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CAPTAINS LOG

Chapter One

July 5th 2006 

Faversham, North coast of Kent

This adventure has been brewing busily all the moments of every day of this year! Not a day has passed when there has not been some kind of productive work aboard the good ship Sheppey Queen. Big birthday celebrations afoot, and the planning and realisation of a big adventure and an even bigger dream, has seen massive transformation and creation.

New engines were installed earlier this year, and the marinisation of these engines entailed much focussed and clever work by Tom, recreating a version of the previous ford 4 d diesel engines, to work with the original parsons gearboxes. Special control cables had to be fashioned, for the last cables dated back to the sixties and were no longer adequate. Cables, wires, fuses, pipes, brass fittings, heat exchangers, batteries, clever pipe fittings, filters, starter motors, grease!  and so much more, started dancing its way into the boat, and all of a sudden a very funky looking pair of red engines, appeared in the engine room, as if by magic, and the boat started to move.

We had a very adventure filled journey from London to Faversham Creek. Leaving with the full moon tides, early one Wednesday morning, three weeks ago, we set off in pretty horrible weather. Rain clouds filled the sky and the wind was none too gentle. I, the captain, was filled with a sense of anticipation, exhaustion, excitement, anxiety, adventure and so much more. We had had a couple of trial runs with the boat, immediately prior to leaving, and suddenly we were off. I was accompanied by two competent crew members, with much mechanical and seaworthy experience. I was in the right company. We headed east into the morning light, grey as it was! Past Greenwich in all its splendour, down past the Woolwich ferry and into the territory of enormous shipping boats and shipping lanes. I took good practise at the helm, although there is much to learn in terms of steering when working with the tides, winds, weather and water. Unlike a car on the road, it is not an obvious thing to maintain a steady course. There is an undercurrent that often pulled me in a completely different direction to where I thought I was heading! With time I shall learn, but at times it was maddening and humbling. As they say, tide and time waits for no man or woman!  I need to learn to work with such forces. It was not long before we cruised past the Thames Barrier, and we were well on our way. The engines were chugging along nicely, the boat seemed very happy and as if she were flying along and exuberant about being back out on moving waters.

 I can only begin to convey what I felt. It is an incredible experience to be riding the waves, on ones own boat, having never experienced this very adventure of moving ones own home under its own steam. I was indeed alert to many different things at one time. The weather, the engines, the crew, the winds, the tides, other ships, to how Sheppey Queen was feeling, (hoping she was indeed as strong as I believe her to be!). Time spent at the helm was both invigorating, exhilarating and at times exhausting. The air is clearer, the winds make me feel so alive and the good ship really loves riding the waves! It is a whole new experience for me and I love it.

After some five and a half hours, we had a little trouble with one of our engines, and then five minutes later with a gearbox. This meant that for a matter of minutes, having just left the Thames estuary (thank goodness!), we were drifting at the mouth of the River Medway. We got on the radio and alerted to the local coast guard. Tom went down below to work his magic with the engines. The coast guard were back on the radio five minutes later, explaining to us that in half an hour, some big ships were coming through and did we think we would be ready to move by then. We made the decision to play safe and ask for a tow. As luck would have it, some fishermen, on a boat only minutes away, offered to tow us to Queenborough. Thank you! We were led to a concrete mooring, where we only stayed for half an hour, before the problem was fixed and off we set again. The waters of the Medway are far more gentle than the mouth of the Thames, and I finally started to relax into the wonder of it all. The landscape is quieter here and it starts to feel remote. Aaaah, to be out of the big smoke! This really is an adventure. Treasure by this point is also a little calmer, for bless her, it was not much fun being so little, when we were thrashing around a in the bigger waters, and she was a little sea sick. However, Kent saw the brightening and lightening of the ships treasure!

Sheppey Queen, in her home territory started feeling more queenly, and she was loving it all. So much so, that at the mouth of Milton Creek, her very birthplace, she decided to break down one more time! And here we dropped anchor, to discover that the gearbox was really not too happy. At this point, we are in miles very close to our destination, but due to the tides, we discovered that indeed we might have to stay at anchor for a further 23 hours! Whoops, the crew had work the next day...i however was well up for all the adventure, for now we were definitely in calmer waters, and it was no longer dangerous in any way. However help was closer to hand than initially anticipated, and the very tug from Iron Wharf came and rescued us, and led us to Harty Ferry. Here due to the way the tides work with Faversham Creek, we were to one more time, drop anchor, and await the following day. That was a gorgeous experience and involved a very long nights sleep for we were exhausted! In the morning, I awoke to a beautiful sunny day, finally!..blissful country air and scenes. The anchor had held and we were even in the same spot as we had been the night before! How fantastic, the anchor works! Tom mended the problems with the engines and the gearbox seemed to have mended itself, and we set off just before the high tide, to wend our way down Faversham Creek. The creek itself is not many miles long, but it is very winding, and it can only be entered on a neap or spring tide. For those of you less familiar with this terminology, we have spring tides with the full moon, and neap tides with the new moon. At these times the tidal range is at its greatest. The journey into the creek was magical. An ancient waterway used by the Romans, its banks are fields with cows and sheep and there are incredible numbers and varieties of bird life to behold. This was a very special moment for me.

This dream has been brewing for the six years that I have lived on the Sheppey Queen. The boat has been used as a live aboard, and insured accordingly. In order to insure the boat and her journeys, another survey is required. I  finally found a suitable dry dock, and find myself now in Faversham in Kent. Boatyards and dry docks seem to be a diminishing part of Britains maritime history and industry. In particular boatyards that are well and truly suited to wooden boats and their restoration are even harder to find. Good fortune led me to Iron Wharf Boatyard, in Faversham Creek.  It is the home of wooden boat specialists and crafts people. We have been welcomed and very well looked after, and the Sheppey Queen, has continued to provide a source of delight to those who behold her. 

Upon arrival, we went straight into the dry dock, which is an enormous barge which is filled with water, and then as the tides go out, the water is pumped out of the barge, and my home and ship suddenly finds itself sitting on blocks, and starting to dry out. It took a bit of courage for me to walk down the steps, and to have a look beneath her hull. It is like being under an enormous whale, not that I have actually had that experience, but! The crew went their merry way, and I spent the weekend, cleaning the hull with a pressure washer. Surprisingly her hull is very clean, which meant my work load was not overbearing, which I was happy about, for I felt exhausted after all the excitement of leaving London and finding myself in a completely different reality. Monday brought the surveyor and a shipwright of high repute, who was to help me mend that which was in need. I found the moments before the surveyor arrived really stressful and I was very nervous. It felt like judgement day. What state is she in, can I go to Ireland, how much work needs to be done, how much will it all cost, so many questions, so much unknown...to be honest, I was terrified. It is the moment when the dream meets reality. I felt very small. Alan, the surveyor, is a master boat builder. He was impressed initially with how well built she is, and how strong her hull appears to be. It would seem that some fairly special and unique building techniques have been applied when crafting this vessel. He said within a short period of time that I could easily spend ten thousand or a hundred thousand on this boat. I had always sensed such a thing! He went under the boat hammering at the wood and prodding the planks with a mini spear, to test the thickness and solidity of the planks. Under the water she is very strong. Obviously from a purist point of view, there is always much that can be done with a wooden boat, but all things considered, she is in good shape, for a sixty year old lady! Half way up the boat, above the water line, is a thick band of rubber, which I guess was useful when she was a ferry. There is an area, behind the kitchen, on the port side of the boat, which is vulnerable. Over the years, repairs have been carried out here, and what is called but joints have been put in. Alan, the surveyor, is not happy with these. Well, more precisely he said to me “ if you want to take this boat out into the open seas, for example into the Irish Sea, then you must replace these weak joints.” It makes total sense, and yet in that moment, my world fell away. I guess it is also about how we hear things, but part of me in that moment thought, oh, I am not in a position to do that level of work on the boat right now, my magic pot is nearly empty, oh dear what a fool, I have set off to follow my dream, and have only made it to the first port of call.. I felt so wretched, oh what to do!?!?

A few days, and several conversations later, a new reality started to dawn on me. Hang on a minute, did I really think that I would get to Ireland this summer? Well yes, I think so, and yet...what if I do not get there this summer..does it mean the dream has died, and the answer to that is no. the reality of my now situation, as best as I can understand it is this...i have arrived in a very beautiful place, which is the home of wooden boats. Incidentally, it is four miles from where Sheppey Queen was built, and in fact is the only surviving boat yard in the area. Certainly the Sittingbourne Ship Building Company shut down many years ago. Sheppey Queen is certainly in the right hands here, and in truth I would rather know that she is strong, and capable than rush off like a fool chasing the rainbow, without that knowledge. What seems clear is this. I must make and create enough funding for this major bit of woodwork to be done, and then I can go to Ireland. The healing of the water can happen here in the meantime. The prayer flags can fly in the wind, in the meantime. The dream is still alive. And so here I find myself in Faversham. To those of you that I promised to invite aboard for a gin and tonic or glass of wine, this summer, along the south coast of England, I regret that I cannot fulfil that offer this summer. However, next summer could well be possible, if time and tides allow. 

It is nearly a week already since we left the dry dock. Two incredibly hardworking and busy weeks, saw much attention, caulking and some restoration to the wood of the hull. Every day was long and hard working. It is very fullfilling experience to work on ones boat and to become familiar with it. I am now confident that I know the hull of my boat intimately, and my own fair hand painted the primer and the antifoul paint, along with healing prayers, onto the hull, before she then was placed back in the water. Finally out of dry dock, I was able to look a little beyond the here and now, and start figuring out how to play the next chapter of the adventure!

My world has been whirling, and my head spinning. Now what do I do? And so I have been thinking.

Looking around me, I give thanks for the fact that Faversham is very beautiful and very ancient. This is not a loud and aggressive city; it is a medieval market town, on the north coast of Kent. Whitstable is seven miles away and that means beaches and the sea. The water in Faversham Creek ebbs and floods constantly, and more often than not, the only water is a rivulet embanked with mud and seagulls in abundance. Every evening, with the tide, arrives a family of seven swans, in time to celebrate the glowing setting sun. it is deeply peaceful here. I do not regret leaving London, indeed I celebrate the bounty of nature. I miss my friends, and the beloved community of Greenland Dock, where I have spent six very happy years. London is only one hour and fifteen minutes away. The people here are very friendly to me, and I feel safe and welcome. The boatyard have said that if I need to stay for several months, maybe a year, I would be welcome. The master shipwright and the surveyor are not happy for me to leave the creek without the major repair work being complete. If I stay here for the summer, I can indeed learn to skipper my own boat ( not alone! For I have not yet that much courage!) but, here in her home waters, the Sheppey Queen may introduce me to the ways of the tides, and the lore of the seas. If I take my initial time frame out of the picture, then much of what is happening here makes very fine sense. I realise that if I am competent and relaxed out on the waters, then I shall enjoy the journey to Ireland very much more. This can only be a good thing.

So what am I going to do, to raise the funds? Good question. I must put myself to work, and if possible, also put to work the good ship. Next week, I have a meeting with a man from the Swale government, who is responsible for grant finding and funding. He will come to the boat and meet me here. I would like to apply for heritage lottery funding, and believe that Sheppey Queen is an important part of the local heritage. In particular because she was built with money, that was to replace two ships that went to Dunkirk and did not return, and then spent her first years of her life, giving pleasure to hundreds of people who were celebrating being alive after a miserable war. If it were at all possible, I would aim for a full restoration grant for her, in order that she may give pleasure to many again. Other ideas involve turning her into a café or tearooms ...there is much research to be done at this point. I have also had some cards made, that explain that Sheppey Queen is a dedicated peace ship, committed to healing the waters. One way or other, I will endeavour to weave our skills together in order to offer something valuable and useful to the world!

For myself, I have made contact with a lovely therapy centre in Herne Bay, where I shall build up a private practise. I am also in conversation with the owners of the boatyard, about setting up a café on the waterfront, and hopefully contributing to the regeneration of the waterfront. I am also exploring the possibility of buying a little catering truck, so that I can go out on a regular basis, or irregular basis, into the world, and make some ready cash. As most of you will know, cooking and food are my passion, and I also know that in this unpredictable world, food is something that people will always buy! ( unlike, I am sad to say, therapies, which often are deemed a luxury by many). So my creative spirit is buzzing with survival plans. I continue to research the story of the Sheppey Queen, and even today, and article has gone into the local paper about the Sheppey Queen returning home after 60 years. Who knows, maybe she is destined to be a star after all!

I want each and every one of you to know, that the love, and support, and contributions that I have received from you, in each and every way, have made this whole adventure possible for me. It is truly an undertaking larger than I could have known, and yet with the encouragement and support that I have received, I have somehow found the strength and courage to keep the faith and follow my dreams. This is only possible because of you. I thank you from my heart, for helping my dream to become reality. Prayer flags are flying in the winds, with the names and blessings of those who support the spirit of this journey, and I cannot express strongly enough how much your support means to me. 

My address is currently: Sheppey Queen, Iron Wharf Boatyard, Abbeyfields, Faversham, Kent ME13 7BY.

My email address is as before, or alex@sheppeyqueen.co.uk. a website is presently being developed, with a photo gallery that will track the adventure as it unfolds at www.sheppeyqueen.co.uk .

Please do visit if you are in the area, or would like to come and  discover and share some of the joys of medieval Kent with me.

For now I say, drink up me hearties and blessed be! 

Happy tides an much love from Alex, 

Rainbow pirate 

www.sheppeyqueen.co.uk

