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Crossing the Bay of Biscay is a 
daunting voyage for most cruising 
sailors but, as Ann Rowe and Andy 
MacKellar discovered last year, 
the reward of then being able to 
explore the stunning Spanish Rias 
makes meeting the challenges of 
this passage well worthwhile.

Closehauled under Costa Verde 
sunshine.

W
e began our second year as full-time 
liveaboards by day sailing from our 
winter berth in Brittany to La Rochelle. 
Our original plan was to make our 

Biscay crossing in early June from La Rochelle to 
Bilbao. This decision was based on the fact that it 
would involve only one overnight, avoid the Landes 
Firing Range and the shallow port entrances on the 
inshore route, enable us to see the Guggenheim and 
experience Basque food and culture.

Over three weeks later and still waiting for a 
suitable forecast, we changed our planned landfall 
port from Bilbao to Gijon to allow us to claw back 
lost time and linger longer in the rias. It meant two 
nights at sea, but after all the preparation we’d done, 
we weren’t fazed by this prospect. 

Setting Sail for Spain
We bid a melancholic and apprehensive goodbye to 
our friends Tim and Karen, dropped our lines and 
set off from La Rochelle after morning coffee. 

The swell was greater than forecast but we were 
making good progress and began our pattern of lone 
two-hour night watches at 2300.

There is something special about night sailing, 
particularly in pleasant conditions. Being on watch 
on your own allows time to contemplate life, the 
universe (quite literally) and why the gas bottle only 
ever runs out when you are using it, usually at night. 
Watching in awe as the moon rises on the horizon, a 
mysterious and luminous amber spinnaker, is 
another marvel. 

The next day we had numerous visits from 
schools of common dolphins and, on one occasion, a 
pod of pilot whales. As the second evening at sea 
progressed the wind freshened and an unpleasant 
quartering sea developed. We repeated the pattern 
of night watches, but found sleep difficult due to the 
continual rolling and noise. Fortunately, we had both 
got sufficient rest the previous day when conditions 
had been much calmer.

As dawn broke, we caught our first glimpse of 

Rias
The rewarding

SpaniSh riaS

We had travelled 
nearly as far south in 
one passage as we did 
in the whole of the 
previous year.
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squares in Gijon and sampled our first tapas, 
including chorizo in cider, which became a favourite. 
Washed down with a couple of icy beers it was all 
delicious, enjoyed under the glorious Asturian 
sunshine. Replete and very tired, we ambled back to 
Pipit for a ‘siesta’. We awoke at 0630 the next day!

riaS altaS – arreStingly dramatic
The sail from Gijon to Ribadeo, the first of the Rias 
Altas, gave us another taste of Biscay swell, short in 
frequency with crumbling tops when the breeze 
increased to F6, gusting F7, so we had a considerable 
rolling motion but made good speed on the 65nm 
passage. We later fell into the first restaurant we 
encountered and enjoyed an excellent meal of a 
selection of tapas, including our first taste of zorza, 
delectable pork spiced with pimenton (paprika) and 
garlic. The meal, a bottle of good vino de casa (3.50 
Euro a bottle) sweets and coffee was just 27 Euro. 
We liked Spain already!

the Spanish coast and the Picos de Europa 
mountains in the distance. About 5nm from Gijon 
we collided with a semi submerged length of timber. 
It made an alarming noise, but checking the bilges, 
engine compartment, steering and saildrive/prop 
revealed no obvious damage. This was the second 
encounter with timber we’d had, and we also 
spotted a fridge freezer sailing by in the opposite 
direction at one stage...

au revoir belle france
Ten minutes short of 48 hours and 276nm since 
leaving La Rochelle, a friendly marinero in Gijon 
Marina took our lines and we stepped onto the 
reception pontoon feeling weary but elated. We had 
travelled nearly as far south in one passage as we did 
in the whole of the previous year. Showers, food and 
sleep beckoned, as did the first of many marked 
differences from France – free, non-timed showers – 
luxury for a liveaboard. We wandered into one of the 

SpaniSh riaS

croSSing the bay of biScay
PlAnning – Ensure all crew are familiar with your passage 
plan including any possible course changes you may need to 
make. Agree a watch system, but be prepared to be flexible.
PRePARAtion – When checking your safety equipment, 
make sure that you re-familiarise yourself and crew in its use. 
Prepare meals in advance so that you need only to heat them 
up in the event the conditions get boisterous.
PiCKing youR weAtheR – Much of Biscay’s reputation 
derives from people who, pressured by time constraints, set 
off in weather more likely to deteriorate than improve. 
Choosing the Route – Choose the one that best suits you, 
your crew and your boat. The options are well documented.
CheCK youR insuRAnCe – Some insurers won’t cover 
crossing Biscay during certain times of the year or won’t allow 
you further than a certain distance offshore without the 
qualifications they stipulate.
enjoy the PAssAge – if you have picked your weather 
window carefully (and enjoy an element of luck) the passage 
will be no worse than an English Channel crossing, just longer.
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Courtesy flag swapping

the thrill of the chafe.

light wind diversions.

Cooking aboard need 
not be boring.

A day or two later we moved on and found our 
first experience of anchoring in the rias absolutely 
idyllic - calmer than in the marina and picturesque 
with lateen rigged local boats tacking up and down.

The next day, with light winds and slight to 
moderate seas, we motor-sailed most of the way to 
the next ria, just 30nm away. As we approached the 
entrance to Ria de Viveiro, enough wind sprang up 
to give us a fine sail - funny how the best sailing is 
often in the last hour of a passage.

We stayed in Viveiro marina for a week as strong 
westerlies blew before moving on to our next stop, 
Ria de Cedeira via another boisterous sail. When we 
arrived we found plenty of anchoring room with 
good holding among a couple of dozen yachts and 
enjoyed a sunny evening admiring the views.

Whilst motoring towards La Coruna a couple of 
days later, we had a sobering reminder to continue 
our vigilance in watching for fishing pot markers 
when we noticed a vibration through the helm, 
although seemingly not via the engine. We gently 
motored astern to see a 1in diameter rope attached 
to a bunch of netting emerge at our bow. We can 
only assume it must have missed the prop and come 
to rest on the leading edge of the rudder. 

We went to Marina Coruna which, like other 
marinas we’d visited in Spain, had many vacant 
berths. The pontoons and facilities were excellent, 
including that rare beast the Spanish marina 
launderette! We found La Coruna clean and modern 
whilst retaining some impressive architecture, 
including abundant glass-enclosed balconies for 
which it became known as the Crystal City. The 
walk out to the restored Torre de Hercules, the 
oldest working Roman lighthouse in the world, 
affords wonderful views out across the ria and is 
dotted with numerous attractive modern sculptures.

Our next passage to an anchorage at Corme gave 
us good sailing with a fresh northerly following 
wind.  As we neared the entrance to the ria, we 
realised the GPS had lost accuracy, revealed by 
showing our speed as nearly double the reality. Our 
curiosity at this error turned to alarm when we 
realised if we continued on our current course we 
would be on the wrong side of submerged rocks. We 
quickly made the decision to head back out to sea 
whilst we re-checked our position and the paper 
charts - perhaps not for nothing is this part of the 
coast known as the Costa da Morte. A salutary 
reminder that planning all passages on paper charts 
is time well spent. We were still recovering from this 
drama when we reached the anchorage with the 
breeze over 20kn, so the five plus attempts at 
getting the anchor to bite were more wearisome 
than they should have been.

Early next morning we set sail for Camariñas in 
fresh winds and were visited by dolphins again - 
always an enchanting treat. As we turned into the ria, 
the wind increased with gusts of 35kn but there was 
little Atlantic swell. We wondered how sheltered the 
anchorage would be as we raced along amidst the 
whitecaps, but within several dozen metres of the 
beach in the lee of the land, we spotted a definite 
line where the whitecaps stopped and we 

wide Biscay skies.

ABout the AuthoRs
Having bought Bavaria 36, Pipit in 
2007, Andy and Ann retired early in 
2010 to become full-time liveaboards. 
They spent their first season cruising 
the West Country and Brittany before 
over-wintering at La Roche-Bernard 
on the Vilaine River. Last year they 
continued towards the Mediterranean, 
crossing Biscay and cruising Spain 
and Portugal, and spent their second 
winter in Lagos on the Algarve. They 
are now well on their way to the 
Med. You can follow their progress at 
www.yachtpipit.com. 
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practical tipS about the riaS
MARinAs – Plenty of them and generally less expensive than 
those in the UK and France. Facilities are predominantly good 
and excellent English is widely spoken in marina offices, but 

do try your Spanish, it will be appreciated!
AnChoRAges – Many delightful anchorages in the rias 
make it fairly easy to find good shelter from any wind 
direction. Some areas have heavy weed, but by and large, 

the holding is very good.
FoRMAlities – At each marina you will need to complete a 
registration form and provide boat documents and passports.
wiFi – Widely available and usually free. A USB WiFi signal 
booster is worth having, often providing reception at anchor.
shoPPing – Other than local markets, almost all shops 
accept payment by card, however you must produce ID (even 
at the largest supermarkets).
lAundRy – Self-service launderettes are a rarity in Spanish 
marinas. However, many marinas offer a pick up and delivery 
service, though this is pricey at between 5-8 Euro per kilo.
gAs – We found Camping Gaz widely available in the 
ferreterias (ironmongers) and much cheaper than in France.

love me tender…
We felt we needed something a bit better than our existing 
inflatable for the demands we would put on a tender when 
we became full-time liveaboards, not to mention the desire 
to enjoy exploring shallower waters under oars, so we 
researched a variety of folding or sectional dinghies.

Our initial admiring glance at the Nestaway at SIBS had 
seen us dismiss it as we imagined it wouldn’t fit on our 
foredeck. Ian Thomson, the company’s director, kindly brought 
one to Plymouth so we could ‘try it for size’. To our surprise, it 
nested on the forward section of the coachroof with room to 
spare and allowed full access on the side decks and foredeck.

It was heavier than we hoped, but Ian had a solution up his 
sleeve; a lightweight carbon-Kevlar version. We concluded the 
Nestaway Pram dinghy offered the best compromise we had 
seen - rigid, rowed well, capacious and the lightweight version 
would be about the same 
weight as our inflatable. 
We chose the optional 
daggerboard case so we 
could add a sailing rig at a 
later date.

Two years on, we’ve 
found the Nestaway a joy 
to row and is faster/more economical with the outboard than 
the inflatable. Launching takes less time than unpacking and 
inflating a rubber dinghy too.

ladies at their craft, their affable chatting matching 
the clacking of their bobbins.

riaS bajaS – vibrant, Soft & warm
As we headed towards Cape Finisterre, there was 
virtually no wind but thankfully very little sea and 
quite a low swell.  Approaching Finisterre, the wind 
freshened, providing a great sail around this 
symbolic point, though it did seem less imposing 
than we’d imagined. 

Cape Finisterre marks the delineation between 
the Rias Altas and the Rias Bajas, the latter of which 
we’d been told were softer and warmer than the 
former. To our delight, as we turned into the Ria de 
Muros, we were greeted immediately with a much 
warmer breeze. We chose a peaceful, secluded 
anchorage east of the Isla de San Anton which we 
had all to ourselves for three nights. The only visitors 
were occasional fishermen and some dolphins.

Another pleasant sail took us to the Ria de Arousa, 
the largest of the Galician rias. We headed to an 
anchorage just south of Pobra do Caraminal and 
awoke to see a couple of dozen small local shellfish 
drag boats working off the beach. The fishermen, 
mostly working one-up, toss a wire basket on a very 
long flexible pole over the side, kind of shimmy the 
basket across the seabed and collect the shellfish.

That evening, as we lit the Cobb to cook a lovely 
loin of pork, the wind was starting to rise more than 
the forecast zephyrs. Anchored off what was now a 
lee shore with a rising wind and building chop, we 
spent a sleepless night on anchor watch. The anchor 
held well and by 0500, both of us managed to close 
our eyes and get some rest. As midday approached, 
the chop subsided and the wind dropped from F7 to 
a mere F5. We were glad to be off and moored in the 
marina at Pobro do Caraminal, much more sheltered.

A blissfully relaxing sail further up the ria under 
blue skies was the perfect antidote to the 
excitement two nights earlier, ending up in Vilanova 
marina. The fishing harbour adjacent to the marina is 
typical of others we’d seen, with excellent facilities 
and filled with brightly painted boats. 

We took the passage between the Isla de Ons and 
the mainland when we made for the Ria de 
Pontevedra, sailing right to the end of the ria to 
anchor off the village of Combarro. 

One day of wet, miserable weather was followed 
by the return of the Galician sunshine, so we went 
ashore and had a wander through the maze of 
streets in the old town. It is a charmingly restored 
old town with numerous Galician horreos - 
buildings used to store grain, fish and other produce 
that are erected on stone pillars to prevent vermin 
from raiding the contents.

Later, we enjoyed a perfect afternoon and early 
evening sail to Moana in the Ria de Vigo – it was a 
shame to have to stop. A stunning moonrise and a 
peaceful night followed after watching fireworks 
over Vigo across the ria.

Domestic necessities called again, so we headed 
across the ria to Real Club Nautico Vigo. The Club is 
attractively designed to look like a 1930s liner with 
art deco interior. However, the marina is in town 
next to the ferry and boat trip terminals and 
therefore a bit noisy. After a couple of days we made 
the epic passage of 1.4nm to the marina at Punta 
Lagoa, in a scenic and peaceful setting below the 
wooded Monte da Guia. We found a rustic courtyard 
restaurant just up the hill from the marina in which 
to celebrate Andy’s birthday. There was no menu but 
we had deliciously cooked clams, razor clams, grilled 
sardines and of course a few bottles of wine. A 
spontaneous and fun night shared with the crews 
from three other boats.

We delayed our departure for Baiona as the 
forecast indicated potential thundery weather. That 
evening, we watched an impressive natural firework 
display in the form of a spectacular thunderstorm.

While we lingered in Vigo, we took the 
opportunity to visit Santiago de Compostela. 
Although catering heavily for tourists and those 
making a religious pilgrimage, the Cathedral is 
impressive inside and out. Whatever your beliefs or 
otherwise, it is undeniably thought provoking to 
contemplate the millions of pilgrims who have 
made their way to Santiago over the centuries.

Another pleasant sail took us to Baiona, where we 
spent a couple of nights doing the necessary 
shopping, socialising and exploring.

We moved out to anchor and gorged ourselves on 
a delicious dinner of razor clams with garlic and 
chillies. Preparing to sail the next morning for 
Portugal made us reflective about our adventure. We 
had immensely enjoyed our two months in Spain, 
and the rias had lived up to all our expectations.

dropped anchor among a few other yachts. The 
anchor bit straight away and held for three nights.

We spent several days at anchor and thought this 
ria, like many here, reminiscent of a Scottish loch 
with conifers down to the water’s edge. The 
weather, although warmer, was similar to Scotland 
too and we often saw four seasons in one day.

Eventually, when we needed to refill our water 
tanks, we headed to the Club Nautico de Camariñas. 
Camariñas is renowned for beautiful lacework, 
handmade using a baffling array of wooden bobbins. 
It was quite fascinating to watch the mostly elderly 

Autopilot takes over.

the area’s marine 
facilities are gradually 
developing.

Fishing boats were more 
plentiful than yachts.

deliciously cooked clams, 
razor clams, grilled sardines 
and of course a few bottles 
of wine

Have you experienced the Spanish Rias? 
let us know on twitter @sailingtodayMag


