A log of sorts over 2 weeks on part of the Round Britain & Ireland Challenge

After our 2 training weekends we were ready to embark upon the Round Britain & Ireland Challenge (RBIC).

 6 Dehler Varianta 44’ boats slipped from Weymouth in the afternoon sunshine on Sunday 27th March where, after a short race round the cans in the bay, our voyage began as we passed Portland Bill at 15.29hrs.

After sailing through the pitch black night sharing short 90minute watches in the biting cold, we passed Longships lighthouse, barely visible in the rain, at 17.35hrs on Monday 28th March.  The watches were unrelenting and continued through the next pitch black night (reminding us of why sleep deprivation is a much valued torture technique!).    Our saving grace through the long nights was the constant companionship of a 25 strong pod of Irish dolphins which stayed with us from midnight till dawn, playfully tapping our rudder every few minutes as if to keep us on course. Late evening on Tuesday 29th March we were somewhere in the Celtic Sea.

 In the early hours of Wednesday the 30th we moored at Cork Yacht Club in Crosshaven Marina.  We awoke to warm spring Irish sunshine & the long nights miraculously faded from our minds whilst eating warm croissants & sipping strong coffees al fresco, served by a stunning Irish waitress.  We spent the day exploring Crosshaven & the evening devouring enormous fish suppers in newspaper from “Chish & Fips” which we ate in the Moonduster Inn washed down with a Guinness or two.

 The fierce winds & heavy seas in the Atlantic forbade us from venturing out of the relative shelter of the Lough but we did manage an afternoon sail, venturing further up the Lough & into Cork.  On the return to Crosshaven we had the opportunity to play around testing different headsails in the freshening 40 knot gusts.  The time ashore had also given us the opportunity to undertake some running repairs & rigging improvements.

As every sailor knows, the weather often dictates our plans & the RBIC route was amended to avoid the gales on the West coast to the relative shelter of the East coast of Ireland.  So, on Saturday 2nd April we slipped lines & set sail for Bangor with plenty of ports of refuge to hand on the voyage North.  The calm after the recent storm made the sail between Carnsore Point & Tuskar Rock a pleasure.

 Another 2 night sails found us negotiating the lights of Bangor in the early hours of Monday 4th April where, after a few hours sleep we were able to explore the town.  Espresso Martinis, ordered by our skipper, were to be had by all of our crew in the Rabbit Rooms to wash down our bowls of mussels.  This was followed by us attending the open mic night downstairs where after a few Irish sherries we felt we were singing in tune like Irish rock stars, despite the reality of our woeful performances.

 The following night was a bit of a contrast when we had the privilege of dining at the Royal Ulster Yacht Club were we were warmly welcomed by the members despite our rather casual attire.  We were also given a few gratis tips for getting out of Belfast Lough the following afternoon & pointed in the direction of a little known back eddy express train on the north side of Belfast Lough.

 

We slipped Bangor in the early afternoon on Wed 6th April.  Getting on our short 2 knot express train (leaving the rest of the fleet to punch tide up the middle).  We got off to a flying start leaving the Lough & left Rathlin Island to Port & the Kintyre peninsula to Starboard on our way north towards Stornoway.

 The pressures of being part of a crack racing crew became apparent to us during the afternoon, as we surfed downwind.  Listening to loud country music, eating jelly babies & competing with each other to see who could record the fastest Speed Over Ground while remaining on course.  ANNA WON! 13.6kts following a brief coaching session from a handsome man with a soft Irish brogue.

We sailed up the Sound of Jura through the night on a changed watch pattern.  Luxury!  2hrs on & 5hrs off!!  What to do with all that free time!?

Stopping at Crinan it was a real team effort to pick up a mooring buoy in the pitch dark, in strong tide & changing winds at 02.00hrs on Thursday 7th April.  We awoke in the morning light to the subtle buzz of a RIB demanding a £15 parking fee.  Welcome to Scotland ye first Southern visitors of the season.  Perhaps we would have secured a discount if Anna or I had poked our heads out & enquired “Aye, aye. Fit like loon?”

After a heap of bacon rolls we had a lovely sail through the Dorus Mor where Neil expertly helmed between the multiple whirlpools & eddies, despite it being slack water.  (What on earth is it like with a flowing tide?!).  Then it was up through the Sound of Luing with the Corryvechan in the distance to Port.  

 We arrived at Dunstafnnage (Oban) where 10 days at sea had transformed Neil into a Johnny Depp lookielikey with 10 day stubble, mirror shades & bandana.  A more hospitable Scottish welcome saw the crew, now joined by Michael Matheidas, having mid afternoon hot toddies in the marina's “Wide Mouthed Frog”, before retiring for a sedate evening in Oban, starting in Auleys Bar. A feeding frenzy in the steak house was followed by dancing & singing wildly to a lone Vatersay Boy held captive in the Woodside pub by us (& him drinking only orange juice for Lent, poor man).

Leaving the comforts of Dunstafnnage on the afternoon of Friday the 8th we sailed up the Sound of Mull as the sun set. We were so far in the lead at this point that we were able to bow to the pressure of the Balamory fans on board & make a brief detour into Tobermory bay for a photo opportunity.

 

We rounded Ardnamurchan Point as darkness closed in & saw the new dawn come in on Saturday the 9th April when we savoured the ethereal beauty of the Minches with the Hebridean Isles & Skye either sides of us.  We "oood" & "aahd"  at the beautiful scenery, the wildlife, ferries & cargo ships, and passed the Shiants before reaching Stornoway, the culmination of our part of the Challenge, in the afternoon.  We were welcomed in to port by the local harbour seal & there was a sea otter frolicking on the rocks around the corner.

 

We bade farewell to the fleet the following day, leaving Stornoway on the ferry to Ullapool & leaving Michael aboard to carry on the Banff legacy on his journey through the Pentland Firth & onwards towards Edinburgh.  Our Venus was overall race leader.  We're still unsure if it was down to our brilliant crewing or the brilliance of our skipper team.
Anna Daley & Neil Overton

