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Preface


Gwynver beach in the far west of Cornwall is one of those places where, on a good day, you could be anywhere in the world. It’s paradise. It holds its own with the best Caribbean beaches and the heat that can be generated in the summer months is surprising. The hottest part of the day can often be around five o’clock but you can stay down there until half ten just in your shorts. On a warm, still summer’s night, myriads of glow-worms on the cliff light up the footpaths and the water glitters with magical phosphorescence, turning the waves luminous green. The phosphorescence only appears at certain times of the year, when the algae bloom comes in, and you have to be really lucky to see it. Some nights, with a full moon shining on pristine white sand, you could even imagine it as a snowy scene with the rocks showing up jet black in the silvery moonlight.


And that was my office. Sometimes I wouldn’t bother to go home at all and would kip on the beach, listening to the crickets and the crackle and spit of a driftwood fire with the sound of the waves breaking on the shore. You can forget your corporate penthouses on top of skyscrapers, the view from my place of work – of Land’s End and the great Atlantic Ocean – was the best in the world. Even the commute was great. I’d just open the door of my bijou home, which was actually three sheds knocked together and painted black, and wander down the cliff path to the sea.


I was a lifeguard and that was my calling for over thirty years. I lived and breathed it and, to be honest, I didn’t want anything more from life. I lived simply, in said hut, which was basic to say the least, but what could you expect for thirty quid a week? I called it Chez Noir. During the winter when storms would batter the cliffs around Land’s End, I would often lie in bed at night and listen to the wind blowing. There was one thick beam running the length of the ceiling, and I remember lying there one night when it was particularly windy and watching the beam move up and down about ten centimetres as the wind tried to suck the roof off. The next morning I got up and tried my utmost to move that beam and I couldn’t.


It was so quiet; there were no car or house alarms to disturb the morning’s peace until the first Land’s End aeroplane to the Isles of Scilly took off at ten to eight. The planes would fly right over my shed and because it didn’t have any insulation, it felt like I was lying outside. Other than that the only plane noise was the sonic boom from Concorde when it used to fly over twice a day.


Chez Noir had no facilities to speak of and in winter months I used to have to wear my clothes in bed to keep warm: tights, tracksuit bottoms, fleece hat, double duvet – the works. I lived like that for ten years and did nothing to the place at all, then one day I suddenly thought: This is ridiculous! And I asked a friend of mine to make me some French doors, cut a hole in the shed, stick the doors in and build a veranda out the front. At the same time I insulated Chez Noir.


You could have sat out there completely rawhide if you wanted to and it wouldn’t have mattered. Nobody could see you from anywhere around. No footpaths overlooked me, and all you looked out on was the sea, with the sun going down. Sometimes, if you were especially lucky, you could witness the ‘green flash’. As the sun sinks below the horizon, if conditions are right, for an instant a green light glows just at the point of sunset. Green, like the aurora borealis. On a fine day you could even see the beaches on the Isles of Scilly.


My mate Lloyd used to call my life the golden triangle: beach, pub, home. I think he envied me. Hell, I envied me. It was a great life and to my mind it couldn’t get better.


How was I to know that in fact there was a huge, bear-sized gap in my existence, just waiting to be filled . . .




1


Once a Waterman . . .


I feel privileged to be a waterman: someone who makes their living from the ocean and understands the weather and the tides and the sea. It’s not just a matter of being a lifeguard or a fisherman, or a good surfer – it’s more all-encompassing than that, rather it is about knowing everything to do with the sea.


Having practically been brought up on a boat, it was second nature to me really. I was born at the opposite furthest-flung end of the UK, on the Shetland Islands. My eldest daughter Alice says the reason I live the way I do – favouring a spartan existence with few material possessions – is because I’m from Shetland, and she’s probably right. It was a hard life and Shetlanders didn’t live much beyond forty back in the day. All my family were born on Shetland and we can trace our ancestry to an area in Norway, north of Bergen. The Vikings sailed across to Shetland from Norway and to this day Shetland boats are based on long-ships and are double-ended like the Vikings’ boats.


I was born in 1951 in Lerwick, which is the main port in the Shetland Islands, in an old army Nissen hut because there wasn’t a proper maternity hospital on the islands at the time. My mum’s name was Nell Reid and she was a beauty who dreamt of being an airline stewardess. My dad, James Cameron Bowie Jamieson, was a GPO engineer. He started out as a tea boy and worked his way up to become a technician installing telephones to the islands in Shetland. There were no ferries to those islands, just a small boat. I went with him once or twice, not very often though because it wasn’t always possible for him to make it home the same day. In the winter the boats quite often couldn’t get back because the sea was so rough and Dad would have to stay wherever he was working. Sometimes he was away for three or four weeks at a time.


It was hard in those days because things were a bit more primitive. Apart from basic hospital treatment or A&E, if you needed anything more specialized you had to go to Aberdeen, and the only way to get there was by boat or fixed-wing aircraft. The St Clair ferry sailed between Shetland and Aberdeen but quite often it wouldn’t be able to make the crossing because the sea was so rough. So if something happened to you in Shetland and the weather was bad, well, it was tough luck – you just had to wait.


I was my parents’ firstborn and was really close to them. They were very kind people who had to endure great heartache in their lives. I grew up knowing that I’d had two sisters who died, both while very young. Years later, after both my parents had passed away, I discovered there was quite likely a third sibling who also died.


The first sister who passed away died of complications at birth, at least from what I can gather; Mum wouldn’t talk about it. I would have been about five at the time. Her name was Susan. She never came home as far as I can remember. Something happened and she died, though I think she went full-term. I’m not sure what it was that happened because Dad never talked about it either.


My second sister, Lynne, died five years later when I was about ten. She was only about eighteen months old. I asked Mum about it again shortly before she died. That morning I had put my finger in Lynne’s mouth for her to suck on to stop her screaming. And Mum had said, ‘Never put your fingers in the baby’s mouth because they’re dirty.’ So I thought I’d made her ill and I went and hid under the stairs and wouldn’t come out. Later, I pleaded with her, ‘Mum, please tell me what happened.’ But she wouldn’t. I think it was meningitis because I remember Lynne screaming and screaming. The nurse came to the house and said, ‘This baby has to go to hospital immediately.’


They needed to take Lynne to Aberdeen but no aeroplanes were flying because the weather was so bad and there was thick fog. By a day or so later when it was clear enough to fly the disease must have progressed too far. And that was the last time I ever saw my baby sister. I remember my dad coming up the stairs one morning. I was in bed with my mother, and I’ll never forget it because he walked up those stairs as if he had lead in his shoes. I could hear the thud of them on each step: thump, thump, thump. And he came in and just said: ‘She’s gone, Nell.’


Mum and Dad didn’t say a word to me about my sister dying. In fact, they were so protective and secretive about it that shortly afterwards they told me not to go to school my normal way. I was to go via a muddy park, a route I never usually used. When Mum said, ‘Why don’t you go through the park to school this afternoon?’ I couldn’t understand why and said, ‘Yeah, yeah,’ but I didn’t go that way – I went the usual route with all my mates. Halfway there, I met the funeral cortège coming round the corner, with the coffin and my grieving dad (the womenfolk in Shetland rarely, if ever, went to a funeral service or burial in those days).


I couldn’t understand why I wasn’t included in Lynne’s funeral. I can see now that they were trying to protect me, of course. Back then, in my family at least, things weren’t discussed. And it affected me in strange ways. Suddenly, at eleven years old, I started wetting the bed and I developed a speech impediment that I would struggle with in the coming years.


I think Lynne’s passing destroyed my parents too. To lose those children must have been grim. It was the sixties, and it wasn’t par for the course. My dad contracted Parkinson’s disease soon after Lynne died. And some said it was the shock of her dying which was to blame. All I know is that after that he got really ill and he never recovered. He was about thirty-five when he contracted it and he died when he was fifty-nine. My mum single-handedly cared for him for twenty years.


Growing up in Shetland was as quiet and idyllic a childhood as you might expect. Life there is completely intertwined with the sea. There weren’t many roads up until the late 1800s so before they started putting tarmacadam down and building roads everybody travelled by boat. Although it’s only sixty miles long there’s something like a thousand miles of coastline in Shetland because it’s all fjords and inlets. My village of Walls is at the head of a protected and very sheltered bay. My friends and I had our own rowing boats, and the many small islands within the bay were ideal playgrounds for us. We would be explorers or pirates, or would visit deserted beaches and skim stones.


I taught myself to swim when I was eleven. There were no swimming pools in Shetland and the water wasn’t particularly warm, but it was relatively safe. Despite that, I remember having to rescue a friend of mine, a boy called Ronnie, even though I’d only just learnt to swim at the time. In Shetland we have this long seaweed that comes up like bootlaces from the bottom and hangs in the water. Ronnie got into a patch of this weed and panicked, and when you start thrashing and floundering around the seaweed kind of grabs hold of you. He was only about six metres off the shore and the sea wasn’t that deep, but he was in trouble and started shouting for help.


We were the only ones there and I swam out and managed to get hold of him and dragged him back in to the shore. It was just a matter of hanging on to him and pulling him away from the weeds. It wasn’t a big deal at the time – I don’t think either of us even told our parents. So that was the first time I rescued anybody – little did I know I was to have a career in lifesaving.


My grandfather, a Shetland JP, ran the local shop and my aunt was the postmistress. They also kept sheep, and it was my grandfather who taught me everything about them: how to look after them, how to shear them, dispatch them and butcher them. From that I got an understanding of all animals. They weren’t just things that stood there; they were living creatures and they had feelings. And they’ve all got feelings, even fish – I don’t care what anyone says. The mistreatment of animals is one thing that’ll always stir up strong emotions in me.


If there are a few people in the room and there’s an animal, normally the animal will come and sit with me – a definite drawback with Customs dogs! I’ve always been good with them, had a way with them if you like. To this day, if there’s an animal around I’ll befriend it, whether it’s a sheep in a field or somebody’s cat.


I used to try and creep up on sheep and rabbits when I was a kid, just for something to do. I would go out into the hills and pretend I was a Red Indian and try and catch a rabbit. You could catch a sheep if you were really quiet and stealthy and slowly crept, but I was never able to catch a rabbit. I also used to do what the Scottish call ‘guddling’ trout, where you tickle the underbelly of the fish that were often hanging about under the bank of streams. The fish would go limp and I’d scoop them out of the water with my hands.


We had a dog, a little white and brown terrier with wiry hair, but he never spent much time with me. He was always Dad’s dog. I don’t remember him going anywhere with me; he just hung around at home. I must have been about twelve when he came, because it was only a year or so after my sister Lynne died. He had been caught chasing sheep out in the countryside and his owners asked Dad if he wanted him. They were going to put him down otherwise, so Dad brought him home. The dog, unbelievably, was called Linn. Of course Mum and Dad didn’t want the reminder of Lynne’s name every day so they changed his name to Kim. He went on for years and lived to be about fifteen.


I was nineteen when I left Shetland to work on a successful stud farm in Worcestershire as a stable lad for a few months. There were quite a few dogs knocking around the stables but I never took much notice of them. It was the horses I was interested in; I wasn’t really attracted to dogs at all in those days. Strange, when you think how my life would later be turned upside down by one.


But that was all in the future.
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Surf’s Up


Funny, really, that I should go from living at one end of the country to the other. But because I was from Shetland, Land’s End held an enchanting appeal for me and when I eventually got here I found the people to be very similar to Shetlanders.


In 1972 I was doing a DJ spot in Penzance at the local venue for bands, The Winter Gardens, or ‘Wints’ as it was known locally. Some amazing bands appeared there before they became famous – groups such as AC/DC, 10cc, The Sex Pistols and Lemmy, pre Motorhead days. I ran the first mobile stereo disco in west Cornwall and named my set-up Shadowfax, playing records before the bands came on.


I would normally set up my kit in a corner of the stage, but on this particular night the heavy metal band Judas Priest was performing and they refused point blank to share the stage at all. ‘Get all this off the stage!’ they said, pointing at my turntables. ‘We don’t want any of this stuff here, it’s all got to go down onto the dance floor.’ Well, I stormed off up to the restaurant and sat down to cool off. I already knew some of the staff at Wints and it was there, whilst having a coffee, that I met a young girl who would go on to become my wife. Sadly, we weren’t destined to stay together, but we remain friends and enjoy watching our three children grow and flourish.


When I first moved to Cornwall I couldn’t believe how different the sea was from Shetland. The main difference is the swell (waves which are generated by depressions in the Atlantic blowing winds over the sea). The Shetland Islands rise steeply out of the ocean and almost no swell waves reach Shetland’s sheltered beaches, whereas around Land’s End massive swells created in the Atlantic hit far more exposed beaches. Every now and again we see a pulse of swell waves which we call ‘sets’. Some sets have only three to four waves and arrive every fifteen minutes while others can arrive every five minutes and contain ten waves in each set. So you can have a group of waves arriving that are quite big, then you’ll get a period of anything up to twenty minutes when the waves are relatively small, and then another group of big waves come in. That’s what all surfers wait for.


A lot of people who come to the beach don’t understand that all waves are not equal. If you’ve got a big ground sea, which is a swell that’s come a long way – say from the eastern seaboard of the United States where a big hurricane’s blown up – it will have generated swell all the way across the Atlantic. A wind swell, on the other hand, is a locally produced swell with not much fetch – or distance – behind it, so has much less power. Charts help determine where the swell’s going to hit, so an experienced surfer will be able to look at a weather chart and think: Right, there’s going to be swell here on that day. It’s crucial to guess correctly just when it would first arrive so as to have those first waves to yourself.


When I first moved to Cornwall I got a job at the Ministry of Defence, on the outskirts of Camborne, working for the research side of the RAF Met Office. We had access to the latest synoptic pressure charts and time charts. After work I would rush down to the beach to the lads and say, ‘Look, there’s a big swell that’s being kicked up here!’ I became quite valuable to the surfers. They’d say, ‘When’s the swell coming, J’mo?’ (that’s my nickname, pronounced Jaimo) and I’d say, ‘I’ll get you a chart.’ I suppose that’s when I began my education as a waterman.


Once I discovered the surfer’s way of life, it became harder and harder to be stuck behind a desk from nine to five. Eventually, I couldn’t take it anymore; I handed my notice in and said, ‘I’m out of here – I’m going to the beach to work.’ I spent a spell at SkewJack Surf Village in Porthcurno, the first surf school in the UK, as a part-time lifeguard and a DJ by night. The Village was an old RAF camp and Mr T, the handyman, was never short of work. It was full of wooden billets and the bar had a sprung wooden dance floor, making it an ideal off-the-wall holiday club for young people. The mid to late seventies was a magical time and I happened to slot into it. Everyone was in full party mode. There were no helmets on motorbikes and no drink-driving laws. We had car crashes and goodness knows what else. The lanes in Cornwall tend to have right-angle corners and quite often the cars would go straight on through the hedgerow and into the field, and so ‘Skewjack corner’ became legendary. Luckily there was not much in the way of traffic in those days.


In 1978, I started working for Penwith District Council as a lifeguard on the beach at Sennen Cove and fell in love with it. Sennen, and in particular Gwynver, probably has the most consistent surf in the UK and when I started I was thrown in at the deep end with these guys called the Bryant brothers. Jonny and Nick Bryant were rugby players, surfers and general hell-raisers who weren’t too keen on people who were different to them. I had fairly long hair at the time and was just getting into the surfing culture, so they were immediately suspicious of me. I felt their attitude was: ‘Who’s this guy who’s done one year at SkewJack Surf Village and thinks he’s going to work on the beach with us?’


Penwith District Council’s lifeguard service was in its infancy and it was the first time we’d worked as a team on Sennen, although the Bryant brothers had already had at least one season’s lifeguarding experience and were more competent surfers than me. However, we became really good mates and that’s when I realized that it’s all to do with the team, and that it doesn’t stop at six o’clock either. If we went out for the evening and anything kicked off we were all going to look after one another. We would get a lot of people who would challenge us. It’s different now because lifeguarding has become the norm. They also have help now from Police Community Support Officers, who can come down and back them up when things get really rough. But in those days people would threaten you in the car park after work. They’d say, ‘We’ll be waiting for you in the car park, big mouth.’ We’d walk across the beach thinking: If they’re there, we’re all in this together, lads. Luckily, it didn’t kick off very often.


In the early days before we had radios, we had to rely on whistling and hand signals to communicate with one another. We were the first team of lifeguards to work on Sennen. Prior to that, the local authority pre-Penwith Council provided lifeguard cover on selected beaches deemed to be ‘at risk’. It was pretty basic, with the lifeguard – usually a surfer or travelling Aussie – being given a rescue board, a rescue torpedo or ‘can’, a pair of binoculars, and instructions to ‘Carry on’. Wages would be paid into his account weekly but there was no formal contract. It was more a case of: ‘See you at the end of the season.’


Jeff Devaney and Keith Miller were the first in a new line of lifeguards working for the newly formed Penwith District Council in 1974. Jeff lived for the summer months in a caravan behind the toilets in Sennen car park with his long-suffering partner (being the girlfriend of a surfer is akin to being a golf widow), and was one of a line of legendary guys who came back year after year to work the beaches around Land’s End.


It was in the leaky old lifeguard hut, high on the dunes, that Nick, Jonny and I used to sit on drizzly summer days, taking the mickey out of one another and estimating how much money the cafe and car park owner would make over the holiday period. We had a right laugh, and thank goodness we did, because amongst all those hours of hilarity we formulated what would become known as an EAP, or Emergency Action Plan. Although we did not realize it at the time, all the scenarios we discussed idly were about to prove extremely useful. We relied on each of us being completely ‘in tune’; we were, in effect, pioneering a new way of working as a team. And on 14 August 1979, the same day as the infamous Fastnet disaster when lots of boats capsized, we were called into action for what is still possibly one of the most successful genuine mass rescues carried out by beach lifeguards in the UK.


It all began as a routine day. The weather had been fair, but a small and very deep low-pressure system was intensifying out in the Atlantic and we were expecting a punchy swell to arrive. Arriving at work, we could see that it had already hit and foamy tide lines were showing all around the coast. It was not very often that we would red flag the whole beach at Sennen, but this day was an exception. Nick, the head lifeguard, had no doubt it had to be done as it was apparent that the swell would last all day at the very least.


There were normally three of us who looked after Sennen beach: Nick, Jonny and myself. However, during peak weeks we would take on an extra lifeguard and this day we were four. Back then, the local surfers and lifeguards were almost one and the same thing, although as lifeguards we were paid. But other surfers would spend most of their spare time hanging around the beach or lifeguard hut; a good camaraderie was built up and they would often assist the lifeguards when necessary.


Around mid-tide on this particular day, the weather had closed in and there were only a few hardy punters on the beach. The surf was pumping and there were expectant surfers hanging about. Suddenly, the lookout spotted a rubber Zodiac inflatable boat being launched from inside Sennen harbour. We could not believe our eyes as the Zodiac nosed its way out of the harbour and blasted off, heading for the big surf in the middle of the bay! Not only that, but we counted nine people on board – none of whom appeared to be wearing life jackets! It took just seconds for the boat to reach the breaking waves, and the guy at the helm began to try and surf them. Well, it was inevitable and happened so fast: the boat broached, caught a rail, and flipped over, catapulting all nine occupants into the water.


Suddenly, all those days of chatting together, working as a team, dreaming up hand signals, being friends with the local surfers, were pulled into focus as we were forced to react. We had already pulled on our wetsuits in anticipation, but there were others – some off-duty lifeguards and surfers – who responded with no wetsuits. Dave, a lifeguard from Porthcurno beach, was in the water with us for over an hour that day and was pretty much in the early stages of hypothermia by the end of the operation.


Anyway, Nick and another guy had already sprinted for the water, carrying rescue boards and tubes. Jonny, who wasn’t on duty but was fortunately on the beach, joined them immediately and paddled out to where the casualties were scattered about. Other local surfers came to help as by now the casualties – a mix of navy Wrens and some Royal Marines – were caught up in a pretty major rip. The first concern for us lifeguards was to account for all the occupants of the boat, including looking under the upturned Zodiac. That done, some of the rescuers began trying to tow casualties back to the shore, but it was proving heavy work with relentless sets of waves breaking around them. Nick and Jonny managed to start grouping the casualties together, and the upturned Zodiac, still at hand, was used as an aid for the casualties to hang on to.


The fuel cans were still attached to the boat and were proving hazardous. I had been left to direct operations from the lifeguard hut and it was at this point I saw Nick use one of the signals we had dreamt up, to call for helicopter back-up immediately. So I made the call via landline and within half an hour, a red and grey Royal Navy Sea King helicopter, the Ace of Spades, was on the scene and began winching the worst of the casualties into the chopper to go to hospital. I enlisted the help of another off-duty lifeguard to monitor communications and watch the beach and joined my mates in the surf to assist with bringing the rest of the casualties ashore. During the winching operation, one of the casualties, in a panic, tried to scramble for the rescue line and had to be dealt a slap by Jonny B. as there were more needy casualties to go first.


The whole rescue took well over an hour. All the occupants of the Zodiac were saved. Although a couple spent a few days in hospital, none were the worse for their terrifying experience in the surf. We were elated and buzzing for days. All those times discussing ‘What if . . .’ paid off in one burst that afternoon.
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Small . . . with Massive Feet


In 2000 I became head lifeguard at Sennen Cove, Cornwall’s furthest-flung beach, responsible for looking after approximately a mile and a half of beach. My life revolved around all aspects of lifeguarding and, idyllic as it was, it was also demanding and stressful. In high season with the weather set fair we could easily expect somewhere in the region of four to seven thousand holidaymakers to pitch up daily. During a typical day we would be called upon to deal with all manner of incidents, from assisting bathers in the water, carrying out both minor and major first aid, reuniting lost children with their parents, to carrying out full-on sea rescues.


There is a world of difference between our beaches here around the very tidal Land’s End area (Porthcurno, Sennen and Gwynver amongst others) and – at that time – Penwith’s more touristy beaches, such as Hayle and St Ives further up the coast. Sennen and in particular Gwynver face a slightly different direction and tend to pick up more swell; we would often have massive waves hitting sandbanks with huge, powerful currents swirling here and there. These are known as rip currents and are the result of swell waves pushing lots of water over sandbanks. As the water cannot stay there it will always try to find its way back to sea and it does so, draining seaward between these banks. Getting caught in a rip tide can be powerful and alarming, even to the most experienced sea swimmer.


Further up the coast, on beaches with long stretches of sand and perhaps much less swell, and where beachgoers are more spread out, lifeguards would often have a more relaxed regime. They had the luxury of time and could concentrate on their own fitness during the working day. There were even tales of covert groups of bored lifeguards creeping up on neighbouring lifeguard stations and pelting them with eggs. This, in effect, resulted in a perceived difference between what became known as the ‘top’ and ‘bottom’ ends.


At Sennen, our days, especially during peak weeks, were pretty full on, and my team of four lifeguards and I had to maintain our fitness levels on a personal basis as and when we could. Every day, we’d rotate between half-hour stints. For example, we’d spend thirty minutes on lookout at the hut, followed by thirty minutes on each red and yellow flag, followed by half an hour patrolling on the quad bike and carrying out first aid duties, then half an hour to relax, then back on lookout. This took dedication and teamwork from all of us. No one wanted to leave to work elsewhere, no one wanted to break up the team.


Lifeguarding involves plenty of interaction with the public and over the years that can also include a fair bit of verbal abuse. This was graphically imprinted on my mind when I had to cover for someone on one of our ‘top end’ beaches one day when we were short staffed. The language and level of abuse was an eye-opener, I can tell you. I was told to ‘Eff off’ more than once. Back on Sennen, I breathed a sigh of relief and gave a silent nod of respect to those lifeguard colleagues who had to tolerate this sort of behaviour on a daily basis.


During the sixties and seventies our beaches around Land’s End used to attract both serious surfers and also those interested in the flora and fauna and in walking the spectacular cliff paths steeped in wrecking legend. This was the end of the line; you had to be really determined to come all this way for your holiday. Visitors wanted to come here, rather than finding themselves here by accident. It is fair to say that by the time they had driven as far as Newquay, the vast majority of tourists had more than likely been on the road for many hours and were at their wits’ end with the kids going bonkers in the back of the car.


In those days, road travel through rural Cornwall was a very sedate affair and the sooner the visitor accepted ‘drekly’ time, as the locals call it, the better! Roads were narrow and constructed around fields rather than through them, resulting in lots of corners and very few long stretches for any overtaking manoeuvres. They would jam up with cars breaking down and caravans with flat tyres. It was chaos. I remember one summer day in the seventies driving from Camborne to Penzance, approximately ten miles, a journey that would normally take thirty to forty minutes but on that day took over three hours! So you can see why the area of north Cornwall around Newquay was and still is very popular for holidaymakers but Land’s End, being a good couple of hours’ drive away, tends to be a bit quieter.


I didn’t like to leave Sennen if I could avoid it because apart from anything else I felt duty-bound to be there. I did, however, have to go to St Ives from time to time, as that was where our depot was based. Twice a week during the lifeguarding season we also had early-morning swim training sessions there and myself and Lloyd (my pal and fellow supervisor) would usually pop into the depot afterwards to pick up supplies or have a meeting. We were always keen to get in and get out and head back to work as quickly as possible and on one morning in August 2003, close to the end of the season, I was about to do just that when our boss pitched up.


‘Look what I’ve got here,’ he said proudly, pointing behind him to where a small furry brown ball came pattering through the door. Its walk was disjointed, as if it had no control over its limbs. Despite its small size, I couldn’t help but notice that it had massive feet. ‘His name’s Bilbo and he’s a Newfoundland,’ he said. ‘I’ve just bought him – what do you think?’


Well, he was gorgeous! He was the cutest thing I’d ever seen. He had the most beautiful amber eyes, a little brown nose and tufty fur on his head that looked a bit like a bearskin hat. He was fourteen weeks old and very excited, rushing around, sliding on the floor and crashing into furniture. He was hilarious to watch as he went around meeting everyone. He rushed over to me, and when I picked him up he felt like a complete ball of energy, unable to contain himself. Even though I had no intention of owning a dog, I could not help thinking: I would love to train something like you, my lad.


After that, whenever he came to the depot he would come to me, snuffling and wagging his whole body. He and I connected right from the start and although he left my side every now and again to investigate some sound or other, he would inevitably come back and sit by me. Bilbo was immediately popular with us lifeguards because he was such a scream. He sloped in with those huge feet and his legs going in four different directions at once and people either cracked up laughing or fell in love with him. And of course he wanted to be everybody’s friend. I have always felt a connection to animals, but must admit that I had never specially considered myself to be a dog person until then. And I was certainly not expecting to fall in love with him. I had no intention of that at all. I mean, I liked him, but that was as far as it went. Or so I thought.


Out of all the guys in the depot, he hung out with me the most. One day, as I was mucking around with him, I whispered in his ear, ‘My boy, MY boy.’ He looked up at me and shuffled closer, flapping his bushy tail, and from then on, even though he didn’t belong to me, he was ‘my boy’. During the months that followed, Bilbo’s owner would have to attend meetings and increasingly he’d say to me: ‘J’mo, would you look after Bilbo for me?’ He himself had been a lifeguard but was doing more of a desk job, so he wasn’t on the beach at that point. And I was happy to look after his dog for him because we got on really well, Bilbo and me.


The St Ives depot was a massive old Nissen hut, one of those big corrugated buildings with a large roller door, which was open to the elements most of the time. It had loads of rooms in it but no doors, so there were all these dark areas that you could go and hide in. So, of course, when I was looking after Bilbo, we played hide and seek. I developed this special five-note whistle for him that he latched on to immediately. He would realize it was me, and we’d play for hours on end. He couldn’t see me in the dark unless I moved, and as there was no wind blowing through he didn’t seem able to get a scent of me either. He’d be standing around and I’d see his head go from side to side as he listened, and he’d plod off somewhere else. And then I’d whistle and he’d come back, eventually finding me. It was a bit of fun and very playful, but looking back we actually formed a bond very early. We just clicked.


We used to cook up a big batch of porridge at work for our breakfast. There was a chair in the hut that was lower than all the others, and – on the basis that he was the smallest – Lloyd would always sit on it to have his porridge. One day, Bilbo, who was seventeen months old and already growing to quite a size, put his paws on Lloyd’s shoulders and started pushing the wheeled chair all round the office. It was really comical to watch and, once Bilbo saw that we all enjoyed his prank, it became a regular occurrence. Lloyd would be saying, ‘Gerrof, Bilbo, you lummox!’ while everyone else cracked up. Bilbo in the meantime was having none of it and slobbered all over him, often with him pinioned against the wall or a piece of furniture. He seemed to love winding Lloyd up, even snaffling his breakfast one time.
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