
BINGLEY 5-RISE LOCKS
Water supply

The use of water by riser locks was always a problem for the 
L&LCC, with the flight of a 2-rise lock and single lock onto 
the summit at Greenberfield being replaced by three single 
locks soon after the canal was opened throughout in 1816, 
in order to save water. Later, there were plans to replace the 
riser locks at Bingley with single locks or even a boatlift, but 
these were never carried out. 

Early in the twentieth century it was proposed to build 
an electricity generating station to supply Bingley using the 
fall of the locks, but problems with supplying sufficient water 
probably resulted in these being abandoned.

Water supply came initially from Eshton Beck at Gargrave 
and from several streams intercepted by canal construction. 
When the summit was reached in 1794, two reservoirs 
were built near Foulridge, with a further two being built 
subsequently as traffic increased. A new supply was obtained 
by the construction of Winterburn Reservoir in the 1890s, 
and new feeders to the canal above the first Gargrave 
lock were built from Eshton Beck. Water still comes from 
Winterburn, but the supply channel has now reverted to the 
original 1770s system. A water supply was also proposed 
from an old colliery at Stockbridge in the 1920s-’30s, but 
this was not built.

Cargoes
The main cargoes passing through Bingley were coal from 
collieries by the Aire & Calder Navigation and Barnsley 
Canal for mills, gas works and households, wool in both 
directions from the docks of Liverpool and Hull, general 
cargoes including foodstuff and textile machinery, and 
limestone from the Craven district, much of this for Low 
Moor Ironworks in Bradford. Sugar from Tate & Lyles in 
Liverpool was an important cargo, and cement from the 
Humber was carried in the mid-twentieth century.

A view of the locks from a Prussian book of 1790 describing 
English industry and transport.

The Five-rise Locks at Bingley have been listed as Grade I 
since 1966, the listing stating that they are perhaps the most 
important flight of locks in the country, the 5-rise locks be-
ing one of the greatest feats of engineering of the canal age.

How important were the 5-rise locks in historical terms, 
after all, in France there are the seven-rise locks at Rogny on 
the Canal de Briare on which construction began in 1610, the 
canal opening in 1641. The significance of Bingley lies in its 
location. Other historically-important riser locks lift canals 
squarely up a hillside so they are not as imposing as Bingley, 
where the canal clings to the side of the valley. Standing below 
the 3-rise Locks, it was possible to obtain a highly impressive 
view of the two sets of locks, a view much more dramatic than 
at Rogny or other riser locks. This view must have made them 
an important visitor attraction even in the eighteenth century.

So what relevance does this have today? Since the canal 
ceased being used commercially, trees have grown up along its 
banks to a much greater extent than would have been allowed 
previously. This is especially so at Bingley, where the view of 
the locks is restricted to those on the towpath, the grand vista 
from the valley having now been blocked out by the trees over 
the last fifteen years or so.

This raises the question of how conservation of the built 
and natural environment interact. This is one place where 
trees should be sacrificed for the benefit of our built heritage. 
It is the view of the 5-rise Locks which is important, not their 
engineering significance. In fact, few riser locks were built 
after the 1770s, as engineers soon realized that they used too 
much water, and this needed conserving as canal transport 
was far more successful than had been anticipated.

The 5-rise locks and the canal from Bingley to Shipley 
opened in March 1774, a year after Gargrave to Bingley, 
with Shipley to Leeds opening in 1777. The canal to 
Liverpool, 127¼ miles long and reaching 487½ feet in 
height between Barnoldswick and Barrowford, opened 
throughout in 1816.
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Dimensions of the 5-rise locks
Length of lock: 71 feet 

(for boats 62 feet 6 inches long)
Width: 14 feet 10 inches minimum

Depth over sill: 5 feet
Overall fall: 59 feet 2 inches

Water usage: 412,687 gallons (82,537 per lock)
Length of pool above: 17 miles

Length of pool below: 467 yards

Height above sea level
Skipton Pool in 1890 survey: 344.9 feet



The lock cottage at the top of the 3-rise locks 
was built c1850. It was removed shortly after 
this photo was taken in 1955. Today, the 
bottom of two windows can be found in the 
retaining wall at the back of the cottage.

The original lock keeper's cottage at the top of the 
5-rise, seen here c1890, was rebuilt and extended 
c1900 to make it easier for the lock keeper to keep 
an eye on boats passing through the locks.

A view of the 5-rise c1890, with the carpenters' 
shop on the left and a swing bridge under 
construction on the right. On completion 
it would be loaded onto the work boat for 
shipment to site.

This was the carpenters' shop at the bottom 
of the 5-rise. Nearest the camera was the 
saw pit where timber was cut up into the 
required sizes. The carpenters made swing 
bridges as well as lock gates.

Piling the found-
ations for the wharf 
alongside the new 
stables, now used 
as a café, during 
their construction 
in 1914.

Bingley 5-rise and 3-rise locks as shown in the survey of the canal in 1826, drawn 
to identify the land used for constructing the canal. The photos show some of the 
historical features.

A view of the 3-rise c1890 from the original 
railway station. It was only later that the 
mill extended over the lock bywash. A few 
years ago the canal was moved towards the 
mill to allow the new road to be built.


