
“One wrOng 
mOve and 
david Beckham 
wOuld Be 
ejected 
INTO THE WATER  
AlONg WITH THE  
OlympIc TORcH”
We talk to the man behind the opening 
ceremony’s rocket RIB
Text: Hugo Andreae 
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beckham’s rockeT boaT

A
n estimated 900 
million people 
watched David 
Beckham roaring 
down the Thames in 
a heavily customised 
RIB as part of the 
Olympics opening 

ceremony, but for Hampshire-based 
powerboat builder Jeremy Watts the initial 
reaction was simply one of relief. 

It wasn’t just that Jeremy’s company Ice 
Marine had built the RIB which Beckham 
drove on the last leg of the flame’s journey to 
the Olympic Park, it was the fact that Jeremy 
himself was at the helm for the final high-
speed run through the park’s narrow canal 
and on to the waiting pontoon. One wrong 
move and instead of the seamless handover 
to Sir Steve Redgrave, the watching millions 
would have witnessed the world’s most 
famous footballer being ejected headlong 
into the water accompanied by the slight hiss 
of the Olympic flame as it spluttered its last. 

“It was the mother of all berthing 
manoeuvres,” admitted a tired but very 
relieved Jeremy when we caught up with him 
just days after the ceremony. “The weeks 
leading up to the event were pretty intense 
but on the night itself I just had to go for it.” 

He makes it sound matter of fact but the 
preparation involved for those few precious 
seconds of television history was anything 

but. It all started some three months prior to 
the Olympics when Jeremy received a call 
from Chris Livett, managing director of 
Thames Luxury Charters and the Queen’s 
official Waterman. Jeremy had worked with 
Chris before, supplying one of his company’s 
Bladerunner 35 powerboats for a promo 
video of Fergie’s (of Black Eyed Peas) latest 
single, but this was the start of something 
much bigger.

unveiling the plan
“Chris was very non-specific at first,” recalls 
Jeremy. “He simply said there was interest in 
using one of our boats for the Olympics.”

It wasn’t until Jeremy took the company’s 
demonstrator, a Bladerunner 35 RIB, up to 
London for a reconnaissance run two 
months before the ceremony that the true 
scale of the undertaking became apparent. 

“We started the run at Tower Bridge and 
headed downriver towards Limehouse. The 
big surprise came when Chris directed us 
into the basin’s lock and through the canal 
network all the way to the Olympic Park.”

A race-derived 65-knot powerboat with a 
pair of 300hp petrol outboard engines isn’t 
the ideal tool for threading through the maze 
of narrow East End canals, but despite a 
couple of groundings and a few strange looks 
from locals, they eventually emerged at the 
heart of the Olympic Park much to the 
delight of creative director Stephen Daldry. 
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Stephen was responsible for the waterborne 
finale to the opening ceremony and now that 
Chris had proved the idea was possible, his 
team could really go to town on the spectacle.

“Stephen’s production team wanted to fit 
fake rockets at the stern with the torchbearer 
seated up front and a huge arc of spray jetting 
out behind. An Ullman suspension seat was 
fitted on the foredeck and we suggested using 
race pick-ups to force water out of spray 
nozzles on the topsides,” said Jeremy.

But that was only the start of it. The 
rockets were loaded with smoke canisters, 
dozens of LED lights were fitted all around 
the RIB’s tubes, cockpit, hull and A-frame as 
well as to a steel hoop around the engines. 
Two more boxes of LEDs lit up the helm and 
the torchbearer. The team had to fit an extra 
bank of ten gel batteries simply to power the 
lights, while a domestic gas cylinder was used 
to keep the Olympic flame burning. By the 
time the production team had finished, 

they’d added an estimated 750kg to the boat. 
“With all the extra weight, a crew of six and 
the drag of the huge transom pick-ups I was 
concerned whether the boat would get on to 
the plane for the final short sprint through 
the park,” said Jeremy. 

There was only one way to find out, but 
with every element of the ceremony a closely 
guarded secret, Jeremy needed somewhere 
inconspicuous he could put it to the test.

covert practice runs 
“We’d checked the torch wouldn’t blow out 
by using a paraglider fan before risking a 
high-speed run on Southampton Water, but 
the only place I could think of to test all the 
special effects without being overlooked was 
the nature reserve on the Hamble River. I got 
permission from the harbourmaster to try a 
late-night run and thankfully it all went to 
plan. The top speed had dropped from 65 to 
45 knots and I had to change the props to 

give us the instant burst of acceleration we 
needed but everything worked just fine.”

With just over a month to go, Jeremy was 
finally informed that it would be none other 
than David Beckham taking the helm on the 
night. The race was now on to bring the 
iconic footballer up to speed with driving a 
heavily-laden sportsboat. 

Five weeks prior to the ceremony Beckham 
flew over for a secret rendezvous. “This was 
Beckham’s chance to make sure he was happy 
with the plan,” said Jeremy. “We were all a bit 
nervous about what he would make of 
charging through a narrow canal at 40 knots 
but he loved it. He was quite happy to take 
the helm down the Thames but we all agreed 
it needed an experienced boater to drive the 
last leg to the Olympic Park.”

The next time they met was the Monday 
before the ceremony. “Because he’d never 
driven a boat before, he listened to everything 
I said and did exactly as instructed. He really 
enjoyed the shakedown run, giving us all the 
confidence we could pull this off.”

The following night the team was back on 
board with Beckham and the torchbearer, a 
young female footballer called Jade Bailey, to 
film some of the close-ups which would be 
cut into the live footage. With the boat now 
laden down with cameras they set off from 
their secret base at Butler’s Wharf as darkness 
fell. Seven and a half hours later at 3.30am 
Beckham finally stepped off the boat and 
straight on to a waiting plane back to LA for 
an exhibition football match, before flying 
back 48 hours later for the ceremony itself.

Torch screen tested
by high-speed fanUllman

suspension seat
Four dummy rockets
filled with smoke canisters High pressure waterjet

bar to create spray

Ring of LED lights around twin
300hp outboard engines

Pick-ups on transom
linked to spray nozzles

LED strip around tubes
and inside cockpit

Projector light illuminating
air-entrapment tunnels

LED box lights on deck to
illuminate torchbearer
and David Beckham

750kg of rockets, lights, smoke bombs 
and batteries were added by the team

Smoke canisters and dozens of LEDs 
lined the RIB’s tubes and a gas cylinder 
kept the Olympic torch alight

SPECIAL EFFECTS

Jeremy Watts and David Beckham 
on their first secret training run
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“He was the consummate professional,” 
confirmed Jeremy. “The team was so pleased 
with the footage that Stephen cancelled the 
final dress rehearsal. Everybody else was 
delighted but I was banking on it as a final 
practice for the crucial docking manoeuvre!”

The day of the ceremony dawned. “I’d  
only had three or four hours’ sleep a night  
for the last week,” recalled Jeremy. “By Friday 
I was starting to hear imaginary noises in  
the engines and nerves were kicking in.”

opening night!
Joining Jeremy and David Beckham on board 
for the live run were torchbearer Jade Bailey, 
television producer Nick Levitt, the Queen’s 
Waterman Chris Livett and special effects 
expert Mark Turner. With David Beckham 
taking centre stage at the helm and Jade 
perched on her special bow seat, the rest of 
the crew were told to crouch down behind 
the centre console and make themselves as 
inconspicuous as possible.

As darkness fell they moved the boat into 
position downriver of HMS Belfast and 
waited for their cue. Timing was critical to 
synchronise the boat’s progress with the 
massive pyrotechnic displays along the route. 
The most spectacular of these was a huge 
curtain of fire showering down from Tower 
Bridge as they sped underneath. If they were 
even a few seconds behind schedule, a 
cascade of white hot sparks would rain down 

on to the RIB packed to the gunwales with 
petrol, gas and celebrities. At 21.40 Chris 
gave confirmation that the river was closed. 
At 21.42 the mother flame was passed from a 
police boat to light Jade’s torch. At 21.44 the 
flashing light sequence on Tower Bridge 
indicated the bridge was about to lift and at 
21.44 and 55 seconds Jeremy eased the 
throttles forward from his position by 
Beckham’s right knee.

“I had just enough space to peer up 
through his arms and keep an eye on our 
speed and trim,” said Jeremy. “Beckham was 
steering on the night but we’d decided that I 
would do the throttles to make sure the 
timing was exactly as we’d rehearsed it.”

The run went like clockwork, helicopter 
blades clattered overhead and the RIB sliced 
under Tower Bridge just as the fireworks 
exploded above them. But for Jeremy the best 
part of the journey was the 45-minute drive 
through the canals to the Olympic Park.

“By that stage word had got round that we 
were coming. Crowds were lining the 
towpath and screaming Becks’ name. 
Combined with the noise of the engines 
echoing off the concrete walls, the 
atmosphere was incredible.”

While the athletes paraded into the 
stadium, the Bladerunner eased its way past 
the security barrier into the Olympic Park 
and took up position for its final run down 
to the landing stage.

Jeremy steadied himself at the helm and 
waited his cue. “Stephen wanted the run-in 
to look dramatic but he also wanted the 
passing of the flame to be as serene as 
possible. That gave me just 40 seconds to 
accelerate from standstill up to 30 knots then 
drop off the plane for a controlled docking. 
My big concern was that our sternwave 
would catch up with us just at the moment 
Beckham was stepping onto the foredeck.”

In the full glare of the cameras and with 
fireworks lighting up the canal banks, they 
roared up the narrow waterway before killing 
the throttles and drifting effortlessly on to 
the waiting pontoon. 

“With 20 yards to go I knew it was all 
going to be alright,” says Jeremy. “Beckham’s 
sense of balance ensured he had no trouble 
coping with the sudden change of pace and 
the bow slotted into the berth right on cue.”

“Stephen Daldry was ecstatic,” recounted 
Jeremy. “Beckham was shaking everyone’s 
hands and congratulating Jade. It was 
amazing to be part of such a huge event.”

Just how huge only began to sink in when 
the phone calls started to pour in from around 
the world congratulating Jeremy on his role in 
the greatest show on earth. As for the boat, 
that has already been stripped of the lights and 
cameras but the rockets and torchbearer’s seat 
are staying and Jeremy hopes to get hold of an 
Olympic torch to put the finishing touch to 
the ultimate souvenir.  
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Checking the OIympic Park’s berth for 
“the mother of all docking manoeuvres”

On the night it all goes to plan as 
the flame passes smoothly from 
Jade Bailey to Sir Steve Redgrave

Testing the high-speed 
flame protector on 

Southampton Water

At 21.44 and 55 seconds, Jeremy  
eased the throttles forward from his 
position by Beckham’s right knee


