Portishead to Plymouth

First Serious Cruise in Swing Cat
3rd – 9th April 2017
I finished building Swing Cat at the end of September at Sharpness, a long way up
the Bristol Channel. Its maiden voyage was under power from Sharpness to
Portishead where it over wintered in Portishead Quays Marina. Some sea trials
were planned during the winter but only a few took place – the rest being
cancelled due to bad weather.
So, the trip reported on here was the first serious cruise. I am writing it up
because it was a good test of the seaworthiness of the Eclipse catamaran
designed by Richard Woods. I learned some useful lessons about sailing a
catamaran in all types of weather and have come up with a short list of
modifications required. I will also make some comparisons between a
catamaran and a monohull (now based upon experience!), which may be of
interest to those thinking of acquiring the former.
By way of preparation for this voyage I installed jackstays, put in a third reef,
bought a storm jib and a spinnaker. I was to be grateful for all these
enhancements.

First Leg – Portishead to Padstow
I was joined by my long time sailing chums Andrew MacDonald and David
Millard. Swing Cat took five years to build and Mac worked on it for the first
four. David owns a Feeling 35’ monohull which he has cruised for many years
along the south coast of England. Both have kept me company on many trips
around Scotland, to the Scilly Isles and to France. I could not have asked for a
more experienced crew.
Figure 1 shows the North Coast of Cornwall. The best ports of refuge are
Ilfracombe and Padstow, but like all the other possible ports or anchorages, they
are only accessible for a couple of hours either side of HW and not in strong
northerly winds. Until you get to Bull Point (see Figure 1), the tides are very
strong so one can only make progress west and south on the ebb; if one is
tacking into the flood one can easily find oneself going backwards. Tides in the
Bristol Channel are the second highest in the world with a Spring range of over
14m; this explains the impressively deep locks evident at places like Cardiff and
Portishead - see Figure 2.
My passage plan was to make for Ilfracombe on an ebb tide (about 60NM) and
then for Padstow on the next (another 60NM); if the wind turned northerly, we
would just keep going until Land’s End.

Figure 1: North Coast of Cornwall – the Approximate Track of Swing Cat Shown in Green

We left on Monday at 10am, about 2 hours before HW. I wanted to leave
Portishead behind us before the ebb started – to give us a chance of making
Ilfracombe before nightfall. Unfortunately, the wind was F3 SW, i.e. blowing
from just the direction we wanted to go in, so we were tacking into the flood
making little headway. After the ebb started, we began to make ground but, as
predicted by the Inshore Waters Forecast, the wind remained light and veered
westerly just as we passed Flat Holm and Steep Holm and therefore, again, was
blowing from just the direction we wanted to go in. It was obvious we were not
going to make Ilfracombe, so we decided to stay out at sea overnight.
During the night the wind veered into the northwest and freshened. This freed
us up nicely so we could at last head in the direction we wanted to go. However,
the wind was now blowing strongly onto the North Cornwall coast – a dangerous
lee shore littered with wrecks! As the wind freshened we put in one and then
two reefs in the main and two and then four rolls in the genoa. Reducing sail
seemed to make little difference to the speed – we were creaming along at
between 6 and 9 knots. As dawn broke the wind was NW blowing F6 (over 22
knots) and gusting F7 and F8. As the gusts were getting more frequent we put in
the third reef and a further two rolls in the genoa. I was seriously contemplating
putting up the storm jib. We sailed close to Lundy Island and admired its
impressive cliffs as we swept past. We had given up on Ilfracombe and were
now headed towards Padstow.

Figure 2: The Lock into Portishead Quays Marina

I have been out in stronger winds but can’t remember anything like the seascape
we were now travelling over. The Forecast had predicted the sea state to be
‘rough’ or ‘very rough’ near the Cornish coast and they weren’t kidding. The
waves were 4m – 6m (crest to trough) with breaking crests and foam streaking
the surface of the sea. How could I contemplate approaching the north Cornish
coast in conditions like this? Yet we were in need of a break; we had been on a
watch system of four hours on two hours off all night.; neither David nor I had
got our sea legs – I had been seasick and David was feeling it; fortunately Mac
was his normal seasick-impervious self but, like all of us, was feeling pretty tired.
During the morning the weather and sea state moderated slightly so I contacted
Falmouth Coastguard on the VHF to discuss how feasible it was to enter
Padstow. The Coastguard ‘phoned the harbour master giving our ETA as just
after HW. The decision, of course was ours, but as neither of these authorities
was negative about the prospect, we decided to go for it. This was a good

decision as we passed a peaceful and secure night attached to the RNLI mooring
in the middle of the River Camel, at the invitation of the harbour master. The
only excitement on entering port was the roar of breaking surf behind us as we
crossed Doom Bar – the wave passed harmlessly underneath us giving us a brief
acceleration as Swing Cat surged forwards.

Performance of Eclipse Catamaran in Near Gale Conditions
This sail was quite a test of the boat and it came through with flying colours.
Even in the worst conditions the steering had been light enough to engage the
autopilot (see Figure 3) – giving the crew time to rest. Swing cat was incredibly
dry – the bows and sterns rose easily with the waves and were never buried by
the seas; we were never pooped and only a few times got a little spray in the
cockpit. As David said, in his monohull we would have been drenched. Down
below, a box file fell off a shelf but that was all - there was none of the chaos you
would expect in a monohull which had gone through a similar ordeal. The kettle
remained on the un-gimballed hob without a fiddle rail!

Figure 3: Meet the Fourth Member of the Crew – The Autopilot

We did get bridgedeck slamming as waves surged between the hulls but it was
no noisier down below than it would have been in a monohull. Water did get
down below, as a result of this slamming, since I had omitted to cover with cowls
the drain holes I had drilled in the floor (e.g. in the wet locker) – if a wave hit in
the wrong place water would squirt up through the holes, into the cabin, and
then drain down into the hulls. I was expecting this since the problem had come
up in earlier sea trials. Unfortunately, the boat has to come out of the water for
me to fix this problem – this was one of the reasons we were heading to
Plymouth.

Despite the pounding the boat took there were no cracks in any of the joints
between the cross beams and the hulls. None of the portlights nor hatches
leaked. The boat looked after us extremely well.
The large cockpit of a catamaran did prove a problem. On one hand the lack of
heeling made it more secure, compared with a monohull, but on the other the
absence of handholds made it difficult to cross safely. I did provide jackstays to
clip onto which made the cockpit safe to sit in and provided some support when
standing but unclipping to go below meant either lurching towards the
bridgedeck door or bottom shuffling towards it along the lockers.
Hand steering was a problem. We are used to monohulls where you can sit
securely in the cockpit and have a view of the bows as well as the compass. In
Swing Cat a sitting position only gave a view of the bridgedeck bulkhead with the
instruments; it was not possible to see the bows without standing, which risked
being thrown off one’s feet. A seated steering position with a view over the
bridgedeck needs to be built. The designer recommends two such positions, on
either hull, but these are rather exposed to the elements and would not provide a
good view of the instrumentation in Swing Cat. I am thinking of one central
position – easy if you have a wheel but more difficult to construct with tiller
steering.
Another problem, discovered during the sea trials, was that the dinghy was too
low. It was repeatedly bashed by waves coming between the hulls, the cover
came off and it filled with water. I was worried I might lose it but plenty of
extemporaneous lashings rescued the situation.

Second Leg – Padstow to Newlyn via St Ives
I only had one other sleepless night on this trip and that was in St Ives. By the
time we left Padstow the seas had moderated to rough and the winds had
dropped to NW 4/5. We had an enjoyable trip to St Ives but were faced with the
decision of whether to anchor on a lee shore or continue into a night sail. The
anchorage in St Ives is off Porthminster Beach and the pilot notes warn of a
heavy swell in northerly winds. Nevertheless we decided we should try it and
see how comfortable it was. In a monohull the anchorage would have been
untenable but in the catamaran it was absolutely fine.
So why my sleepless night? It was the first time I had anchored in Swing Cat. It
was the first time I deployed the new Rocna anchor. It was the first time I had
ever used a rode comprised of both chain and rope, instead of all chain. It was
the first time I had done a chain splice, to connect chain to rope. The wind was
still F4/5 and the sea lumpy, putting quite a strain on our ground tackle – if the
anchor or rode failed we would be on the rocks of Porthminster Point before we
could react.
So, I was a bundle of worry for most of the night: getting up to check for chafe on
the anchor rode; getting fully dressed to dash outside and start the engine if the

motion suddenly changed; looking out for the predicted wind shift which would
make life less worrisome. David and Mac had a fine night but it wasn’t until 4am,
when the wind shift finally arrived, that I felt I could relax.

Figure 4: Swing Cat off Porthminster Beach, St Ives

The following morning the winds were light and variable and the sea calm.
Furthermore, the sun was out. So, as a proud (if slightly sleep deprived) owner
of a new boat, I did what was utterly predictable – got in the dinghy and took
photographs; see Figure 4 and Figure 5: Swing Cat with St Ives in the
Background.

Figure 5: Swing Cat with St Ives in the Background

Figure 6: South Coast of Cornwall – the Approximate Track of Swing Cat Shown in Green

The final part of this leg is shown in Figure 6 and was a joy. Wind on or abaft the
beam, a calm sea, sunshine and good visibility. The Cornish scenery is
spectacular and the highlight for us was taking the inshore passage between the
Longships Lighthouse (Figure 7) and Land’s End (Figure 8). Another pleasure
was having exchanged the muddy waters of the Bristol Channel for the
translucent waters of the Atlantic. We tried out the spinnaker using one bow to
control the tack with the clew sheeted through a block on the quarter with
further control being provided by a barber hauler – see Figure 12.

Figure 7: Longships Lighthouse to the West

Figure 8: Land’s End in the Background, David and I

Our destination, Newlyn, is accessible at all states of the tide, unlike ports on the
north Cornish coast – it was a relief not to have to worry about timing one’s
arrival! Newlyn is a large, traditional fishing port, which just about tolerates the
odd namby-pamby yacht –see Figure 9. The facilities are basic, to say the least.
It was here that Mac and David departed and my daughter, Leo, and her
girlfriend Nicky arrived.

Figure 9: Swing Cat Berthed in Newlyn

Third Leg – Newlyn to Plymouth via The Helford River

The first part of this leg was a 10 hour beat to windward in a lumpy sea with
overfalls encountered off the Lizard and off Bass Point.
Overfalls, being short, steep waves, cause any yacht to ‘hobby horse’, that is to
rock forwards and back in an uncomfortable fashion. The buoyancy in the bows
and stern of Swing Cat, a huge asset in the longer waves encountered in our near
gale, were not so much of an asset here, where the large rocking motion
repeatedly took the wind out of the sails reducing our speed from about 6 knots
to 3.
Arriving in that magical place called the Helford River is always worth any
discomfort suffered in getting there (Figure 10 and Figure 12). It was Nicky’s
first sail and not the best of introductions, but she professed herself very happy
with the experience. Arriving in a place where she had many happy childhood
memories was a bonus.

Figure 10: Goose-Winging into the Helford River, Overhauling a 50’ Gaff Cutter Sail Training Ship

Figure 11: Moored on the Helford River

We had been visited by dolphins every day of the journey but the second day’s
sail, with Nicky and Leo, provided us with a truly magical encounter. The seas

were calm and we flew the spinnaker for most of the time. When the dolphins
visited us we engaged the autopilot and then all three of us were on the bows
and the netting looking at a pod of at least 8 dolphins playing with us for over an
hour, cavorting between the hulls as well as alongside.

Figure 12: Spinnaker Arrangement: Tack to Port Bow, Clew Controlled by Barber Hauler

Figure 13: Cresting Dolphins

See our dolphin video
(http://www.swingcat.co.uk/articles/dolphins_off_fowey.m4v ) as well as Figure
13 and Figure 14.
Our final destination was the Multihull Centre, Fosse Quay, Milbrook – just over
the Tamar River from the city of Plymouth and therefore we were still in
Cornwall. We moored on a tidal pontoon but there was one more drama to
come. As we were relaxing over an evening meal and a glass of wine, there was a
loud bang outside. As Swing Cat dried out the port hull was on higher ground
than the starboard one with the result that it started to lean into the pontoon –
see Figure 16. The bang was a popping fender! I was worried that some serious
damage might be sustained as the water continued to recede but, when we
floated again, all seemed fine – obviously a tough boat!

Final Reflections on Sailing Swing Cat (& Catamarans Generally)
Many of the perceived advantages of a multihull turned out to be as advertised.
Swing Cat looked after us well in a blow: compared with monohulls it rode the
waves effortlessly, it was a dry boat, it was upright and therefore a lot easier to
move around, unsecured items (mainly) stayed in place below, the helm was
light (no weather helm) and the autopilot coped brilliantly. Moorings or
anchorages which would be untenable in a monohull, because of swell, were
perfectly comfortable.

Figure 14: Dolphins Galore

Being lighter than a monohull has its drawbacks. On tacking, the way comes off
very quickly in a lumpy sea; we occasionally found ourselves in irons. Backing
the jib to help us go around only seemed to make matters worse since we quickly
found ourselves hove to! This is a desirable characteristic for a man overboard
but not if you have to put in a lot of quick tacks!

Figure 15: Dried Out on the Pontoon at the Multihull Centre, Millbrook, Fosse Quay

I need more practice at this but I think the solution is: do quick tacks – do not
back the genoa – and release the main if the boat shows signs of rounding up.
The extra windage of a multihull can cause problems when picking up a mooring
or going in and out of marinas – especially having only one small (9.9HP)
outboard motor. I found that linking the tillers to the motor so they all turn
together was essential: giving some steerage when moving very slowly.

Figure 16: The Author Leaving The Helford River– Pleased with his Boat

Maybe the speed claims of catamarans are a bit exaggerated! I have a
“performance” catamaran with daggerboards and I found its performance
pleasing, but not startling. Top speed was over 9 knots but the average was a lot
lower. On the other hand, coming into Helford River in light winds we
overhauled a gaff cutter at least 20’ longer – see Figure 10. Reaching into
Plymouth in a F4 we also overtook a sleek-looking monohull of about 40’.
The daggerboards proved excellent ‘pot catchers’ as David came to call them. On
three occasions we were merrily sailing along only to be brought slowly to a halt.
At first I thought we had been headed by the wind, but closer inspection revealed
a lobster pot mooring buoy wrapped around a daggerboard. So easy to rectify
though: just raise the daggerboard and off we go again – we couldn’t do that
with a fixed keel!
In port, or at anchor, or on a mooring, the extra room of a catamaran is very
welcome. It is a lovely space to chill out in, especially with the wood burning

stove alight. Swing Cat is truly the most comfortable boat I have ever been
cruising in.
Finally, there was one advantage of a catamaran I had not anticipated: the two
hulls make it popular with dolphins, in fact the ideal dolphin playmate, and the
netting provides a perfect way of getting close to them!

