A Midsummer’s Common Dream

I wandered lonely as a cloud

That floats on high o'er fen and fields

When all at once I came upon a crowd

A host of gleaming racing shells

It is in the second half of the first decade of the new Millennium, just a few years after the Prime Minister opened The camToo Project as a magnificent example of town / gown co-operation, major enhancement of the Environment, integration of land and water Transport, and improvement in quality of life in the engine room of the fastest growing Region in the country.

The visitor to Cambridge has arrived late in May and decided to cycle along the Cam starting opposite the college boathouses on Midsummer Common. It is a weekday evening.

As he/she cycles they notice the usual active scene in front of the college boathouses with crews coming and going.  Even from across the river they can detect a liveliness about and notice that in many cases two crews are going afloat or coming off the water from the same college and that there appears to be considerable banter between them, the club spirit is detectable.

As they progress along Riverside and the Stone Wall the river is full of crews paddling light close to one another both coming up the river and going down it.  Again quite often they are in pairs from the same college. 

At the end of Riverside where the The camToo Project diverges from the old river the reason for pairing starts to become obvious as some of the crews actively line up alongside one another and race side by side down the 3 lane stretch of river safely overtaking stationery crews being addressed by their coach, or carrying out exercises.  The "friendly competitiveness" often found between 1st and 2nd boats, 3rd and 4th boats etc is very much in evidence, the lower boat frequently targeting to beat their colleagues to the new Bus and Railway bridge, about halfway along the 1 mile section of new river, whilst the higher boat rows at race speed most of the way.  What is also noticeable is that the rumours our visitor has heard about the resurgence of Cambridge college rowing is true, there is no evidence of the infamous "hanging hands at the finish" that even in the dying years of the last century were a trademark of many Cambridge college crews.  Indeed our visitor is aware that college crews are again participating in finals at Henley Royal Regatta, a far cry from the black year of 01 when not a single Cambridge college eight made it past the first day.

Even crews drawn into the side seem to have caught the heightened competitive spirit, "we'll stuff them this time" being very much in evidence as their coach prepares them for an encounter with a higher boat, whilst on the opposite side of the new river is a long line of moored boats reflecting the increased use of the river both for houseboats and holiday craft.

As our intrepid visitor cycles alongside the new river they are also aware that many of the cyclists have little interest in what is happening on the river, instead very much steady state cyclists, often with carrier bags on their bikes, backpacks, and a serious nature about them.  

Some of the cyclists use the new route across the river to the Science Park by climbing up to the level of the railway line where they join the dedicated bus-way which has done so much to transform public transport to the north of the City.  Even now the new trees on the widened embankment mean that there is little extra noise noticeable from the buses using the route every 5 minutes. Other cyclists peel off to the right just after the new Railway Bridge presumably heading to the recently enlarged (again) Park & Ride on Newmarket Road.  Others similar in appearance swear when our visitor decides to stop on the top of the Design Award winning new bridge over the Cam on Ditton Corner, and named after the main investor in the Mutual Provident Society that built the project, to watch the crews.

The river here is just as busy, as they watch one of the crews that has rowed at full speed onto the old river then wound down going round the corner, spins at the Plough.  The crew comes up the river and easies just beyond where the Cut enters the old river on the far side to the old towpath, obviously waiting in anticipation.

The reason is soon evident as a crew from the same college appears up the Plough Reach with a course sign on its bows, as it swings into the Long Reach the waiting crew picks up speed and they both disappear off up the river obviously intent on giving nothing away, coaches and coxes alike pushing their crews to the limit.

On his way back along the new river dusk is falling and the water is quieter with most of the crews returning along the old river to the boathouses.  Our visitor is therefore highly likely to catch a glimpse of blue and green as one of the kingfishers that have started nesting in the artificial bank on the Ditton Meadows side of the new river returns to its nest, safe in the knowledge that being on an island they are far better protected from four legged predators, in particular Felix Domesticus looking for a dessert after their evening feed.

A few days later it is Saturday, the Bank Holiday weekend and traditional date of Cambridge Regatta which died in the late 90's but was revived after The camToo Project was completed.

Again our visitor is standing on a bridge, this time it’s the bridge over The camToo Project at the Cambridge or southern end of the new river.  They are looking along the new river away from the old river and towards the new Bus / Railway Bridge.

To their left, on Stourbridge Common, now an island is an host of rowing boats and trailers surrounded as usual by competitors setting them up / unloading / loading them, all the general activity of a large regatta boating enclosure.  Crews can be seen carrying their boats away out of sight further to the left to launch them on the old river at the end of the Pike and Eel Reach.  Immediately in front is the new river, about 3 feet below the level of the Common therefore running in a shallow cutting.  On the left hand bank all the way down where there are trailers and boats are crews not actively racing, close supporters etc. watching the racing which is taking place a few feet away from them. On their way to the regatta they noticed that most of the houseboats previously moored alongside the Common are temporarily moored along Riverside. 

On our visitors right is the main enclosure with main marquee and bar, again the gentle slope to the waters edge is being used as a natural grandstand although based on the numbers more provision may soon have to be introduced.  Beyond the enclosure is a fair doing good business from both those attending the regatta and cyclists passing by.

Approaching up the new river is the next race, the finish line is just before they reach the bridge, with three crews still fighting it out with less than 1/2 length between them with the result that on both sides of the new river the spectators have risen to their feet and are cheering / encouraging / shouting at the crews - making so much noise that after the race only the middle crew will say they heard their cox over the last 200 metres.  

The commentator is also encouraging support for the race, adding even as they cross the line, that the next race has just cleared the Railway Bridge, and at the moment Imperial College are leading the crew that in two weeks will defend the Mays' Headship by 1/2 length with a crew from Delft a canvas behind, whilst just lining up on the start is the third heat of the event with only one British crew, the Head of the Oxford Summer Eights in it.

If our visitor had brought their binoculars they would be able to notice that the police are just reversing the signs on the cycle-way that leads to Ditton Lane, and which now doubles up as a road, so that people leaving the regatta can get rapid access to the A14 through Fen Ditton without getting tied up in Cambridge traffic.

He would have come drawn by the knowledge that within a few years the ability to offer 3 abreast racing down a 1000 metre straight course with no wash, no interference, repecharge, and due to the closeness of the spectators, one of the most atmospheric regattas, has already re-established Cambridge Regatta as a must for crews not only in the UK but also on the near Continent.  (Cambridge is now less than 7 hours from the Hook of Holland via Harwich).

Two weeks later it's effectively the last Saturday of the academic year, i.e. the last day of the Mays, now expanded from 10 to 13 divisions following the construction of The camToo Project.  (The Lents have also returned to their previous 8 divisions as more crews row through the winter taking advantage of the one way system for safe night time training as well as the increased capacity of the river for morning daylight outings.). 

As our visitor cycles down the new river along the built up edge of Ditton Meadows he can see the line of small marquees on the other side on the edge of the Long Reach, each flying their college flag.   In the middle, with the best view up and down the Reach is that of Gonville and Caius who as owners of Ditton Meadows take prime site. Many of the visitors, he realises, have either used the new through bus service from the Rail station which this week stops on the Common side of the old river on its route to the Science Park, or have parked at the Cowley Road Park & Ride and caught the bus in on its 8 minute run to the Grafton Centre

Along the new river are the crews lined up for the next division, one division is underway as indicated by the cheering from spectators outside the marquees and on the towpath towards the old Railway Bridge.  As he crosses the Ditton Corner bridge the last crew of those who were involved in bumps prior to the corner is making its way up river, whilst the Corner marshal has already got the first of those lined up in the new river on the move so that the time between divisions can be kept to the target of 25 minutes instead of 45 as in the pre camToo Project days.  With only the "dead" time between the last crew of a division rowing down, and first crew of that division appearing racing up, of just 10 minutes, the numbers of spectators has increased to the point where the crowds in Plough Reach are such that he gives up the attempt to cycle any further.

Richard Moseley, April 2002

