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            THE SITUATION

         
   
         Voices carry over water. Surprising things may be overheard, even on a canal. ‘He’s a funny bugger isn’t he?’ came to me once, with the ego-puncturing follow-up: ‘Laughs at his own jokes and doesn’t listen to a single …. word you say.’ At Marseilles-lès-Aubigny, many years ago, it happened yet again.
         

         We had set up in business, the group of us, with a passenger-carrying barge on Burgundy’s western edge. And, straight away, we were struggling. The money had gone, mine certainly had, and customers were few. In a strange land, a good deal stranger than we’d imagined it to be, those were bothersome times.
         

         The country beside the canal there, of farmland often, provides glimpses of the sprawling upper Loire. It is agreeable if largely unremarkable, with Marseilles-lès-Aubigny itself, within sight of a cement works, one of the lesser spots. On the way, though, there are finer sights: vineyards on the hillsides of Sancerre, poplars shading the old towing path, eagles over the cornfields. It helps, if following this route, not to be in a hurry.

         A motor boat was passing, a rakish thing, with assertive-looking people on board and seriously slanted windows. She was, without doubt, making for the Mediterranean, taking her chance amongst the freight barges and bashing about in the locks. Her crew, if they were typical, would be finding the canal system tiresome. 
         

         ‘We might as well stop,’ came a voice. ‘We can moor against that old black barge over there. Ask that cretin in the wheelhouse if he can help.’

         ‘Monsieur,’ his wife began to call. ‘Monsieur, est-ce que voo …’
         

         ‘Non,’ I was able to reply.
         

         ‘Oh, we’ll press on,’ the first voice continued. ‘Leave him alone. He wouldn’t be able to help, you can tell. Looks a real canal-type idiot. Anyone with a barge like that must be a nutcase anyway.’

         ‘It takes one to know one.’ I might have responded, but for some reason found myself trying to compose that in French. As to the nutcase part, I was beginning to wonder if he was right.

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            1: SETTING OUT

         
 
         The business with the barge developed out of desperation. The others involved, being richer, or at least in salaried employment, had been intrigued enough to join for the ride. So we formed a company to move the project on. It was launched formally, if that’s the word, one foggy autumn evening in an office off Oxford Street in London.
         
 
         Our initial meeting was interrupted, in a tradition that would develop, by the arrival of the cleaning woman. As an example of the surprises lying ahead this was by no means a big one; but we were startled all the same. As if in a pantomime, the door shot open, a sack of rubbish arrived, then in she came. Headscarf rampant, vacuum cleaner at the ready, she was complaining about the lights and the need to turn them off when we went. If we did not, Mister someone we had never met would be having our guts for garters.
 
         The intruder retreated as the accountant, who was presiding, put on a withering look and willed her out of the door. The office had been rented for the evening but, knowing more than we did, if not the cleaning woman’s boss, our man kept his coat on throughout. There was trouble with the heating apparently and it got no better as the hours went by.
 
         There were eight in our company. Some were old pals; some I’d bumped into, friends of friends or contacts through work. One of us - Hector - had been found through advertising. It was a ridiculous number, of course, as those who claimed to really know about business were touchingly keen to advise. Disharmony was bound to follow, they said. Never go into such things with your pals. And so on.
         
 
         It was not a new idea. Others had tried it before, although not many, and all of those - or almost all - had been doing so in England. Few, very few indeed, ever ran a barge in France. I had, in fact, met the first of them a decade or so earlier, way back in 1964, when he came to see us at the office of a boating magazine I worked for in London. Richard Parsons was his name, and he was trying to get publicity.
         
 
         He came along on the day we went to press, always a tricky time, when, with the oaths of our printers echoing down the telephone, we struggled to caption such pictures as we managed to find and get all the copy to fit. ‘There’s some bastard in Reception,’ somebody said. As the new boy in our office, I was the one sent to meet him.
 
         Richard’s hair, a fraction too long for the day, spoke of priorities elsewhere. Tall and amiable, he had a faintly abstracted air. His overcoat, presumably bought in France, was unusually cut, and a little too long as well. He came from Wolverhampton, he said, yet was no longer Wolverhampton. It was a manner designed for survival, I would discover; the protective shell of someone who, confronted by worries he never expected, in a land where many things are different, was aiming somehow to carry on.
 
         Under the eye of the company commissionaire, sitting in the lobby like the recruiting poster from the First World War, we looked at Richard’s photos together. Small and curly ones these were. What they were of was difficult at first to make out. The Eiffel Tower offered up a clue. So the waterway must have been the Seine, while the vessel in the foreground, like a sausage with a shed on top, was presumably …
         
 
         ‘… the barge,’ Richard said. ‘We’re fitting her out.’ He rolled his eyes as he said this. Barge conversion, as I would discover myself one day, is a conjuror’s box of puzzlements, of problems unforeseen and solutions born of desperation. That it is hideously expensive as well takes even the experienced by surprise.
 
         A wash-basin winked from one of the pictures, against a background of pipes yet to be boarded in. There was a saloon, with windows from a retired city bus, while the labour force, apparently friends from England, stood around with looks of pride in their work.
 
         This alone was a surprise. For Brits to be working in France was not such a commonplace then. To someone as wary of foreign parts as myself they seemed extremely brave. France at the time was a far-off land. It had a different kind of culture, with a language few in Britain ever troubled to learn. The French, it was popularly understood, were haughty and uncooperative. They closed their shops at lunchtime and undercooked their meat. Those who visited the country did so, generally, in a spirit of apprehension, then seemed glad to get back.
 
         Richard had christened his barge Palinurus - someone in Greek mythology, whose background he explained, but I immediately forgot. Prior to this, as a coal boat near Dunkerque, the name had been Ponctuel, a commitment too dangerous to continue, even for the starry-eyed.
         
 
         Burgundy was the region the Palinurus would be exploring, the dukedom of the Vagabond King and the home of quality wine, although it was unusual in Britain to drink it and the general concept was vague. Burgundy, indeed, like so much else in France, was a grey area of the English mind, to be filed with Transylvania or Lilliput. It was a surprise to learn it really existed, but Richard said it was beautiful. There were waterways there apparently: both rivers and canals, and those were beautiful too.
         
 
         ‘Can you help?’ Richard asked again, and I said we would try. We shook hands and he left.
 
         To our eternal discredit, we did nothing much about it. An item appeared buried in some text about ‘developments’, while the pictures, as they do with magazines, lingered in a drawer for a while; then they disappeared.
  
         Eventually, I was to explore those waterways myself, even meeting Richard again once or twice. There he was, several years later on, guiding Palinurus along the canal south of Auxerre. With a full load of passengers, in surroundings gorgeous enough for a calendar, he managed, nonetheless, to look abstracted again. The cook had handed in her notice, we discovered, while he was under the threat of a tax control. Even the strong and upright quail before a tax control in France, which takes on the aura of ‘When did you last see your father’. The force with which Richard described these matters drew some attention to their importance; although little did I realise how really mind-blowing such crises might be.
         
 
         Encountered again a few weeks later near Dijon, he was in a mellower mood. The tax inspection had somehow been diverted, while a cook miraculously turned up, just as the crew were wringing their hands. There were business partners, apparently, who managed these things (and who also, in the years to come, would expand the operation by acquiring other barges). That he had such colleagues would never have occurred to me, nor the incidents they had to resolve. It would be years before the memory of these events returned - when the same things happened to me.
         
 
         Those early trips that my friends and I were making were for our own amusement - in an English barge named Arthur. In the Arthur, having thrown up the job with the magazine, I could travel around for two long summers, with a spell back in London in between, earning the money to pay for it all. In those halcyon days, when other jobs could always be found - or so it seemed - it was easy to take such chances.
         
 
         Out on the Arthur the fear of France - or rather of the French - had by no means disappeared. Those invited out to join us were often in awe of the place too. At the rendezvous we arranged, usually at the railway station on a Saturday afternoon, they would be sitting with their rucksacks, like pioneers with the wagons drawn round, staring at the natives. The differences between first and second-class train compartments often confounded them. A child of ten could have detected the reason why one set of carriages should be packed while another part stood empty but, frequently, there had been arguments about this. Occasionally, even, there was a fine, when the conductor came down the train doing Bonaparte imitations. There were problems of pronunciation too, requests for tickets to Nangcy or Tchallon-sewer-Sone proving not to be understood.
         
 
         In the evenings, when we weren’t cooking up spaghetti Bolognese, we would march down the towpath to whatever estaminet the village might provide. There, tongues loosened by alcohol, the party, in dreadful French, would order snails, complemented by more-ish, crusty bread in order to mop up the sauce, before tucking into the plat du jour. Even at the budget end of the spectrum, the meals, by and large, exceeded by a mile what might have been found in England. Funnily enough, it is the marginal suppers that stick in the mind, the ones on the level of the proverbial Greasy Spoon.
         
 
         ‘Is Horse the only thing you’ve got?’ we asked at an auberge in Alsace.
         
 
         ‘It’s the speciality of the house, sir,’ came the quick-witted reply. And so, washed down with corrosive vin ordinaire, another little adventure ran its course.
         
 
         At Montereau on the Seine, in the only place we could find there, the noise from the table football or babyfoot, (pronounced babby-foot) combined with the din from those locals not playing babyfoot themselves, supplemented by Taras Bulba on TV, brought the conversational level to the threshold of pain. When the ball bounced free for a moment, to splash in one of our party’s stew, there was something about the situation to lift a meal that, by French standards, was scarcely mediocre, to a positive social event. We played the locals at babyfoot later, losing ten-nil and nine-one (a lucky rebound there) then settled on a further round of drinks.
         
 
         A major regret, now, was our lack of interest in the wine. Conditioned by the soft, blended rubbish we had been in the habit of drinking in England, we were in no fit state for the splendours of France. Hypnotised by extremely agreeable prices, we would buy, even so, the cheapest that they had. On this, if we were prepared to carry back the empties, we even got refunds on the bottles.
 
         But the countryside reached us. It was splendid, and there was a great deal of it. An elderly guy with a handlebar moustache stopped by the roadside one morning in his old Citroën, somewhere to the west of Auxonne, to give a pair of us a lift towards the river. He looked at first like a character out of a Tin-Tin book, a benign uncle-like figure from an era half-forgotten; but he was real enough. He had a hamper with him, from which he offered cheese and a dash of something alcoholic as we headed for the Saône. There, in a spot that he knew, he would be settling down to fish. With cattle browsing in the shallows of the opposite bank, he could loll in the Arcadian splendour that the river’s upper reaches so generously provide. Kenneth Graham summoned up a similar vision of England, where, despite the pressures of population, it still exists in pockets. But in France it is all around.
         
  
         After the glories of rural France, returning to London to a proper job was difficult indeed. But a new magazine was starting up and it had its attractions. Chief amongst these, of course, was the salary. On the down side were the crowds to jostle with, all those people in suits.
         
 
         On the very first morning a humbling incident took place. As the tube train rolled to a stop, its carriages so packed that if anyone wanted to read a book, let alone a newspaper, they might only have done so by raising it towards the ceiling, a middle-aged woman, extracting herself through the doorway, turned to address us from the platform.
 
         ‘Is this,’ she said, ‘how you go to work each day? Packed in here like cattle? Then…’ The finale, so obvious it was boring to have to wait for it, hove into view at last: ‘… I feel darned sorry for you all.’
 
         That old man beside the Saône, scattering his ground-bait, would undoubtedly have agreed. But in London, of course, no-one said anything at all. It was all too depressing.
 
         There was no great need to have worried. With the outbreak of war in the Middle East, an economic whirlwind arrived. The government was under threat. There were power cuts and, by Parliamentary edict, a three-day working week. The magazine collapsed without a single issue printed. 
         
 
         The possibilities, suddenly, were bleak. Inflation was soaring. Those of us who were leaving - paid off well, it has to be said - had to decide very quickly what to do with our savings.
  
         In a shabby basement flat in west London - rented, rather than owned - there was time now to listen on the radio to the steady succession of folk who, despite the good fortune of remaining in employment, were angling for increases in their pay. Doctors lobbied for, and got, a salary rise of 38%. In a climate such as this savings shrink very quickly. Something would have to be done. But what, exactly? What?
         
 
         Vaguely, the notion developed of going through the Arthur experience once again, though that boat had now been sold. It would need a bigger barge anyway, if a living was to be made at it.
         
 
         A bigger barge … And here, through information only a canal enthusiast might obtain, lay a possible chance. In the Netherlands, under a government scheme, barges were being sold at rock-bottom prices. If ever the Arthur idea could be repeated, on the scale that was necessary, now might be the time.
         
 
         Barges… just across the water. Wisely or disastrously - it was hard to tell which - I went over and bought one.
  
         Secunda the barge was called. There are lots of Secundas in the Netherlands. It is the equivalent there of Smith or Patel; but she was striking nonetheless. A mighty thing by comparison with the boats of the English canals, she had a sleekness about her also, having once plied her trade under sail. Built of riveted steel, with a fine, sweeping prow, in her hull form she was not unlike the tea-clipper Cutty Sark. On her last trip in harness she carried 150 tons of coffee from Rotterdam to Utrecht.
         
 
         The narrow boats of the English canals looked tiny by comparison. Those built for cargo could manage, generally, little more than twenty-five tons apiece. The Arthur, from the Leeds & Liverpool Canal, and twice the narrow boat size, carried maybe forty-five tons of coal when she was working. But the minimum the Dutch wished to establish was 300 tons. To them, Secunda was just another small barge.
         
 
         A system of subsidies urged her operators to get the vessel out of trade. Only later did I realise that, in effect, the owners were receiving their money twice: once through the compensation the Netherlands state was paying, then again with the cash from me.
 
         The search for a barge was enlivened on those cold winter days by push-starting the car of Jan, the man I employed as an agent, through the streets of Stavoren, up in Friesland. In the Netherlands at that time cars often ran on gas - that is if they did run, which was unlikely if the owner forgot to switch back to petrol before stopping the night before.
 
         A morning routine developed, in which Jan and I sipped coffee together, crouched beside the stove in his little terraced house. There a list of prospective vessels would be brought to my attention, ‘bargains’, every one of them, however much the previous day’s offerings had failed in that respect. Next I would scrape the ice off the windscreen while Jan failed to start his car. A spell of exercise followed, pushing, before some passer-by could be attracted to help and the motor fired up at last. Then, no longer in the state of mind for reasoned discussion, we set off to examine the latest of the semi-derelict tubs that Jan looked out in the mistaken belief that these were what I wanted. 
         
 
         It is easy now to make light of those experiences, to recall with a glow the streets of the old town, the row of gabled houses, many of them occupied by people from the barges. Covered in morning frost, the waterfront was a picture. Beyond lay the pastureland of Friesland, punctuated occasionally by farms amongst the wind-blown trees, unaltered in setting since the days of Ruisdael.
 
         In reality I was frightened. What on Earth was I getting into? Could I afford it? Would this be another fantasy project, of which in boating there are many, in which a vessel becomes a soaker up of work, and money, and in the end comes to nought? Fortunately Jan was a better judge of barges than he was of motor-cars and, once he cottoned-on to the need to find a vessel of substance, we went down to Rotterdam to look at Secunda.
         
 
         As the priciest of all the craft that we saw, Secunda would take most of the money I had; but at least she was well fitted-out. Her hull was not distorted through the carriage of scrap iron, or rotted by cement. Nor did she have one of those monumental engines, worthy of a place in a science museum. These were common in the older craft, massive, unwieldy things, in engine-rooms reminiscent of the dourest kind of chapel, adorned with giant spanners and other bothersome signs.
         
 
         The price of the barge, of course, was merely the entry fee to an on-going, money-spending exercise. Her hold, at present a large empty space, would have to be fitted-out. Other expenses too, no doubt, would also be rearing their heads. So partners needed to be sought: folk, as yet unknown, who might be interested enough to put their own money down as well. To attract them an appealing vessel, well cared for at the outset, was absolutely vital.
 
         They would have to be British, these people: the thought of rounding them up elsewhere was just too much. And so, inevitably, Secunda would need to be moved to England, for enquirers there to look at, then hopefully take the plunge.
         
  
         Stavoren is on the eastern shore of the Ijsselmeer, the fresh water lake that was once the Zuider Zee. Here in the bar-room, the décor of the ship’s wheel on the wall and the photos of captains posed on the ice, were more than just tokens. Barging, still, was a central part of local life. There may have been a Girl Guide meeting at one end of the pub, but the circle of old geezers at the other, grouped strategically near the stove, had a fair percentage, according to Jan, of waterway retirees. In between lay in wait the grizzled fellow with a freighter out in the harbour who, disconcertingly, had only one ear. Babbling unintelligibly in deepest Friesian, he would sidle up to unburden himself, while the ham and eggs I had gone in there to eat went gradually cold. Maybe he was saying ‘I do think Aldous Huxley was a little out of line when he wrote Mortal Coils’ but somehow this was doubtful. As to the man in the bobble hat, stomping round the snooker table in his socks and shouting…
         
 
         ‘The bank manager,’ said Jan. ‘Be careful with him. A tricky guy. You will need him when you buy your ship.’
 
         Which was true. A pity he would not let me use the office phone. The public box down the street consumed money as if it were peanuts while the switchboards of England went about their duties. Insurance companies, in particular, with whom some kind of rapport was absolutely essential, seemed to be fuelled on low-level novocaine. ‘Mr Blenkinsop? I think he’s out at the moment … Can anyone else help?’ The flow of one-guilder coins kept the possibility open. ‘Hold on a minute; I’ll see if there’s anything on his desk. What did you say your name was?’
         
   
         Barges are not good at sea crossings. They blow sideways, their rudders get wafted in the swells, and they roll. When, several years beforehand, the Arthur made the journey round the coast from The Wash to the Thames, then, later, across the Channel to France, we experienced all of those things - and more. We were lucky with those voyages, darned lucky. And with Secunda, too, the gods were kind on the day. The weather was mild, mellowing to a glass-like calm. With me came Philip, the son of my friend and boatyard proprietor Michael Streat.
         
 
         From Calais, which we got to through inland waterways, it was an 80 mile trip across the English Channel to Brownsworth, the village where Secunda would be kept. The sands of Essex gleamed in the evening sun as we threaded through the channels on the last of the incoming tide. Within the estuary, we were in shelter now. Here we could anchor in safety before going into Brownsworth in the morning. Instead of the neat clean waterways of the Netherlands, though, there was mud here, to a serious degree.
         
 
         This was revealed when we got the anchor up again. The winch, a dreadful thing which we took it in turns to wind, brought in the cable link by painful link. Lots of mud came with it, stinky grey stuff that spattered us with spots. Weeks later it was still to be smelled in the bow, where the chain lived in an unsatisfactory kind of box. It revived strongly the memory of boiled Brussels sprouts while in digs as a student in Manchester.
 
         A man rowed out from the boatyard at Brownsworth, to receive a well-soaked rope for his pains. Fortunately he clung onto this and after he had wrung out his trousers he began rowing again, to connect us with the shore.
 
         Slowly now, Secunda edged forward into the creek, bumping from time to time as the waves came by, until she was secure in her berth. There was a shed on one side, an elderly sailing vessel on the other. Ahead were shacks with stove-pipe chimneys, and the wall of a pub. Beneath, to be revealed as the tide went out, was more of the same sticky mud.
         
  
         When a vessel is up on the beach some of the pride in her dies. Secunda Enterprises, if there was to be such a body, would have to form up quickly, before despair set in.
         
 
         The search for backers, long-winded and often disappointing, was conducted for much of the time from the office of Waterways World. Based in the brewing town of Burton-on-Trent, Waterways World was the gathering ground for those with a passion for canals. It was friends working there who, in those early days, provided me with employment. This was not as a journalist, since they had one of those already, in the shape of my friend Archy. Instead I was the odd-job man, the putter-up of shelves or a dasher down to the chemists in pursuit of photographic prints (the days of computers, unforeseen, were years yet into the future). It was work all the same, and I was grateful.
         
 
         Archy, like myself, invested his future in the waterways. Out of a job himself once, he thought to start a magazine about them. No-one else was doing that, then. Canals were not so widely understood. With hearts in their mouths, Archy and three others set out on the great adventure.
 
         It is difficult today, looking at the substantial, well-established magazine Waterways World has become, to register the uncertainty of its beginnings. Canal buffs across the nation, the group talked one another into believing, would be running to the newsagents, who in turn would be shouting into their telephones in search of extra copies. It was not to be. Of the thousands they printed, thousands made their way back - unsold. 
         
 
         There could be no other way but forward. This was something I would soon be finding myself. You can be trapped by a business idea. If you stop, you lose everything anyway. Freddie Laker, who long ago launched a cut-price airline - a novel and inspiring idea - was vilified after it collapsed for failing to warn those who were booking his flights that the business was in jeopardy. Had he done so, of course, it would have crashed there and then.
 
         Archy and his pals - though they were not such pals by then - had no other option but to plunge ever onwards; and an extremely dicey plunge this was. The magazine, launched as a quarterly into a market that was, to put it kindly, extremely thin, moved now into monthly publication. If they did not do this, they had learned, W H Smith was not prepared to look at them. Those who could do so out of Archy’s team blandished the bank manager with the deeds of their houses - a hideously risky procedure for which a strong moral case can be made for having it banned. But, again, they had to. Their company, which already owed the printers a packet, would otherwise have collapsed.
 
         They survived, then prospered, to the extent that Mr Newton Husbands, the kindly soul who rented them the larger part of the property from which he ran his brewing business, was reduced, over the months, to occupying the tiniest portion himself. Meanwhile Archy and his partners expanded into the rest, choking the stairway with packages and the latest in books for mail-order. Somewhere under those stairs Mr Newton Husbands battled on with the threat, ever-present, that the floor above might collapse under the sheer weight of paper. His appearances, which were intermittent and unexpected, had the knack of taking people by surprise. Newcomers could be found wondering who he was.
 
         In the office the atmosphere was matey. ‘They’re never in, these buggers, are they?’ cried Russ the advertisement manager while on the phone about some copy, ‘Oh… Is that Mr Carter?’ Betweentimes he would help frame little notices to put in the ‘Business Opportunities’ column.
         
 
         ‘French canals,’ these began, going on to refer to ‘a canal holiday barge’ for which a ‘proposed company’ needed ‘additional capital.’
 
         France was now confirmed, although the Netherlands, familiar through Secunda, still held an appeal. A straw poll of relatives soon put this right. Wine, sunshine, good food, amiable peasantry in overalls - these were the associations with France. Holland, by comparison, mustered clogs, tulips, fingers in dykes, Vincent Van Gogh - though he did much of his work in France anyway, didn’t he? - and unexciting cheese.
         
 
         France it was going to be, and the Canal du Nivernais probably, the dramatic if neglected route on the western side of Burgundy where, a summer or two before, Richard had been wondering about his cook. There was also in this region the lure of the vineyards in and around Chablis, although, as a canal obsessive rather than a wine one, that did not attract me greatly. The trend towards reversing those interests had yet to come.
  
         As a break from the office routine, Archy and I would review a narrow boat occasionally, craft derived from the old working type, but with cabins and comforts on board. Always we would be late on these journeys, burdened as we were by the commissions from Russ: maps for the shop at Musing-on-Cherwell or a call, if we would, on the Fazackerly brothers at Major’s End to remind them to pay their bloody bill.
         
 
         Dusk would be nigh by the time that we reached the boat, to discover a message from the builder who, abandoning his plan to take us out to lunch, still felt it proper to explain how the gas system worked. We would fiddle about with keys then tumble into the saloon at last, bearing our cargo of maps, still undelivered, printer’s proofs to be read and returned, somehow, the following morning and the piles of reader’s letters, review copies for the books pages, or notices about tax.
         
 
         As senior boat examiner present, Archy had the first choice of bed. Then, getting our priorities right, we inspected the privy. This essential area of the boat, looming large in the future of my business career, was referred to privately as the Talking Cupboard, the flimsiness of its walls allowing the occupant to continue in normal conversation with those sitting in the saloon.
 
         English narrow boats presented little variation at the time. There were rare and honourable exceptions but, because the locks they pass through are thin, the arrangement in a narrow boat has to be linear: saloon, galley, Talking Cupboard, cabins; or later, as a design breakthrough, saloon, galley, cabins, Talking Cupboard and an area for hanging up raincoats. Fittings varied little. Lighting, for instance, because of a dependence on batteries, was generally from fluorescent tubes, with the aura, sometimes, of an out-patient’s waiting room.
 
         There was also, because of the shortage of space, an arrangement called a ‘dinette’, whereby, after fiddling with its supports, the table could be lowered to fill the gap between the seating and turn itself into a bed. It was the dinette usually to which I was consigned, with the disadvantages of that arrangement, in which the cushions drifted apart during the night and Archy, who got up earlier than I did, wanting the space for his breakfast. Aboard the Secunda, I found myself vowing, there would be no dinettes.
         
 
         After several of these outings our enthusiasm for the vessel under review related directly to the quietness of the engine. This could vary, from a tolerable bumbling hum, through the level of a bus struggling into the Alps, to a barking roar that was quite insupportable. So great was the din on one occasion that we took to travelling as fast as we decently could, before switching off for a spell, to glide in tranquillity before starting once again. We asked the builder to put these matters right then invited him to give us a call, but he went bust in the meantime.
         
 
         Going bust. Folk in the boat business appeared to do this often. It was worrying. Or half-worrying, for, while guessing that the Secunda project could provide a bumpy ride, some notion of luck still hung about. We would make it, wouldn’t we? The cautionary joke of the man falling from the Empire State Building saying ‘So far, so good,’ came back from time to time. But, soon enough, it got pushed aside. Disaster, surely, could never happen with Secunda? Somehow, it would all work out.
         
 
         
            Person wanted, of romantic inclination, with Five Thousand Pounds to risk on a dodgy project. Ability to sit through long, meandering meetings without contradicting anyone a definite advantage. No time-wasters, please.
            

         
 
         This is what the advertisement should have been saying; but, of course, it could not. Instead, a serious business venture was promoted. Those who wrote received in return a copy of the drawings my brother had prepared for conversion of the vessel, together with an exposition by myself and a series of cash-flows.
         
 
         Cash-flow projections aim to show the financial future. It took a little time to learn how to do them, with the aid of the man who, at the end of it all, would become our accountant. Once grasped, though, cash-flows were easy. You simply guessed your expenses each month on food, employment and the like, then imagined the income to cover them. The only serious drawback, in those days before word processors, was the boredom of typing them out.
         
 
         The backers, or the potential ones, began to respond to the advertisements. Conjuring up, as the term ‘backer’ does, the vision of an impresario in an overcoat, it was a surprise to discover what a mixed bunch they were. There would be five, on average, for each issue of Waterways World. Of these, as it turned out, three at least would generally be poorer than I was. Absence of money, however, did not deter the curious from getting in touch; many an evening was spent typing out letters to them, with estimates of cost and - even more rashly - of profits to be made.
         
  
         It was often with Bob, who had already volunteered a share in the project, that I met these respondees. Bob, a friend from way back, was working in insurance. Meeting people was central to his trade. By wearing a suit on these outings, one that actually fitted, he brought us credibility.
         
 
         It was his geniality that broke the ice, while I, nervous at what we were proposing, usually tended to stumble. We met all sorts: canal enthusiasts who ‘liked the idea of it’ but had no cash, a woman breeder of fox terriers who turned our discussion into a rant against the rules concerning the importation of animals, and a series of hard-nosed gentlemen in the motor, timber and oil-prospecting trades.
 
         These last, while professing a co-operative spirit, would plainly only have been happy had they sat at the head of the table. ‘It’s no good treating this as fun,’ one said emphatically. ‘This is a business, and it’s got to be run as a business.’ But, in truth, he would be in it because he thought it might be fun. Whether he himself would be fun, of course, was another matter.
         
 
         Who, Bob and I would ask ourselves, might we be meeting next? Personalised number plates were a worrying sign. So, in that era before credit cards became common, was the gold-coloured one from American Express. It did not do to be flashy, we felt. Barges did not fit in with that.
 
         With the money all tied up in the vessel, my own shortage of cash bore heavily. Sometimes, when those coming looked as compatible as cats in a cage of canaries, the temptation still remained to sit them down and get them to write out a cheque. As the bank balance continued to teeter, Attila the Hun, at times, would have been welcome. In the end, with the exception of Luke, who was introduced by a pal down at Brownsworth, and the latest newcomer, Hector, everyone who joined was known to me already.
 
         Hector arrived by way of the ad. A letter from Saudi Arabia sealed the deal. If that sounds grand it is merely that Waterways World reached overseas readers and Hector was one of those. After teaching English in Riyadh he was now coming home, bringing his family with him. Home was in the Cumbrian hills. Bob and I went to track Hector down, at the end of a mountain path. It was as far from Burgundy as we ever looked likely to get.
         
 
         Once we arrived and had a cup of tea, Bob went out of the house again to bring something from his car. A squadron of hens had settled on its roof, while a goat was standing with its forelegs on the bonnet, as if it were a mechanic trying to get in. Hector was the man for us. Our team was complete. 
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