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Old men ought to be explorers


Here or there does not matter


We must be still and still moving


Into another intensity


For a further union, a deeper communion


Through the dark cold and the empty desolation,


The wave cry, the wind cry, the vast waters


Of the petrel and the porpoise.


from ‘East Coker’, Four Quartets by T. S. Eliot




Foreword


All I knew for sure was that Day Ninety of our venture had turned into quite the most hazardous and unsettling of them all. A storm had caused us to lose control, utterly and totally alarmingly. We were powerless, unable to tie down our flapping sail around any form of cleat. It was also dark and there was heavy rain. Of greatest concern were the reefs that lay downwind, with all their magnificent beauty now transformed into vicious realms of rock. Each piece of nearby land was protected by coral bulwarks far more effective than any battlement. What would happen to our craft should we collide with such a defensive bastion? Or rather what would happen to those of us onboard because collision with these reefs was about to become a frightening certainty.


For my part I sat in the cabin watching all the instruments. These told me, in a cold-blooded manner, what I already knew. We were less than a mile from a Bahamian island, with wind and wave doing their damnedest to unite the two of us. As for the quantity of reef lying immediately ahead that might keep us separate, it was in possession of an appetite for on-site destruction far greater than that of mere wave or sandy beach.


Our clever software was most precise with its information, helping me to calculate the interval of time before raft and reef might meet. I even said out loud, ‘Ten more minutes,’ as if the others onboard had not reached more or less the same conclusion. My companions preferred to stay outside the single cabin, and were silent with their thoughts. Two of them were busily inflating the little dinghy we possessed, a somewhat desperate measure because the thing would be valueless in the storm, and even more so upon a reef as it would surely be shredded instantly. People often like to be doing things if things are being done to them, and in any case pumping with bellows may do no good but also did no harm. I do not know if they even heard my shouts – ‘Five more minutes, or maybe four,’ ‘Two more at the most,’ ‘Any moment now.’


What a noise there would be! What a terrible sound would come from down below and what destruction would ensue! The instruments would become somewhat pointless and both dinghy pumpers would give up their self-appointed task. Instead those two individuals would surely stand up to concentrate on the hammerings happening all about them.


Was this how our raft would end its days? And was it also how the group of us would reach the conclusion of our lives, with dreadful bangs rather than any kind of whimper? We should have been filming this powerful happening, but were doing nothing of the sort. Why film one’s end for others to observe? In fact why do anything, save stay more or less where unhappy legs had taken us? And wonder how on earth, and why on earth, we had reached such a definite predicament.


At all our endings, so they say, our lives will flash before us, and bits of mine certainly did. I do not crave misadventure, but in a long life it has come my way many times. What I have relished are novel experiences, seeing the world from different vantage points and rejoicing in their varied excellence. Even getting out of a crowded bus far from home can be one such form of novelty. There is then a different feel to the air, along with different sounds and smells. No harm usually comes with such simple alterations, however there can be greater hazard if the desire for novelty leads one to embrace a change not normally encountered.


Flying by gas balloon must be fun, I had reasoned to myself a long time ago. It could also be terrifying, and decidedly so when one’s fear threatens to gain the upper hand. At 9,000 feet above the Ngong hills of central Kenya, I had no sand remaining in the sacks around my feet. This meant a lethal landing unless magic intervened.


Happily, magic did just that, by selecting a perfect tree, thorny to the hilt and rich with brittle branches, to soften my re-arrival upon the ground where I more properly belonged. That single tree, much damaged by the balloon’s abrupt invasion, then discarded our wicker basket towards a neighbouring tree, thus causing all momentum to vanish along with all the fear.


I had thought balloons ideal for seeing the world more properly and gazing upon it pleasingly without either disturbance or having to lift one’s feet. I had realized how very wrong I was when mayhem intervened – even more acutely, as that same balloon had been poised between a massive caustic lake (with the potential to blind) and a thundercloud cavorting at up to 50,000 feet (which could kill, and kill rather more than once).


I had also learned that airships can inject another kind of terror, also as antidote to some perfection recently enjoyed. I had relished an airship’s ability to stop in the air, with the engine’s thrust precisely matching whatever breeze there was, enabling me to gaze upon small deer strolling along the lines of corn, at rabbits thumping their alarm or merely at fish, which are always so much more visible when seen from up above. Should the wind then choose to alter these intensities of joy, I found the craft could change in an instant from stationary to galloping – or so it seemed – thus altering the idyll of a lifetime into a desperate wish to preserve that life just a little longer. Soon, there was an oak tree straight ahead and a sudden rasping of airship rope against leaf profusion, with too much occurring in too short a time before an immediate and ungainly collision with a field of cabbages.


I still have no idea why or how yet another airship on another day had let me live, after its automatic blow-off valves had omitted to accomplish the only task they were ever asked to do. This failure had caused the gas-filled shape above my head to feel almost solid, and therefore poised for a catastrophic burst, but somehow it did not rend itself in two, and even let me escape to walk upon a simple and most attractive field somewhere in Buckinghamshire. Yes, I did kiss its soil, with an ardent fervour that no lady ever received – after all, near-death experiences are not (usually) expected when merely expressing love.


When I rode a motorbike from toe to top of Africa, and then achieved the converse very much later, it was the continent that I wished to see, from near at hand, in all its vast variety. I certainly had no desire to finish all my onboard drink, to feel my tongue grow larger and care not a scrap that I also had no food. It is liquid the body then desires more than anything else – by far. When thirst has been satisfied, perhaps 250 miles further on at the next filling station, hunger can also return and demand proper attention.


Intensities do come thick and fast, following both good or feeble planning, and I have had a feast of them. They cannot be anticipated but are certainly noticed and then merrily treasured if partnered by an exuberant and happy outcome.


I do not court danger; far from it. To go bungee-jumping or playing chicken across railway tracks strikes me as idiotic behaviour. On the other hand it is silly to refrain from some activity merely because it is possible that ‘things’ might go wrong. The statistics concerning accidents reveal that they take place in the most unlikely of settings, such as the home and even the bedroom. One’s own dwelling is probably piped with electricity and gas, of which both are capable of malfunction. The dwelling may have two storeys or even more, and altitude always creates an extra hazard. In short, life itself can be a tricky business, with our beloved motorcar leading to quite substantial mayhem. Within the UK, most deaths linked to such vehicles affect individuals who were not even in them at the time.


To travel by sea may seem perilous at times but those of us onboard the raft had taken great care – which is more than many people do on normal days. We just knew there would be joy in great measure, and this aspect we had embraced as best we could.


When old age arrives, or even the realization that there is more life behind than there is ahead, the suspicion can grow that all intensity might have diminished beyond recall. That, I now know, is not the case. With my ailing body, its frailty much worsened by a motoring accident (which forced a careless driver to pull me from beneath his vehicle), the possibilities of new experience seemed to have quite vanished, but not a bit of it. I had thought that rafting, that mere drifting with whatever wind and current had to offer, might be a gentle activity, particularly with a chair onboard from which to watch the huge wet world go by. It seemed silly and inadequate to travel the Thames, or even the Mississippi as Tom Sawyer and friends had chosen to do, but the Atlantic loomed as both intriguing and exciting. And that was how I eventually found myself with those reefs looming straight ahead, with their ability to destroy every invader of their realm.


T. S. Eliot – at the end of his Four Quartets – wrote extraordinarily that ‘Old men ought to be explorers’. I, having reached my ninth decade, have had to accept a certain seniority, but rejoiced on reading his words. They almost suggested life onboard a raft, with ‘the wave cry, the wind cry’ when upon the vast waters ‘of the petrel and the porpoise’. It was occasion, he added, for further intensities, with that splendid word so summing up my lifelong desire to go slightly further, to add experience, to encounter novelty, and thereby treasure the planet in yet another way. Surely there would be intensities when crossing the Atlantic upon a bed of pipes and a deck of planks. And being out of touch with the ordinary world. And consuming such a quantity of time, which would surely be partnered by a feast and magnificence of new happenings.


These certainly came our way right from the very start, long before that final day when we had lost control. Yes, we did hit the reef, and did suffer, but I think the greatest fears arrived at the start. And that is where this story most properly begins.
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The Atlantic’s 3,000-mile width lay all ahead when – one mile beyond the peaceful security of the harbour wall – our towing boat discarded the connecting length of rope. At that precise and positive moment all fears bounded with the realization that nothing and no one would then help us. We four on board – me, David Hildred, Andy Bainbridge and John Russell – with a total age of 258 years, would have to navigate and survive as we alone thought fit. There would be storm and squall, almost certainly, together with perils unforeseen as we travelled west for however long the journey took. We had food and water, but also zero knowledge of how the raft would fare, or how we ourselves would fare on the object we had made with pipes, with planks, and ropes, with tautened widths of webbing pulled tight by ratcheting. Would the central cabin be able to withstand undoubted battering from the sea? Would the single sail and single mast perform satisfactorily, even if we did not really know what satisfaction meant? And how would we four get on while living so very cheek by jowl for such a quantity of time? The Atlantic experience would assuredly be fascinating, but its joy might be diminished, or even vanished, by people proximity. And by our sodden clothing, along with a growing realization that rafting and its intensities might not be the perpetual ecstasy of earlier imaginings.


There were also other worries at that time, such as the Spanish inability to give us permission to depart from their Canary island La Gomera. We certainly wondered if – or when – some official craft might arrive to tow us back again to Valle Gran Rey. What ignominy and misery that would be, even if they just took – and then perhaps imprison – the leader of this wayward enterprise, the one whose dream would become more like a nightmare when the venture came to pass. The Spanish were not being difficult. They were following their law stating that novel sea-going craft had to be examined and approved each step of the way. Were our pipes sufficiently strong? What about our central dwelling place and every single rope? The British let everyone go, even in a bath tub, provided they had paid a small price for a name, but woe betide them if help becomes necessary. The authorities do not look kindly at ventures considered fatuous should they get into trouble and officialdom is then happy to pass on bills. We had no wish to annoy the Spanish or to cancel the voyage before it had even begun. Perhaps blind eyes would be turned our way? Perhaps we should do the same? Who knew what was for the best, for I certainly did not.


I, also paymaster, had run out of funds during the final days and we had left with bills unpaid. What might my creditors be doing or proposing now that their bird had flown?


That bird was currently lying damp on a bunk while nursing a miserable infection. I harboured yet more doubts, some reasonable and others possibly idiotic, such as the thought of killer whales slithering onboard to pick us off, or creating waves to wash us off, much as they do with seals on ice. Worry is not a finite business. It can grow and become an amalgam of concerns, each causing internal tightening around one’s abdomen, with every form of unhappiness wishing to be heard – and felt.


My crew were not tried or tested friends but brand-new acquaintances. Earlier in this enterprise, when hoping to recruit companions, I had welcomed the thought of pensioners. I wished to assert – as major reason for the voyage – that the elderly could still be enterprising, however past their prime. When I’d gathered my first quartet, I certainly hoped this lively, modestly ancient, varied and distinctive group would lead to suitable sponsors – but not a bit of it.


‘You will surely fail,’ explained these different kinds of individual.


‘Why will we surely fail?’


‘Because you are old, that’s why.’


I was therefore hoist by the very petard I had been promoting, and I had to let the idea go and look for younger companions (although not too young). Pensioners can be fit and well but in the minds of sponsors and other commentators, plainly disadvantageous for the calendar years each had consumed. The aged, it would seem, should attend coffee mornings, discuss church roofs, visit the local supermarket only at the quietest times, dead-head roses, take mouthfuls of obligatory pills and hope that at least one offspring would get in touch that month. In particular the old should not affirm their demented state by extolling daft ideas, these partnered by pig-headed intent to make them happen.


I, the oldest of the eventual quartet and halfway through my ninth decade, had received much talk of this nature. It was even suggested by various friends that I too should potter with make-believe busyness, thus killing time before time itself killed me.


‘Nothing wrong with pottering,’ many people said. ‘No harm done that way.’


At the back of the raft project was determination to carry on living much as I had always done. Why should I do nothing merely because some 25,000 days had already been consumed? Much of my life had involved projects, either big or small. These had dictated where my energy, money and time should go. In general I had welcomed these exploits and saw no reason why such antics should come to a sudden stop. Was not a raft eminently suitable for an ancient body, its fundamental simplicity creating the most basic form of travel? With earlier ventures there had generally been some gain along with any problems that had arisen, the fear and weariness, the cost and concern.


During student days (for complicated reasons) I had spent a terrifying time deeply within the displeasing underground canals in Iran, called qanats, which were allegedly home to interesting fish. The things proved to possess nothing of the kind but that modest fact did not prevent me from writing a book entitled Blind White Fish in Persia. Then came the motorbike trip from Cape Town to Cairo (causing each kidney to object), the ballooning to a host of extraordinary destinations (these never forgotten afterwards), the airshipping to grassy spaces ripe for landing (or cabbages in Bedfordshire) before steamboating on aluminium canoes down 2,000 miles of an Amazonian river. I had also motorbiked back to Cape Town twenty-eight years after the first trip with that bike, hoping to meet again the eager salesman of 1955 and request some money back due to certain deficiencies with my twice-used machine. (Alas, his little shop had become a skyscraper in the interim.)


When advanced years came my way the raft did seem ideal. Gentle and not too arduous – no forest landings, no hefty sandbags, no Brussels sprouts (as the cabbages proved, more expensively, to be), no bowsawing of tropical ironwoods to fuel a hungry boiler and no corrugated highways pummelling two ancient frames, one made from tubular steel and one, in me, from bone. On a raft I could just sit, watch the Atlantic world on every side, think new thoughts, enjoy the scenery, try to reduce the number of my concerns, hope companionship would not prove overwhelming and wonder where (and how and when) the journey might end.


Worry, as I already knew, never vanishes absolutely. It can even increase with greater knowledge. I remember, after a spell of flying, looking at the few bolts which hold a Tiger Moth’s wings in place. I dislike even seeing the underside of my car when it’s jacked up high, and of course I now remembered with considerable anxiety how various friends and the brand-new crew – inexperts at raft building, every one – had bound the raft’s many pipes together, how the decking had been lashed before being screwed in place, and how our ‘pig ark’ of a cabin had been built and fixed. It was mainly gravity which held the mast in place, or so it had appeared when meanly proffering one euro coin (in lieu of customary and traditional gold) to reside beneath the stepping.


When we were at sea, I became less concerned about Spanish authority as their area of jurisdiction began to vanish in our wake. But still, during those earliest rafting hours, my ancient head stayed clogged, not just with the foul phlegm that colds induce but with anxieties still remaining. Creditors do not worry about boundaries drawn on maps, or varying areas of jurisdiction, and would continue to pursue wherever I happened to be. Neither do whales, whether with the name of killer or something more benign. Such huge animals can, and do, upset sailing craft, merely it would sometimes seem for the hell of it, or for an itch – yes, just there – that had been vexing for several thousand miles. I hoped that sargasso seas would not ensnare, and that storms would gyrate elsewhere when revolving depressingly after some high had become a low. Would we rafters fall apart, fall in or fall foul of each other? Who knew, but the 3,000 miles in front would surely tell. By the third day we had logged less than 100 of them, and it was on that Day Three when my frame was still firmly bunk-borne that I suddenly heard a shout.


‘Rudder’s broken,’ yelled someone from somewhere at the stern.


‘So what?’ I muttered to myself, there being no space for novel anxiety.


A famous Gary Larsen Far Side cartoon shows a schoolroom of pupils with one of them, visibly not the brightest of the bunch, asking to be taught no more because his ‘brain was already full’. My mucus-infested and worry-laden head entirely sympathized. The others reported that I had often cried ‘Oh, no!’ when either in deep sleep or within the shallower kind, and they had asked what in particular had been troubling me. In truth I had no idea. Now, all those severe and numerous concerns – Spain, Debts, Construction, Storm, Personnel, Navigation, Health, Age, Big Mammals, Helplessness – seemed more than adequate to keep it occupied, and there was no room for Rudder. The raft was bouncing up and down haphazardly, as did seem reasonable in that circumstance, and the other members of the crew were soon examining the break while I, with sodden clothing and lying prone, was plainly not in charge of the project I had initiated, and had funded, and was called Captain.


‘AM IN MARKET HARBOROUGH STOP WHERE OUGHT I TO BE QUERY’ as G. K. Chesterton had – allegedly – once telegrammed his wife in London.


‘AM BOUNCING DAMPLY ON A RAFT WITH ATLANTIC STRAIGHT AHEAD STOP HOW COME QUERY’ How come indeed? For the moment, with my eighty-four-year-old body in disarray and its head obscenely bunged, I thought somewhat casually about the venture and certainly about the rudder. How would we navigate? Would this breakage truly cause an ending to our voyage? Oh well, I thought, and for the time being, I will dry out these clothes of mine merely by wearing them, pull up a cushion to ease an overloaded skull and wonder what the future has in store. Balloonists revel in the ‘unknown destinations’ which lie ahead of them. Rafting, as I realized, is much the same. Take off, be towed from port, be abandoned and then wonder what on earth will happen next. Or on ocean, as we chanced to be.


The most amazing fact, which steadily sank into the four of us, was our raft’s ability to head downwind even after the rudder break. Of course we had argued where the mast should be, where our single sail should be, and where the cabin should be located (which served, with its bulk, as another form of sail) but we had no prior knowledge of the raft’s behaviour once all the decisions had been made. Would it crab sideways, and very awkwardly? Or have a tendency to gyrate, with its prow then favouring all points of the compass seemingly haphazardly? We had not known; we had merely hoped. The fact that those hopes had turned into actuality was quite astonishing. At whatever angle we set the sail, our apex pointed forwards as if some engine was at the rear and driving us in that direction. It was amazing, or even miraculous, and took years off my actual age.


‘You lucky bastard,’ I even said internally.


The joy was paramount. Nevertheless, the Atlantic was no modest entity. It was enormous and no kind of pond, as it’s named so frequently. We had achieved some fifty miles a day, a sizeable daily distance for mere pedestrians. This progress was marked upon our chart and immediately looked pathetic. Divide 50 into 3,000 and the answer is a considerable quantity of time and days. What about the occasions when winds might blow contrarily or the currents misbehave? This was an ocean that we wished to cross, a great body of water, a very lonely place particularly should trouble come our way.


I had once written a book about a friend’s faulty pigheadedness. His enthusiasm for crossing the Atlantic by balloon had led to his downfall and also to the death of everyone onboard. He should never have departed. That was obvious to those of us who subsequently picked over the details of his preparations. The balloon was wrong, its capsule was wrong, and bad weather had made certain that failure came his way. His departure had been encouraged by the cooperation he had received, the loan of everything he had desired, the overriding friendliness of everyone who then had watched him go. Such pressure had helped to cause the end of him, not intentionally but as assuredly as stabbing him to death.


I too had often felt pressure all around and had pretended it was not there. There is also pressure from within, this being no less powerful in urging fulfilment of any enterprise. In theory a body should be looking after itself, promoting restraint, forbidding folly and encouraging self-doubt. In practice it can do quite the opposite. When aged eighteen, following enthusiasm by others, I had chosen to go rock climbing, this apparently the thing to do. On the Idwal Slabs of Snowdonia, as I still remember all too clearly, my booted toes were resting on a ‘ledge’. The others were using that little and comforting word, although the protrusion was enabling only one inch or so of boot to make uncertain use of it. There was rope between me and the man above but that did not stop my legs from gently shivering. And then shaking more determinedly. And finally, quite stupidly, causing that single boot of mine to be distanced from the rock. Comforting words came from up above, as that higher climber took the strain, but my body had chosen to end its life by shaking me from the perch. So much for loyalty. So much for taking care.


With every day that passed during our raft’s construction I had wondered why I was not abdicating from the project. Why continue with the work (and the expense)? Why not truly comprehend the obstacle in front of us? And why not call myself pigheaded as I had labelled that distant and departed friend? I could potter, as others were advocating. I could watch little plants growing in their little yoghurt pots; so why jeopardize my life? I have no ready answer for such questioning. I only know the doubting part of me did not succeed and, in consequence, I had embarked upon the raft.
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A very comforting fact arose that day of the rudder’s failure. If something has broken there is probably much material then available to manufacture something else. Even if a plank has fractured centrally there are then two planks, each relatively short, but ready for a compromise. Our rudder had been a double affair, with two broad paddles joined by a structure that had held both sides in place. Apparently two crucial metal pins had snapped but only some of the paddle wood and none of the interlinking framework had fallen irretrievably into the sea. David, Andrew and John gathered all the remains, as I could plainly hear from my bunked position, before bringing them to the forward decking where there was more space. I could also listen to David giving orders, and realized that the breakage was not a disaster in his eyes but a kind of victory.


In the first place he had neither made the rudder nor had he advised about its style. In fact there had initially been discussion whether a rudder of any kind would be vital, the propensity of a raft to head nose-first being such an unknown quantity. Both the subsequent thinking and the creation had been performed by Tony Humphreys, the key member of the construction team who, back in Valle Gran Rey, had built more of the raft than anyone else. He had also been of considerable importance when visiting the Spanish maritime authorities. He let them have their say and thanked them for their help. His diplomatic tact was a vital ingredient in a very awkward business. No one had been in absolute charge of our raft’s creation, an omission to be laid firmly at my door. I had seen no reason for a structured form of workforce and had hoped a kind of democracy would prevail, with everyone chipping in ideas as and when such thinking became important. The present task of making some jury-rig, with Tony back on land, was therefore up to sailing master David, and he, I think, was not totally displeased.


Another and quite different score was also settled, or at least adjusted, by the rudder break. I was financier of the venture because it was my enterprise. Sponsorship had helped by providing pipes and steel but my thinning wallet had bought the rest. No one was being paid to take part, either as crew or helpful friend, but I alone had to spend the money for most of the purchases made. My right hand had therefore been reaching for my back pocket most remorselessly. I tended to protest the moment I heard of some further alleged necessity but found it difficult to win each (or any) argument, being short of nautical experience to counter the numerous proposals. Did we really require a brand-new sea anchor; why not one secondhand or even no such thing? Why two GPS devices for detailing location when one was adequate? And why, causing disquiet to rise yet further, did we require additional means for generating electricity than the four costly solar panels already acquired and properly installed? Why a great big wind machine as well and why, for heaven’s sake, a foot pedaller which created about as much power as a play wheel for a mouse might do?


‘You can’t compromise with safety,’ said sailing-master David rather more than once, ‘and a sound supply of electricity is a crucial safety feature.’


This sailing master really knew that compromise is possible, if not necessarily desirable in every circumstance. The individual signing cheques is bound to have a different opinion, and I certainly blew the famous gasket when three oars arrived one day costing a total of £750. Apparently I had given the nod for their purchase, not imagining for one moment such a price tag partnering mere oars. In consequence, following enlightenment, I could hardly speak. The longest one, admittedly a thing of well-made beauty, was priced at over £500. For one oar! For a raft!! For doing what??? Before departure, as we had put each of them onboard, the one of twenty-five feet – TWENTY-FIVE FEET! – and the two others each a mere fourteen feet in length, I thought that these unwelcome acquisitions might be sold profitably at some destination. Roll up, roll up, and buy untouched items of considerable beauty that have crossed the broad Atlantic!


But suddenly, and for a very reasonable £500, we had a potential steering sweep, likely to be as effective as any rudder once a wooden contrivance had been rigged with a suitably central hole through which this oar could go. After three days of hammering, screwing, sawing and nailing on our forward deck, the jury-rig announced its verdict: the new arrangement worked perfectly. The oar’s immersion in the sea was easy to adjust, if moved sideways or up and down, with all such modest movements altering the actual direction in which we sailed. Best of all, unlike rudders needing near-perpetual attention, the exciting and novel contrivance worked splendidly entirely on its own.


‘That sweep!’ exulted David. ‘It’s so effective. Just a tweak alters our course almost immediately. Just a tiny little tweak. Quite astonishing!’


In short he had no problem with it, a favoured phrase of his. Andrew and John were also enthusiastic. They too did the tweaking when ordered to do so, and they each expressed amazement that such minor movements had such considerable effect. Neither of them ever disputed David’s instructions (for he was the man in charge). They were both part-time sailors and therefore knew a thing or two, such as it not being their place to disagree. They were cabin boys, as John liked to describe himself, and it would be wrong for them – or anyone – to argue with the official master. That way lay error, particularly when urgency was important, and both these individuals understood this general dictum. I, lying down or sitting in my chair, liked what I saw and heard. The three of them, however recruited, were working as a team. All therefore seemed to be going well.


In many ways the trio looked similar. They were all of an age, with David fifty-seven, Andy fifty-six and John sixty-one. Not one was fat but neither was anyone skinny and their heights were more or less the same. David certainly spoke most and the other two were quieter, both apparently relaxed that the appointed sailing master had most to say, however far removed his chosen subject matter existed from the business of sailing and navigation. He liked telling tales from his past, often naming the girl who happened to be his partner at the time. If either of the other two told some story from their earlier days, David seemed duty-bound to match it, by telling of an incident in his memory which also involved customs officers, embarrassing head waiters, extreme thirst or mismatched clothing. He had certainly travelled widely and foreign stories are often thought to be better if hailing from Saudi Arabia, Gibraltar or deep within Tasmania. He never really spelled out his engineering work but neither did the other two of their jobs. I longed to hear lawyer John elaborate on the warfare he must have experienced, with couples or business partners hammering each other verbally and almost drawing blood. As for blood, I wanted lots of it from Doctor Andy. Surely patients had occasionally arrived at his surgery with a severed arm or mere fingers wrapped up in cloth? As for births he must have helped desperate women, perhaps in taxi cabs or deep within Canadian snow, to deliver some brand-new and protesting human gasping for independence? I longed for secrets from the surgery, or the legal waiting room, or from some on-site workplace where a dodgy bit of engineering was being exposed, or fractured, or merely covered up, but – alas – I never heard such tales.


I personally like telling stories, and possibly told too many. I also like conversations that lead to some conclusion, with opinions surfacing and readjusted, and new facts revealed. After all, we four not only totalled two-and-a-half centuries in age but had experienced over 180 years of adulthood, working at our jobs, making errors, learning truths and gaining knowledge of some novel kind. We were not a bunch of youngsters, forever trampling on unfinished sentences, pretending wisdom of a worldly kind, laughing excessively as something to do and hoping to hold one’s own. We were a team, working together, being punctual about watches, taking our turn at tasks, not hurting the others and knowing most assuredly that many weeks lay ahead of us during which no other humans would be encountered.


I found that to be the most disturbing realization on a very slow-moving raft. There would only be Dave and Andy and John for all the travelling days to come – these three and no others were my lot. Short of terrible misadventure our foursome was as fixed as the rising of the sun. I had, of course, always known that fact, but I knew it more intensely as those first days and nights passed by.


In the project’s very earliest days I had also invited friends, and friends of friends, to come officially onboard, but no one had accepted. That had led to an advertisement in the Daily Telegraph: ‘Wanted: three adventurous pensioners to sail by raft across the Atlantic’. I had also appeared on the Richard and Judy Show, together with a model of the simple vessel I had hoped to recreate. About 150 applicants had subsequently got in touch, each giving thumbnail sketches of themselves.


‘Served as Army cook for ten years.’


‘My wife wants me to go.’


‘Have GSOH.’


Unfortunately my eating of RAF meals for three-and-a-half years had formed unhappy prejudice against service food, along with its perpetrators. Even more did the great sense of humour (which those capitals indicate) cause all such individuals to be immediately discarded. Being told of steadfast merriment left me, I regret to say, very stony-faced. In any case I had somehow to whittle down the number. Even half a dozen arriving for interview occupied both time and management, with London’s Euston Station as the chosen rendezvous. To everyone invited I gave a bun but I liked them all.


Only when one of them stood taller, after telling of his ability to ‘speak Welsh and also write it’, did I give him extra points. Of all the unbelievably fatuous assets, when rafting across Atlantic emptiness, there surely could not be one more likely to be useless, and I therefore underlined his name with extra fervour. Next to receive extra points that day was a St Albans man. He had allegedly once been hit on his head by a falling mast, another experience of doubtful value, and his birth had been in Tipperary. Places of arrival hardly explain a man but I suddenly foresaw one united kingdom of a very special kind. Already onboard was a Scot, a yachtsman six years my senior, whose only unhappy feature was an unending determination to tell Scottish jokes, these identical to Geordie/Cockney/Yorkshire jokes, save that those involved speak most incomprehensibly and hail, with every throaty syllable, from well to the north of the Tweed. I had certainly liked this international threesome. They were all affable and eager, with their ages definitely on the wrong side of sixty-five. Not one of them was letting this fact suppress his desire to carry on living much as he had already done.
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