A BEST-PRACTICE BOAT

O

Ovation Boats’ Chris Williams has employed his wide experience
to produce a 60ft narrowboat that aims to deliver superior levels
of safety and practicality. Mark Langley takes a close look…

vation Boats
specialises in
producing mid-range
craft that incorporate
many of the most
popular elements of narrowboat
design. Company owner Chris
Williams is a surveyor, engineer
and boat safety examiner, and
he and his wife have worked
with inland waterways craft for
many years, including carrying
out services and repairs.
We recently visited their
latest boat just as it was being
completed in their workshop
at Redhill Marina on the River
Soar – indeed, there were
still a few finishing touches to
add (such as dinette cushions,
which were yet to arrive). The
craft is one of the company’s

Charnwood class, which are all
60ft long, based on a semi-cruiser
stern and of a reverse layout.
In a market where there are
a lot of boats in this price range,
we were interested to find out
whether it does enough to stand
out among its competitors. Also, as
it was out of the water during our
visit, we had a rare opportunity to

The bow has a good shape and is
curvy enough to swim well. The
grille over the bow-thruster tube
may cause turbulence but it is
removeable for maintenance.

FAST FACTS
Ovation Boats
Charnwood Five
Length 		 60ft
Berths		2+2
Engine		 Canaline 38
Price		 £105,000 inc VAT
0116 260 0145
ovationboats.co.uk

The semi-cruiser stern is
very practical and has room
for four crew to lounge.

The control pedestal has a
horn button, deck light and
space to place a cuppa.

Still in the workshop,
the boat is complete
and ready to launch.
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inspect the parts normally hidden
when a narrowboat is afloat.

Shell and exterior
The shell is from Leicester
company HT Fabrications, which,
although a fairly unfamiliar name
in inland waterways circles,
has produced 60-plus hulls
of a narrow, wide and Dutch
barge-style, often for local boatbuilders or self-fit-out customers.
Made of 10/6/5/4mm plate,
the shell is very well formed,
with smooth welds and no hint
of ripples in the cabin side.
The bow is fairly sharply
raked, with a decent amount of
curvature before the hull sides
flatten out. There is a bowthruster fitted, with the tube
having a removeable mesh plate
over the ends. This will reduce
efficiency a little, and the grille
will cause some disturbance
to the flow of water around
the bow, but it will protect the
thruster from larger debris,
while allowing easy access for
painting, unlike a fixed grille.
At the stern, reasonablelength swims reach a fine point
to give a smooth flow of water
to the 17in prop. The skeg
supporting the rudder is faired
under the hull to reduce the
potential of it scraping the
bottom of the canal, and to give
good protection to the rudder.
The stock of the balanced
rudder is angled back to give
a self-centering action and has
waterwaysworld.com
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The galley is
compact but
fits a lot into
the space.

The rear cockpit has smooth
steel locker lids and good
visibilty to the engine panel.

horizontal plates at the top to
divert water flow backwards,
to provide better steering.
The diesel tank is integral to
the stern but, most unusually,
the filler cap is mounted on
a sizeable removable plate.
This means you can access
the tank to remove sludge
and water, which should help
keep it in top condition.
All boats have to provide a
“means of reboarding” from
the water. For most narrowboat
builders, this means welding a
small step at water level, which
is almost impossible to actually
use; boat-builders should jump
in the canal and try to get
back aboard unaided using this
feature! As a surveyor, Chris
appreciates the importance of
this safety specification, so is

fitting a bagged rope ladder,
attached by two shackles to
the deck. Normally closed and
unobtrusive, if you are in the
water, you reach up and grab
the handle, and the ladder drops
down with about five rungs,
so you can get a steady footing
to climb out while also using
the rail above. A very sensible
option, especially for those
using rivers and tidal waters.
The bow cockpit is left clear
for a couple of free-standing
deckchairs, while up in the
bow locker is the Vetus 75kgf
bow-thruster, complete with a
220Ah battery. Most boats this
size have a smaller 55kgf unit, so
the extra grunt will be useful in
windy conditions. The locker has
the battery, cable and thruster
well protected, plus there is an

Proper reboarding steps will
be attached to the stern.
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automatic bilge pump in here,
should water make its way in,
such as through a leaky lock
gate inundating the foredeck.
A semi-cruiser stern has
been fitted, with a seat either
side – both are divided, with
the forward part containing
space for a gas bottle (the
one to starboard is for a spare
cylinder) and the aft part for
storage. There are attractive
wooden-topped rails above and
around the stern. Unusually,
the throttle control is mounted
further aft on a pedestal, which
frees up lounging space on
the cockpit seats. The horn
button is also on the pedestal.

Galley
Three chunky steps lead down
into the cabin, which easily

move forward to reveal some
thoughtful touches; a cabin
bilge pump (to both identify
and remove water leaks in the
cabin bilge) and accessible drain
points for the heating system.
To starboard of the steps is
currently an open space, which
could either be a very useful
open locker for storing wet
coats (dried by the heating
pipes below) or closed off for
storage. Opposite this is the
electrics cupboard, which then
moves into a full-height galley
unit. At the top is space for the
microwave (to be fitted after our
visit) with an eye-level Thetford
separate oven/grill in the middle
and a set of drawers below.
The galley units are domestic
ones and have Shaker-style
painted doors, with a substantial

A well-designed
rudder and 17in prop
with plenty of space
above and below.
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The hob is in a good position
over the fridge/freezer, and the
stainless steel sink is practical
if not the most attractive.

solid oak worktop. There is a
glass four-burner hob on the
centreline, sensibly placed to
keep the flames away from the
standard-fit curtains over the
windows. The hob has been
moved away from the edge of
the worktop, so pan handles
are unlikely to be caught.
Under the hob is a 230V
fridge with a separate freezer
box above. There is also a
full-sized washing machine on
the starboard side. Unusually,
the sink is a standard stainless
steel design with a drainer;
although less attractive than an
underslung unit with grooves

cut into the wood, it is far more
practical on a boat. There is also
a wine rack at the edge of the
forward galley unit, but it faces
aft, so bottles are unlikely to
become missiles if entry into a
lock is misjudged by the steerer.

Saloon
There is an L-shaped dinette
to port, with a solid side door
opposite. The dinette was
awaiting upholstery when
we visited, but its design
is interesting. Unlike most
boats, the seating units are not
right-angled boxes but have a
taper to the edge where your

The dinette is yet
to be upholstered
but it looks to be a
comfortable design.

legs go. Although this slightly
reduces the volume of storage,
it makes the dinette much
more comfortable to sit at.
Most of the saloon is
unfurnished for the owners to
add what works for them and,
as the boat has a sensibly sized
galley, this leaves a substantial
area for free-standing furniture.
Apart from in the bathroom,
the flooring is oak, with rubber
beading to add a stylistic touch
and allow for the expansion
of the floor in warm weather,
without warping. The cabin
sides and roof are painted white,
with solid oak trim; under the
gunwale, oak-faced ply looks
good. The whole area feels
spacious, and the joinery is
precise. Large windows let in
a good amount of light, while
well-placed LEDs are switched
in groups to give variable
levels of illumination at night.

There is also a large HD TV
mounted under the gunwale
with a small shelf below.
Two large white designer
radiators suit the colour scheme
– these run from an Eberspächer
D5W diesel heater, coupled to
a digital timer. Up against the
forward bulkhead to port is a
Tiger Cub multi fuel stove, fitted
with a heat shield to its rear. The
steel hearth is well finished, with
a raised edge around it to contain
ash, and there is a twin-wall flue
fitted. The surround is tiled,
has a heat-resistant board, plus
a proper air gap behind it – a
superb installation! The cupboard
opposite provides storage, as well
as access to the toilet’s cassette
tank. There is also room for a
spare tank to be kept here.

Bathroom
The Thetford cassette loo
has a ceramic bowl for easy
A large TV is fixed
below the gunwale.

An eye-level oven/
grill and space for
a microwave at the
rear of the galley.
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The large open-plan lounge.

Unusually, a full-sized
washing machine is
fitted as standard.

The Tiger Cub multifuel stove is on an
excellent hearth.

A shield on the back
of the stove helps with
heat circulation and
protects the hearth.

A simple but very useful
control panel in the cabin.
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The cabin bilge pump and heating
drain points behind the cabin step.

cleaning, and can be swivelled
for comfort, though there is
plenty of legroom. On the other
side of the door is the vanity
unit, which is positioned 6in
from the bulkhead, rather than
up against it. This means if, for
example, you have a shave at the
sink, you are less likely to hit
your head on the small mirrored
cupboard on the bulkhead. It
also gives some storage space,
which is useful, between the
cupboard and the bulkhead.
The quadrant shower is a
good size, and storage behind
it is in the form of a deep
cupboard with shelves above.
There is a chrome towel radiator
and also an extractor fan to
keep humidity low. As in the
bedroom, the windows here are
large circular portholes which
drop back for ventilation.

Bedroom
The forward cabin has a fixed
4ft-wide double bed, mounted
lower than some boats, but this
means anyone sleeping against
the hull side has space to turn
over without risk of jamming a
limb under the gunwale. There
is good storage under the bed, as
there is no holding tank fitted. A
smoke alarm and CO detector
are installed in the bedroom
– with another pair in the
saloon. A large radiator should
keep the room snug in winter.
The portholes, like the rest of
the boat, have thick curtains,
with poles top and bottom
to keep the fabric in place.
A twin-door wardrobe is
against the port side of the
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The vanity unit is fixed slightly
away from the bulkhead, making
it more user-friendly and
creating a useful storage nook.

cockpit doors. Like those at
the stern, these are chunky
wood-lined steel doors, though
with large grilles for low-level
ventilation set in them, which
could be draughty during
winter. To starboard is a small
dressing table with a cupboard
underneath – and, usefully, a
coaxial aerial point has been
fitted next to the 230V sockets.
As the inverter has to be on all
the time for the 230V fridge,
the inclusion of plenty of mains
sockets with USB charging
points is sensible. Indeed, there
are a lot of sockets around
the boat in useful positions.

The walk-through bathroom
has a good-sized shower.

Engine and services
Under the aft deck is a Canaline
38 engine, which has plenty
of grunt. A conventional
grease-lubricated stern tube is
fitted, with the remote greaser
on the swim being easy to
reach. The engine has been
mated to the hydraulic PRM
150 gearbox, rather than the

standard mechanical PRM
125 model, which may be
better for long-term use.
The engine itself is wellfitted, with plenty of space in
the generous engine bay for all
maintenance. Extra supports
have been added to the swim,
to keep components like fuel
lines away from the steel – if

There’s a
practical
cassette
loo in the
bathroom,
plus two
compact
mirrorfronted
cupboards.

Storage space under the bed in the
forward cabin is ideal for plastic crates.
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in contact, they often promote
corrosion as they trap moisture.
Two large engine room vents
are included, giving excellent
cooling air, with internal grilles
to reduce the amount of debris
(or small animals!) that can
make it into the engine bay.
The large skin tank on the
port swim has an internal
baffle, to ensure maximum
cooling when the engine is
running hard – it has been sized
correctly for this engine. A large
‘hospital generator’ attenuation
silencer is fitted to port, with
the exhaust routed away from
where you might stand when
going down the weedhatch.
The large horizontal calorifier
is on the starboard swim, with
the Eberspächer diesel heater
on the forward bulkhead.
There is a large, incredibly
sturdy battery box, which is
easily accessible for topping up
the battery electrolyte. There are
four domestic batteries and one
starter battery: the engine has
twin alternators, the 100-amp
domestic, and the 70-amp starter
alternator, which charges the
bow-thruster battery as well.
In the deck boards is a proper
fire port, so that an extinguisher
can be discharged into the
engine bay without having
waterwaysworld.com

Inside the electrics
cupboard – everything
is well-secured and
marked with longlasting engraved labels.

ABOVE: A fire-port
in the deckboards
provides easy access
to the exinguisher.
TOP RIGHT: A
removeable hatch around
the filler cap allows the
fuel tank to be inspected
and cleaned, if required.
RIGHT: The 75kgf bowthruster in the forepeak
locker, with an enclosed
220Ah battery and
its own bilge pump.

The tidy and accessible
engine bay.

to lift the board up – something
ignored by most boat-builders,
despite being a key requirement.
In the cabin, the electrics
cupboard has a 3kW pure sine
wave inverter/charger, which,
along with the other components,
is accessed by removing a simple
pull-out shelf box, which is very
neat. This also gives access to the
master switches – more pragmatic
than burying them in the engine
space. The removeable shelving
unit can easily hold a phone, guides
and keys, and makes good use
of an otherwise wasted space.
The switch panel is simple, having
the deck light, LED tunnel lamp
and engine bilge controls. As well
as the heating timer, there are also
the remote inverter controls, level
gauges for the fuel and water tanks,
plus a Victron battery monitor.
The electrical installation is of a
superb standard, with everything
neat, clipped and labelled.
waterwaysworld.com

The neatly installed battery
box sits beneath one of two
large engine room vents,
complete with debris grille.

Ovation’s sister
boat on the water.

WW’S VERDICT
Chris’s background as a surveyor has
given him much experience in boat design
– both good and bad – and the lessons
he’s learned have clearly been applied
to this boat. The accessible diesel tank,
reboarding ladder, cabin bilge pump
etc, are all signs of careful planning.
The boat’s interior is well thought out
too and, although it looks quite plain, it
won’t be when an owner moves aboard

and personalises it. There is plenty of
space, a high specification of equipment
as standard and a superb paint finish
outside. While the shell-builder might not
be as well-known as others, the hull is
crisply finished with a good level of detail,
matched by Chris’s high-quality fit-out.
Ovation Boats is certainly a builder
that is worth considering, either for a
stock boat like this, or a bespoke build.
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