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Men working on lock restoration in the twentieth century. Little has changed since the canal was built. (British Waterways);
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Men being lowered down a shaft in Kilsby Tunnel, on the London & Birmingham Railway. (National Railway Museum, York)
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Navvies at work on the Great Central Railway. (Leicestershire Record Office)




INTRODUCTION


This is a subject that has a very special place in my life. When I first started writing books some forty years ago I had seen myself as a humourist. The first book was a success, but the second sank without a trace, so my agent Murray Pollinger suggested that I might think of trying something different. He asked a very good question: ‘What book have you read recently that you wish you had written yourself?’ I had an instant answer – Terry Coleman’s The Railway Navvies. Murray asked if there was anything similar that I might want to write myself and I said that no one had ever really researched the story of the earlier navvies, who had built the canals. There was not enough material for a book just on canal navvies so I broadened the scope to include everyone involved in canal construction, from engineers to administrators. The result was The Canal Builders, which is still in print and in its fourth edition. Later I was invited to write a similar book on railway construction, The Railway Builders, and that involved me doing more research that included the railway navvies. Finally I was invited to write about the railways the British had built overseas, The Railway Empire, and that led me to look at the work of British navvies who went to work abroad, everywhere from Europe to Australia. This book is an attempt to bring these three themes together as a single narrative, describing the life and work of a remarkable group of workmen who built vital transport systems around the world.


In writing civil engineering history the author is faced with a dilemma. We have moved to a metric system but in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries everyone used the old imperial measures – feet and inches, pounds and ounces and so on. It seems absurd to say, for example, that when George Stephenson set the standard gauge for British railways he decided on a figure of 143.5cm as the distance the rails should be apart. He didn’t – he chose 4ft 8½in. I have therefore used the older units when referring to historic measurements and, of course, these are the units to be found in contemporary documents. The other problem relates to money. Younger readers may need to be reminded that this was the age of pounds, shillings and pence with twenty shillings to the pound and twelve pennies to the shilling. An amount of, for example, two shillings and sixpence could be expressed either as 2s 6d or 2/6. There is inevitably another problem when dealing with money – a shilling in 1760 was only the equivalent of 5p in modern currency in the sense that it is a twentieth of a pound, but in purchasing power it was worth far more than 5p would be today. By using older currencies I hope it at least reminds readers not to think that the two sums are in any way comparable. At various points in the book I have tried to estimate what the equivalent of, for example, a navvy’s pay would be in today’s money. There are no absolute equivalents but it might be useful to know that it was estimated in 1810, which is roughly the middle of the period we are going to be looking at, that the basic food budget for a family of six in Lancashire was 14s 1d a week. The food was described as being ‘of the simplest kind’ and included 17lb of oatmeal, 20lb of bacon and only 2lb of meat and 2lb of bacon.1 Readers can no doubt work out for themselves what it would cost to provide modest meals for a family of six at today’s prices.


When The Canal Builders was published in 1972 it carried a dedication to our three children. Now forty years later it seems only appropriate to move the dedication on a generation. This one is for the grandchildren, who are:





Emily, Daniel, James, Ben, Leo, Bibi


Note


  1.  Frances Collier, The Family Economy of the Working Classes in the Cotton Industry 1784–1833, 1965.





CHAPTER ONE



WHO WERE THE NAVVIES?


One clue to the question posed in the chapter title can be found in the name ‘navvy’ itself. It is short for ‘navigator’, someone who dug river and canal navigations. But that alone doesn’t explain why a separate name was needed for a group of men who were, apparently, simply manual labourers. This nineteenth-century broadsheet ballad Navvy on the Line gives one of the key characteristics of navvy life:





I am a navvy bold, that’s tramped the country round, sir,


To get a job of work, where any can be found, sir.


I left my native home, my friends and my relations,


To ramble up and down and work in various stations.1





The navvy was not a man who simply lived in a house or cottage and went out to work every day; he was constantly on the move, with no settled home. Another popular song of the day was simply called The Navigators.2 This one gives a picture of the work he did from Monday to Saturday – and what happened at the end of the week. Here are two of the verses:





On Saturday night we receive our pay;


It’s then to the ale-house we go straightway.


And each sits his sweetheart upon his knee,


And we treat them well with the barley brew.





But when several months are gone and past,


Those pretty young girls got thick in the waist.


They run to buy candles, they learn lullabies,


And wish that they still had their dear banker boys.





This suggests something else that sets the navvy apart – these were men who worked hard and lived hard, without too much concern for conventional morality. Because they were always on the move, they lived outside the rest of society, and people who do that are always liable to be treated with suspicion by those living more settled lives. There was no shortage of critics ready to condemn them and their whole way of life and set them alongside other popular bogeymen:





In the making of canals, it is the general custom to employ gangs of hands who travel from one work to another and do nothing else.


These banditti known in many parts of England by the name of ‘Navies’ or ‘Navigators’, and in others by that of ‘Bankers’, are generally the terror of the surrounding country; they are as completely a class by themselves as the Gipsies. Possessed of all the daring recklessness of the Smuggler, without any of his redeeming qualities, their ferocious behaviour can only be equalled by the brutality of their language. It may be truly said, their hand is against every man, and before they have been long located, every man’s hand is against them; and woe befall any woman, with the slightest share of modesty, whose ears they can assail.


From long being known to each other, they in general act in concert, and put in defiance any local constabulary force; consequently crimes of the most atrocious character are common, and robbery, without an attempt at concealment, has been an everyday occurrence, wherever they have been congregated in large numbers.3





From this account, it would appear that the coming of navvies to an area would be about as welcome as the arrival of Genghis Khan and his horde. The truth inevitably lies somewhere in between the balladeer’s portrait of a rather happy-go-lucky chap, working hard and having fun, and the dangerous criminal. The question that has not been answered is: why should the navvy be so very different from every other type of labourer working in Britain at that time? What is it about building a canal that makes it unlike constructing a road, or indeed digging the fields on the farms? Was there something about canal work that made those who took it on rougher and tougher than anyone else?


The farm question is easiest to answer. No one could deny that farm work was hard and that the work started when you were young and continued to the day you were no longer able to cope through old age and infirmity. William Cobbett championed the rural way of life and declared his own childhood to have been all but idyllic, but when he came to describe what he actually did as a young boy he told a story of hardship that few today could even imagine:





I do not remember a time when I did not earn my living. My first occupation was driving the small birds from the turnip seed and the rooks from the peas. When I trudged afield, with my wooden bottle and my satchel over my shoulder, I was hardly able to climb the gates and stiles, and, at the close of day, to reach home was a task of infinite labour. My next employment was weeding wheat, and leading a single horse at harrowing barley. Hoeing peas followed, and hence I arrived at the honour of joining the reapers in harvest, driving the team and holding the plough. We were all of us strong and laborious, and my father used to boast, that he had four boys, the eldest of whom was but fifteen years old, who did as much work as any three men in the parish of Farnham. Honest pride and happy days!4





Richard Hillyer, who worked on a farm as a boy in the nineteenth century, paints a far gloomier picture:





Every night I dropped asleep over my supper, and then woke up just enough to crawl upstairs and fall into bed … A black depression spread over me. ‘This is what it is going to be from now on,’ I thought. ‘Lifting, hauling, shoving, trudging about from day to day, nothing else through all the years.’5





The Victorians were fond of chocolate box pictures of country life, full of pretty milkmaids and jolly ploughboys. The reality was much closer to Hillyer’s portrait. But there were other aspects to farm life that set it apart from that of the navvy. The labourer generally lived in a tied cottage – and as long as the cottage was tied to the farm, so was he and his family, and they became part of a settled community that shared the same sort of work and lived the same sort of lives. As children, they might have been hired out to other farms, but as adults they seldom strayed far from home. The navvy rarely stayed anywhere long enough even to call it home. And if nothing else, farm life had a variety of jobs that changed with the seasons. There were seasons for ploughing and sowing and times for harvest, and there were the winter months that provided the opportunity to catch up on maintenance, relaying hedges, ditching and general repairs. The navvy’s life had few such variations.


It might be thought that road building might offer similar opportunities to canal and railway construction, but the differences were crucial and lie at the root of the whole great transport revolution that began in the middle of the eighteenth century. Before that time, it would not be unfair to say that the state of the roads was a good deal worse than when the Romans had left Britain. There were many reasons for this. Wheeled vehicles were rare, but there was a huge movement of people and beasts, particularly the latter. Between 1776 and 1785 nearly a million beef cattle and almost 7 million sheep were driven on foot to Smithfield market in London.6 It is not difficult to imagine the effect of all those animals on a badly maintained road, their hoofs churning the surface into a quagmire. Even the most important highways were neglected and in some regions decent roads were so rare that outsiders seldom took the trouble to even try to reach them. A writer in the Gentleman’s Magazine in 1739 wrote that ‘Dorchester is to us a terra incognito and the map makers might, if they pleased, fill the vacuities of Devon and Cornwall with forests, sands, elephants, savages and what they please’. Even when roads had a semblance of care taken over them, they were likely to be all but impassable throughout the winter months. The answer to this sorry state of affairs lay with the antique system in place for making and repairing them.


For centuries it had been the job of the individual parishes to take responsibility for the roads within their boundaries. To do the work they were allowed to call on the labour of villagers and required farmers to provide horses and carts. They were not paid, and not surprisingly no one was keen to do very much or indeed anything at all. Theoretically, magistrates could demand that the work was done and impose fines on parishes that failed in their duty. In practice, very little happened. Things began to change with the introduction of turnpike roads, where there was an incentive to provide something rather better than the general highway as those who used it were required to pay tolls for the privilege. The turnpike proprietors were required to pay the costs of building the roads, including labour costs, but once they were completed the duty of keeping them in good repair still fell on the parishes. There was little incentive to take road-building jobs, and none at all for having the task of repairing them. The end result was inevitable. The agriculturist Arthur Young described the roads he had known in the late eighteenth century:





I remember the roads of Oxfordshire forty years ago, when they were in a condition formidable to the bones of all who travelled on wheels. The two great turnpikes which crossed the county by Witney and Chipping Norton, by Henley and Wycombe, were repaired in some places with stones as large as they could be brought from the quarry; and when broken, left so rough as to be calculate to dislocate, rather than exercise. At that period the cross roads were impassable but with real danger.7





Moving people and goods by road varied from being difficult to impossible and no one spent very much time building or retaining them. There was one area, however, where transport was becoming more reliable. Moving goods along navigable rivers was far easier and almost infinitely more efficient than moving them by land. And through the late seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries, river improvements were making the whole situation even better.


Rivers do not generally flow in the smooth regular fashion that would make them trouble-free as transport routes: sometimes they dash along furiously over rapids, and elsewhere they languish in shoals and shallows. More problems for boats wanting to use rivers were caused by the weirs built to divert water for use by millers. These same weirs did, however, help solve the problem of irregular flow. The water was always deep and calm above the weir, and consequently easy to navigate. All that was needed now was a means of getting boats over the top of it. This was accomplished with the flash lock. The weir was made up of moveable paddles. When they were lifted, the water was released in a sudden surge or flash – hence the name for this type of device. Boats could ride down the flash or be winched up against the stream. It was not the safest system; in 1634 a passenger boat with about sixty people on board overturned in Goring flash on the Thames. There were no survivors.


Even at the time of the Goring disaster, an alternative was available: the pound lock. This is the familiar lock, with a chamber closed by gates at either end. For a boat going downhill, the lock is filled with water until it reaches river level, then the top gates are opened and the boat passes in. The gates are then closed, and water drained out until it reaches the level of the lower river; the bottom gates are opened and the boat goes smoothly, and safely, on its way. This is obviously a far better system than the flash lock, but it requires more work to build. You cannot build a lock right across a river as it will simply act as a dam when not in use. The solution is to build a weir, and then divert the water down a side channel, just as the millers had always done to feed their waterwheels. The lock can then be built in this artificial cutting. The river engineers were, in effect, building a series of short canals with single locks to overcome differences in the levels of the natural river. These new, improved waterways were generally known as navigations, and we seem to have finally arrived at the first navigators. In a way we have, but we are still a long way from the professional navvy.


River improvement happened quite slowly. In 1600 there were approximately 670 miles of natural rivers in use, and just 60 miles of artificial cutting, making a total length of navigable river of 730 miles. By 1760, the length of natural river had reduced to 620 miles, but the engineered length had risen to 700 miles, almost doubling the available length of navigation.8 That is a considerable achievement and involved a great deal of labour, but it was spread over a long time period – it works out at adding just 4 miles a year. No one was going to make a living working at that slow rate.


The year 1760 is significant. A time had been reached when river improvement could not be developed much further. The roads were still little better than they had been previously, but still large parts of the country had no access to water transport. And the country was just entering a period of immense industrial expansion, which depended on the movement of raw materials and finished products. There was only one solution: build wholly artificial canals to fill the gaps. Over the next seventy years the whole country would be covered by a network that would stretch for some 3,000 miles. The days of piecemeal changes were over. Now there was work that would not just last a few months, but would go on for years and even decades. The day of the professional navvy was about to arrive.


Notes


  1.  Roy Palmer (ed.), A Touch on the Times, 1974.


  2.  Ibid.


  3.  Peter Lecount, The History of the Railways connecting London and Birmingham, 1839.


  4.  William Cobbett, The Life and Adventures of Peter Porcupine, 1796.


  5.  Quoted in Pamela Horn, Labouring Life in the Victorian Countryside, 1976.


  6.  Annals of Agriculture, 1786, quoted in Anthony Bird, Roads and Vehicles, 1969.


  7.  Arthur Young, General View of the County of Oxfordshire, 1813.


  8.  A.W. Skempton, ‘Engineering on the English River Navigations to 1760’ in Mark Baldwin and Anthony Burton (eds), Canals a New Look, 1984.





CHAPTER TWO



THE NAVVY ARRIVES


To understand how professional navvies became a vital force in canal construction, you first have to be aware of just how the whole canal age began in the first place.


River improvements had continued in a piecemeal manner up to the middle of the eighteenth century, and if the world at large had been more alert to what was going on, then the big change might have come a few years before 1760. In 1755 an Act was passed for the Sankey Navigation to join St Helen’s to the Mersey. It attracted very little attention at the time, as the preamble referred to it as ‘an Act for making navigable the River or Brook called Sankey Brook’, which made it appear as no more than the latest in the series of river navigations. In fact, the brook did no more than supply what was in fact a wholly artificial canal. Its success might have started a general rush in canal building. As it was, nothing very much happened for the next five years. Then the young Duke of Bridgewater obtained his Act to build a canal to link the coal mines on his estate at Worsley to Manchester. This was unmistakably different, as the canal, far from making use of the nearest river, the Irwell, strode right across it on a massive stone aqueduct. It was one of the wonders of the age, and sightseers flocked to see the extraordinary sight of boats on the canal passing high over the tops of barges on the river. The canal became a stopping-off point for aristocratic tourists in search of the picturesque, but others were enthralled by a very different aspect of this modern marvel. Once it was open, the price of coal in Manchester was halved. Industrialists, especially those who had works in the Midlands remote from natural waterways, began to plan canals of their own. Within ten years a dozen Acts had been approved for a considerable network of waterways, serving the new industrial towns, such as Birmingham, and linking the four great rivers of England: Trent, Mersey, Thames and Severn. As well as the interconnected network centred on the English Midlands, there were two major cross-country routes, the Leeds & Liverpool and the Forth & Clyde. The promoters were inspired by the Bridgewater, but it was not necessarily offering a model that could be applied everywhere.


The Bridgewater Canal was unique in many ways. For a start, it was paid for by a single individual, while the vast majority of later schemes were financed by forming companies and selling shares. The Duke also was able to rely in the first stages of planning on his very able agent, John Gilbert. Later they employed an engineer, a Derbyshire millwright, who had proved himself capable of handling problems involving water when he had taken on the job of draining the aptly named Wet Earth Colliery. His name was James Brindley. The workforce was employed directly, while on virtually all the later canals the work was let out to contractors, who had the responsibility of hiring and paying the workers. The success of the canal did, however, have far-reaching effects. Apart from encouraging others to take up construction, it made Brindley famous. He was the man everyone wanted as chief engineer. Historians are now inclined to give far more credit to Gilbert for the success of the Bridgewater, but whoever deserves the praise, it was Brindley who was available for work: Gilbert preferred to continue his well-paid employment with the Duke. The result was that the first generation of English canals tended to follow Brindley’s ideas on the best methods of construction; and it was this first generation of canals that was to set the pattern for the future of much of the English canal system, though Scotland and Wales generally followed different paths.


Cutting a canal through level countryside is a comparatively straightforward business, but the British countryside is seldom level and those parts that are tend to be the ones where canals are least needed. The flat lands of East Anglia are ideal for agriculture, but the new industrial world tended to rely on water power to turn its machinery, and that often meant using reliable, fast-flowing hill streams. And there was one commodity above all others that provided a steady cargo for the boats – coal. It was the Duke of Bridgewater’s considered view that the good canal had ‘coal at the heel of it’. So if you wanted a profitable canal you had to go where the raw materials and their customers were – and that was not always in the sort of landscape an engineer would have chosen for an easy life.


Brindley faced precisely this dilemma on his early canals. His main concern when faced with obstacles was to go round them whenever possible, as a result of which many of the early canals wriggle snake-like across the land. But even Brindley’s evasive tactics couldn’t work everywhere. When he was faced with Harecastle Hill, stretching right across the line of his route for the Trent & Mersey as it passed through the Potteries, he had to face the fact that there was no way round: he would have to go through. He needed to build a tunnel. It is one thing to get men to dig a long ditch, quite another to produce a tunnel nearly 3,000 yards long. Brindley found the idea totally daunting. The Bridgewater had been built to take vessels almost 15ft wide, but the engineer baulked at the idea of building a tunnel that could accommodate them, so he decided to build it to take vessels half that width. He made life even easier for himself by deciding that the tunnel would not be wide enough to allow for either a towpath or for boats to pass each other. That, he thought, would be manageable and he boasted that it would all be finished in no time at all. He was wrong; it took eleven years to complete, and the engineer was dead before it was finally opened. As there seemed to be little point in building a canal to take broad vessels if they couldn’t get through from one end of the waterway to the other, Brindley decided to design everything to take vessels of no more than 7ft 6in beam. Boat length was irrelevant as far as going through a tunnel was concerned, so locks and other features were designed to take boats the same length as those on the Bridgewater – and so the famous 70ft canal narrow boat came into existence. It reduced the amount of work needed everywhere: locks could be half the size of the ones at Runcorn, the canal itself needn’t be as wide and consequently bridges would be smaller. It was a great saving in materials and work and set the pattern for canals throughout the English Midlands. Not everyone took the same line: a number of canals of the period, notably the Forth & Clyde in Scotland, the Leeds & Liverpool in northern England and the Stroudwater, Thames & Severn, were built with wide locks. But whatever the size of the canal an unprecedented amount of labour was needed, and many constructions continued for several years. The Leeds & Liverpool was begun in 1770 and, after numerous stops and starts, it was finally completed in 1816.


Following the completion of the first generation of canals, there was a lull in construction in the 1780s due to the trade depression caused by the American War of Independence. When the recovery came, the 1790s saw an explosion of canal building in what came to be known as the years of Canal Mania. Twenty-one new canals were begun in just one year – 1793 – at the heart of the mania. It was not just the number of canals that increased, but the work involved in building them changed as well. Where Brindley had gone round obstacles, the new generation of engineers – William Jessop, Thomas Telford and John Rennie – met them head on, driving through hills in deep cuttings and striding over valleys on embankments and aqueducts. The demand for skilled labour was immense, and a workforce had been steadily building up in the previous decades. It did not happen overnight.


Building a canal is a complex enterprise, requiring the skills of many craftsmen – bricklayers, stonemasons, carpenters and more. But at the heart of it is a long trench full of water, and that trench needs to be dug and that, in the eighteenth century, meant employing men with spades, pickaxes and barrows. The original Bridgewater Canal was not in fact very long at all, a mere 6½ miles, but it was built to take vessels up to 14ft 9in beam and over 4ft draught. As vessels using the canal travelled in both directions, the channel had to be large enough to allow them to pass each other along the way, and as they don’t want to be scraping along the bottom, it needed to be dug to an appropriate depth. For the purposes of a very rough calculation, a reasonable estimate for the size of that trench on the Bridgewater would be 40ft wide and 6ft deep. A simple calculation of the area of the cross-section multiplied by the length shows that to dig this really quite modestly sized canal would involve removing approximately 300,000 cubic yards of soil, clay and stone. Later in the canal age, it was estimated that a strong professional navvy could shift 12 cubic yards a day.1 It is unlikely that the men who dug the Bridgewater had built up the strength to do as much as their seasoned successors did, but let’s give them the benefit of the doubt and say that every man averaged 10 cubic yards. They managed to get the job done in a year, so there must have been around a hundred diggers at work on this one short canal to get the work finished in that time. When you think that the next two canals begun after the success of the Bridgewater – the Trent & Mersey and the Staffs & Worcester – had a total length between them not of 6½ miles but of 140 miles, then you begin to get some idea of exactly why canal construction called for not a few workers, but a whole army of navvies.


The Duke of Bridgewater had few problems in finding a workforce: it was readily available in the form of estate workers and the miners of Worsley, but nothing in the contemporary records tells us a great deal about these men. Given the interest that was aroused by the construction of this pioneering waterway, one would hope to find something that would shed light on the issue. There are a number of accounts by travellers who visited the works, but sadly very little is to be learned from them. A typical example relates how the author watched the men at work for about two hours, and at the end of that the best he could manage was to describe the scene as being like ‘the industry of bees, or labour of ants’. He commented how each man’s work depended on co-ordination with the others, which is not very surprising, and ended with an even less helpful analogy: ‘the whole posse appeared, as I conceive did that of the Tyrians, when they wanted houses to put their heads in, and were building Carthage’.2 The author would have been secure in the knowledge that no one, including himself, had the least idea what Tyrian builders looked like, so he was safe from contradiction.


Following the success of the canal from Worsley, the Duke decided on an altogether bolder enterprise. The canal was to be extended by another 26 miles to join the Mersey at Runcorn, which would provide access to Liverpool. This involved building a set of locks to join the canal to the river, which would require an immense amount of masonry work. The famous potter, Josiah Wedgwood, visited the site in June 1773 and described the construction as using blocks of stone up to 12 tons in weight. He noted that ‘by the excellent Machinery made use of, some of which is still left standing, they had as perfect command of these huge Masses of Rock, as a common bricklayer has of the brick in his hand’. Sadly, there are no details of the machines or the men who did the work. Documents do suggest that the building of this extension involved a workforce of as many as 600 men, usually arranged in gangs of fifty, each with its own overseer. This was far more men than could be supplied entirely from the Duke’s own employees, and workers were brought in from other areas, especially Yorkshire. Samuel Smiles, who wrote the biographies of several of the great engineers of the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, did take the trouble to find out rather more about the actual people involved, though he seems to have believed they were all local. One has to remember he was relying on memories that were at best second-hand, for he was writing almost a century after the event. He did, however, have access to Brindley’s notebooks, themselves fascinating documents which show that whatever his qualities as an engineer, he was scarcely literate. In his notes you can hear his Derbyshire accent, for he took his spelling from his own pronunciation, so ‘bad luck’ becomes ‘bad louk’ and an ‘engine at work’ is ‘engon at woork’:


[image: images]





Brindley did not want for good men to carry out his plans. He found plenty of labourers in the neighbourhood accustomed to hard work, who speedily became expert excavators; and though there was at first a lack of skilled carpenters, blacksmiths, and bricklayers, they soon became trained into such under the vigilant eye of so able a master as Brindley was. We find him, in his notebook, often referring to the men by their names, or rather byenames; for in Lancashire proper names seem to have been little used at that time. ‘Black David’ was one of the foremen employed on difficult matters, and ‘Bill o Toms’ and ‘Busick Jack’ seem also to have been confidential workmen in their respective departments. We are informed by a gentleman of the neighbourhood that most of the labourers employed were of a superior class, and some of them were ‘wise’ or ‘cunning men’, blood-stoppers, herb-doctors, and planet-rulers, such as are still to be found in the neighbourhood of Manchester. Their very superstitions, says our informant, made them thinkers and calculators. The foreman bricklayer, for instance, as his son used afterwards to relate, always ‘ruled the planets to find out the lucky days on which to commence any important work,’ and he added, ‘none of our work ever gave way’. The skilled men had their trade secrets, in which the unskilled were duly initiated – simple matters in themselves, but not without their uses.3





It is doubtful if a knowledge of astrology was of great use in canal construction, but this account does suggest that those who worked for the Duke and his agents were indeed out of the ordinary. One curiosity that Smiles noted – the use of nicknames – was very common among navvies and persisted through the years. There have been many reasons suggested for this, including the idea that a man might want to join the largely anonymous navvy army precisely because he wished or even needed to keep his true identity secret. Already one is beginning to see the first signs that the men who dug the canals were different from other workers. But we are still some distance away from recognising the professional navvy: it is probable that most of the men who came from the Bridgewater estates simply went back to their old jobs, if only because the Duke was known as a good and generous employer. So when did the navvy first appear?


Although canal companies generally kept careful records, many of which have survived, the contractors who did the actual hiring rarely did. Information about the first navvies is scarce and fragmentary, but it is still possible to build up, if not a complete picture, then at least a convincing sketch. In the early years, everyone was learning as they went along, and canal companies learned from each other. Work on the Coventry Canal began in 1768, two years after construction began on the Staffs & Worcester. Brindley was chief engineer for both projects, so he made arrangements for key figures from the former to make a trip to see how things were done. One of the clerks was seconded from the Coventry for three weeks and a carpenter was sent over to see how lock gates were made. Even the most commonplace objects were copied: ‘Resolved that one hundred wheelbarrows be provided and that an advertisement be published for Persons to undertake the making thereof according to the Model lately sent from Staffordshire.’4


Everything about canal construction was new and that included the manual work. Not surprisingly, once the canal companies had got teams of men at work who had gained the necessary strength and skill to do the job properly, they wanted to keep them. In the early days, contracts had to be let out to whoever was willing to take them, and those who took on the work had to train up the men they employed. But to ensure they kept at the work once they were competent, these men were legally bound by contracts. However, in a rapidly changing world there was always the temptation to cash in on skills that were in demand. In June 1767 a contractor on the Staffs & Worcester put an advert in a Birmingham paper giving a list of men who had absconded with brief descriptions and the heights of each, and threatening legal action against any other contractor who employed them.5 It was not just the men themselves sloping off to look for better pay, the canal companies were not above indulging in a little poaching as well. In 1768 the Birmingham Canal Company noted that some of their stone cutters had been enticed away with the offer of better wages. The Chesterfield Canal Company tried to prevent such things happening on their sites by passing a regulation that specified if anyone did run away they would be brought back and the cost of doing so would be deducted from the miscreant’s wages. Clearly canal work was in a state of flux, and the worker who had become accustomed to the hard labour of the diggings was highly valued. The day of the professional navvy was dawning.


In 1788 the Reverend Stebbing Shaw paid a visit to the workings on the Basingstoke Canal, where work was starting on the 1,200-yard-long Greywell Tunnel:





I … saw about 100 men at work, preparing a wide passage for the approach to the mouth, but they had not entered the hill. The morning was remarkably fine, ‘The pale descending year, yet pleasing still’, and such an assembly of these sons of labour greatly enlivened the scene. The contractor, agreeable to the request of the company of proprietors, gives the preference to all the natives who are desirous of this work, but such is the power of use over nature, that while the industrious poor are by all their efforts incapable of earning a sustenance, those who are brought from similar works, cheerfully obtain a comfortable support.6





The message could scarcely be clearer: the professional navvy had arrived. As the number of canals under construction grew, so the demand for labour, and especially skilled labour, increased. Canal companies could no longer rely on recruiting local workers. In July 1776 the Stroudwater company had to send a man north to try to find suitable labourers, and the following month he was able to report that he had ‘engaged a considerable number of men in Warwickshire and Leicestershire’.7


The other interesting point in Shaw’s notes is the fact that the local poor weren’t able to earn enough from canal work. This obviously means that they were not being paid a wage, but were being paid by piecework. This was an inevitable part of the system, as contracts were generally let out at so much per cubic yard of canal dug. The going rate in the early years seems to have been fairly steady at 3d a cubic yard. The contractor would need to take his profit, so the men would get less than that. It was only the very best, work-toughened navvies who could dig 12 cubic yards, which would earn the contractor three shillings, of which the navvy might not get more than two shillings for himself. But what of the poor local man who might only be able to do half as much work – he was only making a shilling a day. Rates for navvies increased quite dramatically over the years. By 1793 the Lancaster recorded having ‘from 230 to 250’ men at work at 2s 6d a day. That was among the highest rate recorded, and rates did tend to fluctuate with demand and availability of labour. The figures alone don’t mean much unless they can be seen in terms of earnings elsewhere and the cost of living.


It is notoriously difficult to get any idea of earnings in general for eighteenth-century Britain. There were enormous regional variations, especially among agricultural workers, and there are many different factors to take into account. An agricultural worker with a cottage would normally expect to have a patch of land on which to grow a few vegetables that would help keep the family. And there were seldom any fixed rates: farm workers were paid less in winter than in spring, but would expect a big boost in earnings at harvest time. In Oxfordshire at the beginning of the nineteenth century, the average wages for men were 9s 6d a week in winter, 11s 6d in spring and 19s a week at harvest time, but they would have been a good deal lower fifty years earlier. The figures do at least suggest that the wages paid to navvies at this time were comparable to the highest rates paid on farms during the short harvest period, and well above those paid during the rest of the year. A more direct comparison for the 1790s can be made, which gives more of an indication of average pay in the farming community. When the JPs of Speenhamland in Berkshire met in 1795 to work out the minimum sum that a family could live on, they came up with 6s a week for a man and wife; anyone earning below that would have their pay made up by the parish. These men were not being generous: this was mere subsistence level. It is not difficult to see why a farm worker could not immediately make a living in canal work and why they might be reluctant to give up the comforts of home to go away to work. It is also clear that those who built up the strength and skill, men who had no family ties, would think very differently.
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