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Understanding Locks – More than You’ll Ever Need to Know

T he concept of a lock isn’t a difficult one to grasp or they wouldn’t rent boats out to beginners and let them loose on the canal five minutes later. But if you’ve never seen a lock, it can be a bit confusing and some of the terms I use to describe them may be off-putting.

In which case the following short explanation and glossary might help. On the other hand it might not help at all. In which case don’t take the slightest notice of it. You’ll pick up the terminology in the book the same way you’d pick up how to work a lock if you’d just rented out that boat.

Locks are basically just a way of getting boats up or down a hill, which is a major consideration when you’re building a canal across a mountain chain. Some locks can be wide locks, some narrow locks. The wide ones have more gates and are bigger and heavier, but both work by the same basic principle. They take water from the summit, the top of the canal, and feed it into the lock by a system of cast iron ratchets and cogs which is called the paddle or lock gear. This is because it lifts paddles in the gate which allows water to get through them.

If a lock is in your favour as you are approaching it means the water-level in the lock is at the same level you’re on. If it is against you it will be at a higher or lower level, depending on which direction you’re travelling, uphill or downhill. Either way you’ll have to moor your boat. Then you will either empty or fill the lock to the same level you are at by raising the paddles on the gate using a tool called a lock-key or windlass. This engages with a spindle which you wind up. Sometimes if the paddles are stiff and heavy it is a bastard and you will find yourself cursing, asking why you ever thought being on a canal could be any fun.

When the water in the lock gets to the same level you are at, you push open the gates by using the lock-beams. These are the counterbalances which extend from the lock-gates and look so much like conveniently-placed benches that even if you didn’t know what they were, you’d find yourself naturally sitting on them while you waited for the lock to empty or fill. If the gates are heavy this too can be a bastard and you will find yourself cursing some more especially at your husband or wife whose ridiculous idea it probably was to come on this stupid holiday.

The section of canal between one lock and another is called a pound, or on a river, a reach. A series of locks together is called a flight.

The only other bit of jargon you might want to get to grips with is British Waterways though this is a term incomprehensible even to those of us who’ve been cruising the canals for years. They’re supposed to maintain the waterways but you’ll soon find this is a joke – another term you will need to be familiar with if you intend to do much boating.
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One

Why do these sorts of madnesses always begin in pubs? Is it just that simple equation of beer + lack of inhibition = fruitcake idea? Or is there another reason for it? Perhaps that day it was something to do with being in London. Something to do with the fact that it’s the biggest city in the country, the capital, but a place nobody at all really comes from. Everyone in London comes from somewhere else, don’t they? London’s just the place they end up.

One way or another, there I was that Sunday in the Hare and Billet, sitting at that corner table next to the fireplace where you can look out at the kites flapping over the heath. It was a good day for kites; a brisk wind coming upriver from the estuary and the bright, early-spring sunshine beginning to settle on Greenwich Park. Claire had been talking about her folks’ place down in Devon. They live on a little farm nestled in the folds of the fields, hidden behind high hedges. They make clotted cream, for God’s sake! It’s so idyllic, you can hardly believe it. In fact, if I hadn’t been there myself I wouldn’t believe it. That sort of thing just doesn’t seem real when you’re sitting in a pub on Blackheath, so high above the rest of London it’s as if you’re perched on the rim of the city.

Then Tom started going on about the west coast of bloody Ireland and the area between Donegal and Sligo. Fly-fishing for trout in the lakes and rivers round there. Casting for mackerel from storm-tossed little boats. It made me want to weep with envy. Instead I became bitter, the way you can do on a surfeit of Greene King. Don’t they do anything in Ireland except fish? Or wax lyrical about the old country?

I bought him a drink; I had to. Not only was it was my round; getting him to use his mouth to swallow beer was the only way of shutting him up.

Eventually, wiping his lips, he said, ‘You’re from up country, aren’t you, Steve? Where is it again?’

It was the question I’d been dreading.

My problem, you see, is that I don’t come from anywhere. Well, not anywhere you’d notice.

I was actually born in the East Midlands. And that’s the problem in two succinct words: East and Midlands. For anyone living in the South, the East Midlands isn’t really anywhere. People have a vague idea that it’s somewhere up North, part of what they see as an industrial wasteland of dark satanic mills and wind-swept moorland, a place where they eat the blood-filled inner tubes of bicycle tyres, and where a night on the tiles means clog dancing on the roof of the local working men’s club.

Yet to anyone actually from the North, the East Midlands counts as the South. It’s a London suburb like East Acton, on the far reaches of some tube line they’ve never heard of. And they treat us with the same contempt they reserve for anyone who lives nearer to France than Tyneside.

What makes it worse is that even people who come from the Midlands view the East Midlands as off the map. Midlanders – real Midlanders – come from places like Dudley and West Brummitch where they beat metal for a living and wean their babies on pork scratchings. If you’re from the real Midlands you speak in an accent so thick that when you ask for a Cornetto it comes out sounding like an arse cream.

My part of the Midlands – Leicestershire – isn’t like that at all. With its gentle, undulating hills, and red-brick villages scattered across the countryside, it’s more like an honorary bit of the Home Counties: not the Midlands at all really, but a chunk of Sussex or Kent inadvertently misplaced sometime during the upheavals of the Ice Age. They may love us for our fatty food – we make pork pies, after all, we make Stilton, we are the crisp capital of Europe and produce more packets of cheese and onion than any other place in the world – but we are hated for our hunting and our frock-coated landed gentry who ponce about as if the world belongs to them because, of course, in this part of the country most of it still does.

I got the idea that afternoon in the Hare and Billet with Tom and Claire. And once inside my head I couldn’t get it out. A week or two later I was still chewing it over and, one night over dinner, I finally raised the matter with Em. We were having one of those evenings. One of those evenings generally begins after a bad day with a bottle or two of Bishops Finger. Then if things don’t improve we move onto a glass of something red, blackcurrantish and generally around 13.5 per cent alcohol. By this stage, if we’re not so entirely pickled tha we can’t string two words together, we might drift into some sort of desultory conversation.

‘It puts me in a unique position,’ I pontificated. ‘Coming from the East Midlands, I mean. It gives me a dispassionate view of both parts of the country, north and south.’

Em is used to me sounding off like this – especially after drink has been taken. It makes me hard going. Or ‘as boring as bat shit’ as she prefers to put it.

‘You mean, coming from where you do, you can be equally rude about all parts of England,’ she laughed. ‘And even Ireland, Scotland and Wales if circumstances demand it.’

‘No, I’m being serious,’ I said, marshalling the one or two brain cells that had survived the battle for the ridge at Cabernet Sauvignon. ‘There’s a real problem here. The North and the South are like two separate countries. We already speak different languages; soon it’ll be passport control at Stafford or border police on the A1. Maybe it’s always been that way, but it’s more noticeable nowadays, isn’t it? We’ve always been a country divided, but now we’re two halves without a function. The North doesn’t make things like it used to; and with Brussels, Strasbourg and Washington calling all the shots, London and the South doesn’t even take the decisions any more like it once did…’

Now, if this speech sounds somewhat too well rehearsed for a bloke in the condition I was, well… you’d be right. The fact is there was a sub-text to what I was saying. Em and I, you see, are the owners of a fifty-seven-foot six-inch narrowboat, and when the inconveniences of urban life become a little too much, I’m in the habit of taking off on it to explore the 3,000 miles of canals and rivers that compose Britain’s inland waterways’ network. I justify these jaunts on the basis that I’m researching some vague project of one sort or another.

It keeps me off the streets. And sometimes it’s even true.

What it means though, is that I have to leave Em at home in London, doing the sort of tedious things that being at home entails. Things like going into work every day to earn us money. When I’m away everything’s down to her and as a result she doesn’t have things done for her that she very much likes having done. Things like home maintenance, for instance. This is one of those things that falls under the heading of ‘Stuff Steve is Responsible For’ and can be anything from decorating that upstairs room (the one I haven’t touched since we moved in fifteen years ago), to working on the patio I started four years before and somehow never got around to finishing. At the best of times I am not very good at home maintenance. Away from home I have found that I am useless at it.

So I have to be very careful about raising the idea of one of my waterways projects. Especially one of the sort I’d been chewing over – one that would take me north to the furthest reaches of the canal system, about as far away as it is possible to get from London on the inland waterways. But momentous changes had been taking place up there: two derelict canals had been restored, brought back from the dead after half a century of disuse. I couldn’t wait to get up there and explore them. In waterways terms, it was like opening up Eastern Europe after the fall of the Berlin Wall.

In fact, it was more astonishing than that – which may seem an exaggeration, except that as a baby boomer I grew up in the Cold War when you couldn’t help but be aware of the struggle that was taking place between us, the West (good guys, upholders of peace, freedom and liberty) and them, the Commie bastards (vodka-drinking warmongers in furry hats who wanted to subjugate the world). Yet because I’d been so well brainwashed there wasn’t a scintilla of doubt in my mind – not one iota of uncertainty – that sooner or later good would prevail over evil and we would eventually win this Wagnerian battle of moral ideology.

Yet if you’d have told me that the stagnant old ditch at the bottom of my granddad’s garden in Loughborough would become the hub of a new leisure business which would come to dwarf the country’s heavy industries like coal-mining, engineering and textiles… well, I’d have laughed in your face. Part of the Grand Union linking London to Birmingham, it might once have been – a sort of M1 of its day, I guess. But at the stage I was old enough to begin to take interest, it had become almost impassable, reduced to a stinking channel of reed-covered mud, strewn with old bikes and half-submerged oil drums. Yet I was fascinated with it, obsessed you might say; and despite being constantly warned by my mum and dad not to go anywhere near the place on account of the thousands of kids they told me had been drowned there, there was nothing I liked more than playing around the old lock just down from the town wharf.

I used to spend hours there, swinging on the gates and staring down into the chasm of the lock chamber, transfixed by the black, oily water clinging to the walls. I remember the first time it struck me what locks were for, and the first time I realised that by twisting the spindles on the gear that operated them, I could lift the greasy paddles an inch or two, releasing a satisfying a torrent of water for as long as my wrists could take the strain. Occasionally I’d be rewarded with the rare sight of passing traffic. Some of it was no doubt the last of that old breed of working boat that had carried coal along this canal for a couple of centuries and longer; some, I guess, was the first of the new generation of holiday craft, pioneers of the new leisure age. The details, sadly, I forget, but I do recall clearly the wonder I felt as it began to dawn on me that this canal wasn’t just a one-off, but part of a whole network that covered the whole country.

What intrigued me was how they all linked up. And where they all went.

Growing up in Leicestershire I was never far from the waterways. When I was young we lived in a small village called Shepshed where the long-abandoned Charnwood Canal skirts the cemetery where most of my family are buried, and where until relatively recently, just outside the village, a single hump-backed canal bridge still stood stranded in the middle of a flat, ploughed field as a surreal monument to an industrial artery that had once carried coal from these parts to feed an empire that stretched across the world. Later on, we lived over the other side of the county, close to the River Soar, which was deep and wide and sometimes fast-flowing, and where you could make rafts out of pallets and rent rowing boats at Barrow.

My parents must have been sick with worry that I might drown. But what could they have done? I was at that stage all kids go through when the water is like a magnet. Whatever dire warnings they issued, I took no notice of, and I was always getting a clip around the ear from my dad for my pains – something that must have had more of a psychological effect on me than I care to admit, since many years later, when I first got a boat of my own and invited him to visit, I remember flinching whenever he moved, convinced that it was only a matter of time before I’d cop it again for still ignoring him.

Getting my own boat was something that was bound to happen; something in my genes, I guess. My interest in waterways survived my university years when I was tempted by new diversions involving women and beer, and sometimes, when I got lucky, both together. I got lucky with Em. She was from London and one of the few women I knew who could tell the difference between Adnams and Shepherd Neame. She’d also taken a holiday on a narrowboat once, and encouraged me to do the same one year when I’d got time on my hands and no idea how to use it. It wasn’t long before we tied the knot.

No, I don’t mean we got married. Our commitment to each other was far more enduring than this. What I mean is that we bought our first boat together.

Though the word ‘boat’ in this context is somewhat misleading.

Canal boats in those days generally meant plastic cruisers of one sort or another, though there was a smattering of other craft around: former lifeboats with lengths of canvas tacked across their bows to afford their owners some protection from the elements, or dodgy-looking DIY constructions made out of marine ply and looking for all the world like floating garden sheds. There were a lot of old working ‘flats’ as well – low-sided tubs like shallow steel trays, built for industrial use but given a new lease of life by having some sort of superstructure tacked onto them. This was invariably made out of cheap tongue-and-groove which always warped and stained however often it was varnished.

What narrowboats there were at this time were either full-length, former working boats, seventy feet long and more, or cut-down versions of the same, some of them converted to a basic standard by the nascent hire companies that were beginning to spring up all over the place. Appearing too were occasional purpose-built steel narrowboats, constructed specifically for the leisure market. Among these were boats built in my part of the world – in Market Harborough in Leicestershire – by a man called Sam Springer who used to knock them together out of old gasometers he picked up on the cheap and flattened by laying on his workshop floor and driving over them in his ex-army Land Rover.

Sam saw a gap in the market before anyone else and he switched from his old business of making oil tanks. These, he figured, were just square steel boxes designed not to let liquid out. What were canal boats except differently shaped steel boxes designed not to let liquid in? True, he made one or two concessions to design. He put a pointy bit on the front, for example, and he put a bit of a deck on the back. But basically Sam’s early boats were just long, thin boxes.

However, even though Springers were inexpensive, they were well beyond what Em and I could afford. The boat we bought was a Springer replica. A tribute boat, I suppose you could call it. It was thirty feet long and had been knocked together by an amateur so that it wasn’t really like anything else you’d ever seen floating before. For a start it hadn’t got a bow as such. The bloke who made it was a welder who used to work on Saudi pipelines; his steelwork could have survived a nuclear explosion. Unfortunately he didn’t know a lot about marine design. What this meant in practice was that when he’d finished constructing the sides of the boat he just bent them round at the front so as not to let the water in.

Bows on boats are supposed to be elegant, graceful and stylish. They are supposed to cut through the water effortlessly like a knife. Ours didn’t. Instead we ploughed the water. We pushed it in front of us like a bulldozer so that wherever we went there was always a foot-high wave preceding us like a tsunami causing chaos along the banks. The sides of the boat were even worse. Well, you’ve heard of a dog’s leg, haven’t you? This was a dog’s dinner. This was 100 per cent Winalot.

If that wasn’t bad enough, there was one other small matter which was to prove inconvenient in taking this first hesitant step in the new world of leisure cruising. The fact was, the boat hadn’t got an engine. Quite why it hadn’t got an engine, I can’t clearly remember – though it may have had something to do with my grandfather. The boat, you see, was on sale at a gravel pit in Derbyshire near where he lived. I rang him up to ask him if he’d have a look over it for us. When he called back, he’d bought it.

‘But it… er… hasn’t got an engine,’ I said, when I eventually saw it for myself. I could have said a lot of other things about its failings, but this was the most obvious of them. Well, it was obvious to me. Somehow he’d missed it. He was never a man for detail.

Eventually we fitted it with a crap engine we bought from the classifieds of the Derby Evening Telegraph for no better reason than it only cost thirty quid, which was all we had left after we paid for the boat. It was a single cylinder engine which worked by a process of controlled explosions, and we used it to drive a propeller no bigger than your hand, which we ran through a gearbox designed for a high-revving petrol engine.

A slow-firing diesel engine? A high-revving petrol gear box? A propeller the size of a toy? Frankly, you don’t need a degree in mechanical engineering to see that this set-up lacked that fine sense of precision which once made us the world’s leading industrial nation.

It hadn’t got any starter so we used to get it going by holding a loose wire onto the battery. This could be an alarming experience if you weren’t used to it. The battery would spark like the flintlock of an old pistol and the engine would kick into life with a sound of hand grenades exploding in your head. Engaging forward gear – which you did with a bit of old pipe sticking through the deck – it began to whine like a dentist’s drill, so that after about an hour, holes started appearing in your skull from the sound it was making.

Mind you, it rarely ran for as long as an hour. More often than not after a few minutes there’d be the fearsome screech of metal grinding or bolts exploding and the whole thing would stop dead. I used to think it was better that way. When the engine didn’t run, I mean. That way you didn’t find yourself relying on it to get you anywhere. If you did, it would invariably let you down.

Once we were cruising down the Avon after a violent storm and it gave out at the head of a weir leaving us hanging onto a safety chain until someone rescued us. Another time we were doing a ninety-degree turn at a junction and it packed up on us without warning, sending us crashing into the wall of a wharf.

The notch in the concrete is still there to this day.

We bought the boat at Shardlow off the Trent, and to get onto the main canal system we had to come down the river and turn against the flow, a manoeuvre fraught with such uncertainty that on our maiden voyage friends insisted on accompanying us along the bank as far as the junction for fear we’d get swept to our deaths. This was a nice gesture, but quite what they planned doing if we had got swept to our deaths was never clear to me. Ensured our bodies were recovered, I guess. It wasn’t something I wanted to dwell on too much.

For all its problems, we cruised that boat for more than a decade and travelled the system from one end of the country to the other, frequently to places where, in those days, the appearance of a pleasure boat was a rarity.

And this was the other reason I felt drawn to go to the North. Because in one of our trips in this boat many years before, we’d crossed the Pennines on the 127-mile Leeds and Liverpool Canal which connects the North Sea on the east coast to the Irish Sea on the west. It had been a tremendous adventure for a couple of kids. Since then we’d travelled the world, both for work and pleasure. Yet we hadn’t been back to the Pennines. Now, with all the restoration that had happened, there were two new routes across England’s central mountain spine.

I couldn’t wait to get to them.

 

That weekend Em and I went walking in the countryside. One of the advantages of living in south-east London is that you can easily get away from the city and be in deepest Kent inside an hour. We’d walked from the ancient village of Sutton Valence along a greensand escarpment to the settlement of Ulcombe, where a little beyond the church, high on the ridge, we sat on a bench thoughtfully positioned for walkers against the natural shelter of a cobnut platt which acted as a windbreak. It was a bitterly cold day, but bright with sharp spring sunshine; and so clear we could see the whole length of the Low Weald to where the land rose up again in a series of gentle woodland slopes.

It had been a typical Sunday walk, through a typical English landscape – the sort of thing thousands of us do every week. At Sutton Valence, a place we’d not visited before, we stumbled on the old gabled grammar school which incorporates some sixteenth-century almshouses; and just around the corner, delaying our start still further, we unexpectedly came across the ruins of a small twelfth-century Norman castle. The remains of its keep had been taken over by a flock of doves and at our arrival they flapped about distractedly showering feathers, affronted by the presence of these lumbering two-legged beasts disturbing their tranquillity.

The Church of All Saints at Ulcombe was a gem. Another Norman structure constructed of ragstone, Kent’s most important building stone, it’s bigger than you’d expect in a village of this size because a college of priests was established there by Archbishop Stephen Langton around the time of Magna Carta. There were clumps of snowdrops dotted around the back of the churchyard, and tucked among the gravestones at the front where they could catch the warmth were a few shy primroses cautiously peeping out at the sun. Dominating the frontage was an enormous yew tree estimated to be 2,300 years old – older than the Christ the church was built to celebrate.

‘England is such an astonishing country,’ I said to Em, after we’d been inside to look at some medieval wall paintings that had somehow survived the years. ‘Wherever you are, there’s always something to see, and however much you see, there’s always more.’

She threw me a suspicious look. Maybe she’d realised by now I was after something.

So it was that I first raised my idea of a trip to the newly opened northern canals, a discussion that continued later over roast beef and Yorkshire pudding in a local pub. I said the journey would give me a fresh perspective on England; I said it would give me a new way of seeing the past. After all, wasn’t our contemporary history an industrial history? And didn’t that start in the North, fired by a revolution which really was as momentous as the one that had brought down the Berlin Wall? A revolution centred on canals, an Industrial Revolution that really did change the world.

But life’s a funny old business, and when you start something you don’t always know where it’s going to lead you. I hadn’t planned for this journey to be a voyage of discovery in any metaphysical sense. Far from it. I’d already had my fiftieth birthday and I’d been through that process of setting myself challenges as a puny gesture of defiance to the onset of middle age. I didn’t want to pitch myself against the forces of nature. That sort of thing bored me. There was something futile in the gesture of stamping your foot at God as if you were a defiant child and he some imperious father who wouldn’t let you stay out late at the party.

Yet in coming up with this idea, though I didn’t know it, I was biting off more than I could chew, planning something which would take me to the edge of my physical limits. Paradoxically, for one not interested in this sort of thing, it would prove to be more of a challenge than I could ever have imagined. More of a challenge than I wanted, in fact.

But hey! Why should this be such a surprise? Others might climb Everest with a piano, row across the Atlantic on a tea tray or walk to the South Pole on stilts. But most of us aren’t going to do anything like this, are we? We’ve got mortgages. We’ve got families. And anyhow we know that journeys are in the mind, not on the map. My nemesis would arrive in the most peculiar of places and in the oddest of ways. In a gentle valley in West Yorkshire, for instance, on a towpath where families picnicked and the elderly went for a gentle afternoon stroll. Or in the early morning travelling through Manchester with only drunks and vagrants for company. Or late at night in Lancashire with every flickering shadow of twilight fuelling my fertile imagination. In all of these places I would get pretty close to the end of my tether.

And like most journeys worth doing, it would change me for ever.
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