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Age of A(lll‘clrius_,;

BETWEEN THE AGE OF THE TRADITIONAL NARROW BOAT AND THE AGE

OF THE MODERN CANAL BOAT IS THE AGE OF AQUARIUS AS WE EXPLAIN
Words by Kevin Blick Pictures by David Oakes

our modern narrowboat is a far cry  and buyers keen to carry on — or at least

from the working narrow boat of pay homage to — some of the traditions of

old. What would the old time the cut. And one of the classic ‘replica’
boatman and his family think of styles is the tug, whose long front deck /\1
expansive sleeping accommodation, and low gunwales give it an elegance of il 3
granite worktops, showers and line that stands out from many of today’s /

comfortable armchairs? look-alike ‘tin slugs’.
But working boats still inspire builders The ultimate replica tugs come | .
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Clockwise from
above: airy
open plan
saloon, corner
cupboards by
front doors,
free-standing
dinette table
has fold-flat
legs and clips
under gunwale
for stowage,
comfortable
modern
armchairs,
traditional
wood stove
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with vintage engines and boatman’s
cabins but these usually do demand
compromises in internal space and layout.
For this month’s test we have been
looking at a boat which combines the
elegant exterior of a tug shell with a
modern, spacious interior that manages to
incorporate some cleverly re-thought
traditional interior elements.

Tug Leo is fitted out by Aquarius
Narrowboats on a 60ft trad shell built by
Orion, the West Midlands based specialist
builders of BCN tugs. Aquarius is a new
company — Leo is only its second boat —
but its owners, Mick and Suzanne
Wilson, are not new to narrowboats.
They've been boating for 16 years and
their association with Orion goes back to
when Mick fitted out their own new
narrowboat on an early Orion shell.

As a result when Mick, who is a joiner
by training and ran his own bespoke
joinery company for 34 years, decided to
‘downsize’ and set up a small boatfitting
business, he was able to establish a
unique association with Orion who do
not normally supply shells to the trade.

Unusually, Aquarius is based well away
from the Midlands hub of the canal network
with a yard in Dunsfold, Surrey near the
under-restoration Wey & Arun Canal. Here

Mick, together with Suzanne, a qualified
seamstress, and the part-time assistance of
his two suitably qualified sons on-the
mechanical and electrical sides, fits out
two to three boats a year.

DESIGN AND EXTERIOR
Leo was devised as a cruising demonstrator
for Aquarius that could showcase some
clever design ideas as well as Mick’s boat-
fitting skills. Mick’s previous build was a
classic tug with Kelvin vintage engine and
traditional boatman'’s cabin; next will be a
semi-trad with a modern engine and design.
The starting point for Leo was to
create something in between: to provide
the essential features of a boatman’s cabin
without its associated problems — namely
the lack of headroom caused by having to

run the floor above the propshaft to the
engine room and the simple fact that few
people actually sleep on the boatman'’s
cross-bed, demanding something more
roomy and comfortable. That in turn
means wasted space.

Even in a 60ft boat, with the
requirement for a saloon, dinette, cabin
and good size tug deck, that is something
than can be ill-afforded.

Leo resolves both those problems with
one clever answer — doing away with the
boatman’s bed and fitting a conventional
longitudinal double bed with the prop
running under it and a full height corridor
alongside. Then comes a step up into the
classic boatman'’s cabin, which is entirely
traditional save that the bed space has
now become a slightly narrower




wardrobe. Traditional scumbling and
painting over tongue-and-grooved pine is
carried right through to the forward end
of the main bed so that, effectively, the
whole area becomes an enlarged
boatman'’s cabin.

The engine room is ahead of the cabin,
with the usual hatches each side — except
that Leo has a modern Beta 43 unit rather
than a big, old thumper and it is fully
enclosed in a cupboard. Forward of the
engine, Leo reverts to being a familiar
modern narrowboat, with a cross-
bathroom, galley, dinette and forward
saloon all fitted out in American oak.

modern looking Leo.

It is the low gunwale, apeing a laden
working boat that defines the tug shape
but equally means that it does partly hide
its virtues under water. For example, only
a hint of Josher-style double curvature in
the low bows can be seen above the

“ Leo’s bright and airy saloon is a far cry
from the dark interiors of the classic tug”

Orion has been building its BCN tug-
style craft since the early 1990s. It is one
of those low-key builders that rarely
advertises but draws knowledgeable
private customers by word-of-mouth.

It has a more-or-less ‘standard’ hull
shape onto which it will build a cabin to
suit the customer’s needs — from the
classic steel front doors and portholes of a
traditional tug to the glazed doors and
large, rectangular windows of the more

waterline. Toward the rear, the practised
eye will also note the gentle semi-elliptical
curve of the hull sides towards the deck.
The distinctive long, low-front deck
that runs through almost horizontally to
the bows is another familiar tug feature.
Orion offers the familiar steel-covered flat
deck or, for the purist, a front hold
covered by removable timbers, while Leo
has a shallow well deck — which makes for
particularly easy access to and from the
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boat. A useful feature in the well deck is a
wide front locker. It can store the likes of
pins and ropes and also has removable floor
panels giving lots of extra stowage ahead
of the water tank. (A bow thruster tube
could be fitted here instead if specified.)

A semsible design at the stern is
provision of access to the weed hatch
from the counter. The weed hatch is also
separated from the main boat by a water-
proof bulkhead — a good safety feature.

Leo is handsomely painted in green
and red with particularly stylish
signwriting by Dave Moore, who was also
responsible for the high-quality
scumbling. In BCN tradition the hull is
blacked up to gunwale level.

SALOON AND DINETTE

Leo's bright and airy saloon is a far cry
from the dark, enclosed interiors of the
classic portholed tug. Daylight pours in
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Clockwise from
top: smart
galley sits either
side of central
aisleleading on

fills space by
fridge, view
forwards to
saloon, Stoves
cooker on

starboard side

through fully-glazed oak framed front doors l_’
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