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In July 1976, when Christine Wilkinson and I sailed a

Wayfarer from Chichester Harbour to Wareham, it was our

first extended cruise in an open boat at sea: we had

previously cruised only to the Isle of Wight a few times,

so we were not inclined to be too ambitious. We also

felt limited because Christine was only a light-weather

helm although, as a geographer, she has an eye for the

weather, coastal landforms and the behaviour of tides. The

Solent, and points west depending on conditions, seemed

an ideal area for us for a series of short cruises, there

being some fifteen havens, semi-protected water over most

of the distance and plenty to see. Our strategy was to

work westward with a minimal number of landfalls, assuming

that the south-westerlies would be blowing a good deal

of the time, and stop more often on the way home.

"Pot Luck" is a Mark I boat, no. 1856, then about six

years old, fitted with additional buoyancy bags under the

benches, a reefing claw and stowage nets under the

foredeck. We carried main and spare, genoa, working jib

and spare, oars and paddles. The nylon rowlocks were

inadequate for the weight of the boat. The 101b CQR

anchor was more than large enough. The polypropylene

warp was bad because it floats, but we fitted a fathom

of chain next to the anchor and had no problems. A kedge

would have been useful on occasion to reduce sheer.

We did not take an outboard, not from any purist outlook

but to save space and awkwardness. In the event the only

time we needed it was in Chichester Harbour on the first

evening.
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We did not travel light. Where

would you stow it all in a Mark II ?



The boom tent was new, of 12oz canvas, to the basic pattern.

We did not own the boat and it did not have tent hooks, so

we passed ties under the hull, which we knew would be slightly

tedious, but we thought we could suffer it for the few days,

We had a lightweight land tent as well.

We took Imray charts nos. C3 and C4, tidal stream atlas,

Ordnance Survey maps and the Shell Harbour Pilot. We did

not have a boat compass, but each carried a "Silva" hill-

walking compass on a lanyard, which we thought would be

enough. Visibility was good the whole time and we never

had any doubt about our position.

The boat is kept at Bosham in the boat park adjoining the

public car park. We left on Sunday the 11th July at 2000

hours with a light south-westerly breeze and a spring

tide flooding, intending to anchor off East Head for the

night. How different Chichester Harbour is without the

hundreds of boats which are out every weekend in the summer.

One can imagine how easy it would have been in earlier times

for smugglers with local knowledge to slip ashore, on a

dark night or in fog, up any of the dozens of creeks, known

locally as rythes, across the saltings and away to some

romantic-sounding hideaway like Brandy Hole Lane, which is

now in a favoured residential suburb of Chichester. There

is a gruesome story about the Crown & Anchor at Dell Quay:

17th century smugglers are reouted to have hanged five

Customs men and hidden their bodies in the cellar. Apart

from the "Norfolk', the police boat which patrols constantly

against modern smugglers, there were only a few fishing

boats motoring quietly along on the calm water. Many sea-

birds were making a great noise in Nutbourne Marshes Nature

Reserve, on the saltings off Cobnor Point. Different kinds

of gull, mallard, tern and other species which only an

ornithologist would distinguish easily. A solitary heron

settled on the mud in a stately manner. The common

-2-



cormorant (or shag?) occupied their usual perches on

the withies.

The breeze almost died after an hour and we had quite a

battle against the flood, beating in short tacks in the

shallows at the sides of the channels. To little avail:

we passed the same withy seven times. Eventually a light

land breeze sprang up and, with the flood stream

slackening, we were able to reach Pilsey Island by 0100

on the 12th - three miles in five hours. This anchorage,

although smaller than East Head, is in some ways better

as the streams are much weaker; also, there is a patch

of shingle at East llead which makes doubtful holding

ground for a lighter anchor. Unlike East Hlead, Pilsey

has only vestigial sand dunes, but there is adequate

cover for calls of nature. The island is a promontory

of Thorney Island for most of the time, but is cut off

at HWS and can reduce to a narrow horse-shoe shape only

a few metres wide, like two recurved spits joined

together. As it was late and the night was fine we did

not think it worthwhile to rig the tent, so slept al

fresco under the starlit sky.

After the short night we made a leisurely start the next

morning, emerging into the Solent at 1100. The stream

was just beginning to set to westward and, with a south-

westerly force 3, we planned to work as far as convenient

westward on the port tack and beat to a suitable harbour

in the late afternoon. We had arranged to meet two

friends at Yarmouth when we arrived there.

The day was mainly sunny and we made good progress along

the mainland side, past Hayling Island with its beaches

heavily defended with groynes against the longshore drift,

then Southsea and Gosport. We sailed across the Bramble

Bank is shorter seas with the water falling, and across the
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western approach channel to Southampton Water at its

narrowest point. The wind then freshened and backed to

southerly, enabling us to cross to the island side on

the same tack. Soon afterwards we overtook the "Groote

Beer", a beautiful Dutch Botter, with gleaming white

hull in generous curves, gleaming varnished lee-boards,

curly gaff, 4-metre burgee and a bear carved on the

rudder stock, all either brand-new or else lovingly

restored at Groote expense, however, the coach-house

was fitted with windows in polished plate glass with

ground bevelled edges-not quite authentic?

Between Cowes and Newtown Creek there is a measured

distance of 8,145 feet between the transits of two pairs

of marks on the shore, so we timed ourselves: one and

1/3 sea-miles, approximately, in 13 minutes = 6 knots,

helped by a 2-knot stream.

We reached Yarmouth at 1445, making 24 sea-miles in

under four hours, quite an improvement on the previous

evening. It is necessary to look out for the ferry when

approaching Yarmouth though, when it is in, the

superstructure can easily be seen west of the Castle

platform. Mooring for keel boats here is on trots of

piles, but the Harbourmaster directed us to the pontoon

where tenders are left, and we had a quiet night. We

were not charged harbour dues. Dinghies, it would seem,

are invisible.

The castle was built by Henry VIII to defend Yarmouth

and the western end of the Solent. It is maintained in

excellent order by the Department of the Environment.

A booklet and exhibition describe a number of similar

fortifications along the Solent. This castle is one of

the best-preserved, and one can readily visualise the

daily life of the garrison.
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The little cove in Freshwater Bay where our friends

were staying is narrow and picturesque. A few small

fishing boats lie on moorings in the west corner. It

is exposed to southerly winds but would be an easy

landing in moderate conditions, though difficult to

get a Wayfarer up the beach as the shore is fairly

steep-to all round, with a pronounced storm beach

above the high water mark. There was almost no swash

zone. The ground is shingle.

On Tuesday the 13th July we set sail for Christchurch

at 1030 in a south-west force 5 to 6 under main and

working jib, having to reef immediately outside the

harbour. Even reefed we could do no more than work

across on a reach to Keyhaven Marshes, and we were soon

wet and cold and were quite glad to get under the lee

of Hurst Castle Spit. Keyhaven dries, but we arrived

about two hours before high water and beat up the channel

marked by small spherical starboard hand buoys in black

and white segments. We were most hospitably received at

Keyhaven Yacht Club and offered hot showers. The

members were interested in our cruise, and a little

surprised, we thought. Surely this kind of trip has by

now become unremarkable. Our Silva compasses and

reefing claw were noted, also the Pilot.

By 1600 the wind had lessened, so we set off for

Christchurch. The course, north of the Shingles, gave

us a mile of flat water as the tide had fallen by now

and the seas were breaking over the banks. We were too

far inshore to be helped very much by the fair tide,

but the shelter was welcome. We passed the Barton Cliffs,

where a rapid recession, up to a metre per year, of

Tertiary gravels underlain by clay, has yielded the

material which forms the Shingles and Hurst Spit.
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On the shore about a mile north of the entrance to

Mudeford/Christchurch there is a large white sphere on

a pedestal, like an enormous golf ball on a tee. The

entrance is a dog-leg to the left, as golfers would say,

a channel about 250 metres long. The inner part is only

about 30 metres wide and is known as The Run. The channel

is buoyed, and its position at the outer end changes

from time to time. In The Run the ebb is "a veritable

torrent" according to the Pilot, and we arrived at about

half ebb, near to springs.

In the outer part of the channel we observed a curious

phenomenon. We continued to make progress over the ground,

albeit very slowly because of the ebb, but the water was

fairly sluicing past, giving the impression that the boat

was suddenly sailing much faster through the water than

it had been in the open sea. The explanation seems to be

that the channel was quite shallow, so that the drag of

the bottom produced a big velocity gradient relative to

the depth. The boat reacted mainly to the deeper water,

the hull being convex, but the surface water flowed

much faster and that was what we noticed. When we turned

to port into The Run we had to beat and could make no

more headway, so we landed on the south-east shore and

the skipper towed the boat in with the "canal pull."

The rivers Stour and Hampshire Avon flow into the harbour

and their salmon are returning at this time of year. Twelve

men, we learned, are licensed to fish for them. They work

in The Run in pairs, using the Seine method. A net about

50 metres long and two metres wide, with floats on one

edge and sinkers on the other, is piled into a boat. One

man stands on the shore holding one end of the net, while

his mate rows round in a circle downstream, i.e with the

ebb, towards the sea, paying out the net into the water,

and back to the shore. The net is then drawn in from both
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ends. We saw one handsome fish landed after four or five

tries. Salmon, mackerel and other locally-caught fish are

sold from a stall on Haven Quay on the Mudeford side, so

we had fresh mackerel that evening, which was delicious

fried and sprinkled with lemon juice.

Mudeford Harbour lives up to its name, but there is a sandy

shore on the east side, behind the beach chalets, and we

anchored there. It was a very convenient place because,

in addition to the flat, uncluttered bottom and good

holding ground, there are a public convenience, telephone for

the forecast and a shop selling fresh milk and bread. The

ferry moors to a pontoon nearby and, for quietness, we

should have been above it, but we did not realise that

until we had the sails stowed and the tent rigged. We then

tried to beat up beyond the pontoon on the genoa, but the

windage of the tent and the ebb defeated us.

In the early evening we walked up Hengistbury Head. This

is quite Conspic. in profile from the east or west at sea,

but is flat-topped and can be dark and Inconspic. from the

south in some lights. It is a site of special scientific

interest and has a variety of prehistoric remains (also

mostly Inconspic. to the untrained eye). It is under

severe pressure from the feet of visitors, as it is weakly

cemented. The bounding cliffs are unstable. The Hengistbury

Beds contain ironstone, which was worked briefly about a

century ago. Before the last war a concrete groyne was

built at the southern tip to protect the head from further

erosion. The hard ironstone ledge extends under the water

to the south-east towards the Christchurch Ledge port hand

buoy.
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Wednesday the 14th July was squally with intermittent

rain, so we walked to Christchurch and looked round

the town, priory and castle.

By Thursday the 15th July the weather had improved,

so we set out for Poole. It was the same wind so we

had to beat all the way, reefed again, and the eight

miles took nearly five hours. Not a pleasant passage,

especially for the crew. The seas were steep and we

undoubtedly took longer than necessary by pointing

too high. This leg convinced us that, for such a

voyage, it is essential to have a substantial pump,

mounted so that it can easily be moved to the windward

side when tacking. We had only a little plastic

tubular pump, costing about £3, which was dangerously

useless at sea.

After heaving to for pumping and baling several times

we reached Poole at 1530 during the stand of tide

between the two high waters. The deep channel from the

south-east is buoyed but, as the water was up, we sailed

in from the east, there being a number of other boats

around and only one patch of broken water to avoid.

There is a car ferry with chains across the narrowest

part of the entrance. We anchored just inside behind

South Haven Point, reviving our spirits and curing

mild hypothlermia with hot soup at the cafd.

The cormmercial port of Poole is on the north side of the

harbour, the southern part being quite shtallow ancd having

several islands of various sizes, which makes for

interesting exploring in a dinghy. The islands are all

privately owned, as is the south shore, but we took

advice from the instructor of the sailing school and

found a nice patch of greensward at Gold Point, evidently

5much used for barbecues, and we camped ashore that night.
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The holding ground was excellent, being mud, but with

seaweed as well as some man-made rubbish in it.

On the morning of Friday the 16th July we beat past

the N.A.T.O. pontoons and up the Frome to Wareham. The

river is very like the Ant and Bure of the north Broads,

being narrow and lined with reeds, though the tidal range

is much greater. There are plenty of withies and even a

dinghyshould not go outside them unless it is near high

water. We had an altercation with the driver (sic) of a

river cruiser, who did not yield an inch, though he

could easily have done so, and nut us on the mud.

On the way we passed a river cliff, which gives character

to the rather flat and ill-defined land to the south.

The Frome, and its neighbour the Piddle which flows past

Wareham, are the headwaters of the old Solent River,

which existed several thousand years ago when the Isle

of Wight was part of the mainland, and the Solent was its

estuary. We had followed the course of this river almost

exactly.

The low bridge at Wareham forms the limit of navigation.

We moored in the reeds just downstream. Wareham is a very

pleasant town. It still has its town walls and is, even

by English standards, long in history. We took the

opportunity to re-stock, as it was the first time we

had been conveniently close to some shops for a few days.

In the afternoon we went by bus t:o Swanage and walked part

of the Dorset Coastal Path. This leads along steep

Jurassic cliffs and affords fine views of the Dancing

Ledges and the tide race off St. Alban's Head. Round

to the north are Old Htarry and his Wife (or rather, her

g-9-
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U ~~remains), chalk stacks detached from the mainland in

fairly recent times, which complement the Needles on

I ~~the other side of the bay and are part of the same band

of chalk which runs across the south side of the Isle

I ~~of Wight, ending at Culver Cliff by Bembridge.

It was a hot, hazy, sultry day, and the distant banging

from the gunnery ranges at Lulworth might have been a

thunderstorm approaching.

That night the boom tent was tested. We got back from

I ~~the pub just as the heavens opened. After twenty minutes

there was a fine spray inside but no leak, though the

proofing spattered a little on our gear. The next

morning the dryers at the laundrette were taken over

by a Scoutmaster with 70 sleeping bags and 140 blankets.

It falls on the just and the unjust....

The remainder of our voyage was much easier because weI ~ ~did not go any further to windward. We had a gentle run

back to Brownsea Island on Saturday the 17th July. This

I is ~by far the largest island in Poole Harbour, and is

owned by the National Trust, who look after the castle

I ~~and various exotic birds: Chinese pheasants, peacocks

and others. There is a sea-bird sanctuary on the north

side. The island is also one of the last refuges of the

red squirrel. It is heavily wooded, and the glades for

the most part have a natural appearance. The central

plateau is a meadow, and was used for the first Scout

camp under Baden-Powell. There are low cliffs to the

south. We were there late in the afternoon and most of

the other visitors had left, so the whole place was

quite peaceful.

We had intended to lie at anchor that night near the

harbour entrance, ready to leave the next morning, but
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at 1900 Christine suggested running back to Mudeford.

With a force 2 on the quarter we made it in 2½ hours,

cooking and eating supper on the way. A red sunset. The

sea was flat, with many fishing boats out for the night

in Bournemouth Bay. What a contrast with the outward

passage.

"Now came still evening on, and twilight grey

IHad in her sober livery all things clad."

It was low water when we reached Mudeford, and we crept

up to our previous anchorage just before the wind died.

On Sunday morning the 18th July the wind had freshened

to force 5 again but, as it was still in the south-west,

we had no qualms about setting out for the Solent. We

crossed the Needles Channel by the SW Shingles buoy and

made a brief ddtour to examine the Needles more closely

than is convenient from the land. Their bedding planes

are nearly vertical, in contrast to Old Harry where they

are approximately horizontal. We sailed past Alum Bay

with its coloured sand cliffs, Totland Bay and Colwell

Bay, and back into the Solent, planing now and again

down the steepening seas. Keeping to the island side, we

continued past Yarmouth and into Newtown Creek for lunch.

The entrance is easy, though there is a rocky shoal on

the west side, marked by the Hamstead Ledge buoy. There

were many boats inside, lying at anchor or on moorings

supervised by the National Trust who own the area. One

might spend quite a long time here as the channel branches

and at the top of the tide a Wayfarer could go nearly

two miles up from the entrance in several directions.

Newtown was the capital of the island in the Mi.ddle Ages

but is now only a hamlet, though it still has a town hall.
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In the afternoon we reached across to Beaulieu River.

3We entered by Needs Oar Point via the narrow buoyed

swatchway which cuts off the mud and sand spit a mile

up the estuary, and beat up hard against the ebb: the

wind, fresh and squally, seemed to have veered NW and

was funnelled by the oak-lined sides of the valley. A

beautiful place, with Fawley refineries cuite out of

sight though only three miles away.

At Buckler's Hard, two miles upstream, the Agamemnon

Boatyard has a long history of building the wooden walls

of England, including first-rate ships of the line. The

Agamemnon (64 guns) fought at Trafalgar and is said to

have been Nelson's favourite ship. Not knowing its

draught, we wondered how even the empty hulk could have

been taken down to the sea, as the river is not very

wide opposite the Hard, but the question was partly

answered when the water was down and the steep sides

of the channel uncovered, indicating a depth in the

middle of about 7 metres at HWS. In any case, the river

and its bar are known to be much shallower nowadays due

to silting.

Most of the wood for the walls came from the New Forest,

about 2,000 mature trees being needed for a large ship.

The branches of Quercus Robjr were important to the old

shipwrights because they kink through a right angle in

growing, enabling very strong knees for stiffening the

frame to be cut from the solid wood, preserving the

continuity of the grain around the bend. These and many

other interesting nautical matters are well explained

and displayed at Lord Montague's Maritime Musoum. It

is rather expensive but worth visiting. You get a

discount if you have come by boat, but we did not

discover that until after we had paid.
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The Master BUilder's House is now an hotel and restaurant.

The street of 18th century houses leading down to the Hard

has been carefully restored and makes an attractive vista.

We were directed to moor to the pontoon where the river

cruisers tie up, and this was a noisy berth into the small

hours because of a discotheque. The mooring was expensive

as well. Dinghies are not invisible here!

It was still windy in the evening, with some classic

"mares' tail" cirrus clouds indicating an approaching warm

front and unsettled conditions. Looking back, we can hardly

believe that this was the summer of the Great Drought.

Our time was beginning to run out but, with the wind still

quartering, we thought we could make Chichester in two more

days without anxiety. We had an uneventful run to Portsmouth

on Monday the 19th July, passing some bulk carriers anchored

east of the Bramble Bank, their high sides deflecting the

wind more than we had expected. The ebb is strong in the

narrow entrance to Portsmouth, but we arrived during the

late flood. There is a counter-current at the sides of the

entrance which can help you in against the ebb. Portsmouth

is supposed to have over a hundred miles of shoreline, and

certainly there is a great deal to look at although you are

forbidden to approach the Naval Base and Dockyard on the

east side. The "Victory" is in dry dock there, but we did

not have time to go over her. The hulk of the wooden frigate

"Foudroyant" is moored up the harbour, looking rather

curious, the beautiful lines of her hull contrasting with

some ugly, shack-like accommodation added on her top deck.

It seemed amazing that she could still be afloat after

about 150 years. The "Britannia" was in for maintenance,

her purple hawsers reflected in the water making a

striking picture.
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We moored for the night at the Hardway Sailing Club on

the introduction of a friend who is a memrber. In the

evening we were introduced to "Winchman's Oil", a potent

blend of brandy and Lovage, the soubriquet, however,,

suggesting keel boats rather than Wayfarers.

For our last day, Tuesday the 20th July, the forecast

was bad: wind SW 6 gusting 7, with rain. Much discussion

in the clubhouse. It would have been prudent to stay ashore,

but we felt pressed for time. After some hesitation we

decided to run to Chichester on genoa alone.

We sponged the boat dry and lashed everything down with

elaborate care, even the boom, with as much weight aft

as possible: we had not travelled light and the bow tank

was full of gear. We forgot to put the flares in our

pockets but left them in the stern locker, so we could

never have used them as we should not have dared to

remove the hatch cover in such conditions.

We could see only keel boats outside, apart from ourselves.

The seas were about two metres high and fairly steep,

possibly beginning to shoal, and moving ENE, so that we

had to work offshore to avoid the surf. Fortunately the

water became relatively flat at intervals, enabling us

to reach out 50 to 100 metres at a time, otherwise we

should have had to try to sail out close-hauled across

the seas. The crests were breaking only occasionally and,

as we were going at about the speed of the waves, we had

many long planes. We were slightly pooped once, and

broached once but without going over. We considered

putting into Langstone, which has an easier entrance than

Chichester, the bar being narrower north/south.

-14-



By this time, however, we were more confident of

maintaining stability, though we still felt anxious

about Chichester bar. On approaching the beacon we were

relieved to see a fleet of.dinghies with rescue boat in

attendance and a helicopter and fixed-wing aircraft

overhead. The boats appeared to be in some difficulty and,

when we got closer, it was evident that a squall, which

we had not felt, had knocked several of them down. Two

or three were running in on jib, two under jury rig with

masts bent and another, dismasted, was being towed. We

found out afterwards that it was the European '505'

Championship fleet, so we had crossed the bar in good

company.

Chichester bar is considered to be bad even as bars go,

very shallow: part can uncover at lowest low water,

shifting, nearly 200 metres wide at its narrowest, the

prevailing wind onshore and an exceptionally strong ebb

at springs. We knew all this, we had capsized there the

previous autumn at half ebb, though at least we did not

have to contend with that now. We also knew that we

could not stand off, we were committed-once we had

passed Langstone. So we gybed the genoa and stormed in,

the sheet of spray from our bow looking 50 metres across.

The deepest place is half a cable east of the beacon (or

whatever that may be in metres). A dinghy can have a

longer crossing than a keel boat because of the need to

sail by the waves rather than on the course indicated by

the leading marks. The seas were desperately steep but,

after a cable or so, they flattened out and we had made

it: home were the sailors, home from the sea.

We had lunch on the deserted beach at East Head, and

were well content to run gently up Bosham Channel in

the afternoon.


