbine and self-steering vane. A massive rudder hung on the transom.


I waited as Papa climbed down the mast steps and made his way to the cockpit. “Some boat you have here,” I remarked. “She looks as if she could go anywhere.”


He scrutinised me again, slow and easy, like an African hunter gauging his quarry lying wounded in a thicket.


“We’ve been around.”




I was unsure if he meant round the world but before I could find out, a spark came to his eye, “How about that wooden ketch? She needs someone to look after her.”


I looked back at the boat. There was a stream of water gushing from an outlet on the side. “She’s run down but the basics look good. I’ll need an expert’s opinion on that leak.”


“I’m on my way tomorrow or I’d give you a hand. I’ve been hanging about for a month working on this girl’s gearbox,” he patted the cabin roof. “It packed up in Horta. The mechanic here helped rebuild it. He’s a good handyman. That’s his boat.” He indicated a large steel ketch further along the pontoon.


“Where are you heading?” I asked.


“Next port is Porto Santo. I’m joining up with friends, then we sail in convoy to Volos.”


“Is that home?”


He shook his head. “The sea and my boat are home.” In another person it might have sounded grandiose. “Every long-distance sailor is my friend. If you join in,” he tilted his head back and observed me closely, bearded jaw thrust forward, eyes glinting under almost closed lids, as if daring me into some lethal schoolboy challenge, “you’ll be part of the closest community in the world. It’s like nothing else. It’s the essence of freedom.”


He stepped on to the pontoon, called a gruff “good luck” and walked off towards the marina. I watched him climb the gangway and make his way to the road. He had found freedom, but only by dedicating his life to the seven seas. I looked again at the wooden ketch rocking gently by the pontoon, still attached to land by its orange power line, the umbilical cord that kept her afloat. She was the boat of my dreams. But I didn’t plan on taking her to Tahiti, at least not yet. First I wanted to find freedom at home.


In the late 60s and early 70s, dreams abounded. It was not unknown for an office clerk to walk into a city boutique, gear up with kaftan, beads and a ‘This is the first day of the rest of your life’ badge, dump his suit in a dustbin and join a bunch of like-minded drop-outs in a commune. There was eagerness in the post-war generation to explore new ways of living and enough slack in society to let it happen. People were less ambitious and the state was more relaxed. Traffic control was perfunctory, crowds didn’t alarm the authorities, mass surveillance was non-existent, marijuana and psychedelic drugs were tolerated, there was less intrusion all round. It gave people an opportunity to express themselves in their own way; as a result there was room to dream and Great Britain was a creative powerhouse. My first dream came along whilst I was studying zoology at Edinburgh University, commuting from a derelict cottage in a roofless sports car. It struck home like a vision of St John the Divine. I would study the lives of individual elephants in Africa. Back then if you had a good idea, universities could provide funding for a personal PhD study.


Pretty soon I was immersed in the life of an African field biologist, not with elephants as it happened, but impala with their female gang society controlled by mob-boss males. Walking through the woods on foot brought me into close contact with the wild animals which buzzed with spiritual presence. As the days and months went by, the hidden rhythms of the bush revealed themselves bringing their own questions. Why did trees flush green at the driest time of the year? What drives the long-distance migration of wildebeest? Why did the moon trigger the rutting of impala males? As I walked quietly along the animal paths my mind sought for answers, flicking back and forth over the mental terrain just as my eyes looked for wildlife, darting back and forth over my surroundings. It was like living in an enchanted forest but one inhabited by Africa’s megafauna where new discoveries in Darwin’s theory of natural selection took the place of an infallible magic mirror.


I didn’t pay much attention to the changes going on in Britain, just took care to avoid jobs that might box me in. I moved to conservation, my next dream, choosing to operate as a freelance consultant. It meant hanging on to a thin thread of work but it took me to remote places, introduced me to rural communities with their unfailing dignity, generosity and ingenuity, and gave me back part of the year to follow my own interests. When I did finally stop to look around in the early 2000s, I didn’t like what I saw. Surveillance cameras were popping up like mushrooms on a moist day in autumn; crowd control was paramilitary; robotic answering systems turned enquiries by phone into an ordeal; companies snared personal information on the web; the work place was permeated by systems-thinking; students were saddled with loans by an older generation that had enjoyed free education; and even the universities, once temples of free-thinking, had been subverted by the need for corporate funding, or so it seemed to me. I noticed that those starting out in life had less opportunity to express their real selves, to hang out with like-minded pals and dream the good dreams the ones that could be hammered into life, the ones that set you free. But then I had to admit, I was out of touch.


There was something else I had to admit. I wasn’t fired up by my own work anymore. Hunting down solutions to the declining wildlife of Africa and Asia had been an amazing adventure that had stretched my creativity. But it had begun to take on the stale feel of the morning after party. We planned in boxes, made assessments on spreadsheets and reported in frameworks. Rote answers to prefabricated questions held sway over creative solutions and wider knowledge. I looked across at the wildlife organisations. Once proud and principled, they too had acquiesced to commercial ideals and ready-made solutions. Few of my work colleagues understood my passion for the wild which, if I were rash enough to show it, was usually met with embarrassed silence or outright suspicion.


Everywhere I looked there was a chasm between people and nature. I knew it was the fundamental problem even as I did my best to ignore it. Back it would come time and again to taunt me, like some will-o’-the-wisp luring unwary travellers into the bottomless marshes. It was for that reason more than any other that I detested the corporate take-over of my profession. It had severed the vital connection with wildlife just where it should have been strongest. It was an impasse.


If I was stuck at work, it was no better at home. Being single and with my children at university, I was freer than at any time since my early twenties. Yet nothing happened on the romantic front; I just didn’t seem to connect to anybody. Instead of a new chapter opening up in my life, I was left on the side lines like an extra watching teammates play the all-important game. Flat, numb and puzzled, I was adrift in the mid-fifties doldrums. Until that is the sea began to call me.


The first boat I’d looked at was a Holman 28, big enough for two or three adults yet easily sailed singlehandedly. The Essex Marina was asking £7,500, making it by far the cheapest boat on offer. There was nobody in the small office so I walked down to the forest of masts which filled an inland pond surrounded by reed beds. It was connected to the open sea by a muddy east-coast creek that wound its way through the flat wetlands. As I stood wondering where to look first, the lively song of a reed warbler announced the arrival of spring. I set off along the first pontoon and soon found the Holman: she was tethered forlornly to a metal cleat, listing to one side, looking as worn out as the day itself. The price might have been low but it was hopelessly optimistic. The varnish on the coachroof wasn’t flaking, it had disappeared altogether. The coaming was broken, sails dirty, halyards frayed, deck paint cracked and the metal mast looked as though it had been scoured with Brillo pads. Even the ‘For Sale’ sign was bleached from months of sunlight and curled at the edges. I shook my head. It was a tired dream at best. Was this all that remained of my youthful hopes?


The owner of the marina walked across, reading my face before I’d even spoken. “Lovely boat the Holman but perhaps not what you’re after?”


“What I’m after is a boat with a soul,” I replied. He had the grace to smile. In the vague hope that he might know of a hidden classic looking for an owner, I filled him in on the details. “A wooden yacht, maybe something from the 1930s or earlier, a touch bigger than this one,” I nodded at the Holman, “with curved lines that mirror her own wave as she surges through the sea, one that I might just fall in love with.” I looked him in the eye wondering if he understood.


“I know what you want,” the owner gazed over the crowd of shining white hulls, “but I’ve nothing like that at the moment. If you give me a phone number I’ll let you know when something comes along.” He led the way back to his office. It seemed a waste to return home without seeing other boats, so I pressed him harder. “I’m down from Scotland. Are there any wooden boats in Essex that I could look at while I’m here?”


He shook his head, but as I was getting into my car he had a change of heart. “If you drive down to the Container Port in London Docks, there’s an old yacht lying in a siding. She might do you.” I checked my watch. There was just time.


She took a bit of finding, but just before dark I spotted a tall mast and pulled up alongside a decrepit wharf. A stack of containers was rusting on the far pier, some nondescript tubs lay in the oily water below and an old motor boat lay semi-submerged along one of the side walls. Iwonda was moored on the nearside, varnished coamings and canary yellow hull brightening up her surroundings like a spring flower in a bombsite. I climbed down a ladder and stepped on board. She barely stirred. In front of me was a wide cockpit half covered by a faded tent. I peered underneath. Two wooden doors led into the main cabin, one to port and the other to starboard. I chose the one to star-board and crawled under the tent to grasp the bronze handle. It turned and the door opened easily. Inside was a sumptuous saloon with dark red divans and acres of polished wood. A steel centreboard was artfully integrated with the central mahogany table, its wings folded down. A solid fuel stove stood at one end. She rocked gently as I moved causing water in the bilges to slosh about and spread a putrid whiff of the dock. Did her opulent clothing mask a diseased bowel?


Back on the wharf I met up with some sea scouts who were living on a Brixham Trawler moored in the adjacent dock. “Any idea who the owner of Iwonda might be?” I asked. There were some shrugs and head shakes.


One young sailor from north of the border was staring at me intently. He glanced down at the boat and then back at me. “She’s like a greyhound in a kennel. Ken what I’m saying?” He spoke in a high-pitched voice on the edge of panic and I recognised the anguish of a fellow exile. He came forward a few more steps until his face was only inches from my own. “Someone’s got to free her.” His breath smelt as sour as the harbour but he held my eye in an unforgiving stare for some seconds, daring me to deny it, before turning abruptly to follow the others.


Iwonda has made a conquest there, I thought. The light was going so I took a few more photos from the pier before setting off for home. There was plenty of time to mull over possibilities on the long drive north. That trawler lad might have taken a cheap shot to try and get me hooked but there was nothing phony about his feelings for the beautiful craft lying bound to iron rings in a dirty wharf. Surrounded by walls, she was hidden from sight even by the sharp-eyed river-craft folk. She should have been out in the east-coast estuaries amongst the wildfowl, reed beds and tidal banks. She needed an owner to love her, to wash her decks and light her oil lamps in the twilight. But there she was, alone in her cell, dirty, uncared for, slowly dying. Her fate hung in the balance.


Might I take a risk and free her? I could get her out of that sewer for a start, clean her up and make a proper assessment. There would be much to take on. The deck was rough looking and might be rotten. She was leaking below the waterline. I thought about the options as the miles rolled by. Somewhere near Scotch Corner I saw that the real question was whether Iwonda would be a safe boat at sea. I mentioned the boat to my brother and he put the word round the local yacht club. A friend of the previous owner rang me out of the blue.


“Did you know that Iwonda was kept in the harbour at Dunbar?” he asked.


“What here on the Forth?”


“Aye, right on your doorstep. What a bonnie boat. We’d sail her to Bass Rock and back on an evening. She was fast. Never took us more than three or four hours. It could be a bit wet mind you. Her bows are that low, she’d take the seas on the foredeck. Nothing to worry about, they just washed o’er the side.” He paused a moment. “Mind you,” and he paused again, briefly but long enough to get my full attention, “she capsized once in a squall off the Bass. Came up all right but it was a bad moment.”


I wondered no more. With her flat bottom and centreboard, she was a boat for the east coast creeks and inlets of England. I hoped the right person would come along and loose her from the iron rings, but she was not built for the deep waters and gusting winds of the west of Scotland. I started searching again. The next boat I went to see was the antithesis of Iwonda – an immaculate 43 foot Morgan Giles sloop with teak planks that were copper fastened to oak frames and a deep keel. Yet something didn’t feel right. The boat lacked warmth.


So it went all summer, as I visited one boat after another. Either I feared some ghastly malady hiding beneath charming looks or else, though sound in deck and hull, the boat left me unmoved. It was a bit like speed dating I imagined. None of the candidates lived up to my dream. Eventually I grew tired of it. My success in the world of boating was proving no better than it was in the world of romance. Soon I was working overseas on a demanding consultancy. I could see that I didn’t really need a boat. It would just be a worry when I was called away. My life was fine really. Midlife crisis be damned, it had just been a bit of a wobble.


“Have you found a mermaid to keep you warm at night?” asked Neil who had rung for some craic. He had been my neighbour at a research station in the heart of the African bush. We helped each other out from time to time but more often than not it was he who pulled me out the mud, and, invariably, with some Irish anecdote to lighten things up.


“Not one that hangs around,” I replied.


“But she’s out there waiting for you; that’s for sure.” I grunted in a non-committal kind of way. Neil switched tack, “You’ll be having more luck with the boat hunting?”


“Hah!” I snorted. “No woman, no boat. The gods have abandoned me.”


“Well there’s a thing all right. Tell you what. Why not try over here? There are some rare beauties in the creek – just waiting for a Scotsman to come by. Sure they’ve only seagulls for company. Come over now and I’ll show you.”


Irish boats. It got me thinking. I’d searched in Scotland and England and even glanced at the ads for boats on the Continent. For some reason I hadn’t looked in Ireland. But that was in the summer. It was November now and the triple combo of cold, wet and wind was enough to dissuade me from further boat hunting even if I had still been interested. On the other hand, southern Ireland sounded tropical compared to the east coast of Scotland. It would be good to have a break and there was no harm in idling around some of the marinas. Later that week I boarded the shuttle from Edinburgh to Cork. Neil was waiting for me in arrivals. Despite the years I recognised him immediately. Perhaps a bit balder on top but ramrod straight, head cocked to one side like an eager gundog, and with that same mischievous smile playing at the corners of his mouth which barely managed to quell the riot of Irish humour bubbling inside.


“How are you?” he greeted me.


“Ready to go,” I replied.


“Good man yourself! Come on then, I’ll show you the best places on our way back to my office. Tomorrow you can borrow the car and get stuck in.” He drove me down to Carrigaline passing through woods that were holding on to the colours of autumn. We passed the road that I would take the next day to search for boats along the Owenabue River, which ran down to Crosshaven, the original home of Irish sailing. “It’s packed full of yachts. I’ll put the word out amongst some sailing friends.” We turned north following a small road to the Cross River Ferry, which took us over to Carrigaloe. From there we drove along a country road to Fota Wildlife Park where Neil had his office and then on to his home.


Rosie greeted me at the front door with a hug. “Come in, come in. You’ll not mind the chaos.” I walked in feeling at once at home, just as I had back in Africa. Rosie had that enticing Irish mix, part mystic, part minx, leavened with a no-nonsense country charm and a talent for home-making. Later that evening, we went to their local. The music was grand and the lead singer, a wild redhead, reminded me of someone else, somebody I was trying to keep out of my thoughts. I felt her gaze for a moment as she looked in our direction.


Rosie leant over, “There you go Martyn, buy the girl a drink now.”


I laughed, which is what Rosie had wanted of course. “I’ve just met someone, actually, at a party in Edinburgh.”


“Well you’re a dark horse all right. So who is this girl?”




“Kyla.” I shook my head wondering how to describe her. “Tangled red hair like that one,” I glanced at the singer who was now halfway into an Irish ballad about a young maid and an untrustworthy soldier, and was singing as if she’d been there. “Green eyes that seem to see right through you. But whenever I get close, she sends me packing.” I shook my head again. “She’s a puzzle all right.”


“Neil, did you hear that? The boy is smitten.”


“Leave him be Rosie, he’s got more serious things on his mind than women.”


Rosie gave him a friendly shove. “What would you know about it, you eejit.”


Turning back to me she put her hand over my glass to stop me drinking, “Come on now Martyn, it’s not like you to be scared off by a few words.”


“I was driving down to England to see her. I was more than halfway, when she turned me back. Cut me dead.”


“Women can be right hard,” began Neil but stopped when he got a look from Rosie.


“Is that it?” asked Rosie. “I’ll let you into a little secret boyo. A woman may seem harsh at times, even very harsh and for no reason. But we have our reasons. And what we admire in a man is someone who is not put off. So don’t you be a sap now.”


“Maybe,” I nodded. “Maybe you’re right.”


“Rosie is usually right on these things,” said Neil, “but Martyn aren’t your forgetting something?”


“What’s that?” I asked readying myself for a wisecrack.


“It’s your round!”


Next morning Neil roused me at 06:30 with a mug of Irish tea and a bowl of porridge. I dropped him at the wildlife park, crossed the ferry and drove on to Carrigaline and the Owenabue River. I slowed to enjoy its tree-lined meanderings and eyed up the boats on their moorings. Part way along was a lagoon with a number of fine yachts. In 1589 Sir Francis Drake hid a squadron of five ships there to escape the Spanish fleet. He had been chased across the Celtic Sea and managed to enter the great natural harbour of Cork ahead of the Spaniards. Once through the tight narrows, he’d turned hard to port and sailed up the Owenabue rounding two sharp doglegs to moor in the lagoon. The masts of his ships would have been shielded from view by the tall woods and Corribiny Hill but it was still a gamble. The Spanish ships did pursue, entering Cork harbour and sailing round its extensive shores but they never found the English ships. Looking at the hidden pool, speckled now with raindrops and fallen leaves, I thought of Drake concealed on the hilltop watching the Spanish ships as they hunted for him. What a shout he must have given when they finally gave up and sailed out of the narrows.


A jingle from my cell phone brought me back to the present. It was Neil. “Get along to Feste Marina, now – it’s near the yacht club. Ask for Torstein. He’s the Norwegian owner. My friends on Great Island say he had a wooden ketch for sale. It’s a while back, mind you, but you never know.” He hung up, in a hurry to deal with the next wildlife emergency – some escaped penguins.


A mile down the road I found the sign and turned into the boatyard. A stack of yachts were out on the hard in preparation for winter, propped up on galvanised boat cradles. Behind them was a makeshift workshop. I walked over, catching glimpses of the water between the boats. The creek was three or four hundred yards wide at this point with a line of trees on the far bank. A number of yachts were tied alongside the pontoons out in front, taking advantage of the mild Irish autumn to enjoy some late sailing. Nobody was sailing today. There was a biting easterly wind bringing wintry showers. I knocked on the shed door and then shoved it open. Inside a man in overalls was busy welding; he broke off for a second to point me at a small office in the far corner. I walked over and went through the open door. A large man sat hunched over a metal desk, like a bear with a sore head, staring at some figures. He was wearing a heavy biker’s jacket.


“Are you Torstein by any chance?” I asked, anticipating another dead end in my wild boat chase.


He looked up revealing a large drooping handlebar moustache beneath two smaller handlebars that served as eyebrows. “Who are you?” he growled in a thick Norwegian accent.




The thought of the warm café that Rosie had mentioned crossed my mind. It was a lot more inviting that talking to this terse Norseman in his freezing office. “My name’s Martyn. I’m looking for a yacht. What I’m really after is a wooden boat.”


The Viking’s gaze had diverted back down to the page of accounts which seemed to hold a particular fascination for him. “So what do you want from me?”


The thought of coffee crossed my mind again. I pictured a window seat next to an open fire with a view of boats coming and going. “I’m staying with friends in Midleton,” I replied. “Neil works at Fota Wildlife Park; one of his friends said you might have a wooden ketch for sale.”


“Fota! So tell your friend we’ve got some of his penguins here.” He stared at me again without blinking but I noticed the briefest twinkle in his eye. Then he fished about in a drawer and chucked over some keys. “He’s on the first pontoon, on the left, red covers, you can’t miss him.” And with that he buried his head in the accounts again. Despite every effort, I felt my heartbeat quicken.


I strolled across the yard going deliberately slowly, reminding myself that I was just a tourist. Passing between the opulent rows of fibreglass boats I came to the marina gate; beyond were half a dozen pontoons with an assortment of yachts and motorboats lying alongside. I walked down the gangway to the nearest pontoon watching my feet as the wood was slippery in the rain. Glancing left I found her almost at my feet. Like a dream straight from Maurice Griffiths’s book: thirty-six feet of ocean-going wooden yacht, two-masted with a powerful bowsprit, sweeping decks well raised above the sea, a graceful counter stern, deep cockpit and long cabin. She was weatherworn but to my eyes the epitome of sea magic. My curious smile widened quickly into a broad grin. The search was over.


Back in the office, I gleaned a few more facts from the Norseman. The owner’s name was Barry. He’d sailed over from the Caribbean some time ago and left the ketch at a nearby yard. Then he’d departed for the Emirates. She’d sat on land for two years or perhaps more, seemingly abandoned and then been moved to the marina and put on sale. She’d been there for another two years. There was a cousin somewhere around who looked after things. I gave the Viking my card with an email address and asked him to pass it on. He pushed it to one side, grunted something, and went back to his accounts.


“Jeannie Mac! but you don’t waste time,” exclaimed Neil a few weeks later as I handed him a pint of Murphy’s. “Mind now – she’ll give you nothing but trouble.” We had retired to Cronin’s in Crosshaven and I was telling him about my negotiations with the boat’s owner. Emails had been flying back and forth from Scotland to the Emirates. He’d wanted £42,000 for her. I pointed out that she had sunk at her mooring and looked semi-derelict. In the end, he’d dropped to £28,000 and agreed to a survey. I’d found the best wooden-boat specialist in England and asked him to meet me in Crosshaven. He’d been examining the boat all day, pricking each timber to test for rot, checking for signs of structural damage or bodged repair work, and assessing what life was left in the sails, rigging and electrics. His notebook was filling up with comments in a tight, spidery hand. “You must be mad now.” Neil looked genuinely concerned.


“Ah, but she’s a rare beauty. How can I pass her by?” My head was spinning with ideas about rescuing my dream boat and sailing her to Scotland. “I’ll have to get the price down. The owner knows the score. Nobody is buying wooden yachts. And if the surveyor finds any more problems… there’s bound to be more problems… he’ll drop the price.”


“I hear she was stood out the water for two years. The mast was lying on the fecking sod.”


“Willie told me he’d cut the rot and scarfed in a new piece of Yellow Fir.”


Neil nodded; he knew Willie’s reputation for repairing wooden boats. “And what if there’s more rot? What if you’re fecking about in the ocean and the bottom drops off?”


The door swung open and the surveyor walked in with the quick-eyed movement of a ferret, a nautical ferret at that I thought, with a single gold earring and a loose kit bag over one shoulder. I shifted along the bench to give him some room while Neil fetched him a pint from the bar, placing it carefully on the polished wooden table. The surveyor took a deep swallow.


“You’ve had a long day,” I declared.


He took another long pull which brought the level right down and wiped the foam from his beard. “What a lovely old girl,” he said.


“Now he’s looking just like the Cheshire Cat,” said Neil, eyeing my broad grin over his glass.


“I’ve been over every inch that’s accessible and as far as I can tell, she’s sound,” continued the surveyor. “The oak frames are strong and there’s no sign of rot in the planking. The strakes are made from Pitch Pine which is full of resin. That’s been protecting her. The teak deck is a bit worn but it should last another ten years. Mind you it will need some caulking. Structurally she’s sound as a bell. The mast and spars are true and the engine is almost new.” He took another draught of beer and paused briefly to flick through his notes. So far so good, I thought. “In other respects mind you, she’s in a deplorable condition. The sails and rigging are at the end of their working life. The electrics are corroded. The main switchbox is pretty much shot. There’s rust coming up from the keel bolts. There’s a gap between the deck and the sheer strake on one side. The toilet pump is jammed; so are the seacocks. The navigation instruments are old and unreliable. The whale pump isn’t working. The stove needs replacing and while you are at it, you should replace the gas piping. The soft furnishings are dilapidated. Pretty much everything is worn out.


“That sounds good but it doesn’t sound good,” I replied. It felt like I was on a roller coaster.


“There’s a saying,” the surveyor explained, “when it comes to valuation – one-third for the hull, one-third for the spars, sails and rigging, and one-third for the engine, instruments and other gear.”


By that reckoning, I reckoned she was one-third sound, one-third worn, and one third a mixture of new and deplorable. I scratched my head in puzzlement.


“Now that’s a marvellous equation, that is,” said Neil, “the yoke is half good and half bad.”


“If you can do some of the restoration work yourself,” said the surveyor, “it won’t be so bad.”




“I could give it a go,” I nodded “but where would I start?”


“Tell you what,” said the surveyor. “I’ll write out a programme for you with the things that need to be done right away and those that can be done over the next few years.”


“Thanks, that would be useful.” As I thought about it, the sun seemed to come out. “More than useful, that would be bloody marvellous,” I signalled to the bar for another round.


“Wait a minute,” said Neil. “How about the leaks? We don’t want him fecking drowned just when you’ve got him to open his pockets.”


“There’s a leak from the rudder mounting,” said the surveyor. “You can see the stains running down the hornbeam – it wants sorting but shouldn’t be difficult. One of the garboards needs re-caulking. I can’t see any big problems there. I would re-fasten all the planks just to be safe.”


“You think she’s up for long-distance cruising?” I asked.


“She’s a strong boat. She’d take you anywhere once you’ve seen to her, but don’t underestimate the work.”


I took a big breath. “So how about the price? What do you think she’s worth?”


The surveyor grimaced. “It’s hard to put a price on a boat like this. It’s as much about what someone is willing to pay as it is about the condition of the craft.” He took a deep pull from his second pint. “She’s got a great pedigree. She’s sound enough. But she’s rundown. The market for wooden boats is flat. I’d say anywhere between twenty and thirty thousand pounds.”


“I’d need to get her at the bottom end to afford her.” It felt as if I was looking over a cliff edge – a cliff made of tenners.


“I’ve got an old sailing barge,” said the surveyor. “Keep her in a creek next to my house in Essex. Wonderful old girl. She takes a bit of looking after, just like this boat will.” He smiled for the first time. “You’d have a lot of fun with her.”


True to his word, the surveyor wrote a report as thick as an old telephone book with pages of notes on the boat’s condition and a plan in each section for how to bring her back to cruising condition in affordable steps. I sent a copy to the owner with a note highlighting the more costly repair work needed. Barry sent it back unread with a covering note. “It’s £28,000 or nothing. You have to understand that this boat was my home for 3 years in the Caribbean. I sailed her across the Atlantic twice. I know exactly what she’s worth and I’m damned if I’ll let her go for a penny less. I’d rather pay the marina charges and sort her out myself when I get back.”


I went back over my savings again. They didn’t come close. It would be reckless to ask the bank for a loan given the unpredictable nature of my work. It all pointed to no deal. The problem was she had a name now, Molio. It was the affectionate name given to St Molaise by the people of Arran when he arrived from Ireland at the end of the sixth century to live the life of a hermit. And with her name came connection. Molio was not just a boat anymore. She was my passage to freedom. For all his dire warnings, Neil understood. When a man is trapped in a complicated world of work and commitments, freedom comes at a price. But it is surely a price worth paying. I made an appointment with the bank manager in my home town.
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Neil Stronach and his daughter Sonia check out Molio in Crosshaven just before I concluded the deal to buy her.







A few months later, I met Barry on board Molio to make an inventory of gear. He was a friendly man, the type of sailor who would lend a hand if you were in a fix, or invite a party of guests on board for a meal in the evening. At the same time, he seemed restless with an eye on the next horizon. He’d brought over his new wife from the Emirates. It was perhaps the final act in exchanging one life for another. He didn’t want anything from the boat. He hardly wanted to touch her. He nodded at a large duffel bag on the bunk. “You’re about my size; hang onto the clothes if you like.” Later I would send a parcel of personal letters and photos to the Emirates, receiving in return papers and photos of Molio’s previous life with a video of her racing in the Antigua Classics. But for now, he wanted out. We went quickly over the inventory and retired to Cronin’s to sign the bill of sale. Neil and the Viking were already there as witnesses. We stopped business for a minute to share a glass. Then I wrote the cheque and handed it over. As I did, I noticed the look on the Viking’s face. He was incredulous. How could a Scotsman part with so much cash for a decaying wreck? But then, he didn’t know; this boat was the gift of a father to his son.




 


The Parts of a Ketch
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Chapter 2


Dog Watch


Neil served up a large bowl of porridge overflowing with creamy milk while the rest of the house slept on. It had become part of the summer’s pleasant routine. He took Dusty, the family’s black Labrador, up the road to the field while I listened idly to the radio. The weather forecast promised a fine day with the possibility of thunder. Just three months from the purchase of Molio, I’d returned with a couple of months in hand to sort her out and sail back to Scotland. I looked again at the map of Ireland, my eyes tracing the south and west coasts. I was drawn to the romance of the Irish west coast, as I was to Scotland’s. If I was going to choose that way home, I had to be confident of my boat. In a storm, the giant seas rolling in from the Atlantic would create a confusion of the safe channels in amongst the coastal rocks and shoals. If caught out the only option, especially in driving rain and poor visibility, would be to get clear of the land and wait it out. Molio would have to withstand hours of pounding without complaint. The worst scenario would be the boat taking in so much water in heavy seas that I was forced to try for shelter in amongst the reefs.


Stuffing a pint of milk in my pack, I chucked it in the back of the rented car and set off for Feste Marina. A few minutes later I was savouring a mug of coffee in Molio’s saloon surrounded by tools, boxes of gear, floorboards and half-finished repairs. I jotted down some notes for the day’s work, wondering again how long it would take to ready Molio for the open sea.


My aim for the summer was simple enough: to restore boat and gear sufficiently for a trouble-free passage to Scotland while spending the minimum on her. But the following summer I had more ambitious plans. St Kilda was the furthest and most remote archipelago in the constellation of archipelagos that make up the Hebrides. For inshore sailors on the west of Scotland, it was the ultimate challenge. In a small way, it was their Everest. Sailing Molio to St Kilda single handed was my goal. The passage might have seemed trivial to Papa in his ocean-going yacht, protected by the all-seeing eye of Horus, but I was a long way from that level of competence. So it was a kind of initiation test, a way of proving myself. I knew my father would have approved; we had even talked about the possibility but never managed it.


As ship’s surgeon my father saw active duty on the HUNT-Class Destroyer, HMS Bleasdale, and the Fleet Minesweeper, HMS Plucky, in the Atlantic, North Sea, Mediterranean and the Far East, taking part in the Dieppe Raid, Normandy Landings and many other episodes of war. Whilst attached to a flotilla of Motor Torpedo Boats based at Felixstowe he met my mother, who was serving as a nurse in the Voluntary Aid Detachment and so began a wonderful love affair that lasted beyond their diamond anniversary. Like many others who took part and survived, he didn’t talk about the war, preferring instead to make the most of the peace that followed, a peace that he and a whole generation had fought for and bequeathed to us. He raised a family of boys with my mother and built a thriving GP practice in Ayrshire with his medical partners. A GP’s life was hard in those days with many nights of broken sleep to attend urgent and not so urgent calls and with most weekends foreshortened by surgeries. He found a respite from it all in his passion for the sea. He was never happier than when sailing a small yacht off the west coast of Scotland, preferably with family or friends for crew, but quite content on his own. He taught my brothers and me by example about boat handling, navigation and the art of cruising, and, just as importantly, how to keep a boat happy and safe.


Memory of the great struggle which overtook my father’s generation has receded with time, and in Britain we have become more or less passive recipients of that hard-won freedom. Yet I have a sense that the liberty they handed down is being eroded now by an enemy within. My children and their friends don’t appear to have as much freedom to choose their own style of living. Jobs are more tightly prescribed. Lifestyle options are fewer. The consequence of ‘time out’ is more frightening. And for those already in the swim, many share my unease over the increasing amount of intrusion into their lives. They protest at the ‘system’, yearn for escape from the pressure cooker, dream of being free as a bird. But despite well-fought rearguard actions against the worst excesses of regulation, incremental intrusions keep slipping past. Some time ago I began to suspect that freedom really was in retreat. I could see that the choices which defined life in the past – how to live, where to live and what to learn – were the very areas of life most likely to be prescribed today by economic pressure or government regulation. There might be a cloud of creative opportunity exploding on the web but I was by no means sure it would open the door to living free. Would tomorrow’s teenagers climb the wild Scottish Mountains solo on a whim, or sail in the outer isles with no intrusive contact from the outside world?


In Old English, ‘freedom’ has the sense of belonging to a landed class with many privileges as opposed to living in the alternative state of bondage or slavery. This is the outer form of freedom in which liberty turns on the whim of your captor or owner. In Hindi and other Indian languages, the word for freedom translates as the ‘state of being under one’s own rule’. This is the inner or personal form of freedom. What exactly does personal freedom mean? That question intrigued me. If freedom is found wherever the spirit is free then how do we help make it so? Are we merely the docile recipients of freedom handed down to us by society or can we direct our lives towards greater personal freedom? What made me come alive? What makes any of us come alive for that matter? What makes us free? We may have the keys to personal freedom in our own keeping, but it seems that it can be just as hard to open the prison door.


It has been a struggle to fashion a fairer society in the west. Campaigners have fought for each legal right that now protects the vulnerable, such as the right to vote, the right to strike and the right to receive equal treatment in the workplace. Sometimes the rights are expressed as freedoms – freedom of speech, freedom of the press, freedom of worship and so on. In Britain we pride ourselves on our civil liberties and the long history of legal reform. But if such great progress has been made, why, I wonder, am I ill at ease? What if it were not just the vulnerable but all of society that was at risk? How could we protect against that kind of threat? It seemed to me that our thinking on freedom should be grounded in our own experiences, it should be more personal. We needed greater opportunity to find fulfilling work, more time to explore different careers, freedom to choose our preferred partners, and protective privacy to shield us from corporate tracking and security profiling.


My eyes went back to my notebook. I’d gone well above my ceiling to purchase Molio, so cosmetic repairs would have to wait. As it was, I had a dozen jobs on the go: re-mounting the fo’c’sle hatch; repairing a broken deck rail; overhauling the switch panel and navigation equipment; servicing the manual bilge pump; clearing the blocked heads; fitting a new battery and cables; freeing off seacocks; testing the engine… the list went on and on.


By mid-morning even Molio’s cool cabin was heating up. I stripped off my shirt and jeans, put on some shorts, and sat down at the chart table to look at the main switch panel. It was a handsome, custom-made unit with a black anodised face on which a host of toggle switches were mounted, each with its own red diode indicator and matching fuse and with its name etched in block letters on the right hand side. Four were for the various cabin lights, another four for navigation lights, one for the VHF radio, one for illuminating a compass in the cockpit, three for other navigation devices, and so on. A dial at the bottom permitted testing the charge of the ship’s two batteries. The panel was set into a mahogany frame and mounted on the side of the boat above the chart table.


I loosened a couple of screws which allowed the whole thing to swing open on hinges. At the back was a rat’s nest of wiring and junction boxes. The wires emerged from spade connectors that oozed brown fluid from their bases and green paste where they joined with copper wires. One six-way connector was hidden beneath a mound of white powder. For all its snazzy looks, the panel wasn’t waterproof. I stared blankly at the corroded mess. I wasn’t familiar with boat electrics. On my father’s yacht we’d used oil lamps for lights, paper charts for navigation and a crank handle to start the engine. There wasn’t any wiring. Did I need this stuff? I sat for a while just staring at it. I remembered the time when I’d opened the bonnet of my first car, an ex-army Austin Champ, the British equivalent of an American Jeep. I’d just left school and bought it unseen at an army auction for thirty-five pounds. When the keys were handed over I found that the engine wouldn’t start. Lifting the bonnet I was confronted by a massive engine surrounded by a dozen or more hefty components housed in pale green waterproof casings from which pipes and braided cables ran in all directions. It was complex and beyond me. In the end I used the last of my cash to have a garage sort out the problem and sold the working champ to a friend.


That moment of exasperation with my ignorance niggled away. The first thing I did after enrolling at university was to sign up for a course in car mechanics. Every Wednesday evening I went to the physics department where a retired mechanic taught us the basics. He presented each system in turn – electrical, ignition, fuel, lubrication, cooling, air intake and exhaust – and explained carefully how it worked. It wasn’t hands-on tuition but whenever possible he demonstrated components on the bench. It gave me a picture of how the different parts of a petrol engine were connected into a functioning whole. By the end of the course I no longer felt helpless. My next car was a 1956 MGA roadster, which cost seventy pounds. I spent a large part of my student life under the bonnet of this shapely beast and soon bumped into others who shared a common love for adventurous motoring. Although we never gave ourselves a name, it was essentially an owner’s club for old sports cars and off-road vehicles. During the next three years there were few problems relating to wear, rust and misuse that we didn’t encounter or learn to solve. I progressed from simple adjustment of the contact point gap to full restoration from the chassis up. I have sometimes wondered which education from this period was the more valuable, my bachelor’s degree in zoology or our informal training in car mechanics.




Making the crossover in my mind from boats to cars changed everything. It dawned on me that Molio’s switch panel was less complex than the back of an MG dashboard and that opened up a host of ideas for renovation. I found some vinegar behind the stove, a toothbrush by the sink and a piece of fine emery paper in the toolbox, and got to work. After an hour, it was possible to see what was salvageable, what needed soldering and what required replacement. I squirted everything in WD40 and put the kettle on for coffee.


Sometimes you need an expert to make the repair but it’s never as satisfying as doing the job yourself. The expertly repaired technology works. It does what you ask of it, but it is inert. If you keep buying in repairs, or replacing broken units with new ones, your space gets filled by strangers – stuff that doesn’t speak to you. Inevitably you become more passive towards technology. I’m as guilty as anyone. By the time I finally pushed my work aside at the end of a day in the office, I was usually suffering from left brain fatigue. I didn’t want to think: I wanted to escape from thinking. I unwound by taking a walk by the sea, chatting with friends in the pub, watching TV, messing with my PC or whatever. Learning new skills and fixing things in that frame of mind became a monumental hassle. As time went by, I knew I was becoming more passive. It felt like a trap. And that’s why I was sitting in an old boat in a muddy creek: I was scouting about for a way round that trap.


I turned my attention to the switch for the VHF radio. There was no power. I replaced the fuse and tested the set again. It powered up showing the channel number on an orange backlit display. I left it on channel sixteen which is used all round the world for calling ships and coastguard stations. There was no traffic, but then there was no aerial to pick up a signal. I put on a floppy hat and went up on deck. The midday sun was burning down from overhead and heavy clouds were massing in the west. I paced along the teak deck in bare feet noticing how good the unvarnished wood felt. Between the planks were seams of black sealant that had cracked with age. I hoped they were still watertight. Up by the mast there were some coils of cable sealed in a plastic bag and lying on the deck. After repairing Molio’s mast, the yard had added new navigation lights and VHF aerial at the top but when the mast was stepped into place on the boat there had been no-one to connect up the wiring. My next job was to drill holes at the foot of the mast to take the cables and run them back below deck to the switch panel. As I worked, the clouds stacked up higher on the horizon and the smell of rain wafted over the marina. It reminded me of Africa in the wet season. I worked with a bit more urgency. By two o’clock, I had a base unit fitted to the deck with three large holes through to the cabin below. There was a crack of thunder and the first drops landed in the water beside the pontoon. Big heavy drops. In seconds the skies had opened. I put my hat over the holes and scampered back to the cockpit and down below. The rain drummed heavily on the coachroof. I sat at the chart table and watched the ceiling with interest.


Sure enough a glistening bead of moisture soon appeared between two deck planks above the galley bulging quickly into a plump drop that fell on to the hob next to the kettle. Others followed in rapid succession. I shoved a pan on the stove to collect the rainwater. The next drop hit the mattress on the starboard bunk and almost immediately another landed on the port side. More saucepans were deployed. They made a sort of music, something I remembered hearing on my father’s old boat. As more drips appeared, I put out sponges to hold the moisture. Then I found a magic marker and began putting little crosses on the roof wherever the drips were forming. It would help me track down the source of the leaks later. I was rather pleased with my engineering approach to the problem, but as the minutes went by more and more drips appeared. Soon the pale cream roof was turning grey with the mass of tiny crosses. The mattresses were soaked and so was everything else. Nothing was spared, not even the switch panel, certainly not me. I put on a waterproof sailing jacket. Molio was a sieve.


The rain stopped as suddenly as it had begun. I’d had enough of my leaking home. I retrieved my pack from a protective bin bag, climbed onto the pontoon and set off for the shops. The heavy clouds dispersed and by the time I arrived the pavements were steaming in the sun. I bought a coffee and carried it over to my favourite bench. It was a great spot: in one direction I looked out at boats messing about on the water and in the other watched people milling about on the esplanade.




My pet pastime was keeping tabs on the Crosshaven dogs. These characters walked about the town without a care in the world and with no sign of their owners, who doubtless would have been con-sidered, should one have turned up inconveniently, a source of great embarrassment. This was their turf where they could hang out with their pals in their chosen gangs. Soon a likely cur came ambling down the hill from the houses above the shore. Tail held high, he walked across Lower Road as though he owned the place and left his mark on the rear tyre of a parked car. Adopting a jaunty gait he trotted across the green to check out a rubbish bin where he was joined by two others. He reminded me of our own Labrador Retriever, Ben, a big dog with thick golden fur and a pink nose. At home, he was the gentlest animal you could imagine. I remembered my young brother as a toddler crawling all over him, pulling at his hair and even pushing stubby fingers into his eyes. Ben didn’t snap or growl or even bare his teeth. He only turned his head to one side and when it finally became too much, gently stood up, walked a few steps and sat down again. Outside of the home it was another matter. Ben defended our house like a castle keep under siege. He and the postie were mortal enemies and only the bulging sack prevented bloody engagements; the butcher’s boy kept a fresh bone in the basket of his bike which he chucked to Ben in order to gain admittance to the driveway. Stray dogs were chased just as vigorously.


On home ground Ben was very much a people’s dog, but out on the street he ignored the townsfolk and entered the world of dogs. He was the top dog in our part of town and even the big boxer next door deferred to him. I called him ‘king of the esplanade’ because he routinely had a retinue of half a dozen other dogs following him down the seafront. He would be out for most of the day, returning for his dinner at midday and the occasional walk with one of us boys in the afternoon. On one occasion I remember riding my bike up to the high street to visit Woolworth’s. I parked it outside and wandered round the aisles eying up the sweets and toys. Going round the far end of the central counter I met Ben coming in the opposite direction. He wagged his tail and I patted his head and then we each carried on going round our own way. A couple of hours later, we met up again at home. It was a free life for dogs and boys.


The Crosshaven dogs knew each other very well. They also knew where they stood in the hierarchy so there was little friction. They must surely have enjoyed their casual life of daily explorations, chance meetings and stringing along with chums. There was time to scratch an ear, loiter and sleep in the sun. They exuded carefree confidence. I couldn’t help but compare their lives with those of the less fortunate mutts in my hometown today. They spent much of their time on an extendable lead, attended by owners who doubled as dutiful, if reluctant, poop-scoopers. Being neither leashed-in or under effective control, yet being attached to their owners, they were confused and easily frightened by strangers. The big dogs felt they must defend their masters and mistresses, often barking and pulling at their leads without a clue as to what was appropriate. When off the lead the owners were fearful of these aggressive tendencies and tried to distract their charges with ball launchers, avoiding encounters that might go horribly wrong. The little gang of dogs disappeared amongst the shoppers leaving me with thoughts about freedom.
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