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About Us 
 
Marlane & Rob O’Neill 
 
 
Since the first day we met, we decided that we wanted to live on the canals of 
Europe on our own boat.  Two divergent individual paths had had the same 
destiny; it took a sunny, balmy day in Miami for us to meet and subsequently 
spark inspiration for the planning and hard work ahead.  Of course, a bit of a love 
story and romance is involved.  Maybe that’s what “soulmates” are all about – an 
understanding that your destinies are bound together and your goals and dreams 
are the same.  Thus we have subtitled our website “Living the Dream”.  For this 
has been our dream for almost ten years and only since August 2001 has our 
dream become reality and we can say we are truly “Living the Dream”. 
 
The lovely idea of a Dream is created with inspiration and hope. The Reality is 
made of Goals and subsequent Work.  We went through dozens, maybe 
hundreds of small goals to reach the Big Goal.  One of the major targets was to 
actually look at some of these canal boats after thinking about them for about two 
years.  So, our first adventure was bicycling along the towpath of some canals in 
France, observing canal life in action. 
 
That trip was a foray into combining the modern world of jet travel and big cities 
with the remote, off-the-beaten-path world of canals and their tiny villages.  We 
packed our own bicycles and reassembled them in the airport.  Thus we were 
able to comfortably transport them via trains. 
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Our first destination was Alsace-Lorraine, the town of Strasbourg.  There, to our 
delight and utter surprise we found a towpath that was beautifully paved which 
we bicycled with ease for 30 miles to the town of Severn.  Alas, for the next 30 
miles this idyllic path became more rugged, a little narrower, the asphalt eroded, 
the grass grew and we found ourselves biking a six inch wide towpath amongst 
weeds as high as our ears.  But it was still there and we persevered.  Even after 
it became a small train track and led us through a three-mile tunnel.  You see, 
canal boats were often pulled by miniature trains along the canal. That is before 
the trains made hauling goods via canals obsolete. 
 
At the end of the trip, we felt our bicycle trip went very well, we had spent about 
three weeks exploring various canals in France, mostly the Marne au Rhine, and 
others in the Alsace-Lorraine region.  It was May, very sunny, the tourist hire 
boats were out in droves and we got an eyeful.  However, these fiberglass fun 
hire boats were only one kind of boat that European canals have and we were 
itching to see more. 
 
So we went to Holland a couple of years later.  Why Holland?  Many of the large 
pleasure boats in the French canals (and work boats too) are originally from 
Holland.  These Dutch “tjalks” as they are known are often over one hundred 
years old, built entirely or iron and last forever.  They are converted from their 
original “working” life to a pleasure craft.  The length is from 30 feet to 120 feet 
approximately, and width about 12 to 15 feet.  We saw a variety from the 
northern Harlingen town in Holland to just across the Belgian border.  There were 
no two even remotely alike.  Some had been outfitted, renovated, repainted and 
redone to within an inch of their life.  Others were just a mess inside, obviously 
the result of overzealous intentions and under funded means.  And some, well, 
were downright bizarre.  For example, on the first boat “Elizabeth” we had to 
crawl around on our knees except for a small part in the dining area.  It was built 
for hobbits!  Very beautiful varnished woodwork, but we are both tall so it was a 
no go. 
 
Then the beautiful, multihued and lovingly decorated boat that the owner still 
lived in but did not plan for a shower.  Nope.   We actually settled on a beauty 
called “Oulde Gesina”.  But in the end we conceded that the Dutch barges were 
not quite for us.  Generally, they are very large and the canals are not always so 
wide.  So we returned home without a boat. 
 
The next adventure involved going to France and studying the canals again – this 
time on mopeds!  You should know that shopping for these canal boats is not 
quite the same as getting a car or house.  There is no such thing as “location” as 
with a fixed (not floating) home.  And, the market is not very easy to get a grasp 
on it.  It’s a nebulous marketplace; full of boats from all corners of the world or 
the country you’re in.  The sellers may be owners, or brokers, and the prices are 
all over the board and difficult to compare.  We flew to Paris and bought two blue 
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MotoBecanes, the same mopeds the French police use, and took off for the 
canal hinterlands.  
 
It took us three days to get out of Paris.  Often we were lost and found ourselves 
going back to Paris, retracing our path.  Eventually we were breezing along the 
road to Epernay, County Champagne, and smelling the crushed Chardonnay 
grapes on the road that had been dropped from trucks transporting them.  
Heaven. 
 
We even found our way back to the little inn that we had stayed in two years 
previously on our bike trip.  The lady owner welcomed us back as if we had been 
there last week!  “Where are your bicycles?” she asked.  “Mopeds this time” we 
replied.  No matter, she laughed, back to the same garage we had put the bikes 
into.  Also, back to her wonderful home cooking and bistro of local characters 
from this world-renowned town.  Her place is an oasis in a sea of pretension and 
high prices.  We found that the delicious family style meals she prepared pleased 
our stomachs better than any of the fancy restaurants.  But we still had 
champagne and the locals love it as well. 
 
Our moped trip took us from Paris down to the Riviera.  Along the way we 
explored many canals but the towpaths were too rough for the mopeds.  So we 
eventually gave up traveling the towpaths, but still roughly followed the canals by 
road.  We saw many hire company boats and some odd “one offs”.  One in 
particular was on the Seine, in the middle of Paris.  As we peered inside, an 
English language newspaper was evident and so we knocked on the window, 
just hoping to chat with someone actually doing what we were dreaming of.  We 
were cordially greeted by an older English couple and they very kindly offered us 
tea.  We proceeded to have a tour of their boat.  It was immense.  Five 
bedrooms, 3 or 4 baths (with tubs) and it was simply overwhelming for us.  For 
them too.  They wanted to sell it to us but we already knew why – too much boat!  
We thanked them but declined.   
 
Eventually, our trip took us over the Italian border (but just) then down and 
across the Riviera in a breathtaking and magnificent sweep of road that lasted for 
days.  It was the highlight of our journey although we did not see any canals or 
canal boats.  The road followed the sea and the lovely quaint seaside villages.  
By car it is a memorable journey, but by moped even better.  We enjoyed the sea 
breezes, shimmering blue sea and sky and observed sheer drops from 
occasional cliffs.  So swept away were we by this wonderful coastline that we 
simply continued down into Spain and the Costa del Sol all the way to Cadiz.  
Sometimes you get swept away and that’s okay, all part of the plan in a way.  
Eventually we returned to the original idea.  Still, we had more adventures in 
store. 
 
Upon return to the States from our wild moped experience of about four months 
and 4000 kilometers we resettled in our hometown of Atlanta, Georgia - soon to 
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be in the throes of hosting the Olympics.   Just before this great event we found a 
beautiful classic sailboat in need of restoration located in South Florida.  So we 
rented out the house to a good friend and set out on a new project.  This was 
about two years after mopeding.  It had a tabernacle mast that would allow it to 
go under bridges, not unlike many of the Dutch tjalks.  We thought she would sail 
around the Caribbean and possibly cross the Atlantic and thus cruise some 
canals.   Well, we never claim to be completely sane.  We restored her, sailed 
her, but in our hearts we knew that it would not take us to Europe or on the 
canals.  We realized that the six-foot draft was too deep for most canals and the 
incredible weight of the 50-foot mast was just too much for us to handle by 
ourselves.  At least we were finally floating in the water and we did have a lot of 
fun.  We named her OO-LA-LA.  A nod to our destiny, which we have always 
known is there, in Europe.   Obviously, we enjoy the ride and not just the 
destination.  After three years we sold our sailboat in Annapolis. 
 
The Dream was in it’s realization phase, finally.  For now we had taken some 
trips (via airplane) to England and had discovered the world of narrowboats.  Our 
dream was to be fulfilled, at least in England, in a narowboat or a Broads cruiser.  
Just which one we were not yet sure. 
 
And we were still not yet decided when we packed up our home in Georgetown, 
Washington DC and set sail on the incredible QEII for Southampton, England.  
Less than one month later we were firmly ensconced in our new home.  We 
toured England by car, visited the Norfolk Broads, looked at dozens of boats and 
only found one we could not live without.  The narrowboat OO-LA-LA is the boat 
of our dreams and we lived in it.  This is our story… 
 

“Living the Dream On the canals of England” 
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Chapter One – It All Starts with a Dream 
 
The rain pours, soaking clothing and shoes, which squash like kitchen sponges.  
Water is ankle deep in the backyard.  A thoroughly miserable August evening in 
Washington, D.C., no time to be outside, definitely not the time to be lugging 
several gigantic soft steamer trunks from the house to a rented SUV.  But there is 
no choice.  The next morning is D-Day, the legendary QE2 waits at her dock in 
New York City to sail for Southampton, England; there is a four-hour drive from 
D.C. The alarm is set for 4AM.  Five super large soft sided bags are packed with 
everything to feather a new nest: dishes, pots, clothing, photo albums, paintings, 
small sculptures, even a full size artist’s easel and a 50 CD hi-fi set.  They are 
bursting at the seams and Rob wraps 2 or 3 cargo belts around each one to 
prevent splitting.  Weighing a couple of hundred pounds each they are the 
primary reason for taking the QE2 to England rather than flying – 8 pieces of 
luggage of any size are allowed without surcharge.  Dining in luxury and 
experiencing a transatlantic cruise is certainly an enticement as well. 
 
Landing in England, the search will start for a new home: a boat that can cruise 
the waterways of Europe.  There is no idea what kind or if the search will lead to 
France or even Holland.  First travel has to be made to the other side of the 
“pond”, along with the entire luggage.  Friends and family think surely it is picked 
out since the name already is – Oo-La-La – but no.   There is only strong 
conviction along with a dream.   The luxury of bouncing back and forth between 
Europe and the USA to find the right vessel is not in the budget.  Maps of the 
canal systems in several countries have been poured over, marked up and worn 
through with examination, folding and unfolding.   Magazines such as 
“Waterways World” and “Canal & Boat” in England have been read cover to 
cover each month.  The few guidebooks available are dog-eared and thus any 
further delay is just procrastination.  
  
During the several years of planning there were three significant point trips.  The 
first was a bicycle holiday starting in Amsterdam, through Belgium and around 
the canals of northeastern France near Strasbourg.  By combining trains and 
bikes, 400 miles and three countries of canals were covered in three weeks.  It 
was exhilarating and beautiful and wet the appetite for more. 
 
The second trip is more extensive, on mopeds.  Starting in Paris with two bright 
blue Motobecanes, three days pass before the city is behind and the countryside 



 

 
 
Marlane O’Neill, 1728 Wisconsin Ave. NW #241,WASH. DC 20007, USA    or 
Copy write = www.robandmarlane.com , 88 Camden Rd., London NW1-9EA, UK 

9 

comes into sight.  Heading for Epernay, the champagne-producing region, the 
heady smell of crushed grapes on the road fills the nostrils.  In Epernay, there is 
a canalside hotel visited when on bicycle the last trip.  Run by a local 
Frenchwoman, she immediately recognizes us and asks where the bikes are.  
“No” the reply “mopeds this time.”  She laughs and motions to the garage to park 
them.  Once again, she delights with her fabulous cooking and cheerful 
ambiance.  This place is not fancy, doesn’t even have a name, but there is a 
round blue and red metal sign on the front, “Routiers”; this sign is for truckers and 
means a good place to stay, a workingman’s Michelin guide.  She cooks huge 
platters of regional dishes with fragrant sauces and serves them around the 
dining room with the flair of a wonderful host.   Local townspeople come around 
and dinner there is like a family occasion.  So it’s a great pleasure to revisit this 
“Routiers” again and find the same quality.   
 
From Epernay the trip proceeded south toward Dijon on mopeds.  Often the 
towpaths along the canal are smooth and the mopeds travel easily on well-worn 
surfaces.  But sometimes they are very rocky and pebbly and travel is 
uncomfortable.  Eventually the road works best, sticking with the N7 and making 
detours to the canals along the way.   
 
France’s waterways are very extensive, about 4,000 miles, and there are still 
working barges hauling grain, coal, sand or anything else that one can imagine.  
On one occasion, on a very remote canal section, a quiet country picnic on the 
towpath is laid out.  A warm day, we are draped in the shade of a large tree, the 
branches drooping down to the ground.  Wine from the region, a Cotes du Rhone 
is uncorked.  A well worn but sturdy barge, about 100 feet long, passes by and a 
sleepy inhabitant emerges to relieve himself, possibly from wine at his own lunch.  
In the nick of time he opens his eyes to see us sitting in front of him, totally 
shocked that anyone at all would be around.  The Gallic curses muttered under 
his breath are barely audible as he hurriedly escapes to the other side and 
privacy.  
 
The third point trip was a shopping expedition for a Dutch barge.  Many of the 
boats cruising around Europe are old steel barges from Holland that have been 
remade into live aboard floating homes.  Staying in a hotel in Amsterdam, Dutch 
brokers were faxed and phoned.  Remote areas of Holland were visited where 
only Dutch is spoken and the locals think they only have to shout louder to make 
us understand.  After much looking and talking and sign language, traveling from 
the northern Friesland and down to Belgium, there did not appear to be a barge 
for us.  Most of them need an extensive interior refit.  Also, the budget had to be 
ratcheted up.  Back to work and the drawing board. 
 
A trip to London the previous year was impressive with the English love of their 
canals and the energy they put into restoring them and creating societies to care 
for different ones.  Narrowboats are much roomier than they look on the outside. 
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So along with a steel barge or a motor vessel, a narrowboat is added to the 
possibilities for the new Oo-La-La 
   
With memories like these, the QEII disembarks in Southampton after a five and a 
half day ocean cruise.  Of course the food is great and there is lots of 
entertainment but the best part of coming to England by boat is the lack of jet lag.  
Refreshed and invigorated the challenge ahead is ready to be met.  Now, where 
to start?  Truly, the only guideline is one step after another. 
 
The first problem is luggage.  Two full size folding bicycles, five trunks and 
several pieces of hand baggage do not fit easily into the average rental vehicle.  
Luckily the terminal in Southampton is well prepared and able to store everything 
at a very reasonable cost.  Forwarding them to anywhere in England is no 
problem and there is a sigh of relief heading off for the train bound for 
Birmingham with little more than the clothes on our backs and some handbags. 
 
The train to Birmingham from Southampton is very full; Birmingham is the most 
central city in the country.  The hotel is in the heart of town, not far from the train 
station.  The search begins here, the spaghetti junction of England’s canal 
system and close to several boat brokers.  After settling in, several appointments 
are lined up for the week.   
 
Most of the marinas are in out of the way places, not close to rail stations or bus 
routes.   Invariably the boat brokers rendezvous at the train depot with us.  To 
their credit, they are very helpful and happy to do the favor of a lift a few miles to 
the canal where several dozen or even a couple of hundred narrowboats are 
parked.   The office has several listing sheets with a photo and description of the 
boat displayed.  With a selection of boats to view the keys are handed over along 
with a map of the marina. 
 
One of the first boats considered is called “Badger”, a 30-foot “cruiser stern” 
meaning that the back of the boat is several feet larger than a “traditional stern”.  
Cruiser sterns accommodate several people and usually have a railing around to 
prevent overly enthusiastic boaters from falling off the end and possibly into the 
propeller. Badger has a cheerful red paint job on the outside and a warm oak 
interior.  We like the color, as our sailboat was also red.   
 
The plaster badger on the hatch will have to go of course.  There is also the 
question of a big dent in the side of the boat that is only visible from a certain 
angle, but is quite unforgettable once seen.   
 
Then there is Verity, lovely 45 footer with an impeccable paint job and gorgeous 
interior, perfect except for the traditional style stern.  Due to each of us standing 
over five foot ten, folding in two and twisting around like a corkscrew is the only 
way to enter the boat.  Traditional sterns are like this, in general.  In the past, 
working narrowboats were configured to accommodate a boatman, his cabin and 
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the engine room in the back.  Often his family was also squeezed into this tiny 
compartment.  For some reason, many boats are still built this way with a tiny 
place for the tillerman or woman to stand and the engine room just under their 
nose.  Contorting to get in and out of the boat while under way, carrying a cup of 
tea or soup from the kitchen through this small doorway is unthinkable no matter 
how beautiful the boat.  The traditional style is extremely uncomfortable and 
impractical for us so a cruiser stern is a “must” if a narrowboat is chosen.    
 
Sadly, after looking at a dozen boats, Badger is the only one with a cruiser stern 
available in a very large brokerage marina.  An inauspicious start to the search 
although more is being learned about what is desired and what is not.  
 
As that week progresses, dozens of boats are seen, depressingly enough 
magazine photos do a world of wonder for the tired, dilapidated and sometimes 
derelict condition of many of these vessels in the second hand market.  One 
broker has a better class of boats, but double the price planned, the new and 
shiny interiors are attractive but still none of them have the right layout or ‘magic’.   
 
To give full consideration to the whole market, brand-new narrowboats are 
shopped.  There is still nothing tempting amongst the new boats either.  For 
example, a fixed double bed is another “must” in addition to the cruiser style 
stern.  Many of the new boats have only a convertible settee in the saloon.  I 
cannot envisage creating a bed every day.  Another has a stylish ‘walk-through’ 
bathroom with no doors.  Beautiful, but how about guests?  Many of the new 
boats are strictly for holidays not liveaboard cruising.   
 
Broads cruisers in East Anglia are also a possibility, a type of fiberglass cruiser 
that can do most of the English canals except for the very narrow ones.  Rob has 
planned a week there at a river cottage in the country town of Reedham near 
Norfolk.  After that, France or Holland will be shopped for peniches and the 
canals of England will be forsaken for the present.     
 
Several days into the hunt there is a beauty – lovely new exterior paint job 
(burgundy, not red) and a clean, attractive interior with a bathroom that does not 
need retiling or renovation.  The broker bargains a bit on the price but will not 
come down as far as we wanted.  He drives us back to the train station on a 
beautiful sunny afternoon in the heart of England.   The air is warm and there is 
problem: the search is not producing anything.   
 
It isn’t only the quality of the boats.  The open-ended idea of traveling on to 
France, then to Holland and then wherever is becoming oppressive: time to get 
the show on the road – or rather waterway.  The broker is called back.  “We will 
put an offer on Harriet-Anne” and he returns to the train station to bring us back 
to the marina.   A re-inspection of Harriet Anne reveals she has no 240V AC ring, 
which means there is no shore power electric socket.  Not a big difficulty to install 
since but a surprising lack.  After renegotiating the price to accommodate the 
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fitting of an AC ring the sales contract is drawn up and a deposit check handed 
over.   
 
The deposit is refundable for any reason, which is a relief since finding a broads 
cruiser is still a possibility.  Just before traveling to Reedham we rent a car and 
visit the remaining marinas.   
 
The boats are still unremarkable and there is more confidence of the choice of 
Harriet Anne.  After the last brokerage it’s late in the day and the sun is setting in 
a picturesque landscape of green farmland.  This region is called “The Heart of 
England” and deserves the name; south east of Birmingham, the canals and 
bridges proliferate.  As Rob speeds back to the hotel, one major marina in 
Braunston was missed and he is driving right by it.  Reluctant to break his driving 
reverie in these rolling hills he agrees to make a quick, last, final stop and then 
put our minds to rest that we have the best candidate in narrowboats. 
 
At the marina there is the usual routine: get the listing sheet, the keys, the map 
and look at the boat.  Most all of the sales sheets say ‘Under Offer’ and after 
eliminating traditional boats, too expensive ones or too small ones there is only 
one left in hand out of the dozens on the wall.  “Ark Mariner” fits all the criteria 
and is only a thousand pounds more than the offer on “Harriet Anne”.  The 
weather is holding out, still glorious and warm in the setting sun on the walk 
down the docks.  The boat is bright red, a good sign.  Rob unlocks the door and 
enters.  My eyes try to adjust to the dark inside as the curtains are closed.  
Drawing them aside it dawns on us at the same time: this is the new Oo-La-La.  
Rob says it just as I am taking in the oiled ribbon mahogany, the golden oak 
walls, the built-in glass cabinets and perfect joinery work.  Love at first sight and 
in about ten seconds or less we run back to the marina office.  There is no 
question; no doubt, this is the boat of our dreams and even better.   
 
The timing is uncanny.  Just a few minutes before entering the office, the show 
sheet was placed on the rack.  No one else had a chance to see the boat.  The 
down side is the full price has to be offered so early in the game.  Without 
hesitation that is done.  A large cruiser stern, bedroom forward with built in 
cabinets, and a huge saloon complete with two leather reclining armchairs. There 
are all the electrics plus an inverter for extra power in the battery system. 
 
“Harriet Anne” is not to be for us and the broker agrees to send the deposit back.  
There are possibly more complications to follow if (God forbid) there is yet a third 
in Norfolk; that is put out of mind as a blissful week on a river cottage waits. 
 
The Broads Cruiser is a radically different vessel from the traditional English 
narrowboat.  Of fiberglass (GRP) construction, wide beam, about 11-13 feet with 
2-3 levels with wheel steering, most have sliding roofs whereas narrowboats are 
steel construction; only about 8-9 feet wide, single level throughout and tiller 
steering with fixed rooftops.  Driving a Broads Cruiser is like steering a car since 
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the controls are in the front, while a narrowboat has controls at the back like a 
sailboat.  Broads Cruisers are mostly holiday boats, not purpose built for full time 
living aboard but Rob is tempted by their higher speed and streamlined 
appearance.  Most of the Cruisers are old, 20 years old or more, and retirees of 
hire boat companies.  The narrowboats are generally 10 years old or newer and 
privately owned with no aging fiberglass to restore.  Thus a narrowboat is 
preferred but there could be surprises.   
 
The east coast is also the home of ‘wherries’, beautiful wood hulled sailboats that 
are traditional to this area.  A wherry is not a consideration, just beautiful to 
behold whilst under sail.   
 
On the drive across the country from the Midlands to East Anglia the landscape 
changes dramatically from rolling green hills to marshy flat fens.  Hours of flat 
fens or marshland and then the busy town of Norwich, the regional capital 
appears with its impressive church spire on a hilltop.  Through the city and then 
out onto twisty country roads towards the tiny hamlet of Reedham on the River 
Yare. Reedham is situated on a road that runs alongside the river; Windrush 
cottage, a 200-year-old house, is hidden away from the main road and pocketed 
on the water just outside town.  Once through the front door an enchanting, 
unique view of the Yare greets you; a huge picture window perfectly frames an 
uninterrupted view of water and rolling marshland.  Outside is a small garden 
with a boat dock and pavillion, the kind of place to spend hours entertained by 
the ambiance alone.  Bags deposited in the foyer, our host waits at the Rose 
Cottage in town.  This is also his mother’s home, an old ex-pub with extremely 
low-beamed ceilings and an impressive rose garden.  
  
After a briefing about the local attractions and where to get groceries, the 
neighborhood pubs are passed up to relax by the water and watch restored 
wherries and broads cruisers slip past the backyard in the bright afternoon 
sunshine.  It’s a private show of all the different East Anglia watercraft and 
changes constantly.  After two intense weeks, finally, a time for reflection.   
    
The weather is perfect except for the day chosen to take the local train out to the 
coast for some sightseeing.  Thunder and rain explode from the sky after days of 
puffy clouds and gentle breezes.  So, deprived of the backyard reverie, raincoats 
are shrugged on, umbrellas and boots pulled out to head out to the train station 
for the coastal town of Yarmouth, a place without much of a reputation, most 
people say not to bother, too tawdry, lots of carnivals, a bit shabby, and so on.  
However, the train is not running to Yarmouth on this day and the only coastal 
destination is Lowestoftt. 
 
The rain continues unabated on arrival at this old seaport.  Lowestoftt is an 
ancient fishing town with historic sailing vessels that import fish from 
Scandinavia, there are also huge cargo carriers and dozens of life saving boats 
in the large harbor.  Set on a steep hillside over looking the thrashing gray sea 
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there are many stories of shipwrecks; the ghosts of sailors are palpable in the 
narrow walkways called “scores” that rise directly up to town from the docks.  The 
wind whistles through these paths, whispering over the worn out steps and 
chilling the stone walls.  Cromwell walked here along with Swedish captains and 
English merchant sailors.  At “Sailor’s Score” the twisty hidden corners appear 
expressly designed to rob sailors, too perfectly built for crime to explore any 
further and, anyway, the day is slipping by so time to race back to the train 
station.   
 
The rain comes down in solid sheets and umbrellas are useless in the driving 
wind.  On arrival at the station, the train just left and there is 2 hours before the 
next. Back outside, astonishingly; people are sitting on the beach and children 
splash about in the water with no thought about wind and rain.  The British mania 
for the shore is evident as these soggy beach comers refuse to give into nature’s 
battering.  With beach blankets solidly anchored to the sand, no one is pulling up 
stakes.  The stoic sight is remarkable for Americans who would never tolerate a 
wet beach blanket. 
 
All there is for shelter is a row of derelict pubs just off of the main Esplanade near 
the beach.  Most likely more places where sailors have been robbed.  Popping 
into the first two, Sailor’s Score looked safer and despite the rain, we keep going.  
Finally there is a congenial crowd.  There the time is passed with another couple 
on holiday, Paul and Maria and their sad eyed but perky little dog, Buster.  The 
time flies again and it’s a race to catch the train after some hurried goodbyes. 
 
Good weather returns the next day and the haunted alleys and rugged seascape 
of Lowestofft fade away in the gentle breeze of the River Yare.  A good contrast, 
it increases appreciation of this idyllic site and gentle inland water cruising. 
 
Back on the quest for the best boat, visits are paid to brokers in Wroxham and 
Horning, towns close to Reedham.  Both of these places are heavily touristic and 
teeming with people hanging over the bridges, lolling about in cafes and jamming 
the road with cars.  Wroxham has very narrow and twisting roads between 
ancient stone houses so progress is slow but eventually the marinas are 
reached.   
 
The broads cruisers for sale are fairly dilapidated and basic.  Cheap carpeting 
covers the interior walls; there is little closet space and too many berths for just 
one couple and occasional guests.  Built for vacationers there are ten berths or 
so with only a couple of floor lockers to toss in weekend bags.  The fiberglass 
tends to be tired and cracked.   
 
It’s apparent that Ark Mariner has taken her hold on us; there is no drive left to 
seek out other contenders.  The adventure is blooming, here, in England on its 
varied and remarkable waterways.  A week of watching boats cruise the Yare 
has been cathartic and inspiring as well.  Thus the final decision is made in the 
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Norfolk Broads to stand by the contract on Ark Mariner soon to be renamed Oo-
La-La.  The hunt is over, let’s start living the dream.   
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Chapter 2- The Grand Union to London 
 
On return to Braunston the survey goes well and the sale is finalized.  We move 
on board and order the behemoth bags from the port of Southampton.  As 
promised they are delivered within two days right to the dock.  The sight is 
discouraging at first when these five gigantic lumps are rolled off the dolly with 
difficulty.  They look almost as big as the boat.  Then the riddle “How do you eat 
an elephant?” comes to mind: the answer is “Bite by bite.”  After two days they 
are unloaded, piece-by-piece, unpacking each item and finding its place.  In the 
end a home is found for everything and the boat consumed it all without anything 
poking out.  The hi-fi is the only casualty, doing a dramatic demise with a loud 
bang and a black stream of smoke as Rob plugs in the converter. 
 
While unloading the goods, a sign painter is found who will paint the new name 
onto the side of the boat and her prow.  He is a character who looks very 
qualified in his paint splattered overalls and floppy hat.  His appearance boosts 
confidence in his ability; clearly this is his profession.  “Would you like a dancing 
girl next to the name?” he asks.  Oo-La-La sometimes conjures up the most 
interesting images in people’s heads.  No, just some decorative scrolls and 
ribbons will do fine.  Working freehand, his skillful execution of the job is 
fascinating to watch. Done in a day and the result is splendid: an elegant red, 
cream, white and blue script framed with decorative floating streamers.    
 
The weather is very windy and boats struggle into the sharp entrance of the 
marina and maneuver with difficulty into and out of their slips.  When living on the 
sailboat in Florida we watched boat collisions result in huge shouting matches.  
The delicate gelcoat of fiberglass makes any collision an unhappy experience so 
there’s a lot of sensitivity about this.  However, these vessels are made of steel, 
maybe there’s a difference. 
 
At the marina the broker, Tim Coghlan, introduces another American.  Brian is 
selling his beautiful narrowboat of six years to return to the States.  He has a 
strange tale to tell.  Happily married for 20 years, he and his wife settled into an 
idyllic life of six months a year on the canals during spring and summer and six 
months in Thailand during the winter.  But he is alone now.  Three weeks 
previously, he was moored alongside another boat for just one day.  Within 24 
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hours, his wife had taken a liking to the captain of this boat and they were 
“canoodling” (Brian’s word) in front of him, declaring their love.  She moved her 
things off of the Lenten Rose and left poor Brian.  He had to work singlehanded 
through the locks as he came to Braunston Marina to sell the boat.  It is a sad 
and strange tale but he doesn’t look unhappy.  Maybe he is still in shock since 
his boat sold within three days.  Or could he have wanted to split anyway?  Tim 
invites us all out for dinner at a quiet tucked away restaurant in the country with a 
superb menu that features fresh trout.  Brian is more than happy to chat about 
his experience and during dinner he denies there had been any problems 
between he and his wife before this incident.  He is anxious to go back to 
America and learn how to roller blade in Florida.  Maybe the canals do strange 
things to people. Tim says he has heard many such stories.  Most likely he could 
write an interesting book. 
 
Friday night the Wheatsheaf Inn is crowded with people, standing room only, to 
see a popular band called “Strangers’.  We arrive early and catch a couple of 
seats at a table.  The band starts up and they are hot.  Singing perfect renditions 
from Fleetwood Mac the lead female singer resembles a young and beautiful 
Stevie Nicks.  They even have stage lights and smoke effects.  Sharing the table 
with us is a gentleman about 90 years old; he talks to us about living in 
Braunston since he was born.  When he gets up to say goodbye, a friendly and 
younger woman takes his seat.  Pat needs a break from standing in the crowd 
around the music and her husband Trevor brings her a glass of ale, then returns 
to watch the band that is very good.  We start chatting and become good friends 
as they introduce us to other locals in the pub. 
 
One of our marina neighbors is also very amiable.  Tony is an experienced 
boater and runs a narrowboat ferry service in London.  He helps us to get 
acquainted with the nuances of steering the boat in the marina and gives 
encouragement when he comments that Oo-La-La steers well.  In September the 
cruising season is still very active and there are many boats in the canal.  So 
about a week after moving aboard the maiden voyage is at hand.    
 
Braunston sits just outside the junction of the Oxford Canal and the Grand Union.  
The sharp angle exiting the marina is maneuvered successfully on the approach 
to the Oxford, less congested than the Grand Union.  Even so, there are several 
boats double-parked and another approaching.  With barely enough room to 
squeeze past each other contact is inevitable.  Slowing the engine down and 
moving over as much as possible without touching the moored boats we attempt 
to pass the oncoming boat as if it were a fiberglass sailboat.   Just then, the 
owner of the moored boat comes out and instead of fending off he strongly 
suggests to “lean on” his boat and give the throttle more power.  Exactly the 
opposite of any expected reaction.  Doing as he says, gunnels on each side 
squeak loudly as the boats rub by.  Everyone is happy, a pleasant shock not to 
have problems with intimate contact, as happens with fiberglass boats. 
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So the maiden voyage goes off well and lessons on lock operation are next. 
 
It’s mid-September, a Sunday; time is nigh to leave Braunston Marina.  Although 
Tim is kindly encouraging us to take a mooring at the marina, we feel too isolated 
to spend the winter here.  Instead the plan is to moor in London where there is a 
marina that is supposed to be a train ride from the center of the city.  Later on 
there is a surprise in that respect.   
 
The first day out on the water is beautiful, sunny and very crowded.  Saturday, 
the day before, was so jam-packed the boats vied for position to leave the dock 
and it looked best to stay put.  Folks that live in a proper house and go boating 
only for weekends and vacations make Saturday a very intense time in the 
marina.   
 
The Grand Union is the mainline artery of canals in England and a direct route 
from Braunston to London.  Immediately outside of the marina is a flight of seven 
locks – The Braunston Locks – and education begins.   
 
Locks.  Without them there would be no canals.  These simple and ingenious 
devices enable watercraft to go from one water level to another thereby 
negotiating hills and valleys within the interior of a country’s terrain.  Composed 
of a large heavy gate at each end of a roughly 60-foot rectangular basin, it is 
emptied or filled using gate or ground paddles at the top or bottom of the lock.  A 
boat may be lifted or dropped only a few inches or may change as much as 24 
feet up or down.  Some canals have hundreds of locks, others have very few.  
While they are absolutely vital to the existence of canals, boaters do not hugely 
love them.  Each one takes about 20 minutes to pass through and some can be 
physically challenging.  Boaters have fallen into the lock while working the gates 
or paddles that can be very stiff and heavy.  A metal windlass is used to wind the 
paddles up or down and should be locked in with the ‘pawl’ if one’s hand is taken 
off of it; if not the weight of the paddle can send the windlass whizzing, crashing 
down causing serious injury.  Many locks in England are single width, allowing 
only one boat at a time through; doublewides let two boats pass through 
together.  We are about to go through some doubles, typical of locks on the 
Grand Union canal.  Upon leaving, good etiquette says to close the gate after the 
boat in order to conserve water usage.  A day of heavy locking is an excellent 
substitute for the gym.   
 
The day is bright and the atmosphere bubbly with holidaymakers eager to enjoy 
the Indian summer.  Locking through with so many boats coming and going both 
ways is much easier than being alone.  Several hands are available to push open 
the gates and the work is peppered with conversation and jokes.  It’s a very 
sociable morning. 
 
Our first locking partner is a bright green boat named “Scorpion” manned by a 
couple who have done a few dozen locks that day, judging from their windblown 
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hair and red faces.  There is a look heavenward when they are told this is the first 
lock ever and instruction is needed, please.  A first time for everyone, isn’t there?  
Windlass firmly in hand, I learn locking while Rob drives the boat, a decision to 
reverse later on.  
 
Mr. Scorpion shows me the finer points.  “Never let the paddle crash down, 
always wind it down.”  I dutifully follow his instructions.  Around the third lock up a 
roguish boat is in front and on the approach the captain cheekily asks to close his 
gates as he leaves.  Mr. Scorpion is rightly put out and shakes his head.  “Its not 
supposed to be that way.”  Ah, not all boaters do the ‘right’ thing.  The mongrel’s 
gates are closed behind him.  Scorpion is a friendly boat and his wife 
compliments me on ‘not being just a pretty face’.   Rob has the worse end of the 
deal since their exhaust is very strong motoring in the locks while they fill.  Lucky 
me, I am on the bank, out of the smoke. 
 
Having successfully negotiated the seven locks, the Braunston Tunnel, 2042 
yards long comes up next.  A spooky and drippy experience and nice to be out in 
the sunshine at the end of it. 
 
Outside the tunnel is ‘Tredowr’ a blue boat that has seen its share of canals.  The 
crew of ‘Tredowr’ is in a merry mood, helped by the glasses of wine in their 
cockpit. They are two couples, long time friends, just ending a two-week holiday.  
Professors at Lockheed engineering, they will be going back to school soon.  
‘Tredowr’ has brought them through 20 years of narrowboating; a faithful vessel. 
 
As they pull into their home marina and wave goodbye the picture book villages 
of Weedon and Bugbrooke pass by and the Old Wharf restaurant docks look like 
a good spot to stay overnight.  This is near a boat brokerage last visited by car 
whilst shopping for the boat.  The area looks completely different arriving by 
water instead of tarmac, more inviting and cozy.  The pub is charmingly 
decorated with sea storybooks, photos of working narrowboats, canal bits and 
bobs along with a huge fireplace and stone hearth.  One particularly memorable 
photo features a narrowboat named “Titanica”; a lady sits above the name that 
describes her more than the boat.  A snug nook near the huge fireplace is a good 
place to relax the muscles and try some local brew. 
 
The morning dawns bright and sunny, atypical for England this time of year and 
adds to the thrill of being under way.  Chugging past Gayton Junction where an 
arm of the Grand Union goes to Northampton, up comes Blisworth Tunnel, 3057 
yards, the longest navigable tunnel in Britain apart from the Dudley that is only 
open to electrically powered craft.  On entering the mouth the sky turns cloudy 
and gray and the tunnel is narrower and darker than the Braunston tunnel.  A bad 
omen.  After about 100 yards another boat passes.  Although friendly hellos are 
exchanged, the intense darkness and the echoes of water drip-dripping from the 
roof reminds one of the River Styx.  With hollow reverberation, Rob’s voice 
comes through with a little edge of panic in it.  “I’ve lost power.”  Lost power?  
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Yes indeed, there is no forward movement although the engine is going and 
sounds fine.  What to do?  The light from the entrance behind is almost gone as 
Oo-La-La drifts along with the current.  There is no light visible at all at the other 
end, which is considerably farther away.  Turning the boat around is impossible 
as the width is only 16 feet wide and Oo-La-La is 55 feet long.  The only way is to 
pole back.  In the days when narrowboats were drawn by horses, boats were 
propelled through a tunnel by ‘poling’ against the tunnel walls.  In very narrow 
tunnels the boaters would even use their feet to walk the boat through.  This 
tunnel is not that narrow.   
 
After about 45 minutes the boat has been pushed backwards and emerges out 
from the entrance, thankfully no other craft has approached.  The propeller is 
checked and okay.  The engine is running fine.  Revving up, the boat has power 
again and is ready to head for the entrance of the tunnel at full speed.  Whoa!  
Do that again?  The other option is to back up three miles to the nearest town of 
Bugbrooke that was left in the morning; now it’s lunchtime.  These boats are 
famous for not backing up easily.  Oo-La-La doesn’t have a bow-thruster; without 
this the bow swings around as the stern wobbly leads the way.  With a deep 
breath we eye the entrance of the longest tunnel in Britain and take the plunge 
again.  This time the passage goes smoothly and there’s a big exhalation at the 
other end.  Travel continues on, the matter to be explored later on with a 
competent mechanic. 
 
Through the next set of locks there is ‘Argon’ for company, a tiny boat with a 
cheerful set of two friends on a merry jaunt.  Graham, in a pork pie hat, worn as it 
should be, works the locks.  He has lived in the area all of his life, but says on the 
canals nothing looks the same.  The secret life of the canals is not just for 
travelers but enjoyed by locals as well. 
 
The lockgates are getting a heavier, or maybe the muscles are kicking in with the 
previous days work.  Ahead is another flight of seven locks in Stoke Bruern and 
about a dozen schoolboys are sitting on the gate arm, lolling about.  Here is lots 
of raw muscle power just aching to be tested.  So, instead of shooing them off 
the gates, they are asked if they can give a hand.  Lo and behold six able bodies 
push the gate open happily and politely.  They want to help with the next lock and 
enthusiastically walk down the towpath alongside the boat.  It’s Pied Piper with a 
windlass instead of a whistle.  On the third lock another boater comes through, a 
round and stubby lady who mechanically plows through the youngsters to push 
the gate.  Then she notices the crestfallen faces around her.  “Oh!” she says as 
she relinquishes the heavy gate to happy youngsters.  Their spirit to help and be 
part of the work is touching; the kids just want to be part of the scene.   
 
That night home is the tiny village of Cosgrove along with the guys from ‘Argon’.  
Cosgrove is a sleepy place with some very heavy construction on the canals; 
obviously speculative building going on in a quaint location within commuting 
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distance to London.  The happy hour crowd is sophisticated Londoners and looks 
a good place to have clandestine rendezvous. 
 
One of the best parts about traveling in one’s home is mealtimes.  Instead of 
taking potluck in a local pub or expensive restaurant there is fresh produce in 
season along with a choice bottle of wine for a delicious meal on board.  The 
kitchen is equipped with a full size gas stove and oven.  The fridge is small but is 
standard for the many English homes.  American size fridges are still a luxury. By 
the time the dishes are washed, there is a little energy for evening television, if 
the reception is good, and then sleep is irresistible.  Maybe it’s all the fresh air 
and exercise, sleep comes easily. 
 
Farewell to Cosgrove at 10AM, the next lock is about a quarter of a mile away.  
On entering the filled lock, the engine loses power again and OO-LA-LA heads 
for the gate at full speed without a brake.  The gate is holding back several tons 
of water about 10 feet above the canal and might not withstand the boat plowing 
against it.  Quickly a wrap around bollard stops the advance and holds.  But now 
the problem must be examined.  
 
This is a popular mooring spot and inquiries about a competent mechanic in the 
area get the towpath telegraph buzzing.   A boater comes jogging over and 
points across the canal to a fellow in blue work suit.  “There’s your man.”  He 
gives a shout and the blue suit waves, saying he’ll be over in an hour. 
 
An hour later John Maloney introduces himself.  Amused eyes twinkle under thick 
black and silver hair as he listens to the trouble.  He’s full of amusing anecdotes 
while pulling up the floorboards and wiggling into the engine room.  A hand rolled 
cigarette is permanently attached to the corner of his mouth and the well worn 
look of his hands show years of engine work.  “Used to live on a narrowboat 
myself.  Live in a house now.”  He and Rob mull over the various reasons for the 
loss of propulsion.  In the meantime, John Maloney changes our oil filters, has 
the ‘missus’ ferry over a new air filter along with the fresh oil.  His ‘number one 
son’, a younger version of himself, a budding mechanic comes over for a chat.  
Finally John stands up and makes an announcement.  “I reckon it’s your 
alternator.” The theory is the alternator kicks in and puts too much stress on the 
engine, then fails to put power into the propeller, favoring a charge on the 
alternator.  The solution is to rev the engine in neutral and then put in gear 
whenever the problem occurs.   
 
Relieved that it is not so much a problem as a ‘quirk’ travel recommences a little 
over enthusiasticly.  Passing by moored boats at the great speed of around 4 
knots an indignant fellow assails us.  “Slow down!  You’re going like a Bloody 
Rocket!” For a moment Rob just stares in shock at him.  Bloody Rocket?  
Startled, he edges the throttle down to 3 knots, 2-3 knots past moored boats is 
the limit.  There is no problem with bumping a boat here and there but do not go 
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by with any wake whatsoever or you risk getting told off.  Also some folks just like 
hollering at other boats.  ‘Bloody Rocket’ is a chuckle, an oxymoron to beat all.  
 
Continuing down the Grand Union toward London the locks disappear for about a 
dozen miles and there is uninterrupted cruising.  This is the hinterlands of Milton 
Keynes, a sprawling planned development designed for people that commute to 
London.  A narrowboat festival was hosted here back in August.  It was a shock 
to drive to Milton Keynes.   
 
Picture this:  You are cruising in your car through villages that are hundreds of 
years old, quaint black-and-white timber buildings, green rolling farmland, gothic 
churches, cottages covered in ivy and warm timbered pubs are the norm.  Now 
you are on a highway going through some open land.  Lots of open, flat land.  
Gone are the rolling green hills.  The air is cool but the scenery resembles a 
featureless stretch of Texas or Florida.   Plastic cows and nonsensical ‘public art’ 
in weird shapes pop up occasionally.  A tall glass office building, then another 
and then clusters of them pop up all around.  The landscaping is skimpy, and the 
environment is built for the automobile and goes on for miles and miles.  
Welcome to George Orwell’s England.   
 
Cruising by narrowboat through the area is another story.  Milton Keynes 
illustrates how canals wind through the most banal places and yet pick up some 
magic and mystery.  There are open stretches of green fields, a beautiful 
aqueduct and mooring in a quiet spot surrounded by trees.  There’s no trace of 
highway din in the background.  The guidebook tries hard stating that Great 
Linford, an area near the mooring, is the site of a large medieval village ruin.   
Early the next morning, this site is searched for in a foggy wet walk.  While 
tramping through a new jogging path, complete with exercise stops, a playground 
and over a modern humpbacked bridge a lady walking her dog is asked where 
this great site might be.  She looks quizzical, “Well, I suppose its here but I never 
heard of it.”  So much for history, Milton Keynes. 
 
The next day the real England comes back with a couple of droll town names like 
Fenny Stratford and Leighton Buzzard; charming 17th century market towns with 
excellent spots to shop for food.  Leighton Buzzard is a popular site; there are 
dozens of boats here.  Many are permanent liveaboards.  The supermarket is 
located directly on the canal, there is a mooring just for shoppers and a good 
place to stay for the night.   
 
It’s important to eat well since plenty of energy is needed for all the locks.  By 
Marsworth the next day around 5PM we are “knackered” as they say in Britain.  
After tidying up the boat and us there’s time to go into town. 
 
Marsworth is a fine-looking farm village that has become an upscale commuter 
burg of London.  The substantial stone buildings are well preserved and 
converted to beautiful large homes with sumptuous gardens and double glazed 
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windows.  There is an attractive pub called The Red Lion (the most popular name 
for a pub in Great Britain) but the doorknob won’t budge.  Closed at 5:30 on a 
Friday night.  There is no posting of hours on the window or door.  Back home to 
make dinner.  7PM and time to try again.  The door opens and ‘wow’ the place is 
jumping.  It’s an elaborately cushioned room about 10 feet square packed with at 
least 15 people; every spot is taken but there is space to squeeze in and become 
the center of attention.  Someone must have talked and betrayed the accent.  
“From America are you?  Whereabouts?  What brings you here?”  The reply “Our 
narrowboat” makes curiosity in the room just grow.  “On your WHAT?  You 
actually bought one of those things? And never even rented one before?”  We 
are that evening’s entertainment and don’t mind at all.  Several people join in 
conversation and we can’t buy a drink.  It’s a great and lively party that probably 
ended in the wee hours but no one notices the time. 
 
The next day feels great, strangely enough.  Physically the work of locking and 
walking between locks is having a positive effect.  The good cheer and fun gives 
a boost even if too much of the local brew was had.  London-ho! 
 
Berkhamstead the next day; the towns are getting bigger and more populated as 
the great metropolis of London approaches.  On the way there are some 
characters.  
 
It is the last week of September and very few boats are cruising although the 
weather is perfect.  Boats out and about tend to be privately owned, liveaboard 
and eccentric.  One gentleman is by himself on his well loved boat along with 
several tiny dogs.  “I’m a canalholic!”  he declares.  “Used to have a wife and kids 
but I’d rather be on the boat even if the wife won’t go.”  His kids are all grown up; 
he has been cruising from the Leeds and Liverpool Canal since early May.   
 
Another boat features a young couple on a working barge.  They have a ‘working 
butty’ which is an engineless narrowboat towed behind an open plan narrowboat 
with engine.  The ‘butty’ is lived in and the other boat carries whatever the trade 
may be: wood, fuel of all sorts, grain, tools or even artwork and canalia.  This is 
still a common sight on the English canals and used to be even more familiar but 
it’s a difficult life that few wish to continue. This couple has rasta style blond 
dreadlocks each down to their knees and distinctive hardware in their noses and 
ears.  Tradition continues with new style that’s a far cry from lace bonnets, 
aprons and bowler hats.  
 
Sunday morning is a gray day in Berkhamstead.  Cold inside the boat - the 
propane gas has run out.  Oo-La-La uses a lot of propane for the heater and 
stove.  Rob is muttering curses that he can’t make the internet function properly 
on the laptop computer.  Outside the cabin there’s the smell of pigs in this town 
surrounded by farms.  Every day can’t always be great.   
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Eventually some Calor gas is located so the boat warms up and Rob logs on 
successfully to the internet.  A move upwind of the pig farm and the air smells 
fresh again.  Now the boat is clean and warm and the sun is out.  At lunch  a 
typical English pub serves up spicy dishes of Tikka Masala.  One of the quirks of 
English culture is the delicious Thai or Indian cuisine that is served as often as 
bangers and mash in traditional pubs.  The kitchen is actually run by a person of 
Indian or Oriental origin serving incredibly delicious meals at very cheap prices.  
Spotted dick and haggis have to wait another day. 
 
On the cruise away from Berkenstead the landscape becomes crowded; towns, 
people, houses and civilization are more frequent.  Excursion boats with tourists 
cruise by.  One is filled with children of about 10 years old and they chant the 
name. “Oo-La-La, that’s my favorite boat!” a girl pipes out.   
 
As the countryside fades into urbanity still many charming canalside cottages 
remain.  There is delight in feeding swans and ducks; thousands of them live on 
the English canals.  Swans are protected and each has a ring around one leg 
with the location and year tagged.  The annual tradition of ‘swan-upping’ takes an 
army of people to tag the yearlings.  In medieval England swans used to be on 
the menu, hard to imagine now.   
 
Ducks don’t fare as well although they give immense pleasure from their antics.  
They are still served up in restaurants and easy to shop for in the grocery store.  
Duck breast is on the menu on board, with a rich flavor that easily rivals steak.  
Since England is still suffering from the aftershock of BSE or mad cow disease 
and hoof and mouth as well, duck is a good substitute for beef.  Rob is sanguine; 
he used to hunt ducks and is perfectly happy to shop for his quarry.   
 
Rob is very content to steer but is finally convinced to exchange the tiller for a 
windlass and let his wife drive the boat.  Surprisingly few women drive, odd that 
they do the heavy work while the men sit back and steer.   With some practice 
and experience it easy to drive a narrowboat.  Despite the extreme distance from 
tiller to bow, pointing the bow without banging into a gate or bridge is easy.  The 
trickiest part is picking up the lock slave by idling close enough to the bank to let 
them hop back on.  Sometimes the edge is too shallow or the wind blows the 
boat around.  It feels good to drive and is worth the struggle to be ‘Captain’. 
 
This is unquestionably London’s outer reach as the scenery degrades into 
faceless industrial parks, parking lots, and even garbage dumps.  After Cowley 
Lock there are a couple of miles of small business lots and a car hangs in the 
trees over the canal.  The windows are smashed in so it’s assumed no one 
needs saving.   
 
Eventually industry gives way to housing estates and Willowtree Marina.  There’s 
a sharp 90-degree turn; this might be home for the winter.   It is highly 
recommended by boaters in Braunston.  Indeed everything looks good, very neat 
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and pretty.  The manager is friendly and Oo-La-La will stay a day or two to see 
how it is. 
 
Willowtree Marina is in the suburb of Yeading that barely registers on the London 
tube map, being a 20 minute bus ride to get to the tube station and the wait for 
the bus takes as long as half an hour thus adding almost an hour to the trip.  A 
two-hour commute each way during the winter will be unbearable.  What to do?  
The limit for mooring in London’s Little Venice is 14 days at a time and a deposit 
of almost 200 pounds was already made.  Nevertheless, Yeading is an unsightly 
suburb with few amenities and the goal is to stay in London for the winter.  A 
solution must be found. 
 
Arriving in London at Paddington Station there is another surprise.  The entire 
Paddington area is under very heavy construction and soon to be glorious 
around the canal.  However, right now there is a maze of chainlink fence and 
bulldozers.  Through the rubble it’s a 30-minute walk to Little Venice, an oasis of 
narrowboats, dozens of them, all living peacefully in the heart of a fashionable 
section of London and away from the construction chaos of Paddington.  There 
inquiries are made at the British Waterways office for a mooring.   
 
The receptionist is not sympathetic.  “Well, if you apply now you might get in for 
next year.”  That won’t work.  She offers another mooring area outside Islington, 
at Angel, a remote spot in a seedy neighborhood.  Gloomily the tube is taken 
back to Yeading. 
 
The weather continues to be marvelous.  Sunny skies, temperatures in the low 
70s and mild breezes every day are a standing order; the kind of weather that 
makes one optimistic and ready to fling cautious measure to the wind.  
 
It’s decided to sail into London and wing it; jump into the middle of the big city 
with no idea of where to moor before the canal closes for winter repairs on the 
locks.  Somehow winter will be in the ‘real’ London but exactly how isn’t plain at 
the moment.  Optimism prevails and in the interim there is time to cruise.  It is 
October 1 and a glorious month lingers ahead.  
  
Oo-La-La pulls out of Willowtree Marina like an uncaged butterfly.  The marina is 
lovely but fenced in like a prison yard.  Back on the canal there is the freedom of 
movement and a sense of adventure.  A tiny boat named ‘Cracker’ buzzes down 
on our stern (very un-English like behavior).  As he passes he shouts an apology 
“Sorry!  Can’t slow the motor down, only goes one speed!”  He is waved on with 
a laugh; it’s not our job to police the waterways. 
 
The trip between Willowtree and London is only about three hours.  Most of the 
journey is industrial wastescape but there is also a pretty stretch of park and golf 
course.  The entire way a huge thunderhead follows behind but on entering Little 
Venice the sun breaks out with a blue sky and the storm cloud veers away.  
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Londontown waterway entrance is marked by a wrought iron gold and black 
painted bridge, very lovely.   
 
It is amazing to be here, in Little Venice.  Last year it was only a dream to have a 
boat here.  This is a special, long time community of narrowboaters, each one 
with its own personality and character.   A popular place, British Waterways has 
its hands full chasing out liveaboards who want to stay longer than the 14 days 
allowed.   
 
Oo-La-La cruises past a couple of dozen boats moored at the temporary 
moorings at the end of which is the BW office.  A tiny blue and gold painted 
bridge floats overhead, close enough to reach up and touch.  Past this bridge is a 
basin with a little island in the middle.  Here the excursion boats are parked along 
with some huge Dutch barges.  One is an art gallery.  The boat is spun around in 
the basin and back up to the temporary moorings in Little Venice.   
 
Someone is shouting, in fact he is shouting Rob’s name.  It’s Tony from the 
Braunston Marina!  He is steering the ferry between Camden Lock and Little 
Venice and gives a hearty wave.  Later he comes down the towpath to see how 
the trip was and invite us out for some brew in a fashionable London watering 
hole. Welcome to Little Venice, London. 
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 Chapter 3- The Mighty Thames  
 
It is October and there is no sight of winter or rain.  Fall weather continues to be 
bright, warm and balmy in London.  Next door is a gorgeous new narrowboat in 
cream and black called Ironis with the kitchen in the front of the boat with big 
picture windows; in the large forward cratch is a full size motorcycle.  In the stern 
the owner is working in his woodshop, turning small pieces that look like 
decorative finials.  This is a boat that was specially ordered and designed to suit 
the lifestyle of this couple.   
 
Some rain falls after a few days and Rob looks up an old friend.  Renee is an 
American who has lived in London for over 15 years.   A bohemian artist, his flat 
is a seven-story walk up in a beautiful historic building in the neighborhood of 
Farringdon, north London.  Seven stories is a lot, but these are seven stories of 
15-foot ceilings so in reality it’s the equivalent of about 10 stories in modern 
dimensions.  He has lived in this apartment for several years and is in good 
cardiac condition. 
 
His place is covered with his own colorful and bold artwork.  He can’t suppress 
the urge to create; a huge easel stands in his kitchen with a large mound of multi 
colored pastels on a table and a work is in progress at all times.  A cheerful guy, 
he makes delicious seafood pasta served with hearty Bulgarian wine.   
 
He is also familiar with some musical haunts in London and  ‘Seven Mile Walk’ a 
superb Irish band consisting of a beautiful red haired violin player and silver 
toned singer, along with two multi-talented musicians. A week is spent frolicking 
in this incredible city, seeing ‘Phantom of the Opera’ and riding on the London 
Eye for a panoramic view.   
 
London is grand but the weather is too good to resist and further adventures 
beckon.  Tony encourages travel on the Thames River.  It’s a daunting prospect; 
a narrowboat is really designed only for the canals, not tidal rivers.  Pictures of 
the boat going backward with some fierce current keep coming to mind.  Never 
mind, go for it. 
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In order to enter the Thames from the Grand Union canal in London, one must 
book ahead at Brentford, a huge lock with a lock keeper tower so that all vessels 
can be observed in both the river and the canal.  It is booked in advance so that 
the gates open during high tide; otherwise the lock cannot fill properly.  High tide 
will last for a few hours, just enough time to scoot in at the next lock in 
Teddington.  According to the tidal chart, Oo-La-La needs to be at the Brentford 
lock by 8AM on the day of travel.   
 
On the way to Brentford there are a dozen or so canal locks to get through.  Just 
outside the last one is a gigantic boat yard that handles enormous barges of over 
a hundred feet in length and 20 feet in width.  After a month with narrowboats, 
the increased scale is impressive.  Big ships, big waters, big risks; batten down 
the hatches and get ready to roll.  Tiny in comparison, Oo-La-La is tied against a 
huge wall; here the tides move up and down several feet a day so the lines are 
adjusted periodically.   
 
There is nothing too impressive in the town of Brentford.  The main street is 
under reconstruction and big yellow sidewalk placards tell us a murder happened 
recently here.   In England, whenever there is a serious crime, these signs are 
placed at the scene and for a couple blocks radius in order to flush out 
witnesses.  This particular crime involved a fatal knifing right in the entrance of a 
bar; one would think that would be terrible for business but customers are inside.  
With a shiver town is left behind to go home to prepare for the next day.   
 
Dawn is flat and gray as coffee is made and the boat prepared like a sail craft for 
the open sea.  All loose crockery is secured, heavy objects put away, and 
windows firmly closed; life jackets and foul weather gear handy.  The lock keeper 
opens at 8AM, Oo-La-La is alone in this big lock.  It fills within 15 minutes and the 
gates open up onto the great river Thames. 
 
Wider than any canal but reassuringly quiet and flat, there is little boat traffic.  
The morning is still gray and foggy but visibility is good.  For the next six hours all 
remains calm and it is apparent we will live to see the next river lock at 
Teddington.  From there on, the river is controlled and thus there is no concern 
with currents and tides.  At 2PM Teddington Lock is entered; the charge is 85 
pounds for a two-week license to travel on the Thames.    
 
River locks are very different from canal locks.  The one at Teddington is typical 
with a well-tended flower garden, a lock house and lock keeper with dog.   Much 
bigger than a canal lock, the river locks are automated, not mechanical, and 
manned seven days a week.  Occasionally a lock keeper is away and boaters 
are permitted to operate the lock themselves, but manually.  This means that 
instead of pushing a button, as the lock keeper does, the boater has to turn a 
large wheel hundreds of time in order to open and close the gates and lift and 
lower the paddles.  By the time the job is done the lock keeper might just 
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reappear from his break and finish in minutes what has just taken the better part 
of an hour. 
 
Leaving Teddington Lock, the river journey continues.  The shores are far away 
and a variety of vessels are on the water.  Narrowboats are not as numerous as 
what the English call ‘gin palaces’ or white fiberglass motorcruisers.   There are 
also many small electric boats that silently glide by.  Historic craft are about and 
a large New Orleans style steamboat carries tourists an hour or two for a dinner 
cruise.  At the end of the day is the town of Kingston and mooring on the border 
of a green park.  Kingston is a big place, a wealthy extension of London and 
there is a quaint historic center surrounded by shopping malls and restaurants.   
 
The night passes well; the morning is sunny with forecasts of temperatures in the 
70s.  This is England?  Cruising out of Kingston and through countryside there 
are herons on the shore, and swans come in gaggles.  Although late in the 
season there are still pleasure boaters around.  There is always a friendly wave 
and maybe even a comment or two in passing.   
 
River architecture is varied and bold.  Enchanting homes are built with dockage 
on the first floor; a stairway leads up to the house on the second story.  Some of 
these are old timbered ‘black and white’ affairs and others brand new in brick.  
Sadly a few are neglected and tumbling down, but make for interesting scenery 
all the same.  Some homes are uniquely designed either to blend in with the 
natural environment or to impose themselves in artistic statement.  So far there 
isn’t any evidence that poor people lived along this river, no fisherman’s shacks 
or shantytowns.  Many estates are obviously two or three hundred years old, 
grand and spacious.  One house is hidden in the trees but sports a clear glass 
lookout, a box about 25 feet square suspended in the air by a stout metal support 
off the side of the bank.  Plainly visible inside is a colorful lounge with bar and 
modern elegant furniture.     
 
Boats hanging in the trees, abandoned to mother Nature, unambiguously 
illustrate flooding on the Thames.  If damaged beyond repair the owner often 
doesn’t bother to recover it.  Some centuries old relics are still stuffed into the 
bank. 
 
The land rises and steep hills have castle like structures atop.    With binoculars 
these romantic looking buildings still look like they could be anything: rock star’s 
mansion, eccentric hermit recluse, ancient castle rubble are all amongst the 
guesses.  Some are obviously old remains of a once great medieval structure.  
This is how the colorful and traditional narrowboat paintings of ‘castles and roses’ 
is inspired. 
 
Gold glistens on the right bank, a glittering enormous compound on the water.  
This is no one’s home (at least not anymore) and it’s far from a ruin.  Welcome to 
Hampton Court Palace.  Cardinal Wolsey, at the age of 40 in 1514, started 
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construction on the grandest home in England.  Not bad for the son of a butcher 
from Ipswich.  Alas for the Cardinal, King Henry VIII laid claim and established it 
as a Royal Palace in 1529.  Golden gates come right down to the bank of the 
river where there is a small boat landing.  Inside the palace is endless amidst 
splendid gardens.   
 
This is the land of royalty and continues on to Windsor, home of the fairytale 
castle, the kind that Disney bases its drawings on.  Beautifully manicured canal 
banks and handsome stone bridges display placards that declare this belongs to 
the Queen.  Arrival in Windsor does not disappoint: turrets and flags and gothic 
galore.  The Queen’s residence is splendid and, from the flag flying on the 
highest, she is home today.  The banks are full of boats however Oo-La-La is the 
only narrowboat; everyone else is a fiberglass motor cruiser.  With several spots 
to moor a grassy knoll across from the castle is chosen.   
   
For the first time the plank is used to get off water and onto land.  The mooring is 
a raised grassy field where the boys from Eton College play rugby.  The ground 
is at the height of the top of the boat so one walks the plank to land.   There is a 
black on white sign posted “Bailiff collects four pounds for every 24 hours or part 
of.”  As far as anyone knows, he never came around.   
 
Into Windsor an onslaught of pedestrians flood the cobblestone street.  Luckily 
this is not the height of the tourist season in June, July and August.  Movement 
around town on this mid-October day is shoulder-to-shoulder people.  The 
summery weather brings hundreds of tourists in shorts and shirtsleeves; the 
current of people swims along toward the town center.  A patchwork of 500 and 
five year old buildings with a modern but charming shopping mall is across the 
street from the palace, there is a lot to see and buy.  In and out of various 
boutiques, some look new on the outside but timbered ceiling inside bely the 
older structure beneath.   
 
A couple of hours of sightseeing and it’s back home to make dinner and dine 
outside in the cockpit for the first time.  Swans approach and get the remains of 
dinner.  They are so tame they eat from one’s fingers, occasionally nipping a 
fingertip in their beak, a little scary but not painful. 
 
After sunset it is time to look at Windsor by night.  Walking down the gaslight 
street, the tourists are mostly in bed or a restaurant.  A gentleman carrying a 
large white paper bag that looks like take-out food speaks out  “Can I get a lift 
from you?” he asks.  Sorry, we don’t have a car.  “Americans are you?”  Yes.  
“Well, have you seen Eton College?”  No, just arrived today.  “Well then, let me 
give you a tour!”  Turns out, he is the rugby coach for Eton and we happen to be 
right in front of the famous school.  Immediately he ushers us through the 
hallowed gates where guards are standing sentry in glass booths.  Cheerily he 
waves hello and they wave back.  In the school courtyard this is where the 
students, including Harry and William, assemble.  He points out features of the 
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school; one is a marble wall with the names of graduates who perished in war.  In 
the dimly lit gloom of the night the place has an eerie light and echoes of 
schoolboy voices.  It is easy to picture Prince William or Harry here, rugby 
students of this gregarious coach who has been here for over a dozen years.  
After about an hour he sheepishly holds up his bag of takeout.  “Well, I guess the 
wife won’t be too happy about this.”  He is thanked profusely and asked to blame 
American tourists who shanghaied him into a private tour (even though it was the 
other way around). 
 
Autumn chill is in the air as the cruise continues before the two-week river license 
expires.  The land rises higher and appears mountainous, or at least steeply 
hilled.  England really doesn’t have any mountains.  This is the Thames Valley 
where the river is very wide with thick forests on each side that carpet the vale as 
far as the eye can see.   Beautiful homes are nestled in this green rug, but hard 
to see, camouflaged by the trees.  A small sailboat regatta is up ahead near the 
town of Bourne, as Oo-La-La motors through the crews can be heard talking and 
pulling the sheets in.   
 
In Boulteney lock there is a luxury fiberglass motor cruiser for company.  An 
impeccable white called ‘Arctic Fox’, matching the owner’s distinctive silver hair.  
On spotting their lock companion, they run around with gigantic rubber bumpers 
and hang them over the boat sides.   They are worried that this steel narrowboat 
could nudge the fragile fiberglass and cause major damage.  It’s very amusing to 
see the panic innocently created but it’s understood and a careful distance is 
kept between the two vastly different craft.   
 
Marlow, a fine-looking and dynamic Georgian town, has a secluded and 
attractive mooring that accommodates only one boat.  One of the great 
advantages to late season cruising is the availability of moorings that would be 
impossibly crowded in mid-summer.  A couple of days are spent in this lovely 
setting.   
 
Laundry is a fact of life that no one escapes.  While many narrowboats are 
equipped with a clothes washing machine, Oo-La-La is not and preferred that 
way.   Whenever there is a machine, it is constantly running.  Without it, laundry 
day stays once a week.  There’s also an opportunity to explore since most 
laundrettes (not laundromat) tend to be on the edge of a village where people live 
rather than on Main Street – or High Street in England.   In Marlow the laundrette 
proves to be a bigger challenge than previously.   
 
The next morning the bed is stripped and laundry bags stuffed.  Not seeing any 
directions to the laundrette on the local map there is a Victorian teashop with 
enticing smells and bubbly clientele enjoying mid-morning tea.  When in 
Rome…have a cuppa and a slice of some delicious cake in the window.   A chat 
with the gentleman sitting at the next table reveals that Glenn is not a Brit but a 
Yank who has lived in Marlow for 25 years.  Upon the inquiry of the laundrette 
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whereabouts he affably offers his washing machine at home.  With thanks we 
decline, feeling it would be an imposition.  He gets the tea lady to give detailed 
directions and a written map of where she thinks it is; not close, about two miles 
away.   
 
Back to the boat bicycles are unloaded from the roof for the first time.  These are 
folding bicycles from the USA and the first time using them.  Rob sets the 
handlebars and pedals and with laundry in the baskets and strapped on the back 
the bike trip begins.   The laundrette proves to be more like four miles away and 
up a long steep hill in a remote part of town.  Grateful to arrive, the business is 
done with and it’s a coast back home, just beating a rainfall. 
 
After a quiet, rainy afternoon the sun pops up in the evening and the air is fresh.   
The mooring gives a wide view of the river and a beautiful sunset.  On the 
morning’s walk through town a notice in a restaurant window advertised a wine 
tasting that evening at 7:30 PM.  Why not go?   
 
The tasting is at The Two Brewers pub and restaurant, a gorgeous affair of ivy, 
low heavy timbered ceiling, thick rich carpets and large roaring fireplace.  Hardly 
looks big enough to have space for a tasting of any size but upstairs is a large 
room with a couple of dozen people sitting in straight backed chairs seriously 
sipping the wine of the moment.  Oh-oh, very formal, but the sommelier is quick 
and we are plopped into a couple of chairs against the wall, too late to back out.  
“Well, you have some catching up to do.” he says as two or three different wines 
are tasted right away in quick succession.   
 
The wine is having its effect and people are starting to chatter, one lady 
exclaims,  “Oh, you won’t be home for Thanksgiving – well just come over to my 
house!”  The room is aglow with good cheer, must be some excellent wine.  They 
are all tasted, orders are placed and people stand up.  We find ourselves in a 
sparkling conversation with several folks and are invited for a nightcap in the 
downstairs bar.  Remembering the beauty and warmth of the pub a merry crew of 
ex-wine tasters soon to be beer quaffers and whiskey sippers descends.  Good 
thing dinner was consumed before coming.   
 
The evening becomes an all night affair with two couples of very different 
backgrounds.  David and Diane are executive buyers for Marks & Spencers, one 
of Englands most popular department stores.  A well-dressed and outgoing 
couple in an ebullient and charming manner that only the English can have, they 
commute from London to Marlow.  The other couple is Jim, a young New 
Zealander and also the barman at The Two Brewers, and Anna, a pretty blonde 
Swedish girl.  This is Jim’s last night at work since the next day he and Anna are 
leaving for India to backpack for a year.  There are many toasts to their good luck 
and much talk about cultures, language and travel.  After a few hours there is no 
one else in the pub.  English pubs close by 11:30 PM at the latest and it is much 
later than that.   Poor Diane is snoozing lightly with a tiny elegant glass of sherry 
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in her fingertips.  David is tireless and could go on for days.  Since Jim is the 
bartender he keeps the pub open until the wee hour of 3AM.  With heartfelt good 
wishes to the two explorers and thanks to Diane and David for their company we 
manage to find our way home to sleep dreamlessly in a moonlit water cottage.    
 
Feeling a little worse for wear the next day but ready to roll, the tiny but 
enchanting mooring is left and travel continues up the Thames cutting through 
the town on each side.  Many private homes face the water from each bank as 
does the beautiful town church and a large park.   
 
In Henley on Thames is a very convenient and huge mooring site next to an 
ancient stone bridge.  There are a couple of narrowboats here already and it’s a 
great vantage point from which to sightsee in Henley.  Last year, on a point trip to 
England, the train station was squashed with cheery Brits in big fancy hats (the 
women) and ascots and top hats (the men) excitedly chattering away.  There was 
such a commotion and bonheur in the air at 10:30 in the morning that one of the 
revelers was asked what was the fuss.  “It’s the regatta.”  Each year Henley 
hosts a rowing regatta and hundreds if not thousands of people attend from all 
over the country to watch from bleachers in town or sit on the huge village green 
to drink champagne and picnic.  They use the occasion to wear fancy traditional 
dress and make a fuss over very undressed rowers in pared down canoes so 
slender seeming impossible to support a normal persons derriere.  Several 
rowers were encountered on the river this year and they easily beat the 
narrowboat, luckily leaving no exhaust, just the most minute of wakes in their 
path.   The canoes are beautifully finished in lacquered wood and about 20 feet 
in length but barely a foot wide.  It’s a popular hobby for men and women on the 
Thames; frequently a group is so intent they are oblivious of rowing right into the 
boat.   
 
Henley itself is worth a look; an old-world village built of stone and buzzing with 
activity.  Lots of outdoor restaurants, unusual for England, line the riverbanks and 
the arched bridge leads to the road through town center.  There is also a large 
brewery, still active, that makes Brakespear beer, a local favorite. A huge Dutch 
peniche, Actief, a hotel barge, is also moored at the bridge.    
 
The next day is the town of Goring, where the houses are all made of river stone.  
The villages on the river have a timeless look and are charming.  In Goring there 
is plenty of opportunity to stock up on groceries and shop for sundries.   
 
The phone rings during dinner.  Joe, a friend, has landed in Heathrow airport and 
is on his way to see us along with his girlfriend Carey.  Thinking we are still in 
London, he is shocked we are already way out in the country, 80 river miles from 
Little Venice when he last called.  He decides to catch a train to Goring and says 
they will arrive around 11PM.   
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At 11PM rain is pouring down on the way to the train station.  The train arrived 
early and a taxi pulls up alongside with them inside.  Happy to get out of the 
downpour, we scramble in and drive to the mooring.   
 
Guests have to sleep in the dining room on the table that converts to a 
comfortable bed.  One day we hope to have a separate guest room, but for now 
this will have to do.  After a late dinner, Joe and Carey call it a day after all their 
traveling and the dining room is dismantled to become a bedroom.  
 
The following morning is rain-washed by the previous nights deluge.  The 
intention was to cruise on to Abingdon then return to London but Joe is on a 
schedule that involves business.  He needs to attend a meeting in London and 
will travel from Reading that afternoon, about a half day away.  So we agree to 
turn earlier.  Traveling with the current instead of against, the boat is going a 
couple of knots faster with very little throttle.  Passing through the Valley all looks 
as beautiful as before. The effect is not the same on our guests.   
 
Joe has an agenda – meetings and memos, plans and schedules fill his head.  
Carey’s program is Joe.  They are Teflon, impervious to the beauty of the valley, 
anxious to go to London and be in the ‘center’ of things.  Oo-La-La has no 
timetable however and its fun to have guests to share the experience.  
 
At Reading there is ample mooring on the river, however there are also plenty of 
boats there as well.  This town sits at the junction of the Kennet and Avon canal 
and the Thames.  It is a large business town, with many international companies 
such as Oracle.  Oracle is so big in Reading they have a large mall in the center 
of the city named after them; they must have built it.  There is also a major train 
station there.   
 
A short walk from the moorings is a huge supermarket.  Here the four of us go 
and enjoy loading up a shopping cart full of goodies to enjoy on board. Shopping 
for food in England is a pleasure; the quality is high and there are many new 
foods to experiment with.  For example, duck breast is easy to cook, can hardly 
be over cooked and yet always has a tender pink center like a sirloin steak.  
Shrink packed mussels are also a treat and easy to make.  For lunch we have 
steamed mussels in garlic-herb butter, along with smoked salmon and fresh 
baked French bread.  Joe generously takes care of the supermarket bill that also 
includes copious amounts of wine from all over the world.  South African wine is 
plentiful in England and reasonably priced too.  The shopping cart is rolled right 
to the dock and loaded.  Lunch is delicious and the weather holds up, sunny and 
warm. 
  
Joe and Carey head off for the train station and the big city in a warm afternoon 
glow.  The trip to from Reading is only about an hour and a half and they return 
around 8PM, London business done for the day.  In Reading, a youthful city, 
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there are lots of popular places and locals introduce us to some of the hip 
hangouts.   
 
Leaving for Henley the next day, it’s like a movie running backward as the towns 
come in the reverse order from a week ago.  Joe and Carey leave Reading in the 
morning to take a train to Bristol and will rendezvous in Henley later in the day.  
When they return we visit a pub where the owner and bartender are all women.  
They fill us in on the famous rowing regatta that happens every year in the first 
week of July; the crowds are thick and moorings hard to find.  Joe is eager to 
participate, but Rob thinks it’s about the last place to be in the boat at that time. 
 
Saturday morning the clouds are thick and Joe has no work so after a few hours 
motoring Windsor returns on the right bank.  The day is fine and full of waterfowl, 
ducks, geese and swans.  But there is tension on board; Joe and Carey are not 
getting along.  Carey hasn’t emerged from the boat for a couple of hours.  Tears 
are running down her face; she is not getting the attention she is used to.  They 
spend some time alone in the forward cratch.  The boat is not big enough for 
tension like this. 
 
In Windsor, there are fewer boats now but the tourist crowd is just as thick as 
before.  Nearby is a swim center, brand new; there is a heated pool, an outdoor 
pool, a lap pool, kiddie pool, and two waterslides, one faster than the other.   We 
run around like children and then finish off doing laps for a great aerobic workout. 
 
Back on board, after a festive dinner it’s lovely to walk around the cobblestone 
streets and admire the castle lit up for the evening.  Back on the boat everyone 
turns in early for sleep. 
 
Rainy Sunday, Rob and Joe disappear into a pub, “The Merry Wives of Windsor” 
to play pool or snooker; no one is sure what since it’s an English table and they 
only know American rules.   Eventually back home Joe is chomping at the bit, 
wants to get to London, etc. dying to see the big time in Little Venice.   
 
So the next morning, with the current going our way, we get all the way through 
to Brentford lock in London and moor in Hanwell, Charlie Chaplin’s birthplace.  
It’s late, 8PM, and very dark with no outside lighting.  Into town for fish and chips 
tensions are again building between our guests and Carey mopes with frequent 
trips to the bathroom.  On return to the boat everyone starts to get ready for 
sleep, but Carey has disappeared.  The hatch is closed; it’s very chilly outside 
and pitch black.  Sure enough she is not in the cockpit and has taken to 
wandering in the dark.  Since no one wants her appearing on a yellow placard, 
the three of us go searching, calling her name; finally she emerges.  Back in the 
boat the hatch is firmly locked.   
 
Paradise is different for everyone.  Some want to be in the thick of drama at all 
times, stressed with high-pressure city life and hard hitting business.  When 
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Carey was crying in the midst of the beauty of the river and valley, she had her 
eyes focused on a bitten fingernail.  Her center of attention is Joe.  What was that 
proverb about fish and guests?  It’s starting to sound very wise.  
 
Hanwell is left behind for the last leg to London.  Dawn is sunny with high puffy 
clouds and it’s Little Venice by lunchtime.  Now Joe and Carey can cavort in the 
frantic pace of the city while Oo-La-La looks for winter refuge.  It is the last week 
of October with still no winter home.  The options look bleak.   
 
Willowtree Marina is out of the question but all permanent moorings have been 
taken in Little Venice.  The fine for staying more than 14 days is 25 pounds a 
day, to be paid when the owner applies for a new license; a warden patrols daily.  
Fine tags on scofflaws are a common sight and there are boats skulking around 
trying to be invisible.   It’s not an enviable crowd. 
 
However in the meantime London is in the throes of a golden autumn and 
unseasonably warm weather, so, difficult to be gloomy.  The delights of 
Portobello Market in Notting Hill, Oxford Circus and live pub music at night are 
great distractions.  There are new friends, places to go, fun to be had.  The canal 
stoppages come the first of November; there is no turning back. It is October 
29th. 
 
The folks at the British Waterways office are getting to know us.  There are few 
other Americans in Little Venice, so the accent alone is memorable.  As 
neophytes we have lots and lots of questions and they must have decided to get 
rid of the pesky Yanks.  Miraculously a mooring in Camden Lock becomes 
available, a 45-minute boat ride from Little Venice.  The cost is a fraction of that 
charged at Willowtree Marina but there is no power, water or pump out; it’s 
necessary to motor to Little Venice every couple of weeks to fill the tanks and 
pump out waste.  We lunge for it. 
 
Saved in the nick of time, 528 pounds is paid for the privilege of a canal spot for 
three months, until February of the following year.  By then, a new year, Little 
Venice will be available for another 14 days; the canal stoppages will be over by 
end of March and Oo-La-La will be ready to roll.  Guests are ready to go and 
farewells exchanged in the early morning as a taxi takes them away to the 
airport.  The boat engine fires up as Oo-La-La heads for Camden Lock, her new 
winter home. 
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Chapter 4- London on the Cut  
 
Leaving the stately town homes, gardens and chic upscale shops of Little Venice 
it’s another world ahead.  Near Regent’s Park, secluded from the public, quiet 
and away from road traffic this is a small mooring that can only accommodate 
about 12 boats in all.  Camden Lock is a new option since British Waterways has 
such huge demand for long-term sites in London.  Here the Grand Union 
becomes the Regents Canal winding through a small valley, through the London 
Zoo and it’s aviary, nestled between backyard gardens and a primary school.  It 
is eerily quiet without the noise of automobiles and buses and could be in the 
heart of a village, but a short walk down the towpath is the equivalent of an 
electric shock.   Welcome to the World of Camden Lock that has nothing to do 
with canals or locks but is all about counter-culture, rebellion, punk rock, nose 
rings, street fashion and tattoos.  It’s easy to get bug-eyed at first, but the natives 
are friendly.    
 
Camden has been a youth mecca for decades and never lost a beat; bell bottom 
blue jeans and tie dye are still the rage but with a twist.   Long hair is replaced 
with shaved heads on men and women and the studs are not just in the jeans.  
Pink, blue and orange is the preferred hair color and extensions made of wool or 
shredded cotton is favored over natural looking hair.  On weekends the scene 
becomes even more bizarre as kids from the suburbs pour in from the Tube with 
freshly applied black and purple makeup and foot high Frankenstein shoes.  The 
streets are always packed with hundreds of people during the week and the 
numbers double on the weekend since the market is in full swing as well.  After a 
couple of hours of exploring the shops and people watching refuge is at hand in a 
pub aptly named The World’s End.  Through huge plate glass windows you can 
watch the planet congregate in a vista of peoples from every continent dressed 
up any way they want.  Even New York City has never been this laissez faire.   
 
On the walk back home the madness fades behind us as we hit the towpath and 
walk over the cast iron black and white bridge; deep rope burns made a hundred 
years ago by workhorses embellish the handrail.  These furrows are substantial, 
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a few inches in diameter.  The canal turns a corner, under a bridge and back into 
cloistered quiet, where home is.   From the hills of Braunston to the world’s end, 
it is the same waterway. 
 
Sundays are different from other days as the church is not far and tolls its bells 
frequently, often for a wedding or other celebration.  Seagulls are every 
morning’s companions with their wild calls and sound like the ocean rather than 
an inland waterway in the heart of London.  Walkers with children croon out oo-
la-la as they pass the boat for their kids love the sound.  Time flies and yet 
stands still.  The English love to walk on Sundays and Londoners and tourists 
alike parade on the towpath all day long.  Some are dressed in a proper walking 
outfit, discreetly but very expensively trucked out in fine thick corduroys tied at 
the knee, good woolen socks, sturdy walking shoes, alpine felt hat and heavy 
canvas backpack.  There is even the occasional walking stick.  There are also 
many families pushing a pram with two or three toddlers in tow.  They come to 
see the boats and rarely do more than pass through.   
 
It’s the tourists who are curious enough to go beyond looking and brave enough 
to approach the boats to chat if someone is about.  On one fair Sunday Rob is 
having coffee in the saloon as he spies a well-dressed lady sitting in the cockpit.  
He slides back the hatch cover to say hello.  Unperturbed she looks back at him 
but does not budge.  Her hair is covered in a scarf and she is well made up.  She 
points to the towpath and there are several more ladies like her with a camera.  
“Photo?”  They seem to be stating rather than asking and Rob says sure.  After 
several poses he offers to take the camera and take the whole group photo to get 
it over and done with.  Tourists often don’t understand that the boat is home not 
public domain; if they don’t speak English it’s best to just humor them.  One 
neighbor has a very large uncovered cratch; he returns to his boat one day to 
find two couples happily enjoying their lunch on his chairs.  They were quite put 
out when he asked them to relocate. 
 
At times it’s similar to being famous; one day a substantial German lady pounces 
as I’m leaving.  “What is it like to live on the boat?  How do you get water?  
Electricity?  How long have you been on the boat?” Etc, etc she continues in a 
thick accent with the help of a German/English dictionary.  An appointment is 
feigned to escape but she just walks alongside until the tube station offers 
sanctuary.  I think she would have come along given half a chance.  
 
Another day an animated Oriental couple has many questions but don’t speak 
English so well.  At these moments the website is a great help as a card is 
produced; everything they want to know is there.   They say thanks profusely as 
the hatch is firmly closed and the door locked; their eyes are begging for a tour of 
the interior but that’s where the line is drawn.  
 
Settled into London there is the enviable task of getting to know this great city.  
Lacking the well-planned layout of Paris or New York, London grows organically, 
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sprouting through history and between wars in a myriad of neighborhoods each 
with its own particular character.  Having visited a few times before it’s an 
excellent chance to grasp the hodgepodge layout and discover its pearls.   Whilst 
enjoyable to travel on the top of the double-decker buses, they get mired in the 
continuous traffic jams and travel can be slower than walking.  Which is the best 
way to get to know London, by walking. 
 
The most logical starting point is the towpath.  Winding through various 
neighborhoods the canal shuns the traffic and noise but gives access to them if 
one should so desire.   Camden is a bawdy and boisterous zone that has a 
reserved and quiet neighbor in Primrose Hill.  Beethoven is to Primrose Hill what 
Camden is to punk rock.  A few minutes walk away, the opposite direction along 
the towpath, is this discreet and upscale quarter of town with its million pound 
residences, gourmet shops and restaurants of the rich and famous.    
 
A terrific antidote, one to the other and the frisson of change between the two is 
enjoyable.  Why choose?  Primrose Hill has a high hill from which one can enjoy 
a panoramic view of London; Big Ben, the London Eye, Canary Wharf, all is 
visible.   Nearby is a pub “The Queens Arms”, hundreds of years old, of course, 
with a lovely real fireplace to warm fingers after a brisk winter romp.  The pub is 
at the end of a long street of unique shops, fashion boutiques, tiny Italian grocery 
stores and ethnic/vegetarian restaurants, one of which Paul McCartney is a fan.  
The greatest treasure in Primrose Hill, however, is the Princess of Wales.  
 
Set on a corner in the heart of Primrose Hill, this place is discovered by chance 
on a stroll in the middle of the week in the late afternoon.  Attracted by the high 
plate glass windows and hospitable atmosphere a small notice announces a jazz 
jam session on Sunday at 2PM. 
 
It’s only a fifteen-minute walk and though leaving at 12:30PM that Sunday there 
is barely a seat available.  The band is setting up and the customers settling 
down to a classic English roast lunch for about six pounds or nine dollars.  The 
group starts up on time, a surprise, and rolls on until 4PM.  The music is 
incredible, the musicians young and energetic and when they take a break it’s a 
good time to have a chat with them.  Turns out they play at the reknown Ronnie 
Scotts on Friday and Saturday nights and come to the Princess of Wales for fun.  
It is the Sunday afternoon routine for the remainder of the winter. Unfortunately 
the word gets around and one Sunday only the downstairs basement has a table 
available, upstairs is packed to the rafters with people.   Its reputation grows and 
grows and it’s said Woody Harrelson hangs out occasionally.    
 
Renee introduces his favorite haunt in London, Clancy’s.  An unpretentious place 
that always features live music on the weekends and also has one of the best 
Thai restaurants in London.  For about four pounds a tiny Thai lady, who runs the 
kitchen in this classic Irish/English pub, serves a great dinner.  Mercifully it has 
not yet been ‘discovered’ and there is always a seat in the house, in fact usually 
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right next to the musicians.  He also knows two other good music venues: 
Fiddler’s Elbow and the Stag’s Head, both within walking distance from Camden.     
 
It’s mid-November and the weather is finally getting cold, very cold, for a couple 
of days freezing, maybe a taste of things to come.  Time to get ready for winter, 
and for the flimsy curtains in the bedroom to be replaced by something heavier to 
help keep out the cold.  
 
Curtains are big business and there are many companies that advertise in 
London.  Some are the ‘Fast Eddies’ of curtain land and have screaming TV and 
radio campaigns that they are the ‘lowest priced’ in town and no one will beat 
them or their service.  On one trip to such a store it is plain to see the materials 
offered are uninspiring and cheap and the staff is more interested in gossip than 
customer service.  Deflated by this experience, the task is given up until 
discovering that one of London’s biggest department stores, John Lewis, will do 
the job well.   
 
London is known for its famous department stores.  Harrods and Selfridges are 
two of the most famous.  John Lewis is not as internationally well known, but 
famous inside England.  A stroll through their fabric department reveals designer 
silks, domestic tweeds, thick velvets and cushy woolens, enough to delight the 
fussiest interior decorator.  A team of numerous well-trained professionals is on 
hand to discuss the job and a charming fellow who has been in the business for 
20 years is on hand to take the order.   Two weeks later a ‘fitter’ comes out to the 
boat.  An unusual order for him, but he is unruffled.   Within a few weeks there 
are new curtains along with the elan one would expect from a long-term English 
establishment.   Not everything changes with the times.   
 
The bitter cold of mid-November subsides to gentler temperature later in the 
month and comfortable to take walks again.  History revives itself in the pockets 
of tiny streets just off of busy intersections or in ancient buildings incongruously 
huddled in between soaring new glass structures, perilously kept in shape by old 
timbers petrified by time.   The Victoria and Albert museum bears the scars of 
World War II bombs and mortar shell fragments.  Big Ben neighbors the London 
Eye on the River Thames; walking the Thames is one of the best excursions of 
all. 
 
The canal from Regency Park to Limehouse Basin is where the Grand Union 
meets the Thames.  From Camden Lock, the canal passes through London Zoo 
Aviary, past multi-million dollar mansions and beautiful gardens and through 
Islington, a long established London neighborhood going through changes, not 
all good.  At Islington the canal is decked out with art on the towpath and on the 
bridges.  However this is a struggling district plagued by graffiti and litter and one 
of the reasons no one wants moor here, at Angel.  Next to Victoria Park, it’s an 
elegant space but no narrowboats on the rings.  Rumor is that louts come around 
at night and hassle boaters, ironic for a mooring called Angel.   
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Past Victoria Park the scenery is industrial and after an hour or two one is 
rewarded with arrival at Limehouse.  Named for the storehouse that held tons of 
citrus fruit for the sailors, this was a rough and ready port where brigadoons, 
barges, square-riggers, and other vessels from all over the world unloaded their 
wares.  Paintings of Limehouse in the throes of 18th century shipping commerce 
hang in the museums.  Now it’s cleaned up and sanctified by modern fashionable 
condominium developments surrounding a spiffy marina holding large sailing 
yachts and motorboats.  There are even a few narrow boats in residence.   Past 
Limehouse more condos line the river and the water is impossible to see except 
for one saving grace: public access to the river bank is provided through the 
grounds of each of these chic and expensive privately owned buildings.    
 
This munificence does not spring from the heart of developers, but from old 
English laws concerning the right of individuals to walk freely over the land.  In 
East Anglia, for example, one can walk through marshes and pastures, over hills 
and through fields of cabbages as long as one stays on the footpath.  These 
footpaths are clearly marked and pass through fences via gates; little signs along 
the roadway, small carved wood arrows with ‘footpath’ written, point to a hidden 
trail through the bushes.  To an American, it feels, at first, like trespassing. 
However, as one meets other walkers, it becomes easy to relax and enjoy.   
 
Back on the River Thames, there are no quaint wood signs, but well marked 
gates for public access to savor the grand beauty of the waterway beyond.  
Meandering along the elevated walls of the bank; the Thames is highly 
developed with thousands of buildings, mostly new, crowding the parapets. The 
view is breathtaking and particularly beautiful in the light of an on coming storm.  
Which is approaching fast.  Just as the moody clouds are about to erupt a heavy 
timbered pub called ‘Bootys’ offers shelter.  Through the old crooked 
windowpanes and wavy glass the tempest displays its might whipping up the 
water in the big sky, the perfect frame for an awesome scene, evocative of an old 
master oil painting.  Passing within an hour, typical of gales in England, it is 
swept offshore by high altitude winds.  Sunlight emerges and time to head for the 
bus stop; the walk has taken several hours and there is no time or energy to 
head back on foot.   
 
The delight of the city comes at a price; real estate in London is soaring and 
easily beats Paris or Manhattan in pounds or dollars per square foot.  The 
mooring in Camden is all the more valuable when considered in terms of 
housing.  On the banks of Camden Lock several condominium developments are 
under construction; miniscule one-bedroom apartments for over a quarter of a 
million pounds each not including the monthly maintenance fee of around 500 
pounds.  The three-month fee of 528 pounds is puny in comparison.   
 
However not small enough for all concerned.  Many live aboard narrow boaters in 
London have had it free for years.  They are incensed at having to buy a British 
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Waterways license for three to four hundred pounds a year and then pay for 
winter mooring in Camden Lock where there are no facilities for water or pump 
out.   Which is why one has to be clever at keeping a good spot when going for 
water every two weeks at Little Venice.  There are rogue boats that pace the 
area and snatch good moorings when the occupant leaves so that on return a 
prime spot is lost and one has to raft up next to another boat.   
 
One such boat is called “Defiance”, a traditional red, black and white boat, very 
picturesque with spiffy brass lights and black stove pipes.  On a chilly November 
morning it’s time for the 45-minute trip to Little Venice for water and pump out.  
“Defiance” has been rafted up along side “Fife” for the last couple of weeks and 
will be ready to snatch the mooring.   
 
Rob thus fashions a black and white sign with a perfect rendition of the British 
Waterways logo.  “Winter Mooring for Oo-La-La, 55 feet” along with the license 
number.  It’s hung with rope between the bollards of this spot.  He is making it 
look as official as possible to “Keep Off” even though it’s only a paper tiger.  
British Waterways does not help us defend what is paid for since it’s too difficult 
to prove that a boat is a scofflaw over here away from their office.  Who wants to 
be the snitch anyway?   Oo-La-La pulls out and, because the boat is too long to 
turn around at this part of the canal, motors to the lock where there is a wide 
basin to turn. Sure enough, Defiance starts up his engine.  On passing him he is 
surprised when he sees the sign.  “How did you wangle that one?”  He shouts 
above the motor.  The ruse has worked.  Rob shouts back “Pay about a 
thousand pounds!”  This exaggeration puts a look of shock on Defiance as he 
bolts out of Camden Lock not to return for a few weeks.  Smoke and mirrors but it 
works.  On return from Little Venice the mooring is still available; the sign 
succeeds for the rest of the winter.   
 
Besides water and pump out the other necessity is propane gas.  The boat is 
heated with it and the stove runs off propane as well.   In the ‘cratch’ or the bow 
of the boat there is a chamber that holds three 13.5 kilo bottles; in the midst of 
winter three bottles a week is used.  Transporting them is a challenge, especially 
since there is a considerable stairway to maneuver in order to go from the canal 
to the street.  Nearby Camden Lock is a Safeway gas station where they sell gas 
but a better solution is at hand. 
 
Calor gas has a toll free number throughout England that guarantees delivery 
wherever one happens to be and turns out to be a real lifesaver.  During rainy 
cold nights the gasman comes faithfully to give us full bottles in exchange for 
empty ones.  Also, during the end of the year holidays, gas runs low at the 
stations and is unobtainable there.  During sub zero weather this turns into a 
serious matter.  Not everyone knows about the free delivery, however. 
 
One chilly morning, there is a knock-knock on the door.  A frozen neighbor with 
an empty cup in hand is standing in the cockpit.  “D-d-do you have any h-h-hot 
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water to spare?” she chatters through the cold.  She comes in warm up while the 
kettle boils; she says that they ran out of gas yesterday and the store has none to 
sell either. When she gets the number to call she is amazed such a service 
exists.  With a hot teapot in hand she goes off to let her husband know.   
 
November can be a lackluster month, sandwiched in between Halloween and the 
end of year festivities.  Londoners make up for this with the Mayor’s Parade.  For 
hours, a crowd of thousands gathers in the center of the city, in the financial 
district, to see the three-hour affair, a rare opportunity to see royal guards and 
regiments on magnificent horses with gold and silver helmets, colorful uniforms 
and shiny boots.  Many play trumpets or blow cornets.  This show of plumes and 
brass buttons is more than mere opulence: these are the real soldiers of the royal 
army and all are trained military.  Their appearance is perfection itself.  The 
crowning glory at the very end is an exquisite golden chariot, pulled by enormous 
white horses, carrying the Mayor of London, who is festooned in traditional dress 
and three-cornered hat.  As he passes the crowd there is a great roar and he 
sweeps his arm, hat in hand, outside the golden coach in a salute to the people.   
 
As mentioned earlier, the canal in Camden sits in a valley between private 
homes on one side and a school on the other.  There’s not much to see of the 
school, only a two-story red brick wall but plenty of noise during the daytime.  In 
the morning, at 8AM and at lunchtime the kids are let out for play; it’s a cheerful 
sound with lots of excited hollering and laughter.  They are also mischievous.  
There are a few small holes in the wall, which is one story above the canal, and 
occasionally a kid amuses himself by peeking down at the narrowboats.  One 
day one of them is talking through the opening in the wall.  “Hullo!”  He yells, 
“Wotcha doing?”  One day while working on a watercolor painting on an easel it’s 
amusing to hear “Someone’s painting! Someone’s painting!”  They scramble for a 
peep through the hole to see.   It’s the hole that really creates the excitement, put 
a hole to sneak a look and they’re enthralled.  If there is no response to their 
entreaties they might squeeze a little hand through to wave or drop a pebble.  
Usually a hello gets some excited babbling about being an American.  They are 
under 10 years of age, grammar school kids with unknown faces but cheeriness 
palpable through the wall.  
 
The older kids are a different story.  One morning Rob is sitting in the salon, 
reading the newspaper.  The engine is idling to charge the batteries.  Suddenly 
the motor revs up to top speed; alarmed a look into the salon reveals the paper 
thrown onto the floor, the doors flung open.  Rob is outside, running for all he is 
worth after some little monster who just threw the throttle into top speed.  The kid 
will end up in the water so he runs even faster than Rob.  After that a heavy 
canvas is kept over the throttle, hidden from scamps like them.   
 
Canal boats are a target for bored pre-teens.   One of their favorite tricks is to 
untie boats and watch them float away.  A few times an untied boat has to be 
pulled back to the bank.  Sometimes the occupants are inside and have no idea 
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they are floating away until they look out the window.  A lock and chain on the 
bollard is good insurance just in case.  After a while we all recognize the pint-
sized gang responsible for little jokes.  Brazenly they act like innocents but 
everyone knows better.  Because of them a gang of our own starts to form.   
Most of the people in this group are 30 years old or younger, and living aboard in 
London permanently.  There are numerous nose rings and tattoos amongst us so 
this is not a wimpy crowd.  Everyone is affable and it is easy to make friends 
chatting and exchanging mobile phone numbers.  Three are single guys:  Gary 
works for British Waterways and drives an excursion boat.  His narrow boat is 
painted black with the silhouette of a witch on the side.  His black cat, Oliver, 
completes the picture.  Matt used to moor at Angel in Islington and warned about 
conditions there.  Rupert is the warden and keeps a large trad-style craft.  Karl 
and Viveca have a 5-month-old baby, Jake; Aggi and Mairi work in the theater 
and live on ‘Beltaine’ the boat with the large cratch where uninvited guests like to 
picnic.  Geerta, a flaming redhead in pigtails comes from Denmark and lives on 
‘Forest of Dean’ with a girlfriend; Paul and Lucy are a young working couple 
aboard an unnamed blue boat.  One thing is agreed:  there’s not much in 
exchange from British Waterways for the disbursement of hundreds of pounds.   
True, it’s a great place to live whilst in London but security should be tighter. 
 
Even though Camden has a warden, he doesn’t live on board and makes 
precious few appearances at all.  His trad boat looks like it could use some 
conveniences.   As the warden he gets a discount on the mooring fee but doesn’t 
earn the privilege as far as anyone is concerned.  The bicyclists who ride on the 
towpath in the early morning cow him from locking the iron security gates at 
night. These iron gates keep the community insulated from the city so all can 
sleep well.   But they have been vandalized with crazy glue in the keyholes.  
Luckily this is London, not New York and serious crime is scarce; guns are rare.  
However, nobody wants the public to have access to the boats during the long, 
cold winter nights.  The coming school holidays are a rising concern.   
 
Winter in London makes for very short days where the sun rises at 9AM and sets 
at 3:30PM.  Its pitch black at 4PM.   The warden claims he has been lobbying 
BW for years to repair the gates and lights.  Coincidentally there is a local 
reporter writing about the narrowboat live aboard lifestyle; she is called to give 
inside information about broken towpath lights and locks.  She asks for the BW 
phone number and says she’ll be checking out the situation.  
 
She must have done her job well.  Miraculously workmen materialize to replace 
the gate locks and install new halogen lighting.  Later the reporter calls to see if 
the work was done and she gets an enthusiastic yes.  Order and control restored 
the dark days melt into peaceful evenings as the stars shine brightly.  The 
intense quiet of this stretch of the canal has a special serenity, a mantle of calm 
in the heart of winter.  
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Despite the lure of slumbering through the holidays, party hats are put on.  There 
is no want for company and amusement with lots of overseas visitors.  Friends 
come in from California, Virginia, Holland, Washington D.C., South Africa and 
New York.  Since the weather chooses to sink to the lowest temperature during 
Christmas and New Years, lots of freezing bodies and chattering teeth are 
welcomed into the warmth of the boat.  No one asks if it is warm during the 
winter, they can feel for themselves.  At times seven or eight people squeeze 
around the dining table and salon.  Renee, with his dozen years of London life, 
also keeps festivities going with numerous gigs that are too good to miss.       
 
Christmas holidays are as commercial in London as anywhere else in the USA.  
The street vendors have wind-up Santas, there are gigantic knickers 
(underpants) with Happy Christmas on them, and the famous Oxford Circus is 
aglitter with lights as is Regency Road.  Harrod’s looks like a golden castle, lights 
glow from every inch of the building.  Red-cheeked bright-eyed shoppers bustle 
in the crowded streets.  The food halls and gourmet shops have creations of 
confection and food imported from all over the world.   
 
New Year’s Eve is traditionally celebrated with a crowd of thousands at Trafalgar 
Square and Big Ben.  Luckily it’s all televised and better to watch from the snug 
interior of the boat instead of freezing in the sub-zero temperatures with a zillion 
strangers.  Of course the highlight is when Big Ben strikes twelve.  There are 
parties to attend but taxis are scarce as the weather plummets for one of the 
coldest night of all.   
 
Despite the numbing holiday temperatures, it’s mild for most of the winter; often 
the temperature is in the high 50s, low 60s and the sun shines frequently.  The 
canal freezes for a few days during which two inches of ice appear on the 
surface.   One morning a huge crunching noise vibrates alarmingly through the 
boat.  Startled the curtains are drawn to reveal two fuel-laden narrowboats crash 
through the ice that piles up high between them.  It’s a wonder to watch the 
perfect glass surface crack into a thousand mirrors with the roar of an avalanche.  
The freeze is short-lived and the ice melts by the second week in January.  The 
climate warms up prematurely and there’s a trace of Spring on the breeze as the 
weather turns extremely mild and buds sprout on the trees ahead of time.  
 
The quagmire of Londontown is finally unraveled and navigation is possible 
without looking at the ‘A to Z’ inch thick map book.  Most of the city is accessible 
from Camden by foot; few destinations are more than an hour’s walk away.  A 
typical stroll might be from Camden to the Thames, Westminster Abbey and back 
via Regency Park along the canal. 
 
Spring comes very early this year in London.  By the end of the first week in 
February the daffodils and irises are in full bloom.  The city is alive with people 
enjoying sunshine and flowers in the soft gentle air.   St. James Park, near 
Buckingham Palace, is teeming with swans, ducks, squirrels and songbirds.  The 
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lawn is bright green and no one can believe this is the beginning of February.  
There is a march in the street for “Compassion in Farming”, the English are big 
on vegetarianism.  They horde the road with actress Joanna Lumley of “Ab-Fab” 
comedy at the lead.  
 
So it’s goodbye to Camden Lock and back to Little Venice to stay for a couple of 
weeks.  There is a good spot open, near the facilities.  The neighbors are 
sparkling new boats with lots of modern conveniences inside.  The community 
here is older, richer and conservative.  There is still the oddball craft, however.  A 
little bitty boat about 10 feet long houses two large Labradors and a small woman 
with bright red cheeks.  It’s hard to believe they all live in there, but she is 
immaculately dressed and the dogs are happy to be with their owner in such 
cozy quarters.  
 
It is the six-month anniversary since leaving the United States in August of last 
year.  A new season of water travel is coming up.  The boat is readied for 
cruising, she gets washed down, waxed up, oil topped off and the engine is 
checked.  Rob installs a new radio-CD player.  The premature spring persists 
and more flowers come up: tulips, buttercups, camellias, daisies and roses are 
now exploding all over town.  A sudden frost is feared but the weather gets 
warmer and sunshine is on tap.  The average temperature is 55 Fahrenheit with 
highs in the low 60s.   
 
In Little Venice the music venue moves to the 100 Club on Oxford Street.  On a 
sunny Friday at noontime people step down into a large, dark underground cellar 
to enjoy a fabulous jazz quintet along with a couple of hundred other music 
lovers.  Its standing room only and getting more and more crowded, but the band 
is so good that no one leaves.  The crowd is a perfect cross section of London: 
young, old, black, white, brown, conservative and liberal, this is an establishment 
with a tradition of excellent music for a small entrance fee.  There are small 
counters that serve typical English grub such as fish-n-chips and of course a 
stout and ale counter with a constant crowd.  Mostly people just hang out and 
enjoy the atmosphere.  After a couple of hours, the band packs up despite 
clamors for more.  On exiting, eyes blink in the sunshine drenched Oxford Street 
with post holiday shopping crowds hunting for more stuff to buy in the glorious 
weather.    
 
It’s not just the shopping set out and about: film crews are sleuthing for set 
locations with telltale white vans full of equipment and producers with clipboards.  
One morning in Little Venice there is shouting just outside the boat as a guy in a 
jogging suit runs by for all he is worth.  “Cut” yells a baseball-hatted person who 
is standing just beyond the back of the boat.  The actor huffs and puffs and is told 
to do it again.  Dutifully he turns around and walks back.  The baseball hat then 
hollers “Action!”  The jogger again runs down the towpath full tilt past the boat, 
yelling his head off, impossible to figure out what he is saying.   The takes 
continue, one after another.  Acting is hard work.  Finally Rob braves opening the 
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hatch to leave the boat, hoping not to spoil filming.  Immediately a bevy of 
assistants swarm over with their clipboards. “Do you mind if we film a bit longer, 
you’ll need to stay away from the boat for another hour or so.”  No, just wanted to 
get out for a walk, Rob replies.  But in exchange for cooperation, he asks what 
they are filming.  “Spooks” a BBC drama to be aired later in the year, is the 
answer.  Oo-La-La looks like she played her part well. 
 
After some farewell parties, time to make the move and head for the horizon.   
The canals stoppages around London are finally clear for travel.  It’s the third 
week in February but for the first time in a month, the sunny weather falters. On a 
cold and rainy Wednesday, with rain gear, hats and gloves the crew of Oo-La-La 
tries to make a break but there is too much wind.  8 AM the next day on a cloudy 
Thursday morning it’s less windy and travel begins, north on the Grand Union for 
the town of Uxbridge, the first evening’s mooring. Goodbye London, it’s been 
grand. 
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Chapter 5 – Gleaming Spires  
 
Two days into travel, the weather is bonkers.  The second morning dawns gray 
and still, turns sunny, then clouds over with heavy rain, sunshine again, then a 
sudden burst of frozen snow.  And it’s not even lunchtime yet.  BB balls bombard 
for fifteen minutes as heads are shielded from the painful stings.  A big black 
scarf goes around Rob’s head topped off with a heavy dark hat; he resembles 
Zorro with only his eyes visible through a narrow slit.  The hail subsides on 
approach to a lock, but just then a huge gust of wind throws the boat to the canal 
bank followed by big fluffy flakes of snow that blanket the area within minutes.  
Oo-La-La is tied up to see what happens next; the sun comes out and the snow 
is melted within a half an hour.   Not trusting Mother Nature today, it’s time to 
moor for the day.  This area is called Winkwell, a crossroad with an automated 
swing bridge over the canal next to a pub called Three Horseshoes, a gem of a 
building, built in 1535 with a huge thatched roof and low heavy wood ceiling.   In 
the evening a huge slate hearth has a real wood fire roaring away.  Guests are 
invited to tend it with great big pieces of oak wood in a basket nearby and plunk 
on a few logs to get a good crackling flame going.   
 
It’s a sleepy Sunday morning leaving Winkwell.  There is not much traffic on the 
road as the buttons are pushed to open the swing bridge and Oo-La-La cruises 
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through the motorway.  Locks are frequent and muscles get back in shape as 
turns are taken operating the lock and driving the boat.  The wind continues to 
blow forcefully, however, and it’s a fight to keep the boat in mid-stream and off of 
the canal banks.   
 
The journey of last year is retraced up to Braunston; the destination this time is 
Oxford, on the Oxford Canal and then on to Bath on the southwest coast of 
England.  Ideally the route is via the Thames River to the Kennet and Avon Canal 
at Reading.  However, due to the extended closure of Romney lock on the 
Thames until the end of March the best route is north on the Grand Union to the 
Oxford Canal, south on the Oxford to the Thames, Reading and the K & A.  It’s 
an opportunity to cruise the Oxford before summer when the crowds are large 
and the water levels are low.  
 
The Grand Union canal links London to Birmingham, Leicester and Nottingham.  
Constructed at the turn of the 18th century, the Grand Union was built as an 
alternative to the narrow, seven-foot wide Oxford, Coventry and Fazeley canals.  
With 14-foot wide locks and several branches to significant towns, it quickly 
became a major transport route.  Other canal companies attempted to expand 
their waterways likewise but the expense was prohibitive and thus these canals 
still have a maximum vessel capacity of only seven feet wide.  It is difficult to 
imagine a canal so narrow with banks literally grazing the gunnels of both sides 
of the boat.   
 
Berkhamstead is the days end tonight, a town that spreads itself around the 
canal and a good place to relax for the evening.  The morning dawns drizzling 
rain but not too windy and progress is made through fourteen locks to Marsworth.  
Early in the year, there are few other boats, but there is company with a 35-footer 
called PapaFlora, an eccentric self-admitted canalholic with three dogs as 
companions.  Its good to have another boat along to help with the heavy double 
lock gates of the Grand Union; each boat takes a side and works the paddles 
and gates so progress is less arduous.  He is cheerful and chatty and talks about 
his seven daughters and eighteen grandchildren, for the last fifteen years he has 
traveled the canals incessantly and loves it more than ever.  At one particularly 
sticky gate he shows us how to nose the front of the boat in and nudge it open by 
gunning the engine.   
 
Back in Marsworth for the night, where a festive time at the Red Lion was 
enjoyed on a packed Friday.  It’s Monday, however, so the place is empty except 
for the handsome bartender who turns out to be the proprietor.  A couple of other 
patrons drift in but Dick has plenty of time to entertain with stories of the pub and 
his past life as a London bobby (police officer) in the town of Surrey.  He has 
owned the Red Lion for eight years now and runs it along with his wife, son and 
daughter.   It’s a quieter evening but just as amusing. 
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Tuesday morning, a look out the window says there’s too much wind to move.  
Although impossible to hear in the snug quiet of the boat, outside the wind is 
blowing at least 40 miles an hour and there are whitecaps on the water.    
Narrowboats catch the wind broadside and sail very well sideways so it’s too 
windy to drive today. An unoccupied boat breaks loose from its mooring and a 
boat hook is used to pull it back to the bank.  The local British Waterways (BW) 
office is nearby and a visit reveals the Aylesbury arm (a canal that branches off 
of the Grand Union to end in the town of Aylesbury) is now stoppage free since 
work on lock number five was just completed.  Coincidentally there is a stoppage 
on the Grand Union at the next lock.  The writing is on the wall; take a detour to 
explore Aylesbury and hang out for a few days until the work is complete to 
proceed on the Grand Union.  The Aylesbury Arm is a narrow seven-foot wide 
waterway and will give a taste of things to come on the Oxford.   
 
Thus Oo-La-La finds herself at the gates of the first of 16 narrow, single locks on 
the Aylesbury canal the following day.  The wind has continued to howl unabated 
and is even fiercer rolling off of the wide green farm fields.   The sky is pure 
cerulean blue, cleaned of clouds that have been blown away to expose crystal 
bright sunshine.  Sudden gusts push the boat sideways but there is nowhere to 
go on the narrow waterway; the boat can’t slide around being held neatly by a 
bank on each side: a good choice for a windy day. 
 
The workmen are just putting the finishing touches on their winter labor; the 
gates have all been tightened or replaced and freshly painted.  Oo-La-La is the 
first boat through this spring and her crew is soon to find out what this really 
means: hard work.  New heavy gates and hinges need to be broken in and the 
first few boats through have the task of cracking through their tough resistance.  
Older gates swing more easily, loosened from previous use.  Luckily these gates 
are tiny compared to Grand Union gates and there is only one at each end 
instead of two.  They fill up quickly due to their small capacity.   The day is 
glorious now, and enervating with a big sunlit sky spreading wide over this 
remote, verdant countryside.   
 
The Aylesbury Arm took 20 years to build from the Grand Junction at Marsworth 
through six miles of open terrain into the prosperous market town of Aylesbury.  
The actual construction was only three years; the other 17 were spent in dispute 
and negotiation over where the canal would draw its water.  Different suggestions 
were offered and protests rose since any plan that needed water from another 
navigation was heavily opposed.  Water was a limited commodity much called for 
by waterway companies and mill owners as well.  Eventually an agreement was 
reached with the Grand Union and the canal finally reached Aylesbury in 1814.  
Immediately the price of coal was halved in that town and agricultural produce 
was transported as well.  Even people were shipped, as it became a leg of travel 
for emigrants from the Liverpool Docks to the New World.   
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It is an excellent day to travel this narrow canal; the only hazard is the extremely 
small humped bridges where the wind blows the boat against the walls.  Oo-La-
La has a few bumpy encounters but comes through unscathed. Steel hulls don’t 
dent easily.  Clouds start rolling out about halfway down the canal, then some 
sleeting rain slips in.  Chilly, but the wind dies down and a good workout makes 
cheeks red and faces bright.  Along the way a proper well-dressed Englishman in 
his Prince Charles walking outfit complete with Wellington boots and two 
beautiful black Labradors amiably walks alongside us for a couple of locks, 
amazed to see boaters so early in the year.  “Not sunbathing weather, is it?” he 
comments.  “No, but we love it” is the reply.  Sunbathers go to Florida, not 
England.  
 
Arriving around two in the afternoon, the canal passes under the small stone 
town bridge, past a neighborhood of pretty row houses with stained glass 
windows and ends at the basin in the middle of town.  There the Aylesbury Canal 
Society greets us and one of the members gives a hearty pep talk about the area 
and the group of folks that live aboard full time.  He hands over several of their 
magazines, a small but meaty publication about gatherings, potlucks, swap 
meets, etc.  This is all very nice but the highlight of the arrival is a group of 
gorgeous Mandarin ducks, living works of art.  Completely different from the 
Mallard and not to be confused at all with the black and white Chinese ducks, 
they have pointed, small beaks with bold and colorful feathers so neat they look 
painted on.  Shyer than mallards and much more rare what a treat to see these 
exotic creatures for the first time.  Oo-La-La settles into her mooring and we take 
off to see the town of Aylesbury.   
 
Leaving the canal basin, a busy modern highway is negotiated to a pedestrian 
walkway that emerges into the 17th century Town Square.  It’s an appealing spot 
with a fountain, thatched roof boutiques and a pictorial church complete with 
spire and ancient cemetery.  Here at the Kings Head pub, King Henry VIII 
courted Anne Boleyn in 1530.  The exterior still has magnificent stained glass 
from that era and an ornate hand-painted sign.  Many of the streets are the 
original cobblestones.   
 
Essentially a market town, Aylesbury has a large assortment of stores of all 
varieties.  Shopping can be an historic excursion into a revered jewel box of an 
antique boutique that has passed hands through generations of the same family 
or to the latest fashion shop.  There are gourmet food shops, several 
supermarkets, wine and gift boutiques and specialty stores of every type. Several 
streets are dedicated to small independently owned businesses and just outside 
of town are big modern commercial businesses for more mundane shopping.  
They all do a non-stop rip roaring business.  Furthermore, two or three times a 
week, the town square fills with a farmer’s market where vendors outdo each 
other by hollering out the produce and price.  Mostly unintelligible to outsiders, 
local accents tempered by time and habit.  The consumers for all these goods 
come from the farms and tiny villages spread around the remote country land 
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where the canal passes.  Centuries of trade have only made this market town 
more popular than ever. 
 
Also at the town square is a large municipal building announcing a swimming 
pool complex inside.  An inquiry is greeted with a puzzled look.  ”Swimming pool?  
But that hasn’t been here for years.”  The receptionist says.  “Well, you have a 
huge sign on the building outside.”  After some considerable thought she 
remembers that the swimming pool has been relocated about a mile away and 
gives out directions.  A mile walk away there’s a sparkling new swim center that 
must have cost millions to build.  No one ever got around to proper signs in town, 
it was just understood that the pool was here and not there.  Inside heated pools 
with jet streams push swimmers around a fountain.  Rob laughs out loud as he is 
snatched away by the artificial current.  For a couple of pounds, it’s one of the 
healthier pleasures that are found in many towns in England.   
 
Thus after a few days of sightseeing, shopping and exercise it is time to work 
back up the canal and continue on the Grand Union towards Oxford.  Whilst in 
Aylesbury good strong Wellington boots are found in preparation for muddy 
towpaths caused by the recent rain. 
 
It is the first week in March, technically still winter and occasionally there is a 
chill.  Fresh and breezy leaving Aylesbury, Oo-La-La is back on the Grand Union 
within four short hours.  Papa Flora locks through in company to Leighton 
Buzzard, one of his favorite places to hang out.  It’s a popular mooring for many 
boats, many of which live there year round.   
 
The morning after arriving in Leighton Buzzard brings an army of fisherman lined 
up sitting just beyond the back of the boat.  Although eight o’clock in the morning 
there must be a hundred of them set up with posh equipment, dangling their line 
in the hope of catching a minnow or two.  PapaFlora is amongst them and 
explains that it’s an annual event including an MBE, a Sir someone who received 
a knightship for his fishing deeds.  It is frankly puzzling to see the obsession for 
fishing along the canals; there are dozens of fisherman but they never have any 
fish in their buckets.  Besides, why would anyone want to eat a fish that swims in 
these grimy waters?  The only conclusion is they are using an excuse to camp 
out, relax and get away from it all.  Another peculiarity is very long fishing poles 
in order to fish on the opposite bank.  Rob frequently asks why they just don’t fish 
on the other side, but never gets a satisfactory answer.  Now he asks in a cheeky 
fashion, probably to wind them up them.   
 
BW is still working on Soulbury Locks, a trio just outside of Leighton Buzzard.  
Several other boats have formed a queue in anticipation of completion.   The 
workers say all will be done at 2PM.  In company is a bright green unmarked 
boat.   
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A single hander is the owner and he says the boat was bought as a ‘sailaway’ 
and is completing the interior work himself.  Sailaway is a common term with boat 
builders and refers to a narrowboat that has been completed except for the 
interior fit out.  There is spray foam insulation but no interior walls, bulkheads, 
kitchen or toilet.  The cost is considerably cheaper, anywhere from 10 to 20 
thousand pounds or less depending on the standard.  The fit out is what makes 
Oo-La-La outstanding.  Some buyers think that an interior fit out is easily done 
but they are mistaken: it is the hardest part of boat building.  A team of skilled 
carpenters and mechanics put a lot of professional work into an attractive interior.   
 
Dave has been living aboard for a year while doing the fit out and invites us 
inside.  He has poured blood, sweat and tears into the work completed to date.  
But the result is hit and misses at best.  He is still sleeping on the floor and the 
spray foam insulation is evident everywhere.  It is basically a big hole sucking in 
hard work but will never be right.  An interior fit out is hard enough but living 
aboard at the same time is impossible.  With thanks for the tour we emerge 
grateful to be living in a well done oak and mahogany interior. 
 
As promised, at 2PM a worker comes over to say that the lock is repaired.   On 
doing so, Defiance, our old friend, is spotted nearby.  He has gone quite far from 
Camden since the time he tried to snag the mooring.  It’s a pleasant journey the 
rest of the day, sunny and dry.  That evening’s stop is Milton Keynes, across the 
street from the Peartree Pub.  It’s Friday and a great rock and roll band called the 
M50 plays until closing at 11:30. 
 
Saturday is extremely windy with 70-80 mph gusts of wind.  Being in the plateau 
of Milton Keynes there are no locks and travel is swift to the Great Ouse 
Aqueduct, about nine miles away.  By now the wind has whipped up whitecaps 
on the water and Oo-La-La is struggling to keep on course, buffeted by the 
extremely strong gusts.  The aqueduct has a pedestrian pathway with a fence on 
the right hand side and nothing, no guardrail or fence, on the left.  The drop 
below is at least 50 feet into a valley with a dried up old line of canal below.  The 
water is boiling on the aqueduct.  The throttle is gunned to blast through.  At that 
moment a huge gust blows up through the valley and rocks Oo-La-La side to 
side.  The boat rail is grabbed to keep balance as the valley floor looms below 
and large rocks are exposed in the dry canal bed.  The boat is doing fine but the 
humans are struggling for stability in the cockpit.   
 
Huge sighs of relief as the aqueduct is left behind and the small town of 
Cosgrove appears.  Now the wind is blowing steady at around 70mph 
necessitating an emergency pull over to the bank, further travel is impossible 
today.  Even walking is hard on the way to the pub for a much needed 
refreshment.  There is no rain; the sky is crystal clear, polished by the punishing 
wind. 
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The Barley Mow Pub in Cosgrove is full of people at 3PM on this wild and wooly 
day.  Everyone is talking about the weather and the official report is 80 mph 
steady wind with 90 mph gusts.  Of course there is an audience for our heart 
stopping crossing over the aqueduct; most of the patrons are narrowboat owners 
or ex-owners.  Acquaintances are renewed with our mechanic friend, John 
Maloney, who helped out with the alternator dilemma; his advice proved to be apt 
and he extends an invitation to sit with his group of buddies.  Canal war stories 
are swapped for a while.   
 
After about an hour there is a bright American voice, a young blonde asking 
directions to Warwick Castle.  “Where are you from?”  That is how the Thomas 
family from Juno, Alaska introduce themselves; Leeann and her parents and 
husband have rented a narrowboat for a week.  They’re used to wild weather but 
admit defeat in this wind as well and sit down to join our table.  It’s the first 
Americans we have met on the canal; they are enjoying their vacation 
immensely.  Leeann says her dad just loves any kind of boating so she 
researched the Internet and that is how they discovered the hire boat company 
and came to be in England on this day.  Owners of a bar in Juno, they are 
convivial and the afternoon is passed in the company of friends from both 
England and the States.   
 
The following day the weather calms down on approach to the Stoke Bruerne 
Locks, a flight of seven.  Rob is running ahead to prepare the gates and paddles.  
Ten minutes go by, and then twenty; no Rob appears to close the gates.  Stuck 
down in the lock, I cannot leave the boat and so wait.  Suddenly, Leeann and her 
husband appear at the paddle winches, bright in their foul weather gear and 
windlasses in hand.  “The pond is dry, we’re waiting for it to fill up!”  They say.  
Dry?  In spring this is unheard of with all the rainfall.  The pond is the body of 
water between two locks and feeds the lock below.  A dry pond can’t feed any 
water into the lock; Rob is ahead emptying the top locks into the pond.  The 
Thomases are embarrassed, they think they have somehow caused the problem 
as they passed through the first lock and became grounded.  However another 
boat ahead of them, in a great hurry, raced through the flight of locks without 
bothering to shut the paddles.  All of the paddles were up and water thus raced 
through the lock flight, draining the ponds.  They just happened to literally fall into 
the muck of someone else’s dereliction of duty.  After 20 minutes there’s enough 
water to float the boats and fill my lock.  Pete and Leeann open the gates and we 
buddy through the flight together.   Just outside is the scenic town of Stoke 
Bruerne where the Thomas family pulls over for lunch.  Rob and I continue on 
our way and bid them farewell, but not for the last time.   
 
Now several hire boats are around, the season is revving up.  More private boats 
are out and about as well.  Motoring through the Blisworth Tunnel is uneventful 
this time.  A secluded mooring is picked out, while hammering in the stakes lots 
of shouting and laughter is heard.  A scruffy narrowboat boat pulls up quickly 
behind.  A couple of people jump to shore in a wobbly way and the captain 
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pushes off again after many shrill goodbyes.  It is an ex-hire boat that is now 
privately owned and much worse for the wear.  Her paint is peeling but the owner 
is having a grand time with several friends and plenty of beer in the cockpit.  As 
they go by, they give a rowdy salutation; we met before at the Soulbury Locks.  
He was in a great hurry, saying he had to pick up some friends and was late.  He 
is most likely the guilty party who left the paddles up at the Stoke Bruerne flight.  
While preparing dinner the Thomases are spotted cruising by in his wake and 
give a friendly wave.  Hopefully there are no more long flights of locks coming 
soon. 
 
Back in Braunston Marina the next day, we feel like pros, having traveled enough 
by narrowboat to be experts yet the voyage is far from complete.  At the marina 
there’s opportunity to gas up, wash off the mud from the hull and say hello.  It is 
time to make the turn south on the Oxford canal.  Further north the air is fresher 
with a touch of winter chill.  The sun stays out, however, as the Oxford junction 
comes up.   
 
The Grand Union is a sociable canal with cruisers, quaint villages, hire boat 
companies and London to boot.  Small wonder so many narrowboats can be 
found moored or cruising on this canal.  The Oxford is the contrary; at the start of 
the journey it is deserted; there is a still, calm atmosphere of nature, not man.  
However the odd derelict boat finds this environment a good place to hide.   
 
A troll of sorts lays in wait on the turn off of the Grand Union.  Emerging out of a 
pair of boats that resemble a woodpile more than a couple of vessels, an 
enormous individual with large bushy red hair and beard starts shouting.  Two or 
three dogs gather around him as he babbles some manic gibberish. Obviously he 
can’t travel far in these ruined boats and is squatting on the canal.  His 
appearance is something out of a Grimm fairy tale.   
 
An ancient landscape lies about the Oxford; small towns with church spires 
appear in the distant bare hills, unchanged for centuries.    It’s a strenuous two- 
mile haul up the Napton flight of nine locks.  At the top it’s a good spot for the 
night at the tiny town of Marston Doles, an old rest stop for the canal workhorses.  
The old stables are still visible, but now there are also new expensive stone 
homes as well, an upscale retreat for those who seek the peace and quiet of the 
country.  The moorings are well kept with new bollards.  
 
Travel continues through wide-open green rolling farmland.  The wind is picking 
up again and the afternoon is spent in Cropredy, a beautiful village of stone 
cottages and a grocery shop on the canal.   Food is getting low since there are 
very few towns on this stretch of the Oxford.  According to the guidebook there 
are even fewer ahead.  At the Brasenose Arms a great bookswap is found.  It’s a 
sleepy but very pretty place. 
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These narrow locks have just been tightened and serviced over the winter, so 
this will be a good day for exercise.  Lovely hill towns dot the green vista.  The 
wind makes for difficult steering at times but the narrowness of the canal keeps 
Oo-La-La from sailing.  Luckily the sky remains an intense indigo blue, no sign of 
rain.  There is no other boat on this stretch that occasionally rises up through the 
locks to hilltops revealing 360 degrees of remote scenery.  Hard to believe there 
are traffic jams and queues during high time in the summer when the wait is as 
long as three or four hours.  With 43 locks on the Oxford, this creates serious 
problems for anyone on a schedule.  So many people travel here in the summer 
that water runs low and boats sludge through, dragging on the bottom.  Therefore 
it‘s a real luxury to be alone.  During the day only one other person is met and he 
is not on a boat. 
 
On entering a lock, a gentleman in painter’s coveralls is immersed in covering the 
gate arm in heavy, thick white glossy paint.  He has finished putting a coat of 
shiny black on the end of the gate arm.  Rob approaches with his windlass in 
hand but the painter doesn’t look up.  Since he is painting around the winch 
mechanism, just where one operates the windlass, Rob waits for him to finish.  
The painter is working furiously, but efficiently and finally completes the job.  
“Sorry to keep you waiting, but I’m behind schedule!”  He says as he courteously 
helps push the gates open once the lock has filled.  He has painted all the lock 
arms on the entire Oxford canal every year for the past 30.  Must be a record of 
sorts.  He says that almost no one came through the Oxford Canal last year due 
to the hoof and mouth disease that ravaged the countryside.  Happily this has 
just ended. 
 
Gradually the country gives way to light industry; train tracks appear on the bank 
near the famous city of Oxford.  There are numerous small lift footbridges on the 
approach.  Lift bridges are tricky, perfectly balanced so the weight of an average 
person lifts 1,200-kilos.  Or that is how it is supposed to be and some don’t work 
as intended.  On one particular bridge I find myself hanging feet in the air and it 
still isn’t budging.  Luckily a passing pedestrian adds his weight to the task.  
Single handers rely heavily on the kindness of strangers to assist them in 
passing through these obstacles or it would be impossible for them to motor 
through.   
 
Once the bridges are past there are miles of moored narrowboats, all 
permanently stationed; flowerpots festoon the roofs and there are front porch 
gardens on the towpaths.  Many are painted in unique and colorful ways, a 
display of eccentric craft.  Obviously there is a lively community of liveaboards.  
In contrast, across the canal from this bohemian collection, are expensive new 
town homes with tidy conservatories and cultivated gardens.  
 
Oxford’s temporary moorings are in the terminus of the canal at a small park in 
the heart of the city.  The limit for temporary moorings here is only 48 hours, not 
the normal 14 days allowed for most other stretches, including London.  This is a 
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result of the Oxford canal’s enormous popularity as alternative housing.  Right 
next to the canal is Isis Lock, a lovely flowered spot with a black and white iron 
footbridge.  After this is Osney Lock, connecting the Oxford canal with the 
Thames River. There is a ‘code red’ sign indicating that the river is running too 
high and fast for safe passage.  It will change to green when conditions improve. 
 
It’s exciting to arrive at a world-class city by way of water.  Steering clear of the 
omnipresent highways, arrival has none of the stress and tedium involved with 
automobiles, parking and hotels.  The boat is simply tied to the bank and one is 
home.  This is St. Patricks Day so of course Rob finds a pub called Rosie 
O’Grady’s to celebrate with a pint of Guinness stout. 
 
The next day there is a knock on the door, an ex-neighbor from London along 
with his wife.  They have come through the canal and wanted to say hello.  
Sometimes it’s not just your home that comes with you but parts of the 
neighborhood as well.  A couple of other familiar boaters are also turning up so 
there is already a local community.   
 
The rain is a problem as the Thames is swollen and overflowing the banks, not a 
good time to travel.  It’s a good thing for ‘wellies’ because the towpath extremely 
muddy.   
 
Since obviously more than the allotted 48 hours is needed to stay here, this is a 
predicament.  After two days, British Waterways is called to ask them what they 
suggest.  With fabulous efficiency they find a permanent mooring that has been 
temporarily vacated and say to stay as long as passage on the Thames is code 
red.  The mooring warden is made aware and comes around to introduce 
himself. BW gets a gold star for handling this so well.   
 
It’s a great spot to get stranded; Oxford is a romantic city of gleaming, golden 
spires.  Constantly packed with students, tourists and residents, there is always 
something to do, a place to go, someone to see. Time is taken to explore this city 
where Tolkien and his famous cronies met for ale paid with poems at a local pub 
called The Eagle and Child.  There are town criers in traditional dress and 
prefectures in scarlet robes stand in the arches of the university to keep nosy 
tourists on the beaten path.  Lewis Carroll, author of Alice in Wonderland 
entertained the real Alice in a teashop across from the University.  Chelsea 
Clinton is in attendance here, but doesn’t make an appearance.   
 
Time passes quickly: with the 21st of March Spring arrives, the rain clears up and 
the sun comes out; the code red changes to ‘yellow’ so departure date is nigh.  A 
couple of days later the sign on Isis Lock is green.  It’s exciting to anticipate 
traveling the rest of this wonderful river, a little scary too, for the rain still falls 
heavily at night.   
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The day of departure dawns gorgeous, sunny and warm.  Oo-La-La backs down 
from the canal end to Isis Lock.  Immediately after the lock is a powerful weir and 
a sharp U-turn is made towards Osney Lock, the gateway to the river.  With such 
great weather there are plenty of walkers about; a photographer follows us along 
the towpath taking pictures.  At Osney Lock the lockkeeper is chatty as another 
narrowboat, Sundance, with a family of four, cruises in.  Soon it fills and the 
gates open releasing us into the Thames River.  The current is still very strong, 
and the river is narrow at this point; with half the RPMs normally used Oo-La-La 
is flying at ten knots past Oxfords’s picturesque buildings and waterside 
restaurants.  She manages to whoosh safely through a narrow stone bridge that 
marks the water exit from the city and is liberated onto a wide expanse of river.  
Oxford fades fast on the banks as the current whizzes us away and into a 
wilderness beautiful with numerous herons, kingfishers, mallards and swans.  
Tall reeds line the banks and high hills approach on the horizon. 
 
Abingdon is the first town past and then the river becomes very wild and isolated 
except for the occasional unique retreat or castle.  Because of the current a safe 
mooring is vital.  At first the Shillingford Hotel looks alluring with its wide green 
lawns and mooring rings (for eight pounds) but passed up for even greater 
security at Benson Lock for free.  It’s the perfect way to get out of the strong river 
current and anchor safely for the night.  Being after 6PM the gates are closed 
and the lockkeeper has gone home; otherwise it would not be allowed.  The boat 
will go through first thing in the morning at 9AM.    
 
It is just in time since a heavy fog is descending.  The river is blanketed in clouds 
by sunset.  Winter is over and the spring season of cruising England’s waterways 
has just begun.  Warm weather is eagerly anticipated, as travel will be on the 
southernmost canal, the Kennet & Avon, on the way to the unique city of Bath.         
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Chapter 6- From Oscar Wilde to Crop Circles  
 
Heavy fog still swathes the river in the morning at Benson Lock, so thick that the 
dark silhouettes of life size statues on the bank look like real people through the 
mist.  At 9AM the lockkeeper arrives and opens the gates; as the water rises, fog 
turns to haze and is burned off completely by bright morning sun.  The clear blue 
sky is warm and for the first time in several months the heat inside the boat is 
turned off.  Shortly after the lock the town of Goring passes on the left bank.   
 
On the approach to Whitchurch Lock there is no lockkeeper apparent even 
though Rob blows the horn, something that rarely has to be done.  Usually the 
lockkeeper sees way ahead of time and the gates are opened on approach.  At 
the dock I hop off and walk over to see what is going on.  A sign propped on the 
lock house reads: “No lockkeeper today”.  Uggh.  This means hand cranking 
gates and paddles.  On the canals that is normal but the river locks take ages to 
operate by hand and are very hard on the upper arm muscles and back.  The 
crank is turned literally hundreds of times and is usually very stiff since the lock 
keeper normally operates the gates electronically.  After a few minutes of turning 
the wheel, all the outerwear comes off despite the cool spring weather.  
Eventually they open inch by inch after plenty of tough work.  Steering into the 
lock an approaching boat shouts to hold open for them.  Why not?  There is no 
hurry and it would be really nice to have some help with the paddles and second 
set of gates.  This boat has another boat in tow and needs some time to drop it 
off on the bank and tie off.  They have no idea how as they back up, go forward, 
turn in circles and make a muddle out of the operation. No problem.  It’s 
lunchtime and a chance feed the swans while observing the efforts.  Eventually 
they manage to finish the job and give thanks for waiting as they cruise in.  In the 
meantime, a mosquito flotilla of dozens of little 2-man electric boats has silently 
glided up.  Now there is plenty of manpower to share the cranking.  These 
electric boats are hire craft moving out of winter storage to the marina for the 
season; a chat with one of the boat drivers reveals he has the key to operate the 
controls.  In a few minutes the operation is over and all are under way. Waiting a 
half an hour saved more time than being in a hurry. 
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By early afternoon Oo-La-La arrives in Reading where the Kennet and Avon 
Canal (K & A) meets the Thames River.  The strong current sweeps us past the 
mooring on the approach and a U-turn is necessary.  The fleet of tiny electric 
boats is behind, for a moment there is chaos as they scatter in haste. Luckily 
collision is avoided. Blake’s Lock is in stoppage right at the mouth of the K & A; 
Oo-La-La ties up on the river dock along with a couple of dozen other boats that 
are also waiting.  It’s crowded but there’s room for everyone.  Dave is there, on 
the sailaway boat from Soulbury Locks.  Funny, he said he was going back to 
London via the Thames; now he is waiting for the K&A to open, evidently here 
has been a change of plans. 
 
By 9AM the next morning, Good Friday, the stoppage is over and all of the boats 
have departed to go through Blake’s.  Good Friday is a ‘bank’ holiday in England 
meaning that nothing is open for business.  Not the bank, library or post office, 
which is really needed in order to get the ‘Poste Restante’ address for Reading 
so that mail can be forwarded from London.   
 
Oo-La-La cruises onto the K&A around 4:30 in the afternoon.  Since all the boats 
have passed through Reading there is any pick of moorings in the center of the 
city.  Clean, quiet and spanking new it’s a quirky spot, next to the Reading prison 
where Oscar Wilde spent some time.  There is large park between the canal and 
the prison, which resembles a modern office building.  A poem from Wilde is 
inscribed on the fence along with his silhouette.  Sharing the mooring as well is a 
thousand year old abbey ruin.   
 
Good weather continues the next day as we walk around and explore the ruins of 
The Abbey, crumbling with time the original structure is still very intact in the 
maze of tall stone and mortar walls. A wedding is in progress with costumed 
guests in attendance, the bride and groom clothed in Medieval dress with 
pageboys at their sides. 
 
Easter is a big holiday in England thus Monday is also a bank holiday.  A lesson 
is learned here: never request mail forwarding before a bank holiday.  It takes 
much longer than normal.  I use the time to investigate Reading while Rob fumes 
on the boat.   
 
Reading is what the English call a ‘blow-in’ town.  Since many large corporations 
(such as Oracle) have their headquarters here, a lot of people from all over the 
country come in for work.  Hence the term ‘blow-in’, which is almost everyone.  It 
makes for a young community of office workers and techies.   Much of the town 
is modern, especially along the canal, but there is still a well-preserved ancient 
center with a commanding statue of Queen Victoria glowering over Town Square.   
 
The canal passes through a huge new shopping mall that is planned so that 
restaurants, bars and public areas make gongoozling (an old English term for 
looking at boats) comfortable for hundreds of persons.  There are light 
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contemporary footbridges with seating and glass walls on the mall and 
restaurants.  A popular place, there are always plenty of shoppers milling about 
and everyone come out at lunchtime to enjoy some fresh air.  Reading has gone 
to great lengths to improve the canal area, which used to be isolated, neglected 
and dilapidated.   
 
On Wednesday the mail arrives and travel recommences.  April is beginning on a 
glorious warm and sunny spring day.  Moorhen chicks make squeaky little chirps 
as they swim with their mothers.  The canal is loaded with gongoozlers galore.  
Motoring through downtown Reading is like sailing through an auditorium.  
People wave as Oo-La-La passes through the center, a traffic light appears on 
the right.  Here the canal veers at a sharp angle creating a blind spot, thus traffic 
lights warn boats of on comers.  Vessels coming from each direction press a 
button on the light and wait for the signal, the same as a pedestrian does at a 
crosswalk.   The light turns red if someone is approaching but green now so 
there is no need to stop, the only canal traffic light on the system.   
 
Reading plays out with a long line of permanent moorings and some quaint 
canalside houses.  Some spiky soft, black and red tiny coot chicks peep along 
the bank.  Finally the open green country appears, as do swans.  One dozes on 
her amazingly huge nest, about four feet in diameter, embedded in bushes on 
the water.  Her long neck wraps gracefully around her; she is the embodiment of 
serenity and patience.  Nearby is a fierce male, guarding her with his life.  He 
brings her food so she doesn’t move from her eggs unless she absolutely has to.  
Sometimes these males fight so ferociously with each other that one is killed.  
Tragically the mother is then on her own.  People help these widowed swans to 
survive by putting things to eat nearby and fending off predators.  The real task 
comes when the chicks are hatched and look like a tasty meal to foxes or other 
wildlife.  Thus a litter of six may be drastically reduced to two or even one.  But 
many succeed in raising all their chicks and it is not uncommon to see a family of 
six cygnets.  The largest seen on the waterways was a brood of eight and two 
proud parents.  The parents came alongside the cockpit seeking food but did not 
eat until every offspring had their fill.  England has thousands of mute swans, so 
named since they have no honk or quack.  
 
The Kennet & Avon canal is one of the most exciting lengths of artificial waterway 
in England.  A broad canal, cutting across the south of the country from Reading 
to Bristol, it was built in three sections.  There’s a total of 104 locks and 100 ¾ 
miles between Reading and the Avonmouth entrance to the Bristol Channel on 
the west coast.  The first two sections, the Kennet River from Reading to 
Newbury and the Avon River from Bath to Bristol, were canalized river 
navigations.  Hence the name “Kennet & Avon Canal”.  Due to the steep fall of 
the Kennet River, 20 locks in as many miles were built to negotiate the water 
level difference of 138 feet.  Between 1718 and 1723, 11 miles of new navigation 
were added.  The swift moving and steep sided Avon River was canalized 
between 1725 and 1727.  It should be noted here that several different rivers in 
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the United Kingdom are called the ‘Avon’ since this is the old Celtic word for 
‘river’.  
 
The third phase, a canal from Newbury to Bath, was opened in 1810; this section 
is 57 miles long and reaches a summit of 452 feet above sea level with 79 broad 
locks and a short tunnel.  These three sections make up the K&A that, along with 
the Thames, completes a now uninterrupted water route from London to Bristol.   
 
It’s an attractive canal with many stone bridges and swing footbridges directly 
over the locks.  Most of the footbridges are defunct, however a few remain 
functionally intact so that the bridge must be turned as well as working the lock.  
The countryside is bright yellow with mature rapeseed and golden with wheat 
crops, a vivid change from the wet verdant landscape of the Oxford.     
 
A small narrowboat called Roma works through numerous swing bridges 
alongside Oo-La-La. They are heading on the K&A to Newbury where the boat 
will be home.  Evidently they are not experienced boaters as the woman 
crewmember sports the first lifejacket we have ever seen on the English 
waterways.  Alternative housing in narrowboats is a growing trend in England as 
the real estate prices skyrocket all over the country.   
 
Arrival in Newbury that evening, it’s a good place to stop being a lovely town, full 
of 13th and 16th century houses.  Several small children squash their little faces 
through the ornate stanchions of a pretty bridge to peer out; they make an 
amusing photo.  
 
The weather is pastoral and sunny, similar to California.  The K&A is very 
populated so there are many towns to stop in.  Numerous people walk on the 
towpath often stopping to chat or wave.  They regularly help with the locks or 
bridges and pepper us with questions about narrow boating.  Strange to say, 
many Brits are unfamiliar with narrowboats.  Nodding his head toward Oo-La-La 
as she motors by one walker carefully explains to his companion “They call them 
narrowboats.” 
  
The early spring continues to warm up and temperatures are in the high 60s 
although there is an easterly cool breeze.  However due to the numerous locks or 
swing/lift bridges the exertion makes summer clothing comfortable.   
 
Continuing through open country at Reading Marina, no relation to the town, 
diesel and propane is available.  Three young boys, about seven or eight years 
old, hang about.  A marina worker comes out of the office.  “They’re the ones that 
nicked the ice cream.” Apparently they raided the convenience shop in the main 
office.  Acting cocky, chocolate icing still smeared on one’s cheek, they are well 
eyed by the marina guys.  They come over and clamor for a ride aboard.  They 
get a lecture about parental permission and are warned they could be kidnapped 
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this way and really shouldn’t ask strangers.  “We don’t mind!” is the reply.    With 
a wave goodbye we motor on to the lock directly ahead.   
 
A boat is coming through so Rob hovers in the basin to wait for the gates to 
open.  Meantime the local rascals have caught up.  One has broken away from 
his buddies and is bugging Rob for a ride again.  When he says no, the kid 
makes a face that is meant to be mean but just turns out comical.  Slyly he 
hunches his shoulders and carefully pokes out the middle finger of his right hand 
while he looks around to make sure no one is watching.  Stifling a laugh, Rob 
puts on his own mean face, which looks more convincing.  “You little rat!” he 
exclaims.  Just then the rat’s buddy turns up.  “Wot! Is he being cheeky with 
you?”  He then proceeds to slap his friend about the head, three stooges style.  
They take off and go play on a barge untying it from the bank; the marina worker 
comes over to chase them away.   
 
Beltrane, a purple and blue boat with an elaborate painting of Stonehedge on its 
side passes by from the opposite direction.  The inhabitants are young, blond 
Rastafarians and the top of the boat is loaded with willow branches with which to 
make elaborate rustic chairs.  Hard to miss, they were last seen in Aylesbury.   
 
Hungersford, an upscale farmer’s village with Mercedes and high-end sports cars 
in the streets, is home for the weekend.  While tying up Dave comes over to say 
hello, obviously he single-handed very well along the K&A despite all the locks 
and swing bridges.  He likes the town so much he intends to hang out here for at 
least a week.   
 
The wind has picked up again, so while the skies are still blue, it is difficult to 
maneuver and Saturday, market day, is also spent in Hungersford.  Shoppers 
throng the colorful vegetable markets that display a wide variety of produce.  A 
strange museum and antique shop displays a variety of artifacts from ancient 
farming implements to stuffed wild animals and birds.  Inexplicably a stuffed 
poodle is also carefully housed under glass. The next day is less gusty so it’s a 
good time to take off.  Sunday on the canals is very sociable.  Every lock has 
picnickers or strollers.  One even has a parking lot where people sit in their car 
and gaze at the lock, much the same as some do in airports.  It’s hard to believe 
this is interesting to watch but they do so avidly.  Many of the towpath walkers 
are straight out of Abercromie and Fitch or maybe Prince Charles’ new clothing 
catalog.  There are also plenty of the usual t-shirts and jeans or jogging outfits. 
 
At Great Bedwyn there is good mooring and a lovely pub called the “Crossed 
Keys” where the whole of the village gathers on this drizzly Sunday evening.  
Everyone knows each other, but this little public house has a difference.  In the 
ancient solid wood beamed ceiling hang tiny birdhouses in blue glass and tin, 
wisteria winds around the interior and dozens of tiny copper pots hang from the 
walls like a wizard’s hovel.  Old and young converge and play cards or gossip as 
little kids with juice sit next to wizened old timers and their pint of stout.  The town 



 

 
 
Marlane O’Neill, 1728 Wisconsin Ave. NW #241,WASH. DC 20007, USA    or 
Copy write = www.robandmarlane.com , 88 Camden Rd., London NW1-9EA, UK 

64 

also boasts a humorous undertaker who covers his headstones with sassy 
remarks about village life or the deceased.   
 
It’s been a long day and time to return to make dinner on board and an early 
night.  While cooking a boat passes by in the darkening dusk. All too familiar  – 
Dave is back.  Despite what he said earlier, Hungersford did not keep him and he 
has turned up unexpectedly again. 
 
Early the following day Oo-La-La heads for Devizes and the dreaded Caen’s Hill, 
29 locks in 2 ¼ miles.  It will be interesting to see if Dave catches up.  Travel is 
due west and the sun is on full power; it feels more than ever like California.  This 
area is famous for the world-renowned crop circles, huge circular designs in the 
wheat fields allegedly left by alien spaceships in the middle of the night.  One 
lone boat is approaching; as they pass greetings are exchanged, the name is 
‘Tamalpais’ from ‘San Francisco Yacht Club’.  Too stunned to speak up, we are 
too far apart before a word can be spoken.  Perhaps this has been an alien 
transportation?  
 
On a far hillside a huge horse has been carved in the earth; The Millenium 
Horse, created to commemorate the year 2000.     
 
There is a strenuous group of 11 locks and then fifteen miles of lock free cruising.  
Faces are getting sun burnt so sunscreen is fished out of winter storage and 
apply liberally.  Despite the cool April breeze, summer is arriving in haste.   
 
Devizes is a large market town, a center for all the farmers in this area.  The 
wharf there is well developed and not crowded so we moor up for a couple of 
days to rest and prepare for nearby Caen’s Hill.   
 
This area is a tourist attraction because of the crop circles.  There are many 
theories about them, alien ships being one.  But the most likely explanation is 
that people come to a field and make the circles during the middle of the night.  
No one ever sees them, and the circles are extraordinary in the precision and 
neatness of design.  The crops are usually failing, not healthy, and this brings 
suspicion to mind.  Crop circles bring a lot of attention and landowners charge 
admission for a close up look.  This is a good, if unusual, solution for a bad 
harvest. 
 
Caen’s Hill is a tourist draw as well, the sight is daunting as one gazes down 
from the top; the locks appear endless.  The view is grand, a panorama of rolling 
hills, a vista that continues for miles and miles.  The British Waterways office at 
the bottom of the flight offers a certificate of completion for anyone who works 
through the locks.  Caen’s Hill has a reputation that precedes it; this stretch of 
torture has been anticipated for a while now.  
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The day finally comes, a Thursday and there are plenty of walkers about but not 
many boats.  That is good since there is no queue, but bad, as we’ll have to work 
each set of gates ourselves with no help.  Oo-La-La plunges in and it’s tough, the 
gates are stiff, and Rob uses all of his weight to move the arms open and closed.   
 
Around the fifth lock another boat is in front, rising up the flight.  He shouts, 
asking to leave the gates open for him to enter.  Meantime, a boat has just 
started the flight behind.  We keep working down and within half an hour there is 
fierce shouting behind. 
 
“Close the bloody gates!” I hear with a chill down my spine.  My head yanks 
around to see a large man gesturing angrily with his windlass.  Rob is working 
two locks ahead and the angry man disappears from sight with the falling water 
level.  When Rob returns, he is informed there is a very irate person behind who 
has moved so fast down the flight that he is working the locks with the open 
gates.  In the period in-between, the boat rising up through the locks has pulled 
over in a pond, maybe for a tea break; not knowing an offence has been 
committed.  So the gates are closed on exit, but the man is so incensed that he 
starts down the towpath.  He grows larger as he nears and becomes very big 
with a metal windlass waving wildly around his head.   
 
“What do ye think yer doin’!  Close the bloody gates!” he screams in a heavy 
Scottish brogue.  One hears of road rage but this the first canal rage we’ve 
witnessed.  While he is dangerously gesturing with his heavy metal winch, we 
explain about the boat rising in the flight and he stomps off in a stink.  Careful to 
close all the gates after that, travel is made as fast as possible to get well ahead 
of the mad Scotsman. 
 
Finally, after five hours, Caen’s Hill is behind and there is a welcome mooring at 
The Barge Inn a lovely spot near the settlement of Seend.  After tying up and 
checking with the inn workers that it is okay to moor, a sigh of relief is caught 
short.  Too soon, for the Scotsman and friends pull up in their hire vessel.  We 
slip into the boat and close the hatch, wondering if he is about to continue his 
tirade.  But the crew is happy and he is in a jovial mood now, so eventually 
everyone converges in the pub for a well-earned dinner to forget the day’s 
struggle and sore muscles.  After all, they are on holiday and just want to have 
fun.   
 
Up early the next day, Oo-La-La pulls away from The Barge Inn to cruise a 
blissful stretch of canal with a lock only every mile or so.  Bath is getting close, a 
city that people say wonderful things about.  Suddenly, about five hours into the 
days cruise, a beautiful hill town of pale white stone looms on the horizon.  
Flowering trees flourish in garden trellises that cascade down the hill. Must be 
Bath; looks just like the photos.  
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There is one more lock before arriving in town at official BW moorings.  Several 
boats are already there but there is room to tie up.  The boat is tidied and clothes 
are changed to dive into this delightful looking town.  Just over the canal is the 
busy main road that goes to the center of town.  There are gorgeous parks, a 
beautiful stone bridge, and a fascinating view of steep hills covered with buildings 
in pale stone looking like white marble.   
 
At the tourist office three little ladies, prim and retired, volunteer to help out 
visitors.  They are very kind and give out maps and lots of information.  A glance 
at the map says Bradford-on-Avon.  “Where is Bradford-on-Avon?”  “Why you are 
in it!” is the reply.  Feeling foolish, we realize this is not Bath after all, but a 
smaller town just before it.  Well, there are no road signs on the canal telling you 
where you are.  Everyone has a laugh.   
 
It’s a bright morning the following day and the highest hill is climbed for the view.  
There’s plenty of huffing and puffing, but the effort is rewarding with a 
spectacular sight of the town and neighboring villages for miles and miles.  On 
the way down, a meandering footpath winds through idyllic hillside gardens and a 
farmer’s field.  Surprisingly it leads directly back to the canal, created when 
narrowboats brought coal or other goods to town.  It’s a great shortcut to the top 
of the hills.   
 
Bradford-on-Avon is overshadowed by Bath and it’s fame and is even called the 
‘Little Bath’.  There are gregarious folks at the Canal Tavern and the evening is 
convivially passed with local characters and their dogs.  Of course they think 
Bradford is better than Bath.  Hopefully the sunny warm weather will continue to 
hold up for the next day’s two-hour cruise there.   
 
Unfortunately it becomes drizzly and gray. Passing some moored narrowboats, 
there’s a sharp corner turn on Avoncliff aqueduct.  Next to the aqueduct is a 
group of thatched roof houses and a timber frame pub, The Crossed Guns, on 
the banks of the Avon River.  A Japanese style garden tumbles down to the river 
beside the pub and the scene is charming seen through silvery raindrops.  The 
canal lopes through a lush verdant valley with wide views over Dundas 
Aqueduct.  After about an hour into this spacious vale, an enormous alabaster 
stone city peaks through the trees.  The expanse of Bath is startling stretching as 
far as the eye can see. Out of the blue the rain starts to pour down heavily.  A 
gorgeous thatch roof pub, The George, appears on the right bank complete with 
guest moorings and is irresistable.  Across the canal from the pub backyard 
flower gardens grow abundant with lavendar and roses.  The afternoon is well 
spent in this 15th century haven with a table of tourists from Spain.  Our table is 
across from the beautiful gardens perfectly framed through the undulating glass 
windowpane.   
 
Just as hoped for a clear morning dawns bright and beautiful leaving The 
George.  It is a new world motoring through the short Cleveland Tunnel under a 
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white Venetian building complete with bas-relief carvings.  This is the old canal 
company’s headquarters.  Balconies overflow with wisteria; the bank’s stone 
buildings meet the water and reflect perfectly in the silver surface.  On the right 
appears a wide clear view of Bath’s huge stretch of Georgian terrace buildings on 
the far side of the valley. They climb up the steep and high hills, ridge the 
summits and stretch endlessly unlike any other place in England, except for 
Bradford, which is not half as big.  Italianate, decorative and hilly with no trace of 
timber or gray stone, Bath is exceptional.   
 
Temporary moorings are placed just before the summit of the Widcombe flight of 
six locks including one of the deepest in the country, 22 feet.   From the boat, the 
eye soars above this splendid city as the sun sets over the far horizon, lighting up 
the pale buildings with a rosy glow before the final wink.  For the next three 
weeks this will be home and it looks very beguiling.  
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Chapter Seven- Rainbow’s End  
 
The first morning in Bath we meet our neighbors on n/b Florence.  Their boat is 
lovely, a rich Burgundy color, trimmed in brass.  Outgoing people, they talk about 
the charms of the city as we walk down the steep steps from the canal and over 
a fine impressive bridge that traverses the river into town.  The river ends in a 
magnificent weir in that sweeps around within the city center.  Pedestrians, buses 
and cars whiz on a roundabout of lush and colorful flowers.  A large sunken 
formal garden banks the river and is filled with sunbathers on this bright day.  
They rent blue and white striped lawn chairs and picnic or just doze.  Boats filled 
with tourists cruise the waters and there is a second bridge, Pulteney Bridge, 
across the weir.  Pretty boutiques line this overpass all across the length.   
 
We plunge into Bath, exploring the shops, restaurants and museums; 
stupendous, beautiful, cosmopolitan and convenient to the canal, it’s a sharp 
contrast to the serene countryside of the K&A.  We intend to stay about three 
weeks waiting for conditions to optimize in the Bristol Channel.  The plan is to 
motor to Bristol, then up the channel to Sharpness, bypassing a return trip back 
over the Kennet & Avon Canal.   
 
Mooring in Bath is a touchy situation and squatters have to be chased out.  Now 
a strict warden is in place. After a day getting acquainted with our new home, he 
comes along.  Hired by the homeowners in the region to stop boats from settling 
down permanently on the canal, he is doing a fine job.  From what I can see 
there is only one dodgy boater here and he is a fright. 



 

 
 
Marlane O’Neill, 1728 Wisconsin Ave. NW #241,WASH. DC 20007, USA    or 
Copy write = www.robandmarlane.com , 88 Camden Rd., London NW1-9EA, UK 

69 

 
I nickname him ‘Hagar the Horrible’ for his wild hair that sprouts in all directions 
with a beard to match.  Immense in size and stature, he lives aboard a boat 
called the “Jolly Wassail”; it’s been a long time since it looked jolly.  Great 
mounds of firewood are heaped on top of the roof and at least one dog lives with 
him.  The portholes are covered up with some dingy material and impossible to 
see inside.  He plays hide and seek with the warden, moving his boat around 
without really leaving the temporary moorings.  He doesn’t bother anyone; he’s 
just exactly what the homeowners don’t want to see on the canal.  
 
The warden has his work cut out for him.  He uses a recorder to speak the name 
of each new boat and time of arrival.  When he comes around he makes a point 
to inform us of the time restriction but he is also helpful enough to explain where 
alternative moorings are located.  There is a park next to the city weir where a 
public pool offers a day pass for four pounds a day.  Steep price but a fabulous 
location.   
 
So the next day we lock down the Widcombe flight of six locks to the city center 
where the Avon River meets the canal.  An elegant swan dozes on her nest in 
the lock garden of the second lock as her feisty companion patrols against boats 
and people.  She gets up in a wobbly way and manages to get to the water to 
drink; obviously she rarely leaves the nest that contains six large pastel colored 
eggs.  As I cross over the lock gates the male nips at my ankles.  A couple of 
weeks later he is to die from a fight with another male swan and human 
caretakers will feed the female until the eggs hatch. So sad that even the 
newspapers carry the story. 
 
The view from the canal is the best in town; being a beautiful sunny morning 
there is plenty of company on the towpath in foreign tourists and English walkers.  
Narrowboat ‘Florence’ buddies through with us.  The lawn cutter for British 
Waterways helps us to open the gates; he is tending the flowering gardens 
around the locks and today they look splendid.  He seems to enjoy the distraction 
of boats locking through.  Then the warden comes along.  He always has a 
windlass handy in his back pocket and winds up the paddles for us; for his 
interests is to keep boats locking through.   
 
As we go through the deepest lock in the system, the crowds thicken.  
Inexplicably, very deep locks attract the most picnickers and gongoozlers.  
Maybe it’s the rush of water from the high gates that gives them a thrill, but gives 
me a chill.  I’m not a great fan of high ledges and give deep locks a wide berth, 
amazed to see legs dangle casually over the side of a 22 foot deep hole and 
small kids frolick in the grass just a foot away.  The gates are particularly heavy 
when the locks are deep and difficult to open due to their size and weight.  Along 
comes help in the form of three Frenchmen on a working holiday.  They push the 
gate arm for me, very Gallic in their berets and cigarettes hanging from pursed 
lips.  As the lock empties, we chat in French, they are happy to abandon English 
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for a while.  I learn they are attending an environmental engineers conference in 
Bristol but they prefer Bath so commute each day on the train. They’re tickled 
pink with being a part of the canal scene and take photos of each other working 
the lock.  Finally they go their merry way as we approach the last lock where I 
meet a professional gongoozler.  An attractive middle-aged gentleman, he has 
hired a narrowboat once, but professes most of his knowledge comes from just 
watching the locks.  He entertains me with stories as we work the final gate to the 
Avon River.  Rob motors into the river as I walk down the stone steps under the 
lock bridge to a notch in the wall where he picks me up. 
 
Now there is a fork in the waterway: to the left is the Avon River and to the right 
is the city of Bath.  The river is canalized but much wilder and wider than 
manmade canals; the banks are full of trees and bushes with very few places to 
moor.  We turn to the right toward the city.  It’s a stunning entry with two 
impressive bridges; the rushing water of the weir sounds like a waterfall ahead 
and the banks are high above our heads.  Seagulls are following the boat so I 
toss some bread to them.  Many more join them and soon there are hundreds of 
birds flying behind the boat as it toots along.  On the bridge and bank the 
pedestrians have stopped to watch the impressive sight of hundreds of birds 
forming a swooping rooster tail behind the boat.  We enter the town basin and tie 
off the large bollards.  Next to the moorings a park is covered with sunbathers 
and picnickers.  We go off to pay our dues of four pounds.   
 
It is a great place to be, exciting and convenient and I’m interested in staying 
longer than just a night or two.  Chatting with the lady at the desk I ask if there is 
a long-term discount.  “Well, if you pay 28 pounds then you get a season pass.”  
A season is how long? I ask.  “From April to October.”  Wait a minute, I can pay 
four pounds for the day, 28 pounds for the week, or just pay the 28 pounds now 
and stay as long as I like.  Struggling to keep my surprise in check I opt for the 
season pass which includes access to the showers and bathrooms in the pool 
facilities.  I am ‘chuffed’ the English word for ‘tickled pink’. 
 
As we emerge from the pool building, the sun is still shining bright and there are 
lots of people about.  It is a very public mooring, but we are protected by a fence 
and create a little moat between the wall and us by placing large fenders there.   
 
The town is buzzing and inviting so we walk around and see the famous Roman 
baths amongst other attractions.  They no longer operate but are a lure for 
tourists and the reason for the city’s name.  It is disappointing there are no more 
hot springs to enjoy.  We compensate by seeking a break in a pub just next to 
the sunken garden.  The clientele is a mixed bag of people, some in the building 
trade.  One distinguished gentleman, dressed in a fine suit, sits by a large 
window.  He seems to be attempting conversation with a man in shorts with little 
luck.  Then he hears our American accents and pricks up his ears.  From across 
the pub, he hails us with “If you can’t have a decent conversation here well where 
can you?  How are you, where in America are you from?”  We toss some 
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exchange back and forth until he comes over to introduce himself and take a seat 
with us.  He is a lovely chap from Lancaster, a town in the northwest of England 
near Liverpool and his tall, pretty red-haired daughter comes in shortly.  Before 
we know it, the man in shorts has now joined us as well and a jolly time is had by 
all.  Welcome to Bath. 
 
Our new location is life in a fish bowl.  Parks and bridges that have a constant 
stream of people surround the weir; many lounge by the boats so that there is 
always an audience when we happen to look out or leave the boat.  The full 
bloom of Spring is upon us and there is no better place to enjoy it.  The weather 
has remained dry and sunny with light sprinkles to keep the flowers fresh - 
perfect for – petanque.   
 
One day while browsing the bulletin board in the pool I come upon notice 
advertising for new people to play petanque, a form of bocce ball (Italian) also 
known as boules.  A French game, developed over many years in the south of 
France, petanque roughly translates to ‘feet together’ in French and refers to the 
stance a player takes when throwing a heavy metal ball about three inches in 
diameter toward a small brightly colored wood ball known as the ‘coque’.  The 
court is made of compacted dirt or clay and is about 20 feet long.  Two to six 
people can play the same court at the same time.  The aim is to get the metal 
ball as close as possible to the bright coque (pronounced cock).  Of course 
opposing players try to knock out the closest ball. 
 
We call the number on the poster and are immediately welcomed to join the 
game.  The only problem is that it is held in Saltford, a little village about 10 miles 
away and we don’t have a car.  No problem.  Two of the players, husband and 
wife, live in Bath and pick us up.   
 
Saltford is a beautiful stone village with colorful spring gardens in the front yards.  
The petanque courts are located in the back garden of a very popular pub, ‘The 
Bird in Hand’, where everyone is going for Sunday roast.  Thus the tiny winding 
streets are jammed with automobiles stuck in gridlock getting to the petanque 
courts.  Eventually we make it and find a parking space in this trendy spot. 
 
‘The Bird in Hand’ is a spacious place located next to the canal.  A large rolling 
lawn in the back is sprinkled with picnic tables where families hang out, enjoy 
their lunch and let the kids run around.  At the end of the lawn is a professional 
petanque court complete with a small Tiki bar.  We meet everyone else and 
finally learn how to really play this game.   
 
The group of players is diverse, coming from South Africa, Wales and England.  
Some are really good and can dive bomb an opposing ball with extreme 
accuracy.  We learn quickly what our own styles are and have a great time with 
this crowd of young and old.  The pub customers gather round, especially the 
children, to watch the game and learn.  Sometimes the kids have to be warned 
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off of the court since these balls can do damage, as heavy as they are and as 
fast as they are going.  After three or four hours of play dark clouds arrive to 
cover the sun and sprinkle on the courts.  We retreat to the pub to get acquainted 
with new friends inside.  It’s an excellent introduction to petanque each Sunday 
afternoon and Wednesday night.   
 
Bath is a music town; the ‘Farmhouse’, a local venue, is located on the summit of 
one of the high hills near town and so it’s a climb to listen to some jazz.  It’s good 
to arrive early since the place is packed.  The vibes player takes half an hour just 
to assemble his complex instrument.  A set of five guys play classic tunes; they 
have played together for over 25 years.  On another evening there is the group 
“Metropolis”; five pieces on guitar, sax, piano, French horn and drums.  
Sometimes members of the audience join them to play.  Across the street from 
the Farmhouse is another smaller place packed to the rafters with patrons 
listening to a torch singer and pianist.  A real treat is the sounds of “Silverman” a 
professional jazz group with an alternative beat.  Since Bath is a University town 
there are a lot of young people and plenty of different music.  Some we enjoy, 
other groups are too loud or not our taste.  There is a tremendous choice and not 
enough time to discover everything.  
 
It’s early May and the city is more packed than ever with visitors.  The tour buses 
roll around the town center, pedestrians vie for picnic tables on the weir’s bank.  
Shops appear to be doing great business and the weather is holding up for 
everyone.  It’s the year of the Golden Jubilee, the 50-year anniversary for Queen 
Elizabeth II.  She is doing a tour of England to celebrate and Bath is on her list 
this month.  The whole country is following her tour that is well publicized in the 
papers.  By the weekend, narrowboats are doubled up on the canal and the 
hotels are packed for her arrival. 
 
We were planning to ignore the visit, however the city has stopped in its tracks to 
make way for the Queen. So if you can’t beat ‘em, join ‘em.  All along the main 
city street thousands of people are lined along the sidewalk and every window 
along her procession is filled.  One of the ‘bobbies’ on patrol shows us the best 
place to catch the monarch.  We station ourselves behind two tiny ladies, who 
look like the Queen Mum themselves, and expect to see her within a half an 
hour.  Half an hour later, no queen.  However there is much to look at and 
observe in the festive atmosphere.  Secret Service agents buzz around with 
phones wired to their ears, helmeted police watch everyone closely.  Sharp 
shooters line the rooftops of most of the buildings.  A talented bobby entertains 
the crowd with jokes and magic tricks; even little children enjoy the atmosphere 
of anticipation.  News reporters from the national BBC stations are standing 
around with mikes and assistants.   One person in the crowd holds a huge sign 
declaring his undying love for “Jenny Bond”, a reporter.  She rewards him by 
going over to say hello but won’t give him the kiss he begs for.  The crowd is 
extremely well behaved, even a couple of guys quietly drinking from open beer 
cans.  But the bobby is not pleased.   “No open containers lads.”   They don’t 
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move immediately and he follows that quickly with “If you don’t get them out of 
here right now I’ll come and do it myself.” Now they go with haste; this bobby is a 
big man and means business.  Two hours later, the grand event occurs.  
 
The doors behind where the Queen was lunching open up and she proceeds to 
walk slowly through the crowd for three blocks to the cathedral where she will 
meet with the Bishop of Bath.  Dressed in pale pistachio green with matching hat, 
she looks much younger and better than the photos of her in the newspapers.  
Stopping to chat with people or accept a bouquet of flowers, the crowd is 
enthralled.  It is amazing she can circulate so freely without a ‘queen-mobile’ or a 
flank of bodyguards on each side. In about 30 minutes she makes the three 
blocks walk trailed by her ladies in waiting, her husband the Duke and her 
gorgeous maroon Rolls Royce, driven by a snappy looking chauffeur with 
piercing blue eagle eyes for the crowd.  The Rolls itself is specially designed with 
a clear roof so that she can see outside as others look in.  Rob takes pictures of 
the procession and some far away shots of the Queen’s approach.  Finally she is 
at the cathedral, just a foot away from us, incredibly close.  That’s when Rob 
raises the camera to snap a close-up and tragically the lens flashes, “change the 
batteries” which means no more pictures today. 
 
We stay to watch her greet the bishop, whose outfit easily outdoes hers for pomp 
and glory with his gold threaded robes and bell shaped hat.  They enter the 
cathedral and the event is over for now.  Many wait for her to come out but Rob 
and I need a break so go to lunch in a nearby restaurant with a wide view of the 
cathedral.  Just as we finish, the Rolls Royce comes by and we are treated once 
again to royalty and all their trimmings as the Duke and his Queen slowly ride by 
with a crowd of hundreds following behind on foot.  A kind of thrill hangs over the 
city for days afterward.   
 
Bath is a great place but we haven’t forgotten our journey and still look forward to 
the trip down the Avon River over the Bristol Channel to Gloucester.  So we boat 
over to Saltford for our boules game that Sunday to check out this stretch of the 
Avon River for the first time.  Unsuccessfully we attempt to moor off of a tree for 
the evening, but there are rocks near the bank making it impossible to secure.  
So we continue up river to Saltford Marina where we meet Darryl, the owner, a 
generous chap who gives us a mooring for the night and a pump out for no 
charge.   
 
Saltford is an absolute delight on the canal.  There is a beautiful old stone mill 
that has been converted to a house and a charming stone village next to it, which 
has won awards for the gardens and general beauty of the place.  The village is 
described as a drab suburb in our guidebook, however this does not apply to the 
canal area, the original village.  We wonder if the writers of this guidebook travel 
by car or boat.  In any case, it’s another good reason to travel by water rather 
than highway. 
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We surprise our petanque buddies the next day, since no one had to give us a lift 
to the game.  It’s the first time we have used the boat as alternative 
transportation.  A four-hour journey by boat but only 20 minutes via automobile, 
we get plenty of good-natured ribbing about it.  However, as we describe the joys 
of the trip, lunch al fresco, a radiant sunset and no traffic jam we can see interest 
in people’s faces and maybe just a tinge of envy. 
 
The weather is not cooperating now; the wind rages at gale force 8 on some 
days.  The Bristol Channel is wild and we bide our time to go until the blustery 
weather calms down.  But time to move on to Bristol, a bit closer to the coast.  
We say our goodbyes in Bath to finish the last leg of the K&A on this third week 
in May; we hope to see the window of opportunity unlock soon to enable us to 
safely cross open water in a narrowboat.     
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8-Crazy Americans on the Bristol Channel 
 
As Oo-La-La pulls out of Bath and heads down the River Avon to the Port of 
Bristol the weather expected in March and April is catching up.  Strong winds 
buffet Southwest England chasing big puffy clouds across the clear blue sky.  
The final lock on the Kennet and Avon canal approaches, Hanham Lock, which is 
actually Number One, the last lock between Reading and Bristol, the end of 
British Waterways influence and the beginning of the Port of Bristol Authority.  
The River Avon is tidal west of Hanham Lock and untraditional territory for 
narrowboats. 
 
The day continues with changeable weather cruising through a lush green valley 
and past small hamlets.   The gorge gets very deep and the landscape changes 
from wooded greenery to stone cliffs.  The scenery is dramatic and beautiful.  
The river is wide but calm with little boat traffic.  Bristol’s industrial suburbs follow 
the water for a while followed by small terrace houses.  The flood lock for Bristol 
Harbor appears ahead and is wide open as Oo-La-La cruises straight through to 
the harbor. 
 
We are determined.  Although few cross the Bristol Estuary to Gloucester in a 
narrowboat it has been done before.  The guidebook recommends using a river 
pilot who has been contacted.  Normally huge cargo ships leaving England for 
the open ocean use his services.  The estuary is particularly treacherous for the 
second highest tides in the world are found there.  Twice daily the tide rises and 
falls 40 feet; people have perished misjudging the extremity of this body of water.  
The world’s highest tides are in Nova Scotia, directly across the Atlantic Ocean 
from the Severn Estuary.  The pilot is watching the estuary and will call when the 
weather looks right for a narrowboat crossing.  
 
The small swing bridge for automobile traffic rose sufficiently high to scoot under 
with just a hand’s breadth of clearance.  The harbor sits in the heart of Bristol 
surrounded by a mixture of condominiums and restaurant/cafes.  Mooring is 
provided everywhere along the tall walls; ladders are built in for access; water 
points are spaced every few feet on the harbor wall with floating pontoons for 
additional boats.  Sailboats dominate the scene along with small cargo ships.  
There are also a few classic schooners alongside giant hi-tech racing 
catamarans.  The variety of vessels is fascinating.  Many of the boats have seen 
better days, belying the expression “Bristol fashion”.   
 
A floating pontoon with a couple of other narrowboats looks the most inviting.   
On a nearby quay a large impressive bronze statue of Captain John Cabot looks 
over the water.  Many people mill about; the weather creates a romantic scene 
as rain drizzles a silvery mist over the water.  The neighbors come over to chat; 
they are visiting Bristol and intend to go back over the K&A canal.  On hearing 
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the plans for crossing the estuary to Gloucester the reaction is “Only crazy 
Americans would think about taking a narrowboat into the sea.”  It’s true, perhaps 
it is crazy to take the boat into the Bristol Channel, technically the open sea, but 
it’s been done before.  The conversation turns to weather, specifically wind and 
rain.  According to n/b ‘Animalia’, this weather can last for the entire summer.  “I 
reckon we’ll beat you going back up the Kennet & Avon.” he chuckles.   
 
Meanwhile, Bristol is new territory and there is plenty to discover in this tough, 
historic English city full of sea lore and legendary figures.  For starters the 
Llandoger Trow is a pub that dates back to 1664 and survived the intense 
bombing of 1940.  Its unique name comes from Captain Hawkins who retired to 
run the pub after sailing a trow (a flat bottomed sailing barge) between South 
Wales and Bristol.  Llandoger comes from Llandogo, a Welsh village on the river 
Wye.  Many legends were born in this place; the writer Daniel Defore met 
Alexander Selkirk here, the marooned sailor on whom he based the book 
“Robinson Crusoe”.  The Spy Glass, a bar in Robert Louis Stevenson’s Treasure 
Island is based on the Llangower Trow; unsuspecting patrons would be plied with 
drinks and then hauled off to awaken on board a ship at sea, conscripted for 
involuntary service.   
 
The days continue to be blustery in Bristol and the windblown skies don’t give the 
clouds a chance; the city is buffeted with brief showers followed by fierce 
sunshine.  Pedestrians are frequently blown off their feet by the 50 mile per hour 
wind.  The neighbor’s cheeky comment about sitting until August before the 
weather lets up is not forgotten.   
 
The weather is holding him back from traveling as well so he comes and goes 
from house to boat every other day, living only about an hour away.  Many 
narrow boaters choose to drive the boat in their spare time, tie up and drive 
home for a few days to return and continue their journey.  One day he knocks on 
the cabin.  “Did you happen to see anyone on my boat?” he asks.  No.  “Well, the 
strangest thing, it’s been turned around!”  Sure enough, the stern is on the other 
side and indeed the boat has been turned around.  Apparently a trickster did this 
and didn’t tie the ropes back on the bollards too tight.  Or maybe it broke loose 
and a Good Samaritan rescued it.  In any case, everyone is mystified.  
 
There is time to browse the BBC for entertainment and a new show “Spooks” is 
airing May 27.  That rings a bell, as we recall the film crew in Little Venice.  So 
it’s turned on and there’s Oo-La-La playing her part.  Too bad they had no use for 
the people inside.  
 
It looks like June will arrive before conditions get better, but the pilot calls to say 
that the channel is calming down and time to get to Portishead, where he will 
meet us.  This leg of the trip is risky in itself involving travel down the coast over 
open water to get to a marina which is the only safe port that has is a large lock 
keeping the tides outside.   
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Timing is crucial in this crossing: due to the tides there is a limited window of 
opportunity to cross the fourteen miles from Bristol Harbor lock to Portishead 
marina lock.  The locks only open during high tide, an hour before and an hour 
after; if this window is missed it means spending the next 12 hours ‘on the hook’ 
in tumultuous and treacherous water.   
 
The day dawns gray and windy but not as stormy as before.  A wet drizzle falls 
motoring through Bristol Harbor to head out on the tidal Avon River.  Despite the 
weather, the trip is dazzling through an enormous gorge of black granite holding 
up a spectacular suspension bridge.  After ten miles Oo-La-La arrives at 
Avonmouth and gets the first view of the wide expanse of the Bristol Channel.  
The sky is gray and a light rain is falling.  The water is churning but not too much 
to stop progress.   
 
As the lighthouse in Avonmouth fades behind, four long miles of traveling along 
the open coast of West England lay ahead.  The water is murky with a strange 
light brown color; the wind is blowing but the seas are calm enough.  The lock 
before the marina at Portishead is barely visible however a small white 
lighthouse is visible to the right.  Binoculars are trained on it as Rob steers.  
Huge cargo ships keep company a safe distance away.   
 
It’s a bit heart stopping to be in all this water with a boat built for narrow canals.  
The weather doesn’t help any.  The windows are battened closed and the prow is 
checked for any sign of overflowing water.  There is none, but stress rises as the 
water gets choppier and the seas bigger.   Rob has a professional chart to guide 
him, but visibility is worsened as the rain increases.  Oo-La-La is starting to break 
waves of 2 to 4 feet high.  Sights fixed on the lighthouse tell us we are being 
blown off course but the wind is blowing us off course, sideways, out into the 
ocean.  Rob compensates by over steering the mark. 
 
Now the trip is indeed looking crazy, but it’s too late to turn back.  More than half 
the distance to the lock has been covered so turning back is worse than 
continuing.  It rains and blows threatening to break out into a storm.  Finally the 
lock gate is discernible.  The light is green and the lockkeeper opening up.  After 
another 20 minutes of slogging through the whitecaps the boat literally crabs in 
sideways to compensate for the wind blowing Oo-La-La to one side. With a huge 
sigh of relief we just manage to get inside the lock and back to safety. The gates 
close and the sun emerges.  Tasting saltwater on our lips is reminiscent of sailing 
days as the foul weather gear is shrugged off.  Real sea going vessels line the 
docks.  High tech carbon fiber masts mix in with weather beaten oak.  Hundred-
year-old schooners and crisp new production boats sit side by side.  Next to us is 
a particularly pretty schooner that is either a reproduction or an authentic boat 
kept in immaculate condition.  There is only one other narrow boat in this marina  
and that is a restaurant. 
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Portishead Marina is very new, still building, so they offer a discount at the office 
to compensate for the construction mess.  The town is small and a good 20-
minute walk away, so the marina is fairly isolated but looks beautiful to us; it is 
wonderful to be back on dry land. 
 
Once established in the marina the pilot is called, he says that it may be a couple 
of days until the weather allows the trip across the estuary to Sharpness, the 
town at the beginning of the Sharpness-Gloucester canal which connects the 
Avon River.  So there is time to see Portishead and the surrounding area.   
 
The marina is at the base of a large bluff within which is a natural park reserve.  
On the way to the top of the bluff there are several grand old captain’s houses, 
many very beautiful with sweeping views of the water.  One easily conjures up 
the movie “The Ghost and Mrs. Muir”.  The walk up the bluff is long but rewarding 
for the grand view of the Severn Estuary.  It’s a spooky body of water never 
changing color and always an eerie light brown due to the dramatic tide shifts 
churning up the bottom.     
 
Portishead itself is a small village with many retirees.  Today there are patriotic 
red, white and blue garlands strung across the High Street to celebrate the 
Queen’s 50th Jubilee. 
 
True to his word, within two days our pilot, Ken, calls; “Leave Portishead Marina 
in the morning and be in the lock by 8AM.”  The next day dawns cloudy and 
mildly windy on entering the lock with a beautiful gaff rig from Holland called 
Maask.  Everyone on board the gaff is appropriately suited with bright yellow foul 
weather gear for they are going into the open sea of the Atlantic Ocean.  Oo-La-
La is incongruously mated with this ocean going ship but she is heading for the 
relative safety of the canal; she only has to get there.  
 
Once the locks open the boat swiftly enters the fierce current of the Bristol 
Channel.  Passage time is two hours to travel 22 miles.  That’s 11 miles an hour, 
more than double the normal speed of four knots.  The remarkable thing is the 
throttle is on idle.  While steering, there are occasional bursts of speed that 
whoosh the boat along even faster.  Two enormous suspension bridges, works 
that rival the Golden Gate in San Francisco, fly past high above in the sky; huge 
container ships run by.  Ken says many a walker has been caught unawares 
while strolling at low tide to be drowned by the rising water.  He apprenticed for 
five years while living by the edge of the river in town; it’s now 17 years he has 
worked as a pilot.  He says very few narrow boats make the crossing.   
 
Within two hours the huge lock at Sharpness comes into view.  It boggles the 
mind that this lock is dry at low tide and has 40 feet of water by high tide.  But 
since the tide is still rising, there is a wait until the peak; a gigantic cargo ship 
carrying scrap iron is waiting in the lock and needs plenty of draft.   Thus for an 
hour Oo-La-La circles around.  Finally the light turns green and the gates open.  
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The big ship cruises out.  Ironically a narrowboat follows it.  Ken exclaims it‘s the 
first day he has seen two narrow boats in the estuary at the same time.  Maybe 
it’s a growing trend.  Oo-La-La enters the lock successfully and gets a look 
around.  Staggeringly huge, the mooring lines have to be pulled up by a bucket 
since the water is at least 30 feet down.  This lock looks more like a harbor, built 
to house several enormous cargo ships at the same time.   
 
The lock takes about a half an hour to fill.  Once done, Ken steps on dry land and 
his mission has been completed.  We thank him; the fee is 130 pounds and good 
for peace of mind.  The Bristol Channel is not to be taken lightly.  
 
Lock gates open to release us into the Sharpness-Gloucester canal, open 
country and fresh water again.  The air smells different from the murky water of 
the estuary.  
 
The trip up the Sharpness-Gloucester is quiet and green.  Many boats line the 
canal, of all different makes and models.  Proximity to the Bristol Channel makes 
sailboats and motorboats mix in with narrowboats.  Cruising into Gloucester by 
sunset there is plenty of mooring in town center. 
 
Red, white and blue ribbons festoon the dock as the Queen’s Jubilee winds up 
for a four-day nation wide party.  The cheer is contagious and we look forward to 
the celebrations along with everyone else.    
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Chapter 9- England’s Venice  
 
Gloucester invokes images of the sea and sailors, maybe a huge fishing port or a 
portentous waterfront, but is quite unpretentious.  The wharf is its heart, filled with 
pleasure boats and a couple of gaff rig schooners for tourists. Without the 
carnival atmosphere of other popular waterside places there’s the sparseness of 
a very old port.  The original great plain red brick warehouses from hundreds of 
years ago still stand around the dock; restrained modernization accommodates 
visitors with a couple of restaurants and pubs.  The water is calm and one barely 
feels the presence of the coast only a couple of hours away by canal boat.  The 
city has a bustling remoteness different from the bucolic Kennet & Avon or Grand 
Union.  The sky is a paler colder blue and people speak with thicker accents 
culturally more northern than placed on the map.  Most of the tourists are English 
with few foreigners.  Because Gloucester is remote there is an old world 
atmosphere, rather untouched by time.  
 
For the moment the Jubilee celebration preparations are in full swing.  Many 
motorboats have converged on the harbor, which is preparing for a grand gala in 
just a couple of days.  Fireworks, parades, outdoors festivities are in the works 
and look like a winner.  At Stratford-on-Avon, the town famous for the theatre and 
Shakespeare’s birthplace, the party should be even grander so we leave the next 
day for Tewkesbury, located at the junction of the Severn and Avon River. 
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Between Gloucester and Tewkesbury the high banks of the river are lined with 
trees that block the view.  But much of the passage is attractive with high rock 
banks.  At one point a tourist boat passes by with a couple of dozen partiers 
aboard, obviously having a great time.  They are dancing on the gunnels and the 
captain has to holler to make them behave.  Travel is about five hours to Avon 
Lock, a beautiful spot; flowers drape the small lock house.  Just beyond are 
moorings along lovely canal side homes, adorned with fragrant gardens.  Once 
past, the Severn becomes the Avon River.  The difference is dramatic. 
 
First of all, the Avon is privately run.  There is no authority from British 
Waterways, in fact any authority from any government body at all.  Volunteers 
from the region maintain the river and locks in order to keep autonomy and steer 
clear of additional taxes.  At Avon Lock there is a friendly welcome along with 
plenty of literature in exchange for 42 pounds to get a license to cruise the river 
for two weeks.  LANT is the acronym for Lower Avon Navigational Trust, to whom 
the check is made out.  The lock keeper is chatty and, on request, gives a hot tip 
as to where to find music for the night.  Since the temporary moorings are full 
dockage is at the water point with his approval.  This is normally taboo, but it is 
already 6 PM and this is okay if vacated by 9AM the next day.  
 
After securing the boat it’s a short walk into Tewkesbury.  Unusually, all of the 
buildings here are ‘black and white’: ancient timbre and mortar.  Normally just a 
few survive in each town but here the whole place has managed to stay standing 
for centuries.  The “The Hypochondriacs” is the best act in town at the Berkeley 
Pub where there is already a crowd forming.  Luckily there is a bench to squeeze 
onto with a great view of the stage.  As soon as they start to sing and strum their 
guitars it is evident they are a delight.  With fabulous voices and acoustic guitars 
they are reminiscent of the Beatles, especially since many of their songs are 
played.  The place stays packed for hours; there is a huge following for this duet.  
With difficulty they end the evening to comply with the mandatory 11:30 PM pub 
closing.   
 
As promised, departure is at 9AM to start the climb up the Avon River.  Although 
the locks are widely spaced apart, the river has a powerful current making them 
dangerous to operate.  At Strensham Lock, the first, a tiny lady accompanied by 
her daughter and granddaughter is operating the paddles.  The gates are closed 
and they appear to be crew for a boat coming down.  On opening we are 
shocked to see it empty.  Mystified why they are so generously working the lock, 
a wood placard along with a donation box asks to help keep the Avon private.  
The elderly lady says, “I called and wanted to volunteer, but this isn’t what I had 
in mind.”  She was expecting to work a gift shop or something like that.  Frail and 
small, she valiantly winds the paddles down.  She stops while gesturing leaving 
the windlass on without securing it.  Gingerly I reach across her to put on the 
pawl (brake).  The paddles can easily fall with the strong water flow; the heavy 
metal windlass would hit her head.  She says she has never worked a lock in her 
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life and neither have her daughter or granddaughter.  The day is very fine and 
there is a big football game on the television.  They are filling in for someone else 
and called in this morning on very short notice.  Most likely a footie fan opted for 
the game but no one checked out the lock skills.   
 
Quite disturbed after leaving the lock, LANT is called to let them know the 
situation.  A very concerned gentleman sends help to these kind women right 
away and mails us a book on the history of the Avon and an explanation of its 
unique management.  Although the situation is odd, it’s heartening to see such 
community in action.  After Strensham there is help at each lock from a great 
variety of people all eager to support the cause.  The river winds and turns and 
there are plenty of pretty cottages and gardens on the banks.  That evening’s 
stop is the town of Evesham.  
 
Morning breaks with a thunderous clap of lightning followed by a downpour of 
rain prompting a leisurely breakfast and some hot coffee.  The rain subsides and 
perhaps some headway is possible.  Donning foul weather gear, boots and hats, 
travel looks wet for the trip to Stratford-on-Avon, about 15 miles away.  The rain 
is steady but progress is manageable.  Just outside of Evesham the guidebook 
warns of a wire stretching across the river for the Hampton Ferry.  In order to get 
the wire lowered one must blast the horn three times.  On arrival the ferryman is 
currently in transit in a very primitive craft; he gets himself and passengers 
across by pulling on the wire with no motor to help.  Once across, the horn is 
blasted and wire lowered.  It’s doubtful there’s any water-skiing in the area.  
 
Arriving at The George Billington Lock the UANT or Upper Avon Navigation Trust 
begins.  An enormous downpour of water erupts on the approach.  Opportunely 
the resident lock keeper is on the ball.  Cloaked in bright yellow foul weather 
gear, he is barely visible through the thick gray wet air and howling wind; dutifully 
he works while Oo-La-La struggles to stay under control against the strong river 
current and wild gusts.  The lock house is an unusual A-frame that spans the 
chamber of an old sluice.  Thankfully a contribution is made to the Trust with 
gratitude for help during this stormy weather. 
 
The rest of the day continues in this fashion; rainy and windy but with trusty 
helpers along the way.  At Stratford-on-Avon, the skies clear and the sun 
emerges.  It’s actually getting warm so the soaked foul weather gear is stripped 
off.  The soggy day is now a brilliant one with the atmosphere cleansed by heavy 
precipitation, the sunshine all the more intense.  On approach to Stratford boats 
of every kind line the bank end to end.  Just in front of a large park a space 
recently vacated is across from the lock leading onto the Stratford on Avon canal.  
Ideal except for the huge carnival that is set up several yards away we hope 
things don’t get too wild during the night.  This is the big Jubilee day and will be 
similar to a centennial 4th of July.   
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Thousands of people are milling about this village where Shakespeare was born.  
There are also hundreds of geese and ducks in the water so the effect is 
stunning, a panorama of teeming life and noise.  Normally a quiet place is 
preferred for overnight mooring but tonight is an exception.  The famous Royal 
Shakespeare Theatre is across the river in town center where intense 
preparation is happening.  On the High Street an outdoor concert and fireworks 
are planned at 9PM.  After dinner in The Garrick, a tiny ancient pub in village 
center, the concert is beginning.  Two different bands entertain a huge crowd, 
playing American music from Roy Orbison, Elvis Presley and Garth Brooks.  
People are in high spirits dressed in all kinds of outlandish costumes.  Towering 
hats decorated with the British Flag, painted bodies, faces and red, white and 
blue everywhere.   
 
For the moment, the Flag of St. George is abandoned, a flag with a white 
background and red cross, symbolizing England and not the Empire.  Ignored for 
many years it has enjoyed a surge in popularity, probably due to the World Cup 
soccer games.  Now Rule Britannia, the flag of Great Britain, is flying and red, 
white and blue is all over people’s bodies and faces too.   
 
The concert is terrific and ends with yells for encores.  Back at the canal, 
fireworks are about to start.  Oo-La-La is on ground zero for the show: the boat is 
barely visible for the thousands of people on the ground, bridge and banks.  The 
prow turns out to be a great seat at home for the fireworks.  They are suitably 
spectacular as the colors and shapes explode above for a half an hour.  After 
they end it is a relief to see the carnival has closed.  People magically evaporate 
and by 11PM all is quiet.  Sleep will be possible after all. 
 
The claxon of geese all around is an effective wake up call.  The town is bonkers 
with birds and tourists.  It is a special bank holiday, two days of time off after the 
weekend, and only comes every twenty-five years for the monarchy’s Silver, 
Gold and Diamond Jubiliees.  The weather is cooperating fabulously.  Outside 
are excursion boats, canoes, rowboats, hire boats and cruisers churning about 
and trying to avoid collisions.  After breakfast and dressing we brave the crowds 
to see this famous town.  The bridge over the river is packed with barely room to 
squeeze on.  Being extremely hot and sunny, sunhats are found in the local 
haberdashery.  The tourists are from everywhere - Japanese, European, 
American, African, Aussie-Kiwi, Arab, Chinese; the world is represented in this 
tiny English village.  Stratford on Avon is not a big place, the old town can be 
seen in a day and beyond it are suburbs and shopping malls. There are so many 
people a spot to eat lunch can’t be found in all the numerous restaurants, so the 
boat offers peaceful sanctuary for a tasty meal.   
 
At the town basin mooring is only 48 hours so some boats are leaving.  The 
Basin Wide Lock is thick with gongoozlers watching a hireboat, one of the 
crewmembers, a woman, falls into the lock creating a commotion.  As she is 
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helped out she comments that of all locks to fall into, this is the one, with 
hundreds of witnesses.  She is okay, a bit soaked, but mostly embarrassed. 
 
Oo-La-La moves up from the Avon River into the Stratford on Avon canal.  The 
gate is heavy but several people help out.  The town basin is a convenient and 
amusing observation area as a hire boat attempting to moor in the basin makes a 
spectacle.  He is trying to make a right angle turn but doesn’t know how.  First he 
backs up and bangs into our stern.  Revving the engine to top speed he heads 
straight for the quay. In disbelief people watch as the prow of the hire boat slams 
into the concrete dock.  A large chunk falls into the water and there is now a big 
hole in the prow.  Unperturbed he backs up to repeat the process.  A 
crewmember finally comes out and drags the boat alongside to align it.  The hire 
company must have seen him coming since the bedraggled vessel looks ready to 
retire anyway.   
 
After using up the 48 hours in the basin it is time to move on.  A brief journey 
through a commercial zone of shopping malls and rolling hills return.  Just 
outside Stratford is a flight of 16 narrow locks, each complemented with its own 
tiny cast iron bridge.  These are called split bridges; a one-inch gap down the 
center allows the towline from the draft horse to pass through without 
disconnecting.  Small weirs at each bridge push the boat sideways and it is a 
struggle not to hit the bridge ramparts.  The canal is climbing up a steep slope 
and at the top there are breathtaking views of the pastoral forests and valley.   
 
Wilmcote is a nearby village, the home of Shakespeare’s mother, Mary Arden.  
There her beautiful early 16th century timber farmhouse is well preserved and a 
good excuse to get out and stroll around.  A tiny hamlet, the throngs of tourists 
and buses look incongruous.   
 
The canal continues past idyllic cottages and gardens.  A beautiful aqueduct 
goes across water meadows, a road and a railway.  About midday the sun is 
covered with heavy clouds and a cold rain starts up.  The banks are filled with 
ferns and there is lots of wildlife.  A couple of swans float by followed by their two 
cygnets, tiny little silver baby swans.  As the chilly rain hits them the mother stops 
to let the little ones on board her back.   Shielded by her large wings, they are 
warmed by her body and their heads pop up for a view as they cruise by. 
 
This is very picturesque country and despite the rain a lovely day.  Yellow and 
purple wild irises are plentiful on the banks; they look lovely on the dining table.  
Ahead lies Birmingham, England’s second city and also the most canalized 
metropolis in the U.K. 
 
At Wooten Wawen Basin there are good moorings and thus a popular stop for 
boaters and motorists.  The Navigation Inn does excellent business and is full of 
revelry on this Sunday night, but not for us, since the next day is the challenge of 
the Lapworth Locks, a flight of 22.   
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With an early start at 9AM the flight is over by 2PM, five hours to travel two miles.  
Most of the boats in the area are going in the opposite direction so this helps a 
lot; the locks are ‘set’, empty with open gates.  Of course, the same goes for 
them so everyone wins.   
 
Kingswood Junction is a large basin where the Grand Union Canal meets the 
Stratford on Avon.  A British Waterways office is located there and the guidebook 
recommends that boaters inquire regarding travel conditions ahead if going to 
Birmingham.  Birmingham does not have a good reputation with narrow boaters 
and most say to stay away.   
 
In the office there is a cheerful greeting and numerous pamphlets and literature.  
The BW staffs say to proceed with caution through the town of King’s Norton 
since there were kids throwing rocks from the bridges there.  However, the police 
did a successful sting operation; they hired a narrowboat and posed as boaters 
while another team waited along the canal.  Sure enough, the boat was attacked 
and they caught about a dozen mini terrorists.  So supposedly the problem has 
been solved.   
 
To prepare for any assault, a camera is a good weapon, the most effective way 
to daunt potential rock throwers.  They don’t want their picture taken.  The stories 
of troublemakers on the canals are numerous and several are printed in the 
boating magazines.  Being Sunday, there is a likelihood that idle kids might be 
about so it’s best to slow down and moor for the evening in order to go through 
King’s Norton and the outskirts of Birmingham on Monday instead.   
 
Luckily, Monday is another good day for boating, the air smells fresh and clean.  
The temperature is cooler in June than back in March on the Kennet & Avon and 
it rains more often as well.  Bounteous ferns line the banks.  In today’s light rain 
the trip ahead look a little dismal for there are several swing bridges to open and 
close and someone will have to get on the muddy towpath.  Just before 
approaching the first bridge, two ladies in light running gear say “Give us your 
key and we’ll open the bridges for you!”  Puzzled by the urgency of their plea but 
grateful, a windlass is tossed to them.  Dutifully they run to the first bridge and lift 
it.  “Don’t worry, we’ll close it!” They say cheerfully.  They are too out of breath to 
explain why they are being such great helpmates so no questions are asked.   
 
Curiosity is satisfied at the bend that connects the Stratford on Avon canal with 
the Worcester and Birmingham.  A boatload of people is approaching with a huge 
banner hanging off the side.  Obviously everyone is in very high spirits and there 
is lots of banter in the air.  They pass by with cheery hellos; the banner on the 
boat reads “St. John’s Ambulance Charity Race”.  Ah-ha.  The bridges are now 
open and they can sail on without stopping.  One of the ladies on the towpath 
gives back the windlass with thanks.  “No, thank you!!” we protest.  This is the 
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Worcester and Birmingham canal; King’s Norton has just fallen behind where, 
ironically, there were good spirits, not bad.   
 
Pretty soon the charity race boat catches up as they make a U-turn and head for 
the finish line, apparently in the lead.  They are gaining quickly behind so Oo-La-
La pulls over to let them pass.  With a great whoop of hooray someone tosses 
over a bag full of goodies.  Inside is a handsome horse brass, stuffed animals, 
candies and other assorted treats.  Again they say thank you for the help as they 
cruise by, a charming welcome to the outskirts of Birmingham.  
 
The Worcestor & Birmingham canal is the loveliest entry via water into this city.  
Private homes line the banks and their backyards are brimming with June 
flowers.  The water is clean and birdsong fills the air.  Birmingham University 
passes on the right and a railway follows alongside for a few miles on the left.  
The canal passes under Edgbaston Tunnel only 105 yards long.  After the tunnel, 
the train turns away toward New Street Station.  The Worcestor & Birmingham 
makes a sharp turn into Gas Street Basin where ending in a spaghetti junction of 
canals.  There are many ways to go into Birmingham, England’s Venice and 
great fortune to arrive on such an enjoyable path. 
 
Birmingham by narrowboat is a pleasure.  Recently the city has completed major 
work on the towpaths around the convergence of canals in the center of town.  
Pubs and stylish restaurants line Gas Street Basin, a popular hangout for locals.  
The National Indoor Arena (NIA) boasts some of the best live entertainment in 
the UK.  The biggest annual narrowboat festival is also held at the NIA.  Elegant 
and fascinating museums are a five minute walk away as is everything else in the 
city.  The waterways crisscross the center of town the way auto routes normally 
do and sign posts point the way to the major cities in the country.  It’s 6 o’clock in 
the evening and people with briefcases and suits are leaving work for happy hour 
in one of the pubs.   
 
There are hundreds of moorings available in Birmingham’s city center, all new 
and clean with bollards or rings.  The huge public library, the Museum of Modern 
Art and the Pallasades, a large indoor shopping mall coupled with a big outdoor 
pedestrian-only street are all within a short walk.  There is no shortage of 
entertainment and the numerous pubs and restaurants advertise live music every 
night of the week.  
 
After a couple of days Oo-La-La near Sherbourne Wharf, a marina with a 
laundrette and diesel fuel available where I strike up a conversation with another 
lady.  She and her husband live in their house near the Welsh border in Wem but 
vacation on board their narrowboat Fifi.  She knows of a good place to moor in 
Birmingham, where the gates on the towpath are locked at night.  So far there 
have been no problems but it’s always good to feel safe.   
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That night they chat about their plans and propose we buddy boat out of 
Birmingham.  Margaret and Alan know of a good mooring just outside the city 
and we can help each other out with the long flight of locks coming up outside the 
suburb of Wolverhampton. 
 
Bedtime is early but sleep is far from undisturbed as around two o’clock in the 
morning there is a chorus of voices from the footbridge a few yards from the 
boat.  The voices are loud and cheerful followed by a huge splash, then another 
and another.  These fellows are dive-bombing from the footbridge into the canal, 
having a whale of a time, and jumping a few times each.  Eventually they have 
enough and go home, most likely to wake with hangovers and colds in the 
morning. They’ll be lucky if they don’t have any other health problems; this is not 
the cleanest water to swim in.   
   
The weather is fabulous the next day.  Rob is cleaning the outside of the boat in 
the warm sunshine while I give the interior a good polish.  Summer is officially a 
week away.  Suddenly there is a very loud “thump” on the roof of the boat.  Rob 
thinks the noise occurred inside and looks perplexed to see on the starboard side 
near the towpath a big clump of dirt on the boat roof along with a broken pot on 
the gunnel.  At the towpath stairway three small heads try to hide behind the 
landing wall.  Two guys from a nearby hire boat run over shouting scaring the 
kids who run like rabbits down the stairs and past them, making for a getaway.  
One takes off after them.  He nabs a kid within a minute of hard running and 
there is an agonizing “Aghhh” followed by huge wailing.  Squirming and 
struggling to break free from his captor, the scalawag is brought over hanging his 
head in shame and fear.  “My mates bet me I couldn’t do it!”  His subjugator is 
angry but it’s hard not to laugh and keep a straight face.  The pot fell on a 
window and could have broken it, but luckily didn’t.  “I’ll give you all the money I 
have.”  He moans as he turns his pockets inside out.  No, no one wants his 
money but maybe he could squirm a bit more so hopefully he doesn’t do it again.  
After a stern lecture from the Good Samaritan about being nicer to visitors in their 
country, he is freed.  Later in the day he walks on the opposite bank with his two 
buddies.  “I’ll watch after your boat! I promise, we’ll protect you!”  Small comfort, 
but hopefully his pot throwing days are over. 
 
The World Cup is in full swing and England is still in the running.  It’s Saturday 
midday and cars are honking and people shouting.  General mayhem reigns 
along the towpath with people hollering waving the St. George flag.  Some are 
wrapped in the flag and little else, jubilantly running around and looking crazy.  
“England must have won against Denmark.”  Rob remarks.  In town there is even 
more outrageous behavior.  Revellers blocking their paths swamp two double 
decker city buses.  The riders have left and the drivers are resigned to waiting 
the situation out.  People climb onto the bus rooftops and soon there are more 
people on top than were inside it.  Unbelievably they hop from one bus rooftop to 
the other; amazingly no one falls, soccer madness is incredible.  The singing and 
yelling is deafening as the police finally arrive and disperse the crowd.     
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That evening n/b Fifi invites us onboard.  Their boat is a fantasy.  Tiny, only 25 
feet long, the interior is bejeweled with crystals hanging from the crocheted 
curtain rods.  The curtains themselves are bright pink velvet and complement the 
tapestry cushions.  A beautiful amethyst lamp lights up the saloon and decorative 
ceramic plates bedeck the walls; the effect is enchanting and an excellent 
example of a narrowboat decorated in the “English cottage” fashion.  
 
Birmingham is a meeting ground for narrow boaters and there are many familiar 
boats.  The city is home base for many; there is much to offer a live aboard.  At 
Sherbourne Wharf we place a deposit of fifty pounds to hold a slip for the winter 
season.  Summer has barely begun but good winter moorings go fast.  However, 
the deposit was lost on winter mooring last year so will plans change to lose it 
again?  Impossible to know right now for we’re leaving Birmingham to start the 
summer cruising.  This city is great, full of life and there is always something new 
to do.  But right now the horizon beckons and we can’t wait to carry on.        
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Chapter 10-Flying Boats Over Wales  
 
Headeding north, towards Wales, Fifi and Oo-La-La are traveling in company.    
Monday morning, bright and sunny, the two narrowboats pull out of Birmingham 
to travel the New Main Line out of the city.  Leaving Birmingham there is a large 
variety of waterways to choose from.  Known as the BCN (Birmingham Canal 
Navigations), the system that exists today is the product of three rival canal 
companies that sought to capture business from each other.  As late as 1950 
millions of tons of trade were taking place and the network operated until coal 
trade was discontinued in 1967.   
 
The BCN has worked hard to renovate unused old buildings along the towpath 
and spruce up the canals for the use of city dwellers and waterways travelers.  
Wisely, for the canals are a great source of revenue from commerce and tourism.  
Photos taken during trading days are astonishing.  The industrial wasteland 
along the waterway was bleak and muddy whereas presently most of the area is 
transformed into modern sparkling parks, walkways and buildings.  Purists prefer 
it to remain exactly as it was but some of the old decrepit look is best left behind 
in the interests of keeping the canals valuable to everyone.       
 
Fifi had come in on the Old Line and said it was an absolute fright; they had a 
collision with a living room sofa that someone had been so kind as to deposit into 
the water.  The problem is, despite the renovation along the towpath, certain 
stretches of canal are used as a dumping ground for all kinds of refuse 
imaginable.  British Waterways spends millions of pounds dredging and cleaning, 
but the situation persists.  The Old Line from Birmingham sounds bad enough to 
give the New Line a try. 
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It’s a good thing there is ample warning.  The trip on the New Line is daunting.  
Old washing machines, bicycles, shopping carts and plastic bags clog the 
waterway.  A few times the prop is detangled from wire or plastic.  It only lasts 
about 45 minutes and is a tiny portion of England’s otherwise beautiful waterway 
system so is best forgotten.  Margaret maintains the New Line is still an 
improvement over the Old Line.  Hopefully one day it will be cleaned up for good.  
Through the Dudley Tunnel the water cleans up and becomes beautiful once 
again.  The change is remarkable and a welcome relief.   
 
Fifi introduces us to a little known mooring, a disused arm just off of the main 
line.  It is in front of the Black Country Museum, a lovely outdoor attraction built 
around a reconstructed 18th Century village surrounded by greenery.  The day 
ends with a rosy sunset in this superb setting; lucky that Fifi could introduce us to 
some of their hard won secrets in the years they have spent boating in this area. 
 
Cruising out from the Black Country Museum the next day, a flight of twenty-one 
locks through the suburb of Wolverhampton waits to mete out an endurance test.  
These locks carry the water down to join the Staffordshire and Worcestershire 
Canal at Aldersley Junction where Fifi and Oo-La-La will part company.  Rob is 
working the stiff gates and paddles along with Margaret.  Beginning in industry 
and railways the scenery gradually changes to tall trees and lush foliage.  Tall 
white daisies line the banks and some are picked for the lunch table.  At the 
bottom of the flight Margaret prepares a lovely celebratory meal of wine and 
cheese.  Reluctant goodbyes are exchanged as they head up the Staffordshire 
and Worchestershire and Oo-La-La heads south to catch the Shropshire Union 
Canal and north toward Wales.    
 
At the junction point the country changes noticeably into peace and quiet.  The 
sounds of far away traffic disappear completely and there is only the occasional 
hoot of an owl.  At a settlement of narrowboats there is good mooring to sleep 
soundly in the tranquil night. 
 
After a restful slumber the day starts early and luminous as Oo-La-La motors into 
a deep cut surrounded by steep green hills on each side.  The trees are now very 
tall with large green canopies and the sunlight dapples on the water most of the 
day.  Wild pheasants dot the landscape.   
 
The Shropshire is a beautiful canal; the days pass in a lovely dreamlike 
atmosphere cruising deeper and deeper into this subterranean slice of waterway 
scored beneath the hills.  The canal narrows dramatically with barely enough 
room to pass other boats between the steep vertical slopes of the banks.  Signs 
warn to beware of ‘falling rocks’.  Bright sunshine twinkles through the heavy 
canopy of trees hanging perilously from the rocky walls and the humid smell of 
millions of warm green leaves gives the air a heavy feeling.  Soft wind clatters 
them lightly and brings to mind a tropical river with all the ferns and birds.  But 
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this is England, much cooler, and the temperature is a comfortable 75 degrees 
Fahrenheit.   
 
Near Adderly Locks a bright blue boat cruises by and shouts “I know you, I’ve 
been reading your website!”  It’s surprising and fun to be recognized.  Past the 
Addlerly Locks the trees are now turning to pine and the air is cooler.  A very 
slow boat that opens the paddles on only one side of the lock has been traveling 
ahead, thus slowing down traffic behind as well.  Audlem is especially 
picturesque and inviting to pull over for the day with a lively canalside pub life on 
this Friday evening. 
 
The Shroppie Fly Pub is famous for the bar inside which is made from the 
remains of an old narrowboat shell: the prow of the boat is impressively large 
inside the small bar room.   
 
People are strolling around and the cool air has a sharp cedar smell mingled with 
the scent of the tall pine trees.  A waltz wafts out from a waterside restaurant, 
played by an accordion player creating a charming Alpine atmosphere.  A group 
gathers around the benches to listen and watch a gentleman play his harmonica 
in time with the music.  The scene is a little surreal, a bit of Germany in England. 
 
Saturday is somewhat windy but Oo-La-La takes off anyway.  The aim is the 
country town of Nantwich just near the junction of the Llangollen and Shropshire 
canals.  On arrival around 2:30 PM it is clear that this is a very popular place 
since there are no available moorings; several dozen boats have taken up the 
ample space provided.  Many of them are familiar and there are some friendly 
faces.  Since there is no place to stay travel continues on from Nantwich to the 
Llangollen canal.   
 
Surprisingly there is a queue for the lock at the start of the Llangollen.  Oo-La-La 
is alongside narrowboat Grace single-handed by a friendly guy.  He was also in 
Birmingham recently, but his experience was not good at all.  Some 
troublemakers untied him several times from the dock in Gas Street Basin and he 
says he is never going to stay there again; at least no damage was done.   
 
After about 45 minutes time to lock through.  Unlike most of the canals in 
England, the Llangollen was built to move water into the Hurleston reservoir from 
the River Dee.  Thus the current is strong and the water rushes over the paddles 
with a terrific force.  On exiting, the boat struggles to make headway and barely 
manages 2 knots.  There are stories of boaters who pull over to check the engine 
for problems, so surprised they are by the drastic drop in power.   
 
It is now officially summer, the first day, and the air is warm this evening.  The 
traffic on the canals is picking up and there is lots of company traveling both 
ways.  A pretty hotel boat run by a tired looking couple passes by; their guests 
are having more fun than they are.  The woman owner says the business is up 
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for sale; not surprising since it’s a lot of hard work doing the locks and preparing 
meals for six people at the same time.   
 
The Welsh border goes by and the landscape is changing considerably with real 
mountains in the distance.  Large lakes called ‘meres’ pass by on the right; they 
are only a few yards away from the canal.  Batches of huge purple rhododendron 
bushes cover the grounds and deep green forests of oak and pine trees fill the 
distant lakeshore.     
 
The sun rises at 3:30 AM in full summer and sets late, around 10:30 PM.  The 
days start earlier and earlier as the daylight seeps through the bedroom curtains, 
waking us up.  Near Maes-y Graig in Wales there is a major queue for a lock: 
seven boats in all are waiting.  Taking two hours to get through two locks the wait 
in queues can severely curtail boating holidays making off-season cruising even 
more logical. 
 
One of the reasons for the attractiveness of the Llangollen is the Pontcyllsytte 
Aqueduct.  Unpronounceable but hugely popular, this 1007 foot long conduit 
carries the water 126 feet (about 12 stories) above the ground.  The idea of 
placing a cast iron trench along the top of a row of rock pillars was brand-new at 
the end of the 17th century and the plan was initially greeted with scorn.  However 
the work proceeded and completed in 10 years.  Opening in 1805, one is hard 
pressed to envision the astonishment of witnesses as they gazed at boats gliding 
across the airy structure. The mortar is a mixture of lime and ox blood and the 
joints in the iron trench are sealed with lead and Welsh flannel dipped in boiling 
sugar.  Primitive, but there are no reports of leakage.  
 
It is bright and windy the next day as Oo-La-La cruises on to the smaller but 
stunning Chirk aqueduct.  Set on tall Roman arches of stone, it looks like good 
preparation for the PontcylIsytte.  Just after the Chirk is a tunnel wide enough for 
only one boat at a time.  Being 459 yards, too long to see the other end, with 
flashlight and cell phone I walk through, to see if anyone is coming.  The way is 
clear and Rob gets a phone call to go ahead, thanking modern technology for 
assistance. 
 
Nothing can prepare a newcomer for the Pontcyllsytte.  Terrifying and beautiful, a 
vast emerald valley lies below as the trip across begins.  Narrow, one boat width, 
there is no fence or barrier on the north side, just two inches of iron rim.   The 
towpath on the south side has the original delicate cast iron fence to brace 
walkers from windy gusts. It looks fragile.  Tall trees reach up from far below.  
Suspended in air, Oo-La-La glides through the glorious space in slow motion 
flight.  The horizon is 360 degrees with a big sky above.  Very exhilarating and 
frightening at the same time.   
 
About 20 minutes later earth comes back with a bump and a curse maneuvering 
the sharp 90-degree left turn under a small bridge at the aqueduct end.  This 
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basin moors several excursion boats for tourists and is always over crowded.  
After the headiness of the Pontcyllsytte it’s a rude welcome back to terra firma.  
 
The scenery is now distant high green hills past the deep gorge on the left and 
rock face to the right, distinctly different from England.  Wales is more 
topographical with higher peaks and deeper valleys while England rolls around in 
hilly waves of green and gold.  The air smells stronger, a mix of sea and country 
with the faint scent of horse manure, a remarkable difference of terrain between 
the two countries.  Of course, the language is another story; the names 
Llangollen (pronounced Lan-gof-len) or Pontcysyllte are as foreign to English as 
can be.  The Welsh make fun of their own language with good nature.  There are 
poems that look like Welsh but when read carefully are really a spin on English.  
Of Celtic origin, it is the oldest spoken language in Europe and still widely used in 
Wales.  One of the television channels broadcasts only in Welsh. 
 
This is a very shallow canal; the guidebook warns that boats drawing more than 
21 inches should not enter.  The boat is measured: it draws 23 inches.  So 
sludging through one person has to sit in the prow to balance and keep her 
moving.  Soon the town of Llangollen appears.  But there are no open spots at 
the waterway terminus; parking at the end of the long line of narrowboats is still 
only a short walk into town. 
 
Set down in a vale, Llangollen draws tourists to its dramatic Horseshoe Falls 
located in the center of the village.  Several restaurants and pubs take advantage 
of the surroundings and have striking elegant contemporary buildings set 
overlooking the falls.  Over the bridge and into the traditional village set with 
thatched roof timber frame houses a terrace lunch beckons in the mist of the 
waterfall.   
   
After a couple of lazy days it’s time make the return trip over the Llangollen and 
back into England.  The aqueduct is no less thrilling but this time stretching out 
an arm over the side with camera in hand Rob snatches some photos of the 
boat.  Ahead is n/b “Lovinia” of Aylesbury.   
 
Sunny, a cool 68 degrees Fahrenheit we pull in next to Cole Mere (Cole Lake) on 
the port side a beautiful body of water, a postcard view.  Just before starting 
lunch, a friendly head pokes inside the open door.  “Do you know how far the 
next bridge is?”  He asks.  Standing next to him is his companion: a huge white 
draft horse decked out in traditional gear from the 18th century complete with 
shiny brasses.  The gentleman is also in clothes from the same era.  The two 
strange creatures fit in beautifully with the silver lake and pine tree forest, but not 
with this century.  They could have come through a time machine.  He is walking 
the canal towpath to support a charity for farm workers out of work by the hoof 
and mouth and BSE (mad cow) disasters. Starting last year his goal is to walk all 
the towpaths in the UK.   
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Many boats pass by on their way to Llangollen; this is a most popular waterway 
crowded with regular queues for locks and swing bridges on the way out of 
Wales. 
 
Departing the Llangollen, Oo-La-La swings left and north toward the Middlewich 
canal toward the seaport of Liverpool via the Trent & Mersey. Rumor is there is a 
stoppage on the T & M where the famous Anderton Lift is located: a notice 
posted at the Middlewich moorings confirms this.  It’s supposed to reopen within 
a couple of days. 
.   
Salt mining in this region was once a thriving and bustling industry that has since 
declined but the red brick buildings of the ancient salt works are still standing with 
the names of the old companies legible in faded white print.  Due to the collapse 
of underground salt works, real estate is extremely cheap, but can’t even be 
given away.  Much of the landscape is neglected, ravaged by old mining.  Parts 
of the old canal collapsed to be rebuilt again; this is the suspected cause of the 
cave in near the Anderton Lift.   
 
Cruising only a couple of hours the canal ends without warning in a tangle of 
chain link fence and sand bags.  Water was drained out and dozens of yellow 
hardhat workers buzz about with bulldozers and cranes. 
 
The stoppage is predicted to end Friday afternoon, however similar 
announcements have been made several times in the past few weeks only to be 
annulled.  So no one really believes that the canal will open.  If not then the 
alternate route is back down the Trent & Mersey to Macclesfield and through 
Manchester to Liverpool.  Meantime, anticipation and gossip is humming along 
the towpath.  The newly restored Anderton Lift is right next to the stoppage so 
convenient to visit the famed waterway apparatus at this time. 
 
Built in 1875, the Anderton Lift is a massive mechanism created to connect the 
Trent & Mersey canal to the Weaver River, 50 feet below.  Originally constructed 
with two huge tanks filled with water, counterbalancing each other, the principle 
is to pump water out from one, thus moving boats up or down.  A steam engine 
and pump provided auxiliary assistance.  By 1908 major repairs were needed, so 
the lift was modernized as electricity replaced steam power.  In the last few years 
another grand effort at modernization replaced rusty dereliction with a sparkling 
black and white paint job that contrasts the various parts of the machinery.  
Private boats go through for a small fee but an excursion ferry offers rides as 
well.  A tourist information and gift shop has an excellent exhibition of the 
Anderton’s history with large photos of the renovation on the walls.  There is 
pride in saving the lift, truly an exceptional creation. 
 
By Friday morning everyone around the stoppage is holding his or her breath 
with anticipation.  The construction crews pour a foot of water into the newly 
repaired section. If it holds until 1PM then the stoppage will be over.  Much work 
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went into this reparation.  About a quarter of a mile was dried out and newly 
concreted taking several weeks and about a million pounds sterling in costs to 
British Waterways.  By 1PM the towpath telegraph confirms the verdict: the 
stoppage is over and the canal will be completely filled by 2:30 PM.   
 
Boats jockey for position; there are several dozen, maybe a hundred waiting for 
this moment.  Hardhats organize the flow of vessels past the stoppage area and 
through nearby Barnton Tunnel (572 yards) that has room enough for only one 
boat at a time to travel.  Vessels are orchestrated through, five or six at a time.  
The tunnel is not just narrow but crooked as well, reverberating echoes as iron 
hulls clunk against the walls.  With lots of cheering and clapping the process 
goes quickly and is over within a couple of hours; the scene is congratulatory and 
triumphant. 
 
After another narrow and crooked tunnel, Saltersford, 424 yards, a verdant 
landscape emerges set in the midst of a luscious valley.  Although the sun is 
shining the temperature is stuck on a cool 50 degrees Fahrenheit.  The further 
north the lower the thermometer sinks despite the fact it’s July.  Warm weather 
could escape this region altogether.  Most people are going south for the warm 
summer air; there are jokes that anyone headed north is going the wrong way.  
But Oo-La-La has just covered the south and also wants to escape the crowds so 
points for Liverpool.  After reconnoitering with stoppage buddies at the pretty 
waterside village of Lymm, it is time to continue onto the road less traveled.  
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Chapter 11-The Way Less Traveled 
 
North on the Trent & Mersey, summer continues its strike with temperatures in 
the low 50s along with cloudy skies and intermittent rain.  At Preston Brook the T 
& M changes to Bridgewater Canal that in turn becomes the Leeds & Liverpool.    
 
The Bridgewater is a wide canal, lock-free with many aqueducts.  Built by the 
third Duke of Bridgewater so he could move coal from his mines in Worsley and 
thus sell it cheaply in Manchester, an incredible network of 46 miles of 
underground waterway was hollowed out to harvest the mines.  Huge tub boats 
carried up to 12 tons of coal; the entire network was in use up until the end of the 
18th century.  The underground tunnels are now in decay and the ground 
sometimes collapses due to excavations and salt mining.   
 
British Waterways requests that any boat traveling to Liverpool contact them so 
that they can provide an escort free of charge.  No other part of the canal 
network has this strange proviso in the guidebook.  A BW vessel will rendezvous 
with several boats at Bells Bridge on Tuesday morning at 8AM, creating a convoy 
to Liverpool from the outskirts of the city.  The purpose of the escort is to 
discourage troublemakers.  One incident involved teenagers jumping onto boats 
from the towpath and running through, stealing things or just creating mayhem.  
Stone throwing from young boys is another problem.  Being summertime, the 
kids are out of school and more likely to be about. 
 
It is a bright Sunday and we need to travel in order to make the Tuesday morning 
appointment on time.  Motoring through Manchester, near the city center, the 
waterway follows the busy roadway for a couple of hours.  Even though this is 
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the city, it’s an enjoyable stretch of cruising.  However, there is the disturbing 
sight of protective grills or plywood boards covering the windows of most boats.  
There are few with uncovered and unbroken glass.  Even London and 
Birmingham did not have such evidence of vandalism. 
 
Leaving Manchester, turning northwest, the waterway passes through the 
beautiful town of Worsley the location of the Duke’s old underground mine 
system; the dissolved iron ore gives the water a noticeable bright orange hue.   
 
Traveling now on the Leeds & Liverpool canal we approach the old mill 
municipality of Leigh.  Several small bridges lead directly into the town streets 
giving a good view of hundreds of tiny ancient row houses, no more than a few 
feet wide each.   The sidewalks are bare of trees, gardens or grassy lawns so a 
little girl sets up her dolls on the front stoop a couple of feet from the road.  With 
few amenities or luxuries the automobiles are derelict and some of the houses 
are boarded up making a bleak picture of industrial England. Life was built 
around mining coal, salt and iron, industries in steep decline but there is little 
alternative work available. 
 
Standing on a bridge a youth drops a handful of dirt on the cockpit and Rob’s hat; 
he is not happy and hollers at the kid who looks about sixteen years old.  A very 
bored teenager; he cackles a rude response and slinks off to the side street in a 
sullen fashion. 
 
On the alert, binoculars are pulled out to watch bridges ahead.  It’s a good thing.  
Three young boys, about nine years old, scurry down the banks near the next 
bridge and busily fill their t-shirts with stones: as much as each can carry.  
Normally it would be a comical sight to see these rock-pregnant bellies on three 
skinny kids.  Rob pulls the throttle back and the boat slows down.  They are on 
the bridge and waiting. The camera is whipped out and I snap their photo.  “I’ve 
got your picture!”  Their faces visibly blanch as they shrug their shoulders 
nonchalantly.  So cautiously Oo-La-La motors under the bridge as we exchange 
light banter.  They plop their stones harmlessly into the water behind.   
 
As the outskirts of Leigh fade away the landscape turns industrial, flat and wide 
with few pedestrians or automobiles.  Mammoth warehouses and factories loom 
on the horizon.  Each lock gate is equipped with anti-vandal security devices and 
requires a special key adding an extra twenty minutes to operation.  In such a 
desolate area getting slowed down is a hardship.  Ominously there are no other 
boats around for company, none moored or coming our way.  The atmosphere is 
creepy and makes us work even harder to get through as swiftly as possible.  
 
By late afternoon the sky is washed with a rosy setting sun but there is no place 
comfortable to stay in.  The beautiful and serene settings in the past year are 
nowhere to be found; travel continues on searching for a safe haven. 
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Abruptly the desolate landscape gives way to trees and a lovely turning basin in 
front of the garden at Crooke Hall Inn.  Night is falling and there is a jetty with 
unoccupied narrowboats and so we tie up and go in for some refreshment.  It’s 
exhilarating to get through a difficult passage safely.   
 
Returning to the boat a group of teenagers in front of the quay huddle without 
looking up as we pass by to go inside.  Wondering what they are up to, the 
curtains are pulled aside for a look.  Too late for crumbled safety glass seeps out 
from under the curtain and then a cascade of glass pours free.  A gloomy 
moment.   
 
The teenagers have vanished as Rob goes out to inspect the damage; a ten 
pence coin is found on the gunnels.  One of them left this souvenir as he flipped 
it with expertise at the window.  Luckily only the small top portion broke and is 
easily replaced. 
 
However confidence isn’t and after some difficult contemplation and discussion a 
U-turn is planned for the morning and that escort boat at Bells Bridge will not be 
met.  It is all too clear why accompaniment is provided.  With so many beautiful 
places to enjoy it’s not worth the aggravation and desolate landscape.  Early, at 
dawn the next day, a boat goes by at full throttle in an all fired rush.  Whatever it 
is, they look like they are fleeing, another omen to get out.  So the U-turn is 
made, the first and last of an otherwise wonderful voyage. 
 
By early afternoon Worsley is reached, a different world in this pretty park setting.  
An aqueduct is just ahead but several boats are exiting and one shouts there is a 
leak being repaired; no one can cross over now.  Thanking them for the 
information Oo-La-La pulls over for the rest of the day.   
 
Rob strikes up a conversation with a gentleman walking his dog on the towpath 
and asks him where the nearest supermarket is. He says it is a couple of miles 
outside the town and incredibly offers to drive us there and back.  Eric will hear 
no amount of protest piling into his car along with Lucy his dog.  It takes half an 
hour to shop even racing around the store.  He waits dutifully in the parking lot.  
He accepts a bouquet of flowers with reluctance.   Faith in humanity is restored, 
the kind people outnumber the malevolent ones by far. 
 
In the morning the aqueduct is repaired and crossing is without incident.  The 
rain falls steadily and temperatures are still down in the upper 50s.  There are 
reports of severe flooding on the River Trent in the northeast, along the 
Huddersfield canal and in the town of Leeds, all of which are on the Leeds & 
Liverpool canal. The trouble was a blessing in disguise; unseasonable rainfall 
has created floodwaters all along the northern waterways and boating is not 
advised. 
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The plan was to spend the next month along the Leeds & Liverpool and the River 
Ouse, perhaps visiting Cambridge along the way.  Spoiled with the idyllic off-
season cruising and warm weather during Spring and Fall, for the first time the 
path ahead is not clear.   
 
Maybe it’s a good time to reblacken the boat bottom?  When Oo-La-La was 
purchased the surveyor said to do this in a year, that time is now.  It seems odd 
to put the boat in dry dock in mid-summer, but thus a dry dock should be easy to 
schedule.  A call to Braunston Marina and a space is reserved, so the new route 
is set: the Trent & Mersey to the Coventry canal then briefly on the Oxford to 
Braunston.   
 
On the Trent & Mersey ‘Animalia’ from Bristol turns up.  They are amazed to see 
us over the Severn and up north so quickly.  Well, now we proved it is done.  
Continuing south the sun peeks out a bit more, but still not as brilliant as back in 
spring. 
 
Past Middlewich is new canal country on the Trent & Mersey approaching 
Harecastle Tunnel.  A large sign “Tunnel Closed” is draped over the entrance.  
Gulp.  There is another boat outside, Adagio.  They say that the tunnel is 
manned; the caretaker puts up this sign when boats are coming through from the 
other side.  It is a very long throughway of 2,926 yards and narrow as well, so 
this necessitates the extra help. 
 
After about 45 minutes the boats coming through emerge and the tunnel keeper 
gives us the high sign.  Adagio is asked if they mind hearing Talking Heads very 
loud on the way through.  They don’t so David Byrne’s Psycho Killer is blasted 
along the lengthy passageway.  It’s our way of warding off tunnel goblins.  
 
Just after the tunnel is Stoke on Trent, a famous pottery town a couple of 
centuries ago.  Evidence of the bustling industry still remains plentiful along the 
canal.  Bottle kilns, brick furnaces shaped like gigantic bottles, stand 30 feet high.   
Defunct and cold but well preserved; there are many of these impressive and 
weird structures.  The faded painted names of the old potters are still visible on 
the dark red brick factories.  The atmosphere is ghostly since it’s mostly forsaken 
and idle. 
 
Stoke on Trent has excellent moorings in the middle of town, but they are all 
deserted.  N/b Adagio advises not to moor there, since problems have been 
reported, but to continue on to the town of Stone, which is a delight.  On the 
approach to Stone it becomes more and more beautiful. Through Barlaston the 
canal is especially leafy with large willows drooping gracefully over the water.  
They graze the top of the boat making soft hissing sounds as they caress the 
rooftop. 
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Just after Barlaston narrowboats line the canal nonstop: an invisible boundary 
line has been crossed.  The ‘no go’ zone is behind; here the atmosphere is 
cheerful, carefree and very crowded.  In Stone there are dozens of moored boats 
and an empty spot is hard to find.  Stone lock is the center of social life.  Situated 
in front of a traditional pub with a romantic Italian restaurant on the other side, the 
grass is covered with people enjoying the summer day with family or friends.  In 
the evening there is live music and the place is full of boaters in full revelry. 
 
After a couple of relaxing days travel is made further south on the Trent & 
Mersey.  After a few hours an impressive mansion looms from the distance.  
Being near the towpath it is easy to have a look.  Shugborough Park is a 
beautiful spacious Georgian estate surrounded by formal gardens open to the 
public.  The mooring here is a tranquil stretch of shady trees and a good place to 
stay overnight. 
 
Onto the Coventry canal from the Trent & Mersey, the Oxford canal junction 
comes up approaching Braunston.  It is a homecoming making the sharp turn 
into the marina basin.  The last week in July the marina is full of people and 
boats enjoying summer holidays; even so we’re surprised to see the crowds of 
people jammed in the sales office and walking around to look at boats. 
 
Squeezing inside to say hello to Tim and staff, there is no time for casual chatter.  
The market for narrowboats is evidently booming.  
 
Parking at the dock Oo-La-La is plugged into electricity for the first time since 
Willowtree Marina in October, almost ten months ago.  The alternator system 
worked out well, despite the quirks.  It’s a relief to be off of the canals now that 
they are so busy and the hire boats are out banging around as well.  After about 
a week of reblackening the boat there will be time to decide where to go next.    
 
Saturday night the Wheatsheaf Inn is a popular place to visit for live music.  
Friends from last September, Pat and Trevor, are there along with another 
couple, Angela and Harry of narrowboat ‘Apothecary’.   
 
It’s great to be partying with friends but some serious thinking follows the next 
few days.  Most of the country’s waterways have been traveled except for the 
northwest currently under floodwater.  It’s the end of July with three more months 
of cruising weather ahead.  It’s possible to truck the boat over to East Anglia 
where there is a separate canal system from the rest of the country.  However, if 
the expense and trouble of trucking the boat is to be considered then some 
serious alternatives have to be mulled over as well.     
 
The original plan for exploring the European canals was inspired by France that 
has double the waterway system of England.  Trucking the narrowboat over to 
France is a possibility; the only problem is that this narrowboat goes a maximum 
of six knots and ten is needed for the French rivers which are more powerful than 
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the Thames.  Perhaps best to sell the boat and shop for a suitable one in France.  
Shopping for a boat in France is more complicated than in England being a much 
larger country with the market spread all over.  Of course, there is also the 
language difference to consider.  It’s an exciting but scary change and pondered 
carefully before placing Oo-La-La on the market.  The demand is so hot for 
narrowboats that she will sell very fast.   
 
Some virtual trips on the Internet show what the brokerage market in France has 
to offer.  A slim margin of high quality craft is available in the secondary market.  
Most are selling quickly.  With a lot of luck, there is time to sell the narrowboat, 
move to France, find the new boat and get settled by the beginning of winter 
before the work stoppages on the waterways.  On the web there are a couple of 
boats in the south of France that are very well priced, located in areas outside of 
a brokerage marina.  One of them is particularly enticing and has all the bells and 
whistles. Barely within the budget, in fact a little over, perhaps negotiation is 
possible.  Where a blank wall stood a window of opportunity opens and the view 
clears up. 
 
But how long before the boat sells?  Now new anxiety sets in.  Talking to Tim 
Coghlan, the boat broker who sold us Oo-La-La, he is surprised we are ready to 
sell.  Even though a year has passed, it feels like yesterday we pulled out of 
Braunston Marina for the first time.  What a voyage it has been.  In discussing 
the sales price and the market, it is apparent that demand has risen and so has 
the value of the boat; this is good news.  Photos are taken; a show sheet is 
prepared and placed in the sales office.  Now reality sets in. 
 
Selling a boat and living aboard at the same time is always a remarkable 
experience.  Selling the sailboat while living aboard was nothing like this.  The 
new dockage for Oo-La-La is with the brokerage boats, near the marina 
headquarters.  The crowds of shoppers that were in the sales office are milling 
about the gunnels and cockpit of the boat and staring in the windows.  Their 
voices are plainly audible as they discuss the style, paint job and roll ‘oo-la-la’ off 
their tongues; the children especially enjoy saying it.  Frequently they chat and 
shyly ask to come in.  Sometimes several other people trail in behind and life 
gets quite crowded on board.  However it’s enjoyable.  Some people ask, “How 
can you stand it?” but if you enjoy meeting people who have the same interests 
and dream as you do, it is fun.   
 
Within three days there is one particular hunter who has already returned a 
couple of times with a friend.  He is obviously serious but hasn’t made an offer 
yet.  He is actually looking on behalf of his girlfriend who is busy working; she is a 
truck driver and won’t be able to see the boat until the weekend that is a couple 
of days away.  But he is anxious; he really likes the boat and is worried someone 
might get it out from under him.  We promise to let him know if there is an offer.   
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Friday comes around and it is a very busy day.  One last couple comes through 
and they are very amiable, chatting for about an hour.  They have a handicapped 
daughter and are not sure if the boat can accommodate her.  Just after saying 
goodbye, Clyde returns with his girlfriend Angela: for a truck driver she is 
surprisingly petite and feminine despite her affinity for gothic black and Doc 
Marten boots.  She likes the boat and they make a verbal agreement for full price 
offer.  In the morning they will call the marina office. 
 
Saturday starts with a wake-up call around 8AM: a full price offer just came in 
from a Mr. Smith says Paul, the sales manager.  A couple of hours later there is 
another knock on the boat.  “Well, we have a problem here.”  A problem?  “I have 
a Mr. Clyde very upset on the phone, he says that he has a verbal agreement 
with you since last night to buy the boat.”  Now we are confounded.  “You mean 
his last name is not Smith?”  “No, that is a gentleman who saw the boat last night 
for the first time.” he replies.  Ah-ha, now it dawns on us that the couple with the 
handicapped daughter has also put a full price offer on the boat.  Oo-La-La has 
been on the market less than a week and already has two offers. Surprising, to 
say the least.  “If you had a verbal agreement already with Mr. Clyde then that is 
the one that should take precedent.” Paul says and we heartily agree eager to 
set the record straight.  Paul straightens out the confusion and now the boat is 
officially under contract.  Clyde calls later to confirm and is assured that it will be 
theirs after the survey and financing are all done.   
 
It is a beautiful summer Saturday morning and the docks are full of lookers and 
shoppers.  Although they are told the boat is under contract with a back up offer, 
still others take a look and by Saturday evening there is a third offer to back up 
the other two.     
 
So Oo-La-La is moved from the brokerage docks to a calmer and private spot to 
wait out the survey and financing.  Tim, always the professional, says not to 
count the chickens before they hatch: one of the boats for sale has seen three 
deals fall through for various reasons.  
 
So with cautious optimism we proceed with the buyer’s surveyor, who examines 
the boat over a period of three days during which life is in dry dock.  During this 
time the bottom is reblackened as originally intended.  The buyers are friendly 
and amiably invite us to lunch at the Admiral Nelson along with a friend, Greg.   
 
Watching the boats lock through, Rob and I enjoy a lovely afternoon learning 
more about this interesting trio’s hopes and dreams.  Greg already lives on his 
own boat and Angela and Clyde were renting his house from him.  When they 
were ready to buy a place, Angela decided she preferred to live aboard a 
narrowboat rather than a house.  So this is how they came to be the new owners; 
Oo-La-La will be their home, stationed near Oxford and they will cruise when 
Angela has time off from work.   
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July has now turned into August.  The summer weather is unpredictable, 
sometimes cool and cloudy and other days blazing hot.  It is grouse season, 
once a year hunters are allowed to shoot these birds and throughout the country 
the Brits are ritually feasting on this annual delicacy.  Tim Coghlan graciously 
asks if we’d partake at a restaurant in the resort town of Leamington Spa. On 
arrival the place is full to capacity and bubbling with anticipation.  The restaurant 
proprietors welcome everyone personally with a glass of champagne.  They are a 
colorful pair, she a tall and buxom platinum blonde dressed in silk fuchsia and he 
in bow tie.  They announce each wine before the next course and discuss its 
qualities and how it came to be chosen for that particular dish. The menu is 
fabulous: a four-course delight starting with smoked salmon and caviar appetizer 
and working up to the main dish.  The grouse is beautifully prepared in a ruby 
colored wine sauce that is perfect with the flavorful meat.  One just has to be 
careful of the buckshot that turns up occasionally, but that’s part of the 
experience.  The meal is finished off with beautiful chocolate confections and 
dessert wine.   
 
Ten days from the sales contract the survey is complete.  It is customary for the 
surveyor to request some modifications and this one is no exception.   He hands 
over a laundry list of items to change and they are mostly to comply with the new 
rules of British Safe Boating Regulations that change from year to year.  The list 
is divided into two parts, one is mandatory the other is just suggestions.  Luckily 
the must-do section is short and easy to fulfill.  A few of the suggestions make 
sense such as cleaning out the heater.  Some of them are nonsensical; for 
example enlarging the floor vents by one inch: the doors are all hung a couple of 
inches off of the floor that makes the vents redundant in any case.  Rob calls 
Clyde on that one to find if he really wants the brass vents removed and replaced 
by larger plastic ones.  Fortunately Clyde is intelligent and understands the 
difference between regulations and common sense.  Thus the survey and 
inspection phase is past and the warning bell has rung: time to start packing up. 
 
Remembering the five colossal trunks that went into the boat, there is no time to 
lose in taking all this out and putting it back into cases again, a challenging task 
burrowing into deep storage and excavating all the things that were placed there 
a year ago.  If it didn’t get used, out to a charity shop or Goodwill.  Surprisingly 
there are many things that qualify and the baggage is diminished to only two 
large trunks.  Quite a reduction that is owed to the demise of the hi-fi and the fact 
all the dishes and pots and pans are being left to the new owners.  France has a 
reputation for its fine kitchenware. 
 
The folding bicycles are staying with the boat as well: they no longer fold very 
easily and were only used once or twice in a year of cruising.  Since the new 
owner has two teenage boys they will have some use for them.  Enthusiastically 
they agree to let us leave them on board. 
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Whilst in the midst of this labor Pat and Trevor rescue us for dinner “Chez 
Scotts”.  Their house is lovely with the perfect English garden in back and a 
warm inviting interior complete with fireplace.   We have a grand time, and 
hopefully they will visit the new boat in France. 
 
Closing on the sale is now only a couple of days away.  After that we’ll be on a 
hirecar to London and the Eurostar to France changing in Lille for the train to 
Montpellier, a town in the south near Marseille.  Nearby are two candidates for 
the new Oo-La-La.  Although the luggage is considerably less, there’s still too 
much to carry at almost 200 pounds each piece.  So Rob finds a driver with a 
trailer that will take the bags to London.  There the luggage is checked separately 
on board Esprit, a company that works with Eurostar in transporting cargo.  The 
bags will be sent separately to Montpellier and arrive a few days later, so enough 
is packed in overnight cases to last a week.  A guidebook helps to reserve a 
budget hotel room in the hope that not too much of the boat budget will end up in 
lodging bills while searching for the new vessel.    
 
The big day arrives when Tim presents the check for the sale of the boat.  Now 
it’s official: we are homeless once again.  With a final sweep of the interior the 
bags are loaded into the cratch for one final night on board. 
 
At sunrise the driver arrives at the marina.  After loading the wagon, the keys are 
put in an envelope and slipped through the mail slot in the marina office.  The 
mobile phone rings: a text message: “Have a wonderful trip, England will miss 
you, hope to see you back soon.  Love to you both.”  There is no signature and 
we don’t recognize the phone number.  So our thanks are sent back along with a 
picture of a heart with wings.  It’s been a year that happens just once in a 
lifetime.  A new story is about to begin.  
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The Author 
 
 
 
Originally from New York City, Marlane 
O’Neill began boating in the Long Island 
Sound at the age of 16 in Queens College 
where she raced in sailing regattas and 
learned big boat handling.  She traveled 
much of the world on her own, by 
airplane, before the age of thirty. Along 
the way she gathered fluency in French 
and Spanish.  She lived in South Australia 
for two years, working in her own 
business importing and exhibiting 
primitive art from the Caribbean.  On the 
way back to the USA she made passage 
by sailboat on the Pacific Ocean from 
Hawaii to California.   
 
Settling in Miami, she graduated from Florida International University in 1985 with 
a major in English and a minor in Visual Arts.   There she developed an interest 
in buying and renovating real estate in Miami Beach.  This later developed into a 
full time occupation continuing on to Atlanta, Key West, Annapolis and 
Washington D.C. 
   
As a hobby she took supernumerary parts in the Greater Miami Opera playing 
roles in Christopher Columbus, Manot Lescaut and Popeii.  There she met her 
future husband, Rob and they were married in Las Vegas in 1994.  They later 
worked in the Atlanta Opera Company together in Carmen.  
 
The first Oo-La-La was a Westsail 32, which was renovated inside and out, home 
for three years in Florida and sailed the Intercoastal from Key West to Annapolis.   
This is her first narrowboat experience, never having rented one before.  She is 
continuing the dream in mainland Europe onboard the third Oo-La-La, a Palma 
De Groot motorboat, currently located in the South of France.  
 


