Talk by Philip Page to mark the 70th anniversary off the club on the history of the club given to club members at the annual hog roast on the 22nd of August 2009

BLAKENEY SAILING CLUB

 

Blakeney Sailing Club is 70 years old, but its roots go back many years before 1939.  Annual regattas have been held since 1863, apart from the War years, but in the early days the boats were probably ships’ boats, Blakeney being of course a commercial port until about 1900 when trade within Britain was transferred to the then new railways.

 

By the early  1900s many local families and most of the annual visitors, who bought houses in Blakeney and spent all the Easter and Summer holidays here, had boats built locally but these were usually sailed by professional fishermen who were employed by a family in a similar way to a gardener or chauffeur.  All boats had lugsails and only the larger ones had jibs.

 

By about 1910 younger members of the visiting families decided to form their own club and take the helm themselves.  And so The Blakeney Amateur Sailing Club was formed by members of the Evans, Agnews, Cookes, Scotts, Murdochs and others.  Incidentally the middle son of the Murdochs, Dick, as older members may remember, became famous as the partner of Arthur Askey in radio programmes many years ago.  “Much Binding in the Marsh” comes to mind.  Only the Cookes remain and third generation Hereward is here tonight and is a member of the Club.

 

The Amateur Sailing Club put on one series of three days’ racing a year, a tradition which still stands.  They did invite others to join them, for a small fee, and handicaps were arranged on a personal basis as there were no class boats then.  It was not until the Thirties that things changed.  Incidentally the Senior and Junior categories were based on boat lengths and not the age of the helm.  I think Junior boats were 12ft or under.  The course was and still is in effect twice round the Regatta Course, with Push-off-the Bank starts.

 

I came across a note on the rules recently and was struck by those defining Lady helms;  the date was 1912.  “If a lady steers the boat she should be allowed to have a professional on board provided such professional does not touch the tiller or the sheets.”  To this the writer had added, “May he touch anything else?”

 

You will be aware that the Club has a large number of trophies.  Many of these go back many years, and three or four of them were handed on from the Blakeney and Cley Golf Club which sadly died after World War 2.  The course, which mostly ran eastwards from where the Bank turns parallel to the Cley Channel, was mined to keep the Jerries out and it took another five or ten years for the land to be opened up again to the public by which time it was too late to start again.  But that is another story.  Twenty years ago, for the fiftieth anniversary, a book was produced giving many articles about the Club, and there is a list of the then trophies and the names of their donors.

 

By the Thirties class boats began to arrive in Blakeney, initially mostly National 12s and International 14s, which could not be used as family boats and had to be pulled out of the water.  Racing became much more grown up as it were.  Until the War the season was really only August and September.  But there came a need for a local class of one-design boats which could be used as family boats and looked after by amateur owners.  A small committee was formed in 1938 to choose a design and produce rules which ensured all boats complied and were truly one-design.  The design chosen was the Uffa Ace, and Kenneth Newton, a boat builder (and violin maker!) from Cley got Uffa Fox’s agreement to simplify the design and reduce the length from 18ft to 16ft.

 

A prototype was built over the winter of 1938 and was ready for sailing trials in March 1939.  As a result some minor modifications were made to the rigging.

 

The boat pleased the small committee and a Public Meeting was held on April 10th 1939 at The Quay House which approved the formation of The Blakeney Sailing Club.  At a later meeting on 27th May Rules were adopted and Officers and Committee officially appointed.  The main objects of the Club were “to organise racing for sailing boats in Blakeney Harbour” and “to establish the Blakeney Harbour One-Design Class of boats”.

 

That’s how it all started, but was put to bed in effect in September when War came.  Sadly our first Commodore went to live in Northern Ireland and resigned, and our first Vice-Commodore, Nicholas Cooke, Hereward’s uncle, was shot down in a Defiant aircraft fairly early in the War.  The Cooke Posts are in his memory.

 

But life started again in 1946.

 

Incidentally our Clubhouse is 100 years old this year and, if I may blow a small trumpet, I should like to mention that the building was given to the Church as a club for the men of the village by my Grandmother.

 

Philip Page

