
Short, deep and
straight - the Ulverston "
Canal in its entirety.

LANCASTER

Jonathan Mosse visits a little-
known waterway on the edge of
the Lake District and uncovers
a rare railway structure

ften summarised

as the shortest

(if we ignore the

Wardle Canal), the deepest

(Manchester Ship Canal

notwithstanding) and the

straightest (what became of

the New Junction?) artificial

waterway in Britain, the

Ulverston Canal can at least

lay a plausible claim to being

one of the most obscure.

At a tad under IVfe-miles long,

15ft deep and arrow-straight,

it is something of an oddity,

connecting the charming little

Lake District town of Ulverston

with the eerily mysterious

waters of Morecambe Bay.

History
Conceived under an Act

promoted in May 1793

and abandoned in 1945, this

navigation was designed to

carry small coasters. It cost

£9,200 to construct, although

the original estimate for John

Rennie's surveyed line came

in at just £3,084. Interestingly,

it was purchased by the

Furness Railway in 1862 for

£22,000 - a rare example of a

profit for a canal divestment.

Ulverston's rise to Industrie

prominence was based largely

on its slate and iron ore output

which, before the advent of the

canal, was loaded onto ships

of up to 150 tons' capacity

beached on the shore at

Hammerside, now the location

of the navigation's sea lock.

In turn, they brought in coal,

both for domestic use and

to feed the iron and paper

works that grew up on the

waterway's south bank.

Much as with the Bude Canal,

whose initial 2 miles bear many

similarities to

the Ulverston

Canal,

c"*« shipbuilding

CANALFOCT became an
important

industry,

although

the last vessel

to be built was

launched in 1878.

Copper too was a

significant export, with

2,000 tons being shipped

along the canal in 1835 alone.

Perhaps hardest of all to

conceive was the town's

position as a northern

terminus of the coach route

from Lancaster to the Lake

District via the sands of

Morecambe Bay crossing

the treacherous River Leven

Estuary a mile or so north of

the navigation's sea lock.

The pier, reaching out
into Morecambe Bay, was
an addition to the canal
infrastructure in 1848.

The remains of the bottom
gates are still visible in
front of the concrete dam
constructed in 1946.
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GlaxoSmithKline, whose
benevolence has done much
to ensure the survival of the
waterway, operates an antibiotic-
producing plant on the south bank
where the ironworks once stood.

Access to the sea lock was
by a peculiarly fickle channel,
which randomly shifted to
the north and south of the
entrance, making entry to the
canal a somewhat haphazard
manoeuvre. For extended
periods of time the tonnage
of vessels able to use the
waterway would be reduced, as
would its credibility and revenue.

The problem was finally solved
in 1848 with the construction of
a long-talked-about pier, which
helped scour a reliable channel.
By now the inevitable railway
competition had reared its ugly
head and, as so often happened
with waterways in the mid-19th
century, it was a case of too
little, too late. However, this is
where this tale really takes off in
a somewhat surprising direction.

The first railway in the area,

i 1

The railway viaduct
the River Leven whi
joins Morecambe Ba.,

built by the Furness Railway
Company in 1854, connected
Ulverston with the nearby iron-
ore-producing areas of Kirby-in-
Furness and Dalton-in-Furness,
and was extended to meet the
main London Midland & Scottish
Railway line at Carnforth in 1857
In 1883 a connecting branch
line opened to Bardsea (some
2 miles south of the canal)
where coasting vessels beached
to load cargo bound for the
Morecambe Bay ports and
beyond. This line crossed the
navigation just over 1/2 mile
west of the sea lock, pretty
much at water level, so it had
to be a moveable structure.

In 2011, members of the
Cumbria Industrial History
Society were out walking the

canal when they came across a
tangled mass of metal. Further
research revealed this as being
the remains of the Outcast
Rolling Railway Bridge, built
between 1880 and 1882 to a
design by local engineer, Frank
Stileman, with the railway tracks
crossing the canal at a 45-degree
angle. It was operated by a
series of hydraulic cylinders and

rams, which were removed in
1952-3. The nearby accumulator
tower stored water under a
head sufficient to provide the
motive power for operation.
This, in turn, was fed by a
steam-driven pumping engine.

The bridge was built of iron
and steel and consisted of
three sections that carried the
track. The two outer sections,
abutting each canal bank,
were fixed while the centre
section could be withdrawn
by the mechanism into a
small dock in the west bank,
leaving an unimpeded channel

for the passage of vessels.
In 2012 Historic England listed

the bridge and the associated
accumulator tower as Grade II.
The accompanying notes record
that "the rolling bridge is an
innovative structure designed
to cross navigable water
with minimum disturbance
to shipping and without the
need to construct massive
earthworks and excessively
steep gradients...The Ulverston
Canal rolling bridge is the
only 19th-century surviving

example of its kind in England."
By now some readers will

be thinking that the structure
sounds like a dead ringer for
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Vazon Sliding Railway Bridge on
the Stainforth & Keadby Canal.
Indeed it is, but that was built by
the Great Central Railway in 1925
and uses electric motors and a
series of cables for its operation

Further research revealed
there to be two other instances
of Victorian rolling bridges -
albeit of a slightly different
pattern, often described as
'telescopic bridges'.

The first was designed by
Brunei in 1846 for the Brighton
& Chichester Railway and
crossed the River Arun near
Littlehampton. This wooden
structure was replaced by
a fixed bridge in 1908.

The other spans the River
Parrett in Bridgwater. Designed

by Francis Fox, and significantly
influenced by Brunei's design, it
carried a railway siding from the
Bristol & Exeter Railway over the
river, and had to be moveable to
allow boats to navigate to Town
Quays, Known as Black Bridge,
it survived Beechings cuts of the
1960s to become a road bridge
and, more recently, a pedestrian
bridge. While the main river
spans are intact, the traversing
span has been destroyed,
along with the engine house
and most of the mechanism.

The bustling market town
of Diversion, with its quaint
cobbled streets, exudes a
homely, nay positively cosy
atmosphere. To my mind it
is singled out by a welcome
dearth of building societies
and charity shops, meaning
that it's a place for rea
shopping in real shops.

While there's now not so
much as a sniff of a boat on the
canal, the local community has
not stinted in taking this long-
abandoned waterway to their
hearts. Community engagement
comes in all shapes and sizes,
from the Canal Summer Gala
to the Anchor Festival and
November Brolly Parade.

It was, appropriately, the
town council which took
on the custodianship of the

navigation on abandonment
before GlaxoSmithKline (GSK),
needing an emergency water
supply, became the new owners
in 1974. In 2009 it was deemed
surplus to requirements, so GSK
established a professionally
managed trust to ensure its
future funding and survival
in perpetuity The Diversion

Vital Statistics
Entrance Lock: P2f tx 27ft
Canal Dimensions: "
wide x 15ft deep -
3 furlongs in le

Visiting
• Bay Horse Ho
Foot, Diversion

www.theb
• Canal inf.
leaflet ava:

www.cumt
• Cumbria

www.visitui
• Diversion Cai
Regeneration 0
07720 712928: ,
ulverstoncrg.co.
• Undoubtedly
of the best way
arrive in Divers,
train, travelling
outstandingly (:
Cumbria Coast
either Carlisle c
It is well worth •
the journey, in <
direction, and i

Canal Regeneration Group now
acts as a vibrant link between
the navigation's owners
and the local community.

Although there are no plans
to return boats to the canal, it
continues to be a much-valued
local amenity, that also serves
as an important reminder of the
town's history and development.
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Waterway Profile
IRELAND'S
WATERWAYS
Tired of lock queues and crowded
moorings on parts of the UK network?
Then join us for a tour of Ireland's
magical canals, island-studded
loughs and idyllic rivers, offering
600 miles of unspoilt cruising on
the incomparable Emerald Isle

Waterways Time Travel
Ten writers head back in time
to their favourite chapters in
canal and river history

The Female Boatbuilder
In conversation with Michelle
Greenwood at Tristar Boats

PLUS Robin Smithett Photography
Competition Winners Announced
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