
Rhu to Inverness

I received a telephone call from Terrie, a Welsh lady, asking if I could help her, and her husband, to 
bring their new boat from Rhu, where they had bought it, to Inverness Marina. The earliest date I 
had available was the 23rd of September so I emailed a boat details form together with my terms and
conditions, and we agreed to meet the following week at my house.

Terrie arrived with husband David and we set about discussing the passage plan I had drawn up for 
the trip. Terrie had done some sailing before but Dave was new to boats and they both wanted some 
tuition along the way. They were going to travel down to Rhu on the Monday in a hire car and 
kindly agreed to take my heavy kit bag with them.

My wife gave me a lift to Inverness Station, not too early, on the Tuesday morning and it was a 
relaxing journey to Glasgow Queen Street station passing by the magnificent Highland scenery 
made all the more colourful by the onset of autumn tinges.

At Queen Street, I had forgotten that the train to Helensburgh left from the lower level, after all, it 
had been around ten years since I had last made that particular connection. So, after receiving 
directions from one of the friendly station staff, I descended to the lower platforms and only had to 
wait for a few minutes for the next train.

The journey through the Glasgow suburbs and along the northern shores of the Clyde, was no more 
inspiring than the previous time, although it was sunnier. Outside Helensburgh station, there were 
extensive roadworks, a fact which the taxi driver complained about, at length.

Rhu Marina was mostly the same as I remembered with the only major difference being a large 
outer breakwater, which had been constructed after a severe storm had wrecked the pontoons on the 
western side. Davie saw me coming down the gangway and was out on the pontoon to show me to 
their new pride and joy.

We spent the afternoon looking over the boat and meeting the former owner's, who had brought 
along their grand-child, so that they could all say goodbye to an old friend. We went for supper to 
the nearest local hotel, where they managed to lose our order but did give us bottle of wine to make 
up for it. Then it was back to the boat for a nightcap and early to bed ready for a dawn start the next 
day.

The day started grey but with only a few breaths of wind ruffling the surface of Gare Loch as we 
motored down towards the Clyde, keeping a sharp lookout for submarines, and round Buoy No. 24, 
near Rosneath Point. The wind had started to pick up from the south west as we headed over 
towards Gourock,  avoiding a couple of ferries, then around Kempock Point. We hugged the shore 
to Cloch Point and then aimed for Toward Point, turning at Buoy 35 up into Rothesay Sound

We followed another yacht up the East Kyle to the four buoys marking the narrow channel by the 
Burnt Islands then down the other side of Bute and up into Loch Fyne. I had originally planned to 
get as far as Ardrishaig that day,and lay up in the canal's sea lock overnight but I had talked to a 
fellow boat club member, who recommended visiting Portavadie.

After avoiding the fish farms on the approach from the south, the entrance became obvious, 
between two white posts. The marina was quite empty but the setting and the facilities were superb, 
our only complaints being that the toilets and showers were not available while the offices were 
closed and there was no mobile reception on the boat.



Leaving early next morning, the visibility was poor and we steered a course by compass, north west
across Loch Fyne, avoiding a couple of fishing boats looming out of the mist with their nets trailing 
behind, and eventually came in sight of the opposite shore. When our destination appeared, I called 
the sea lock at Ardrishaig and they said that the gates were open so we proceeded up through the 
pair of lateral buoys and around the sea wall, coming gently to rest on the port side inside the high, 
damp walls.

After ten minutes or so, the lock was flooded and and the boat floated up. The gates opened, the 
road bridge swung and we moved forward and turned sharply to starboard in the small basin. Terrie 
had opted to hire a helper as the lock gates on the Crinan Canal, apart from the sea locks, have to be
operated by the boat's crew. This turned out to be a very good move as the weather was terrible, 
with virtually constant rain, and we were relieved to find our helper waiting for us at the second 
lock.

The cruise through the canal went smoothly but slowly as we were not in any hurry, with very little 
traffic coming in the opposite direction and arrived at the Crinan end, chilly and wet. We tied up for 
the night above the basin, at a small, old jetty just long enough for the boat, because a large yacht 
had, thoughtfully, moored right in the middle of the only pontoon. A few choice words were 
directed at his consideration for others.

We had a wander up to the hotel later, for a meal and to stand at the outer edge of the car park on 
the sea front, the only place where you can get a bar or two, on the phone. Since I had been there six
years previously, a new wooden, eco-friendly shower and toilet block had been built with a turf 
roof, which were very clean, tidy and warm.

Whilst wondering around the basin, I met a man walking his dog and we fell to talking, as you do.  
Coincidentally, he and his wife had just bought a boat, Sienna, in Kip Marine and were taking her 
up to Inverness, which was exactly what we were doing. We had a similar plan for the next day, to 
leave around 11.30, and get through the Doris Mor at slack tide, so we agreed to keep in touch on 
channel 6.

We were a little late the next morning, getting out of the sea lock at around 11.45, with quite a fresh 
south westerly wind blowing, gusting up to 30 knots. There was a slight swell for the leg out to the 
Doris Mor, and the motion improved, with the waves on our port quarter, after turning north into the
Sound of Luing, aiming for Fladda Island. After the getting through the gap, we steered north west 
to go between Dubh-fheith and Bono Rock, which is where we hit the big south westerly swell 
coming round the bottom of Mull. This made it uncomfortable for half an hour while we battled our
way out, several times being thrown about by the larger waves until we turned north again. The only
concern then was being thrown towards a rocky lee shore whilst heading for the Sound of Insch. 
Once inside the island, matters improved as we set our course for the southern entrance of the 
Sound of Kerrera, picking up slightly once we were past Insch. Sienna had kept to the east around 
the Bono Rock and later said that he had wished he had taken our route. His wife and his dog had 
retired below not enjoying the conditions at all.

Inside Kerrera, the sea was smooth and we followed the buoys up, taking care to go the correct side 
of the lateral buoys at Ferry Rocks, the green buoy on the left of them and the red on the right. The 
Rocks are in the middle of the Sound with the safe passage around each side. This could be 
confusing if you were not aware of the direction of buoyage in this channel as you would go right 
through the middle, with disastrous consequences. I think it would have been better, and safer, to 
mark this with an east and west cardinal.

We tied up in the marina without any fuss and I went for a shower, and a beer, while Terrie and 



Dave  took the water taxi to Oban. Later we had a meal aboard and retired to our bunks in 
anticipation of an early start the next day.

We were up the next day whilst it was still dark and made the usual checks of the engine and bilge 
before setting off as soon as it was light. I had calculated that we would have three hours of 
favourable tide but would reach the Corran Narrows having to cope with an adverse tide. It was a 
good passage northwards inside Lismore Island and we had the opportunity of having both the 
genoa and mizzen sails flying. When examining the main sail, which furled on the mast in a 
separate cylinder fixed vertically, I noticed that the three clutches controlling the haul out and in, 
had been fixed  the wrong way round, meaning that the sail could not be used safely.

Arriving at the Narrows, the tide was now set against us and at one point were down to two knots, 
all the while keeping a sharp lookout for the ferry. Once passed Corran, things speeded up by 
keeping to the west side and when within sight of Fort William, I radioed Corpach Sea Lock and 
was told that we should just about have enough time to get in before the tide was too low.

Once inside the lock gates, and on the way up, the lock-keeper told us that we had made it with only
a couple of minutes to spare. Dave filled up Mulberry with diesel, whilst I popped up to the Coop, 
and then we set off to climb Neptune's Staircase. We stopped for the night at Banavie then made not
quite such an early start the next day as the locks did not start operation until 8.30.

At Gairlochy we caught up with the Ros Cranna, the large Caledonian Discovery barge on which I 
had been relief skipper earlier in the season, and shared the same lock. I asked Swampy, the regular 
skipper, if we could visit for a cup of tea and he was agreeable once they had anchored at 
Bunarkaig. So we tied up alongside Ros Cranna, had a chat with my former shipmates, and then 
gave Terrie and Dave a guided tour.

The rest of the passage through the Caledonian Canal was fairly uneventful, even the weather on 
Loch Ness being kind, but we did have an interesting time negotiating Loch Dochfour in the dark 
with only a couple of torches to light the way. Our eyes were out on stalks trying to keep sight of 
the northern shore and avoid the two weirs to the south. I don't think I will try that again in a hurry.

We tied up that night at Dochgarroch where a couple of Terrie's friends were waiting to greet us. 
The remainder of the canal was easily negotiated the next day and we were in Inverness Marina just
after midday. The brochure advises that you should allow a minimum of two and a half days to 
traverse the canal but we had managed it in less than two, even stopping for a cuppa along the way.
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