water world
CANALS ARE EASY TO OVERLOOK AS THEY GLIDE PAST CITY STREETS
OR RURAL FIELDS, BUT AS A BREATHING SPACE THEY ARE HARD TO
BEAT, SAYS FLOATING NOMAD, DANIE COUCHMAN
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Passing through
cityscapes and
pastoral idylls, the
UK’s network of
canals provides
potential adventures
of all kinds, as enjoyed
by Mango the dog
and owner Danie
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B

y the canal, the trees look greener
than they ought to be, as if
someone’s turned up the colour
saturation. Narrowboats in all
their hues sit motionless on the
water, their mirror image reflected
beneath in the glassy stillness. Just now, at the
end of summer, everything turns golden and
any worries are washed away just by being here.
Waterside meadows bloom with wildflowers.
Canada geese slice through swirly clouds in the
burnt orange and pink sky at dusk, and the water
is framed by arches of willow. Blackberries
grow in abundance along the towpaths,
dragonflies skit across water lilies, and the
watery network of nearby reservoirs and
backwaters quietly glistens.
All of this and more is why I made my
home on the water, travelling through city
wildernesses on my small narrowboat in
search of community, adventure and a better
connection to the great outdoors. But you don’t
have to live here to appreciate our waterways;
visit for an hour, or a day, any day and you’ll
find them tranquil, chaotic and alive.
There are more than 2,000 miles of trafficfree towpaths along the canals and navigable
rivers of England and Wales waiting to be
explored. The waterways network, built
by navvies at the height of the industrial »
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1 Dressed with
flowers, Danie’s
boat has the look
of a carnival float
2 How many people
can you fit on a
paddleboard (with or
without clothes)?
3 Sunset on the water

2

Cool canal facts
At just over 100 miles,
Birmingham does indeed have
more canals than Venice.
l The Leeds and Liverpool
Canal (127 miles) is the longest
canal in the country built as a
single waterway.
l Standedge Tunnel is the
longest canal tunnel in Britain,
stretching for more than three
miles under the Pennines on the
Huddersfield Narrow Canal.
l The Worcester and
Birmingham Canal is home
to the longest lock flight in
the UK. Tardebigge Flight
is 30 locks, and raises the
canal 220 feet.
l

UK canals in numbers
1,569 locks
53 tunnels
l 74 reservoirs
l 600 miles of hedgerow
l 3,112 bridges
l 370 aqueducts
l
l
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revolution to transport goods around the
country, are enjoying a new lease of life;
there are more licensed boats now than
when they used to carry cargo, and once
unloved and unused towpaths are enjoyed
by walkers and cyclists. Half of us in the
UK are within five miles of a canal so
there’s often one near your home or work.
Leave busyness behind, and seek out a
canal for peace, nature, fun and adventure.
Here are a few suggestions:
S U N R I S E C U P PA
Dawn by the canal brings with it a quiet
magic. Before the world wakes up and the
mist lifts from the water, the towpaths are
completely peaceful.
Make the most of them by finding a spot
to sip from a flask of tea as the day breaks
and take in the sky mirrored in the water.
Often, you’ll have the whole place to
yourself, save for a collection of feathered
early-risers providing the soundtrack.
It’s well worth the dawn alarm.
Note: sunsets by the water can be
equally spectacular, and you should feel
free to swap tea for a tipple of something
stronger from a hip flask.

FA L L I N LOV E
Whether you’re on a first date or have been
married for 10 years, strolling hand in
hand along the water’s edge never fails to
be romantic. Time together by water is
peaceful, memorable, and completely free.
Escape your routine and go for a watery
wander. You’ll be sure to pass interesting
heritage structures such as lock gates and
swing bridges and spot some wildlife.
Pitstops on our rejuvenated waterways
are plentiful, from hipster breweries and
gastropubs overlooking the water to
towpath cafés serving up the perfect flat
white. In London, I like Crate Brewery in
Hackney Wick on the River Lea and the

“On the canal, where the speed limit is 4mph... time ticks
at a slower pace... and your cares disappear”
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Towpath Café on the Regent’s Canal in
Hoxton. The Lock Inn at Bradford-on-Avon
is dog-friendly with a canalside garden and
does a smashing boatman’s breakfast.
TH E H OM E OF S LOW
Exploring the scenic waterways at a snail’s
pace means you gradually slow down, too.
On the canal, where the speed limit is
4mph, everything takes twice as long as
you think, and time ticks at a slower pace –
something I’ve learned only too well while
living on my boat for the past three years.
The surroundings create a sense of quiet
awe; combine it with a walk and watch
your cares disappear.
Your nearest canal may be closer than
you think. Check out the waterway map at
canalrivertrust.org.uk to find your nearest
canal. There’s a whole community living a
slow life on our waterways and you can

join in events such as music jams,
elderflower foraging and cordial making,
rope work (knots and fender making), small
space gardening and plant identification
walks. The Village Butty is a floating
community space that cruises on
the canals of London and beyond,
and brings canal users together for
workshops and social events.
BRING A BANQUET
Cheese, bread, chocolate, and a Thermos
of tea by a tranquil water’s edge. Life
doesn’t get much better. Pack a picnic and a
blanket and have dinner alfresco after
work. You could also bring some seeds,
oats or frozen peas for the ducks. There are
often hidden pockets of green space and
secluded spots near rivers and canals that
are ideal for blanket-based feasting and »

Look and learn
The country’s peaceful corridors
of water provide a unique
habitat for wildlife in both urban
and rural areas. Connect with
nature, and lock eyes with
riverine creatures. Spot a…
l Cormorant
l Kingfisher
l Roe deer
l Barn owl
l Dragonfly
l Butterfly
l Otter
l Water vole
l Bat
l Coot
l Bumblebee
l Canada goose
Bring your binoculars for an
organised birdwatching walk
along the canal with The Wildlife
Trusts (wildlifetrusts.org) or
RSPB (rspb.org.uk).
Alternatively, just take a walk
and see what you can spot.
You’ll find lots of great canal
walking routes at gps-routes.co.
uk and ifootpath.com.
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1 There’s no peace
quite the like the
peace of early morning
on the canal
2 Danie opens the
lock gate
3 Canals are sociable
places, a floating
community that often
gathers together

1
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“For a sense of watery wilderness, follow the least-trodden
footways and tracks off the towpath”
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frolicking. Dreamy. Or why not turn
dinner into a microadventure? Invest in a
bivvy bag and sleep under the stars. For all
you need to know about bivvy bags, go to
microadventurer Alastair Humphreys’
website alastairhumphreys.com.
MOONLIGHTING
For a unique perspective on the river, and
to feel instantly like Pocahontas, explore it
in darkness. Borrow a paddleboard or hire
a kayak or canoe and go for an evening
paddle by moonlight. Secret Adventures
(secretadventures.org) and Moo Canoes
(moocanoes.com) offer canoe hire. Don’t
worry if you’ve not done it before – embrace a
new experience. There’s something special
about being so physically close to the
water. Be inspired by adventurer Lizzie
Outside’s journey as she paddleboards the
length of England (lizzieoutside.co.uk).
If you prefer solid ground, towpaths
make for scenic, flat, traffic-free cycling at
twilight – just make sure your lights are
working! Canals and railways tend to
follow the same routes so most waterways
have great transport links. When your legs
tire, you can just jump on a train home.
O F F T H E B E AT E N PAT H
I often find myself entirely lost in long
grass in the marshes and woodlands near

rivers, less than a mile away from urban
chaos. For a sense of watery wilderness,
follow the least trodden footways and
tracks off the towpath. You could discover
a shallow stream, a shaded picnic spot or a
great climbing tree. Why not offer to walk
a friend’s dog? They are the most excellent
adventurers, and sniff out things you
wouldn’t have found otherwise. You’ll find
more ideas at canalrivertrust.org.uk.
A L L A B OA R D
A boating break with friends or family on
the not-so-high seas of our once cargocarrying canals is an absorbing way to
unwind and enjoy a taste of freedom.
You don’t need any previous experience
or a driving licence for a narrowboat; it’s
easy to pick up and boat hire operators
provide tuition and a manual with
everything you need to know. Most
of Britain’s canals were built with locks
just 7ft wide, so a narrowboat is the
ideal choice to navigate them. Not sure
where to explore? There are a wide choice
of routes to cruise, and many boat hire
companies to choose from. ABC Boat
Hire (abcboathire.com) offers a variety
of boats in 16 start locations across
the waterways network. Drifters
(drifters.co.uk) offers day boat hire at
11 of its bases around the country.

Cook up a crayfish
For a deliciously wild supper, go
fishing. American signal crayfish
have invaded England’s rivers
and canals, almost wiping out
the native species, the whiteclawed crayfish. But at least
these creepy creatures are
tasty, especially dipped in some
homemade lemon and dill mayo.
First, get permission to go
crayfishing – apply at the
Environment Agency (gov.uk)
for a free licence and then invest
in an otter-friendly crayfish trap
(you can often pick one up on
eBay), which are a specific size
to only catch the spiky pests and
avoid catching other wildlife.
Gently flowing waterways such
as canals are the best areas to
fish. Lower, wait, haul up and
boil. (You’ll need a big pot!)
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