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The young apostle … had died striving for his idea by an ever-lamented accident. But the truth was that he died from solitude, the enemy known but to few on this earth, and whom only the simplest of us are fit to withstand …

Solitude from mere outward condition of existence becomes very swiftly a state of soul in which the affectations of irony and scepticism have no place. It takes possession of the mind, and drives forth the thought into the exile of utter unbelief. After three days of waiting for the sight of some human face, [he] caught himself entertaining a doubt of his own individuality. It had merged into the world of cloud and water, of natural forces and forms of nature. In our activity alone do we find the sustaining illusion of an independent existence as against the whole scheme of things of which we form a helpless part. [He] lost all belief in the reality of his action past and to come …

Not a living being, not a speck of distant sail, appeared within the range of his vision; and, as if to escape from this solitude, he absorbed himself in his melancholy … But at the same time he felt no remorse. What should he regret? He had recognized no other virtue than intelligence, and had erected passions into duties. Both his intelligence and his passion were swallowed up easily in this great unbroken solitude of waiting without faith …

His sadness was the sadness of a sceptical mind.

from Nostromo, by Joseph Conrad


AUTHORS’ PREFACE

TO COMBINE the techniques of the novelist with those of the journalist is to tread on slippery ground. Henry James wrote of the danger to the novelist of the “fatal futility of Fact;” it is even more hazardous for the journalist to be lured into using the devices of dramatic fiction. There is a temptation to suppress inconvenient facts simply because they spoil the shape of the narrative, and to re-create imaginatively thoughts and attitudes of protagonists that can never be known with absolute certainty (how can one tell precisely what was in the mind of a sailor alone at sea?).

As far as possible, we have avoided these temptations. We have tried to record all the evidence, so that the reader, if he disagrees with our judgments, can form his own. We have allowed the story to unfold as a strictly documented chronology, supported by Donald Crowhurst’s own copious writings. At times, to make sense of a sequence of events, we have had to speculate about Crowhurst’s state of mind, and even about some of his actions but we have always tried to make it clear when we are doing so, and have avoided reaching firm conclusions except where overwhelmingly supported by the facts.

If, despite this rigorous approach, the book should have something of the flavour of a novel, it is simply because the actual sequence of events had the shape and inevitability of fictional tragedy. When the bare outline was first revealed in the Sunday Times of July 27th, 1969, it was at once recognised as a story of deep psychological complexity as well as sensational incident. It captured the imagination of the Press for many days, and Sir Francis Chichester referred to it as “the sea drama of the century.” At that time, however, we knew little about the personality of Crowhurst, and had read his logbooks only for external detail. As we investigated further, it emerged as one of the most extraordinary stories of human aspiration and human failing that, as journalists, we have ever had to record.

Although it is basically a story about heroics, there is no hero—but neither is there a villain. Crowhurst, despite his deceptions, was a man of courage and intelligence, who acted as he did because of intolerable circumstances. The fact that he paid a far greater penalty than he need is testimony to his quality. We have fully convinced ourselves that the two main supporting figures in the venture—Rodney Hallworth, the agent, and Stanley Best, the sponsor—were never knowingly parties to Crowhurst’s deceptions. (Nor, for that matter was anyone else.) Both have been outstandingly frank in discussing their involvement, and have opened their files to provide us with much valuable source material.

We have had similar excellent assistance from the boat-builders, John Eastwood and John Elliot. Although everyone admits that Crowhurst set off round the world unprepared, it was not the fault of Eastwoods, but of the whole confusion and rush that preceded the voyage (few boat-builders would have even attempted the task in such a short time). Eastwoods have generously agreed that, in the interests of historical completeness, Crowhurst’s various outbursts against the boat should be recorded in the book, though often they speak more of his state of mind than of the state of the boat. Most of the faults that did exist would have been avoided if there had been a normal time for building and trials.

We are indebted to many friends and acquaintances of Donald Crowhurst who gave up time to describe aspects of his life and his preparations for the voyage; in particular to Peter Beard, Ronald Win-spear, Edward Longman, Bill Harvey, Eric Naylor and Commander Peter Eden. We have received wise assistance in many matters from the Crowhurst family solicitor, T. J. M. Barrington.

We thank Cassell & Co, for permission to publish extracts from A World of My Own by Robin Knox-Johnston; Arthaud, Paris, for permission to reproduce some of Bernard Moitessier’s writings; and Weidenfeld and Nicolson for permission to quote from The Image by Daniel Boorstin. Our thanks are particularly due to the BBC for providing us with transcripts of Crowhurst’s tape recordings, and to Donald Kerr and John Norman of the BBC South and West Region who volunteered their own testimony as actors in the drama.

Rupert Anderson, Receiver of Wrecks, Kingston, Jamaica, gave us enthusiastic help during our inspection of the boat after the voyage, as did his boatman Egbert Knight, who spent two days working with us in blistering heat. Captain Richard Box, of RMV Picardy which found Crowhurst’s boat, provided invaluable information.

On the immediate task of writing the book, we are indebted most of all to Captain Craig Rich, who spent several weeks investigating every aspect of Crowhurst’s navigational record, and prompted many important conclusions. Peter Sullivan was responsible for the detailed drawing of Teignmouth Electron, and Michael Woods for the maps. Robert Lindley, the Sunday Times correspondent in Buenos Aires, investigated Crowhurst’s secret landing in South America, and chapter 13 is based on his account. Ruth Hall undertook the difficult task of deciphering and transcribing Crowhurst’s logbooks, and offered many valuable suggestions, as did Claire Tomalin.

Of our colleagues at the Sunday Times, our thanks go first to Harold Evans, the editor, who initiated the writing of this book, and spared us from our regular duties while it was in preparation. Robert Riddell, secretary of the Round-the-World race, made his files available to us. Dennis Herbstein, William Elsworth Jones, Philip Norman, Murray Sayle and Jacquey Visick helped us with their own memories of reporting the race. Edwin Taylor and David Gibbons of the Sunday Times Art Department designed the picture presentation. Pamela Gordon and Caroline Ritchie researched and typed the text of the book with unfailing energy and accuracy.

We have had invaluable assistance from various experts in relevant fields. One of the judges in the Round-the-World race, Michael Richey, has read the manuscript and offered useful technical comments. So has Dr Glin Bennet, of the Department of Mental Health, University of Bristol. However, responsibility for the book’s conclusions is, of course, entirely our own. Both in nautical and in psychiatric matters we have tried to compromise between the strictly accurate technical expressions and terms comprehensible to ordinary readers.

Above all, our thanks must go to Clare Crowhurst. After the ordeal of many months’ inquisition by journalists of every description, she was none the less prepared to relive all the details of her life with her husband, and every circumstance of his voyage with an honesty and an intelligence that were remarkable. It was not necessary for her to be so frank about a story that must cause her great distress. She clearly felt that Donald Crowhurst was too considerable a man to be remembered with the falsely heroic euphemisms or demeaning sneers of routine journalistic accounts; he needed the whole truth to receive the understanding he deserved. She has read our manuscript for factual accuracy, and although she does not agree with some of our interpretations of her husband’s character and actions, has approved publication. We have said this is a story without a hero. The heroine, however, is certainly Clare Crowhurst.
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PROLOGUE

CAPTAIN RICHARD BOX, master of the Royal Mail Vessel Picardy, bound from London to the Caribbean, was roused early from his bunk in mid-Atlantic. A small sailing yacht had been spotted, and as this was an unusual place to find such craft, the Chief Officer thought the Captain should have a look at her. The time was 7.50 A.M. on July 10th, 1969; the position was Latitude 33° 11´ North, Longitude 40° 28´ West, about 1, 800 miles from England.

As the Picardy came closer, Captain Box realised that the craft was a trimaran, and she was ghosting along at scarcely more than two knots, with only a mizzen sail raised. There was no one on deck; her crew was presumably in the cabin, resting or sleeping. Captain Box altered course so that his ship would pass just round the stern of the yacht, and decided to wake whoever was on board. He sounded his foghorn three times, loud enough to awaken the deepest sleeper. Still no response. The trimaran, which he could now see was named Teignmouth Electron, continued smoothly and silently on her way.

Perplexed, Captain Box stopped his engines and ordered a boat to be lowered. The situation needed to be properly investigated; whoever was sailing Teignmouth Electron might well be ill, and unable to come on deck. The Chief Officer, Joseph Clark, and a crew of three were lowered in a boat down the side of the Picardy, and then chugged the few hundred yards over to the trimaran. Clark stepped on to the wide deck of the trimaran, poked his head into the cabin, and then disappeared for two minutes. The boat was completely deserted. He climbed out again, and gave his Captain a thumbs-down signal.

Clark realised immediately that the Teignmouth Electron, abandoned in apparently excellent order, presented a complete mystery. The cabin was untidy. Two days’ dirty dishes were in the sink. Three radio receivers, two of them disembowelled, stood on the tables and shelf, and radio parts were strewn in confusion everywhere. To one side a soldering iron was balanced precariously on an old milk tin—evidence that the boat had not been hit by any sudden wave or storm. An old, dirty sleeping bag lay on the forward bunk. The supplies of food and water seemed to be adequate. The boat’s equipment was in reasonable order, but the chronometer case was empty. The smell in the cabin clearly indicated, to an experienced seaman, that no one had been living there for several days. On deck the life-raft was still firmly lashed in place, the helm was swinging freely. The lowered sails were neatly folded, ready to be raised, and nothing on deck gave any clue to an accident.

Clark next examined three blue-bound logbooks he found piled on the chart table, as if awaiting inspection. They had been methodically kept. The last entry in the navigational log, he found, was for June 24th, more than a fortnight earlier. The last entry in the radio log was for June 29th. At this point it became obvious that the Picardy had encountered not only a mysterious tragedy, but one that—with the meticulous logbooks, the missing chronometer, and the apparently tranquil boat—was an uncanny repetition of the famous mystery of the Mary Celeste. Ninety-seven years earlier the Mary Celeste had also been found inexplicably deserted in the mid-Atlantic—and ever since people have been trying, without success, to discover what had happened to those aboard her.

Meanwhile on board the Picardy, someone had remembered the name Teignmouth Electron. Wasn’t she one of the yachts in the Golden Globe single-handed round-the-world race? Someone else had an old Sunday Times cutting with drawings of all the race entrants. There it was: Teignmouth Electron, a trimaran ketch. Sailed by Donald Crowhurst, an electronics engineer from Bridgwater, Somerset. Departed Teignmouth, Devon, on October 31st, 1968. Last to set out, but put up a remarkable time round the Roaring Forties to Cape Horn. Now the only yacht left in the race, headed triumphantly for Teignmouth, where she would win a £5, 000 prize.

It took about an hour and a half to hoist the trimaran aboard the Picardy. The deckhands had to get the heavy derrick rigged, take down the small boat’s mizzen, and raise her with care on to the forward cargo hatch. Captain Box sent off a cable describing his mysterious find to the head office of his owners, Furness Withy, in London. They in turn informed Lloyd’s and the Navy, who immediately asked the U.S. Air Force to start an air search of the area to see if Crowhurst could be found.

By now it was 10.30 A.M. in mid-Atlantic, early afternoon in London, and although he set course to search, and directed his crew to look for a swimmer, Captain Box was not hopeful that this mysteriously disappeared sailor would be picked up. He was, by now, examining the logbooks himself; if the dates they gave indicated the time Donald Crowhurst went overboard he could certainly not have survived, in those waters, for so long. To all enquirers, including Donald Crowhurst’s wife Clare and his agent Rodney Hallworth, Captain Box however merely cabled that the whole thing appeared a complete mystery.

The next day the Picardy abandoned her search, and so did the Americans. During the following week, as the vessel sailed towards Santo Domingo, Captain Box read through the three Crowhurst logbooks. They contained, as well as simple navigational and radio details, long personal meditations. There, surely, he would find some clues that would reveal precisely what had happened?

He never found any answers. In fact, the more he read the more insoluble the whole affair seemed. He could find no sign of any impending disaster. The navigation seemed almost over-precise, and the figures indicated—at a quick glance—a successful routine voyage. All the radio messages had apparently been neatly documented. But he did find, on three pages of the last log, evidence that something mysterious and terrible had taken place.

Furthermore, hidden amongst the scrawled philosophical meditations there were odd, cryptic phrases: “Alas, I shall not see my dead father again … Nature does not allow God to Sin any Sins except One—That is the Sin of Concealment … It is the end of my game, the truth has been revealed and it will be done as my family require me to do it …” which complicated the situation. They showed this wasn’t a conventional sea mystery, and the missing man wasn’t a conventional sailor. An investigation of his strange voyage, and what made him decide to sail round the world, would only begin to reveal the truth. Perhaps the only way to solve the mystery of what happened aboard Teignmouth Electron would be to relate the whole story of Donald Crowhurst’s life, from the beginning.


ONE

THE BRAVEST BOY OF THEM ALL

DONALD CROWHURST was born in India, in 1932. His mother was a schoolteacher, his father a superintendent on the railways, and they lived the uneasy life of second-generation colonials, slightly looked down upon by the military and administrative British, in their turn distinctly superior to the coloured Indians. A photograph of Donald survives, which shows him sitting upon a wicker table in his parents’ garden at Ghaziabad near Delhi; his face is pert and cherubic, his hair extraordinary: it hangs down over his shoulders. This style was decreed by Alice Crowhurst because she had hoped for a daughter rather than a son. The boy was very close to his mother in early childhood. As she was religious, so was he. He heard the voice of God speak to him about his mother in church but, when he was about six, it stopped. Why, Donald asked resentfully, did God say no more to him about mummy? From that time onwards his religious fervour and his especial closeness to his mother waned.

At eight, hair now cut short, he was sent off to an Indian boarding school. The custom at the time was for little boys to leave their parents for barbaric, nine-month-long school terms, but he survived the ordeal well. His first report commended him for “an excellent first term, ” and awarded him a row of orthodox “Very Fairs, ” “Fairs” and “Goods” in most subjects, particularly Old Testament Divinity. The young boy did not agree with these conventional assessments. Next to each he scrawled his own, self-lacerating comments: “Bad, ” “Very Bad, ” “Disgraceful, ” “Very Bad, ” “Failed.”

In a catechism he was given at this time there are more Crowhurst annotations of a similar nature. “If we have done wrong or harm to anyone, ” he wrote, “we must confess this to the party concerned first, and then to God. No other confession is ever necessary. Once we have experienced God’s power in our lives we can talk to God—direct—each one of us.” There is another photograph of him at this time, holding a sailing boat. The boat is only a casual toy, but he was obviously interested in sailing. He owned a booklet called Heroes All which included a tale called “Alone Around the World, ” about an early lone yachtsman called Alain Gerbault. Its message was as clear as the catechism:


Adventure means risking something; and it is only when we are doing that that we know really what a splendid thing life is and how splendidly it can be lived … The man who never dares never does; the man who never risks never wins. It is far better to venture and fail than to lie on the hearthrug like a sleepily purring cat. Only fools laugh at failure; wise men laugh at the lazy and the too-contented and at those who are so timid that they dare undertake nothing.



His father, John Crowhurst, was a taciturn man, who performed his duties on the North Western India Railway with competence if not distinction. Alice Crowhurst remembers this marriage as entirely idyllic and her husband as gentle, kind, and always considerate. Others remember him as more complex. According to them there were times when he would visit the railway club after work, drink heavily, and return home truculent and potentially violent. He acted distantly towards his son, performing fatherly duties in a formal manner but never with great ease; he would take Donald for the occasional fishing trip, throw a ball and teach him cricket, but they never had much to say to each other.

When Donald Crowhurst was ten, his parents moved to Multan, a small city in Western Pakistan. There is yet another photograph from this period: Donald in school uniform, his face still cherubic, but fixed in an expression of ferocious determination. The boys who knew him testify that he was the most self-assertive, courageous boy they had ever known; he was so brave, it was odd. He would always lead them, racing up the local water towers which rattled in the high winds off the desert, tripping round the six-inch catwalks at the top, and mocking them as they shivered in terror half-way up the ladders. If thwarted he could be violent. An Indian watchman who caught him hunting birds in the Multan engine shed found himself suddenly faced with the ten-year-old’s airgun. It wasn’t loaded, but the gesture succeeded. “All right, all right, Sahib. You carry on shooting.”

Family life could be equally tumultuous. The Multan neighbours remember the young Donald being hurriedly handed over the garden wall because his father was coming home drunk. When John Crowhurst got back he started to wreck the deserted house. “Where’s my wife? Where’s my son?” he shouted, while Donald lay in bed next door enjoying the fuss, keeping his friends awake half the night with vivid stories, imitations, and jokes. Donald was ebullient, sharp with his tongue, a superb mimic. When in the mood he could charm anyone with his warmth and wit. He was as clever as he was brave. Above all, he was brilliant with his hands; he could always fix things.

After the war, Donald Crowhurst was sent back to England to become a boarder at Loughborough College. A letter from the fourteen-year-old schoolboy to his parents was unusual only in its attempt to reassure his mother. Note the doubling of consonants in two of his words. Donald Crowhurst was never good at spelling; the consonant-doubling trickfn1 stayed with him all his life:


Dear Mum and Dad, 

Ta for your letter, it relieved me a great deal to know all is well at home. I received the tennis raquet, its a real beaut. Have you seen it yet? …

I remember the days you taught me, and curse, and as you say, I rebell. But its not against you, its against myself. How I bless you for what you taught me, I am still reaping the benefit of scraps I remember of what you taught me. How I wish you’d had my full co-operation and that I knew all you taught me …

Its typical of the Indian in authority nowadays to mess about with your papers for so long. If you do come by boat I hope you don’t feel seasick!! I should immagine its worse in an aeroplane! …

Well Bye Bye for now

Your everloving Son

Donald



In 1947, the time of India’s Independence and Partition, John Crowhurst brought his wife back to England. He put all his retirement savings into a small sportsgoods factory in the new territory of Pakistan which was to be run by a Pakistani partner.

Mr Crowhurst was Alice’s second husband, and she had married him late. Her first husband, the dashing Captain David Pepper of the Indian Army, she now remembers only as a man “who made my life a misery with drink and chasing after women.” By Captain Pepper she had a first son, Deryk, with whom the elderly couple first went to live on their return to England. Deryk was at this time in the British Army, with a Russian wife and one son Michael. After a short while, the Crowhurst parents bought their own small house at Tilehurst, near Reading. A letter from Alice Crowhurst to a relative demonstrates both her emotional character and the problems of being poor, cold, and servantless in post-war England after a life in India which, whatever its adversities, was lived on a heroic scale:


My dear Florence, 

Hearing from you has thrown a sort of soothing balm over my numb, dazed brain and crushed spirits and made me resolve to pull myself together and face up to things instead of sinking down to the depths as I’ve been doing lately … My husband said to me: “Now we’ve got the dining room ready could you manage if I got employment? Things in India are going all wrong and I’m afraid my hopes regarding doing wonders with my Sports Business won’t materialise. I cannot get an Import Licence.” …

Within four days he was (what do you think, Florence and Robert?) doing a porter’s job in the co-op jam factory in Reading—I almost went off my head, for over a fortnight daily expecting him to be dead, and could do nothing whatever but prayed and prayed for him to be given the health and strength. He brings home between £5 and £3-10 every week and gets up at 6 and returns about 7 every evening going part of the way by bus and walks about 20 minutes. He is 51, and landed in England sick at heart and soul-weary. After he and I were expecting him to get even a clerk’s job, it was cruel to think of him learning to be a porter—with his intelligence, capability, honesty, sincerity of purpose, powers of organisation and love of humanity and the gift of handling men—used to having hundreds of men under him, and now he has to be one of a gang of 6 under a foreman!!!

Imagine the state of affairs in the house—I too dazed with a sort of band round my heart and a vice tightly clamped round my head—to do what I wanted—and feeling sick—literally—all the time, and sick at heart too, because everything requires to be repaired or mended and painted—particularly the kitchen—and my arm and thigh are so wracked with rheumatic pains and my wrists and fingers suffer so, that I find its all I can do to just carry on …

We’re both agreed that even if we cannot give Donald his heart’s desire to take the Aeronautical Engineering Course at Loughborough—we cannot break into his GLC and he must be kept there till July next year, whatever happens. I wrote to Donald (whom we will have with us for Xmas) at school and have told him, and all he says is he better join something at school and qualify to enable him to choose what he wants to do in the RAF, as that will be the best thing for him to do now after he’s passed his GLC!!!! Poor dear, brave lad—God Bless him.

Your loving cousin, 

Alice
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Donald Crowhurst: “I am going because I would have no peace if I stayed.” (PETER DUNNE/SUNDAY TIMES)

The year continued, with the Indian sportsgoods factory finally burned down in Partition riots, and John Crowhurst trapped in his porter’s job. By Christmas the family had decided their son must definitely leave Loughborough as soon as he had passed his School Certificate. On March 25th, 1948, John Crowhurst fell dead from a coronary thrombosis while digging at the bottom of his garden.

The troubles of the family, which bad been critical, suddenly became overwhelming. At sixteen, Donald Crowhurst took his truncated school career philosophically. His one major regret, so he told his wife later, was that his father died before he could get to know him properly. For the first time, since the return to England, they had begun to talk to each other without restraint. For the first time Crowhurst realised that his father, though crushed by circumstance, was a man of considerable intelligence. The shock of the death threw him into his preparations for the coming exam; his diary of that time is filled with admonitions about studying harder. He also had his first serious love affair with a girl at Loughborough. One of his particular beliefs in later life was that sixteen is the crucial age in anyone’s life—by that time the child demonstrates what he will become.

Crowhurst took, and passed, the London University School Certificate (still shining at arts subjects, and doing only moderately at science). He then joined the Royal Aircraft Establishment Technical College at Farnborough as an apprentice in electronic engineering. Meanwhile Mrs Crowhurst lived on, in increasing distress, at Tilehurst. A letter from a distant relative in May 1948, puts the position with chilly clarity:


Dear Cousin, 

As promised, I send herewith a loan of £5.

We have visitors until Saturday, and then over the week end: so that it would be inconvenient to entertain you until after the middle of next week.

As to Deryk, if I heard you aright on the telephone the £5 is for your and his fare to London, whereas you have told us that he is very well off. We cannot understand the position. Surely he could find a reasonable priced hotel not too far from India House? This would be more convenient for him and more agreeable to us.

Please always write rather than telephone, as you are very difficult to understand on the telephonefn2 and perhaps I have got it all wrong.

If you personally can come to us next Thursday for a few days be sure and bring your ration card. We hope you are getting on alright. We have been looking for a letter from you and wondering how your story is going on …



Shortly afterwards, Deryk left his wife. Despite the world-wide accounts of Crowhurst’s voyage he has never contacted any of the family.

IN 1953, Donald Crowhurst joined the Royal Air Force. For three years he enjoyed himself in their service. He passed his technical examinations, learned to fly, and was commissioned. As a recruit, he had written a youthful essay on “The Necessity of Faith” for his education officer, which presumably had some importance for him, as he kept it carefully in his personal file. It was a typical schoolroom exercise, culminating in the ingenious if cynical conclusion that one should “have faith in the insignificance of Faith.” One passage in particular makes an interesting comparison with his later thoughts on the subject:


The two questions that vex mankind more than any others are perhaps “Why do I live, and what am I when I live no more?” … Could not the strife to find purpose in life be motivated by the pleasure man derives by endeavouring to show himself (in his own eyes, anyway) equal to the force that drives him and by virtue of his mental strife, overcome this force and drive himself?



(The education officer, in prim red ink, had commented: “Very fair. If you adhere to the views you’ve expressed you’ll find it not easy to take the knocks which will come your way, but you will avoid pitfalls in which lots of other people will flounder.”)

But at this time his main preoccupations were far from theological. He had enough money to play the young officer, racing around in a large old Lagonda he managed to buy second-hand. His friends say that as a young RAF officer he had the same madcap power to inspire affection and imitation he had had as a boy in Multan. They called him “Crow.” Always the wildest, bravest in any group, a compulsive risk-taker and defier of authority, he led his gang of fellow students at Farnborough in riotous saloon bar living. It was always Crowhurst who proposed exploits. He was always the one who (whenever he had the money) bought the first round. His mind moved so much more swiftly and decisively than those around him that it was a nonstop performance: flirtations, intellectual knock-out arguments, insane show-off stunts and practical jokes followed each other at bewildering speed. “Hullo folks!” he would cry, Goon Show style, and everyone would grin weakly and feel things were hotting up. “Let’s paint a telephone box yellow (everyone piled into his Lagonda) … Who can drink the most gin backwards from a beer glass? … I’ve just built an electric motor boat, who wants a ride? … I hear that sniffing mothballs increases potency, let’s try!” To anyone immune to such charm it could be infuriating. His friends followed admiringly. It was not so much what he did that impressed them, it was his warmth and the way he made their lives seem more vivid.

Now middle-aged, these men remember him with awe. With some he kept the friendship going long after by surprise visits, his car racing up to their front doors (usually at three in the morning), just as a break in some impromptu cross-country journey. “Hullo folks!” They would cheerfully wake for him, hand out coffee or booze, and let him perform.

He embarked on a passionate love affair with a girl called Enid, whose fickleness kept him mildly in thrall for the rest of his life. To her, Crowhurst wrote mawkish poetry:

ENID’S CROW


In the book of life and fate they set a page aside, 

Wherein the names of all who loved Enid are by time enscribed, 

Look!—What name foots the yet short list?

The ink upon the parchment scarcely dried?

Crow! The faith in his once staid emotions deeply shaken, 

 Finds some weeks pass by in which his love is for amusement taken, 

And then, as always seems to be the case with dogs, affection no more

Affords amusement. Time then for a tortured soul to be left foresaken.

Profound emotions ever stir and choke

His heart, tear roughly at his mind, and cloak

All senses with that strange and subtle blend of

Bliss and misery all thoughts of her evoke.

The Autumns pass—Death’s cancelling line obliterates his name

He joins the oblivious multitude, who all life’s tortuous game 

Has played; through all the years remains as when first pen

Wet parchment, that tender love he felt for her—the same.



Enid was not as scornful of Crowhurst as this mournful verse might suggest.

In the end, Crowhurst was asked to leave the RAF. No one is quite certain why this happened. According to his agent Rodney Hallworth it was because of an incident one night when he rode a powerful motorbike through the sleeping barrack rooms. Another story is that he went off racing at Brands Hatch in his Lagonda on the day of a vitally important parade, and the Station Commander noticed his absence. Whatever happened, it was not serious enough to prevent him promptly enlisting in the army, again being commissioned, and again becoming the leader of a group of racy subalterns, this time at Arborfield, near Reading. He was taking an army course in electronic control equipment.

He was still buying the first round of drinks. He smashed his Lagonda into a trolley bus in the middle of Reading. He was caught two or three times driving without insurance, had his licence confiscated, and continued driving none the less. One night in Reading he tried to borrow a car for the trip back to Arborfield. He was leaning over the engine to connect ignition wires when a policeman came up behind him. The usual embarassing dialogue took place:


CONSTABLE: “Excuse me sir, is this your car?”

CROWHURST: “Yes, of course, officer.”

CONSTABLE: “Would you mind telling me the licence number please?”



At this point Donald started running. He leaped into the Reading Canal, but was unfortunately caught on the far bank. In court, a fellow officer testified that they’d had a beery evening, and he had bet Crowhurst five pounds that he couldn’t steal a car for a jape. The escapade cost him a five pound fine at Reading Magistrates’ court.

It would have been in keeping with Crowhurst’s character to have boasted about this mild indiscretion, but as he grew older something made him socially prudish. He never told his wife or family about it. It was also sufficiently embarrassing for the army authorities at Arbor-field to ask him to resign.

Out of the army in 1956, Crowhurst decided on a new ambition: to gain entrance to Peterhouse, Cambridge. They told him he need only pass his Latin qualifying exam to get a place there. He never managed to pass the exam, but in the meantime earned his living by doing research work at Reading University laboratories. He was twenty-four, and considered not only a dashing local figure, but something of an intellectual. A part of this impressive public personality was a set of basic ideas about life, which he would often expound to his friends. He thought, for a start, that life was best looked upon as a game, played in friendly fashion against society, authority, and God (if God existed, which he doubted). This was “life’s tortuous game” that he had cited in his poem to Enid. He also thought cleverness was the most important virtue, and stupid people were not particularly worth taking trouble with. He was gradually working out a theory that mind was independent of people’s bodies; in a few centuries we could exist without any bodies at all. To the extent that he was religious, his religion was scientific precision: if a thing was true, it must be supremely logical. It must “compute, ” that is to say it must be so precise that it could be fed into a computer with productive results.

CLARE CROWHURST met her future husband at a party in Reading early in 1957. Everyone was consciously bohemian, but although Clare was from Ireland, she had become used to such society in her three years in England. Donald, none the less, mildly surprised her. He came up to her and told her fortune. “You are going to marry an impossible man, ” he told her. He also said he would never again leave her side. Next evening he came round to take her out, the evening after that, and the next. On the second evening, after seeing Carousel at the local cinema, they were walking home when they noticed an old bedraggled prostitute standing in the street. Most of Clare’s friends would have automatically recoiled from this local scarlet figure. Donald merely said “Poor old soul. How terrible she should have to earn her living that way.” It was a sort of tolerant, sophisticated kindness Clare had not encountered before. She was impressed.

He courted her all that spring and summer. He took her boating at Oxford, and pointed out the hotel where, he said, they would spend their honeymoon. Clare laughed. It was a new approach, but it made an impression. As with many other apparently impulsive things which Donald Crowhurst proposed, that prediction about the hotel came true. They did spend their honeymoon there.

“This is important, ” says Clare Crowhurst. “Donald had this definite talent. He would say the most amazing things, but then no matter how crazy they seemed, he would be clever and ingenious enough to make them come true. Always. This is a most important point about his character.”

Clare Crowhurst comes from Killarney. Her father was an Irish Catholic who farmed just beside Killarney golf links. Her mother, an Anglo-Irish Protestant, was a member of the Talbot family, socially markedly different from her husband. But, says Clare, she loved him deeply and led a very happy, if hard, life. (In his more expansive moments Donald Crowhurst used to confess he was related, through his mother-in-law, to the Guinness family.) When happy, and relaxed, Clare Crowhurst is very Irish, with a wide grin and a jolly way of moving her body. When something reminds her of the tragedies in her life and she has to take hold on herself, the stern Protestant blood of her mother takes over. She becomes visibly thinner, tauter, more formidable. Her voice rises several notes, and her “English” accent overwhelms the Irish.

They were married on October 5th, 1957, at the Roman Catholic Church of the English Martyrs, in Reading. (There was much joking amongst Donald’s friends about the English martyr.) For a year they lived with Alice Crowhurst, and their first child James was born. At about this time Crowhurst began sailing seriously.

Then he found a job with Mullards, the electronics firm, and they moved away. The Mullards job, in prospect, was very exciting. Crowhurst was given a car and expected opportunities to do exciting original research. As it turned out, he worked merely as a specially qualified commercial traveller, explaining the intricacies of other men’s inventions to impatient customers. He detested the routine, scorned the necessary company politics, and the deathly daily journey to and from the large impersonal London office. After a year he had a car crash. He was reprimanded, took the reprimand badly, and told his superiors very vividly what he thought of them and the job. Then he left.

Donald Crowhurst was now twenty-six. He had started three promising careers and each had collapsed. He was not, and never wanted to be, a good company man. After Mullards, Crowhurst worked for a while in Maidenhead and then, in 1962, found a job in Bridgwater, Somerset, as Chief Design Engineer with another firm, Electro-dynamic Construction. It was merely a way of passing time and earning a living, for he had already decided this wasn’t the way he was destined to get rich. What he must do was set up his own business, and sell his own electronic inventions. He spent his time conjuring up new and strange devices and imagining markets for them. This was his habit during the whole time Clare lived with him: to get away from people into a solitary room, to tinker with wires and transistors, to solve problems and create gadgets. Many of Donald Crowhurst’s friends referred to him—like the English wartime scientists—as a boffin. The word, with its slightly dated connotations of lonely brilliance and esoteric heroism, says much about his character. It was the most important of the many roles he played to himself and the world. He would emerge from an eight-hour session alone in a workroom with a vacant happy expression, scarcely aware he had a wife, a family, or a non-electronic life.

At about the same time he bought a small, blue, 20-foot sloop called Pot of Gold, which he kept at a boatyard near Bridgwater. Sometimes, instead of retreating into his workshop he would scuttle impulsively off to sea. It was, for him, the same kind of solace.

The device which Crowhurst decided would make his fortune was called a “Navicator, ” a radio direction-finding device for yachting navigation. The Navicator is a well-designed instrument, although there is nothing outstandingly original about it. There are many direction-finding gadgets on the market (indeed, any transistor radio, twisted until a signal is at its loudest, can be used to fix a very rough position) but when first produced the Navicator was among the most convenient of them. It was housed in a neat plastic container that looked like a pistol, with a compass incorporated, so that the entire operation could be done with one hand. Donald, says his wife, had deliberately chosen such an unambitious product as the foundation of his business because he knew the more ingenious devices that he envisaged would be more difficult to market. He decided to call his firm Electron Utilisation.

For three years the Crowhursts lived in a small village just outside Bridgwater, called Nether Stowey. It is a beautiful place in the Quantock Hills, colonised by successful businessmen and professionals from Bridgwater and Taunton who have tidied it up into an almost over-picturesque little community. The Crowhursts were probably at their happiest in Nether Stowey. By the time they left they had three more children; James was followed by Simon in 1960, by Roger in 1961, and Rachel in 1962. Electron Utilisation was still an exciting prospect, there were constant workshop sessions, sailing expeditions, or impulsive rambles up into the Quantock Hills. There were also sympathetic neighbours, the locally unconventional, the more-or-less intellectual. The centre of the local social life was the Amateur Dramatic Society; Donald shone in their theatricals, and made a point of making himself indispensable by reconstructing their lighting system. After play readings or rehearsals, half-a-dozen of the brighter sparks would stay behind, to drink or talk, and generally set the world to rights.

“Donald Crowhurst was the most open-minded man I’ve ever met, ” says John Emmett, one of the leaders of this group. “He would talk about anything, anywhere. He was, for instance, a very unsuperstitious man. He was always scornful of religious people. And he finally carried Clare with him in that, I think, although she had already drifted away from Catholicism before she met him. Even so, if someone said something like ‘What rot this astrology nonsense is!’ he’d pause, and think, and say that nothing could be dismissed with such certainty. After all, it is a well-known scientific fact that the moon can affect people’s emotions. Could it not be possible that the stars, in some remote fashion, do so too?”

It was at these late night talk sessions that Donald would once again expound his various theories of life as a game, or the mind existing without the vulgar encumbrance of the body, of truth as something which computed. Clare, who usually had to baby-sit, tended to stay at home.

LATER, IN Bridgwater, Crowhurst established a smaller coterie of two married couples, the Winspears and the Beards, whom he would round up on the spur of the moment for expeditions, dinners or elaborate games. Ronald Winspear appealed to the intellectual side of his nature, Peter Beard to the boisterous. Crowhurst needed them both, and their attendant wives, to indulge these two sides of his nature, and they were content to let him show off in front of them because they enjoyed his vivacity and adventurousness. Ronald Winspear is a physicist at Hinkley Point Nuclear Power Station; Peter Beard, born and bred in the Bridgwater rural working classes, ex-Coldstream Guardsman, is now doing very well making a cheap self-steering gear for yachtsmen.

Obviously, this coterie was not a very cohesive group; intellectual discourse and boisterous antics do not mix easily. When Crowhurst and Ron Winspear plunged deep into discussions of metaphysics or workers’ co-partnership, Peter Beard looked bored. When Crowhurst embarked on adventure with Peter, or was telling the whole bar how he was worth £40, 000 and would thrash any man who doubted him, Ron Winspear would look disapproving. In particular, the Beards and Clare Crowhurst did not get on.

When asked about Donald Crowhurst, the two men friends offer interestingly contrasting opinions. Peter Beard says: “The thing about Donald was that he thought himself God. Everything in his life revolved about his belief in himself, and he was always so quick and clever he could make others believe in him too. He thought he was so wonderful—and he was, a smashing bloke, a genius. But he wasn’t God, and that’s why all his troubles were his own fault.”

Ronald Winspear says: “I did not worship Donald Crowhurst; I recognised him—as the most vivid and real person I have ever met. When he tried to impress people, selling himself, there was something a little second-rate about him. But when he knew he didn’t need to perform, he would relax and simply be impressively alive. Donald was not a man to go into business with. But he was one very much to be admired.”

The problem for a man as intelligent as Donald Crowhurst—and there can be no doubt that he was very intelligent indeed—is that living in a rural, provincial town like Bridgwater, there were too few people to exercise his intelligence against. It became largely a means to show off in front of others. If Crowhurst had managed to get into Cambridge, his intelligence would have been disciplined, and humbled, by equally clever rivals and friends. At the same time he would not have felt the frustrations of the provincial intellectual, constantly thinking that he was worthy of better things than his confined world could offer, and looking on the larger world with envious scorn.

In the one field where he had a disciplined training, electronic engineering, Crowhurst was highly sophisticated, and impressive in his original ideas. For someone with an engineering background he was also surprisingly literate. Though only patchily read, he was well able to use literary devices in conversation, argument and writing.

On the other hand, he lacked the intellectual control and restraint that derives from a more formal general education. In his writing he often seemed unable to distinguish between good and bad. He would write well-constructed, lively prose that was marred by simple mis-spellings and sudden plunges into banality. Similarly, as a mathematician and engineer, he would tackle advanced problems in a confident and inventive way—but then would get a simple addition sum wrong. His failures would drive him into prolonged depressive sulks, which he could only break out of with another burst of manic high-spirits.

A character like Crowhurst will be familiar to anyone who has read the novels of provincial life of H. G. Wells, or C. P. Snow. Like their small town intellectuals, he had a strong sense of resentment against the bigger world that had not opened its gates to him. The characters in both Wells’s and Snow’s novels sometimes won success in the big world, and this mellowed and educated them. Crowhurst was desperate for a similar success, but had not—as yet—learnt the rules of that particular game.

IN 1962 Donald Crowhurst’s mother became a problem to the family in an unexpected way. While staying with the family the bewilderment and distress of her confined life suddenly overwhelmed her. Donald, bringing in her breakfast on a tray one morning, saw his mother place a pile of sleeping pills on the palm of her hand and stuff them into her mouth. Before he could reach her, they were swallowed. She was rushed to hospital, where the pills were pumped out of her. She has lived in various hospitals, and a home for old people near Bridgwater almost ever since.

After a few years Donald decided to ask his mother to sell her house at Tilehurst, and to use some of the profits from the sale to launch his own firm, Electron Utilisation. This she readily agreed to, and the capital was enough to start manufacture of the first batch of Navicators. He threw himself into the firm with violent energy, convinced it would be a success. He visited London and tried to establish firm marketing arrangements there, advertised in all the yachting magazines and even ventured off to the Continent on selling trips.

A year or two later he had a chance to exercise his ambition for local power by standing as a Liberal councillor. He was asked to be a candidate for the Bridgwater Central Ward, and won the election with an image he skilfully projected of himself as a businessman with all the management skills required to solve Bridgwater’s industrial problems. His election manifesto was a mock computer programme. “You may think you are logical, but DARE YOU do this test?” it shouted at the voters, and took them through a series of political questions with alternative answers leading to different numbered sections. Needless to say, the truly logical voter had, inexorably, to vote for the supremely logical, technological, financially experienced candidate: Donald Crowhurst. Liberalism computed.

Around this time, Crowhurst bought himself a new Jaguar car. He drove it far too fast, and after six months had another crash. The car turned over, and he received a nasty gash on his forehead. His wife detected a change in his personality after this crash. He became more moody, less efficient at business, and spent long hours in the living-room at Woodlands staring sulkily at the carpet. If things frustrated him he would burst into violent fits of temper. A drawer that lacked what he was seeking would suddenly be up-ended, its contents strewn all over the floor, while Donald stamped around the room. With his children, however, he was always gentle. Each time he arrived home they would run up the drive to meet him. He would pick up all four in his arms and walk into the house with them, telling stories to the giggling bundle as he deposited it, softly, in a living-room armchair. They worshipped him.

He became interested in the supernatural again. He still professed to be a complete sceptic; God was not for him. However he now tried a couple of table-tapping sessions with the Winspears and the Beards, and also experiments in thought transference. One day, so Mrs Beard says, he took her up to The Mound, a lonely hill above Nether Stowey, and told her he believed in black magic, and she must become his blood sister. He gave her his shirt to wear, murmured incantations, cut his arm, and smeared some blood on her wrist. This, he said, bound her to him for life; she would discover special markings that proved it. Four days later, she says, a row of weals came up on her wrist. Whether it was all a joke, or Crowhurst playing God, or all in deadly earnest, Pat Beard did not enjoy the experience.

On another occasion someone bought a pack of Tarot cards, and Donald began telling people’s fortunes. Late in 1966, just as Gipsy Moth IV was approaching Australia, Crowhurst and his friends tried out the Tarot pack on Francis Chichester. Card after card came up predicting death, drowning and disaster. Crowhurst, fascinated, kept turning up more and more cards, watching Chichester head towards catastrophe. Suddenly Clare, who took it very seriously, cried out that this kind of jape was very distasteful—would everyone please go home?

INITIALLY CROWHURST’S firm, Electron Utilisation, had looked a success.
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