FEATURE | TERRA MARIQUE

THE WHEEL

turns full circle
FOR OVER A CENTURY, ROBERT WYNN AND SONS EARNED
A REPUTATION FOR MOVING HEAVY LOADS BY ROAD BEFORE
A SERIES OF MERGERS LED TO THE NAME DISAPPEARING IN THE
1980S. HOWEVER, NEARLY 20 YEARS AGO THE ICONIC BURGUNDY
AND GOLD LIVERY RETURNED, BUT THIS TIME ON TWO SPECIALIST
HEAVY LOAD CARRYING VESSELS, AS JON HARLE REPORTS.
PHOTOGRAPHY: BRYAN WINSTANLEY

A photograph on the front page of The Times in April 2004
caused the heavy haulage fraternity to sit up and take notice.
The image showed Concorde passing in front of the Houses of
Parliament on a barge. Emblazoned in gold lettering along the
80m length of the vessel were the words ‘ROBERT WYNN &
SONS LTD. EST. 1863.’ The name had died out when the heavy
haulage operation had been merged with Wrekin Roadways

14 | HEAVYTORQUE

under the United Heavy Transport banner, before being
amalgamated into Econofreight in 1985. But now the Robert
Wynn name was back. And this time it was Peter Wynn, the
great, great grandson of founder Thomas Wynn who was at
the helm. “I’m the fifth generation of the Wynn family to be
involved,” he tells me, “and I was determined the name wasn’t
going to disappear on my watch.”
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Peter Wynn had been made redundant from United’s base
in Stafford in 1984, and had returned to South Wales to work
for heavy haulage operator Tony Morgan. But after less than
a year, in true poacher-turned-gamekeeper style, he was
recruited by GEC in Stafford to become the company’s heavy
transport supervisor, and then heavy transport manager, a
job he did for about six years. “GEC was a good company to
work for,” he recalls, “but in those latter days we spent most
of our time running stators to and from Ellesmere Port, and
it all got a bit mundane. But then an opportunity came up at
Abnormal Load Engineering, which had been set up by my
former Wynns colleague, Roger Harries. Co-incidentally, we’d
both left the company on the same day, so I knew him well,
and I became a director there. But things started getting a
bit manic. Roger was doing more and more work overseas,
and I was running the UK operation. One year, 1995, I think, I
ended up with one week’s holiday, and part of that was taken
up with going to look at a job in West Wales! I knew I had to
make a choice between my business life and my family life.”
About this time, Wynn spotted an opportunity, because the
old Central Electricity Generating Board had been broken
up into separate companies. The CEGB’s transport team
had been split up, several of them had retired, and their
expertise had gone. “The fact is that if you go to a crane
operator, they’ll give you a crane-based solution, and if you
go to a road transport company, they’ll give you a road-
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based solution, which is all quite right, but at that time, there
was no one offering independent advice. And I realised that
that was something I could do. So in 1996, we set up Wynns
Ltd, an independent consultancy, and rapidly became the
representative for the CEGB’s successor companies, so if they
had any abnormal load transport planning queries, they’d
come to us.
“I’d already done a lot of work for Siemens, and they had
a big job, coming up at Cottam, on the River Trent, in 1998.
It was a 320-tonne gas turbine set they were testing,”
continues Wynn. “They asked me to sort out a road route
from Goole so we’d know which trailers would get approval
ahead of competitive tendering. But try as we might, we
couldn’t get route approval because of a rail bridge on the
M18. However, we noticed that the River Trent ran past the
power station, so we started looking at whether we might
be able to use the river. Of course, the main restriction
was at Gainsborough where the A631 crosses the river on
a 200-year-old stone bridge. So we set about measuring
everything, and concluded we could do it by river if we could
get the cargo at or below the water line. We then started
looking for a suitable vessel, a drive-in pontoon, and found
one in Holland. We built a berth at the power station and
arranged delivery of all the new gas turbine plant in 1998, all
by river. And Powergen, who owned the site at the time, was
given an environmental award.
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This was just a year or so after the new Labour government
had come in, and the Department of Transport had been
replaced by the DETR, the Department of the Environment,
Transport and the Regions, headed up by John Prescott. We
were encouraged by these new aspirations linking transport
with the environment.”
At this stage, Wynns Ltd was still a consultancy, and didn’t own
any hardware, but what happened next, as in any good story,
was a series of coincidences. Powergen had a transformer
breakdown at Cottam, so they rang Peter Wynn to ask if
he could arrange collection of a replacement transformer,
weighing about 160 tonnes, from Goole. Wynn duly applied
for a special order for road transport but was knocked back.
“The head of the abnormal load section told us we’d just
proved that it was possible to deliver heavy loads by river to
Cottam, and he couldn’t be expected to give us road approval
after we’d done that. So we thought we’d shot ourselves in
the foot! We hastily arranged a meeting with the DETR, and
they confirmed that they wanted to see abnormal loads being
moved by water, ahead of road, wherever possible. And this
was all happening at the same time that the Fisher vessels, the
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heavy load roll-on/roll-off ships that had been designed and
built by the CEGB, were being de-commissioned.
“So we wrote to Secretary of State John Prescott asking for
direction.” continues Wynn. “He referred us to the Freight
Facilities Grant Unit of the DETR and we met with them. We
told them that while their change in thinking was laudable,
we needed to build a vessel which could use all of the
infrastructure that had been put in place during the 1960s and
‘70s for the Fisher vessels, but could also, where practicable,
get further inland. The original plan was that the DETR would
contribute 50-75 per cent of the total cost, and the CEGB
successor companies would fund the rest. But the companies
started dropping out as the market, and their roles, were
changing, so we went back to the DETR and basically told
them the project was in the bin. But then they came back
and offered us a 99 per cent grant instead. It was offered on
the basis that the government would adopt a policy whereby
water transport would be the preferred option, what later
became known as the Water Preferred Policy, and in return
Robert Wynn and Sons would carry the risk of the cost of the
operation of the vessel. So we went ahead on that basis.”
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Wynns had already drawn up a functional spec for what it
was calling an MPP (Multiple Purpose Pontoon), but engaged
naval architects to complete the design work. “Basically it
was like a Fisher vessel, but with the bridge cut off, and the
insides removed,” Wynn explains, “so we were left with a
whole roadway on hydraulics, which meant we could roll
a load on, lower it off, roll the hatches over and set off. It
had to be classed as a barge, rather than a ship, because a
ship is considerably more expensive to maintain when it’s
not working. We went out to tender, and the contract was
awarded to Damen in Holland, who developed our ideas and
did a superb job. No one understands inland water transport
better than the Dutch. It was their idea to strengthen the hull
to allow for beach landings. And they understood it was our
project. We had ownership of it. It was my great grandfather’s
name that was going to be on the side, because we’d reestablished Robert Wynn and Sons Ltd to officially accept the
Freight Facilities Grant award. And we needed a bit of spiritual
help, too! Anyway, the vessel was delivered in April 2004, just
in time for the Concorde move.” (See HeavyTorque issue 22.)
It was on the way up the Thames to collect Concorde that
the barge stopped outside the Palace of Westminster for
the official naming ceremony. Wynn told me they came up
with the name, Terra Marique, after he read a Francis Frith
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photography book about Newport. “That was where Wynns
was first established, and used to be based, and indeed, it’s
where the vessel is registered. One of the photos in the book
was of Newport’s coat of arms, and incorporated into the
scroll underneath were the words Terra Marique, which is
Latin for ‘by land and sea’ which seemed appropriate!”
But Terra Marique wasn’t the first barge to carry the Wynns
name. While the company was developing the design, it
became apparent that the hold could be flooded, which
meant that a smaller barge could be floated inside which
would be capable of getting even further inland. “We knew
National Grid was struggling to get a 285-tonne quad
booster to Staythorpe Power Station,” Wynn explains. “That’s
even further up the Trent from Cottam, and would involve
navigating Cromwell Lock, and the historic road bridge at
Newark. In 2001 we hired Humber Navigator, an inland tanker,
from Whitakers at Hull, and constructed a mock-up of the
load, using water ballast to simulate the weight. Using that
we proved that we could get the load to Staythorpe, and we
also detailed the potential of other commercial waterways.
On the back of that research, the FFG Unit agreed a further
freight facilities grant to convert Humber Navigator. That
was actually signed off before Terra Marique, and we took
delivery of the re-named Inland Navigator in 2002.
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The first job it did was the quad booster to Staythorpe.
It was really exciting, because suddenly many waterways
that had largely been abandoned after the development
of the railways were now available to us, which meant we
could take heavy loads by water to places like Nottingham,
Worcester, Leeds, York and Rotherham.
“The capacity of the Inland Navigator is about 300 tonnes,
as opposed to Terra Marique, which can carry a single load
of 1,200 tonnes, or three 600-tonne pieces,” continues
Wynn. “But Inland Navigator needs cranes to load and
offload, and what we soon realised was that many inland
freight handling facilities had disappeared. To a large
extent we’ve ended up with a train track with not enough
stations. We rarely get inland because of a lack of waterside
infrastructure, and there doesn’t seem to be the political
will to put more money into creating it. The success of
the Inland Navigator has been nowhere near that of Terra
Marique, and it’s such a shame.”
The potential of the Terra Marique was spotted even before
it went to work. “We did the sea trials and roadway tests at
Mammoet’s facility in Schiedam in The Netherlands,” Wynn
explains. “I remember one Dutch barge operator telling me
we’d taken flat top barges into the 21st century. The roadway
can lift from 2m to 8.5m above the keel. There’s an integral
ballast system which can shift water at the rate of 40 tonnes
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per minute at the press of a button. And we don’t need shore
side support cranage – everything we need is on board.
“Many customers don’t want their cargo exposed to sea
water, but we can lower the roadway down into the hold and
pull the hatches across. And flat top barges struggle with
beach landings because of their height. That’s not an issue for
us, although not all beaches are suitable. Terra needs a beach
with sufficient tide so that once the tide has left the stern
there’s enough time to take the doors out, put the ramps in,
take the load off, and put the doors back in. Generally, the
west coast and south coast of the UK are fine, but there’s not
so much tide on the east coast. So, for example, when we did
a load into Sinclair Bay, near Wick, in North East Scotland, we
had to build a causeway to artificially raise the height.
“What we’re looking for is a relatively flat beach,” continues
Wynn. “We check the site at low tide, and arrange to remove
any big rocks or debris, then mark it out with buoys, so
the master knows where to position. The towing bridle is
disconnected from the tug which usually pulls her, and Terra
comes in under her own power as high tide approaches, and
when in position we release two ‘spuds’. These are effectively
7.5m-long by 600mm diameter steel harpoons which are
gravity fed, and drive themselves into the beach. Again, this
was Damen’s idea when they were finalising the design. And
once they’re in position, the barge doesn’t move.”
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The barge’s beach landing capabilities were well used in 2019
during the decommissioning of a petro-chemical plant in
West Wales. There was a series of six landings at Gelliswick
Bay, near Milford Haven. Loads were taken to Pembroke for
onward shipping. And the oil industry kept Terra Marique
busy last year when she was used to transport two towheads,
one weighing 290 tonnes and the other 125 tonnes, from
Invergordon to Wick. The loads were moved on Mammoet’s
SPMTs, and featured on the front cover of the April 2020
issue of HeavyTorque.
But despite the original concept of the barge, Wynn says
they’re not moving much heavy electrical equipment at the
moment. “We haven’t moved a generator for eight or nine
years, following the demise of fossil fuel. We moved a couple
of transformers last year into Portland. In fact, recently we’ve
moved more dockside cranes than transformers. We moved
two cranes from Workington to the Tees, with Sarens SPMTs
in May 2020, and then two at the beginning of July in Dover,
from the Cargo Terminal to the new Western Docks facility.”
Despite the slow-down in heavy electrical plant movements,
Wynn’s hoping to pick up work at Hinkley Point C, the new
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nuclear power plant under construction in Somerset. “Terra
Marique is the only vessel that was specifically built to
do that job. We took a tunnel boring machine into the site
before the wharf was taken out for refurbishment, and we
offloaded all five components within an hour. Perfect! And
in 2014/15, we shipped the steam generators and nuclear
reactor to the Flamanville site in France, which is the
precursor to Hinkley Point.”
Although the barge is mainly used as a roll-on/roll-off vessel,
it’s been able to use its semi-submersible capabilities over
the years, including rescuing a couple of RNLI lifeboats,
and transporting the 120-year-old Thames barge ‘Gladys’ to
Sharpness Docks for restoration. Wynns also used her in 2019
to move the Fairmile, which was an old Second World War
rescue vessel, from Southampton to The National Museum of
the Royal Navy in Hartlepool. “Towards the end of her career,
she was used as a passenger ferry in Devon,” Wynn smiles.
“I spent a fair amount of time in Devon when I was younger,
and I regularly used to watch her sailing between Brixham and
Dartmouth. Little did I know that one day I’d end up carrying
her! But the diversity of Terra Marique charters is what’s kept
her afloat during the changes in the electrical supply industry.”
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Considering he’s a man who spent the formative years of his
career in heavy road transport, Wynn has become passionate
about the use of water.
“To get water working properly, we need to influence
planners to prevent wharves being lost, and to have new
developments sited by water. But while road transport is
so comparatively cheap, it’s going to be hard to persuade
people to use waterways. But we’ve built a great team here,
both within Robert Wynn and Sons, who operate the barges,
and Wynns, the independent consultancy, who work tirelessly
to find the best way of moving heavy loads, whether it’s
by road, or water. We’ll do all the feasibility reports, swept
path analysis and so on, and try to play our part in easing
congestion on the roads and, where appropriate, maximising
water. We’ve benefited in the past from far-sighted directors
taking the ethos of the business forward. And our staff today
have that same ethos and are keen to make a difference.”
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So what about the future? A determined look comes over
his face. “I’ve had offers to sell the Terra Marique, but I don’t
want to. We are a family orientated business and I want to
leave it for my daughter Daisy, my son Harry, and those of
my staff who’ll help guide the future. Harry completed his
apprenticeship as a steersman with ALE. He’s now a trainee
with us, and my intention is that in two or three years he’ll
be the Master of the Terra Marique. And Harry continued a
longstanding Wynns tradition, starting work with the company
on August 15th. His sister, Daisy, also started on August 15th, as
did I, so did my father, John, and my grandfather, George.”
When Thomas Wynn started his business in 1863, it was
because he realised that road and rail transport was taking
over from canals. It’s ironic that his great, great grandson,
Peter, is probably doing more than anyone to ensure the
wheel turns full circle, and heavy loads can return to the
country’s coastal and commercial waterways.
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