WMC GOES BARGING ABOUT

(or “Team Roger goes Barging”)

by Able Seaman Jim Poth

Friday 25th July and five intrepid explorers from the Club set out on a sailing weekend with the Thames Sailing Barge Trust aboard sprits’l barge PUDGE.  It was all thanks to Roger Francis for booking and arranging the adventure.   Peter Budd drove Roger and me to Maldon, Essex, anticlockwise round the M25, while Maggie Barton drove John McPhee clockwise round the M25 and getting there an hour earlier; both experiencing serious holdups – but then if you will drive in a linear car park what do you expect.  It was unfortunate that Maggie and John got soaking wet in a torrential downpour in Maggie’s convertible before they could get the hood up: well, the adventure starts here, ok!
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Pudge, originally registered in Rochester, is an ex-working Thames barge of flat bottomed, wooden construction and of the traditional spritsail rig, with a huge mainsail, a main topsail, a foresail, staysail and a small mizzen sail aft, and with a huge lee-board on each side, which was let down on the leeward side to act as a keel when under sail.  She represented the pinnacle of her design as a working cargo carrier; suited to the river estuaries and ports of the south and east coasts.  Pudge had been restored with passenger accommodation in the hold but retaining most of her original features – no roller reefing or electric winches here, manual winches only.  Built in 1922, she was named after the nickname of the Master Shipwright’s 9 year old daughter.

We had arrived at Maldon wharf too early to board so had to go to the Jolly Sailor Inn for a drink (or 2) and lunch.  On board the cabins were arranged as three 4 berth and one 2 berth and “en suite” was a wash basin in each cabin with cold water only.  We 4 lads chose a cabin at the aft end (which we were later to regret), while Maggie shared with one other lass in a forward cabin.  There were 15 on board – 5 of us, 5 of a sea shanty group called Mains’l Haul, a married couple (in the 2-berth cabin), a single chap who had to share the first mate’s cabin and Skipper and First Mate.  Having stowed our gear we had to go to the Queen’s Head for more alcoholic sustenance, until called back to the barge for a briefing.
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The First Mate, Chris, gave the briefing in the saloon/dining area; principally on safety around the deck, especially to make sure that you stood behind the horses when under sail (some bright spark wondered where the horses were stabled) because standing in front of them on a tack could cause the loss of a leg – the horses are the running beams for the main and fores’l sheets when tacking, that acrossed the deck from gun’l to gun’l,.  Great emphasis was placed on the use of the two heads – sea lavs (and no-one wants to clear them if there is ever a blockage).  He also encouraged everyone to take part in manning the ropes (and everyone did).  The aim of the voyage was to arrive at Harwich on Saturday to prepare for the Harwich Festival on Sunday, and to achieve that we needed to leave Maldon as soon as the tide had made enough water for the barge to float off (the tide was well and truly out when we arrived).

At midnight we set off under power, having had to extricate Pudge from an inner berth and by 0015 we passed the first st’bd (green cone) buoy on the winding upper reaches of the River Blackwater. At 0200, having tracked the lit marker buoys out onto the now much wider and fast running main river on the ebb, we decided to turn in.  We then found the error in our choice of cabin (though we did not have much choice, as it happened).  Behind the aft bulkhead of our cabin was the engine room; with a throbbing, noisy, vibrating piece of ancient machinery – not Peter this time. Sleep was almost impossible – John seemed to be the only one of us to sleep through it; though later could not cope with someone in our cabin (who shall be nameless, but you know who you are) who snored like a hog farm.  At 0430 Roger came into the cabin with teas for all (I was assured that he does this at home) and at 0500 we emerged on deck to help set the sails (Maggie was Mizz’n).
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The tops’l had already been set.  As we pulled on ropes to the mate’s instructions to set the mans’l it was amazing to see this massive expanse of red canvas develop into a billowing arc and to feel the barge pick up speed.  I was told that red was the natural colour of the synthetic tarpaulin material used (originally of flax, dyed with red ochre and preserved with a mixture containing urine) and now preserved each year with fence paint.  Then came the fores’l and more rope pulling and winch-work, followed by a remarkable silence as the engine was switched off and the barge picked up speed under sail. We were told that in their working days these sprits’l barges were crewed by a man (skipper) and a boy.  All I can say is the boy must have been very strong and have more than 2 arms - it took 5 or 6 of us to get the main unreefed and set. Getting used to some of the mysterious terminology was interesting: clew, wang, bowlin the fores’l, sprit, horse, reefing, luff, to name but a few of the terms.

After a hearty, fried breakfast we sailed around Felixstowe and Walton-on-the-Naze and eventually pulled into Harwich; to moor alongside Day Break, a restored Humber keel from Staines.  And who should be aboard but my mooring neighbours from Sunbury – I was as amazed to see them as they were to see me; each having no idea that the other would be there.  But they say boating is a small world.  On the quayside preparations were in hand for Sunday’s Sea Festival.  However, someone mentioned “beer festival” and the hunt was on.

Now Maggie had the map, which she was given by a pub landlord when we got lost, and she guided us round most of Harwich until we found a handwritten sign for the beer festival.  Roger had done very well keeping up, considering he was not feeling ace.  When a certain two of us smelt the booze (no names, no pack drill) they were off like rampant greyhounds; with two of us walking the very steep approach road with Roger.
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The beer festival was in the Redoubt, one of 3 Napoleonic forts built potentially to protect the coast from Napoleon’s invasion of England.  An invasion that never came and there was never a shot fired in anger in all its days, even when fully armed for that and two world wars.  We first had a look at the ancient armament of the fort before descending to the central parade ground for the beer.  Peter was dead chuffed to find an anti-tank gun of the second world war of the type he had worked on when doing National Service.  He enjoyed explaining its features – he nearly cuddled it and I have the photo to prove it.

The beer was calling so we descended below.  There were 15 or so brews on offer and the beer offcianados took their time in selecting the first on the list.  It was a lovely sunny day and a pleasure to be gathered in the warm sunshine drinking warm odd-flavoured beer.  We were in no hurry but had to get back to the barge as Maggie had volunteered us as duty patrol to cook the evening meal.  This was going to be Maggie’s piece de resistance, cottage pie.  We did find a shorter way home.  It was surprising to us that there appeared not to be a grocery or newsagent shop (which we did find later but well tucked away), in fact almost no shops at all; but plenty of old dockland pubs.  Harwich appeared to be a shadow of its former self with its many sailings to Europe by the big ferry companies – DFS, Stenna, etc.  It appeared that now only Stenna served the Harwich to the Hook of Holland car ferry crossing.  However, the port has a very long, important and interesting history – and still has 8 pubs in the harbour area.

Back at the barge and after Maggie’s delicious menu (with Mariner ‘hands’ doing all the prep) we settled down to hear a “private” performance on deck by the sea shanty group Mains’l Haul.  This was something of a rehearsal for their performance on Sunday for the many visitors to the boat during the festival.  What a great end to a hot and sunny day.
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Sunday dawned with a strong wind but none-the-less a bright day that got better as the morning progressed.  Before breakfast everyone was encouraged to help get Pudge ready for the festival as she was to be a show boat for visitors to look over her.  We were swabbing the decks – no cat-0’-nine -tails required here – and shining the brass work.  Then another fried breakfast, after which we 5 decided to take in the festival.  Maggie and I went to see the inland High Lighthouse – 92 steps from ground level to the top.  Maggie would have to look in all the cupboards under the stairs – ‘dunno what she expected to find, the odd skeleton perhaps.  From there we made our way to the Low Lighthouse on the sea front, which happened also to be the Maritime Museum.  Here we met up with Peter and John and had a personal guide round some of the principle artefacts of the museum by a resident of Harwich who used to be a sea-fisherman there – he looked the part of an ancient mariner.  What an insight we had to the life and times of Harwich, its docks and its naval training school.  The two lighthouses were erected as leading lights for entering Harwich harbour; not as conventional lighthouses.  However, they became redundant some years ago when the harbour silted up and the entrance channel moved.

On the way back to the barge we stopped for a pre-lunch pint or two at The Alma, originally a 15th century merchant’s house and then a pub in the 18th century.  A real slice of dock history.  Roger had been resting on Pudge so one of us popped back to make sure he knew where we were holed up so that he could join us.  Maggie and I had to get back to prepare sandwiches for lunch, to find that the barge was a real attraction for the festival visitors.  Meanwhile Mains’l Haul were on deck entertaining all around with their traditional music and sea shanties.  It all made for a very pleasant experience.  After lunch I went aboard the moored light vessel LV18, used for a month in 2000 by Radio Caroline off Harwich and also appeared in the movie, The Boat That Rocked.  It is now a museum of pirate radio memorabilia and vintage wirelesses and TVs.  We departed Harwich at 1710, sailing in light winds towards Brightlingsea where we anchored overnight on the River Colne.  During the voyage from Harwich, we enjoyed a roast dinner, prepared and served by Mains’l Haul.
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Monday, our last day and up on deck, at first light to drizzle, which soon cleared up.  We were hauling and winching to set all sails, then down to breakfast.  It was at breakfast that Peter lost half his sausage, as he described it, and couldn’t find it.  There was a mass search under the dining table until someone had found what was a very small portion of sausage.  I think Peter was just bragging about the size of his sausage.  On deck Peter, Maggie and me had a go at helming, under the watchful eye of Geoff the skipper.  Geoff looked a real old sea-salt but was remarkable in that he controlled the manning (ok, Maggie – and womanning) of the barge with quiet commands to the mate and crew – I never heard him raise his voice once.  Mind you, his navigation instructions when we were at the wheel were interesting, such as “steer 170 or thereabouts” and to Maggie, “if you don’t move the wheel over the world will come up to meet you” (women drivers, huh!).

In order to catch the tide into Maldon we anchored off Osea Island.  It was on a previous occasion, many years ago that on a sailing trip with workmates, when anchored off Osea we ran aground and had to wait some time for the tide to turn.  When Geoff considered there would be enough water in Maldon we set off under power.  The wind was too light to sail through the twists and turns of the River Blackwater to reach the quayside.  We arrived in Maldon at 1300 and made a slow and gentle approach to the mooring – with Chris directing the positioning of the fenders (well, tyres, really).  Pudge will be sailing from Maldon to the West India Dock on 4th/5th September, when, quite possibly she will sail up river in company with the Tall Ships after their race to Docklands from Falmouth.

This was a real adventure for us and one we would recommend to all.  To sail a real Thames Barge and to know that you really did your bit to make it go, achieving 6 knots under full sail at one point.  We were unanimous that we enjoyed the experience and congratulated Geoff and Chris on their patience in dealing with us “boatees”.  Now remember, take the line round the cleat but do not lock it off and stand behind the horse!!

