
Alice Griffin shares how she  
finds time to just ‘be’

erched on the seat at the back of my 60ft 
narrowboat I hold the brass tiller with my 
gloved hand and push it gently from side 
to side as I navigate my way along a quiet 
stretch of the Leeds and Liverpool Canal. 
I am in the Calder Valley, the sky is a crisp 
ice blue, and shafts of sunlight are forcing 

me to screw up my eyes as I follow the 
soft bends of this exposed cutting. I am 
stunned into complete silence by the 
spectacularly vast expanses of open land 
falling away from the towpath in endlessly 
undulating hills – every shade of green 
– and am overwhelmed by a true sense 
of spaciousness, both physically and in 
spirit. I feel totally connected to the present 
moment. I am not thinking about shopping lists or something I 
should be doing for my family, I am not checking to see if so-
and-so has liked my photo or if that email has come through that 
I was expecting, and my phone is inside the boat, not inside my 
pocket. It is as if all noise has simply fallen away, dissipated, and 
I am left feeling truly alive. There is no desire to achieve anything 
more than move my boat along and submerse myself fully in that 
which happens around me. I am consciously unplugged… and I 
am conscious.

These days I believe people wander around in such a haze 
RI�QRLVH�WKDW�LW·V�HDV\�WR�IRUJHW�ZKDW�LW�IHOW�OLNH�EHIRUH�ZH�ZHUH�
demanded of 24/7 by our smartphones, drawn into the TV 
throughout the night, and tempted by consumerism around the 
FORFN��6RPHWLPHV�LW·V�DV�LI�WKH�QHYHU�FHDVLQJ�GLQ�RI�WUDIÀF�DQG�
interrupting beeps of devices is more normal than birdsong 
and silence, and as we rush around attending meetings and 
PHHW�XSV��GRLQJ�VFKRRO�UXQV�DQG�VLWWLQJ�LQ�UXVK�KRXU�WUDIÀF�RQ�
our way to work, or doing the weekly shop as well as the myriad 
of other errands, it appears many of us have become frightened 
to actually stop… because, if we stop, what will happen? If we 

¶VLJQ�RXW·��KRZ�ZLOO�LW�EH"�:LOO�SHRSOH�
miss us on social media? Will our 
children be rejected by friends when 
they return from a spell away? Will 
ZH�IDOO�LOO�DW�WKH�ÀUVW�VLJQ�RI�UHVW��RU�
become agitated and bored? 

Taking time out of the, at times, 
exhaustion that is everyday modern 

life to go on journeys that allow me to slow things down and 
reconnect with myself, my family and nature is something I 
regularly strive to do. It is an essential part of who I am, and this 
trip was no different: a conscious decision to cruise our latest 
narrowboat home from the north to the south of England, without 
a car and with a month to do so. Of course, I acknowledge that 
QRW�HYHU\RQH�KDV�WKH�RSWLRQ�WR�EXLOG�D�PRQWK�¶RXW·�LQWR�WKHLU�OLIH��
but perhaps a weekend? Maybe even a week? For us, we made 
it so that we had no pressing engagements, in life or online, > 

I am Consciously Unplugged…  
and I am Conscious

it appears many of us 
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to actually stop…  
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what will happen?

for pretty much all of us it is 
possible to give over one day of our 
week to pursuits that call on us to 
be wholly present and absorbed in 
that which is truly around us
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> because the truth is that no matter how little or how long you 
are able to allow yourself to drop out for, nothing really happens. 
Life goes on in the world without us, and in my experience there 
LV�QRWKLQJ�ZH�PLVV�WKDW�FDQ·W�EH�FDXJKW�XS�RQ�ODWHU��DQG�\HW�
what we are set to gain is so much more. It is a return to zero, a 
UHEDODQFLQJ��DQG�D�UHFRQQHFWLRQ�ZLWK�RXU�PRUH�QDWXUDO�VWDWH��,W·V�
WUXH�WKDW�ZKHQ�ÀUVW�HPEDUNLQJ�RQ�WKHVH�¶WLPH�RXW·�WULSV�,�FDQ�IHHO�
WHWFK\��VHSDUDWHG��OHIW�RXW�DQG�DJJULHYHG�EHFDXVH�,�FDQ·W�MXVW�GULYH�
to the shops quickly or google something immediately. It takes a 
while to steady the body, still the mind, adapt to the new pace. But 
DIWHU�WKDW�ZKLOH��LW·V�OLNH�JRRG�PHGLFLQH�ÁRZLQJ�WKURXJK�P\�YHLQV��
and these days I crave this far more than the alternative, as if by 
VORZO\�YHQWXULQJ�EDFN�WR�D�WLPH�EHIRUH��DOWKRXJK�DW�ÀUVW�GDXQWLQJ��
it has now become my normality, and for me the waterways that 
VHFUHWO\�VSDQ�*UHDW�%ULWDLQ�DUH�RQH�RI�WKH�SODFHV�ZKHUH�,�ÀQG�WKLV�
kind of sanctuary.

England at 4mph is vastly different from England at 60mph or 
even 30mph, and our trip allowed us all to appreciate and absorb 
every little inch of it. The Leeds and Liverpool passes through 
VXFK�YDULHG�ODQGVFDSH��XUEDQ�DUHDV�ZKHUH�ZH�UHÁHFWHG�RQ�WKH�
FDQDO·V�LQGXVWULDO�SDVW��YDOOH\V�EDFNHG�E\�KLOOV�WKDW�SHRSOH�KDYH�
walked for centuries; villages, towns and cities dot vast swathes 
of space unfolding in millions of 
colours. Our descent of the 23 Wigan 
locks was a kind of meditation, so 
mesmerised was I by these great 
bodies of water rushing through 
looming heavy gates, descending 
slowly into eventual silence until only 
bubbling whirlpools simmered on the 
surface and I was able to push the 
KHDY\�ZRRG�DQG�ZDWFK�P\�ERDW�ÁRDW�
silently through. 

This true absorption of my surrounding 
environment is what inspires and excites me, and having time to 
chat with those people from all backgrounds and walks of life who 
WKHPVHOYHV�ÀQG�VRODFH�RQ�WKH�WRZSDWK��ÀOOV�PH�ZLWK�KDSSLQHVV��
an old man sharing with us his boyhood memories of a stretch 
of canal not far from Skipton, volunteer lock-keepers from 
Liverpool giving an energising and passionate history lesson to 
my daughter, and a fellow writer with whom I shared a real cup of 
tea rather than just a tweet. Then there was a Muslim couple from 
Blackburn who chatted to us for 20 minutes about our lifestyle 
DQG�OHIW�H[SUHVVLQJ�DSSUHFLDWLRQ�WKDW�ZH�GLGQ·W�WXUQ�DZD\�DW�WKH�
ÀUVW�VLJKW�RI�D�YHLO��7KLV�PRPHQW�SHUKDSV�VWUXFN�PH�PRUH�WKDQ�
others, for it left me astounded and yet resigned to its truth. So 
many people appear marred by media, and I want to shake them, 
WHOO�WKHP�WR�JR�RXW�LQWR�WKHLU�FRPPXQLW\�DQG�ÀQG�WKH�WLPH�WR�PHHW�
the real people and really listen. 

Recently I was talking to a friend who was lamenting what a drain 
the online world can be. We remarked on how everyone seems to 
be switched on and preoccupied a lot of the time, and pondered 
how this might affect real life relationships as well as creativity. “If 
everyone is always so busy looking at this other world behind a 
screen and not the world in front of their eyes, then how will real 
and amazing things ever be created in this century, as in those 
previous?” we mused. By the end of that conversation my friend 
had resolved to spend one day a week completely unconnected 
and fully alert and present on other projects, and I get this. During 
our trip I wrote reams and reams in my notebook. We read books. 
We talked about those books and of our dreams and ideas. We 
observed nature for hours and lost ourselves in the silence of 
scenery as it drifted by us, and somehow, during that month, life 
began to feel real and solid again. It became tangible instead of 
loose in my hands, my thoughts ordered instead of drifting in all 
GLUHFWLRQV�OLNH�ÀQH�JUDLQV�RI�VDQG�EORZLQJ�LQ�WKH�ZLQG�

,W·V�QRW�HDV\�WKHVH�GD\V�WR�QXUWXUH�D�OLIHVW\OH�WKDW�DOORZV�\RX�WR�
take long periods of time off, but for pretty much all of us it is 
possible to give over one day of our week to pursuits that call on 
us to be wholly present and absorbed in that which is truly around 
us. There are endless opportunities for weekly walks in nature, 

afternoons that could be given 
over completely to gardening, 
beach trips that do not need to 
EH�LQÀOWUDWHG�E\�SKRWRJUDSK\�IRU�
WKH�EHQHÀW�RI�RWKHUV��EXW�LQVWHDG�
can be just ours; and maybe that 
KROLGD\�FRWWDJH�GRHVQ·W�UHDOO\�
QHHG�ZL�À�RU�VDWHOOLWH�79��6HW�
your email autoresponder to say 
that in an emergency you are 
contactable only by phone, or – 
better still – hide your phone in 
the cupboard for an entire day! 

Perhaps remove the internet facility on your phone, or at the very 
OHDVW�\RXU�)DFHERRN�DSS��VR�\RX·UH�QRW�WHPSWHG�WR�FKHFN�LQ�HYHU\�
30 minutes. Unplug your TV, resist popping to the shop for some 
LUUHOHYDQW�LWHP��DQG�PDNH�LW�VR�WKDW�\RX�DUH�RQO\�FRQWDFWDEOH�LI�LW·V�
really important – because is anything really that urgent that you 
FDQ·W�DOORZ�\RXUVHOI�VRPH�WLPH�RII"�

The other day a friend gazed across at me and said: “I keep 
WKLQNLQJ�DERXW�¶GRLQJ�DQ�$OLFH·�µ�DQG�LW�PDGH�PH�VPLOH��6R�PDQ\�
people I meet are exhausted, tired and overwhelmed by this 
fast-paced world and yet seem unable to remove themselves 
from its grip. I implored her to do it now, make the time and the 
opportunity, even if only for one afternoon or one day a week. 
6LJQ�RII��VLJQ�RXW�DQG�ÀQG�\RXU�VDQFWXDU\��D�SODFH�ZKHUH�\RX�FDQ�
be at total peace; think, wonder, observe, share, create.   •

$OLFH�*ULIÀQ�lives a quiet life divided between an olive grove in Portugal and a narrowboat in the UK. She runs a creative handcrafted 
business with her husband, home educates her 9-year-old daughter, writes, and switches off – a lot. www.littleloquat.com

so many people appear 
marred by media and I 
want to shake them, tell 
them to go out into their 
community and find the 
time to meet the real  
people and really listen
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