
Race day came, Sunday 17th July and the wind was still blowing 

strong. Pat came to crew for me; Henry had his brothers with him. 

As we gathered on the slip, I asked: “What do you think Hen?” He 

said: “Well we’ve come this far, we’ll have to go now.” I was still 

very apprehensive, but we got on board. The start was at 12 noon, 

so we had two hours to get rigged and down to the start line.

Henry was first away; he went right over to the Liverpool side, with 

a reef in the mainsail. There was no sight of the nobbies coming 

out of the dock. Harry Jones was on Eyecatcher. I asked his opinion 

about the weather as I thought a bit of local knowledge wouldn’t go 

amiss for these parts. He said: “You’ll be alright, take it easy, I’ll stick by 

you.” So with that advice ringing in my ears, we let go the moorings 

and set off for the start line, which was Woodside straight across.

We started motoring down to Woodside and on the way we had to 

pass a tanker, which was offloading at Tranmere oil jetty. It was like 

a solid sheet of steel towering above us, and it took ages to pass it. 

The tide was flooding and as we passed Cammel Laird’s slipway, my 

brother David, who worked there at the time, gave us a wave.

As Henry was ploughing up and down past the dock, the telegraph 

must have rung because the gate dropped and out shot the nobbies, 

into the turmoil of the river. I really don’t think they would have 

come out, if we hadn’t been in the river. From the calm of the dock, 

to the hell of the river, must have been an ordeal for the lads.

It was still to be an ordeal for us in Welshgirl, with Pat on the tiller 

and keeping her into the wind. I hauled up the mainsail, with two 

reefs in, the foresail and jib were already up and flogging wildly. Just 

as I made the halyard fast, we took a green sea over the top and I 

was standing on the foredeck in a foot of water. I didn’t have time 

to panic. Pat was an absolute gem, although terrified (she told me 

later) she stuck to her task. I had to take down the jib and with all 

this shrieking flapping canvas it was not an easy job. Out of the corner 

of my eye I saw Naiad up ahead (the 34-foot nobby belonging to 

Rodney Swainbanks), then she heeled over and her mast snapped. 

We eventually bore away and with the foresail full of wind, and the 

mainsail set, we went up the river like the clappers. (This ‘up the 

river and down’ business is defined as one goes down to the sea 

and up to the source, that’s what Chris told me anyway.)

I had not heard the start gun because of the tempest. We were 

just going for it, Henry was doing very well on the far side and we 

saw another boat blow its sails out, I forget which one it was.

We are 20 feet and the boats we were racing against were  

averaging 32 feet so when we rounded G9 up at Garston, the  

boats had been and gone. Hemy was well on his way to Eastham, 

by this time. Of the Eyecatcher we saw just briefly, as he sped past. 

On broad reach across to Eastham and broadside on the waves  

was a bit hairy – I had to keep spilling wind to stop us being 

knocked flat.

The tide was starting to turn, and I was anxious to get the hell out 

of there, before the real ebb set in and the situation of wind over 

tide occurred. We rounded E4 and by this time there was not a boat 

in sight. We had to tack back down the river and we were getting 

a right pasting. I spotted Hemy, who had finished the race and 

was motoring back to Rock Ferry. I said: “Enough.” I took the sails 

down, after nearly knocking Pat out with the boom – the engine 

was already going. With the tide now going out like the clappers, we 

started heading for Rock Ferry.

We were taking seas over the top, in every direction and I was  

getting madder and madder by the minute. I had tried to get in 

touch with the start boat, or any other boat who might hear, but we 

got no reply – we didn’t even know who had won. Henry replied, 

asking if we were safe and we met up on the mooring. Henry said 

that he couldn’t raise anyone on the radio, either. “Come on youse, 

let’s get to hell out of here,” he said.

On reflection about that awful race, I was silly to have gone out 

in the first place, especially with Pat. I should have relied upon my 

own instincts; it will never happen again. The weather was such that 

it was impossible to bring the boats back to the Dee for a month. I 

had really had enough of the boat, I wrote a letter of resignation to 

the nobby club, stating my reasons, as no one took the trouble to 

see if we were all right, no one bothered to answer the radio. Some 

weeks later, the president rang me and asked me to reconsider; 

they understood my reasons and thought they were justified. They 

now have a fast rescue boat which keeps an eye on everyone and I 

have since rejoined.
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