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For my dearest Charlotte,
for without you there is none of this.


Introduction

My childhood dream was that I would grow up to be an adventurer. I knew it might be hard so I practised. I learnt to climb rock faces, to abseil into caves, to swim long distances in cold water, to sail small boats and surf makeshift rafts. I cycled everywhere on a 1920s sit-up-and-beg bike with no gears. When I was in my twenties a bike enthusiast told me it was an early example of a female racing model with narrow handlebars. I raced that bike into the ground.

I knew where you could swim in amber-coloured pools with speckled trout, and which trees to climb to find an owl’s haunt. I trespassed in woods where I found deer traps that could have taken off my legs. I regularly tied a handkerchief to a stick and marched off to places I thought were far away. My childhood was solitary, but not lonely. I had a loyal dog and a host of imaginary friends. To the outside world, I’m quite sure I was a strange child, wandering through fields trailed by my dog, talking to myself, but I was perfectly content. I endured the company of other humans, particularly children, largely for adult approval.

I trained myself to walk far and fast. In my teens I could outstrip any long-legged male counterpart and delighted in doing so. I always carried a penknife and a bit of string – I still do. With my bike and a train timetable, I thought I could and would go everywhere. Secretly I wanted to be Gertrude Bell, the red-headed explorer and diplomat who mapped Jordan and Iraq, and went where many men had failed or feared to go. That she was a redhead in the desert made her especially appealing to me – even sunburn didn’t get in her way.

Eventually I grew up and got married. I stopped climbing. I still biked but mostly out of necessity: to get to work across town. I still swam in cold water but in an urban park.

I’d fallen for a penniless artist. I don’t think he’d mind me calling him that. He expanded everything about my world culturally, introduced me to artists, writers, musicians and movements, whole new ways of looking at the world. I loved that. I had also, as my master’s degree in science, society and the environment had taught me, taken on the nature/culture dichotomy: the big divide, the perceived tension between nature, wild, untamed, and culture, filled with knowledge, belief, customs and art. I was living with it. Every day I cycled to work to write about one in terms of the other. In my early married life I wrote for a trade magazine about horticulture, largely about parks, bedding plants and, I seem to remember, waterproof jackets. Then I came home and consumed art, all the time longing to be outside, somewhere wild and vast and full of life.

We lived in a top-floor flat in east London. I kept pot plants perched precariously outside the window, and spent my after-work hours maintaining other people’s gardens, always dreaming of a garden I could call my own.

We were living with another layer of the nature/culture divide: H has cystic fibrosis, a chronic illness. It’s a long-term, life-threatening weakening of the lungs caused by a faulty gene. We were penniless then because he was an artist while I was an inexperienced young writer. In the eyes of the world, I was his carer. Of course, as we were young and in love, it did not feel like that. To me, we were brave and brilliant because we understood fragility. We lived for our moment. I didn’t care who understood why I’d married so young and so quickly. I remember thinking that I had to worry about this moment, now, and that was all that mattered.

In retrospect, perhaps, I was a little fatalistic, though I would have argued long into the night that that wasn’t where my philosophy lay. I was in love, I was young, and our future was not endless. We both knew that. My future, though, was a great expanse, like the wild space I longed to be in.

On my writer’s wage, I worked around the clock to make ends meet and never quite managed it. Eventually I applied for a job in Birmingham and, for the first time ever, I had an inkling that I’d done well in the interview. As I wandered back to the station through bland shopping centres, I cried because I knew already that I would be leaving the capital I had grown to love. But Birmingham was cheap and I was tired.

*   *   *

I thought I’d do six months. It turned into a year, and I got my first garden. It was rented, had an overgrown lawn, neglected flowerbeds and a weed-ridden vegetable plot, but I thought it was heaven – even if it did have a huge leylandii growing in the middle. I missed London, but I had soil to call my own.

Nine years later, Birmingham is no longer a financial foot on the ladder: it’s home. I own soil – my glorious sunny back garden, with a magnolia to welcome spring and two apple trees that are heavy with fruit by autumn. Birmingham gave us a spare room to turn into a studio, a kiln down the road and an allotment in the park. It gave us space, not acres, not wilderness, nothing fancy or out of the ordinary, just average space, dull perhaps, as Philip Larkin wrote:


If that is what a skilled,

Vigilant, flexible,

Unemphasised, enthralled

Catching of happiness is called.



*   *   *

And that is what I caught in Birmingham, a very ordinary kind of happiness. I think we both did.

Although I have tried – I have retraced my steps, searched across the foreign place that is my past, run across the map over and over again – I cannot pinpoint the moment when I knew, somewhere deep inside me, that I needed to be alone. Or, at least, that was what I thought. Now I see that it was not so much about being alone, though solitude was a necessary step, but that I needed to be somewhere unfamiliar: I needed a landscape that I didn’t know by heart, that wasn’t part of my heart. I needed to examine and re-examine somewhere that would fascinate and teach me. I needed somewhere in which I could absorb myself and, I hoped, soak up some of the unsettledness in me. Now and then something caught me off balance and I’d yearn for nature bigger than I could tend.

I thought of running away – I dreamt up plans to explore the far reaches of Bolivia and the mountains of central Asia. I had subscribed to adventure-travel magazines and dreamt of owning a tiny house somewhere wild. I’m very good at daydreaming. I’d say it’s my strongest skill.

When I complained that life was keeping me city-bound, a friend suggested that I tackle the city as I might the wilderness. ‘Climb the tallest building and spend the night under the stars on its summit, circumnavigate the city limits by cycle, canoe the canals,’ he said.

The latter stuck. I did a little research. You needed a canoeing licence to cover you for indemnity and that was it. Anyone, it turned out, could float about on the canals. I asked around about boats. My friend Dave lives on a narrowboat in town and owned an inflatable canoe for such adventures. I persuaded him we should take it out for a paddle. We made a date.

Even though Dave is a seasoned narrowboater and has taken Beau, his boat, far and wide on the canal network, we were hesitant about being in an inflatable. I think we were worried that we would hit some unseen bit of metal and sink. Dave decided to wear a wetsuit and I donned full waterproofs and wellies.

A wetsuit is not a great thing to go paddling a canoe in, unless you intend to get wet. You get very hot very quickly and it’s a bit restrictive for arm action. I sat behind Dave and laughed as he turned beetroot with the effort. We didn’t get far, but we did get to visit a side pool and look at waterlilies, and a dead end that was too silted up for any heavy boat so I got to explore a little canal ecology.

As it turned out, Dave was wise to wear a wetsuit, not because we hit any underwater hazards but because his inflatable canoe has a plug in the bottom. It is well hidden below folds of plastic, and unless you’re aware of it the boat slowly fills with water. As we were both waterproofed, it was fairly late in the expedition when we noticed that we were no longer floating on the water but rather lowering into it. We managed to get to the side before we began to sink. I remember lying on the towpath in a fit of giggles that we’d made such a rookie error, and that Dave’s wetsuit had been the right choice for the wrong reason.

That trip whetted my appetite and I started to look into boats that would pack down or fold. But all the canoes I saw were too heavy for me to carry alone. Still, the idea that there was somewhere on my doorstep for me to explore was appealing. Even more so because that space had been largely ignored. Long-standing citizens of Birmingham, those born and bred in the city, never to leave, hadn’t contemplated paddling the canals. Access seemed to be left largely to the dedicated, if mildly eccentric, narrowboating community. If in other cities narrowboats offer cheap accommodation, in Birmingham things are different: there’s plenty of cheap accommodation in the city. Birmingham narrowboaters are true enthusiasts, either committed to a life with a movable home or restoration addicts with beautiful old working boats, polished and painted to perfection.

I continued to quiz Dave about the Birmingham Canal Network. He is a man with a great brain that needs constant exercise and, luckily for me, has a degree in ecology, plus a nerdy love of his favourite hobby. He told me of places thick with waterlilies and the flowering rush, Butomus umbellatus, of large pikes and eels, of disused waterways, hidden tracks and ghost canals, filled in under shopping malls and housing developments. Now that he’s a planning officer for the council, he’s taken his love to all the canal-side buildings, and told me of wonderful crumbling façades and grade-one-listed factories. Outside a bar one evening, I asked him if he thought paddling the network was achievable: I figured I had till early autumn before the water grew too cold and all the green things disappeared.

He sent me a quaint online map that makes the canals look rather small until you realise that much of the Birmingham Canal Network isn’t in Birmingham but reaches out to Wolverhampton, Dudley and beyond. It was not so much that I didn’t want to go to Wolverhampton or Dudley, but that I knew those outer reaches were going to be challenging in terms of getting there and back in the time I had allotted for my adventures. I was not taking time off to paddle. It had to fit around my life – an afternoon, a couple of hours over lunch, an early-evening paddle, with longer trips at weekends. I was seeing the paddle as the commute to my writing life. I wasn’t prepared to admit it then, but paddling was going to compete with gardening. I couldn’t admit either that I wasn’t just prepared to allow it to happen: a bit of me was excited by the thought of walking away from the garden.

Using the city limits as my furthest reach, I drew a line around a map of Birmingham. Any canal that fell inside this, I would paddle. Dave and I made tentative plans for further expeditions.


1

I stuffed my wellingtons, rubber gloves, plastic bags and a large chocolate éclair into a bag. I put on two jumpers, two coats, and grabbed the car keys. Driving at night in Birmingham is a magical experience. It is a car city, a post-war metropolis with motorways snaking through and around, under and over it. On paper it must have been a town planner’s dream, all those grey rivers of tarmac washing people through a gleaming new world of shiny skyscrapers. The reality is, as everyone knows, not quite as sparkling, but while it’s still early enough for the city to be blanketed by darkness, you get a little glimpse of that dream.

You can drive fast. The city lights twinkle as you rise above and dip below the inhabitants. Birmingham roundabouts are dull by day, but at night you learn of the town planner’s delight, a curve in the roads, a vista big enough to let you put your foot down and claim the city. Like all town-planning failures, Birmingham roads are flawless till you put other users on them. I wound my way across my city to the sound of the shipping forecast, enjoying the inky darkness and how pretty the city looked.

The first blast of cold air jolted me – my warm bed, then a warm car, so I was unprepared. I zipped up everything and put on the rubber gloves in the faint hope they would make a difference. I waited at the bottom of the bridge. Everything was still on the canal, the neon glow of the streetlights barely rippling on the water. Even the ducks were tucked up somewhere.

Dave and his girlfriend, Louise appeared across the top of the bridge and came down to meet me. Dave handed me a high-visibility jacket, and Louise agreed to keep a look-out while we went down.

The day before, I’d met Dave on his boat to go and see the drained canal. He was giddy with excitement at having found someone who actually wanted to discuss the muddy bottom. ‘I’m going in. My curiosity has got the better of me. Six a.m. tomorrow morning, I think it will just be getting light enough, but there shouldn’t be anyone around. I am going to wear a high-vis jacket so people think I’m official.’

Before he could go any further, before I’d even seen the drained canal, I’d signed up.

Dave and I had met years before, working at the BBC. That first afternoon I ordered him to come on an afternoon swimming jaunt in the River Stour with my team and not to tell our boss what we were up to – we were supposed to be prepping for a shoot. He gamely took up the challenge of swimming with strangers and never said a word to anyone. It cemented our friendship. He’d often drive me early in the morning to the garden where we filmed Gardeners World, music blaring to a play list he’d created the night before to amuse me. There was a track to get us going, another based on reggae, one for cold damp mornings, and something for when TV was bringing us down.

Not long after I met Dave he bought a narrowboat and I owe him greatly for introducing me to the canals of Birmingham and their history. Any excuse to go on a jaunt with his boat, he’d fill it with people and head out. He’s one of the brightest people I know. He has a strange and wonderful brain that loves gathering detail, so in many ways the canal, with its rich history, is a perfect world for him to explore.

The canal network is more than two hundred years old, and an opportunity to see the lining of its belly is rare. I doubt it will happen again in my lifetime. So, if there was a chance to stand in the heavy pollution of Victorian silt, I’d take it.

The Worcester Bar Basin at Gas Street is one of the oldest parts of the canal. It sits in the heart of town, a stone’s throw from the Symphony Hall. If you have to live in town, there is no better location. The basin’s history is steeped in industrial politics. Stand one side of the Bar and you’re on the Worcester and Birmingham Canal. Stand the other, and you’re on the Birmingham Canal Network. A thin island, seven feet of Victorian bricks, meant that for years the canals didn’t actually meet. Boatmen would have to unload to the towpath from one boat to another by hand. The most precious resource was ownership of the water, and the Birmingham Canal Network was not sharing it with Worcester. In 1815 they finally came to an agreement and built a stop lock through the Bar.

Today this stop-lock looks like one of many baffling locks that punctuate the canal. I’ve always assumed it was some engineering feat about moving water over land, not a solution to a few stubborn men arguing over money.

The Bar is in part why you can live in the centre of town on a boat. There have always been narrowboats here, many of them fine examples because the basin is a bit of a showcase for narrowboat enthusiasts. Walk under that narrow tunnel and you leave the clamour of Broad Street and step into a rarefied world of polished brass, coal-smoke fires, the clank of metal hulls and old men ready to tell you anything and everything you’ve ever cared to know about these waters. The basin is a hugely desirable place to moor, berths rarely come up, and I have a feeling that once you’ve mastered the impossible bidding system that secures you one, you may also have to pass an exam in canal history. The basin, as The Birmingham Canal Navigations booklet puts it, is a ‘mecca for local waterways enthusiasts’.

Just up from the basin on the Worcester branch the canal had started to leak. This is not, I think, unusual. The canal’s basin is porous as it is essentially puddled clay; the sides are bricks and mortar, which are forever leaking a little. However, this section sits above the railway. It was seeping into a disused tunnel, but eventually it would leak onto the main line that carries trains from Penzance to Inverness. Thus the canal was being drained to plug the leak. Initially it was decided to drain the whole basin, which would have meant moving out all the narrowboats, but at the last minute several old narrowboat boys taught the young engineers a thing or two about canals and how you dam them.

During all of this there was plenty of talk about diamond rings. The basin is a short cut to the bawdy strip and dancehalls of Broad Street, and everyone seemed to have at least one tale of engagement rings flung into the canal. So, I wasn’t surprised that by now Dave had not only spent hours peering into the sludge of the drained canal but had identified several treasures he wanted. As we walked along the towpath, spying through the barrier, he named what he saw as rightfully his. He wanted the sunglasses, the goblet ‘that might be the Holy Grail or just a beer glass’, a Victorian scuttle, a console of some sort that he was mildly obsessed with, to the extent that ‘I have to know what it’s for’, and some bunny plastic ears. Apart from a very large and handsome terracotta pot that must once have been on someone’s balcony, it was hard to spot anything else in the mud that one might want. There were numerous beer and gin bottles and that seemed to be that. But it seemed important that I name at least one find if I was to come on the mission to climb down into the mud and reclaim the treasures.

I stared very hard … and then I saw them: mussel shells. ‘I want the mussels,’ I blurted out.

Dave turned first to the mud and then to me. ‘You want the mussels?’ he repeated, a little incredulous.

We decided that the mussels were too big to have come from one of the canal-side restaurants so they must be freshwater mussels. That was all the reason I needed to go down into the mud.

Mudlarking is an old practice. The name comes from the urchins who used to trawl the banks of the Thames for anything they could sell. It was a bottom-rung job for eighteenth- and nineteenth-century children and the elderly, but it came with a certain freedom: you made your own hours in accordance with the tides, and I guess there was always the glimmer in the mud of the next find that might bring you your fortune. Today most mudlarks have a metal detector but, for one morning, we’d join the ranks without, once we’d got round the barrier.

It took a little rearranging but soon we slipped down the towpath and chose a suitable spot to jump down into the canal. It is seven or eight feet deep, and at various times rubble has been poured into it to block suspected holes so there were small islands between the watery mud for us to jump onto.

Dave stepped gingerly into the mud. It looked firm enough and there were already some footprints in it, but that was a deception. It quickly became clear that the mud was like quicksand and far deeper than we had imagined. We were stuck, hopping from rubble island to rubble island. The beautiful terracotta pot would remain a buried treasure. So would the Victorian coal scuttle, which disintegrated in Dave’s hand as he tried to pull it up. A pair of sunglasses, the bunny ears and a frying pan were all easy pickings, so I left him poking about to go and look at the shells. Torch in one hand, I bent down to pick up the first. The mud slurped as I pulled it free.

The stench of industrial silt was overpowering, rotting and metallic. The pearlescent inside of the shell gleamed, while the outside was covered with a thick black treacle of slime and mud. I put it into my plastic bag, then picked up another and another. At some point I collected a closed shell. The lips didn’t entirely meet and there was a line of what looked like hair, which retracted inside. I felt the weight of the shell, turned it over and tried gently to prise it open. It resisted. ‘These mussels,’ I whispered, ‘are alive … Dave!’ I shouted. ‘Some of these mussels are alive! They live here!’

Dave had collected a bunch more empty shells and one live mussel. He offered me the empty ones and said he’d keep the live one as a pet.

We’d explored as many islands of rubble as we could reach and it was time to get out. In the breaking of day, the dam looked precarious and thus ominous. As Dave climbed out I spotted something in the mud and my heart skipped a beat. It looked like a big fat finger. All the canals’ darkest tales end in dead bodies, sunk in murky waters never to be found again. I steeled myself and peered down to look at it. I prodded it with one of the mussel shells and scraped at the mud. I exposed what looked like a knuckle, then dug a bit further. There was a small fisted hand. I’d found the right arm of a superhero’s spacesuit. Relieved, I pulled it out and shoved it into my pocket.

I was too small to climb out of the canal so Dave hauled me out by my wrists. I felt I’d earned my mudlark stripes.

Back in the warmth of his boat we drank tea until the dawn chorus of a lone blackbird ended. As I left, Dave handed me two publications: a photocopied Birmingham Canal Navigations: A Cruising and Walking Guide, published in the 1980s, which detailed not only every inch of the canal network but the nearest fish and chips and Chinese eateries, all drawn by hand, and a pale-blue pamphlet called The Other Sixty Miles – a survey of abandoned canals of Birmingham and the Black Country. The reading list for my adventure.

*   *   *

When I got home I took out my treasures and placed them in a washing-up bowl to clean them. Dave, with his former environmental officer hat on, had made perfectly clear how polluted the canal was so I carefully washed the mussels with washing-up liquid, wearing rubber gloves, endlessly changing the water until it was no longer murky. In the clean tap water the mussels gleamed and their pearlescent insides glistened.

The outer rim of the mussels was inky black with papery growth rings; towards the centre they were a dirty, rusty brown. Some had a deep-green band. The mother-of-pearl inner iridescent layer is known as nacre and is made up of chalk that is secreted by the mantle in the mussel. Then there is another chalky layer, and an outer final layer, the periostracum, that is much like skin. It is this that makes up the papery growth rings on the outside of mussels. That final layer is important in protecting the mussel from acids as they would dissolve the chalk, thinning the shell.

On the outside there were two worn areas just by the dorsal side, the part where the mussel hinges together, that are pearly white and exposed. I studied the shell anatomy online and came to the conclusion that these must be the umbones or beaks, the oldest part of the shell. From here the growth lines ripple out, and I meticulously counted them. My mussels had been sitting down there since around the seventies.

Duck mussels are survivors in polluted places. They clean up as they go. Large freshwater mussels live in the muddy, silted layer of slow-running rivers, streams, lakes, ponds and canals. They live on plankton, filtering it through the water they breathe, their frilled lips sieving out waste material. They are a very important step in cleaning things up, filtering up to forty litres of water a day.

Duck mussels like standing water – they are not much into movement, though they like to wander and will quack their way around the floor, opening their shells to use their foot to drag themselves forward. It is slow, cumbersome work, but off they go. If you put a duck mussel in a clean, clear garden pond or a large aquarium you can watch it move around. I find this slightly unnerving, though I can’t quite explain why I think it shouldn’t move about.

One reason it moves is because standing bodies of water are actually very unstable compared to the sea. They dry out, and the water quality changes; they warm up, and the water quality changes; they flood, and the water quality changes. Nutrients, oxygen and pH can fluctuate seasonally, and anyone who’s going to survive there can only do so with tenacity. A pond mussel can survive in a dried-out body of water for up to two months as long as it can dig itself into the mud to keep hydrated.

I cleaned the mussel shells very carefully to try to remove some of the pollution. When they are wet they are quite something to look at, but as they dry out they not only lose their pearlescent sheen, but start to pop and crack. I sat them in a pretty glass bowl on my desk, and for weeks heard intermittent cracks and pops as the shells started to show tiny fractures.

*   *   *

A freshwater pearl mussel can live for up to 150 years; my humble duck mussels were about the same age as me, thirty-seven. They are in the heart of the city, among beer glasses and lost engagement rings, and they are breeding. Every time I pass the spot I think of my mussels deep down in that dark murky land. I think of them growing old, filtering out.
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