
Despicable Ben Harp Narrowboat Builders  

Regular readers of our blog will have noticed we have NOT mentioned nb Waiouru in any of our blogs 
since late March. This is because we have been in dispute with the builder Ben Harp Narrowboat 
Builders Ltd regarding the status of our boat.  

We decided not to post anything about the dispute involving Waiouru as we didn‟t want to exacerbate 
the situation. Unfortunately the matter continued to deteriorate which eventually resulted in us 
employing solicitors. We have had two High Court hearings in the Royal Courts of Justice, London 
and four court orders have been issue requiring compliance from Ben Harp Narrowboat Builders 
Ltd. Ben and Kelly Harp not only ignored these High Court orders but actually defined them.  

The court ordered us to be given access to our boat for the purpose of inspecting and valuing the 
boat. Ben & Kelly Harp were claiming it was worth £91,000 whilst the photographic evidence 
suggested a value less than £40,000. Our surveyor was consistently denied access to the boat to 
verify their claims.  

Eventually we had a High Court order giving us access. That‟s when the Harp‟s claimed they had sold 
our boat and the one at their premises was a different boat. They couldn‟t sell it. Accordingly to the 
contract we had the Title to the boat from the First Stage Payment. Moreover, if it were sold; 
according to the contract we had the first right to buy.  

The High Court then issued another order directing the boat wasn‟t to be moved or interfered with. 
Again Ben Harp Narrowboat Builders Ltd ignored the court order and modified the boat to disguise 
it so we wouldn‟t recognise it. Last Tuesday they advised our solicitors they would comply with the 
court order and allow access to the boat. Obviously they thought we wouldn‟t recognise it after all the 
modifications!  

Our solicitors replied advising we would accept the offer to inspect and would be accompanied by the 
shell builder, Tim Tyler. The offer to inspect was withdrawn the same day! <surprise>. In their same 
advice they told the solicitor they intended to tell the High Court Judge they wanted another 14 days 
to prepare their defence. We knew they were modifying Waiouru and guessed they were converting it 

to a “sailaway” for a quick sale.  

We were quickly back in the High Court last Thursday and were given the final court order. Even the 
Judge could see through their scheme. The latest order gave us immediate access to Waiouru; using 
force if necessary; accompanied by the police and Tim Tyler. If the boat was Waiouru the order gave 
us the power to immediately cease her.  

Today we took Waiouru.  

As we suspected she had been modified and stripped to a bare shell (I‟ll blog more on this later).  

Having run out of time to sell Waiouru to another unsuspecting purchaser Ben Harp Narrowboat 
Builders Ltd vented their frustration by maliciously damaging Waiouru. I‟ll only post some of the 
photo‟s from today but will post more later and also provide a more detailed explanation of the entire 
story.  

Our thanks to those who have know what has been going on and have kept matters confidential. 
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The lining, ceiling, wiring, partitions and cabinet work has been stripped.  This is NOT a £91,000 boat! 

We have been overwhelmed by the supportive comments being posted to this blog.  Thank 

you for your sympathy and support.  Unfortunately we simply don’t have the time to 

respond to you all individually.  Instead, we will use the time to post our story in daily 

episodes for our readers.  The story is going to get more interesting!   

The Shell  

From the Ben Harp Website “Ben has gained a reputation for unique designs and outstanding 
craftsmanship” <choke.. splutter! Find a recent customer who will agree with that statement!>  

We were advised our shell builder had been changed to Tyler-Wilson. We were delighted to receive 
this news as they have a reputation for being one of the best shell builders in the UK.  Despite what 
has happened to us we know we have an outstanding shell.  Moreover Tim and Jonathan have been 
very supportive throughout our ordeal.  

Ben Harp told us he had paid £34,000 for the shell and made no profit from it.  Well subsequently Tim 
Tyler told us the cost of the shell was less than that.  Another Ben Harp lie!  

To ensure we could monitor progress on the boat we employed a reputable local boat safety surveyor 
to act as our representative. He was able to visit the Tyler-Wilson premises part the way through the 
construction of the shell and gave an anticipated favourable report on the quality of the work.  

Kelly Harp was also reporting Ben was working hard on our boat. We were then asked to pay the 2
nd

 
Stage Payment which included the shell and the money to continue with the fit out. Purchase of the 
engine and the canbus system (advance DC 12v distribution system) was specifically mentioned. We 
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were also asking for an original signed copy of the contract and wouldn‟t make the 2
nd

 stage payment 
until it was received. Eventually we received an original signed copy of the contract and then made 
the progress payment. Then Kelly Harp suggested we pay for the canbus system directly and avoid 
the scheduled increase in the VAT. This seemed like a good idea and we did purchase the system. 
We had also purchased six Rolls 595A/H heavy duty traction batteries for the domestic battery bank, 
a Camos automatic satellite dome and a bow camera system. All of this we had delivered to Ben Harp 
Narrowboats at their request. We‟ve never been given it back – Theft! [definition of theft - "to dishonestly 

appropriate property belonging to another with the intention of permanently depriving them of it"]   

By now it was early January and we were querying whether the February delivery date would be 
achieved. Around this time we were given access to some photo‟s of the work Ben had been doing for 
our boat. It wasn‟t much but did indicate work was occurring. Eventually the shell was delivered to 
Ben Harp‟s poly-tunnel at Hixon, near Great Haywood. Kelly had blamed the delay in the delivery date 
on the shell builder Tyler-Wilson. We subsequently found out Tim Tyler had been delayed for some 
time attempting to obtain information from Ben & Kelly.  

We have absolutely no complaints about the quality of our Tyler-Wilson shell and highly 
recommend Tim Tyler as a reputable shell fabricator. We are grateful for his personal support 
and assistance throughout our ordeal.  

This is the photo of our Wilson-Tyler foredeck back in May.  Ignore the mess.  Note the port locker is 
a fuel tank for the diesel stove and the starboard locker is for storage.  The foredeck is lowered and 
has a storage hatch in it (partially obscured by the cloth and paint pots).  

 

Ben Harp subsequently modified the foredeck to disguise the unique features in the photo above.  I 
strongly suspect he was creating a “Ringer”. 

https://picasaweb.google.com/jonestejm/RecentWaiouruHistory?authkey=Gv1sRgCK-fnICOxKOKCw


 

Both the locker and fuel tank have been removed along with the floor hatch and the floor height has 
been raised. 
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From inside the cabin you can see how the spray insulation has been roughly removed (arrows).  The 
lower bulkhead has also been removed and the foredeck floor raised.  Also note how originally there 
wouldn‟t have been any spray insulation under the foredeck so it has been replaced with pieces of 
Kingspan insulation panels that are left over from our underfloor insulation. 

None of this work fooled Tim Tyler the shell builder. 

The Surveyor  

From the Ben Harp website “Customers are encouraged to make regular visits throughout the build to 
ensure they are 100% happy before starting the next stage.”  

We were very comfortable with the surveyor we had chosen to represent our interests during the 
build.  He came highly recommended and is well regarded in the industry.  Throughout our ordeal he 
has been most supportive and has gone to considerable lengths to assist us whilst we were back in 
Australia.  

Although our surveyor managed a very successful visit to inspect our shell at Tim Tyler‟s premises he 
was never able to subsequently view progress of the build once the shell reached Ben Harp at Hixon. 
Four failed attempts between February and May. There were always excuses and towards the end 
blatant refusal.  

But we are jumping ahead!  

We had already booked our flights to the UK and were making efforts to get a delivery date from the 
Harp‟s. Despite the contract specifically stating the customer would be advised in writing of any delay 
in the delivery date; the reasons why; and advice of a new delivery date, this never occurred. Of 
course by then we were trapped with more than half of the total price of the boat having been paid. 
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The contract build schedule was only four months which effectively meant the progress payment 
schedule was also compressed.  This was the main reason why we parted with money so quickly.  

Then in March the 3
rd

 Stage Payment of £20,000 was demanded for 23
rd

 March. This would mean we 
had paid 75% of the contract price. We had seen a few photo‟s of the start of the cabinet work. As the 
surveyors delayed visit had also been scheduled for the 23

rd
 we made the payment less the cost of 

the canbus system which we had purchased back in December.  

Whilst I was away on a business trip Jan received an email from Kelly Harp advising the full payment 
hadn‟t been made. On my return I wrote back advising the cost of the canbus system had been 
deducted because we had already purchased it at their suggestion back in December and Ben had 
subsequently requested its delivery. Also, the inspection by our surveyor on the 23rd hadn‟t occurred.  
Yet another excuse about “confusion over the date and time.  Kelly Harp complained about the 
deduction of the price of the canbus system and stated the „unders and overs‟ would be resolved at 
the end of the contract. At this time we still believed they were working on our boat along with their 
lies about the progress that was being made. We rescheduled the surveyors visit for the 29

th
 of March 

and I went away on another business trip.  

Yes, you guessed it – When the surveyor visited the boat on the 29
th
 the site was locked and 

unoccupied. Then Kelly e-mailed complaining we hadn‟t made the full stage payment.  We had made 
the payment and I e-mailed her all the payment dates and amounts asking her to advise which 
payment hadn‟t been received. Eventually she informed us of a £10,000 payment that was missing. It 
was interesting to note how quickly she could communicate when they wanted money but when we 
wanted information it was ignored.  

So I queried the bank regarding the missing transfer. Meanwhile we had become very suspicious 
about actual progress on the boat and the lack of access by our surveyor.  

I emailed the Harp‟s to advise them we had again rescheduled the surveyor‟s visit for the 19
th
 April. 

Kelly Harp wrote back telling us the visit by the surveyor was being refused until we paid the missing 
£10,000. This threat was intolerable. Our reply stated the surveyor‟s visit on the 19

th
 was to inspect 

work that had already been completed. And was not linked to work scheduled for the next stage for 
which only partial payment had been received. The surveyor visited the boat on the 19

th
 and found the 

compound locked with no one present.  

Next we received an e-mail stating that because we hadn‟t paid the missing £10,000 work had 
stopped on the boat and that we owed the builder £10,000 and that we would have to pay interest on 
the money owed.  

Our reply indicated we were prepared to pay any interest on money owed but that we would need our 
surveyor to inspect the boat and confirm the completed work was valued at approximately £91,000 
which was being claimed by the builder. We rescheduled the surveyor for 3 May. Yes..... you guessed 
it. No one was at Hixon when he visited.  

Something was definitely rotten in the state of Denmark! 

The Legal Story  

 

After the 4th failed attempt to visit and inspect Waiouru we concluded our relationship with Ben Harp 

Narrowboat Builders had irreversibly broken down and we were probably being defrauded of our 

savings. It was time to call in the lawyers to protect our interests. Our situation was precarious. We 

had packed our personal and household effects, placing them into storage. Our house had been 

placed on the rental market and we had moved 2000km across Australia to a temporary location in 

anticipation of our impending flights to the UK. It wasn‟t the best time to be entering a legal fight. But 

we were determined not to be cheated out of our hard earned savings.  

http://www.benharpnarrowboats.co.uk/
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As part of our strategy to find a UK based law firm we contacted a boat builder who suggested a legal 

firm who specialised in marine law. The company was Lester Aldridge (LA-Law) and the had been 

involved in the Ed Rimmer case. This advice proved to be invaluable as LA-Law was able to offer a 

strategy that significantly reduced the amount of time it would have ordinarily taken to get the case 

before a court. If anyone has a legal problem involving a boat we can recommend LA-Law.  

 

The advised strategy was to avoid the usual civil district courts.  As our dispute involved a boat they 

recommended we take our case directly to the Admiralty Court at the Royal Courts of Justice.  

Effectively we were taking our little narrowboat dispute to one of the highest courts in the UK.  This 

would accelerate the timeframe to achieve a hearing.  If we went to a conventional district court we 

would probably still be waiting for a hearing date.  Timing was essential as we assumed Ben Harp 

Narrowboat Builders would be up to some nefarious activities…… and we were right!  

 

Our legal team lodged our claim with the High Court (£450 fee please).  Of course all the information 

also has to be given to the Defendants (Ben & Kelly Harp).  So throughout the legal process we were 

required to declare all the information supporting our case whereas Ben Harp provided us with 

nothing. Effectively we were fighting with one hand tied behind our back.  Interestingly Ben Harp 

Narrowboat Builders informed our solicitors they were appointing their own solicitors… They never did 

and nor did they ever appear in court to defend themselves against our claims.  In hindsight these 

appear to be delaying tactics. So we incurred all the legal and other expenses (in excess of £25,000) 

whereas they incurred no expenses!  

 

Our solicitor suggested we offer to settle out of court by offering Ben Harp Narrowboat Builders 

£10,000 to give us our boat.  At that time we had paid Ben Harp Narrowboat Builders £81,000.  We 

saw no reason to reward them with another £10,000 for a boat with an estimated value of 

approximately £40-45,000.  Moreover we informed the solicitor that; like sharks; if Ben Harp 

Narrowboat Builders tasted blood in the water they would demand more.  Eventually we authorised an 

offer of £5000.  This was primarily done to prove to the court we had attempted to mediate.  As we 

anticipated; the Harps responded with a demand for a further £20,000 plus a confidentially clause.  

THAT‟S RIGHT…. they wanted us to pay them a total of £101,000 for our boat with an estimated 

value at the time of £40-45,000.  I informed the solicitor we weren‟t negotiating.  They could accept 

the £5000 or we would continue with the legal action.  

 

When the Harp‟s phoned the solicitor back they stated “Had we decided to be reasonable now!” and 

pay the demanded £20,000.   You know the answer!  

 

On the 14th July the High Court Judge in the Admiralty Court, London heard our case and issued 

three orders.  

 

1.  Our surveyor was to be given access to the boat within 7 days  

2.  We were to be given possession of the boat within 14 days  

3.  Ben Harp Narrowboat Builders had 7 days in which to lodge an appeal against the decision (ie, by 

21 July).  

 

Late that same afternoon the Harp‟s sent an email to our solicitor advising they had already sold our 

boat on 20 June 2011 and that the boat at their compound in Hixon was another boat.  Our barrister 
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immediately started proceedings to obtain a new order which required the Harp‟s to provide the name 

of the purchaser, invoice, bill of sale, etc  On Saturday the high Court Judge issued the new order 

which included the requirement to provide us with this information.  Well they never did!  The order 

also prevented the boat being moved or interfered with and gave us access to the boat for the 

purpose of identifying it.   

 

However the Harp‟s had made one serious error.  They claimed the boat was sold on 20 June!  But 

they had contacted our solicitor the following day, on 21 June, offering to release the boat to us for 

£20,000.  So they still had the boat on the 21st.  Moreover, the contract required us to be involved in 

the sale of the boat with the first offer to purchase going to us.  Just one more breach of the contract 

from the Harp‟s.   

 

The Harp‟s ignored the latest order claiming it wasn‟t legal because it wasn‟t sealed (High Court 

Stamp [seal] on it).  Of course there was no seal on it… it was the weekend!  However that didn‟t 

make it invalid.   

 

By Monday we had a copy of the order with the seal on it delivered to Ben Harp Narrowboat Builders.  

Not only did they ignore it but the professional Document Server was assaulted during the delivery.  

Work continued on the boat in defiance of the court orders.  

 

By Thursday 21st Jul the legal team was back in the Admiralty Court for yet another hearing.  Again 

Ben Harp Narrowboat Builders didn‟t bother to attend.  

 

This time the Judge gave us orders covering everything we wanted.  

 

1.  The right to enter the compound and everything in it… using force if necessary  

2.  The right for ourselves and Tim Tyler of Wilson-Tyler to inspect and identify the boat.  

3.  The right for the police to accompany us into the compound to ensure there was no breach of the 

peace.  

4.  The right to take the boat if it was identified as ours.  

 

We implemented this order on the morning of Monday 25th July seizing and removing Waiouru  

Selecting a good law firm who specialised in marine law was critical to gaining possession of 

Waiouru.  

 

Intimidation and Assault 

Our legal team phoned me late on Friday 15th to inform me Ben Harp Narrowboat Builders had 
emailed them advising they had sold our boat in their compound at Hixon and that the boat in the 

compound wasn‟t ours. 

We realised it was highly unlikely they had sold our boat, but I did have concerns they might move it 
to another location where we would never find it. Waiouru would be lost forever!  We concluded I 
needed to get to Hixon as quickly as possible to observe the boat and follow it, should Ben Harp 
Narrowboat Builders move it.  That same evening I managed to arrange security coverage of the 
compound and also requested I immediately be contacted if any attempt was made to move the boat 
before my arrival. 
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As we were some four hours from Hixon I asked a fellow blogger (and unhappy owner of a Ben Harp 
boat) who lived closer whether he would go to Hixon first thing Saturday morning and follow the boat 

should it be moved.  David generously and willingly agreed to do this on my behalf. 

I also arranged for a legal marine “Arrest” order to be posted on the side of the boat.  However it was 
subsequently ripped off and ignored! 

As soon as possible on Saturday morning, 16 July, I hired an rental car and immediately departed for 
Hixon, arriving at 2:40pm. By coincidence I arrive at the entrance to the Old Industrial Estate at almost 
the same time as Ben Harp. I should mention the entrance is controlled by a combination lock 
operated barrier arm outside normal business hours.  

Ben Harp recognised me and approached me screaming “F#ck off.... go on F#ck off!” He stood there 
with a menacing posture glaring at me. I replied “No.... I don‟t have to!” I made no attempt to enter the 
compound and the barrier gate closed behind him.  

I then turned on my mobile phone to contact David as I assumed he was somewhere close and 
following my altercation with Ben Harp I was concerned for his welfare.  However almost as soon as I 
turned on my phone I received a phone call from a constable of the Staffordshire Police. I was asked 
to identify myself and give my location. After informing the police I was at the entrance to the old 
industrial estate I was requested to go to their location in a layby some 300 metres back down the 
road.  

At this location I found two constables, and David. I was informed by David that whilst he was parked 
on the main road outside the industrial estate he had been recognised by Ben Harp and an associate. 
They had assaulted him robbing him of his camera, mobile phone, iPod and car keys. He had then 
walked to a local house and contacted the police. (David has written about this on his own blog 
<here>)  

The police stated they were concerned for my safety should I remain in the general area of Hixon and 
indicated I was dealing with some nasty people of whom they appeared to have some prior 
knowledge. I informed them I had no intention of leaving the general area as my boat might be 
removed. They urged me to reconsider and I refused…….  Finally I agreed to relocate to the security 
post at the main entrance to the adjacent new industrial estate as I had previously arranged for them 
to provide security coverage. I also found by walking to a local knoll and crawling through the 
hedgerow I could conceal myself and observe the top of the poly-tunnel covering my boat. I knew the 
poly-tunnel would need to be removed to allow a crane to access the boat so I watched and waited.  
Once it became dark I knew there was little chance of the boat being moved during the night.  

The next morning (Sunday) I returned early to the car park at the Hixon security post and continued to 
observe the compound whilst waiting for the police to act upon the second court order obtained by our 
barrister the previous day.  At approximately 10:15am; I returned to my car in the security carpark and 
telephoned the Stafford Police Station to enquire about the High Court Order that had been emailed 
to the police.  

As I was sitting in my car a large black Jaguar drove into the car park at speed towards the side of my 
vehicle. I thought there was going to be a collision. The duty security guard ran for his office and 
subsequently told me he thought my car was going to be hit and he intended to call 999.  

The Jaguar stopped just short of me and the engine was repeatedly revved and the car was “lunged” 
at me. I glanced at the driver and recognised it was Ben Harp. He was shaking his fist at me and 
menacingly gesturing for me to depart the area. I casually wound up the car window and locked the 
doors and ignored him.  The police on the phone asked me if I required assistance, but I declined.  
Eventually Ben Harp drove away.  

Both David and I may be old and grey but neither of us were prepared to be intimidated by this 
contemptible individual. 

http://trudy-ann.blogspot.com/


The “Ringer” 

Definition of “Ringer” - Disguising a stolen vehicle by changing the vehicle identity 

At midday on Sunday 17th July I went to to the Stafford Police Station to check whether the police 
had finally received a copy of the latest order from the High Court which had been emailed to them by 
the Judge the previous day.  It appeared to have become lost in the “system” so I gave them a copy 
I‟d received from our solicitor. 

Accompanied by a constable, I then went to the compound at Hixon to serve the order.  The gates to 
the compound were locked however there was music coming from inside the poly-tunnel so someone 
was obviously present.  The constable called out and an older version of Ben Harp appeared.  He 
claimed Ben Harp wasn‟t present and he didn‟t know when he (Ben) would return.  The constable had 
obtained a glimpse of a younger man in the compound however he refused to show himself.   

It wasn‟t possible to see inside the boat from outside the compound but it was obvious they were 
working on the boat in defiance of the court order. 

The constable and I then went to the registered office of Ben Harp Narrowboat Builders Ltd.  No one 
answered the door so I served the order through the letterbox.  We then returned to the industrial 
estate only to see the white van that had been parked outside the compound driving away from us.  In 
front of it was a black Jaguar car.  We went to the compound which was locked, and I could see 
attempts were being made to alter the paintwork on the boat.   

The Ben Harp strategy seemed rather obvious. 

They were attempting to modify the boat and convert it to a “sailway” which they would sell.  At the 
time I though it would be a lined out sailway. They were also “stalling for time” so the boat could be 
sufficiently modified to a stage where they thought I wouldn‟t recognise it. 

It was a desperate strategy which required time to succeed.  If we had taken the conventional civil 
court route they would have probably succeeded.  However by going to the Admiralty Court in The 
Royal Courts of Justice London, our legal team was able to respond much quicker. 

Two days later, on Tuesday the 19th July, Ben Harp Narrowboat Builders Ltd sent an email to our 
solicitor offering to allow me to visit and inspect the boat in the compound at midday on the 20th or 
21st (Wednesday or Thursday).  They obviously thought they had got the boat to a state where I 
wouldn‟t recognise it and they knew they were running out of time.  We quickly replied accepting the 
offer for Thursday and informing Ben Harp I would be accompanied by Tim Tyler of Tyler-Wilson, the 
shell builders.   

Shortly thereafter another email was received from Ben Harp Narrowboat Builders withdrawing the 
offer to inspect the boat and advising they intended to tell the High Court Judge they required a two 
week extension to his order so they could prepare their defence against his first court order giving our 
surveyor access by the 21st and us the boat by the 28th. 

It appear obvious they realised Tim Tyler would recognise the boat as ours and they were stalling for 
time whilst they attempted to find a buyer for their “new” sailaway.  We also found out Ben Harp had 
placed an urgent order for a Beta Marine 43 engine for a sailaway he was completing.  The clock was 
ticking! 

Our solicitors immediately wrote back to Ben Harp Narrowboats advising there was no requirement to 
request an extension as we already had a court appointment in two days (Thursday 21st).  All they 

had to do was to come to London and tell the Judge their side of the story  
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Well they didn‟t bother to attend the court hearing and instead submit a request for a two week 
extension to the court.  By then their plan was so blatantly obvious the court ignored their request and 
gave us an order containing everything we had requested.   

THEY HAD RUN OUT OF TIME………..  THE GAME WAS UP! 

Malicious Damage 

[Note: there are a large number of photo’s in this post] 

We received word from our solicitors on the afternoon of Thursday 21st July that the Admiralty Court 
had given us the comprehensive order were requested and immediately started the process of 
arranging to inspect, identify and remove Waiouru from Ben Harp‟s compound at Hixon. 

It proved difficult to to arrange a crane and lorry before Monday so everything was arranged to occur 
early Monday morning.  We had concerns the Harp‟s might have already sold our boat and also be 
preparing to move it. 

The Document Server would serve the latest court order on the registered office of Ben Harp at 
8:15am and then telephone me.  I had arranged a rendezvous point close to Hixon where I briefed the 
police, Tim Tyler and the recovery coordinator.  We then moved to Ben Harp‟s compound only to find 
it locked and deserted.  Looking through the fence I could see part of Waiouru in the poly-tunnel and 

immediately noticed some of the damage. 

After opening the gates to the compound we forced entry into the poly-tunnel where Tim Tyler 
inspected the boat and confirmed to both myself and the police that despite the modifications it was 
the boat he had built for us. 

Almost anything of value had been removed from the compound and Ben Harp never appeared 
during the time we were present. 

This was the interior of Waiouru when we found her on arrival in the UK back in late May. 
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Certainly not a £91,000 boat. 

And this is the interior of Waiouru when we recovered her.  The floor will have to be replaced as the 

ply isn‟t to specification and has delaminated. 
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The foredeck (cratch area) had been modified 
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In May the cratch had a locker and fuel tank with a lowered deck and storage underneath.  Ben had a 
local steel fabricator remove the side lockers and raise the deck. 

 

  

The exterior of Waiouru in May 
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And now how she looked when we collected her 
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Poor defaced Waiouru heads for a safe location where she will be lovingly rebuilt! 

Was this Attempted Arson? 

When recovering the boat we noticed these two paint cans on the roof. 

 

You may note both show signs of soot blackening as if they have had a fire in them. 
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The other can in the first photo was standing upright with what appeared to be residual burned paint 
in the bottom and on the sides of the interior.  At the time it was suggested to me they may have been 
lit as a slow burning fuse to set fire to the spilt wet paint.  I doubt the fire would have destroyed the 
boat but the heat from the burning paint may well have distorted the steelwork.  Anyway; if that was 
the plan – it didn‟t work! 

Did readers notice the four angle mounting brackets on the roof of the boat in the first photo above?  
They are the mounting brackets for our Camos automatic satellite dome.  The £1600 dome which is 
part of the £8000 worth of equipment we purchased and supplied to Ben Harp to be fitted to the boat.  
Our equipment that has been stolen. 

You would have thought Ben Harp would have been intelligent enough to remove these mountings as 
part of his strategy to conceal the identity of the boat from us! 

The Victims 

Our readers might think we are the only victims of Ben Harp Narrowboat Builders Ltd.  Sadly this isn‟t 
correct! 

http://www.benharpnarrowboats.co.uk/
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Since we started blogging about our experience a number of others have contacted us and described 
their own unfortunate experience.  To date we have been made aware of six other victims.  I will not 
name them but will use their initials and describe their experience. 

Victim 1.  D&K.  If you have been reading our earlier posts you will know how D&K have been 
affected.  I won‟t repeat the details because you can read them on their own blog here…… <nb 
Trudy-Ann>. 

Victim 2.  A&C.  They purchased the boat ahead of our own.  The delivery date was late 2010 and 
they made their “penultimate” payment to the Harp‟s in September 2010 (a month prior to our own 
first stage payment).  However the build dragged on ever more slowly until they finally took delivery in 
late May 2011.  Progress visits became increasing more difficult to arrange.  On at least one 
confirmed visit they received a text message whilst in transit stating the appointment had been 
cancelled.  A similar experience to our own surveyor!  Their boat broke down twice attempting to 
depart the marina after delivery.  One of these involved the drive shaft parting from the gearbox.  On 
their second morning aboard, the engine wouldn‟t start.  The electrics had been incorrectly wired and 
the batteries hadn‟t been charging.  The system needed to be completely rewired the day after 
delivery. 

The calorifier had to be replaced as it leaked, probably because it hadn‟t been plumbed in correctly 
and was also missing an accumulator.  The plumbing and wiring looks like a “birds nest”.  Additionally, 
the water pump had to be replaced and a cut off valve needs to be installed for the calorifier.  The 
bilge pump didn‟t work!  Because the calorifier had been leaking there was water in the bilge midway 
in the boat causing the oak floor boards to cup and curl.  There is no battery for the bow thruster.  The 
inverter, which had been present on the previous visit, was missing when they took delivery!  

A number of the windows leak due to poor fitting.  It is actually possible to see daylight through one of 
the gaskets where it had been damaged during installation  

There is almost no varnish on the timber and little indication sandpaper has been used.  Drawers and 
cupboard doors don‟t fit.  

The chimney plate on the roof was loose and letting in water. The diesel tank weld by Ben Harp 
leaked diesel into the boat.  Plumbing has been so poorly installed that all the waste connections 
have leaked.  

The batteries were installed under the wardrobe and vent directly into it.  Battery acid vapour and 
clothes do not mix.  Their £250 bathroom tap they purchased and supplied to Ben Harp is missing!  

The tiller swan neck was not not drilled and no tiller extension supplied.  

They have a similar problem to Trudy Ann with a flange plate for the bathroom hand basin being too 
close to the waterline – this will have to be moved when the boat comes out of the water.  

The boat failed it‟s BSS the first time they attempted to take delivery.  But Ben Harp still wanted the 
£1000 final delivery payment.  

Victim 3.  R&J.  I believe they consider themselves fortunate.  Whilst living overseas they booked a 
slot with Ben Harp Narrowboat Builders Ltd and paid the booking fee after ourselves.  Lack of 
communication from Ben and Kelly Harp led them to cancel their booking before they signed a 
contract and they request a refund.  The Harp‟s refused to refund their booking fee.   From the Ben 
Harp Website – ….to secure your build slot a deposit of £1000 has to be placed with us. This is refundable 

until the contract has been signed and final quote agreed.  

Of interest to us was the delivery date given by the Harp‟s.  Their delivery date was to be March 
2011.  Only one month after our own contract delivery date of February.  Yet at that time the Harp‟s 
we still a long way from finishing the boat ahead of us.    

http://trudy-ann.blogspot.com/
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Victim 4.  DN.   They booked after victim 3 and Ben Harp Narrowboat Builders Ltd placed an order 
with a shell builder for the construction of their boat shell.  When the shell was completed Ben & Kelly 
Harp had DN pay the full price for the shell so they (Ben & Kelly) could pay the shell builder.  Well 
they didn‟t pay the shell builder.  Neither did they reimburse DN.  DN have been defrauded of tens of 
thousands of pounds by a limited liability company with negligible assets.  

Victim 5.  WT.   They are the shell builders who accepted the order from Ben Harp Narrowboat 
Builders Ltd to build the shell for DN.  They haven‟t been paid for the shell and have been left with a 
bespoke boat they will find difficult to sell due to its unique features.   

Victim 6.  NT.  This is the steel fabricator who was duped into modifying our boat.   Ben Harp didn‟t 
tell them we owned the boat and that it was protected by a High Court order.  Not only did they modify 
our boat but also manufactured doors and hatches at Ben Harp‟s request.  Of course they haven‟t 
been paid either!  Ben even told them there might be additional business from him as he was looking 
for a new shell builder.  Perhaps this isn‟t surprising given he had “burned his bridges” with Victim 5. 
Lessons  

The “tyranny of distance” attempting to have a boat built in the UK whilst living in Australia turned out 
to be a major complication.  

Another restricting factor was the limited time (two weeks) we had to physically visit builders in the UK 
and produce a shortlist. If we had been living in the UK we could (and would) have spent more time 
visiting builders.  

We did a reasonable job of reference checking the selected builder with two positive reviews from 
canal magazines and a glowing referral from a previous customer. However if we had known about 
Companies House and researched more about limited liability companies we probably would have 
completed a financial “health” check of the selected builder. This may not have revealed much about 
Ben Harp Narrowboats as their financial records only show them as trading whilst insolvent from 2009 
which is the year in which we visited.  

People who get “conned” are either greedy or chasing their dream. We were in the latter category and 
have accepted our share of the fault!   

We didn‟t realise stage payments would be required in advance. Had we known and been in the UK, 
we would have opted for another builder. But being in Australia and having already waited 15 months 
for the build to start we decided to place money at risk. Albeit we attempted to minimise the risk by 
requesting (and receiving agreement) for invoices to be provided to prove our money was being 
spent.  

Whilst the quick build timetable (4 months) provided by Ben Harp pleased us it also meant payments 
would be frequent. This meant there was little time to take a breath and review progress from a 
distance.  

Employing a surveyor as our UK representative was a sound decision. The surveyor was able to 
inspect our boat in January when it was under construction at the shell builders. However there were 
two subsequent failed attempts within the following two months. That started alarm bells ringing about 
delays to the build schedule.  

Some have queried why we made the 4
th
 payment. Well the payment was due on the same date as 

our surveyor‟s scheduled visit and there was an element of not wanting to disbelieve the very positive 
news being received from the builder. As it was, only half the stage payment was made due to a 
banking error.  

We should have issued a notice of dispute to the builder earlier.  Probably immediately after the failed 
visit by the surveyor in late March.  This would have given us further legal protection. However at that 
time we genuinely wanted to help the builder continue in business and complete our boat.  We were 
also under the false impression he built high quality boats.  

http://www.benharpnarrowboats.co.uk/
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A number of people have told us we should have simply employed some “heavies” and taken our 
boat. Whilst it would have been a much cheaper option - it would have been illegal! Of course we 
didn‟t realise that Ben Harp Narrowboats was going to be so belligerent, ignore High Court orders, lie, 
modify our boat, and attempt to sell it to another unsuspecting buyer. In the end this wasn‟t just 
another failed business.  

At the end of the day we have lost a considerable amount of money to a belligerent, dishonest, 
scurrilous and contemptible company. Our legal expenses are also substantial. But we can consider 
ourselves to be honest people. Our readers have already passed judgement on Ben Harp 
Narrowboats.   

Enough of the negative; there is little point in allowing the small number of despicable and amoral 
people in society to drag you down……. It‟s time to look to the future!  

Our thanks go to all our readers who have posted comments or emailed encouragement and support.  
There have been so many; and we have been very busy; that it has not been possible to reply to 
everyone.   

Waiouru has reached her new builder and we will commence the process of rebuilding her. That story 
is going to occur over a longer timeframe and accordingly the frequency of boat building related posts 
here on our blog are likely to reduce in the short term.  But I‟ve developed a liking for the daily blog, 
and there is so much of interest in the UK to write about that I‟ll probably continue this daily routine. 

Doing the Figures 

Got the final legal account today (we hope!) 

So what has all this cost us: 

Boat Stage Payments  £81,000 

Legal & associated expenses  £25,000 

Boat Recovery Expenses £2500 

Total  £108,500 

Estimated value of Waiouru before stripping and damage £50,000 

Estimated value on recovery £25,000 

Loss of £83,500 

If Ben Harp had been honest enough to admit he was in financial trouble and couldn‟t finish Waiouru; 
and told us to take her; then he would probably still have a reputation and be in business.  Our our 
loss would have been £31,000 rather than £83,500.   I guess this is what is called a “lose – lose 
result”! 


