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How many can recall the Radar Echo on the PPI showing high speed crossing traffic when transiting the 

Straits of Dover? Immediate alert, and then, it suddenly dawned upon you that it was a Hovercraft, in 

misty weather you could always hear them before seeing them. Risk of collision seldom, if ever, was an 

issue because when the bearing cursor was placed on the rapidly moving echo, the bearing changed 

both rapidly and appreciably. So, it was in the mid-1960s. First encounters with these elegant giants was 

a little daunting for the young Deck Officer. 

The Hovercraft was a British invention and often referred to as an “air-cushioned vehicle”. Initially the 

smaller SRN-6 was used but later the much larger Mountbatten Class (Mk 111) was introduced, and which 

could operate at 70 knots and carry 418 passengers and up to 60 cars. Their main routes were between 

Ramsgate (Pegwell Bay) and Calais – operated by Hoverlloyd, and between Dover and Boulogne-sur-Mer 

and Calais – operated by Seaspeed. In response to increasing operating costs and intensifying competition 

between Hoverlloyd and Seaspeed, a merger evolved. 

Hoverlloyd was a joint venture between Swedish Lloyd and the Swedish American shipping companies, 

whilst their competitor and rival, Hoverspeed was a joint venture between British Railways and the 

French railway operator SNCF. 1965 saw the commencement of these respective services. Both 

companies merged in 1981 to form Hoverlloyd. 

 

A “Hoverspeed” SRN-4 Mk111 pictured at Calais ca 2000. 

“Hoverspeed” became the company formed due to the merger between Hoverlloyd and Seaspeed. The 

actual operation was a success, and very popular with passengers, due to the speed. However, the 

rubber skirts split regularly in the early days and they cost time and were expensive to repair. It was an 

ongoing problem for a while until a technique was found to improve their ruggedness. Anything over 

Force 3/4 halted the operation as air would escape from under the skirts, dropping the craft down into 



the waves. In such a case a journey for the passengers was often like driving over a badly rutted road. - 

not pleasant. It is claimed that returns from onboard “Duty Free” sales, regularly exceeded the income 

from ticket sales 

The only Hovercraft service remaining in service today is “HoverTravel” which was founded in 1965 and 

operates a regular passenger service between Portsea and Ryde (Isle of Wight) across the Solent, using 

smaller and high-tech Hovercraft, namely, the Griffon Hoverwork 12000TD. 

 

The “HoverTravel” Griffon Hoverwork 12000TD, named “Solent Flyer” seen beaching a Portsea. 

The Mountbatten Class Hovercraft had their heyday during the 1980s, as they were highly popular with 

travelers to and from the continent. Expansion of services was considered to include Ostend in Belgium, 

but this never eventuated. 

Each SRN-4 was powered by an arrangement of four Bristol Proteus gas turbine engines; while these 

engines were adapted for maritime use, proving to be one of the hovercraft's more reliable systems, 

they were relatively fuel-hungry, consuming significant amounts of aviation-grade kerosene, as well as 

being expensive to maintain. As the worldwide oil crisis of the 1970s caused fuel prices to rise sharply, 

the operation of the SRN-4 became increasingly uneconomic. Furthermore, the closure of the British 

Hovercraft Corporation minimized support and maintenance options, which became more costly over 

time, and as it became clear the development for new Hovercraft replacements, were unlikely to be 

forthcoming. 

Fresh competition from high-speed rail services, facilitated by the completion of the Channel Tunnel in 

1996, undermined the SRN-4's speed advantage, drawing passengers away and further decreasing the 

service's commercial viability. These combined factors gradually worsened the SRN-4's economics as 

time progressed. Hoverspeed continued cross-Channel hovercraft operation until October 2000, when 

the last two SRN-4s were withdrawn and the era of ‘hovering across the Channel’ met its final demise. 

Sadly, all four ex-Hoverlloyd craft were eventually broken up and none remain. 



Gallery 

 

An action photograph of a “Seaspeed” SRN-4 Mk 111 Hovercraft, departing from Dover. 
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