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British actor Timothy Spall developed
a love for sailing as he battled cancer
in 1996. He promised his wife, Shane,
that if he recovered the reward would
be a boat. He did, and now he and
Shane are circumnavigating the British
Isles - slowly - in their Peter Nicolls-
built barge, The Princess Matilda,
filming a three-parter, ‘Timothy Spall:
Somewhere at Sea', for BEG4 (The first
part was broadcast in early May).
WILLIAM LEITH of the Daily Telegraph
met the Spalls and their barge, The
Princess Matilda in Milford Haven

When I catch up with him [ Timothy Spall],
Spall iz sranding on 1op of the barge, He is
bobbing. [t 15 4 long way down.

He is trying to circumnavigate Brilain,
clockwize, in the barge. When we get inside,
Timothy introduces me 1o Shane, his wife
of 30 years. The barge is rocking hack and
tiorth, and sometimes bashes against the har-
bour wall, But Spall 15 used to this. e loves
it.

He taught himself how to sal, using chil-
dren’s books. Then he progressed w0 charts,
“I"ve bevn stanng at charts i1l I"'m blue in the
face” he 2avs, “You've got o work out the
tides. But the thing 15 that my wife has abso-
Tete confidence in me. The other day, we wers
in an Atlantic swell of eight ar 10 feet. [t was
terrifiving. I said ‘Come here, Shane — T need
youl’ And she fcll asleep.

I'must be doing something right,”

He has just filmed three episodas of *Some-
where At Bea’ (BRCY - firat episode broad-
cast 4 May 2010}, 2 sort of video diary of his
journcy. It is supremely unpretentious. We
see Spall in good and bad weather, piloting
his bulky, belligerent craft throueh the waves.
He swears a lot. Sometimes, when the weath-
er’s had he lonks friphtened,

“IET say 'm pervous, I'm scared, [ mean 1"
he says 1 have massive — what’s the term?

not panic attacks, Who would you call if
you had a panic arrack at sea? The doctor?
Apprehensions — thet’s the word, My mmagi-
nation makes me apprehensive Just look at
that™

He hands me a navigarional chart illostrat-
ing the last leg of his journey, from Milford
Haven w Fishpuard — which, he says, was
tesrible, The chart shows lots of “arcas to be
avoided”.

“Its the rocks, and the ledees and the tides.
If the winds coing one way, and the tide’s
going the other way, cven on a calm day, nt's
whoosh! The water goes like that™ He ges-
tures with his hands, “Like Marlyn Monroex
akirt™”

Spall and his wile show me around the
haree. 1% rather splendid, with wood panel-
ling in & 1920 style, and elegant Victonan
prints on the walls. Theres a kitchen, a bath-
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roony, A washing machine. It was built by a
specialist boat-builder called Peter Nicholls
The whaole thing would cost around £200,000,
“Aboul the same as @ holiday cottage,” says
Spall. “Fxeepr. 1f you left it for 2 fow wecks,
nobedy would bumm it down™

He is ribald and quick-witted. His language
15 robust. There is a lot of effing and blinding
But, somahow, its completely inoffensive.

“What the heck am 1 doing here? It's not
because of some hokey, grandiloquent phi-
losophy. But theres something remarkably
profound abour being a minue cell, on the
s¢d, o the tides. pushed along by the wind
The earth is furning — thars what the wind 15,
The turning of the eaith affects the wind, the
wind affects the 223"

Bang! Right now, the wind is affecting the
sca. The harge clashes apainst the harbour
wall.

“1 don’t want fo talk abour it 35 if I'm
bleody Vasco da Gama or Dame Ellen. But
vou gét a real idea of the hravery of these
people. OF Columbus, Mogeltan, Drake. All
those people”

Another (hing. sayvs Spall, is the feeling of
entering a place by sea, the way people used
to, centuries age. rather than just twrning up
ina car.

“It's fascinaung. It's,., theilling ™

Spall says he saw a highthouse the other
dav and [l a profound sease of relief. Then
he realised that people had been feeling the
same sense of reliel, in this exact spot. for
hundreds of years.

He talks about surviving cancer. [n 1996, he
was dizznosed with acure myveloid leukaemia,
“1 don't think we'd be doing this if | hadn’t
gone through that” he says It happencd at
a high point of his carcer. He had just made
*Sacrets and Lies' with Mike Leigh, and the
film had been nomineted for the Palme d'0x
a1 Cannes. But Spall felt ineredibly tired all
the time. And he was covered with hruises,
The hruizes were everywhere except for his
face.

“I lowked like a cross belween a Lucien
Freud and a Picasso during his Blue period.
Like 1'd had a protective mask on my head,
tut I'd been ina fight with Mike Tyson”

“17% just been diagnosed with leukacmia. |
asked the doctor two questions. [ said, “Am |
goang to die?” He said “Ne. no. They can do
marvetleus things these days™

Shane, who has been quict, savs; “That'’s not
what he told imne.”

Spall says: “The other question was, “Will il
mess up my career?’

He says he® always worricd about his ca-
reer. He went to Rada, joined the RSC, gt
a part in ‘Auf Wiederschen, Pet’, Then he
coulln’t get work for a while. Then he was
discoverad By Mike Leigh.

As a charatter sctor, he is peerless, but
of anxiety,

“ls 1l going to stop? Will I be surplos to
requirements? The swakes get higher and

higher.” Then ke save: “T™ve leamed thar the
fess your worry about it, the more it takes care
of fslf” 'm not sure if he knows this for
sure, “If I couldn’t do i, I don’t know what
1'd do”

When ha was ill, he savs, it was wouch-and-
go for a while, He might not have made it He
used 1o it by the side of the Thames, watch-
ing the water flow past, trving to deal with the
prospect of his own death. He thought of the
history of the Thames.

“It was the gateway o the world. And one
day 1 thought, its just a bloody greae ditch
of water™

He made himself two promises, If he re-
cavered, e would buy himsell a Rolls-Royee
and @ boat, The Rolls-Roycs kept hraaking
ddoven. [ur the boat worked out.

Shane says: ~We saw the fira swallows
three dave apo. Or mavbe they werent the
first poes.”

“And the guillemots,” says Spall. “Hun-
dreds of goillemocs out there. And the dol-
phins! | saw a couple of dolphins. I'm like o
tloody meerkat, looking at things”™ He puts
his hands 1o his face in the shape of a pair of
bineculars.

Spall savs, of his recovery from cancer; “Wi
went through this together. She stood sentingl
by my side”

“That’s because I'm vour wife!™

“Bome wives bupger off and find somebody
who i=m't dying.”

We hob against the wall of Fishguerd har-
bour. The Spalls’ next stop is Aberystwyth

[ S :
“dnd the dolphins! I suw u couple of dal.

phins!" Timothy excloimed “f'm like a
bloody meerfur, looking af things.” He ptis
his hands 1o his face in the shape of a pair af
hinoculars.”

“When [ talk about the terror of the sea. and
the terror of death” says Spall. “theres a
massive difference. With the z2a, there’s the
strass of working out a passage, And then you
huve a day like this. The sense of achicve-
ment! The joy?”

Condensed from a 24 Aprif 2000 Daily Tele-
graph article .

Forr mowe about the Spalls at Sea: wwwaspall-
saisea.con

An ‘Idiot Mariner’

imothy Spall describes himself
as an “idiot mariner”, but feels

likes Marco Polo. Four years

ago, the actor and his wife, Shane,
set off from London in their boat,
named after their granddaughter. it
was a present to himself, for getting
through leukemia. They are in no
particular hurry, and have only got as
far as Wales.

Boaty people can tend to be ter-
ribly tedious, especially to landlub-
bers, but the Spalls are delightful.

Mot many yachtsmen can act out
the Beaufort scale so entertainingly.
“Force 10, very high breaking waves,
denss foam sireaks,” he shrieks,
dense foam streaks flying from his
own mouth, Mot that Spall is really
a yachtsman: the Matilda is a Dutch
barge, specially converted and very
comfortable it looks too, with book-
shelves and a cosy wood-burning
stove.

He's not exactly very 'SAS either,
It's more a caze of: Who Doesan't
Dare Doesn't Even Set Off. They
spent the best part of a year in
the Helford river, wailing for the
weather to clear up before plucking
up courage to attempt a rounding
of the treacharous Lizard Point. ®If
in doubt, don't set off,” Spall says,
studying the book that shows all
the tidal streams that flow round the
Lizard. It's probably just as well: he's
on the wrong page. That's not the
Lizard, Tim, it's Portland Bill, which
you must have already passed to get
where you are now — but mayhe you
didn’t even noticea it

SAM WOLLASTON writing in “The
Guardian' 6 May 2010







