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In the 1981 census, a return was received from someone 
who described their profession as ‘sculptor of stone lions’. 
In answer to the supplementary question ‘Describe what 
your job entails,’ the responder wrote: ‘I chip away all the 
stone which is not lion.’
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1

Sailing

I tAKe the turNING off the main route, slowing to follow 
the single-track line of tarmac out towards the sea. It’s late 
summer and the verges are thick with bracken and fireweed, 
their stems knocking at the car as it passes. over to the north 
the sky has blackened, banks of cloud massing. half a week 
of perfect weather, and it looks as if it’s going to break now. 

six miles on the track widens. There’s a farm, a scatter of 
buildings, an office. beside the verge lie the curvaceous out-
lines of several upturned canoes with a rack of yellow kayaks 
poking out of the car park beside it. As I pass the farm a 
collie comes hurtling out of the yard, racing towards the car. 
he flings himself at the bonnet and in the instant of his colli-
sion I flinch the steering wheel away. his fur flattens against 
the glass and I feel the thud of his body echo through the 
metal. A blur of hackles and then he’s gone, slid out of view. 
Oh God, have I run him over? Then he’s up again, a snarl of 
black and white against the closed window. his tail is up 
and his teeth are bare and there’s so much energy in him, so 
much unleashed delight in his rage. he jolts up, front claws 
ticking on the glass. I can see the force of each bark shoving 
his whole body forward: thud, thud, thud. The slower I go, 
the angrier he gets.

I straighten the steering wheel and drive on, the dog 
receding in the mirror. he’s running down the track, the tuft 
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2  souND

of his tail peacocking his achievement. After a few moments 
he stops and watches the back of me. 

Just beyond the farmyard there’s a passing place so I 
pull in and stop the car. I look down at my hands, watching 
them shake. It’s not the dog. It gave me a fright, but dogs 
love chasing cars and that collie has done it before. It was the 
fact that I couldn’t hear the dog. Nothing. Not a whisper. he 
was giving it his all, every last atom in him, and none of it 
reached me. No sound, just a sort of muffled rush, and even 
that might have been my imagination.  

I put my hand up to my right ear and cover the little 
hole on the right hearing aid. open, close. Close, open. All 
working fine and the other one too. The aids are small plastic 
flesh-grey in-the-ear things designed to fit down the tunnels 
to my eardrums. At the outer end there’s a socket for the 
battery and a tiny gap for sound to get in. At the inner there’s 
another slot where the processed sound enters my ear. I take 
them both out and dip my head from side to side, then turn 
the radio on and off. There’s nothing blocked, nothing out of 
the ordinary. 

I put the aids back in and the world returns. These ones 
are designed to cope best in indoor environments, places like 
offices and homes full of double-glazing and other human 
beings all soaking up sound. The aids don’t deal well with 
big reverberant spaces and they really don’t seem to have got 
the hang of the outdoors at all. out here the wind works on 
the aids the same way it does on a phone, drowning voices 
below a storm of white noise. If I turn my head slightly the 
noise eases but that probably means turning away from the 
speaker, and I need to see people properly in order to be 
able to hear them because half of what I’m listening to is the 
words on their faces. take away most of the sentence, and I 
can still see whether it’s a question or a statement, or pick 
up enough of the tone to gauge the mood of the speaker. I’m 
looking for physical guides, and half their diction is there in 
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sAIlING  3

the features – the lift of an eyebrow, a hardening tone, the 
warmth in the eyes.

At this time, in 2004, I am deaf. Not completely deaf, just 
down to about 30 per cent of normal hearing. I had started to 
lose my hearing in both ears about seven years ago and it has 
been declining ever since. I wear hearing aids in both ears 
and when I take them out, I can hear individual fragments of 
sound but not really the links between them. Certain words 
in a sentence or specific sounds are audible, but music is only 
a beat and a voice is just a chain of broken plosives. 

I am here because I’m going sailing. My friend eric 
has asked me to come and I very much want to do this. 
but water is not my element. I’m mesmerised by it and I’m 
scared of it, and because I’m scared of it, I head straight for 
it. I love sailing – the adventure, the pleasure of being with 
friends. but I hate sailing – the cold, the wet, the seasick-
ness, the fear. I’m here because I want to push the love in 
and the fear away, and at that time I believe the best way to 
deal with fear is to hurl myself head first at the thing which 
most frightens me. It is a kind of idiot courage, a determina-
tion to force myself towards a different shape. I hope if I do 
the things that scare me for long enough, they will become 
easier. I want to override the physical facts, and to teach 
myself a lesson. 

The trouble is that water is not like land. It’s said that 
almost all of what we experience as sound is an echo – that 
the conversation you hear when you’re sitting in a room with 
someone is mostly just their voice bouncing off the walls. 
outside, at sea, there’s very little echo. still water carries 
sound beautifully because there’s such a big surface area 
from which it can rebound, but choppy water presents a 
thousand different points of connection. The only surfaces 
with a good echo are the ones on the boat itself – fibreglass, 
metal, wood. And when the engine is running it lays a steady 
thrum over any lower sounds. What that means in practice 
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4  souND

is that all the sibilants get knocked out of speech: Nyoupuen-
erou? ucuthemooinroe? Ilanacoupleougarleae? 

The difficulty is that sailing requires a lot of instructions 
and understanding. In the heat of the moment I can’t expect 
anyone to stop what they’re doing and turn towards me so I 
know the next couple of days are going to be tricky. If I can’t 
hear something on land it’s a problem but there are things 
I can do to improve it. out here, blanking an instruction or 
mishearing a command has much bigger consequences.

I start the car and drive on. half a mile beyond the 
farm, the road opens out to a view of water. Down the slip 
to the loch there’s a trailer, a tangle of broken ropes and a 
few fading fishing nets. Three lines of boats lie anchored in 
the bay laid out with their bows to the land and their sterns 
pointing towards the weather. I park up and sit for a second, 
eyes closed. The bracken is high and there’s a bramble patch 
directly in front of the windscreen. The berries are ripening 
and when I look at them I feel a surge of affection for all this 
abundance, the trees and the moss and the solid ripe comfort 
of earth. I’m homesick for land, I realise, and I haven’t yet 
set foot on the boat. beyond the windscreen the trees have 
stilled. No movement from the birds. The loch is clear and 
a bee probing one of the late foxgloves vanishes into the top 
blossom. Just for a second time stands and waits. No sound, 
no movement, just a single moment suspended.

I inhale a single lungful of breath, climb out, lock up, and 
head down the track. At the top of the pontoon is a car and 
two people unloading bags. one small boyish figure stag-
gering out of sight down the walkway, and one larger figure, 
hauling a bulk of sailcloth from the back. 

The big figure sees me. he puts down the sail and as he 
straightens up his smile is wide. All the pleasure of a proper 
adventure in there, three whole days filled with nothing but 
the pursuit of fun. 

‘No tom yet,’ says eric, hugging me. 
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sAIlING  5

I pull my jacket up above my head, grab the bags and 
scurry down the walkway towards Lismore. There she is, 
surrounded by bags and ropes and lines, primed for a great 
escape.

luke, eric’s nine-year-old son, climbs up the hatchway. 
‘hello, bella!’ he says as eric and I lift bags onto the foredeck. 
‘Dad? There’s a drip.’ 

‘Where?’
‘In my room,’ says luke. 
‘Forepeak,’ says eric. 
‘My sleeping bag’s wet.’
eric swings himself over the side and goes below. In 

the main cabin there’s an overwhelming scent of diesel, old 
milk, silicone sealant and mould. For the next half hour or 
so, the three of us gaffer-tape leaks and unload supplies, fill 
the lockers with food and bounce our sleeping bags down 
through the hatches. eric checks the fuel and fresh water 
lines and looks at the safety gear. 

It’s been a patchy summer. Most of the time Lismore just 
sits here, looping round her mooring buoy to the motion 
of the tide and the current. but West Coast weather can 
be capricious and back in May she got badly beaten up in 
a gale during which several other boats broke loose from 
their moorings and set off on an all-night wrecking spree 
round the loch. Though her chain held, Lismore was hit by a 
couple of rogue boats and ended up with a damaged steer-
ing mechanism. This will be the first longish trip she’s been 
on since then, which is why eric has chosen a gentle inshore 
circumnavigation of Mull. 

by the time we’re ready the rain has passed over. The 
tide is slack and the water is dark, its surface serrated by 
ripples. We should get going. Just as eric empties a packet 
of crisps into a bowl a car appears near the top of the 
pontoon and a man comes stumping down the walkway. 
he’s wearing shorts, an overcoat and a pair of bright orange 
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6  souND

trainers, and he’s adjusting the strap of his bag as he talks 
into his phone. 

tom is eric’s cousin. he and his wife run a hydroelectric 
company based in Perthshire installing small-scale pipelines 
all over the highlands. before that, he was in the royal Navy. 
In fact, tom is an ex-submariner trained by her Majesty’s 
Government into a state of extreme competence in any situ-
ation from minor catering issue to full-scale nuclear attack. 
he smiles at us, shoulders a small holdall and a laptop bag 
onto the deck, and carries on talking. luke walks over to the 
bags and looks at them with interest as a heron takes off. It 
is a further five minutes before tom ends the call and shoves 
the phone into his back pocket. 

‘hello, lovely people!’ he says, somehow managing to kiss 
each of us in turn whilst also untying the mooring ropes and 
leaping on board. eric pushes at the throttle and the black 
line between land and boat looms wide beneath us. 

And we’re moving. The tide itself pulls us out on the ebb, 
though it takes us a further half an hour to make our way 
from the bay to the sea. eric stands at the wheel while tom 
rides the buoys out into deeper water. by the time we round 
the final bend and see the Firth of lorn wide in front of us it’s 
nearly 5 p.m. As we reach open water, the breeze gets breezier 
and the water gets choppier. There’s no single moment when 
land becomes sea, just a gradual decrease of one element and 
increase of another. 

‘right,’ says eric, looking at tom and then at me. ‘ready?’ 
We need to raise the main sail, the hump of cloth cur-

rently folded down and tucked along the boom. tom and I 
walk along the deck and brace ourselves against the mast. I 
can hear tom saying something, but all I can see of him is a 
pair of feet. I look over at eric. he nods. Attached to the mast 
are a selection of different-coloured ropes, none of which 
have any obvious purpose. tom says something. I can’t hear, 
so I twist round the mast. 
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sAIlING  7

he points. ‘uncleat the halyard.’ 
I look at him, blank. 
‘This.’ he taps a green rope, unwinds it and begins to 

pull. I return to my side of the mast, unwind its equivalent, 
and begin hauling. tom’s legs strain against the weight as 
the great white shape snags its way upwards. once it’s high 
enough, we can use the winch levers to raise the rest. I follow 
tom’s lead, watching his movements until the sail is tight 
against the top of the mast.

eric shuts off the motor. In the silence left by the engine 
the boat’s motion changes. Instead of moving forward 
smooth and upright, it’s now directed by the wind. The deck 
starts to tip to the right and the looped ropes curve out while 
a coffee mug on the back locker rolls into the cockpit. When 
the motor’s running I can feel its vibration through my feet 
and hear its varying pitches low in my ear. Without it, wider 
sensations rush in – a slur of voices, the trace of a tail-note 
from an oystercatcher overhead. 

And then somehow we’re sailing, the boat pulled along 
by nothing but air. I look up at the mast, now twenty degrees 
off the vertical. tied high up on the mast are luke’s bicycle 
and two flags, the saltire and a pirates’ Jolly roger. both are 
streaming out behind us now, stiff with the force of the wind. 
The shush of water over the hull makes it seem as if we’re 
racing along. The sails are taut and the telltales are rigid, the 
wind’s in our hair and the coffee has hit the right bits of our 
systems. The scatter of nearby yachts somehow makes the 
water seem benign, even joyous. 

on land the light lengthens. There’s rain over the hills 
and a long flat bank of cloud over to the south while the wind 
from the south pushes us up towards the sound of Mull. For a 
few minutes we can relax. We sit on the benches in the cockpit 
holding tea or beer, watching the water do its work. We chat, 
filling each other in on work, kids, relationships, filling the 
gaps left by several months’ absence. eric is just about to head 
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8  souND

off to sudan for a month on a work trip, tom is having trouble 
with a non-paying client, I’ve just moved house. 

This is fine, I think. It’s going to be fine. I can hear them. 
sitting here, things are easier because I can see their faces 
clearly and it’s daylight and the wind can’t get at us so easily 
when we’re sat down in the cockpit. Through the fibre of 
the hull I can feel the sounds of the boat itself – the slap 
of the halyards, the deeper, more descriptive sound of the 
wind against the boom, the sailcloth tightening or loosening 
depending on our speed and direction. And under it all the 
susurration of the sea itself. The shush it makes as it slides 
along the hull, fast or slow, urgent or gentle, its mesmerising 
endlessness. 

one of the benefits of deafness is that it teaches you a lot 
about acoustics. Pilots talk about air as a visible thing; its 
speed, its flow, the quirks and currents in a particular valley, 
the way the wind assumes a colour or mood. The same 
applies to sound and the way it’s shaped. Cold means more 
reverberance, hot means less. Although it’s warmer, city air 
is harder to hear than the air in the country. snow softens 
sound though the cold in ice clarifies it. out here, the air is 
cool, but the boat itself contains a series of different acoustic 
microclimates – the cockpit, the deck, the galley. 

And there’s also the universal human ability to tune in 
and out of other people. everyone has it and everyone does 
it, every day, all the time. even if you haven’t seen an old 
friend for a long time their voice stays within you – the way 
they speak, their rhythm and diction. Far back down the 
side streets of the human brain is a tiny recording studio in 
which all the tracks of a lifetime are laid down: the difference 
between a true and a false laugh, the exact way your husband 
says ‘brilliant’ or ‘orchestra’, your colleague’s habit of elon-
gating ‘Glasgow’ but not ‘glass’. Without acknowledgement 
or effort, you can recall exactly the way your son’s first cries 
differed from your daughter’s or the way your brother drops 
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sAIlING  9

an octave when he’s trying to impress someone. you know 
what your boss sounds like when she’s nervous and how 
that differs from the way she speaks with friends. you could 
calibrate the note of danger in your partner’s voice down to 
micro-decimal points or discriminate between several thou-
sand different shades of ‘no’. you know what your girlfriend 
sounds like when she’s flirting, or how when she’s angry the 
Geordie in her comes to the front. you have the world’s most 
perfectly engineered voice-recognition software invisible, 
inside.

In fact, it doesn’t even have to be people you know. If you 
turn on the radio you know who’s speaking without the need 
for introductions. you understand which politicians’ voices 
sound honest and whose pitch you’d never trust. Without 
knowing it, you’ve already spent half a lifetime familiaris-
ing yourself with total strangers. you can hear all the altered 
shades of mood between one day and another or pick out the 
difference between rehearsed and true. you can locate the 
pinch of fear, the ease of lies or the warmth of laughter. It’s 
all there, all available. All yours.

And I know these three voices well. eric has been 
skippering a boat for so long he could probably be heard 
in rockall. Nice clear voice, doesn’t slur or run his words 
together. When he first bought Lismore he made a vow never 
to become a shouty skipper because he’d already seen enough 
people terrified by some old Ahab who transformed from 
easygoing charmer to maritime psycho once on deck, so he 
never yells. he’s learned well enough to throw his voice from 
bow to stern and get stuff done without the need for keel-
hauling. Confident diction, opens his mouth properly as he’s 
speaking, doesn’t nibble his sentence ends. luke speaks just 
as clearly as his dad though his voice is higher and thinner 
and what he wants to say sometimes comes out in a rush, so 
I have to concentrate much harder on reading his face. 

tom is a slightly different case. because of his military 
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10  souND

training, tom does everything in life while maintaining 
exactly the same tone throughout: agreeable, instructive, 
aimed always at a level of understanding somewhere between 
cabinet minister and small child. It is a steady, patient voice 
designed to convey both authority and a lifetime spent 
dealing with people just marginally less magnificent than 
himself, though his natural pitch is very low. on land he 
could hold the Albert hall, but out at sea his words have 
a tendency to sink beneath the waves. he’s used to dealing 
with that by slowing down, but, though his diction is perfect, 
I can’t get away with not seeing his face. 

but so far, I tell myself, I’m on the boat and we’re outside 
and I can still hear them all. everything will be oK. It will all 
be absolutely fine. I don’t want to tell them that my hearing 
seems to be getting worse because saying it out loud just 
makes it twice as true. And I’m sure it’s unnecessary – these 
are people I love and want to live up to, so I don’t want to make 
some victimy grandstanding disability-awareness statement. 

It does not occur to me until a very long time later that, 
by failing to explain how bad it has got, I am making life 
more difficult for everyone else. And that, in trying to take 
up less space on the boat, I am actually taking up more.

by 6 p.m., the rain has passed over us. tom is steering 
and eric is over by the stern helping luke reel in the fishing 
line. I am down in the galley making tea. tom is making 
calls and eric has got his back to me. I’m concentrating on 
the stove, and for a couple of minutes I hear nothing. eric 
appears in the hatchway, blocking the light. he’s pointing 
urgently towards the back of the chart table. 

‘… forecast! radio!’
The evening shipping forecast, essential to all sailors. It’s 

a VhF set, not straightforward, and I’m fumbling, unable 
to hear more than a crumple of static. I don’t know how it 
works so I keep turning back to face eric because he’s behind 
me. It’s taking too long. he lifts himself over both me and 
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sAIlING  11

the cooking in one practised motion, lands by the chart table 
and adjusts the set. 

At home, the shipping forecast sounds like a landlubber’s 
prayer of thanks for not being at sea. At sea, it sounds like a 
different kind of prayer entirely. barometric pressure, visibil-
ity, beaufort scale, the rise and fall in rhythm like the swell 
of the tide. but all that poetry is just rococco over the real 
story: bad weather with some stupendously bad weather to 
follow. As I stand close to the set I can just about understand 
that there’s an area of low pressure in the Atlantic heading in 
from the west, strong winds from the south and maybe half a 
day of mixed fortunes. tomorrow morning might be oK but 
the rest sounds like trouble. 

‘I can see rocks!’ shouts luke from the bow. he sounds 
delighted. 

It takes us half an hour to get ourselves through the 
entrance to loch Aline. by the time we start looking for 
a mooring buoy, the light is almost gone. Along one side, 
there’s a slab of forestry. on the other there is dust, several 
acres of raw quarried rock, a jetty with a couple of unladen 
cargo ships moored alongside. No buoys. 

We need to get the anchor out so tom and I head to the 
front and begin trying to disentangle the chain. It’s snagged 
halfway along its length. one of the links must have picked 
up a stone and fouled itself on the links farther down. both 
of us are pulling but the stone won’t come free. 

‘… n … ou … allet?’ asks tom, head down, his sentence 
vanishing below the chink.

sorry? 
‘hammer,’ he says. ‘… thi … o … t it wi …’
hammer. I walk back over to the locker by eric and start 

going through it, looking for the right tool. 
‘hit it!’ says eric, his voice raised. ‘hit it on the capstan!’ 

he mimes. 
What’s a capstan? back along the deck, where tom is 

Sound.indd   11 10/03/2017   18:20



12  souND

already banging the snagged link against the winch, pushing 
the wedged stone out. As the chain finally comes free eric puts 
the boat into neutral and then reverse. As we release the links 
down into the water I feel rather than hear its weight through 
the soles of my feet. The water slides out backwards along the 
bow. Nothing. The anchor still hasn’t caught. Again we pull 
it up and again we lower it. It takes us three more tries before 
we’re fixed, held tight in seven metres of water. by now it’s 
dark and there’s a mean little breeze stealing the warmth from 
the backs of our necks. luke is below, eating pasta and cheese. 

by the time we’ve got things together and eric has made 
supper, it’s too cold to sit outside. excellent, I think; that 
means at least 20 per cent fewer ‘sorry?’s. There’s light down 
in the diesely fug of the saloon. outside in the night there’s 
only the electronic glow of mobiles to illuminate their faces, 
which means I’m more likely to mishear. I don’t like having 
to ask people to repeat. I find it annoying and I assume 
others must too. Swing over to walk on the right side, look 
round from the washing up, read the reflection in the window, 
strike for the one clear word in the sentence. 

It takes us most of the following morning to motor up 
the sound of Mull, sitting in the sun, eyes closed, not enough 
wind even to attempt sailing. The sound is quiet for this time 
of year, mostly just lobster boats and ferries, plus a few yachts 
sliding in and out of tobermory. 

eric hands me up a cup of coffee, climbs out of the hatch 
and starts examining the electronics around the wheel. 
‘bloody autopilot. Give me some throttle?’

At the base of the wheel is a gear lever, nice and self-
explanatory: forward for forward, backward for reverse, 
centre for neutral. I push the lever forward and eric takes 
his hands off the wheel. Lismore pulls to the left, sending 
us round in a broad circle. luke and I stand by the prow 
and watch the far end of Ardnamurchan rotate past us three 
times. ‘Da-ad! What have you done?!’ 
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