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When it is as unpredictable and changeable as the weather of 

the British Isles is, it is hardly surprising that it is such a frequent 

topic of general conversation and subject of much comment. 

The reality of Global Warming is still hotly contested by many of 

our scientific ‘boffins’ but there can be no disputing the 

unseasonal and  somewhat bizarre weather we have been 

experiencing over the past couple of months. 

Whilst this part of the country has been spared  much of the 

misery caused by flooding that others elsewhere have suffered, 

the continuous and often torrential rain fall has created many 

problems locally.   

Landslides along sections of the main  road from Bideford to 

Torrington and the subsequent  attempts to repair them have 

created nightmares for many people having to drive to and from 

work in this region circumventing road closures. 

Thankfully the Rivers Taw and more especially the Torridge, 

although both flowing fast and high, have not breached their 

banks and have been more or less behaving themselves.  

However, the land is absolutely saturated  and has had little 

chance to dry out between showers. 

It was with considerable consternation that I read an email sent 

to me by a visitor to the area who had set out to enjoy a walk 

along the permissive footpath section of Lord Rolle’s Canal, only 

to discover that a length of stone revetment, retaining the tow 

path  at one of the sheerest sections of the hillside, had 

collapsed and fallen away, removing a significant  quantity of 

stone and backfill, as can be seen on the front cover of this 

newsletter. 

COMMENTS FROM THE CHAIR 
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Further details about this follows on page 6. 

My thanks go to Mike Freed for sending this information to me 

and alerting the RC&NDWS to the problem  and what is 

potentially a very dangerous situation.   

I am always grateful to receive comments and information 

regarding  the Rolle Canal  which I can use in the newsletter.  

Whilst it was good to hear that Mr Freed had spent some of his 

holiday time exploring the Rolle Canal, the content of his email 

was very troubling .  I would be pleased  if someone would send 

me something more cheerful soon. 

Perhaps someone has a long term forecast of good weather  

heading our way or maybe has  loads of spare cash to donate 

to us for so that we can undertake some rather urgent and 

major repairs! 

Although the persistent bad weather has created major 

problems on the canal, it has not ‘dampened’ nor discouraged 

the enthusiasm of one of our groups of volunteers.  The work 

undertaken by Ian Harrison and his small, stalwart gang is 

coming on a-pace as you will read in the feature starting on 

page 13.  Despite often working when the weather has been far 

from helpful, this group have made impressive progress. 

The date for our AGM is Sunday 10th, April 2016 and three 

committee members are due to stand down.  They are Chris 

Jewell, Chris Hassall and Anthony Barnes.  All three are happy 

to stand again and  I would whole-heartedly support their re-

election.  Their  work behind the scenes is invaluable and they 

would be hard to replace.  

I have been Chair now for a number of years and whilst I am 

Please DO NOT venture along this section of tow path until 

such times as we can vouch for it being safe to do so. 
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prepared to stay for one more, I feel that it is time for someone 

else to take over and hopefully bring a fresh approach to the 

leadership of our society. 

Should you or anyone you know wish to be involved in our very 

active committee then please fill in the inserted Nomination 

form and return it asap to the Secretary, address as on the 

back page. 

Instead of having a Guest Speaker for this year’s AGM, the 

committee thought that, following the meeting, it would be an 

ideal opportunity to invite those attending to walk down to the 

terminus of the canal at the foot of RHS Gardens, to view the 

state of progress of work on this site.      

           

         Adrian Wills. 

Editors Comments:  

I have recently been given a folder containing a collection of 

drawings, sketches and articles on the Rolle and Bude Canals, 

belonging to and produced by the late Barry D Hughes.   

His technical drawings and explanations of the mechanics of the 

Rolle and Bude Canal Inclined Planes are quite exceptional and 

I take great pleasure in reproducing them and other articles in 

this and in later editions of the RC&NDWS newsletters. 

The first article and drawings can be seen on page 10. 
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TOW PATH SLIPS AWAY 

 In 1810 James Green prepared a scheme for a canal from 

Halspill to Torrington along the eastern bank of the River 

Torridge.  Whether he was employed to do so by Denys Rolle, 

the land owner at that time, is uncertain but either way nothing 

initially came about it.  However in 1823 construction of John 

Rolle’s canal began and with James Green as engineer. 

Denys Rolle had had several routes surveyed but the course 

that John finally decided upon was chosen because it crossed 

the least valuable land despite it requiring a change in level,  the 

construction of an aqueduct and in places it running very close 

along the edges of very steep hillsides.as it followed the valley. 

Looking south towards Taddiport, along Lord Rolle’s Canal  

Circa 1870. 



 7 

Constructing a canal along the edges of the River Torridge 

valley required the building of some massive dry-stone 

revetments which have stood proud for many years.  Despite 

the passage of time and the ravages of weather much of the 

stone work remains in very good condition and little affected by 

invasive vegetation.   

However there have been problems and in 2012 a local builder 

was employed to reconstruct a section of revetment where 

facing stone had fallen out.  This was undertaken very 

successfully and all was well again.   

There is no doubt that the route chosen for the canal has 

created many problems for its existence and the growth of very 

large trees along its margins since the canal ceased to 

function has also helped to destabilize the structure.  

Unfortunately the extremely 

wet and windy weather we 

experienced recently has 

had a catastrophic effect on 

one length of revetment 

along the permissive path 

section behind Beam 

House. A considerable 

amount of facing wall has 

slipped away, removing the 

tow path with it and leaving 

a very dangerous, narrow 

ledge between the canal 

trough and a significant 

drop to the river bank 

below.  
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All pictures of the collapsed towpath including front cover 

courtesy of Michael Morgan© 
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Until further notice is given the permissive footpath is closed to 

the general public. However that is not to say that nothing is 

likely to happen for a while.  As soon as the weather shows 

signs of significant improvement and the ground begins to dry, 

arrangements will be made to have the damage assessed by 

Roy Sutton, consultant civil engineer to the Inland Waterways 

Association, who has visited the Rolle Canal in the past and 

provided the RC&NDWS with invaluable advice. 

Once we have a considered opinion, we will then be in a 

position to plan a course of action which hopefully will lead to 

the safe reopening of this section of canal.  This will not 

happen quickly of course, and is likely to require a substantial 

amount of money as well as volunteer time and effort. 

The committee of the RC&NDWS will be seeking volunteers to 

source funding which will involve a lot of paper work, certainly 

something I am not very good at.  (I dig big ‘oles and lift ‘eavy 

fings!) 

A certain lady, who shall remain nameless at this point in time 

but is a society member, let slip that she has considerable past 

experience of raising grant funding so she may have to 

prepare herself for some strange advances by me and others 

on the committee in the not too distant future! 

We are always looking for more volunteers for a whole range 

of activities, not all strenuous or mucky, and those volunteers 

we already have are greatly valued.  Hopefully they enjoy 

being involved so why not join them and lend a hand? 

Contact details are on the back page of this newsletter or 

come to the AGM and put your name forward.  You will be 

made very welcome.          

Adrian Wills 
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Torrington & Bude Canals of James Green 

WORKING THE TUB BOATS ON THE 

INCLINED PLANES 

The tub boats of these canals were 20 feet long, 5ft 6ins wide 

and 3ft deep.  They were fitted with four 14ins cast iron wheels 

which were set in from the sides of the boat about 5ft from the 

ends.  A steel clad V notch was set into the front of the boat to 

engage with an overhead chain which pulled the boats up and 

down the incline.  This notch also helped to pull the boat into 

line with the grooved, cast iron incline rails in which the boat 

wheels ran. 

The stem of the boat was fitted with a chain bolted to the after 

corners and a plough-shaped hook or dog was fixed to this 

chain and was used to hook the boat onto the overhead chain 

as it moved up the incline.  As the chain only moved at 

between two and three mph, the boatman had time to jump off 

and hook the next boat in the line and then ride up on the last 

boat. 

On reaching the curved top lip of the incline, the V notch would 

automatically drop out of the overhead chain and the bow 

would splash into the upper basin.  The stem would be pulled 

over the top of the cill by the after chain until the boat floated 

safely in the upper pound.  The dog was the knocked out of the 

overhead chain by a jockey roller to prevent it being caught in 

the upper chain pulley. 

To pull a boat over the top sill onto the down side of the incline, 

the dog was hooked onto a separate moving side chain which 

pulled its bows up onto the hump where the V notch would 

engage the down moving overhead chain pulling the boat onto 

the incline.  Boatmen would have to be quick to unhook the 
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dog from the side chain and onto the main chain to prevent the 

boats from running away down the incline. 

Working on the Bude Canal, John Wilkey failed to do this on 

13
th
 August 1831.  The boat ran away and crashed into the 

machinery and other boats at the bottom of the Hobbacott 

Incline.  He was unharmed but I bet he was superstitious about 

the number 13 for ever after. 

The bow notch and stem chain also served to hook boats 

together in strings if up to six. Boatmen would stand in the bow 

of the second boat and using a strong pole, lever the first boat 

left or right using the first boat as a sort of rudder to guide the 

string of boats around bends. 

      Barry D Hughes   March 2002 

 

References:  

Robert Fulton   Improvements in Canal Navigation  

     1796 diagrams 

W. Young & B.D. Stamp Bude Canal Past & Present 

C. Hadfield   Canals of South West England 

H. Harris & M. Ellis  Bude Canal 

E.W. Paget-Tomlinson Canal & River Navigations 

 

Personal experience with barges, lighters. capstans, winches & 

chains.   
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The inclined plane mechanisms at Ridd on the Rolle Canal above 

and at Hobbacott on the Bude Canal below .  

     Conjectural drawings by B.D. Hughes © 
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When the route of Lord Rolle’s Canal was finally determined it 

was deemed sensible to link its terminal point to an already 

existing leat which brought water from a weir further up the 

River Torridge to a tucking mill  near the new site of RHS 

Rosemoor Gardens.  Linking the canal to the leat had the 

advantage of providing an easy water supply, the other source 

being the lake in the Stevenstone estate, and the potential of 

taking tub boats further inland along the leat and back onto the 

river way beyond the canal itself. 

At the terminus of the canal a very large kiln complex was 

constructed, comprising of 5 pots in a row.  This was lime 

burning on a very commercial scale. 

Those of you who have been led on a guided walk from 

Rosemoor to the leat and back to the lime kiln complex will 

know that the kilns themselves are in a very poor state of repair 

and the canal was nothing more than a heavily overgrown wet 

PROGRESSING WITH A VENGENCE! 
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ditch which required a vivid imagination to picture it as it was 

in its working days. Fortunately there is a picture, often used 

and seen below, which shows the canal still in water although 

by the time of taking, (circa 1870) the kilns were already 

defunct and seriously deteriorating. 

For a number of years the RC&NDWS has been attempting to  

get permission from RHS Rosemoor to allow our society to 

undertake some archaeological investigation of this site.  

Initially the directors of Rosemoor were not agreeable to this 

proposal despite allowing us the use of the lecture room for 

our AGMs and permitting our guided walks through their 

woods to the weir.   

Today RHS Rosemoor has a completely different attitude 

towards the lime kilns and the canal terminus, and are keen 

that this site is incorporated into new footpath route freely 

open to its visitors. 
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At the conclusion of last year’s guided walk to the lime kilns, I 

was thanking those present for their attendance but also 

explaining that we were soon hoping to start a programme of 

investigation of this site and looking for volunteers.  I was very 

pleased a moment or two later when I was approached by one 

of the walkers who expressed considerable interest in being 

involved with the project and as a direct result is now in charge 

of running it.  In the short time that Ian Harrison has been 

project manager, organising volunteers and getting his and 

their hands dirty, an extraordinary amount of work has been 

done and their progress is impressive!. Well done to them all! 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Ian pondering the wisdom of taking on the project. 
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 Compare Ian’s photo above, taken on November 1st. 

2015 before work began, with new volunteer Michael 

Elliott’s picture below taken on January 27th 2016,. 
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Not only have the directors of RHS Rosemoor been very 

supportive of the efforts of the RC&NDWS volunteers they have 

taken a very pro-active stance as well, to the point of hiring for a 

day and tasking one of their employees to operate, a small 

tracked excavator to help clear the site.  Promises have been 

given to make the machine and driver available again soon, as 

well as to employ at their expense, qualified and insured 

chainsaw operators to fell the large trees which have grown up 

along what was once the towpath. 

The work that Ian and his dedicated group of volunteers is 

certainly paying dividends and their progress on the canal basin 

is clear to see.  

The lime kiln complex is ‘a whole new ball game’.  It requires an 

enormous amount of work if it is ever intended to be returned to 

its original state,  It has been the centre of attention in the past 

The wharf wall coming into view for the first time in probably 

100 years.  No wonder Ian is looking pleased! 

    Picture courtesy of Michael Elliot 
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when considerable effort was put into removing invasive 

vegetation.  Those of you who are keen gardeners will fully 

appreciate the problems of trying to keep a weed-clear plot but 

when dealing with a large lime kiln or stretch of canal that is 

another matter! 

At the moment the RC&NDWS has no plans for this structure.  

Its restoration or even a more simple plan to stabilize it is a 

massive undertaking and would be a very long term project but 

who knows?                Article by Adrian Wills 

The picture of the canal terminus and the lime kiln complex 

above was taken on January 13th 2016. 

Compare it with the following 2 pictures taken in 2011(?) 
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The lime kiln complex at RHS Rosemoor in 2011(?) 

following the construction of a bat hibernaculum.in one of 

the arches.     

A regularly updated account of work on this site by Ian and 

his gang can be followed on  

www.facebook.com/groups/rollecanal/ 
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GUIDED WALKS PROGRAMME FOR 2016 

All walks take place on a Sunday afternoon, starting at 2.30pm 

and lasting about 2 hours or a little more.  The distance is 

usually less than 2 miles and the aim is to locate and identify 

surviving clues to the history of the Rolle Canal and other 

transport links between Great Torrington and the Torridge 

estuary.  Up to date information on each walk will normally be 

published in the Club News section of the current North Devon 

Journal, or via email <hassall@ymail.com>  

Each walk is led by one or more guides who are familiar with the 

route of the canal and its surviving features.  They will explain 

points of interest and will welcome questions on any associated 

matters. 

The RC&NDWS is continually working to improve access along 

the canal and provide interpretation of the major features, and 

ongoing restoration work on the Sea Lock, where the canal joins 

the Torridge, is making steady progress.  The income from the 

small charge of £2 per person on the guided walks makes a 

valuable contribution to these works. 

 

Sunday May 15th Ridd Inclie and Wheelpit.  Start from 

Annery Kiln by Halfpenny Bridge on the Bideford to Weare 

Giffard road.  See the site where tub boats were hauled up and 

down an incline from the river level to the canal summit level.  

Part of the underground water-wheel chamber is visble beside 

the Tarka Trail while orchids anf other wild flowers abound in the 

dry canal basin. 

DOWN THE CUT 
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Sunday June 12th  Staple Vale, Torrington.  Star from 

the ‘Puffing Billy’ (Torrington old railway station).  See the three 

bridges over the River Torridge spanning 8 centuries of 

transport from pack-horse to juggernaut, with  canal and railway 

come and gone between. 

 

Sunday July 17th  Taddiport (Provisional).  Start at the 

entrance to the derelict milk factory close the Taddiport Bridge.  

See where the canal wharves and lime kilns used to be , now 

subsumed under the concrete of the works roadway, then follow 

the canal route upstream to the site of the swing bridge that 

carried the pathway up Castle Hill.  

If the planned redevelopment of the factory site has 

commenced, this walk may be relocated elsewhere. 

 

Sunday August 14th Rosemoor Kilns and Canal Basin.  

Starting at the carpark of RHS Rosemoor Gardens, this is 

another opportunity to walk through then gardens to the old lime 

kilns and recently cleared canal basin that effectively formed 

the terminus of the canal as well as the main reason for its 

existence. 

 

         Chris Hassall 
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SUNDAY  April 10th 2016 

THE ROLLE CANAL & NORTHERN DEVON  

WATERWAYS SOCIETY AGM 

In the Lecture Room of R.H.S. Rosemoor  

Starting at 2.00pm 

Following the AGM there will be a guided visit to view 

the restoration site at the head of the canal by R.H.S. 

Rosemoor Lime Kilns 

ALL ARE WELCOME. 

Admission is FREE and there will be an exhibition of pictures, 

maps and artefacts related to the Rolle Canal. 

Before the work began - August 2014 
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Polite reminder 

  

Please be aware that  

Subscriptions for 2016 are due on April 1st.   

A renewal form is inserted in this newsletter.      

 

To pay by standing order or BACS:- 

 

Lloyds TSB Bank plc  

Bideford (309 078) Branch 

Rolle Canal & Northern Devon Waterways Society 

Branch Sort Code  30-90-78 

Account Number  01091603 

 

Should you wish to subscribe by Standing Order  

then please use your SURNAME as reference 

and notify the Secretary by  

email; info@ therollecanal.co.uk 
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