
 
 

                 SAILING THE NANCY HOME 
 
    
 
 
   CLYDEBANK TO PLOCKTON - 14 APRIL 2010 to 6 MAY 2010 
  

The log of a voyage in a 4.5m open traditional Plockton sailing dinghy through 
some of the most dangerous waters in Britain. The entire voyage was carried 
out either under sail or by rowing. 
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Peter McAlister  Skipper 
  Neil Griffiths (first leg) 
  Gordon McAlister (second leg) 
  Angus Matheson (third leg) 
  Malcolm Mackenzie (fourth and fifth legs) 
 
 
 
 



THE NANCY 
The Nancy is a 15’6” open Plockton sailing dinghy built in 1934 by John 
McKenzie and Son, boat builders in Portree, Skye. At the time she cost 
£1/foot to build (£3/m) and is built of larch with oak frames. Sadly, the years 
have not been too kind to her and she was fibreglass sheathed in 1994.  
As with most of the current Plockton fleet she carries a flying fifteen rig and 
the only other means of propulsion are the oars. She has no centreboard or 
built-in ballast, just a 6”deep (150mm) wooden keel. 
 

 
 
INTRODUCTION 
For several years I have been attracted by the idea of sailing the Nancy back 
to Plockton from the Clyde. I knew that this was not a task to be taken lightly 
as it would involve sailing an open dinghy in some of the wildest and most 
exposed waters in Europe, through the Dorus Mor with its swirling tides, past 
the awesome Corriebhreachan with its standing waves and whirlpool, and the 
rounding of the most westerly headland in mainland Britain, Ardnamurchan. 
The last leg through the strong tides of Kyle Rhea and Kyleakin in contrast 
seems almost benign. To achieve this goal I had to give the boat and rig a 
good overhaul, fit a small foredeck to provide somewhere dry for our gear and 
upgrade her buoyancy.  A great deal of thought was given to safety and we 
wore dry suits and lifejackets. We also had flares, 2 vhf radios and an epirb, 2 
hand bearing compasses, charts and 2 large buckets for bailing. I also 
decided to try to raise money for Sports Relief and set a target of £1,000 
which has been surpassed. 

 

 
 



CLYDEBANK TO PLOCKTON - 14 APRIL 2010 to 6 MAY 2010 
 

    
 
Our voyage began on Wednesday 14 April when we were launched from the 
River Clyde Boatyard at Clydebank on a fine sunny day at the top of the tide.  
After lying alongside a moored yacht we hoisted the main and set off down 
river at 1330 with a fair wind behind us (Easterly F3) making for excellent 
progress. Our passage was brightened by friends waving and cheering as we 
passed Bowling and for a short time we were becalmed off Langbank and had 
to take to the oars to keep some way on. By 1700 we had made it to the 
Cloch lighthouse, but shortly thereafter the fair wind became lighter and lighter 
until we reached Kip and we had to resort to the oars again.  
 
A new breeze filled in from the South about a F4 and we started beating, but 
even this wind gave out and we had to resort to rowing again to get round 
Toward Point before the flood tide carried us back up river. We had hoped to 
pull the boat ashore at Toward Yacht Club and pitch our tent, but by 2130 it 
was pitch black and an offshore breeze made it hard work so we gave up and 
rowed across to Rothesay with the assistance of the jib where we tied up in 
the harbour at 2230. Believe me that 9 hours in a dry suit is no fun and 
throughout the day we had to avoid drinking any fluids as it’s a major task to 
get out of one! Fortunately we found a cheap boarding house, bought some 
chips and had a couple of pints before turning in. We had covered 30nm plus 
5nm under oars!  



 
 
 
On the Thursday morning, following a good night’s sleep, we had a quick 
breakfast in our room, and after paying our berthing fees of £12 (extortionate 
we thought for a 4.5m dinghy!) we rowed out of the harbour at 1030. It was 
another stunning day, but alas there was no wind so we persevered with the 
rowing until we got to Ardmaleish buoy at the entrance to the East Kyle when, 
to our relief, a light Easterly breeze arrived. We had a good run up the Kyle, 
but by the time we got to Colintraive the wind had disappeared again and we 
started rowing. At the top of Bute a F4 westerly filled in and we started 
beating, but it was hard going and as we entered the West Kyle, under Sod’s 
Law, the wind backed to the South West! Beating again and with the tide 
against us it took us 3 hours to beat the 6 miles from Kames to Ardlamont 
buoy! As we rounded the buoy, expecting a reach, it headed us once more 
and we had to put in a long tack past Skate Island and into Loch Fyne. The 
wind veered further and increased to the top end of a F4, but it was 
exhilarating (and wet) sailing with both of us out on the gunwhale. Then 
suddenly one of the stern laminated knees parted carrying one end of the 
main sheet traveller and we lost control of the mainsail. We quickly jury-rigged 
a lashing to the stern thwart to take the mainsheet and beat into Portavadie 
Marina at 2045.  
 
By the time we got our dry suits off in the restaurant at 2110 the kitchen had 
closed! Drat! Then the beer keg went off and I discovered my phone had no 
signal! However, the staff in the restaurant were brilliant and organised a 
smoked salmon salad which was excellent as we were famished. We were 
too tired to camp and the restaurant staff very kindly phoned round to see if 
they could find us bed and breakfast. Neil had discovered that his phone 



worked outside in the carpark and I managed to phone a friend, Mike Smith, 
who lives in Tighnabruach. He very kindly offered us a bed for the night and 
picked us up after our meal. We had sailed 25nm and rowed 4nm.  
 
Friday was another beautiful day and after an early breakfast Mike and Nan 
very kindly drove us back over to Portavadie at 0715 before they headed off 
to work. Although the marina office was closed, by a bit of ingenuity we 
managed to access the pontoons which were very slippery being covered in 
frost as the air temperature was only 2 degrees C! We quickly did a temporary 
repair to the damaged knee, clambered into our dry suits and hoisted sail! 
Alas, there was no wind so Neil resorted once again to rowing to get us out of 
the marina. Eventually after about 8 miles a wee breeze filled in from the 
South then veered to the West F3/4. The final three miles were done in style 
and on a close reach we logged a speed of 5.8kn on the gps (we even 
achieved about 2.4kn rowing)! We luffed up into the harbour, furled the jib and 
tacked into Ardrishaig sealock at 1300. We tied her up alongside a traditional 
birlinn berthed in the basin and poured ourselves a large dram.  
 

 
 
It had been a fitting end to a great first leg and as I had a couple of band gigs 
over the weekend we left the boat in the canal for a week and headed back to 
Glasgow exhilarated that we had completed the first leg successfully! 
 
 
The following weekend my son Gordon and I drove up to Ardrishaig early in 
the morning of Saturday 24 April. The weather didn’t look promising as there 
was a smirr of rain, but we loaded our gear into the boat and with Henry’s help 
got the locks ready at 1030. The rain, however, held off and there was no 
need for dry suits! There were two other boats wishing to transit the canal so 



we waited for them to join us in the lock. After lock 3 they shot away from us 
under power and Gordon took up the strain on the oars for the long reach to 
Cairnbaan. We couldn’t have been all that far behind them though as they had 
abandoned their vessels to savour the culinary delights of the Cairnbaan 
Hotel. We on the other hand enjoyed our sandwiches al fresco and then 
prepared to lock through towards the top reach as we saw no sign of life on 
either vessel. 
 
On our own we made excellent progress as we only needed to open one lock 
gate and with Henry’s help we made good time through the locks until we got 
to the long reach to Crinan where once again Gordon put his back into rowing. 
We noticed that we were passing most walkers so we estimated our speed to 
be about 4 knots. "Ardrishaig tae Crinan's the best trip I've been in, It’s the 
Crinan canal for me!"  So the song goes and so it was for us! We arrived in 
Crinan at 1600 and tied up in the basin. 
 
 I have been through the canal many times in yachts, but on a wee boat like 
the Nancy it’s a totally different experience. People in canalside houses would 
come to their windows and wave and cheer; walkers would clap as Gordon 
rowed past them and chat to us asking us what we were doing. It was a great 
feeling. Even when we adjourned to the Crinan Hotel for a well earned pint, 
we were bought drinks by some walkers who recognised us as the crew of the 
rowing boat! The weather had been better than expected (ideal for rowing) 
with a light wind from astern and a little sun, but it had been hard work and 
Gordon had come up trumps rowing the 9 miles of the canal in five hours 
including passage through the locks. It had been a terrific achievement. 
  

 
 



On the Sunday morning in a heavy downpour we carried out a permanent 
repair to the failed stern knee before Gordon headed South and I awaited the 
arrival of Angus for the next leg of the trip when we would head West and 
North! 
 
Next morning, after a night spent having a Ceilidh in one of the local pubs, we 
got ourselves organised. Thanks to the hospitality of Henry and Maggie Crow 
giving us the free run of their house in their absence, we had a good night's 
sleep. Getting to Crinan on a Monday morning wasn’t going to be so easy 
though and we phoned for a taxi to take us as the buses only seem to run on 
a Tuesday, Thursday and at weekends. However, by 1000 we were out of the 
sealock and picked up a mooring to allow us to hoist the main and were soon 
underway heading for the Dorus Mor. The light South Westerly allowed us to 
sail a good course and soon we were reaching at about 5.5kn past the West 
side of Scarba Island. We by-passed Cuan Sound and eventually found our 
way into Clachan Seil Sound with the flood under us. The last (and first time) I 
had passed under the Bridge over the Atlantic at Clachan Seil Sound I was 
about 12 years old and it was on a 38 foot long gaff rigged Cornish lugger 
called "Para Handy". It was a hairy trip North to South on the ebb and we 
managed to run aground on most available rocks twanging the telephone 
cables on our way past! Fortunately we cleared the bridge and the 3 phase 
electrical supply to the Seil Island!  
 
This time should be a piece of cake in a boat drawing less than a foot. Alas, it 
was not to be so as the channel North of the bridge was full of shingle shoals 
and although we had entered the Sound in the fourth hour of the flood tide we 
soon ground to a halt! With our dry suits on, however, we leapt in and started 
to drag the boat through the shoals, but gave up after a hundred feet or so as 
it was pretty exhausting work, and decided to instead to have lunch to allow 
the tide to rise further. 

         
 
 
 After about 30 minutes we had another go and by canting the dinghy over we 
eventually dragged her about 300 yards into deeper water. It certainly wasn’t 



a lot of fun! Unfortunately, while aground the flood tide which was still sluicing 
past us forced the rudder over so far that it wrenched the top gudgeon on the 
rudder fixings off and it was lost overboard. Luckily we spotted it right away 
and made a jury rig with some lashings to prevent the bottom pintle going the 
same way. The f4 wind held well from the South and we made good speed to 
Oban Marina on Kerrera where we arrived at 1530 with about 25nm under the 
keel. We had a bit of a struggle trying to row against the fresh wind to pick up 
a mooring to enable us to drop the mainsail but we made it and rowed in to 
the pontoons. We couldn’t wait to get out of our dry suits and we just 
managed to catch the ferry over to Oban where we were joined by a friend for 
a few pints and a curry. We caught the ferry back to Kerrera at 1930, pitched 
our tent in an adjacent field and had an early night. 
 

 
 
Next morning we caught the 0800 ferry to Oban as the skipper discovered 
that he had brought a gas stove but no gas cartridges! D’oh! After a quick 
breakfast we bought the cartridges and some chandlery to fix the missing 
gudgeon and returned to Kerrera on the 0910 ferry. We packed our gear 
aboard, poured ourselves into our dry suits and set off at 1000 in light rain. 
The Inshore forecast was S to SE 3/4 increasing 5/6 later so we should have 
enough wind - or should we? We drifted out of Oban Bay and Angus had to 
row for about 15 minutes before a light Southerly breeze filled in. It took us 90 
minutes to cover the three miles to Lismore Lighthouse and by 1200 we were 
off Duart Castle at the South entrance to the Sound of Mull. The wind was still 
light and Angus was busy trying to entice some fish onto his hooks - alas in 
vain. Once we passed Glas Eileanan  the wind picked up to a F4 and we 
really took off, sailing at about 5/6 knots. However, when it increased to F5 we 
had several near broaches and I decided to heave to at Fishnish to put a deep 
reef in the main. We set off again under a lot more control and had a great sail 
to Tobermory goosewinged before a F5 gusting 6, surfing at up to 8kn! 
Fantastic sailing! We shot through the Doirlinn passage to the South of Calve 
Island and tied up alongside the pontoons at 1530 in pouring rain. The last 18 
miles had been covered in 3 hours, pretty good for a 15 foot waterline!  To 
escape the rain we adjourned to the pub still in our dry suits 25nm nearer 
Plockton 
 



       
 
Angus recalled that he had a friend, Anne, who lived in Tobermory, called her 
and while we were still warming up in the bar Anne and her neighbour Pat 
arrived. This was fortuitous as it turned out that Pat ran a b&b and with the 
incessant rain we were looking for an alternative to camping! We were made 
very welcome at Pat’s house and after several large drams adjourned to our 
beds. 
 
 We awoke on the Wednesday morning after a great sleep in really 
comfortable surroundings and had a fantastic breakfast. We could hear the 
wind rattling the slates over our head and at 0730 over breakfast we checked 
out the forecast and it wasn’t good at all - S5/6 increasing 7 to gale 8. Not a 
day for a small open boat to be attempting to round Ardnamurchan and as 
both Angus and myself had to be back home by the weekend we abandoned 
any hopes of getting round! There was no sense of disappointment in this 
decision as we had successfully completed leg 3 in four days - a fantastic 
achievement!  
 
On Tuesday 4 May Malcolm and I drove up to Oban and caught the first ferry 
to Craignure, arriving in Tobermory at 0900 to find the Nancy dismasted! At 
first we thought she had capsized as there was seaweed tangled in the 
rigging, but the harbour master confirmed that the mast had fallen down of its 
own accord on the Monday afternoon due to a bottlescrew undoing itself in 
the wash of local boats! Anyway we quickly re-rigged her, tightened and 
checked all the lock nuts and set sail at 1030 into a N4/5, far from our ideal 
wind!  It wasn't a pleasant beat across the mouth of Loch Sunart and when we 
eventually tacked, we felt the full force of the seas which were now on the 
bow. The Nancy was taking some punishment as she fell off the waves and 
after a few minutes I decided to abort the trip before something broke. Even 
so the seas constantly broke aboard and the weight of wind in the squalls 



meant that we had to regularly dump the sheets to prevent a capsize as we 
turned tail and romped off down wind back to Tobermory. However, just South 
of Rubha nan Gall lighthouse the wind and sea eased and the wind backed to 
the West f4. We both looked at each other and decided to give it another 
shot!   
 
This time, our first tack took us a good mile further upwind and then we held 
close to the mainland shore in a series of short tacks to avoid the worst of the 
seas and tide. Eventually, at 1730, after seven hours of beating we were off 
the lighthouse itself. As the crow flies, it’s only 10 miles to Ardnamurchan 
lighthouse from Tobermory, but we must have sailed twice that distance 
including our aborted first attempt. We hove to off the lighthouse for a small 
dram to celebrate and at one point had to row clear of the confused seas off 
the rocks as we were only about a hundred feet off the Point.  
 

           
 
Visibility by now was atrocious (barely half a mile) but by steering a compass 
course of 040 degrees we reached past the island of Muck (unseen in the 
gloaming) made our landfall and entered Eigg harbour at 2030 very tired and 
wet. We tied up alongside the old pier, but instead of camping, decanted our 
gear into the Community Hall lobby which had showers and toilet facilities. We 
fired up the stove and had mince butties for tea washed down with cold beer 
and a few drams! Comfort of a sort! 
 
 Ideally I would have liked a safety boat for the leg of the voyage we had just 
completed, but it had not been possible as it was too early in the season. In 
actual fact we were seldom out of sight of a yacht, a coaster or a ferry as we 
rounded Ardnamurchan, but once round, when the weather closed in we just 
sailed in our own small world. Fortunately we were now out of the main 
shipping lanes! Without doubt this had been the hardest and most dangerous 
leg of the voyage and we were both grateful to have both it and another 28 
miles behind us. 



 
On the Wednesday morning, after a poor night's sleep between checking that 
the Nancy was alright at low water at 3am and getting the shipping forecast at 
0520 we set off at 0730. The wind was light from the North West but petered 
out after 1/4 a mile. Malcolm resorted to rowing and after a mile or so a wee 
breeze filled in from the SE f3. This was surprising as the forecast wind was 
NW 3/4 occasionally 5! After about half an hour we shook out the deep reef in 
the main and our progress improved, Visibility was still poor with patches of 
sea fog, but eventually we picked up the Point of Sleat and the wind backed to 
the NW f4. Progress was now superb and in rough water the Nancy surged 
forward at 6 knots shipping the odd wave over the gunwhale but nothing that 
the bilge pump couldn't cope with. Off Armadale the wind eased away to 
nothing and Malcolm had to resort to rowing again whereupon the SE 3 
breeze returned. This took us to Isle Ornsay by 1330, but it fell light again and 
we found ourselves becalmed and rowing once more until we were close to 
the ferry pier at Kyle Rhea. The ebb was still running South and although we 
could ferry glide from one side to the other we could make no headway. We 
knew that LW Mallaig was 1530 and it would turn soon, so we found a wee 
bolt hole out of the tide.  
 
In fact it was not until 1900 that the stream eased enough for us to set sail 
again. After the first tack the flow reversed and we shot through with the 
benefit of three knots of tide on a favoured tack. The wind in Loch Alsh was 
NW3/4 and once again we found ourselves beating towards the pontoon at 
Kyle of Lochalsh. On the mainland shore we could hear Calum, Malcolm's 
father, urging us on, but the wind fell lighter and lighter until eventually we 
rowed the final 500 yards to the pontoon, berthing at 2130. We were pretty 
cold and tired but Jane and Calum welcomed us with hot coffee and drams 
before driving us over to Plockton to a hot meal and a soft bed for the night! It 
had been a very long, frustrating and tiring day but we had completed the 
fourth leg and another 32 miles of which 3 were under oars and only the final 
9nm to Plockton remained to be conquered.  
 

      
 
On the Thursday morning 6 May Jane and Calum very kindly drove us over to 
Kyle and we climbed into our dry suits for hopefully the last time and cast off 
at 0930. The forecast wasn't brilliant - NE 4 to 5 occasionally 6, but the wind 
was light from the SE as we set off and we hoisted the full main. Once we had 
passed under the Skye Bridge there was a horrible tidal lop that saw waves 
breaking aboard from every angle, but we put a tack in and sailed into clear 



water. The sun shone, the wind blew and the Nancy flew as though sensing 
that she was close to home! However this final leg was not to be too easy and 
at the last minute the wind veered to the NE f4 and forced us to start beating 
again as we closed Cat Island lighthouse. A few yachts came out to welcome 
us home and as we beat past the lighthouse, Calum's seal trip boat Sula Mhor 
greeted us with all the tourists asked to give a loud cheer as we headed up 
the harbour. Off the wind now the Nancy surged up into Plockton bay with 
cars on the shore honking their horns and people taking snap shots of us as 
we sailed up harbour to tie up against the pontoons at 1230.  
 

 
 
Home at last to a great crowd of locals as a welcoming committee! Bottles of 
whisky mysteriously appeared and we charged our glasses and gave a toast 
to "The Nancy" because she was the real star! Her sailing performance and 
her beautiful lines had been admired by all and staunchly she had stood up to 
a terrible beating despite her years. It was a truly joyful occasion and the end 
of a wonderful dream for me. We had sailed 240 miles, of which 32 were 
under oars, in seven and a half days of actual sailing. 
 
I intend to take the Nancy on other trips in the future, perhaps to Stornoway, 
to the Outer Hebrides and around Skye. I hope that other owners of small 
boats will be encouraged by my endeavours to tackle longer voyages. You 
don’t need a 40 footer to go on a cruise! Thanks too to all my crew members - 
to Neil, Angus. Gordon and Malcolm. Each had brought their own individual 
skills into play and had made the incredible journey possible! Grateful thanks 
too to all my wonderful friends who have supported me in this mad venture 
and thanks to all who have sponsored our trip by donating over £1,200 to 
Sports Relief. That alone has made the trip worthwhile. 



 
SUMMARY 
 
Distance under sail   208nm 
Distance rowed      32nm 
TOTAL DISTANCE    240nm 
 
TOTAL TIME     74 hours 
 
Average speed     3 knots approx 


