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Today, most of the boats seen on 
our canals contain holidaymakers. 
This has been the case for at least 
fifty years, even though the canals 
were originally built to transport 
cargoes of coal and other materials. 

However, the first organised 
passenger boats were introduced 
as long ago as the 18th century and 
various kinds of pleasure boating 
soon followed.

The promoters of the Trent 
and Mersey Canal produced a 
pamphlet in 1766, describing the 
benefits a canal trip could bring:

“And if we add the amusements 
of a pleasure boat that may 
enable us to change the prospect, 
imagination can scarcely conceive 
the variety of such a landscape. 
Verdant lawns, waving fields 
of grain, pleasant groves, 
sequestered woods, regular canals 
to different towns, orchards whose 
trees are bending beneath their 
fruit, large towns and pleasant 
villages, will all together present 
to the eye a grateful intermixture 
of objects, and feast the fancy with 
ideas equal to the most romantic 
illusions”.

Passenger boats were soon at work 
on many canals. The first were 
introduced on the Bridgewater 
Canal in 1766. 

The 19th Century
Rowing boats have long been a 
useful mode of water transport - 
the use of oars as we know them 
can be traced back as far as the 
ancient Egyptians. A well-designed 
rowing boat will perform well even 
in trying conditions. The classic 
shapes of such craft reflect an 
evolution of thousands of years of 
trial and error.

In October 1809, the author 
Jane Austen writes to her elder 
sister Cassandra of enjoying river 
boating with her nephews, Edward 
and George:

“We had a little water party 
yesterday…..it was so much 
enjoyed that I had intended to 
take them to Netley today; the 
tide is just right for our going 
immediately after noon shine but 
I am afraid there will be rain…..I 
had not proposed doing more 
than cross the Itchen yesterday, 
but it proved so pleasant, and so 
much to the satisfaction of all, that 
when we reached the middle of 
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author was the Revd E Newenham 
Hoare and the publisher, ‘The 
Society for Promoting Christian 
Knowledge’. 
While lots of people were happy 
to buy a ticket and join a group 
of strangers on an organised trip, 
there was also a thriving trade 
in private boating in the late 
19th century, especially on the 
River Thames. Jerome K. Jerome 
captures this with great humour 
in his classic novel of 1889 – Three 
Men in a Boat (to Say Nothing of 
the Dog). The intrepid three (or 
four!) use a wooden rowing skiff 
on which they can camp under 
canvas at night. 

Yet canal boating for pleasure 
had not yet become hugely 
popular. An 1885 magazine article 
about a trip down the Regent’s 
Canal described it as London’s 
“unknown river”. However, it did 
also mention that: 

“Small pleasure boats are allowed 
to ply on parts of the canal and 
have given life to the scene. A 
large barge is anchored in front 
of a green field, and its owner 
informs us by a sign that he has 
‘boats to let for school and picnic 
parties’.”  

Other canals had day boats for 
hire but anyone wanting a longer 
trip had to make their own 
arrangements. ‘Horse Drawn 
Boats for Gentlemen’ became 
available in the late nineteenth 
century. 

A book entitled Two Girls on a 
Barge (1891) by V. Cecil Cotes 
describes the adventures of 
two young women who hired a 
working narrow boat and had the 
hold partitioned to make cabins 
– which they hung with curtains 
from Liberty! Unlike modern 
holidaymakers, they did not 
operate the (horse-drawn) boat 
themselves but left all that to ‘Mr 
and Mrs Bargee’. Their trip took 
them from London to explore the 
Grand Union Canal – an exciting 
experience, particularly when 
they had to go through Blisworth 
Tunnel, one of the longest in 
Britain. 

Rowing skiff used for camping 
© FIPT

the stream we agreed to be rowed 
up the river; both the boys rowed a 
great part of the day…..”

Along with the rivers, there were 
areas of beautiful canal scenery, 
which proved more appealing 
than the grimy background of the 
Industrial Revolution. Sir George 
Head was a passenger on one of 
these boats in 1835:

“…basking in the sunshine, and 
gliding through a continuous 
panorama of cows, cottages 
and green fields, the latter gaily 
sparkling in the season with 
buttercups and daisies”. 

But then, nearing Manchester, he 
observes:

“The water of the canal is as 
black as the Styx, and absolutely 
pestiferous, from the gas and 
refuse of the many factories with 
which it is impregnated”.

In the early days, when canals were 
used largely for commercial and 
industrial purposes, passengers 
tended to take the packet boats 
because they needed to make the 
journey – rather than for pleasure!

But for those seeking a change of 

scenery, the Lancaster Canal gave 
access to Kendal and the beautiful 
Lake District. Relatively fast, 
comfortable, narrow-hulled boats 
proved popular. The Victorians 
loved to visit the Scottish Highlands 
and in 1873, Queen Victoria took 
a trip on the Caledonian Canal on 
the pleasure steamer Gondolier, 
giving a boost to both Scottish 
tourism and canal travel.

In around 1879, Between the 
Locks told the story of a pleasure 
boat trip on the Medway, the 
voyagers evangelizing amongst 
the Kentish workers as they 
travelled along the river. The 

Steam paddle boat ‘Gondolier’ on the 
Caledonian Canal 
© Canal & River Trust



The 20th Century
In the Victorian era, the name 
Bradshaw had become synonymous 
with reliable information on 
travelling the nation’s blossoming 
network of railways. Published 
in 1904, Bradshaw’s “Canals and 
Navigable Rivers of England and 
Wales” was the first guide to 
planning journeys on the inland 
waterways of England and Wales. 
Compiled by Henry Rodolph de 
Salis and noting bridges, locks, 
distances and commercial use, it 
explores the routes, operation and 
history of the network, and gives 
commentary on the areas through 
which it passes. Written at a time 
when the railways had largely 
taken over from the waterways, 
it paints a fascinating portrait of 
the Edwardian canal system as it 
begins to fall into gentle decay. It 
now offers a different perspective 
for canal boaters and walkers, and 
gives invaluable information about 
waterways now lost. 
 
Canal cruising was further 
popularised by George Westall in 
his guide “Inland Cruising on the 
Rivers and Canals of England and 
Wales”, published in 1908.  

There were many Victorian and 
Edwardian children’s books 

about boating – they were often 
moralising tales of considerable 
hardship – but in 1911 the genre 
expanded into a more upbeat 
“Our Holiday on a Barge”, written 
by Alice Talwin Morris. Its subtitle 
is ‘Nature Stories and Pictures for 
Little Folks’ – very much of its time! 
This is considered an important 
book because it brings children’s 
fiction into the real world. The 
story, in a nutshell, goes like this: 
Father hires a boat for a holiday 
and the family set out to travel 
up the Thames. They witness the 
sights and sounds of the river 
and discover the plants, animals 
and birds on its banks. The book 
has numerous, relatively accurate 
illustrations. It represents the first 
time in a children’s book where a 
boat is hired and converted for a 
holiday. 

Also in 1911, Ernest Temple 
Thurston wrote of his extensive 
trip on the Flower of Gloster, in his 
book of the same name. He took 
a keen interest in the life of the 
canals and the boat people. 

Peter Bonthron, describing his 
1915 canal holiday aboard Balgonie 
in his book “My Holidays on Inland 
Waterways”, comes across as 
someone of a century later - keen 
to record how quickly he can travel 
from A to B rather than pause and 
enjoy the journey! For example, 
he records leaving Hockley Heath 
at 9 am, covering 25 miles and 
passing 66 locks that day. He and 
his friends were in a motor launch 
and employed a crew to do the 
hard work! 

Illustrations from “Our Holiday on a 
Barge” by Talwin Morris.



We should not forget the 
significance of the canoe as a means 
of exploring our waterways. This 
small, lightweight, narrow craft is 
typically pointed at both ends and 
open at the top. It is propelled by 
one or more seated or kneeling 
persons, facing the direction 
of travel, using a single-bladed 
paddle. (A kayak is propelled by a 
double-ended paddle.) Cultures all 
around the world have long been 
using such vessels – the earliest 
known boat of this type (the Pesse 
Canoe, found in the Netherlands) 
is around 10,000 years old. 

Canoe at Top Lock Cottage, Foxton 
Locks, © FIPT

Although the 20th century brought 
competition from the roads for 
the haulage of goods and raw 
materials, there was a gradual 
increase in people making canal 
journeys for pleasure. The most 
famous of all was L T C (Tom) Rolt’s 
1939 journey in Cressy, recounted 

in probably the most influential 
canal book ever written – Narrow 
Boat, published in 1944. This book 
has captured the imagination of 
countless would-be canal boaters. 
Here are a few extracts: 

“[....] Ten years ago, a relative of 
mine purchased ‘Cressy’, an old, 
horse-drawn barge, installed an 
engine, and converted her into a 
‘pleasure boat’. I was fortunate 
enough to be a member of the 
crew on her maiden voyage, 
and there and then acquired a 
passion for canal travel which 
has increased with the passing of 
years. It seemed to me to fulfil in 
the fullest sense the meaning of 
travel as opposed to a mere blind 
hurrying from place to place, and I 
felt certain there could be no better 
way of approaching what is left to 
us of that older England of tradition 
which is fast disappearing. [.....]

The canals have their own inns 
and their own shops, and because 
they follow their own independent, 
tortuous routes about England, 
often seeming purposefully to 
avoid towns, the places whose 
names are household words to 
the boatman mean nothing to the 
landsman. [.....] ‘Cressy’, the craft 
which gave me my first experience 

of canal travel, was not, in correct 
parlance, a barge at all, but a 
‘narrow boat’, built to pass the 
locks of ‘narrow cuts’. To become 
still more technical, she was a 
‘Shroppie fly-boat’, which [.....] 
means that she was built by the 
Shropshire Union Canal Company, 
and worked for them ‘fly’ – that is, 
she travelled night and day, using 
relays of horses, like the old fliers 
of the roads. For this reason, she 
was of slightly finer build than 
the slower craft, being intended 
for lighter and more perishable 
cargoes.

When the Shropshire Union 
Company ceased carrying with 
their own boats, ‘Cressy’ was sold 
to a miller at Maesbury on the 
Welsh Canal, for whom she carried 
coal until she changed hands once 

more and was converted.
I had also acquired a second-
hand copy of a book which 
is indispensable to any canal 
traveller, ‘Bradshaw’s Guide to the 
Canals and Navigable Rivers of 
England and Wales’, by the late Mr. 
Rodolph de Salis. This may sound 
like dry reading, but I pored over 
it by the hour. Perhaps it was the 
names [.....] which appeared in the 
distance tables which fascinated 
me most [.....]: Bumblehole Bridge, 
Popes Corner and Nip Square; 
Plucks Gutter, Stewphoney Wharf 
and Blunder Lock [.....], Dog-in-a-
Doublet, Twentypence Ferry and 
Totterdown. What a wealth of 
history and legend spoke here and 
clamoured to be explored!”

Rolt recalls his journey through the 
Foxton area thus:

Tom Rolt on the back of Cressy - © Canal & River Trust



“Chapter XI: The ‘Leicester Cut’

As we journeyed on, the hills 
became more gentle of contour 
and covered with woodland, to fall 
away altogether just before noon 
when we sighted the whitewashed 
cottage which I knew marked the 
top of Foxton Locks.

The descent at Foxton is greater 
and even steeper than the ascent 
at Watford, there being no less 
than five pairs of staircase locks 
having a combined fall of seventy-
five feet. So abrupt is the change of 
level that when we first sighted the 
summit lock, the long beams with 
their white painted ends stood out 
boldly against the open sky until, on 
closer approach, a wide expanse of 
the Leicestershire plain came into 
view below. The paddles of these 
locks were extremely heavy, and 
we were assisted on our way down 
by the lock-keeper, who had a 
windlass with an extra long crank, 
made especially for the purpose. 
He was a most kindly and helpful 
old man, having only one leg, but 
with the aid of a single crutch he 
made his way about the locks with 
most remarkable agility and speed, 
balancing himself dexterously on 
his solitary foot when he wound up 
the paddles.

Such a concentration of narrow 
locks takes some time to negotiate, 
and constitutes a serious hindrance 
to traffic, because boats are 
unable to pass each other except 
between the groups of ‘risers’. It 
was with the object of obviating 
this delay that the Foxton Inclined 
Plane Lift was constructed and 
opened for traffic in the spring 
of 1900. Of all the many strange 
freaks that the mechanical age 
has produced, this was one of the 
strangest, and the photographs 
of the extraordinary contrivance 
which hang in the bar of ‘The Black 
Horse’ in Foxton are well worth 
inspection. It consisted of two 
enormous cast-iron caissons, each 
capable of floating two narrow 
boats, these being mounted upon 
ten wheels which ran on five 
parallel sets of rails laid down the 
inclined plane. These were raised 
and lowered sideways by means 
of cables, one counterbalancing 
the other, a winding engine being 
employed for the extra power 
required. Unfortunately the 
rails were constantly giving way 
beneath the colossal weight of 
the caissons, and the infrequent 
traffic did not justify the expense 
of manning the engine-house or 
keeping a boiler constantly under 
steam, with the result that after a 

very few years had elapsed, the lift 
was abandoned as a costly failure. 
All that we saw of it, apart from 
the two short backwaters that 
connected the canal to it, was a 
steep ramp of crumbling concrete 
up the face of the  hill overgrown 
with briars and, on the summit, 
the ruins of the engine-house. […..]

At the foot of the locks we joined 
the ‘broad’ canal from Leicester 
to Market Harborough, once an 
independent waterway called the 
‘Old Union’, but long ago merged 
into what is now the Grand Union 
system. Here we turned aside from 
the main course of our journey, 
having decided to make Market 
Harborough our first port of call 
for letters, laundry and general 
stores. Occasionally a pair of 
Fellows Morton Boats, or ‘Joshers’ 
as they are called on the canals, in 
affectionate remembrance of the 
late Mr Joshua Fellows, trades to 
Harborough basin with a cargo 
of timber from Brentford, but the 
trade on the branch is very small. 
The swing bridge by which the 
village street of Foxton crosses over 
the water is kept locked, and the 
key, so the lock-keeper informed 
us, hung in the porch of the first 
cottage on our left turning down 
the road. There seemed to be some 

subtle magic in this key, for when 
I walked up the flower-bordered 
path to the cottage door the street 
was deserted, yet no sooner had I 
lifted it from its hiding-place than 
the children of Foxton appeared 
magically from nowhere. Evidently 
the opening of the bridge for the 
passing of a boat is for them a 
unique and wondrous event. Some 
of the more sober among them 
helped me to swing the bridge, 
but his assistance was more than 
discounted by the majority, who 
jumped onto it for a ride. There 
were shrill shrieks of excitement 
and delight, and a total disregard 
for the admonitions of mothers 
who had come to their cottage 
doors. We breathed a sigh of relief 
when we had re-locked the bridge 
and passed out of sight, although, 
to do them justice, they kept a 
respectful distance from the boat, 
unlike the children of the towns 
whom we encountered later.

When we left Foxton we were 
reminded of the Oxford Canal at 
Wormleighton, for although it was 
only two and a half miles across 
country to Market Harborough, 
the canal described a wide arc of 
nearly six miles around Gallow 
Hill, overhung by trees on one 
side, with fine views over open 



the damage caused by the war, 
many companies withdrew from 
commercial carrying, including 
the famous Fellows, Morton and 
Clayton. Others tried to find a new 
market by converting their boats 
into floating hotels. 

The biggest change of all came 

about through the nationalization 
of the British canals, when the 
railways too were nationalized. 
Sir Reginald Kerr, in charge of 
the Waterways section of British 
Transport, realised that the future 
of the canals would be likely to 
depend on leisure rather than 
commercial carrying.

Tom Rolt’s book led not only to the 
founding of the Inland Waterways 
Association in 1946, but also to 
an upsurge in interest in cruising 
the main canal network. Hire 
firms sprang up around the canals 

country on the other. The water 
was deep and crystal clear, but 
was in places so covered with 
dense blanket weed as to appear 
a solid surface. This weed was too 
fine to foul our propeller, but it 
repeatedly choked the strainer of 
the engine cooling water intake, 
so that for a considerable part of 
the way Angela looked after the 
helm while I lay flat on the aft 
deck, with one arm trailing in  the 
water clearing the weed away. 
Such troubles only give an added 
zest to the navigation of little-used 
canals such as this, and it was with 
a pleasant sense of minor triumph 
that we sailed into Harborough 
Basin at noon of our ninth day out 
from Banbury.” 

World War Two and the Decline 
of the Canals
Only the busiest canals survived 
until the Second World War (1939 
to 1945). In 1939 a new law in 
Britain had meant that every 
working person must be allowed 
one week’s annual paid holiday. 
But the war curtailed holidays 
and travelling for pleasure, and 
its aftermath brought a dramatic 
change to the canals. Commercial 
boating traffic went into a rapid 
decline as road transport took 
over. After years of neglect and 

from the late 1940s, with early 
operators including the Wyvern 
Shipping Co. at Leighton Buzzard 
on the Grand Union, Blue Line at 
Braunston, Canal Pleasurecraft at 
Stourport and Swan Line at Fradley 
on the Trent and Mersey Canal.
Many holiday boats were adapted 
from wartime craft and even ex-

Army pontoons, sometimes having 
a bunk at each end and a central 
cockpit. 

A converted pontoon in a narrow lock © Canal & River Trust

Views of the Arbury Mill and canal nearby with a small pontoon boat, 1978 - 
© Canal & River Trust

Hotel Boat - ©FIPT



By the 1950s, it was common 
for people to have two weeks 
paid holiday a year. Locally, the 
Leicester Fortnight famously took 
place during the first two weeks 
in July. Whole factories closed and 
the schools started their holidays 
earlier than elsewhere. While most 
families opted for seaside holidays 
on the east coast – Skegness, 
Mablethorpe and Hunstanton 
being favourite destinations – 
many enjoyed cruising the canals.
In 1950, 1,500 boat licences were 
issued for canal cruising, but by 
1960 that figure had reached 
10,500.

More and more companies were 
offering boats for hire for one-
week holidays. At first, they were 
generally in cabin cruisers - already 
familiar on the River Thames and 
the Norfolk Broads. 

In 1963 the British Waterways 
Board developed from the British 
Transport Commission. One of its 
early decisions was to discontinue 
most of its narrowboat carrying 
operations. This followed a very 
bad winter where boats were 
iced up for months and a great 
deal of cargo was transferred 
to the roads. Many boats were 

simply abandoned and left to 
rot in designated places, such as 
Braunston reservoirs, Harefield 
Flash, Norton Canes and the 
Wendover Arm.

In the 1960s, the infant canal 
leisure industry was just able 
to prevent the closure of the 
remaining canals and the pressure 
to retain canals for leisure and 
pleasure increased. 

The Waterways Board decided also 
to go into the hire business, offering 
cruisers including little two-birth 
fibreglass boats with outboard 
motors, known as ‘Water Babies’. 
Outboard motors inevitably meant 
walking to petrol stations to get 
fuel cans filled – all part of the 
canal holiday experience in those 

days! 

Many early canal cruisers were 
decidedly primitive. Toilet facilities 

were either ‘bucket and chuck it’ 
with shovels supplied for burying 
the contents, or were sea-toilets, 
flushing straight into the canal 
(unthinkable – illegal, even - 
today). Heating was generally non-
existent and drinking water tended 
to be carried in large containers. 
 
Soon, alternatives became 
available: among the new hire 
fleets was Mid-England Narrow 
Boats of Market Harborough. 
Begun in the 1960s, they initially 
cut ex-working boats in half and 
refitted them with cabins – while 
they were still in the water! One 
half would effectively travel 
backwards! The company then 
began to make wooden boats from 
scratch, before finally starting to 
build steel-hulled craft based on 
traditional narrow boat designs. 

It later became known as Anglo 
Welsh and set a pattern for hire 
boats to follow. The steel narrow 
boat brought with it, in stages, 
water-cooled diesel engines, 
proper drinking water tanks, 240 
volt electricity, better cooking and 
heating facilities and – maybe best 
of all – pump-out toilets! 
 
The Waterways Board was also 
responsible for some helpful 
holiday aids – it published a series 
of guides to individual canals 
with linear maps that gave the 
impression that the waterways 
were dead straight! They were very 
usefully marked with crossovers, 
services, junctions, locks, distances 
to the nearest town or village – in 
fact, everything the boater would 
wish to know about a stretch of 
canal. 

Water Baby © Canal & River Trust

Mid-England Narrow Boats - ©FIPT

1950s to 1960s



Pages from  British Waterways Inland Cruising Booklet © Canal & River Trust



By the 1970s, many of the old 
wharf sites had been rescued from 
dereliction by becoming boatyards 
and bases for the holiday hire 
fleets that were developing 
across the country. At Foxton, 
the toll-keeper’s house and the 
old carpenters’ and blacksmiths’ 
workshops were gradually 
developed to serve the modern 
boater, providing repair services, a 
shop and (later) a pub, as well as 
a small hire fleet and passenger 
trips for visitors. Also, from the 
1970s, enthusiastic volunteers 
restored increasing numbers of 
closed canals. The success of these 
projects has led to the funding and 
use of contractors to complete 
large restoration projects and 
complex civil engineering projects 
such as the restoration of the 
Victorian Anderton Boat Lift on the 
Weaver Navigation in Cheshire and 
the new Falkirk Wheel rotating lift 

in central Scotland.
The 1970s and 80s were arguably 
the heyday of hire boat holidays on 
the canals. By then, most working 
people were allowed four weeks 
annual holiday and many of them 
spent time on the canals. In those 
days, there were not so many 
privately-owned boats around, 
while today they form the vast 
majority. In many cases, today’s 
boat owners were the boat hirers 
of the 70s and 80s. 

21st century
The hire boat of today is of 
course home from home, with 
showers, central heating, full-size 
cookers and fridges, TVs and other 
comforts - even normal electricity 
for your hair drier.

Canal restoration projects by 
volunteer-led groups continue. 
There is now a substantial network 
of interconnecting, fully-navigable 
canals across the country. 
There are even plans, led by the 
Environment Agency and the 
Canal and River Trust, to build new 
canals and expand the network, 
link isolated sections and create 
new opportunities for navigating 
‘canal rings’ – such as the Fens 
Waterways Link and the Bedford 

and Milton Keynes Waterway. 
Today most canals in England 
and Wales are managed by the 
Canal & River Trust which in some 

cases actively supports ongoing 
restoration projects such as those 
on the Manchester Bolton & Bury 
Canal and the Grantham Canal.

Falkirk Wheel

Rebuilding the chamber of Lock 15 on the Grantham Canal using bricks and 
blockwork - © Inland Waterways Association

Proposed Derby Arm Boat Lift - © The Derby and Sandiacre Canal Trust

1970s and beyond
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Camping Boats - Mary Matts
My Early Holiday Hire - Mary Matts

HOLIDAYING ON THE NORFOLK BOARDS
Christine Hakewill

In July 1963 4 friends drove 
from Coventry in a Mini to 
Norfolk to holiday on the Norfolk 
Broads. The boat we hired was 
Pandora,  a Gaff sloop. 

As you can see by looking at the 
plan accommodation was pretty 
basic. The washing facilities 
& toilet were in a cupboard 
between the cabins. Space 
was very limited, luckily having 
arrived in a Mini we had not 
brought much luggage with us.

The cooking facilities were 2 gas 
ring so we eat out in pubs when 
we could.



Having no engine we relied on the 
wind & a long punt pole. There 
was a dinghy so we could moor up 
then row to shop etc.

Every one knows Potter 
Heigham Bridge, believed to 
date from 1385 & being the 
most difficult to navigate in the 
Broads, but some boats ignored 
the height & became stuck! 
You can see people climbing over 
the bridge to weigh the cruiser 
down so they could reverse out! 
Having checked out the bridge 
we decided that we would try & 

shoot Potter Heigham Bridge 
which entailed sailing towards 
the bridge at speed, bringing 
the sails & mast down before 
shooting through the bridge. We 
made it much to the delight of 
the watchers.

We eventually arrived at 
Yarmouth which is tidal so when 
leaving the boat one had to 
remember to leave enough slack 
for the outgoing tide.

Pandora in Sail
Holidaying on the Norfolk Boards



A Saturday morning in 
September 1967 saw two old 
Morris cars heading north out 
of London on the A5 bound for 
those untamed lands north of 
Watford.  Destination was exotic 
Atherstone, and a week on the 
unexplored waters of the British 
Waterways system.

Just what persuaded five lads 
from South East London to 
decide that a canal holiday was 
the ‘place to be’ is lost in the 
mists of time.  Equally obscure 
is why Atherstone was the chosen 
starting point.  No one knew 
anything about the canals 
although living near the Thames, 
we had an idea about boats,  and 

I had watched many boats going 
through a lock on the Medway 
near my grandparent’s house.

Midday saw our arrival at 
Anker Valley Cruisers and the 
first sight of the craft that was 
to be our travelling home for a 
whole week.  But first we had to 
explore the bright red traction 
engine parked on the wharf side, 
named ANKER and which we 
subsequently heard was owned 
by the boatyards proprietor, Alan 
Tingay.

The boat went by the name of 
‘Joanna’ and was a converted 
wooden narrow boat. To be more 
exact she was half a converted 

narrow boat, the front half.  The 
other end had a new bow section 
and was the other member of the 
hire fleet.

We quickly threw on board our 
gear – luggage, food, record 
player, saxophone, clarinet and 
trumpet.  The bare essentials 
you understand, and were then 
shown around the boat and 
its equipment explained.  This 
didn’t take long!

There was a gas cooker, spare 
bottle at the back, running 
water – we were impressed – you 
pumped the tap and cold water 
came out.  Sophistication!.  
The toilet was a bucket and 
chemicals  - which we avowed 
to avoid if at all possible and 
almost succeeded.  Heating? , No.  
Lights, yes, battery powered, and 
don’t use them too long or the 
battery will go flat.

Motive power?  Great, a two 
cylinder air cooled Lister diesel.  
Perfect for the job; check oil 
daily, a couple of turns on the 
greaser day and night and make 
regular use of the bilge pump.

No problem with that, and under 
supervision from the boatyard we 
were soon underway and heading 
for our first two locks.  At the 
third, our supervisor must have 
thought we had become proficient 
as he left us to fend for ourselves 
and we puttered north to a pub 
we had spotted a little further 
along.   Here we moored to tidy 
up, have some lunch and a pint, 
not necessarily in that order.

Suitably refreshed we proceeded 
onwards and in the next couple 
of hours had negotiated six 
more locks and completed the 
Atherstone flight,.  And we had 
travelled two whole miles!

According to our cruising 
booklet the next seven miles 
of our route were free from 
obstacles but, about half-way, 
we were confronted by a swing-
bridge, and it was closed. We 
successfully landed two crew-
members, leaving our vessel in 
charge of one student-teacher, a 
computer-mechanic and a baker. 

She was in good hands for had 
not the last-named pair had sea-
going experience as Sea Cadets?

Aground!. 

FIVE MEN IN A BOAT
Bob Fleming



We got the bridge open but when 
we signalled our mates we were 
rather disconcerted to discover 
that somehow they had got our 
craft broadside across the narrow 
waterway; indeed, the sharp 
end was wedged in the bank in 
a clump of rather formidable 
stinging-nettles. A couple of 
prods worked wonders but we lost 
the boathook; we recovered it and 
our composure, and proceeded.

At 19.50 we tied-up to a quiet 
bank near a pub. We were 14 ½ 
miles on our voyage, or sixteen 
locks, or 7 hours’, sailing. Our 
meal aboard was surprisingly 
satisfactory, following which 
we walked back to the pub, (The 
Dog & Doublet) which was now 
bulging with customers.

Sunday morning and we cast 
off at 6.45, having our breakfast 
en route for Birmingham, which 
we reached three hours later. 
At noon we branched off the 
main canal (This was Salford 
Junction, for the Birmingham 
and Warwick canal) for a 
lesser one which traverses 
Birmingham. We were not to 
leave this fairly junior canal for 
nearly five hours. Why?

Well, when we were leaving the 
first lock, progress appeared to be 
slower than usual; our diesel was 
flat out; our speed nil. Disturbed 
from his Sunday lunch, a lock-
keeper courteously suggested that 
our propeller might be fouled. The 
removal of the inspection-hatch 
proved that water had invaded 
the bilges, but a few moments 
of prodding untangled some 
polythene. But then we noticed 
that the galley was awash under 

two inches of not very clear water 
so we replaced the hatch quickly. 
Five lads around an open hatch 
was not a good idea!  But 
progress was still most almost 
non-existent so we ran the stern 
ashore, left two by the hatch who 
began fishing around the prop. 
Fouled? We piled on the bank 
two polythene bags, one pair of 
men’s trousers (grey), weeds, 
some creature’s intestines, and a 
length of fishing line.

Motion was now restored but 
our progress through the locks 
was painfully slow. Every lock 
required about 15 minutes to 
clear wood, dead rats, oil-drums, 
boxes, and old tyres, etc., before 
the gates could be opened, for it 
must be remembered that here we 
were in a densely populated area. 
One lock-gate proved impossible 
to open at all until another vessel 
came along and whose crew 
assisted us to heave out a sunken 
50-gallon oil-drum which was 
blocking our gate. We allowed 
our rescuers to go through first 
and then, ravenously hungry, 
we ate our lunch. A little further 
on and we found our co-cruisers 
aground on a wrecked pram and 
rendered assistance.

At almost five o’clock the worst 
of Birmingham had been passed 
and, as we reached the junction 
with the Grand Union Canal, our 
speed increased. That night, at 
7.30, we moored near Solihull.

The scenery through which we 
sailed the next day was quite 
enchanting, and we bored 
through our first tunnel for a 
quarter-mile. That afternoon 
we navigated 21 locks in two 
hours. (Hatton flight) These are 

some of the most attractive in the 
whole of the Waterways system, 
all of them being maintained 
in first-class order. The evening 
meal was at Leamington Spa 
and we found that our berth was 
about one hundred yards from 
the centre of this Warwickshire 
township. We fried our sausages 
but could not resist buying our 
chips which provided another 
course on our menu.

But we decided that we would 
push on, although it was eight 
o’clock, to look for another pub 
where we could have a pint and 
spend the night. This proved only 
six miles (and ten locks) away. 
Easy!.  But night navigation 
was found to be not so easy, for 
with only one small light, we 
generally found the locks by 
bashing our bows into them. 
When we finally reached the pub 
it was after closing-time. In just 
over 16 hours we had sailed 22 
miles (and almost 40 locks).

Wind the next day hampered our 
progress although time did not 
— and does not — press during 
a holiday of this kind.  We had 
stopped for over an hour to buy 
food but then had to stop for a 
further 2 hours as the winds 



were near gale force, the boat 
preferring to go sideways into the 
bank rather than straight ahead!

At Braunston Junction our 
planned route was to turn left for 
Rugby and back north on the 
Coventry Canal.  We decided to 
make a detour so turned right to 
travel through the I ½ mile long 
Braunston tunnel, constructed 
in the early 19th century.  We 
found it to be far from straight, 
and during our passage there 
was a cacophony of sound from 
our engine and the resultant echo 
from the tunnel. Our traverse 
was enhanced by meeting a 
loaded pair of working boats, 
quite exciting!  Here we found 
one of the ‘unwritten rules’ of the 
waterways; the bigger the boats, 
the dimmer the lights – and vice-
versa.

At Norton Junction we stopped for 
the night and after eating visited 
the isolated junction pub where 
we joined the locals for a game of 
skittles. 

As we had deviated to try the 
tunnel, we had to go back the 
same way for our aim was 
Coventry which was over 30 

miles away with nine locks to 
slow us down. But with a stop at 
Rugby for provisions we made 
the junction with the Coventry 
canal at six that evening. Part 
of our route lay alongside the 
Euston-to-the-North main 
railway line and we received a 
hoot and a wave from each of the 
many trains which sped past. 

The canal to Coventry was fairly 
uninspiring and we reached the 
city at 8.00 p.m. with a mooring 
basin excellent in every way 
with even hot water — which 
we had not seen for five days 
— conveniently laid on at the 
quayside.
And yes, there was a pub at the 
basin.  One of our team played 
a fruit machine and obtained a 
terrific score.   We had to stay 
for hours to enable him to play 
off his winnings.  As we left 
the landlord said, oh, you could 
have exchanged them for drinks!  
Thanks!!!

The next day we did some sight-
seeing and found the famous 
modern Coventry Cathedral only 
five minutes away from us. We 
had surely enjoyed as cheap a 
night’s lodging as can be found 
anywhere these days.

After lunch we returned to the 
main line of the Coventry Canal 
at Hawkesbury Junction and 
cruised toward the complete 

contrast of the Ashby (yes, the 
de-la-Zouch one) canal. Our 
route was quiet and peaceful, for 
there are no buildings lining the 
banks here except for one village. 
Our evening was spent in an inn 
which, like others we had noticed, 
had fairly elastic closing-hours. 
Morning. And no butter, milk, 
bread on board. Someone had 
boobed! However, we managed 
to stave off the pangs of hunger 
and sailed peacefully on hoping 
to find somewhere with a local 
shop, but no, and soon, due to 

the length of our boat, we were 
compelled to turn and retrace our 
steps. It was not until evening 
that we reached a village which 
supplied our much-needed stores.

The next morning, another 
early 07.30 start, (we usually 
set off early and had breakfast 
en-route) without any problem 
worth recording, we arrived at 
our starting-point at Atherstone 
at 09.40 in time for our 10am 
return.

In the week (and 81 hours 
sailing-time) we had travelled 
156 miles and through 105 
locks, a mode of transport which 



left us reasonably relaxed and 
very healthy. On the way home 
in the car, speeds of even only 30 
miles per hour seemed fantastic.

Now what were the snags? Only 
a lack of female company, we 
decided. And the girls could have 
done the chores too! 

The cost? About £9 per head, 
which included hire of the boat 
and everything else, except 
perhaps for an occasional liquid 
refreshment.

2018 Postscript     
This trip was in the week 
commencing September 2nd 
1967 and the article was written 
later that year for a company 
magazine.  The original text 
has long gone but the article 
survives. It was heavily edited 
for space and has hopefully 
had some of the removed items 
replaced and a few extras added, 
without losing the character of 
the original. 

During the trip we saw several 
working boats but few private 
or hire boats.  Indeed if we saw 
more than one or two a day we 

were surprised. It was at the end 
of an era, the canals still had a 
character of their own and before 
the system was overrun with 
pleasure boats.

We started early and often 
finished late.  We were after 
a decent mileage, but without 
being silly.

Canals stayed in our blood and 
next year we did the Langollen 
canal, and later a two week trip 
from Market Harborough to 
Nottingham, Stoke, Nantwich, 
Shropshire Union and back 
via Braunston to Market 
Harborough.

And quite a few more later…

But look at the price then.  It 
was very affordable.  Ok, the 
facilities were minimal but so 
what?   It was great…and fun.       

But now?????

Photos from my boat trip in 1972 through Foxton Locks



In the 1960s British 
Waterways decided to 
disband their commercial 
cargo carrying fleet, as 
a result of overwhelming 
competition from road 
transport on the new 
motorways, and also the 
bad winter of 62/63, 
when boats were frozen in 
for 13 weeks. The boats 
were laid up in various 
locations, and left to 
the vagaries of neglect 
and vandalism.  Around 
1968 BW decided to 
sell them off, and they 
were advertised by closed 
tender.  A burgeoning 
group of canal enthusiasts 
tendered for the craft, and 
many became ‘camping 
boats’, that is the cargo 
holds filled with 12 ex-
army iron bunk beds with 
horse-hair mattresses, a 
calor gas cooker, sink unit, 
and chemical bucket toilet 
behind a canvas screen. 
Green canvas top-cloths 
were interspersed with 
clear sections for light, 
and could be folded back 

in good weather.  The 
boatman’s cabin and all 
the original working gear 
was still in place, so that 
in the winter they could be 
stripped out and used for 
any cargoes that could be 
obtained. 

They were advertised 
to youth groups; scouts, 
guides, schools etc, and 
soon became very popular.  
‘Camping Afloat’ was the 
slogan, and at the time 
the facilities were probably 
superior to the average 
scout/guide camp, where 
you actually had to dig 
your own hole for the 
toilet. Thousands, probably 
hundreds of thousands, 
of kids came on the boats 

throughout the 1970s 
and 80s, and a great 
many of those went on to 
become committed canal 
enthusiasts, and are still 
around on the waterways 
now, with their children 
and grandchildren.  Many 
people had their first 

introduction to canals 
on the ‘campers’ and 
although some were 
initially horrified “Are we 
really going on those old 
barges?” within a short 
time most of them loved 
it.  Canals were still in 

the doldrums, largely 
forgotten backwaters, 
and subsequently quite an 
adventure.  A lot of skills 
were learnt, experience 
gained, and perhaps risks 
taken that would not be 
countenanced today.

At one time as many 
as 13 of these craft, 
belonging to various 
people, worked out of the 
bottom basin at Foxton. 
They all went out on a 
Saturday afternoon, and 
came back on a Friday 

CAMPING BOATS
Mary Matts



afternoon, and during 
those times it was not 
unusual to have a Foxton 
camper in every one of 
the locks simultaneously.  
There were no lockeepers 
then, so it was a free for 
all, and sort yourselves out!  
After a couple of eventful 
years, most of the boats 

had full-time boatmen/
women on them, who lived 
in the traditional way in 
the tiny back cabins, and 
could offer help and advice 
to the customers.  Boats 
were also ‘paired’, that 
is a motor boat towing 
an un-powered butty, so 
accommodating a group of 
24.

Typical week’s journeys 
were Leighton Buzzard 
and back, Nottingham and 
back, Banbury and back, 
and the Leicester ring.  

Most of these would be 
unthinkable in a week now. 
In a fortnight you could 
get to London, Stratford, 
Oxford, or up to the 
Potteries.

 By the end of the 1980s 
tastes were getting more 
sophisticated, licence 
and maintenance costs 
rising, and the canals 
getting more congested, 
so the campers ceased 
to be viable, and were 
largely sold off to private 
owners.  Those who are 
familiar with historic 
narrowboats, will know 
that a great many 
preserved today survived 
because, after redundancy, 
they continued to earn 
their keep carrying people 
instead of freight.
As well as the 13 boats 
working out of Foxton 

during those years there 
were, at various times, 
15 hire boats from Anglo 
Welsh in Harborough 
Basin, 11 from Ian Goode 
Narrow Boats at Debdale 
wharf, 8 from Hucker 
Marine at North Kilworth, 
several from Black Prince 
at Welford, around 8 
from Just Boats at Crick, 
and 3 from Weltonfield 
Narrowboats below 
Watford locks.
So 20 miles of the 
Leicester section played a 
substantial role in the early 
holiday hire industry.

Apart from the campers Foxton Boat 
Services ran 3 hire boats: 36ft 4-berth 
Foxtail, 45ft 4/6-berth Foxhound and 
54ft 6-berth Richmond, (later replaced by 
Foxterrier)

Anglo Welsh Narrowboats started holiday hire in Market Harborough Basin in 1964 
with cut-down working boats.  Wooden butty Coniston had the stern end sawn off and 
an engine installed.  Proprietor Giles Baker is seeing hirers out in the late 1960s.



In the late 1950s my brother, due to 
go to Oxford University, persuaded 
my parents to deviate from the 
standard seaside holiday and hire a 
boat from that city.  Salter Brothers 
were famous for their steam-
powered passenger launches, 
which had been operating on the 
Thames since the mid1850s.  They 
also had hire boats, and ‘Traveller’ 
was a beautiful classic varnished- 
wood Thames cruiser, with brass 
portholes and wheel steering. 
Week’s hire £19.15s 0d. Not being 
very old at the time, my memories 
are rather vague, but what sticks in 
the mind (as a child of suburban 
London) is the tranquillity of the 
river, with clear water you could 
see through to the waving reeds 
below, mooring up (I think on the 
offside) against meadows filled 
with cowslips, dark skies and stars, 
and the novelty of living in such a 
different space and dimension.

The holiday was so enjoyable that 
it was followed by the hiring of a 
canal boat from Wyvern Shipping 
at Leighton Buzzard (we never 
had a car so places had to be 
accessible by train).  This firm 
was established in the 1950s as a 
commercial carrying operation, 

but being rather late in the day 
this was not a success, and some 
boats were converted for holiday 
hire instead.  ‘Princess’ was an old 
horse-drawn icebreaker, about 40ft 
long with a round bilge (it rolled 
like mad.)  Week’s hire £32.0s 0d. 
In the original working cabin was a 
solid fuel range, gas-mantle lamps, 
and very basic facilities.  The front 
hold was sheeted, and contained 
two benches that could be used 
as bunks. My mother was initially 
horrified, but almost within hours 
we were all captivated by the 
atmosphere and ambience of life 
on the cut.

We were given very strict instruction 
that we must always give way to the 
‘commercials’- the working narrow 
boats that were still fairly prolific 
on the lower Grand Union.  This we 
were very conscious of, and always 
checked at every lock whether 
there was anything coming, and if 
so, no matter how far away, waited, 
helping if possible.  The boatmen 
and women were unfailingly polite 
and grateful for this, often drawing 
a paddle as they left to start the lock 
emptying for us, and always waved 
or nodded when we passed - the 
pleasure boat being the novelty 

at that time.  One of my greatest 
regrets is that the Woolworths note 
book in which I recorded the names 
of all the boats we passed got lost in 
life’s progressions.

Our first tunnel experience was 
Blisworth, and as demanded by 
the notice, we kept firmly to the 
right.  An approaching light was a 
bit alarming, but since professional 
boatmen steer a straight course, 
became rather more so, when, as 
it was upon us, I could see from 
the front of our boat that there 
was another behind.  “Dad! There’s 
another one…and another one…
and another one..”  In all we passed 
five pairs of deeply loaded boats,  
the butties gliding silently past, 
with the weathered boatwomen 
giving the usual nod and “Ow do” 
as they continued on their way.  I 
know now that they would have 
been going from the midlands 
coalfields to the paper mills and 
factories down south.

Being a deep-draughted craft in 
the hands of beginners, we quite 
regularly ran aground. At Bridge 
19, between Buckby and Weedon, 
we found ourselves so firmly stuck 
that we gave up for a while, and my 
brother, always conscious in his 
10 year superiority of his duty to 

educate me, took me for a walk up 
to the M1, still under construction 
at the time.  We stood on the 
overbridge and he gestured with a 
flourish “Look! The future”.  Since 
this is where the motorway comes 
very close to the canal, we later 
speculated that maybe the reason 
we were so badly stuck was that 
some of the spoil had found its way 
into the water?

We only made it as far as the bottom 
of Buckby on that trip, where there 
must have still been steam trains 
on the adjacent railway, and I 
remember lots of house martins 
busy in a row of nests in the 
dentilated brickwork on the old 
pub.

We hired again most years after 
that, once venturing up the 
Leicester Branch, as it was then 
signed.  The first shock was the 
unexpected swingbridge across 
the entrance, which we narrowly 
avoided hitting. (Several years later 
another hire boat did not avoid it, 
and it was replaced by the present 
step bridge). The second shock 
was stopping dead in a solid mass 
of water lilies, from bank to bank.  
We were in Wyvern’s ‘Lady Flora’, 
the back half of a wooden butty, 
hopelessly under-powered, and my 

MY EARLY HOLIDAY HIRE
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father and brother had to bow-haul, 
very laboriously, up to the bottom 
of Watford.  There the lock gates 
were dried out and leaky, and the 
canal above so abandoned-looking 
that the decision was made not to 
risk them, and so began another 
slow passage back. 

The Leicester Section was achieved 
on our last family holiday in 1966, in 
Josher ‘Water Violet’, one of several 
commercial craft that British 
Waterways cut down and converted 
for hire, from Juxon Street wharf in 
Oxford.  The fortnight’s trip was to 
be Market Harborough and back. 
(£45 5s 7d)  Still the only maps 
available were the blue BW guides 
that showed the canal in a straight 
line, and gave basic information 
only, like water points (some of 
it out of date.) So lots of things 
were surprises, one of them being 
arrival at the top of Foxton, seeing 
the locks dramatically drop away 
down the hill, and later scrambling 
through the thick undergrowth to 
find traces of the Inclined Plane. 
There we were befriended by a 
young bloke, Tony Matts, who 
was just starting up a business at 
the bottom lock, and invited us 
to moor in the secluded bottom 
incline basin.  Life’s rich pattern etc.
Just past Saunt’s Bridge (11) on the 

Harborough Arm we broke down.  
Reference the comment elsewhere 
about long trek to a phone box; in 
Great Bowden village, (about a mile 
and a half each way).  It took all day 
for the engineer to come, and that 
night we were severely rammed by 
a camping boat illegally travelling 
after dark. Luckily Josher iron hulls 
can take it. At Harborough Basin, 
Harborough Marine were building 
wooden boats, and I recall the 
stacks of timber planks, and the 
wonderful smell of wood shavings. 
I am sure there was somebody 
using an adze, but that might be 
wishful thinking.

Throughout the trip I made 
coloured ink drawings of places 
along the way, so have records of 
for instance Napton Brickworks, 
motor boat Tyseley (now owned 
by Mikron Theatre) when it was a 
restaurant boat at Thrupp, various 
now-demolished lock cottages etc 
and these formed the basis of my 
college thesis.  (Unfortunately my 
father tended to only point his 
Box Brownie camera at the family, 
unlike me later: my children look 
through my photos and go “Oh 
look, a bridge…a lock…a bit of 
canal…another lock…)

So waterways featured throughout 
most of my life, and of course 
continue to do so.  In fact my 
very earliest experience was on 
a Thames-tug trip boat from 
Westminster pier, when I was about 
6. The river then was a heaving 
hub of commercial activity, with 
the commentary bloke unable to 
keep up with all the wharves and 
shipping that we passed.  At that 
moment I decided “that’s what I 
want to be – a tug driver”, and that 
never really changed.

Other random memories from the 
card index:
Deciding to turn round half-way 
down the Rothersthorpe flight on 
the Northampton Arm (probably 
because the adults were fed up with 
all the locks) and getting firmly 
stuck in a bed of bulrushes.  To 
my father’s dismay all I did was 
rush and get the kitchen knife and 
cut some prize samples, which I 
then insisted we take home in one 
of the suitcases.  They stood in a 
Chinese vase on the window cill for 
many years, until one morning my 
mother got up and found the house 
a fog of seeds.  Not popular.

Coming up Stoke Bruerne flight 
with a single working boat, crewed 
by a lad of about 17, and what we 

assumed was his younger brother.  
In the lock below the top, trying to 
impress, the lad wound the paddle 
rather too enthusiastically, slipped 
and did a somersault, landing, 
luckily feet first, on the cill.  As 
he climbed out up the gate, it was 
obvious he had badly gashed his 
back.  My mother was eager to help, 
but he declined, saying he would see 
Sister Mary at the top lock.  By the 
time we got there he was flagging, 
so we asked where he wanted to go, 
and helped him into the cottage.  
Unfortunately I don’t remember 
what happened to him – maybe an 
ambulance was called – but Sister 
Mary insisted on showing us her 
surgery, including the bottles of 
coloured water she gave to the 
children when they faked a cough.  
She had also just been on the ‘This 
is Your Life’ programme with 
Eamonn Andrews, and proudly 
showed us her ‘Red Book’. (Sister 
Mary was a nurse who dedicated 
herself to treating the boat people, 
who were otherwise wary of 
officialdom.)  

Having to have a fibreglass cruiser, 
‘Jemima Puddleduck’, as our 
selected boat was out of action. 
It was virtually un-steerable, 
bobbing about like an eggshell, 
and bouncing off lock sides etc.  



The temperamental outboard 
motor needed constant refuelling, 
requiring locating garages and 
carting cans of petrol.  The insides 
ran with condensation every 
morning, to my mother’s dismay.  
Much mopping up with towels.

Being invited by another 15-year-
old from an adjacent hire boat 
for a drink (orange squash) in the 
Globe Inn at Linslade, soon after 
the Great Train Robbery had shot 
the area to international fame. (My 
first ever ‘date’).  

Walking up to farms to purchase 
milk, fresh from the cows, and 
often any other spare produce they 

had available.  Also going into the 
original ‘Buckby Can shop’ at the 
top of Buckby flight, where the 
cans hung from meat hooks in the 
ceiling, along with sides of bacon, 
which were taken down, put on the 
huge meat-slicer and cut to your 
requirements. 

The pile of half-crowns my father 
kept to hand on the roof of the boat 
as tips for the Thames lockkeepers, 
who in their immaculate barathea 
uniforms and peaked hats worked 
the locks for us.
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Floating Your Boat: Canal Boating for Leisure and Pleasure

Working in the Canal Museum@the Boilerhouse at Foxton Locks, we 
meet all kinds of lovely people. Some of them have hired holiday boats, 

some have their own boats and some visit by road, just to enjoy the 
local countryside as they watch the colourful narrowboats progressing 

through the ten locks. 

Occasionally, a visitor is surprised to learn that British canals began to 
be constructed as early as the 1700s. These vital waterways enabled 

the transportation of coal and other materials, to supply the industrial 
revolution through all its phases. ‘Floating your boat’ for leisure 
purposes only became commonplace after the mid-20th century.

This booklet, based on one of our summer exhibitions, considers the 
evolution of canal boating for leisure and pleasure - right from the 
early days. It gives a brief history of pleasure boating, quotes from 
famous books on the subject and includes first-hand accounts from 
seasoned boaters about their experiences while holidaying afloat. 

Happy boating!


