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The front part of something, especially a boat


Summer 2021


It’s almost 1 a.m. on a mid-July night, and every window in the house has been thrown open to let the air circulate, after a week of temperatures well into the fiery thirties. A cool breeze from the northern hemisphere is steadily making its way down over the country, and most people lie asleep, their bodies grateful for the welcome reprieve the frigid air has brought with it.


In my house the shrill pitch of an iPhone alarm sounds, cutting through the heavy atmosphere like a knife. I wake quickly; I’ve grown used to shutting it off as fast as possible before it wakes anybody else up. I scoop up the phone and make my way to the bathroom where a pile of clothes I prepared the evening before awaits me. I dress and brush my teeth by torchlight before making my way to the door and soundlessly pulling on my work boots.


Seven minutes after waking up I’m out into the night air and the darkness that envelops me within it. I can feel the breeze playing with loose tendrils of my hair – hair I haven’t even brushed, let alone looked at. But it has its uses. Unlike Nige, I can predict what kind of day I’m going to have at sea based on how much that little draught wants to play with it.


Those first seven minutes of my day are completed with zombie-like precision, but I am shaken into life with a turn of the key in the reliable old Hi-Lux. As I bowl along the moonlit back roads, disturbing all kinds of startled wildlife in my haste to get to Wells-next-the-Sea, the last vestiges of sleepiness melt away.


I pull up on the quayside. Bar Nige and the boat, it’s now virtually empty. Devoid of the hundreds of tourists who thronged here just a few hours earlier, it’s now the sole preserve of the ever-persistent seagulls, who are fighting over the remains of their chip papers. Out on the water, I can see the navigational lights of the other boats already disappearing into the night. Time to join them.


I jump down to the foredeck, dazzled as usual by the searchlight that’s mounted on the mast, and tap on the wheelhouse window. Then with a thumbs-up from Nige, I throw off the ropes and push the boat away from the wall. We need to be gone by 2.30 a.m. if we’re to stand a chance of leaving the safety of the tidal harbour for what looms beyond: the obsidian void that is the North Sea.


That is where I make my living, and time and tide wait for no man.


Or woman.










Introduction
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I never planned to become a fisherman. It came about by chance, when I was twenty, and bored at work, and wanting to try something different, and it started with a single question: ‘Does anyone fancy going on a fishing trip?’


That trip – a morning’s mackerel fishing from Wells-next-the-Sea in Norfolk – was the start of an obsession that would see me transform from clean-cut office worker to one of the UK’s few female commercial fishermen. That day, when local fisherman Nigel took us out into the North Sea, I couldn’t have known that he would go on to become my friend, mentor and skipper, and that a few years down the line I would find myself co-owning and working with him on two commercial fishing boats, Fairlass and Saoirse.


The sea has captivated people ever since humans first set sail on it; its beauty, its potent force, the mysteries it holds. For a select few who make their living from it, trying to understand it – to second guess its ever-changing moods – creates an addiction to salt water that keeps them coming back for more.


My Fishing Life will document the reality of that life, with all the day-to-day drama that is normal for any fisherman, working in arguably the most dangerous of all peacetime professions. I’ll show you the physicality and sheer doggedness required to work at sea, and the daily struggles to make an honest living out of a job that relies entirely on the weather and the tides, plus a fisherman’s legendary faith in their intuition. And I’ll take you on a journey around the changeable coasts of our islands as I travel to bring Fairlass and Saoirse – from the Outer Hebrides and Northern Ireland respectively – to their new home port in Wells.


But this isn’t just my story. It is also a love-letter to the people of our fishing industry: the colourful, weather-beaten and idiosyncratic characters who have dedicated their lives to catching seafood, just as Nige and I do today. It’s from them and their stories that I learned respect for their skill and courage, and began to understand how the actions of the past have shaped the fragile fishing industry we have today.


With the marine environment changing – both politically, and as a result of global warming – My Fishing Life lifts the lid on what it’s like to be one of the country’s very few female fishermen. It isn’t about romanticising life at sea, or the British seaside. It’s the truth; a truth swept up in politics as much as crab pots. A story of poverty, community, friendship, and beloved boats. Of a way of life that’s in jeopardy if we don’t open our eyes to what is going on beneath the surface.


I want to show you the reality of how seafood finds its way to you. The bravery and strength of the skippers and crew, the early mornings and late nights, the love and care lavished upon the boats from which it is caught. And in this ever-changing, often exasperating, sometimes quixotic line of work, the despair that’s part of any fisherman’s life. I hope my tale will also do justice to an iconic industry that, while it feeds and impacts almost all of us, remains one of our most mysterious and misunderstood.










Chapter 1
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‘It’s no fish ye’re buying, it’s men’s lives’


Sir Walter Scott, 1816


It’s 8 p.m. on a miserably cold February night in 2019, and I’m in the wheelhouse of Nigel’s boat, Never Can Tell-A. From where I sit on the bench seat I can feel her coming down off one wave before rearing back up again to meet the foamy mass of another, its energy dispersing onto the salt-spattered wheelhouse windows and roof. It sends torrents of water down onto the deck behind me, and a sudden salty shower, courtesy of the integral roof vent. Up ahead, beyond the 200 metres lit by the boat’s spotlight, will be the white-crested waves that will tell us to ease the throttle. Marked by a West Cardinal buoy, flashing its white light nine times, is the sanctuary of deeper water, where the sea is not trying to make landfall over the shallow sand bar quite so urgently.


I can’t recall the last time I felt quite so exhilarated, and at such times I talk – talk incessantly and inanely, a stream every bit as relentless as the waves punching the boat. I talk about the pots, and how muddy they are likely to be now. I talk about the thrill of this being my first proper fishing trip. I talk, at some length, about the weather.


‘Shut up Ash,’ Nigel snaps at me. ‘I’m tryin’ to fuckin’ concentrate! This is the kinda place you can smash ya boat to pieces!’


I don’t need telling twice. Nigel’s authority is absolute. But it’s not only that; he has always placed his confidence in me and has never asked me to do anything he doesn’t feel I’m capable of. So along with the excitement I’m feeling determined: tonight is my first proper chance to prove to Nigel that his confidence has not been misplaced. My natter stops, and the sea sounds rush in to claim the space.


Once we’re out into the deeper water Nige switches off the spotlight and we are left in the darkness, with the noise of the water crashing against the hull an explosion of sound over the steady whir of the engine. All we can see ahead now is an ocean of flashing red – the lights of several hundred wind turbines. Were it not for the intermittent glow of Cromer Lighthouse, we could be anywhere, though, since the southern North Sea has become the offshore windfarm capital of the world. The turbines are fast becoming a landmark in themselves.


Although I’ve been working for Nige since August 2018, this night marks the first commercial fishing trip where I am a necessity, rather than a luxury. Up until this point, I’ve been mostly ashore doing admin, bait and pots, a job spec I imagine is unique to the fishing world, and is often very physical and sometimes smelly. My role ashore has included pot mending, sorting out all the paperwork and (I have to say, contentiously in some areas) getting my hands on lots of lovely shickle.


Shickle is the name for what’s left of a crab after the viable meat has been removed. It makes brilliant bait, and is free, and eco-friendly as well, because what’s not wanted for selling goes back to the sea again. It’s also available on a strictly first-come-first-served basis, and, being ashore while other fishermen were out fishing, my trick would be to come first and serve myself all the best bits, probably to some people’s annoyance.


I would only go to sea when Nige was expecting it to be busy, to lend my luxurious extra pair of hands to him and his sons, as in literally a pair of hands, to riddle whelks. If sorting shickle’s a bit whiffy, riddling whelks is, at times, an even muckier business. It begins with a series of fifty or so 25-litre plastic drums with concrete in the bottom, holes drilled in the side, and a mesh on top with an entry hole. The size of that entry hole is crucial. Leave it too loose and you run the risk of any whelks marching in for a free lunch and marching straight back out again, or a hungry seal forcing its head in to steal your bait. Too tight and it becomes a strict one-in-at-a-time policy, and whelks aren’t in the business of forming an orderly queue like us Brits. They will lose interest and look for their dinner elsewhere. So the aperture must be set to the optimum size (roughly that of a can of Fanta or a fist) by tightening the drawstring just right.


The whelk (Latin name buccinum undatum, hence their nickname of ‘buckies’ in some parts) is a collective term for several species of carnivorous sea snail. They live in colonies on the seabed, which rarely intermingle, so they evolve to have very different characteristics, including the thickness of shell/amount of meat ratio. They are also picky – there are only certain types of bottom that they like – so as one of the late fishermen of Wells was fond of saying, ‘They are where they are and they’re not where they’re not.’ It’s true of all species, but with whelks it feels particularly pertinent, as you can go from hero to zero (haul-wise) within a hundred yards.


Once the whelks have been tempted the pots are hauled up, all fifty of them, and quickly, using the onboard hydraulic winch. (Quickly because time, in this endeavour, is money, and if you work out of a tidal harbour, the clock ticks relentlessly.) Each pot is then shaken out over the riddle, a metal table with grading bars, which allows undersize whelks to fall through and find their way back home. But this is fishing, so it obviously doesn’t happen all by itself. The process requires a human touch. This consists of pushing and pulling the catch vigorously back and forward over the bars, while also picking out every object that isn’t a sizeable whelk, of which there are usually quite a lot: the remnants of bait, hermit crabs, small spider crabs, the odd fish, limpet-covered pebbles and various species of starfish. (Lots of starfish. Sometimes hundreds of starfish. Big starfish, little starfish, medium starfish, two-legged starfish, three-legged starfish, brittle starfish, bright purple starfish – those ones are called Bloody Henry – and even the odd one with ten legs. All of which get flung back over the side like so many tiny Frisbees.) With hands working quickly, you then usher the catch towards the riddle’s shoot, sending the viable whelks down to a waiting fish box below. And all this must be done before the next pot and its contents are unceremoniously emptied out in front of you – usually a whole ten seconds later.


Despite having seen the process done time and time again by Jack, Nigel’s younger son, who also had to shake the pot before passing it along the line to his dad for baiting and stacking, I had never appreciated how intense and overwhelming the process could be. I am not ashamed to say that it took me a while to keep pace with them all.


‘He gave ya two!’ Nige remarked one day, grinning at me.


I looked at him blankly, not having a clue what he was talking about. Then looked to Jack, then to Kenneth, Nigel’s elder son, scanning their faces, desperately searching for insight. Then, as if it were rehearsed, they all stopped what they were doing, raised their bright-blue-gloved hands and kind of waggled them at me. The penny dropped. One of my hands was definitely working harder than the other, following my dominant hand around like a lost puppy. That piece of wisdom has stuck with me ever since.


Another salty shower smacks me in the face. And as we leave the shelter of the harbour, at 8 p.m. on this scruffy Wednesday night, I hope lots of other wisdoms have stuck similarly well. We are off to work a flood tide, the term we affectionately use to describe going out for the period of time the water in the tidal harbour stays deep enough to allow access, with a view to doing as many pots as possible in that time frame and leaving the fishing grounds in time to get back before the harbour starts to drain. That means we have around four hours: we can enter and leave the harbour just two hours either side of high water, which this evening is around 10 p.m. Tonight’s foray is so our whelks can be landed first thing in the morning, in time to be added to this week’s pay cheque from the processing factory in King’s Lynn.


So it’s a must-do, rather than a want-to-do situation. No one would choose to go out so late on a flood tide; with so little fishing time, it’ll only be slim pickings. But this January, always a difficult month, has been made even more difficult by a broken gearbox. So if there’s a chance to earn some money, Nigel has to take it. He has gear close enough – just a couple of miles out – and though it’s dirty, at least it’s fast. Get out, earn a few quid, get in again. And with his sons not around it has fallen to me to step up to the plate. There has been no ceremony, no time, just the all-important question he asked me three hours ago: ‘Do you think you can bait a pot?’


I had, by now, learned that I was not required to answer this. Nigel never asks me to do anything he isn’t confident I can do, as I’ve said. It’s more just a polite way of giving me my orders.


Baiting is just one part of the four-step process that is fishing for whelks. First you haul the pots (plus, if you don’t have an extra pair of hands, shake and riddle them too), then you bait them, then, lastly, you stack, turn and then shoot them back into the water, ready for their next overnight visitors. The baiting bit – taking each newly emptied pot, putting in a piece of cut-up dogfish and a garnish of dead crab, then closing a drawstring – was something I’d seen Nigel do countless times. So inwardly I was pretty confident that I could do it. But I replied anyway, with a more modest, ‘Yeah I’ll do the best I can.’


‘Yeah you can,’ came the instant reply.


So that was me told. And if it was confidence he was after, I decided to show him some more. Stacking the pots was something I’d seen him do countless times too, and I was confident I was strong and able enough to be able to pick them up and put them in their designated places in the boat’s pound, so that once the process of setting them back came around, they would pull themselves back over the stern in their correct reverse order. I said so. But that was apparently me overreaching myself slightly. He assured me that baiting would do. And one thing you never do is argue with your skipper.


It’s a filthy night to be at sea and growing even filthier as our onboard GPS plotter leads us to the first of our strings. It might not feel like it to us, as we don’t know any different, but having such a device is a luxury. Our fishing forebears had no tools to guide them to their pots other than skill and experience in using the information they had at their disposal, namely the time, their compass bearing, and, if coming in when it was dark, whatever lights they had to guide them on the shore. (Prior to plotters, fishing in the dark was obviously pretty rare, save for one determined old salt, Tony Jordan, who would go out with nothing more than the flame of a hurricane lamp as a searchlight, though this wasn’t ideal, as when a breeze picked up, it would immediately blow it out again.)


In daylight, local landmarks could, and still can, also provide a decent fix. Luckily, Wells is hard to confuse with any other place. St Nicholas’ Church at Blakeney is easily visible from out at sea, as is the town’s iconic geography. Its miles of golden sands, lined with beach huts, are backed by a forest of towering pines, and, to the west, the sea-grass-covered sand dune that is Scolt Head.


We’re no more than 2 miles out now, and through the dark and mizzle I can see the distant twinkly lights of the harbour and town. I wonder if all those people sitting comfortably in their homes watching telly realise we’re even out here, doing what we do. From here it feels like a whole other universe.


The wind is blowing straight in my face and making my nose run, but with both hands wrapped up in the trademark fisherman’s blue gloves (about an inch too long for my dainty girlish hands) I only have my jumpered shoulder to wipe it on. Not that I’d be inclined to use my hands anyway. Seeing the grey-brown liquid that oozes from the box of cut-up dogfish in front of me is as much motivation as I need to not touch my hair or face; my hands have been constantly delving around in there, after all.


Up against the clock in a way that’s exclusive to working a flood tide, Nige is bringing pots over the block and round the hauler as fast as he can, where he promptly shakes the contents onto the riddle and spins the now-empty pots over to me. While he starts riddling, I grab the pots and put the bait in, lowering it down onto the edge of the bait box as I’m doing so, just as he’s taught me. If any part of this can be streamlined, it invariably has been, because every small increment of time saved means extra income. Then it’s just a case of quickly pulling up the drawstring, leaving the perfect size entrance for our quarry to crawl in overnight.


That done, it’s all action (well, even more action) as Nigel darts round behind me and grabs each baited pot, putting it in its designated temporary home in the pound, all ready to be sent back to the seabed.


It’s slightly frustrating watching Nigel doing all the work while I can only look on, feeling under-employed. Because I know I can do this. I’ve seen him do it so much. And I almost tell him, ‘Nige, I can pick up a pot and put it down again, you know.’ But I also know why he won’t yet let me.


The process of sending the pots back to the sea floor, ‘shooting away’, as we call it, is one of the most dangerous parts of the job. It starts with a can, tied to a rope (this is our surface marker for the pots) at the bottom of which is an anchor. Once that anchor gets pulled out over the stern of the boat the process of fishing for your whelks is underway and, like the tide, it’s a process which waits for no one. That rope is attached to another length of rope, only this time it’s leaded to keep it down on the seabed. After 7 fathoms of rope (there are 6 feet to a fathom), the first pot goes down, which is the last pot you processed. Another 7 fathoms of rope then, followed by another pot, and so on and so forth till, half a mile of rope and fifty pots later, you have a second anchor, which is hooked over a rail, and needs picking up and taking to the shooting ramp, ready to follow the last pot out and secure the string of pots down on the seabed. The last bit of rope (colloquially known as a dhan tow) is pulled by the anchor, and ends with a marker can which remains on the surface, its coordinates ready to be logged in the plotter, so you can easily find your way back to it.


The faster the boat is going the quicker the pots are shot away, which means that the pots are set tighter. This speed is what makes for better fishing. Although we sometimes affectionately call whelks racing snails, they are actually anything but, so it’s logical that a slack pot shuffling around on the bottom will make it harder to attract these sedentary molluscs.


But the danger is not wholly about the speed of the operation. Once the process has started, even slowing the boat down will not stop those pots going back to their watery home. It is also absolutely vital that the pots are shot back in the exact reverse order you have just stacked them, because if a pot tries to go before it’s supposed to it will result in the gear going away out of order, fouling (the industry term for when a pot or pots end up doing that), and taking multiple other pots with it, which will cause a big bundle of rope and pots to be pulled down the deck too, trying to snag anything in its path on the way.


That ‘anything’ can – and has – included fishermen. Nigel has never been shy about safety when shooting away, and has always made the dangers very clear. So as I stand in the wheelhouse (I’m in charge of the controls, and an extra pair of eyes while he’s out there on deck), I swallow my words. I have by now already heard too many horror stories. A rope tangled round the ankle is a route to certain death if you haven’t the space, time, or nous to either pull it free or, if the rope is already bar tight, the sense to quickly kick your boot off so you have sufficient breath to swim back to the surface. The tales told in harbour pubs might include a few tall ones but I’m mindful that most of them aren’t. And any skipper who has had to locate and haul a drenched and spluttering crew-member back from the depths will not, cannot, ever forget it. Traditionally, so I’m told, the fisherman in question, having returned with no less than his life, will buy the whole house a drink. Devastatingly, many never got the opportunity, which chills me to the bone, and will never lose the power to put a lump in my throat.


A fishing trip of this length – four hours, give or take – will, if we’re quick, allow us sufficient time to haul four of our fifty-pot strings, or passes, which are conveniently organised in straight lines on the seabed, close enough together to allow us to shoot one string away and not be too far from the next set. It’s a little bit like mowing a bowling green lawn, with each pass the equivalent of a stripe.


Our four runs made, it’s then time to turn around and head the couple of miles back to the harbour entrance. Now we’re done, and no longer in need of the deck lights, the blackness is absolute, allowing me to appreciate the stars in all their magnificence. And though I’m slightly distracted by needing a wee (fine in summer, but not an option under four layers of clothing), all my senses feel alive, almost supercharged, in this environment, which has a beauty and a majesty and a power all of its own.


I realise too just how normal this now feels. This vast body of water, me and Nige working alongside each other, the sense of teamwork and partnership, and the fact that, throughout, so little’s needed to be said. I no longer have a sense that anything ground-breaking is happening. Because it isn’t. Call me Mrs Slightly Overconfident, but this just all feels completely natural.


But the North Sea must send us on our way again. To this day I hate a following sea on the bar, but, with the pots set, that is what we must face again, and this time it’s even more hairy, and now feels wholly unnatural. As perhaps it would, because it’s a complicated situation. There are sand bars in all kinds of coastal settings globally, and ours is part of one that extends the length of the North Norfolk coastline. Running east–west across the harbour entrance, it dries out completely at low tide every day.


Northerly wind makes waves that run in a southerly direction, and due to the North Norfolk coast being exposed to wind that’s been blowing in that direction for some 2,000 miles, all that energy makes its landfall where the water shallows up over the bar. So though the tide is going out the waves are coming in, two opposing forces – wind and tide – that are having an argument.


And there is a great deal of energy involved. So rather than us steaming along and banging into the waves, the sea is now pushing us where it wants to go. And as we approach the shallower water the waves start curling up and starting to bare their white teeth, because now they are trying to break. At such times you can do only one thing: put your faith in your boat and your skipper. And respect the sea. Never, ever push your luck.


Nige sees us safely back by midnight and we tie up for the night, but not before I grab the chance to have that much-needed wee before he does a final sluice down of the deck. And as we scrabble back onto the quayside, we spot a familiar human form sitting on the quay. It’s one of the old guys who’s seen it all, heard it all, and done it all. He also seems a little worse (or better, depending on your perspective) for drink. ‘What the fuck are you doing out at this time?’ he booms at us, causing a late loitering seagull to spook and take flight. ‘Who d’ya think the pair of you are – the Bat Gang?’ he chortles, flapping his arms helpfully to illustrate.


He has a point. Doing that flood tide was challenging. But it was necessary. Boats are costly things to run, and need maintaining and servicing, especially at this lean and unforgiving time of year. And so what that we probably only hauled two hundred quid’s worth? What I’ve earned in experience is pure gold. So I’m back to wittering. ‘So, did I do well, Nige?’ I ask him.


‘Yeah,’ he says. No more. But that’s all I need from him. Nigel’s not one for putting a bow on it.


Making my way back to my car, hungry, freezing and exhausted, I realise that I’m likely to get no more than five hours of sleep, as I have to be up at 6.30 a.m. tomorrow, to unload our catch and get the boxes on a van to the processing plant at King’s Lynn. Even so, I can feel a distinct bounce in my step, as I have just discovered something important about myself. I have just found my passion. My happy place.


Maybe my preconceptions were wrong. Maybe a woman can do this job.


Maybe I can.










Chapter 2
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‘Do not look back to port once the vessel has left the quayside’


Looking back to port implies that you are not truly ready to embark on your voyage and therefore risk not completing it and bringing about bad luck to the crew and the vessel.


It’s a balmy July Tuesday in 2011, and I’m working my summer gig aboard a 10-metre boat called Sunbeam 3. I’m in my cut-offs (more accurately, my tiny hand-made ‘hotpants’ – courtesy of Nige, my personal tailor) and I notice, when she’s steaming out to our regular fishing haunts, that our customers are full of chat and feeling blissful. Blissfully overwhelmed, that is, by the special serenity you can only find in the wide-open nothing that is the sea. All is good. We reach our mark and the boat is taken out of gear, where she drifts in the tide. How she sits in the conditions depends entirely on the forces of mother nature and even on a calm day she will, at the very least, gently nod as she bobs around, hoping to pass over a shoal of hungry mackerel.


That’s what boats do. They roll. Sometimes it’s a graceful lull side to side, others it’s a persistent battering, with your field of view changing quickly from sea to sky and back again. If gills are going to turn green, it’s now.


Thankfully, I’ve never been seasick. I always had it in the back of my mind in the early days, however, that if I was, I would have to carry on regardless. I know the odd fisherman that suffers from it occasionally, but they are in a very small minority, and the few that do basically chuck up and keep going. To me, that sounds like a massive inconvenience and pretty grim. So, arguably, I chose the right career.
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But how did we get here? I have gone charging ahead again like a bull in a china shop – to quote my mother, who I know is immensely proud of me. I also know that, cast-iron stomach or otherwise, it’s a career she wouldn’t have picked for her elder daughter, no matter how out-there my vocational choices had been.


And they were, by the way, pretty out-there. As a child I aimed high, if somewhat randomly, in that I quite fancied being either an astronaut or a vet, but by the time I was in college, I was a little more down to earth. I had a summer job at a place called The Amazing Maize Maze, where one of my main responsibilities was to don a pair of wings and a special little green dress, and be one of the resident fairies. Since it mostly involved larking about, with the odd break for a rollup with my counterpart in the pink dress, it felt like a fun way to earn some extra money. It was seasonal, however, and once I got back to college, I realised it might not sustain my high-octane lifestyle, as that involved actually putting petrol in my metallic blue Ford Ka – tricky on a part-time fairy’s wage.


I got further down to earth shortly after leaving college, when it became clear – to my mum at least – that my lack of a career plan (I was still working out how best to put my A levels in drama and film studies to good use) was no barrier to getting gainful full-time employment. Handily, one of her friends ran a local butcher’s shop and abbatoir, and was in need of a new shop assistant, so she put a word in and by the following Monday I was already donning my white jacket and apron, all thoughts of becoming the next West End lead in Chicago on hold.


I’m not sure I ever really considered butchery as a career path, but it was an experience I really enjoyed. It was great working for a small local family firm, and the chance to see the whole process of food production, from field to table, gave me real respect for both the people and the processes involved.


Back with Mum however, and with no maritime connection in our family, why would she ever think that this would be the path I’d choose to tread? It’s very common for fishermen to inherit the trade through family but I didn’t even live by the sea growing up, let alone have any concept of it as a place where people went to work. It wasn’t until I was twelve that Norfolk became home and up to this point going to the seaside was a treat reserved exclusively for the summer holidays. Memories of being bundled into the car in the early morning to make the couple of hours’ drive (or four-and-half Blue Peters away, as Mum would always tell me and my sister Camilla, as we had no concept of time at this age) to the North Norfolk coast to spend a day at the beach. I’m sure eight-year-old me, busy making sandcastles with her sister, would have been dumbfounded if she knew that her future was already lapping at her toes and threatening the very existence of the sandcastle she had just so lovingly created.


Like many young adults without a clear idea of what they wanted to be when they ‘grew up’, at the age of twenty-one I fell into the career in which I would spend the next eight or nine years. Starting out as a Resident Liaison Officer in the plumbing and heating sector, I cut my liaison teeth by being the first point of contact (or ‘battering board’ as it was colloquially known) for angry tenants with – you guessed it – no plumbing or heating. I eventually became supervisor of the Planned Installations Team, which felt a little less ear-bashy and confrontational, but as it still involved a great deal of pressure (both actual and mental) I liked to spend my free time outdoors.


My colleagues felt similarly, and were a similar age to me, so we naturally socialised outside work. I specifically remember one day saying aloud in the office, ‘Shall we do something fun and different next weekend?’ My co-workers having all said yes to the idea, it was left in my capable hands to suggest what and where. To this day, I haven’t the foggiest where such a random idea came from, but out popped: ‘What about sea fishing, then?’ Little did I know that I was about to make a Google search that would change the course of my life and career.


Fate sometimes works in completely logical ways. I typed in ‘Norfolk sea fishing’ and up popped Norfolk Sea Fishing, a link to a website offering ‘Chartered Sea Angling Trips from Wells-next-the-Sea (half day or full day)’, one of the seaside destinations of my childhood. So the following weekend, at 8 a.m. sharp, me and four colleagues were boarding a boat called Sunbeam 3, for a three-and-a-half-hour trip catching mackerel with skipper Nigel and his son Kenneth.


I remember Nigel’s first utterances: he wasn’t slow in passing comment on one of my colleagues’ footwear choices, as he watched her gingerly edge her way down the rusty ladder that was bolted to the sheer stone face of the quay wall, and which ended about 3 foot shy of the rails that ran the length of the boat’s open deck.


‘Brilliant,’ he said, for all to hear. ‘Flip flops.’


Still, with the welfare of his paying clients obviously paramount, he and Kenneth courteously held her steady and got her safely aboard. (Being outdoorsy, my own footwear received neither comment nor need for assistance – phew.)


To my landlubber’s eye, Sunbeam looked practical enough: she was around 10 metres long, and looked like a cross between a workboat and something with a little more poke, a bit like a speedboat. She was light blue, made of fibreglass, with her name emblazoned across her transom, and her deck had a big rectangular raised platform which housed the engine and provided a comfy place to sit. The wheelhouse, which was forward, sat three people comfortably and was equipped with a gas hob, an oven, and lots of screens – the information on which I didn’t understand. There was also a cabin forward of the wheelhouse, which housed two modest bunks, plus a toilet with a seventies-style floral curtain for modesty. All in all it was perfectly fit for the job and a nice place to spend a few hours at sea.


Nigel gave us his safety briefing, air-stewardess style – just swap the heels for a pair of Reebok classics, and reimagine the hand movements. The engine already running, the ropes were then thrown, and we were slowly moving away from the harbour.


I had seen Wells’ iconic crescent-shaped quayside many times, but never from this vantage point. The tide was still only just getting started at this time, so the boat, and her passengers, sat low in the quay basin, and the buildings that spanned its length seemed to peer down at us. Once upon a time these would have hummed with activity, as they went hand in hand with whatever was going on at sea. As I remembered my mum telling me and my sister, they hadn’t always been swanky seaside second homes or flashing neon arcades. The granary, for instance, whose elevated gantry still dominated the skyline, was once where they loaded up malt grown in Norfolk to be shipped over to the Netherlands for making beer.


We made progress through the twisting channel of Wells harbour and the buildings steadily became smaller. The noise of the town was now replaced by the steady din of the engine and the chittering of the seabirds on the tidal saltmarsh, whose musky smell was now fresh in my nostrils. We then rounded the berm, where the yellow tin lifeboat house sat, and were soon passing the beach, destined for the mystery of the expansive green-blue beyond.


The beach at Wells is cherished by those who know the area and, for those who don’t, once seen never forgotten. This is partly, as I said earlier, because of its geography. The harbour actually sits a mile inland from the fairway – the fairway is where you always have water, whatever the tide is doing – so the harbour is dry for more of the time than it’s wet. (This is why our window for opportunity is only two hours either side of high water, twice in every twenty-four hours.) Heading out to the open sea is the channel we use, beside which is what we call the beach bank, which is flanked by a long footpath. The path is a three-quarter-mile rat run from the town to the beach, and in high season, as it was that day, often shoulder to shoulder with tourists.


The tourists’ patience is always rewarded, however, as what they find at the end of their trek is, by any beach standard, magnificent. Not for nothing has this vast sandy haven won multiple awards. It’s also designated an Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty, not least because it’s backed by that tall pinewood forest, which also acts as a brilliant windbreak from our prevailing south-west winds.


It was a bright, sunny day, and as we motored past the beach, it was filling up with those high-season tourists, who were staking out ‘their spot’ for the day. I felt we were special. We were going beyond, while they could only sit gazing in awe at the sparkling mass of brine before them.


It was just as glorious out there as I had anticipated and something changed inside me, like a light switch being turned on; I felt this overwhelming sense of acceptance in the environment, and an unexpected feeling that my soul was complete. Feeling the now unmistakable tug tug tug of mackerel as they voraciously gobbled up the glittery hooks we offered was exciting, sure, but this was more than just an angling addiction. Just like the emerald greenish-blue mackerel, I too had been dazzled; in my case by the glittering majesty of the sea.


[image: Illustration]


By the time the trip was nearly over and we were well into our return voyage, I had already secured another for the following week. This time, however, it was for eight hours targeting tope. I was already intrigued.


‘What are tope?’ I asked Nigel as we entered the harbour.


‘Small shark,’ he replied, as if that was the only information I could possibly require.


‘How small?’ I asked. It seemed the kind of intel I needed to know.


‘Eyes like small dustbin lids,’ he replied.


He was joking, of course, but even if he hadn’t been, with the exciting prospect of a Jaws moment on my next day off, wild horses couldn’t have dragged me away.


This time, with none of my mates having the same day off as me, I’d be tagging along with some other random customers. Looking back, being a young woman on her own with a boatful of people I didn’t know, apart from Nigel and Kenneth who I had only known for a few short hours . . . it’s fairly odd? Maybe, subconsciously, I needed to confirm that what I felt at the weekend was real.


It was a grey chilly day, the fishing was slow, and though the one tope we caught turned out to be more the size of a small dolphin than of a man-eating Great White, it didn’t matter. The spark was still there. Some fourteen years later I can safely say that whenever I have needed clarity, reprieve, or space to think, the open sea has always provided the best medicine.


This routine continued for some months that summer until one day Nigel said, ‘Ash, don’t worry about ringing up and booking – just turn up when you like. You’re no trouble.’ Which, in hindsight, was a very kind thing to do, and the foundation of one of the strongest friendships I’ve ever been privileged to experience. It was also, to some perhaps, an odd one. In fact, I asked Nigel yesterday, while writing these words, if he’d thought I was a bit weird wanting to go out and fish with him as often as I did.


In true Nigel style, he said ‘No.’ But he went on to tell me that he could see from the outset just how much I enjoyed it. And what it meant to me. And that was good enough for him, for which I am very grateful. If he hadn’t been so welcoming and encouraging I would not be where I am now.


I was soon invited to sit in the wheelhouse with him and Kenneth, who answered all my silly questions and fed my insatiable need to learn. Where are we going? What’s that screen with all the red blips? How do you know where we are? Where did the boat come from? How did Nigel end up doing this for a living? It clearly didn’t put them off, thankfully. It wasn’t long before every so often Nige would call on me to help some of the customers with their bungled-up reels (usually caused by not listening to his very clear instructions), to unhook their fish, or give Kenneth a hand gutting them on the way in. Like it or not, they were stuck with me now, and I fished for free.


The pull of the sea, over the following winter, didn’t leave me. So when, early the next summer, Nigel asked if I’d like to help him out as Kenneth had got another job, it felt as if I’d died and gone to heaven. Only trouble was that I still had a full-time job, so could only help out on weekends and by using my annual leave.


That summer was the next step on my unofficial apprenticeship but when the next rolled around it was becoming clear that it was time to say a ‘long goodbye’ to my former life. As much as I desperately wanted to, I could not take any more time off work than I had allowance for, so I asked my manager for three months off over the summer. Audacious, yes, but the answer, predictably, was ‘no’. I went back to my desk, in a huff that my dream had been snuffed out, and (seriously, who did I think I was?) started drafting my notice. At that point the conversation changed, plus my job: I was given a new post where I’d only work two days a week in the summer, and resume full-time hours in October.


I was elated. That third summer I was living the proverbial dream – long days at sea in the sun, gutting goodness knows how many thousands of mackerel (earning myself the classy nickname of Gut Girl along the way), untangling birds’ nests in reels and wrestling lots more small sharks, while highly impressed punters looked on. I also had a killer tan that was the envy of all my pasty deskbound colleagues. October was going to come hard. But not as hard as November, when Nigel told me that he was planning on selling Sunbeam 3 and going to work full time on a commercial boat.


I was gutted. It would be hard to have to accept that from now on I would be back in my own swivel-chair-bound reality full time, and that the Jekyll and Hyde existence of the previous three summers was now over. But I was also grateful for the absolute privilege of having been able to peek behind the curtain of this magical world (at least to me) that few people ever got to properly see; as in living it, rather than just observing.


Nigel and I remained friends, and when he started to run a boat, the Terry William, for one of the skippers in Wells, I would sometimes go along and watch them haul whelk pots on the hot days, sunning myself from the wheelhouse roof.


Which was nice, but I accepted that chapter of my life had closed. That it was time to ‘grow up’. To knuckle down and do ‘grown-up’ things. So, though I missed it, I was determined to be grown-up about it, accepting every invite and appreciating every moment, seeing it for the occasional thrill I thought it now was.


‘Thought’ being the operative word.










Chapter 3
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‘Bananas on a boat are bad luck’


Believed to have originated in the 1700s when bananas were transported from the Caribbean. If a vessel was lost in transit, floating bananas on the surface implied that they were responsible for the sinking.


The screech of a seagull – my annoying text message alert – breaks through the din of the office, much to the aggravation of my surrounding team. I’m currently sitting at my desk, consumed by a spreadsheet, but I slide open the notification from Nige, confident that whatever he has got to tell me will, at the very least, give me a few moments of welcome distraction.


Think I have broken my pelvis, the text reads.


What? I instantly text back. How? Seriously?


I am met with an all-encompassing Yeah.


Well if you can walk without passing out in pain, I tell him, it’s not broken.


Quick as a flash: Can’t walk.


By now, following the sale of the Terry William, while I’m still stuck in the nine-to-five slog Nigel has been whelking with his friend, Andy Mac, on his boat, the Two Brothers. Mac is arguably one of the most successful fishermen in Wells. At the tender age of twelve he would regularly dip out of lessons to go fishing, which might go some way to explain that. They are still at sea, and it turns out, via a series of several texts, that while he was dragging a stack of fish boxes (some 200kg in weight) with a metal hook, the fish box handle gave way and landed him on his hip. Despite standing up and falling back down twice, and then trying to ‘walk it off’ (Men! Am I right?), he finally conceded defeat and dragged himself back to the wheelhouse, where he committed himself to the sick bay (i.e. the bench seat) and all fishing operations for the day ceased. They are now steaming back to the harbour, having had to wait for the tide, and once they arrive Nige is to be stretchered off by ambulance to King’s Lynn hospital. He tells me he really doesn’t want any fuss.


Since needing to call an ambulance obviously constitutes fuss, by the time they arrive back at the harbour there is a welcoming party of about twenty people waiting, including the wind farmers and the harbour staff, as well as the ambulance and coastguard.


Nige’s next text, once tucked up for the night on the surgical assessment unit, is to tell me he has broken his hip. He’s not happy at having, as he puts it, to ‘wear a dress’, but is cheered up when I arrive fresh from work and bearing goodies: a crate of full-fat Coke, some fags, and an electronic cigarette (just in case); I know he will be climbing the walls for nicotine.


Less than a week later, plated and pinned, he is out of hospital and back at sea.
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Despite me no longer working for Nige, we seemed to be in one long conversation, sometimes not talking for a few weeks, but always picking back up exactly where we left off. There were many occasions in the four years that followed the sale of Sunbeam where I would duck out early from friends’ birthday parties and social gatherings because an invite to sea always took precedence, whether it was on the private angling boat Nigel skippered for some friends, or to spend the day being mesmerised on a commercial fishing boat he was on.


By January 2016, Nigel had decided it was time he owned another boat. Except this time it was to be a commercial fishing vessel. To the untrained eye, a boat is a boat – some are big, some are small, some look slick, lightweight and nimble, while others appear heavy, resilient, and domineering. New boats gleam and shine as they gently pull against their mooring ropes, like young racehorses in a stable, while the older boats carry the visual patina of use, and sport war wounds from far-flung unknown battles. It’s horses for courses; every boat is designed for the task for which it has been built.


The commercial use of boats comes in many formats: cargo shipping, passenger ferries, pilots, tugs, survey, commercial leisure, and fishing vessels, to name a few. Despite the varied nature of their use they share one common theme: regulation. Different regulations for different uses, but regulation none the less.


Before you can even think about operating commercially, and getting your boat on the all-important fishing vessel register, you must jump through a large number of hoops. A fishing vessel is not the same as other kinds of vessels. It is bound by a very long, complicated (and sometimes contradictory) set of rules, all of which must be complied with if it is to be able to sell what it catches.


Good luck finding a My First Fishing Boat for Dummies (or, for those of a certain age, a Haynes manual), however. The best/only practical guidance out there in your quest to owning a fishing boat is best gleaned from those who have seen the rules and processes evolve over time. And it takes time, lots of it, to learn it. It’s a journey of discovery that has taken me over a decade, and while I share it with you now, I’m still learning. I suspect I always will be.


Having been and enquired about a few other contenders, Nige had found a boat he really liked the look of. The only trouble was that it was up in Whitby, and he had no confidence in the reliability of his (traumatised, after a life of borderline abuse) vehicle, aptly known as his ‘fucked truck’. I therefore got a call from him asking me to bunk off work to drive him and his sons up there to look at it.


Waiting at the Hardwick industrial estate in King’s Lynn for their chauffeur to put on a sickly voice and call her boss (sorry Laurence, if you’re reading this) stand Nige and his two sons. Unmistakably his, they too both sport the blonde hair and blue eyes of their father. By now both Kenneth and Jack have been working as commercial fishermen both in Wells and further afield: Fishguard, Portsmouth, Padstow and Scotland, to mention a few places. However, with the prospect of Nigel buying a fishing boat for them all, naturally they have found their way back to Wells.


I have known Kenneth since my first trip. Jack, however, four years younger than his brother, I didn’t meet until he was fourteen and came to stay with his dad during my summer sabbatical at sea. I remember collecting him from King’s Lynn one afternoon; a very skinny shy boy in a tracksuit, with what can only be described as a skinhead/mullet/rat tail, very gingerly sat himself down in my car. (I wish he had stayed that shy and quiet, frankly . . .) Jack is cheeky, but you can’t help but love the lad. Fatigue, however, transforms him into an epic diva, and believe me when I say this boy can, and will, sleep anywhere.
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