Script for Stoke Bruerne Museum Audio Tour
The museum tells the story of the building of the canal at Stoke Bruerne and of everyday life on the canal.  There is an entrance fee to the museum payable at the shop counter. Most of the exhibits are behind glass but anything that is not may be touched.

The stairs are to the left of the shop counter with a handrail to the right. After the first step there is a small landing after which the stairs continue for 14 steps to the first floor of the museum. The tour of this floor takes you in a clockwise direction. Walk straight ahead at the top of the staircase towards the glass display cases and then follow on round to your right. 

The display before the first window on your left contains a model of the Canal being excavated. This is more easily seen if looked at from the side rather than through the top of the glass.

Hanging on the wall to the right of this model are some of the tools used in the original excavation work. You can touch these. Just beyond this, by the window is a Time Clock. Attached to a wooden cabinet containing a clock is a large metal wheel with numbers stamped around its circumference. Each workman, or navvy, punched his works number into this machine upon his arrival to, and departure from, work. His daily hours could be recorded and his wages calculated. Your can feel the numbers and holes by running your hand around the wheel’s perimeter.  

The next display cases on your route contain models of different types of narrow boats. This area is quite dark and you may wish to move on to the more brightly lit cases at the end of the room which are full of decorative Canal Ware. Most boat yards employed a skilled painter to decorate boats and boat accessories. Cabin doors, hand bowls, stools and water cans were all decorated in bright colours using fast strokes and fast drying paints. The style varied from county to county for example in the Midlands castles and roses were popular.

Follow the route round to the window above the canal. You may want to rest on the chair beneath the window. 

Opposite the window is a case containing life-size mannequins of a canal man and woman wearing their Sunday Best. The man wears corduroy trousers, belt and braces, a neckerchief and a felt cap. The woman wears an ankle length skirt covered by a long white apron, a blouse, shawl and bonnet of intricate design. Bonnets were often elaborately designed with cored quilting, frilled tucks and lappets. 

To your left is a display about the women who worked on boats during the Second World War.  With all able-bodied men serving in the armed forces women took their jobs at home. Life on the canals was tough and they received no extra rations for all their hard work, living mainly on cocoa, peanut butter and anything they could scrounge from the fields by the towpath. The women who worked on the boats were known as “Idle Women” not because they were lazy but because their badges bore the letters IW, which stood for ‘Inland Waterways’. It was probably a nickname coined by those men who still worked the boats during the war. 

On the floor beyond this display is a large iron chest dating from 1870. It’s called an “Armada Chest” despite being made in Germany nearly three hundred years after the Spanish Armada! There are ten separate locks on the inner side of the open lid. Have a feel. It’s all activated by one key.  

Stand with the window to your left and walk straight to the bottom of the staircase at the end of this room. There are 14 steps up to your right with a handrail to the right.

At the top of the staircase, directly in front of you is a cabinet containing mounted examples of some of the animals, birds and plants to be found along the canals. The tour takes you in a clockwise direction. The next exhibit is an early horse-drawn, wooden fire engine. Look for the heavy leather hose mounted at the back of the engine. 

Past the Fire Engine are displays of the tools used to bore the Blisworth tunnel and beyond these are two leggers “wings” or planks. Leggers walked the boats through the tunnel because there was no towpath for the horses. Legging was demanding and dangerous work. The ‘wings’ were slotted into holes on either side of the front of the boat and the leggers lay on each wing, walking along the tunnel wall and propelling the boat through the tunnel. It took approximately 65 minutes to leg a boat through the Blisworth Tunnel and leggers were paid 5d for a loaded boat and 3½d for an empty boat. With the introduction of steam tugs in 1871 the leggers’ work came to an end. However they were still used to leg boats full of explosives through the tunnel as this was thought far too dangerous for the tugs! 

From here continue to the window overlooking the canal. You will probably be able to hear the musical soundtrack of an old film about the canal from London from Birmingham. There is no commentary to this film. 

This is the end of the Audio tour of the Museum. You will now need to retrace your steps down the two staircases to the Shop. We hope you enjoyed your visit to Stoke Bruerne museum and look forward to seeing you again. 
