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From the Club Secretary 
It is with great sadness that we report that Len Huggett passed away on 16th June 2017. Len 
was a member of Cygnet since the 1950s and after his active rowing career he remained a 
staid supporter of the Club; many current club members will know him from the Henley 
Friday picnic, where he always put in an appearance up until last year. An obituary written by 
Club Historian Paul Rawkins is included in this newsletter. 

Marjorie Israel, Club Secretary 

Dates for your diary 
28 June-2 July Henley Royal Regatta - see the A to Z in the attachment 
Tuesday 18 July Ordinary General Meeting - 20:15 at the Boathouse 

From the Captain 
Since the last newsletter, the head season is well in the past and the regatta season is in full 
swing. We also started a new Learn To Row course in April, and by early May we had two learn 
to row eights out on Saturday morning and making good progress. 
I'm extremely pleased to report Club wins this season, with David French setting a good 
example by winning at Chiswick Regatta at the end of April in the Novice Single. A huge relief 
for our novice others scullers who know they wont have to face him in upcoming regattas. 
Dave had to race three rounds for his pot and handle the instructions of am umpire who 
confused Putney Town and Cygnet colours and was intent of putting Dave and his opposition 
on a collision course rather than  separate them. 
No wins, just near misses during May, but on 10 June, a Cygnet Novice four recorded a Cygnet 
win at Barnes and Mortlake regatta; congratulations to cox Gareth Furby, Sam Sears, Scott 
Livingstone, Ian and Robin Harries on your first win; it's been a while coming and is a fair 
reward for the effort they have put in on and off the water. Coach Tim Male’s focus on race 
pieces and especially starts has paid dividends and the crew looks like a bona fide racing 
outfit with skill and aggression to win races and regattas. For the record they beat Parrs 
Priory in the semi final and LVS Ascott in the final, both by more than two lengths. The 
celebrations went on long after the race and booted beer sales back at the club (and 
neurofen on Sunday). Thirsty work it is winning regattas.  
A mention  should be made of our other entrants who also did themselves justice. Marjorie 
(cox) Bjarne, Cris, Niall and Vasil were second out of 3 in their semi final, easily beating 
Eastbourne College and losing by less than a length to Ascott. This crew has improved so much 
over the summer as a result of the commitment they've put in and time spent on the water 
together and we hope they will denovice before the season in out. 
Finally it's really a great job for the captain to report wins to the rest of the club. There was 
no luck involved in the crew winning, it was a result of commitment and consistency under 
Tim's coaching. That's the key to success, so let's carry on working hard and winning pots.  

Jeremy Pugh 

__________________________________________________________________ 
Subscriptions and Donations 
Are always due and can be paid by electronic payment (please inform the treasurer by sending an email to 
treasurer‘at’cygnet-rc.org.uk or by cheque. 
If you prefer to pay by cheque, please return this tear-off slip with your cheque to the Treasurer, Matthew Byrne, 
Flat 102 Westfields, Railway Side, Barnes, London SW13 0PL. Active Members: members of the Civil Service Sports 
Council - £290.00*, Others - £360.00; Club Friends: Suggested minimum - £15.00.  

Enclosed my subscription/donation for  £…………..….   
Your name ________________________________________________________ 
Your address*:  __________________________________  ______________________________________________
Post Code:  ________________________________________________________  ________________________
Your CSSC number ___________________________(please provide if you pay £260.00 Cygnet subs) 

* Club members paying the CSSC-member subscription fee are now required to show their 2017 CSSC membership 
card. 



Len Huggett 

29th March 1930–16th June 2017 

Len Huggett, who has died at the age of 87, was one of the paid-up 
members of the ‘Last of the Summer Wine’ set who gathered at the 
Boathouse every Tuesday and Thursday throughout the 1990s and early 
2000s, pontificating on the world through an alcoholic haze. Collectively 
and individually, they were a near perfect replica of the TV series of the 
same name. While there was never any doubt who ‘Foggy’ was (John 
Bull), a number of candidates vied for the role of ‘Compo’, not least Len 
and Mike AG.  

Born in 1930, Len Huggett grew up in Stoke Newington and Edmonton 
amid the urban bomb sites of World War Two and the austerity years 

that followed. Upon leaving school at sixteen, Len joined the Central Telegraph Office in 1946, 
part of the Post Office, before doing two years National Service in the RAF.  

Following his ‘demob’ in 1950, Len returned to the Post Office and soon started devoting his 
leisure hours to Crescent Rowing Club, which was based on the River Lee in East London. Like 
Cygnet, Crescent was allied to the Post Office and it was here that Len would strike up life-long 
friendships with the likes of John Ellis and Peter Bailey, both of whom remain Friends of Cygnet.  

Given the limited boating facilities on the Lee, 
Crescent members were often invited to 
Cygnet to gain experience of rowing in Vllls on 
the Tidal Thames and to make up crews for 
the Head season. Crescent also competed 
regularly in the Civil Service Regatta and was a 
force to be reckoned with in the 1920s and 
30s. Over time, ambitious young Crescent 
members often defected to Cygnet and Len 
duly followed suit in the late 1950s. The first 
photograph we have of a young Len Huggett 

afloat was taken in 1959 and shows him seated at two in a Cygnet Vlll at Kingston Regatta. 

The 1960s were not an auspicious time for Cygnet and regatta victories were relatively few and 
far between. Nonetheless, the era was not without its high spots. Thus, in 1961 Len stroked a 
Junior Eight to victory at the Metropolitan Regatta and subsequent years often found him 
stroking Junior-Senior Vllls at local regattas, some successful, some not. Among the regattas he 
often used to wax lyrical about were the Welsh Harp and the Serpentine. Like so many of us, 



Len did his time as club captain, in 1966. His rowing ‘swan song’ came in 1973 when, rowing in 
a coxed lV with Roy Ellison, Peter Jeffs, Peter Roche and Robert Henry (cox), he won at Vesta 
International Veterans’ Regatta, beating Barclays Bank and Frankfurt.  

Although not a confirmed bachelor as such, despite having several long-term relationships Len 
never took the plunge and tied the knot. His friends would probably argue that ‘no woman 
would have him’ and, in truth, he was a contrarian to his core, impossible to pin down to any 
commitment large or small. Yet, through it all he remained a dedicated member of Cygnet, 
immensely kind to his friends and wholly unpredictable, often turning up out-of-the-blue at 
regattas far from home – St Neots was one of his favourites. And, no matter where you were, 
Len always knew of a hostelry just around the corner or in a far-flung country lane.  

A North London boy through and through, Len lived at home in Edmonton with his parents until 
their demise in the late-1980s. Then, in 1993, on a whim (and allegedly after a late night with 
Mike Arnold-Gilliat), he ventured down to Henley-on-Thames to visit the Club’s late president, 
Peter Sly. Sly took Len to see his late mother-in-law’s house in Greys Road, Henley, which had 
recently gone on the market. Much to Sly’s surprise, Len agreed to buy the house on the spot: it 
was probably the biggest decision he had ever made in his life.  

Len would spend the remaining twenty four years of his life in this house; few people ever saw 
the interior and he rarely drew back the curtains. Nevertheless, living in Henley actually suited 
Len quite well. Friends often visited and there was no shortage of agreeable hostelries nearby. 
He, in turn, was a frequent visitor at ‘Old Blades’, the Sly residence, and would never tire of 
relating the story of how in 1977 he alerted Peter Sly to an auction of two old workmen’s 
cottages on the Henley reach that would ultimately be reborn as ‘Old Blades’. 

Like so many of his generation, Len Huggett remained 
fiercely independent, living alone until the very end, 
despite having suffered several strokes. In reality, of 
course, the Cygnet safety net was always close at 
hand, with Pat, Pru and Oscar Sly increasingly alert to 
Len’s wellbeing in later years. For many of us, our 
abiding memory of Len Huggett in his twilight years 
will have been of him ‘holding court’ on the patio at 
‘Old Blades’ on Henley Regatta Friday – he would 
never commit to going, but he always turned up, 
contrarian to the last, and invariably pronounced it to be ‘a lovely old day’.  

Paul Rawkins, 20th June 2017 



A Day at Henley Royal Regatta 

Henley Royal Regatta is an established part of the English social 
season. Coming hot on the tails of Royal Ascot and overlapping 
Wimbledon, Henley Regatta straddles the end of June and early 
July, spanning five days from Wednesday to Sunday. Nestling in 
the picturesque Thames valley, twixt Reading and Marlow, Henley 
boasts the longest straight stretch of water – 1 mile 550 yards 
(2112 metres) – on the non-Tidal Thames.  

Back in 1829, this made it the obvious choice for the first Oxford 
and Cambridge boat race. By 1839, 
with the coming of the railway, the 
good burghers of Henley 
concluded that there was a sound 

business case for establishing an annual regatta that would tap into the popular 
mood of the times. The first Regatta reportedly attracted 10,000 visitors, amply 
rewarding their foresight. Today, some 250,000 people flock to the event over 
five days to watch approximately 2,000 oarsmen and women competing on the 
toughest side-by-side rowing course in the world.  

Broadly speaking, Henley like Ascot attracts two sorts of race goers: the 
genuine aficionados, who are there to watch the racing, and the ‘chattering 
classes’ for whom the rowing forms a gentle, largely unobtrusive backdrop as 
they quaff champagne and Pimms in the Pink Palace (Leander Club), one of the 
dedicated enclosures or the many corporate hospitality tents dotted along the course.  

Over time, the Regatta has become more of a showcase for competitive rowing and less the public spectacle it 
was originally intended to be. Nonetheless, for many visitors, the high spot of their day will be an invitation to 

the Stewards’ Enclosure, the highly manicured 
expanse adjacent to the Finish with its grandstands, 
bars and restaurants. However, a word of warning, 
should you be fortunate enough to obtain tickets to 
this hallowed ground: beware the dress police. The 
Stewards are sticklers for proper attire: for men, 
jackets and ties are indispensable; for women, 
dresses ‘below the knee’ are de rigueur and trouser 
suits an absolute non-starter. Use of mobile phones 
is frowned upon at all times.      

By now, you may have concluded that rowing 
remains the sport of ‘toffs’ and public school boys 
that it always was. However, lest you think Henley is 
only for ‘posh’ people, rest assured that when all is The Chattering Classes (in the Stewards’ Enclosure) 

The Bare Necessities 

The Racing Aficionado 



said and done, the Regatta remains ‘free to view’ along most if its length. If you’re minded to take a stroll to 
the Start, over one mile distant from the Stewards’ Enclosure, comfortable shoes are to be recommended. 
Alternatively, if you’re feeling less energetic, you may choose to simply plonk yourself down on the towpath 
with your picnic and follow the races on You Tube, courtesy of a drone that follows each and every race in real 
time.  

The Start has been likened to the 
Thames of Ratty and Mole of Wind 
in the Willows fame, quietly folded 
between Temple Island and the 
tow path. But don’t be fooled, this 
is where much of the action takes 
place. Races are frequent at the 
beginning of the week, less so at 
the weekend. There is nothing to 
beat the spectacle of the umpire 
and his timekeeping team sweeping 
up to the Start in one of the 
Regatta’s much loved slipper 
launches – Amaryllis, Enchantress 

and Nautilus to name but a few – to officiate each of 
some 280 races over five days. Such finely tuned 
officialdom ensures that the Regatta always runs to 
time, while spectators enjoy a ring side seat just a 
matter of yards away from the competing crews. 

Once the crews are straight and ready, the umpire will 
raise his flag and say ‘Attention, Go’. Most races are 
won or lost within the first few minutes, so getting a 
good start is crucial. Ratings will be high, muscles taut 
and coxswains vociferous as the crews surge away from 

the stake boats.  

For the dedicated spectator, It helps to get to grips 
with ‘course speak’ early in the day: ‘Bucks’ and 
‘Berks’ refers to the respective sides of the river; ‘the 
end of the (Temple) Island’ marks the first landmark, 
followed by ‘the Barrier’, ‘Fawley’, ‘Remenham’ and so 
on. Commentators always maintain a very measured 
tone of voice and pride themselves in pronouncing the 
most challenging of competitors’ names correctly.  

As the crews battle their way down the course, 

‘When I see that you are straight and ready, I shall start you like this…’ 

'Drive those legs' 

’And at Fawley, Thames led London by one length’. 



closely pursued by the umpire’s launch, a cacophony of sounds will greet them 
from the bank and leisure craft moored alongside the boomed course. While 
the scene today no longer rivals the serried ranks of houseboats and pleasure 

craft a century ago, it nevertheless 
remains as eclectic as ever embracing 
punts and skiffs, slipper launches and 
paddle steamers and even the 
occasional paddle boarder. 

Meanwhile, the towpath will be a mass 
of humanity attired in their stripy 
blazers, elegant gowns and expensive 
hats, some more inebriated than others 

after a ‘good lunch’. In the enclosures, the bars and lunch and tea tents will be 
well-patronised, while the band in the Stewards’ Enclosure always draws a 
crowd, as does the art gallery. Everybody does Henley in their own way. 

As with any sport, ‘taking part’ is important, but ‘winning is all’, especially if you 
have spent four days fighting your way through the heats to the finals on the 
Sunday. Henley Royal Regatta is the club oarsmen/womens’ Olympics; it is a 
unique event where enthusiatic club oarspersons rub shoulders with the cream 
of international rowing, yet all competitiors must row under a club name rather 
than a national banner and sponsorship is outlawed. Like Wimbledon, there are 
‘seeded’ entries and it is not unknown for reputable names to be pipped to the 
post on finals day.  

Foreign crews are much in evidence, particularly from the US, Canada, Australia 
and New Zealand, and winning at Henley is still much coveted by North American university crews. The 
Regatta trophies are legendary, many of them dating back to the 19th century. Prize giving commences at 
around 4.30pm on Sunday afternoon, graced by an appropriate dignitary, and winning crews may then have 
photographs taken with the Regatta silverware, but the Stewards never allow such coveted objects to leave 
their sight. Victorious competitiors must content themselves with individual medals.  

And so, as another Henley draws to a close, some choose to loiter at 
the bars, while others head for their cars and the long queues 
towards London on the M4, leaving the early evening shadows to 
lengthen on the vacant deck chairs in the Stewards’ Enclosure.  

Christopher Dodd, a rowing historian, once said of the Henley course 
‘It was the perfect place in God’s eyes’ and as peace and tranquility 
returns to this unique stretch of the Thames, it is not hard to see his 
point. And if as a spectator you managed to endure the full five days 
of racing – far more demanding than the actual  rowing – you almost 
certainly deserve a medal.  

‘Everybody does Henley in their 
own way’ 

Eton Boating Song anybody? 

Incomparable silverware 

The Perfect Place 



Of Henley Past 
 

Just as Cygnet RC was about to burst on to the rowing scene at Putney in 1890, 
Henley Royal Regatta was reaching one of its periodic heights of popularity with the 
public. Victorians in all their finery flocked to this riparian extravaganza by train, 
horse and carriage and vessels of all shapes and sizes. Indeed, today’s river traffic 
during regatta week looks positively modest compared with the thousands of craft 
that took to the water in the 
late 19thC and early 20thC.  

The Athletic News of 1903 
described Henley “as neither more nor less than a 
gigantic middle-class water picnic”. The late 19thC was 
the heyday of the houseboat, palatial but engineless 
craft that were towed up and down the river by 
steamboats according to the regatta timetable of the 
day. The Lock to Lock Times noted that it was not 
uncommon for as many as eighty five houseboats to be moored along the Fawley reach during regatta week. 
By day, these houseboats were the scene of much gossip and fashionable lunches; by night, they were the 
scene of much revelry and musical pageantry.  

Then, as now, there was a sense that not everybody flocked to Henley to watch the rowing! A correspondent 
writing in the St Stephen’s Review at the time reported “But the crowds do not come here to see at all. They 
come to be seen. It is a society show. I do not suppose it causes as great a demand on the West-end milliners 
as Royal Ascot, but the dresses will be pretty, I warrant me; and the faces above them prettier still.”  

Punch, an inveterate chronicler of the social scene, was rather less 
complementary about the Regatta officials: 

The Umpire’s boat a nuisance we vote, 
It interrupts calm contemplation; 

Its discordant tone, and horrid steam moan, 
Is death to serene meditation! 

The roar of the crowd should not be allowed; 
The gun with its fierce fulmination, 
Abolish it, pray – ‘tis fatal, they say, 

To pleasant and quiet flirtation! 
 

As this verse indicates, it was customary to start the races with a starting pistol, rather than today’s flurry of 
flags. When one also considers that much coaching pre-First World War was done on horseback, it is a wonder 
that spectators on the towpath were not trampled to death by the ensuing charge up the course in the pursuit 
of the competing crews. Equipment failure was not unknown. As Guy Nickalls remarked of his opponent 
during a heat of the Diamond Sculls in 1888: “shortly after the start, about half-way up the island, I heard a 
bang, and a shower of shrapnel fell about me; the balls from his bearings. I offered to start again and he 
paddled back to the raft and got another slide fixed”. It was always so!    


