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S
till in water for its 

entire 11-mile length 

with a walkable 

towpath, eight locks 

clustered together and few 

blockages, you’d be forgiven 

for thinking that Lincolnshire’s 

Louth Navigation would be 

easy to return to navigable use. 

It undoubtedly would be, 

were it not for one major 

problem: no one knows who 

owns it. A massive fl ood 

fi nally closed the waterway in 

1924, and most of the canal 

company’s property was sold off 

piecemeal, so the issue of who 

the navigation channel belongs 

to is shrouded in mystery. 

Since 1986 the Louth 

Navigation Trust (LNT) has 

been preserving the route and 

slowly enhancing the waterway 

as a local leisure amenity. But 

it can’t make further headway 

on restoring it to boats because 

most potential sources of funding 

– particularly the Heritage 

Lottery Fund – need to know 

who the owner is before they will 

provide any fi nancial support.  

While the Environment 

Agency is charged with 

maintaining the waterway as 

a drainage channel and feeder 

(especially for Covenham 

Reservoir), it has no powers or 

duty to restore it to navigation.

Now the LNT has launched 

an ‘e-petition’, asking the 

government to recognise 

public ownership, allowing 

them legal access to the canal 

to unlock funds and bring 

the waterway back into full 

operational use. (You’ll fi nd 

the petition at http://epetitions.

direct.gov.uk/petitions/70914.)

Once this is sorted, how can 

restoration be achieved? And what 

obstacles still stand in the way? 

The history 
The development of the 

Humber keel – the coastal 

sailing boat ideally suited to 

the tidal rivers of the Humber, 

the Trent and the Yorkshire 

Ouse – saw a rapid increase in 

trade for east-coast towns.  

For the traders of the town 

of Louth, 11 miles inland, the 

poor roads and hilly Lincolnshire 

Wolds made it harder to reach 

Lincoln and the Midlands, so they 

were naturally drawn to the sea. 

Could the small River Lud, 

running off the Wolds through 

the heart of Louth and out to 

the sea, be deepened and made 

navigable for Humber keels? In 

1755 the Louth Corporation 

thought so. Word was already 

spreading about other waterways, 

such as the Newry Canal in 

Northern Ireland (1742) and the 

new Sankey Brook Navigation. 

In 1756 the corporation 

approached experienced Fens 

engineer John Grundy Jr of 

Spalding, who had widened and 

straightened river courses around 

the Wash and constructed sea 

sluices. He wasn’t an experienced 

canal engineer – but then again, 

at that time nobody was! 

Grundy discarded the 

corporation’s original idea of 

following the full route of the 

Lud to Saltfl eet, already an 

established North Sea port. 

Instead he suggested using the 

Lud only as far as Alvingham. 

His chosen line then turned 

north, marching up to Tetney, 

near Grimsby, where he planned 

a sea lock. A total of eight locks 

dropped the canal by 46ft.

Grundy delivered his report 

in 1757 but it took six years 

for an Act to be passed. 

The LNT organises walks of the 

whole 11-mile length of the canal, 

several times each summer. 
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The Louth Navigation 
Closed for 90 years but still intact, this little-known 
Lincolnshire waterway appears ripe for restoration. Except 
there’s one major problem, as Andrew Denny discovers...
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Work began in 1765 at Tetney 

Lock. While all the locks could 

take Humber keels, they were of 

differing dimensions: from 86ft 

to 100ft, with widths from 15ft 

to 19ft. Furthermore, the top 

six locks were barrel sided, each 

with four ‘scalloped’ sections. 

The exact reasons for the 

scalloped walls are now forgotten, 

but it’s been suggested this made 

the walls stronger and able to 

withstand the pressure of the 

surrounding clay. On the base of 

the lock chamber, timber piles 

were driven into the ground and 

topped with more criss-crossed 

timbers to form a platform. The 

red brick chamber walls were 

then built directly onto these.

In common with other canals 

relying on tall-masted sailing 

ships, all the road crossings 

were by swing-bridges. 

Grundy’s route made perfect 

sense, but he was soon replaced 

as engineer by his deputy, James 

Hogard, for reasons that remain 

unclear. The fi rst 7 miles of 

navigation were quickly opened 

from Tetney Lock to Firebeacon 

Bridge in 1767. The canal 

fi nally reached its terminus at 

Riverhead in Louth in May 1770.

Heyday and decline
With its opening, the town joined 

the elite of Humber ports and 

derived considerable benefi ts 

as trade quickly picked up. 

The Humber keels unloaded 

imported coal, timber and all 

kinds of building materials, 

while taking on local grain, 

wool, oil-seed and other 

produce for export. Tanneries, 

timber yards, grain warehouses, 

boatbuilding yards and oil 

cake mills clustered around the 

canal’s terminus at Riverhead. 

Even after the railway came 

in 1848, around 20 keels a week 

might arrive and depart during 

the summer months, and the town 

grew fat from this traffi c. It was 

said that in 1790 Louth received 

more fresh sea fi sh than Grimsby. 

Trade inevitably declined 

from the 1880s, however, and 

by the outbreak of World War I 

Louth’s business focus had largely 

moved away from Riverhead. 

The Louth Navigation is 

one of the few waterways that 

effectively closed in a single day. 

On 29th May 1920 two months 

of rain fell in a few hours, and 

a wall of water raced off the 

Wolds, engulfi ng the town in 

mud and debris. Homes and 

businesses were washed away and 

23 people lost their lives. This 

huge fl ash fl ood almost wiped 

out the Riverhead area: many 

barges were lifted completely 

out of the terminus basin, while 

others were washed downstream 

and thrown against the top 

lock, causing severe damage. 

Abandonment was granted in 

1924; canalside buildings were 

sold off, lock gates were removed 

for the wood, the swing-bridges 

were replaced with fi xed bridges, 

and a 60-year slumber began. 

 The Louth Navigation Trust 

was founded in 1986, with the 

initial goal of preserving what 

remains of the waterway, in 

the hope that full restoration 

could some day be achieved.

The Navigation Warehouse 

at Louth, one of the cluster of 

original buildings of 1770, was 

NEED TO KNOW

OVERVIEW

Walkers pause by 

Alvingham Lock 

in high summer.

Roger Subden and 

Andrew Stratford of 

LNT at Alvingham.

This 1960s pipeline is connected to a buoy 

in the estuary, so that tankers can unload 

without docking. It is hoped the oil company 

will replace it with a taller one in due course. 

Milepost at 

Alvingham.

Thoresby 

Bridge sluice.
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restored in 1999 with the help of 

the Groundwork Trust, creating 

a local museum. LNT retains 

an offi ce inside as its home. 

The navigation’s eastern 

terminus, called Riverhead, also 

conveys much of the charm 

of its industrial heyday. 

Exploring the Louth 
Navigation today
Leaving Riverhead, the towpath 

passes former warehouses, 

reaching the site of Town 

Lock, now replaced by a 

tilting weir that retains water 

levels. Six locks follow in quick 

succession, all ungated, some 

partly dismantled, and with 

water cascading through.  

The charmingly named 

Ticklepenny Lock was 

named after a local family of 

smallholders, lock-keepers and 

toll collectors. A wooden swing-

bridge would have originally 

carried the road across the lock: 

this has been superseded by a 

permanent concrete structure. 

LNT carried out repairs to the 

lock in 1996, learning much 

about its structure, and the 

troublesome wooden foundations 

were replaced with concrete.

Recently LNT has started 

to install amenities for 

walkers along the canal. At 

Ticklepenny a newly purchased 

plot has been turned into a 

picnic area, complete with a 

French-style ‘boules’ space. 

Pillows Lock is probably the 

best preserved, allowing the 

visitor good views of the barrel-

sided chamber walls and the 

remains of the wooden fl ooring. 

Arguably the beauty spot of 

the canal is at Alvingham, where 

the lock is still in fair condition. 

The most remarkable engineering 

feature is the ‘siphone’ or 

water culvert that dips below 

the canal to re-emerge at the 

same level on the other side. 

Alvingham has the distinction 

of having two churches alongside 

each other, and sharing a 

graveyard. The fi xed-span 

footbridge, which allows access 

to the churchyard from the 

navigation, replaced a wooden 

swinging structure. Originally 

only two bridges along the 

whole route were of fi xed span: 

all others were swing-bridges. 

Beyond Alvingham, for 

the last 7 miles, the Louth 

settles into a familiar fl at Fens 

landscape, with long straights 

and high embankments. 

One of the glories of the 

next landmark, at Austen Fen 

Bridge, is the marvellous red 

brick warehouse, built in 1856 

as a transhipment centre for 

goods arriving from Hull. On the 

opposite bank are three holiday 

cottages; converted from original 

farm buildings, these make an 

excellent base for those wishing 

to explore the navigation.

The Louth Navigation meets 

the tideway at Tetney. Before the 

canal, there was already a coastal 

port here; Grundy made use 

of this by adding a lock, sluice, 

cottage and warehouses. The 

former lock has been demolished, 

replaced with a tidal gate further 

down. A modern concrete road 

bridge crosses over the site of 

the old lock, but with suffi cient 

clearance for boats. The wharves 

that were here, and the Crown 

& Anchor public house, were 

once busy with sailors. This is 

also the point at which tolls were 

charged and collected. Today 

the pub remains but there is no 

evidence of the former wharves.

From Tetney it is a pleasant, 

if lonely, walk towards the sea, 

passing a tilting weir and tidal 

gate. The latter has automatic 

doors that swing shut on the 

fl ood tide, opening on the ebb. 

It ought to be easy to make 

them navigable without building 

a new lock, albeit only allowing 

passage on a level tide. 

The last great barrier to 

restoration is a huge pipeline that 

crosses the navigation at very 

low level. Built in the 1970s, it’s 

barely high enough for rowing 

boats to pass underneath at low 

tide, raised only high enough 

to clear the water. It carries 

much of the North Sea’s oil 

output to shore, and is a key 

obstruction to reopening the 

navigation. It’s hard to see the 

oil company dismantling it 

just to allow canal restoration 

– millions of barrels of crude oil 

cross here every year, and it’s a 

key part of the UK economy.

However, this huge pipeline 

is now over 40 years old, and 

is likely to need replacing. 

The LNT has been in friendly 

dialogue with the oil company to 

replace it with a larger structure 

with clear headroom for boats.

A walk along the Louth would 

inevitably start from the town, 

and head towards the sea. It’s 

canalside all the way, with no 

detours. However, the LNT sees 

a restoration plan as beginning at 

Tetney Haven. If a boat-friendly 

pipeline is achieved, there will 

be few barriers to reopening 

the fi rst 5 or 6 miles to Outfen 

Lock. It’s not as scenic as the 

second half into Louth, but with 

no locks to repair, it would be a 

quick restoration ‘fi x’ with little 

more than dredging needed. 

The Trust says that one 

of its priorities is to build 

pontoon moorings, fi rstly at the 

navigation’s mouth to offer haven 

to small sea boats, then further 

inland at regular points up to 

the fi rst lock at Alvingham. 

But there’s that little matter 

of ‘ownership’ to settle fi rst…  

FIND OUT MORE
u Louth Navigation Trust

Navigation Warehouse, 

Riverhead Road, Louth LN11 0DA. 

01507 605496, 

www.louthcanal.org.uk 

u Visitors to Louth can fi nd out 

more at the Tourist Information 

Centre (01507 601111) and 

museum (01507 601211,) which 

has excellent exhibits both 

on the Louth Navigation and 

the Louth Flood Disaster.  

FURTHER READING

u People & Boats – A History 

of Louth Canal by Stuart 

M. Sizer & Josephine Clark. 

Available from the Louth 

Navigation Trust priced £8.75. 

u Ordnance Survey Landranger 

Sheet 113: Grimsby

Left: Willow Lock, 

one of the best 

preserved, displays 

the ‘scalloped’ sides 

with bracing timbers, 

unique to the Louth 

Navigation. The 

vertical timbers are 

thought to resist 

movement of the 

surrounding Fens’ soil.

Below left: Rare for 

canal restorations, 

the entire length of 

the Louth Navigation 

is still in water, and 

usable in most 

places for canoes.

Ticklepenny 

Lock.
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