
Home on a Plank. 
Alan Dixon 

 
Sunderland Yacht clubs “The Northumberland Muster”, which is a one-

week cruise in company, enjoying the Northumberland and Southern Scottish 
coast. In this year’s event we had six participating boats, including my 
Jeanneau Fantasia “Shearwater”. Joining me aboard was my friend Nigel who 
was crewing for me on his third Northumberland Muster. 
 The event started on Saturday, and that night was spent in the delightful 
anchorage at Lindisfarne. Sunday was a short sail to Eyemouth where we 
spent two nights, sheltering on the Monday from a forecasted strong South 
Easterly winds that did not materialise. On Tuesday we set sail from 
Eyemouth, and sailed into the Firth of Forth after a circumnavigation of the 
Bass Rock, which is the home to one of the world’s largest populations of 
gannets. We spent the night in picturesque Dunbar Harbour. 

The fleet left Dunbar the following day, an hour earlier than originally 
planned as the largest boat in our company “Enchantress” a Sigma 32 was 
concerned about the depth at Dunbar entrance given the developing northerly 
swell.  Once outside and clear of the rocks guarding the harbour entrance, 
conditions were not unpleasant. There was a moderate northerly ground swell 
of 1 to 2 meters and a NNE 3 – 4.  Genoa only were used by all the fleet, as 
leaving an hour earlier than planned we had plenty of time to get to our 
destination of Berwick upon Tweed by 6:00 pm, two hours after the bottom of 
the tide and safe for all boats to enter.  

Despite the conservative sail plan good progress was made down the 
Firth of Forth and having rounded St Abbs Head the course to Berwick was 
southerly. The wind had increased to 4 to 5 with the occasional gust of force 6 
to 7 and out of the shelter of the Firth of Forth the sea had increased from 
moderate to rough. With the freshening wind and increased sea state the 
conditions on Shearwater were still pleasant, we did not feel that the boat was 
under any undue stress, and enjoyed a few surfs of 9 knots plus.  As progress 
continued it became apparent that our ETA at Berwick was far too early, and 
the fleet all reduced sail in order to slow progress. 

We were just 2 ½ miles north of Berwick, when we were hit by a 
combination of a large wave and a gust of 30 knots (Nigel was looking at the 
wind instrument at the time) Shearwater broached, and as I corrected, there 
was a loud crack, and the boat broached round completely. The transom hung 
rudder had snapped clean off just below the waterline.  We quickly rolled the 
genoa, and radioed to the fleet on our pre arranged working channel that we 
had lost the rudder. The remaining five boats immediately dropped sail started 
engines and took station close to us. In the prevailing conditions there was 
little anyone could do, without risk to life and boat, but their company was 
most reassuring. 

I have all sorts of contingency plans made to cope with such an 
eventuality. Making a jury rudder from the spinnaker pole and bunk board, 
trailing a bucket drogue and moving it from quarter to quarter or even towing 
another boat on a bridle in that way the other boat could steer my stern.  It 
was very quickly apparent that it was unlikely that any of these plans would 



work in the pervading conditions. The entrance to Berwick upon Tweed 
requires keeping to a channel that has several turns, with not a huge margin 
of error. A boat with inadequate steering would run an unacceptable risk of 
going aground, and with the high swell at the entrance there was a risk to life.  
I quickly decided that I had no option but to call Humber coastguard and 
request the assistance of Berwick Lifeboat. The initial call I made was using 
the main VHF set below at the chart table; I was able to pass all the required 
details to coastguards who were very reassuring and helpful. All further 
communications were made using my hand held VHF, a very useful tool in the 
circumstances. 

 On returning to deck I was quite surprised to see how much drift we 
had made; we were on a 45 degree lee shore, We needed to arrest the drift in 
some way to give the lifeboat, when she arrived some sea room. Looking over 
the transom we had about 6 inches of rudder in the water but none below the 
skeg. We started the engine and with gentle engine power were able steer the 
boat slowly out to sea. It was important to let the boat lie naturally to the wind 
and waves to give the least turning resistance for the almost non existent 
rudder to counteract. The plan worked and we were able to stop the drift and 
indeed make slow progress seawards. 
  When the lifeboat arrived on the scene we cut engine and lay to the wind 
and sea to allow the lifeboat to manoeuvre to us, which he did with wonderful 
skill and control in the rough seas. A tow line was passed using a heaving line 
and made fast to the bow cleat and the tow commenced, As soon as the 
lifeboat had turned us downwind and sea, a large wave broached us to port 
the tow went slack and when it did retighten we were well on the lifeboats 
quarter the resultant tug threw the boat into an enormous heel and we surfed 
to the opposite quarter. A quick radio conversation with the lifeboat ensued 
and we were towed back round head to wind. The lifeboat then passed us, via 
another heaving line, a drogue. I secured this to one quarter using the sheet 
winch as a strong point in that way I could easily adjust the drogue length. 
The tow recommenced and we were far more comfortable, but still 
experiencing quite a lot of movement. I decided to try and minimise this by 
forming a bridle. This was done by attaching a warp to the drogue line led 
around the opposite quarter to the other sheet winch when the boat swung in 
the right direction we were able to tighten the warp until the drogue warp was 
lying to the centre of the stern, once this was rigged we were quite 
comfortable and the lifeboat was able to make steady progress back to 
Berwick. Upon entering Berwick I have never in my life seen as many people 
taking photographs, and using video cameras. It transpires that Berwick 
Lifeboat had had its busiest week in its history having been launched every 
day for a week.  Our rescue featured in both local radio and local newspapers, 
despite the embarrassment the media attention, our heartfelt thanks go to the 
crew of Berwick Lifeboat, for a very successful service performed in difficult 
conditions.  

Berwick Tweed Dock is a commercial dock, yachts are made very 
welcome, it is however not a good place to leave a boat unattended for any 
time. Boats are frequently moved to accommodate commercial ships. I was 
left with the only realistic option to fashion a jury rudder and get the boat 
home for permanent repairs 



The existing rudder is attached to the transom using pintals and 
gudgens the gudgens being mounted on straps and secured to the rudder by 
3 x 5 mm Nuts and bolts. The rudder failure was on the line of the bolts 
holding the bottom gudgen. It would appear that the bolt holes had inducing a 
line of weakness across the rudder blade at precisely the point of greatest 
leverage.  
 

The rest of the fleet departed the following morning leaving Shearwater 
and Nordic in Berwick. Encouraged by Arthur from Nordic, a carpenter by 
trade, we decided to make a jury rudder to bring the boat home. The first 
decision a new transom hung rudder, but what to use? A 10” x 2” scaffold 
batten was a hot favourite and possibly easily obtainable, But a new piece of 
timber would be a stronger option. Just across the road from the Dock was a 
joinery manufacturing shop. After some discussion we procured a plank 8” x 
2” x 7’ long, the original rudder was 2” thick, 16” at its widest and 8 feet long 
the jury rudder would represent a considerable reduction in area, but we felt it 
would be adequate. 

Between Nordic and Shearwaters toolkit we had a hand saw, chisel 
and hand drills, which would have served the purpose.  We must thank the 
gentleman refitting his boat the “Admiral Collingwood” in the Tweed dock for 
the use of his power drill and power plane, which considerably eased and 
speeded up the manufacture process.    

The original gudgens were removed from the old rudder and bolted to 
the plank, the top cut to take the tiller at the correct angle and the power plane 
used to give a rounded water entry edge. We did not taper the trailing edge to 
avoid weakening the plank, and there was no counterbalance to the design. 
We had started working on the plank just after 11:00 am and by 2:00pm we 
had a new rudder hung and were setting sail from Berwick and towards home. 

The sea had moderated considerably from the pervious day reducing 
to a 1 metre slow ground swell. The wind had backed to west 2 – 3.  We 
motored using the tiller pilot to steer and just used a little genoa to give a little 
extra speed and balance. This combination worked very well. The jury rudder 
being much smaller than the original, the boat had lost a lot of some 
directional stability, but the gentle course corrections made by the tiller pilot 
placed no undue strain on the rudder.  

It was a great temptation to sail non stop for Sunderland a passage of 
about 12 to 14 hours, but nearing Amble the wind backed to SSW and 
increased, coupled with light rain, the sensible decision was to enter Amble, 
and rejoin the rest of the fleet for the last night of the Muster.  

The following day the passage was uneventful from Amble to 
Sunderland though the wind had increased to westerly 3 – 4 with gusts of 5 – 
6 again a small genoa engine and tiller pilot was used. Arthur in Nordic kept 
close company all the way and his presence was very comforting. 
Slow speed Manoeuvring in Tweed dock, Amble Marina and Sunderland 
Marina was difficult with the Jury Rudder, but straight line sailing was not a 
huge problem. Keeping the sail plan in balance was the key to this. 
 
 
Lessons learnt 



The tiller pilot making small course corrections is a lot less stressful on 
a jury rudder than manual steering 

Key to reducing stress on a jury rudder is careful trimming of the sails, 
to keep the boat in balance 

 
When constructing a jury rudder make it smaller than the original so 

reducing stress. It is surprising how little rudder you need.  
Good communication between the Lifeboat, Coastguard and Casualty 

is essential. Our hand held VHF was invaluable tool. The fixed set would have 
taken a crewmember below deck each time it was used. 

The best plans for dealing with such emergencies can only be put into 
practice if conditions dictate 

Do not delay in calling on the assistance of the coastguard, particularly 
on a lee shore. 
 
History of Shearwaters Rudder 

When I purchased Shearwater in 1992, the surveyor found a series of 
horizontal stress fractures in the original rudder, and recommended repair and 
strengthening. I was not happy about repairing the glass rudder, and decided 
to replace it. I took advice, and decided to build a new marine ply rudder. The 
new rudder consisted of four laminates of 12mm marine ply glued together 
with epoxy, my friend Arthur shaped the blank, and 3 coats of Epoxy sealed 
the job. Examination of the break revealed no water ingress or rot. The rudder 
appeared to break through sheer force along a line of weakness induced by 
the gudgen bolts. I now have a new rudder, not of wood and not of glass this 
one is of Stainless steel, but that’s another story. 

 



 
 

 



 
 
 


