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Introduction


I WAS SITTING in a treatment room with my trousers round my ankles when I asked my GP how he would account for men’s fascination with machines. He stopped writing for a moment, looked up and muttered ‘Asperger’s?’ and then continued to scrawl something down on his notepad. ‘I had one patient so obsessed with washing machines that he had to be sectioned for trying to climb inside them every time he walked past a laundrette.’


Now that was an unhealthy, although you’d assume clean, machine obsession. I pestered him a little more. ‘What about train, car, motor-bike, aeroplane, bicycle and tank enthusiasts – ever had any odd versions of those?’ The doctor looked up again, shook his head, stared intently at the red sores and flaking skin on my outer thighs and handed me a prescription for a particularly potent skin cream. ‘Who knows? Now try this. You may be allergic to oil and coal.’


I pulled my trousers up and reflected that this discovery was not, perhaps, the ideal start for my journey into man’s obsession with the machines of the industrial age (I’d spent the previous day learning to drive a steam train and had come out in hives).


It was rather like discovering you’re allergic to salt water the day before setting out on the Round the World Yacht Race. If nothing else, though, I was quite impressed by the way my body had begun to exhibit symptoms I’d previously thought were merely psychological. I’ve always been, shall we say, reticent in the presence of machines, but the knowledge that I could actually be allergic to them made a great deal of sense. That would account for the fact that I hadn’t learned to drive until I was thirty, or set foot in an aeroplane in eighteen years (having become a bit of an eco-worrier too) and had always found the slightly bizarre language of engine cylinders and speeds – whether for boats, cars, unicycles, whatever – as baffling as the appeal of those vile little dogs blonde daughters of billionaires always seem to carry.


Ever since I can remember, I’ve been left completely dumbfounded by the way men salivate over machines. I hate going fast myself. Even on swings. I don’t know what the ‘point’ of a ‘three-point-four’ litre engine is, and I don’t know what my ‘camshaft’ is, or even if I’ve got one. I’m so clueless, in fact, that I once had to call out the RAC because I couldn’t get the bonnet of my car, a Renault Laguna, to shut properly. Apart from ‘The Mighty One’, the carbon-neutral 1958 electric milk float I used to drive across England in with two friends last summer, machines and I have never got on very well at all.


On the other hand, I’m an enormous fan of enthusiasts. Anyone described as an aficionado, expert, connoisseur, authority, pundit, buff, fiend or geek is someone that I want to meet. I’ve always imagined that being an enthusiast about anything is like discovering the keys to a magical world. Life is short and if you’ve managed to find the thing within it that you use to interpret life’s meaning then you are wise indeed.


And so it was that I set out from my local chemist later that morning (lathered in a steroid cream called Betnovate) to try and bring an end to my incomprehension, not to mention psychological and physical revulsion, about the machines of the modern world.


Dan Kieran
Fishbourne, winter 2008







1
Escape


Narrow Boats


APPROPRIATELY FOR ME, my journey into the world of machines began at a very slow pace indeed. Barely walking pace, in fact. But as the great Mr Lazy once said, you should never walk when you can sit down and never sit down when you can lie down, so I was doing a combination of the last two, while scoffing a cream tea, on a boat dawdling along a canal. You may not think that a journey into the history of industrial progress and mankind’s obsession with things that go has any business beginning in such a serene setting, but I thought the best way to explore the world of transport machines – both the history of their invention and the lives of the men who are obsessed with them – was in the order in which they were invented. If you want to know where modern machines and our obsession with speed began, then you must amble back to the dawn of the industrial age and glide along Britain’s canals.


I had two companions on the narrow boat with me that sunny winter afternoon. Dennis, the man driving up and down the 4-mile stretch of the Chichester Ship Canal that is still navigable, and Lionel Thomas Caswall Rolt – the latter in the form of his book Narrow Boat, an account of the honeymoon he and his first wife, Angela, took on England’s canals in the summer and winter of 1939, just before the outbreak of the Second World War. I soon came across a passage that immediately pointed out the curious contradiction about the men and the machines I was hoping to meet. ‘There are two courses open to each man in his brief lifetime: either he can seek the good life, or he can struggle for wealth and power; the former emphasizes spiritual, the latter material values.’


This question of how to live was not something I’d expected to read in a book about life on Britain’s canals. Looking back, of course, it makes perfect sense. We live in the age of machines, so it is to be expected that they have profoundly affected the lives we now lead.


Rolt saw canal-lovers as those seeking the good life, something reflected in their respectful relationship with the landscape itself, but, I began to wonder, what of other machine enthusiasts? Considering they spend so much time and money working on their contraptions for no apparent status or financial benefit, it would seem that their motivation was of the spiritual form too. But before I get too carried away with this philosophical meandering, without the quest for ‘wealth and power’ surely none of these machines would have been invented in the first place? I was confused already. It was to be the first paradox in a journey of many.


The idea of people bustling about in sheds being ‘spiritual’ was rather strange too, until I discovered the word ‘enthusiast’ has an interesting metaphysical origin. According to the dictionary, enthusiasm means ‘having the god enter into the worshipper, who believed that he became at one with God’ (from the Greek word entheos – ‘inspired by God’). Today we tend not to think of it in a biblical sense, but in early Christian times the word ‘enthusiast’ was used to explain the moment of salvation (‘Hallelujah, I’m saved!’). Now we think of enthusiasts as people who have an obsession with something, and for men that something is usually a machine. It is curious that in this sense men have become less inspired by God and more inspired by mankind’s own ideas and achievements; but, as I was about to discover, that’s a neat and tidy encapsulation of a way of thinking that preceded and paved the way for a group known as the ‘Lunar Men’ to begin the journey that led to the machines of the modern world. More on them in a moment. While we’re on the subject of the religious overtones within the term ‘enthusiast’, it’s also interesting to note that it was around the time the canals emerged that people began using the word – in a specifically religious sense – as a pejorative term, much in the way that we use the word ‘fundamentalist’ today. The religious battles between Catholics and Protestants that dominated the reign of Henry VIII and culminated in the civil war of the 1640s, along with the emerging scientific mode of thinking we’ll come to in a moment, meant that overt displays of religious obsession were becoming rather frowned upon in polite society. The previous century had been characterized by religious fundamentalists of one persuasion seeking the blood of another, in brutal and violent episodes that had threatened to rip the entire nation apart. A new habit of quiet respect for people’s religious and political views was gradually beginning to emerge, in the hope that it might prevent such mindless brutality surfacing ever again.


As we chugged along that afternoon, the contradiction at the heart of the machine enthusiast began to fizz away merrily inside my head. The perception most people have of machine enthusiasts today is of slightly gruff men disappearing into their own little world. A world that is accessed through a portal that appears to the rest of us to be little more than an old and battered shed. None of us really knows what goes on inside those sheds. They are usually filled with bits of machinery that don’t work, screws, tools, a faulty gas fire, balls of twine and hundreds of rusted nails. I was pondering this while trying to work out what my entry point into the subject of men and machines should be: I know practically nothing about machines myself. Even my sense of being a man seemed rather out of place in comparison with the kind of bloke who is ‘good with his hands’. Then it hit me. These men clearly want to get away from the modern world. For one thing, they rarely like new machines. It’s always the old, hopelessly outdated ones that seem to get them most excited. As though it’s only once a machine has outlived its actual usefulness and technology has moved on that its particular allure can come to the fore. These sheds and these machines, then, were surely a refuge that reflected a different set of values not apparent in the modern world. But if that was the case, it proposed a rather startling irony: that in order to get away from the modern world they had found solace in the machines actually responsible for creating it. I found that problem, or idea, enormously intriguing. It hinted at a paradoxical pathway, and they are always fun to try and navigate. It also made my decision to start with narrow boats appropriate, because, of all the machines I had chosen to investigate, the narrow boat is surely the one that offers the greatest sense of escape. They are practically floating sheds.


Britain’s first purpose-built modern canal, which would lead to narrow boats eventually criss-crossing the entire nation, was built in 1761. Britain at that time was a country still coming to terms with the ideas and arguments that have retrospectively been pulled together and called the ‘Enlightenment’ and with the impact these new scientific ideas would have on a more traditional way of life. Conventional wisdom has it that before this flurry of rational thinking, which swept the old mode of living clean away, people led incredibly primitive lives: in terror of religious doctrine, in squalor and filth. According to the history books I read at school, these poor people rarely had enough food to eat and were largely ignorant about the laws that governed the world around them. To modern eyes they seem like oblivious children, somehow enduring before the patriarch of modern science emerged to guide them to the light. With no modern healthcare or the machines that we rely on today, the pre-Enlightenment era seems a dark and foreboding place, but the new scientific age – which had begun to emerge after Copernicus proved that Genesis, the word of God, was wrong because the sun did not move around the earth after all – represented a new epoch of rational thought that promised a brighter and happier future for all. These principles of scientific discovery then took physical form during the Industrial Revolution in the machines of the modern age, and life as we know it had begun. Today science and the machine have become the primary motivators for human progress. So wholeheartedly have we embraced the scientific world-view that any way of thinking that is not scientific is condemned as ‘emotional’ or ‘irrational’. The machine age has given us the overwhelming sense that life has never been better, and those of us in the West now consider it our duty to spread this knowledge and this approach to life to every scrap of land where people are denied this outlook today.


This is the view most books about the Industrial Revolution, machines and the scientific age will express, at any rate. As you may have sensed, my own opinion is not exactly the one I’ve just described, but this is undoubtedly the perspective that permeates our culture as keenly as the religious doctrine of the pre-Enlightenment past. We’ll look into this in more detail a little later too.


Despite the frontiers being reached by a new way of thinking in Britain during the mid-1700s, getting around the country, on the other hand, was still a rather primitive affair. The era of the highwayman terrifying the great and good as they stuttered and lurched through a sprawling countryside in horse-drawn carriages was coming to an end thanks to the new safer, dusty turnpike roads. But a journey from London to Edinburgh still took eleven days in a coach with little or no suspension. It was expensive too, costing up to £5 (one way), and, in a move that would be repeated centuries later by Ryanair, you had to pay extra if you wanted to bring any luggage. (To put that ticket price into perspective, a doctor of this time could expect to earn £62 in a year.)


It is when you apply this cost of transportation to coal, however, that you begin to grasp how the nation’s commercial hopes were being strangled. The new cotton mills in the cities of the north were largely water-powered, but their workforce required coal to heat their homes. Having dutifully left villages for the miserable working conditions of the industrial mills in the aftermath of the great enclosures that had robbed them of their life on the land, they could no longer rely on collecting wood from common land to use as fuel. The oceans of coal in the north-east were shipped down to London, from where navigable rivers serviced towns and villages where they could, but out to the west any town or colliery without access to a river or a port relied on pack-horses, carts and wagons to get fuel to the people over unreliable and dangerous roads. Coal became vastly more expensive the further from the colliery you happened to be. It was this that inspired Francis Egerton, the 3rd Duke of Bridgewater, to employ a millwright called James Brindley to build Britain’s first modern canal to transport coal from Worsley to his factories in Manchester. With his canal Britain was not just on the verge of a new form of transportation – it was on the brink of a new way of life.


The Chichester ship canal, on which my journey had begun, is not part of a working network – not yet, at least – so I ventured to Pewsey in Wiltshire, on the Kennet and Avon canal, to meet Ben and Cath Fitch, a newly married couple who had decided to ride out the looming recession on a canal barge and live much in the manner of L.T.C. Rolt and his wife seventy years before them. I rang Ben during the early signs of the credit crunch to arrange meeting up, and his voice had the sound of someone living far below the modern hectic speed of the nine-to-five. I asked how things were, thinking of the impending global financial doom in the newspapers strewn around me, and he replied, ‘Not bad actually. I’ve seen twenty-six red kites today already.’


Back in 1939 on his boat Cressy, Rolt had found the degraded state of the nation’s canals that he discovered bewildering, especially when the tranquil and beautiful existence on the water was compared with the apparently purposeless chaos that had replaced it. There is no doubt from Narrow Boat that canals were a refuge from modernity for its author:


To step down from some busy thoroughfare on to the quiet tow-path of the canal, even in the heart of a town, is to step backward a hundred years or more and to see things in a different, and perhaps more balanced, perspective. The rush of traffic on the road above seems to become the purposeless scurrying of an overturned anthill beside the unruffled calm of the water, which even the slow passage of the boats does not disturb.


I arrived in Pewsey to discover that sense of other-worldly detachment still intact. The idea of escape was particularly evident in the context of media reports wailing about financial catastrophe everywhere at the time. But on the Kennet and Avon canal you got the sense that, recession or no recession, things would simply remain as they always have been.


There was thick frost on the banks of the canal, with patches of ice floating between the reeds, and the serenity was undeniable. It was quiet, undisturbed and enchantingly beautiful. Ducks and swans eased carefully through the gloopy water with a backdrop of tall, motionless white grass and frost-flecked hills beyond. To the left under a sheath of mist a small bridge offered cars the continuation of another bland journey while the canal stalked slowly underneath, into a world of adventure and beyond. To my right a line of boats had stout plumes of smoke bubbling from their chimneys – the only source of fierce activity for as far as I could see. This was the ribbon of water that would be Ben and Cath’s home until the spring.


Having travelled for five months through the nation’s canals, they had settled on the Kennet and Avon because of its proximity to friends and family. The unspoilt, rural beauty seemed far removed from the industrial machines the canals would all eventually lead to. I walked slowly up the gravel path and saw Ben a little way down, clambering out to greet me. His and Cath’s boat, Constance, was somewhat smaller than the vast 70-footers on either side of it. ‘Narrow’ boats were traditionally 7 feet wide, but today, thanks to subsidence, no boat wider than 6 foot 10 inches can guarantee passage throughout the canal system. Ben and Cath had chosen Constance with this in mind – she may have been less roomy than some of her companions, but no stretch of navigable water on the network, however narrow, was closed to her owners’ curiosity.


I climbed down under a hoarding to find shoes and bits of general ‘stuff’ of the kind you’d see in anyone’s porch before stepping down inside the boat itself and saw Cath, heavily pregnant, tending a cosy fire. The corridor of the boat had a sofa bed on its left, where Cath was reclining, with the fire opposite her to the right. A long window ran at eye-level along the length of the boat on either side. Behind the sofa I could see a small seating area around a table, a bookshelf and, beyond that, a small kitchen with a kettle proffering steam. It was astonishingly warm inside, which is not the first thing I had imagined about the inside of a canal boat. Cold and damp were what I had expected, but this was more like a hobbit hole than a shivering cellar. I soon discovered Ben saw it that way himself, something that no doubt added a new dimension of wonder to the heavily crumpled copy of The Lord of the Rings he’d been reading by the side of the fire before I arrived. Someone had told me that the inside of canal boats, and the people who live in them for that matter, always smell like ponds, but that myth turned out to be utter nonsense too. It was very homely indeed. Much more homely, in fact, than many large houses I’ve been to. Over a cup of tea around a small table it became clear very quickly that for Ben and Cath living on a canal was the perfect way to opt out from the chaotic mechanized world that the canals had helped create. Not for the first time I found myself in the presence of people who felt they didn’t ‘fit in’ with the values of the modern world. I wondered whether this is what led them to choose life on the canal in the first place.


‘It’s been a happy discovery, but I don’t think it was intended to be like that,’ Cath explained. ‘We spent three months travelling in New Zealand at the end of last year and realized we knew that country far better than our own. So we thought we’d come home and travel here for a while, and, well, you can’t do it in a camper van and really escape, but a narrow boat seemed perfect. We spent most of our savings on the boat, and we’ve been living off the rest for the last five months. A lot of people think that if you’re a boater you must be some kind of scrounger, but we’re just very careful with what we have.’


I asked whether the rural idyll that L.T.C. Rolt had written of was still available, and Ben nodded. ‘Definitely. The guy we bought this boat from said, “You’ll love being on the canals; it’s like being in this country fifty or sixty years ago.” He was about seventy, so he knew what he was talking about, and he was absolutely right. If you break down or run out of fuel, somebody will always come by and say, “Are you all right?” and give you a ride to the boatyard if you need it. It’s a nice way to live.’ He grinned broadly. ‘The sense of community is very real. You get lots of warm, friendly smiles, and when you’re not on the water you immediately feel the loss of that. Even people in big, huge boats on the weekends that look down on you and perhaps think that they should have their own canal to go on and I should have one that’s not quite so nice, even with them you’re not completely cut off in the way you are on land. You still communicate. So it’s a good leveller.’


I asked how living at such a slow pace had altered their perspective on life. ‘In huge ways,’ said Cath. ‘Although we have always had different priorities from other people. When we got married, we agreed on the philosophy that time is more important than money. That’s something that we both absolutely believe in, but living on the boat has made us realize we can actually live like that. Even when our stowaway comes,’ she stroked her bump, ‘and we end up back living on land, in the future we know you can live the way you want to if you are determined. We saw some friends last week who have two babies, and the husband doesn’t see them from Sunday night through to Saturday morning because he works such long hours. He’s on silly money, and they live in a huge, beautiful house. So you could look at them and say they’re doing really well, but that’s not for us. We’re so glad to be away from looking at life in those terms.’


Ben nodded. ‘It’s definitely given us the chance to look at life differently. I’ve done lots of work in the building trade up till now, but I’ve never known what it is I really want to do. Being able to take the time out and get away from all the mania of “normal” life has been so beneficial and actually having time together without “work” rubbish being there as well. I’m now looking forward to getting back to earning money because I’ve worked out what it is that I want to do and not just because it’s a job that pays X thousand pounds a year. Obviously a job has to pay the bills, but it’s my life so it’s got to be about more than that. So while we’ve been drifting along the canals, I’d say we’ve learned “how to live” stuff, and it’s much easier to do that on here where you’re in control of your own time than if you’re spending every day thinking, “Oh, this job is doing my head in, but I can’t be bothered to go home and think of something else I could do because I’m too knackered”, so you just collapse in front of the TV, and the years race by.’


Having spent five months drifting around the countryside, they had, I imagined, enjoyed some interesting experiences. Ben moved forward and leaned across the table as though he was about to share a tantalizing secret.


‘In many ways you’re travelling through a lost country most of the time. We’ve been through some places where you stumble upon a huge estate with land that comes right down to the canal. The kind of place you’d never normally get to see. So not only is it amazing architecturally, to see these beautiful period houses in the country, but you’re going through areas that you can’t get access to in any other way. We’d be cruising all day and not see another boat moored up, let alone one moving. It was like we were in our own private world, and it just feels so special to be able to experience this country in that way. You’re living much closer to nature too, which has been incredible.’


They began showing me pictures on a laptop of some of their most enjoyable moments. A picture soon flicked up of a mooring inside what looked like a city park. ‘Going into Leicester was really amazing,’ Ben continued. ‘The day before we were in the middle of nowhere. You couldn’t hear anything, it was so quiet, apart from owls in the night, and we didn’t see anyone. The next day we took the boat right into the city. The outskirts, where the football ground is, are very industrial. There were kids tagging the bridges going “Give us a lift!” and we were “Er, no, it’s OK”, and they started shouting, “Don’t tell anyone you saw us or we’ll nick your boat!”’ He laughed. ‘But in the centre we found a secure mooring. There’s a public park and at the back of the park there’s a gate with steps down to the wharf where it’s free to moor for up to forty-eight hours. You can buy a British Waterways key to access the water-points, refuse compounds, that kind of thing, all around the network. So our base was secure, but at night they lock the park from the outside too but, of course, we had a key to get into the park from the wharf while everyone else was locked out.’ He shook his head nostalgically. ‘It was such a great way to experience a city. We were in it but apart from it at the same time. That pretty much sums up being on the canals really.’


It certainly did sound as if they were living in a totally different country from the one those of us with jobs, mortgages and televisions have got used to. It was apparent not just in the words they spoke either, but also in the relaxed and content demeanour they both radiated in front of their toasty fire. The small details about the way they had been living for the last five months that held self-evident wisdom to them came across to me as a series of epiphanies about the topsy-turvy values of the modern world. Life experience itself had become a kind of currency that they were now rich in. As if to reaffirm this, Cath smiled proudly and pointed out, ‘Ben records all the birds he sees every day.’


Ben looked slightly embarrassed for a moment. ‘Well, birds of prey mainly.’


Cath interjected ‘. . . and unusual things, like when we’ve seen water voles and otters.’


Ben became more relaxed. ‘I’ve been doing it for a couple of years actually. I was working as a builder on places in the Sussex countryside and kept a note of buzzards, that kind of thing. But on here there’s been so much more to look out for, like kingfishers. I remember when I opened my first bank account with Portman, and they did those wildlife calendars. I’ve always loved the kingfisher. But I never knew until recently, or I had never taken in before, the sound that it makes. Now that sound is second nature to me, it’s a very comforting sound. We hear it so much. Before doing this I would never have thought I’d be able to identify a kingfisher by its sound. You just absorb the world so much more, I think, when you slow down.’


‘We’ve slowed down so much that getting in a car now is terrifying,’ Cath added, laughing.


Ben grinned. ‘There’s a boater’s handbook you get from the Waterways Agency and it says that overtaking is banned! Well, not quite banned, but it’s certainly frowned upon. If you come up to someone you should keep 500 yards back. Most people keep to that, but you can see people who are in a hurry, and we just pull over and let them go by. You do see some people going way too fast, hitting other boats and crashing into bridges. I don’t think they’ve quite got the philosophy behind it. Hiring a canal boat so you can go fast – it’s ridiculous!’


Fearful that their rosy picture of life on the water might sound smug, Cath then mentioned that, as August approached, the tranquillity became harder to find. ‘In the summer the weekends can be pretty horrific, people go so much faster then, but the weeks are still quite pleasant. We would always find somewhere nice to moor by Thursday night or Friday lunchtime, because by the second part of Friday you’ll get people dashing out and zooming up the canal to get somewhere by a certain time. So we’d just stop somewhere nice and let them get on with it. Maybe go for a walk to the nearest village, or just chill out and enjoy each other’s company.’


Getting up to refill the kettle, Ben stopped to collect the mugs. ‘But living slower is so much better than racing about. It’s much easier to know what you want to do with your time, for one thing. Other stuff used to interfere with that when we were both working. Like you’re too tired after work to make the effort to go out somewhere and do something. I mean, we both enjoy nature and wildlife, and this lends itself to that hugely, but now we’re always open to it. Lying in bed at night, we sometimes get woken up because there’s a little owl or a tawny owl a few metres away. Now if you’re really busy working and you need your sleep and that woke you up, you’d be really annoyed and probably get cross about it. But for us that reaction just seems ridiculous. It doesn’t matter what time of day or night it is, hearing something like that is just amazing, whenever it happens.’


Cath nodded, concluding ‘We’ve learned that whatever happens in the future – if we live in a boat or not, with the baby coming we’re thinking of other options now – we know that we always want to be somewhere that allows us to engage with life in the way that means something to us.’


I left with the smoke from their warm fire filtering the light of a bright full moon. I was completely unable to shake a question turning over and over in my mind. ‘Why am I not living in a canal boat?’ Although, to be fair, they did mention a few dark moments. Getting caught in a flood and stranded for a week didn’t sound like much fun, although Ben confided in me that with hindsight it was ‘awesome’. On a practical note, they had to empty their toilet every day, the shower was slightly basic and apparently the nights were getting chilly once the fire had gone out. But those downsides were surely offset by the benefits of living in such a wonderfully simple and poetic way.


The saddest part was the occasional bit of prejudice they had encountered for being ‘boaters’. In their case it had come from a patronizing doctor rather than drunk passers-by. All in all, though, it seems that if you’re looking for a machine that can help you escape from the rigid pain of the nine-to-five, then a narrow boat could well be for you. I was certainly very tempted by life on the water myself.


Of course, canals today are the exact opposite of the way they would have appeared when they were first built. For one thing most of the greenery around them, which gives them their quintessentially natural cloak, has sprung up since they were first carved through the countryside. To see them as they were requires us to imagine them like a brand new violent motorway being torn through the earth. It is because of this that boaters sometimes describe a canal as ‘the cut’, to reflect the difference between a man-made canal and a natural river. The building of the canals also meant that the age of localized services and industries was obliterated by mass transit and economies of scale. By 1820 there were over a hundred such canals in Britain, each as laborious and costly to build in its own way. Their existence meant that raw materials could be transported in bulk to and from factories all over the country. The comparative cheapness of coal this brought reduced the cost of living for the poor, while disease and famine within the new centres of labour diminished as fresh food could be moved around much more freely. Commerce began in a modern sense too, with the ease with which the wares from factories could reach the shops in towns and villages across the land. But, despite these improvements, it’s worth remembering that the people that kept the new factories running in the new industrial towns still had a far lower quality of life than the rural generation that had come before.


Unsurprisingly, bearing in mind the nature of progress, very few working boats are still seen on the nation’s waterways today, two and a half centuries on from the opening of the nation’s first modern canal. Ben and Cath said they saw a fuel boat occasionally but that 99 per cent of the traffic was for pleasure. Initially the people who worked on the canals lived on land but as the railway age took hold, and fierce competition for transporting freight emerged, boaters moved their families aboard to save money. Wives and children could walk with the horses as they pulled the boats along and load and unload the freight, removing costly wage bills. One end of the boat became the cabin, in which the entire family lived, slept and ate, while the rest of the boat was given over to cargo. You can imagine how cramped the living conditions must have been, but you were still much better off squashed aboard a canal boat than working in the factories or living in the city slums that the canals travelled between. It was when the boats became homes that a totally new way of life began, an echo of which Ben and Cath were now enjoying. The canal community of families travelling up and down the country had to develop new ways of coping with such a transient life. The lack of education available on the cut created generations of canal folk who were largely illiterate. Combine that with a way of living that seemed remote from more conventional modes of life, and scorn and ignorance about boaters from the population at large began to emerge. This enforced separation from mainstream society led canal families to create and celebrate their own identity, traditions and values, which they chose to express in the brightly coloured decorative folk art that began to adorn their floating homes. The largely derided and ‘dirty’ perception of their way of life meant a tendency for fastidious cleanliness grew up. Every visible inch of their boats was kept polished, bright and clean to challenge the squalid stereotype in anyone who might be tempted to repeat it. These traditions of bright tidiness apparent on narrow boats are alive and well today, as, sadly, is the prejudice that caused them to appear defiantly in the first place. But it is surely the values of freedom of movement, vibrant colour and the slightly mysterious other-worldliness of life on the canals that inspire people seeking to find a more relaxed pace of life on the water today.


Twenty years on from the completion and success of the Bridgewater canal engineers began imagining far more radical routes across the country. The plans for the Thames and Severn canal through the Cotswolds included a mind-boggling 2-mile tunnel, which at the time of its opening would be the longest in Britain (it remains the third-longest tunnel even today). Designed, surveyed and built under the instruction of Robert Whitworth (who learned his trade as James Brindley’s assistant), the Thames and Severn was to be 29 miles long, with forty-four locks, and would include the vast Sapperton tunnel. The mammoth project was hindered by the obvious practical problems inherent in funding and building something of this kind, but it also required Parliamentary permission. Letters from Whitworth to his family bemoan the amount of time it took politicians to pass the required Act, but assent was finally granted for the Thames and Severn in 1783. The entire project was finished six years later. Early plans had included a path along the canal inside the Sapperton tunnel, but it had proved to be too expensive. The horses that pulled the boat along the canal would have to be walked over the top to the other end while a team of ‘leggers’ lay on their backs on each barge and literally walked upside down for 2 miles, pushing their feet on the roof of the tunnel to move the boat along.


Considering it was one of the world’s greatest expressions of the new ideas of science and reason at the time it was built, the Sapperton tunnel is haunting and almost supernatural when you go and look at it today. The eastern end is easy enough to track down, as it sits beneath a rather nice pub called the Tunnel House Inn, once frequented by a famous enthusiast we’ll come to later: John Betjeman. The pub housed the navvies who built the tunnel with little more than shovels and gunpowder. If you walk down from the pub car park to the base of the canal, the opening of the tunnel appears immediately on your left. It looks like a dwarfish entrance to a subterranean world, but the canal itself is so shallow you can wade right into the mouth of the tunnel. Off to the right, the canal becomes little more than a quagmire of grass, water and silt – with tall, bricked walls that extend on to another bridge – before it meanders towards Oxford and off to our recent past. A high blue gate prevents you from walking into the tunnel itself, even if your nerves could take it. Of course, many men died building it, but little information remains of exactly how many or who they were.


Once you’ve seen where a tunnel begins, it becomes incredibly important to go and see where it ends. So I hopped back in the car with some companions, and a historical treasure hunt began. Sadly you cannot retrace the steps of the horses that would have ambled above ground while the leggers exhausted themselves some 65 metres below, because the wood it passes through is private land. But I knew that another pub, The Bell at Sapperton, lay not far from the opening, so we headed for that, and it was from there we began to slip and slide our way down the valley in the hope of finding the pinhole of light that signalled the end of the leggers’ toil. We found a small school and followed the road, which fell sharply until we spotted a sign for a footpath called the Wysis Way. The path quickly disintegrated between overgrown banks of stinging nettles and grass before coming out by a horse trough and an undulating field of soft, wet grass. A path of silver green had been worn down through emerald surrounds, and at its end we found a stile, and beyond that, almost completely hidden under huge trees, was what looked like half of an ornate stone bridge at the base of a huge muddy bank. We were above and behind the opening and could only see the promontory of the tunnel rather than the mouth itself. So we were uncertain whether or not we’d found it, but the structure at the bottom of the large steep hill certainly looked promising. Our company included a three-year-old and a five-year-old, but I think I was even more excited than them at the prospect of finding our goal. It’s always thrilling when you try and find your way around the countryside with a map and discover you are exactly where you thought you were and not unfathomably lost.


We walked over the top of the hand-hewn stones and down behind them to find an even more overgrown and dishevelled sight. I have to admit that I gasped. It was the nearest I’ll probably, hopefully, come to understanding Charlton Heston’s expression in the final scene of Planet of the Apes, when he comes face to face with the Statue of Liberty up to its waist in sand. There’s something about the sight of a structure once heralded by men for its magnificence – in this case an engineering miracle – being devoured and reclaimed by the natural world, supplying a sense of ultimate irrelevance, despite our own ideas of grandeur, that we would all do well to remember. Here the ‘canal’ was just a boggy trench with full-grown trees reaching out of its base and up to the light, which made the sight of the tunnel even more mystifying. Then there was the opening itself, which was more awe-inspiring in its simplicity than the grand entrance 2 miles to the east. The blue gate at this end was broken and lay like a ladder down to the mud so that you could actually walk down and in, inviting you back 220 years to the sounds of explosions, rock falls and the jokes of the hard-working men – frequently to be found drunk on the job, with often tragic consequences – who gnawed their way through the rock. Discovering this end of the tunnel was thrilling and yet somehow rather mysterious and strange. It felt wonderfully liberating that such an immense thing could be ‘lost’ in this day and age. Now every scrap of land is accounted for on deeds in a plethora of bank vaults, and all the magic of this country where there was once space for the landscape to dream has seemingly vanished for ever.


The tunnel is part of a stretch of the Thames and Severn that is known as a ‘ghost’ canal, having been filled in many places and simply left to nature. We were so inspired by the mysterious possibilities of the canal bed winding its way further on through the over- and undergrowth that we left the cars at the pub and dived deep into a mix of history and our own imagination. Convinced we would all become Gullivers, for a few hours at least, we set off to discover where this ancient canal would take us in our own minds. In Narrow Boat Rolt wrote of the Thames and Severn sadly, because even then it was disused and looked as though it had ‘lain idle for a century’; seventy years on, age had consumed her almost completely. Of all the canals Rolt longed to journey through aboard Cressy, this was the one he felt the loss of most keenly.


Most beautiful and most tragic of all is the old Thames and Severn Canal, climbing up the Golden Valley between great hills that wear their beechwoods like a mane.


Even now, with its way blocked, covered and in tatters, you can imagine how wonderful it would be to slip serenely through such a perfect setting. As we tried to get our thoughts around the brilliance of the engineers and the savage toil of the men who brought their vision to life two centuries ago, we soon came across a blue sign warning us of danger and decay. Immediately behind it the ground dropped away. The swamp of grass vanished, and 20 feet down brickwork was visible again – it was one of the forty-four locks. In places the ‘canal’ has been filled in so that the towpath is now the only reminder of the waterway that used to exist, but now and again another lock would appear, seeming as absurd as a dishwasher in an impenetrable forest, and we began to notice that the earth’s memory of the canal had not vanished completely. It has become just a shallow trench between these old locks that runs alongside the River Frome. We had to climb over trees that had fallen across the pathway, and in places stalks and insects sought to deny our way altogether. A little further on we came across another devoured lock. Intriguing, almost frightening, it was a wonderful, evocative day of discovery and surprise. We were sucked into thoughts of the ephemeral nature of human ‘progress’, the wonder of the men who fought and trudged their way to build these enormous rivers and locks and the poetry of nature reclaiming what will always be hers – something that she lent us for a time, but on which our lease has long since expired.


The Cotswold Canal Trust has reopened parts of the Thames and Severn and raised funds to extend their programme further still. Apparently there are even plans to restart boat trips through a part of the Sapperton tunnel. One day it is sure to reopen in its finery, but I will always treasure the magic of the discovery we made that afternoon. I began to wonder whether preserved buildings and monuments give less a hint of their past than of our modern values in the act of their restoration. Perhaps some things should be left to slip away, because the awareness that they are adrift gives you a more literal window into long-forgotten days. Decay is the act of time, and these canals were built so long ago that to see them brittle and overgrown gives back their own temporal life, rather than the unreal but eternal life granted to exhibits in a museum. To walk along the ruin of that canal is literally to see the two hundred years of time that have elapsed in the formation of huge trees that have grown between the stones brought by men at the base of the canal itself. You can see the years of foliage climbing over man’s memory, which he seeks to tattoo into the landscape for ever with his efforts, seeking immortality when such a concept gives the lie to the definition of time itself.


It was around the time that the Sapperton tunnel was being constructed that the practical British Enlightenment I mentioned earlier began to emerge. In the new industrial midlands and the north, miles away from prying metropolitan eyes, these pioneers had the luxury of experiment, failure and the camaraderie of being among kindred spirits. One particular group met every month on the night of a full moon. In keeping with the new age this decision was not, as you might think, linked to some kind of superstition. It had a purely practical application. A full moon allowed much safer and easier passage across the nation’s primitive road network at a time when there was no form of street lighting. (Incidentally, every imaginable outdoor event at this time took place in the days leading up to and after a full moon for the same reason. An interesting aside that hints at how much closer people at the time were to the whims and rhythms of the natural world than we are today.) These men were inspired by a concept that seems odd to us in our specialized and compartmentalized world. To them science, art, philosophy and chemistry were all components of a single discipline: natural philosophy. They were the Lunar Men and included Matthew Boulton (1728–1809), Josiah Wedgwood (1730–1795), Erasmus Darwin (1731–1802), Joseph Priestley (1733–1804), Joseph Wright (1734–1797) and James Watt (1736–1819).


An Experiment on a Bird in the Air Pump, by Joseph Wright of Derby, can be seen in the National Gallery today. For an age of such excitement one of the most iconic paintings of the time seems incredibly foreboding. It depicts a man in a red dressing gown suffocating a bird by placing it in a jar and slowly pumping out the air. The picture has been explained as an expression of the fear in the public mind about the new knowledge shown by the experiment – something that begins to make sense when you look at the political events of the time. The new scientific era was undoubtedly an exhilarating one, but not everyone was convinced that the new empirical ideas of reason and experiment, which seemed to undermine the establishment of religion and monarchy, boded well for the future. The lessons of the Civil War were fresh in the minds of many and, while those of a revolutionary bent would soon welcome the upheaval in France, any potential loss of the monarch aroused uncertainty and fear, especially as the years went on and news of the horrific working conditions in the industrial factories that science and reason had led to began reaching the population at large. These days such a reaction to technological progress would be seen as absurd. Invention and ‘progress’ are considered by definition a good thing just as long as they provide military supremacy or financial wealth. Back in the late eighteenth century other things were valued too: things such as civilization, not to mention the human soul.
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