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DINGHY SAIL AROUND KENT - 1985 
 
 

Twenty young people aged 14-21 years using County equipment from Dover Water 
Sports Centre sailed right round Kent from Rye to Gillingham over four days during the middle of 
April. 

 
As people are now aware, this year is International Youth Year, so at Dover Water 

Sports Centre we decided to put on a special event to celebrate this fact.  With our usual gay abandon 
an event was thought of and away we went.  Well, that would be too easy: a gentle sail across the 
channel, camp the night and return after visiting foreign shores.   Well preliminary discussions with the 
Coastguards perched upon Langdon Cliffs Dover caused us to re-think the situation. Whether it was the 
adverse climate, the fact that snow was 2 - 3 feet deep all around, I am not quite sure, but the gist of the 
conversation was that in the Commanding Officer's opinion it was not quite the thing to do, with or 
without experts or the excuse of celebrating international Youth Year. 

 
So we started to re-think the situation, and came to conclusion that we were on the 

wrong lines anyway.  It was the local young people who would like a trip.  So the Round Kent Sail was 
devised.  It meant that with careful planning and management the trip could be performed for a greater 
number of people and with the added security that if there was a problem the rescue back-up would not 
be far away and foreign shipping navigation would not be put to the test. 



 
The trip was – as a hovercraft wou1d fly - approximately ninety miles, which we chose 

to split into four day trips: Rye - Folkstone - Broadstairs - Whitstable - Gillingham. The weather 
proved to be glorious if you are a sunbather, except the final day which blew somewhat.  The visibility 
fluctuated between four miles and twenty five yards, which helped keep us awake if nothing else. 

 
Choice or boats to be used was relatively an easy matter as was the provision of safety 

cover.  Without the assistance of Bob Brown, Roger Gabriel and Dwight Wood, supplying us with the 
invaluable extra safety cover of having a mobile shore support group and another inflatable, the trip 
could not have happened at all or been a success. 

 
 As the time of year chosen was not, on paper, likely to be the most welcoming, it was 

decided that each night the crews would be taken home in transport and brought to the boats, in the 
morning. 

 
This meant that if the weather was cold at least the crews would be able to warn 

themselves and have a decent bed at night. 
 
Because of this, the starts were bright and early with us arriving at the Centre for 

departure around 07.15 each day. 
 
At each stopping point separate arrangements had to be made for the safe keeping of 

the boats overnight.  Many thanks to those involved including Folkestone Motor Boat and Yacht Club, 
Broadstairs Sailing Club, Whitstable Youth Club and the Sailing Clubs which volunteered escorts, The 
Sheerness Sailing Club and the Medway Sailing Club. 

 
Now problems to be considered for day 1: total number of boats 7, total number of 

people = 23; transport = one elderly Landrover and one minibus (brand new).  So the day before, three 
boats were moved with the aid of a double trailer and both vehicles.  Day 1 began in earnest with 
everyone waiting at the Centre, champing at the bit at 0700 hours.  No problems, great!  All arrived at 
Rye and after much furious preparation crews launched boats, shore party waving us off with cameras 
clicking merrily. Suddenly from nowhere a loud hailer blares out: hold everything - a ship wishes to 
use the channel and it only just fits.  After this slight delay we were on our way, the two inflatables 
towing the five wayfarers full of people out to sea.  From then on it was plain sailing, the tide gently 
lifting us along towards Dungeness on such a warm morning that stripping off windproofs was the 
order of the day. 

 
At Dungeness our shore party called up on the radio to say how beautiful the dinghies 

looked against the sun with all their sails set and spinnakers adding to the colourful array of sails. 
 
The afternoon came and the boats were now sailing on a compass course as we decided 

to sail the shortest route across the bay from Dungeness to Folkestone -.meaning we were to be about 
four miles from the shore and the visibility was around the 2 - 3 mile mark. 

 
Progress was relatively slow as the wind was decreasing almost imperceptibly during 

the day.  We were finally forced to tow the dinghies into Folkestone as the tide had turned against us.  
Folkestone has a very pretty, sandy beach which, after the whole fleet had been hauled up its length, 
took on a nightmare status in one's mind as the boats seemed to get heavier and multiply.  Perhaps it 
was the sun, but it was our first lesson in teamwork, which was so invaluable for the rest of the week.  
Everyone apparently had thoroughly enjoyed themselves except for our faithful shore staff who had 
called up over the radio and arrived just before we landed with the trailer and trolleys and were 
experiencing the odd problem of punctured wheels and excess heat while waiting for us. 

 
Next morning dawned with a beautiful day again.  To my pleasant surprise after the 

previous very long day everyone was waiting but only one vehicle was ready to transport them - "Old 
faithful" the Landrover was there but our modern transit was proving that special safety cut-outs are al1 
well and good, if only someone knew they existed and could be reset.  Despite this minor delay away 
we went from Folkestone chased by a tug towing a marine barge.  The breeze on this occasion was a 
pleasant 3 but on the nose which meant the boats had to tack.  We called Dover Harbour Port Control 
to make them aware we were in the area.  As we passed the Harbour the visibility was becoming 



reduced and by the time we had passed both the Western and Eastern entrances with the Ferries 
steaming all around us, the Coast Guards were informed that five sailboards with escorts had passed, 
which made us chuckle somewhat. 

 
The wind had vanished completely by the time we were passing Deal and the boats 

were then towed for thirty-five minutes across Pegwell Bay during which time one of the inflatables 
dramatically let us know it was punctured and a temporary repair was required to complete the course.  
Presently, the wind came up and the boats set sail once again just in time to miss "The Sally Line" 
crossing our path as it made for Ramsgate. 

 
At this point Broadstairs Sailing Club called us to get an estimated time of arrival and 

to inform us that their facilities had been opened to welcome us into their picturesque harbour.  All the 
boats were stored here overnight. 

 
On yet another glorious morning we set sail from Broadstairs with the Coast Guards 

asking for visibility reports as apparently there was dense fog in places.  In our area at the time there 
was about two miles visibility. 

 
Very soon we rounded North Foreland and within a quarter of an hour all the boats 

were under tow.  The Fog had descended to around 25 yards visibility which meant we could lose boats 
if they were not tied together.  After much blaring of our fog horn and gentle creeping along the coast 
on a compass bearing we decided to head for the shore and I went ashore a little before Reculver to be 
greeted by a completely naked man who told us exactly where we were.  Our shore escort by this stage 
was at Reculver itself and was assuring us that the weather was wonderful there, which caused us some 
disbelief as where we were there may have been 50 yards visibility, and we were supposed to be within 
1 mile of each other.  We proceeded along the coast and behold! the world was not hidden by the 
dreaded fog. 

 
At this point one Wayfarer broke its rudder, how is still a mystery.  The crew wanted to 

sail without it but owing to the poor conditions had to be put in other dinghies, whilst the ailing dinghy 
was towed by one of the inflatables. 

 
The afternoon passed very pleasantly.  We were made very welcome in Whitstable 

Harbour where the Harbour Master and the Youth Worker Alan Perkins had arranged for the Fleet to 
be afloat overnight.  It was this evening that I began to realise how tired I had become when I dropped 
the -mooring lines at least twice, a small thing, but since they had to be retrieved from twenty feet 
below down vertical ladders the joke wore thin and comments of being in moron drive were heard. 

 
We still had time, despite these delays, to watch, in fascination, the video of our arrival 

which had been filmed by the Whitstable Youth Club. 
 
This now was the final day.  The weather had changed quite dramatically, turning 

chilly with a definite hint of rain. 
 
We were slightly delayed in our setting out by a broken shear pin on one of the 

engines, which had to be repaired.  We had to fight the weather and tide and the beat along the seaward 
side of the Isle of Sheppey seemed to last forever.  Once we had reached the turn into the mouth of the 
River Medway we picked up an escort from the Sheerness Sailing Club launch and the wind increased 
enabling the boats to sail far better, carrying spinnakers and a few wide-eyed crews as the wind gusted 
and the river became busy with freighters and ferries. 

 
The wind blasted up the river against the tide which had just turned as we entered the 

river from the Thames.  To reduce distance we went behind one of the Forts which was within two 
miles of our destination.  Time of arrival was rather important because of the tide but more especially 
because of the prevailing conditions of the wind and rain.  By this stage there was a chill in the weather 
which was making conditions grim.  Owing to some signalling misunderstanding between my brother 
and myself we nearly stopped the cruise at this point with Wayfarers careering around under 
spinnakers, and crews giving their opinions in precise terms until we sorted the situation out. 

 



On the final leg to the Strand, Gillingham, we were escorted uneventfully by the 
Medway Sailing Club launch. 

 
Much to our relief our sterling shore staff had arrived and unloaded trailers and trolleys 

and were very welcome with their help and assistance to the battle-weary bedraggled crews coming 
ashore. 

 
Since the trip the children who participated have expressed their eagerness to do 

another trip which is rather gratifying.  However, several things came to mind during and since and 
without the absolutely amazing effort and teamwork of the children and adults involved (many of 
whom had never met before), I certainly could not have taken on and completed the challenge to put 
youth afloat on water around our coast.  Also without the County's equipment from flares to 
compasses, dinghies to engines, inflatables to lifejackets, the project would have been extremely 
difficult if not impossible to put on. 
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