
26 The Mail on Sunday August 2, 2009Travel

BOOK OF THE WEEK
YOU have to applaud Bradt Guides’ boldness in
attempting to lead readers off the beaten track. 

Its latest guide to Sierra Leone (Bradt Travel
Guides, £16.99) covers a land that it frankly admits
‘is not always an easy country, or a happy one’,
pointing out that in the wake of the long civil war
much doesn’t work and won’t work for many years.

‘But Sierra Leone’s love of life, the determination to
make something of itself, shows a spirit the world
should gasp at.’

This is a destination that, for obvious reasons,
attracts a modest handful of tourists every year. 

For those keen to discover new horizons, however,
Bradt offers a sensible, diligently researched guide
to the country and describes the pleasures of
travelling in a place where tourists are welcomed
with open arms.

To order your copy at £15.30 with free p&p, call
0845 606 4207. 

GETTINGTHERE

Frank Barrett

Sarah Turner checks into a B&B and     

The African Queen (07774 917389,
www.african-queen.co.uk) charges
£85 a night for a double room with
bed and breakfast. Weekend cruises,
including two dinners and breakfasts,
start at £175 per person. 

Silk long johns   

S
ITTING on the deck of the
boat, with the sun about
to set, we meander sedately
downriver. It is a Wind In The
Willows experience but less
rushed: Jerome K. Jerome

without the sense of urgency. On this
stretch of the Thames, there are no
roads, just farmland, an occasional
walker on the towpath and a series of
grand houses with lawns down to the
water. Just one boat passes us.

After a while, Andy Cowley, the skip-
per and owner of the African Queen,
turns the boat around and we head back
to its tree-fringed mooring at Maple-
durham, near Reading. 

Nothing much daunts Andy. When
he bought the African Queen in 2004, he
sailed it across the Irish Sea and has done
battle with numerous officials to breathe
life into his gloriously eccentric dream
of owning a cruiser on the Thames. 

But Alex Polizzi is another matter.
She’s the Hotel Inspector on channel
Five and she’s on board, along with a film
crew, to see if Andy and his wife Bonny
have taken up her advice. Alex, in her
mid-30s, has a touch of the doughty
Katharine Hepburn about her, ready to
fight bad hotel-keeping on all fronts. 

Alex’s grandfather founded Trust
House Forte. Rocco Forte, her uncle,
runs hotels around the globe, from the
Balmoral in Edinburgh to the Astoria
in St Petersburg. Her mother Olga owns
the acclaimed Hotel Tresanton in Corn-
wall and when she’s not in front of the
cameras Alex runs another of the fam-
ily’s hotels, the Endsleigh in Devon.

All of which must make the dingy,
badly run establishments that she takes
on on TV hard to stomach. She’s a hos-
pitality surgeon, generally prescribing
bleach, repainting and the virtue of
keeping tidy accounts.

‘It always amazes me when hoteliers
and B&B owners don’t keep account of
the costs that mount up so easily, from

laundry to croissants,’ she says when
she shows me around. ‘If you’re not
aware of where your costs are going,
then you are in trouble.’

Andy and Bonny Cowley are fully
aware of their costs. From converting
the boat into a hotel and finding the
mooring, they’ve been huge, and last
year they turned to the Hotel Inspector
to see if Alex could stem the losses.

Andy, originally from the Isle of Wight,
emigrated to South Africa as a boy. In
his 50s, he and his wife returned to
Britain and ran a hotel back on the Isle
of Wight. The African Queen came about
through passion, irrationality and sheer
persistence. After seeing an advert for
the boat, the couple decided to start a
floating B&B, with restaurant-quality
food, plus cruises along the Thames. 

With five double rooms, two singles
and a suite (as well as the part that Andy
and Bonny live in), the converted barge
is spacious. It’s more than 100ft long and
there’s also a large deck and sitting
room, with a bar. 

So, why did the African Queen need the
Hotel Inspector? ‘We’ve tweaked a few
things – changed the blinds and brought
in some cushions on the top deck but
Bonny’s food is wonderful – it’s as clean
as a pin and it’s unique,’ says Alex. ‘Ulti-
mately, I think its problem is that it just
doesn’t fit into the usual hotel box. It’s a
hotel and a restaurant and a cruise.’

Back at the mooring, Bonny produces,
from a galley kitchen the size of a large
cabinet, course after course of delicious

IT WAS a tiny shape on the horizon but it was
what we had all been waiting for, writes David
Simpson. Binoculars were set, cameras readied
and, right on cue, the lazy white giant rose to his
feet. For many of us it was our first glimpse of
what we had come in search of . . . a polar bear.

Regrettably, it was to be the only sighting on our
nine-day fjords and Arctic icefields
adventure, but this, added to
a spectacular meeting the
following day with a gathering
of gargantuan walruses, was
more than enough to send us
home happy.

Yet the entire voyage from
Trondheim through the
narrow Norwegian fjords to
the North Cape and on to the
frozen territory of Svalbard
and its most northerly outpost of
Longyearbyen, on the western coast
of Spitsbergen, was one breathtaking
experience after another. And all the
time we were cocooned in the comfort
of the most luxurious expedition ship
at sea, Silversea’s Prince Albert II.

Silversea was already renowned
for taking cruising to new heights

SCENIC: A bridge over tranquil waters provides a picturesque view from the African Queen

when it decided to take on board the
6,000-ton World Discoverer II and add
ultimate luxury to the usual trappings
of expedition cruising. The result was
a vessel that carries just 132 guests in
66 ocean-view accommodations, 18 of
them suites with private verandas.

She was launched in June 2008 by
Albert, the environment-conscious
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THREE DAYS 
FROM ONLY
£109.95PP

13/14 nights half board
from £1165/£1305

VOYAGES JULES VERNE
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