
Inverness to Southwold

My diary was already congested, with weekends on Dolphin Spirit, for wildlife cruises in the 
Inverness and Beauly Firths, and whole weeks on Ros Crana, the 140ft barge which provides 
activity holidays, when I received a phone call from Colin asking if I was available for a delivery to 
Southwold.

I had a very small window of opportunity, of about five days duration, between other commitments 
and agreed that I would do it, subject to the vagaries of the weather. Colin was soon to be travelling 
south and I agreed to meet him in Seaport Marina the next morning, to familiarise myself with 
Mandragore, a very pretty Ovni 345, ,35 foot French, aluminium yacht with a lifting keel, lifting  
rudder and swept back stern gantry.

Upon inspection, I realised that the boat was extremely well equipped with all the best toys, even a 
satellite phone, but that meant having to learn more systems and remembering where everything 
was stowed. Luckily, Colin made some useful notes, which he left on board, and I took some of my 
own for future reference.

I had asked Andy, a relief bosun on the barges, if he would like, and was available,  to join me on 
the journey south. He was keen to get more experience so that meant I needed to find one other. I 
sent out an email to Cromarty Boat Club members asking if anyone wanted to help me with the 
delivery and received a positive reply from Alan, who owned a 35 foot boat also moored in Seaport 
Marina. 

As the day of departure loomed, I kept an eye on the weather and although the first couple of days 
were favourable, after that there was the likelihood of southerly gales, which for a journey going 
south on the North Sea, would have been quite tricky and would have meant seeking shelter for up 
to three days.. Eventually, I took the decision to postpone until after I had worked another week on 
the Ros Crana then phoned the crew to let them know. Luckily, they were both available for the 
next, projected departure date.

Towards the end of my week on the barge, I was looking at the weather forecasts every day and it 
seemed that we would have a window of opportunity starting on the following Sunday but without 
much room for error.

I finished on the barge, lunchtime Friday and went home to pack my delivery bag. I try to be self 
contained for all eventualities so, as well as my personal kit, waterproofs and sleeping bag, I also 
pack paper charts, almanac, EPIRB, hand held VHF radio, hand held GPS, navigation kit, head 
torch, multi-tool and spare batteries. This makes my kit bag very heavy, usually over the airline 
20kg allowance, and awkward to carry for any distance.

On Saturday, I went down to the boat taking my bag and the fresh provisions, having previously put
the dry and tinned goods aboard for the first, abandoned, departure. I also took the opportunity to 
re-acquaint myself with the various systems and to go through all the lockers. For someone who 
does not usually sail with a lifting keel and rudder, it is important for me to remember to lower 
them. Also to be remembered, was the lifitng of three extra anodes which dangle in the water on 
wires, made necessary because the boat was constructed from aluminium

I had arranged to meet the crew aboard at 7.30 on Sunday morning but Alan's bus was late and he 
did not arrive until after 8.00. I had notified the Works Lock the previous day, that we wanted to go 
to sea and they were ready for us on casting off at 8.30. Sometimes it takes at least a couple of 
hours to get from Seaport to the sea lock but we made it in an hour and set out, under the Kessock 



Bridge, with a stiff westerly wind behind us.

Continuing along the Moray Coast with the wind varying from force 6 to force 8, but still behind 
us, we made enough speed to carry the tide round Rattray Head around 19.00 hours. As we sailed 
further south, the wind gradually died away, so by the next morning, it was a light force 1 or 2,   
veering into the east, and we arrived at Eyemouth at 1.30, Monday afternoon.

I wanted to keep pushing on, to make the best of the good weather, so we refuelled and while Alan 
and Andy took a shower, I paid for the fuel and then did the engine checks. We were able to set off 
again in only 45 minutes with enough tide to get through the Eyemouth canyon, even with the keel 
down.

We motored south in light winds for another 21 hours and pulled into Scarborough for another 
refuelling stop but were told by the Harbour master that the fuel berth was not available to visiting 
yachts. The only way to get fuel was to walk up to a chandlers with the marina trolley, purchase the 
necessary amount in 25 litre cans, wheel them back to the boat, siphon into the boat's tank with a 
jiggle pipe and then return the cans to the chandler. A jiggle pipe is a wonderful, cheap, simple 
invention and every boat should have one as it makes transferring fuel so easy and clean; no more 
mouth tasting of diesel.

I bought the two crew a Subway, in lieu of preparing lunch, and after the engine checks, we set off 
again at 12.40, having spent only and hour and forty minutes in port. The next waypoint was five 
miles off Flamborough Head, to avoid any possible tidal turbulence, but the weather was being kind
with the wind backing into the north at no more than a force 3.

Passing the Humber where there were a great many ships anchored on the approaches, it must have 
been the right time for the departure of continental ferries, as, one after another, three of them came 
out of the Estuary, passed us on the starboard side and crossed our bows before disappearing into 
the night Heading down past the North Race buoy, in the middle of the Wash, we arrived off Great 
Yarmouth around 3.00 the next morning and with an easterly, onshore wind of at least force 4, I was
considering finishing the trip at Lowestoft. This was due to the advice given in the almanac, not to 
enter the river on an ebb tide, which could run at up to 6 knots, with an onshore wind. I telephoned 
Colin and then the boatyard, both of who said that it was safe to enter so long as we could do this  
before 13.00. Reluctantly, I passed Lowestoft and motored the extra ten miles down the coast. 

The entrance at Southwold is on the southern edge of the town, and it was necessary to hold a mile 
offshore, to avoid the sandy shallows, until the river mouth fully opened. Heading inwards, keeping 
a sharp eye on the depth gauge, we motored straight down the middle, between the two piers and 
turned sharply to starboard to be no more than ten feet off the dock before swinging back to the 
middle at the appropriate mark with muddy banks on both sides. It was then only a few minutes 
upstream where, due to the ebb flow, we were able to ferry glide into a tight berth, and Colin was 
waiting for us, to help with the shore lines, and mad,e fast at 12.55.

Despite being tired and exhausted, we set about cleaning the boat and packing our bags. Once 
ashore, I spotted a café and we decided to have a full English, sitting outside in the warm September
sunshine, when I heard someone call my name. Turning round, I was met by Franco, who lives just 
up the road in the same village, and he sat down with us to drink his cup of tea. It turned out that 
Franco had his boat ashore at Southwold and he was taking his time renovating it, which meant that 
he could spend a leisurely week every now and then doing this in very pleasant and relaxing 
surroundings.

When we had finished brunch, we bade farewell to Franco and Colin drove us to Norwich Airport 



where we caught a flight to Aberdeen, a taxi to Dyce station and the train to Inverness. We were 
picked up by my wife at the station and we dropped Alan and Andy at Seaport Marina, where they 
going to spend the night on Alan's boat. I headed home for a much needed shower.
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