August 2010 A Relaxing week’s holiday around the Swale and up the Thames. Yeah right!!!!

Occasionally it would be nice to look into the future before heading off on a week’s sailing holiday, and this was one such occasion. We were all hanging in anticipation of our forthcoming trip around the South coast stopping at Ramsgate, Dover, Rye and Sandwich but as the day of departure neared it became obvious that the weather was not going to be favourable. Undeterred and hoping for a miracle I decided to leave Queenborough and head for Harty Ferry on the Friday night as this would shorten the trip to Ramsgate by three hours.

As we let go of the mooring the weather was both windy and cold with a constant threat of rain and though still looking forward to the holiday little did we know that this was nothing but the first or a set of sails destine to be at best trying. Night fell well before we reached Harty but this was expected with only the cold temperature being our biggest concern. Incredibly we found an empty mooring buoy in the darkness and moored up without any misadventures.

The following day we awoke to a deteriorating weather system, and it wasn’t long before we received word from the other yachts that they were coming through the Swale and meeting up with us at Harty. About three hours later Calveire II, Gypsy and Mirifique were picking up moorings. Once moored up a skippers meeting over the radio resulted in an alteration to our passage plan. It was to rough to head for Ramsgate, so we would stay moored up at Harty for the night as we were now going to head up Faversham creek and spend the night at Faversham, using the incoming tide the following morning.
With no means of getting ashore, and the sea state making us all reluctant to raft up we spent Saturday and Saturday evening playing every game we had on the boat. Despite the change in plan both Ann and myself were looking to going anywhere by the time Sunday morning came along.

We dropped the moorings and headed for the mouth of the creek as soon as there appeared enough water to navigate the creek, the original plan was that I would go first as I drew the least water. This plan lasted about fifteen minutes as I looked at the great big green expanse on my plotter with not even the hint of a channel. 
As I approached the cardinal buoy warning yachts to stay north, and the fact that we were all heading south I cut the corner by a little. This resulted in me coming to a grinding halt at the mouth of the creek leaving Calveire II to take the lead followed by Gypsy and Mirifique. As the tide was coming in it wasn’t long before I was underway again an as I caught up Mirifique Paul slowed her up to allow me past.
It was only when we had actually entered the creek that the plotter showed any sort of channel, though this appeared the width of a bicycle tyre and the depth sounder continually informed me that technically there wasn’t enough water for me to float. 

We continued up Faversham creek as far as Iron Warf where Pete decided that there simply wasn’t enough water for us to carry on and made what looked like a very impressive turn in the creek to moor up next to fishing boat that was moored next to a Thames barge. Steve in Gypsy was the next yacht to make a turn and moor up next to the Tames barge in front of Calviere II slightly down stream. I passed the moored yachts and made my turn at the stern of the barge and came alongside of Gypsy. Paul, Carry and Jo in Mirifique was not far behind but caught the mud on the far side where they too came to a grinding halt until the tide finally released them from grip of the mud. Once underway again Mirifique moored next to Calviere II and we made our way across the moored vessels to the wharf and the first port of our holiday.
We explored Faversham and found a pub that served dinners and after making reservations continued on or exploration returning in time for our meal. The meal was a little over the top for our taste but none the less edible. Jo decided that as the weather had made a trip around the south coast a non-starter she would return home, so disappointingly we walked her to the train station were we said our goodbyes and returned to the boats.
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The following day the weather was if nothing else consistent and it was decided to return to Queenborough and head for St Katherine’s Dock the following day. After picking up is mooring Steve was picked up and dropped off at the ATL where he fired up the trot boat and collected us all. We all enjoyed a great Chinese meal in the yacht club with the only thing that cast a shadow over the trip was the news that Paul and Carry were not continuing. They too were looking forward to the trip around the south coast, and as the weather didn’t appear to be improving decided to return to work and use holiday time during better weather. Paul and Carry did however drop everyone back to our boats in the trot boat before going home.
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We were all getting used to the unfavourable weather by now, so it was nice to wake the next day to calm and dare I say it, a promising looking day. We left at 05.00 in the morning which was well before light and Pete got permission to cross the Grain edge. The wind was pinching a little but we were having quite a good sail, and as dawn broke St Kat’s was actually quite appealing. Little did I know at the time that the Supreme Being was making ready his little joke.
Somewhere between Canvey Island and Gravesend god sprung his trap. By this time we had taken our sails in and were totally under engine, the weather had worsened and the boat was bouncing around a bit. Due to a worn cutlass bearing I inspected the drive shaft every couple of hours, and was quite happy that I was taking on a little water but nothing serious but this was about to change.

I had set up the auto helm to allow us the shelter under the spray hood in the event of rain, and so was a little concerned when the boat started to drift off course. At about 08.00 I disconnected the auto helm and took the tiller, seconds later the bottom bracket detached from the boat causing the rudder to swing out of control.
 Realising that we had no steering I put the engine into neutral and as I made my way to the bow waved at Steve who immediately tuned back closely followed by Pete. I told Ann to get on the radio and inform the others that we had lost the rudder. 
On reaching the bow I dropped the anchor and returned to the cockpit. I asked Ann to fetch my tool box and soon removed the inspection hatch at the stern. It was then that I realised how serious our problems were as the three bolt holes holding the rudder bracket on were all missing. Water was entering the boat like three taps on full, and I immediately knew the water was entering faster than I could possibly pump.
I called to Ann to fetch a tube of marine silicon that was up forward while looking in my box of bolts and bits. As it dawned on me that shoving bolts into the holes would be futile I started to man the pump wondering how long we would remain afloat. Ann returned with the silicon, and though not holding much hope I shoved the nozzle into each of the holes and injected a liberal amount on silicon into each hole.
Miraculously the silicon sealed the holes and I allowed myself a little sigh of relief as I inspected the drive shaft. To my horror the water was over the prop shaft leaving no other option but to try and dump some water. Soon after this Pete came along side and came aboard and we immediately started to remove the rudder entirely from the stern and bet it aboard. Due to the awkward position and the motion of the boat it took what seemed to be hours to remove, but finally the rudder was removed and stowed in the cabin. Once this was completed Pete returned to Calviere II and stood off while the life boat came along side.
Apparently they were monitoring channel 16 and heard us inform Calveire II and Gypsy that we had lost our rudder. On hearing that we were also taking on water they scrambled and contacted Pete. I didn’t have time to chat with them at the time due to fact my boat was sinking. 

A great lifeboat crew member called Steve boarded the boat and assessed the situation. Though we had taken a lot of water on, it was obvious that were no longer taking on water, and he wanted to make sure that  that boat would be OK to tow.
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With a sunken heart of defeat we prepared our selves for the tow back to Queenborough. Gypsy and Calviere II started heading back towards the mouth to the Thames, when I was notified by the Life boat crew that the plans had changed once again.

Thames Coastguard refused to allow it Gravesend Life Boat to tow us back towards Queenborough, and had also instructed Sheerness not to assist, insisting that we be towed to Gravesend. It was this more than anything else that upset Ann the most and after calling Pete and telling him the news he offered to tow us. 

Thames Coastguard contacted me and asked if I was refusing a tow to Gravesend to which I replied yes. I was asked why, to which I replied that if we were towed to Gravesend all I could do would be to run the boat aground and wait for the tide to return and sink my boat.

During this time I decided that the best place for Ann was on one of the other boats, and the life boat crew was good enough to act as a ferry. They took Ann to Gypsy with us all believing at the time that we were going to be towed back to Queenborough by Pete.

The Gravesend crew continued to argue with Thames Coastguard until they were informed that the wind had increased to twenty five knots plus at Sheerness. On receiving this information I couldn’t possibly ask Pete to tow me back to Sheerness, so reluctantly agreed for the lifeboat to tow me to Gravesend.
I called Pete and Steve and let them know about the change in decision, and they both turned around and headed for Gravesend with me. It was immediately after this that the engine died a death and refused to restart. I was going to try to use the engine to move the boat over the anchor to make lifting easier, but that plan as every plan this week went to the wall.

I don’t recall much about the actual tow to Gravesend as I spent most of the time bailing out the boat and continually checking to see if the silicone was still holding, though on the way Pete managed to contact the Embankment marina and they agreed to let us all in to make repairs. 
The marina has only one lock gate so access and exit can only be achieved at top of tide, and the lifeboat brought me to a mooring just off the lifeboat station. It was here that when entering the cabin I realised just how much water we had taken on when moving from the saloon to the heads I noticed water slapping around my feet.

I spent most of the time waiting for the lock pumping the bilge pump and feeling increasingly fed up, this was compounded further by the call saying that the tide for entering the marina was about an hour later than anticipated due to only having one lock gate.
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It was while waiting that I received a call from Margaret asking if she could release my number to Sarah Kimber. Sarah was a member until last season and had crewed for me on a previous trip the St Kat’s, she actually works for the Thames river authority and is also a volunteer life boat crew member. She heard the initial radio messages and when the lifeboat crew wanted to call me on my phone, she called Margaret to obtain my number. 
True to their word the lifeboat came back when I could enter the marina and brought me over to the lock wall. Once the gate was opened the boat was pulled to the quay and made fast. Calviere II and Gypsy followed me in and continued around to their allocated finger births.
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Directly after making fast and seeing the other boats masts stationary I pumped up the inflatable dinghy Yvonne had given me. Once inflated I jumped in and started to row towards the others, though I didn’t get very far as the others had quickly tied up and had made their way around to me. 

A quick walk to the local nut and bolt shop resulted in us having the necessary bits to repair the rudder. On inspecting the rudder it was evident that there was too much play between the bracket and the rod that holds the rudder in place. Fortunately a piece of discarded copper pipe fitted pretty well so a new bush was made on the spot.
Returning to the boat I jumped into the dinghy and got to the stern of Jacana while Pete settled into the stern section of the boat. Everyone else boarded the boat and went as far forward as possible to raise the bracket holes out of the water.
It actually took a very short length of time to complete the repair so I had plenty of time to completely bail out the bilge and tidy up. I even managed to get the engine to fire back up, and after which had probably the best shower I have ever had.
 On returning back to the boat Sarah was talking to Ann, she was very concerned about or welfare and had returned to Gravesend after her shift to make sure we were all OK. It was great to see her and we were really touched that she was so concerned.
I told her all about our adventure and was still talking when Ann returned from the shower. Sarah then wished us all the best and left and soon after everyone else was ready to explore the metropolis called Gravesend.

After having something to eat with Steve, Jackie and Joe we found quite a nice pub and had a skippers meeting about what we should do now. Undeterred and with Ann’s agreement it was decided that we would continue our relaxing holiday up to St Kat’s.

The following day we had a few hours to kill before we could leave the marina and Andre suggested we go to a pub he had been told about. Ann and Jackie went to the local shops so all the lads started on what can be only described as a boot camp march for what seemed like a lifetime to reach the pub. Really I think we could have used a couple of pub stops on the way just for the rest and refreshment.

Eventually we found the pub and literally gulped the drink down to ensure we could get back to the marina in time for the tide. We set off at high tide towards Erith to pick up a mooring as we would soon have the full force of the tide against us. As we trundled merrily up the Thames once more my heart once again skipped a number of beats when the engine lost power and refused to rev up. I must admit I was beginning to regret coming on this trip and was beginning to wonder what gods next little joke was going to be. To my relief a little while later the engine did recover so I can only conclude that some water had got into the air filter.
We set off for St Kat’s at about 08.30 the following morning and arrived at the mooring buoys outside of the lock hours before we could enter. Pete tried to contact the marina both on his phone and radio but to no avail. Pete believed he had developed a problem with his radio and had left a message on the marina’s answer machine. As the time ticked away and we saw the tide rising I tried intermittingly to contact the marina on my radio also to no avail.

I was beginning to get a bit concerned and started to think about going back to Limehouse when I was called by St Kat’s on my radio. After explaining that we had no reservations, but I was suffering from possible engine trouble they agreed to allow us all in. (it was only a white lie, the engine had spluttered a bit earlier)
They instructed us to the east basin with our birth numbers and after another long wait finally allowed us through the lock. Pete and Andre entered the basin first followed by Steve, Jackie and Joe. It was only when we reached our designated births that I realised that there was a dirty great barge where I was supposed to moor up. Pete’s allotted birth was also taken, but luckily had located a nearby birth. The only spot left was next to Pete which I actually had to squeeze into, so it was lucky that Steve’s mooring was available as his boat would not have fitted into the narrow gap.

This was Jackie’s first real trip on Gypsy and I was disappointed that the weather was dependably crap, but was pleased that we had made it to the premier marina in the centre of our nation’s capital. This too turned into disappointment when a visit to the amenity block revealed no plugs in the sink, hot water you could make tea with, nowhere to place your clothes while showering other than the floor and mould growing on the ceiling. 
Could anything else happen to make this trip any worse? Oh yes.

That evening we had a wander around the area and talked about what we would do the following day over a drink. In the end we decided that we would buy tickets from the tour bus operators that would allow us to use the tour buses and water tours boats. We could get on and off whenever we wanted and explore the sights.

Next morning after a breakfast in a Weatherspoons that seemed miles away from the marina (this should have been a clue as Pete was in front) we bought our tickets and boarded the boat. We stayed on the tour boat all the way to Greenwich where we disembarked and once again started a marathon walk to some far flung pub. As we were approaching Greenwich we saw a yacht getting pulled over by the local river police, and our sympathies went out to him knowing that he was probably trying to reach St Kat’s before the tide changed.

We were in the pub just long enough to finish our drink before hurrying back to catch another boat. After going for another trip up stream we finally disembarked and found a bus stop that would take us on our next leg of our trip. One thing I would like to emphasise is every time we walked anywhere we were going like a forced march covering many miles between stops. Eventually we reached Covent Garden and it was here that I explained that Ann and I would have to leave them and return to the boat to feed the cat and make sure he was OK.
It was agreed that Ann and I would sort the cat out and return Covent Garden on the tube to meet everyone back at Covent Garden. We all walked to the bus stop and eventually a tour bus turned up to take us back to Tower Hill. We arrived back at the boat and quickly got things sorted out, and as the weather had improved I decided to leave my coat on the boat.

Two stops before reaching Covent Garden Ann enquired if I had the bus tickets handy. Oh crap was the only thought going through my mind as I remembered putting the dammed tickets into my coat pocket. When we reached Covent Garden I called Pete with the news that we had returned minus our tour bus tickets.
As we walked through the roads around the area it became obvious that we were not going to find anywhere with enough room to eat, and with time ticking away everyone had little option but to get on another tour bus and return to Tower Hill and head for Weatherspoons just south of Tower Bridge.

Ann and I were resigned to the likelihood that we were going to have to walk back to the boat from Covent Garden, but as a desperate measure we decided o try and blag our selves onto the bus.

As we boarded the bus our hearts missed a beat as the driver stopped Jackie, but to our relief only to ask where we were getting off. After hearing we gong to Tower Hill he just smiled as we all shuffled past. At last fortune was finally smiling down at us.
The evening ended well as we settled down and ate, and though still wound up due to our recent misfortunes I did manage to begin to relax. On returning to our boat I started to wonder what excitement fate would dish up to us the following day.

The following morning I was chilled out enough to clean off the dirty black marks that went along the starboard side caused by the lifeboat when they were alongside.
After filling up with water and toping up the diesel we went to the local bar for a couple of drinks prior to our departure. We decided that we would moor up at Erith, and though not my favourite place to moor up the alternative would be to continue back to Queenborough arriving after dark.

Soon after returning to the boats we decided to get out of the births that we squeezed into and tied up to a stretch of pontoon. Soon after we were called up and asked to make our way to the lock. As we approached there was quite a lot of traffic as the boats within the lock emerged and endeavoured to find their allotted births. I could only hope they would have better luck than we did.
We entered the lock with no misadventures and soon the gates opened to allow us into the Thames. A little down stream Pete turned into the wind and raised his mainsail, I followed suite but had problems lifting the sail. As we begun to run out of manoeuvring space we were forced to go about and head back down stream before attempting to raise the sail again. By the time we completed the task we were well behind and it took quite a while to catch up. As we wound our way along the river the wind dropped until the main was of no use and brought back down.
When approached Erith the Genoa was furled in and we started looking for a likely mooring buoy. As we approached a likely looking buoy I handed the helm to Ann and made my way towards the bow. As I started to prepare to hang over the bow with a rope Ann called to me is some distress, as I returned to the cockpit we were inches away from another boat on a mooring. Ann had slowed the boat up so she could creep up to the buoy, but had failed to compensate for the savage tidal stream, and we were pushed down stream to the next mooring. Disaster was avoided by Ann pushing the throttle at the last second enabling us to pass the moored boat without collision.

I took the helm as we motored back up stream running over a vacant buoy. As I throttled down to allow us to drift back I noticed that the buoy was one of the very few with a mooring line attached with a fender at the end. Very soon after we had made fast to the line and were once again able to breathe easily.
The return to Queenborough was a bit uneventful for me. But for everyone else a nice trip, though a bit cold and windy. We even managed to show Smudge how to use the chart plotter, though he soon got tired and went back to bed.
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The Thames estuary was a little rougher than our journey earlier in the week, and though we were all hoping Pete had got in touch with Medway VTS and been given permission to cut  across Grain Edge, I was going to cut it anyway. 

When we finally moored up in Queenborough I cast my mind back to the beginning of the holiday, indeed to the beginning of our yachting experiences since joining the yacht club. The conclusion I came to was, OK things don’t always go according to plan, but wouldn’t life be boring without the occasional challenge.

