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 Editorial 
Charlotte Fleming 

Welcome to a bumper edition of your favourite waterways magazine!  We have histo-
ry, photos old and new, reminiscences and tales of derring-do; there’s also   every-
thing you need to know about the AGM in November; and maybe even a bit of contro-
versy. 

There’s history from Tim Coghlan: an obituary of Trevor Maggs, a working boatman on 
Corona and a working draughtsman on land.  Tim’s article first appeared in Towpath 
Talk, and we’re grateful for the chance to reprint it here. 

David Blagrove takes us through the ropes on a working boat in the first of a two-part 
series reproduced from a back number of Waterways World, thanks to Ray Oakhill. 
The second half will appear in our next issue. 

Kirk Martin shares his learning curve on hotel boats in the 1970s while Ray Oakhill 
describes the joys and horrors of the 2018 Braunston Parade of working boats, and 
Keith Norfolk takes a gander at living conditions on the boats. 

As I write this I’m looking forward to my third trip on the boats, in the final week of the 
season. It’ll be my second this year, unlike several heroic people who have gone well 
beyond the bounds of duty to keep Nuneaton and Brighton on schedule this summer. 
You can read Kirk’s account of his very busy summer towards the end of the maga-
zine. 

I hope you enjoy reading the magazine. If you spot any errors, they’re mine. I’m learn-
ing on the job (many thanks to Helen MacGregor for saving my sanity in the face of 
MS Publisher’s idiosyncrasies) so all constructive comment will be welcomed. 

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 

 

The Trust’s 50th anniversary falls in 2020, and Fabian Hiscock is putting together a 
booklet of its history for release later that year. He’s now gathering information, and 
would like to record interviews with a range of members (and past members) about 
their experiences and memories of the work of the Trust and the problems that it’s 
had to overcome in that time. If you would be willing to take part, please let Fabian 
know (fabiangjc1793@gmail.com), and he’ll arrange to meet up. The interview lasts 
about an hour, and is best done in a quiet room (so, sadly, not in the pub); but he’ll 
explain the process when contacted. 

He would, of course, also welcome simple e-mails of material – use the same ad-
dress! The more he gets, the better the result will be.  

Front cover photo:   

Nuneaton and Brighton at Rickmansworth (see Helen MacGregor’s article). 



Learning the Ropes 

Kirk Martin 

 Everyone who joins the Narrow Boat Trust brings a different level of expe-
rience. Some may have done very little boating while others may have had holi-
days on the canal or have owned their own boat. Between 1979 and 1994 my 
wife Katharine and I worked on the canals on pairs of camping boats and hotel 
boats and also the community boat Tarporley which, like Nuneaton, was a large 
Northwich motor although she had a full length conversion over the hold.  

 When we arrived in Braunston to take on a pair of camping boats for Un-
ion Canal Carriers in early 1979, we had very little experience of working boats. 
Our first trip had been in 1973 on a small wooden cruiser, owned by my parents, 
going from Newark on the river Trent, where we were overshadowed by the huge 
walls of the locks, to Birmingham, where we had spent the night above Nechells 
Shallow Lock near Spaghetti Junction after a curry and beer in a nearby Indian 
Restaurant before retracing our route. 

 Later, just as I was researching a canal history course and getting into 
some books describing the history and life of the canals, I had the good luck to 
come across a real working butty, Pictor, above Hampstead Road Lock at Cam-
den Town. She lay low in the water with smoke drifting up from her cabin chim-
ney. I got to know Kriss and her son Ben and later joined her partner John Batten 
on their motor boat Whitby which I helped steer from Bulls Bridge to Camden and 
later also towed the butty Pictor from Camden back to Bulls Bridge on a long line. 
Telling them we would like to work on the canals they gave us the contact details 
of Union Canal Carriers (UCC) which operated camping boats out of Braunston. 
We made a trip up to see them and were offered a job on one of their pairs. 

 That was the sum 
of our experience in 1979 
when we turned down a 
narrow lane from Braun-
ston village towards the 
canal community around 
the bottom lock of the 
flight. Sheep bleated, wa-
ter tumbled over the 
gates and smoke rose 
from boat chimneys. We 
were met by the owners 

of UCC, Ruth and Janusz 
and Robin and Iris, who told us we could move into a caravan alongside the old 
pumping station as our motorboat Edgware was not ready to move onto. Our but-
ty Bakewell was being used for repair work in Braunston Tunnel which was 
closed, as were the locks, so the northern and southern parts of the Grand Union 

                Whitby and Pictor 



Canal were split at Braunston in 1979. 

 UCC had five pairs of boats, two of which were getting new crews. As well 
as ours, Birmingham and Balham were now being crewed by Jim and Lin Rose 
from Southampton. The other pairs, running with their existing crews, were Bexhill 
and Brighton, Widgeon (formerly Thaxted) and Alperton and Petrel and Moon. 
They were all former Grand Union boats apart from Petrel, which was a former 
Fellows Morton & Clayton boat. 

 The next few days were spent baling water out of Edgware's hold, clean-
ing the back cabin, fixing the shutts, putting up stands, top planks and cloths with 
transparent window sections and fitting in bunk beds for 12 people as well as a 
table, cooker and sink towards the stern. There was an Elsan toilet in the bow 
locker with access from the hold. Our loo was an Elsan in the engine room and 
cooking for us was on a small gas stove on the shelf where the range normally 
stood, a plastic washing up bowl and 'Buckby' cans on the cabin roof for water. 

 Jonno, who maintained all the Lister engines, got the engine running and 
Garry Ward, of an old boating family, helped us with the clothing up. After a cou-
ple of days we were told there was a job on for us while we were waiting for our 
butty to come off the tunnel job – a ‘joey’ boat needed fetching from somewhere 
on the Birmingham Canal Navigations. ‘It will be a chance to handle the boat 
without passengers’ Ruth said. Garry produced a grubby map of the complex BCN 
and, stabbing a finger over a mass of canal junctions, assured us we couldn't 
miss the place. Having no tiller, a length of pole was stuck on to the swan’s neck 
by his older brother Ted, who had worked one of the last coal runs to London and, 
giving our bow a shove with his foot, they wished us luck. 

 We needed it. We set off in the dusk and headed out along the canal 
towards Braunston Turn, where we somehow negotiated the left hand side of the 
triangular junction and then, after a straight length known as the Puddle Bank, 
we started the long and winding Oxford Canal towards Napton Junction. Once 
there we tied up and walked along the towpath to a pub for a couple of pints be-
fore returning for our first night in a traditional back cabin. We woke to much 
slapping of water and a swaying and grinding of the boat against the concrete 
side of the canal. We set off down the three Calcutt Locks and headed towards 
Leamington. 

 The wind was getting worse and was joined by horizontal rain. We were 
soon losing control of the bow of the boat, which was high out of the water and, 
being fully clothed up, was catching the wind like a sail. Edgware was driven into 
the shallow water and one of us was out with a pole from the towpath struggling 
to keep the bow out while slipping on the muddy path. At Welsh Road Lock we got 
driven into the shallows on the wrong side, where there were reeds and soft mud 
and nothing to pole off from. The trouble was, our lack of experience on the shal-
lower canals of the midlands was against us. At Leamington Spa we reluctantly 
phoned Ruth back at UCC and she told us they would send someone out to help 
us in the morning. 
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The next morning, Ted Ward’s wife Anne came walking along the towpath 
with a thick woollen coat and a headscarf. Dressed like that, we thought, she ei-
ther knows nothing about boating or an awful lot – we soon found out!  ‘Lets get 
going’ she said ‘we want to make the top of Lapworth tonight’. ‘Top of Lapworth?' 
I said, 'All the way through Leamington and Warwick, up the Cape two, the Hatton 
twenty one and the nineteen locks at Lapworth?’ ‘We’d better' she said 'me hus-
band’s meeting me there with the car’.  

Ann showed us how to handle the boat: forcing the bow into the wind, 
travelling crab fashion. ‘When you have a butty get them to keep the butty stern 
over the same way – like a ‘V’ shape’ she said. ‘Showed’ us was the operative 
word. Ann didn’t move from the tiller and we worked all the locks – but we were 
very happy to do so, appreciating a lesson from a professional. We also noticed 
how the surface of her coat soaked up the rain rather than letting it drip down 
into the cabin while we were clad in waterproofs and standing in puddles. 
 In fact we only made the Boot Inn part way up Lapworth, due to engine 
trouble, but Ted worked out where we were and met us there. We continued up 
the flight the next day but boating along the summit towards King’s Norton we 
saw Jonno leaning over a bridge parapet. How he knew where to find us was a 
mystery to us. ‘Turn back’ he called out ‘your butty is out of the tunnel and there’s 
no one else to get it ready for the first booking’. And so we retraced our route 
back to Braunston where we found Bakewell half way up the flight caked in ce-
ment and awash with mud and water. 

 Bow hauling Bakewell down the locks we set to clearing her out and, with 
help from others, repairing the floors and chipping cement off the sides of her 

hold. Several 
coats of red ox-
ide later she was 
beginning to 
look the part. 
Before we had 
time to fit all the 
cloths and beds 
we were told 
that a group was 
on the way the 
next day and it 
was suggested 
that with Jim and 
Lin we took 

them on the two motors, Edgware and Birmingham. 

 We welcomed them all on board on Saturday afternoon and were soon 
off. It was good to be boating along the meandering Oxford Canal with kids sitting 
just ahead of the cabin. We tied up near Napton and had supper on the cabin 
roof chatting with the kids. The next day we went on to Calcutt Locks where we 
gave the children and teachers a talk about working the locks. Further on at 

                      Anne Ward taking Edgware up Hatton 
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Stockton the lock keeper, Stewart, suggested we breast the two motors up to get 
some experience of taking a pair through. It took some getting used to but we 
soon found it as easy to steer a breasted up pair into a wide lock as a single boat 
into a narrow lock. 

We were down all 23 locks to Leamington Spa and on up the Cape Two 
in Warwick in time for supper and then went over to the Cape of Good Hope pub 
for a drink. It was good to sit outside a pub and see your boats across the water. 
It still is! The children were by now experts at locks and enjoying the outdoor life 
on the cut. The next day we joined the group for a coach trip into Stratford on 
Avon and then we made a late start the following day working up Hatton 21 to tie 
up at Kingswood Junction near the bottom of Lapworth for the night. We worked 
back to Leamington the next day so that the group could go swimming the follow-
ing morning and had a fairly easy run back to Braunston. 

 After seeing the group off we had to get down to fitting out Bakewell as 
we had a group on in two days and there was still a fair amount to do. In fact we 
were literally bolting the last bunk beds together when their coach came into view 
and I shall never forget Lin, who was helping us, shouting 'my leg’s fallen off' as 
she struggled with one of our beds. Soon twenty two children were swarming 
down the towpath with two teachers and all their luggage. It was very impressive 
how these groups managed, in the days before legislation restricted the numbers 
of children each teacher could take on trips, never mind working in the relatively 
risky environment of a canal with boats, locks and lift bridges to contend with. In 
fact we had no more than the odd minor accident in the fifteen years we took 
groups on the canals.  

 We were now getting used to working a pair. Camping boats run as emp-
ty boats so the butty is towed close behind the motor on cross straps, two short 
ropes spliced with eyes in each end that hang down either side of the bow of the 
butty. As you pull away with the motor you reach out and, as you pass the butty’s 
bow, drop the nearest cross strap over the nearest dolly on the motor’s counter. 
The butty then swings across behind you so that you can drop the other cross 
strap over the second dolly so that they cross over. As you approach a wide lock 
you make sure the group have the gates open for you. You then drop one cross 
strap off and the butty swings over so that as you drop the other one off the butty 
enters the chamber alongside the motor, which saves a lot of time trying to 
breast up outside the lock.  

If there is a flight ahead you need to hold the two boats together by se-
curing the bows and sterns. To hold them tight, you take a rope which is coiled up 
on the butty cabin roof, take it back to your dolly and back through the butty's 
shackle stepping on the rope to tighten it before securing it and at the same time 
you drop a short rope with an eye, that lies on the motor’s gunnel, over a hook on 
the butty’s stern. These two ropes are crossed against each other and hold the 
boats tight. You also need to secure the bows together with a line from the T stud 
to the other boat and back. If there is only one lock then you ignore the bow line 
and, separating the sterns, set off with the motor and pick up the butty on cross 
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straps again.  

In narrow locks we 
had to bow haul the 
butty through the 
locks. This is a tech-
nique that is often 
mispronounced bow 
(like the front of a 
boat) rather than 
bow (that shoots 
arrows). I under-
stand it originated 
with a bow worn 
across the chest of 

men hauling boats on the rivers like the Severn. Usually one of us took the motor 
ahead with a few of the kids while the other worked the butty through with the 
rest of the group. I usually liked to bow haul the butty myself while one of the 
group steered it between locks. On one occasion I did this going down Camp Hill 
Locks in Birmingham. After the butty had collided with two lock walls I said I 
would steer the butty if they took my place on the towing line. Unfortunately we 
were passing a factory where a group of women looked out, cheering and accus-
ing me of being a slave driver. 

In the spring we did catering trips for Northampton schools, which meant 
cooking and boating on five-day trips and three-day weekend trips which some-
how added up to eight days a week. We loaded up with tins, packets and bags of 
vegetables and had to be up early to start breakfast and were working late serv-
ing supper after a day's boating including lunch. On one occasion I was heading 
along between Itchington and the ‘double riser’ at Bascote when I saw a huge 
length of polythene in the cut. I tried to pull it out with the boat hook but it got 
tangled up and I ended up getting the motor stemmed up with the butty ramming 
me, and in the process lost two jellies that we had setting in the kitchen. 

Once back on normal trips we were able to cover new ground, heading 
out via Warwick for Birmingham and coming back on the ‘bottom road’ via Faze-
ley, and also running down to Banbury on the Oxford Canal over the winding sum-
mit around Wormleighton. These trips involved some narrow and shallow canals 
and bumpy rides through bridges, where we learned the benefit of shutting off as 
you entered the bridge hole to lift the stern clear of rubbish. 

Some of the older kids liked practical jokes. We had a mixed group of 
Venture Scouts once – girls in the butty and boys in the motor. The boys suggest-
ed dropping the girls off. I eased off Edgware and they then unhooked the cross 
straps on a bend and away we went with the Bakewell drifting into the bank. We 
stopped after about a mile and soon the resourceful girls arrived bow hauling the 
butty. They paid the boys back by pushing the Bakewell across the canal in the 
morning before the boys were awake – we were on the butty and so was all the 

         Twenty-two kids and two teachers 
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food for breakfast. On another occasion we had a Christian youth group who 
wanted time for prayers and we chose the Ashby with few locks. 

At the end of the season we took our motor Edgware down the Oxford 
Canal and the river Thames to London as I was running a canal history course at 
the City Lit. We lived on Edgware in Battlebridge Basin at Kings Cross and got to 
know the friendly community living there. In the spring we couldn't take Edgware 
back due to stoppages on the Thames so went up by van and were given the mo-
tor Birmingham, as Jim and Lyn had left the cut, still with our butty Bakewell. An-
other new couple, Cliff and Jan, had now taken over Bexhill and Brighton so we 
were feeling something like old hands! 

Braunston Tunnel was now open so we could go south but Blisworth Tun-
nel was in such a poor state that British Waterways staff had to take the boats 
through while we all went over the top in a minibus. On one trip back they were 
short handed and asked Katharine to put on a hard hat and steer Bakewell 
through, telling her to get down in the cabin as she came out of the tunnel so the 
boss wouldn't see her. She did only to be greeted to cries of ‘we know you’re in 
there’ from the men over the tunnel mouth who thought it a great laugh to pull 
her leg. 

The highlight of our second season was when a friend, who was now a 
teacher, booked two weeks for his Lincolnshire school. This meant we could do a 
longer trip and decided to change over groups in Chester. We made Leamington 
on the Saturday evening, not bad compared with our very first trip, and Birming-
ham the next day. For the first time as we left Gas Street Basin we didn’t turn 
right down the ‘Old Thirteen’ at Farmers Bridge but continued on the New Main 
Line past Spon Lane and Pudding Green to go up Factory Locks, down the Wolver-
hampton 21 and along the ‘Shroppie’. It was good to be discovering some new 
canals. We found the Shropshire Union Main Line fascinating with its high em-
bankments and deep cuttings draped in hanging trees.  

The locks were nearly all in convenient flights and easy to work but all 
that changed after Nantwich when we joined the older Chester Canal where many 
of the locks were difficult to operate, with several gates jamming. In one case we 
had to refill the lock and go down singled out as we couldn't get either boat out as 
neither bottom gate fully opened. When we got to Beeston Iron Lock we were 
watched by an elderly lady living on a boat above the lock. As the boats dropped 
down they jammed together and we had to refill the lock to go down singly. ‘They 
always jam in that lock you know’ she added helpfully. There is a notice about 
this problem now! 

Skirting the walls of Chester made up for all the difficulties of the locks 
and the final drop down the massive Northgate staircase into Tower Wharf was 
one of the most impressive sights I had seen. The two groups met up on the Sat-
urday before we changed over and started our week-long journey home the next 
day. 

At the end of our second year Cliff and Jan had to leave their pair early 
and for several weeks we worked theirs as well. Katharine was on Birmingham 
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and Bakewell and I was on Bexhill and Brighton. We usually managed to keep to 
the same routes but on one occasion she went to Market Harborough while I 
went south to Leighton Buzzard, only meeting up when we returned to Braunston.  

After this season we had a couple of years on the bank, including the 
time I spent working for Waterways World, but soon the boating life called us 
back and we worked a pair of hotel boats, Rose & Castle, for Willow Wren and 
learnt how the handle a pair on rivers as well as canals, covering the river 
Thames as far as Lechlade, the Severn between Worcester and Tewkesbury, and 
the Avon both up and down stream between there and Stratford, as well as the 
Soar and Trent. We had to be very careful as you couldn't knock these hotel boats 
about when you had elderly passengers on board, and catering was to a much 
higher standard. It was a good job we had two stewardesses to help us run the 
pair, with eleven passengers on board. 

We finally ended up on the community boat Tarporley run by the London 
Borough of Camden. We operated day trips in the spring and autumn and resi-
dential trips all over the canals for about twelve weeks over the summer for a 
range of ages as well as groups with disabilities. We also organised Christmas 
lunch trips for pensioners. In the early 1990s the service finally fell under Govern-
ment cuts on local authority spending but I managed to help set up a charity that 
operates it to this day.  

On Tarporley I used to meet adults who told me they had been on her as 
a child. Many of the children who came on the residential trips around the canal 
system had never been out of London before and it was an experience they would 
never forget. They would learn during their week not only how to work the locks 
and steer the boat but also how to work and live together as a group. 

We had started at Braunston when the Brays, Wards and Whitlocks were 
still happy to give us advice and all this experience was useful when I joined the 
Narrow Boat Trust. In fact the main reason I joined was for the interest of working 
a pair again. I now had to work with loaded boats and use a snatcher, snubber 
and long line, so there was still more to learn about narrow boats. Working a pair 
of boats involves a com-
pletely different set of 
skills from working a sin-
gle boat; through the 
Narrow Boat Trust any-
one can learn these 
skills, have a lot of fun 
and graduate from being 
a crew member to be-
coming a captain in time.    

  Hotel boats Rose and Castle 
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Notice of Annual General Meeting 2018 

 
This year’s AGM will be held at The Samuel Barlow PH, Alvecote, at 2 p.m. 
on Sunday 25th November 2018. 
 
Agenda 
 
1. Apologies for absence  
2. To approve minutes of last AGM 
3. Chairman’s report 
4. To approve annual report and accounts 
5. To re-elect Keith Norfolk and Howard Williams who are both retiring 

by rotation 
6. Membership Secretary’s report 
7. Formal resolution to convert NBT from a Company Limited by    

Guarantee to a Charitable Incorporated Organisation. 
8. Any other business. 
 
Dated 21 September 2018, by Order of the Council of Management. 
 
Keith Norfolk, Secretary  

 
" ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 

 
Narrow Boat Trust Ltd voting proxy form 

 
Member’s name __________________________________ 
 
I authorise  _____________________________________ to vote on my behalf on 
all issues put to a vote during the AGM on 25 November 2018 
 
Member’s signature __________________________________ 
 
Date ____________________ 
 
This form must be presented during the AGM at the time of voting.�A photocopy of 
this page will be accepted. 
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Chairman’s Report 

Nick Scarcliffe 

Dear members 

Well, the boats are now back at Barlow's after completing the last coal run of 
the year and hopefully a great success. We plan to plough more money into the 
maintenance of the boats to keep them carrying for many years to come. 

We have struggled for volunteers this year for the runs but have JUST managed 
to get by, thank you to all involved. It would be great to see more faces in 2019 
to keep the NBT going, so please check your diaries when the volunteers’ list 
comes out next year. 

It’s been a big learning curve after taking over as chairman, especially with my 
work commitments and even struggling for time just to answer an email at 
times. But I am committed and will fight to keep the NBT going into the next 
year, because we can offer people and members a great experience,; where 
else could you take a loaded pair around the system? 

I still would like the boats to do more for education but we will always keep car-
rying as this is also a big part of education. 

I would still like some volunteers to set up a sub committee to look at fundrais-
ing and other ways of making a few quid but as yet no one has come forward. 

I would like to thank Malcolm and Alison Burge and Alvecote marina for their 
continued support. 

Thank you to all the Trustees, officers, captains, crews, volunteers and mem-
bers for all your continued support throughout the year and for many years to 
come; let's make 2019 the best year yet. 

Cheers, 

Nick. 

Chairman, Narrow Boat Trust. 
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Statement of Financial Activities (including Income & Expenditure  
Account) for the year ended 31 March 2018. 
             2018 total          2017 total 
            unrestricted       unrestricted  
               funds, £             funds, £ 
Incoming resources  
Coal sales     25,504  26,409 
Subscriptions       1,797    2,012 
Donations       1,508    7,328 
Gift aid            844       846 
Interest receivable               4              1 
Total incoming resources    29,657  36,600 
 
Resources expended 
Coal purchases     18,905  19,788 
Repairs and maintenance   17,981        798 
Boat running costs      1,402     1,226 
Tolls and licences      1,267     1,300 
Insurance          592        555 
Excess insurance payments        -    1,000 
Travel costs          -          92 
Training                -         984 
Survey        1,042          - 
Independent examination of accounts       100        100 
Postage and stationery         374        177 
Steerer printing          192        247 
Website             52          90 
Meeting costs          241        261 
IWA and CBOA subscriptions        114        114 
Sundry expenses             13          51 
Depreciation—Brighton              0        168 
Total resources expended   42,375  26,913 
 
Net movement in funds    12,718)    9,687 
Less: Transfer to Tom Henshaw legacy fund   (3,000) 
Balance transferred to unrestricted funds               (12,718)     6,687 
 
Balance unrestricted funds brought forward 22,896  16,209 
 
Balance unrestricted funds carried forward 10,178  22,896 
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Balance Sheet as at 31 March 2018 
 
         2018  2017 
    £     £  £     £ 
Fixed assets 
Tangible assets              2              2 
 
Current assets 
Stock      1,713         506 
Debtors and prepayments      838         582 
Cash at bank and in hand 17,471   25,600 
    20,022   26,689 
 
Creditors: amounts falling 
due within one year   (6,446)       (185) 
 
Net current assets    13,576   26,504 
Total assets less current liabilities  13,578   26,506 
Provision for liabilities        (400)       (610) 
Net assets    13,178   25,896 
 
Financed by: 
The funds of the Charity 
Unrestricted funds  
 brought forward  22,896   16,209 
Surplus/(Deficit) for the year         (12,718)     6,687 
Unrestricted funds  
 carried forward  10,178   22,896 
Tom Henshaw Legacy Fund    3,000      3,000 
 
Accumulated funds   13,178   25,896 
 
Peter Lovett 
Treasurer 
 
(Full notes and accounting policies will be available at the AGM.) 
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(Reprinted from a back issue of “Waterways World”; thanks to Ray Oakhill.) 
 
Ropework on working narrowboats is a complex topic, and it is sometimes a salutary 
thought that, whilst a Joey boat moving factory rubbish round the BCN might make 
do with a few assorted odds and ends of tatty rope, a fully-equipped pair of long dis-
tance boats would carry sufficient rope to stretch for nearly a mile. 

Again, in these days of man-made, rot-proof fibres, the variety of rope stocks held by 
the large carrying companies seems quite mind-boggling. The types varied from mas-
sive coir cable, resembling in thickness, colour and texture the droppings of a giant 
prehistoric plant-eater, to dainty cotton strings the thickness of a lady’s finger. Whilst 
the need for much of this ropework has passed, and even the surviving working 
pairs make do with man-made fibres for the obvious reasons of cheapness and du-
rability, it is worth looking at the uses and types of rope that were once in everyday 
use. 

Ropework is, of course, an essential element in working any vessel, especially on 
inland waters. Narrowboats need rope for towing or pulling, for checking and holding 
back, and for securing, as well as for ornamental purposes (though this last often 
stems from a utilitarian purpose). 

The technique of setting the mastlines for 
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So, starting at the fore-end, let us consider some of the ropework which a well-
found pair of boats would need, and how it is used. 

First, the tying strings. These are of cotton, eye spliced at one end and back 
spliced at the other. Incidentally, I have only seen three splices used on working 
boats, viz. eye splice, back splice and short splices. Also the ropes are invariably 
three stranded. Ideally the tying strings should be some 16ft to 18ft long, so as to 
pass from tee stud to tee stud on a breasted pair, or at least twice from a moor-
ing ring. When not in use it lies loose-coiled on the deck-lid (fore hatch), with the 
eye over the tee stud. Whenever possible it is passed to a stud or ring and 
brought back to the stud, where it is secured by means of a hitch. A good boat-
man would never clutter the top of the tee stud, or “figure eight” it; always it is 
secured by that anonymous tying which is the hallmark of the canal boatman. 
This is done by swiftly dropping a bight of rope left handed over the top, followed 
by a right hand bight, after passing under the standing part of the rope (Figure 3). 
This simple hitch, which I shall call a boatman’s hitch hereafter, cannot jam or 

come undone, but is immensely superior for practical purposes to a clove hitch.  I 
have seen this used by boatmen, lightermen, tugmen, dockers and bargemen in 
London and Liverpool as well as on the Rhine, Scheldt and Seine, but never by 
yachtsmen and sailing types, who regard it with a patronising air, until their boy-
scout knots jam up on them at awkward moments. 

One reason for using “strings” of such length is so as to get a purchase, either for 
drawing loaded boats together, or to pull a deep boat close in to a muddy bank. 
Once through a ring, one has a single purchase; put the rope back to the upright 
of the tee and pull and one has a double purchase. 

Next comes the decorative ropework round the cratches. (And while we are about 
it, let’s get this right. The cratches are the trapezoidal wooden shapes at the fore-
end, usually covered with canvas. The part which faces forward is called the 
“deck cratch” or, if painted, the “deckboard” not the “cratch”.) The cratch strings 



18  

 

are lengths of cotton line which prevent the canvas lifting in a wind. They are 
each about 14ft long, eye spliced at one end and whipped at the other. The bot-
tom of the eye splice is attached to a ring and staple on the gunwale, often using 
a small “s” hook (Figure 1). This is done on each side of the boat. The free end 
then passes up and over the top plank, down the other side, through the top of 
the opposite eye splice and back up to the side of the top plank whence it start-
ed. The same thing is done with the other string, both are pulled tight, the surplus 
ends are hitched under the standing part of the rope and finished off with neat 
flemish coils, known as “rockets” (though they are more like Catherine wheels). 
All this is kept clean by constant scrubbing with canal water and definitely not 
bleached, for this rots the cotton. 

Running back from here to the cabin, along the hold, are a further series of 
strings. NB “strings” are thin ropes which do not come under load, merely ten-
sion, and which are used for securing things. 

The side cloths are rigged with strings of hemp (or rather “were”, for thin polypro-
pylene is frequently used today). The advantage of hemp is that it does not swell 
when wet and does not cockle. For best results it would be treated, thus making 
rope handling a smelly job. Only one set of side cloths is roped, the strings being 
attached by eye splices to eyelets. When rigging the cloths the string passes over 
the top plank, through the opposite eyelet, back up and over the plank, under-
neath and round the standing part, back underneath and round the standing part 
on the other side, thus drawing all tight, before being tied off with a pull-hitch for 
quick releasing.  When the side cloths are not in use, the strings are neatly rolled 
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up inside the cloths which, when tightly furled, are lashed down with short hemp 
strings which in turn pass from rings inside the hold to rings on the gunwales.  
These are called breeching strings. 

Top cloths are tied by the eyelets to the gunwale rings, but are further secured by 
top strings, similar to side cloth strings but fastened differently because with the 
top cloths in position it is not possible to tie round the top plank. They are at-
tached to the gunwale rings like the cratch strings, but on one side only. They go 
up and over the top plank, through the opposite side gunwale ring, back up, over 
the top plank again and are tied off on the side they started with pull hitches. 

Top planks are secured by string called girding strings or girders (Figure 2). One 
set of these passes vertically up and down beside the stands, being secured be-
neath the cross beams and chains and drawn tight with frapping turns. Another 
set runs from the gunwales to the top plank between each stand. This set is 
drawn tight and tensioned after the first set of girders has secured the ends of 
the plank. The effect of this is to bow the plank slightly downwards at its centre, 
following which wooden struts or uprights, which are notched at each end, are 
tapped into place against the tension. One end of the upright rests on the gun-
wale, the other against the top plank, thus straightening out the curve and tight-
ening the girder string. The top plank is now firmly supported by the stands and 
uprights and is immovable. Dismantling merely involves tapping out the uprights, 
after which the middle girders go slack. When these are released the upright gird-
ers go slack.  Lie everything on working boats it is simple, robust and practical. 

Rude Names and Doubtful Practices 

Before leaving the cargo space (or “boat’s bottom”), there are two more pieces of 
ropework to be considered, the mastdropper and the mastline. 

The dropper sometimes has a ruder name because of its resemblance to an es-
sential part of a donkey. It is a long plaited piece of cotton line with a loop at its 
top end, which passes over the looby (ie the swivelling piece at the top of the 
mast), and with a Turks Head knot at the other. Its purpose is chiefly decorative 
but it has its uses when climbing out of the boat’s bottom – if one’s arms are long 
enough – or when stepping across behind the mast of an empty boat. 

The mastline is of more practical value. Ideally it should be of cotton, one end eye 
spliced, the other back spliced, and about 18-20ft long. It can, in the absence of 
double hooks and shackles at a butty’s stern, be used as a sort of towing spring 
when running abreast. Pairs of coal boats, especially those whose captains took 
down their cratches when empty, used this method. Grand Union and Fellows 
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Morton rarely did it in my recollection. Its most common use was in thumblining 
open gates on the Grand Union wide locks. 

This arcane practice is simplicity itself, but frowned upon (and officially banned in 
BTC days, as now) by authority. It is not to be recommended for pleasure craft, 
but it saved working boatmen much time and effort. Even today it is difficult to 
see how one can safely work a deep double lock single-handed without this de-
vice unless lock ladders are fitted. It is used when locking downhill. 

The eye splice is dropped over the looby and the line taken forward to the bottom 
gates while the lock is still full. It passes through the gap between the opposing 
handrails (some GU handrails were specially shaped for this), along the downhill 
side of the handrail to the first upright, after which the back-spliced end is formed 
into a Blackwall Hitch, the back splice being left to dangle down the gate (Figure 
4).  The art lies in knowing just how taut the thumbline should be. 

When the lock is empty the motor goes astern, which tightens up the Blackwall 
Hitch; provided that the tension has been correctly adjusted, this pulls the gate 
open. When the gate is fully open the motor goes ahead and the hitch unjams 
itself and falls down onto the top of the boat as it goes out. 

 

 



 21 

 

Once too often! 

A certain single motor captain of my acquaintance used to use this to good effect 
at popular canalside gawping places, such as Stoke Bruerne or Three Locks. His 
refinement was to go into the cabin and close the doors and slide while the as-
sembled throng watched open-mouthed. He would watch the water level through 
a convenient crack in the cabin doors and so gauge when the level was right. 
Then he would operate the control rods from inside, the motor would seemingly 
pull itself astern and pull its own gate open, then go ahead. Finally the captain 
would appear, nonchalantly drinking a cup of tea, as the boat thrashed out to the 
plaudits of the crowd. 

He did it once too often, alas. One sad day the thumbline jammed in some pro-
truding woodwork on the bottom gate and pulled the looby post clean out of the 
mast box. Our hero was puzzled at the approaching crashing noise made by the 
looby as it bashed the boat’s upperworks. He threw back the slide and leaped up 
to investigate just in time for his head to meet the swinging lump of oak and iron. 
He fell back into the cabin; the motor bumbled off down the pound and rammed 
the mud before he was once more compos mentis. 

It is interesting to note that the practice developed from horseboat days on the 
Grand Junction. The towline of a 
boat passed through a pulley block 
on the looby and had a stopper 
spliced into it some twenty feet or 
so from the end. GJ gates had a 
little hook attached to the downhill 
side of the bottom gates, and some 
may still be seen positioned on new 
gates today. The free end of the 
towline was eye spliced, so going 
downhill this was taken forward, 
round the handrail as described, 
and the eye dropped over the hook. 
When the lock was empty, the boat 
was held back against the upper sill 
and the horse leaned into his collar. 
He had in effect a single purchase, 
but as the boat could not move 
since it was tied back, something 
had to give and this was the bottom 



22  

 

gate (Figure 5A on page 18). When it had pulled open, the stern was loosed off 
and the horse, now pulling on a double purchase, began to move ahead (5B). 
After a while the stop ran into the pulley, jamming it and converting the effort into 
a straight pull (5C). The eye splice fell off the hook as the boat’s mast drew past 
it. 

Tiller strings are mounted at the very rear of the cabin. They have differing func-
tions on motor boats from butties and horseboats. On the former [motors] they 
are a safety measure to secure the tiller when going astern, or when the steerer 
is attending to a towline. The suction from the blades of a motor boat going 
astern (or “holding back”) will cause the rams head and tiller to swing over sharp-
ly, and nasty accidents have happened with the steerer getting caught off bal-
ance and being knocked into the blades. In a narrow lock, the tiller can become 
caught against the lock wall and get damaged. The tiller string also holds the tiller 
over clear of the cabin side while preventing the tiller and rams head from thrash-
ing about. On butty or horseboats the strings are set so that the eye splices meet 
in the middle of the slide hole. When the boat is empty they are slid over the end 
of the tiller and hold it firm. 

The stern string is similar to the one at the fore end. The main thing of note is 
that when not in use it is coiled and laid on the slide in front of the steerer so as 
to be out of the way and ready to hand. Boatmen never wound it from dolly to 
dolly at the stern (try getting it off in a hurry) nor did they use the appallingly slov-
enly modern habit of draping it, washing like, over the tiller. The maxim with rope-
work is, if it looks neat and simple it’s right. 

The only other strings to be considered are the side strings: lengths of cotton line, 
back spliced and scrubbed, which hang down beside the chimney. They are nor-
mally purely ornamental, but developed from the practice of hanging checkstraps 
(see next issue) on the rear left-hand side of the cabin out of the way of the chim-
ney and cans. They are inevitably considered part of a good turn-out and are thus 
analogous to the buttons on the cuff of a good quality gent’s jacket. 

At the rear of the hold of a working motor boat is that most useful of fittings, a 
back end rail, to which is attached a large ring. Steamers have a different ar-
rangement, with a ring and a short rail either side of the central boiler access 
door. Through the ring is attached a back end rope. When single handed this 
comes into its own. It is normally kept coiled up on the engine room top and 
serves as a means of holding the boat to the bank. An empty motor boat pivots 
about this point, so the steerer can easily secure the boat single handed. 
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In our next issue, David Blagrove will consider the “revenue-earning” ropework – 
runners, snubbers, cross-straps, snatchers and lines – plus decorative ropework. 

 

 Blue Line’s Renfrew and Lucy in Cosgrove Lock, showing side cloths drawn tight and secured 
by pull hitch; layout of cratch and  white straps; long snubber coiled on foredeck and laid 

ready for use across the top plank where the motor steerer can grab it as he passes; tow line 
and running blocks along the top plank and through pulley on mast; motor boat’s back end 

rail (with plastic fender!). (Photo: Alan Hutchinson) 
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What’s the point? (a personal perspective) 

Keith Martin 

As a late comer ( twenty eight years ago ) to the world of canals and canal craft I can’t 
hold claim to being steeped in the traditions and knowledge of working boats and the 
families that worked them. 

What I can hold claim to is wishing to present, with the aid of our wonderful boats, as 
accurate a picture of times now consigned to history as possible. 

When I stumbled upon the two Grand Union boats mouldering away on a backwater in 
1993 I couldn’t believe my eyes! Here were two examples of the boats that I had read 
about in the books that had opened up a whole new world to me. Chance would have 
it that my life was about to change considerably from that moment and so was the 
story of NBT. I won’t go into detail about how the story of NBT developed from then as 
it will be found elsewhere before too long hopefully. The thing that the Narrow Boat 
Trust offered to me was the possibility of living the life, albeit part time, that I’d read 
about. The impracticalities of no running water and cramped living conditions were 
part of the adventure as was working hard getting ‘em ahead; after all I’d be back 
home at the end of the week with all the luxuries of modern living. I’ve been a 
‘’grafter’’ all my life anyway so already knew of the satisfaction to be gained from it. 
I’d read Susan Woolfit’s description of a ‘’boater’s bath’’ in Idle Women so I knew that 
it was perfectly possible to maintain personal hygiene. In fact I was quite proud to 
inform people that our entire water supply was stored in the cans on the roof and that 
the metal bowl with the handle was our bath! Not everyone’s idea of Heaven but it 
was mine! 

As I said above there were two boats, one was Nuneaton and the other was Alton and 
they were both motors. For reasons that I won’t go into here Alton was sold early on 
and was replaced a year or so later by our butty Brighton which had recently under-
gone extensive steelwork including new bottom plate, footings and steel cabin with a 
four foot extension. The cabin was totally empty except for a range mounted on a 
fixed steel shelf, as is still the case - but then it appeared to be up in the air. 

Brighton stayed this way for a year before she was fitted out and at least one member 
will be able to tell of sleeping on a camp bed in an unlined cabin with the range blaz-
ing away but frost on his sleeping bag. 

Prior to fitting out, some members pushed to have the cabin extension removed to 
make BRIGHTON look more authentic but this was resisted on the grounds that given 
the recently introduced B.S.S. we wouldn’t be allowed any gas on board. I also pointed 
out that we would be able to have separate male and female loos and that when on a 
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Both beds have been tested and approved by my 6’3’’ 16 stone self on many occa-
sions. At different times, before we had Brighton, Nuneaton’s cabin slept as many as 
three men overnight and three men and an Alsatian for a week so now the accommo-
dation was luxurious. When it was complete I was happy about the facilities we had 
gained, plus when the dividing door was shut the cabin had the traditional appearance 
with the comfort of full insulation. The cabins now provided sleeping in comfort for 
three, four or even five at a push. Given the examples with Nuneaton above, seven 
people could be accommodated in the two cabins but they’d need to be on very good 
terms! 

Now to the point of this article. To my mind this is where considerations towards com-
fort or convenience should have stopped. We are not supposed to be the canal version 
of ‘’glamping ’’: these are working narrow boats with few facilities and that is how they 
should stay. All attempts at changing that are nails in the coffin of the Trust because 
they contradict what the boats represent. 

The ‘pod’ in the fore end of Brighton is a prime example, it not only takes up valuable 
cargo space but also prevents the boat from being presented properly with the side 
cloths furled and cratch dressed in the proper manner. In fact only the deck board re-
mains of the cratch at all. The pod also prevents proper regular maintenance to the 
hull and access to the chain locker via the bulkhead door. 

On my recent visit to the boats I was astounded by the amount of water containers on 
board, what are they all for? Surely there are still enough taps to be able to replenish 
water CANS on a regular basis like we used to? The boats aren’t able to cross deserts 
so why prepare for it? 

This is starting to read like a lot of moaning, I know, but I’m just trying to point out that 
some things that are done, I’m sure with the best of intentions, are detrimental in the 
long run. 

The Trust must provide an educational benefit to the public to maintain its charitable 
status. It does that not only by attending rallies/shows but also by being on the move, 
sometimes loaded, sometimes empty. The coal runs are an essential part of this as 
well as supplying the Trust’s bread and butter; make no mistake, the Trust could not 
survive without them. The boats aren’t on display just at shows, they are on display 
continually from when they set off in Spring to when they return in the Autumn and 
should be treated as such. They should be clean and sparkling inside and out, brasses 
polished, cotton ropes and cratch bands scrubbed. They should present a picture of 
pride at all times.  

The question is, do you see this as cheap holidays or do you recognise that it is in fact 
voluntary work?  
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Braunston Historic Boat Rally 2018. 

Ray Oakhill 

Quite a stressful day this was to be. To begin, Tim West and Pru Scales were on 
Nuneaton and Brighton respectively, to follow Nutfield and Raymond through the 
marina with David Suchet opening the event. I only found out at the last minute 
what the route was to be. Setting off from below the marina entrance and picking 
up the butty, we progressed to the entrance, but it was a tight 130 degree turn, 
which was impossible to get around in one go, as I found out as I hit the bow on the 
point between the arm and marina in front of several hundred spectators. The pair 
were now jack knifed and I had to reverse to correct that, after which it went well 
with Tim steering the straight course through the marina. I took the pair under Lad-
der Bridge, keeping well to the left hand side and  managed to get round in one go, 
except for the pair of boats breasted up immediately beyond the turn, where the 
butty rubbed against their stern fenders. Tim and Pru were dropped off back at our 
mooring and we tied up ready for the next parade at 2pm. In the meantime a beer 
was urgently required. 

 

Ray with Timothy West at the opening of the show  
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Although we were due to go out again at 2pm, Graham got a phone call from the 
marina at that time and I was requested to go to the office for a presentation by 
David Suchet of a cheque for £1,000, a contribution to NBT from the marina. After 
considerable waiting in the office, they were ready to do the business and we all 
assembled at the marina point, which I had struck shortly before. After the hando-
ver we all went our own ways, mine being back to the pair where I was due to men-
tor Howard on the parade route, which he had never done before. 

All went well and we winded at Braunston Turn with the help of a stern line from the 
butty to the bank, which made it so much easier and quicker. We even got a round 
of applause from spectators on the bridge. The return to the marina was very slow 
as is usual, going against the stream of boats coming the other way. At the entrance 
the butty pushed the stern of the motor round too far and some correction had to 
be applied. There was no bowman on this occasion, so it all had to be done with the 
engine. Through the marina and out through Ladder Bridge, which went well with 
very little shafting and so back to the mooring, where Howard, Stephanie and I ana-
lysed the trip, discussing how it could be improved next time. 

  

Cheque presentation: L to R:- Richard Parry, Ray Oakhill, David Suchet, Sheila Suchet, Tim 
Coghlan.  Photo by Harry Arnold (Waterway Images).  
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Sunday 24th June 

It was to be another very hot day and boaters’ Sunday best was not at all the dress for 
the occasion, with corduroy trousers and a waistcoat, but today there was to be film-
ing for the marina and Tim Coghlan was keen for me to dress up. 

At 11 am the boats left the mooring breasted as far as the Stop House, where Tim 
and Pru, Tim Coghlan and various other guests boarded, along with the camera man 
with a very large Panasonic video camera. I thought the era of these enormous camer-
as was long gone, but it seems not so. It was Howard now who steered, having had 
the practice yesterday, and we singled out to tow on cross straps. Of necessity it was 
slow going and the gear rod was mostly the only bit of engine control needed. We 
winded at the turn, with Stephanie doing a fine job of steering the butty, and then 
slowly returned to the Stop House to drop off the guests, where we had to breast up. 
Howard had more confidence in Tim’s steering than I did, but then it was mostly a 
straight run. We singled out again to pass through the marina back to our mooring 
and that was the end of the show for us. 

The parade was now virtually finished, so I had done very little in the way of marshal-
ling and appeared to be here under false pretences. Before I went off to slake my 
thirst, Graham informed me that Ryan Dimmock was to get the prize for Best Boat of 
the Show and that I was to be there to add a bit of colour in the photo of the prize giv-
ing. I was completely taken in, because after Ryan was presented with the water can, I 
was called upon to receive Best Steerer in the Show Award, much to my utter sur-
prise. It was not a bottle of champagne, but a bottle of beer and only 3.9 ABV at that! 
Only joking, because it was a great accolade by Graham’s Cat Herders, who awarded 
it. On the other hand, it could have been a booby prize for striking the point in the ma-
rina earlier. 

Ray with Howard Williams on parade.� 
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Once a boatman  – Trevor Maggs aged 79, on the Corona before the early morning  
October start of the challenging  2012 Jam ‘Ole  Re-Run. He came on every Jam ‘Ole Re-

Run between 1995 and 2012.         (Laura Sturrock)  

(The Quiet Boatman — see over page) 
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The Quiet Boatman 

Tim Coghlan  

 On New Years Day in 1968, in the very depths of winter, the 35 year old Trevor 
Maggs walked across a muddy field to look at an old working narrow boat moored 
on the North Oxford Canal, somewhere between the Newbold Tunnel and the vil-
lage of Ansty, near Rugby.  It was the Corona, a  Star Class 72 foot composite mo-
tor – with steel sides and engine room, and a wooden cabin and elm bottom. It was 
built in 1935 by Harland and Wolff at their North Woolwich shipyard for the Grand 
Union Canal Carrying Company during that great boom-era of narrowboat building. 
But during the decline in canal carrying in the post-WWII years, the Corona had en-
joyed mixed fortunes, finally being sold off in 1962 by the British Waterways Board  
to the Coventry Education Committee to be converted into a school day-trip boat.  

The boat had already been spotted by Trevor’s friend Nick Hill in 1965, looking 
somewhat unused. It was through Nick, another amateur working boatman, that 
Trevor had been introduced to canal carrying – they did a few coal runs together on 
Nick’s narrowboat, the Jaguar. When Trevor later decided to acquire a boat of his 
own to go canal carrying, Nick suggested the Corona.   

By 1968, the Corona had ceased being used as a school trip boat, and was up for 
sale, now  in something of a sorry state. Trevor later described it as ‘a scruffy old 
boat, but I reckoned it would do.’ Its appeal was that it had not been significantly 
modernised, it had not been much used in the post-war years, and it still had its 
original National 1935 raw-water cooled engine in working order.   

Trevor bought the Corona for £600, and moved it to the Willow Wren hire boat base 
at Rugby Wharf, on an old arm of the North Oxford Canal, near where he lived. Here 
the boat would have its home base for the remainder of Trevor’s life – just over 50 
years. Trevor now set about restoring the boat.  And by way of the icing on the cake, 
the livery was changed to the red and  green with yellow coach-lines of the Willow 
Wren Canal Transport Services Company, the rump of which was now based at 
Braunston.  But proudly the carrier’s name was TREVOR MAGGS – RUGBY.  The 
choice of livery was because Trevor had hoped to subcontract to Willow Wren, but 
by the time his boat was ready, the carriers had already gone into liquidation early 
in 1970. Trevor would keep that livery for the remainder of his boating life.  

A further delay to Trevor’s canal carrying ambitions had occurred in very cold snap 
during the hard winter of 1969-70. The water that had not been properly drained 
from the engine of its raw-water cooled engine, and had frozen, cracking the engine 
block. It could have been repairable through cannibalizing parts from other Nation-
al engines that were regularly being scrapped at the time. But Trevor decided to 
replace it with a modern air-cooled Lister HR2, which would avoid all the problems 
of the water filter becoming blocked with debris from the canal, and the engine 
freezing up in winter. It would also give him a faster, and more powerful engine – 
essential in what was becoming the twilight of canal carrying.   He was to use that 
engine to his end.  

Trevor was now ready to become a boatman – as and when he could. In October   
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1970, he loaded for the first time at Atherstone on the Coventry Canal with a load for 
Braunston and Berkhampstead for the Ashby Canal Transport. But he still had to bal-
ance his canal carrying passion with his day job. 

Tre-
vor 
was 

born in Rugby in 1933, and educated at the local Lawrence Sheriff Grammar School. 
Then, aged 16,  he worked in Rugby as an apprentice  draughtsman for GEC and its 
antecedents. Here his father had also worked as an engineer - having several of his 
inventions patented by the company, including one, it is said, that rendered German 
magnetic mines ineffective when hit by ships. The father’s bonuses from these patents 
allowed the family to live in a detached house in a comfortable suburb in south Rugby. 
Trevor lived all his life in that house, and later inherited it from his parents, after which 
he hardly changed a thing, so it remained a time-warp to a pre-WWII way of life.  

After three years with GEC, Trevor then became a qualified draughtsman, a position he 
held until he retired from the company aged 65, nearly 50 years later, in 1998. It was 
another aspect of his life that was at once on the move, and yet saw very little move-
ment.  

Hillmorton Locks in 1951 – Trevor painted this monochrome watercolour aged 18, when 
he was an apprentice draughtsman at GEC in Rugby. Note the artistic licence with the 

mountains beyond.   It was his youthful visits to the locks which inspired Trevor’s passion 
for canal carrying.  (Trevor Maggs Collection)  
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In his teens, Trevor became interested in the canals following his visits to the Hill-
morton Locks on the North Oxford Canal near Rugby. In 1951, aged 18, and with his 
draughtsman skills, he painted a fine monochrome watercolour of a butty in those 
locks – complete with his artistic-licensed mountains beyond - which survives. It is 
sadly the only canal picture that seems to have done so, and was featured as the 
cover of his funeral service sheet.   

Trevor never married, and was able to devote all his spare time to his growing inter-
est in canal carrying, His employer allowed him to take leave at short notice to carry 
loads in the early 1970s, whenever there were orders. In this he worked with his 
friend Colin Shervington, who was also a draughtsman for GEC.  

In 1973 Colin bought the butty Actis from the British Waterways Board, after the 
Brentford to Boxmore lime juice run had finally ceased that year. The purpose was to 
work it as a pair with the Corona (see earlier photo of the pair ice-breaking). The 
Actis was  also a composite Harland and Wolff Star Class – so Trevor and Colin 
thought they made a most suitable working pair. And to make the point, the Actis 
was also repainted in the Willow Wren  livery, but with Colin’s name. Together they 
took loads, including one from Gopsall Wharf on the Ashby Canal down to Croxley 
Mill - amongst the very last runs from that canal. Assisting them as crew were two 
friends from GEC. But all this came to an end in 1984, when Colin got married, and 
the Actis had to go. 

Trevor now continued to work the Corona on his own, again whenever there were 
loads. Towards the end of the 1980s, he operated Corona as a coal boat in the cen-
tral Midlands at weekends – until a full time operator moved onto his patch and 
killed his trade.   

The 1990s were to see a sea-change for the canals, with them finding a new lease 
of life in  growing world of canal leisure boating, associated with which were a grow-
ing number of rallies, festivals and boat shows.  Trevor was a regular attendee at 
many of these. He came to all the Braunston Boats Shows from when the parade of 
boats was introduced by David Blagrove in 1992, until the shows ceased in 1999. 
He also attended every Braunston Historic Narrowboat Rally from when they com-
menced in 2003 to 2017, and every Jam ‘Ole Re-Run between 1995 and 2012 
when they ceased.  The latter was a gruelling reenactment of the last working run in 
1970 from Braunston to Atherstone, then down to Southall in West London, and 
back to Braunston – 212 miles and 108 locks, all completed in a week. Trevor was 
79 on that last run, still working Corona on his own.  

Trevor also attended several other rallies, and once retired in 1998, he made an 
annual progression  around some of them. This started  with the Little Venice Caval-
cade at the beginning of May, then the Rickmansworth Festival in mid May, then 
Stoke Bruerne and  Braunston in June, and so on to the end of September. He en-
joyed working up the Grand Union Canal – including the Leicester Summit and the 
North Oxford, Coventry and Ashby Canals. These he regarded as the canals where 
Corona  would once have carried, and he felt that as  the Corona was a Grand Union 
boat, he should stick as far as possible to its former routes.  
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One festival that Trevor never missed was the Rickmansworth Festival, which  
was founded in 1993. On its 20th anniversary in 2013, the organizers decided to 
make a special presentation  to Trevor, whose boat Corona had attended every 
event to date. But what to give him? Trevor only drank the occasional half pint of 
cider – so the likes of a magnum of champagne were out. But he was quite often 
to be seen drinking cups of tea from a porcelain cup and saucer, whilst at the 
tiller of Corona, as he waited for locks to empty or fill – when boating solo, he had 
a genius for finding other people to work the locks for him.  Upon a wise sugges-
tion it was decided to buy him a bumper box of PG Tips which someone had spot-
ted at the Rickmansworth Tesco’s, built on the site of the famous working boat 
builders, Walkers of Rickmansworth. A man was delegated to go and buy one, 
and whilst he was being assisted up a small ladder to reach for a box of tea on 
the top shelf, he heard a familiar dry Midlands voice behind him, ‘See you’re 
stocking up on tea!’ There was no surprise when Trevor was formally presented 
with it. 

Trevor’s last rally transpired to be one held at Foxton Locks in mid-September, 
2017. He had probably already been diagnosed with cancer as he said to a few 
friends there that he thought this one would be his last.  But aged 84, he still 
made it back to Rugby Wharf on his own. It was to prove to be his last run. 

Trevor’s funeral at Rugby Crematorium was extraordinarily well attended for a 
man who had died aged 84. There were some 170 mourners, mostly his friends 
from the canals, but also his sister’s small family and a few surviving colleagues 
from his school and GEC days. It took the organizers by surprise and the funeral 
was quickly moved into the other much larger hall, which itself was also soon 
filled beyond seating capacity.  

The funeral party then moved to his wake at the canal-side Barley Mow Inn on the 
Oxford Canal at Newbold. Moored outside was the immaculately turned out Coro-
na which friends had moved from Rugby Wharf after putting it back into the ship-
shape order that Trevor had kept it before his illness had taken hold of him. In-
side the pub, there was a conspicuous absence of the boatman tea-drinker with 
his porcelain cup and saucer. A great canal character had moved on.  

 

Special thanks in compiling this account of Trevor Maggs’ life to Andrew Boucher, 
Nick Hill, Nick Lake, Tom Montagu, Andy Newman, Graham Scothern, and Issy 
and Guy Vincent. Had space permitted, there would have been so much more to 
tell!   
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Town Class man  Trevor posing with the Corona a bag of coal. He always looked 
well dressed when he went boating.  (Trevor Maggs Collection)  

Water under the bridge Corona entering Braunston Marina in the 2011, after it had 
completed its last coal run shortly before. The ‘tide marks’ of the load are clearly 

seen on the hull sides. (Tim Coghlan)  
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Coal by Canal and River - the summer coal run 2018 
Kirk Martin 

 Due to a shortage of captains I found that in my first year as crewing coordi-
nator I was taking on more trips than I wanted to. On the Spring Roster, apart from 
bringing Nuneaton back from Brinklow, I also took the pair empty to Rickmansworth 
for the Festival in May with Howard Williams, Peter Lovett and Helen MacGregor as 
crew and then returned them to Stoke Bruerne with Helen MacGregor and Ian John-
son, our membership secretary, as crew. The boats then spent three weekends at 
Stoke Bruerne, arranged by our Chairman Nick Scarcliffe, to enable people to see 
them. I was on board for the third weekend and then worked the pair to Foxton for 
their festival in June with Henry and Joy Rayment as crew. The boats then went to the 
rally of historic narrow boats at Braunston before returning to Alvecote. 
 I also ended up being captain for three weeks on the Summer Roster. The 
boats set off on the first coal run with Howard Williams as captain on the run to Aw-
bridge where the boats were loaded with 38 tonnes of coal and then David Thompson 
worked them back to Braunston where I took over on Wednesday 25th July with Mac 
McConnell and Jim Rose, who had worked on the camping boats with us in 1979, as 
crew. Nick Scarcliffe helped us up Braunston Locks and we went through the tunnel 
to tie up at the top of Buckby Locks and celebrate our first day with a meal and drinks 
at the New Inn. 
 The run south was an interesting one with a stop for half a day at Stoke 
Bruerne so that people visiting the museum could see a pair of loaded boats. We got 
the banners out again and strung them along the top cloths and this generated a lot 
of interest as people stopped to read about the Narrow Boat Trust. On  Friday we went 
down the locks in the afternoon tying up just through the ornate bridge at Cosgrove 
where we reached the pub by the unusual horse tunnel under the canal. The next day 
saw us doing the stretch through Milton Keynes, all boating and no locks, stopping 
alongside a park for lunch. In the afternoon we came to a sudden stop going through 
bridge 88 with something pretty serious on the prop - serious enough to stop the en-
gine dead.  
 After much delving with poles and Jim taking a dip to feel around the prop we 
realised we had a log jammed between the shaft and the skeg and started trying to 
hammer it out. Although we could let narrow boats through as we worked we had to 
move right away from the bridge for a massive floating home to pass through which 
delayed us. A call to Nick Scarcliffe saw him drop what he was doing and join us. As 
the rain began to fall he hammered at the log with the sledge hammer and the end of 
a broken shaft and suddenly it was free. I wondered whether it was a good time to 
mention our chocolate biscuit crisis (we had run out) but decided not to mention it so, 
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We had lost three and a half hours and therefore only made the Plough at Simpson, 
where I spotted a gap right outside the pub and managed to reverse the pair back to 
it. We retired to this smart gastro pub in our canal gear and had a delicious meal. I 
had planned to reach Soulbury or The Globe at Leighton so we were well behind 
schedule. We continued the next day to Fenny Stratford with Jim on the motor and 
Mac getting the hang of butty steering as this was his first time with the NBT. Fenny 
was a good place to deal with Elsans, water and also shopping, not having stopped in 
Wolverton.  
 We passed Raymond and Nutfield before Stoke Hammond and worked up 
Soulbury three, where I discovered you can get a breasted up pair through the bridge 
above the top lock, contrary to what I had once been told, and having had a lunch 
break at The Globe we went on through Leighton and climbed up towards the sum-
mit. Our aim had been Marsworth or Cowroast but, as usual, we hit the low pound 
above Slapton Lock taking over an hour and a half to get the pair the short distance 
to Horton Lock with me at the latter running water down from the pound above, 
which luckily was reasonably full. I was also in contact by mobile phone with Setareh 
Campbell who was joining us. We eventually decided to call it a day above Horton and 
Setareh got a taxi there. Her driver expressed concern at dropping a single woman 

Nick sorts out the log jammed in our prop 
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 The next day  we went towards Marsworth with Setareh on the motor and 
Mac on the butty. We made swift progress up the locks with me going ahead on 
the bike after closing gates behind the pair which meant I could keep an eye on 
the boats while lock wheeling, which I always enjoy. Over the Tring summit and 
down from Cowroast where Mac had a go on the motor finding it very different 
from his own narrow boat. Working a pair, singling out as you leave locks and 
breasting up as you enter the next one, unless they are close enough to stay 
breasted up, is a skill that keeps you on your toes as the movement of the boats, 
water and wind all have their part to play. 

 We tied up at the famous Rising Sun and had a drink before eating on 
the boats. The next day we continued down the locks from the Chilterns towards 
the Thames, passing Jules and Richard on their boats going north at Boxmoor. All 
was going well until the throttle linkage decided to come apart as I was taking 
them into Lock 69A at Apsley. Fortunately, I was going slow enough to stop the 
pair with ropes and managed to get it back together. This was later resolved on 
the Thames at a boatyard. The next bit of fun was another thump which stopped 
the engine dead at the bottom lock at Hunton Bridge. Hesitating slightly, I dipped 
my feet in the water on a ladder over the side, but Setareh was out of her jeans 
and down the ladder until she was up to her neck to discover we had a tyre 
jammed in the prop. She managed to tie a rope around it and we pulled it free. I 
am lucky with my crew - thank you Setareh. We tied up at Batchworth, finding a 

Mac takes them out of Dudswell Lock 
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space some way beyond the lock at 9pm, thirteen hours after we had set off. 
 The intention of reaching Brentford was thwarted as CRT were bringing 
divers in to sort out a problem at Osterley Lock so the next day we had to end our 
trip at the bottom of Hanwell. Here my crew left me as their week was up, it being 
Wednesday, but we all enjoyed a drink and a meal at The Fox before they left. I 
spent Thursday checking the situation and talking to a dredging gang below Os-
terley Lock. The obstruction was due to be cleared by Friday morning and I was 
joined by Peter Lovett and John Fevyer, who deals with all our coal sales, to help 
me get the pair down to Brentford Basin. There we were met by the new crew 
headed by Peter Clutterbuck, who was going to  take them up the Thames and 
Kennet with a lot of coal to unload. I stayed on with Peter, and Barry as pilot, as 
far as Teddington and then got a train home. 
 I was only off for a week before joining the boats again at Reading to 
take over from Peter Clutterbuck and work the boats, via the last drops on the 
upper Thames, to Banbury. My crew for the trip were Paul Woloschuk and Peter 
Lovett. After the canals, we were on the deep river and breasted up. We passed 
through the locks at Caversham, Mapledurham and Whitchurch before doing our 
first drop to a couple who live in a flat above their boat house just through Goring 
Lock. Their Dunkirk veteran boat, L'Orage, was moored in the boat house where 

Setareh and the tyre, Hunton Bridge Locks 
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we stacked the coal carefully alongside it. We moored for the night below Cleeve Lock 
and walked back into Goring, where Paul bumped into an old friend, and had a good 
meal at the John Barleycorn. 
 The next day we went through Cleeve and seven other Thames locks, some of 
which we operated ourselves, as far as the Isis Tavern above Iffley Lock where, thanks 
to a phone call from Setareh, who lives in Oxford, we found an ideal spot. There was 
live music and a good Sunday roast in the Isis tavern as well although torrential rain 
found a way through the walls of the marquee extension where we were sitting. The 
next day Setareh joined us for the stretch through Oxford leaving us at Kings Lock.  
 We had a drop to do at Pinkhill Lock and were soon heading up via North-

moor Lock towards St John's Lock at Lechlade. When we got to Shifford Lock I made 
an executive decision to turn back as we had only six bags for St John's and probably 
another day each way to deliver them. The St John's lock keeper agreed to pick them 
up from Northmoor where we stopped on the way back as we still had a large drop for 
them. I also decided to run singled out on the way back downstream as there were 
some very tight bends and narrow bridges with overhanging trees restricting visibility. 
It made progress much swifter as well. 
 After a very peaceful night above Northmoor Lock we started heading for 
home taking the Duke's Cut above Kings Lock and joining the Oxford Canal. We were 
back on the narrow and shallow waters of the cut after our few days on the Thames. 
That night we tied up at Thrupp a long way past the pub on a bend as 90% of the 
moorings at Thrupp are in private ownership. We had a meal at The Boat and were 
joined by a guy called John who had come down from the northeast with his partner 
Adele on a boat called Dignity which he had built himself. 
  The next day Setareh joined us for the trip up the canal, and River Cherwell 
section, as far as Lower Heyford where she got a train to Oxford and we had lunch. 

Peter unloading at Pinkhill Lock on the Thames 
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That afternoon we passed through Somerton Deep Lock amongst others and stopped at 
Aynho going to the Great Western Arms.  The next day, Thursday 18th August, saw us 
doing the final stretch to Banbury where my crew were due to leave although Paul kindly 
agreed to stay on the boats to give me a chance to get home between trips. While still at 
Banbury, Mark Burt brought his friend Neil to see the boats and they volunteered to 
wheelbarrow the Elsans to the sanitary station and empty them! I wonder if Neil will be 
joining the NBT after that? Hopefully so. 
 I returned from my visit home on Saturday and David Thompson came out to 
give me a hand sheeting the boats up. I had Sunday off and met up with the crew on the 
hotel boats Duke and Duchess who really appreciated my advice on the correct use of 
the cross straps which no one had shown them since taking on the pair. On Monday I 
was joined by Setareh Campbell and Peter Lovett as crew for the run back to Alvecote. 
Our main concern was the level over the summit and the notorious narrow lock 9 of the 
Napton flight. I was in touch with CRT and the local team were aware that they had a 
part loaded pair heading up the Oxford Canal as we still had 9 tonnes of unsold coal on 
board. 
 We went on through Cropredy and made the bottom of the Claydon flight but 
could not go up as the locks were closed early. The next day we carried on up the flight 

and found the summit only about four inches down. The beauty of the Oxford, as I was 
told many years ago, is that the bottom is just mud so you can slide off the shallow bits 
rather than getting stemmed up on stones or rubbish and it is true. Again the closure of 
flights to save water meant we had to stop at the top of Marston Doles before the Nap-

Leaving Lock 9 at Napton — with some help 



 41 

 

ton Flight. I walked down the locks that night and found Tyesley, the Mikron Theatre 
boat, tied up having failed to get through lock 9 the night before. After chatting with 
them I walked down to The Folly for their show Revolting Women about the fight for 
female suffrage. 
 The next day we set off down the flight with some trepidation - would we get 
through lock 9? Tyesley had got through last year but failed to this year. Nuneaton 
had got through with difficulty last year but was it even narrower this year? Working 
down the flight with the help of the actors and crew of the Mikron Theatre group, 
CRT volunteer lock keepers, and David Thompson and Howard Williams who had 
turned up to help us, we approached the thick of the flight and I sent the Brighton on 
ahead to be out of the way. Nuneaton passed Tyesley and entered lock 9. it was 
crunch time in more ways than one. 
 The CRT guys wound the paddles up smartly and we went down - or rather 

we didn't - and I had to shout for them to drop the paddles as Nuneaton began to 
slope alarmingly at the stern. The bow had obviously jammed. We refilled the lock 
and I reversed right up to where the cill was, dropping a shaft down so that I would 
come down tight up to it in case we had a problem moving clear of the gates. With 
the paddles up half way we dropped slowly until the bottom gates could be opened. I 
then edged forward and promptly stuck. We got people on ropes from either side of 
the back end rail pulling which, combined with full throttle and flushing from the top 
gates, enabled Nuneaton to edge forward. In the end the surging water was making 

Braunston, where I started from three weeks before; now heading for Rugby and Alvecote 
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Nuneaton rise and fall on great waves that, which much pulling and engine 
revving, enabled us to ride the tight spots and eventually emerge from the 
bottom of the lock. Tyesley was next brought down and the same procedure 
with Nuneaton also pulling saw her emerge to continue with her season of 
productions - the next night being at The Two Boats at Itchington. 
 After a lunch break at the bottom of the flight Setareh was on the 
motor for the long haul via Braunston Turn to The Old Royal Oak near Rugby 
where we had a pretty mediocre meal in a fine old building. The next day we 
had to queue at Hillmorton as CRT were restricting boats to just one lock of 
the three sets of paired locks all the way down meaning we had to double 
lock rather than going down side by side as usual. Setareh and I were due to 
leave at Rugby and Howard Williams took the boats on to Alvecote with Peter 
Lovett on as crew.  
 That should have been my final week on the boats this year but a 
shortage of crew on the Autumn coal run meant that I volunteered to help 
Peter Clutterbuck on the first week on the Thames and Kennet as he only 
had Peter Lovett as crew. I hope that next year we will have some more vol-
unteers from our membership to crew the boats and work towards becoming 
captains so that the pair will be able to carry on doing what they were built 
for over 80 years ago - carrying loads on the unique canals of this country. 

Howard and Peter take the boats on towards Alvecote 
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The Grand Union—in full and glorious Technicolour! 

Helen MacGregor 

May. The weather forecast said it was going to be anything from 2° to 28°C. I’m on the 
boats for a fortnight. And I’m cycling a good bit of towpath before I even get there. Then 

there was Ricky festival and Crick 
Boat Show to think about, plus 
what I would wear to travel and 
for the days I would be staying 
with Charlotte’s sister & brother-
in-law (S & J). And there’s not 
much storage for clobber. So, I 
dug out everything I thought I’d 
need, separated it into piles for 
Ricky, Crick, cycling in all (and 
any) weather, clean stuff for pub 
meals while on the boats, clean 
bedding and clothes for S & J’s…
looked at the mountains and 

removed about two-thirds of it. Tried again. And again. Eventually reduced the piles to 
something more manageable. 

But before any of this, I needed to work out the logistics. The main problem was finding 
somewhere to leave my car where I could get both from the car to (originally) Braunston 
and from Stoke Bruerne (where I would be leaving the boats a fortnight later) back to 
my car. Cycling the towpath seemed the easiest thing to do and with that in mind I 
Google-street-mannied the route and found what seemed to be halfway between the 
two - Stowe Hill Wharf - around 10 miles from each. I can probably manage 10 miles on 
a flat towpath, I reckoned, even with my limited cycling (most of which involves hills 
around home). There is a boat yard at Stowe Hill wharf and Google aerial showed me 
what looked like a reasonably-sized, car park. I emailed them and explained the situa-
tion and got an answer back the next day saying it would be no problem to leave my car 
there for a fortnight! Phew.  

So, to cut a very lengthy process short, I drove to S & J’s (I live in NE Scotland, so join-
ing the boats involves a very long drive), via Alvecote (where the boats were starting out 
from the following day) to drop off the clobber I needed for the boats. Stayed the night 
at S & J’s and drove to Stowe Hill Wharf the following morning with bike (on a bike rack 
- a whole new experience in itself) and armed with train timetables. Yes - you’ve 

Delilah, my trusty steed 
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guessed it: the plan had, of 
course, changed. I was no 
longer meeting the boats at 
Braunston. Could I make it 
Hillmorton instead? Okay…
it’s only an extra 6 miles, I 
can probably manage that. 
Actually Helen, could you 
meet the boats at Ather-
stone? Mmmm…I checked 
all sorts of options and 
found out that the train sta-
tion in Rugby (3 miles fur-
ther than Atherstone) was 
not very far from the cut 
and the train station in 
Atherstone is about five feet from the cut. Can I take my bike on the train? Yes, 
madam, of course you can as long as it’s not a commuter timed train involving Lon-
don! It won’t be. 

Where was I? Ah yes, car at Stowe Hill, where the nice woman (I’m ashamed to say 
I’ve forgotten her name) made me a cup of tea to help me on my journey and would 
I mind leaving my car keys in case they needed to move my car? Not at all - this 
would save me worrying about losing them. Armed with a mobile phone number in 
case when I got back it was after office hours, I was off! Yee-hah…! Got to Braun-

ston OK, bit tired but that 
was all right - it was near-
ly lunchtime. I needed it 
too, after carrying my 
bike over all those skinny 
bridges over marina en-
trances and so on. I de-
cided to carry on a bit 
past Braunston before 
stopping. By this time I 
was on the North Oxford 
Canal towpath. It’s lovely 
for about a hundred 
yards out of Braunston 
and then the nice sur-

Just south of Cassiobury Park 

Tring summit 
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face and generous width just stop. And it becomes something more resembling a 
sheep track that even the sheep have rejected, with very high undergrowth on each 
side. When I finally got to a bit that had enough of a space for me to sit down for 
lunch, I almost fell off my bike with exhaustion. What was I thinking? I can’t do this. I 
must be mad. I’m nearly 60 for goodness’ sake. Food will help. It did. I texted Barry to 
let him know where I was and which train I was hoping to catch and then tried to 
stand up. Ouch - arthritis in coccyx not good. Rolled over and up onto my knees, then 
managed to stand, get my bike upright, and back onto it. (I need a new saddle…)  

Eventually I reached Hillmorton bottom lock, where the CRT bloke tried to get me to 
eat scones with jam (and cream?), normally something I would grab happily with both 
hands. But I was so knackered that I couldn’t face food - just needed to use the loo. 

Another text to 
Barry telling 
him which train 
I would definite-
ly be on (about 
the third one 
after the one I 
was originally 
aiming for! 
Well, it was 
much harder 
work than I was 
expecting, the 
wind was quite 
often against 

me and it was really quite windy, blah blah…) and now much more comfortable, I set 
off for the last leg (the towpath for which I had been assured by the same CRT bloke 
was very good from Hillmorton to Rugby) to the station. It was and I found the cycle 
path and Rugby station. Nice bloke on the platform with a bike gave me much-needed 
advice about taking my bike onto the train - he was getting off at Atherstone, too - and 
I soon found myself on the towpath once more. And, after a bit of confusion caused by 
some unintentional misinformation, there they were: Nuneaton and Brighton - Bright-
on poised to enter the top lock. I had arrived just in time to bow-haul Brighton in! Re-
membered to bung my bike aboard just in time and off we went. (This really was the 
short version!) 

Somewhere on the Coventry Canal, the ellum on Brighton came out of its socket and 

Milton Keynes 



46  

 

we had to stop under a bridge 
for a bit of nifty work to rein-
state it. We managed to lose 
my cap and Barry’s jumper 
overboard - never to be seen 
again - somewhere on either 
the Coventry or North Oxford. 
The touter of the unintentional 
misinformation at Atherstone 
was there to congratulate us 
on our superb circumnaviga-
tion of Sutton’s Stop turn. 
Then there was Braunston tunnel - I couldn’t decide whether it was worse cycling 

over the top of it or going through 
it. Between Braunston tunnel and 
the Leicester Arm we came 
across Nutfield and Raymond 
hosting a bunch of photogra-
phers, who were delighted (and 
had been fore-warned by the cut 
telegraph) to discover that Nun-
eaton and Brighton would soon 
be passing them, giving them a 
rare photo opportunity. I remem-

ber waving to the good people at Stowe Hill Wharf (where my car was) on the way 
past. Then Blisworth tunnel: amazing! All those stalactite-mites growing sideways 
out from the tunnel walls in a huge variety of colours and illuminated by my head 
torch; the growing oval of light as 
we approached the end; very 
bright sunshine greeting us as we 
burst out of the tunnel into day-
light and warmth.  

Can’t say I was looking forward to 
Milton Keynes, but…wow! If you’ve 
never been to Milton Keynes, I 
recommend seeing it from the cut. 
It wends its way through a park for 
most of its 12 miles; not at all 

Cassiobury Park bridge 

Approaching Batchworth Lock 

Ricky Festival 
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what I was expecting, but then so much of this journey was unexpected. Tring sum-
mit, far from being like being at the top of something, with views over the surround-
ing countryside, was more like travelling through a tunnel of huge trees, emerging 
at the end in time to see none other than Ray Oakhill, waving at us as we passed 
by him on his boat, 
NB Stronghold, just 
before Cow Roast. 
Then there were the 
folk in small canoes 
whizzing past us to-
wards Cow Roast, 
working very hard, 
and then returning at 
a much more leisure-
ly pace, even finding 
the energy to smile 
and wave on their 
way past. 

Down the locks to Berkhamsted (‘Berko’), where we moored, after trying 
(unsuccessfully) to locate the boat hook that had gone overboard, and went in 
search of food, dodging very rude and inconsiderate cyclists (who didn’t think they 
needed a bell!), finding ourselves at Porters - great food & service, highly recom-

mend it. At Fishery, 
there was a narrow-
boat called Yeo, 
which had a magnifi-
cent hand carved 
‘butty’ tiller; and 
then it was on to 
Hunton Bridge, 
where we had anoth-
er very good meal at 
the King’s Head. 
Hunton Bridge is a 
must-stop spot be-
cause it is the last 
place before Cassio-
bury Park where you 

Tiny tug of war, Ricky Festival 

Reservoir on the summit between the Wendover and Aylesbury 
Arms 
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can moor for the night, and eat; Cassiobury Park being a place where one is not 
supposed to stop overnight (old Boatman’s superstition, call it what you will…). I 
seem to remember, from at least some of the Idle Women’s recollections, that Cas-
siobury Park was a part of the cut they looked forward to reaching, after loading at 
Bull’s Bridge, and I can quite see why. It is stunningly beautiful and I was lucky 
enough, along with Kirk, to get to lock-wheel the whole of it! Stopping with my cam-
era every so often. And so, to Rickmansworth (‘Ricky’) Festival. In a heat wave. But 
what fun - especially the fancy-dress tug-of-war, featuring, among others, Mike 
Askin of NB Victoria.  

Lots of people expressed their delight in seeing Nuneaton & Brighton at Ricky for 
the festival. (Apparently, it’s too long since we were last there.) Passers-by were 
interested in the boats and the Trust; several coming aboard and asking questions, 
and being given the honest answers! Like: no, there’s no running water so no show-
er. But we do have a cooker and a fridge, and a toilet! And plenty of containers for 
water; they just have to be filled up at convenient taps. None of which the old boat 
families would have had because they weren’t available. Boatmen, being very prac-
tical people, would no doubt have embraced such mod-cons as a toilet and some 
extra containers for water if they had been available. Also, of course, there were far 
more taps right beside the cut then than there are now. However, tradition is tradi-
tion, and these are historic working boats, and we like to keep as much of it as is 
practicable in the 21st century, like the lace plates, stove and Roses and Castles 
cabin decoration. Even the sleeping arrangements. Although taking a tip from the 
old boating 
families, we 
have a sort of 
fore cabin in 
the bow of the 
butty because 
we also need to 
take into ac-
count the basic 
needs of our 
volunteers, who 
might be on the 
boats for up to 
a fortnight at a 
time. We were, 
after all, trying Vertiginous view from the Iron Trunk Aqueduct 
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to encourage volunteers, not put them off! And hopefully, some of those 
who expressed an interest might even have got in touch; might even have 
signed up already. Who knows? 

On a slightly different note and nothing 
to do with boats, but everything to do 
with history, on the Saturday, we were 
treated to a fly-past (more like an aeri-
al display) by the one Lancaster Bomb-
er still able to take to the sky. It was 
gob-smackingly, jaw-droppingly electri-
fying. And emotional. Mere words can-
not hope to capture the effect it had 
on all of us at Ricky. Made all the hairs 
on my body stand on end.  

Back northwards once more and after 
one hot and two very hot days, we had 
a thunderstorm. All soaked; rain 
bouncing off cabin roof; long day, bad 
road, but with nice people; moored at 
Cow Roast, only to find the Cow Roast Inn (so famous) was closed down 
(hopefully temporarily). All wabbit (wiped), so we got a taxi (such extrava-
gance) into Berko and back to Porters for another great dinner. Next day we 
passed a boater who complained we were going too fast past his moored 
boat and loosening all his pins; everyone else said ‘Hi’. We picked up a 
hitch-hiking rook and saw a Mandarin duck. The view of the reservoirs at 
the summit, between the Wendover Arm and the Aylesbury Arm, was as 
unexpected as it was spectacular. There was a mother swan herding her 
cygnets ‘downstream’ via the lock - all made it through safely, much to 
Dad’s relief. The following day was nothing if not eventful: a boater coming 
towards warned us that there was an unleashed widebeam across the cut. 
He was right, it was. Right across the cut. However, Kirk and one or two folk 
on the bank managed to get it back to the side and re-moored. We stopped 
at the Iron Trunk Aqueduct for lunch, but I couldn’t bring myself to actually, 
physically, set foot on it! After that, we lost the second boat hook. Disaster. 
It was the only one we had left. Eventually, with a lot of finagling and com-
municating with a variety of boats and boaters, we were reunited with it at 
Cosgrove lock, which we managed to exit without hitting the bright orange 
boat that was moored on the right, right on the bend just as you come out 

Stalagtite-mites in Blisworth tunnel 



of the lock! 

Bit of a problem with the locks at Stoke Bruerne - the gates just would not stay 
shut. Apparently, according to Nick Scarcliffe who had arrived rather judiciously 
just as I was struggling unsuccessfully with the third or fourth one, one has to 
open a paddle on a bottom gate a teeny bit…oh well, I’ll know next time. Arrived 
out of the top lock to be met by Ray (surpri-ise…!), along with Kathryn Dodington. 
Excellent meal in the Spice of Bruerne with the gang. 

So, now to cycle back to Stowe Hill for my car. Except… it was an ‘orrible day and 
our Ray offered to take me through Blisworth Tunnel - brilliant: it meant I could 
take photographs of all those wonderful stalactite-mites, from his boat. Then, by 
the time all my clobber was on board, the day had brightened up and he extended 
his offer to include the whole trip to Stowe Hill. Bless him! Still, he got lunch and a 
nice piece of steak for his trouble… 

I had never been on the Grand Union before; indeed, had never even seen it as 
far as I’m aware. So my entire knowledge of it came from reading the many Work-
ing Waterways books, most of which are set in, or written about the time of, WW2, 
during black-outs and before the clean air acts came into being, which might go 
some way to explaining my monochrome expectations. What I discovered was that 
the Grand Union is colourful. Beautiful in many parts. And not one iota like I was 
expecting it to look. It wasn’t black and white or dark. It was in full and glorious 
Technicolour!  

Crew list: 

Barry, the indomitable, Adams; Paul, pin-hole camera, Woloschuk; Kirk Martin, 
captain; Peter Lovett, maker of bacon sarnies extraordinaire; Howard, now cap-
tain, Williams; Ian, laid back, Johnson. 

 

  
 
 
 
 
 
 

Cassiobury Park: Nuneaton & Brighton in the centre 
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Nuneaton & Brighton heading for the very old Newbridge on the River Thames 

Nuneaton in Summerton Lock, Oxford Canal 


