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With thanky

- to the Clvde Cruising Club for permission to reproduce
chartlets from their indispensib[e Sailing Directions

-to our families for tolerating our eccentricities.

With apologies to Derek Cooper for lifting some cartoons from
his fascinating book 'The Road to the Isles.'
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Big dark blue seas rolled under our quarter. There was nothing
between us and Iceland to hinder them. A crisp north-west wind blew
us along at a steady five or six knots. The startling clarity that
had followed the early drizzle showed the whole of the northern
seaboard, from Cape Wrath, now a faint blur, to Dunnet Head. It was
the kind of day when cumulus landfall clouds form over coastlines,I ~betraying the presence of distant shores. Thus, we could 'see' the
Orkneys; and , we thought, even the Shetlands. We couldn't believe
our luck in having such conditions to travel along a stretch of the

coast that might only be traversed once in a sailing lifetime.

Though it was less than five days since we had left Weymouth, it

seemed much longer.

We had left Pat's house at 1700 the previous Friday and driven
through the night to Skye. The consolation for an all-night drive to
Scotland is being on the Road to the Isles by the early morning.
Many travellers going towards Skye see nothing but sheeting rain and
driving mist but if you are lucky, as we were, you get panoramas
like those on the photo opposite.

H ~Saturday 26 May PLOCTOM TO CROWLIM ISLES

I ~After calling briefly at Kyle of Loch Alsh, we followed the coast
road to Plocton and reached the village at about 0930.

We had debated our starting place. The purpose of our trip was
the accomplishment of the fourth section of Pat's epic voyage, The
Slowest Circumnavigation of Britain Ever. At the end of the thirdI ~section, two years previously, he had reached Badachro, a village on
Gairloch about twenty five miles N of Plocton. We thought this might
be a tricky place to get back to when picking up the car and
trailer, so we opted for Plocton. This is conveniently placed at the
end of the Inverness to Kyle railway line, one of the Great Railway
Journeys of the World, Doing the trip this way meant I would be
retracing as far as Loch Laxford the route I had sailed soloI ~eighteen months previously, but that was no great hardship. With two
in the boat, and given a fair breeze, we hoped to reach the Laxford
area in a couple of days.

Plocton is a delightful place, sheltered and snug from prevailing S
and W winds. It seems to have sufficient popularity with holiday-
makers to support various useful facilities, but even at a bank
holiday weekend it was not overcrowded. We wandered into the Buttery
for a snack that became a fairly substantial lunch.

I 'Pat' I'd said, during one of the beery evenings at his house that
masqueraded as planning meetings, 'we've got to plan for rough
weather on this trip. This time we really are going to have to cut

the weight down. No tins. No canned beer. Plenty of lightweight
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I ~foods like pasta and bulgar and we'll make do with a working load of
three gallons of water'.

'Right' he'd replied 'It'll be alpine assault style'.

As 'Sea Thrift' lurched soggily down the rough slip into Plocton
* ~Bay, it was clear that once again we had totally failed to
* ~approach that Holy Grail of dinghy cruising, a lightly laden

boat. In fact I really was worried that the trolley axles were
* ~going to collapse. The fault was mine, largely because when
* ~provisioning I had thought a trip into the wilds of Sutherland

and Caithness required enough food to be packed sustain us for
two weeks away from the fleshpots of the shore. It didn't turn
out like that at all.

There was so little wind that saner mortals would have thrown in
their lot with the holiday-makers for the rest of the day and laid
into the ice-cream and the home-made cakes back in the Buttery. But
we were made of sterner stuff and were going to put a few miles

* ~under the keel even if we had to row them.

'Sea Thrift' was launched on a falling tide at 1345 and anchored off
briefly while we noted the 1355 shipping forecast. We set of f atI ~1400 into Loch Carron on an afternoon that was pleasantly warm
rather than hot, with the lightest of breezes from the SW. We
watched our first seals basking on the skerries that lie off Plocton
Bay. Visibility was good and the sky carried the kind of cirrus that
meteorology books tell you heralds an early depression. They would
have been wrong, but we were happy enough at the sight because we
wanted a good south-westerly.

We had hoped to reach South Rona that evening; or, with a good brisk
wind, even Badachro. But beating into light winds isn't 'SeaI ~Thrift's strong suit at any time and certainly not when freshly
laden for a long trip. As the wind veered and headed us at the end
of the Applecross peninsular our chances of going further than the
Crowlins seemed to be receding fast. We went south of these islands
and stood on for a while towards Raasay, still hoping for a fresher
breeze. This detour was rewarded by the sighting of a solitary
porpoise, but by 1800 we were still only level with the top of theI ~Crowlins and, seeing no porpoise in staying at sea any longer, we
called it a day and bore away towards the N entrance. We amused
ourselves after this rather quiet start by entering through theI ~sound between the N island and the W island, which the pilot
forbids. With one of us conning the boat from the foredeck, rocky
hazards could easily be seen in the clear water.

I ~We anchored at the far S end of the narrow sound between the main
islands. A few seals investigated us from a careful distance.

IH~aving had no sleep the previous night we both felt pretty tired so
turned in after a light snack of tomato soup, sardines on toast and
slices of Annie's Sticky Tea Bread.
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Sunday 27 May CROWLIN TO BADACHRO

There are many tasks on board in which Pat's seafaring skills
exceed mine, but waking up for the early forecast isn't one of
them, so this little job falls to me. It was another fine day,
but the prediction of 'variable 3' for the Hebrides did not augur
well for progress. A glance out of the tent window at 0600
confirmed complete stillness outside, so I returned to sleep for
a while longer. We struck tent at 1100, by which time a very light
wind had set in. Annoyingly, this was still from the N end of the
channel. As it was near high water the bar at the S end of the
anchorage had covered so we glided away in this direction and gained
another small satisfaction in leaving by a route denied to all keel
boats.

A pleasant slow beat up the Inner Sound against the light NNE
wind gave us plenty of time to savour fine views of the Skye and
mainland mountains which surrounded us. It was pleasant being
able to sail in shirtsleeves and without oilies, but we had in
mind all the time the possibility that the slow moving high
pressure system over the North Sea which was responsible for the
continued good weather might carry on blocking the fronts that by
now should have been giving us passage-making southerly winds.

There was insufficient time to go into one of the anchorages at
Acarseid Mhor on S Rona for lunch but I wanted to show Pat the
interesting E coast of this island so we extended our tack to take
us through Caol Rona, the channel between Rona and the N edge of
Raasay. We were unable to get through before the wind died away
completely and with a small adverse tide we were forced to turn on
the auxiliary propulsion.

We were not afraid of a little bladework. Still fresh in our minds
was our magnificent performance in the Wayfarer Round the Isle of
Wight Time Trial only two weeks before when, in windless conditions,
Pat, Chris Matthews and I had taken our boat from last in the fleet
of 27 to 6th at the finish by sheer muscle power. Pat volunteered to
do the first stint, so I retired below for a nap.

About half way up the E coast of Rona Pat spotted a small yacht
approaching us from the SW, under motor. Close by, the skipper
hailed and offered a tow. We had little hesitation in accepting. It
was already 1830 and Badachro lay a further 14 miles to the NE.
Pat explained that he would have felt bound to decline the offer
had we been N of Badachro, but as his trip did not really start
until we left Gairloch, he successfully persuaded himself, and
me, that a lift here did not count as assistance on any part of
his main route.

The yacht was 'Effie', a Westerly Konsort, out of Badachro on a
day sail to Skye. Her owners were John Corbyn and his wife, who
had retired to live in Gairloch. They had on board their
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daughter, son-in-law and two small children. We took it in
turns, one to stay in and steer 'Sea Thrift' under the tow and
the other go aboard the yacht. We had a pleasant and interesting
couple of hours conversation with our hosts, during which time no
breath of wind returned to ruffle the surface of the sea. We had
been lucky, for had we not made the lightly-considered choice of
going the longer way around Rona, we would probably have rowed on
all night and stayed at sea. As it turned out, we saw only one other
yacht under way during the whole of the remainder of our trip.

Arriving at the anchorage behind Horrisdale Island at 2115, we now
felt in urgent need of refreshment. I had some mail to hand deliver
for a colleague to the landlord of the Badachro Inn. Pat was
looking out for lain Thompson, who runs the local West Highland
Marine Centre and who had some time previously agreed to act as the
contact person for Wayfarer cruising in the area. We guessed he

* ~might be there in also.

To save anchoring of f and inflating the rubber dinghy, we rowed
'Sea Thrift' over to the quay, which is alongside the entrance toI ~the Badachro river. There was only a gentle flow of water and by
adjusting bow and stern warps we made the boat lie comfortably
just off the quayside without the use of fenders.

The Badachro Inn is conveniently situated right on the waterfront,
only yards from the quay. lain was in a corner of the bar. He
introduced us to Donny, who worked for him as the skipper of the

Marine Centre's charter yacht 'Isle Maree', a Taliga 30.

Danny was an interesting chap. Born at Loch Roag, on the W shoreI ~of Lewis, he had been a professional seaman and, more recently,
an oil rig worker. He clearly knew the waters of the W coast
intimately and had a mixed regard for the various kinds ofI ~parties that chartered his services with the yacht. We got the
impression that what he called the yuppie types, who tried to
give him instructions on where to go and what to do, got a pretty
rough ride and ended up hanging over the lee rail sooner rather than

later.

Closing time came and we agreed to continue our discussions backI ~on the 'Isle Maree', with a few more cans and some food. Their
contribution to the food looked disturbing; a large bundle of
what seemed to be stewing steak, which minutes before had beenI ~thrust into lain's hand by his diminutive Mum; and a carrier bag
full of rather horrid looking things called Pot Noodles. We were
both distinctly apprehensive at this; though I had never eaten a Pot
Noodle I suspected I could easily develop an aversion to them; and
Pat is vegetarian. We therefore made a firm suggestion for vegetable
curry and raided our food locker for fresh supplies. By about 0130
we were settling down to large helpings of steaming curry and rice,I ~washed down by imprudent quantities of canned beer, all to the
accompaniment of Gaelic folk music on the wall to wall stereo that
was only one part of the yacht's extensive electronics equipment. ByI ~0230 we had accepted the invitation to spend what remained of the
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night on board, had got our sleeping gear and dossed down in odd
corners.

Monday 28 May : Badachro to Badcall Bay

I was woken at 0800 by a tapping on the hull next to my bunk in the
forepeak. 'Sea Thrift', on a long line, had swung around the yacht
and was now reminding me that it was time to throw off our thick
heads and be away.

A breeze sprang up as we sat in 'Sea Thrift' and ate a breakfast
bowl of muesli. It seemed to be more or less from the desired
southerly direction. This was good news and confirmed the
forecast, which had been pretty inaccurate for the past couple of
days.

The major headlands on this part of the coast are Rubha Reidh
and Stoer Point. We hoped to have sufficient wind to clear them
in a single day's run. Both are subject to heavy seas and so must be
taken on a fair tide. We planned therefore to call at the Summer
Isles and wait there until it was the right time to leave for Stoer
Point.

We cast off the 'Isle Maree' at 0915 and left Donny busily chopping
up his vast heap of stewing steak. lain was still fast asleep.

The wind picked up as we left the anchorage and soon we were broad
reaching in a SE F4 . The fine weather had made us careless of the
need for oilies and we again set off in shirtsleeves but we soon
needed to heave-to in the shelter of Longa Island and prepare
ourselves for more serious sailing. The stretch of coast before
Rudha Reidh (pronounced 'Roo - Ray') is rather boring, so we amused
ourselves by composing variants on a theme of The Drunken Sailor
('Roo - Ray and up she rises'), some of which were Roo-dha than
others.

There were fine views looking backwards over the stern, towards
the giant Torridon mountains.

Roo - Ray was reached at 1100 and we swung around it at good speed
on the last of the NE going tide, the wind still a steady SE F4.

Visibility had become poor during the morning and we had
difficulty in sighting the Summer Isles from the headland. As we
passed Greenstone Point I mentioned to Pat that Gruinard Island
had recently been declared free of anthrax so that landing was
now permitted. I suggested that visiting an island that had been
prohibited territory for nearly fifty years would be full of
interest, but Pat showed no enthusiasm for the project.

We arrived at the Summer Isles at 1400 and spent an hour or so
just slowly sailing around them. There were no other boats there;
we had the whole archipelago to ourselves. The water was
completely clear and we could see passing beneath the hull the
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I ~continuous transition between sand, weed and rock. There was a
sense of utter tranquillity to the islands and as we quietly
stole into the anchorage at Eileen na Salle I regretted the
inevitability of disturbing a heron standing motionless by the
far side of the pool.

Before stretching out for a nap on the floorboards we discussed the
next stage of the passage. We reckoned that the wind was strong
enough to give us an average of five knots up the nest sixteen mile
stretch to Stoer Point. The tide would turn in our favour at theI ~headland at 2000 so we planned to leave at about 1700. In
anticipation of a late finish to the day, we then turned in and

* ~slept for a couple of hours.

By the time I shook Pat awake at the appointed time the wind had
slackened to about F3 and a steady drizzle had set in. I had
promised Pat fabulous mountain views on this section but all we got
was steady rain and a queasy stomach in the lumpy quartering sea.
'Sea Thrift' doesn't boast her own down wind go-faster equipment,
but I had been impressed by how Pat's kite had given us fabulousI ~speed hour after hour on our return trip from Alderney to Weymouth
the previous summer and had agreed to give it boat-room. So up it
went, to give us a bit more oompf to cross the wide expanse of Enard
Bay.

Ever so gradually the shape of Stoer Head and its lighthouse
hardened up out of the mist. As we approached the wind freshened,
as it will at such places, so we dropped the kite and continued
under full main and genoa. Making a good speed now, and getting
an increasing lift from the tide as we approached, we reached theI ~headland at 2100. We sailed in fairly close so as to get a good
view of the Old Man, an imposing rock pinnacle about half a mile
short of the Point. Last time I had been here I had stood wellI ~out, wary of the tidal race. This time, in less wind, we were
able to sail quite close in and could clearly see the face on the
Old Man as we passed. This was the first of several such
impressive detached pinnacles that we were.to sail close by
during our travels.

Rounding the headland, we altered course from a point E of N to twoI ~points N of E as we headed for the Badcall Islands. Visibility
continued to worsen so we set the compass, which is detachable
and normally lives in a mount under the sidedeck, then checked

our heading in case the murk descended completely.

Aiming to round both the major headlands in one day was a fairly
srnt.Bcmnbeihewaalasapsiiiy Thcosbold plan which depended for its success on favourable winds of good

of Enard Bay is strewn with rocks and rocky islands and is
definitely not a place to go night sailing in poor visibility. ThereI ~are~ few shelters easy of access and none of them are lit. The good
anchorages, such as Loch Nedd and Loch Ardbhair were well of f our
track and some distance from Stoer. Both would have meant a closeI ~reach to get there, followed by a long beat in, probably in
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I ~darkness. Badcall Bay, ten miles from Stoer, was on a reach but has
an intriguing passage into it, as the pilot chart well indicates.
I reminded Pat that at the end of our first big sail of the trip we
should expect to be rewarded with a sporting finish.

Meall Mor and Meall Beag, a pair of islands half way to Hadcall, are
large and were easy to identify. We left them half a mile to
starboard, the wind increasing rather than falling away. The key to
the entrance to the anchorage is identifying Ox Rock, a rather low
lying feature that would be easy enough to find in daylight. It wasI ~now 2300 and we were hurtling along in the gathering gloom (no
lingering Scottish summer dusk on this particular day) , still under
full sail. A feeling that we would normally have reefed wasI ~outweighed by our keenness to get into the anchorage that was
somewhere amidst all the rocks, only a couple of miles away.

The entrance was further complicated by other points of unchartedI ~interest.
* ~'What the hell's that 1

'I think it's a fish farm'

*'C 'hrist -bear away quick'

When we were reasonably confident that we had counted the right
number of islands to port, we turned due N into the outer anchorage
and could then see a couple of yacht masts above the rocky spit
that protected the inner. A final gybe and we were heading into
shelter. The last hazard was a fishing net strung right across

the pool.

The yachts were clearly local boats and unattended, so we had the
anchorage to ourselves. Down went the hook at the end of a long
and eventful day, with eleven hours at sea and fifty three miles
covered, not to mention a sporting finish. It seemed that the

*t~rip had got of f to a good start.

The same could not be said of my cooking that night. Forgetting that
I had packed a Hot-Can for just such a late arrival, we made someI ~soup and Pat said he thought he could remember a quick and tasty
recipe which involved mashed potato, fried onions and cheese. In a
futile weight-saving effort I had packed 'Smash' instead of potatoesI ~and our attempts to judge the relative quantities of powder and
water were a dismal failure. Even so, we wolf ed down the resulting
slop without complaint, while listening to the 0033 forecast.
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Tuesday 29 May: Badcall Bay to Loch Eriboll

The stretch N to Cape Wrath was one of the key legs on the trip and
one of its two major psychological hurdles; the other being the
Pentland Firth. Though neither should present real difficultiesI ~in reasonable conditions, we knew that either of these obstacles
could, in a bad mood, produce seas quite beyond the capabilities
of even a Wayfarer. The pilot has the following words of
encouragement for those contemplating taking a look around the

Great care must be taken when planning a passage
round this major headland. It is totally exposed
to the N and W and frequently subject to very strong
winds which build up a huge and dangerous sea in aI ~~very short time. Even in calm weather a large ocean
swell is often present.... No attempt should be made

* ~~to round the Cape in unsettled weather.

Once a yacht has left Loch Inchard she is committed
to a long and exposed passage until she reaches LochI ~~Eriboll on the N coast.'

and just to add spice to the adventure:

I ' ~A MOD Firing Practice Area extends 5 miles off
shore E of Cape Wrath ... '1

I ~To be sure of making a swift passage it was necessary to get our
timings spot on, but it might also be necessary to wait for the
right conditions. We could easily wait half the holiday for
these, but we trusted in our luck.

The morning forecast showed that luck was still running strongly
with us. SW 4 or 5; fair; good. An ideal forecast. The decision to
go for it straight away was quickly made and despite our late finish
the previous night we were packed up and ready by 1015. In deference
to the long and exposed passage we prepared a stack of sandwiches,I ~biscuits, fruit and an assortment of tasty nibbles from the huge
larder that is the aft locker. Up to now we had tended to raid the
locker while under way, but we thought this might not be the day forI ~opening the rear buoyancy while at sea....so we put it all in
the dry-bag.

A word about dry stowage. When cruising a Wayfarer offshore it isI ~best to assume that on any passage all that is not stored in either
the aft or forward lockers will become totally covered with
seawater, or rainwater, or a mixture of both. It does not alwaysI ~happen, but is best to assume that it will. A variety of means are
available to protect from saturation those items that need to be
available during the day. The simplest means are always the best. On

this trip we used large BDHs for toolkit, radio receiver, handheld
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VHF transmitter, EPIRB and flares and purpose made epoxy-coated
wooden boxes for navaids (pilots, 0/S maps, tidal atlases etc) and
my non-waterproof SLR camera. Binoculars must be totally waterproof
and live out in the open ready for use (though it is best to try to
keep the lenses and eyepieces shielded because seawater smears and
quickly ruins the field of view). Similarly, a small non-SLR
waterproof camera which can rough it in the open is a bonus. We
carried the NIKON W/AF which gives good results and, thus far, has
survived my clumsinesses. You can carry these round your neck all
the time, but I find that only adds to my existing slight stoop.

We used, for the first time, proper heavyweight 'dry-bags' for spare
clothing, food and odd bits and pieces. Dry-bags work. We recommend
their use. What is needed now is some development of the basic good
idea to provide anchorage points, rucksack-style straps and perhaps
even a made-to-measure service so that you can order the bag to
fit its allotted place in a particular boat.

What we have failed to solve to date is the problem of keeping
charts dry. Those who like to sail in company over the Whitsun Bank
Holiday with a few thousand other boats can do so on the S coast,
where demand justifies the production of the Stanford ALLWEATHER
chart, an excellent waterproof, tearproof and generally bomb-proof
product. Those of us who prefer to sail in solitude on the N coast
of Scotland must resign ourselves to the fact that only the
Admiralty produce charts of this area and that demand is said to be
quite small . Anyone who has found a usable, reliable, waterproof
chart case at a reasonable price, which does not crack up and start
to leak after a few weeks use - please let us know.

Anyway; back to Cape Wrath. The tide would turn against us at the
Cape at around 1600. It was about 22 miles from Badcall so, leaving
at 1030, we reckoned on rounding it with a reasonable margin. We
would need to carefully review progress when reaching the committal
point at, or near, Loch Inchard.

It was an overcast day as we sailed out from the Badcall anchorage,
taking a rather unorthodox route through the rocks now that we could
see them properly. The wind was indeed in the SW, about 4, with a
rather uncomfortable sea state.

The first feature of interest on the coast to the N is Handa Island,
which lies just offshore and is about a mile and a half wide in each
direction. The tall sea cliffs of Old Red Sandstone on its W edge
give a home to thousands of seabirds. The whole of the island is a
nature reserve and a bird sanctuary. The tide runs fairly strongly
in the inner passage so we took this, in the hope of a bit of a lift
and a smooth water interlude. This worked well , with interesting
scenery as an added bonus.

Although there are many species to be observed on the island, that
most often seen at this time of the year is the Common Twitcher,
Barbouris_Vugar~is, easily recognised by its dull waxy-green plumage
(a brown collar on mature adults) and lighter green legs. Sure
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enough, we had several sightings as we passed through the sound.
Indeed. a small flock of Barbouris were perched on a small boat seen
unloading at a pretty beach on the SE corner of the island.

Leaving the sound, Pat spotted a dolphin ahead of us - I was too
slow to see it. It seemed a good omen.

We sailed on past the entrances to Loch Laxford (where I had hauled
out on my last trip to these parts) and Loch Inchard, which is the
last place of shelter on the W coast. A few miles further on are the
broad sands of Oldshoremore. From here on we were both on a totally
new stretch of coast. Going on in anything of a breeze from SE
through to SW one quickly becomes committed to the passage around
the Cape, for the is no further shelter. A Wayfarer might be able to
beach and haul up in offshore winds at Sandwood Bay, a beautiful
expanse of sand about half way between Inchard and the Cape, if its
crew were really desperate. It looked interesting but then I'm a
sucker for big white beaches on which to land Wayfarers (preferably
someone else's).

By the 1400 forecast we were about level with Sandwood; and Am Baig,
a big rock a mile or so offshore. I'm slightly ashamed to admit that
we didn't actually have a chart for this bit of coast and were
working from a 1" Ordnance Survey map of Sutherland. However, we
were fairly confident that there were no more rocks of any
significance until we came to the N coast section and we did have
a chart for that bit. We had our lunchtime sandwiches (cheese and
lettuce; yeast pate and lettuce - very tasty) plus chunks of
Annie's Home Made Sticky Tea Bread, and took stock.

The wind seemed still firmly in the SW and was giving us 5 knots or
so, and we had a bit of tide. The sea state seemed OK. The forecast
gave SW , veering W, 4 or 5, occasionally 6: good visibility. We
were unlikely to get a better chance and agreed without any
hesitation to carry on.

Shortly afterwards, when looking out towards Lewis, we saw we
were not alone on the sea; a large two masted sailing vessel was
making its way from the Outer Isles towards Cape Wrath. A quick
visual check indicated it was roughly on a convergence course
with us. Looking back up the coast - another ship; it was
getting crowded up here. This one was moving purposefully due S
and looked like a fishing trawler. As it came abeam of us we saw
it was flying a 'diver down' signal flag. The ship was making
about ten knots so it had to be a pretty fit diver. A smart
looking boat though, as the photo indicates.

Reading the pilot again, we learned that 'Wrath' , rather than being
named after angry seas, derives from the Norse word 'Harfv', meaning
a turning point. This was reassuring.

It was indeed a turning point. Both of us had spent many hours, on
this and other voyages, looking E for mainland Scotland. There are
few places in Britain that have true N coasts of any length: we were
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going to enjoy 70 miles or so of this one. We were, er ... sure of
that. I dug out the cameras to record the moment when the northern
seaboard came into view for the first time.

We both had similar thoughts in mind at this time; we were having a
good sail, the slight anxiety of being in this place keeping us on
our mettle. But we had only about 15 miles to go before the shelter
of Loch Eriboll. What must Frank and his crew have been thinking,
twenty seven years previously, with the best part of six hundred
miles to sail to reach Iceland ? Actually being off Cape Wrath
gives conjecture of this sort its proper perspective.

Meanwhile, the big yacht off to port of us was now quite close. This
was fine by us; of all places to meet another sailing vessel on the
lonely seas off Scotland, this was as good a place as anywhere. Pat
was at the helm, so I took a few photographs to landward and then we
turned our attention to the yacht.

It was a ketch; green hull, about 40 feet, cutter rigged. It looked
like a steel boat. We were indeed on a collision course, but we
held it until we were close enough for Pat to hail the crew. The
wind had got up a quite a bit and he had to shout quite hard.

"Do .. you .. come .. here .. often .. ?

It was only when we received a Gallic shrug and the reply

" Non, eez mah furst tahm !"

that we noticed the tricolour flying at the stern, and the small
courtesy ensign.

The yacht's name was 'Dulcimer'. We gybed 90 degrees to starboard
and sailed alongside. The northern coast had come into view,
headland after headland, stretching into the distance. After looking
at my watch I logged our personal 'Harvf'. The time was 1500, to the
second.

It was now blowing too hard to do much communicating, even by
shouting. We gesticulated that we had taken some photos of their
boat as we approached, so if they could tell us their address in
France, we'd send them a print.

'Dulcimer' seemed to be crewed by a young couple. The bloke wrote
out a note, but even with our boom practically in his cockpit it was
impossible to throw or pass it across. We were sailing fast - seven
knots by his instruments - and finding it difficult not to run on
ahead. 'Sea Thrift' was revelling in the conditions and wanted to
get up onto the plane and race away. In the excitement of rounding
the Cape and making the meeting we had scarcely noticed how the wind
had veered and increased. Having had our bit of fun, we decided it
was now time to be prudent and, for the first time on the trip,
reduce sail. Peeling off to starboard, we luffed up and hove-to
shouting " Au'voir; Bon Voyage" as 'Dulcimer' sailed on, making a
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course slightly to the N of ours. Actually, I think Pat's farewell
was 'Arrivaderci' but, what the hell, we're all in the Common Market
together.

Having put in our reef and rolled in a bit of jib we could relax and
appreciate to the full in the crystal clear conditions the sight of
this magnificent craggy coastline as we broad reached past the
entrance to Kyle of Durness. We had no inclination to go into this
treacherous indentation in the coast: people have come to grief in
there before. Taking out the Clyde CC pilot for the N and E coasts
for the first time we discussed possible places to put in for the
night.

In the enjoyment of our brief moment of camaraderie on the high
seas we had forgotten to check whether the firing range was in
use, but no-one seemed to be shooting at us.

The two contenders for a stop-over were Rispond, a small drying
harbour right at the entrance to Loch Eriboll; and Skullomie, on the
E shore of the next loch, The Kyle of Tongue. We opted for Rispond.
It had a good write-up ('completely sheltered') and was only about
15 miles from Wrath. Both of us felt like the indulgence of an early
night.

There is much of interest on this stretch of coast for those
(probably rather few) boats with the time and inclination to explore
it. Just short of Eriboll is the beautiful broad white expanse of
Sango Bay; a little further on, a deep cleft in the cliff with the
intriguing name of Pocan Smoo. (I fancied a boat sticker: "I've
moored in Pocan Smoo').

The best harbours are those totally invisible from the sea. Rispond
is such a place. You would not guess it was there, though the
couple of small boats lying to their moorings in the small bay
outside gave us the clue without which we would probably have
tromped on past.

We had run before the wind for several hours and now felt the weight
of it again as we turned to beat towards the shelter of the tiny
finger of water that remained in the harbour. Stepping over the side
we waded 'Sea Thrift' the last few yards and, at 1740, let her
ground for the night on a stone free patch of sand.

Rispond harbour is only about 50 feet wide, with a small quay and a
single house. A few small fishing boats were dried out alongside but
otherwise it was deserted. After putting out a shore line, a bower
and a kedge to hold us over our chosen spot, we went ashore. Both of
us felt the need for a bit of a walk up the hill. Apart from a very
brief call at the pub at Badachro we had not set foot on land since
leaving Plocton the previous Saturday lunchtime.

Back at the boat, we rolled the tent over half of the cockpit and
celebrated an early night by cooking a leisurely meal - curried
vegetables, served with bulgar and roasted mixed nuts; all fresh
ingredients of course.
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Wednesday 30 May: Loch Eriboll to Stromness

The alarm woke me for the early forecast at 0550. The gloom in the
tent and the taut cotton of the walls told me what the day was likeI ~even before I lifted the window blind to confirm the worst. Drizzle
and mist. The previous evening we could see for forty miles; now it
was not possible to see across the loch. This was not an encouragingI ~start to a day which we planned to spend negotiating a notoriously
inhospitable lee coastline, but we carried on with our preparations
and by about 0900 were relieved to see a band of clear sky appear to
the W, over the top of the hill behind the harbour.

Three quarters of an hour later the incoming tide had floated us
of f. We took in the last warp and ran gently out of the harbour

towards the headland on the opposite shore.

By 1045 we were of f Whiten Head, sailing in exhilarating conditionsI ~with a steady E4 on the quarter and 'Sea Thrift' surging forward on
a big oceanic swell that had built up since the previous evening. We
gave the coast an offing of several miles, partly to minimise theI ~dog-leg effect if we should later decide change course and head
straight for Orkney. It was the kind of day when cumulus landfall
clouds build over the coast, betraying the presence of distant
shores. Thus we could 'see' the Orkneys and, we thought, even the

Shetlands.

Our plan was to reach Strathy Point, a headland roughly half wayI ~along the N coast, then review progress and decide whether to go
on to Scrabster or head straight for Hoy Sound. Conditions were
perfect for the crossing to Orkney and we had few worries aboutI ~getting there; the problem was getting into the Sound when we
arrived. Tidal flows into and out of Scapa Flow are pretty
fierce, so that even on our small scale chart Hoy Sound was
covered in little squiggly lines, which mean 'here be races.' As
usual the Admiralty and the Clyde Cruising Club couldn't agree
just when the water would be released from the bathtub, but even
taking the more optimistic assessment, we would be bound to meet
an adverse tide for several hours after our anticipated arrival

The E side of Strathy Point is a line of cliffs running straight for
about two miles. In the bright sunlight, these would be in shadow,
so we plotted the direction line they gave and prepared to take a
bearing on Dounreay power station. Say what you like about fast
breeder reactors, they give you a fine point for a fix on a clear
day. The fix at 1340 put us exactly two miles N of the headland. We
stood on our course until after the midday forecast, but we had
already made the decision to head for Hoy. The forecast was fine;
more of the NW wind for long enough to get us there. Having plotted
a course of OSOa',Mag, we luf fed up on to a reach and set out on the

thirty-odd mile crossing.
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From this point, half way along, we were able to see the whole of
the N coast, from the now distant blur of Cape Wrath to the low
shape of Stroma, the island a few miles to the NW of Duncansby Head,
the next of our turning points. We just couldn't believe our luck in
having such a day on which to complete this critical leg of the
trip, but it was true enough and we were certainly going to make the
most of it.

Before long a shape materialised under the landfall clouds that
indicated the Orkney coastline. Encouragingly, it was dead on our
course. A glance at the chart showed the laconic description of the
land to the S of Hoy Sound: 'cliff (290)'. Two hundred and ninety
metres is nearly a thousand feet: quite a cliff.

You can look in vain in the tidal diamonds of the Admiralty chart
for a rate in the Firth exceeding three and a half knots, but that
didn't fool us. One of the distinct advantages of the route we were
now taking is that it steers you well clear of the nasty narrow bits
where the Atlantic tries to get into the North Sea and back again
every twelve hours. The nastiest bit of all, so the pilot tells you,
is the race, called the Merry Men of Mey, that forms on the ebb
right across the Firth from the S shore of Hoy to St John's Point on
the mainland. The name conjured up an image of a grinning gang of
ruffians, indiscriminately clobbering anyone that strayed into their
path , rather like the Droogs in 'A Clockwork Orange'. Funny what
you think about during all those long hours at the helm, isn't it 2

We inched our way across what I suggested were the approaches to the
Pentland Firth. Pat quite correctly dismissed the idea and pointed
out that before the tide could sweep us helplessly into the clutches
of the Merry Men of Mey, it would be pushing us back the other way.
A perfect three point fix at 1600 put us thirteen and a half miles
from Strathy and twenty two and a half miles from Hoy Sound. The
wind was starting to go light and it was not until 1900 that we
arrived at the entrance to Hoy Sound. Our course had taken us within
two miles of The Old Man of Hoy, which stands very nearly on the
westernmost part of the Orkney group.

This detached sandstone pillar, the tallest sea stack in the British
Isles, has been made famous by the exploits of those few climbers
who have defied its aggressive spitting seabirds and scrabbled their
way up its crumbling ledges. The canniest of these made sure the TV
cameras were there to record their remarkable exploit. Reading a
'tell all' climber's book a few years after the broadcast, I learnt
that the heroes seen snuggling into their bivvy bags as night fell,
half way up the sheer face, in fact promptly abseiled off as soon as
the camera stopped rolling, and spent the night more comfortably
ashore. More recently, I heard that the Old Man was recently climbed
by a couple of pensioners on holiday. Plus ca change.

We had no immediate plans to scale this pinnacle but I had rather
hoped to have made a detour and sailed right up underneath it.
However, priorities change during a long sea passage ; by the time
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* ~we approached we had covered over fifty miles during the day and the
lumpy sea was starting to make me feel a bit queasy. I settled for a
couple of camera shots, holding the tele-photo as steadily as I
could , before we turned our attention to the problem of avoiding
having to stay bobbing about in the entrance to Scapa Flow for
the next four hours.

I ~The wind had gone very light - no more than F2 - but was still W/NW,
dead astern. The ebb tide was roaring out of the main channel
between Mainland and the island of Graemsay; we could see lots ofI ~white water in the race. Pat was willing to give it a go but I was
anything but keen. While we were discussing the options 'Sea Thrift'
continued to make slow but steady progress towards the island,
probably under the influence of an eddy from the main stream,
forcing us eventually to make a decision one way or another. The
smaller channel between Graemsay and the Hoy shore was supposed to
be out of bounds: shoal, with a large reef in the middle and aI ~semi-submerged blockade ship standing prominently in the centre of
the narrowest part. But it didn't appear to have a tide race spewing
out to seaward. The more we looked at it, the more this Hobson's

Choice appeared to be ideal Wayfarer territory.

It was touch and go for about twenty minutes as the boat ever so
slowly stemmed the tide. Passing across the bows of the sunkenH ~freighter, glowing red rust in the sun, we felt her check and
thought she must be swept backwards and out again. Just as we
reached for the oars, the wind puffed briefly and we were through.

We were now consigned to a long detour around the island in order to
reach Stromness, but there were no further difficulties in the
smooth waters and we could just lay the entrance on one long final

Our.good progress during the day had come to a grinding halt at Hoy
Sound, just as we had suspected it might. Although we had arrived
off the mighty cliff of Kame Head at. 1900, we did not pass the wreck
until 2045 and it was a further hour before we entered Stromness
Harbour.

It was Pat's sharp eyes that spotted 'Dulcimer', lying alongside in
the fish dock. The couple on board had seen us coming in and were
waving: in a matter of minutes we were tied up alongside and
introducing ourselves to Olivier and Anne Vennier, with whom we
had had the brief meeting at sea two days previously. They
immediately offered-us a berth on board for the night and we were
happy to accept their kind hospitality. Pat hared of f Into the
town in search of fish and chips, while I looked around the yacht
and learned something of the ambitious travels of its owners.

Olivier looked to me to be in his mid to late thirties; his wifeI ~rather younger. He had built the boat, a 40 feet steel ketch, ten
years previously to his own design. The interior was as un-yachty as
you can imagine; lots of stained softwood panelling and an

unpretentious lived-in atmosphere throughout. And they certainly



had travelled. I didn't grasp the exact the exact sequence but
they had spent a number of years in both South and North America,
had rounded the Horn, visited the Galapagos Islands and done much
else besides. This year they had set out, only a couple of weeks
previously, from St. Malo, calling at Milford Haven and one or
two other ports before reaching the Hebrides. They had gone into
Stornaway but had unluckily chosen Sunday for their visit. The
rest we knew about (except that they had spent Monday night in
the Kyle of Tongue while we were in Eriboll). The following day,
with a S wind forecast, they planned to head on N to the
Shetlands before crossing the North Sea to spend the remainder of
the summer and next winter in Norway. I think we both felt more
than a twinge of envy; but they had made the effort to create
such a life for themselves and all credit to them. Olivier wasn't
very precise about how they supported themselves. It was fairly
clear that they lived frugally and we got the impression they
both had 'portable' skills which could be used to earn whenever
the chance arose.

We wrote our addresses in their visitors' book and took theirs, with
a view to exchanging photographs in due course.
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N ~Thursday 31 May: Stromness

* ~We were pleased with our progress and now planned to have a day or
two's shore leave to see something of the Orkneys. I knew from
talking to Hannah and Andy Hetherington (who had recently toured the

islands by tandem) what an interesting place it was.

We rose at about 0700 as our hosts wanted to make an early start soa
as to make the most of the light southerly wind. We rowed 'Sea
Thrift' into the outer harbour while 'Dulcimer' hoisted sail and
slowly beat down Hamna Voe towards Scapa Flow.

Having found what we hoped was a safe anchorage among the small boat
moorings near the top of the harbour, we inflated our rubber dinghy

* ~and rowed ashore to inspect the town.

Stromness exceeded our expectations. It is the perfect place for a
couple of grubby dinghy cruisers to put up for a while. I enjoyI ~places where it is a pleasure simply to wander along the main
street. Fowey, my (adopted) home town, is one such place; and
Stromness is another. It caters very well, in a discreet way, for
its summer influx. on the quay is a large and helpfully staffed
visitors' centre . This provided plenty of ideas for our stay.
Our provisional plan had been to take a ferry to Hoy and walk
over to the hills to the Old Man ; but a ferry timetable on theI ~door revealed that this was the first day of the summer service.
The larger ferry, in use during summer months, had left half an
hour ago. We therefore retreated to theI ~cafe/restaurant/launderette, conveniently situated only yards
from our landing place, where we hoist in some immoderately sized
cream cakes while starting the Great Postcard Saga and re-

planning the day.

It's hard to keep a couple of fit young men down. Deprived of the
chance of stretching our legs over the hills of Hoy, we opted forI ~the ten-speed mountain bikes made available by Mrs Brown at 'Brown's
Independent Youth Hostel'; which, like everything else in Stromness,
was just a few yards away along the main street.

The extremely helpful Mrs Brown assumed we would want to see
something of the tombs, ancient villages and other pre-historicalI ~sites for which Orkney is renowned. We thought this sounded
interesting and acquiesced at the idea, though neither of us is
an ancient monument buff and we had only the haziest notion of
the riches scattered so liberally around these islands. Mrs Brown
lent us an 0/S map, wheeled out a pair of purposeful-looking
black mountain bikes, and explained which sites were within reach
on a day's run. It seemed that ten speeds are necessary because
the Orkney hills, though not steep, are long. We thought the way
she said this suggested under-statement, and we were right.

Pat and I are old hands at cycling around islands on hired bikes. We
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had risked life and limb whizzing around Alderney the previous
summer on some really worn-out machines. Mrs Brown's bikes looked in
better condition, but after a few miles they too revealed the
effects of long hard use. Suffice to say that, although on this
occasion we nearly attempted more than we could accomplish, we
eventually arrived back at Stromness , exceedingly saddle sore and
in that state of interior dampness that is only produced by cycling
uphill in heavy rain while clad in a full set of oilskins.
Nevertheless, despite the arrival of bad weather later in the
evening, we had a really interesting day and returned much better
informed. Every site is displayed in such a way that even totally
ignorant visitors, such as ourselves, could quickly grasp its
significance. The high-spot of any such tour of Orkney's archaeology
must be the tiny prehistoric village at Scara Brae, huddling low
down on the shore of the island; the oldest evidence of civilisation
in western Europe.

We ate that evening at the 'Orkney Glass', a small restaurant
converted from an isolated private house, perched high on the hill
overlooking Scara Brae. (It is as well that its proprietor
advertises it at the visitors' centre: no-one would ever come upon
it by chance). It boasts the only view of the Old Man from a
dwelling, but that assumes a clear day. By the time we arrived the
mist was down and the pinnacle had disappeared from view.

The ever-informative Mrs Brown told us later that the owner of the
'Orkney Glass' was a ferry-looper.

"a what?"

"A ferry-looper - someone who comes over to Orkney on the ferry as a
visitor and ends up staying here"

So now we knew. I have to admit there were times on Orkney when you
could get a glimmer of how people become ferry-loopers. (But that,
of course, is before one has spent a winter there).

... but only visible on a clear day
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Friday 1 June :Hay

We slept well after our cycling exertions, but made sure of
catching the morning ferry to Hoy. The 'Jessie Ellen' left
Stromness quay at about nine 'clock, carrying a mixed bunch of
passengers. Amongst the local people there were a few walkers
such as ourselves, a couple of cyclists, and a small flock of
Barbouris who immediately settled on the upper deck and could be
seen swivelling this way and that throughout the half-hour
passage.

Retracing the route we had taken coming into Stromness, the
'Jessie Ellen' took us across the Sound of Hoy and around the
island of Graemsay, passing close by our old friend, the rusting
hulk.

Though Hoy is a hilly rather than mountainous place, the cliffs
that line its western side are truly spectacular. The mightiest
edge of all is the Kame of Hoy, which guards the entrance to
Scapa Flow and drops a sheer 1t00 feet into the sea.

The path from the ferry pier took us up and across a gently
inclining pass between the northernmost hills and down to the
tiny hamlet of Rackwick. From here a steep path ascends to the
top of the line of cliffs that lead, after a couple more miles, to
the small promontory overlooking the Old Man himself. The distance
from the ferry pier by this route is about seven miles. There is
time to walk there and back, with a halt for lunch, but not too much
to spare.

As we clambered up the hillside, we were surprised to see behind
us a bobbing helmet and the handlebars of a bicycle. Yes, it was
- the Lone Biker. Having failed the previous day to ascend even
modest slopes without being obliged to dismount, we were very
impressed with this chap's fortitude. It was true that the 50 degree
slope had forced him to dismount also, but the way he slung his
steed over his shoulder and pressed on was an example to us all.
Unfortunately, he rather spoilt his image by taking a tumble on the
level path at the top of the cliff, with the result that we arrived
at the Old Man some time before him.

We ate our lunch in company with a small group of walkers, most
of whom had crossed with us on the ferry, but had arrived at the
cliff by sundry different routes. After a half hour or so, the
raincloud which had been hovering indecisively over the Pentland
Firth decided to deny us all the enjoyment of a dry stroll back to
the pier.

We decided to walk back over the top, rather than around, the hill
and in doing so discovered that the local skua population have
chosen that hill for their ground-level nests. We knew that we had
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no intention of stealing their eggs, or molesting little skuas, but
the ferocity with which the adult birds dived bombed us for about
twenty minutes indicated they weren't convinced of this.

There is only one ferry trip a day in each direction, so you have
to make sure of getting back to the pier by half past four;
otherwise you've a cold night ahead of you. Despite a brisk walk,
the pouring rain chilled us and we were glad on arrival back at
Stromness to be able to take advantage of Mrs Brown's offer of free
hot showers at the Youth Hostel.

Warm and sweet smelling, we took a bus into Kirkwall. Before the
trip, I had made a provisional arrangement to call on one of the
local part-time Pilots, McKie. I hoped to glean from him some
hints on crossing the Pentland Firth.

After meeting at the bus terminus, he took us to the Pilots'
office, which said 'oil money' loud and clear. A large first-floor
room, rather like an air-traffic control tower, looked out over
Shapinsay Sound. There was an impressive array of sophisticated
instruments. On the wall hung synoptic chart print-outs for the next
few days which indicated good winds for the following afternoon
about 20 knots, from the NW.

and his colleague very kindly let us have some photocopied pages
from a local large-scale tidal atlas for the Orkney and Pentland
area, which proved invaluable when planning the crossing.

After a meal at 'the pub with three names' (there isn't space here
to explain about this) we took the last bus back to Stromness.
Regrettably, we did not have time to look around the pink stone
cathedral of St Magnus.
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Saturday 2 June: Stromness to Wick

The early forecast confirmed what we had been told the previous
evening at the Pilots' office: NW 4/5, occ. 6.

After a couple of days ashore we were now anxious to take advantage
of neap tides to cross the Pentland Firth. The forecast was good
enough, and certainly better than either the brisk southerly that
had developed on Thursday or the rather wet and vague south-easterly
the previous day.

It was an overcast morning but visibility was quite good. The ebb in
the main part of the Firth did not start to run until 1430, so we
had time for a last row ashore. First call was the launderette
for some overdue washing, followed by more cakes at the adjoining
cafe. Then a visit to the grocery store for Serious Cruising
Essentials like plain chocolate hob-nob bars, the excellent home
baked bara-brith and other more mundane items. By 1100 we had
struck the tent and were accelerating out of the harbour, with
one reef and a following breeze.

Precise calculation of our tides was absolutely essential. Our plan
was to run down the W side of Scapa Flow to the anchorage at Long
Hope, between Hoy and South Walls, then wait for the right moment to
catch the last of the local stream which is still running W after
the main flow has started to run E. Using the W going eddy to ferry
glide into the middle of the Firth , we would attempt to avoid any
chance of being swept into the dangerous race off the mid-channel
island of Swona. We would then turn S and let the ebb whisk us SE
between Swona and Stroma, keeping clear of the race which forms
behind Stroma on the ebb, and well to the SW of the Pentland
Skerries.

So much for the plan. It worked well enough , though not before
giving us a couple of frights.

We were soon running dead downwind at six knots across Bring Deeps.
Ahead lay the flare stack at the Flotta oil terminal; beneath us,
part of the German Imperial Fleet, scuppered in 1918 and now a
mecca for divers. The presence of a couple of Martello towers
surprised us. Apparently fear of the French in the early part of the
last century had extended as far N as this.

Despite a clear line across Scapa Flow, Pat failed to raise Pentland
Coastguard on our handheld VHF. This seemed odd , as they were only
ten miles away. We wanted to make sure they knew what we were doing
(if only to make sure we were not inadvertently 'rescued' while
crossing the Firth), so resolved to try again later.

The last mile or so up to Long Hope turned into a stiff beat, with
the anchorage proving to have no shelter from the wind which whipped
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I ~down over the S side of Hoy. We put up the dodger and snuggled down
as best we could to eat our sandwich lunch and watch the last
patches of blue sky disappear as the cloud-base lowered and the
drizzle started.

At 1415 roused ourselves, had a very careful check over the boat,
pulled down the second reef, and with a small area of foresail
set out across the Firth. We passed between the light on Cantick
Head (the south-easterly extremity of Hoy) and the islet of
Switha at 1443. From here we were able to make ourselves heard at
the Coastguard. We duly reported our presence in the Firth and
our planned track.

The contrast with the smooth waters of Scapa Flow came soon enough.
First it was an area of only moderate disturbance, but quite quickly
we were into some very rough overfalls. It's difficult to be precise
about where this happened, but it was probably about a mile and a
half after rounding Cantick Head. Twice were we caught by big seas
which partially broke on board. Slight acrobatics to hold the boat
up were quickly followed by rapid pumping before the next one hit
us. Quite a bit of the second thumper found its way up Pat's sleeve,
and down his neck, which displeased him considerably.

E~~At this early stage of the crossing we were both worried about the
arithmetic of it all; you know you can survive such seas twice,
maybe twenty times, maybe even two hundred if they are reasonablyI ~regular; but sooner or later there will be a really big one.
Therefore, what we were most concerned with was whether it was going
to be like this all the way across, or whether we had just hit a
local rough patch, generated perhaps by the interaction of the eddy

with the true tide.

For this difficult section, I was glad to leave the helming of the

boat in Pat's safe hands.

To our considerable relief, our confidence that with the prevailing
weather conditions the Firth was perfectly sailable proved correct.
The overfalls died down and, although choppy enough to keep us on
our mettle, the rest of the crossing was free of further horrors.
Visibility was only poor to moderate, but the wind a reasonable 4/5,
on the quarter; soon we were able to make out the light on the N tip

The photo opposite, taken about half way across, gives the general
impression.

With visibility good enough to be able to make out both of the main
islands and Duncansby Head, route finding gave no difficulties.

Rounding Duncansby Head, the craggy NE corner of the mainland, would
normally have rated a small celebration in its own right; but this
time it served simply to mark the point at which we could be sure
that the crossing, about which we had been somewhat apprehensive,

had been accomplished. Our passage had taken about an hour and a
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half. The chart distance was 12 miles, so assuming a speed through
the water of about 4 knots, our average tidal stream must have been
about 4 knots. The maximum, during the swift section as we passed
between Stroma and Swona, was probably half as much again.

Before we turned the corner, we signed off with Pentland Coastguard.

The rain, which had been steady rather than torrential, now
increased. In the reduced visibility, we opted for a course which
kept within sight of a coast about which we had no pre-conceived
impressions and to which we had up to now given little thought.

Having no large-scale chart of the this area, we relied on the 0/S
map to help us distinguish the coastal features. It is not however a
coast to approach too closely. Rich in steep cliffs, bold headlands
and detached sea stacks, it would be a fine sail on a clear day with
time to stand and stare. I imagine that few cruising boats, whether
passing north or southwards, have the time to do so.

Five miles S of Duncansby Head, the coast begins a deep sweep
inland, culminating in the line of cliffs leading to Noss Head.
Although you see such a feature on the chart, it is easy in the mist
to lose the scale of the thing and we ( or rather I, as I was now on
the helm) must have stood further into this bay that I appreciated
at the time. We therefore approached Noss Head on port gybe. There
is a striking detached pillar not far from the head, and I had just
taken a photo of this when I noticed the foresail luffing.

"Pat, the genoa's 1.... the sentence remained incomplete as the
boom came crashing over, hitting me on the head and half toppling me
out of the boat. As we lurched to port, Pat started to try to grab
me, then (he said later) thought better of it; better to fish me out
of the water than have the whole boat tip over on us both.
Fortunately, I managed to recover before losing my balance
completely. It was as well that the day was cold enough to justify a
doubly-folded heavy woollen balaclava, which had taken the brunt
of the impact and save me from what could have been a nasty
crack.

It will teach me to mind the helm in future and stop taking
photographs!

Up to this point we had been undecided whether to go into Wick or
carry on to the small harbour at Lybster, ten miles or so further
on. The gybing incident convinced us to call it a (rainy) day and
make for the nearest, and only major, harbour on this part of the
coast; surely there would be consolation tea and buns to be found in
such a place?

Tea and buns we admittedly did find, but that was about all. Wick
is, no doubt, always a somewhat dreary place and no less so on a
wet Saturday afternoon. We sailed in through the outer and into
the inner fish dock, where we rafted up to the smallest boats we
could find. After making fast, it was straight ashore and along
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We paid our dues with some reluctance I



I ~the quayside where we found one the one redeeming feature of the
place, a dockside cafe where a couple of cheerful girls served us
sticky cakes and welcome steaming cuppas. Local kids occupied the

remaining tables, making cans of fizz serve out a dull afternoon.

On 'phoning home, Pat learned some news that was both good and bad:
he was required back in Dorset the following Thursday morning toI ~attend a job interview. This would certainly have the effect of
curtailing our trip - we were only half way through, and had not
planned to be back down south until Sunday. I wasn't particularlyI ~upset however, because we were already well ahead of our schedule
and had really only planned to reach Inverness; even this had seemed
optimistic during the planning stage. Going back early meant that at
least I could earn some Brownie points doing a bit of decorating.
Pat would have liked to bash on down the coast towards
Northumberland (while he had a captive 'crew'), but I had no
particular urge to do the E coast of Scotland. We agreed to cut the
corner off the Moray Firth and, rather than head for Inverness, sail
straight across to somewhere near Buckie.

A walk around the fish dock revealed nothing of interest to us;
there wasn't even a lavatory, or even a water tap that we could see.
What a dump. I was spoilt by years of quiet shores and the shelter
of tiny piers in deserted lochs. The irony is that the NE coast of
Scotland does have such places, it's just that they are harder to
locate, especially in poor weather; and many of them dry. I had
inadequately researched this part of the trip. Some months
afterwards I found a PBO of a year or two back which had an
excellent article detailing all the little fishing harbours3 ~hereabouts.

The ultimate indignity occurred after we had returned to the boat,
put up the tent and were making supper. A harbour officialI ~clambered across the rafted boats and demanded dues: £4.60!
Our protestations that we were such an insignificant little thing
as hardly to justify him turning out on such a foul night failed
to deflect him from the stern path of his duty. We were polite,

but paid with considerable lack of enthusiasm.

So the moral is, when going N, avoid Wick.

To compensate for these travails, and my somewhat sore head, we
cooked a splendid tea:

Hot Bara-brith and jam
Toast and pate
Spicy vegetables with pasta
Green salad with French dressing
mandarin oranges3 ~~~Chocolate.
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Sunday 3 June: Wick to Lybster

Sunday morning dawned just as wet and horrid as the day before, so
we voted to ignore it and turned over for some more sleep.
Eventually we had to admit that the prospect of staying in Wick on a
wet Sunday was even worse than having to get up, so we consoled
ourselves with some fortifying scrambled eggs before getting into
our gear and tackling that least pleasant of shipboard tasks, Taking
Down The Wet Tent, In The Rain.

This done, and 'Sea Thrift' made ready, we repaired ashore for a
final round of tea and buns. Then, tearing ourselves away from the
warmth of the cafe, we put to sea, passing the harbour entrance at
1300. Our intention was to reach Helmsdale, about 28 miles away.

Outside we found a lumpy sea and a big NE swell, no doubt generated
by the bad weather that had taken over in the past day or so.

After a couple of hours of wet and uncomfortable sailing, in a NW
breeze of fifteen to twenty knots, we decided to put in to Lybster
for a spot of lunch. Sandwiches and a flask of tea might as well be
taken in such shelter as comes to hand; and the little harbour of
Lybster (pron. Liebster apparently) was a half mile or so away on
the starboard hand.

The entrance is very narrow indeed. Pat tacked the boat in with
great skill, without any need for us to resort to the oars. Inside,
there were a few local fishing boats tied up to the quays and a
solitary small sailing boat; a tiny red sloop, no bigger than us.
This was called 'Jonathan' and wore a German ensign. We rafted up
alongside it and then wandered around for a bit before eating our
lunch on the sea wall.

Presently, the owner of 'Jonathan' returned to the harbour and
introduced himself. Martin, a recently graduated student, was
sailing alone on a shoestring budget but had set himself a bold
target - a circumnavigation of the British Isles and Ireland, before
returning to Germany. He had recently crossed the North Sea from
Schleswig Holstein to the Northumberland coast. His boat had a
small cabin, some ballast and a smaller sail area than ours,
which made it much slower than the Wayfarer. He reckoned to
average little more than two knots, whereas we had been sailing
at five. His crossing of the North Sea had taken seven days.

Having come across someone with whom we had so much in common, it
would have been unthinkable to have pushed on straight away, so we
scrapped the rest of the day's sail and made 'Sea Thrift' snug for
the evening.

Martin was not very well provided with pilotage details of the
Scottish coast, so he was glad of the chance to makes notes from our
books. We were also happy to pass on to him the tidal stream atlases
for the Orkneys and Shetlands provided by the Pilots in Kirkwall.



That night we prepared an Anglo-German Impromptu Small Boat Feast,
in which we provided the first courses and Martin the puddings.

- Malt Whiskey
Veg. Pate and Toast
Spicy Vegetables with Bulgar and NutsI. ~~Large Green and Mixed Bean Salad
Martin's Special Pudding with Rum, Raisins and Honey
German chocolate

Tea.

Some months later, while this log was being written up, we both had
cards from Martin to say he was safely home, but had 'only' reached

Larne, where he had laid his boat up for the winter.





Monday 4 June: Lybster to Findochty

This was almost certain to be our last sailing day, if we were to
have sufficient time to recover the car and trailer and travel back
down south together. The early forecast reinforced the feeling that
we needed to start across the Firth quite quickly: NW 5, becoming S
3/4; rain then showers; moderate to good.

The distance from Lybster to Buckie was 38 miles, so assuming 5
knots the crossing should take us seven to eight hours. Although we
would make our course for Buckie, we hoped to enter one of the
several smaller harbours that lie on either side of it.

Waving our goodbyes and good luck to Martin, we sailed out at 0930,
carrying a twin foresail rig. It was worth a try, but we could not
quite lay our course with both sails filling, so the genoa had to
come off before we re-rigged the roller genoa onto port side and
hauled up the main.

Given reasonable visibility, navigation in the Moray Firth is made
easy by the presence of three very large drilling platforms stuck
out near the middle. The position of these is charted, so a series
of bearings gave continuous position checks.

The first half of the crossing passed without problems. After about
a third of the distance we were treated to a fantastic dolphin
display. A large number - at least several dozen - crossed our track
about two or three hundred yards ahead of us. They were obviously
going somewhere, and quickly. Perhaps dolphin ocean telegraph had
passed word of a juicy shoal of fish towards Inverness.

Although the forecast threatened that the wind would go into the S
and ease, the afternoon brought heavy shower clouds and squally
conditions. The wind gradually increased and we double-reefed. As
the platforms fell astern and ceased to be useful markers of
position we started to look hard for a shoreward indication of
how close we were to our intended landfall. We had by now decided
to make for Findochty, which is the harbour to the E of Buckie.
The pilot gave it a good write-up and although it would be
towards low water when we arrived, we should be able to get in.
It was of course essential to close the coast up wind, which
meant identifying Buckie accurately. There is in fact some kind
of building behind the town which is visible a long way out to
sea. We saw this, but couldn't identify it as belonging to the
town, though we later learned that this is the mark to look for.

Once we had positively identified the town, and also what we
reckoned must be the harbour wall at Findochty, we bore away and
dropped the main. There was by now a character-building breeze,
about F6 we thought, and in the quite steep seas that this was
throwing up we were not happy about going dead downwind with even a
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double reefed main up. The reduction in speed gave us more time and
the chance to concentrate on planning our entrance. We had to haul
up the main again as we turned to starboard to make the last run in,
because if we judged it wrongly, or found there was insufficient
water there, we had to be able to quickly turn right about and get
out again.

The final entrance was truly exciting; big seas in the shallow
water, a lot of speed and a narrow enough passage in between an old
breakwater and some substantial rocks. A fine sporting finish to our
trip.

Once inside, we found Findochty a delightful harbour. Unlike Buckie,
which we learned is still entirely used by trawlers and would not
have welcomed us, the whole harbour is given over to recreational
boats and small local fishing vessels. The inner part has now been
dredged to accommodate pontoons, but these have been laid by the
local authority and we were not asked for any dues for the day and a
half we lay there.

There was activity in the harbour, in a quiet sort of way. Various
people were pottering away at their boats. We reckoned we had earned
ourselves a drink and, Findochty being that sort of place, we walked
j.ust a few steps to the harbourside pub ('The Admiral'), recently
created out of two terraced houses. Here it was clear that our
entry had not gone unnoticed; when asked how far along the coast
we'd come, there was a certain amount of disbelief at the notion
that we'd sailed across from Lybster. (No-one else was out that day,
not even the local fishermen). We found our drinks were on the
house, and indeed everything about Findochty spoke friendliness and
helpfulness. It would be exceedingly difficult to think of a better
place to end a cruise. True, there was no-where close at hand where
we could buy a meal, this being the pub's night off, but even this
was solved when we got back to the boat and fell into conversation
with John, the Hon Sec of the local Lifeboat. He insisted not only
on running us into Buckie and back to buy fish and chips, but took
us to his home to ring up bus and train enquiries so that we could
work out connections to get us to Inverness, and thence to Plocton,
the following day.
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Tuesday 5 June: Findochty to Plocton, and return

We were up early to catch the first bus to Inverness. Then the
wonderful train journey across the highlands on the line to Skye.
We reached Plocton at lunchtime, and had another pleasant meal in
the Buttery. Then hitch up for an uneventful drive back to the boat.
We had time to make a short detour into Findhorn.

And that's about all there is to note. The following day we had
the inevitable long drive back, though I stayed in Manchester for
a few days while Pat went onwards by train.

A trip to remember.
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