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    An informative and occasionally humorous new boater’s perspective of life on the Inland Waterways; charting their learning curve from calamitous collisions to confident competence, all fuelled by copious curries.




    Two humans, a dog the size of a small horse, petrol, gas, and curry, all in a confined space on a vessel we’d bought and only in theory knew how to operate. What could possibly go wrong?




    Dotted throughout is information on narrowboats, rivers, and canals, explored as we learn it on our own journeys, written in easy-to-follow layman’s terms.




    

      


    


  




  

    For my beautiful fiancée Cat, a BIG thank you for the idea!




    Also my thanks to Stanley; for the dog hair, the drool, the snoring, the scratches on the walls, mess around your food bowl, the odd “little accident”, and for just being a big lovable dog!




    A new boaters’ perspective of life on the inland waterways – an informative and occasionally humorous look at a couple and their colossal canine; charting their learning curve from calamitous collisions through to confident competence, all fuelled by copious curries.




    Photos by Cat Lee


  




  

    FOREWORD




    They say boredom is powerful. A sensation which has driven many individuals to act away from the norm.




    Born out of boredom – could this explain how it all started?




    I had to undergo major surgery and I knew I was going to be confined to bed convalescing for at least a couple of months. For someone of my active nature this was going to be a frustrating time. There was not much else to do but resign myself to my melancholy and try to see the positives in the situation: one of them would be the joys of being waited on hand and foot by my man!




    There is only a limited number of activities that anyone can do in an incapacitated state: sleep, sleep, and more sleep, watch TV. Sleep again and read in bed.




    In preparation for the boredom to come, a week before I was due for admission into hospital I had ordered a few books online. A couple of these were on the topic of canals and boats.




    Two weeks prior to my surgery, on a cold winter morning I had been out watching the Severn Bore, a large intermittent tidal wave that runs up the River Severn, I had stopped afterwards for coffee at The Wharf House in Over near Gloucester.




    It was my first visit to The Wharf House. On entering the reception area I was instantly drawn to the impressive colourful plaque that spanned an entire wall detailing the Herefordshire & GloucestershireCanal, in an otherwise plain contemporary decor.




    Leaflets and books, all forms of literature about the canal and boats, were displayed in orderly fashion around the seating areas. They were difficult to ignore.




    I sat inside though they had a pretty terrace overlooking the river. I made a mental note to try it on a warmer day. I had placed my derriere onto the deep comfy sofa and ordered a coffee and hot buttered croissant. Immersing myself in canal boats literature and sipping my hot full-bodied beverage, my imagination started to get carried away.




    I started to image how much fun it would be to have a boat. I imagined eating strawberries and cream sitting on the bow deck and heartily blowing my saxophone as we cruised down the river. And Christmas on a boat, now that would be novel!




    Being gently rocked to sleep and waking up to the dawn mist. How about sipping wine and watching the stars with Ken Watanabe lying on the roof of the boat. See what I mean about my imagination getting carried away!




    I left The Wharf House that day with a warm happy feeling inside from having a grandiose idea.




    With hindsight, perhaps the seed had already been planted five years before when we were at Neptune’s Staircase near FortWilliam. We had visited it on one of our leisurely sightseeing days before setting out to climb Ben Nevis from the arduous north route.




    Neptune’s Staircase is an impressive sight consisting of a set of eight locks. The canal rises 64 feet in 450yards. A clever canal engineering feat with nothing else like it at the time it was built.




    The idea of owning a boat was not shared with my man until a few days after I got back home from the operation when I started to read my books.




    Over the years my man has had to put up with and hear a myriad of my crazy ideas.




    My enthusiasm for them has been short-lived on many occasions. My man has effortless ability in pointing out all the impracticalities. But it has never crushed my natural inquisitive nature or put me off from germinating new ideas!




    On this occasion it took a couple of days before he started to warm to the splendour of it all.




    I told him that, if we were to buy a boat, it would be the following year – allowing us time to save up. So much for that!




    His reasoning was life is too short to wait and summer was coming.




    When my man likes an idea and gets it into his head, there is utterly no way of stopping him! He can crystallize an idea and turn it into reality faster than Mike Tyson can win his first round!




    We have had sleepless nights since our offer for a boat was accepted. At bedtimes it has been a case of man planning the practical logistic side of getting it home and woman thinking about furnishing (more important of course!) and planning our Christmas onboard.




    Despite being sleep-deprived we walk around these days with a permanent smile both inside and out. As for Stanley, the dog, he is not any wiser. He is happy as long as he gets his walks although I have noticed a few bemused perplexed head tilts and tail wags as his mum and dad go about the day in a more happy-go-lucky way than usual.




    Our path in the future has suddenly branched out and taken a whole new direction.




    The thought is immensely exciting! But …




    In a few days my man, accompanied by friends, will embark on the maiden voyage to bring our boat safely back home. A group of men together equates to mischief and trouble even in the most normal of circumstances. Most notably none of these men has any practical boat skills or handling experience! Mike with his one week self-taught book theory. His actual boat course is not for two weeks.




    A group of men and one dog the size of a small donkey in a confined space – it’s going to be cosy! On a boat that they know only in theory how to operate and with gas cylinders, petrol, water and matches. What could possibly go wrong?




    I lay in bed at home with my knuckles in my mouth and my stomach churning with worry. Our boat was doomed!




    Cat Lee


  




  

    Recuperative Research




    It all started because Cat, my fiancée, had been reading a lot; she was recovering from a major operation so this was a preferable alternative to watching the TV or staring up at the ceiling. One of the books was titled Narrow Margins, and was about a couple who had given up their jobs, sold their house, and moved their family onto a narrowboat. Cat and I started to take it in turns to read their story to each other and when I returned from work at the end of each day I would ask Cat to update me on their latest exploits.




    I have always liked campervans – the idea of having a home from home that is mobile has always appealed to me – and a boat with bed, sink, and cooker etc. that could cruise around the waterways appealed to both of us. The whole idea of a slower life away from work, colleagues, bosses, and the rat-race in general, sounded wonderful. If only I could win the lottery, I could really start to live my life for me: being able to have an unhurried morning walk with Stanley, our dog; not having to jump into the car, endure the congestion on the drive to work, and then rush back home afterwards.




    To be honest, I really have had enough of my job, but I am realistic enough to know that I am not brave enough to take the plunge, give it all up, and buy, then live on, a boat … not now … not yet … but the idea was, and still is, appealing. I did not want to let the dream of freedom die.




    So I thought: why not at least look into it? I could find out what boats and a life on the water are like. So, with thoughts of a better, less stressful future existence, I turned on the computer and started my research into the craft that cruise the inland waterways of the UK.




    One of the first things I learned is that if you want to cruise the whole of the canal and river network (over three thousand miles of it) you will need a boat that has a beam (width) of no more than 6ʹ 10ʺ: so I would be looking for a narrowboat! Then there was the air draft (height) to consider – this is not so straightforward but in general if you can keep the height below 6ʹ 5ʺ you should be able to go most places. There are some low bridges, tunnels, and culverts on the canal network! Then there was the length to contemplate; narrowboats can be up to 70 foot, so how long should our boat be? The length would depend, I realised, on how many people would be on the vessel and how long they were going to spend there. Another thing to decide was the type of hull (underside of the boat), was it to be wood, steel, aluminium, or GRP (glass reinforced plastic, also known as fibreglass)? One of the last things to think about was the cost, and therein lay the rub! How much one is prepared to spend on a boat will dictate to a large degree one’s decisions on these things.




    I also found out that the longer and wider the boat, the more it costs, not just to buy it in the first place, but also the cost of mooring, maintenance, and the annual river and canal licences.




    Estimates of the cost of maintenance also vary depending on the type of hull (and who you talk to!) A boat with a steel hull should be taken out of the water every three years or so to have the hull examined and re-blackened. Re-blackening involves lifting the boat via a crane, or utilising a dry dock, then pressure-washing the underside and sometime scraping the hull clean – even back to the bare metal – then recovering it with bitumen hull-blacking paint. Steel boats will also need their sacrificial anodes checking and possibly replacing. Basically, without getting too deeply into the science of the thing, the idea is that any galvanic currents around the boat will be attracted to the anode and away from the steel hull of the boat, so the anode will then slowly erode instead of the hull.




    Glass reinforced plastic boats tend not to need so much hull maintenance; but they are not so resilient to the inevitable knocks that happen as you cruise the inland waterways. GRP craft will still need to be taken out of the water occasionally to have the hull examined, cleaned/rubbed down, and repainted with antifouling paint.




    After much research, I came to the conclusion that living on a boat is relatively cheap but living in a house and having a boat as a “toy” is just the opposite! We really needed to think what we would use the boat for, and why did we actually want it?




    After a lot of thought and many discussions, Cat and I decided that we were not going to live on a boat to start with; it was not practical for us as we had work and  Stanley, our rather large Akita dog.




    Akitas are a Spitz-type breed (think large, Husky-like dog) originally from Japan. They are very strong, powerful, independent, and dominant animals. To give you some idea of just how powerful this breed is: Akitas were used for hunting wild boar, deer, and bears in Japan; they would chase and then hold a bear at bay until the human hunters could administer the coup de grâce.




    Stanley is a large example of an Akita, he weighs over 52 kg, and being an Akita can be a bit of a handful. Living in our house (which is basically a large kennel!) he has the run of the place and unfettered access to the totally enclosed garden of our modest end-terrace house. Being able to please himself when/if he needs to go into the garden is great for him when we are out at work. If we were to live onboard a boat he would not have this luxury.
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    Stanley and I at Sharpness




    With this in mind, it was back to the computer and, with a rough idea of what we were looking for, I started to trawl through the myriad of boats that were for sale at various boat brokerage sites.




    With a new interest in the local waterways and the boats upon them, I took to walking Stanley along the River Severn, though the Gloucester Docks, and onto the Gloucester & Sharpness Canal. I was now looking at the boats with a semi-educated eye; I could now tell the difference between a cruiser, a barge, a narrowboat, and the more subtle variations that there are among the narrowboats themselves. The main difference is at the stern (rear of the boat); there are basically three popular types of narrowboat: traditional (or “trad”), semi trad or cruiser stern. Traditional narrowboats have a very small rear deck which only really has room for the person steering the boat and perhaps one other crew member; a cruiser stern has a much larger deck with room for up to four or five people, while a semi trad is a cross between the two.




    On one walk I stopped and had a chat with the keeper at Gloucester Lock. Feeling a bit like an imposter because I did not even own a boat, I asked him about the River Severn, his lock, and local moorings. He was very helpful and did not mind at all that I was asking speculative questions.




    A month and hundreds of boat searches later, I was ready to take a look at my first boat; a 30-foot river cruiser/narrowboat hybrid that was moored at Ashwood Marina. Cat was still recovering from her operation and was not well enough to make the trip so she stayed at home while I drove up to Ashwood to see the boat and reported back. It should be said at this stage that I was just going to look and had no intention of buying anything!


  




  

    First Impressions Don’t Count




    It was a quick drive up the motorway in our VW campervan to Ashwood. And it was with some excitement that I walked along the waterside looking at the dozens of boats moored alongside the linear marina. Some boats were for sale, some lived in, and others were moored waiting for their owners to play with them on the weekend. I was shown to the boat by a lady broker who was also the marina owner.




    At first glance the vessel looked OK, in fact pretty good. I stepped up on the stern deck and this is where my initial estimation of her (the boat not the broker) started to diminish. The steering wheel was a ship-type and one of the spars had been snapped off. Descending down the two steep steps into the main cabin my initial impression was reduced further still. It was grubby and a half-hearted attempt had been made to refurbish the interior. The taps were missing and half the curtains and some of the curtain rails were also gone. The roof lining looked like it had been stuck to the ceiling by a paralytic pigmy on a pogo-stick, and the green paint that adorned the cupboard doors looked like it was chosen and then smeared on by a homesick extra-terrestrial, I was not impressed! I spent a few more minutes poking around and finding other minor horrors before disembarking. To be fair, the description in the advertisement had not been far from the reality, in an estate agent kind of way.




    As we walked back to the office I asked the broker about another craft that was for sale in the marina, and so it was that I looked at my second ever boat. This one was very nice, it was a mid-cockpit cruiser and well presented inside and out, but, given the layout, not that practical for Stanley to get in and out of. It was at this time when it dawned on me the first boat, the one that had been renovated by a colour-blind short-sighted zombie with a nervous tick, would be perfect!




    I drove home and as the miles ticked by I hatched a plan. I knew that although Cat had come up with the original idea to own a boat she was not ready to buy one just yet; she wanted to wait until the following year. This was of course the sensible thing to do. I, on the other hand, had seen the now “perfect” boat. I was keen to get on with the job of fixing it up – after of course sorting out the minor problems of persuading Cat to go for it, negotiating with the owner to drop the price by a nautical mile, and getting the money together! I was a man on a mission. As I pulled Brian, our campervan, (yes, it does have a name) onto our drive, my plan was complete. Now it was time for implementation!




    I ran upstairs to reveal to Cat the unquestionable logic that had led me to the conclusion that we should buy a boat as yet unseen by her, with that special paint job inside, oh, and did I mention that nothing other than the engine worked?




    Cat could see that my logic was incontestable, however, for a reason known only to herself, she felt compelled to explain to me in simple terms her own (which she considered unquestionable) reasons why we should NOT buy the perfect (OK, almost perfect) boat.




    After an hour of debate, the undeniable brilliance of my logic won the day and we were ready to put in a ridiculous offer (we had nothing to lose). The broker was duly called and the offer was made.




    Stanley was now well overdue a walk, so I was despatched up the local hill, lead in hand, to be dragged through thorny flora by a pent-up dog with the strength of a shire horse. As I was attempting to maintain a vertical stance while trying not to twist an ankle following Stanley, my mobile telephone rang. It was the broker with an answer from her client: our offer had been rejected.




    In truth the rejection of the offer was no surprise; this was all part of the master plan (I told myself), so now; as I stood on top of a hill on a beautifully sunny afternoon early in the month of April with Stanley sat at my side, I put in a final offer for the boat that was perfect for us.




    Stanley finished his walk and other associated business and, after clearing up after him, we returned home for dinner. It was while food was being prepared (yes, I did wash my hands) that we got the call informing us that us our second offer had been accepted.




    Arrangements were made to meet the owner the following weekend for a “sea trial” (a trip on the canal) in the boat to make sure all was well, then, assuming we were happy, we could then go ahead with the purchase.




    I hung up the phone and looked at Cat with an uncertain smile on my face. I think we were both a bit shocked with the pace at which things were going and the enormity of what we were about to do! I said, ‘Well, that’s it, if all goes well we should have our own boat in a few weeks!’




    She said excitedly, ‘Oh what have we done?’




    To which I replied uncertainly, ʻLet’s not worry about that, let’s just enjoy the moment!’ We sat down to our meal excitedly making plans for what would be a new chapter in our lives. I’m not sure what Stanley made of all this excited chatter, but he eyed our food with hopeful anticipation.




    The following week – as with all working weeks – dragged by with the speed of a three-legged tortoise who had been told to take it easy by his cardiologist. Saturday eventually arrived and it was at last time to look at the boat again. I had enlisted the help of Dave H., a long-term friend, to come and see the boat. Also, should the sale go ahead, he would help me cruise her home. Dave H. is a talented guitarist (mainly rocky blues) but this was not the reason he was coming to the marina with me; he had driven a speedboat once before while on holiday, so that made him the expert on all things nautical. It really was a question of the near-sighted leading the blind.




    After a quick trip up the motorway, we walked to where the boat was moored and were introduced to the owner, who showed us around the boat again. For some reason it did not seem so bad this time, now that I was seeing the potential and not just the existing state of affairs. I could now visualise the interior with a new coat of paint, blinds replacing the remaining curtains, and with the new seats with storage, which would convert into a large double bed, that I was planning to build in the front of the cabin.




    After the second tour of the boat the owner was to take us on our sea trial. He was also going to show us how to work the canal locks and give some advice on the finer points of boating. Then he reversed out of the marina, hitting nearly every moored boat in the process. ʻWind,’ explained the owner, ‘makes it difficult to steer at slow speed.’ I was not sure what flatulence had to do with operating a boat, but I was a total novice, so I made a mental note and wondered just how well my favourite food (curry) and boating would go together …




    Once we had cleared the marina, and the bobbing vessels had resettled on their mooring ropes, the owner selected forward gear and we advanced northwards along the Staffordshire & Worcestershire Canal. The first thing I noticed was that we were driving on the “wrong side of the road”. It turns out that you drive (cruise) on the right-hand side on the waterway; this would take some getting used to!




    This was my first trip on any canal and I wanted to savour the experience, but almost as soon as we were underway I was invited over to the wheel to take control. How hard can it be? I thought to myself.




    I hesitantly took hold of the helm and managed to keep the vessel in a straight line for approximately five seconds before it started to veer to starboard (that’s nautical for right); I swung the wheel over to port (yes, you guessed it, that’s left) and then continued down the canal like a crazed pinball in a slow-motion mission to hit the bank more times than a pugilist would hit a punchbag. I was not having fun! So, as it turns out, steering a canal boat is not that easy to start with, and I thought that perhaps boating and I were not really well suited.




    I would only realise later that I was over-correcting by throwing the wheel from one side to the other in a vain attempt to go in a straight line. But at the time I continued to zigzag along the canal. Happily for me, Dave wanted to have a go at the helm and I soon realised that he was better at navigating the water than me.




    We moored before the first of the two locks that we were going to negotiate, then were shown how to operate the paddles and gates; this was my first time in a lock – it was a pleasant experience. At the next lock Dave and I operated it without any mishaps, so it transpired that canal locks and I are at least are compatible.




    On the return trip I was to steer the boat through the smaller gaps under the bridges and in the locks; this caused me a fair amount apprehension but I did manage to guide the bow and, in turn, the stern through with no more than a little scrape. However, this was only achieved by concentrating as if I was gliding the space shuttle into land with no computer assistance. I was still not having fun!




    When we arrived back at Ashwood we decided that the boat would be reversed back through the linear marina to her berth so that she would be facing in the correct direction for her next cruise. I thought this was a good idea until it was determined that I should be the one who did the reversing. So, with awful visions of destroying most of the boats at their mooring, I took the wheel, selected reverse, and cruised backwards through the small channel between the moored boats. Without hitting anything! I was looking like an old hand of the waterways, which I certainly was not.




    With my confidence partly restored, the sale of one cruiser/narrowboat hybrid was agreed. It was followed by the first batch of what would turn out to be a lot of paperwork and organising to be done.




    To avoid having to take too many days off of work, I wanted to bring our new acquisition home over the first weekend in May, which happened to be a bank holiday, but this only left me two weeks to get everything organised. I thought I had done all the research and knew what to expect, however, not for the first or last time theory would prove no match for reality. The list of tasks never seems to get shorter; I would enquire about one thing only to be told that I would need something else first. It was not looking good and I feared our schedule would slip. Some things went well: the bank transfer of the funds for the boat went through and Dave H. said he would be able to help me cruise the boat back. However, I could not get the canal and river licence without the boat safety certificate, but this took time to be sent to me, I would also need insurance to get the licence but, because the boat was over 25 years old, I would need a full out-of-the-water survey and there was no way that could be done in time. Even finding a marina to leave the boat in was not that straightforward; I left four messages over an eight-day period at one marina office before I was finally called back, only to be told that they had no space available (the pace of communication and work takes place at the same speed as canal transit at that particular marina). It seemed to be that the whole thing was an enormous Catch-22. After an inordinate amount work, wheeling, dealing, and jumping through lots of hoops, everything was finally completed just in time.


  




  

    Akita and the Staffordshire & Worcestershire Canal




    And so it was on one sunny Thursday afternoon before the bank holiday weekend, Stanley, Dave H., and I found ourselves travelling back up to the marina for the final time to collect our boat. Noel, my mum’s partner, was to drive our campervan back from Ashwood and leave it at Saul Junction, our new marina.




    In addition to the boring paperwork side of things, I had spent weeks preparing for the cruise from Ashwood Marina back to Gloucester, in fact I had started even before I had signed on the dotted line to make the boat ours. A list of items to cover every eventuality short of a Zombie outbreak had been drawn up and lots of toys for the boat had been ordered, including an anchor that would not have been out of place on an oil tanker. I had been studying the Waterways Guide Number 2 (Severn, Avon & Birmingham) so I knew the route well (in theory) and I had also been reading the RYA (Royal Yachting Association) Inland Waterways Handbook. I had even booked myself on a boat-handling course, but events had overtaken me and now I would be cruising my own boat home weeks before the course. (Great timing Mike!)
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