
Memories of Neil Brooker

I am writing this with regret for a lost friend and sailing companion.

Neil died, a few months ago, of cancer and, in his usual manner, wanted no fuss or unnecessary 
attention. He had moved away a couple of years ago to live on a house boat he had bought before 
his divorce had become final. Neil had an enormous fund of stories and whether or not they had 
happened to him, or happened at all, no-one knew.

We met through the Cromarty Boat Club, of which we were both members, and he had a house in 
Cromarty but, being a Chief Petty Officer in the Royal Fleet Auxiliary, he was often away for 
extended periods. His wife once worked in the library at Fortrose Academy and he had a son and a 
daughter. The daughter, unfortunately predeceased him, but the son, Jack, who was at school with 
my daughter, was very bright and went to Oxford University. His wife, after the divorce, moved 
away from Cromarty to be nearer to Jack.

The first time Neil and I went on an extended cruise  was a Commodore’s Cruise to the West Coast 
in Evening Light, a Searider 25 and my first boat. There is not much that I remember about this 
cruise but I have a couple of photographs showing us motoring up Loch Linnhe under a bright blue 
sky and blazing sunshine. I do recall that, on our way to Loch Leven, we tied up to a mooring buoy 
off the Appin Hotel and had a very welcome couple of pints on a hot summers day. Then motoring 
under the Ballachulish Bridge and having to do a sharp turn to port when the bottom shelved too 
quickly.

We also had a weekend cruise on a triangular route from Cromarty to Lossiemouth, Helmsdale and 
back to Cromarty. Apart from the usual visits to the pub, the memorable moment was the crossing 
from Lossie to Helmsdale which started in a pleasant force four on the beam. We made good 
progress until we were five miles from Helmsdale when the wind died completely. We waited and 
nothing much happened so the engine was turned on.  After a few minutes the wind started building 
and kept increasing until we were facing a full blown gale. We were only a couple of miles off 
Helmsdale and made it in safely although the genoa did take a battering and ended up with a split 
seam.

I got to know Neil really well on our final trip from Bermuda to Cromarty. I had picked up the boat 
in Miami but Neil, according to him, was not allowed into the US due to the fact that he had been 
convicted of assaulting a police officer. The story started with Neil, in a hire car, driving in the 
Everglades when he came across an alligator sitting in the middle of the road. Not being able to get 
past, he got out of the car and started shouting and gesturing at the beast, all to no avail. His next 
step was to pick up a large rock and drop it on the creature's head but at that moment a police car 
came round the corner. Neil did not have a great relationship, with the police so, just to be on the 
safe side, he punched the policeman as he tried to get out of the car. Needless to say he was arrested,
tried and convicted which meant, that apart from being there with the navy, he was not allowed in 
the country.

The crossing to the Azores was mostly fine but the final few days saw us beating into a head wind, 
with the boat hitting the occasional wave with a lot of force. Neil was trying to sleep in the forward 
cabin, which was very difficult due the noise, and he came to me to say that the boat was creaking 
alarmingly. I went and had a listen, and there was certainly some pretty unpleasant sounds, but I put 
on a brave face and said all fibre glass boats made a noise in heavy seas, which may, or may not be 
true. Anyway, we made the crossing, the story of which is told elsewhere, and the following leg to 



Eire.

In Baltimore, Neil did one of his annoying things, which he did every so often, by getting frustrated 
in not being able to open the combination padlock on the companionway hatch, this after having 
quite a few pints in the local pub. So when Bill eventually managed to open it, Neil took hold and 
threw it in the water.

We made it to Ardrishaig without too much bother and it was there that the strangest incident took 
place. We had arrived in the early evening and tied up inside the sea lock, then proceeding to get 
changed and head off to the pub. The hotel bar was quiet, with only the barman and two customers, 
so we were having a pleasant evening chatting to the locals when I went outside for a smoke. When 
I returned, there was a great stromash coming from behind the bar and in the back room I found 
Neil, with his hands round the barman's throat and Bill hanging off his back trying stop him. I joined
with Bill to restrain Neil and when things had quietened down, we asked Neil what  had happened. 
We got no reply and he left the bar, not to be seen again until the next morning. To this day, we still 
do not what caused the incident or where he spent the night, but he did turn up at the right time to 
start through the Crinan Canal.

A year or two later, I was planning to go on a cruise to Norway and Neil said he would like to go 
along. I agreed and we started making plans, one of which was to obtain charts for the Norwegian 
coast. Neil was a very useful connection, in this respect, as, when he went back on duty, he 
convinced the skipper of the ship that his Norwegian folio of charts was too far out of date and that 
he should get new ones. When they arrived, Neil took ownership of the old charts, although they 
were not too old, and mailed them to me from Gibraltar. A real bargain, fifty Admiralty charts for 
twenty two pounds.

Neil was a good shipmate, solid, reliable, able to fix most things, humorous and would help you out,
without a second thought, although he did have the odd moment of temper. He was generally a good
man and will be missed.
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