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I was day-dreaming again!  The Wayfarer is, I’m afraid, that kind of boat! When you’ve got one, that’s what you do.  If you’ve read Frank Dye, some of those dreams might even be downright silly.  And if you have friends who also own a Wayfarer, such dreams can be infectious.  Sitting there in the middle of winter with a glass of wine, in front of a snug fire, it’s easy to imagine yourself as one of the giants of the Wayfarer cruising world, intrepid, resourceful, resilient.  Your eyes glaze over as you muse… ocean crossing Wayfarer…hmmm…over the North Cape…why not?… across the North Sea to Holland…others have done it!… all those wonderful stories you have read in the Wayfarer News welcome you seductively into the arms of adventure. 

But hey!  Let’s get real!  There must be something we could really do!  A proper adventure, but do-able!  And that is as much about people, as about boats or a particular cruising area. 

Assessing our collective experience as soberly as a glass of wine or two allowed, was not discouraging.  Douglas together with his wife, Margaret, in Aquilla, were on their second Wayfarer and well used to sailing amicably together on in-land waters.  Walter and his wife, Margaret, were hardened adventurers, delighting in anything involving masochism and rain, and well used to sailing their dinghy in the choppy waters of the Camel Estuary.   I personally had considerable experience in off-shore sailing, and had done a lot of dinghy stuff, but was really looking forward to cruising my newly acquired Wayfarer (W7414), together with Alan, my crew, who was a relative newcomer to sailing, but well hooked already!  

So it was that our dream of sailing the Caledonian Canal was born.  Our proposed route had the somewhat fanciful romance of sailing from the Irish Sea to the North Sea – coast to coast!  An exaggeration, of course!  Nevertheless, there would undoubtedly be some challenging sailing, starting with a sea loch and culminating in that awesome stretch of water that is Loch Ness.  The scenery would surely be fantastic, and the idea of sailing in company would make the whole thing so much more fun, as well as building in some safety.
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Dates were put in the diaries and preparation started in earnest.  The Caledonian Canal Skipper’s guide, available free on www.scottishcanals.co.uk was an excellent starting point, containing a wealth of information, as well as invaluable chartlets of all the locks.  We were going for a mix of accommodation.  B&Bs were booked, tents were checked out and one of the Wayfarer Association tents booked from the ever-helpful Rob Wagstaff.  The boats needed relatively little attention. We fitted ‘Aquilla’ with slab reefing and a borrowed 4 hp Mercury, which turned out to be rather cumbersome.  W7414 was pretty much set up ready to go, although the seal on the stern hatch needed reseating.   Other than that she was complete with oars, anchor, all necessary warps, and a nifty little 2 hp Honda long shaft four stroke, bought on e-bay.  Blade 2, the newest of the boats, a Wayfarer World, had already been sailed in anger on the Clyde, and was raring for the off. 
Ready for the off at Loch Aber Yacht Club
Where would we have been without the wonderful help and hospitality of Loch Aber Yacht Club?!  Situated just outside Fort William, it was the ideal place to get the boats in the water.  Hamish Louden, the Club Secretary, arranged for us to be met, and for a very modest fee, allowed us to leave our trailers, launching trolleys and a car in the Club’s locked compound.  The wind was wafting in gently from the SW, as we launched, with just the occasional rainsquall sweeping through.  The scenery had already cast its spell over us as we set off on our first gentle sail across to Corpach, where the Canal starts, and where we had booked bunkhouse accommodation at Farr Cottage, just two minutes walk from our first lock.

Yes, of course we could leave our boats in the lock over night!  And no, we didn’t need to remove our outboards.  They would be perfectly safe in this part of the world! 
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Sunday morning dawned crisp and sunny – and totally, totally windless!  The beautifully whitewashed lock keeper’s cottage cast a perfect reflection in the unruffled water of the lock.  The formalities were minimal – not so the fees!  Eighty-six pounds per boat seemed a lot at the outset of our cruise, but the facilities along the route were all so immaculately kept, the lock keepers so [image: image4.jpg]


accommodating and friendly, that by the time we reached our destination, we felt it had been worth every penny.

Our first obstacle was Neptune’s Staircase, a series of nine locks, lifting us up some hundred feet or so from sea level to the level of the canal proper.  It was a leisurely business – not for those in a hurry.  Buy the Sunday papers!  Do the crossword.  Chat to by-standers and other boat owners.  And above all, drink in the view, tantalisingly revealed bit by bit as each lock lifts you that little bit higher, until at last you can see the full beautiful extent of Loch Linnhe stretching away into the West.

We had set ourselves a fairly hefty twenty-one miles for this first day, so it was good to discover that in those windless conditions we could putter along at four and a half knots with outboards economically set at half throttle.  It was not what we had envisaged, but in clear sunshine and crisp visibility the scenery was so breathtaking, we didn’t care a bit.  Our destination was Laggan Lock, at the far end of quaintly named Loch Lochy.  Douglas and Margaret swanned off for a shower and a change of clothes at their B&B.  Walter and Margaret, and Alan pitched their tents alongside the pontoons, within easy walking to the spotlessly kept showers and toilets, whilst I wrestled with the Wayfarer Association tent.   In fact, it had all been so beautifully thought out (and I had done it once before) that it was up in a trice, leaving me to marvel at all the Tardis-like space within it. 
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We were piggy-backing cars along the route, which will leave purists tut-tutting, but it gave us the double benefit of some wonderful drives through the mountains overlooking the lochs and the canal, and allowed us the flexibility to find some delightful places to eat in the evenings.  
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On this occasion it was Highland venison with new potatoes and red cabbage for me.  Others braved the haggis!  We returned contentedly to the boats.  I bedded down on the floorboards under the boat-tent and slept like a log!

[image: image7.jpg]X





The next day was wet, wet, wet!  And yes, there was some wind – from the NE!  Margaret, Walter and Alan joined me for breakfast in the shelter of the boat tent (which incidentally had not let in a drop, except for a trickle around the mast collar, which had considerately deposited itself straight into the bilge). 

We were heading for Fort Augustus, a modest ten or so miles away.  It should have been sheer misery.  The rain beat down unrelentingly and we motored every inch of the way.  But even in the rain Loch Oig had a charm difficult to resist.  Even Margaret, who had crawled into an enormous, inverted, heavy gauge dustbin bag, and was surveying the scene through a tiny hole she had made in it, had to admit that it was lovely.  And there was something very British, dare I say, about the happy, holiday mood that prevailed in the locks even in the pouring rain.  One kind big-boat skipper took pity on us and made us all coffee!  
Reaching Fort August, we made the mistake, of locking straight through.  The reasoning was that we wanted to get off to a good start early the next morning as we headed out into Loch Ness.  But with that fresh northeasterly blowing straight into the canal, the pontoons on the loch side of Fort Augustus were not a comfortable place to be.  The Wayfarers were leaping up and down alongside pontoons designed for much bigger boats, making it very difficult for us to rig fenders effectively.  Eventually we tucked in behind a large motorboat, as close to the lock as possible, finding tolerable shelter offering at least the prospect of some sleep aboard W7414.
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We had arrived late afternoon, so there was time to explore.  Fort Augustus is a beautiful town, beautifully kept and beautifully situated, and once again replete with hostelries offering a variety of delicious, good value food.  And even the rain relented, giving us a chance to dry out.
Our plan for the next day (Tuesday) was to get half way up Loch Ness.  Margaret and Douglas had found a B&B on the south side of the loch, at Inverfarigaig.  We noticed a disused jetty on the Ordenance Survey map, which looked as though it might afford shelter and a place to moor up for the night.

But first there was the, in my view, somewhat irksome task of getting the cars in place.  This involved driving back to Laggan, and then on to Inverfarigaig.  Quite a mileage!  In the event, the drive initially along the B862, and then onwards on single track roads high up in the mountains, turned out to be one of the highlights of the trip – hauntingly beautiful views down over Loch Ness, made all the more exciting because that was where we were going to sail.
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And sail we did!  The wind had gone round to the SW, gentle at first, but picking up steadily as the day went on.  Aquilla set her spinnaker, whilst on W7414, the Association’s tent pole doubled as a whisker pole as we goose winged our way down the loch.  Blade 2 went on a photo shoot of Urquart Castle.  The wind continued to freshen and back, with a disconcerting squall cloud building ominously just ahead of us.  On W7414 we rolled up the genoa and reefed the main.  In the event it passed in front of us, but sufficiently close for us to see that our precautions, would not have been inappropriate.

Our jetty turned out to be pretty much derelict, but by judicious rigging of fenders – we had bought the really fat ones thinking that they might double as rollers should we need to beach the boats – we found an alongside berth.  Tents were rigged on the jetty.  Douglas and Margaret retired to the serenity of their B&B.  The boat tent was duly rigged and off we went for yet another delicious meal.  We returned just in time to see the sun setting over an idyllically calm scene.  The wind had died completely and Loch Ness was bathed in a gentle, crimson tinged light.  Walter invited us to share in a wee dram of best Islay malt – unfortunately the midges gatecrashed the party and for the first time on our trip, we fled into the relative safety of the tents.

[image: image10.jpg]



At one o’clock in the morning, I was uncomfortably aware of the boat bobbing up and down against the jetty.  It wasn’t dramatic, but it was enough to make sleep difficult.  I retired to the car, put the reclining seat fully down, and made myself comfortable, trying to quell the unease I felt at having deserted the boat.  At four, my sense of unease had grown to a point at which it could no longer be ignored.  I decided to go and have a look.  It was not a pretty sight!  The wind had gone round to the NE and freshened, sending surprisingly large waves down the loch.  The boats were now on a lee shore, pinned against the jetty, leaping up and down like wild things.  On W7414 the boat tent had shaken itself off the stern and was hanging in the water like a broken wing.  Fortunately the stupidly large fenders I had bought were somehow doing their job and there was no damage to the boat.   But clearly something had to be done.  I roused the others, and there followed what seemed like an eternity, as we struggled to manoeuvre the boats into the lee of the jetty.  Blade 2 was pulled up onto a tiny beach.  Aquilla and W7414 were tucked away out of the reach of the offending waves, and suddenly everything was deliciously calm.  Margaret suggested a cup of tea.  It seemed like a good idea, and this time not even the midges heavied in on the act.

The following morning it was blowing quite freshly from NNW.  I tucked in a precautionary reef, and after some initial anxiety, there followed probably the best sail of the trip, ending in a glorious tacking match as we entered the narrows at the northern limit of Loch Ness.  We missed the last lock into Inverness, so tied up alongside the well-sheltered waiting pontoons, and caught a taxi to spend our last night in a  well-deserved (we felt!) B&B.

The following day we motored the boats along to Caley Marine, who were just delightfully helpful and charged us not a penny for the use of their slip.
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We had had a wonderful time – a real ‘Boys’ Own’ adventure, even allowing for the presence of the two Margarets.  The only thing missing were the cucumber sandwiches and the lashings of ginger beer.  But the haggis made up for that.
















