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Hidden away in our local library is a 
plain and modest volume entitled simply 
‘Chester–Kendal Canal Trip 1899’. What 
could be more intriguing?
 Looking inside, I found it related the 
adventures of a small group of intrepid 
upper-class Victorians as they made their 
way north by canal from Chester to 
Kendal. The date was 27th August to 5th 
September, 1899.
 It appears to have been published 
privately and to have been intended 
primarily for the amusement of those 
who took part in the excursion and their 
friends and family. It contains a full 
log of the journey, including numerous 
lists and itineraries, as well as the vivid 
descriptions of sights seen en route.
 Their means of travel was by rowing a 
skiff (referred to throughout as “rumming”). 
Members of the party took it in turns 
to row or to ride ahead by bicycle, 
the rowing stretches being limited to 
two miles at a time. Each night they 
adjourned to a nearby hotel, sometimes 
travelling there from the canal by train.

Eminent Victorians
These were no ordinary pleasure-trippers, 
but some of the most important Britons 
of the day (see right). It is perhaps as well 
that they were so eminent, or they may 
not have been able to undertake the trip 
at all.

The frontispiece (the only illustration 
in the book), drawn by the artist in 
the party, W.C. Horsley, depicts just 
such an unfortunate event. The author 
confi des that it was drawn from separate 
photographs, “at one time a cyclist and 
at another time a barge horse, entering a 
bridge”. The cyclists had therefore to take 
nearby road routes which enabled them 
“to see a good many things on or near by 
the route, which otherwise would not 
have been seen at all”.
 It is clear that a good deal of 
photography was undertaken on the
trip, by more than one member of the 
party. There are frequent references to 
the photographs taken, or in some cases 
not able to be taken because of poor 
weather. On one occasion, H.M.B. left 
his camera bag behind at the hotel they 
had stayed at the night before – “Rather a 
disaster, the canal being pretty.” Another 
member of the party undertook to go 
back to the hotel to get it and to rejoin 
the group at the next “change place”: 
that is, when rowers and cyclists 
swapped places.
 One of the numerous tables shows the 
number of miles travelled each day and 
the total distance covered. At 140 miles 
plus 40 locks in nine days, one of which 
was a rest day, the average was around 22 
lock-miles per day – quite a respectable 
average for a powered craft today.

The introduction to the book outlines all 
the correspondence entered into in seeking 
permissions and making arrangements 
for the trip. For example, a letter from 
the Manchester Ship Canal Company, 
who had newly acquired the Bridgewater 
Canal, states: “[the directors] have recently 
decided not to permit rowing boats on the 
Bridgewater Canal, but still I think as a 
special matter of this kind I might venture 
to pass Mr Brunel from Preston Brook 
to Leigh”.
 What is particularly intriguing is that the 
author states this trip is “the continuation of 
a long-dreamed-of voyage by water from the 
Thames to Kendal”, and makes reference 
to other trips that presumably formed part 
of the whole endeavour. These were “the 
Oxford to Tewkesbury trip of 1892” – along 
the Thames & Severn Canal, perhaps? – and 
“the 1894 and 1898 trips” which included 
one from Napton Junction to Nuneaton. 
This would suggest that accounts of the 
previous trips were also written up – but 
where might they be found?

The voyage
The rowing boat was not the party’s only 
means of transport, for they took bicycles 
along. The author, R.E Froude, calls this 
a “startling innovation” – although they 
were not allowed to ride on the towpath 
because of the possibility of frightening 
the barge horses!

A little-known canal trip in 1899 saw a party of eminent Victorians explore the North-West’s 
waterways by skiff and bicycle. BARBARA BAILEY unearths their story
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The Tewitfi eld locks, 
above the current 

head of navigation on 
the Lancaster Canal, 
were large and slow 

to fi ll.

Today’s verdant 
Wigan Flight is very 
different from the 
situation in 1899, 
where “the pound 
was lined with a 
perfect regiment 

of glowing furnace 
doors”.
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The Cheshire canals
The trip actually commenced at Calverley 
on what is now the Shropshire Union 
Canal, between Chester and Nantwich. 
On the fi rst day, Sunday 27th August, 
they took a trip into Chester on the River 
Dee by electric launch. 
 In general, the author remarks that “all 
the country north of Birmingham, or so, 
was green and beautiful, quite unlike the 
burnt-up southern counties”. Indeed, at 
the end of the journey it was voted the 
best trip of all those undertaken, the 
scenery being “in most parts pretty, in 
many very pretty”.
 Yet it was the industrial sections which 
inspired the most full and lively descriptions. 
At Marston, near Northwich, “all seemed 
in a state of change. Abandoned roads and 
new roads, abandoned factories and new 
factories. Old festering-looking docks and 
arms off from the canal, with dead and 
rotting barges in them, in places.” 
 The course of the nearby River Weaver 
was indistinguishable “among the reedy, 
stagnant pools in the bottom of the valley, 
and on the uphill side into the town, the 
houses were tumbling about anyhow, and 
a chimney of some factory awfully out of 
plumb”. This latter apparently reminded 
one of the party, L.T.W., “of a picture of 
the leaning tower of Pisa”.

ahead into the lock smartly as the barge 
vacated it.”
 As they approached the topmost locks 
“the last few pounds were close to the 
large ironworks… and the side of one 
of the pounds was lined with a perfect 
regiment of glowing furnace doors.” This 
is very different from the surprisingly 
green and tranquil setting of the top locks 
on this fl ight today.
 Owing to the problems they 
experienced, R.E.F. was unable to take 
any photographs on the ascent: it was 
clouding over, “and some time before we 
reached the top it was raining steadily” 
(no change there, then). 
 For the two nights either side, the 
party stayed at the Victoria Hotel in the 
centre of Wigan, where they encountered 
another aspect of industrial life which 
they were all “agog to see”: the morning 
procession of factory women going to work. 
 “It certainly was a curious sight. It was 
especially singular that the whole of the 
stream, without exception, poured into 
the main street from a narrow side street 
about 50 yards above the hotel… and, a 
very little way below, they disappeared, 
equally en masse, under the railway 
bridge. It seemed more like an endless 
chain running, as part of some machine, 

 A highlight of the trip was crossing the 
Manchester Ship Canal by the Barton swing 
aqueduct. The rowing party crossed “in close
company with a tug and train of barges, the
bridge being swung open just as we reached 
it, to let a steamship pass through”.

The Wigan fl ight
As they approached Wigan on the Leeds 
& Liverpool Canal, “even the awful 
parts in the colliery districts, hopelessly 
savage and noisome as they look… 
proved to have a certain weird fascination 
and poetry about them”. Despite the 
somewhat daunting appearance of the 
inhabitants, “we were never molested, 
or greeted with anything but homely 
friendliness, either by the boatmen on the 
water or the workmen on the bank”.
 They encountered various diffi culties 
in their ascent of the Wigan Flight of 21 
broad locks. There was nothing for them 
to catch hold of in the “very wide and 
big locks” and as they ascended, “we had 
to keep well over to the starboard side 
of the wide pounds between the locks to 
keep out of the way of the barge coming 
down, and as it was shallow and muddy 
on that side we had nothing to hold 
on to, and owing to the wind, had 
diffi culty in keeping the boat on that 
side placed and pointed ready to go 

horses!

“One passing barge was proceeding at 
the walking pace of a caterpillar”

At Hincaster Tunnel on the 
Northern Reaches, the rowers 

encountered a boat being hauled 
along a rope or rail in the tunnel.

The “dead and rotting barges” that 
the author describes near Northwich 
are still a feature today – former 
carrying craft in the T&M fl ashes.
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Today, 
navigation past 

Tewitfi eld is 
blocked by 

the M6.

Don’t frighten the horses!

Country ’, the author notes, “The edges 
of the canal, too, the water being low, 
showed round, brook-like pebbles, as if 
the canal was doing its best to be in the 
fashion, and look like a trout stream.”
 The eight locks at Tewitfi eld, he 
observed, were large and slow to fi ll. As 
they approached the mouth of Hincaster 
Tunnel they could see “the silhouette 
of a barge visible against the opening of 
the far end” but could not determine its 
direction of travel. However a voice urged 
them to “‘Come on’… evidently, the 
voice was that of the bargeman, conveyed 
by the tunnel as by a voice tube. We went 
on and overtook the barge before she got 
through. They were hauling through by a 
fi xed rope or rail.” 
 After completing their journey to 
Kendal, they spent the last night at a 
hotel in Windermere, and took a steamer 
trip on the lake to Ambleside and back 
before catching the train back to Euston, 
on which “as far as Galgate inclusive, 
R.E.F. made himself a thorn in the side 
of the sitters next both windows, by 
photographing points on the canal”.
 It would be wonderful to know what 
happened to all those photographs, and 
presumably ones taken on the other legs 
of their journey “from the Thames to 
Kendal”. Even more wonderful would be 
for today’s intrepid leisure boaters to be 
able to undertake the whole journey again, 
via (of course) the modern diversion of 
the Ribble Link to Preston – something 
to look forward to when the Northern 
Reaches are eventually restored.

than anything else, and just before the 
hour the noise suddenly stopped, as 
would a machine.”
 Some way on from Wigan they came to 
the stretch of canal “beyond the junction 
with the L eeds canal” – what is now 
known as the Walton Summit Branch, of 
which little remains today (WW  March). 
Even then this stretch of canal was “of 
no use to anyone since the abandonment 
of the tramway” which originally carried 
goods over the River Ribble to rejoin the 
Lancaster Canal at Preston. There were 
two tunnels on this section, with a short 
cut in between, and at the end of the 
second tunnel a wharf serving a quarry. In 
one of the tunnels they came up behind a 
barge being towed “by manpower only… 
and getting along at about the ordinary 
walking pace of a caterpillar”.

The Lancaster Canal
From the end of this branch they had 
their boat portaged to the basin of the 
Lancaster Canal at Preston, continuing 
north from here. They spent Saturday 
and Sunday nights at a hotel in Lancaster 
and had Sunday as a rest day.
 As with their other overnight stops 
there are lengthy descriptions in a 
somewhat laboured, jocular Victorian 
style, of their accommodation, the various 
staff they encountered and the food 
served, but the greatest amusement was 
afforded to them by a play they went to 
see in Lancaster, performed by a travelling 
theatre company. They had come across 
posters which were “spirited in execution 
and thrilling in subject” advertising the 
play entitled “From Scotland Yard! 

A Tale of Crime and Criminals”, and they 
resolved to attend the following, Monday, 
night. R.E.F. was later able to take some 
photographs of these posters.
 On the Monday they continued their 
canal journey to Burton-in-Kendal. Here 
they arranged for a train to stop specially 
to pick them up and take them back to 
Lancaster for the night: the stationmaster 
himself brought a cart to Burton wharf 
in order to transport the party and their 
luggage the quarter mile to the station.
 By then they were into what are now 
the unnavigable ‘Northern Reaches’ of 
the Lancaster Canal. It is fascinating to 
read a fi rst-hand account of a journey 
undertaken on a section of canal that 
has today been unused for over 60 years. 
As they were approaching the ‘Lake 

Dramatis personae
The six participants on the expedition were eminent Victorians with close links to the 
waterways and to each other. The account lists the names of the six, together with the ‘duties’ 
each was to perform on the trip – thereafter, they are referred to only by their initials. 

HMB – Henri Marc Brunel, ‘Commodore’
Second son of the famous engineer Isambard Kingdom Brunel, and also a civil engineer himself.

WVG – W.V. Graham, ‘Chief of the Staff’, ‘Quartermaster General’ and ‘Commissary of Solids’

REF – Robert Edmund Froude, ‘Captain of the Fleet’, ‘Navigating Offi cer’ and ‘Reporter’
The son of another civil engineer, William Froude, who had worked with Isambard Kingdom 
Brunel on the Great Western Railway, and later became a pioneering researcher in the fi eld of 
naval architecture and developed a system of testing models of ships for design faults. R.E. Froude 
continued working in this fi eld after his father’s death. Careful reading shows that he was the author 
of the book.

WCH – William Charles Horsley, ‘Assistant Quartermaster General’ and ‘Baggage Master’
An artist and the son of a well known Victorian painter and Royal Academician, John Calcott Horsely, 
one of whose sisters had married I.K. Brunel.

FMS – F.M. Shaw, ‘Deputy Commissary of Solids’ and ‘Intelligence Department’

LTW – L.T. Whalley, ‘Commissary of Liquids’ and ‘Master of the Horse’

“The canal looked like a trout str eam 
as it approached the Lake District”

Today, navigation 
past Tewitfi eld is 

blocked by the M6.
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