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Until the middle of the eighteenth century, the situation of Leicester
shire (much of which bestrides the central watershed of England) was an 
appreciable handicap to economic development in an age when water
carriage played a very large-almost a dominant-part in the means of 
transportation. "Had it a navigable river", wrote Burton of the town of 
Leicester in 1622, "whereby it might have trading and commerce, it might 
compare with many of no mean rank". 1 The trading and the commerce did 
indeed grow with the coming of the hosiery industry a little later, but the 
handicap remained. By 1750, the whole of eastern England between the 
Humber and the Thames was well served with waterways which were 
navigable, or had been made so; and the western Midlands were similarly 
provided for by the Severn and Mersey and their affiuents. But in the 
centre of the country there was a large area which had no navigable water
ways at all; and of this area Leicestershire constituted a considerable part.2 

The first attempt to' improve the Soar had been made only a dozen 
years after Burton wrote. In 1634 Thomas Skipwith secured a grant 
of letters patent empowering him to make the river navigable from its 
junction with the Trent up to Leicester. Several of the features character
istic of later attempts are already to be seen in this. In particular, the 
transport of coal, which was afterwards to be "a dominant factor in the 
canal movement",3 was advanced as the principal argument in favour of 
the scheme. On the other hand, opposition was anticipated from the owners 
of lands and mills on the banks of the river, which were likely to suffer 
damage through the construction of such a "navigation"; and Skipwith 
was ordered to make adequate compensation. The work was carried out 
for five or six miles from the Trent, but was afterwards abandoned for lack 
of money, and the river gradually relapsed into its former state. 4 A hundred 
years later, in 1737, the project was revived. By this time, with the decline 
of royal power since the earlier seventeenth century and the more frequent 
meetings of Parliament, legislation had replaced letters patent from the Crown 
as the normal means by which river improvements were authorised. A 
petition was therefore presented to the House of Commons for leave to 
bring in a bill for a "navigation"; but the landowners who considered their 
interests threatened were able to secure its rejection. 5 After the lapse of 
another forty years, however, a limited success was obtained, and the river 
was made navigable as far up as Loughborough. First, by an Act of 1765, 

1 W. Burton, Description of Leicestershire (ed. 2, 1777), 146. 
2 See map opposite. 
3 J. H. Clapham, The Economic History of Modern Britain, i. 78. 
4 T. S. Willan, River Navigation in England, 1600-1750, 26. 
5 Willan, op. cir., 26. Forbes and Ashford, Our Waterways, 71. 
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a body of commissioners were empowered to "improve" it up to the point 
where the Hermitage Brook entered the Soar, and to make "cuts" from that 
point to Loughborough itself. But frequent floods and failure to raise 
sufficient money prevented this Act from being put into effect, and a com
pany was then incorporated which secured a second Act in 1776. By 
authority of this, the Soar was improved and made navigable to Bishop's 
Meadow, whence a canal a mile and a half long was constructed through 
Knightthorpe and Thorpe Acre to the Rushes, 6 the whole being completed 
in 1778.7 

The "Soar Navigation", however, represented only one-half of its pro
jectors' plans. The indispensable other half-or at least the logical sequel 
-was a navigable waterway from the Derbyshire collieries near Ilkeston, 
Shipley, Eastwood, Heanor and Hallam to the Trent opposite the infall of 
the Soar. A continuous water-communication would then exist from the 
mines to Loughborough. The group who had secured the Soar Navigation 
Act therefore turned their attention at once to obtaining a similar Act for 
the Erewash Valley. In January 1777, while the work upon the Soar was 
still in its early stages, it was agreed by "certain persons concerned in the 
Soar Navigation, and by the Nobility, Gentry, and others concerned in the 
Coal-Works, Potteries, etc." near the Erewash, to seek Parliamentary 
sanction for a canal from the Trent to Langley Bridge, running for ten miles 
through the heart of the coal country.8 That the desire for more abundant 
and cheaper supplies of coal had been the chief stimulus in the whole 
business, could ask no clearer proof; and the leading part played throughout 
by the "Loughborough interest" is evidenced by the fact that William 
Cradock, the Loughborough attorney who was Clerk to the Soar Navigation, 
now became Treasurer to the newly-formed Erewash Canal Company.9 

This latter canal was completed in December 1779, 10 but its lower reaches 
were of course open many months before then for the conveyance of coal 
from the Ilkeston pits. The coal, which was bought at the pit-head for 
five shillings a ton, was ferried on rafts to the "Trent boats" or "canal 
boats"11 which carried it along the canal. These boats, which were some
times of forty-five or fifty tons burthen and seventy feet in length, could 
carry thirty tons of cargo and were usually navigated by crews of three, 
plus a horse; the "voyage" to Loughborough taking three and a half days 
in calm weather.12 

The effect upon the activity and prosperity of Loughborough was 
naturally very considerable. Since the tonnage charged on the two canals, 
and the wages and maintenance of the barge-crews, amounted together to 
appreciably less than the cost of land-carriage, the canal-carriers, wharf
ingers and coal merchants of Loughborough were able to sell coal at from 
60 to 75 per cent. of its previous price. In February 1779 it was 8¼d. a 
hundredweight instead of a shilling, and by the following summer (a season 

6 J. Priestley, }!istorical Account of the Navigable Rivers, Canals and Railways 
throughout Grea(Britain (1831), 6n-13. Leicester and Nottingham 1ournal, 
17 Feb. 1776 and 25 Jan. 1777. 

7 ibid., 22 Aug. 1778. 
8 ibid., 25 Jan. 1777. 
9 ibid., 20 April 1776 and 31 May 1777. 
10 ibid., 18 Dec. 1779. 
11 A distinction existed (ibid., 5 May 1781) between these two types of vessel. The 

"Trent Boats" were generally larger. 
12 ibid., 30 Jan. 1779. 
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in which the price would have dropped somewhat in any case) it was down 
to sixpence a hundredweight.13 There was a corresponding increase in the 
availability and cheapness of other commodities; and since the leading 
carriers and traders-such as Cradock, Ella, and Company-were also 
shareholders in the Soar Navigation, they prospered doubly. A barge
building industry appeared; "large,: and extensive" wharves were con
structed, and new houses and warehouses erected. The tonnage taken at 
the Navigation wharf was said to amount to £120 a month, and the 
Company's shares ( of which there were no more than 100, the original 
capital having been only £10,000) stood at thirty above par.14 

The Soar Navigation had now produced a state of affairs which led, 
not only to further river improvements of the same kind, but by a natural and 
logical sequence to the first completely artificial waterways, or true canals, 
in Leicestershire. Rarely, perhaps, is the gradual character of the tran
sition from the older type of "navigation", or improved river, to the canal 
more clearly to be seen than here. In the first place the Soar Navigation 
resulted naturally in a demand that the work should be continued up to 
Leicester. This in turn led to the corollary that the Wreak should also be 
made navigable to Melton Mowbray. Out of the protracted struggle to 
achieve the Leicester and Wreak Navigations came the Charnwood Forest 
and (less directly) the Ashby-de-la-Zouch Canals. And finally the Union 
(and so the Grand Union) Canal was the natural sequence to the Leicester 
Navigation; as the Oakham Canal was to the Wreak Navigation; thus com
pleting the network of waterways by which all parts of the county were 
reached and quickened into commercial activity. 

The central theme of all these developments was the long-contested 
Leicester Navigation; and again the primary motive force was the desire 
for more and cheaper coal. The Soar Navigation had brought down the 
price not only in Loughborough but to some extent in Leicester and all the 
south and east of the county as well.15 Hitherto the Coleorton and other 
West Leicestershire mines had enjoyed a monopoly of these markets, though 
the roads from the coal-field were so poor that as far as Leicester the coal 
had to be carried chiefly on the backs of horses and mules. But now Derby
shire coal of a better quality could enter into competition, even though from 
Loughborough onward it also must still be brought by road. Despite the 
relatively high cost of this road-haul, the Derbyshire mine-owners in the 
1780s were supplying almost half of the thirty thousand tons or so con
sumed annually in Leicester itself, and fully half of the whole county's 
estimated consumption of sixty thousand tons or more.16 Their competition 
naturally obliged the West Leicestershire men to lower their prices, so that 
as early as 1780 it was estimated that coal had been cheapened by an 
average of twopence a hundredweight throughout the whole area.17 

But the traders and townsfolk of Leicester and Melton argued that if 
this was the result of the Soar having been made navigable as far as Lough
borough, the price would be still further reduced if the navigability were 

13 ibid., 30 Jan., 13 Feb. and 12 June 1779. 
14 ibid., 2 Jan. and 18 Dec. 1779; 22 April 1780. 
15 ibid., 22 April 1780. 
16 ibid., 17 Sept. and 3 and 10 Dec. 1785. 
11 ibid., 22 April 1780. 
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extended to Leicester and up the Wreak, so that the facility of transport 
from Derbyshire was increased.18 Moreover, this would enable many other 
commodities to be obtained more conveniently and cheaply, including, 
besides the produce of the north of England, a considerable variety of heavy 
goods from London and dye-wares for the growing hosiery industry, which 
-in view of the then state of the roads throughout the country-were still 
conveyed slowly and circuitously by sea and river.19 They were brought 
from the capital by the coasting brigs whose arrivals at Gainsborough were 
regularly recorded in the Leicester Journal, 20 thence in "Trent boats" by 
way of Shardlow to Loughborough, and finally overland by wagon. Even 
as late as 1780 the grocers of Leicester were compelled to lay in a six months' 
stock in October, to ensure a supply against the chances of adverse winds, 
tempests at sea, 21 and floods or frosts on the Trent, all of which were 
incidental to this roundabout route. 22 

As soon, therefore, as the effects of the Soar Navigation on the trade 
and welfare of Loughborough, and on the price of coal throughout the 
county, had become apparent, the Journal began to press for the extension 
of water communication to Leicester and Melton. In 1780 "a number of 
considerable persons'; determined at least to explore the practicability of 
such a scheme; a subscription was opened, a general meeting held, a com
mittee chosen, and William Jessop-a pupil of Smeaton and one of the 
most distinguished engineers of the day-was commissioned to make a 
survey and an estimate of the expense. That the project was for a canal 
proper, rather than for an "improvement" of the river, appears from the 
letter of a correspondent of the Journal who warned the projectors to count 
carefully beforehand the cost of so ambitious an undertaking, and urged 
them to be content with making the river itself navigable. 23 

Out of this attempt to obtain a Leicester Navigation there arose the 
first suggestion of a Charnwood Forest Canal. It would obviously prejudice 
the interests of the Leicestershire coal-owners and possessors of lime-works 
(who would suffer by increased competition from Barrow lime) if the project 
in its present form were carried into effect. It was probably on their behalf, 
then, that "A Friend to the Public" wrote to the Journal suggesting that a 
canal from the Leicestershire coal-field to Loughborough should be included 
in the plan. By the combination of this with navigations from Lough
borough to Leicester and Melton, he argued, the public would be supplied 
with Leicestershire coal, lime, and other goods on much lower terms than 
previously. Entering into an elaborate "impartial calculation", this advocate 
(who protested his neutrality a trifle overmuch) concluded that the annual 

18 It was estimated that the haulage charge between Loughborough and Leicester 
of five shillings a ton for coal-and 8s. 4d. a ton for other commodities
could be reduced by two-thirds if water-carriage were substituted for land
carriage. (Leicester and Nottingham 1ournal, 3 Sept. 1785.) 

19 W. Gardiner, Music and Friends, 82r. 
20 After 1786 the Leicester and Nottingham 1oumal changed its title to Leicester 

1oumal. 
21 The tempests, in fact, were not confined to the sea. There were several cases of 

vessels being overset and sunk on the Trent, sometimes with loss of life, by 
violent gales. 

22 History of Leicestershire (anon., 1834) in Vol. I of Local Pamphlets in Leicester 
City Reference Library. 

23 Leicester and Nottingham 1ournal, 20 and 27 May and 17 June 1780. 
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saving to the counties of Leicester, Rutland, and Northampton by such a 
canal would be precisely £24,ro8. 6s. 8d.24 

It remains uncertain, however, whether this suggestion represented a 
tentative move by the West Leicestershire "interest" to retain at least their 
current half-share in the local market, though at a lower price-level, and even 
perhaps to regain a little ground from their Derbyshire rivals through the 
slightly shorter water-carriage their coal would have if the whole plan should 
be carried out. For at that point a blanket of silence falls across the 
entire effort. The meeting to which Jessop's report should have been 
presented was twice postponed, on the second occasion to an unspecified 
future date of which it was announced that notice would be given in due 
course.25 No such notice appeared, and for nearly five years the project 
slept. 

In the light of later events, however, the reasons for this abandonment 
of the undertaking may be conjectured with a fair degree of probability. 
Even if Jessop's report on the terrain and the expense was not a deterrent 
(as it may well have been), the projectors must still have had plenty to give 
them pause when they contemplated the next step-the application to 
Parliament for leave to bring in a bill. Such bills were usually passed only 
after a long struggle between conflicting interests. In these contests, pro
moters and their opponents would each hold meetings, and issue statements 
and counter-statements of the advantages and disadvantages of the proposal 
which was in debate. Both would seek to influence the public opinion of 
their neighbourhood, aiming first to win the support of the majority (or at 
least the most influential) of the great landowners, and then applying to the 
rest the traditional weapons of local politics-influence, coercion, and mis
representation. Petitions for or against the bill would be collected, and 
evidence marshalled before parliamentary committees. Even if the pro
moters were eventually successful, the expense incurred in these prelimi
naries would form a large item in the total cost of the enterprise. All of 
this can be seen to perfection in the history of the Leicester Navigation 
during the subsequent years. But since in 1780 there is no evidence that 
the supporters of the plan had won the favour of any considerable land
owner, it is very likely that they boggled when faced by the certainty of 
powerful and interested opposition, and threw up their enterprise. 

In the interval between the abandonment and the resumption of the 
Leicester Navigation scheme, the plan of what was later to be known as the 
Ashby-de-la-Zouch Canal was also mooted for the first time. The building 
of the Oxford and Coventry Canals, forming together a line of water
communication running from the Thames far up into the Midlands, had 
naturally led men to consider the possibility of linking the mines near 
Ashby with this line. In 1782 notice was given of an intended bill for a 
canal from Ashby Wolds by way of Market Bosworth and Hinckley to join 
the Coventry Canal at Griff. This was presently followed by the suggestion 
that it might be extended on the other side of Ashby Wolds to the Trent at 
Burton, 26 in which case it would have linked the Coventry and Oxford 

24 ibid., 27 May 1780. 
25 ibid., 15 July and 19 Aug. 1780. 
26 ibid., 26 Jan. and 7 Sept. 1781. 
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Canals, and through them the Thames itself, with the Trent. 27 There 
were, however, formidable difficulties. It was claimed that the cost would 
be at least double the £46,396 estimated by the engineer Richard Whit
worth, since for a canal of thirty-one miles that worked out at merely 
£1,500 a mile, whereas the Coventry and 'Oxford Canals (of the same 
dimensions) had cost £3,000 a mile. Since these latter canals were 
already very fully supplied with coal from other districts, it was felt to be 
doubtful whether a sufficient demand could be built up for coal from the 
pits at Oakthorpe and Measham to make such an expenditure remunerative. 
Moreover, the majority of the landowners on the proposed line were reported 
to be hostile, and were making preparations for an opposition meeting. 
The project was therefore dropped for some years. 28 

Meanwhile, circumstances were forcing on a renewal of the Leicester 
Navigation proposal. A number of shareholders in the Soar Navigation 
who were also traders had taken advantage of the "water-head" situation 
Loughborough now possessed to establish a monopoly. They used their 
position as controllers of the Navigation to delay forwarding goods con
signed to Leicester merchants or tradesmen as long as they had anything of 
the same kind left unsold in their own warehouses, and for these articles 
they charged prices calculated. to be just-but only just-below what their 
Leicester competitors would have to ask if driven to resort to land-carriage 
from London. As a matter of fact these Loughborough monopolists partly 
over-reached themselves, pitching their prices and freight charges so high 
that an appreciable quantity of goods did after all come to Leicester from 
the metropolis by road. 29 But such a state of affairs naturally goaded the 
merchants of Leicester into renewing the attempt to secure an extension of 
the Soar Navigation, which would at least have the effect of cutting down 
the cost of transport from Loughborough by two-thirds. At the same time 
the situation meant that the Loughborough "ring" would fight tooth and 
nail to preserve the status qua which was so profitable for themselves. 

In the spring of 1785, then, a subscription was opened at Leicester to 
promote a bill for making the Soar navigable to that town. 30 This time the 
projectors took care to obtain influential support, securing the benevolent 
and public-spirited Earl of Har borough as their patron and champion. 31 

To the Soar Navigation proprietors they held out the inducement (which 
indeed proved to be a true forecast) that if they fell into line the increased 
volume of trade which would pay them tonnage for passing through their 
part of the river would more than recompense them for the loss of their 
present advantages.32 In support of the plan the Leicester and Nottingham 
Journal embarked upon a campaign of industrious propaganda, being care
ful to emphasise that nothing more was proposed than dredging, deepening 
and otherwise improving the existing course of the river, and that there was 
no question of making a canal. It went on to point to the prosperity which 

27 The Coventry Canal, through shortage of funds, had not been carried through 
to join the Trent and Mersey Canal, as originally intended. Only in 1791 
was the gap between them filled in by an extension of the Birmingham and 
Fazeley Canal. (Leicester Journal, 4 .March 1791. Bradshaw's Canals and 
Navigable Rivers of England and Wales, 90.) 

28 Leicester and Nottingham Journal, 14 Sept. and 12 Oct. 1782. 
29 ibid., 8 April 1786. 
30 ibid., 28 May 1785. 
31 ibid., 5 Nov. 1785. 
32 ibid., 18 Mar. 1786. 
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Holland had derived from her waterways, and painted a picture of ever
increasing intercourse opened up with the "Western Seas" by way of 
Shardlow, the recently-constructed Trent and Mersey Canal, and Liverpool; 
and with the "Eastern Seas"-i.e. ScandinaviaandRussia-byGainsborough 
and Hull. From near at hand, not only coal, but also lead from the mines 
of Derbyshire, building timber, bark for tanners, and salt (which came to 
Shardlow by the Northwich Navigation) would all be available more 
cheaply. Of the produce of more distant lands, iron, deal, wine, logwood 
and other dye-stuffs, with much else, could be brought by way of the Soar 
into the centre of the kingdom. In return, Leicestershire could export 
grain, malt, flour, cheese, Swithland slates and Barrow lime; and great 
quantities of wool for the Yorkshire trade would be sent to Leeds, Wakefield 
and Halifax.33 Not only Leicester but the country around would reap the 
benefit, and gentlemen would let their lands to better advantage.34 The care 
taken to woo the agricultural interest with arguments of better trade and 
higher rents, it may be remarked, was common form among the promoters 
of such enterprises. 

Since Lord Harborough's estate at Stapleford Park gave him a close 
interest in the fortunes of Melton and the Wreak Valley, the corollary pro
posal to make the Wreak also navigable was likewise raised again, but this 
time as a separate though obviously related undertaking.35 Hard on the 
heels of this in turn 'came a project for carrying the line of water
communications further eastward by a canal from Melton to Oakham; and 
Lord Harborough joined with the Hon. Gerrard Noel Edwards and a group 
of Rutland landowners in engaging Jessop to make a survey and find out 
whether this was practicable. 36 

. But in spite of propaganda and optimistic expectations, a formidable 
opposition was taking shape. The chief components of this were the 
Leicestershire coal-owners and proprietors of lime-works, the possessors of 
estates and mills on the banks of the dvers, and the Soar Navigation 
Company. The owners of riparian lands believed that river improvement 
would mean the raising of the level of the water, with the result that the 
richest parts of their estates-the meadows which lay along the river-banks 
-would be rendered boggy and useless by flooding. 37 They also feared 
that the constant passage of noisy, dirty, and thieving bargemen would 
shatter their peace and expose their gardens, hen-roosts, sheep, rabbits, and 
woods to wholesale plunder. Sir Charles Hudson of Wanlip, who was the 
most insistent upon this objection, was waited upon by a deputation of the 
projectors, who assured him that the canal would not come within a quarter 
of a mile of his house, and even invited him to choose the line it should 
take. Sir Charles, however, remained adamant in his determination to 
oppose the plan. 38 Nor were the projectors any more successful with Sir 
William Gordon of Garendon Hall, who claimed that the Navigation 
would absorb the three brooks on which his lands (most of which were let to 

33 Rather curiously, hosiery does not figure in this list. 
34 ibid., 17 and 24 Sept. 1785. 
35 ibid., 29 Oct., 1785. 
36 ibid., 5 Nov. 1785. 
37 There was, of course, no objection to winter flooding, which was a recognised 

· method of enriching land. But flooding at other seasons was a different 
matter. 

38 ibid., 8 April 1786. 
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the famous grazier Robert Bakewell) depended for their water-supply, and 
refused to be placated by the offer of a special "cut" to prevent any inter
ference with his property, and a reservoir to assure him of a sufficient 
supply.39 As for the Leicestershire coal-owners, they protested loudly: not 
only would their pits be compelled to close, but when their Derbyshire 
competitors were thereby left in sole possession of the market, they would 
promptly raise the price of coal again. 40 A meeting of these various elements 
of resistence was held at Mountsorrel on 14 September 1785, just a fortnight 
prior to the county meeting at Leicester Castle at which the proposal for a 
Leicester Navigation was publicly debated.41 

In this latter meeting, the most redoubtable (because the ablest) 
opponent of the plan emerged in the person of Lord Rawdon, son and heir 
of the Earl of Moira. Already distinguished as the only British commander 
who was uniformly successful in the War of American Independence, and 
afterwards (as Marquess of Hastings) to be one of the greatest Governors
General of India, he had a family interest both in the collieries of the west 
of the county and in its general prosperity. Too intelligent a man to form 
premature and prejudiced opinions, he explained to the meeting that though 
he envisaged serious objections to the scheme, he wished to hear the 
arguments of its supporters and was perfectly ready to be convinced by 
them if they were strong enough. But after listening to the advocates · of 
the Navigation and closely questioning the surveyors and other technical 
experts regarding the cutting of land and damage to mills, Rawdon 
announced that he was not converted and would oppose the Bill in Parlia
ment. In this resolution he was joined by Earl Ferrers, who, as the owner 
of mines in West Leicestershire near his residence at Staunton Harold and 
the lord of the manors of Ratcliffe, Thrussington and Sileby, had a double 
motive for opposition. The Earls of Huntingdon and Stamford, Sir John 
Danvers of Swithland, and many other landowners also aligned themselves 
with the opposition. 42 

Clearly, the promoters of the Leicester Navigation must expect a 
difficult struggle. They therefore prepared to buy over the most dangerous 
section of their opponents-the Leicestershire coal-owners-by a com
promise. This took the form of declaring their willingness to include in 
their plans a canal (such as had been suggested in 1780) from the Soar near 
Loughborough to the Coleorton Collieries, with a short railway43 to complete 
the connexion if the canal could not be taken right to the pits on account 
of the rise of the ground. 44 The Leicestershire mines would then still be 
able to share the local market with those of Derbyshire; and the Leicester 
and Nottingham Journal pointed out that by the continued competition of 
the two areas the further reduction in the price of coal would be achieved 
more securely than if the Derbyshire interest had won a monopoly. In the 
negotiations which followed a prominent part was played by Joseph 

39 ibid., 13 May 1786. 
40 ibid., 29 Oct. 1785. 
41 ibid., 10 and 24 Sept. 1785. 
42 ibid., 17 Oct. 1785. 
43 It is interesting to notice that the term actually used was "a Newcastle road". 

The best-known examples of such early railways for horse-drawn wagons 
were those linking the collieries near Newcastle-on-Tyne with the river or 
the sea. 

44 ibid., 24 Sept. 1785. 
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Boultbee, who as a Leicester banker who was also the tenant of a new 
colliery just being opened at Thringstone was well placed to work for a 
reconciliation of interests; and, after some further haggling, terms were 
agreed on. The "Charnwood Forest Canal" was to begin at Thringstone 
Bridge, close to the Coleorton and Swannington pits (as well as to Boultbee's 
colliery). Thence it would follow approximately the line of the Gracedieu 
Brook, and pass to the north of Shepshed, Garendon Park and Lough
borough. Here it would cross the little "Loughborough Canal" which con
nected the town with the Soar Navigation, and then curve southwards to 
join the river between Quorndon and Barrow.45 

Such a canal, however, was useless to the Moira and Oakthorpe 
collieries which lay well to the west of Thringstone and Coleorton, and 
Lord Rawdon · remained hostile. But his attitude was not one of mere 
negation. As an alternative to the Thringstone-Loughborough-Leicester 
navigation he brought forward a plan for a canal from Oakthorpe, passing 
by .a circuitous route near all or almost all the principal collieries of the 
district., coming (apparently) close enough to Market Harborough to offer 
it advantages which the rival project did not, and then going by Leicester to 
Melton.46 At a county meeting held on 19 January 1786 Rawdon argued 
energetically for his plan, but failed to secure its acceptance. Obviously 
it could be no substitute for a Leicester Navigation which would open up such 
possibilities of increased trade as the Journal had foreseen, and as an appen
dage it was probably felt to be too elaborate and expensive. The majority 
of the meeting resolved to proceed with the petition already decided on, for 
a waterway from Thringstone to Loughborough, and thence an improve
ment of the Soar to Leicester. Though the proposed Wreak Navigation to 
Melton was really part of the same enterprise, it was not included, since the 
Melton group preferred to draw up a separate petition for a navigation via 
the Wreak and the Soar to Loughborough. Their idea was that if the 
Thringstone-Leicester scheme should be rejected they would not be involved 
in its failure, but might still bring forward their own petition with a 
prospect of success. As for the project of a Melton-Oakham Canal, it was 
now expanded into a plan for a navigation through Oakham to Stamford; 
and meetings at the latter town resolved to open a subscription. This enter
prise, however, waited in its turn upon the outcome of the other two.47 

A paper war of pamphlets and petitions followed, in which the 
opposition put out a broadsheet proclaiming that the Leicester Navigation 
would ''overwhelm and destroy" the whole country through which it passed. 
The banks and weirs of the Soar, it claimed, would be so raised that the 
meadows, not being drained after the floods, would become basins of water 
and produce nothing but reeds and rushes; while the herbage on both sides 
of the river would be destroyeq by barge-horses and "every man's property 
laid open to his neighbours' cattle".48 Despite this jeremiad, petitions in 
favour of the Bill were presented from Leicester (where 15,000 signatures 
were obtained), Market Harborough, Oakham, Uppingham, Stamford and 

45 ibid., 26 Nov. 1785 and 7 Jan. 1786. See also the Plan of an Intended Canal and 
River Navigation from Thrinkston Bridge to Leicester . ... Surveyed in 1785, 
opposite. 

4 6 Leicester and Nottingham 1ournal, 26 Nov. and 24 Dec. 1785 and 21 Jan. 1786. 
The precise details of the proposed route are apparently lost. 

47 ibid., 14, 21, and 28 Jan., 11 and 18 Feb., and 4 March 1786. 
48 ibid., 8 April 1786. 
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Kettering; while counter-petitions against it came from landowners, mill
owners, mortgagees of turnpike tolls, Emmanuel College, Cambridge (which 
had extensive estates in the neighbourhood), the Soar Navigation Company, 
and a small but interested minority in Leicester itself.49 

The second reading of the Bill in the Commons came on at a late 
hour of a May evening in 1785, before a dwindling House. Counsel for 
the opposition made play with the loss of trade which it was alleged that 
Loughborough would suffer, and argued that Parliament was pledged by its 
previous Soar Navigation Acts to maintain the prosperity of that place. 
The threat to the water-supply of Sir William Gordon's estate was also 
emphasised, and proved a telling point with an assembly of landowners. 
As for danger to the mills, a miller witness contended that there was barely 
enough water to work them at present, and that the cuts which the Navi
gation would involve, by intercepting the springs, would prevent them from 
working at all during a good part of the year. Nevertheless the Journal was 
of the opinion that had the question been put after the opposition witnesses 
had been heard, the second reading would have been carried. But during the 
subsequent statement of the case in favour of the Bill, it was actually losing 
ground, since members who were not personally interested in so local an 
issue grew tired of listening to long examinations of witnesses and went out, 
while the opposition were more successful in keeping their friends together 
than were Smith and Macnamara, the Members for Leicester, who were 
sponsoring the Bill. In vain Jessop testified that the Navigation would not 
injure the Soar meadows but drain them; that there was water enough to 
work all the mills, if the wheels were properly constructed; and that ample 
care would be taken to prevent damage to Gordon's property. In vain 
Whitworth, another distinguished engineer, corroborated his evidence, while 
other witnesses dwelt on the prospect of great improvements in trade and 
communications. The Bill was defeated by 5 1 votes to 42. 50 Even if it 
had passed the second reading, as the Journal believed it might have done, 
it seems likely that it would have been thrown out in Committee or in the 
House of Lords. The Wreak Navigation Bill was now dropped, contrary 
to the declared intention of its promoters; and though another meeting was 
called at Stamford to consider a plan for a Stamford-Oakham-Melton Canal, 
nothing came of this either for the present. 51 

For two or three years a relative lull followed in the agitation of the 
Leicester Navigation question. During this period, however, the Journal, 
which was now the constant advocate of any project that would bring coal 
and other commodities more cheaply to Leicester, lost no opportunity of 
keeping interest alive, returning to the subject whenever it had occasion to 
report a canal enterprise elsewhere. At all such times it lauded the 
advantages of canals in general, quoting ancient Egypt and China, modern 
Denmark, France and Russia, and existing English examples such as the 
Bridgewater, Trent and Mersey, Leeds and Selby, and Coventry Canals.52 

In the winter of 1788-9 the attempt to secure a Leicester Navigation 
was made once more. This time Joseph Cradock, the cultured and philan
thropic squire of Gumley, took a leading part; and Charles Rozzell, a gifted, 

49 ibid., 29 April 1786. 
50 ibid., 13 May 1786. 
51 ibid., 20 May and 3 June 1786. 
52 Leicester 'journal, 3 and 27 Sept. and I I Oct. 1788. 
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genial, but dissipated local poet, wrote topical verses on the beauties and 
blessings of navigations. The subscription to cover the expenses of a 
Bill was soon filled up.53 But again the Parliamentary opposition proved 
too powerful, and an amendment putting the Bill off until the next session 
was carried. 54 The Journal was left lamenting once again that "the dear
ness of coals is a loud call for a navigation from Loughborough to this place; 
for we are now paying 5d. per hundredweight carriage for eleven miles, 
which water would bring for r½d.". There would be as great a saving in 
Coleorton coal, "provided a navigation was extended to these Collieries. 
We now pay 10½d. a hundredweight for what would come at 5½d. by water", 
while Melton was "paying 18d. a hundredweight for coals which a water 
convenience would reduce to about 9d.".55 

But the end of the long struggle was at hand, the all-important factor in 
victory being the conversion of Lord Rawdon in 1790. Once that was 
achieved, Rawdon in turn easily persuaded Sir William Gordon of Garendon, 
Sir Charles Hudson, Sir John Danvers and the other landowners affected, 
to withdraw their opposition. As for the proprietors of the Soar Navi
gation, the solatium offered to them was a guarantee that if ever, through 
the proposed new waterways, their gross annual income fell below £3,000 
a year, the Leicester Navigation Company would make it up to that figure. 56 

On that basis a coalition was formed which now included four main 
elements: the bulk of the local nobility and gentry, headed by the Earl of 
Stamford, Earl Ferrers and Lord Rawdon; the Leicester interest, composed 
of notabilities of the Corporation like the Burbidges and Heyricks, wool
staplers such as Samuel Bankart and his four sons, hosiers like John 
Coltman, the town's two banking firms-Messrs. Boultbee and Mansfield 
and Messrs. Bentley and Buxton-lawyers like Thomas Pares and Caleb 
Lowdham, John Gregory the proprietor of the Journal, and various doctors, 
hotel-keepers and coach proprietors; some leading members, of the Soar 
Navigation Company; and the Leicestershire coal-owners-Sir George, 
Beaumont to whom the Coleorton pits belonged, Godolphin Burslem, 
Messrs. Fenton and Raper the lessees of mines at Swannington owned by 
Wigston's Hospital, and Joseph Boultbee.57 

The scheme proposed, apart from the guarantee to the Soar Navigation 
Company, was in all essentials that which had been defeated in 1786. There 
were to be railways and a canal from near Coleorton or Swannington to the 
Soar at Loughborough, the river was to be made navigable to Leicester, and 
if the project of a Wreak Navigation was renewed, it was to be supported. 
The "Melton Interest" lost no time in grasping at this offer, and resolved 
to repeat their application for a Wreak and Eye Navigation to join the 
Leicester one. It was generally understood that the plan of a canal from 
Ashby Wolds to join the Coventry Canal would also be resurrected in the 

53 ibid., 25 Oct. 1788, 13 Feb., 6, 13, and 20 March 1789. 
54 ibid., 22 May 1789. 
55 ibid., 6 Nov. 1789. 
56 It was afterwards agreed that the Wreak (or, as it came to be commonly called, 

the Melton) Navigation Company, whose very existence depended on the 
successful launching of the Leicester scheme, should be responsible for one
sixth of any such indemnification, and a clause to that effect was inserted in 
the Wreak Navigation Bill. (Leicester 1ournal, 2 April and 2 and 16 July, 
1790. Copies of Leicester Navigation Act (1791) and Wreak Navigation Act 
(1791) in Leicestershire County Record Office.) 

57 Leicester Navigation Co. Minute Book (1791-1800), 6-9: Leicester Museum. 
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near future. As it was hoped that this would open up a wide market to the 
Moira and Oakthorpe mines, it may have been one of the considerations 
which had induced Rawdon to withdraw his opposition; but it was not to 
form part of the immediate undertaking, on which there was now general 
agreement at last. 58 

The Bills for the Leicester and Chamwood Forest Navigation and the 
Wreak or Melton Navigation were duly and smoothly passed through 
Parliament in 1791.59 By the former, the projectors were empowered to 
raise a capital of £46,000 by subscription; and if necessary a further 
£20,000, either by subscription or by borrowing on the security of the tolls 
to be charged. Care was taken to preserve the privacy and amenities enjoyed 
by the gentlemen whose lands might be affected. Thus it was stipulated 
that the Navigation must not come within 575 yards of Sir Charles Hudson's 
residence at Wanlip Hall; nor must any warehouses, wharves, cranes or 
other "works" be erected on the lands of either the elder or the younger 
Hugo Meynell at Quorndon; nor any railway or road be constructed within 
a thousand yards of their respective houses, without their consent; nor any 
buildings whatsoever within 300 yards of any "capital mansion house". The 
trustees of the turnpike road from Ashby-de-la-Zouch to Leicester, and those 
of the road from Markfield through Whitwick and Talbot Lane (along both 
of which coal had formerly been conveyed from the Leicestershire pits) 
were guaranteed compensation for any loss in tolls-which indeed did 
subsequently take place. 60 As for the Charnwood Forest Canal, the line 
intended differed somewhat from that of 1785-6. Starting, as previously 
suggested, near Thringstone Bridge, it was not to follow the Gracedieu 
Brook, but to pass to the southward of Shepshed and Garendon Park. Nor 
was it to be carried through to the Leicester Navigation, since the fall of the 
ground near Loughborough would necessitate locks, and it was thought 
that the region would not furnish enough water to supply them. Instead, 
it was to end at Loughborough Lane, whence there was to be a railway to 
Loughborough Basin. At the other end, besides lines from the Coleorton and 
Swannington pits, there were to be others from the lime-works at Breedon 
and Cloudhill, as well as a short "cut" or branch from the canal to Osga
thorpe. 61 Great expectations were formed on the strength of these arrange
ments. New mines were opened at Coleorton;62 and at Leicester the banks 
of the Soar "already wore the appearance of improving commerce". Wharves 
and factories were being built, and land and houses on or near the line of 
the intended Navigation rose sharply in price. An anonymous local poet 
exhorted his fellow-townsmen: 

Let Leicester's sons no more in party rage 
Prosperity's fair dawning bounties lose. 
Let friendly Commerce all her train unite; 
While bounteous plenty leads her gen'rous bark 
E'en to our favoured streets, let strife depart. 63 

58 Leicester Journal, 16 July 1790. 
59 ibid., 20 and 27 May 1791. 
60 Leicester Navigation Co. Treasurers' Accounts (1795-1818): Leicester Museum. 
61 Leicester Journal, 1 July 1791. Potter, Charnwood Forest, 27-8. 
62 Leicester Journal, 28 Oct. 1791. 
63 ibid., 19 May and 23 June 1792. 
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In this atmosphere of optimism and exhilaration, the capital which the 
Leicester Navigation Company was empowered to raise was immediately 
over-subscribed, and was enlarged, first to £48,200 and then to £50,700. 
Of the 146 persons who furnished the former sum, 26 Leicestershire noble
men and squires contributed £13,400 (Rawdon being the largest investor 
with £2,000), and seven gentlemen of neighbouring counties £3,700; while 
66 Leicester subscribers were responsible for £20,900, seven from Lough
borough for £1,500, four from Market Harborough for £1,300, three from 
Melton for £800, two from Ashby for £600, and thirteen from various 
Leicestershire villages for £2,700; a few miscellaneous investors from 
further afield making up the balance. Sir Charles Hudson was given four 
£100 shares, afterwards increased to five, in return for the withdrawal of 
his opposition (which did not prevent him from subsequently writing 
agitated letters to the Committee whenever he fancied that the construction 
or operation of the Navigation was threatening his property). Jessop was 
appointed engineer at a salary of £350 a year, and Christopher Staveley 
surveyor at £200. The two Leicester banks were made joint treasurers, 
it being particularly unwise in this age of rather precarious and often short
lived private banks for such an enterprise to have all its financial eggs in 
one basket. 64 The wisdom of this division of the Company's bank balance, 
indeed, was demonstrated twelve years later when Bentley and Buxton 
failed. 

The whole of Leicestershire and the neighbouring counties, in common 
with most of the rest of the country, were now seized in 1791-3 by the "Canal 
Mania". The revival of the Oakham Canal scheme followed naturally on 
the success of the Wreak Navigation Bill. The Earl of Harborough again 
took a leading part, and in 1793 an Act was obtained for a canal to link 
Melton and the Wreak with Oakham.65 The notion of an extension to Stam
ford, however, was now abandoned (though apparently considered again in 
1815 and 1828), and the difficulties encountered during construction delayed 
the completion of the canal until 1802.66 The Wreak Navigation, it may 
be remarked, also ran into difficulties, and was not completed until the 
Company, having spent the £30,000 which its Act empowered it to raise, 
and being £4,000 in debt, had secured leave by a supplementary Act of 
1800 to obtain a further £10,000 by subscription or mortgage.67 Another 
project formed in 1791 and affecting a part of Leicestershire was the pro
posal for a canal from Grantham to the Trent. In view of the scarcity and 
dearness of fuel in the north-east of the county and the Vale of Belvoir in 
particular, these districts were likely to benefit greatly from the success of 
such an undertaking; and at the meeting at which subscriptions were invited, 
£40,000 was forthcoming in a quarter of an hour. But a vigorous opposition 
to the scheme came from Lincoln, where it was feared that water would be 

64 Leicester Navigation Company Minute Book (1791-1800), 1-IO. 
65 Copy of Oakham Canal Act in Leicestershire County Record Office. 
66 These difficulties included shortage of money, shortage of water, and the wish 

of a part of the shareholders to suspend the undertaking until after the end of 
the war with France. Leicester Herald, 29 Mar. 1794; Leicester Journal, 
24 May 1799 and II June 1802. 

67 Copy of an Act to Enable the Melton Navigation Company to Complete their 
Navigation and Discharge their Debts, amending the Act of 1791, in 
Leicestershire County Record Office. 
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taken from the Witham or from streams flowing into it. Though clauses 
were inserted in the Grantham Canal Bill guaranteeing that nothing of the 
sort would occur, the hostility continued and the Bill failed twice. The 
promoters then obtained the support of the Duke of Beaufort (uncle of the 
young Duke of Rutland and Lord Lieutenant of Leicestershire) and made 
some alterations in the proposed line of the canal, with the result that they 
secured Parliamentary · sanction in 1793. 68 . 

But more important-potentially at least-than either the Oakham or 
Grantham .Canals was the plan broached at Market Harborough early in 
1792 to link that town with the Leicester Navigation by a canal. The prime 
movers in this enterprise were Lord Rawdon (with Earl Ferrers and several 
country gentlemen, including Sir Charles Hudson, who was developing a 
taste for canals so long as they were sufficiently remote from his front 
windows) and a strong body of leading citizens and merchants of Leicester. 
Among these last were the bankers Boultbee and Mansfield, Alderman 
Joseph Burbidge, John Coltman, the Bankarts, and William Bishop and 
Thomas Pettifor, the rival coach-proprietors and hotel-keepers (of the 
Three Crowns and the Stag and Pheasant respectively). 69 A further 
extension of the proposed "Harborough Canal" to Northampton was 
rapidly agreed upon with representatives of that town and its neighbourhood, 
who looked forward to the prospect of sending their grain and timber north, 
and receiving in exchange coal from Derbyshire, Nottinghamshire and 
Leicestershire.70 The character of the undertaking, however, soon changed. 
It had begun as a proposal to carry into the south of the county the network 
of inland waterways which was already being extended over the north, 
centre and east. But it acquired a vastly enhanced importance when it 
became known that a group of leading canal projectors of the day were 
considering a plan for a waterway (later to be called the Grand Junction) 
from the Thames at Brentford to the Oxford Canal at Braunston, in Nor
thamptonshire. 71 This would link the Midlands to London by a much 
more direct and convenient route than had previously been provided by the 
Oxford Canal itself and the Thames. Moreover, it would mean a corres
pondingly more efficient connexion between Trent, Mersey, and Thames 
than the one which had come into existence a year or so previously, when 
in the spring of 1791 the Coventry Canal had at last been joined to the 
Grand Trunk by an extension of the Birmingham and Fazeley Canal. Even 
so, the main line of communication would still pass to the west of Leicester
shire, which would merely lie on a branch of the system.72 If, however, 
the projected canal to Harborough and Northampton were carried on to 
meet the Grand Junction,73 the trade between London on the one hand 
and the East Midlands and the region north of the Trent on the other 
would pass along this line and through the heart of Leicestershire-to the 
county's great profit. Leicester itself would become "the centre of extensive 

68 Leicester Journal, 26 Aug. and 28 Oct. 1791 and 27 April 1792. Leicester Herald, 
12 May and 18 Aug. 1792 and 20 April 1793. 

69 Leicester Journal, 9 Feb; 1792. Leicester Herald, 30 June 1792. Copy of Union 
Canal Act (1793) in Leicester City Museum Muniment Room. 

70 Leicester Herald, 2 and 16 June 1792. 
71 Leicester Journal, 3 Aug. 1792. 
72 i.e., via the River Trent and the Soar and Leicester Navigations. 
73 It was at that time usually called the Braunston Canal, but to avoid confusion it 

is here referred to throughout as the Grand Junction. 
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navigable lines" (as the Journal exultantly foresaw), and would have direct 
water-communication with the capital. No longer would it be necessary 
to resort either to the roundabout route by sea and river or to ''the trouble
some and expensive land-carriage".74 To effect this link-up Lord Rawdon 
now directed all his energies. His own collieries lay near the · Coventry Canal 
and the more westerly line of communication, with which the suggested 
Ashby-de-la-Zouch Canal would link them. Thus an extension of the 
Harborough project to join the Grand Junction would actually tend to 
reduce their potential market. But Rawdon declared that no considerations 
of his own advantage must be allowed to interfere with a scheme which 
would ser:ve the local needs of Northamptonshire, Leicestershire, Derby
shire and Nottinghamshire, and promote commercial intercourse between 
the Trent and London.75 

It was therefore with breathless expectation that the Leicestershire 
canal interests awaited the outcome of the meeting of those concerned in 
the Grand Junction scheme at Stony Stratford in July 1792. The decision 
taken there to proceed with the enterprise was followed immediately by a 
crowded gathering at Market Harborough of subscribers to what had so far 
been called the Leicester-Harborough Navigation. At this meeting it was 
resolved to expand the original plan to include a connexion with the Grand 
Junction, raise a further subscription of £50,000 (which proved to be very 
inadequate) to cover the enlargement, and appoint Jessop as engineer.76 

The proposed undertaking was renamed the "Leicestershire and Northamp
tonshire Union Canal", and the Leicester Journal waxed almost lyrical about 
"the magnificence and utility of the design". "The Grand Junction Canal", 
it wrote, "was offered to the public as a means of connecting the whole 
inland trade, in manufactured and raw materials, with London .... besides 
opening a passage by canal to the ports in the eastern and western seas". 
But its object would have been completely answered without the Union 
Canal. At Braunston, vessels from London would have had to tranship 
their cargoes into boats suitable for the narrow dimensions of the older 
Oxford and Coventry Canals. "They would then be carried pretty directly 
to Birmingham, Coventry and Staffordshire, but the passage would be too 
circuitous for business in the counties to the east and north of the Trent." 
Now, however, the Union Canal gave "opportunities for the most direct 
trade between them and London". The Grand Junction and Union Canals 
together might "be justly considered as the line uniting Trent, Nene and 
Thames-:-expediting goods from the interior counties to the ports of 
London, Lynn,77 Hull, Liverpool and Bristol", and in return distributing 
imports through the middle of England. Derbyshire coal would be 
exchanged for Northamptonshire corn, and Leicester would "receive upon 
its quays· the vessels from Thames and Trent .... an inexhaustible source 
of commercial wealth".78 

The Union Canal Bill, which was passed by Parliament almost simul
taneously with that for the Grand Junction in 1793, provided for a canal 
from the Soar near Aylestone Bridge to join the . Grand Junction near 

74 Leicester 1ournal, II May and 3 Aug. 1792. Leicester Herald, 28 July 1792. 
75 Leicester 1ournal, 1 June 1792. 
76 Leicester Herald, 28 July and II Aug. 1792. 
77 i.e., via the Nene Navigation, with which the Union Canal would be connected 

at Northampton. 
78 Leicester 1ournal, 14 Sept. 1792. 
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Northampton. The plans, according to a survey made by John Varley 
and Christopher Staveley (the Leicester Navigation surveyor),79 included 
a tunnel through the rising ground near Foxton and Gumley, and a branch 
to Harborough (which was no longer to be on the direct line at all) from a 
point near Lubenham on the southern side of the tunnel. After that the 
canal was to cross the Welland, pass between Theddingworth and Marston 
Trussel, turn eastward again until nearly south of Harborough, and follow 
the valley of the little stream which runs by Brixworth to join the Spratton 
Brook on its way to the Nene at Northampton. From near East Farndon, 
that is, it would have followed closely the line taken later by the railway from 
Market Harborough to Northampton. The capital which the Company 
was empowered to raise (£200,000 with an additional £100,000 if necessary) 
was several times larger than that of the Leicester Navigation, as was only 
to be expected in view of the greater distance involved, the intended tunnel
ling, and the fact that this was to be a completely artificial waterway.80 

Within the space of two years, then, the Leicester and Wreak Navi
gations, together with the Charnwood Forest, Oakham and Union Canals, 
had given all the county except the south-east and south-west the prospect 
of a network of navigable,waterways. And even the two gaps remaining had 
been filled in, as far · as exuberant paper planning could do it, in 
September 1792. A meeting at Uppingham had led to the decision to 
promote a Bill for a canal to join the Union Canal at Smeeton Westerby81 

-a proposal which was almost immediately amended into an agreement 
with the Union Canal Company that it should insert a clause in its Bill 
allowing it to make a branch to Uppingham at some future date.82 At the 
same time the long-meditated Ashby Canal project took definite shape. It 
was to join the Coventry Canal at or near Griff, and to be connected by 
branches with the lime-works at Ticknall, Staunton Harold and Cloudhill.83 

But the Ashby Canal's history was to be a thorny and chequered one, while 
the waterway to Uppingham was never built. 

Meanwhile, however, the would-be investors of Leicestershire did not 
confine their outlook to their own neighbourhood, but ranged far afield in 
hopes of securing shares in promising canal enterprises elsewhere. They 
descended upon a meeting at Wisbech in such numbers as to overbear the 
reluctance of the local folk and obtain admission to the project for a canal 
from that town to the Trent. They went to Burton, to Newport in Shrop
shire, to Sheffield, or wherever there seemed to be a good prospect; and 
many of them took part in the great rush from all parts of the country to 
subscribe to the over-ambitious Ellesmere Canal Scheme.84 

In addition to those who genuinely wished to invest their money, there 
were others who hoped to make their fortunes by quicker and more dubious 
methods. The excitement and credulity engendered by the "Canal Mania" 
of 1792-3 gave scope for much sharp practice. "Engrossing and fore
stalling", or in more modern parlance cornering, of shares became com-

79 Plan of the Union Canal, .... Surveyed by John Varley and Christopher Staveley, 
1792, in Leicestershire County Record Office. 

80 Copy of Union Canal Act (1793) in Leicester City Museum Muniment Room. 
81 Leicester Herald, 22 Sept. and 5 Nov. 1792. 
a2 ibid., 5 and 26 Jan. 1793. See also copy of Union Canal Act referred to in 

note 80. 
83 Leicester 1ournal, 14 Sept. 1792. 
a4 Leicester Herald, 18 Aug., 15 and 29 Sept. and 3 Nov. 1792. 



LEICESTERSHIRECANALS-1766-1814 

mon. 85 This was facilitated by the fact that a subscriber need at first pay 
only a fraction of the price of the shares for which he set down his name, 
as deposit; the remainder would be required of him by successive "calls" 
as the undertaking proceeded. A speculator or "mushroom subscriber" 
starting with a few pounq.s could therefore make large sums by buying 
shares, selling them again at a profit, and repeating the process on a pro
gressively larger scale.86 To avoid the presence of these gentry, the genuine 
promoters of canal schemes took to holding their subscription meetings as 
unobtrusively as possible. As a result of this again, both the "mushroom 
men" and the undiscriminating enthusiasts who were panting to get shares 
in any canal undertaking, irrespective of its merits, were prone to suspect 
any gathering of being a subscription meeting in disguise. There were 
episodes which anticipated in miniature the gold rushes of a later age. On 
one occasion a rumour that the Ashby Canal subscription was being quietly 
opened led to a stampede from Leicester in which everything in the town 
that had four legs and could amble was pressed into service. 87 Shortly 
afterwards at least seventy of the townsfolk travelled post-haste to 
an assembly of gentry and farmers at Six Hills, only to discover that it 
was a hunt dinner.88 Again, a meeting at Wellingborough of merchants 
and bargemen connected with the Nene Navigation drew a hundred or so 
interlopers from Leicestershire. Even when they had been convinced, with 
some difficulty, that it had merely been called to arrange for the repair of a 
"staunch" (i.e., a navigation weir or flash lock), the more enterprising of 
the visitors tried hard to persuade the natives to take the opportunity of 
opening a subscription for a canal to somewhere or other.89 

The outbreak of the Revolutionary War with France in 1793, and the 
consequent shock to commerce and credit, served to curb the wildest 
extravagances of the "Canal Mania". Meanwhile the construction of the 
Leicester Navigation was proceeding, though against increasing difficulties. 
In the first place the appearance of the Union Canal project had made it 
necessary to recast the plans and build the Navigation wider and deeper at 
many points than had originally been intended, since it was now to be not 
merely a waterway to Leicester, Melton and Rutland, but "part of the general 
line between the counties . to the north and east of Loughborough, and 
London and a great part of the south of England". Its depth and capacity, 
that is, had to correspond to those of the Union and Grand Junction Canals. 90 

Then Pinkerton's, the firm of contractors who had undertaken the work, 
began as early as May 1792 to prove dilatory, wasteful and generally un
satisfactory; and the Company, fearing that the undertaking would not be 
completed by the stipulated time (29 September 1793) resorted in July to 
the expedient of promising them a £50 bonus for every week they finished 
ahead of that date. But on 29 August Jessop, after carrying out an inspec
tion, reported that the contractors were not "executing the works to his 
satisfaction". The Committee thereupon resolved to cancel the contract 
and take over the work of construction themselves, putting Staveley in 

85 ibid., 20 Oct. 1792. 
86 ibid., 1 Dec. 1792. 
87 Leicester Journal, 28 Sept. 1792. 
88 ibid. 
89 Leicester Herald, 24 Nov. 1792. 
9o Leicester Journal, IO Jan. 1794. 
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charge with orders to secure the necessary "navvies" and materials.91 

Other troubles followed. The bricks made in the Company's brick-yards 
were both bad and expensive, and more than a quarter of a million of 
them were spoilt in the making by the rains. 92 Oldham, the contractor 
who had undertaken to supply Staveley with timber, fell behind in his 
contract and when prpdded into activity sent unsound wood. 93 Many 
shareholders were in arrears with the payment of the "calls", or instalments 
of their subscriptions. Money began to run short and all hope of finishing 
by the date originally aimed at vanished. However, in September 1793 
Jessop gave it as his opinion that "with proper supplies of money" the 
navigation from Loughborough to Leicester might be completed by 
Christmas. The Company therefore decided to exercise its statutory powers 
of borrowing on the security of the tolls, and raised £1,500 in this way from 
each of its bankers. 94 

Actually, Jessop proved to have been too optimistic; but by the end 
of the year the "River Line" from Loughborough to Leicester was near 
enough to completion for the Company to be anxious to get it into operation, 
in order to use the money obtained from tolls to help in the construction of 
the "Forest Line" (as the Charnwood Forest Canal and its railways were 
called). There was a serious obstacle to this, however. It was expected 
(and justly, as the event proved)95 that coal would form the greater part of 
the cargoes carried; and the Leicestershire coal interest had secured the 
insertion in the 1791 Act of a proviso that no part of the Navigation should 
be opened for the carriage of coal until the whole was completed. The 
Committee now asked the owners and lessees of the Leicestershire collieries 
if they would waive their rights and agree to coal (which would, of course, 
come from the mines of their Derbyshire rivals) being carried on the River 
Line as soon as it was open. Boultbee, in conversation at least, expressed 
willingness, but Fenton and Raper were adamant in opposition.96 As an 
alternative, the Company considered offering, during the interval between 
the opening of the River Line and that of the Forest Line, to buy at market 
prices all coal from the Leicestershire pits that was not sold in their im
mediate vicinity. It would then have been necessary for the Company itself 
to convey this coal to Loughborough in order to dispose of it. But a 
calculation showed that by the old methods of land transport which alone 
would be available this would cost more than was likely to be raised from 
the whole of the tolls on the River Line. 97 The Company then resigned 
itself to a very limited revenue from that Line until such time as the Forest 
Line should also be finished; and in order to hasten this latter event resolved 
to raise a further £15,000 by appealing to the shareholders to advance an 
additional £30 for every £100 share held.98 All complied except Messrs. 
Fenton and Raper, who held five shares, and their agent Braithwaite, who 

91 Leicester Navigation Company Minute Book (1791-1800), 28-9, 35-6, 43-4, 47. 
92 ibid., 48, 73. 
93 ibid., 69, 74, 81, 134. 
94 ibid., 90, 96. 
95 Leicester Navigation Company: Loughborough and Mountsorrel Tonnage 

Accounts (1796-1809), passim, which show that coal constituted over seventy 
per cent. of the cargoes paying toll at Loughborough, and about sixty 
per cent. of the cargoes paying toll at Mountsorrel, notwithstanding that 
much building stone was exported from that place. 

96 Leicester Navigation Company Minute Book (1791-1800), 101, 107, 115. 
97 ibid~, 113, 12!. 
98 ibid., 112-3, 119. 
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held two. 99 Their lack of co-operation may be taken as pretty evident 
proof of a loss of faith in the prospects of the undertaking, or at any rate 
in its profitability to themselves. 

The situation was complicated, and the Company's anxiety increased, 
by the progress of the Ashby Canal scheme. This enterprise would offer 
an alternative means of transport for the coal from the Swannington and 
Coleorton mines-not indeed to the Leicester market, but by way of the 
Coventry Canal to others which it was thought might prove equally 
profitable. The Leicester Navigation Company was therefore all the more 
ready to drop its efforts to get Fenton and Raper to consent to the immediate 
carriage of coal between Loughborough and Leicester, in order not to drive 
them into the arms of its new rival. The Company also set to work to 
secure the insertion in the Ashby Canal Bill of a clause which would protect 
its interests by imposing a prohibitive tariff on the carriage of Swannington 
or Coleorton coal by that route. Success or failure in this was likely to 
depend on the attitude of the Earl of Moira (to which title Lord Rawdon 
had succeeded in 1793), since he was one of the leading supporters of the 
Ashby Canal project, in which the situation of his own mines gave him an 
obvious financial interest. A delegation of the Committee therefore posted 
off to the Isle of Wight to appeal to Moira, who was in command of the 
forces assembled there for a descent on the French coast. The promise of 
support which he gave the delegates added decisive weight to the Company's 
negotiations with the promoters of the Ashby Canal, and secured the 
insertion in their Bill of a clause to the effect that, since the Leicester 
Navigation Company's expenses in the construction of their Forest Line 
were likely to exceed £30,000, they were empowered to safeguard them
selves against any loss of traffic by taking a toll of 2s. 6d. a ton on all coal 
from the Swannington, Coleorton and Thringstone , pits which might be 
carried on the Ashby Canal.100 

Though one possible threat had thus been staved off, the Company's relief 
can only have been brief and limited, and the Committee must have viewed 
the formal opening of the River Line on 21 February 1794 with mixed 
feelings at the best. The opening ceremony took the form of the arrival at 
Leicester of two boats, belonging to local carrying firms and bringing wool 
and other merchandise from Gainsborough. In the following month the 
first load of Barrow lime was received at the Half Moon Wharf near the 
West Bridge.101 , 

The Committee knew, however, that the all-important thing was to get 
the Forest Line completed and working, not only-perhaps by now not so 
much-for the sake of the traffic to be expected from the Leicestershire pits, 
but in order that Derbyshire coal might be freely carried along the main 
line. By 24 October, though much remained to be done, it had been made 
possible for a boat-load of coal from Burslem's colliery at Coleorton to reach 
Loughborough, and the whole Navigation was formally declared open for 
the transport of coal.102 On the 27th two barges arrived simultaneously at 
Leicester, one laden with Burslem's coal and the other with "best Derby-

99 ibid., 156. 
100 ibid., 123-4, 126. Copy of Ashby Canal Act (1794) in Leicestershire County 

Record Office. 
101 Leicester Journal, 29 Feb. 1794. Leicester Herald, 29 Mar. 1794. 
102 Leicester Navigation Company Minute Book (1791-1800), 167. 
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shire". The occasion was celebrated by bell-ringing, a procession of the 
Navigation Committee, speeches, a dinner at the Three Crowns and . the 
recitation of an ode composed by John Coltman.103 It is to be hoped that 
the last event took place after dinner, since Coltman, though a shrewd and 
successful merchant, was emphatically no poet.104 

But all was still very far from plain sailing. The arrival of Burslem's 
boat-load at Loughborough, though it meant the legal opening of the River 
Line to coal transport, did not-as it seemed to do-mean the actual 
opening of the Forest Line. It was an isolated achievement, and not the 
beginning of a continuous traffic. At the close of the year the Company 
had expended, besides its original capital, both the £3,000 borrowed from 
its bankers and the £15,000 raised by the advance of an additional £30 per 
share, and was beginning to be overdrawn. At the same time it was 
estimated that more than £8,000 would still be needed "to complete the 
works", even though it had been decided to postpone building the reservoir 
that had originally been planned to supply the Charnwood Forest Canal.1°5 

To make matters worse, exceptionally severe and prolonged frosts seriously 
reduced the money accruing from tolls in the first three months of 1795. 
The Company stumbled along, living from hand to mouth, borrowing further 
sums from the Treasurers and from one of its two clerks (a solicitor named 
Carter), persuading as many as possible of its other creditors to "let their 
money lie" with it at five per cent. interest (even so small a debt as £6. 5s. 
was treated in this way), and making such minor economies as ceasing to 
provide dinner at the general meetings and drastically cutting Staveley's 
salary to £70 a year. The midsummer accounting showed a debt of 
£10,000, reckoning in £650 still required to finish construction "exclusive 
of the reservoir", which Jessop had recently insisted could not be postponed. 
To pay for the reservoir, it was resolved to ask the shareholders to advance 
loans of £5 per share at five per cent.106 If all had agreed, £2,510 would 
have been forthcoming, but actually only £1,880 was advanced. This 
probably had its bearing on the fact that the Company could not succeed 
in coming to terms with any contractor for the building of the reservoir, 
and decided to undertake the task itself (as it had undertaken the rest of 
the works), with the now ill-paid Staveley in charge of construction.107 It 
is consequently difficult to avoid the suspicion that the subsequent disaster 
to the reservoir was due at least partly to building "on the cheap". 

By June 1796 the reservoir was finished, but the whole Forest Line 
with all its works now threatened to become a white elephant. Whatever 
expectations the Leicestershire coal-owners had entertained of it were 
bitterly disappointed. When the joint plans for a canal and river navigation 
had been agreed on in 1791, it seems to have been thought that the trucks 
of coal from Swannington or Coleorton could be shipped bodily on to 
barges at Thringstone Bridge, transferred again to the railway at Lough
borough Lane, and shipped once more at Loughborough Basin. But this 

1o3 Leicester Journal, 31 Oct. 1794. 
104 For corroboration see Leicester Herald, 1 Nov. 1794. Rozzell, unhappily, had 

drunk himself to death two years previously (Leicester Journal, 27 July 1792). 
105 Leicester Navigation Company's Statements of Account (1795-1818), 5 Jan. 

1795. Minute Book (1791-1800), 178-181. 
106 ibid., 182-203. Statements of Account, 6 July 1795. 
107 Leicester Navigation Company Minute Book (1791-1800), 210. 
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now proved impossible, and the cost of three transhipments between 
trucks and barges en route meant that the Leicestershire pits could not after 
all compete with the Derbyshire coal ~ow selling in Leicester at 8d., 7½d., , 
and sometimes even 7d. a hundredweight, instead of the former shilling. 
Herein lay the reason for the failure of negotiations between the Company 
and Sir George Beaumont in February and March 1796. It seems likely 
that just prior to this Beaumont had taken back into his own hands those 
of his mines at Coleorton which had been leased out. At any rate, both 
Burslem, who had very probably rented his collieries there from Beaumont, , 
and Boultbee, who was certainly a tenant of Beaumont's, 108 disappeared 
from the picture at this time; and it was with Sir George and his agent 
that the Company henceforward discussed the handling of the output from 
the Coleorton pits. If this conjecture is correct, Beaumont may have been 
stimulated to take this action by watching the approach to his properties 
of two canal undertakings (the Ashby and the Charnwood Forest), and may 
even have hoped to set them bidding against each other. His proposal to 
deliver coal at the Leicester Navigation Company's railhead at Thringstone 
for 8s. 4d. a ton, however, was scouted by the Company, on whose behalf 
Carter declared that even 7s. 6d. a ton would mean a minimum price in 
Leicester of 9d. a hundredweight, whereas Derbyshire coal, commonly con
sidered (he asserted) from its greater durability to be worth a penny a hundred
weight more, would be selling at a penny or twopence a hundredweight less. 
Beaumont's agent, obviously nettled, questioned Carter's calculations of 
the cost of transport, and broke off the correspondence with the tart com-
ment that since the Company was not prepared to come to terms with Sir 
George it might be a few years before it had another chance to do so. 
In the following May and June a few pounds were received in tolls on the 
Forest Line (not necessarily on coal), but no subsequent takings were 
recorded, and it was presently decided to be a waste of time and money 
to keep a collector there.109 

The failure to reach an agreement with Beaumont reinforced a decision 
taken in January 1796 to apply to Parliament for leave to increase the 
Company's tolls and borrow more money on the security of them. For 
this application the Company laboured to muster all the influential support 
possible. Letters of appeal were written to Lord Moira (whose aid was 
again considered the most important of all, and who replied favourably 
after some delay due to his absence on service), Lord Stamford, Lord 
Ferrers, Sir Charles Hudson and various other prominent Leicestershire 
gentlemen, the Members of Parliament for Leicester, and the principal 
Derbyshire and Nottinghamshire coal-owners-who would of course suffer 
by the increase of tolls, but would be much worse hit by any collapse of 
the· whole undertaking. In each letter was enclosed a statement showing 
the Company to be now £13,255 in debt, and also revealing that the total 
cost of the enterprise had so far been £96,000, or well over twice Jessop's 
original estimate of £43,166. The rise in prices after th¥ outbreak of war 
must, of course, have contributed in some degree to this result. 110 

l08 ibid., 107. 
109 ibid., 234, 248, 251 and 256. Letters .... of Leicester Navigation Company, 
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110 Leicester Navigation Company Minute Book (1791-1800), 234, 255-7. 
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At the same time, to quiet the fears of any Leicester people who might 
think that the increased tolls would mean a renewed rise in the price of coal, 
an estimate was drawn up of the money saved to the town and neighbour
hood by the Navigation every year, on coal alone, in the following terms : 111 

Average price of land-carriage before the Navigation, 5½d. per cwt., or 9s. :zd. per ton. 
On 30,000 tons of coal passing annually from Loughborough to Leicester, that is 

£13,750. 
Present cost by water: -

Tolls at the rate of 1s. 2d. per cwt. 
Freight ,, ,, ,, ,, 2s. ,, ,, 
Carriage from wharf at Is. 

" " 

> 

£1,750 
£3,000 
£1,500 

Annual saving 

£6,250 

£7,500 

Which would be reduced only by £750 by the proposed increase of 6d. per 
ton in tolls. 

A more expansive calculation was presently substituted, based on the price 
of coal in Leicester rather than the cost of carriage, which made the saving 
£rn,ooo a year, besides £2,000 to Melton and the Wreak Valley, and 
£1,000 to the villages between Loughborough and Leicester-not to 
mention the other advantages to the public by the reduced cost of carriage 
of all other goods.112 

Opposition to the proposed increases came from the Union, Melton 
and Oakham Canal Companies, which feared loss of traffic and tried to 
secure exemption from the increases for all vessels passing through the 
Leicester Navigation to or from their respective waterways. Negotiations, 
however, produced agreements in all three cases. The small and struggling 
Oakham Company was granted the exemption it wanted. The Melton 
Company agreed to an extra charge of threepence a ton between Lough
borough and the Wreak, on condition that it received one-third of the 
proceeds, and the Union Company was pacified by an undertaking that all 
through traffic would be exempted whenever the Leicester Navigation Com
pany was in a position to do so and still pay a dividend of five per cent. 
The Bill then passed smoothly through Parliament (its passing being cele
brated by Coltman with another limping ode, which he recited at a general 
meeting), the new tolls came into operation in May 1797, and a substantial 

·increase in receipts was soon apparent.113 

Aided by this, and armed with further powers of borrowing on the 
security of its tolls, the Company now addressed itself to bringing its 
finances into better order; and a steady process of funding, and of liqui
dating unfunded debts, reduced its indebtedness from £13,157 to £8,209 
within two years.114 At the same time it was enabled atlast to declare its 
first half-yearly dividend, of 3½ per cent., at the beginning of 1798, and to 

111 Leicester Navigation Company's Statements of Account (1795-1818): "Some 
Calculations respecting an Increase of Tonnage", 10 May 1796. 

112 Letters .... of Leicester Navigation Company, 27 July 1796. 
113 Leicester Navigation Company Minute Book (1791-1800), 281-90, 295-6, 306. 

Letters .. . . of Leicester Navigation Company, 30 Nov. 1796, 
114 i.e., by the time of the setback incurred through the Charnwood Forest Reservoir 

disaster in 1799. 
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follow this with another 3½ per cent. at midsummer and 4 per cent. in 
January 1799.115 Amid the general atmosphere of troubles drawing to an 
end and better times coming, there was even a certain amount of passenger 
traffic on the Navigation, by "packet boat" between Nottingham and 
Leicester. The first "packet", established in 1797, was withdrawn next 
year as unprofitable; but it was soon succeeded by another, on board of 
which "tea, coffee, ale, porter, eating, etc." might be obtained.116 

Since the Company was now in a position to offer lower tolls on the 
Forest Line than it had previously felt able to charge, negotiations with Sir 
George Beaumont were resumed, and in 1798 agreement was reached on the 
basis that the tonnage on coal should not exceed 1s. a ton for at least ten 
years, and that the Company would help Beaumont to extend the railway from 'i,. 
his pits to meet their own railhead at Thringstone.117 In September it was 
announced that Coleorton coal would shortly be available at Loughborough 1.J 
Lane End for 5½d. a hundredweight; and in December an isolated entry of ?
five guineas for tonnages taken on the Forest Line appeared in the Com-
pany's accounts.118 But this was the last such entry, for a severe frost 
followed, and when the thaw came in 1799 the flood-water burst the 
reservoir at Blackbrook, destroyed an aqueduct and a stretch of the canal em
bankment, swept away houses, ricks, sheep and fences, and damaged the 
land for miles. This was a serious blow to the Company, though the recent 
marked improvement in its position enabled it to survive. Jessop, called 
in to view the damage, reported that the cause had been the faulty con
struction of "the discharging weir at the head of the reservoir", which had 
prevented the pressure of the water from being sufficiently relieved. The 
head itself, he declared, seemed "to have been constructed in the most sound 
and substantial way". He had suggested to Staveley certain improvements 
to be made when the weir was rebuilt, and he estimated the total cost of 
repairing the reservoir, embankment and all other damaged works at £3,466. 
The Company, however, displayed a lack of confidence in Jessop (perhaps 
remembering also how far his original estimate of the cost of their whole 
undertaking had fallen short of reality), and a general meeting passed a 
rather cutting resolution that "Mr Barnes119 or some other able engineer be 
employed to survey and report". Barnes, after inspection, offered to produce 
an experienced contractor who would repair the reservoir under his guidance 
for £1,123, and to contract himself, in partnership with one Thomas Peake, 
to restore the embankment and the rest of the damaged works for £1,695. 
As these figures amounted to £648 less than Jessop's estimate, the Company 
accepted both offers. Its total loss through the disaster, including £2,025 
awarded as compensation for damage done by the water, was £4,843.120 

Nevertheless the compensation was paid, in three instalments spread over 
twelve months; the repairs were completed and paid for by the end of 1800; 

115 Leicester Navigation Company's Statements of Account (r795-r8r8), 2 July 
r797, I Jan. r798, 2 July r798, 7 Jan. r799. Leicester Navigation Company 
Minute Book (r79r-r800), 340-2, 36r-2. 

li6 Leicester Journal, 27 July and 2I Dec. r798 and 22 Mar. r799. 
117 Leicester Navigation Company Minute Book (r79r-r800), 340-2, 352-3. 
118 ibid., 374-5. 
119 Barnes had carried out the original survey of the Grand Junction Canal. 
120 Leicester Navigation Company Minute Book (r79r-r800), 384-5, 39r-2, 404-5, 

410-II. 
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and the Company, which fot a year had been unable to declare a dividend 
and then had only managed 2 per cent. with a struggle at the midsummer of 
1800, was ready to resun1e its former progress.121 

But the Leicestershire coal-owners had less resilience, having made 
little profit for some time before the bursting of the reservoir. That 
catastrophe had seemed to them to have ended such scanty hopes of com
petition with Derbyshire as still existed, and they paid no heed to the 
Company's assurances that the Forest Line would presently be open once 
more, preferring to cut their losses and close down their pits. For a 
generation, until the coming of the railway age, the Swannington and Cole
orton mines remained closed, while Derbyshire coal enjoyed a monopoly in 
Leicester and the neighbourhood. In their anger, some of the coal-owners went 
so far as to assert that they had been tricked into the 1791 agreement, and 
that in the interests of their Derbyshire rivals the Forest Canal had been 
deliberately built in such a way as to be a failure.122 The legend lingered, 
but its absurdity is patent, involving as it does the assumption that in order 
to benefit the Derbyshire interest the Company were not only prepared to 
lose the many thousands of pounds which the Forest Line had originally 
cost, but to go through a solemn farce of a reconstruction costing thousands 
more. Actually the cost of the repairs now proved a total loss, which the 
Company had to carry, and succeeded in carrying. In 1804 the new 
reservoir was "taken down in such manner as to preclude all apprehension 
of danger from floods injuring the adjacent lands" .123 The canal remained 
"an unsightly ditch" in Potter's day, but the passage of time and the pro
gress of cultivation softened and broke down its lines, until now only 
fragments and vestiges of it remain. 

Despite the ultimate failure of the Charnwood Forest enterprise, a long 
period of mild but steady prosperity now lay before the Leicester Navigation, 
as the following table of half-yearly dividends may witness: 

Year January July 
1801 4 % 4 % 
1802 3½ 3½ 
1803 3½ 3½ 
1804 3½ 3½ 
1805 4 3 
1806 3½ 4 
1807 3½ 2½ 
1808 4 5 
1809 5 no dividend121f 

l8IO 5 4½ 
r8rr 5 4 
1812 4 4½ 
1813 4½ 5½ 
1814 5½ 4½ 
1815 6 6 
1816 6 5½ 
1817 5 5½ 
1818 6 6½125 

121 Leicester Navigation Company's Statements of Account (1795-1818), I July 
1799, 6 Jan. 1800, 7 July 1800, 5 Jan. 1801. 

122 Potter, Charnwood Forest, 27-8. 
123 Leicester Navigation Company's Statements of Account (1795-1818), 7 Jan. 1805. 
124 In this half-year the enclosure of Charnwood Forest involved the Company in 

the payment of £1,900 "for the lands on the Forest taken and used for their 
reservoir and other works": Leicester Navigation Company's Statements of 
Account, 30 June 1809. 

12s ibid., for the period concerned. 
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In June 1803 Bentley and Buxton's Bank failed, but the Company, 
perhaps because it had realised that the Bank was in low water, had latterly 
kept the bulk of its balance with its other Treasurers, Mansfield and Miller 
(as the firm had now become). Hence the £899 standing at the moment 
in its account with Bentley and Buxton was actually less than the £1,000 
which it still owed them, and was apparently written off against the bulk of 
that debt; while Pares and Company's Bank now became the second 
Treasurers.126 In 1804 the Company, having reduced its indebtedness to 
a funded debt of £5,350, carried out a conversion, offering its remaining 
creditors the choice between being paid off and receiving shares to the value 
of their claims. All but one accepted the latter alternative, and the Navi
gation was at last out of debt and could proceed upon an untroubled 
course.127 

The Union Canal project had also encountered many difficulties, from 
which it was even longer in emerging. In the first place there was the 
usual opposition from landowners, especially from Sir John Palmer, who 
fought tooth and nail to prevent the canal from coming through Foxton. 
Declaring that he would not have his grounds "mangled by a set of ruffians", 
he persuaded the inhabitants of the village to support him by telling them 
that their property would be taken away from them without any reasonable 
compensation, that water would ooze from the canal, that the damp and fogs 
exhaling from it would kill off all the old people, and that the springs which 
furnished the village's water-supply would be cut off.128 An alteration of 
the line quieted Palmer's opposition for the time being; but next the rise in 
prices and other economic dislocations caused by the war with France 
led to the emergence in 1794 of a party among the shareholders who wanted 
construction suspended until times were more favourable. They were 
strengthened in their views by the fact that the canal was then approaching 
the rising ground to the south-west of Kibworth, which would require 
either a tunnel or a deviation. With one tunnel already planned for the 
Foxton-Gumley area, the Company preferred to deviate, and decided to 
seek an amendment of its Act of Parliament for this purpose. But the 
line it now proposed to take brought Palmer out again in opposition so 
furious and determined as to leave no alternative but a tunnel, which was 
accordingly built near Saddington and was probably rather expensive.129 

There were troubles, too, with the labourers employed. The "inland 
navigators", or "navvies", who worked on canal construction were for the 
most part a restless, rootless, turbulent class, whose temporary stay in any 
district was usually much disliked by the inhabitants. In December 1793 
a dispute over wages had sent more than 300 men employed on the Union 
Canal marching into Leicester with so threatening a demeanour that a 
troop of the Blues which was stationed there had oeen held all day in 
readiness for action. This affair passed off without violence in the end; 

126 Leicester Navigation Company's Statements of Account (1795-I8I8), 4 July 
1803. Agenda/minutes of Leicester Navigation Company's Committee 
Meetings (1794-1807), 24 June 1803. Leicester 'Journal, 17 June 1803. 

127 Leicester Navigation Company's Statements of Account (I79S-I8I8), 7 Jan. 
1805. 

128 Leicester Herald, 3, IO and I7 Nov. I792. 
129 ibid., I and 15 Feb., 7 Nov., 5 and 19 Dec. 1794. 
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but in April 1795 there was a more serious riot at Kibworth in which a mob 
of navvies overpowered a body of about forty Fencibles (which may be 
roughly translated as Home Guards), and were only quelled by the arrival 
from Leicester of the town volunteers and a troop of yeomanry.130 

The section of the Company which wanted construction suspended 
had so far been repeatedly outvoted; and a proposal which it brought for
ward towards the close of 1795 that work should not for the present be 
carried beyond Gumley Debdale was likewise defeated. Nevertheless, after 
Debdale Wharf had been opened for business in 1797, the Canal came to a 
halt in face of the long rise running from Great Bowden to the Laughton and 
Mowsley Hills near Husbands Bosworth. In part, perhaps, this stoppage 
was due to the necessity of waiting for the completion of the Grand Junction 
Canal, which was not finished until 1805. But it is more likely (though 
direct evidence seems to be lacking) that the Company's funds were running 
too low to attempt the intended Foxton tunnel. In the meantime the canal 
served a useful purpose-indeed, the purpose for which it had been first 
projected-by facilitating the transport into South Leicestershire of Derby- ffl., f 
shire coal, Swithland and Welsh slates, and other commodities. At Blaby, 
Kilby Bridge and Debdale Wharves, coal was now available at prices 
ranging between 9½d. and IId. a hundredweight.131 

After 1802, moreover-when the Grand Junction Canal was virtually 
complete except for the Blisworth Tunnel-an increasing proportion of 
Leicestershire's trade with London and the south could be conducted by 
,the more direct route, though still partly by road. Pickford's barges from 
Whitefriars Wharf in London conveyed goods (with a brief transhipment 
to a tramway at Blisworth)132 to and from Brownsover Wharf on the Oxford 
Canal near Rugby, and from Brownsover there were services of wagons to 
Lutterworth, Hinckley, Market Harborough and Leicester.133 After the 
opening of the Ashby Canal in 1804, the road-hauls became shorter, since 
water-communication now extended from London through the Grand 
Junction, Oxford, Coventry and Ashby Canals to Hinckley. As com
munication was also open by canal from Hinckley to Birmingham, Liverpool, 
Chester and Manchester, its wharf replaced Brownsover in importance for 
Leicestershire, and must have enjoyed a period of · great prosperity.134 

Even after the Grand Junction Canal had been opened throughout in 
1805, however, work on the main line of the Union Canal was not resumed. 
In and after 1802 plans had been repeatedly considered by the Company 
for completing the original design; and also for making the branch to 
Harborough provided for in the Act of 1793. The great engineer Telford 
was called in to make surveys for both undertakings; and it was resolved 
to proceed with the latter first. 135 This would at least have the effect of 
realising the original project of a canal from Leicester to Harborough, but 
it meant that the branch would have to be made from Gumley on the north 
side of the rising ground instead of from near Lubenham on the south; as )( 
originally stipulated. An Act of Parliament amending that of 1793 and 
enabling this to be done had therefore to be obtained. This Act was not 

130 Leicester Herald, 21 Dec. 1793 and 3 April 1795. Leicester Journal, 3 April 
1795. 
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secured until 1805,136 and the "cut" to Harborough was only opened in 
1809.137 Before that, in June 1808, the Union Canal Company had been 
obliged to admit openly that it no longer had the funds to complete the 
original undertaking and effect a link with the Grand Junction. Salvation 
was at hand, however-as the Company no doubt. expected when it offered 
to abandon its rights beyond Gumley and hand over its plans and any 
relevant information to any persons who might be willing to form a company 
to carry on in its place.138 In response to this offer William Praed and other 
directors of the Grand Junction, with James Heygate the Leicester and 
London banker, and one or two other Leicester men, formed the Grand 
Union Canal Company.139 The progress of engineering skill since the first 
plans for the Union Canal had been drawn up in 1792 enabled the Grand 
Union to be lifted by that remarkable ladder of locks which is known as 
the "Foxton staircase" over the hillside that had so long blocked the way. 
Once over, the canal followed a route completely different from that planned / 
in 1792-3 for the UniQn, passing much further to the west, round Thedding- · 
worth and Husbands Bosworth (approximating hereabouts to the line of the 
later railway between Market Harborough and Rugby) and connecting with , · / . 
the Grand Junction at Long Buckby in Northamptonshire. It was opened 
in 1814.140 

Thus was completed, twenty-one years after its commencement, the 
last link in "the great line of canals which extends from the Thames to the 
Humber", bringing "the trade of Yorkshire, Lincolnshire, Derbyshire, 
Nottinghamshire and · Leicestershire by inland navigation to London".141 

How large coal bulked in this trade is seen in a calculation of 1820 that the 
Leicester Navigation carried annually 56,000 tons to be consumed in Leicester 
and the vicinity, and 59,000 tons to be forwarded to other canals, as well as 
n,500 tons of other merchandise.142 In return, the heavy goods from 
the metropolis, which had formerly been conveyed so painfully by sea, 
could now be brought to Leicester by Pickford's fly-boats within a few 
days of their being ordered by post. Wool for hosiery manufacture 
could be obtained more speedily and cheaply, and what had formerly been 
the waste products of the industry were now carried north to Yorkshire and 
disposed of at a profit.143 For a short time the parties interested in the 
old sea-route between Leicester and London struggled to retain some 
fraction of their former trade, but they were obliged to recognise the hope
lessness of the effort. Until 1819 the advertisements of Gainsborough 
wharfingers and proprietors of coasting brigs sailing thence to London 
or Colchester continued to appear from time to time in the Leicester 
Journal. 144 After that they ceased, except for one isolated reference to 
these vessels in 1825, apparently inserted as an appendage to an advertise-

136 Copy of Act of 27 June I805 to .... Alter and Amend the Powers of the Union 
Canal Act of I793: in Leicestershire County Record Office. 

137 Leicester Journal, 20 Oct. I809. 
138 ibid., 3 June I8o8. 
139 ibid., I7 June 1808. 
140 ibid., 5 and 19 Aug. 1814. 
141 Prospectus of Grand Union Canal Company (Leicester Journal, 24 June 1808). 
142 Susannah Watts, A Walk through Leicester (ed. 2, 1820), 13 
143 Gardiner, op. cit., 821. 
144 Leicester Journal, 10 July 1818, 2 April and 5 Nov. 1819. 
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ment for the busy and flourishing "Aire and Calder fly-boats" which plied 
from the same wharves to Selby and the West Riding with wool and other 
goods.145 

The formation of the Grand Union Canal Company in 1808, and the 
consequent probability that "the great line of canals" would after all be 
carried through Leicestershire, had led to some revival of interest in other 
local canal enterprises which had been abandoned or remained unrealised. 
In particular the idea of a water-communication with Stamford, which had 
slumbered since the dropping of the proposal to extend the Oakham Canal 
thither, was raised again in a new form. The suggestion now made, in 
1809-IO, was for a canal to that town from Harborough, along the south 
side of the Welland. By extending this eastwards towards the sea, it was 
hoped that a direct line of communication could be established between the 
Union and Grand Union on the one hand, and the ports of Wisbech, King's 
Lynn, Spalding and Boston on the other. In the first flush ,of enthusiasm, 
the shares of the projected "Harborough, Stamford, Spalding and Peter
borough Canal" were in great demand, and notice was duly given of 
intention to apply for an Act of Parliament.146 But the proposal met with 
even more than the usual amount of opposition. A particularly powerful body 
of landowners, headed by the Duke of Bedford, Earl Fitzwilliam, the Earls 
of Winchilsea and Lindsey, and Sir Joseph Banks the President of the Royal 
Society, were outraged by Telford's plan of taking water out of the Welland 
for the canal. The town of Northampton and the Nene River Commissioners 
petitioned against the project on the ground that as it would run parallel to 
the Nene Navigation and compete with it, their interests would be seriously 
injured. In face of this formidable resistance, the undertaking was aban
doned.147 Much later, in 1828, the old plan of continuing the Oakham 
Canal to Stamford was resurrected for the last time, but on the threshold 
of the railway age it proved impossible to attract sufficient subscribers.148 

The Ashby-de-la-Zouch Canal, projected in 1792, had immediately 
became the subject of the usual battle between rival groups of landowners. 
Its principal supporters were the Earl of Stamford, Earl Ferrers, Lord 
Rawdon (as he still was then), Francis Burdett of Foremark in Derbyshire, 
Edward Dawson of Long Wharton, Thomas Pares the prosperous Leicester 
attorney who had become the owner of Hopwell Hall, and Thomas Paget 
of Scraptoft, father of the banker of the same name. The opposition was 
headed by the Hon. Penn Assheton Curzon of Gopsall House, who was one 
of the Members of Parliament for Leicestershire and possessed considerable 
influence in the county. Like Sir William Gordon of Garendon when the 
Leicester Navigation was being disputed a little earlier, he was chiefly 
concerned lest the canal might interfere with the irrigation of his estates, 
and in particular with one spring on which the water supply of his house 

145 ibid., 14 Oct. 1825. 
146 ibid., 6 and 27 Oct. 1809; 2 March and 7 Sept. 1810. Also Map of the 

Intended Canal and Navigation from the Union Canal near Harborough to 
Stamford, Spalding and Peterborough, 1810, in Leicestershire County 
Record Office. 

147 Leicester 'Journal, 30 Nov. and 14 Dec. 1810. 
148 ibid., I Aug. 1828. · 
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depended.149 In the wordy warfare of pamphlets, squibs, scurrilous 
ballads and vituperative letters to the press which followed, the supporters 
of the project-or rather their agents-took care to pillory Curzon as 
actuated by petty and selfish motives, while in reply the opposition laboured 
to base their case on more solid and altruistic grounds.150 Both sides, how
ever, went beyond fair-or even unfair-argument, and resorted to sharp 
practice. The projectors (if any faith at all can be placed in the charges 
of their opponents) tried to get the opposition solicitors, agents or witnesses 
out of the way at critical moments, and to destroy or conceal papers which 
might be wanted in evidence;151 while on the other hand the point over 
which their Bill was shipwrecked in 1793 was one which strongly suggests 
foul play by Curzon, or some one on his behalf. The standing orders of 
the House of Commons required that before an application was made for 
leave to bring in · a canal Bill, previous notice must be given individually to 
the owners or reputed owners of the lands through which the canal was to 
pass. In this case two small landowners, Jennens and Sully, had not been 
notified. Jennens possessed a few acres at Congerstone, which he had 
recently and unobstrusively bought from Curzon, and which his neighbours 
had thought (or aqany rate had declared) to be still Curzon's property. In 
Sully's case a genuine confusion seems to have existed; the ownership of 
the land was disputed by Robert Abney, one of the promoters of the canal, 
who had assured his associates in all good faith that it belonged to him. 
But the opposition were careful to hold back their objection on Sully's behalf 
until the last moment, so as to cause the greatest possible expense to the 
projectors. The latter argued that they had complied with the standing 
orders by applying at least to the reputed owners (Curzon and Abney) of 
the lands in question, but the House decided against them.152 

Nothing daunted, the promoters of the plan immediately prepared to 
repeat the application for a Bill in the following session.153 The decisive 
factor, once more, was the attitude of Rawdon. Although he had been one 
of the original projectors, and obviously stood to profit, through his 
collieries, by the success of the plan, he had promised not to support any 
scheme by which his neighbour Curzon might suffer injury. But since 
Curzon had at last been convinced that his water-supply was in no danger, 
Rawdon now felt free to resume his support of the project, and the Ashby 
Canal Bill passed peaceably in 1794.154 

Nevertheless the pessimist who had prophesied in a letter to the 
Leicester Journal a few months earlier that it would be many a long year 
before the subscribers saw any return on their money proved to be only too 
correct.155 The canal, which was built by Brindley's distinguished pupil, 
Robert Whitworth, began at a reservoir on Ashby Wolds, near Moira Colliery, 
about three miles to the west of Ashby-de-la-Zouch, and ran by way of Oak
thorpe and Measham past Hinckley to join the Coventry Canal three miles 
south of Nuneaton, a total distance of thirty miles without a single lock. 

149 ibid., 26 July 1793. Leicester Herald, 9 Feb., 20 Oct. and 17 Nov. 1793. 
150 ibid., 1, 8 and 29 Dec. 1792. Leicester Journal, 4 Jan. 1793. 
151 ibid., 31 May 1793. 
152 Leicester Herald, 4 and 25 May 1793. 
153 ibid., 31 Aug. 1793. 
154 ibid., 28 Sept., 7 and 28 Dec. 1793; 17 May 1794. 
15S Leicester Journal, 14 Feb. 1794. 
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It was, however, not completed until 1804. Both it and the Union Canal 
suffered in comparison with the Leicester Navigation from the fact that 
whereas the construction of the latter was well advanced before the out
break of the war with France, they did not really get under way until after 
that event. Before long the "mania for canal-cutting" began to wane, and 
the Ashby Canal Company found it increasingly difficult to get in the money 
due from the shareholders. In October 1796 it was admitted that "great 
inconvenience" had arisen to the work from the indulgence which had 
been allowed to those who were in arrears. At the same time it was 
thought prudent to emphasise that the work was nevertheless well forward. 
This assurance was evidently broadcast to counter the effect of the reports 
which were being industriously spread by rival interests that all was not 
well with the undertaking.156 In the subsequent years, however, construction 
dragged slowly along, and the shareholders' loss of interest is shown by the 
fact that practically every general meeting had to be postponed from the 
original date and re-announced because the attendance did not constitute a 
quorum.157 The demand for shares fell off, despite the Company's not 
quite convincing insistence on the importance of the undertaking as "the ... 
line of navigation by which London will be likely to be supplied with coals 
from the Midland Counties" .158 The completion of the canal did indeed 
mean that "a communication had been formed, through the Coventry, 
Oxford, and Grand Junction Canals, to London", as well as "by the Coventry 
and Birmingham and Fazeley Canals to Birmingham; by the Coventry and 
Trent and Mersey Canals to Liverpool and Manchester; and by the 
Coventry, Trent and Mersey, Staffordshire and Worcestershire Canals, and 
the River Severn, to the port of Bristol" .159 But though a local trade in 
coal and Ticknall lime was opened up to the wharves at Bosworth, Sutton 
Cheney and Hinckley, 160 the larger anticipations of the projectors were 
unrealised. The criticism advanced in 1782, when the Canal was first 
suggested, that the coal-mines which it served could not expect, in com
petition with those of Warwickshire and Staffordshire, .to find sufficient 
markets to make it a profitable concern, seems to have been well founded. 161 

The shares continued to fall until they reached £10, where for some years 
they remained, and the Company never paid a dividend until 1828, by 
which time the opening of new pits in West Leicestershire had created a 
temporarily more favourable situation.162 

If the Leicestershire waterways are considered as a whole, from the 
standpoint of their success or failure, it will be seen that they fall into two 
main groups. Those which lay to one side or the other of the main north
south line of water communication through the centre of the county were 
in varying degrees unsuccessful. The Charnwood Forest Canal proved a 
total failure; the Ashby Canal was for most of the time an unprofitable 

156 ibid., 14 Oct. 1796. 
157 ibid., l 1 Oct. 1799. 
15a ibid., 6 Feb. 1801. 
159 ibid., 3 Aug. 1804. 
1eo There was even some pleasure-boat traffic from Hinckley to Moira Baths 

(ibid., 19 Jan. 1821). 
161 See page 72 above. 
162 ibid., 23 May 1828. 
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venture for its shareholders; and though the Oakham Canal appeared about 
181 5 to be emerging from the difficulties against which it had had to 
struggle for many years, it never seems to have become very prosperous. 
In each case there were special circumstances contributing to total or 
relative unsuccess-the unfavourable terrain of the Forest Canal and the 
disaster to its reservoir, the over-optimistic estimate of the coal-trade to be 
expected along the Ashby Canal, and the fact that the Oakham Canal did 
not run through or to an area capable of industrial development such as 
would provide a large enough traffic to repay the original expenditure. 
(It was, in fact, a typical example of the many waterways built at that time 
on a speculative basis through agricultural areas in the hope of creating 
enough trade to make them profitable. In a modified degree, the same was 
true of the Wreak and Eye Navigation.) But there is another important 
factor to be considered in assessing the causes of the success or failure of 
canals during this period. Those which were built later than 1790, and 
especially those whose construction loitered into the first decade of the 
nineteenth century, suffered from the enhanced prices of labour and 
materials, which threw the original estimates badly out-the more so as 
they had generally been framed in a spirit of excited optimism.163 The 
distinction between the earlier and the later canals is apparent even within 
the great main line constituted by the Soar and Leicester Navigations and the 
Union and Grand Union Canals. The Soar Navigation, which alone belongl!d 
to the earlier period, was almost phenomenally prosperous. In 1796 it had 
paid a dividend of 30% "for several years past"; in 1805 it paid 96%; and 
in 1824 its £100 shares stood at £4,600.164 The Leicester Navigation, 
though falling on the later and less happy side of 1790, was nevertheless 
constructed early enough (especially since it served an area ripe for indus
trial advance) to arrive at a comfortable competence after some years of 
anxiety. The Union Canal, whose construction was begun a little later 
again and dragged out almost through the war-period, got into difficulties 
from which it was rescued only by outside help which would not have been 
forthcoming but for its own obvious economic importance. Taken as a 
whole, however, this great chain of waterways, traversing Leicestershire 
from north to south and linking it with. the capital and the major ports and 
productive areas of the country, ultimately satisfied many of the expectations 
formed of it, both as regards returns to shareholders and its effect upon the 
prosperity of the district. The network of canals of which it was an 
important part had removed the previous obstacles to the growth of manu
factures and population in the central tract of England; and from the 
beginning of the nineteenth century Leicestershire, in common with the rest 
of the East Midlands, Staffordshire and Warwickshire, began to fill up 
rapidly with industries and population. The result is most clearly reflected 
in the population curve of Leicester itself. The relatively improved roads 
of the eighteenth century, and the hosiery trade, had produced an increase 
from an estimated 6,000 in 1700 to 16,933 at the census of 1801. It was 
still, however, a country town. In the next twenty years, when the canals 
were coming into operation, the population almost doubled, being over 

153 F. Eyre and C. Hadfield, English Rivers and Canals, 20. 
164 ibid. Leicester Journal, 13 May 1796 and 27 Dec. 1805. It should be borne in 

mind that the number of shares in the Soar Navigation Company, originally 
limited to 100 (see page 69), must still have been relatively small. 
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30,000 in 1821, and then continued to rise at the rate of ten thousand every 
decade until 1850, after which the effect of the railways is seen in a further 
acceleration. 

The relation between the canals and the growth of Leicester-especially 
in the first twenty years of the nineteenth century-becomes even more 
clearly apparent when one considers in what parts of the town that growth 
is most evident. The "eastward drift" across the line of Church Gate, 
Gallowtree Gate and the London Road, which had been going on since the 
fifteenth century, and which was natural in a town confined by a river on 
its westward side, still continued. The houses in Granby Street and its 
environs grew more numerous. But for about twenty-five years after 1791 
or thereabouts it was probably at the north-eastern corner of the town that 
the thrust was most pronounced, thanks to the Canal and the Public Wharf. 
The areas on both sides of Belgrave Gate-Archdeacon Lane, Barkby Lane, 
Wharf Street, and presently the smaller streets branching from them
began to be filled up. This process of filling in open spaces ( of which much 
of Leicester's growth during the first half of the century consisted, since it 
originally covered an unusually large area in proportion to its population) 
was also . very much in evidence further to the west, in the neighbourhood 
of the now commercialised river. 

There ancient Soar, along his fertile bed, 
Sacred to commerce, saw new structures spread.165 

Not only did the former Vauxhall or Bath Gardens give place to wharves 
and warehouses, but the appearance of houses and streets in the Black 
Friars dates from 1799 or 1800, and the Pingle began to be laid out for 
streets within a short time afterwards.166 

Industrial Leicester (to adopt Mr. Percy Russell's summary of the 
situation)167 did not owe its origin to canals; but without them (and without 
canal-borne coal, be it added) comparatively little advance could have been 
made until the Railway Age. "The fuel famine of the eighteenth century 
would have stopped the growth not solely of industry but of population 
had not means been devised for overcoming it".168 

165 Extract from prologue composed by Miss Susannah Watts and spoken at the 
opening of the New Theatre in the Market Place in 1800 (Leicester Journal, 
28 March 1800). 

166 The conclusions in this paragraph are based on a large number of advertisements 
of "newly-erected houses" and building land for sale, together with notices 
of intended streets laid out, in Leicester Journal, 1786-1830, passim. 

167 P. Russell, A Leicestershire Road, 113. 
168 Clapham, op. cit., i. 78. 


