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The Great River Race takes place on the 
River Thames each year in September. In 
the past it has always been held down river, 
starting at Ham House, Richmond and fin-
ishing at the Isle of Dogs in the centre of 
London. For the first time, the 2009 race 
was rowed up river, starting at Millwall  
slipway and finishing at Ham House. 
 

The Great River Race was inspired by a 
1987 charity event when the famous  
Doggett’s Coat & Badge winners from the 
Company of Watermen and Lightermen 
rowed its ‘shallop’, or passenger barge, 
from Hampton Court to the Tower of  

London. 
  

Entries are restricted to traditional style 
(international), coxed craft, powered by a 
minimum of four oars or paddles and, in 
keeping with the Company’s historic  
responsibilities to apprentice and licence 
Watermen to carry passengers on the tidal 
Thames, each boat has to carry a  
passenger. 
 

The Great River Race is developing into the 
‘London River Marathon’ for rowing boats 
and is a gruelling 22 miles. There are 
nearly 40 different classes including:  
Cornish Gigs, Pembrokeshire and Celtic 
Longboats, Dragon Boats, Hawaiian  
Outriggers, Thames Skiffs, Whalers,  
Lifeboats, etc., etc., with classes for  
Juniors, Veterans, etc. Crews from  
Cornwall, Wales, Ireland, Holland and  
others join more local crews in this  
fascinating spectacle. Some row hard and 
seriously and others are just happy to be 
taking part. Each boat is handicapped to 
ensure an evenness in the event! 
 

Here Be Dragons! 
(and gigs and skiffs and longboats and…) 

Now for something completely different! 
 

MOR DEN 2 does safety with the Great River Rowing Race 
 

by Barry Holme 
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To ensure the safety of this large fleet (293 entries) on the 22 
miles of river, some 50 safety boats, mainly RIBS, were  
organised by Chris Lowe from ‘Northern Exposure’. 
 

As one of these 50 safety RIBS, on Friday afternoon we towed 

MOR DEN 2  to Ham House Car Park where there was a crane 
facility for the largest rowing and safety boats. Richmond High 
Street is not really the best place to be towing a large RIB, 
however, we managed to squeeze through – another year  
Kingston upon Thames would probably give better access. The 
crane duly arrived and was marshalled by Brian Bain, who soon 
had all boats present launched on the Thames. We were 
moored alongside a large Dutch Lifeboat, which buffered us not 
only from the landing stage but, as we were on the outside, 
from the bottom! Brian asked if we were prepared to tow this 
vessel to the start at the Isle of Dogs the following morning – 
this was duly accomplished. 
 

Rowers and supporters were camping in a field at the Thames 
Young Mariners’ site almost next door where, in the evening, a 
barbecue was held with bar and music. 
 

As we were moored at the finish, the next morning we had to 
journey to the start, towing the lifeboat at a max speed of eight 
kts. Most of the journey was at 6 to 7 kts as this lifeboat had a 
mind of its own and wanted to wander off! An early start was 
called for – 0500 hrs – still very dark! Eventually we cast off at 
0520 hrs and headed downstream. The tide was now dropping 
quickly, and with our charge in tow we were soon past the half 
tide lock at Richmond. Travelling in the dark on a part of the 
Thames that I had not navigated before was interesting! Thank 
goodness for GPS plotters! We soon found other vessels towing 
rowing boats on their way to the start – one had up to 20 in a 
tow. We had a convoy! In the darkness and 
then the grey light of dawn we crept down 
the river into London. 
 

By 0830 hrs we arrived at Docklands and 
delivered our charge to the pontoon at  
Millwall slipway and then carried on to  
Masthouse Terrace Pier for the safety  
briefing. Another BIBOA stalwart, Chris 
Hinson, arrived soon afterwards. Chris has 
helped out at the race before and launches 
from the hard on the south bank, on  
Saturday morning. 
 

The safety RIBs were designated their  
positions on the river and ours was mark 

boat/photographer at Waterloo Bridge. All 
safety RIBS and racers are equipped with 
GPS trackers so no hiding or sloping off 
early!  
 

After the briefing, we arranged to collect the 
photographer from Canary Wharf Pier. To 
facilitate the transfer of our photographer, 
the Port of London Authority launch,  
Richmond, kindly allowed us to berth  
alongside. These vessels are powered by 
twin outboard diesels of 36hp each and 
leave a great deal to be desired as they are 
smelly and underpowered!  
 

The majority of rowers were well-disciplined 
and followed the correct course: near the 
North bank and under the correct arches of 
the bridges (all 28 of them)! Of course there 
were the odd exceptions – one rowed into 
the mark boat and one decided it would cut 
the corner and use the wrong arch.  
 

The dragon boats, with their low freeboard, 
provided most of the ‘shouts’, by sinking at 
or about Canary Wharf and Tower Bridge. 
One baled out and carried on, only to sink 

again at Blackfriars. It was a dragon boat that was the overall 
winner with a time of just over two hours! The not-so-quick 
rowers took up to six hours but the majority took around three 
hours. 
 

When all had passed we started to make our way slowly  
towards the finish. A small boat hailed us, with three persons 
on board, which was a rowers’ support vessel that had lost 
power and would like a tow to Richmond. The tow was taken 
and the vessel was delivered. 
 

Some eleven hours after setting out we returned to be craned 
out. The river was extremely high, right up to the top of the 
bank, with rowing boats ‘beached’ all along the bank. An hour 
after high water the river had dropped by some three or four 
feet, and by the time we were craned this level had dropped 
five feet or more. 
 

MOR DEN 2 was recovered on to the trailer and safely moored 
in the trailer park. At long last we could visit the bar – oh, and 

use the facilities! The after race party was soon in full swing 
and carried on into the night. 
 

This was truly a different safety boat experience, dealing with 
craft travelling below 10kts. It was a long day but we found it 
interesting, meeting new friends and enjoying the ambience of 
the day. 
 

Total miles travelled on the Thames – 49 miles 
Time on the water – 11 hrs 14 mins. 
Fuel Used – 22 lts. 
 

Will we do it again – probably!Further information can be found 
at: www.greatriverrace.co.uk and 
www.northernexposurerescue.org.uk . 


