A first Channel attempt

Stan Lester describes how not to sail from Dartmouth to St Peter Port.

Ever since I'd sailed to Guernsey on a Competent
Crew course | had wanted to return in a boat of
my own. A couple of years later | had my boat, a
Mirage 2700 called Indalo, I'd done the Coastal
Skipper course, and I'd skippered an 85-mile
passage down the coast as well as crossing to the
Isles of Scilly and back. So | thought | was about
ready to have a go at getting to Guernsey from my
home port of Dartmouth. I'd enjoyed my previous
visit to St Peter Port and I'd also been promised a
warm welcome in the yacht club.

The best time for my crew was the summer bank
holiday weekend, so | put together plans to go out
on the Friday night and return for Monday or, at
worst, Tuesday. Being cautious | chose the
southwesterly route around Les Hanois hh]‘
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and then north into the Little Russel and into port.

This avoids the rocky, tide-swept northern end of the Little Russel, and it also meant that our course
would be more-or-less at right angles to the ships entering and leaving the Casquets traffic separation
scheme. It would be slightly longer, closer to 80 miles, but | judged the distance would be offset
psychologically by the last stage of the passage being along Guernsey’s attractive south coast.

The weather was set fair for the weekend, and to catch the best tides dictated an overnight passage,
leaving Dartmouth at 1900 and arriving in St Peter Port around 1100 the next day. My plan was to
arrive on board the previous evening, move Indalo into Dartmouth from her mooring upriver, then
meet second navigator Chris and the other two crew members the next day. | put together a passage
plan and calculated the course to steer. Realising that both | and Chris could be prone to
seasickness, | worked out a system that would allow us to plot our progress without going below. |
made up a waterproof card with the GPS course, expected course over the ground, and a grid for
plotting cross-track error, with salient features and shipping lanes marked in. | also sketched in tidal
information so that if we were making more or less than the estimated 5 knots | could work out a new
course to steer and the corresponding estimated position for each hour. So far so good.

| arrived on board in good time and motored down to Dartmouth. I'd forgotten that it was regatta
weekend, so there were no alongside berths free and the anchorage looked full - the best | could do
was rafted against three other boats on an island pontoon. The one next to me decided to leave soon
after 0400, and when we rafted back up my new neighbour made it known he was leaving at six.
There was hardly enough time to go back to sleep, so | made a cup of tea and checked over my
passage plan. | could make up the sleep later. | moved off again and this time got an alongside
berth. Chris and third crew Mark were due to arrive late morning, so | planned to visit the chandler’s,
ferry my crew back in the dinghy and have lunch and a siesta before fourth man Dave turned up in the
afternoon.



The excitement and general feeling of wanting to be up and about must have got to me because |
only dozed lightly for an hour or so before inflating the dinghy and going across to Dartmouth. Chris
rang and said he would be late because of the Bank Holiday traffic. So | went back on board, but I'd
only dozed for about fifteen minutes when Chris and Mark arrived at Kingswear. We had a quick
shack and | did a safety brief, there was some general chat and discussion of the passage plan, and
then Dave rang from Dartmouth for
the dinghy service. More
discussions and safety talk, then
Chris produced a frozen stew to heat
up. We enjoyed the meal and were
soon full and ready to depart save
for swapping places with a
catamaran that had rafted alongside.
After a quick look aboard our
neighbours’ boat we slipped our
ropes and were on our way at 1900.

The first two hours went well with the
wind picking up to a westerly force 4-
5 giving us a nice broad reach at five
and a half knots. Once everyone
was familiar with the course and the boat, the watch system (two pairs working three hours on, three
off) came into play and | retired below leaving Chris and Mark in charge as the light began to fade. By
then the Channel chop had started in earnest, and Indalo was making a corkscrew motion that made
it hard to relax: even tucked away in the quarterberth | felt | needed to brace myself against the swell.
Dave, in the forecabin, did little better. Just as I'd dozed off there was a loud clang followed by
reverberations through the boat, quickly repeated from what seemed like a different part of the hull.
Visions of hitting a navigational buoy or other floating object crossed my mind. | started to climb out of
the berth but Chris assured me everything was OK and they had just done a double accidental gybe,
no damage to report. | should have gone to look but in my tired state | took his word and buried my
head in the sleeping bag.

Nav station

Soon after a very green Chris announced it was my watch, dropped into the cabin and tried to get into
his bunk before the seasickness got to him. He didn’t quite make it, but at least he managed to reach
the sink. Mark was in better shape but he still looked relieved to be crashing out in the forecabin.
Dave was already in the cockpit, having found it impossible to sleep. | checked the course and the
GPS, scanned the horizon, then | noticed the mainsail looked smaller. Dave didn’t think the others
had reefed. Then | realised what had happened. The makeshift preventer that | had rigged had
slipped down the boom during the gybe, breaking the outhaul and taking the main with it. | went back
below for a suitable piece of string and fitted up a temporary outhaul, swaying around holding on to
the boom in the rolling seas. Pleased with a successful job, | sat down on the coaming, checked our
course again, and promptly made a dive for the lee rail.

We were soon approaching the shipping lanes and a steady procession of lights started to appear on
the port horizon. | weighted up the situation. | was tired and mildly seasick; Chris, the only other
navigator on board, was sick in his bunk; Dave was beginning to succumb, and he was also feeling
rather cold; and Mark, who may or may not have been OK, was the least experienced of us all. We
still had fifty miles to go, and we would have to return with less than a 24-hour break. | thought that



we would get to St Peter Port safely enough if nothing else went wrong and if the skipper (and the
GPS) stayed awake, but those were too many ‘ifs’ to play with out in the middle of the Channel with
two shipping lanes to go and another four hours to daybreak. | turned about for Dartmouth. It was a
reluctant decision but not one that | had any real doubts about making. Close-hauled with spray
flying, we headed home.

Mark came on deck at 0315 and after he had reoriented himself | retired below. Instructing the crew
to call me if needed I stretched out on the cabin sole in full kit, an old sleeping-bag over me for
warmth. When | re-emerged an hour later the first glimmers of dawn were beginning to appear on the
horizon, and shortly after | made out the lights that would guide us into Dartmouth. | woke Chris as
we approached the river and told him we would soon be in, ETA 0700. He mumbled something about
the passage being fast and buckled on his lifejacket before promptly going back to sleep. Trickling
into the Dart | found a walk-ashore berth up by the Floating Bridge, and with Mark and Dave’s help
tied Indalo up. A rather sleepy Chris appeared in the companionway. ‘It looks a bit like Dartmouth’,
he said.

Some lessons:

e Get enough sleep before an overnight passage. Given that it was regatta weekend | should have
stayed overnight on my peaceful mooring upriver, and I'd also been over-optimistic thinking |
could catch up on some sleep en route.



o Don't underestimate the effect of seasickness. None of us had taken any pills or other remedies,
and our choice of pre-passage food wasn't ideal. A shorter watch system of two hours might
have helped too.

e Dress for the cold. Even in August it can be cool enough overnight to make a fleece or thick
jumper (or both) necessary, plus oilies if there is any chance of spray. Had we been out much
longer | would have had to insist that Dave, who was getting quite shivery, went below.

e Have navigation and pilotage notes to hand. My planning paid off here and at we didn’t need to
go below to consult the chart. Now | always make passage and pilotage plans on waterproof
cards and keep them in the cockpit.

e Make sure rigging etc is set up properly. | should have made sure the preventer couldn’t slip
down the boom, as well as checking the outhaul was up to its job (for some reason Indalo was
fitted with a thin dinghy-type line between the sail and the main outhaul).

e Assess the ability of the skipper and crew to cope with the voyage and take whatever action is
needed. | was disappointed to turn back and | expect we would have made it safely to Guernsey,
but we were a relatively inexperienced crew and we didn’t have the reserves to cope properly if
anything went wrong. With more experience and better knowledge of my limits | might have
carried on, but at the time | made the right decision.

Stan has since crossed the Channel several times both crewed and single-handed. In 2005 he sailed
Indalo around Britain, and wrote about it in Around the Island: Britain in a hundred days (Avista Press

2007). More at http://hemepages-rya-enline-net/indale/
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