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FOREWORD
BY H. J. MASSINGHAM

I RecEIveD the manuscript of this book before I knew the author
personally and before it had been accepied by a publisher. It had
been going the weary round of the publishing houses like countless
hungry tramps before it. And what optical derangement, I should
like to know, has befallen those publishers who refused it that they
could not see a prince among books undernecath the rags of its
begging mission? For consider its qualifications. It is the record
of a voyage along 400 miles of the intricate canal-system of the
Midlands, and this alone entitles it to special consideration as the
survey of a countryside of uncharted home-waters less familiar
than the Solomon Islands. With the exception of a pleasant
volume by Temple Thurston (The Flower of Gloster) and the purely
technical Bradshaw’s Guide to the Canals and Navigable Rivers of
England and Wales, by R, de Salis, this source of rural litcrature is
quite untapped. Morcover, these canals are falling so rapidly into
disuse, partly by underhanded sabotage and partly as an cxtreme
example of rural dereliction as a whole, that a merely geographical
account of them alone would have filled up an important gap in
our knowledge of our own country.

Mr. Rolt brings to his task a complex cquipment that goes far
beyond the bare essential of knowing his job. Before he bought
the “Cressy™, an old horse-drawn barge, and made a permanent
home of it for himself and his wife, he had been making himself
acquainted with the traditional civilization of the boatmen for a
period of ten years. Add to this his further cxperience among the
network of half-abandoned waterways within the inverted triangle
of Derby and Middlewich as the two points of its base and Oxford
as the apex.  To this he brings a profound historic, topographical
and general intercst not only in the canals themselves but in the
vestiges of the rural culture directly or indirectly connected with
them beside their banks. He is thus offering to the reader a some-
thing unique in the rich modern literature of our native country-
gide. Two further points. Mr. Rolt is by profession an engineer.
As any reader will see for himself, this advantage has given him
peculiar facilitics in intimately describing the structural meanings
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