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homecoming
that wants to break up the ship for 
her scrap value of £20million. But the 
thought of the QE2 suffering such an 
end is unthinkable to the rival bidder 
– a consortium willing to spend 
£70million on returning her to Brit-
ain, where she would spend the rest 
of her days as a five-star hotel and 
conference centre on the River 
Thames.

Only time will tell which bid will be 
accepted by the oil-rich sheikhs – but 
a decision on the future of the ship is 
expected ‘very soon’. Dubai World 
refuses to comment on which path 
the company is likely to take. 

Insiders believe it is still anyone’s 
guess as to whether the ship – which 
carried two-and-a-half million pas-
sengers between 1969 and 2008 – will 
end up in a breakers’ yard or at  
London’s Carlsberg Wharf, opposite 
the O2 Arena.

The most brutally realistic onlook-
ers suggest the Arabs would favour 
the Chinese deal. One says: ‘I wouldn’t 
rely on them to be sentimental. If 
they take the Chinese money, the 
ship would depart from here almost 
immediately, probably for a breakers’ 
yard in India.

‘QE2 costs a veritable fortune just 
to sit at Port Rashid – and the British 
bid would probably demand a longish 
period in which to prepare the ship to 
be towed back to Britain.’

But in spite of the uncertainty, QE2 
London – the company set up to bring 
the ship home – remains optimistic, 
although its managing director John 
Chillingworth admits: ‘Negotiations 
have been going on for a year and are 
at a delicate stage.’

Mr Chillingworth, a former chief 
engineer of the QE2 and technical 
director of Cunard, who was respon-
sible for overseeing the ship’s trans-
fer from her home port of Southamp-
ton to the Gulf after her last voyage, 
adds: ‘I have had a long association 
with her and I hope it may continue. 
Time will tell. 

‘But we are confident we have a 
wonderful project here. The QE2 is a 
national treasure, a monument to 
shipbuilding on the Clyde and part of 
our heritage. It would be a terrible 
shame if she was lost to us. It remains 
our fervent hope that she can come 
back to where she truly belongs.’
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HE QE2 London consor-
tium is willing to pay 
Dubai World £20million  
for the vessel and plans to 
spend another £50million 

on towing her home and setting her 
up on the Thames. Marketing direc-
tor Roger Murray says: ‘This is a 
rock-solid project. The money is 
already in the bank and all we require 
is a decision, which we hope will 
come soon.’

Mr Murray, who predicts the project 
could create between 1,500 and 2,000 
jobs, adds: ‘QE2 is probably the most 
loved vessel in the world. She was 
built on the Clyde, where the finest 
ships came from, and we would all 
like to see a British icon enjoy a glori-
ous end to her career.

‘We have worked extremely hard to 
get everything in place and bring the 
ship to London. The borough of  
Newham, which owns Carlsberg 
Wharf, is on board and talks with the 
planners and the Port of London 
Authority are on-going.’

Moreover, QE2 London has power-
ful friends in high places. Chancellor 

George Osborne has openly backed 
the scheme and it has the support of 
Mayor of London Boris Johnson, 
who says: ‘I am keen to explore the 
possibility of mooring the QE2 in 
London. I want to bring out the very 
best in London, helping its commu-
nities to thrive and its people to 
prosper.’

Experts closer to home also believe 
in the project. Glasgow-based QE2 
historian Rob Lightbody, who runs 
the theqe2story.com website, says: 
‘I’ve heard of lots of QE2 plans over 
the years but I have not reported any 
of them because I didn’t believe they 
had the right backing or a workable 
plan. 

‘I’ve been reporting this one because 
it does. There is definitely still a 
chance for her to come to London. A 
deal is likely to be struck soon. The 
problem is we just don’t know what 
that deal will be. 

‘The ship is Britain’s last great liner 
and thoroughly deserves to be saved 
– and she has to be in one of the 
world’s great cities to attract enough 
customers to survive. Where better 
than London? There is no downside 
to this.’

The consortium’s scheme is split 
into two phases. The first would see 
Carlsberg Wharf redeveloped with 
parking facilities, a reception build-
ing and a walkway to the ship. Phase 
two would include the construction 
of additional commercial visitor 
attraction buildings.
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HEN QE2 is in place, 
330 of her first-class 
cabins and 250 larger 
tourist cabins will  
be transformed into 

hotel accommodation. Commercial 
shipping expert Martin Cox, who 
runs the Maritime Matters website, 
says: ‘It is a fully realised vision and a 
viable plan. The proposal is commer-
cial and would potentially attract  
significant extra tourism.’

Now all that QE2 London and their 
supporters can do is wait patiently   
to discover if they will be writing the 
next chapter in a wonderful story 
which began in December 1964 when 
Cunard and John Brown signed a 
£43million deal to build what would 
be the fastest transatlantic liner in 
the world.

The first plates of the great ship 
were laid at Yard No 736 on July 5, 
1965. It would be another two years 
before the vessel was launched by the 
Queen on October 20, 1967. 

Her maiden voyage between South-
ampton and New York began on June 
2, 1969. A year later, almost to the 
day, she would cross the Atlantic in a 
record time of three days, 20 hours 
and 42 minutes.

She was and remains the greatest 
achievement of any shipbuilder on 
the Clyde – but, if truth be told, the 
great liner should never have been 
built there. Many years after QE2’s 
launch, the ship designer and builder 
Sir John Brown – no relation to the 
company name – would reveal how 
close his beloved yard came to not 
winning the contract.

In a 50-year career that took him 
from apprentice draughtsman to 
managing director, Sir John had 
worked on all of the great Queens 
that were built in the yard – and he 
was determined to win the QE2.

‘But Cunard had decided they 
would give the contract to the Swan 
Hunter Yard in the North of England,’ 
he revealed just before his death in 
2001 at the age of 99.

Cunard and Swan had not reckoned 
on the determination of Sir John, 
who would recall: ‘I couldn’t bear the 
thought of losing the QE2.

‘The problem for us, however, was 
that Swan had quoted on a design 
based on an aluminium superstruc-
ture. We built in steel and had hardly 
any experience of that design idea.’

So Sir John and his design team 
went in search of a ship with a similar 
design specification: ‘I discovered 
that an American liner called the 
United States incorporated the alu-
minium design. So we took a cruise – 
if you can’t beat them, join them. 

‘We had these little magnets, the 
kind that schoolboys played with. We 

Launched on the Clyde: By the Queen in 1967

by Jim McBethS
HE lies far from home, 
stranded and tired after an 
epic voyage of 45 years – a 
sleeping beauty of the sea. 
And soon she may be awoken 
from an uneasy slumber to 

return to those who cherish her as 
one of the greatest transatlantic  
liners built on the Clyde.

To strangers who do not know her, she is 
described with grave formality as the Queen 
Elizabeth II. Her friends have known her  
simply as QE2 since the glorious day in 1967 
when she was christened with champagne by 
her Royal namesake at John Brown’s yard in 
Clydebank.

When Her Majesty sent the great ship on 
her way, thousands of well-wishers cheered 
‘bon voyage’ as the QE2 began a voyage that 

would take her hundreds of times around the 
world, from Scotland to the United Arab 
Emirate of Dubai where, in 2008, she was sup-
posed to find a final resting place as a visitor 
attraction.

But the global recession which coincided 
with her arrival put paid to the grandiose 
scheme – and for five years she has lan-
guished in the sun, an albatross around the 
neck of Dubai World, the state-owned com-
pany that paid Cunard £64million for the 
vessel, which had been its flagship for two 
generations.

Dubai World has been seeking a buyer for 
more than a year and there is apparently an 
offer on the table from a Chinese company 


