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The 6.30 a.m. Sunday morning shipping forecast was "West to South West, force 7-9."   

I phoned Bill Jacobs who was to sail with me, but being cautious like myself, he had 
already phoned the local "Met" Office. Their version was "28-35 knots, a little south of west," - 
and Bill's comment "not a gentlemanly type of sailing but we aren't gentlemen - so lets go. * 

With the wind in this direction there would be a slight lee from the land all the way 
along the Norfolk coast, and it was only this that made a passage possible in these gale 
conditions. However, we still planned carefully, for it is always foolish to take risks at sea 
where the unexpected happens so quickly. 

The first decision was where to launch? Heavy seas from the Wash sweeping round 
Gore Point would make Brancaster bar risky for a small boat. At Overy Staithe (which I always 
consider the most dangerous bar of all the Norfolk estuaries) the seas would be quiet, but we 
would be forced away from the shelter of the land to clear Bob Hall's Sand off Wells; Wells 
would be difficult for the channel exposes a small boat to the seas building up across Holkham 
Bay and breaking heavily in the shallow water of the bar; launching at Blakeney would involve 
a two mile beat down the estuary against wind and tide before freeing off for the run down the coast, with the 
certainty of a capsize if the dinghy touched in the shallows, for she would be blown over by the wind before we had time 
to raise the centre board. 

So we launched at Morston into that narrow, muddy, lonely little creek winding through 
the marshes towards the grey tumult of the North Sea, but there was little depth of water for this 
was one of the smallest tides of the year. Under the sea wall it was sheltered and we were 
tempted to hoist the genoa in order to hold the boat's head off the wind during the down wind 
leg, but it was fortunate that we did not, for the wind returned in a vicious gale force gust and 
lifted the only other dinghy being launched, off its trailer into the air and turned it over on top 
of its crew. It was impossible to row or sail against the wind and tide in this narrow channel 
and eventually we were forced to tow along the bank until the creek turned to the north and 
allowing us to sail. 

In the deeper water of Blakeney Pit the larger boats were pitching into a short steep sea 
and snubbing restlessly at their anchors.  Close-hauled now, there were sheets of spray being 
thrown up and blown back into the boat as our bows met each sea, the wind shrilled in the 
shrouds, we were over-canvassed even with the mainsail deep reefed but we needed the sail 
area to drive her through the short breaking seas.  (This was always the problem of sailing to 
windward in heavy weather - too little sail and the boat is stopped by the seas - more canvas 
and she is over powered and risks of capsize). 

Without the jib to help her round, "Wanderer" refused to tack, but Bill was overcoming 
this by reversing the rudder as she gathered sternway so that her head fell off into the new tack 
each time with certainty, This is always a tricky manoeuvre in heavy weather with the risk of a 
capsize if a squall catches the boat before she regains steerage way, but Bill is experienced and 
make no mistakes for which I was grateful as the water looked very cold indeed. Slowly we 
gained ground to windward to clear the shingle tip of Blakeney Point. Once again we checked 
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our preparations before facing the bar and the open sea, - the small jib was ready for setting 
and would pull us ashore if we lost the mainsail because of a torn sail, broken blocks, or parted 
halliard; the C. Q. R. anchor was laid out on the floor boards ready for immediate use in case 
the mast went, for we had no wish to be blown out to sea to face the unpleasantness of a winter 
gale in the North Sea; the mainsail had been reefed from starboard and any further sail 
reduction would be done on the starboard tack thus keeping the boat close under the shelter of 
the land; in the event of capsize our life jackets would keep us afloat until we could right the 
boat, and our life-lines would prevent us drifting away; and we had timed our arrival at the bar 
for slack water to avoid the unpleasant seas which would have built up earlier with the tide 
flooding against the wind. 

At last we cleared the end of the Point and freed off for the run down the Harbour,(the 
"Harbour" is the deep water channel between, the sandbanks). This was spectacular sailing 
between two white lines of broken water; to windward there was a seething line of white water 
where the seas were breaking heavily on the sandbanks which protect the Harbour from the 
west, , and only twenty yards away to starboard the waves were roaring on the beach, but 
between the two we were safe if nothing carried away. 

On the bar conditions were better than we had expected and only one sea gave us any 
anxiety, but we were able to luff it in good time before it broke, and then we freed off round the 
green wreck buoy into one of the most exciting downhill runs I can remember. 

This was wonderful sailing - long planes on the front face of each, wave, surfing in a 
smother of foam with- the bow wave rising in an enormous-fan a foot above the side deck before 
falling back into our wake astern, sometimes we planed for almost a quarter mile before dropping 
back into the trough. From the shore it must have looked even more spectacular with the 
dinghy almost invisible for most of the time. The Wayfarer always feels a thoroughbred (from 
the drawing board of that master designer, Ian Proctor) and it is in such conditions that she 
shows her breeding - once again I was reminded of the exhilaration of the fox hunting field and I 
remembered the thrill of the chase, the wind blowing through my hair, the mad gallop of a 
lively mount under me, pulling excitedly but still responsive to every movement of my hand 
and body, and the need to watch constantly for the hidden danger. 

Looking back, the shallows of Blakeney bar were a confused mass of breaking white 
water, throwing spray into the air and partially hiding the outline of the dark Norfolk hills 
behind a curtain of wind-blown spume. The tower of Blakeney church topped the low lonely 
sandhills; the outline of the wide beaches were blurred by the wind whistling out of the grey 
sky to drive us on our way. I remembered the sight with pleasure - the restless dangerous sea, 
the lonely coast, the slate grey sky and the ever present wind.  I was a beautiful picture, but it 
needed a Constable or a Turner to paint it!  

Further down the coast the dunes changed to a steep pebble beach at Salthouse, and 
we came onto the wind in order to turn down another reef; for the wind was still increasing. We 
eased the halliards and Bill tried to remove the next batten whilst I sat out to counteract his 
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weight down to leeward.  "Wanderer" was stopped, driving sideways, heeling heavily and 
shipping a lot of water in the gusts, and this rapidly became a test of endurance. It seemed to 
take hours to reef, but probably it took no more than ten minutes. Each time we seemed to be 
succeeding, the wind hammered us as we struggled. At last it was done; we turned down 
another three rolls in the main sail and raced away again for Cromer. 

Soon the coast altered again to the low hills of Weybourne and Sheringham, and we 
talked of our last sail along this coast some twelve months before. At that time we had a long 
hard thrash into a force 6 and had averaged l 1/2 knots to windward compared to our present 
8 knots down wind! Over a thermos lunch, Bill, pointed out the old Sheringham lifeboat shed 
where the original pulling/sailing lifeboat is still preserved. It seems incredible that it is only 
some fifty years since life boatmen were facing the winter gales in open unpowered lifeboats 
and I promised myself a visit as soon as possible. 

All too soon the mound of Beeston Hill was abeam and here a sudden swell began to 
run into the coast from the North West. These were obviously generated from the storms 
further north and here the gap in the offshore banks between Blakeney Overfalls and 
Sheringham shoals was allowing them to run unimpeded onto the beach. In the deeper water 
these swells were 8 feet high, steep although not dangerous, but increasing in height as they 
reached the shallows - they could make beaching at Cromer too dangerous for a small boat and 
we might have to run far down the coast until we could find a lee as the coast tended more 
southerly. 

Under the high chalk cliffs beyond Sheringham, the wind was less. We soon set 
the jib and came up onto the plane again for the last two miles to Cromer. 

Cromer should always be approached by sea for it has a character of its own and is 
unlike any other East Anglian town. The sea approach always gives me enormous pleasure 
and as it was my spell on the tiller I sailed past the landing and then back again in order to 
savour the olde worlds charm of the flint buildings clinging to the cliff wherever they can find 
a foothold. Unfortunately I did not see the next squall approaching and the dinghy half filled 
during the involuntary tack, (the jib being taken aback). 

We beached safely in a smaller run of sea and pulled "Wanderer" up the slipway to lie alongside 
the fishing boats. 

In the evening walking up through the dark streets to the flint-faced parish church, I 
wondered how many generations of fishermen had trodden this same path while worrying if 
their boats were safely above the high water mark on the beach below. Coming in from the 
sea always heightens ones appreciation of the land and I was reminded of Tennyson's 
poem and during the service I read it again, (set to music as hymn no. 694). 
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"Sunset and evening star 

one clear call for me!"  
And may there be no moaning of the bar 

When I put out to sea,  
But such a tide as moving seems asleep, 

Too full for sound and foam,  
When that which drew from art the 

boundless deep  
Turns again home.  
 

   Twilight and evening bell, 

And after that the dark!  
And may there be no sadness of farewell 

When I embark; 
For though from out our bourne of  

time and place  
The flood may bear me far, 

I hope to see my pilot face to face  
When I have crost the bar. 

I enjoyed the evening service and I listened with pleasure to my crew reading the lesson 
whilst outside the wild rough night buffeted the ancient church and emphasized the peace 
within. 

It was a memorable ending to a most enjoyable day. 

It is well worth contrasting the last two stories of sailing in the Solent in ideal conditions 
with sailing along the Norfolk coast in survival weather, when any mistake or rigging failure 
would have been disastrous. Both took place in the middle of winter - December/January. 

I think the reader will come to the conclusion that the Solent cruise was potentially far 
the most dangerous of the two. Conditions were ideal, there was no obvious need for caution or 
careful preparation and so I made many mistakes that could have developed in to a serious 
situation - mistaking, a ships bridge for a building, no means of heating food when the 
temperature was below freezing, not recognising the danger of going overboard from a boat that 
was self steering, not modifying my sailing technique for an ice covered boat; etc. - the reader 
can make his own list! 

Only a few days before I had been talking with absolute authority on "Safety in small 
boats" to the Hertfordshire sailing instructors and the fact that I could make such mistakes made 
me suddenly realise that I was in danger of taking the sea for granted. This no-one can afford 
to do. 


