Down River Cruise (Dunkirk) 2000

The year 2000 was 60 years on from the rescue of our troops from the beaches at Dunkirk.   The Association of Dunkirk Little Ships was to do a last return to honour the occasion.   200 vessels from many boat clubs were entered to cross to Dunkirk as a Spectator Fleet to participate in the Remembrance Rally and welcome the Little Ships into Dunkirk.  Our Rear Commodore (Tidal) Jan Walker elected to act as our club coordinator liaising with the Royal Southern Yacht Club which was the Organising Authority for the event.  A programme was produced by Royal Southern providing historical data, the programme of events, navigational information and listed all the Spectator Fleet Clubs, vessels and participants,    
The Little Ship Naiad Errant, belonging to Sandy Evans; one of our members; featured on the front cover of this programme for the Dunkirk 60th Anniversary Remembrance Rally but unfortunately  was not able to make the trip.  (Sandy was offered a berth on another Little Ship - Mary Jane)   However, another of our Little Ship club members, Don Khan crossed with the ADLS fleet in his vessel Bou Saada.
Our cruise started on Friday 26th May 2000 with the Weybridge Mariners’ boats gathering at Teddington.. 
Very early on Saturday morning the vessels left for Rochester.  Jan and Phil Walker were on Dursley a Broom European which was to be the lead vessel and had our Commodore Jim Kelly and his wife Pat aboard with them.   The other vessels from WMC were Alouette, Del Buoy, Elsidore, Enterprise V, Giselle, Gwenny, L’Amourette,  Mustard, Rum Shed, Runaround Sue and Tommy Lee. Good progress was made thru’ London after punching the tide initially.  However, turning from the Thames estuary into the Medway the wind over tide led to water breaking over the top of the boats.  It was reputed that Pat Kelly; our Commodore’s lady aboard Dursley; commented that it was “just like being in a car wash !”
At Rochester the vessels tied up at Rochester Cruising Club and the Mariners were made very welcome in the clubhouse and served with a tremendous meal.  (A letter of thanks was sent later to RCC by our Secretary on behalf of WMC).    An enjoyable weekend was spent at Rochester.

On Monday the flotilla left Rochester.  Our Vice Commodore Fred Basson and his wife Vera decided that it would be too much for Rum Shed (Princess 32) after the wind over tide experience getting to Rochester and decided to cross aboard Gwenny the  Pedro belonging to  Bill Jenkins and Angie Jenkins. 
It was a good run down to Ramsgate where everyone enjoyed the evening which ended with a fish and chips supper. 
Departure on Tuesday from Ramsgate was staggered with Alouette and the other slow boats moving out first with the rest of the boats catching up as we neared Calais about lunchtime. We all tied up in the marina and once everyone was settled we made our way to the VNF Office to get permits for access into the inland waterways.  This would allow the Mariners to stock up with duty free goods en route and way the Mariners had used in earlier years.
On Wednesday 31st May the vessels locked into the canal system for the passage to Dunkirk.  The first bridges had to be lifted and a French lady from the VNF drove her Fiat to each one to enable the vessels to pass.  Just outside of Calais we pulled into the Port Fluvial at Watten where many of the Mariners had moored in previous years.  Unfortunately there was a private function in the main building restaurant but we were able to take a short walk into the village where we managed to get a first class meal.
Thursday  1st was a Public Holiday in France.  We left Watten on the Aa for Bourburg which we reached about lunchtime only to find that nearly everywhere was closed.  However, we found a hotel where we were able to have an evening meal and then there were a few bars open later.

The next day we left Bourborg and made our way thru’ to Dunkirk calling in at the duty free shop (the second home of our own Dell Boy - Derek Dale) en route and  locked into the Basin adjacent to Darse 1 around lunchtime. The Mariners managed to get the best viewing position for the arrival of the Little Ships which were to pass by us to moor alongside in the Bassin du Commerce.  Our boats rafted out in 2 groups 5 abreast at the front of all the other spectator fleet vessels.  That  afternoon we were able to greet the Dunkirk Little Ships as they made there way in from Dover.  Everyone was shouting and cheering, the big ferries’ sirens were blasting out and the support fleet were all sounding their whistles. There were special cheers for L’Orage owned by Raymond Baxter of Tommorow’s World who started the ADLS returns to Dunkirk and from the Mariners even more for Bou Saada owned by WMC member Don Khan.  The atmosphere was sensational.  Later the crew from Fermain V which had come up from the west were provided accommodation on Mariners’ vessels. (Fermain V now known as Silver Queen was the open boat that used to moor just above Shepperton Lock).
That evening most of the Mariners did the bars in the after eating in one of the waterside restaurants and meeting some of the French veterans. 
Saturday morning most of us attended the reception organised by Royal Southern on the Princess Elizabeth.  

[image: image1.jpg]



Princess Elizaneth
This Paddle Steamer which was built in 1926 aided the Little Ships during Dunkirk evacuation.  The champagne was flowing and gourmet appetizers, hors d’oeuvres and  canapés were provided at a cost of £10 a head.  Elsidore’s skipper (Ralph) ensured the Mariners were kept well topped up with champagne.   
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Mariners aboard Princess Elizabeth
Some of the Mariners were invited by officers from HMS Somerset which had escorted the Little Ships from Dover. for a guided tour of the type 23 frigate. This was of particularly interesting and greatly appreciated.  Others spent time looking at the Dunkirk Little Ships or joining in with the singing for the BBC Songs of Praise in the Basin du Commerce.  Later in the evening everyone met up at the restaurant where we had been the previous night and ended up joining in with an old fashioned sing-song with some of the crew from the Somerset
Sunday morning we watched the start of the Little Ships leaving the harbour escorted by HMS Somerset and 2 smaller RN vessels and then we walked along to the beach to follow the proceedings.   The Little Ships formed a circle for the wreath ceremony with a flypast by a Lancaster, a Hurricane and a Spitfire.  We were told later that there was a problem on the Lancaster which could not open the bomb doors to drop poppies that were planned for the occasion.  Later in the day we watched the parades.and then returned to our boats. Jan Walker and some of the other ladies who had joined us by car  in Dunkirk made their way back for the return Channel crossing.
 Monday the Mariner flotilla locked out of Dunkirk and had a lumpy sea crossing to Ramsgate where after a night’s rest we headed back up the Thames the next morning.  Our thanks went to Jan Walker who also had a letter from the Royal Southern Yacht Club thanking her for her part in the organisation of Thames based vessels and to Phil Walker naboard Dursley  for leading  and Roger Pitcher for being our sweeper on Runaround Sue.
Please notify the webmaster of any errors in this report which covers an event that took place over 12 years ago.  A few further photo’s can be included if anyone cares to send them to me.
