
THE ASHBY-DE-LA-ZOUCH CANAL 
AND ITS RAILWAYS 

by 

C. R. Clinker and Charles Hadfield 

I. THE CANAL BEFORE RAILWAY OWNERSHIP 

The Ashby Canal was authorised in 1795, but its history goes back 
to 1781. A few years earlier, in 1777, the great Trent & Mersey or Grand 
Trunk Canal had been built from the mouth of the River Derwent below 
Derby to Preston Brook on the Duke of Bridgewater's Canal, which gave 
access to Manchester and Liverpool. This canal had by-passed the much 
older River Trent Navigation up the river itself as far as Burton, and 
from its opening there was strong competition between the older river 
company and the newer canal. From this Grand Trunk two other canals 
had been projected which between them would connect it to the Thames 
at Oxford, and so to London: the Coventry Canal from the Grand Trunk 
at Fradley to Coventry; and the Oxford Canal from the Coventry at Long
ford near that town to Oxford. In 1781 both had for some years lain 
uncompleted, though useful up to a point, the Coventry built only from 
that town to Atherstone, and the Oxford from Longford to Banbury. 

In that year a meeting was held at Warwick in August to advocate 
a canal from the coalfields near Wednesbury beyond Birmingham to Ather
stone to join the Coventry. 1 It was an attempt to break the monopoly 
of the Birmingham Canal company in Staffordshire coal, and led to a 
meeting at Coleshill in June 17822 at which the promoters of the new canal 
decided to join forces with the proprietors of the Trent & Mersey, the 
Coventry, and the Oxford to get the new canal built and the two last 
completed, so that the coal off thei new Birmingham & Fazeley Canal 
might supplement that from the Warwickshire collieries down the whole 
canal and river line to Oxford and beyond. Following the Warwick meeting 
of 1781 there was a proposal to join the Trent at Burton to the Coventry 
Canal at Marston, which was probably suggested on the one hand by the 
proprietors of the river Trent navigation, anxious to have an independent 
connection with the canal system and a supply of coal they could sell at 
Burton in competition with the Trent & Mersey, and on the other by those 
who wanted to develop the coalfield at Ashby Woulds. This was the first 
proposal for what later became the Ashby Canal; it was not welcomed by 
the Coventry company, who presumably saw danger in any alliance with 
the rivals of the Trent & Mersey, whose canal they still hoped to join at 
Fradley, and loss of tolls in coal passing only a short distance over their 
canal from Marston to the Oxford Canal, im,tead of a longer distance from 
Atherstone or Fazeley. Therefore they minuted: "We are of opinion that 
a Canal now proposed to be made from Burton upon Trent to join the 
Coventry Canal at Marston Bridge will be of material injury to this 
Company".3 

Some swift negotiations must have followed with the Ashby Woulds 
supporters, for a fortnight later the Coventry company decided to support 
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a Bill for a canal from "Ashby Wold to the Coventry Canal at Griff with 
the restrictions which have been proposed in favour of the two companies 
of Coventry and Oxford".4 Clearly a compensation payment for coal off 
the Ashby line had been agreed to offset a possible loss of tolls to the 
Coventry company. The proposed canal was to run by way of Market 
Bosworth and Hinckley, and Robert Whitworth estimated its cost as 
£46,396 for 31 miles. This was, however, thought to be an underestimate, 
and combined with doubts upon its profitability and the reported hostility 
of many landowners, the project was dropped.s 

The next move came in 1787, and concerned a possible communica
tion between the Earl of Stamford's limeworks at Breedon and the river 
Trent. William Jessop reported in September,6 suggesting a mile of double
track tramroad or else a stone-road, and then 1 ½m. of canal with three 
locks to the Trent, and a short length of canal on the other side of the 
river with two locks to join the Trent & Mersey Canal. Again, nothing 
happened. 

In 1790, however, the whole through canal line from Birmingham 
and the Staffordshire coalfields by the Birmingham & Fazeley, and so to 
Coventry, Oxford and the Thames on the one hand, and to the Trent & 
Mersey at Fradley on the other, had been completed. It gave impetus 
to a revival of the Ashby Woulds idea, because the possible market for 
coal brought thence had now been so greatly widened. 

It was brought forward first at a county meeting held at Leicester 
in July 1790, but in spite of unanimous support there, enough opposition 
developed to prevent a Bill being introduced.? Nothing was done till 
1792, when the canal mania was beginning, that strange spectacle of 
speculation which was an adumbration of the great railway mania of 1845. 
Then, at a meeting at the "Queen's Head", Ashby, those present 
unanimously supported "the utility of a Canal from the Limeworks at 
Ticknall to Ashby Woulds and from thence to unite with the Coventry 
Canal at or near Griff".8 Among the canal's supporters at this time were 
the Earl of Stamford, Earl Ferrers, Francis Burdett of Foremark in Derby
shire, Edward Dawson of Long Wharton, Thomas Pares the Leicester 
attorney, and Thomas Paget, father of the banker.9 Lord Rawdon also 
supported the project, but told the committee that he would take no active 
part unless the Hon. Penn Assheton Curzon of Gopsall House, a landowner 
and one of the Members for the county, also agreed. ro A member of the 
Committee was then despatched to see Curzon, who announced that he 
had no objection to the canal if the line were altered so as not to interfere 
with his plan for extending his park. 11 

It was · therefore decided to agree a new line with Curzon, and also, 
at Earl Ferrers's request, to extend the canal to the limeworks at Staunton 
Harold. A month later, however, they found Curzon adamant that they 
must keep away from his property, in spite of the added cost. His view, 
as they reported it, was that "the Expence to the undertaking was no 
consideration at all to him . . . if it was so beneficial to the public as was 
talked of, they need not regard the Expence of his accommodation".12 

On 18 October 1792 he attended a meeting with the canal Committee; 
which did not go well. He now produced a possible danger to the spring 
in his park as well as to the extensions, and also showed himself against 
the project itself. 
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However, the Committee decided to proceed. The estimate by Robert 
Whitworth was £145,545, made up of £63,402 for the main line of the 
canal from the junction with the Coventry at Marston Bridge to Ashby 
Woulds, and £82,143 for the canal extensions to Ticknall, Staunton Harold 
and Cloud Hill. The canal was to be level from Marston to Ashby Woulds; 
thence there wa:; to be a rise of 139ft. by lockage, with a reservoir 5 Ift. 
below the summit from which water would be pumped up to the top 
pound. There would be five miles of summit level, then 84ft. of lockage 
down, and then level branches to Ticknall on the one side, and to Cloud 
Hill via Coleorton collieries on the other, and Staunton Harold if necessary. 

A capital of £150,000 was therefore proposed. Out of a total of 1,500 
£100 shares, 150 were reserved for landowners: 150 shares were reserved 
also for turnpike creditors of roads which might be affected by the canal 
and who wished to gain on the roundabouts what they might be about to 
lose on the swings; 150 were "reserved to be distributed or disposed of 
by the Committee as occasion may require during the Progress of the Bill 
in Parliament", while the rest were to be offered widely. 1 3 Subscribers 
were now sought. It was resolved "that :;peculation shall be as much 
discouraged as possible and to that end strict attention shall be paid to 
the responsibility of the proposed subscribers", and that no share could 
be transferred till 15 % calls had been paid upon it, a precaution against 
shareholders of straw, which was necessary at this time of the canal mania. 14 

All the same, the list of local subscribers makes it likely that many must 
have put their whole savings into the canal company, and many their 
names to shares as a speculation. Of the fifty-five names from Ashby 
itself, thirteen were described as spinsters, and six as widows : of the 
remainder, many must have been small men. There was a comber, four 
hosiers and a cordwainer; a butcher, a skinner, a victualler and two grocers, 
a joiner, a perukemaker and a cabinetmaker; two parsons and four doctors 
of the town took shares, and even a serving-man and a postilion. 

Meanwhile the Ashby Canal promoters had approached the Coventry 
proprietors for permission to join their canal, which coincided with a new 
proposal by the River Trent company for a canal from the end of their 
navigation at Burton to Fradley, so giving them access to the canal system 
independently of the Trent & Mersey. The Coventry soon decided to 
oppose both, the Trent plan probably from fear of offending the Trent 
& Mersey, the Ashby plan because of their original fear of the probable 
replacement of coal traffic from the Staffordshire fields or from the collieries 
between Atherstone and Polesworth, which would pay tolls for a consider
able mileage, by that off the Ashby, which would pay toll for only a short 
distance on the Coventry Canal before it passed on to the Oxford. The 
Coventry company then made a counter-proposal, for a waterway from their 
canal at Polesworth. to Ashby Woulds, which would give a line about five 
miles shorter to Marston bridge than that projected, and would earn more 
tolls for the Coventry company. They said that if the Ashby promoters 
would withdraw their Bill, the Coventry company would agree to such a 
canal from Ashby Woulds to Polesworth, with a branch from Griff to 
Hinckley to serve that town, or would make such canals itself. Otherwise 
they wanted a very stiff compensation toll of 8d. a ton for everything 
passing off the Ashby canal on to theirs, as well as a guarantee against 
loss. 1 s 
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Indeed, there are good arguments for the Polesworth-Ashby line. It 
was not adopted, however, perhaps from pressure of Measham and Hinckley 
interests, and the Ashby promoters instead came to an agreement with the 
Coventry company for a 5d. per ton compensation toll for all goods passing 
off the Ashby on to the Coventry canal. 16 The Ashby Bill was then 
presented, but was lost in May 1793 on a technicality of Standing Orders, 
which appears to have been to some extent Curzon's doing, in spite of 
the fact that two months before both William Jessop and Robert Whitworth 
had reported that his spring would be unaffected by the canal, and the 
Committee had gone so far as to pledge the whole capital of the company 
upon its being uninjured. 1 7 Soon afterwards Curzon seems at last to have 
been convinced, for Lord Moira (as Lord Rawdon now was) spoke in favour 
of the Bill at a meeting in Leicester in September, and in October took 
the chair at a meeting of the Ashby shareholders. The Leicester Navigation 
were assured that a branch would not be built to Swannington, and at last 
in May 1794 the Act was passed, authorising a canal about fifty miles long, 
with a capital of £150,000, and the power to raise £50,000 more if 
necessary. A penalty of £50,000 was laid on the company if they abstracted 
any water from Mr. Curzon's spring, a guarantee which presumably helped 
towards his conversion. 

A final decision had now to be taken on the size of the canal : that 
is, whether it should have broad locks capable of taking barges such as 
worked on the river navigations, or whether it should have narrow locks 
dtpable of taking narrow boats only. The great Grand Junction Canal, 
which had been authorised a year earlier, in 1793, from Braunston on the 
Oxford Canal to Brentford near London, was to be built broad, and it was 
hoped that the Coventry, the Oxford and the Trent & Mersey would widen 
their existing narrow locks, to allow barges to have access right through 
to Liverpool and Manchester. 18 If this plan came off, then clearly the 
Ashby should also be built broad, for barges would be more economical. 
On the other hand, to build broad before the Coventry and the Oxford 
took action would be a venture of faith which might be expensively mis
placed. In the event, it was decided in July 1794 to build the canal broad 
"for the Navigation of River Boats",1 9 and in fact it was so built, including 
the stop-lock at Marston junction, and the tunnel at Snarestone. As built, 
but not of course as at this time intended, there were no other locks. 

In the same month old Robert Whitworth-who had once been an 
assistant of James Brindley-was appointed joint engineer with his son 
Robert, the old man to give three months in the year of his time and 
his son his whole services. Cutting began in the same autumn of 1794 
on the section of canal from Ashby Woulds to Marston. Two years later, 
it was clear from what had been spent and Whitworth's estimate of what 
was still needed that the section -from Ashby Woulds to Marston was 
going to cost a good deal more than the estimate. It was in the light 
of this fact that the company soon afterwards decided that, if the land
owners were agreeable, tramroads should be substituted for the branch 
canals from Ashby Woulds to Ticknall and Cloud Hill "which it is now 
apprehended would be ... too expensive to be executed, with any hope 
of final success". 20 These tramroads will be described in the second 
portion of this paper. 
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During 1795 there were further discussions about widening the Oxford, 
Coventry, and Trent & Mersey Canals, which were abortive. A scheme 
was then put forward late in 1795 which would have by-passed the Trent 
& Mersey and part of the Coventry altogether, by building a broad canal 
from the end of the Ashby Canal at Ashby Woulds across the Trent to 
join that portion of the Trent & Mersey at its eastern end which had been 
built to take barges. It would leave this canal again at Horninglow and 
run to U ttoxeter, and thence by the Cheadle and Dilhorne coalfield to 
BUfslem. Here it would cross the Trent & Mersey and join Sir Nigel 
Gresley's coal-carrying canal near Newcastle-under-Lyme, pass through 
a tunnel, and eventually join the Chester Canal at Nantwich, whence by 
way of that canal and the Wirral branch of the Ellesmere Canal, both 
built for barges, there was access to the Dee at Chester and the Mersey 
at Ellesmere Port. This project was named the Commercial Canal, and 
was surveyed by Whitworth at the end of 1795. Its supporters appear to 
have been Jos·eph Wilkes of Measham, prominent in the affairs both of 
the Ashby and the Grand Junction Canals, Sir Nigel Gresley, some of 
the pottery manufacturers, and the owner of the Trent Navigation.21 

However, the Grand Junction had an alliance with the Trent & Mersey 
company, which was enough to defeat the project, though a provisional 
agreement was made by the latter in 1796 that they would widen their 
canal as far as the Potteries if the Coventry and Oxford would widen 
theirs-an agreement that was never carried out. The excitement did 
lead the Ashby company for some months in early 1797 to consider a 
link between their canal and the Trent Navigation, and also tramroads 
from Ticknall and Breedon to the Trent, as an alternative to the building 
of tramroads to Ashby Woulds. Desultory talks went on till 1801 with 
the owner, Lord Uxbridge, and the lessees, the Burton Boat Company, 
which included a possible amalgamation of the two concerns. They ended 
when the Trent & Mersey began to negotiate for the amalgamation with 
their company which took place in 1805. The Ashby company from 1797 
onwards had had too many troubles of its own to take such negotiations 
very seriously. 

In May 1797 the younger Whitworth was reported ill, and at the 
end of June, though the canal was yet unfinished, the services of both 
engineers were terminated, though it was agreed that they might be 
employed on a day-to-day basis. Thereafter the canal company made do 
for some years with a local man, Thomas Newbold, who was followed by 
the more experienced Crossley. By early 1798 the canal was open from 
Ashby Woulds to Market Bosworth, but before then the Committee had 
had a shock. A year earlier they had commissioned an enquiry into "the 
State of the several Coalworks on Ashby Woulds and the neighbourhood 
and the prospect of those works from their present State being capable 
of supplying the Country with Coals agreeable to the expectations enter
tained by the public in that respect".22 The result was not satisfactory. 
There was "delay likely to happen by the Trials making for Coal on the 
Woulds, and the Probability of the Company being, for a very long period, 
deprived of all hopes of receiving Interest for their Money, from a want 
of that Article to pass along the Canal".2 3 They therefore wrote to Lord 
Moira, Colonel Hastings and Joseph Wilkes of Measham, the three big 
proprietors, asking them to hurry up and open new collieries and prospect 
for more. 
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Last of the company's troubles was the financial pressure of the times, 
which meant that calls were far in arrear-in April 1798 £112,500 had 
been called and only £82,363 received-and a number of shareholders 
had to be prosecuted because of failure to pay their calls. By April 1800 
the full £150,000 of original capital had been called, though only £n5,849 
had been received. Shareholders were told that "delays of payment on 
many of the Shares and the impossibility of collecting speedily those arrears 
even by compulsory means, have left the Treasurer for the present destitute 
of provision for carrying on the business". 2 4 Progress had now to be made 
by additional calls, by raising loans from some of the shareholders, and 
by a drive against arrears: it was hard work, and Outram's payments for 
the trarnroads, under construction at this time, were often behind hand. 

The Grand Junction Canal was opened in November 1800 (though 
it used · a tramroad over Blisworth hill till the tunnel was completed in 
March 1805), and much shortened the canal route between London and 
the Midlands. There was, however, no link with Leicester, because the 
proposed Leicestershire & Northamptonshire Canal had progress·ed no 
further from Leicester than Gumley. Upon the opening of the Grand 
Junction, Pickfords, the big canal carriers, began a service between the 
two towns by canal as far as Brownsover wharf near Rugby on the Oxford 
Canal, and thence by road to Leicester. In January 1802 the firm were 
asked by the Ashby company if, when their canal was open, they would 
consider Hinckley, Market Bosworth or Sutton Cheney wharves as sub
stitutes for Brownsover, and after some toll reductions had been agreed 
by the Oxford, Coventry and Ashby companies, Pickfords consented, as 
soon as the Ashby should be open, to use Hinckley. 2 s This was an additional 
reason for completing the canal to the junction at Marston as quickly as 
possible. 

The usual date given for this completion is May 1805,26 but Mr. 
Temple Patterson27 gives it correctly as 1804: the exact date is probably 
19 April, but is certainly before 5 June.28 The first public announcement 
seems to be that in the Leicester Journal for 3 August 1804. The Pickford 
trade lasted for a few years, and was then transferred to the line of the 
Grand Union Canal, opened in 1814 to connect the Grand Junction at 
Norton junction with the old Leicestershire & Northamptonshire Union 
at Gumley, which for the first time gave Leicester an accessible canal 
communication with London. 

The canal with its trarnroads had by October 1807, when a reasonably 
final figure was available, cost altogether £184,070. Not surprisingly there 
were no celebrations at the opening, for it was not a joyous occasion. A 
few months before, Joseph Wilkes of Measham had produced his report 
stating that there was not enough coal available along the canal, and 
advising its import from the Warwickshire and Staffordshire collieries in 
exchange for lime carried to Birmingham,2 9 and in April 1804 when the 
canal was about to be opened the shareholders were told that there was 
"very little probability of their reaping at present any advantage from 
the undertaking".3° The forecast was correct. It was not until 1826 
that the company turned the financial comer, or till 1828 that the first 
dividend was paid, in respect of the year 1827. 

The net receipts of the company from tolls were as follows, averaged 
in five-year periods up to the end of 1838, after which there is a gap 
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in the records till after the canal had been bought by the Midland Railway. 
(A full statement will be found in the Appendix.) 

1806-10 £2,408 
1811-15 3,153 
1816-20 3,41r 
1821-25 4,186 
1826-30 6,027 
1831-35 6,362 
1836-38 (3 years) 7,098 

A dividend of £2 per share of £113 was paid for 1827, and thereafter 
£4 per annum up to and including 1837, except for the year 1833, for 
which only £2 was paid. There is no information after 1837. Before 
dividends were paid, however, the whole of the loan debt of over £20,000 
had been paid off, mainly during the years 1820 to 1827. The price of 
the £113 shares had at one time fallen as low at £10, but the payment 
of the first dividend pulled them up to £60,31 and in February 1830 they 
were £85,32 

In 1804, the year that the canal was opened, the colliery at Moira 
was begun and sunk to the main coal : further pits were sunk a year or 
two later, and more again in 1813. In 1812 the canal company had given 
Lord Moira extended credit on the canal, and also apparently a drawback 
on the tolls charged if sufficient tonnage each year was boated the length 
of the canal. Thus encouraged, the Moira coal, to become during the 
nineteenth century so well-known a canal-borne commodity, was introduced 
to London. Here is an advertisement quoted from The Times: 33 

"Those who are curious in the truly English blessing of Coals, 
and give some attention to domestic comfort and economy, would do 
well at this season to attend to a new quality of Coal found in 
LEICESTERSHIRE at Ashby de la Zouch and called MOIRA 
COAL . . . it is brought by the Canal to Paddington at about 47s. 
per ton . . . This appears a little higher than good Newcastle Sea 
Coals at this cheap time, but on the trial of its economy in use, burning 
very slow, clear and bright, without the aid of a Poker, without smoke 
or smell, and having no cinders, it will be found a most agreeable and 
desirable fuel for the Public Office, the study, bedroom, apartment of 
the sick, hospital, parlour, and drawing-room . . ." 

It found a market there, and also at Oxford, where it began to be 
used in colleges, and at many places in the Midlands, the South, and 
along the Thames Valley. It was largely the development of the Moira 
group of pits, notably in the eighteen-twenties, that made the Ashby Canal 
an important waterway. 

The principal events of the canal's early history are these. In 1815 
the company rented warehouses at Measham, and tried to build up an 
export trade in cheese, we do not know with what success. In 1816 a 
passenger boat was put on the canal by a private group : the boat was 
forbidden to go faster than horses could walk, or to carry more than 
50 cwt. of merchandise, and it does not seem to have lasted long. In 
1819 it was decided to make the regulating lock at the junction with the 
Coventry Canal a narrow one, and the two companies shared the cost of 
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converting it, though broad boats continued to be used within the limits 
of the canal. 

In 1822 the committee made a move that turned out to have important 
results : they sent their engineer Crossley on a round tour of the eight 
neighbouring canals to find out what their tolls on coal were, and what 
drawbacks were allowed. He must have come back to recommend an 
extension of the drawback system, for in October it was decided to allow 
a drawback of rs. a ton on all coal passing the whole length of the canal 
i.e. from Moira, Church Gresley, Swadlincote, etc., irrespective of quantity 
carried, to "the foreign market".34 This subsidy had an immediate effect, 
for in January 1823 it was reported35 that there had been an "increase 
of the Tonnages the last three months by an extention of the Coal Trade 
in consequence of the exertions made in that Trade and by the facilities 
given by the Company thereto". The policy was most successful. The 
tonnage of coal passing the full length of the canal and so earning drawback 
rose from 4,367 in 1824 to 14,293 in 1826 and 22,011 in 1828, and by 
1837 had reached 37,316. In spite of the drawback the company was 
still taking about 2s. a ton for coal carried the full length. 

Let us now go backwards in time and look at the tramroads belonging 
to the canal company-or railways as they themselves called them. 

II. THE RAILWAYS BEFORE RAILWAY OWNERSHIP 

The question as to whether the railways should be made in place 
of canal branches at the northern end had been under discussion by the 
Committee and General Assembly since early in 1793.36 A report by 
J. Green of Wollaton dated 12 June that year recommended a "cast 
mettle" railway 1,320 yards long from the termination of Dewes' colliery 
branch canal to the collieries of Sir Nigel Gresley, Mr. Oldknow and Mr. 
Bullivant at an estimated cost of £1,200 per mile,37 but this idea was 
rejected.38 As passed on 9 May 1794, the company's Act39 included powers 
to convey traffic by "Rollers, Inclined Planes, or in any other Manner than 
by Water". This was later interpreted by the company as covering con
struction of railways. 

Whilst the matter of possible canal extensions to join the River Trent 
or Trent & Mersey Canal was being considered, the railways were left 
in abeyance and it was not until 5 June 1798 that the Committee instructed 
Jewsbury (a Committee member) and Newbold (the newly-appointed toll 
collector) to report on the expediency of making railways in lieu of the 
branch canals from Ashby W oulds to the lime works at Cloud Hill 
(Breedon) and Ticknall.4° Their report is not preserved, but evidently it 
was favourable, for on 21 August it was decided to write to Benjamin 
Outram at Butterley Ironworks and request his attendance at the next · 
meeting.4' Outram's report, dated 25 September 1798, was read to the 
General Assembly on I October.42 He thought a railway "greatly 
preferable to all parties interested, for it would be but half the length, 
would cost but one fourth the expence and if completed, would do the 
business cheaper by half". It recommended lines from Breedon and 
Ticknall uniting in Ashby Old Parks and descending gradually through the 
town of Ashby to the canal at Willesley. The expense of making these, 
together with a short branch in Ashby, was put at £30,000, some 
£8-10,000 less than a previous suggestion to concentrate the railheads at 
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the upper end of the canal on Ashby Woulds. If the canal tonnage rates 
were applied to the railways, traders would save upwards of 1s. per ton. 
The Assembly approved the report43 and on 4 December the Committee 
resolved to instruct Outram to prepare surveys and estimates for railways 
from the lime works to the canal through the Willesley Valley.44 On I 
January 1799 he was told to stake out the lines. 

Writing on 29 January from Butterley, Outram suggested the railways 
should be single lines only from Cloud Hill and Ticknall to . Old Parks 
and double track thence to Willesley, the branches being formed full 
double width to allow returning horses to pass downcoming loaded waggons 
and for laying a second line of rails if ever the traffic should warrant 
this. By this proposal, £5,060 would be saved. 

His specification provided for "the stoutest cast iron rails one yard 
in length and to weigh on the average 38 lb. each", with proportionately 
stronger ones at road crossings. The rails were to rest on stone blocks, 
150 lb. each, and be secured thereto by a wrought-iron spike or large nail 
driven into an octagonal oak plug five inches long in a hole drilled near 
the centre of the block. Each block was to be firmly bedded and the space 
between and around filled up with small stones or gravel. The contractor 
to undertake free replacement of all rails which broke within three years 
from 25 March 1800. 

The estimate was : 

Willesley line (to Old Parks) 
Cloud Hill branch 
Ticknall branch ... 
Marget's Close branch (Ashby) 
Branch to Sir H. Burdett's land .. . 

for additional double width on branches 

£ s. d. 
14,315 IO 0 
5,878 0 0 
7,432 0 0 

350 0 0 
740 0 0 

29,500 0 0 

Outram asked that he might be told at once whether the Committee 
wished to enter into a contract with him for execution of the railways as 
he thought the Butterley Works would be fully occupied for 15 months 
in making the necessary rails, etc. and he expected other large orders 
for the West Indies and America. He wrote again on 20 February 1799 
politely repeating his request, pointing out that their workmen had little 
to do because he was holding off large orders in the hope of undertaking 
the Ashby works. 

The Assembly's final approval to construction of the railways was 
given at its meeting on I April 1799. Outram, with "a company of good 
miners" out of work and waiting to be employed on the tunnel at Old 
Parks, wrote two days later pressing for information,45 but the Committee, 
now apparently in some rather belated doubts as to whether their Act 
included powers to make the railways, delayed a reply. On 19 April they 
cautiously ordered from Outram. sufficient rails for five miles of track. 
These, 70 tons, were delivered by 16 July. Nothing was said about making 
a start on the works. 
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It is worthwhile at this point to mention two misapprehensions which 
have been current for many years. Earlier writers have repeatedly stated 
that Outram gave his name to tramroads and the form of rails sometimes 
known as tram plates. This is, in fact, merely a coincidence. The word 
"tram" is descended from the old Scandinavian traam and its High German 
equivalent, dram, meaning a beam of wood, the earliest form of rail. It 
has also been alleged that the Company refused to adopt Jessop's form 
of edge rail and waggons with flanged wheels, preferring Outram's L-section 
plates. Ill-feeling is supposed to have been aroused by this action. Careful 
research has failed to trace evidence of Jessop being concerned in any way 
with the railways as built, although he may have been associated with 
Whitworth in a report (6 February 1797) suggesting railways from Cloud 
Hill and Ticknall to the River Trent. 

Meantime the desirability of making railways from the head of the 
canal to coal works at Church Gresley and Swadlincote on the north of 
the Woulds was being investigated. Lord Stamford said he thought it 
would be necessary to obtain a fresh Act, but the Committee expressed 
themselves satisfied as to their powers and retained a lawyer in case any 
trouble should arise. 46 

At last, on 6 August 1799, the Committee decided that Outram should 
proceed with construction of the railways, but said nothing about signing 
his contract. He wrote to the Acting Clerk on 4 September mentioning 
that he was disturbed because the Treasurer had so little cash in hand, 
and pointing out that he could not "be bound to the terms I have offered 
if I am not furnished with Money to forward the works with regularity and 
dispatch . . ." He added that the price of cast-iron had already risen 
by 5 % and labour costs were advancing. On 13 September, the Committee 
decided he should commence work at the Ticknall end of that branch and 
on the deep cuttings approaching Old Parks tunnel. 

One can visualise and appreciate Outram's sense of frustration at the 
Committee's apparent intransigence due, it may be surmised, to financial 
uncertainty. Nevertheless, they appear to have expected him to carry out 
the works. From his letter of 3 December 1799,47 in whjch he again asks 
for his contract to be finally settled, it appears that the matter of suitable 
gauge for the railways had been raised. He informed the Committee that 
the width of the Derby Canal and Crich lines was 3 ft. 6 in. "but as it 
is exceedingly probable that Railways will soon become general for the 
transport of Merchandize . . . and many Hogsheads and packages require 
carriages eight inches wider" he recommended a gauge of 4 ft. 2 in. 
between the flanges of the rails "and that width should be sufficient to suit 
all purposes of Trade". This proposal would increase the costs of tunnels 
and bridges. He offered to complete the lines on this scale for £29,500, 
an increase of £785. 

The Committee accepted his recommendation that a gauge of 4 ft. 2 in. 
should be adopted, provided the counter arch in the tunnel was of brick 
or stone work not less than 9 in. thick, the side walls 18 in. and the arch 
13 in. The width at track level to be at least II ft.48 

Once again Outram wrote (3 February 1800)49 pressing for signature 
of his contract, but the Committee again ignored his request. He attended 
their meeting on 17 February when his revised estimate of £29,500 was 
accepted and confirmed, with a stipulation that the railways should be 
finished and fit for use on or before I May 1801. 



ASHBY-DE-LA-ZOUCH CANAL AND ITS RAILWAYS 

Not only was there, apparently, no contract with Outram, but money 
was short and payment to him heavily in arrear. He wrote to the Acting 
Clerk on 22 December 18oos0 complaining of failure to pay the instalments 
regularly and received a reply (decided on at the Committee meeting on 
30 December): "until Counsel's opinion on borrowing powers is received 
the Committee cannot fix a Time for paying the Money required ... but 
if any sums should unexpectedly come into the Treasurer's hands a 
remittance will be made". It could hardly be expected that Outram would 
accept this situation and he wrote to the Committee on 2 February 1801 
threatening to "put an entire stop to the works" if the money due was 
not paid, together with compensation for rising costs and delays. 

The Committee were not deterred. They were already exercising 
their borrowing powers and a small income was being derived from tolls 
on the canal, part of which had been opened in 1798. On 3 March 1801 
they instructed John Hodgkinson, Outram's resident assistant, to make four 
passing loops on the Cloud Hill line north of the tunnel, each not less 
than 45 yd. long. Similar provision for the Ticknall line was made the 
following year.5' A special meeting of the Committee on 21 August 
instructed the Clerk to write to Outram saying the Treasurer had been 
directed to pay him for the work done so far as the financial position 
allowed. 

Despite the additional money now available, the Committee felt it 
prudent to economise and it was decided on 4 August to make the Willesley 
-Old Parks section as a single line only, thereby saving £3,000. However, 
Outram attended their meeting on 5 October to report on the state of 
the works and suggested delays would inevitably take place if this decision 
was adhered to. It was rescinded, although on 6 January 1802 he was 
told to lay a single track only at the Burton Road level crossing in Ashby. 

On 18 December 1801, the Committee agreed to Outram's proposal 
to complete the railways by I May the following year and, if they were 
not ready by that date, to undertake to convey the traffic by road at 1s. 6d. 
per ton. Relying on this, it was decided to advertise the opening of the 
railways for traffic on that date. But Outram failed to complete the 
workss2 and transport by road was commenced. His contractors were 
allowed 12s. per boatload of limes3 and were required to use two horses 
to draw three waggons on that portion of the railway which was completed.54 

Writing to the Clerk on 5 July 1802, Outram estimated the cost of 
the works at more than £2,000 above his estimate "to which I am entitled 
either on a fair valuation ... or making fair and just allowances for the 
increased price of labour and materials". He added: "I have all along 
acted under confidence that I was dealing along with men of honor and 
Gentlemen but late proceedings induce me to expect that I may have to 
seek Justice from the laws of my Country".ss Payments to Outram had 
been suspended on 15 June but were resumed with £300 on 6 July after 
the Committee had heard a progress report on the railways. This showed 
that Hodgkinson had laid 710 yds. of track in one week and required only 
a further 1,000 rails to complete the whole. 

It is not possible to state with absolute precision when the railways 
were brought into use, but it appears probable this took place between July 
and October 1802. Abraham Rees in his Cyclopaedia states that the 
railways were completed previously to May in that year (possibly when 
he visited the district) but the minutes indicate that they were not yet 
conveying traffic at this date. 
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This rate of progress was not maintained, but as the result of a 
letter from Hodgkinson complaining of irregular paymentss6 Outram was 
told that as soon as he reported the railways in a fit state the company's 
representatives would inspect them.57 This was carried out by two members 
of the Committee, Joseph Wilkes and Robert Charles Greaves, on 15 and 
16 November 1802. They observed that the path for the horse drivers 
lacked sufficient gravel and was so badly made as to cause the sleepers to 
slip. The embankment at Willesley was unfit and in part needed widening 
and strengthening. Some side walls were too low. These deficiencies 
should be rectified and a fresh inspection ordered when completed.s8 

In March 1803 the company called in John Warner (Engineer of the 
Coventry Canal) and George Parramore. Their report59 was pretty critical 
and does not reflect great credit on Outram, even after allowance is made 
for the rather hand-to-mouth conditions caused by lack of funds. They 
found many of the sleepers were of unsuitable stone and the wood plugs 
carelessly cut. These defects, together with bad ballasting, resulted in 
the track not being well supported and frequently out of gauge, in some 
places as much as 1½ in. too wide and in others as much too narrow. The 
embankments had been hurriedly constructed and the track laid upon them 
before they had time to settle, but the gauge on these sections could have 
been preserved by the use of oak sleepers. The cuttings and archway 
under Sir Henry Harpur's drive at Ticknall were incomplete and required 
further walling and arching. They recommended a month's stoppage of 
all trade on the railways to enable the defects to be remedied. 

It is not known whether the railways were, in fact, closed but Outram 
was told to put the line in order or, failing this, the company would do so. 
Outram and the company were now in dispute as to the amount due to 
him and on 9 July 1803 the parties agreed to arbitration. One may reflect 
at this juncture how much trouble would have been saved had a proper 
contract been signed in the first place! Meantime he carried out repairs 
to the railways and the company engaged Christopher Staveley, the 
Leicester Navigation Company's surveyor, to go over them and examine 
the works. His report, dated 6 July 1803,60 closely followed that of 
Warner and Parramore. He too, criticised settlement of the embankments 
and added that they were too steep and narrow. The drainage was almost 
non-existent and in some places there was little or no foundation for the 
sleeper blocks. Both reports give details of pricing for the purpose of 
showing that Outram was charging too much. 

From these reports it is possible to give the exact lengths of the 
various railways: 

Willesley to Old Parks 
Old Parks to Cloud Hill 
Old Parks to Ticknall 
Branch at Ticknall to Burdett's works 
Marget's Close branch (Ashby) 

Total route mileage 
Passing loops and sidings 

m. eh. yd. 
3 72 7 double line 
4 2 16 single line 
4 1 2 single line 

29 13 l presumed to be 
17 19 f single lines 

12 43 13 
22 21 

12 66 12 
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Old Parks tunnel was 447 yd. long and 13 ft. wide at rail level; the 
short tunnel in the deep cutting approaching Ticknall was 50 yd. 
Altogether, 12 passing loops were provided on the single-line sections. 

In all, Outram was paid a total of £31,163 15s. 7d. between June 
1799 and March 1805. He died on 22 May 1805 and a further £450 was 
paid to his widow, which appears to have settled his account. The sum 
of £381 14s. 2d. (including some interest) was paid to the Butterley 
Company in 1819-20, but this is assumed to be a separate debt contracted 
after 1807, although the minutes do not indicate how it was made up. 

The railways having been put in reasonable order, steps were taken 
to tighten up regulations for their use. On 6 March 1804 the Committee 
ordered that the five men employed in maintenance of the railways should 
be provided with gauges to ensure that no waggon exceeded 4 ft. 3½ in. 
between the wheels. This was strengthened with a bye-law, approved 
by the General Assembly on 2 April, making it an offence to use waggons 
whose gauge was less than 4 ft. 2 in. or more than 4 ft. 3½ in. It was 
also laid down "that no loaded Waggon driven off any of the said Railways 
shall be suffered to return thereon over the flanches of the Rails without 
the same being first unladen". Use of the railways was prohibited between 
one hour after sunset and one hour before sunrise. In 1806 the General 
Assembly made a regulation prohibiting the transit of any waggon exceed
ing two tons, gross. 61 Two years later speed was restricted to walking 
pace.62 

First indications as to the volume of traffic using the railways are 
in the Collector's accounts for six months ending 30 March 1804, when 
receipts were £81 3s. 4¾d. The following six-month period showed a 
large increase to £206 rns. rn½d. For the winter period ending 30 March 
1806 it was down to £88 9s. 3¼d. (possibly due to winter conditions) but 
by 30 September that year it amounted to £224 15s. 3½d. Thereafter 
the accounts do not distinguish between receipts from canal and railway 
sources. It is not possible to assess accurately what expenditure was 
incurred on maintaining the railways, but labour costs averaging about 
£240 per annum are shown in the minutes for the half-years ending 30 
September 1834 to 30 September 1838. 

On 2 May 1809, Mr. Woodhouse, agent to the Marquess of Hastings, 
complained of the bad state of the railways and asked that repairs be 
carried out so that he could use them for coal traffic. Crossley was told to 
apportion his men so that the railways might be kept in "a passable state" 
and progressive repairs commenced throughout the lines, beginning at 
Willesley. An order for 500 rails was placed with the Earl of Moira's 
Woulds Foundry.63 Further supplies from the same source were ordered 
in 18u,64 18146s and 1818.66 The cost of these was partially offset by 
selling the broken rails as scrap. 

Another inspection of the railways was ordered on 3 May 1814, 
this time by Thomas Jewsbury (a Committee member) and Samuel Tudor 
of Coxbench who, it is inferred, had some connection with the Derby 
Canal's tramroad. One outcome of this was an order for a boatload of 
stone sleeper blocks from Little Eaton for use on the Ashby-Willesley 
section. Crossley was also instructed to see whether a shaft could be 
made in Old Parks tunnel to give more light and to note where water 
entered the tunnel. It may here be remarked that leakage of water was 
a chronic trouble in the tunnel and remained so up to its closure in 1955. 
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On Tuesday 24 June 1817, the Committee inspected the railways by 
travelling over them in a waggon, starting from Ashby at IO a.m. This 
appears to be the first such inspection, although it was the normal practice 
on other early railways and continued for many years after this occasion.67 

Although there was a reduction in traffic on the railways in 1819-1821, 
due in part to the general agricultural depression, the company continued 
to improve its lines and to provide additional facilities. Improvements 
and new tracks were ordered in August 1821 to be made at Willesley68 
and the Committee asked Crossley to recommend a site for a public wharf 
at Ticknall.69 The General Assembly agreed on 7 April 1823 that this 
should be provided. A complete overhaul of the drainage of the railways 
and attention to the foundations damaged by rain and frost was ordered 
on 4 March 1823. 

So far no provision had been made for rail communication between 
the head of the canal and the collieries and potteries in the Swadlincote 
and Church Gresley area. The matter was raised at the end of 1823 by 
John Brown, resident agent to Court Dewes Granville, a coal owner, and 
I. W. Bourne, an earthenware manufacturer. Crossley was ordered to 
survey the district and suggest the best method of providing these 
facilities.7° 

As with the original decision on the route to be taken by the canal 
and whether part should be made as a railway, the Committee appear to 
have taken an inordinate time to make up their minds.11 Further surveys 
by Crossley, Josiah Jessop of Butterley12 and James Ashton Twigg of 
Chesterfield73 enabled the Committee to reach a decision on 2 May 1826, 
almost two and a half years after the subject had been initiated. They 
ordered Crossley to "forthwith proceed to execute the intended rail
road ... and to procure edge rails when necessary, such as Mr. Twigg 
recommends".74 The line was to be double track on a formation 30 ft. 
wide, the stone blocks being obtained from the Company's own quarry 
near Worthington.75 

The opening of the three-mile Swadlincote railway took place on 
21 July 1827, and was treated as a gala occasion. A processional journey 
by 16 waggons, including a band, was followed by a "grand collation" 
provided by John Brown at his house and served by his wife and daughters 
to about 200 people. The whole proceedings lasted from IO a.m. to 
II p.m.76 The cost of the line was £4,261 ms. 9d., including £91 7s. 3d. 
for land; the greater part was found by mortgages of £4,000 authorised 
by the General Assembly on 3 April 1826. This was paid off by April 
1828 out of the profits of the whole undertaking. 

On 2 September 1828, Crossley reported to the Committee that 
Earl Ferrers had intimated that he required the company to make a railway 
to his lime works at Staunton Harold in accordance with the provision in 
their Act.77 He had already met Webb, the Earl's agent,78 and was now 
instructed to survey and plan the line.79 On 2 December, after an objection 
by the Marquess of Hastings to the route selected through his land, 80 
Crossley was told to stake out the line from Dimsdale to a junction with 
the company's Ticknall branch on the west side of South Wood, allowing 
for a private railway from Sir George Crewe's limeworks in connection 
with it. Although the Marquess of Hastings agreed to the line as altered, 81 
it was subsequently changed to run through Sir George Crewe's land 
only.82 
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The General Assembly on 5 April 1829 approved commencement of 
the construction. The Committee met at Heath End, Dimsdale, on 13 
August to inspect the works83 and on I September it was reported that 
400 yd. of track were already laid and completion was expected in about 
three weeks. Rails were supplied by Messrs. Thornewille & Parkes at 
£7 17s. 6d. per ton.84 It is not possible to say exactly when the Dimsdale 
branch was brought into use. The forecast that it would be ready by the 
end of September 1829 may have been upset by some factor which has 
passed unrecorded, but on 7 September 1830 the Committee resolved 
"that Lord Ferrers be acquainted with the completion of the Staunton 
Railway and to request his lordship will take immediate steps to promote 
the Trade thereon". It seems unlikely that the line was ready, but unused, 
for a whole year. The cost was. £2,054 9s., including £536 3s. 9d. paid 
to Sir George Crewe for land, the whole being met from income. It is 
pleasant to read that Crossley was presented with 100 guineas "as a reward 
for his unwearied exertions and services in the execution and superintend
ence of the Swadlincote and Staunton Railway".8s 

. It will be realised that the railways of the company were now in two 
parts, isolated from each other and from outside lines. The original lines 
consisted of the Willesley-Old Parks route, dividing there to Cloud Hill 
and Ticknall, with a branch from the latter to Dimsdale. These were 
formed of L-section plate rails of Outram type, whilst the Swadlincote line 
from the head of the canal was laid with the more modern edge rails. 

On the Cloud Hill branch, the company's line met the Coleorton 
Railway at Worthington Rough. This was also laid with edge rails and 
connected with the Leicester & Swannington Railway near the foot of 
Swannington incline. The Coleorton Railway was an independent com
pany incorporated on 10 June 183386 to make a 2½-rnile extension of the 
Leicester & Swannington; it is believed to have been opened in November 
the same year. Owing to the difference in the type of rail used, it could 
not be physically connected with the Ashby's line and such traffic as passed 
had to be transhipped, although there is some evidence that Bostock, 
lessee of Lord Stamford's lime works at Cloud Hill, preferred to bring 
his lime to the Coleorton Railway by road owing to the poor condition of 
the canal company's railway. 

The negotiations which took place between the Coleorton Company, 
the Ashby Canal Company and Bostock have already been chronicled in 
detail elsewhere.87 It will suffice here to say that a combined L-section 
plate and edge rail, known as a "rib rail", was agreed to by the Ashby 
Company on 4 December 183888 and laid between Cloud Hill and the 
junction with the Coleorton Railway at Worthington Rough, near Newbold, 
a distance of I m. 66 eh. The Chairman of the Leicester & Swannington 
Company reported to his Annual Meeting on 5 August 1840 that "the 
Cloud Hill Lime Works connection has been completed".89 The relaying 
may have been completed by the end of 1839, since Bostock was advertising 
60 tons of "superior quality cast iron tramplates" for sale in December.9° 
A specimen of this unusual rail is preserved in the Newarke Houses 
Museum, Leicester. The Outram vertical flange is widened to give a 
running surface of 1½in. for normal flange-wheeled waggons and the plate 
section is 3½ in. wide to take the tramroad waggons with flangeless wheels. 
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The first approach to the company on this subject was mi,ide on 3 
April 1837 when a deputation from the .Coleorton Company met the 
Committee.91· After lengthy consideration,92 the proposal was rejected 
on 2 January 1838, presumably because of the probable diversion of traffic 
to the Coleorton and Leicester & Swannington Railways. It is rather 
curious that a seemingly identical proposal submitted by Bostock on 4 
September the same year was, after reference to the General Assembly, 
agreed to as stated above.93 Unfortunately, the company's minute books 
are not available to explain this volte-f aoe. It is interesting to observe, 
however, that the company contemplated relaying with rib rails the whole 
of the Willesley, Cloud Hill and Ticknall lines where the plate rails were 
much worn. A minute of II September 1837 (whilst the negotiations with 
the Coleorton Company were in progress) instructed Crossley to prepare 
an estimate "with all convenient speed", but the result of this does not 
appear. 

III. THE CANAL AND RAILWAYS UNDER RAILWAY OWNERSHIP 

The history of the canal continued to be uneventful until the Railway 
Mania of 1845. In that year the Midland Railway were anxious to keep 
potential competitors away from the Leicestershire coalfields : among them 
were the Leicester & Bedford project backed by the Great Northern Rail
way, and that for an Atherstone, Ashby-de-la-Zouch & Burton-on-Trent 
Railway, which would have served the collieries at Moira, the mineral 
districts round Ticknall and Breedon, and places along the canal such as 
Market Bosworth and Hinckley. The :background to the struggles of 
the time can be read in C. E. Stretton's History of the Midland Railway 
and A. Temple Patterson's Radical Leicester. 

George Hudson, the Chairman of the Midland, therefore made an 
agreement with the Ashby company to buy their canal and railways for 
£110,000, the conditions being that the Midland Railway engaged to 
make a line of railway by way of Hinckley and Moira to the Midland 
line near Burton-on-Trent, and convert the canal tramroad to Gresley 
Common into a railway. Payment was to be made within six months of 
an authori~ing Act. One of the clauses of the agreement stated : "The 
Midland Company to keep the Canal intact, and in good repair for the 
purposes of trade, until the completion of the Railway and as long after 
as may be deemed expedient".94 

From this last clause it is clear that the local owners of the Ashby 
Canal were content for the canal to be replaced by a railway. The Coventry 
and Oxford Canal Companies, however, were more long-sighted than the 
colliery interests. They strongly opposed the Bill, which threatened the 
loss of a very considerable long-haul coal tonnage on their canals, and only 
agreed to it after compelling the Midland to insert unique clauses in it. 
The Act95 stated that the canal was to be kept in good order, with its 
water supply unaffected. If the Midland Railway did not do so, the 
Coventry Canal Company could do the work, and charge the railway 
company with the cost. The maximum tolls to be charged in the future 
were not to exceed those levied by the canal company at the time of sale, 
nor were t~ey t? be greater than those levied by the railway company on 
the competmg lme. The Oxford Canal foresaw that even then the Moira 
coal trade might be diverted to rail, and had a clause inserted that if 
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because of such diversion coal tolls were lowered on the Oxford Canal, 
a proportionate lowering of the Ashby's tolls was also to take place, so 
long as they did not fall below ¼d. per ton per mile. Lastly, the Board 
of Trade were given special powers of investigation. 

The competing line of railway to the south was not in fact opened 
till 1873, when the line from Overseal (on the Leicester-Burton line) to 
Nuneaton was opened jointly by the Midland and the London & North 
Western Railways, the Moira colliery sidings probably being built at the 
same time. Till a few years after the opening of this line the canal 
remained busy. Then the railway began to take traffic off the canal, and 
the Oxford Canal Company's clause took effect. Certainly at the time 
of the Royal Commission on Canals and Inland Navigations of 1906 the 
¼d.-a-mile rate was in use for coal.96 This cheap rate, and that correspond
ing to it on the railway, naturally put the collieries on the line into an 
excellent position to compete with others less fortunately placed. The 
Moira colliery used rail to some extent, but well into this century had its 
own fleet of boats. 

However, from the eighties onwards maintenance on the canal was 
neglected, since it was known that the Coventry Canal, which was 
independent, was in equally bad condition, and therefore in no state to 
take action under the Act of 1846, even if it were financially strong enough 
for the battle.97 The railway company was probably encouraged by the 
failure of the Board of Trade to take action when appealed to by the 
Measham Colliery Company,98 a failure which resulted in that company 
asking for a rail siding, and getting it in 1902. By 1906 the tonnage 
carried, which had been 104,238 in 1885, was down to 38,130, and 
thenceforward slowly declined. In 1944, the Moira collieries having 
ceased for many years to carry by canal, the top three miles of canal from 
Moira to Donisthorpe were abandoned, and a further section from Donis
thorpe to Measham is likely to be so in the current year. There is still 
a little traffic from Measham. 

The Midland Railway Act of 184699 had provided ,that branches 
from the proposed railway from Burton to Nuneaton would be built to 
Swadlincote Colliery and Wooden Box. As we have seen, the main line 
was not opened till 1873, and then under a separate Act,1°0 but the 
Wooden Box and Swadlincote branches were made, The Swadlincote rail
way of 1827 to the head of the canal was still in use in 1863101 and probably 
lasted until engulfed by further railway construction in the middle 1870s. 

Traffic on the canal railways had started to decline some years before 
they were acquired by the Midland. Early in 1850 the company were 
informed by C. A. Hastings that he required possession on 25 March of 
his land on which part of the Willesley-Ashby section was built. On 
consulting their legal department, it was discovered that the Midland, as 
successors to the canal company, were tenants only102 and it was resolved 
to close this portion from I June103 and inform traders accordingly. The 
Engineer was instructed to recover all the rails as soon as possible, and 
these were sold to defray the cost of dismantling. 

In 1865 the Midland obtained an Act104 to extend their railway from 
Worthington to Ashby, mainly along the course of the old Cloud Hill and 
Willesley lines; it was opened on I January 1874. Apart from a few 
diversions to ease curvature, the old site was adhered to north of Ashby 
(formerly Old Parks) tunnel, but south of the tunnel it followed a new 
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alignment passing over Smisby Road by a bridge instead of a level crossing 
and cutting out the rather tortuous section past the soap works and bridge 
at The Calles. The bore of the tunnel was, of course, enlarged to 
standard gauge dimensions; its length was reduced (at the south end) 
from 447 yd. to 308 yd. The redundant sections were removed, except 
for a 16 eh. length from Burton Road to the soap works. This is still 
in use and is carried over The Calles (Smisby Road) by a typical canal
type stone bridge, but its height (only 1 I ft. clearance above the roadway) 
and narrowness are a serious obstacle to road traffic and the local authority 
is anxious for its removal. ros 

During the second World War the branch line north of the Smisby 
Road underbridge was handed over to the War Department and became 
the Melbourne Military Railway for personnel training; it was under their 
control from 19 November 1939 to 31 December 1944. Between Burton 
Road crossing in Ashby (milepost mileage o m. 46 eh.) and a point 610 yd. 
short of New Lount Colliery sidings (3 m. 34 eh.) the line was closed to 
all traffic soon afterwards. Lifting of the track and removal of the girder 
bridge at Smisby Road was commenced by contractors on 9 May 1955 
and completed in a few weeks. The passenger train service between Derby 
and Ashby had been withdrawn from 22 September 1930. 

Conversion of the Cloud Hill and Willesley lines into a full-size railway 
in 1874 left the Ticknall section and its sub-branch to Staunton Harold 
(Dimsdale) isolated in their original plateway form. A siding and 
transhipping wharf were made at the north end of Ashby tunnel where 
the Ticknall and Cloud Hill lines formerly joined. This enabled traffic 
to be transferred to and from the plateway. The Dimsdale branch continued 
in use until 6 March 1891; the last trip on the Ticknall line ran on 20 
May 1913, but it was not officially closed until September 1915.106 

The course of the Ticknall section is still clearly visible from its 
junction with the Cloud Hill line. Here there was a house for the man in 
charge of the railways, "Tunnel House", and a weighbridge. Many single
hole stone sleepers are in situ (several quite lengthy sections are practically 
intact) as the site of the line wends its way in a general north-westerly 
direction through Bryan's Coppice and South Wood, where it is on a low 
embankment still in remarkably good state of preservation. ro7 

Immediately after emerging from the wood, the Smisby-Calke road 
is crossed on the level. The succeeding half-mile has become clogged with 
undergrowth so dense . that the casual visitor is apt to overlook the 
excellently-preserved overline bridge a hundred yards beyond the crossing. 
The Staunton Harold (Dimsdale) branch turns off sharply north-east 
immediately after the crossing and . continues for some distance alongside 
the Calke road; one brick overbridge is intact, but the other has been 
filled in. 

The Ticknall line, after running adjacent to the Ashby-Melbourne 
road near Pottery Farm, enters a deep cutting and passes through a short 
tunnel (50 yd.) now much overgrown and difficult of access, before reaching 
the longer tunnel, I 38 yd. long, under the main drive to Calke Abbey. 
This "covered way", as it really is, varies in section and height no fewer 
than four times. Detailed measurements taken by Charles E. Lee and 
one of the present authors in October 195 I are given in the following table: 
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Width between Height, present level 
walls of path to crown 

ft. m. ft. in. 

7 I 7 8 (at S.W. end) 
II 4½ 7 I 

II 6 7 0 

7 2 7 0 

12 I 6 9 (at N.E. end) 

The tunnel is well built m solid brick, excellently preserved and in 
regular use as an unofficial footpath. It is barely twelve inches below 
ground level of the drive above and has four ventilators, rectangular 
openings covered by metal grilles giving directly into the turf. Construction 
would appear to have been on the cut-and-cover principle, and it is 
presumed that the purpose of the tunnel was to preserve the amenities 
of the estate. 

At the east end of the tunnel, where the mouth is funnel-shaped, 
the line divides, the main section turning north to cross the Melbourne 
road by an overbridge in Ticknall village before its termination in the 
quarries just beyond, and the subsidiary continuing ahead on a sharply 
falling grade for about 300 yd. into other quarries and the now disused 
Ticknall limeworks. Although the quarries at Ticknall are now much 
overgrown, rendering them unrecognisable as such from any distance, they 
are very extensive and cover a considerable area. The amount of material 
which was removed provides some evidence of the volume of traffic which 
must have passed via the railway to the Ashby Canal and by means of 
the Cloud Hill connection with the Coleorton Railway, to the Leicester & 
Swannington Railway and destinations beyond. 
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TONNAGE & REVENUE OF THE ASHBY-DE-LA-ZOUCH 
CANAL & RAILWAYS 

Date Net* Net* Date Net* Net* 
year end'g Tonnage: Tolls Revenue year end'g Tonnage: Tolls Revenue 
31 Mar. £ 31 Mar. £ 

1806 2,363 1822 3,787 
1807 2,254 1823 3,858 
1808 2,177 1824 4,472 4,609 
1809 2,684 1825 4,666 4,844 
l8IO 2,564 1826 5,909 6,036 
l8II 2,526 1827 5,712 5,823 
1812 2,913 1828 6,248 6,363 
1813 2,578 1829 6,414 6,6!0 
1814 3,393 1830 5,852 5,945 
1815 4,356 1831 6,080 6,193 
1816 3,203 1832 6,872 6,995 
1817 3,322 1833 6,416 6,580 
1818 2,974 1834 6,054 6,159 
1819 4,II8 1835 6,390 6,527 
1820 3,439 1836 6,089 6,203 
1821 4,148 1837 7,667 7,777 

* after deducting drawbacks 
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Date Net* Net* Date Net* Net* 
year end'g Tonnage: Tolls Revenue year end'g Tonnage: Tolls Revenue 
31 Mar. £ 31 Mar. £ 

1838 7,538 7,616 1873 108,057 3,483 
1839 1874 II2,9l5 3,699 3,759 
1840 1875 II8,018 3,851 
1841 1876 127,738 4,201 
1842 1877 107,352 3,525 
1843 1878 90,8II 2,962 
1844 1879 104,358 3,272 3,328 
1845 1880 108,129 3,389 
1846 1881 103,490 3,240 
1847 1882 II3,659 3,486 3,554 
1848 1883 125,943 3,756 
1849 6,845 1884 II6,622 3,393 
1850 6,104 1885 104,238 3,041 
1851 4,290 1886 74,604 2,370 
1852 1887 69,777 2,265 
1853 3,538 1888 70,200 2,287 
1854 4,158 1889 64,692 2,142 
1855 4,334 1890 67,539 2,190 
1856 4,576 1891 64,443 2,034 
1857 4,961 1892 58,092 1,843 
1858 5,103 1893 33,329 1,052 
1859 5,443 1894 46,213 l,454 
1860 4,782 1895 36,680 1,126 
1861 4,871 1896 40,573 1,243 
1862 138,u7 4,201 4,506 1897 36,533 1,102 
1863 4,829 1898 35,619 1,089 
1864 5,389 1899 36,590 1,104 
1865 5,327 1900 39,732 1,161 
1866 5,193 1901 43,677 1,219 
1867 138,491 4,852 4,922 1902 40,817 1,144 
!868 142,008 4,452 4,536 1903 30,324 875 
1869 132,749 4,296 4,395 1904 29,567 838 
1870 153,430 4,928 5,012 1905 34,666 964 
1871 125,703 4,158 1906 38,130 1,044 
1872 II6,853 3,828 

* after deducting drawbacks 

SOURCES 

Ashby Canal Minute Books 
Midland Railway half-yearly Reports 
Canal Returns to the Board of Trade, 1870, 1888, 1898, 1906 
Royal Commission on Canals & Inland Navigations, Report, iii. 72 


