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backwaters and beauty of Birmingham

Could there be a better
parable of modern Britain?
Approaching Birmingham at
3mph in a car and we'd be
fidgeting, tooting our horns
and snarling at other drivers.
Approaching it at 3mph by
canal - on a sleek, green 66ft
narrowboat called Herring
Gull - and there is no such
stress.

All is serenity as we
glide along the Birmingham
and Worcester Canal, past
pubs and churches, fields of
sheep, neat suburban gar-
dens, joggers, cyclists and
parents pushing buggies
along the towpath. It's
Middle England in miniature.

A heron watches our
progress from the bank. It is
standing so still that at first

we think it's a garden statue.
But then it suddenly lifts off,
does a graceful swivel mid-air
and flaps towards the sun, its
wings tinged with gold - just
one of a hundred vignettes we
will take home from our week-
end of lazy living.

Some people associate
canal holidays with the coun-
tryside, and many canals, such
as the Kennet & Avon, do, in-
deed, have a pastoral charm.
But when the waterways were
dug, they were not built to be
picturesque: they were indus-
trial arteries linking cities such
as Birmingham to the rest of
England.

Miss the cities and you
miss the canals. The great
thing about the canals in and
around Birmingham is the way

they offer a near-perfect blend
of urban and rural pleasures:
you get a city-break weekend
and a muddy-wellies week-
end rolled into one. We board
the Herring Gull at
Alvechurch marina in
Worcestershire, spend our
first night moored beside a
field with nothing to disturb
us but the baa-ing of sheep,
then chug gently onwards,
towards the heart of the city.

First, like burrowing
moles, we must negotiate the
2,726-yard West Hill tunnel,
one of the longest in the
country. It is an eerie experi-
ence, inching through the
dark with our headlight on,
praying nothing comes to-
wards us from the opposite
direction - theoretically, there

is room for two boats to pass,
but it's not something you
want to test as a learner driver.

But soon, we are out in
the fresh air again, with the
Birmingham skyscape in the
distance. Our route takes us
past Cadbury World - so close
we can smell the chocolate -
past graffiti-covered walls,
past Birmingham University
with its Italianate tower, past
suburban railway stations,
past factories and churches
and housing estates, until
we get to fashionable
Brindleyplace,
Birmingham's answer to
London's Camden Market.

This canalside devel-
opment, teeming with
shops and bars and restau-
rants, has transformed the
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centre of the city. As we
moor the Herring Gull, wan-
der, potter, buy some an-
tique jewellery from a
woman on a canal boat,
then tuck into organic
burgers and a glass of
pinot grigio, with jazz play-
ing in the distance, there is
a Bohemian feel to the day;
city life at its most relaxed.
We could happily
have stayed there all day
and all night, but, having
been lured by the sheer va-
riety of life on the canals,
we board our boat again, do
an inelegant three-point
turn, jeered by onlookers,
then head out of the city.
Our route this time takes
us along the Stratford-upon-
Avon canal, a mazy backwa-
ter meandering through green
fields and past the backs of
gardens. Cats watch us from
neatly mown lawns. The smell
of sausages on a barbecue
tempts. The canal is over-
hung by trees that seem to
be kissing over our heads.
It is all eerily quiet.
Even the ducks on the bank

are fast asleep, their
heads tucked into their
chests. A boat called Sir
Tristram meets us coming
the other way. 'Lock in
two miles," says the
bearded, weather-beaten
skipper. The boat is his
home, he explains, as we
pass. He'd not live any-
where else if you paid him.
A woman emerges from
below deck with a mug of
coffee and greets us with
a seraphic smile.

If canals are about
scenery passing so
slowly you can savour
every detail, they are also
about good fellowship;
the give-and-take of
strangers with time on
their hands. No one is in
too much of a hurry to
say hello or to swap
yarns about life on the
canals.

'l used to have a
boat of my own,' says
the publican of one ca-
nal-side pub, in a broad
Black Country accent.
'"Trouble was, it
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of India, world recogni-
tion of accuracy and fairness
of the Indian Election pro-
cess was the focal point of
discussion.

Prominent Long Island
dignitaries like K. L. Sardana
and family (Host), Dr.
Surinder Singh Malhotra, Dr.
Gulshan Malhotra,

Mohinder Singh Taneja,
Indu Jaiswal, Bobby Kumar,
Sharanjit Singh Thind,
Kamlesh Mehta, Inder
Bindra, Neeta Bhasin,
Surender Singh Dhall,
Dharam Aggarwal, Dr.
Krishna Jhaveri alongwith
several other community
members graced the evening
session, followed by dinner.
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