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The Stephenson Lift Bridge – What Next?
Stuart Warburton, LIHS Lift Bridge Project Manager.
As the Leicester and Swannington Railway approached the outskirts of Leicester it was faced with a
dilemma, the Leicester Navigation (Grand Union Canal). To enable the railway to access the goods
yard at West Bridge Robert Stephenson came up with a solution; a lift bridge which allowed
narrowboat clearance under when in its raised position. Other types of canal bridges had been used
to allow the passage of a narrowboat such as bascule (draw-bridge) type and swing bridges but was
this the first lift bridge used on a canal?
The bridge was in use from 1832 until the mid-1960’s and was originally designed for horse hauled
wagons and therefore did not have to be substantial enough to take the weight of a locomotive. It
had gone through a re-build sometime in the mid-19�� century and over the year’s repairs and
maintenance. With the closure of West Bridge Station in 1966 the bridge was redundant and around
1970 was dismantled for re-erection on the Riverside Walk at the rear of the proposed Museum of
Technology for the East Midlands at the Abbey Pumping Station. During the eighteen years it was
located on the Riverside Walk it became heavily vandalised and in 1992 it was decided by
Leicestershire Museums to dismantle the bridge and re-erect as a ‘gate guardian’ at the new Snibston
Discovery Park.
After a 184 years of use and display the bridge was dismantled in early 2016 as a consequence of the
closure and demolition of Snibston Discovery Museum, unfortunately in the process of dismantling
the timbers were discarded and burnt with only the iron components have been preserved and in
storage with Leicester Museums. Every re-build and restoration of the bridge has always used the
previous timbers as a pattern and guide to its construction now those timbers are no longer in
existence has left the bridge’s restoration problematic.
As a consequence LIHS has stepped up to the challenge of preparing a set of computer assisted
drawing of the bridge to assist with it potential re-build, finding a new location within the Leicester
and associated project costs. An appeal was put out through LIHS website and local press and has
produced many photographs to assist the scaling of the bridge dimensions. In addition Nick Pell, a
member of staff at Leicestershire Museums, was present during the dismantling, took copious
photographs and marked the iron components which correlate to a master photograph to show
positions. As the iron work is now preserved at Leicester Museum these too can be measured to
assist with the scale drawings.
The triumph, however, came in August when a news item in Waterways World (September 2016)
produced an out-of-the-blue telephone call from a retired British Rail surveyor who was based in the
Drawing Office at Euston during the 1970's and who saved a 1950’s/60’s drawing of the bridge which
was destined for the bin.
Armed with the drawing, photograph and iron components the reconstruction of the bridge on paper
has become a much easier proposition and with the help of CAD specialist it is hoped that this first
phase of the project will be completed by early 2017. The next phase, the cost of re-build, its new
location and raising the funds necessary will be a much more daunting task but LIHS are hopeful the
bridge will once again be complete before the end of the decade and ready for its 200�� anniversary
in 2032.
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The April 2015 AGM

each of their respective shows. Mr Leicester
from the Mercury and Olwen Hughes, well
known local artist, combined to present the
tunnel in the days leading up to the Heritage
Festival. We were delighted to be able to take
60 young people from the Hall school which is
situated above the tunnel for a visit and to be
able to present each of them with a specially
dedicated book about the tunnel and the
Leicester Swannington Railway through funds
from the Neaverson Trust, to say nothing of the
50 cyclists who also visited. As always a huge
thank you to all who helped make this possible,
to be able to extend the tour 400 yards to the
first of the main excavation shafts really added
greatly to the experience. The City Council are
soon to put up display boards explaining the
history of the tunnel and the importance of the
line to bring coals into Leicester, and we have
been promised a door replacement as well as
electrical power in the near future. Bookings are
already coming in for this year’s visits.

Chris Hossack, Chair
The year started sadly with the untimely death
of our Treasurer Jon Goodall on May 22ⁿ� 2015
after seemingly come through a serious
operation. A man of huge knowledge especially
in the area of Victorian architecture, he had a
subtle humour and was a huge fan of Derby
County Football Club. He is sadly missed. We
are very fortunate that Bill Pemberton has
taken on the role of treasurer in his place and
will be bringing the results of his labours to our
attention shortly.
On a happier note we were delighted that our
Vice President Professor Marilyn Palmer was
awarded an MBE in the 2015 year’s Queen’s
Birthday honours for her ‘Services to Industrial
Archaeology and Heritage’ and received the
same from Prince Charles at Buckingham
Palace. Her work to establish Industrial
Archaeology as a recognised discipline
throughout the academic world has been hard
fought together with her teaching for over
thirty years in Adult Education which can be
testified by a number of us in this society. She
has served on many relevant committees as
well as being President of the Association for
Industrial Archaeology.

Our turn came round again to host EMIAC in
October, and despite having used Swannington
about five years ago, we returned to show off
the amount of progress which has been made
since then. Visitors were very impressed with
the changes which had occurred, and many
commented they thought it one of the best
EMIAC days ever for which we can only thank
not only our excellent speakers in the morning,
but also the working together with Swannington
Heritage Trust who hosted the afternoon tours.
One highlight of the day was the showing of a
film produced by English Martyrs School
depicting the opening day of the Glenfield
Tunnel and how they envisaged it. Our thanks to
Historic England’s education officer Ismail Dale,
for linking us up with a number of opportunities
to work with young people in Leicester schools.

Despite considerable protest by ourselves
amongst others, Snibston Discovery Park closed
last summer, and the task of reallocating the
various exhibits back to City or County
continues. In a year when more visitors came
to Leicestershire than ever before, its closure
seemed crazy, but the N.W. Leicestershire
council were determined that houses should
be built on the site. I fear in these times of
austerity others may go the same way, or rely
more heavily on volunteers and reduced
opening hours (for more on this, see Page 3)
The Glenfield Tunnel was a great attraction last
year, with numbers the best ever. This was
partly due to the amount of publicity we
attracted: Dave Andrews and Ed Stagg both
came from BBC Radio Leicester to interview
David Pearce and myself as we crunched
through the tunnel one summers evening, and
used the resulting material at least twice on

Winter meetings held here at St Mary’s
Community Hall have been well attended thanks
to our tunnel tours attracting a number of new
members. Talks have included Mike Beech
updating us on Foxton Locks, Bill Pemberton
transporting us to South America to share his
railway travels, Alain Foote taking us through
the history and development of GEC and
4
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South American Railways - Argentina

Paul Neale and David Pearce presenting the
‘Tubes of Desford Story’ to coincide with the
launch of our latest Bulletin Number 21 ‘That
Fine Bunch of Boys at the Mill!’ written by John
Briggs and edited by David. This was followed in
March with Bob Massey taking us back to the
time of the Luddites in Arnold and Nottingham
and their resistance to technological change.

Bill Pemberton
This is Part 2 of a 3 part journey around South
America looking at locomotives and related
topics. This time, we find Bill in Argentina.
The first railway in Argentina was from Buenos
Aires to San Joséde and opened in 1854. It was
20km long and was constructed by an English
man, William Bragge, from Birmingham. Broad
Gauge was chosen since the material and
locomotives used to construct and operate the
line were originally intended for India. The
railway network grew rapidly between 1870 and
1914, mainly financed by British companies and
with some additional French money. The
Argentinean Government sponsored the
construction of some of the lines in more
remote regions, such as in Patagonia.

Over the last several months a plan for our dig
site has been emerging following a number of
visits by experts to advise us as to how best to
show off the industrial remains on the site, as
well as to provide a working relationship with
the Swannington Heritage Trust to ensure that
we work together in the knowledge of what
each of us is trying to achieve. To that end Bis
Bisgrove and Geoff Lingham, Paul Siddals and
myself have formed a group to try and ensure
that we keep each other informed better than
perhaps has been the case in the past. New
discoveries keep appearing such as shafts which
need the attendance of the Coal Authority which
does mean site safety is becoming more of a
priority than perhaps it has been in the past.

The expansion of the railway network was
introduced primarily for the movement of
agricultural produce and cattle to satisfy the
burgeoning needs of the European and North
American markets, especially after the
introduction of refrigerated ships.
Argentina uses four different track gauges. The
most common is Broad Gauge, followed by
Standard Gauge which is more common in the
north east of the country. Metric Gauge lines
appear mainly in the north and on some lines
around Buenos Aires. Finally, 750 mm lines
were used for most of the railways in Patagonia
as a way of saving costs. There are also a few
600mm industrial lines. As in UK there were
several competing railway companies, most of
which had grand sounding British names, such
as the Central Argentine Railway and the
Buenos Aires Great Southern Railway. Many
also incorporated the name Pacific in their title
in the hope that at some future date they
would cross the Andes and provide a link to
that ocean!
Almost all of the private railway companies
were nationalized into six companies in 1946
by President Juan Perón. These new companies
were named after famous Argentinean heroes,
for example, Belgrano, General Roca and San
Martin. As in lots of other countries, however,

No club or society can work well without a
committee and secretary and I thank all those
who have taken such an active part in the last
year, especially David Pearce in publishing the
newsletter and Bulletin, Bill Pemberton for his
accounting skills, and David Lyne who fields
numerous requests for information day in day
out, sits on a number of Heritage committees
with the City and shows boundless energy to
check on the tunnel on a regular basis amongst
many other activities, together with David
Ramsey and Ken Clayton who also provide
invaluable support.
As well as welcoming articles from the
Membership for our Newsletter, we would also
welcome your comments as to the Newsletter
itself - good, bad or indifferent! Remember, its
your Newsletter, and in order to keep it fresh
and relevant, we need your feedback.
All comments please to
davidpearce999@gmail.com
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the railways went into decline in the second half of the last century due to the competition from road
and air transport, and to the lack of investment. In the 1990’s, President Néstor Kirchner started to
privatise some of the freight services and transferred control of passenger services to provincial
governments.
The Pérez workshops were the main workshop
of the Central Argentine Railway. Construction of
the workshops began in 1912, soon functioning
with facilities for casting, forging, metal
fabrication, blacksmithing, assembly, and
painting. The works had its own power
substation, a pump house, offices, and works
canteen and were regarded as ‘models’ of their
kind. They became known as the Pérez Gorton
workshops after a visit to Argentina in 1913 by
the then FCCA Chairman of the Board in London,
Sir Joseph White Todd.
A wood burning Neilson Reid 0-6-0 No 27 'Monte
Caseros' built in Glasgow in 1912. This locomotive
is owned by the Friends of Argentina Railway
Club and is used to haul special trains around
Buenos Aires. The club use two former engine
sheds in Buenos Aires to store, repair and
renovate the engines and other railway vehicles
that they have acquired.
Former Central Argentine Railway (FCCA) 10 class
4-6-2 steam locomotive No. 191 has been
restored to working order at the Pérez
workshops, Rosario, by the Central Argentine
Railway Club. This Broad Gauge locomotive was
built by the North British Locomotive Company in
Glasgow in 1914. This was its first outing since
being restored and attracted large crowds. It
holds the South American record for the fastest
steam engine, having covered 304 km between
Buenos Aires and Rosario in 3 hrs. 20 min's. at an
average speed of almost 91 km/h in 1926.

Retiro Station, Buenos Aires. Each railway
company had its own terminus station in Buenos
Aires and, as in London, each company tried to
outdo its competitors in terms of the grandeur
of the building. The British influence in the design
is clearly evident.
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The Weaver’s Lament

In setting the scene, Bob outlined the life of
the weaver, and the circumstances
surrounding the violence and destruction that
took place in 1811 – principally in
Nottinghamshire (!) Generally speaking, the
weaver rented his equipment and had to pay
the rent, even when he was sick, when work
was slack, or when there was no work. It was
proved that many employers deliberately
adopted these practices and so with the
introduction of a more mechanised means of
production, the general unfairness of the
system
all
contributed
towards
a
disenfranchised workforce operating at
starvation levels. 'We Ask for Bread' and 'Help
Our Children' became the mantra and, in
developing his story, Bob covered the struggle
of man vs. machines, citing many instances of
the campaign for legislation to regulate
framework knitters' wages, and the wider
struggle between workers and mill owners. He
covered a significant amount of social,
economic and political history reminding the
audience of the sacrifices that our forebears
had made in trying to achieve a more balanced
and just society. The emergence of trades
unions, and the struggle to gain a fair day’s pay
for a fair day’s work all contributed towards a
thought provoking evening. Bob is to be
congratulated in delivering a complex series of
arguments in an entertaining manner.

Bob Massey/David Pearce

From Bob Massey's presentation ‘Smashing the Frames, the Luddites in
Nottingham’
Heading out of Leicester, Ned Ludd Close is off
to the right on the Leicester Road just as you
approach The Nook, in Anstey. It stands in
memory to a man whose name, a corruption of
which, came to represent radical opposition to
change: Luddism, or the resistance to new ideas
and new technology by violent means.
Following on from an article on the hanging of
a number of Luddites at Leicester Prison in 1817
(see the Spring 2015 edition of our Newsletter)
a Winter talk by Bob Massey - Smashing the
Frames, The Luddites in Nottingham - Ned Ludd,
as you might imagine, featured heavily. As both
Leicester City and Nottingham Forest vie for
bragging rights over football, so Leicester and
Nottingham both lay claim to the man who gave
birth to the 19�� century social movement to
resist change brought about by the industrial
revolution. In this case, English textile artisans
protesting against the introduction of
mechanised looms which they felt would leave
them without ways of making a reasonable
living. Bob described Ned, on the one hand, as
King Ludd, a mythical figure who, like Robin
Hood, was reputed to live in Sherwood Forest,
and on the other hand as a weaver from Anstey
with severe developmental issues who, driven
to rage, picked up a hammer and smashed two
brand new stocking frames (a mechanical
knitting machine used to quickly weave textiles)
Whichever story is true, both stories endured
and Ned's name lives on.
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Identified! - Evidence of the 1832 Platform of Leicester’s First Steam Railway
David Lyne

I am now fairly confident that I can now say that LIHS have rediscovered the City’s first steam railway
platform, originally situated at the terminus of the former Leicester & Swannington Railway booking office
cum Station at West Bridge. This is the conclusion drawn following examination of the Goad’s Insurance
Maps of 1888.
Firstly, a potted history of Goads:
‘The intense growth of industrialised towns and cities in late Victorian Britain created a new demand for
mapping details of urban structures and land use. Centres of industry and trade were burgeoning
throughout the midlands and coastal ports; within the city of Liverpool alone, the population increased
from 80,000 in 1801 to over 700,000 in 1901. The high-density of building and dangerous industrial
activities in these centres made the outbreak of fire more likely and presented a high risk to commercial
interests. While not the first to produce maps to aid insurance companies in assessing fire risks, the Chas
E Goad Co was the largest and most prolific such endeavour in Britain. The large-scale plans of urban
areas – which ranged in size from eight sheets for Dover and over 500 for London – includes footprints
and addresses for each building, with its use (commercial, residential, educational etc.) and the height
of the building. Construction materials were identified (and thus its risk of burning), as were special fire
hazards, such as chemicals, kilns, and ovens. Information could also indicate the likelihood of large groups
of people in a building, for example in schools and places of worship. The width of streets, addresses and
the proximity of fire services and water supplies appear. High-risk industrial facilities such as factories
and mills, warehouses, and port/transport areas were given particular attention'
- Reproduced by kind permission of The British Library, 96 Euston Road, London, NW1 2DB
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As indicated previously, the origins of the Goads
maps are based on the intense growth of
industrialised towns and cities in late Victorian
Britain and Leicester was no exception to this
growth spurt, with the population increasing
from 17,000 in 1801 to 234,000 over the same
period! Goad’s 1888 maps of Leicester, on a scale
of 1:480, comprise 15 sheets. One interesting
aside is that when the maps were produced,
‘Leicester Borough’ had a population of 143,000
and its fire-fighting capabilities was gravity fed
via Thornton and had compliment of two steam
fire engines, one manual fire engine, one hose
tender, eight hose reels, fifteen alarms, 200
telephone connections and a brigade strength
eight men, 17 auxiliaries and four horses!
My investigations have found the remains of a
brick built wall situated on the west bank of the
canal, approximately 180’ long that lead
northwards to a point 150’ south of the junction
of the river Soar and the canal, can clearly be
seen and now verified by the examination of the
Goad map, situated alongside King Richard III
Road leading to the Kirby & West HQ. The wall is
built of blue brick with a concrete sill topped with
a further course of blue bricks, or in places a
cement topping that was typical of the Midland
Railway in 1876, and a later addition to the
original 1832 station booking office.
Ideally the site should be cleared to remove the
grass & undergrowth – no buildings exist - where
we might even find the foundations for the
original 1832 L&SR (later to become LMR, the
London Midland Railway) station office. and have
the site officially recognised as the site of the
Midlands first steam railway station. This would
dispel the fairly recent misconception that the
1890 station, on what is now at the southern end
of Rally Park, was the first railway platform on
the L&SR line!
A final thought is that it would also be nice to
have a couple of benches overlooking the
restored Friars Mill complete with an
information panel to compliment, and put into
context, the information panel already planned
for the 1890 second station at Rally Park.
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That Fine Bunch of Boys at the Mill!

and his own engineering background and
expertise was a great bonus. When ill health
prevented him from taking his opus magnum
right through to publication, another LIHS
member, David Pearce stepped in as editor and
completed the task.

Wendy Freer reviews Bulletin 21

The result is this extremely impressive
publication, over 100 pages long and with plenty
of illustrations. It documents the history of the
site from its beginnings in 1941 as a Second
World War shadow factory, through its rise in the
1960’s and 1970’s to become a leading worldclass producer of steel tubes for the tube bearing
industry, and then its decline and demise as
global economic conditions changed and its
traditional customer base eroded.
The first two chapters cover the period of the
war, when the factory was founded as a satellite
of a Birmingham firm. The reasons for choosing
the site, the range of munitions products and the
hardships and difficulties of the war years are
described in great detail. Much of this is thanks
to the prodigious memory of one employee who
started there at the age of sixteen and quickly
rose to a position in senior management.

Steel Tube Making at Desford, 1941-2006.
John N Briggs, edited by David Pearce.
105 pages, 23 black and white illustrations and
diagrams, 26 colour illustrations.

In the post-war years, production changed to
boiler and smoke tubing for railways and power
stations, and making tubing for the mining
industry. One unusual project was the recovery
of the PLUTO tubing from beneath the English
Channel and its recycling for use as pram handles
and pit props!
The post-war period brought political and
economic change. Demand for large consumer
goods such as washing machines and cars meant
more orders for Desford, but customers were
also becoming more particular, and the firm had
to develop higher levels of accuracy and quality.

ISBN 978-0-9556445-3-5
£7.50 to LIHS members and £10 to others+
p&p
When “Tubes of Desford”, as it was known,
closed in 2006, every effort was made to record
and preserve its 65-year history. A huge
amount of documentary material and
photographs, together with oral history
recordings, film shot on site by LIHS just before
the closure and the technical advice and
assistance of the Company staff were made
available.

Chapters 5 and 6 detail change and expansion
such as the installation of the first Assel Mill (Hot
Mill) which allowed the firm to expand further
into the tube for bearings market. Long hours
and hard work were required of the workforce
and, by 1959, a second Hot Mill was being
considered. Demand for smaller tubes also led
to the expansion of the Cold Mill, and the need
for cost containment was beginning to be
appreciated.

The job of sifting, selecting and interpreting this
and turning it into a readable history of the site
fell to LIHS member John Briggs. John
completed an enormous amount of work on it,
10
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Reporting Progress on the Califat Dig

The next three chapters take us through the
many changes and contrasts of the 1970’s.
Global economic conditions, the fluctuating
fortunes of the oil industry and the rise of foreign
competition, especially from Japan were among
the difficulties that had to be faced. Despite this,
the Desford site continued to expand. New
buildings, a third Hot Mill, reorganization of the
management and wage structure and the need
to take industrial relations more seriously were
among the changes during this decade. Desford
was the first Company in the Group to introduce
computerization, and a new product, Desford
Hollow Bar, helped it to stay ahead. Optimum
output was reached in 1976 together with a
second Queens Award for Industry; a third one
was achieved ten years later. Chapter 9 also gives
details of staff social and sporting activities.

David Lyne
Since June 2006, a band of LIHS and Swannington Heritage Trust stalwarts collectively
known as The Diggers, have toiled away on
the second Tuesday of every month, come
rain or shine, excavating a second site on the
Califat Colliery site at Swannington, a 19th
century colliery which in 1863 was the scene
of a flooding disaster in which three miners,
including a 16 year-old boy, were killed. The
site is a few yards from the Engine house,
which was excavated by LIHS in 1999 under
the direction of the late Peter Neaverson, the
details of which were later recorded in LIHS
Bulletin 16. The Califat is now a woodland
nature reserve and SHT volunteers maintain
the hedges and paths, look after the trees and
encourage the planting of indigenous woodland plants such as bluebells. After almost 10
years, following the monthly dig, it was felt
that whilst the Diggers knew what was going
on, the wider membership of both Societies,
didn’t! Both Societies have to date, circulated
the odd picture or two, wrote articles for
various outlets, but very little was reaching
the actual Diggers or a wider audience as to
the overall progress of the dig. Bis Bisgrove of
SHT took the view that we should jointly be
making the historical information available to
all, whilst similarly sharing regular reports, in
other words, a Dig Diary.

The good times did not last forever, however.
Chapter 10 describes the downturn as recession
hit again in the early 1980’s and efforts to find
cheaper raw materials failed. The third Hot Mill
had never been brought into use, a second one
was decommissioned and the workforce was
reduced. The Company was sold to Timken Alloy
Steel Europe Ltd. but by the early 21�� century
they too were seeking a buyer. The decision to
close came in 2006 and the site was sold off for
other uses.
This is an extremely detailed and authoritative
account. Not only does it cover the history of
the site but a huge amount of technical detail is
given on the actual processes.

The suggestion therefore is for a monthly Dig
update, complete with multiple photographs
and suitable text to show progress in nontechnical terms. Each Dig Diary could then be
circulated by posting on respective websites,
with a ‘best bits’ every six months or so being
published in the Newsletter. The net result
would be that:

In 2007, LIHS were allowed access to the Desford
plant to film the Hot Mill and Cold Reducing
facilities to provide a unique visual and oral
history of the processes employed in the making
of the bearing tube. This DVD is available from
LIHS price at £4.00 for Members and £5.00 for
non Members, + p&p , and provides an ideal
accompaniment to this book - Ed

·
·
·
·
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Richards of Leicester, Engineers & Iron Founders: Part 1
This first article will focus on the Company
history, the second on the personal reflections
of Tony to coincide with an illustrated talk on
Richards to be given by Tony and John at the LIHS
meeting on Tuesday March 21�� 2017.

Tony Pugh, John Douglas and Paul W Richards
William Richards (1814-1888) established a
foundry in Belgrave Gate, Leicester, in 1844,
making it one of the first foundries in the City.
His son, Henry W H Richards (1849-1925) and
grandson, William Richards (1878-1963)
relocated the business, loosely described at the
time as ‘constructional engineers and jobbing
iron founders’, to Martin Street sometime in
the 1870’s to what was to become their final
home. In 1981 the company became Richards
(Leicester) plc which was acquired by a
Birmingham company in 1989, who
immediately sold the foundry division to
Parkfield Foundries. The whole operation was
closed in 1990 and the only remaining use of
the Richards name was in the specialised
mining equipment and foundry machinery
divisions, which had been acquired by an
American company and re-sited in Leicester.

Part 1: The Richards Family and Company
Background

Tony Pugh, whose career at Richards spanned
30 years, joined Richards Structural Co. as a
draftsman in 1960 and retired from his post as
Works Engineer in 1990. His History of
Richards, Reflections of my Working Life is, as
the title suggests, the recollections of his time
spent at Richards. Locally known as ‘Bungy’
Richards due to the imposition of a threepenny
(just over 1p in today’s money) toll for those
road users who wanted to pass along a short
piece of road that separated the top end of
Martin Street with Forest Road. Whether or
not the toll went to pay for the road
maintenance remains unclear – suffice to say,
the name stuck!

The Company was established in 1844 as William
Richards & Co., Phoenix Foundry, Public Wharf
Yard, Belgrave Gate. The picture above taken in
the early 1880’s, show William in the sailor suit,
with his father Henry W H Richards & his
grandfather William Richards. This would have
been just after the move to Martin Street, which
fronted the Phoenix Iron Works. Henry W H
Richards lived with his family at 208 Martin
Street, his younger brother Arthur E Richards and
family lived on the other side of the road in Bleak
House, later to be renamed Acacia House. The
eldest son William B Richards had died in 1873
at the age of 29. Like most Victorians at this time,
they displayed a surprising lack of ingenuity in
the choice of forenames for their offspring's,
normally choosing the name for the eldest son
after the father leading to difficulty for anyone
trying to lay out a historical résumé of the family.

For the Newsletter, we have decided to
combine extracts from Richards of Leicester
1844-1989, a history of the Company, a joint
effort by Tony Pugh, John Douglas - a former
Project Engineer and Director of Richards
Engineering - and Paul W Richards, formally
Chairman and Managing Director and a fifth
generation member of the family and
Reflections. LIHS will be publishing this in two
articles spread over this Newsletter, and the
Spring 2017 edition.
12
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the capstan winches were replaced by the
purchase of a shunting locomotive.
Diversification enabled Richards to take up all
sorts of steel construction work, as well as
growing the jobbing foundry business.
Photographs from the family photograph
album shows examples of the building of steam
cranes (1897), an example of which was a 30
ton travelling derrick in Las Palmas, together
with the erection of 400 tons of building
steelwork for the British United Shoe
Machinery Company in 1910. The album also
contains many photographs of railway bridges,
gantries and the building and installation of
caissons for bridges over water, and examples
of large screening plant for local granite
quarries, which in turn would lead to the
production of many multi-holed screens for
mining companies around the world.

In the Guide to Leicester 1843, page 25 shows
that W H Richards of Corts Foundry was Captain
of the No. 2 Engine in the Midland Counties Fire
Office Engine Department, and William Richards
Junior, an engineer at the Corts Foundry was
listed as being ‘amongst other firemen’.
According to the same guide, there existed at
the time six other foundries in Leicester: James
& B Corts of Belgrave Gate, Jarrett & Co of West
Bridge, Samuel Pegg of Alexander Street, Samuel
Ride of Ruding Street, James Ride of Churchgate
and R Wilson & Co of Charles Street. In the 1841
Census, William H Richards residence is listed as
Foundry Yard, St Margaret’s, Leicester. His son,
William, lived at the Public Wharf Yard, St
Margaret’s, Leicester with his wife and two
daughters.
By 1846 William not only had his small foundry
business, but was the licensee at The Navigation
Inn, also in Wharf Yard. This was shown in the
History Gazetteer Directory of Leicestershire &
Rutland 1846 and confirmed in Mellville
Company Directory & Gazetteer of Leicestershire
1854. According to the Leicester Directory 1863,
the next home for the business was 178
Belgrave Gate.
William had three sons William, Henry and
Arthur, plus six daughters. During early 1870’s
Henry W H Richards, the younger son of William,
moved to Martin Street and established the
Phoenix Iron Works. The new site gave plenty of
expansion room as well as being in close
proximity to the railways which would bring
greater benefits for the transportation of their
larger constructions, which by 1897 had grown
very large indeed – including a 100 ton shipping
gantry for the Admiralty that was to be installed
in Gibraltar and a 50 ton Goliath Gantry installed
in Vladivostok for the Russian Government.
Railway sidings entered the works at two points
over the years, one from the GNR Belgrave Road
Station which opened in 1883 and ran in through
the main entrance, and one at a higher level on
to the Midland Railway line on the western
boundary. A photograph, taken in 1909 shows
62’ long girders for Spondon Bridge on rail trucks
on the Midland siding. Over the years two
turntables and weighbridge were installed, plus

The 60 Ton Clapham (Bedford) Viaduct Girders
in the works about 1888 supervised by, it is
believed, Henry W H Richards on the right.
Wrights Directory of 1887-88 shows both
brothers still lived adjacent to the works, but
thereafter there is no mention of Arthur and
his family in Census records, or indeed any
registration of his death. After the death of
William Senior in 1888, one can therefore
assume that Henry W H Richards was in sole
charge of the company.
During WW I they were one of the 54 firms who
signed up to assist The Leicester District
Armaments Group of Engineering Employers in
1915 to manufacture shells to support the war
effort. (See the LIHS reprint of the 1919 Report:
‘The Leicester & District Armaments Group of
Engineering Employers – An Experiment in
Engineering Co-operation 1915-18’ - Ed).
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Bridge manufacture also continued during the
wartime period. After the war the manufacture
of railway bridges seems to have diminished
greatly, but large structural contracts were still
undertaken with the result that a new
fabricating workshop, subsequently known as
the Bridge Yard, was created.
Henry W H Richards died in 1925. William (d.
1963) and Frederick carried on the business
until 1928 when they dissolved the partnership
and William took full charge of the Company.
The first of his two sons, Harry (b.1913), joined
the Company in 1932 and Philip (b.1915), joined
two years later staying with Company until until
1973 and 1981 respectively.
In 1936 a plc was formed and remained that
way until 1955 when they went public under
the name of Richards (Leicester) Ltd. During this
period, the activities of the business were split
into two wholly owned subsidiaries: Richards
Foundries Ltd., and Richards Structural Steel
Company Ltd. Also during this period, the fifth
generation now joined the family business, with
the sons of Harry – Paul, later to become
Chairman and Managing Director up until
closure in 1989, and Jonathan who worked for
the Company for short period in the 1970’s.
In the latter years, continued diversification
maintained the position of Richards in the
engineering world with the design and
manufacturing of foundry plant and sand
reclamation equipment under the banner of
‘Built by Foundrymen for Foundrymen’ This
included the design and construction of
building steelwork for Industry and the Armed
Forces; manufacture of the ‘Thorite’ motorised
conveyor drum for the conveyors that served,
for example, the mining industry. To support
this overall activity, Richards built up one of the
most modern heat treatment shops in the
country for stress relief, annealing and
normalising of their heavy fabrications and
castings. The original jobbing foundry expanded
to produce spun tube and solid bar to
complement the large floor moulded castings
that were being produced, embracing a
mechanised foundry with automatic moulding
and electric melting furnaces to supply
spheroidal graphite iron to supplement that
supplied by cupola melting.
14
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Developments after the second world war
produced a modern engineering works
employing up to 550 people.
In 1981 the company became Richards
(Leicester) plc., and was acquired eight years
later and immediately sold the foundry division
to Parkfield Foundries. The whole operation was
closed in 1990 with the foundry machinery and
mining equipment divisions relocating to
another part of Leicester under a new American
owner. The Martin Street site was soon cleared
and a housing estate replaced this once proud
beacon of Leicester’s manufacturing capability.
On the estate, Ironworks Road and Ferrous Close
reflect past glories; Acacia House and the
remains of the foundry and boundary walls are
all that now remain.

Detail from West Bridge (1915)

From the Richards archives. A bridge for the
Midland Railway under construction in 1909. The
bridge would later be commissioned at Spondon,
in Derbyshire.

Courtesy of the Leicester Mercury

Another one from the
Richards archives. The
accompanying text from this
1897 photograph, reads;
‘100 Ton Shipping Gantry at
Gibraltar for the British
Admiralty (Main Girder 110ft
[34 mtrs] long)’
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"'Clang, Clang, Clang,' Went the Trolley”
Peter Firth
90 years after the formation of the South Notts
Bus Company, and the 50th anniversary since
the last electric trolleybus operated in
Nottingham, I decided to visit the Nottingham
city Transport Heritage Day that was held on
July 4��. The South Notts Bus Company
operated in Nottinghamshire between 1926
and 1991 and was sold to Nottingham City
Transport who retain the name to this day.
The reason for the visit was not only to evoke
many childhood memories, but also to see the
last trolleybus, number 506, that once wended
its way through the streets of Nottingham. 506
is now at Sandtoft Trolleybus Museum near
Doncaster and was back in Nottingham for just
this one day, so an opportunity not to be
missed.
On the way from Loughborough we passed
through Gotham, once home of The South
Notts Bus Company. The bus depot looked
much the same as it did back in the 1960’s as
I remember. The first big change that I noticed,
however, is the new Park and Ride tram stop
just outside Nottingham, at Clifton, that utilises
part of the old Great Central Railways route
into Nottingham itself.
Nottingham has a great transport heritage,
being one of the largest inland ports in its day.
It also had two great railway stations and of
course, its trolley buses. Public transport in
Nottingham can be traced back to 1848 when
horse drawn omnibuses started running
between the new Midland Railway Station and
the Market Square and it was in 1878 that the
Nottingham Tramways Company introduced
the first horse drawn tramcar to Nottingham.
The first electric tram service began on
1�� January 1901 and ran till 1936. The first
trolleybuses operated in Nottingham 1927, and
by 1935 the trolleybus Fleet had reached 106
vehicles and was the largest fleet in the country
at that time. I remember riding the trolley
buses when I was very young and the depot
they had at Trent Bridge. The trolleybus system
closed in phases between 1962 and 1966.
16

Nottingham trolleybus 506 at Sandtoft with the
AEC Regent and two other Nottingham vehicles
in the background.
As to the Heritage event itself, there were other
buses on show such as the AEC Regent from the
1950’s, and a Leyland Olympian from the 1980’s
but for me, the star of the show was the
trolleybus. All in all, a great free day out on my
bus pass and as I always say: use it before you
lose it!

Another satisfied visitor to the Tunnel!

Photograph courtesy of Ivor
Worthington, adding that he wished to
thank us for the Tunnel experience.
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Brush Oil Engines

So far, so good. A Leicestershire company and
an industrial, engineering, solution – but no
other link to the Leicestershire’s industrial
heritage…yet. The final piece of the jigsaw was
about to come into place.

David Pearce
What started off as an enquiry to LIHS about
preserving a number of photographs from a
family collection, has unearthed yet another
facet of Leicestershire’s rich industrial heritage.
The photographs were from two family albums
owned by Mr. Richard Everard, a descendent of
the quarrying and brewing family. They were
subsequently digitised and deposited at the
Record Office for Leicestershire, Leicester and
Rutland - but an examination of the photographs
during the digitising process showed aspects
that, in their own right, were worthy of follow up
investigations. The photographs were taken in
the 1930’s and evoked memories of a different
era: flying boats, Croydon Airport at a time when
it was London’s main airport and various plant
and machinery being commissioned in foreign
parts at a time before the world was about to
change forever.

Richard believes that his uncle, BTB Everard,
had worked either for, or alongside Robey’s
Installation and Commissioning Engineer, Mr.
Gordon Senior, during the completion of a
contract in Assout, Egypt to install Robey
engines for the Francois Cementation Company
in 1936. At the conclusion of our meeting,
Richard opened up an introduction for me to
engage with Mr. Nick Ash, nephew of Gordon
Senior, and Grandson of HV Senior, the
engine’s designer. From family archives held by
Mr. Ash, the relationship between Gordon
Senior and BTB Everard was confirmed by a file
of internal Robey correspondence between the
Company and their Installation and
Commissioning Engineer, Gordon Senior who
went on to become an eminent engineer in his
own right, eventually becoming a Senior Sales
Manager at RA Lister, the Agricultural and
Diesel Engineers.

I met with Richard in the late Spring to discuss
the photographs, and to see if there was a story
outside of the traditional Everard business that
somehow linked the photographs with
Leicestershire industry. What particularly caught
my eye was a series of snapshots that showed
Robey Oil Engines being commissioned in both
Egypt and Cyprus on behalf of Everard’s
quarrying business. Robert Robey had started his
business in Lincoln in 1854, making portable
steam engines and thrashing machines. They
designed and built vertical and horizontal oil and
diesel engines for such diverse applications as
ship propulsion, air compressors - and rock
crushers. Oil engines, whilst still coming under
the category of an internal combustion engine,
usually refers to low compression engines
powered by fuel oil whereas the diesel engine,
also an internal combustion engine, is one in
which ignition of the fuel that has been injected
into the combustion chamber, is started by the
high temperature which a gas achieves when
under greater compression. The need to satisfy
Everard’s requirement to crush the stone
extracted from their quarries, and the plant and
machinery that Robey brought to the table was
indeed a meeting of minds.

What is more interesting in the context of
Leicestershire industrial history, is the life and
times of HV Senior. Herbert Vincent Senior,
following a technical and manufacturing
apprenticeship seemed to have found his niche
in design related to the internal combustion
engine. At the turn of the 20�� century, the
internal combustion engine was in its infancy
and as a design subject, was a ripe topic for an
up and coming engineer of HV’s pedigree. A
spell in Egypt following WW I, HV became Chief
Experimental Engineer, and later the deputy
Director General, at the Egyptian Fuel Research
Institute where he proved the practicality of
biomass theory (organic matter used as a fuel,
especially in a power station for the generation
of electricity) in an environment dependent
upon imported fuels. Between 1920 and 1924,
and now back in the UK, he was a Consulting
Engineer trading as The Power Equipment
Company before joining Robey’s, taking along
with him his oil engine designs.
17

Leicestershire Industrial History Society

Newsletter Autumn 2016
HV was at Brush Electrical Engineering from 1933
to 1947, where, up until his arrival, there had
been no diesel engine manufacture. So Brush
became the launch pad to market his engines
that had their design origins in Egypt and the
Power Equipment Company; were refined at
Robey’s and finally saw the light of day in
Loughborough. As Kevin Parsons states in
relation to his time at Brush, HV was the Diesel
Engine Department!

He became Chief Designer and Engineering
Director where with his son, Gordon, perfected
the first Robey coldstart compression ignition
oil engine. On leaving Robey’s in 1933, HV
joined the Brush Electrical Engineering
Company Ltd. of Loughborough where he took
up the challenge of creating a new Diesel Engine
Division at their Falcon Works. As Chief
Engineer, he was responsible for design and
development, sales, (part) contracts and costs.
It was he that built up the Diesel Department;
his energies and personal contacts that
promoted his new engine, which, it must be
said, probably had its origins from his time at
Robey.
HV Senior’s contribution to Brush during the
time he spent there cannot be under stated,
taking every opportunity to promote the
[Brush] diesel engine as a logical and sensible
prime mover for power generation in isolated
communities. Following the end of WW II,
Brush consolidated the core business of
electrical
machinery,
leaving
engine
manufacture to their subsidiary companies’ As
a result, their mighty diesel engine, conceived
by its creator Herbert Vincent Senior as a
modern, finely engineered and bespoke prime
mover was left to quietly fade away…[]
‘These engines had seen the World. They had
cooled ships and heated swimming pools. They
had tanned leather and made shoes, ground
flour, brewed beer and supplied enough
pencils to keep the British schoolchild happy
for years. Pumping water and sewage, they did
their part for public health and land drainage,
not to mention lighting sanatoria, making
radio waves and showing films as
entertainment. For direct war work, they
brought daylight to an underground
ammunition depot, played a part in the
eventual development of ejector seats that
saved so many pilots, helped ensure continuity
of water supplies to maintain industrial output
and the ability to fight fires and anecdotally,
they may also have contributed to the war at
sea in the role of ship degaussing’

Herbert Vincent (HV) Senior ca. 1933
(LIHS would like to thank Richard Everard and
Nick Ash for their help and contributions towards
this article. Extracts from Brush Oil Engines, The
story of the oil engines made by Brush Electrical
Engineering Co. Ltd by Kevin Parsons and
published by Rustykev Publishing provides a
detailed description of engine types and
production, design and manufacture as well as
an insight into the Falcon Works diesel
department workings. Extracts from his book are
in are italics, and together with photographs, are
gratefully acknowledged – Ed)
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After 1937, the Brush
engine brochure carried
this longitudinal section
of their engine

The first engine HIV built a 4 cylinder version for
Downtown Electric Light
Co, in situ at Downtown

Blue Star engines in
production. These engines
were used two per vessel,
on the refrigerated liners
of the Blue Star Line. The
right hand machine is on
the Heenan and Froude
dynamometer, whilst the
left hand engine is
complete with its
compressors supplied by
J&E Hall. Shown at the
factory.
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In the footsteps of Ernest Gimson

Her target was £12,000, but in fact £40,000 was
raised. In July 1956 another foundation stone
crafted in Cornish granite was laid by the Duke
of Portland. It took local builders, Harold Ashley
& Sons from Mansfield Woodhouse, 20 months
to construct the structure. The exterior was built
of quality load bearing two-tone bricks, all
supplied from Tucker’s famous brickyard at
Loughborough. Tuckers was situated just off the
A6 close to the Great Central Railway.

Alan Brittan
‘Design and Craftsmanship worthy of our
Industrial Heritage’
More than 65 years ago a new church was built
and consecrated in the parish of Colwick in
Nottinghamshire. This was St John the Baptist,
Oakdale Road, Carlton, Nottingham.
The first foundation stone was laid in December
1948 at what was then a temporary building
designed to overcome some of the
overcrowding difficulties being experienced at
the established Colwick village church. This
first temporary building was demolished in the

Purbeck Marble was used to decorate the
separate Lady Chapel. No stained glass was
fitted. A major portion of the large plain window
glass was supplied by another Leicester
company, Mawby & King Ltd.

The church is rather unique in that it received
over 50 donations and gifts from around the
world, including fragments of alabaster from
Singapore Cathedral, gold and silver threads
from Japan, marble from Jerusalem, brass
dishes from Iran and mahogany from Honduras.
Until quite recently Colwick parish church held
the remains of Lord Byron’s ancestors, but
these are now preserved at Newstead Abbey.

The church tower contains 10 bells which were
all cast in the finest quality Bell metal, an alloy
of copper and tin, at Taylors Bell Foundry in
Loughborough. The bells are all hung on a special
open steel frame and operated by clappers being
pulled to the side of the bells through
connections to a hand clavier. The weight of the
largest bell is over 9 cwt. (457 kg's). The 5�� bell
was presented as a gift by the island of Bermuda.
I’m assured it’s still used most Sundays .The
original organ, when it was installed, was also
rather unique. It was built and donated by the
Compton Organ Company, normally associated
with supplying cinemas etc. A decorative organ
screen covered the church West Wall where the
organ was sited. Unfortunately the organ and
screen were discarded several years ago,
although the 15 hand painted Coats of Arms
panels which adorned the screen have been
selectively reused.

St John the Baptist, Oakdale Road, Carlton,
Nottingham.
The contemporary church building is quite large
and dominated by a brick tower surmounted
by a copper cross. It was designed by
Nottingham Architects, F. A. Broadhead &
Royle,
In order to build this new church a building fund
was launched on October 29�� 1955 by Lady
Isobel Barnett - the well-known TV personality
who lived at Cossington in Leicestershire.
20

A distinctive feature of the church are the
pews.
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Mr Hardy, now a spritely 87, lives at Barrow on
Soar and still produces fine pieces of
handcrafted furniture - when he has time! He
is proud of Leicester’s tradition and association
with Ernest Gimson (1864-1919). Something
which must be retained and encouraged by all
craftsmen.

All of the furniture for the church was made in
the workshops of Wreake Valley Craftsman
Ltd., Thrussington, Leicestershire, by the highly
qualified and experienced Works Manager,
James Hardy, and his skilled staff. All the
furniture was then taken to the church and
fitted by the same staff following the
architect’s drawings. Mr Hardy also produced
special pieces including carving the altar
crosses.

Ernest Gimson studied the shape and texture
of natural objects. His sketches were
translated into designs using traditional
methods of craftsmanship. Once described as
‘an idealist individualist’, his aims in life were
work, not words; things, not designs and life,
not rewards. So, if you are in Nottingham one
day and wish to see some industrial
connections with Leicester and Leicestershire,
pop into this Church on Oakdale Road, if it’s
open, and you will not be disappointed!

The furniture was all made of Tasmanian Oak
which is known for its reliability, durability and
freedom from defects and its colour and when
polished, glows with a rich distinction. The
polish used was then a new development
specifically designed to stop the timber
darkening from ultraviolet rays.

Following a recent visit, it seems that several of
the original items presented to the church have
sadly gone missing. Time and wear has taken
over. Due to expensive repair costs the
Compton organ was sold several years ago, in
order to finance a replacement which has itself
also been replaced recently by more modern
electronic equipment. The Tasmanian oak pews
however remain in situ. My Thanks to the Vicar
for their welcome and interest. Thank you too
Jim Hardy for your co-operation, it has been a
privilege to have known you for over 40 years.
From one Leicester trained apprentice to
another.

Mr Jim Hardy was a pupil at The Gateway
School Leicester. During the 1940’s his talent
for making furniture was quickly recognised and
he was offered an apprenticeship at the then
Leicester College of Art & Technology, just
across the road. His aim was to study traditional
Ernest Gimson skills under the personal
guidance of Mr, L.G. Brewster, who later went
on to found Wreake Valley Craftsmen Ltd.
If you have chance to visit Leicester Cathedral,
please ask to see the solid English oak chairs
and kneeling stools used by the Lord
Lieutenant of Leicestershire and the Lord
Mayor of Leicester for ceremonial use, all
made by Jim, aged 20, in the last year of his
apprenticeship 67 years ago. They were also
used at the recent ceremonies for Richard III.
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A ‘Most Disastrous and Painful’ Accident
David Pearce

.had found herself on this ill-fated, later train.

On Monday 24�� October 1881, a Times
banner headline read: FIVE DIE IN DESFORD
RAIL CRASH. The opening two paragraphs set
the tone what was to follow in its report of
the tragedy:
“On Saturday the station-master at the
Midland Railway Station at Leicester received
a telegram from Desford that a serious
accident had occurred to the Burton and
Leicester express, and requesting the
attendance of several medical men at once.
The break-down gang were speedily mustered,
and a special train proceeded with Dr.
Johnston, Dr. Mutch, and Mr. Douglass,
surgeon, to the scene of the distaste.
“On the receipt of the news at Leicester there
was the greatest excitement, many people being
at the station awaiting the arrival of their
friends, it being Leicester market-day. On its
becoming known that there were several
passengers killed, the suspense became painful
in the extreme, there naturally being the
greatest anxiety to ascertain the names of the
killed and wounded”
One of those killed was 27 year-old Clara Orton,
wife of a Coalville fishmonger and mother of
two young girls Edith (5) and Emily (4), who had
set off on a shopping expedition and by sheer
bad luck, had missed the earlier train she had
intended to take.

Front cover of the publication produced by
Paul Banbury, now available from LIHS
On Wednesday August 10�� Tina and her husband
visited the site, and our thanks must go to both
Crown Crest plc for allowing us access to the the
former Tubes of Desford site, and to Network
Rail for graciously cleaning up part of the railway
track to enable a suitable viewing area.

This all came to the attention of LIHS in an
email sent in late May by an Australian, Mrs.
Tina Fisk, the great-great granddaughter of
Clara Orton. Tina forwarded a press cutting
regarding the accident, and indicted that she
would be visiting the UK in August and would
really like to see the area where the accident
occurred. From the records, we know that
Clara was brought out alive, but sadly died
shortly afterwards. Her two children, Edith
and Emily, were later taken to Australia by their
father, Thomas Orton and their mother's
younger sister, their Aunt Julia, and were
brought up and settled there.

LIHS Secretary David Lyne, with Mr. and Mrs.
Fisk, on the occasion of their visit to site of the
1881 rail crash .
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The Cotton Mill - Help Wanted!

LIHS Member Paul Banbury has put together a
comprehensive account of the event using the
contemporary newspaper reports of both the
crash and the subsequent inquest in to what
happened, or as the Times put it, ‘the recent
frightful catastrophe’. Paul has also added his
own commentary including photographs and
maps to produce what can only be described as
a definitive account, and the after effects, of
what happened on that ‘miserably wet
[October] morning’. As well as being intrigued
by this little known piece of local history, the
incentive for Paul’s book was also fuelled by
the family research carried out by Ms. Maxine
Weddell, also a great-great granddaughter of
Clara Orton.

David Pearce
Since the demolition of the former City Council
offices in Welford Place, the full beauty of a
converted Victorian factory that occupies the
corner of King Street and Marlborough Street
can now be appreciated. Following a chance
meeting at the recent Heritage Fair in Bishop
Street, one of the residents was keen to find
out more about the building and its usage. Now
known as 'The Cotton Mill' it was designed and
built by local architect William Flint around
1840. It is classical and dignified with good red
brick and stone quoins. The owner, one Richard
Harries was a high principled Baptist who
through his own efforts became a hosier and
MP for Leicester, according to Richard Gill's
1994 book 'Walks Through Victorian Leicester'.
He used it as a warehouse and possibly also a
factory for hosiery, but it was not a cotton mill.
Land Registry documents show it as a 'Factory'.
Internally the high ceilings supported by
massive beams on cast iron stanchions have
been preserved throughout.

I don’t wish to give away any of the findings and
conclusions, suffice to say that the whole tragic
episode is a fascinating insight into the railways,
railway safety, and the workings of the judiciary
at that time.

In 1849 the Midland Railway opened a new line
from a junction east of Desford,to bypass the
narrow Glenfield Tunnel. It was at this junction
that the accident occurred.

In the picture, the original entrance to the
factory is in the archway of fine stonework. The
new entrance to the 40 odd flats is to the left,
opening into a lobby and a new staircase to
three floors. We can seem to find little in
regard to both Richard Harries, and the use to
which the factory was put and would welcome
any information that would allow us to build
up a better picture of this fine building.

The 38 page booklet is available now from LIHS
at a cost of £5.00 + p&p
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records of connecting waterways, but it is clear
that much has been added from his own
memories and experience. The first three
chapters are devoted to the pottery trade and
describe in detail the rise of the industry in and
around Stoke on Trent as well as the facilities
provided by the canal and the carriers who
supplied raw materials and carried away the
finished products. The rivalry between carriers
and between competing waterways is described
as well as the competition with the coastal trade
and later with the railways.
As important as the potteries trade was to the
canal, it was by no means the only traffic. There
are chapters on other important commodities
such as iron, coal, salt, chemicals, liquid fuels,
foodstuffs (especially grain, flour and cheese),
building materials and general merchandise.

The Trent and Mersey Canal, Trade and Transport
1770-1970 by Tom Foxon. Black Dwarf
Lighthouse Publications 2015.
ISBN 9781903599228
196 pages, 398 illustrations, 18 maps and plans.
£25.
This new history of the Trent and Mersey Canal
is not merely an update on previous works but
a look at the commercial history of the canal,
an aspect hitherto little touched upon. It is
extensively researched from a wide variety of
primary and secondary sources and, as a
former working boatman on the Trent and
Mersey Canal, the author is also able to draw
on his own personal knowledge. The amount
of detail given on the business of the canal is
all the more remarkable when one considers
that the canal company’s own records were
destroyed by fire in 1950. Tom Foxon has
managed to track down and piece together
the story from other sources, including the
24

In the penultimate chapter, the author describes
the working of the canal. This includes the
various cargo handling and shipping
arrangements at different wharves and depots,
methods of pay for boatmen, pilfering from the
cargoes, icebreaking, accidents and injuries,
boatbuilding yards and the different boat
designs. In the final chapter he looks at the
various reasons for decline, not just railway
competition but the disastrous effect of the First
World War, inflexibility of the track, vulnerability
to decline in older industries, changes in traffic
and industry and, finally, the effects of the
Second World War, the rise of motor transport
and the nationalization of railways and canals.
This is a very detailed but very readable book.
The written content is very interesting and
informative but in addition there is an absolute
wealth of photographs, mostly not before
published, and each one very informatively
captioned. It will be enjoyed by anyone
interested in canal history but also those
interested in industrial and transport history in
general.
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and later a flyboat captain and apart from 15
years after the Second World War when he
worked on the railways, his entire working life
was spent working with horse-drawn vessels
on the Shropshire Union Canal and connected
waterways. He never worked on motorized
boats, even after the Second World War.
Jack obviously had the most amazing memory.
Although he did attend school and could read
and write, there is no indication that he kept a
diary or log. Yet he can remember the minutest
details of trips from the early ones he took with
his father onwards. I did wonder how he could
possibly have recalled such minutiae from
journeys made so long ago but I had no doubt
about the authenticity of the details he gives
on working and operational practices, the
conditions of working life on the canals and the
description of features and personnel along
the way. There is plenty of information about
rates and methods of pay, how the workload
was shared between the crew of a flyboat,
hours worked and the length of time various
trips took, what sort of cargoes they carried and
to where, how cargoes were loaded and
unloaded and how the horses were used and
cared for. Intermingled with all this there are
personal anecdotes about Jack himself, his
social activities, girlfriends and home life etc.
Although working away on the boat for a week
or two weeks at a time, Jack never lived
permanently on the boat and always had a
shore-based home to which he returned
between trips.

Shropshire Union Flyboats, The Jack Roberts
Story.
Editors: Harry Arnold, Sue Cowson, Tony Lewery
and Peter Silvester.
Published by The Canal Bookshop, 2015.

This is the memoirs of Jack Roberts, a working
fly boatman. He wrote it in 1969 when he was
in his seventies but it has only recently been
edited and published. As the first-hand
experience of an actual fly boatman, working on
the canals in the first decades of the 20��
century, it is a unique and highly valuable social
document as well as being a fascinating read.

Jack lived through the First World War and did
see active service at the front for two and half
years, but eventually managed to get
transferred back to the canals. He has almost
nothing to say about the Second World War but
did not retire until the end of the 1950's or early
1960's and then worked part-time on a horsedrawn pleasure boat. He died in 1972 aged 79.

Jack was born in 1894 on board a canal boat,
although his family did not live aboard and he
grew up with his mother and siblings in a house
and went to school along with other children.
His father and grandfather were boatmen and,
although Jack went with his father from about
the age of 10 or 11, he only did so during the
school holidays. It was not until he left school
at the age of 14 that he became a full time
boatman. He worked mainly as a flyboat mate

This is a very interesting, authentic and unique
record of life on the canals. It is written in a
very readable style and will be enjoyed by
anyone interested in the social and operational
history of the waterways. I thoroughly
recommend it.
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How the Standard Gauge (4’- 8½”) came about……or did it?
Sources, various (US)
The U.S. Standard railroad gauge (distance
between the rails) is 4’8.5 inches. That's an
exceedingly odd number. Why was that gauge
used? Because that's the way they built them
in England, and English expatriates designed
the U.S. railroads.
Why did the English build them like that?
Because the first rail lines were built by the
same people who built the pre-railroad
tramways, and that's the gauge they used. Why
did 'they' use that gauge then? Because the
people who built the tramways used the same
jigs and tools that they had used for building
wagons, which used that wheel spacing. Why
did the wagons have that particular odd wheel
spacing? Well, if they tried to use any other
spacing, the wagon wheels would break on
some of the old, long distance roads in England,
because that's the spacing of the wheel ruts.

When you see a Space Shuttle sitting on its launch
pad, you will notice that there are two big booster
rockets attached to the sides of the main fuel
tank. These are solid rocket boosters, or SRBs.
The SRBs are made by Thiokol at their factory in
Utah. The engineers who designed the SRBs
would have preferred to make them a bit larger,
but the SRBs had to be shipped by train from the
factory to the launch site. The railroad line from
the factory happens to run through a tunnel in
the mountains and the SRBs had to fit through
that tunnel. The tunnel is slightly wider than the
railroad track, and the railroad track, as you now
know, is about as wide as two horses' behinds. So,
a major Space Shuttle design feature of what is
arguably the world's most advanced
transportation system was determined over two
thousand years ago by the width of a horse's
backside.

So, who built those old rutted roads? Imperial
Rome built the first long distance roads in
Europe (including England) for their legions.
Those roads have been used ever since.
And the ruts in the roads? Roman war chariots
formed the initial ruts, which everyone else had
to match for fear of destroying their wagon
wheels.
Since the chariots were made for Imperial
Rome, they were all alike in the matter of wheel
spacing. Therefore, the United States standard
railroad gauge of 4 feet, 8.5 inches is derived
from the original specifications for an Imperial
Roman war chariot. In other words,
bureaucracies live forever. So the next time you
are handed a specification, procedure, or
process, and wonder, 'What horse's ass came
up with this?', you may be exactly right. Imperial
Roman army chariots were made just wide
enough to accommodate the rear ends of two
war horses.

And you thought being a horse's ass wasn't
important! Now you know, horses' asses control
almost everything.

Now, a twist to this tale, or should it be tail….!

Sources, various. Not sure how true it all is, but
it certainly makes for a good story to end this
edition of the Newsletter - Ed
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Winter Programme 2016/17
Venue (Unless otherwise stated): From October to April, LIHS
meetings are held at St. Mary's Community Hall, St. Mary's Avenue,
Braunstone Lane, LE3 3FT generally on the third Tuesday of the
month. Refreshments are served from 7.00 pm with talks beginning
at 7.30 pm. Please check Winter Programme page at www.lihs.org.uk
for any late changes.
2016
Speaker and Topic
October 18��
Len Holden, The Grand Union Canal. Len has just
finished a 20 minute film on the OGU for the
Foxton Museum so this presentation will
complement the presentation given by Mike
Beach in October 2015
November 15�� Bill Pemberton, Experiences of working for a
Russian coal mine in Siberia an the 1990’s
December 20�� Members Evening
2017
January 17��

February 21��
March 21��
April 25��

John Bryant, Developing and the provision of an
Earth station on Ascension Island for the Apollo
Project in the late 1960’s
Chris Hossack, Flax, jute and hemp; industries of
the past?
Tony Pugh & John Douglas, ‘Bungy’ Richards
Annual General Meeting

LIHS Excavation of Califat Colliery. The monthly meet at the
Califat excavation site continues on the 2nd Tuesday in the
month. We are homing in on the site of boilers and there is
a lot of spoil l to be shifted!
All help appreciated.
27

Website Editor
Dr. Wendy Freer
www.lihs.org.uk

Newsletter Editor
David Pearce

davidpearce999@gmail.com

Secretary
David Lyne
lihs99@ntlworld.com

Officers & Committee
President
Vice President
Chair
Secretary
Treasurer

Published by
Leicestershire Industrial
History Society
© 2016

Denis Baker
Prof. M. Palmer MBE
Chris Hossack
David Lyne
Bill Pemberton
David Ramsey
David Pearce
Ken Clayton
Stuart Warburton

