
the canal. On sunny summer’s days, the boatmen’s wives 
would sit outside knitting a gansey for their husband. This 
was part of the traditional clothing worn by boatmen — a 
dark blue woollen guernsey knitted with five needles. The 
top half was patterned, much like a fisherman’s gansey.

The canal yard and warehouse, just through the bridge, 
were built in 1888 for storage of proven and hay used by 
the canal companies horses. There was a workshop for 
making leather tackle for the horses, together with stabling 
and loose boxes. Horses were sent here when they were in 
need of vetinary attention, and were often allowed to rest 
on local fields. Farmers sometimes allowed this for free as 
long as they could use the horses occasionally.

depended upon the distance travelled. More recently, 
following the closure of Briers Mill Yard, the yard was 
used as a centre for the maintenance of the canal. 

Just before the railway bridge is Ainscough’s Mill, the 
firm receiving most of its supplies of grain by canal from 
the docks in Liverpool or Birkenhead. They had their own 
boats, a new fleet of motor boats being built in the 1930s. 
These were named after the firm’s horses, of which the 
management was particularly proud.

Walking from the Mission onto Crabtree Lane, we then 
pass more boatmen’s housing before reaching the swing 
bridge. On the Liverpool side is another manure wharf, 
whilst the Slipway on the other side used to be a shop 
selling everything needed by the boating community from 
food for both people and horses to towing lines. There was 
also an oven for baking fresh bread. The old Mission was 
held in the room over the stables, which was also used 
for dances at weekends. On the north side of the canal are 
more houses built for boatmen’s families.
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Boatmen’s houses at Crabtree Lane.

Nearer to Burscough, a swing bridge was removed in 
the 1890s, and beyond, behind an engineering works, is 
another manure wharf where mooring rings can still be 
found on the tow path. Here, the canal reaches Burscough 
and many boatmen lived in the terrace streets close to 

Burscough warehouse and proven depot in 1980.

Proven was purchased from Ainscough’s, the local 
millers, and hay was purchased from local farmers. Every 
week, a horse boat would be loaded with the proven and 
hay for distribution to the canal company’s stables, in 
particular those in East Lancashire. Early in the 20th 
century, Burscough became less important as a centre 
for the company’s horses. There were new stables at 
Burnley, with the manufacture and repair of horse tackle 
being transferred to Skipton.

However, the office remained open, particularly for 
the payment of wages every second Friday, when the 
boatmen’s wives would line up outside for their money. 
They were paid the normal weekly wage, while their 
husbands could be given a ‘sub’, possibly coming out 
of their trip money, an additional amount paid which 

Ainscough’s Mill, seen from one of their boats.

Beyond the railway bridge, the canal passes the former 
Ordnance Depot where the crane used for unloading 
boats can still be seen. This was not the only such depot 
on the canal, a large munitions store being established 
at Salterforth, where the wharf is still visible, during the 
First World War.

Top Locks, at the junction of the Rufford branch, is a 
classic canal community dating back to the 18th century. 
Most of the houses closest to Burscough were used by 
maintenance and boatyard workers, and there was also a 
smithy here, now converted into a house. Next to the main 
line of the canal, one house used to have a baker’s oven 
in its cellar, the baker selling bread to passing boatmen. 
The lockkeeper’s cottage at the top of the locks was, at one 
time, single storey. Behind it, there are more houses built 
for boatmen, together with their stables.

The drydock was built wide enough for two horse 
boats, which sat on wooden blocks, side by side, whilst 
being repaired. However, the dock is fairly shallow, 
making it less suitable for motor boats which are deeper 


