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Cruising with the Solent OGA 2017

Carlotta and Piers Rowlandson.

Passage Planning

The nights were drawing in and while land lubbers were thinking about Christmas, Ben Collins and I started planning an adventure for next summer.  A Child Psychologist would call this parallel play.  I was planning to go to Paimpol for Festival du Chant Marin.  Ben was planning to lead the Solent OGA fleet to the Scilly Isles.  One very dark evening in Hamble, Ben unveiled his plans to assembled gaffers and got unanimous approval.  We continued to plan in parallel, but the lines gradually grew closer together as winter became spring (perspective was only discovered during the Renaissance, apparently).  I emailed possible crew to find out who was up for a voyage to the Scilly Isles.  Much to my surprise and delight Sally and Ashleigh who later dropped out for good reasons, both replied with unreserved enthusiasm.  I did warn them that if the wind was not favourable for the Scillies then it would be fair for France:

“Bring your passports.”

Time went by and emails (and other novel ((to old gaffers)) forms of communication) flew back and forth as the fleet got into summer cruising mode.  The weather leading up to our departure date was not promising and Carlotta set off from Cowes a day earlier than planned to avoid a forecast gale.  In the event, we motored into short steep waves and howling winds for three hours to reach Yarmouth.   The next day Carlotta was joined by Harbinger, Gwenili, Furstin, and Corncockle.  My brother Hugh arrived by ferry. Ben was on the same boat as the weather was still too horrible to allow Betty II to leave her mooring in Keyhaven.  A merry evening started in the RSYC and finished in a curry house.  

The Voyage

Yarmouth to Weymouth
22nd July

Saturday dawned cold and drear.  The wind had gone down and was now in the West.  Carlotta met Betty II at Hurst and took the North Channel, followed by the others.  We got as far as Christchurch before tacking out over Dolphin Sand, in torrential rain.  It was rough, but the wind never gusted over 20kts.  Carlotta lost touch with the other gaffers and sailed into Swanage Bay.  Tacking out gave us a taste of what was to come: waves from enormous overfalls threatened to come into the cockpit.  One minute the bowsprit was pointing at the heavens as if in prayer and the next it was plunged deep into the next wave.  At Anvil Point things only got worse and some water did find its way into the cockpit and down below, but there was nothing to do but plough on.  Carlotta tried to get closer inshore to be out of the worst of the overfalls and had the engine running at least some of the time, just in case.  At last we emerged into calmer waters and enjoyed fast sailing in brilliant sunshine for the last couple of hours.  As we approached Weymouth we had to take avoiding action as the National Twelves were racing off the mouth of the harbour.
  


Hugh at the helm, photo by PHR.

We arrived in Weymouth harbour and were directed to raft up alongside Alice Pellow.  Dave and Kay were to become very good friends over the next two weeks.  I heated up Chicken Provençal and cauliflower cheese from M&S for supper, washed down with a bottle of wine that Hugh kindly provided.  M&S meals are a treat on trips like this but they do not keep well so should be eaten almost straight away, unless one happens to have a freezer!  Next morning, after coffee and croissants, Hugh left for home on the train.  Sally and her boyfriend’s mother Helen arrived later in the day.  A party was in full swing when the pair came walking along the pontoon.  They joined in at once, Sally greeting old friends from last year’s Brest/Douarnenez Festival and Helen and her collie dog making new ones; she and her dog were invited to sail to Lyme Regis on Gwenili the next day, and that is exactly what happened. 


Pontoon party in Weymouth, photo by Ben Collins.

Sally and Helen with dog came aboard and I cooked spaghetti carbonara, washed down with red wine.

Weymouth to Brixham.
24th July

 Next morning Carlotta and most of the fleet set sail for Brixham, while Betty II and Gwenili chose to go to Lyme Regis. 


Moon river off the starboard bow, photo by PHR.

Carlotta and Moon River circled around each other as we hoisted sail and prepared to face the overfalls off Portland Bill.  I must say I was dreading it after the trials off Anvil point, but in the event, there was no drama at all as we went sailing past very close to the shore.


Sally at the helm, photo by PHR.

   Sally proved to be a natural on the helm and was at one with the boat straight away.  With topsail drawing and hard on the wind we made great progress across Lyme Bay, but not in the direction of Brixham.  Tea and biscuits was followed by a sandwich lunch, which was followed by more tea and biscuits.   The sun began to sink and it became clear that unless we wanted to arrive in Salcombe we would have to motor into the wind for the last part of the crossing.  At the “violet hour that brings the sailor home from the sea,” (TS Eliot, The Waste Land) following a magnificent sunset, we approached Brixham.  I left Sally at the helm and went below to start supper, having put a few waypoints on the chart.  All was nearly ready when Sally called down the companionway:

“We are in the harbour and we seem to be surrounded by huge trawlers!”  

We circled round and spotted the outline of Alice Pellow, who despite the late hour welcomed us and took our lines.  Sauté potatoes, onions, garlic, ham and egg went down very well with (more) red wine, and so to bed.


Sunset over Brixham, photo by PHR.

In Brixham we shopped for food and a new kettle, (the handle came off the old one), and Sally and I were invited to sail on Vigilance, one of the historic Brixham trawlers.  It was fascinating to see the huge unstayed bowsprit being hauled out.  With all sails set except the topsail we fairly roared along, nearly running down Betty II coming in from Lyme Regis.


Brixham trawler Vigilance, photo by PHR.
  
When we docked, the other crews arrived and a party and chanty singing followed.   Gaffers moved en masse to the BYC for chicken curry and drinks courtesy of Paul Jolley and the Club. 


Party on Vigilance, photo by Ben Collins.

Brixham to Dartmouth 
26th July 


PHR on the helm, photo by Sally Marie Fishlock.

The next day was very windy: gusting up to Force 7 from the West, so with three reefs in the main and only the jib unfurled, we set off for Dartmouth.  With Sally at the helm I experimented with different combination of reefs and headsails.  We were making good progress through steep waves with two reefs in the main and just the staysail when the jib unfurled its self with a bang and we shot off across the swell at 6kts.  It was exciting sailing up the river with all sail set, but discretion took over and we rounded up, dropped sails and steved the bowsprit before joining the others on a pontoon in the river.  More chanty singing and my own song “Fare Thee Well” got its first airing with Ben taking the lead, backed by Paul and myself.  There was polite applause. 

 
Pontoon party and chanty singing in Dartmouth, photo by Ben Collins.


Sally cooked supper of tinned tuna and her special rice.    

Thursday, we were storm bound so all the boats motored up river to Dittisham.  We took advantage of the rubbish and water pontoon on the way.  Sally took the helm after the floating bridge and piloted us up to Dittisham where she guided us to a buoy and I snared it with the special boat hook.  The sun shone; Nick arrived with beer to join us for lunch in the cockpit and later Paul came and told us rude jokes. 

Betty II was falling apart after the rough weather and Paul and Ben spent the afternoon mending the deck around the mast with wood and tools borrowed from Hester and more tools, glue and sealant from Carlotta. 




Paul making repairs to Betty II, photo by PHR.


Sally and I took the tender ashore, she to sketch and me to walk over the hill to Mill Creek, encountering lambs and butterflies on the way.  Sally encountered a lot of mud.  

There followed a party on Ed and Kathy’s Hester.  I tasted the red wine and made a face: Sally discreetly threw it overboard, but misjudged the wind direction and it blew back in Kathy’s face: general laughter.  We were forgiven (I hope).  


Party on Hester, photo by Ben Collins.

Sally and I ate on board: sauté potatoes onions, garlic, ham and eggs (again).

The next morning, we motored back to Dartmouth in the rain and rafted up on the pontoon upstream of the ferry landing, back where we started.  It continued to rain and we went ashore to do some shopping.  Sally found a leisure centre with an outdoor swimming pool.  We met up at the Dartmouth Yacht Club.  There are hot showers in the Club, and a good and varied menu which was not expensive: the Whitebait was excellent.

Sally had found out that there might be singing at the Cherub and off we went with Paul, Nick and Louise.  The Dartford Morris Men arrived and Sally persuaded me, Paul and Nick to join in the dancing, in the street in the rain, while she took a video, on my phone.


Nick, Paul and Piers dancing with the Morris Men, photo by Sally Marie Fishlock.

I ferried Sally back to the boat in our rubber dub and then went back for Paul and Nick.  We had no lights and got shouted at by a water taxi.  

Dartmouth to Plymouth
29th July

The next morning, we set off for Plymouth.  By the time we reached Start point the tide had turned in our favour but it began to rain.  The rain lasted all day and lack of wind meant the sea was like a mirror reflecting the grey skies and dimpled with rain.  Sally became quite excited:

“This is brilliant! I have never seen anything like it!”   

It was Sally’s birthday:  She had bought crumpets and we toasted them under the grill and ate them in the rain.  The chocolate birthday cake was very small with only one candle.   


Sally’s birthday treat, photo by PHR.

We arrived in Plymouth damp and cold.  Some old gaffers told us where to raft up, but objected to the fact that we had turned around, so we left the marina, narrowly missing Hester and came back in facing the right way but starboard side to, which is difficult for us, very close to a huge and brand new catamaran.  We went off to the showers and missed the reception on the balcony and were late at the Mountbatten Centre.  The others were already sitting down eating hamburgers and chicken legs with chips and coleslaw. 

The next morning the sun came out and there was a good breeze from the South West.  Carlotta took part in the gaffer’s race on Plymouth Sound.  Boats could start any time between 12.45 and 13.15 (to avoid a crush on the starting line).  We had a great day on the water but had to retire as we missed out a mark. 
  

Sally at the helm during the race in the Sound, photo by PHR.





Plymouth to Fowey
31st July 

Monday: we motor-sailed through the Sound and out into the Channel on starboard tack.  The wind was still in the SW.   We stopped motoring and sailed close hauled all day.   

“Dolphins,” shouted Sally.

It slowly became clear that we were not going to make Falmouth that night without motor-sailing into the wind, so joined the others in Fowey.  Twelve boats were moored up on a pontoon in the river opposite the Gallants SC.  Step Back in Time, East Breeze and Swift turned back from Plymouth and started home.  Ivy Green stayed in Dartmouth.  That left Corncockle, Betty II, Moon River, Gwenili, Alice Pellow, Minx and Carlotta among others leaving for Falmouth in the morning.  

Fowey to Falmouth 
1st August

Dave and Kay in Alice Pellow were up early and keen to set off, and as Carlotta was rafted up outside them I cast off without waking Sally and headed down the harbour.  Sally soon appeared:

“Have I been boat-knapped?”

We motor-sailed out into the Channel and then tacked for Falmouth, stopped the engine and sailed past Gull Rock where we tacked and motored again to get a good angle on the wind.  We sailed into the Roads on the next tack.  Entering Falmouth Haven, we spotted Caroline on Tamora, and briefly came alongside.  Caroline knows Falmouth well and gave helpful advice.  We rafted up inside the marina next to Moon River, but were asked to back up and raft alongside a larger boat.  As we went astern we got the bridle on the tender wrapped around the prop and the rope cutter promptly cut it up and at the same time torn one of the metal rings off the rubber dub.

Sally went off to meet up with old friends and I got ready to party at 5 degrees West.  After drinks outside about twenty old gaffers sat down to a meal at a long table.  There was a great choice of seafood as well as stakes and hamburgers.  I caught up with Sally later, playing a hilarious game of ping pong.  Liam was clearly the expert but Ben played with such erratic enthusiasm that he won quite a few points.  

2nd August

Another damp and dreary morning, spent shopping for essential supplies.  I like to keep three days’ victuals on board.  We visited the Maritime Museum, taking in the Captain Bligh exhibition and a display of tattoos and tattooing.  

Ben sent a message round the fleet on WhatsAp to say that the voyage was over and he saw no prospect of getting to the Scilly Isles this year.  The forecast was not at all encouraging and the crew of a boat coming back told stories of being rolled out of their bunks.  It was clear that the weather was not favourable for a trip to the Scilly Isles.  

“You need a week of settled weather,” said one old hand.

“Do not go to the Scilly Isles if you have to reef,” said another.

“We could beat our brains out motor-sailing seventy-five miles to windward, have a day’s rest and then come back,” said Sally. “It is just not worth it.”

It was very disappointing to have to give up the voyage to the Scilly Isles especially as Sally had told me so much about her friends there, and my brother was waiting for us in a B&B booked before Christmas.   Fortunately, I had warned him that we might not make it, as the trip is very weather dependant and there is no good anchorage where you can be free of the Atlantic swell. 

Bacon and eggs on fried bread with the last of the baked beans for supper.

3rd August

In the afternoon, I visited the Winifred Nicholson exhibition with Ed and Kathy and then walked up the hill and out to the Point.  Walking boots can very useful on a trip like this. 

 After a meal of ratatouille and eggs on board, I took the rubber dub out to Greyhound, a Cornish Lugger had anchored off Trefusis Point and fetched Sally’s friend Jasper and the first mate, Denning.  We all went off to the Shed (pub) to meet up with the Martin and the crew of Gwenili; as closing time approached I went off to bed, but Sally, Jasper, his father and Jean-Lou went clubbing until 2am.

4th August


Sally saying good bye to Ben, photo by PHR

Sally left to join her father at a ballooning festival.  Ed and Kathy in Hester and Ben and Jeremy in Betty II came to the rescue and we sailed in company to Restronguet.  It was Ben’s birthday, celebrated on Hester with bubbles.  Six of us piled onto Betty II and Ben very skilfully guided us to the pontoon at the Pandora Inn.  

“Help the old man ashore!” said a young mother to her husband.

I laughed so much I nearly fell back into the river.

There followed an excellent meal, and lively conversation.

   
Celebrating Ben’s birthday on Hester, photo by Kathy Clark



Betty II on a mooring outside the Pandora Inn, photo by PHR









To Malpas
5th August


Betty II on a buoy at Restronguet, photo by PHR.

It was a brilliant sunny morning.  Betty II returned to Falmouth to begin the voyage home.  Ed, Kathy and myself went ashore in the tender and walked past some fabulous houses to Ashley Butler’s boat yard further up the creek where we met his partner Holly who served up tea and cheese cake.  Lin Pardey appeared and there followed a wide-ranging conversation that included life in New Zealand, Starship Children’s Hospital, boat building in NZ and the Royal NZYC.  Ashley showed us over the two 50’ Mermaid Yachts that he had designed and built.  

After a cold meat and salad lunch aboard Hester, we moved up river to Malpas, and moored up on a pontoon just below the Heron pub.  Spaghetti carbonara on Carlotta was followed by drinks in the pub as the sun went down.  The next morning Kathy left for work. 
 
[image: ]
Hester and Carlotta moored up at Malpas, photo by Kathy Clark.

Malpas to Helford River Sailing Club
6th August.

Carlotta cast off and followed Hester down the river and out to sea.  Sails were hoisted as the river widens out at Weir Point.  Just as Carlotta got out into the Channel the tender broke its towing ring and was being dragged along sideways by the on remaining metal ring on the port side.  I hove to and wrestled the dinghy on board and deflated it, then motored back onto starboard tack.  After about an hour I tacked for the mouth of the Helford River, and caught up with Ed, now on his own in Hester.  We took up a green buoy opposite the Helford River Sailing Club.
  

Ashore, prize giving was in full swing, photo by Ed Rice. 

A solo artist was singing the Blues.  Excellent hamburgers and beer went down well, followed by showers.  There followed a long discussion with Dave and Kay about motor bikes over coffee in the comfortable bar.  

7th August

[image: ]
Carlotta anchored off Frenchman’s Creek, photo by PHR.

Hester sailed off towards Mevagissey, where she joined other gaffers heading home.  I motored up to Frenchman’s Creek where I found Graham and Peppy in Corncockle.  Frenchman’s Creek was too shallow to enter at low tide even in the tender, so after coffee on board Corncockle I weighed anchor and headed down river.  I had crew joining on 8th August so went back to Falmouth Haven.  It was flat calm.  A racing fleet was hanging about hoping for wind.  It began to rain.  The Falmouth work boats were going out to race.  Falmouth Haven advised me to raft up alongside a Jeanneau 40 DS.  It continued to rain: another fry up and so to bed. 

8th August

After doing some washing and changing the gas cylinder at the Bosun’s locker in the High Street, I went round the Maritime Museum and had a cup of coffee overlooking Pendennis marina and Carrick Roads.  The afternoon was spent walking up to the point and the leisure centre (with swimming pool).  

[bookmark: _GoBack]Graeme arrived just in time to be introduced to the boat, before taking the skipper out to the Hut for a fabulous sea food platter.  We finished up in the Shed and met up with Martin and his son Luke and Jean-Lou.  They were heading off to Paimpol.  Martin reckoned that it would take about a day and a half to get there.  But the forecast of strong Northerly winds and poor visibility meant that for us it made sense to head for Salcombe.  



Falmouth to Salcombe
9th August 

[image: ]
Two reefs in the maim, photo by PHR.

We left Falmouth about 11.00hrs.  It was raining and when it started gusting over 25kts we decided to put in two reefs.  Up at the mast I was knee deep in water as a wave swept over the bow.  I got the reefs in and retreated to the cockpit as a nut hit the deck and went overboard.  I could not see anything amiss in the ringing and so ignored it for the time being.  It later turned out to come from a bolt holding the saddle to the gaff and was easily replaced with a locking nut.  Half way to Salcombe, as we passed Eddystone Light, the wind moderated and the sun came out.  The sun set in glorious technicolour as we motored into the river.  We prepared to raft up on another boat moored to a buoy near the Yacht Club but the Harbour Master’s deputy sent us up river to a mooring buoy.  It was so dark by the time we got to where the buoy was supposed to be that it was difficult to know if we had moored to the right one.  It did not seem to matter and supper of spaghetti carbonara was soon on the table.
  
[image: ]
Sunset Salcombe, photo by PHR.







Salcombe to St Peter’s Port
10th August


Sunrise Salcombe, photo by PHR.

The sun came peeking out from behind a hill and we were up and off.  The wind was still from the North.  It was a dead run to St Peter’s Port, but we elected to reach with the tide sailing with the wind on the quarter, and when the tide turned we gybed and continued to reach towards the south west end of Guernsey.  It was growing dark and the Peinmont Point light was flashing its warning every thirteen seconds, when we started to motor the last stretch along the south coast of the island.  It was too rough to cook supper, even an omelette, and it seemed an age before we were able to turn into the Little Russel and head for the port.  The pontoons were jam packed with boats rafted three out.  There was no harbour launch to be seen due to the lateness of the hour (it was past midnight), so we went alongside the waiting pontoon.  A woman on an American flagged boat told us we would be aground at low water, but we did our calculations and in time we were proved right: there was plenty of water for us. 
 

Another sunset, photo by PHR.

St Peter’s Port to Paimpol
11th August

We did not want to arrive too early at Paimpol as access to the lock is two hours either side of HW in general terms and HW was 22.25 French Summer Time (UT+2).  LW reveals two miles or more of mud, rocks and islands, the main channel is reduced to a narrow rivulet.  So, we availed ourselves of showers and victualed up in M&S, before setting off.  The wind was from the NW going to WSW as the day wore on, gusting up to 19kts at times and then dropping back to 10kts.  A few miles offshore we started the motor, dropped sails and prepared to follow a bearing down Le Chenal de la Jument, which was not easy as the strong current was carrying us South.  We arrived at the lock at 22.00hrs (UT+2) and it was on free flow.  The lock keeper kindly turned the lights to green for us and we were welcomed into the harbour by officials who ticked us off their list.  We were shown to a very tight berth on a walk ashore pontoon.
 

Music and Sail, Paimpol, photo by PHR.

Historic sailing ships of every imaginable size and kind, from the Earl of Pembroke, a huge square rigger, to tiny open day boats surrounded us.   There were luggers from the West Country such as Our Boys and the Pilot Cutters Amelie Rose and Polly Agatha.  We spied Kim and his guests on Polly Agatha and were welcomed aboard.  The queues for food were huge despite the lateness of the hour so back on Carlotta I cooked up a ham and mushroom omelette, which was washed down with red wine, ripe pears followed.  Music, of all descriptions but mostly with a nautical flavour went on until 02.00hrs.  It started again at 10.00hrs after the boats had sounded their fog horns.  A group of sailors were singing:

“Bye bye my Rosie-Anna.
I won’t be home for many a day,
I won’t be home tomorrow!”

It somehow seemed appropriate.  We spent the next two days wandering about the harbour meeting old friends and making some new ones.  


Photo by PHR. 

We walked out along the estuary to see what it looked like at LW and visited the town to buy essential supplies of wine, caramel beurre salé, galettes and crêpes.  


Seawater pool and the estuary at LW, photo by PHR.

The musical entertainment was provided by street bands as well as set piece performances on the decks of various ships, the most conspicuous being the Earl of Pembroke, which hosted a chanty band from Poland who, dressed as pirates, sang chanties in at least three different languages.  We listened to them while eating crêpes, from a stall.  The music, the wine and the intoxicating atmosphere made me regret that family and friends were not there to join in.  I blew my nose and pretended that it was hay fever.  At 2am on the morning we were planning to leave we were watching a Dutch band with the unlikely title of Melody Glen.  They looked like Irish brigands and were belting out a song in English:

(Male voice) “He’s the man who never returned.”
(Female voice) “Did he ever return?”
(Male voice) “No, he never returned.”
(Both) He’s the man who never returned.”

An extraordinarily pretty and drunk reveller came up to me and said (in French):

“The music is so beautiful; it is a pity you can’t drink it!” 

She danced off into the crowd, never to return.  More regrets:

“If only…………..” 















Paimpol to St Peter’s Port
14th August


Graeme and Carlotta, photo by PHR.

We had moved Carlotta out of the way of the bigger boats the previous evening at the request of the Harbour Master, so there was no need to be up early.  The lock did not open until 10.00 (UT+2).  We were told to be ready to leave after a huge steam powered yacht.  I watched it manoeuvre slowly and skilfully into the lock and at the pace of a snail, make its way out into the channel.  We started to move but were stopped by officials, so moored up closer to the lock.  In the meantime, the Brixham trawlers and the Pilot Cutters were being given confusing and sometimes conflicting instructions by the men in RIBs.  There was a good deal of shouting but no one seemed to lose their temper.  It was all good natured organised chaos.  When another 28’ gaffer slipped its lines, and crept after the Pilot Cutters we did the same and as no one stopped us we pressed ahead, fending off other boats and the high stone walls of the lock.  Crowds lined the lock and the shore waving and cheering.  At last we were free and I went up to the mast.  It was a race with Amelie Rose to see who would get main and topsail up first.  I think we won.  We kept motoring directly into the light breeze until we reached a bearing that would take us through the rocks and out to sea.  It was not Le Chenal de la Jument, but we were feeling confident and the tide was rising.  It meant cutting a big corner and saving time.  We were hard on the wind all morning, but as the afternoon wore on, the wind died.  We passed Le Plateau de Roches-Douvres and motored the rest of the way to St Peter’s Port, cooking supper of sauté potatoes, onions, garlic, ham, egg and cheese on the way.  We were tied up on the waiting pontoon by 22.00hrs (UT+1), early for us!

St Peter’s Port to Cherbourg
15th August

We were up early and on the fuel berth before anyone else.  Leaving topped up with lovely cheap fuel, we passed Amelie Rose, and made for the Little Russel.  We had our sails up and drawing first but they rapidly overhauled us in the Alderney Race, although we were doing 9kts.  They disappeared over the horizon in the direction of Chichester.  We soon found that there was too much north in the wind for us to be able to set a course for the Needles so we bore away for Cherbourg, through the overfalls off Le Cap de la Hague.  The sun was out and were we running deep enough to set the big blue asymmetric, or balloon jib.  Unfortunately, the hoist did not go completely smoothly and the sail got into terrible twist.  Down it came and by the time I had sorted it out we were arriving at the great breakwater that protects La Grande Rade.  We dropped sails and made our way to P pontoon and the Capitainerie, hot showers and a shave: 

“Got to look smart for the Café de Paris!”

Graeme entertained the skipper to an excellent three course meal including steak and crème brûlée, at a table outside on the pavement, overlooking the inner harbour. 

“I always have crème brûlée if it’s on the menu!” 

Cherbourg to Cowes.
16th August

Early start, with breakfast of coffee and croissants under way.  There was virtually no wind all day, so we solemnly motored, taking it turns to sleep and escape from the noisy engine and rattling prop shaft, either on the fore deck or listening to music down below with headphones.  We caught the tide at the Needles and fairly shot into the Solent, where a breeze from the South sprang up.  We hoisted sail and for an hour or more enjoyed glorious sailing, while watching the Folk boats racing from Yarmouth.  The wind soon died and with the tide now turned against us we motored up inside Gurnard Ledge and got into the Yacht Haven by 21.00hrs (UT+1).  Graeme’s wife and daughter arrived as we were finishing off the galettes and whisked him home.

THE END
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