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            Chapter 1

         

         Not for the first time, I was looking at boats; cruisers, to be specific. The more I looked, the stronger became the desire to have another go at boating; to be spending hours lost in the pleasure of a more relaxed world, which is a bit like caravanning, but on water. No one gets tired of that sense of earthiness; the feeling of placidness that being near to rivers and canals can bring; do they? The site and sound of water seem to lend so much healing to your soul.

         When I think back to times gone by; if we count our lives like a cat’s, after all; I am a Leo; the first boat I ever had was probably in my umpteenth life, with my first wife, Frances, in 1976. It was just a one summer thing. The boat came and went, like the summer; in the blink of an eye. We were a young family with two children, Paula and Trevor.

         I don’t want to give you the impression that we were well off; just because we bought a boat, far from it, like most people we spent our time ducking and diving… doing a little bit of this or a bit of that, trying to get ahead, looking for a goldmine that would help us earn enough money to pay our way; then guess what; having to pick ourselves up and start all over again.

         How often, I wonder, did we manage to deposit any money into the bank account? I always felt such a fraud queuing up in the bank; standing there in my jeans and tee shirt to pay a bill or two; everyone else seemed to look so much more affluent than me. Originally, I’d only opened a bank account to pay in my student grant while at art College in East Ham. Now, I was living in Friern Barnet, trying to make a go of a music shop which we had called Manuscript. Not many years before that, I’d had a ‘Post Office 2Savings Account’; banks were for the rich. Does anyone have a Post Office Savings Account? Back then, you paid whatever money you wanted to save; in to your account each week, if you could afford to. You would go to the Post Office counter, give the cashier your money and they would write into a little savings book, how much money you had paid in; then they would put an official rubber stamp next to the entry. You would keep the savings book in your possession; this book was the only record of how much money you had saved. A bit like a bank but not nearly as sophisticated and certainly with none of the security we need in our modern world; no requests for proof of I.D, proof of age; none of that stuff, just your savings book and a smile.

         
            #

         

         Let me tell you about our first cabin cruiser.

         In 1976 we heard about a chap who was selling up to emigrate to Canada, he needed the cash as he was running out of time before his departure, so he would take a mere £50 for his 24ft boat, that we were told had four berths and all mod-cons. Yes, I know what you are thinking…

         “Couldn’t have been much of a craft for £50.”

         Right, let’s see!

         Off we trotted to the river Lea near Broxbourne, in Hertfordshire to see this boat. Now let us remember that we knew nothing about boats or boating, that whole world was a dream to us; we had only ever watched other people living that dream, but it just seemed like a good idea at the time. The music shop we owned (well, we ran the business; the premises were rented) was open all day, Monday to Saturday. Most of my evenings were spent teaching music in the studio at the rear of the shop, Saturday evenings; I would usually go out to play a gig either by myself or with Len’s band. Yes, I’m a musician, not only do I teach music, but I play piano, sing and have a pretty cool guitar style.

         
            #

         

         3After finishing art college in 1970, I had become a graphic artist for a few years, but when I was replaced by yet another art studio while in Australia, I decided my face just didn’t fit in that world. Later, while experimenting with various wheeler dealer schemes there in Australia, which included selling second hand cars, trying to sell my paintings, a second hand furniture shop, subcontract decorating (More about these later!) and doing a milk round (which had to be done at night) in Perth; I fell into playing the guitar and singing with a couple of very nice Aussies who had a function band. It’s a funny thing, one of them was from an Italian family; he played and taught the organ. His English wasn’t the best and his organ playing could have done with some improvement; I, on the other hand, was lucky enough to have had piano lessons in my younger days and taken all my grades; it had never occurred to me to pass on my music knowledge till I met him. When we came back to England in 1974, I started teaching music. To teach is definitely to learn, it’s a wonderful life.

         
            #

         

         That 1976 summer was proving to be a really hot one; it’s on record as being one of the driest summers we’ve had; which is interesting because we had never heard of ‘climate change’ in 1976, it was just a great summer. If you thought about it; you could just imagine yourself jumping in to the river off a boat deck, splashing about in the water, creating waves, wild swimming, the whole scene seemed to beckon ever harder with each longing thought you gave it.

         This cabin cruiser was no Queen Mary, what did you expect for £50 in 1976? She was made of wood; marine ply, to be exact, you could be forgiven for being apprehensive about stepping aboard her, after all, wood was the customary material used to build boats for years. However, this particular craft may have been one of Noah’s castoffs; except that he probably didn’t have access to what looked like white emulsion paint. The whole boat had been liberally coated in it, you could see that someone had done a real 4quick job of freshening her up with a very clumsy hand and brush; even the windows had not been spared a daub or two of paint.

         Our son Trevor; who was eleven years old at the time, couldn’t contain his excitement at the thought of this adventure. On to the boat he jumped right behind Nigel, the owner, a scruffy guy with long greasy brown hair, who was either a really good salesman or very proud of his vessel. He certainly had the gift of the gab. My wife Frances and I gave each other a sidelong look of disappointment at the sight of this shipwreck. My heart sank; like this boat probably would. I remember thinking, ‘what a mess; well… one man’s meat is another man’s poison’. Still; we both tried to keep an open mind.

         There were indeed four bunks, which, amazingly, all seemed to be dry, there was a galley area with a gas cooker and sink. Nigel told us that you call the kitchen area ‘The Galley’ on a boat. There was a cassette toilet that smelt and looked a bit like an old-fashioned sewerage farm with a small sink for washing beside it. The mirror above the sink was interesting in that you couldn’t actually see your reflection in it properly for grime. I turned around and looked to make sure Nigel wasn’t watching me as I quickly drew a smiley face on the mirror’s dirty surface. I’m lucky in that I have a fairly good memory for faces; especially mine! The thing is, if you wanted to clean yourself up, comb your hair, shave or make yourself look pretty; you were going to need a good memory for faces with this mirror. The shipwreck did have a nice sitting area at the back, or stern if I’m to be correct with an outboard motor that had its own removable fuel tank, I noticed that Nigel didn’t offer to start the engine; he just pointed it out, saying that it was a good runner. But no matter, as this trip looked like it had been a waste of time anyway.

         We climbed off the boat, although I had to practically drag Trevor off, as he already thought he owned it and was involved with cruising down the Caribbean, so he had a reluctance to end his adventure; Paula had not dared to come aboard, she remained on dry land pretending to be disinterested as she stroked someone’s golden Labrador that had wandered over inquiringly from another boat.5

         I told Nigel that we would like to look around, as there were other boats for sale in the marina.

         Well, after looking over a few of those boats and hearing the amazing sums of money their owners were hoping to sell them for; it has to be said that Willie – that is what the shipwreck was called – started to look like a good proposition; after all, beggars can’t be choosers, she was still afloat, she had an engine and was dry-ish inside; we could hopefully make something of her.

         Back to see Nigel we went, then after a bit of haggling for the boat and for the mooring which was rented, we were shortly the proud owners of Willie our very own cabin cruiser.

         Every Sunday for the rest of that long hot summer would find us doing what must have been the equivalent of an hours training in a gym; just pulling the cord trying to start that outboard motor. Messing about on the river usually had to wait a while! Some days though, things would be messier than others.

         There was that time when our daughter, Paula; who was a year older than Trevor; got a little too boisterous in the stern section and nearly fell overboard. Yes, she could swim but we were cruising along with the outboard motor running at the time and she went over the stern right beside it. As I watched her loose her balance, I had visions of my daughter being chewed up by the engine propeller. Don’t ask me how, but I turned around from steering the boat and caught her in mid-air before she even hit the water and hauled her back into the boat. It was one of those moments of magic. I have no idea what happened, or how I managed it, just like when you knock something off a shelf by accident, then react so fast, that with no effort at all, you actually catch it before it hits the floor and breaks, I expect you will have done that yourself.

         Can you believe that one Sunday evening when it was getting late before we packed our things and set off home, we actually forgot to put Monty, our border collie into the car? It wasn’t until I had driven the fourteen miles home that we realised he was missing. Now Monty was a bit of a guard dog and not very good with strangers, (as you will learn later in the book) so our car may have exceeded the speed limit a little bit on the way back to the 6marina to get him; we certainly couldn’t get back there quick enough for fear of him doing someone some damage. Fortunately, it was a very quiet Sunday evening on the roads so we got to the marina in record time and there was Monty, sitting in the stern of the boat like a Captain, as if nothing had happened, completely oblivious to our forgetfulness.

         The River Lea was always so placid, none of the world’s hubbub; just a beautiful summer, with a sun that seemed endless, in a mythical time. When, in the evening, that sun did start to go down, you would have to squint at the light as it bounced across the surface of the water. We would sit in silence with a glass of something pleasantly refreshing to drink, listening to the gentle murmur of a soft breeze as it swished through the vegetation, watching the reflections of the reeds on the opposite bank as they danced on the glass like surface of the water. There were a couple of swans who would often visit the boats accompanied by two signets who were quite big, but still had their brown under feathers, looking to see if anyone had any scraps of food; have you ever noticed how angry the queen’s birds can look close up.

         Well, those memories of a long-lost summer, though nearly forty years ago or however long ago, can pull at your heartstrings, stretch you’re longing like a sock and fill your dreams with anticipation. What are we if we cannot dream and scheme, if we cannot think of another mountain worth the climbing, then set off in search of our goal?
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        Chapter 2
      

         

         So, here we were in a new century, 2003 to be precise, looking up at an eight-meter Seamaster cruiser. We were in York, which is on the River Ouse. It was the end of March and despite the weather throwing us some cold winds and rain, I thought that buying a boat at this time of year would give us a good spring, plus a full summer for cruising and messing about.

         The men from the boatyard had craned the six-ton cruiser out of the water and propped it up on the hard standing with blocks and timbers, to enable the surveyor to look over the hull properly. The hull also needed a fresh coat of ‘antifoul paint’ to inhibit the growth of weed and algae.

         She was made of fibreglass, which is what they call ‘plastic’, that is to say she was not a wood or steel boat. When you first see a boat like this out of the water, it looks huge, almost like a small liner; well this being a new experience, it did to us. Amazing to think that if our surveyor gave her a good report, we were actually going to buy this craft. She was just over eight metres long and about thirty years old; her name was Harnser.

         
            #

         

         I thought back to 1957 and the workman’s punt on the River Colne in Denham. That was the first boat I had ever messed about with. I must apologies now; finally; because when the workmen went home at the end of the day and at the weekends; they used to hide their punt among the reeds they were clearing, but Kenny Wolacott, who was a childhood friend of mine and I, used to look 8for it and find it. We had great fun with that little boat, and then one day we actually sunk it. We never did find out if the workmen retrieved it from the river bed.
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         This is probably a good time to tell you a bit about the children’s home I was in for two years at Denham in Buckinghamshire.

         Usually, there were about forty of us kids in the home. When I first got sent there in 1956 at age thirteen, there were half a dozen girls living there as well as the boys. If you think about it, you’ll see that the lads outnumbered the lasses about eight to one, which proved to be a recipe for disaster. No; I don’t mean a disaster for the boys. Some of us more adventurous lads enjoyed ourselves showing off to these females, or we sneaked over to their dormitory after lights out. Unfortunately, there were also some arguments and fights, especially over who’s girlfriend Diane actually was.

         Did I hear you ask “What about the other girls?”

         Well; Diane was probably the oldest and although most of the more mature lads fancied her, it was rumoured that she was Ginger’s older brother Kenny’s girlfriend and most of the lads were scared of him as he had a bad reputation. Only thing was; that Kenny had been in hospital for quite a while and was away convalescing after some weird illness. At that time, I’d never met him anyway, so; nothing to be scared of. Besides; when the cats away… I won’t go into that, but sad to say, it was not very long before the girls were sent elsewhere to live and it became a boy’s only home.

         It was called Denham Court. We were all under the care of the Middlesex County Council. I had been placed in to the care and protection of the council nearly four years earlier, when I was nine years old. This home was managed by Mr Hill, who; was a tall man, 10but probably because he ran the place with a rod of iron; seemed to us lads to be about seven foot tall. The boys were terrified of him. He had grey hair, glasses, and a voice like a cannon. We called him ‘Man Hill’. Not to his face of course, you would have got a thump and put on a punishment for that if he heard you. His wife, who we hardly ever saw; was supposed to be the matron, they had a daughter called Peggy, who was always standoffish and never spoke to us lads, I think she went to a private school and thought herself above us.

         That was one of the things about Denham Court; we all went off each day to different schools. Not like the boarding school which I had been sent to three years before going to Denham Court. I was the only boy from the children’s home who went to Alderbourne County which was a brand-new school built just outside Denham Village in 1956.

         When Kenny Wolacott eventually came out of convalescence, he was sent to the same school as me for a while, but he got poorly with kidney trouble and was taken off to hospital. I didn’t see him again for quite a long time, which was a pity, as he had overlooked my trying it on with his girlfriend, Diane; and we had become very close friends. You don’t make really good friends every day, do you? Before Kenny turned up, his younger brother Ginger and I used to knock about together, but Kenny was the one I really clicked with, because we both had the devil and the same sense of mischief in us. As you will see, he popped in and out of my life for a number of years.

         The only other members of staff were ‘Old Man Chappell’ and of course, the cook, who was a little grey-haired Chinese lady with a terrible temper. We all had to take our turn at being in the kitchen to help out by doing the washing up and we were always careful not to upset her. If you did, she would rage on and on at you in her native tongue, you couldn’t understand a word. She caught me once with a pocketful of raisins that I had robbed from a barrel in the pantry and Kenny had a couple of eggs that we were going to throw at the local gamekeeper’s dog if it barked at us when we were in the woods. This little Chinese lady, who was really slight, 11being only about four foot tall, would place herself uncomfortably close to you, wagging her forefinger in your face as she told you off; your ears would ring with the shrillness of her voice. I still can’t speak Chinese.

         There are things to tell about ‘Old Man Chappell’; I will tell you more later.

         The house at Denham, (maybe I should call it a mansion) looked like it had once been a stately home. The huge downstairs rooms, one of which housed two full-sized billiard tables and a table tennis table, all had oak panelled walls. We were all convinced that behind one of the panels was a secret passage where Charles’s cavaliers had hidden from the roundheads. There was a room at the side of the home which had windows all round, looking out over the extensive lawns to the River Colne.

         Nearby to Denham was an American airbase, whose personnel would come to the home a few times each year to throw a party for us lads. They would use this room as a dance hall. The airmen would bring a record player with them and all the latest American rock and roll records. (Rock and roll was in its infancy and was only just starting to get airplay on the radio on this country’s one popular music channel which was called BBC The Light Programme.)

         The house had a wide staircase leading upstairs from the grand entrance hallway. I never saw the front doors used as we only ever used the back door. Prior to becoming a children’s home, it had been used as a reform school for a while. That was an institution where naughty kids were sent for correction. If you have a look now, you will see that it has become ‘The Buckinghamshire Golf Club’. You can book wedding receptions, functions and conferences there; it is very grand. This is not supposed to be an advert for the place, but do go on; take a look and you will see what a splendid house and gardens we lived in. Of course, being children; I’m not sure that we appreciated it on that level. Most of us lads couldn’t wait to get away from the place when we left school.

         The school leaving age was fifteen in 1958 when I left school; it was raised to sixteen in 1972, then raised again in 2013 to age seventeen and finally in 2015 it was raised to eighteen years of 12age. I’ll never forget the day I left Denham Court at age fifteen to catch a train bound for London then subsequently East Finchley and the Wards, who would be my first foster parents. Rather than give me and my suitcases; one of which was nearly as big as me; a ride, the two miles of country road to Harefield station in his Ford Prefect car; on this scorching hot August day; Old Man Hill made me walk. I can remember looking back at him as I trundled up the treelined drive (which was a mile long), with my suitcases and seeing him standing at the bottom of the drive with his hands on his hips watching me struggle. It amused me a bit because each time I looked back at him, he got smaller and smaller as the distance between us increased. I swear he didn’t like me; he always appeared to have a sneer on his face when he talked to me. I think it had something to do with me having piano lessons and needing to practice for my exams, as I was the only boy given permission to go into the sun parlour, which was used as a music room to play a piano that had been especially procured for me. I always felt that he resented me for that.

         It really was a beautiful day though, made better by the thought of leaving Denham Court. Luckily; trains used to be fairly frequent at country stations, so it didn’t matter to me how long I took to get there. I rested quite a few times to get my strength back as those cases were both really heavy. The larger of the two had my clothes in. The smaller one held my massive collection of Meccano, parts of which Old Man Chappell had bought me, it was the original metal kind that some of you might remember. I’ve never forgiven ‘Man Hill’ for that piece of unkindness. Then again; it was probably one of those character-building episodes you get in life.

      

   


   
      
         
13
            
        
        Chapter 4
      

         

         That’ll do for now; let me tell you some more about Harnser, the boat we bought in Naburn near York in 2003.

         Well; the boat surveyor gave Harnser a clean bill of health so we purchased her. I am only going to tell you one story about this craft, for although it was a nice boat; we didn’t keep her for more than a few months. It seems that with boats; as with anything; buying second, third or even fourth hand, can mean you might have a lot of improvement work to do. Hopefully; someone else is enjoying her now.

         The men at the boatyard craned Harnser back into the river for us after I’d antifouled the hull. It was late march 2003, there had been some rain but the weather on this day looked pretty good.

         My first wife and I had an amicable divorce in 1981. My second wife, Ruth and I got together in 1983. The reason I have told you that now is because Ruth and I have two daughters, Danielle and Stephanie. In 2003 when we bought Harnser Danni, the oldest, was eleven years old. The same age as my son Trevor had been when I bought my first boat down in Hertfordshire in 1976.

         Harnser now had to be cruised from York to Ripon where we had rented a mooring, a distance of approximately fifty kilometres. What a fabulous feeling that was. Stepping aboard our own craft and heading off to do a real cruise by boat; not like the messing about we used to do with Willie on the same half mile or so of the river Lea. Oh yes, the River Lea 1976; a beautiful placid piece of water, nothing like the river experience my daughter and I were about so face on the flooded River Ouse and the River Ure in Yorkshire.14

         I definitely felt like a Captain with a crew of one; who was our lovely, eleven-year-old daughter Danielle. We filled the tank up with red diesel, made sure that there was Calor gas and water, stowed away the provisions and bedding we had bought with us, untied the mooring ropes and away we went. The trip was going to take just under two days.

         The River Ouse was peaceful and wide, as we left Naburn, heading for the centre of York. I felt a tinge of disappointment that we weren’t doing this on a glorious summer’s day. The only other boats we saw were moored up or resting on the banks, still in hibernation from the winter. We were looking at a grey, very early spring afternoon. It felt surreal, almost ominous, being the only boat on such a large deserted river, I found myself wondering if the other boaters knew something that we didn’t. Maybe a river monster had been seen and reported in the local paper. Should we have bought the local rag and scanned it for river news just in case? No of course not; we were probably just the first boaters to brave a trip by water this year.

         As I was unsure of the way to Ripon by river; I had confirmed with Gary, the boat salesman in the yard that we just needed to follow the river upstream. My research had told me that there were four locks to negotiate before we reached Ripon. I could see that we were cruising against the current and marvelled at the way Harnser was handling the flow. It would take us about an hour before we were cruising through the centre of York.

         Through the City of York we went, under the bridges, seeing the traffic above, noticing the people walking about, feeling very proud of ourselves, Rulers of the river. Look at the peasants on foot and in cars! Danni and I owned the river. Even the moorings at Museum Gardens that are so often packed with narrow boats and cruisers during the summer months were deserted. ‘Ha ha this is grand.’ We had been to York many times and watched the boating folk nonchalantly cruising up and down, looking like a different race of people than us and feeling a twang of jealousy as we silently wished that we could be one of them, well, now we were.

         There had been some rain lately, as you would expect from late 15winter. It started to drizzle again now; Danni helped me to pull the canopy up so that we wouldn’t get wet. That caused our first problem, because the windscreen and side windows immediately started to steam up, there being no demisters on a boat like this. The wipers were inefficiently slow at sweeping across the windscreen, we were lucky to get about one wipe per minute. When it became too difficult to see where we were going, we developed a system whereby the crew member cleared the windscreen using a towel. It was a good job there were no other boats on the river, as we were all over the place for a while and boats; unlike cars, are supposed to drive on the right or starboard side of the waterway to avoid collisions with craft coming the other way. I have since learnt to avoid cruising in the rain, it being mostly a fair-weather activity. Still we carried on, as we were now committed to getting Harnser to Ripon and our new mooring.

         Our next problem came when we reached Nun Monkton about an hour after passing through York. I should have studied my geography more closely or at least had a map. There is a fork in the river at Nun Monkton, I knew that; the River Ouse takes a sharp right-hand turn. If you keep going straight you will go up the river Nidd, which runs down to the Ouse at this point and is not normally navigable by a boat of our size, not by any boat normally. Today, however; was an exception. I did not realise that the water level had risen and the river was so much higher than normal. I had no concept in my head that the river was still rising, owing to the rain that had fallen over the last few days. Yes, it is a fact that we should have been aware of. When there is rain, it makes its way down from the high ground, on its journey to the sea and the river can fill up quite quickly. I thought the water would take days to get down to the river. What a pity Gary, the boat salesman, had not warned us. What a pity I was so eager to get cruising that I had not done my homework thoroughly enough.

         As we approached a junction in the river; I looked to the right and with some difficulty, through the misted windows, I could see a waterway going between the trees in that direction, but there seemed to be too much vegetation growing across the river to 16make it navigable. The channel that went straight ahead looked like the best option for a boat, so I came to the conclusion that this could not be the place where the Ouse bends off to the right, we must not have got that far yet. I steered Harnser straight ahead, up what I now know is the river Nidd. I remember thinking to myself, “Gosh, the river has got narrow all of a sudden and what a lot of vegetation and weed in the water.”

         Well; it was not long before the river reduced in size to a very large stream and then to a small stream. The depth gauge on Harnser started to beep a shallow water warning. At least it’s working, I thought.

         It was obvious now; that we had gone the wrong way. The only snag was how to go back the way we had come. The River Nidd was far too narrow to allow us to turn the boat around. There was only one thing to do. Reverse! That was easier said than done, as we had cruised quite a way up the flooded Nidd, not helped by the poor visibility through our windscreen. I found that the boat actually steered quite well in reverse, lucky for us. The main thing I was concerned about was running aground or getting the propeller chocked with weed.

         After a few mishaps we managed to get ourselves back on to the River Ouse. Then we found ourselves laughing at the silly navigation mistake I’d made and perhaps smiling with relief at still being afloat. Our adventure was still on course.

         It was about five-thirty in the evening; we were starting to lose the light. Surely the first lock at Linton can’t be far now. Linton Lock with its lock house and pub was going to be our overnight stop.

         There are a lot of trees on either side of the river along this stretch. Many of the trees had their feet standing in the flood water. Beningbrough Hall, which is a National Trust property, is off to the right. There are red and green navigation buoys to warn of sand banks and shallow water. I knew to keep the red buoys to my right (starboard), the green buoys to my left (port) going up stream. Thing was, that with the light fading fast, they were not easy to see.17

         Finally, we came around a bend, out of the trees and there it was at last, with welcoming lights shimmering in the distance; Linton Lock. Now; do not be tempted to head straight for the lock by cutting across the wide bend in the river as you approach Linton. It may look tempting, but follow the marker buoys, keep to your starboard side as this is where the deep water is. Someone once tried cutting across in a narrow boat, ran aground and had to spend a week stuck on the sand bank, waiting for it to rain so the water depth would rise enough to float them off. The lock keeper was kindly ferrying supplies over to them in his rowing boat. That must have been interesting; living in the middle of the river all week with everyone who passed knowing that you had tried to take a short cut to the lock.

         By the time we reached the lock at Linton, the lock keeper was not happy to let us go into the lock as the daylight had gone and it could be dangerous. He advised us to moor up below the lock on the floating pontoon. A pontoon of this type is designed to float up and down with the rise and fall of the river, helping to keep your craft afloat with the different water levels.

         Danni and I had a nice evening meal of chicken and chips in the pub at the lock side and then retired to Harnser. As we bedded down you could see the white foam from the weir, which was beside the lock; this is where the river flows around the actual lock cut. The water was flowing over the top of the weir, then crashing down about three feet, making so much noise that we found it hard to sleep. Still we felt secure with the boat tied up safely to the floating pontoon.

         The next day presented us with a beautiful, bright early spring morning, a bit cold, but never mind. The first thing that struck me on waking up was the silence. Something was missing. Then, when I opened the curtains on Harnser we saw the reason. There was no longer a weir. The river had risen so much overnight, that instead of falling three feet, the water was just pouring over the remaining lip of the weir construction. To see the width of the river now and the force of the water rushing down it was frightening. The pontoon had risen up with the water and was much higher than 18the night before but at least our boat seemed to be secure. So, Danni and I got ourselves up, dressed and had breakfast before going to see the lock keeper.
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