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This thesis seeks to examine the soclal and economic
standing of the men, women and children who lived and
worked on the canal boats of England and Wales during

the decline of canal carrying between 1840 and 1970.

Its main purpose is to analyse how and why this social
group, with 1its peculiarly anachronistic way of life
and work, survived until well into the second half of
the twentieth century. It discusses the range of
survival strategies open to the group ranging from
family, through community, voluntary agencies and the
state as providers of welfare, together with the
relationship between these agencies. This has involved
an investigation of kinship patterns among land-based
and boat~based boat families and the relationship
between boat people ;nd the rest of soclety. 0Of
particular concern has been the way in which the boat
community emerged as a distinctive and cohesive social

group based on occupafion rather than class.

It has not generally been appreclated that the decline
0f this industry was very long and, up until the First
Vorld Var, quite gradual. Thus, opportunities for

enterprise and remunerative employment continued for

viii



long after the appearance of the steam locomotive. At
most times throughout the history of canal carrying,
boatmen were able to earn money wages on a par with, or
even in excess of those pald to manual workers in other

ocld staple industries. This thesis also shows that the
decision to live on board was a matter of regional
custom and personal choice and not merely a result of
straitened economic circumstances. Furthermore, it
appears that the majority of those men who did take
their families on board retained a house on land.

Nevertheless, those who chose to live on board with
their families did so at considerable social cost and
thus it emerges that social deprivation and some forms

of poverty are not merely a reflection of low pay.

ix
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Little serious attention has been paid to the social and
economic circumstances of the men, women and children who,
for nearly two hundred years, operated canal-boats on the
English 1nland waterways system. The few investigations
which have been undertaken have tended to concentrate on the
so-called "golden age" of canal transport which came to an
end around 1840. In deed, it will come as a surprise to many
that canal carrying continued to be regarded as a serious
and important form of freight transport by certain sectors
of British industry until as recently as the Second Vorld
Var. Even after that, canal carrying managed to survive on a
small but commercially viable basis until the late 1960s.
Long-distance carrying by narrow-boat came to an end around
1970 but some freight-carrylng continues up to the present

day on the large waterways of northern England.

The main aim of this chapter is to investigate how, why and
to what extent this particular form of transport managed to
survive for so long after reaching its peak around 1840 and
how it continued to offer employment, opportunities for
enterprise and a whole way of life to a not inconsiderable
number of people. To this end, the nature and function of
canal carrying will be examined together with the extent and
reasons for decline during the period 1840 to 1970. An

account will be given, as far as it is possible to do, of



the size, structure and organisation of the canal carrying
industry. An attempt will be made to account for the
continuing demand for canal transport and this will lead on
to an examination of +the opportunities offered for
enterprise and the origins of the people who came forward to

take advantage of them.

he pnature and : on of canal c2 1§
V¥ith the industrial revolution came a profound change in
transport needs which has been explained by E.A.Vrigley' in
terms of the shift from areal to punctiform production
associated with the greatly increased use ofmorganic rather
than #sorganic raw materials 1in industry. Instead of a

myriad of small capacity routes, the demand was for fewer

routes with a much higher capacity which would provide low-

cost bulk transport for minerals and other low-grade
materials. The response +to this demand 1led to the
construction, between the middle of the eighteenth century
and the first decades of the nineteenth century, of a series

of man-made inland waterways.

Vater transport was not new and transport historians< have
warned that +the canal era should not be seen as a
fundamental break with the past, but as thé natural,
inevitable outcome of the river improvements of the previous
150 years. By the middle of the eighteenth century, the

commercial significance of water transport in England had



long been established. Until then, the main centres of trade
and population were located close to navigable water.
London, Bristol, Norwich and Newcastle, the four largest
towns of the pre-industrial age, aowed their prosperity and
growth to their coastal and riverine locations. Vhat 1is
significant about canal transport is the way in which it
reversed the <traditional relationship ©between water

transport and the economy.

In a new look at the impact of canal transport on the
structure and efficlency o0f the economy during the
industrial revolution, Gerard Turnbull has shown that by
releasing industry from the restraints of natural waterways,
canals allowed the efficlent large-scale exploitation of

inland mineral deposits, not only through lower transport
costs but also by "a redistribution of output in favour of

lower-cost producers”.®

The bulk transport of heavy raw materials, particularly
coal, remained the primary function of canals throughout

their commercial life. Turnbull's examination of early canal
company records4 shows that, in the last decades of the
eighteenth century, heavy goods accounted for well over half
0of the total traffic. That this was still the case over a
hundred years later is supported by a paper read before the
Economic Section of the British Society in 1913%® which

showed that coal alone accounted for 45 per cent of the



traffic carried on the main waterways in 1905. The rest of
the traffic also consisted mainly of bulky low-value
materials such as pig iron and sand etc. together with grain
and food stuffs. Some regional variations existed. 1In
Cheshire, in 1913, for example, 61 per cent of the traffic
was salt and chemicals, In the final decades of canal
carrying in the +{twentieth century the picture remained
unchanged. Fig. 1.1 shows that between 1948 and 1969 heavy
bulk minerals and liquids accounted for, on average, nearly

saventy per cent of all +traffic on the nationalized

waterways.

¥ot only did heavy low-value materials comprise the bulk of

canal traffic, but most of it  travelled over fairly short
distances - probably less than twenty miles on average®. The
possibility of carrying over long distances was at first
delayed by the slow progress towards a national canal
network., Not until 1790 were the Midlands and Lancashire
linked with London via Oxford and the <Thames. More
comprehensive coverage had to await 1810 when the Grand
Union Canal finally linked Leicestershire with the primary
north/south artery, the Grand Junction Canal. Yet despite
. some expansion of the long distance carrying of general
merchandise by the 1820s and 1830s, it remained a secondary
function of the canals and, as the sector most susceptible
to railway competition, its hey-day was short. In 1833,

through traffic accounted for only 27 per cent of the



general merchandise . bulk liquids -'7/‘

toal, coke, patent fuel and peat I I

Source; Annual reports and accounts of the British Transport Comsission, 1348-15962,
Annual reports and accounts of the British Valarways board, 1963-1368,



total carried on the Grand Junction Canal. By 1852 this had

fallen toTZO per cent?. In 1913, only 2.4 per cent of
traffic carried on that canal made the through journey from
London to Birmingham. 1,000,000 of the 1,800,000 ton total

went no more than twelve miles beyond Paddington®. According

to British Transport Commission and British Vaterways Board
figures, the average canal journey for one ton of cargo in

1648 was only 17 miles, falling to 12.8 miles by 1970.

A serious impediment to through traffic in later years was
the need for any long-distance consignment to pass through
"the cross", the narrow gauge canals aof the Midlands which
formed the only North/South interchange. This meant the

perpetuation of the 25 ton narrow-boat in long-distance

carrying long after it should have become obsolete.

e geE 1e O AL - 18
Canal transport reached its peak of prosperity roughly
baetween the years 1828 and 1838. As table 1.1 shows, for
most important canals, this was the period when their annual

receipts from tolls reached thelr highest point.

Although there had been some rivalry between canals and
railways during the late 1820s and 1830s, many canals

benefited from the building of the early raillways as their

waterways were used to transport the materials of



lable 1.1

.

#
IO d{l 1 : H
L - L] + I -l"" . .

Nana Mileage Tonnage tarried a1
738 1t J e 1Y 1t >l i ' '

Birainghan 169 3,332,709 4,696,192 6,162,981 6,982,773 7,713,047 £,627,074 7,546,453 7,090,628 6,091,735 §,557,672

Coventry 32 §50,000 580,000 520,000 496,624 427,808 451,521 366,842

Grand Junction 135 948,481 1,031,284 1,142,450 1,404,012 1,172,463 1,620,552 1,794,233 1,668,149 1,116,717 1,218,602

Kennet and Avon 86 1,878 360,610 261,822 210,567 135,802 112,716

Leeds and Liverpool 142 1,436,160 2,220,468 2,601,577 2,160,256 2,141,151 2,016,976 2,324,968 2,467,927 2,308,210 1,899,701 1,872,381

Trent and Mersey 118 1,341,622 1,363,384 1,494,524 1,139,098 1,215,540 1,137,663 1,061,930 683,345

Oxford 91 450,000 520,000 420,000 400,000 482,000 450,000 421,507

staffs, and Vorcs, 50 £80,479 843,540 995,054 798,780 646,038 767,577 722,640 722,876 487,123 436,763

Trent River 72 411,845 260,964 259,538 199,525 418,027

Varvick and Bhan, 228 216,563 319,926 226,084 208,071 243,373 353,118 384,022

Warvick and Napton 14k 203,286 208,045 219,643 201,789 212,948 236,353 195,842

Aire and Calder 85 1,383,971 1,335,783 1,098,149 1,747,251 2,210,692 2,412,062,2,810,9%8 3,897,921 1,594,441 1,563,763

Naae Mileage Gross receipls in pounds sterling

Birainghae 169 114,005 155,878 168,044 192,933 196,705 208,036

Coventry 326 38,383 31,857 13,9M 11,512 9,702 8,738 8,612

Grand Junction 135 181,931 152,657 79,374 67,634 68,530 84,981 100,075

Kennet and Avon 86 50,347 52,910 33,740 18,916 1,124 9,999 8,265

Leeds and Liverpool 142 114,518 149,832 112,661 105,545 94,207 152,615  1£4.392

Trent and Nersay 118 98 665 85,508 714,101 80,175 54,180

Dxford 91  £9,300  ©6,600 56,000 24,700 24,700 22,843 19,260

Staffs, and Vorcs, 50 3624 37,203 36,908 24,975 25,197 20,086

Trent River 12 1,888 10,901 5,738 4,267 3,957 15,851 22,550

Warvick and Bhas, 22% 23,122 33,700 15,787 7,240 7,215 11,543 10,127

Varwick and Napton 14k 11,379 12,950 7,412 4,02 3,580 5,036 3,790

Aire and Calder 85 248,319 276,897

Source; 1828 - 1898, Royal Coaaission on Canals, 1906, Appendix 1, Stalesent |,

1505 = 1313, Sidney Freston, *English Canals and Inland Valerways,® a paper
given at the 10th ordinary aeeting of the Royal Sociely of Arts,

1920,



construction. However, railways were soon seriously
threatening canal carrying, especially long-distance

merchandise traffic.

Steam power was harnessed by other rivals more successfully
than by canal transport. Coastal steamers were introduced

on the route between London and Goole in 1834® and similar

vessels were soon competing for traffic from Manchester. The
otourport carrier Richard Heath, who delivered goods between
Manchester, Liverpool and Bristol, complained in 1841 of the
great competition he suffered from coastwise shipping:'©
Early experiments with steam powered boats on canals had not

been a success and although they were used much earlier on

rivers and as tugs on one or two large canals, such as the
Aire and Calder, it was not until after the middle of the
nineteenth century that steampowered canal-boats came into
general use. Even then, steam engines proved to be 1ill-
sulted to this form of transport, given the small dimensions
of the existing waterways. They took up too much valuable
cargo space on small narrow-boats and speeds higher than
those capable of being achieved by horse-boats were thought

to do too much damage to canal banks.

Before 1870, there was no attempt to gather national
statistics on the total tonnage carried by canal. Individual
canal companies kept their own records but it is not

possible to reach a total by simply adding these figures



together as {freight travelling over more than one canal

would be duplicated. Frank Pick, in a report to the Ministry
of War Transport in 1941'' estimated that the total tonnage
of British canals at their peak would have been in the

region of forty million tons.

If this estimate is accepted as correct, then, as figure 1.2
shows, tonnage declined very little in absolute terms during
the nineteenth century and, on many canals, continued to
rise after 1838, 1in some cases for long afterwards. In most
cases it was carried less and less profitably as tolls and
rates were cut in an attempt to meet railway competition

and, furthermore, the decline was far more dramatic 1f

viewed in relative terms. By 1910 the railways were carrying
about ten times as much freight as 1inland waterways.

However, the fact that the volume of freight conveyed by

canal continued at much the same level throughout the
nineteenth-century suggests that there were some advantages

to this form of transport which its rivals could not match.

During the First Vorld Var, tonnage on the canals dropped
off dramatically. Unlike the railways, independent canals
did not come under government control in 1914 and although
railway-owned canals were controlled, this was quite

incidental. Government financial guarantees kept rail rates

artificially low and made it impossible for canals to
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compete af a time of rapidly rising costs. Furthermore,
while the 1labour force of the railways was protected from
conscription, the canals suffered heavy losses of manpower
to the war effort. Boat repairs fell into arrears and in

some places large numbers of boats were commandeered by the
government for use in France leaving carriers unable to cope
with the 1little traffic still remaining on the canal.
Batween 300 and 400 boats were said to have been taken from

the Sheffield area alone.'=

Yhen railway congestion and labour unrest forced the

government to take control of 1independent waterways, some

financial help was given to canal companies and a few major

carriers. This amounted to £3,000,000 over the whole period
of control'® compared to £34,000,000 given to the railways.
It is estimated, however, that the services rendered by the
railways to the government during the war by way of troop
and freight movement actually out-weighed this amount.'4
Government financial subsidies undoubtedly helped the canal
companies and carriers through the difficulties of the war
period but much irreparable damage had been done and canal

transport was not allowed to fulfil it potential.

For example, the action of the Coal Controller took much

coal traffic away from the canal and put 1t onto the already
over-burdened railways. Not until <the rail strike of

September 1920 was the Controller supplied with lists of
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collieries with canal connections.'® Befare this, no effort
was made to use the canal for this traffic which it was
eminently suited to carry. The controller fixed the
destinations to which coal from each colliery had to be sent

but usually coal from canal-side collieries was directed to

destinations to which the canal could not carry it.

Trawlers in the Humber estuary were forced to obtain coal
from collieries with no canal connections.'® The Aire and
Calder Navigation lost a coal traffic of some two million
tons per annum between Yorkshire and Goole because of war-
time closure of east coast ports but restrictions were .not
lifted until 19620.'7 Similar restrictions on the import of
grain via Hull, which had formerly been carried by canal,
were not lifted at the cessation of hostilities'® and the

government control of the wool trade also took traffic away

from the canal.'®

By the end of the war, rising operating costs, 1ncreased
wages and, on some canals, changes in working conditions
such as reduced hours and no Sunday or night time working,
had made canal transport less competitive than ever. It
seemed unlikely that canal companies would be able to stay
in business without the support of government £financial
guarantees. Senior officials in the Ministry of Transport
warned in February 1920 that if all subsidies were withdrawn

the value of the system would be impaired by the weaker
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companies becoming derelict.*° Nevertheless, canals were

decontrolled on 3lst August 1920, twelve months earlier

than the railways.

Decontrol left canals with tolls and charges on a pre-war

level (which they were not allowed immediately to increase)
but expenses on a post—-war level, With the continued subsidy
of the rallways, canal companies were at a loss to know how
they were to continue in existence. A possible solution lay
in the Transport Act of 1919 under which the Minister of
Transport could take technical possession of canal
undertakings and, having done so, could refer to the Rates
and Advisory Committee the question of tolls and charges.
There was, however, to be a delay between decontrol on
August 31st and the time when such action -by the Minister
could be taken and there was no help for the canal companies
during the interval. Indeed, the Minister of Transport
seemed anxious to extend this interval 1if possible. Instead
of taking possession of all the controlled canals, as he
could have done and as the canal companies would have
wished, he proposed to await individual applications from
canal campanies on the grounds that he did not wish to act
in a coercive manner.=*' Even when applicﬁfions did start -to

come in they were all rejected on a technicality and canal

companies were forced to re-apply.==

_13_



A further problem was that expenses had risen to such an
extent that a rise in tolls comparable to the proposed rise
in railway rates would still leave a large deficit. If canal
rates were increased more than this, traffic would be lost.

Only an increase in the volume of traffic could increase net

ravenue and yet even 1f traffic could have been diverted
from raill to water, either by rate differentials or by
compulsion, there were not enough boats to cope and labour
difficulties since the reduction of hours of work had

further limited capacity.=

The canal carrying trade never recovered form these blows.
During the inter-war years, peaks and troughs in traffic
followed the fortunes of trade generally. In 1929, a new
canal company, the Grand Union Canal Company, was formed
through an amalgamation of the Grand Junction Canal Company

and some smaller ajoining canals. It began a major programme

of 1improvements on its main line between Braunston and
Brentford and set up several subsidiaries one of which was
the Grand Union Canal Carrying Company. The new company was
innovative and progressive and succeeded in attracting much
new traffic on to the waterways but its expansion plans were

curtailed towards the end of the 1930s by labour shortages
and ultimately by the fact that nothing short of a radical

modernization programme financed from public funds could

save the inland waterway system of Britain from extinction.
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Decline was decelerated during the Second Vorld Var when the

government once more took control of the inland waterways.
The canals never fully returned to their former independent

status and they were nationalized along with the railways in

1948, The vogue for planning, characteristic of the 1940s,
led to an attempt to form a more co-ordinated transport

system taowards the end of the decade which resulted in a
slight upturn in canal freight tonnage but the downward path

was resumed after 1956.

e continuing demand for cans ansport after 184C
The main attraction of canal {transpart was that it was
capable of moving relatively large, heavy consignments
between two inland points, or between a port and an inland

point, at low cost. Cost, however, could only be kept down

by maximizing capacity, 1i.e. by fully loading boats,

reducing delays and avoiding costly transshipments.

Inland waterways did, however, have other advantages over

rival forms of transport. Vhere goods were required to be
discharged from a ship, they could be loaded directly over-
side into canal or river boats. This speeded the discharge
of the ship, as goods could be off-loaded from all sides of
the vessel simultaneously. It also helped to avoid
congestion in the port since the ship would not be taking up

space on the quay. The process could also work in reverse.

In the Humber, for example, trawlers could be coaled from
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canal-boats whilst discharging fish without the need to tie

up on the quay-side. This could make the difference for the
trawler between putting back to sea at once or being

considerably delayed by the tide.®4 Vhilst it was possible

for ralilways to offer a similar service by lightering goods
between ships and trucks, canal transport greatly reduced

the cost by eliminating the need to 1land, store and

transship goods.

Canal transport was well suited to the needs of many heavy
industries for cheap bulk transport to bring coal to power
their factories, raw materlals for <their manufacturing
processes and in many cases to take away their finished
products. In many districts, such as Birmingham and the
Black Country, where 1industrial buildings were crowded
densely together, it was difficult to build railway sidings
which could offer the same convenience and cheapness as the
nyriad of canal-arms and basins which brought water-born
goods right into the heart of the factory and work-shop.
Canal-side premises not only fulfilled <the transport
requirements of these manufacturers but had the advantage of
a cheap supply of water for condensing purposes. In 1620
there were still 567 factories in Birmingham dependent on
canal water in this way and on the Leeds and Liverpool
Canal, 157 cotton mills, 10 flour mills, 19 iron works, 28
wool and dye works, 9 electricity works and 117 other works

of various kinds.=%
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opeed was the obvious difference between canal transport
and transport by road and rail, but slowness was not
necessarily a disadvantage. Much heavy traffic such as coal
and ore did not need to be moved quickly and where a

manufacturer's needs could be foreseen sufficiently far in

advance, speed was 0of little consequence in comparison to
regularity, reliability and cost. Some businessmen found
slowness a positive advantage. The Bradford Chamber of
Commerce complained to the Chamberlain Committee of Enquiry

on Inland Vaterways 1in 18202 +that since steam had
superseded sail, large consignments of Australian wool
arrived in port all at once. Manufacturers were overwhelmed
by it, especially if it was then brought to them in a single
consignment by rail. Warehouses became congested, there was
over-employment for part of the year and under-employment
for the remainder. Any retarding factor was therefore a

positive help to the manufacturer.

Some manufacturers favoured the canal because of the reduced
risk of damage in transit to fragile goods such as pottery,
glass and slates.*7 Railway companies often paid immedliate
compensation 1in the case of breakages*® but goods carried
at the owners' own risk were conveyed more cheaply. OSome
timber merchants preferred to send wooden goods by canal as
they were said to arrive in better condition due to less

frequent exposure to wind, rain and sun.*®

_17...



Although 1t was usual for water-born traffic to load and
unload at -established basins and wharves, boats could, in
theory at any rate, land and take on goods at any point
along the canal, whereas trains were restricted to proper
stations. This was considered an advantage by soma.®° Unlike
the rallway, users of canal transport could, if they wished,
own and operate their own boats. This was particularly
useful for manufacturers such as Cadbury Brothers who had
more than one water-side property and needed to ﬁranspart

goods and materials between one and another.

As fig. 1.2 shows, during the last three decades of the
nineteenth century, tonnage carried on the inland waterways
actually increased in absolute terms. Thlis was due to a
ravival of interest 1in canal +transport throughout the
country between 1870 and the First Vorld Var. The reason for
this was a growing realisation of the dangers of railway
monopoly and the role played by canals in breaking this and
keeping railway rates low. British industry was beginning to
feel the effects of foreign competition and some
£usinessmen, especially éhe land-locked manufacturers of the
Midlands, felt that an important factor was inadequate cheap
transport. Several speakers at a special conference of the
Royal Society of Arts in 1888 expressed this opinion and
various official enquiries, from the Joint Select Committee

on FRallway Amalgamation of 1872 to the Royal Commission on
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the Depression of Trade 1in 1886, recommended that the

government should develop canal transport.

Pressure from the Assoclated Chambers of Commerce led to the
appointment of a Royal Commission on Inland Navigation in
1906, It too recommended government intervention to
modernize +the 1inland waterways but +the strong railway
interests in the House of Commons ensured that this was
never done. To be fair, it has to be added that the canal
companies themselves were also against radical change and it
was not the Canal Association, but a group of Midland
Manufacturers and 1local authorities chaired by Neville
Chamberlain which campaigned for the recommendations of the

Royal Commission to be adopted.®' Thelr efforts were
unsuccessful and with this, possibly the last realistic

chance to develop inland water tramsport in Britaln slipped

away.

The structure and organisation of -the 1inland waterways
carrying industry in England is complicated by the great
variety of waterways, the variety of vessels designed to
work them and the various differences 1in operational

practices designed to suit different regional conditionms.
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Much of the tonnage conveyed by 1inland vessel would have
consisted of ships' cargoes being lightered around major

ports, especially in the estuaries of the Thames, Mersey,
Humber and Severn. This was really a shunting and shuttle

system and could hardly be counted as a carrying service.

Yater carriage proper could be roughly divided into river
traffic and canal traffic. There was some overlap at
intersections between the two. Some long distance traffic
would be carried by river and canal during its journey. For
example, traffic betwean the Midlands and Liverpool would
use the canal and the River Mersey and traffic between the
Midlands and the Humber ports would use canals and the
Riverse Trent and Humber. However, there was a fairly clear
line of demarcation between river and canal traffic in terms
of vessels and labour force. For one thing, it was unsafe
for narrow-beamed, flat-bottomed canal boats to venture into
tidal waters and most river boats were too large to
penaetrate far into the canal system. The labour forces too
kapt  themselves distinct. Belng of more anclent
establishment and because of the greater danger involved in
navigating natural waterways, river boatmen tended to regard

themselves as superior to canal boatmen. Many river men had

passed through a proper apprenticeshlip system and had their
own exclusive trade organisations such as the Freemen of the

River Thames. These organisations encouraged elitism among
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river boatmen and discouraged the casual interchange of

labour between rivers and canals.

The canals themselves differed greatly from one to another
in terms of width, depth and, most importantly, size of
lock. This led to a great variety of boats and operational
systems. However, in the nineteenth century +the most

important division within the canal carrying trade was that
between the fly-trade and the slow-trade. This division
extended throughout the system on both broad and narrow

canals.

The fly-trade was the term used for the carrying of general
merchandise, manufactured goods, perishables and higher
value heavy cargo in relatively faster vessels. The slow-

trade carried heavy, low-grade materials such as coal, other

minerals, refuse etc.

The slow-trade could be sub-divided again into those canal
users who only carried on their own account such as Thomas
Bagnall, a coal and iron master of Vest Bromwich who in 1841
was carrying 20,800 tons of his own manufactured iron per
annum on the canal.®* Another group were those that put
themselves up for public hire. This included a number of
owner boatmen picking up cargoes on a casual basis or

hiring themselves out to larger carriers, but also some

carriers such as Villiam Vard of Henry Vard & Co. who

_2 1_



employed about twelve boatmen taking grain to Staffordshire

and fetching coal slate and salt in return.®@

Table 1.2 shows that much of the slow trade was spread over
a large number of boat owners who carried 1in a relatively

small way, although they were not necessarily small
businessman. Many were substantial industrialists, colliery

and foundry owners etc., whose boat investment represented a
response to their own transport needs rather than any

intention of engaging in public carrying.

This pattern of ownership, i.e. a large number of owners
with relatively few boats per head 1is suggested again with

the 67 narrow-boats registered for gauging with the Grand

Junction Canal Company in 1818. At least 60 different owners
can be identified.®4 In 1873, 208 boats belonging to no
fewer than 122 different owners were gauged by the

Birmingham Canal Bavigations: =%

Compared with the number of slow-trade carriers, the fly-

trade carriers were few. Of 39 canal carrying companies
advertising in Aris's Birmingham Gazette between 1789 and
1839 only thirteen specified a fly-boat service. A further
12 were offering more than a 1local boat service and 8
specified boat services to London but without specifying a
fly-boat service. In 1811, Crowley Hicklin & Co. specified

fly-boats to London but stage-boats to Kidderminster.
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Iable 1.2

Qwnership of boats in Lancashire, Cheshire, Staffordshire, Warwickshire,
and Gloucestarshire taken froa the Register of Boats and Barges, 1795,

Parcentage of
total owners

Category of owner Total nuaber of Parcentage of total Number of owners and part-

(]} o § 3 11} B 1D - -
- - J bl I - .‘ |1I

under 13 but over 5 411 32,3 16 18,7
boats e

Source; Compiled from inforaation given by H,Hanson in The Canal Boalmen 1760-159U,
1974,) Appendix II ii,
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Several other companies advertised stage-boats but not fly-
boats. J.Jackson & S. George advertised various Midlands
destinations but specified that the boats to London were
fly-boats. From a variety of sources examined to date it is

possible to identify a total of thirty companies operating a

fly-boat service between 1760 and 1850. Not all of these
companies would have been in existence at the same time. A

further thirteen companies have been noted which may have

been offering fly-boat services but this is not certain. For
example, where companies were offering to carry valuable or
perishable goods over long distances, it seems likely that

this would be by fly-boat. Details of these firms are

tabulated at table 1.3.

The fly-trade tended to be concentrated in the hands of the
big public carriers such as Pickfords who operated large

fleets of boats and employed many men and horses., At {its

height in 1838, Pickfords' fleet consisted of 116 boats and
398 horses.®® Examples can be found of smaller firms

operating fly-boats. Bickley & Co. advertised fly-boats from

Yolverhampton in 1789,¥7 yet Villiam Bickley owned only six

boats in 1795.°® He may have hired additional boats but he
does not seem to have been carrying in a big way at that
time. He was not a man of modest means, however, as the
Bickley family were coal mine and furnace owners.®® This is
significant as substantial financial resources seem to

have been a pre-requisite of fly-boat trading.
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Iable 1.3 confinued
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37,5turland, T, c, 1842 London, Birainghan, Liverpool

- L |-. - - .
laltl ] '

i¥BRAN NE

oL

o " 131

:'n |I o 4 14

4 PRIV

Noteg

[.Bird secas to have been a partner In several firas = Bird Ryder & Son, Skey 8 Bird, His cospany was laken
over by Shiplon's fn 1839 on the death of beorge Pird but was still advertising as 6 Bird & Son in the

1842 London Fost Office Direclory,
Z,According to Faulkner, Corbett & Co, ware baken over in 1849 by the Brand Junction Canal (o,

but at the Select Coanitlee on the Canal Boals Awenduent Bill, 1884, ha was said to be the largest
euployer of aen on the canal,

J,Substantial nusber of boats but exact nusber not known,

d,In 1797 Sherratl wvas proposing o run fly-boats but il is not known whather he actually did so,

Sources; Nuabars refer to nusber of company in above lable

{, Universal Eritish Directory, 1791 and 1794, 12,17,30,32, 35, 36,40,

2, London Post Office Bireclory, 1818, 39

3, Aris's Birainghan bazetta, 1789 - 1840 2,4,5,7,8,3,14,18,21,22 24,26, 27,28,29,30,31, 41,42, 43

(cutlings In the Kadfield Collection, LSE)
4, Oxford Canal Company collection, List of boals
licensed to travel fly over part of Oxford Canal,
1827, RAIL 655/156 2,4,13,16,17, 18,23, 28,
5, Peak Forest Canal Co, records, Cosaiblee of the
Coapany of Proprigfors, 1833, tosparative rales

of careiars, RAIL 856/4, 15,17,34
§, 8,C, on Sunday Trading, 1841, 811,17 28, 33, -
7, London Post Office Directory, 1842, 4,5,1015,17,20,27,37,38,

8, Census enumerators' relurns for Shardlow, 1841
and 1851, KO 1077168 & HD 107/2140 pp, 448-463 471-479 25,26,
9, Minutes-of Evidence, S,C, on Railvay and

Canal 8ill, 1852-3, 6,15 17,
10, Turnbull, ‘Fickfords and the Canal Carrying Trade,

1780-1850%, Lransport History, 1973, !,
11,Hadfield, "Canals of the West Nidlands®, l,
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One reason for this was the different ways in which the slow
and fly-trade were organized. The slow-boats worked twelve

to fourteen hours a day?® and in some cases tied up on
Sundays. On the narrow canals the boats were operated by one
man and a boy, occasionally two men, and later one man and
his family. Slow-boats did not operate to a strict
timetable like the fly-boats and would usually wait until
they had a full load ©before setting out. In the case of a

narrow-boat it would then be pulled by a single horse -

often this had to be found by the boatman himself - which

would not be changed during the Jjourney. In this way the
trade was well suited to the small operator who would pick
up a cargo where he could and make the most cost effective

use 0f his boat.

Fly-boats were 1lightly loaded with not more than ten or

fourteen tons and departed regularly according to a fixed
timetable,4' whether fully loaded or not. They were crewed
by a team of four men who worked day and night in shifts.
To speed their passage, the horse was changed every thirty

five miles or less and they were given priority over other

boats whilst underway. Because of the long distances and
more valuabie cargoes 1involved, extensive wharves and
warehousing premises were required in various parts of the
country. In order to maintain regularity and speed of
service a large number of boat<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>