Script for audio tour at Stoke Bruerne
Introduction
Welcome to Stoke Bruerne on the Grand Union Canal.

This audio guide can either be used with the tactile map situated in the shop, or as part of a short walk along the towpath stopping at points of interest along the way. There are six stopping points on this tour each with an audio commentary of approximately two to three minutes.  Listen to the instructions before setting off to each stopping point.
The tour begins at the museum building, takes you to the top lock and then back along the towpath to the mouth of the Blisworth tunnel. Including audio commentary the whole walk lasts about forty-five minutes and remains on the towpath throughout. For those of you who wish to extend your walk there are optional loops at each end which are described in the commentary. You can skip through the commentary using the buttons on your tape player. 

At the end of your audio tour you will find a brief description of some of the exhibits found in the museum which is located on two floors above the café. The museum is accessible by stairs only.
The first stopping point on your tour is the top lock, near to the cafe. With your back to the café and museum, turn left and follow the towpath for about 70 paces passing some buildings on your left. The towpath here is wide but can often be very busy. Although the surface is firm it can be uneven in places. After the 70 paces and just after the last building on your left you will find a low wall to your right. Turn so that the wall is directly in front of you – you will then be facing the canal.  You can now turn off your audio guide and make your way to this point.  
Stopping Point  1  Top Lock

Canals were originally built to meet a growing need for faster, cheaper transport. The growth in industry at the end of the 18th century meant that raw materials such as coal, stone, wood, cotton and wool had to be transported between ports, quarries, mines, factories and mills. Horse-drawn road transport was slow and so canals were built. They were the motorways of their age, cutting through the countryside and efficiently linking places of industry. 
The workmen who built the canals were called ‘navigators’ or ‘navvies’ for short. Once a canal had been dug it was lined with clay and filled with water from a nearby river or lake.  Early canal boats were towed by horses so a towpath was built alongside the canal for them to walk along. 
  Why is this canal called the Grand Union? From 1790 to 1929 a large number of competing, independently owned canals were built to carry goods such as coal, grain, bricks and iron. These waterways were not uniform in size and often unable to carry the larger vessels from other canals, plus, during the 1920s they faced stiff competition from the railways. Something had to be done. Through a series of takeovers the various companies eventually amalgamated and created a ‘union of canals’ which could form a continuous link between Birmingham and London, with links to other important industrial areas.

The stretch of canal in front of you provided a link between Braunston near Rugby with Brentford, west of London. It was finally completed in 1805 with the official opening of the Blisworth Tunnel.  

Railways finally sounded the death knell for canals as a commercial transport network but fortunately tourism came to the rescue. Over the last 40 years the canals have undergone a revival with people using the 2000 mile network for leisure and tourism. Here at Stoke Bruerne visitors arrive by narrow boat, car and on foot to enjoy the peace and tranquillity of this once bustling industrial site. 

In front of you is the top lock and to your right and opposite are old stone buildings facing the canal. This area can be very busy on summer days with visitors watching the progress of boats passing through the lock. 

Locks were built to take canals up and down hills – in effect a water staircase with each lock representing a step on the stair. This lock is known as ‘top lock’ because it is the uppermost lock in a flight of seven locks descending to your left. 

The brick-lined lock chamber, which is 12ft deep, is closed at either end by lock gates, traditionally made of oak. An uphill boat from your left  will steer into the lock, close the bottom gates, fill the lock with water, open the top gates and steer out. A downhill boat simply reverses the process. Gates are pushed open and closed by someone pushing against a large horizontal timber extending along the gate top and out onto the towpath. This timber is called a balance beam. 

 Letting water in or out of the lock is done by opening sluices on either side of the chamber or sometimes through holes in the gates. The flow of water is controlled by winding paddles up or down using a metal crank handle called a windlass. You may be able to hear the windlass ratchet if a boat is passing through the lock. If boaters forget to close the paddles after they have used a lock the water can quickly drain out of the lock pound.

 What with winding the paddles up and down and heaving the gates open and shut operating a lock can be thirsty work, so it’s no surprise to find pubs near locks, and just across the canal from you is the appropriately named Boat Inn.
Beyond the lock in front of you is a weighing cradle used for weighing boats and their cargo prior to paying a toll – hence the expression ‘paying your weigh’.

There is a range of buildings either side of the canal to your right. These were once lock keepers’ cottages, stables, a corn mill and a boat-people’s surgery run by Sister Mary Ward. Sister Mary’s cottage was both her home and surgery where she cared for the health of boat people from 1932 until 1962. The boat peoples’ faith in her was so great that they would often wait until reaching Stoke Bruerne before seeking medical help. Sister Mary was awarded the British Empire Medal for services to boat people and even achieved celebrity status when she appeared on ‘This is Your Life’. She died in 1972. Today her cottage caters for very different needs as the Bruerne Lock restaurant.  
This is the end of the commentary on top lock, however there is an optional loop. You can cross top lock over a footbridge to the other side of the canal, where there is a bench in front of a metal railing. This can be a pleasant spot to listen to the hustle and bustle of the lock as boats pass through it.  But please beware, the bridge crossing can be hazardous as there are no continuous handrails leading to and away from the bridge and there are low brick edges to some sections of the path which are not easy to see. The bridge itself has black and white handrails on either side and is easy to navigate. In order to reach the footbridge follow the low wall for a short distance until the path slopes up. The footbridge has a wooden textured surface which slopes slightly up and then down. Cross the bridge and continue for a short distance until you reach a bench in front of a metal railed fence. You will now need to return to the first Stopping Point beside the low wall before continuing your tour.
To reach the second Stopping Point you will need firstly to retrace your steps to the café and museum. Once back outside the café continue along the towpath and, after about 20 paces, you will come to the first of several picnic tables, situated on the grassy area on your right.  Again, the path is firm and wide here - but quite uneven in places. There are several places to sit here, so take a seat facing the canal. This is the second stopping point  on your tour.
You can now turn off the audio guide as you walk to this stopping point.
Stopping Point 2 Picnic Area
This stretch of the canal is a popular mooring for holiday makers. It’s also from here that the trip boats depart and where an old working boat called Sculptor is moored. 
The canal must have come as quite a shock to the 18th century inhabitants of Stoke Bruerne. It sliced the village in two transforming Stoke Bruerne from a quiet farming settlement into a hub of noise and activity. However the villagers knew an opportunity when they saw one and the village quickly developed as centre for refreshing boat people with beer and food, boat repairs, and the transportation of bricks, coal, grain and manure. 

Moving on to the third stopping point.  After the Picnic Area the path narrows to about 5 ft (160cms) in width. A narrow border of grass (2½ ft; 80cms) wide runs between the path and the canal edge. From the Picnic area walk down the towpath for about two minutes until you reach a tall carved panel set into a gap in the hedge on your right. This is the third stopping point on your tour.

You can now turn off the audio guide as you walk to this stopping point.

Stopping Point 3 The Leaning Post
 The panel is carved with three irregular circles split down its length. The split in the panel represents the canal and the circles fishponds. Standing with your back to the panel the canal is in front of you, with the land sloping up to St Mary’s church hidden amongst trees to your left.
 Not everyone was happy with the coming of the canals. Many landowners lost land or were greatly inconvenienced. One such man was Stoke Bruerne’s rector, the Reverend Stalman. The canal divided his land and prevented him from reaching his fishponds. He complained bitterly and insisted the canal company built him a bridge – they did, even enlarging it when the canal was widened. Sadly the rector’s bridge and fishponds no longer survive.  Today this stretch of the canal is busy with gaily painted narrow boats moored alongside the towpath. 

Not far from here is our fourth stopping point the winding hole. 

Continue along the towpath for about five minutes, past a small brick plinth holding an information panel, until you reach a series of low, carved, narrow wooden blocks on your right. These blocks are seats carved to represent canal narrow boats. This is the fourth stopping point.

Now turn off your audio guide and make your way to this point.
Stopping Point 4 Winding Hole
 In front of you is a semi-circular widening of the canal called a winding hole. It is here that the long narrow boats could be turned around using ropes and sheer brute strength.  

 This is a peaceful stretch of canal with plenty of wildlife. Trees flank the canal and vegetation spills down to the water’s edge on the opposite bank. This is an ideal nesting ground for coots and moorhen.

 Moorhens are black stocky birds with a bright red bill tipped with yellow. They build their nests in spring, usually on the opposite side of the canal to the towpath. Baby moorhens look like tiny black bundles of fluff and are in constant danger of being attacked by predators such as stoats and weasels. The adults are constantly alert for danger and warn their chicks with a clucking noise. 

Coots are black birds with white beaks. Above the beak is a featherless patch which is also white – hence the expression ‘bald as a coot’. Coots are noisy birds and seem to be constantly arguing. When frightened they make a sound like clinking metal. 

Moving on to the fifth stopping point.  From here continue along the towpath for another minute or two (approx 75 paces) until you reach the old brick built stables on your right. You may notice the echo of your footsteps as you walk past the opening of this empty building. There are large, low blocks of wood on either side of the stable door upon which you might wish to sit.  This is the fifth Stopping Point.
You can now turn off the audio guide as you walk to this point.
Stopping Point 5 The Stables 
The stable block is built of redbrick with a wide opening facing onto the canal towpath. 

 Before the advent of steam and diesel engines horses pulled heavily laden boats along canals. Many boatmen owned their own horse which could often be so well trained it would ‘go of hisself’ along the towpath. They would take pride in their horses and deck them out with brass decorations and brightly coloured bobbins on the traces to prevent chafing. Some canal companies provided horses and others hired out a horse and a boat on a weekly basis. Hiring a horse and boat was a good way for young lads to start their own business. 

To reach the sixth stopping point, continue along the towpath for about one minute until you reach a strip of gravel and a fork in the route at the centre of which is a slight rise. Take the left path, taking care on the uneven surface which slopes downwards towards the canal. Beware of the low bollards beside the canal edge. Keep to this path until you reach the brick-built tug store on your right. The path in front of the tug store is made of brick and you might feel the regular low ridges in the surface on the side closest to the store. 
Walk past the tug store and sit on the low brick wall just beyond. This is the sixth, and final, Stopping Point on your tour.
You can now turn off the audio guide as you walk to this stopping point.

Stopping Point 6 The Old Tug Store

You are now facing the canal with the Tug Store on your left and the entrance to the Blisworth Tunnel on your right. 

The brick-built tug store once serviced the tug that towed boats through the tunnel. 

 To your right is the mouth of the Blisworth Tunnel, running one and three-quarter miles beneath Blisworth Hill, making it the second longest usable canal tunnel in Britain. It’s pitch black inside and boats must turn on their headlamp. It takes nearly one hour to travel from end to end. 

 Before the tunnel was built boats would offload their cargo at top lock onto carts and wagons and eventually onto a horse-drawn tramway for carriage over the hill and on to the next section of canal. 

 Work began on the tunnel in 1802 under the watchful eye of resident engineer James Barnes. He used the tower of St Mary’s Church in Stoke Bruerne as a landmark to line up a series of posts marking the tunnel’s route over the hill. Nineteen shafts were then sunk along this line and the tunnel dug out from the bottom of each shaft. Spoil was dumped around the shaft tops or taken away. As the tunnel was dug bricklayers lined it with three courses of bricks. Working conditions were dark, damp and dangerous and two workmen were killed when their basket slipped off the winch that was raising them up a shaft.

 The tunnel was completed in 1805. Five thousand people attended the opening gala where James Barnes was famously brief and declared: ‘Mr Chairman and Gentlemen – I beg to return you my thanks – and since we are met together, and the tunnel ended, the least said is the soonest mended.’ That was his speech in total!
 The tunnel has since been re-lined but in wet weather water pours down the ventilation shafts soaking the boats and boat people passing through. Some boaters say it’s as if someone is pouring water from a watering can down the shaft on top of them. Listen and you might hear the echoing sound of an approaching narrow boat.
 Horse-drawn boats were legged through the tunnel, often by professional leggers who could be hired at the top lock. The leggers lay on a plank across the bow of the boat, applied their feet to the tunnel wall and literally walked the boat through. It was exhausting work especially when you legged several boats through in a day. Meanwhile the horse took a well-earned break as it was led over the hill, usually by a small boy. 

 This is the end of your short audio tour of the canal. 
You can either return the way you came or you can take a 10 minute circular route which involves a walk up a steep section of uneven path from the fork beyond the tug store. The path leads to a climb of twenty wooden steps to your right and then right at the top along a winding path down through trees which finally rejoins the canal towpath. There are three wire sculptures in clearings to your left along the top path. In places the wire can be spiky and sharp so you are not advised to touch them.
Back at the café you have the option of visiting the Museum should you wish to do so. Bear in mind that the museum is on the upper floors of the café and can only be accessed by stairs. A brief commentary is available at the end of this audio guide. 

Thank you for visiting Stoke Bruerne. We hope that you enjoyed your audio tour and will visit again.

You can now turn off the audio guide as you walk back along the towpath to the starting point at the museum.
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