
A selection of old photographs kindly lent by S G
ill 

P
art  of  a  m

ap  from
  Arthur  Y

oung’s  Journey  through  Britain,  1770 

Three problem
s solved by a single brilliant solution 

In  1758  Francis  R
eynolds  of  Strangew

ays  w
rote  that  ‘The  D

uke  
of Bridgew

ater is com
e into the country to visit his estate of 

W
orsley, ... his G

race has found so large a M
ine of C

oal, for 
w

hich he has so sm
all a consum

ption, that he is inclinable to 
m

ake a w
ater road from

 W
orsley M

ill to Salford, at his ow
n   

expense, by w
hich m

eans he w
ill be able to supply M

anchester 
at  a  m

uch  cheaper  rate’. The traditional outlet for W
orsley coal 

lay south-w
estw

ards around Lym
m

, w
here the Egertons sold 

m
ost of their output, but the really rich m

arkets lay in the Salford 
and M

anchester area, w
ith their com

bined population of about 
40,000. At W

orsley pithead, coal cost 10d a horseload, but by 
the tim

e it reached M
anchester the cost w

as alm
ost double. In 

1760 Josiah W
edgw

ood said that he w
as paying nearly as 

m
uch for carriage as for coal. 

John G
ilbert had the inspiration to solve three problem

s w
ith a 

single brilliant but very costly idea. A canal needs a sum
m

it  
w

ater supply; the m
ines at W

orsley needed to be drained; the 
coal  had  to  be  got  out  of  the  m

ine.  G
ilbert’s  solution  w

as  to  drill  
a tunnel large enough to carry boats into the m

ines from
 the 

D
elph until it m

et the coal seam
s; barges could carry the coal, 

the  m
ine w

ater w
ould provide a head of w

ater for the canal, 
and the flooded coal m

ines w
ould be drained by a deep rock 

sough. 'The tunnel,' w
rote a scholar of accuracy and repute, 

'w
as entirely executed as w

ell as planned by M
r G

ilbert.  

O
n 25 N

ovem
ber 1758 'A Petition of the M

ost N
oble Francis 

D
uke of Bridgew

ater' w
as presented to the H

ouse of C
om

m
ons 

to build a canal to link Salford w
ith W

orsley and on to H
ollin 

Ferry near W
arrington. A proposed lock near O

rdsall H
all w

ould 
connect the canal to the M

ersey and Irw
ell N

avigation and give 
access to the m

arkets in M
anchester. O

n 23 M
arch 1759 the 

Salford C
anal Act received R

oyal Assent and becam
e law

. 

The big dig 
W

ork on the underground canal had already begun – now
 w

ork 
could begin on the surface canal. An arm

y of w
orkers poured 

into W
orsley to dig the canal, w

hich began to w
ind aw

ay from
 

W
orsley in three different directions: dow

n tow
ards the Irw

ell at 
Barton, along the line of the underground tunnel or sough, and 
w

estw
ards to C

hat M
oss, w

here w
aste could be dum

ped to firm
 

up the m
orass.  

But then in January 1760 cam
e a dram

atic change of plans. 
Francis and his advisers had m

ade up their m
inds not to run the 

canal to Salford parallel w
ith the com

peting M
ersey and Irw

ell 
after all, but to build a barge aqueduct at Barton, carry the cut 
high across the river, and m

ake a bid for both the coal m
arket of 

C
heshire and M

anchester, and for the Liverpool carrying trade. 
This second act becam

e law
 in M

arch 1760. 

The duke used the river navigation to bring tim
ber, stone, 

bricks, lim
e and other heavy goods to Barton, w

here, by June 
1760,  the aqueduct w

as rising above the Irw
ell. The canal w

as 
sealed at the aqueduct w

orkings, and a gig crane installed on 
the parapet to low

er the tw
ig baskets on to the duke's river 

barges, w
hich had already brought up the heavy goods, so that 

Salford and M
anchester could be fed im

m
ediately w

ith W
orsley 

coal. By July the duke m
ust have been pleased w

ith progress, 
as  he  ordered  ‘Ale  to  the  w

orkm
en  at  the  Bridge  a  quart  apiece’,  

follow
ed by m

ore free issues of drink to the boatbuilders at a 
launching cerem

ony. 

O
n 17 July 1761, the aqueduct at Barton w

as opened and the 
canal continued its progress tow

ards C
astlefield in M

anchester. 
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