
A night up the Butley

I make no excuse for submitting this, possibly the shortest, log ever.  Short it might have been but 
magical it was.

Following a few days cruising in company from the river Ore, south to the Walton Backwaters.  My 
daughter Kate and I found ourselves back at Orford Sailing Club.  It was mid afternoon and the 
thought of packing the boat up and driving for five hours to reach home did not appeal.  What 
alternative was there?  “How about a night up the Butley and then set off home tomorrow 
morning?”  Was greeted with enthusiasm.  The boat was provisioned and we still had two tins of 
beer left.

The tide was still flooding so we waited a while for it to slacken.  This meant we would sail down the 
Ore against the slackening flood until we came to the entrance of the Butley River when we could 
take the flood with us up stream.  The tidal flow at Orford is significant and due regard has to be 
made when approaching or leaving the Orford Sailing Club Jetty.

The wind was south west which meant we had a fairly easy beat away from Orford and we threaded 
our way through the moored boats passing greetings to those we saw who were enjoying the late 
afternoon sun whilst sitting in their cockpits.

After only half a mile or so the river splits to encompass Havergate Island.  We took the right hand 
fork along Short Gull which turns into The Gull and then to the entrance to the Butley river.  Having 
already had a long sail from the Walton Backwaters I don’t think Kate really fancied a lot of tacking 
and we both smiled as she said in a mournful voice “Are we there yet?”

From the start of the Butley river to our overnight stop was less than three miles.  Sailing up the river 
in the early evening with the soft glow of the sun over to our left was one of the times you always 
remember.  The sights the sounds the smells all added to an overall feeling reminiscent of what I 
dreamt about as a child whilst reading Swallows and Amazon and other adventure books.  We 
threaded our way past the moored boats by the disused Boyton Dock and the old ferry landing and 
then due north on the last leg of the journey.  At the end of this straight part of the river there is a 
raised area to your right.  I wouldn’t call it a cliff but it is so flat round here perhaps it is. This is the 
area where a couple of local boats unload their catch directly into the back of an old Transit Van 
which is reversed right into the water.  So, past the van and the river bends to the left.  Over on your 
right there is a stand of trees and on the inside of the bend is a lovely shallow mud bank.  We 
dropped anchor in the in the lee of the bank and let out plenty of anchor cable.

When the weather is good we erect only the front half of the boat tent.  This gives us shelter from 
the breeze and clear views to the sides and rear.  With half the tent erected in ten minutes or so and 
the last can of beer opened all was right with the world.  A Wayfayrer boil in the bag meal comes 
next followed by beds unrolled and since the evening was turning chilly we slid our legs into our bags 
and had a read.  Not an easy thing to do when all around there is so much to see.  A pair of Avocets 
were feeding quite close to us along with other wading birds.  It is worth mentioning here that we 
have our sleeping bags inside Gore-Tex bivi bags.  As dew begins to form and the decks start to 
become damp the bivi bag stops the sleeping bag and contents getting damp.



The tide was due to turn later on so I decided to keep a watch on the anchor and make sure we were 
still anchored once we turned round.  In the event I dozed off to wake to a sky full of stars and the 
boat facing the other way and firmly in place.  I looked over the side of the boat and saw the river 
gently passing by.  Then I noticed what looked like a couple of strings of tiny lights streaming off the 
bow.  I had only had one can of beer so that wasn’t to blame.  In my sleep induced fuddled brain it 
took some time to realise that what I was looking at was phosphorescence.  I swished the water’s 
surface with my hand and created even more “lights”.  Knowing that Kate hadn’t seen 
phosphorescence I shook her shoulder until she eventually woke up.  “Kate.  Kate.  Look at the river. 
Put your hand in and swish it around.” My enthusiastic entreaties were met by a muffled “Can’t 
reach.” But she did look and then fell fast asleep again.  I just sat there enthralled.  Stars in the sky, 
lights in the water, warm and comfy in the boat.  What with the bivi bags to keep us dry I didn’t 
bother to put the rest of the tent up but slowly drifted away into a very sound sleep.

After what for me was a magical night we got up and packed the boat away.  We are well practiced 
at stowing all the gear now which is just as well since early morning is not the best time for 
communication between Father and Daughter.  The wind was much the same as the day before 
which meant for a pleasant sail back to Orford.  Sailing slowly past the moored and anchored 
cruisers we were able to pass the time of day with a couple of boats.  They hadn’t seen the 
phosphorescence which made my enjoyment even more special.

Too soon we were tied up to the Jetty at Orford sailing club.  Packing away and recovering the boat 
didn’t take long and we were soon on our way home.  Sad to be going but so pleased to have 
enjoyed the experience.

Distance sailed.    About eight miles.

Best cruise ranking.   Up with the best of them.

Marks out of ten for the company.  Eleven.

John Mellor
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Wayfarers up the Butley in 2008

We didn’t run out of beer but we 
did run out of camera batteries so 
here is a picture from a previous 
year



Tidal constant Orford

Harwich  +1 hour 10 minutes

Useful web site

http://www.orfordsail.org.uk/links.htm 

http://www.orfordsail.org.uk/links.htm

