
“THE RIVER RUNS UP HILL” 
 

This was the title of the talk given by Stuart Burroughs, 
curator of The Museum of Bath at Work, to a group of LINK 
clients and volunteers in the Box Pavilion in October. He was 
referring to canals, and the Kennett and Avon canal.  Canals are artificial 
rivers built to connect natural waterways. The principle of building a canal is 
simple – dig a shallow ditch (usually only 2 – 3 feet deep) line it with clay to 
make it waterproof and fill with water. Ideally, they are built following the 
valleys but sometimes must go up hill by way of a series of locks – hence the 
title of the talk. The Kennett and Avon canal was constructed between 1794 
and 1840 and is 57 miles long, connecting the River Avon at Bath to the 
River Kennett at Newbury. 
 

Stuart showed us photographs of the canal passing through the Sydney 
Gardens in Bath. The gardens at the time the canal was built were known as 
pleasure gardens with all sorts of entertainment, and the owners were not 
happy at the thought of foul mouthed navvies passing through on  barges. 
They stipulated that the embankments were lined with Bath stone and 
beautiful cast iron foot bridges erected to span the canal. After their initial 
worries the canal became an added attraction. 
 

He told us an interesting story about the canal at Widcombe where it joins 
the River Avon through a lock. When the lock gates were opened water 
flowed out of the canal into the river and then had to be pumped back into 
the lock. The river authorities claimed it was their water once in the river 
and therefore wouldn’t allow it to be pumped back into the canal. The 
dispute was settled by moving the lock further back so that the water 
pumped back was still “canal water”. 
 

With the opening of the Great Western Railway the canal gradually fell into 
disuse in the late 19th and early 20th centuries until in the 1970’s people 
began to realise it could become a leisure attraction and mostly with the 
help of volunteers, started to restore it. The canal was reopened in 1990. 
 

Some weeks prior to the talk 38 of us were able to enjoy an afternoon on 
the canal between Bradford on Avon and Avoncliff. Our skipper Lesley told 
us some interesting facts about that stretch of the canal, one of which was 
that the lock in Bradford is the second deepest on the canal. After a 
delicious cream tea on board and a chance for some to spot a heron and 
kingfisher we returned to Bradford on Avon. 
If you need our help ring 07970 617617 and speak to one of our 
coordinators. 
                                                                               Susan Hatton 


