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Canal Contractors 1760-1820

Peter Cross-Rudkin

The period 1760-1820 saw great changes in the
nature of civil engineering construction. Political
stability and technical development during the
previous 70 years had brought economic progress
and an increasing number of civil engineering projects,
though these latter were usually relatively small and
their organisation fairly simple. Only Westminster
Bridge (1738-50) exceeded £100,000 in value.
During 1760-90 there was a dramatic increase in the
number of schemes. Six-figure works included a
number of canals:

Staffordshire & Worcestershire Canal 1766-72 £100,000

Trent & Mersey Canal 1766-77 £300,000

Birmingham Canal original line 1768-72 £112,000

Forth & Clyde Canal phase 1 1768-77 £164,000

Oxford Canal phase 1 1769-78 £200,000

Leeds & Liverpool Canal phase 1, 1770-77, £230,000

Chesterfield Canal 1770-77 £150,000

Grand Canal, Ireland phase 2 1773-91 £375,000

Thames & Severn Canal 1783-89 £220,000

Basingstoke Canal 1788-93 £150,000

During this period, only Blackfriars Bridge in
London and Ramsgate Harbour were of comparable
value.

In the next 30 years projects increased in number
and value. Other than the canals mentioned below,
only fen drainage in Lincolnshire, Highland roads and
bridges, London’s Waterloo Bridge and docks in
London, Bristol, Liverpool, Dun Laoghaire, cost
more than £400,000. Canals over this value included:

Royal Canal, Ireland 1789-97 £1,400,000

Worcester & Birmingham Canal 1791-1815 £610,000

Lancaster Canal phase 1 1793-1803 £490,000

Grand Junction Canal 1793-1805  £1,500,000

Rochdale Canal 1794-1802 £580,000

Ellesmere Canal 1794-1805 £460,000

Kennet & Avon Canal 1794-1810 £860,000

Caledonian Canal 1803-23 £855,000

Regent’s Canal 1812-20 £700,000

Edinburgh & Glasgow Union Canal 1817-22 £460,000

From this it can be seen that canal construction
formed a significant part of civil engineering
expenditure during 1760-1820.

If asked ‘Who built our canals?’, people might
answer ‘the Duke of Bridgewater’, or ‘James
Brindley’ or ‘William Jessop’, or ‘the navvies’.
Probably few people would reply ‘contractors’ and
even fewer would volunteer the name of one of them.
Defining a contractor as the person or partnership
(in 1760-1820 limited companies could only be set
up by Act of Parliament) who entered into a contract
with a canal company for some part of construction
(and therefore was the employer of the tradesmen or
navvies), until the year 2002 only three of them had
been the subject of biographical articles in national
literature, and one other had been a chief protagonist
in two articles.1, 2, 3, 4, 5 Yet when the Biographical
Dictionary of Civil Engineers of Great Britain and
Ireland, 1500-1830 was published in that year, it
contained memoirs of 30 men who had been canal
contractors for part or all of their career:

Sir Edward Banks, Thomas Baylis, William Bough, John
Dyson, Mark Faviell, James Houghton, Hugh McIntosh,
William Mitton, John Murray, John Pinkerton, William Seed,
Thomas Thatcher and Jonathan Woodhouse were canal
cutters;

James Spedding, Andrew Brocket, Benjamin James and
James McIlquham were masons;

Josiah Clowes, Richard Coates, Thomas Dadford senior,
Thomas Dadford junior, Samuel Hodgkinson, James
Hollinsworth, Charles McNiven, Thomas Sheasby senior,
Thomas Sheasby junior, Samuel Weston and John Wilson
were contractors who subsequently became canal company
engineers, sometimes reverting to contracting;

and Samuel Simcock and William Underhill travelled in
the other direction, becoming contractors after starting as
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surveyor/engineers.

Half as many names again were not included in the
Dictionary despite having worked on several canals,
either because their contracts were not particularly
important or because their career could be traced but
not their biographical details:

John Clark – Kennet & Avon, Wilts & Berks, Southampton &
Salisbury;

Thomas Dunn – Gloucester & Berkeley, Brecknock &
Abergavenny (twice);

Edward Edge – Stroudwater, Staffordshire & Worcestershire,
Kennet & Avon;

John Fletcher – Ellesmere, Montgomeryshire;

Thomas Ford – Shrewsbury, Ellesmere, Montgomeryshire;

Jonathan Gee – Staffordshire & Worcestershire, Neath,
Worcester & Birmingham, Brecknock & Abergavenny;

James Hogg – Staffordshire & Worcestershire, Coventry,
Leeds & Liverpool;

Samuel Hyde – Birmingham, Stourbridge;

Gregor McGregor – Lancaster, Kennet & Avon, Wilts & Berks;

John Mansfield – Montgomeryshire, Ellesmere, Worcester
& Birmingham;

John Pixton – Thames & Severn, Shropshire, Neath,
Worcester & Birmingham, Gloucester & Berkeley, Warwick
& Birmingham;

George Roe – Leeds & Liverpool, Wilts & Berks, Regent’s;

Ralph Sheppard – Staffordshire & Worcestershire, Thames
& Severn, Southampton & Salisbury;

Paul Vickers (of Thorne) – Leeds & Liverpool, Lancaster,
Rochdale;

William Wright – Staffordshire & Worcestershire,
*Birmingham, *Basingstoke (* as Clerk of Works).

Examination of the canal company records in the
National Archives at Dublin, Edinburgh  and Kew
reveals the names of over 200 more who appear only
once. These records are very variable in their
consistency in listing the letting of contracts, and
frequently the names only appear when the company
is in dispute with a contractor, but it seems that a
substantial proportion of the canal network was built
by local men who took a one-off opportunity to obtain
work. This appears to be confirmed by the list of
contractors above. Of the 15 men named there, only
George Roe appears to have travelled more than 100
miles in the course of his career. However, of

contractors whose previous base is specifically
mentioned in contracts or company minutes, most
did make a substantial leap. (Table 1) This discrepancy
may perhaps be because it was indeed an unusual
circumstance and therefore considered to be
noteworthy.

Further evidence to support this view may perhaps
be found from the location of newspapers that canal
companies selected in which to advertise for
contractors. (Table 2)

The choice of relatively distant York by the
Birmingham in 1768 may be explained by the fact
that there were several substantial land drainage
works in progress in the East Riding at the time, from
which the company may have hoped to attract
interest. The wider range used by the Rochdale in
1794 may reflect that their parliamentary bill had been
rejected in 1792 and again in 1793 and therefore there
were already several other canals in progress locally
when their turn came to employ contractors. The
experience of the Worcester & Birmingham mirrors
this - in 1792 they advertised in two newspapers, in
1793 in seven. Otherwise proprietors seem to have
expected that a sufficient pool of willing tenderers
existed within their area. That is not to say that people
came from farther afield, and that word of mouth
may have played some part. Much of the early work
on the Southampton & Salisbury was done by
Thomas Jinkins, fresh from the Leominster Canal,
but there was a request from John Nock, another
contractor on the Leominster, asking for payment
for putting in a tender.7

Canal construction

Surprisingly for something so fundamental, there
appears to be no single definition of ‘contract’ in
English law, but the gist of those most commonly
used is that it is an agreement between parties that is
enforceable at law. In most contracts for canal
construction during the period 1760-1820,
contractors agreed to undertake specific types of
work in return for payment by the client. How far
the parties honoured these agreements is one of the
issues that will be examined here.

Canal construction involved a number of distinct
aspects — excavation and puddling, the building of
locks, bridges and aqueducts, tunnelling, and
carpentry in lock gates and bridge and tunnel centres.
For much of the canal era, contractors offered to
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undertake one trade only, and companies organised
their works accordingly. Indeed, such importance was
attached to some of these trades, particularly
carpentry, that companies frequently created their
own teams to undertake these by direct labour. Within
a month of gaining their Act in 1766, the Staffordshire
& Worcestershire Canal had entered into five
contracts for cutting, and a month later they employed
a salaried bricklayer and gave orders for a start to be
made on a lock. In March 1767 they advertised for a
jobbing smith and another bricklayer and appointed
Thomas Dadford senior, ‘a Carpenter and Joiner to
serve us in the way of the said trades in prosecuting
and carrying on this navigation for the space of five
years if the said Navigation shall not be sooner
completed at a salary of £70 pr annum payable

monthly ... The said Thomas Dadford to provide the
persons necessary to work under his direction but to
have no profit whatsoever from them.’8 His
importance to the company can be gauged by his
salary, which lay between those of the Clerk and
Under-clerk of the Works.

It was still the practice in 1783, when Josiah
Clowes, who had worked on the Trent & Mersey
and Chester Canals, was appointed Surveyor,
Engineer and Head Carpenter of the Thames &
Severn Canal.9 Effectively the Resident Engineer
under Robert Whitworth, his contract of employment
specifically mentioned that he was to supervise the
carpentry and masonry. When Clowes’ five-year term
ended, William Large, a millwright who had had day-
to-day supervision of the carpentry during

Contractor Date From To

James Hogg 1770 Warwickshire Leeds & Liverpool
John Tickle 1770 Stone Leeds & Liverpool
George Leather 1770 Sankey Leeds & Liverpool
John Lewis 1794 Welshpool Lancaster
Paul Vickers 1794 Thorne Lancaster
William Montague 1794 Wokingham Gloucester & Berkeley
George Mills 1795 Hamstead Gloucester & Berkeley
Daniel Lowry 1795 Ash, Hampshire Lancaster
Thomas Jinkins 1795 Leominster Southampton & Salisbury
William Macdonald 1796 Matlock Brecon & Abergavenny
John Hughes 1803 Walton-le-Dale Ellesmere
four partnerships 1807 Preston, Manchester,

Shrewsbury, London Glasgow, Paisley & Ardrossan

Table 2

Table 1

Canal Date Newspaper

Birmingham 1768 Gloucester, York, Manchester
Carlisle 1819 Carlisle, Liverpool, Glasgow, Edinburgh, Lancaster,

Bristol, Stamford, Leeds
Coventry 1786 Birmingham, Coventry, Oxford
Cromford 1789 Nottingham, Derby, Leicester, Coventry, Birmingham,

Oxford, London
Neath 1792 Gloucester, Birmingham, Bristol
Worcester & Birmingham 1792 Birmingham, Worcester
Worcester & Birmingham 1793 Birmingham, Worcester, Oxford, Gloucester, Hereford,

Manchester, London
Ellesmere 1794 Chester, Shrewsbury
Montgomeryshire 1794 Shrewsbury, Birmingham, Chester
Rochdale 1794 Manchester, Liverpool, Leeds, Chester, Derby
Southampton & Salisbury 1795 Salisbury, Hampshire, Bristol
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construction, was appointed Carpenter and
Superintendent of the Canal Works. Conversely, when
John Rennie took over as Engineer of the Chelmer
& Blackwater Navigation in 1793 and recommended
that the locks and public bridges be made of brick
instead of timber as hitherto, John Horner of Claydon,
bricklayer was employed by the company on a weekly
salary.10

Cutting the canal
seems to have been done
almost entirely by
contract. In a few cases
a company took over
from a defaulting
contractor, and in 1769
the Birmingham Canal
employed its own men to
cut through the land of
an influential owner.11

Experience was not
absolutely necessary; in
the same year the Oxford
Canal gave preference to
Mr John Watts for
cutting in Lord Craven’s
estate at Coombe near
Coventry; Watts seems
to have been Lord
Craven’s agent.12 An
unusual contract was
that in 1786 for
completion of the Oxford Canal from Banbury to
Oxford, with Samuel Simcock, Samuel Weston, John
Churchill, Henry Tawney, Stephen Townesend and
James Lord.13 Simcock and Weston had experience
as engineers and contractors; the others appear to be
local landowners who financed what was for the time
a large contract, with a company that had previously
lacked the cash to progress any further. As late as
1821 the proprietor of an estate on the line of the
Edinburgh & Glasgow Union Canal was accorded
the same privilege.14 Further down the social scale
were Mordecai Brooks, an innkeeper of Devizes, who
worked for the Kennet & Avon Canal in 1795,15 and
two shopkeepers, Thomas Parry of Llangattock and
Thomas Powell of Abergavenny who contracted with
the Brecknock & Abergavenny Canal in 1796/97.16

But these were exceptions. For the early canals
there were three obvious sources of experience –
landscape gardening, turnpike road construction and
land drainage. Capability Brown had been in
independent practice since 1751, eight years before

the Act for the Duke of Bridgewater’s Canal. Giving
evidence in an arbitration much later, William Dickson
recalled that he had been brought up a gardener and
setter out of land or pleasure grounds before going
on to become a long-time agent of John Pinkerton.17

John Beswick is noted in October 1765 in the estate
accounts at Enville Hall near Stourbridge, whose

owner the Earl of Warrington and Stamford was also
a shareholder in the Staffordshire & Worcestershire
Canal. When the canal at the start of construction
wanted some wheelbarrows as templates for those it
intended to supply to its contractors, it obtained them
from Enville, and Beswick was one of the first
contractors to be appointed to the canal. Even in
1801, by which time there were plenty of experienced
contractors, James Kerr was awarded a contract by
the Southampton & Salisbury Canal on the strength
of a testimonial from his work removing land at
Avington, a stately home in the Itchen valley.18

One of the most prolific families of contractors was
the Pinkertons. They seem to have originated in
Lincolnshire or the East Riding of Yorkshire. The
first of the family to be noticed was James senior,
who was described variously as a yeoman or gardener
in the late 1760s when he won contracts with John
Dyson senior for the Adlingfleet drainage near the
mouth of the River Trent, the Driffield Navigation in
the East Riding and the Laneham drainage in

A lake at Enville Hall, Staffordshire, where John Beswick had earthmoving
contracts in 1765/66
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Nottinghamshire. With his brother John senior, James
worked through to 1780 on a number of other large
drainage schemes as well as cutting the Selby Canal
and the Erewash Canal. The Engineer for several of
his contracts was William Jessop, later the leading
canal engineer of the mania years, and Jessop was
sufficiently impressed by Pinkerton to join him in
commercial enterprises and stand surety for some of
his canal contracts. John senior is first noticed on his
own on the Broadwaters extension of the Birmingham
Canal in 1783 and amongst other significant
contracts, was responsible for the whole of the
Basingstoke Canal in 1788-94. His nephews, George,
Francis, James junior and Robert followed in his
footsteps, with varying success. George was the son
of James senior and had been apprenticed to William
Jessop; his father paid a £100 premium for this and
also, George was careful to mention, provided him
with a horse. That the younger members of the family
were at least as skilled as some of the supervisory
staff for whom they worked would cause problems,
as will be seen when John Pinkerton’s career is
discussed in more detail below.

John Beswick is the earliest contractor whose
career can be traced in some detail from remaining
canal company records. (Table 3) He appears several

times in James Brindley’s notebooks as ‘Busick’,
which gives a clue as to how his surname might have
been pronounced. Samuel Smiles, in his Lives of the
Engineers, states that ‘Black David was one of the

foremen most employed on difficult matters, and Bill
o Toms and Busick Jack seem also to have been
confidential workmen in their respective
departments.’19 It is clear from the canal accounts
though that Beswick was a contractor for some of
his work, employing navvies and being paid by the
quantity of soil excavated; at other times, presumably
in difficult ground or awkward excavations, he and
his men were paid by the day.20 In 1766 he held two
contracts, in Staffordshire and Carmarthenshire,
which implies that by then he had trusted agents who
could be relied on to run a contract in his absence.
By 1768 his abilities were sufficiently well regarded
for him to be proposed by Sir Richard Whitworth as
a suitable person to make the survey of a possible
canal from the River Dee at Chester to the River
Severn at Atcham.21 By 1770 he was the Birmingham
Canal’s preferred contractor for excavation.

Another early contractor whose career can be
traced was James Houghton. In 1800 he claimed to
have had 40 years’ experience,22 though possibly
starting as a navvy as the first mention of him in the
records is as a ‘master cutter’ on the Stroudwater
Canal in 1776. In 1785 he was an agent for John
Pinkerton on the section of the Coventry Canal that
was built by the Trent & Mersey, and the following
year on the Birmingham Canal. In 1789 he swapped
sides, when the Shropshire Canal employed him ‘as
an additional Superintendent of the Works and
Workmen for three months and that his wages be a
guinea and a half a week certain and an additional
sum per week in case his abilities and attention to
the employ aforesaid shall appear to the said
Committee to deserve it.’23 By February 1793 he had
returned to contracting, with a small job at the north
end of Kings Norton Tunnel on the Worcester &
Birmingham,24 and in July that year he, his son also
called James, and Thomas Ford obtained the first of
two contracts under which they would complete the
whole of the excavation of the Shrewsbury Canal.25

While engaged there they also won contracts on the
Ellesmere Canal and the Somersetshire Coal Canal.
James junior appears to have been in charge on the
Ellesmere, as on 10 August 1795 ‘It appearing to
this Committee that James Houghton junior who has
been employed by Messrs Houghton & Ford the
contractors for executing a part of the Llanymynech
and the Chirk and Hordley lines of the canal has in
various instances behaved very improperly in the
exercise of the powers of the said Act, It is ordered
that the said Messrs Houghton & Ford be required
to discharge him from their employment conformably

Table 3

1759 Duke of Bridgewater’s
1763 Calder & Hebble
1766 Kymer’s
1766 Staffordshire & Worcestershire
1769 BCN
1771 BCN
1775 Dudley
1776 Stroudwater
1777 Stourbridge
1780 Dudley
1784 Thames & Severn, tender

(George Beswick)
178x Trent & Mersey (Coventry)
1786 BCN
1792 Dudley
179x BCN
1795 Kennet & Avon
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to the promise made by them to the Committee when
they contracted to execute the works they are now
employed in and that no more money be paid them
on account till they shall have discharged the said
James Houghton junior from their employ.’26 The
precise offence is not specified, but it may well have
been that Houghton trespassed on lands outside the
permitted line of the canal. (George Pinkerton’s
contract with the Ipswich & Stowmarket Navigation
was cancelled in 1790 when he started work before
the company had obtained possession of the land)27

In 1796 Houghton returned to supervision when the
Warwick & Birmingham Canal dismissed their
Engineer, William Felkin, and appointed him instead.
In 1804 James Houghton of Wellow, Somerset
contracted for parts of the Kennet & Avon Canal,
but this was probably James junior, who was also a
contractor on the Bridgwater & Taunton Canal in
1824 and the Grand Western Canal in 1831.

Another canal contractor of ability was William
Mitton, who gave evidence in Parliament during the
progress of the Rochdale Canal bill. His first job had
been the construction of the turnpike road over
Blackstone Edge between Halifax and Rochdale, a
work of some difficulty because of the peaty nature
of the ground.28 He then worked on several canals
including the Thames & Severn in 1786, before
returning home, from where he was able to contract
with the Leeds & Liverpool in 1790 and the Rochdale
in 1796.

Quite early in the canal
age there appeared a
second generation of
contractors, men who had
been employed by the first
generation and then struck
out on their own. One of
the foremen who collected
money for John Beswick
from the Staffordshire &
Worcestershire Canal in
1766 was John Clegg.
Then on 14 June 1768,
now resident in Falkirk, he
was awarded the first
contract for cutting on the
Forth & Clyde Canal.29

For some reason,
presumably the
responsibility of the
company, he was unable to
start immediately and the

company employed him to assist the Resident
Engineer in surveying and levelling. Other contractors
from the Staffordshire & Worcestershire who
continued elsewhere were Ralph Shepperd, who later
worked in the Thames & Severn Canal30 and the
Salisbury & Southampton Canal31 and James Hogg,
who ran a contract on the Coventry Canal in parallel.32

Shepperd’s foreman on the Staffordshire &
Worcestershire, Jonathan Gee, has been mentioned
above. He also worked as a subcontractor; when he
tendered for work on the Neath Canal, he was
described as ‘a person employed by Mr Dadford’,33

presumably on the Glamorganshire Canal, where
Dadford was working at the time.

Canal companies could, as noted above, seek
contractors by advertising in newspapers. They could
also do so more directly, as the Stroudwater Canal
did in 1776 when they sent their Engineer, Edmund
Lingard to Warwick and Leicestershire looking for
(stone) cutters.34 They also seem to have approached
the other companies that were active, as they
employed John Pashley to do carpenter’s work,
recommended by the Ripon committee and ‘Joseph’
(actually James) Bough for masonry, recommended
by Birmingham committee. The latter agreed to bring
four or six hands with him. James Bough will reappear
in connection with the Pinkertons, when he was
remembered on the Stroudwater by James Houghton
as being good at his business but much given to
drinking.

The Ellesmere Canal at Rednal, a length of canal cut by James Houghton
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Canal masonry, including brickwork, was
something of a speciality and a few contractors made
careers from it. John Nock was employed by the
Birmingham Canal in 1770,35 and Samuel Nock in
1771.36 John Nock was a contractor for locks on the
Dudley Canal in 177737 and locks and bridges on the
Stourbridge Canal the following year.38 He returned
to the Dudley in 1786, when he was also employed
by the Thames & Severn.39 His son, John junior was
ultimately unsuccessful, though the substantial
aqueduct he built for the Leominster Canal over the
River Rea has survived two centuries of almost total
neglect. He failed on the Montgomeryshire Canal,
when the moneys due to him on several occasions
were paid in front of his creditors, who duly relieved
him of what they were owed. In August 1795 he was
obliged to appoint Thomas Dadford his agent for
completing the works; presumably this was Thomas
junior, who was assisting his brother John as Engineer
to the canal at that stage.40

Some were content to work as subcontractors.
Benjamin Simcox was a bricklayer for  upwards of
thirty years, on the Chesterfield Canal for seven years,
then as an employee of the Trent & Mersey and
Stourbridge Canals, and then for John Pinkerton on
the Coventry and Birmingham & Fazeley Canals.41

But the employment of nationally eminent contractors
such as John Simpson and William Hazledine, the
builders of Pontcysslte, was no guarantee of success.
Their Vyrnwy Aqueduct on the Montgomeryshire
Canal was built to an incorrect width, and quite early
in its life it required extensive repairs.42

Commercial risks

The financial hazards to which a contractor might
be exposed can be seen in the career of John
Pinkerton. In 1785 he contracted to build a tunnel
under Dudley Hill for the Dudley Canal, giving with
William Jessop a bond for £4000 as surety for
satisfactory completion of the works. In preparing
his tender, as there was no ground investigation, he
had consulted some local miners about the ground
to be expected but their knowledge was faulty and
after two years less than half of the length had been
done. As a result he gave up the contract, paying
£2000 to the company to be allowed to do so. One
of the directors who had been most critical then took
over, and spent 1½ years making even less progress.
The tunnel was then completed in a further three years
by the experienced and competent Josiah Clowes,

using direct labour. Pinkerton received £16,015 for
his work; the director spent £8239 and Clowes
£18,498,43 and it is hard to escape the belief that the
company might have done better to have persevered
with Pinkerton.

While the tunnel contract was grinding to a halt,
Pinkerton was contracting with the Birmingham &
Fazeley Canal for the eastern half of their line. Here
the Resident Engineer was James Bough, who had
been a fellow contractor on the Birmingham Canal
in 1783. At the tender stage George Pinkerton had
checked Bough’s levels and found them wrong; John
Pinkerton tendered on the correct quantities and won
the contract as a result. For various reasons the
contract was delayed, and Thomas Sheasby, the
contractor for the other half of the line, employed
most of the available labour. Pinkerton also
complained of interference by Bough, who probably
felt sore about his mistake, and the company alleged
bad workmanship by the contractor. When Pinkerton
declined to accept an ultimatum to rebuild some of
his work, he was dismissed and the canal was finished
by the company. They then claimed £4800 from
Pinkerton for the costs of completion and repairs; he
counterclaimed for £550 that he said was due to him
under the contract. The company’s solicitor admitted
that a claim for extras had been ‘overlooked’. Eleven
years later the argument went to arbitration, and a
further year later Pinkerton was awarded £436, a
statement in principle at least that Pinkerton had most
of the right on his side. He rather spoilt the effect by
publishing his account of the arbitration, including
an attack on the honesty of the company’s Clerk; he
was prosecuted for libel and spent three months in
prison.

At that time he was also in a drawn-out dispute
about the work he had done for the Barnsley Canal,
where his old colleague William Jessop was Engineer.
In accepting the contract, Pinkerton agreed ‘to abide
by the estimate of the said Mr Jessop’, which only
became available eight months later when some of
the work had been done. But this was a time of
inflation caused by the canal mania and the
Napoleonic wars, and the rates were insufficient for
the later work. When Jessop was asked in 1796 to
adjudge on Pinkerton’s claims for extra money, he
examined Pinkerton’s books and reported that they
were kept methodically, and awarded extras for
unforeseen ground conditions. But the company
insisted that Pinkerton abide by the rates fixed earlier
by Jessop and had to advance £2000 to him to enable
him to continue. Pinkerton continued to work for
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them for another three years, but eventually they
claimed, as the Birmingham & Fazeley had done, for
moneys overpaid and the cost of repairs they said
had been necessary. Although Pinkerton won the
preliminary rounds of the litigation, when the matter
eventually reached the Court of Chancery the Master
of the Rolls was critical of Jessop who, he said, had
misunderstood his position. He had been wrong to
fix the rates as he had done, and should have acted
as an arbitrator rather than the employee of the
company. But the contract was clear and, 16 years
after the dispute arose, Pinkerton was obliged to
repay the £2000 with interest, £3136 in all.44

Tunnelling was, as Pinkerton had found out the
hard way at Dudley, commercially as well as
physically a hazardous
job for a contractor.
Although ground boring
to significant depth was
used when prospecting
for coal, it seems that few
canals tried to determine
the nature of the ground
through which their
tunnels would pass,
preferring to place the
risk of unforeseen
problems onto the
contractor. The
authorised lines of both
the Blisworth Tunnel on
the Grand Junction Canal
and the Crick Tunnel on
the Grand Union had to
be abandoned and new
alignments sought after
construction had started.
The Leeds & Liverpool
Canal contracted in
March 1791 with John
Parkin and Thomas
Leybourn for part of Foulridge Tunnel.  By July
Leybourn had already given up and Parkin, overpaid
by the company and in debt to his workmen, was
obliged to sell his tools in order to pay the latter.45

On the Leicestershire & Northamptonshire Union
Canal, one of the contractors for Saddington Tunnel,
Thomas Hill, owed the company £86 in 1795 and
could not proceed without more money. The
company decided to dismiss him and prosecute him
for debt. Not surprisingly, it was reported at the next
meeting that he had absconded.46  Three of the other

contractors for the tunnel were also in debt to the
company. One of them was Henry Ludlam, who had
made the Old Park and Snarestone Tunnels on the
Ashby de la Zouch Canal. With his brothers Joseph
and Benjamin, he was at work on the Blisworth
Tunnel in the late 1790s when the company decided
instead to abandon the line and provide a railway
over the hill instead. More serious were the problems
faced by the two pairs of brothers, John and Jonathan
Woodhouse and George and Anthony Tissington
when work resumed on the revised line in 1802.
Experienced tunnellers and miners, they lost £13,000
over two years and had to give up the contract. The
first contractor to complete a number of tunnels

successfully was Daniel Pritchard. He built the
Bosworth and (re-aligned) Crick Tunnels of the
Grand Union, Islington and Maida Hill on the
Regent’s, Hincaster on the Lancaster, Strood on the
Thames & Medway and lastly the second Harecastle
Tunnel on the Trent & Mersey, described by its
Engineer, Thomas Telford as ‘more perfect than any
other that was hitherto constructed’. Presumably
Pritchard was more contractually aware.

Hincaster Tunnel, one of those built by Daniel Pritchard
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Relationships on site

In a relatively small world, on projects where more
often than not several contractors were employed at
the same time, it was likely that contractors would
become acquainted with each other. This sometimes
led to partnerships, usually on a one-off basis. Thomas
Green tendered unsuccessfully with Edward Edge
for tunnel work on the Thames & Severn Canal in
178347, but was in partnership with  John Nock and
John Brawn on the Dudley Canal in 1786.48 In 1792
Brawn contracted by himself to build the Wyrley &
Essington Canal49 but in 1796 he was with Samuel
Brawn and his old partner Thomas Green on the
Southampton & Salisbury Canal.50 William Mitton
contracted with William Corbitt for some cutting on
the Thames & Severn Canal in 1785,51 and with Paul
Vickers for work on the Rochdale Canal in 1794,52

where he seems to have been the lead partner. At the
end of 1790 he took a contract on the Leeds &
Liverpool Canal,53 where a couple of months later
Paul Vickers ‘of Thorne’ and John Taylor of Drayton
were also partners in a contract.54 William Lawson
and Murdoch McLean took a contract together there
in July 1791 but Vickers and Lawson had come
together for a contract on the same canal in November
1791. By 1794 Vickers had been joined by John Lewis
of (Welsh)Pool to cut from Standish to Wigan on the
southern end of the Lancaster Canal.55

Totally informal, but potentially quite valuable,
were the relationships that could be established with
the canal company’s Engineer. Several of the
contractors who obtained work on the Leeds &
Liverpool Canal in 1790/91 had come south with
Robert Whitworth from the Forth & Clyde Canal.
Hugh McIntosh worked as a navvy on both of these
before winning a contract on the Lancaster Canal
for John Rennie, who later used his influence to have
McIntosh appointed to other, larger contracts. (Sir)
Edward Banks was also working for Rennie at that
time, a connection that would lead to some of the
largest contracts in the country.56 William Jessop was
much less actively engaged in the actual construction
of canals, and apart from occasional appearances by
the Pinkertons, few contractors won repeat work on
his projects. Later, William Seed was a contractor
for 20 years on canals where William Crosley junior
was Engineer. Both went on to work on railways,
Seed on the Grand Junction and Crosley on the
London & Birmingham, though they were unusual
in making that transition. Someone who was aged

20 at the height of the canal mania in 1793 would
have been 60 when work started on the Grand
Junction and London & Birmingham Railways.

Most canals were built by companies whose
shareholders elected a management committee, who
were expected to take a hands-on role in the
supervision of construction. On the Staffordshire &
Worcestershire Canal, one of the earliest trunk canals,
the committee appointed one of their number as Clerk
of the Works. He frequently deployed the contractors’
workmen to suit the company’s concerns; as the
contractors were paid by the volume of soil
excavated, they were presumably reimbursed for time
wasted travelling from one part of the canal to
another. It is not clear whether these early canal
companies entered into written contracts, but even
by the 1790s, when that was becoming common
practice, contracts were written on two or three large
pages of vellum, which did not allow for much detail
in the specification. Not many of these documents
survive, so it is not possible to generalise, but it is
probable that in some cases contractors were merely
required to provide works that were fit for purpose,
and left to decide themselves how best to do so. There
was often a term in the contract that required the
contractor to be responsible for the maintenance of
the works for, typically, seven years after completion,
to guard against scamping. However, the canal
company might have a higher standard in mind than
the contractor and use its control over cash flow to
put pressure on the contractor. The consequences of
such disagreements could be severe. When a breach
occurred in the banks of the Glamorganshire Canal,
an explicitly design-and-build contract, and Thomas
Sheasby senior and Thomas Dadford senior refused
to repair it without a cash advance, the company had
them imprisoned. Robert Whitworth subsequently
awarded them all but £1000 of the monies that they
claimed were due to them.

John Pinkerton in accusing the Birmingham &
Fazeley Canal of ‘taking the direction of the buildings
upon themselves, has to observe that after the
foundations were set out by the Company’s Agents,
they had, properly speaking, done with him, and
ought not to have further interfered with him or his
men. He was bound by his contract to execute the
works properly, and if he failed in so doing he was
liable to the consequences, but certainly if he was to
be considered as liable, he ought to have had the entire
management and direction of the work he was to be
so answerable for; instead of which … the Company’s
Agents interfered in the direction of the buildings,
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and mixing of the mortar from the first, which they
had no right to do … and the Company seemed to
countenance them in it.’57 Pinkerton  used proportions
in his mix of mortar that were specified by William
Jessop, then coming into his own
as the leading canal engineer, but
which may well have been
inadequate — John Rennie later,
in a discussion about harbour
works, was strongly critical of
them. As the canal age
progressed and experience grew,
engineers like Rennie provided
more detailed specifications that
produced better quality but
transferred some of the technical
risk to the client.

Small or large?

Contractors on the early canals do not seem to have
been men of capital. Most canal companies provided
all of the tools and wheelbarrows required, and paid
the contractors weekly. Although it seems to have
been the practice from the start to pay for the quantity
of material excavated, with different rates for different
types of soil and depths of cutting, and for wheeling
it along the canal rather than banking it immediately
to one side, the companies usually employed too few
experienced staff to measure up the works frequently.
Instead, contractors were paid a daily rate for each
of their employees, ‘counters’ being employed by the
canals to take daily tallies of the number of men on
the works. When measurement did take place,
contractors might find that their men had not matched
the productivity on which they had tendered and that
they were in debt to the company. Since they usually
did not have the resources to repay the difference,
the usual response was to abscond quickly, before
the company could have them arrested for debt.
Companies had long memories — Thomas Thatcher
had left the Kennet & Avon Canal owing £720 five
years previously when the company learned that he
had obtained contracts at Bristol Docks and was
presumably worth suing.58

On the other side, a problem for contractors could
be the inability of the company to pay them in ready
money. No regal copper coinage was minted between
1775 and 1797, a period that included the height of
the canal mania. The Rochdale Canal’s bankers in
1796 required an additional 2s.6d per cent

commission ‘on account of having to provide cash
at a considerable expense and to advance it
frequently’.59 At least they were willing to do so. In
1789 John Pinkerton solved the problem on the

Basingstoke Canal by issuing tokens with a face value
of one shilling, a little less than a day’s wages for his
workmen. It seems likely that the local shopkeepers
received enough of them to be able to redeem them
for banknotes. In 1791 the contractors on the Leeds
& Liverpool were being paid in bills, which they had
to discount in order to obtain the cash they needed
to pay their workmen.60 In 1793, the Monmouthshire
Canal Treasurers were only able to pay two-thirds in
cash, with one-third in their notes.61 Even when
minting resumed there could be problems. In 1811
the Taunton Courier reported ‘On the Saturday
evening a number of the workmen, employed in
excavating the bed of the Grand Western Canal,
assembled at Wellington for the purpose of obtaining
change for the payment of their wages, which there
has been lately considerable difficulty in procuring.’62

As a result of their treatment then, 300 men rioted at
Sampford Peverell on the Monday, and one man was
shot.

Occasionally a canal company was unable to make
any payment at all. In August 1798 the Southampton
& Salisbury Canal was a month in arrears to its
contractors.63 As well as the chronic problem of
unrealistically low estimates of the capital required,
most canal companies were required by their Act to
pay interest on the capital advanced by their
shareholders. If a company was also restricted in the
rate at which it could call on shareholders, sometimes
to only 20% in one year, 10% of the capital could be
eaten up in these payments. And particularly for the
canal mania schemes, companies could spend a lot
of unsuccessful effort in trying to make shareholders
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who had subscribed in the hope of ‘stagging’ the issue.
A contractor without the capital to tide over the
problem would dismiss his workmen, but they might
well have moved on by the time that the company
could meet its obligations and work resumed.

Companies could also be very reluctant to
recognise that contractors had legitimate claims to
extra payment. The cases of the Glamorganshire and
the Birmingham & Fazeley Canals have been noted
above. Canal contractors did however enjoy one
benefit that their railway successors arguably did not.
Arbitration was usually provided by two engineers,
one chosen by each side, with the two arbitrators
nominating a third and final umpire if they were unable
to agree. An exception was John Rennie, who insisted
on being the sole arbitrator for works where he was
the Engineer, though he was clear that clients should
make proper payment if they expected to get good
workmanship from their contractors.

Companies varied in their attitude to the type of
contractor they wished to employ. The Forth & Clyde
Canal decided in 1787 to advertise for contractors
for digging, ordering that ‘the Chief Engineer do
make three divisions of the same … for the purpose
of admitting three sets of contractors in order to
create emulation and give facility in the execution.’
Whether the company appreciated the problems of
coordination that would thereby devolve on
themselves is not clear.64 The Rochdale Canal sought
‘labourers’ to undertake small lots on their summit
level in 1794,65 and also declined a proposal to
undertake the whole length from Rochdale to
Manchester. The Southampton & Salisbury, still
struggling on in 1801, re-advertised their work in
smaller lots but expected to find contractors who
would execute £500-worth of work before receiving
any payment.66 On a larger scale, the Gloucester &
Berkeley contracted with Thomas and Benjamin
Baylis in 1817 for £20,000 and the following year
for a further £65,000; the brothers were sufficiently
well financed to agree to spend £8000 before
invoicing the company.67 When they resigned their
contract because of a disagreement about the type
of stone to be used, the work was completed by Hugh
McIntosh, who had been recommended by Rennie
to another employer as ‘one of the fittest persons I
know for the execution of your works ... He is besides
a man of considerable property …’68 It is difficult to
imagine McIntosh even considering tendering for
work on the Lancaster Canal in 1813, whose printed
specification stated ‘The contractor will not be
permitted to re-let the building or setting of any part

of the masonry but must personally attend to the
execution thereof.’69 More realistic was the Carlisle
Canal in 1820, who ‘ordered that Messrs Millington
& Bainbridge have liberty to sublet their masonry to
Mr Knowles, they being still responsible for the due
performance of the contract.’70

In the absence of any records of the contractors, it
is difficult to know how many navvies the contractors
employed, though estimates can be made from what
financial information remains. The total numbers were
often restricted by the rate at which the canal company
was permitted by its Act to call on its shareholders
for cash. In the early days of the Staffordshire &
Worcestershire Canal perhaps 400 men were
employed, with John Beswick the largest contractor
having 80-100. The Trent & Mersey in 1767 was
said to have about 600, but that may have included
all the trades.71 When they contracted with the Oxford
Canal on 2 January 1770, Thomas Jackson and John
Robinson agreed to spend at least £200 per week,
which implies a workforce of more than 400 men.
There were already 700 at work, and Robinson
contracted by himself for another length of the canal
at the same time.72 Against that, John Brawn, the sole
contractor for the Wyrley & Essington Canal,
reported in 1792 that he could complete an
embankment in the time allotted without increasing
his workforce from the existing 30; the company
thought that he would need 100 overall to meet his
other commitments.73 From the mid-1790s the Leeds
& Liverpool Canal did record the numbers on each
section, though without attributing them directly to
the contractors. Numbers varied significantly from
season to season and year to year — 577 in November
1798 and 277 a year later.74 The Crinan Canal was
limited by its remoteness from centres of population
and the difficulties of feeding large numbers in a sparse
area; in June 1800 the number employed rose to 507,
but the Resident Engineer did not expect to achieve
that again.75

One worry for a contractor was competition for
his labour force from other sources, whether another
contractor or local farmers at harvest time.  The
Herefordshire & Gloucestershire Canal minuted on
20 November 1793 ‘Ordered that if any Contractor
shall inveigle a workman from another contractor,
that the first Contractor shall never be suffer’d to
take any future contract, and moreover, that if any
workman shall leave a Master with whom he is
engaged during the performance of any contract, and
hire himself with another, that such workman shall
be immediately discharg’d from the employment of
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the Company, and that hand bills to this effect be
published thro’ the Works.’76

Because canal proprietors were often local
landowners, they could sometimes exert influence on
the companies to allow navvies to leave the works
during harvest time. The Peak Forest Canal in 1794
delayed a start at Dukinfield until after the corn
harvest had been got in.77 The Kennet & Avon
instructed its contractors in 1795 not to employ
labourers for six weeks during harvest time, if they
lived within 20 miles of the canal.78 In 1796 the Ashby
Canal ‘Resolved that Mr Whitworth be directed so
to reduce the number of men employed on the works
as to be within the compass of the expence of £600 a
fortnight for the harvest months in order to let them
go off to harvest work for the benefit of the country.’79

What, if any, compensation the contractors received
for this variation to the terms of their contract is not
recorded. Not all canals took the same view. A
Birmingham paper printed a letter from the Rector
of Sutton Coldfield on 6 February 1798, that last
summer’s harvest had been injured by lack of men to
gather it in. It was alleged that they were digging
canals. As many Bills for new canals were then before
Parliament, he suggested inserting a clause in them
to prevent labourers working on canals from mid-
August to mid-September, or later if necessary.80 It
made no progress as it was pointed out that farmers
might resolve the issue themselves by offering
competitive wages.

Conclusion

After the passage from the Lives of the Engineers
quoted above, Samuel Smiles goes on to say that he
had been informed that most of the labourers
employed were of a superior class. This came from
(Sir) Robert Rawlinson, who presumably was
speaking of his time as Engineer to the Bridgewater
Canal in the 1840s. There is little evidence one way
or the other about the earlier contractors, but an
indication is given by the receipt books of the
Staffordshire & Worcestershire Canal, at the start of
the canal era.81 Anyone receiving money from the
company was required to sign for it. Only one of the
contractors made his mark; one had clearly taken
pains to learn how to write, for his signature is ragged
and his name spelt three different ways at different
times; the others signed in a clear hand. But the
contractors often did not collect their wages in
person, and their foremen or occasionally their wives

did so on their behalf and they too signed their names.
Only the carters who delivered the materials to the
site seem to have been generally illiterate.

Contractors operated within a framework largely
created by the management committees of canal
companies and their consulting engineers. Comparing
1820 with 1760, it is possible to discern major
progress in the organisation of canal construction.
There were still companies who operated much as
their predecessors had 60 years previously, but those
60 years had brought forward systems and people
who would make possible the much larger scale of
the last trunk canals and the railways. In that process,
the best of the canal contractors played a full part.
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