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Prologue



This is just a wet run, a jaunt to celebrate the building of the canoe, but I’m already lost to the water: the way she holds us, the gentle current squeezing us downstream like muscles inside the throat of some giant snake. The river here is wide and soft, bobbled and furred with a yellow fuzz of catkins blown from groups of willow that lower their tresses to the water like women washing their hair. We are moving slowly, each paddle stroke sending up tiny green whirlpools that dance and wink in the summer evening’s light. Behind us we leave a wobbling trail of water, folding in on itself and disappearing with just the smallest of bow waves that shiver to the muddy bank.


The pair of us – my friend James Treadaway and I – set out just under an hour ago from Sudbury Water Meadows, humping the Canadian canoe past the last of the picnickers and the first of the cider drinkers. We heaved her into position and slid her nose-first into the water, wincing at the sound of her wooden hull scraping along the platform and sighing with relief when she didn’t sink to the river’s silty bottom. It was James who built this canoe. A suburban Noah, he beavered away in his garden while his bemused neighbours peered over the fence, offering encouragement and the odd glass of orange squash. Like me, he has little experience of being on the water, but said he felt compelled to make a boat; spending months bending, shaping and gluing wood, before painting the canoe’s handsome curves and broad bottom a joyous nautical red – the colour of Mae West’s lips.


The canoe is high in the water and reassuringly stable, but it took until the frothing flow of Cornard Weir for us to learn how to keep her steady, our rookie strokes pulling and pushing the canoe’s nose from bank to bank like a swinging compass needle. Once, twice, three times we ploughed at speed into the side or plunged through thrashing branches and into reeds, emerging sheepish and covered with downy seeds and a boatload of surprised insects. The rhythm is easy now, the lifting and the pulling of the paddles unthinking and unhurried, minds and boat adrift.


In front of me James gestures with his hand. He doesn’t need to say anything. Both of us have grown up near this river. Played on its banks, shinned up its trees and cooled off in its waters, but this is the first time we have actually stepped off the land and followed it; have felt its pull; its relentless crawl to the sea. In some ways it’s a strange feeling. I had it as soon as we pushed off, not so much an out-of-body experience as an out-of-land experience. Yet that’s not right either, because I’ve never felt so utterly consumed and engaged with a landscape. I feel like I have been ushered into a world that until now has somehow been hidden. It is as if the river is a vein beneath the skin of the land and has the power to take us into the wild and watery heart of things.


We stop paddling, listening to the trickle-slap, trickle-slap of water on wood. A kingfisher darts overhead in a flash of azure, his shrill ch-reee joining the river’s quiet song. I hadn’t thought about the smells of the river too. This isn’t the fierce salt of the sea or the cabbage tang of seaweed, but the delicate, changing scents from wood and water. It is soothing beyond belief.


The trees start to thin out, making way for farmland, and we are joined by a barn owl, following the course of the river banks on her evening hunt. I watch her between strokes. She’s delightfully top-heavy, a feathered wedge, like a cartoon body builder. I remember how surprised I was when I first held one, by its lightness, the fragility of its air-filled bones. She has gone by the time we meet a woman standing on a paddle board next to the left bank. We drift past and chat, impressed by her skill and speed on the water, our progress clumsy in comparison. The pub – she tells us – is just five minutes away.


At the Henny Swan we pull the canoe out of the water and upend her by the bank, ordering pints and chips and then eating them by the river. The beer garden is busy, mostly with couples dressed up for a Friday night out in Essex. I feel slightly out of place, puffed up with a life jacket and legs emerald-green with duckweed. James and I talk about the last hour and plot our next trip. We could go overnight. We could follow the river till it scents the sea. We could explore the waterways around where we grew up. We could cross the Channel. The list of possibilities is endless and exciting. A world that just an hour ago felt so utterly explored has cracked wide open.


We make good time back to the Water Meadows, the beer acting as cheery ballast, heaving the canoe onto the bank to watch a teenager spinning for pike. It is a week before the river season begins and he seems nervous about being observed. His cigarette gives off a jazzy fug that suggests pike-poaching isn’t his only naughty habit. Within minutes, a patch of water by a lily pad explodes and a great green fish leaps, flumping onto its belly with a crack that sends moorhens hiccupping away in alarm. The rod bends dramatically as the fish torpedoes off, heading for the cover of weeds and then . . . and then nothing. Slack line floats in the warm air like a gossamer thread. The pike has spat the hook.


‘Fucking hell! Did you see that?’ The boy asks, turning to look at us for the first time, his roll-up hanging from his lip, his face pale and his dark eyes wide under a baseball cap. We smile and nod. Like the pike, our minds are set on returning to the water.
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Back home I feel restless and excited. I can’t settle to anything. I pull out a stack of maps and look at the vascular bundle of rivers and tributaries spreading out across the county. I know many of the place names which the blue lines skirt round or slice through, but now – and it feels like for the first time – I can also see the miles of landscape, or rather the waterscape, I have missed. I trace them with my fingers and say their names out loud. The Little Ouse, the Waveney, the Stour, the Alde, the Orwell, the Box and the Rat. The Deben, the Dove, the Blyth, the Brett. The Kennett and the Yox. Then there’s the Lark, the river that winds its way slowly through where I live now, in Bury St Edmunds. I move my finger down and find the Colne, welling up near Great Yeldham and striking out for my childhood home of Halstead. A river that is as homely as it is mysterious. A flow that has poured into my life, shaping me as surely as the mud of its meandering banks. But its route and the wildlife it contains were things I never really thought of. Although the river runs for 60 miles or more, for me, framed by my blinkered consciousness, it might as well have been just been a matter of yards. I feel now that I was missing the very things which made it special. What’s more, the same is true of nearly every river I have experienced. If these blue ribbons were a national park I would have barely pulled into the car park.


A plan begins to form in my mind. I will attempt to explore the country again by canoe – first my country, the places I thought until so recently I knew so well; to rewrite a psychogeography made mean and narrow by the habits of land. But also I want to go further, to paddle along the great rivers that have inspired, moved and licked the land into shape. Places where it is still possible to get lost while knowing exactly where you are. It will be a quiet exploration of the UK, from the smallest tributaries to stent-straight canals and thick arteries that pump towards the sea. Over chalk, gravel, clay and mud. Through fields, woodland, villages, towns and cities to experience places that might otherwise go unnoticed and perhaps unloved. Not only that, but many rivers are also borders. While being on a river is sensually different, lowering us wet-bottomed into an eddying world of green water, it strikes me that it is also a place of freedom. A no man’s land between counties and countries, where it is possible to stray briefly outside society, the only law being the pull of paddle against the current. Onwards. Onwards.


I start to scribble down river after river and phone James to tell him; to invite him along. We check calendars and list rivers: the Wye; the Thames; the Lark; somewhere, anywhere in Scotland. With the right planning, we can explore at least ten, maybe more, in a year, fitting in the trips around work and family. Not just in the summer but throughout the winter too: to experience rivers in every season, come rain or shine, hell or high water. I can feel the excitement rising in me at the idea of a vision being brought to life, seeing that the next twelve months will be shaped by the flow of rivers across the country. We talk about equipment we will need too: stoves, tent, waterproofs, bags, spare paddles. But I know as I’m talking to James that I will also want to do some of these trips alone, to have, I suppose, an experience. Even in solitude I know I shall have company: those that came before, those who ventured onto rivers for nothing more than pure, sparkling pleasure. I will join a precious band who venture forth in lurid waterproofs and boats of garish colours. To ride the waters. To discover the secret network of ways into another world. To feel the pull of the river.





CHAPTER 1



A secret world


The heron has been in front of us all day. It could, of course, be a succession of different herons, but somehow it’s comforting to think we’ve had constant company: a guide. He’s standing now near the right bank, both legs planted in the water up to grey-skinned knees – his neck echoing the curves of the river. We put our paddles across our knees and let the water push us towards him. The canoe, in all her shock-red glory, is not a vessel of stealth, but she glides almost silently, the water breaking under her hull with the slightest wet whisper, like sleigh bells tinkling on the river bed. We are close, really close: able to see the sharpness of the heron’s dagger bill, his white-and-black-streaked throat and dandyish crest, Brylcreemed flat. He doesn’t move. Not a muscle. Just. Waits.


The heron is a symbol of grace, patience, solitude and strength, loved and mistrusted in equal measure. According to Ovid, he is a pallid bird birthed from Ardea’s still-warm ashes, a fish-gulping sinner reborn. Comfortable in water, land and air, an emblem of the otherworld. The poacher of the pond. The king of the river. His is a jumble of stories rooted in our history and attachments to time and place. But one thing I’m sure of, this is his world: hidden and secret. It is a world, though, I hope to sink into and explore, to become as much a part of the river as he is.
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We had chosen to start our journeys on the River Waveney. Although not far away from my home, it is a river I don’t think I’ve ever explored; certainly not in any meaningful way. And yet, I do feel I have an emotional connection to it. I was living in Brighton when I first heard Cigarette on the Waveney. One of two programmes Roger Deakin made for Radio 4 in 2005, it is an audio diary of a canoe journey down the upper stretch of the Waveney. At a time when my world was one of sea and shingle, salt and brine, the programme, with its descriptions of clear water, of willows and skittering mayfly, was a reminder of the rivers I had grown up with. It made me realise I had somehow lost touch with the rivers in my life – perhaps I had never really understood them at all.


Last week I decided to visit the British Archive for Contemporary Writing at the University of East Anglia, pretty much the only place that holds a copy of Cigarette on the Waveney.* I had sat for hours in a glass-fronted room looking through three grey cardboard boxes that contained a sizeable portion of Roger Deakin’s life. Letters, postcards, specifications for a custom-made wetsuit, emails and handwritten pages, littered with crossings-out and coffee rings. Some of the notes were made during the time he was working on Waterlog, his most famous work. A journey of swims across sea, lakes, rivers, streams, tarns, lochs and lidos, the book became a word-of-mouth classic, not only for its evocative prose but also for its defence of the right to roam. Inspired by John Cheever’s short story ‘The Swimmer’, Waterlog was Deakin’s personal quest to ‘follow the rain on its meanderings’ and escape ‘endlessly turning back on myself like a tiger pacing its cage’.


There were pictures too. Images of Deakin’s home at Walnut Tree Farm in Mellis, Suffolk, where he lived for thirty-eight years, the shepherd huts he used to write in and even the dilapidated cars he drove into hedges – leaving them to be claimed by families of foxes, or hidden by thickets of climbing roses. And, of course there were photos of him swimming, both in the infamously cold moat that surrounded his house and in the River Waveney. Invariably he is doing the breast stroke, his hair a dandelion puff of white sticking out above the dark green of the water. Deakin described this, his favoured swimming style, as the ‘naturalist’s stroke’. From this position in the water he had a ‘frog’s eye’ view of the unfolding waterscape, allowing him to spy everything: from the tennis-ball-size holes of water voles in the bank to the fat chub scudding along the river bottom.


The boxes contained other things. Unexpected and delightful things. I took out a square of neatly folded stretchy fabric nestled deep within layers of tissue paper, like some hibernating creature. The colour of the sea at night, a deep, depthless blue, I felt as if I was holding Deakin’s second skin: the Turin Shroud of wild swimming, his favourite pair of Speedos. For a reason I still cannot quite explain, perhaps hoping for the faint scent of river, I even took a quick sniff.


I found the recording I came for in the third and final box. I slipped the CD into my laptop and pulled on the headphones, smiling as I heard the trickle of water, then Deakin’s voice bubbling softly like river over stone. It was just as I remembered it: ‘The Waveney for me as my local river has always been an escape route. A way into another world.’


I listened again and again, soaking up his words, as well as the moments where he lets the river talk. Some of the most evocative parts of the recording are simply the sound of water under the canoe, the chuckling drip of dipped paddles as Deakin eased himself into a hidden, more contemplative world.


Like Waterlog, Cigarette on the Waveney also has a literary undercurrent, in that it was partly inspired by a voyage made by Robert Louis Stevenson and his friend Sir Walter Grindlay Simpson. In 1876 the pair had set off to explore the rivers and canals of Belgium and northern France, Stevenson paddling the oak Arethusa and Simpson manning a sleek cedar-wood canoe called the Cigarette – the name Deakin chose for his own much-loved Canadian canoe. He said this homage meant he always had an ‘imaginary companion, paddling alongside in a ghostly sort of way’. For me this is another reason to retrace Deakin’s route. There is a hope that by following his paddle strokes, I will have a similar kind of spiritual connection – if not to the man, then at least to the waterscape he loved.
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We start paddling again, following the heron as he rises from the water, a half-run, half-leap into the air and a flap of oil-black primary feathers outstretched like fingers hammered flat. We’re beginning to find our stride as we delve deeper into river country.


Actually getting on the river this morning had proved much harder than we had anticipated. We had wanted to be as close to the source as possible so headed for a road bridge a few miles from Redgrave. I had expected it to be scenic and rural, the river bucolic and bubbling, but just off the main road we were surrounded by houses. The hedges along the river bank were thick and unwelcoming, their inch-long thorns decorated with litter and a grim bunting made from discarded bags of dog poo. A towering phalanx of nettles scuppered any last hope of easy access. Even where we could see the water, it didn’t seem to hold much promise for exploring. The weather, hot and dry all week, had left the river desperately low, with hardly enough water to wet the canoe’s bottom, let alone float it. The canoe, now named the Pipe in a wry nod to Deakin, Stevenson and Simpson, would have to stay strapped to the roof of my Fiesta like some absurd red Mohican.


In the end we were rescued by the generosity of a campsite owner, who allowed us to launch on his land. He stood by good-humouredly as we packed the canoe with a rag-tag mix of back-packs in bin-liners and Waitrose carrier bags before sliding her into the water. It felt momentous. The start of something. But also, it was a reminder of how new we are to this. We sweated as we tried to rediscover the rhythm we thought we had mastered on the Stour, ducking branches and making splashed, awkward strokes. Passing through Oakley and Scole, we lay flat on our backs under low-slung crack willows that knocked off our hats and dragged at our clothes, laughing as we sat back up festooned in catkins like fat, fluffy caterpillars. The water rushed over mud and gravel rapids before becoming slowly deeper – moving from lively source to beautiful rural river.


Now we find ourselves on a stretch where the tall banks can be touched with an outstretched paddle from either side, meaning the slightest wrong move leads to a close and painful brush with nettles and reed. But it also gives us the first real sense of being on, or even in the river, of unfamiliar surroundings to explore and discover. The overhanging vegetation creates the impression that we are sliding down a long green tube: tunnel-vision into a watery world.


For this whole trip we will be in border country. To the left, Norfolk, and to the right, as far as Herringfleet, Suffolk. To be skirting both, to be effectively no place at all, feels powerful and exciting. It is to be somehow outside of society. It reminds me of when Huckleberry Finn and Jim slip onto the Mississippi in their home-made craft: ‘So in two seconds away we went a-sliding down the river, and it did seem so good to be free again and all by ourselves on the big river, and nobody to bother us.’


Downstream, even before the tidal pull kicks in, the Waveney is a true Broadland river, busy with pleasure craft that cut creamy lines through the water. But here it is quiet enough to hear fish plopping to the surface and the whisper of reeds. The swans certainly seem surprised by the company, taking it in turns to race us in relay. For five minutes at a time they stay 30 feet ahead of us, before shuffling onto the bank and allowing another to take up the slow pursuit, white tails raised and wagging at us in a regal taunt. But the feathered pacemakers give us our rhythm and soon it feels that it is the paddle, not the arm that’s leading, the wood enjoying the taste of the water. As he made his way down Belgium’s canals Stevenson described canoeing as easy work. It’s a passage Deakin quoted as he paddled down the Waveney: ‘Dipping at the proper inclination, now right, now left, to empty a little pool in the nap of the apron. There’s not much art in that. Certain silly muscles managed it between sleep and waking and meanwhile the brain had a whole holiday and went to sleep.’


The river begins to widen here and we can glimpse water meadow as the steep banks fall back. The solidity of grass and mud is replaced by the softness of reed, the tight, tortuous bends finally easing.


Not far from Billingsford, we limbo under a bridge, the rush of stony-cold air delicious in the heat. An otter has been here too, a faint trail can be seen in the mud along with an old spraint: a crumbly, fishy cigar of pearly scale and hair-thin bone. We stop nearby for lunch, heaving the Pipe through mud that swallows our legs to the shin, guffing out a sulphurous pong when we pull them free. We eat sandwiches with our legs dangling in the water, partly to wash away the stink, but also still to feel the river’s gentle pull, desperate not to leave completely this new, sparkling world.


Pushing on, we repeat Deakin’s incantation of place names from Cigarette on the Waveney: Wortham, Roydon, Diss, Scole, Billingford, Hoxne, Brockdish. The rhythm of the words matches the strokes of the paddle, and our muscles return to working almost without thought, our brains only woken from slumber with the hiccup of a moorhen or the hissed warning of a swan, its back laden with fluffy grey cygnet.


The river is truly alive, its inhabitants scurrying about their business, ignoring the interlopers intruding on their world. From watercress, reeds and hemlock rise dizzying clouds of banded demoiselles. One amorous pair take a break from acrobatic mid-air copulation and land on the front of the canoe, their blue bodies still locked together and their fluttering wings marked with a black spot like an inky finger-print. James stops paddling to reach for another stranded in the water, placing it gently on a clump of reeds to dry out.


‘A damsel in distress,’ he says, grinning.


The water is full of lilies too. Their buttery, bright-yellow flowers are tightly closed, but their buds periscope out of the water like stalked alien eyes charting our progress. The paddles disturb their submerged leaves, causing them to swirl, as Deakin had described, like ‘crumpled underwear’ in a washing machine. We pass the mile to Hoxne almost in silence, brains soothed by the soft trickle of water passing underneath the Pipe’s heavy bow. It is a beautiful stretch of river, willow and alders bending over the water while kingfishers shoot overhead like wobbling gas flames: afterburners on full. The heron again. We glide along, our senses saturated and soaked as we explore and discover all that the world of the river has to offer.
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The old mill at Hoxne is imposing but beautiful, moving from brick to white wooden weatherboarding by the second of its three storeys. The chimney from the neighbouring steam shed matches the mill for height; it seems like a strange industrial interloper in this rural spot. We leave the official Environment Agency-sanctioned portage point a small distance behind us, intent on manhandling the Pipe over the weir and following after, rather than tramping for some distance with bare legs through dense stands of nettles. But closer to the weir the flow is surprisingly strong, and we fear that dropping from its steep step onto the concrete apron below might do lasting damage to both the canoe and us. We stop by a bank and get out onto carefully mown grass.


‘We’re in someone’s garden,’ hisses James as we grab hold of the front of the canoe and drag it at top speed across the grass, the paddles bumping and clanking. The house is some distance away and doesn’t look lived in, but the grounds have clearly been tended – even if the glass greenhouse we huff and puff past is almost exploding with weeds, their green heads pushing sadly against cracked panes. With a last guilty look over our shoulders, we belly-slide the Pipe back into the water, scrambling down the bank behind her, drenching our legs and most of our gear in our haste to get away.


It was close to here where Deakin made his camp when he canoed the Waveney. He paddled the Cigarette up the mill race to a spot that in late summer is full of giant puffballs. He described seeing so many they looked ‘like the rows of bare bottoms of swimmers getting changed’. I had thought we’d stay at the same location. But it’s nowhere near the halfway point, and if we are to reach Geldeston tomorrow we need to keep going.


Downstream, near Syleham, we come to a part of the river where someone has taken great care to string ‘Private, no entry’ signs across the banks. Even the weir is decorated with a prohibitive notice. We stop paddling, wondering if we have taken a wrong turn somewhere. We haven’t. We can’t have. Turning round, we head back to what we thought was the mill race in the hope that there is some way through. Close to the bank there are a number of houses, no doubt associated with the mill.


We ease past the moored boats but the route is a dead end. We try and turn round again, now mightily pissed off, but the length of the Pipe is almost exactly the same as the width of the channel. Her nose jams on the mud of the north bank while her stern rams noisily into the moored boats. Mud. Clonk. Mud. Clonk.


A voice comes from the bank.


‘Can I help?’


The sour expression on the woman’s face and the cutting tone say something completely different.


‘You are not on the Waveney now, you know . . .’ she continues, not waiting for our reply. We stop trying to extricate ourselves from our tight spot and twist round to face her, trying to look as innocent as possible.


‘Where are we then?’


She puts her hands on her hips authoritatively.


‘Well, technically this water belongs to the mill and all of the houses along here. If you want to get on the river you have to get the canoe out at one of the moorings back there, which are also private, and then take it across the car park.’ She sucks her lip, thinking. ‘You can then get back onto the river on the other side.’


I look at James. The ‘private’ mooring she is talking about is some distance away and, factoring in the car park, the suggested route over land would mean heaving the Pipe about 500 yards – a good 495 yards further than I’m willing to travel.


‘Where are you going anyway?’ says the woman.


James patiently explains what we are doing. How we hope to reach Geldeston, how the trip is about retracing one of Roger Deakin’s trips and exploring river country. The woman’s face brightens and she smiles broadly for the first time.


‘Oh you’ll never make it,’ she says cheerfully. ‘The most I’ve managed is three miles and that took for ever. Oh dear me yes, you won’t be able to get through.’


We thank her through gritted teeth and paddle away.


‘Only for the brave,’ she warbles after us, ‘only for the brave.’


We go back to the weir with the sign. There’s something about these notices that is deeply annoying; antagonistic even, especially on a river that is so quiet. We haven’t seen a soul on the water since we left – or on the Angles Way footpath that follows its course – so it’s hardly as if someone’s peace will be shattered by an illicit portage. On the Waveney there is an agreement in place between landowners and fishing clubs to allow navigation by canoe and kayak with a British Canoeing licence, something we both have. I can’t help but worry. If we’re encountering problems here, I wonder how easy it is going to be on the other rivers. Could it be that the secret windows I hope to find, the waterscapes I hope to experience, are locked down and guarded? So much for messing about on the river.


James and I hold the canoe steady and discuss what to do. The sign has already cost us a good half-hour of forward progress. The only option is to go over the weir. The water is shallow as we get out and heave the Pipe onto the concrete step, clambering up after her to stand dripping on the weed-splattered slope. We crouch behind and push, following the canoe down at uncontrolled speed, the smooth soles of our wetsuit boots skating over the algal slime, landing us shouting in the water. ‘Only for the brave!’ we trill. Although I laugh, the words have put me on edge. We are on a tight schedule for this trip and our canoe is undoubtedly more substantial than the craft the woman used. We push on in silence, past Needham Mill and another weir that announces its unwelcome presence with a waterfall song.
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The river seems more open now, the trees retreating. We scud by at eye-level with the banks, udder height with the cows that now stamp about in every field. My arms are tiring; it feels like they have been stretched, my body wearily resigned to concertina-ing its way forward. My backside is killing me too, the fat of each cheek has been tenderised to the bone. I don’t want to let James down so I keep quiet, but I can see he is tiring too and it’s not long before we start to look for somewhere to camp. Twice we stop, springing from the canoe to inspect a possible location, only to think again after spotting cows in the distance. I know that as soon as they see us they will be in to investigate, trampling our gear (and probably us) with clumsy, bovine benevolence.


It is the barn owl who leads us to the perfect spot. Flying along the bank, she turns and flies inland. We decide to follow her, leaping from the canoe onto a tree whose exposed roots make a perfect step. Using our last ounce of strength we drag the Pipe up the bank behind us, the cow-churned mud farting noisily beneath our feet. The field is cut in two by a dyke and there is a road about 300 yards away, more of a track really, leading past the field and to some houses nearby. Part of me worries about a farmer seeing us and asking us to leave; the other part is simply too tired to care.


James puts up the tent while I sort out the stove, lighting the meth burner with a satisfying pop. I feel the heat with the palm of my hand before putting a pan of water on top. We eat pasta and drink generous slugs of rum from tin mugs, the alcohol sending a ribbon of warmth into my chest as the last of the light slips away. The land is dark, the river darker. The barn owl returns to check on us just as we are turning in, ghosting over an old willow with a silent flutter of wings that flash powder-white through to graphite and caramel, her face a perfect feathered heart.


In the tent we lie in our sleeping bags like landlocked caddis flies, marooned but cosy, chatting in low voices and listening to the sounds of the night. As Deakin did on his canoe trip, we hear the distant bark of a fox, but there is something else too. A chittering, huffing noise. Somewhere between asleep and waking I imagine it is an otter that has clawed up the bank to investigate our camp, rolling in the long grass and playing in the shelter beneath our canoe. The sound comes again. Hum-hum-hum. Hum-hum-hum-hum. The noise fades away behind the whispering rustle of wind-ruffled canvas. I think of the otter humping away across the field to belly-slide down the muddy bank into the water. A gift from the Waveney.


The morning brings mist and a herd of suspicious cows, staring at us with dark eyes while we hurriedly pack. I have no idea what the time is, but I can’t help but wonder if the farmer sent the girls in to remove the campers from his land. James tips the canoe into the water while I stand protecting our gear, holding a paddle like a staff and meekly telling the cows to ‘Please, get out of it.’ They don’t seem bothered. The bovine circle is getting tighter and tighter, and one with large swivelling eyes snuffles into one of our food bags, wiping thick strands of egg-white drool over my backpack. They are still coming forward, heads swinging, their numbers bolstered by latecomers eager to push to the front to see what all the fuss is about. I throw the last of the bags to James and scramble down the bank as the cows finally break ranks to form a beefy wall at the water’s edge. They low a soft ‘good riddance’ as we paddle to the centre of the river and skip alongside us before turning their attention back to the serious business of chewing the cud. I think again of Cigarette on the Waveney, of Deakin’s experience with the cows on the bank, his laughter at their sugar-plum fairy routines, his bellows of ‘Hello girls.’


It is a relief to sink back into our watery world. The light is softer here, the sounds muffled. Even in our remote camping spot we could still hear the occasional car and the low rumble of a milk tanker. But now, screened by the banks, the noise of roads is replaced with ripples and the lulling shush of water on wood. This is the escape route that Deakin was speaking of, the secret window I was so hoping to find. A different plane of existence that runs through the towns and landmarks of a county that, until now, I thought I knew so well. I notice James has stopped paddling as he scans the meandering river ahead. I put my hand on his shoulder and we let the Pipe glide slowly along, fully immersed in the riverscape. Cows seem to greet us on every shoulder of land, jostling for space to stare at us, or in the case of one particularly grumpy-looking bull, bellowing with enough force to send a moorhen sprinting across the water in alarm.


Mendham Mill is about half an hour from where we camped, a vast wooden ship beached on a low horizon of river and water meadow. We get out at the portage point by the mill’s weir and inspect a sign erected for canoeists by the Environment Agency. The instructions, formal to the point of shirtiness, instruct paddlers to walk through a field of cows to the left. I go ahead to check it out, following the path through the field, across a road, eventually reaching a wooden platform by the river. It is at least 500 yards of uneven terrain. I walk back looking at the river, waving cheerily to someone standing at the open doorway of the mill house, his pink chinos clashing with ruddy cheeks. He ignores me, but follows my route along the bank with his eyes, lips pursed and disapproving. I can’t help but get the feeling that those living by the river view those who use it with deep suspicion; as if it is a personal moat to their castles. This hidden world is not one they want to share.


Directly under the weir, the Waveney riffles over shallows before shooting through the millpond and under a bridge. There’s a good place to put the canoe in too, even if it will mean going shin-deep in mud. I check the EA sign again, its authoritative tone only lightened by an illustration of a canoeist happily hoicking his craft above his head. I think of the spine-crunching repercussions if we attempted such an athletic manoeuvre with the Pipe. It is James who makes the decision for both of us: ‘Sod that, let’s just go the shortest route.’


The sun has burnt off the last of the mist as we get back into the canoe, the mud from our feet congealing with the cow-slobber on our bags. Last night, as the light began to fall, the river had felt lonely at times, even melancholy, but now we’ve entered a different world again, another riverscape to explore; it has become a place of tremendous fun. The deep-green depths have been replaced by clear shallows that rocket and sing; chattering and turning pebbles to disturb bullheads and caddis-fly nymphs. Several times we jump out to skip the Pipe over tiny stone weirs, mindful that our walking speed is probably faster than our paddling. Damselflies, stirred into life by the sun, rise in clouds, some skimming the water in front of the canoe like little sprites leading us on. I feel stupidly happy. There is nowhere I’d rather be than outdoors and wandering with the Pipe. Stevenson obviously felt the same on his trip, asking rhetorically, ‘For will anyone dare to tell me that business is more entertaining than fooling among boats?’


But for Stevenson, like us, there were also those who said his little exploration could not be done. Shortly before Landrecies a ‘vivacious old man’ told him he would not be able to pass all the locks along the canal, advising him to ‘Get into a train, my little man . . . and go you away home to your parents.’ Stevenson, who said he was ‘inwardly fuming’, insisted he would now complete the trip ‘in spite of him . . . just because he had dared to say we could not’. Thinking back to the Syleham woman’s warning from last night, my concerns disappear. If these joyful shallows were the barrier to her progress, then we are home and dry.


The river slowly, reluctantly, deepens and we watch a pike hanging almost motionless by the Norfolk bank, a dirty green torpedo packed with a mouthful of needles. But as the depth returns the width disappears. The river becomes narrow enough for fallen crack willows to span the banks, and countless times we lie on our backs to squeeze through a narrow space, the branches scratching at our faces and depositing rafts of spiders into the canoe. Thick banks of reeds furred with biting gnats cut the channel in two. Whichever route we take means clomping through reeds and sending big black balloons of teeth up into the air that come down to engulf our heads and arms. Their song, their buzz, enters my bones. Even the water feels thick with it. The barrage is relentless.


I always intended to swim along the journey, but my first dip is unexpected. Passing under a low-slung willow I lose my balance and topple head-first into the water. The water roars into my ears, great green bubbles popping in front of my eyes. Surprise and panic give way to delight as I bob to the surface like a cork. I tell myself off for being momentarily scared, my love of the water overtaken by a sense that the canoe is a place of a safety that must not be left at any point. The water is refreshing but not cold and feels silky next to my skin. It is too deep to touch the bottom, so I swim slowly to the bank where James, grinning, manoeuvres the canoe alongside and I clamber clumsily back in. I feel like the mythical fox who lowered himself into a river to drown his fleas. But back on board the gnats come for me again, a toothy rebuke for my watery escape.


We stop just past Homersfield, spread out our map and clumsily try to measure the route with spaced fingers. We’re still discussing how many hours it will take to reach Bungay when we spot the canoe coming towards us, the first people we have seen on the river since we set out. A couple in their late fifties, the woman in front is hammering along, her paddles sending up great geysers of green water, while her husband grimly tries to keep pace. We wave gamely from the bank and the man, with a look of relief, takes it as a cue to stop paddling. He explains that they too are heading upstream to Bungay and plan to get the bus back to their starting point of Homersfield, a route they’ve completed numerous times. It is an odd conversation, him shouting over his shoulder, his wife – still paddling furiously – dragging them downstream.


‘You’re taking the canoe on the bus?’ James shouts after them.


‘Oh yes, no problem at all.’ He pauses and twists right round to look at us. Studying us hard.


‘You know, you’re the first people we’ve ever seen canoeing from here. Lots of people after Bungay, but never here.’


He starts to say something else, but decides against it, instead waving again and turning back to face the river and the back of his wife’s head. They’re soon out of sight; the river is once again ours alone to explore.


[image: Images]


I still can’t get over how the river changes; from trickle to muscular pulse, from lively and low to broad-backed and still. It feels living and adaptable, not something that is just part of the landscape but something that forms it, moves it, makes it. It is from the river that the land makes sense. To journey along it is, in some curious way, to sense old time. We paddle slowly, the flow now broad and dark, bordered by great corridors of trees along the bank. The branches glow green with the sun behind them. It is the light of fairy tales, of magic. A different world again.
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