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To Valentine, Katharine and Mary Thornhill,
who first demonstrated to me, long ago,
that it is quite possible for small
children to go on great adventures.
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The world is too much with us; late and soon,
Getting and spending, we lay waste our powers; 
Little we see in Nature that is ours;
We have given our hearts away, a sordid boon!
The Sea that bares her bosom to the moon;
The winds that will be howling at all hours,
And are up-gathered now like sleeping flowers;
For this, for everything, we are out of tune;
 It moves us not; Great God! I’d rather be
 A Pagan, suckled in a creed outworn,
So might I, standing on this pleasant lea
Have glimpses that would make me less forlorn; 
Have sight of Proteus rising from the sea,
Or hear old Triton blow his wreathéd horn
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INTRODUCTION


It is ten years now since Paul and I sat by a motorway in the fog, spread out the free Little Chef road-map, sketched in the missing bits of Scotland with sachets of sugar, and began to plan this voyage. Amid the duties of home, work, and school it was to be a sabbatical: one summer’s grace.


We were a new family then, our children only five and three years old. The idea was to sail our boat Grace O’Malley around Britain, all of us together, before the costs and commitments of growing schoolchildren pinned us down at home. It was a simple enough plan: we would go down-Channel from Suffolk, north around Wales and Scotland, then home again down the North Sea. We planned for it, worried about it, and nearly called it off when we watched turbulent pictures of Britain on the television weather forecast. Eventually, the following summer, we did it.


This is the story of how it turned out and what it did for us. It is all true. Some of it, I see looking back, presents so unvarnished a picture of family life that I was strongly tempted to edit it for this new edition. But I haven’t.


Libby Purves


Vale Farm, September 1997
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At nine I woke, to sunlight dancing on the white cabin ceiling, and the gentle rhythmic creak of the gaff. It was an improvement; my dawn watch had been an endless, hypnotically boring session of steering under engine in a windless drizzle, looking out anxiously for the Elbow buoy at the southern edge of the Thames Estuary. I have never liked the estuary; it gives me the shivers. You can be ten miles offshore, with no land in sight, yet floating in a mere six feet of water; if you are unwary or confused, the banks wait like submerged crocodiles to grab your keel and pound you to pieces as the falling tide mercilessly withdraws its soft support. Paul has a certain tenderness for the place and likes threading through its invisible mazes, because it was here he had his first sailing adventures, heart-in-mouth between the Crouch and the Blackwater. Unfortunately, his rhapsodies on the subject have merely led me into an unreasonable conviction that he is somehow to blame for the whole place. Somewhere, deep in my heart, I regard the banks and currents of this offshore labyrinth as a kind of private indulgence of my husband’s. The Thames Estuary, in short, is all his fault. If we had not lived in Suffolk, and resolved to sail round Britain clockwise to catch the best winds, nothing on earth would have persuaded me to begin a season’s pleasure by groping across this nightmare stretch of water.


This quaking mood of mine partly explained the absence, on this peaceful morning, of children’s strident voices from the quarter-bunks. Our family journey round Britain was beginning to daunt me more than a little: a year of preparation, clearing the decks at home, finishing last-minute commissions, collecting charts, and finally stowing the boat with everything from lamp-oil to Postman Pat jigsaws had worn us both out physically and emotionally. I had a bad cough, which frequently doubled me up in helpless convulsions; Paul had an assortment of minor rashes and ailments of the sort that make GPs tell people to Take it Easy. The strain was increased, if anything, by the natural interest shown by friends and occasional local newspapers: several weeks of making confident, happy pronouncements about the wisdom of taking children of five and three in a small boat around two thousand miles of hazardous coastline had drained me of all the confidence I had originally felt. The process was similar to the way a Hollywood couple can be driven to divorce (so I have always suspected) by nothing more than the pressure of giving interviews to Hollywood reporters about their wonderful caring marriage. As Paul wrote in his intermittent journal:


Two children, four months, and only thirty feet of boat. No nanny. Only Mummy and Daddy to turn to and the Grace O’Malley wanting attention too. But in many ways, we’ve had insufficient time for our children in the past. On this cruise we will have no excuses. No phones to interrupt, no important calls to make. No excuses!


So we decided to make a virtue of our attack of nerves. We could get our shakedown sail, our first seasickness, and the horrors of the Thames Estuary all over with in one fell swoop, without the children. They could be ferried down to join us at Brighton, and leaving Ipswich we would ship as crew the infinitely more robust and reassuring figure of our friend Michael Devenish.


Michael was crooning snatches of opera to himself on the helm as I lay watching the sunlight on the boatyard’s deep chestnut varnish. Paul lay heavily asleep, rolled in a blanket in Rose’s bunk. Michael, as I stumbled up into the cockpit, pointed out the latest piece of coast with the typical pride of a helmsman ending his watch: rather as if he had built it himself. ‘White cliffs of Dover.’ So they were. We were round both the Forelands and pointing West at last. I shivered down below again, and put the kettle on; it was newly polished, and reflected my face as it swung cosily on its gimbals. There was a nice symbolism, I thought, in this way of beginning the cruise. It was right that children should only come along after an adult interlude. Long before they were born, Paul and I had sailed together in our old Barnacle Goose, a twenty-six-foot Contessa, making fifty-six-hour crossings to the. West of Ireland, rounding the Fastnet, sailing to Southern Brittany and landing on Ushant. And in turn, long before I knew Paul, I had sailed with Michael Devenish on an eventful, risky, delightful journey through the Outer Hebrides and to St Kilda aboard an ancient Brightlingsea oyster-smack called Kathleen, captained by our beloved friend Christopher Thornhill: a man of such charm, uncertain temper, and adventurously romantic attitude to cruising that nobody has sailed with him without forever afterwards bearing his mark. Even Paul, who spent only two short weekends aboard Kathleen, shows the Thornhill influence: there is something in his eye when he approaches a rocky cleft with pilot book in one hand and tiller in the other, crying ‘If I get through this hole I’ll have a whisky!’ which is authentically Christopher in origin.


I am more timid: but any spark of courage I have now, any determination to explore, any sense of risk well taken and any romantic devotion to traditional boats, was kindled by that fortnight under Kathleen’s rusty old sails. I was twenty-four and young for my age, a local radio drudge; Christopher had recruited me on an impulse to cook for him, for Michael, and for another man he didn’t know very well but who was universally known as ‘Stoker’ from the foulness of his language and the depth of his stubble (I believe Stoker later went into the City, but everyone is entitled to adopt a romantic persona on their holidays). Alone with these odd strangers, I learned a great deal about how to steer a heavy, wilful old gaffer in a big sea and about how to cook haggis (in the oven, to let the fat run out). I thought Michael, in particular, was wonderfully adult and debonair, and became so devoted to him that I would even hold the torch and mirror in the dark cabin while he shaved (an obligingness which brought only hoots of derision from Christopher and Stoker). For the three men, the fortnight was merely another good cruise on the old boat. To me, it was one of the more significant events in my confused, late-adolescent life. I lay in my bunk on that first wild night passage out to Barra, hearing the wind’s shriek and the waves’ tumble close around me, and looking past the wildly swinging paraffin cabin-lamp at Michael or Christopher hauling the tiller with all their strength as we bore down on the distant lighthouse. And I discovered with a small shock of recognition that I was, for the first time since childhood, utterly happy. I was proud, too: Stoker was lying sick, but while Christopher and Michael kept watch about, I climbed in and out of my bunk all that night keeping the bilges pumped, and lashing down various objects and furnishings which had crashed awkwardly around the cabin. Once I felt desperately sick myself, and went for a pill to the first-aid box; it was fastened down in the forepeak, right on top of the box of forty Loch Fyne kippers which were essential to Kathleen’s victualling. Even then, while I fiddled sweatingly with unfamiliar knots in the reek of kippered herring, the pride and happiness never left me for a moment.


In this flat grey patch of Channel fifteen years later, Michael and I – both older now, both of us parents – remembered all these things as we drank our early tea aboard this newer, lighter, easier modern gaffer. Grace O’Malley owes a lot to my early devotion to the old oyster-smack, but it must be admitted that she is a sort of Kathleen-and-soda: a less richly atmospheric and considerably less hazardous version of the old boat. The slow, creaking, gentle watch went by under sail, and we passed the mouth of Dover Harbour with more ease than ever before, thanks to the seamen’s strike. Usually it is like crossing a motorway on a tricycle, as the ferries thunder in and out. We rounded the low, gloomy shape of Dungeness and made for Beachy Head as dusk fell again.


It is an odd bit of coast, this: inhospitable now, but haunted by the ghosts of old harbours. There were seven of the Cinque Ports once: now Hythe is nothing but a bland, straight beach; Sandwich is sandy, Romney is marsh, Winchelsea is gone, Hastings is a haven only for beach-fishermen and fairground swingboats; and even Rye, great port of the sixteenth century, is silty and problematical, struggling to remain a harbour at all. The sea has risen, rivers have abandoned their old beds, storms and floods have hurled tons of shingle on to the hideous, hissing, promontory of Dungeness; there never has been and never can be anything safe or permanent about this shifty coast. Dover remains a port, but an entirely artificial one, its harbour walls enclosing a mile of English Channel: one Edwardian seaman inveighed furiously against this interference with nature, on the grounds that the narrowing of the twenty-one-mile strait caused the tide to flow even faster than before. Myself, I prefer an ancient rock harbour; you know where you are with rock. The south-east of England, rather appropriately, is more inconstant and fickle in its ways than the Celtic kingdoms of the West.


Still, I have had some fun here. On my first night watch under full sail, watching the Royal Sovereign blinking serenely ahead of me, I had happy memories to examine. For two or three years after the Kathleen voyage I sailed as crew aboard another old boat based at Newhaven. She was a small Itchen Ferry, eighteen feet long, seventy years old, but with a bowsprit and paraffin sidelights which reminded me sentimentally of Kathleen. I was in an energetic phase of sailing, having put a small-ad in Yachting Monthly offering myself as crew: I was introduced to little Sheltie by an obsessive young surveyor called Richard Hayward, whose life was devoted to fussing over the diminutive and somewhat mildewed shape of his little boat. He had a mania for detail and completeness: for an eighteen-foot boat to have a full Admiralty-sized chart table is admirable, if unusual; the drawback on Sheltie was that when unfolded, his home-made chart table occupied most of both bunks, and rendered cooking, engine maintenance, and access to the lavatory bucket in the fo’c’sle utterly impossible (sometimes the bucket was full of anchor-chain, anyway, so male or female, one clung to the tarry shrouds for natural functions). There were periodic scares during the years I sailed on Sheltie; not only such understandable maritime alarums as the time the exhaust pipe set fire to the floorboards off Portland Bill, but more esoteric crises like the time the boat was – according to its furious, demented owner –invaded in his absence by marauding feral mink, who left seagulls lying around in the cabin with their heads bitten off. After this alleged invasion, Richard manufactured a pair of minkproof screens out of perforated aluminium, which we solemnly fitted across the cockpit whenever we left it. Personally, I never quite believed in the mink; but I grew fond of the boat, in an exasperated sort of way, through three winters of painting her chubby bottom and hammering tarred hemp into the roomy gaps between her planks.


I have never been able to enthuse anybody else, least of all Paul, about Sheltie: although Richard and I drifted apart long ago, the one thing that unites us is that we know what a fine adventure it can be to sail a tiny, rather smelly, highly vulnerable old boat to new harbours by sheer determination and incurable optimism. On fire off Portland, or lost in Lyme Bay, we had only our own skins to worry about, and a conviction that there was probably no need to do so. Life changes: today, with children, I would not sail any less staidly than aboard the Grace O’Malley, with her twenty-seven horsepower auxiliary engine, her liferaft, her Decca navigator and comfortable chart table. But I defiantly remember my reckless salad days, and always will.


In the small hours we tied up in Brighton Marina. It is a yachtsmen’s Dover, a miniature version of that utterly artificial harbour. It is, I suppose, the ring-road hypermarket of yachting; but we had plenty of characterful slimy old harbours and wild anchorages to look forward to, and decided we had earned a night in Brighton. Besides, I happened to know that Sheltie was there, and hoped for a sneaky visit to her.


After several self-congratulatory whiskies we all slept, to awaken to a brilliantly sunny day, a rising south-west wind we were glad to have avoided, and the smell of bacon drifting from the cafe. At eleven, Michael’s wife Belinda appeared with small Harry and Lucy, contemporaries and great mates of Nicholas’s and Rose’s. We looked at these two with sudden alarm, wakened from our complacent adult world to remember how very small children are, and how apparently unsuited to wobbling pontoons and narrow decks. Almost simultaneously Richard Hayward arrived, having spotted us on one of his weekend forays to the Marina to renew some unspeakable part of Sheltie; then our own children trotted down the pontoon with their nanny Virginia. The wind was so fierce by now that the little sail’ we had promised Lucy and Harry was commuted to a run as far as Brighton pier with the jibs up only, and a motor back again against the wind; twenty minutes at sea was long enough for all of us. Once again, Paul and I exchanged glances, worrying, wondering whether we were a bit silly to commit these nursery children to three or four months of strenuous cruising.


Then suddenly the afternoon became surreal. We tied up again, the sun came out, and I sought to entertain the children further. ‘Shall we go and see a boat called Sheltie?’ I asked brightly. Richard, keen to show off his beloved to a new generation, led the way to the East Pontoon where she lay, stumpy and defiant with her little bowsprit and neat pinrails and home-made square cockpit. The four children climbed on to the narrow side-deck and peered into the windows as her owner groped confidently for the key on its hook under the stern-deck. ‘I may – have dropped it – ’ he panted – ‘in the rush to get away in the rain with Claire and the new baby – she was getting a bit – urrgh – anyway, didn’t have time for the mink-screens …’ He groped furiously while Michael and Paul watched from the pontoon, and we two mothers hovered fussily over the entranced, balancing children. ‘Is this a small boat? Is it the one the mink once got into?’ asked Nicholas eagerly. ‘Are they in there now?’ ‘No, no, darling,’ I said with soothing maternal blandness. ‘Of course not –’


Then Richard, with a face of thunder, emerged from his dark oubliette, I can smell them,’ he hissed. They’re jolly well BACK!’ He brandished a section of seagull-corpse. A leg and thigh, ending in a dark caked bloody mass. Michael, an incurable hunter, stiffened like a pointer. ‘What, they’re here now?’ ‘Yes – listen – scrabbling …’ In the confused minutes that followed, delight piled upon delight: the mink had not only returned to their old haunt, they had actually stolen the key, on its tasty cork float, and therefore locked the owner out. The children jumped and crowed at the news. An invading animal, furry to boot, which eats messily and locks grown-ups out of their own boats was more than anyone could have expected on a bland day in bland Brighton Marina. Eventually Michael, who had leapt from the pontoon quivering with bloodlust, made a long arm and got the key from the cockpit locker where the mink, bored with the taste of cork, had dropped it. Hatches slid back; and moments later, all seven of us had our heads over, peering into the gloom at the remarkable sight of one small, sleek, insolent creature sitting on the chart table looking at us with bead-bright eyes, and another darting in and out of the engine-box. They had that surly, arrogant look of rats caught in an old pantry; they were not particularly scared of us, but resented our letting the light in to what was patently their home. ‘Do they ever bite?’ asked Lucy. ‘Very much so,’ snarled Richard. ‘Savagely.’ Belinda and I withdrew our children prudently before the mink got tough, and retired to Grace O’Malley for a riotous nursery tea. Harry was busy inventing ‘a poisoning-machine for mink’ (Just Like His Father, muttered Belinda) while Rose fell wholeheartedly into the role of ‘a dear little furry mink that’s friendly’. The two older children ate steadily, quietly satisfied by the drama they had witnessed. When the three men returned for their tea, Paul looked distinctly green, but the other two had the swaggering gait of the successful hunter. What had happened to the mink? asked the children in chorus. ‘We – er – chased them back into the sea,’ said Michael diplomatically, under his wife’s stern eye. ‘Got’em with a stick,’ muttered Richard. In a furious aside, he confided that he was indignant at his failure to interest the marina authorities in his furry corpses. They just said that nobody else had ever complained of mink getting in. Well, I said …’ Paul passed up cups of tea through the hatch, and hissed inhospitably: ‘Don’t let either of those two below decks, for God’s sake. They stink of it.’


* * *


The next morning, with our friends gone, Paul and I suffered something of a crisis of confidence. The mainspring of our treasured Zeiss barograph broke, necessitating a daredevil ride on the folding bicycle up the pontoons to telephone for spares to be sent on to us (‘It’ll take a week’ – ‘Make it Falmouth, then’). That was quite fun. Then the plastic handlebars of the folding bicycle shattered dramatically, necessitating an even longer trudge back to the phone box to ring the makers and suggest they did the same. (‘We’ll get them off today,’ they said more helpfully. ‘Make it Portsmouth, then, please’ – our voyage, as yet unmade, was beginning to be shaped by these forwarded artefacts. I had lost the aerial of my new portable phone, and that was on its way to Poole.) Such marginal gadgets are nothing to get emotional about; but the third blow was worse. Both batteries were entirely, irredeemably, flat. Clearly, our newly bought charging system did not work at all. And there were two days of Bank Holiday ahead, and the children bratty and discontented from the day’s excitement, and the wind still hard out of the south-west. We had promised ourselves to be cheerful and optimistic about setbacks, but we had hoped for rather more glamorous setbacks – being galebound in Islay, or becalmed amid flocks of puffins – rather than being stuck in Brighton Marina with a duff alternator. But we passed the time with school lessons for Nicholas, pothooks for Rose, rowing-lessons and rattly journeys on the ancient Volks Electric Railway along the Brighton prom.


Meanwhile Paul unearthed a quiet, serious middle-aged electrical engineer called Neville Preston, who became quite a member of the family over the Bank Holiday, limping up and down the pontoons with his bad hip to try out one theory after another. On Tuesday lunchtime he raised his head at last from the smelly recesses of the engine compartment and triumphantly announced that the regulator was wired up back to front. ‘You can see why. Look at that diagram – tell me, how would you wire that?’ Craftsmen are always courteously unwilling to believe in the depths of a client’s ignorance; I did not like to say that under no circumstances would I even attempt to wire up a regulator. Paul, who in his youth worked for Bernard Miles as a theatrical electrician, and boasts of having personally wired the gents’ lavatory at the old Mermaid Theatre, tried a few wise nods. Mr Preston nimbly reconnected everything, and at four o’clock Grace O’Malley was fit for sea.


The wind was still in the south-west, so we decided on a short fifteen-mile leg westwards to Littlehampton before striking out round Selsey Bill and its tricky offlying rocks towards Portsmouth, our next major goal. The children – or at least Nicholas – seemed as keen as we were to escape the concrete embrace of Brighton Marina. At five fifteen, we set our sails inside the harbour wall, and motored out into an unfriendly, reflected loppy swell off its wall. The real voyage, the family voyage, had begun.


Wind and sea were brisker than we had expected. Grace O’Malley tore ahead, and while the children solemnly ate their hot dogs on deck in their harnesses, I went forward to pull down a reef and reduce the size of the mainsail. Much to my pleasure, although we had hardly ever had to reef Grace O’Malley in her short life, the actions came back to me in the right sequence: topping-lift tightened, peak let down, throat hauled down enough to engage the eyelet on its hook on the boom, tighten up, wind the reefing-line to draw the new tack of the sail down on to the far end of the boom, peak up again, topping-lift off. Everything fell easily to hand, and the wide, generous decks felt safe even at this steep angle of heel. Grace O’Malley is a comfortable boat to work: she is not descended from daft, skittery racing yachts but from proper working craft: boats fit for fishermen, or traders, or pilots.


Or mothers. Nicholas watched the manoeuvre with big, clouded eyes, cautiously confident in his parents’ capacity to make the giant brown sail grow and shrink for the wind. As I lurched back along the deck, soaked with spray, I was able to slide comfortably down next to the perching children on the coaming; they immediately demanded their pudding, and I proudly produced two individual cheesecakes and spoons previously stowed in my wet oilskin pocket. The combination of nursery treats and seriously necessary reefing of sails made an odd, poignant contrast with the earlier sailing days I had been dreaming of; and for the children, no doubt, it made a faintly disturbing contrast to the sedate little routines of tea at home. They should have been under the familiar oak beams of the kitchen now, with dusk falling and Nelson the cat prowling under the chairs for tit-bits; yet we had brought them out here among the grey breaking Channel seas, with dark clouds obscuring the last sun, and the wet bunt of mainsail canvas flogging overhead. I resolved in that moment that, on this strange rash family journey, the wet and windswept Mummy who struggled back from the mast in a rising wind would always have (metaphorically at least) a treat and a spoon stowed in her pocket. And an explanation for it all. ‘We had to make the sail smaller, to make Grace O’Malley more comfy in the wind/ I said. ‘All right/ said Nicholas doubtfully. Rose sat giggling, faintly excited, faintly bewildered, swaying in her miniature oilskin suit on the increasingly wet deck.


Perhaps we should have stopped at Littlehampton. But by now it was clear that if we kept going we could actually steer a direct course for the Looe Channel, the short-cut through the reefs off Selsey Bill. We would be hard on the wind and heeling mightily, but mere was no full gale forecast, and we knew that without children we would certainly have pressed on and reached Portsmouth wet, tired, and triumphant in the small hours, having skipped a harbour and won a day’s progress. We would even catch the fair tide through the narrow gut of rocks at the Looe. It made sailing sense to go on. We did not spend too long asking ourselves whether it made family sense, on the children’s first night at sea, to commit ourselves to a night passage in such a wild sea; for one thing the forecast was for an eventual decline in wind, and more importantly, I suspect that we both felt that if we funked this small passage now because the children seemed so very tiny and vulnerable, we would never actually make it round 2000 miles of unpredictable coastline. We would end our journey in ignominy, defeated by the forces of nursery inertia. So on we pressed into the gloom.


The children, tired of perching, weary of the whitening sea-crests and the strange new pounding of their small world against the unremitting south-westerly, opted for bed. I put them in their nightclothes, Rose very small in her red nightdress, and tucked them up in sleeping-bags in the wide quarterberths under the cockpit. Ten minutes later. Rose was sick. I bundled her up tighter, in a saloon berth with the leecloth fastened to stop her rolling out, and lay down myself for half an hour leaving Paul alone with the darkness and the wind. It dropped slightly at dusk, and we shook out the reef.


But through my fitful sleep, it rose again to a shriek, reminding me shudderingly of all the other times I have lain below on a yacht trying to ignore the new sounds and movements of the boat which mean that out there, in the wet and howling night, a sail must be reefed or changed. Then Rose was sick again, sadly and copiously, so that I was glad not to have taken off my oilskin suit. Lurching around the cabin by the swinging paraffin lamplight, I managed the mopping, the reassurances, the jokes, the firm promise of ‘feeling better now’. She fell asleep instantly on receipt of a clean muslin comforter, her ubiquitous ‘duster’. On deck Paul called for a hand on the helm while he took in a reef; he looked so sick that I went forward myself to do it. We had left it late, and there was no smug self-satisfaction this time: the sail was too strong for me, and it was fully ten minutes before I succeeded in getting the eye into its hook in the dark, and winding down the foot. I came shuddering back into the cockpit, confidence in rags, conscious of the two children asleep below me. ‘Littlehampton? Turn back?’ Again we thought briefly, and feared for our whole journey. ‘No,’ said Paul. ‘We’ve got the Decca, we can pinpoint the Looe Channel, and we’ll be there in three hours at this rate. Then we can turn a bit off the wind, and it will be quieter.’


The hours grew worse and worse. Once, Paul attempted a sleeping watch below, but gave up when the fitful little cries came from Rose; he opted to return pea-green to the helm while I went below by the light of the wildly swinging paraffin lantern to hold her damp, trembling little head over the pot. On deck, the wind seemed to rise even further, although we could still hold our course; we thought of taking down the second reef, and maybe we should have done so; but we opted for speed, just to get out of this unpleasant mess. Whichever of us was off the helm would alternate between keeping a lookout for unlit lobster-pots from the cockpit, and checking and re-checking our position both with the old-fashioned log and compass reckoning, and with the electronic navigator box – a new acquisition last season, and one of our few concessions to the age of the microchip. On one of these trips below, I found the cabin floor awash, and all the vegetables floating dismally in seawater in their plastic bins: we had forgotten to close the sink drain seacock, and the galley basin had been filling up and spilling into the food bins. It was no danger to the ship, the leak being instantly stoppable simply by turning the seacock off as we should have done in the first place, but it depressed us. I mopped the swaying floor with Rose’s damp, discarded red nightdress, and wondered again how wise we were to be doing this.


Still, reason prevailed. We were taking a dusting, and the sea was one of the roughest we had met in years, but it was not dangerously high; merely uncomfortable. Nicholas was fast asleep, warm and dry, and Rose was taking enough sips of water to avoid the only real danger of seasickness, dehydration. Their ordeal, and ours, would not last more than another eight or nine hours at worst; probably the worst would be over in two or three. It does not do to be melodramatic, even when you are crawling around on a soaking cabin floor under a wild, leaping paraffin light, mopping up seawater with your baby’s nightdress. We had, after all, made plenty of rough two-handed passages before, and knew what it was like. Paul was sick again.


Then two things happened. A visit to the chart table convinced me that we were being set too far north by the tide, close to the Mixon rocks, unlit in the dark; and when I went on deck to tell Paul, a loud distressed bleeping behind me signified that the Decca was out of order, ANTENNA FAIL, it flashed. The aerial had never been quite the same since my sister-in-law sat on it the previous summer. Things were now bleaker; we were charging into a ring of rocks, with only one weakly-lit route out of it, and this route was one which we could no longer be certain of finding. Especially since it had begun to rain. We tacked the boat (wails of protest from below as Rose was overcome by sickness at her new angle) and spent the next hour making efforts to get a decent position from the old-fashioned but reliable system of holding up a hand-compass and getting a bearing on two distant lighthouses, Owers and Nab. It is a horrible job in a rough sea; the compass-card seems as if it will never stop spinning and settle, and when it does you have lost sight of the light behind a tall wave; then, reciting your bearings in your head, you stumble below (pausing to sort out sick children), and plot them on the chart, which is disintegrating under repeated soakings from your wet sleeves. In the end we got a position, laid off a course for Looe Channel, and within another half-hour were rewarded by a weak green flash on the horizon: the Looe Channel buoy.


Nicholas awoke, below, and lay looking up with sad brown eyes. ‘What’s the matter?’ I asked. He had not cried out. I’m waiting,’ he said. What for? I’m waiting to feel better.’ Ten minutes later his waiting was over; he threw up in his pillow and felt much better. I took one look at the pillow and robustly hurled the whole lot overboard, to be lost in the foam-capped waves which gleamed green under our starboard side-light. We both felt better, then. ‘Wow,’ said Nicholas reverently, and sank back to sleep.


The calmer water we should have found after the Looe did not materialize. Days of south-easterly winds followed by this southwesterly had stirred up a vicious sea which lasted all the way to Spithead. Paul was still being sick right up to the harbour entrance, and Rose well inside it. Within Portsmouth Harbour, our navigation lights mysteriously failed and as we struggled to get the mainsail down (it was jammed), the harbour police roared up and played a spotlight on us with much officious hailing and a quite unfounded accusation that we had come in, unlit, too near the car ferry (we had been ten minutes ahead of it, and had gone a good distance out of the main channel to fight the sail down). Bad-temperedly, we tied up at Camper & Nicholson’s Marina, put the children under clean duvets with a drink of water, and tidied the boat.


And so it was that from three to four on that wet, windy May morning I was rinsing and drying vegetables individually, and picking soggy biscuits out of the holes in saucepan-handles. But we were safe in port, with forty-five miles of nasty coast behind us. ‘We shan’t have to go round Selsey Bill again,’ I murmured to Paul as we drifted off to sleep. ‘We get back to Harwich by way of Cape Wrath, instead.’ I didn’t know whether it was an encouraging thought or not. This was half-past four; Rose awoke at six, crying and fretful. With an enormous effort of will I woke and reminded myself that we had taken these children away from everything normal – school, friends, garden, toys, dry land itself – and were only offering them in return our constant company and extra love. I crawled into the wide bunk beside her, and we cuddled and whispered and dozed companionably together, tired and doubtful and glad to be in harbour; all of us in the same boat.
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Sailing small yachts around Britain – piecemeal or wholesale – is no new pastime. Yachting may have begun as a rich man’s racing sport, but by the end of the nineteenth century there was plenty of evidence that some few maverick yachtsmen, at least, were attempting voyages instead of contests and doing it in yachts far humbler and less comfortable than the floating palaces of the wealthy. The folding pipe-cot, the smelly paraffin-stove and bucket lavatory were emerging as the norm of yachting, quite independently of the polished Edwardian elegances that lay off Cowes. Of the early cruising yachtsmen, the singlehanders are the best known, because – having various bizarre axes to grind – they tended to write the books. John MacGregor (of the yawl Rob Roy) made a muscular-Christian pilgrimage in the 1860s with a boatful of improving tracts; he in turn inspired E. E. Middleton to make and write The Cruise of the Kate, a circumnavigation of England (not Britain: he nipped through the Forth and Clyde Canal and missed out most of Scotland). MacGregor was a bit of a hearty bore, and Middleton a misfit of the gloomiest type: everywhere he went, he found the natives ‘surly and insolent’, and since he was a splenetic and opinionated flat-earther, one can see their point. A few years later R. T. McMullen wrote one of the most famous early yachting books, Down Channel, and became celebrated even more in yachting legend for being found dead and rigid at the helm; though scarcely more rigid than he was in life. McMullen was the kind of skipper I used to dread in my small-ad sailing days: preoccupied with tight reefs and neat coils, apoplectic about ‘slovenliness’ and deeply suspicious of women.


All these men were formidable and brave seamen, sailing an extremely difficult coast without engines and – more awesome by far – without weather forecasts; but between them they have given early yachting a regrettable image of heavy, dull masculinity and imperial authoritarianism. Then along came Hilaire Belloc, with his magnificent descriptions of coastal sailing in The Cruise of the Nona; more readable, more a complete and lovable man than the rest put together; but his book is oddly marred by perverse ramblings about parliamentary government and by his deeply embarrassing affection for good old Mussolini. All these, largely thanks to a modern literary convert to cruising, Jonathan Raban, author of Coasting, are enjoying something of a revival today; but the effect of the revival, we found, was mainly to make people at parties draw back nervously from anyone announcing a projected voyage round Britain in a yacht. ‘Wonderful,’ they would say, wondering what hideous political or religious insight we were chasing across the waves. ‘You’ll really, er, find out a lot about yourselves.’ In vain we protested that we only wanted to find out a bit about the coast and a lot about the boat, to take a summer’s grace from our jobs, and to show the children something different to the bland comforts of middle-class country life. Nobody believed us. Thanks to Middleton and MacGregor and Belloc and Raban, friends persisted in suspecting us of having seen some lurid, antisocial Light.


The antidote to all this, and the work we had brought with us to illuminate our way with a gentler glow, was Frank Cowper’s Sailing Tours, a series published between 1892 and 1895 with the modest aim of helping the emerging breed of cruising yachtsmen to find their way into new harbours without running into anything. Cowper was a peaceful, scholarly chap, an Oxford classicist whose hobby was pottering around in small river and estuary boats until he bought his first cabined yacht, Undine, and began making Channel crossings. Far-sightedly, he predicted a need for a real yachtsman’s guide to British waters; there was no such thing extant, as witness Daniel Defoe’s abandoning of his plan to circumnavigate Britain one hundred years earlier for want of a pilot-book. In a forty-eight-foot converted fishing lugger, Lady Harvey, Cowper began a remarkable three-year voyage around the coast. He toured almost the entire coastline, including all of Scotland and Orkney, and made many detours up the Bristol Channel and the Clyde. The books are a delight: in alternate chapters, he offers first ‘Sailing Directions’ and then ‘Anecdotes’, relishing the latter with the glee of a true gossip. As a seaman, Cowper must have been remarkable, handling his big boat either alone or with a series of inexperienced local lads taken on around the coast: he was not driven by any of the sad, complicated devils that urged on the better-known single-handers. His is a simple, joyful, spirit of curiosity:


As the rash mouse contemplating the tasty cheese ignores the dangers surrounding it, so I, with equal recklessness, enamoured of the glorious sport of amateur cruising, incurred lightly many risks … And yet perhaps it was this very innocence mat enabled me to carry out my purpose so successfully.


He had a theory that one should never read in detail about the rocks and currents and storms of a region before setting out, but ‘start first and read about the dangers afterwards’; and he keeps the inevitable Victorian outbreaks of heroic patriotism about ‘little ships breeding a nation of hardy seamen’ well under control. Nor does he waste space in abasing himself with philosophical tremblings before the Eternal Might of the Sea; he merely relays every eddy and every oddity of specific stretches of water in a way so lastingly accurate that in wild places, we frequently found as much help and sense in Cowper as in our modern pilot-books. His work breathes decency and the kindly, sentimental spirit which has pervaded many mild and gentlemanly yachting writers since – Maurice Griffiths, Frank Carr, Alker Tripp, and today Michael Richey and J. D. Sleightholme: appreciative, amiable, innocent, self-deprecating chaps whose more or less unworldly joy was to wander the coasts and oceans, putting up with considerable hardship and danger; not to test their tiresome virility or to build up the British Empire, but to find more sights and places to observe and enjoy. It is hard to think of Cowper at the end: in his seventies and infirm, moving alone into a sheltered hostel far from the sea in Winchester. He died there on 29 May 1930 at the age of eighty-one, thinking himself forgotten and his books outdated; but he sailed again beside us in 1988 and his four volumes became part of the fabric of our voyage. We would rather have thrown all the electronics overboard than been without them.


I had a brief glance at Cowper that morning in Portsmouth; he speaks disparagingly of the difficulties of mooring a yacht in amongst the naval busyness of the place, and relates an incident from 1844 when two divers engaged in blowing up the Royal George had a fight, during which ‘Corporal Jones kicked out the glass eye of Private Girvan’s diving dress’. Thus refreshed, I turned back to Rose’s interminable monologue on how Jingle the teddybear had been very sick in the night, and so had Otter and Peter Colony (her tiger). But they were all, she said, much better. I marvelled at her recovery after the night’s gastric horrors, and her keenness to eat a hot breakfast as soon as possible on the shore.


I had promised myself, and Paul, to stop maundering on about my old sailing voyages and concentrate on making this one; but fate was against me. Walking up the pontoon, I was a little startled to see a sad-looking steel yacht called Makahiki; ten years earlier I sailed from the Canary Islands to Barbados on Makahiki, as crew to a couple I had barely met – another aberration of my small-ad phase of sailing. It was eerie to see that deck again where the flying fish had landed, that wheel at which I had stood in the sunlight, steering through blue waves for three weeks. This was a grey morning in Portsmouth, and she was tethered by grubby ropes in Camper and Nicholson’s utilitarian marina behind the warships; but this same Makahiki had once carried me gaily through a Christmas morning, with the sunrise reddening the puffy trade wind clouds and the Queen crackling calm goodwill to us on the World Service. I stood feeling odd for a few moments, haunted by an ocean; then the children dragged us off for bacon sandwiches in a steamy Gosport café.


By lunchtime we were all walking a wider, grander deck. HMS Warrior, the huge Victorian ironclad warship, half frigate, half modern battleship, had come home at last to Portsmouth as a permanent memorial to – well, to herself, really. Warrior never fired a shot in battle; she was nothing but a state-of-the-art unbeatable ship created to upstage the French. She was and is an astonishing hybrid: a steamship with a mass of squaresails, a wooden ship plated in inches of iron. She had a figurehead unsuitably placed on her slender bow because the Admiralty thought the sailors would be unhappy without one (‘Jack likes a figurehead’), yet she had an armoured conning-tower like any World War I battleship (the officers, it is said, thought it ungentlemanly to hide inside a steel cage, and continued to pace the open deck like Nelson). Warrior ushered in the modern age: she was the ultimate deterrent, the nuclear submarine of her day, the vessel that made war pointless because, for the moment, she could beat anything. She and her French rival, La Gloire, were the beginning of the international arms race. At Warrior’s launching in 1860, an observer said that she looked, among the frigates which had hardly changed since HMS Victory, ‘Like a black snake among the rabbits.’ When her day was done, she spent an inglorious few decades as a floating fuel-jetty in Milford Haven, her decks buried deep in concrete.


I had last seen the black snake at Hartlepool, just before she was towed south, away from the redundant north-east shipwrights who miraculously had this intriguing job dropped into their laps by the fad for restoring historic ships. They had done well: she was glorious in her transformation, with her shipshapeness, neatness, completeness, her pleasant tarry smells and wide spaces. The children ran and whooped on the long, scrubbed deck, and I roamed happily around. This was my kind of warship: the first ship of the line ever to have a dedicated drying-room for sailors’ clothes, a battleship that never saw a battle. A big, domesticated, purring black cat: deterrent, not aggressor. Wisely, the Maritime Trust had decided not to label anything: ‘You must wander around,’ said Captain Wells, her historian, with dreamy pleasure, ‘and think that the sailors have just left her, hammocks slung, mess-table laid.’ We revelled in Warrior, and the next morning Paul took Nicholas on his own to HMS Victory and to the Tudor warship Mary Rose. Quite accidentally, this interlude of tourism gave Nicholas the clue to history: every tale of castle or Armada, Jacobite or inventor, that we told him throughout the rest of the voyage would be met by a stern enquiry ‘Was that before or after Nelson’s Victory? Well, was it as old as Mary Rose? Was that when Warrior was still sailing?’ Tudor, eighteenth-century and Victorian periods were branded forever in his mind as shapes of ships; later, he added Viking, and had as useful a key to chronology as any child could get before his sixth birthday. Victory also set off a difficult discussion about civilized values: he and Paul were most intrigued that in Nelson’s day, when battle was about to be joined, a warship would put a cannon into the captain’s quarters and remove all his fine gilded furniture into a small boat, which was towed astern out of danger. There was an agreement between the French, English, and Spanish that they would not fire on one another’s furniture-boats. Very civilized. On the other hand, deep in the bowels of these picturesque ships lived children of six, bought from orphanages or indigent parents, employed to fill sacks with gunpowder in quarters too small for adult men. Nicholas was very thoughtful about these. ‘I aren’t six yet, are I?’ he asked repeatedly, I wouldn’t have go on the orlop deck where they painted it red so you couldn’t see the blood, would I?’


Our own two powder-monkeys were fast recovering their health and spirits after their bad night. The main fear was that Rose would balk at going to sea again. So we grasped the nettle and motored out of Portsmouth harbour with brisk, optimistic dispatch. It was calm; rather than fuss our wary daughter with sails, we went on under engine across the Eastern Solent, reading Peter Rabbit stories in a syrupy, soothing manner. Nicholas climbed astride the boom and rode it like a horse, shrieking with macho delight; his sister lay in my arms silently for a while, then, surprised at not feeling ill, ate six Jaffa cakes with mounting confidence. We snaked up the Beaulieu River, admiring the irony of Lord Montagu’s immaculate capitalist conservation of its woods and sands and birds, as set against the democratically attained and revoltingly tacky development of the Hamble and Southampton Water, a botch-up of hideous marinas and slick ‘prestige’ developments. We were at ease on long-familiar waters, the children were happy to be on this short recreational trip, and the sun began to shine on our voyage again. The only moment of panic came – to poor Nicholas – when he asked what RCC meant on his father’s cap. ‘Daddy and I belong to the Royal Cruising Club,’ we explained. We are fond of the RCC: it is a club whose mildest-looking members at monthly dinners generally seem to be fresh back from Greenland or Patagonia, but listen with great courtesy to your florid account of a daring passage to Calais. But Nicholas fastened, alarmed, on one word of the answer. ‘You belong to the Royal Cruising Club? What, so you don’t belong to us?’ He was so worried that even as we were tying ourselves to the pontoons at Buckler’s Hard, I had to continue assuring him in embarrassingly loud shouts that he and Rose had first call on us, the RCC making do with the residue only of our attention.


Buckler’s Hard is a shamelessly picturesque and faintly twee tourist trap in the high season, but on this fresh May afternoon, with the forested banks of the river glinting in the low sunlight, the clean grass, the deserted hill to roll down, and the few yacht masts swaying on the blue river, it was a joy to see. Nicholas found a model of HMS Victory in the maritime museum and identified the very porthole he had peered out of that morning, in Portsmouth. At dusk, my brother Andrew and his girl-friend Lindsay arrived for supper, and we hauled Andrew up the mast to change the navigation light-bulb, followed by the children in the bosun’s chair in turn, rising a giddy three or four feet above the deck before demanding to be let down.


It was a convivial evening, with topics ranging rather loosely and alcoholically from sex education to the fact that RAF socks are so rough that middle-aged airmen have no hair left below the knee; and as we talked and drank, the children fell asleep. Afterwards, however, when we were alone, Paul became suddenly sunk in gloom. ‘I just don’t think we can do it. Not all the way round Britain, with all those open-water passages, and Rose so small. She’s so little, and so demanding, such a pest…’ He was unwilling to talk it out, unwilling to speak at all, beyond the bald statement of his lack of faith in the voyage.


I was feeling better about it all, excitedly optimistic in a way that had something inexplicably to do with all the old ships: with Victory and Warrior, with the risen Mary Rose and rusty old Makahiki; even with Sheltie. With a few drinks inside me, it seemed that if other ships had overcome invasion by rodents, being sunk in the Solent mud for four hundred years or written off as concrete fuel-jetties for thirty; if accommodation could be found for rococo furniture in naval battles, and for seamen’s drying-rooms in the middle of an arms race, Grace O’Malley and her adult crew could surely get a temperamental three-year-old round Britain by hook or by crook.


With reasonable confidence we set sail next day down the beautiful Western Solent. I sang ‘My Name is Captain Kidd, Many wicked things I did’ in the required basso-profundo for Rose until I succumbed to prolonged, convulsive bronchitic coughing, which infuriated Paul the whole way across Christchurch Bay. By the time we tied up at Poole Town Quay, we were all a little frayed, but the children were allowed to peep up and see that we had moored right outside a model railway exhibition. Paul and I sat on deck enjoying the vulgar and rorty character of Poole on a Friday night.


We had moved well away from the dignified naval traditions of the Solent: Poole was a great haunt of smugglers in its day, with networks of stone passages between the mischievous citizenry’s cellars, and it has turned now to cheerfully piratical tourism for its living. There is no chic nonsense about Poole Town Quay: girls in tarty short leather skirts shrieked at loafing boys, couples entwined purposefully in alleyways above the glimmer of the dock, the chip-shop blared old Beatles’ tunes. Content in my bunk, I awarded myself a treat I had been saving, and deep into the noisy night I lay and re-read Moonfleet.
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There are some books which if encountered in childhood can so powerfully capture and colonize the imagination that it is impossible later to separate literature from experience. Did one actually live in a house with a tangled kitchen-garden path, or was that in Peter Rabbit? Was it one’s own adult companions who were so abrupt and oddly-spoken, or was that mainly the White Queen? Certainly when I was a young adult I had at one point forgotten about Moonfleet, J. Meade Falkner’s Victorian adventure story set among the smugglers and revenue men of the Dorset coast in the eighteenth-century; yet the first time I saw the chalky shores of Christ-church Bay from the sea and heard the sweep and suck of the Chesil Bank shingle, I knew that for some reason they were familiar. More than familiar, disturbing. Then the first time I saw Portland Bill, from the deck of Sheltie, I said, ‘Wasn’t that once called the Snout?’ – and knew quite clearly that in onshore gales in the days of sail, sailors had seen its shape to windward through murk and driving rain, known themselves embayed and looked upon their death. The boy hero John Trenchard and his protector Elzevir Block did so, in the last adventure in the slave-galley which would wreck them on their own home beach of Moonfleet:


… We were in a bay, for there was the long white crescent of surf reaching far away on either side, nil it was lost in the dusk, and the brig helpless in the midst of it. Elzevir had hold of my arm, and gripped it hard as he looked to larboard. I followed his eyes, and where one horn of the white crescent faded into the mist, caught a dark shadow in the air, and knew it was high land looming behind … and we saw a misty bluff slope down into the sea, like the long head of a basking alligator poised upon the water, and stared into each other’s eyes, and cried together, ‘The Snout!’


The alligator still basks: it could be no other head than Portland Bill. I remembered the story when I uttered the word ‘Snouf, and went back to my ancient Puffin paperback, which was still safe on my mother’s shelves. In 1962 they were still putting: ‘For all readers from nine upwards, especially boys’, on the cover; I saw it again, and felt again the full force of my tomboyish resentment. Moonfleet turned out to be almost alarmingly full of familiar mental furniture, of descriptions and information which I had lugged around for twenty years, their origin entirely forgotten. The motto of the wicked Mohunes, Ita in vita ut in lusu alae pessima jactura arte corrigenda est (As in life, so in a game of hazard, skill will make something of the worst of throws), I had quoted to myself for years, thinking I must have learned it at school. I had always thought that I must have visited the deep well at Carisbrooke Castle as a child; re-reading Moonfleet, I understood that I had never been there at all, except when I was lowered in imagination next to John Trenchard, to pull Blackbeard’s diamond in its crackling packet out of the damp well-wall. As for the night he spent in the church vault, hiding crushed next to a black-bearded skeleton in a rotten coffin, I had thought it was a nightmare of my own: yet there it was in Chapter Four. If the test of good prose is to be such a clean windowpane that you forget style and see only the content, Meade Falkner must have been a master: I had forgotten not only the words but the existence of the book itself, yet absorbed forever the chalky scenery, the deep well, the fear, the blue flare lit on the beach to guide desperate ships on to soft ground, the glimmer of a candle in a window and the deadly hiss of the under-tow. Reading it yet again in rackety Poole Harbour that night, I fell asleep forgetting everything else; and awoke refreshed and ready for anything.
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