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My father, Ray, was apprenticed as a coachbuilder, adapting to mass production methods 
and, later, monocoque body building to become a specialist in the motor industry, which, 
with the exception of a brief but unsuccessful foray into private business in Australia, he fol-
lowed all his life.   I was born in Kenilworth in 1937, my Grandparents and Trixie staying 
there with us after losing their house during the blitz, but the family moved to Coventry after 
the war to be nearer my father’s work.  Private coaching in maths to patch up a weakness 
won me a place in the eleven plus to a grammar school.  I was a mediocre student but very 
well taught and the four years  spent there proved to be the most valuable of my school life.  
Weekends were spent building a kayak with a bamboo frame and canvas skin to explore the 
rivers.  I was a keen sea scout but shy and a poor mixer.  Socially, I was the odd man out and 

miserable in large groups but loved the old pulling boat that was used for 
practice on the canal , and the camps where we were taught to track, to build 
camp fires and cook camp bread. 
 
On two occasions a fortnight was spent by the troop at Portsmouth in the old 
Foudroyant, a frigate captured during the Napoleonic wars, used for naval 
training and finally allocated to the use of the cadets and sea scouts.  These 
were the immediate post war years.  Rows of warships lay on  moorings 
waiting to be decommissioned or in ordinary.  We would be taken to visit the 
Vanguard one day, the submarine pens the next and out in an MGB before 
we returned home.  The Navy had future recruits in mind.  The technique 
worked.  From then on it never occurred to me to choose any other career.  A 
cadetship was applied for and I sat the exams, successfully.   However, be-
fore I was able to present myself for the medical my father was transferred 

by the Standard Motor Company to its branch in Melbourne (1952).  At fourteen I found my-
self at sea earlier than anticipated but under the red duster and with my family. I completed 
the medical in Melbourne but was failed on eyesight as nearly blind in one eye.  Nelson be-
ing in similar case seemed to carry no weight with the assessors. 
 
Two terms at a modern, American style, co-ed. comprehensive high school in Melbourne 
would have been entertaining had I been able to hear what the teachers said over the uproar, 
but as I couldn’t, I left and became an office boy at fifteen.  Mother, who had been private 
secretary to the technical director of the Daimler company, saw me in a business career.  
Money for continuing full time private education was not available so we opted for night 
school and accounting.  The accounting  study and exams I did not find difficult but  work-
ing as an accounts clerk bored me to distraction.  I fear I was not a good employee. 
 
I couldn’t join the Royal Navy but I could build 
my own and built my first boat, a fifteen foot 
motor boat, as soon as I started work. I would 
have preferred to be under sail but was intimi-
dated by the complexities of a centre case. 



At seventeen I bought a 25 foot ship’s  boat from the grain barque Shandon, then being con-
signed to the wrecker’s yard, and converted it into a cruising sloop.  Conversions do not usu-
ally pay but I learnt a great deal and found it completely absorbing, a welcome weekend 
break from the round eternal of cash book and journal. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
She was kept on Port Philip Bay some fifty miles from  
where I still lived with my parents so I bought my first 
car, a 1928 Austin Seven Meteor, an exciting sports 
machine that could work up to forty miles per hour 
down wind. This did prove to be beyond my budget, 
however, so  I swapped it for a BSA Bantam.  This 
was to usher in a new passion and it was to be twenty 
years before I again bought a four wheeler. 
 
The naval reserves took recruits at eighteen and I 
joined straight away.  Recruit training for all branches 
was general seamanship and I loved that even though I 

had to accept that with my sight problem I could later only enter Supply & Secretariat .   
 
Accounting qualifications continued to accumulate the slow night school way and by twenty 
I was ready to sit the final commercial law exam that would launch me into a career I did not 
really want.  I had a friend who sailed with me, was also a reservist and sitting the same 
exam.  He quite liked the idea of such a career but was also restless because he saw himself 
drifting into a marriage he did not yet feel ready for.  We met one night to go over our law 
notes, but somehow the conversation seemed to drift on to overland trips.  A world cruise in 
a dream ship would be better but a motor-bike trip, we thought, would be actually within our 
budget. 



That two year adventure is the subject of another account so will not be covered here.  It en-
compassed forty countries and was punctuated by periods of work to recharge the kitty in-

cluding shipwright work in Essex and Cape 
Town.  We were shot at but not robbed, ar-
rested as spies but not executed, lost, baked, 
starved, prostrated with dysentery, nearly fro-
zen to death and generally exposed to adven-
tures of the type that are more comfortable to 
look back upon than to live through.  They 
were, nevertheless, unforgettable.  As I drove 
back across the Nullabor Desert on the  final 
leg to Melbourne, two things became clear.  
First, I could not become an accountant and, 
secondly and more importantly, I realised that 
I was a very ignorant, uneducated young man 
who had seen a great deal of the world but 
understood very little.  I was ready to go to 
school. 
 

 
 
University fees were much 
higher then and, like most rolling 
stones, I had acquired very little 
moss.  What was needed was a 
job in a remote area where I 
could save but not spend.  Six 
months later the British Phos-
phate Commissioners advertised 
for a shipping clerk and also for  
a maintenance diver for work on 
an island two miles across in the 
Gilbert and Ellice Islands in the 
Central Pacific.  I applied for 

both.  The interview was a bit strained.  I explained that I had 
had no diving experience but was willing to be trained.  That 
would have been the end of the interview except that I was 
well qualified for the accounting position, also they had lost 
two divers in a row with DTs and could not find a replace-
ment.  Polynesians were no good because they were so confi-
dent they did not bother to stage coming up and suffered from 
the bends in an area where there was no hyperbaric chamber.   
I landed a  two year contract for both jobs. Clearing the phos-
phate ships as they came in, interacting with the skippers and 
leaning to become a professional diver absorbed an interesting 
two years with weekends spent diving over the reef for clams, 
hunting sharks and  diving on wartime wrecks. 
 
The ‘club’ was avoided and the evenings spent studying for A 



levels by post to qualify for university 
entrance, sitting exams under the supervi-
sion of the mine manager.  Somehow, 
reading the Canterbury Tales in Chaucer’s 
medieval English was far more romantic 
and satisfying than accounting principles 
or practice.   It takes all sorts to make up a 
world.  True, I couldn’t earn a living with 
Chaucer but 
I would 
worry about 
that later.  
Exams fin-

ished, I set to to design my dream ship -  a canoe sterned gaff 
ketch I thought, say about eight tons, something after  Harrison 
Butler but without the sharp curve to the quarter beam buttock 
lines that made his boats beautifully balanced but slow.   While 
I was at it, although I could not start the boat itself, I could de-
sign and build her dinghy, designed to fit between the masts but 
to be a good little sea boat. 
 
1964 saw me back in Melbourne with a six month leeway of 
time to make up with the naval reserves.  This resulted in a 
berth in a mine sweeper on the lower deck as a writer.  She was 
doing seismic surveys out of Sydney Harbour on the continen-
tal shelf.  After three months I applied for officer’s training and on the basis of accounting 
was accepted and transferred to a shore base in Victoria, coming out as a sub-lt. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
The R.A.N. was not the Royal Navy and a reservist was only a Saturday afternoon sailor but 
at least I was in touch.  I could, at this stage, have joined the permanent service in the supply 
and secretariat branch on  a short term commission based on my accounting but I could see 
no future in it and had very little interest. 
 
There were four months to wait for the start of the academic year.  I had corresponded  ex-
tensively with universities in England and Australia.  Oxbridge was out as my matric. was 
not high enough.  It had to be a red brick univ. in England or one in Australia.  “Pick a small 
university with a reputation in your subject interests”, was the advice, “you stand a much 
better chance of interacting with your lecturers.”  Tasmania had world class boat building 



timbers and a thriving boat building industry plus a university.  I plumped for that. 
 
January, 1965 saw me arriving on the motor-bike and pitching my tent in the Hobart munici-
pal camping ground. I had enough money saved to pay the first year fees and start the boat or 
another year’s fees.  Two months of apple picking in the Huon Valley offset future flatting 
costs.  The next four years were to be as exciting intellectually as my travels had been physi-
cally.  It was a new world of ideas.  Things that had puzzled me for years suddenly slotted 
into place.  More importantly, I was taught to think.   

 
I still found time to go 
bush walking into the 
wild and mountainous 
interior of the island and 
to start my dream ship.  
The dream ship was a 
bit of a risk.  This was 
money  I might need for 
the course but the gam-
ble paid off and I man-
aged to win a bursary in 
the second year. 
 
The boat did not fare so 
well.  I bought some 
cheap land with a dere-
lict convict built cottage 

which I converted into a workshop.  By 1967 the boat was framed up and the planking 
started when the worst bush fires for a hundred years swept the island, destroying countless 
properties including the workshop.  It was  reported in a Scottish newspaper that the entire  
population of the island had had to be evacuated by an RN submarine.  This was not quite 
true, the population being half a million.  No one needed to be evacuated but many lost their 
homes and all they possessed. 



The loss of the boat was a bit of a setback but a neighbour had been burnt out too, losing a 
beautiful old convict built stone house.  We agreed to share a new shed on his land.  I would 
build it and he would buy the shed from me as a shearing shed when the boat was finished.  
This worked well and things were quickly under way again.  By the time I graduated the 
boat was planked up.  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
1968 was graduation.  Now all the fun was over.  I had 
chosen the humanities because that is what interested 
me but there is a well known saying that the one advan-
tage of the humanities is that they teach one to despise 
the money they stop one from earning.  I still had to 
command an income.  My heart was in boat building 
but I knew it to be a dieing art.  I would squeeze what I 
could from it but what then?   To this end I had taken a major in psychology and I now went 
on to post graduate study to give me a professional meal ticket.  It did this and a year later I 
found work in educational psychology, going on to a tertiary college lectureship in the early 
seventies.  I even toyed with the idea of a permanent academic career, but in history or phi-
losophy, and thought about a PhD.  The pull of  boatbuilding was too strong and there was 
the pettiness and endless committee work of academia which I suspected would not suit me. 
The PhD would have been challenging though.  It didn’t happen, however, and  I decided to 
build a house on the site of the burnt down first workshop, just a simple house, but by doing 
this I could avoid rents and the inevitable mortgage involved in buying one. 



Building a house, an ocean cruis-
ing boat, studying part time and 
working full time were a bit too 
much.  I would not do that again. 
But I was single and had no  so-
cial or family commitments.  The 
days could be organised to best 
advantage. 
 
It was as well, just the same, that 
the  house was built as not long 
afterwards I met the she who 
must be obeyed, one of my own 
students.  Marriage had not been 
part of the scheme of things.  I 
had always expected to remain 
single. 
 
The boat was finished and 
launched not long after our mar-
riage, which gave us an unusual 
honeymoon, up river on her 
maiden cruise. 



Married in 1974 and the dream ship ‘Aphrodite’  launched at the start of 1975.  Should we 
go cruising or raise a family?  We were both in our mid thirties, not time enough for both.  
Meg would have gone cruising to please me.  Children, even hypothetical ones, are impor-
tant to a woman.  Had I not chosen to marry?  It was a decision I have never regretted.  It 
was agreed that I should try boat building and go for short cruises from time to time. 
 
We chose a waterfront site and I built workshops, slips, a jetty and a dinghy harbour.  I put 
down moorings for customers.  A weekend sailing school was run for the education depart-
ment, and a fleet of bare boat charter boats was started, financed by a successful surgeon 
looking for a hobby to soak up income tax.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 



A young family of two boys came along and grew up among boats, farms and workshops, 
not a bad life for boys although it did not interest them in boats.  The younger one built a 
dinghy when he was eleven but rather to show what he could do than because he wanted to 
sail it.  The eldest disliked the water.  We would never have guessed that he would  grow up 
to build submarines and be keen on diving. 

 
The business was seasonal and only just supported a family.  
Boat building depended on the next contract.  The end 
came earlier than anticipated and from a unexpected quar-
ter.  While taking in sail in  a gale I nearly blacked out and 
just managed not to fall overboard.  The specialist report 
was a deteriorating heart condition.  No more heavy manual 
work and five years to live.  
 
We sold the business and I returned to professional life.  A 
man has a head, a heart and creative hands.  He is a builder.  
If he were not there would be no civilization.  Using just 
my head did not suit me.  Specialists are depressing fel-
lows—too much time spent in one area.  Far better to go on 
living while I could.  So we bought a small property of 20 
acres on an island, an hour by water from the boat yard and 
I started to build another house, slowly this time.  We kept 
the boat yard work boat to ferry materials across.  Mean-
while we took a 
temporary house 
in town close to 
my professional 
work and to the 
boys’ schooling.   

If I managed to prove the specialist wrong we 
could then either retire to the island house or return 
to England, for the boys would be independent by then.  The island house was, I felt, the last 
one I would ever build. 



With the new house finished my five years was up but I still seemed to be on my feet.  The 
eldest was now started on an engineering degree and the youngest, Trajan, applied to join the 
air force.  It was just as well.  The medical found a tumour the size of a football  growing 
around his spinal cord.  Specialists recommended an operation but would not do it.  There is 
only one hospital in the world with the expertise, we were told, and that is Ormond Street 
Children’s Hospital.  Trajan at seventeen still just classed as a child.  We swapped houses 
with a couple in Sussex for six weeks, I retired and we went.   
 
No operation unless as a last resort, was the verdict.  Six months of treatment at fortnightly 
intervals.  Trajan must stay in England for at least three years with periodic checks.  We 
could not afford to buy a house or even rent as the exchange rate was very much against us 

just then.  What to do for the next six months?   We bought a narrow boat and solved the 
problem of activity and roof at one and the same time.  We managed to cruise the canals 
from London to Bristol and from Godalming to Birmingham, with a long stay at Oxford.  
Trajan decided to take up aeronautical engineering and we enrolled him at the  Farnborough 
College. 



When Trajan started his new course six months later, we were able to leave for Meg’s eld-
erly and ailing mother in Tasmania,  the narrow boat remaining for Trajan to use as tempo-
rary accommodation.  He was to succeed in the course, to marry and to remain permanently 
in England. 
 
We had decided by this time that we wanted to live in England.  Although born in Australia 
Meg liked England too.  Aunt Trixie had been a little surprised when I wrote to tell her that I 
had married a native girl but was very happy with the reality when they met on Trixie’s first 
trip to Australia.  The exchange rate rendered an immediate move out of the question but we 
thought we would come back for six months to the narrow boat in a year’s time.  This we 
did. 
 
Not everyone wants to live on 
an island and we knew that we 
would not be able to rent out 
our house or easily sell it.  We 
decided therefore to sell it at 
our leisure and buy another 
that would be easy to rent out 
or sell.  We could not leave  
Tasmania while Meg’s mother 
was alive and needed us to 
look after her and until the 
exchange rate was more in our 
favour.  We therefore sold our 
island estate, loaded the Land Rover with our worldly goods and moved to the Tamar River 
in the north and a derelict Georgian style house that I could amuse myself renovating.  By 
this time (2006) I was nearly seventy and beginning to feel early middle age approaching.   

Would we ever see England again? 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 


