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IMPORTANT DATES
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THE CANAL AGE

In the 18th century it was well known that moving goods by water was far more efficient than doing so by road. On even the best roads, and there were not many of those, a single horse could not pull more than two tons in a wagon, but that same horse could haul 30 tons if it was harnessed to a barge on a river. A huge amount had been done to improve river transport in the early decades of the century, using locks and artificial cuttings to bypass difficult sections of the natural waterway. However, by the middle of the century river improvement had gone as far as it could; there were still whole areas that were a long way from any form of water transport, and these included the new, rapidly developing industrial regions.

The Duke of Bridgewater had coal mines on his estates at Worsley and wanted to sell his coal to Manchester, 6½ miles (10km) away. His first plan was to build a canal to link the mines to the nearby River Irwell, but when the river authorities turned him down he came up with a far bolder idea: he would build his own canal that would be carried across the Irwell on an aqueduct. When the Bridgewater Canal opened in 1761 it created a sensation. People came from miles around to witness the miraculous sight of boats floating over a river, while others were far more impressed by the fact that the price of coal in Manchester was halved. Over the next half-century some 2,000 miles (3,200km) of canal would be built in Britain. The Canal Age had begun.


BUILDING THE CANALS

Canal construction continued right through to the end of the 1820s, when the focus shifted from waterways to railways. The planning of all the different routes was the responsibility of the Chief Engineers, each of whom had their own individual way of doing things. The first important figure was James Brindley (1716–72), who began his career as engineer for the Bridgewater Canal and found himself in demand for almost all the canal schemes begun over the next few years. His approach was cautious, preferring to go round obstacles rather than through or over them, so that his canals tend to wander across the landscape in great meandering loops, following the natural contours of the land. After Brindley’s death a new generation of engineers took over the work, notably William Jessop, Thomas Telford and John Rennie. Their approach was very different, meeting obstructions head on by using a technique known as ‘cut and fill‘, in which the canals would pierce hills in deep cuttings and the spoil would be used to build up embankments across the valleys.


JAMES BRINDLEY

James Brindley died in 1772, with his greatest work, the Trent & Mersey Canal, still unfinished. His epitaph, published in the Chester Courant, began:

James Brindley lies amongst these Rocks,

He made Canals, Bridges, and Locks,

To convey Water; he made Tunnels

for Barges, Boats, and Air-Vessels …



NAVVIES

It has been customary to speak of canals as being built by named individuals. The Staffs & Worcester was ‘built’ by Brindley, the Rochdale by Jessop, but they did not do the actual building themselves: that was the job of the tens of thousands of men who worked on canal construction all over Britain. They were known originally as ‘navigators’ because they built canal navigations, but that soon became abbreviated to the more familiar ‘navvies’. They are as much a part of the story of the life of canals as the boatmen who were to use the waterways.

At first canals were constructed using local labour, but as the men became accustomed to the hard work they found that they could earn more money as professional navvies by moving around the country from canal to canal than they could by returning to their old jobs. It was estimated that an experienced navvy could dig out 12 cubic yards (9 cubic metres) of earth a day – the equivalent of digging a trench 36 feet long, 3 feet wide and 3 feet deep (10m × 1m × 1m).

In 1788 the company that built the Basingstoke Canal tried to employ local men but they proved to be quite incapable of keeping up with the more experienced navvies.

Digging the canal was only part of the navvies’ work. In deep cuttings, for example, they had to use barrow runs. The barrow was filled with soil and attached to a horse at the top of the cutting. As the horse walked away, the barrow was pulled up steep planks, with the navvy holding on. It was all too easy for the men to lose their footing on planks covered in greasy clay and end up tumbling down the slope with a barrow-load of earth and rocks falling after them. Among the hardest jobs was ‘puddling’ – creating a waterproof lining by stomping a gooey mixture of water and clay onto the bed of the canal with the feet. The only aid to manual labour came in tunnelling, when gun-powder was used to blast through the rock. It is astonishing that the whole canal system was constructed with nothing more sophisticated than spade, pickaxe and barrow – and the hardened muscles of thousands of navvies.


THE EARLY YEARS

There is little evidence regarding the first few years of boating on the canals. What we do know is that boating was much like carting on the roads. Indeed it seems that the first boatmen in the 1770s had been carters: they were the men who knew about looking after horses, and it made very little difference to the horse whether it was pulling a boat or a wagon. It seems that at first no one bothered very much about having someone to steer the boat; it simply bumped its way along the canal, careering into the sides, damaging locks and bridges. Companies eventually put a stop to that, introducing by-laws that decreed that every boat must have someone on board to steer.

No one lived permanently on the boats in these early days. A boatman might have a small cabin in the stern, where he could sleep on long trips, but at the end of a journey he returned to a house, just as a carter or wagoner would have done. Many of the early canals, such as the Birmingham Canal (begun in 1768), were built with a specific trade in mind – in this case to bring coal from the mines of the Black Country into the rapidly developing town of Birmingham itself. The distances were quite short, perhaps no more than a few miles, and all the carrying was done in ‘day boats’, which were little more than plain hulls. On the Bridgewater Canal it was common to run a string of small boats together for the 5-mile (8-km) journey from the mines of Worsley Delph to the wharf in Manchester.

CANALS AND RIVERS

As the canal system expanded longer journeys became possible and the disadvantages of the Brindley system became more irksome. The Oxford Canal was part of a vital system, linking the River Thames at Oxford to the Coventry Canal to create a through-route from London to Birmingham. Boatmen became frustrated by the twists and turns of the Oxford Canal. In Warwickshire, at Wormleighton it almost encircled a small hill, and at the northern end of the canal boatmen complained that they could travel all day and still hear the chiming of the church clock at Brinklow. These cross-country routes linked up with river systems, most of which had a long-established trade involving barges that were unique to specific rivers, such as Mersey flats (flat-bottomed barges) and Severn trows (sailing barges with masts that could be lowered to go under bridges). This meant that there needed to be facilities for changing cargoes from canal boats to riverboats, and at some of these interchange points whole new canal towns developed. Shardlow (where the Trent & Mersey Canal meets the River Trent) and Stourport (at the junction of the Staffs & Worcester Canal) are splendid examples, with Georgian houses surrounding a complex of wharfs and warehouses. The wharfingers who handled cargoes, the chandlers who provided essential supplies, the merchants and their agents all played a vital part in keeping the system working.


NARROW BOATS

The Bridgewater Canal was extended in 1762 to reach the River Mersey at Runcorn, and locks were built to take barges that measured roughly 70 feet long by 14 feet wide (20m × 4m) from the Mersey. When Brindley began work on the Trent & Mersey Canal he may well have expected to do the same, but he had an obstacle of a kind he had never faced before: Harecastle Hill, near Stoke-on-Trent, lay right across the line of the route. There was no way round it or over it, so the only option was to go through it in a tunnel that would be over a mile and a half (2.5km) long. He found the idea of building it big enough to take 14-foot (4-m) wide craft too daunting, so he halved the width. And if boats wider than 7 feet (2m) could not go through the tunnel he saw no point in designing locks to take wide boats either. So all the Midland canals were built to take vessels approximately 7 feet (2m) wide by 70 feet (20m) long: the narrow boat was born. Over the years it developed into the familiar form we know today, with most of the hull being used as cargo space and a small cabin at the stern.

BUILDING THE BOATS

The first narrow boats, made in the 1760s, were constructed entirely of wood, though later a combination of wood and iron became more common. Starting at the high bow, protected by a fender, the vessel widens out. The bow area is decked to form a useful storage area below. Behind that, a triangular board, known as the ‘cratch’, rises above the foredeck. Behind the cratch is the cargo hold, basically a flat-bottomed, straight-sided topless box. Wooden planks rise above the hold, stretching from the cratch to the stern cabin. These can be covered with waterproof sheets to protect the cargo. The cabin was added when families began to live on board. At the stern there is the large wooden rudder controlled by a curved wooden tiller, which turns downwards when in use, but can be removed and turned up when the boat is moored to make access to the cabin easier. The other notable feature is a short mast to which the tow rope is attached.


BOAT NAMES

Boats and ships have been given names since time immemorial and canal boats were no exception. Individual owners could choose any name that took their fancy, but carrying companies tended to use a theme: the Severn & Canal Carrying Company, for example, named one of their fleets after local rivers – Severn, Avon and Usk.



The boats were generally built in small, family-run boatyards. Plans were hardly ever used: the design was kept in the builder’s head and passed on from one generation of craftsmen to another. First the planks for the flat bottom were laid out on a trestle. These were usually untreated elm which soaks up water and when saturated lasts for years. Stem and sternposts of oak were then added and sides built
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