The Final ‘Cut’

The History of the Slough Arm of the Grand Union Canal
By
Richard Hill

With the exception of the Manchester Ship Canal the Slough Arm of the
Grand Union Canal was the last canal to be built in Britain. Few people know
of its fascinating and unique heritage.

“In a society framed to cherish our national heritage the canals can
play their part not only as a means of transport and employment, but
as part of an efficient system of land drainage and a source of
beauty and pleasure. But if the canals are left to the mercies of
economists and scientific planners, before many years are past the
last of them will become a weedy, stagnant ditch, and the bright

boats will rot at the wharves, to live on only in old men’s memories.”
L.T.C. Rolt. ‘Narrowboat’ 1944

In 1880, engineer Alfred Walker (1851-1941), upon
completion of the building of the canal between
Nottingham to Melton Mowbray, looking for new
employment, looked to Buckinghamshire*, where the
building of a new canal arm was due to be built to
Slough. Alfred knew the area as his parents had lived
there in'the 1870’s. He subsequently and successfully
applied for the position of ‘overseer’ of the work. Upon
his appointment, Alfred and his wife moved to
Langley.

In 1878 Hubert Thomas proposed the construction of
a canal from Bulls Bridge to Slough which he
suggested would open up new brickfields in and
around Slough to supply the ever increasing demand ~ Above: Alfred Walker
for bricks in London.

By 1879, Thomas had completed his more detailed survey and his company
had drafted a preliminary bill to present before parliament. Thomas estimated
the cost of construction at around £70, 550 but with its' junction with the
Grand Union canal now to be at Cowley Peachey.

One of the major opponents to the act was the Great Western Railway
Company, yet despite much opposition, the act was finally approved in July
1879, , the first such 'canal construction' act to be sanctioned since 1795. The
act had however been amended, permitting the canal to be terminated at the
Stoke Pages road, rather than further west as had been originally planned.
The great voices of the Duke of Leeds and of Eton College had intervened to
ensure no interference with their lands.

Construction of the canal started at Cowley Peachey at the beginning of
1880; excavation of the main lver cutting began in the middle of February and
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By the 1940's most of Britain's canals had become little more than desolate
dirty ditches. By the early 60's however, their potential as an asset to the
leisure industry was recognised and many of Britains’ canals were undergoing
a transformation into what became labelled by government as 'amenity
cruising waterways'. Sadly, the Slough Arm was committed from their list of
waterways considered worthy of restoration and regeneration.

Erratum
In the article originally published in Canal &
Riverboat magazine, a picture was published here
that was incorrectly attributed to the Slough
Observer in the 1960’s.

However, the picture that was actually
published was an extract from a later article
from the Slough Express that was instigated
and inspired by Mr Garry W Banthorpe,
Independent Campaigner for the Slough Arm.

The author wishes to apologise to the
Slough Express, the readers of Canal &
Riverboat, and in particular Mr Garry
Banthorpe who has tirelessly
campaigned on behalf of the Slough
Canal over very many years.

In 1968, the Slough Observer
reported that Slough Council had a
plan to buy part of the canal, to fill it
in, and use it as part of a ring road to
link London Road to the Trading
Estate. Local waterways enthusiasts
banded together to form the Slough
Canal Group. Backed by the
Observer the council began to sense
that electoral support might be in
jeopardy and a number of councillors
openly declared opposition to the
road scheme. The council
subsequently dropped their
proposals.






