The Reluctant Anchor-Watchman – a Sardonic Look at Anchoring
I know that marinas bring out the best in sailors, all the camaraderie as we help each other manoeuvre alongside without comment on the ‘right way’ to do it, the peace and tranquillity of the early morning as the crew of the outside rafted boat returns from their ‘quiet’ run ashore – only surpassed by the fishing fleet as they warm their engines an hour before dawn ready for the off – and the stimulating conversation, as we queue for the shower, on the low cost of parking a boat for the night in such ‘quaint’ surroundings.

So why would anyone choose to pass by the marina and head for that quiet little anchorage that offers no facilities, no chance to charge the batteries at exorbitant cost and no bar where one can sit and covet the super yacht that dwarfs your own floating cash drain? 
After yet another disturbed sleep at anchor, in Cawsand Bay, I was contemplating the joy of anchoring and decided to put pen to paper (or at least tap out a few thoughts whilst waiting for a favourable tide).

It would be too easy to wax lyrically about my favourite anchorages and explain why they are so special, but then you would feel obliged to go and explore them for yourselves and I would hate to be the cause of such a burden. Instead I thought I could recount some of the more memorable nights - for the wrong reasons - that have been spent at anchor. In doing so it might help you appreciate those future nights aboard, that you spend in a marina, that much more.

The first memorable occasion was in the Solent with six of us on a hired yacht out of Gosport. A fantastic week was coming to an end and a final night was planned in Yarmouth on the Isle of Wight to watch, what promised to be, a glorious sunset at the end of a balmy, sunny, summers day. Unfortunately the nice weather had also brought out most of the other Solent sailors and with about 3 miles to run we tuned in the VHF to hear the Yarmouth harbourmaster advising boats ahead of us that there was a 90 minute wait as the harbour was quite full and that they should join the queue to enter the harbour. 
We had just passed Hamstead Ledges and decided that we would be better off in Newtown River, away from the crowd, and turned towards the leading marks accepting that it would take nearly an hour to reach the entrance as we fought a foul tide. As we prepared the boat for anchoring, the VHF burst into life as many of the waiting yachts asked if they could enter Yarmouth harbour immediately as they were being enveloped in a bank of thick fog. At this point the harbourmaster announced that the harbour was full and no further vessels would be allowed in that evening.

Looking astern we saw about 40 boats disappear as a rapidly advancing fog bank rolled up the Solent at an alarming rate. A quick change in plan had us drop the sails and motor in towards the beach at Hamstead Woods. As the fog hit us we dropped the pick in the shallows that would give us just under a metre clearance at low water and started to secure the boat, hunting for the fog horn that would see a lot of action in the next few hours.
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A popular anchorage outside Newtown River (not to be used for navigation!)
We heard the first boats from the Yarmouth queue, now heading for Newtown, as they passed by about 20 minutes later. Most were following the advice given in popular boating books to stick to the shallows in fog however, few were adhering to the other good idea of slowing down! Consequently we had a couple of hours of concern, taking it in turn to blow the horn to warn others of our presence. 
The sunset was lost in the fog but once darkness fell and the temperature dropped the moisture coalesced to leave a starlit night which made getting up to check the anchor as the tide turned a most enjoyable experience. We were surrounded by a lot of other boats at anchor as, judging by the number of anchor lights shining in the creek, Newtown was also full. 
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How the sunset should have looked from Hampstead
This helped me make the decision that it is best to avoid the Solent during busy periods (like in the summer and especially at bank holidays) whenever possible. And so a few years later, as my partner Debbie and I were on passage back to Portland after a wonderful few weeks exploring the south coast, we gave the Solent a miss as it was a bank holiday. With a calm summers evening forecast we decided to stop for the night in Studland rather than fight a foul tide past St Albans Head.

Again the nice weather had brought out a crowd and we joined about 70 other boats to enjoy a wonderful sunset over the Dorset coast. Just as the light faded a large motorboat, named after the bear from the childrens’ television programme Rainbow, swept by and anchored about 300 metres away. It was then joined by 4 other motorboats that rafted up to start, what proved to be, a birthday party for one of the ‘ladies’ of the group. 
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The Popular Anchorage at Studland
We found out it was a birthday party as the ‘lady’ celebrating was quite clearly heard to shout, as the music was finally turned down a little after 3am, “it’s my ******* (deleted expletive) birthday and I’ll have the music as load as I ******* (deleted expletive) want”. I was only grateful that they had not anchored any closer as once the music was finally turned down we managed a couple of hours’ sleep. Luckily I don’t suffer from somnambulism, as that night I dreamt of drilling holes in the bottom of boats whilst scuba diving - I can’t think why!
Departing at first light to catch the tide we were not surprised to see a lack of movement on the flotilla of speed boats. We cheered ourselves up with the thought that whilst we were awake to enjoy the sunrise with a clear head, no doubt bright sunshine would be the last thing their crews would appreciate when they finally awoke.

In an attempt to avoid the crowds (I make no attempt to hide the fact that I am developing a curmudgeonly appreciation of the boating life) a subsequent bank holiday saw us anchored off Long Island in Poole harbour. This is a favourite spot with locals but, as the clearance up the access channel is pretty limited and constantly changing, it is only a small number of shallow draft vessels that usually turn up.
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Shipstal Point in Poole Harbour
As an aside, having run aground myself in the channel I have been told that getting yourself back off the mud without assistance does not count as a grounding! However, having to replace the engine impellor after sucking muddy water through the engine for an hour, necessary to get off the mud before the tide ebbed away completely, taught me a lesson about trusting charted depths! The fact that Debbie had just got in the shower as we came to a halt and was not too pleased about being called out to hang off the swung out boom is another story! But to avoid her blushes I had better leave that one to your imagination.

So, back to the bank holiday. We had arrived early and initially had the anchorage to ourselves but the limited space soon filled with locals out for lunch. We paddled ashore in our dinghy to explore and returned to find the anchorage now overfull with one boat parked extremely close to Touchdown. It was crewed by a lovely couple who were part of a Christchurch Sailing Club weekend rally. 
It turned out to be their first time at anchor, having only ever taken their boat to and from their mooring in their first year of ownership, and they were a little worried about what might happen when the tide turned. They had been promised by friends that they would be looked after but, their friends had arrived ahead of them and had rowed over to Long Island to set up a barbeque for the rally, leaving them to fend for themselves. 

I tried to reassure them that their boat would be fine, adding that we could put out a few fenders and if we did come together I would be onboard to secure the boats if they wanted to go and join the festivities ashore. They decided to stay put until some of the local boats departed back to Poole and they could re-anchor with some swinging room between our two boats. 
Later one of the rally organisers came out from the island in his dinghy, shouting at everyone in the rally to get ashore and start celebrating. His dinghy ran out of fuel as he approached Touchdown and he proceeded to top up the fuel tank mounted on top of the engine from a jerry can. As he had neither a pouring spout nor a funnel most of the fuel ran down the side of the tank and started to vaporise on the hot engine. I asked Debbie to get our fire blanket ready as he drifted towards us as I was worried that the spilt fuel would ignite at any moment. Luckily my concerns were unfounded and five minutes later he had his engine going again and continued on his way to offer advice to his fellow club members on how to enjoy themselves ashore.

With so many boats tucked into the anchorage I was back up at 1am to watch the anchor as the tide turned again. Sat in the cockpit, watching the final stragglers leave the BBQ and beach fire to make it back to their boats, I heard a dinghy approaching with a concerned female voice arguing with her male compatriot about the state of their dinghy. As they closed it was obvious why she was concerned, there was no freeboard where the gentleman was sat on a half inflated tube and the dinghy was shipping a large volume of water as they chugged along. 

I advised them to close my stern and helped them onto my bathing platform as the dinghy finally filled with water. Another rally member, in a more substantial dinghy, was hailed to ferry the couple, one by one, back to their own boat, towing the rather sad looking inflatable behind.

Whilst this drama was unfolding a speedboat had anchored alongside Touchdown, its crew settling down for the night in sleeping bags on the open cockpit floor. I suggested that they might be better off securing alongside Touchdown for the night but was asked “what the **** (deleted expletive) did I know about it” and told to “mind my own *’*** (deleted expletive) business”. 
Suitably admonished I retired below thinking nothing more of the matter and just glad that the nights activities were over. In the morning the speedboat had gone and as Debbie and I went ashore for a walk the rally members were upping anchor and heading out, back to Christchurch. 
Unfortunately, when we returned to Touchdown and secured the dingy alongside I noticed a couple of long gouges in the topsides that had not been there the day before.  They appeared to have been made by a Stanley knife or other sharp blade and I could only surmise that they were a parting ‘gift’ from the speedboat crew who did not appreciate some ‘yachtie’ offering advice on how to secure his vessel for the night.
This ‘gift’ was not really appreciated by me although, now they have been filled and polished out, I am a little less concerned about the incident. I only hope that the person responsible has had a great time recounting the story of how he taught some ‘know all yachtie’ a lesson on how to keep his mouth shut at one o’clock in the morning!
Which brings me back to Cawsand Bay. For those who don’t know it is a large anchorage much frequented by commercial ships and RN vessels (presumably saving the berthing charge in Devonport whilst giving their crews the chance to share a romantic evening watching the sun set over the Cornish coast). The larger vessels keep to the deeper water out in the bay leaving nearly a mile long stretch of water free for smaller boats to anchor in 10 metres or less of water.
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Cawsand offers plenty of anchoring choices 
Being October there were a few large commercial ships and warships in the anchorage but only one other yacht anchored in the bay, obviously he (or she?) had selected the best spot but I was quite happy to drop anchor about 100 metres astern, only concerned that I did not disturb his (or her?) peace and quiet. Having secured the boat and prepared for an early departure the next morning I had been asleep about 2 hours when I was woken by the sound of an engine at high power seemingly rather close to Touchdown. I jumped out of my bunk to see a yacht, backing away from alongside Touchdown, as she started to pay out her anchor. 
She continued to reverse towards the other anchored yacht at a rate of knots before there was some shouting and further activity as it became obvious that the anchor had not dug in and they were quite close to the first anchored yacht. The crew recovered the anchor and then headed back towards me at an alarming speed, passing about two metres astern of me before going into reverse and shouting to let go about 50 metres in front of Touchdown. I checked my anchor light was still shining and was reassured to see that it was so the other crew should be aware of my presence. However, when their boat finally came to a stop about a boat length ahead of me, on top of my anchor, I had to consider whether I should open my mouth or not (see above). I was obviously grumpy from being woken up (part of the curmudgeonly appreciation of the boating life) so had to ponder for a short while to consider the situation. 
From the writing on the side of the other yacht, easy to read as they passed so close by in the dark, I saw that it was a training vessel from a local sailing school so they were probably out learning the ropes and having some grumpy old man dressed in boxer shorts asking them to move might put them off sailing for life. However, with a mile of suitable sand and shingle in which to drop their anchor why had they decided to get so close to the two yachts already anchored? (I have a theory that GRP is actually magnetic so having chosen the best spot in an anchorage, subsequent arrivals are inevitably drawn towards you). 

More importantly, I was leaving at first light and as it was already late and the crew would probably have to spend an hour or so having a debrief on the days’ events they would hardly appreciate being asked to move off my anchor first thing the next day. So I enquired if they were happy being so close with so much space available to choose from – a wise comment at such a  late hour is always the best option, something I learnt from watching Victor Meldrew! Luckily they got the hint and moved about 400 metres away and when I left early the next morning there was little sign of my having disturbed them as I eased out into the awakening dawn.
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Dawn with HMS Duncan anchored in Cawsand Bay
So apart from learning that it’s best to bite my lip and only speak out when absolutely necessary what have I learnt from the above adventures? Well, the above are only a few of the hundreds of nights spent swinging to anchor and as I still enjoy watching the world drift by in quiet seclusion I will continue to do so. However, when the weather is forecast to be good and it’s a bank holiday weekend, I am heading for the marina as everyone else heads out, they being ever hopeful for a quite night at anchor!
