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River Thames Trip aboard
m.v. “Princess Pocahontas”

by Capt. Mike Weston

JUNE 26TH DAWNED BRILLIANTLY
sunny, h o t a n d  hu m id . F ifty  m em b ers  o f 
th e  Society set off to G ravesend in  o rder 
to  b o a rd  th e  sm a ll r iv e r  ex c u rs io n  
la u n c h  "P rincess Pocahontas" for o u r 
exclusive use on  a day long  riv er cru ise  
from  G ravesend to Chelsea a n d  re tu rn . 
The vessel w h ich  was o rig in a lly  b u ilt 
a n d  o p era ted  in  G erm any  takes h e r  
n a m e  fro m  th e  A m e ric a n  In d ia n  
"princess" w ho d ied  in  1617 on  a sh ip  off 
G ravesend a n d  is b u rie d  in  St. G eorge's 
C hurch  a m ere  stones th row  from  th e  
West S treet P ier w here we bo ard ed  th e  
vessel.

Setting  off across th e  riv er we passed  
close to th e  T ilb u ry  Riverside la n d in g  
Stage, th e  d ep a rtu re  p o in t in  years gone 
by  o f p assenger sh ips to all co rn e rs  o f 
th e  globe a n d  in  p a r tic u la r  for th e  P& O 
a n d  O rien t L ine vessels w ith  th e ir  m a n y  
'o n e  w ay ' passag e  e m ig ra n ts  to  
A ustralia. T he la n d in g  stage now  carries  
th e  logo 'L ondon  C ruise te rm in a l',  b u t 
even th e  c ru ise  ships, w h ich  used  th is  
la n d in g  stage have now, in  th e  w ords of 
ou r cap ta in , m a in ly  d ep a rted  for o th e r 
ports, "90% going to  Dover".

O ur jo u rn e y  fro m  h e re  s ta r te d  
u p strea m  an d  we w ere soon  passin g  th e



14 en tra n c e  to  th e  T ilbu ry  Docks, h o m e in  
th e  p as t to ocean  liners, now  h o m e to 
co n ta in e r  ships, th is  b e in g  th e  P ort o f 
L o n d o n 's  p r in c ip a l  c o n ta in e r  p o rt. 
Leaving T ilb u ry  b e h in d  we ro u n d e d  
N orth fleet H ope a n d  ahead  o f us lay  
G reenhithe, w h ich  in  years gone by  was 
th e  h o m e o f th e  m ig h ty  Everad coasting  
fleet w ith  th e ir  m a n y  vessels to be seen  
ly in g  alongside, m o ored  a t buoys a n d  
b e in g  overhau led  on  slipways. Now n o t a 
sh ip  in  sight! G reen h ith e  was also once 
th e  m o o rin g  p lace for th e  tra in in g  sh ip  
“W orcester" w here m a n y  of th e  B ritish  
M e rc h a n t N avy 's o fficers d id  th e ir  
in it ia l tra in in g . T his vessel has long  
s ince d isap p eared  from  the  river scene. 
T his lack  o f vessels a n d  ac tiv ity  was th e  
co n tin u in g  th e m e  th ro u g h o u t m ost o f 
ou r tr ip . A once b usy  river, b u stlin g  w ith  
r iv e rs id e  in d u s tr ie s  a n d  sh ips, 
em p loy ing  m a n y  th o u san d s of people, 
has now  changed  w ith  ch an g in g  tim es  
a n d  'p rogress ', leav ing  th is  g rea t a r te ry  
devoid  o f sh ip s  a n d  a sso c ia te d  
businesses.

G re e n h ith e  a s te rn  o f us, we 
a p p ro a c h e d  th e  r iv e r 's  f irs t fixed  
crossing, th e  Q ueen  E lizabeth  2 b ridge 
w h ich  d o m in a te d  th e  skyline. Passing 
u n d e r  th e  stru c tu re  P urflee t's  ro ll on  
ro ll off b e rth s  w ere to sta rboard  a n d  the

L ittleb ro o k  pow er s ta tio n  to  p o rt. 
R a in h a m  M arshes, a g ig a n tic  a n d  
deso late lan d fill site ap p eared  beyond  
P u rflee t. A cco rd ing  to  o u r  vessel's  
m aster, th is  site was one o f several in  
E u ro p e  lo o k ed  a t by  th e  D isney  
C orpo ra tion  as a possib le site for th e ir  
E u ro p ean  D isneyw orld. In  h is  w ords 
th is  d id  n o t h a p p e n  "as d u m p in g  
ru b b ish  w as se en  as b e in g  m o re  
im p o r ta n t  by  th e  lo c a l au th o rities" . 
B ark ing  Reach ap p eared  w ith  its b ig  
vacan t spaces w here a t one tim e  two 
large pow er sta tio n s B ark ing  A' an d  
B ark ing  'B' d o m in a te d  th e  scene.

A irc ra ft co u ld  now  be seen  
descend ing  a n d  ascend ing  a t reg u la r 
in te rv a ls  a n d  th is  s ig n ifie d  o u r 
ap p ro ach  to th e  old g roup  of docks 
know n  as th e  Royal Docks. Now defunct 
as far as sh ip p in g  is concerned , it is th e  
site o f th e  L ondon City A irport. These 
docks, in  days gone by, w ere u sua lly  full 
to capac ity  w ith  ships, m a in ly  B ritish  
flagged, sa ilin g  to a n d  from  w orldw ide 
d es tina tions. T he e n tra n ce  to these  busy  
docks th ro u g h  locks in to  th e  K ing 
George V dock was in  use n ig h t an d  day 
w hen  tides w ere righ t. Now it is sad to 
see th is  en tra n c e  a lm ost en tire ly  silted  
u p  a n d  in  decay.

P ro c ee d in g  up  G a llio n 's  R each



W oolwich was passed  w ith  its l in k  spans 
a n d  vessels p ro v id in g  th e  lo n g  
estab lished  free fe rry  service crossing. 
A head  o f us sh o r tly  a f te r  le av in g  
W oolwich, one of th e  tru ly  im m en se  
e n g in e e rin g  p ro jec ts  of th e  la st ce n tu ry  
hove in  sight; th e  T ham es B arrier. O ne 
of th e  g re a te s t c o n c e rn s  in  th e  
m a n a g e m e n t o f th e  River T ham es has 
b ee n  th e  r isk  of flooding. Its w aters are 
r is in g  a t th e  ra te  of 2.8 feet p e r  cen tury . 
In  th e  1970's th e  G re a te r  L o n d o n  
C ouncil se ttled  on  b u ild in g  th is  m assive 
b a r r ie r  a t  S ilvertow n, e ig h t m ile s  
dow nstream  of L ondon Bridge. A lin e  of 
p ie rs  from  w h ich  are su spended  te n  
m ig h ty  stee l ga tes  w ith  th e ir  
coun terw eigh ts w ere erected  across th e  
river. T he fou r m a in  gates w eigh  a 
m assive 3,000 to n s each. T hey  are  la id  
face dow nw ards on  th e  riverbed  an d  in  
tim e  of a flood risk  are  sw ung u p  by 
electro  hyd rau lic-m ach inery .

O nce we h ad  safely neg o tia ted  th is  
b a r r ie r  th e  sky line  of L ondon becam e 
m o re  ap p a ren t. A head could  be seen 
w hat ap p eared  to be a circus 'b ig  top'. It 
was o f course th e  in fam o u s M illen n iu m  
D om e situ a ted  on  Blackwell Point. O ur 
c o m m e n ta to r  h a d  a few  ch o ice

d e ro g a to ry  re m a rk s  a b o u t th is  
g o v ernm en t in sp ire d  folly  a n d  th e  sheer 
w aste o f m o n e y  invo lved  in  its  
c o n s tru c tio n  a n d  op era tio n . Passing the  
'D om e' to p o r t a n d  th e  en tra n c e  to th e  
o ld  W est In d ia  D ocks sy stem  to 
sta rboard  w here th e  large C anary  W harf 
b u ild in g s  d o m in a te  th e  sk y lin e , we 
ro u n d ed  th e  Isle o f Dogs. In  do ing  so we 
h ad  fine  views o f th e  C utty  Sark in  its 
p e r m a n e n t  d ock  a t G reenw ich . 
G reen w ich  R each  fo llow ed by 
L im ehouse Reach took  us p as t m a n y  of 
the  old w arehouses, w h ich  for decades 
w ere served by  m y riad s of ligh ters  an d  
sm a ll c ra ft b r in g in g  cargoes fro m  
vessels d isc h a rg in g  in  dock  system s 
dow nstream . Now th ey  are no  longer 
used  as w arehouses, b u t tran sfo rm ed  
in to  sm a rt a n d  very  expensive riverside 
ap a rtm en ts .

W apping w ith  its various well know n  
riverside pubs g lided  p as t to sta rboard  
a n d  sudden ly  ah ead  of us was Tbwer 
Bridge, th e  firs t o f th e  m a n y  bridges 
sp a n n in g  th e  riv er th ro u g h  th e  h e a r t o f 
London. No n ee d  to ra ise  th e  spans for 
"P rincess  P ocahon tas" -  she s lip p ed  
easily  u n d e r  th is  fam ous stru c tu re  a n d  
we w ere in  th e  Pool o f L ondon w ith  th e



p e rm a n e n tly  m o o re d  W orld W ar 11 
c ru ise r HMS Belfast to p o r t a n d  th e  
Tbwer o f L ondon to starboard . M oored 
also in  th e  Pool was th e  b ra n d  new, 
sm a ll b u t  very  lu x u rio u s  
c ru ise  sh ip  "H e b rid e an  
Spirit" on  a p u b lic  re la tio n s  
tr ip  to  L ondon.

We now  sailed  u n d e r  a 
su c ce ss io n  o f b ridges:
L o n d o n  Bridge, C an o n  
S tree t R ailw ay Bridge,
S outhw ark Bridge, th e  new  
M ille n n iu m  F oo tb ridge 
(th e  'sw aying ' b ridge closed 
to en ab le  th e  b u ild e rs  to 
co rrec t a design  fau lt), an d  
B lack fria rs  Bridge. M any 
places, facts a n d  p o in ts  o f 
in te re s t (fa r too  m a n y  to 
e n u m e ra te  h e re ) , w ere 
ex p la ined  in  g rea t deta il by  
o u r  v ery  k n o w led g eab le  
a n d  a rticu la te  cap ta in , as 
we sa iled  th ro u g h  th e  h e a r t 
o f L ondon . B lack fria rs  
B ridge w as fo llow ed by  
W aterloo  B ridge a n d  th e  
H ungerfo rd  Railway Bridge 
w h ich  take th e  tra in s  in to

C haring  Cross sta tion . C om ing ou t from  
u n d e r  H u n g erfo rd  Bridge a sp len d id  
view  was to be  h a d  o f th e  L ondon Eye, 
w here a few w eeks p rev iously  a n u m b e r



of o u r Society m em b ers  h ad  enjoyed, on  
a n o th e r  very  w arm  day, a tr ip  o n  th is  
g rea t w heel w ith  its spec tacu la r views 
over London. H aving  passed  th e  'Eye' 
we sa iled  o n  u n d e r  W estm inster Bridge 
a n d  w ere th e n  p re se n ted  w ith  b eau tifu l 
view s o f th e  H ouses o f P a r lia m e n t. 
L am b eth  Bridge, V auxhall Bridge, 
B attersea Railway Bridge a n d  f in a lly  
C helsea  B ridge fo llow ed in  q u ic k  
succession. In  Chelsea Reach w ith  fine  
views o f th e  C helsea Royal H osp ita l 
"P rin cess  P o cah o n tas"  w as ex p e rtly  
tu rn e d  a n d  we b eg an  o u r re tu rn  tr ip  to 
G ravesend  se e in g  th e  v a rio u s  s igh ts  
ag a in  b u t from  a d iffe ren t aspect.

Passing  T h am esm ead  we h a d  th e  
ex c item en t o f a very  ra re  sigh t in  th e  
T ham es, in  fact so ra re  th a t its p resen ce  
h ad  m ade h ea d lin e s  in  th e  n a tio n a l 
papers. A d o lp h in  was seen  sw im m ing

alongside us. T his a n im a l h a d  en te red  
th e  T ham es a few days earlier. T he fact 
th a t a d o lp h in  could  survive in  th is  p a r t  
o f th e  T ham es testifies to how  clean  th e  
riv er has  becom e co m p ared  to fo rty  
years ago w h en  th e  w ater was b lack  w ith  
scum  a n d  n o th in g  lived in  it!

T he t r ip  c o n t in u e d  u n e v e n tfu lly  
b ack  to  G ravesend. We have to  th a n k  the  
crew  of "P rincess Pocahontas" for a n  
en joyable a n d  in fo rm ativ e  riv er cru ise 
b ro u g h t to  life  b y  a n  ex tre m e ly  
k n o w led g ab le  a n d  in te re s tin g  
c o m m e n ta ry . For m e, h av in g  sp e n t 
som e o f m y  y o u th  in  G ravesend an d  
h av in g  sp e n t a lo t o f t im e  o n  th e  
waterway, it was p a r tic u la rly  nostalg ic . 
T he superb  w ea ther w h ich  we en joyed  
a n d  w h ich  e n h a n c e d  th e  tr ip  was 
obv io u sly  o rd e re d  b y  o u r  soc ia l 
secreta ry  Jo a n  Liggett!

1

Vines, Wines... 
...and Railway

:------------  by Richard Liggett

Th e  tit le  o f th e  o u tin g  was a vote ca tch er in  itself. O n 21st July, a lovely 
su m m er day, we arrived , eagerly  an d  too early, a t th e  v in ey ard  a n d  h ad  to 

aw ait th e  a rriv a l o f ou r guide. T his gave us a ch an ce  to  s it in  th e  sun  over a drink!
A fter a gen tle  stro ll a ro u n d  th e  vines, le a rn in g  o f th e  ea rly  struggles to grow  a 

decen t crop  from  one th ird  o f a n  acre to th e  p re se n t tw enty- two acres. The 
g rapes are  m a in ly  o f G erm an  o rig in . The n ex t stop was th e  w inery , w h ich  has  
m o d e rn  w ine  m a k in g  m ach in e ry . H arvesting  u su a lly  sta rts  in  O ctober a n d  
b o ttl in g  in  M arch. C ider is also brew ed, u sin g  locally  grow n apples.

A large p lo u g h m a n 's  lu n c h  followed. T here  was o n ly  on e  slice of b read , abou t 
h a lf  a loaf!

O ur n ex t p o r t o f call was th e  K ent a n d  East Sussex Rail way, w h ich  is on e  of th e  
m a n y  railw ays b u ilt by  C olonel S tephens. T here  is also a g rea t co llec tion  of 
railw ay  artifacts, in c lu d in g  th e  w orld 's sm allest s tan d ard  gauge steam  engine, 
n a m e d  Gazelle. T his locom otive was used  in  Shropshire. It was w onderfu l to 
travel th ro u g h  th e  lovely K ent a n d  Sussex co u n try sid e  a t a speed  w h ich  left 
en o u g h  tim e  for us to  en joy  it, n o t fo rge tting  th e  c ream  te a  o n  th e  re tu rn  tr ip . 
A fter all th a t ea tin g  m y  sh irts  have shrunk!

A rriv ing  b ack  in  Dover, c lu tch in g  o u r w ines a n d  ciders, we sounded  ju s t as if  
we h a d  arriv ed  off th e  fe rry  from  France!
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