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 Was it only a few months ago 
that many across the UK were 
looking forward to 2020 having 
endured a year of continuous 
uncertainty surrounding the “B” 
word? (Brexit) So many plans were 
being made but in March most 
activities just stopped. The word 
“normal” currently has no 
definition. And with this pandemic 
lives have been turned upside down 
including for many, facing 
ultimately family bereavement. 
 And as with all Charitable 
trusts our plans of re-setting the 
Trust focus and moving forward 
have been impacted. The museum is 
currently closed and we have both 
furloughed our employees and 
claimed the government grant to 
help offset costs the trust incurs 
throughout the year. 
 Our ultimate priority as 
trustees is to ensure the safety of 
our employees and volunteers (many 
of whom are in the “more 
vulnerable” age bracket) so whilst 
at time of writing the social 
distancing guidelines are being 
reviewed it is not foreseeable that 
the museum will re-open in the 
short term minimally. We are 
currently looking at options outside 
of the box (i.e. the four walls of 
the museum) 

 Communications between us 
using phone, e-mail and by “Zoom” 
video meetings are ensuring that 

meaningful discussions can take 
place in advance of re-opening. 

 The holding of the 2020 
AGM also presents us with a unique 
challenge, in terms of social 
distancing and in terms of numbers 
required for a valid meeting. 
Enclosed are details of how we 
propose to deal with this (on-line 
readers please view attachment on-
line)  

 Sadly I must also note the 
passing of three people closely 
associated with the trust. 

Mike Beech pays tribute to Cathy 
Fleming, former trustee and 
chairperson after a short illness 
and  
David Goodwin who’s history with 
the trust goes back to the early 
days. 

It is also with great sadness that 
Rosemary Eaton passed away after 
a long battle with cancer. A trustee 
from 2015-2019, Rosemary was well 
known across the boating 
community and even during her 
illness continued to attend 
meetings as much as possible and 
make a major contribution to the 
organising of the Festival. 

 The Trust has existed for 
almost 40 years but without the 
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time, effort and skills of 
volunteers like Cathy, Rosemary 
and David such a remarkable 
landmark would not be possible. 

There are still many challenges 
ahead for small charitable trusts 
like ours but we are in a strong 
position with passionate people and 
strong finances to ensure our plans 
can get back on track. 

In the next edition I will detail 
more about our progress and our 

plans. The Trust has come a long 
way in 40 years – there is much 
than can and will be done to 
showcase the Inclined Plane Boat 
Lift and the lives of the people who 
made it and the Trust happen. 

The arrival of Ann.  
By Ann Hoxley. 

 With the arrival of 
Lockdown, I came back home.  Well 
not quite; returning back to the 
Museum where I first started 
working in 1989.  I was the one 
making teas on the working boat 
that transported Daisy Dainty and 
dignitaries down the locks for the 
unveiling of the Museum.  I have 
volunteered on and off over the 
years, as I kept moving about; but I 
am back to stay this time.   

 Yes, that is me in the picture.  
My love of boating started from an 
early age, whether it be on the 
Norfolk Broads, the Canals, Loch 
Ness or River Thames.  There is 
just something that renews my soul 
when I am by water.  

 So why Foxton?  Well I 

happened to 
be living at 
Welford 
when they drained the main line of 
the canal for repairs and out of the 
water appeared the Tipper Trucks.  
The ones that are currently outside 
the Museum.  They were first used 
on the building of the Inclined 
Plane and then later used at the 
quarry at Welford.  I remember 
the bus driver telling me that he 
and his mates had pushed them into 
the canal when the quarry was 
abandoned in the 1950’s  He also 
told me that they used to swim in 
Welford Lock! 

 So why do I keep coming 
back, well apart from Foxton being 
one of the most picturesque places 



in Leicestershire, it is the 
Inclined Plane.  The fact that 
someone came up with the idea 
and put that plan in to action, well 
it is just Victorian engineering at 
its finest.  Yes, some women get 
excited over shoes but give me 
industrial architecture any day.  

 So where do I fit in to the 
Museum during this 
unprecedented time.  As you know 
Penny left us at Christmas and 
sadly Elaine has now also left us 
due to health reasons. So, I came 
along, worked one day and then we 
went into lockdown.  We are all 
really saddened that we are 

currently unable to open the 
Museum to visitors, but it does 
give me time to catch up on what 
has been happening over the 
years.  Mike, Chris, the Trustees, 
and I are all communicating via 
email and Zoom and planning 
ahead.  The Museum is going to 
have a bit of a make-over, new 
signage and of course we are 
planning for that new exhibition 
for when we can finally open our 
doors again and welcome you all 
back.  We will definitely be having 
a grand re-opening. 

 

Locks, Locks and More Locks 
By Elaine Shawyer.  

  Hello to everyone! I worked 
as Museum Assistant and latterly 
Museum Manager at Foxton Canal 
Museum from July 2017 to March 
2020. I enjoyed learning more and 
more about canals, waterways, the 
Inclined Plane Boat Lift and Foxton 
Locks. (It seems the more I find 
out, the less I know!)  
 As I’m sure you will know, 
2019 marked the 500th anniversary 
of the death of the great artist, 
scientist, engineer and original 
‘Renaissance Man’, Leonardo da 
Vinci. Penny, our (then) Museum 
Manager, came up with the 
excellent idea of linking that theme 

in with last year’s summer 
exhibition, because the mitre lock 
gate was one of Leonardo’s fabulous 
inventions. This type of lock gate is 
still the most widely used across 
the world, including here at Foxton. 
I set about researching the 
exhibition, which we called ‘Locks 
and Leonardo’ and I was amazed 
and intrigued to discover just how 
many types of lock there are!  
To all of you who came in to see us 
during the summer – a big thank 
you. And for anyone who didn’t, 
here’s an extract from the 
exhibition (now closed). Do please 
let me know if there are any more 



lock types that I haven’t 
mentioned! 
WHAT ARE LOCKS? 
A lock is used for raising and 
lowering boats, ships and other 
craft between stretches of water 
of different levels. A lock has a 
fixed chamber that can be filled 
or emptied to change the water 
level to be the same as that of the 
area the craft is moving into. 
However, in a caisson lock, a boat 
lift, or on a canal inclined plane, it 
is the chamber itself (usually 
called a caisson) that rises and 
falls. The caisson is a tank or 
chamber that contains the boat.  
Locks are used to make a river 
more easily navigable, or to allow a 
canal to cross land that is not level 
by allowing the boats safely to 
progress up or down a slope. Later 
canals tended to use more locks 
and larger locks to allow a more 
direct route across the terrain.  
TYPES OF LOCK 
FLASH LOCK OR STAUNCH 
LOCK 
Dating back at least to Ancient 
Rome, these used a single gate 
which, in examples in Britain, was 
like a temporary needle dam. A set 
of boards (paddles) were 
supported against the current by 
upright timbers (rymers), which 
normally kept the water above it 
to navigable levels. A boat moving 
downstream would wait above the 
lock. The paddles were removed or 
lowered, allowing a ‘flash’ of water 
to pass through, and the boat was 
carried with it. A boat going 
upstream would be winched or 

towed through the lock, with the 
paddles removed. Great skill was 
needed in removing the paddles at 
the right time and in navigating 
the boat through the lock.  
Flash locks were commonly built 
into small dams or weirs where a 
head of water was used for 
powering a mill. Boats could pass 
the weir while still allowing the 
mill to operate when the gate was 
closed. However, it could take a 
day or more to restore the water 
levels after a boat had passed, 
which was unpopular with the 
millers.  
As navigation increased in 
importance, improvements were 
made to the basic design, and they 
came to be known by various names 
according to where they were 
located.  
River Thames – Navigation Weirs 
East Anglian Rivers – Staunches 
River Avon, Warwickshire – Water 
Gates 
Other locations – Half Locks 

Boat passing downstream through 
a flash lock (Image: 
Wikipedia.com) 
POUND LOCK 
A pound lock has a chamber with 
gates at both ends that control 
the level of water in the pound. 



Pound locks were first used in 
medieval China during the Song 
Dynasty (960–1279 AD).  
In medieval Europe a type of pound 
lock was built in 1373 at Vreeswijk, 
Netherlands. This lock serviced 
many ships at once in a large basin. 
The first true pound lock was built 
in 1396 at Damme near Bruges, 
Belgium. Bertola da Novate 
constructed eighteen pound locks 
on the Naviglio di Bereguardo (part 
of the Milan canal system 
sponsored by the Duke of Milan, 
Francesco Sforza) between 1452 
and 1458.  
Nowadays, most locks in use on our 
canals and rivers are pound locks. 
All pound locks have these three 
elements:  
A watertight chamber connecting 

the upper and lower canals, 
large enough to enclose one or 
more boats. The position of the 
chamber is fixed, but its water 
level can vary. 

A gate (often a pair of ‘pointing’ 
half-gates) at each end of the 
chamber. A gate is opened to 
allow a boat to enter or leave 
the chamber; when closed, the 
gate is watertight. 

A set of lock gear to empty or fill 
the chamber as required. This 
is usually a simple valve - 
traditionally, a flat panel 
(paddle) lifted by manually 
winding a rack and pinion 
mechanism - which allows water 
to drain into or out of the 
chamber; larger locks may use 
pumps. 

 
(Image: 
narrowboatingforbeginners.com) 
The principle of operating a lock is 
simple. For instance, if a boat 
travelling downstream finds the 
lock already full of water:  
The entrance gates are opened; 

the boat moves in. 
The entrance gates are closed. 
A valve is opened, this lowers the 

boat by draining water from 
the chamber. 

The exit gates are opened; the 
boat moves out. 

If the lock is empty, the boat 
needs to wait for it to fill.  
For a boat travelling upstream, the 
process is reversed: the boat 
enters the empty lock, then the 
chamber is filled by opening a valve 
that allows water to enter the 
chamber from the upper level.  
Boaters approaching a lock are 
usually pleased to meet another 
boat coming towards them, as it 
will have just exited the lock on 
their level and set the lock in their 



favour – saving them time. However, 
this is not true for staircase locks, 
where it is quicker for boats to go 
through in convoy.  
MITRE LOCKS AND LEONARDO 
DA VINCI 
The barrier on early pound locks is 
a simple sluice gate which is raised 
and lowered like a guillotine or 
portcullis. The process is laborious, 
and the flat surface needs to be 
very strong to withstand the water 
pressure against it. 
The most significant refinement in 
modern lock design is the mitred 
lock gate. Here, each end of the 
lock is closed by a pair of wooden 
gates. They are slightly too large to 
close in a normal flush position. 
They meet with their mitred edges 
pointing in the direction of the 
higher water level. Water pressure 
pushes against them, holding them 
tightly together, until the level is 
the same on either side - at which 
point the gates can be easily pushed 
open.  
The earliest lock with mitred gates 
is widely thought to have been built 
in Milan in about 1500, to join two 
canals of differing levels. Known as 
the San Marco lock, its design is 

(Image: leonardosinventions.com) 
 

almost certainly by the great 
Italian Renaissance artist, inventor 
and polymath, Leonardo da Vinci. As 
his drawings reveal, Leonardo 
(employed at that time by 
Francesco Sforza, Duke of Milan) 
was interested in all aspects of 
hydraulic engineering. 
 

 
 
Leonardo’s lock in Milan (Photo: 
italiannotebook.com) 
 
GUILLOTINE LOCKS OR 
PORTCULLIS LOCKS 
On the River Nene and some of the 
tributaries of the River Great 
Ouse, a design using a guillotine 
(vertically rising) gate in a wooden 
frame was used from the early 
1600s onwards. The gate was 
opened by operating a large spoked 
wheel, connected by chains to a 
toothed drum.  
 
Locks with guillotine gates are quite 
rare on canals, being more 
associated with East Anglian 



waterways. Probably the best-
known guillotine lock on the canal 
system is at King’s Norton. 
Constructed in the Napoleonic era 
in 1814, it acted as a stop lock at 
the junction of the Stratford on 
Avon and the Worcester & 
Birmingham canals. It is a Grade 
II* listed monument.  

 

Guillotine lock gate, King’s Norton. 
(Photo: panoramio.com) 
The gates of a guillotine lock work 
like a sluice gate. They are more 
complicated than mitre gates and 
need more maintenance. The gate 
is opened by operating a large 
spoked wheel, connected by chains 
to a toothed drum. This mechanism 
enables them to be wound up or 
down, either by hand or sometimes, 
nowadays, electrically. Those that 
survive are usually modern and 
made of steel. 
 
To Be Continued in the next 
edition of Informer  
 

Just as we were going to 
press we were informed that 
another member has posed on. 
Richard left us on the 1st of July.  

He was a  volunteer, both 
in the museum and at events. He 
became on committee member 
serving in several capacities for 
several years. He was a retired 
Charity Commission officer so 

provided great advice and was 
always keen to get the trust 
working as per the constitution. 
He was a great help to us and was 
missed when he retired. His 
health had been poor for a while 
so it was not totally unexpected. 
Our thoughts go to his wife a 
difficult time made worse by the 
virus. 

Richard Crick remembered by Mike Beech 

The best way to contact 
us at the moment is by email on 
info@fipt.org.uk if you do not 
have access to the internet then 

sadly it will need to be post as we 
are not monitoring the museum 
phone calls. 



Back to the beginning part 1 

 By Mike Beech 

This year marks the 40th 
birthday of the first meeting that 
started Foxton Inclined Plane 
Society.  We won’t be celebrating 
that in any big way, we will be 
saving that for the anniversary of 
FIPT. But that thought led me to 
think that many of our members 
may not have read the early 
articles about the lift. Even if you 
did, read those article we have 
learnt a lot more since then.  So 
this is the start of a new series 
about the lift. As with my articles 
about the Trust this is intended to 
be a good read rather than just 
present the facts, whilst I am 
confident in everything I say I 
have not quoted sources and left 
out some of the more boring info, 
if the article draws your attention 
there is plenty of info out there. 

So where to start? Let’s 
go back a long time before Gordon 
Cale Thomas arrived on the scene, 
he didn’t invent the idea of an 
inclined Plane Boat lift, but he did 
refine it, so what did he have for 
inspiration? 

 A good place to start may be 
with the first ever inclined plane 
boat lifts. So let’s go back about 
2,000 years, and 67 h (3,674.7 mi) 
via A3 south according to google 

maps. That takes us to the river 
Nile. The Egyptian’s were using 
boats to navigate the river It was 
the main highway and the boats 
carried practically everything. The 
river had shallows preventing 
continuous navigation and as you 
would expect from the builders of 
the pyramids they had an ingenious 
method of moving the boats round 
the obstruction. They constructed 
timber ramps lubricated with Nile 
silt (apparently it is very slippy), 
all they needed then was power 
which was provided by slaves. The 
Chinese and romans had similar 
systems so the first British boat 
lift may have been Roman on the 
Fossdyke canal, but there is no 
evidence for that. In Scotland the 
Scandinavian’s (including Vikings) 
invaded and settled during the 8th 
to the 15th centuries. They 
crossed the complicated west 
coast islands and inlets as far as 
Loch Lomond. They cut across the 
land using timber ramps and 
manpower. This is recorded in the 
name Tarbert, two in Scotland and 
one in Ireland, they are low lying 
bits of the landscape providing a 
route from one starch of water to 
another. Tarbert I am told is a 
Viking name for the place to take 
the boats overland.  



 Thomas as an educated man 
may have known of these ancient 
historical events but was more 
likely to have been inspired by some 
of the lifts constructed during the 
industrial revolution when canal 
building was at its height. There 
were two camps in the world of 
navigation. One was based on the 
idea of the biggest boats carrying 
maximum cargo, and this made 
sense as connecting new waterways 
to our rivers and coastal navigation 
had big benefits, but as you get 
further from existing river 
navigations the construction costs 
get bigger. The other camp 
believed in building the smallest, 
cheapest structures possible. Some 
of these were very successful 
before railways.   These small 
waterways were often built where 
the landscape was steep and 
difficult. My favourite is the Bude 
canal, built to serve the hilly 
landscape on the Devon and Cornish 
borders mainly to bring lime-
bearing sand for agricultural 
fertiliser. Another one worth 
visiting is the Shropshire Canal, 
part of a network of canals that 
linked the industrial region of east 
Shropshire with the River Severn. 
These and other waterways can be 
described as tub boat canals. Small 
cheap boats were hitched together 
in trains and pulled by horses. But 
water was often short on these 
canals so any method that could be 
used to conserve it were tried, with 

mixed success. The most successful 
method of changing levels was the 
inclined plane boat lift. A method 
employed inside the coal mines at 
Worsley. Around 47 miles of 
underground canals were 
constructed, on four different 
levels, connected by a water 
powered inclined plane and lifts. 
The main tunnels stretch as far 
north as Farnsworth, with side 
tunnels running at right angles 
along the coal seams. 

Specially designed boats 
were used in the tunnels. These 
were only four and a half feet wide 
with protruding ribbed sides and so 
were given the nickname of 
"starvationers". These were loaded 
with coal at the coal face, then 
hauled from level to level on the 
inclined plane which brought the 
coal out onto the canal. When in the 
1760s, mine owner the Duke of 
Bridgwater asked millwright James 
Brindley to build him a canal linking 
the mine to Manchester they built 
what was the first waterway not 
based on an existing river.  

Back in Shropshire in the 
1790s the canals opened using 
inclined planes. The Hay Incline 
survives, it had a height difference 
207 feet. It had twin tracks a small 
steam powered winch at the top 
lowered cradles with loaded boats 
counterbalanced by the empty 
returns.   Each boat could take just 
5 tons and they were twenty feet 



long. On the Bude canal on the 
other hand was just 35 miles and it 
rose from sea level to an altitude 
of 433 feet, It opened on 8 July 
1823 There is a sea lock at Bude 
but six inclines were used to lift 
boats to the summit. They were 
powered by waterwheels. The 20 
foot tub boats had wheels, and on 
the inclined planes they were pulled 
up the slopes with the wheels 
running in channel rails (like a squat 
letter "U" in section). It is the 
wheeled boats that make me fond 
of it, one survives at a canal side 
museum in the town which also has 
an excellent model of a lift.  Two 
sets of rails, one for each 
direction, but it does not appear 
that a counterbalancing system was 
used (in which a boat coming down 
would balance one being pulled up). 

If Thomas was still looking 

for inspiration it would have come 
from the many funicular cliff 
railways at several seasides. I have 
visited them all but an impressive 
example is the Lynton and 
Lynmouth lift which opened on 
Easter Monday 1890; it has been in 
continuous use since. While early 
use was largely focused on moving 
freight, the funicular railway 
became popular with tourists and it 
became mostly used for passenger 
travel. Its flat platforms were 
converted into passenger carriages 
in 1947. It is the world's highest at 
500 feet, and steepest water-
powered cliff railway in operation. 
Most of these early structures all 
had a big problem which prevented 
them being applied to a lift capable 
of taking full sized loaded canal 
boats or barges, let alone taking 
them afloat. That problem was the 
hauling chains or cables. The early 

lifts used hemp 
rope, it stretched 
in use and rotted 
easily. There are 
tales from the Hay 
incline of runaway 
boats skipping over 
the water at the 
bottom just like a 
stone thrown to 
bounce off the 
surface. The ropes 
were replaced with 
chain, but they 
tended to break as 
well. Foxton could The winding gear on the Bude canal. 



not be built until steel cable was 
perfected. The other problem was 
that boats were moved at right 
angles to the direction of the slope 
and if it would be on an angle so the 
cargo could slide back in the boat. 
If the boats were to be carried 
afloat the incline had to be limited 
or else the cradle at the back of 
the boat would have to be lifted 
very high. Floating is desirable 
because a loaded wooden boat 
would probably leak badly if settled 
down on a flat surface, wooden 
boats flex when in use.  

Thomas’s genius was to 
move the boats sideways up the hill 
allowing for a much steeper incline. 
On early inclines the cargo wasn`t 
affected if the boat was tilted at 
an angle but more breakable 
cargoes and bigger boats made that 
impractical. Another problem of 
early boat lifts was encountered at 
the top of the lifts. You could have 
a lock, but that used water that 
may not have been available and 
because of the cable could be 
difficult to seal. Most lifts solved 
the problem by going up and over a 
top bank, and then down into the 
water. This worked with small boats 
but would have been a problem with 
bigger ones. In America they had 
boats hinged in the middle so that 
it could fold over the hump!  
  To be continued.  

List of inclined boat/barge lifts. 

600BC – The Diolkos, an early 

Greek inclined plane, was in use. 

385AD – Inclined planes were in 
use on the Grand Canal in China. 

1167 – Nieuwedamme overtoom (a 
simple type of incline) was built at 
Ypres. 

1568 – Wagon of Zafosina in use 
near Venice. 

1773 – John Edyvean proposed the 
use of inclined planes on the St. 
Columb Canal in Cornwall, UK. 

1773 – Inclined planes proposed on 
the projected Caldon Canal.  

1777 – 3 inclined planes or 'dry 
wherries' began operation on 
Dukart's Canal, near Coalisland, in 
the south-east of County Tyrone in 
Ulster. The inclines were a failure 
and were dismantled by 1787.  

1788 – An inclined plane was built 
by William Reynolds and used, for 
the first time in England, to raise 
canal boats on England's Ketley 
Canal. 

1792 – William Reynolds of Ketley 
Ironworks constructed several 
inclined planes on the Shropshire 
Canal. 

1792 - 1921 – In 1792 the 
Shropshire Tub Canals were built 
incorporating a number of inclined 
planes. One of these, the Trench 
plane closed in 1921 and brought to 
an end boat-carrying inclined planes 
in Britain 



1793 – American born inventor 
Robert Fulton wrote a letter to 
Lord Stanhope suggesting inclined 
planes instead of locks for Bude 
Canal in Cornwall. Lord Stanhope 
replied saying his idea for working 
the plane had already been thought 
of by Edmund Leach. 

1794 – Robert Fulton took out a 
British patent for improvements to 
inclined planes including a double 
inclined plane system to be used to 
raise canal boats without locks. 

1795 - 1805 – South Hadley Canal 
began operations, on the 
Connecticut River in 
Massachusetts, United States. The 
first North American inclined plane 
canal. Replaced by five locks in 
1805. 

1797 - 1822 – At Worsley 
Navigable Levels, a coal mine 
operation in Greater Manchester, 
England, an underground incline 
started in 1795 was completed in 
1797. 

1800 – Francis Henry Egerton 
(1756-1829), who became The 8th 
Earl of Bridgewater in 1823, wrote 
'The Description of the Inclined 
Plane at Walkden Moor. 
(Lancashire) 

1801 - 1806 – Inclined plane built on 
the Somersetshire Coal Canal, 
connecting a coal mining region to 
the Avon Canal. Temporary while a 
system of 22 locks augmented by a 
pump were installed. Canal ceased 

operation in 1893. 

1806 - 1828 Two inclined planes 
built on the Stollen Canal at 
Gliwice, Upper Silesia. 

1806 – Three inclined planes built 
on the Canal du Creusot near Torcy, 
France. 

1823 - 1891 – Bude Canal completed 
in 1823 incorporating six inclined 
planes along which tubs with wheels 
were transferred between 
different levels of the canal. 

1827 - 1871 – The Rolle Canal in 
North Devon, England included an 
inclined plane. The canal was closed 
in 1871 to make way for a railway. 

1831 - 1924 – Between 1825 and 
1831, 23 inclines were built as part 
of the Morris Canal, New Jersey, 
USA. This waterway, 100 miles (160 
km) long, connected the Hudson and 
Delaware Rivers, rising more than 
1,400 feet (430 m). In Canal. In 
1924 the canal was abandoned and 
later dismantled. The Morris 
Canal's design was reused for the 
planes on the Elbląg Canal. 

1834 - 1857 - The Allegheny 
Portage Railroad, consisting of 36 
miles of track traversing 10 incline 
planes and the first railroad tunnel 
in the United States, opened in 
Pennsylvania as part of the Main 
Line of Public Works allowing barge 
traffic to travel between 
Philadelphia and Pittsburgh over 
the 1,399 foot (426 m) Allegheny 



Front. In 1857 a new railway 
between Philadelphia and 
Pittsburgh had taken over the 
function of the canal. 

1837 - 1865 – The 
extension to the Kidwelly and 
Llanelly Canal, Wales opened in 
1837, including two 
counterbalanced inclined planes and 
one single-track one. The canal was 
replaced by a railway in 1869, 

1849 - 1942 – Inclined plane built 
on the Monkland Canal near 
Blackhill, Scotland to supplement 
existing locks. 

1860–present – The first four 
inclined planes of the Elbląg Canal 
in Germany (East Prussia), 
nowadays Poland, were opened in 
1860. A fifth incline was added 
later to replace five wooden locks. 
This canal reused the design from 
the Morris Canal for its inclined 
planes. 

1885 - 1948 – Keage Incline on Lake 
Biwa Canal in Kyoto, Japan. By 1948 
a railway and road had taken over 
the function of the canal. 

1900 - 1926 – Foxton Inclined Plane 
was built for the Grand Junction 
canal company to widen the canal 
and replace Foxton locks on the old  
Grand Union Canal. Mothballed in 
1911 and dismantled in 1928 

1917 - 1923 – Big Chute Marine 
Railway in Ontario, Canada was built 
as part of the Trent-Severn 

Waterway. Replaced in 1923 by 
larger inclined plane able to carry 
boats up to 60 feet. 

1919 - 1965 – Swift Rapids Marine 
Railway in Ontario, Canada was 
built. Replaced in 1965 by canal 
lock. 

1923 - 2003 – Big Chute Marine 
Railway in Ontario, Canada replaced 
smaller lift built in 1917. Replaced 
in 1978 by even larger lift but 
continued operation until 2003. 

1969–present – In 1969 the Saint-
Louis-Arzviller inclined plane 
replaced a ladder of seventeen 
locks over a distance of four 
kilometers on the Marne-Rhine 
Canal in France. 

1973–present – Montech water 
slope the first of its kind was built 
on the Canal latéral à la Garonne in 
France. The slope has been out of 
service since an engine failure in 
2009. 

1978–present – Big Chute Marine 
Railway in Ontario, Canada added 
inclined plane carrying boats up to 
100 feet in length. The smaller 
1923 inclined plane lift continued 
operation alongside the new lift 
until 2003. 

1983 - 2001 – Fonserannes water 
slope was the second water slope. 
It was built on the Canal du Midi in 
France. Due to technical problems 
with the seals the slope was 
abandoned officially on 11 April 
2001. 



JUMBO LOCKS  
By Mary Matts 

 I recently came across some 
old copies of ‘Yachting & Boating 
Weekly’, a newspaper that 
preceded the glossy waterways 
magazine's of today. 

On March 12th 1969, the Letters 
pages contained a reply to a 
missive from a Mr. Stevenson (not 
as far as I know our Mr 
Stevenson) about the locks at 
Foxton.  Headed ‘Jumbo Locks’ the 
letter is written by well-known 
waterways author John Gagg: 

 Dear Sir – I am fascinated 
by Mr Stevenson’s suggestion (Feb 
12th issue) to widen the Foxton 
Flight with locks 120ft by 20ft.  
He’s just overlooked one small 
point.  To the north of his jumbo 
locks there will still be 42 others 
only 72ft by 14ft between his 
giant boats and the Trent, and to 
the south (not counting Watford’s 
7 footers) they’ll have to climb 
round 96 more the same size, 
before they find Thames locks big 
enough to fit them.  So they’re 
going to be rather handicapped, 
even if dragged there overland in 
the first place. 

No, the money it would take to 
widen Foxton at all, even to 14ft, 
could be far better spent 
elsewhere, on rickety lock-gates, 

dredging etc. Foxton and Watford 
block wide boats, but is this 
beautiful summit level suitable for 
them anyhow? Let us not have vital 
maintenance money dispersed on 
luxury schemes.                    

                                                          
John Gagg, Princes Risborough.
  

 

 What would be really 
interesting would be to find the 
original letter.  Perhaps someone 
with more time and patience than 
me could try?  It is not the first 
time the locks at Foxton have 
been suggested for widening.  In 
the 1930s the Grand Union Canal 
Company put in plans to replace 
the 10 narrow locks with 8 wide-
beam locks, in the field alongside.  
This was part of the huge 
modernisation programme that the 
GUCCo embarked on, which 
included the widening of the locks 
north of Braunstone to 
Birmingham such as Hatton and 
Knowle. (Also planned was the 
replacement of the Kibworth 
flight of locks by three inclined 
planes.) 

Alec Holyland, son of Jess, one of 
the Inclined Plane operators, was 



the occupant of the bottom lock 
cottage at the time, and was given 
an eviction notice as the cottage 
would be demolished.  He managed 
to build himself a small house on 
the road to Gumley, just round the 
S-bend, where he kept his chickens 
and sold the eggs in those pre-
supermarket days.  (Now the house 
has been massively extended and is 
a prestigious equestrian property.) 

Needless to say not all the 
proposed improvements happened, 
and we still have our iconic flight of 
10 narrow locks.  It is worth noting 
though that as late as 1969 people 
were still advocating canals as a 

commercial freight network.  
Maybe with all the attention now on 
carbon footprint, environmental 
concerns etc. someone will start 
thinking about it again (but not on 
our tiny midlands canals). 

We are, however, seeing many more 
wide-beam craft on our waterways, 
including some that  were not built 
to accommodate them.  The extra 
space is attractive in a residential 
craft, and there are some in the 
marinas on the Leics. summit, 
despite them being severely limited 
in movement.  

 



Every year in April, as close as 
possible to the 23rd, historic 
vehicle enthusiasts take their 
pride and joy out on the road for a 
Drive it day. But apart from a bit 
of fun why do it on that day? You 
will have heard of the famous 
London to Brighton Run 
celebrating the removal of the 
Red Flag Act and allowing the cars 
to travel at over 4 mph. By 1900 
things had improved and a general 
limit of 12 mph with a local 
authority discretion to allow limits 
from 8 to 16, cars were still 
heavily restricted. It has been 
suggested that railway interests 
were pushing to hold speeds down. 
In towns the restriction could be 
as low as 4 mph. All this and 
reliability issues led many to 
believe that cars and vans were 
not really a viable alternative to 
railways and the horse. They were 
also considered noisy, dirty and 
dangerous.  
 
 To change that view the 
Automobile Club organised a one 
thousand mile road run. It would 
take place on April 23rd 1900. It 
started from Grosvenor Place, in 
the middle of London and went 
through Bristol, Birmingham, 
Derby, Manchester, Kendal, 
Carlisle, Edinburgh, Newcastle, 
York, Leeds, Sheffield, Lincoln, 
Nottingham, Leicester, 
Northampton and back to London. 
When It left from Grosvenor 
Place,  there were 83 entries but 

only 65 actually started. By 
Edinburgh 51 were still running. 35 
vehicles made it back to London. 
(The actual numbers are unclear as 
different reports from the times 
very.)  
 
 Cars included De Dion, 
Wolseley, Daimler, 
Ariel quadricycle, and tricycle with 
trailer, Panhard, Napier, and 
Daimler. Some were entered by 
the manufacturer but most were 
private entries. Eleven of 
the Daimlers took awards. 

 Time trials and speed trials 
and hill climbs were set up along 
the route. An average of 100 miles 
a day between stops were 
arranged but this was no “make 
do” event, top hotels were booked 
and  some of the competitors held 
sumptuous parties such as a 
champagne breakfast in a large 
marquee with all competitors 
invited. One report states that 
most of the cars completed the 
course at ‘no less than’ the legal 
limit. They would have been driving 
for around 9 hours a day. It would 
have been a much more arduous 
event than it is today. Road 
surfaces would have been poor 
making punctures a regular event. 
One competitor reported:- “ My 
daughter Vera travelled all the 
course with me, and mine was one 
of the cars that came in at the 
finish. We had several punctures; 
piston rings working round lost a 

The First Drive it Day 
By Mike Beech 

https://www.gracesguide.co.uk/1900_Automobile_Club_of_Great_Britain_and_Ireland
https://www.gracesguide.co.uk/Daimler
https://www.gracesguide.co.uk/Ariel_Cycle_Co
https://www.gracesguide.co.uk/Napier
https://www.gracesguide.co.uk/Daimler
https://www.gracesguide.co.uk/Daimler
https://www.gracesguide.co.uk/Vera_Butler


good deal of 
compression; a lift
-pin of one of the 
valves put one 
cylinder out of 
action part of the 
time; and burners 
blew out up 
hill.”  (The above 
was a steam 
powered car) 

 By the time 
they arrived in 
Edenborough 51 
cars were still 
running and 35 
made it back to London on time. 
There were casualties. One dog was 
run over and one horse was 
‘unmanageable’ it fell and broke a 
leg, they had to put it down.    

 Numerous prizes were 
awarded at the conclusion of the 
trials, the gold medal for the best 
car in any class being bestowed on 
Mr. Rolls's Panhard. That is Mr 
Rolls who became one of the 
partners in the company Rolls 
Royce. His car was the fastest 
getting up to 37.63 mph.  In fact 
the other competitors were nearly 
all in the high 20s. On the hill 
climbs most achieved a speed in 
excess of 12 mph. 

The event was to be run again this 
year by the now Royal Automobile 
Club, it may not have happened, you 
know why,  I hope that many of you 
took your 4 wheeled family 
members out for a drive on Drive It 
Day, it would be sad to think that 
on the 120th anniversary it didn’t 
happen at all.  
 

 
 
 
Charles Stewart Rolls (1877-1910), 
showing a Panhard fitted with a 
Krebs carburettor which facilitated 
smoother acceleration. Rolls was a 
keen driver and was well known in 
the motoring world after taking 
part in many races of the time, 
including the 1000 Mile Trial 
(1900). After establishing a 
successful business assembling and 
selling imported French motor cars 
from showrooms in London, he 
founded Rolls-Royce Ltd with Sir 
Frederick Henry Royce (1863-1933) 
in 1906, creating one of the world's 
most famous motoring companies. 
From December 1904 Rolls' 
showrooms sold cars made by Royce 
Ltd bearing the Rolls-Royce name. 



Farewell to a former Chairman

 By Mike Beech 

Cathy Fleming joined the Trust as a 
volunteer she worked hard both on 
front of house in the museum and 
then on the festival field.  It 
wasn't long before she joined the 
trustees in October 2012 both for 
FIPT and the Festival. Cathy took 
on the job of finding volunteers 
organising them for the festival 
and getting them involved at the 
museum.  It was Cathy that 
organised the dog shows at the 
festival as well as working in most 
of the jobs organised by Ann 
Bushby to help run the festival, 
including walking the carnival route 
handing out leaflets promoting the 
festival. In late  2015 She became 
Chairman she wanted to be 
Chairman rather than chair person 
or lady), she served in that role in 
great dignity until July 2018. 
During that time the trust had 
changed but not finalised the new 
constitution, and looking for the 
next big project after the Museum 

had been extensively refurbished. 
But continued on the committee 
until this year.  

Whilst I chatted to her in the town 
many times we didn't know that she 
was ill, and her husband John gave 
no details of cause of death. (We 
believe that it was not coronavirus) 
She was born in June 1946, passing 
away this year at the young age of 
73. 

 As editor I am now used to the fact that our older members and friends are 

passing away, but it was a bit of a shock to hear within a few days of the three 

wonderful people remembered in this edition.  

 I do hope that you all have avoided the virus and are keeping safe.  I look 

forward to greeting you all at the museum in the not to distant future. 

 Mike Beech  



Mike has been working on an article 
(series) for Informer, looking at 
the History of Inclined Boat lifts 
From thousands of years ago in 
Egypt to the present day. 
  For me Egyptian history has 
always been a fascination so the 
use of predictable flood times of 
the Nile to naturally raise pyramid 
stones on barges (not inclined lift) 
to get them closer to the Pyramid 
building site tells a story. Before 
inclined boat lifts there were up 

and down lifts (natural as with 
Egypt and as man-made as Foxton 
locks) 
 Using nature – When the floods 
occurred (August to November) 
much heavier laden barges could 
move along the canal towards the 
Pyramid site. Not a “Boat lift” as a 
mechanism rather a natural means 
of the boat rising. For a pyramid 
even 23ft higher would have saved 
a lot of manpower. 
 

Egyptian Tech By Sean Park 

Left. At low tide the river is very 

low and a canal has been dug to 

the building site.  

The tide comes in, the river gets 

deeper and lifts the barge or 

possibly raft as much as 23 feet  

Sorry for the delay in getting this 
to you I had intended to push on 
and get 4 issues out this year but 
just as I was planning this issue 
everything changed. I think we 

have some great contributions, I 
hope you enjoy them as much as I 
have. If you have anything to 
contribute to the next issue please 
don’t delay send it now. Mike Beech 



Farewell to a Real Character.

 By Mike Beech 

The Best Description I come up 
with to describe Dave Goodwin is to 
say he was a Character. Sadly he 
left us on Friday 3rd of April in 
Kettering General Hospital. He was 
born on December 30 1936.  He had 
been unwell for a long time, but had 
continued living alone in his own 
home, in a nest with his computer in 
front of him. He kept in touch with 
a few of us by Email and telephone 
and continued working on the things 
he loved until the end.  Mary Matts 
and I were nearly his only visitors, 
though he was very happy when 
others popped in to see him.  A few 
months before his death he had a 
fall, I was in Scotland at the time 
so I was unable to help. He had to 
go to hospital and then on to a care 
home just up the road from his old 
house in Desborough.  There were 
several more visits to hospital for 

days at a time.  
Whilst he was 
able to read, 
and carry on a 
conversation 
and feed 
himself, he couldn’t sit up or leave 
his bed. He was not happy, and 
when he was taken to hospital again 
on the Friday he was unconscious, 
he passed away quietly primarily 
from Pneumonia with complications 
due to old age and lack of mobility. 
Dave was cremated soon after and 
due to the corona virus we could 
not attend. When we are free to do 
so an event will be held to scatter 
Dave’s ashes and celebrate his life. 

 Dave was a very early 
member of FIPT but I had met him 
years before at OUCS meetings. 
He would easily become friends 

Dave’s last home-made racing car 

Gremlin. He won several trophies 

with this but says he was always 

at a disadvantage as he was 

heavier than any other driver. For 

Dave it was building and 

improving the car that mattered. 

Sometimes his improvements 

ended in near disaster, but he 

loved telling people about that. 



with anyone who showed an interest 
in Canals, Industrial Archology, 
railways,  or motor racing.  When I 
met him he wasn’t working he was 
staying home to look after his 
Mother (but wasn’t claiming dole 
money either) he saved up and  
toured the canals in a very small (I 
think) Shetland glass fibre boat 
which he called Gremlin.  He had to 
go back to work because he needed 
a new van, and he did that twice 
while I knew him. He was always 
welcomed back to his engineering 
job at Spenser’s of Market 
Harborough, they mainly built 
hydraulic platforms on the back of 
landrovers for mending street 
lights, but he was also involved in 
building a prototype tea picking 
machine which really captured his 
imagination. I spoke to Mr Spenser 
a year or so ago, he asked about 
Dave and told me that Dave did 
more work on his own projects than 
he did work for the company. That 
work included building his own 
racing cars (he named them 
Gremlin) and later for FIPT he bent 
broad gage rail track to fit the 
profile of the lift and chopped up 
the surplus track for souvenir 
slices to sell. He made the flag pole 
still in use on the building and his 
own auger for taking deep soil 
samples of the material making up 
the inclined plane. Plus lots of 
smaller jobs. 

In the early days of FIPT Dave was 
very active at work parties and 

took some of us off to explore 
various related places like Didcot 
Railway Centre to see broad gauge 
track in action. Any journey with 
Dave was interesting, he knew (or 
researched beforehand) every 
canal crossing and interesting bit 
of railway we came across, 
sometimes we had to make detours 
to look at things old and industrial. 
He was a leading light in the 
recovery and repair of the 2 
icebreakers now looking a bit sad 
and displayed at Foxton. He 
recovered tipper trucks and put 
together sections of rail to display 
them on at Foxton. When we 
started re-building the boiler 
house, Dave was the main dumper 
truck driver and he learnt to lay 
bricks. The most striking addition 
he made to the building are the 
stone faced arched concrete lintels 
for the windows and doors, he made 
those entirely on his own. His 
farther needed Dave to look after 
him in his old age so Dave was at 
home a lot, but when he wasn’t he 
could be found lying bricks in the 
museum walls. When Dave found 
Mick the Brick, a brick layer taking 
a holiday by walking the canals Dave 
became his labourer and the 
building went up much higher until 
we ran short of money to pay for 
bricks and Mick went on his way 
( to live locally). Trevor Towers was 
in charge of the works and was a 
skilled bricklayer so Dave worked a 
lot with him. Most of us had full 



time jobs so we worked one 
weekend a month at Foxton, Dave 
went nearly every day. When we put 
the roof on, it was Dave driving the 
dump truck at one end of the roof 
bream while Trevor drove his 
vintage tractor at the other. If it 
were not for Dave the museum may 
never have been finished.  We had 
many adventures like taking one of 
the ice breakers to the river 
Wreak and going up the river as far 
as we could. Driven obviously by 
Dave’s outboard motor mounted on 
a special metal steering arm he had 
made in his lunch breaks at 
Spencer’s.  

Dave also did huge amounts of 
research attending meetings at 
Leicester industrial Heritage 
Society and Northamptonshire 
Industrial Archaeology Group. For 
the OUCS Dave was the editor 20 
years, relinquishing the post in the 
mid-2000s UNION is there in 
house magazine. He was Chairman 
of OUCS from 1991 to 1994. He 
also produced some editions of 
Informer when FIPT was between 
editors and the two magazines were 
merged for a few issues before I 
took over. He produced several 
small books for FIPT and OUCS a 
modified one of which is still in 
print and sold at the museum. All of 
these works were produced on his 
old, second hand type writers and 
often illustrated by Dave’s unique 
technical drawing style of 
illustration.  Titles were done with 

stencils. This was all a lot more 
work than I have to do using a 
computer. He was very anti 
computer but ten years ago when 
he moved to his bungalow he 
decided that the typewriter was 
past its best and asked me to help 
him get a computer and printer. He 
was not good at learning how to use 
it, I suspect that he was being a bit 
stubborn and trying to prove that 
typewriters were better.  He did 
however still provide some marital 
for publication, all be it a bit odd 
sometimes. When he discovered the 
internet he found new ways to 
research the things he was 
interested in. he strayed into 
railways and model railways (I have 
found bits of old railway model 
stuff in the house) and was very 
happy when he found the live 
webcams for the King Harry Ferry 
and Ffestiniog  railway. He found 
the after-hours maintenance work 
of great interest and had long 
phone conversations with Rodney 
Hardwick. He also kept in touch 
with other old friends by letter and 
sometimes email. Sadly over the 
years his knees got bad, and he 
refused to listen when his doctor 
told him to lose a lot of weight, so 
he was trapped in a vicious cycle, he 
needed to take exercise to loose 
weight but the pain in his knees 
wouldn’t let him. Not helped by his 
almost religious belief that he 
mustn’t spend money on anything 
especially good food. (That is how 



he had saved money to support his 
lifestyle.) In all the years I knew 
him he would never come to the 
pub or eat out, if I offered to pay 
he said no because he would have 
to reciprocate. On rare occasions 
when he had to get dressed up, he 
looked very uncomfortable about a 
shirt and tie.    I suppose 83 is not 
a bad age but we will miss him even 
if he could be curmudgeonly at 
times. His contribution to OUCS 
and FIPT was massive. 

 

 

 

Dave’s description of a computer. 

(before he got one) 

 
 



Slide…Show  By Dave Goodwin. 

(Written on behalf of Dave after discussion with 

him; by Mike   

This article 

was one of the last 

conversations I had 

with Dave. He really 

wanted to write this 

but was no longer able 

to hold the pen long 

enough. I am sad that 

he never got to see it 

in print. 

 

 

On 29th February this year 
the canal from Leicester to Foxton 
was blocked by a serious land slip 
some 50 meters long. This is the 
biggest disaster of its kind in a 
long time. It did slide here a few 
years ago, and was never properly 
cleared. 

 The slip is from the spoil 
heap left after the building of the 
Debdale marina extension. The 
extension was completed in 1996. 
The spoil heap spreads alongside 
the canal it was built with steep 
sides and is quite high. Trees grew 
on its flank and for several years it 
seemed stable but on Christmas 
Day 2012 it slipped blocking the 
canal for the first time. The canal 
at this point is designated as a 

SSSI, (Site of Special Scientific 
Interest) this was quoted as the 
reason for the delay in clearing the 
blockage. The canal was never 
cleared to its full width.  This time 
the blockage is much worse. It is 
not as bad where the first slip 
happened but new slip continues on 
back toward the marina entrance. 

Mike Beech waded through the mud 
to get pictures. 

Gee…ology 

 No doubt the excessive wet 
weather will be blamed for the 
slippage but spoil tips around the 
country are being looked at for 
stability as the design can cause 
slippage at any time. The problem 
at Debdale may be due to the way 



the hill was built. The sides are 
very steep, too steep for modern 
engineers, as Gordon Thomas found 
to his cost with the incline 
excavations, if the hill is steep it 
will probably fail. On top of this 
the marital being dug out of the 
marina doesn’t lend itself to good 
hill building. A verity of material 
was removed from the hole, and if 
top soil is put at the bottom and 
subsoils piled on top, you end up 
with a layer cake of material and 
when it gets wet it will move. Most 
of the material at Debdale will be 
clay. The original pit which was the 
start of the marina was used to 
get clay for bricks for the canal. 
Later it was used to get puddling 
clay to fix leeks in the canal. The 
clay is probably the reason for it 
becoming ‘Debdale Treacle Mine to 
all local people. It is to be hoped 
that this time the blockage will be 
cleared quickly. There are two 
wide beam boats trapped on the 

Harborough side of the slip, and 
the closure of the through route 
will not be good for canal 
businesses. We have been told 
that waterways engineers have 
looked and declared that it will 
take a long time to get permission 
to work on the SSSI and due to 
the size of the slip will take a long 
time to clear. They can only use a 
floating dredger and hoppers. They 
will need to find somewhere to 
dump that amount of material.  

  In Reality the boatyard 

owners took the work on themselves 

and brought in a long reach digger to 

lift the material up and over the bank. 

They also regraded the canal side 

face of the bank. Events however 

have overtaken us and no one is 

going anywhere so no boats have 

been out to test the depth. Pictures 

from OUCS chairman Steve Braund 

show a much improved scene.  



CRT site manager Alex is doing all of 

the lock keeping and trying to keep 

the site clean. His volunteers are not 

working to keep everyone safe from 

Just a few pictures of the locks in case you 

are missing them.  



First wet day, and my first visit to site 

since lockdown. I am told that the site 

was ‘Heaving’ with visitors over the bank 

holidays. 


