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Length ..............................................................69ft  

Beam ........................................................12ft 5in

Engine .......................................Shire 90hp

Berths...........................................................................8

Built by Milburn Boats: 

www.milburnboats.co.uk, 

01327 702164

DESIGNING AND 

BUILDING A BOAT for 

residential use is a complex 

and challenging affair. But 

when that boat is intended to 

provide luxury accommodation 

for paying guests, the 

considerations are vast.

In March 2012 David and 

Karen Binney set their sights 

on a hotel-boat business and 

approached Milburns Boats to 

construct their craft – a purely 

bespoke builder with previous 

experience of producing hotel-

boats. The result is Wessex Rose, 

a wide-beam boat which, as 

intended, meets the stringent 

‘Visit England’ fi ve-star rating. 

Keen to fi nd out more 

about this luxury fl oating 

hotel, we recently spent a day 

aboard on a cruise of its home 

canal, the Kennet & Avon. 

Exterior
The boat’s unusual hull design 

(though similar to a previous 

Milburn hotel-boat Lady 

Teal) was built in 10/6/5/4mm 

steel by Tim Tyler, with 

dimensions to suit the K&A. 

What really grabs your 

attention is the almost semi-

circular bow, with the bluff, 

vertical stem post that is so 

at odds with most wide-beam 

‘narrowboat’ styles. However, 

the additional volume given 

to the inside is substantial and 

the design is very reminiscent 

of Humber Keels and other 

working boats on the northern 

waterways. Three deck lockers, 

including one for gas cylinders, 

provide storage, though there 

is no bow well to sit out on, 

as the cabin superstructure, 

though tapered, approaches 

the bow as close as possible. 

Two large wooden framed 

windows sit in the forward 

bulkhead, with a further similar 

window in each cabin side. 

A sizeable sunroof is fi tted, 

while a large twin air horn, 

plus tunnel and navigation 

lights, are properly mounted.

The cabin sides sit in from a 

wide gunwale, making passage 

along the boat very easy. There 

is a pair of side doors, complete 

with fold-back hatches, towards 

the front of the boat, while 

two further sets of doors are 

along the port cabin side, 

which make sense once you 

start exploring the interesting 

engineering of this boat. Across 

the roof are a multitude of 

different vents, all in chrome 

or stainless steel fi nishes, to 

match the rest of the bright 

metalwork, offsetting the cream 

and blue paintwork. Stainless 

louvres are also set in the cabin 

side, which are then ducted 

behind the linings internally 

We’ve reviewed several luxury wide-beams in WW, 

but few for paying guests. Mark Langley explores 

the bespoke design of hotel-boat Wessex Rose

HOTEL-BOAT REVIEW

Five star fit-out
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to provide proper low-level, 

draught-free ventilation.

The stern deck is very short, 

with room for a couple of people 

to stand around the helm or lean 

against a large taff rail (complete 

with useful hooks to hold lines 

out of the way). A set of wide 

steps leads up to the cabin 

roof, where a huge expanse of 

decking has been fi tted to make 

an open-air dining/lounging 

area, utilising a fl at platform 

mounted above the cambered 

cabin top. The sides of the teak-

fi nished deck have balustrades 

of stainless steel, wood and 

rope, which are quickly folded 

away for cruising. Once moored 

up, this makes a large outdoor 

space, more practical than a 

bow cockpit and, like much of 

the exterior, subtly illuminated 

at night. A pair of wooden top 

boxes store deckchairs and tables 

out of the way when cruising.

Saloon
Entering from the aft deck 

down good-sized steps (with 

cavernous storage below), you 

pass through a long corridor 

set to starboard. Walking right 

to the very front of the boat, 

you enter the saloon. Here you 

immediately feel the width of the 

boat, with the room capable of 

allowing all the guests, as well 

as the owners, space to relax. 

The large windows give a superb 

view out on three sides. Those 

in the forward bulkhead lower 

vertically on counterbalances, 

while the side units slide back. 

Combine this with the electrically 

operated Webasto sunroof, and 

the saloon opens to the outside 

with the minimum of fuss. A 

large bench seat runs across 

the forward bulkhead (with 

the bowthruster under), plus 

six specially designed winged 

armchairs, which allow everyone 

Low wash at tickover, 

despite the bulk of the 

near full-length boat.

The unusual 

bow has  

echoes of 

working craft.

RUNNING A HOTEL-BOAT 
is no mean feat, especially if 
it is your fi rst foray into this 
business. From the outset, 
Karen and David were 
determined that the boat 
would be a fi ve-star craft and 
within six months of starting 
the business, Visit England 
awarded them top marks.

The boat mainly cruises 
the Kennet & Avon, with 
planned trips out onto the 
Thames towards Oxford. 
With a high booking rate 
– at 70% for the 2015 season 
already – Wessex Rose has 
certainly made an impact. 
The boat has featured 
on TV in George Clarke’s 
Amazing Spaces and is 
well known on the K&A. 

The prices, running from 
around £445 per person 

for a three-night cruise, to 
£875 for seven nights, are 
very competitive with full-
board rates in good hotels 
– except here the scenery 
keeps changing! The prices 
are all-inclusive, including 
house alcoholic drinks and 
the high standard of cuisine. 
We were lucky enough to 
sample lunch aboard and 
su�  ce to say it was fantastic! 
This and the care with which 
the boat has been designed 
and equipped, make it 
attractive to people who 
may not otherwise explore 
our canal system, as well as 
those who want something 
di� erent from hiring, or are 
looking for a completely 
pampered experience.

Visit www.wessexrose.co.uk 
or call 07881 287320.

TV STAR

Accommodation afl oat

The top deck converts 

to a spacious outdoor 

living space.
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to have their own comfortable 

seat, complete with footstools.

A set of four folding tables, 

each with the company logo set 

into the oak carpentry, allows a 

full dining scene to be set up. 

When folded down, however, 

the tables not only remain out 

of the way but act as useful 

shelves for the near-continuous 

supplies of tea, coffee and 

home-made cakes for guests.

To starboard, a cupboard 

provides additional useful 

storage, with a large dresser-style 

unit against the aft bulkhead. 

Glazed cabinets for glassware 

sit either side of the large LCD 

TV, which is linked to the 

self-tracking satellite system on 

the roof, and is complemented 

by an Apple TV system, as 

well as surround sound. Lower 

cupboards provide more general 

storage for the hospitality 

requirements of a hotel-

boat, including a substantial 

inventory of drinks to help 

guests unwind of an evening.

Wessex Rose is lined in cream-

painted ply, with solid oak trim 

and furniture. The extremely 

hard-wearing solid hardwood 

fl oor is able to take the worst 

a canal towpath can throw at 

it. All LED lighting is group 

switched, to give fl exibility of 

illumination, while taking very 

little power. A Lockgate stainless 

steel diesel stove is fi tted to 

starboard, with the usual 

stainless steel mounting tray 

lined with very attractive granite 

tiles rather than being left bare. 

This unit gives superb local 

heat in the saloon, though wet 

underfl oor heating provides the 

central heating in the saloon and 

corridor of the boat, powered by 

a Hurricane diesel heater – or 

via the engine’s waste energy. 

Normally, stoves mounted to 

starboard are at risk of their 

chimneys being knocked off by 

passing trees, but the Lockgate 

fl ue has a very low external 

profi le, so this is not an issue.

Galley
Unusually, the galley is entirely 

self-contained, and can be 

closed off from the corridor 

by a wide sliding door. This 

prevents galley noise from 

disturbing guests in the saloon 

Well-equipped galley includes big hob with 

glass splashback, twin oven and microwave.

Hand-washing sink could be useful on private 

boats as well as commercial craft.

Ê HOTEL-BOAT REVIEW MILBURN BOATS

Aft bulkhead unit neatly 

stores glasses and 

household items, as well as 

the entertainment centre.

Low-level vents give 

draught-free ventilation.

Massive 230V 

fridge/freezer allows 

good stocking of 

food for cruises.
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and stops the inevitable cooking 

smells from permeating the 

rest of the boat. The U-shape 

galley fi ts in a large amount of 

equipment, working space and 

storage, to ensure that the guests 

and owners can be provided 

with the high-level of dining 

promised. As it is effectively 

a commercial galley, there are 

some items which you might 

not fi nd on a private boat.

In addition to the deep 

double sink and drainer, a small 

handwash-only sink is fi tted 

into one corner of the worktop. 

David and Karen are proud 

of their standards of hygiene, 

having been awarded a full 

fi ve marks for the ‘scores on 

the doors’ food hygiene rating 

scheme. The work surface 

is very smooth and easy to 

maintain, while a large, full-

height 230V fridge/freezer, plus 

12 place-setting dishwasher, also 

contribute to good practices. 

High-level cupboards give 

additional space, with a roof 

hatch for ventilation, as well as 

cooker hood above the fi ve-

burner gas hob. A useful glass 

splashback behind the hob is 

easier to clean than tiling, while 

the eye-level twin oven allows 

catering to be performed easily. 

Emergency remote gas cylinder 

valve shut-off is also located 

here, which makes sense in any 

boat, but is rarely fi tted. A wine 

locker under the fl oor helps chill 

alcohol to a sensible temperature. 

For coping with all the laundry, 

a large capacity washing 

machine and separate tumble-

dryer are also in the galley.

Guest cabins
The three entirely separate 

guest cabins are named Crofton, 

Dundas and Kintbury, with 

each offering twin- or king-size 

berths with mirror layouts. One 

berth base is fi xed, with the 

other moveable to create twin 

or double berths. Unusually, 

the chamfered corner uprights 

can be swapped around, so 

allowing the edge you walk 

past in either mode to avoid 

catching your legs. At a higher 

level, shelving runs along 

the separating bulkhead.

Each berth has an LED 

reading lamp on a fl exible stalk, 

while the main lights can be 

operated from switches by the 

cabin doors or by the bed head. 

A full height wardrobe gives a 

good amount of hanging space, 

with shelving tucked away in the 

corner. An illuminated vanity 

mirror is over a set of storage 

lockers – including a secure one 

for valuables, atop of which sits 

the refreshments tray. While 

expected in hotels, having an 

individual 230V kettle, plus fresh 

coffee, cafetiere, teapot and cups, 

is unusual in many hotel-boats. 

A mains-powered hairdryer is 

also in the cupboard below, as 

well as a full set of bathrobes, 

slippers – and lifejackets!

Heating in the cabin is 

underfl oor – but to allow full 

guest control, it is 230V-powered 

rather than from the wet system. 

However, the standard spray 

foam insulation inside the 

steel shell is supplemented by 

additional sound and thermal 

insulation in the cabins, especially 

in the bulkheads. This does 

make them very warm as 

well as quiet. All too often in 

boats, little thought is given 

to deadening the sound from 

one living space to another. 

Owners’ cabin
Right aft is the owners’ cabin, 

which is not much bigger than 

the guest cabins, and is the 

home of David and Karen all 

year round. A large double 

berth, with storage under, is 

against the aft bulkhead, with 

wardrobes forward (and a 

radiator running from the wet 

central heating system for extra 

warmth in winter). Usefully, 

the boat’s system controls are 

also in here, behind a door, 

so allowing control of power 

supplies without disturbing 

guests. A hatch also gives access 

to the weedhatch and stern 

gear. The owners have reduced 

what they carry aboard to a 

minimum, utilising the space 

as effectively as possible. 

Ensuite bathrooms
Every cabin has its own, identical 

ensuite toilet and shower. These 

are arranged in mirror image 

pairs, which reduces plumbing 

Ê HOTEL-BOAT REVIEW MILBURN BOATS

A cabin set as two generous single berths,  

with high quality soft furnishings.

Bright and airy saloon has lots of 

seating plus four folding tables.

Stainless steel 

diesel heater in 

granite hearth.

Flexible reading lights plus main 

lighting and heating controls.

Galley has lots of 

storage and large 

double sink.
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duplication as well as helping 

with sound transmission. The 

bathroom doors are acid etched 

with the ‘WR’ logo, giving 

enough privacy while still 

allowing light to fi lter through. 

Here a heated towel rail from the 

wet heating system gives warmth, 

while twin mirrors and bright 

white tiling and deck head make 

the rooms feel spacious, despite 

there being no external windows.

The bathrooms are wet 

shower rooms, with a substantial 

sloping tiled fl oor, draining to 

a central gutter with a stainless 

steel grill, which can quickly 

be lifted out and cleaned of 

any silt, hair etc. The wash 

basin, mounted centrally on the 

bulkhead, also drains directly 

into the gutter, which contains 

an electronic fi eld sensor fl oat 

switch, activating the Whale 

Gulper pump to empty out. This 

works better in a smaller space 

than the alternatives of a separate 

cubicle or clinging curtain.

To ensure ample hot water 

and even pressure, the large 

calorifi er is heated from the 

engine or Hurricane system 

to a high temperature, which 

is then blended to give lower 

temperatures to the showers. 

The large water pump, 

running at 2 bar, also has a 

massive accumulator tank to 

store pressure, supplied by 

a feed from a huge, 2,000-

litre fresh water tank.

The toilet is fi tted towards 

the hull side and is a centrally 

operated vacuum fl ush system, 

which is surprisingly quiet when 

working. As there are four 

toilets running with one system, 

one holding tank suffi ces. This 

is huge, however, being able 

to accept a minimum of 500 

fl ushes; it is mounted under 

the fl oor midway through the 

boat, with the sophisticated 

central toilet control system 

monitoring usage. As the boat is 

constructed with a central keel 

box, the pump-out tank must 

be emptied from both sides to 

ensure it is empty; however, it 

has suffi cient capacity for owners 

and guests for over a week.

Engineering
The additional side doors and lack 

of bathroom windows are linked 

– behind each pair of bathrooms 

there are enclosed bays, one for 

the propulsion engine, the other 

for the generator and electrics. 

These compartments are isolated 

steel spaces, with access solely 

from outside. This means that 

any diesel leaks would not 

impinge on the accommodation. 

The forward compartment 

contains the Barrus Shire 90hp 

engine, based on a four-cylinder 

4.5-litre engine block. There are 

twin alternators, with the large 

domestic one running at 24V 

to power the boat’s systems. 

The engine is installed with a 

large hospital generator-type 

silencer, mounted vertically to 

save space, but with a hull-side 

exit. A large coolant tank is fi tted 

on the hull side – potentially 

more effi cient than one welded 

on the inside of the swim, due 

to better water fl ows underway. 

The engine drives an ARS 

hydraulic pump unit, so a large 

oil reservoir and cooler are built 

into the compartment. The 

hydraulics system powers both 

the propulsion motor, mounted 

under the aft bed (and fi tted with 

a Prop Protector cutting disc on 

the shaft to reduce weedhatch 

visits) as well as the 180kgf 

bowthruster. There is also a good 

use of space in the engine room 

for pump-out hoses, reboarding 

ladders and other equipment.

Ê HOTEL-BOAT REVIEW MILBURN BOATS

Guest cabin set as a king-size double berth.

Wardrobe provides hanging 

and shelf storage space.

Wetroom has 

small footprint but 

feels spacious.

Vanity unit with illuminated mirror 

and drink-making equipment.
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The generator is mounted 

further aft, with a Beta 11 

(10.7kVA) diesel generator 

providing all the power needed 

for dishwashers, laundry and 

battery charging when the main 

engine is not running. A large 

24V Victron 5kW combi invertor 

(and 120-amp charger) supplies 

the day-to-day needs from the 

huge 700Ah (at 24V) battery 

bank made up of eight Rolls 

S-460 350Ah, 6-volt batteries. 

This is enough to give full 

underfl oor heating for the guest 

cabins overnight without having 

to run the engine or generator.

The generator room has a false 

fl oor around gunwale height. As 

with the propulsion engine, a 

large silencer and lots of sound 

insulation make for a very quiet 

installation. It also enables the 

space to become the boat’s 

workshop for any minor repairs, 

so all the tools are laid out in 

here as well. The two engine 

spaces have excellent ventilation, 

both in the side doors, hull 

side and roof vents, to reduce 

thermal overloading of systems.

Underway and tied up
The size of Wessex Rose is 

close to the limit of what can 

be accommodated on the 

Kennet & Avon – the canal 

it is predominately based on. 

Nevertheless, it handles very 

smoothly, with Karen usually at 

the helm and David operating 

the locks. During our passage up 

the Caen Hill fl ight near Devizes, 

Karen only needed to use the 

bowthruster once, to help shift 

the boat sideways in a pound 

to let descending craft pass us. 

The tiller is light and the precise 

twin lever controls give variable 

thrust to the propeller, while 

allowing a higher engine speed 

if the bowthruster is needed to 

work hard. While the boat is 

easily worked by the owners, 

guests can help out as much or 

as little as they want. It is also 

a very quiet boat, especially 

inside the cabin while cruising.

Once tied up, the saloon easily 

opens up to the air, while the 

roof top ‘patio’ gives lots of extra 

space for guests. The boat is 

superbly laid out for cruising for 

a few days or weeks. David and 

Karen have done very well to 

avoid spreading their belongings 

beyond their own cabin, and the 

rest of the boat is extremely well 

thought out, giving guests their 

own very private space, as well as 

some pleasant communal areas. 

In summary then, it is a 

brilliantly designed and executed 

boat which, at almost two years 

old, looks completely new. 

Simple engine control panel, with thruster and ready-to-use 

switches, plus twin-lever control – one for variable prop 

thrust direction, the other for the engine throttle.

90hp Shire diesel engine 

drives prop and bowthruster 

via ARS hydraulic system.

Beta 11 (10.7kVA) generator and 

24V systems, with large combi 

inverter in second engine room.

WESSEX ROSE LAYOUT

Large opening windows and 

sunroof make saloon more 

useful than a simple well deck.
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