
Some Men in Three Boats
A Hebridean Wayfarer Cruise, June 2008

L-R, Spree Lady, Cockle, and Aeowen, camp-site beach, Arisaig

The idea was first put to me over a drink and some supper, appropriately enough in The 
Jolly Sailors in Brancaster, Norfolk, back in the winter. It would be a couple of weeks in 
early June; just three Wayfarers, with the possibility of sailing to the Outer Hebrides from 
a launching point on Skye, W Scotland. No fixed itinerary, just half a dozen like-minded 
people, happy to sleep on the floorboards of their 15'10” dinghy wherever each day's 

sailing may take them. Naturally I said I would 
love  to  go,  but  only  if  the  rest  of  the  family 
agreed, as it would be GCSE and A level time for 
our two children.

Six  months  on,  Chris  Codling,  my experienced 
and capable crew, was knocking at our front door 
one  Friday  evening  at  the  end  of  May,  having 
driven over from Norfolk after work with a car 
startlingly  heavy  with  kit  and  food  hurriedly 
gathered  together  in  readiness  for  our  journey 
north  the  following  day.  My  equally  large 
collection  of  bags  and  boxes  lay  more  or  less 
ready  on  the  kitchen  floor,  and  we  tried  to 
persuade ourselves that it would all fit in the boat 
somehow.
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Saturday 31st May

The following morning was bright and warm, and we were on the road by 09:30 with a 
full car and Cockle trailing quietly behind, bound for Arisaig, our revised launch site on 
the Scottish mainland. We had managed to squeeze everything in – into the car at least – 
having decided to leave one or two items behind, including the spinnaker (of which more 
later) and my lightweight sandals (what was I thinking?). The sun continued to shine as 
we made steady progress north, with just a couple of stops for coffee, to refuel the car, 
and for fish and chips in Fort William, before the last leg to Arisaig via some eccentric 
roadworks.  The  stunning  scenery  only  increased  our  sense  of  anticipation  of  the 
adventures we hoped would lay ahead of us.

Arriving at Gorten Sands camp-site at about 21:00 we soon spotted John Mellor sitting in 
his car next to his beautiful wooden Wayfarer,  Aeowen.  As the midges had started to 
emerge we lost little time in pitching our tents. Then out with the charts and pilot books, 
which we perused together over a plastic mug of wine, before turning in, the sun still 
setting despite the relatively late hour.

Sunday 1st June

When I woke next morning I was greeted by the sound of a cuckoo, and it looked to be a 
nice, bright morning. I glanced at my watch and discovered it  was 03:45, so back to 
sleep! Things are a little bit different this far north in summer time.

After breakfast we set 
about the lengthy task 
of  packing  the  gear 
and  food  into  the 
boats,  which  the 
camp-site  owner  had 
kindly  allowed  us  to 
launch  from  the 
adjacent  beach. 
Miraculously  Chris 
and  I  had  to  leave 
almost none of our kit 
behind in the car.

Would it all fit into the boat?

Ralph Roberts and Cedric Clarke were expected to arrive with Ralph’s boat Spree Lady 
during the  day,  having driven up from East  Anglia  overnight,  and as  Chris  logically 
pointed out, they would be unlikely to arrive very soon, as there would have been no 
point  in  breaking  the  journey  anywhere  near  Arisaig.  We  were  therefore  somewhat 
surprised when they duly arrived only an hour or so later, but with a fair wind and a rising 
tide it now started to look possible that we might be able to bring forward our departure 
to early evening rather than wait until the following morning. However, Matt Sharman, 
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the last member of our party, was still en route, but a quick phone call confirmed that he 
was at least in Scotland, and after a brief tour of the locality he eventually arrived at the 
camp-site at about 15:00.

An  hour  and  a  half  later,  having 
parked  the  cars  and  trailers  and 
taken  the  traditional  departure 
photos  (and  having  kindly  been 
presented with a printed copy of one 
of them moments later – thank you!) 
we set sail in sunshine with a fairly 
light  easterly  breeze  behind  us, 
broad-reaching towards the Point of 
Sleat  on  the  southern  tip  of  Skye, 
before  bearing  away  and  passing 
ahead  of  the  CalMac  ferry  which 
was returning to Mallaig. The wind 

initially increased in strength as we left the mainland behind us, before eventually falling 
lighter as we drew nearer to the island of Rum as the evening wore on. By now we were 
motoring (all three boats having outboards) and a brief discussion by VHF radio led to 
the decision to head for Kilmory Bay, an inviting-looking and suitably sheltered sandy 
beach.

Several hours had passed since high water, so our first task was to roll the boats above the 
HW mark using fenders, “Stonehenge-style”. The next priority was the tents, and then 
supper, during which a number of deer appeared, perfectly silhouetted on the western 
skyline above the bay. A lovely end to our first day.

The day’s GPS track (in yellow)                      Beach at Kilmory Bay, Rum, with Skye in background to N.
                                                                                 This is said to be HM the Queen’s favourite beach.

GPS data – 17.1 nautical miles covered, max speed 6.5 knots, 4h 03mins sailing time.
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Monday 2nd June

A reasonable night's sleep, although I was intermittently aware of the slowly advancing 
and then receding waves on the beach during the night, HW being about 05:00. There had 
also been rain on and off during the night, but it had cleared up by the time we got up at 
about 08:00. I discovered that I had forgotten to turn off the GPS overnight, so the first 
set of batteries was already quite low. Fortunately I had brought a number of spares, but 
resolved to more careful.

After breakfast and a quick look around the ruined houses at the eastern end of the beach, 
a combination of falling tide and hungry midges spurred us all on to re-pack the boats as 
quickly as possible. Naturally it was easier to roll the boats down to the water's edge than 
up from it the previous evening, and once we had put some distance between us and the 
beach the midges were no longer a problem. The wind was very light this morning, and 
after some slow sailing we resumed motoring, only to find the outboard reluctant to co-
operate (which is unusual, but fortunately seemed to be only temporary). Once well clear 
of the bay there seemed little point in persisting with the outboard until we had agreed on 
our destination for the day, so peace and quiet soon returned to the vicinity. During the 
morning a bank of cloud which had seemed to be building up from the direction of the 
mainland behind us gradually cleared back to leave a lovely sunny day.

Cedric had reported sighting a shoal of mackerel the previous afternoon, and Chris and I 
saw a  number  of  these  during  the 
morning.  In  fact  they  were  all  too 
easy  to  spot,  as  by  now  the  sea's 
surface  had  taken  on  an  oily 
smoothness which did not bode well 
for  our  progress.  All  three  boats 
drifted around in the warm sunshine, 
their  occupants  variously  fishing, 
sunbathing  and  occasionally  trying 
to persuade the sails to fill.

Fish feeding frenzy. The thin clouds gradually dispersed.

About a quarter of a mile off Rum we also encountered thousands of tiny, presumably 
juvenile purple-tinged jellyfish just below the surface of the water. There are numerous 
caves in the cliffs on the NW side of Rum, and the residual swell caused some weird 
sucking and gurgling sounds, which resonated eerily around the boats, as the sun climbed 
relentlessly across the now perfectly blue sky.

Around mid-day I decided to give my old fishing rod a try, having bought some mackerel 
feathers on Ebay last year. With a shackle for a weight and a £2.95 reel in place, all 
looked set for a fish supper that night. (I had already salvaged some foil from Ralph and 
Cedric's sandwiches the previous afternoon, for the purpose). However, after a fruitless 
few minutes I began to remember why I hadn't bothered with fishing for so many years. 
Just then a convenient excuse appeared for me to put away the rod, as we first heard and 
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then saw a large seal a few boat-lengths away, its breathing clearly audible.

A couple of hours later a small group of dolphins was sighted astern, and by now the 
breeze had just started to pick up, as we ghosted towards the neighbouring island of 
Canna, which we hoped would become our anchorage for the night. A ferry passed across 
our bows, presumably the 14:00 sailing from Canna.

In the late afternoon as we approached Canna Harbour the breeze picked up nicely, and 
we ended the afternoon with a very enjoyable sail right into the harbour, passing a bright 
orange RIB full of paying passengers, pausing in the fairly narrow harbour entrance. No 
sooner had I commented that I hoped we weren't the most interesting that they saw on 
their trip, when a large dorsal fin appeared above the surface nearby. It was a basking 
shark – the occupants of the boat must have felt that their luck was in!

The breeze faded away as 
the sun sank lower in  the 
evening sky, but there was 
just enough wind to let us 
sail slowly around the very 
sheltered harbour in search 
of  a  good  spot  for  the 
night.  We  were  close  to 
spring tides now and much 
of the harbour dries, so we 
were keen to find a rock-
free  area  in  which  to 
anchor  and  ultimately  to 
dry  out,  with  LW around 
midnight.  John  and  Matt 
opted  to  move  to  deeper 
water  so  as  to  remain 
afloat;  John  is 
understandably  proud  of 
his  “woodie”  and  very 
careful  to  avoid  risking 
needless damage.

Our initial anchorage in Canna Harbour – a bit rocky for comfort?

After supper Chris and I went for a short stroll, accompanied by a local dog, who gave 
himself and many of the local rabbits a good workout. Several lapwings, disturbed either 
by us or by the dog, rose into the sky, perhaps trying to draw attention away from their 
nests,  which  were  probably  very  close  to  our  path.  The  fields  were  full  of  the 
characteristic white-tipped cotton grass as we approached what would presumably often 
be a wave-battered cove. On this still, warm evening the beach was quiet, but strewn with 
the irrefutable evidence of a busy world beyond – one apparently dominated by plastic.
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On a more cheerful note we met a local couple out for an evening's walk with their very 
young twins – just 4 months old - and as we often found with the people whom we met 
on this cruise, they were genuinely interested in our boats and our journey, and willing to 
go out of their way to assist.  In this instance the help was in the form of a series of 
synoptic charts printed out  and brought 
back to the boats later in the evening by 
bike. We were of course very grateful for 
this kind gesture.

 
 

GPS track Rum to Canna (in yellow).                         Cotton Grass, Canna. Cuillins of Rum in background.

GPS data – 9.5 nautical miles covered, max speed 5.1 knots, 6 hours 53 minutes sailing 
(and drifting) time. (I remembered to switch off the GPS tonight).

Tuesday 3rd June

Today the clear skies that we had enjoyed on the way to Canna had given way to rain and 
wind from the SW, as predicted by the synoptic charts supplied by our new friends. Chris 
had been up in the night to silence a noisy halyard, taking the opportunity for a valiant 
attempt to top up the water level in Canna Harbour during his visit to the foredeck! Ralph 
and Cedric were also obliged to rise early this morning, to reposition  Spree Lady  into 
deeper water, and we soon followed, with the ebb already well under way, to avoid being 
stuck in the harbour for several more hours.

Having discovered that it was possible to book a sit-down meal for the evening, Chris and 
I  were despatched to make the necessary arrangements,  which proved tricky as there 

6



seemed at first to be nowhere safe to land a boat with the wind in this direction, but we 
eventually found a suitable spot and made our way to the premises in question. There was 
a sign on the door with instructions for booking and a phone number – “ask for Wendy” - 
but as there was no mobile phone signal and we had no money for the payphone, a walk 
beyond the boat in the opposite direction was required, the other way of booking being in 
person at the farm along the track that we had just followed. This was no hardship, as 
there  were  reportedly  showers  and  a  toilet  next  to  the  farm  –  both  well  worth 
investigating! In the event I bumped into Wendy before reaching the farm and enquired 
about booking for an evening meal, while Chris moved Cockle again, to avoid becoming 
stranded. In retrospect I hope that my enquiry was not seen as a definite booking, for 
reasons that will become apparent.

Time was passing rapidly and the others were clearly keen to get under way, so we were 
all happy eventually to leave the harbour, with the prospect of a sail around the island and 
a shower and decent evening meal to come.

Reefed and enjoying a lively sail we worked around the headland to the NE side of the 
island, but the high cliffs here were causing all  sorts of problems, with unpredictable 
eddies, flat calm one moment, squally gusts the next,  and no way of knowing which 
direction the gusts  would be blowing when they arrived.  It  was tiresome rather  than 
dangerous, but after about 15 minutes the agreed signal for a VHF conference was given, 
and the Canna circumnavigation abandoned in favour of a long downwind sail to Loch 
Harport on the W side of Skye. Although I had written down Wendy's number I could still 
get no signal on my phone, but hoped to be able to contact her on arrival at Loch Harport 
to make sure that she knew we had changed our plans.

After only a few hundred metres the wind was much more constant in direction as well as 
strength, and the waves were fairly small, having only the very short fetch between us 
and the island of Canna behind us to build up. We realised that the further we sailed the 
longer the fetch would become, eventually leaving us exposed to the uninterrupted wind 
and sea from behind us.

With two reefs in the mainsail and a similarly reduced foresail we settled to our task and 
steadily drew away from Canna. The waves became significantly larger as we sailed into 
more open waters, requiring concentration on the helm and some care over boat trim, but 
giving us a nice burst of speed from time to time, as we were not too heavily laden to surf 
some of the larger waves.

Spree Lady has only one reef in the mainsail, Ralph preferring to drop the main altogether 
and run under foresail alone should conditions become too severe for his single deep reef, 
(which they didn't).  However this meant that he and Cedric were sailing significantly 
faster than either of the other two boats. John has two very deep reefs on Aeowen, which 
on this passage accentuated the speed difference compared with Spree Lady. Cockle has 
two slightly less deep reefs, but with a generous volume of UHT milk and drinking water, 
combined with a heavy outboard motor,  and as we would later confirm a slight leak 
around the centreboard swivel bolt, we were if anything a little slower than Aeowen.
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Crossing the Sea of the Hebrides, Canna to Loch Harport, Skye. Note different depths of mainsail reefing.

Slowly we converged with the Skye coast off to our starboard side, tentatively identifying 
the inlets and mountains from the chart. Approaching the southern part of the entrance to 
Loch Bracadale, the ‘gateway’ to L. Harport, noting the distinctive rock stacks known as 

Macleod's  Maidens,  we 
started  looking  for  a 
sheltered  bay  for  the 
night.  On  the  VHF 
Ralph  announced  a 
promising  N-facing 
candidate,  but  it  soon 
became  apparent  that 
the  waves  were 
refracting  enough  to 
create an uncomfortable 
swell,  and  landing  here 
would be impossible.

Macleod's Maidens, L. Bracadale entrance, Skye.

We sailed towards the light on Ardtreck Point with a view to investigating the bay just 
beyond. Chris and I were bringing up the rear again, our combined cargo of long-life 
dairy produce and sea-water taking more than just the edge off our boat speed. However, 
on this occasion there was to be a wonderful bonus, as Chris spotted a couple of dorsal 
fins breaking the now much calmer surface of the water behind our boat in this relatively 
sheltered reach. We decided to sail over towards them and realised that there were in fact 
at least a dozen dolphins. The wind was now much lighter, and while the other two boats 
sailed almost out of sight we found ourselves in the midst of a playful group of these 
expert swimmers. We soon had to gybe away from the north shore, consciously trying not 
to be completely distracted from controlling the boat. With the genoa partly rolled away 
we had a decent view ahead, and were delighted when the dolphins followed us on our 
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new course. I managed to grab some video while Chris helmed, both of us completely 
silent, almost unable to believe our luck, as they swam around and under our boat, easily 
visible in the clear blue water, occasionally jumping either singly or in pairs, just a metre 
or  so  from  the 
boat.  Eventually 
they  stopped 
following, 
probably  because 
the  water  was 
becoming  too 
shallow. Chris and 
I  just  looked  at 
each  other, 
knowing  how 
fortunate  we  had 
been  to  witness 
this  at  such  close 
range.

                                        Dolphins, Loch Harport, Skye.

We rejoined the others, who meanwhile had found an ideal spot for the night – a sheltered 
grassy area flecked with pink sea thrift and bathed in early evening sunshine immediately 
W of the pontoon in Portnalong. It was nearly HW by this time, so there was no need to 
haul the boats out – we just waited for them to float a little higher and then pulled them 
effortlessly onto the grass. Again I could get no signal on my phone, so I was unable to 
contact Wendy on Canna. (Sorry Wendy!). I couldn't resist a swim, despite the cold water, 
which went some way towards compensating for missing out on a shower. After supper 
the  wind fell  away sufficiently to  entice the  midges  out,  so we all  went  for  a  walk, 
Cedric's second of the evening. We passed a pub/hotel on the way, but this appeared to 
have closed down. Cedric dropped a few amusing hints about the uphill nature of the 
walk and we eventually turned back, pausing to refill water containers en route.

GPS data – 23.8 nautical miles, max speed 9.0 knots, sailing time exactly 6 hours.

 GPS track, Canna to Portnalong                                  Evening sky, Portnalong, near L. Harport, Skye 

9



Wednesday 4th June

It seemed chilly in the night and my legs felt cramped. With hindsight I was probably 
dehydrated, which didn't help. Outside the boat the morning appeared quiet and dry. I 
heard Ralph's voice at about 06:30 and realised that we were all afloat and the boats were 
tending to blow together, so I hopped out of the tent to re-adjust our lines, then hung my 
sleeping bag and sailing clothes on a nearby fence to air.

Matt reported receiving an SMS forecast for E 5 knots, ESE 9 knots later. As we seemed 
to be getting 9 knots already here in the shelter of the bay we took this with a large pinch 
of salt. A cuckoo announced itself in the woods above our little cove, and we sat enjoying 
breakfast in bright sunshine and blue sky, considering a plan of action.

The early start to the day meant that we were ready and sailing by 09:00, investigating 
alternative shelter nearby for the night, as the wind seemed too strong to sail outside the 
Loch needlessly. This soon turned into a brisk beat up the main limb of Loch Harport, 
passing the Talisker distillery at Carbost before turning back to look at various bays and 
coves on the way. With both reefs and a greatly reduced foresail  we still  managed a 
respectable pace, with Cockle performing notably better on starboard tack than on port. 
This  can only be  due to  the  better  air  flow over  the  rolled  portion  of  the  genoa on 
starboard, and is only really noticeable when heavily reefed.

None of the bays on Loch Harport gave much shelter, but Ralph suggested “his” beach, 
meaning the  one he and Cedric  had investigated (and rejected)  the previous evening 
outside Ardtreck Point. They managed to land Spree Lady on the beach, but were nearly 
swamped in the process, as there was still quite a swell running and waves were breaking 
along  the  shore.  We took  Cockle over  to  have  a  look,  but  didn't  land there,  instead 
returning to  Portnalong which  seemed the  best  spot  after  all!  Mooring alongside  the 
pontoon I asked the others how far they thought we had sailed during the morning, with 
answers ranging from 5 to 8 miles. In fact we had covered 19.1 miles, much of it to 
windward, and it was still only lunch-time!

In the afternoon, once Cedric had called 
in  at  the  fish  farm  office  to  obtain 
permission for us to stay on the pontoon 
for the night, the crew of Aeowen went to 
investigate the possibility of showers at a 
nearby walkers’ hostel, while Chris went 
off  exploring  the  locality.  Ralph  and 
Cedric stayed with Spree Lady, and I kept 
an eye on the other two boats whilst doing 
some running repairs,  drying my sailing 
kit  and  entering  some  extra  GPS 
waypoints.

Ralph (r) and Cedric grabbing a nap, Portnalong
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That  evening,  after  another  walk we put  out  a  stern  anchor  to  hold the boat  off  the 
pontoon and settled down for the night. Although the breeze died down the boat still 
tended to drift about, the falling tide having left the stern line rather slack.

GPS  data  –  19.1  nautical  miles,  max  speed  7.3 
knots, sailing time 4 hours 35 minutes.

GPS track, a beat up Loch Harport and  a quick look outside.
(We didn’t actually sail over any land!)

Thursday 5th June

We remained afloat during the night, and when we awoke at about 06:40 and heard John 
use the words “we'll go for it”, we guessed we were off to Loch Boisdale on South Uist in 
the Outer Hebrides, which we had discussed as a possibility the previous day. We agreed 
that a final decision would be made once we were outside the shelter of the headland. As 
we left the island of Skye behind us Chris and I both looked occasionally at the compass, 
noting that  with the wind roughly SSW we were comfortably able to point about  10 
degrees above the course required for Loch Boisdale, and after about half an hour settled 
down for a long sail across the Sea of the Hebrides. We were therefore a little surprised 
when the lead boat hove-to around mid-morning and signalled for a VHF conversation. 
We grouped the boats closely together and each offered an opinion on the best plan. In 
view of the light and variable winds forecast for the next few days we decided to set a 
course for an overnight stop further down the Skye coast. Although it was disappointing 
to abandon the idea of reaching the Outer Hebrides (which was in effect what this meant) 
we all knew it was a decision made for sound reasons.

As if to underline the wisdom of the new plan, the wind then fell to about force 1-2, and 
we slowly crept past Talisker Point, occasionally crossing tacks with Aeowen. The islands 
of Rum and Canna very gradually drew closer off to starboard, cloud covering the higher 
ground of Rum in particular. Making only 3 knots we felt that Loch Brittle would be the 
most suitable destination, so I set that as the next GPS waypoint. Chris kindly prepared 
some lunch, making himself feel queasy in the process, as there was still a residual swell 
from previous  days'  wind,  and  in  view  of  the  increasingly  light  breeze  I  made  the 
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decision to motor for a while, which gave the boat a more comfortable motion through 
the water.

As  we  approached  Loch  Brittle  a  light  sea  breeze  seemed  to  be  funnelled  into  the 
entrance, allowing us to broad reach slowly towards the beach above which the jagged 
Cuillin peaks rose dramatically. As the first boat to arrive we searched out the most likely 
spot at which to land. There was plenty of beach exposed, as HW would not be until 
about 20:00. Ralph and Cedric soon joined us, also having used their motor during the 
afternoon. We dragged both boats up the beach on fenders, first unloading a significant 
proportion of our kit and supplies, eventually being joined by John and Matt who had 
sailed most if not all of the way.

Although  an  isolated  spot,  there  is  a  camp-site  at  Loch  Brittle,  serving  walkers  and 
climbers  visiting  the  adjacent  Cuillins  as  well  as  campers  and  caravan  dwellers  on 
holiday. This meant that we were able to use the toilets and showers in exchange for a 
small donation to the local Mountain Rescue, as well as visiting the camp-site shop. Chris 
and I were pleased to find midge-nets for sale here, and also bought what we thought was 
fresh milk, some nuts, chocolate etc. In fact the milk turned out to be UHT stored in the 
shop fridge, so we now had even more long-life milk to add to our collection! I was late 
getting to the showers - “Niagara Falls!” according to Cedric - so some of the others had 
gone for a walk by the time I emerged, but it was nice to have a few minutes to write up 
the log, tidy the boat and phone home on the camp-site payphone. We eventually turned 
in quite early, to the sound of waves gently lapping the shore further down the beach, the 
sound reminding me of our camp-site on St. Agnes in the Scillies a few years ago. The 
tides were conveniently timed now; HW morning and evening, making hauling-out and 
launching at those times easy.

GPS data – 20.6 naut. miles, 6.0 knots max speed, 6 hours 46 mins sailing/motoring time.

   GPS track, Portnalong to L. Brittle                               Boat tents on beach, L. Brittle, Skye.
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Friday 6th June

We had some heavy rain overnight, but the tent kept most of it out, only a few drops 
coming through the stitching, which was expected, as the tent is new. I was up early, and 
used an artificial chamois to dry the few droplets still sitting on the outside of the tent. 
Cloud obscured the tops of the Cuillins and the wind was very light; probably just as 
well, as this would often be a lee shore, making launching tricky in a swell. (Chris had 
sensibly suggested putting out an anchor the previous evening in case it was needed to 
help us launch). We were afloat by 09:30, having waited for the shop to re-open this 
morning, but with a falling tide it was now best to get away sooner rather than later. A 
light SW wind gave us the opportunity to reach towards Eigg, which would become the 
third of the Small Isles that we visited.

Our track took us to the N of Rum, and in light and variable winds Chris and I chose the 
most direct route, passing fairly close to our earlier overnight resting place at Kilmory 
Bay. John and Matt opted for the longer offshore route, which seemed to afford them 
better winds. Their faster progress may also have had something to do with their use of a 
spinnaker (and our lack thereof), a point which they lost no time in making when we 
finally all arrived on Eigg in the evening! Meanwhile Ralph had grown bored of the lack 
of wind, and we soon followed his example in starting the outboard. Nevertheless, by 
mid-afternoon Aeowen was beginning to disappear around the NE end of Eigg.

We spotted a couple of dolphins or possibly porpoise during the afternoon, but nothing 
close by. As we drew slowly nearer to Eigg, alternating between sailing and motoring, the 
engine cut out, requiring refuelling. Chris offered the small fuel can used for topping-up 
the stove, as it is lighter and easier to handle than the 5 litre can. Quite soon the motor cut 
out again, having consumed the remains of the small bottle in what seemed like no time. 
There was basically no wind at all now, but by way of compensation we saw another 
basking shark just off the cliffs on the E side of Eigg. This disappeared on cue as I pulled 
my camera  out,  but  then a  seal  popped its  head above the  surface.  Soon afterwards 
several groups of mackerel started making the surface boil, so I decided to risk another 
attempt with the fishing rod; this was clearly some sort of wildlife heaven!

Naturally I caught nothing, and by now we were well and truly bringing up the rear, so on 
with the outboard; the sea had returned to a glassy smoothness. The Outer Hebrides were 
easy to spot, or rather their location was; a long ribbon of cumulus cloud had built over 
the archipelago during the afternoon. With the time now about 17:00 we were glad that 
there were still up to 6 more hours of daylight!

One hour later we had anchored in the N end of the bay known as Poll nam Partan, with a 
couple of hours to go before HW. I had another swim in the deep clear water of this fine 
anchorage, staying in for long enough to dive under the boats, and also to get pretty cold. 
John and Matt decided to stay afloat overnight, but the rest of us opted for the beach, 
which we found to be liberally strewn with cow pats, fortunately mostly dried ones. After 
establishing camp we went for an evening stroll,  hoping to reach the harbour a little 
further S. We couldn't find a particularly good route and eventually three of us returned to 
the boats, leaving Chris chasing sheep in the direction of the harbour, which he reached. 
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It was only on our way back that we found the correct path, a lovely coastal route, way-
marked with blobs of orange paint. We also identified a possible future overnight spot – 
grassy, with an adjacent stream – just a bit further W around the bay from our boats.

GPS data – 22.7 nautical miles, max speed 4.9, moving time 7 hours 58 minutes.

     GPS track, L. Brittle to Eigg                                          Poll nam Partan anchorage, Eigg

Saturday 7th June

This morning we took the opportunity early on to air some of our gear, hanging it on the 
wreckage of a RIB that had at some time been washed up onto the field above our beach. 
We were afloat to rejoin John and Matt by 10:00, but only stayed aboard for long enough 
to make our way over to the new quayside, where we secured the boats and headed for 
the café for bacon rolls, tea, coffee etc. John took advantage of the internet facility to 
check on the weather for the week ahead, which looked less settled, with some strong 
winds  coming  in  on  Monday  and  wind  from the  N  later  in  the  week  dragging  the 
temperature down markedly. There is a shop next to the café, and we were able to re-
stock with a few sundries.

Quayside, Galmisdale, Eigg.
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The morning's low cloud had lifted by now, and we decided to head for the nearby island 
of Muck for a late lunch and to investigate what shelter the harbour might offer. After our 
picnic above the inner harbour we could see that there was little shelter and nowhere 
ideal to dry out either, so we quickly returned to the boats before the tide left them high 
and dry, and sailed out in a respectable W'ly breeze, setting a waypoint for the S entrance 
to Loch Moidart, mid-way between the Ardnamurchan peninsula and Arisaig.

  Inner Harbour, Port Mor, Muck.

In Cockle our lack of a spinnaker was again a factor, as we were unable to set the genoa 
properly  on  a  direct  course  for  L.  Moidart,  instead  alternating  between  running 
goosewinged (tracking slightly too far N) and broad reaching on starboard (taking us too 
far S). The pilot book once again came into its own as we approached the entrance to 
“...one of the most difficult of all lochs to enter with a labyrinth of islets and rocks, many 
of them submerged or drying...”. Despite this being a lee shore, the wind fell lighter as 
we entered the loch, and once the first couple of islets had been positively identified, the 
pilotage  was  reasonably  straightforward,  although  Ralph  seemed  to  think  this  was  a 
suitable place for a thorough test  of the efficacy of the protective brass strips on the 
leading edges of Spree Lady’s foils!

Approaching anchorage, L. Moidart, via S. entrance. Castle Tioram to right

Once inside the entrance it was as though we had entered a hidden world. The wind fell 
light, the water was calm, and all we could hear was birdsong from the woods on either 
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side  of  the  loch  and  the  water  gently  trickling  past  our  bows.  The  naturalised 
rhododendrons above the loch were in full bloom, and combined with the pine trees to 
give a distinctly oriental, dreamy atmosphere to the place on this balmy early evening. 
We ghosted along on the remains of the breeze, with the genoa furled away for better 
visibility.  In  fact  I  remained  standing  on  the  foredeck,  “Titanic-style”,  where  I  had 
initially positioned myself to look out for rocks in the entrance, while Chris helmed the 
boat towards the ruined Castle Tioram in the distance. We finally anchored just on the N 
side  of  the  sand  bar  between the  castle  and the  mainland –  one  of  the  most  idyllic 
anchorages it would be possible to imagine.

Settling down for the night, Castle Tioram, L. Moidart.

After their supper - “leather straps” (pasta) and chicken curry - Ralph and Cedric chose to 
dry out on the shore nearby, but the rest of us opted to stay afloat. At this point I felt I'd 
had enough of the water coming in through the centreboard bolt hole, so we moved all 
the gear to the rear half of the boat and took up the front floorboards. We were able to 
confirm the source  of  the  leak,  but  with  only one spanner  were unable  to  rectify it. 
Happily John was able to supply a second spanner of suitable dimensions, and the boat 
remained dry thereafter.

As we sat peacefully in the boat, sheltered from all but the odd puff of wind, occasionally 
a  single  fallen  magenta-coloured  rhododendron  bloom  would  float  silently  past, 
reminiscent of a Chinese paper lantern. There was considerable hilarity and some good-
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natured banter with John and Matt during the evening, with the spinnaker topic once 
again being raised at regular intervals – unlike the sail itself…

GPS data – 19.5 nautical miles, 8.1 knots max speed, moving time 5 hours 20 minutes.

GPS track, Eigg to Muck and on to L. Moidart.

Sunday 8th June
A fairly  quiet  night  in  this  beautiful  anchorage,  swinging  around  in  the  gusts  that 
somehow found their way to us from time to time. I had left the fenders floating outside 
the boat, to create more space inside it, but would have done better to hang them above 
the water – they kept tapping against the sides of the boat. I shortened one fender line on 
my side without even having to move from my sleeping bag – one of the advantages of a 
small boat – and it silenced the (of)fender for the most part. The morning brought cloud 
and just a few spots of rain, but nothing significant.

After breakfast we all went for a short 
stroll  to admire the ruined castle,  as 
the  water  began  to  rise  above  the 
sandy causeway connecting the castle 
island with the shore. Mindful that the 
tide would soon be turning we soon 
set off to explore the N passage – the 
alternative  access  to  Loch  Moidart 
from  the  sea  (and  vice  versa).  The 
loch  has  two  narrow entrances,  one 
either side of  Eilean Shona,  both of 
which offer a challenge to the visiting 
mariner.
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The wind was still blowing from the W, so our exit would involve many short tacks, 
culminating in a very narrow bottleneck and 'S' bend, after which the loch opens out and 
the wind (in this direction at least) should become steadier. I realised that I had forgotten 
to switch on the GPS, an oversight which I quickly corrected. We found ourselves leading 
the other boats, which I was comfortable with; I enjoy sailing to windward and knew that 
Chris, who was crewing this morning, had the correct chartlet to hand. At first it was 
simply a matter of judging how close to either shore it would be safe to continue each 
tack. In these clear  waters this was reasonably straightforward, although the seaweed 
could be confusing. Approaching the pinch point we experienced some big wind shifts, 
then finally emerged through the narrows more or less head-to-wind but still moving fast 
as the tide was now ebbing and the water was leaving the loch as quickly as it would 
return in a few hours time.

The rest of our exit was unremarkable except for my antics with the camera, which chose 
this inopportune moment to require a new battery. I was keen to take some photos of the 
other boats coming through the narrows, so we quickly hove-to and managed to replace 
the battery just in time. In fact there seemed to be a suspiciously large gap between us 
and the other two boats, but we thought nothing of it at the time.

Tacking out through N. Passage, Loch Moidart.

Now it was simply a matter of setting a course for the camp-site beach just to the N of 
Arisaig.  This gave us a  lovely reach across the Sound of Arisaig,  everyone enjoying 
another great sail in what was turning into a beautiful day – again! Chris threaded Cockle 
between the rocks guarding the beach, followed by Aeowen and Spree Lady, and by early 
afternoon we were back on the shore that we had left a week ago, bathed in sunshine.
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That evening, after showers and a welcome change of clothes, we all shared a meal at the 
local hotel, where it emerged that there was an explanation for the delay to the two boats 
behind us coming out of the N passage this morning. The progress of Aeowen had been 
slowed by Matt exiting the boat during an over-enthusiastic roll-tack, while Spree Lady 
had been taking part in a new sport – a sort of fusion between sailing and rock-climbing, 
pioneered by Cedric – involving mounting rocks. Apparently the trick is to approach the 
rock square-on, to avoid damage to the more vulnerable parts of the boat. If only Captain 
Smith of Titanic fame had used the same technique… 

[I have since discovered that this has been seriously suggested as a way in which the  
‘Titanic’ might have survived its iceberg encounter]

GPS data – 9.4 nautical miles (switched on late), max speed 5.5 knots, sailing time 2 
hours 31 minutes (ditto).

GPS track, L. Moidart via N Passage to campsite beach

Monday 9th June

This  morning  the  warm sunny  weather  had  been  replaced  by  cool,  wet  and  windy 
conditions, with visibility greatly reduced. The forecast was for unsettled weather, with 
the wind in the N for much of the week. Although we had been talking about doing some 
day sails from our base here, this seemed less appealing now that the weather seemed to 
have broken, so reluctantly we donned waterproofs and began to pack away the boats and 
our gear ready for the long drive home.

Despite our not reaching the Outer Hebrides the cruise was a great success, with many 
highlights and a nice variety of sailing conditions. There was much good humour, and we 
all seemed to work well together, for example when handling the boats ashore.
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I would like to thank John and Matt for inviting me to join the cruise, Chris for agreeing 
to crew in Cockle, for his culinary expertise and great support, Ralph and Cedric for their 
splendid company and my family for agreeing to manage without me at a particularly 
busy time at home.

     Left to right: Chris Codling, Ralph Roberts, John Mellor, Matt Sharman, Dave Barker, Cedric Clarke.

              Summary of Cruise Statistics:-

Day 1—Camp-site to Kilmory Bay 17.1 n. miles

Day 2—K. Bay to Canna Harbour   9.5 n. miles

Day 3—Canna to Portnalong, Skye 23.8 n. miles

Day 4—Portnalong, L. Harport & back 19.1 n. miles

Day 5—Portnalong to L. Brittle 20.6 n.miles

Day 6—L. Brittle to Eigg 22.7 n. miles

Day 7—Eigg via Muck to L. Moidart 19.5 n. miles

Day 8—L. Moidart to Camp-site c.9.4 n. miles
                                                                ______________
                             Total distance approx. 141.7 n. miles

D. Barker, June 2008.
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