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I DEDICATE THIS BOOK TO DAVID SPEARS WHO SELFLESSLY INVESTED IN ME YEARS AGO WITH NO EXPECTATION OF A RETURN ON HIS INVESTMENT… AND WHO HASN’T BEEN DISAPPOINTED
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1 A Strange Meeting
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Now that I come to think about it, the old stone pier at Carsaig in Argyll, Scotland, was the perfect place for a strange meeting. It is a lonely spot on Scotland’s fractured west coast – port of arrival for all Atlantic depressions – overlooking 4 miles of turbulent sea toward the remote Island of Jura.

The rude pier is a short strip of bumpy concrete splodged out from buckets onto a base of boulders, and is used by two fishermen whose boat leaves at five every winter’s morning, and returns after dark laden with crimson langoustine – known locally as ‘the prawan’ – destined for markets in France and Spain.

We were just setting sail from there in our boat – which is also our home – when a good-looking, dark-haired man in his late thirties, immaculately dressed in a dark suit and trilby, strode down the pier toward us, his steel Blakey’s clacking against the concrete. He looked as though he had come to meet a steamboat, but was 80 years too late. As we swung our bow out to sea the smiling stranger reached the end of the pier and called after us, ‘I’ve heard the whole story!’

Were it not for the fact that we were the only other people around, we would have assumed that he was calling to someone else. I liked him already but I was so busy wondering, ‘Who on earth is this man… why is he dressed like that… and what the hell is he talking about?’, that I only managed a feeble, ‘How are you doing?’

He expanded a little: ‘…about the fire… and the boatbuilding, and everything… And I just wanted to say – if ever you write a book about it all, I want the first copy.’

This book is for him – whoever he was.

***

For seven years my wife, Linda, and I lived on board a 15-ton traditional wooden sailing boat, which we built ourselves as complete novices – starting with the trees. She’s the prettiest boat you’ve ever seen.

Our voyages have taken us to Celtic lands – to Brittany, Ireland, Scotland, and to our usual over-wintering port in Cornwall, and between those few latitudes we found infinite variety of people and place, and every year we make fresh new travels in those old hunting grounds.

This was our second visit to Scotland in our boat – the first had been a summer cruise three years earlier. This was the real thing – we planned to find out the hard way if man could ‘survive’ a Scottish winter, living on a boat. Linda was born in Glasgow and knew better than I did that the days would be short, the nights long, the weather wet, and the temperatures often freezing; and that here on the west coast we would be hounded by storms – yet we were attracted by the idea of being cocooned on board our boat in a desolate place. We imagined evenings reading endless books by the cosy glow of our wood-burning stove in the soft yellow paraffin light; listening to gales singing through the rigging. And we imagined days walking the hills; foraging along the low-water shore for mussels and oysters; or searching in the woods for the dry firewood that would keep and cheer us.

We had sailed up from Cornwall on the south-west coast of England to arrive in the boisterous days of summer, when playful winds send white horses racing across the blue water and agitate the emerald pines and the knurled branches of ancient oak.

We had spent months studying the sea charts, pinpointing likely ‘hurricane holes’ where we could anchor our vessel secure against the winter storms, and began immediately to search out these promising-looking spots. The west coast of Scotland is all rocks – a fact that prevents most yachtsmen from the ‘softer south’ from visiting it at all. ‘Anyone who tells you he has never hit a rock is lying,’ was our first local report of the kind of sailing we were in for. And we weren’t long in finding out the dangers for ourselves.

Scudding down the coast off the small island of Kerrera one sunny afternoon, with a gale of wind behind us, and intending to turn sharp left around the heel of the island to enjoy the protected water in its lee, I made the decision to take a shortcut between it and an off-lying rock called Bach Island. There was plenty of room, probably several hundred yards, but I hadn’t reckoned on the effect of the shallow water that formed a saddle between the two, or on the increased wind that would be funnelling through. The waves, which had been gently lifting and lowering us as they tumbled ahead, soon became short and steep – and took control of the boat. As the stern rose, the bow broached across toward the rocky shore, helped by the press of wind in the huge mainsail, which should have been more deeply reefed; and as the wave passed under us to lift the bow, Caol Ila spun her head the other way, threatening a gybe. The island shore was perilously close, the waves began to break with a roar, and sandy water crashed on deck. I forced the tiller – which bent with the strain – as far as it would go to one side, and a moment later just as far the other way, trying to maintain a straight course. A minute or so and we cleared the shallows, the waves lengthened, and we were through. It was the closest we had been to wrecking ourselves.

We were looking for places that were interesting, lonely, and beautiful, and would offer us protection from winter storms. Wind will come from all directions, and as it rises in strength, so is there increased danger. A sudden squall will sweep a boat clean off her anchor and onto rocks without warning. And having to move a vessel by night to avoid one danger – in the cold, the rain and the dark, where navigational aids are few – might lead to another. A good anchorage will offer protection from three of the four points of the compass; in a perfect anchorage, protection from the fourth point will only be a short journey away.

And we wanted comfort, too – living aboard doesn’t inure you to incessant rolling, to always having to hold on when walking about, to wiping porridge off the walls… we wanted to be as still at night as a babe in its cot. In short, we were looking for places to anchor our vessel, here on the wild west coast of Scotland, that never get rougher than a farm pond.

Invariably, such places are difficult of access, being littered with hazards – submerged rocks, narrow channels and strong tides; seldom visited during a fine spell of summer weather, they were utterly deserted throughout the winter. Ashore, there may be no house for miles around, but exploring the area often revealed fascinating signs of a more historic habitation – a village abandoned in the Highland Clearances, of which only rectangular shapes of tumbled stone remained, with a sheep fank nearby; a graveyard accidentally discovered (hidden amid acres of dense fern, warm, musty, and head-high), with its tombstones carved in bas-relief depicting Celtic warriors dressed in mail, a claymore clasped to the chest and the flat of the blade pressed to the nose, or lichen-covered Celtic crosses unchanged since the days of early Christianity; a standing stone holding its solitary vigil millennia-long; and, on a raised beach where no wave has crashed for ten thousand years, the remains of a lump-rock wall half-concealing the entrance to a cave, a dwelling perhaps of one of the earliest inhabitants hereabouts. Inside the cave, digging at the floor would reveal darkened patches of ground where fires had burned, together with charred hazelnut, limpet shell and bone; and above, the damp rock roof would be discoloured pink-to-purple by heat.

The silence in these places was complete – on board the radio scanned, but found no station; the mobile phone received no signal. We stepped ashore, stopped, and wondered if our ears had dropped off. No cars; no tractor tilled a distant field; no planes; no industry; and no voices, because no one was there. No one to hear us – yet when we spoke, it was in a hushed whisper, not daring to trouble the silence. It was a world away from the world, and we had it to ourselves.

Having found places where we and our boat would be safe, we needed next to look for work and found, happily, that it had been looking for us.

‘There’s a bloke wants some work done on his fishing boat, and he’s heard I’m good with wood… I’m going to see him tomorrow morning; d’you want to come along?’

Graham was a chainsaw sculptor – long-haired, short, wiry, and 52 – whose voice was never more than a croaky whisper. Owing, I suspect, to a mid-life crisis, he’d just bought himself an old wooden boat of 25 feet, his first, built in the 1930s for coastal day-sailing.

Craft of this era and quality of build send traditional boat-lovers dewy-eyed because there are so few of them left; but when I first met Graham, with his boat hauled ashore at a marina, he was busy chainsawing out the accommodation until nothing remained inside the shell but smoke and a liberal spattering of chain oil. Ignoring the vandalism to yet another piece of our maritime heritage, structurally speaking it was like taking the pit props out of a coal mine. But he sat serenely on deck in the autumn sunshine as smoke drifted out of the companionway hatch, nodding slowly to add conviction to what he told me: ‘Next year, I’m going to sail her to Hawaii.’

‘Why Hawaii?’ I wondered.

‘Why not?’

There are two types of sailor who ask Why not? The first are adventurers of unlimited resourcefulness, able to circumnavigate the globe on a piece of driftwood; the second don’t know where Hawaii is.

It is a requirement on the CV of every blue-water cruiser that he is a dreamer, but he needs to be practical too, and the two don’t often coincide. It was difficult to tell if Graham possessed both. From where we were standing, Hawaii was 7,000 miles away – by air. His boat was small, and though he wouldn’t be the first to do it in a boat of that size, he would be one of very few.

It wouldn’t be his first epic journey. He lived in a gypsy caravan that he had pulled, two or three years previously, the 600 miles from Kent on the south-east coast of England to Scotland, behind a draught horse, living off the land as he went, eating rabbits, pheasant, deer – or sifting through the bins.

Expanding on his life story, he told me without pride or regret that he had abused drugs for 30 years, but had stopped using hard drugs some years previously. Slow in thought and speech, the extremeness of his experiences had given him a strange kind of wisdom with one foot in reality and one in fantasy – sometimes absurd, sometimes charming.

I liked Graham, but I feared him too. People in the village that surrounded the marina preferred not to become involved with him, and I wondered if they knew something that I didn’t. For all those reasons, I hesitated before taking up the offer of looking at the fishing boat.

At eight o’clock the following morning, as I climbed into the passenger seat of his ancient pick-up truck and settled myself down among the rubbish, he sat in silence, rolling a huge joint. ‘Morning, Graham,’ I said.

‘Morning, Justin.’ He continued rolling. I felt uncomfortable – I expected the drug squad to raid at any moment and arrest me for passive smoking. I shuffled lower into my seat and accidentally kicked a bulging carrier bag onto its side; as I straightened it up, I noticed that it was half-full of what I hoped was dried parsley.

‘That’ll keep you going,’ I said.

‘Not for long.’

At last, with a flicker of flame from his lighter, Graham disappeared into a cloud of blue smoke. After a while a hand emerged, turned the ignition key, paused there for ten long seconds, then turned the key to ‘start’; the suspension bounced and the diesel engine clattered into life in the cold, misty air.

‘I think we’re going to be a bit late,’ he said, cheerfully. ‘I told John to expect us at half-past eight, but it’ll prob’ly take us an hour to get there … unless I get my foot down.’

To drive in Scotland is to rediscover the joy of motoring. The roads are not busy – Linda and I once drove the 21 miles along Loch Awe, Scotland’s longest inland loch, on an ordinary morning in April, and passed only one car. To delight the eye there is drama in both colour and contour around every bend of the single-carriageway roads. Around the worst bends there will be a bunch of flowers tied to a tree, which helps keep your mind focused on the road.

After heavy downpours – there’s one an hour in Scotland – waterfalls seen in the distance as white lines threading sinuously down black mountainsides can be heard roaring from five miles away. When you drive over these cataracts, where they are forced sucking and gurgling through a conduit under the road, they fire out the other side like water canon, filling the air with noise, spray and rainbows in the newly emerged sunshine. I look forward to the ever-changing scenery of a car journey in Scotland, but I’m not a very good passenger.

Graham’s pick-up truck had the unnerving habit of sliding at the rear when cornering sharply – so much so that it was easier to view the road ahead through a side window. Plunging downhill on the reverse camber of a wet road, this ‘sliding’ tendency worried oncoming traffic, too, judging by their faces. I began to wonder if I could get through the winter without work.

In one of those strange and unexplained ironies in life, Graham evidently imagined that I was sitting in the passenger seat wondering what the hold-up was: ‘I always drive cautiously when I’ve got a passenger,’ he croaked. We came over the brow of a hill and heard a clonk from all four wheels as their suspension springs straightened out, relieved of the weight of the vehicle now that we were airborne. We landed so hard, I almost expected to hear the sound of jet engines back-throttling, followed by the ‘No Smoking’ sign being extinguished.

‘Well, that’s very much appreciated,’ I told him as I climbed back into my seat, ‘because I’m a very nervous passenger.’

‘You mustn’t worry – I’m aware of everything around me… my concentration is right here,’ he said, wafting the smoke in front of him. I almost wished that I hadn’t complained because he was so taken aback that I should be afraid of his driving that he turned to face me – as far as his seat would allow – and leaned against his door while he described the scrupulous attention to detail he brought to it, with the result that any former objective to stay on the road was almost lost to this new purpose.

‘It’s not your driving,’ I said, looking through the windscreen for him, ‘as much as the driver in the oncoming vehicle – he may not be expecting to see you on his side of the road.’ This note of humour drained from my face as I watched him straighten out another double chicane.

‘Don’t talk like that,’ he warned, ‘you’ll attract it to you.’

That was enough for me. ‘I cannot believe that someone in a car two miles away is being influenced by what I am saying to you right now.’

There was a screech of brakes that laid my left cheek and both palms flat against the windscreen as we skidded into a lay-by on the opposite side of the road, and stopped. Graham turned off the ignition.

‘Why have we stopped?’ I asked.

‘I can’t tell you this and drive at the same time,’ he began. His tone was patient, but slightly hopeless, as though he were about to explain to a four-year-old what electricity was. ‘You are in touch with every living thing around you,’ he said with a majestic sweep of his hand, which reminded me of Yoda, ‘– the trees, the grass, and the leaves. Your spirit and their spirit are one. It doesn’t matter whether they are right here, or on the other side of the world. You are in touch with everyone and everything – always.’ He studied me to see if he was getting through, and then suddenly his wizened face lit up and he beamed at me: ‘I don’t know why I’m even explaining this to you – you know it! You know all this stuff!’ he chuckled. The engine clattered back to life, and the adventure continued.
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Graham

Eventually we drove onto a pier in a well-protected harbour, and John – a giant of a man in his forties – stood smiling as he blocked the path of our vehicle, his thumbs hooked behind the shoulder straps of his regulation yellow PVC fishing dungarees.

‘Aye, aye,’ he said.

We climbed out of the car and stood chatting for a few minutes while our words drifted away as steam on the cold morning air. Over John’s shoulder empty fishing crates, bearing the legend THIS CRATE HAS BEEN STOLEN FROM McCULLOCHS FISH WHOLESALERS LTD, were being loaded onto a fishing boat. I watched as they sailed through the air in a great arc, appearing from behind a building and disappearing over the side of the pier, thrown and caught by unseen hands.

We followed the heavy ‘clump’ of John’s yellow wellies as he led the way along the pier to a motor launch and jumped on board. He laid a big hand on the starter-cord of the outboard engine and, with a mighty heave that left the boat rocking for about half a minute afterwards, stripped the line out to its fullest extent. It refused to start, despite reaching about 8,000 rpm. He gave the engine some good-natured rebuke under his breath while he checked that the fuel was on, the choke was out, and the throttle was open; and then, apparently concluding that he hadn’t pulled the cord hard enough, got to his feet and took the starter-cord in both hands. Bringing his whole weight to bear on the problem, he stripped the cord again; nothing. He pulled again… and then again. The boat rocked so violently from side to side that I was beginning to feel seasick. But all of this was only a prelude to the frenzy of pulling that now ensued, and I could see that it was beginning to get personal – if he had just put the engine into gear as he pulled that cord, we would already be a mile out to sea. He brought his fist crashing down onto the outboard motor – the universal ‘final warning’; pulled again, and it reluctantly spluttered into life with a tinny popping exaggerated by the glassy stillness of the morning.

We motored for 20 seconds to a fishing boat that lay quietly at its mooring; he killed the engine and climbed on board. I looked back at the distance we had covered; I could almost have leapt it. As John unlocked the wheel house, we idled around the decks of the fishing boat and poked investigatively at bits of machinery. It smelled damp, oily and fishy. Everything on board was heavily built, functional, and ugly, designed by hard-won experience and a shortage of cash. Down below, John showed us around the very basic accommodation by way of an example of what he wanted us to recreate on his ‘other’ boat. It wasn’t going to be difficult. The bunks were bare plywood sheets screwed to a 4ʺ × 2ʺ framework. ‘Well, this is it,’ he said with pride. ‘I’d have the accommodation just the same in the other boat if I could – but you’ll see she’s a slightly different shape up for’ard.’ As we motored back to the pier I couldn’t help wondering why John didn’t buy himself a bucket of nails and a few bits of wood and do the job himself, instead of employing a couple of first-rate boatbuilders like me and Graham.

We stood in the forepeak of the ‘other’ boat like three men in a potting shed without windows, and because there were no windows we examined each other’s footwear in order to avoid each other’s gaze – John’s yellow wellies; my leather boots of a style that I thought boatbuilders would wear; and Graham’s hairy ‘Yeti’ boots. John described in his gentle Scots accent what it was he was ‘after having’: ‘Two berths on that side, one on this with a settee berth below, a work surface athwart ships, galley, sink, and lockers wherever you can get them.’ In the silence we tried unsuccessfully to imagine the finished cabin.

Graham threw back his head, shook free his long hair, and screwed up his eyes like a Native American summoning dead ancestors.

‘What kind of a feel do you want it to have in here?’ he enquired. John answered in that tone that lets the speaker know he has been heard, but imperfectly understood.

‘Eh?’

‘I imagine you work quite hard at your prawn-fishing?’

‘Aye, we do.’

‘And when you come in here you just want to relax and forget all about it… what do you want – some beanbags?’

John roared with laughter and winked at me in acknowledgement at what he supposed was Graham’s wicked sense of humour.

Was it even remotely likely, I wondered, that beanbags would be the preferred seating arrangement of blokes who can chuck 200 fish crates 50 feet in the air, and who have come in here stinking of prawns to drink tea – so strong it’s got skin on it – from chipped enamel mugs? Surely they’d prefer boards of splintery wood with four-inch nails sticking out – business end up – to prevent their arses from slipping off as their boat rolls gunwale to gunwale in a raging storm.

Graham blinked his way through the laughter, trying to work out what the joke was, but John choked off when he saw that Graham was in earnest: ‘Aye, I can see where you’re coming from… but really we just need it to be strong… Aye, strong and easy to clean.’

‘Like his other boat, Graham,’ I hinted, before he could enquire about the drapery.

‘I was just getting there,’ said Graham, getting there. ‘OK, what’s the budget for this?’

‘I was hoping you’d be able to tell me.’

Graham thought for a long time, appearing to imagine and price a series of possible interior designs. ‘Well,’ he said at last; ‘did you want to spend more or less than £5,000?’

‘£5,000! Well, certainly no more!’ John gasped.

Ignoring his amazement at the ruinous price, Graham said, ‘Ok then – but we won’t be able to start for a fortnight.’

In the 1980s I used to sell telecommunications equipment for a PLC in London amid cut-throat competition; but I have never, never, heard a sale closed better.

Even though I put my chances of surviving the commute during the next three weeks at only 50/50, it felt good to have found some work so that we could begin to fund next summer’s sailing. On the drive home, I was looking forward to returning to our quiet anchorage and telling Linda about my day. I chuckled to myself
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‘Every now and again you
come across a book that the %
world needs to read, and
this is one of them.’
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