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Eyeing a more adventurous cruise this summer?
Martin Turner thinks a river run from
Stourport to Bristol could be just the ticket

U

ndoubtedly one of the most exciting
inland waterway cruises in the UK
takes in the rivers Severn and Avon
from Stourport to Bristol. It’s a trip
where you’ll experience everything
from narrow canals and tidal rivers to an amazing
estuary crossing. Top it all off with a trip down
the Avon Gorge to finish in Bristol Harbour, one of
the finest boating destinations in the land. If that
doesn’t whet your appetite, how about the added
bonus of no locks to manually operate for 90 miles?

Worcester.

Do your homework
Preparation is everything for a journey of this scale. Do
your homework before starting out, including researching
the opening times of locks and ensuring no river warnings
are in place. It’s possible that water levels at Stourport are
fine, whereas down in Gloucester the river is closed to
navigation.
Moorings on some parts of the Severn are
limited, especially at the Gloucester end, so before
embarking on any section of the journey check
that you can get to where you want to go. It may
be stating the obvious but it really isn’t a good
idea to be tied to a tree stump overnight because
you couldn’t find moorings. The speed limit going
downstream is 8mph – perfectly achievable in a
narrowboat as the current at certain times will be
running at around 2mph. Nevertheless, plan journey
times with a maximum of 6mph in mind.
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My suggestion for the first
day would be to head for
Worcester. The trip will take
around three hours from
Stourport on the river, but
don’t hurry as this is the best
stretch for scenery.
Summer 2016

Stourport to Bristol

If you have VHF radio aboard use Channel 74 to
speak to lock-keepers. It’s important to obey light
signals at each lock. Flashing red means the lockkeeper has seen you. On green you may proceed
into the chamber. You may have to wait or moor
up for a few minutes if the lock is busy. Follow the
instructions given by lock-keepers, who will tell you
exactly where to moor.
The locks themselves have vertical mooring rods.
Attach your ropes loosely fore and aft to allow the
boat to rise or fall. The locks are not violent but
keeping your position is essential. You may well find
yourselves sharing the lock with a complete mixture
of craft, from narrowboats to large, expensive
cruisers. The locks get bigger as you cruise
downstream, reflecting the commercial traffic that
used to ply the river. On the Upton, Gloucester and
Tewkesbury stretch you may well meet larger vessels
– always give way to them.

Worcester-bound

above: Mythe Bridge on the
River Severn.

My suggestion for the first day would be to head for
Worcester. The trip will take around three hours from
Stourport on the river, but don’t hurry as this is the best
stretch for scenery. You enter the River Severn via two sets
of narrow staircase locks, emerging on a wide, tree-lined
waterway with a magnificent bridge to the right. This
is the start of the Severn navigation. Follow the stream
south for a mile before arriving at the first lock, Lincombe.
After the lock are some good pubs, so late
departure from Stourport with a stop at a pub
halfway and arriving in Worcester at around 3pm
seems to make sense. If you have not been on the
river before, this short hop will also help you get
used to some of the differences between canal and
river cruising.
In total, you’ll go through three locks: Lincombe, Holt

It’s worth phoning Upper Lode Lock to check
the tides after Tewkesbury to make sure you
won’t be held up.

Approaching Upper
Lode Lock.
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and Bevere, passing the entrance to the Droitwich Canal
at Hawford Junction. IWA was heavily involved with the
restoration of the Droitwich – a real success story. You
might like a diversion to see what has been achieved.
There are plenty of moorings in Worcester. If you
opt for the racecourse you may have to pay a small
fee, but access to the town, attractions and transport
from here is ideal. Spend some time soaking up the
stunning riverscape or touring the city’s world-class
cathedral. Worcester Pottery Museum is also well
worth a visit and, if you have time, wander up to
Diglis Basin on the Worcester & Birmingham Canal.
If you need it, there’s a sanitary station here – the
last until Gloucester. Moorings are just before the
entrance to the canal.

Onwards to Gloucester
Depending on time, it’s possible to cruise the stretch
to Gloucester in one day if you leave Worcester
early. Set aside six to eight hours for the trip, which
is 30 miles and has three locks. It’s worth phoning
Upper Lode Lock to check the tides after Tewkesbury
to make sure you won’t be held up.
Leaving Worcester, take the centre arch of the
road bridge, enjoy the view, mind the swans, and
pass the entrance to the Worcester & Birmingham
Canal on the left. The locks at Diglis are doubled
up – lights will indicate which to use. You then
have approximately 15 miles of cruising before
Tewkesbury . Many people plan a pub stop at Upton
for a couple of hours. There’s an excellent fish and
chip shop here too and the best map shop in the
UK. Moorings are limited so be prepared to breast
up. It was here a few years ago that IWA successfully
campaigned to keep these moorings after a
commercial company threatened to take them over
for boat trips.
The river along this stretch is a little bleak but there
is plenty of wildlife to see. If you’ve time on your hands,
Tewkesbury is a popular overnight stop. Turn left off the
Severn, taking a wide centre channel – if you cut the
corner you might be there for a while! Moor on the Severn
moorings past Avon Lock. This is a lovely half-timbered
town, with a wonderful abbey and a pleasant walk along
IWA Waterways |
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Picturesque Gloucester Docks.

Llanthony Bridge, Gloucester.

the Avon to Abbey Mill for one of the most picturesque
views in the country. Plus, of course, it has excellent pubs
and a very good Indian restaurant on the high street.
Tewkesbury to Gloucester is 13 miles with few
moorings. Allow around four hours for the cruise
and phone or radio ahead to Gloucester Lock
between Ashlehurst and the Parting to inform them
of your arrival. You may be asked to wait at the
Parting if a commercial or large boat is coming up.
On entering Gloucester Lock keep up speed just in
case the current at the entrance is fast. You’ll be
asked to moor at the front of the lock and to tie up
fore and aft.
Many people complain that this stretch is boring and
hurry through. Having cruised it many times, however,
The approach to Sharpness Dock.

I say keep your eyes open. On one trip I saw kingfishers,
leaping salmon and a seal (feeding off the salmon). Birds
include cormorants, swans, grebes and sand martins.
While the low banks may restrict views, the wildlife can be
spectacular.
Once moored in Gloucester, enjoy the shopping in the
Quays. If you’re lucky, Tommy Nielsen’s yard may have tall
ships in for repair so it’s worth taking a look. Most people
stay here overnight and sample the excellent range of
restaurants in the vicinity. If you like Indian food try Aroma
at the bottom of Southgate Street, adjacent to the Docks.
For a beautifully restored pub, walk another 200m up
Southgate Street to Robert Raikes’s House. Alternatively, stroll
across the meadows adjacent to the Docks to Over and
the Herefordshire and Gloucestershire Canal Trust’s HQ.
They have a wonderful restaurant and rooms, the Wharf
House, and a section of restored canal. Set above the River
Severn, it’s well worth the 1-mile walk. IWA has helped
here too.

Martin’s top tips for tackling the Severn
* The Gloucester Harbour Trustees website has excellent information,
including a link to an information sheet produced by IWA’s
Gloucestershire & Herefordshire Branch to help boaters new to the
Severn below Upper Lode Lock and to the Gloucester & Sharpness
Canal: www.gloucesterharbourtrustees.org.uk.
* Pilots can be booked on 07774226143 or by emailing sharpnesspilots@
gmail.com. Their website, www.gloucesterpilots.co.uk, is also useful.
* Book a mooring at Portishead Marina by phoning 01275 841941.
* Arrange with CRT Sharpness for the opening of the low level bridge
into Sharpness Docks two hours before high tide. Phone 01453 511968.
* Clean your fuel and filters. Other boat preparation should include
sealing external low level outlets with duct tape and, if you have one,
keeping your cratch cover closed.
* Be prepared to pay people! The pilots, Portishead Marina, the fuel
cleaning people and Bristol Harbour...
* Check your insurance policy before you set off to make sure you’re
covered for tidal crossings.
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Estuary to Avon

Cruising through the Avon Gorge.

Next day it’s off to Sharpness on the Gloucester &
Sharpness Canal for that long-awaited cruise down
the Severn Estuary, one of the most exciting trips of
any boating career. Enjoy this unique canal which,
when built, was 16 miles long, had 16 bridges and
was 16ft deep. Swing bridges (at present all manned)
regularly cross the canal and there are lovely views
across the Severn.
Stop at Saul Junction to admire the newly restored
lock and to find out about the Cotswold Canals
restoration, one of the most dynamic in the country. IWA
fully supports this project and is a core partner. Within
a few years boating to Stroud and beyond is likely.
Once through Sandfield Bridge you’ll need to fill
you fuel tank for the estuary. The pump is on the
left halfway down (closed Saturdays and Sundays) or
you can fill up at the marina. At Frampton on Severn
enjoy walking through the biggest village green in the
country, complete with three ponds, two pubs and a
cricket field. The Wetlands Wildlife Trust at Slimbridge
is also a great place to spend an afternoon.
The estuary crossing is safe but you must follow
the rules. Boasting the second highest tide in the
world at around 50ft, it’s easy to understand why most
narrowboaters feel more comfortable using a pilot to
navigate the 22-mile stretch from Sharpness to Portishead.
A pilot will tell you when you can travel (be prepared to
wait depending on weather and traffic), steer the boat and
will provide radio equipment. Bear in mind they’ll want
evidence that your fuel tank is clean and full – and require
feeding with bacon baps and cups of tea! Expect the trip to
take two to three hours on a spring tide and closer to four
hours on a neep. You’ll be taken into the lock at Portishead,
The Severn Bridge.

which rises around 30ft-35ft, and then instructed to moor
for a few hours in the marina or overnight there depending
on the time of year and state of tides. The marina itself is
well served with a large Waitrose and good restaurants
close by.
The Portishead lock-keeper will make
arrangements to exit, as well as communicating
with Avon Docks and Bristol to inform them of
your presence. You’ll not be allowed out of the lock
until the 1-mile crossing to the River Avon is clear.
Follow the signs and enter the Avon mid-channel;
the entrance is south of the wall. Keep to the middle
of the channel all the way to Bristol and ring the
harbour there when you enter the Avon so they can
prepare the lock. When entering the locks after the
suspension bridge keep to the left (very important).
On arrival, there are excellent moorings at Bristol
Harbour either opposite the SS Great Britain or at
the Arnolfini arts centre.

And there ends your adventure of a lifetime
– certainly an experience you’re unlikely to
forget in a hurry.
The spectacular Clifton Suspension Bridge.

In Portishead Lock.
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