
HNBC Newsletter 2019/4 23

During Operation Ashton in 1968 it was
suggested that a cruising holiday should be
organised in 1969, with several hire cruisers
conveying any “Navvies” who wished to come.
The organising was done by Laurie Gibney,
and eventually about 20 people took part. In the
event 2 narrow boats were brought by their
owners - Mr Sharpe’s Empire and my The
Poot - so it was only necessary to hire one
boat, for the L&L part as Empire was too long.

The itinerary for the whole cruise was:
Birmingham Rally - Nantwich - Preston Brook -
Runcorn - Manchester (Castlefield) - Ducie St
Junction - Barton - Rufford - Liverpool (Stanley
Dock) - Wigan - Skipton - Leeds - Wigan -
Burton - Runcorn - Nantwich. Of course in such
a route there were many incidents and
adventures, but the most memorable epic was
that on Tuesday, August 5th.

The rising sun that morning shone
bravely down between the warehouses and
the railway bridges, on Empire and The Poot
tied up at Castlefields Junction, Manchester.
Here the Bridgewater Canal ends in a series
of wharves and a junction with the River
Medlock and here the Rochdale Canal joins
the Bridgewater. Alas the Rochdale Canal’s 92
locks no longer lead over the Pennines
through Todmorden to Sowerby Bridge. The
canal is abandoned and in parts filled in,
leaving only the 2 mile stretch at the western
end, which we were about to navigate. 

The Rochdale Canal Co. is still a
flourishing concern, owning land and car parks
in Manchester and probably regarding the
rump of its canal as an encumbrance. But this
two miles is vitally important, for it is part of the
Cheshire Ring, and its upper end is Ducie
Street Junction, whence the Ashton Canal, will,
when it is restored, take one to Dukinfield
Junction for the Peak Forest Canal and
Marple. Hence our determination to navigate it

despite a toll of £10 charged by the Company
for the return trip for two boats; the toll to be
doubled if the boats locked through separately.

On our arrival at Castlefield the night
before we had been boarded by the Customs
& Excise, who I suppose thought we had come
from foreign parts via the Ship Canal. But we
explained that we were just smuggling Corn
Flakes, Laurie’s commissariat having
somehow loaded us with 24 giant family size
packets of these.

Before our starting time of 10.00am
we phoned the Canal Co. to confirm that we
were coming. Whilst waiting for the lock-
keeper who  was to accompany us, we got the
bottom gates of the first lock partly open and
coaxed out a standard or so of floating timber,
and some oil drums. These had to be induced
to go away from the entrance which was under
an overbridge.

When the lock keeper arrived, we got
the gates fully open, which wasn’t easy as the
balance beams are cut short to clear the bridge
parapet. There are winches to pull on the stub
ends, which would be helpful if their posts had
not rotted away. All the way our biggest
problem was getting both gates fully open.
Although The Poot is only 50 ft long (a cut
down small Woolwich) it wasn’t possible to
swing either boat enough within the locks,
nominal width 14ft 2”, to get in or out without
the gates being right back. If we went in one at
a time it would cost the extra £10! As we were
working through the lock Alan Jervis of the
PFCS came to join us and stayed for the whole
day. The second lock, he said, was the critical
one; if we could get through that all would be
well thereafter. The trouble with this one was
leaky bottom gates with only one top paddle
working; plus a lot more driftwood. Certainly the
last few inches took an unconscionable time a-
filling, but two narrow boat diesels helped the 
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gates to open rather before their time, leaving
us to wonder how this was to be managed on
our return downhill.

At lock 3 we had to drag out veritable
railway sleepers, one piece of wood was 20ft
long. We also rescued  a road sign with a white
arrow on a blue roundel and laid it tenderly on
the towpath. Shortly after this we passed
through what a cast iron plaque informed us
was Deansgate Tunnel - just a wide bridge
under a road and shops. The cut ran at first
through railway viaducts, but beyond
Deansgate it was overshadowed by a huge
office block with vast windows rising tier upon
tier up into the sky. Typists peered down at us
fishing more timber out of the lock, our fourth.

“Ye’ll ave nea trooble a t’ next lock”
said the lock keeper, “ ‘cos ah lives right beside
it”. This was at the crossing of (I think) Oxford
Street, and the canal house was supported on
girders spanning the cut. It was now mid-day,
and the boats attracted crowds of office
workers  in their lunch hour. I don’t remember
having any lunch myself, but I’m sure I did
really - probably spam sandwiches; Mrs
Sharpe kept providing coffee all round. Chris
de Wet lived exclusively and continuously on
biscuits. Ironically the lock keeper’s lock was
the worst jammed as yet, and it took a long
time with keb and hitchers before the bottom
gates would shut.

Just above this lock two wide boats
were moored, intended to form a floating
restaurant. They had come up only a week or
so before and, according to the lock keeper,
without much trouble, as had some cruisers
from Sale Cruising Club. Just opposite them a
row of parking meters on the pavement stood
right against the cut wall, so that it looked as
though we should have a traffic warden after
us any minute.

Alan had told us of the most eerie
part, the eighth lock, which is now completely
underneath a new office block built on pillars
astride the cut. This would be by the crossing
of Piccadilly and the lock really was in
complete darkness. Electric lights were
provided, but to make them vandal proof they
had to be switched on by a special key which
we hadn’t got. However we managed to turn
the switch with a combination of pliers and

files, only to find that the bulbs had gone.
Anyway, we managed to work the boats
through the lock, the only obstructions being
to the top gates, so we came out one at a time.
Before us, just in the sunlight beyond the
tunnel, was the last lock.

The Poot’s log now reads:
1.55 out of 8th lock - wait under office block
2.30  first entry - gates wedged
3.05 Back out, Empire stuck
3.30 The Poot wedged against gate and
Empire
3.37 The Poot out backwards
3.50 Empire out - unable to shut bottom gate
4.03 The Poot in alone
5.23 Bottom gates cleared

During all this time the 2 boats had
been shunting about in the dark. The echoes
made it impossible to hear what anyone was
saying if either engine was running, and to add
to the difficulties there was a locked gate on
the towpath, festooned with barbed wire, round
which one had to climb to get to the lock. The
basic difficulty was that the bottom gates of
lock 9 had stuff behind them so the second
boat could not get in once the first was there.
Finally at 4.00pm the keeper gave in and said
we could bring the boats up one at a time. After
all we had already wasted umpteen lockfuls of
water in flushings out.

Then when The Poot was finally in
the lock alone, the bottom gates wouldn’t shut.
As a last resort, I put on my wet suit and got
into the water. It wasn’t cold, but the suit at least
felt that it was protecting me against all the
horrors in the water. By poking around with my
feet and using the short boathook I got up one
piece after another of water logged timber. It
was slow work as the gates had to be swung by
the lads up top again and again while I tried to
locate the quite small pieces wedged in the
angles of the cills. Once the gates could be
shut, it was only a few minutes before we were
out of the top lock, and winding the dear old
Poot with her nose rammed into the navigable
6 inches of the Ashton Canal; there are stop
planks in the entry. We went straight back down
the lock before Empire came up to save water. 

While we waited for her to wind and
come back down, I got on with clearing the top
gates of Lock 85, in the dark under the office 
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building. The main obstruction proved to be a
15ft length of scaffolding tube, left behind by
the builders. I kept the wet suit on as we went
down the next 3 locks, popping into one to help
the  bottom gate to fully open, but most of the
work had been done on the way up and we got
down to lock 90 in an hour, by 7.20pm in fact.
However when the lock wheelers set lock 90
to fill, it wouldn’t make a level. We stood and
looked at it for quite a while before someone
went down towards the next lock and, on
looking back saw the a hole about 2ft x 1ft had
blown out of the gate planking; it must have
failed just after we left the lock on the way up.
So I had to zip up the suit again, this time climb
down the gates and cover up the hole. For this
we used the road sign which we had rescued
from this very lock on the way up. I’d never
realised how difficult it was to hammer in nails
under water. A few planks covered up the rest
of the hole and by  8.26 we were at lock 91,
the slow one. So we improved the shining

(only just, by this time) hour by nailing some
bits of plank over the worst of the leaks in the
lower gates here too. 

At five past nine we tied up again in
Castlefield, whence we had set off 11 hours
before; the day’s run, 4 miles and 18 locks. We
bade farewell to the lock keeper, who stayed
with us till to end, and never complained at all
we asked him to do. Someone said it had cost
a previous party £11 to navigate the Rochdale,
but for ourselves we made it £12, and only
grudged the first ten. Perhaps the days cruise
was not a famous victory, but it was an
achievement well worth the effort, and one I
don’t think any of us will forget. 

Ed’s note: Operation Ashton was the first of the
“Big Digs” and the purpose was to kick start
the restoration of the Cheshire Ring. Some
600 volunteers descended on the Ashton canal
over a weekend. It rained solidly for the two
days - I remember it well!

Nicholas John Moss
Patternmaker
1953-2019

I was shocked and saddened to learn of the
death of my friend after a short illness.

Nick was the designer and supplier of the famous
Dunton windlass. His story and how I eventually came to
find the man responsible for what many consider to be the
finest windlass produced in the last 30 years was published
in a past edition of this very newsletter.

I only knew Nick for such a short time but once I
gained his trust we never looked back. He was held in
great respect as a patternmaker and modelmaker by his
colleagues in the trade many of whom I met after I attended
his funeral in Sutton Coldfield. His attention to detail was
second to none, each individual windlass being lovingly finished by hand.

He had a great sense of humour much like my own and when I produced a tee shirt
for him in a style of ‘Tubular Bells’ from an idea he’d had for years he was creased with
laughter.

Who knows what we could have achieved in the future, he was in the design
process for a new style of Dunton complete with a ‘steel button’. The Dunton ‘S’. That was
my idea and it took some winning him over before he finally took it on board, went up to the
shed in his back garden at home in Erdington and produced a batch of ‘steel buttons’.
Ah yes, the shed, where the magic happened…………

Graham Robinson


