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All aboard: The Caen Hill flight of 
29 locks, on the Kennet & Avon 
canal at Devizes, is a spectacular 
feat of engineering that can take 
a day to navigate — which is why 
you should leave it to the experts. 
Instead, pick up a boat from 
Foxhangers yard at the bottom 
of the hill and set off in the other 
direction, towards Bath. What 
awaits over the next few days is 
a gloriously slow procession of 
meadows, geese, pubs, bucolic 
views, dragonflies and jovial 
exchanges with other boaters (the 
towpath joggers and cyclists go 
too fast) — with the occasional 
flurry of activity at locks and 
mooring points to spice things up. 
This close to water level, you’ll 
spot all sorts of wildlife — mink 
and water snakes, say — among 
the brambles and vetch. Life at 

6kph can be thirsty work (pop into 
the Barge Inn in Seend and the 
Somerset Arms in Semington), 
but press on and you could get 
to pretty Bradford-on-Avon and 
back in a long weekend or a return 
trip to Bath within a week. 

The details: You can pick up boats 
from 4.30pm, then allow up to 
two hours for the briefing. They’re 
narrow boats, so don’t be surprised 
that beds and storage have 
dimensions to match, although 
they’re ingeniously well equipped. 
Advance-order a supermarket 
delivery of supplies and bring 
a gang: the more hands on deck, 
the easier. Foxhangers has boats 
sleeping 2-9. A boat for four costs 
from £693 for three weekend 
nights or four midweek, or from 
£930 a week (drifters.co.uk).

All aboard: There’s nowhere 
lovelier to learn the difference 
between a keel and a heel than the 
sheltered Fal Estuary in Cornwall. 
On a five-day course, you’ll set 
off daily from Mylor harbour in 
a dinghy and practise rigging, 
steering, capsizing, mooring and 
rescue. You won’t sleep on the 
boat, so stay on land in stone 
Kingsmoor Cottage overlooking 
the quiet harbour. A few steps from 
your front door, head east on the 
pebbly shore for a glorious 90-
minute walk around the headland 
to the colourful village of Flushing. 
Grab a table in front of the Seven 
Stars pub for views over to 
Falmouth before cutting inland 
for the 30-minute walk through 
pastures back to Mylor. Stroll out 
onto the pier to board a beautifully 
restored Cornish fishing boat for a 

memorable dinner: a Med-inspired 
meal served on a three-hour 
sunset cruise. You and up to nine 
other guests ride into the mouth of 
the River Fal, tucking into the catch 
of the day as you slide past lush 
forests, elegant gardens and the 
grand Tregothnan mansion, home 
to England’s only tea plantation. 

The details: Learn to Sail Holidays 
from Mylor Yacht Harbour cost 
from £415pp booked through 
Mylor Harbourside Holidays 
(mylor.com), based on four people 
sharing, including a five-day RYA 
sailing course and a week’s 
self-catering accommodation 
in Mylor (possibly Kingsmoor 
Cottage). A dinner cruise with Blue 
River Table (bluerivertable.co.uk) 
costs £85pp, including a four-
course meal, but excluding drinks.

All aboard: Built as a floating 
customs house on the Thames 
in 1904, HMS Harpy has been so 
carefully restored that it feels as 
much museum as home-from-
home. Moored on London’s South 
Bank, you can gaze at Tower 
Bridge from the antique four-
poster in the master bedroom, 
then pad through for a soak in the 
en-suite’s roll-top bath. It’s eight 
minutes’ walk to the Tower of 
London (hrp.org.uk/tower-of-
london; £24.70), or in 20 minutes 
you can be on the 72nd floor of 
the Shard  (theviewfromtheshard.
com; £32) for sweeping views 
of the capital. Fancy some culture? 
Catch a show at Shakespeare’s 
Globe Theatre (shakespeares
globe.com) or eyeball weird and 
wonderful art at Tate Modern 
(tate.org.uk), both half an hour’s 

walk upstream. Foodies can 
get their fill at bustling Borough 
Market (closed Sundays; 
boroughmarket.org.uk), where 
you can pick up handmade bread, 
cheese and chocolates for 
riverside picnics. But those in the 
know go to the newer Maltby 
Street Market (maltby.st) at 
weekends for gourmet street 
food and shabby-chic bars. 

The details: Three more, simpler 
bedrooms share a bathroom 
and a loo. Upstairs, you’ll eat at 
a dining table designed by Arts and 
Crafts furniture-maker Ambrose 
Heal, lounge on huge sofas and 
groove to tunes via the Sonos 
system. There are riverside decks 
on both floors. Three nights cost 
from £2,130 for eight; shorter 
stays are possible.
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All aboard: Board a classic narrow 
boat in Middlewich, Cheshire, for 
a retro holiday in the slow lane. 
A little way north, don’t miss the 
surprisingly fascinating Lion 
Salt Works (lionsaltworks.west
cheshiremuseums.co.uk; £6.25). 
The county's wealth in the 17th-
19th centuries came from its 
deep-earth brine stores, and here 
you’ll see how it was extracted 
and exported, and learn about 
the harsh realities of life for the 
workers. Further along the canal, 
engineering fans will want to ride 
in the treacle-slow Anderton 
Boat Lift (andertonboatlift.co.uk; 
£8.25), a unique hydraulic system, 
built in 1875 to connect boats 
between canal and river. From 
here, you can hop in a cab to 
nearby Arley Hall and Gardens 
(arleyhallandgardens.com; 

£13.50; gardens only, £9), where 
the UK’s first herbaceous border 
was created in the 1850s.

The details: During a 20-minute 
briefing, you’ll be shown how to 
use the tiller and throttle at the 
rear of the boat, but be warned: 
it’s not as easy as it sounds. That 
said, the craft doesn’t go much 
above 9kph, so the only real 
danger is embarrassment as 
dog-walkers shout helpful advice 
when you glide into the reeds. 
The oak-lined boat has most 
mod cons — full kitchen, a dining 
area that turns into a second bed 
at night, loo with shower — and 
the decor is charmingly old-
fashioned. Andersen Boats 
(andersenboats.com) has a 
three-night trip on Tana Fjord, 
sleeping up to four, from £640.

All aboard: This clutch of islands 
just off the west coast of Scotland 
has a stark, wild beauty, with 
windswept sandy beaches 
and rocky bays. You’re almost 
guaranteed to see minke whales, 
which thrive in the waters here. 
They don’t tail-slap like other 
species, but it’s thrilling to stand on 
deck and watch the fins of these 
great creatures — up to 5.5m long 
— cutting through the waves. If 
you’re lucky, they’ll ‘spy-hop’: 
poke their heads straight up out 
of the water. You’ll also see plenty 
of white-tailed eagles, seals, 
dolphins and, on some of the 
islands, red deer. Routes vary, 
depending on the weather, but 
you’ll usually cruise two to four 
hours a day, stopping on the pretty 
isles of Muck, Eigg and Skye for 
walks to white-sand beaches or 

gentle waterfalls. On Rum, the 
highlight is bizarre Kinloch Castle 
(isleofrum.com; £9), an Edwardian 
mansion stuffed with dusty 
furnishings and cobwebbed 
artworks — very Miss Havisham.

The details: On this wildlife cruise, 
you’ll board the luxury boat Emma 
Jane in Oban on the mainland, 
along with nine other guests, 
three crew and a naturalist. The 
ship is a beauty, with en-suite 
cabins, a rear-deck hot tub and 
indoor and outdoor lounge areas. 
Delicious cooked breakfasts and 
three-course dinners are taken at 
the communal table. Six nights on 
the Skye and Small Isles Cruise 
with Hebrides Cruises (hebrides
cruises.co.uk) costs from £1,920pp, 
based on two sharing, full board, 
including wine with dinner. 
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All aboard: Bring the Bolly to 
board one of Le Boat’s gleaming 
white motor yachts in Benson, an 
hour’s drive west of London. The 
Thames might be one of the UK’s 
busiest waterways, but as you set 
off east into the Chiltern Hills, it’s 
blissfully tranquil: the shores are 
lined with irises and willow trees, 
as kingfishers dive for their dinner 
alongside your yacht. Further 
downstream, you’ll skirt around 
kids taking sailing lessons, teams 
practising for regattas and 

families on small rowing boats. 
Hop out at Henley-on-Thames 
to buy sailing togs in its medieval 
streets; then, the next day, moor 
in foodie Bray village for lunch in 
one of its four Michelin-starred 
restaurants. Book well ahead if 
you want to try the three-starred 
Fat Duck (thefatduck.co.uk; 
£325pp for seven courses).

The details: Anyone 18 or older 
can drive the boat, and you’ll be 
given a 10-minute training session 
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in the helm (it actually looks like the 
driver’s seat of a car, except power 
and braking are via a handheld 
throttle instead of pedals). The 
kitchen and dining table are right 
behind it, while below deck are 
two small bedrooms and a shared 
bathroom with separate shower. 
On the roof, there’s space for 
a dozen people to hang out. Three 
nights is enough for Henley and 
back, but you’ll want a week to 
reach Bray and Chertsey, where 
you can drop the boat to avoid the 
return trip. Three nights on a 
Premier two-bedroom boat costs 
from £476, excluding petrol, 
damage waiver and cleaning.*


