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The Leeds & Liverpool Canal Company had its main 
repair yard at the bottom of the locks. Both boats and 
lock gates were made there. A large slipway for two boats 
was built about 1880 when the canal company extended 
its carrying fleet and introduced steam-powered boats. 
These could tow two or three ‘dumb’ boats, and horses were 
kept at locks to haul these unpowered boats up and down 
the locks. Stables were provided for the horses below the 
bottom lock, at lock 15, and at Top Locks, which still survive 
behind the lock-keeper’s cottage. The small office in front 
of the cottage was used by the toll keeper who kept a record 
of all the boats that passed and what they carried. There 
is a similar office at Henhurst Bridge for boats working to 
and from the Leigh Branch.

Above: Wigan Coal & Iron Co’s works alongside the locks, 
with the 6th lock down on the left.

Below: The 16th lock, with Rose Bridge Collieries beyond.

The WC&ICo’s boatyard at Aspull.

The 11th lock, with WC&ICo’s 
slag tip beyond.

Above: The 15th lock circa 1980, with Empress Spinning Mill 
on the right.
Below: Darlington was the last boat to be built at Wigan, 
and was launched in 1951.

Wigan Locks circa 1875,
showing railways and collieries



WIGAN LOCKS

The map overleaf is based on the Ordnance Survey of 
around 1850, with the addition of the railway line to Wigan 
Central Station and the Whelley loop railway. The canal 
basin in the centre of Wigan, now known as Wigan Pier, 
was built by the Douglas Navigation in 1742. The Leeds 
& Liverpool Canal opened from Gathurst to Seven Stars 
Bridge in 1781, the canal joining the old navigation by a 
90 degree bend. The canal from Liverpool to Gathurst had 
opened in 1774 . Of the other sections of canal in Wigan, 
the locks up to Aspull opened in 1816, and the Leigh 
Branch in 1821.

The view from the Wigan Coal & Iron Co’s slag tip alongside 
the 9th lock down the flight. 

Top: Wharfe crashed through the 9th lock bottom gates in 
1939, closing the locks for a week.
Middle: Coal tip by the railway into Wigan Central Station.
Bottom: A converted lifeboat passing through the 20th lock 
in 1954.

In 1850, railways were not yet twenty years old, and 
many of the lines shown here were simply used to carry 
coal from collieries to the canal. Wigan Coal & Iron 
Company was the largest of the colliery owners, and at 
one time they had a fleet of seventy boats and four steam 
tugs. One of their boatyards, at Aspull, was also the timber 
workshop for the collieries, though their main workshops 
were near Top Lock. Ince Hall Coal & Cannel Company 
was the other big colliery owner. They had several basins 
and collieries around lock 18. They sold their fleet of boats 
around 1875, using railway transport instead.

Produced for the Leeds & Liverpool Canal Society, whose 
details can be found on its website at http://www.llcs.org.uk 
or from the Secretary:

leeds.liverpool.canal.soc@gmail.com
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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


