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Issue 161: Summer 2022

Welcome to the Summer 2022 edition of Dragonfly! As 
always, I am writing this some way ahead of time, and 
today finds me at a bed & breakfast in Kington in 
Herefordshire in early May, four days into my 12day 
assault on the Offa's Dyke Path. Putting an issue of 
Dragonfly together can be a complicated process at the 
best of times, but putting one together in between long 
days of walking and while nursing sore feet and tired limbs 
is more of a challenge than ever  I am even more grateful 
than usual for the efforts of Martin Stubbs to keep 
everything running smoothly!

I hope you'll agree that this issue shows that progress is 
being made right along the line of the Wilts & Berks. We 
have updates from all of our branches, and also news from 
the new Vale Strategic Team, who are attempting to 
provide a focal point for our interactions with local 
government at all levels at the eastern end of the canal. We 
are also starting to hear exciting rumblings coming from the 
Swindon area about progress towards the M4 Crossing, 
one of the major engineering challenges of the entire 
restoration project.

As life continues to return to something like normal, we are 
hoping that the Trust's activities can similarly get back onto 
a prepandemic footing, and we should be seeing more 
events going ahead and work continuing along the line to 
maintain and restore the canal. If you have news of a 
canalrelated event happening in your neck of the woods, 
or you would like to comment on anything featured in the 
magazine, or if you have an idea for an article that you 
think Dragonfly readers would find interesting, please email 
me at editor@wbct.org.uk. As always, pictures are 
especially welcome, but please supply them at original 
resolution if possible so that they look their best in print.

By the time you are reading this, I should be back at home 
having completed the 180 miles of Offa's Dyke and well 
and truly rested, ready to take on the summer! I wish you 
all a lovely summer and I wish every success to all the 
canal events going on over the summer months.

Robin Dunford
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Input from the Chair

The Trust ended the 2021/22 financial year on a high note. 
Timely management accounts from Peter Wilkinson for 
2021/22 show total income of £388K and a surplus of 
£188K. The yearend balance sheet showed total funds of 
£930K. The Trust is currently in good financial health, 
enabling us to fund new project work in each of our five 
branches.

Our M4 Crossing Phase 1 report to National Highways, 
produced in a project led by Jon Coates, has been 
submitted, acknowledged and paid for. It postulates £1.79 
of local economic benefit for every £1.00 spent on the 
project. With £15M of projected spend, this will be a 
welcome boost for our canalside communities in Royal 
Wootton Bassett and Swindon. Our report contains a 
detailed bid for a further £870K of funding from National 
Highways in Phase 2.

We have recently agreed leases on 533 metres of canal 
land at Naish Hill in our Melksham, Calne & Chippenham 
branch and on 364 metres at Elms Farm in Abingdon and 
East Vale. Our Lands and Property team is firing on all 
cylinders in its quest to give us access to a steadily 
increasing proportion of the total 112 km of our heritage 
canal route.

Recruiting for my successor as CEO is well underway at 
Claverton Consulting in Bristol. The Board of Trustees has 
agreed that this will be a paid position, to ensure that the 
successful candidate is able and willing to devote the 
necessary time and energy to the prescribed role.

Gordon Olson, Acting CEO, WBCT

As I write, Summer seems a long way away, but, as you 
read this, it is hopefully just around the corner. This should 
see a resurgence of outdoor activity in support of practical 
restoration and maintenance after a winter of planning and 
limited works. I hope you can join in!

You will be pleased to know that, at an Extraordinary 
General Meeting on 9 April, the Trust agreed to update and 
tidy up our Articles of Association. The updated version of 
the Articles is on the WBCT website, and reenables our 
general and business meetings to be undertaken via virtual 
conferencing when required, now that COVIDrelated 
legislation no longer provides separate permission.

Physical general meetings will remain our preference 
unless a pandemic or other shock manifests itself again, 
and the next AGM is planned to be at the Shrivenham 
Memorial Hall on Saturday 22 October 2022. It is likely 
that, for efficiency, meetings of the Executive and Board of 
Trustees will continue to be virtual. However, we will be 
looking to use our new powers to develop a hybrid format 
for general meetings that will offer the opportunity to extend 
the democratic process to a wider audience who would not 
otherwise attend. I look forward to seeing you there, either 
virtually or physically!

Justin Lewis, WBCT Chairman

The latest in the ongoing series of canal talks took place on 
28 April. The speaker was Rob Dean, CMG, President of 
the Kennet & Avon Canal Trust. Rob’s talk was entitled 
“Restoration of the Kennet & Avon Canal – Was it worth it?” 
and can be found online at https://www.youtube.com/watch?
v=uC_gexwAd4U

The previous talks in the series can also be found on the 
Trust’s YouTube channel. A number of other videos created 
by the Trust can be found on the WBCT website at https://
www.wbct.org.uk/linkspublications/videosmedia

The talks are now paused through the summer and are 
planned to resume later in the year.

Online talks

Message from the Chief Executive

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=uC_gexwAd4U
https://www.wbct.org.uk/links-publications/videos-media
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West Vale Branch report
Spring has sprung and the wild flowers have riz, in 
Shrivenham Canal Park that iz!

With no help from us, celandines by the thousand, plus 
many others I can’t name, together with lots of daffodils, 
cowslips, bluebells, etc., that have been planted by us over 
the last 27 years since West Vale Branch purchased a 
barren 4acre field with an infilled canal and transformed it 
into a community and wildlife asset for all to enjoy. The tree 
saplings planted over the Christmas holiday, with help from 
villagers, have begun to sprout, as well as the specimen 
oak and beech trees planted to commemorate HM Queen 
Elizabeth’s jubilee! Also, there are lots of things coming up 
in our wild flower meadow; we wait with bated breath to see 
just what else will arrive throughout the summer.

The reasonable weather of late and the recruitment of new 
members has meant that we have been able to get on with 
lots of tasks – some of worldwide significance! Our now 
completed, extremely posh, onsite ‘Eco composting toilet’ 
is now twinned with one in Malawi! The toilet flush uses no 
water! The user spins a handle to cover the contents with – 
we use sawdust (or garden or peatfree compost as an 
alternative) – which spreads over it and starts/continues the 
composting process.

Most of the improvements to the Canal Park are complete: 
the information panels on lecterns and notice boards are all 
in place, and the seating is finished. A new site map and 
lots of information panels for visitors are finished and have 
been printed and installed on the notice boards. The huge 
murals for the completed workcompound fencing will be 
delivered and installed at the end of Gloucester University 
Art Department’s Spring term.

The solar pumping project is well under way; the solar 
panels have been installed close to Tuckmill Brook. The 
excavations for the pump and feeder channel have been 
dug, and the piping is in place, so it should all be 
connected and finished by the time you read this report. 
But, apart from testing it all, we can’t actually turn it on yet; 
a recent necessary ecological survey has revealed that the 
canal and ponds within the Canal Park are ‘infested’ with 
great crested newts (something we have known for years!), 
a protected species, and other very desirable wildlife, so 
we can’t actually refill the canal until they migrate from it, 
but we do have a plan to help them on their way: more in 
our next report!

Q: What’s the work around the Canal Park all about?

A: It’s a stunning example demonstrating the benefits of a 
restored canal to the local community and the green 
environment.

What’s next? Well, there is still a lot to do within the work 
compound – conversion of one site container into a 
workshop and the installation of a welfare unit – plus we 
now have landowners’ permission to work on the towpath 
for a couple of lengths of local canal and Steppingstone 
Bridge wing walls, so plenty to keep up the momentum!

The Canal Park lies on the Shrivenham Circular Walk, 
which passes through it. This 4milelong (shortcuts 
available!), wellsigned footpath was constructed/enlarged 
to take in the canal towpath as part of the Millennium 
celebrations and, in turn, links into all the local rights of 
way. It’s an ideal starting place to explore the village, with 
its thatched cottages, interesting buildings, pubs and cafés, 
the canal and the surrounding countryside. There is easy
tofind central car parking. Please come and take a look! It 
really is worth the petrol money.

And it’s on the S6 bus route!

It’s just a mile’s walk along the towpath from the car park to 
Tuckmill Brook and back, if you would like to take a look at 
the solar panels, and some splendid views across the Vale 
to the famous Whitehorse Hill.

Alan Norris, West Vale Branch Volunteering 
Coordinator

Information board at Canal Park. Credit: Ian Mitchell Solar Panel installed at Canal Park. Credit: Ian Mitchell

Tree information board. Credit: Ian Mitchell



From little acorns...
In the Wantage area, we have 6 km (3.7 miles) of 
continuous footpaths along our canal, including the Grove 
flight of six locks. Naturally, these paths are very popular 
with walkers, and in some cases are even used for children 
to get to school. Most of this long stretch is lined with trees, 
many of them large old ash trees, but sadly some of them 
are now suffering from ash dieback.

Last year, the owners of the stretch of canal between West 
Challow and East Challow decided to remove the dying 
trees – and also to remove all of the living ash trees as 
well, on the grounds that they would get ash dieback in 
time anyway. The towpath was closed for a week while tree 
surgeons and heavy machinery moved in and took the 
trees. Local people were understandably upset to see 
those great old trees disappear, and the owner of a field 
next to the towpath even had to post notices clarifying that 
it was nothing to do with him.

So, when East Challow Parish Council got an offer of 24 
native saplings from the Woodland Trust, they contacted 
WBCT to ask whether we could arrange to plant them 
along the towpath where the ash trees had been cut down. 
East Challow has its own troop of Beaver Scouts (7–8 
years old), and it was suggested that this was an ideal 
opportunity to involve them.

On a sunny Saturday, the volunteers of Abingdon and East 
Vale branch went along the canal selecting sites for the 
saplings, clearing the undergrowth and loosening the earth 
ready for the Beavers. Then the Beavers, their mothers, the 
Beaver leader and a couple of Parish Councillors came 
along to plant and to water in the saplings.

The Beavers were keen to come back later and tend to 
‘their’ trees; who knows, this may be the beginning of a 
lifetime’s interest in the canal!

Jon Miles, Work Party Organiser, Abingdon and 
East Vale Branch
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East Challow Beaver Scouts planting trees. 
Credit: Jon MIles

East Wichel Leak
It's hard to know what to do if your canal is leaking but you can't see where, as the water is going into the ground.  All you 
can do is divide the canal up into short sections, using  clay bunds, and see where the level drops; that takes time.  That is 
what's been happening in East Wichel  and now we have some results.  They are to be found in this news item: 
https://www.wichelstowe.co.uk/news/eastwichelcanalspring2022.aspx . Now they have identified the most suspect 
areas, they have dug into the towpath  a last resort  to establish what's happening.  I  recommend reading the document 
 it's worth it!

Picture: courtesy of  https://www.wichelstowe.co.uk

https://www.wichelstowe.co.uk/news/east-wichel-canal---spring-2022.aspx
https://www.wichelstowe.co.uk/


6 Dragonfly | Summer 2022 

For the past few months, the Royal Wootton Bassett 
Branch has had to cope with an interloper who calls himself 
‘Omicron’. He and his cousin ‘Delta’ have managed to 
affect almost all of our facetoface activities, though 
thankfully noone’s had a serious infection.

Our first absentee had to miss the Trust AGM held at the 
Memorial Hall in October, while three of our branch 
members had to stay away from their usual duties at the 
Visitor Centre in Swindon for a week or two. At least two 
volunteers are continuing to stay away from work parties 
for fear of infection, though of course we are able to 
maintain social distancing because we are outdoors.

Despite Omicron, the work parties have made great 
progress over the winter, and the small arrow signs have 
now appeared on the Biffa path at the east end of the 
Studley Grange section. Many local people have walked 
via the canal as far as Hay Lane.

Passing through Harris Croft Farm, the public footpath at 
the western end didn’t flood at all last winter, and is now 
quite firm and dry. We wish the farmer success in dealing 
with the eastern end, which he has promised to do.

At the other end of town, a concentrated effort has cleared 
most of the canal line through Dunnington Farm. Our last 
work party there was on 30 March, and we now wait until 
our licence is renewed by the landowner in the autumn. At 
each end of the area, there is a farm track that crosses the 
canal line, and it’s now possible (though out ofbounds to 
the general public) to walk all the way between these 
tracks, past the site of Dunnington Lower Lock along the 
embankment, over the aqueduct and on through a shallow 
cutting to reach the western end.

At Templars Firs, the garage area that was bought at 
auction last June has gradually been cleared of the 
vegetation that had threatened the safety of the block of 
ten asbestosroofed garages. With the help of Fiona Rivers 
from MCC Branch, the grossly overgrown towpath hedge 

behind the garages has been cut and laid, and is now 
turning green. At auction, the Trust had gained ownership 
of three garages. We now have five, most of which are 
available for equipment storage, while two are earning 
rental income.

Three key groups of visitors have been hosted along the 
Templars Firs footpath to the north of the canal, starting in 
March with Robin Clark of the Underwood Trust, funder of 
the Bee Route. In April, Network Rail staff made a site visit 
to discuss their tentative plans to replace the pedestrian 
crossing with a footbridge. Finally, Scout leader Steve 
Milner walked the woodland path between the canal and 
the railway to see how local Scouts could maintain it for the 
benefit of all. He has known this woodland since the early 
1990s – before the shallow muddy ditch was transformed 
into the wildlife haven we now enjoy – and how much the 
Scouts did to help the canal restoration in the early years.

On 23 March, despite at least two who had to selfisolate 
thanks to Omicron, we attended a very successful social 
evening at the ‘Hop Chapel’ at nearby Broad Town 
Brewery; no doubt we shall return in summertime.

Our Branch AGM was held on Monday 9 May, online for 
the third year running. Omicron can stay away…

Steve Bacon

Royal Wootton Bassett Branch Report

The path at Harris Croft, no longer flooded in winter.
Credit: Steve Bacon

Arrow signs at the Studley Steps and on the Biffa 
Path. Credit: Steve Bacon

The hedge bounding the garage area at Templars Firs.
Credit: Steve Bacon

Clearing the impenetrable jungle west of the aqueduct.
Credit: Steve Bacon

The canal in water near the western farm track at 
Dunnington. Credit: Steve Bacon



In late March, the Vale Strategy Team (VaST) held its first 
ever event, a briefing meeting for councillors (County, 
District and Parish) from across the Vale of White Horse 
district of Oxfordshire. Invitations were sent to more than 
100 named individuals or bodies (such as the parish 
councils along the line of the canal), and we had 
representation from a fair number of the organisations 
involved.

The purpose of the briefing was to introduce VaST to our 
elected representatives, and make them aware of the Wilts 
& Berks Canal Trust and of VaST as a new part thereof, 
through which all canalrelated matters anywhere in 
Oxfordshire can be channelled. Our hope is that this will 
clarify the points of contact, regardless of which branch’s 
area is involved, and encourage Oxfordshire’s 
representatives to engage more actively with the Wiltshire, 
Swindon and Oxfordshire (WSO) Canal Partnership, the 
body that already exists to coordinate the interface 
between the Trust and the relevant public bodies along the 
entire length of ‘our’ canal. Oxfordshire has for too long 
been the ‘poor relation’ of the Trust and its forebears, with 
so much of the major restoration activities taking place to 
the western end, with this emphasis likely to continue for 
some while as the M4 crossing edges closer to becoming a 
reality!

During our presentation and briefing, we took the 
opportunity to reiterate the Trust’s attitude towards the 
possible Abingdon reservoir development, especially in the 
light of some rather irresponsible utterances by a Councillor 
who should know better than to make controversial 
statements of ‘fact’ without actually examining those facts 
adequately. I refer to the claim that the Trust is “pro
reservoir”, and therefore there’s no point involving us in any 
County discussions about this project.

I was able very publicly to lay out fully the Trust’s attitude to 
this possible major infrastructure development, which is of 
strict neutrality; we are neither for nor agin the construction 
of this huge new strategic waterstorage facility – what we 
want is a decision one way or t’other, thank you!

If it’s to be canned, we can go ahead with restoration of the 
historic line of the canal from the GWR crossing north of 
Grove to the A34 near Abingdon, there to join the rerouting 
to the south of the town to emerge into the Thames at 
Jubilee Junction, which the Trust created in the early 21st 
century.

However, if it receives the goahead, some four miles of the 
Wilts & Berks will be destroyed during construction, and 
any navigation along the original alignment would be 
across a wide stretch of deep, open water, not exactly ideal 
for narrowboats designed to operate in around 4 feet of 
depth, and a mere tens of feet width.

So, of course, the Trust has been in discussions with the 
SESRO (South East Strategic Reservoir Option) team who 
are charged with developing the project, largely on behalf 
of the Thames and Affinity water companies. And yes, 
those discussions have been very cordial and possibly 
even eventually productive, in that the plans we’re now 
being made party to on a confidential basis indicate that 
the requirements of a narrowboat navigation in place of the 
historic line are being included in the design details being 
developed for submission to the relevant planning 
authorities.

It would be pretty useless for the Trust to have waited until 
a detailed design without any reference to the Wilts & 
Berks had been put forward and approved to then start 
raising canalintegration requirements, wouldn’t it? So, of 
course, we’ve been having talks with the SESRO team, but 
to translate that into support for the scheme is frankly 
irresponsible, and I was able to very firmly set the record 
straight; the WBCT neither supports nor objects to the 
SESRO scheme for a major strategic water reserve for 
southeast England, and will continue to work with the 
project management team to ensure that, if it does 
progress to construction, the demands of a restored 
narrowboat navigation from Melksham to Abingdon are fully 
incorporated.

There is, of course, no doubt that, should SESRO be 
granted consent, a significant length of the Wilts & Berks 
will likely be brought back into water, and a connection with 
the rest of the inland navigation system, viz the River 
Thames navigation, will come about. From that, a GWR 
crossing becomes ever more feasible, and that could well 
see boats back to the Wantage and Grove area.

With a restoration of navigation from Abingdon to Wantage 
come a raft of further benefits too: a towntotown motor
trafficfree cycle and walking path, a green and blue wildlife 
corridor, and all the attendant benefits we’re all so well 
aware of, including the economic ones, with visitor 
revenues helping to sustain retail and hospitality incomes 
at both ends of such a link. A boatyard in the Wantage/
Grove area would be a natural, for instance! Discussions 
have indeed commenced ... watch this space!

Peter Scatchard, Chairman, VaST
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The Vale Strategy Team moves into action

The towpath between Stockham and East Challow. 
Credit: Robin Dunford
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Old Canal Maps
The two maps illustrated are from the Map Room of the 
British Library. They are part of ‘A Collection of 620 Plans, 
Profiles & Sections of various canals in England & Wales’; 
the British Museum bought the collection for £40 in 1873 
from James Wyld (1812–1887), who was a noted London 
geographer and map seller. I first came across the 
collection in the British Museum map room when looking 
for maps by William Fairbank III, a land surveyor of 
Sheffield. It was a job lot of what seems likely to be Wyld’s 
old stock, mainly consisting of maps produced by his 
business. Amongst the collection there are many examples 
of the land surveyor’s original map, the first proof and the 
final version of the map for subscribers’ prospectus (see 
below*). There are also some maps produced by Wyld’s 
predecessors; the two maps shown are by William Faden 
(1749–1836), who was ‘Royal geographer to George III’.

The ’620’ maps had never been catalogued, but there was 
an original handwritten (copperplate) list of maps by name, 
copied on to eight pages of typescript. In late 1999, I went 
to the British Library Map Room and volunteered to 
catalogue the collection. After a few months’ probation, 
completing worksheets by hand (tedious), they allowed me 
to use a computer! Some three years of intermittent visits 
later, cataloguing was completed and I’d learnt a lot. There 
were only (!) 411 different items, although there were 570 
Mss: double, triple* and multiple copies of certain maps. By 
no means all were maps of canals: sundry rivers, docks 
and harbours, some associated with canals, as well as 
texts (extracts from Parliamentary Acts?) with arguments 
for and against the proposed canal. There are also maps or 
plans of roads, bridges, waterworks, railways and ‘ye Tides 
on ye Black Lake of Tannachy’ (!), the location of which I 
discovered only three years ago. Of interest to the Wilts & 
Berks Canal Trust are two copies of a drawing: a section of 
a canal boat agreed by the Kennet & Avon, Wilts & Berks 
and Somersetshire Coal Canal Companies.

When I finished the selfimposed task, the principal of the 
Map Room gave me photographs of the three maps* of the 
Dearne and Dove Canal (originally surveyed by William 
Fairbank III) connecting the rich coalfields around Barnsley 

to the River Don, east of Sheffield; that I’d discovered in the 
British Museum map room many years before…

Adrian Padfield

Top: Wilts & Berks Canal 1791 
Above: North Wilts Canal 1813 
Credit: Map Room British Library



Heavens, where has the time gone since the last edition? 
Two main centres of work along the MCC line have been 
the Pewsham Locks site and Pudding Brook (north of the 
A4 outside Chippenham); we have also found time to enjoy 
ourselves at branch events and socials!

At Pewsham, our bricklayers have finished restoring the 
drydock walls, our architect has submitted the latest 
drawings and amendments and Marsha Miles fundraisers 
continue to locate funds for this project. We will soon be at 
the stage where we can start bringing materials on site. 
Bob, our chippy, has indicated that oak seasons very 
quickly and, once this has happened, the wood is 
extremely hard to work with. The plan therefore will be to 
have green oak delivered so we can produce Aframes one 
at a time and, once all eight are constructed, we can start 
the erection phase.

Elsewhere on site, we are preparing to rebuild the Bottom 
Lock wing walls destroyed by a large oak growing through 
them; lots of water to pump out. In addition, modern 
building procedures call for a substantial set of foundations. 
We are also working on the Top Pound walls joining Middle 
Lock to Top Lock. Looking ahead, we are planning autumn 
work once we can drop the water levels. We have also 
been carrying out towpath repairs, with over 20 tons of 
scalpings laid, raked and rolled.

The Pudding Brook section Habitat Management Plan is 
now in the latter stages of phase 2 (hedgerow 
management), but we have stopped for now as the season 
has ended. The hedgerow team have done a wonderful job 
and, as spring progresses, you can already see the 

difference and the new hedgerows coming alive. Work on 
locating the actual towpath progresses, as does levelling it 
out. There have been many minilandslips on this section, 
but thankfully the navvies laid the towing path with gravel, 
which is a good indication of the path location when you 
come across it.

Clearance of vegetation from the Studley Lane Bridge 
portal is now complete, and we are ready in the coming 
months to clear the soil and see what’s left of the bridge.

Wiltshire Council have leased the Trust our first council 
land on the MCC line, at the Naish Hill section, 1.2 km 
south of Pewsham Locks. This section was the very first to 
be restored by MCC Branch along the Pewsham line. 
Sadly, over the decades, due mainly to the volume of work 
at the Pewsham Locks site, this section has become 
overgrown again. The towpath (public footpath) on this 
section needs to be raised and the section needs de
weeding. We have been allocated £20K to sort out this 
section, and have started by carrying out surveys to 
ascertain the water levels and therefore towpath height. 
Wildlife/habitat surveys are booked.

The Events Team organised a very successful quiz night in 
Chippenham Neeld Hall. It was a sellout, with 26 teams 
taking part; a most enjoyable evening was had by all, and 
over £500 was raised for restoration.

During lockdown, we were unable to have our annual 
skittles match against our friends at the local Kennet and 
Avon Canal branch. Now restrictions are lifted, we were 
able to take them on again, and won the silver medal!

The first Mary Archard Trip of the year was held on Easter 
Saturday. Apart from branch members being aware and a 
few posters on the fence at Pewsham, we tend not to 
advertise these trips, due to fears of being inundated and 
people leaving disappointed that they weren’t able to get a 
trip. Despite this cautiousness, the weather was kind and 
we had a steady stream of visitors, and the Popup Café 
did a steady trade in hot drinks and cakes. The new electric 
outboard worked flawlessly, and what a difference the 
reduction in noise level makes to the trip along this 
beautiful section of the Wilts & Berks! At the end of the day, 
over £260 was donated, including two online donations 
later, and an extra £42 from the Bunny Hunt – all in all, a 
successful and enjoyable day. We will continue to run these 
trips on the second Saturday of each month, subject to 
water levels in the summer, until the end of August.

Dave Maloney, Chair, MCC and F&L Branches

News from Melksham, Chippenham and Calne 
Branch, incorporating Foxham & Lyneham 
Branch
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Pewsham Dry Dock before restoration. 
Credit: Howard Wilson

Drydock walls restored. Under the safety of the grass, 
brick floor with pitch/tar evidence of boat repairs. 
Credit: Howard Wilson

Overgrowth at the Studley Bridge portal with fallen or 
hanging trees on the canal banks to clear. 
Credit: Dave Maloney



Peterborough Arms
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Work continues on our main priority which is the final letting 
room. A loft light is also being installed into the first floor 
loft. During 2021 the first stage of insulation was laid. 
Second stage will be complete before the autumn of 2022. 
Now the weather is improving a little we are planning the 
outdoor jobs, which will take priority, including replacing the 
large window sill for this room. 

As you might have seen on National TV, heard on Wiltshire 
radio or seen info on Facebook, the B4069 Lyneham to 
Dauntsey road buckled at Lyneham Banks after storm 
Eunice earlier this year. The road is obviously closed but 
the situation is not being helped by Road Closed signs 
being erected nearly 5 miles away at Draycot Cerne, and a 
police sign just 800m from the pub declaring the road to be 
closed.  This road from Chippenham is fully open to the 
Peterborough Arms. Access from Swindon, RWB and 
Lyneham is straightforward enough and is a slight diversion 
from the RWB Lyneham road.

To make matters worse the phone line comes down the hill 
via telephone poles and the cable has snapped twice as 
the road continues to slip down the hill. Broadband is at a 
cabinet across the road and BT are looking at the logistics 
of getting it to the pub and the DLCCC. You can try booking 
meals on 01249 247833. If you can’t get through and can 
use Social Media you can contact Brendan & Michelle via 
the Facebook page:

https://www.facebook.com/peterborougharms/

The Peterborough Arms, Dauntsey Lock, Chippenham 
SN15 4HD

Dave Maloney  Refurbishment Team

Picture of Peterborough Arms. Credit: Chris Barry
Mind how you go  damage to the B4069 Lynehamto
Dauntsey road (Public Domain)

https://www.facebook.com/peterborougharms/


Installation of Memorial Benches
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On 30 April, the Abingdon and East Vale Branch was able to formally dedicate the two benches its members had 
committed to install along the line of the canal, one at Childrey Wharf, where the Trust operates under a lease from the 
nearby owners, Clare and Alastair in Angels’ Grange, to the memory of longterm Work Party Organiser Roy Murrell, the 
other to longtime Branch Secretary Chris Naish, on the Stockham section that the Trust actually owns, thanks to the 
kindness and generosity of the outgoing farmer back in the 1990s, who offered to separate the title before selling off his 
fields.

Roy’s plaque bears the following inscription:

In fond memory of Roy Murrell, 1940–2020
Much loved (Work) Party Organiser for over 30 years

Whose energy, humour and spirit inspired our endeavours
East Vale Branch, Wilts & Berks Canal Trust

The bracketed text “(Work)” is to indicate that Roy was also a very effective party organiser, having instigated and run the 
interbranch skittles matches for many years. His widow Barbara, daughter and husband, and other family members were 
also in attendance at the formal unveiling and dedication.

Chris’s plaque says this:

In fond memory of Chris Naish, 1946–2021
Our witty and entertaining Secretary of over two decades

Never at a loss for the right words
East Vale Branch, Wilts & Berks Canal Trust

Chris’s forte was being able to deliver minutes one actually enjoyed reading – he managed to produce the necessary, 
quite detailed records, but with a turn of phrase that brought a smile to the reader. His widow Sandra performed the 
unveiling, and regaled us with thoughts on dear Chris.

Both were key members of East Vale Branch for several decades, and are sorely missed and remembered with much love 
and affection.

Peter Scatchard

Images Top left  Barbara Murrell sitting on the bench that honours her late husband Roy 
Top right  Barbara with members of Abingdon and East Vale Branch and old friends Jan Flanigan and Doug Small 
Bottom left  Sandra Naish unveiling the bench in honour of her late husband Chris 
Bottom right  Sandra with members of Abingdon and East Vale Branch fellowmembers Jan Flanigan and Doug Small



12 Dragonfly | Summer 2022 

First, the bad news. The planned race night has had to be 
cancelled due to lack of interest; maybe we need other 
means to get noticed? Our attempts to obtain planning 
permission for a temporary compound and slipway in 
Wichelstowe have run into some planning buffers – we are 
trying to convene a meeting to include senior councillors to 
see whether or how this can be progressed. 

The good news is that the spring bulbs planted on the 
landing stage by Waitrose have sprung! More will no doubt 
follow next year. Also on the jetty, not only has a bench 
been installed in memory of the late Kath Hatton, but extra 
slabs have been laid on either side so that wheelchair 
users can sit beside it.

Further along the canal, at Rushey Platt (where Dragonfly 
used to be moored), our pontoon is now there and has 
already been used to enable our work parties to remove 
fallen trees and bushes from the canal.

Our really good news is yet to come – plans for restoring 
the canal through Wichelstowe and under the M4 are 
progressing. In Wichelstowe, the Joint Venture of Swindon 
Borough Council and Barratt Homes is mandated, by 

conditions in the outline planning consent for the whole 
development, to construct the canal to the M4 crossing. 
The first phase from Waitrose to East Wichel must be 
completed before 2500 dwellings are occupied and 
construction may start next year. The connection to the M4 
crossing must be completed before 3400 dwellings are 
occupied. Preparations for the M4 crossing itself are 
proceeding, and if all goes to plan this should be 
constructed at more or less the same time, tripling our 
navigable length and taking it as far as the Garden Centre 
by Junction 16 of the M4 – big news indeed!

Chris Barry, ViceChair, Swindon Branch

Report from Swindon Branch

Daffodils blooming. Credit: Chris Barry

Bench installed in memory of Kath Hatton. 
Bench plaque inset. Credit: Chris Barry

Pontoon at Westleaze. Credit: Chris Barry
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Swindon’s Canal and its Bridges, Part 2: The 
Drove Road Bridge
At the beginning of the 19th century, a different method of 
transport stopped close by, at the site of the Swindon 
wharf. Back in the 19th century, Drove Road was quite an 
active area, as the local map shows the proximity of 
numerous enterprises, notably the Turner Tile and Brick 
Company where Queens Park now stands: Grove House, 
indicated, was Turner’s own home.

The Drove, now Drove Road, took its name from its use as 
a road along which cattle were taken to market. Drove 
Road Bridge was built in 1804 across the Wilts & Berks 
Canal. The bridge stood at the place that is now the iconic 
Swindon Magic Roundabout, originally the junction 
between County Road, Shrivenham Road and Drove Road. 
The bridge was demolished between the two world wars. 
Today, the junction now includes Queen’s Drive and 
Fleming Way (part of the old canal).

Building on the Wilts & Berks Canal was under way by 
1796. It took 15 years to complete and cost more than 
£250,000. William Dunsford was appointed canal manager 
in 1817, and the 1841 census records the Dunsford family 
living at the Canal House. Close to Drove Bridge stood the 
Canal Manager’s house, Fairholm. The foundations of the 
elegant Fairholm House now lie beneath Drove Road Fire 
Station and near the busy Magic Roundabout.

Of Fairholm, William Cobbett, surveying the Wilts & Berks 
Canal, remarked in 1826 on the “gentleman’s house, with 
coach house, stables, walled in garden, paddock, and the 
rest of those things, which, all together, make up a villa,” 
supposing that the canal earned prodigious profits.

After William’s death in 1845, his son Henry, a civil 
engineer, took over William’s job and the house. Henry and 
his wife Susannah with their family of six sons continued to 
live at Fairholm for more than 25 years.

The most notable owner of the property was George 
Jackson Churchward, the superintendent at the GWR 
Works, although his ownership was a relatively short one. 

Churchward bought the property in about 1895 and, seven 
years later, it was on the market again. It was sold at 
auction by Bishop and Pritchett at the Goddard Arms Hotel 
on 25 August 1902. The sevenbedroomed property stood 
in five acres with “stabling for 8 horses, outbuildings, 
pleasure grounds, a capital kitchen garden and paddock.” 
The ground floor accommodation was described as 
containing “Entrance Porch, Vestibule, Hall, Dining Room 
17ft 3ins by 14ft 9ins with Bay and recess for a Sideboard, 
Drawing Room 17ft 3ins by 14ft 9ins with Bay, Small Sitting 
Room with Casement opening on to a flower garden, 
Smoke Room 15ft by 14ft with Safe.”

The property was sold for £2,000 to Mr Gilling, and 
Swindon Wharf soon became known as Gilling’s Wharf. 
The house all but survived the Second World War before it 
was demolished. The canal itself was abandoned under an 
Act of Closure in 1914, and this stretch was eventually filled 
in.

Robin Earle

Drove Road Bridge after abandonment of the canal. 
Credit: Swindon Libraries

Drove Wharf. Credit: Swindon Libraries

Drove Road Bridge. Credit: Robin Earle
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• Following the remarkable project to replace the Ocean 
Bridge near Stonehouse on the Stroudwater Canal 
over Christmas, boats have passed under the bridge 
for the first time in 70 years! Members of the canal
based charity Cotswold Boatmobility made the 
inaugural trip in early April. Work on the bridge is due to 
finish in midMay, allowing the towpath to reopen. 
https://www.cotswoldcanalsconnected.org/2022/04/08/
thefirstboatspassunderthenewoceanbridge/

• Work to repair last October’s breach on the Leeds & 
Liverpool Canal at Rishton is almost complete. As of 8 
April, the canal is now navigable again. The towpath 
remained closed at that time while repair work was 
continuing. The Canal & River Trust hoped to have the 
towpath reopened in late April and all work complete by 
the end of May. https://canalrivertrust.org.uk/notices/
20805towpathclosurebridge109newbarnbridgeto
bridge110aspenbridgerishtonleedsandliverpool
canal

• The Inland Waterways Association Manchester Branch 
and the Waterway Recovery Group North West 
recently commemorated the 50th anniversary of 
ASHTAC (Ashton Attack), when 1000 people worked 
on the Ashton Canal and the Lower Peak Forest Canal 
over a single weekend in March 1972. This project 
contributed to the full reopening of the Cheshire Ring in 
1976. https://waterways.org.uk/aboutus/news/
celebratingashtac50yearson

• As part of the Birmingham 2022 Festival, the 
Birmingham Canal Navigations Society and the Canal 
& River Trust are inviting boaters to take part in a 
spectacular boating parade on 24–26 June at 
Smethwick Locks. This event is one of many planned in 
the leadup to the Birmingham 2022 Commonwealth 
Games. https://waterways.org.uk/support/waystoget
involved/events/birminghamparadeofboats

• The Lapal Canal Trust has been making good progress 
at Whitehouse Wharf, 8 weeks into their project there. 
The Lapal Canal is the 5.5mile derelict eastern portion 
of the otherwise viable Dudley No. 2 Canal in the West 
Midlands. https://www.lapalcanal.co.uk

• A new footbridge over the Wey & Arun Canal at 
Tickners Heath is now open as a viewing platform, 
giving great views of the restoration work going on in 
the area; hopefully, the bridge will be fully open in the 
next 6–8 weeks. https://weyarun.org.uk

Elsewhere in canal restoration

Notice of MCC Branch AGM
The AGM of the Melksham, Calne and 
Chippenham Branch will be held in person at 19:45 
on Tuesday 6 September at The Rachel Fowler 
Centre, Melksham SN12 6EX.

The main purpose of the AGM is to approve the 
branch accounts and to elect branch officers. If you 
would like to stand for election as an officer, please 
contact secretary.mcc@wbct.org.uk.

John Goring, Secretary, MCC Branch

Canoeing under Ocean Bridge. 
Credit: Cotswold Canals Connected; 
Cotswold Boatmobility

https://www.cotswoldcanalsconnected.org/2022/04/08/the-first-boats-pass-under-the-new-ocean-bridge/
https://canalrivertrust.org.uk/notices/20805-towpath-closure-bridge-109-new-barn-bridge-to-bridge-110-aspen-bridge-rishton-leeds-and-liverpool-canal
https://waterways.org.uk/about-us/news/celebrating-ashtac-50-years-on
https://waterways.org.uk/support/ways-to-get-involved/events/birmingham-parade-of-boats
https://www.lapalcanal.co.uk
https://weyarun.org.uk
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The Winter 2021 issue of ‘Narrowboat’ magazine carried a 
review of a book about narrow canal construction – 
published in Austria in 1817! The original was in German, 
but it described in detail the English narrow canals. An 
Englishlanguage translation by Mike Clarke (with 
additional notes) has been published by the Railway & 
Canal Historical Society at £25. See https://rchs.org.uk/
product/technologyeconomicsandcanaldevelopment/.

The ‘Narrowboat’ reviewer said: “What Charles Hadfield did 
for our knowledge of the business development and 
workings of British canals, Mike Clarke has done for the 
understanding of the wider and diverse origins of navigable 
waterways throughout Europe … it is a goldmine for those 
with a deeper interest in the early history of our canals.”

Mike Clarke points out the key differences in the way that 
early British canals were planned and built, compared with 
those built in continental Europe. He notes that British 
engineers and constructors were craftsmen, whereas 
continental engineers tended to have extensive technical 
education.

I would recommend this book for those interested in how 
these craftsmen built our canals – without machinery to 
assist them.

Steve Bacon

Book Review – Technology, Economics, and 
Canal Development: An Early Technical Book 
and What it Reveals, by Mike Clarke

Checking the canal depth
With Covid and the prolonged closure of the canal at 
Westleaze preventing any boat usage of the canal near 
Kingshill for over two years we had no idea whether any 
silting up had occurred that might prevent Dragonfly 
resuming her proper trips as and when the blockade is 
removed. But now we have a pontoon there, we were able 
to do some depth sounding so we can be sure.

The bad news is that although silt as such isn't a problem, 
there are two 'alluvial fans' of small stones that have been 
washed into the canal during heavy rain over the years. 
These are now almost meeting in the middle, making it 
impossible for Dragonfly to pass. We are looking at ways to 
remove these gravel banks in this awkward place.

We had marked the pole I was using with the draft (depth) 
of Dragonfly, so it was easy to see at a glance what was 
going on. We can only be finally sure once Dragonfly has 
actually been right along, but the omens are good. There 
will also be a lot of plastic bags etc in the canal, which can 
be cleared only by being caught in Dragonfly's propellor as 
she passes, so we will need to do several dummy runs 
before we can announce the resumption of trips.

All this can happen only once the canal is reopened, of 
course, so watch this space! 

Chris Barry

NB: If readers are wondering about the absence of life 
jackets, WBCT's risk assessment considers them 
unnecessary when working in Category A waters (general 
depth less than 1.5m)

Image  Head of Boats working! 
Credit: Liz Barry

https://rchs.org.uk/product/technology-economics-and-canal-development/
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Locations mentioned in this issue of Dragonfly

1 Naish Hill
2 Pewsham Locks
3 Pudding Brook, Studley Lane Bridge
4 Peterborough Arms
5 Dunnington Farm
6 Templars Firs
7 Studley Grange, Harris Croft Farm

8 Drove Road Bridge, Swindon Wharf
9 Shrivenham Canal Park, Tuckmill Brook
10 Childrey Wharf
11 East Challow
12 Stockham, Elms Farm
13 Jubilee Junction

Dragonfly is the quarterly publication of the WIlts & Berks Canal Trust

The Wilts & Berks Canal Trust is a charitable organisation with the aim to restoring all 72 miles of the Wilts & Berks Canal 
to create a tranquil public waterside park for walking, cycling, fishing & boating.

For more detailed location information, check out the WBCT Interactive Map at   www.wbct.org.uk/map

#wiltsandberkscanal

If you are not already a member please consider joining. 
By being a member you will

• Be part of our amazing project: the longest and most 
complex waterways project in the UK today, combining 
restoration and community engagement

• Receive regular newsletters, active social media and 
other communications

• Be part of the  branch organisations with meetings, 
quizzes, talks, and volunteering opportunities

• Have opportunities to help; both on the ground and 
behind the scenes.

Our members achieve amazing results through their 
efforts for the Trust. In the future, we will all look back and 
say: “I was part of that!”

We are always happy to hear from members who would 
like to volunteer to work with us at the Trust. It could be

• joining a work party to help maintain/restore a stretch of 
canal

• working with the Boat Team as crew 

• joining the team communicating with the members 

• raising restoration funds.

Go to www.wbct.org.uk/volunteer  for more details

To find details of WBCT membership go to:  www.wbct.org.uk/join

https://www.wbct.org.uk/join
https://www.wbct.org.uk/volunteer
https://www.wbct.org.uk/map

