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Introduction

STARTING OUT


 



It was late. I got to Suffolk from London well after dark. I was tired. I was only there to pick up my canoes and load my stuff and we had a long trip ahead. I also needed to pick up my driver, a quasi-recalcitrant eighteenth-century manservant called Paul, plus a semi-amphibious chocolate Labrador called Cadbury, and a minor department store of clothing smothered in plastic toggles and logos. But I found someone had parked a grotesque and silly 4×4 SUV in front of my gate.

I conscientiously worked myself up into a state of proprietorial outrage before I realised that this was in fact my own, new, rivers-expedition vehicle, selflessly loaned to me by a major car firm.

It was a blockish, purple, four-wheel-driven tin shed on wheels. Admittedly it seemed to have less room inside than it promised outside, like an exo-Tardis. In the front there were two over-large armchairs for fat men to watch football matches, and, in the back, well, pretty much nothing at all except brick-thick walls and a sofa, but I rather liked it. Usually I would have despised the thing but with the key in my hand I changed my mind.

Mind you, there was hardly room for my stuff, and none at all for Paul. Paul is a “medical giant”. This is the official designation for a person over six foot six inches tall. Paul is two inches into the category. He gets a grant from the government for his shoes. And no doubt he intended to bring his shoes. There was going to be no room for me at all if we took the dog.

We were taking the dog. This was more impulsive TV behaviour. I thought he would prick his ears and look winsome for important cut-aways. But as I walked on towards the house I began to recall, too late, what sharing a small hotel with a big dog can be like. He gets over-excited, wakes up in the middle of the night and licks any naked hands or feet that hang out from under the duvet. Damn.

We meant to sleep in a tent some of the time. Would he want to come inside? Is it legal to leave a dog overnight in a car? If you leave the windows open and let robbers steal it, will he protect it? He won’t bark at robbers. Can I fit the car with a letterbox? I went to bed.

I was starting my voyage from my house overlooking the estuary of the Stour not far from Ipswich. The mud that eventually reaches the water begins a few short yards from my back door. If I planned the tide accurately I would be able to end my journey here too. I would work my way back to the house by paddle, canoe and tidal stream, because in a very real sense, the river runs through me – or, at least, it could do if global warming continues.

I was starting in the Western Highlands seeking wilderness. I would cross from the Mersey to the Humber. I would head out to the far west to the Severn, the longest and most British of rivers. I would descend to London to explore how rivers made our towns, and eventually I planned to take to the slow waterways of East Anglia back home. That, I thought, should be quite enough for everybody.

The voyage was going to take six months or more, not travelling all the time but roaming back and forth, not always on the river, but dropping in and out. I wanted these rivers to carry me into the overgrown bit of the back garden of Britain, but we were making a film for the BBC and I knew everything would be circumscribed. This is a fragmented account of an illusory experience made over a disjointed period of time, not really a guidebook. In case you were wondering.

The next morning an off-putting, grey, sluggish sky hung over the house. It had only intermittently stopped raining. I gazed up. For television purposes rain has to look like broom handles or it doesn’t show up. Perhaps that had changed with High Definition. The camera would prefer highly defined water drops rolling down my nose and glossy matted hair slapped to my skull. They’ll get that if I fall in, of course. That’s what they wanted.

And so did I.

Paul helped me strap the canoes on to a black metal cradle joined to the car. It was about twenty feet long. To make it turn backwards one had to revolve the steering wheel in the opposite direction to the way one wanted to go. As long as you started with a straight rig, and as long as you had more than twenty feet to turn into, and as long as you moved the wheel with the very slightest of adjustments, it was fine.

I explained this to Paul as we readied ourselves. The dog had taken up the entirety of the back sofa. The rest of the vehicle was stuffed to the plastic panels. We could not see backwards at all.

“Don’t be cool. You have nothing to prove. We can always disengage the cradle and lug it round and hook it on when we have turned,” I said.

Paul started by trying to reverse down the farm track and into the hawthorn bush.

I let him play the game for at least ten minutes before we disengaged the trailer and lugged it round by hand.

It was a portent.

But I wanted to get on. Sometimes, whatever Robert Louis Stevenson might have said, it is better to arrive than to travel hopelessly.
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