Memoryscape: Cigarette Island excerpt – wedding guests

Lewis Gibson (wedding guest)

So I turn up mid morning to this, Hampton Court, get off the train, and I’ve got this little map instructing me where I’m supposed to be going.  I’m supposed to be going over a little bridge and then right and down to this park, and then I’m assuming there will be like the wedding, like a marquee or a load of chairs or I don’t know some kind of floral archway to walk through.  And I go down and there’s, there’s nothing there.  And I kind of go round these trees and I suddenly realise it’s this little boat, sort of speed boat kind of thing, and I think it was, a rowing boat maybe, and um there’s a few of my mates kind of dragging some tins of beer, cans of beers and chilly bins out and they are kind of erecting this, uh, sort of little tent.  And uh, within about 10 minutes there’s, suddenly there’s this kind of whole sort of party setting up. 

Hayley Long (wedding guest)

We had dressed up, we had really dressed up, I had on a ridiculously long sort of satin red skirt, and we were wondering how to get to Cigarette Island where the ceremony was taking place and a few neighbours in their boat gave us a lift over to Cigarette Island so it was an amazing way to arrive at a wedding for a start.  And it was quite a steep bank once we pulled up at Cigarette, is it Cigarette island...  Cigarette island and Ash Island, what’s with the smoking thing down there, it’s bizarre isn’t it.  So we pulled up at the bank of Cigarette Island and the bank was really steep and trying to get out of the boat in our long dresses, and up the bank, it was the most novel way I’d ever arrived for a wedding in my life.  And clambering up the bank in our very posh dresses and arriving for the ceremony, and then there was like a thrill of being on the water with everyone looking so fantastic, I felt like something out of the Great Gatsby almost.  

Lewis Gibson (wedding guest)

And across the river we saw the groom appearing on a rowing boat, facing us, in his morning suit, bit of a grin on his face, with two beautiful women rowing him.  And they were sort of, I don’t know if they were both old flames of his but they were, there was a heart connection and these two angels basically rowing him to his fate on the other side of the, on the other side of the Thames.  

Then, these two guys who are getting married, they live on a barge by the river and they, uh, the barge came down, I’d never even seen it work before. And it started coming down, and it was completely covered in flowers, and standing on top of the roof, um, like in Priscilla, Queen of the Desert, have you seen the poster for that, there’s Liz, the bride looking beautiful in this big wonderful white dress, standing on top of the barge, sailing down the Thames.

Doug Board (bride’s father)

It was blowing quite hard of course and one of the things we were worried about was our top hats blowing off into the river.  And we got on this boat and I said where do you want me.  No you’ve got to stand up on top.  (laughs).  I had to stand up on top with Liz and somebody else and that young lad you’ve got to take the boat down, he’d not driven it before and I thought, oh Jesus, what’s going to happen if something comes and we’re on this all organised and hadn’t even had a trial run you know.  So we got on this boat and we started going down the river.  Everything stopped.  Absolutely everything stopped.  And we got as far as the bridge and went under the bridge, and the bridge suddenly the traffic stopped and people were in hoards on this bridge all shouting and waving and clapping and all their boats blowing sirens.  And then we, as you probably know, we made one pass to try and get in and missed that one and had to come back and have another go, but eventually got tied up and I said, I must say, I was very relieved that we got there. Oh it was fun, tremendous, what a day.

Hayley Long

A boat coming up the river with the bride and groom standing on top of it, the best man etcetra and looking amazing.  And it was one of the most amazing sights, it was like, it was like a floating wedding cake coming up the river but it was also two people being joined who lived on the river.  With all of us standing on the edge of the river watching again a new, whole new chapter start in two peoples lives, a whole new era opening up for people.  And then also people making vows, that were, you know life long vows, on the water.  And then of course then we had musicians standing on the bank and people singing and it was very hard to get the sound right from people who were sitting on the boat, standing on the boat, to what was going on on the bank, and because of the acoustics in the area or something like that, but we all ended up singing this song at completely different paces and no-one could hear the other person singing at their pace, and that was just a lovely moment as well, it was just a lovely sunny moment.

Lewis Gibson (guest and violin player)

We were all out of sync and basically this echo situation happened. It was completely chaotic and it ended with Toby having to stop the whole thing from the boat and everyone was laughing and it was funny and it was a fantastic moment of musical nonsense.  (singing and laughing)  

A couple of musicians from Hampton Court who were mates came over to play some tunes. And they came along and they played some wonderful period dances for us and we learnt some dances, I think it was two dances, a figure of eight dance and a circle dance and a big chain dance and so you had this big crowd of different sized, different aged people from tiny little kids in frilly dresses, to elderly ladies – in frilly dresses - all kind of dancing away to bagpipes.

I think it must have looked to passers by, there was all these kind of cruise ships passing by, a very strange affair, because it was just here, on Cigarette Island, just with benches on and dog poo bins and things, and fisherman and a bit of rubbish and sort of people on bikes and joggers and so on, and then there was this wedding going on, people in formal attire having a wedding, and skipping around and dancing away to bagpipes and drums, and it felt bizarre and looked bizarre and was very beautiful, very moving and very simple, to have a space like that occupied by an event like that. I don’t think it ever happened there before and I don’t think it’ll ever happen there again.
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