What was carried on the canal changed over time as industries and services developed. The
following pages give an insight into trade on the canal, but should be considered as just a guide.
A variety of cargoes are considered, and the coloured arrows alongside the locations on the
canal suggest some of the main traffics. However, they certainly should not be considered as
representing all traffic for a particular cargo.
It is difficult to find out what was originally carried, so
the adverts in the Blackburn Mail in 1810 and 1811 are
particularly useful. They note weekly which boats had
arrived, and what they were carrying. Some of the goods
would have been used to supply local industries, such
as textiles and brewing. At this time, Blackburn was still
a centre for hand loom weaving and the fustian trade cloth woven using a linen warp and cotton weft - and the
arrivals confirm this, both linen and cotton yarn being
noted. The bales of cloth could have been for onward
delivery by road to Manchester or Liverpool, or for further
processing at local print works. It is a pity they did not
record what the boats leaving Blackburn were carrying.

Eckersley’s continued using the canal
into the 1950s, and Kennet may well
have carried cargoes for their mill
in Swan Meadow Road, close to the
canal’s maintenance yard in Wigan.
In the following pages, you will find
more adverts for businesses which
used the canal, as well as photos of
their premises.
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With changes in the way buildings were built in the late 19th
century, in effect the limestone traffic on the canal was replaced by
the carriage of bricks, particularly from the Burnley and Altham
area. Bricks were also made alongside and moved on the canal
in the Liverpool area. Slate from Cumbria arrived at Tarleton for
distribution along the canal, and that from North Wales, brought
around the coast to Liverpool, was another building-related
traffic. Several brick companies had small fleets of boats to carry
their products on the canal.

Above, the brick works at Altham was originally a coal mine.
Brick clay was found underground as well, and when the quality
of coal declined, the colliery was converted to a brick works. Clay
was also dug from a pit on the right of the photo, and carried to
the works over the girder bridge.
Left, a canalside
brick yard near
Lydiate, with a
steamer almost out
of the photo which
is towing two
boats loaded with
brick. It probably
dates the photo to
after 1921, when
the canal company
sold its cargocarrying steamers.

Burnley Brick & Lime Company used the
canal quite regularly, and had their own fleet
of boats. Serveral are listed in the Burnley
Health Department’s list of boat cabins
registered for use as living accommodation.
Amongst them are:
Isabel, registered in 1909/10; Emma,
registered in 1913/14; Reedley, registered in
1919/20; Alert, built Shipley and registered
in 1920/21; Active, built Shipley and
registered No. 143 in 1925/26. They also had
the steamer Soudan, which may not have
been registered for living aboard.
The first three were horse-drawn boats, with
the last three steamers, probably purchased
from the Canal Company after they gave up
carrying in 1921. Active was sold in 1941 to
John Hull, a Blackburn coal merchant, which
may be when Burnley Brick & Lime gave up
carrying on the canal.
Below is a picture of clay being unloaded
at Melling Pottery, a similar scene to that at
canalside brickworks.
Below left is stone being loaded at a quarry
near Salterforth, the brick trade taking over
from the carriage of building stone.
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Limestone was expected to be the most important traffic when
the canal was first proposed in 1768, and it was the reason behind
many northern canal schemes. At the time, it was used as fertiliser,
but it had many other uses. The stone was used for building, both
in its natural state and, after burning in a kiln, as a mortar. There
was also an important traffic to Bradford for the ironworks there.
The canal company had two quarries, at Skipton, with limestone
brought down to the end of the Springs Branch by tramway,
and at Barnoldswick, where a branch canal formed part of the
quarry workings. There were also a few small private quarries
around Barnoldswick and Marton. The traffic ceased early in the
twentieth century.

Above is the old working
face of the canal company
quarry at Rain Hall,
Barnoldswick, after it
closed around 1895. The
limestone was carried to
lime kilns alongside the
canal, such as the one on
the left near Stockbridge.

After it was burnt,
the lime could
be ‘slaked’ with
water. The water
for this lime
kiln, far right, at
Wanless was from
a stream which
passed under the
canal in a culvert.

Haw Bank Quarry near Skipton was the
main source of limestone, and these photos
show the quarry, incline and tramway which
brought the stone down to the canal.
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Manure was an important traffic, with over 100,000 tons being
carried annually in the 19th century. The manure was made up
of night soil from middens throughout the town, together with
horse manure from the streets, and other household refuse.
As housing conditions improved and sewers were installed, the
volume of night soil diminished, with the quantity of refuse
increasing. Originally, farmers were happy to have the manure
spread on their fields, but as the amount of rubbish increased,
they were less inclined to use it. In the 20th century, Liverpool
Corporation bought their own farm near Ring O’Bells, Burscough,
just to dump the refuse.
Liverpool was the main source for night soil and manure on the
canal, though other towns along the canal had boats for removing
night soil to the agricultural areas for use as fertiliser. The last
traffic was as late as the 1950s.

Above: Manure being delivered at Tarleton, and below: the wharf
at Ring O’Bells for manure and refuse deliveries to Liverpool
Corporation’s farm on Hoscar Moss.

Less is known about the manure trade in Yorkshire, but it is
probable that farms along the Aire & Calder Navigation were
supplied. The sewage works at Esholt had its own basin, with coal
being delivered as well as manure taken away.

As towns grew in size, it was vital to
public health that the night soil and street
sweepings were removed. At the same
time, the wet lands around Martin Mere
were being brought into agricultural use,
and they needed large volumes of manure
for this purpose. The only reason that the
Ormskirk area provides large quantities of
potatoes and carrots today is that the farms
benefitted from the large quantities of
manure from Liverpool to improve the soil.
In the 1860s, there was a major scheme
for improving the health of towns such
as Liverpool. This invloved moving large
tonnages of manure, and the drawing on
the right is typical of proposals at this time.
Later, incinerators were built, often on
canalside sites which had been used for the
earlier manure trade, such as at Bennington
Street in Blackburn, shown right.

Snaylam’s were one of the main carriers in
Liverpool, their trade including removing
manure from ships bringing cattle to
Liverpool. The value of the manure trade
is shown above right, which suggests that
Snaylams started after the First World
War, possibly using boats from the canal
company’s old fleet.
By 1922, there was more refuse than
manure being carried as the quality of
manure collected in the towns declined.
Manure could be carried toll free, but the
canal company could charge ½d per ton per
mile for refuse. A man was sent out to check
what was being carried, and one of his
reports is illustrated below right, showing
that only 25% of the cargo could actually
claim to be toll free.

CEMEN T
Liverpool Terminus
Liverpool Docks
Bankhall
Bootle
Litherland
Gorsey Lane
Lydiate
Haskayne
Halsall
Burscough
Parbold
Appley Bridge
Gathurst
Crooke
Hell Meadow
Wigan & Leigh
Aspull
Adlington
Cowling
Botany (Chorley)
Johnsons Hillock
Riley Green
Feniscowles
Blackburn
Rishton
Church
Clayton-le-Moors
Altham
Hapton
Rose Grove
Burnley
Brierfield
Nelson
Barrowford
Foulridge
Salterforth
Barnoldswick
East Marton
Bank Newton
Gargrave
Skipton
Bradley
Silsden
Stockbridge (Keighley)
Morton
Bingley
Saltaire
Shipley
Esholt
Rodley
Kirkstall
Armley
Leeds
Castleford
Barnsley Canal
Goole
Humber ports

In the 20th century, many of the canal’s warehouses had agencies
for Earles Cement, which was distributed from them, the cement
being transported from the works on the Humber by Hunts, the
Leeds-based carrier.

There are few photos showing the cement trade, though this one
is of Orb being unloaded at Rodley after springing a leak.

The photo above shows Leeds & Liverpool Canal boats on the River Aire at Leeds, where cargoes were
transhipped between them and boats off the Aire & Calder Navigation. The photo dates from around
1910, which was before the cement traffic became important, though the boat in the background is
loading bags, possibly grain, in a similar fashion to how cement would have been carried. The boats in
the foreground have high loads, cargoes being piled up until they could just pass under the lowest bridge
on the canal. The boat on the left is facing upstream and may be carrying bales of wool, while that next to
it, facing downstream, could be carrying machinery. Both were cargoes which were comparatively light
and would have to be piled high to maximise tonnage.
Another view of the Orb at Rodley
after it had sprung a leak. The cargo
of cement had to be removed quickly
to avoid damage. The Orb is tied to
one of the wharves at Rodley, though
the canal warehouse, extreme right,
was on the far side of the swing
bridge. Perhaps the cargo was being
transhipped to a lorry just out of the
picture.
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Coal, brought from the Wigan, Burnley and Yorkshire coalfields
to supply mills, gas works and households along the whole
canal, was the largest traffic. At its peak 1.5 million tons of coal
were carried annually. It was also the final regular traffic, with
deliveries to Skipton and Liverpool gas works ending in the early
1960s, and the traffic from Plank Lane, Leigh, to Wigan Power
Station in 1973. It is still possible to find the remains of many
loading wharves and delivery sites almost everywhere.

It was unusual for Yorkshire boats to load coal in Lancashire, but
here one is pictured at Foulridge, facing towards Skipton. The
date is 1941, so it is probably a special wartime traffic.

This slight rise in the towpath is all that remains of a coal tip at
Crooke, just below Wigan. The railway from the colliery, some
3 or 4 miles away, was the first one in Lancashire to use a steam
locomotive, based on those built by Blenkinsop in Leeds. They
pulled themselves along using a rack cast into the side of the rails.

Boats waiting to unload
at Wigan Power Station
in 1972, the last year of
operation.
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Originally, grain was carried locally to and from windmills by
the canal, with those at Blackburn and Parbold being the best
known. The grain traffic from Liverpool and Birkenhead Docks
developed in the mid-19th century, and remained important into
the 1950s. There were modern flour mills alongside the canal
throughout Lancashire, and several of the millers had their own
fleets of boats. As with Canal Transport Limited, new boats were
built even after the 2nd World War, which reflects the importance
of the traffic. Grain boats built from the 1930s had hatch covers,
rather than sheets, and a couple of Canal Transport boats were
converted to hatch covers for a short period as they were hired
out for use on this traffic.

Above: Birkenhead Docks in the 1970s, with the grain silos where
boats for the canalside mills had been loaded. The L&LC did have
its own office and wharf in Birkenhead until 1921.

Above: Appleby’s flour mill at Clayton-le-Moors, with two of
their boats waiting to unload. These horse-drawn wooden boats
were replaced by steel boats in the 1930s. They could deliver from
Birkenhead faster and cheaper than by rail.

Appleby’s mill in Blackburn
in 1977.

Ainscough’s Burscough mill in the 1950s.
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Cotton became an increasingly important cargo as the industry
developed throughout the 19th century and it remained important
until the 1930s. The traffic from Keighley was only important early
in the 19th century, when there were many Arkwright spinning
frames producing spun cotton in the town. The depot at Gorsey
Lane was built during the 2nd World War, as safe storage for when
Liverpool Docks were being bombed.
Raw cotton was brought from the docks, with manufactured
goods occasionally being a return traffic. However, it was a high
value cargo, and often had to be sent to print works located where
clean streams of water were available, higher into the hills than
the canal. As a result, finished goods were often sent, though not
exclusively, by road, and later rail.

Bales of cotton, heavier and more ragged looking than wool,
being unloaded at Church Wharf. The date would be around
1900, and the boats are fine examples of those worked by the
canal company.

Not cotton, but these synthetic textile materials at Nelson show
how bales were stored in canal warehouses.

Above is Albert Pickles’
Cairo Mill, at the Burnley
end of Gannow Tunnel, as it
was in 1977, shortly before it
closed. Today, housing has
been built on the site.

John Watts’ Clock Tower Mill, Burnley,
in 1977. It was only a few years later
that the majority of the mill was burnt
down, bringing the end to a wellknown local landmark.
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Wool was one of the canal’s most important cargoes, and the
canal warehouses in Stockbridge, Shipley and Bradford were
major distribution centres until the 1980s. Road transport was
used by then, the last boats carrying wool around 1962.
The area of Armley near the warehouse was known as Botany Bay
as the first cargo of wool from Australia may have been delivered
here. Warehousing was continually improved, with Shipley being
built around 1865 after the Bradford Canal closed for the first
time. Major extensions were made there in the 1920s, and at
Stockbridge in the 1930s, to ensure that the canal remained an
important carrier of wool.
Note that the depot at Gorsey Lane was only used during the
2nd World War, as safer storage for when Liverpool Docks were
being bombed.

Neptune, with a load of wool from Liverpool Docks, passes
Maghull at the beginning of the war. They are giving a maintenance
boat a helping tow.

These tidy bales of wool are in the new warehouse at Shipley.

Stockbridge was the canal
warehouse for the Keighley
district. One of the two new
1930s warehouses built
here is in the background.

Many mills had raw materials delivered directly,
rather than to the warehouse. Above right, a cargo
is being unloaded at Saltaire.

The new warehouse at Shipley was
built in the late 1920s especially for
the wool trade.

HIN
T E XT I L E MAC H
IN ERY
Liverpool Terminus
Liverpool Docks
Bankhall
Bootle
Litherland
Gorsey Lane
Lydiate
Haskayne
Halsall
Burscough
Parbold
Appley Bridge
Gathurst
Crooke
Hell Meadow
Wigan & Leigh
Aspull
Adlington
Cowling
Botany (Chorley)
Johnsons Hillock
Riley Green
Feniscowles
Blackburn
Rishton
Church
Clayton-le-Moors
Altham
Hapton
Rose Grove
Burnley
Brierfield
Nelson
Barrowford
Foulridge
Salterforth
Barnoldswick
East Marton
Bank Newton
Gargrave
Skipton
Bradley
Silsden
Stockbridge (Keighley)
Morton
Bingley
Saltaire
Shipley
Esholt
Rodley
Kirkstall
Armley
Leeds
Castleford
Barnsley Canal
Goole
Humber ports

For many years, textile machinery was an important cargo on
the canal, moved from factories in East Lancashire and Keighley
for export via Liverpool or Hull. Amongst the firms using the
canal were British Northrop of Blackburn, Howard & Bulloughs
of Accrington, and Hattersleys of Keighley.
Most general cargo traffic was ‘inward’ to East Lancashire and the
Aire Valley towns, so the export textile machinery trade provided
a return traffic. Such traffics cost less to operate, so provide a
better financial return. Howard & Bulloughs sent much of their
production by canal, and their representatives were always
invited onto the canal company’s inspection boat to view the
Grand National at Aintree. As late as the 1950s, a new warehouse
at Church being built for their trade.

Above, the new warehouse for Howard & Bulloughs’ trade at
Church. The overhead crane extended over the canal for easy
loading.

Above, Planet is seen descending Johnsons Hillock with a load of
machinery for export. It was a bulky cargo, so easily recognised
as such on a boat heading for Liverpool. The cargo was fragile, so
best stored away from the docks where it could easily be damaged.
It could be delivered within two days by canal, and was usually
the last of the cargo loaded on a ship.

Machinery from Howard & Bulloughs arriving
at Enfield warehouse for storage and export. This
warehouse closed in the 1920s.
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Liverpool, given its maritime connections to the West Indies, was
a major centre for sugar refining. Several sugar works were built
alongside the canal, conveniently situated for deliveries of coal
for the boilers, and for transporting the sugar. As a result, the
canal company warehouses became distribution centres for both
Fairrie’s and Tate & Lyle’s sugar. Sugar from the latter was one of
the last traffics on the canal.

An aerial view of Tate & Lyle’s from around 1960. They were still
using the canal, but their new extension, bottom right, had been
built over the entrance to the canal terminal in Liverpool. The
canal company warehouse, about half of which still survive, are
just off the photo on the right.

A rather gloomy photo of the canal at Tate & Lyle’s, with a variety
of coal boats either unloading or waiting to return to the colliery.
This section of canal was a favourite of local children as the water
was used for cooling, so became warm, making it pleasant, but
rather unsafe, for swimming.
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Canal Transport Limited, for whom Kennet
was built, was formed in 1930. When the canal
company gave up carrying in 1921, four firms
took over, Hunts for the Leeds traffic, Walls for the
canal in Yorkshire, Lancashire Canal Transport
for Lancashire main line traffic, and Hunt & Page
for the Leigh traffic. Liverpool Warehousing took
over the main warehouses in Liverpool and Bootle.
Then, in 1930, the four carrying businesses were
amalgamated to form Canal Transport Limited,
which was partly owned by the canal company.
They were worried about the financial condition
of Lancashire Canal Transport, and wanted to put
the carriage of general cargo back on to a more
secure footing.
As can be seen from the advert Canal Transport
Limited’s Manager was Robert Davidson, who
was also Manager of the L&LCCo. The carrying
company remained a separate entity even after
nationalisation, and was not wound up until
around the 1980s, many years after its last cargo
had been carried.
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