‘FOUR BELLS’ TO CORNWALL .....AND BACK'! May /Jun e 2008

The general idea was simple. Spend a week sorting out Four Bells, tease her out
from her winter nest of Dorset reeds, sail her down to the Scillies then up the east
coast of Ireland until Scotland appeared somewhere to starboard. Lastly, follow the
Clyde coast up to my first permanent mooring in three years.. That was the plan.
Taken at a steady plod with the odd extra days in interesting places on the way, |
reckoned on three to four weeks or so single handed.

At one stage, | seemed to have enough spares, tools and provisions on board to
make it to Iceland and beyond. | tried to trim her by endlessly shifting things up and
down, side to side or just heaving that lot back on the shore. Who needs three
gallons of paint on a voyage like this? But, hang on! | am not coming back. This is
forever and paint costs more than vintage whisky! So chuck the rusting fathoms of
dodgy chain in a skip and decant the paint into small tins down in the bilges. Job
done , money saved and weight where it should be..

Eventually, still half a strake lower in the water, | crawled very carefully down the
Wareham Channel and through Poole Harbour in fretful squally conditions out into
the open sea. This was the first of what became a serial misreading of the future by
our trusty forecasters last summer. My 0520 red eye appointment with my ancient
FM radio promised light winds, E to SE 3 to 4, slight to moderate and 12 miles viz. |
entered into a world of 4 to 6, SW and a horrid cold chop for the next hour going
south to miss Anvil Point and again but worse heading south west to miss the
mayhem all too visible over St Alban's Ledges. Just in case | was bored,, the
Lulworth firing range was having fun so we were warned to keep well south of 50deg
30' North until 02 deg 10" West when the risk of a direct hit from shellfire would
diminish and the risk of broaching in the two metre waves hurtling across my path in
Weymouth Bay would increase .

| plodded on, motor sailing when progress forwards according to my household god,
Garmin, told me if | didn't do something, my ETA was 23 hours away. Having left the
moorings at 1345 ,I finally | made out the lights on the end of Weymouth breakwaters
at 21.35. May | make a plea for someone please to put up a barrage balloon with
twin searchlights marking that elusive spot? It is tucked in so close behind the bright
lights of Portland Harbour and the glitzy sea front Parade, in a shadowy nook not
made more obvious that night by the huge array of danger and masthead lights in
every conceivable configuration marking the scene of a recent sinking close to the
harbour approach. The harbourmaster's office had told me to moor up in front of their
quayside office, which | did, soaked to the skin, red eyed and just a bit frazzled at
2200 hrs.

The previous day's forecast actually arrived 24 hours late. A beautiful sunny day, light
winds to dry all that had been wetted the day before. The harbour master and his
staff were cheery and helpful. Pointing me off to the sources of all I needed . | inflated
the dinghy which | had not had time or space to do before and found a small leak
under the lip of an old patch. The HM office rummaged in the workshop and found
me a tube of glue. Thank you Weymouth for your friendly service and safe mooring.



The one big worry for any sailor in this corner of the Channel is ‘Rounding Portland
Bill'. 1t strikes the same terror as that other place at the end of South America. Even
Francis Chichester called it the most dangerous cape in the world , or words to that
effect. At virtually every state of the tide except high or low water, the current comes
rushing up or down both sides of the rocky peninsular which forms Portland Bill,
creating very dangerous currents which can sweep even large vessels under and
away forever. It is genuinely a place to seek good advice and stick to it. | had been
digging into all the almanacs, cruising guides and fortune tellers windows hoping for
someone to give it to me straight. There are so many conflicting opinions as to where
you should be at what state of the tide. Many said if you don't have local experience,
go a long way south east until you see the Channel one way system then head west.
In other words, add a couple of hours at least to your journey. Or you take the
inshore route which, if done correctly, saves you two hours which in my case meant
arriving in Dartmouth 45 miles away in the late evening rather than 02.30 My
advice came from a gentleman in the sailing club fraternity there who was just
leaning over the quay admiring a "proper little yacht" . Stellas always seem to go
straight to the hearts of true sailors | have discovered . It is very much like having an
Airedale or a standard poodle, people just start talking heart to heart .This gentleman
recognised her at once and approved of what he saw.

His advice was "Going east to west, be at the Bill 2 hours after HW Portland. Keep
the needle on Hardy's monument obelisk aligned within the red zone painted on the
lighthouse as you go round and then keep a heading North West for a good 2 miles
after you have passed Pulpit Rock which is a collapsed pillar of rocks on the west
side.” Well, I am still alive and the pictures prove it works!. It does mean keeping
hellishly close to the land as you go round. They used to talk of getting close enough
to fling a ship’s biscuit ashore as you went. | probably could have done that except
that | had my eyes glued on the alignment of the needle and the red band, one hand
welded to the tiller and the other to the camera.

Portland Bill Lighthouse

Once safely out of the immediate danger zone, | headed away on 252 deg for the
long crossing of Lyme Bay. Long and boring and strewn with lobster pots. Just to
make it interesting | set myself a series of four very exact waypoints 10 miles apart
which | had to sail over without "steering into them" otherwise | would lose 'Brownie'
points. Having set off at 1300 from Weymouth Quay, | arrived at the entrance to the



River Dart at 2350. Thank the Lord for good visibility because the great big bold
sectored light on the charts which looks unmissable is actually a tiny flicker at the end
of what at night appears to be a long dark gun barrel. | tacked around at the
entrance a bit before | could actually trust my eyes and launch myself into this
unknown. You can see the lights of Dartmouth gradually reveal themselves obliquely
off to port of the white sectored lamp and the temptation to just head straight for them
is almost too much. Do so and you will find yourself without a keel. The deep water
does a hairpin bend, starting almost at the sectored light and then bearing off about
50 deg to port until the river channel into town opens up before you once again. The
marina was to starboard. | crept in with whips of mist beginning to make halos around
the nav lights. Berth B2 crept towards me and a deft (ie: lucky) toss of a loop from
amidships caught a cleat and brought me up tight and safe. | am getting better at
that at last. | do not enjoy leaving the tiller and engine controls to dance alone up and
down wet decks and lethal pontoons with mooring ropes which are too long or too
short and impossible to harden up in the two seconds between ‘gotcha’ and ‘oh
s***t". A crew could be useful on these occasions. At least you have someone else
to frown at. The Log for the day showed 44 nautical miles, not counting the approach
down the River Dart. That was a hard day's work but we made it.

Dartmouth is fun. | am sure with loads of time, sun and money, it would be even
more entertaining. But apart from another chart, milk and an excellent shower, |
enjoyed what was free. The Dart railway runs right at behind the marina and | woke
to that childhood smell of coal damp steam and rhythmic hissing. Trains. Proper
trains ! and in such beautiful condition. The line runs right past the marina gate with
the station a few yards further down. | sat there and watched the comings and
goings for while then went for a coffee in the beautifully preserved station where,
amongst other delights, they offer a wonderful range of rare period postcards. That
afternoon | motored up the beautiful tree-lined River Dart until the depth alarm said
no further. Small launches manned by navy cadets appeared from nowhere and
disappeared equally quickly with waves and smiles all round. The sun was out and
Portland Bill was behind me.

A friend arrived to join me for the next leg. He had just passed his RYA theory exams
and was keen for some actual cruising rather than bum wetting on Lasers. The
forecast promised more sun and light winds. So Salcombe here we come !

The next day 0520 forecast now offered ENE 4 to 5 increasing 6 later. Viz mod to
good. Poor later. What to do ? Stephen was on limited time. | wanted to get further
west as fast as possible. The sky looked reasonable and Salcombe is only 17 odd
miles away. We let go the moorings, retraced our steps down to the sea. How much
kinder the tunnel looked in daylight Trees and castles and people. And an horizon !
The wind was certainly a good 4 and quickly became 5 but it was astern and apart
from a slight tinge of green about Stephen's gills as he enjoyed a reflective period
close to the rail, the journey went well. Salcombe Harbour directed us to a place
called The Bag where we would find space on the visitors' pontoon for £10 a night.
Now that is reasonable. What they do not tell you is that it is an isolated floating log
without water, loo, power and no way off except under your own steam with the risk
of not finding any space where you want to go nor when you return. My dinghy is a
massive old Avon Redstart with room for six wrestlers. | only inflate it under extreme
duress or when | know that | shall be somewhere for a few days at least.



So we sat up late, marooned on The Bag pontoon, and planned out the next stages.
Plymouth Harbour lay 20 miles to the north west after heading south out of Salcombe
to avoid the Mew Stone overfalls and rounding Bolt Head. The forecast promised us
E to NE, 3 to 4 occasionally 5. Moderate sea state, viz fair with some rain. Stephen
was interested to know how moderate would moderate be. He hung onto the thought
that if the wind held more NE than E , we would get the benefit of shelter from the
high land. It did and we did. After clearing the Salcombe Bar at 1430 and were on
our heading for Plymouth within the hour. The sun still shone and we relaxed
watching the cormorants spear themselves on shoals of mackerel.

The great wide bay of Plymouth Sound opened up between the heights of Down
Thomas to our east and Rame Head away to our west. | noticed on the radio traffic,
most of it seemed to be Royal Navy curt, coded chatter using indecipherable military
acronyms. Everyone was calling up "The Long Room". Not wishing to intrude on the
Navy, but needing to inform Plymouth that we were intending to enter the harbour, |
called up "Plymouth Harbour" and requested permission to enter by the breakwater
east entrance. Knowing how particular Ramsgate, Dover and Portsmouth are about
advance notice, this seemed only proper. A long silence followed. Eventually the
reply came. "Station calling The Long Room, enter east or west as you choose."
East it was and we followed the regular deep water channels down and around to
pass east of Drake's Island following the buoys to the mouth of the Tamar.. | had
wanted to anchor up at Drakes Island and spend the night where Sir Francis D
himself had anchored after his circumnavigation whilst he waited to learn whether
the Queen would touch his shoulder with a sword or his neck with an axe. Maybe
another time. Right now Stephen had to get back to his farm so we moored up on a
smart pontoon amongst a queen's ransom worth of shiny white plastic in Mayflower
Marina. What a soulless place it seemed in the empty rain swept gloom! Here we
are, the 16th of May and not a single person to be seen except the marina duty
officer with his till open and the office heater on full blast. There is definitely absence
of glee in these massive boat parks. Snug in our cabin we lit the oil lamps, opened a
bottle of wine and enjoyed a huge bowl of pasta followed by fried bananas and cream
to finish. Now that is happiness.

Stephen left early for the train home and it was off and away to Cornwall for me .
Looe seemed a good stopping point providing there was room. A quick phone call to
the HM booked me a mooring alongside the broken-down ketch which had been
stuck for some weeks on the one and only visitors mooring. | cast off at 1145 and
went out through the west entry this time, sailing happily with a F3 in the east, perfect
visibility and a calm sea. How nice ! 15 miles and 3 hours later, "Four Bells" skipped
in past the Banjo Pier and Nailzee Point to moor up against the white ketch.
Welcome to Cornwall ! | rigged a five gallon water container off the boom and swung
it as far to shore as it would go with mooring ropes fore and aft to ring bolts on the
quay. . | waited on board for her to begin to settle on the bottom and tightened
everything again to make sure that she took on a good list towards the quay. | also
double checked the ketch moorings. | did not want her leaning on me in the middle
of the night. The harbour bottom is good firm gravel so here was a chance to clean
off any weed and check the bits only accessible in the free air.



Looe itself has smartened up since | used to come here on family holidays as a
teenager., Gone are the sharking boats and the great hooks which used to display
the day's catch. Huge monsters they were... and smelly. The town offers just about
everything it should, except a launderette. Clean clothes meant a two mile hike up a
steep Cornish lane without even an inch of footpath dodging manic English holiday
drivers, to reach a caravan site which sells washing machine tokens. | won't do that
again. Scruffy is fine by me from now on. The harbourmaster had spent many years
in the Scilly Isles. He gave me sound advice on the best approaches to St Mary's
which | hoped to reach in a few day's time.

The weather pattern for the wettest summer on record had now set in with a
vengeance. Rain in Cornwall does not fall down, it comes up with the wind. The 0030
forecast was for rain ( what a surprise) and winds of 4 to 5 perhaps 6 later. | stayed in
port, Next day same time and place on the dial, the "perhaps 6" had changed to" 5 to
6 , perhaps 7 later". | would wait until it had been through "perhaps gale later” bit and
then try to make a plan. After three days, | woke to clear skies, gentle wind and no
white water across the harbour mouth. Even the seagulls were back on the wing . |
motored away from Looe quayside at 0535 and sailed into the Fowey entrance at
0710 and up between the twin Tudor castles past Fowey Town on the west bank
and Polruan to starboard. The only available mooring was further up river in Mixtow
near the china clay company dock. It sounds a bit industrial but it is actually a
beautiful little sheltered creek with safe deep mooring on wide pontoons for visitors.
There is a bridge to the land, shower facilities and a walk across fields to one of the
best pubs in Cornwall. This would be a good place to stay for a few days.

Looe Harbour

Later, | pumped up the dinghy and strapped on the outboard for a trip into town. |
needed a detailed chart of the Scilly Isles which | could not find elsewhere on my way
down the coast and | needed more AA batteries. | returned with the chart and
batteries plus a pot of fresh Cornish cream, strawberries, croissants and two huge
mackerel bought for a pound off a smack mooring up next to my dinghy. Could life
get any better? After lunch, | buzzed up river past hundreds of swinging moorings
along the tree-lined banks. There were several very beautiful old ladies bobbing



contentedly at my passing. A Drascombe lugger with a crew of very young children
came weaving close to my stern before tacking expertly and taking up station about a
foot off my thwarts. "Want a chocolate?" squeaked a voice and a purple wrapper
thudded into the dinghy. The lugger was gone before | could reach for it. | waived my
thanks and heard a fading “You’re welcome. It's his birthday!"

There are several little harbours well worth seeing along this coast. As always, a long
deep keel is a disadvantage unless the sea bottom is sound and you have a handy
quay nearby or a set of trustworthy legs. | do not. So, with regret, | passed by
Polperro because the actual harbour dries out completely and also the forecast could
have a near gale pushing seas up the approach channel where anchoring is
permitted. Fowey is much safer. There is the tiny harbour of Charleston just down a
bit from Fowey where several square riggers are based. Mevagissey has an inner
harbour which dries and an outer one with a visitor's berth on the end of the North
Quay. | put my nose in here on my way down to Falmouth and would love to return
in better weather. There was still East in the wind and that is a definite no no for this
harbour.

Fowey Mostow Moorings

So we swept past heading south west from Fowey, giving a wide berth to Dodman
Point and followed our bearing towards St Anthony's Head 12 miles away in the mist.
There was not another vessel in sight. | saw my first puffins of the voyage off the
rocks in Gerran's Bay.

Suddenly, | was not quite so alone. | had company in the shape of tall dark fellow
voyager about 50 metres off to port. It was a huge dorsal fin, closely followed by a
smaller one which seemed to be keeping a slightly erratic station with the big one. It
came closer and | realised that the little fin was actually attached to the same thing
as the big one. The combined length, allowing for the tail which now and then
swished through the surface and the head which gleamed turquoise and silver under
the water, was virtually the length of Four Bells overall. A lazy twitch brought the
basking shark within a few metres of us. | could easily make out the massive open
mouth a metre or so below the surface, filtering plankton and showing not the



slightest fear of Four Bells. He or she kept station with us for about five magical
minutes. | wonder now whether the grey antifouling and green hull made the yacht
look friendly in some way. | tried gently putting a bit more distance between us on a
couple of occasions but he/she eased in close again but never so close that we could
collide or could be thumped by the tail. She knew perfectly well that | was there and
not threatening her. Sitting as low and close to the water as you do in a Stella, your
view is like looking at someone across a coffee table at something like this. The
feeling of direct personal involvement is so very powerful.

| logged the time as 1020 when she left, diving away a few of meters deeper and
then passing right under my bow to surface again a cable further inshore. And all that
time my camera was in its waterproof bag under a pile of clothes on the bunk below.
Typical ! The wind freshened and we made up time over the last few miles to St
Anthony's Head and the entrance to Falmouth beyond.

| made a quick radio check with Falmouth Harbour to see if anything large was
coming out or manoeuvring, and a request to Mylor Yacht Harbour for a berth. The
last of the ebbing tide made progress slow and | got lost trying to spot the Mylor quay
through the dense forest of yachts on moorings left, right and centre which masked
the old harbour. A weather-beaten giant in a sou'wester and a five foot red dinghy
with one inch of freeboard pointed his paddle vaguely over his shoulder and | pushed
my way through to the safety of what was once the smallest Royal Navy base in
Britain.

Coming in on the last stretch against the tide and with the sails furled, | noticed that
the engine was sounding a bit off-colour. After mooring and a quick lunch, | opened
up the engine covers and poked around . There was a steady drip escaping from the
small covering over the water pump. | had paid what | thought was a fortune to the
tune of £300 for an engineer to solve this little problem back in Wareham before 1 left.
Yet here it was again, dripping with the engine stopped and positively squirting out
with it going. | removed the cover, checked the impeller and resealed the gasket and
screwed it all back in hope that | had achieved something. There was nothing broken,
no little bits of metal, oil or rubber. I was only about a third of the way to my
destination and there were some lonely open spaces to cross which might need a
little boost from the Yanmar occasionally. | started her up and she seemed to be
running quite sweetly. There was still a drip but not as bad. What optimists we are !

Mylor is set in the most beautiful corner of the world imaginable. The Norman church
close by the harbour peeps out through centuries old greenery at history passing by
on the Fal . Most of the village trade is marine orientated except for a long sprawling
cafe cum shop dealing in the basic essentials. Next morning, | crossed over to a St
Mawes mooring quite close in to the tiny harbour. The day was spent checking
shackles, re-lacing the foot of the genoa to make it just that bit tighter when set. |
took on more water and another 10 litres of diesel just in case... and a bottle brandy,
also just in case.



My St Mawes mooring

That evening | plotted the course to Penzance and re-read the notes for Penzance to
St Mary's in the Scilly Isles. Only another two days and | should be safely anchored
in St Mary's Sound , looking across at the bulb farm where | spent some of the
happiest days of my life. Oh the days of Wine and Roses ! Rum and shrub, 10 hour
days behind an ATCO rotovator intent on rupturing me,. My love of islands has never
dimmed in all my days since then.

The 0520 forecast promised 3 to 4 SE backing E, good . | dropped the mooring ,
took a last look at the beauty of this estuary and headed out past Black Rock heading
178 as far as The Manacles then 223 for the Lizard. The visibility was hazy, quite
chilly and | was glad | had kept my Mustow on.

Then the fog came down. Sudden, thick , cold and unexpected. From weak sunshine
to gloom in less than half a minute. | took a quick bearing on the Lizard and a bit of a
wild one back at Manacle Point. The wind dropped to a very steady slight breeze
somewhere off the port bow. | furled the genoa, dropped the main and went below to
turn on the nav light and get the fog horn. | hit the mark button on the GPS and
plotted the spot on the chart, plus the two bearing lines. This put me about 5 miles
NE of Lizard Point. Up on deck again | listened hard for any horns or, God forbid, any
motors nearby. There was something like a long low drone out way over the
starboard bow. | waited until it stopped and then hit my stopwatch when it started
again. 30 seconds to cut out. It had to be the Lizard . The worrying thing was that the
sound seemed to be coming loudest to me from an area to the west of where it
ought to be. Eventually after more tense minutes cocking my ears that way and that, |
decided that maybe the sound was being echoed off the cliffs to starboard some
three miles away. With the overfalls and tide races off Lizard Point plus some
twenty five miles of Mounts Bay ahead of me, | decided that a return to St Maws was



a more sensible option. The fog sat like an army blanket over my little world which
now extended hardly even beyond the bows. | put the boards in to cut as much
engine noise as | could and huddled down in the cockpit, life jacket on and tooting on
my polished brass horn every few minutes. Thankfully, no body joined my band. Just
once the sky lightened to the west and | had a few seconds view of Porthkerris point
bearing exactly West. The chart told me | must now be well north east of the
Manacles and able to set course due north for Falmouth. | marked the spot and
wrote down the co-ordinates from the GPS. | went below again and plotted my
position on the chart. | was somewhere over a place called 'The Wrigglers." Now
THAT was well named ! | crept along my electronic " motorway" and two hours later
as slid quietly back into gentle late afternoon sunshine off St Anthony's Head at the
entrance to Falmouth . Half an hour later | was unwrapping the tinfoil around the
bottle of brandy, swinging from a familiar mooring.

For once, | had a good signal on my mobile phone and could call ahead to Scotland
and keep them informed on my progress. | was a little behind schedule but still hoped
to make it to the Clyde by the end of June. Then, the next morning came the bad
new. The berth was not available. Delays with the licensed mooring contractors due
to earlier storm damage. And, to really make matters worse, the engine was
decidedly sick. Not having misses a beat all the way back through the fog the day
before, it would not run . It would start but not run smoothly. The leak was worse. |
contacted a recommended marine engineer in Fowey who are Yanmar agents. If |
could make it back to Fowey, they would come straight round and have a look. So,
next morning, bright and dry for once, | caught the best southerly wind of the voyage
and sailed right up through the Fowey Estuary and back to Mixtow. Within the hour
the engineers came to read the entrails.

It was not good. It meant a major strip down and rebuild. The leak had spread to the
insides of the bits that really do not appreciate salt water. Next morning they returned
with two quotations, one for a rebuild and one for a new engine, installed and
commissioned. The new was £300 more than restoring the old. | gulped and ticked
the new box. So there goes the summer cruise for the next century. Four days later
the new Yanmar ticked away giving off the heady perfume of fresh hot paint. The
weather remained sad but bearable so | decided to head back for Portland where a
friend offered me his berth while he as on holiday. | could rest up there and try to
make a new plan. At least | knew the way .

Retracing my steps, | rounded Start Point on June 1st , heading for Brixham, a new
port but one that had come highly praised by a friend of a friend. I passed the
familiar River Dart estuary and carried on north to Berry Head and a quick turn to port
along to Brixhnam. What a splendid place! Proper deep sea fishermen, a floating
museum of Brixham sailing trawlers, room in the pleasant marina for a small Stella
between rows of friendly people and everything ashore that one could wish for.

It is also a good departure port for the long haul across Lyme Bay. Naturally the
forecast was for fog all the next day but when it dawned clear and warm and had
reached 8.0'clock in brilliant sunshine, | decided to get going and see how things
developed. A crisp southerly wind took me the 42 miles to be safely south of
Portland Bill by 1600 hrs, still in warm sunshine and without having to touch the tiller
or sheets. On the way, | was entertained by the Royal Navy shepherding sailors



away from their gunnery exercise. The following conversation brought me a New
Year resolution to fit a recording device to the radio.

Royal Navy "This is warship "Cornball" ".Cornball".. Calling yacht in position 50 deg
10.decimal 15 minutes North -- 02 deg decimal 35 West on course 110 deg at 11
knots. Please identify yourself. Over."

Repeated twice. No answer, then suddenly very loud and clear......

French Matelot . " YOU ARE FIRING AT ME ! ELLO! ELLO ! WHY ARE YOU
FIRING BOMBS AT ME?"

RN Sir. You are requested to IMMEDIATELY turn on a heading of 180 deg and hold
that course until further instructions. Do you copy ? Please identify yourself. Over"

FM "ZEY ARE STILL SHOOTING ME! WHY ?. WHY YOU SHOOT ...?

RN "SIR, YOU ARE SAILING IN A RESTRICTED AREA DURING A LIVE FIRE
EXERCISE AND MUST IMMEDIATELY LEAVE ON A HEADING OF 180 DEG AT
YOUR PRESENT SPEED. PLEASE CONFIRM YOU UNDERSTAND. OVER.

FM " AYEEE!! (unprintable Gallic expletive)... Sir! Please! We are RACING !l We
are coming from the Rock of Fastnet and are racing to France !"

RN. " SIR . TURN SOUTH NOW. REPEAT TURN 180 DEG SOUTH
IMMEDIATELY !! over"

FM " Sir.. | cannot do zis Il We are RACING and we are WINNING ! If | do not turn
you will shoot me. BUT if | TURN the CREW WILL SHOOT ME !II"

Further exchanges revealed that there were several other yachts in the same race
due any time soon. The Navy , sportsmen that they are, let the skipper hold his
course and a diplomatic incident was avoided... just.

Arrived, still chuckling in Weymouth harbour at 1900 hours. Now | know where to
look, | found it easily. Just head for the Town Esplanade's twinkling lights until you
know you should seriously consider panicking and then turn sharp left. The harbour
mouth is to port of the breakwater in front of you. The day's work- 56 miles logged.
average speed 4.8 knots. That was a nice day. | enjoyed that.

Note. Even over 7 miles south of Portland Bill, | could feel the boat being turned and
churned by the meeting streams coming down each side of the Bill. | would hate to
be north of there in bad weather.

Now back in familiar waters, the trip up to Yarmouth on the Isle of Wight next day
went well although the weather was cold and quite choppy, especially coming in
through the Hurst Channel where cross tides met angry winds and visibility went way
down in the spray at one point. A large yacht came creaming through between me
and Hurst Castle to port, going very close to shore and heading directly up the Solent
for Cowes . She struck the shallow bottom there, broached then righted herself on a



reciprocal course.. No one fell off and nothing appeared to break so | carried on but
kept an eye on her for the next few minutes .A quick peek at the chart tells you this is
not a place for short cuts. Stick to the buoys, there are lots and lots to play with.

Yarmouth welcomed me with a harbourmaster's launch and a big bearded smile,
guiding me onto the visitors' pontoon and helping me nudge in neatly between two
large Dutch yachts. Excellent service . Thank you Yarmouth !

Here comes the fleet!

Next day was the great 'Round The Island Race'. | woke early to watch the first of
somewhere near 1800 or more yachts of every description headed west in strong
winds. There were several "Man overboard® MAYDAYS even before they reached
the Needles. By 11o'clock, the last of the fleet had passed and a those of us heading
east slipped out into the Solent. | got as far as Cowes when the world ahead filled
with very expensive grey , white and silver sails flying above astronomically
expensive yachts. Obviously the best thing to do is to get the hell out of there and
cross over to the middle of Spithead. But with Sceptre to port and something out of
the Vendee to starboard, each busy with short tacking, | did feel just a little exposed.
| am sure that there is a section of film taken by one of the TV choppers overhead
showing the finish but with one diminutive old yacht hurrying across the fleet entirely
in the opposite direction. | did get a few lovely pictures for my album in spite of all
that.

Sceptre



The next seven hours now seem like a dream. An endless stream of yachts hobbled
by with broken masts and rigging. The wind rose past 6, steady, cold and bleak. The
odd shaft of sunlight highlighted the last of the race way off to the west . | had
chosen the Looe Channel inshore route passed the Owers banks to the south of
Chichester, thinking that | could save time and get the most out of the tide to take me
on to Brighton . Conditions in the Looe channel became increasingly nasty. The
wind, so far as | could judge it with my hand held anemometer, rose to a full gale by
the time | emerged out of the channel at the East Borough Head east cardinal
marker. Thank the Lord that | was heading almost the same way as the wind. Mean
looking waves loomed up astern and flicked spray at me but just as | was quite
convinced that they would wash right through the cockpit, cabin and forepeak without
stopping to apologise, "Four Bells" would just lift up her skirts and let them pass with
a gentle hiss below my shaking knees. | had a scrap of genoa flying and two reefs in
the main. My lovely little yacht revelled in the conditions. She really took charge and
let me just make sure everything that should be cleated off and tied down (including
ME) was just so. About 15 miles west south west of Shoreham, | got a glimpse of the
one remaining power station chimney, glinting white away in the north east on the
fuzzy coastline. It took four more hours to reach it , fighting the now contrary tide and
the vicious short sharp sea as the wind came more and more onto the beam.

The thought of another 10 miles of this to reach Brighton was too much . Instead |
locked into Shoreham inner harbour and berthed in Lady Bee Marina. | changed into
something a little drier, visited the brandy for a quick tot and then went hunting food.
Is it unreasonable to expect a restaurant to be open on a Saturday evening in mid
summer on the south coast of England? Well, yes it is ! At least it is in Portslade
where Shoreham Harbour is actually located. | was repulsed from two food outlets
with" Sorry. Kitchen closes at 9.0 o'clock. We've got crisps? ". Eventually a Good
Samaritan outside a pub (a "no food" pub if you can believe it!) gave me the number
for a pizza take away. | rang and placed my order. It was about 9.45pm. After my
three increasingly desperate mobile phone calls later, the van arrived at Lady Bee
car park at ten minutes past midnight. 1 did not feel a tip was appropriate.

Next morning | rang Trevor Spero to say that | hoped that | would make it to the
Blackwater

in time for the Heybridge Party. In light westerly winds | passed Brighton at 0715,
dodged a crazy trawler off Newhaven and rounded Beach Head in brilliant sunshine
at 10.30. | wriggled into the muddy drain that leads to the majestic "post modern”
extravaganza known as Sovereign Harbour in Eastbourne and was moored up and
on my way to the 5 star showers before noon, another 26 miles nearer Maldon.



Beachy Head

Eastbourne to Dover is quite a haul. It has the added entertainment of the tidal gate
past Dungeness Point. | double checked my notes on the tides and decided that IF
things went well for the first 25 miles to Dungeness, | should try to be there at about
10.00am. This meant leaving Eastbourne at 0530, a bleary -eyed departure, juggling
moorings in the lock gates and trying to listen to and memorise to the forecast all at
the same time. The last 25 miles would be against the tide so | had better get
cracking.

The sun shone, a breeze blew and | was on time . A bit of a diversion was caused by
activity on the Lydd gunnery range. A smart launch honed in on me and held up a big
board telling me to change channels and listen out and also to change heading onto
110 deg until 3 miles east of the power station. We went south of east and then
changed onto the heading for Dover, arriving at 1445 and cleared with harbour
control for the Granville moorings. 45 miles in 9 hours = 5 knots average speed.
Cool ! as the children would say. What is it about Dover that it does not seem to
matter what state of tide | arrive or leave, there is the mother of a rip tide across the
entries between the breakwaters. Talk about landing in a crosswind ! Full opposite
rudder... and some! | needed full power from the new Yanmar to miss the wall
going in. Coming out next morning was equally interesting.

Dover to Ramsgate.17 miles of scenic beauty. Just make sure you miss the Goodwin
Sands and get into the Gull Stream on the way to the Ramsgate dredged channel.
And they do like to be warned that you are coming. Otherwise Ramsgate is good
place to rest up. Nothing fancy, all the basics. It is also the place where the
murderous psychopath Judge Jeffries got his come-uppance. He was lynched by the
crowd after being recognised as he was trying to escape to France after the fall of
James the Second.

The last lap. Ramsgate - West Mersea. 44 miles.

There cannot be many charts so full of evidence of man's fragility and incompetence
and bad luck as that showing the Thames Estuary. As if nature did not make it
difficult enough, we have added countless wrecks, unexploded munitions and big



boats in narrow channels very close to the stretches | am in. At one point | saw a
grey seal applauding the traffic. How nice. But then | realised he was standing up out
of the water on a mud bank a good 12 miles from the nearest shore. My depth
sounder was a real comfort at that moment.

The weather did its usual thing of turning nasty for the afternoon. In all |1 had
calculated and entered eighteen waypoints from Ramsgate to the Nass Tower and |
plodded along from one to the other, saluting each as | passed. All except one..
Someone seemed to have stolen the Knoll beacon. | was just coming up to its
marked position when Trevor Spero rang on the mobile and | complained bitterly that
someone had moved it ! He was as surprised as | was that | had managed to make
to the Blackwater just in time for tomorrow's fun and games in Heybridge.

And it was fun. Thank you Trevor and everyone for making the day. | really enjoyed

the company after so many days on my own. Even the weather forecaster caught up
with me at last and the sun shone on us all.

Heybridge.

Four Bells nearest camera, Pied Piper (middle), Centaur.

Brief statistics from my log

Total distance logged: 541 nautical miles

16 days at sea, average 33.8nm per day

109 hours 45 minutes at the helm, average 6hs 50 mins per day
Number of ports visited: 16

Wareham Weymouth Dartmouth Salcombe Plymouth Looe Fowey Falmouth Brixham
Yarmouth (loW) Shoreham Portland Eastbourne Dover Ramsgate West Mersea






