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Brian Margetson gave a fascinating illustrated talk on Britain’s small working 

ferries and told a variety of interesting stories involving them.   
 
There are about 125 ferries in England and Wales and the Mersey ferry, which 

used to have several crossings daily, is now mainly used for tourism.   
Gerry Marsden (Gerry & the Pacemakers) who wrote ‘Ferry Cross the Mersey’, had 

difficulty composing the tune which came to him while he was on a ‘date’.  
There were no mobile phones in those days, so he nipped into a phone box and 
hummed it to his Mum over the phone so she could record it and then rushed 

home to finish the song with lyrics. The ferry was a leveler and everyone, including 
pop stars, had to queue. 

 
The building of the Manchester Ship Canal made that city the fourth largest port 
in the country, but rights of way had to be protected, so some ferries across it had 

to be free of charge. 
 

On the Severn, the tide is very big and fast and there are large areas of flat rocks 
exposed at low tide on the English side.  During the Civil War, King Charles I was 
being chased from Wales by Roundheads.  He and his supporters were taken 

across the Severn by the ferryman and his men were returned to their stations.  
The pursuing Roundheads insisted on being ferried across.  The ferryman who was 

very familiar with the river, when part-way across, told them they would go faster 
if they ran over the rocks and, laden with heavy armour, they were drowned by 
the on-rushing tide.  Cromwell was livid and ordered the ferry to be closed.  It 

remained so for about a hundred years. 
 

Orford Ness in Suffolk is very marshy so is approached by ferry.  It is now a 
National Trust nature reserve, but its isolation led it to be of military importance 

and there are some strange buildings, built for testing nuclear triggers,  
fortunately never used. 
 

The Woolwich ferry over the Thames had to be free of charge after the towns folk 
petitioned, as they were losing out on trade. 

 
In 1907 in Redhill, a ferry over the Stour was made with cables to pull punts across 
at a point where Vespasian Cohorts had crossed in 47 AD. It was closed after a 

prudish lady objected to naked boys bathing in the river. 
 

Alfred Wainwright crossed Windermere on a ferry and was interested to learn that 
the ferryman had been a ‘Wall of Death’ rider. 
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In the war the Weymouth to Portland ferry was requisitioned by the army but the 

ferrymen wouldn’t hand it over to be used by others, so they stayed on board and 
were eventually fed and housed. After the war they bought the ferry back. 

 
The Torpoint ferry had collisions with naval vessels and in 1910 one officer said 
they couldn’t see which way the ferry was heading. There is now a red flag flying 

on the right side. 
 

An unusual ferry is the hovercraft to the Isle of Wight, which has been in service 
for over 60 years. 

 
The Newport Transporter Bridge over the Usk is not really a ferry.  It had to be 
very high to allow naval vessels to pass underneath.  Cars drive onto a gondola, 

suspended below the bridge, which moves slowly across. 
 

Brian concluded with an ironic suggestion for anyone who would like to re-open a 
ferry.   
At the Thames at Laleham in SW London, the ferry has been closed since the 

1950’s.  There are prosperous villages on the west bank - a golf course on the 
east.  Ferry rights would need to be negotiated with the landowner – Lord Lucan!  

 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 


