[Extracts taken with Simon Beckett’s permission from his article in the Guardian of 9th February 2002]

The best way to see the Sporades is on a 

yacht says Simon Beckett. . . And think of the envious looks you’ll get 

There's something deeply satisfying about sailing into a sun‑filled bay, knowing every landlocked bather on the beach is privately hoping that you'll hit a rock. It's particularly sweet when, only a few days before, you wouldn't have known a kedge anchor from a kedgeree. 

As a regular summer visitor to the Greek islands, I've done my share of watching enviously as elegant boats anchor for lunch before sailing away to some unknown destination. The idea of being able to roam at will has always been seductive. But as neither my wife nor I had any sailing experience, simply hiring a boat ‑ or "bare‑boating" ‑ was out of the question, while the prospect of buzzing around with a pack of other raw novices in a cheerfully chaotic flotilla has never really appealed. 

So hiring a skippered boat in the beautiful Sporades islands, with an experienced instructor living on board not  only to teach the rudi​ments of sailing (and take over completely if need be), but even cook for us, seemed ideal. With landscapes that vary from steeply wooded hills to sun‑baked pink rocks, their numerous untouched bays and beaches make the Sporades as idyllic a setting for a sailing holiday as you could wish. 

We met our boat and skip​per at the bustling main port of Skiathos, less than a five ​minute taxi ride from the air​port. Andrew McCulloch, a Yachtmaster Instructor who, understandably enough, found the waters and lifestyle here preferable to teaching sailing in the Solent (he has also raced in events such as Cowes), showed us on board. A 36‑footer, it could sleep up to five (and even six or seven at a pinch) and while its cab​ins were small, they were comfortable enough. 

Two big pluses come with having an experienced skipper on board. One is that you get to sail ‑ really sail ‑ straight away (just as well, since neither my wife nor I wanted intensive lessons). The other is that you have the freedom to go wherever you like, when you like. 

After stocking up with provisions, we motored out of the har​bour and then raised sail. With a wind gusting up to force five and six, we cracked along briskly. While my wife steered (a job she happily monopolized for most of the week), I followed ‑ well, more or less ‑ Andrew's instructions for the ropes and sails. It was thrilling stuff, and we bypassed Skopelos, the next island in the chain, in favour of a 30‑mile straight run to Alonnisos. Blue, clear and clean, the waters around this island have been designated a marine conservation park, where protected monk seals are sometimes seen. From what we saw of it, Alonissos itself is also bliss​fully undeveloped. We stayed the night in Steni Vala, a tiny harbour hemmed in by green hills, boasting a handful of tavernas and not much else. The har​bour was clean enough to swim in, and home to a small colony of ducks. 

Our itinerary for the rest of the week was wonderfully loose. Each morning, we'd let the wind dictate which way we'd go, often only deciding on a destination once we were under way. In the evenings, we'd drop anchor somewhere new, glowing with self​-satisfaction as we toasted ourselves with a cold beer. Occasionally, we would eat on board; more often we'd spare Andrew the galley and check out the local tavernas. Almost without exception they were both excellent and cheap.

One evening, we spurned civilisation and anchored in a small uninhabited bay. As Andrew prepared a casserole, we swam in the sheltered waters before ‑ a surreal touch, this ‑ watching Gladiator under a full moon on the boat's lap​top DVD player. Afterwards, we lay back, listened to music and watched shooting stars arc across the Milky Way until the early hours. 

It was a highlight of the holiday, but there were others. For  me, there was swimming out from the yacht to a wrecked freighter that had run aground on submerged rocks. Or playing backgammon at the beach bar in Agnondas bay on Skopelos as the sun sank behind the hills. For my wife, there was the sight of me being dragged into the water, having taken Andrew’s instruction to hang on to a mooring rope a little too literally. And for both of us there was the opportunity to bask in the reflected glory of our skipper's experience, trying to look blasé as we tied up the boat with newly learned knots as passers-by stopped to watch.

By the end of the week, between us we could plot a course, steer with something like confidence, and raise sail without tying ourselves to the mast by mistake. Would I feel confident to take a yacht out by myself? No ‑ but at least I have had a taste of how it must feel.
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