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INTRODUCTION

This book is about a lifetime of sailing the shallows, on the margins between land and sea: about exploring creeks and estuaries, venturing up rivers and navigating canals. Each chapter is about a different period of my life, sailing on inland or coastal waters. The focus is on the craft I have sailed and the places I have visited in them, from my first experience of sailing on a lake in the northwest of England, when I was very young, to recent passages in the coastal waters of western Europe and the Mediterranean.

There are no ambitious voyages in this book. It is about snatching a weekend away in a busy schedule or going on a summer holiday cruise. Boats are an important part of my life, but they are not perhaps the most important, and going out in them must be fitted around everything else I need to be doing.

Being an amateur sailor does not mean that the activity is inconsequential or unimportant to me. A weekend on the water allows me to return to work the following Monday, renewed and revitalised. The challenges of sailing are quite different to my working life, and taking a small boat out onto open water is rarely humdrum. The sea is the last great wilderness on Earth, uncontrolled by humanity and savage in bad weather. The salt seas course into coastal waters with the flooding tide, mingling the wildness of the open ocean with the perils of the shoals. Sailing the shallows is never dull, and one must always be prepared for the unexpected there.

The fresh waters of lakes and rivers also present their own special difficulties, to stretch the mind and exercise the body. Weekend sailors go out on the water to find solace and refreshment, whether they sail yachts or smaller craft, but surely the skipper of a small dinghy has the best of the sport of sailing. And this is why sailing dinghies dominate this book, especially my present boat Avel Dro. Dinghies are inexpensive and flexible. They can easily be transported by land to explore new waters, and they do not demand the same emotional and financial commitment as a yacht in a marina berth. They fit comfortably into a busy modern lifestyle. After a refreshing day out sailing in your dinghy, you can pack her away and not worry about her until the next time you take her out again.
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A camping dinghy moored in a quiet anchorage in the shallows.
For a young person, even a simple dinghy can feel like an impossible aspiration, however. Boat ownership is only an attainable proposition if you have a reasonable level of financial security – if you live in a house with a garage, and you own a car large enough to tow her around on a trailer, for instance. These are simple things, but for a young person, who typically lives in a rented room in a shared house, they present a series of insuperable difficulties.

I only achieved the blissful state of home ownership relatively late in life, and for many years the desire to go sailing felt like a hopeless dream. I described myself as a sailor, but I rarely seemed to go sailing. There are more opportunities to go out in a boat than you might imagine though, and if I had not spent so many years unable to own a boat of my own, I would not have discovered how many authentic traditional craft are still available to hire.

Sailing dinghies dominate the following chapters, however, from my first tentative forays on Windermere when I was very young, to a variety of recent passages in my present dinghy. Some are short trips in sheltered estuaries or lakes, but the are also serious coastal passages in open water. Dinghies are more seaworthy than might be imagined. A well-found open boat can cope with the same conditions that any small yacht is likely to be out in. When the sea is high and the wind approaches gale force, most cabin boats will decide to stay in port, while in the more moderate conditions suitable for pleasurable sailing, a seaworthy dinghy has many advantages over a larger vessel.

A camping dinghy may not offer the comforts of a modern cabin yacht, but no yacht is comfortable on a hard beat to windward, no matter how many berths she may accommodate in her cabin. And there are serious disadvantages to yacht ownership. Yachts are restricted as to where they can stop for the night by their deep draught and their unhandiness compared to a smaller vessel, which is why many of them sail only from marina berth to marina berth.

A dinghy, by contrast, can slip easily into the shallows, to find a secluded berth in a remote backwater of the coastal wilderness. Once it has been experienced, the purity and simplicity of sleeping in a dinghy under canvas becomes very seductive. Owning a cruising dinghy should not be seen as a compromise, as something you sail in only because you lack the financial resources to go cruising in a larger vessel.

Let us embark then, you and I, on a passage along the coast in a small dinghy. She rises to the faces of the oncoming seas and then swoops down into the troughs beyond, picking her way across the ever-changing face of the ocean. A breaking crest catches her unawares and crashes aboard, drenching the forward thwarts and running down onto the bottom boards. The serried swells roll in towards us from the unbroken horizon, and away across the wave tops, a flock of storm petrels breaks the loneliness, dodging over the peaks of the moving water, their feathers flashing white and black against the grey sea.

Aboard a cruising dinghy on passage, the routine is the same as on any other sailing vessel. There is the timeless ritual of making log entries, and the skipper is inevitably concerned about the welfare of the small crew, and tries to ensure that no one aboard gets over-tired. The changing weather must also be monitored. Does she need another reef, or would she be making better progress with more sail up? These are the most important considerations on any sailing vessel.

The crew looks around their boat with pride. Good little ship! A true sea boat is recognisable by simplicity, robustness and a sense of order. Everything is smart and seaman-like. There is no affectation or redundancy, just the minimum of tough, well-chosen gear. Sure, she is a little scuffed and salt-stained, but she exudes a quiet competence. We are content with her. She is a trusty companion, out here on the grey waste.

Onwards we sail. The sun sinks in the sky, the air grows colder, and the sea becomes ever greyer and more menacing. But we are close to our destination now, and soon the arms of the estuary reach out and embrace us. We run in over the rough water on the bar and into the shelter beyond. The sea breeze is blowing up the valley, encouraging us onwards into the upper reaches of the river to seek a quiet anchorage in a remote upriver creek, away from the crowds.

Dinghies have an intimate relationship with the intricacies of the coastline. They are creatures of the littoral, and the shallows are their natural habitat. After the empty horizon of the open sea, we feel as if we are coming home. Our dinghy heels to a sudden gust and slips away up the river. Soon the valley begins to narrow and trees reach down to dip their leaves into the water. We drift past an abandoned quayside, ivy cloaking the ruins of warehouses and limekilns. Then the valley widens out again, and the sun glistens golden on a broad, sheltered pool among the low wooded hills. The river bottom will be soft and flat here, so we will have a peaceful night once she has settled onto the mud.
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My old dinghy lying at anchor in the Kingsbridge Estuary, near Salcombe. The crew of a camping dinghy are free to pick a beautiful view and then spend the night in the middle of it.
Anchoring our boat, we erect the tent cover and light the stove for a brew. The same vessel that was being lashed by the waves of the open sea has now become a snug home. We kick off our sea boots and remove our outer gear, then lay out the mattresses and scatter some cushions around the inside of the boat. Soon we are lounging comfortably, watching the view through the stern flaps of the tent, enjoying the comfortable homeliness aboard our little boat. We sip our drinks and chat about the day’s voyage.

At night in a camping dinghy, there is a profound sense of being part of the natural environment surrounded by the dabbling and splashing of the creatures of the foreshore. Inevitably we wake in the night, however. The wind has risen, and our boat is snatching at her rode. We open the tent flaps and peer out. The beauty and splendour of the night sky, deep in the countryside, is breathtaking. But is our anchor dragging? We check the transit we took before turning in. It is still in line. She has not budged, so we snuggle back down into our sleeping bags, reassured.

Later, we look out again to see that the noise of burbling water under her hull has ceased. She has settled on the mud now and lies rock solid. The moon is high in the sky and the mud-banks gleam in its light. We lie there for a while, watching the scene and listening to the hissing and scuffling in the mud all around, where small life breathes and feeds.

The last time we look out, our vessel is once more afloat. Dawn has risen and the sun is burning off the morning mist. The water steams around our dinghy, and fog lies in the hollows of the surrounding fields and woodlands. The seabirds are following the rising tide up the mudbanks. As usual just after dawn in summer, there is a light breeze blowing down the valley towards the sea, so we should strike the tent and drop back down the estuary while it lasts.

There is just time for a quick breakfast before we set off, so the stove is fired up again and we fish the milk out from the ‘cool store’ in the bilges. Then the sleeping bags and cushions are shaken out and crammed into their stuff bags, the mattresses are rolled away and placed in dry bags, which are stowed out of the way and lashed down. After that, the stove and galley boxes are closed and pushed into their seagoing positions. The less equipment you carry with you, the easier it is to keep track of it each time you pack away the dinghy.

We raise the anchor and slip away from the upriver anchorage where we passed the night. The last shreds of mist wisp across the water before us. There is very little wind, and our sail hangs limp in the crisp morning light, but the ebb current carries us through the calm patches. As we ghost silently down the river, a yacht passes us under power. Her crew wave happily and we wave politely back, even though their engine is shattering the peace of the morning. We understand why yachts resort to engines. It is part of the Faustian pact they have made in return for their spacious cabins, padded banquettes, drinks cabinets and fixed berths. But we wonder if they realise how much they have lost.




LOCAL KNOWLEDGE

I lay awake in my sleeping bag listening to the gurgles and clunks of the water caressing Avel Dro’s hull as she lay snug inside le Port la Corderie – a deep and sinuous inlet on the island of Bréhat in North Brittany. It was the last day of September, and the sun had not yet risen high enough to warm the chill air. My breath steamed upwards and condensed on the underside of the boat tent above my head. It was tempting to stay snuggled in bed until the sun’s rays had some real warmth, and the damp tent had dried out, but Avel Dro needed to get away early, to catch the fair tide northwards along the coast.

Wriggling out from where I was lying, my sleeping bag still wrapped tightly around me, I reached out to fold open the rear doors of the boat tent and look out on the chill morning. Avel Dro lay in a little bay, moored fore and aft between her two anchors. Only the slightest of ripples disturbed the surrounding water, sheltered by a cluster of simple Breton homes, granite-built with shuttered windows and hunkered between pine trees and gorse.

I had arrived at the Île de Bréhat the evening before after sailing down the Trieux River from the inland port of Pontrieux. I had carried the ebb down the river and then waited at the entrance to Port la Corderie until the afternoon flood had filled the deep sound bisecting the island. Then I had felt my way into the little bay where my boat was now lying, prodding with an oar to check the flatness of the mud she would be lying on overnight.

My friend Mary had been my fellow crew member until earlier in the week. We had spent a convivial few days exploring the coves and islands of the Bay of Morlaix. But now I was on my own onboard Avel Dro and the melancholia of autumn was already detectable in the dawn sunshine. The weather had begun to wax thuggish over the last few days, and the freshness of the morning light could not dispel a niggling sense of unease. The trees were swaying above the roofs of the surrounding houses, and clouds raced across the sky. Outside the shelter of the anchorage, a stiff wind was blowing.
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Chartlet of the mouth of the Trieux River on the north coast of Brittany, choked with rocks and swept by the strong tides flowing around the Ile de Bréhat.
Retracting my head, I slid the chart case out from beneath the bungees that stop it blowing off the afterdeck whilst underway, and then I reviewed the day’s passage. The Île de Bréhat is like a bone clamped in the mouth of the River Trieux. On the paper chart, the river’s granite jaws were marked green and flecked with black crosses, denoting the more vicious rocks. My day’s passage would begin by working my dinghy out of the maw of the River Trieux into the open sea. Then I needed to turn northwards, skirting the coastal plateau, before I could bear off to the west into the River Jaudy.

The Jaudy has a similar rock-bound approach as the Trieux, and vessels coming from the west generally enter by using its main channel, which discharges northwards into the English Channel. Craft coming from the east, as I would be doing, can take a much narrower channel, called ‘la Passe de la Gaine’, passing between the coastal plateau and an off lying shoal called ‘les Héaux-de-Bréhat’, which is identified by a tall and slender lighthouse rising from the shoal itself.


The Île de Bréhat is like a bone clamped in the mouth of the River Trieux



Although la Passe de la Gaine is only four cables wide, it is a recognised shortcut into the River Jaudy, with a transit marked on the chart. “The waters are generally calmer than outside,” declares Tom Cunliffe in the Shell Channel Pilot, “and the rockscapes well worth the trouble.” Cunliffe is a very experienced yachtsman, with many miles of cruising under the keels of his various boats. His advice is indubitably authoritative, so la Passe de la Gaine was the route I planned to take.

It would be just a short coastal hop, and over by lunchtime. After entering the River Jaudy, I would find a sheltered cove where I would anchor for lunch, and then I would lie there most of the afternoon to await the evening flood. Only then would I sail further up the river to find somewhere to stop for the night. According to the information printed on my chart and in the pilot book, there was nothing to worry about.

I had one nagging concern, however. Before entering la Passe de la Gaine, I would need to cross an area of deep water just east of les Héaux-de-Bréhat. It was completely clear of charted dangers, and there was no indication of any peril at all, except for one thing. Scribbled across it in pencil were the words “overfalls at half tide”. I had added this annotation to the chart myself, a couple of days before, while I was moored in a green and sheltered valley beside the flower-bedecked town of Pontrieux.

I had arrived in Pontrieux seeking shelter from a bitter easterly wind that raked the north coast of Brittany for several days.

Camping dinghies are rare, so they tend to generate intense curiosity in any group of moored boats, and their crews are inevitably invited into the cabins of other yachts for a drink or a meal. My time in Pontrieux was no exception. The skipper of one of the smaller yachts moored nearby invited me aboard his vessel for the inevitable apéro. Once I had clambered aboard his craft, he congratulated me on my choice of cruising area:

“This is the most beautiful stretch of coast in Brittany, sans aucun doute,” he said. “Mais aussi la plus périlleuse.”

Intrigued, I asked why it was perilous. In answer, he fetched the local detailed chart from his chart table and spread it out on the cabin sole in front of me. “De l’Île Grande à l’Île de Bréhat”, I read in the title block. The top half of the sheet was a white expanse of sea, unbroken except for rows of small numbers indicating the water depth. Covering the bottom half of the sheet, like a giant fist grabbing at the stout paper, was the central section of the north Breton coastline.

“There are innumerable navigable passages threaded through these shoals,” said the yachtsman, as his finger traced various routes through the green shallows, “and they are all tellement fascinant to explore in small craft like ours.”

“Mais écoute bien,” he continued, “the tides run very strongly along this coast, creating numerous difficult tidal eddies between the shoals.”

He tapped his finger on the chart, indicating the eastern entrance to la Passe de la Gaine.

“This area is particularly perilous,” he said, and counselled me to avoid the area at half tide, particularly when the wind was running against the stream.

“The seas there are dangerous,” he continued, “and easily bad enough to sink a small boat like yours. It is not a large area of rough water, mais très aggravée.”
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Lying to bow and stern anchors on the Ile de Bréhat. It was calm in the shelter of the houses, but a strong wind was blowing overhead.
Areas of disturbed sea caused by local tidal effects are called ‘overfalls’, and they are generally marked by sets of wiggly lines on the chart. As there was no such indication at the entrance to la Passe de la Gaine, I added a pencil annotation to my chart.

Specific navigational advice like this, based on direct local experience, is highly prized by navigators. When a Pilot Book warns that an obscure haven is “not to be entered without local knowledge”, this is what it means.

Rumours of impending peril multiply like virulent viruses in any gathering of yachts. Weather reports are the most insidious symptom of this syndrome. Invariably everyone has a different opinion of the meteorological outlook. Imminent gales or dense fogs are conjured out of thin air, just as ancient mariners used to frighten each other with tales of Scylla or Charybdis. Hence, I give little credence to stray talk among moored boats. I prefer to do my own navigational research, putting my trust in authoritative sources, rather than surrendering to the fears of rumour and surmise. I trusted this French yachtsman, however. His yacht had the air of understated efficiency that a true sea boat always exudes. This was the “local knowledge” that pilot books talk about.

So as I lay in le Port la Corderie, I thought about the passage ahead and the transit of la Passe de la Gaine. Being an engineless vessel, Avel Dro would need to work the tide out of Le Trieux estuary, relying on the ebb to push her up to windward against the strong easterly wind. Only then would she be able to shape a course to the north along the coast. According to my Tidal Atlas, the coastal stream would be changing direction an hour after local high water, so if I left my anchorage just after local high water, I should arrive at la Passe de la Gaine before any difficult overfalls had a chance to build up. As it was already high water, I crawled out of my sleeping bag, ate a hurried breakfast and then began to pack down the boat.

Before setting off on passage, Avel Dro needed to be transformed from a cosy floating home into a smart seagoing vessel, with everything squared away for the open waters of the English Channel. I have a familiar packing routine, so that nothing gets forgotten when rising early for a sea passage, still befuddled by sleep. First I put away my bedding. My sleeping bag, pillow and mattress are stuffed into a waterproof bag and lashed under one of the side benches. After that, my clothes are stowed away into a similar bag and lashed down as well. Finally, the cooking utensils, crockery, cutlery and food containers are recovered from wherever they have strewn themselves during the night and are packed away into the galley and larder boxes. Despite this familiar routine, by the time my dew-sodden tent had been taken down, rolled up and slid into its bag, a full hour had passed since I first looked out at the still waters of the anchorage.

I looked again at the vigorously swaying treetops and pondered how many reefs would be needed out in the open water. Two seemed reasonable. Three would be ridiculous unless it really was blowing an absolute hoolie out there.

I tugged at the gaskets that held the sail furled against the yard. The brown folds of sailcloth slithered loose and the sail tumbled out onto the bottom boards. Rolling in two reefs, I snugged down the reef points. After hoisting the deeply-reefed sail, I went up into the bows and started weighing the anchor. The rode came in dripping seawater, noticeably warmer than the air. I dropped the damp coils of rope loosely into the bottom boards and dumped the muddy anchor on top.

There was only just enough wind to blow her bows off. Returning to the helm, I took the tiller and put it hard over. As her sail filled, Avel Dro pivoted daintily on her heel, then heeled gently to the wind. I steered for the narrows at the mouth of the inlet. Outcrops of grey granite lined the channel on both sides, looming gargoyle-like above my little dinghy. Avel Dro drifted slowly between them, the wind barely filling the sail. Metal perches rose from the rocks ahead, marking the channel through the shoals. We dribbled towards them. The pine trees on the low cliffs were swaying and hissing, but the wind did not reach me at water level. Breaking waves were rolling up the main river channel ahead, but Avel Dro was still ghosting across the still water in the wind shadow of the rocks. Then she cleared the mouth of the inlet and the breeze punched brutally into her sail. Heeling sharply, she dipped her gunnel and lurched forward into the breakers. Pitching into them, her bow scooped up green water, which poured over her short foredeck and cascaded into the bottom boards. I sheeted out, spilling wind frantically, half the sail flogging. Two reefs felt woefully inadequate and I hankered after a third. But this was no place to stop and roll in another reef.

The ebb stream was sluicing powerfully down the Trieux River into the easterly wind, throwing up a vicious sea. Avel Dro bounded across the river, the tide sliding her sideways to windward. The far bank came rushing towards me, a line of black rocks, bearded with seaweed.

Fine on the starboard bow, a cylindrical granite beacon marked the mouth of the river. Faded green paint coated its barnacled sides, identifying it as a starboard hand mark. Avel Dro smashed through the waves towards it.

The water seemed smoother behind the beacon, out of the main tidal stream, so I held my course and dodged round the back of the granite pillar. Avel Dro almost brushed the rocky shoreline beyond, and I winced in expectation of her centreplate crunching into a submerged rock. But there was no noise of metal on granite, and she slid nonchalantly into the smooth water beyond the stone beacon, the rocks on the shoreline gliding slowly past on her port side. So Avel Dro managed to clear the river without needing to tack in the rough water, and I was able to shape a course to the north, hard on the wind, skirting the mass of rocks to our lee.

In settled conditions, the shoal waters surrounding the mouth of the Trieux are a fascinating place to explore: a maze of rocks, craggy islands, sandbars and oyster beds. But the area is dangerous in a stiff onshore wind, as there was that day. Breaking seas roared in among the shoals, warning me to maintain a safe offing. The view to seaward was wild and sublime. Glistening waves lifted our bows, dashing spray over the weather gunwale. I steered on the chartplotter, keeping my vessel on the line marking the Trieux River back transit, careful not to allow her to fall off into the rocks to leeward.


Breaking seas roared in among the shoals, warning me to maintain a safe offing. The view to seaward was wild and sublime



Affordable chartplotters have revolutionised navigation in small craft, but there are difficulties in using them in a dinghy. The tiny image on the chartplotter’s screen is often confusing in a little boat pitching into a short sea, so I always keep a paper chart beside the helm too. A chartplotter is marvellous for keeping track of the fine detail of a passage, but a paper chart provides a better overview of the surrounding seascape. The two modes of navigation complement each other; modern digital technology and traditional
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Cooking on board, under the boat tent.
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