
Scotland Actually (Part 3) 

In the third of my cruises North I finally made it to Scotland. I had following winds (and seas) 
all the way and that enabled me to make rapid progress. The CCC burgee is being proudly 
flown on the Clyde, but unfortunately now torn to shreds by the wind. 

My crew Ian, a freelance video cameraman, had been waylaid by the broadcasting demands 
of the general election, so I was solo again. My train broke down but GWR paid for a (£200) 
taxi to get me to Fishguard, just in time for the ferry. The Atlantic storms that had featured in 
the press and led to several trans-Atlantic racing yachts being knocked down and 
abandoned, had left a big long swell rolling in from the WSW and the ferry to Rosslare 
smashed into it until close to Rosslare when it calmed down. My first day would involve 
running East from that swell from Kilmore Quay, on the South Coast of Ireland, until round 
Carnsore Point and safely into the Irish Sea, protected from wind and waves for the next four 
or five days, with luck. 
 
I worry about leaving 'Freya' in unfamiliar harbours for any length of time, and she had been 
there for a month, through some violent weather, but she seemed fine. However the gas 
locker remained stubbornly locked, for no apparent reason, so I had no gas, and all the fish 
and chip shops and cafes were closed on Mondays, so it was a cold meal on board as I 
planned what I'd have to cope with the next day. I'd chosen a start date for a fair tide from 
early morning, crossing St Patrick's Bridge, joining the Saltee Islands to the mainland, on a 
rising tide. With the tide turning two hours early inshore I might get eight hours of fair tide, as 
high water is progressively later here as you go North. Further North still there is almost 
permanent slack water and very little rise and fall, until the tides reverse and surge out and 
in through the narrow North Channel between Ireland and Kintyre. The first day I would try 
and make the 50 or so miles to Arklow. Dusk drags on into a long twighlight in these 
latitudes in June and I could sail a very long day if I needed to, and I fancied a pint in Arklow. 
 
Day 1 
 
My tiller pilot had failed after being knocked down getting to Kilmore Quay from Milford 
Haven, and I had brought a new one out to Ireland with me and checked it turned on OK 
before I turned in for the night, but as soon as I tried to use it the next morning I realised 
there was a problem. Raymarine tiller pilots are set up to pivot to starboard. Mine pivots to 
port, so it turned the wrong way. The solution, I knew, was to reverse the polarity of the 
power supply. So there I was, steering with one knee while dismantling a piece of 
electronics, circuit board and all, with a 2m swell and 14 knots of gusty wind, hoping that my 
bowl of screws and bits would not empty themselves into the wet cockpit sole. Re-
assembled, without needing a soldering iron, it worked, but the digital compass is now 180 
degrees out. You cannot have everything. In contrast to my success with electronics, after a 
day without hot drinks I lost patience and managed to get into the gas locker with a judicious 
mixture of brute force and ignorance. 
 
The Eastern end of the South coast of Ireland is flat and dull, with a huge wind farm marking 
the windiest extremity at Carnshore Point.  
 



 
Carnsore Point, at the SE corner of Ireland. A bleak and tide-swept spot. 
 
 
Round the corner by nine o’clock I was finally heading North for Scotland, but the wind and 
swell followed my change of course, and it was to be a rolly, gusty passage to Arklow, but 
completed in good time with a following tide until the afternoon. Inside Arklow on the river 
Avoca it was like a millpond, and ten degrees hotter than outside, but looked industrial and 
suburban rather than picturesque. The skipper of a bigger boat that had also left Arklow that 
morning took my lines and I was invited aboard for a G&T. Paul gave me good advice about 
harbours and marinas, as the Irish Sea and the Clyde were his cruising ground. 
 
The marina at Arklow is tiny, cramped and full to bursting, with no space for visiting boats or 
even for manoeuvring, but there is a long pontoon along the river that the marina service, 
and they provide free access to their facilities. It is a relaxed arrangement. Arklow town is a 
walk away, over a bridge and up a hill. I never made it.  
 
Kilmore Quay to Arklow: 52m, 5.3 knots. 
 
 



 
 
The Avoca River, Arklow, like a millpond despite the wind outside. 
 
Day 2 
 
At dawn I discovered that overnight gulls had been using my decks as a killing ground for 
crabs and I discovered dismembered limbs in nooks and crannies for days afterwards. 
Contrary to the forecast I was not pinned to the pontoon by a fierce Southerly but found the 
Avoca to be ebbing with an unruffled surface as I pushed off and stepped aboard in a 
similarly leisurely fashion. But that meant motoring, with sails barely filling, at least to start 
with. The foul tide slackened and turned, the sails filled, and I enjoyed a very gentle morning 
waft as I was swept silently North. 

The green wooded hills had been evident inland, but now they rose and crowded the coast: 
Mizen Head and Wicklow Head had Wicklow Mountains behind them. An offshore wind farm 
out on Arklow Bank reminds you that all along this coast there are very shallow banks 
parallel to the shore, much like the Belgian coast, and you have to pay attention if you are to 



sail inside them, as I did. There was no sign of the sun inland, but offshore was brilliantly lit, 
low shafts of light breaking through dark clouds. A single swan flew past, a mile out to sea, 
its wings brilliant white in the sunlight. Unlike the West-facing Cornish and Wales coasts the 
trees here crowd right down to the sea and it felt, at least looking to port, more like an 
estuary than the open sea. 

The tide built, the wind freshened, and soon I was making six knots, then seven, and despite 
the slow start I could already see Howth Head, beyond Dublin, and I was going to be at The 
Skerries early. A 12m modern white yacht slowly overtook me. I was sailing but they were 
motoring – not just making unnecessary noise and emissions in a boat designed to sail fast, 
but rolling horribly while I was steady. Why do people do it? I had one clue an hour later 
when I saw then trying to put their sails up. It must have taken them half an hour, by which 
time I was several miles past them again. 

The Southerly zephyr had by now become a stiff blow and the swell was building all the time 
as we loped past the complex Dublin fishing lanes with Burford Bank to port and Kish Bank 
to starboard. The mountains now had ‘flags’ on their Northern flanks as the damp air climbed 
rapidly and cooled. I ticked off the cardinal marks: South Burford, North Kish, Bennet Bank, 
North Burford, and very quickly we were at Howeth Head. The marina there had been my 
Plan B if I was too tired or too late, but it was early afternoon so I pressed on, inshore of 
Lambay Island but outside Patrick Island. There an inshore passage is possible, but required 
careful navigation through small marker buoys and I was going too fast for that and buoys 
were being pulled under by the tide. So I played safe. Unfortunately this took me into two 
hazards I had been warned about. I had contacted the Skerries Sailing Club in advance and 
an Officer, Sean, had kindly offered me his mooring while he was away. He did however tell 
me that it could get horribly lumpy off the North East corner of Patrick Island and at the same 
time I would find myself surrounded by pot markers. He was right on both counts and 
required all my attention for the ten minutes it took to cling on and negotiate my way round. I 
had already reefed and furled the genoa but was still making seven knots but by now the tide 
had turned again and that piled up the swell into steep and foaming heaps. I had an internet 
signal still and two forecasts agreed on gusts in the mid 30’s. I would have dropped the main 
and flown just a triangle of genoa but there was no protected water in which I could safely go 
on deck to drag it down until I was right into the Skerries anchorage. This is an open 
roadstead, well protected from the South but the boats on the moorings must take a pasting 
in a Northerly. The gusty wind took the surface off the flat water and I was having trouble 
identifying the buoy I should be picking up: red (like the others) with a small pick-up buoy 
(like the others) and near a green and white E-boat (like half a dozen others). I managed to 
pick up and hang on to what I guessed to be the correct buoy, though my arms are now 
longer than they used to be and my hands a permanent brown from the noxious slime 
encrusting the strops. An hour later I spied what must have been the correct buoy, just as a 
RIB came out from the club to ask me what the hell I thought I was doing. In fact they were 
charming and were perfectly happy for me to stay until morning. They said no-one would 
come in and claim it as: “No-one in their right mind goes sailing in this!” 



 

The Skerries, its sailing club about to burst into life for Wednesday evening races 

I settled down for the evening as the wind dropped enough for the regular Wednesday 
evening races to ahead, the slipway suddenly a hive of activity and the club punt rushing 
crews out to their moored yachts. I had the front seats as I relaxed in the cockpit with a cold 
beer (or two) and snacked. All the very varied yachts set off first, then all the very varied 
dinghies, on the same tight ‘round the cans’ course. After four laps a Beneteau First won the 
cruiser race and a Fireball beat all the modern exotica to come home first of the dinghies. 
Twenty minutes later the anchorage was deserted again. The RIB came and asked if I 
wanted to go ashore to the clubhouse, which is where everyone had retired to – but I was 
too tired (and wobbly) for that to have been sensible. 

The forecast now was for two fairly windy days, but still from behind me, before some quiet 
days on the Clyde the next weekend – if I pressed on I would benefit from that. I planned 
slower ‘genoa-only’ sailing to avoid any possibility of needing any deck work, and wrote out a 
passage plan for Ardglass and for Bangor, in Belfast Loch, the following day, and downed an 
Armagnac just to make sure I would sleep. An account I have read of Chichester racing 
across the Atlantic on his own describes frequent and comprehensively well enjoyed drinks: 
he carried gin, champagne and beer.  If it was good enough for him... 

Arklow to Skerries  53m, 5.8kn 

 

 



Day 3 

The day started bright and breezy and promised to get breezier and wetter. Instead of a 
rhumb line I sailed North to Carlingford Loch and then North West, out of interest in the coast 
and in the hope of getting some protection from the seas. An Irish Fisheries protection 
gunboat stood guard as I left the Skerries at six, making six knots through the water but only 
four over the ground, and that made the seas steeper and less comfortable. I found the 
place names I was passing evocative: balbriggan, Drogheda, the Boyne, Dundalk – a part of 
the world I knew only from history books, the chart awash with church spires. Carlingford 
Loch looked a fascinating detour, but the entrance is not for the fainthearted and the tides 
were all wrong that morning, so I continued up the coast, still in sunshine.  

In such brisk conditions I wedge myself at the top of the companionway with four cushions, 
under the sprayhood. I can keep watch, see all the instruments, see the chartplotter on the 
chart table, and keep warm. I have been known to fall asleep there. Yesterday it was easy to 
see the Mountains of Mourne, all 750m of them, from 30 miles away. Today they were 
initially obscured by rain clouds, and then appeared in a damp haze as it warmed up. The 
Irish Sea Pilot has a photo on the cover of the author sailing his cutter-rigged Vancouver with 
the snow-clad Mountains of Mourne as a backdrop, in crystal clear air. The view today was 
less inspiring. 

 

The Mountains of Mourne crowd down to the coast 

 



Yesterday there had been a handful of yachts off Arklow, near the marinas of Dublin, and at 
the Skerries, but there were no facilities for yachts at all along this stretch of coast, the 
fishermen guarding their harbours, and I had the entire sea to myself all day except for a 
coaster awaiting the tide outside Carlingford, with steep hills either side of it like a Scottish 
Loch. I bore away heading North West and started rolling more in the quartering sea, and 
then the first of the rain squalls arrived. They were brief, but unpleasant and frequent. In one 
flurry a vast flock of Guilemots (a Guild? A Gathering?) were startled into the air, circled the 
boat, and resumed their feeding. The gusts became more severe, with over 30knots on the 
wind indicator, and I was glad I had been cautious about my sail plan, and reefed down to 
one third of the genoa, still making rapid progress. After St John’s Head I gybed inshore then 
motored ibnto the very narrow entrance of Ardglass. I had studied the chart and chartlets in 
the pilot book and Reeds but I still found it confusing, a wide collection of easily identifiable 
and utterly bewildering buoys all over the place, with rock ledges on one side and ruined 
jetties on the other. I headed first into the fishing harbour where there was more space to put 
head to wind and get lines and fenders out before being buffeted back into the buoy soup, 
and then trickled round the next corner and, thankfully, found an easy berth, head to wind, 
and a visiting boat’s skipper waiting to take my lines. Inside it was actually very sheltered, 
except in the squalls, and there were no difficulties getting securely alongside. 

 

You needed your wits about you negotiating the maze of buoys in the tight entrance to 
Ardglass. Five minutes later this view was obliterated by a rain squall. 

Ardglass is a very curious place. On the North side it looks like wilderness – you could be in 
a remote Hebridean anchorage. On the South side is the left-overs of 19th century 
industrialisation. 500 wooden fishing boats still worked out of Ardglass 150 years ago and 
the stone fish market and other such buildings go cheek by jowl with ruined medieval 
buildings, towers and fortifications. It is higgledy-piggledy, with empty stone docks and quays 
and abandoned corners. But it had a shop, a wine shop and a chippie, and the marina had 
fine showers and wifi. Civilisation! 



I found an ATI to get myself some more Euros and to my bewilderment it spewed out Bank 
of Ulster Pounds – I was in Northern Ireland already! I fear that Brexit might end the non-
existent border and replace it with something less porous. 

Throughout the evening warm sunshine was interspersed with abrupt rain squalls that beat 
on the roof and made Freya fret at her mooring lines. 

Skerries to Ardglass 49m, 5.3kn 

 

Day 4 

I had carefully worked out plans to work around the very fast tides that ran in and out of the 
Irish Sea through the narrow North Channel. Getting to Bangor required that I ran with the 
ebb or I was not going to make it. Unfortunately this required leaving at 3:30am. Then I 
remembered that it was at that moment after 10pm and still very light – I could catch the 
second ebb and sail into the evening! So I had the morning off walking the coast North and 
South and visiting the Heritage Centre to find out more about Ardglass. A visiting yacht 
berthed next to me were in their home waters and gave me sound advice about where I 
could cut corners – and where I could not, and which harbours would welcome me despite 
being run for fishermen. 

As always seems to happen when I am waiting for a tide, I got impatient, and left probably 
two hours before it was sensible, but the price I paid was minimal – the tides did not pick up 
speed until further North and by then they had turned. 

The sun shone, bathing the green coastline. Within an hour I was approaching Strangford 
Loch. Its entrance is even more difficult than Carlingford, a much larger body of inland water 
emptying through a long straight channel only 400m wide in places over an uneven bottom. 
Eight knot tides and standing waves right across the entrance were described in the Pilot 
Book, so I gave it a wide berth and spectated from afar. Another two hours and I was 
heading N instead of NNW, and gaining some protection from the coast from the SSW swell, 
which was now four days old and somewhat relentless in its motion. A grey seal lifted its 
head up for a good look at me, but I had seen not a single dolphin or porpoise up this coast, 
after seeing so many off Cornwall and Wales. 

The offshore banks of further South are replaced on this stretch of coast by countless rocks 
and small islands, and rocky shallows they call ‘pladdies’. There are marks and lighthouses, 
some disused, all over the place, just as there are off Brittany’s iron-bound coast. I wanted to 
keep inshore but it was just too difficult and I paid the price in rougher and windier conditions 
and a longer route. By mid-afternoon I was nevertheless ahead of my passage plan and the 
tide had turned in my favour and was accelerating. And to my surprise I could make out the 
Rhins of Galloway, away to starboard – Scotland! 

At the top right hand corner of Ireland, before Belfast Loch and the coast heading off North 
Westwards towards Malin Head, the ebb is squeezed between Copeland Island and the 
mainland through Donaghadee Sound, the winding channel marked by pairs of red and 
green buoys. The wind was now forward of the beam and I was making 9 knots over the 
ground with just the genoa out, reminiscent of the Alderney Race where I once touched 12 



knots on a flat sea in a gentle breeze, the buoys looking like speedboats. I sped through and 
round the corner for my first (and only) experience of tacking into the wind in the entire 
cruise. But Bangor marina was by then only a mile away and I cheated by motoring the last 
quarter of an hour. Just before I turned into the entrance I glanced behind me and there was 
the pyramid shaped Ailsa Craig, and to its left, the colossal edifice of the Mull of Kintyre. I 
was almost there.  

Bangor is a big marina and I got lost amongst the complex pattern of pontoons both to and 
from the long slog to the marina office, by which time my motivation for going ashore and 
walking along the terraces of colourful regency style villas had ebbed. It was going to be an 
early start the next day, yet again, so I quickly cooked up a horrible looking but tasty mess 
and washed it down with some light fresh Gamay from the Muscadet region. 

Ardglass to Bangor 35m, 5.0kn 

Day 5 

I woke at 3.45 and stumbled into action. There was an orange glow to the NE and the sun 
rose an hour later. We were off the pontoon by 4.15 with nav lights on, but very good 
visibility in the twighlight, and we were sailing free towards Kintyre by 4.25, heading nearly 
20° E of the rhumb line to compensate for the NW going ebb for the next five hours. My first 
coffee of the day was taken in warming sun as a magnificent topsail schooner came 
plunging through Donaghadee Sound as I had done 12 hours before, under full sail, before 
slowing and heading up the Loch for Belfast. The first ferry of the day from Scotland headed 
up the Loch, then another. The wind picked up, it veered, died, it span through 180°, backed, 
then died again. Up on the hills along the North coast a wind farm indicated a steady and 
forceful SSW breeze. Here out on the water there was little evidence of that, though the 
forecasts were consistent and insistent that it was a SSW F4 all day. We were half way 
across before Met Office hegemony prevailed and after that we made steady progress in the 
right direction. Fair Head disappeared off to the West and Ireland was now behind me. 
Shortly afterwards the Mull appeared through the haze, all 380m of it, and then, gradually, 
less lofty stretches of Kintyre’s South coast, and then Sanda Island.  



 

My landfall in Scotland, the Island of Sanda off the Mull of Kintyre 

By the time I got there the air had cleared and Sanda’s extraordinary beauty was lit up in all 
its verdant brilliance. What an island! Inside it the tide had turned NE-going, just as the 
Admiralty tidal diagrams had promised, and we were going with the flow again, without a 
pause. It is so satisfying when that happens. A handsome ketch sat in solitary splendour off 
the white sand beach on the North side of Sanda - what an anchorage! This is what I had 
come to Scotland for. It became hot for the first time and I stripped down to shirtsleeves as 
we sailed up the coast towards Cambletown. Then, out of the blue, literally, a blow came 
tumbling towards us. We were still open to the Atlantic and it completely changed the 
surface of the sea. It stayed bright, but high wispy clouds indicated a change in the weather. 
I checked the forecasts and they had all updated – it was now to be a SW F6 until midnight. 

The most sheltered anchorage within range I knew was Lamlash Bay, off the E side of Arran. 
Getting there involved running for about two hours across open sea then a further hour 
Northwards protected by Arran’s cliff lined coast, and into a large natural harbour protected 
from the S, W and N by big hills and from the E by Holy Island. Off we sped. The F6 came ... 
and as quickly went, settling into a steady F4-5, and the sail was exhilarating. The tide 
ruffled the surface past Pladda, off Arran’s SE tip, and then we were on flat water up the 
coast. Yachts sailing the Clyde started appearing all over the place and I was back into 
coastal cruising territory again, perhaps for the first time since leaving St Mawes in April. 

I had taken a tiny ferry out to Holy Island two years before, when walking with friends, and 
we had traversed the ridge from one end to the other and back along the beach. Monks from 
Ireland settled it nearly 1,500 years ago and it is now a Buddhist retreat. Those monks could 
certainly spot a dramatic location! The sound inside Holy Island could protect a fleet rather 



than just 20 or so yacht moorings, and I had a quiet night in a stunning setting. I kept coming 
up on deck just to gawp, long after the sun went down. 

 

The magical Holy Island, taken from my cockpit, at anchor, off Lamlash, on Arran 

Bangor to Lamlash, 67m, 5.5kn 

 

Day 6 

Sunday was my birthday and my wife wanted me home. So it was up at 3am and a sail 
across to the mainland at Troon by 8am to catch a train home. I was, understandably, the 
only sail out there and I had the lower Clyde to myself. What a way to start your birthday! I 
was in Scotland at last and further cruises, with crew, awaited me in July. 

Lamlash to Troon, 15 miles, 4.8kn 

 

 

Scotland trip log (Part 3) 

Date Places (first visit) Miles c Miles* Speed (k) 
13 Jun Kilmore Quay to Arklow 52 350 5.3 
14 Jun Arklow to Skerries 53 403 5.8 
15 Jun Skerries to Ardglass 49 452 5.3 
16 Jun Ardglass to Bangor 35 487 5.0 
17 Jun Bangor to Lamlash 67 554 5.5 
18 Jun Lamlash to Troon 15 569 4.8 
 

*Since leaving Plymouth 


