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The British Waterways Archive. 
 
About us. 
 
The British Waterways Archive has produced this outreach pack. The Waterways 
Archive collects, preserves and makes publicly available rich and diverse records in 
many forms, including plans, drawings, accounts, photographs and audio-visual 
recordings. At its core are the archives of British Waterways and the early canal 
companies, which trace the history of Britain's inland waterways back to its very 
roots. When The Waterways Trust was formed in 1999 it not only brought together 
the waterways museums, but also the British Waterways Archive in Gloucester and 
the David Owen Archive collection at The Boat Museum, Ellesmere Port.  
 
Many archives are directly managed, with others held at public record offices across 
Britain. The Waterways Archive has an interest in all of Britain's inland waterways, 
whatever their ownership, and assists in the fields of archaeology, and historic 
building and vessel preservation. A resource for formal and informal education at all 
levels, it is also frequently asked to provide material for TV, press and publications 
programmes. It is also a valuable source of information for the restoration projects of 
the 'New Canal Age'.  
 
The Waterways Archive is, at present, based around the British Waterways Archive in 
Llanthony Warehouse, Gloucester and the David Owen Archive at The Boat Museum, 
Ellesmere Port. The Waterways Trust is currently in the process of planning a new 
Waterways Archive & Research Centre. Eventually, this will bring together all of The 
Waterways Archive under one roof, for safe and effective storage. In August 2001 the 
announcement was made of a major new Heritage Lottery Fund backed initiative, the 
Waterways Virtual Archive Catalogue. This £650,000 Internet-based cataloguing 
project will bring together information about the records contained in the British 
Waterways Archives, currently inaccessible as a total resource, and dispersed at 
fifteen locations from Inverness to Gloucester. The project will also provide FREE 
online educational resources aimed at Key Stage Two and Three. 
 
Have a look at our website to access the free resources ! 
 

www.virtualwaterways.co.uk 
 
How to contact us. 
 
British Waterways Archive,  
7th Floor,  
Llanthony Warehouse,  
Gloucester Docks,  
Gloucester. 
GL1 2EH. 
Telephone: 01452 318224  
Email: bwarchive@thewaterwaystrust.org 
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What is a canal? 

 
Canals are man made waterways that are deep enough to hold vessels, as in the 
photograph below, capable of carrying about twenty-two tonnes in each vessel. They 
connect towns, factories, existing lakes, rivers, or even oceans, as with the Panama or 
Suez canals.  
 

 
Source 1. 

Photograph of a Fellows Morton and Clayton vessel, early 20th century. 
 

Why were the canals built, and how were they used? 
 
In Britain canals were built during the Industrial Revolution to allow industrialists to 
move their materials and goods to and from their factories. At that time the canals 
were able to move heavier goods in larger amounts, and more quickly and smoothly 
than could be moved by road. The canals were expensive to build but were cheap to 
run.  
 
In 1759 the Duke of Bridgewater obtained an Act of Parliament that allowed him to 
build a canal to supply Manchester with coal from his mines in Worsley. The Duke 
employed John Gilbert to sort out his project and used James Brindley to build the 
canal, even though he had never built one before. It took two years to build the canal, 
which was finished in 1761. James Brindley had to build some tunnels for the canal, 
and he also built the famous Barton Aqueduct (there will be more information about 
aqueducts later), which took the canal over the River Irwell. The canal made the Duke 
rich, and also made the price of coal in Manchester around 50% cheaper. The price of 
iron also became cheaper so people who needed iron to build things were happy. 
James Brindley went on to build many more canals.  
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Source 2. 
 Some companies sell 
shares to help raise 
money. The cost of the 
company’s shares can go 
up or down depending on 
how well the company is 
doing. When someone 
buys a share they get a 
certificate that shows the 
name and address of the 
person who bought it. The 
certificate is an important 
document. If the shares 
are sold the certificate 
must be handed back. This 
is a share certificate for 
one share in the 
Kensington Canal given to 
Thomas Davis, dated 29th 
September 1824. It is 
signed by [Lord] 
Kensington, John Dowly 
and Henry Payne. 
 

Source 3. 
 

The people in parliament talk 
about many important things. 
They vote to decide what the 
country should do. What they 
decide becomes the law and 
when it is written down  it is 
called an Act of Parliament.   
 
This is the front page of an 
Act of Parliament dated 23 
July 1860 to give the  
Caledonian and Crinan Canals 
in Scotland more power. 
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The canals were good at moving delicate things such as pottery, as well as moving 
coal quickly and cheaply.  
 
The 1790s are sometimes called the decade of ‘Canal Mania’ as lots of canals were 
built. This peaked in 1793 when Parliament passed Acts to build twenty-five new 
canals. Many people both made and lost lots of money as some of the companies 
failed before the canal was finished. Most of Britain’s canals were built over the next 
thirty years, and by 1840 there were nearly 4,500 miles of canals in Britain. 
 

 
Source 4. 

Photograph of a Sunday School outing to Berkhamstead from about 1900 on a very 
over crowded boat. You will notice that no one is wearing a life jacket. Let’s hope 

they enjoyed their day out and no one got too wet ! 
 
 
 
 
 

  
 
 
How were the canals built? 
 
Canals must be built on level ground, and this meant that the people who built them, 
who were called engineers, had to design ways for the vessels to pass over valleys or 
through big hills. Another problem for the engineers was how to make the canals 
waterproof. This was achieved by a process called ‘puddling’, which lined the sides 
and bottom of a canal with clay mixed with water. Another of the major problems the 
canal builders faced was how to take their canals over hilly areas, where most of the 
industrial areas in the north of England were built. The answer they came up with was 
the construction of locks. 
 
 

1. What is a canal? 
2. Why did the Duke of Bridgewater build a canal? 
3. How many miles of canal were there in Britain in 1840?  
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Locks. 
Locks are watertight wooden gates placed at each end of a stone or brick lined 
chamber to hold the water back. Water is then gradually let either in or out of the 
channel to allow the vessel to go up or down before the gates on one end of the lock 
are opened and the vessel sails away. It sounds a bit complicated, but it works ! 
 
 

 
 
 
A good example of this system, which is still in use, is the  'Five Rise locks' in 
Bingley, West Yorkshire. Many locks had a lock keeper who would compete with 
other lock keepers to see who had the best gardens.  
 
 

 
 

 

Source 5. 
 

Although not 
from the 

Victorian period, 
this photograph 
shows two boats 
using a lock to 
get from one 

level to another. 

Source 6. 
 

Locks had to be 
built carefully to 
make sure they 
would not let any 
water through. 
This photograph 
shows men 
repairing a lower 
lock gate on the 
Grand Junction 
Canal about the 
year 1900. 
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Tunnels. 
 

Locks were not always the best way to solve the problem however, and if a canal 
engineer was faced with a very large hill to pass he would have to tunnel through it.   
 

 
 

Netherton Tunnel is sometimes described as the last and best of the great canal 
tunnels to be built in England. It was built to replace the old Dudley Tunnel which had 
no towing paths (a path that ran along the side of the canal and was used by horses to 
pull the canal vessels) and could take up to three and a half hours to pass through 
using the ‘legging’ method (see below). The old Dudley Tunnel was also too narrow 
for the vessels carrying big and heavy goods. The Netherton Tunnel shortened the 
route to Birmingham by four miles, and was lighted by gas at first (the gas lamps can 
be seen in the document above) and then later lit by electricity. The tunnel had three 
passing places for the horses on each side. Nine men were killed and eighteen 
seriously injured during the building of the tunnel, which was finished and opened on 
20th August 1858. 
 

 
 

Source 7. 
 
Cross section 
of Netherton 
canal tunnel. 
The source 

was made in 
the middle of 

the 19th 
Century. 

Source 8. 
 

This photograph shows 
two men called Dan Jinks 

& Ernie Wood 
legging through Barnton 
Tunnel on the Trent & 
Mersey Canal in 1960. 
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Aqueducts 

 
When a canal had to cross over roads or valleys the engineers built an aqueduct. An 
aqueduct looks like a bridge, but it carries water not roads or railways. One other 
difference between an aqueduct and a bridge is that an aqueduct is always flat 
whereas a bridge is not always so. 
 
 

 
 

Source 9. 
This picture of Pontcysyllte Aqueduct was painted by J. Parry for Sir Watkin 
Williams Wynne in 1810. Horses can be seen pulling canal vessels along the 

aqueduct.  
 
The Pontcysyllte Aqueduct is near Wrexham in North Wales. It took ten years for 
Thomas Telford and his workers to build the Pontcysyllte Aqueduct. It was finally 
opened on 26th November 1805 at a cost of £47,000. When things were built in the 
Victorian times many people died because the bosses did not worry about safety, but 
when Pontcysyllte aqueduct was built only one person was killed. Each of the 
aqueduct’s pillars was made of local stone to a height of 35metres. The mortar used to 
make the aqueduct was made of lime, water and cows blood! The joints of the iron 
castings were sealed with a mixture of Welsh flannel and lead, which was dipped in 
boiling sugar. The bridge part of the aqueduct was made of cast iron and is 3.3metres 
wide, 1.6metres deep and 1305metres long. It was a great achievement, and is still in 
use today. 
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Boat lifts.  
 
Another solution used by the Victorians was to build a lift. The Anderton Boat Lift on 
the banks of the River Weaver is one of the great engineering achievements of the 
Victorian Age. During the early nineteenth century the Anderton basin became an 
important site for the transport of pottery and other goods, but problems were caused 
by the geography of the area. The solution to the problem was to build a boatlift.  
 
 

 
 

Source 10. 
A photograph of Anderton Boat Lift after conversion to electric power in 1908. The 

photograph clearly shows the upper and lower levels of the waterway. 
 
The Anderton Boat Lift was designed by Edwin Clark to use hydraulic and steam 
power (it was later changed to electrically powered cable pulleys). It was opened in 
1875 and lifted heavy cargo boats the 50 feet from the River Weaver to the Trent & 
Mersey Canal. It was made up of two large iron tanks that went up and down inside a 
large iron framework. Edwin Clarke later went abroad and built even bigger boatlifts. 
The Anderton Boat Lift was open until 1983 when it had to close. A lot of money was 
spent to restore the boatlift, and it was reopened in 2002. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

1. What is ‘puddling’? 
2. What is a lock? 
3. Why was the Netherton tunnel better than the Dudley tunnel? 
4. What is legging? 
5. In what ways is an aqueduct different from a bridge? 
6. Make a list of the materials used to build the Pontcysyllte Aqueduct. 
7. Who was Edwin Clark? 
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Water Supply. 
 
Making sure there was enough water to supply the canals was a big problem for the 
canal engineers. One of the solutions to this problem was to build reservoirs, such as 
the Winterburn reservoir built in 1893 on the Leeds and Liverpool Canal. Another 
example is the damming of the river Brent to create a reservoir to supply the Regent’s 
Canal in 1835. 
 

 
 

Source 11. 
A photograph of Rudyard reservoir, with a view of the dam, taken about1920. 

 
 
 
 
 
Where did the canal workers come from? 
 
At one time people thought that those who worked on the canals were gypsies, and 
even referred to them as  ‘water gypsies.’ This was partly because they were always 
moving from place to place, but today we know that this is a myth, and the men who 
worked on the canals, like most of those who worked in the factories of the Industrial 
Revolution, had once worked on the land, often as farm labourers. Wages for working 
on the land were low compared to the money that could be earned in the new 
industries of the Industrial Revolution. 
 
 
 
  
 
 

1. Why was it important for the canal companies to build reservoirs?  

1. Why did many people leave the rural areas to work on the canals and new 
industries? 
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What was life like on the canals? 

 
The boat people who lived on the canals did not often mix with other people. They 
were often born, brought up, and worked all their lives on the canals. When they 
married they usually married other boat people. When times were hard, and jobs on 
the canals hard to find, some boat people did leave the canals to find work, but few 
people changed their jobs on the land to work on the canals.  Although the Industrial 
Revolution made Britain the 'workshop of the world' and brought much wealth, it also 
had some terrible effects including poverty and poor living conditions for many. 
 
 
At the start of Queen Victoria’s reign the boatmen earned good wages and this 
allowed many to rent houses near the canals. In time wages fell as the railways carried 
more goods. By the 1880s most canal families had been forced to leave their homes 
on land, due to lack of money, and live on canal boats.  
 
 

 
 
 

In 1876 the Factory and Workshop Commission noted that ‘…during the last few 
years owing to the severe competition between railway and water, the rates have gone 
down and the canal carriers have a difficulty in competing with the railways, and they 
cut down the bargemen’s wages, who as a necessary consequence are not able to 
support a man, and they bring their wives and children.’ i 
 
 
 

Source 12. 
 
This photograph shows 
the inside of a canal 
cabin. The lady in the 
photograph is called Mrs 
Skinner, and she is 
making her family a 
meal. Although this 
photograph was taken 
about fifty years after 
Queen Victoria’s death 
it gives some idea of 
what the living 
conditions on board a 
typical narrow boat 
would have been. The 
coal-fired cooker to the 
left would have provided 
ample hot water heating 
and cooking for those 
aboard. 
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The two illustrations below show the inside of a canal vessel in the late Victorian 
period and the type of clothes the owners might have worn. In the picture on the right 
you can see a table that could be folded back to the wall to make more space.  
 

           
Source 13. 

Two illustrations taken from ‘The Water Waifs: A story of canal barge life’, written 
by Emma Leslie in 1882. 

 
The inside of the canal vessels were very cleverly designed to make the best use of the 
small space. Inside a cabin it was warm and dry, but was often very over crowded and 
there was a lack of privacy.  
 
A census is made by the government every ten years to find out how many people are 
in the country, as well as other information about them. The first census was carried 
out in 1801 and the most recent was made in 2001. The census gives lots of 
interesting information. The 1871 census tells us that at Crescent Wharf, Birmingham, 
on board the boat ‘Joseph’ were Charles Sheppard, his wife and their six children 
along with a James Knight aged 24.ii It must have been very crowded on that boat ! 
 
Many of the canal boats carried dirty cargoes such as coal, and visited dirty wharves 
to load and unload their cargos, so that keeping their small homes clean was difficult. 
Washing clothes was almost impossible when the boat was moving, so was carried 
out on the bank. When they were ready they would be hung out on the boats to dry.  
 
All drinking water had to be got from taps on the land, which was not always easy to 
do. Lace making was a tradition amongst the boat women and many of the boats were 
highly decorated with lace, even the horses were often given lace ear hats to protect 
them from flies. 
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Businessmen such as mine owners, and transport companies like Pickfords, owned 
most of the canal boats. The ‘Number Ones’ were those who did own their canal boat 
and worked for himself, rather than working for a canal carrying company such as 
Fellows Morton and Clayton. At first they made good money, but when competition 
from the railways increased the boat crews lives became increasingly difficult. 
 
In 1880 George Smith made a canal trip from London to Leicester, which he later 
wrote about in a book called ‘Canal Adventures by Moonlight.’ He thought that the 
lives of the people working on the canals were very hard. He worked to improve their 
lives and helped get support for the Boat Acts of 1877 and 1884, which were 
introduced to improve the lives of the people who lived on the canals. They made all 
working narrow boats register with a local authority, and be issued with a numbered 
certificate. Once registered the vessels were inspected  (the inspectors wrote down 
what they found) to make sure only the right number of people lived on them, and that 
they were good enough for people to live in.  

 

From the mid 1890s the standard of living of boatmen began to get worse, and people 
started to move away from the canals to find other jobs. In 1881 the census had found 
6,225 men and 2,753 women sleeping on board boats and barges on the night it was 
taken.iii  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
What clothes did the Victorian canal workers wear? 
 
 

 
 

 
 

1. Why did many families of canal workers move to live on the boats? 
2. Who were the Number Ones? 
3. What do you think it was like to live on a canal boat? Why?  
4. How many people lived on board a canal boat in 1881? How do we know? 

Do you think the information is reliable? Why? 

Source 14 
 

The 
photograph 
was taken 

about 1901. 
It shows how 

the canal 
workers 
dressed. 

Notice the 
feeding 

bucket that 
the horse is 

using. 
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As you can see in the photograph below, the men who worked on the canals often 
wore strong corduroy trousers held up by braces, a shirt and strong steel tipped boots 
(the women also often wore the steel tipped boots) and a cap. 
 

  
 
 

 
 

 

Source 15 
This photograph, taken in the late 
nineteenth century, shows the typical 
costume worn by canal boat women. 
The costume was made up of an 
ankle- length skirt covered by a long 
apron and an ornate blouse under a 
shawl. On their heads they wore a 
stiff bonnet with tucks along the top. 
At the back of the bonnet was a long 
curtain to protect the neck from the 
sun. The women wore black bonnets 
to mourn Queen Victoria’s death in 
1901, and wore them from then on.  
 
 
By her feet is an example of the 
traditional highly decorated Buckby 
Water can. She is holding a cracking 
whip used to keep the towing horses 
moving.  

1. Describe the clothes a typical Victorian Canal boatman and woman might have worn. 
2. What evidence do we have to tell us what they would have worn? 

Source 16 
 

This 
photograph 
shows two 

men working 
on a boat 
called the 

‘Buckingham’ 
on the Grand 

Junction 
Canal in 
1900. 
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What was canal art? 
 

During the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries the people who worked on the canals 
gradually began to have their own way of doing things, which was different from the 
people who lived on the land. The traditional canal artwork is based on a ‘roses and 
castle’ theme. The first evidence we have of the canal people painting ‘roses and 
castles’ on their boats and property is from the middle of the nineteenth century. We 
do not know why the canal people started to paint mainly roses and castles.  
 

 
 

Source 17. 
Traditional canal art is still being made today. The photograph above shows Frank 
Jones painting water cans on The Grand Union Canal in the 1940's. 
 

 
 
 

Source 18 
 

In this 
photograph you 
can see the ‘rose 

and castle’ 
design painted 

on a cabin block 
and a bowl called 
a water dipper. 
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Crime and punishment. 

 

 
 
 

Following the Beer Act of 1830 many beer shops opened along the side of canals, and 
were often visited by the boatmen. Although cases such as the murder of Mrs 
Christina Collins were rare, drunken behaviour caused many problems on the canals.iv 
Sir Robert Peel, who was then Home Secretary, created the first police force in 1829, 
and in 1840 a Canal Police Act was passed to allow canal companies to set up their 
own police force. The Act gave the canal police powers that extended to half a mile 
either side of the canal. There are many descriptions of bad behaviour by canal 
workers in the Victorian times. In 1841 some men who were finding out what 
happened on Sundays for the government wrote that when the canals were closed on 
Sundays  ‘there was such a scene of drunkenness and fighting, and breaches of the 
peace and riot, that the very individuals who requested the Trent and Mersey 
Company to stop the trading actually requested us to order the boats to proceed.’v It 
would be wrong to say that canal life during the Victorian period was more violent 
and dishonest than any other Victorian working class community. Victorian Britain 
was often a hard and violent place, and the canals were no different. 
 
 
 
 

Source 19 
A poster from the Louth 

Canal dated 7th 
November 1895. 

 
More serious than the 
event in this poster was 
the murder of Mrs 
Christina Collins by 
canal boatmen in June 
1839. Mrs Collins had 
been travelling by canal 
from Liverpool to 
London to meet her 
husband when she was 
murdered by three 
drunken crewmembers. 
The men were caught 
and found guilty. Two 
were executed (hanged) 
and one was transported 
for life.  
 
Note: a clough is a name 
used in the north of 
England to describe part of 
a lock called a paddle. 
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A disaster on the canal! 
 

At 4:55am on 2nd October 1874 canal barges carrying goods on the Regent’s canal, 
which included gunpowder, blew up as it passed under the Macclesfield Bridge. Three 
men and one boy were killed. The Regent's Canal remained closed for four days. The 
bridge was eventually rebuilt and became commonly known as the ‘Blow-Up Bridge.’ 
 
 
How were horses used on the canals?  
 
Horses were very important during the Victorian times. Horses were needed to pull 
boats and to carry away the goods when they were delivered. Horses often worked 
long and tiring hours. Horses were not only important to the canals, and were used to 
carry goods and passengers throughout the country. Horses were also used by the 
military and underground in mines.  
 

 
 

Source 20. 
This picture was made during the Victorian period. The horse is pulling a vessel along 

the canal, as it is being lead along the towpath.  
 

At first the barges were pulled along the canal by horses who walked along the 
towpath, as can be seen in the picture above. When two horse boats met one would 
stop and allow their rope to sink so that the boat could pass over the sunken rope. The 
horses were often lead along the path by a child. Many tunnels did not have a towpath 
however, so the horse would have to walk over the top while the crew of the barge lay 
on their backs and ‘walked’ the boat through (this was sometimes called ‘legging’ see 
source 8). Sometimes donkeys were used instead of horses, as they were cheaper to 
buy. Stopping the boats, which could be carrying a cargo over seventy tons and which 
were pulled by a horse, was a skilled job. 
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Blacksmiths were very important to the owners of horse drawn boats. The horses that 
pulled the vessels were given special horseshoes that had special spikes on the bottom 
to help the horse grip on the towpath.  Looking after horses can be an expensive 
business as they need stables, food, bedding, and the harnesses and other equipment 
needed to carry out their work.  
 
 
The use of horses on the canals helped to keep blacksmiths and leather workers in 
their jobs. The horses did create good manure however, which could be sold! Sadly 
not everyone looked after the horses properly, and the phrase ‘flogging a dead horse’ 
probably comes from the Victorian period. It is perhaps not surprising that many 
horses were not looked after properly as many people at this time lived very hard 
lives, working in awful conditions. It is said that the mine owners cared more for the 
horses that worked under ground than the men, as horses cost more to replace. 
 
 
The ‘Number Ones’ usually owned their own horses and looked after them very well, 
but in and around Birmingham it was common for horses to be pooled for use, and 
this resulted in many horses being badly treated. In 1841 Sir George Chetwynd is 
recorded as saying “There are very few descriptions of animals treated more cruelly 
than the boat horse.”vi 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Source 21. 
 

Bob Peck 
shoeing a 
horse on 

the Oxford 
Canal early 
twentieth 
century. 
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Source 22. 

A photograph of a boatman, wearing his working clothes, and his carthorse with its 
working harness. The photograph was taken around 1900. 

 
The horses and mules that worked on the canal system were sometimes given 
crocheted ear caps, often decorated with many brightly coloured tassels, to protect 
them from the summer flies. 
 

 
Source 23 

This photograph shows a horse wearing crocheted ear caps. The horse is pulling a 
canal boat through a lock. The woman is wearing the traditional clothes. 

 
 
 
 
 
 

1. Why were horses important during the Victorian times? 
2. Why did some canal boatmen use donkeys instead of horses? 
3. What did Sir George Chetwynd think about the way canal horses were 

treated? 
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What education did the children in canal families receive? 
 
In Victorian times child labour was common, and children worked underground in 
mines, and even cleaned the inside of chimneys! The children of canal boat families 
could not attend school regularly as they were always travelling, and as a result few 
could read or write. The children did not have a carefree life, and they had to work 
hard at such jobs as leading the horse along the towpath, opening locks and collecting 
fresh water. They often worked for long hours without being paid.  
 
 

 
 

Source 24. 
The photograph was taken at Braunston Top Lock in 1913. It shows the boats 'Water 
Lily’ and 'Forget Me Not’ owned by Edward Powell. The children are from Powell 

and Humphries canal families.                                                                                                                                                                                                                  
 
 

In 1877 The Canal Boats Act tried to shorten working hours and improve conditions 
and from 1884 inspectors began to check that children were going to school. In the 
photograph above you can see six canal children and their mother, with another small 
child, watching from the boat. In the background you can see one of the canal horses. 
 
 
The 1884 Canal Boats Act required local authorities to make sure that boat children 
attended school, but the Act was difficult to enforce. Boat children went to school 
when they could, but their way of life made regular attendance difficult, and the 
schools they attended did not always give them a warm welcome. 
 
 
Boatmen’s Institutes were created in the late nineteenth century to try and improve the 
life of Canal families. They were mostly in places such as Brentford, and provided 
regular classes to the children as they passed through, but attendance was poor and 
levels of illiteracy remained high.vii The Weaver Navigation provided several schools 
for the children of its workers.  
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What types of boat went on a canal? 
 
 

 
Source 26. 

A photograph showing the building vessels in Saltley Dock, 1897. 
 
In source 26 you can see horse drawn boats being repaired. At this time a horse drawn 
narrow boat would take eight men six weeks to built. The vessel being built in the 
front of the picture is steam powered and would have had an elm wood bottom with 
iron sides. The cost of the eleven steamers built at Saltley Dock, between 1896 and 
1899, was an average of £560 each. 
 
 

Source 25 
 
In the 1870s a 
school was built 
at Sharpness 
Docks. This 
document shows 
how the school 
was meant to 
look. The 
document was 
made in July 
1884 and shows 
pencil additions 
to the original 
idea. 
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Canal narrow boats carried virtually any cargo. The wooden boats usually had an elm 
bottom and oak sides. The wooden boats cost less and were quicker to build than the 
metal ones, but they did not last as long. Iron boats became more popular after Queen 
Victoria’s reign.  
 
 

In the winter the canals could freeze and stop the boats from taking their cargos, so 
special boats were used to break the ice.  The canal companies earned their money by 
charging boats for using their canal, and this was called a toll. The more cargo the 
boat carried the lower in the water it would be. The canal companies measured how 
low the boat was in the water. The lower the boat was, the more it would be charged. 
This was called ‘gauging.’ 
 
 

Why did the canals decline? 
 
 

Canals were the cheapest way to move heavy goods until the middle of the nineteenth 
century when the railways proved to be more competitive.  At first the railways 
mainly dealt with passengers and light goods while the canals carried heavy goods. 
The creation of a national railway network forced canal tolls and profits down. Some 
canal companies, such as the Shropshire Union, were taken over and became owned 
by railway companies (see below).  
 

 

 
 

Source 27.  
Memo from the engineer in Birmingham to Inspector Bromfield at Ellesmere dated 21 

August 1894.  If you find it hard to read, have a look at page 24. 
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Help with source 27. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Some reasons why the canals went into decline; 
 

·  There were two main standard sizes of canal, narrow and broad, so different 
size canal vessels were needed for different canals.  

·  The quality of the roads and the vehicles that used them became better, so that 
travel by road became faster and more convenient.   

·  Moving goods by canal could be stopped or slowed down in the winter due to 
freezing and in a hot summer the water level dropping too low for boats to use 
them.  

·  The railways became faster and cheaper than the canals to move goods and 
people.  

·  By the end of the Victorian period the railway companies who owned canals 
were not spending enough money to look after the canals.  

·  There was a shortage of men to work on the canals after the First World War 
as so many men had been killed.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
What are canals like today? 
 
The canals are still used today by holidaymakers. Every year hundreds of people 
enjoy holidays and trips along the canals. Some people own their own boat, but many 
hire them. The boats today have an engine, which makes life easier as they do not 
require a horse to pull them! Much of the old canal system is still open, and people 
who love the canals are working to reopen even more stretches of canal. An 
interesting fact to note is that there are more miles of canal in Birmingham than in 
Venice! 

 

1. Make a list of the reasons for the decline in the canals. 
2. Which do you think was the most important reason? Why? 

Shropshire Union Railways and Canal. 
Memo from the ENGINEER, New Street Station, 
BIRMINGHAM. 
To Inspector A. Bromfield, Ellesmere 
21 Aug 1894 

Pontcysyllte Ry [Railway] 
Please let me have a statement showing 
what you require for completing the relaying  
of this line. Do not include in your statement 
any materials for ordinary repairs but give what 
you require in that respect separately.  
I understand that you have used up all the suitable  
material on hand [and] that the ballasting is nearly 
completed on all those portions of the line which  
have been laid.   
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End notes. 
                                                
i From the 1876 Factory and Workshop Commission, Volume II, as quoted in Hanson. 
H. T. The Canal Boatmen 1760-1914. Manchester University Press. p 91. 
ii As quoted in Hanson. H. T. The Canal Boatmen 1760-1914. Manchester University 
Press. p 126. 
iii  As quoted in Hanson. H. T. The Canal Boatmen 1760-1914. Manchester University 
Press. p 225. 
iv The story of the murder of Mrs Christina Collins is taken from H. Hanson’s The 
Canal Boatmen 1760-1914. Third Edition. p. 71. 
v Select Committee on Sunday Trading in 1841 as quoted in H. Hanson’s The Canal 
Boatmen 1760-1914. Third Edition. p. 80. 
vi Select Committee on Sunday Trading in 1841 as quoted in Hanson. H. T. The Canal 
Boatmen 1760-1914. Manchester University Press. p 70. 
vii Billingham. N. Waterways: Images from an Industrial Age. Tempus Publishing Ltd. 
1999. p. 60. 


