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Ahoy! 
National Coastwatch Institution    The bi-monthly newsletter for Friends of 

www.nci.org.uk    Hengistbury Head Lookout and its Watchkeepers 

Issue 2 February 2020    
 

 
 

The past two months may have been pretty wet ‘n’ wild but that has not held back our inexorable 

progress, unlike the “Beast from the East” this time two years ago.   Ed Essery was up a ladder being 

held by Chris Lloyd-Smith, mounting VHF aerials on the Beach Office when the sky went dark and 

they were literally engulfed in a blizzard.  Despite their fortitude in freezing weather, it was 

necessary to cancel our very first planned Watch from 10:00 to 12:00 on Saturday March 3rd 

2018.  We needed the time to enable us to finish fitting out the Beach Office – the previous day had 

been a write-off as the slope down to the Beach Office from the car park was a sheet of ice and far 

too dangerous down which to venture.  Since that delayed start at midday on 3rd March 2018, we 

have never cancelled another Watch and nothing has held us back – not even storms Ciara and 

Dennis!  We now have 86 qualified Watchkeepers and 10 Trainees, and are well on the road to 

formally achieving DFS status in the next couple of months.  None of this would have been possible 

without the dedication and support of our Watchkeepers, their partners and all those who support 

us in so many ways!  Thank you one and all!   

 

Happy second birthday! 
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In this issue:  

 

• Congratulations – recently qualified Watchkeepers 

 

• In Focus – a regular feature about our volunteers.  Celebrating our 2nd 

birthday,  we feature TWO members of the team ☺ 

 

• NCI around the coast – an occasional series as Friends and 

Watchkeepers visit other Stations.  This issue features Porthcawl and 

The Needles  

 

• Been there, done that… – a summary of recent Station events 

 

• Looking forward –  planned events  

 

• Stay in touch – essential contact details 

 

 

 

Congratulations…..   ☺☺☺☺☺ 
…to the following Watchkeepers who have qualified since December 2019: 

 

Richard Parkhouse, Mike Webb, Peter Walmsley, Steve Marks, Ian Clark, Michael Gourlay, Nick 

Townsend and Annie Willis.  We thank you all for your commitment to NCI Hengistbury Head and 

wish you much enjoyment and every success in your work for the Station. We now have 87 

qualified Watchkeepers and 10 Trainees.  
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    In Focus 1 
 

 

We are delighted to feature Andrew, one of our very first Watchkeepers, who initially came 
“on loan” from St Alban’s Head, and who transferred to NCIHH soon after we opened.   We 
offer our congratulations to Andrew on recently achieving 10 years of service to NCI – THANK 
YOU! 

This photo shows Andrew, second from right, receiving his 10-year certificate.  

 
 
Name     Andrew McEwen    
 
Role within Station   Watchkeeper     

 
I joined NCI at St Alban's Head when it became clear to me that, being over 60 was, to many 
employers, "over the hill".  There had been a recent article in Practical Boat Owner about 
NCI in general, and St Alban's Head in particular, which attracted me.  I've been involved 
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with boats all my life, and this seemed like a good way of putting something back into a 
system from which I've had so much enjoyment over the years. 
 
The station at St Alban's is physically almost identical to ours at Hengistbury, both Ministry 
of Works standard buildings, dating back to the 1950s, I imagine.   The main issue for me at 
this Station was getting there - I was having to drive for over 45 minutes, either via the 
Sandbanks ferry or the Upton by-pass, to Worth Matravers, and then footslog a 30-minute 
hike along a very rough farm-track to the headland.  As we only did 2-person Watches, if 
one's fellow Watchkeeper, had a 4 x 4, then one could scrounge a lift along the track, but 
this was by no means certain.  The track can get extremely muddy in bad weather, though in 
the summer months it could be, indeed it was, a pleasant walk.  
 
I was, therefore, absolutely delighted when I was on the NCI stand at the Southampton Boat 
Show in 2017, and one of the NCI trustees announced that approval in principle had been 
given to re-open Hengistbury Head.   The process had taken over 15 years; there had been 
questions in Parliament on the subject as far back as 2002.  I immediately contacted Ed 
Essery, and NCIHH ran its first Watch in the Beach Rangers' office in Southbourne in March 
2018.  Those of us who ran some of those early Watches look back on them with an element 
of nostalgia:  not only were we on duty keeping “eyes along the coast”, we had to be very 
patient with the public wishing to hire deck-chairs, or wanting to report a lost dog!    
 
I have thoroughly enjoyed my 10 years with NCI.  I have been fortunate to meet some 
thoroughly excellent and dedicated people, and yes, like every Watchkeeper, I take a huge 
sense of pride in a job well done when our input has helped someone in difficulty.  
 
 
 

 
 

 

Thank you Andrew, we are proud to have you on our team of Watchkeepers ☺ 
 

Here’s to the next 10 years! 
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    In Focus 2 
           
 

 
Name    Ed Essery   

 
Role within Station  Treasurer; Deputy Station Manager, Operations     
 
 

 

How did you come to be in your current roles? 
I am one of three people who were Watchkeepers at NCI Calshot and who formed the project team 

that worked towards the opening of Hengistbury Head Lookout as a National Coastwatch Station.  At 

that time we divided up who was going to take on the various roles that were needed.  Because of 

my background I was the obvious candidate for Operations and Finance.   I was subsequently elected 

Treasurer and appointed Deputy Station Manager (Operations) by the Station Manager.  I am also 

one of the four DSOs – Duty Station Officers - and one of six members of the Station Management 

Committee. 
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Tell us about what your roles involve 
As Treasurer, I look after the Station’s finances, ensuring that we operate in a financially prudent 

way in accordance with rules laid down nationally by NCI, and with those of the Charity Commission.  

In this role, I liaise with our Group Treasurer who coordinates the finances across all the Stations in 

Devon and Dorset. 

 

The DSOs are the first line of call for Watchkeepers in case of any issues that cannot be dealt with at 

the time or need escalation outside the Watchroom.  They also report onto the national database 

any Incidents that arise during their period of duty.  DSOs are rostered to be on duty for one week in 

every four.  This role is apparently unique to Hengistbury Head NCI – in other Stations the 

Operations Managers log Incidents with National NCI and they, or the Station Manager, deal with 

any issues being escalated out of the Watchroom.  We believe our system alleviates a bit of pressure 

on the Operations and Station Managers and is good for spreading the knowledge on Station 

Management. 

 

The role of DSM (Operations) is therefore less reactive than in other Stations and this allows time to 

be spent on planning our developments and focussing on what we need to do to attain Declared 

Facility Status (DFS) accreditation.  My IT background and prior experience in commissioning one 

yacht and totally refitting another was very helpful when it came to the planning the layout, fitting 

and fixtures for the Watchroom we have today.   My DSM (Operations) role, along with the fact that 

I am the only one of the Committee who actually lives in Bournemouth, has meant that I am the 

person who has led the discussion with the Council on the lease of and access arrangements to the 

Lookout . 

What did you do in your working life? 
Breaking with the family tradition of going to sea (my grandfather ran away to sea aged 14! and both 

he and my father were master mariners),  I followed a career in Information Technology.  I started 

out doing technical sales support in the London office of a US computer manufacturer, and then 

moving, after 10 years, into a spell of Management Consultancy before moving into IT infrastructure 

project management with various investment management companies in the City 

 With the financial crash of 2008, I was made redundant at which point I decided that, after 30 years, 

I had had enough of commuting into London every day.  My wife and both our children are teachers 

by profession so, on the basis of “if you can’t beat them, join them”, I found a job looking after the 

IT, and subsequently the finances, of a primary school in Bracknell.  I worked part time there for five 

years before retiring to Bournemouth in 2015. 

How do you like to spend your leisure time?  
The sea is in my blood!  I learned to sail when I was 7, and have owned one boat or another since the 

age of 10.  Currently I have a small classic launch (think a smaller version of the Wick ferry) which I 

don’t use enough.  Previously I owned a 34’ yacht, Scorpio, which I raced with a friend in the premier 

double-handed racing series on the south coast.  When I was made redundant, I took off sailing on 

Scorpio for six months spending most of that time exploring the heaven that is the west coast of 

Scotland.  Now in retirement, most of my leisure time is taken up with my roles in the NCI; at times 

it’s like a full-time job but I love it!  
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What's the best bit about volunteering with HHNCI? 
Apart from making many new friends, I am inspired by the fantastic team that we have managed to 

build, the feeling that we are doing something of real value to the community and which is 

appreciated by the authorities both locally and nationally. 

 

 

Thanks, Ed – we hope the weather improves so that you can enjoy your boat 
very soon – Channel 65 if you need us! ☺ 

 
 

 

 

NCI around the coast 
 

Mike Webb gives a comprehensive account of his pre-arranged visit to NCI Porthcawl in 
January: 
 
NCI Porthcawl 
 
Latitude: 51 28' 26" N  Longitude: 03 42' 07’' W  OS Reference: SS 819 764  Elevation: 4m  
   
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Porthcawl in South Wales is a popular destination all year round, and NCI Porthcawl is 
located in the old Victorian Pilot Lookout Tower, a Grade 2 listed building built in 1870, 
adjacent to the RNLI Station. It overlooks the Bristol Channel almost opposite Lynton and 
Lynmouth in North Devon, some 15+ miles away. Its field of view stretches east to Nash 
Point on the Welsh side of the Channel, over to Minehead and down to Ilfracombe in the 
west.  

The lookout was refurbished with grant funding from the Townscape Heritage Initiative, by 
Bridgend County Borough Council and the full support of Porthcawl Town Council.  The 
harbour, adjacent to the lookout, was recently refurbished with lock gates and moorings for 
some 70 boats, ensuring an increase in marine traffic. There are also several beaches in view 
of the lookout.   The approaches to Porthcawl cover an area that requires extreme caution 
with Skar Weather Sands to the west and Nash Sands running up-channel; in closer 
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proximity are the Tusker and Fairy Rocks.  The large number of coastal leisure users from 
swimmers, surfers, kitesurfers, walkers and fishermen, plus the high tidal ranges in the 
Bristol Channel, means that the maritime rescue and emergency services are kept busy. 

This Station has Declared Facility Status (DFS) and reports to Coastguard Operations Centre 
(CGOC) Milford Haven.  Current local weather, sea conditions, tides and marina opening 
times are broadcast on channel 65.  Three CCTV cameras cover Rest Bay, Sandy / Trecco Bay 
and Newton Bay.  This Station operates an open water swimmer warning to boat users in 
the area using the flags R over Y flying from the masthead of the station. It means BEWARE 
open water swimmers are in the area or are in transit to other beaches.  
 
 
I was made very welcome by Watchkeepers 
Mike Burtonwood (NCI 3 years) and Julian 
Galloway (NCI 2 years).  There are usually 
two but sometimes three Watchkeepers on 
duty from a pool of 40 or so, with about 7 
trainees currently. 
 
 
 
 
 

 
The Watch Station is quite compact and 
circular in design; accordingly interior 
organisation has to be carefully and neatly 
done. A set of essential reference pages is 
mounted on horizontally swinging dividers.  
Despite the limited space, there is an 
installation of 3 CCTV screens linked to 
three cameras located to obviate the 
constraints of blind spots. The two 
Watchkeepers explained the issues with 

using CCTV when observing Incidents, especially when there are only two people on duty; it 
can sometimes be tricky not to concentrate too fixedly on action on-screen and lose 
attention to things happening at other locations.  Additionally, there is an unresolved issue 
concerning the public not being aware of being viewed and recorded (6 hour recording 
periods) and with Coastguard and RNLI station being patched in to the CCTV. This may cause 
data protection issues.  
 
Ideas noted: 
They too have a list of local landmarks / places of note. 
A small OS based map with annotations is mounted on 
a piece and laminated. It serves as a rapid reference 
aid - maybe we could do something similar along our 
front shelf?  
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Outside, a board displays useful daily weather, tide and other 
information. 
 
 
 
 

 
 

An interesting feature of the lookout is how it 
behaves in foul weather. The relatively short 
breakwater running from the lookout is 
composed of three sections each with different 
construction. The final outer section has a small 
lighthouse on it. This photo, taken in rough 
weather, shows how much of a pounding this 
breakwater takes, so much so that it is currently 
under investigation to determine its integrity and 
longevity. A curtain wall is planned to further 
protect it. The effect on the Station is the way it 

shudders when the breakwater is pounded by the waves. 
 
All in all, this was an excellent insight to 
another NCI Station, and well worth a visit 
if you are ever in South Wales.  In 
response to my thanks and feedback, a 
further invitation has been received from 
the Station Manager, Phil Styles. 
  
 

 
 
Two Mikes outside the tower 
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Visit to NCI Needles 10th January 2020 by Brian Roberts, Hon. President 

NCIHH (aka ‘El Presidente’ ☺) 

 
 

On Friday 10th January, I travelled to the Isle of Wight to visit NCI Needles. I had 

company...... 

 
The Terrible Trio – Peter Holway, Ed Essery, Chris Lloyd-Smith 

 

The aim of our visit was to take a look at their newly acquired Swarovski ‘scope, their 

refurbished Watchroom and to generally have an enjoyable time together! 

 

We took the Lymington ferry across to Yarmouth.  It was a very pleasant day, a great 

bonus as we had been suffering some pretty miserable weather for quite a while.  

Conversation on the trip across ranged from spotting good photo compositions……  
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Interesting view of The Needles taken through a gap at Fort Albert  

 

 ……. through to respect for the ferry skippers who handle the channel’s tight turns out of 

the River Lym and wonderment  at how they could achieve that with leisure craft 

misbehaving around them during the summer period!  Did you know that around half the 

leisure craft in the UK reside in the Solent area?! 

 

 
 Don’t mess with the ferries  

 

Arriving at Yarmouth, the Needles Breezer bus timetable was checked online.  NCI Needles 

include this timetable in their array of useful information in their Watchroom.  Why?  The 

Needles Breezer travels right up to New Battery which is where the NCI Station is located, 

although we later found out that the bus terminates at the Alum Bay car park in the 

winter!  

 

The last section of road from the Needles Attraction car park at Alum Bay is closed to the 

public (we had NCI Needles permission to drive up).  It is very narrow with hairpin bends 

and you really do not want to meet up with a double decker bus coming the other way, 

hence our reference to said timetable! On this last section of our journey, driver Chris 

made a comment about the great view of Hurst Castle and was quickly told to keep his 

eyes on the road by his nervous passengers!  

 

Station Manager Tony Stables met us on arrival. After a briefing from him about their 

refurbishment and HRH Princess Anne’s subsequent visit, Tony took us into the 

Watchroom where we met Watchkeepers Paul and Ian along with Terry Dimmock, Deputy 

Station Manager Ops who had been responsible for the research which led to the 

purchase of the Swarovski ‘scope. 
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The Watchroom had been refurbished since my last visit with Chris and Ed in 2017 and it 

was interesting to see the changes to layout they had made.  The Watchroom is smaller 

than ours and incorporates a kitchenette area at the back.  They had installed an air 

conditioning unit to cool the Watchroom in the summer and cut down condensation.  

They have plans to install CCTV cameras to give a better view of Alum Bay and Scratchell’s 

Bay. 

 

Views from the Station are amazing and give you quite a different impression of the local 

coastline than ours at HH.  NCIHH Watchkeepers would consider Hengistbury Head to be a 

significant coastal feature; in fact the headland does not show up as such from The 

Needles and you have to piece together local coastline knowledge before you can 

recognise it.  

 
A view from NCI Needles Station.  The white structure at Old Battery is an earlier 

Coastguard Lookout no longer in use.  Look at the waves off the shore.  They show the 

start of Shingles Bank which lies SW to NE towards Hurst Castle.  

 

Down to business, we all viewed the Swarovski Scope.  It is a BTX 35x95 with a 1.7x 

magnification extender to give an amazing 60x magnification.  As can be seen from the 

photo, the BTX is a monoscope with a binocular eyepiece.  We found it very easy to use, 

compact and great optics which would go well in the SW corner of our Watchroom. 
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Swarovski Scope 

 

At the end of the visit we relocated to Highdown Inn for refreshments and to continue our 

chat.  All in all, a very pleasant and productive day giving lots of food for thought for 

NCIHH’s next steps regarding its optics.  Thank you Peter, Chris and Ed for your company. 

 

 

 

 

Been there, done that…. 

 

Visit to RNLI HQ, Poole, 29th January 2020 by Peter Holway 

 
30 Watchkeepers gathered at RNLI Headquarters in Poole for a guided tour through the college 

facility; we were divided into 3 groups of 10 and were very well looked after by informed volunteer 

guides. 

 

On the quayside we were shown Atlantic class boats ready for deployment, and a Hardy specifically 

fitted out as a training facility where students spend 3-4 days afloat. We were told many of their 

craft were out on sea trials or engaged in training.  

 

We watched videos showing the work of the RNLI abroad, specifically in very high risk areas of 

flooding like Bangladesh, parts of Africa and many others where drowning is a huge problem.  Next 

stop was the swimming pool where life-saving skills are practiced. Hi-tech equipment can replicate 

stormy weather and night time conditions, and in which all crew members are required to undertake 

skill training. 
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Luckily, we had the opportunity to experience the lifeboat simulator - an amazing experience 

helming a fully simulated Shannon-class lifeboat through Dover Harbour with ferocious seas running, 

various craft to be avoided and a ship on fire. The computer graphics were excellent.  

 

As we assembled in the reception area to leave , RNLI Chief Executive Mark Dowie  spotted us in our 

NCI uniforms and chatted with us for a while asking if we had visited the boat assembly area. 

Although this was not part of the tour, we were taken to the viewing gallery to see several boats in 

various stages of construction.  

 

Overall we had a most enjoyable visit which gave us another perspective on another member of the 

Safety and Rescue (SAR) service. 

 

 

 
The workshop where these amazing vessels are constructed. 

 

 

 

Incidents since the last Friends Newsletter  
 

An “Incident” in NCI terms is a situation concerning the safety of life or property, during 

which an NCI Station has observed, or had any involvement of supporting the Coastguard 

(CG) or other Search and Rescue (SAR) resource.  NCI Hengistbury Head is the third busiest 

Station in the country after Porthcawl (84 Incidents) and Calshot Tower (60 Incidents), 
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having been involved in 54 Incidents from 1st January to 30th December 2019.  This 

consolidates the importance of our presence on the Head.  Most recent Incidents appear at 

the top of this list.  CRT = Coastguard Rescue Team; MoP = Member of Public CG = 

Coastguard; ILB = Inshore Lifeboat; nfa = no further action; case vac = casualty evacuation. 

Incidents: 

 

01/01/2020  
 

Requested CRT assistance to rec over dog over cliff. CRT attended and dog 

recovered unhurt.  

19/01/2020  
 

Reported to CG that grounded motor boat was visual. Monitored and 

updated when local ferry towed it in. 

25/01/2020  
 

MoP reported that companion had been tripped by dog and had broken 

ankle. CG informed. CRT and ambulance attended to case vac to hospital.  

27/01/2020  
 

CG requested visual check on swimmer reportedly 'in difficulty'. Updated 

when he was reported safe ashore. nfa  

28/01/2020  
 

CG requested monitoring of kitesurfer reportedly 'in difficulty'. Target 

sighted and updated when he reached beach safely.  

 

22/02/2020  
 

Reported to CG windsurfers unable to recover in heavy weather. ILB 

attended to bring all ashore safely.  

22/02/2020  
 

CG requested lookout for overdue kayaker. Updated when local café 

reported him there and safe.  

23/02/2020  
 

Monitored and updated CG on recovery by ILB of kitesurfer seen safe 

ashore.  

23/02/2020  
 

Reported to CG that kitesurfer was safe ashore after ILB had launched in 

response to a 999 call.  

23/02/2020  
 

CG requested any sighting of windsurfer reportedly 'in difficulty'. No 

sighting made. nfa  

 

26/2/2020  CG requested assistance with locating boat which had transmitted a DSC 

(Mayday) alert.  Turned out to be a false alert. 
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Looking ahead …..   →  →  →  → 
 

Visits to the Lookout for Friends of Hengistbury Head Lookout (FoHHL) 
 

We have promised those who support us by being “Friends of Hengistbury Head Lookout” 

the opportunity to join us in the Lookout and see first-hand what we do.  To facilitate this 

we have scheduled a series of “open” Watches for FoHHL on one Saturday of each of the 

coming months, as follows: 

 

•         Saturday 18th April 

•         Saturday 9th May 

•         Saturday 13th June 

•         Saturday 11th July 

•         Saturday 8th August 

•         Saturday 12th September 

•         Saturday 10th October 

 

Each of these “open” Watches will be hosted by one of our Station Managers and will 

commence with a rendezvous at the Hiker Café at 11:45am followed by a walk up to the 

Lookout, a visit inside, a chance to talk to the Watchkeepers and possibly the opportunity to 

do a Foot Patrol with us.   We are limiting each of the dates to a maximum of four “friends” 

so that you can experience a real taste of what being a Watchkeeper involves.  These Watch 

opportunities must be booked in advance; please note that access to inside the Lookout is 

subject to operational circumstances at the time.  If you would like to attend one of these 

sessions, please contact Maureen Taylor, our FoHHL administrator, via e-mail at 

hengistburyhead.administration@nci.org.uk and she will confirm the details with you. We 

look forward to seeing you on Watch. 

 

******************************* 

 

 The next edition of Ahoy! will be published at the end of April. 

 

  

mailto:hengistburyhead.administration@nci.org.uk
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Stay in touch  
Please let us know if any of your personal contact details change.  Please address all 

correspondence to our Friends administrator Maureen Taylor 

hengistburyhead.administration@nci.org.uk who will also be happy to provide details of 

how to become a Friend should you know of anyone interested.  

 

You can keep up to date with our activities via various social media:  

• Facebook  Hengistbury Head NCI 

• Twitter    @NCIHengistburyH 

• Instagram   @hengistburyheadnci 

 

 
NCI Hengistbury Head is one of 56 NCI Stations around the UK keeping “eyes along the 

coast”.  Our winter opening hours are 8am – 5pm.  Summer opening hours with effect from 

Sunday 29th March are from 8am – 8pm (or sunset if earlier). 
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