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‘The wonder is always new that any sane man
 can be a sailor’


Ralph Waldo Emerson
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Alexandria, 14 December 1941


On a moonless night, 56 kilometres (35 miles) north-west of Alexandria, my father is swimming for his life. The sea around him is pitch black but he can just make out the shape of various bits of ship’s detritus and several dead bodies, covered in oil slick. Around him he can hear the cries of men injured in the carnage, though whenever he tries to swim towards them, the sound vanishes into the darkness. Eventually, the lights of a ship appear over the horizon and, as the vessel’s white ensign looms into view, he realises rescue is at hand.

Lt Cmdr Charles Compton, to give him his full title, was serving on HMS Galatea, patrolling the north coast of Africa, when the 5,200-ton light cruiser was torpedoed by a German U-boat. The ship took just three minutes to sink – six times faster than the Lusitania – giving its crew almost no time to evacuate. Luckily for him, my father was in the bridge at the time and was able to scramble out and jump into the sea. The men working or sleeping deep in the bowels of the ship didn’t stand a chance: those not killed by the explosions were trapped in the steel hull and drowned.


A total of 469 British sailors died off Alexandria that night: 447 ratings, 21 officers and the ship’s commander, Captain EWB Sim. About 100 men ended up in the sea and were rescued by two British warships that were in the area – they were the lucky ones.

My father was doubly lucky. After being treated at a hospital in Alexandria, he was evacuated to Cape Town and then to London, where he became naval advisor on the Noël Coward film In Which We Serve. He never saw active service again, but instead was posted to the Foreign Office in London, and at war’s end was transferred to the British embassy in Havana. He went on to enjoy a few years leading the high life in Hollywood, dining with Grace Kelly, dancing with Jackie Bouvier and having Christmases with the Kennedy family. For a couple of glorious summers, he hung out in Florida and went partying with JFK, long before the latter launched his presidential campaign.

Despite this, the events of that night in December 1941 would remain with him for the rest of his life. Years later, when I asked him about his wartime experiences, he described the excitement of setting off on his previous ship, HMS Bulldog, under the command of John ‘Woozy’ Wisden, who liked to crack open a bottle of champagne as they headed out to sea, and of dodging German bombers in the Channel thanks to a sudden fog. 

However, when it came to talking about HMS Galatea he grew uncomfortable. He described the death of so many of his friends and colleagues, and his feelings of guilt that he and his fellow officers had not been able to save their ship – that they had somehow failed the rest of the crew. But quite quickly, he clammed up, and I realised it was time to change the subject. I later discovered that, even into his mid-nineties, he would sometimes wake up at night, shouting, apparently reliving the horrors of his wartime experiences of 70 years before.

Nowadays, like thousands of other survivors of war trauma, my father would probably be treated for post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), but in those days you were more likely to be given a slap on the back and told to get on with it – stiff upper lip, and all that. Like most men of his generation, he carried the psychological scars of his wartime experiences to his grave.

*   *   *

Madness at sea is a largely hidden, unreported phenomenon. This is partly because, by definition, it takes place in an alien environment, away from society’s gaze, and only the most dramatic examples make the news. Many people have heard of Donald Crowhurst, the singlehanded sailor who became delusional and jumped over the side after faking his position in a round-the-world race, but few know about the dozens of merchant seaman ‘lost at sea’ every year without explanation, half of whose deaths are thought to be suicides.

It’s also a little-discussed subject because of the more general stigma attached to mental illness. Most people are quite happy to talk about their physical injuries in great detail, but rather more squeamish when something similar happens to their brain. Nowhere is this more the case than in the macho environment of a ship. Seamen are supposed to be tough, and it doesn’t do to show any form of weakness at sea – physical or otherwise. They’re typically a superstitious lot too, and in the past it was considered unlucky to have a madman on board – in the same way that it was unlucky to have a woman or a pig or a dead body on board. A sailor showing signs of mental illness was more likely to be thrown over the side than given a course of counselling.

Yet there are many reasons why seamen might be more-than-usually susceptible to mental illness. First, there’s the physical environment. Living in a confined space with your fellow sailors for weeks or months on end with no chance of escape is likely to test the most acquiescent soul. And they certainly packed them in: 460 men slept in the lower gun deck of HMS Victory, their hammocks slung just 40cm (16in) apart, head to tail. It’s not much better in a modern yacht, with the living space of some vessels taking part in one major round-the-world race calculated as being half the size stipulated by the EU as the lower limit for a multi-occupancy prison cell. 

Then there’s the stress of travelling to unknown lands, far away from family and friends, facing unpredictable hazards, with no support mechanism other than your fellow crewmates. If you’re bonded within the group, then you’ll do fine, but if you’re on the periphery, then things are only going to get worse – much worse. Even on a huge cruise ship packed with 3,000 or more passengers, it’s possible to feel claustrophobic, lonely and isolated – as testified by the hundreds of suicides on ocean liners.

As if that weren’t enough, the sea has its very own smorgasbord of special, ocean-borne illnesses, guaranteed to eat away at your sanity. Top of the list during the Age of Sail was scurvy, which, in addition to horrendous physical symptoms, was often accompanied by extreme hypersensitivity, such that the scent of flowers could prove agonisingly painful and the sound of gunshot could kill a man. Then there was calenture, a type of heat stroke that turned men delirious and compelled them to jump over the side, usually to their deaths. Even today, many crews are affected by a modern version of calenture, which is thought to account for hundreds of cases of people unaccountably lost at sea – including, possibly, media tycoon Robert Maxwell. 

The thousands of sailors who were shipwrecked during the Age of Sail faced their own conundrum. Surrounded by water, it was tempting to scoop up a mouthful of cool, blue sea and quench their thirst – but the certain outcome, as countless survivor accounts testify, was delirium and death. Others suffered an even worse fate. Take the whaleboat Essex, the original inspiration for Moby Dick. After their ship sank, the crew descended to cannibalism and were eventually found clutching the bones of their fellow crew, out of their minds with grief and hunger.

The scale of the problem was summed up by the Royal Navy’s own Physician of the Fleet, who suggested that sailors were seven times more likely to go mad than the rest of the population. Surprisingly, given contemporary attitudes to mental illness, the Royal Navy was already on the case and had been sending its ‘Naval Manicks’ to a privately run asylum in London since 1755 or even earlier. When this facility was found wanting, it opened its own mental ward at the naval hospital in Haslar in 1818 – 10 years before the British Parliament got its own house in order with the first Madhouses Act.

Amazingly, the case studies and hospital journal for Block F at Haslar still survive, in musty boxes at the National Archives in Kew. Handwritten on thick parchment are the stories of hundreds of sailors, some injured in battle, others struck on the head by the ship’s rigging or turned suicidal after picking up a nasty tropical disease. But many more were afflicted by more mundane concerns, such as the death of loved ones, unrequited love, uncontrollable jealousy, disputes with their work colleagues, and that old sailor’s curse, alcoholism – or, as one doctor put it, ‘an excess in the use of ardent spirits’. 

It was a similar story during World War II. When a psychiatrist asked a group of ‘psychotic’ patients at an American naval hospital why they had gone AWOL, the replies were surprisingly ordinary, ranging from ‘My train, bus or plane was late’ to ‘I wanted to see my wife and baby’ and ‘I can’t keep away from girls’. Right down at the bottom of the list were most of the work-related issues, such as ‘I was afraid of the sea’, ‘I didn’t like the ship I was on’ and ‘I couldn’t get on with the boatswain’s mate’.

Whatever its cause, the stigma of mental illness remained. As recently as World War I, the number of sailors suffering from what was then commonly called ‘shell shock’ was buried in the official statistics under the more discreet term ‘neurasthenia’. Around 20,000 naval staff were treated for this condition – or 5 per cent of the total force. By World War II, the condition had been reclassified as ‘war neurosis’, with nearly 25,000 personnel being treated. It wasn’t just the name that had changed but the symptoms too. Whereas during World War I shell shock was typically characterised by shaking and tremors, by World War II the condition had been internalised and re-emerged in a variety of stomach complaints, earning the conflict the nickname of ‘the gut war’.

Whether on land or at sea, some people are more predisposed to mental illness than others, including many of the world’s most celebrated sailors. No less a figure than Christopher Columbus has been retrospectively diagnosed as suffering from bipolar disorder (aka manic depression), and the evidence suggests that at the very least he had delusions of grandeur. Charles Darwin’s chum Robert FitzRoy, who was captain of HMS Beagle and later founder of Britain’s Met Office, had a history of depression in the family and ended up committing suicide – as did his predecessor on the ‘cursed’ little ship, Pringle Stokes. And there were few Royal Navy captains more wantonly sadistic than George Vancouver, who thought nothing of sentencing his uppity crew to five dozen lashes – ie five times the Admiralty recommendation – for a single misdemeanour. He was retrospectively diagnosed as having an untreated hyperthyroid condition, among other possible ailments, which would have explained his sudden mood swings.

More recently, there was the case of Paul Termann, a German sailor with a chip on his shoulder who embarked on a transatlantic voyage with a stranger he met on the quayside in the Canaries. During the crossing, what might have seemed like trivial disagreements on land grew so out of proportion under the distorting lens of the sea that he ended up killing the stranger – the yacht’s owner – and his girlfriend and throwing them over the side. Then there was the ex-convict Bill Vincent who, during the final leg of a round-the-world race, took the extraordinary step of diving to his death from the back of the yacht he was sailing on. At the official inquiry, no one could explain his actions – though it was almost certainly to do with his own personal issues rather than anything that had happened during the voyage.

On a grander scale, it’s easy to see why the sea might attract more than its fair share of misfits. Research into why Norwegian immigrants in the USA suffered from higher levels of schizophrenia than their counterparts back home concluded that people who were susceptible to mental illness were less likely to integrate into society and therefore more likely to emigrate in the first place. The logic can be extended to the sea: people on the margins of society are more likely to opt for an ocean-going life than those who are already successfully embedded within it. It’s a point made in a recent report on the high level of suicides among Polish fishermen, which suggests: ‘It is possible that persons with concealed social integration problems deliberately choose the employment on sea-going ships.’1

For what the sea does is magnify personality flaws, prodding and prying into a person’s soul, until their true character is revealed. It’s a cliché that the most convivial person, full of bonhomie and good cheer at the bar, can become a tyrant once at the helm of a yacht, and to some extent we are all affected in that way. 

This is a theme picked up again and again in literature, be it in the traumatic voyage of self-discovery described in the Odyssey, the tortured guilt of the Ancient Mariner, the monomania of Captain Ahab in Moby Dick, or the destructive paranoia of Captain Queeg in the Caine Mutiny. The sea, far from being a benign and welcoming place, is an inhospitable environment where man’s sanity is tested and often found wanting – and, as many authors have discovered, it provides a perfect setting in which to stage a psychological drama. 

It’s a rich area for psychologists too, and there are several case studies of long-distance yacht races as well as more general studies of the ‘outlaw sea’, where national laws don’t apply. The philosopher Foucault described ships as ‘not only the greatest instrument of economic development […] but the greatest reservoir of imagination.’2
And it’s a thin line between the imagination and the fantastical; reason and madness.

But that’s not the only view we have of the sea. Alongside this almost apocalyptic vision, there is a more benign interpretation of the sea – promoted in recent years by thalassotherapists and tour promoters alike – as a place of healing, both of the body and of the mind. Sail training is widely touted as being a means of improving the behaviour of young offenders, while organisations such as Turn to Starboard have shown how sailing can be used to help military veterans recover from PTSD. 

In his own way, my father discovered this truth for himself. Despite his traumatic experiences in the navy during World War II, he was inexorably drawn back to the sea. First, he bought himself a small open boat, which he sailed around the Bahamas, and then, 20 years after being sunk on HMS Galatea, he returned to Europe and lived on, and raised a family on, boats – first an Essex smack, then a 60ft wooden ketch, and finally a classic motor yacht. For the next 15 years he taught people how to sail and took them on cruises around the Mediterranean, sharing with them the transformative, healing power of the sea.




CHAPTER 1



HERE BE DRAGONS
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‘The sea is as near as we come to another world.’1

Anne Stevenson

The moment you step on board a boat, the sea does its best to throw your mind into confusion. For a start, your highly developed sense of balance, which served you so well on land, is reduced to toddler status once you are afloat. Whereas on shore the earth’s gravitational pull and the visual horizon provide reliable reference points for the vertical and the horizontal axes, that all goes out of the porthole when you’re at sea. In rough weather, a boat will roll, pitch, heave, surge, yaw and sway – the aptly named ‘six degrees of freedom’. What the body experiences as gravitational pull is a combination of all these factors, and almost certainly doesn’t correspond to the actual vertical. 

Your body sticks to its old habits, though, and insists the horizon must be at right angles to what it perceives as gravity – but the horizon won’t play ball. In fact, the horizon seems to be jumping around all over the place, which it isn’t supposed to do either. Meanwhile, your immediate surroundings seem to be standing still – particularly if you are looking down or are below decks – which contradicts the messages from your body that suggest you’ve accidentally wandered into a giant washing machine. 

It is this disjunction between the various messages your body is receiving that is the main cause of seasickness. Your body is
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