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List of Stopovers






	1

	Greenwich

	London






	2

	Burnham-on-Crouch

	Essex






	3

	Harwich

	Essex






	4

	Lowestoft

	Suffolk






	5

	Grimsby

	NE Lincolnshire






	6

	Filey Bay

	N Yorkshire






	7

	Scarborough

	N Yorkshire






	8

	Hartlepool

	Hartlepool






	9

	Amble

	Northumberland






	10

	Eyemouth

	Borders






	11

	Abroath

	Angus






	12

	Aberdeen

	Aberdeen






	13

	Peterhead

	Aberdeen






	14

	Buckie

	Moray






	15

	Inverness

	Highlands






	16

	Loch Ness

	Highlands






	17

	Corpach

	Highlands






	18

	Oban

	Highlands






	19

	Tobermory

	Argyll and Bute






	20

	Craobh Haven

	Argyll and Bute






	21

	Cairnbaan

	Argyll and Bute






	22

	Tarbert

	Argyll and Bute






	23

	Rothesay

	Argyll and Bute






	24

	Inverkip

	Inverclyde






	25

	Troon

	South Ayrshire






	26

	Stranraer

	Dumfries and Galloway






	27

	Bangor

	County Down






	28

	Ardglass

	County Down






	29

	Dún Laoghaire

	Dún Laoghaire Rathdown






	30

	Arklow

	County Wexford






	31

	Rosslare

	County Wexford






	32

	Kilmore Quay

	County Wicklow






	33

	Milford Haven

	Pembrokeshire






	34

	Padstow

	Cornwall






	35

	Newlyn

	Cornwall






	36

	Falmouth

	Cornwall






	37

	Plymouth

	Devon






	38

	Dartmouth

	Devon






	39

	Poole

	Dorset






	40

	Lymington

	Hampshire






	41

	Gosport

	Hampshire






	42

	Brighton

	East Sussex






	43

	Eastbourne

	East Sussex






	44

	Dover

	Kent






	45

	Ramsgate

	Kent






	46

	Chatham

	Kent
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This Scepter’d Isle


This royal throne of kings, this scepter’d isle,


This earth of majesty, this seat of Mars,


This other Eden, demi-paradise,


This fortress built by Nature for herself Against infection and the hand of war,


This happy breed of men, this little world,


This precious stone set in the silver sea, which serves it in the office of a wall,


or as a moat defensive to a house, against the envy of less happier lands,


This blessed plot, this earth, this realm, this [Britain]


Richard II, Act 2. Scene I.


William Shakespeare – 1595







Preface


Why would anyone wish to sail around Britain? My answer to the question is quite simple – to prove to oneself you can do it and to see what Shakespeare called this ‘scepter’d isle’. Either reason would be enough to justify casually fantasising the trip in the yacht club bar or perhaps while commuting to work on the morning train, but to actually set out on the adventure takes a good deal of bravery. Not bravery of the kind that flowed in the veins of the yeoman Tudor and Elizabethan sailors, who set out from here to sail where the chart makers only guessed at the coastlines and distances, but the bravery of forsaking the comfort of the bed, sofa and passive TV entertainment. Braving the scorn of friends and family who question and suggest sailing around Britain is an unpleasant, if not foolish, idea for an urbanised fifty-year-old.


While many leisure sailors dream of long-term cruising around the sun-warmed Mediterranean or possibly even crossing the Atlantic before perhaps setting off around the world, the far more logical starting point to adventure is nearer to home. Before tackling all the challenging aspects of ‘foreign’ seas something more domestic can be achieved. I believe, rather than setting off for exotic sounding destinations, sailing around Britain is the better voyage for any competent sailor with free time. We Britons are lucky to live on an island and the need for a challenging cruising destination is well met by the concept of home to home via the ports of the four British nations made five, perhaps, by the addition of that emerald Republic.


The catalyst for my own around Britain adventure was a couple of small media stories from the autumn and winter of 2006. Firstly, there was Katie Miller, the eighteen-year-old who sailed solo around Britain in her little 21-foot Corribee, and then fourteen-year-old Michael Perham’s brave, but bizarre, solo project of sailing across the Atlantic, shadowed closely by his father in an identical yacht. To me, a fifty-year-old male with leisure time on his hands, but perhaps not so much left of his ‘threescore and ten’, it seemed as if children were making voyages I had never even seriously considered. And, of course, in this there lurked a kind of subliminal challenge. If teenagers could do it, surely I could? I had no need to foolishly imagine myself as equal to the great Ernest Shackleton or Robin Knox-Johnston but just think of ‘little’ Katie and Michael. I began to hunger to sail the home waters that somehow felt local and mine. So as I enjoyed Christmas 2006 on a relaxed, for the over-fifties Saga holiday in Rome, I pondered setting out on a real adventure. It was to be sailing around Britain visiting the coastline of my home island, and it would be as soon as possible, namely summer of 2007.


Yet, naturally, there were issues I needed to resolve. Firstly I didn’t have a boat suitable for a cruise of this kind and, secondly, and perhaps more importantly, exactly what kind of cruise was this going to be? Just how far was it around Britain? I needed to do some research – and quickly. I hunted on the internet, checked the bookshops and visited the library at the Cruising Association. While there were several books complete with colourful descriptions of puffins, dolphins, sunrises and cooking casseroles, I wanted the type of information that would allow me, as a first time voyager, to quantify the task ahead. Could I circumnavigate without a crew of rum swilling, salt-water-hardened masochists and, how long would it take? Sadly for me, in May 2007, there wasn’t a single book available to provide the answers I needed. This publishing anomaly was rectified in 2008 – too late for me – and at the time of writing there are now two excellent volumes in print.


Without the pilot book I needed, I was a frustrated adventurer from metropolitan Wapping, but very keen to start my voyage. So without preparation or possessing a glossy ‘how-to-do-it manual’, perhaps, like my heroes the Elizabethan adventurers, I would have to sail ‘blind’ and sail I did. Summer 2007 from the banks of the Thames, like so many adventurers before me I sailed out to the sea and then on around Britain.







Part One


Swapping the London Underground for British Seas




 



Cruise Philosophy


To undertake a long cruise of this sort requires profound mental preparation as, with any adventure, it is the right mental approach that leads to success. Initially, when I contemplated sailing around Britain, I was ignorant as to the extent of the emotional challenge and the stamina needed to complete the trip. However, this very naïveté was in fact beneficial as it led me to formulate a philosophy that avoided the fear of the unknown, liberating me to let go of home and set sail. The philosophy I adopted was to regard the circumnavigation of the UK as just a series of linked day trips – as it turned out, fifty day trips.


I believe many people faced with the idea of sailing more than 1900 nautical miles (nm) and spending ninety-four days on board a yacht, would be prone to panic, or at the least feel very intimidated by the scale of the task ahead. Many people might worry and doubt their ability to sail the distance. I believe many people faced with a long 1900 nautical mile, ninety-four day cruise would in fact be put off by the thought and, therefore, choose to fail rather than even start.


However, my adopted philosophy of a series of linked day trips should, I believe, allow any competent sailor like me to be confident and to set sail. Every competent sailor can and does ‘day sail’. Day sailing is undertaken every weekend by hundreds of thousands of sailors without extensive preparation or without fear and anxiety. My decision to philosophise my cruise around Britain as a series of linked day trips, each night being spent in port or at anchor, allowed me to feel very normal, not at all brave.


It is our very island geography that allows this approach. Being an island with a population of more than sixty-two million people has ensured that all around our coast there are towns and communities with harbours and marinas. By simple passage planning, it is possible for a yacht to sail from harbour to harbour, removing the need to undertake huge offshore passages or even sail through the dark night. All my preparation, or rather my lack of preparation, resulted from adopting the linked day trip philosophy.


An additional benefit of this philosophy was that it allowed me to set sail in a ‘normal’ yacht and with a moderate budget. Conversely, sailors without the day trip philosophy, believing he or she was embarking on a long 1900 nautical mile, ninety-four day voyage might need an exceptional yacht, extensively refitted with the best state of the art equipment money could buy. The sailor would also need to be a fearless adventurer, and someone prepared to undergo great hardships. Prior to embarkation, detailed calculations would need to be made to ensure enough water, food and fuel. Passage planning would require additional study and in-depth knowledge. Lastly, the ‘big trip’ 1900 nautical mile sailor would have to leave family and friends, and trust his or her home to manage itself for the period of the voyage.


Using my linked day trip approach, none of the above drama is necessary. Any reasonably maintained yacht designed for coastal cruising will suffice. Food and fuel, indeed all supplies, can be obtained at any overnight harbour. Breakages or repairs can be attended to at leisure and as and when they occur, merely extending the number of nights spent in any particular harbour. Detailed passage planning can be undertaken just one or two days ahead. The linked day trip approach allows the average competent sailor to undertake and complete 1900 nautical miles without a personality bypass or the need to morph into a duplicate of celebrity superheroes Robin Knox-Johnston or Ellen MacArthur.


The linked day trip approach also allows the sailor to pause along the way without confronting the spectre of failure. Anywhere around the UK, should the need arise, a sailor can secure the yacht, board a train and return home to rest or to attend to pressing family affairs. Once the home crisis has been dealt with, the very same train returns the sailor to the awaiting yacht, and the cruise can continue. Naturally, I believe this option should, like a fire extinguisher, only be used in an emergency but, like a fire extinguisher, it is comforting to know the option is there.


While I recommend this linked day trip philosophy over the more conventional major voyage approach, it is, of course, not totally free from drawbacks. Entering and exiting harbours and anchorages every evening can in some instances add considerable distance to the shortest route around Britain. Also, choosing to enter harbour each evening requires the sailor to study and use favourable tide far more than the sailor who chooses to make trips of say 48 hours or more. It is a fact that it takes longer to complete the circumnavigation by this linked day trip method. But then, this is a cruise for adventure and not a race, and I suggest for a sailor, time is merely a convenient way to report the rising and setting of the sun, the ebb and the flood of a tide.


Whilst I had formulated a philosophy for my cruise, empowering me and encouraging an early and carefree embarkation, I did however, need to decide what to do when I reached the mouth of the Thames. Would I turn left and go to the north or right, and go south? Turning left would mean the cruise would be anticlockwise around Britain whereas turning right would be clockwise. I chose anticlockwise.


Alone in my warm and comfy home, the decision seemed quite simple, although, later, during the voyage, after I was constantly challenged by interested enquirers as to why I chose this direction, I began to realise the more usual route was the other way. Apparently, several weeks spent in hard study of the prevailing sea currents around the British Isles will reveal to a student that clockwise might be the favoured direction. Study of wind direction is far less unequivocal although some might claim the prevailing southwesterly air flow, moving under the influence of the famed jet stream, again suggests a clockwise rounding.


However, when I made my decision for the anticlockwise route I was unaware of the twin theories concerning prevailing sea current or wind. To me Britain was an island and therefore, logically, if naively, I had to sail around it in a circle, so it didn’t matter which way I went. My personal choice depended on just one key issue; namely where on the circle did I want to be in midsummer, or perhaps, more correctly, where didn’t I want to be? Where I didn’t want to be was anywhere around the Highlands of Scotland. Why? My answer is midges.


Scotland has many attractive features and I was excited by the prospect of, for the first time, enjoying the famous Lochs, the Highlands and the seafood. However, the infamous Highland biting midges, or to give them their scientific name, Culicoides Impunctatus, were something I wanted to avoid. I’m no Indiana Jones and flying, crawling or burrowing bugs are not for me. I hate getting bitten or forced to flee into a stuffy cabin the moment daylight starts to fade.


The facts about the Highland midge are these: from June to August this wee beastie plagues walkers, casual visitors and sailors or anyone silly enough to be in northern Scotland; from June onwards biblical swarms of midges – that is females – are genetically disposed to feed on blood prior to laying their eggs. We, the unfortunate public, provide the blood donation. So bad are the biting midges that there is even an online internet midge forecast to allow visitors to assess just how badly they are going to suffer. That these midges prefer damp conditions and the Lochs and islands offer all the dampness any flying, would-be vampire might require, worried me.


So my decision was to ensure I avoided the Highlands in June, July and August. With this focused decision then made, its consequence was that I would need to travel anticlockwise thereby, potentially, I would be on the south coast of England in the ‘hottest’ period of the summer. This seemed an attractive prospect and while at home in Wapping I fantasised about sunshine and sailing in shorts and I feared how I was going to keep the cabin cool at night. Quite how ridiculous this fear was only became apparent as I experienced the non-summer of 2007. The holiday conditions I rightfully deserved didn’t materialise but by travelling anticlockwise I did succeed in avoiding the feared Highland biting midge.







My Sailing Experience


In my opinion any competent weekend sailor could sail around the British Isles as, with reasonable planning, very little of the cruise is particularly difficult. No section of the coast requires specialist knowledge and a sailor competent enough to undertake a day trip of, say, 50 nautical miles could circumnavigate.


In my own case, I had just a Royal Yachting Association Day Skipper qualification. But in addition to this and, far more importantly, I had, for a number of years, sailed a variety of yachts both as crew and skipper. I had learned to sail aged 24, while living in Doha, Qatar, long before it became famous for sponsoring sporting events or for its 5-star airline or being awarded the World Cup in 2022. Since I was to be there four years, I quickly decided I needed to take up a regular sport to help keep myself in mental health as for many the expatriate lifestyle is only one step away from the padded cell. The choices available were rugby or sailing and I sensibly chose sailing. At the Doha Sailing Association I was taught to sail in their fleet of 470 Olympic class dinghies. Once a sailor, I became a racer. While at the time, I did greatly enjoy the club 470 and Laser dinghy racing on the warm turquoise gulf waters, I didn’t realise that this was probably to be the best sailing of my life. But, as I learned to race, I swallowed the sailing bug along with a lot of hot salt water. When I returned to Britain, I continued dinghy sailing until, finally, I decided boats that didn’t capsize were far better for our climate.


My later sailing experience included the usual two week flotilla holiday in Greece and several trips crewing on a friend’s yacht around Sweden’s Baltic coast. During this twenty or so years sailing, prior to cruising around Britain, I logged about 5,800 nautical miles mostly in sight of the coast but with the occasional cross channel trip to France. While confident I could sail and navigate a 30 foot yacht in most weather conditions, I had never knowingly faced a full gale at sea.


If I was to categorise myself it would be as a fairly conservative ‘weekend’ sailor with a passionate love of racing. The around Britain cruise was the first substantial voyage I attempted. To further clarify the extent of my sailing experience, prior to undertaking the British cruise, I had only sailed on the south coast of England. This meant from Gravesend on the Thames, all the way up to and down from Scotland, until I reached Plymouth in Devon, every bay, every headland and every harbour was, for me, a first-time event.


The purpose of qualifying my sailing experience in this manner is to emphasise my belief that sailing around Britain is within the scope of most competent sailors. However, it is of course for each person to decide their own level of competency. Perhaps, as a selftest, a sailor could ask themselves one simple question:


Would you feel capable of taking responsibility for the lives of your children or grandchildren while sailing 50 nautical miles at sea over a weekend?


If the answer to this important question is yes, I would suggest, probably, like me, you are capable of sailing around Britain.







Hobo the Yacht


There are two central characters in this saga of adventure – the boat and me. This is the boat’s story.


Originally when deciding on my cruise, I’d intended buying a 27 foot long, lightweight cruiser/racer for my adventure, a Rob Humphreys designed MGC 27. This is a class of boat I knew well since it was the type of yacht I first owned after giving up dinghy sailing. As well as personally approving its sailing characteristics, I wanted something easily handled by a solo sailor. The MGC 27 was designed to use a self-tacking jib and this system seemed ideal for coastal solo sailing. The size of boat was also just right. I am a lightweight male, in fact a 62 kilo, or if you prefer, a mere 10 stone. As muscle strength and body weight are closely related, I wanted a cruise boat where the loadings on sail halyards and sheets were minimised and thereby within my capability to haul, without me taking a long course of anabolic steroids.


However, things were not to work out the way I’d planned. I did find a likely yacht for sale, and agreed with the vendor a reasonable price, but unfortunately when the Surveyor’s condition report on the 20 year old yacht was completed, it told of many hairline cracks around the base of the mast. As this was not what I wanted on a yacht about to make a 1900 nautical mile trip: the purchase fell through in February 2007.




Without a solid boat, big enough to make the trip, it appeared obvious that I would have to postpone my cruise. I was very frustrated and I wracked my brain trying to create solutions to the problem.


But then it came to me, what about borrowing a boat? Surely with all the many thousands of boats sitting unused on moorings or in marinas, I could find one boat to borrow? Perhaps a foolish hope but, as I had a mere two months before my planned start date, I had nothing to lose except perhaps a few friends.


My starting point for the search was my own Greenwich Yacht Club on the Thames, and as I walked along the tow path towards the Millennium Dome, I studied the boats on the moorings. And there she was, Hobo, lying sedately to her warps, fringed in green weed, not having been off the mooring for several months.


Hobo is a Hanse 301 built in 2001 and at 30 feet, she was bigger and heavier than I originally intended for my largely solo adventure. She also had several less than attractive characteristics for a solo sailor, such as not having the self-tacking jib I prefer, or even a roller furling headsail. The engine, a Volvo 10 hp, was also a little underpowered for a 30 foot, 6173 lb displacement boat. But in all other aspects, she looked to me like a long legged, smooth skinned pert German supermodel – but without all the unpleasant vomiting and tantrums. I was very smitten, but would she fancy me?


A bit of internet research revealed that the Hanse 301 had suffered a troubled childhood after being born to the Swedish designer Carl Beyer in the 1980’s and then marketed around the Baltic as the Aphrodite 29. When boat production in Sweden ceased, the hull mould found its way to the former East Germany. Here the boat remerged as, first, the fractional rigged Hanse 291, and then later, as the more powerful Hanse 301. A yacht with a racy profile and, like a certain Miss Schiffer, lots of sail area.


Hobo’s owner responded positively to my very provocative phone call, and a meeting was speedily arranged at the club. To my great joy the loan of the boat was agreed. It was almost too easy. But as the proverb suggests, ‘don’t look a gift horse – or supermodel – in the mouth’. The chance to borrow beautiful Hobo for three months was the type of ‘gift’ I wasn’t going to question. So after a very brief fifteen minute trial sail on the river it was all agreed. I was easily seduced and Hobo and I, like teenagers at an end of term party, rushed to bed together.







Safety for a Sailor



Feelings about safety are a very personal matter. On a yacht at sea there is no health and safety officer – thank god – assessment of risk, and any response to it, is up to the individual. For millions of weekend sailors, being at sea is no more frightening than running down a flight of steps. For other people, however, sailing seems to be associated with the idea of injuring themselves and fear is so prominent in their emotional hierarchy that they shun the opportunity for excitement and adventure. In trying to stay safe they embrace a life of mundane repetition, believing, perhaps, that repeating what they have already done avoids risk.


So, for some people, the thought of the sea and a small yacht, a form of transport quite insignificant to the forces of nature, are a scary prospect and something unsafe and best avoided. Maybe they are right, but possibly a life of mundane repetition is not quite as safe as it might seem. For many Londoners the tube and bus bombings of 7th July 2005 reaffirmed what they already knew, but seldom voiced – repetition is not 100% safe. There are risks in going to work or college or just in going out to buy groceries. In London citizens rely on others to keep them safe or at least to reduce the risks. They are dependent on the Security Service, the Police, hospitals, bus drivers and legions of other good professionals – always nameless, usually remote and often wearing a uniform.




On a yacht it is different, as safety is very personal. Your safety depends on just you and perhaps your god. No one at sea is 100% safe, but then neither are the hundreds of thousands who commute on public transport to and from work each day. Unlike the commuter in London, sailors can, themselves, assess the risks and make decisions likely to minimise them. As to safety at sea the sailor is sovereign.


As I set off on my cruise I knew, as a solo sailor, the main risk to my life was me falling overboard and watching my yacht sail away. The fact is that a fully dressed, solo sailor falling off a moving yacht, and then immersed in cold sea water, seldom manages to climb back aboard and is rarely rescued. A person’s survival time after being thrown into the sea is dependent on many factors, their body weight – and here is one time when it is good to be fat – general fitness, and the wave conditions, as these can all affect survival. While there are many variables, so beloved by scientists, it is perhaps best to simply assume that a sailor falling overboard from a yacht will be close to death after 30 to 60 minutes. For any solo sailor, knowing that the UK Search and Rescue Service have a target time of 60 minutes to reach a casualty from first alert, is hardly reassuring, given that no one will know you are in the water. So the maxim is – don’t fall off.


The various instruction manuals sold by the Royal Yachting Association, or leaflets given out by the Royal National Lifeboat Institute, all state clearly, and in bold type, that a sailor should always wear a life jacket and be tied to the yacht by a lifeline. Good advice, and very logical. Of course, to do so, does not guarantee 100% safety. A solo sailor in the water and tied to a yacht, can be dragged alongside the boat for many miles and unable to get back aboard. A solo sailor, not tied by lifeline but wearing a life jacket, may live 60 minutes, but it is highly unlikely any would-be rescuer would know that they needed help. So don’t fall off.


My personal safety decision was always to wear a life jacket but seldom use a lifeline. I chose to adopt a standard climbing technique, namely that I would never let go of the boat with both hands at the same moment. I also spent considerable time on my knees, crawling along the deck, keeping my centre of gravity low, hoping that I could reduce the risk that I would over balance and plunge into the sea.


My other decision on matters related to major catastrophe, was with regard to a life raft. Hobo didn’t have one. I’ve never crewed on a yacht ‘day-sailing’ around the coast where the skipper provided a life raft. I assessed my risks and concluded that, as Hobo hadn’t had a life raft when I borrowed her, she wouldn’t have one for my cruise. I am aware that some sailors could regard my personal choice as a little cavalier. Naturally I disagree. To help justify my philosophy on life rafts I offer the reader this; since reaching the age of nineteen I’ve flown as a passenger on commercial aircraft probably once or twice a year and never have I, nor indeed, anyone else been offered a parachute. Lack of a parachute has never stopped me from flying.


As to other safety issues, I ensured I had plenty of good quality marine type clothing; a Helly Hansen underwear layer, Musto fibre pile mid-layer, and Henry Lloyd outer-layer, all crowned by a polar fleece hat. With this unflattering haute couture ensemble, even during the UK summer of 2007, I managed to stay tolerably tepid – to be truly warm I needed the sun and, in summer 2007, sun rarely managed to pierce the dense grey cloud.


Before I left a harbour I ensured that I had enough food prepared and ready to hand for constant consumption over the projected passage period. Forget balanced diets and long-term health concerns, when at sea, calories are needed to help the body stay uncold and the brain stay alert, however long the passage might take. Tiredness and cold when combined are much more dangerous to the sailor than high cholesterol or the wild sea. A tired and cold sailor, when faced with a problem or emergency, often makes the wrong decision.


The other key safety element within the remit of the solo sailor is adequate passage planning. Before leaving a harbour a smart sailor will have spent considerable time planning the route, studying the marine charts, calculating tides and predicting weather conditions over a twelve to eighteen hour period. Yes, easily written, but much harder to do. The passage plan is metaphorically either a treasure map or an epitaph. Done well it will ‘lead’ the solo sailor to the next haven. Done badly – well just don’t do it badly.


Within the plan there needs to be a ‘bolt-hole’, an identified secondary destination, available to the yacht should the weather change or the primary haven prove to be too distant to reach. Planning for arrival is also important. Just how will you recognise the harbour entrance or anchorage? Will there be enough water under the keel to allow you to enter? Just where are the shoals or rocks that might wreck your yacht just as you start to relax and assume you are safe? All this needs to be devised and written down in a form that, even when tired, cold and possibly anxious (hopefully, if you have planned well, there is no need to be frightened) you will still be able to understand. This is the ideal. Of course many times on my cruise I found my plan less than ideal.


Leaving harbour is the least dangerous part of a passage – it is on arrival that most mishaps occur. In my case, 90% of the arrivals were at a harbour or anchorage being visited for the first time in my life. After twelve or so hours at sea, tired, and often in a hurry, I would have to find an entrance that I’d never seen before and navigate my way between hazards only made known to me by tiny symbols on a paper chart. As a solo sailor there is no smiling pilot, blue badge guide or hostess waving you towards the safe route. Therefore, you, alone, must spot and comprehend the land marks and, using your passage plan, make timely decisions. So passage planning needs to be comprehensive and enjoyed. You and your plan will be responsible for your safety. It is very personal.


While I chose to – had to – sail solo for much of my cruise, I utilised those persons sensibly, still on land to record my departures and arrivals. I figured that, if I was to be lost a sea, I wanted someone on land to know approximately where to look for me. Each day before leaving harbour I would use my mobile phone to text my departure time and estimated time and point of arrival to those I could trust to care for my wellbeing – namely Mary, my former wife and a RYA Yachtmaster, and Terry, my sister. I relied upon them to await my later text announcing my safe arrival. However tired or cold I never forgot to text my two watchers to confirm another day had ended safely.


There were other watchers scratching brief notes in pencil that served as a record of my whereabouts. Her Majesty’s Coastguard listens on VHF marine radio for mariners at sea. My radio call to the appropriate designated Coastguard Station was usually answered by a friendly and professional voice, someone well used to recording the progress of seafarers undertaking passage far from land and the comfort of home. I would tell them my yacht’s name and length, number of persons on board, destination and estimated arrival time. Just as with the text to my personal watchers, the Coastguard was always contacted on my safe arrival thereby ensuring no brave volunteers were put at risk making unnecessary checks as to my location.


Concepts of safety are both relative and personal. Safety at sea is a sailor’s personal and exclusive responsibility. When you get it right, the feeling of satisfaction is immense. There can be no greater personal satisfaction than staying alive.







Weather in Summer 2007


Fate had decreed that the year of my adventure was to make the history books; not because of myself, or any of the other valiant mariners sailing around our island, but because of the weather. The newspaper headlines were to claim the months of May, June and July 2007 were the ‘wettest on record’ or, alternatively, as stated by the Meteorological Office, ‘the worst summer since 1776’ – this particular year, apparently, the first that an official with too much time on his hands chose to start making an annual record. However proclaimed, the fact is, summer 2007 in Britain was wet, with some places reporting 300 times their ‘normal’ rainfall. For example, in June the average rainfall across England was 140 millimetres (5.5 in), a figure more than double that experienced in a more normal year. Some unfortunate communities suffered more than one month’s rain in just 24 hours. There were floods, deaths and great damage. The experts did what experts do best – they grabbed the opportunity for celebrity and smiled for the TV news cameras. Their analysis didn’t make the weather any better but it did give many people justification for their fears of climate change.


But it all started so very differently. April was glorious with the air temperature as much as 5 degrees above normal expectation and rainfall well below average. On the 25th of April in Sussex they recorded a balmy temperature of 26.5 degrees. A Meteorological Office press release reported that spring 2007 was the warmest on record. This was more than enough to encourage the British media and TV pundits to hyperbolise on the summer we were all going to enjoy. Rent-a-quote ‘forecasters’ told of the ducks flying north or early apple blossom that all portended another hot summer to rival that of 1976. While the Meteorological Office didn’t allow themselves to endorse the wilder claims, their official long-term predictions did nothing other than suggest summer would be a great summer. As I prepared my clothes for my cruise, I stuffed several pairs of shorts into my bag.


But then came May. The famed high altitude jet stream moved south from its normal position north of the UK to track eastwards just below the English Channel. Just why the jet stream moved is a matter for others to speculate on. Perhaps it was Zeus playing with us mere mortals or George W Bush and his compatriots had been letting out too much carbon, but for whatever reason, we innocents knew nothing of all this. For us it just seemed May was a temporary ‘blip’. But high above us the now stationary jet stream held the Azores high pressures at bay, well south of Britain. More perversely, the misplaced jet stream pulled low pressure after low pressure, down from the cold arctic regions, to stagger across our green and pleasant land. While horrible floods plagued many inland cities and towns, on the coasts, the swirling skies loured above sailors and we just got wetter and wetter. Never before had the metrological term ‘depression’ seemed so apt. It rained and rained, and not surprisingly on the 15th July – in British folklore the fabled St Swithin’s day, when if rain falls, another 40 rainy days follow – it rained. It would be late in August before the jet stream, inexplicably, returned north to its more usual location.




Apart from the obvious discomfort, the problem for sailors from the jet stream ‘malfunction’ was not strong winds or summer gales. In fact, during my 94 days of the cruise, I was only port bound due to gales three times – once in Burnham-on-Crouch, then at Hartlepool and the third time at Ramsgate. The wind strengths I encountered, apart from these three occasions, were fairly benign and quite within the bands a well designed yacht, such as Hobo, could easily manage. The real problem of this ‘summer of discontent’ was the very unsettled nature of the weather and the resultant very confused forecasting. During what I had previously considered to be normal summer, a sailor could endure a brief low pressure system knowing that a high pressure would soon build bringing a period of settled weather. While, of course, at some point another low would bear down, the high/low pressure cycle would repeat and highs would predominate.
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