
Whatever Floats Your Le Boat
JENNIFER BAIN’s Alberta-born husband barely knows how to swim  
and her kids are tethered to Wi-Fi. Will this family of fish-out-of-water  
non-boaters find sea legs on The Rideau Canal?

B
Y THE TIME WE PASS THROUGH THE  
ÀQDO�IHZ�ORFNV on the Rideau Canal, I’ve 
stopped making the boat lurch with jerky, 
panicked turns. I give the steering wheel a 
swift pull to the port or starboard, point the 
bow in the direction I want to go, then ease 
the wheel back until the rudder indicator 
returns to centre. I calmly count out the 

VHFRQGV�XQWLO�WKH����IRRW�UHQWDO�ERDW�REH\V��$V�ZH�JOLGH�
XS�WR�WKH�ORFN�VWDWLRQ��P\�IDPLO\�RI�QRQ�ERDWHUV�VSULQJV�
to action: young son safely by my side, husband at the 
stern and daughter at the bow, ready with the ropes.

2XU�OX[XULRXV�ÁRDWLQJ�KRPH�VWRSV�DORQJ�D�EOXH�OLQH�
painted on concrete and we tie up and cut the engine to 
signal to the lockmasters that we want to pass through. 
7KH�ZRRGHQ�JDWHV�DUH�FUDQNHG�RSHQ��:H�FDVW�RͿ�DQG�
creep into the lock chamber, where we loop the ropes 
around drop cables attached to the top and bottom of 
the lock wall. The lock gates and lower sluices close and 
then the upper sluices open so the chamber can slowly 
ÀOO�ZLWK�ZDWHU�DQG�UDLVH�RXU�ERDW��:KHQ�WKH�ZDWHU�OHYHO�
reaches that of the next portion of the canal, the upper 
JDWHV�DUH�FUDQNHG�RSHQ��DQG�ZH�UHOHDVH�WKH�URSHV�DQG�ÀUH�
up the engine.
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THIS TORONTONIAN CAN’T EXPLAIN how she 
JUHZ�XS�ÀVKLQJ�DQG�VDLOLQJ�DURXQG�2QWDULR�EXW�KDV�
never been houseboating or given much thought to the 
5LGHDX�&DQDO��/HW�PH�DWRQH�E\�VD\LQJ�P\�SUDLULH�JURZQ�
husband and urban kids have now seen loons in real 
life (and not just on golden coins). They can spot great 
EOXH�KHURQV�VWDQGLQJ�VWDWXH�OLNH�LQ�WKH�VKDOORZV��7KH\�
will splash about murky lakes even as aquatic weeds 
tickle their toes and wrap around their calves. They can 
WROHUDWH�QLSV�IURP�PRVTXLWRV�DQG�GHHU�ÁLHV��7KH\�FDQ�
convey that the canal is a UNESCO World Heritage Site 
EHFDXVH�LW·V�WKH�EHVW�SUHVHUYHG�H[DPSOH�RI�D�VODFNZDWHU�
canal in North America, built using European technology 
without needing extensive excavations.

The Rideau Canal is 202 gorgeous kilometres of rivers, 
lakes, canals and locks between Ottawa and Kingston. 
7KHUH�DUH����ORFNV�LQ����ORFNVWDWLRQV��SOXV�WZR�PRUH�
linking Tay Canal to the Rideau. Built by the British 
as a transportation canal to protect the region from an 
American invasion, the waterway is managed by Parks 
Canada as a National Historic Site and the locks operate 
May to October. 

6R�KRZ�GLG�D�ERDWOHVV�IDPLO\�RI�QRQ�ERDWHUV�HQG�XS�
H[SORULQJ�WKLV�KLVWRULF�FDQDO�RQ�D�IRXU�QLJKW��VHOI�GULYH�
boating vacation? With help from Le Boat, a European 
company that arranges trips for avid and newbie boaters 
out of Smiths Falls—no experience or licence required. 

/H�%RDW��ZKLFK�WXUQHG����ODVW�\HDU��RSHUDWHV�(XURSH·V�
ODUJHVW�ÁHHW�RI�VHOI�GULYH�ERDWV�LQ�QLQH�FRXQWULHV�OLNH�
6FRWODQG��,WDO\�DQG�)UDQFH��,Q�������LW�DUULYHG�RQ�WKH�
Rideau Canal, the oldest continually operating canal 
system in North America. Its 24 Horizon yachts 
UDQJH�IURP�WZR��WR�ÀYH�EHGURRPV��PRVW�ZLWK�HQVXLWH�
bathrooms.

:(�0225�$7�/(�%2$7·6�KRPH�EDVH�WKH�ÀUVW�QLJKW��
acclimatizing to the boat and the July heatwave, and 
frolicking in a nearby swimming hole. The next morning, 
boat technician Sterling Brown provides driving lessons. 

“These boats are a little bit daunting because they’re 
quite large,” he allows, “but as soon as you get used 
to the boat, it becomes quite small.” Brown issues a 
´FHUWLÀFDWH�RI�FRPSHWHQF\µ�DIWHU�LQWURGXFLQJ�PH�WR�P\�
new best friends—bow and stern thrusters that kickstart 
quick manoeuvres. 

&RQÀGHQW�ERDWHUV�KHDG�VRXWK�IURP�6PLWKV�)DOOV�IRU�
complicated routes and big lakes where they can even 
sleep at mooring buoys. We meander along the easier 
route, cruising north on a narrow, winding portion of 
the canal that’s reminiscent of Europe. “People don’t 
HYHQ�UHDOL]H�KRZ�EHDXWLIXO�WKH�5LGHDX�LV�µ�FRQÀGHV�5LFN�
Pancham, a yacht broker we chat up along the way. 

We navigate through Old Slys lock before grilling 
steaks on the upper “fundeck” while moored at 
Edmonds lock. We wave to everyone who gathers to 
see boats “locking through” in Kilmarnock. Cruising 
through channels marked by red and green buoys, we 
notice that boaters see our “Le Boat” branded boat, know 
we’re novices and give us a wide berth.

This nervous captain is relieved these boats max out 
DW����NLORPHWUHV�SHU�KRXU�DQG�DUH�IXOO\�ZUDSSHG�LQ�EODFN�
rubber safety bumpers. The husband who can’t swim 
loves the folding bikes and the two mini fridges that we 
stock with craft beer from Perth and artisan cheese from 
Mrs. McGarrigle’s Fine Food Shop in Merrickville. The 
NLGV�ORYH�WKH�UHWUDFWDEOH�VZLP�ODGGHU�RͿ�WKH�VWHUQ��WKH�
VDORRQ�VW\OH�NLWFKHQ�DQG�WKH�VXQEDWKLQJ�DUHD��

:H�QHYHU�ÀQG�WLPH�IRU�PRYLH�QLJKW��'RPLQRV�RU�
&ULEEDJH��PD\EH�EHFDXVH�+D]HO��ZKR·V�����VHWV�WKH�SDFH�
by saying “I can’t wait to do nothing.” She’s happy in 
Merrickville, population 3,000, with its gelato café, ice 
cream shop, fancy chip truck, butter tarts, artsy shops 
and secluded public beach. 

,W·V�LQ�WKLV�SLFWXUH�SHUIHFW�YLOODJH�WKDW�,�MRLQ�WHHQDJHUV�
LQ�WKH�FDQDO�DIWHU�WKH�ORFNV�FORVH��DQG�ZKHUH�VHYHQ�\HDU�
ROG�&KDUOLH�OHDUQV�WR�XVH�D�Á\VZDWWHU�DQG�MXPS�RͿ�WKH�
dock into deep water. It’s where his distracted parents 
IRUJHW�WR�DSSO\�VXQVFUHHQ�VR�KH�JHWV�D�ÁDPLQJ�UHG�IDFH�
DQG�ZRHIXOO\�DVNV��´,V�WKHUH�DQ\�ZD\�WR�À[�WKLV�RU�DP�,�
going to look like a burnt marshmallow forever?”

The burn is already fading into a summer tan by the 
WLPH�ZH�PRRU�EDFN�LQ�6PLWKV�)DOOV�IRU�WKH�ÀQDO�QLJKW��
We take a quick drive to Beveridges lockstation for a 
picnic supper with takeout pizza and pasta. In honour of 
&KDUOLH��ZH�WKURZ�LQ�D�FDQDO�VLGH�PDUVKPDOORZ�URDVW� •CT

When You Go
Le Boat�͇Å¡�Ò�ḭ́��͈�´å���å¡��´Ì�\Ë´í±å�$�ÅÅå̫�
IÌí�á´Ò̫��Ì��Ò««¡áå�å¡Å«͑�á´ý¡��Ò�í´Ì¬�±ÒÅ´��ąå�
ÒÌ�±Òòå¡�Ò�í͑åíąÅ¡�ą��±íå�ÒÌ�í±¡�X´�¡�ò���Ì�Å�
�¡íþ¡¡Ì�Iíí�þ���Ì��:´Ì¬åíÒḬ̀��Ò�íå�åÅ¡¡Þ�íþÒ�
íÒ�ˋˌ�Þ¡ÒÞÅ¡̫�þ´í±�íþÒ�íÒ�ļý¡��¡�áÒÒËå̰�zÒò�
�ÒÌ͝í�Ì¡¡��¡ăÞ¡á´¡Ì�¡�Òá����Ò�í´Ì¬�Å´�¡Ì�¡͏
í±¡ą�ÞáÒý´�¡���å±Òáí�íá�´Ì´Ì¬�å¡åå´ÒḬ̀��òá´Ì¬�
�Ir-�͑ˋ ̫˓�Ì�òí´��Å��´åí�Ì�´Ì¬̫�íÒò�±Å¡åå�ÅÒ�Ã´Ì¬�
�Ì����å±Å¡åå�ÅÒ�Ã´Ì¬̶ËÒÒá´Ì¬�«¡¡å��á¡�´Ì�¡««¡�ḭ́

Left to right: Discover the Rideau Canal with Le Boat; Beveridges Locks 
along Tay River.
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