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CHAPTER 1 


DAYS OF POWER, 1990 


 

London: The train over the river, the 'power station wave' and a novel idea. 





Every man must believe in something. I believe I'll go canoeing.  
H. D. THOREAU





It was only at low water, and better still a spring low, when the sun and moon combine to try to suck the water off the face of the earth, that you'd see the 'power station wave'. When the Thames ran out to sea leaving half the riverbed bare, you would see the cooling outlets of the Lots Road power station playing into its industrial little creek that resembled – well, to my mind anyway – a cataract of the White Nile. The power station, behind its façade of old London brick, hummed as it generated 92 megawatts of electricity rushing quietly through pythonous cables to power the tube trains running beneath the city.  


Every time it was low tide, we'd get into our battered, blue, riveted-aluminium powerboat and skim west over the Thames from our canoeing club in Pimlico, our heads completely and magnificently filled with the fractured whine of the Tohatsu 40 hp two-stroker and the splashing of the hull on water. We'd arrive at the little creek in Chelsea, get into our plastic, dayglo kayaks, balance on the rim of the powerboat, snap neoprene spraydecks onto the edge of our cockpits and drop like seals into the river. Even from a distance, we'd hear the smooth, high pitched whine of the Rolls-Royce turbines, like a fleet of muted 747s taking off, and the sound would fill me with a sick, nervy excitement I can still feel every time I'm at an airport – even at the most mundane moments of modern travel, like buying expensive post-9/11 toothpaste after losing mine at check-in.  


On the cooling outlet wave, we would, over the space of a few years, learn the elemental craft of paddling a kayak on white water. As fifteen-year-old kids, it passed us by that some of the things we were learning were as old as civilisation. We were gear freaks, more interested in the next new paddle, new boat or new crash helmet, than in the reality of what we were doing. We should have guessed by the names. The Eskimo roll, clearly as old as the Eskimos who invented it; the ferry glide, crossing a stream with bows pointed upriver to compensate for the flow, sounds as though it may have been used by the ferryman of the River Styx. It took years for us to overcome our fear of drowning and just hang there upside down in the murk, before flipping upright again with a stroke of the paddle. Sometimes, after what felt like a near drowning on a cold February day, I would wonder why we did it. If we'd had more success with girls, no doubt we wouldn't have. Sometimes, on a sunny day, I'd cup a bit of the river in my hand and see tiny particles of warm brown river sediment floating in the water. I used to think the Thames was my river – I still do, even though I now know others have a greater claim. 


If I wasn't on the river, I was by it. School was on the river, and I'd see it going to school, returning home from school, and out of the window I'd gaze at it all day long. Often I'd stop by Blackfriars Bridge on a fast spring tide and see the power of the brown water funnelling through the spans of the bridge, setting up trains of standing waves that bounced off the immovable, grey stone support stanchions in big dirty pressure cushions. Standing waves are just like waves at sea, but with one big difference: at sea, the water stays in the same place and the wave energy moves through it; on a river, the energy stays in the same place and the water moves through it. I couldn't look at a body of water without wanting to be on it or in it and, at nights, I'd dream of the river.  


In 2002, Lots Road Power Station, like Battersea and the others before it, shut its turbines down and the wave fell flat. It was the last working example of London's cathedrals of power, the grand, brick buildings of the Edwardian era when inventors like Thomas Edison were kings and progress was the future. Lots Road was built in the early 1900s to convert the steam-driven underground trains to the new, cleaner power of electricity. It was the biggest power station in the world when it went up, and the first building in London to top the dome of St Paul's Cathedral. When it stopped generating, it seemed like the end of London's days of power and the beginning of its new incarnation as a centre for commerce and theme park commemorating its own past, a history of relics that were all the next big thing – and it seems unbelievable to me that a bunch of kids for a period of about five years were allowed to use the cooling outlet pipes of a power station as our playground, taking heavy-metal industrial technology for a joyride.  


Twenty years later, I was commuting to work crossing the river on the Grosvenor Rail Bridge that carries trains into London's Victoria Station, vying daily with the free-paper hunter-gatherers for copies of the Metro and London Lite. It was 2009, and the news was full of austerity advice on how to survive the credit crunch – the word 'stay-cation' had entered the language. I'd found a job as a yachting journalist, travelling far and wide to sail other people's boats in all sorts of places and all in the name of research. And I'd strayed far from the river of my childhood, the one I saw fleetingly from a dirty window every day. The Thames looked blacker than ever that winter as the city lay under the heaviest snowfall for over a decade, which doesn't mean much in London, but the snow settled for long enough to cover the banks in whiteness and frame the black face of the river. The Meteorological Office was predicting 'a barbecue summer'.  


This is a charming little pas de deux between forecasters and the public. Every year, the Meteorological Office lays its reputation on the line to cheer us up a little in the winter months by promising a record-breaking Mediterranean summer, and every year we choose to believe it. And I did believe it. Looking out of the train window every day as I crossed the river, then spending days gazing at the city in plan using Google Earth, I realised that, with the help of a two-century-old canal system and a small boat, it should be possible to sail and row around London, to float at less than walking pace through the magnitude of the city and view it from the perspective of its days of manufacture and commerce, to see how the old waterways had been deserted, becoming glimmering ribbons of solitude running through its brickwork like varicose veins cut off from the heart. As a stay-cation it would be the ultimate. You could only beat spending a week or more sailing around your own home town by walking around your own house.  


I started counting the miles in spare moments. A loop starting on the Thames in deepest west London, east a bit on the Thames then onto the Grand Union Canal system for a semicircular clockwise loop around the western and northern reaches of the city, then back onto the river through the tidal, and seldom-used, Bow Creek, a quick loop east to take in the Thames Barrier, then all the way on the Thames back to the start point. London is hard to beat in early summer and I was keen to throw myself on its soft grass and drink it in. Seventy miles in ten days is not far. Even in my own imagination I couldn't use the word 'voyage' for such a tiny odyssey. But the Thames is one of the most historic waterways in the world and on her waters, as well as those of the River Brent, the River Lea and the Grand Union Canals, I'd transit, in that short distance, twenty-nine locks, 185 bridges, two tunnels, one of them a half-mile of darkness under the pavements of north London, two aqueducts and a tidal barrier. More than that, though, the city was my home, its waterways my playground. This was going to be an epic urban journey – and a trip down memory lane.  


Getting hold of a boat was going to be the easy bit. And when a friend of mine suggested I could use the trip to raise money for the charity Sail 4 Cancer, which helps to send cancer patients and their families on sailing trips, I was happy to use my expedition for a good cause. And as a side-benefit, undertaking the trip for charity would open a lot of doors for me and ease my passage considerably: 'I'm doing this for charity, you know…' 


The slightly harder bit was knowing where I'd pull the boat up and pitch my little tent at night. A small open boat offers no shelter for the night, so I'd be dependent on the kindness of strangers to make the trip work. I'd be entering a short period of genteel homelessness and throwing myself on the mercy of the softer parts of the city. 



CHAPTER 2 


OF DOWNSHIFTERS, KINGS AND SPEED FREAKS 


 

In which the author waxes lyrical on the progress of man as seafarer and modern boatbuilder as downshifter. 





If God had wanted plastic boats, he would have planted plastic trees. 

ANONYMOUS 





Man first took to boats before recorded history. If you count straddling a tree trunk and paddling it with your hands or by kicking your feet, then boats have existed presumably as long as man – or even ape. These evolved into the dugout canoe, which ultimately evolved into a fast and seaworthy craft, capable of coastal cruises and small forays offshore, and they're still built today in much the same manner of taking a log, shaping the outside and scooping out the inside. 


The idea of taking a tree trunk and chipping away every part unnecessary to the final form is an attractive one, a cross between boatbuilding and sculpture that ends up with a boat in one single piece. But it never took off in the same way that the alternative method did: to start with pieces and join them together. The first boats built in the modern way of wrapping a skin around a frame were probably the coracles and other similar craft, round bowls of just 4 ft diameter, built by stretching a cow hide over a willow frame. Men carried these from villages to the river on their backs and paddled with a single oar, weaving it in front of them in a figure-of-eight to draw the little bowl slowly through the water in search of fish. Boats soon travelled further afield: the Polynesian multihulls, slim catamarans and trimarans, fashioned of wood and bound with creeper, enabled their people to populate the Pacific. 


Today, the kings are the 300,000-ton tankers and container ships, whose huge diesel engines revolve just eighty times a minute. The largest of these, since broken up on a beach in India, the Seawise Giant, could contain the volume of St Paul's Cathedral – six times. At more than a quarter of a mile long, she'd tower over the high buildings of Canary Wharf if she was planted on the ground, and if she were to sail on the Thames in central London, her bows would be under Chelsea Bridge while her stern quarters were still under Battersea Bridge – not that she'd fit under either: her control room would tower above the high blocks of flats on either side of the river and her hull would be aground on the river's bottom. Craft like these are the arteries that enable the products of globalisation to reach their markets – just as ships always have been – and to come across one making passage over the water, or to see one moored at night, is to see the pinnacle of man's grand and devilish ambition of infinite expansion. 


Paddles and oars came first, then sails. Sailing has been with us for around 6,000 years. Considering its importance in discovering and populating the planet we live on, fishing its seas and establishing military dominance, progress was pretty sluggish for about 5,800 of those years. In the eighteenth century, clippers like the Cutty Sark finally achieved speeds better than the Roman triremes that were plied by oarsmen 2,000 years ago, and the tyranny of muscle was finally bettered by the harnessing of a much greater force. These extreme clippers, as they're known today, circled the globe on their trade routes at up to 18 knots, about 20 mph, but sailing speed only really took off after World War Two, when sail for the purpose of anything but pleasure was already dead in the water. 


We can now, just, see the twentieth century as history, and in most areas it was a busy one: wooden ships and canons became nuclear submarines and intercontinental missiles; dreams of flight ended in a moon landing and whistling was overtaken by the iPod. And even speed under sail, that most ancient of practices, increased more after World War Two than it had in the six millennia before. In fact, sailing speed increased more during that time than the speed of cars. Today, kitesurfers and pilots of contraptions that look like giant spiders on skis streak over the water at over 60 mph, powered by nothing but the wind, and the record for any surface circumnavigation of the world belongs to a trimaran, in forty-five days, and it's falling all the time. It's a strange truth of the twenty-first century that the quickest way to go around the world without flying, is still sailing: the power record lags far behind. 


In fact, speed under power has, like supersonic air travel, stagnated: the speed achieved by Donald Campbell in 1967, when he tore across Coniston Water to his death in a jet-propelled boat that looked like something out of Thunderbirds, is still near the benchmark. His peak speed of 328 mph just before he flipped and crashed to his death, was beaten a decade later by the equally intrepid Australian, Ken Warby, in a boat he built in his own shed, but not by much. One of my early memories was sitting in a little country pub in the Lake District with my parents. I might have been ten and I suppose it must have been near Coniston Water, where Campbell died. There was a picture of Campbell and the wrecked Bluebird. It must have been a newspaper report from the 1960s, framed. The memory is a vivid one because it was the first time I felt any interest in any paper with words printed on it that a grown-up had felt the urge to stick on a wall. No dull story of kings or queens here, no terse description of an undecipherable artwork or tortuous chronology of the people who owned the ground the pub stood on. No, this was real juice: speed, death – and a boat that looked like a jet fighter! Clearly, the world of adults had space to canonise men who lived their lives like boys, as well as the learned nonentities who were, to my mind, little better than glorified versions of the teachers at my school. I went to sleep that night in the old hotel, one of those houses with stairs that creak and run up and down in little flights and mazes, and dreamed of a world in which only feats on water were important and men like Campbell ruled the world. 


My history on water, a lot simpler, started at the age of eight in a rubber dinghy called Sea Dog on a lake called Salagou in the south of France. I was on holiday with my parents and sister, and as they read on the beach in black tubular steel and cream cotton folding chairs, I'd blow up Sea Dog and lie in it savouring the simple joy of buoyancy, feeling the warm wind on my skin, then the warm water as it started to seep in through the seams, slowly starting to violate the walls of my little crucible of air, which is all you can say of any vessel. The lake was deep, its waters clean and blue and the red clay hills surrounding it made it look like a landscape from Mars. Every day, my mother and sister would lie in the sun, absorbing novel after novel, while my father would sit in the shade, slowly working through books about twentieth-century Europe with tiny print on pages as thin as loo paper. 


It wasn't the most auspicious start to a life spent on water. A couple of years later, I learned to sail proper little dinghies – the roto-moulded pug-faced little Topper – on Kent's Bewl Water, today a symbol of dropping water levels often seen on the news when there's talk of hosepipe bans. Later I'd paddle kayaks down furious torrents between jagged rocks in far-off places. But perhaps that was where the seed was sown, where the world of lakes, rivers and the sea started to marinate me in their inexorable, wonderful poison. Now I can hardly look at a waterway without a longing to float on its surface, dive below it – or even just dip my feet at the edge. 


As I have said, getting hold of a boat was not the biggest problem, being in the lucky position of writing for an influential sailing magazine. Swallow Boats, a father-and-son outfit based in Wales, build a range of traditional designs in lightweight plywood and agreed to lend me the demonstrator of their Storm 15 dinghy, which would become home for the ten days of the trip. Father Nick used to be a farmer until his love of boats and boatbuilding proved to be too much. Son Matt wore a suit in London and knew about computers, and was paid to do so. Matt is now the driving force, and keeps a modern boatshed and a staff of a dozen paid men to build his boats. Say the term 'boatbuilder' to most people and they will imagine a craftsman of sorts, a journeyman who earns a decent wage and spends Friday nights in the pub. The modern builder of traditional boats is typically a 'downshifter' these days, although many of them hate the term, seeing the challenge and fulfilment more as an upshift. The greatest numbers are from IT, followed by a multitude of other white-collars in their mid-forties recovering from a prolonged bout of London – ex-journalists, ex-lawyers, ex-paper tigers of every hue. They fill adult education colleges in their scores, learning to fashion beautiful boats out of wood. 


For the most part, they are passionate, eloquent sorts who escaped the rat race in London to go and live by water, the Hugh Fearnley-Whittingstalls of the sea. They are quietly ridiculed by some of the older generation of 'real' boatbuilders, the last men who were around to serve their apprenticeships in the 1960s and earlier, when boats always started with a tree. These older men are the master craftsmen, who love to gripe and moan about the youngsters snapping at their heels given half an audience. But they're also the ones who will give their all to pass on their knowledge to the ex-bankers and ex-lawyers… because they know, beneath their tough exteriors, that their boats will outlive all of them, and they have a genuine love of their craft that no simple generational rivalry will sully. Joseph Conrad, the ship captain writer, laureate of iron ships and grey seas, thought that the appeal of boats was attributable to their free spirits – allegorically at least, they belong to nobody. 


Matt is unabashedly a modern boatbuilder, a young man running a very precarious business building sailing dinghies of Viking design origins to a build method that dates from World War Two, with rigs and other equipment that date from right about now. A dinghy built by Swallow Boats is a thoroughly postmodern mongrel. 


This is the bit in every sailing story where the boat is described. Sailors sit more erectly and their beards generate a charge of static. Non-sailors slump in chairs, disappointed to have to skip pages so early on. As briefly as possible – the Storm 15 is a 15-ft gunter-rigged, unballasted, centreboard dinghy built in marine plywood with a self-setting jib on a club boom. The mainsail looks like an ordinary triangle, but the mast is in fact in two parts, the upper of which can be dropped at a moment's notice, useful for shooting bridges – that's what gunter-rigged means. The jib is the smaller triangular sail in front of the mast and the boom it's on, a length of wood running along its lower edge. This stiffening batten means that when tacking through the wind, when the sails flop over to the other side, the jib, stiffened by its boom, will flop over too. It's of a sort known as 'self-tending'. The boat only weighs 80 kg, remarkably light as a result of her plywood construction, lighter than real wood and lighter than plastic too. The boat is 'double-ended', or pointed at both ends (that's the Viking bit), although the phrase 'double-fronted' would be better, as it looks as though it has two bows – not two sterns. 


It has no ballast – no lead attached under its keel or added weight inside – which makes it light and easily driven and makes me feel like I'm going to fall into the water or tip the boat over every time I step aboard. At its stern (the aft end), it can accommodate a small outboard engine, in this case a Honda 2.3 hp four-stroke air cooled unit, mounted internally, the shaft going through a hole in the sole (the floor). The boat is painted the dark liquid green of seaweed and has a broad cream stripe running around the top edge. 


Air-cooled engines are loud, as there is no cooling jacket of water surrounding them, and this one makes the petulant whine of a lawnmower. The Storm 15 also rows brilliantly; vital considering that I would be rowing or motoring all the way on the canals, their narrowness and low bridges and locks prohibiting even the lower half of the mast necessary for sailing. It is a lovely craft, pointed at both ends, as I have said, with a dipping curve to its side-profile (or a 'sheer' in the pretty language of marine architecture), and it carries all the added aesthetic joy of miniaturisation. A casual observer would know it at once as a design essentially coined by the Vikings, although its construction owes its origins to three inventions of World War Two: plywood, synthetic glue and the subsequent democratisation of sailing, once a sport for royalty and company owners only, men who'd race each other on the Solent, the little sea that separates England's south coast from the Isle of Wight, on huge yachts, wearing white caps and blue serge blazers with brass buttons, with large, paid crews to do the actual business of sailing. 


King George V and the Kaiser fought closely as yachtsmen before fighting a naval arms race then a world war, and after that a series of men like Thomas Lipton and Woolworths owner W. L. Stephenson contested yachting's grandest trophy, the America's Cup, in 130-ft monoliths built for, in today's money, tens of millions of pounds. They never managed to wrest that trophy from America and today Woolworths is no more – and it seems the only place you see Liptons tea is in clear glasses, milkless, kept in reserve by French cafe owners to sate English tourists who refuse to give up drinking tea in a country that doesn't understand it. We may have lost some of the romance of that era when yachtsmen spoke in clipped English and attended parties in starched white and dark blue, and the world map was coloured Empire pink – but today, sailing's for anyone who wants to try it. 


A week before setting sail, I drove to the Newlands' boatyard in Cardigan Bay, on Wales's west coast, to pick up my little boat, and drove home the same day, arriving back on a warm summer's night at my little flat in Holloway. All the skittles were in place. 
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