Randolph Alfred Westman

Born in Upington, South Africa 1945. Lived there for my first 18 years, 80 kms from the Namibian border on the edge of the Kalahari dessert, distant from the ocean. But the genes of 3 & 4 generation seafaring grandfathers must be present, as the pursuit of sailboat activities shaped my life. Studied civil engineering after graduating from high school, but whilst mostly had regular employment in that field, never pursued a career due to the dominance of boats, boating & the ocean in my life.

A few months after getting married in 1975 my wife & I departed South African shores for a 2-year cruise to the Indian Ocean islands of Madagascar, Reunion, Mauritius, Seychelles & Mayotte. 

In 1994 we repeated the exercise accompanied by our two young children. The highlight of this trip was a 7-month adventure on an uninhabited atoll in the Chagos archipelago.

My second marriage brought me to yet another new world, Central Europe in 2004. No ocean, but a secluded cottage on the bank of the Vlatava seems an appropriate setting for a retired sailor. 

Questions for League of open minded men

1. Which important facts did you discover or learn about yourself as a male whilst sailing?

I am always loath to discuss my sailing experiences because I am acutely aware that it is a personal opinion. Talk to the next guy & you can get an entirely different version. I will never forget one of my then local sailor’s utterences, when he returned to his home port & was asked what his world circumnavigation in a small boat was like. “Boring” was his verdict.

The nature of the adventure will also differ enormously dependant on the participants goals .... & bank account. Remote uninhabited atolls vs moored stern-to at the Papeete waterfront or, let’s abandon modesty, Monte Carlo, are going to yield an entirely different social life for starters. A voyage to Antarctica will not bring the same experiences as an itinerary focussed on availability of walk-on moorings & airports enabling the sailors to take a break from adventure on the high seas to fly home to visit the loved ones. Nor will they beundertaken by the same kind of people. I believe that sailing or more specifically voyaging is more of a male domain than female as a generalization. It is kinder to the male because it is easier for him to adapt to this new world where a lot of “modern” conveniences, creature comforts have to be traded in, where sophistication is offstage, where shampoo & nail varnish are left behind. In that way I could differentiate between a male experience vs a female experience but I think of my sailing experience as one which is not tagged to my gender. 

What did I learn from the experience? Above all ; humility. An awareness of my insignificance. Dust in the wind. Foam on the shore. Another tiny creature in the vast ocean. A politician however aware of his limitations can still imagine that in his own small (size matching the ego) way contributing to changing the (his) world. When in total isolation, no communication in or out, your presence unknown to the rest of the world, there is no illusion that you can be a manipulator. More humiliating still is that with the distance comes the the realization that you are not in control. You never will be. And the freedom : you don’t have to be.

Cruising in remote areas also rehashes your priorities. With all modern amenities absent (& no matter how aware we are regarding our priviledges we very soon take them for granted), one soon learns what is really important. What stands out for me is water. Water to drink, to cook with, to wash with. Without water we cannot survive, but without water in sufficient quantity life takes a serious downgrade. Hot & cold running water taps at various locations within the house is a different world.

2. What was it (concerning your wife) that made you decide to move to be with her in Czech Republic?

Why would an old man give up the familiar, comfortable home & environment for a distant place where so many things are different?

I could say I took to heart the advice that to stay vital after having passed the 60-year mark one needs to make a drastic change in one’s circumstances at least every 5 years. But it was not necessary for me to have to persuade myself to implement advice given for my well being. The decision to move came easily when it became clear that my wife would be happier residing in Czech Republic where she felt family responsibilities were strongly calling. One can only live in one country at a time & I knew it was easier for me to adjust to life here than it would be for her to stay on there. We are very much in love, & focussed on seeing the good in our partner. I see her giving me so much love that it comes naturally to want to give in return.   

3. What do you observe as typical characteristics of Czech men, or diferences – from your point of view and adventure experience?

Regarding Czech men I don’t want to speculate on whether they are any different from males of another nationality. I am very anti-social & a great disappointment in my failure to learn even a few words of Czech. Accordingly I have had very little exposure to Czechs in general & males in particular. I have had a lot of input on the subject from my wife but rather than echo her view I would stick to treating people I meet as individuals. This is not to say that I don’t believe there are broad national characteristics. The typical German character is one that immediately comes to mind & is familiar worldwide I think, but I have formed no such concept when it comes to Czech males. What I can say is that I have been surprised by the unfriendliness of the village people, of both genders. In the urban environment the press of millions & hectic lifestyle can explain the absence of an outgoing nature. But its absence in the rural setting to me seems that the villagers are making their own lives the poorer for it. Not that it should really bother an apprentice hermit !   

