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CHAIRMAN’S NOTES
The news that the British Waterways Board’s ten million pound improvement scheme for
the Sheffield and South Yorkshire Navigation has at last received government approval and
that, after a further delay, work has actually begun, is the most encouraging development
this century in the field of inland shipping. The Navigation will be enlarged to take 700-ton
vessels as far as Mexborough and 400-ton vessels to Rotherham, the Board’s Chairman, Sir
Frank Price, has called this the beginning of the Second Canal Age.
Those of us who have seen the vast canal development schemes on the Continent have
long wondered when a similar scheme would be attempted here. The Yorkshire and
Humberside Region with its deep water ports, its proximity to the Continent, its existing
rivers and its long tradition of inland navigation seemed the ideal place for a start to be
made. The present scheme, whilst modest in comparison with many abroad, is at least an
indication that official circles are beginning once again to take inland waterways seriously as
a means of transport.
What is now finally being recognised is that the low friction associated with a floating body
moving in liquid makes water transport more economical, in terms of energy consumption,
than any other medium. The principal disadvantage – slow speed – can be overcome if the
vessel used is sufficiently large. It is a truly remarkable demonstration of the essential
economy of transport by river and canal that the Sheffield and South Yorkshire Navigation
should have remained in regular commercial use for two hundred years without any
fundamental modernisation or enlargement. Vessels are still in use which, in carrying
capacity and basic design, are identical to the keels for which it was built in the 18th
Century. Would the Georgian cart or stagecoach, motorised but running on an 18th Century
road, have lasted so long? Or Stephenson’s ‘Rocket’ powered by a ‘Thirty Lister’?
A few people, first and foremost Victor Waddington of Swinton, but also a new generation
of professionals at the British Waterways Board and a small group of well-informed and
energetic amateurs in the Inland Waterways Association, have kept faith with canals, and
the credit for the victory for common sense must go to them. The keelmen knew it was
cheapest by water, or they could never have survived so long. COMRADE and AMY
HOWSON can look forward to keeping company on the new waterway with seven-hundredtonners and, when North Sea oil runs out, perhaps the Society will be able to provide the
expertise to rig them!

SOCIETY CRUISE ON M.V. ‘WYRE LADY’ – Saturday 4th August
A highlight of this summer’s programme will be a cruise for Society members, their families,
friends and others, on the Sheffield and South Yorkshire Navigation aboard the TSMV WYRE
LADY. The cruise has been arranged through the kindness of her owner, our member Mr
Alan Oliver, who has donated the trip to the Society without charge so that all proceeds can
go to the AMY HOWSON restoration fund.
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The cruise will start and finish at Sprotbrough, on the most attractive section of the River
Don. We shall head up river through the deep limestone gorge, passing Conisbrough Castle
and continuing as far as Denaby where many commercial craft, including former keels, are
to be seen. We shall then travel back downstream as far as Doncaster, turning again to
return to Sprotbrough. Mr Oliver knows as much as anyone about the Navigation and has
promised us one of his ‘special commentaries’ covering its past, present and future.
WYRE LADY herself is equipped to carry 72 passengers on a large covered upper deck.
There is a well-stocked bar and plenty of room to move about freely during the trip. She
was built in 1938 as a railway passenger ferry on the Clyde, and also worked at Fleetwood
where she acquired her present name, and on the River Severn. She is a boat of real
character, with plenty of polished brass and solid teak, a riverboat of the old school.
The cruise will start from Sprotbrough, where cars can be parked, at 2 p.m. on Saturday, 4th
August, returning a 5 p.m. The charge will be £1.00 for adults and 65p for children. Tickets
are available, cash with order, from Michael Ulyatt, 28 Blackthorn Lane, Willerby, Hull.
Please advertise it and invite your friends – we do not want any empty seats. And why not
make a day of it, visiting AMY HOWSON, which will be on view at Sheffield in the morning.

SAILING PROGRAMME FOR ‘COMRADE’ 1979
We have circulated a list of our sailing dates to those members who requested it. There are
still places available on the following trips:
Sunday 27th May

Round trip from Hull (7.30 a.m.)

Friday 27th July

Hull to Grimsby (9.00 a.m.)

Sunday 29th July

Grimsby to Hull (8.30 a.m.)

Sunday 19th August

Round trip from Hull (1.00 p.m.)

In addition there are a number of passages under power between Beverley and Hull before
and after sailing trips. We are willing to take passengers (up to maximum of 12) at a charge
of £1.00 per head per trip.
For details contact: J Thompson, 218 Victoria Avenue, Hull. (Tel. (0482) 441277)

SEVERN TROW PRESERVATION SOCIETY
The Severn Trow SPRY was built at Chepstow in 1894, probably for the stone trade. For a
number of years she has lain as a sunken hulk in Dilgis Basin, Worcester. The Severn Trow
Preservation Society has now been formed to take her over and, if possible, to restore her
to sailing condition for recreational use, and to restore an historical spectacle to the Severn
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waterway which has been absent for 40 years, adding character and a sense of history as
Narrow boats, Thames Barges, the sole Norfolk Wherry, and now a Humber Keel do on their
respective haunts. If it is not possible to sail her we hope to restore her as a static exhibit,
preferably with a small display in her hold, as a reminder of all the ships and men of the
Severn, which played such a vital part in shaping the towns and countryside in its region.
The Society needs, in addition to subscriptions of members, donations large or small, gifts
in kind of materials and above all much devoted volunteer labour, skilled and unskilled.
We would be especially glad to hear of any persons with memories, documents, or relics
pertaining to trows and to the Severn waterway in general.
For further information please contact the Honorary Membership Secretary, Mr P D Hingley,
23 Ditton Road, Surbiton, Surrey.

AMY HOWSON
The Sloop Committee decided that last winter was the time to have some work done on the
bottom of the ship, as the original survey had shown up some bad rivets and thin plates
below water.
AMY HOWSON was taken to Barton to wait for a suitable tide for dry-docking in early
January. A disco was held on board just before New Year which brought in £30.00 to the
ship’s funds.
Members of the Sloop Committee then set out keel blocks on a fitting out berth which had
been loaned to us by the Anglian Water Authority at South Ferriby, and AMY was duly drydocked there. The bilge plated were then scaled and cleaned, and the necessary welding
repairs carried out before a survey of the bottom. After the survey AMY was floated off the
berth and taken back to Barton to have the space below the foc’s’le cleaned out ready for
concreting and tarring, and we hope to have her back at South Ferriby early in the new
season preparing for a full programme.
The Committee’s main work during the winter months has been to decide on suitable sales
material for the ensuing year, and finalise the visits by the ship to other events.
The year’s programme to date is:
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May 26, 27 and 28

Open to the public at South Ferriby

June 9 and 10

Lincoln Water Festival

July 28 to August 5

Exhibition at Sheffield Canal Basin

August 27

Open to the public at South Ferriby

September 1 and 2

Water Gala, Brandy Wharf
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AMY will also be available for visits, or for charter under power on other dates, by
arrangement, subject to the ship’s movements to meet the dates for the above fixtures.
AMY will be moved to Lincoln, and to Sheffield a few days before the dates given above,
and members will be welcome to travel with the ship. We hope to be at Sprotbrough on the
S & SYN while the WYRE LADY trip is running (further details of this are given in this copy
of Slabline).
Any members able to give assistance to staff the ship and the sales table during the year’s
events would be very welcome. Accommodation will be available on board during the
Sheffield trip (if you don’t mind roughing it a bit). Please let any member of the Committee
know if you can help, so that we can arrange final details. Mrs Harrison, the Sloop
Committee Sales Officer, has raised £200 in the first five months of the current financial
year towards Sloop funds. With your help we can make it a record year and be rigged out
for sailing that little bit earlier.
R CLAPSON

OPEN DAYS AT GRIMSBY AND BEVERLEY
COMRADE will be open at Grimsby on Saturday, 28 th July between noon and 6.00 p.m. She
will be there as one of the attractions for Grimsby Fish Dock Open Day which is organised in
aid of the Missions to Seamen. She will also be open at Beverley on Sunday, 12 th August in
the afternoon. Helpers will be very welcome at these events. Please contact Jim Thompson
(0482-441277) for Grimsby and Cedric Lodge (0401-62457) for Beverley.

CARGOES CARRIED TO SHEFFIELD BY KEELS AND SLOOPS
Wheat in 18 stone sacks and in bulk; Flour in 10 stone sacks; Granulated sugar in 100lb
bags; Sugar cubes in 5cwt cases; Newsprint in reels; Strawboards; Canned goods
(tomatoes and fruit); Timber (both Deals and Battens); Cement in 1cwt bags; China clay in
bulk; Nickel in barrels; Chrome in barrels and boxes; Feno Silicon in barrels and boxes;
Sulphur in bulk; Pig iron; Dish metal; Iron in bars and ingots; Sponge iron; Steel and iron
billets; Bog ore in bulk; Dried fruit.
These cargoes were loaded ex-ship over side at Hull, Goole, Grimsby or Immingham for
Tinsley and Sheffield.
Return cargoes from Sheffield were Bright steel; Coils of wire; Empty sacks; Copperas;
Ganister and Coal from Tinsley Park Colliery.
FRED SCHOFIELD
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TWO INCIDENTS IN THE TRADING LIFE OF ‘COMRADE’
During the construction of the training walls at Trent Falls about February 1932, the wall on
the West Trent when half built projected from the west bank into the channel. Its position
was marked by piles driven into the bed of the river and it was a hazard to any vessel
entering the Trent. The tide set across Trent Falls onto Bosom Cross in the West Trent and
then across the submerged training wall into the slack in the East Trent, creating a hazard
for both power and sailing craft. On the tide previous to COMRADE arriving in the Trent, a
power craft had passed right over the wall, colliding with and carrying away two piles. This
was not known to my father (Capt. Arthur Schofield) at the time COMRADE left King George
Dock in Hull bound for Mexborough with 450 quarters of wheat for the Barnsley British Cooperative Society Ltd. The wind was easterly with frequent flurries of snow as COMRADE
sailed into the River Trent, with wind and tide setting her to leeward and inside the wall
father could see the remaining piles and not knowing about the missing piles, expected to
clear the hazard in safety. To his amazement, COMRADE hit the wall with her forefoot and
went on the top of it, stopping diagonally across the wall with her head to the south-east,
wind and tide there. She laid there all the remainder of the tide and the following ebb. As
the tide ebbed her bows were high and dry on the wall while her stern got lower in the
water until the whole of her after deck was underwater. Many vessels would have filled with
water and broken up but COMRADE floated off the next tide without making any water at
all and delivered her cargo safely to the mill at Mexborough. When she had discharged her
cargo, she was put on the Slip at Thorne for survey and her bottom was found to have
been set up over one inch.
Three years later, on 13th February 1935, COMRADE was proceeding up the Trent under
power, again loaded with 450 quarters of wheat for Mexborough, when they came upon the
Sloop NOBLE aground on the ness at the lower end of the Man Reval. The NOBLE was laid
with her head to the east. The wind was fresh westerly, which was holding her onto the
ness, they had put out a Kedge to try and prevent her driving up the ness but it was not
doing much good. As COMRADE was approaching, the master of the NOBLE held up a rope
and requested some help to get afloat. He knew that if she did not get off before high
water she would be in danger of straining herself and may have filled with water. Father
knew that COMRADE was also at risk but decided to try. After COMRADE was put head to
tide, a rope was brought off from the NOBLE stern first but this had to be abandoned. The
rope was then made fast on the port bow on the NOBLE and the starboard bow of
COMRADE. Then by towing and sheering COMRADE across the tide they finally got into
deep water. The owners of the NOBLE were J J Tomlinson and Sons of Hull and they only
offered £1.00 for the services of COMRADE so father decided to sue for salvage. When the
case was heard he was awarded £50.00 and full costs. The Sloop NOBLE was built of steel
about 61’ 6” long by 15’ 6” beam about 7’ 6” high amidships. Her master was George
Harness of New Holland. She was loaded with 400 quarters (90 tons) of wheat for Sheffield.
FRED SCHOFIELD
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FRONT COVER
That modern day Viking friend of our Society, Olaf Engvig, sent us a colour photograph of
his 28ft long square-sailer HITRA, built in 1863. She is shown outside Blankenberge,
Belgium last summer.
Olaf sent best wishes to all fellow keelmen, especially Fred Schofield and Jim Thompson
and thanked them for the experience of sailing on COMRADE.
Mr Ken Duck of the Hull YPI Camera Club kindly copied the photograph on to black and
white for reproduction of this issue’s front cover.

PUBLICITY
A two-page profile on our Sailing Master, Fred Schofield, appeared in the February issue of
‘Waterways World’, written by our member Edward Paget-Tomlinson.
Frazer Wright, Business Editor of the Sheffield Morning Telegraph, gave coverage of AMY
HOWSON’s trip to Sheffield Basin, proposed for August and helped us get in touch with
several people who offered practical advice on the proposed trip.
A photograph of COMRADE and a review of the Society’s work appeared in ‘Monitor’, the
quarterly journal of Hull City Council Industrial Development Department, which has an
8,000 circulation throughout the UK and Europe.
The Hull Daily Mail published a photograph of COMRADE and details of chartering in a
special focus ‘Leisure on North Humberside’ in April.

HULL TOWN DOCKS MUSEUM
If you’ve not yet visited the latest sections of the museum in Hull’s Queen Victoria Square,
then don’t delay your visit much longer. The first floor is devoted to the development of Hull
as a port and its trade inland and overseas as well as galleries exhibiting Hull’s history of
merchant ships and shipping. This section includes the fascinating story of the Wilson Line.
Hull City Council owe a great deal to our member Edward Paget-Tomlinson for his work in
creating a maritime museum already well known throughout the world.
Only one constructive suggestion. Why, oh why, couldn’t the outside of the building have
been cleaned to make the museum just a little more noticeable to passing tourists?
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THE HUMBER BRIDGE
The idea of a Humber Bridge was first mooted in 1872. Local businessmen had pressed for
an alternative service to the railways. Plans were prepared and deposited with the Houses
of Parliament. A bill was passed through the House of Commons, authorising a tunnel or
bridge to be built across the River Humber. However, the House of Lords committee
rejected the bill by three votes to two.
In the years that followed, various schemes were put forward, but it was 1930 before
another bill was placed before Parliament. This proposed bridge was to be a series of 300ft
spans with one 900ft long span over the Humber Navigable shipping channel. Again, there
was strong opposition from the Railways and from various shipping interests. The hearing
of the bill lasted for 39 days. The Commons committee again passed the bill but, because of
the prevailing financial situation, the Government withdrew their promised grant and once
again the plan for a bridge was shelved.
In 1934, a plan for a 7-pier bridge with each span of equal length and headway was raised
and then dropped. 1937 saw plans for a single-span bridge of 4,500ft, but the start of the
1939-45 war brought this scheme to another dead end.
Since the war, successive Governments have promised support for a bridge. 1954 saw the
Humber Bridge Act passed in Parliament, and now at long last the bridging of the Humber
Estuary is to become reality. Building of the bridge then estimated at £25m commenced in
1972. Scheduled to become the world’s longest suspension bridge, the development has
been dogged by technical and labour problems as well as bad weather. The bridge is now
three years behind schedule, the cost has risen to an estimated £66m and the Humber
Bridge Board’s latest date for completion is March 1980. Tolls have yet to be fixed. It is
hoped that the Queen will perform the eventual opening ceremony. Let’s hope that
COMRADE and AMY HOWSON will sail together beneath the bridge on that momentous day
for Humberside.

SHIPPING PHOTOGRAPHS AT GAINSBOROUGH LIBRARY
Among the items in the local history collection at Gainsborough Library, where I am Group
Librarian, are several albums and packets of shipping photographs, and a description of
these may be of interest to ‘Slabline’ readers.
Basically, the photographs fall into three collections: The George Brocklehurst collection, the
Ernest Carter collection and the Watsons’ Shipyard collection. To take the last first, the
Watsons’ Shipyard collection illustrates vessels built at the now defunct shipyard at
Beckingham, just across the river from Gainsborough at the site now occupied by Trent
Wharfage Ltd: vessels built at Beckingham include barges, lighters, tugs and small
steamers, and the photographs show them both under construction and completing their
trials on the River Trent. The other two collections included photographs of various
subjects, and they are of great interest to local people, as many local scenes now vanished
SLABLINE
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are recorded in them. A number of shipping photographs are to be found in the
Brocklehurst collection, and a whole album of the Carter collection is devoted to views of
shipping on the Trent. None of the photos are dated, so it is difficult to know exactly when
they were taken; most are from the early years of this century, and some are known to be
from the late 19th century.
In answer to an enquirer, I once listed the photographs in the Carter shipping alabum as
follows:
Steam tugs – 14 photos
Barges on the Stainforth & Keadby Canal at Keadby – 6 photos
(4 are of keels under sail)
Miscellaneous barges on the Trent – 2 photos
Sloops under sail on the Trent – 2 photos
Keels under sail on the Trent – 5 photos
Thames barges – 13 photos
A tug towing a sailing ship (possibly a schooner) – 6 photos
Packet steamers – 4 photos
Small cargo steamers on the Trent – 9 photos
Shipping scenes at Keadby – 44 photos
The last category includes a large number of general views on the Trent and Keadby Wharf,
at the entrance to the Stainforth & Keadby Canal: these show scenes of great activity, with
steam, diesel and sailing vessels, barges and sea-going coasters, clustered at the wharf or
passing by on the Trent.
The library holds negatives for most of the photographs, and members of the public can
order prints off them, the charge at present being 60p per print. Two river scenes of a
bygone era – the chain ferry at Stockwith, and the Trent frozen over at Gainsborough in the
1880’s with people walking on the ice, and sailing ships at the wharves – were included in a
set of six postcards made from photos in the Carter and Brocklehurst collections; these
postcards have proved very popular, about 1,100 sets so far at 30p per set. A second set of
six will be on sale shortly, and these will be devoted entirely to river scenes, including a
sloop and a keel.
Pictures from the photographic collections have sometimes been made available to outside
organisations. Some of the Watson’s Shipyard photos were loaned to Beckingham Parish
Council for incorporation into an exhibition of past life in the village during the Silver Jubilee
celebrations in 1977; copies of some of the views of Packet Steamers were sold in 1975 to
the now defunct Humber Paddle Steamer Group, some to be made into slides for showing
at meetings; and in 1975 also, some prints of sloops were sold to the Sloop Sub-committee
of the Humber Keel and Sloop Preservation Society for use in an exhibition.
Some photographs from Gainsborough collections have been published in books and
magazines. A photo of bargees on a keel at Keadby appeared last year in ‘Canal People’ by
H Hanson, and another one in the magazine ‘Motor Boat and Yachting’. A picture of a barge
immobile in the ice on the Trent appeared in ‘Canalside Camera 1845-1930’ by Michael
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Ware (published by David & Charles in 1975); the paddle steamer CELIA on its market day
run on the Trent is on the front cover of Ian Beckwith’s ‘History of Transport and Trade in
Gainsborough’ (published by the then Gainsborough Urban District Council), and other
photos of CELIA and the steamers which made the regular daily run between Gainsborough
and Hull will probably appear in ‘Victorian and Edwardian Paddle-Steamers from Old
Photographs’ by Richard Clammer, to be published by Batsford. Peter L Smith expects to
use four photographs from the Gainsborough collections in his book ‘A Pictorial History of
Canal Craft’ (due to be published by Batsford in 1979), and Alan H Faulkner has bought
copies of two photos of the tug ‘Enterprise’ at Watson’s Shipyard for a possible booklet on
the Severn & Canal Carrying Company.
On two occasions during 1978 I was able to see photographs from the collections in use as
part of a display, in places a good distance from Gainsborough. J A Bryant, the curator of
the Bass Museum at Burton-on-Trent, kindly invited me to the official opening of the
museum, as I had sold him copies of some photos for use in his displays, and had lent him
negatives of others; I was unable to attend the opening, but managed to visit the museum
last April. I saw two photos of sloops and one of a keel incorporated in display panels
illustrating early days in the history of brewing, and one of the sloop pictures had also been
made into a slide. The relevance of keels and sloops to the Bass Museum, I should perhaps
point out, is that at one stage they were used in transporting Burton beer down the Trent.
The picture of the sloop was part of an automatic tape-slide show which, to an attractive
folk music accompaniment, told the story of brewing at Burton; seeing the sloop on the
screen, sailing up the Trent in a bygone time, was the highlight of my visit.
Last July I managed to catch COMRADE at Wakefield during its West Riding tour. Among
the photographs in the display in the vessel’s hold were three enlargements from the Carter
collection, all depicting vessels under sail; two were of LOXLEY on the Trent near
Gainsborough, and the other showed two keels on the canal at Keadby. As a member of the
HKSPS, I found it doubly interesting to see these photos from my workplace on display
actually on board a restored keel.
P SLATER

BOOK REVIEW
‘Knottingley – Its Origins and Industries – Part II
Second volume of the history of Knottingley, published by Knottingley and District Civic
Society and edited by Diana Blanchard, B A – price £2.75 plus 25p postage and packing.
Available from the Hon. Secretary, Mrs J M Reeves, The Grove, Marine Villa Road,
Knottingley, West Yorkshire. (A few copies of Volume I are still available – price £1.00).
The story of the manor of Knottingley began in the late sixth century and its history is well
chronicled in this 172 page book, with chapters dealing with Knottingley’s Manor history,
mills, maritime history, road and rail transport, education and churches.
SLABLINE
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The sixty pages dealing with Knottingley’s maritime history will perhaps interest ‘Slabline’
readers the most.
There is some indication of Humber Keels sailing up to Knottingley in the reign of Edward
III (1327-77) to collect cargoes of wool for transhipment from Hull to Flanders. Traffic on
the River Aire from early times, the Aire and Calder Navigation, origins and development of
the Humber Keel and Sloop, together with a brief history of John Harker Ltd make
interesting reading.
250 vessels, such as schooners, sloops, keels, cutters, ketches and barges were launched at
Knottingley in the period 1825-1840.
The opening of the Knottingley-Goole canal in 1826 brought further prosperity to the area.
The practice of keels taking down their masts and leaving them at Goole or Knottingley,
together with sails and rigging, began. It took a full day to be towed between two places;
and the keels would pick them up on the return journey.
By 1914, 1½ million tons of coal yearly were being transported along the Aire and Calder
Canal.
The Humber Keel EXCELSIOR was built in 1896 at Grovehill, Beverley, 68ft 6ins x 14ft 4ins.
She could carry 112 tons fully laden. Her owner was John Croysdale, flour miller of Whiteley
Bridge and Capt. J Day of Brotherton was her master. Wheat was the most common cargo
carried. In 1909 the carrying charge was 1/9d per ton but this increased to 3/2d by 1929.
The average earnings per trip was £18.
EXCELSIOR was sold it 1929 to Fletchers as a general cargo carrier. She was motorised
about 1950 and worked in the Saltend (Hull) area of the Humber. As a complete stranger to
Knottingley and its history, I found this book thoroughly absorbing, so much so that I’ve
vowed to visit the area this summer. Let’s hope the weather’s a bit kinder than when
COMRADE spent three days moored there last summer!
M E ULYATT

WEEKEND TRIP ON A THAMES BARGE IN 1980
We are exploring the possibility of organising a weekend trip on one of the vessels of the
Thames Barge Sailing Club. This would take place in the summer of 1980 but we should
need sufficient firm interest expressed by the autumn in order to go ahead. The club sails
from Hoo near Rochester and their charges are very reasonable (actual values for 1980
would be difficult to forecast, given inflation). Accommodation is straightforward and
sleeping bags are needed. Meals are provided. If you are interested, please write or phone
Jim Thompson, 218 Victoria Ave, Hull HU5 3DZ (Tel (0482) 441277).

SLABLINE
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TRIP FROM LINCOLN TO FERRIBY SLUICE
AMY HOWSON will be returning from Lincoln to Ferriby Sluice after the Water Festival on
June 9th and 10th. Places for passengers are available at £3.00 per head. For details contact
R Clapson – Tel. (0652) 32108.

THE CHESTERFIELD CANAL
The Chesterfield Canal is the nearest canal to where I live, Gainsborough – in my job as
librarian I often deal with enquiries about the canal, and although none of it is situated in
Lincolnshire the canal comes within the scope of ‘local studies’ as far as the library is
concerned. I have myself been interested in the canal for a number of years, and feel that a
brief article on it may be of interest to ‘Slabline’ readers.
The main purpose of the canal was to facilitate the transporting of coal and lead from
Derbyshire to the River Trent, from where such cargo could be taken by ship to other parts
of Britain or abroad. Before the canal was built, Bawtry on the River Idle was the nearest
point on a navigable waterway to the collieries and lead mines of Derbyshire, and an
overland journey by packhorse was necessary to reach Bawtry. Another traffic which the
canal was built to carry was iron from the works at Staveley.
Various routes were proposed for the Chesterfield Canal. One suggestion was that the Idle
itself be part-canalised, and a new cut of 12 miles made from Bawtry to the Trent at
Gainsborough; another proposal was that a complete new canal be built, but pass near
Bawtry. James Brindley surveyed a route in 1769 passing through Worksop and Retford to
the Trent at West Stockwith, an alternative route from Retford direct to the Trent at
Gainsborough being rejected. Another engineer, John Granby, proposed a canal running
from Gainsborough through Bawtry, Blyth and Carlton to Shireoaks and then over Brindley’s
route to Chesterfield; this was 5½ miles shorter than Brindley’s route, and a canal over this
route would have been cheaper to construct, but it had the disadvantage of missing the two
relatively important towns of Worksop and Retford.
Brindley’s route was the one chosen. It was notable that this is the only route which would
not take the canal to Gainsborough, the principal town on the Trent in the area. Although
Brindley’s route, unlike some of the others proposed, does not follow the course of the Idle
at all closely, the canal as built meets the Trent only a few hundred yards from the mouth
of the Idle at West Stockwith.
The Canal Act authorising the construction of the Chesterfield Canal was passed in March
1771, the full title of the undertaking being ‘Company of Proprietors of the Canal Navigation
from Chesterfield to the River of Trent’. There were scenes of jubilation in Chesterfield
when the canal was authorised.
The canal was opened in stages, working outwards in each direction from Shireoaks;
Stockwith was reached in 1776 and Chesterfield in 1777. The canal was 46 miles long and
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had 65 locks; the 6 locks between Retford and Stockwith were built ‘broad’ and the
remainder ‘narrow’, this being a compromise with the original proposal of 1772 to make the
whole canal ‘broad’. There was a short tunnel at Drakeholes, on the ‘broad’ section, and a
much longer one, 2850 yards, on the ‘narrow’ section, at the summit of the canal at
Norwood, west of Kiverton Park. The cost of the canal was approximately £150,000.
Traffic on the canal was brisk until the advent of railway competition, and soon after its
opening dividends rose to between 6% and 8%.
A few short branches to pits and quarries were built, likewise several tram roads, but a
proposed major extension to Sheffield was never carried out. This extension was first
suggested in 1792, with a branch to Sheffield from Eckington or Renishaw, but was
dropped after opposition from landowners; a similar scheme made an appearance in 1852,
the proposed Sheffield and Chesterfield Junction Canal, connecting with the parent canal
near Killamarsh, but this too was dropped.
In 1847 the canal amalgamated with the Manchester and Lincoln Union Railway, which itself
amalgamated with the Sheffield and Lincolnshire Junction Railway, which was already a part
of the Manchester, Sheffield and Lincolnshire Railway. It was a condition of the
amalgamation that the railway company maintain the canal in business.
The construction of the railway meant a rebuilding of parts of the canal, and an extension
of Norwood tunnel by 252 yards at its eastern end, making the tunnel 3,102 yards long.
In 1872, 1873 and 1884 the Manchester, Sheffield and Lincolnshire Railway drew up
schemes to convert the canal into a railway, especially between Kiverton Park and
Chesterfield, but withdrew them all.
A relic of the amalgamation may still be seen in the form of warning notices headed
‘Manchester, Sheffield and Lincolnshire Railway’ on some bridges over the canal, e.g. at
Ranby and at Bone Mill Lane, Welham.
The railway company gave up its canal business in 1892, by which time traffic was
declining; trouble in Norwood tunnel and subsidence in the upper sections of the canal
often impeded navigation. By 1905 expenses were twice receipts and subsidence was
worse; a short stretch between Staveley and Chesterfield was impassable to boats. The
main cargoes being carried at that time were coal and bricks, and about 40 boats were
working.
Norwood tunnel was finally closed in 1908 because of damp; this effectively ended all
working west of Worksop, as the section between Workshop and Kiverton Park, although
remaining technically navigable, led nowhere that justified continued traffic.
The last section of the canal still to have commercial traffic was the eastern extremity from
Stockwith to Walkeringham; this traffic (bricks) ceased in 1955.
There is now no commercial traffic on the canal, but it is open for cruising from Stockwith
up as far as Worksop and pleasure craft on this section is increasing; the canal is not yet
busy at the Worksop end, but large numbers of boats may be seen at certain locations
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lower down, such as Stockwith Basin and the headquarters of the Retford and Worksop
Boat Club at Clayworth. I have only once travelled by boat on the canal myself, and that
was a short trip in a friends’ cruiser from Clayworth to Welham and back, but I have at
various times walked the whole of the towpath between Worksop and Misterton, two miles
from Stockwith, and I have found that much of it makes a delightful walk; especially
pleasant is the stretch around Wiseton and Drakeholes, where low hills give extra interest
to the scene. Sunny afternoons in winter, when the canal is quiet and very beautiful, are my
favourite times for walking. Much of the towpath is a public right-of-way; walking the
remainder is allowed at the British Waterways Board’s discretion.
Between Worksop and the eastern end of Norwood tunnel the canal is not navigable, but
the Chesterfield Canal Society hopes to restore this section to navigation eventually. A start
has been made on clearing out the canal between Shireoaks and Kiverton Park; this section
now looks much less derelict than when I first walked it in March 1974, and I am not alone
in thinking it one of the most attractive parts of the whole canal, running through woods
and quiet countryside away from any roads. Spring and early summer is the time when I
think it looks its best, and I remember it especially for a hot, sunny day in May 1978 when I
walked it with a group of friends from Worksop folk-song club. Although this stretch is not
very accessible by road, Shireoaks and Kiverton Park stations on the line from Gainsborough
stand right beside the canal, and Kiverton Bridge station not far off, so I find it convenient
to explore this part of the canal by train rather than by car.
Full restoration of the canal above Norwood tunnel is not considered a feasible proposition,
but the Chesterfield Canal Society are hopeful of restoring at least some parts of this
western section to the point where the canal can be used for canoeing, fishing, or simply
enjoyed as a stretch of shallow water beside a footpath. I have walked all this top section in
the last few years, except for the tricky stretches at Staveley ironworks and Renishaw and a
short gap at Killamarsh where the canal has been obliterated. Some of it is depressingly
derelict, but some stretches are reasonably pleasant, such as the former flight of locks from
Killamarsh up to the western end of Norwood tunnel. Between Killamarsh and Renishaw the
canal is dry, and from Renishaw to Staveley it has been filled in, so that it is difficult to
realise that the footpath across the fields is in fact the remains of the old canal. Between
Staveley and Chesterfield there is still water in the canal.
Bibliography
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STEVEDORES DOWN THE RIVER
(Reproduced from British Transport Docks Board ‘Docks’ Magazine – March 1979)
River craft are by no means an unfamiliar sight to Hull stevedores as a considerable
quantity of cargo is still discharged overside to craft in Alexandra and King George Docks.
The extent of this familiarity, however, normally ends at the docks.
One Saturday last autumn there occurred a notable exception. Shortly after lunch a party of
managers and wives from the Hull and Humber Cargo Handling Co Ltd assembled at Grove
Lock on Beverley Beck for a journey down the tidal River Hull of some 11 miles to the Old
Harbour, on board the preserved Humber Keel COMRADE.
Humber keels with their ancient square-rig, reminiscent of Viking craft, were once a familiar
sight on the Humber. They brought coal from collieries located in South Yorkshire’s
extensive inland waterways network for bunkering ships in the docks. And returning with
imported bagged and bulk cargoes.
The last keel to carry canvas was the NAR of Hull which worked under sail from Hull to
Gainsborough until 1941 when she was unrigged and converted to a motor-powered barge.
The change from sail to motor was accelerated during the war when the Government gave
grants to barge owners for this purpose.
Fortunately, the Humber Keel and Sloop Preservation Society have rescued COMRADE from
the fate of her sisters and restored and re-rigged her as a sailing vessel.
COMRADE has a steel hull and was built at New Holland in 1923, being motorised in the
1930’s. Initially trading between Hull, Mexborough, Rotherham and Sheffield on the Aire
and Calder and Sheffield and South Yorkshire Navigations, she appropriately ended her
days in commercial traffic between Hull and Beverley.
Beverley was therefore an ideal location for our party to join the vessel which had been
chartered for the afternoon. So after taking suitable refreshment at the ‘Sloop Inn’, a small
band of intrepid navigators could be seen making their way in a Volkswagen Caravette
along the south side of Beverley Beck to join the COMRADE below the lock.
On this occasion the journey was to be made under power to avoid unstepping the mast for
the Hull bridges, but this in no way spoiled the enjoyment of the trip.
COMRADE was captained by Fred Schofield, an ex-keelman, who soon indicated by a deft
flick of his mooring ropes that our Volkswagen driver was not required on land and ought to
be on board with the rest of us.
Thus we cast off. The River Hull is narrow, has high reedy banks and meanders
considerably. In these days of motorways and high-speed trains it is something of an
anachronism. How those seemingly huge vessels seen on the stocks at Beverley shipyards
ever reached the Humber Estuary is something of a mystery – but they do, and Beverley
Beck still enjoys regular commercial traffic.
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COMRADE was skilfully steered past several moored craft, a few cans of ‘Long Life’ were
handed around and the ladies among us wondered about toilet facilities. The need not have
worried, for COMRADE was equipped with a privy although, like the craft, it was somewhat
primitive. It was also located in pitch darkness in the hold. Nevertheless, it proved
exceedingly popular by the end of the trip, and it ought to be placed on record that at least
one director’s wife paid it some attention!
The riverbanks have been described as rather featureless, but all those in our party found
their isolation rather grand and inspiring. The male members were especially appreciative of
those stretches that were, surprisingly, walked by a number of unescorted young ladies.
At Wawne there is an old oil barge, complete with mast, quietly rotting away. This
seemingly insignificant hulk once caused a flutter in the corridors of Melbury House when its
rightful ownership was questioned. Some hulk, some house!
The river separates the villages of Thearne and Wawne. A modern notice on the A1079
from Hull to Beverley declares that the ‘Wawne Ferry is permanently closed’. It has been
closed for so long that, but for the notice, people would have forgotten all about it.
At this stage some small boys threw stones at us. A little later on we appeared to be in
imminent danger of being shot at by two youths on the bank carrying high-powered rifles.
Our director sat squarely on the hatch-boards and we sailed on unharmed.
The writer, getting more conscious of being close to nature, became fascinated by a highpitched whine created by the wind passing through the tall reeds on the banks. A colleague,
renowned for his theatrical performances, suggested that the noise was caused by grunting
pigs hidden from view. Too much beer for one of us!
We met the flood tide at Sutton Road Bridge which loomed up at right-angles. Hard over
went the tiller as we negotiated the bend and passed under the first of eight bridges before
tying up at the Old Harbour. All these bridges either lift or swing, including Wilmington
Railway Bridge which now carries only a footpath.
The river hereabouts is still a hive of activity with barges and coastal vessels moored along
its banks which still sport many factories and wharves. A motor barge towing a dumb barge
loaded with coconut fibre from the LANKA RATNA discharging in King George Dock brought
a proud claim from one of our number that this cargo was his! One of the crew on a foreign
tanker then looked down on us disbelievingly as we picked our way towards the Estuary.
And so, after some three hours cruising, we found our way to the Old Harbour, and getting
ashore over three tiers of moored barges proved to be the final obstacle. But with some
shoving and heaving it was mastered in true stevedoring fashion.
Next year we shall be much more ambitious – a trip from Hull to York under sail.
MIKE FELL
Hull & Humber Cargo Handling Co
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TALKING TECHNICALLY

Continuing from where I left off in the previous issue:
Fig.28 shows further detail associated with the gaff in the region of the jaws. To bend the
mainsail, it is necessary to tie the luff to the hoops. The sail is permanently attached to the
gaff. Note the eyebolts, one in each jaw, between which a bight of chain carries the head of
the sail. Unfortunately, these eyebolts were omitted from Fig.23 in the previous issue. Full
details of a hoop are shown in Fig.27. Because of the construction of the mast, they have to
be fitted round the mast before the hoop is closed.
The gaff is hauled up the mast by the main and peak halyards. When the jaws are in the
correct position, the main halyard is made fast, but it is necessary to continue hauling on
the peak halyard and raise the gaff to the position shown in Fig.26. The peak halyard is
linked to the gaff via a chain or wire strap. The purpose of this arrangement is to distribute
the load on the gaff between two points. The bands to which the strap is attached would be
secured in the gaff by being fitted on sections of the gaff made slightly larger in diameter
than the sections between.
The peak halyard is shown in the single purchase type. A double purchase could be
employed, and I will illustrate it at a later date.
Omitted for clarity at this stage is the topsail sheave at the peak of the gaff. A gaff-topsail is
a wonderful sight, and I hope we are able to fly one on AMY HOWSON.
Further down the mast is the boom.
Fig.24 shows one method of attaching the forward end to the mast.
Fig.25 shows the after end details.
The mainsheet swivel assembly is a rather interesting item. It would appear that in order to
achieve the required tightness of fitting at the position required, the diameter of the boom
was increased slightly, as in the case of the strap bands in the gaff.
Application of the roof block has been left for a later illustration.
C C LODGE
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THAMES BARGE SAILING CLUB
c/o National Maritime Museum, Greenwich, London SE10

THAMES SAILING BARGE MATCHES 1979
Match Name

Date

Vantage Points

MEDWAY

2nd June

Gillingham Pier and Strand, Sheerness

BLACKWATER

16th June

Heybridge, Stone

BLUE CIRCLE*

23rd June

Gravesend (start), Southend, Pin Mill

PIN MILL

30th June

Pin Mill, Shotley

SWALE

18th August

Harty Ferry, Seasatter

SOUTHEND

25th August

Southend Pier

GREENWICH**

26th August

Greenwich

COLNE

1st September

Brightlingsea

For further information please contact:

*The Blue Circle Group
**Woolwich Equitable Building Society
Or:
The Sailing Barge Association
Secretary: Mr D S Dunsmore
Tel: 01-481-3681
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HUMBER KEEL AND SLOOP PRESERVATION SOCIETY LTD
Price List
Price
(postage included)
Humber Keels -

A collection of historical documents

Christmas Cards -

Billy Boy Sloop design by Colin Screeton
5 cards, with envelopes

Postcards -

Four different views of Keels and Sloops
Set of four

£1.30

65p
(each)

13p
30p

Keel sail plan

20p

Pairs of lithographed photographs, A4 size, showing Keel and Sloop

35p

Pairs of posters -

19th century advertisements for the sale of
Keels and Billy Boys

30p

‘Flying Sail’ by M E Ulyatt – a detailed, illustrated account of
Humber sailing craft

£2.20

Society ties, with Keel motif, in green or maroon

£1.75

‘Old Ships, Boats and Maritime Museums’ by P Sullivan

£1.65

‘Yorkshire Waterways’ by Peter L Smith

£1.15

Canals are Great – an activity book for young people by Peter L Smith

60p

Beckside Today – by Mary Ingleby

30p

Ethel and Angela Jane – A brief history of Commercial Carrying
On the Calder and Hebble Navigation

60p

Colour prints – high quality reproductions of the picture by Henry Wilson
Carmichael, showing Keels on the Brayford Pool at Lincoln, 1858

£3.90

Available from the Sales Officers, Miss H Darby, 13 Middle Garth Drive, South Cave, Brough,
North Humberside and
Mrs F Harrison, 137 Waterside Road, Barton-on-Humber, South Humberside
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