
Frequently asked questions – Narrowboat Holidays in England/Scotland 

If you’ve never been on a canal boat holiday before, we understand the prospect of a holiday on the 

water can be a little daunting – especially when it comes to being in charge of your own boat and 

operating the locks! 

Our expertise  

Firstly, let us reassure you that our expert team will meet and greet you on arrival at one of our 

bases, and are on hand to give you a full induction. We’ll talk you through the facilities on board, 

how to drive the boat, how to operate a lock and everything else you need to know for your holiday. 

Our handovers are industry accredited and all of our bases have been audited to make sure we 

maintain a high standard. 

Don’t be afraid to ask as many questions as you like and to make you feel more comfortable, we 

can even stay on board for the first stretch of your journey until you feel confident.   Once you have 

set off, there is a detailed boat manual on board and round-the-clock assistance should you need 

help. 

Do I need to have previous experience? 

No previous experience is needed to hire a canal boat.  Our expert team will meet and greet you on arrival 
and provide you with a full handover for operating the boat.  We’ll talk you through the facilities on board, 
how to drive the boat, how to operate a lock and everything else you need to know for your holiday.  Our 
handovers are British Marine Federation accredited and all of our bases have been audited to BMF levels to 
make sure we maintain a high standard.   The boats are easy to handle (easier with practice!), with one 
lever controlling speed and forward or reverse direction. 

What Equipment is provided? 

 

All the necessary boating equipment will be provided, plus everything for a self-catering holiday. 

For every fixed bed we provide an interior sprung mattress, duvet and cover, a pillow and pillow 

case, a mattress protector and sheet. For beds made up in the evening in the lounge area, we also 

provide bedding. For holidays of 2 weeks or more additional bedding and towels are provided. 

The kitchen comes fully equipped with a hob, oven and grill, fridge with small freezer compartment 

and all cutlery, cups, glasses ad plates etc. 

The shower rooms are kitted out with toilets, a shower and sink. We provide one bath towel per 

customer. 

The free WIFI must be requested at time of booking.  Please note that it requires a network signal 

and there may be some areas where the signal is poor.  It is suitable for browsing and email but not 

for downloading or streaming. 

Will I have to fill up with water and diesel? 

 

The boat has a 110 gallon water tank which should be refilled daily from water points along the 

canal. Your boat will have a full tank of diesel which is adequate for 2 weeks. The diesel fuel you 



have used will be charged upon return of the boat and the cost per litre will be slightly lower than 

supermarket prices. (2014 – average cost £12-15 per day).  The boats will typically use between 

1.2-1.7 litres per hour depending on driving style. The central heating systems are oil fired, which 

will also use diesel during colder periods. 

Where do you stop at night? 

You can stop for the night almost anywhere along the canal bank, much of the canal network is 

managed by the Canal & River Trust. Watch out for prohibited signs, such as by the water taps, or 

where it is unsafe, such as on a bend or close to a lock. 

Riverbanks, however, are private property, so mooring, except in designated spots provided by the 

navigation authority or a boating association, is at the discretion of the landowner. 

If in doubt, use official visitor moorings, ask the advice of nearby boaters or visit a local Canal and 

River Trust office. 

Is it easy to turn around? 

If you need to turn your canal boat around there are turning places every few miles, known as 

‘winding holes’.   If you're taking a short break or doing a return journey on one canal then you'll 

want to plan where the best place to turn your boat will be.   All the winding holes will be marked 

on the maps you’ll have on your boat. 

You'll essentially carry out a 3-point turn using these winding holes, putting the bow (the front of 

the boat) in first.  Turning a boat can be tricky until you've had a bit of practice; you'll need to 

understand and use all the functions of the engine, gears and rudder, but take it slowly and you will 

be fine. 

Do you have to pay for locks and moorings? 

 

No. We have paid the boat licence fees and towpath mooring is free. 

What if we break down or have an accident? 

 

You will have our helpline number. We will give you advice, or come quickly to sort out your 

problem. 

Can I swim in the canal? 
 

No.   You’ll be a danger to other craft on the water and run the risk of catching diseases common in 

urban canals, such as Weils disease. 

Can I go fishing? 
 

Fishing is allowed on rivers and canals provided you have an Environment Agency rod licence, 

which is available on-line or from any post office (except when fishing is prohibited on rivers 

between 15th March and 15th June). Many clubs will not object to fishing from boats but some may 

require you to buy a day ticket. Live bait must not be taken onboard the boat. 



What time is the boat available from? 
 

Boats are available between 2.30pm and 3.30pm Saturdays, Mondays and Fridays or from 9.30am 

on Wednesday departures. 

When do I have to bring the boat back? 
 

ats should be returned and vacated by 9.30am (or 2.30pm on Tuesday returns at Chirk and Falkirk 

only).  If a boat is returned late or unclean, it will cause a delay for the next hirer. In this event, we 

reserve the right to charge additional costs. 

What is a lock and will I have to go through one? 

Locks allow canals to go up and over hills. They can be single locks or 'flights' which can be 

anything between 3 or 30 locks in one go!  A lock is a chamber that the boat sails into and water is 

let in or let out depending on whether you are travelling up or down, and then you sail out of the 

other end. 

Don't worry if at first the idea of a lock is a little daunting.   The Black Prince team at your chosen 

base will cover locks as part of the handover, and you'll generally find either lock-keepers or other 

holiday makers more than eager to lend a hand should you need it.  Once you've done your first 

few, you'll find you have a good process in place with your team and working the locks becomes 

enjoyable! 

Getting started on a Canal Boat 

So, you’re thinking of taking a canal boat / narrowboat holiday – good for you!  It will be an 

experience you will never forget, and we promise it will be a very unique way to explore new parts 

of the UK. 

Here’s some top tips for your canal boat holiday: 

Choose your skipper – at least one person needs to know the boat-handling basics, to understand the 

safety guidelines and to know what to do in an emergency. It’s then his or her job to make sure your 

crew and passengers have all the information they need to stay safe. It’s a good idea to be clear on 

each crew member’s duties. 

 Good boating takes teamwork. So you need competent crew who know how to handle the boat 
and how to stop the engine, and who can help with mooring, moving through locks, navigation and 
so on. 

 Make sure you and your crew know how to handle the narrow boat – and that you know how to 
handle it on the waterway you’re using 

 Get local information from the navigation authority before going onto unfamiliar waterways. On 
rivers, get information on stream conditions and any tides 

 Plan your cruise and allow enough time to complete it without rushing 
 It’s not a good idea to cruise in the dark or when visibility’s bad – if you do, take extra care 
 Make sure you’ve got full tanks of water and fuel 

 



Setting off in your canal boat 

You’re on the Waterways, aboard your canal boat and about to set off – where do you start? 

Start the engine on your narrow boat, keep it in neutral and allow a few minutes for it to warm up 

before you move off. Untie the front and back mooring ropes from the bank, but leave them tied to 

the boat, coiled and ready for use. On rivers, untie the downstream rope first. Make sure your ropes 

can’t trail in the water and get caught in the propeller. 

Don’t forget to stow the mooring stakes and hammer. 

Check the area is clear of boat traffic then push the canal boat away from the bank so you can make 

a clean get away, with your propeller in deep water. In shallow water, push the back of the boat out, 

then reverse away until there’s room to straighten up. 

When the canal boat’s straight, go into forward gear and accelerate gently to cruising speed. On all 

waterways, you drive on the right. In practice, on most canals, you’ll keep to the centre of the 

channel – it’s shallow near the edges – unless there’s another boat coming towards you. 

Always slow down when passing anglers and other boats. Don’t let your boat create a breaking 

wave or a lowering of the water along the bank just ahead of the boat. These are signs that you 

should throttle back to prevent damage to the bank and disturbance to moored boats. Excessive 

speed can dislodge mooring pins. 

Handling a Canal boat 

You’re on your way on your canal boat!  Here’s a few top tips on handling the narrow boat when 

you’re on the waterways. 

 Because boats don’t have brakes, you need to give yourself plenty of time to stop – especially when 
travelling downstream on flowing waters. Ease off the throttle, move into neutral and then use 
short bursts in reverse gear to slow down and come to a final halt. Remember that it’s more 
difficult to steer when you’re in reverse gear. You may need an occasional forward boost to get 
better control. 

 Steering a boat with a wheel is like steering a car, but it’s more difficult to judge where your wheel 
should be for going straight ahead. Get to know the feel of the wheel and the rudder position 
before you set off. Using a tiller to steer is simple – as long as you remember that pushing to the 
right will make the boat head left and vice versa. Be patient and plan ahead – the boat will take a 
few seconds to respond. 

 Your boat pivots from a point about halfway along its length. That means you need to watch out for 
the front and the back. If you line up the front only and then try to turn into a narrow gap – a 
bridge or lock, for example – you risk hitting the side with the back of your boat. 

 

 

 



Going  aground 

Every skipper goes aground at some point – it’s not a disaster. Don’t try to force your way over the 

obstacle or you’ll find yourself even more stuck. Instead, use reverse gear to back away into deeper 

water. 

If you’re firmly stuck, ask some or all of the crew to move to the side of the boat that’s still floating 

(but not to the extent that you’d risk capsizing!). Now use the pole to push off against a solid object 

or the bed of the waterway – if you put the pole straight down and try to use it as a lever, it’ll either 

break or you’ll fall in. And keep the top of the pole away from your face and body, in case it slips 

suddenly. 

Special safety tips 

 On a traditional narrowboat, stand inside the hatch so you won’t fall off the small back deck – and 
watch out for the swing of the tiller 

 Always be aware of what’s happening around you – on the boat, in the water and on the banks 
 Don’t let passengers stand or sit in the way of the tiller 
 Think ahead and make sure you’re lined up for bridge and lock entrances well in advance 
 Slow down almost to a stop and carry out all your manoeuvres as slowly as possible. 

Handling a Canal boat 

So you’re on your way on your canal boat holiday and you come across your first lock! 

There’s no mystery to using canal locks – just a series of step-by-step tasks. 

Know the procedure, take your time and you’ll be on your way with no problem. 

A canal lock is simply a chamber with gates at either end. By emptying or filling that chamber with 

water, your boat can move up or down onto a new section of the waterway. 

Although there are many different kinds of canal locks, they all work on a similar principle. With 

the lock gates closed, you open sluices (the paddles) to let the water in or out. When the water level 

under your boat is the same as the level you’re moving to, you simply move in or out of the lock. 

Some locks you operate yourself and others are operated by lock-keepers. Check your particular 

waterway for details. Always obey specific lock instructions and local information. 

Working the Paddle Gear 



What is a paddle? 

The paddles are the valves by which the lock chamber is filled or emptied. A paddle is simply a 

sliding wooden panel which when “lifted” (slid up) out of the way allows water to either enter the 

chamber from the upper pound or flow out to the lower pound. 

A gate paddle simply covers a hole in the lower part of a gate; a more sophisticated ground paddle 

blocks an underground culvert. There can be up to 8 paddles (two gate paddles and two ground 

paddles at both upper and lower ends of the chamber) but there will often be fewer. 

Upstream paddles fill the lock. Downstream ones empty it. Paddle gear can be either hydraulic or 

rack and pinion. On the rack and pinion type, remember to engage the safety catch before winding 

up the paddles. This stops the gears from slipping down. When you’ve finished winding the paddles 

up, check the safety catch is in position and then take off your windlass. (What’s a windlass?  See 

below) 

With one crew member at the helm and one at the paddles, you wind the paddle gear up and down 

using a windlass or lock key. You should always wind them bit-by-bit – and keep an eye on the 

effect of the moving water on your boat. 

Always wind the paddles back down – if you let them drop, they could break. To release the safety 

catch, wind the paddle up a little further, take the strain with the windlass, then remove the safety 

catch and wind the paddle down the other way. 

Windlass (“lock key”)  

This is a detachable crank used for opening lock paddles (NOT the winding mechanism itself). The 

simplest windlass ia an iron rod (circular section, about half an inch in diameter and three feet long) 

bent into an L-shape, with a square socket at one end for fitting onto the “stub” protruding from the 

lock winding gear. Most have two sizes of socket, for different locks standards. 

There may be refinements such as an extensible handle (for stiff paddles), or a free-rotating 

cylindrical sleeve around the handle (to prevent blisters). On canals with well-maintained (easy-to-

lift) paddle gear, crews often prefer to carry a smaller, lighter windlass made of aluminium. Most 

boats carry three or four windlasses of different types. 

Navigating unmanned locks 

Going uphill 



As you approach the lock, send one of your crew to check whether it’s full of water or empty. If it’s 

empty, they can open the gates and you can steer straight in. If it’s full, moor up below the lock, far 

enough away to avoid the currents while the lock is emptying. Empty the lock by slowly raising the 

paddles. Open the gates and steer in. 

Close the gates and the paddles (or check that these are already down if the lock was ready for you). 

If there are ground paddles by the top gate, open these first. Wait until the lock is half full before 

opening the gate paddles. If there are only gate paddles, open them very slowly, especially if the 

paddles are above the low water level. 

Keep your boat steady using front and back ropes looped round the bollards – take an extra turn 

around the bollard to stop the boat pulling you, but don’t tie up. 

When it’s full, open the gates and take your boat out. Lower the paddles – and close the gates 

behind you unless a boat coming towards you wants to use the lock. If the gates don’t open or close 

easily, wait till the water level’s absolutely equal. If there’s still a problem, close the gates and 

paddles, check for trapped debris and remove it with your boat-hook. 

Going downhill 

Check that the far gates and paddles are closed and then fill the lock – if it’s not already full – by 

opening the paddles at the end nearest to the boat. When the lock’s full, open the gate and steer in. 

Close the gates and lower the paddles. Keep the back of your boat well clear of the cill on the top 

gates – cills stick out by up to 5ft (1.5m) and you can only see them when the lock’s emptying. 

Open the paddles in front to empty the lock, using your engine or ropes to keep the boat as still as 

possible. 

When the water levels are equal, open the bottom gates and take the boat out. Close the gates and 

lower the paddles before you move on, unless a boat coming from the opposite direction wants to 

use the lock. 

Sharing a lock – saving water 

Always share a lock if you can. And, if the lock’s set against you, check for boats coming from the 

other direction. The lock will be ready for them to use and it’ll save unnecessary emptying and 

filling. 

It’s sometimes possible to get two short boats end-to-end in a narrow lock, but check that you both 

have enough room to avoid the cill and gates. The heavier boat should always go in first, so that the 

water flow doesn’t pull it into the lighter boat. 

In broad locks, boats should be kept to the side with ropes looped round the bollards. Open the two 

paddles equal amounts, at the same time where possible – and slowly. Some lock walls taper from 

top to bottom so if you’re travelling side by side with another boat, make sure there’s plenty of 

room between you. 



 

 

Bridges & Tunnels 

You’ll come across a whole range of bridges on your travels. Some are fixed and some need to be 

moved out of the way to let your boat pass. Get information on what sorts of bridge to expect on 

your journey from the navigation authority or by reading a local waterway guide. 

Remember that many bridges have low headroom. Weather conditions upstream have an effect on 

river water levels – adequate clearance today might disappear tomorrow if water levels rise. 

Bridges can be narrow too, which means river water tends to speed up as you get nearer. This can 

draw your boat towards the bridge, so stay alert. Boats traveling downstream on rivers have the 

right of way at bridges and narrows. 

Mooring up 

I’ve travelled down the canal on my Narrowboat, now I want to moor up.  Where am I allowed to 

stop? 

Stop short of where you want to moor with your boat straight and in deep water. Move forward very 

slowly, pointing the front of the boat towards the bank, then use reverse to stop the boat just before 

the front hits the bank. Put the engine into neutral. 

On rivers, you should always moor with the front of your boat facing upstream or into a very strong 

wind. So, if you’re heading downstream, you’ll need to pass the mooring and turn your boat around. 

Allow for the fact that the water level may rise or fall by several feet. If it’s a tidal river, you should 

always moor facing the tide – and avoid mooring to the bank overnight. 

Your crew should step ashore – not jump. They can either carry the ropes with them – making sure 

there’s plenty of slack and that one end is fixed to the boat – or you can pass them the ropes once 

they’re on land. 

http://www.black-prince.com/wp-content/uploads/tunnels.jpg


Tying up 

To keep your boat secure, you need to tie it to the bank with a rope from both the front and the 

back. On rivers, you should fix your upstream rope first. 

Many mooring sites have bollards or rings to tie up to – choose ones a short distance beyond the 

front and the back of your boat. Run your ropes at about 45º from your boat, loop them back onto 

the boat and tie securely, but not too tightly. 

To stop your boat moving backwards and forwards in flowing water, you can use ‘springs’. If there 

aren’t any bollards or rings, use your mooring stakes, but check the stability of the bank and watch 

out for signs of underground pipes or cables before you start hammering. Knock them in to about 

three-quarters their length and make sure they’re firm. Mark them with a piece of light-coloured 

cloth or a white carrier bag so that other towpath users can see them clearly, and don’t tie your 

ropes across the towpath. 

Leave a little slack in your ropes – that’s especially important on tidal waterways or rivers. If the 

ropes are too tight and the water level drops, your boat could be left hanging from the bank. 

Remember that your anchor should be used if you need added security or extra help in a strong 

stream or tide – and you should still use mooring ropes. 

Can I moor here? 

Use signposted visitor moorings wherever possible, and always moor to the towpath if you can. 

Check that you’re not a hazard to other boats or to people using the bank. Leave room for other 

boats to tie up too. Use authorised sites on rivers. Many riverbanks and the non towpath side of 

canals are private property. 

Don’t moor: 

 In lock approaches or in lock flights 
 Near swing or lift bridges 
 Near weirs 
 Near sharp bends 
 By blind spots 
 In or opposite turning points 
 At junctions 
 To the bank on a tidal river – you might find yourself hanging from the ropes when the tide goes 

out! 
 In stretches marked out for an angling match 
 And try to stay 50 feet (15m) away from established angling spots  



 

Keeping safe on the Water 

You’re enjoying your holiday, getting the hang of the locks and steering the boats, so don’t ruin it 

by having an accident! 

What causes falls? 

 Trips over ropes, mooring stakes and so on – especially when left untidy 
 Walking on narrow decks on boats that tend to rock 
 Jumping off or stepping off in a dangerous place 
 Slipping on a wet deck 
 Moving about the boat or waterside at night 
 Too much to drink 

Safety essentials 

 Watch out for collisions – and if you are going to bump, warn your crew and passengers 
 Always use the grab rail 
 Keep your boat tidy 
 Don’t jump off the boat when mooring 
 Wear non-slip deck-shoes 
 Take extra care on towpaths at night. Always use a torch 

Don’t leave the helm when the engine’s running. If someone falls into the water, they could be 

injured by the moving propeller. And don’t leave the keys in the ignition unattended. Never run the 

propeller when the boat’s moored up. 

Should I wear a lifejacket? 

Children, non-swimmers and lone boaters should wear lifejackets whenever they’re on deck. And 

that applies to everyone if you’re negotiating tidal waters, strong streams or currents or if the decks 

are slippery and whenever the water is likely to be cold. 



Of course, it’s always safer to wear a lifejacket or buoyancy garment – but check conditions and use 

your judgement. 

Avoiding accidents 

Man overboard 

Before you do anything else, take a breath and think. Don’t panic, don’t jump in – and don’t let 

others jump in. The water is very cold even in summer. Keep sight of the person in the water at all 

times. 

Turn your engine off. Don’t reverse the boat – the person in the water could be dragged into the 

propeller. Throw a line or a lifebelt and tell them to try to stand up – if it’s a canal they might be 

able to walk out. 

Steer the boat slowly to the bank and get one of your passengers to help the person to shore. On 

wider or deeper waterways Throw a lifebuoy or line and steer your boat carefully to approach the 

person in the water. Keep a constant watch to ensure your propeller is well away from them. Stop 

the propeller immediately by selecting neutral gear if there’s a risk of them getting close to it. 

Pull them to the side of the boat and help them aboard with a ladder, rope or pole. 

Be prepared 

Make sure everyone on the boat knows the drill – and knows where to find the lifeline or lifebelt. In 

case it’s the skipper who falls overboard, the crew should also know how to stop the propeller and 

steer the boat. Practice the drill. It’s better to learn it before an accident happens. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



 

Family-friendly canal boat Holidays 

Holidays for children  

Travelling with children? The younger ones find narrowboat holidays fantastic fun: working the 

locks, cycling along the towpaths, even steering the boat – plus making friends along the way.   It’s 

an ideal holiday for children – a perfect mixture of active fun and relaxing down time.  A TV,  DVD 

and freeview may not be that important to you on an outdoor holiday, but the mod cons on a Black 

Prince boat are there to keep all the family happy! 

Holidays for couples or friends 

The wide variety of boats available with Black Prince means that you can find accommodation that 

suits you.  Choose from a 2 berth to a 10 berth, with a variety of options for single or double berth 

configurations. 

Black Prince Luxury Canal Boats 

Over the past few years, Black Prince Holidays has invested more than any other canal boat or 

narrowboat hire company in building a fleet of bespoke, modern, award winning canal boats, 

making our holiday hire fleet the youngest in the country. This year sees the introduction of even 

more. Our narrowboats have water cooled engines, full central heating, airing cupboards, showers, 

superior macerator toilets, cookers, fridges (with small freezer unit), colour tv, radios, CD and DVD 

players and much more – in fact the normal comforts of home 


