
JOHNSONS HILLOCK

A Walk around Johnsons Hillock Locks,
distance 2 miles

The walk takes you down the locks and along the old 
Lancaster Canal. Just above the top lock [1] are recesses 
for an extra pair of lock gates which mark the junction 
between the Leeds & Liverpool and the Lancaster 
Canals. Canal water comes from reservoirs around 
Foulridge, and ‘byewashes’ alongside the locks carry 
excess water downwards. 

Horses were used for towing boats, and tow lines 
would rub grooves in lock and bridge stonework. To 
avoid this, wooden rollers and iron plates were fitted 
where the ropes touched. Their remains can be found 
on the towpath side of the bridge parapet, across the 
road from the lock house.  

At the second lock [2], look at the towpath-side 
ground paddle. You can feel the grooves worn into the 
iron top of the paddle frame caused by boat towlines 
which were passed around the vertical spindle of the 

Top Locks, with the unused recesses for the gates which di-
vided the L&LC from the Lancaster Canal.

the canal. As you near the motorway bear right across 
an old brick works [9]. Beyond, the footpath descends 
steeply into the valley of the River Lostock.  

In the valley bear left over a stile and under the 
motorway. At the far end, the River Lostock passes 
under the old canal in a stone culvert or tunnel [10]. 
Retrace your footsteps under the motorway and then 
follow the footpathon the left over the river. There are 
several stiles on the path, which recrosses the river after 
about 600 metres [11]. Here, the left-hand stile gives 
the best route to the road. Following this will return 
you to the start of the walk at Top Locks.

The canal at Whittle when it was still in use, with the Duke of 
York pub behind. This was originally the Lancaster Canal, 
and was sold to the L&LC in 1863. It became derelict in the 
mid-20th century, and much of it was filled in when the M6 
was built.

The Mary at the top of Johnsons Hillock Locks, with a coal 
boat unloading at the Co-op wharf opposite.
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Kennet at Bradley, near Skipton, in 2012.

The Society encourages greater understanding and 
appreciation of the canal, ensuring that its traditions and 
heritage are recorded and continued. We hold lectures, 
arrange guided walks, and provide information about the 
canal’s history. A twice-yearly newsletter gives details of 
events and happenings, as well as publishing articles on 
the canal and its history.

Friends of Kennet 
The Society owns Kennet, an unconverted working 
boat. Partly funded by the Heritage Lottery, Kennet 
has displays about canal life, and moves to venues 
along the canal. 

Friends of Kennet help maintain and move the 
boat, and arranges training sessions in boat handling 
and other facets of canal life. We are delighted to 
hear from people who would like to sponsor work on 
Kennet or to give a donation.

Email: friendsofkennet@gmail.com



paddle to prevent them from catching on the lock gate. 
About halfway to the next lock there is a quarter mile 
post [3]. Mile, half-mile and quarter-mile posts were 
installed in 1893 to provide an exact measurement for 
charging tolls.

At the fourth lock [4], more remains of protection 
for the bridge stonework can be found. The office is 
where a record of the boats which passed was made. 
The canal company owned the farm, and had stables 
for boat horses here. Near the sixth lock is a panel [5] 
explaining how horse boats were towed.

canal was filled in from 
the bridge [7] when the 
motorway was built. 
For an easy walk back 
to the fourth lock, just 
follow the road up 
the hill. 

Those who are 
more adventurous 
could take the 
path on the 
left after the 
cottages [8]. 

C o n t i n u e 
along the path for 
about 400 metres, 
and then turn left over a 
stile, follow the side of the 
field and then turn right over 
a second stile. This brings you 
back onto the line of the canal. 
When the motorway was built, 
excess spoil was dumped here, 
so the level today is higher than 

Below the seventh lock is the junction with the main 
line of the Lancaster Canal [6]. Whittle Springs Brewery 
was alongside the canal, where the new houses now 
stand. There were pleasure gardens, the destination 
of many passenger boat trips, with coal boats cleaned 
and seats installed for school, church or mill trips from 
Blackburn or Wigan.

Turn back under the bridge and continue along the 
towpath where the canal is now a nature reserve. The 

Above; Agnes, 
one of the coal 

boats of Blackburn 
firm Dean Wad-

dington, ascends the 
locks with another load 

of Wigan coal for East 
Lancashire.

Below: The brewery at the bottom 
of the locks had its own boats for 

delivering beer to its canalside pubs 
in Lancashire.

When there were horse-drawn boats, the towing line was 
attached to the iron pin in the foreground to give a double 
purchase. This made it easier for the horse to pull the boat 
out of the lock. Note the grooves worn into the stonework on 
the towpath side of the lock.

The house at the bottom of the 
locks was also a shop serving 
groceries to passing boatmen.


