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THE WATERWAYS HISTORY RESEARCH GROUP - REALITIES AND POSSIBILITIES – Joseph 

Boughey 

This article will accompany the brief presentation that I will be making at the Waterways History Conference in 

Birmingham.  Copies are being issued to all those who attend the Conference - whether or not they are members 

of the Railway and Canal Historical Society or the new Group. 

Realities 

I begin with the cold realities.  At last year's conference there seemed to be a lot of enthusiasm for waterways 

history research, and talk of new organisations to facilitate and foster its growth.  I suggested that the simplest 

approach would be to form a new special interest Group of the Railway and Canal Historical Society, using its 

existing structures. 

What has now emerged is very modest in form.  As with other RCHS Special Interest Groups, the new WHRG 

consists of a mailing list, with a Co-ordinator who sends out periodic mailings to members.  The reasonable 

expenses involved are discharged by the Society, which fulfils most administration.  There is no need for 

researchers to carry out the time-consuming and expensive tasks, which would be necessary if a separate society 

was to be formed. 

The main difference between this and the other Groups is the editorial policy.  The administration has been 

divided between a Co-ordinator, who will handle queries about the Group, and an Editor, who will be 

responsible for dealing with submitted papers or proposals for contributions.  The papers sought will be less the 

products of completed research than suggestions for research, reflections on problems in research, discussions of 

sources, and reports on progress in research.  I am aware that this may not seem very ambitious, but anything 

beyond this must depend upon the initiatives of the Group's members. 

Negatives 

A brief word as to what it is not intended that the Group shall do - certainly not without major development.  

There is no intention that the Group will formally meet; there will be no officers, no constitution, no money 

passing hands, no meetings and no organised visits, speakers and so on.  These are properly the concern of the 

parent Society.  However, individual WHRG members may wish to organise activities independently if they so 

wish, but not in the name of the Group.  There may be those outside who see the new Group as a research 

bureau, able to deal with all manner of enquiries, such as family history queries.  This is emphatically not the 

intention - encouraging research and researchers is what it is about, not servicing the queries of outsiders.  The 

‘Notes and Queries’ paper is one to which any enquiries will be directed. 

Possibilities 

What might be achieved with the assistance of the Group?  Let me put the cold realities to one side and submit a 

vision, with some practical instances.   It may be that there are those who are interested in research - perhaps a 

number here today - but who do not feel able to commence without the possibility of some assistance.  Some 

may be deterred by the lack of suitable agendas for research, or by uncertainty as to whether a field of interest 

has already been covered.  Others may benefit from some guidance from those who have already investigated 

sources, have written and had work published.  It is hoped that all of these problems will be addressed by Papers 

produced for the Group.  So new researchers might be brought forward. 

The second possibility is that of partnerships between existing researchers and writers.  I need to explode here 

what appears to be a mythological requirement that I have encountered from time to time.  Why is it that so 

many of us assume that the same individual should be expected to assimilate all secondary sources, define an 

agenda, complete fieldwork, investigate primary sources, analyse, interpret and judge, and write the results into 

intelligible form?  Could it be that one diligent researcher might be best to specialise in one or two aspects of 

this process, and leave the rest to others who can be co-researchers and co-authors? 

Quite apart from the geographical problems of investigating sources from various parts of the country (of the 

globe in some cases), it should be conceded that some of us are not particularly proficient in writing.  Many of 

us operate with an implicit model that everyone is capable of writing, not only Oxbridge English, but also 

interesting, well-structured, and entertaining prose.  ‘Writing up’ is more than just translating data into prose; it 

is an art in itself.  There should be no shame felt by anyone in admitting that there is some aspect of the research 

and writing process in which they lack ability, and to seek partners who will assist them.  The result may be the 

appearance of work which would otherwise remain in somebody's notes, or awaiting someone's retirement; and 

what is more, work which may be to higher standards of presentation and based on higher research standards 

than would otherwise apply. 



Partnerships may not be the only way to bring on new researchers and new work, but I hope that the new Group 

will contain members who are willing to assist those who are willing to learn, as well as those (sometimes the 

very same people) who wish to learn new skills and approaches from others. 

The third possibility is that the exposure of new sources and new agendas, however sketchy, may inspire those 

who are already involved in research to lend assistance to others who are engaged in research in quite different 

fields, or to pursue new work of their own, in the knowledge that others may assist.  Anyone who visits archives 

regularly will be aware of the quantities of material that are steadily being deposited, far more than individuals 

could ever explore in their lifetimes.  Anyone who owns long runs of back issues of obscure and private 

journals, as I do, will be aware of the fragments, sometimes inaccurately recorded, which lie tantalisingly 

undisturbed.  Would we all expect that someone should go through, say, 100,000 pages of text just in case there 

is an item relevant to their research?  Or would it be more useful if somebody else searched the back issues, say 

of a peripheral journal like Sea Breezes, and summarised the results for all to consider? 

How often have we held back from final publication with the fear that someone will turn up sources that we had 

not considered, or indeed that someone will have already completed work in the same field?  How often, in 

looking through our main area, do we come across items that could interest someone in a different area, or could 

inspire someone to begin research?  Like the late Charles Hadfield, we may be able to offer, not the detailed 

information which some of our family historian enquirers wish to vacuum from us, but small items of research, 

or encouragement, or perspectives.  Or we can benefit from someone else's assistance. 

I will conclude with some illustrations of practical instances where the Group might help. The first relates 

directly to the notions discussed in the paragraph above.  Geoffrey Oxley of Hull, one of our members, has 

allowed [me] to explain his own interests as an example of how Group members might assist.  He is interested 

in the work of Robert Whitworth, one of Brindley's assistants, but tells me that he is coming up against the lack 

of collected records of Whitworth.  It might well be that someone investigating waterways with which 

Whitworth was associated (although we might not be aware of this) will come across material about Whitworth.  

I strongly suspect that Mr Oxley would be pleased to hear from such people!  Remember that Charles Hadfield 

and Alec Skempton's investigations of William Jessop, based on research of a limited time scale, revealed a 

much wider involvement by Jessop in engineering (especially docks) than had previously been known. 

The second concerns work that is completed, but which requires editing to bring forward publication.  Brian 

Lamb, as the first Profile explains, has been investigating the history of the Peak Forest Canal for many years, 

but needs assistance to edit his magnum opus down to manageable size.  It could be that someone would be 

willing to work with Mr Lamb to bring this about. 

The third involves work that has been partly completed, but requires further presentation to achieve publication.  

John Norris, a longstanding transport historian, has carried out research into the history of the Severn for many 

years, but this was halted a decade ago.  Parts of this are written up, whilst research materials exist for other 

sections.  Some further research and writing may well be needed to complete a coherent account, although the 

triple-decker tome which the full history of the Severn deserves must await a new David & Charles! 

If I was to stand here in 10 years time, to discuss the progress of the Waterways History Research Group, I 

could be discussing how a small initiative led to the revival of a major field of serious research, with major 

publications, professorial chairs, and so on.  As a pessimist, I fear that I could be standing here bemoaning yet 

another false dawn, explaining how the bright hopes were soon dashed.  As a realist, I think that the latter is 

more possible, but I hope that many of you will prove me wrong.  I am sure that the small-scale development 

which has been launched will prove strong enough to survive in low key, and strong enough to form one of the 

foundations of a major new growth.  The latter is up to people beyond this room - and up to all of us. 

October 1998 

OCCASIONAL PAPER No. 05 

FIVE AGENDAS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH – Joseph Boughey 

One of the tasks for the new Group will be to identify areas of research that could be explored further - or 

investigated for the first time.  Here are five suggestions, some smaller in scale, some very large scale.  I reserve 

the right to handle some of these myself, but I hope that others will take these up - or suggest some of their own. 

1.  Canal company and river navigation owners 

During the period before nationalisation many inland waterways were owned by private companies, run by 

boards of directors on behalf of shareholders.  In some cases, these must have been interlinked, with individuals 

and families owning shares in several companies, and directing the affairs of more than one company.  Canal 

company shareholdings may have crossed into the ownership of railway shares and shares in carriers.  Did these 



involve interlocking directorships, which mean that groups of owners control the affairs of several companies?  

Or were these passive interlinked shareholdings?  What influence did these have? 

2.  Post-construction engineers and managers 

A reasonable amount of research has taken place into the engineers who were involved in advising upon and 

supervising the construction of inland waterways.  Much less attention has been paid to engineers, and 

managers, who were involved in completed navigations.  Some work has been carried out into Leader Williams 

and the Aire & Calder, and Gordon Thomas and the Grand Junction, but little to other engineers and managers.  

One manager whom I did meet was Christopher Marsh (1899-1988), engineer and manager of the Weaver 

Navigation (‘Weaver Marsh’, as he was known), and later Divisional Waterways Officer for the North West.  

His work on the Weaver and elsewhere, and that of his predecessor, Colonel Saner, has not been closely studied.  

There were influential and innovative managers like Herbert Jackson of the Calder & Hebble, who assisted in 

the revival of Rochdale Canal traffic in the 1930s.  There must be many others whose influence on improvement 

and routine management needs to be explored. 

3.  Waterways that have not been closely studied 

I may offend someone by specifying one or two waterways whose history does not seem to have been studied 

beyond the (very adequate) coverage in Charles Hadfield's Canals of the British Isles series.  Candidates among 

canals which do not seem to have featured in enlarged studies include (here goes..!) the Neath, Market 

Weighton, Erewash, Stourbridge and Coventry Canals.  The candidates among river navigations are greater in 

number, while the history of tidal rivers that have been used for navigation is often sketchy.   Articles which 

review what is known about these, what sources could be investigated, and what remains to be explained and 

discussed, would be of great interest. 

4.  Canals in Wartime 

There are a series of files in the PRO that deal with the periods of state control during both world wars.  There 

are a number of themes that could be taken up.  Examples include precautions against air raids and the damage 

caused in places like Liverpool; attempts at the diversion of traffics and craft; the deteriorating financial 

position; and attempts at central direction and reform like those following the Pick Report. 

This could extend to the period of collapse following the 1918 war and the ending of state support and control. 

Among the consequences were the ending of company freight carrying on the Leeds & Liverpool, Rochdale and 

Shropshire Union Canals. 

5.  Carrying Companies 

Alan Faulkner and others have delineated the history of many twentieth century carrying companies.  There 

must be many others that have yet to be covered.  I have carried out some minor investigations into carriers on 

the Shropshire Union Canal, such as Harris Barges Ltd, W H Horne and the Chester & Liverpool Lighterage 

Company, and have come across many smaller carriers, including Josiah Hardman, Elsie Beck and the Cheshire 

Farmers Association.  Using Canal Boat Registers and local and general directories, it should be possible to 

provide more details about these minor carriers. 

More significant carriers, such as Flixborough Shipping or the Trent Navigation Company, could be usefully 

investigated.  Even more recent companies, still operating, could be detailed - from John H Whitaker of Hull to 

the small enthusiast narrow boat carriers, about which little detail is known. 

There may be more records where canal-owning companies were also involved in carrying.  There are vast 

quantities of records of the Rochdale Canal Company, for instance, and these might shed light on the wages 

paid, costs and charges involved, warehouses provided, and everyday working life. 

If these interest you do let me know - I may be able to offer some practical support - or put you in touch with 

someone who can! 

October 1998. 

 


