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  CHAPTER I




  Like every journey ours was coming to an end and we were only anxious to finish it off. Three of us had sailed from Bradwell right up the east coast of England, across the flattened head of Scotland and down through the incomparable beauty of the west. I had loved it, in some ways more than any other cruise I have made. I found myself entirely captivated by the haunting, tranquil beauty of the lochs and by the bold, stark grandeur of the Scottish coast. We had found people who had taken us at our face value as voyagers from another land and had opened their hearts. Now, satiated with the magic of isolation—sheltered havens indented far inland from the sullen ocean, the vivid sea and mountains all around us—we were homeward bound. We had crossed Scotland back from west to east through the Caledonian canal and now there lay between us and home only 500 miles of the North Sea.




  It was all far away, both in time and in distance, from the Bahamas, from Turks Islands and from the Integrity. Yet in the past year and a half the Integrity had never passed out of my consciousness. The memory of her and the strange circumstances of my association with her had grown fainter as time passed, as happens with all memories, but had never died. The schooner never quite relinquished her hold on me—somewhere, not far beneath the surface was the feeling that I had not heard the last of her. She had a strange talent for turning up where she was least expected, not only for me but for others who had been concerned with her. It was almost as if she possessed a power of her own, as if in some uncanny way she was more than the sum total of the materials and workmanship that went into her construction. Even here in the remoteness of Scotland she was close at hand.




  We came down through the last of the locks at Inverness and into the Muirtown basin, a long and ample stretch of water with only one set of locks and the main line railway bridge between it and the sea, or to be more precise the Firth of Inverness. I was wondering whether to go straight out and lie for the rest of the afternoon and the night outside the locks in Inverness itself, or whether to wait until morning.




  One of my crew would catch the train home leaving the other to help me bring Iskra back to Brad well and I wanted to tie up convenient to the station and convenient to shops so that we could stock up with stores for the five or six day passage. By chance we saw a boat we knew lying alongside and as we motored slowly past I shouted across, asking his advice. “Stay the night here,” he said; “you’ll be more comfortable than in the town. You can lock out with us in the morning.” We thanked him and looked around for a berth. There were a few yachts, a couple of coasters, a big old schooner but no space alongside the quay. In the end we selected a large motor yacht, or to be generous a motor-sailer, and breasted alongside. We threw a rope which was taken and made fast by a tall American whom we took to be the owner. He wore a tiny cap with a long peak, a sword fisherman’s cap in American parlance. “Come on board later on and have a drink,” he said.




  There was much to do. I had work to do on deck before venturing into the North Sea from the sheltered waters of the canal and the protected lochs of the west coast. As I worked end-for-ending Iskra’s throat halyard—we had carelessly allowed it to chafe against the gaff jaws—I glanced at the yacht alongside. She flew an American flag from a neat jackstaff set in the taffrail. She seemed to be constructed entirely of plastic and stainless steel. Her mainsail was rolled away inside the metal mast in some cunning fashion and could be broken out by pulling a small stainless steel ring like the top of a beer can. All her sails set in like manner so that she seemed to have no halyards and no sheets. Everything worked electrically or by some magic which was not apparent. Iskra looked incongruous and slightly out of place alongside her. It was recognisable that they came from the same family but Iskra seemed poor and humble—covered with old fashioned rope, all made of wood, painted with paint, her big varnished tiller sticking out in primitive fashion from her rudder head and her long, archaic bowsprit. I reflected that I would rather be caught on a lee shore in a gale with the engine broken down in the old gaff cutter than in this shining thing alongside. She was a sort of picnic lunch party boat.




  We took on stores and by the time everything was stowed and all the jobs were done it was late. The cruise round Scotland had been marred by foul weather, a soaking and a fright in the Pentland Firth and the rigours of wet and cold. The beauty of the place, the wild flowers, the birds, the tranquillity had made amends but we would all be pleased to get back to our homes. As we walked ashore in the evening, across the American yacht, the tall man bobbed up from a hatchway. “Why, you were going to join us for a drink,” he said; “come right on board.” He took us firmly round the decks and showed us the strange devices which drove this, to me, strange vessel. I suppose I am old-fashioned and behind the times—I am accused of being a purist, but this is not so. I will use anything, however modern, provided it is worth its space. Why—Iskra has electric light and an electric pump. The wheelhouse of this yacht was a marvel—I felt like a child on an outing to the Science Museum. Dials and levers and switches and flickering needles and coloured lights and automatic signals—there was even a wheel, although it was never used at sea, he said. I was relieved to get below into the saloon.




  The tall man was the owner. We met his wife and two other Americans, an elderly, thoughtful-looking man and his wife. We were introduced in the usual way and in the usual way, being English, we forgot all the names immediately. The owner, on the other hand, fixed our names firmly in his mind and then, to make sure, wrote them down on a slip of paper to be incorporated later in the ship’s log. This preoccupation with people’s names is an interesting habit, peculiar, I believe, to the Americans. Perhaps it stems from a feeling of insecurity—the desire not to be caught at a disadvantage, to be sure exactly who you are dealing with. Or perhaps names mean a lot because they indicate racial origins. I admire the trait—it shows concern. We seldom bother about people’s names until we have decided whether we are going to accept them as friends and equals—a form of casual arrogance.




  The yacht was being taken to Norway. They had come across the Atlantic from somewhere on the eastern seaboard—I think it was in Massachusetts. She would be left in Norway until next summer and then the owner would come over and spend a few weeks in the Baltic. She had a paid crew on board and two Gardner diesel engines. I gathered the owner was a very experienced sailor who had owned many yachts and weathered many adventures. As I remember it the conversation was of no particular interest. The three of us were keen about our dinner and would happily have gone straight ashore. The owner was almost apologetic about his boat, explaining that in his advancing years he needed something that he could handle easily, that was reliable and safe and that he and his wife could manage by themselves. It was clear that he had gone to enormous expense to achieve this aim and to achieve a high degree of convenience and comfort below decks. The older American was a short, stocky man who had carried his good looks into his advancing years. He had soft, intelligent grey eyes full of imagination and a slow, deliberate way of talking which suggested that every word was carefully weighed and considered. His wife, Katy, was small and very alive—like a bird. He showed great interest in Iskra. He had watched her come into the basin, had observed her lines and her gaff rig which he admired. “Sure looks a tough sea boat,” he said. And then the tall American said, “I guess, Waldo, that’s just the kind of little boat you admire.”




  For some minutes I had been experiencing an odd feeling about the older American. It was as if I had seen him before, had met him in the past or in some way knew him or knew about him. It is a feeling I have experienced a number of times in my life about people, or about circumstances or about what someone is going to say or do next—a sort of intuitive feeling. It has happened to me sufficiently often for me to know without doubt that the feeling, or impulse, or foreknowledge or whatever it happens to be is infallibly correct. Now I had this feeling most strongly about Waldo and for a moment or so I cast about in my mind trying to locate the true significance of it. And then suddenly it slotted into place, like the correct combination of a lock, and I knew without doubt who Waldo was and how I knew about him.




  I said, “You’re Waldo Howland?” He looked at me, surprised at my tone of voice. “From Dartmouth, Massachusetts ?”




  “That’s right.”




  “You are the owner of the Concordia boatyard?”




  “Why sure but. . .”




  “You built the schooner Integrity—is that right?”




  “Why yes I did—but how do you know all this?”




  He and his wife both looked at me in astonishment. This was a hardly credible coincidence—a freak twist of chance that had landed Waldo and me beside each other in the cabin of this unlikely vessel. I knew Waldo and had known him for over a year although he did not know me and had never heard of me. I knew that he could have no knowledge of the story that I would have to tell him although that story concerned him intimately. I knew that he would want to hear that story and I knew that only I could tell it to him. What unlikely hand had caught together these threads so that the three of us could meet—the ghost of the Integrity from across the ocean in Turks Islands, myself who had been witness to her last hours and Waldo who was her creator, who had loved her and who had shared in her glory? To Waldo and me at that moment nothing existed except ourselves, each of us bearing in his mind his own image of the schooner Integrity. Those images were far removed in their likenesses. To Waldo the Integrity was the noble schooner of his dream—the ship he had striven for over half a lifetime, planning and scheming and figuring her lines and her form and creating out of his own mind her specific identity. To me the Integrity was no more than a ruin, a wreck, a hulk—even a macabre joke. Yet I knew that the distorted picture of the Integrity that circumstances had thrust before me was incomplete. On my image also, Waldo’s dream had always been present—a vague and shimmering shadow seen through the schooner’s degradation.




  There was silence for a few moments. Waldo was looking at me intently—his forehead wrinkled, his old seaman’s eyes full of enquiry.




  “Waldo, do you really know what happened to the Integrity?”




  “Why—I guess so”, his voice was steady but it betrayed a trace of emotion. “She was taken to Turks and there was a legal squabble and, well, I guess she’s still there.” I looked from one to the other, at Katy and him, striving to gauge the depth of their feelings. I had the impression that in some way I was intruding on a part of their privacy—that I had disturbed a subject that had been purposely laid on one side and purposely put out of mind. A boat is a strange thing. Inanimate—wood, iron, copper, canvas, rope, linseed oil, tar—maybe, but it all adds up to something more—something that can get inside a man’s soul and carve out a place for itself that can never be forgotten. Once a boat gets inside it makes a man bigger, stronger, more complete. I knew that the Integrity had done this for Waldo—knew it from the schooner herself and knew it from him. I felt that Waldo and Katy were almost resentful that I should have knowledge about the Integrity that they had not. I needed to make some gesture, bring forward some evidence of my good will.
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  I made an excuse, left the cabin and ran back on board Iskra. It had happened again—another in a long chain of coincidences. The more I found out about the Integrity, not by any specific enquiry but through casual words dropped or odd meetings, the more I was coming to understand that my own experience and hers were strangely related. It had often crossed my mind that I should pursue this affair more deeply—I had often thought of discovering Waldo’s whereabouts and writing to him. Perhaps he would tell me more about the schooner and perhaps he would be pleased to know the story of my own association with her. Now the good intention had been forestalled by this astonishing meeting. I went into Iskra’s fo’c’sle ran my hand along the shelf under the bench on the starboard side and brought out my bo’sun’s box. I had made the box to while away time in the Atlantic shortly before I first met the Integrity. I knew that what I wanted was in it.




  I ran back on board the American yacht as quickly as I could and climbed down the ladder into the saloon. They were still sitting round the table as I had left them—the look of surprise and puzzlement was still present on Waldo’s face. I put the box down on the polished table and began to empty out its contents. They made a strangely incongruous collection among this wilderness of plastic—sailmaker’s palm, beeswax, needles, serving mallet, twine, a bottle of linseed oil, an old pair of scissors, a fid—all things indispensable to Iskra’s daily running but which, I imagined, could find no possible use on board this modern and miraculous vessel. At the bottom of the box I came to what I was looking for. It was a large and beautifully turned nut with hexagonal sides, a wide flange and a rounded top—it was made of brass or phosphor bronze. I saw Waldo catch his breath and Katy let out a little cry. They looked at each other across the table and Waldo said, slowly, “Why that’s from the Integrity's wheel—the boss that fastened the wheel to the shaft—how did you get that?” I told him briefly how I had come across it—how I had put my hand on it where it lay on a broken shelf in the Integrity’s worm-eaten and foul-smelling cabin—the same cabin that had been a home and a haven to Waldo for years. I had slipped the boss casually into my pocket and later it had found its way into Iskra’s bo’sun’s box where it had rested, forgotten until this moment. “I’ll give it to you,” I said to Katy Howland. “If there is any person who ought to have it—that person must be you.” They were both silent.




  It was through this chance meeting that the two contrasting streams of the Integrity's story were brought together in my mind. I had picked up snatches of information about her, I had heard stories about her all over the Bahamas, even in England. Before I met Waldo I had never measured my impressions of the schooner against an authentic picture. Waldo told me about her—described her to me as the one who had been most intimately concerned with her. He told me all that I could think to ask him and in turn I told him about the Integrity’s macabre ending. There had been rumour and counter-rumour, conjecture, invention and inspired romance all up and down the Eastern Seaboard, where she had been famous, but no one knew the truth. I was the only person who knew the truth about the schooner Integrity.




  CHAPTER II




  I don’t believe I know the real reason that made me leave England in the Autumn of 1974 alone in Iskra, bound for the Bahamas. I thought up a variety of excuses at the time, invented several more or less plausible rationalisations good enough for the consumption of my friends. I had already made one single-handed voyage across the Atlantic in Iskra—why another? Certainly the Integrity had nothing to do with it because at that time her name meant nothing to me. I must have been suffering from some deep seated unrest, some inner disturbance which demanded the calm, healing comfort of solitude. I had tasted solitude—it is a drug which takes hold of you and makes you want more of it. The reason I gave to myself satisfied neither myself nor anyone else. I was going to Nassau to see Tamarind on her birthday.




  The Bahamas are a strange land, if you could call them land—nearly six hundred miles from Turks in the extreme south east to Grand Bahama in the north west. There are, perhaps, a thousand islands most of them uninhabited, some rio more than coral reefs with a few wild palms waving their feathered heads. None of them measure more than a few miles across. The Bahamians, if you can find them from among the tourists and expatriates, are a most charming people—soft spoken with a lilting cadence to their voices which distinguishes them from the West Indians of the Caribbean. They are full of fun, full of music, ready to laugh and they consider themselves the equals of anyone.




  If I had known then how difficult and harassing are the Bahamian out-islands for a man sailing by himself, I believe I would have approached Nassau from the east through the Providence Channel rather than up through the Exumas from the south. If I had done this, I would never have met Bill or the Integrity. At least two pairs of eyes are needed, two pairs of hands and two brains. There is nothing to get hold of. The land is all long, low, sandy strips of islands, shimmering with refraction, hiding themselves with protective colouring in an ill-defined and shadowy line along the horizon. It is often impossible to distinguish any mark or any feature ; there are few trees and few buildings—one island can look identical with the next. At night, the secondary lights are of weak power and are often out of service. Although the weather, even in winter, is uniformly pleasant with a fresh trade wind to cool the hot sun, it is capable of sudden explosions when the wind swings to the north without warning and blows with a brief and bitter anger.




  Then there are the coral reefs. They skirt every piece of land and they can be found in isolated patches far away from the land, often unmarked. Sometimes they are submerged a few feet below the surface and sometimes they are a line of vicious teeth, the ocean swell beating against them with a monotonous and always threatening roar. Inside the reef all is tranquil, the rumble somehow muted and benign because we are within its favour. From outside, the reef is a malignant and frightening barrier between us and peace.




  The cuts or passages are often hard to identify. Sometimes, on the merest suggestion of leading marks, you have to take your heart in your mouth and sail helter skelter straight towards the reef, towards the certainty of destruction if you are wrong, with only the loosely held belief that thè cut is really there. At the last minute, when disaster seems inevitable and when it is too late to turn back, you will see smooth water and fly gratefully through into another world. You need, not a man by himself but one man aloft, another to spot the marks and a third to sail the boat. I have never been more frightened than when I took Iskra through the cut at Highburn Cay to the north of Turks Islands. It was blowing Force 7, the seas and the swell were enormous and there was no other place to go if I missed the passage. I hove-to for half an hour not more than a few yards from the reef, studying the Bahamian Guide. I still wasn’t sure when I let the sails draw and put Iskra to it. Always, even with familiarity, the reefs and the cuts are a frightening experience.




  I first met Bill in Puerto Plata, a small port in the Republic of Santo Domingo which occupies the eastern half of the island of Hispaniola with Haiti to the west. It is a convenient port of call for any yacht on passage between the West Indies and the Bahamas or the United States although for some reason it is little used by yachts. Perhaps this is because the Dominican Republic is Spanish speaking—the bureaucracy of entering and leaving the port can be tedious. The place has something of a reputation for lawlessness and vice although I have never found either to be irksome. I like it because it is full of vitality and the opposite extremes of happiness and sadness which are a part of the Spanish culture—a culture which seems to thrive in the environment of the Caribbean. The Spanish islands—Puerto Rico, Hispaniola and Cuba, to me have always been the most sympathetic. I was told about Puerto Plata by Captain Brown of the schooner Freelance in Antigua. “It’s primitive,” he had said, “but you can get all you want cheaper than anywhere else I know.” I fiave been there three times.




  I arrived off Puerto Plata at dawn on Christmas Day. I had the lights of the town in view for a few hours, slowly becoming clearer as I approached and then slowly dying away as the daylight spread over the land. The bulk of Mount Isabella behind the town materialised out of the night and turned to vivid green as the first rays of sunlight caught its florescent, tropic lushness. The old Spanish fort at the harbour entrance hailed the day with a cracked and dissonant bugle call as the limp flag of the Republic of Santo Domingo was hauled lazily to the truck. An old man was fishing from a boat drifting in wide circles across the harbour entrance. The breeze that had brought me bravely along the coast had died to the merest air. The old man glanced up as Iskra approached. I saw him look and look again and then as I passed close to him I saw an expression of intense wonder and astonishment cross his features like a gossamer cloud across the sun. I could sense his feeling. “Madre de Dios—a man from the sea—alone in a boat—on Christmas Day—Madre de Dios”, and he crossed himself gravely.




  In the season of the sugar harvest Puerto Plata must be a hive of a place with ships in and out and a bustle of activity along the rickety wooden quays. In winter it is deserted. I saw a trimaran at anchor lying stern-to the quay with a rope ashore aft. There was a young man sitting on the foredeck—he seemed to be looking at Iskra as we came in, dropped anchor and swung round alongside. I thought he would jump ashore to take my stern line but he didn’t move. As she swung, without a line ashore, she took too wide a sheer and the end of her bowsprit went between the trimaran’s deck stanchions. The young man made no move to fend her off and no move when he saw the end of Iskra’s bowsprit advance to within a foot of his face. Iskra swung a little more and there was a tearing, rending, splintering noise as two of the stanchions sprung off the deck—a shower of screws and little pieces of wood and plastic and a twang like a guitar string as the guard rail broke. People tumbled out of all the hulls. It was then that I saw Bill for the first time. He jumped ashore from the trimaran’s stern, took my line and slipped it over a bollard. The young man was still sitting on the foredeck. After the shouting died down I asked Bill, “Why didn’t he fend off?” “Oh that’s Art,” Bill said; “he’s doing his T.M. It sure makes him calm.”




  I was sorry to have broken the trimaran’s stanchions. Iskra doesn’t like these animals and has to be led past them. She’ll do them a mischief if she gets half a chance. Bill and I helped the man repair his boat and helped him mend a sail he had split. He was a quiet, pleasant American with his wife and Art who was his son. They had bought the boat in Puerto Rico and were trying to sail her back to the U.S. but they had no experience and weren’t doing very well. They had read about sailing in a book and had started straight off. Bill was a visitor on board—he had nowhere else to stay. It sometimes isn’t easy to avoid accidents when you are alone. Iskra is a big, heavy, ten-ton gaff cutter with a twelve foot bowsprit and sometimes she takes a bit of controlling. It’s not too difficult at sea where there is usually plenty of room and plenty of time but sometimes in a harbour or an anchorage if she takes it into her head to be perverse, it’s more than I can do to stop her. Her virtues outweigh her slightly unpredictable capriciousness—a sort of skittish desire to show her individuality. She is not a boat you can ever allow yourself to be complacent about—I believe she likes me to be aware of her femininity. I have watched her brooding at her anchor, cooking up mischief and hatching evil stratagems far too often to have any illusions about her. But her virtues are paramount. She is as steady as a rock in a seaway, she will sail out of trouble, she is sea-kindly and safe. If you ask her she will always give of her best.




  Bill was a lanky, loose-limbed American from the South. He spoke slowly with a rich, deep drawl and he badly wanted a ride to Turks Islands from Puerto Plata. The distance is not great—less than a hundred miles—but there is no way of making the journey except by thumbing a lift on a yacht or a trading vessel. By plane you would have to go first to the U.S., then to Nassau and then to Turks—a journey that would cost more money than Bill had to spare. I had no wish to go to Turks—I had no business there, it was out of my way, it was remote and it would mean another and unnecessary customs and immigration clearance. Besides, I didn’t know Bill—he might be an undesirable or an unwelcome person in Turks for one reason or another in which case I knew the authorities would hold me responsible for him and make me pay for shipping him out again. I knew people who had been caught in this way in the Caribbean. “Sorry Bill,” I said, “It’s not on my way.”




  Bill was a man with whom it was easy to make friends. He folded his long body into Iskra’s cockpit on that Christmas morning in the hot sun and in his slow, southern drawl he told me about Turks Islands, about himself and about the Integrity. Bill knew very little about the Integrity’s origins—he had only heard of Waldo Howland by casual reference. He knew that she had been a famous yacht, built regardless of expense somewhere in Massachusetts, a copy of an old Baltimore schooner, or a trading schooner of the 1880’s. He knew that she had been wrecked by a storm in the Atlantic, that her crew had been taken off and that, much later, she had been found adrift in the Atlantic and towed in to Turks Islands by an English yacht. The first he saw of her she was on the bottom in twelve feet of water not a hundred yards from the jetty of his newly acquired boatyard business in Turks Islands. It was after she was bought by Ron Bamber, where she lay on the bottom, that Bill became involved with her. He was employed by Bamber, I do not know on what terms, to raise her. The story seemed vague and confused and full of inconsistencies but it had a certain fascination because of the strangely varied personalities that were involved in it and because of the spell which seemed to have been cast by the schooner herself on all those who had to do with her.




  I think perhaps I would not have been interested in the Integrity except that, by chance, I had been in a ship called by the same name. She was an ocean tug, a most charming and attractive little vessel and I became very fond of her. I had been her First Lieutenant—I think perhaps she was my first real responsibility and therefore she taught me thoroughly.




  Bill and I went ashore in the evening and sampled the joys of Puerto Plata, which were diverse and plentiful, until far into the night. We ended, rather drunk, sitting at a little iron table outside the cafe in the main square. A sleepy, unshaven waiter with a dirty napkin over his arm served us sweet Dominican rum in short, stubby glasses, a cool breeze filtered through the cypresses in the plaza rattling their brittle branches, a pair of beggars, drunk and humiliated by poverty quarrelled on the steps of the cathedral, a girl and her novio hurried hand in hand towards some secret and auspicious destination. “Jeez, man—you sure should come up to Turks,” Bill said with slurred and tipsy earnestness. “Why, goddam—it’s the British Empire—I guess you guys don’t have that much Empire left—it might not be there next time you come by.” I looked at his grey eyes which had a touch of softness in them, his deeply grooved face, his long sensitive fingers. Maybe I could go to Turks without too much trouble and inconvenience—after all it wasn’t far out of the way—it might be interesting—I wouldn’t mind having a look at this schooner—I wouldn’t mind getting to know Bill better, there was something essentially appealing about him. “Alright Bill—we’ll start tomorrow.”
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