
Simon Everett spends a 
day afloat on the pretty 
waters around this 
West Country town.

Salcombe
Brigby
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ON THE WATER
Salcombe by Brig

Main picture: 
Looking towards 

South Sands, Salcombe
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park launch are superb, but with big 
demand in high season you need to be 
up with the lark. 
 The little Brig was slipped, and thanks 
to the adjacent pontoon, loading our 
gear for the day was easy. The two-man 
bench seat lifted to house my camera 
bag safely together with a brace of 
pasties and a couple of beers I smuggled 
aboard with some other picnic fare. 
Our bags with fishing gear in we just 

stowed in the forward cockpit, and that 
was us, ready for the off. One of the 
joys of a small RIB is that because of 
the constraints imposed by the size, one 
limits oneself to the bare essentials. A 
waterproof jacket was tucked into the 
console, just in case, even though there 
wasn’t a cloud in the sky. It pays to be 
prepared. You know what they say: ‘Fail 
to prepare, prepare to fail.’
 With high water around lunchtime, 

THE WEST COUNTRY has a host 
of pretty estuaries and inlets that are 
honeypots for the boating bees. Of 
these, the water around Salcombe is one 
of the major centres and in the summer 
the population more than doubles with 
the influx of holidaymakers. It really 
is one of the jewels in the crown of 
the West Country, but is often wrongly 
referred to as an estuary. Unusually 
there is no major river flowing into the 
sea, which would make this an estuary; 
instead there are a few small streams, 
and the salt water that flows from the 
bar to Kingsbridge and the surrounding 
creeks is actually called a ‘ria’, which 
is the term for a sunken valley that is 
inundated by the sea. 
 With the geography lesson out of the 
way, I can now tell you how lucky I was 
to be offered the use of a 5m Brig RIB 
for a day of fun and frolics. I didn’t even 
have to tow the boat to the slipway – 
that was taken care of for me by James 
of Wolf Rock Marine, using his Land 
Rover to save the clutch and tyres on 
my aging little heap. The slipway and 
parking facilities at the Salcombe boat 

A full day on the water, 
if it does nothing else, 
certainly prepares you 
for sleep.
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The Brig 5m moored 
alongside while 
we partook of 
refreshment
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ON THE WATER

we headed off for Kingsbridge with the 
tide to ensure we had plenty of water 
to do some upper-creek exploration 
without getting stuck on a falling tide. 
For anyone coming to the West Country, 
you can judge the time of low water 
by the moon. On full and new moon 
phases, which give spring tides, low 
water is always around lunchtime – say 
between 12.00 and 13.00. We were on 
neaps, hence high water just after noon 
and ideal for heading inland.
 The water immediately around 
Salcombe is filled with moorings, with 
marked channels. It is worth heeding 
the channel markers too, because 
the mudbanks on either side shallow 
off very quickly. Once clear of the 
moorings, the water opens up into 
a wide expanse known as The Pool, 
where Frogmore Creek runs off to the 
east and the main body of water takes 
you north towards Kingsbridge, some 5 

miles inland. At the mouth of Frogmore 
there is a stony island that is barely 
awash at high water; it is marked by 
a perch and is called The Saltstone. 
It is an ecologically sensitive area, 
as is much of the system, and is an 
important breeding area for seahorses 
among the eelgrass. There are areas 
where anchoring is prohibited to help 
protect the vulnerable ecosystem.
 Heading inland we followed the 
channel closely. We came across a 
couple in an inflatable tender with a 
flat bottom who were having to pole 
their way across the mudflat because 
they had strayed out of the channel 
and there was insufficient depth even 
for their little outboard. They were in 
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1. I am not sure ordering 
a pizza will work here 
Martin.

2. Folk enjoying the river.

3. Nosing into one of the 
sea caves along this stretch 
of coast.

4. The little Brig is great 
for exploring and can go 
coastal too.

5. Oh good, there is room 
on the pontoon at The 
Crabshell.

6. Nudging in to Sunny 
Cove, which is aptly 
named.

7. The maritime museum is 
worth a visit.

8. Lovely slipway facilities 
in Salcombe to launch the 
5m Brig.

Salcombe by Brig
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about 6 inches of water and 
still had 40 yards to go before 
fi nding deeper water again. You have 
to keep on your toes, especially in 
unfamiliar waters. 
 On the outskirts of Kingsbridge there 
is a great pub with a pontoon called 
The Crabshell Inn. As we approached 
we noticed the pontoon was empty. 
We were fi rst and had the place to 
ourselves, so we nosed the Brig in and 
made fast. This was Martin’s fi rst time 
back on a RIB for a few years and he 
was enjoying the freedom and ease of 
handling of the little boat.
 After our light refreshment and 
sitting watching the watery world go 
by, we headed along the last bit up to 
Kingsbridge town quay. It was chock-a-
block and we couldn’t fi nd anywhere 
to tie up, so we headed south again 
and decided to go up Frogmore Creek 
for our lunch. There are various places 
where you can beach, or anchor up, 
away from the madding crowd, even 
during the midsummer madness. We 
found a nice little spot on the edge of a 
bay, and weren’t the only ones who had 
chosen to fi nd a quiet spot to have our 
lunch – a small cruiser was anchored 

about half a mile away and 
like us was just enjoying the 

tranquillity. The tide was still 
just reaching the top and it crept in 

another inch or two while we devoured 
our pasties and sank a beer. To think 
that we were still well within the 
confi nes of the harbour and only a mile 
from the hustle and bustle of Salcombe 
and the lower reaches! We could have 
been on a Pacifi c island with the green 
of the fi elds, blue of the sky and lack of 
people or noise. We basked in the sun, 

talked about nothing in particular and 
soaked in the peacefulness until we 
noticed the tide was gently starting to 
recede. It was time to go before we got 
left high and dry.
 Making our way back towards 
Salcombe, we decided it would be a 
good idea to top up the tank if we were 
heading out along the coast. The fuel 
barge moors just outside the main 
moorings and supplies both petrol and 
diesel. We put 15 litres in to fi ll the 
tank, which would be plenty to keep the 

The boat was comfortable and 
so were we, with everything 
singing in harmony.

Salcombe seen 
from the water.

about 6 inches of water and 
still had 40 yards to go before 
fi nding deeper water again. You have 
to keep on your toes, especially in 

about half a mile away and 

NORTH SIDE
A further two 

beaches, North 

Sands and South 

Sands, where the 

ferry lands foot 
passengers.

There are loads of little beaches to pull up for a picnic.
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EAST SIDE
On the eastern side 

of the water there 

are several clean, 

sandy beaches. 

The main two are 

Sunny Cove and 
Mill Bay
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ON THE WATER

frugal Suzuki DF40 going for the day. 
That is another benefi t of a small RIB – 
it takes less power and so running costs 
are minimal. Being sensible you could 
make £20 last all weekend.
 On the eastern side of the water there 
are several clean, sandy beaches. The 
main two are Sunny Cove and Mill Bay; 
these smaller beaches have the generic 
name of East Portlemouth Beaches, but 
locals have names for each of them, 
naturally. Most of them are privately 
owned and are fringed with sensitive 
eelgrass beds, so there is no anchoring 
and one should approach shore with 
great care. The most popular and easiest 
to approach are Sunny Cove and Mill 
Bay. With low water around lunchtime 
and the heat of the day warming the 
sand, the water is beautifully warm 
for a swim in the late afternoon and 
evening with the tide coming in over 
the hot sand. 
 On the opposite shore there are a 
further two beaches, North Sands and 
South Sands, where the ferry lands 
foot passengers on a gangway that rolls 
out into the water. South Sands has 
the benefi t of being in the lee of the 
cliff, and so is more sheltered than the 
eastern shore, but the beach is much 
shallower and the tide goes out a good 

bit further. Be careful you don’t get left 
high and dry on a falling tide! At the 
beach head there is a nice hotel, the 
South Sands Hotel, with a verandah that 
overlooks the bay.
 Despite the force 4 blowing from SSE, 
we thought it would be fun to take the 
little Brig around to Hope Cove. The 
guys at Wolf Rock Marine were a bit 
wary about us doing this, but I assured 
them we had VHF and a compass (my 
old MkIII prismatic), and besides, the 
little boat would be fi ne. The tank was 
full and so we set out across the bar 
and headed round Bolt Head. The tide 
was kicking up a bit over the ledge, so 
we had a few drifts with the fi shing 

Salcombe by Brig

1. The visitors 
pontoon is serviced 
by a water taxi.

2. We stopped off  
for a spot of fi shing 
off  Bolt Head.

3. Salcombe fuel 
barge supplies both 
petrol and diesel.
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GO AND 
EXPLORE!

Between Bolt Head 
and Bolt Tail there 
are various gullies 
and a few sea caves 
you can nose into 

to explore.

rods. Martin hooked into something very 
decent that took yards of line off him; he 
held it for about a minute then suddenly 
all went slack. He wound his line in to 
fi nd his swivel clip had opened up like 
a paper clip. It happens in fi shing, and 
while it is always the story of ‘the one 
that got away’, of course it is the big fi sh 
that test your tackle the most, so they 
are more likely to be the subject of such 
stories. However, far be it from me to 
tease him about it being his fi rst double-
fi gure bass: ‘10 pounds at the very least,’ 
I said!
 With the following sea, plus the fact 
that the wind and tide were together, 
the Brig made it round the coast with 
no fuss or drama whatsoever. In fact, 
she was well within her capabilities, not 

pushed in the slightest. With deference 
to the fact we had to get back again, 
most probably in a wind-against-tide 
situation and rather lumpier seas, we 
took it steady, cruising at around the 
22-knot mark at 4200rpm, right in the 
most economical part of the rev range 
for the DF40. It was a happy speed too 
– the boat was comfortable and so were 
we, with everything singing in harmony. 
Martin had a bit of fun surfi ng some 
of the bigger waves, matching the boat 
speed to the wave speed and harnessing 
the energy within the water. It’s great fun 
and very satisfying when you get a good 
long run; it saves a good bit of fuel too.
 Between Bolt Head and Bolt Tail there 
are various gullies and a few sea caves 
you can nose into to explore. We poked 

our bow into one and disturbed a seal 
that was hiding in there on a rock ledge. 
It dived into the water beside us and 
took us by surprise. The water was gin 
clear and we could see the bottom in a 
depth of about 20 feet. There was swell 
lifting us, so we didn’t venture too close 
for fear of marking the loaned boat; we 
just went in with a weather eye astern on 
any approaching waves bigger than the 
norm.
 We made it round to Hope Cove and 
saw the lifeboat crew out on exercise. It 
was calm in the cove, but with a gentle 
groundswell rolling in there was a bit of 
a dumping surf, so we turned around 
and explored the coast in close all the 
way back, enjoying the clapotis coming 
off the cliffs. Ducking in and out of little 
gullies and running the white water 
close to the rocks, where there was 
plenty of depth, the little boat handled 
it all with ease and proved that you can 
have an immense amount of fun and 
simple adventure without winning the 
lottery or having a banker’s bonus to 
spend on a boat.
 We worked our way back at a leisurely 
pace and in time to tie the boat up on 
the pontoon before the chippy closed. 
We sat and ate our fi sh and chips 
overlooking the harbour in the dying 
light, then went for a couple of pints 
before heading for bed. We would sleep 
without rocking that night. A full day 
on the water, if it does nothing else, 
certainly prepares you for sleep. 
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