
Bats and Boats 
 

The idea behind bats and boats was to bring environmental education and a canoe trip 

together in a public event, Bats ended up being the way of achieving this.  

 

The idea started to come to life after a chance coming together of the Kempston 

Outdoor Centre, run by DSD Leisure, and the Rangers at Priory Country Park, run by 

Bedford Borough Council. Janet Annetts, Centre Manager at the Kempston Outdoor 

Centre, started an email conversation with Danny Fellman, Country Park Ranger and 

Bedfordshire Bat Group member. 

 

The technical difficulties were discussed at length and it was decided that the only 

way to find out the answers to so many questions was to give it a go, so two dates 

were arranged in 2009 to pilot the project. As we had so many questions to answer 

and certain fears to allay we initially restricted the event to adults only. A small 

charge was made to try and cover part of the cost of using the equipment and canoe 

staff costs.  

 

These two pilot trips showed the idea could work, but also highlighted several 

limitations, some foreseen and others unexpected. Following the lessons learnt from 

the first outing we allowed older children to attend the second trip. We have to admit 

we didn‟t see a lot of Bats on either of these trips but at least everyone enjoyed the 

experience and still learnt about Bats and the river environment.  

 

In 2010 Bats and Boats managed to secure funding from the Harpur Trust and the Bat 

Conservation Trust to allow the event to run without cost and with more equipment. 

The events were advertised to allow families the ability to attend, provided children 

were over 8 years old. This, combined with the magic word „FREE‟, meant the three 

scheduled dates were over-subscribed in two days of advertising! 

 

The first of these events was run on 8
th

 June and a family 

with some very excited children got kitted out for the 

canoes. It had been raining most of the day, so we looked 

skyward and muttered the famous phrase “It‟s forecast to 

clear up this evening.” Undeterred we carried our luxury 

cruisers (two Canadian canoes rafted together for stability) 

to the water and climbed aboard.  

 

The river looked calm and the reflections of the light and trees in the water looked 

great, the insects buzzed about and it all looked set fair for a good evenings paddle 

and Bat watching. We set off slowly downstream, getting the feel of the boats as we 

zig-zagged across the river (well we don‟t specify you have to be able to paddle to 

attend and matching younger children and adults for paddling strength is a bit tricky). 

The gentle paddle soon turned into a frantic rush to try and find a tree to hide under as 

the heavens opened and the rain poured down on us – the Bat detectors remained 

tightly wrapped up in the dry bag to avoid damage.  



After some time we turned back upstream, it was a very wet paddle, however we held 

our spirits high and eventually (yes it really was eventually) the rain eased. A cry 

went out “A BAT”, shocked we all looked 

ahead and there really was a bat, a Daubenton‟s 

Bat, just ahead in the light rain, then another one 

and a different bat flew overhead. The rain had 

eased enough to risk getting out a couple of 

detectors and the torches, so armed with a 

detector and torch in each boat we listened to 

the echolocation calls of Daubenton‟s and 

Pipistrelle bats flying around us.  

 

The batty experience that night was everything we could have hoped for from the 

event, with close fly-bys by Daubenton‟s Bats and Pipistrelles circling overhead. The 

detectors were clicking madly and there were plenty of smiles to be seen, even though 

we were all wet.  

 

The time and the cool of the evening eventually got us off the water, but everyone had 

enjoyed the experience, despite the weather. Let‟s hope for better weather next time 

we run Bats and Boats. 

 

For further information contact Danny Fellman on danny@fellman.co.uk. 

 

 

Danny Fellman 
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