
Scotland Part 4: Over the sea to......Aberystwyth? 

 

After reaching the Clyde on ‘Freya’ I had a walking holiday in the Scillies with friends – and 
fell in love with the place. I used the little island ferries to visit seven islands and walked most 
of them all the way round, and in doing so reconnoitred anchorages and visitors’ moorings, 
at least from the land, as well as pubs I might get ashore to. I had sailed there – for just one 
night in Hugh Town – the year before but had not even gone ashore. This time I soaked up 
its magical, peaceful, atmosphere – and I wanted to sail there and anchor between the 
gorgeous flower-strewn headlands. If I was going to do that in 2017 I had better not hang 
about on the Clyde until the Autumn. Crew for my first planned Clyde cruise had let me down 
(again) and I could not get North to Oban or Mallaig through the Crinan canal without crew, 
so I decided to have a couple of days amongst the places I had yearned to sail – especially 
the Kyles of Bute – and then head South. 

Whether, after leaving Scotland, I made it down the West side of the Irish Sea (the way I had 
sailed North) or further East to the Isle of Man, Holyhead, and the Welsh coast, depended on 
the winds. All the forecasts for mid-July said ‘unsettled’ in the North West and this meant 
fronts coming in from the West and predominantly South Westerly airflows. It might turn out 
to be wet and difficult, though all the forecasts agreed it would get easier and warmer as I 
got further South. 

Troon to Lamlash, 17m, 5.0kn 

Visits to my mother (94, in Bournemouth) and daughter (34, in Sheffield) delayed my setting 
off but I eventually got back to Troon. After a long day on the train I had planned to go 
shopping, do a few chores on the boat, eat at the marina restaurant, have an early night,  
and set off the next day. But the walk from the station took me along the seafront with views 
across to Arran, and wanderlust overtook me. Half an hour later I was outside the harbour in 
a nasty chop with the wind now on my nose and rain in the air, regretting my impetuosity. I 
was not going to be able to make Millport on Great Cumbrai as I had hoped, but just about 
laid the course to Holy Isle on Arran and, three bumpy hours later, I moored at Lamlash. I 
had already been there on the previous cruise and I now had no provisions. 

 
Lamlash (Arran) to Tarbert (Kintyre) via the Kyles of Bute, 43m, 4.3kn 
 
The next day started with a red dawn and I sailed off my mooring without my engine on (the 
first time I had ever risked it) in an offshore zephyr. It took me nearly an hour to waft the one 
mile out of Lamlash Bay, past Holy Island, and then a F3 filled in on the beam and took me 
along at 5 knots headed North up the Clyde, past Arran to port, with my eventual destination, 
Tarbert, just visible up Loch Fyne. I left the Cumbrai Islands to starboard, went round the 
South tip of Bute, past Rothesay and Port Bannatyne, and into the Kyles of Bute.  



 
 
Kyles of Bute Pilotage: Straight on till you get up into the mountains, then turn sharp left. 
Repeat. 
 
The Kyles were not visible at all until quite close, one headland with big mountains behind 
looking much like any other and no open water to be seen. The narrowest passage, past the 
Burnt Islands, was marked by buoys but invisible from a quarter of a mile away, and was just 
two boat lengths wide, with a motor yacht doing 12 knots in the other direction and not giving 
way to anybody. I spent almost the entire day surrounded by land with no open sea in sight - 
the water was flat and the views consistently captivating. The mountains and sea lochs 
funnelled and turned the gusty wind and confounded me and my sail plans, motor sailing 
one moment, and broad reaching with too much sail aloft the next...but never for long. It was 
a popular stretch of water for cruisers, and die-hards short-tacked across narrow reaches 
with rocks on one side and shallows on the other. I sailed most of the day with just the main 
up so I could tack or gybe at a moment's notice and motor-sail moments later. It was 
increasingly sunny and warm, though still half the temperature at home in The Cotswolds. It 
was all totally engaging and simply lovely. 
 
I had walked with friends on Arran, visited Bute, and spent a week with my daughter and her 
family on Kintyre, so I was frantically taking snaps and sending emails to all and sundry: "do 
you remember the McBrains ferry/walking up the mountain behind Broddick/the grim B&B in 
Rothesay".  However did sailors fill their time before the internet? 
 
I was heading for Tarbert, a place name that means 'isthmus'. There are several Tarberts in 
Scotland, including a very similar one on Harris. This one was where Vikings had dragged 
their longboat across Kintyre at its narrowest and lowest point, from West Loch Tarbert to 
East Loch Tarbert, to save them the 80 miles round the Mull in open sea. Tarbert was having 
a 'Viking Festival' and a 40ft longboat had been dragged from East Loch Tarbert and was 
launched again into Tarbert harbour to the sound of cheering crowds, bagpipes and church 
bells, just as I arrived. I hadn't realised that Vikings were bagpipe-playing Christians. Vikings 
also apparently wore muddy T-shirts and wellies and carried club hammers. And that was 
just the lassies. There cannot be a lot to do in Tarbert.  
 



 
 
This longboat was dragged from East Loch Tarbert to West Loch Tarbert, over land, then 
launched just as I arrived in the harbour. 
 
However it is a smashing place to visit from the sea. It is usually packed with yachts in 
season, and many now moor across Loch Fyne at Portavidie's new marina and take the 
ferry across to Tarbert. Luckily I found a suitable berth with an stunning view and a resident 
yachtsman took my bow line to help me cope with the wind. 
 



 
Tarbert harbour, from my berth, mixing the old with the very old 
 
 
The weather was about to take a turn for the worse so I spent the evening moodily re-
planning. In the end I decided to stay put in Tarbert for 24 hours to let the front blow through. 
But the next morning I was up at five, as usual, and had showered, walked around the town 
and found that all the shops would be closed (it was a Sunday) and was on my second 
breakfast by eight. I was already bored. So I set off for Lamlash - only 25 miles, mainly 
protected by Kintyre and then by Arran, less into the wind than Cambletown, where I would 
have preferred to reach, and I could be there before it was predicted to become truly horrid. 
It started off well. The bit that wasn't protected was the North end of Kilbrannan Sound 
between Arran and Kintyre, and it got seriously rough and windy for an hour, the waves from 
the open sea at the other end turned into a confused chaos by bumping into the sides on 
their way North. Once in the shelter of Arran the mountains then produced a comprehensive 
wind shadow. There were a cluster of double reefed yachts flopping about in the swell with 
not a breath filling their sails, sitting ducks for the next downpour. I ended up motoring until 
the wind returned suddenly down a deep valley through the hills, flattening the sea and 
heeling me without warning, and I then continued under genoa back into Lamlash Bay, for 
the third time, making a complete pig's ear of picking up a mooring in the quirky breeze. 
 
Apparently there are spectacular views down Kilbrannan Sound. I'll have to take the Pilot 
Book's word on that. Visibility was under a mile at sea level with anything over about 30m 
above the sea obscured by dense cloud. The air soaked my oilies even when it wasn't 
actually raining. Sometimes it was hard to tell whether it was raining or not. Once on my 
mooring it rained, then it rained a bit harder. It was still raining when I turned in. And when I 
woke on the night. And when I rose in the morning. This is what Scots call ‘dreech’. Later in 
the cruise I asked a Welsh harbourmaster what the Welsh equivalent of dreech was. He 
replied “Pissing down”. To cheer myself up I mused that I could instead have spent the day 
ashore in Rothesay on Bute, the dreariest place I have ever been to. 
Tarbert back to Lamlash, 25m, 4.7kn 



Lamlash to Portpatrick 45m, 5.7kn. 
 
It was going to carry on raining on the Clyde, with stronger winds outside the inner islands, 
but much more pleasant further South. So I now had a plan, to take advantage of projected 
wind directions, to sail down the West Coast of Scotland to the tiny harbour at Portpatrick, 
that allegedly now had a small pontoon for visitors, and then South again to moorings in Port 
St. Mary on the SE tip of the Isle of Man, and finally to Holyhead. The tides all worked out 
right, which was just as well as they were big ones: the tides off the Mull of Galloway, the 
Calf of Man and approaches to Holyhead are all notorious. The winds would be light and 
helpful. The only problem was the distances involved: at least 150m over the three days - 
plenty of time for something to go wrong. But to kick it off all I had to do was be off by 0500 
the next day. I checked the engine oil and made sure I had plenty of diesel in my tank - I'd 
probably have to motor-sail to keep to the tide-imposed schedule. 
 
I was up in time to be off my mooring by four, motoring out of Lamlash Bay in still, dark, 
damp air, but the drizzle cleared in time for a gloomy dawn as I left Arran behind. 
 

 
 
Goodbye Arran 
 
Then a breeze on the beam picked up and we were reaching for Ailsa Craig. After the rain 
visibility became wonderfully clear, the mountains in the North of Arran still being visible 
when I was 40 miles away, and Kintyre and Islay and then Rathlin Island off the Northern 
Irish coast, all visible for hours. The tides ebb South out of the Clyde and then flood South 
into the Irish Sea, so I would have eight hours or so of fair tide, and even in the light breeze 
we were sometimes making 7 knots over the ground. 
 



Ailsa Craig, my waypoint, is a curiosity, rising like a black pyramid to over 1,000ft and steep 
to with no off lying rocks, quite unlike anything else in the area.  
 

 
 
Ailsa Craig, in splendid isolation 
 
I was an hour ahead of schedule as Stranraer Loch opened up and I had to keep a sharp 
watch for ferries racing to and from Belfast Loch, only 20 miles away to the West. Oddly the 
only yachts I saw were all motor-sailing into the wind and tide, heading for the wet Clyde. 
The fools! 
 
Portpatrick, half way down the Rhins of Galloway, is a tiny harbour, abandoned by 
commercial traffic long ago because its entrance, complete with breakwaters ruined by 
violent storms, is both shallow and open directly to the prevailing winds. However it is the 
only harbour along the entire coast so I had no choice. The harbour had been bought quite 
recently by the local community off neglectful owners and improvements had been made. 
The entrance had been dredged to 2m (“Only two years ago!” I was told proudly by a local) 
but there was, despite rumours, still no pontoon to help cope with the big tides against a 
lumpy stone quay. My deafness affects my balance and my heart rate soared as I clung on 
to the slippery ladder each time I had to go ashore. 
 



 
The Great Wall of Portpatrick 
 
A garrulous 'harbourmaster', who also runs the putting green and sells ice creams, was on 
the quay to help me tie up, and made helpful suggestions: the longest bow and stern springs 
I possessed and three short lines round fixed lines hanging attached to the walls, up and 
down which I could slide. It worked fine but it got ever gloomier as the tide dropped and 
dropped and dropped, and the wet dark wall towered over me, and the sky receded. Up 
there on the quay, however, it was warm and pleasant. I had got to Portpatrick by lunchtime, 
and treated myself to fish and chips and a pint outside a pub by the quay. 
 
The harbour was home to several pairs of Black Guillemots, smaller than their cousins down 
South, and much less gregarious. Each pair seemed to be harried by a hopeful interloper. 
The pair sachayed their mating dance to show they were an item, and when that did not 
work, chased the interloper away, both above and below water. The crystal clear water and 
the white flash on their wings enabled me to watch them 'flying' underwater. I sometimes 
think wildlife TV programmes are missing a trick with some of our own humble but 
fascinating nature.  
 



Portpatrick to Port St Mary, 71m, 5.1kn 
 
I did not wait for the tide to turn South because I didn't trust the rapidly reducing depth in the 
entrance beyond half tide, or the location of the ‘Half Tide Rock’. A walk round to the far side 
of the harbour to have a good look at the entrance had determined that its marker buoy was 
well out of position. And so I was leaving before five, yet again, while there were still safe 
depths. But the tide went slack quickly, turned fair inshore, and had just started to flood 
South offshore by the time I reached the Mull of Galloway, still in flat water but in too little 
wind to sail downwind. But there the tide takes a sharp left turn towards Cumbria - it heads 
East, then West, rather than North and South as it does on the Ireland side. I mused about 
what would happen if I turned left a bit, with the tide. It worked! I could now sail with the wind 
gently on my beam instead of uselessly behind me, and gain from the tide, which the 
Admiralty tables claimed would soon increase to 3 knots. But where would that take me? I 
could sail round the East side of the Isle of Man instead of the West! What is more by the 
time the tide turned again it would be ebbing South down the East coast (it divides just South 
of Ramsey) and I'd have a fair tide almost the whole way. Was the Point of Ayre at the North 
end going to be a problem? Not with a fair tide and a flat sea and good visibility - I could 
keep tight inshore of all the sandbanks. In fact it would be easier to negotiate than Calf 
Sound at the other end. The only drawback was that it was about 20 miles further round the 
East side to St Mary Port. But I had all day, and all evening too, if I wanted. Off we went. I 
glanced back to the Mull of Galloway, my last sight of Scotland, with Bengay and Bengeray 
peaks behind. Beyond them to the South East I could see the Lake District, and behind over 
my right shoulder I could still make out Northern Ireland. And straight ahead now was the 
Point of Ayre on the Isle of Man. In no time the engine was off and I was making 5kn  
through the water in 8kn of wind and making 7kn over the ground. And then the sun came 
out. It took only three hours for the 22m from the Mull to the Point of Ayre, in flat water. That 
was the easy bit. 
 
More by luck than judgement I arrived at the Point just as the tide turned. A mile away I still 
had two knots fair tide as I followed the pilot book instructions and kept right into the beach, 
and I could see swirling broken water ahead, even on this very calm day. Half a mile further 
and the tide slackened, then stopped, and I rounded the lighthouses in total calm. A quarter 
of a mile round the corner I was in one knot of foul tide, which increased to nearly three 
knots a mile later. The two lighthouses and fog horn tower offer a diverting optical illusion. As 
if playing 'statues’ you never saw them actually move, but next time you looked they were in 
different positions in relation to each other. At night you would run mad, or run on to the 
beach. 
 

 
 
 



Playful lighthouses on the Point of Ayre 
 
Once past the dramatic lighthouse on  the green cliffs of Maughold Head the tide leaving the 
English coast separates going North and South as it bumps into the Isle, so I did not have 
long to wait before things got easier, but in the meantime I stayed inshore and took 
photographs for friends who are very fond of the place. The sky cleared to a brilliant blue, 
the wind went somewhere else, and I motored down the coast for several hours.  Apart from 
the incongruous condos of Douglas it is very like an empty Cornwall, except that the 2,000 ft 
of Snaefell dominates every vista. As I sheltered under the sprayhood from the blazing sun 
my iPad revealed that play had been suspended at Wimbledon for rain. Ha! 
 

 
Maughold Head lighthouse 
 
A friend's father had been the keeper at Langness lighthouse, and had warned me about the 
overfalls as you pass the headland before you get into Port St Mary. Sure enough I could 



see standing waves and white water from two miles away. The suddenly the fair tide turned 
to foul as it raced back round the corner from the West Coast straight into my path, my 
progress dropping to two knots. The wind unexpectedly whistled down a gap between the 
hills inland, straight onto the maelstrom. It had been quiet all day, but not at the end.  
 
The pilot book described four visitors' buoys inshore of the lifeboat, marked "at your own 
risk". There were three brand new yellow buoys offshore and older orange buoys inshore, so 
I took one of those, before discovering that the pick-up buoy had a boat name on it. The end 
of the day is often the most stressful bit when sailing solo. Picking up an unfamiliar buoy in a 
crowded anchorage, with limited depth and huge tidal range, in a strong wind, on my own, 
was not my favourite part of cruising. The thought of being asked to move, perhaps after 
sunset, by the owner of the mooring, spoilt my evening. Luckily I was unmolested, but every 
sail approaching the harbour made me nervous. 
 
 
The day started bright, with crystal clear air. Just out of the harbour I was astonished to see 
the Mountains of Mourne off to the South West, where I had been a month ago sailing up 
Ireland. I checked the bearing, and measured it on the chart: they were 60 miles away! A 
little further out to sea the hills behind Ardglass came into view behind the Calf of Man, but 
they were only 35 miles away. The tide, which was supposed to help me, initially slowed me 
down as it swung in an arc round the bottom of the Isle of Man and North through Calf 
Sound. Further out to sea the tide behaved itself, heading SW, and I was making enough 
ground sailing in the gentle breeze to abandon my schedule and I decided to take as long as 
it took for the 45 miles to Holyhead. It was a calm day, so even the Skerries in the 
approaches should not be a big problem if I now missed my tides. So I settled down to a 
pootle, in the sunshine, the Isle of Man looking a picture in the low warm light. 
 
Holy Island, and then Parys Mountain in the NE of Anglesey, eventually hove into view, just 
as the wind died and the foul tide began. It was going to be a long, rolly, day, and I was now 
stripping off my oilies and sheltering from the sun under the sprayhood. I decided to let the 
flood take me East along the North Coast of Anglesey as at my slow pace the ebb would 
kick in before I got there and sweep me West again to Holyhead.  There is a route marked 
on charts that avoids all the offshore hazards, the Skerries, and all their associated overfalls, 
while staying relatively close inshore, and I would take it. On a rough day I might have 
diverted right round well to the West of the Skerries to avoid unpleasantness. 
 
Friends were holidaying in Conwy and I had the whimsical idea of turning up there in Freya, 
but It would be approaching LW when I arrived and Conwy Sands have caught out many a 
yachtsman. The last time I was there I left without a functioning GPS or engine just as the 
tide was falling, and had my heart in my mouth lest I mistook the unlikely and winding 
channel and lost precious time as the depth plummeted. Nowadays I would take that 
channel at two hours before HW or not at all.  
 
There was a circular glassy patch of sea ahead. As we reached it, Freya gave a twitch as 
she changed course and rose up a foot, falling off the other side a hundred yards later. The 
chart showed the bottom to be 60m below, but with a 30m high pinnacle rising up from it, 
and 30m above that the sea swelled up as the tide rushed over the pinnacle. I have seen 
this before, off St Catherine's Point, South of the Isle of Wight, and also, most memorably, 
on a glassy smooth crossing of the Channel, North of Cherbourg, when my boat, fast asleep 
in the heat, suddenly picked herself up as if gripped by a giant hand, and half a minute later 
flopped off the other side of the pancake smooth bulge of sea as if over a weir. 
 
As I approached Anglesey I had to turn directly South to cross the TSS, with Liverpool to 
Dun Laoghaire ferries crossing at right angles at speed, and then the tide turned West and 
South-going with a vengeance to sweep me towards Holyhead. But it was still only 2pm, and 



a lovely day. Why stop? So I decided to carry on another 45 miles to Aberdaron, round the 
Lleyn peninsula. It would normally have been much too far for an afternoon, but the tides 
round Anglesey are prodigious and in the next four hours I made 31 miles, topping out at 
11knots, most of it tide, on a flat sea, with the sun sparkling. I particularly enjoyed seeing the 
RSPB lookout by South Stacks where I had watched a peregrine falcon diving on young 
seabirds, the year before, and the Lleyn peninsula is very beautiful, and quite empty, though 
unfortunately also empty of harbours. 
 

South Stack, Holy Island, Holyhead. It looks calm but the tide was ripping along. 
 
Despite my rapid progress I was still late at Bardsey Sound. Although my obsessional 
planning is driven by anxiety I still somehow manage to be unrealistically optimistic about 
making tidal gates, a kind of navigational blind spot. I didn't even have a plan B if I couldn't 
get through the Sound. Cardigan Bay empties itself North through this narrow passage and 
fifteen minutes after the tide turned, with no noticeable slack at all, there were standing 
waves right across my path. On a windier or rougher day it would have been unpleasant or 
impossible, but today it merely delayed us a little, slowing us to 2 knots even with the 
hammer down, and then we eased out the other end, turned sharp left, and the lovely 
Aberdaron Bay opened up. This evening I had it all to myself. 
 
Aberdaron can be an idyllic and sheltered anchorage, as it was that evening, and a perfect 
setting-off spot to cross Cardigan Bay the next day. I had fancied anchoring on Bardsey 
Island, but I didn't have the bottle. However the last time I anchored at Aberdaron, six years 
ago, was far from idyllic. It was March, there was snow on Cader Idris, it got dark very 
suddenly, and I had neither GPS nor a depth sounder, and setting an anchor in the dark 
without quite knowing where I was did little for my dreams that night. This time it was mirror 
calm, I had a chartplotter and functioning depth sounder, and after anchoring quickly and 



easily I relaxed with a glass of wine in the last of the light of a balmy evening before turning 
in early. If painted by Turner, the sunset would have been considered overblown.  
 

 
The evening light show in Aberdaron Bay 
 
I had been going for sixteen hours, after getting up before dawn for the fifth straight day, and 
had sailed 200 miles in the last three days, and I was weary. Aberystwyth, my final 
destination the next day, is tidal, and if I didn't get there by the mid day HW then I was well 
and truly stuck as all the other harbours and marinas in that part of Wales are also tidal. So  
despite my weariness it was to be yet another early start, which meant negotiating the 
hundreds of lobster pots in the Bay in the pre-dawn gloom. Joy. Would I dream of lobsters 
instead of dragging on to rocks? 
 
Port St Mary to Aberdaron 83 miles, 5.4kn 
 
The anchor came up completely clean, so I was probably on shingle - not great but good 
enough for the gentle overnight conditions. It was windless under a gibbous moon as I left 



the Bay, scouring the dark water for pot markers, but a 'soldier's wind' quickly filled in as the 
sun came up. In no time the motor was off and we were making 6kn sailing free in 10kn of 
breeze, directly towards Aberystwyth. It was a perfect sail, in cool sunshine on a flat sea, 
with views of Cader Idris to port and Bardsey Island behind me, and later the coast 
appearing, all the way down to St David's Head. The wind veered, making things even 
easier, and then two dolphins joined me, my first since heading North from Lundy nearly two 
months ago. A great way to finish the cruise. 
 
The little marina at Aberystwyth had replied to my email and staff would meet me at a 
waiting pontoon right by the entrance. I would attempt to get there at HW, with enough depth 
to get over the bar and before there was a strong ebb through the berths from the two rivers 
that disgorge through the pontoons. I needed to average over 5 knots but I was managing 
that without even trying. This was an easy day. I arrived at the entrance within two minutes 
of HW. berthing was a cinch. The staff could not have been more helpful. The showers were 
luxurious. I felt I had earned it all. 
 
The train journey back through Wales was picturesque but interminable (I am sure we went 
through some of the valleys two or three times), so I had plenty of time to start planning the 
final stage of my Scotland adventure and get Freya back to Plymouth, maybe even in time 
for the CCC Fowey cruise in August. Would I be able to fit in an anchorage or two in the 
Scillies? Don't miss Part 5. 
 

 

  



Scotland trip log (Part 4) 

Date Places (first visit) Miles c Miles* Speed (kn) 
7 July Troon to Lamlash 17 586 5.0 
8 July Tarbert 43 629 4.4 
9 July Lamlash 25 654 4.7 
10 July Portpatrick 45 699 5.7 
11 July Port St Mary, Isle of Man 71 770 5.1 
12 July Aberdaron, Wales 84 854 5.4 
13 July Aberystwyth 34 888 5.2 
 

*Since leaving Plymouth 

 


