
FORTY  YEARS SAILING AT  STOUR SAILING CLUB 

by Gerry Brown—club President 

 

Having moved to the area in 1969, I was attracted to the river and decided to build 

a Mirror dinghy from a Bell kit and I was eventually encouraged to join the STOUR 

SAILING CLUB .in 1972 

I have to admit that this was a real change of lifestyle for me and I have not looked  

back since. 

Having raced in the Mirror, a GP14 a Topper and a Fireball and then a Leisure17 

cruiser I finally bought a Westerly Centaur named SOLAKS in 1983, which is a 26ft 

sloop built in 1977 

 

Following this with a few courses and then qualifying for RYA Yachtmaster, I was 

ready to tackle some  serious  sea crossings. 

 

 



 CRUISING WITH SOLAKS 

Our first trip was to Breskins in Holland, accompanied by four friends in similar 

sized boats.  I remember we all had several planning meetings before setting sail on our 

first sea adventure. 

Good navigation was essential as this was before GPS and even 

Decca were invented  and it all had to be done with DR (dead reckoning) 

considering tidal flows and speeds, wind direction , leeway and crossing major shipping 

lanes at night. 

We had decided to head for the Ackaert buoys  which  mark a wreck off the Dutch 

coast ,which we duly found dead ahead .From there  it was straight up the Scheldt to 

Breskins where we celebrated our arrival in due style!! 

This was followed by a cruise around the Middleburgh canal and the Verse Meer 

prior to heading back home 

The following years we did several North Sea crossings visiting Ostend, 

Amsterdam and most of the inland waterways followed by trips to France-- Calais  

,Boulogne , Dieppe and various harbours in between.  

 

In May 1991, Martin Pavey and Steve Garnham decided to enter the Azores and 

back race in their 30ft boat KATLA. However , they couldn`t find time to get Katla to 

Falmouth in Cornwall  ,so I offered to do a delivery job for them ,got a crew together 

and duly completed the delivery via several ports of call along the way. 

I seem to remember that they came second in their class after a particularly 

hazardous crossing of the Bay of Biscay 

That trip opened up a whole new cruising ground for me because I realised that if I 

could sail to Cornwall on Katla  I could do the same on Solaks . 

So , the following year ,off we went on Solaks to  Cornwall, mainly day- sailing, 

and visiting Ramsgate, which is a good place to start along the channel with plenty of 

good restaurants, Dover,( where you need to enter via the West entrance for the 



Wellington dock and marina) Rye, and, Brighton, (where there is a friendly sailing club 

doing basic food at reasonable prices, and easy access to the city centre ), Cowes, (worth 

avoiding the round the island race and Cowes week where marina spaces are fully 

booked) but we did get a good view of the Queen Mary leaving Southampton.  

 

 

 

Next it was off to Weymouth where we moored alongside the outer harbour quay  

and where you can often view sail training ships and ancient tall ships, it`s also the only 

point to ready yourself for rounding Portland Bill (there`s also an excellent fish and chip 

restaurant right on the quay!!)  

      

 

 



 

 

 

After the Bill, it`s straight 

across Lyme Bay to Brixham, 

which is a very busy fishing port 

and just a three hour sail from 

Dartmouth.  

There`s plenty to see at 

Dartmouth and it`s worth staying a 

day or two to explore the river and 

its tributaries.  

 

 

 

One of my favourite places 

is Tuckenhay Creek where you 

can moor on a small private quay 

by the local pub, which used to 

be owned by Keith Floyd (who 

we had a chat with) and of course 

-excellent food – at a price,- and 

you can stay the night on the 

quay. 

 

 

 



Salcombe was the next port 

of call, a beautiful natural harbour 

in the estuary.  No marinas here, 

just visitors moorings and a few 

detached pontoons. The 

surroundings are just breathtaking 

and the small town has many 

lovely eating places and bars, it`s 

worth trying the locally-caught 

scallops!  

 

Next it`s off to Plymouth, a  very 

busy place if you like that sort of 

thing, and then Fowey which is 

another of my favourite places, similar 

to Salcombe but in my opinion, even 

better. 

 

 

 

 

Finally we arrived at Falmouth and went into the town marina which is very 

convenient for the town centre and all the facilities 

In between we explored many beautiful estuaries which we couldn`t do on Katla 

due to her draught 

Since then we have done some ten or so trips down the South coast to Cornwall 

visiting many of my favourite haunts and usually trying out some of the many waterside 

pubs and restaurants on the way. 



One year we decided to do a sort of circular cruise around the English Channel. We 

set off along the south coast to Dartmouth and then set sail for Guernsey to St. Peter Port 

and stayed a few nights. The next bit was rather exciting—tackling the Alderney  Race 

and rounding up to Braye harbour  I seem to remember we were doing about twelve 

knots in the Race doing the length of the island in about forty minutes, most of the speed 

being down to the tide 

The next part of the trip took in the coast of Normandy. 

After an overnight stay at Cherbourg we sailed past the Normandy Landing beaches 

and the remains of the Mulberry Harbour  to  Courselles-sur-mer for an overnight stop, 

the following day we proceeded to  Ouistreham for a crew changeover, continuing on to 

Honfluer which is a beautiful ancient harbour surrounded by many cafes, bars and eating 

places with all kinds of live music emanating from them, to say the least , it was a very  

lively place ! 

After a couple of nights stay we sallied forth to Fecamp and started to plan the 

return trip home. 

Halfway between Fecamp and Boulogne is the Somme Estuary which is also a tide-

gate in the English Channel. If you can arrive there at high water on the flood tide it`s 

possible then to take the ebb for six or seven hours towards Boulogne which gives you a 

good fourteen hours sailing with the tide under you. We managed to keep up a good 

speed and the tide finally turned on us when we were just a couple of miles from 

Boulogne .and we motored into the marina 

The next leg to Ramsgate   was a bit rough on a south westerly force six, but we did 

manage to get to Ramsgate in record time and the rest of the trip to Manningtree the next 

day was very pleasant. 

Altogether we had sailed some 850 miles in just under 6 weeks visiting a whole 

host of interesting harbours  

 

CRUISING ALONG THE SOUTH COAST— When doing this it is very important 



to work the tides especially on spring tides and bearing in mind the tide gate at 

Dungeness. ,if you can arrive there at high water you can pick up the ebb towards 

Brighton and enjoy about fourteen hours sailing with the tide, if you can`t make 

Brighton, pop in to  Eastbourne. 

 

Rounding Portland Bill is much feared by many sailors. There are two options, the 

first, the safe way, is to leave Weymouth and sail about ten miles out into the channel to 

avoid the horrendous overfalls off Portland or ,the second, bold way ,to leave Weymouth 

at around high water  and take the inshore passage around the Bill very close, - about 

twenty metres from the cliffs – you feel you can almost touch them, and its calm all the 

way around .you can then head across Lyme Bay and take the ebb all the way to 

Brixham. It`s very handy to have a tidal atlas on-board to do all the workings out. 

 

MAINTENANCE  ON  SOLAKS--- There`s always something to do, and over the 

29 years I have owned  her the sails, toilet, headlinings, upholstery, the diesel engine  

and fuel tank , prop and shaft have all been replaced together with many other items, all 

necessary to keep the boat in excellent order, 

 

MEMORABLE  MOMENTS—There`s  obviously many of these after some 

19,000 cruising miles but here`s some of them;- 

 



 After sailing past the Mulberry Harbour remains we were looking out for a “Cross 

of Lorraine”, according to the Reeds almanac, marking the entrance to Courselles -sur-

mer. Having sighted this landmark we slowly motored towards it when the water started 

to shallow but we couldn`t see the entrance. Then  somebody shouted “there`s another 

one over there” and surely enough there was a second cross , which resulted in a rapid 

turnround out into deeper water before we headed for “the other one” about a mile along 

the coast. 

 

It was rather late when we arrived at Courselles so we found a berth and “hit the 

sack”  

The following morning I walked up to the Marina Reception and enquired, as you 

do, about the toilets and showers ,the young lady receptionist then called me to her ,with 

hooked finger, and whispered in my ear “Monsieur zair iss a sekret numbair “ This 

immediately made me think of "Allo.  Allo, the T.V. series.  She gave me a codelock 

number and I departed with a grin on my face!! 

 

On another occasion sailing from Cowes to Brighton the wind piped -up to a strong 

sou-westerly and it became too dangerous to reef the mainsail so we furled the Genoa to 

stabilize  the boat. 

As we sailed along like a bat out of hell we saw huge waves crashing over the 

harbour mole at Brighton. Now the entrance to Brighton marina faces Eastwards so we 

had to pass the entrance , turning  around to go in, on the turn I was planning to tack 

through 180 degrees and motor in head to wind when we suddenly gybed, screwing 

round and heading straight for the entrance. A huge wave crashed over the wall ahead of 

us , I shouted “give it some welly” to which the crew responded by giving the engine 

maximum throttle , the boat hurtled forward just as another wave crashed over the wall 

behind us-- were we pleased to get into Brighton marina unscarred !! 

 



Four years ago, having sailed to Blankenburgh, I was returning home via Dunkirk 

with Muddy and David Warner   . At Dunkirk we were stormed in for a couple of days , 

then decided that a favourable  French forecast of sou-westerly force 4 to 5 would be 

suitable for a cross channel trip to Ramsgate so we set sail with a reefed mainsail.  After 

a couple of hours the sea became rather nasty and the British fore cast on the VHF 

became nor-westerly force 6 to 7.  Things became much worse, we were motor sailing 

whilst steering with the autohelm, huge waves were crashing over the boat, David and I 

were crouched up under the sprayhood whilst Muddy was laying on his back in the 

cabin doing the navigation , giving compass bearing information to feed into the 

autohelm. Using the toilet was impossible so we had to make alternative arrangements!!  

We were really pleased when we arrived at Ramsgate and celebrated accordingly. 

 

There are many more adventures,- too  many  to write about without writing a 

whole book, but with advancing years- I`ll soon be 80 -I feel less inclined to take on the 

long-distant passages as in the past. 

 And, of course, I haven`t covered all these some 19,000 miles single -handed, I`ve 

been very fortunate to have had excellent crews to assist me on the passages, including 

my wife Di 

In particular I would like to thank Muddy Waters, a real stalwart who has I think 

accompanied me on all the cruises over the last 30 years and also Pat Johnson, Mal 

Bezant, , Brian Rogers, David Warner and many others, all of  to whom I would like to  

say a very big “Thank-you"  


