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PREFACE 
 
THE READER SHOULD REFER TO THE AUTHOR’S LATEST BOOK “A HISTORY 
OF LIMESTONE BURNING IN N W LEICESTERSHIRE” TO SEE MORE 
INFORMATION ON WHY THESE TRANSPORT ROUTES WERE DEVELOPED AND 
HOW THEY FITTED INTO THE NATIONAL NETWORK OF CANALS, HORSE 
DRAWN TRAMWAYS AND STEAM DRIVEN RAILWAYS IN THE AREA. 
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COLEORTON RAILWAY 
 

 A SCHEMATIC DIAGRAM (NOT TO SCALE) SHOWING THE ROUTE OF THE COLEORTON RAILWAY 
FROM THE LEICESTER TO SWANNINGTON RAILWAY AT SWANNINGTON INCLINE TO 

WORTHINGTON ROUGH, INCLUDING THE TRAMWAY BRANCH LINES FROM THE CHARNWOOD 
FOREST CANAL AT THRINGSTONE WHARF TO THE COLLIERIES AT  

THRINGSTONE AND COLEORTON 
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Sir George Howland Willoughby Beaumont, 8th baronet, was responsible for the promoting, 
building, and a substantial part of financing the “Coleorton Railway”, and also for the promoting of 
the “Coleorton Railway Act“, passed by Parliament on June 10th 1833, which permitted the 
railway to be operated. Most of the land on which it was built was owned by Sir George, so his 
contribution to the cost would have been more than what it actually appeared. The total money 
raised was apparently £15,240, of which Sir George contributed £5,500 (36%). He held 109 of the 
340, £50 shares, and was the major shareholder. The primary purpose of the railway, was to 
serve Beaumont’s collieries in the Peggs Green and Coleorton areas, however, other key 
people like the Earl of Stamford & Warrington, the owner of Cloud Hill Quarry, and Lord 
Ferrers with his mining and quarrying interests would have had an involvement.  
 
Sir George had seen the Leicester & Swannington Railway project as containing both potential 
and threat. Yes, it would bring the new railway network into the Leicestershire coalfield, but it 
would stop short of serving all his potential colliery interests. Beaumont was fairly new to the 
area, having inherited the estate in 1827 (see the book entitled “A History of Coleorton and 
the Locality” by Samuel T Stewart). He had previously lived in Surrey, and it seemed that he 
did not know, or was more likely misled by his agent, about the extent to which the Coleorton coal 
reserves had already been mined. However, he still had inherited wealth and perhaps some 
political influence, as his father, the 7th Baronet had been MP for Bere Alston in Devon. 
 
Before the Bill was presented to Parliament in March 1830, Sir George spoke to a number of MPs 
asking them to oppose the line unless it extended to serve Coleorton too. On behalf of the 
Leicester and Swannington promoters, Sir Charles Hastings and Mr Keck responded to the 
danger of this threat. They agreed with Sir George…..”to render you every assistance in their 
power to enable you to communicate by a Branch to the main line of the Railway, and that in the 
case of your being compelled to apply to Parliament to effect that objective, that the expenses to 
be thereby incurred, should be repaid to you out of the tonnages which might become payable for 
Coals and other minerals conveyed from your works…”. On the last day of March 1830, the 
Coleorton agreement was confirmed, and on June 10th 1833 the Leicester & Swannington 
Railway obtained its Act. 
 
Sir George had not managed to persuade the promoters to build his line, but he had at least 
ensured that legal costs associated with it would be refunded to him. In fact, the Leicester & 
Swannington Railway Company was rather shrewd in all its dealings, only actually paying for two 
(Bagworth and North Bridge) of the six branches which brought additional traffic over its route in 
the coming decade. The main line from Leicester to Bardon and Bagworth Colliery was 
completed in two years, and was officially opened on July 24th 1832. By 1833, it had reached 
Long Lane, Whitwick, and was soon extended to the 1 in 17 Swannington Incline. 
 
George Stephenson reported to the Board on his survey of the extension beyond Swannington, 
including levels. Samuel Smith Harris later stated that these included inclined planes and a 
branch to Cloud Hill Lime works. In August, Sir George Crewe requested that any such extension 
should serve his Ticknall Lime works. At the end of September, Sir George expressed a 
willingness to promote a railway from the Coleorton and Peggs Green Collieries, under the terms 
of the Coleorton Agreement, and the Coleorton Railway project was officially announced in the 
Leicester Chronicle of November 20th 1832. During the winter of 1832/3, Samuel Harris (an 
architect and surveyor, as well as being a partner in Whitwick Colliery) drew up a section of the 
route. William Dicken was then appointed engineer and finally drew up the plans for submission 
to Parliament. The “Leicester and Swannington Railway Co” actually supported the project, by 
paying the costs for processing the Act of Parliament, and also supplied technical knowledge in 
building the railway. 
 
The contractors for the railway were Messrs Nowell and Son, and one of their first major tasks 
was to build a 480 yard long tunnel at Peggs Green, which the line coming from the bottom of the 
Swannington incline passed through, before heading south east towards “Worthington Rough”.  
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THE ENTRANCE TO THE CIRCULAR BRICK TUNNEL AT ST. GEORGE’S HILL, SWANNINGTON 
WHICH HAS NOW BEEN FILLED IN 

 
From the estate records, we know that “Coleorton Brickyard“, managed by Thomas Thirlby at that 
time, supplied some 868,000 bricks between August 1833 and February 1835, mainly for the 
building of the Peggs Green tunnel. The price for these bricks started at 22 shillings per 
thousand, reducing later to £1 per thousand. The brickyard was owned by Sir George Beaumont, 
and had a reputation for making high quality bricks, many of which were supplied to St.Pancras 
station. 5,800 common bricks were supplied to Coleorton Pottery in 1841 at 25s. per thousand for 
the start of building the first kiln. See the book entitled “Coleorton Pottery 1835-1938” by 
Samuel T Stewart.  
 
In September 1835, Nowell & Son and Thomas Platts were paid for fencing, hedging and dyking 
along the route. 
 
The line continued onto Gelsmoor via an embankment, which crossed the bridge on Aqueduct 
Lane, which was / is always referred to by the locals as Acadoc. It is thought that it got its name 
from a wooden sough on stilts which was created at one time to bring the pumped water from a 
mine shaft which was sunk in the field to the north of what was once Providence Chapel and is 
now Providence House on Gelsmoor Road, down to the brook at the bottom of Zion’s Hill. The 
shaft was approx 200 meters from the current Rempstone Road and 15 meters in from the 
current Gelsmoor Road.  
 
The following photographs are of the former bridge on Aqueduct Lane, which the Coleorton 
Railway once ran over. The first photograph was taken as the bridge was being demolished; note 
the group of people standing on the top.  The bridge, in dressed sandstone, was constructed as 
part of the Coleorton Railway project c.1834. The side walls of the bridge are still there, and a 
blue plaque to commemorate it has been installed by Coleorton heritage.  
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   THE BRIDGE BEING DEMOLISHED    THE BRIDGE AS IT LOOKED C.1900 
         VIEWED FROM GELSMOOR ROAD 

 
A circular brick tunnel had to be constructed through the embankment at the bottom of Zion’s Hill 
to allow the brook to pass through, and which still exists today. From this point onwards the 
railway ran through Worthington Parish. The embankment then continued on to a point close to 
the “Gelsmoor” on Rempstone Road. “The Gelsmoor” restaurant originated in the 1840’s as the 
“Railway Hotel“, the licensee being George Crabtree. It later became the “Railway Tavern” and 
then the “Railway Inn“. Apparently the road crossing at this point was controlled by a keeper, who 
was provided with a wooden box. The railway also had a wharf at Gelsmoor, next to the 
Rempstone Turnpike, which was run by George Crabtree, and operated transferring coal, slack, 
lime and any other items that could be conveyed on the railway, such as pottery from “Coleorton 
Pottery”. 
 
Following pressure from Sir George Beaumont, the line was extended to continue along another 
embankment to cross the road just below Newbold School, and then via a cutting and short 
tunnel (c.90 yards long) to the terminus at the Hinckley-Melbourne turnpike, which was originally 
built in 1750. At this point, the railway had reached the Cloud Hill tramway (plateway) at what was 
also known as Worthington Rough, and ran alongside it in a westerly direction for a short 
distance, but did not connect with it at this time (see schematic diagram at the beginning of this 
section). It was thought to have been completed to this point from Swannington Incline in early 
1835. For a relatively short railway (c. 2 ½ miles long), a high degree of civil engineering was 
involved in its construction. 

 

 
 

NEWBOLD TUNNEL 
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Although the line was the standard 4 feet 8½ inch gauge, and used edge rails, it was worked by 
horse drawn wagons with flanged wheels and there is no documentary evidence that steam 
engines were ever used on the “Coleorton Railway” (see later photographs).  
 
The failure of the original aim to reach “Smoile Colliery” which was leased from Sir George by 
Benjamin Walker proved costly, and initially coal wagons had to be double loaded from the coal 
shaft to reach the railway for transportation to Leicester. This was clearly inefficient. It is possible, 
that an extension of the line to one of the Smoile Colliery shafts was constructed c.1836, based 
on the submission of a bill from George Chubb for 2 guineas for surveying the extension. He was 
the surveyor and resident engineer of the railway. 
 
Lime from “Cloud Hill Quarry” would have had to be transhipped onto the “Coleorton Railway” due 
to the fact that the Tramway was in fact a 4 feet 2 inch gauge plateway (see later photograph). 
The L shaped line plateway, used narrower wagons with plain rimmed wheels, and therefore this 
did not match either the rail type, wheel type or gauge of the “Coleorton Railway“. The “Ashby 
Canal Company“ which owned the tramway had anticipated this, and considered Lord Stamford’s 
(owner of “Cloud Hill Lime Works“) proposal in Feb 1833 to lay a compatible rib (edge) rail from 
Cloud Hill, to connect with the “Coleorton Railway” at Worthington Rough. This was not carried 
out, and the “Ashby Canal Company” then considered a proposal in 1837 from the “Leicester and 
Swannington Railway” board, who had become concerned about the lack of traffic over 
Swannington Incline from “Coleorton Railway“, to lay down rib (edge) rails parallel with the 
tramway from its intersection point with the “Coleorton Railway” to “Cloud Hill Lime Quarry”. The 
canal company went one step further, and requested their company engineer to prepare costings 
for relaying the whole of the tramway from Willesley basin to Ticknall and Cloud Hill with rib 
(edge) rails, and also to prepare an estimate for the likely increased traffic. Clearly, this proved 
too expensive, and the final solution, agreed by the “Ashby Canal Company” on Dec 4th 1838, 
was to lay a rib (edge) rail on the tramway from Cloud Hill to “The Smoile“, the cost of which was 
borne by “Bostock & Co” (Lord Stamford’s tenant at Cloud Hill), and “Coleorton Railway” via loans 
from the Swannington and Leicester Railway of £600 and £633.13s.11d respectively. The work 
was recorded as not being completed till Aug 5th 1840. 
 
The “Coleorton Railway” and “Leicester and Swannington Railway”, clearly stood to benefit from 
considerable extra traffic over the line, which proved to be the case. The rib (edge) rail proved to 
be a success, and traffic from Cloud Hill continued steadily over the line until the building of the 
Midland Railway from Derby to Ashby took place. From the time the section from Worthington to 
Ashby was opened in 1874 no further shipments from Cloud Hill over the Coleorton Railway were 
recorded for obvious reasons.  
 
Although the information available is somewhat sketchy, it appears that “Coleorton Railway” was 
latterly (by 1862) extended to another of the “Smoile Colliery” shafts in an effort to improve its 

financial viability. It is recorded that by c.1849, a short branch line had been added to take coal 
from the “California Colliery”, and in c.1853 and c.1855, two further short branch lines had been 
added to the “Calcutta” and “Califat” collieries and another to the ”Peggs Green Colliery”. The 
following recorded statement was made in Oct 1857 by Charles Smith who was the receiver for 
“Wyggeston’s Hospital” (a charitable institution) on whose land the Califat and California 
Collieries stood - “Mr. Worswick has erected two collieries on the estate (Califat and California), 
and has far exceeded the minimum quantity of 12 acres per annum. He has recently erected a 
private railway nearly parallel to the Coleorton line from the terminus of the old Swannington to 
his newest pit on the common“.  
 
The “Coleorton Railway” survived for c.40yrs, and had a somewhat roller coaster life, with some 
high points of profitable traffic, and a lot of lows when traffic was inadequate. Overall, the line was 
a financial failure, in part, as a result of the very competitive prices being achieved in the 
Leicester coal market, due to a price-cutting war between the Derbyshire collieries and the new 
collieries at Coalville. The New Lount colliery used part of the line until the closure of the pit in 
1968. 
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The above photograph shows coal being transported along a plateway rail system by horse 
drawn wagons. This would have been similar to how it would have been on the Coleorton 
Railway, except that it was a single track rib (edge) rail line, and the wagons would have had 
flanged wheels. The original Cloud Hill tramway was a plateway rail system as per the above 
photograph. 

 

 
A typical design of horse drawn wagons with flanged wheels that would have been used on the 
Coleorton Railway, running on rib (edge) rails. 

 

                     
 SECTION OF TYPICAL PLATEWAY RAIL  CAST IRON FISH BELLY RIB (EDGE) RAIL.        
                           STEPHENSON 1818 PATENT 

In the early 1800’s, George Stephenson held the patents and rights for the best cast iron rib 
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(edge) rails (see preceding illustration), which were typically only 3 feet in length. These tended to 
be brittle and broke easily.  John Birkinshaw in 1820 developed and patented a method of rolled 
wrought / malleable iron edge rails which could be made in 15 foot lengths. These were 
technically better in all respects, and Stephenson used these rails on the “Stockton and 
Darlington Railway” and they were also used on the “Leicester and Swannington Railway“. It is 
therefore likely, although no records exist, that the same rails were used on the “Coleorton 
Railway“. The author recalls these lines still existing in Stoney Lane, and going over the lane from 
the embankment on either side. They were later taken up by the council. 

 
In “The Leicester to Swannington Railway” by C.R.Clinker (Leicestershire Archeological Society) 
it is recorded on the only surviving shipment document (1832 to 1845) that the following 
shipments of burnt lime were sent via the Coleorton Railway and Leicester to Swannington 
Railway to Leicester from Cloud Hill. 
      
     Tons  Cwts  Qt’s 
First 6 months of 1833   371      
 
The above would have presumably been transported to Long Lane, Whitwick by horse drawn 
wagons on the turnpike roads as the railway to “Swannington Incline” was not completed till 
November 1833. 
 
First 6 months of 1844   783  11  2 
Last 6 months of 1844   2044  9  1 
First 6 months of 1845   675  8  3 
 
The above would have been transported by horse drawn wagons on the Coleorton Railway to be 
transhipped onto the Leicester to Swannington railway wagons at ‘Swannington incline’. 

 
 

 
 
The above extract from the 1836 1st edition O/S map also shows coloured green, the route of the 
Coleorton Railway coming from the Pegg’s Green in a north westerly direction, going through the 
Newbold tunnel and finally running alongside the Cloud Hill Tramway for a short distance at 
“Worthington Rough” where lime from Cloud Hill and coal from the Smoile area was initially 
transhipped into the Coleorton Railway horse drawn wagons. 
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THE CHARNWOOD FOREST CANAL 

 
ORIGINAL MAP OF THE CHARNWOOD FOREST CANAL DRAWN IN 1791 BY THE CANAL’S 

ENGINEER CHRISTOPHER STAVELY AND ANNOTATED BY THE AUTHOR 
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About the time that the Leicestershire and South Derbyshire turnpike system was becoming 
effective, business men and financiers applied themselves to a new concept of inland 
communication – the canal – which culminated in the notorious “canal mania” of 1791-3. 
Sponsors of the various canal projects believed this new form of transport would drastically cut 
costs, and open up new distant markets, particularly for bulky commodities such as coal and lime. 
 
Following the successful completion of the Duke of Bridgewater’s canal, a new interest was 
awakened in the ill fated Soar Navigation project, with the desire in Leicester for cheaper 
Erewash Valley coal. The Erewash Valley Colliery owners had built their canal to the Trent by 
1779, and the Soar Navigation had completed the section from the Trent to Loughborough the 
year before. By 1779, the Erewash canal had opened from Trent Lock to Langley (Mill) Bridge. By 
May of that year, West Hallam coal was being transported in 30 ton barges to be delivered in 3 to 
4 days at Loughborough Wharf at plus 9s 0d a ton. Denby coal sold for 6s 1d a ton soon 
afterwards. This brought huge competition for the coal owners, as now those on the Derbyshire 
side of the River Erewash were able to sell their output in Nottingham at a reduced rate by 
transporting it by barge along the new canal and onto the River Trent. Canal boats carrying 30 
tons of coal, manned by a crew of three, and pulled by one horse, could complete the voyage 
from Erewash pithead to Loughborough Wharf in three and a half days in calm weather. At 
Loughborough, coal had to be transferred into carts to complete the journey to Leicester by road, 
and serious attention was again being given to extending the navigable waterway through to 
Leicester. The Leicester Navigation was proposed, but was met with violent opposition from Sir 
George Beaumont and other Leicestershire pit owners, whose interests had already been 
damaged by the Soar Navigation. The sponsors, however, of the proposed Navigation were able 
to buy over the Leicestershire coal-owners by agreeing to include them in their scheme, a 
proposed canal from the Soar, near Loughborough, to the Coleorton coalfield. This, on the face of 
it, should have given the Leicestershire pits a small advantage, and probably would have done so 
if the original proposals for a continuous waterway had been carried through. 
 
The original Charnwood Forest Canal was to begin at Thringstone Bridge, close to the Coleorton 
and Swannington pits, and was to pass north of Sheepshed and Loughborough to join the 
Leicester Navigation, via a series of locks, at Barrow-On-Soar. 
 
The reader should note that the Charnwood Forest Canal was principally built for the 
transportation of coal, from the mines at Swannington and Coleorton. Burnt lime from 
Barrow Hill, Osgathorpe and Gracedieu lime quarries only formed a small percentage of 
the tonnage transhipped via the canal during its short life. 
 
A prominent part in the negotiations which followed was played by the now wealthy Leicester 
banker, and coal mine proprietor Joseph Boultbee, who was also a tenant of one of Beaumont’s 
mines at Coleorton. 
 
Various bills before Parliament between 1786 and 1789 were thrown out under pressure from 
landed interests, but the Bill finally gained assent in 1791, and the Leicester Navigation 
Company, of which Sir George Beaumont was a shareholder, was formed. There follows an 
extract and copy from the original petition made to Parliament in 1786:- 
 
A petition of the several Noblemen, and the humble petition of the several Gentlemen, Clergy, 
merchants, Tradesmen, manufacturers, and others whose Names are thereunto subscribed, on 
Behalf of themselves and others, was presented to the House, and read; Setting forth, That by 
surveys lately made, it appears, that a Canal, for the Navigation of Boats and other vessels with 
heavy Burdens, may be made from Thringstone Bridge, in the Parish of Whitwick, in the County 
of Leicester, to the Town of Leicester, to commence at near Thringstone Bridge aforesaid, and to 
proceed from thence through or near the several Parishes, Townships or hamlets, of Thringstone, 
Whitwick, Osgathorpe, Belton, Sheepshed, Garrendon, Thorpe Acre, and Loughborough, and 
there to cross the Loughborough Canal Navigation which communicates with the Trent 
Navigation, or instead thereof, if it thought to be more beneficial to the Public, to pass on the 
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South Side of Loughborough aforesaid, and to proceed from thence, in either Case, through or 
near the several Parishes, Townships or Hamlets of Loughborough, Woodthorpe, and Quarndon, 
to or near Barrow upon Soar, there to communicate with River Soar, from whence a Navigation 
may be continued, by Means of widening, deepening, and cleansing the said River Soar, and 
making necessary Cuts and Deviations by the Sides thereof, to or near Lady’s Bridge, in the 
Parish of Saint Margaret, in or near the said town of Leicester, or to or near West Bridge, in the 
Parish of Saint Mary in the said Town of Leicester, or to or near both these places; and also, that 
one or more Rail or Waggon Way or Ways for the conveyance of Coal, Stone, Lime, and other 
Goods, to or near the several Coal Pits and Lime Works opened, or to be opened, or worked, in 
the several Parishes, Townships, or places of Swannington, Coleorton, Thringstone, Staunton 
Harold, Osgathorpe, Breedon, and Grace Dieu, contigous or near to Thringstone aforesaid, and 
the line of the said intended Canal, may be made and completed from the said Canal Navigation; 
and that from making the said above-mentioned Canal and Navigation, and Rail or Waggon Way 
or Ways, the Petitioners conceive that great public advantage may be derived, by extending the 
Intercourse of Trade and Commerce, as well as many local Benefits produced to several local 
Towns and Places, and particularly in the articles of Coal and Lime………….. 
 
Christopher Staveley was brought in to survey the area and came up with a seven and a half mile 
long contour canal between Thringstone and Nanpantan, near Loughborough (see Stavely’s 
map of the canal at the beginning of the article).  
 
The 1791 Act meant a major change to the original proposals, since the vexed question of water 
rights owned by watermills at Gracedieu, Sheepshed and Dishley, prevented the use of water for 
heading the lock system, so it was agreed to run a level canal along what is the 300 feet contour, 
so far as it would go, which was at Nanpanton near the Priory Hotel, 170 ft. above the Soar. The 
final route of the canal began at Thringstone Bridge, running north as far as Osgathorpe, before 
turning sharply south again to pass behind Gracedieu Priory and skirted the edge of the lime 
quarry there. Here it turned east to run (roughly) along the line of the current Ashby Road, before 
passing under Tickow Lane and coming into Shepshed. From here it continued south east under 
Ashby Road and the line of the present M1, and on across the site of Longcliffe Goal Course. The 
canal part of the line ended at Nanpantan, in an unloading wharf just behind “The Priory” pub. 
 
This necessitated horse-drawn tram road connections at each end, one to Loughborough from 

Nanpantan (marked H on the preceding map), which was two and three quarter miles long with a 

section of 1 in 30 down-hill gradient. At the other end, between the pits and Thringstone Wharf 

were two lines marked D and E on the preceding map each about one mile long, with gradients 

in places of 1 in 24 and 1 in 26 which were in favour of the loaded wagons. One leg ran to 
Burslem’s and Boultbee’s collieries near to the George Inn, Coleorton and the other to Raper and 
Fenton’s Thringstone Colliery (See the schematic map attached to the earlier feature on “The 
building of the Coleorton Railway” onto which the locations of the collieries are 
superimposed).  
 
John Nichols, the Leicestershire historian, tells us :- 
a branch of ¼ of a mile proceeds almost S, and level, to Thringston-bridge Wharf and 
Warehouses; and thence Rail-way proceeds SSW ¾ m to Swannington-common Colliery; and 
another such branch SW, ¼ m. to Cole-Orton Colliery; and another branch from the last, of a   ¼ 
m. to another colliery in Coleorton, was also provided for in the Act: and any other Rail-way 
branches are allowed to be made to Mines, &c. within 2000 yards: these Rail-way branches rise 
considerably from the Water-level, but I am unacquainted with the particulars: except that the 
descent is so considerable from Cole-Orton, that the Trams of coal descended without Horses, 
regulated by means of a clamp or logger, acting on the wheels, by a man who rode on each, and 
the empty trams were drawn up again by Horses. 
 
The level canal was seven and a half miles long from Nanpanton to Junction House, south of 
Osgathorpe, from where a mile long branch arm took the canal north to Barrow Hill lime works 
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basin, from where a 130 yard long tramway continued into the lime works. This was built in order 
to allow burnt lime (quick lime) to be transhipped onto the canal barges. Land was purchased in 

order to build a tramway to connect Barrow Hill lime works to Cloud Hill (marked F on the 

preceding map), but this never materialized. This would of course have enabled Cloud Hill lime 
works to tranship burnt lime onto the canal via Barrow Hill to Leicester, both lime works being 
owned by Earl Stamford at this time of course.  When the tramway from Willesley basin to Cloud 
Hill limestone quarry was built in 1802, this allowed Cloud Hill to tranship lime to the national 
canal network via the Ashby Canal when it was opened in 1804, and later by the Coleorton 
Railway to Leicester. 
 
After delays and financial problems, which were to beset the project right through to the end, and 
although much work still needed to be completed, the Charnwood Forest Canal was declared 
open for the transportation of coal and lime on 24th October 1794, and with it the whole of the 
Leicester Navigation to Leicester. Three days later, two barges arrived simultaneously at 
Leicester – one laden with coal from Godolphin Burslem’s mine at Coleorton, and the other with 
best Derbyshire house coal.  
 
In October 1791, Godolphin Burslem, full of optimism over the starting of the Charnwood Forest 
Canal, opened a new colliery at Coleorton which was leased from Sir George Howland 
Beaumont, 7th Baronet, and was able to raise thick coal of excellent quality. The colliery was 
situated just to the north of what is now the George Inn, on the Loughborough Road. It was 
drained by a new engine capable of raising 760 gallons of water per minute. It was said, that this, 
and Boultbees’ new colliery just to the west of the George Inn, were capable of producing a 
lasting supply to the whole county. As a result of Burslem’s dissatisfaction with the new canal 
when it was opened to traffic in October 1794, the Navigation Company agreed to buy £40 worth 
of his coal immediately, and up to £20 worth per week thereafter at a price of 8s per ton, and to 
carry it free of charge to Thringstone Wharf, on condition that Burslem would buy back any unsold 
coal once the canal had become effective.  
 
The Derbyshire barges had to wait at Loughborough whilst Burslem’s’ coal was transferred, once 
at Thringstone Bridge from coal wagons into barges, then at Nanpanton Wharf back into wagons, 
and again at Loughborough Wharf back into barges. Goodness knows what degraded state the 
coal was in when it finally arrived at Leicester. 
 
John Farey described the edge rails and trams that were used on the branch lines as follows:- 
The railways belonging to this company are single, have bars (rails) flat at the top, and the wheels 
cast with flanches, inside, for keeping the trams upon them. The bodies of the trams were made 
to lift off, or to be placed on their wheels, by cranes erected in the Forest-Lane and Thringstone 
Bridge wharfs, so that the bodies of the trams only, stowed close together could be carried in the 
boats on the water level………..It is not thought that this system was ever used, although 
the description he gives is not dis-similar to that used on the Little Eaton Gangway from 
the Derby Canal which was in use c.1795. 
 
Nevertheless, Burslem had solved his immediate problem, and in June 1775, John Gildart, the 
manager of Thringstone Wharf, reported to the company that 330 tons of Burslem’s coal had 
arrived and was awaiting collection. Sir George Beaumont, however, carried on a lengthy dispute 
with the company over tonnage rates, maintaining that he could not deliver coal to Thringstone 
Wharf for less than 8s 4d per ton, and that when tonnages had been added, it was more 
expensive than the north Derbyshire coal when sold in Leicester. It was some time before the 
company reluctantly agreed to reduce the tonnage on coal between Thringstone and 
Loughborough from 1s 6d to 10d. During the three months of April to June 1796, only 195 tons of 
coal was sent along the Forest Canal, and the collector at Thringstone Wharf was shortly 
afterwards relieved of his post. It was claimed that the colliery proprietors were unable to produce 
coal at a competitive price.  
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Godolphin Burslem was apparently having “cash flow” problems owing to the inability of the 
Navigation Company to transport his coal, which was piling up at Thringstone Wharf. By July 3rd  

1796, there was a stack of about 300 tons of coal, which the Navigation Company actually 
purchased and resold at cost. At the end of 1796, Burslem probably decided that there was little 
point in continuing and he went out of business shortly afterwards, due to geological difficulties. 
However, ten years later he was reputedly working a new colliery at Peggs Green. 
 
A fully-equipped colliery, designed to work the Swannington coal and situated at Coleorton, was 
advertised to let in June of the following year, and it is likely that this was his new colliery opened 
in 1791. Early in 1802, Godolphin Burslem sold the contents of his home at Ravenstone Hall and 
moved to Hampshire, where he died in 1809. 
 
It was soon found that more water was required for the canal resulting in the building of a new 
header reservoir at Blackbrook. Presumably, in order to reduce costs, the engineers decided to 
incorporate an earthwork dam using local materials. Work was postponed due to further financial 
difficulties, and exceptionally severe and prolonged frosts in the first 3 months of 1795 had 
seriously reduced income from the canal. The reservoir finally reached completion in 1796 
In May and June 1796, tolls on the Canal were down to a few pounds, making it uneconomical to 
keep a collector there, and whatever hopes the Leicestershire coal-owners had entertained of the 
canal venture, they were bitterly disappointed, for although the reservoir was completed in 1796, 
the whole enterprise was vastly under-utilised and threatened to become a “white elephant”. For 
two years, negotiations between Sir George Beaumont’s’ agent and the company failed to 
establish an acceptable shipment charge, and it was not until 1798 that an agreement was 
reached, one of the conditions being that the company would help Beaumont extend the railway 
200 to 300 yards from his pits to meet their own rail head at Thringstone. The tramway was 
extended to Boultbees’ mine near the George Inn at Coleorton. Surface evidence of the mine and 
tramway can still be seen today. Announcements were made in September 1798 that Coleorton 
coal would shortly be available at Loughborough, but in December, tolls of only five guineas were 
received for the conveyance of some 12 tons of coal. 
 
Shortly afterwards, following heavy falls of snow and freezing rain, the great thaw in February 
brought massive quantities of water down the valley into the Blackbrook reservoir (see map of 
canal), which on February 20th 1799 at 11 o’ clock in the morning, burst the dam and carried all 
before it, including a great section of the Canal Aqueduct, wreaking horrifying damage all the way 
down to Dishley Mill at Loughborough. Apparently, it took just eleven minutes for the reservoir to 
empty. In an article in the ‘Leicester Mercury’ dated 15.12.75. there featured a letter written on 
February 21st 1799, by Mr. Herrick of Beaumanor Hall, giving a vivid account of the tragic floods 
which swept through the Shepshed and Loughborough area at that time, devastating crops, farm 
animals and property. Mr. Herricks account was recorded as follows:- 
When we got to within a mile of Garendon, it was like a sea which roared as if to be heard. It 
swept all before it – cattle, sheep, houses, hedges, cornfields – and large oak trees were torn up 
by their roots. 
 We saw cheeses, loaves of bread, furniture of all sorts, beds, tables, ridge tiles off 
houses, doors, window frames, etc., all brought down in the torrent. 
 People were up to their neck in water saving sheep of which vast numbers were 
drowned. Whole fields of turnips were washed away and wheat fields the same. A more dreadful 
sight I never beheld. 
  
The Leicester Navigation spent over £6,000 on repairs, but the canal continued to be both a 
technical failure and an economic disaster, leaving the Leicestershire collieries at the mercy of 
their northern competitors. The Canal was eventually written off in 1804. This put an end to any 
hopes the Leicestershire coal-owners still entertained of competing with their Derbyshire rivals, 
and many of the foundations cut their losses and closed down. For a generation, until the dawn of 
the railway age, there was a depression in the Swannington / Coleorton coalfield, whilst 
Derbyshire and Nottinghamshire coal enjoyed a monopoly in Leicester and its neighbourhood. As 
the Charnwood Forest Canal closed, the Ashby Canal was opened to traffic in the same year. 
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Even though the Ashby Canal Company had spent £184,000 on the canal, its late arrival 
undoubtedly retarded the economic development of the coalfield and limited the profitability of the 
canal itself. 
The tramways laid to and from the Charnwood Forest Canal by William Jessop in 1793 were cast 
iron, fish belly, flat-headed edge-rails for use with flanged wheels, and there is an example in 
Leicester Museum. They were 3ft long and weighed 28-30lbs. The contract indicated that the 
gauge of the rails was between 4ft 8ins and 4ft 10ins. The rails were to be laid on 6 ft long oak 
sleepers with a pad at each end to which the rail was to be fastened with oak pins. This was a 
totally different system to that used on the Cloud Hill tramway where the rails were laid on stone 
sleeper blocks, many of which have survived unlike the oak sleepers. It has often been stated 
that these lines were the first edge-railways, but this is not so, since cast iron edge-rails were first 
made and used at Coalbrookdale foundries in the 1760’s. However, this may have been the first 
time fish-belly rails were used. With the failure of the canal, Jessop’s’ railway lines were taken up 
and sold, bringing to an end any hopes of an alternative to the expensive and inefficient road 
transport system of the day.  
 

SUPPLEMENTARY INFORMATION 
 
An interesting commentary by John Farey, the respected geologist, on his visit to the area in 
1807 reads as follows. The reader should note that John Farey should have been talking in 
the past tense as the Canal had been closed for over seven years prior to him visiting:- 
………..From the Loughborough Basin to Forest-lane Wharf, is 2 ¾ miles of Rail-way, with an 
ascent of 185 feet: thence to the foot of Barrow Hill, NW of the village of Osgathorpe is 8 and 5/8s 
miles, and level: and thence there is a Rail-way extension of 130 yards rising into the Barrow Hill 
limestone quarries; and a further extension of 7/8ths of a mile of Railway-way is provided for in 
the Act, to Clouds-Hill Limestone Quarry; where had this last extension been executed, junctions 
would have nearly been effected, with the Ashby-de-la-Zouch Rail-way, and also with the 
proposed Breedon Rail-way (the latter never materialized as explained earlier). From the SE of 
Osgathorpe Reservoir (must be referring to the canal itself as there was not a reservoir at 
Osgathorpe. Apparently, a small stream from the moat surrounding the long gone Stordon 
Grange ran into the canal as did Thringstone and Gracedieu Brooks) a branch of ¼ of a mile 
proceeds almost S, and level, to Thringston-bridge Wharf and Warehouses; and thence Rail-way 
proceeds SSW ¾ m to Swannington-common Colliery; and another such branch SW, ¼ m. to 
Cole-Orton Colliery; and another branch from the last, of a   ¼ m. to another colliery in Coleorton, 
was also provided for in the Act: and any other Rail-way branches are allowed to be made to 
Mines, &c. within 2000 yards: these Rail-way branches rise considerably from the Water-level, 
but I am unacquainted with the particulars: except that the descent is so considerable from Cole-
Orton, that the Trams of coal descended without Horses, regulated by means of a clamp or 
logger, acting on the wheels, by a man who rode on each, and the empty trams were drawn up 
again by Horses. 
  
The Rail-ways belonging to this company are single, and have bars flat at top, and the wheels are 
cast with flanches, inside, for keeping the Trams upon them. The bodies of the Trams were made 
o lift off, or to be placed on their wheels, by means of Cranes erected on the Forest-lane and 
Thringstone-bridge Wharfs, so that bodies of the Trams only, stowed close together, could be 
carried in the Boats on the Water-level. The width of the side-cuts for avoiding the Mills, and the 
Locks, on the main line of this Canal, are adapted for the Barges that navigate the Trent 
river………… At a branching of the Black-brook vales, about ¼ of a mile above the Canal, there 
is a large reservoir for supplying the Water-level, the head of which gave way, soon after the 
works were completed, and occasioned such an inundation, that Mr. Jester’s Farm-house and 
premises were destroyed, and a Hay-cock was borne down by it, and wedged in the Aqueduct 
Arch, by which means, the Valley above the Embankment became filled, and by the pressure, a 
breach in the same was effected, which emptied the whole Water-level, whereby such an 
enormous flood was occasioned in this Valley(which passes through the late Mr. Robert 
Bakewell’s Farm at Dishley), that a great many sheep, &c. were drowned thereby, and other 
serious damages were done……… I believe when I viewed the Forest in 1807, the Canal was 
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without any water in it, Cattle were rapidly treading in the banks, the Bridges were fast 
dilapidating by mischievous boys &c. 
 
The canal was officially abandoned by an Act of Parliament in 1848. 
 

 
 

LOADING OF COAL FROM HORSE DRAWN WAGONS ALONGSIDE A HORSE DRAWN TRAMWAY 
THIS WOULD HAVE BEEN A TYPICAL SCENE AT THRINGSTONE WHARF. 

 

 
 

A HORSE DRAWN CANAL BARGE CARRYING LIME 
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THE DRIED UP BED OF THE CHARNWOOD FOREST CANAL SOUTH OF OSGATHORPE 

 

 
THE DERILICT CHARNWOOD FOREST CANAL ALONGSIDE THE ENTRANCE TO LONGCLIFFE GOLF 

CLUB IN NANPANTAN 
 

 
THE REMAINS OF JUNCTION HOUSE ALONGSIDE THE CHARNWOOD FOREST CANAL AT THE 
JUNCTION WITH THE BARROW HILL LIME WORKS BRANCH SOUTH OF OSGATHORPE c.2000. 

 

 


