Captains log, 30th October 2007

Faversham Creek

North Kent.

Cruising the Swale, seal gazing, crystal trails, mud wamping and many happy moments!

Well, it is truly incredible to be sitting here as the leaves are turning into the colours of fire, and the air has a certain chill, even if the sun is shining gloriously. Yes, another summer has passed, and here I still am. The tide is high, although it is on the turn as I write. The full moon has brought very high tides these last few days, peaking to about 6.5 metres, lapping its way up the banks and threatening to spill over into the neighbouring fields. This did not happen, but is can and does happen, at times unexpectedly.  Occasionally to the annoyance of an unsuspecting vessel!

I really appreciate living with the tides, and by that connection the moon as well. I love to wonder at the daily ritual of the muddy creek, gradually flooding with water, and then begone! It disappears!  In subtle ways, the tide seems to have a profound influence on my life, and I generally have to mind, the times of the high tides, that daily transform the creek and give rise to all the boats, that indeed float, when the water comes to town!  With that, the knowledge that when the moon is full or empty, the tides can swell. Visually, this natural phenomenon continues to be a source of beauty and inspiration for me. The moon reflected on the water, or the rising sun, is something I would like to share with all. If I could indeed begin to describe some of the sunsets that we witness here, you would be sensing a photographic oil painting with 360 degrees of beauty and cloud sculpture, reflected in the shining waters of the creek and of the swale.

Meanwhile, the prayer flags are fluttering happily in the wind, and I love to see how the silk of the flags, over the last six months, has started disintegrating as the prayers fly off into the winds. Thank you to all who supported this journey, and to those of you who had prayers flags fluttering in their names, I hope and trust that some of your prayers are being answered!

Since last I wrote, some six months ago, Sheppey Queen, has had many adventures, and has delighted in the quiet waters of the Swale, her home waters!  It would be fair to say that she is now a moving, rocking boat that loves to pootle about and go on little adventures.  Prayer flags, crystals and fine intentions, mixed with laughter, spirit of adventure and much excitement, have brewed a fine cocktail of experiences, memories and photographic reminiscings!  It has been quite a journey for me, up to this point, and I imagine the adventure is only beginning in some respects. It is satisfying and food for the soul, to look back on the last 18 months, and see how far we have come, and to feel reassured that indeed, the restoration of Sheppey Queen, has been fruitful and a definitely positive move! She is up and running again and loving it.

I have written a separate journey log, which is also available for reading. This log is based on what is called an engine log, which is something that I must do whilst out and about on the boat. It is necessary to write down, the engine hours, temp, oil etc and also I make small notes about where we are and what we see. Here, you will find more details about the journeys themselves, of which there have been several.

Before I left London, one boating friend said to me...sailing and boating is all about learning to manage your nervous system! I truly understand this phrase now, for whilst I love the experience of being out on the boat, it is a huge experience and hard to describe at times how it makes me feel. Firstly, it is also my home, so initially I would keep running down below to check on Treasure the cat, my “things” to make sure they are not falling all over the place! , the bilges, to make sure the pumps are working and that the boat is not filling with water  etc. It is also common practise, to keep going down to the engine room, to make sure that all is in order down there. As this new installation has had many teething problems, there have been all sorts of little things that have needed attention, such as water cooling pipes that drip, at times onto the electricals such as the alternators and wiring. Also, the engines being a relatively unknown quantity have needed checking to make sure they do not get too hot, and then the same with the gearboxes. On top of this, ultimately, I have a great desire to learn how to handle the boat, solo, or at least attain a level of competence whereby I could handle her alone if needs be. There is a huge amount to learn, and I am not always the fastest of learners. So desire meets innocence and ignorance, and I must learn step by step.  Another wise sailor told me..” man gives up before the boat” and this makes sense to me, but in that case I need to learn to trust the boat, and whilst I know she is solidly built and she knows what she is doing! I still need to learn and know what she is doing, and what is being done with her. Graham has come into my life, as a blessing, a waterman with a lifetimes’ experience of handling boats. He is good with the boat, and I am learning to trust him. But it is a great process of letting go, as so much of my energy, money, dreams and time have been invested into this project, the last seven years of my life have been completely focussed around Sheppey Queen and getting her going. We argue about who is captain, for whilst I am ultimately responsible for her as her owner, I am not skilled as a captain and boat handler, and it is necessary and important to know who has the final say, and who is managing the boat when she is out on the waters. Yes this is a big and exciting adventure and project, and many of life’s lessons seemed to be wrapped up in this package. There is a lot to get excited and nervous about, as much as there is also a lot to enjoy and worry about. Sailors seem to have an attitude which is very present, one step at a time, and in the now...I have so much to learn!

Yes we still have a long way to go, also, with regards to her restoration, but she has certainly arrived at a respectable place of being and she is a pleasure to cruise with and to behold.

 As my last log shared, we went the day before my birthday for a sea trial, which went well, even though we did not have electricity to the wheelhouse and thus, not radio or depth sounder etc.  Fortune has provided myself and Sheppey Queen with competent and confident skippers, so apart from avoiding any night sailing, we have journeyed forth, not to be held back by this inconvenience.  

For some reason, it is proving quite hard to find the person who will finish the electrics and bring them to a good standard. At present in the wheelhouse, there is a coil of electric wire which is working cleverly, with the help of a piece of foil I think to support the fuse box and thereby allow functioning of wheel house instruments.  Not ideal, but I trust that this winter I will have the good fortune to find someone reliable and intelligent who can come in and help sort this frustration out! A couple of electricians I have spoken with have suggested I simply rip it out and start again, but I spent £3000 last year having the boat rewired, even if not very successfully! And I am certainly not in the mood to or in the position to start all over again this year.

Of things mechanical, the engines appear to enjoy their new life in a boat. It is good that the Swale is a gentle water, for we have been able to pootle around, trying out different rpm for the engines, whilst they settle in and learn to work together, and oil levels have been checked and filters and gaskets have been changed and water pipes replaced and engine mounting and gearbox mounting altered. I will soon, complete and share an engine log, which to many will be boring and incomprehensible. But it will reveal a little of the engines function and capacity and the technical details of the journeys made. It seems that Sheppey Queen is a low consumer of diesel, and that makes me happier about the environmental side of things. I still hope that with time I may look at converting the engines to run on bio-diesel, which will be even more empathetic to the environment! The newly reconditioned port gear box has also been running very well, although after it was first put back into the boat, we had to make a couple of adjustments, after each journey, to make allowance for the load of the boat, which obviously was not present when the gearboxes were bench tested by their makers. 

I may as well use this moment to share an incident involving the port gearbox, that happened the last time we came back up the creek. It had been a balmy summers weekend,  Sheppey Queen had journeyed along to Queenborough and the Isle of Sheppey and even a little into the Medway. Back through the Kingsferry Bridge and closer to Faversham, we met up with some other boats from the creek, for it was glorious weekend for sailing. Thames barges, sailing boats, little rowing boats, motor cruisers, Dutch barges, and canal boats, as well as the fishing boats and larger vessels were all out and about in their glory. A fine site indeed! We moored up alongside Orinocco, a Thames barge, for the night, and enjoyed a rowing boat ride to a pub on the Isle of Sheppey, and back to the boats for a perfect sunset and bbq. It was magical!

The fun continued the next day, when we cruised a short distance to Horse Sands, at seven in the morning, for a cricket match! When the tide is out, there is an island of sand at the mouth of the Swale, usually frequented by the local seals. A yearly event is a cricket match on the sands, and so when we arrived just after sunrise, our eyes beheld a marquee and a cricket pitch, a sight so surreal and wonderful. We dropped anchor and rowed ashore, to be offered a glass of cider. Within minutes, Lady of the Lea appeared with about twenty incredibly well dressed people, in cricket whites and dresses and all the attire of a true summers day! They clambered off the boat, and were rowed ashore. Also whizzing around that day was a red inflatable, skippered by Spider, who was picking more people up from Harty Ferry, and dropping them off again later. By seven thirty, about forty people were playing cricket, on the sand, occasionally having to dig deeper drains for the water...anyway, 

...I digress big time...suffice to say it was a perfect summers day and we caught an early tide up the creek..all was smooth until on a bend near to the yard, ..a stray anchor and chain, belonging to Puffin, a little tug, ...wrapped itself around the port propeller, and then a thunk and no movement forward! oh no! What had happened...we successfully released the end of the chain from its mooring slip, and then with all the grace we could muster, limped our way back to the boatyard, trawling behind us, an anchor and its chain...oh no! I went below deck to check on the state of affairs, and alas, the aforementioned had successfully pulled the prop shaft out and without the guts of the reduction gear of the newly reconditioned gearbox! Oh no! To my eyes it looked bad, real bad...not to mention the anchor we had gathered, we had no idea as to its size and if indeed it had touched the hull in any way. Having said this, I had the best crew aboard, and part of the initiation is learning to stay present, keep it cool, and avoid any negative speculation, until a balanced assessment can be made..easy for some! Really though, it was an extraordinary thing, in that, even though it looked like a disaster, the most incredible support of all kinds proffered forth, and very soon, after a midnight disentanglement session freeing anchor and chain from prop, many a chat with yard folk, and some of Henry’s magical welding, the facing was welded to the reduction gear, and as if by magic (Graham and Simon) the gear box was back in place and working...we hope! We have run it for a couple of hours and it could be that it was not nearly as bad as it seemed at the time...what was incredible for me, and continues to be so, is the positive connections that Sheppey Queen is making...and I feel blessed and looked after to have people around who care and are extremely knowledgeable about boat affairs. Yes we have landed well in the mud after all!

As I write, it is 23.16, 8th November and the tide is rising..and fast! The winds are howling, down from Scotland I believe and there are storm predictions and freak tides predictions. Some say that they may be the largest tides in 40 years, and that they could rise to over 4 foot over the tidal prediction. I have battened down all the hatches, and am going up on deck on a regular basis to keep an eye on things....

Update...23.56...it is called a storm surge, it was due at midnight in 4 minutes...the tide is in fact going down now, ...

00.09 the storm surge is passed...the tide is ebbing fast...what an exciting evening..and even tomorrow morning there are mutterings of a freak tide, but I do not understand, as there will not even be tide in the creek at that time...crazy times!

Several days later...the storm surge, was most interesting and highly exciting! My last entry was late into the night, and so I will summarise the following couple of days...that night, the tide went out and then came back in again several times...it would drop by a foot and then rise again! The following morning at 8 am the creek was full of water, as much as usually one sees at high tide with a fairly high tidal prediction. So I guess the water did not go out, as it was not high tide until 12.30 midday. Again the tide rose towards midday, but did not burst the banks, as had been anticipated. However, I heard it said that it was the most water since 1953, or something like that. Us boat folk get excited about the most unusual and eccentric things! I like it, living with the elements like this. It makes me feel alive and part of the natural world.

I wonder if I have shared enough for now. In brief, all is well and we are enjoying the adventure. Not quite sure how long it will take me to get to Ireland..maybe a life time, maybe less. I am focussing more on the present right now, and that involves finding money and establishing myself somehow in the locality of northern Kent. Angelic Feast, has not so far managed to take off, but I will keep on nudging the catering market. I plan to apply for sponsorship and a heritage lottery grant for the good ship, with the view to getting her up and running as a ferry again. I hope next year to invite some peace and healing groups to come aboard and send some light and healing out to the waters and to the world at large. I will be encouraging and inviting folk to buy more prayer flags for healing and peace.  I will be very pleased to welcome aboard friends, family and supporters of this journey, who would like to come and experience life upon the waves. 

I will also endeavour to pursue more studies, so that I may become at least qualified as a day skipper, and thereby learn vital knowledge about the rules of the water. So, quite a lot to keep me busy. 

