Bristol fashion
Pa r t V

Thomas and Jutta Kittel marvel
at the galloping tides and British delights on both sides of the Bristol
Channel during the penultimate leg of their British circumnavigation
Words & pictures Thomas Kittel
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fter the excitement of running the
gauntlet of a military firing range and
the overfalls of Ramsey Sound on our
route south to Milford Haven, it’s a relief
to spend a day exploring south-west
Wales by car. Pembroke’s spectacular
12th-century castle captivates us, while
the small seaside town of Tenby enchants
us. The hilly terraces, the colourful houses, the old town walls,
the quaint harbour, the rural setting and even the palm trees create
an almost Mediterranean vibe. Take a look at the picture on the
next page – all it needs is a bit more sunshine and it could be Italy.
Our next port of call is Swansea and for a change, we have good
weather and light winds from behind to speed us on our way.
I call Swansea Marina en route feeling more relaxed than usual,
and they respond in an equally relaxed manner that they don’t
have a place for us – “So sorry!” They recommend Swansea Docks
as an alternative and provide us with a phone number. The phone
is answered by Swansea Port Control who appear less than thrilled
at being disturbed on a Friday afternoon. They explain to me that
this telephone number is for commercial shipping only and that
it may not be possible for them to help – but to call back in an
hour and they’ll see what they can do.
When I do, I’m informed that the cost for the locking-in process
is £920, credit cards are not accepted – it’s cash only, and that
we should be there no later than 4:30pm. It doesn’t take us long
to decide that we won’t take them up on their kind offer. Aside
from the punitive cost, we would probably end up berthed
in an ugly commercial dock with unknown rules for getting
in and out, and the possibility of being locked in until Monday.

Fighting the tide
Once again we have to alter our plans mid-cruise. The next nearest
port is Cardiff, about three to four hours further east. This means
cruising against the start of the ebb tide in the Bristol Channel,
something we were keen to avoid if at all possible. The tidal range
is a colossal 10m here – the second-largest drop anywhere in the
world. We have been reading about tidal speeds of 7 knots and
more, which occasionally force boaters to turn around and give
up the unequal struggle. Since we have enough horsepower
to overcome whatever the tide throws at us, we decide to press
on regardless and spend our money on fuel consumption instead
of locking charges!
And the tide really is impressive. In normal circumstances,
Azura cruises at 10 knots with the engines turning at 1,200rpm;
punching this tide, we struggle to reach 8 knots with 1,600rpm
showing and the engines burning twice the amount of fuel. To
put that in car-driving terms, it feels like we’re driving up a steep
hill in second gear – for four hours nonstop. It’s no surprise to
discover that during the afternoon, we set a new record for fuel
consumption on board Azura, a record we hope not to break for
a very long time!
I suppose we should be thankful that we are able to take this
option at all as Cardiff is not a place to arrive at in darkness for
the first time. Cardiff Bay used to be tidal before it was closed
off from the sea by a big dam during the 1990s. This means the
water level in the bay can now be controlled, while the harbours
of Cardiff and Penarth require a locking process to get in and
out of. To cope with the level of traffic, there are three locks side
by side operating 24/7 like lifts in a hotel.
To protect waiting boats from the tide, the locks are tucked

81

TRAVEL

Tenby enchants us, with its hilly
structure, the colourful houses, the
old town walls, the quaint harbour

behind a 10m-high steel piling,
creating a kind of antechamber
that you have to enter from the
side. The lock master gives us our
instructions over the VHF and
allocates us lock number two before
asking whether we have been here
before. When we say we haven’t,
he informs us not to follow the
buoys because they are in the wrong
place due to dredging activities but
to follow our chartplotter instead.
How comforting…
As we cautiously enter the
antechamber using only our
electronic charts and GPS, we get
a glimpse of our intended lock.
Through the open gates we can
see a sailboat already occupying
one wall of the lock and according
The hustle and
to the radio traffic, there is another
bustle of life on
yacht coming in behind us, also
the water in Tenby
heading for lock two. At the same
instant, an anxious lock master calls
us again, apologises for having underestimated the size of our
boat and asks us to go to lock three instead – the gates will open
immediately. Reluctantly I bring Azura to a halt, turn around, line
up in front of lock three and then slowly inch our way into the gap.
With our 6.2m beam and a lock width of 8m we have just 90cm to
spare on each side – not too bad.
Once safely inside the lock, things start to look up. Instead of the
usual slimy stone walls, slippery ladders and rusty rings waiting for
us to perform our usual rope tricks on, there are clean, dry floating
pontoons that slide up and down with the boat – what a relief!
Our elation proves to be short lived. On arrival at Penarth Marina,
we learn that a work boat has taken our place and we have to stay
outside for the night. We’re not fussed – we have been assigned
a nice quiet place in front of the marina and opposite the dam.
In fact, we seem to be something of an attraction, as passersby
keep stopping on the dam and admiring our boat from a distance.
We leave Penarth Marina under sunny skies and head upriver
towards Bristol with the incoming tide. When we visited Bristol
by land in the ’80s, we couldn’t get our heads round what we saw
Waiting to enter the
narrow lock leading
to Penarth Marina
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or more accurately didn’t see. The River Avon, which connects
the city with the Bristol Channel, was completely empty except
for a couple of puddles. Instead of a 40ft deep river, there was just
an expanse of brown mud and a tiny trickle of water, making
it hard to believe that only six hours later, big oceangoing ships
would be passing by. This image was still deeply engraved in our
minds as all those year later we are now making our way up the
River Avon on our own keel.
In front of the large lock preventing Bristol Harbour from
drying out during the ebb tide, we have to let a large passenger
Azura squeezes
through the gates
with inches to spare

The Pierhead
Building in
Cardiff Bay
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One of Lacock’s
inquisitive residents

Azura dwarfs the
other boats in
Padstow Harbour
One of several
swing bridges on
the way to Bristol

The River Avon dries
to trickle at low tide

ship pass, which is also using the tide to reach Bristol. Like some
other parts of the British maritime infrastructure, the lock is quite
old and confronts us with the novelty of mooring on steel chains.
Since the marina has no place for us, we are escorted to a
beautifully located berth in the heart of Bristol. There is neither
shorepower nor water but the city centre is only a stone’s throw
away. Bristol is a young and lively university town with a wellbalanced mixture of traditional and modern architecture.
Unfortunately the weather is closing in again and we’re forced
to stay in harbour for
Lands End looks idyllic
a couple of days. So the
but was the scene of a
very nasty shock
rental car business gets
our sponsorship again
as we drive inland to see
the pretty village of Castle
Combe, Lacock Abbey and
the city of Bath.
Between Bristol and
Land’s End, the only
harbour suitable for our
boat is Padstow – 117nm
away. As the winds begin
to ease, we take advantage
of a small weather window
to make a break for it, but conditions worsen as we reach the more
exposed part of the Bristol Channel. The strong outgoing tide
is colliding with an opposing westerly breeze causing an already
turbulent sea that has built up over the last few days to become
even more confused. Throw in the remnants of an Atlantic swell
from a third direction and we’re in for a rough ride, with sheets
of spray thrown up over the windscreen and on to the flybridge.
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The very pretty
village of
Castle Combe

Perfect Padstow
Thankfully, Padstow’s harbourmaster is only too happy to find
us a place of refuge in this small but picturesque Cornish fishing
village. Although he does not have an empty berth for us, he gives
us permission to come alongside a small survey vessel – we just
have to be there before 10pm when the tidal gates close. After 14
hours of being tossed about like a sock in a washing machine, it’s
with some relief that we tuck inside the harbour walls and dock
in front of an armada of spectators. We don’t even mind the smell
of fish and chips that seems to be wafting across the entire basin;
on the contrary, we are as hungry as anyone and stumble into the
Shipwrights pub for our own generous platters of fresh-caught
cod and chips accompanied by a pint or two of beer – the perfect
way to celebrate our return to England.
The weather gods are granting us only one calm day to reach the
Scilly Isles or push on around Land’s End to the south coast. Due
to our enforced stay in Bristol, we are lagging behind our schedule
and anther delay might jeopardise our planned meeting with
friends in south Cornwall. We are also concerned about having
to lie at anchor in the Scillies given the forecasted wind speeds,
so with heavy hearts, we decide against the islands and home in
on Falmouth as an attractive alternative.
Under a bright sun, we round the famous Land’s End before an
ugly grinding noise startles us out of our good spirits near Lizard
Point. It sounds like we’ve hit the ground, but the depth sounder
confirms we have 60ft of water under the keel. I stop the boat
and look around for signs of what might have caused it but there
is nothing to see. Have we hit a submerged wooden baulk or even
a container? Are we sinking? You’ll have to wait and see…
Next month The Kittels’ final leg along the south coast

