
The Leeds & Liverpool Canal was initially 
proposed in 1766 by a group of Bradford 
merchants. The route in Yorkshire was fairly 
obvious, straight up the Aire Valley into the 
Craven district. From there into Lancashire, 
they first suggested a route ending near 
Preston, where boats could sail to and from 
the Irish Sea. All the major Lancashire towns 
would be served by branch canals.

Over the next three years, the Bradford 
merchants realised they needed more 
money for the canal than they could provide. 
They looked for partners, and Liverpool 
merchants then became involved, with 
that town becoming the canal’s terminus, 
where a link into the Mersey would create 
a through route between the North Sea and 
the Irish Sea. Other Lancashire towns, and 
Settle, were still served by branch canals, 
though by this time a Lancaster Canal, from 
the Wigan coalfield to Lancaster, was being 
suggested. 



One of the maps from 1769 showing the 
routes proposed in Lancashire. The original 
scheme by the Bradford commttee is in 
brown, and the final one of the Liverpool 
committee in red. The first suggestion 
for a Lancaster Canal is shown in blue, 
though this idea was not authorised until 
1793, the day before the Leeds & Liverpool 
Canal’s proposed change of route in East 
Lancashire came before Parliament. As a 
result, that route had to be altered, and the 
L&LC Act postponed until 1794.

The green line shows the Douglas 
Navigation and Leigh’s Cut, named after 
Alexander Leigh, the Navigations main 
owner. The Navigation was bought by the 
L&L Canal in 1772, and this cut eventually 
became part of the main line. Also in green 
is a proposed canal to the Bridgewater at 
Runcorn. This developed from a Liverpool  
to Wigan Canal, proposed by merchants 
who were opposed to the L&L Canal route.

Below is a relief map of the canal’s route 
in Lancashire. The original route (blue) 
avoids some of the high ground, though 
using a higher northern way into the Aire 
Valley than the railway. The canal route as 
built (red) crosses many more  valleys and 
was thus more difficult, suggesting that 
canal engineers had gained confidence 
between 1770 and 1790.
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Early canal engineers avoided high ground and expensive 
deep cuttings where possible, and kept river crossing 
embankment heights to a minimum by lengthening the 
canal and taking it high up river valleys.
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This map shows the canal 
(in red) in 1774, after the 
first two sections had been 
opened. The blue line shows 
the line authorised by 
Parliament under the canal’s 
Act of 1770. Note how this 
route, as proposed by the 
Bradford committee, tends to 
serve the limestone district. 
The branch to Settle was 
part of the original scheme, 
becoming a separate canal 
proposal in 1773, and failing 
because of lack of support 
from local landowners.

The canal as completed, 
with the route as authorised 
in the 1794 Act. By moving 
the route further south, 
the canal now serves the 
Lancashire coalfield, and is 
virtually following the line 
proposed by the Liverpool 
committee in 1770. The 
change in route shows the 
increasing importance of 
coal from 1770 to 1790, 
marking the change from the 
Agricultural Revolution, and 
the need for lime as fertiliser, 
to the Industrial Revolution, 
and the need for coal.

Lead and non-ferrous mining was an important industry 
in 18th century Craven and the Dales, and would certainly 
have provided some cargo on the canal. That from the 
Dales would have been brought to Gargrave for loading, 
while that from these mines, at Cononley, would have 
used the wharf by the old turnpike, now the A65, near 
Farnhill.



On the left is a map showing the turnpike system in East Lancashire when the canal was first authorised 
in 1770. Note that most of the turnpikes ran East-West, as did the canal route. There were few mills at 
this time, with most textile production being in the home. Church Bank Print Works was probably then 
the largest textile factory in the area, and possibly in the world.
By the 1816, on the right, when the canal was completed, Manchester had developed into a major 
industrial centre, and many turnpikes had been opened running North-South from East Lancashire. 
Even though the canal route had been changed, it did not serve Manchester and the new textile printing 
works around Bury. At this time, the only large factories for spinning and weaving tended to be around 
Manchester, with production in East Lancashire remaining home-based. The red dots show warehousing 
used by the Peel family for servicing this home production.

The image above shows block printing as would have 
been undertaken at Church Bank Print Works. A whole 
range of blocks was needed for the different colours and 
shapes used in a pattern. On the right is a hand loom of 
a size typically used in a house. This one has a ‘dobby’ 
which controls the reeds and allows the loom to weave 
simple patterns.



The map on the left is of 
Blackburn in 1824. The canal 
did not go into the town centre, 
but kept to the high ground to 
the south where land was much 
cheaper. By the time this map 
was drawn, the canal had only 
been open for fourteen years, yet 
in that time the town had begun 
to grow outwards towards the 
canal at Eanam and Nova Scotia. 
Towns such as Blackburn 
became increasingly important 
as the Industrial Revolution 
developed. The canal was a 
major factor in the growth of 
local industry and trade. 

The same can be said for towns in Yorkshire, such as Shipley, 
which only developed after the 1860s, following the first closure 
of the Bradford Canal. People like Titus Salt were enticed there 
by the better sanitary conditions, compared to those in Bradford, 
and the good transport links by rail and canal.
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The Yorkshire woollen textile 
industry was well established 
by the time the canal was built, 
the turnpike from Leeds, north 
through Settle, allowing wool 
to be brought down from the 
important Kendal market. 
There were also important 
turnpike running eastwards to 
the grain producing areas in the 
Vale of York and beyond. Grain 
was important for feeding the 
growing communities of workers 
in the Aire Valley, but unlike in 
Lancashire where grain imports 
were a major traffic on the canal, 
the Yorkshire turnpike system 
served most of the transport 
needs for the milling industry.



Narrow Boat
70 feet long by 7 feet wide

Load: 20 tons

Leeds & Liverpool barge
60 feet long by 14 feet wide

Load: 50 tons

Humber Keel
60 feet long by 15.5 feet wide

Load: 100 tons

Modern A&CN motor barge
180 feet long by 18.5 feet wide

Load: 500 tons

Those investing in the Leeds & Liverpool Canal were 
mainly the rising middle class — local merchants, 
mill owners and tradesmen. The Aire & Calder 
Navigation was the first to be financed by this type 
of investor whose interest in improving transport 
marks the start of the Industrial Revolution. 
Successful inland waterways were always financed 
by local people whose investment was linked 
directly to encouragement of local industry. 
The later ‘Canal Mania’ waterways did not have this 
link to the local economy, with investors coming 
from around the country, particularly London. 
Consequently, those waterways were much less 
successful.
Note that around 8% of investors in the Leeds & 
Liverpool Canal were women, usually either widows 
or children whose parents had died.
Less than half the money for building the canal came 
from investors, most came from surplus income after 
the first sections opened in 1773/4. Because the canal 
was so successful, industries rapidly grew alongside 
its banks. This was both positive and negative for 
the canal. It ensured that there was plenty of trade, 
but restricted the possibility of enlarging the canal 
at a later date. Lack of Government regulation also 
meant that there was no standard canal size.

The narrow boat was never used in any number on the Leeds 
& Liverpool Canal, though there were a few short ones, 60 
feet long, working on specific traffics, such as carrying salt 
from Cheshire.
The Leeds & Liverpool ‘short boat’ was based on the 18th 
century Humber keel, with the lock size the same as on the 
Aire & Calder Navigation in the 1770s. The Lancashire end 
of the canal had 72 feet long locks, suitable for the ‘flats’ 
found around the Mersey estuary.
There were wider Humber keels, and these became the 
standard for most other Yorkshire waterways. The Aire & 
Calder Navigation continued being enlarged into the 20th 
century, and can be used by boats slightly larger than the 
one illustrated here.
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The trade on the canal which was anticipated in the canal’s prospectus of 1770 underestimated the actual 
figures, with seven times more goods being carried 100 years later than first envisaged. Although this 
was good for the canal’s finances, it required the water supply to be increased over the years, with new 
reservoirs opened thoughout the 19th century.

Cargo 1770 - Ton miles Tons at average of 20 miles Actual Tons carried in 1880
Limestone etc 4,080,000 ton miles 204,000 Tons 453,121 Tons (16 miles)
Coal 840,000 ton miles 42,000 Tons 1,301,105 Tons (17.5 miles)
Merchandise 1,280,000 ton miles 64,000 Tons 466,125 Tons (31.8 miles)
Total  310,000 Tons 2,220,351 Tons (19.88 miles)

The first railway competition was the Bolton & Leigh Railway, opened in 1828, though to some extent 
it provided extra trade by connecting the canal at Leigh with Bolton. More severe competition came in 
the 1840s, with railway developments in the Aire Valley and East Lancashire. However, as the canal had 

paid off all the money borrowed for its construction, it 
was able to compete. A group of railways did lease the 
general cargo traffic on the canal from 1850 to 1873, but 
they had to pay a good rate. Money saved by the canal 
at this time was re-invested in new facilities from 1875 
until the First World War.

Left: An early East Lancashire Railway locomotive.
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Turnover of shares in the Leeds and Liverpool Canal, 1770 - 1793.
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People bought and sold shares in the 
canal regularly. At first there was quite a 
rapid change as investors were uncertain 
about their likely return. However, 
many families kept their shares for 
years as they were handed down to 
successive generations. The much 
reduced turnover around 1780 reflects 
the then economic situation, with wars 
with the American colonies and France 
reducing the money available for canal 
investment. There was an improvement 
later, with ‘Canal Mania’ taking hold 
around 1793.
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Towns along the canal grew at a greater rate 
after the canal opened, compared to towns 
eleswhere, as these graphs indicate. The 
national average shows a steady climb, but 
towns such as Accrington or Blackburn show 
a rapid increase after the canal reached the 
town, with a further increase after the local 
railway opened. The decline in population 
began after the First World War which 
resulted in the loss of many overseas markets, 
with a further dip during the Second World 
War. Chipping is a village north of Blackburn.

Below: Accrington during Wakes 
Week, circa 1910.



During the early stages of canal 
operation, the textile industry was 
developing rapidly. The ‘Spinning Jenny’, 
an improved version shown right, was 
increasing yarn production to keep up 
with the ‘Flying shuttle’ used by most 
hand weavers, which had drastically 
speeded up the process of weaving.

Arkwright introduced his water frame, which 
was only really suitable for cotton spinning. 
Early in the 19th century, Keighley became a 
centre for its use, and the town supplied yarn 
to the growing Lancashire cotton industry. It is 
quite likely that much of this yarn was carried 
by the canal to Blackburn for distribution to 
the hand loom weavers.

By the mid 19th century, the jenny 
had developed into the automatic 
mule, as seen here at Helmshore 
Textile Museum. There were 
many spinning mills along the 
canal in Lancashire at that time, 
but as the 19th century progressed, 
East Lancashire developed into 
the cotton weaving area, with 
spinning mainly centred around 
Oldham, further south. 

An early Northrop automatic loom of the type widely 
used in East Lancashire. Northrop’s had a factory 
producing the looms in Blackburn, and used the canal 
for taking their products to Liverpool Docks for export.



When the canal was first opened, the area around Blackburn was noted for ‘fustian’ production. This 
was a cloth with linen warp and cotton weft. Further west, in the Preston and Chorley areas, pure linen 
cloth was woven. The good transport services provided by the canal encouraged the development of the 
cotton industry by creating easy transport for raw materials from Liverpool Docks. Woven goods often 
had to be dyed or printed, and though print works could be found near the canal, they were often high 
up valleys where the water was pure. Consequently road transport was used for the high value printed 
cloth, particularly as Manchester was a major market.

The woollen industry extended well 
into East Lancashire, with Colne 
the main centre, where the Piece 
Hall, seen on the right, offered good 
facilities for the sale of cloth. Colne 
was the fourth largest town when it 
came to investing in the canal, which 
gives some idea of its economic 
importance at the time. Burnley 
was then just a small village, and 
Nelson had not even been formed. 
Again, the canal was central to the 
industrial development of these 
Lancashire towns.

In the Aire Valley, woollen production was the main industry, though cotton was tried around 1800, 
particularly in Keighley. In the lower Aire Valley, from Leeds up to Apperley Bridge, the woollen industry 
remained important, and the canalside area at Armley was known as Botany Bay after the first wool 
from Australia arrived there. In the valley from Shipley up to Silsden and Bradley, the worsted industry 
took over following the development of combing technology, which allowed the long wool fibres used 
for worsted yarn to be isolated from the shorter fibres used for woollens. Other similar long fibre fabrics 
were produced, such as the spinning of alpaca yarns at Salts Mill in Saltaire. Again, the canal was used 
for the importation of the raw materials.



The canal had a major influence on the development of the towns through which it passed. This is a 
map of Burnley in 1850, just after the railway had opened. The canal is shown in blue, canal company 
property in red, and mills in green. The canal, opened here in 1810, was built on the cheaper land 
away from the town centre. Over the following years, the town has expand outwards towards the canal, 
particularly around what is now known as the Weavers’ Triangle. Note how many of the mills were built 
next to the canal, not just for transport, but also for cooling water.

The 1840s and 1850s saw the widespread introduction of 
steam power, and the exhaust steam from mill engines 
needed to be condensed to create a vacuum and make 
the engine efficient. Water for condensing was taken 
from the canal via sluices on the towpath edge, as shown 
below, with the heated water returned to the canal.



The use of steam power encouraged the expansion of canalside textile mills throughout East Lancashire, 
and the scene above left is typical, with the single storey weaving sheds clustered around the engine and 
boiler house, close to the canal for coal supplies and cooling water. The mill owner had to pay for the 
use of the water, but also had a rebate on any transport costs involving the canal. The canal company 
benefitted not just financially, but also because the canal was less likely to freeze in winter.

Steam power became less important 
after the textile industry was 
electrified. This began in the 1920s, 
and Whitebirk Power Station was 
the first to be built alongside the 
canal. Over the years, other power 
stations were built at Armley, Wigan 
and by Tate & Lyle’s in Liverpool. 
It was initially proposed to supply 
Huncoat Power Station, near 
Accrington, by canal, but this never 
happened. The coal supply to Wigan 
was the last regular traffic on the 
canal.

Other major users in the mid-20th century were the flour millers, Ainscoughs and Applebys, whose mills 
were at Liverpool, Burscough, Parbold and Blackburn. Coal for gas works was another regular cargo, 
with those in Liverpool and up the Aire Valley having coal delivered by canal as late as 1960-1963.
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Coal for the gas industry was 
declining as a canal traffic as 
canalside collieries declined in 
importance and closed. North 
Sea gas made its appearance 
in the mid-1960s, but by then 
coal was starting to become less 
important for gas production, 
and the canal traffic would 
have ceased anyway even had 
canalside collieries remained in 
use.

This graph shows the national output of coal from 1800 
to 1975. Peak production was just before the First World 
War, followed by a steady decline, accentuated by the 1926 
coal strike and the Second World War. The Aire & Calder 
Navigation continued to carry coal until quite recently, but 
on the Leeds & Liverpool Canal it ended in 1972, when 
traffic to Wigan Power Station ceased.

Two photos of coal traffic to power stations. On the left is Wigan Power Station in 1972, shortly before 
the traffic ended. On the right is Whitebirk ‘A’ Power Station in the 1930s, before the ‘B’ Station was 
built. When that happened, coal storage was moved to the other side of the canal, the new station being 
built on the old starage area. Note the wooden cooling towers in the background. The more modern 
concrete ones were a feature of the canal in 
East Lancashire, with at least one of those 
at Whitebirk, Huncoat or Padiham always 
being in view.
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On the left is a map which indicates the decline 
of the textile industry in Lancashire between 
1931 and 1952. The division between spinning 
and weaving is also shown, with Rossendale, 
between the two, being the location of 
condenser, or waste, spinning.
Each circle represents the size of the industry in 
each town, with the black segment representing 
the decline. This was much greater in Blackburn 
and Accrington than in Burnley, Nelson or 
Colne.

Between 1951 and 1961, the decline in the 
textile industry continued. In Blackburn, 
there was a greater number of mills converted 
to other uses than elsewhere along the canal, 
with textiles still hanging on in Burnley, 
Nelson and Colne. In the 1950s, the coal traffic 
to individual mills ended as mill engines were 
replaced by electric power, with the final 
traffic here being from collieries in Burnley to 
Whitebirk Power Station.

In the 1970s and 1980s, a few 
enthusiasts did try to keep some 
commercial carrying on the 
canal. Grain, steel and effluent 
were all carried as trial loads, 
a contract sometimes lasting 
for a year or so, but nothing 
permanent resulted. Here the 
Irwell is being loaded with 
household coal at Plank Lane, 
for delivery to individuals 
between Wigan and Haskayne. 
One problem for this traffic was 
obtaining suitable coal cheaply 
as canalside collieries closed.


