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There cannot be many
autobiographies that begin looking
down the course from the start line
at the Olympics. This is no ordinary
biography. Also, it is unexpected. Alistair
Paddling Map of Britain
is anything but overstated yet this story
shows how he has been uncompromising
in everything he has done.
Peter Knowles
Primarily a sprinter, although this
Rivers Publishing
978 0 9957513 4 7 expanded into marathon racing, inevitably, he did much of his training
2011, 3rd edition 2022 off the Ayrshire coast in a sprint kayak in weather conditions which
690 x 980mm folding to were often far from conducive, in pre health and safety days.
Ayrshire was well off the beaten track as far as sprint was concerned
120 x 240mm
£10.95 and Alistair had to pull together a group of enthusiasts. With most of his
The obvious change for the most important activity between Birmingham and London, some of the
Canoe & Kayak Map of Britain is that it has been renamed as the Paddling most gruelling side of his sport was the frequent drives south, sometimes
Map of Britain to include paddleboarders. The success of this map must less than a week apart because of his work, in the days when the M6
was still under construction.
put it right up there in the canoeing bestseller list.
British competitors were disadvantaged compared with other
For the latest edition the rivers, canals and suggested sea trips are
virtually unchanged although the locations of trade outlets for paddlers countries but it was not simply a case of throwing money at them.
bears little resemblance to what went before. The background map is Alistair’s training methods were unconventional and extreme, such as
running up mountains. Interestingly, the pain would often come two
now a little darker, making it easier to read.
The major change is in the peripheral notes, which are now more days later, the same experience we found when running interval sprints
extensive, especially on access, with a section on misleading signs. around a rugby pitch.
While training was frequently on the sea, there were times when it
As the EA continue to promote their claim of an access situation for
which they are unable to produce any legal evidence and as the number was simply too dangerous. Nevertheless, anglers flatly refused to allow
of those on the water continue to grow rapidly this map will be a use of the River Ayr, even when conditions were too bad for angling
significant contributor to approaching the day when Defra’s appalling and this was likely to affect the chances of one of our few Olympic
competitors from this part of the world. The greed and selfishness were
attitude to paddlers must be brought to an end.
total. Fortunately, they were not typical of Scotland at that time nor of
Scotland these days, even though they persist with some interests south
Lochs of Scotland
of the border.
A civil engineer by profession, Alistair switched to making paddles
Stuart Fisher and found the inevitable conflict between his business and his sport,
Conway, 50 Bedford Sq, London accounting for some of the necessary journeys between Ayr and
WC1B 3DP southern England. Working with his father, his ethos was that the
978 1 4729 8293 3 product had to be perfect, even if that introduced some unconventional
2022 thinking. Early Lendal veneer paddles were produced with the aid
220 x 190mm of a letterpress and a concrete mould. Alistair produced the world’s
208 pages, paperback first GRP shafts, later carbon fibre, the first split paddles and four part
£18.99 paddles and handled the issues of composite blades, cranks, aerofoil
This book features 50 lochs, both blades and more subtle curves of shaft. Each time the product had to be
inland and sea. Some have been perfect. His sketches, some of which are included in the book, show his
featured in Canoeist as guides or parts own style, precision and attention to detail.
of guides but many are taken from
Having given up competing in order to concentrate on the business,
a completely new study. They are Alistair felt the need to return every few years. Just a few weeks of
generally the larger ones but not so training were enough to put him back at the front each time. Training
large that they become open coastline. They are accessible by public methods are a major part of this book, including altitude training with
road without the need for long carries to get on and off the water.
regard to the Mexico Olympics.
They do not include lochs which require commando techniques to
It is easy to forget that Alistair’s paddling on the sea in a K1 gave him
access. Neither do they include the less interesting ones used for water a lot of experience in handling rough water. An extreme case was the
storage which leave wide bands of dead grey rock along the shoreline 1970 Clyde WW race. My Moods feature in this issue was deliberately
for much of the year when drawn down.
written before reading Alistair’s book, in order not to be influenced by
As well as the scenery, the lochs chosen have a wide variety of other it.
interests, history of clan warfare to the nationally more significant
He was invited to take part in expeditions. Perhaps the most unlikely
involvement of Prince Charlie, urban aquatic playgrounds, military was paddling an open C2 down the Grand Canyon. The book finishes
activity, warships, submarines, wildlife, ghosts and monsters, marinas, with a sea tour on the Newfoundland coast with bears, whales and
fish farms and fishing ports, serious rapids on rivers and at sea, castles, glaciers. Surprisingly, this does not bring us right up to date although
bridges, breweries and distilleries, marinas, transport routes from the Alistair does mention his current health issues.
challenging to pure fantasy, waterfalls, the Clearances, hydroelectric
Threaded through the book are his can do attitude, how you make
power, crannogs, powerboats, cruise ships and commandos. The your own luck, and the importance of his family.
immense variety shows up in unexpected places.
There is a lot of meat in this book and, as you will have come to
Surprisingly, only three of these 50 lochs are Foxys, Lochs Lomond, expect by the time you have read it, a lot of attention to detail. There
Assynt and Hope.
are few who will not gain from reading it.
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