
Scotland Part 6    South from Wales 

I got on the train to Aberystwyth in shirtsleeves in warm sunshine. By mid-Wales it was dark 
and raining, the hilltops invisible in low cloud, sheep huddled behind stone walls, and on the 
platform at Aberystwyth the locals were dressed for November. After getting the most urgent 
chores on Freya done in a brief easing of the rain I got bored sitting below and decided to 
venture into town for the evening. It was a mistake. The students were away. It was Sunday 
evening. The town was closed except for two dispiritingly deserted pubs. I gamely stopped at 
a tourist information plaque and started reading about the history of Aberystwyth, but, with 
rain running down my glasses I was unable to stand still enough in the gusts to read the 
gothic typeface. Tacking back along the pavement into the teeth of what was now a full gale 
I reached the marina security gate to realise I had no idea how to get back in. It had been 
open when I left. There was an electronic dongle gubbins, but I had no dongle. Then I 
spotted a combination lock on a box the other side of the gate.  I remembered a piece of 
paper with a code from when I was here three weeks ago and prayed that (a) I could find it in 
my sodden wallet and (b) the number hadn't changed since. Wiping my glasses I read the 
scribbled biro numbers just before the rain obliterated them and, fiddling with six worn 
barrels in the gloom, eventually getting them all lined up. Nothing. I pressed a black button. 
Nothing. I wrenched the whole box in frustration ... and it fell open revealing a dongle on a 
piece of wire just long enough, if you fiddled quite a lot, to reach the gubbins. A light came 
on. The gate didn't open. I pulled. It didn't open. I pushed. It opened! But now I had to stuff 
all the wire and dongle back inside their box, way to my left, and turn the barrels of the lock 
to secure it, while holding the gate open with my foot a metre to my right, as the wind tried to 
slam it shut, and then grab my bag, just out of reach beyond the box, as the rain hammered 
down. Once through the gate the steeply sloping ramp was by now channelling a torrent 
which accelerated and hit the pontoon like a waterfall. By the time I was back on board I 
needed a complete change of clothing. One set down and I hadn't started sailing yet! I 
turned my hearing aid off so I couldn't hear the rain hammering on the cabin roof and had a 
very early night.  
 
Day 1 Aberystwyth to Fishguard 43m, 5.0kn 
 
It actually dried up enough to enable me to fill up with diesel and get off twenty minutes after 
the only other visiting yacht left and headed South. The wind had also dropped, leaving me 
to tack into the left-over swell all day without sufficient power from the sails not to be thrown 
all over the place. My new tiller pilot was playing up in an "I'm in a bad mood" kind of way, 
sometimes co-operating, sometimes having a huff, and I had to hand steer most of the way. 
The ebb South started at mid day and almost got me all the way, but I struggled to inch 
round Dinas Head, just two miles short of Fishguard. By the time I crept into the shallows off 
Lower Harbour in evening sunshine, I had passed Aberaeron, Newquay, Aberporth, 
Cardigan and Newport harbours on the way, but unless you can take the ground they are 
none of them much use as there is no shelter in deep water and it was an on-shore wind. 
Lower Harbour at Fishguard is the location of the "sloe black, crow black fishing boat 
bobbing sea" in the film of Dylan Thomas' "Under Milk Wood".  
 



This yacht left Aberystwyth, and arrived at Fishguard, just twenty minutes before me, 
anchored next to me, and then raced me to Milford Haven the next day. Yachting sometimes 
brings people together, but I never met them. 
 
 
 

 
Lower Harbour has a view of Fishguard’s huge breakwater, as big as that at Braye on 
Alderney, and also a vista up the coast to Dinas Head.  
 
 



The Fishguard to Rosslare ferry that had taken me to my boat in Southern Ireland, two 
months before. 
 
Day 2 Fishguard to Milford Haven 42m, 4.7kn 
 
This passage is all about getting through Ramsay Sound, just after St David's Head as you 
round the most Western point of Wales, and inside Ramsay Island, and then through Jack 
Sound, inside Skomer. 'Reeds' tells you, emphatically, not to go anywhere near them unless 
you arrive at slack water, at neaps, on a calm day, with local pilotage knowledge and have 
good insurance, a lucky rabbit's foot and a death wish. It is actually impossible to take them 
both at slack water going South as the tide turns two hours earlier at Jack Sound, so if even 
if you time Ramsay just right you inevitably hit Jack at full ebb. I'd been through them both N- 
and S- going before, including on my way to Scotland, and they were fun, as well as saving 
15 miles off a rough offshore passage. You need to have memorised the pilotage notes, or 
have made yourself a little waterproof diagram to have to hand, as the tide runs so 
powerfully and the rocks and overfalls are so numerous, that if you hesitated and looked 
anything up in the pilot book while mid-Sound you would quickly be in trouble.  
 
I had done my homework and knew what I needed to do to get to Ramsay Sound just as the 
North-bound flood stopped. Three yachts left Fishguard at much the same time, heading 
South, one of them had also come South with me from Aberytswyth, and, I guessed, all of us 
had the same plan. I was out in front until Strumble Head. An inshore eddy accelerated me 
to over seven knots and then, as soon as I was in the full flood North, complete with half a 
mile of broken water, slowed me to two. The fleet of three closed up as I slowed first, then 
spread out again as I got clear first. Two dolphins appeared, the first of many that day, 
quickly going about their business rather than playing, just one being friendly enough to 
repeatedly race past the cockpit so I could watch it underwater.. 
 



A couple of miles before Ramsay I thought I was going too fast and would be early - there 
was more wind and from a more helpful direction than forecast. So I furled the genoa to slow 
down. The yacht behind me copied me. All three of us still arrived early. There is a great 
temptation to assume others know what they are doing. An in-shore eddy just after St 
David's Head fooled me into thinking the tide had already turned, but it was still foul once 
into Ramsay Sound. I followed the Pilot Book and went inshore round Horse Rock, the 
chasing yacht went the more direct route the other side, but was then slowed by the race off 
'The Bitches', the nastiest hazard. We were neck and neck. The wind turned North, right 
behind us, and he was able to pole out his genoa while mine flogged uselessly and I furled it 
... and he crept ahead.  
 
All three of us then avoided Jack Sound and went outside Skomer but inside Skokholm, 
which turned out to be a bad decision as it was very rough offshore, the big swell bouncing 
off the cliffs, crashing back into oncoming waves and exploding vertically. By now the tide 
had well and truly turned and all three of us were making eight knots as we approached St 
Anne’s Head at the entrance to Milford Haven, which I had passed in sunnier conditions 
before heading across to Ireland two months before. 
 

St Anne’s Head, more forbidding than when I had passed it two months before in the other 
direction. Friends had stayed in the lighthouse cottage, but the fog siren had kept them 
awake at night! 
 
 
All down the coast it had been quite bright out at sea, but black as coal inland. There were 
Met Office weather warnings for local flooding in West Wales. Once I turned East into the 
Milford Haven estuary it started raining, then teeming down, with thunder for good measure.  
 
 



Big and ugly, and that’s just the clouds. A chemical tanker in Milford Haven, about to 
disappear in heavy rain. 
 
Visibility dropped to 400 yards and it is a busy port, with ferries, giant ships, tugs and 
charging pilot boats, so I had to stay alert at the tiller, while getting comprehensively 
drowned, for two hours upstream. It took that long as I was going deliberately slowly, waiting 
for the tide. Milford Dock has a locked entrance but the waiting pontoon outside sometimes 
dries at Low Water and the lock only opens at Low Water under special circumstances. It 
was Low Water. Luckily there was a cluster of boats already waiting outside the lock and the 
Harbourmaster made an additional unprogrammed entrance, and with a brief burst of full 
throttle I was in. The yacht I was alongside in the lock helpfully took my lines and radioed 
ahead for me for a berth, a very convenient one, and I was secure and stripping off my less 
than totally waterproof waterproofs two hours before I feared I might be. A yachtsman I 
chatted to, who sailed out of Cardiff, had been on his annual two week cruise with his family, 
had not yet had a rain-free day, and had hardly got out of the Bristol Channel due to the 
winds.  
 
Indeed all the forecasts were becoming alarming, predicting much too much wind (37 knots 
according to ApocalypseWeather.com). Even if I could cope with strong winds then the 
accompany seas would make a Lundy anchorage untenable and Padstow's Doom Bar 
lethal. So I gave up and went home. Again.  
 
I was now watching the weather very carefully, looking for when the wind was not blasting in 
from the South West – I needed at least a two day window. An additional difficulty was that 
the tides had moved on. The crucial one was at Padstow, where HW was now mid-day 
instead of at the start and end of the day, so that ruled Padstow out as a stopping-off point. 
St Ives, as I had found when sailing North, was not a happy anchorage unless the wind was 
South of West – and I couldn’t sail down the coast in a South Westerly. There was no 
alternative but to tackle a very long passage. I had done Milford Haven to Falmouth once 
before, when a distant but rapidly approaching storm meant that it was now or never to get 
to the South Coast – and it took 36 hours. I had one crew and we stood watches three hours 
on, three hours off, but it was still exhausting. On my own, another six years older, that was 
more than I felt confident I could manage. 



Milford Haven to Fowey ....Milford Haven 
 
The timing was hopeless. To get to Milford Dock in time to get out on the last lock opening of 
the day I needed a train that left home very early. There wasn't one. I ended up travelling on 
a Sunday (nearly seven hours on four trains, the last of which stopped 18 times in two 
hours). I arrived late in the evening, and slept on board in the marina.  
 
Day 1 Milford Dock to Dale via Neyland, 14m, 4.5kn.  
 
Next morning I did my provisioning and chores while waiting for the morning lock opening. I 
couldn't use the VHF or phone to seek permission from the harbourmaster to enter the lock, 
due to my hearing, so I arranged, via the marina office, to be lurking outside the lock at 
exactly 10am  "And don't keep him waiting!" I was warned. He gave me a cheery wave once 
I was in the lock, or was it a rather different gesture? 
 
In a moment of rare optimism I took advantage of a lessening of the persistent rain to sail 
(under one third of my genoa, it was that windy) upstream on the last of the flood, to 
Neyland, just before the road bridge that now spans Milford Haven estuary. It is mostly a 
grimly industrial patch of water on a gloomy day, much like Southampton Water in February, 
but with much more of it, yet is home to perhaps a thousand yachts. There were none as 
foolish as me that day, even though it was mid August, and I had the entire estuary to 
myself, except for pilot boats, tugs, a tanker and a ferry from Ireland.  The flood slackened 
and stopped, the ebb started, and I turned and sailed back downstream. The rain then 
returned in earnest together with a doubling of the wind speed. I explored Angle Bay as an 
anchorage, or at least what I could see of it through the downpour, before deciding that it 
was not nearly as protected as I had hoped, and reverted to my original plan of looking for a 
spare buoy in Dale. However this involved crossing the entrance to Milford Haven, and 
getting a rough and wet reminder of why I was not risking sailing outside. The swell charged 
in, whitecaps rolling down the fronts of the grey waves, as I sought protection on the North 
side, behind St Anne's Head. The further I crept in to Dale, the quieter it got, though I could 
hardly see in the driven rain. I picked up one of several spare buoys, as inshore as I could 
risk, stripped off my heavy wet gear, and mopped up the water in the cabin as best I could.  
 
I spent much of the afternoon planning the next day in detail, around the weather and tides, 
and concluded there was no alternative to a very early night and a 3am start. Padstow was 
inaccessible, St Ives was possible as it faced East, but my memory of its almost total lack of 
protection, when I had moored there on the way North, was not forgotten, and it would also 
be difficult the morning after getting round The Brisons and Cape Cornwall into the projected 
stiffening Southerly. The best plan was getting all the way round to Newlyn in one go, and 
anchoring North of its breakwater in Gwavas Lake. Unfortunately that was about 115 miles. 
My longest ever solo day passage was 100 miles, in mid-summer daylight, in sunshine, in 
perfect conditions and with helpful tides. I was pushing my luck (and my stamina) but I 
couldn't see a safe alternative.  
 
I found the chart I had used last time I had sailed South from Dale to Falmouth in one hop, 
and it still had my hourly positions marked on it. I was going to have to be a great deal faster 
than that if my plan was to work.  
 
I turned in by 8pm. It was still raining. 
 
Day 2 Dale to Milford Dock, via the Bristol Channel 10m, 3kn.  
 
I slept badly, worrying about not hearing my alarm, and anxious about negotiating my way 
through the extensive moorings, and pot markers beyond them, in the dark. I'd have about 



three hours to dawn, two to the first light. The swell still crept round the corner into Dale 
overnight and threw me around, but it gradually got quieter. 

The good news when I rose at 2am was that the sky was clear and a bright moon illuminated 
the moorings. The bad news was that neither of my tiller pilots was working. To avoid 
wrapping a pot marker line or trailing mooring round my prop I sailed off my mooring at 3am 
and wove my way through the yachts and vacant buoys ... very slowly, there being almost no 
wind. By the time I was out from the lee of Vomit Point (I didn’t make that up!) (honestly!) the 
wind was up to all of 6kn but the southerly swell left over from the day before was over 2m 
and steep, and 6kn of wind was not enough to prevent me slamming and stopping every 
seventh wave. I ploughed on in the dark, with the engine on for some much needed power, 
for about twenty minutes. I was making about four knots instead of the needed six. It was 
very uncomfortable and tiring, and difficult to steer a course. If I carried on like this it would 
be dark again well before I got to St Ives. I suddenly lost confidence and motivation and did 
something I have never done before: I turned round and went back where I had come from. I 
anchored back in Dale where I had started, or at least a few cables away, clear of all the 
moorings. I waited for it to get light and then sailed, slowly and morosely, back to Milford 
Dock, and back in through the first lock opening of the day. The only other yacht in the lock 
had just made a passage from the Scillies. They regaled me with horror stories about how 
awful the last 24 hours had been, how, on the way South from their home berth in Conwy, 
they had been trapped by the weather in Padstow for ten days. "Our wives wouldn't put up 
with it, they've gone home". "Worst summer ever" "Horrendous". It cheered me up no end.  
 
I admitted defeat and emailed Alan, with the CCC cruise in Fowey, that I would not be joining 
in after all.  
 
There looked to be a weather window a week ahead. Would it be third time lucky? Would the 
window slam closed again?  
 
Johnston, Haverfordwest, Clarbeston Road, Carmarthen, Ferryside, Gowerton. I whiled 
away the hours on the train home inventing spoof Mastermind questions on the Special 
Subject of "Welsh branch lines". 
 

Back to Plymouth 

Day 3 Milford Haven to Dale, again  6m, 4.4kn 

This time the winds and tides would allow me to stop at Padstow or St Ives (but not Lundy) 
and so I had a bold plan and a timid plan, depending on how I faced up to the open sea. 
Either way it would help to start at the crack of dawn from Dale rather than wait for the lock 
in Milford Dock and have to get out West to the sea before I could start heading South.  

Dyfed Electronics had mended both my tiller-pilots (water ingress the problem in both cases 
– too much rain and rough weather) and did it quickly, and explained what the problem was, 
and what they had done about it, and tested them overnight in wet conditions, and put them 
back on my boat for me, and charged me astonishingly little. I have found that my degree of 
satisfaction with marine engineers of all kinds is related to their distance from the Solent. I 
assume that in West Wales and other far flung places yacht services of all kinds cannot 
afford to alienate their few customers on a regular basis, whereas in the Solent there are 
plenty more fish in the sea to rip off and all the other yards and engineers are doing the 
same thing anyway. Wales felt similar to the North Netherlands or South Biscay in that 
dealings with yards have left me appreciative rather than fuming. Plymouth appears to be 
about half way between the extremes.  In the Solent yards treat customers the way 



restaurants do in Dover – there are an infinite number of customers, most of whom are just 
passing through once, and so there is no point in treating them other than with total distain. 

I don’t know how many cruising sailors keep logs. I have a shelf-full of annual log books 
containing notes of every day I have ever sailed, and so before setting out on a long 
passage I sometimes go back and look at my log from something similar in the past. What 
kind of average speed was I able to maintain over a day with a Force 4-5 at about 60° and a 
2m swell on the beam? The answer, from a past Channel crossing with two full tides so that 
tide speed did not confuse matters, was 7kn, to my surprise, though there were also 
references to it being ‘a bit bumpy’, but also ‘exhilarating’. Well that is what I now anticipated. 

I walked round to see the lock keeper to arrange leaving once there was free flow just before 
HW. He was preoccupied with trawlers threatening to crush two yachts as a swell and 30 
knots of wind played havoc inside the lock. I waited until the crisis was averted and asked if 
he could allocate a time for me to pass out through the opened lock, as I was unable to use 
VHF due to my deafness, "Couldn't you phone me?" he asked, perhaps not fully grasping 
the practicalities of deafness. "Well that's difficult" he eventually realised. He suddenly 
brightened: "Well I won't be on duty anyway" he said with enthusiasm. Not his responsibility. 
Nothing to do with him. Sorted.  I said "Please tell the lock keeper on the next shift I'll hang 
about by the fish dock so he can see me, at 6.30, I'll check the way is clear, and look out for 
any hand signals from him if I shouldn't come through" and climbed back down the control 
tower steps before he could think of a reply. 
 
In the end it was straightforward, but there was still a swell and 28kn blasting through the 
lock, so I opened the throttle and got it over with as quickly as I could, and waved more 
confidently than I felt as I passed the control tower. I was starting to get cold feet about the 
anchorage at Dale. I superimposed a course line on my chart plotter to see where the wind 
would be coming in to Dale. There was going to be very little protection. Black clouds piled 
up over the distant lights of the oil refineries as in a Lord of the Rings scene featuring 
Mordor.  I arrived at Dale at a premature dusk and circled around choosing a buoy that was 
reasonably inshore and away from the tip of the headland, for what protection there was, but 
not so close inshore to I'd run out of depth at the very low LW, the tide coefficient being 100 
that night, and that had a pick-up buoy that looked as though I could actually pick it up in the 
wild conditions. I managed to pick one up first time and secure the strop quickly, but then 
banged my knee so hard on the windlass that I screamed out loud. Three fishermen 
appeared from the cabin of a moored trawler and gazed across at me. I smiled and shook 
my head, as if pain was nothing for an old salt like me, and waited until they lost interest 
before hobbling back to the cockpit, gritting my teeth. I had to lash the tiller to stop Freya 
swinging wildly from side to side in the violent gusts. I checked the forecast, yet again. I was 
just going to have to wait it out until the wind veered later on and calmed down a bit. I held 
on to my (purely medicinal) glass of wine to stop it sliding up and down the table. Sitting in 
the cockpit admiring the scenery was out of the question: I'd have needed survival gear. It 
was a case of early to bed while I still had the strength and willpower to cling on to the sides 
of my bunk. 
 
Day 4  Dale to Padstow, 73m 5.5 knots 
 
I had been getting up at four throughout these cruises but it was foolishly early this time. 
Dawn was sixish, but even at five there was little sign of lightening in the East under the 
cloudy sky. There was a decent Westerly breeze, but I couldn't see even enough to get the 
main prepared and I was not going to motor out through the mooring field, with pot markets 
beyond, unless I could see them clearly. I was going to be behind schedule before I even 
started.  
 



My eyes adjusted to the gloom and I nervously dropped the buoy’s strop by 0520. Out in the 
entrance to Milford Haven two tugs, lit up like oil rigs, waited for the next tanker coming in. A  
lumpy swell rolled in from the South West, and a F4 from the West, but moving around 
through 20 degrees. It took a while to settle into a reach and the sea was going to make the 
day very tiring. Wales disappeared behind me, the last land I'd see for many hours. A 
solitary dolphin kept me company, swimming right next to me in the cockpit as I talked to it. 
Running mad, already, and 80 miles still to go. 
 
My Welsh courtesy flag came down and my CCC burgee was looking distinctly second hand, 
what there was left of it. We were making 7 knots through the water but under 6 knots over 
the ground, the tides heading up the Severn Estuary not doing quite what I had predicted. I 
kept upwind of the rhumb line, just in case the wind backed later, and the wind built and 
backed more South, so I was more close hauled than expected, and the seas built to over 
2m. The motion of the boat became uncomfortable. The waves were also slowing us. I was 
keeping tabs on progress and we were already 3m behind and doing a knot less than I 
needed to. I was not going to make it to St Ives before dark, and I was already tired. I put 
two reefs in the main and one in the genoa and the motion was kinder, but now we were 
much too slow to get there. I made the decision to bear away for Padstow. I could get there 
at HW provided I could maintain 5 knots, and the motion of the boat would be easier. I had 
told myself at the start of the season to sail according to conditions rather than to a 
schedule, but I seldom listen to advice, especially my own, and it still felt like a defeat to bear 
away. Now only 50 miles to shelter I already felt less anxious, however. 
 
By mid-day the sun was out. I always feel the waves to be less intimidating when they are 
blue rather than grey.  Black waves, looming out of nowhere at night, have always frightened 
me. I do not like sailing in the dark. At 1300 the visibility to the East improved and Hartland 
Point hove into view. Back in England! I find offshore passages somewhat dull and need 
passing landmarks to keep my spirits up. Paul Heiney (in 'Last man across the Atlantic') 
describes with feeling the paucity of satisfaction in seeing a plot crawl snail-like across an 
empty chart, all sense of progress and scale lost.  
 
The tide had turned in my favour down Cornwall, and we made 26 miles in the next four 
hours, so getting to Padstow in the light and on the flood now seemed more certain, which 
was just as well. At 1400 I passed 1,000 miles since I had left Plymouth  on this cruise, in 
May. It was still getting rougher, though, and there was no sign of the wind veering West, as 
promised, and with the wind now well in front of the beam, against the tide, it was a bouncy 
passage. In my West Country Pilot an old Mousehole fisherman is quoted as saying: "West 
of the Lizard is no place for a small boat come the end of August". It felt as though I was 
going to get East of the Lizard just in time. I only saw two ships, both bound for the Bristol 
Channel, and twice had to tack away for 10 minutes to let them past at a safe distance. The 
container ship was very fast, and I could have held my course and passed behind it, the 
tanker very slow and I could have crossed ahead. I rarely judge ship speed well. 
 



 
My berth at Padstow was right next to the old Custom House 
 
As I approached Padstow I could see a good many small sails, out for a summer evening 
jaunt - the first sails I had seen all day. A Cornish Crabber ventured outside briefly before 
choosing discretion over valour and racing back in with the big flood. Inside the estuary I 
fancied some beautiful solitude anchoring out at Stepper Point. It was well sheltered but the 
extreme tide meant that only a small  area would have enough water at low tide, and the 
entire patch was littered with lobster pot markers, so I motored up the estuary to the harbour. 
It is the first time I had experienced a big Spring flood here and as you approach the narrow 
channel to the entrance to the harbour the tide rips at right angles across to Rock and up the 
main channel to Wadebridge. I was pointing towards the rocky shore, only 30 yards away, 
but making a course, just, towards the harbour. If I had not been paying attention I'd have 
been swept across the central sandbank. The Harbourmaster remembered me from my last 
visit, heading towards Scotland, and beckoned me in through the gate and round to port 
towards the one berth left inside, rafted up to a bigger yacht tight up against the Custom 
House. Moored in the most picturesque spot of all was a lovely wooden classic sailed by 
what, in my youth, would have been called beatniks. There were a crowd of tourists watching 
me so I did my best to execute a three point turn with no space to spare, and a ferry drift with 
the wind to come alongside, as the yacht's crew took my lines. It must have looked casually 
easy as I gently came to rest without touching the throttle. If only I could manage it like that 
more often.  
 
I had a pasty and a pint for supper and an early night. The gate would open at about 6am 
and it would be another 60 odd miles round to Penzance, with unhelpful winds. 
 
 



Day 5 Padstow to Newlyn, Gwavas Lake   60m, 5.5kn 

The trawlers getting ready to leave woke me up. While I was fiddling about in the cockpit the 
Harbourmaster saw me and indicated five minutes by holding up his fingers, and I was the 
first out as the gate slid to its horizontal position.  Two substantial fishing boats rushed past 
me in the narrow channel, and an even bigger one charged inbound after a night at sea, at 
ten knots, with a wash that had me clinging on. Once in the entrance it became clear that the 
swell was even bigger than yesterday, though now longer and not so problematic. The wind 
had also kicked up a chop at 45° to the swell. I hoisted a double reefed main, pulled the 
boom hard down to the centreline, and motored straight into the waves. It wasn't too bad 
round Stepper Point but round Dinas Head inside Quies the North-going tide and waves 
were concentrated and brought us to a crashing halt too frequently for comfort or progress. 
Once past I was able to bear away for Godrevy Point, now clearly visible beyond Newquay. 
Having some wind in my main and the waves off the starboard bow, made life easier, but it 
was a long slow slog. However the sun shone, the coast was stunning, and I relaxed into it. 
This is where my childhood holidays were taken and I am warmly attached to it all. 
 

 
The Brisons, off Cape Cornwall. This is as close as you would ever want to be. 
 
Land's End was in sunshine, as it had been heading North three months ago. The inshore 
back eddy described in Reeds did not really materialise, but the closer inshore, the less the 
Spring ebb took me backwards. I had seen several isolated pairs of porpoise, gracefully 
arching their backs as they surfaced, going about their business at their own pace, 
uninterested in me. Then ahead there was some disturbance on the surface involving a large 
number of guillemots and gannets, and in amongst the melee there were three pairs of 
porpoise together, circling around, making the most of the school of fish that had aroused 



the birds. Off Ushant I had once seen a dramatic display of diving gannets turn a large pod 
of dolphin off their course to investigate, the birds acting like remote sensing to the dolphins. 
 

A match for my view of Land’s End from three months ago, travelling North. 
 
Round the corner, finally on the South Coast, I had a look at the anchorage outside 
Mousehole, but although there was one yacht there already it looked exposed and crowded 
in with pot markers. Instead I anchored in Gwavas Lake just East of Newlyn, and rigged up a 
bright riding light in case the non-stop stream of trawlers chose to turn left as they left 
Newlyn instead of right and out to sea.  
 

 
The entrance to Newlyn, from Gwavas Lake.  



Day 6  Newlyn to Plymouth (Caswand Bay) 66m,  5.6kn  (1,202m since leaving 
Plymouth) 
This was going to be a motor-sailing day, from time to time, though the light winds were quite 
helpful and there was more wind offshore. There were, for the first time in three months, 
yachts everywhere, though they seemed to hug the coast, presumably for the scenery, 
where they were becalmed. Is there any sadder sight than a spinnaker hanging like a wet 
dishcloth?  
 
I had fun with the tides off the Lizard. I had made a note in my log, last time I had sailed here 
east-bound with a Spring flood, that the Lizard had been horribly rough inshore even on a 
quiet day, and that there was a vicious back eddy immediately afterwards, which could bring 
your tide-assisted 8 knot frolic to a 3 knot standstill if you turned North East for Falmouth too 
early. I stood off out to sea, then stayed heading East for two miles. I caught a yacht that had 
been two miles ahead, and left a yacht standing that had been catching me, because they 
both stayed inshore and turned too early. The chasing yacht was a white speck in the 
distance off my stern, still only off Cadgwith, three miles behind, as I picked up an Easterly 
breeze and loped towards Fowey, still benefitting from the flood while they floundered. 
 
The coast here looked ravishing in the gentle sunshine, and with undemanding winds and a 
flat sea I had plenty of relaxing time to gaze at it. I had intended to berth at Plymouth Yacht 
Haven, to complete my cruise to its start point, but it was a gorgeous evening as I rounded 
Penlee Point and Cawsand looked inviting, protected and still. Half a dozen yachts had 
already decided to stay the night there, anchored close up against its southern rocky shore. 
Smoke drifted up lazily from two back gardens and the random, tumbling cascade of 
cottages looked an absolute picture as the sun went down.  
 

Anchored close in to the South shore at Cawsand Bay on a very still evening.  
 
 



Day 7 Plymouth to Lyme Regis 66, 5.3kn 

Technically my Scotland cruise was complete- I had returned to where I started out from. 
However after sailing all year solo I had arranged to sail with a friend from Weymouth in 
September, and I had two more days to get the boat there. The first day involved picking up 
the early morning flood East, to get all the way to Berry Head before it turned, and then a 
slower inshore pootle along the Dorset coast to Lyme Regis. I had never, in all my crossings 
of Lyme Bay, had an offshore wind that would allow me to anchor there. I cannot dry out in 
its harbour, I would fall over with my keel, and the summer visitor's pontoon has too little 
depth, even it its extremity, at LWS, so it had to involve a visitor's buoy or anchoring, in 
effect in an open roadstead, and that had never before been viable in the conditions. But 
tonight there was due to be a gentle Northerly, offshore. I left Cawsand as quietly as I could 
manage, given that all the other yachts slept on, half an hour before dawn in a lovely gentle 
light, with a summer's morning offshore breeze and a good flood tide outside. In Southern 
Brittany in the summer, there is an offshore breeze every morning, a lull until early afternoon, 
and them an increasingly fierce onshore breeze, gradually turning South East as the South 
of France baked and drew in air from everywhere. Devon was behaving a little like that in 
this late but welcome mini-summer. It just got hotter and hotter all day. 
 



 

....my other yacht 
 
A spectacular three-master passed me going West, and later a tall ship. I made Salcombe 
by 9, Start Point by 10, Dartmouth by 11 and Berry Head by 12, the tide still pushing me 
along vigorously.  
 



 
Start Point in four hours from Cawsand Bay 
 
But the offshore breeze failed and there was a long lull before an onshore breeze picked up 
later so I ended up motoring across much of Lyme Bay. It was hot and still, quite useless for 
sailing, so I made a detour along the Jurassic Coast out of interest, despite the extra miles.  
 
All my pilot books warned that both the visitors' pontoon and buoys at Lyme Regis had too 
little water at LWS. But I found that the buoys had been moved further offshore than marked 
on my charts, and several deep draft yachts were already moored up. I had an unexpected 
extra metre under my keel and picked up the yellow buoy easily enough in the still air. The 
disadvantage of being in deeper water was that the buoys were no longer behind The Cobb 
and so were more exposed. As I flopped around after what must have been the stillest day 
of the year I wondered what it would be like after a stiff South-Westerly. I was still pointing 
out to sea and slapping against the gentle swell when I turned in, despite the forecasts of an 
overnight offshore Northerly.  
 
Day 8 Lyme Regis to Weymouth  32m,  5.0kn 

For perhaps the first time on my cruise I did not have to be up early the next day. Portland 
Bill imposes its own timetable, though if it was going to be as quiet as the day before there 
would be few horrors to face. I wanted to sail the last leg, not motor it, and fell asleep hoping 
for a breeze. I was glad to take my hearing aid out and not be disturbed by the loud music 
from the beachfront. 
 
I got my wish for wind by getting up in time to enjoy the early offshore breeze. While it lasted 
it was champagne sailing. Warm, a flat blue sea, blue sky, a steady 10 knots on the beam, 
loping along at 6 knots past stunning scenery. The sun rose over 'Broadchurch'  (West Bay) 
as a yacht came out, also heading for the Bill. I was catching him fast, but only, it turned out, 
because he had run into light winds first. By 0830 the sea was like a millpond and we were 
both motoring. 
 
I have passed around Portland Bill many times, and by timing it right it is possible to be in 
reasonably calm conditions tucked tight inshore right under the low cliffs while raging races 
can be seen close off to seaward in exactly the spots, and with exactly the timings, identified 
in the Admiralty tidal charts. It is uncanny how regularly the troublesome spots behave. It is 



easier West-East and this time it was so calm, despite Springs that took me South close to 
The Bill at over 8knots over the ground, that there were day trip fishing boats anchored 
where on most days you would die horribly, and a classic wooden yawl was having fun 
sailing round in circles over water that you might normally not expect to escape from. 

There is an inshore back eddy on the flood after the Bill, just as at the Lizard, and you have 
to keep on East for well over a mile before you can turn North towards Weymouth or 
Portland, where the tide separates North and East over The Shambles. It was Bank Holiday 
weekend, and unusually hot, and there were tripper boats, dive boats, fishing boats, dinghies 
and yachts out all over the place. I anticipated that it was going to be like rush hour inside 
Weymouth harbour and so prepared the boat to come alongside while I was still a mile 
away. Inside there was a huge tall ship just leaving the quay, board paddlers, a tug, illegally 
fast Sunseekers and speedboats, every variety of sailing vessel, some of them attempting to 
sail but with no steerage way, and just to add some spice several wooden rowing boats 
ferrying people at right angles to the traffic, all in a harbour only a hundred yards across. 
People were yelling, or gesticulating, or both. It was utter chaos and I wove through it at 2 
knots.  

There is a waiting pontoon just by the road bridge that opens briefly every two hours and I 
was able to moor there and walk upstream to the marina to arrange a berth. The pavements 
were so packed with tourists it was hard to make progress. I realised that I had not been 
ashore since Padstow. My legs didn’t work properly, my arms felt out of sequence: I had 
forgotten how to walk!  

The marina is very sheltered, and has the smartest facilities I have encountered anywhere, 
but it is surrounded on three sides by busy roads and is not a place to relax. Despite that 
there were huge powerboats that were being used like beach huts – people sitting around in 
easy chairs drinking (probably not tea) and saving themselves the trouble of actually going to 
sea. It was like those who get out their picnic table in a lay-by next to a dual carriageway. 
Nowt so queer as folk. 

I discovered that Bank Holiday crowds no longer get to and from the seaside by train – mine 
was deserted. It chuntered lazily inland, and like a Sunday afternoon motorist visited every 
hamlet in Dorset that has a thatched red brick cottage with flowers round the porch, before 
eventually rejoining the bustling coast at Poole, just twenty miles further East. I found I was 
no longer mentally planning the next cruise, looking up tides, checking long range weather 
forecasts, and scouring charts for anchorages. I’d made it. It was over. I wondered if I had 
cured myself of the desire to tackle long passages to remote places. 

  



Plymouth to Scotland and back Log, 2017 
 
Date Ports Passage (first visit)   Miles c Miles Speed (kn) 
17 Apr 2 Plymouth to St Mawes 40 40 6.0 
18 Apr 3 St Mawes to St Ives 64 104 5.1 
19 Apr 4 St Ives to Padstow 35 139 5.8 
20 Apr 5 Padstow to Lundy 39 178 5.1 
21 Apr 6 Lundy to Milford Haven 44 222 5.3 
   222   
2 May 7 Milford Haven to Dale 7 229 3.8 
3 May 8 Dale to Kilmore Quay 69 298 6.0 
   76   
13 Jun 9 Kilmore Quay to Arklow 52 350 5.3 
14 Jun 10 Arklow to Skerries 53 403 5.8 
15 Jun 11 Skerries to Ardglass 49 452 5.3 
16 Jun 12 Ardglass to Bangor 35 487 5.0 
17 Jun 13 Bangor to Lamlash 67 554 5.5 
18 Jun 14 Lamlash to Troon 15 569 4.8 
   267   
7 Jul 15 Troon to Lamlash 17 586 5.0 
8 Jul 16 Lamlash to Tarbert 43 629 4.4 
9 Jul 17 Tarbert to Lamlash 25 654 4.7 
10 Jul 18 Lamlash to Portpatrick 45 699 5.7 
11 Jul 19 Portpatrick to Port St Mary (IOM) 71 770 5.1 
12 Jul 20 Port St Mary to Aberdaron 84 854 5.4 
13 Jul 21 Aberdaron to Aberystwyth 34 888 5.2 
   302   
7 Aug 22 Aberystwyth to Fishguard 43 931 5.0 
8 Aug 23 Fishguard to Milford Haven 42 973 4.7 
   83   
14 Aug 24 Milford Haven to Dale 14 987 4.5 
15 Aug 25 Dale to Milford Haven 10 997 3.0 
   24   
22 Aug 26 Milford Haven to Dale 6 1003 4.4 
23 Aug 27 Dale to Padstow 73 1,076 5.5 
24 Aug 28 Padstow to Newlyn (Gwavas Lake) 60 1,136 5.2 
25 Aug 29 Newlyn to Plymouth (Cawsands) 66 1,202 5.6 
26 Aug 30 Plymouth to Lyme Regis 66 1,268 5.3 
27 Aug 31 Lyme Regis to Weymouth 32 1,300 5.0 
   303   
 

1,300 miles 

31 days sailing 

26 different ports (17 of which were first visits) 

Six countries 

 


