An Oral History interview with Harry Hines

Interviewed by Roger Kitchen on 22nd March 2005

Harry if we can begin by telling me when were you born?

1929.

And where were you born?

At Tamworth. I had one foot in Warwickshire and one foot in Staffordshire.

And a little bit about your parents.

Parents – father was in papermaking and so was his father, and they worked at Fishers paper mills in Tamworth which is now defunct and gone. It closed in 1936 because of the recession. He went to Bury in Lancashire and to Birmingham to try and carry on in the papermaking industry which was virtually impossible in those days ‘cause nobody wanted paper during the recession. And eventually had to leave the industry and he came to Central Ordnance Depot at Branston here, Burton. So that’s the sort of connection between Burton coming in, starting to come in.

But did you come with him or was he still, you were still…

We were still living at Tamworth, but he was travelling to…by bicycle every day from Tamworth into Burton.

And what did you do when you left school?

I left school, I went to Tamworth Grammar School, Queen Elizabeth Grammar School, and when I left school I went into being a mining engineer, starting with mining surveying for 3 years and then mining engineering following that and I qualified in 1953, and started to work at Birch Coppice Colliery, Hall End as it was locally known, and the… went into a direct practical training scheme. The Coal Board took over in 1947 and started this scheme for mining engineers in training and I went right through the…every job there was in mining we had to do over a 3 year period. At the end of that I qualified and then I was made deputy at Haunchwood Colliery, at Nuneaton, and then overman at Haunchwood, and then they put me on the staff and I went to Cannock Chase area in charge of Bower Trippelch.(?)

How did you end up here?

Well while we lived in Cannock, I started playing a bit boat building. We built some canoes and then we built a 1946 plywood cabin cruiser, so eventually through the years we really turned a hobby into a business, and then when we came here in ’73 and we started, we bought our first two boats hire and then we started building our own boats which is what we’ve done ever since.

When you say ‘we’, this is the family?

Yeah, myself and the wife, son and later on my daughter Jeanette.

And so what was it, you saw, what, something for sale, what was…

No, no, we went by the entrance here on a boat and I was looking for a base. You just couldn’t buy a boat and hire it from the side of the canal, that’s not allowed. You’ve got to have a base to do it from and I was looking for a base. I knew there was an old colliery basin at Glascote, and I went for that but it had already been taken. There was one at Pooley which had already been taken. There was one at Atherstone, which nobody would let me go because I wanted to put a road through to it, and this was the fourth place we found that was, that had possibilities. As you can see from the photo, it was a rubbish tip! So we took it on and I could only get a 3 year planning permission, the council wouldn’t give me any more, because they had planned to put a road across the site to join the A38 trunk road. And being a bit foolish I suppose, we started the business and I thought well if we make it go they might change their minds, which eventually I talked to them and 3 years after and they said ‘well you seem to be making a good job we will give you a permanent planning permission’. So our gamble paid off really.

What year are we talking about?

1973/74. The first boats went out in ’74, we were on the site in ’73. And we sold our house, we were living in Wales at the time, I was working for the coal board in Wales. We sold our house down there to buy our first boat, we took a marine ? mortgage out to buy our second boat. We bought a 40 foot mobile home to live in, and that’s how we started and I told the wife, ‘well give me two years, we’ll live in the mobile home for two years, give me two years and we’ll have a house. I’ll build you a bungalow’. Well 11 years after we moved into it!

So how long were you in the mobile home for?

11 years!

On this site?! Because you come in now and it looks so amazing doesn’t it? You know, so well established and so on…
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Where the Chandelling office is now, that’s where the mobile home stood and we had a wooden office to start with and eventually it turned into that place.

And you came here, and that picture shows it was, well…

It was derelict. Anybody, any builder had any rubbish to tip, this is where he tipped it. And we found a huge block of concrete in the, what I said to you about what the water, where the water was. And builders’ rubble all over the site which we had to get rid of eventually.

So when you bought…

We rented it first off British Rail and then about three, three and a half years afterwards we entered negotiations and chap here at British Rail said, ‘oh I’ll send a representative, make us an offer’. So he sent a young lad down and I offered him a thousand pounds and the lad accepted it. But when he got back to his boss, his boss phoned up and said ‘No way are you getting that for a thousand pounds!’ So it cost us a lot more than a thousand pounds.

But had you already started …

Yes when we were renting it we had already started the development, yeah.

And this little neck of an entrance here, off the canal, was it all blocked up when you first came?

It was blocked up with rubble. It had got water in, but only a matter of inches deep, because the old pub had stood on this site, the bricks had gone into the canal there to stop anybody coming in to it. So we had to have it all dredged out to even get our first boat in.

And where did all the rubble go?

Oh we tipped it. We had to pay to have it taken away and the rest was spread about the site to give us higher ground, ‘cause it was very low at the time, so it partially was spread and partially was taken away.

And so, I mean was that literally in the early months you opened that…

Well, the early years, it took an awful long...

So when you got those initial boats where were they?

Well, we’d had it dredged out by then.

Ah right.

The first job we did was to get a JCB and then use ? to dredge it. So we could get the boats in. So that was…our first boats came in, our first boat came in in June… May ’74, and we started hiring end of June ’74.

And where does the canal go?

The main line or this bit?

This bit here.

This bit only goes as far as the dry dock at present, but used to join the Trent and Mersey Canal there, with the River Trent down in Burton by, this end of St Peter’s Bridge, although St Peter’s Bridge of course wasn’t there in those days. So it was just a mile and one eighth in length and it was the joining of the river with the canal system.

And it was initially for what purpose?

It was initially, well, I say it’s a long story. Funnily enough we’ve done a full circle because the River master in those days the 1760’s was a chap called Henry Haines or Henry Haine. My name’s Harry Hines, so the similarity is amazing to me.

Well in fact when I first read the document I thought are they..has the name changed over 300 years? Is it the same family?

It’s 250 years. It’s not the same family, I believe it’s the same root, Haines and Hine, or Hines and Haine. And there’s certainly been a sort of name connection, that’s all, over the 250 years.

And you say it was built for what purpose? Just to join…

It was built to join the... Before 1770, 1770 yes, all traffic coming down from the Humber, from the North Sea, came down the river via Wilden Ferry. And from Wilden Ferry to Burton it was very subject to rain, summer conditions. It flooded in the winter and got very shallow in the summer. So the traffic between Wilden Ferry and Burton was helped when they put in three river locks. Then the problem came that the Burton navigation that owned the river wanted Brindley who drove the canal, to finish his canal here in Burton, so that they would have the advantage of the, all the Midlands traffic and eventually the northern traffic coming down the Trent and Mersey Canal, coming down into Burton onto the river and they would get the revenue off the boats. 
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But because of the problems with water shortage and flooding, Brindley said no, he’d take the canal down to Wilden Ferry and cut out this shallow section here. And that’s what happened, so the coming of the canal actually finished the navigation on the river. So here. Eventually of course, they got their own back and they put this cut through to try and bring it back again, but it never really came back to the amount of traffic that they had before.

So when was this originally, the year this was originally built?

This was 17…give you the dates. The main line of the canal came past here in 1770. The full length of the Trent and Mersey Canal from Wilden Ferry right up to Preston Brook was opened in 1777, because the Harecastle tunnel took eleven years to dig, so that’s what slowed it up and the…if I just find the dates…1787 I think this canal was built. 

And what was…why was this particular basin built? What was…

Trans-shipment basin between boats going down onto the river, an unloading basin. A lot of cargo came into here, a lot of flint for the potteries up in Swadlincote and Moira came into here, road stone. Certainly traffic going to and from the breweries. The out-going traffic bringing the finished product, incoming traffic, don’t know about hops although they may have come from Kent, but certainly the barley and malt came in by… people call them barges, they’re not barges they’re narrow boats.

Explain the difference between the two.

A barge is something you use on like the River Thames, where you’re looking at something around 13- 20 feet wide. A narrow boat is only 6’10” ‘cause that’s the width it will go through the locks. The locks are usually built at about 7’ 2”, 7’6”, so it’s got to be of a width that will go through that area, that…

As you were developing the site here, did you find any interesting archaeology?

Yes we found an eel rake, or an eel fork. The boatmen used to catch eels for food and we managed to find one of those. Quite a lot of glass bottles, base of an old cast iron oil lamp and a lot of shoes and boots for some reason, which we never did find out why! Leather of course. We never found out why there were so many boots in here, old boots.

What all in roughly the same place?

Oh yeah, they were in that corner.

Part of a load that accidentally got tipped or something.

Or they was seconds they wanted to get rid of!

And so over the years how has the business grown?

Business has changed. It grew as any good business does grow by the increasing number of hire boats. Hire boats was our main trade in those days. So we built up from the original two boats, we went up to fourteen at one time, and then, because of the change in trade, these days time share is coming in so a lot of the boats you see on the canal don’t belong to a firm or belong to a person, they are a time share, possibly have five, ten, twelve owners, and people say ‘well we can buy a share in a boat for the same price you hire one out for a week’. So we’re reducing the number of hire boats but building up on the repair side and refitting and any particular jobs that people want doing to improve their boats.

So you weren’t involved in this time-share thing? That was something…

No, no. This has come in over the past seven, eight years.

Oh my God, never knew that. So how many hire boats do you have now?

We’re running on five now. Down to five. But the amount of repair work we do has increased tremendously and the dry dock we’ve got is in constant use. People wanting to go unfortunately for them, fortunately for us have to book, three, four months in advance these days to get in.

And is it, in terms of ownership of boats is it, is it increasingly popular to…
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Yes, yes, it’s... The number of boats on the canals these days are far more than in the days of the working boats. People talk about the era of the working boats being the highlight of the canals. It’s not. There’s far more boats today than ever there was in those days. It’s very… very, very popular. It’s a very restful holiday, with a certain amount of activity, I wouldn’t say it’s a lie back on your back and do nothing sort of holiday. But not many people want that these days.

What do you mean? Not many people what?

Well, lie on the sand in the sun. They want some activity on holiday.

Yeah. And do you, I mean where do they go, you know, what’s the kind of a typical itinerary of people?

Well depending on time you can do two and a half thousand miles. The canal system is huge. It spreads right down…you can get down to Gloucester from here, down to London, up to Manchester, Leeds, Liverpool, anywhere in… getting close to the Scottish border. You can’t get into Scotland, but there’s a lot of area, and it’s just time. It is, four miles an hour is your speed limit. You don’t have to do four miles an hour. A lot of people only cruise for four hours or five hours a day so, you can, depending on time do the whole system.

But normally what do people do who go out of here?

Normally going out of here, if they go out for one week, usually they’ll either go out and up as far as probably Stafford, Great Heywood, Stone, Stoke, Tamworth possibly, Nuneaton, or you can go down, round to Leicester up the Erewash canal. People going for two weeks tend to do the circle, so you can go out and do a ring in two weeks and come back a different way.

But the people here, this is a marina isn’t it, so people, you’re effectively, they’re keeping their boats in? are they?

Yes, yes, they…up there they belong to themselves and they just moor them with us and we look after them.

Do you have any…do you keep spare stuff so that people coming up the canal on a… from elsewhere can stop on the bank..?

Yeah, we can usually fit somebody in for a few days but we don’t normally have empty spaces as such, because we do have a waiting list of people wanting to come in.

I’m intrigued this thing about you started building canoes and you, you know, you then built up, so…I’m just, I’m just sort of …I mean we’re going back to the beginning in a sense is that, why did you do that? I mean you’re a mining engineer for God’s sake, why did you…

Why does anybody collect stamps? It’s a hobby!

But it’s some difference isn’t it, taking what is a hobby…what made you take that step?

I don’t know. P’raps ‘cause I’m foolish! I don’t know. We used to build canoes and we used to take them to the seaside and go out on rivers, and eventually a chappy called Percy Blandford designed a boat called the Nomad which was only 16 foot long and there was myself and the wife, there was a cousin and his wife, and between us we had three children, so we said well no way can we go and fit seven people onto a 16 foot boat, so I modified it and made it 19 foot! Not much difference but made all the difference to getting seven people on, all these three… four adults and three children. And we went, the first trip we went up to Llangollen, and had a nice time, great time, so it all started from that really.

Well, it’s quite a difference to going to kind of deciding you’re going to actually hire boats out.

Yeah. I always wanted a business of my own. And what else can you do? I knew a bit about boat building by then and I know a lot about canals because I studied it and to get away from mining, make the biggest change I could, I went into boat building and boat hire. And the son was very, very handy with his hands so he was and still is, well into the picture and the daughter has fitted in. She didn’t start with the business but was in a private industry, she was in offices before, but eventually she came and joined us, and I couldn’t have managed without the wife ‘cause she was behind us all the way. And the…she did the, eventually did the office work and that sort of thing and some of the cleaning. 

And do you actually, it’s your son who’s doing the dry dock thing is it?
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He is in charge of all the mechanical work and he’s, he’s very, very good on carpentry and that sort of thing, cabinet making, marquetry, and he generally oversees what the other lads do as we go up to the…actual welding, welds himself of course. He’s also called the registered gas engineer which we have to have these days. So he does the practical side and Jeanette does the office side. 

And the…’cause they’ve got like these MOTs now I s’pose haven’t you. That must’ve made quite a difference to business hasn’t it?

It’s certainly increased business but more than that it’s increased safety. There were never a lot of accidents on the canals but some boats were a little bit dangerous as regards gas and particularly in the days of petrol and outboard engines, so with the MOTs as you call it, it has certainly increased the safety because particularly in the bigger locks down towards Stenson you could get four boats in a lock down there, four smallish boats, and if one blew up it would mean the rest would go. So it increases safety on a per boat basis and also on a group basis because of damage to other craft. So I quite agree with…they do alter the goalposts fairly often which can be very embarrassing, if you tell somebody it doesn’t pass this week and they change the goalposts and next week you go saying ’well it does pass now’ which is rather embarrassing! They do that.

When you started 30 years ago, I mean is it the same in narrow boats as it was, or has been with houses, that today, you know in a house you’re expected to have central heating or maybe double glazing, whatever. Has the design and equipping of narrow boats changed in the last 30 years?

Dramatically, dramatically. There was no such thing as central heating. All boats we built had fridges and showers whereas a lot of boats, other boats didn’t have fridges or showers. And an ex-friend of mine, he’s dead now, and he had a hire flint he said ‘what do they want fridges and showers for? They haven’t got them at home so why do they want them on the boats? But yes all boats these days, all new boats have central heating and very often they have freezers as well as fridges. A lot of boats have got dual drive, electric drive. You’ve got diesel drive and they also drive other things on the boat as well. You can even go up to microwaves and 230 Volts equipment, computers. These days anything you want. And they have certainly changed over the past 30 years. Dramatically, dramatically. Yes.

The other thing is that when, in terms of you coming into this area 30 years ago, were there still any of what I would call the old timers still around then…who’d had a life on the canal?

Yes, yes. Quite a few of them, when they finished carrying either went to work for probably British Waterways. There was always a little bit of carrying and way back in the 70’s and 80’s there were what we call camping boats, which were a very basic sort of boat, very often a motor boat pulling a butty, and the school children would go on a camping expedition but in a boat not in tents, and a lot of the old timers were in charge of those boats. They could spin a few yarns yeah!

Any people you can remember in particular?

Yeah. A monk, what was his name…yeah there’s several, they’ve gone from my mind just for a minute.

And in the time that you’ve been doing it, you haven’t seen, I mean the horse drawn stuff had obviously completely gone by then, that was all pre-Second World War was it?

There was one or two trip boats pulled by horse in the ‘70s. There was one used to go from Norbury on the Shropshire Union and there was a horse drawn boat on the Ashby Canal doing trips. All the … traffic by horse drawn boat had gone, the regular traffic. They were all motor boats in those days.

And is there much traffic now? I mean you know, haulage, you know that kind of thing?

Not in this part of the world. There’s a little bit up north on the broader rivers and canals but there’s nothing down here.

The other thing is, special, around the canals, and is there kind of, are there special words for things, or special, that might be kind of local to this area?
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Can’t think of any. Obviously there were and the locals would know them, but in sort of 50, 60, 70 years of my lifetime they’ve disappeared.

Yeah. There aren’t any, I mean you know, I didn’t know whether there would be particular implements. Someone was saying for example, in the coal mining industry, you know there’d be different words for different tools and I just wondered whether that would be, the same would apply to the canal.

It would be, it would be, but I can’t recall them just at present. Memory has gone.

 And things like songs or anything like that. Are there any, is there any particular songs or anything associated…

No not really, it wasn’t a sort of job you wanted to sing about. People glamorise working in narrow boats. Lot of people that write stories they talk about how marvellous it was. Well if you want to pick a frozen rope up the middle of the winter, they’ll think that’s glamorous. I don’t, it was damned hard work and you only got paid in many cases, when you were carrying. When your boat was empty you didn’t get paid, so you had to bring it back from we’ll say London, for nothing, to pick up a load of coal in the Midlands somewhere on the Ashby or Baddesley Colliery, any of those areas that went down to London. So it was, there were nothing glamorous about it. Not a thing.

I mean essentially it was like the mobile poor then was it? I mean it was a poor way of life, you were not….

Poor financially. I think in many ways they had this camaraderie and they worked together which we don’t seem to have these days. It wasn’t a case of…obviously I don’t think they fought physically for loads but of course they did try to get a load because that was when they got paid. So if you could get your boat down to the loading area first you got it first to get the load, so there were rivalry in that sort of way. I mean people say they fought with lock keys, I don’t think they ever did, but …funny story! When you got to the lock you went through it you didn’t wait for anybody else.

Yeah. And are they still…but there would be lock keepers and all this kind of thing. That’s all gone has it?

Yes. A lock keeper need not particularly be in charge of one lock. You get flights of locks. Atherstone, there’s eleven, but there might be one, possibly two lock keepers on that flight, so it wasn’t a case of one lock keeper per lock unless it was a very, very busy canal. And of course in Birmingham the canals were lit at night. If you went through the locks there you still see the signs on the walls of the gas lamps. So when the boats were travelling, some travelled 24 hours a day, you did have lighting on the locks in particular places.

And did I notice in this thing that there’s also like the idea of preserving? There’s a, is there a preservation society, did I see in this book?

Oh yes, there’s several preservation societies.

So what, what is the idea? What bits need preserving round here then?

Well most of them, I mean you can always find something new, but most of them round here luckily have been preserved. The Calden Canal just up in Stoke was closed at one time, that’s been reopened. The Erewash Canal down at Langley Mill, goes up to Langley Mill, that’s been reopened, that was closed. And most of the ones round here, there is some talk about trying to reopen more of the Calden, and more of the Erewash, but at least they’re now in operation, they had gone completely derelict so that’s been done. And I can’t think of any other.

But isn’t there a particular…sorry I’m turning the pages here. The Waterways Improvement, what…

I know nothing about that!

Oh you nothing about that! Cause I was wondering what it was that needed improving.

Exactly. 

Oh right, yeah.

I think that’s…

And what, do you have contact with, I mean people like British Waterways? What role do they have in all of this?
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Well they’re the governing body on all the canals. They make all the rules and regulations much to our chagrin at times! And they of course collect a license per boat and in many cases licences for canal side properties where they put pubs or marinas and you have to pay them an annual licence, an annual fee. So they are the ruling body and we pay them to look after the canals for us. They’re supposed to do the dredging and the tow paths, keep everything in regular order, maintain the locks, and during…well they’re very, very good as regards annual repairs, they try and do them in the closed season between end of October to Christmas and they try and reopen at Christmas for people who want to cruise over Christmas and they close again just after Christmas until end of February, beginning of March, and I’ll give them their due they’re very, very good at maintenance during those periods. We don’t get much trouble with canals being closed during the season. It happens occasionally because of accidents, breaching the bank or something like that or a lock collapses. It does happen occasionally but not often, not often.

And is there enough water in the canals in the summer?

Er yes, yes. There are odd years, 1973 was a bad year, because of the drought. We’re very lucky here because only a few miles up the canal here we actually go through the River Trent so we’re not reliant on a reservoir. We pull our water out of the Trent. Every time you use a lock you probably use 30,000 gallons of water, but that water comes out of the river. So while the River Trent keeps flowing we’re all right. But farther up they’re all dependent on the reservoirs, so the reservoir’s got to have plenty of water in it. So we’ve just keep our fingers crossed that we don’t get very many dry summer like we had in ’73.

The other thing is that, looking at the boat you know, you got some for narrow boats and so on. The traditional crafts of you know, the painting and you know the flowers and that kind of thing, does that still exist?

Oh yeah. We’ve got our own painter. He can do all that sort of thing if somebody wants it. The types of boat have changed of course. At one time they were timber, then they started making them of iron, then it was steel, and then during the war they actually tried making them of ferrous cement because it was more easily accessible than steel, ‘cause steel was wanted in the War effort and there’s still one or two ferrous cement boats about, usually in museums, so you’ve got the different materials that they’ve used, been made from.

Are there still any wooden ones around?

Oh yeah. I’ve got one in the base here. It’s looking a bit sad for itself today but it’s, it’s the last wooden boat to be built by a chap called Aubrey Berrryman. And he was, he worked for Blue Liner which was the later variation of Samuel Barlow and S.E.Barlow. They became Blue Line eventually and Aubrey Berrryman worked for Blue Line down at Braunston, and the last wooden boat he built is actually on site here.

And is that just like a museum piece then?

It’s one of our lads. It belongs to one of lads actually. But as I say it’s looking a bit sad for itself. Yeah.

And nowadays, most of the stuff that comes in here is the steel…?

Yeah. We’ve got another interesting one which was Lady Astor’s launch. Nancy Astor the first lady MP had a wooden slipper launch on the Thames and it sank and the gentleman that’s on the site raised it, refurbished it and we’ve still got it on the site here now.

Gracious! Where was that built originally?

Somewhere down on the Thames. I don’t know, probably Bray or somewhere like that, there are a lot of boatyards around that area.

So what year is that then?

Oh I couldn’t tell you. I forget. I wouldn’t hazard a guess. It’s looking in pretty good condition but it has been virtually rebuilt.

Yeah. But the thing about, you know when the, originally with the things like the flowers and the painting, were there specific people who were trades people or were they just attached to particular boatyards? I mean they weren’t itinerant were they, painters or..?

No, they tended to be attached to a boatyard. Lee’s & Atkins which was a boatyard at Polesworth had a particularly good name for boat painting, so just as today you have the sort of…’expert’ is probably not the right name, but what tickled peoples’ fancy, they said he’s good, and he’s not so good and so on, so yes there were people attached to boatyards and certain boatyards had a very, very good name for their decoration.

So I’m not clear, you didn’t actually, when you came to your hires, you didn’t actually build them yourself did you, you just bought them in?

Oh no, we built them as well.

You built them?

We bought our first two, then we started building our own.

So you buy a hull…

We have actually built our own hulls as well, right from steel plate. But later years there are specific people that do nothing but build hulls and they can do it quicker and possibly cheaper than we could do it. So later years we tend to buy a hull and then we do the fitting out.

And how many years did you carry that on for then…when did you stop doing that?
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Oh if somebody wanted a boat today we’d do it today. But we don’t sort of advertise the fact that... We’ve got that much work with repairs, we’re quite content doing that but..we built our last boat about ten years ago I would think.

Gracious, I didn’t realise you know that you actually did, I mean, how do you set about building a hull. I mean you need…

You throw a steel plate onto the floor and you weld sides to it! ‘Tisn’t quite as simple as that. Basically that’s what you do. Friend of mine had a boat built some years ago and people that were building it invited him to the keel laying ceremony. So he travelled from South Wales up to Market Harborough. They threw a steel plate on the floor and said ‘Well thanks for coming, we’ve laid the keel, cheerio’. That was it! Yeah.

Do you know I... Again I would have thought that there would, that would have all been highly, highly technical, highly specialist stuff. 

No what you normally do is to put your steel plate down. Then you build frames and you weld the frames in, and you support the frames to stop them moving, then you start welding the steel plates on the side and of course the same with the roof of the boat. Simply put that’s it. The biggest job is curving the front and the stern. You have to pull those in and weld them. But as I say there are these specialist builders now that do nothing but build hulls, so we let them get on with it.

And in terms of, the, it sounds to me as though you’ve had your time full, but do you, what do you do when you’re not involved here… or what did you do?
These days or? There wasn’t a time when we weren’t…when we first came here we had two days a year off, Christmas Day and Boxing Day, and when I mean off I’m talking the fact we were working ‘til 7,8,9 o’clock at night to build the business up. And by the time it came to Christmas we wanted a day off. 

Oh we’ve been outside there many a time, trying to glue linings in the winter onto the roof of a boat, and a paraffin stove for heat, but the paraffin stove threw off as much water, so the lining wouldn’t stick, so there we were trying to prop it up because it kept falling off, as fast as we could put it up it was falling back off again and we had props all through the boat to hold it in while the glue set! Memories.

God that was, I mean. So that, I mean it was, how long did it go on for, that kind of pace?

Oh, good ten years, good ten years, and then we could slack off a little bit. And we used to close down for two weeks in October and take one of the hire boats out ourselves and that was our break for a long while.

A busman’s holiday.

Busman’s holiday. They enjoyed it.

Any regrets at all?

No. No. Possibly the only regret I’ve got is the fact that we should’ve started the business two years earlier… and then, none whatsoever. I enjoyed mining but it wasn’t as satisfying as having your own business.

Yeah, well no, I was going to say, as you slackened off, I mean I hear you go on holiday on, you went on holiday on a narrow boat, but in terms of the wider area around here, you, have you explored that at all or has your life been very much centred here?

Oh in more recent years. When we first came we didn’t have time. In more recent years, yes. I’m interested in canal history so I follow even if you can’t go by boat, you know the centre section of the Ashby canal, they’ve reopened the Moira Furnace end and the bottom section is open up to the tunnel, but the middle section, I’ve sort of walked that and explored it, gone round it and followed the course of the Trent, that type of thing. So yeah, in more recent years we’ve gone round and found things, had days out.

And you’ve been writing stuff as well haven’t you? You’ve done…

Yeah. I’ve done a couple of pamphlets through the years.

And have you been off…besides what you’ve heard, you’ve been off like to record offices and so on?

Oh yes, I’ve been to the County office in Stafford several times, tried to find out facts and figures. They’re very difficult to find, but very satisfying if you do find them.

Yeah.

Yeah. Oh yeah I’ve been up to the County Record at Stafford several times to get bits and pieces of information. Used to go to Burton until they closed the museum and I’ve been into the library at Burton to see what they’ve got.
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And how important were they, I mean…canals when you look at it historically, they didn’t have many years to establish themselves did they really before the railways came along?

From…well the railways came along in the 1830’s. I think it was 1840 when the first railway came through Burton. So you’re looking from round about 1770 up to about 1835-1840 was the real canal era when there were only canals. It took a long while for the railways to establish themselves and go into a lot of other places where the canals used to go to, so a hundred years or so we’ll say. But they kept going until the … the last real canal traffic was in the 60’s, there was a big freeze up in the 60’s and boats were frozen in with cargoes and factories changed over to other forms of transport and when the boats eventually could move again they never went back to canal transport.

Are you talking about the 1960’s or the 1860s?

1960’s. 

As long as…?

Oh yes, they were still using boats in the 60’s, yeah.

What was the, what was the advantage of using a boat? It seems hard to think, you know when it’s going to take you a week or whatever to deliver your…

Yeah, we’ve got to bear in mind of course that the early trains and, cargo trains anyway, weren’t as fast as they are today. Today, to get from here to Birmingham is probably at the very least, two days there and two days back. A boat, motor boat would carry 25 ton, and the butty which it towed would carry 35 ton because it hadn’t got the engine space. So you’d carry 50 tons. It would take two days there and two days back with two men, so 50 tons in four days for two men. Well a lorry will do that same journey today three times in one day, and there’s only one driver. And carry nearly as much, a 45 ton lorry these days, so it’s just not economic these days to use canal transport.

But it didn’t really become uneconomic until the 60’s, so therefore about 40…

They had regular runs, what they call the ‘Jam ‘Ole’  down in London and the Dickinson paperworks. All their, or a lot of their traffic, particularly for coal was by boat and it was a regular service. It didn’t matter whether you filled the boat up and it got there today, which is the idiom of today’s transport. If you fill the boat today, providing it’s a regular supply, the boat you fill today could get down there in three or four day’s time. But the other boats on the runs would do intermediate days, so there wasn’t this rush in those days as there is today for it, and of course labour has change so much. You can’t see anybody wanting to steer a canal boat for 24 hours a day.

It was 24 hours a day?

Some boats actually ran 24 hours, yeah. What they call the ‘fly’ boats actually went 24 hours.

‘Fly’ boats?

‘Fly’ boats. They were the greyhounds of the canals. If you wanted to move transport quickly, they actually had a saw on the front so if you didn’t move out of the way, they’d cut through your tow rope. So if a boat’s going in opposite directions you had to pull over for a fly boat. If you didn’t they cut your rope. They were the greyhounds.

But they’d only travel at the 4 miles an hour? They wouldn’t go faster?

You couldn’t do much more than 4 miles an hour because of the power of the horse or the power of the engine or even depth of the water which cut your speed. No you’d still be doing the 4 miles an hour.

And they were just, going to say self-appointed fly, they weren’t…

Well companies had fly boats as well, oh yeah. I mean just the same as today, well not so much today, but at one time you had expresses on the railway, didn’t you. You had the local trains and you had the expresses. Same principle on the canals.

And were the, so they weren’t individual traders these people on the narrow boats they were actually working for companies were they?

Some of them. Some were working for companies, some were individuals. What they call the ‘number ones’ were boat owners. But most people worked for somewhere like S.E.Barlow or Samuel Barlow which were two brothers. There were these big companies actually in competition with the private owners.
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And the logistics. I mean earlier you were talking today about the logistics company. You were saying that when they went down there, they had the problem of coming back unladen. Didn’t… you know like with logistics companies where they, you know you arrive and then you go to the depot and you load up with another load to go back again. Was there none of that?

Yes they tried to do that, but if you were going down we’ll say to Dickinson’s the paper mill, you could bring paper back, but if they hadn’t got any or had none coming this particular way, you had to come back empty. But they were carrying coal down and other goods back. But it wasn’t as sophisticated as it is these days.

Not changing the subject completely, but…what, you know if you were going to be taking people here around, where would be your favourite place round here, in terms of, yeah, favourite place?

As regards canals or, general?

Well, let’s do…

I’ve got so many interests.

Oh right, what are your other interests then?

Crick, Black Country Museum, Crick…er tramway museum, Crick the Black Country Museum. Any of that type of museum, the active working museums, I love. Car collections, aeroplane collections, Duxford, any of those sort of places, Cosford.

What about in this, kind of what I call the National Forest?

Locally, locally, well certainly the Moira can be very interesting if you happen to have a guide at Moira and go round the furnace there. That’s very interesting. Where else is there locally? Polesworth is quite interesting if you know the history. If you walk along the canal and you see the locations of the boatyards that used to be there, exactly the same at Glascote just outside Tamworth, cause S.E.Barlow and Samuel Barlow both had boatyards, one each side of the Anchor Bridge. There’s no sign of them now, they’re housing estates now, but that’s where they were. 

And Polesworth?

That’s at Polesworth you had Lees & Atkins. There’s a sign up in the garden of the house where Lees & Atkins was, just on the far side of Polesworth from here.

Changing the subject again, are there any kind of superstitions or things associated with narrow boats or the canals?

Yes, but very unsubstantiated ones. There is a rumour that just down the canal from here there is a bag of golden guineas lying in the bottom of the canal. The foreman was going down to pay his men, slipped in and lost the bag of golden guineas. Now how many workmen got a golden guinea in the 1700s I don’t know, so I don’t believe that one. Certain parts of the canal, there are, e been one or two murders on the canal and those sort of places tend to get rumours about seeing ghosts. There was a PC Hine was murdered on the Birmingham Worcester Canal a few years ago. People claim they see him climbing out of the canal occasionally. And there was a lady murdered between Stone and Rugeley, some years ago. She was making her way down to London and she was murdered by the crew on the boat, so of course you get all sorts of rumours about the canal up that area, but… I don’t know, you pays your money, you takes your pick!

We had it, you know ‘cause the canal goes past where I live, near where I live, and there was a place called suicide bridge where, you’ve only got to look back in the papers, people did jump off ..

Oh yeah.

…and I’m thinking well wait a minute it’s only about three foot deep. Did, were there places like, you know was that a, not a favourite thing, but was that common, were people using the canal as a suicide place?

Yes, you’ve got one at the Anchor Bridge at Tamworth. The landlord of the Anchor many years ago when they had the Christmas clubs, I was living at, only about a hundred yards from the pub at the time…and he, he actually cut his wrists because the Christmas Club was short, when it came to Christmas he couldn’t pay out, and he took disinfectant and then he jumped in the canal and drowned. So there were times when things got really bad that people did take their own lives, oh yes in the canal. And there was a case in the Calden canal only a few years ago where somebody actually jumped off, but they’d got a rope round their neck at the time, and they didn’t actually hit the water, they hung themselves.

Golly.

Hello Crackers.

Hello dog.

The other thing, you know when I say superstitions, you know like you know, you don’t walk under a ladder or you know whatever, are there any of those kind of things associated with canals?
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Not really. Only with safety ones. You know you sort of be very careful when you’re walking past moored boats because of the mooring ropes, that sort of thing. No, I can’t think of anything that’s sort of superstitious in that way.

Oh Ok, and you’ve been here for 30 years, what will be, what do you think will be,  the canals will be like in the next 30 years. Do you think, do you think things will dramatically change with canals or will they just…?

I don’t’ think…it depends on peoples’ attitude to leisure. How things are showing at present, people are tending to buy a share in a boat, their own boat, it all depends on costs. If British Waterways put the licences up drastically, they’re very expensive now, then you have to be insured, then you have to have your boat MOT’d, so costs are rising, and people are noticing and they say, ‘well sorry I can’t afford to do it any longer and it’s a lot dearer than what it used to be in comparison’. So that’s one thing to think. The other way, peoples’ ideas about holidays. Far more people go for package tours than ever they used to, so there could be a change in holiday thinking in that sort of way, but as far as I hope and as far as I can see, the canals will carry on, with a little bit of tender loving care and they should last for ever, but problems may arise in lack of maintenance today which’d  cause bigger problems tomorrow. If they don’t repair the bridges and they don’t repair tunnels and that goes on, the situation gets worse. So if they could keep up a fair standard of maintenance there’s no reason why we couldn’t have the canals for the next 200 years.

Thank you very much indeed.
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