Red Breasts and Sandy Bottoms
‘Permission to come aboard Cap’n?’

It was a phrase I had learned on the jetty after our first attempt to tie up, when the round turn was on a different mooring post to the two half hitches, and the boat was far from secure.  Nautical terms hardly tripped off the tongue, though there was a certain amount of humble pie in the mouth at the time.

The Captain raised an eyelid from the comfort of her deck-chair.  She failed to spot the erstwhile mate, replaced the sun hat, and returned to her dreams.

‘It’ll be relaxing for you’, I’d insisted.  ‘Just you put your feet up and wallow, er rest, I’ll do all the work.  The locks won’t be a problem; they’re all automated, so none of that cranking and winding.’

What I hadn’t said was that at the locks there would be lots of jumping on and off, running along the towpath, and hauling ropes.  The first mate ran the risk of being the ex-mate as the Captain, only seven weeks from her expected confinement, gave up all hope of that quiet paced final break, before life changed.

And then we ran aground.

A canal barge guides its length by combination of rudder and propeller.  Both, together, and in harmony.  The waterways had a speed limit of around walking pace.  What I didn’t then realise was that in reducing the throttle we lost our steering.   When idling you simply drift; and we drifted, across a bend, to the far bank, and into the shallows.  I would thenceforth travel steerage.
We had picked up our barge at Ballinamore, on the Shannon-Erne Waterway, with the intention of pottering between Belleek and Carrick, where I knew there to be a good second-hand bookshop.  The first trial had been crossing Garadice Lough, rain driven by a crosswind which tried its damnedest to blow us from the safe channel as we crabbed slowly on.  Standing astern, all yellow waterproofs and grey beard, I could see the Captain, 45 feet away at the front end, getting a bird’s eye view of the channel markers, through the swirling mist.  For now we pressed on, aiming for a berth at Haughton’s Shore.  That was where we learned to tie up properly, and that others didn’t appreciate one boat heading off early.

Fast broken on boxty, one of Leitrim’s specialities that could accompany any meal of the day that involved an Irish mixed grill, we had been heading towards Ballyconnell when the mate ran the risk of a keel-hauling.  The female of the species, naturally, wanted to ask for help, whilst the mate did the nautical equivalent of getting his map out, and undertook to fix the problem.  Himself; no help required.  That’ll be why we have Officers and Men.  

Pootling along we had witnessed the lightning blue flash of the kingfisher and the lazy flap of the heron on the wing.  Several hours of enforced and embarrassed anchorage and it was us providing the entertainment for passing cruisers and barges, wondering how we could possibly have got into that position.  A herd of dairy cows grazed and gazed, those big dark eyes taking it all in.  I was taken by one young calf, clinging to mama, ending up with a brown beret, steaming dry in the warming sun.  Even the Captain managed a chuckle, and the tension eased, just a little.
‘Permission to come aboard?’  I called again.  ‘Down here, and I might need a hand up.’

I stood knee deep in water, dressed only in shorts, water sluicing from my shivering torso.  I felt as though I may have been hauled under the keel, but it was entirely voluntary.  The rudder was clear, the propeller too, and we rested on sand.

As time had passed I could but assume that the Captain’s call for help, once the laughter subsided, had a response along the lines of the Irish equivalent of manana – it would not be quick.  But I’d get it off; it’s a man thing.  Starting the engine I opened the throttle, full, forward then back, forward again.  There was much noise, plenty of diesel smoke, and no movement.

Driven by determination, or thrawn as the Captain would put it, I had another go, then another.  Slowly the bows swung out.  At the stern the water churned, clouded with sand.  Reverse, full throttle; hope; forward again, and finally Finn McCool eased away, found the channel and headed to Ballyconnell, just another day with an amateur at the tiller.

Dinner was on the first mate after that, but all was well in the end with the skipper bringing out the grog.  A fine Redbreast, a 12 year old, brought warmth to the end of a long, and at times chilly, day.
