
 

 

 

Hayling Challenge 2025 
 

Joel Walker & family 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Skipper name: Joel Walker 
Boat name: Tarka 
Crew names: Sarah Walker, Keira Walker (7), James Walker (5) 
Boat type: Westray 16 - 16ft GRP dinghy with foredeck, spray/camping hood and centreplate 
Rig: Gunter 
Date of challenge: Tue 19th August 2025 
HW 0844, LW 1314 
Start time: 1020 
Finish time 1735 
Direction: anti-clockwise 
Winds: NE, F4 initially, decreasing to F2-3 in Langstone Harbour and Hayling Bay, before building 
again F3-4 in Chichester Harbour 
Under Hayling Bridge: Paddled with mast lowered. Slack current. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Tarka’s Hayling Challenge 
 
 
Skipper’s report 
 
On our only full day at the Cobnor camp this year, everything seemed to point towards going large 
and attempting the Hayling Challenge. The weather and tides looked ideal and, crucially, our kids’ 
enthusiasm could hardly have been higher. Keira (7) had almost finished Arthur Ransome’s We 
Didn’t Mean To Go To Sea, and so was eager to actually go to sea, even if only for an hour or so, 
and James (5) had expressed such great disappointment that we hadn’t sailed Tarka the day 
before, we felt he could hardly complain about a good six hours today. Unfortunately I made such a 
fuss about my cold as we ate our breakfast that Keira said she thought I was in no fit state to 
skipper a boat. After a moment’s consideration, I decided to ignore her advice on the grounds that 
one must ‘grab a chance’! 
 
Low water was at 1433, and the wind was forecast NE F4, decreasing to F3 in the afternoon before 
building again. I decided on an anti-clockwise circumnavigation for two reasons. One was timing - 
in order to be at sea around low water and allow for a bit of beach time at either Sandy Point, 
where hopefully there would be other DCA crews, or East Head, and get home in time for dinner 
and kids’ bedtime, it would make sense to do the inland bit first and the sea bit second. The 
second reason was a bit of risk-management - I didn’t fancy trying to find my way for the first time 
through the channels near Hayling Bridge both against the wind and on a falling tide. Tarka is a 



 

 

relatively heavy dinghy, not at her best short-tacking up a channel, and definitely no joke to push 
off a mud bank. She is also hard work to row or paddle, especially against the wind, and as I 
wasn’t sure what the current would be doing under the bridge, I was keen to at least have the wind 
with us. One of Tarka’s strengths, though, is slicing upwind into a chop - she has a sharpish bow, 
and her long foredeck and canvas hood give decent protection from spray, so I wasn’t too worried 
about having to sail to windward at sea. 
 

 
 
We set sail from the hard at Cobnor at 1020, about two hours after high water, with a good breeze 
and a reef in the main. James took the helm once we were clear of the moorings and, with a fair 
wind and tide propelling us, we passed the southern tip of Thorney Island at about 1045. I took 
over again at this point, and instructed the fo’c’sle hands to look out for the bottom as I tried to cut 
the corner across Pilsey Sand. On a beam reach, Tarka started to really foam along and, as the 
fo’c’s’le hands loudly reported, the bottom soon became very visible. I quickly lost my nerve, and 
turned Tarka downwind again to find the marked Emsworth Channel. The tide was against us now, 
but there was plenty of wind to help us over it. So much, in fact, that I started to wonder if we were 
going to be able to go to sea if it didn’t drop a bit.  
 
Initially, we were able to sail close-hauled straight up the Emsworth Channel, but as it bent slightly 
to the right we were forced to put in a few short tacks onto port before we could start to bear away 
on starboard around the north-east corner of Hayling Island. The wind was feeling more gentle 
now, there was warmth in the sunshine and plenty to enjoy looking at: wading birds, many different 
styles of yachts, and the villages of Emsworth and Langstone. There were custard creams all-
round, and then we started to eye-up the bridge. 
 
I knew that the channel went under two of the spans, and they should be marked, but we couldn’t 
see the markers anywhere. We found an empty mooring buoy amongst the moored yachts close to 
the bridge and tied up it to while we lowered our mast. Last time we had done this afloat had been 
on the Norfolk Broads, and it had been a bit laborious. This time, inspired by videos from the Three 
Rivers Race, I had a plan to expedite the process. I left the main halyard alone, but released the 
gooseneck and hauled on the topping-lift until the boom nearly was parallel with the mast and gaff. 
Then, having detached the forestay, I eased the whole rig down on Tarka’s mast-lowering rope 
until Sarah could catch the mast and lower it onto the transom. Then Sarah and I took up our 
paddling positions on either side of the mast, and Keira took the tiller. The lowered mast inhibited 
the steering - we would not be able to use the rudder to turn to starboard - but back-paddling with 
the starboard paddle was effective enough. We still couldn’t see anything indicating which spans 
we should use, except perhaps a red circle which was attached to the railings, so we chose a span 
which left that to port, and paddled under. 



 

 

 
 
Almost as soon as we were through the bridge, James shouted ‘bottom!’ and a split second later 
came the noise of the centreplate scraping across stones. We had clearly chosen a span or two 
too far north so, mindful of the falling tide, we quickly lifted the plate clear of the bottom, made a 
sharp left turn and paddled parallel to the bridge until the water looked deep again. At this point 
Sarah spotted the channel markers painted onto the piers - perhaps they are clearer on the 
Langstone side? 
 
We found another empty mooring buoy to tie up to, raised the mast again without too much drama 
(or so we thought), and sailed through the remains of the old railway bridge into open water again 
at 1225. 
 
Sarah went forward to hoist the jib, but almost immediately reported a problem. 
 
‘Oh no!’ she said. ‘The jibsheet has got stuck under the mast. The wood’s split. We’ll have to drop 
the mast again.’ 
 
I couldn’t believe it. I had done a repair in that area only a month ago, replacing the wooden block 
under the tabernacle after it had split. I assumed my shoddy workmanship would be to blame, that 
the adventure was ruined, and started vowing never to go near a boat with any wooden component 
whatsoever, ever again. 
 
But when I went to have a look, I discovered the damage was nothing like as bad as I had 
imagined. The jibsheet had got stuck between the mast and the tabernacle when we had hauled 
the mast up and, as the mast had squashed the rope, a small amount of wood had split away from 
the front of it. Nothing to do with my repair, and nothing structural. In a wave of euphoric relief, I 
was tempted to try freeing the jibsheet with one hard tug, but fortunately a more patient voice in my 
head prevailed (after all, wooden components are the best and deserve to be treated with 
respect…), and I asked Sarah to turn Tarka upwind and haul in the mainsheet. I then released a bit 
of tension from the forestay, and the jibsheet came free. We turned back downwind, I pulled the rig 
tension back on, and asked if it was time for lunch.  
 
The sail down Langstone Harbour was very gentle. With hindsight, this would have been the 
optimum time to shake the reef out, but we didn’t because (a) I was keen to see the conditions at 
sea first - it’s easier to take a reef out than put one in etc., (b) with the tide now with us again, there 
was no great need for a tiny bit more speed, and (c) I was eating a sandwich. 
 
The current increased as we got closer to the harbour entrance, and we were spat out into Hayling 
Bay at about 1315. 
 



 

 

This was Keira’s moment. She eagerly took the helm, and we all enjoyed the slight lift and fall as 
Tarka met some gentle swell, the sight of big container ships in the Solent, and the open horizon 
ahead. Rounding East Winner, we turned up onto a close-hauled course, and progress became 
sluggish. The breeze had gone light, and the chop was having a significant impact on our speed. 
We took the reef out, and things felt a bit better. But it was too much to expect of Keira to keep 
Tarka sailing well in these conditions, and, to her credit, she accepted this and willingly gave the 
helm back to me. We played I-spy, sent James below for a nap, and watched the Laser 2000 
Nationals fleet complete their last race of the day.  
 
As we turned towards land again after about an hour and a half in the bay, our We Didn’t Mean to 
Go To Sea experience was enhanced by finding ourselves sailing alongside a little sailing ship of 
about forty to fifty feet, with a bowsprit and a Dutch flag. Were we approaching Chichester 
Harbour, or had another Walker family accidentally found their way to Flushing? 
 
The sight of Hayling Island Sailing Club confirmed there had been no gross navigational error, and 
we passed the clubhouse at 1505, four and three-quarter hours after we had set off. With the tide 
now flooding and the wind building again, I would have liked to carry straight on and see what time 
we could manage. 
 
But this would have resulted in a fully-justified mutiny. Foregoing the beach was not an option. We 
tried Sandy Point first, arriving just in time to see some DCA craft departing. We decided we didn’t 
like the look of that very steep beach anyway and made for East Head instead. There was a bit of 
faff finding a good place to anchor Tarka - I left the rest of the crew marooned for a short while, and 
then joined them just as it started to rain. We drank tea and hot chocolate and played in the sand; 
Keira dug a tunnel, and I helped James make an F1 car. The rain stopped and a bit of sunshine 
returned. 
 
We resumed our voyage at 1640, beating into a gentle breeze with some lively gusts, and arrived 
back at Cobnor at 1735. During that last leg we overtook a small lug-sailed dinghy flying a DCA 
flag, making very slow progress but crammed full of extremely cheerful sailors, and were pursued 
by a single-handed Mirror, which joined us on the hard as we were reuniting Tarka with her trolley, 
and which, we later learned, had just completed the fastest ever Hayling Island Challenge by a 
Mirror. I hope to read more about the voyages of both of those boats! 
 
 



 

 

And, as a special bonus, here is Keira’s own report of the day’s adventure: 

A.B. Keira’s report 
 
 
At first I didn’t really want to go round Hayling Island but when we set off I 
was happy. Soon Daddy said that if we were just going to East Head we 
would be halfway there already, and I said, ‘But we are doing a much bigger 
voyage than that’. 
 
After that, when we had been sailing for a while we came to the bridge and 
found a mooring buoy and took the mast down, unmoored and I steered 
through the bridge while Mummy and Daddy didn’t row but they paddled 
through the bridge. Soon after that we were out at sea and I asked to helm. I 
helmed for a little bit and then Daddy took over again. At last we came back 
into the harbour. 
 
Then we stopped at East Head. James and I played on the beach for a while 
and then Mummy and Daddy said it was time to go home. 
 
My best bit was when I helmed at sea. At the start I felt ready. In the middle 
of the voyage I felt like I could do anything. At the end I felt proud. 
 
 

 


