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Preface


This edition marks a milestone in the history of the West Country Cruising Companion – it’s tenth edition and 36 years of continuous publication! It is a testament to Mark Fishwick’s thorough knowledge and detailed work, alongside his absorbing prose and clear love of the area that it has not just survived but flourished through the years, becoming essential reading for any West Country yachtsman and those visiting the area.


In the last edition, Mark expressed his pleasure at its success: ‘I little imagined back in 1987 when the book was first mooted that it would have such longevity, and that so many enthusiastic readers would adopt it for their own exploration of this, my favourite cruising ground. The knowledge that it has been a success and of practical use to many other crews is hugely gratifying and makes it all worthwhile.’


However, this edition is another significant milestone in that it is the first edition that Mark has not been involved in the update.


We were delighted that local yachtswoman, Kate Brodie, agreed to update the book. Kate shares Mark’s passion for the area. She has lived in the West Country for most of her life and cruised the area extensively.


While we could not have published this new edition without Kate’s input, the vast majority of the text (and many of the photographs) remain Mark’s and he is, rightly, still shown as the author.


We hope you enjoy your time cruising in the West Country!


Jeremy Atkins – Fernhurst Books


March 2025


Plus ça change. My plan to update West Country Cruising Companion was thwarted due to the onset of COVID and health problems, resulting in the realisation that I would not be able to take on the update.


I am delighted that keen Topsham-based sailor, Kate Brodie, volunteered to update the tenth edition enabling me to settle into retirement knowing that the West Country Cruising Companion is in safe hands.


Mark Fishwick


Falmouth
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Born in Exeter and brought up on the River Exe, Mark Fishwick began sailing at an early age and soon ventured further to explore the rivers, creeks and harbours of the West Country in his parents’ 18ft


6in Alacrity sloop Vallette. He moved to Cornwall in 1973 soon after buying his present boat, the 34ft 1910 gaff yawl Temptress, and since then has enjoyed a varied nautical life encompassing commercial fishing, charter skippering in the West Indies, yacht delivery, boatyard work, yachting journalism and photography. He was co-editor of Reeds Nautical Almanac. He has now retired to Falmouth.







About the updater







[image: Illustration]


Kate Brodie grew up in Dorset before moving away to train to be a doctor. She worked elsewhere for a while but returned to the West Country over 30 years ago as the GP in Topsham up to her retirement in 2020. Kate is an accomplished sailor, both as a competitive dinghy sailor (European Champion in the Laser 2) and as a cruising yachtswoman (completing a UK circumnavigation, largely single-handed, in 2020, raing over £10,000 in aid of MacMillan Cancer Support). She currently owns a Westerly Storm, Hullabaloo, for cruising and shares a Jeanneau Sun 2000, Ra, for racing.
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Newlyn


Introduction


‘If I were given a brief to design a perfect cruising ground the West Country would not fall too far short of it, and I would be little inclined to make many changes.’


I wrote that in 1988 when the first edition of this book was published, and 36 years on I’m delighted to report it still remains true! Year after year the magnificent coastline of Devon and Cornwall continues to attract more and more visiting boats to its ports and rivers, which are deep and mostly of easy access, and the rockbound coast, steep-to with few off-lying dangers – what better combination do you need?


If there could be one major change that we would all agree on it would have to be the weather, but what would English cruising be without its unpredictability? Generally speaking, well in the track of the prevailing southwesterly airstream and its accompanying depressions, the early summer can often provide some of the better spells of weather, and we can also be lucky in the early autumn. I’ve long noticed a perverse tendency for the weather to take a nosedive as soon as the schools break up for the summer holidays, more unsettled, and with, occasionally, an unseasonal blow or two in August; not in itself a great problem once the long haul across Lyme Bay is astern, for a whole variety of harbours and safe anchorages abound, all within an easy day’s sail of each other, and deep-wooded rivers like the Dart and the Fal thread far inland to provide days of absorbing exploration in themselves.


Way back in 1957, Yachting Monthly produced a slim little book called West Country Rivers, written by DJ Pooley, and it proved invaluable throughout my early explorations of my home waters back in the 1960s. Long since out of print, it was a very pleasant surprise when Andrew Bray, editor of Yachting Monthly, invited me to revamp the book in 1987 and my research then soon confirmed that in those 30 years much had changed ‘down west’; sailing, at one time the pursuit of the select few, had become a big leisure business, and the changes reflected it. Once forgotten backwaters and creeks – the haunt of rotting hulks, whispering mud and seaweedy smells – had been cleared and dredged, and marinas had blossomed forth; anchorages that were easy of access under sail were diminishing fast and, as moorings encroached into every available space, a reliable auxiliary was no longer a luxury but a necessity.


To my delight the resulting book, West Country Cruising, soon established itself as the definitive cruising guide for the area, growing with each new edition and evolving in 2001 into the West Country Cruising Companion. Inevitably there have been many changes and they continue apace, but the inherent beauty and atmosphere of the West Country continues to survive the onslaught well, and the sailing is as good as ever. Ashore, the varied and colourful villages and towns provide all the facilities a cruising crew might need, from essentials like good ale, cashpoints and launderettes, to engineers and riggers.


There is much of historical interest, and with vast areas of this wonderful coast fortunately preserved by the National Trust, many lovely walks. There can be few visitors to these waters who sail away disappointed.



GENERAL INFORMATION


EMERGENCIES


Rescue services and other emergencies within the area covered by this book are co-ordinated by Solent Coastguard (Tel: 02392 552100) as far west as Topsham (River Exe) and Falmouth Coastguard (Tel: 03443 820565), Topsham to Trevose Head. Both maintain a 24-hour loudspeaker listening watch on VHF Channel 16 (callsigns ‘Solent Coastguard’, ‘Falmouth Coastguard’ or ‘UK Coastguard’) and will advise an initial working channel, usually VHF Ch 67.


HM COASTGUARD – HOW IT WORKS


Within the West Country Cruising Companion’s coverage, the National Maritime Operations Centre (NMOC) in Fareham is responsible for the area from the Solent to Lyme Bay and uses the call sign ‘Solent Coastguard’. ‘Falmouth Coastguard’ is responsible for the area from Lyme Bay to North Cornwall including the Isles of Scilly.


In emergencies only, VHF direction-finding facilities can be activated remotely by HM Coastguard to locate a vessel in distress with transmitters located at Grove Point on Portland Bill, Berry Head, Prawle Point, Rame Head, the Lizard, St Mary’s and Trevose Head.


Under the Global Maritime Distress and Safety System (GMDSS), the NMOC/Portland and Falmouth Coastguards both have VHF Channel 70 Digital Selective Calling (DSC) and a distress signal on this channel will be automatically received and recorded once the distress button has been activated on the shipboard VHF set, including the vessel’s MMSI (Maritime Mobile Service Identity) identification number. Each Coastguard station also has its own MMSI: NMOC 002320011 and Falmouth: 002320014.


All of the UK is an A1 GMDSS sea area, which means that throughout it there are Coast Radio Stations with DSC receiver/transmitters within 40 miles of each other.


NATIONAL COASTWATCH INSTITUTION (NCI)


Founded in 1994 and having celebrated its 30th anniversary in 2024, this charity, with headquarters near Fowey (Tel: 0300 111 1202; info@nci.org.uk; www.nci.org.uk), has steadily created more than 60 Visual Watch Stations around the English and Welsh coast, many located in former Coastguard Lookouts. They are manned by 2,700 volunteer watchkeepers during daylight hours throughout the year and can be contacted on their dedicated VHF Channel 65 using the name of your chosen station (see list below) plus suffix NCI, as the callsign, e.g. ‘Froward Point NCI’. Do not call on VHF Ch 16 or use callsign ‘National Coastwatch’ which can be potentially confused with Coastguard.


The NCI also monitor VHF Ch 16 and provide a visual and verbal link with the Coastguard and RNLI during search and rescue operations. Passing small craft traffic is routinely logged and, on request on VHF Ch 65, they can provide details of actual weather and sea state, radio checks and useful local knowledge from visitor moorings to hazards. In poor visibility some stations keep a radar watch up to 20M offshore. Increasingly on the individual station websites, webcams and live weather stations are also being added. A partnership with Sirius Insights, a maritime surveillance business, will equip NCI with up-to-date technology using state of the art sensor equipment and Artificial Intelligence.


WEST COUNTRY NCI STATIONS


Key


AIS: visual screen watch maintained


CCTV: fixed TV coverage of specific area of water


Webcam: coverage of view from station


Weather: weather at location, wind direction/speed, pressure, rainfall, temperature, humidity and outlook


[image: Illustration] Portland Bill: Tel: 01305 860178; radar, AIS, CCTV: inshore passage; www.nci.org.uk/station/portland-bill


[image: Illustration] Lyme Bay: Tel: 01308 897778; AIS; www.nci.org.uk/stations/station/lyme-bay


[image: Illustration] Charmouth: Tel: 01297 255076; (linked to NCI Lyme Bay); www.nci.org.uk/station/charmouth


[image: Illustration] Exmouth: Tel: 01395 222492; webcam, AIS, weather; www.nci.org.uk/station/exmouth


[image: Illustration] Teignmouth: Tel: 01626 772377; radar, webcam, AIS, weather; www.nci.org.uk/station/teignmouth


[image: Illustration] Torbay: Tel: 01803 411145; radar, AIS, webcam, weather; www.nci.org.uk/station/torbay


[image: Illustration] Froward Point: Tel: 01548 262173; radar, AIS, webcam, weather; www.nci.org.uk/station/froward-point


[image: Illustration] Prawle Point: Tel: 01548 511259; radar, webcam, weather; www.nci.org.uk/station/prawle-point


[image: Illustration] Rame Head: Tel: 01752 823706; radar, AIS, webcam, weather; www.nci.org.uk/station/rame-head


[image: Illustration] Polruan: Tel: 01726 254057; AIS, webcam, weather; www.nci.org.uk/station/polruan


[image: Illustration] Charlestown: Tel: 01726 817068; radar, AIS, CCTV: cliffs below; www.nci.org.uk/station/charlestown


[image: Illustration] Portscatho: Tel: 01872 580180; AIS; www.nci.org.uk/station/portscatho


[image: Illustration] Nare Point: Tel: 01326 755076; radar, AIS; www.nci.org.uk/station/narepoint


[image: Illustration] Bass Point: Tel: 01326 290212; radar, AIS; www.nci.org.uk/station/bass-point


[image: Illustration] Penzance: Tel: 01736 367063; AIS; www.nci.org.uk/station/penzance


[image: Illustration] Gwennap Head: Tel: 01736 871351; radar; www.nci.org.uk/station/gwennap-head


[image: Illustration] Cape Cornwall: Tel: 01736 787890; radar, AIS, CCTV: to south; www.nci.org.uk/station/cape-cornwall


[image: Illustration] St Ives: Tel: 01736 799398; radar, AIS, webcam, weather; www.nci.org.uk/station/st-ives


[image: Illustration] St Agnes: Tel: 01872 552073; AIS, weather; www.nci.org.uk/station/st-agnes-head


[image: Illustration] Padstow/Stepper Point: Tel: 01841 705008; radar; www.nci.org.uk/station/stepper-point


[image: Illustration] Boscastle: Tel: 01840 250965; radar, AIS, CCTV: outside harbour entrance; www.nci.org.uk/station/boscastle
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Polruan National Coastwatch Institution (NCI) Station


PASSAGE PLANNING


Since July 2002, Regulation 34 of the Safety of Life at Sea (SOLAS) Convention makes voyage planning on all vessels that go to sea a legal requirement. This is not really as onerous as it might at first seem as most sensible people afloat have doubtless long been doing this as a matter of common sense. Nevertheless, given that any passage, however short, must now be preplanned, even in familiar waters, you should at the very least adhere to a checklist covering the following areas:


1) Log the times of High and Low Water at relevant ports, and particularly those that might affect arrival and departure where there are tidal restrictions such as drying harbours, crossing bars or access into tidal locks.


2) Note the times of favourable and contrary tidal streams, with special regard to tidal gates.


3) Ensure that you have relevant charts, pilots and almanac to cover the intended route and alternative options should the plan need to be amended en route.


4) Using the chart, note down potential hazards to navigation and assess safe distances to clear them by.


5) Note down relevant pilotage detail – lights, buoyage, etc. – that will be encountered along your route, with particular attention to unfamiliar harbours.


6) Obtain and record the latest available weather forecast and outlook.


7) Take into due account the competence and strength of your crew.


8) Ensure that someone ashore is aware of your intended plan. The RYA SafeTrx App can be downloaded and used at no cost and can alert both relatives and HM Coastguard to problems.


BUOYAGE


All buoyage within the area of this Cruising Companion falls into IALA system A.


LATERAL MARKS: red cans with a square red topmark and red light – to be left to port (PHM). Green or black conical buoys with triangular topmark and green light are to be left to starboard (SHM), in both cases when proceeding in the direction of the main flood stream.


CARDINAL MARKS: used in conjunction with the compass, placed north, south, east or west of a hazard.


Other marks likely to be encountered include:


ISOLATED DANGERS (IDM): black base, often with red band(s), topmark: two black spheres (vert), if lit, Fl (2), period 5s or 10s, as on Black Rock, Falmouth.


SPECIAL MARKS (SPM): yellow buoys, often with a yellow ‘X’ topmark (Fl Y), often 2, 5 or 10 sec, mark the limits of danger areas such as the naval firing ranges off Dodman Point.


SAFE WATER MARKS (SWM): spherical, spar or pillar buoys with red and white vertical stripes, indicate that there is navigable water all round, typically to show a landfall, prior to entering a buoyed channel (LFl 10s or Morse ‘A’ · —). The Exe buoy is a good example.


PREFERED CHANNEL MARKS (PCM): at the junction of two channels. A lateral red port-hand buoy with green horizontal band (Fl [2+1] R): preferred channel to starboard, alternative channel lies on the other side; green starboard-hand buoy with red horizontal band (Fl [2+1] G): preferred channel lies to port.


TEMPORARY WRECK MARKING BUOY: for use in the initial emergency, either a pillar or spar, sports an equal number of vertical blue and yellow stripes and an alternating blue and yellow flashing light.


Note that in the upper reaches of some of the rivers, buoys are often privately maintained and do not necessarily conform to these shapes or colourings. A variety of beacons from simple poles or stakes in the mud to complicated perches with wire stays and topmarks can mark narrower creeks.


And finally, something you are not likely to encounter anywhere else in the UK – the approach fairway to Paignton Harbour (Tor Bay) is marked by a unique seasonal red port-hand buoy flying International Code Flag N (chequered white and blue) to indicate that vessels must keep to the port-hand side of the channel when entering, rather than the conventional starboard side!


[image: Illustration]


Paignton’s special buoy – keep to the port side on arrival


DEPTHS


Depths mentioned in the text (e.g. least depth 2m, or Polca Rock 1.2m) are all in metres and tenths of metres reduced to Chart Datum, the level of the Lowest Astronomical Tide – LAT. This effectively gives the minimum depth you are likely to encounter but it should always be remembered that predicted tidal heights and depths can be much affected by the weather. Very low atmospheric pressure and strong winds may occasionally increase the predicted height by as much as 1m; conversely very high atmospheric pressure can have the opposite effect and a predicted height may be much less than anticipated. Remember, too, to make due allowance for sea and swell, a rock or bar with 1.5m LAT will have considerably less water over it in the bottom of a 1m trough.


Heights above sea level – e.g. Ham Stone, an isolated rock (11m) – are in metres and tenths of metres above Mean High Water Springs (MHWS).


Drying heights – e.g. dries 1.5m – are in metres and tenths of metres above LAT.


CHARTLETS & CHARTS


Chartlets are of necessity simplified to show the main basics a visitor will require, and should always be used with caution. Green shading = dries LAT. Dark blue = up to 5m LAT. Pale blue = over 5m LAT. Soundings are shown in metres and tenths of metres showing depth of water above LAT. Underlined soundings show drying heights above LAT in metres and tenths of metres.


Carriage of up-to-date charts is essential. In the future these are more likely to be electronic than paper. We are in a time of transition between two worlds, and the path of travel is not yet clear. We should not be afraid though. Nowadays who carries paper maps in the car when the SatNav system can get us there safely?


Paper charts are still available in 2025 for diehards. Admiralty charts can be printed to order by approved outlets such as Sea Chest Nautical Bookshop at Queen Anne Battery Marina, Plymouth and can also be ordered online. These will either be standard Admiralty charts (£35) or extracts from the Small Craft series (£15). Imray have announced they will be ceasing production of paper charts at the end of 2025 but continuing to support and develop their electronic Imray Navigator. NV charts are produced in Germany and are likely to continue as carriage of paper charts is a legal requirement there.


No doubt some sailors will stockpile a supply of paper charts! For this reason, and to allow you to order them from Admiralty-approved outlets, we still provide the Admiralty and Imray chart numbers in this edition.


Small Craft Folio SC5601 (East Devon and Dorset Coast, Exmouth to Christchurch) has various passage charts covering the coast between Start Point and the Needles and harbour plans for Christchurch, Poole, Swanage, Portland, Weymouth, Bridport, Lyme Regis and the River Exe.


Small Craft Folio SC5602 (The West Country, Falmouth to Teignmouth) has passage charts covering the coast between Teignmouth and the Lizard and harbour plans for Teignmouth, Torquay, Brixham, Dartmouth, Salcombe, Plymouth, Polperro, Fowey, Par, Charlestown and Falmouth, including charts of the tidal upper reaches of the rivers.


Small Craft Folio SC5603 (Falmouth to Hartland Point, including the Isles of Scilly) has passage charts and harbour plans for Helford, Cadgwith, Coverack, Porthallow, Porthoustock, Mullion Cove, Porthleven, Penzance, Newlyn, Mousehole, Isles of Scilly, St Ives, Newquay, Padstow and Port Isaac.


Corrections for Admiralty Charts can be obtained from the UK Hydrographic Office (www.admiralty.co.uk).


Imray ‘C’ series charts give good coastal coverage for passage making and also include plans.


C4 – Needles Channel to Portland Bill (Christchurch, Studland Bay, Swanage, Chapman’s Pool, Worbarrow Bay, Lulworth Cove, Weymouth, Portland).


C5 – Bill of Portland to Salcombe Harbour (Bridport, Lyme Regis, Exmouth, Teignmouth, Torquay, Brixham, Tor Bay, Dartmouth).


C6 – Salcombe to Lizard Point (Salcombe, Plymouth Sound, Looe, Polperro, Fowey and approaches, Charlestown, Mevagissey, Falmouth).


C7 – Falmouth to Isles of Scilly and Trevose Head (Mullion Cove, Porthleven, St Michael’s Mount, Penzance, Newlyn, Mousehole, St Mary’s Road, Hugh Town, St Ives, Newquay Bay).


In its 2000 series of smaller format charts, Imray’s West Country Chart Atlas series (WCCA) comprises passage and harbour charts. No 2300 Dorset and Devon Coasts covers waters from the Isle of Wight to Start Point, including Poole Harbour. No 2400 covers the West Country from Start Point to Trevose Head, including the Isles of Scilly. Corrections for all Imray Charts and Chart Atlas packs can be obtained from www.imray.com or by using their Imray Navigator, a free app for which an annual subscription provides quarterly updates and new chart editions.


NV chart portfolios are another option, including passage charts, coastal and harbour charts, and tidal stream charts. Their UK1 NV Atlas England has detailed coverage of the area Isles of Scilly to Start Point. UK2 NV Atlas England covers Start Point to the Needles and both include a free digital update app for iOS, Android, Mac OSX and Windows. www.nvcharts.com


Electronic charts: In recent years the availability of electronic/digital charts for chart plotters, laptops, tablets and mobile phones has grown steadily and is ever changing as it continues to develop.


At the time of writing there is no common standard for electronic navigation systems for pleasure craft. The RYA is pressing for a solution while encouraging those new to boating to embrace new technology. Using an electronic navigation system still runs the risk of battery power failure, and reliance on Global Navigation Satellite Systems (GNSS) carries its own remote risks. Both the RYA and the Royal Institute of Navigation (RIN) advise skippers to carry backup systems separate from the boat’s main electrical system.


The main players for chart hardware and software are mostly familiar names: Raymarine, C-Map, Navionics, Garmin, Meridian, MaxSea, B&G, Hummingbird, Furuno, Lowrance and Simrad. The choice can be bewildering at first but probably cost is the primary consideration, along with ease of use, the size of boat/available space and the nature of your cruising. Depending on the level of sophistication with add-ons like radar and AIS you can pay thousands for a plotter, but a lot less for average boating needs such as an app on your smartphone.


The variety of apps for iPad, tablet or phone is rapidly evolving to meet the need of boaters. Garmin’s Navionics and C-Map may interface with the boat’s fixed chartplotter, while Explore with Imray can access all the Imray Pilot Books and Cruising Association publications. Savvy Navvy and iSailor have their fans and the latter can display AIS targets on the iPad chart. All will, for a fee, include tide and weather information if required. Finally yachting journalist Tom Cunliffe has joined forces with Bill Aylward, a yachtsman and retired eye surgeon, to create a wonderful App call AngelNav which gives the ability to plot a three-point fix on the iPad, as well as shape a course to steer with a tidal vector, and work up an Estimated Position. This overcomes a lot of the issues caused by loss of the chart, pencil and parallel rule.


For up-to-date information on all these options, you can research online through a specialist nautical book/chart outlet such as Bookharbour, www.bookharbour.com, or alternatively, visit your local chandler and talk to the useful member of staff who understands both the technology and your requirements. There are frequent articles in the yachting press as new systems come onto the market. Over time the requirements for an approved system and electronic charts will become clearer and training will be standardised on fully integrated digital navigation systems. We are in a time of change and, while unsettling for traditionalists, eNavigation is here to stay!


Whatever you decide, I would strongly advise that, at the very least, a basic set of charts for your cruising area and an up-to-date Nautical Almanac should always be carried on board as a back-up in the event of electrical failure or, in the case of a tablet or smartphone, loss overboard. That happens! I’ve done it myself, just talk to any diver, they’re always finding them on the seabed!


BEARINGS


Bearings are True from seaward unless stated otherwise. Magnetic variation should be applied as shown on current Admiralty charts. Variation in 2024 was between 2.10°W (Isles of Scilly) and 0.33°W (Lyme Bay), decreasing about 11’E, annually.


WAYPOINTS


Waypoints, particularly when used with GPS, should be regarded with due caution and at all times a regular plot of your position – course, speed, set and leeway – should be maintained at hourly intervals in case of electronic failure. Particular care should be taken to avoid mistakes when loading lat/long coordinates into your GPS memory and, although accuracy is supposed to be within 20-25m, it is probably safest to assume 50m. It is essential that you plot waypoints derived from published sources on the chart to check their accuracy before loading them, and if planning a route for a passage, it will avoid setting a course that might also cross areas of potential danger. Throughout this book GPS waypoints are referenced to WGS84 datum.


Although navigation in good visibility poses no problem, in close quarters situations and low visibility, great care should be taken and any other traditional back-up, particularly soundings, needs to be taken into account when confirming your GPS position.


It should be noted that all lat/long positions used in this book are in degrees, minutes and hundredths of a minute – the last two figures adjoining the N or W notation, e.g. 50°36’.45N 04°17’.88W to enable easy input into a GPS receiver.


TIDES


The maximum rate at Springs is used throughout this book to give an indication of the worst or, if you’re going with it, the best rate you will encounter! Generally, along the coast of the West Country, streams run parallel to the shore, but set in and out of the bays, and allowance should be made for this when crossing them. Within the bays, and inshore, streams are generally weak but increase considerably near headlands where overfalls are often found. Streams are also much stronger within the confines of the rivers, and here it should be remembered that these are fed by the large gathering basins of the inland moors – Dartmoor, Exmoor and Bodmin – and after any period of rain, the flooding freshwater can noticeably increase the rate of streams by up to 2 knots, particularly in the upper reaches. Explore the upper reaches of rivers only on a rising tide and do not push your luck too close to High Water at Springs or you risk being neaped.


High Water at Springs occurs early morning and evenings, at Neaps High Water occurs towards the middle of the day.


WEST COUNTRY WEATHER


Global warming or not, as in most places in the British Isles, the weather in the West Country remains very changeable and can deteriorate fast, although with comprehensive forecasting and ports within easy reach of one another, there is little excuse for getting caught out. However, in such an eventuality it is worth remembering that the exposed nature of much of the coastline and prevailing ground swell will produce seas considerably larger than elsewhere in the English Channel, particularly with wind against tide. When negotiating the major headlands such as Portland Bill, Start Point, the Dodman and the Lizard, if the wind is forward of the beam a fair tide will also create a noticeable and sudden increase in its apparent strength.


Unpredictability is the keyword, but if it is remotely possible to generalise, May-June can often provide a fine spell giving rise to hopeful predictions that we’re in for a long, hot summer. July has a tendency to dispel such promise and can often be very mixed. Although summer gales are rare, August often serves up at least one bad blow, such as the Fastnet disaster in 1979, and the tail end of Hurricane Charley in 1986. September, too, can be unsettled, but seems more prone to enjoy some quieter spells and occasionally the much vaunted Indian summer does occur.


The prevailing southwesterly airstream and the warmer waters of the Gulf Stream, which embrace the far west, create the dominant feature of the weather – depressions which usually pass to the north of the area with associated trailing warm and cold fronts creating an unsettled, but at least predictable, sequence of wind and accompanying rain.


When the Azores High manages to push far enough north to keep these depressions at bay it should result in fine weather. Frequently it does – ashore – but the easterly airstream that usually results has a tendency to be unpredictable in its strength and is often fresh at sea, creating very hazy conditions, blowing hard during the day and easing at night. As most of the West Country ports evolved to provide shelter from the prevailing westerlies, many can be very uncomfortable in easterlies – Falmouth’s inner harbour can be spectacularly rough in an easterly gale, while the Helford is a very miserable place – in fact, no place to be! With justification borne of long experience, the ‘beastly easterly’ is a wind little loved by locals in West Country havens.


The topography of the rivers creates its own localised effects, particularly those bounded by high steep shores like the Dart, Fowey and the Yealm, where baffling breezes are not only encountered in the entrance but also in the upper reaches, where frustratingly fluky winds often follow the river’s course. The upper Fal is a classic example – a breeze will be dead ahead in one reach, you can then follow the next bend through 90 degrees and, instead of the expected freeing, you’ll find it still doggedly on the nose!


In gales these same high shores, seemingly so protective, can often produce powerful, williwaw-like down drafts that are very unpredictable in their direction – I recall one very restless night, anchored just below the Anchor Stone on the Dart, ranging wildly across the full scope of our chain as gusts hit us from every quarter, and on another occasion, tucked away in the perfect landlocked shelter of Yealm Pool during a southwesterly gale, the boat was laid over almost on her beam ends on several occasions!


Many places, and in particular Fowey and Salcombe, can become doubly uncomfortable in strong winds blowing contrary to the tide, but at least the misery only has to be endured for a few hours at a time or you retreat up river for respite.


In settled spells of fine weather, land and sea breezes can be encountered anywhere, but one particular localised phenomenon I have often encountered, notably in the approaches to the Fal, Plymouth, Salcombe and also the Exe, is a fresh catabatic breeze funnelling seawards in the late afternoon, making for an interesting final thrash into port.
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We’d like to think the West Country’s weather’s always like this, but it can be very changeable


Fog, fortunately, is not overly frequent this far west, but in fine weather banks of low-lying sea mist can occur without warning, often towards the end of a fine warm day, or early in the morning. On one occasion, leaving Falmouth for Scilly on a glorious clear sunny morning, Temptress had barely passed the docks when imperceptibly mist came rolling in from the east. St Mawes, the lighthouse, Black Rock and finally the Pendennis shoreline vanished within minutes. I crept slowly seawards, uneasy and already contemplating turning back; five minutes later we were in brilliant sunshine again as if it had never happened but glancing astern, there was nothing to be seen! Usually when high pressure prevails, early morning mist in rivers will often be surprisingly thick, but soon burns off as the sun rises. Poor visibility associated with the passage of fronts is far more frequent in the soft misty rain, known to the Cornish as ‘mizzle’.


Thunderstorms do not occur particularly frequently, as they tend to generate over the continent and drift across the channel further to the east. But take heart! Having woken on many a depressing morning to the sound of steady rain on the coachroof, let us not forget the old adage: ‘Rain at seven, fine by eleven.’ It’s remarkable how often it does turn out to be true!


WEATHER FORECASTS


These can be obtained from a variety of sources:


BBC RADIO 4 (now only on FM 92.4-96.1, 103.5, 104.9MHz): The BBC Shipping Forecasts, weekdays, are at local time 0048 and 0520 (FM, gale warnings, full shipping forecast, inshore waters forecast and weather reports from Coastal Stations); also at 1745 on FM at weekends.


Portland, Plymouth, Sole, Lundy and Fastnet are the most relevent sea areas to the cruising grounds covered by this book. The inshore waters forecast areas are Selsey Bill to Lyme Regis, Lyme Regis to Land’s End, including the Isles of Scilly, and Land’s End to St David’s Head, including the Bristol Channel.


BBC Local Radio Stations also issue Coastal Waters forecasts, but the times are subject to annual change.


BBC Radio Devon broadcasts on FM 95.8 (Exeter area); FM 104.3 (South Devon); FM 95.7 (Plymouth area) and also on DAB.


BBC Radio Cornwall broadcasts on FM 95.2 (north and east); FM103.9 (mid and west); FM 96.0 (Isles of Scilly) and also on DAB.


Radio Scilly broadcasts on 107.9 FM.


The Shipping Forecast is also available online around the clock at BBC Sounds bbc.co.uk/sounds.


HM COASTGUARD MSI BROADCASTS:


HM Coastguard Maritime Safety Information (MSI) broadcasts are made in Local (‘clock’) Time (LT) every three hours, and the content is one of three different schedules: (A) incorporates a full MSI broadcast including the latest gale warnings, shipping forecast, inshore forecast navigational warnings, gunfacts and subfacts. (B) New inshore forecast, previous outlook and gale warnings. (C) Repetition of inshore forecast and gale warnings.


Broadcast times & schedule:


Solent CGOC: 0130B, 0430C, 0730A, 1030C, 1330B, 1630C, 1930A, 2230C


Falmouth CGOC: 0110B, 0410C, 0710A, 1010C, 1310B, 1610C, 1910A, 2210C


In addition, new gale or strong wind warnings are broadcast on receipt.


In all cases it should be noted that the timing of these broadcasts can be affected if there is an ongoing emergency. Following an initial announcement on VHF Channel 16, you will be advised to listen on one of the following channels: 62, 63, 64 or 10. For specific details, see the safety information and weather section in the introduction to each chapter.


The Coastguard will normally repeat the latest weather forecast on VHF request, but this facility should not be abused.


NAVTEX: The West Country is covered by Niton navtex station which transmits weather information on 518 kHz at 0840 and 2040 UT, with an extended outlook at 0040, 0440, 1240, 1640 UT. Inshore waters forecasts, including three-day outlooks are transmitted on 490 kHz at 0120, 0520, 0920, 1320, 1720, 2120 UT. At the times shown in bold you can also receive reports of actual weather conditions from the various locations if you activate the V button on your receiver.


INTERNET: There are many good online sites where you can download free forecasts, not least the Met Office (www.metoffice.gov.uk/weather/specialist-forecasts/coast-and-sea).


OTHER SOURCES OF WEATHER INFORMATION: Nearly all the marinas and harbour authorities and some yacht clubs covered by this book display a daily forecast, three to five-day outlook and synoptic weather charts.


YACHT CLUBS


Most West Country clubs now welcome genuine cruising crews to use their facilities on a temporary basis. It is, however, a privilege that visitors should not abuse and, on arrival at any new club, immediately introduce yourself to the steward, secretary or a member, ascertain if you are indeed welcome and ask for the visitors’ book, which should be signed not only by yourself but also your crew. For two or three nights, this will usually be sufficient, but should you wish to use the club’s facilities for longer, check with the secretary as to the arrangements for temporary membership, which is often available.


CUSTOMS


Since Brexit if leaving or entering UK waters (including sailing to the Channel Islands) you must submit a Pleasure Craft Report to HMRC and Border Force. This can be done most easily online at spcr.homeoffice.gov.uk and must be submitted between 24 and 2 hours before departure or arrival. All crew must have valid passports with visas if needed for immigration. Details and exceptions can be seen at gov.uk. If unable to use the online form there is an email form (sPCR fallback template) or a postal form c1331 that you can download and print off to post. On arrival you would then need to call the 24-hour National Yachtline on 0300 123 2012. A Q flag must be flown until all formalities are complete.


Sadly, drug and people smuggling has been steadily increasing along the British coastline including the West Country. Project Kraken is a combined National Crime Agency/Police and Border Force initiative for recreational sailors to report unusual or suspicious behaviour along the coast and in port, including possible illegal immigration aboard small craft. However trivial, if something looks abnormal, a crew who do not look at ease aboard a boat for instance, or people transferring from larger vessels into a RIB some distance offshore, call the local Police on 101, or anonymously, Crimestoppers (Tel: 0800 555111), quoting ‘Kraken’.


As increasing numbers of pleasure boats are being used in this insidious trade, ultimately it can only bring the name of genuine cruising crews into suspicion and disrepute, so it is very much in our interests to do anything we can to help assist in stamping it out. It may be onerous at times to be asked who you are and where you have come from by Boarder Force patrols; try not to forget that they are only doing their job.


HARBOURS & MARINAS


VHF


The primary working channel between vessels and marinas covered in this book is Channel 80 or, alternatively, the secondary working Channel 37.


Harbours, for the most part, maintain a listening watch on Channel 16 and you will then move to their working channel as advised; increasingly, though, many will often respond if you call them in the first instance directly on their working channel.


CHARGES


To give an overall indication of the sort of charges you can anticipate, the price shown under ‘Overnight charge’ in the introduction for each port is the maximum you should have to pay for an overnight stay in a boat of 10m LOA on harbour authority facilities, either alongside or on a mooring, or in other private commercial operations such as marinas. This includes Value Added Tax (VAT) and harbour dues, if applicable, and wherever possible was correct for the end of the 2024 season. Most harbours and marinas increase their charges annually in line with inflation, and this should be taken into consideration. In a number of West Country ports there has been a growing tendency to increase charges during the peak months of July and August. Some harbours and marinas offer reductions for longer stays such as a free night if you pay in advance for six but note you usually have to add this at the time of your stay, you cannot use them at a later date.


All other charges are shown inclusive of VAT.


USEFUL GEAR, USEFUL TIPS


The majority of the larger harbour authorities in the West Country not only provide alongside berthing but also swinging moorings as a cheaper alternative.


Visitors’ mooring buoys with pick-up strops will be found in the River Yealm, St Mawes and the Helford River, but in the majority of places the buoys just have a large shackle or metal ring through which you pass and secure your own mooring lines. With boats of higher freeboard it is often initially difficult to secure a line onto the buoy: one of the patent boat hooks with a detachable clip and pick-up line, or a mooring aid which can pass and retrieve a line are easily obtainable from most major chandlers. Failing all that, dropping a loop of line over the support buoy to lasso it temporarily is another option.


However, when making fast to a typical mooring buoy, metal and rope are always an unhealthy combination, particularly if the mooring warp is doubled back aboard for easy release and prey to the oldest enemy at sea – chafe! Add a bit of swell and snatching, and it will only be a matter of time, often just hours, before you are adrift. Don’t just thread your mooring warp through the ring or shackle and back aboard, but pass it back through the ring and around again before bringing the end back aboard and securing it. A simple round turn like this will greatly reduce chafe as this will prevent the rope sawing backwards and forwards against the metal, but you will still be able to slip the rope when you depart.


However, metal on metal is always the most secure option. Unshackle your anchor chain and pass it through the ring, always a bit tedious, or keep a length of chain aboard specifically for this job. Alternatively make up a nylon mooring strop with a heavy thimble eye that can be shackled onto the buoy. It has its disadvantages, though: the shackle pin must be moused and unless you can physically lift the buoy high enough to reach it easily, the strop will have to be attached and detached from the dinghy. Best solution of all, get a special mooring strop made up with nylon mooring warp properly chain spliced onto each end of a metre or so of chain, and a decent size soft eye at either end. One end can be secured on deck and, with a bit of jiggling you can usually get the other eye through the mooring ring and retrieve it with a boat hook. The strop can then be adjusted so the chain takes all the chafe, the elasticity of the nylon will reduce the tendency for snatching, and, hey presto, you can sleep easily again!
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A chain/rope mooring strop makes good sense!


In a number of smaller harbours you will have to lie alongside quays with wooden piles or just bare stone, and a fender board can remove a lot of topside angst. In some places, like Lyme Regis and Padstow, the harbour authority can provide one. The board needs to be at least 5ft long, 1ft wide and a good 1in thick, and should span at least three fenders of differing size to accommodate the curve of your hull.


FENDERS & RAFTING


And on the subject of fenders, don’t skimp, buy the largest you can comfortably carry – in most West Country ports at the height of the season you will probably have to raft, and even if your neighbour is ill prepared and can only produce a motley selection of small and inferior fenders only suitable for a dinghy, you at least will not suffer. At the height of the season, when visitors often exceed the number of berthing options, you cannot always expect the luxury of a mooring or alongside berth all to yourself! If there is not too much wind or swell, rafting is the accepted procedure, although it is always common courtesy to first seek consent from the crew of the boat occupying a mooring and both skippers should be happy with the arrangement prior to making fast, not least the provision of adequate fenders. In the event of a change of prevailing conditions it is incumbent on the later arrival to seek an alternative berth.
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Always have adequate fenders ready when rafting up


MOBILE PHONES & INTERNET ACCESS


Mobile phone coverage is mostly very good throughout the area covered by this book, but you might still encounter the odd blank spot in some of the landlocked rivers like the Yealm and Helford, and in sheltered upper reaches and inland creeks as on the River Dart.


Internet access is widespread. All West Country marinas have WiFi, usually free. Similarly, the majority of the West Country harbour authorities will provide details of access codes when you check in on arrival. In addition, many internet cafes, pubs, hotels and Yacht Clubs provide free WiFi.


SUSTAINABILITY


Reducing our impact on the beautiful places where we sail is important to many. The effect of our boating activity on the habitat and wildlife of Devon and Cornwall has been studied. There are recommendations on how we anchor and moor to avoid damage to the seabed, how we interact with local wildlife and how we reduce pollution of the water. The RYA has a campaign called The Green Blue at thegreenblue.org.uk which has resources to guide those who want to learn more. This includes advice on waste and recycling, water and energy use, energy efficiency and electric engines. Within Devon and Cornwall there are several Voluntary No Anchoring Zones (VNAZ) which are marked on the charts and locally with marker buoys. These are principally to be found in Plymouth Sound, Falmouth, Helford River and the Isles of Scilly. For details see saveourseabed.co.uk.


AND FINALLY, WHAT FLAG IS THAT?


An increasing desire for regional identity has given rise to a few lesser-known flags fluttering aloft:


• The white vertical cross on a black background flag of St Piran, the Cornish patron saint of tin miners (Cornwall)


• A cross of St Piran with a Union flag in the upper left canton (also Cornwall)


• A white vertical cross with a thin black outline on a mid-green background (Devon)


• The Scillonian Cross: a white vertical cross, with two blue lower cantons representing the sea and two orange upper cantons representing the Scilly sunset; in the outer upper canton there are also five white stars for the five principal islands (Isles of Scilly)
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(Above) 5 Hours before HW Dover (0040 after HW Plymouth)
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(Above) 4 Hours before HW Dover (0140 after HW Plymouth)
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(Above) 3 Hours before HW Dover (0240 after HW Plymouth)
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(Above) 2 Hours before HW Dover (0340 after HW Plymouth)
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(Above) 1 Hour before HW Dover (0440 after HW Plymouth)


[image: Illustration]


(Above) HW Dover (0540 after HW Plymouth)
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(Above) 1 Hour after HW Dover (0545 before HW Plymouth)
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(Above) 2 Hours after HW Dover (0445 before HW Plymouth)
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(Above) 3 Hours after HW Dover (0345 before HW Plymouth)
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(Above) 4 Hours after HW Dover (0245 before HW Plymouth)
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(Above) 5 Hours after HW Dover (0145 before HW Plymouth)


[image: Illustration]


(Above) 6 Hours after HW Dover (0045 before HW Plymouth)





ABBREVIATIONS & SYMBOLS
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BUOY COLOURS, LIGHTS & FREQUENCIES


R Red


G Green


Y Yellow


B Black


W White


RW Red & white


YB Yellow & black (South Cardinal)


BYB Black, yellow, black (East Cardinal)


BY Black & yellow (North Cardinal)


YBY Yellow, black, yellow (West Cardinal)


BR Black & red


FR Fixed red light


FG Fixed green light


Fl Flashing light, period of darkness longer than light. A number indicates a group of flashes, e.g. Fl (3). Colour white unless followed by a colour, e.g. Fl (3) R. Timing of whole sequence, including light & darkness, shown by number of seconds (sec or s), e.g. Fl (3) R 15s. The range of the more powerful lights is given in nautical miles (M), e.g. Fl (3) R 15s 25M


L Fl Long flash, of not less than 2 seconds


Oc Occulting light, period of light longer than darkness


Iso Isophase light, equal periods of light & darkness


Q Quick flashing light, up to 50/60 flashes per minute


VQ Very quick flashing, up to 120 flashes per minute


Mo Light flashing a (dot/dash) Morse single letter sequence, e.g. Mo (S)


Dir A light, usually sectored, RWG or RG, usually giving a safe approach within the W sector. Either fixed or displaying some king of flashing characteristic
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Approaching Fowey, east of Gribbin Head, a south cardinal buoy marks Cannis rock, a drying hazard







Chapter one


Portland Bill to Start Point





[image: Illustration]


Portland Bill’s classic lighthouse dates from 1906. The white obelisk indicates the position of a dangerous ledge extending 30m south


FAVOURABLE TIDAL STREAMS


Portland Bill


Bound west: HW Dover


Bound east: Five hours after HW Dover


Start Point


Bound west: One hour before HW Dover


Bound east: Five hours after HW Dover


PASSAGE CHARTS


AC: 2675 English Channel


442 Lizard Point to Berry Head


2454 Start Point to Needles


3315 Berry Head to Bill of Portland


1613 Eddystone to Berry Head


1634 Berry Head to Bolt Head


SC5601 East Devon and Dorset Coast


Imray: C5 Bill of Portland to Salcombe Harbour


WCP2300 Dorset to Devon Coasts, Isle of Wight to Start Point, including Poole Harbour


NV: UK2 Start Point to Needles


SAFETY INFORMATION & WEATHER


Solent Coastguard (inshore waters forecast area Selsey Bill to Lyme Regis): initial announcement on VHF Ch 16 prior to confirmation on VHF MSI broadcast channel at Local Time 0130, 0430, 0730, 1030, 1330, 1630, 1930, 2230.


Remote aerials and VHF Channels used for MSI broadcasts in this area are: Newhaven Ch 62, Boniface Ch 63, Needles Ch 62, Portland Ch 63, Beer Head Ch 62.


Falmouth Coastguard (inshore waters forecast area Lyme Regis to Land’s End, including the Isles of Scilly): initial announcement on VHF Ch 16, prior to confirmation on MSI broadcast channel at Local Time 0110, 0410, 0710, 1010, 1610, 1910, 2210.


Remote aerials and VHF Channels used for MSI broadcasts in this area are: Berry Head Ch 63, Dartmouth Ch 10.


National Coastwatch Institution Stations, VHF Channel 65 Portland Bill: Tel: 01305 860178; portland.bill@nci.org.uk Lyme Bay: Tel: 01308 897778; lyme.bay@nci.org.uk Charmouth: Tel: 01297 255076; lyme.bay@nci.org.uk Exmouth: Tel: 01395 222492; exmouth@nci.org.uk Teignmouth: Tel: 01626 772377; teignmouth@nci.org.uk Torbay: Tel: 01803 411145; torbay@nci.org.uk


Froward Point: Tel: 01803 262173; froward.point@nci.org.uk


WAYPOINTS


1 Portland Bill offshore clearing (6M south of light)


50°24’.85N 02°27’.48W


2 Portland Race clearing (2.5M south of lighthouse)


50°28’.27N 02°27’.40W


3 Portland Bill inshore approach from west (6ca northwest of light)


50°31’.31N 02°28’.18W


4 Tor Bay northern approach (3ca east of Ore Stone)


50°27’.46N 03°27’.79W


5 Tor Bay southern approach (5ca east of Berry Head)


50°24’.01N 03°28’.16W


6 Dartmouth outer approach (4ca southwest of West Rock buoy)


50°19’.52N 03°32’.83W


7 Start Bay (1M east of Skerries buoy)


50°16’.33N 03°32’.20W


8 Start Point (2.5M ESE of lighthouse)


50°12’.86N 03°34’.68W
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‘“Going West?” asked the skipper of the pilot cutter. “Yes,” we answered, and felt like adventurers. “And you?” He shook his head. We’d have a headwind, he reminded us, all across the bay. We knew it, but we had a good ship, too. The west wind still blew. When we were clear of the harbour we backed the jib and let the boat lie while we hoisted the dinghy on deck, and lashed it. That done, we let draw, set the foresail and mizzen, and stood away for the Shambles Light. Our voyage had begun. We were bound west, to visit a new country beyond the Bill...’


From Portland Bill to Berry Head it is exactly 40 miles, and 47 to the Start. It never seems less, and usually feels much further. The opening lines were written by Aubrey de Sélincourt in 1948, and nothing has really changed – with the prevailing southwesterlies, the odds are still just as much in favour of being on the wind most of the way. However, any crew heading for the West Country from Weymouth or ports to the east will have a major hurdle to negotiate – Portland Bill and its notorious tidal race. Depending on your port of departure, the time of day and the prevailing weather conditions, there are two options for negotiating this major hazard and tidal gate: the longer, but safer, offshore route or the inshore passage.


PORTLAND RACE & HOW TO AVOID IT


Portland Race is formed by the considerable intrusion of Portland Bill into the main English Channel tidal stream, creating large eddies on both sides of its tapering point. These run southwards for over nine hours out of every 12 at Springs and collide just to seaward of the Bill in an area that is already much disturbed by a shallower ledge (10.4m), which extends nearly half a mile south of the Bill and over which the main tidal stream tumbles east and west.


The situation is further exacerbated by the three- omile-long Shambles Bank (least depth 3.4m) to the east-southeast, which deflects the main stream towards the tip of the Bill at up to 7 knots at Springs and up to 10 knots within the Race. And that is just the tide – add a bit of wind and sea and you get the general picture!


To avoid Portland Race completely you will have to pass well south of the Shambles, and a good five to six miles south of Portland Bill. In poor weather an offing of 10 miles would be preferable and still very uncomfortable. It is easy enough to allow for this southerly offshore course if you are bound up or down Channel. Departing from the Needles, Bridge buoy (50°39’.63N 01°36’.88W) is about 35 miles from the waypoint 50°24’.85N 02°27’.48W, six miles due south of Portland Bill, a course that will also take you clear to the south of St Alban’s Race. However, if you break the passage with a stop in Weymouth, you will then be faced with a detour of about 15 miles to take the safe course east and south of the Shambles.


Although it seems tempting to cut through to the west of the Shambles, in anything other than a high-powered vessel this is potentially asking for big trouble, except perhaps at Neaps and in very calm weather; at any other time you will be in grave danger of being swept inexorably into the Race, or set onto the Shambles, so for me the extra miles are well worth the peace of mind.


It is seven miles from Weymouth to the East Shambles BYB east cardinal buoy (Q [3] 10s) and you will need to leave in time to get to the buoy at about HW Dover –0030, just as the tide is beginning to turn westwards.


At night, Portland Bill’s light has an 18-mile range (Fl [4] 20s, 221° – 141°). It also has a very useful FR 19m 13M sector light, 265° – 291°, covering the danger area to the east-southeast over the Shambles. In fog or poor visibility the only audible aid to navigation is the fog signal at the Bill (Dia 30s, range 1M).


The alternative is the shorter but much more demanding passage inside Portland Race, which should only be attempted in daylight, moderate weather, and avoided at the top of Springs. Although this inshore passage is often described as an area of relatively smooth water extending two to three cables from the shore, the key word here is ‘relative’, and that is relative to the far greater turmoil a short distance to seaward!


The timing of the passage is fairly critical, but with the benifit of an engine it is easy enough to judge, although this too can be hazardous due to the many pot buoys in the inshore passage, which are often submerged just below the surface by the strength of the tide. On one memorable occasion when I was berthed in Weymouth, over two days, three disabled boats were towed in by the lifeboat with pot lines around their props.


BOUND WEST: Aim to be at the tip of the Bill at, ideally, HW Dover, certainly no earlier than half an hour before HW Dover and no later than two hours after HW Dover, which will normally mean a departure from Weymouth at about HW Dover –0100 (about two hours after HW Portland). You will then have a south-going stream right down the eastern side of the Bill. Aim to close the land off Grove Point, keep within 200m of the shore and, as you round the tip of the Bill, you should then run into the favourable northwest-going stream to shoot you clear of the Race. The prominent, isolated flat-topped Pulpit rock stands at the southwestern end of the Bill and you can start to bear away to the west once this draws abeam. If you attempt the passage any later than an hour after HW Dover, you will encounter a strengthening south-going stream on the west side of the Bill that will try to force you back into the Race.


BOUND EAST: The approach to Portland Bill inshore passage is more complicated because of the problem of accurately timing your arrival after the 40-mile crossing of Lyme Bay. Ideally, you should be at the tip of the Bill at HW Dover +0530, but as you approach the Bill steer towards the high northern end of Portland to counteract the south-going stream along its western side. You should then hold close down the western shore and, as you approach the old High Light and the tip of the Bill, keep about 200m off.


If you have doubts about the timing, or the weather is deteriorating as you cross Lyme Bay, don’t take a chance. Alter course in good time to pass well south of the Bill and the Shambles, where the main east-going flood will become favourable at HW Dover +0600.


If treated with the respect it deserves, given careful planning and in suitable weather, the reality of Portland Bill is rarely as bad as the anticipation. Hundreds of small craft pass this way safely during an average season, but admittedly the first time is always the most daunting. Nevertheless, the sight of Portland dropping safely astern is always accompanied by a certain nervous relief. For many, however, that is soon replaced by other anxieties as the long haul across Lyme Bay, in normal visibility, is often the first opportunity to make a passage out of sight of land.


There is, at first, the pleasant anticipation of the new cruising ground ahead, but as the hours pass and there is still nothing to be seen, those first niggling doubts begin to set in. Is the compass really accurate? Did I allow for tidal set and leeway? Is the GPS really telling the truth? Always, an anxious eye on the weather, the slight greyness to windward, and the hint of an increase in the wind. And, underlying it all, that hollow awareness that there are now no real harbours of refuge under your lee; West Bay’s outer harbour provides some shelter from westerlies on the pontoon inside the Jurassic Pier, but there is limited depth at Low Water and potential surge. Certainly, it should not be considered in winds of any strength from the south or southeast, neither should Lyme Regis, which dries completely. Both, however, can provide an interesting diversion in suitable offshore weather.


But then at last it is there – a featureless, thin low line, and no sign of the two bold headlands you expected to see. Berry Head and Start Point will be indistinguishable until you are much closer.


Berry Head is distinctively square and flat-topped, and Start Point is an unmistakeable jagged cockscomb with a conspicuous white lighthouse and two tall radio masts close inland. It is invariably much easier to make a landfall on a strange coastline at night, ideally just before dawn, for then the lights will take away the doubts. Both Start Point (Fl 3 10s) and Berry Head (Fl 2 15s) have an 18-mile range. For first-timers across the bay, a night passage probably doesn’t appeal, and it is more likely that your approach will be a race against daylight. This is no real drawback as your likely first ports of call – Torquay, Brixham or the River Dart – are all well lit and easy to enter. Though tired, the excitement of landfall and arrival in the West Country should definitely carry you through!


INSHORE ACROSS LYME BAY


Given Lyme Bay’s traditionally poor reputation, which to a great extent is a hangover from the days of sail when ships were regularly embayed here, most boats heading for the West Country wisely take the direct offshore route and get across as quickly as possible. However, with suitable quiet offshore weather, the longer inshore route along the coast is a fascinating detour, especially the dramatic Jurassic Coast, renowned for its remarkable scenery and wealth of rocks and fossils dating from between 200 and 145 million years old. It is part of the Dorset and East Devon Coast World Heritage Site created by UNESCO in 2001, the only one in England, which extends east from Old Harry Rocks near Swanage to Orcombe Point, Exmouth. Encompassing the Triassic, Jurassic and Cretaceous periods, it represents a geological walk through time spanning 185 million years!


There are a couple of possible overnight or daytime stops along the way, and breaking this passage can be particularly useful when heading east to enable more accurate timing for the inshore passage at Portland Bill. Admiralty Chart 3315 covers the whole of Lyme Bay from Portland to Tor Bay, including harbour plans for both West Bay (Bridport) and Lyme Regis. Alternatively, use its Small Craft Folio SC5601 (East Devon and Dorset Coast) or Imray C5 (Bill of Portland to Salcombe Harbour), which also has harbour plans of West Bay and Lyme Regis.


Running northwestwards from Portland, the spectacular low line of Chesil Beach (the name derives from the Anglo-Saxon for ‘stones’) extends for nearly 15 miles as a steep and featureless shingle bank, its pebbles decreasing in size the further west you travel to such an ordered degree that local fishermen were reputed to be able to locate their position in fog or darkness by their size! There are no offlying dangers and you can follow its length just a few cables offshore if conditions permit.


Beyond its western end, the NCI Lyme Bay Station is located at Burton Bradstock and, 3 miles beyond, the spectacular sandstone shoulder of East Cliff rises just east of West Bay, the small tidal harbour serving Bridport, just over 16 miles northwest of Portland Bill. A yellow can buoy (Fl Y 5s) marks a sewer outfall just under a mile south-southwest of the entrance.


West Bay (Bridport)


For years, the harbour’s former 12m-wide drying entrance created dangerous seas between the two 180m-long West and East piers in any sort of onshore breeze, and it could only safely be considered in settled offshore weather two hours either side of local High Water (HW Dover –0500). However, in 2005, the completion of the 240m-long Jurassic Pier to the west of the old entrance vastly improved accessibility.
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The West Bay’s (Bridport) visitors’ pontoon is clearly visible in the outer harbour, protected by the Jurassic Pier


Extending southeastwards to a position due south of the old East Pier, it forms a protective overlap, a safer 43m-wide entrance (approach waypoint 50°42’.23N 02°45’.86W) and an outer harbour. Though sheltered from the west, it remains prone to swell in south and southeasterly winds. Two visitors’ pontoons (40m and 50m long) with walk-ashore access lie within the outer harbour, where there is about 0.75m LAT. The narrow entrance to the inner harbour follows the East Pier, where the berths are exclusively for local fishing boats. The drying inner harbour, which has a sill (dries 0.1m) across its entrance, is full of local craft. Pier Terrace, the startlingly incongruous large building on the east side of the harbour, known locally as Noah’s Ark, bears witness to an attempt to develop the harbour for tourism in the 1880s. Designed by the English Arts and Crafts architect Edward Prior, it was planned as one part of a far more ambitious development that failed to materialise, and has remained a curiosity ever since!


Bridport has its own tidal curiosity, too. The flood rises fast for the first hour, slackens for the next hour then continues a fast rise to High Water, when there can be a stand of up to one hour.


Visitors should contact the Harbour Office (Tel: 01308 423222/07870 240636; harbour@dorsetcouncil.gov.uk) to enable the harbourmaster, James Radcliffe, to advise on depths and allocate a berth. Contact details can be found on the excellent Bridport Harbour website www.bridportharbour.co.uk; or their Facebook page ‘Bridport Harbour – West Bay’. An intermittent VHF watch is maintained on VHF Ch 16, ‘Bridport Radio’, working Ch 11, but this cannot always be relied on. The harbour office, open daily in summer 0800-1800 Monday to Friday, 0700-1900 Saturday and Sunday, is located at ‘The Mound’ on the west side of the inner harbour where you’ll find visitor showers and toilets and a daily weather forecast displayed. There is water and electricity available on both piers but not on the pontoons. The overnight and day rate charge is £23.50 (<10m).


If waiting for the tide, or as an alternative to entering the harbour, it is possible to anchor to the southwest of the Jurassic Pier in approximately 2-3m.


A night arrival is not recommended for a first-time visit, but there is an approach light (F WRG), the white sector centred on 336˚T covering the harbour entrance, with two lights (Iso G 2s and Iso R 2s) on the outer end of the defensive breakwaters. There is a green light (Fl G 8s) at the outer end of the East Pier while another green (Fl G 8s) and a red light (Fl R 8s) at the entrance to the inner harbour.


West Bay now boasts a chandlery: West Bay Small Boat Supplies (01308 459511).


Thinly diguised as Bridehaven, West Bay achieved national prominence as the location for the 1999 TV series Harbour Lights. There are shops, cafés and two pubs; petrol and diesel can only be obtained in cans. There’s a much wider range of facilities, including supermarkets and banks in Bridport, a mile inland, with regular buses.


Bridport was a harbour during Saxon and Medieval times when vessels could still navigate the River Brit, and the proximity of much hemp and flax-growing saw it develop as a major manufacturing town for rope, nets and sailcloth, an industry that continues today, albeit with synthetic material. For many years, too, there was another association with small craft, for the famous Brit petrol engines were manufactured here.
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Owing to the continual silting problems in the river, a new harbour – West Bay – was completed at the mouth of the River Brit in 1744 and, in spite of its exposed entrance, it was busy well into the mid-1800s, both as an exporting port for the rope products of Bridport and also as a shipbuilding centre. Elias Cox’s yard flourished from 1779, building vessels as large as the 1,000-ton full-rigged ship Speedy in 1853 and the 800-ton barque Nourmahal in 1856 and, although the last ship was launched in 1879, repairwork continued until 1885.


By then the port’s demise was assured, for the Great Western Railway had reached Bridport the previous year and it was proving more cost effective to transport the town’s produce by rail. Despite commercial traffic eventually ceasing during the 1960s, the port is still a base for a sizeable fleet of small craft and fishing boats.


Although it is just under seven miles from Bridport to Lyme Regis, there is plenty to see as the coastline begins to take on a more dramatic aspect. The unstable coastal cliffs have been much affected by landship creating many typical ‘undercliff’ formations, with the reddish cliffs banked above each other, undulating and rising to over 155m in places before reaching their spectacular peak at Golden Cap, three miles west of Bridport. At 191m, this is the highest point on the South Coast. Its name derives from the distinctive rounded summit of yellow-tinged Jurassic limestone, which is particularly evident when caught in sunlight, and it tumbles away in orange cliffs towards the seaside resort of Charmouth, rising again into another spectacular stretch of jumbled coastal landslips, cliffs, gorse and bramble forming Black Ven and the Spittles – renowned for fossil remains. Drying rocky ledges extend to seaward from Golden Cap westwards, but keep half a mile offshore and there are no other dangers.



Lyme Regis



Lyme Regis, 23 miles northwest of Portland Bill and 25 miles northeast of Torbay, is an attractive stopover, but the harbour dries completely. Lying just to the west of the town, the main shelter is provided by the famous Cobb, a robust and ancient Grade I-listed sea wall immortalised in the film The French Lieutenant’s Woman. Built on top of a projecting reef, the Cobb dates from around 1284 and protects the artificial harbour from the prevailing southwesterly winds and sea, its outer end composed of a large, rocky extension marked at its outer, eastern end by the Beacon Post – a red port-hand beacon. The inner harbour wall, Victoria Pier, branches off the Cobb to provide extra protection to the drying harbour, while the North Wall protects it to the northeast affording good shelter within.
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As well as an attractive drying harbour, Lyme Regis has seasonal walk-ashore pontoons for visitors on the outer end of Victoria Pier
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There is a YB south cardinal buoy 500m east of the end of the Cobb, marking the end of the long outfall running northwards. East of the harbour entrance, there are 12 yellow visitors’ buoys, with pick-up strops, which cost £12 per night including one return trip ashore by water-taxi. The innermost moorings have 2.5m LAT and the outermost 3.5-4.0m LAT but are liable to be rolly if there is any underlying swell. Deeper-draught boats can anchor further to seaward, clear of the harbour entrance in good holding. On the southern outer end of Victoria Pier, extending eastwards, there are four seasonal walk-ashore pontoons for visitors, with 1.5m LAT, which are charged at £23.50 per night (<10m yacht).


Lyme Regis harbour is accessible about two hours either side of Local High Water (HW Dover –0455) and displays the same sort of tidal characteristics as West Bay. It has an excellent website at lymeregisharbour.co.uk. Ideally, contact the Harbour Master James Radcliffe prior to arrival (Tel: 01297 442137/07870 240636, via their website, Facebook page or VHF Ch 16 ‘Lyme Regis Harbour Radio’, working Ch 14) when you are about an hour away and he will be able to advise on potential berth and depths. The Harbour Office is prominently situated in the northwest corner of the harbour opposite the large launching slip. It is open daily during the summer season (contact the Harbour Office for opening hours) and has an observation balcony, creating a 180⁰ panorama of the harbour and adjacent coastline.


Space can normally be found for boats up to a maximum of 9m LOA, but deeper-draught boats will have to dry out on firm sand alongside the outer end of Victoria Pier or North Wall, which dry between 0.3 and 1.3m (a fender board is recommended). The overnight charge here is £23.50 (<10m yacht). The day rate, up to 6 hours, is £12. Fresh water is available on the pier but fuel is not easy to obtain, the nearest garage is a mile and a half away.
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Visitors who are able to dry out can lie alongside Victoria Pier


At night, a light at the seaward end of Victoria Pier (Oc WR 8s 9M) and one on the shore (FG 9M) form a leading line of 284°T, giving a safe approach into the harbour, although a night approach is not recommended for a first-time visit. A useful harbour approach waypoint, 600m from Victoria Pierhead on the same leading line, is 50°43’.03N 02°55’.69W. The south cardinal outfall buoy (Q [6] + LFl 15s) conveniently lies 300m north of this waypoint.


Between 200 and 300 yachts a year now visit Lyme Regis, but not as many as during the early 19th century when up to 600 ships a year were recorded. The need for a port developed in the 13th century to export wool from Somerset, and by 1331 the town was ‘inhabited by rich merchants owning 15 great ships and 40 boats’.


However, commerce finally gave way to the more genteel 19th century pursuits, and it soon became the popular seaside resort it is today. Jane Austen was a regular visitor and wrote Persuasion while staying here, and John Fowles lived here until his death in 2005.


The town is a short walk along the promenade from the harbour past sandy East Beach, and is a very attractive place with many fine Regency and Georgian buildings. There’s a Tesco Express (0700-2300 daily) and Co-op Food (0700-2200 daily), a good selection of eclectic shops, plenty of pubs, cafés and restaurants, and a fascinating museum in the Guildhall. The friendly Lyme Regis Sailing Club (www.lymeregissailingclub.co.uk) is very strategically located between the Cobb Arms pub and the Harbour Inn. When open, visitors are welcome to use the bar and showers; if closed, the harbour staff can provide a key for the latter. Halfway up Cobb Road, the steep hill just past the Cobb Arms, you’ll find Hix Oyster & Fish House (Tel: 01297 446910), a light, unpretentious dining room with fabulous views, and a local favourite. Just beyond the Harbour Office and car parks, the large building is home to the Boat Building Academy which provides a range of courses to develop the required skills to work in the industry – it’s fascinating to have a look in and see what’s currently building!


Monmouth Beach, the shingle strand to the west of the harbour, is where the Duke of Monmouth landed in 1685 to march on London to assert his claim to the throne. An illegitimate son of Charles II, his plan to depose his father’s catholic successor, James II, was founded on his ill-judged anticipation that fellow protestants would rally around him. Instead, the Monmouth Rebellion foundered within weeks. Defeated and captured at the battle of Sedgemoor, he arrived in London to be executed, not crowned!


West of Lyme, the coast degenerates into another geological spectacle, the huge 5-mile scar of the Downlands Landslip, which became the Undercliffs National Nature Reserve in 1956. This stretch of unstable land comprises porous chalk on top of greensand on top of clay, and is continuously moving. In 1839 over eight million tons – 20 acres of fields – slipped towards the sea, creating a spectacular shattered landscape of deep chasms and general chaos. It attracted such great attention that Queen Victoria, on passage across Lyme Bay aboard the royal yacht, ordered a detour inshore to view the devastation.


Axmouth & Seaton


At the western end of Downlands, the Haven Cliff falls away to where the River Axe emerges from behind the high sheltering bank of shingle that forms the eastern end of Seaton Beach. Axmouth harbour is just within the mouth of the river, a little haven only accessible to small shoal-draught craft (max 1.5m draught, 8.5m LOA) capable of taking the ground. It is home to a number of small fishing boats and the Axe Yacht Club (www.axeyachtclub.co.uk), which has 100 drying pontoon berths (max 8.5m LOA), where you might find a berth if space is available, along with a bar and showers. The club has extremely detailed pilotage/tidal information on its website, as well as a very useful webcam giving an overview of the harbour entrance.
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Beyond Axmouth’s narrow entrance (above left), the channel holds close to the quay and Axe Yacht Club beyond


A prominent stone pier with a starboard-hand beacon at the extreme eastern end of Seaton Beach deflects the river seawards through the shingle bank. There is a bar, which dries to nearly 1m and, due to the strong tidal streams inside the river’s entrance, access is only really feasible about half an hour either side of High Water (Dover –0440) in offshore winds and settled weather; it should not be considered in any other circumstances. There is usually a spherical yellow buoy positioned 300m south-southwest of the pierhead indicating the general direction of the approach channel. Due to the changing nature of the entrance, visitors are strongly advised to contact the club in advance (Tel: 07842 933610; harbour-services@axeyachtclub.co.uk), or to anchor off the entrance just south-southwest of the yellow buoy and investigate by dinghy first. The ebb at Springs runs at 5 knots within the river but can reach 8 knots if there has been recent heavy rain.


Once inside the river, turn sharply to port and follow the wall lining the starboard bank. As the river widens there are drying berths alongside the quay at the inner end of the wall; mostly used by local fishing boats. The yacht club pontoons and slipway are opposite on the west side of the harbour. Founded in 1936 as the Seaton Sailing & Motor Boat Club, it was renamed in 1947.
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The impressive drying pontoons at Axe Yacht Club were built by members. The clubhouse is far left


Today the club has over 800 members and a very healthy fleet of boats, including the Axe One-Design, a delightful 12ft clinker-built, bermudan-rigged dinghy. Originally designed in 1951 by the club’s Vice Commodore Jack Drew, seven still race regularly today.


Seaton, another popular seaside resort, is within easy walking distance and all normal requirements will be found there. In 1825 the great civil engineer Thomas Telford was engaged on a feasibility study to create a canal from Axmouth to the Bristol Channel, but like many such schemes it came to nothing. Later, the Axe’s potential as a commercial port was diminished considerably with the construction in 1877 of the world’s first concrete road bridge, which limits navigation just upstream of the harbour.


Beer


As you continue west of Seaton the coast trends more to the south to form Beer Roads, sheltered to the west by the most westerly chalk headland on the South Coast: Beer Head. The once busy fishing community of Beer still has a few of the typical East Devon full-bodied, varnished clinker boats, which are hauled up its steep shingle beach on wooden skids. It was also once home to Jack Rattenbury, one of Devon’s most notorious smugglers who published his Memoirs of a Smuggler in 1837 after eluding the excisemen for nearly 50 years!


A good anchorage can be found here, well sheltered in winds through north to west if you sound in to the south of the main beach, clear of the local moorings. Flanked by a stream, the main street of the town leads up from the beach. Most essential provisions are available and there is a good choice of restaurants, cafés and pubs, including the Dolphin Inn. Chandlery and rigging is available from the redoubtable Jimmy Green Marine at The Meadows (Tel: 01297 20744).


It is 15 miles from Beer Head to Straight Point at the mouth of the River Exe, and from here onwards the coast is increasingly dominated by cliffs of deep red Devon sandstone topped with greenery. Just over two miles west of Beer, the long shingle beach at Branscombe attained international notoriety when the storm-damaged container ship MSC Napoli was deliberately beached here early in 2007, resulting in a frenzy of looting as the containers began to break up and wash ashore. Thousands descended on this picturesque spot, and the iconic images of gangs hauling brand new BMW motorbikes up the beach were beamed worldwide. After months of removing the cargo, the wreck was eventually blown into two, the bow section towed away to breakers, and a year later, the aft section was dismantled.


The final two towns on this stretch of coast are merely of passing interest. Sidmouth is a classic Regency resort with a long sand and shingle beach fronting an esplanade of elegant houses from its heyday. Long favoured as a retirement town, it defies that description in early August when its famous week-long Folk Festival attracts musicians from all over the world.


Two offshore mussel farms lie to seaward of Sidmouth, the first is centred 3.3M southeast, the second 5.5M to the south. Each one covers a rectangular sea area of 1.6M x 1.4M, with its limits defined by special marks (Fl Y 5s). Both should be avoided.


Budleigh Salterton lies just west of Otterton Head, a distinctive sandstone bluff at the mouth of the River Otter – beware rocks extending 200m seaward – and the distinctive pebble beach runs for over two miles beneath high red cliffs, which descend eventually to Straight Point. The town is a tranquil place off the main tourist track, its biggest claim to fame being Sir Walter Raleigh who was born just inland. The foreshore was later immortalised as the setting for Sir John Millais’ famous painting The Boyhood of Raleigh. Another popular retirement choice, it is also well known for its naturist beach at the far western end, beyond the town!


THE EXE ESTUARY


Straight Point, one mile east of the River Exe entrance, is a low-lying sandstone promontory used as a military small arms firing range. Firing takes place on selected dates: daytime between 0900-1615; summer evenings from 30 mins before dusk to 2345; winter evenings from 30 mins before dusk to 2130; see: www.gov.uk/government/publications/straightpoint-and-wcta-grenade-range-firing-times. The seaward danger area, marked by two yellow DZ buoys just under a mile southeast and east of the point, is patrolled by a safety boat when firing is in progress. Red flags are flown from the flagstaffs on the point: a flag on each pole indicates firing in progress, two flags on each pole means firing has temporarily ceased and no flags mean no firing. The range can be contacted on VHF Ch 11, callsign ‘Straight Point Range’, or by telephone: 07810 773175/07773 953660/01395 272972/07870 377807 (out of hours).


The River Exe is a broad, mostly drying estuary, navigable for six miles inland to Topsham, but less frequented by visitors, often put off by the shallow approach channel (least depth 0.4m LAT) between the drying outer sands and Exmouth’s long sandy beach.


In onshore winds of any strength from east through south to southwest the approach can quickly become uncomfortable and dangerous in strong winds. In favourable conditions, though, the river is definitely worth a visit and, once in the channel, it is well-buoyed inwards from the spherical RW vertical stripe ‘Exe’ safewater buoy (50°35’.86N 03°23’.79W). Although lit (Fl + LFl [Morse ‘A’] 10s), I would always advise a first-time approach to the Exe in daylight.
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From the ‘Exe’ safe-water buoy a well-marked approach channel leads towards Exmouth’s long seafront


Beyond Straight Point the high red cliffs of Orcombe Point lead in to the beach and town of Exmouth on the eastern side of the entrance. Opposite, Dawlish Warren is a long, low sandy promontory from which shallow banks extend nearly a mile to seaward, funnelling the emerging River Exe towards its exit past Exmouth.


To the west of the Warren, Langstone Rock is a prominent, isolated red sandstone rock, known as Red Rock. In offshore winds from the west and northwest there’s a useful anchorage a few cables to seaward if waiting for the tide into the Exe. The red sandstone reappears between the resort towns of Dawlish and Teignmouth, and beneath them the London to Penzance railway line enjoys a spectacular run along the coast.


Inland, the land rises to over 250m again into the Haldon Hills. There are no off-lying dangers except Dawlish Rock (2.1m), a mile east-southeast of the seaside town, and a course half a mile from the shore can be followed safely if you wish to admire the weathered cliffs and sandstone pinnacles – like the fast disappearing Parson and Clerk rocks.


Inshore, the tidal streams along this stretch of coast are generally weak and run parallel to the coast, the north-northeast-going flood beginning five hours after HW Dover, and the south-southwest ebb beginning just after HW Dover, attaining a maximum of 1 knot at Springs. Channelled in the closer approaches to the river, however, rates increase considerably, attaining in excess of 4 knots at Springs.


THE TEIGN ESTUARY


Immediately to the west of Teignmouth, which is easily located by the prominent church tower and long pier on the seafront, there lies the narrow entrance to the River Teign, bounded on the western side by the prominent, high sandstone headland of the Ness, topped with trees.


Like the Exe, the buoyed approach channel to the Teign is encumbered by sandbanks and here there is also a shifting sandbar, which renders the entrance dangerous in fresh onshore winds. The river dries extensively and navigation within is severely restricted by a low bridge (2.9m clearance) half a mile above the entrance. There are, however, a couple of convenient visitors’ pontoons in the lower river off the town where you will lie afloat at all states of the tide.


Babbacombe Bay


A yellow sewage outfall buoy (Fl Y 5s) is situated 1.16 miles southeast of the Ness, and from here the high coastline drops steeply to the sea for the next four miles westwards, with no dangers except within a few boat lengths of the shore. Topped with fields, trees and isolated houses, the red sandstone gives way to pale grey and ochre limestone off Babbacombe Bay, where there is a reasonable anchorage in westerly winds, with deep water close inshore and good holding on a sandy bottom off a popular sand and shingle beach.


[image: Illustration]


The Cary Arms at Babbacombe has six visitors’ buoys off the quay


Just a few miles from Torbay, this is a popular weekend destination for local boats out for a day trip or a night away – in the southwest corner of the bay, close to the old stone pier, there are six yellow visitors’ buoys belonging to the de Savary’s upmarket Cary Arms (Tel: 01803 327110) boutique hotel and gastro-pub, for use by its customers. It’s a brave hike up the hill to Babbacombe itself, so for an easier ascent take the clifftop funicular railway that rises from the main beach, where there’s also a large café and dive centre.


Anstey’s Cove to the west of quarry-scarred Long Quarry Point is another good temporary anchorage in a dramatic cliff-backed setting, with a small shingle beach. Beware the Brothers, however – three drying rocks near the southern entrance to the cove. Wooded Hope Cove, just northwest of Hope’s Nose is another option, with the best shelter at its northern end.


TOR BAY


In contrast to the high cliffs further to the east, Hope’s Nose, the eastern boundary of Tor Bay, slopes gently down to the sea, its grassy turf and low rock ledges and cliffs home to the largest kittiwake colony in Devon.


Just under four miles away, the distinctive flat-topped line of Berry Head marks the western limit of the bay, which takes a deep, sheltered bite into the Devon coast. Well protected in westerly winds, it was a traditional anchorage for the Navy prior to the development of Plymouth, and it has always been a popular venue for yacht racing, notably the magnificent J-Class during their brief heyday in the 1930s. In 1948 it was the venue for the Olympic sailing events and remains a premier location for international championships. The punishing Cowes/Torquay International Offshore Powerboat Race has finished here since the first was organised by the Daily Express in 1961.


To seaward, the low, flat Lead Stone and the 32m-high Ore Stone, a mile offshore, are populated by seabirds and white with their droppings. There is a deep passage between the two islands, but do not pass too close to the southwest of the Ore Stone where the Sunker lurks awash at LAT. In calm weather, with an absence of swell, it is possible to land on the Ore Stone, anchoring just north of the island on the rocky ledge, which has 3m LAT. Pick anywhere on the low shoreline to land and lift your inflatable on to the rock platform. I would not, however, recommend leaving your mother ship entirely unattended.


The last of the Hope’s Nose islands is Thatcher Rock, a jagged pyramid rising to 41m southwest of the point. Just under a mile west of Thatcher Rock lies Morris Rogue, a shoal with a least depth of 0.8m LAT. Keep the Ore Stone open of Thatcher Rock and you will clear this hazard. Inshore, there’s a good anchorage well sheltered from the northwest off Meadfoot Beach. Make sure you approach from the southeast to avoid Morris Rogue and the rocky ledge that extends seawards to East Shag rock (11m), and anchor just clear of the small yellow speed-limit buoys.


Torquay & Paignton


Although the actual harbour mouth is not easy to spot until close, Torquay is an unmistakeable proliferation of large buildings and tower blocks, with the great façade of the Imperial Hotel high on the cliffs. It is easy to enter, both by day and night, and there are excellent facilities for visitors, including a large marina and harbour authority walk-ashore pontoon berths.


[image: Illustration]


Approaching Torquay the English Riviera wheel is conspicuous (centre). The town is a sprawl of large buildings and tower blocks


The whole of the coast backing Tor Bay is one large urban sprawl, intermingled with resorts and holiday camps in the hinterland. Dubbed the ‘English Riviera’ it is fronted by an unbroken line of busy beaches and airy promenades comprising Preston, Paignton, Goodrington and Broad Sands. Along their length yellow speed-limit buoys are positioned about two cables offshore during the summer, with ‘5 KTS’ on square topmarks, restricting the inshore areas for swimming.


Paignton, just under halfway across the bay, is a popular resort with a traditional pier; a quarter of a mile south of this is the sandstone bluff of Roundham Head, and Paignton’s small drying harbour is situated on its northern side. Given over completely to local moorings and busy with tripper boats, the harbour is only suitable for visitors in smaller craft able to dry out easily. If you can, you will sometimes be allocated space against the East Quay. It is always advisable to contact the harbourmaster Tim Jones in advance (VHF Ch 14, callsign ‘Paignton Harbour’; www.tor-bay-harbour.co.uk/visitors/; Tel: 01803 208443) for berthing instructions. Alternatively, in settled offshore weather, you can anchor off, clear of the approach and the drying rocky ledges that extend south and east of the harbour’s East Quay, their outer limit marked by a BYB east cardinal mark.


Paignton, to my knowledge, is unique among British harbours in having an unconventional fairway where ingoing vessels must hold to the port-hand side of the channel rather than the normal starboard side. This anomaly provides a safer line of approach from the northeast and is indicated by a seasonal red port-hand buoy flying a Code flag ‘N’ (chequered white and blue).


[image: Illustration]


Paignton’s drying harbour is full of local moorings and tripper boats, and suitable only for smaller visiting craft


Facilities are limited – there are taps on the quays, but no fuel. There is a restaurant, pub, café and a few shops, including a small chandlery beside the harbour. A stroll into Paignton town centre, for supermarket and banks, will take you along Torbay Road, the colourful holiday centre, an unabashed blend of garish beachy shops, bars, cafés and amusement arcades that leads you eventually to the terminus for the Dartmouth Steam Railway, which runs to Kingswear on the River Dart.


The once-peaceful anchorage of Elberry Cove in the extreme southwestern corner of the bay is now usually busy with waterskiing, as this is a designated ski area. East of it, the houses give way to the large green swathe of Churston Golf Club, beneath it the cliffs, broken with many disused quarries, fall steeply into the sea with no dangers at their feet. Just west of the wide entrance to Brixham’s outer harbour is Fishcombe Cove, a secluded anchorage in westerly winds if you sound in carefully.


Brixham


Brixham, a busy fishing port, has a large deep-water outer harbour that is easy to access in all conditions, although uncomfortable in fresh northwesterlies. There is all-weather shelter within its large marina where visitors’ berths are usually available, and the harbour authority has limited berthing with walk-ashore access on its Town Pontoon. Brixham Yacht Club also has two small pontoon islands for visitors in the outer harbour, below its prominent clubhouse on the hillside behind the new fishmarket.


BRIXHAM TO DARTMOUTH


With the exception of rocks extending a cable to the north of Shoalstone Point, the coast between Brixham and Berry Head is steep-to. The headland, 55m high, is an impressive sight, rising steeply with heavily quarried grey limestone on its northern side.


The squat lighthouse at the eastern end (Fl [2] 15s 18M) is something of a paradox: at just 4.8m high it’s the shortest lighthouse structure in England but also the highest, at 58m above sea level! Below it, the scarred face of Berry Head drops almost vertically into the sea and, though not recommended, you could sail to within a boat’s length of the foot of the cliffs. Off the point the tide attains 1.5 knots at Springs, the north-going flood begins five hours after High Water Dover, and the south-going ebb one hour before, the streams running parallel to the coast. Therefore, it can become uncomfortable with fresh wind against tide.
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Berry Head from south with Torbay beyond


Half a mile south of Berry Head, off Oxley Head, which has a ruined fort and car park on its top, are the Cod rocks – two steep islets. The largest, East Cod, is 9m high. Between them lie the drying Bastard Rocks and, although it is safe to enter the bay to the north to admire the impressive limestone cliffs overhanging a large cave, keep well to seaward when leaving and do not attempt the inshore passage between the rocks.


Various dangers and shallows extend for about half a mile to seaward for the rest of the 4-mile passage along this stretch of coast, and a sensible offing should be maintained. Mostly high, with rolling turfy hills sloping down to low, irregular limestone cliffs, it is interspersed with several beaches and coves backed by steep valleys – all potential daytime anchorages in suitable weather.


Mag Rock, drying 0.3m, lies 1 cable east of Sharkham Point, and to seaward, Mudstone Ledge, safe enough, with a least depth of 5.4m does, however, kick up an uncomfortable sea at times. It is also a popular spot for crab and lobster pots and their markers and buoys; the scourge of the whole Devon and Cornwall coastline, they will be found in abundance from here on. Many do not have visible dan-buoys with flags, and are just inflatable floats, ‘buffs’ as they are known locally, barely awash, often semi-submerged in the tidal stream and posing a real propeller-fouling hazard. A constant lookout must be kept, which renders inshore passages wearisome and ill advised at night under power.


A course at least half a mile from the coast will clear both Druids Mare, a group of rocks (drying 2.1m) one cable south-southeast of Crabrock Point, and Nimble Rock, a particularly insidious outcrop (0.9m LAT), which lurks nearly two cables south-southeast of Downend Point. Start Point Lighthouse open of Eastern Blackstone will clear the Nimble.


Eastern Blackstone, steep and 16.5m high, is not difficult to miss, nor too the much larger 35m-high jagged outcrop of the Mewstone beyond it to the southwest. Pass to the south of the Mewstone YB south cardinal buoy (VQ [6] + LFl 10s). Do not be tempted to cut the corner from here into Dartmouth as submerged rocks extend nearly three cables to the southwest of the Mewstone, marked at their outer extremity by the West Rock YB south cardinal buoy (Q [6] + LFl 15s). Inshore, high on Froward Point, is the prominent Dartmouth day beacon, a tower with a wide base that is particularly valuable for locating the Dart when approaching from the south or southwest, as the narrow entrance to the river is very difficult to distinguish in the high folds of the coastline. A NCI station is located on Froward Point with a useful webcam covering Start Bay (www.nci-frowardpoint.org.uk/live-weather-shipping/live-weather).
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(Above) Approaching the Dart from the southwest. Note the daymark on the hill
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(Above) The Mewstone and Dart approach from the northeast. Note the daymark on the skyline to the right of the yacht
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Dart approach from the south


DARTMOUTH


A classic West Country haven, Dartmouth is an irrestistible combination of excellent all-weather shelter and deep water in a memorable setting, a steep-sided valley dotted with the colourful opposing houses of Kingswear and Dartmouth, a lively, sophisticated town and home to the famous Britannia Royal Naval College. There is a wide choice of berthing facilities for visitors provided by the harbour authority, from walk-ashore pontoons to swinging moorings and three marinas. Winding inland, the Dart can be explored for 10 miles to the medieval town of Totnes.


START BAY


The broad sweep of Start Bay extends nearly 8 miles southwest from Dartmouth to Start Point. West of the Dart there are several sandy coves and beaches at the foot of the cliffs that can provide pleasant daytime anchorages in settled offshore conditions, like Compass Cove, Redlap Cove and Blackpool Sands. The high shoreline then falls away into the 4-mile length of Slapton Sands, with the village of Torcross at the western end. This long, low beach fronts the freshwater lake of Slapton Ley, a wildlife and wetland sanctuary.


[image: Illustration]


Start Point from the south, Start Bay opening on right


During the Second World War, the beach was used extensively by the American forces practising for the D-Day Normandy landings. However, tragedy struck on the night of 28 April 1944 when eight tank landing craft engaged in ‘Exercise Tiger’, a rehearsal for Operation Overlord, using live ammunition for full effect, were chanced upon by German E-boats. The effect of their torpedo attack was devastating, sinking two of the landing craft and badly damaging a third, resulting in the loss of 986 American soldiers, sailors and their armament. The disaster was attributed to typographical errors in radio frequencies and a lack of sufficient naval escort, and the whole episode remained top secret for over 40 years. Today, on Slapton Sands, there is a poignant memorial to the dead, with its centrepiece a battered Sherman tank. This was salvaged from the bay by Ken Small, who campaigned tirelessly to establish the memorial, all recounted in his fascinating book The Forgotten Dead.
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