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Davies's Trip to Flensburg:  
a yachtsman's perpective by Tony Fuell """
When we finally get going on the adventure and Carruthers meets Davies in 
Flensburg on 26 September, he goes aboard the "Dulcibella" for the first time 
and we reach the first of the nautical scenes which have endeared Riddle of the 
Sands to many yachtsmen. "
Davies loses no time. The following morning, "Dulcibella" is sailing briskly down 
the fijord, into and immediately out of, Ekken Sound, and off again towards 
Sonderberg. But the wind falls light and they moor for the night at the mouth of 
the fiord and have dinner. "
Over dinner, Carruthers quizzes Davies about his trip so far and he lets slip a 
few details of his trip to Schlesweig-Holstein. While he is light on detail, the 
journey he has completed so far is no small matter to anyone who knows what 
would have been involved. I have done pretty much all the sections of this trip 
on several occasions and even today, such a trip would take some time and 
involve a lot of work, so it might be worth considering it in more detail. "

‘We left Dover–Morrison and I–on 6th August; made a good passage to 
Ostend.’ "

Not a problem for a well-found yacht, even in those days, but a long sail 
nevertheless, (18-20 hours, even with favourable winds). The tides would have 
been adverse during some of this trip and "Dulcibella" had no motor.  "

‘You had some fun there, I suppose?’ I put in, thinking of–well, of Ostend 
in August. "
‘Fun! A filthy hole I call it; we had to stop a couple of days, as we fouled a 
buoy coming in and carried away the bobstay; we lay in a dirty little tidal 
dock, and there was nothing to do on shore.’ "
‘Well, what next?’ "
‘We had a splendid sail to the East Scheldt, but then, like fools, decided 
to go through Holland by canal and river. It was good fun enough 
navigating the estuary–the tides and banks there are appalling–but 
farther inland it was a wretched business, nothing but paying lock-dues, 
bumping against schuyts, and towing down stinking canals.  "

Davies didn't give his reasons for going this way, but he clearly wasn't in a hurry 
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at this time. Possibly the weather had turned against him and the "outside" 
route wasn't practical due to strong or adverse winds.  "
In good conditions, the trip from Ostend to Den Helder in the north of Holland, 
the gateway to the Frisian Islands, would take the best part of two days under 
sail. Whereas the "inside" route on the canals would take a lot longer, even 
today in a boat with a motor. Engineless, having to thread his way through what 
would have been an uncharted and more-or-less unmarked wilderness of water, 
swamp, mud and sand, in the Schelde estuary even to reach the canal system 
inland would have taken a couple of days at least. Then the canal part of the trip 
to Amsterdam would take a week or so, particularly if he had to wait for tows. I'll 
have a bit more to say about this when Carruthers considers Davies's logbook 
the next day. "

Never a peaceful night like this–always moored by some quay or tow-
path, with people passing and boys. Heavens! shall I ever forget those 
boys! A perfect murrain of them infests Holland; they seem to have 
nothing in the world to do but throw stones and mud at foreign yachts.’ "
‘They want a Herod, with some statesmanlike views on infanticide.’ "
‘By Jove! yes; but the fact is that you want a crew for that pottering inland 
work; they can smack the boys and keep an eye on the sculls. A boat like 
this should stick to the sea, or out-of-the-way places on the coast. Well, 
after Amsterdam.’ "
‘You’ve skipped a good deal, haven’t you?’ I interrupted. "
‘Oh! have I? Well, let me see, we went by Dordrecht to Rotterdam; 
nothing to see there, and swarms of tugs buzzing about and shaving 
one’s bows every second.  "

Leaving aside the facetious comments about the Dutch boys (clearly, the youth 
of that era were more rebellious and enterprising than the clean, polite young 
people one meets today), Dordrecht to Rotterdam is a good sail, paying 
attention to the tides and currents and the Ijssel river can be entered fairly 
easily. These days, there is a huge amount of barge traffic between Rotterdam 
and Antwerp. And the Ijssel itself has been canalised and tamed by a tidal 
barrier and a motorway built across a great bridge which has to open for yachts 
to get through. And further north, the locks put an end to the river, near Gouda, 
and it is canal all the way. The huge amount of heavy engineering the Dutch 
have done on their waterways makes it difficult to say which route Davies would 
have taken, but it would have taken him some time to get through. "

On by the Vecht river to Amsterdam, and thence–Lord, what a relief it 
was!–out into the North Sea again. The weather had been still and 
steamy; but it broke up finely now, and we had a rattling three-reef sail to 
the Zuyder Zee.’ 
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This was, of course in the days when the Zuyder Zee and its inland waters like 
the Markermeer, went all the way down to Amsterdam and was tidal. These 
days, the sea defence works have made it all into an inland lake and conditions 
here would have been completely different from what they are today. But even 
today, these are very shallow waters and can get quite rough when the wind 
kicks up. A "three-reef sail" indicates that Davies had three reefs in his mainsail, 
which would indicate quite a strong blow. (Reefing a sail is done to present a 
smaller area to the wind, thereby reducing the force on it). Most yachties these 
days start heading into port if they have to take two reefs in! "

‘We had a splendid time then exploring the Zuyder Zee, its northern part 
at least, and round those islands which bound it on the north. Those are 
the Frisian Islands, and they stretch for 120 miles or so eastward. You 
see, the first two of them, Texel and Vlieland, shut in the Zuyder Zee, and 
the rest border the Dutch and German coasts.’  "
‘What’s all this?’ I said, running my finger over some dotted patches 
which covered much of the chart. The latter was becoming unintelligible; 
clean-cut coasts and neat regiments of little figures had given place to a 
confusion of winding and intersecting lines and bald spaces. "
‘All sand, said Davies, enthusiastically. ‘You can’t think what a splendid 
sailing-ground it is. You can explore for days without seeing a soul. 
These are the channels, you see; they’re very badly charted. This chart 
was almost useless, but it made it all the more fun. No towns or 
harbours, just a village or two on the islands, if you wanted stores.’ "
‘They look rather desolate,’ I said. "
‘Desolate’s no word for it; they’re really only gigantic sand-banks 
themselves.’ "
‘Wasn’t all this rather dangerous?’ I asked. "
‘Not a bit; you see, that’s where our shallow draught and flat bottom 
came in–we could go anywhere, and it didn’t matter running aground–
she’s perfect for that sort of work "

Nowadays, the Islands are a favourite holiday destination for sailing people and 
the ferries bring thousands of foot passengers over from the mainland every 
summer. Out of season, the islands remain much as Childers described them, 
desolate, deserted and with huge open skies. "
At Carruthers' urging, and after an interlude for a quick think and a look at the 
weather, Davies continues his narration: "

‘After Terschelling–here it is, the third island from the west–I pottered 
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along eastward.’ ‘I?’ ‘Oh! I forgot. Morrison had to leave me there. I 
missed him badly. but I hoped at that time to get–to join me. I could 
manage all right single-handed, but for that sort of work two are much 
better than one. The plate’s beastly heavy; in fact, I had to give up using 
it for fear of a smash.’ "
‘After Terschelling?’ I jogged his memory. "
‘Well, I followed the Dutch islands, Ameland, Schiermonnikoog, Rottum 
(outlandish names, aren’t they?), sometimes outside them, sometimes 
inside. It was a bit lonely, but grand sport and very interesting. The charts 
were shocking, but I worried out most of the channels.’ "

Childers goes into great detail later on in the book how the channels work - how 
the technique for making passages between on island and the next is to go up 
the channel with the making tide and then over the watershed at high tide, and 
down the next bit on the falling tide. This technique is still the only practical way 
of sailing the inside waters, but it restricts the yachtsman to very specific sailing 
times. At the harbour-master's office on Terschelling, they will give you a slip of 
paper detailing the times you have to to leave to make it to the next island on 
the inside route. Longer passages are more often made in the open sea, as you 
don't have these problems. "

‘I suppose those waters are only used by small local craft?’ I put in; that 
would account for inaccuracies.’ Did Davies think that Admiralties had 
time to waste on smoothing the road for such quixotic little craft as his, in 
all its inquisitive ramblings? "

In any case, the channels shift all the time and no chart is accurate. The Dutch 
authorities recommend yachties to buy a new chart every year. And even so, 
you can still get caught out. I well remember seeing a Coastguard boat 
steaming past us in the channel behind Ameland , coming to a stop near the 
watershed and pulling up all the bouys in front of us to relocate them. We only 
went aground once after that, but it was a bit nerve-wracking. 
  

 But he fired up. "
‘That’s all very well,’ he said, ‘but think what folly it is. However, that’s a 
long story, and will bore you. To cut matters short, for we ought to be 
turning in, I got to Borkum–that’s the first of the German islands.’ He 
pointed at a round bare lozenge lying in the midst of a welter of 
sandbanks. ‘Rottum–this queer little one–it has only one house on it–is 
the most easterly Dutch island, and the mainland of Holland ends here, 
opposite it, at the Ems River’–indicating a dismal cavity in the coast, 
sown with names suggestive of mud, and wrecks, and dreariness. "
‘What date was this?’ I asked. "
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‘About the ninth of this month.’ "
Davies had therefore spent over a month getting to the German border, which 
indicates how difficult the trip had been. Had he done the outside route in good 
weather, a week or so would have been ample. "

‘Why, that’s only a fortnight before you wired to me! You were pretty 
quick getting to Flensburg. Wait a bit, we want another chart. Is this the 
next?’ "
‘Yes; but we scarcely need it. I only went a little way farther on–to 
Norderney, in fact, the third German island–then I decided to go straight 
for the Baltic. I had always had an idea of getting there, as Knight did in 
the Falcon. So I made a passage of it to the Eider River, there on the 
West Schleswig coast, took the river and canal through to Kiel on the 
Baltic, and from there made another passage up north to Flensburg…’ "
‘…I was a week there, and then you came, and here we are. And now 
let’s turn in. We’ll have a fine sail to-morrow!’  "

How Davies came to make this passage, and the incidents that occurred are 
covered later in the story. I have no idea who Knight was or what was the 
Falcon (probably a mutual friend and his boat). "
Time for a brief word about the Kiel/Nordzee Canal. The first connection 
between the North and Baltic Seas was constructed while the area was ruled by 
Denmark-Norway. It was called the Eider Canal, which used stretches of the 
Eider River for the link between the two seas. The Eiderkanal was completed 
during the reign of Christian VII of Denmark in 1784 and was a 43-kilometre (27 
mi) part of a 175-kilometre (109 mi) long waterway from Kiel to the Eider River's 
mouth at Tönning on the west coast. It was only 29 metres (95 ft) wide with a 
depth of three metres (ten feet), which limited the vessels that could use the 
canal.  "
It is this river/canal link that Davies must have used,on his outward journey 
probably because of the difficulties an engineless yacht would have faced in 
getting to Brunsbuttel against the huge tidal flows. The main Norzeekanal 
(originally the Kaiser Wilhelm II Canal) runs between Kiel and Brunsbuttel and 
was completed in 1895. It was used by Davies and Carruthers to return to the 
Wadden Islands on 3-4 October.!5
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