
by Sandra Walsh

Seizing 
our days

I    f we thought our 2009 journey 
on the UK inland waterways was 
life changing, 2010 evoked an 
even deeper passion for living in 

such a parallel universe. Expecting 
this to be our final experience, it 
culminated in considering a more 
permanent possibility of living in 
what’s realistically no larger than 
the average New Zealand home’s 
corridor!  

In 2009 we navigated around 
1000 miles of the northern canals 
and rivers, in 2010 we travelled 
a similar distance in the south of 
England. 

Our first stop was re-visiting 
my hometown of Birmingham in 
the centre of England — where 
Tolkien’s Middle Earth materialised, 
and where there’s more miles of 
canals than in Venice. Banbury, 
Bath and Bristol were also on the 
map, each with their own enigmatic 
ways of embracing the waterways. 
Morse’s Oxford was outstanding, 

and we relished an extended 
stay there exploring the historic 
university city.

As a European immigrant to New 
Zealand, I’m aware I’ve visited more 
places in Aotearoa than most Kiwis. 
The same thing occurred in reverse 
in the land of my birth. Barry’s 
fascination with the history and 
architecture of England enabled me 
to see it anew through his eyes, and 
I fell in love with my country despite 
choosing to leave it in 2005.

Since the Industrial Revolution, 
there’s been a profound north/
south divide in England, and we 
witnessed this in the form of an 
abundance of stately homes, castles, 
palaces, and multi-millionaire 
mansions. It saw us moving from 
the simple pleasure of meandering 
along the waterways whilst chatting 
easily and amiably to fellow boaters 
and towpath ramblers, to the stark 
contrast of opulence, prosperity and 
often pompousness of the rich and 
famous.

The defining point of the trip for 
us was cruising through the centre 
of London on the tidal Thames, 
despite some scary moments when 
large boats and passenger cruisers 
made a cross wash and our flat-
bottomed boat bobbed up and down 
like a wine cork. I found it quite 
terrifying at times, but Barry and 
his son Tom were exhilarated!  

Sweeping past the magnificent 
abandoned Battersea Power Station, 
Barry was overjoyed due to his long-
time passion for Pink Floyd (I’m 
reliably informed it’s on the cover of 
a vinyl album of theirs). We waved 
to the politicians in the Houses of 
Parliament, kept a wide berth of 
MI5, and caught our breath as we 
cruised beneath Tower Bridge. 

The other most notable magical 
memory was having all four of our 
children on board, for one night 
only, then the thrill of a Eurostar 
train ride from Paddington Station 
(where Northern Pride was moored 
nearby free for seven nights) to 
Paris, with Barry’s son Tom, to 
celebrate my 51st birthday. The 
journey incredibly takes you 
underneath the English Channel, 
arriving at the Gare Du Nord within 
two hours. 

We kept up our online blog, and 
although we discussed ways of 
making such a lifestyle sustainable 
long-term, at the end of this 
journey Northern Pride was put on 
the market. We returned to New 
Zealand early November 2010.

People often express wonder and 
envy of our adventures, declaring 
it’s something they’ve always 
wanted to do. The challenge is it’s 
possibly closer than they realise, 
especially around our age, but 
only if they’re able to let go of the 
belief the only way to live is to 
work harder, save more money, buy 
more “stuff”, improve their houses, 
experience fancy holidays and other 
extravagances. We’ve just chosen to 
live differently, realising it was (and 
still is!) a massive risk, but we were 
willing to take and “seize the day”.

Fast-forward to March 2013, 
and we sold up in Gisborne and 
returned to buy another narrowboat 
to live on “indefinitely”. 

But that’s another story . . .
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