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As a leading manufacturer of cutting-edge pontoons and floating platforms, Inland and Coastal is at the heart of enhancing harbours and marinas across the UK, Ireland and beyond. Its innovative solutions provide the vital infrastructure that makes safe and efficient docking possible in some of the most demanding coastal environments. From heavy-duty pontoons for commercial use to bespoke solutions for leisure marinas, Inland and Coastal has rightly earned a reputation for engineering excellence and durability.


“My journey around the UK took me from bustling ports to charming fishing harbours, each reflecting the unique spirit of its community. Time and time again, I witnessed first-hand the critical role pontoons play – offering a lifeline between sea and land. It’s no wonder that Inland and Coastal wanted to be part of this challenge. It didn’t just back my voyage to showcase the UK’s harbours; the company did it because it’s genuinely committed to the maritime community.


I can recall countless occasions where the robust design of an Inland and Coastal pontoon made docking in tricky weather conditions safe and straightforward. Whether it was in the rough seas of Scotland or the tidal challenges of the English Channel, the pontoon manufacturer’s innovative engineering shone through.” (Mark Ashley-Miller)


www.inlandandcoastal.com
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Mark first approached our charity in 2019 with an ambitious fundraising idea. He wanted to complete an 8,000+ mile, multi-year journey to visit the UK’s Harbour Masters aboard his 34ft ketch, Good Dog, to raise awareness of men’s mental health and the work of our charity.


Sailing through England, Scotland, Wales, Ireland, Northern Ireland, the Channel Islands and the Isle of Man, Mark navigated all but the harshest winter seasons (plus an enforced break for COVID!).


Over the course of his challenge, Mark visited more than 300 ports and harbours, and he kept in close contact with our charity throughout. I had the privilege of meeting him in Portland, Dorset and spending the day aboard Good Dog. There, I witnessed first-hand the dedication behind his remarkable undertaking.


Mark has raised nearly £30,000 to date, which has provided crucial support to our delivery partners, directly enhancing our grants to seafarers and their families in need. We are the largest independent grant funder of maritime welfare charities – with at least £2 million in funding injected into supporting the safety and welfare of seafarers each and every year. If you wish to find out more about our charity’s work, or indeed donate, please visit our website.


His challenge also shone a light on just some of the hidden professionals who play their part in keeping seafarers safe and secure. The stories and experiences in this book were completely fresh – and often shocking – to me and my colleagues.


Mark’s epic voyage aligns with our vision of a world where seafarers and their families are free from need and disadvantage. From deckhands on cruise ships, to self-employed fishers, to those serving in the Royal Navy and, indeed, harbour workers, everyone who plays their part in the maritime economy deserves our respect and recognition.


We want to drive improvements in the lives of seafarers globally. They deserve better and safer working lives, enhanced financial resilience, and increased health and wellbeing, not to mention social justice. Initiatives like Mark’s help us raise awareness and vital funds to achieve this.


Enjoy the read.


Deborah Layde


Chief Executive, The Seafarers’ Charity
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Jon Challis presenting cheque to Deborah Layde














FOREWORD



BY HER ROYAL HIGHNESS, THE PRINCESS ROYAL
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As the Master of Trinity House and a keen sailor, I am pleased to introduce this detailed account of a successful challenge to visit all the Harbour Masters and their harbours in the British Isles.


Harbour Masters are the guardians of our ports, ensuring the safe passage of vessels and the efficient management of our harbours. More than that, (hey protect all mariners and the environments in which they operate as well as ensuring the upkeep of our historic ports. This book is a valuable resource for understanding the work of Harbour Masters, their deep maritime knowledge, their sense of responsibility and the pride they have in their harbours.


Founded in 1514, the Corporation of Trinity House shares a common mission to safeguard the lives of those who work at sea through its provision of lighthouses and aids to navigation. Hand in hand with The Seafarers’ Charity, it also provides education, support, and welfare to the seafaring community.


I would like to congratulate and thank the author for his dedicated five year journey sailing around the British Isles and I hope that this book not only inspires our current and future Harbour Masters in their crucial roles within the maritime industry but also those avid sailors who want to enjoy our beautiful British Isles.
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AUTHOR’S NOTE
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The author, a rookie skipper in 2019






This book is written by an enthusiastic amateur whose observations are subjective and willingly open to scrutiny.


I had three aims when writing the book. First, to record a snapshot of the people who were running British and Irish Harbours over the five years from 2019 to 2023. Second, to inspire you to visit the incredible coastline and remarkable harbours of the British Isles. And third, to respond to the words of my friend Jack WD, “You must have a book to show your grandchildren, Mark!”


To my knowledge, this is the only book to document British and Irish Harbour Masters, and the only book that records sailing into nearly every harbour in the British Isles. Various artists, Daniell (1820s), Finden (1840s) and Addey (1990s) captured British harbour scenes and a number of famous sailing authors have compiled detailed pilot books for sections of our coast. Sam Steele writes a great book on ‘how’ to sail our waters (UK and Ireland Circumnavigator’s Guide) but only the revered Reeds Nautical Almanac mentions every harbour I visited.


One sailor outshines anything I have achieved. Between 1892 to 1896 Frank Cowper sailed, often single-handed, most of the British and Irish coast, compiling five thick volumes of Sailing Tours. These detailed sailing directions incorporate delicious ‘gossip’ about the people he met and places he visited. Author Neville Featherstone described Cowper’s writing as ‘a rich blend of navigational facts laced with his own semi-libellous observations on the world around him’. With kind permission of his family a few of his observations are included.


With such a spectrum of subjects to cover – geography, maritime and social history, trade, engineering, law, navigation, adventure and more, confining my observations to just one book has been challenging. So often the Harbour Masters proffered far more information than I could ever squeeze into this volume. Luckily my website www.harbourmastersailingchallenge.co.uk provides greater detail about each Harbour Master, their harbour and my challenge.


Mark Ashley-Miller










INTRODUCTION



For over a thousand years, the British Isles has depended on its ports and harbours for trade, security and its very identity. Our ports are fundamental to our global success, with 95% of all goods entering and leaving the UK and Ireland being moved by sea. The Masters of these harbours are the unsung heroes, the gatekeepers and protectors who have enabled our nations to thrive. This book tells the story of the Harbour Masters that I met over five years.


Modest, knowledgeable, caring and responsible; just a few of the words that describe this breed of men and women. Often overlooked, usually in the background, and never seeking the limelight, Britain and Ireland’s Harbour Masters keep our ports and harbours safe 24 hours a day, 365 days a year.


I was lucky enough to visit 310 harbours and to meet 256 Harbour Masters (or one of their immediate colleagues). Many went to great lengths to welcome me, but I did miss out about 20 for various reasons; some HMs were part-time, a very few were on holiday and in a couple of cases the post was vacant. Only one refused to meet me. As for harbours, I failed to enter six, most of them due to inappropriate tide times but one because I was not brave enough (Silloth). A question I am often asked is how many harbours had female HMs and the answer was 19. And since you ask, none of them wanted to be called Harbour Mistress!


In larger ports you find Deputy HMs, Assistant HMs and elsewhere Harbour Keepers and Harbour Constables. I met many of them too, and I apologise for not naming every single harbour or port official that I met. As I sailed around the coast, starting in Dartmouth in March 2019 and finishing in Drogheda, north of Dublin, in September 2023, I saw firsthand nearly every nook and cranny of our coastline. I sailed deep inland up unusual rivers such as the Tay, Humber and Boyne but the best thing of all is looking at any part of the British Isles’ map and being able to picture the shoreline, harbour entrance, and sometimes even hearing the local accent.


There is surprisingly little written evidence of Harbour Masters pre-1800. The Port of Aberdeen was established in 1136 and presumably someone was in charge, but it is not until the mid-13th century that the term ‘Havener’ appears. The earliest written record I found showed that in the 1270s the High Sheriff of Cornwall appointed a Havener to oversee the Earl (later Duke) of Cornwall’s ‘maritime revenues and expenses’. By some fortune, both the current holders of these ancient posts crewed for me. Patrick Polglase, Marine Surveyor for The Duchy of Cornwall and Toby Ashworth, High Sheriff of Cornwall 2023/24.
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Patrick Polglase and Toby Ashworth – modern holders of ancient titles in Cornwall, March 2024






In Plymouth the changing terms are well documented: Havenership is used in 1495, Port Master 1593, Shore-Master coming into use in 1619, and Port Warden in 1784. In 1663 Wells (Norfolk) appointed a Haven Man; and here, in 1782, is the earliest record I could find of the title ‘Harbour Master’ in use, a certain James Powditch. The Royal Navy used the term Master Attendant from c.1650 with these appointments later becoming Queen’s or King’s Harbour Masters by the 19th century. Another book beckons.


It is April 2024, and my phone rings with an unknown number. “Hello, is that Angus?” the anxious voice says. “The Raasay food lorry has just crashed in the harbour and is hanging over the quayside.” I was perplexed and answered “Sorry, I think you have the wrong number.” It was only after I put my phone down that the penny dropped. Angus is the name of the Harbour Master at Portree. Someone had found his name and my phone number online, put two and two together and phoned me. I had just received a typical call to an HM – the person of first resort.


After talking to so many of these highly competent men and women, and listening to their stories of storms destroying harbour walls, illegal immigrants arriving at the dead of night, or a burning container arriving on an inbound ship, I realised the common trait most of them have: the time they have spent at sea dealing with much greater danger. As one HM told my crew: “In a really violent storm, when the wind is so strong that it flattens the swell, that is when you start wondering how tough the wheelhouse glass is.”


So what questions did I ask these unflappable people? In my introductory email I posed two questions: ‘What is the most unique fact or feature about your harbour?’ and ‘What is the most unusual thing you have done or experienced as Harbour Master?’ This was a good way to break the ice and get them thinking. A typical response was: ‘by all means come and meet me, I am very busy that day, but I am sure we can chat for ten minutes or so.’ One of the best emails was from Alex Simpson, HM of Lerwick, Shetland Isles. He coolly said on that particular day he was expecting the largest ship in the world, the Pioneering Spirit, to dock in his harbour, but he was sure he could pop down to Good Dog to see me over his lunch break.


More commonly I would arrive at their office, start asking them a few questions about their career, their life at sea, how they ended up as HM and occasionally the subject of men’s mental health. Normally an hour later we were still chatting. In some cases my notebook would fill up with four or five pages of notes. In many ports my crew and I were treated to a VIP tour of the harbour and were shown behind-the-scenes areas like port control rooms, sluice gate controls or fishing boat ice-making machines. In Ireland, more than once the HM had ‘a funeral to go to in a few minutes’, but after two hours of chatting, it was me who had to excuse myself. I soon learnt that funerals in Ireland are an all-day affair.


Five years and 9,000 nautical miles later, I have had the enormous privilege of meeting a rare breed of modest people of whom few are aware – the men and women who keep our harbours safe and upon whom every seafarer relies. Every one of them had a story to tell and in the words of Ashley Parker, HM of Felixstowe: “Once you have seen one harbour, you have seen one harbour.” These are the stories of those harbours and their Masters.
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Finding the HM – all part of the challenge








Please Note


This book records the HMs (and others) I met in my five-year journey from 2019–2023. Inevitably since then some have moved, been promoted, retired or even, sadly, died. This is a record of when I visited each harbour, and does not necessarily reflect the situation now.













HOW THE CHALLENGE CAME ABOUT



I recognised the number on my mobile phone and I immediately pulled my car over onto the grassy verge just west of the village of Ryme Intrinseca in Dorset. It was April 2018 and the person who probably knew more about Harbour Masters than anyone else in the country was phoning me from his office on Hayling Island.


“Hello Mark, I got your message, and I am sorry I can’t help you. What you want to do is impossible.” It was at that moment I decided I would prove him wrong and set about planning my challenge. It is strange what motivates you to do something.


A year earlier, when my wife Fiona and I sold our business, I did something every budding sailor dreams of doing: bought a boat. For years I had typed in endless Google searches along the lines of ‘perfect boat to sail around Great Britain’. One yacht that kept coming up in searches was a Finnish made, 34ft motor-sailer, a Nauticat 331. Well built, with a large engine for punching tides, a deep keel giving her good sailing performance and a raised pilot house which affords the crew a proper view when at anchor. I wanted to attract friends to sail with me, so I made sure she had a good heater, plenty of hot water and, most important of all, a separate shower. I am sitting on her right now as I write this book and I am still in love with her (with my wife’s approval!).
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Good Dog off Blyth, July 2021






There are several ways to ‘sail around our country’ and it can be confusing. Great Britain is England, Scotland and Wales and can be circumnavigated by ‘going over the top’ via Muckle Flugga. Add in Northern Ireland, and you have the UK (which clearly you can’t sail around) and finally you have the British Isles which is the whole lot including the Republic of Ireland, the Isle of Man and the Channel Islands. I wanted to explore every bit of our two countries, very slowly. So it had to be the British Isles.


Hundreds of sailors circumnavigate our islands every year, some as old as 82 (Murdoch McGregor) and as young as 14 (Katie McCabe). Some do it in a 16ft Wayfarer dinghy non-stop (Will Hodshon and Rich Mitchell), others on a windsurfer (Jono Dunnett). Most sailors are limited by time and attempt to get around as quickly as possible, but I wanted to go as slowly as possible. All I needed now was a purpose and the right charity to raise money for.


An obvious one would be to visit all 238 RNLI stations, but that has been done a few times. Being a church warden, I did consider visiting every church that was visible from the sea, but many of them were a long way from any harbour. I fleetingly thought of visiting every harbour with a pub and sampling the beer, but that would have led to trouble. Then suddenly, and I don’t know quite where it came from, I wondered if anyone had ever visited every Harbour Master. It appeared no one had.


Another quick Google search revealed there was no single list of every Harbour Master as they all work for different entities, so I set about researching which harbours actually had an HM and collecting their contact details. This proved rather more difficult than you might imagine and I had to resort to information in the public domain, notably Reeds Almanac for recreational harbours and Compass Publishing handbooks for the purely commercial ones. If they had a Harbour Master (not Port Manager), they went on my list.


By the time I set off in March 2019, I had built up my own database of over 400 UK and Irish harbours and the 300 or so Harbour Masters who looked after them. Curiously, during the COVID lockdown of 2020 I was contacted by Andy Bullen, owner of Compass Publishing, who asked if I could help him out with a request from the Cabinet Office. It had become apparent that nowhere in any government department was there a list of who was in charge of every ‘port of entry’ into the UK. Andy said that he did not have that list himself, but he knew a man who did. I was happy to provide my own list to the Cabinet Office, my small part in the war on COVID!


In Dartmouth I met my very first HM, Mark Cooper. Vastly experienced, having commanded a nuclear submarine, Mark was 100% supportive and full of good advice. At this point I had not decided on which charity to support. Having suffered from depression myself, I was keen to find a charity which supported men’s mental health and the obvious one was MIND, however they did not operate in Scotland. Chatting to Mark, he gave me some excellent advice: “Go for a maritime charity, you will get much more support on your journey.”


My father Peter was a proud wartime and career Royal Naval officer. For as long as I could remember he bought his Christmas presents from just one place, King George’s Fund For Sailors charity. I still have a pack of their playing cards that he gave me on board Good Dog. I picked up the phone and spoke to their office. “What a fantastic project! Yes please, we would love to be your chosen charity. We are going to put a map up in our office so we can track your progress.”


Renamed The Seafarers’ Charity they have supported every type of mariner since 1917, whether Royal Navy, Merchant Navy, fishing fleet or dock worker. This includes those injured, retired and dependants, both national and international. Importantly it provides care to those with mental health issues. I have been lucky enough to meet a number of the people and organisations the charity supports throughout the British Isles. A happy partnership was born and I am very proud to still be supporting them, including all the proceeds I receive from this book.


So there I had it. A challenge no one had done before, an adventure I could share with a lot of people, a very seaworthy boat, an enthusiastic charity to raise money for and, amazingly, enough friends and family who wanted to join me for one or more legs of the journey. Only one problem, I had never skippered a yacht before!










PREPARING MYSELF, THE BOAT & SETTING OFF



If you read any pilot book describing sailing around our shores, you could easily be tempted to stay firmly in your armchair. ‘Strong currents, frequent storms and lee shores resulting in a wreck strewn coastline’ says one. ‘Some of the most dangerous waters in the world’ says another.


I had sailed dinghies and yachts from a young age, but always as crew. Moving up to be the skipper is a very different matter. The best advice I ever read was this: ‘Patient sailors always have fair winds’ and this became my mantra. To this day I have no desire to venture out in bad weather. Luckily modern weather forecasting apps are very accurate, and I have built up my own set of rules which has largely kept me out of trouble. They are these:


• Never set off if the weather is forecast to get worse, wait for it to start improving


• If the wind is in the opposite direction to the ‘tidal stream’, warn your crew they may get wet


• Advise your crew to wear two more layers than they think they need. If they don’t take the advice at the outset, I invariably see them sneaking below to take it within an hour


• Insist your crew take a seasick pill, even if they say they have never been sick. I get seasick and it is completely debilitating. I had one crew member who felt so ill, he demanded I call a helicopter to extract him! I didn’t and he lived


• Lastly, have plenty of my wife Fiona’s marmalade fruit cake in the cockpit – it is the best morale booster ever


Reading through that list you may decide sailing is not for you, but that would be wrong. Ninety percent of the time sailing is truly fabulous, whether creaming along in a fair wind with the sun out and dolphins playing in your bow wave or overnighting in one of the most spectacular anchorages in Europe. The satisfaction of sailing a passage, arriving safely, at approximately the time you calculated, and then tying up in a secure harbour, is simply the best feeling in the world. To be the skipper is the cream on the cake.


Our Nauticat 331 arrived in Dartmouth on the back of a lorry on 1 April 2018. Called Lena, we immediately changed her name which is considered bad luck by some. Calling her Good Dog was a great success; not only is it easy to say over the VHF radio, but it tends to bring a smile to the face as well as an occasional groan, ‘geddit’? In Liverpool it was the cause of an amusing radio conversation with the captain of a container ship, but more of that later.
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Our Nauticat, immediately renamed Good Dog






For any novice skipper the first few minutes of being in control of your own yacht is very exciting albeit rather scary, especially on the first of April. Fiona and I motored up the River Dart with some trepidation and carefully moored Good Dog on a pontoon at Noss Marina, opposite the Royal Naval College Britannia. In 1939 my 13-year-old father joined Dartmouth as a cadet, passing out as a commissioned Naval Officer in 1944 to serve on the Atlantic convoys. I think he would be proud knowing I ended up with my own small ship to command.


Having set a date of 30 March 2019 to depart Dartmouth, there was a lot of preparation to do. First job was to improve my sailing skills. The Royal Yachting Association (RYA) offers some excellent courses pitched at all levels. Having done a Day Skipper ticket 35 years previously while in the army, I needed to increase my knowledge to the level of Yacht Master Coastal Skipper as well as taking a VHF radio course which gave me the legal paperwork required to transmit over the air. More practical preparation included kitting out the boat with a robust tender, decent anchor and a tracking device known as Automatic Identification System (AIS). This was kindly donated by my first crew and volunteer sailing instructor, Toby Ashworth, after his wife Katie suggested it would be a sensible idea to know where we were at all times!


The next job was to recruit some more crew. After passing on a lot of his sailing skills to me, Toby jumped ship in his home port of Falmouth. I do not like sailing alone and although my very long-suffering wife was happy to ‘do the nice bits’, I did need a steady stream of willing volunteers for the next six months. So how did I recruit the crew? I gathered a mixture of keen friends, their keen friends and a handful of delightful strangers who contacted me once the challenge was up and running. Luckily Good Dog proved to be the comfortable boat we had hoped she would be and I am pleased to say that most of the crew returned several times. I simply could not have done it without them and I owe them all a huge thank you. A crew list can be found here.


It was Friday 29 March 2019 when Fiona waved Toby and me off at Noss Marina on the River Dart and I began what turned out to be the best five years of my life. (I should add that I had told Fiona it would take just two years!)
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The author with his extended family, Arisaig 2024
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See the list of harbours showing where each location is featured in the book.


Please note locations on this map are not exact, but to provide an idea of the route taken.










INTRODUCTION



WESTERN ENGLAND, WALES & THE ISLE OF MAN


“We eat people from Dorset” was the welcome I received as I entered a famous Cornish fishing harbour. Shouted by a local fisherman, it did nothing for my confidence as a nervous rookie skipper trying to berth on a pontoon in a strong offshore wind. Yes, of course, I made a balls-up of it, and yes, of course, the fisherman in question was watching.


That aside, the tone of the West Country was exceptionally friendly and felt deeply nautical. The influence of the Royal Navy (RN) abounds, not only around the historic Dockyard Port of Plymouth, but further into Devon where the names of Raleigh, Drake and Hawkins still resonate. A significant number of Harbour Masters (HMs) I met in the south-west had an RN background and, of all the counties in England, Cornwall must be the most maritime-centric one. Here, you are never further than 20 miles from the sea and BBC Radio Cornwall is one of the few stations that issues a local coastal weather forecast.


Traditionally, Harbour Masters are titled ‘Captain’. This stems from their likely seafaring pedigree, whether it be master or captain (never skipper) of a merchant ship, skipper (never captain) of a fishing boat or indeed a commissioned officer in the Royal Navy. Tradition has it that to be HM, you need to be qualified to command the largest vessel that uses your port.


A fine example in every respect is the towering figure of Paul Thomas, HM of Fowey, and an ex-RN frigate captain. To most people, Fowey is an attractive seaside town with a flourishing ‘Royal’ yacht club, but look a little deeper and you will find a busy commercial port with a turnover of £3 million, predominantly exporting china clay. The HM has a fleet of 20 tugs and other vessels to manage operations. Relatively large when you consider the Royal Navy only has 80!
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Paul Thomas, Fowey HM








The West Country is home to two of England’s largest fishing ports: Newlyn and Brixham. I was lucky enough to meet one HM twice on my challenge, the energetic, ex-Royal Naval officer, Rob Parsons: firstly in Newlyn in 2019 and again in 2022 after he had moved jobs to Brixham. The two ports are surprisingly different as I will come to explain.




What Is A Harbour & How Many Are There?


There is no set definition of a harbour and nobody knows how many exist. In the UK, all significant harbours are run by legal entities known as ‘Statutory Harbour Authorities’ (SHA). The Department for Transport sent me their list of 430 SHAs early on in my project, but I found 12 significant harbours missing. My current estimate is about 520 counting all quaysides and slipways which are managed in some way, and over 900 if you include those that are unmanaged. Ireland has 45 registered major ports and harbours, plus many hundreds of smaller havens.





Rounding Land’s End is a rite of passage for any yachtsman. In contrast to the south coast which is full of ‘harbours of refuge’, north Cornwall and Devon are largely devoid of harbours and, where they do exist, they are mainly tidal, making them impossible to enter at low water. For a Harbour Master there is a certain benefit of knowing vessels can only enter their harbour at mid to high water, but it also leads to some strange questions. As Mike Ridgeway, the softly spoken HM of St Ives, told me, a popular question from tourists is “Where has all the water gone today?”
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Mike Ridgeway, St Ives HM
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St Ives Harbour – “Where has all the water gone?”






Mike also told me of his life as a fisherman, but not in Cornwall. At the age of 18 he was a ‘Deckie Learner’ on a Grimsby Icelandic trawler spending three weeks at sea and three days at home. Many HMs are ex-fishermen, and I have a theory that this is why they are often calm people. When you have experienced real hardship, even fear, on a small boat in a big storm, it puts life in perspective.


Moving north-east, past the extensive Devon cliffs, the sandy beaches and blue water give way to the very tidal and rather brown waters of the Bristol Channel. The water turns to this colour for a reason; there is a lot of mud travelling out to sea. My visit to the Somerset Marina at Watchet illustrated this point well. As the colour of the water changed, so did the type of traffic.
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Good Dog settled in Somerset Marina, Watchet






I could easily agree with Frank Cowper who in 1895 said in his book Sailing Tours, Part IV: ‘The Bristol Channel is not, in my opinion, a suitable place wherein amateur sailors may practise cruising. The tides are too strong, the coast too exposed and harbours of the poorest description are few and far between.’ That said, I did have a lot of fun exploring this stretch of water.


For hundreds of years Bristol was the closest natural port to the Atlantic and the largest port in England after London. One reason for its success was the phenomenal tide that allowed ships to be sailed far inland. The entrance to the River Avon, just 10 miles from Bristol city centre, has the second highest tidal range in the world. The difference between low water and high water reaches 14 metres at spring tides. Not only does this fact put off most sailors from venturing here, as you will see in my next section, it also gives the Bristol Harbour Master a unique challenge. On the positive side, if you get the tides right, you can go very fast indeed as I found out.


While searching for lesser-known HMs I found a pair who work alongside each other in Sharpness Harbour. A quick look at the map showed this to be many miles up the Severn Estuary and one of the few places in the UK where the sea meets both a river and a canal system; Glasson Dock in Lancashire being another. Fortunately, two friends kept their boat in Sharpness and so I recruited them as my pilots. Hamish and Inky safely guided me the 20 miles upstream from the Severn Crossing bridges. It is an interesting experience sailing ‘sideways’ at 13 knots under the vast road bridges and then ending the journey by ferry-gliding sideways into Sharpness Lock.
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Under the Prince of Wales Bridge at 13 knots






Mike Johnson, HM of Gloucester Harbour Trustees, controls 120 miles of the upper Severn, the River Wye and the tidal area up to Gloucester. He has slowly replaced all navigation aids in the Severn from being floating buoys to fixed latticework towers which last much longer in the strong currents.
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Mike Johnson, Gloucester Harbour Trustees HM










Spring & Neap Tides


Most coastal areas in the world experience semidiurnal tides, meaning there are two high tides and two low tides each day. The average time difference between high water and the subsequent low water is approximately 6 hours and 12.5 minutes. Therefore, the complete cycle from high water to the next high water takes about 12 hours and 25 minutes. The primary forces causing tides are the gravitational pulls of the moon and the sun. The moon has a more significant effect due to its proximity to earth. Spring tides are the highest and lowest tides, occurring twice a month, during the new moon and full moon phases whereas neap tides are the moderate tides, also occurring twice a month, during the first and third quarters of the moon phases. Several other factors affect the exact times of the tide in a particular area. The tides the Vikings experienced are identical to the ones we face today.
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Lewis Kneale, Canal and River Trust HM and Operations Manager








Lewis Kneale is HM and Operations Manager of the Canal and River Trust which controls the massive canal locks between the river and the Gloucester and Sharpness Canal. Built in 1874, ships of up to 160m long can enter the harbour basin to deliver fertiliser, animal feed and cement. In return, grain and scrap metal are shipped out.


Back down the Severn and now into Wales, the navigation became more straightforward – or so I thought. It is very rare that I sail without a crew, and on this first occasion, it went awry. To enter the massive freshwater Cardiff Bay, you need to pass through the Cardiff Barrage, essentially 3m x 40m deep bascule bridge locks. Entering any lock is unbelievably noisy due to tons of water being forced down through the sluices. As I entered the lock to tie up, I realised my fenders were all set too low and, only after it was too late, did I see them disappearing into a void beside my hull while feeling the bump of my gunwales touching the high wooden pontoon. Thankfully, only my pride was dented, and once the lock gates were opened, I moored Good Dog beneath the impressive Welsh National Assembly building. Here I found my first and last ‘pay and display’ boat park.


It was in Cardiff that I began to understand the immense influence of the coal mining industry on so many UK harbours. The vast majority of medium-sized harbours around the country, excluding those built for fishing, were constructed in the 18th and 19th centuries to import coal, and it was from South Wales that much of the coal originated. Ironically, it was a Scotsman, the 2nd Marquess of Bute, who had inherited extensive Glamorgan coal deposits who developed Cardiff Docks during the mid-19th century as well as building Cardiff Castle. By 1913, 10 million tons a year were being exported out of Cardiff, rivalling nearby Barry, Swansea and Newport. These four Welsh ports, along with 17 other major British ports, are now operated by Associated British Ports (ABP) and it was Tom Batchelor, the Deputy HM of these four ports, plus Port Talbot, that I met in Cardiff.
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Tom Batchelor, Barry, Cardiff, Newport, Port Talbot and Swansea Deputy HM








A quick word about large port ownership. During the 18th and 19th centuries the majority of the larger ports were owned by railway companies, local authorities or private companies, but after World War 2 many were in disrepair. The Transport Act of 1947 brought many of them under state control through the British Transport Commission. In 1981 Margaret Thatcher reversed this and ABP was formed and floated as a PLC. Notable exceptions are the Port of London, Port of Tyne, Milford Haven and Peterhead. These are all Trust Ports, a type of not-for-profit ownership.




Who Owns A Harbour?


In the UK, the majority of harbours fall into one of three categories: the largest number are in private ownership (including commercial ownership); closely followed by municipal ownership (i.e. council and local authorities); approximately 76 harbours are ‘Trust Ports’, a unique model of ownership, independent of any shareholders or government. They are ‘not-for-profit’ organisations reinvesting all their surplus income back into the port. They are governed by Harbour Commissioners and in my experience are exceptionally well run. In Ireland the state owns most of the harbours, often with the management delegated to local authorities.





Back in the Operations Room in the Port of Cardiff, Tom explained to me how 17 modern Bristol Channel pilots operate out of Barry guiding ships into the ABP ports. Newport is the biggest of the five, trading a lot of steel. When constructed in 1914, the lock width at Newport matched the width of the largest locks in the world, those being built on the Panama Canal, which to this day determines the maximum width of large ships. However, at the last moment, Panama extended their width by four feet, and sadly Newport had already completed theirs, which now restricts the number of ships that can enter.


I left the feisty waters of the Bristol Channel and headed west with a real sense of achievement. I had experienced first-hand the reason not many sailors venture into the Severn Estuary and the reason the famous Bristol pilots in their cutters were so highly valued. The soft hills of Pembrokeshire appeared on the bow and I was able to relax, knowing the worst of the strong tides were behind me. I now enjoyed visiting a delightful string of smaller harbours many of which are holiday resorts owing to their lovely sandy beaches.
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Severe silting in Burry Port, Carmarthenshire






Sand is a curse for many Harbour Masters, some sailors and every cartographer. It moves – with a tendency to move into harbours and across harbour entrances. From South Wales all the way north to the Scottish Borders, nearly every harbour is affected by the potential silting up from either sand or mud. It was often the first subject mentioned by the HM when I asked them about their harbour and one of the most expensive problems to solve.
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Chris Salisbury, Tenby HM








Burry Port in Carmarthenshire was one of the most extreme cases I came across, with a whole marina put out of action by silting up. In Tenby, where HM Chris Salisbury believes global warming has influenced his harbour seabed, a new bar has formed while simultaneously the famous beach is being washed away and bedrock is being exposed. As I sailed north around Cardigan Bay, I had to carefully calculate my timings to ensure safe entry and exit from each harbour.
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Pauline Gorley, Maryport HM








Barmouth is appropriately named, having two large sand bars at its mouth. At Porthmadog, the Harbour Master had to come out to sea to meet me in his launch as he was concerned that I would get caught on the wrong side of his sand bar! In one Welsh harbour the obligatory dredging licence from Natural Resources Wales had not been applied for, which led to a catastrophic two-year delay in dredging. Further north on the Cumbrian coast, HM of Maryport, Pauline Gorley, explained how by simply changing their method of dredging she had saved the harbour £200,000.


North Wales is stunning and proved to be an historical eye opener for me. Between 1283 and 1330 Edward I built four magnificent castles, all on the sea. Harlech, Caernarfon, Beaumaris and Conwy. I was fortunate to view all of them from their impregnable sides and even anchored beneath Conwy Castle on the HM’s personal mooring buoy.
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Moored beneath Conwy Castle on the HM’s personal mooring buoy






These imposing buildings, together with the backdrop of Eryri (Snowdonia) and dramatic water of the Menai Strait, combine to make North Wales one of the most exciting places to sail in the UK. The waters in the strait itself, known as The Swellies, are treacherous, and it was with good reason Thomas Telford was commissioned to build the Menai Suspension Bridge in 1826 connecting Anglesey with the mainland. This linked his newly built A5 road from London all the way to Holyhead Harbour.


In 1800, at the time of the Act of Union joining Ireland with Great Britain, an uncomfortable journey from Westminster to Dublin would have taken up to a week. Consequently, there was a lot of pressure to improve transport links, all of which involved the development of several west coast ports. Sailing ferries left from both Liverpool and Holyhead, bound for Dublin, with Bristol ferries travelling to Cork. In Scotland, the shortest route was Portpatrick to Donaghadee in County Down. However, ships under sail would often struggle crossing the notorious Irish Sea, added to which any southern route would have risked meeting hostile French or Spanish ships.


By the 1820s reliable steam ferry services changed the game and by the 1840s the same ports were being connected by railway lines. By 1900 the travel time between the two capitals was down to 11 hours and all the ports were thriving. In the same year Fishguard, in South Wales, was developed as a port dedicated to fast Atlantic crossings, specifically to get stock market share certificates to New York. In that year the train arrived from London in just four and a half hours – it now takes five and a half!




Who Owns The Seabed?


In the UK, the Crown Estate owns approximately 55% of the UK’s foreshore and the entire seabed out to the 12 nautical mile limit. The remaining 45% of the seabed and foreshore is owned by a variety of entities. This includes private individuals, local authorities, duchies and church commissioners.


Beyond 12 miles the seabed is ‘ownerless’ although countries can claim economic benefits for up to 200 miles offshore. In Ireland the state owns the foreshore below the high-water mark.





Leaving captivating North Wales behind us, we headed east and encountered the first of many offshore wind farms. From a distance the turbines look very close together but, when you sail close to them, they are in fact half a mile apart. The water was calm and we were instantly drawn towards them, trying to work out the distance between the top of our mast and the bottom of the blade as they gently swept round. Suddenly, the VHF radio crackled into life with a polite warning from the coastguard that yachts must keep a safe distance away … I think they guessed that yacht Good Dog was sniffing around a bit too close!


If you study a map of proposed offshore wind farms (https://map.4coffshore.com/offshorewind/), you get an idea of the enormous extent of future sites around the UK coast. Despite the obvious hazard to navigation and slight inconvenience for inshore fishing boats, the offshore wind industry is booming and here to stay. Hundreds of sites are at advanced states of planning, and many are already under construction. This industry has been the saviour for many ports, with demand for new quays, berths and onshore facilities to support both construction and ongoing maintenance. It is already having a positive effect in the world of Harbour Masters.


Traditionally, in order to qualify to be the HM of any port, the person should be qualified to master the largest ship that may enter that particular harbour. In fishing harbours the HM has often been a fisher themselves, in larger ports the HM is normally an ex-Master Mariner, often with an ‘unlimited licence’ – in other words, a seafarer who is qualified to be master of any vessel with no limits on tonnage, power or geographic location. With a shrinking Royal and Merchant Navy, the number of British applicants for HM has shrunk. Fortunately, the growth of our home-based wind farm industry is already providing a fresh supply of HMs.


As you will read, my visit to Liverpool was a highlight of my challenge. However, my arrival to the northern part of our country marked a surprising watershed. From this point going north and then all the way around the country to Suffolk, excluding The Firth of Clyde, I rarely saw another yacht. Fishing boats were ubiquitous but still not common. Small merchant vessels – coasters – were few and far between, and large ships I rarely saw outside their ‘separation zones’ – the maritime dual carriageways marked on a chart. Consequently, when two yachts pass close by in open water, there is an invariable hearty waving of hands. This both confers a ‘good to see you’ as well as ‘it’s good to know you are there if I need help!’


I am often asked where the favourite part of my challenge was, and I struggle to answer. There were some places more beautiful than others, some where the sun shone more and many where I met incredibly kind people who helped me out or were just good company. However, as a curious person I love the unexpected. Nestled in a green valley of the western Lake District, and picked out in bright sunshine, we passed what appeared to be an oversized and rather out-of-place industrial complex. 18,000 people work at Sellafield, home to the UK’s nuclear waste management and storage site. Not somewhere many people know about but a rather vital part of our country’s infrastructure.


My journey up England’s west coast ended at Maryport on the Solway Firth, although this was not quite as far north as I had hoped. This sweet-sounding town, named after the wife of Henry Senhouse, has a very industrial heritage. Established at the beginning of the industrial revolution in 1749, Senhouse developed an industrial ‘new town’ on the back of coal exports to Dublin, to compete head-to-head with nearby Whitehaven. A successful shipbuilding business grew on the back of an ever-expanding harbour and, rather like Sunderland, continued for an amazing 150 years. By 1884 the docks could berth 200 ships at a time. It is not until you visit Maryport and look at the plans of these extensive docks that you can begin to imagine the scale of the industry that occurred here. Nowadays just fishing boats and yachts reside safely behind the substantial harbour walls.
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Maryport, the end of our English west coast journey








I had hoped to sail into the small port of Silloth just a few miles south of the Scottish border, however, the weather was against me and Reeds Nautical Almanac states: ‘Requires local knowledge. Beware of constantly shifting channels and banks and unsurveyed areas.’ It is far up the legendary tidal and shallow Solway Firth and I decided I was not yet experienced enough to tackle it. A little later I met a commercial pilot who took ships in and out of Silloth. “Wise decision, Mark. Nowhere else have I experienced an ebb tide pushing my stern one way while a flood tide is pushing my bow the other way, simultaneously.”
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