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ONE 

London and Banbury 





When I got her, she was very different to how I imagined she'd be. She wasn't the sleek and glossy red setter I'd pictured myself owning. Neither was she the wide-eyed spaniel I'd dreamed about. Or the fluffy Labrador pup I'd always coveted. She hadn't got great floppy ears; she didn't put both paws on my shoulders and lick me to death. She didn't have that warm and reassuring doggy smell about her. In fact, she wasn't a dog at all. 


She was a cat. Well, a kitten to be more precise. A ragged, long-haired ball of fur of indeterminate genealogy, black with a messy smudge of white down her back and with the hairiest, most pointed ears I'd seen on any living creature. They were like the ears of a lynx, sharpened to a paintbrush tip with hairs that seemed to be rooted inside her head. If this wasn't unusual enough for a domestic cat, she had a tail so long and bushy it suggested that among the varied strands of DNA that comprised her make-up a squirrel's had somehow managed to get in there at some stage. 


She sat in the palm of my hand, looking at the world with curiosity through her wide, yellow eyes. She was especially interested in that bit of the world called Em. She had already decided she did not like Em. Hardly surprising really, since it was evident that Em was hardly over the moon about her either. Which was understandable, I guess. It had taken Em long enough to dissuade me from getting a dog; she was hardly going to be enthusiastic about a smaller version of the same which would scratch the living room upholstery to shreds and dig up the garden bedding plants for a toilet. 


'What on earth is that?' she asked eventually – though this, as I should have realised, was more of a demand for an explanation than a simple question. After all, Em is a woman who knows a thing or two about the world. Among the things she knows is what a cat is. 


So it didn't help when I said, 'It's a cat.' 


'I know it's a sodding cat,' she snapped. 'What I want to know is how it got here. And what are you doing with it?' 


This one was a bit trickier. The truth is I wasn't certain how it had happened either. The last I knew I was lying in bed planning another of the canal boat journeys I take when I become bored, or when life in London becomes too stressful. I was staring at the ceiling wondering how Em would handle the idea of me being away from home for most of the summer while she'd have to go to work, mixing it on the tube twice a day in the rush-hour. I wondered how I'd handle it myself, too. We've had a narrowboat for years but it's not all long, lazy days basking in the sunshine, I can tell you. Especially if you're boating on your own. Travelling week after week through lost parts of the English countryside so beautiful it makes you want to weep can be an exhausting business. Drinking on your own in pubs every night can get you down too, believe me. A man needs company when he's on the move. What was I supposed to do if I couldn't get a dog? 


I must have mentioned the problem to my mate Dave. The idea of a cat must have come up. One way or another, I found myself not long afterwards knocking on the door of a suburban house in Eltham, a few miles from where we live in south-east London. There, a fearsome Irish woman from Cats Protection started firing so many searching questions at me I wondered if I'd stumbled into social services and she was vetting me for adoption. 


Eventually, after she'd given me the third-degree on my living arrangements, my domestic status and my annual income, I managed to change the subject by talking about the trip I was thinking of making. For some reason this seemed to irritate her. 


'What do you mean, "lost parts of England"?' she snapped. 'The land we now know as England is a country that's been settled for 35,000 years; it's been a unified state since 927. It's been plotted, mapped and charted since time immemorial. How can any of it be "lost"? It is a part of a small, overcrowded island given to building roads as a hobby and dropping rubbish on them as an expression of its national identity. Countryside, you say? There isn't any countryside in England. At the rate they're widening the M1 it's only a matter of time before the whole place turns into a single strip of tarmac...' 


'No, no, it's not like that at all,' I protested. 'That's just a trick of the maps. If you judged England by an atlas you'd be right in thinking that it was made up entirely of roads, given the amount of them which seem to snake around all over the place. But it looks worse than it is because they're completely out of scale. On an average atlas, a motorway's eight miles wide. It makes us look as if there's nothing but roads. On a narrowboat, you realise that isn't true. From the canals you see a different England.' 


She looked unconvinced. She may have known more about the history of England than was good for any sane person, but she was from Ireland, remember. Where Donegal is. And Galway. Where they know what countryside really is. 


She pushed a small, untidy bundle in my direction and made me sign a large cheque. The bundle was the cat; the cheque was described as a voluntary donation to funds. 


'She didn't even give me a choice,' I complained to Dave later. 


'What? About whether you gave her any money?' 


'No, about which cat I had. It was either that one or nothing, take it or leave it.' 


'You can't fault her, though,' Dave said. 'She has a reputation for matching the right cat to the right owners. It's uncanny how she does it, a magic she has…' 


A magic, eh? What sort of magic would that be, I wondered. Magic like Tommy Cooper's where the trick always goes wrong? Whatever it was, it clearly hadn't worked with Em. I realised this standing in front of her that day trying to justify why I'd got a cat without consulting her. She looked at me and then looked at the cat; then she looked at the cat a bit more before looking back at me. I felt like I'd been discovered having an affair. I felt like I'd just been caught in bed in the act. 


'This isn't part of a plan to go off on one of your trips on the boat again, is it?' she asked eventually. 


'A trip? What trip would that be? How did you know about it anyhow?' 


'I know everything that happens in this house,' she said. 'I even know what you're thinking before you do. I knew about the cat months ago. I could see it in your eyes.' She swept away into another room. 'Just make sure it does its business in a litter tray. And if it falls in the canal and drowns, or if it runs away, don't come crying to me. Cats and boats just don't go together. You should know that by now.' 






Em and I have had canal boats of one sort or another for more than thirty years and for most of that time we've had cats too. She was right: they didn't go together. We had a cat once which we inherited with a flat we bought. That summer we took it to the boat, but no sooner did it step on board than it stepped off, never to be seen again. We had more luck later with other cats, but it was never love at first sight with them and the waterways. One was forever climbing towpath trees and getting stuck so that I was constantly having to rescue it from the end of some precarious branch or another – once in the middle of the night when it was impossible to sleep with the noise it was making. Another was always going walkabout. On one occasion near Branston in Staffordshire, where the pickle comes from, it disappeared for three days, ruining what until then had been a perfectly good holiday. 


So why did I expect that it would be any different with a new cat? Why was I so hopeful? Well, for starters I knew more about cats. When I had my first I was naïve enough to think that cats were domesticated creatures with wild genes. Several cats down the line, I realised that they were wild animals which had allowed themselves to be seduced into domestication because of their unaccountable weakness for soft furnishings and central heating. You'd be mistaken, however, to think they were really like that. That they were totally domesticated. That they were just fluffy and cuddly, like toys with a mind. I mean, you only have to look at them. You only have to examine their spooky eyes and that capability they have of narrowing their pupils to a diabolical slit so they can see as well in pitch black as bright sunshine. You only have to look at their claws and their teeth, and how wide they can open their mouths when they yawn. You only have to ponder on the infinite patience cats possess, which allows them to wait forever when they're stalking prey. 


Now put all that together with their lithe bodies, their lightning reactions and their ability to leap what for us would be the equivalent of a six-story building. What you have are creatures designed for the sole purpose of efficient killing. It makes you wonder why we trust them. Why we have them in our houses. What makes us so confident that if we've upset one we won't wake up in the night with one round our throat, kicking at us with its hind legs in the way they do which you know from just playing with them is capable of reducing flesh to bloody ribbons in seconds? 


I reasoned that since I understood cats more, I could better understand the way a cat thought. My rationale was that this would allow me to relate to a cat on its own terms. In this I was reassured by the fact that I knew a lot more than I used to about canals too. I figured that if I took a trip with a cat as company I could moor in places a cat would like – and if I couldn't, I'd at least know the risky places and be able to take precautions. If I could move from one happy hunting ground to the next, and keep the cushions on the boat plumped, and make sure the feeding bowl was full, then I reckoned I could construct the equivalent of a feline heaven from which no intelligent cat would even think of straying. 


I thought I'd try it out by taking the new cat to the boat while she was still a kitten. On this initial induction I had no intention of cruising: the idea was to establish the boat as the home it would become for us both during the summer. 


It worked at first. Well, it worked for about an hour. Justice was in her winter mooring in Banbury – up a cul-de-sac off the Oxford Canal, underneath Kraft Foods and adjacent to a Citroën garage. At first blush this may not seem to be the ideal environment for a human, let alone a cat, and in some senses this is true. It is next to busy roads. It is noisy and dirty. But a boatyard – any boatyard – is a fascinating place for a creature as curious as a cat. It is filled with old engines and piles of discarded wood and sheds wherein lie untold places to hide and innumerable little furry creatures which cannot wait to be tortured to death. 


Smudge – for I had christened her Smudge out of deference to the smear of white fur that besmirched her otherwise glossy black back – walked around as if to the manor born. She was particularly taken with the small narrow ledges that ran along either side of Justice which allowed her access to the back cabin and engine room at the rear, and to the lounge, galley and master bedroom nearly 60 feet in front at the bow. These gunnels, as they're called, could have been designed for cats. Four inches or so wide, they are made to accommodate a human foot, but for us walking up them is an uncertain, hazardous exercise. They are narrow and we are topheavy. They get wet and we slip. 


But for a cat, four inches is an airport runway. In four inches a cat could dance a moonwalk on its two hind legs juggling the heads of mice at the same time. On a four-inch ledge a cat can sleep as soundly as it would in the middle of a king-sized bed, unfazed by the water below. Smudge was particularly taken with the gunnel on the right side because she soon discovered that though most of the portholes on the boat didn't open, there was one on this side that did, allowing her direct access to the bathroom and the opportunity to lick any dripping tap – a filthy habit she'd brought with her from London. 


In no time at all she seemed completely comfortable around the water and I relaxed as a result. This was a bad mistake; I should have known better. I'd been putting away food or lighting fires or something, I forget what. Suddenly I became aware that she'd disappeared, and though I looked high and low I couldn't find her. At first I concentrated my efforts inside the boat; but when that didn't work I cast my net wider and began searching the rest of the yard, spending the afternoon probing every little nook and cranny until finally night fell and there was nothing more I could do except stop. 


When I spoke to Em I was frantic. 'I can't understand it,' I said, almost in tears. 'Why has she abandoned me like this? I loved that cat, you know. OK, I know I'd not had her long but there was something between us, there really was. We had a special relationship; it was the meeting of minds across different species…' 


I'd have probably gone on in this maudlin tone for longer, except Em interrupted with one of her idiotic questions. She wanted to know what the temperature was in Banbury. The temperature? What had the temperature got to do with anything? Didn't she realise that I'd lost my cat? That I was heartbroken? 


'Yes, yes, yes…' she said, 'but is it cold up there?' 


'Inside or out?' 


'Both.' 


'Freezing outside – there's a frost. Inside it's about seventy now the fire's burnt through.' 


'Then it's a no-brainer,' she announced. 'This is a cat we're talking about, not a polar bear. It's inside, it's bound to be. Where it's warmest.' 


'But I've searched the boat…' 


'Like you searched the airing cupboard for that towel last week? Like you're always searching for underwear, claiming you haven't got any clean when you've got half the stock of M&S secreted away in various drawers?' 


'OK, OK,' I said, 'I take your point.' 


Of course, I located her within minutes. She was under the sink, curled up in the vegetable rack, her head 


cushioned on a large potato. She opened one eye and looked at me lazily. 


I was furious. I jabbed my finger at her. 'Don't you ever do that to me again. EVER!' I shouted. 'I have been worried sick about you and I've wasted the whole afternoon looking for you. You need to understand, I am the boss round here. ME! And I'm not having it.' 


But she was a cat; she could pretend not to understand me. Worse, she was a London cat, a 'Sarf Lunnun' cat at that. She was like those punks you see with their skirts hitched up to make them shorter, fagging it behind Lewisham Station after school. Confident. Defiant. In yer face, Mister. Up yours. 


She turned to me and yawned. 


This was no good, no good at all. We couldn't go on like this; we'd have to reach an understanding. 


I'd have to understand that the cat would do what it wanted. 
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TWO 

An Expedition to Napton 





There remained now only one question, though it was a rather fundamental one. It's great fun embarking on a journey – any journey – but as a starting point it's useful to know where you're going. This is a problem on canals. It's a problem because when it comes down to it, you're never actually going anywhere. Of course, you go places in the sense that you pass through them. Through pretty villages tucked away in the middle of nowhere; through gracious market towns dotted around the shires; through our teeming, overwhelming, overbearing cities. But that said, you've no real destination. You're not going anywhere. Or not with any particular purpose, which is generally why people move from A to B. 


On narrowboats it's that philosophical thing about the journey being more important than the arrival. 


I had some idea I might just take off and wander the waterways at random; but I've done too much of that sort of thing in the past, and while it may feed the free spirit and provide succour to the soul, it doesn't encourage much of a sense of purpose in a bloke like me who needs to be focused as he gets older and realises time's running out on him. I began to consider more challenging options. One night, during one of our Merlot moments, I paused in the middle of my fourteenth unit that week to announce to Em that I was thinking about taking Justice around the coast of Britain. Or maybe I would cruise her across the Atlantic to America. Or down the Congo. 


It was just after Christmas and it was snowing deep and crisp and even, so the patio outside was a foot deep in the stuff – as bad as I've ever known it in London. She looked at me blankly the way she does on occasions, wondering how she ever got involved with someone like me in the first place; wondering whether the alcohol would get me before she got the pension. 


'No, you won't,' she said. 'That would be silly. That sort of thing kills you.' 


'You're right,' I conceded, 'I guess I'll have to take the festivals option instead.' 


This idea – travelling from one waterways festival to the next – had been my fall-back position. OK, it was a bit tame compared to some of the other expeditions I'd been considering, but it's no use pretending otherwise: tame is what I am. I'm also a very proud man. I've had too much experience of coming up with Big Ideas when I've got half a bottle of Bulgaria's best coursing through my veins, only to have to do some humiliating backtracking when the implications of what I'd been proposing strike me the following day. 


In truth, a bit of gentle cruising between waterways festivals was a far more attractive proposition than any sort of adventuring – especially to someone who was on the verge of achieving his life's ambition of a free bus pass and didn't want to blow it on the last lap. There are waterways festivals all over the place nowadays; you can't move without stumbling across one. In July and August you can barely moor your boat without finding yourself next to a hoopla stall, overwhelmed by a towpath-ful of morris dancers and folkies clutching guitars. But where there's a waterways festival there's always a beer tent too – which is no bad thing. Far from it. Waterways festivals and their beer tents could comfortably become the focus of my summer. 


Whatever my overall plan turned out to be, it would have to incorporate at least one festival which I'd already committed myself to attending. This was Canalway Cavalcade which is held annually over the May Day bank holiday in London's Little Venice, and which signals the start of the narrowboat cruising season. Don't press me on the details, but some years back I found myself conscripted onto the organising committee. It started when I let Libby buy me a drink. Then she locked the door and wouldn't let me out. One way or another, I'd agreed this year to take Justice there and so I was obliged to make an early journey south. It was probably too early in the year for Em's liking. The implications of me being away were beginning to dawn on her. She sat at the kitchen table in a sulk, staring out of the window at the snow which had begun to fall again. The cat sat next to her, intrigued by all the white fluffy stuff. 


'I don't see why you're taking this so badly,' I said. 'You knew I'd be going off sooner or later. You can hardly throw a hissy fit just because I'm firming up plans.' 


'I feel I'm being abandoned,' she said. 'You're leaving me and taking the boat and our cat.' 


'But it's not our cat,' I said. 'It's my cat. And you don't even like it, anyhow.' 

'That's not the point. What's yours is mine, isn't it? Do we have to label everything now? Besides, I wouldn't mind going cruising. It'll be ages before I can get away from London.' 


To spare you more of this poignant domestic vignette, let me just say that it resolved itself when the two of us determined there and then to leave for the boat. It may have been the back end of December and driving conditions may have been vile. Even so, we decided to go away, and damn the consequences. We would celebrate New Year on the water. We would welcome in what for me was going to be a long period of cruising, by going on a cruise. It took no time at all to pack for our departure, but it was only after we'd dug out the cat basket from the cellar that we noticed we'd lost the cat we were going to put into it. 


We found her on the patio in the snow. But not gingerly padding through the stuff, not feeling her way around it tentatively, cautiously, the way you'd expect of a cat. No, she was lying on her back in the middle of it, her rear legs indelicately splayed out and her front ones flicking up pawfuls of the stuff, biting them as they fell around her as if they'd been butterflies frolicking around a cabbage patch. We both watched her in silence for a while. By anyone's standards, this was unusual behaviour for a cat. Cats are supposed to curl up in front of fires in bad weather, not be out playing in it. 


Em turned to me, shaking her head in disbelief as if she had just witnessed a freak show. 


'That is some weird creature, your cat,' she said. 'It's bonkers.' 






If anyone ever says to me once more how cold it must be on a canal boat in winter, I shall strip them down to their underwear and take them onto Justice in December when it snows in the day, and at night the canal freezes over, and temperatures reach those of the Siberian tundra. And do you know what? They'll still be uncomfortably warm. Even with the doors and the windows wide open. Even with an icy gale blowing in from outside. Even with Tomasz Shafernaker banging on every night on the BBC about Arctic cold fronts and severe weather warnings. 


Narrowboats are not cold, and that's an end of it. On the contrary, they are too warm. This is because they're insulated better than houses, and stuffed with all manner of heating devices installed by inexperienced skippers who have swallowed those apocryphal stories boatbuilders tell about people being found in the middle of winter frozen to death in their beds. Mind you, I shouldn't be sniffy about inexperienced skippers. I was one once, and when Em and I had Justice built I insisted on doing exactly the same thing. Justice is about 58 feet long, approximately 50 feet of which is cabin. This is approximately 7 feet wide and 6 feet high. If you work all this out, it means that we have about 2,000 cubic feet of living area to heat – about half the size of an average UK kitchen. 


Yet in this small space we have a central heating boiler and four radiators, as well as two solid-fuel stoves which will burn wood or coal or the local postman if we felt like stuffing him in there. We also have a great lump of an engine which only runs efficiently when it's too hot to touch. It means that the engine room is so blistering it could double as the Palm House at Kew if we weren't always having to open the doors to stop the place spontaneously combusting. 


Narrowboats, cold? You might as well say that Ferraris are slow. 


Out of London, the temperatures seemed too low for it to snow, but from a distance the countryside looked as if it were covered in it. Cruising north out of Banbury towards Warwickshire the winter fields were a dazzling white, the hedges and the damp trees frost-covered, so that every branch and every stem and twig was rimed with its own delicate covering of ice as if each had been carefully dipped into liquid nitrogen. We moored that night just up from Forge Farm, where in the shifting shadows of the fading evening, an eerie tangle of scarecrows leaning against the wall of one of the barns suggested an apocalyptic vision of the dead waiting for Judgment Day. 






The next morning it was bright again, the winter's sun as vivid as a Mediterranean summer, though the light was hard and brittle and so sharp it needled your eyes. The fields were glacial; the surrounding woods, copses and hedges glistening so much that you had to squint to look at them. We worked up the five Claydon locks which carry the canal more than 30 feet up this section of the Thames valley, our boots scrunching the frosted grass with a sound like gravel underfoot. Later in the day, as the morning turned to afternoon and the light gradually dimmed, we negotiated the eleven snaking miles of the canal summit, eventually dropping towards the village of Napton by another flight of locks which we negotiated in darkness, the settling frost on the cast-iron paddle gear sticking to our fingers as we worked through. 


By now it was bitterly cold and as we made our way downhill it became colder and blacker still, the village lights sprinkled across the hill beyond, our only point of reference, shimmering in the distance so that you couldn't tell where the shadowy earth ended and the indistinct, star-speckled sky began. 


Once we'd moored up, and the engine had fallen silent, Smudge came out onto the deck to examine where we were. She had done the same the previous night, only then she had turned tail immediately and gone back into the warmth of the cabin. This time she hopped off onto the towpath, slithering precariously before leaping from the gunnel. She glanced behind her for a moment before disappearing through a gap in the hedgerow. We knew that sooner or later she would do this, but it was still a shock when she did. 


Later we sat in The Folly hugging pints of Hook Norton in front of a red hot stove crackling with fragrant wood. There was hardly anyone else in the place. But there was hardly anyone else on the canal either. Since Banbury we'd barely encountered another moving boat. 


'She'll be OK,' Em said to me, squeezing my hand. 'You've said it before yourself: cats are only a whisker away from the wild. But she'll come back, once she gets hungry for food or affection. That's the way it is with cats. You have to train them…' 


I wasn't convinced. Train cats? You'd have more luck training house flies. 


I called Smudge when we got back to the boat. I suppose I half expected she'd be there waiting for us, curled up on the rug or splayed out across the radiator. My voice seemed very thin in the immensity of the silent night, the only other sound apart from the creaking ice thickening on the canal; the only respite to the darkness the occasional, probing beam of a car headlight herding shadows on some distant country lane. 


'It's the fact she's a rescue cat that worries me most,' I said. 'She's walked off once before. Who's to say she won't do it again?' 


'Well it's no use worrying, it's too late for that,' Em said. 'You knew there were risks bringing her with us. Either she'll come back or she won't.' 


And of course, she did come back. She came back at just past 4.14 a.m., a time I can attest to with some accuracy seeing as how I'd been tossing and turning all night, listening out for her so intently that I was aware of the slightest change in tone of Em's breathing or the most insignificant movement of the boat. She bounded aboard and through the bedroom door which I'd left open, leaping straight onto my chest and butting my chin affectionately with the side of her head. Her fur was brittle; underneath where she was beginning to warm she was damp and clammy. 


I was half asleep, I guess. I could have sworn I heard her voice which was becoming familiar now: that discordant estuary whine like an old pushbike with worn brakes. 


'Fell for that one eh, Sunshine? Same as you did last time,' she seemed to say. 'Now, about this name of mine… ' 






Yes, this name of hers. Smudge. It wouldn't do, would it? Shouting for her in the night-time at Napton had demonstrated how unsuitable it was. It had no poetry, no spirit, no soul. A smudge is what you leave behind after you've finished cleaning the mirror. It's what you deposit on the window when you've been nosey. Smudge was the sort of name an 11-year-old girl might choose for a cat, not the sort of name which a post-war baby boomer should have come up with. Or at least not someone who'd lived through the sixties and bought Sgt. Pepper on its release. 


The Victorian novelist Samuel Butler said that the test of literary skill wasn't writing great books but naming a kitten, and I was beginning to see what he meant. One of our friends came up with the idea of calling her Nutkins, out of deference to her splendid squirrel-like tail which, like the rest of her, was growing by the week. For a while, as the New Year got underway and January turned into February, I quite took to the name until I began to think it even more girlie than Smudge. There then followed a phase when I called her NutkinsSmudge, but this double-barrelled combination of the two names compounded their awfulness. NutkinsSmudge would have been a good name for a blimpish colonel not long returned from the colonies in those days when we had colonies. Or for a flat-chested debutante down from the country in the days when we had them too. 


This was the problem: it was too old fashioned for a beautiful cat like her living in the computer age. She was an i-cat and an i-catching one too. During March Em took unilateral action and started calling her Bella, which was just about acceptable in these Italy-obsessed times when the merest hint of association with a caffè in Rome or a Tuscan sunset confers glamour on the most commonplace of objects. But it was all getting silly. The poet T. S. Eliot had talked only about the need to give a cat three names, and here we were on the fourth and still counting… 


Eventually, the problem resolved itself in that spontaneous way problems sometimes do when you're on a roll, and when life and everything about it seems to fall into place effortlessly. It happened because the cat developed a regular routine. Back in London, she'd taken to going out at night after we'd gone to bed, coming back about 3 or 4 a.m. as she'd done on the boat during the Christmas trip. Except that sometimes, if whatever party she was at went on too long, she wouldn't be back at all by the time I got up three or four hours later. When that happened I'd start worrying about her as I always seemed to be doing. I'd stand on the edge of the flower beds near the patio wall and call her, yelling out the word 'cat' with the inflection on the vowel like some demented Australian teenager in a lunchtime soap. 


Most times she'd come back immediately, bounding over the wall with untrammelled enthusiasm which I knew was nothing to do with me and everything to do with the biscuits I was feeding her. Other times, though, she wouldn't appear at all, and my early fears about her well-being would resurface. I was becoming neurotic about her – and I knew it. 


'Cat! Cat! Cat!' I'd scream, until the neighbours thought it was me who was demented, not the Australian teenager. 


'Cat! Cat! Cat!' I'd shriek, my voice getting hysterically higher and my emphasis on the vowel getting more pronounced, until 'cat' eventually came out sounding like 'kit'. 


Now this wasn't a bad idea, was it? Kit? Kit the cat. Geddit? 


Despite its association with chocolate bars, this wasn't a bad name for a female canal cat as anyone familiar with waterways history would know. Kit was the nickname of Eily Gayford, an iconic boatwoman who was recruited at the beginning of World War Two by the Ministry of War Transport to train young women as crew for narrowboats, in order to free up men for the front line. 


If I was going to have a female canal cat on board, then Kit was as good a name as any. 



 



 SPRING
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THREE 

Banbury to Cropredy 





It's April, early morning, and although it's so cold outside it blisters your lungs to breathe, the sun is blazing in a cloudless sky. Driving up the M40 to the boat at Banbury, it's blindingly bright, though as the day wears on it becomes warmer – warmer than you might think possible after such a cold start. Through the windscreen I can feel the heat under my shirt, though this may just be my soul smouldering with the happiness of getting away from London. I pass High Wycombe and soon afterwards drive through the deep chalk cutting, beyond which the chequered fields of Oxfordshire stretch out like a patchwork quilt, signalling my escape to the countryside. As soon as I see it I feel a surge of joy. 


This is the first day of my trip. For weeks I've been coming up from home preparing for it. I have drilled and screwed and hammered and scraped; I have given Justice so many licks of paint I've become like a cow with a salt block. Everything that was loose, I've tightened; everything that was missing, I've replaced; everything that was broken, I've repaired. I have done so much to the boat I've even been reduced to cleaning out the bilge – which is about as low as you can get on a boat, seeing as how the bilge is in the very bottom: the stagnant repository of every drip of sludgy oil oozing from the engine and every drop of rainwater leaking in from outside. 


I was going to bail it out by hand, but Jim who also moors at the yard shakes his head as if I am something which has wandered in from the primeval swamp, unaware of the advantages of new technology. 'Don't be daft,' he says. 'Use The Gulper instead. The Gulper will clear it in no time.' 


The Gulper turns out to be a grimy vacuum cleaner. It is black and thick with accretions of grease but it has a GT engine that makes it worth its Capital Letters. 


'It only holds about a gallon, though,' Jim cautions me. 'Make sure you don't overfill it.' 


This warning goes straight over my head; I'm convinced there can't be anything like a gallon of water in the bilge. 


One minute and two gallons later I discover just how wrong I was. The Gulper, it is true, sucks up bilge water with formidable efficiency. The trouble is, when it's sucked up as much it can handle it sprays it out at the back. And the front, too. And the sides as well, for that matter. My engine room is covered in a filthy black residue. It drips off the walls and the roof. It drips off me. 


Jim chuckles when he sees what has happened. 'It don't care what it eats for breakfast, that thing,' he says in a tone of voice that makes me think this is what passes for consolation in his world. 


This episode with The Gulper, along with my procrastination, has made me a standing joke in the yard. Every morning Graham and Linda, who live on a boat there, go off to work; and every morning they ask me when I'll be leaving and I tell them it'll be later in the day. Then they come back that night and I'm still there, skulking in the cabin hiding from them so I won't look stupid because I've found something else that needs attention before I go. 


This just can't go on, I know. OK, so I haven't finished half the jobs I wanted to finish. But so what? On a narrowboat you never do finish half the jobs you want to. That's because if you look hard enough you can always find more jobs to keep you occupied. That's all some boat owners ever do. They are creatures of the marina and their craft are meticulous floating cottages, lustrous testimonies to the painter's art, finished to coachwork standards with their brasses polished to perfection. But boats like this never go anywhere except to the local pub on a bank holiday. And they don't even go there if it's too busy – which it generally is on a bank holiday. 


I am not like that. Many years ago I identified the essential characteristic of the narrowboat – the primary feature of its design that distinguishes it from a cottage, floating or otherwise. You may have noticed it yourself. The fact is, narrowboats move: they were designed as a means of transport. I can't speak for other people, but me, I can't understand why you'd want a narrowboat if you weren't intending to go somewhere in it. I'm never happier than when Justice is underway, feathering the canal with her bow. 


Today, arriving at Banbury, I am in a state of high excitement, all keyed up to get off. My time for departure has finally come. I have shopping in the boot. I have clean clothes. I have a cat lying quietly in a basket on the back seat, though her serenity troubles me. It is peculiar behaviour for a cat in a car, but then everything this cat does is peculiar. Our previous cats hated cars and anything to do with them. Even seeing Jeremy Clarkson on the telly made them restless. Try and actually put them inside a car and they went crazy. They'd attempt to claw their way out, even if this meant ripping through you to do it. By comparison, Kit seems serenely happy travelling. She has been asleep most of the journey. Now she sits waiting to see where I have brought her, 'purrfectly contented', you might say. 


I unlock the boat, unpack the car and busy myself with the many jobs that the start of a cruise entails. My neighbours in the yard, however, are not convinced by my resolution to leave that day. They have seen it all before. 


'No, you've got to believe me this time,' I protest to Graham and Linda when they stop for a chat on their way to work. 'This time it's for real. I've got one or two things to clear up and then I'm off, there'll be no stopping me.' 


'See you tonight, then,' they say with a knowing smile. 


And they are right. When they get back I still haven't gone. Instead, I am lying stretched out on the towpath giving Justice's hull one last coat of paint. 'Once I finish this, I'll be away,' I explain. 'Well… after I've been to Tesco's, that is. I've run out of matches...' 


It's probably just pity on their part, but they give me matches. In case matches aren't enough they give me a gas lighter and a tin of fuel too; and when I start mumbling that I have to go to B&Q because I need a new hosepipe for my water tank, they give me one of those as well. The way it's shaping up, I reckon that if I say I'm short of company Linda will probably pack her bags and offer to crew for me. I get the sense it really is time to move. I get the sense that they wouldn't mind getting rid of me. 


So I go. I start the engine and Kit and I slip out of the yard into an evening that has suddenly turned bitterly cold now the sun has set. This has a profound effect on my mood. I don't feel as cheerful as I did; I don't feel as happy. It will be dark soon and I don't even know where I'm going to moor. I might end up having to sleep opposite the Alcan factory or under the railway bridge near the motorway. But I can't delay any longer. Graham and Linda are standing on the bank waving goodbye to me, wishing me good luck. Or maybe they are just making sure I leave. 


One way or another, I wave back and head off into the thickening gloom. Why should I care where I'm going? This is supposed to be an adventure after all. 






I'll say one thing about Banbury: leaving it, the air's a lot better. The town has got problems, you see. One of them is that it stinks. True, it sometimes only barely stinks, so you can hardly tell it's stinking. But other times it stinks to high heaven, and you'd have to be a blob without a nose not to notice it. The smell comes from Kraft Foods, just up from where we moor. Kraft is the second largest food and drinks company in the world, and since it's an American company, its Banbury factory is described as 'one of the world's largest soluble coffee facilities.' If it was UK-based it would be described as 'a very big factory making lots of instant coffee.' Even so, it would still stink. It's bound to stink: they make eleven billion cups of coffee a year there. It's bad enough when they're brewing the stuff, but when they start burning the leftover grounds, it makes you want to throw up. 


The funny thing is that over the years I've got used to it, and after a day or two I hardly notice that it's there. But when I go away and come back, I smell it as intensely as I ever did. And, bizarrely, I realise that I'm rather fond of it. This is because over the years I've come to associate the smell of burning coffee grounds with the canals. It conjures up memories of trips I've made from Banbury in the past and evokes that sense of excitement I always get when I start a journey. I suppose the smell's got into the wrong part of my brain. Once that happens there's no way you can get it out. 


It's the same with diesel fumes. I can be standing in the middle of Oxford Street on a busy Saturday when the crowds are washing over me in a putrid wave, yet a lungful of exhaust from an old Routemaster is all I need to take me back to some sylvan waterway glade, where a leaking lock drips out a melody and kingfishers flash between the willows. You can understand it, I guess. Narrowboats nearly always have diesel engines and I've smelt them in so many idyllic places I'm bound to associate the two. 


There are sounds I connect with the waterways too; one of the most common is the noise of trains which you hear all the time on a boat, because railways often follow the routes of waterways. Even if you can't see a railway most times you can be sure you're never far from one. You'll frequently moor up at the end of the day thinking you're in the middle of nowhere, only to find trains trespassing on your dreams as faraway engines echo through the night. 


I find trains strangely reassuring, especially when I'm cruising late into the night as I was that day I left Banbury. North of the town, the Chiltern line between Birmingham and London runs close to the cut, and the trains rattling up the track with their carriage lights flashing like a strobe were a comfort to me in the overwhelming immensity of the darkness in which I found myself. Darkness like that is unnerving, take it from me. Especially on overcast nights when you can't see the stars, or much else either, save for a dull, red glow on the horizon which is a city somewhere far away. You don't experience night like that very often in this country, and when you do it makes you feel inconsequential, a speck in the great universe. If you're cruising alone, trains are at least company; otherwise you'd get spooked and stop for the night. Or start doing silly things to make yourself feel better. Which is what I did. 


I got out my iPod and started listening to Abba. Then I joined in, singing a chorus or two of 'Dancing Queen' and doing a Meryl Streep on the deck as I was steering, bopping about like she did in Mamma Mia!


You can do things like that on a boat at night in the countryside because there's no one there to see you. The people passing in the train won't notice you, you can be sure of that. They sit silhouetted by their glowing windows in their heated carriages, staring out with so much on their minds they wouldn't see E.T.'s spaceship landing on the track, let alone you cavorting around like a lunatic. Even if they did happen to become aware of you in the distance – maybe just at that moment you were leaping about like Meryl did on her way down to the quayside with half the population of Skopelos following her – they wouldn't care. As far as they're concerned, you're a weirdo being on a boat at night anyhow. A bit of dancing's not going to make you any more of a weirdo. 


I went through the lock at Bourton, which I'll always think of as Irene's lock after a friend who lived there until her death a year or two back. Next up was Slat Mill. It was dark by now and a ghostly flock of sheep were sheltering behind the wall of a field coughing like consumptives. That didn't make me feel any better either. 


Even so, I was in my stride now; I could have gone on all night, except that for some reason when I got to Cropredy the day suddenly caught up with me and I was overwhelmed by intense tiredness. Luckily, in the cutting below the shop there was a convenient mooring available and I slipped into it without a second thought. I was so exhausted by now that I barely had the energy to clean my teeth before dropping into bed. Even Kit was shattered. Too shattered to want to go out, certainly. She curled up at my feet at the foot of the bed until we were both woken by the church clock the next morning. 
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FOUR 

To Braunston and down the Grand Union 





When Em stepped into the cabin, Kit looked up at her with an expression that seemed to say, 'Where the hell has that come from? Jeez, I thought we were well rid of her.' Em glowered back at her with a similar level of antagonism. It was clear from her face that she, Em, thought that she should be the one cruising on the boat through the picturesque Midlands countryside, not the useless ball of fur lying in front of the fire in her chair, looking for all the world as if it owned the place. 


The cat yawned and settled itself down more comfortably. Em swept it onto the floor with her handbag and sat down in its place. She is not an overly sentimental woman, Em. 


'Well,' she demanded, 'what are the plans?' 


We were in Braunston, Britain's 'canal capital' – although this title makes it sound rather more grandiose than it is, for it's little more than a smallish Northamptonshire village splayed out along a hillside with a church at one end and a council estate at the other. It's in a key position, though: 50 miles from Birmingham and on the axis of four major canal routes, two south and two north, making it unique on the waterways system. 


In the golden days of canal-carrying it was a bustling inland port and its busy towpath was thick with boatyards, dry docks and chandlers servicing the needs of a transport industry which underpinned the Industrial Revolution. Today, 250 years later, the action's moved elsewhere and Braunston's been left as a quiet backwater, geared to the leisure boat market, for which it's particularly well suited. It's near the M1, close to the Watford Gap, and its accessibility makes it a popular spot to moor boats in one of the many marinas which have sprung up in the area. So many marinas, in fact, that parts of Braunston are like one big marina. Imagine a waterside caravan park. In fact, imagine about half a dozen waterside caravan parks strung together. 


Kit and I travelled there along the Oxford Canal, retracing the route across the summit as far as Napton which Em and I had followed on our Christmas cruise. From there I pressed on into Northamptonshire across a landscape scarred with the ridge and furrow remnants of medieval strip farming. There was no more traffic on the canal than in December, and astonishingly I only passed one boat all day. Steering it was a bearded academic type with a pinched face and fewer clothes than the weather demanded. I nodded to him the way you do on canals, probably mumbling a courteous word or two, something about the conditions or how cold it was. The strength of his response threw me. He looked at me over the top of his half-moon spectacles and delivered a meteorological discourse on isobars, adiabatics and gradient winds. This was followed by another on the loneliness of the Oxford summit at this time of the year, about how shallow it was and how tortuously twisty. About how it was 'just so reassuring' to see another boat and 'feel that one wasn't entirely alone'. 


All this in about twenty seconds. Delivered at breakneck speed. 


Blimey! I know we like to be polite on canals, but this was all a bit much even for me. This sort of camaraderie might have been OK if we'd been two tramp steamers crossing in the Channel during a force 12, but it was a bit over the top for a couple of old geezers gently pottering past each other on narrowboats in the Midlands. 


Mind you, at least he acknowledged me. A lot of the new skippers on the cut nowadays have taken to blanking you out, staring ahead as if they hadn't seen you; or looking in the opposite direction as if something had just caught their attention so that, oh no, they can't hear a thing you say, however loudly you're shouting. I put it down to the intimacy of the canal community, which makes a lot of them feel uncomfortable. They pay lip service to it, but they're not used to being sociable. Maybe I'm being too kind though. Maybe they're just being rude. Some of them at least recognise their social awkwardness. They give you a wan smile, so watery that if it wasn't part of their face it would drip into the canal. Then they raise a limp, embarrassed hand as if to say, 'I come from the town and I'm really not comfortable with this social interaction thingy, but here goes…' 


In one respect my passage up the Oxford was different to Christmas because it attracted more attention than it had before from people moored on the towpath in residential boats – the 'liveaboards'. As I went by they'd press their noses against their windows and follow my progress until I'd disappeared from view. They always looked worried. I guess this was because my presence was one of the first signs that winter was over, and that the canals were emerging from their hibernation. On the one hand this was good news for them: the nights were drawing out, it would soon get warmer and they could emerge from their cocoons onto the towpath for barbies, evening drinks and parties into the night. The downside was there'd be more boats around to speed past and send them lurching across their cabins at just the moment they were shaving or pouring water from a boiling kettle. You couldn't help but sympathise with them. They lived in Shangri-La. Soon it would be under siege from fleets of hooligan holidaymakers with their raucous children and uncontrollable dogs. At the moment there was just me and the odd underdressed academic; soon there would be flotillas of boat owners on the move, a veritable Dunkirk of evacuees from the city gagging to reacquaint themselves with cows – if only to eat them burnt over charcoal. 


For the moment, however, the waterways lay serene and tranquil, the summer another world away. It was still as chilly as midwinter and every occupied boat had a fire on the go so that comforting plumes of smoke curled gently from their chimneys, hanging over the water in a delicate haze. Some boats were burning logs in their stoves and the smell of the wood seemed perfumed, almost sweet; in other places the acrid odour of coal was predominant, like railway stations long ago. 


Em was spending a week with me and had come up from London by train and taxi, bad-tempered from her journey. Unfortunately my trip from Napton hadn't been trouble-free either. I'd been attempting to multitask by cleaning the brasses as I went – which is what the old boatmen used to do. Sadly, I hadn't got the same level of skill as they had and I'd run Justice up the bank a couple of times before I gave up on the idea as a bad job. It had put me in a bad mood. 


We went for a drink in a pub we've used for years, only they'd made Friday 'Concert Night' and we couldn't hear ourselves talk. This was a mercy since at least it stopped us bickering – although I guessed from the movements around Em's mouth that this wasn't entirely putting her off. Back at the boat, the casserole I'd prepared had burnt, which added to the general pessimism of the evening. Eventually we gave up the struggle to be sociable and went to bed early. OK, so it hadn't been the best start to a week together, but at least it meant that we got a good night's rest and could get up early the next morning refreshed for our trip. 


We might have been more enthusiastic about it had the weather been better; but the following day turned out to be dismal: windy, wet and cold – the sort of conditions that make you realise why most sane people wouldn't go near a canal outside of the summer months. We slowly worked up the flight of six locks that take the Grand Union east to where it passes through a tunnel more than a mile long. Soon afterwards there's a junction near the small village of Long Buckby, and from there it veers sharply southwards down seven more locks towards London and the Cavalcade festival that was our destination. 


The locks are big here – twice the width of those on the Oxford: great lumbering things with heavy gates that you have to get your back behind to move. They're no more complicated than smaller locks, though. Locks of any sort aren't exactly cutting-edge technology or else they wouldn't let hirers loose on them five minutes after they've picked up a boat. Operating them is only a matter of winding up a few ratchets in the right order. True, death and chaos will ensue if you wind the ratchets in the wrong order but, hey, nothing in life is a complete pushover. 


Em and I soon got into our locking routine which we've been doing for so long it's second nature. There's something reassuring about the repetition of familiar activities like this; something comforting when both of you are acting in concert, scarcely conscious of what you're doing, but each knowing automatically what has to be done and what the other person expects of you. Hours can pass as minutes when you get into this sort of groove, working single-mindedly towards the same goal. You can get into a hypnotic trance in which your actions don't seem to be yours, and even your place in the physical world seems indeterminate, as if you're wandering about in a dream. 


When you get into this mindset, anything outside of yourself is a distraction, an imposition on your state of mind. For us the spell was broken when we realised we were catching up another boat travelling up the locks in the same direction. We both saw it about the same time. Stopping what we were doing, we stared at it, outraged. What was another boat doing on our canal? What did it think it was playing at? 


It turned out to be another narrowboat about the same size as Justice, steered by a 50-something bloke in a boiler suit and flat cap, who I guessed from his florid complexion was fond of a drink or two of an evening. He was transporting it professionally from a marina to a boatyard where it was scheduled to come out of the water for maintenance. He'd made a dozen similar trips in the previous month in as many different boats, he told us in an irascible tone of voice which made it patently obvious that he wasn't happy about this situation. But then, he wasn't a very happy man generally. 


'I've had enough of it, you better believe me,' he said. 'I don't know why I'm still doing the bloody job. I know every lock in this flight like the back of my hand, and take it from me they're all bastards.' 


Personally, I couldn't see what he was getting himself all het up about. Steering canal boats around the countryside and getting paid for it would be a dream job for a lot of people. Besides, what did he expect? That the owners of the boats should get them repaired at other yards in order to give him the opportunity of more varied cruising? That the marina should somehow relocate to make his work more interesting? 


We began sharing locks together which is the protocol in these situations. This should have made it easier for us all, since there were more of us to do the work. But it didn't shape up that way. We'd arrive at a lock and start to do something, only to find that he'd hopped off his boat and wanted to do it differently. So at the next lock we'd do it his way, but still he wasn't happy. He wanted to do it all. He'd rush to get to locks before us or worse, when we got there before him, he'd muscle us out of the way. 


And all the while his whinge-o-meter was creeping up the scale. He could whinge for England, this guy. Potentially he was a world whinging champion. He whinged about the weather. He whinged about the state of the canals. He whinged about how exhausting all this travelling was for a bloke his age who should be doing a lot more with his life than humping poncey canal boats up and down the cut for bloody people who'd got more money than sense… 


OK, I could go along with him as far as the weather and the state of the canals. I could even sympathise at how exhausting he found his work. He lost me at the poncey boat bit, though. Call me oversensitive, but I was reasonably confident he was getting at us with this one. It was clear he thought we were stupid, which may be true. But he thought we were rich too, which certainly isn't. I'd had enough of him anyhow and suggested to Em that we might take an early lunch to give him the chance to get ahead of us again. 


So we moored up and had a cheese sandwich. We drank tea. We ate biscuits. When we looked out of the boat again, he was thankfully nowhere to be seen, though just to make sure I went for a walk up the towpath. I didn't want to find him moored up around the next bend waiting to pounce on us. Mind you, I needn't have bothered going to all the trouble. Almost immediately after we'd set off again, we ran into another working boater, this one a younger bloke. He was steering a 'flat' – a sort of pontoon with a crane on the back – and he was just as bad in his own way. Worse really, because he got racist. We hadn't been with him for more than a few minutes before he started having a go at Lithuanian plumbers for no other reason than that they were Lithuanian. Why he'd got a downer on Lithuanian plumbers rather than, say, Latvian plumbers, or the more common or garden Polish plumber, he never made entirely clear. 


Perhaps his wife had run off with a Lithuanian plumber. Perhaps she was a Lithuanian plumber. 


It was still early enough for another lunch, so we stopped again. 


'You get a lot of opportunities to eat on canals,' I remarked to Em. 


'You get tempted a lot to kill people too,' she replied. 'Do you think anyone would notice if we quietly bumped off one or two people along the way?' 






That afternoon we moored in Stoke Bruerne, just past another long tunnel which passes under Blisworth Hill. Whether it was because we were sheltered there, or because there'd been some subtle change in the millibars on which the underdressed academic might have been able to shed some light, I don't know. Perhaps it was because we were closer to the equator. One way or another, the weather changed for the better very suddenly. Where before it was dull and overcast, the sky was now clear; where it had rained, the sun now shone, so crystal clear it lit up the late afternoon until it was luminous. The colours seemed lucid, the surface of the canal about as far away from its usual turgid brown as you could imagine. That day it was pale green like ancient glass, and the hedges and trees stretching down to the water's edge were the same, soft and muted with the light diffusing through their new spring leaf growth. 


Kit was soon outside and cavorting on the towpath, hunting flies or chasing leaves. 





Stoke Bruerne is described in the guidebooks as one of the best examples there is of a classic canal village, and it deserves the acclaim. With its thatched pub and honeystone cottages, and the canal and locks passing right through the centre, it's about as English as Elgar. It's chocolate-box England, the type of place they used to put on chocolate boxes when they did that sort of thing. Now they make jigsaws of it, and put pictures of it in glossy coffee-table books about England, and feature it on tourist websites. In its own small way it's perfect, like a wellcut tennis court or a well-tended rose garden. What's not to like about it except you sometimes feel you're messing the place up by just being there? What's not to rave about except that occasionally you feel it's a place designed more to look at than to be in? 


I rolled up my sleeves and had another go at polishing the boat brasses. I kept getting disturbed by people passing on the towpath, though. Even so early in the year with the waterways themselves so empty, Stoke Bruerne was busy with a constant stream of sightseers who treated me as one of the sights they'd come to see. Not unreasonably, I suppose. Stoke Bruerne's a canal centre; I was on a canal boat and part of the scene. They wanted to know where I'd come from and where I was going. They wanted to know how old the boat was and whether we lived on it. They asked if I minded them taking a picture of Justice. They asked if I'd object to taking a picture of them against it. Inevitably, among the questions I was plied with was the one everyone on a narrowboat gets asked sooner or later. 


So let's get this over with once and for all, even though the subject is always a little distasteful for us English who never feel altogether comfortable talking about grubby subjects like money. A narrowboat used to cost £1000 a foot to have built; now you can say goodbye to twice that, more if you go for posh options on engines or internal fittings. However, if you're very lucky and know what you're doing, you might be able to pick up something for as little as £15,000, sometimes even less – though for that price anything you buy will be a wreck and need a lot of work doing to it. Most of the boats you see on the canals lie between these two extremes and will have cost their owners in the region of £30,000–60,000. For that they get the equivalent of a mid-range family car, rather than an old banger or a Porsche. 


Look no further for the recent growth of popularity of the canals than evenings like this at places like Stoke Bruerne where, after conversations of this sort, couples retire to the pub where they nurture their dreams over beer and wine and talk about 'lump sums' and 'downsizing' and 'final pay-offs.' 


But beware, dreams can sometimes turn sour. A few days later as we passed through Hemel Hempstead in Hertfordshire we met a couple at the lock side who recounted a heartbreaking tale of the problems they'd had with their new boat. They had seen life afloat as a cheap housing option, and rather than disabuse them, they'd been encouraged to indulge their fantasies by an unscrupulous builder who'd sold them a craft entirely unfitted to their needs. The electrics had never worked properly, the heating and plumbing were a constant worry, and now – a nightmare – the holding tank of their lavatory had begun to leak and was filling the bilges. 


Winter too, had proved harder than they could cope with, so now they were selling up, hoping to recoup at least a small proportion of their precious life savings which they'd invested in the venture. 


They started talking to me because they recognised me from a column I write in a waterways magazine. But there was nothing I could do to help them. There was nothing anyone could do to help them. 


I could have wept. 





End of sample
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