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Genesis / Introduction 
On being charged with the task of editing this history of the Northampton Sailing Club, my thought was at once, 
“How did it all begin?  Minutes record the basic facts but readers will want the human detail behind it all , and the 
motivation that got us going. 

Well, once upon a time the Water Authorities of that time decided to build a storage reservoir in the valley by 
Pitsford.  The way things go, this at once brought up vigorous opposition from all and sundry - it always does.  
Northampton has a club in Cheyne Walk, with many members from the professional and business community.  
Needless to say the proposed reservoir became the topic of conversation in the bar. 

Some suggested that sailing on this water would at least put it to good use, and so it was decided to test public 
support with a meeting. 

An advertisement was put in the “Chronicle and Echo” for the meeting at “The Plough” in Bridge Street, 
Northampton, under the leadership of “Brabs” Baillon, and this proved to be very well supported with an 
enthusiastic crowd. 

“Brabs” was an ideal leader, his war service was with RAF Rescue in the English Channel, even if his dinghy 
experience was limited. 

Pundits said it couldn’ t be done, only on Chew Valley Lake near Bristol had sailing been allowed on a drinking 
water catchment, and the fishing rights would take any sporting availability. 

However it was done, an extremely supportive Water Authority, The Mid Northamptonshire Water Board, agreed 
terms which have enabled us to develop through the years alongside the Fishermen and the Nature Conservation 
Enthusiasts. 

Already we have enjoyed some 40 years of wonderful sport, and, with generations to come, we owe so much to 
“Brabs” and those stalwarts who came forward with the skills and enthusiasm to get us started. 

 



The Early Years 
The first off icial sailing was the display given by seven boats led by Commodore Baill on on the 25th 
October 1956, when the Queen Mother opened the Reservoir. 

The boats (GP 14’s) had specially dyed sails and manoeuvered in order, one red, one white, one blue, then 
a white and the other group of red, white, and blue.  It was raining quite hard and squally, however none 
capsized! 

Sailing proper started at Easter 1957.  Enthusiasts had been working earlier to lay down a rudimentary 
road and a “beach” of pebbles which never seemed to have much value. 

“Brabs” had a gang laying a drain from the field above through to the area of the present first slipway.  
This is still giving good service. 

We had no Club House, the loos were hessian sheets draped on poles to hide a bucket.  The duty officer 
had to dig a hole or two to bury the day’s results. 

Sails were cotton and had to be dried each time, although we were spared the need to wash out the salt, 
necessary if sea sailing.  Each boat was provided with four sections of railway wood to make a square 
frame to which it could be lashed when berthed. 

There were no concrete runways, no wet suits and ex RAF Mae Wests at £1 each provided excellent 
buoyancy.  I think Peter Wheeler stil l wears his. 

The Rescue Boat was an inboard clinker built j ob called “Nimrod”.  At speed it drenched the crew.  The 
early sailing was dominated by GP’s with a number of skil led helms joining us from Middle Nene and 
Rugby Sail ing Clubs. The early crew members also found an easy source of f inding a boat from Bell 
Woodworking Co. of Leicester who provided GP kits and bespoke made boats [then around £200!] 

National 12’s soon also built up a good fleet, with younger members wanting something needing less beef 
than the heavier boat.The other adopted class, the Firefly never really took off even though it was a one 
design and had been used at the previous Olympics. 

Racing was controlled from a small garden hut raised up some 5ft on a strong platform. This was sited 
near the present rescue boat station. 

One old salt reminisces that we sailed in shorts and old anoraks and we all carried at least one bucket and 
after a capsize you lowered the Main and bailed the boat out. At the gybe mark it was not uncommon to 
see a dozen crews bailing away! 

At last in the Autumn, the first section of the Club House was buil t. It was a pre – fabricated wooden 
structure and this provided loos, changing rooms, and a bar. There were no showers at this stage, but we 
thought it real comfort. 

The Committee was very concerned about safety and always conscious that a drowning could upset the 
whole concept of sailing on drinking water, not only for us but also elsewhere.  Consequently membership 
was limited to numbers that they thought could be supervised with safety.  This created a feeling in 
Northampton that the club was attempting to be an exclusive centre and for some time there was 
considerable animosity.  Fortunately this was eventually dispelled.  “Brabs” was previously well known in 
Leicester Rugby circles and this brought a number of Leicester members.  Even after the opening of 
Rutland Water, there continue to be a fair number who find the club to their liking. 

 



The G.P. Fleet 
The first boats on site were the G.P’s and they have continued to be a core fleet. Most new to sailing find 
it a good “starter” and then move on to faster craft, or are content with the versatili ty of this design for 
both family cruising and really first class racing, both inland and at sea. They are equally popular at most 
Midlands clubs, making for a good market for second hand boats and also for easy travelli ng to local 
Open Meetings. Initially the fleet size was limited to 100 boats, but this created a false market owing to 
the demand.The current hull is still basically unchanged, but we started with wooden masts and booms, 
there was a solid transom. The foresail was a comparatively small j ib, and although spinnakers were 
allowed, in cotton they were little used. Synthetic sails came in in 1960 and nylon spinnakers began to be 
used. Shortly after, we were asked to try out a proposed genoa, and this was found to li ft performance and 
was adopted. 

The early racing series were well supported, with the experienced helms who joined from Middle Nene 
and Rugby usually taking the points. However, by our third year, the newer members were beginning to 
find their feet and to be confident in applying the rules. 

Steadily young recruits from the Schools Asscociation and young family members produced an injection 
and fortunately this skill continues. From the start the fleet has always been the largest in the Club and 
amongst the largest in the country. Most members are stay at home types, but we normall y have a number 
of high flyers showing the flag at Area and and National events. 

 

The Twelves 
The 12’s raced with the Fireflys in the early days, with Tony Wright and David Wharmby dominating most races.  
In the 1960’s the fleet became larger and the Fireflys, which have never become popular, were dropped. 

Crews were often in short supply on a Saturday, but no problem, we went down to the Schools Base where there 
was usually a good supply of youngsters queuing to sail the few school boats at that time, says my raconteur.  By 
such introduction, Arthur Waddell , John Hakes and Richard Lovett all became members of the National Fleet and 
later Commodores.   

In the 1970’s came the Wallers and the Baileys each with their three sons, and the Millars with their two daughters 
to add strength to the fleet.  The class really took off when Nigel Wailer started building his “Pipedream” design 
and we had seven new boats in the fleet one summer.  The National’s Annual Championship [Burton Week] 
became a real Northampton show for several consecutive years.  Nigel built “Punkerella” and won the Burton and 
then sold it to Graham Bailey who won it twice! 

Peter Jarvis was a long serving Twelver and apart from training up his daughter, Debbie, to Olympic standard, with 
her as crew managed to take the National 12 Scottish Championship. 

 

Enterprises 
The Enterprise Fleet has been active at the Club for many years.  It is popular with famili es, but can be very li vely 
in a blow, giving very good fleet racing at Club level.  Many of our members past and present take part in Open 
Meetings and have achieved National and World Championship levels over the years. 

 



The Fifteens 
Early in 1957, the Committee decided to adopt the “Flying Fifteen” class, recently designed by Uffa Fox, and one 
of which had been given to Prince Phillip by the people of Cowes and twelve were authorised.  The first was home 
built by Freddie Baker, and this was much admired so that the quota was soon filled and increased. 

Club racing was well supported, but many of the fleet migrated to Cowes each year for the special week, and the 
Club name became well known amongst the class.  Each year we had a very good entry for our Open at the end of 
the season with boats spread from the Fal clubs in the South to Scots from the Clyde. 

Uffa had specific ideas about the design and a conflict developed with the class association who wanted to modify 
some detail to improve performance.  Stalemate developed and as Uffa held the copyright no new boats were built 
for a period. 

Fortunately compromise was achieved, and the class developed rapidly, not only in the U.K.  but also in Australia, 
New Zealand and South Africa. 

Originally, the boats were left over week moored afloat, but now they are cosseted as any racing dinghy and sailed 
dry. 

Our fleet has varied over the years, li ke most of our other classes, and at times has been amongst the largest in the 
U.K. 

 

Other Fleets 
G.P’s, Nationals and Fifteens have been dealt with in some detail as all will admit that they have been the bedrock 
of the Club.  Other classes have waxed and waned as the reason for their design has come and gone.  This is to be 
particularly expected for really “hot” designs where designers are competing for a limited market. 

At the formation of the Club it was always intended to have a really “hot” class for younger atheletes.  At that time 
the choice had to be the Flying Dutchman or 505.  As the Dutchman was a current Olympic class, prices for even 
bare hulls were considered too high so we chose the 505.  For many years we had a small but very keen fleet, and 
our “Ayleyard” Trophy event for team racing was the prime event for the class throughout the U.K.   

The next class taken in was the “Fireball” , where again some of our helms gained a national reputation.  It is 
probable that the support for the faster classes will always change over the years, with the Laser II and the 470 
currently leading the field.  The argument as to how many classes a club should sail will never go away, but 
opening the gate to too many does dilute the skills and weakens fleets so that good helms from other clubs are not 
attracted to join us. 

In the single hander sphere, the Finns gave us years of glory but the class was really only for the extreme atheletes 
and beyond the interests of even our own up and coming youngsters.  The opening of Draycote with better road 
connections around the Midlands regretfully attracted them away. 

Our needs were then supplied by taking on board the Solo, which had and still has wide support around the U.K and 
North Europe.  There was inevitably demand for the introduction of the easily transportable Laser and, although 
there was some worry about the two classes existing side by side, in fact they attracted different aspirations. 

Increased junior sailing brought the Optimist and the Topper, and some of our young people have been showing 
their elders how to fly the flag at Open Meetings. 

Finall y, the Mirror, found in almost every club.  Always a small nucleus race, but most just want to potter! And 
why not? 

 



Olympics 
For a Club that could be hardly further away from any sea coast, NSC has had a remarkable connection with 
Olympic Saili ng.  This started with the adoption of the Finn Class in 1962, which brought a number of the top class 
helms into the fleet.  Mike Astley was very much their leader in the early days and though he was a reserve, he 
never had the honour to represent Great Britain.  In 1968, John Maynard, one of our members, sailed the Finn for 
Great Britain in Mexico. 

At this time a father brought his son from Oakham School to the Club and he joined the Finn fleet.  In his first 
season he spent most of his time in the water rather than on it but by 1976 he was our Finn helm at the Toronto 
Olympics.  Great Britain boycotted the next Olympics, but he was a trialist again in 1984 and was first reserve in 
1988 at Seoul.  In 1992 he changed class and helmed the Star at Barcelona. 

Back at the Club, Debbie Jarvis was coming to the fore, with Peter’s help and great determination in RYA Trials 
and was selected as Ladies Helm in the 470’s at Seoul.  All Briti sh crews found the lumpy seas too diff icult to do 
well.  Again after a tough fight whilst continuing a full time job, she was selected as our 470 helm for Barcelona 
with better results if no medals. 

These members have hopefully blazed a trail for others to follow.  We lesser sailors must see that Great Britain’s 
sailors get better support in future, many competitors are virtually professionals. 

 

Training 
At an early stage of the life of the club, quite independently sail training began to be available through the local 
authority Adult Education Programme.  Several members helped as instructors, notably our evergreen Peter 
Wheeler, and practical instruction was given on our water.  However in 1983, we were fortunate enough to recruit 
Alan Tester, a quali fied and experienced RYA Instructor, and with him as Principal and Eric Waller as Secretary, 
we became an authorised RYA Teaching Establishment. 

Firstly about a dozen experienced members were cajoled into taking part in a specially arranged Instructors Course 
at the Club, and from this it became possible to arrange a yearly programme for the various stages of RYA 
quali fications in dinghy sailing.  Each year, at least three courses have been run, with initially around 20 students on 
each, although this has since been reduced to a maximum of 10 per course since the backlog has been cleared. 

The Club owes a particular debt of gratitude to Alan and all those who have helped in this field, and especially to 
Brian Brightwell who has given so much time and expertise to the teaching of the disabled.  Apart from our own 
efforts, it would be amiss not to mention support given in many ways by the RYA training officers.  Many of our 
younger members have gained extra skills by their programmes. 

 



The Younger Generation 
From the beginning, Northampton Schools Sailing and Canoeing Association has had affiliated membership of the 
club and has operated as an equal member partner. 

The facility has brought the sport of sailing to many boys and girls even in this inland area, especially to the schools 
which included sailing within their off icial sporting programme. 

Just as Club members put so much in to starting the Club, so did the staffs of many schools, led by Terry White and 
Bob Clarke, give so much to getting the Schools Base working with great eff iciency and later by Denis Potter who 
was the NSSCA Warden for many years, teaching sailing, building boats and repairing them. 

Problems loomed ahead with the change of the funding system, which left the unit very much as an independent 
organisation.  However the storm has been weathered and the base continues as an independant association, and is 
an authorised RYA Teaching Establishment. 

In a different way, various Scout Groups have been aff ili ated to the Club, but the form of their sailing organisation 
has found our organisation not always compatible with their needs. 

Eric Waller, when secretary, and his wife Lorna had the idea of starting a Summer Sailing Camp for members’ 
children, with a mixture of fun and sailing.  This was at once a huge success.  Eric and Lorna recruited instructors 
and cooks from parents and other members and this is now a very valued event every year.  Dave Utting has taken 
over the helm for which the Club is most grateful. 

Arising from this, Children’s Training continued on Sunday mornings [except during the holidays] under the 
leadership of Chris Wright, helped by a willing group of members, mainly parents and some grandparents. 

One way or another, NSC should not be short of members. 

 

The Navigators 
NSC has been developed largely by the members themselves, year by, year.  Flag Off icers and Club and Fleet 
Off icers and Committee Members have always worked to short tours of duty of a year or two, so that the impetus 
has been maintained as in a relay race. 

The feeling is that this is a members club,4and it’s not too much to say that this is just a big family! 

The result is that going back over fifty years, the list of names that should be mentioned is so impossibly long, so I 
have avoided all names except where they peg an era or an episode, so that members can say - “ I was there!” . 

Professionals have had their place only where the work is beyond amateur hours.  This has been in the job of 
Secretary, where we have been well served.  Firstly by Sqn Leader “Bunny” Ayres, who must have found us harder 
to control than any erks on his R.A.F stations.  He was followed by dear Arthur Cox who found his pipe a great 
solace in the prob1ems we gave him. 

After this we had firstly Eric Waller and currently Les Cave who have been able to give more constructive help as 
experienced sailors. 

Additionally we are served by a number of coxwains who perform rescue cover and who are supervised by our 
Bosun, Ray Smith, who has a history of 36 years rescue service for the club. 

 


