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Research agenda – completing Individual Waterways Histories?   

June’s Waterways History Conference opened with an excellent presentation by Paul Sillitoe, who stressed the 

need for a detailed research agenda. I seek here to focus on just one component – the completion of inland 

waterways histories. 

As long ago as 1998, I suggested that future research might consider “Waterways that have not been closely 

studied… 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.” 

I then suggested a number of waterways for which such studies would be useful. My unspoken criteria were 

those waterways that had not featured in the David & Charles Inland Waterways Histories series, or Oakwood 

monographs or similar works. This was and is not a judgement on many excellent studies that have been 

completed, but which do not constitute a study with the finality that a book/long pamphlet seems to suggest.  

In place of my earlier haphazard list, I now suggest the following list, following The Canals of the British Isles 

series. These do not seem to have been covered by a dedicated comprehensive study: 

South of Ireland: Boyne, Corrib/Cong, Erne, Nore, Suir. 

North of Ireland: Upper and Lower Bann, Lagan, Newry, Ulster. 

Scotland: Aberdeenshire, Caledonian, Crinan, Edinburgh & Glasgow Union, Forth & Cart, Forth & Clyde, 

Glasgow Paisley and Johnstone, Monkland.  

North West England: Ashton, Bridgewater, Huddersfield, Lancaster, Macclesfield, Manchester Bolton & Bury, 

Manchester Ship, Mersey & Irwell, Rochdale, Sankey/St Helens, Ulverston, Weaver. 

North East and Yorkshire: Aire & Calder (and Selby), Barnsley, Calder & Hebble, Derane & Dove, Driffield 

Navigation, Hull and Beverley Beck, Market Weighton, Pocklington, Sheffield & South Yorkshire, Swale. 

West Midlands: Ashby, BCN (Vols. 2-3), Coventry, Donnington Wood, Droitwich/Droitwich Junction, 

Gresley’s, Leominster, Newcastle and Newcastle Junction, Severn, Staffs & Worcs, Stourbridge and 

Stourbridge Extension.  

East Midlands: Cromford, Derby, Erewash, Grantham, Nottingham, Trent, Wreak. 

South Wales: Brecon & Abergavenny, Kidwelly & Llanelly, Leominster, Llansamlet, Monmouthshire, Neath, 

Swansea, Tennant, Wye. 

East of England: Ancholme, Cam, Cambridgeshire Lodes, Chelmer & Blackwater, Fossdyke, Ipswich & 

Stowmarket, Lark, Lea, Little Ouse, Louth, Middle Level, Nar, Nene, Norfolk and Suffolk Broads components, 

North Walsham & Dilham, Sleaford, Stort, Stour, Welland, Wisbech, Witham, Witham Navigable Drains. 

South West England: Bridgwater & Taunton, Chard, Glastonbury, Ivelchester & Langport, Parrett, St Columb, 

Tavistock, Tone, Torrington. 

South East England: Andover, Itchen, Medway, Salisbury & Southampton, Kentish Stour, Thames & Medway. 

I am aware that there are studies that might be seen as comprehensive, notably on the Scottish Canals, so all 

amendments to my perspectives will be welcome. A large number of excellent studies have appeared that are 

image-based, and these do provide histories, but perhaps not full ones. There are also pamphlets (I can think of 

ones on the Chard Canal, the North Walsham and the Salisbury & Southampton Canal) that provide a great deal 

of detail, perhaps to sufficiently comprehensive level. 

There are a lot of shorter waterways which are not included here, as this is not a comprehensive list, and does 

not pretend to be. It represents, however, the kind of studies to which a researcher could be directed, as work 

that has yet to be done, or completed. I hasten to add, with Paul, that such lists and directions are suggestive, not 

prescriptive! There is no suggestion that existing researchers should divert their attention to one of these studies, 

but new researchers, or those who seek new research avenues, could consider these. 

I would characterise these as, for want of a better phrase, “straight narrative histories”. There is much that could 

go into a future research strategy, but this is one small component. Added to (almost) all of these would be the 

updating, revision and enlargement of the established published studies.     

 



I must stress, again, that I am not suggesting that any established researchers should necessarily engage in these 

studies, or that they would or could result in print publication. I do think that it would be useful to have a list of 

the “inland waterways histories” that remain to be completed, and that this should form part of a future research 

strategy (with many other strands). I realise that some candidates are marginal (Beverley Beck, the Torrington 

Canal, for instance), and that there may be good published histories that are to “D&C/Oakwood” standard, but 

all observations will be helpful. 
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