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A Note from the Editor 

This newsletter deals exclusive:y with the (much abbreviated) history and current position of HMCC Vigilant, the 
Customs steam powered vessel glo;ious:y saved from extinction some twenty years ago, but whose story since 
nas been somewhat less glamorous, I have taken or adapted much of tne material from the website of the 
Medway Maritime Trust (www,medwaymaritimetrusLorguk) and I would like to express my thanKS tD their 
Cha"man, Mar:in Stevens, for allowing me to do so, Illustrations are a combination of MMT's and the former H,M, 
Ccstoms & Excise unless otherwise acknowldeged, 

Mark Bullen r- --HMCC Vigilant - Past & presentl 

In 1901 the Inspector General of the Water Guard reported on the condition of the then operating 35-year-old 
Vigilant He recommended that a new la;ger vessel should be built, not only capable of patcolling outside the 
Thar:les Estuary but to cruise between Dover and Yarmouth, A tender form was issued on 29th June 1901 fo: the 
supp'y of a Single Screw Steam Cruiser, including provision for separate compar:mects not only for Captain, 
Engineer and crew but for "any other officials". 

Below - Three early views of Vigilant including, left, her controversial appearance at the 1911 Splthead Review. 
(From a painting by Andrew Dandridge) 
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"'giiar.t :he seventh Customs Cruiser to bear that rame, was to be 124 tons, 100 feet long and 16 feet wide, 
wi:h a t,iple expansion engine powered by two furnaces achieving a speed of about 1Cl or 11 Knots, Built by Cox & 
Co In Falmouth, she entered service in August 1902 and was based at Gravesend, Initially, her dcties consisted 
of the coctroi and clearance of ships us:ng the Port of Londor, but after a yea' of routine work, Mr Parry, Deputy 
Cha'~man 0: the Board of Customs. Jsed the vessel for an "inspection" 01 every port from Graveserd to 
Penzance, This happened to be ir the holiday month of August and not lettlrg a precedent go to waste. members 
of t~e Board enjoyed a s'mila; cruise eve-y year thereafterl 

In 191', to celebrate the coronation of King George V, a Review of the Flee: was held at Sp;thead, The Admira'ty 
had pubiished a~ order that after 8arl'. O~ the mcrning 01 tne review "no vessels, other than those flying the Wh;te 
Ensign were allowed to approacn or enter the lines ::;f warships·, However, Sir Laurence Guillemard, Chairry;a~ of 



the recently created Customs and Excise, informed the Admiralty that Vigilant would proceed down the lines as 
the Department held a charter from King Charles 11 which gave it greater powers than the Navy in home waters. 
So, at the appropriate time, flying the Customs flags, and in spite of heated objections, Vigilant proudly sailed 
between the impressive battleships and anchored at their head. It is a salutary thought that she is the only 
surviving vessel of the 1911 Review. 

In 1920 Customs sold the Vigilant for £1850, after which she was converted from steam to diesel and became a 
cruising yacht, renamed Shalimar. During the Second World War she was laid up, but being in American 
ownership she escaped requisition and possible destruction. After the war she continued to cruise Renamed 
Eileen Siocht she was bought by a "delightful lady" called Mrs. Nancy Kelly who is said to have had a deep 
affection for the vessel and used her as a houseboat. 

Originally berthed at the Lady Bee Marina in 
Shoreham, she was later moved to a mud berth on 
the other side of the River Adur. In 1988 Nancy's 
health caused her to start thinking about a move 
ashore and she asked a local estate agent to 
advertise Vigilant for sale. 

(Pictured at Shoreham in the early 19905 - Portcullis) 

The Vigilant Trust 

The estate agent contacted HM Customs and Excise to ask for details of Vigilant's early life and David Hewer, an 
ex-cutter officer, then Head of Customs Maritime Branch, got to hear about it. Following a visit to the vessel, he 
came away enthused and immediately set about forming a charitable trust to launch an appeal among his 
colleagues in Customs & Excise. The asking price was £30,000 but when Nancy became ill the Trust had not 
raised sufficient funds. She had to sell the vessel with the berth to a property developer, who immediately asked 
£100,000 for Vigilant. During the following year the price reduced in stages until the original selling price was 
reached. By this time the Trust had enough money and in March 1992 a deal was struck and the elderly vessel 
became the property of the Vigilant Trust. 

Perhaps fortunately, nobody knew at this stage that restoration was not going to be completed in one attempt. 
Vigilant was found to be completely perforated at the waterline along her entire length. An amazing effort and a 
gruelling schedule of work by Customs & Excise's David and his colleagues achieved results. From a vessel 
unable to float and stuck on a sandbank Vigilant was patched and eventually towed to a slipway at shipbuilders 
Vosper Thornycroft in Portchester. 

Funds were raised from several sources including 
the National Heritage Memorial Fund, Portsmouth 
Naval Base Property Trust, the Science Museum. 
the European Community, and from individual 
members of the Customs & Excise Service who 
elected to contribute via their payroll [I was one of 
them - EdlJ Repairs to the hull were effected while a 
Business Plan was prepared. 

From this ..... Iooking pristine and safe in Vosper's shed 
in Portsmouth (Vosper Thorneycroft) 
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Rejected Business Plan 

It is Invariably the case that when funders offer money they not only require "partnership funding" but also a 
"business plan" to ensure continuing maintenance. This was the case with Vigilant. An impressive plan was 
presented with the co-operation of Portsmouth Council to make Vigilant part of the Portsmouth tourist trail which 
would of course include HMS Victory, WafTior, the Historic Dockyard etc. They donated some money and a berth 
but the plan was rejected on the grounds that the public would not be willing to pay extra money because of the 
presence of Vigilant and she would t~erefore be unable to support her own upkeep in the years that lay ahead. 

David Hewer, Chairman of the Vigilant Trust, expressed his point of view; "This is a familiar story to anyone who 
has ever tried to obtain funding for an historic vessel and is, in effect, a 'catch 22' situation which agrees that the 
ship should be funded for restoration but denies that very funding on the grounds of upkeep costs." 

Harry Pound's Shipbreakers 

OWing to the lack of space, Vospers then had to ask the Vigilant Trust to remove the vessel from their yard. A 
deal was struck with the nearby Harry Pound's Shipbreakers yard ir Portchester to tow the hull there, Meanwhi:e. 
many of Vigilant's fixtures and fittings had been removed and placed in store, The deal with Pound's was that the 
hull could remain in their yard free of charge While the Trust cort'nued to try to raise the needed funds, and only if 
they eventua:ly failed would Pound's get it for scrap 

Tnis situation went right to the wire when Pound's yard was sold for redevelopment and the Trust was advised 
that ali potential scrap had to be disposed of, In the meantime Vigilant had sunk at ~er moo'ing! 

To This .... in Pound's marine Drem,>\!" 

Things were looking pretty grim when suddenly, out 
of the blue came the cavalny' The Medway Maritime 
Trust came to Vigilant's rescue with one week to 
spare after being put in touch with the Vigilant Trust 
by the Advisory Committee of National Historic 
Ships, They offered a permanent berth for Vigilant in 
Faversham and the Vigilant Trust were able to 
provide sufficient money to fund the pumping out, 
preparations and towage required. This was all 
organised by the Medway Maritime Trust and the 
assistance that they have provided now offers 
Vigilant a future again, 

Vigilant had been sunk for some time at Harry Pound's Ship breakers in PortslO1outh and many people were saying 
"why doesn't somebody do something"? Perhaps the obvious answer was that most people w~o wou:d be inc,ined 
to do sOlO1ething were already involved in the'r own historic ship proJects. 

Medway Maritime Trust investigates 

The Medway Maritime Trust didn't exactly have time on their hands, but while they were waiting for a giant crane 
to lift their paddle tug John H Amos onto a pontoon, they at least had time to investigate, 
It was reported that Pound's were wlllirg to sell the Vigilant but further enqu:ries revealed that they did not own 
her; the vesse! was st'lI owned by the Vigiiant Trust 

The Vig'lant Trust had bee,1 set up so that trwstees were responsib:e br eveny:hing as i,1dividuals. Many trustees 
were wliling to cut their losses in such a difficult situation. Having agreea free moorings, Pound's now required 
£3400 for mooring and "safe-keeping". Whilst the Trust had enough money in the bank to pay for a rescue, t~ey 
desperately needed a long-term safe haven, 

Faversham Historic Ships Trust (m format!on) 

Martin Stevens, Chairman of the Medway Maritime Trust. had been wcrking on a scheme to make FavershalO1 in 
Kent a safe haven for Historic Ships, so this seemed to be an idea: opportunity to kiCk-start the scheme Martin 
arranged for the Vigilant Trust to pay Pound's the £3400, an amount whlcr ircluded the pumping out of Vigilant 
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' ­ __~__'-­ ___"';"..,,;,C= Safe, at last? 

and towing her to the srore Pounds 1ever did this Some time passed while they argued the pOint u1til Pound s 
reqUIred more money. If that was not farthcarnJ1g they would claIm Vigilant as their property 

On one of many visits to Portsmouth, Martin Stevens learned that Vigilant was due to be cut up "within days" but 
th,e yard required written instructions to prevent this happening. With no authOrity to Issue such instn.:cllons, 
Martin took the bull by the horns and wrote on Medway Maritime Trust notepaDer, telling Pound's to desist from 
their action and that Vigilant would be removed Luckily this worked. 

He contacted GPS Marine Contractors and asked for an inclusive quote to tow Vigilant to Faversham ThiS was to 
inClude everithng from removal and transportation of loose artefacts to waterproofing the temporary deck. 
Insurance, surveys. obtaining load-Ime exemption, and the tow Itself The Vigilant Trest agreed te pay GPS 

The dispute Which cen:red on tre pumping out of Vigilant was solved by Martin and his brother who deployed two 
2 inch Honda pumps and managed to make Vigilant float on a rising tide. He used r,IS van to pu l . her to t~e shore 
but when the c'utch started to sme~ he persuaded a man with a crawler digger to complete the pull. Before the 
tow departed Martin made two more visits. It was important that the people of Faversr,am should not be put off by 
"a wreck" arriving in their creek so Vigilant received a coat of shiny black paint 

The Tow to Faversham 

A sma'l t,-,g removed Vigilant from Pound's Yard and the GPS tug Alexandra did the main tow Because of the 
"one way system" in the Channel. the Vigilant was towed towards Boulogne befere crossing back again For 
Faversham Creek. which is seriously silted, a smaller GPS tug Felucca waS assisted by the Faversham Iron 
Wharf tug Pel. 

New Trust, New Ownership 

The next stage is to set up a new Trust The Vigilant 
Trust had been formee: wth fLI' responsibi!ity resting 
on the individual trustees The new "Vigilant 
Restoration Trust" will be formed as a comoany 
limited by guarantee and then giver charitable 
status. Let us hope that in the hands of this new 
caring owner, Vigilant will still be aro~nd to celebrate 
her 200" birthday In the 22" century 

Behind the Scenes at the Museum 

O.Jf ~Iew r:ame has been agreed - Seized! The Border & Customs Uncovered, or 'o"''TIally UK border Agency NatIOnal 
Museum The rame alms to ir'!corporate the essence of our new '.vlder role, while re;.,errbe(rg Q.Jr eXls!i:lg coilechon, UK 
Border Agercy are now our ne',fJ principal partner. and HMRC will continue to have fO.'"::1al links wilr Ir'e IT'Gseum 

Vie offer a dr.....gs awareress em..;cation prog~arnrre to schools which has been r~n~)i~g for the :asl 15 years. a"'d it has Just 
received ra!io:la: recog:-:it,or 'rQrr -(!dS Cour,! (ycut~ pariiament). The programme was aW3~ded tt~e best cO'1tnbuilon to yo,-,!h 
lssues, and Jayce (educa~ior., r:a~ager) and ~are;, v/Ent dcvm te tr,8 HOUSe of Commons to collect the a'.':arc 

Recently Steve (Curator of Collect'ors) 8"'d Lucy (ASSistant Cc!'ator) acquired a couple of large add!Tlons ~o our co:lectior, Vie 
were invited to go to HeaU:row and su:vey various irrmigraticn do::.umelits, whid1 contained some Interesting stor,es a;ncngst 
the procedural ;natters, Ail rea\ly usefu: j;;forrrato '1 , arc tre ai>n is that :t Will form the core of our expanding I,crary to COVE; 

i;;:mjgratlon The other cO!iectlon addll;ons wcre a result of the Gree~ock Custom House closure, \'/hen \,,/e \'/e~~t ~o coilec: 
signif:cant material for the national collection A couple of ""11g'"'l ig'"'lts v>lere a 'Nhlsky aortle believed to have come of the SS 
PoiftJClan (Whisky Ga{ore fame), and an elephant foot that ilas been r-:8de into a 5:00: (it even still has the hairs on the skin i) 

-----------......:.-------....- -~ 

Ye'J can obtain a 'o..;t of bad_ numbers, III B therll:3J binding cover, b;, s..:"Ldi::g ,m..:\-I- SAl:: rlLi.S £3 9u Id Jo11/1 Pi"k, 

6 AmH COllrt, Grol'e Road. Sllrbitol1, Surra, KT6 4R/~' 


If:0l: \\l'Jld iihc- L.) h: ~)r: th..:: ti::'L r:1t.::i:'t' drop n lint: to: /\ilfi'll BT(ulllflry. Curator, C/\ B~lrder -lj.!t'N(Y "({(iollal 


Jll1:;;L'J(JI}, C. (I Jh'f\i':y~idt' J/aritim.' ]hHI!JlIJl, Ooc/.: Tr(~lfic Office, ,-Ilbert DOl-A., Lhcrpoof. L3 4 1.\ 

Ple].5->;:; '-,1..'Ed <1:1:' n":El:>, f;:)f tLt: nt''.Y)~t::tt:r to: ;-.,rar~ Bullen Iltvi Revellue & Cu~ttlms. 2 Ri\..:r~:Jtc. TCTP:·;: BnSlt)L n~ I 
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