
PARBOLD TO DEAN

The canal between Parbold and Dean was originally 
known as Leigh’s Cut after the main owner of the old 
Douglas Navigation, which was in operation from 
1741 to 1781. The canal opened from Liverpool to 
Parbold in 1774, when Parbold was intended to be a 
canal junction, with the main line of the canal from 
Liverpool continuing to Leyland on a line through the 
dry dock. From Leyland, the canal was to follow the 
Ribble Valley, crossing the Calder by a large aqueduct 
at Whalley, and reaching the canal’s summit level at 
Foulridge through Padiham. At Parbold, a branch 
canal — Leigh’s Cut — gave access to the Douglas 
Navigation at Dean. The canal’s route was changed 
in 1794, and today the branch canal is the main line, 
providing a route to Wigan and the ‘new’ 1794 route. It 
is the reason for the sharp bend at Parbold, as this was 
designed as the junction between the two canals.
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The Society was founded in 1998 to help promote 
the canal and to encourage greater understanding and 
appreciation of the canal’s history and environment. The 
Society works to ensure that the traditions and heritage 
of the canal are recorded and continued. A twice-yearly 
newsletter gives details of events and happenings on the 
canal as well as publishing articles on aspects of the canal 
and its history.

Friends of Kennet 
The Society also looks after Kennet, one of the 

last unconverted boats which worked on the canal. 
Friends of Kennet help maintain and move the 
boat, and training sessions in boat handling and 
other facets of canal life are planned.

We would be delighted to hear from people who 
would like to sponsor work on Kennet or to give a 
donation to the Friends of Kennet.

Contact: friendsofkennet@btinternet.com

Kennet at Armley, near Leeds, in 2010.

Parbold, with the drydock just to the left of the church spire, 
and Leigh’s Cut off to the right. Originally, the canal would 
have continued straight on.

The ‘regulating’ lock at Dean, which gave access to the river. 
The river level is now about two feet lower than when this 
photo was taken, around 1900.

survives on the site, part of the late-19th century 
works to keep the river at navigable levels here. Even 
though the navigation had closed, the lock into the 
river survived to provide access to coal wharves, and 
it was only closed early in the 20th century. Much of 
the lock’s stonework can still be seen.

The locks on the canal’s main line were built later. 
The canal from here to Wigan opened in 1780, when 
there was just one lock, with a dry dock on the site 
now used by the second lock. This was installed as coal 
traffi c increased, to ensure there were no hold-ups.

Douglas Chapel is about half a mile from the 
junction. If you leave the towpath here and follow 
the footpath down to the river you will fi nd a bridge. 
Stand in the middle and look up towards Wigan. The 
river curves around a fi eld, in the middle of which is a 

The Douglas Navigation weir, dating from 1741, which 
can still be seen from the towpath below Dean Locks.



hollow full of weeds. This is where one of the original 
Douglas Navigation locks was located. The Navigation 
open from 1741 until 1781, so the lock has been out 
of use for well over 200 years. Little is known about 
the navigation, so this is an important archaeological 
site which would be worth excavating. It could tell 
us much about the type of boats which used the 
Navigation, as well as the lock’s construction.

Just before Gillibrands Bridge, there was a colliery 
on the off side called Gilliburn Colliery, an example of 
how names change over the years. This colliery marks 
the edge of the Wigan coalfi eld. More recently it was 
the loading wharf for stone from Parbold Quarry. 
Further on, just below Appley Lock, is a wharf on 
the off side, the fi rst of many on this section of canal 
where coal was brought down from a colliery by a 
tramroad. You can see the line by the bridge under 
the railway.

The original lock at Appley was the deep one, at 12 
feet fall the deepest on the canal. This was fi ne when 
water came from the Douglas at Dean, but once the 

canal from Dean to Wigan had been built, the deep 
lock created problems with water supply. It used 
much more than those above it, so extra water had 
to be sent down the canal. To stop this waste of water, 
two shallower locks were authorised in 1792. Both 
sets of locks were normally in use, but the deep lock 
was closed during droughts to conserve water. Note 
the different construction of the locks. The shallow 
locks have tapering stonework to make it easier to 
enter the lock, something which developed around 
1790. Until then, lock entrances had sharp corners, 
which occasionally must have damaged boats entering 
the lock. 

next to the canal on the Wigan side of Appley Bridge, 
making this quite an important industrial centre.

Dean Locks mark the end of Leigh’s Cut. The 
old navigation lock site is below the locks, and the 
last remaining navigation weir can be seen from the 
towpath. Changes in river level, caused by subsidence 
and fl ood prevention, have left it high and dry. The 
lock itself has been removed, but a stone sluice 

The site of the Douglas Navigation lock at Douglas 
Chapel.

The wharf below Appley Locks is on the left in this 1970s 
photo, next to the derelict bottom lock. The deep lock is 
used today, and is in the distance on the right. 

At Appley Bridge were further tramroads bring 
coal and stone down to the canal. After one quarry had 
become worked out, a lino works was set up on the 
site. Many canal boat cabins had lino on their fl oors 
and seats obtained from the dump here. The canal 
company had its own quarry here for building stone. 
When the Port of Preston was developed early in the 
20th century, stone for the Ribble training walls was 
supplied from here and the quarry at Parbold. There 
were also a brick and tile works and a glue works 

The square entrance to the old lock now has a wooden 
guide to stop boats from being damaged when entering 
the lock.

The Lino Works at Appley Bridge in the mid-1970s.


