
Burnley
The canal helped the development of Burnley. It served 
not just the mills in the town centre, but also the other 
industries, such as canalside collieries and brick works. 
It continued to be important throughout the 19th century, 
with most mills being built alongside the canal even after 
the railway opened. This was not just for transport, but 
also because the canal provided water to condense the 
exhaust steam of mill engines. This created a vacuum, 
making the engine much more efficient.

There were several boat yards in the town, near the 
Barracks, at Bank Hall, and at Finsley Gate, where the 
canal company’s regional workshops were located. 
There were also warehouses at Colne Road, Manchester 
Road and Walkers Hey, their number showing the canal’s 
importance to the town.

A brief history
When the canal was planned in 1768, the route was 
through Padiham and Whalley, with Burnley and 
Blackburn served by branch canals. This route was chosen 
so that there could be a branch to the limestone quarries 
near Clitheroe. There was to be no tunnel at Foulridge, 
and instead the summit of the canal would pass through 
a reservoir thirty feet higher than the present summit 
level at Foulridge.

The canal had opened from Leeds to Gargrave and 
from Liverpool to Parbold and Wigan by 1780, but then 
money ran out, and work stopped. Then, in 1790, the 
route was changed as it was realised that the 90 feet high 
aqueduct proposed at Whalley would have been too 
expensive. Instead, the canal was to follow the south side 
of the River Calder where more coal was available.

Four years later the route was changed again. This 
time it passed through Burnley and Blackburn as 
industry in East Lancashire had become much more 
important since the canal had first been planned in 
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been closed for major repairs in 1824, 1843, 1850, 1856, 
1898, 1901, 1902, 1910, 1934, 1984, and 1987. 
Barrowford
There are seven locks here, and a warehouse, above the 
second lock from the bottom, served Colne. It is at the 
bottom of the locks that the canal deviates from the route 
originally proposed. Instead it crosses Pendle Water by a 
large stone aqueduct.

Nelson
The town of Nelson owes its existence to the canal, which 
brought good transport to the area and encouraged the 
construction of mills. The large warehouse here, now 
a health centre, dates from the end of the 19th century, 
when the canal was competing successfully with the 
railways. There had been an earlier warehouse nearby, 
and there was also a warehouse at Brierfield. Today, the 
canal is only used by pleasure boats, many mooring at 
the marina at Reedley, near Barden Mill.
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The 1794 route was via Burnley, 
Blackburn, and Horwich to 
Aspull and Wigan. The section 
from Johnsons Hillock to Aspull 
was never built.

1768, and offered much more traffic than the limestone 
quarries around Clitheroe. To the west, the route ran 
almost parallel with the Lancaster Canal between 
Chorley and Wigan, and around 1810, when this section 
was about to be built, it was agreed with the Lancaster 
Canal to use their canal.

The canal opened from Gargrave to Foulridge in 1794. 
Three locks at Foulridge would have raised the canal to 
its summit, but these were 
avoided by building the tunnel. 
The lower summit level gave an 
increased water supply, with 
reservoirs at Foulridge and 
Slipper Hill. The tunnel took 
two more years to complete 
before the canal opened to 
Colne Road Burnley, where a 
warehouse served the town.

Beyond Colne Road, the 
canal had to cross the Calder 
Valley. One scheme was for  
crossing close to Townley 
Hall. The Townleys objected 
to the canal coming so close 
to their house, and instead the 
large embankment was built 
in Burnley. It was difficult to 
build such large structures, 
and it took several years for the 
embankment to become solid 
enough for the next section of 
canal to open. In 1801, the canal 

was extended to Clayton-le-Moors, with warehouses 
being built there and at Manchester Road, Burnley.

It was a further nine years before the canal 
reach Blackburn, held up again by problems with 
embankments. It finally opened throughout in 1816, 
still incomplete as it used the Lancaster Canal between 
Johnsons Hillock, near Chorley, and the Wigan Locks at 
Aspull.

Foulridge
Although just a small village, Foulridge became an 
important centre on the canal. It was here that the 
water supply was organised. Water came not just from 
reservoirs, but also from streams feeding into the 
summit level, and it was estimated that up to twelve 
locks-full daily came from ground water leaking into 
the tunnel.

In 1796, Foulridge & Slipper Hill reservoirs were built. 
In 1814 and in 1834, Foulridge was raised, and White 
Moor opened in 1840, followed by Foulridge Upper in 
1865, and then Barrowford in 1885. Since 1893, water 
also came by pipeline from Winterburn.

The tunnel was partly built on the cut-and-cover 
system, where the ground was excavated, the stone lining 
of the tunnel erected, and the earth replaced. It was 
described as: ‘1630 yards in length, and 23 yards below 
the highest point of the hill; the soil of which proved so 
loose, that only 700 yards could be worked underground; 
the remainder was obliged to be opened from above, from 
ten to twenty yards deep, and twenty to thirty yards wide 
at the top.’ No deaths were reported during construction. 
By 1879, some 90 boats were passing through the tunnel 
weekly, and the leggers were replaced by a steam tug in 
1882. By 1930, just 13 boats used the tug each week and 
the service ended on the 3rd March, 1934. The tunnel has 
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