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Introduction. 

Welcome to the February 2017 edition of Reflections – the periodical magazine of the 

Furness Vale Boat Club. 

 In this article we share two reports, the first is from Pennie and Peter Roberts who 

enjoyed travelling through the Caledonian Canal in Scotland  in May 2016 and the second 

is from Margaret and Ted Ellis who travelled through the Rideau canal  in Canada.  

Both reports make interesting reading and are wonderful examples of the varied nature 

of waterways around the world. 

Thankyou to the contributors and hope you enjoy the articles.  

 

H. Twist 

 

 



Sailing the Caledonian Canal – May 2016  

by Pennie and Peter Roberts 

May 2016 we set off from Hayfield to drive to Laggan Locks, meet my sister and her husband and travel 

along the Caledonian Canal. The first challenge was making sure we all arrived at the right venue as Laggan 

Locks are nowhere near Laggan. All went well and we found West Highland Sailing, checked in and went on 

board our home for the next week. 

The boat we hired was a Moody 28 called Amber. This was supposedly a 6 berth yacht but felt slightly 

cramped even with just the 4 of us. It was adequately equipped but anyone used to their own narrowboat 

would find it disappointing. Most other boats on the canal were large motorcruisers and we were 

definitely the poor relations but had the most fun. We had decided to sail rather than cruise partly because 

we were sailing in Croatia later in the year and needed the practice. Sailing on the Caledonian Canal proved 

to be a lot harder than the Adriatic, and far less sunny. 

All the locks are manned which makes life easier in one way, but restricts the timing of your day. There are 

strict opening and closing times and if you don’t make the last group of boats to go through you have to 

wait for the next morning. There is usually a board up when the lock is closed for lunch to show what time 

it will re-open and the main thing is to plan ahead and not rely on early morning starts or late evening 

sailings when you are anywhere near a lock. The same applies to the bridges, all of which are operated by 

staff. 

Engines have to be turned off in locks so when doing the Fort Augustus flight of 5 you pull the boat through 

manually. As Fort Augustus is a popular tourist coach destination this is done by walking through hordes of 

camera wielding people most of whom had no idea how close they came to being knocked in.  

We did the trip mid-May so the weather was reasonable, for Scotland. We managed to avoid the midges 

and had some very sunny days. There were also days when we got completely soaked. There was no on-

board shower but there are facilities along the canal which were of good standard and generally well 

maintained.  

Laggan Locks is one-third of the way along the canal and we chose to go west towards Fort William on the 

first day. Navigation is only possible to the top of Neptune’s staircase unless you are sailing out to sea.  So 

we turned and sailed back, east towards Inverness. Loch Lochy and Loch Ness make up nearly half the 

length of the canal and are the main sailing areas. Fort Augustus is the watershed and the bottom of the 

flight is the beginning of Loch Ness. Sailing Loch Ness was the highlight of the trip. We arrived there one 

beautiful evening, took photos and read the warnings about not venturing onto the loch without VHF radio 

and lifejackets. The lifejackets were fine but there was no radio on the boat and we decided we’d have to 

rely on our mobile phones in the event of an emergency. 

On the way to Inverness we sailed Loch Ness in one go arriving Dochgarroch and then on to Tomnahurich 

early evening. The next morning we turned just short of Inverness and began the trip back through Loch 

Ness this time broken by an overnight stay at Drumnadrochit harbour  - a lovely setting but with no 

facilities apart from a water point. Urquhart Castle is set on the headland nearby and makes a dramatic 

sight as we sailed round early next morning. 



We arrived back at Laggan Locks after motoring down the very picturesque Laggan Avenue. That evening 

we ate at the restaurant boat moored nearby which is a converted Dutch barge and well worth visiting. 

Next morning we took our sailing companions to Inverness airport for their flight home to Shetland then 

set off for Hayfield with a good week’s sailing under our belts. 

Facts about the Caledonian Canal. 

The canal runs some 60 miles (97 km) from northeast to southwest. Only one third of the entire length is 

man-made, the rest being formed by Loch Dochfour, Loch Ness, Loch Oich, and Loch Lochy. These lochs are 

located in the Great Glen, on a geological fault in the Earth's crust. There are 29 locks (including eight at 

Neptune's Staircase, Banavie), four aqueducts and 10 bridges in the course of the canal. 

(https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Caledonian_Canal) 

 

Editor: In addition Peter and Pennie have sent some accompanying photographs of their trip which are 

attached below. 

The first picture suggests it was either hard work – or the Highland Spirit is doing its work! 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Caledonian_Canal


 

The Rideau Canal 

by Margaret and Ted Ellis 

 

The early days 

The Rideau Canal in Canada was built as a military canal started in 1826 and completed in 1832. At 123 
miles long, it connects Ottawa on the Ottawa River which comes from Montreal to Kingston on Lake 
Ontario and on to Toronto. The aim was to provide a secure supply route between the cities which avoided 
the St Lawrence river which boarded on to the potential enemy of the USA as it went to the north of New 
York State. Lieutenant-Colonel John By from the Royal Engineers was in charge of the construction, but 
because it overspent at £822,804 he was sent back to the UK and did not get credit for the fantastic work 
in his lifetime.  
During the early days, when the threat from the USA had subsided, it was used as a commercial waterway 
since it was a safer route than the St Lawrence which had a number of rapids between Montreal and 
Kingston. However, by 1849 locks had been built to avoid the rapids, and the St Lawrence became the 
preferred commercial route. Today, as with the canals in the UK, it is a leisure canal. 
 

The construction 

The building of the waterway only involved the 
construction of 12 miles of canal, but with 47 locks 
went through 16 lakes and 2 rivers. The waterway 
remains in operation today, and in 2007 it was 
declared a UNESCO World Heritage Site.  
 
One outstanding feature of the canal is the 8-rise 
staircase in Ottawa as you can see from the 
extract from the Parks Canada brochure. 
 
All the original locks throughout the canal are still 
functioning. The lock gates need replacing about 
every 12 to 15 years and are made from Douglas 
pine, with an average lock content of 1.3 million 
litres.  Most of the locks are manually operated as 
you can see one of the lockkeepers on the 
staircase filling one of the locks. 
 
 
The maximum size of boats is 90ft long by 26ft wide with an air draft of 22ft and a draft of just under  5 ft.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 



 

 
 

 

 

The World’s largest skating rink. 

Canada gets very cold in winter and a 4.8 mile section of the canal in Ottawa becomes the largest skating 
rink in the world. Skating is usually from January until March, but the season varies quite a lot. The longest 
season has been 90 days in 1971/72, but last year it was the shortest season at only 18 days. In order to 
attract the 1 million visitors to the frozen canal, a lot of work is needed to make the surface good for 
skating. Every night, the snow and ice shavings are cleared from the surface, and the surface is flooded 
with a water dispersion machine and to fill the cracks caused by the water contracting and expanding. 
 
All this is a far cry from the Peak Forest and Macclesfield canals, it looks to be a wonderful canal to cruise, 
but I am not so sure about skating. Whilst we were staying very close to the canal, we saw quite a number 
of boats moving, but these staircase locks were always operated by lock-keepers – I think the logistics of 
operating them without either flooding the towpath or finishing on the bottom was too much for the 
average boater. 
 
Ted Ellis 
January 2017 
 
 
 
 

Thankyou for reading “Reflections” February 2017! 
 HT 

 
  


