
THREE MEN IN A BOAT 

This is not one of those Great Travel books: it does not 

describe sailing across the world's  dangerous seas or a 

brave j ourney up the Amazon river. It is only a small 

j ourney, in a small boat. But it is still an adventure- an 

adventure that you or I or anyone could experience . . .  

and tell stories about afterwards. 

Who are the heroes of this j ourney ? They are George, 

Harris ,  and 'J ' (and of course, Montmorency the dog) : 

three young men that we could meet anywhere, in any 

century . They fall in the river and lose things , they 

argue and laugh, and tell each other stories. They are 

full of exciting plans and enthusiasm, but they can't get 

out of bed in the morning. They want to be great 

adventurers, but actually , when it rains, they would 

prefer to be in comfortable chairs in front of a warm 

fire . 

Do our heroes enj oy their adventures on the river?  Do 

they ever learn to  cook eggs over a camp fire , or to  open 

a tin without a tin-opener? But this is their story: the 

story of three men - and the dog - in a boat. 
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Chapter 1 

We decide to go on holiday 

There were four of us - George, and William Samuel Harris, 

and myself, and Montmorency. We were sitting in my room, 

and we were smoking and talking about how bad we were 

- ill , I mean, of course. 

We were all feeling in poor health, and we were getting 

quite worried about it. Harris said that he felt really bad 

sometimes, and he did not know what he was doing. And 

then George said that he felt bad, too, and that he did not 

know what he was doing either. With me it was my heart. 

I knew it was my heart because I had read something in a 

magazine about the symptoms of a bad heart. I had all of 

them. 

It is a most extraordinary thing, but every time I read 

about an illness, I realize that I have it too - and that my 

symptoms are very bad! In fact, my health has always been 

a worry, I remember . . . 

One day I had a l itt l e  hea lth problem, and  I went to 

the B rit ish M useum l ibrary to read about it .  I took the 

book off the l i brary she lf, and  I began  to read .  After 

some t ime, I turned over the page and I bega n  to read 

about another i l l ness. I don't remember the name of 

the i l l ness, but I know it was someth i n g  rea l ly terri b le .  
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Three Men in a Boat 

I read about ha l f  a page - and then I knew that I had 

that d i sease too. 

I sat there for a t i me, co l d  with horror. S lowly, I 

began  to turn over more pages. I came to a d i sease 

which was worse than the last one. I began  to read 

about it and, as I expected, I had that d i sease too. Then 

I began  to get rea l ly i nterested in myse lf, so I went 

back to the beg i n n i ng of the book. I sta rted with the 

letter 'a '  and  I read from 'a'  to 'z' . I found that there 

was on ly  one d i sease which I d i d  not have. Th i s  made 

me a l itt l e  unha ppy. Why d i d n 't I have that d isease 

too? 

When I walked i nto that read ing-room, I was a 

happy, healthy you n g  man .  When I l eft I was a very 

s ick man,  c lose to d eath . . .  

B ut I was ta l k i ng  about my hea rt- nobody 

understood how i l l  I rea l ly was. I had th i s  bad heart 

when I was a boy. It was with me a l l  the t ime .  I knew 

that it was my hea rt because I had a l l  the sym ptoms of 

a bad heart .  The ma in  sym ptom was that I d i d  not 

want to work.  Of course, nobody understood that the 

prob lem was my heart .  Doctors were not so c lever 

then .  They just thought that I was l azy ! 

'Why, you l azy boy, you,' they used to say. 'Get up 

and do some work for once in you r  l ife ! '  They d i d  not 

understand that I was i l l .  

And they d i d  not g ive me med ic ine for th i s  i l lness­

they h it me on the s ide of the head . It is very strange, 

but those b lows on my head often made the i l l ness go 

away for  a t ime .  Somet imes just one b low made the 
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We decide to go on holiday 

s ickness d isappear and  made me want to sta rt work 

i mmediately . . .  

Anyway, that evening, George and William Harris and I sat 

there for half an hour, and described our illnesses to each 

other. I explained to George and William Harris how I felt 

when I got up in the morning. William Harris told us how 

he felt when he went to bed. Then George stood in front of 

the fire, and, with great feeling, he showed us how he felt in 

the night. 

George always thinks he is ill, but really, there is never 

anything the matter with him, you know. 

At that moment Mrs Poppets, my housekeeper, knocked 

on the door. She wanted to know if we were ready to have 

supper. 

We smiled sadly at each other, and then we said that 

perhaps we should try to eat something. Harris said that a 

little food helped to prevent illness. So Mrs Poppets brought 

the supper in. We sat down at the table, and for half an hour 

we managed to play with some steak and chips - and with 

a large cake that Mrs Poppets had made. 

When we had made ourselves eat something, we filled our 

glasses, and we lit our pipes . Then we began to talk about 

our health again. We were not quite sure what was the 

matter with us. However, we were all quite certain of one 

thing - we had been doing too much work. 

'We need a rest , '  Harris said. 

'A rest and a change, '  George added. 

I agreed with George, and I said that perhaps we could go 
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Then George, with great feeling, showed us how he felt in the night. 
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We decide to go on holiday 

to the country. We could find a nice, quiet place and we 

could sit in the warm summer sun. We could go somewhere 

peaceful, far away from other people. 

Harris said that he thought that would be awful. He 

added that he had been to a place like that once. Everyone 

went to bed at eight o'clock, and he had to walk for an hour 

to buy cigarettes and a newspaper. 

'No, '  Harris said. 'If you want a rest and a change, then 

the sea is best . '  

I said that this was a terrible idea. A sea trip is fine i f  you 

are going for a month or two - but not for a week. I know 

what it is like . . .  

You sta rt out on Monday and you th i n k  that you a re 

go ing  to enjoy you rself. You wave goodbye happ i ly  to 

you r  fr iends. You wa l k  up and down on the sh ip, l i ke 

Capta i n  Cook, S i r  Franc i s  Drake or Chr i stopher 

Co l u m bus. On Tuesday you wish that you had not 

come. On Wed nesday, Thu rsday and Fr iday you wish 

that you were d ead. On Satu rday you a re able to d r i nk  

someth i ng. You  beg i n  to  sm i l e  a l itt l e  a t  the  k ind  

peop le  who ask you  how you a re. On Sunday you  start 

to wa l k  aga in, and  you eat a l itt l e. And on M onday 

morn i ng,  as  you stand and wa it to get off the sh i p­

you beg i n  to enjoy yourse l f. 

I remember that a fr iend of m i ne once took a short 

sea t r ip  from London to Liverpool for h i s  hea lth. He  

bought a return t icket, but, when he got to Liverpool ,  

he so ld it and  he came back by  tra i n  . . .  
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So I was against the sea trip - not for myself, you understand. 

I am never seasick. But I was afraid for George. George said 

he would be fine. In fact, he said he would quite like it, but 

he thought that Harris and I would both be ill. Harris said 

he was never seasick. In fact, he had often tried to be ill,  but 

he had not succeeded. It is very strange, but, when you are 

on land, you never meet anybody who has ever been seasick! 

So George said, 'Well, let's  go up the river, then.' He 

added, 'We'll have fresh air on the river. The hard work on 

the boat will make us hungry, so we'll enj oy our food. We'll 

sleep well, too . '  

Harris replied, 'Well, you never have any trouble sleeping, 

anyway. In fact, you're always going to sleep ! '  

But, in the end, Harris agreed that i t  was a good idea.  I 

thought that it was a good idea, too. The only one who did 

not like the idea was Montmorency. 

'It 's different for me,' his face said. 'You like it, but I don't !  

There's  nothing for me to do. I don't smoke. I don't  like 

looking at the trees and the flowers , and when I'm asleep 

you'll play about with the boat and I ' l l  fall over the side ! '  

Montmorency's  idea of a good time is to  collect together 

all the most awful dogs he can find and then go round the 

town, looking for other awful dogs to fight. 

But we were three to one, so we decided to go anyway. 



Chapter 2 

We start to make plans 

We pulled out the maps and we discussed plans . 

We decided to start on the following Saturday. Harris and 

I would go down to Kingston in the morning and take the 

boat up to Chertsey, but George could not leave the City 

until the afternoon. (George goes to sleep at a bank from ten 

o'clock until four o'clock from Monday to Friday. On 

Saturday they wake him up and put him out onto the street 

at two o'clock. ) So George was going to meet us at Chertsey. 

The next question was where to sleep at night. 

George and I did not want to sleep in hotels at night. We 

wanted to sleep outside . 'How beautiful, '  we said, 'in the 

country, by the river, with the birds , the flowers and the trees 

all around us ! '  

I can imagine i t  easily . . .  

At the end of the day, n i ght comes and  the wor ld  i s  

peacefu l and  ca l m .  Our  l itt l e  boat moves s i l ently i nto 

some q u i et l itt le  corner on the river. There we put u p  

our  tent, and w e  cook and  eat our  s im p le  supper. Then 

we fi l l  our  p i pes and we s it and ta l k  q u i et ly .  Somet imes 

we stop for a moment or two and  we l i sten to the 

water as it p lays gently aga inst the boat.  The s i lver 

moon sh i nes down on us and our heads a re fu l l  of 
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beautifu l thoug hts. We sit i n  s i l ence for a t ime .  We do 

not want to  speak.  Then we l augh  qu iet ly, put  away 

our p ipes, say 'Goodn i g ht' and  go to bed . The peacefu l 

sound of the water aga i nst the boat sends us to s leep­

and we d rea m .  We d ream that the wor ld  i s  young 

aga in  . . .  

'And what about when it rains ? '  Harris said. 

He was right. When it rains, you do not enjoy living in 

tents . 

I thought about it again . . .  

It i s  even ing.  You a re very wet. There i s  a l ot of water 

in the boat and everyth ing  in it i s  wet, too. You fi nd  a 

p lace on the river bank which i s  not as wet as other 

p laces. You get out of the boat, p u l l  out the tent, and 

two of you try to put it up .  Because it  i s  wet, i t  i s  very 

heavy. And then it fa l l s on  top of you . You cannot get 

it off your  head, and  you get angry. A l l  the t ime it i s  

ra i n i ng  heavi ly .  It i s  d iffi cu l t  to  put  u p  a tent i n  good 

weather.  In wet weather it i s  a l most i m possi b le .  The 

other man does not help you.  He starts to p lay about.  

You get you r  s ide of the tent up and beg i n  to t ie  the 

ropes to the g round .  Just then he pu l l s  the tent from 

his s ide, and he destroys a l l  you r  hard work.  

'Here !  What do you th i n k  you ' re do ing?' you ca l l  out. 

'What a re you do i ng,  you mean,'  he  answers a ngr i ly .  

'Don't pu l l  i t !  You've got it a l l  wrong,  you stup id  

man ! '  you cry. 

'No, I haven't ! '  he shouts. 'Let your  s ide g o ! '  

' I  te l l  you, you ' re wrong ! '  you scream, and  you wish 
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It is almost impossible to put up a tent in wet weather. 
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you cou ld  get to h i m  to h it  h i m. You p u l l  your s ide of 

the tent hard - and p u l l  out a l l  the ropes on his s ide .  

'Ah ! The stup id  fool ! '  you hear  h im say to h i mself. 

And then, sudden ly, he g ives a v io lent p u l l - and  you r  

s i d e  comes out, too. S lowly, you start t o  go round to 

h i s  s ide to te l l  h i m  what you th ink  of h i m .  At the same 

t ime, he beg i ns to come rou nd the other way, to te l l  

you what h e  feel s .  And you fo l l ow each other round 

and round,  and  you  shout at  each other- u nt i l  the 

tent fa l l s down . And there you a re !  You stand and 

look at each other across the tent. At the same t ime, 

you both ca l l  out, 'There you a re !  What d i d  I te l l  you?' 

Meanwh i l e, the th i rd man has been try ing  to get 

the water out of the boat. The water has  run u p  h i s  

a rms, and  he i s  wet and  angry. Sudden ly, he wants to 

know what you a re do ing, and  why the tent is not u p  

yet . 

When, at last, the tent i s  u p, you carry the th i ngs 

out of the boat.  Supper i s  mostly ra i nwater - ra i nwater 

bread, ra i nwater soup .  Happ i ly, you have someth ing  

strong to d r i nk. Th i s  br i ngs back you r  i nterest i n  l ife 

u nt i l  it is t ime to go to bed . 

There you d ream that a very la rge a n i m a l  has 

suddenly sat down on  you .  You wake up and  you 

u nderstand that someth ing  terr i b le  has happened. At 

fi rst, you th ink  that the wor ld  has ended.  Then you 

th i n k  that this cannot be true. So it must be th ieves, or 

murderers, or  fi re. No he lp  comes, and a l l  you know is 

that thousands of peop le  a re k ick i ng you, and you 

can not breathe.  
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We start to make plans 

Somebody e l se is in troub le, too. You can hear  h i s  

cr ies .  They a re com ing from u nder your  bed . 

You decide to fight, and  you h it out, l eft and  r ight, 

with you r  a rms and  you r  l egs .  You a re shouti ng a l l  the 

t ime.  At last you fi nd  you r  head i n  the fresh a i r . Nea r  

you, you see a ha l f-dressed m u rderer. He  is  wa iti ng to 

ki l l  you .  You a re just go ing  to start f ig hti ng  h i m  when 

you see that it i s  J i m .  

At the same moment, he sees that i t  i s  you .  

'Oh, it's you, i s  it?' he says. 

'Yes, ' you answer.  'What's happened?' 

'The tent has b lown down, I th i nk, '  he says. 'Where's 

B i l l ?' 

Then you both shout for B i l l .  The ground 

underneath you moves, and  a voice says, 'Get off my 

head ! '  

The next day you have n o  voices because you have 

a l l  caught colds, and  a l l  day you a rgue with each other  

i n  angry wh ispers . . .  

We therefore decided that we would sleep out in tents on fine 

nights , and in hotels when it rained. 

Montmorency was very pleased about this .  He does not 

like peace and quiet. He prefers noise. But he looks so good, 

so well-behaved. When old ladies and gentlemen look at 

him, tears come into their eyes . 

When he first came to live with me, I thought, 'This dog 

will not be with me long. He is too good for this world. ' But, 

by the end of the year, he had killed twelve chickens, which 

I had to pay for ... I had pulled him out of a hundred and 
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fourteen street fights . . .  A woman had brought me a dead 

cat and had called me a murderer . Then I changed my ideas 

about Montmorency. 
We had decided where to sleep, so now we had to discuss 

what to take with us. We began to argue about this, so we 

agreed that we had done enough for one night. 

Chapter 3 

We decide what to take 

The following evening, we discussed what we wanted to take 

with us. Harris said, 'Now get me a piece of paper, J . ,  and 

write everything down. George, you get a pencil, and I 'll 

make the list . '  

That's Harris - he tells everybody what to  do,  and they 

do all the work. I remember that my Uncle Podger was like 

Harris . . .  

Everybody i n  the house had to he lp  when Uncle 

Podger d id a job .  When they boug ht a p icture once, 

Au nt Podger asked, 'Now, where sha l l  we put th i s?' 

'Oh, I ' l l  do it .  Don't worry a bout it .  I ' l l  do  it a l l  

myself, '  h e  sa i d .  And then he took off h i s  coat to 

beg i n. He sent one of the g i r l s  out to buy some na i l s, 

and  then he sent one of the boys to tel l her how b ig 

12 




