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40 YEARS OF THE 
LEGAL UNEXPECTED IN DOVER
A talk by Richard Sturt reported by Alan Lee

For the second talk of the evening the 
society welcomed back Richard Sturt 

for what would be his fourth talk to the 
members.

When Richard first arrived at Dover Priory 
Station in April 1963 he had an office in 
Castle Street. Many times stories would be 
recounted from the past along with the 
unconventional characters who appeared 
in court, especially magistrates and 
chairman of the bench. The following are 
just some of them.

In the early days one of Richard's clients 
had been accused of grievous bodily harm  
following an argument and the boatswain 
had stabbed the other party. His client had 
intervened and bit the boatswain's nose 
off. As his client was appearing before the 
judge his justice Lord Melford Stephenson, 
a harsh man, Richard feared the worst for 
him. However, surprise, surprise! The 
judge, on hearing the evidence, was so 
amused that he handed down a fine of 
only £25.

Historically our territorial waters were 3 
miles wide, the distance that a cannonball 
could be fired. In 1964 after the Fishing 
Limits Act HMS Soberton, an old wooden 
minesweeper, intercepted a small French 
trawler fishing off the North Kent 
Channel. It was the Gloire a Marie from 
Etaples. The French refused to stop and 
zigzagged their way across the channel to 
just off Dunkirk where the Soberton gave 
up the chase. Thirty-six hours later the 
Soberton was patrolling off Rye Bay and 
found a boat fishing illegally. It once again 
turned out to be the Gloire a Marie who 
again ran. Again they set off in pursuit and
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closing in they fired their 1 inch Bofors 
gun, but after three rounds it jammed. The 
captain as they came along side, ordered 
the crew on deck. They then threw 
everything at the French. He threw his 
binoculars whilst one of the crew started to 
throw potatoes. One spud broke a window 
on the trawler, the French captain then 
surrendered because he thought that live 
rounds were being fired at them. They 
were arrested, charged with nine breaches 
of the law, fined £2,000 and had their nets 
confiscated. If only people knew -  our 
greatest ever naval engagement was ended 
by a King Edward potato!

The Struma, a tanker of the Bulgarian Stat 
Marine, en route from Oslo to the Black 
Sea in 1970, for some reason altered course 
after passing the North Goodwin Light and 
ran aground. The Dover tugs Dominant 
and Diligent pulled her off but were 
awarded a miserable amount of money by 
the Lloyds arbitrator.



The Brave Enterprise was Panamanian 
registered with a multinational crew and 
bound for Jeddah. She had broken down in 
the Channel and was then towed to Dover 
by Dover Harbour Board tugs. The crew 
sold parts of the ship, including the ship's 
wheel to pay the fine. Tied up in the 
Wellington Dock she sprang a leak and was 
saved, but the cargo of Carnation Milk was 
condemned and dumped on the quayside. 
Writs were issued by the crew, an Oslo 
shipyard and Dover Harbour Board 
amongst others. The ship was sold by the 
Admiralty Marshal to TUrkish Cypriots and 
renamed Happy Times. She was last seen 
chugging slowly away from Dover and 
sitting very low in the water.

At 4am on 11th January 1971 near the 
Yarne Light the Texaco Caribbean was in 
collision with the Paracas and eight lives 
were lost. The next day the Brandenburg 
struck the wreckage and twenty-one lives 
were lost. In April another ship, the Niki 
ran into the wreckage and a further 
twenty-two lives were lost. It was these 
three incidents that led to the Dover 
Straight Traffic Separation Scheme 
becoming mandatory in 1972.
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In 1978 Richard attended the signing of 
the Western Docks Hoverport four-sided 
agreement between British Railway Board, 
British Rail Hovercraft Limited, Dover 
Harbour Board and Societe Nationale des 
Chemins de fer Frangais.

He recounted two near collisions both 
caused by car ferries, with in 1987 the 
Silver Reefer and in 1988 the Sirius 
Highway.

Another case was that of the capsizing of 
the Herald of Free Enterprise. The 
company was tried and found guilty of 
manslaughter and non-compliance with 
maritime law.

One case Richard prepared, but lost, 
involved the ban on shipping live animals 
for slaughter. The court held the ban to be 
unlawful, even though the purpose was to 
avoid disruption to the rest of the ferry 
traffic.

Calvin Hoffman, Broadway critic for the 
New York Times, threatened to shoot 
himself and insisted that he would only 
talk to Richard, so he flew out to Sarasota, 
America. Later he threatened the same 
thing, and Richard said, "go ahead," but he 
didn't.

The outcome of these strange meetings 
was that Calvin offered a scholarship and 
a prize to anyone who could prove that 
Christopher Marlow was the true writer of 
Shakespeare's plays!

Richard ended his sometimes sad, 
sometimes amusing talk with a story 
about a judge and a barrister.


