THE FURTHER ADVENTURES OF MYOWNIE
By Jim Pothecary
It was a voyage of adventure but fraught with pitfalls.  But let me start from the beginning.

It was the TSCC Jubilee Week in Limehouse; a full programme in London organised by Rosie and David Sowter and Peter Simpson.  There were enough emails about it in the planning stage, going thither-and-non, to make a story in itself.  However, the final arrangements were laid down and 13 boats booked to go: Enterprise V, Blue Mink, Sea View, Gorgess, Lady Redmac, Thrupenny, Miss Amanda, Patty, Autumn Breeze, MV Saluki and Myownie, the smallest.  David and Rosie on Orlando would go to West India Dock to assemble with most of the other craft that had been entered into the Jubilee Pageant flotilla.  Louis Jankel on Madam was entered into the pageant as the lead boat of the narrowboat contingent.  We saw also that there were 2 WMC boats (Mustard and Quackers) in the cruiser contingent.

We were all to rendezvous at Teddington Lock on Friday 1st of June; the tall boats of the fleet to be under the command of Vice Admiral Les Holdaway and leaving early (at 0945hrs), well before high tide so as to get under the low bridges in London, while the smaller craft were to leave later (at 1200hrs) under the command of Lt Comm. Dr A Scott.  So twas ordered, but each fleet had to take its chance at Teddington lock, the intention to arrive at Limehouse around 1500hrs.  The week’s itinerary was very well planned and will evolve as the story unfolds.  

Sylvia and I decided to leave on Thursday (31st May), the idea was to take a leisurely cruise to Teddington and to bag a place in the queue, ready for the rush at Teddington on Friday.  But we did not get to Teddington.  At Hampton Court we spotted Autumn Breeze and were encouraged to stay a while and then encouraged to stay longer with an invitation to join Bob, Diana, Joan and Martin for a fish and chip supper at “Andy’s Fish and Burger Bar”: and most sociable it was too!

Now, we had assumed that the remainder of the Fleet and Commanders were all saving our place at Teddington.  However, on returning late to our overnight mooring from the chippy, at 2315hrs, we saw nav lights approaching from under HC Bridge and all wondered who could be out that late at night.  It was none other than the Lt Comm’s Miss Amanda; they stayed the night on the HC mooring.

Friday dawned dull but dry; rain had been forecast (the long term weather forecast was to play a big part in the events).  An early start and away to Teddington, where we met up with the remainder of the fleet – the bigger boats had already left for the tideway.  A bit of jostling for position and by 12:20 the first of our contingent were through the lock and cruising slowly down river, waiting for the rest to catch up.  It was then full steam ahead for Limehouse; with Tony encouraging more revs to make up for lost time.

All was going well until downstream of Wandsworth Bridge an alarm on Myownie’s dashboard was screaming.  Now, in all the years she has been afloat not once has an alarm sounded so my immediate response was “What the hell is that and where is it coming from”?  Ah, a quick panicking search of the dash and there it was, the engine was overheating; then an urgent call to Miss Amanda that I was shutting down to investigate.  Tony Immediately radioed Blue Mink to be prepared to tow and with the same urgency she was heading to the rescue.  However, by the time Blue Mink had approached, I had realised that it must be a blocked water filter and quickly cleared it.  
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Now, I had cleared the filter at Teddington before going onto the tideway but must have passed over some of that crud that gathers in the eddies – the filter was completely blocked with “Thames debris”. To my relief on restarting the engine the alarm stopped and the warning light went out (so that’s what it’s for!!); my thanks to Peter on Blue Mink and to Tony for their quick action.  Heart back in gear and we continued through the very choppy water at Westminster and beyond, to arrive at Limehouse with no further misadventure, and to lock through at 1515hrs.  The Lt Comm had successfully timed our entrance with, as I later learnt, only 15 minutes to spare before the lock had closed for the night – well done Tony.  That evening we enjoyed a hearty meal and great company in the Cruising Association club house, where we were joined by David and Rosie, who came over from the docks.
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Saturday morning (heavy rain overnight and more threatened for later in the day) and Sylvia and I were off to the “Family Festival” in Hyde Park – DLR to Bank (with Limehouse station on the doorstep) and Central Line to Marble Arch.  We enjoyed the festival because with 5 performance stages and an arena, and a programme to hand we were able to follow the entertainment around the event site.  Unfortunately, the many stalls were disappointing as they were just product advertising marquees aimed only at children; also the queues for food were horrendous.  Wisely, Sylvia had insisted on a picnic lunch; another “I told you so” as I had said that we wouldn’t need it. “Plenty of food stalls”, said I.  And the rain stayed away and the sun shone!  Home and a late drink in the CA.  The key to enjoyment of the festival appeared to be the purchase of a Programme; some of the others of the club who went were very disappointed in the event. 

Sunday, the day of the Jubilee Pageant.  The weather did not look promising and rain was forecast for the afternoon.  Loaded with waterproofs, small stools to sit on and lots of food, we set off for Bank DLR station and then to walk down to the river.  We had heard that many had slept overnight for a viewing spot so we thought not to rush but to walk along the Thames Path towards The Victoria Embankment until we found a spot to get a reasonable view.  As it was, the waterfront was beginning to fill up, with the police and security preventing overcrowding at certain access points to the river.  Eventually we found a place to park ourselves, just downstream of the Millennium Bridge, opposite the Tate Modern.  Stools out, food and reading material ready for a 4 hour wait – we must have been mad.  It was cold and quite windy and became more overcast all the time.  Even the top ten per cent of The Shard was enveloped in cloud.  We enjoyed the friendly banter of the gathered watchers but the wind gusted stronger and got colder and the occasional drizzle did not help.  
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At last, around 4 o’clock we heard the floating peal of bells appearing from under Blackfriars Railway Bridge, which was followed by the most awesome spectacle of the pageant: the manpowered craft.  From under the dark shadow of each arch of the railway bridge, the river came alive from bank to bank with craft of all shapes and sizes: shallops (including the new, resplendent Queen’s shallop, Gloriana), skiffs, dinghies, canoes, dragon boats and many more manpowered craft.  The river looked as it did in pictures of river pageants of the 16th and 17th centuries.  This was followed by scores of light blue motor dinghies, each flying the flag of a commonwealth nation.

Next was the royal barge, the Spirit of Chartwell, with the Royal Family on board.  At that point the onlookers cheered even louder, and it started to rain even harder, but nobody seemed to mind.  The huge flotilla of around 1000 boats followed in order: The Royal Squadron, Dunkirk Little Ships, the Historic Boats, Steam Boats, Cruisers (recreational motor boats, including the two WMC boats), Narrow Boats (including TSCC/WMC David and Rosie in Orlando) and, finally, the Dutch Barges (led by our neighbours Edward and Pamela Burrell in their Dutch Barge, Angelus).  Unfortunately for Louis Jankel (TSCC), who was the organiser of the narrow boat contingent and was to take the lead in the narrowboat section, Madam had broken down at the start and was unable to take part (dashed bad luck, Louis).

We had stayed ‘till the bitter end, and bitterly cold and wet we were too; but would not have missed it for anything – we can say that we were there.  I finally found out why I had a wet bum!  The “clever” bloke behind me had put his umbrella up and the water was running down my back.  

We left the river, making our way to St Pauls where we found a pub (The Wine Tun) serving food.  We were glad of somewhere to warm up, dry out and have some food.  Just as we did, the heavens really opened up to a downpour and we thought of the boaters still on the river or going in to West India Dock.  We arrived back at the CA Club in time for a drink and a chat.

The following day was forecast to be fine after early morning drizzle.  Peter Simpson had organised a visit to the Thames Barrier at Woolwich and a guided tour of the museum.  This meant an early start for the group on the DLR and a 161 bus to the Thames Barrier.  A gentle walk brought us to the museum and café (for needy loos and a coffee). 
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A guide told us why the barrier was needed (after the 1953 east coast floods) and the City’s vulnerability to flooding.  He explained why it was built at Woolwich (suitable strata and approaches), how it was built (with navigation spans the same width as the centre of Tower Bridge) and how it worked (submerged segment leaf gates rising from the bed of the river).  He went on to describe its current usage (many more times than originally planned) and its future usage and the possible need as water levels rise, for a further barrier down river.  The guide did an excellent job telling us about the barrier and made his presentation more entertaining with the occasional anecdote.  It was an enjoyable and interesting visit.  Thank you Peter.

With the afternoon to ourselves and with fine dry weather, Sylvia and I decided to walk as far as we could back into town along the Thames Path.  We passed derelict quays and warehouses and still-working docks engaged principally in the delivery of aggregates: past old pubs that once used to serve the dockers who worked there.  We followed the Path until we arrived at the O2 Arena (Millennium Dome): the last time we came here was for the Millennium Exhibition.  Imagine our surprise to find it now had a built up and lengthy avenue of shops (mainly coffee shops and restaurants) around the inside of the Dome, and bustling with people.

From the Dome we lost the Thames Path due to construction work in the area.  Having walked for some while along busy streets, we decided to catch a bus to Greenwich then to walk through the Greenwich Thames tunnel to Island Gardens and the DLR home.  The weather had remained fine all day.  We finished with an evening meal in the CA Club, where we met up with most of the gang dining in: David and Rosie having brought Orlando into Limehouse.

On Tuesday (5th June), Rosie had arranged a visit to the Cutty Sark for us all: another early start and a DLR ride out to Greenwich.  Since the last time Sylvia and I had visited the Cutty Sark, many years ago, it had been severely damaged by fire, rebuilt and a brand new museum built to show it off in all its splendour: and splendid it looked too.  The whole ship had been raised and suspended 3 metres off the bottom of the dry dock and the viewing area under the keel was enclosed in a weatherproof glass roof around her hull.  The exhibition had only recently been reopened by the Queen.

A guided tour was not needed as the exhibition inside the hull was very well presented with plenty of explanatory plaques and visual and video presentations.   The café was now under the keel at the bottom of the dry dock.  Thanks to Rosie for arranging the visit, and our tickets allowed us, at a vastly reduced rate, to visit the “Royal River” exhibition at the Maritime Museum.  This told the story of royal and social connections with the Thames through the regal periods of history.  Late home and a meal in the CA Clubhouse. 
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Wednesday, and a late and leisurely start for once: a stroll through St Katherine Dock and the West End to finish up at St James’ Park and Horse Guards Parade for the “Musical Spectacular by the Massed Bands of Her Majesty’s Royal Marines” and spectacular it was too.  About one and a half hours of marching, counter-marching and formation marching by more than 200 musicians, while continuously playing military music, which included “Beating Retreat” and “Sunset”.  We had taken elaborate protection (dustbin bag) from the short burst of rain there was.  This was followed with everyone dining in the Union Jack Club at Waterloo.

THE RETURN HOME

The weather forecast for the run back up river on Thursday was diabolical: strong wind and heavy rain.  Mix this in with the rough water around Westminster, driving against the wind and rain through London’s busy river and with windscreen wipers continually grinding away, this was not a pleasant thought.  Why not go back by canal?  So that is exactly what Sylvia and I decided to do.

The Regents Canal enters the basin at its top end and this leads on to the Paddington arm and then the Grand Union main line to Brentford – 13 locks to Paddington, passing through Camden Town and Regents Park to Little Venice at Paddington and another 12 locks to the Thames at Brentford; three days should do it!  With no canal holiday planned for this year we were getting withdrawal symptoms anyway.  So, just after 1100 we wished everyone good bye and bon-voyage and departed through the first lock onto the canal.
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That evening, after a damp and windy but pleasant run, we fetched up in Paddington Basin for the night.  In the morning we strolled down to Marble Arch to our favourite pub “The Tyburn” for lunch and then back to Myownie and away to the GU.  The following evening we stopped for the night in the Slough Arm of the GU: a very quiet and isolated mooring away from the noise of suburbia.  In the morning I heard my first cuckoo for around 30 years: the sun was shining and the birds were singing; a great mooring out of season.

Our next run was to be down the GU to Brentford for the night; but this was not to be.  Clitheroe’s lock was damaged and unusable and the pound above was full of diesel pollution.  We were asked by BW staff sent to clear the stoppage, to move off the pound, so we returned to moor at the bottom of the Hanwell flight (and The Fox pub) for the night, and with the locals saw England draw with France in the Euro 2012

Sunday and we had to leave Myownie and go home by bus to run an errand.  We stayed home for the night with the thought of moving on the following day.  But this was not to be!  We returned to the mooring on Monday to find that the River Brent, which enters the canal at this point, was in spate and in the pound below Osterley lock, the lock moorings were under water that was lapping over the towpath at various points.  The flow on the Brent was faster than the Thames in flood and we dare not move Myownie, safely moored as she was.  So, another night was spent at Hanwell!

All was back to near normal the following morning so it was off to Brentford and, hopefully, the Thames.  But this was not to be!  At Brentford we learned that the Thames was in flood and red boards were up at Teddington and Molesey.  We were advised by the Teddington staff to stay put.  It was not until Friday that we were able to complete our journey under yellow boards and a strong headwind to our mooring at Sunbury. We were very grateful for the concern shown for our safety by various club members.
We had intended to be away on the Boat for a week.  As it turned out, Myownie was away for 2 weeks and 2 days.  But that’s boating and what an adventure! 

