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CHAPTER 1


Home Port


It was a beautiful sunny day on the Thames. We were moored to the bank behind a queue of four boats just above Abingdon Lock. On our right a hire boat flying a German flag was making unsuccessful passes at a post on the opposite side of the river. The post carried a big red notice saying ‘DANGER – WEIR’. Perhaps weir means something less hazardous in German.


I was idly gazing along the row of boats in front and saw a tall, bespectacled man step off a boat and disappear over the side. I assumed there must be some new steps down there. Then some inner instinct nagged and I thought I’d better hop off and see what had happened. I walked along the towpath and looked down into the river. There, face downwards with one of his feet on the boat, his head lying over a wooden rail, half in the water, was a man of about seventy.


He was motionless. If he was left where he was he was obviously going to drown – if he wasn’t already dead.


I shouted to the lock keeper, who had just started opening the lock gates. He came running, and between us we managed to lift the man up and drag him up the bank. As we laid him down, he opened his eyes, spat out a mouthful of water and said, ‘I don’t know what happened to me … I must have tripped or come over dizzy or something.’


He had a nasty-looking lump under his right eye and I suggested we got an ambulance and sent him to hospital. Although his injury was nothing obviously serious, I thought he might have broken a cheek bone.


Most important, he was alive, which he might well not have been if I had delayed my walk of inspection any longer.


I went back to my boat after seeing the patient safely off in an ambulance. We went through the lock and moored some way on the left-hand bank, downstream of the bridge.


Abingdon is a delightful town, prettier from the river than from the road, with a small theatre in the middle of a group of old buildings, which includes a twelfth-century priory. There are always good moorings on either side of the river, with marvellous facilities on the town bank, including a toilet block that even boasts hot water.


Later that night the Abingdon lock keeper, an old friend of mine, wandered down and came aboard for a nightcap with two of the Dobermann pinschers he bred.


These dogs always frighten me to death, but they were the love of his life and he assured me they wouldn’t hurt a fly. Although I could agree that flies might be safe, I wasn’t too sure about fat, bald-headed doctors.


‘Thanks again, Doc,’ he said. ‘I don’t know what we’d do without you. But how come you always arrive in the nick of time? Better than the Seventh Cavalry, you are.’


By some weird coincidence, whenever I passed through the lock some medical emergency cropped up.


‘Look here, Jack,’ I said. ‘I’m retired now. I don’t know whether I’m up to all these medical emergencies.’


‘Go on,’ said Jack. ‘You’re still a doctor, Doctor.’


He was right. Although I’d retired to Wallingford six months previously after thirty-three years as a West Country GP, there was no way I could leave medicine completely behind me.


I was on various committees; ex-patients still rang me for advice; at any social functions, as soon as it was known I was a doctor of medicine, symptoms were whipped out more often than handkerchiefs. I was still on a monitoring group of a residential home for the mentally handicapped, I still read the abridged version of the British Medical Journal so I wouldn’t fall too far behind on medical facts. My favourite page was the obituaries – I used to work out the weekly average of death to try and gauge approximately how many years of retirement I could enjoy.


I resisted all attempts to do locums, life assurance examinations for the DHSS, and other forms of remuneration for doctors who had given up general medical work.


With much heart-searching my wife, Pam, and I left our beloved Tadchester in Somerset where I had been in practice for thirty years and moved to Wallingford in Oxfordshire. There we were fortunate enough to have a house whose garden ran down to the edge of the River Thames, and an old hire boat, the Sea Grey, which we had bought to fulfil my ambitions of dividing my time between messing about in boats and writing.


Wallingford, we found, was a delightful place. We’d chosen it after having explored many riverside towns.


You could write a book about the town, in fact, several such books have been written and there are records going back to the ninth century.


It had been a fortified Saxon town in King Alfred’s time; William the Conqueror had crossed the river here on his way to London, and his second-in-command had built Wallingford Castle, which survived until Cromwell knocked it down. For many years it was one of the most important castles in the land.


Stephen and Matilda used to fight over it in the twelfth century and on the death of Stephen, Henry (who was King Henry II) became King of England and for a time ruled England from Wallingford Castle.


But that was all in the past.


The present-day attractions are numerous. It is a market town with a Friday market in the square. It has a lovely old town hall and a couple of theatres, one of which spends half its time being a cinema. It also has one of the leading rowing clubs in the country.


There is a wide range of shops, including the headquarters of Habitat and a lovely old family store, five or six absolutely first-class eating places, good river facilities and easy access to London.


Wallingford had so much to offer that there didn’t seem to be any reason to go beyond the town boundaries. We bought our clothes in Wallingford, our furniture in Wallingford, we dined in Wallingford, we had our entertainment in Wallingford – theatre and first-class films. It was a real community with a tremendous number of people putting in a great deal of work to provide facilities for their fellow citizens.


The old Regal Cinema had all sorts of functions – badminton, roller skating, and from time to time a flea market. At the Kinecroft Theatre we saw a wonderful rendition of the opera La Traviata. The bigger theatre, the Corn Exchange, run by the Sinodun Players, was a delightful playhouse seating about four hundred.


The people who ran the ticket office, the bar staff, the house managers, the lighting experts, were all local people who did it all for nothing.


It was a truly remarkable little town and we counted ourselves lucky to find a house with a river frontage and our own mooring.




CHAPTER 2


Maiden Voyage


It was a great pleasure to be able to walk down to the bottom of the garden to see Sea Grey lying at her mooring, a piece of driftwood round one of the front mooring ropes and her fenders bumping against the concrete steps whenever a boat passed.


She looked gleaming white and new. She’d been painted up by the Maid Boat Yard before I’d bought her and, in fact, she was a stately lady of eighteen years and had done her stint as a hire boat.


I had taken her down the river to my friend Andrew Corless at the Sheridan Boat Yard and he’d given her an overhaul and put a pulpit on the foredeck. Not that I’d suddenly gone religious – the pulpit is the front rail of the boat that helps stop you falling off when manoeuvring. He’d also fixed a new back handrail and fixed up navigation lights and a searchlight.


I had been extravagant in adding these lights, and chose the very best quality. They were paid for by a legacy from a wonderful ex-doctor patient, Jackie Dean, who suffered from innumerable complaints and, nursed by her sister, had lived ten years longer than anyone had expected. I wanted to do something special with her gift and the boat navigation lights seemed fitting and proper.


I arranged for my successor in the Tadchester practice, Dr Lichen, to come up from Tadchester and bring up Mary, the sister who had looked after Jackie for so long.


We set off for an evening trip down the river, with supper on board, then came back in the dark with our navigation and searchlights on, travelling peacefully up the river.


I said, ‘This is Jackie’s present to me, Mary. She’s showing us the way home.’


It was a wonderful evening and it felt as if Jackie was with us.


The sky had a peculiar colour that night, and was lit by a great red moon. Mary said this was only the second time in her life that she’d seen such a moon – the day after she saw her first red moon the last Great War had broken out. Happily, there were no new world wars associated with this particular moon.


Cruising along the river in the dark, gliding along slowly so as not to disturb other moored boats, had a special quality of its own. It was almost as if we were travelling in a different world.


On other night trips like this friends would sit on the bow as we headed into the darkness. It was a unique experience with the river wildlife about us. There was something very moving about it.


We were lucky that we lived on part of the Thames that enjoyed the longest stretch between two locks. It was seven miles from Benson Lock, just upriver from Wallingford, down to Cleeve Lock, one of the smallest locks on the Thames.


We could either go upriver, moor below Benson and go into the town, or travel downstream almost to Cleeve Lock, where the Beetle and Wedge Hotel served bar food and had a first-class dining room, and, on the opposite bank, Ye Olde Leather Bottle pub also served excellent food and beer.


We were always made welcome and given a cup of tea at the Sheridan Boat Yard just above the Leather Bottle. We’d known Andrew and his wife Jackie from previous trips over about ten years after they had opened their chandlery and boat yard.


Andrew was much travelled, a bit like Paul Theroux’s Railway Bazaar but not yet in print. He’d been on the trans-Siberian railway across Japan, down through South America, and across India, but his days of roaming were decreasing as he began producing sons at the rate of knots. To date he’d produced three.


I was lucky to have the Maid Boat Yard, with their big hire fleet, so near to me. They would always cheerfully help me out if I was in trouble and I could take on diesel and water there. Andrew, on whom I looked as my first engineer, took care of overhauls, maintenance, as well as break-downs, new equipment, etc.


Sea Grey was 27 feet long and an Elysian class boat. She was about 9 feet in beam, which meant that she couldn’t go up any of the canals as the maximum width of boats for these is 6 feet 8 ins. She had a centre cockpit and wheelhouse, and two things we’d always longed for, a flush toilet (which went into a tank which had to be pumped out) and a shower.


Once the engines had been running for about ten minutes we had hot water in both front and back cabins and in the shower room. The only slight disadvantage to the water set-up was that the pump on any one tap would turn on any other taps which had been left open, including the shower.


When our daughter Jane and some friends were using the boat, one of the boys in her party was very surprised to find it started to rain warm water whilst he was sitting on the toilet in the shower room.


We were to have our maiden voyage with our friends from Devon, Joe and Lyn Church.


What a difference to other boats we’d been on together.


We could push anything we wanted down from the house by wheelbarrow – no more carrying of supplies and equipment for miles.


Our diesel fuel tank held 35 gallons and would last for a couple of weeks’ travelling; and our water tank carried 120 gallons, which meant that even with four of us washing and showering we would always have enough for at least a couple of days without having to take on extra water.


It all seemed too good to be true. In the centre cockpit there was a gas refrigerator and in the main back cabin there was a gas fire as well as a gas cooking stove. The boat was extremely well designed and the hot-water tank so well lagged that after a good day’s travelling we would still have hot water the following morning.


There were two single berths and a wash basin in the forecabin, then came the shower room and toilet, opposite were some shelves, cupboards and wardrobes. Steps led up to the central cockpit, which was canvas covered and could be opened up. Finally, there was a large rear cabin with two wide bunks, a pull-out table, a sink with hot and cold water, our gas oven and the gas fire.


There was plenty of deck space encompassing the whole boat, providing more than sufficient standing room for the crew manoeuvring the boat through locks.


Having loaded up everything under the sun (including a wine rack in the stern of the boat in the rudder housing) we set off on a beautiful sunny day in June, up through Wallingford to our first stop, Benson Lock, a deep lock with a beautifully maintained garden. Leaving the lock we passed through a lovely stretch of river lined by poplars just after Benson marina and boat house. We moved on, past the Shillingford Bridge Hotel, having first navigated Shillingford Bridge, to enter a stretch of river that wound through trees and meadows, passing what had once been a very stately home on the starboard side, now divided into three houses.


Further up the river we passed the entrance to the river Thame, and our next lock was Days Lock, where the lock keeper, Taffy, and his attractive ginger-haired wife always gave us a great welcome.


Taffy was a great RNLI stalwart. Apart from several fund-raising functions he had organised from his own lock, we had come across him raising money at Henley and various other spots in the year. Each year he would collect something in the order of £25,000 for the lifeboat fund.


He was also nationally famous for his ‘Pooh’ stick races from the footbridge just below the lock.


We moored for our first night about half way between Days Lock and Clifton Hampden Lock. There was a lovely stretch of water meadow opposite a Cheshire Home.


It was a delightful place for dogs. Joe and Lyn had brought their border terrier and we’d brought Bertie, our white haired terrier and they were having the time of their lives. There were some lovely little beaches, rat- and rabbit-holes, as well as the river: it was a dog’s paradise.


We were so far away from habitation that we were rarely bothered by fishermen or walkers. It was at least two miles to Clifton Hampden bridge and the Barley Mow made famous by Jerome K. Jerome’s Three Men in a Boat.


We had an early morning breakfast, then travelled up river through Clifton Hampden Lock to the deep lock at Culham, with a glimpse of some beautiful barns and the multi-pastel-shaded Culham House. A slow cruise through the lock cut ended on a broad sweep of river leading into Abingdon.


Approaching Abingdon by river is quite beautiful. You first come to some of the oldest parts of Abingdon, with almshouses, churches and various other old buildings lining the river bank. There’s one of the best chandleries on the river below the bridge, then on past the bridge on the left bank there’s a park and a swimming pool and mooring for a good mile on the right.


We paid for a night’s mooring in Abingdon, and this included a free ticket to Abingdon jail. (This didn’t mean we were incarcerated for the night – the jail’s been converted to a sports centre!)


Many a time previously we’d lunched at the Nag’s Head pub on Abingdon Bridge, shopped in town, then gone above Abingdon Lock to moor for the night where there are open fields, streams and waterfalls.


Sadly for us, but due to promotion for him, our old friend the keeper at Abingdon Lock, Jack, had gone down river to run the old Windsor Lock. As a general principle the further you went down the river the larger it became, and the locks were much busier. We tended to go upstream where it was less crowded and the scenery more rural.


One problem I had to contend with on this maiden voyage was that once again I had a kidney stone, and, hoping to pass it, I was drinking gallons of water.


All this water meant that I had to get up in the night from time to time, and rather than disturb Joe and Lyn, who were in the forecabin, next to the toilet, I used to loosen the side covers in the cockpit and (albeit against the rules) would try and increase the volume of the river Thames. My symptoms told me I was near to passing the stone, so I stepped up my drinking rate.


One night I crept out at about two in the morning, undid the hatch covers, took up the appropriate posture and started to discharge my cargo into the Thames. Suddenly there was a tremendous splash as a rock plunged into the river, accompanied by a hoot of laughter.


‘Your stone’s gone all right now, Skipper,’ said Joe from the bunk cabin.


Apparently he’d been sitting up half the night waiting for me to lean over the side. Once I was literally in full stream he had thrown in a boulder to encourage me.


In fact, I did not pass this particular stone until several weeks later.


Fortunately, apart from the first two stones that I had (one of which I passed in the middle of the Sahara and was absolute agony), further stones never seemed to bother me much. They caused only discomfort rather than pain.


Above Abingdon Lock we passed Nuneham Courteney, a beautiful old building with a folly and acres of landscaped fields. Radley College boathouse soon appeared, then we tackled the biggest lock on the river, Sandford Lock. A short cruise took us on to Iffley Lock, one of the prettiest locks which still had rollers to push the skips and punts over by hand, then we chugged down through Oxford, under Folly Bridge and into the town itself. The river here was almost like a street, with houses and allotments on each bank. We motored up to Osney Lock, which is followed by Osney Bridge, the lowest bridge on the river and which must have nearly decapitated many boaters. One year, on a hire boat, when Jane was about four years old, we had forgotten she was on the top deck, only remembering when we were halfway under the bridge. Fortunately she had the good sense to lie flat. We could have had a catastrophe.


We continued along the river cut up to Bossoms Boat Yard, where the river widened with the vast area of Port Meadows on the right bank which looked like the Camargue with horses and cows – it was a different world. We passed the Perch Inn on our left, which could be reached by an old landing stage, and journeyed on up to Godstow Lock, the last of the automatic locks. The lock keeper here is a fellow author and has written a first-class book on the middle Thames.


Through Godstow Lock, we passed the ruined priory, a difficult bridge, then the famous Trout Inn where you could get smoked-salmon sandwiches and where everybody who was anybody went to see and be seen. Starlets, dons, actors, politicians, all the fashionable, would sit round in the grounds with its tumbling waterfalls, peacocks and giant trout.


Leaving Godstow Lock we joined a completely different kind of Thames. It wound and twisted and from then on all the locks were manually operated and everything seemed to be at a slower pace. When the lock keepers were at lunch or were out working on the sluices we worked the locks ourselves.


The river steadily narrowed and on this first voyage we were blessed all the time by sunshine. We passed on, winding our way through countryside with marvellous views. From Kings Lock, the first of the manual locks, we journeyed to Eynsham. Our next lock was Pink Hill Lock having first passed a great reservoir on the left bank. Further on up river was a huge caravan/mobile home park on the right bank stretching upstream and ending at the Ferry Boat Inn. This view was unsightly, and not in keeping with this gentler part of the Thames. It was like a sudden lump of suburbia smack in the middle of the countryside. However, this was balanced by the amount of pleasure it must have given to the hundreds of people who came to stay there. It was ideal for family holidays.


A boat such as Sea Grey called for a certain amount of daily maintenance. I know nothing about engines and am no good at anything mechanical and had to be instructed on all the various things I had to do.


Each day I had to tighten two screws to make sure there was plenty of grease on the propeller shaft. I had to check the water level in the exchange radiator tank, and the oil level. I had to check the filter where the water-cooling system brought water in from the river, and clean it of any leaves or debris that might be choking it.
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