SANDERLING

East Coast cruise 2011

We decide to revisit some of our old haunts, but also to explore the Crouch and Roach, which we have never had time to do before. We planned to be away for just under 2 ½ weeks.

DAY 1 – Brancaster to Wells – 14 miles

Monday 20th June dawned dry and with a clear blue sky – a pleasant surprise as this was not what had been forecast. We met up with Edward at 0815 on the hard at Brancaster and loaded the crew’s belongings and a few more stores before inflating the trusty Avon and leaving the tender ashore. All securely stowed by 1000 when we cast off and the gentle zephyr almost faded away. We drifted gently down to Wells with the tide, negotiated our way through the confusing red entry buoys and tied up at the Quay pontoons at 1245. The sun shone on our lunch and tea in the cockpit and the crew made a few last minute purchases including a new cap for the mate. Edward served the first G & T of the holiday (his special 50/50 mixture!), then on to a good dinner at the Crown Hotel. On return, we slipped our moorings and motored gently down to the Outer Harbour where we had arranged to berth alongside a survey vessel to enable us to get an early start next morning, At 2110 we tied up alongside VIDAR and then watched in admiration as another survey vessel parked sideways in a space about 1 foot longer than its length! A quick sample of this season’s new malt from the mate, Fettercairn, before turning in.

DAY 2 – Wells to Lowestoft – 55 miles

Cast off at 0825 ( HW Wells Quay 1130) and reached the Bar 20 minutes later, very pleased that we had gained probably 1 ½ hours over leaving from the quay and punching the spring tide out to the Bar. A great morning’s sail at 6 knots under full genoa alone, until we were round the corner and past Cromer, when we hoisted a 3-reefed main and reduced the genoa. Great progress until the tide turned against us when we turned on the motor and plugged steadily on at under 3 knots SOG. Tide round the end of the new harbour at Great Yarmouth was up to 3 knots before we could turn and close the shore again. Just before Lowestoft we took the main down and just ploughed on into heavy seas whipped up by the Southerly F 5/6 and the tide. Then the engine alarm sounded! Engine off, run off under furled genoa for 5 minutes – losing much of the valuable ground we had painstakingly made! – then restarted. After a brief protest, the alarm (stopped?) and we motored into the RN&SYC where we moored in a tight space, with a bit of onshore (misplaced) assistance (Why do helpers always want to take your midships line to the  forward? cleat, when you want to motor in against the spring….). Into the bar by 2015 (last orders 2030) where we concluded that the overheating must have been due to slogging into heavy seas at nearly full revs. Edward had the last of the delicious-looking Barnsley chops, so skipper and mate settled for fish and chips.

55 miles in 11 hours including the last minute hiccup – not a bad run.

DAY 3 – Lowestoft to Southwold – 12 miles

A leisurely start as we just planned to take the afternoon tide down to Southwold. We talked to the crew of a Belgian yacht, BELENA, who planned to visit Wells for the first time, arriving after dark in their long-keeled 32 footer! We advised them to call the Harbourmaster before setting off, to discuss the possibility of the “accompanying escort” referred to in their pilot book….The weather was overcast and the wind a moderate SSW.

After refuelling (a paltry 10 litres consumed since the beginning of the season!) we left the harbour at 1200 and hit a strong wind and very heavy confused sea outside the entrance – not what we had expected from our observations in the harbour! We had a very uncomfortable slow motor at 4 knots into large seas. 20 minute spells on the helm with the wind gusting 35 / 40 knots. One of those occasions when I would happily have settled for not knowing the actual wind speed ( a wish shortly to be granted!) Glad we had full oilskins on and lifelines handy. Phoned the Southwold Harbourmaster to confirm entry would be possible and were advised that it was OK, but “a little choppy”. As we entered, we were hit by a long and heavy rain squall which made negotiating the entrance and the river quite tricky, but the mate handled it very calmly and we concluded we have done it under worse conditions before!

Tied up alongside the quay and did the usual plank, fender and rope work. Skipper found water on the cabin floor – now we have a leak from the engine! Lunch with a bottle of Rioja then turn the boat round at HW to face the projected strong westerly wind and rain. (Later very glad we had done this!)  Found Mr Buckley at the Marine Centre and arranged for an engineer to visit us tomorrow morning. Retired to the Harbour Inn, where we were last out just before 2200 and the barmaid insisted on closing before a Dutch crew could order their drinks. (how we welcome foreigners….!)

DAY 4 – at Southwold – 0 miles

Woke to find wind speed indicator not working – probably yesterday’s gale and rain; maybe it’ll dry out of its own accord. Elderly couple (probably younger than us, on reflection!)  in Dutch yacht downstream of us left on the ebb rather untidily and got rope round prop. Saved by harbourmaster dashing down to take a rope, but he was barely able to hold the strain against the strong ebb. Sanderling crew to the rescue and between the 4 of us, under the mate’s direction the yacht was secured on a temporary berth.

Roly the engineer arrived and immediately diagnosed waterpump seal failure. He phoned French marine in Brightlingsea who arranged to post replacement seals to us overnight.

A lunchtime pint in the HI overlooking the quay in the rain when we saw a large motor boat leaving and drifting back on to Sanderling; rarely have 3 men exited a pub so quickly – pints unfinished! Fortunately no damage done, though they had just grazed our raised rudder – a lucky escape!

Prawns from the fish shed for lunch, with avocado (from home) washed down with a glass of Pinot Grigio. Further vain attempts to fix the wind instrument. Tried the internet on skipper’s new netbook toy, where the eventual suggested solution of dismantling all the instruments and leaving them to dry in the sun met with wry amusement.

A walk down the river to the harbour wall, where we watched the lifeboatmen launch for a practice run out to sea – in a dry flat calm this afternoon!

Ashore for showers (usually opens about 7pm) at the Southwold Yacht Club and a bottle of rose with several of the very convivial members. With heavy – and very loud! – thundershowers around we ruled out a walk to Walberswick, so retired once again to the Harbour Inn.

A consoling late night Dalwhinnie to boost crew morale.

DAY 5 – Southwold to the Butley River – 28 miles

Sunny but cold. Crew went in to Southwold shopping, with backpacks for bringing the ice - a great innovation this year. Skipper received the engineer who rapidly re-fixed the waterpump with its new seals, which seems to have done the trick…What a helpful business they are.

Just before midday we slipped smoothly away on the first of the flood tide (just on LW, but neaps) 2.4 metres at the entrance, though we had seen just 1.9 on the way down. With a Westerly F 5 we set 2 reefs and shot along with the tide at 6knots SOG. Sails down at 1600 at the Orford Haven buoy, where we entered by this year’s new route; 2 hours before HW we found a minimum of 2.3 over the bar (though we noticed some local boats taking a more direct route) Our favourite evening sail under genoa only, up the river on the flood in near silence – magical. As far as the Butley River where we sailed up to do a bit of exploring before running out of depth and motoring back to our usual peaceful anchorage. The mate cooked his speciality beef casserole, washed down with a few glasses of Rioja. A cosy dinner in the cabin as it was too cold and wet for drinks in the cockpit.

Serious alarm at an article in today’s Times that the over 65’s safe drink allowance has been reduced to “one weak pint of beer” a day! Text messages despatched to spouses, who happily all confirmed by return that they too were ignoring it!

Settled down with a Fettercairn…

DAY 6 – Butley River to Ipswich planned but actually Butley River to Orford – 9 miles

Reveille at 0600 to exit over the bar before HW, heading for the River Stour for lunch and Ipswich for dinner and crew changeover. A slow wet motor journey down against the flood (1 ¼ hours) before we got to the Haven buoy through pretty choppy waters. Then engine alarm again! We decide there was still time to re-enter the Ore under sail, so we set the genoa and turned back in. We sailed back and up to Orford where we picked up a mooring under sail (wind against tide). A cup of coffee in the rain in the cockpit weighing up the options and discussing plans. The very helpful harbourmaster towed us across to a different visitors buoy and then offered to take Edward ashore, E having decided under the circumstances to leave early to get a taxi to Ipswich and catch a train to Grantham. We ran the engine again for short and long bursts; under no load she went fine for 30 minutes. After further conversations with the harbourmaster and by phone with John Snelling we decided the water strainer might be at fault due to an air leak, and there was talk of bypassing this with a hosepipe and metal fitting from a washing machine generously donated by the harbourmaster! Eventually we decided not to fiddle with the pipes, but to risk it and use the motor sparingly and at low revs tomorrow and head for Suffolk Yacht Harbour and French Marine engineers.

Lunch and shopping ashore, then back on board and later meet Richard on the quay. He came with a Sikh taxi driver who had little knowledge of roads outside Ipswich and was seriously concerned by the fact that Richard had no postcode for Orford Quay! Dinner at the King’s Head, followed by sampling Richard’s Jura in the cabin. At the pub we met a local yachtsman who explained that the club boats are all using the more direct route over the bar which we had spotted; he advised against using the recommended route.
[NB. The pilot books are now out of date with respect to the recommended approach and entrance.  We strongly recommend that the East Coast Rivers website   http://www.eastcoastrivers.com/wp-content/uploads/2011/05/Ore-May-2011-web.pdf be consulted for the latest information about the Ore entrance. The route suggested by the local yacht club member (and others on the website) is to keep Weir (green conical) in line with the orange beacon on shore at the North end of Shingle street. This route would not take you close to Oxley (red can).]   
DAY 7 – Orford to Suffolk Yacht Harbour via Erwarten Point – 27 miles

Slipped the mooring at 0615 on a warm sunny morning. Motored gently against the flood and reached the Haven Buoy after 1¼ hours. New crew wearing Sanderling sweater acquired from Susie causing much jealousy! Battling against a (small!) invasion of house flies which he eventually succeeded in swatting with the Telegraph and driving overboard! Breakfast going down the river in the sunshine. We took the local yachts route out and found more water than previously. Sailed for 3 hours and in view of the lack of freight traffic joined several other yachts in tacking across the shipping channel ½ mile away from the correct crossing point. Sailed up into Harwich and turned into the Stour and up to Erwarten Point where we anchored for lunch in the sun in the cockpit. An hour later we weighed anchor and decided to motor at near full revs up to Shotley to  stress test the engine. Very embarrassed to meet another Parker sailing very well in the good breeze! For thirty minutes, no problem, then screech – overheating alarm again. Engine off, sail for ten minutes; restart OK. Some sooty smoke and black water, but we suspect that’s due to soot in the exhaust as there was no water coming through when the alarm went. Motor gingerly up to Suffolk YH and enter without drama. 

Drinks in the evening sun in the cockpit with Sanderling’s previous owners, Tony and Judy Cross, then dinner with them at the Lightship. Ok for most of us, but Richard doesn’t recommend the spaghetti Bolognese!

Another Jura nightcap, as Richard is concerned there might be some left at the end of the week…!

DAY 8 - Suffolk Yacht Harbour to Pin Mill back to Suffolk Yacht Harbour – 4 miles

Up at 0730 to be ready to go ashore to call on French Marine. We met the very helpful Jason, with whom we diagnosed the problem as a worn water pump shaft, which would be unable to push through sufficient volume of water at high revs under load. So we ordered a new pump to come by post from Brightlingsea and to be fitted, hopefully, tomorrow…We also called in to speak to R&J Marine Electronics next door, to discuss the failed wind instrument. We agreed they would haul a (lightweight!) man up the mast to have a look next day.

At midday we slipped our mooring to head upstream to Pin Mill for a late lunch. The mooring we booked by phone turned out to be occupied, so we anchored downstream of the pub and dinghied ashore to the slipway. Lunch taken outside, but it was so hot that we had to find a sun umbrella! On the way back down the slipway, John was delighted to meet a fellow Drascombe Lugger owner and swapped tips on rigging and covers. After shipping the dinghy, we motored back to Suffolk YH – meeting yet another Parker under sail…

A lovely summer’s evening walk along the river bank to the Ship at Levington, where we were again almost the last to leave – at just 10 o’clock! – and were able to walk back again along the bank in the twilight.

Another hit on the Jura…

DAY 9 at Suffolk Yacht Harbour – 0 miles

After a hot and sticky night, all ashore for showers before breakfast and the visit of the engineers. Water pump fitted very quickly – then no response from starter motor! The young engineer was convinced it was a battery problem, but we proved it wasn’t, so the starter motor had to come off. It was sticking intermittently, so we decided to repair / replace it. Repair would undoubtedly have been cheaper, but as this was going to mean a 3 day delay, we opted for replacement with a refurbished motor – hopefully by tomorrow. Meantime, up at the masthead…the engineer found no problem with the instrument, but his colleague found a frayed cable at the foot of the mast. Unfortunately, due to a knot in the cable at the top, it was impossible to withdraw the old cable and replace it; this will have to be done with the mast down – so we’ll have to manage without for the rest of the season (like we always used to before these things were invented!)

Cold beers in the sunny cockpit as consolation, followed by a leisurely  lunch. Post-prandial eyelid relaxation interrupted unexpectedly by the engineer with a replacement starter motor already obtained from Ipswich. Engine restarted and appears to cool OK.

Thunderstorms forecast for the late afternoon duly arrived – very loudly and dramatically - so we decided to stay in the marina and sample a bottle of Rioja before dinner back at the lightship.

DAY 10 – Suffolk Yacht Harbour to Brightlingsea via Pyefleet – 30 miles

Off again at last! Up at 0610 and cast off at 0640 in sunny but cool WNW F4. Motor assisted genoa downstream to Shotley Spit in just over an hour then hoisted main with 3 reefs heading South. An hour later we shook out two reefs then headed close inshore when the tide turned against us. Up the Colne to Pyefleet Channel where we picked up a buoy and took lunch in the cockpit before heading over to Brightlingsea. The harbourmaster’s water taxi service stops at 1900, so dinghy inflated and all ashore for shopping. Returned on board then off again to showers at the BYC – to find it closed mid-week! Drinks at the very tatty Yachtsmans Arms (not recommended apart from the outside tables…) Met up with the skipper’s ex PA (Orion and Swiss banks for 18 years from 1972) Brenda and her husband Paul. Crew and PA commiserated about the hard life working for the skipper! Dinner at the Kovalam Indian restaurant – the banquet meal is great value!

Late night malt in the cockpit.

DAY 11 – Brightlingsea to (West Mersea or) Bradwell via Osea Island – 18 miles

A leisurely breakfast then crew ashore for shopping and to collect John Pearson. 

Set off towing the dinghy with a view to lunch and expedition ashore at Osea Island. Thwarted by lack of wind, so had to motor and had lunch underway. A brief engine alarm before we anchored for coffee for an hour. No time for trip ashore and rain threatening, so we gave up on the idea of West Mersea moorings and settled for Bradwell marina where we moored in time for tea. Crew went for a long walk, necessitating a stop at the Kings Arms for refreshment, before returning for “Greek night” dinner at the Green Man.

Malts in the cabin saw the disappearance of the Jura and the beginning of the Laphroaig. Refills deemed essential due to crowded accommodation and need for crew to get quickly to sleep, before the skipper started snoring (they failed)

DAY 12 – Bradwell to Walton Backwaters – 24 miles

0900 taxi arrives to take Richard to Southminster for onward train to Liverpool Street (we hope!) Out into the Blackwater and up full sails. After some discussion, it was agreed to deploy the cruising chute for the first time, with a view to a possible change to the spinnaker later. Alas, after an hour’s great sailing the wind died and become very variable, so we had to motor sail for an hour, before we turned in towards Harwich then sailed under genoa alone, cutting the corner at Pye End and sailing right up to Honey Island. Here we motored gently in but failed to find the channel to the back of Skipper Island and ran hard (or rather, very soft!) aground with only ¼ keel down – just 10 feet off track and 100 yards short of our goal. At 1700 it was too late to back off on the falling tide, so we threw out the kedge to stop us swinging on the flood and prepared for dinner. As the tide fell, we could see how annoyingly close we were to the proper “channel”. With the crew quietly reading, skipper prepared his meal of chicken & mushroom risotto, which might have been quite a success if he hadn’t forgotten to pre-soak the dried mushrooms…! After dinner at 2200 we weighed anchors and motored quietly up to our proper anchorage on the edge of the pool where a Dragon and a Hillyard stay permanently afloat. Well deserved malts in the cabin, but no stars or wildlife to observe in the cockpit this year.

DAY 13 – Walton Backwaters to Woodbridge – 18 miles

0930 weigh anchor and slip out and across the Harwich shipping channel along  to Woodbridge Haven. Most of the way under sail and entered the Deben under sail on the flood an hour before high water. A close encounter with the Felixstowe Ferry red buoy as we were all distracted by a crossing yacht and a discourteous motorboat…We motored up to Prettyman Point where we joined the day trippers anchored for lunch in the sunshine. Skipper took a brief dip in order to refix the rudder uphaul rope which had slipped off. After lunch we motored up to Woodbridge Tidemill marina, entering 1 ½ hours after HW with just over 1.5 metres at the sill.

A walk into town to do shopping followed by showers – still the best on the East Coast – and dinner at the Crown Hotel. (The otherwise excellent evening was spoiled by their failure to bring the dessert menu, so we settled for two courses)

DAY 14 – Woodbridge to Southwold  planned but actually to Lowestoft – 44 miles

0745 reveille and breakfast, then the mate set off to matins (St Mary’s CofE 10.00 am services) and the skipper and crew to Budgens! At midday, sunhats on, then cast off and motored down against the strong flood – just over two hours from marina to the Haven buoy. Set full sails with an ESE F3/4 and 7 knots SOG for 3 hours, then wind died. Hearing the forecast for weather breaking in 48 hours time we decide to bypass Southwold and head straight for Lowestoft, though we realise we’ll be too late for last orders at the RN&SYC! However, this gives JP a chance to produce his first meal – an eagerly awaited fish dish. With only one phone call home and a little coaching from the mate, the timetable is refined and the baked salmon with asparagus and sugarsnap peas (al dente) makes a welcome appearance and is much enjoyed by all!

DAY 15 – Lowestoft to Wells – 58 miles

Slipped out at 0600 to take advantage of one hour of favourable tide then motor sailed close inshore . A momentary excitement when “white yacht sailing close inshore just North of Great Yarmouth harbour” was hailed on Channel 16. Fishing boat Silver Spray was using (nearly invisible)drift nets close inshore and warned us we were sailing straight into them! A 90 degree change of course for a few hundred yards avoided the problem, but this was a salutary reminder of the need to keep the radio on when on passage! At 1100 we hoisted full sail and cracked along goosewinged with boom preventer and genny pole for three hours of great sailing. Past Cromer we had to reduce sail as we were  going to get there far too early. Under reduced genoa at 3.5 knots the skipper threw out his fishing line and – much to the amazement of the mate – caught 2 mackerel! We anchored off Blakeney for tea and watched the seals and the terns diving and a couple of young gannets flying majestically past. As the mackerel didn’t fit in with our dining plans, they were donated to the seals! Weighed anchor and got to Wells fairway buoy at 1900 just over two hours before HW. Although most of the fishing boats were still waiting, we decided to follow in the first boat – probably 15 minutes too early on this strong spring tide! All went well, if gingerly, until just past the lifeboat house, when our fishing friend pulled into the Bob Hall Sands bank and sent his crew ashore to pick samphire. On track and close to a red buoy, we went suddenly hard aground; skipper down below on the radio to harbourmaster lurched against the bulkhead, JP fell to the cockpit floor, bashing his knee. Raise keel and reverse off, then gently up the channel, grounding several more times, gently, before creeping up the home straight in less than a metre and finally mooring on the pontoon at 1945. Dashed up to the Crown to beat “last orders at 2030” to discover this is not the case; 2130 is probably OK! Anyway, a good last night dinner was enjoyed by all!
[We wonder whether the new harbour might “delay” the flood up to the quay. It is causing some changes; for example a local told us that there is now very little small boat sailing in the harbour because of the tide / depth. Our recommendation would be to add 15-30 minutes to calculated earliest arrival times].
DAY 16 – Wells to Brancaster – 13 miles

Slipped away at 0805 and 40 minutes later the fairway buoy was abeam. Blessed with a SE F3 we were able to enjoy a great last sail in the sunshine at 5.5. knots, though finally we had to engage the motor to get us home before we ran out of water in Brancaster Harbour. Picked up our mooring at 1115.

A total of just 354 miles this year, but a lot of fun despite our engine problems and frustrations. The skipper’s stated objectives were not achieved – we didn’t get to the Crouch, we didn’t hoist the spinnaker, we didn’t have any photo sessions from the dinghy and we didn’t teach the crew how to use the outboard (they all claimed to know how to do this anyway!!) – but we did have some good sailing, a lot of laughs, some good meals (and beers, wines and malts!) and we met some really helpful marine engineers! So hopefully we’ll all be back again next year!

