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THREE MEN IN A BOAT

There were four of us—George, and William Samuel Harris,
and myself, and Montmorency. We were sitting in my room,
smoking, and talking about how bad we were—bad from a
medical point of view | mean, of course.

We were all feeling seedy, and we were getting quite nervous
about it. Harris said he felt such extraordinary fits of
giddiness come over him at times, that he hardly knew what
he was doing; and then George said that he had fits of
giddiness too, and hardly knew what he was doing. With me,
it was my liver that was out of order. | knew it was my liver
that was out of order, because | had just been reading a patent
liver-pill circular, in which were detailed the various
symptoms by which aman could tell when hisliver was out
of order. | had them all.

It isamost extraordinary thing, but | never read a patent
medicine advertisement without being impelled to the
conclusion that | am suffering from the particular disease
therein dealt with in its most virulent form. The diagnosis
seemsin every case to correspond exactly with all the
sensations that | have ever felt.

It suited metoa“T” too, and Harrisand | both said it wasa
good idea of George's; and we said it in atone that seemed to
somehow imply that we were surprised that George should
have come out so sensible.

[Picture: Montmorency] The only one who was not struck
with the suggestion was Montmorency. He never did care for
theriver, did Montmorency.

“It'sall very well for you fellows,” he says; “you likeit, but |
don’t. There's nothing for me to do. Scenery is not in my
line, and | don’t smoke. If | see arat, you won't stop; and if |
go to sleep, you get fooling about with the boat, and slop me
overboard. If you ask me, | call the whole thing bally
foolishness.”

We arranged to start on the following Saturday from
Kingston. Harrisand | would go down in the morning, and
take the boat up to Chertsey, and George, who would not be
able to get away from the City till the afternoon (George goes
to sleep at a bank from ten to four each day, except
Saturdays, when they wake him up and put him outside at
two), would meet us there.

George and | were for camping out. We said it would be so
wild and free, so patriarchal like.

Slowly the golden memory of the dead sun fades from the
hearts of the cold, sad clouds. Silent, like sorrowing children,
the birds have ceased their song, and only the moorhen’s
plaintive cry and the harsh croak of the corncrake stirs the
awed hush around the couch of waters, where the dying day
breathes out her last.

From the dim woods on either bank, Night’s ghostly army,
the grey shadows, creep out with noiseless tread to chase

away the lingering rear-guard of the light, and pass, with
noi seless, unseen feet, above the waving river-grass, and
through the sighing rushes; and Night, upon her sombre
throne, folds her black wings above the darkening world,
and, from her phantom palace, lit by the pale stars, reignsin
stillness.

Having thus settled the sleeping arrangements to the
satisfaction of al four of us, the only thing left to discuss was
what we should take with us; and this we had begun to argue,
when Harris said he’ d had enough oratory for one night, and
proposed that we should go out and have a smile, saying that
he had found a place, round by the square, where you could
really get adrop of Irish worth drinking.

[Picture: Whisky glass] George said he felt thirsty (I never
knew George when he didn’t); and, as | had a presentiment
that alittle whisky, warm, with a slice of lemon, would do
my complaint good, the debate was, by common assent,
adjourned to the following night; and the assembly put on its
hats and went out.

“Now, thefirst thing to settle is what to take with us. Now,
you get a bit of paper and write down, J., and you get the
grocery catalogue, George, and somebody give me a bit of
pencil, and then I'll make out alist.”

That's Harris all over—so ready to take the burden of
everything himself, and put it on the backs of other people.

He always reminds me of my poor Uncle Podger. Y ou never
saw such acommotion up and down ahouse, in al your life,
as when my Uncle Podger undertook to do ajob. A picture
would have come home from the frame-maker’s, and be
standing in the dining-room, waiting to be put up; and Aunt
Podger would ask what was to be done with it, and Uncle
Podger would say:

“Oh, you leave that to me. Don't you, any of you, worry
yourselves about that. I'll do al that.”

And then he would take off his coat, and begin. He would
send the girl out for sixpen’ orth of nails, and then one of the
boys after her to tell her what size to get; and, from that, he
would gradually work down, and start the whole house.

For clothes, George said two suits of flannel would be
sufficient, as we could wash them ourselves, in theriver,
when they got dirty. We asked him if he had ever tried
washing flannelsin theriver, and he replied: “No, not exactly
himself like; but he knew some fellows who had, and it was
easy enough;” and Harrisand | were weak enough to fancy
he knew what he was talking about, and that three respectable
young men, without position or influence, and with no
experience in washing, could really clean their own shirts and
trousersin the river Thames with a bit of soap.

We were to learn in the days to come, when it was too late,
that George was a miserable impostor, who could evidently
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have known nothing whatever about the matter. If you had
seen these clothes after—Dbut, as the shilling shockers say, we
anticipate.

George impressed upon us to take a change of under-things
and plenty of socks, in case we got upset and wanted a
change; aso plenty of handkerchiefs, as they would do to
wipethings, and apair of leather boots as well as our boating
shoes, as we should want them if we got upset.

“Begin with breakfast.” (George is so practical.) “Now for
breakfast we shall want afrying-pan”—(Harris said it was
indigestible; but we merely urged him not to be an ass, and
George went on)—"atea-pot and a kettle, and a methylated
spirit stove.”

We had taken up an oil-stove once, but “never again.” It had
been like living in an oil-shop that week. It oozed. | never
saw such athing as paraffine il isto ooze. We kept it in the
nose of the boat, and, from there, it oozed down to the rudder,
impregnating the whole boat and everything in it on its way,
and it oozed over the river, and saturated the scenery and
spoilt the atmosphere. Sometimes a westerly oily wind blew,
and at other times an easterly oily wind, and sometimes it
blew a northerly oily wind, and maybe a southerly oily wind;
but whether it came from the Arctic snows, or was raised in
the waste of the desert sands, it came alike to us laden with
the fragrance of paraffine oil.

The packing was done at 12.50; and Harris sat on the big
hamper, and said he hoped nothing would be found broken.
George said that if anything was broken it was broken, which
reflection seemed to comfort him. He also said he was ready
for bed. We were al ready for bed. Harris was to sleep with
us that night, and we went upstairs.

Harrisand | had a bit of arow over it, but at last split the
difference, and said half-past six.

George made no answer, and we found, on going over, that
he had been asleep for some time; so we placed the bath
where he could tumbleinto it on getting out in the morning,
and went to bed ourselves.

“How could | wake you, when you didn’t wake me?’ he
retorted. “Now we shan’t get on the water till after twelve. |
wonder you take the trouble to get up at all.”

“Um,” | replied, “lucky for you that | do. If | hadn’t woke
you, you'd have lain there for the whole fortnight.”

[Picture: George snoring] We snarled at one another in this
strain for the next few minutes, when we were interrupted by
adefiant snore from George. It reminded us, for the first time
since our being called, of his existence. There he lay—the
man who had wanted to know what time he should wake
us—on his back, with his mouth wide open, and his knees
stuck up.

| don’t know why it should be, | am sure; but the sight of
another man asleep in bed when | am up, maddens me. It
seems to me so shocking to see the precious hours of aman’s
life—the priceless moments that will never come back to him
again—being wasted in mere brutish sleep.

We learnt, afterwards, that the train we had come by was
really the Exeter mail, and that they had spent hours at
Waterloo, looking for it, and nobody knew what had become
of it.

Our boat was waiting for us at Kingston just below bridge,
and to it we wended our way, and round it we stored our
luggage, and into it we stepped.

“Rightitis,” we answered; and with Harris at the scullsand |
at thetiller-lines, and Montmorency, unhappy and deeply
suspicious, in the prow, out we shot on to the waters which,
for afortnight, were to be our home.

It was a glorious morning, late spring or early summer, as
you care to take it, when the dainty sheen of grassand leaf is
blushing to a deeper green; and the year seemslike afair
young maid, trembling with strange, wakening pulses on the
brink of womanhood.

The quaint back streets of Kingston, where they came down
to the water’ s edge, looked quite picturesque in the flashing
sunlight, the glinting river with its drifting barges, the
wooded towpath, the trim-kept villas on the other side,
Harris, in ared and orange blazer, grunting away at the
sculls, the distant glimpses of the grey old palace of the
Tudors, al made a sunny picture, so bright but calm, so full
of life, and yet so peaceful, that, early in the day though it
was, | felt myself being dreamily lulled off into amusing fit.

I mused on Kingston, or “Kyningestun,” asit was once called
in the days when Saxon “kinges” were crowned there. Gresat
Caesar crossed theriver there, and the Roman legions camped
upon its sloping uplands. Caesar, like, in later years,
Elizabeth, seems to have stopped everywhere: only he was
more respectable than good Queen Bess; he didn’t put up at
the public-houses.

He was ayoung keeper, as luck would have it, and new to the
business; and when he got in, he couldn’t find them, and he
wandered about, trying to get to them, and then he got lost.
They caught sight of him, every now and then, rushing about
the other side of the hedge, and he would see them, and rush
to get to them, and they would wait there for about five
minutes, and then he would reappear again in exactly the
same spot, and ask them where they had been.

They had to wait till one of the old keepers came back from
his dinner before they got out.

Harris said he thought it was a very fine maze, so far as he
was a judge; and we agreed that we would try to get George
to gointoit, on our way back.
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It was while passing through Moulsey Lock that Harristold
me about his maze experience. It took us some time to pass
through, as we were the only boat, and it isabig lock. | don’t
think | ever remember to have seen Moulsey Lock, before,
with only one boat init. It is, | suppose, Boulter’s not even
excepted, the busiest lock on theriver.

| have stood and watched it, sometimes, when you could not
see any water at all, but only abrilliant tangle of bright
blazers, and gay caps, and saucy hats, and many-coloured
parasols, and silken rugs, and cloaks, and streaming ribbons,
and dainty whites; when looking down into the lock from the
quay, you might fancy it was a huge box into which flowers
of every hue and shade had been thrown pell-mell, and lay
piled up in arainbow heap, that covered every corner.

On afine Sunday it presents this appearance nearly all day
long, while, up the stream, and down the stream, lie, waiting
their turn, outside the gates, long lines of still more boats; and
boats are drawing near and passing away, so that the sunny
river, from the Palace up to Hampton Church, is dotted and
decked with yellow, and blue, and orange, and white, and
red, and pink. All the inhabitants of Hampton and Moulsey
dress themselves up in boating costume, and come and
mouch round the lock with their dogs, and flirt, and smoke,
and watch the boats; and, altogether, what with the caps and
jackets of the men, the pretty coloured dresses of the women,
the excited dogs, the moving boats, the white sails, the
pleasant landscape, and the sparkling water, it is one of the
gayest sights | know of near this dull old London town.

He said he must drink something, however, and climbed
upon the seat, and leant over to get the bottle. It wasright at
the bottom of the hamper, and seemed difficult to find, and
he had to lean over further and further, and, in trying to steer
at the same time, from a topsy-turvy point of view, he pulled
the wrong line, and sent the boat into the bank, and the shock
upset him, and he dived down right into the hamper, and
stood there on his head, holding on to the sides of the boat
like grim death, his legs sticking up into the air. He dared not
move for fear of going over, and had to stay theretill | could
get hold of hislegs, and haul him back, and that made him
madder than ever.

We stopped under the willows by Kempton Park, and
lunched. It is a pretty little spot there: a pleasant grass
plateau, running along by the water’ s edge, and overhung by
willows. We had just commenced the third course—the bread
and jam—when a gentleman in shirt-sleeves and a short pipe
came along, and wanted to know if we knew that we were
trespassing. We said we hadn’t given the matter sufficient
consideration as yet to enable usto arrive at a definite
conclusion on that point, but that, if he assured us on his
word as a gentleman that we were trespassing, we would,
without further hesitation, believe it.

He gave us the required assurance, and we thanked him, but
he still hung about, and seemed to be dissatisfied, so we
asked him if there was anything further that we could do for
him; and Harris, who is of achummy disposition, offered him
abit of bread and jam.

| fancy he must have belonged to some society sworn to
abstain from bread and jam; for he declined it quite gruffly,
asif he were vexed at being tempted with it, and he added
that it was his duty to turn us off.

At Weybridge, the Wey (a pretty little stream, navigable for
small boats up to Guildford, and one which | have aways
been making up my mind to explore, and never have), the
Bourne, and the Basingstoke Canal all enter the Thames
together. The lock isjust opposite the town, and the first
thing that we saw, when we came in view of it, was George's
blazer on one of the lock gates, closer inspection showing
that George wasinside it.

Montmorency set up afurious barking, | shrieked, Harris
roared; George waved his hat, and yelled back. The
lock-keeper rushed out with adrag, under the impression that
somebody had fallen into the lock, and appeared annoyed at
finding that no one had.

George had rather a curious oilskin-covered parcel in his
hand. It was round and flat at one end, with along straight
handle sticking out of it.

“No,” said George, with astrange, wild look glittering in his
eyes, “they are all the rage this season; everybody has got
them up theriver. It'sabanjo.”

We made George work, now we had got him. He did not
want to work, of course; that goes without saying. He had
had a hard time in the City, so he explained. Harris, who is
callousin his nature, and not prone to pity, said:

“Ah! and now you are going to have a hard time on the river
for a change; changeis good for everyone. Out you get!”

He could not in conscience—not even George's
conscience—abject, though he did suggest that, perhaps, it
would be better for him to stop in the boat, and get tea ready,
while Harris and | towed, because getting tea was such a
worrying work, and Harrisand | looked tired. The only reply
we made to this, however, was to pass him over the tow-line,
and he took it, and stepped out.

[Picture: Dog wrapped in tow-line] There is something very
strange and unaccountable about a tow-line. You roll it up
with as much patience and care as you would take to fold up
anew pair of trousers, and five minutes afterwards, when you
pick it up, it is one ghastly, soul-revolting tangle.

| had never thought of that. | wanted to fall upon al their
necks and bless them; but the stream was running too strong
just there to allow of this, so | had to content myself with
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mere cold-sounding words of gratitude.

We thanked them over and over again, and we said it was a
lovely night, and we wished them a pleasant trip, and, | think,
| invited them all to come and spend a week with me, and my
cousin said her mother would be so pleased to see them. And
we sang the soldiers' chorus out of Faust, and got homein
time for supper, after all.

Harrisand | began to think that Bell Weir lock must have
been done away with after the same manner. George had
towed us up to Staines, and we had taken the boat from there,
and it seemed that we were dragging fifty tons after us, and
were walking forty miles. It was half-past seven when we
were through, and we al got in, and sculled up close to the
left bank, looking out for a spot to haul up in.

We had originally intended to go on to Magna Charta I sland,
asweetly pretty part of the river, where it winds through a
soft, green valley, and to camp in one of the many
picturesgque inlets to be found round that tiny shore. But,
somehow, we did not feel that we yearned for the picturesque
nearly so much now as we had earlier in the day. A bit of
water between a coal-barge and a gas-works would have
quite satisfied us for that night. We did not want scenery. We
wanted to have our supper and go to bed. However, we did
pull up to the point—*Picnic Point,” it is called—and
dropped into a very pleasant nook under a great elm-tree, to
the spreading roots of which we fastened the boat.

Then, when he was nigh unto death, lo! through the savage
gloom there came to him a stately maiden, and took him by
the hand and led him on through devious paths, unknown to
any man, until upon the darkness of the wood there dawned a
light such as the light of day was unto but as alittle lamp
unto the sun; and, in that wondrous light, our way-worn
knight saw asin adream avision, and so glorious, so fair the
vision seemed, that of his bleeding wounds he thought no
more, but stood as one entranced, whose joy is deep asisthe
sea, whereof no man can tell the depth.

And the vision faded, and the knight, kneeling upon the
ground, thanked the good saint who into that sad wood had
strayed his steps, so he had seen the vision that lay there hid.

And the name of the dark forest was Sorrow; but of the vision
that the good knight saw therein we may not speak nor tell.

| woke at six the next morning; and found George awake too.
We both turned round, and tried to go to sleep again, but we
could not. Had there been any particular reason why we
should not have gone to sleep again, but have got up and
dressed then and there, we should have dropped off while we
were looking at our watches, and have slept till ten. Asthere
was no earthly necessity for our getting up under another two
hours at the very least, and our getting up at that time was an
utter absurdity, it was only in keeping with the natural
cussedness of thingsin general that we should both feel that

lying down for five minutes more would be death to us.

George said that the same kind of thing, only worse, had
happened to him some eighteen months ago, when he was
lodging by himself in the house of a certain Mrs. Gippings.
He said his watch went wrong one evening, and stopped at a
quarter-past eight. He did not know this at the time because,
for some reason or other, he forgot to wind it up when he
went to bed (an unusua occurrence with him), and hung it up
over his pillow without ever looking at the thing.

But the heart of King John sinks before the stern faces of the
English fighting men, and the arm of King John drops back
on to hisrein, and he dismounts and takes his seat in the
foremost barge. And the Barons follow in, with each mailed
hand upon the sword-hilt, and the word is given to let go.

Slowly the heavy, bright-decked barges |eave the shore of
Runningmede. Slowly against the swift current they work
their ponderous way, till, with alow grumble, they grate
against the bank of the little island that from this day will
bear the name of Magna Charta Island. And King John has
stepped upon the shore, and we wait in breathless silence till
agreat shout cleaves the air, and the great cornerstone in
England’ s temple of liberty has, now we know, been firmly
laid.

| was sitting on the bank, conjuring up this scene to myself,
when George remarked that when | was quite rested, perhaps
| would not mind helping to wash up; and, thus recalled from
the days of the glorious past to the prosaic present, with all its
misery and sin, | slid down into the boat and cleaned out the
frying-pan with a stick of wood and a tuft of grass, polishing
it up finally with George's wet shirt.

We went over to Magna Chartalsland, and had alook at the
stone which stands in the cottage there and on which the
great Charter is said to have been signed; though, asto
whether it really was signed there, or, as some say, on the
other bank at “ Runningmede,” | decline to commit myself.
Asfar asmy own personal opinion goes, however, | am
inclined to give weight to the popular island theory.
Certainly, had | been one of the Barons, at the time, | should
have strongly urged upon my comrades the advisability of
our getting such a slippery customer as King John on to the
island, where there was less chance of surprises and tricks.

Harristold them they ought to be grateful for alittle
excitement, sitting there fishing al day, and he also said that
he was shocked and grieved to hear men their age give way
to temper so.

George said he would steer, after that. He said amind like
mine ought not to be expected to give itself away in steering
boats—better let a mere commonplace human being see after
that boat, before we jolly well al got drowned; and he took
the lines, and brought us up to Marlow.
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And at Marlow we left the boat by the bridge, and went and
put up for the night at the “Crown.”

Marlow is one of the pleasantest river centres | know of. Itis
abustling, lively little town; not very picturesgue on the
whole, it istrue, but there are many quaint nooks and corners
to be found in it, nevertheless—standing archesin the
shattered bridge of Time, over which our fancy travels back
to the days when Marlow Manor owned Saxon Algar for its
lord, ere conquering William seized it to give to Queen
Matilda, ereit passed to the Earls of Warwick or to
worldly-wise Lord Paget, the councillor of four successive
sovereigns.

Thereislovely country round about it, too, if, after boating,
you are fond of awalk, whiletheriver itself isat its best here.
Down to Cookham, past the Quarry Woods and the
meadows, is alovely reach. Dear old Quarry Woods! with
your narrow, climbing paths, and little winding glades, how
scented to this hour you seem with memories of sunny
summer days! How haunted are your shadowy vistas with the
ghosts of laughing faces! how from your whispering leaves
there softly fall the voices of long ago!

He had been sitting, without knowing it, on the very verge of
asmall gully, the long grass hiding it from view; and in
leaning alittle back he had shot over, pieand all.

He said he had never felt so surprised in all hislife, aswhen
he first felt himself going, without being able to conjecturein
the slightest what had happened. He thought at first that the
end of the world had come.

Harris believes to this day that George and | planned it al
beforehand. Thus does unjust suspicion follow even the most
blameless for, as the poet says, “Who shall escape calumny?’

We caught a breeze, after lunch, which took us gently up past
Wargrave and Shiplake. Mellowed in the drowsy sunlight of
asummer’ s afternoon, Wargrave, nestling where the river
bends, makes a sweet old picture as you pass it, and one that
lingers long upon the retina of memory.

The “George and Dragon” at Wargrave boasts a sign, painted
on the one side by Leslie, R.A., and on the other by Hodgson
of that ilk. Leslie has depicted the fight; Hodgson has
imagined the scene, “After the Fight”—George, the work
done, enjoying his pint of beer.

Day, the author of Sandford and Merton, lived and—more
credit to the place still—was killed at Wargrave. In the
church isamemoria to Mrs. Sarah Hill, who bequeathed 1
pound annually, to be divided at Easter, between two boys
and two girlswho “have never been undutiful to their
parents; who have never been known to swear or to tell
untruths, to steal, or to break windows.” Fancy giving up all
that for five shillingsayear! It is not worth it.

| slept well that night, and should have slept better if it had
not been for Harris. | have a vague recollection of having
been woke up at least a dozen times during the night by
Harris wandering about the boat with the lantern, looking for
his clothes. He seemed to be worrying about his clothes all
night.

Twice he routed up George and myself to see if we were
lying on his trousers. George got quite wild the second time.

“What the thunder do you want your trousersfor, in the
middle of the night?’ he asked indignantly. “Why don’t you
lie down, and go to sleep?’

| found him in trouble, the next time | awoke, because he
could not find his socks; and my last hazy remembrance is of
being rolled over on my side, and of hearing Harris muttering
something about its being an extraordinary thing where his
umbrella could have got to.

[Picture: Woman at housework] We woke late the next
morning, and, at Harris's earnest desire, partook of aplain
breakfast, with “non dainties.” Then we cleaned up, and put
everything straight (a continual labour, which was beginning
to afford me a pretty clear insight into a question that had
often posed me—namely, how a woman with the work of
only one house on her hands manages to pass away her time),
and, at about ten, set out on what we had determined should
be agood day’s journey.

We agreed that we would pull this morning, as a change from
towing; and Harris thought the best arrangement would be
that George and | should scull, and he steer. | did not chime
inwith thisideaat al; | said | thought Harris would have
been showing a more proper spirit if he had suggested that he
and George should work, and let me rest a bit. It seemed to
me that | was doing more than my fair share of the work on
thistrip, and | was beginning to feel strongly on the subject.

The mud stretched out for about a hundred yards in front of
us, and behind us was the water. The only thing to be done
was to sit and wait until someone came by.

It was not the sort of day to attract people out on theriver,
and it was three hours before a soul camein sight. It was an
old fisherman who, with immense difficulty, at last rescued
us, and we were towed back in an ignominious fashion to the
boat-yard.

What between tipping the man who had brought us home,
and paying for the broken sculls, and for having been out four
hours and a half, it cost us a pretty considerable number of
weeks' pocket-money, that sail. But we learned experience,
and they say that is always cheap at any price.

We came in sight of Reading about eleven. Theriver is dirty
and dismal here. One does not linger in the neighbourhood of
Reading. The town itself is afamous old place, dating from
the dim days of King Ethelred, when the Danes anchored
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their warshipsin the Kennet, and started from Reading to
ravage al the land of Wessex; and here Ethelred and his
brother Alfred fought and defeated them, Ethelred doing the
praying and Alfred the fighting.

In later years, Reading seems to have been regarded as a
handy place to run down to, when matters were becoming
unpleasant in London. Parliament generally rushed off to
Reading whenever there was a plague on at Westminster;
and, in 1625, the Law followed suit, and al the courts were
held at Reading. It must have been worth while having a
mere ordinary plague now and then in London to get rid of
both the lawyers and the Parliament.

During the Parliamentary struggle, Reading was besieged by
the Earl of Essex, and, a quarter of a century later, the Prince
of Orange routed King James' s troops there.

They say that the hills on each ride of the stream here once
joined and formed a barrier across what is now the Thames,
and that then the river ended there above Goring in one vast
lake. | am not in a position either to contradict or affirm this
statement. | simply offer it.

It isan ancient place, Streatley, dating back, like most
river-side towns and villages, to British and Saxon times.
Goring is not nearly so pretty alittle spot to stop at as
Streatley, if you have your choice; but it is passing fair
enough initsway, and is nearer the railway in case you want
to dlip off without paying your hotel bill.

And Montmorency, standing on his hind legs, before the
window, peering out into the night, gave a short bark of
decided concurrence with the toast.
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