
Into the final straight…and a moment of madness 
 
Bridlington to Newhaven  
29th June to 5th July 2008 
 
 
I had always wondered how it would be from the inside of a Severn class RNLI lifeboat, 
how  a rescue operation would work out, how a swamped dinghy might be 
recovered……and now we were finding out! It was the RNLI open day in Newhaven and 
Tony and I spent a fascinating hour on board in conversation with the coxswain and crew 
discussing an imaginary scenario. A scenario that only hours before could have been so 
real had it not been for the superb sea qualities of the Wayfarer and maybe a lucky bit of 
helming. 
You would have to be stupid or ignorant to round Beachy Head, peak springs, mid flood 
tide with an opposing easterly 25kts plus…..but we did just that…and to increase the fear 
level a touch more it all happened at night! How we came to make that decision, ignoring 
the safety of Eastbourne in the late evening we will never truly know but it certainly 
wasn’t from ignorance, which I guess just leaves us stupid….and to be writing now, 
lucky. Once we had gained the shelter of the wooden breakwater in Newhaven, as pulses 
slowly returned to normal, we realised that our ambitions had certainly got the better of 
all common sense, but that we had just had the sail of our lives. 
We should have been content to call it a day then but as we made our way up river the 
radio was on to catch the last of the late night shipping forecast. Were we really 
disappointed to hear of SW 7’s and 8’s for the next few days or secretly relieved that the 
decision was made? We had reached this year’s destination! 
As the last of our beer and peanuts were greedily devoured we began to reminisce about 
this year’s section of the UK coast. Incredibly we had only started, halfway up the North 
Sea coast, in Bridlington, 5 days previously. At a little over 330 nm we had averaged 
some 65nm per day. The level of pain from our bruised backsides is a good indicator of 
our day lengths and despite making thicker and thicker closed cell foam pads each year 
we knew we were overdoing it! It is kind of a shame to push on at such a rate but both of 
us, bums apart, derive a huge amount of pleasure from long days at sea, and besides, 
meaning no offence, apart from the N. Norfolk coast, it wasn’t really the shore where 
either of us wanted to linger. 
Things had got off to a bad start; the long range forecast had been looking decidedly 
dodgy. Tony and Rowena (who was to kindly act as van and trailer chauffeur) had been 
billed an extra £157 for catching a Euston train 30 minutes after their scheduled one, and 
I had only just persuaded a council official at Wakefield station to tear up a £180 parking 
fine for occupying 3 car spaces in an otherwise empty car park as I waited for their 
predictably late train. “I’ll let you off this time, Sir, but next time you pick someone up 
leave your boat at home”. “Yes mate, thanks very much. That’s a clever idea” and off we 
drove, racing east in torrential rain as the tide slowly dried Bridlington harbour. We 
needed to launch that evening to profit from an early start the next day and the only 
decent forecast of the week. We managed it with only inches of water to spare and 
paddled out to our old berth alongside the rusting dredger. Then began the long task of 
sorting out the great heap of now wet gear that had been hastily chucked aboard in our 



rush to launch. Rowena left with the empty trailer as the clouds rolled back to reveal a 
perfect summer’s evening. With the rain having washed away most of the tourists, the 
town didn’t seem such a dismal place after all and with an excellent Indian meal ashore 
we settled down without the need of the tent for a shortish night’s sleep. Or so we 
hoped…. the local fishing fleet had other ideas! 
The 0520 forecast was perfect which gave us no excuse to linger. Destination as yet 
undecided but either way it was going to be a long day with shelter only possible in the 
Humber and then in Norfolk. Grimsby was soon forgotten as we crossed the Humber 
Estuary with the low lying Spurn Head passing abeam. A curious Grey Seal followed us 
for ages, repeatedly popping his large head out of the water only meters behind our stern, 
and the SW wind kept at a perfect 3. For the first time since NW Scotland we were 
warm! 

Crossing the Humber Estuary 

 
 
The wind eased as we slipped SSE across The Wash and gave up altogether as the sun set 
through the tall towers of a newly constructed wind farm. A half dozen fishing boats out 
of Boston moved slowly back and forth around the turbines trawling up heaps of mussels. 
Maybe the new works had disturbed nutrients on the sea bed making for a good harvest 
or possibly the energy company had invaded their ‘special’ ground. Either way Tony 
began drooling about ‘Moules- frites’. I pulled out a dried ship’s biscuit from the seat 
locker to tide him over for the final two and a half hours of reluctant motoring towards 
Brancaster. 



Mussel boats in The Wash 

 
 
With no moon it became impossible to distinguish where land met water on the North 
Norfolk coast so we should not have been surprised when we came to an abrupt halt and 
stepped out onto sand. The land still looked miles away! 
We had no option but to drop the anchor with a quick calculation on the tidal range to 
give us enough scope for HW. A late dinner and shipping forecast then had us ready for 
sleep as we reflected on the first 73nm achieved in perfect conditions along and across 
this notoriously dangerous bit of water.  
The unsettled weather was again working in our favour when we awoke to a blistering 
warm and sparkling morning (the warmest day of the year as it turned out to be) with a 
good breeze off the land. Rolling up the tent sides we attempted to stem the fast ebb out 
of Brancaster and explore up river. The water (or lack of) beat us of course before we 
reached the ‘Hole’ and Taronga slipped quickly back to a deep anchorage for a leisurely 
breakfast under our bimini.  



Tony prepares the bimini off Brancaster 

 
 
This was the life! How few truly relaxing moments we have on these trips. Finally at 
1130 with one reef set we headed east, close to the wind, both commenting that we 
should have  planned this section either a week earlier or later with midday high tides to 
optimize the possibility of visiting Wells Next the Sea and  
Blakeney. It did seem a real shame to bypass this delightful area but we couldn’t grumble 
with the wind that our chosen week had provided. I seem to recollect that the previous 
weeks wind would not have worked well for us…..and certainly the following weeks 
wind would not even have allowed us out of Bridlington! 
A second reef went in as the gusts off the land got a bit too strong, and as Cromer 
approached we began to loose the lee of the land and with wind over tide a short steep 
and very wet sea quickly built. All too soon, turning more southerly, we began to beat, 
with the offshore tack taking us into some particularly nasty water. Taronga put here nose 
clean through one wall of water which had us frantically bailing and then opting to stay 
close inshore in calmer water but loosing any of the remaining tidal help. 



With night and a head tide approaching the first shelter at Great Yarmouth looked like 
turning into a marathon….and then as the sun began to set we came across the ‘Sea 
Palling’ sea defences which in an instant sorted out the problem (since neither of us at 
this stage felt like hauling the boat up a beach or indeed being faced with any easterly in 
the wind for re-launching). Kedged to the beach with a bow line tied off to the offshore 
boulders and nestled in the curve of the man-made beach, we settled down just before 
midnight for one of those dreadful nights. One hour later I was out, naked, in torrential 
rain trying to rearrange our ropes to stop the boat crunching on the gravel bottom as a 
wind shift pushed us in closer than we had anticipated. 
 

Inside the Sea Palling sea defences 
 

 
 
At 0330 we scrunched bottom again at low water but this time the noise coincided with 
our alarm! Feeling horrible, we got away within the hour into a pale, damp and very grey 
dawn. Not a breath of wind. 30minutes of motoring and it arrived from the WSW. 
Perfect! Not far out to sea huge cumuli were producing spectacular thunderstorms but by 
luck we stayed in a steady wind and with the new flood accelerating under us were 
making 8kts over the ground. This was just as well, because Great Yarmouth arrived all 
too soon and it is certainly not a town that you would want to look at for too long with its 
mixture of houses, industrial units and tacky fairground theme parks all thrown together 
in some sort of seaside holiday nightmare (this was our impression from the sea anyway). 



Lowestoft was passed 50 minutes later, quickly followed by Southwold and the two 
Sizewell power stations as the wind eased, died and then filled in from the SSE. We beat 
slowly alongside the steep shingle beach, now against the tide, and picked up a lone buoy 
50m offshore from the delightful looking Aldeburgh where we rested for the remaining 3 
counter current hours. 
 

A brief stop at Aldeburgh 

 
 
After stepping ashore briefly to peer over the narrow strip of land to the parallel flowing 
river Ore we were off again, in the rain, with occasional use of the engine to the quiet 
backwater of the Deben. Trying to short cut the true entrance Taronga got stuck on a 
shingle bank over which the flood tide was pouring. We eventually wriggled over with 
the help of the rising tide and the push and shove from our dry wellies, albeit not without 
some terrible bottom graunching which always sounds far worse than it is! What luxury 
to be finished with all the evening chores by 2230...but still it had been a 19hr / 52nm 
day. 



 
The early forecast gave us a bit of a dilemma. SW 4/5 increasing 6 with unstable 
thundery squalls predicted too. Our plan to cross the Thames Estuary direct to North 
Foreland felt a touch too exposed. An hour later we motored out of the mirror calm river 
into a beautiful bright morning uncertain of how to play the day. A gentle southerly soon 
set in which in a way made the decision for us.  

Early morning in the Deben 
 

 
 
We did not relish a 40nm beat! Heading W, with some use of the outboard initially to 
keep up boat speed, we kept our options open until we felt more confident with the 
weather. As the Blackwater Estuary loomed closer the sky began clouding up and the 
wind, annoyingly still from the south, strengthened. Beating south towards the river 
Crouch against the ebb had us going nowhere rather too slowly. Nothing frustrates Tony 
more so it wasn’t long before he suggested the engine again to punch south across 
Foulness Sands whilst keeping our fingers crossed for the wind veer. I had to agree! It 
paid off. Reaching the first of the deeper channels after the infamous shallows, we had 
20kts on the beam which started a glorious romp to Margate (visible only by the 3 tall 
towers of a power station to the SE of the town). It felt totally unseamenlike to follow a 
direct line over to the Kent coast, seemingly oblivious to the potentially dangerous 
sandbanks in our path but I guess that is a bad habit Wayfaring gets one into.  



With wind and tide together the seas never built into more than a lively and wet chop, and 
the centre plate became the depth sounder. N of Margate we should have noticed a flock 
of gulls ‘walking’ on the water but in the event the rudder popped up and we just slipped 
over this rapidly drying bank! 
Huge dark Cumuli were now tracking eastwards but all well to the north of us. Above, all 
looked fair, although we now had in 3 reefs. Past Margate we picked up the first of the S 
going stream around N Foreland and with the wind being headed by the land enjoyed a 
wonderful wet beat in a sparkling but short and rapidly building sea to Ramsgate. The 
62nm day was rewarded by there being no marina charges. The duty officer’s list only 
went down to 6m length and he did not know what to charge us. We suggested ‘nothing’ 
and he kindly obliged. The money saved went on some greasy fish and chips and it was 
good to finally stretch the legs ashore for a few hours. 

Perfect sailing around North Foreland 
 

 
 
The BBC are ‘so’ thoughtful with their shipping forecast times and the damn alarm had 
us awake again at 0515. By 0600 we were making S. Foreland on one tack into a SW 3. 
We were surprised by the lack of tidal help and progress was slow. We talked to Dover 
Harbour Authority by VHF to check if it was OK to pass closer than the designated mile 
across the two entrances and was asked to motor this short section. With ferries coming 
and going and the wind easing we would have been foolish not to have done so.  



By 1330, after some frustratingly slow beating we reached the E shore of Dungeness just 
to the north of the village of Dymchurch from where it took 3 more hours to cover the 
7nm to the true headland with much tacking against a powerful eddy. Finally the dreadful 
and poorly placed nuclear Power station was abeam and we could look ahead to the next 
distant headland. The wind was due to rise steadily from the S during the afternoon but 
the reverse was happening and initially it was only the new ebb that gave us any 
movement westwards. 
 

Dungeness  

 
 
We motored for a number of hours with the sky turning more menacing; when the wind 
arrived it came suddenly and from the East. 15 nm east of Eastbourne we began to talk 
ourselves into continuing around Beachy Head to Newhaven. Somehow we had become 
fixated on rounding this headland. Our stupid reasoning was that, the following day, 
beating around the headland into the forecast W 6 to 7 would certainly not be on…..so it 
had to be this evening. Simple as that…stupid as that. We did not stop to add up all the 
negatives, least of all the lack of light, the rising wind ,the foul tide etc. At least we 
attempted to get a few miles offshore but in the event not as far as we would have liked 
as the surfing seas we soon encountered rather dictated our course. Passing inside the 
Royal Sovereign platform with two reefs in we kept stealing glances N to the welcoming 
lights of Eastbourne both knowing that was where we should safely be. Taronga was 
goosewinged and humming, no doubt in her element. Tony and I sat dry mouthed as far 



aft as we could, port and starboard, gripping the gunwhale with only one exit now 
possible. It was the eve of Tony’s birthday and he told me later that he began to doubt 
making it into his 58th year. In the grips of the race we were well past the point of no 
return even if we had been able to turn around and beat back. I suggested to Tony that he 
fish out the VHF radio and keep it on his person (where of course it should always have 
been). It was stupid not to have done the same with our PLB and flares. Had we capsized 
and been inverted I reckon it would have been impossible to extract these items from our 
crowded seat lockers. Once in the race, realizing the mistake, neither of us felt we could 
move forward to find them. 
Progress, despite the huge surges with the waves, was agonisingly slow but we were 
against a strong tide. As each new wave picked up Taronga, our eyes struggling to make 
sense of what was coming at us and from where, I fought at the helm to stop the boat 
broaching. With the rudder struggling for grip on the top of each wave and at the start of 
the surf, I felt that each would be our last but the boat always managed to pull down into 
a flying plane. With tiny ‘twitches’ of the rudder to control Taronga’s flight, the surfs 
lasted a lifetime, the spray hitting our white knuckled hands on the gunwale with some 
force  and  there was always that great ‘ditch’ just ahead of the bow into which Taronga 
seemed to be hurtling; catastrophe only feet in front of her bow….We were certainly 
overpowered. Concentration 100%, the sailing totally riveting. 
 There were two distinct areas of very disturbed water. We came through the first and 
breathed a small sigh of relief but our minds still full of apprehension for what was lying 
ahead. It was pitch black apart from an orange neon glow from the lights of Brighton and 
Newhaven catching the crest of each wave before we sensed the seas had settled enough 
for us to consider it safe to move forward to put in the much needed third reef and to 
further shorten the jib. And then the need to gybe… the dark menacing cliffs of the Seven 
Sisters to starboard adding to the sense of seriousness. Tony was now on the helm; I was 
going to control the main across. We planned the moment but I couldn’t pull the sheet in. 
We tried again….was there so much pressure on the tiny main that I couldn’t manage it? 
Nothing made sense to our tired minds until during the third attempt I suddenly 
remembered the preventer! I fumbled for it in the darkness, released it, gybed and set 
course for the now clearly visible entrance light to Newhaven.  A trawler passed too close 
for comfort and with our masthead light broken we frantically played a spotlight over the 
sails hoping that someone was in the wheelhouse. Once inside the breakwater we 
repeated the performance as the local pilot boat, on its way out to meet the incoming 
ferry, passed by. A ticking off was the last thing we needed at this stage but no doubt they 
were simply wondering just where the “Hell” we had come from! Surely not Beachy 
Head! It had been four very nervy hours, during which time, to coin a certain phrase, both 
of us felt we had “sailed to the edge of fear”. We had only covered 12nm during those 
long hours and given our extraordinary speeds it was hard to see that we were not 
pushing against a flood well in excess at times of the 2.7 kts stated in the pilot book. 
Safely tied up, as the wind continued to rise , we settled down into a deep and thankful 
sleep. It had been just short of a 100nm sail.  



Safe in Newhaven 

 
 



The big pack up in Newhaven 

 
 
I do wonder how those four hours would have seemed had we had warm sun on a blue 
sparkling sea instead of the blackness? 
In the morning a quick call to Rowena, a long wait for the tide to cover the bottom of the 
slip and we were on the road north. Was it really only five days previously that we had 
left Bridlington? It felt unreal. Surely our luck with the weather won’t stretch to a seventh 
year during these randomly picked weeks? 
 
David Williams 
Taronga W9735 


