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      Born and raised in the famous fishing port of Peterhead, Jimmy Buchan always wanted to be a skipper. He left school at sixteen
         to pursue his dream and, after serving a tough apprenticeship as a crew member for several years, finally bought his first
         boat in 1986. He called it the Amity, meaning ‘friendship’.
      

      
      As skipper of Amity and later Amity II, Jimmy would go on to enjoy thirty years’ success at the sharp end of one of the most dangerous jobs in Britain. He has survived
         violent storms, misfortune and a declining industry to become a respected and successful skipper, and his frankness and sense
         of humour in the hit TV series Trawlermen won him many fans and fame.
      

      
      The Chair and a board member of the Scottish Fishermen’s Organisation, Port Convenor of Peterhead Port and a keen supporter
         of the Fishermen’s Mission, Jimmy is a passionate voice on behalf of the industry. He lives with his wife Irene and their
         two daughters, Jenna and Amy.
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      A LUMP OF WATER

      
      The sky changed in the blink of an eye. One minute it was a crease of grey clouds. The next time I looked up, odd, un-natural
         colours blustered out across the horizon. Beside the narrow railings up and down the sides of the Amity, I could see a flock of gulls darting along the lip of the sea. They were shrieking and breaking the waves in a desperate
         last-ditch attempt to get themselves a supper, pecking at the guts leaving the side of the ship as my crew worked through
         the catch. The gulls below were wildly aggressive, fighting over the fish and diving for the innards as if their lives depended
         on it.
      

      
      I have learned the hard way that Mother Nature has her own warning signals.

      
      We bobbed along gently on board the Amity with a shallow swell. The waters looked calm, but the sky and gulls told me a different story. The sea was a master of deceit. You had to
         trust your instincts and mine told me that a storm was brewing.
      

      
      A hundred and fifty miles off the coast of Peterhead, there are moments when you feel a knot in your stomach and you suddenly
         realise just how vulnerable and lonely you are aboard your vessel. Like a little polystyrene bobble in a pan of boiling water,
         you are at the mercy of elements far stronger than you. There’s no squirming out of a tight spot, when that spot – the sea
         – surrounds you. Slowly the reality hits home that no one else can help you now. Your fate is in the lap of God.
      

      
      We were just three days into our trip. Poor hauls so far had scuppered our chances of turning back home early. An old skipper
         once told me, never let your crew go without a pay. I hadn’t before, and I didn’t intend to start now.
      

      
      As a trawlerman you’re aware that there are bad storms out there, lingering on the North Sea across the Viking, Forties, Cromarty
         and Forth regions. Storms and fishing go hand-in-hand, especially in the winter months. Three or four times across the winter,
         you’ll get a rotten one. In the trade we call them ‘deep depressions’. Deep barometric lows are measured in millibars and
         are illustrated by isobars that compact around them, increasing the wind velocity. In low-pressure systems such as those that
         exist above the surface of the North Sea, the winds generally rotate in an anti-clockwise direction, forcing the sea level
         to rise and producing stronger and stronger winds. The lower the depression the more violent the storm. A normal depression would deepen to around the 980, 978 level. The lowest I’d ever heard a depression getting was 940, 942.
         At that level, your ship may sustain damage for sure. That’s the kind of weather that has seen boats go missing at sea. The
         kind of weather that takes men’s lives.
      

      
      That night the depression was being forecast to deepen to 950.

      
      I knew the storm was coming even before the gulls flapped and the sky began spraying weird colours above our heads. The shipping
         forecast had given a general synopsis at 6 a.m. that morning and it didn’t sound great. Viking, Forties, Cromarty, south six to gale eight, increasing south-west seven to severe gale nine. The barometer was falling rapidly at the west coastal stations. The ‘falling rapidly’ bit was a red flag. It meant that there
         was a good chance things would take a turn for the worse, but that was the chance that I, as the skipper, sometimes had to
         take. I have a saying about fishing: The risks are great, the stakes are high.
      

      
      That day, they could not have been higher.

      
      Weather systems generally run from west to east. They come over from America, gathering speed as they cross the Atlantic Ocean,
         depositing their miserable sheets of wind and rain over the UK before hitting the North Sea, where they burn themselves out.
         As a skipper, I don’t care about the wind or the rain, or even the brewing. I’m only interested in the burning out bit. But
         I took the forecast with a pinch of salt. Sometimes the radio gave you bad information, and it happened that you went into the storm and it maybe wasn’t quite as bad as you were expecting. I was a young skipper, eager to prove myself and totally
         fearless – or so I thought – and I figured that maybe that morning’s weather update was a load of rot.
      

      
      I had listened to the reciprocal forecasts to the west of the mainland as well – Bailey, Malin, Hebrides, the network of areas
         atop Ireland where Atlantic storm currents fester and gather, ready to launch themselves across Britain and detonate on the
         north-eastern coast. My territory. It paid to look at the forecasts there, because that’s where the weather would be hurtling
         in from, and along this volatile band, the news was also gloomy. Fishing vessels in the western areas were thinking the same
         as me, right now my only concern was the Amity and her crew.
      

      
      At half past midnight each night, there would be an additional real-time, actual weather update. This was a skipper’s one
         and only chance to get a true picture of the North Sea, rather than relying on forecasts. Lighthouses stationed around the
         British Isles would feed you the actual weather states – wind force and direction, as well as the barometer pressure reading.
         After a day of surreal skies and manic seagulls I was waiting anxiously for the nightly report. I listened hard at 12.35 on
         the dot as the live update came over.
      

      
      Viking, Forties, Cromarty, north-westerly storm, force eleven.

      
      My worst fears were being realised. Force eleven is one step away from a hurricane. The report was terrible news; force ten
         storms have the potential to claim lives at sea. A real bad one was coming at us. We were in for a rough ride, no doubt about it.
      

      
      Up in the wheelhouse my eyes were glued to the barometer. I’d been checking the thing every hour, giving it a wee tap, could
         see the pressure dropping. That barometer was my only indicator as to the storm’s pressure. There was no TV or satellite aboard
         the first Amity; I was totally reliant on my limited experience, which told me to keep an eye on the barometer and listen to the shipping
         forecasts. I was my own meteorologist, looking at the wind direction, listening to the forecasts, trying to work out what
         course of action I should take. The lives of my men depended on it.
      

      
      Nowadays weather forecasting is very advanced. The Amity II has half a dozen computers, satellite GPS, you name it. Twenty-four-hour weather charts can give a skipper a blow-by-blow
         account of a storm as it intensifies. But back in the 1980s, the equipment was cruder. I had to make a decision virtually
         blind. It was something that preyed on your mind when you were fishing during the unforgiving winter season. If the storms
         sounded bad and you were heading out, maybe you’d stick to fishing close to the Shetland Isles. Lerwick port was within easy
         reach if the weather turned nasty.
      

      
      Lerwick wasn’t an option for us. We were too far out now. A hundred and fifty miles, and the storm was at force nine at the
         Shetlands and force eight at Aberdeen. Nowhere to turn. I weighed it up in my mind, and I’d be lying if I didn’t at least
         halfway regret the decision to stay out to fish that extra day in the first place. Despite the outlook we’d put on a brave face and remained at sea, hoping to make a catch. Of course, I was
         scared of the impending bad weather, but on the other hand your business mind was telling you that if the weather wasn’t so
         great, fewer boats would be out at sea. Fewer boats meant less catch being landed at the pier, and less catch meant I’d get
         a better price at market and make a bigger pay for the crew. I remember looking at the barometer all the time and hoping the
         depression hadn’t deepened. Then the forecast came on and confirmed the outlook. They could have saved their breath and just
         used one word.
      

      
      Terrible.

      
      When you break it down, being a skipper is all about calculated risks. After three days and fifteen slack hauls, the seas
         had calmed and the whitefish catches were starting to look good. A promising catch earlier in the day with plenty of cod and
         haddock, and the decision to stay out longer felt like the right call to make. More of the same would go a long way towards
         filling the four hundred-odd boxes sitting below deck, waiting to be piled high with fresh fish.
      

      
      The storm picked up.

      
      We’d pushed our luck. And pushed – it seemed – a little too far.

      
      Lerwick was a hundred miles away. Peterhead was a further fifty miles, or eight hours’ steaming, but I’d rather brave the
         extra miles and return home than waste time sheltering in Lerwick, away from my family.
      

      
      The blotchy sky quickly gave way to a pitch-black night. There was no depth or shape to the darkness, it was absolute. Even
         when the sky is filled with clouds you can usually spot the moon shining weakly through, as if it were behind a drawn curtain.
         Not this night. It’s creepy out there, I thought as I gazed out through the window. Peaceful and quiet. Skippers don’t like
         quiet seas. You can’t trust them.
      

      
      My neck muscles tensed up. I knew what was happening.

      
      Calm before the storm.

      
      When a deep depression comes in a skipper has two courses of action. If he’s close to port, he can cut his losses and run.
         The danger is that if you’re steaming through the water at eight knots over turbulent seas, you run the risk of a big impact
         and the resultant force of tonnes of salt water smashing into a two-hundred-tonne boat. It’s not been unknown for boats to
         lose entire deck shelters when the waves smack down against them.
      

      
      Or the skipper can choose to stay put and dodge. Now, to perform a dodge, you have to point the vessel’s bow facing the wind
         and put the boat at a speed slightly faster than dead slow. Sometimes you won’t even be moving through the water. Just bobbing
         on the surface. The only thing the skipper is looking to do is keep his boat pointing into the wind and swell to try and make
         it more comfortable on board. The act of dodging helps to control the level of roll and pitch that the ship suffers from in
         a storm, so any waves that come crashing in have less chance of damaging the boat.
      

      
      That’s the theory, anyway. In reality, it doesn’t always work out that way.
      

      
      I found myself in a proper rock-and-a-hard-place situation. Part of me was eager to try and bide our time in the storm – for
         twelve, twenty-four hours, whatever it took – and then get on with making a few more hauls. The other part desperately wanted
         to get away from the bad news and make for the safety of the harbour.
      

      
      A hundred and fifty miles. I weighed it up again. The storm sounded too violent and I didn’t fancy two or even three long
         days of clinging on for dear life as the boat rocked back and forth along the waves like an empty crisp packet. What a lot
         of people don’t appreciate is that being in a storm is utterly exhausting – physically as well as mentally. You cannot sleep.
         You’re being tossed about in your bed, and your body tries to compensate for the constant rocking, muscles fighting to keep
         you in the bunk even as your eyes are clamped shut. All you’ve to look forward to is a restless night’s fitful sleep. At the
         end of it you wake up with your body sore and aching from head to toe.
      

      
      Dodging is a test of endurance. If the skipper decides to dodge, he and his crew need to brace themselves for a long and bumpy
         ride. On one of the first boats I worked on, we had to dodge for three long, wretched days. Throw in two days’ worth of fishing
         beforehand and by the time the storm passed we were knackered, and it wasn’t even time to go home yet as the fishing still
         needed to be done. That trip lasted six days in total and I don’t think, hand on heart, I’d ever been more exhausted in my entire life. When I got back home from that trip,
         I couldn’t even remember getting into my bed, I was that dog tired.
      

      
      No, I told myself. I wasn’t going to sit this one out. It would have to be a cut and run job.

      
      I increased the engine speed. Amity was now making good speed through the water, six, maybe seven knots as we headed towards home as quickly as we could. But
         fast as we were, the storm was faster and we were heading straight into it. As we raced back west the calm quickly evaporated
         and at the same time the winds swiftly picked up, an eerie whistling sound cracking through the clouds that suddenly exploded
         into a full-blown roar as the next few hours passed.
      

      
      The waves swelled, charged with energy from the coming storm and forming what we call broken waters, big curved waves several
         metres high that folded over and turned in on themselves. The Amity was starting to dive and rise into the growing surf as its energy increased. A vicious jet of sea spray hit the wheelhouse
         windows with a deafening crash, like a million grains of grit striking the glass. I could hear the wind howling in the rigging
         and the ominous rumble of the sea as Amity headed in a homeward direction. It wouldn’t be long before the broken waters would be bearing down on us. My gut wrenched
         at the prospect. I tried not to think about it.
      

      
      There was no time to waste. I called out to Johnny, the first mate. He approached the wheelhouse door and leaned in.

      
      ‘Tell the lads to stow her up!’ I shouted above the racket.
      

      
      ‘Aye,’ Johnny barked back. No more needed to be said. He saw the look in my eyes. Normally I’m able to hide any concerns I
         might have, but on this night, my worry was visible on my face like a lighthouse beacon. He knew we were going to get a hammering.
      

      
      The crew knew the drill. They were good boys, sharp and honest – they didn’t need to be told twice. They battened down the
         hatches and lashed the nets, making sure that nothing could get washed overboard. The storm doors also needed to be shut.
         In a matter of minutes everything that could come loose on deck or inside the ship had been tied down.
      

      
      Storms are very unpredictable but the one thing you are absolutely guaranteed is that it is going to be a bumpy and uncomfortable
         ride, and everyone on board knew it.
      

      
      All the guys hunkered down in the galley, reading books or flicking through old magazines, or just having a bit of a blether,
         anything to get their minds off the impending storm. We were as prepared as we could be. The rest would be up to our old friend
         and sometimes foe, Fate.
      

      
      Back in the wheelhouse, I saw the thing I’d dreaded.

      
      A big lump of water, heading our way.

      
      In the trade, lumps of water are powerful rogue waves out of pattern with the rest of the sea. They charge fast across the
         surface, crashing against the boat. The worst thing about a lump of water is that you can see it coming, even in the dead
         of night. You know it’s going to hit and you’re powerless to do anything about it. No choice but to sit tight and let nature run its course, sick to the core of your stomach with the knowledge
         that big rogue waves can tear your boat into shreds.
      

      
      The lump was maybe five metres tall and four waves away, hurtling towards us like a giant rollercoaster car. The edges of
         the rogue wave were brilliant white, glinting like cold steel. The hairs on the back of my neck stood up. This thing looked
         absolutely ferocious. I steeled myself in the wheelhouse and stopped the boat dead. It was important to get the weight off
         the Amity. If you’ve got a two-hundred-tonne ship being hit by a four-hundred-tonne wave, the last thing you want to do is add any
         more energy to the force of impact. Cutting out the engine would reduce the speed of collision between the boat and the wave,
         making the wave less violent. But only by a fraction.
      

      
      When you stripped away the ifs and buts and possiblys, being on the Amity was still going to be like standing on the epicentre of a scale-eight earthquake. I braced myself for the inevitable battering.
      

      
      In a flash the big lump of water was on top of us. It slammed into the side and sent the whole boat into a powerful shudder.

      
      Imagine the worst turbulence on an aeroplane, multiply it by ten and you still wouldn’t come close to the violence caused
         by a lump. The wheelhouse windows flashed dramatic white as tonnes of water smashed against them, like a million paparazzi
         clicking their cameras around my ship, blinding me. As the lump passed over the white foam drained away. The decks were flooded. I could hear water cascading off the top of the
         wheelhouse roof, sounding like the rush of a nearby waterfall.
      

      
      My heart pumped quickly. This could be it, I told myself. Boats get lost at sea. Good men have gone out, never to return.
         By and large, there are no problems. We’re seasoned men in a hard job and we get on without complaint. But sometimes there
         is a problem, and you don’t come back.
      

      
      The wave had passed over and we were still hanging in there. I breathed a sigh of relief and went down to the galley to check
         on the crew. No one was there. I went below into the cabin and could see the crew hunched up in their beds in the dimly lit,
         narrow space, smoking cigarettes in deadly silence. Caffeine and nicotine kept the adrenalin flowing. Two of the guys were
         buried in novels, taking their mind off the rattle and roar gripping the vessel. I often think that fishermen make good book
         readers, with so much time on their hands and little else to do during a storm. Others lay on their bunks, hands resting beneath
         their heads as pillows, eyes wide open and lost in thought.
      

      
      No one slept.

      
      The cabin area was a raggedy mess, like a bomb had hit the place. Magazines, newspapers and clothes were strewn over the floor.
         With the storm hatches shut, there had been no fresh air below deck for several hours and the atmosphere was so clammy it
         stuck to my clothes, wrapped me like a blanket. An acrid smell of diesel fuel, fish and saltwater clung to my nostrils. I told the boys not to worry, stay tight, and with a
         wee bit of luck we’d be out of the storm and back in Peterhead soon.
      

      
      ‘Aathing’s gaun to be okay,’ I promised them.

      
      ‘Aye,’ they responded in unison.

      
      I wasn’t sure if they believed me.

      
      I fixed myself a cup of tea and went back up to the wheelhouse. My trusty old sea legs ensured that I didn’t spill a drop
         as I struggled to get up the nearly vertical stairwell. I had my mug in one hand, hanging on to the rails with the other.
         Then I made another quick check on the barometer.
      

      
      The glass was at murder; the barometer was now even lower than before. A few hours passed, the storm reaching its peak, and
         yet outside the skies suddenly turned calm and quiet. There was absolutely no wind for an hour. No wind, but the sea continued
         to rage. From all directions tremendous waters came at us. I was pushing the Amity to the limit. Her engine and propeller groaned, working overtime as we bobbed westwards.
      

      
      I knew the calm didn’t signify the end of the storm. Far from it. Energy scampered through the waters like an electric current.
         That, combined with the very low barometer, could mean only one thing.
      

      
      We were in the eye of the storm.

      
      And very soon, conditions would be ferocious.

      
      I looked at our location on the chart. Back then, with no satellite navigation system, pinpointing our exact position was
         often time-consuming and extremely difficult. By my calculations we’d made good distance since the storm had taken hold and
         now sat eighty miles from harbour. Eighty miles from the comfort of our homes and our own beds.
      

      
      I maintained the Amity at full speed. Told myself that this weather window would not last. Two hours of eerie calm followed, as the eye of the storm
         hovered over the boat. I counted every mile we drew nearer to Peterhead, still hoping we might not get the forecast weather,
         but it was more wishful thinking than real expectation.
      

      
      A short while later, the wind picked up again. Bang, just like that we were right in the thick of the action. Within seconds,
         forty-knot winds came roaring in from the north-west. The next few hours were going to be absolute misery. I’d have to slow
         the Amity right down. After all, she was a wooden boat and if we raced at speed and hit a huge sea, she’d burst right open, gutted
         like the fish I’d handled below deck in the days before I became a skipper. A split like that would prove catastrophic.
      

      
      The hours passed as the rains lashed down and the winds bellowed. I peered out of the drenched wheelhouse windows and saw
         another lump coming straight for us on our starboard side. This one was massive, more than ten metres high, and just thirty
         metres away and three waves back. She looked like a tenement building. I had no time to do anything except say my prayers.
         People wonder why fishermen have a strong religious tradition. I’ll tell you, this is exactly why. At sea you realise there are powerful forces in the world, forces beyond your control. The only one who can help you is your Maker.
      

      
      I hoped the lump would miss us.

      
      Amity was a twenty-year-old wooden trawler. She was a faithful boat and hadn’t let me down once in our relationship – for it is
         a relationship between skipper and boat. She did, though, lack the steel strength and resistance of the more modern ships.
         Never had I been more intensely aware of the boat’s construction than at that moment. I realised that all that kept the Amity watertight was a bunch of nails and caulking.
      

      
      Wooden vessels are much more susceptible to damage than steel ships, because the rails are at risk of collapsing if the sea
         crashes into the side of the boat. On a wooden boat the hull is held together by a series of planks called ribs lying across
         the hull. They stop abruptly at deck level, where a further set of ribs called rails are bolted on to the existing ones, connecting
         them across the length of the boat. If the rails become damaged, water gushes in, torrents of the stuff. At the time it was
         not unheard of for boats to have their entire top rail smashed in. Others had the shelters on their decks completely ripped
         off and washed away with one awesome wave.
      

      
      In the worst case scenario, the seams that ran between the sides of the hull and the deck could smash, flooding the engine
         room and the fish hold, causing disaster. The boat would sink in the time it took to make a cup of tea.
      

      
      Two waves back now. The lump roared and widened, like a dinosaur opening its mouth.

      
      I braced myself for the impact.
      

      
      Johnny had joined me in the wheelhouse seconds before. One wave away.

      
      ‘This is the Big One,’ I said.

      
      I slowed the Amity right down just moments before we were about to be swamped.
      

      
      Here it comes.

      
      A white-hot brightness blinded us as the second lump of water struck against the side of the boat, a flash of lightning striking
         the hull. I clung on to the ship’s wheel and felt the Amity keel right over, the force so strong that I could sense my bones shaking with the ferocity of the impact. I was scared. I’d
         been at sea hundreds of times, thousands even, but not in all my career had I encountered a storm as violent as this one.
      

      
      The Amity rocked. I couldn’t hold on any longer, the force rippled through the wheelhouse, flinging me against the far wall, my back
         banging into the hard wood. A tide of charts, empty tea mugs and anything else that was loose rained down on me.
      

      
      That’s when the realisation struck.

      
      She was near on her beam ends.

      
      The beam ends are the struts that tie the ribs on the side of the ship. When a ship is on its beam ends – that’s a skipper’s
         worst nightmare. It means the vessel is rocking back and forth like a pendulum, being forced over on to its side.
      

      
      We lurched sideways like a loose surfboard on the waves, the whole world tilting. The boat made strange groaning noises as
         she tried to cope with the pressure of the lump beating down on her. The intense, scary noise of the sea deafened me. So much
         energy swirling about in the water, the sea threatening to do some serious damage.
      

      
      My heart lodged in my throat. I couldn’t breathe; I was more terrified than I’d ever been. When survivors talk about their
         life being in the balance, this is what they mean.
      

      
      All this is happening in a matter of seconds; but it seems so slow, like a dream. The moments stretch out, as your fear reaches
         new heights.
      

      
      The ship started to roll back in the other direction. My heartbeat accelerated with joy. She was coming back up. Tonnes of
         water fluted along the deck as the Amity righted herself. I felt a huge sense of relief surge through my body, we had made it. Johnny stood silent, lost in thought.
         Slowly I brought the Amity’s engine back up to dodging speed. I fixed another tea and lit up my fortieth cigarette of the day. My hands were shaking
         so badly I could barely hold the cigarette, let alone smoke it.
      

      
      Still seventy miles from home now, I took the decision to give up trying to outrun the storm. Mother Nature had won on this
         occasion. It was time to bed down and dodge. I looked at my watch. Two o’clock in the morning. I made it eighteen hours since
         I had managed to catch a bit of kip.
      

      
      We began to dodge. Then I left the wheelhouse and joined the rest of the crew down in the cramped galley area, leaving Johnny
         on watch. The last big lump had put the wind up the crew as they were all up in the galley blethering nervously about it.
      

      
      One of the lads yelped in pain; he’d scalded himself with boiling water while trying to pour himself a cup of tea. The lower
         half of his arm blazed scarlet, but despite the pain, the lads gave him a bit of banter to try and make light of it. A ghostly
         mist swirled in the air, the legacy of a hundred nervously smoked cigarettes. Another lad ate a bowl of cornflakes. Every
         time the Amity yawed this way or that, he would delicately tip the bowl so the milk did not spill. Aside from bread, cereal is about the
         only thing that can be eaten safely in such hazardous seas. It’s all right at first, but after days of nothing but wretched
         weather and cold Kellogg’s, you start to crave a hot meal.
      

      
      I crawled into my bunk down in the cabin and wondered how long the storm would take to pass. I hoped it would be less than
         three days.
      

      
      Survival wasn’t the only thing running through my mind. Why do I do this, I asked myself.

      
      Sure, I could’ve followed the same route as my father, got a job ashore as an electrician or in another trade. Or gone to
         university like my brothers. Done a job where I didn’t have to put my life on the line every time I went out the front door.
         Certainly a land job would’ve been easier on my wife and family.
      

      
      When a fisherman is caught up in a grave storm, fears can play devilish tricks on his mind. The terrible thing about fishing
         tragedies is that the lost boat is rarely discovered after the fact, and so no one ever really knows what happened to the
         crew or how the ship went down. I’ve always believed that it’s the result of a boat being so swamped by the sea that she is
         put on to her beam ends and doesn’t have the momentum to come back up again. Just like the situation we had narrowly avoided.
      

      
      I started to think about the boats I knew that had been lost at sea. There have been quite a few of them over the years. At
         least six in my lifetime alone. Communications were less well developed in the 1970s and 1980s, and it took a lot longer for
         information to reach people, sometimes two or three days before relatives knew the boat was missing. Search-and-rescue operations
         were then carried out, but forty-eight hours after the fact, everyone understood they were practically futile. In waters as
         cold as the North Sea, a man overboard would be dead within minutes, frozen to death long before he had time to drown.
      

      
      I lay on the bunk and thought about one of those doomed boats for a while, unable to blot it out of my mind. The other crews
         in the fleet had presumed that she had gone turtle, which means a boat has been turned upside down. I remember asking myself
         over and over, What must it feel like, lying on your bunk and then the next thing you know, you’re upside down, and the mattress
         is on top of you? You would know you were upside down, you’d feel it as the boat lurched sideways, throwing you into the side
         of your bunk, and suddenly you’re on the roof.
      

      
      That’s got to be a terrible, absolutely awful feeling, because at that point the fisherman knows he’s going to die, as the
         water cascades in through the hatch and fills up the cabin. Even if such a crew was lucky enough to be trapped inside an air
         bubble, getting out would be impossible. A boat is more familiar to a fisherman than his own home, but now it would be utterly
         alien to him. I’d like to think that in that situation, a crewman just has a heart attack or passes out. It has to be better
         than going down with the ship and suffering an agonising, drawn-out death, the chill waters stinging your skin, pushing you
         back into a corner from which there’s no light, no warmth, no escape.
      

      
      No matter how good your boat is, if your time is up, your time is up.

      
      This terrifying thought kept rolling around my head. In the end I gave myself a slap and forced my mind to focus on being
         optimistic. If we had survived that last wave, I thought, somehow we’d get through the rest of the night.
      

      
      It’s not my time. I’m not ready to go yet.

      
      The lads were having a cup of tea. It never ceases to amaze me the conditions under which a seaman can put on a brew. I had
         a cuppa and a cigarette. Adrenalin shots. I was suddenly very hungry and realised I hadn’t had a cooked meal in more than
         eighteen hours. Mouldy bread slid back and forth on the galley table, as I searched in vain for a slice that was mould-free.
         I settled on a slice peppered with green bits and greedily attacked it. It wasn’t exactly dinner at the Dorchester Grill, but my weak tea and mouldy bread tasted brilliant.
      

      
      I climbed up the narrow, small-stepped staircase that led from the galley into the wheelhouse for an anxious glance at the
         barometer. Relief swelled up inside me: the pressure was rising rapidly as the end of the storm passed over us. The back of
         a deep depression is inevitably worse than its front, because the anti-clockwise direction means its pressure builds up and
         then releases energy at the end of its cycle. With the screamer gone and the pressure rising, they were all the signs I needed
         that we’d survived the worst. For the first time in many hours, I started to think beyond the storm. My spirits lifted a wee
         bit. I began to feel frustrated about the time we’d wasted at sea, how we’d been at the mercy of bad weather. Business sense
         quickly takes over from a fisherman’s fear of drowning. A skipper is only as good as his last trip, and I didn’t want to lose
         more valuable time.
      

      
      At six o’clock that evening, the new forecast came in. Nearly a whole day had passed and I still hadn’t slept a wink. The
         backs of my eyes were sore, my mouth dry as a desert. I was tired, hungry and my legs were stiff as frozen mud, but the forecast
         immediately cheered me up.
      

      
      Force nine to eleven, decreasing to six to eight.
      

      
      The words were like music to my ears. They told me that the worst was indeed over. Conditions still weren’t going to be easy
         – not with all that energy that the sea had absorbed from the storm over the prevailing day and night, and only a marginal decrease in the wind strength, but it felt like a victory all the same. The Amity had come through the other end in one piece. We might not have had a full catch, but I was still happy.
      

      
      I also took a moment to put in a message across the radio to my wife. In those days, the only way of letting Irene know I
         was okay was on a one-way radio speaker. Irene could hear me, but she could not talk back. Each day while I was at sea, I
         would get on the radio at six o’clock in the evening on the dot and chatter away into the set. I didn’t know if anyone was
         even listening at the other end. Each message would start with me whistling a specific tune. That was the signal to Irene
         and the bairns that Dad was about to talk. Irene would fetch Jenna and Amy and sit them in front of the speaker while I spoke
         about how my day had gone. I’d say I missed them all very much and would be home soon.
      

      
      I didn’t mention the storm and left out the bit about the Amity being on her beam ends. The less they knew about that particular story, the better.
      

      
      Finally, the storm burnt itself out. No time to celebrate, I told myself. Just get back to the job you originally came to
         this strange place to do: fishing. My attitude, and that of the crew, was that yesterday was a storm day; today a fishing
         day. We were still sixty miles out and over some good fishing grounds which had served me well in the past. I decided to wait
         until dawn before we shot our nets. The crewmen were shattered beyond belief, even the young guys hobbling about as if they’d
         completed a marathon, red-eyed and nerves shredded. But they were eager to get on with the work, because everyone was desperate
         for a good pay. If we went home now, they’d be left with barely enough to feed their families. Nae fish, nae pay, as the saying
         goes.
      

      
      There was no rest. Sore arms and legs got straight back to work. Nobody complained, nobody gave up. This is the life we’ve
         chosen, and we have to make the best of it. We got the show on the road.
      

      
      The rotten weather skulked on throughout the day and at gone six that evening, the storm had not yet completely cleared. What
         felt like a mild storm to us would probably feel like being spun about inside of a tornado to landlubbers. But given half
         a chance, I will always try and get the nets out to make a haul. If a skipper’s not hauling then he’s not earning money. Whenever
         there’s an opportunity to get your gear on the ground, get shot and start towing, you do it. After all, that’s what you’re
         there for. A fisherman isn’t really a fisherman, you see; he’s actually a hunter and a businessman. And it’s vital to his
         business that he never forgets this fact.
      

      
      As the day continued, the weather relented and the sun began to creep out from behind the tar-grey clouds that lay low over
         the North Sea. In the space of twelve hours we went from being fed up and jumpy in the teeth of a vicious storm, to hauling
         in a big catch of premium-quality whitefish. That’s the way it is at sea. Your fortunes can turn dramatically – and it pays
         to be brave.
      

      
      Johnny and the lads were down on the deck gutting the latest catch. It’d been a bumper one, and the pained expressions of
         yesterday had given way to wide grins and a lot of the banter, talk of dreaming about cod and haddock that night, what they’d
         spend their pay on when they ran ashore. I put a brew on for them. Making the crew a bit of tea was the least I could do to
         show my appreciation for how well they’d coped with the appalling pressure.
      

      
      Shunting tiredness to the back of our minds, we worked throughout the night and into the early morning, sorting the catch
         and shooting the gear again. I don’t know why, but often the catch after a storm is a good one. It must be something to do
         with the energy charge in the sea; makes the fish go erratic, throwing great big shoals into the comfort of Jimmy Buchan’s
         nets.
      

      
      Johnny smoked a cigarette on the stern and I joined him. His ganzie – what we call a thick woolly jumper – was drenched through.
         I could’ve smelled the sea salt and fish oil coming off him, if I didn’t stink of the stuff myself. He looked up as the last
         of the stars burnt themselves out against a sleepy dawn. Sometimes the beauty of the sea is staggering. On the one hand it
         wields this terrifying destructive force. But on the other, it’s a place of mystery and wonderment. One day I’d like to go
         below the surface and see what it looks like down there – what secrets the North Sea is hiding.
      

      
      We took in a further day’s fishing, another good few hauls. With the fishrooms packed to capacity, it was time for me to give the crew the good news: we were setting a course for home.
      

      
      The Amity returned to Peterhead early the following morning. The weather was overcast, a dirty grey film suspended over the town. There
         are probably better pictures to put on a postcard than a wet and drizzly Peterhead, but coming into the port mouth that morning
         it looked to me like the most beautiful sight in the world. To the northwest I saw Rattray Head lighthouse, located some six
         miles north of Peterhead. To my southwest stood the Buchanness lighthouse in nearby Boddam, a couple of miles down the A90.
      

      
      Of the two lighthouses, Buchanness is closer to home and boy, was I glad to see it that morning. It’s not much to look at
         – at least, not from the shore. A simple red-and-white striped tower fixed to the end of a low, jutting edge of coastline,
         surrounded by meadow grass and brown-grey rocks. But at sea, as you come into port, you see it flashing, long before you’ve
         sighted land, and your heart skips a beat, or maybe two. On a bonnie night you see it fifteen miles away, and soon as you
         do, you start to think, Aye, we’re coming home tonight.
      

      
      Lying in between was Peterhead harbour. The breakwaters, the pier, the beach and the outline of the town traced in the background.
         As we entered the harbour mouth, I realised that a large number of boats were docked up. Skippers had, for the most part,
         decided against taking a run in the foul weather. Not me.
      

      
      The market pier was empty. Usually it’s a bustle of activity inside that room as fish agents and wholesalers haggle over price and quality of catch, workers in wellington boots dragging boxes of fish towards the back of lorries waiting to ship
         the fish south, to Edinburgh and Glasgow, Manchester and London and abroad to France, Spain and beyond. That morning, ours
         were practically the only boxes, and the agent’s voice echoed in the hollow room.
      

      
      We had three hundred and fifty boxes’ worth and unloaded them into the fish market in a couple of hours. I usually looked
         forward to watching my sales agent get a good price for me at market. But on that morning I left him to it. There were only
         a few boats to land a catch, so the auction prices were going to be big. Besides, the only thing I wanted to do was get everything
         in order, clean up the boat and return home to Irene and my bairns Jenna and Amy. It was only when I stepped on to dry land
         that it hit me just how much I had missed them. You try to block out such thoughts when you’re at sea, because you have to
         focus fully on the here and now, if you’re to stay alive.
      

      
      Experiencing a really bad storm was awful, but it made you appreciate your family and how much you loved them. I was knackered
         and stank of diesel fuel and fish, my throat was dry from furiously chained cigarettes smoked in the hour of tension, and
         my bones throbbed. Scars of the storm. When I got home, though, I mustered up some energy and gave my daughters big hugs.
         They held their noses and made a face as I rubbed my unshaven face against their cheeks, the beginnings of a sea beard. Yes,
         all right, Dad smelled. I was so glad to see them I could have cried.
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