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The Parish Church of StMary at
Kidderminster on the Staffordshire
and Worcestershire Canal

he summit of the Tardehigge Flight

on the Worcestershire-Birmingham

Canal, the longest flight in Britain,

with 30 locks rising 220 feet overa
two=mile stretch, is an historic spot. With the
slender spire of Tardebigpe’s glorious 18th-
century church = a landmark lor walkers and
boaters - you are surrounded by glorious
view of the Malverns. What better setting for
where the idea of the campaigning Inland
Waterways Association was born in 1946 on
board the namrowboat Cressy, belonging to
writer Tom Rolt.

It is because of this organisation that the
canals of Britain are among the industrial
wonders of the world. With over 4,000 miles
of waterwavs, they are an amazing plethora
ol agueducts, bridges, unnels and locks, as
well as the hundreds of listed buildings
along their banks.

Here at this watery vantage point, on what
seems like the top of England, a line of
privately-owned moored boats (each with
a pretly patch of garden planted by the
towpath) inspires would-be water dwellers,

At the bottom of the Tardebigee Flight, the
boatvard at Stoke Prioris ideally placed lora

trip either deep into rural Worcestershire
or up towards Birmingham and the lealy
pleasures of the Stratford-upon-Avon Canal.
This quiet corner of Worcestershire is
unexpectedly  pleasing, with attractions
within easy reach of the canal. The Forge
Needle Mill at Redditch, which ence domi-
nated the needle (rade, was delightful. Its
waterwheel, mill-pond and vivid displays
showeased the nine stages of manufacture.
The Avoncroft Museum of Historic Buildings,
a short walk from the Tardebigge Flight, isa
collection of lovingly-rescued structures,
[rom windmills to three-seater earth closets.
It also has the National Telephone Kiosk
Collection which, in the age of the mobile
phone, proved very fascinaling, Even the
more modest museum at the black-and-
white, hall-timbered rown of Bromsgrove -
which in days of yore was a centre of nail
making = made the most of its history,
Within easy boating reach is the county
town Waorcester. Famous for its porcelain, a
racecourse (one of the oldest in the country;
racing has been taking place on the banks
of the River Severn since 1718) and its fine
cathedral. This important building had a
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grandstand position in the Civil War - King
Charles 1 watched the Battle of Worcester
(1651} from its tower. The cathedral, not
surprisingly, is one of the high points of a
visit. You'll experience glassed-in cloisters
where the monks once had desks; the ten-
sided chapter house and the erypt, held up =

Lock gates at Bria
Birmingham
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The Tudor farmhouse in the village of Wilmeots,
supposedly once the home of Mary Arden,
the mother of William Shakespeare

. mllllnulllll

= by 120 pillars - no two alike; and the carved
misericords, displaying different scenes,
from jousting knights to suckling piglets.
Cin a more practical level, Worcester used
to be famous for gloves. The glove factory
close by the canal has now been tumed into
Fownes Hotel, and is still famous forits china.
Alter a visit -~ where the practical porcelain
ol wartime such as spittoons and shaving
bowls are vividly displaved - awalk round
the factory shows the process of mould,
firing and delicate painting in lively detail,
On the way back 1o Stoke Prior one can
visit The Commandery, a hospital founded
by St Wullstan in the 11th century. Tt later
served as a key Royalist ~.1mnghnll.l in the
Civil War, with its timber-framed Greal
Hall, medieval wall paintings and peaceful
gardens. Don't miss Hanbury Hall either-a

The Bearley agueduct carries the
canal in a cast-iron trough high off
the ground on sturdy brick pillars
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fine early 18th-century house surrounded
by parkland in Droitwich (famous since
Roman times for its salt baths, although
they are now ina very modern spa building).

We, however, made our way towards
Birmingham, along a very pretty route in
Warwickshire, Our narrowboat, Holly,
emerged from Victorian brick tunnels to
a vista ol bright vellow water lilies, pale
pink dog roses and blue forget-me-nots.
Just outside one of the worlds longest
tunnels at King's Norton Junetion vaull find
a white finger post - pointing one way 1o
Birmingham and the other way to Stratford
-upon-Avon and Shakespeare's birthplace.

The first sight on the Stratford canal is
unigue. Just in front of the mellow red brick
bridge, and permanently raised, are the
guillotine gates of King's Norton Stop-Lock.
Once, stop-locks were commaon, They were
originally constructed to separate one
company’s water from another. But this is
the only one left and remains as it was,
complete with winching gear, despite
having been disused since the 1950s.

The route to Stratford wound its way
round Birmingham’s leafy suburbs, though
vou wouldn't have known, as the route was
5o lush. Pretty little gardens with cute water-
side seats soon gave way to fields with
horses. Although the canal is Fairly short, it
goes through some quintessentially English
countryside, cutting, rather thrillingly,

through the ancient oaks of the Forest of

Arden and Stratford's water meadows.

The villages have wonderful names such as
Preston Baggot and Wootton Wawen, each
suitably provided with Norman or Saxon
churches, inns and manor houses, Wootton

Wawen, indeed, has the oldest church ir
Warwickshire, Situated amid meadows close
ta the 17th-century Wootton Hall, St Peters
with its tower dating back to 90040, is known
as the Saxon Sanctuar:

Not far bevond Wootton Wawen is asupert:
navigational noveln: the Bearlev aqueduct
The canal is carried in a cast iron trough
supported on slender brick pillars higk
above the feld iy, the towpath on the
agueduct is at the level of the canal’s bottom
iats as they pass by,

e is the purportec
wkaespeare’s mother

so walkers look up at b
Farther on at Wilmc
house of Mary Arden, Sh

The timber in the house is oak o
the Forest of Arde ile the local quarmy
at Wilmecote prowded the stone, Al the
back of the house is i zinal farmyard

with the old water pump and the origina




This beautiful setting is New Place
in Stratford-upon-fwvon, the
res I'ng place for Shakespeare
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Link up with the tranguil route of
the Shropshire Union Canal at
Wolverhampton (here and below)

Our journey back along the Stratford-upon-
Avon Canal was tranquil and, fortunately for
us, unaccompanied by other boats, At one
point when we needed to tum around we got
stuck in the winding hole (designed especially
for turming long boats). Ouwr rather too-long
narrowboat, under our rather inexpert
guidance, kept getling grounded or jammed
against the bank, but it was the only trouble
Wo ]IHI.J OO CXCUrsion,
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On our last day, back at Tardebigge Flight,
we found we'd become more adept with the
steering and had also 2ot the hang of the
locks - so much so that we were chatting
knowledgeably to other boaters. Between
locks 31 and 32, we spotted Lock Cottage,
one of the six buill when the canal was
opencd. The last lock keeper fell into the
canal in 1966; his widow lived in the cottage
until 1986, without running water or elec-
tricity, Restored by the Landmark Trust into
a cosy wooden-floored cottage, it makes a
wonderful retreat from the busy world, We
knew how lovely it was because we had
stayed in that very cottage the previous vear.

Utterly remote, it lies three fields, two
locked gates and one humpy redbrick bridge
away from the road. Inside the snug house,
the bookcase - in a customary Landmark
Trust practice - is stacked with relevant
books, such as the awtobiography of the
daughter of a local lock keeper and Three
Men in a Boar and The Tale of Jeremy Fisher.
Appropriately, thev were all chosen by
the widow of Tom Raolt, who described the
cottage as having "a misty, moisty towpath
life in a setting which becomes increasingly
rare”. Apart from being on the deck of
a narrowhoat, there is no better place to
savour the canal life. m

DISCOVER

HERIT :

- To find out more about
r R’“ IJ"" canals and to plana trip,
qo to Www.waterscape.com.

To book a boat go to Drifters Waterway Holiday:
a consortium of holiday boat companies;

tel: 0845 762 6252, www.drifters.co.uk.

For hire of boats inWorcestershire and
Warwickshire go to Black Prince Holidays,

tel; (01527) 575115; www.black-prince.com.
UK Boat Hire, PO Box 232, Worcester; tel: 0845 126
4098 www.ukboathire.com.

Go Barging: European Waterways Ltd,
Wraysbury, Middlesex; tel:(01754) 462439

o from the USA, tel: 1800 394 B630.

Rose Nammowhoats, Stretton-under-Fosse,
Rughy, Warwickshire; tel: (01788) 832449;
www.rose-narmowboats.co.uk,

Kennet Horse Boat Company, Kintbury,
Hungerford, Berkshire: tel: (01488) 658866:

wwwe kennet-horse-boat.co.uk.

Cambrian Cruisers, Pencelli, Brecon, Powys;

tel: (016874) 665315; www.cambriancruisers.co.uk.
Snayyill Boats Ltd, Skipton Road, Bradley,
Skipton, North Yorkshire: tel: (01756) 795150:
www.snaygillboats. co.uk,

VISIT

Forge Mill Needle Museum, tel: (01527) 62505,
wwforgemill orguk.

Avoncroft Museum of Historic Buildings;
tel: (01527) £31363; www.avoncroft org uk.
Hanbury Hall, Droitwich; tel: (01527} 821214;
www.nationaltrust.org.uk.

The Commandery, Worcester; tel: (01905)
TR3IREE; www.worcesterdtymuseums.ong.uk.
Warcester Cathadral; tel: (01905) 732900;
wiww.worcestercathedral.co.uk.

St Peter's Church, Wootton Wawen; tel: (01564)
792653; www.saxonsanctuary.org.uk.
Shakespeare's Birthplace; tel: (01789) 204016;
www.shakespeare.org.uk.

Royal Shakespeare Theatre; tel: (01789)
403444: www.rsc.org.uk,

For more information on staying at properties
owned by The Landmark Trust; tel: (01628)
£25925; www.landmarktrust.org.uk,

See Shakespeare Country fromra
different angle travelling on the
canal atStratford
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