A brief history of JAMES LOADER

JAMES LOADER is a wooden BCN tug, built by Joe Worsey of Walsall for Leonard Leigh Limited in 1946, entering service in 1947, named after Leonard Leigh’s son James Loader Leigh.

Dimensions 41 feet by 6 feet 10 inches by 3 feet draught. 

One of two wooden tugs built at the time for the company, the other being CHRISTOPHER JAMES, built at Spencer Abbotts dock. Worseys also built the tug JOAN II in wood for Leigh, launched 16 April 1936. 

Hull construction is on a flat double planked 4 inch elm bottom, 2 inch planks longitudinally on 2 inch cross planks. 2 inch by 8 inch oak side planks held by iron omega cross section knees along the sides, with 8 inch deep wooden frames to form the shape of the bow. A long bow and counter and an inward curve of the knees to the bilge give a fine shape to the hull, and an easy swim through the water to the vessel. Planks are fixed with cut iron boat nails in the scarf joints and to other timbers, and nails riveted and cropped over roves through the frames and knees. Internal ¾ inch oak shearing is fixed with iron nails with tar paper behind.

The original cabin was shorter than the present and had sloping fore and back ends and a level roof, with six marine portholes. A long tiller gave extra leverage for steering when towing. The original engine was a four cylinder Fordson diesel/paraffin marinised tractor engine developing 56 hp. These 40 feet long tugs had been developed to be able to be turned easier and in more places than full length boat conversions, and being a plank short of a real boat, the flat fore and aft decks were level with the canal banks for easy and safe access.

As a working tug there would have been basic fittings for day use – possibly wooden benches with a bottle stove, with storage forward for ropes, chains, engine spares, fuel, lubricants. The tugs would not necessarily work through locks – the full boats would be towed from Anglesey Basin to the top of a flight by one tug, then worked through by hand to be towed onwards by another tug, the tug at the top taking empties back to the collieries. A train of five Joey or ‘ampton boats could hold over 200 tons, steered by a man on every other boat, attempting to keep warm in winter with a brazier burning scrap wood, envying the tug captain with his hot engine and stove. This is from ‘Boundary Post’, July 1987 – “The tugs worked very hard, 7 days a week and 18 hours a day, loading at Anglesey, Cannock and Holly Bank for delivery to Wolverhampton, Nechells and Walsall power stations. Once under way with a load, a steady run was kept up, sometimes aided by a gentle current induced by leaving open the top paddles at the Wolverhampton 21. On arrival at ‘Hampton Light’ the tows were berthed and the tug turned immediately, and with the train of empties lying ready, set off for the pits.”

The wartime Leonard Leigh tug fleet, including SPITFIRE, TEMPEST, HURRICANE, TYPHOON and the wooden JOAN II was expanded after the war with JAMES LOADER,  CHRISTOPHER JAMES, and HELEN. JAMES LOADER was fleet number 8.  They worked on the BCN until the winter of 1962/63, when the cut froze for weeks and the coal traffic was transferred to road vehicles, never to return. The tugs were laid up at the yards, and offered for sale. JAMES LOADER was bought by Peter Freakley in March 1964.

Peter soon made extensive repairs to the hull, “gunwales, side planks and foredeck all having to be replaced.” The new cabin was built with four berths, a separate engine room, and toilet/wash room. 

The boatman’s cabin dates from this time, with its dark scumble and rose and castle decoration. One decoration of interest is the map of the BCN showing all canals whether in use or derelict (in 1965) on the wall opposite the cabin range. The tug foredeck was replaced with a well deck with seating behind a cratch board and short top plank, and the livery was red panels with green framing, with “P.J.FREAKLEY BIRMINGHAM” proudly lettered on the cabin sides.

In August 1968 Peter bought a derelict wooden Leeds & Liverpool short boat with a Gardner 2LW engine inside. It was the ROBERT of Hargreaves fleet, and lying at Tarleton on the Rufford Branch. He removed the engine and towed the short boat out into the River Ribble, where it was burnt on a sandbank. The engine, dating from 1947, was restored and was installed in JAMES LOADER with the parts manoeuvred in through the side doors. This engine is still going strong today.

From a letter dated 6th September 1968 from Gardner Engines in Patricroft, replying to Peter’s enquiries:

The engine was no. 2LW/66754, reverse gear No. 2UC.4508, 2:1 reducing gear No.4509.

It was supplied new on 17th February 1947, with a value of £500.

It could develop 24 B.H.P. at 1,200 rpm.

He bought 3 instruction books (which I have) costing a grand total of £1. 18. 6d.

Peter cruised extensively and visited many rallies. I remember him at Marple, Birmingham and Liverpool rallies in 1969 and 1970, always taking part in the boat tug of war. A passage of the Manchester Ship Canal was undertaken in 1971. Regular maintenance was carried out by Peter himself, as docking and material receipts testify. From January to July 1972 it was lifted out at Allen’s Oldbury Dock for fitting several new planks in each side of the hull. The livery reverted to Leonard Leigh colours in 1980. The canal water engine cooling was replaced by a closed circuit system running through copper pipes under the starboard counter at this time, as described in the Gardner manual. He had the fore-end top bend planks replaced at Norton Canes in 1983.

Peter sold JAMES LOADER to Andy Flack in 1991. Extensive work was carried out in 1993 and also on the hull during the winter of 1993/4 at Stockton drydock, including replacing waterline hull planks, gunnels and stern deck. The tug deck was reinstated, as a sealed deck of hardwood planks on marine plywood, and the fore end of the cabin redecorated by Ron Hough.

The next owner, Ken Cody, mooring at Stockton and Newbury, cruised the system, with one memorable journey taking them to the River Medway down the Thames tideway. Repairs were carried out to the starboard swim area on the bank at Sharpness shipyard.

I bought JAMES LOADER in May 2001 and came south to moor at Newbury. That winter I fitted a wash basin, using the old water cooling inlet as outlet, and installed a water tank under the front deck. The wash basin is an antique pottery basin which folds out of a mahogany case with cupboards underneath, rescued from the N.B. SEAL in 1973. I found a similar one in Liverpool Maritime Museum, which had been fitted in a transatlantic liner cabin, and trademarked “Compactum”. SEAL had belonged to John Bowles of Birkenhead, a centre for ship breaking, so no doubt John had bought the basin second hand and fitted it into SEAL on its conversion for family cruising. The tug was also fitted with a depth sounder, GPS and compass, laughable for use on the cut, but essential for the tidal passages planned for 2002.

A Grand Tour in 2002 took us from Newbury via Bristol and the Severn Estuary to Anderton and Northwich, then down the Ship Canal and across the Mersey to Liverpool. The opening of the Ribble Link beckoned, and we paused on the Lancaster before heading back to Manchester and a passage of the Rochdale to the IWA National at Huddersfield. Returning via the Huddersfield Narrow and the Peak Forest, we stayed on the Llangollen after visiting Whitchurch and Ellesmere rallies.

A small hull repair, painting and hull tarring were carried out in the historic drydock at Ellesmere late in 2002, then the rest of the winter was spent at Hazlehurst on the Caldon. I had seen the butty BETELGEUSE on the T&M on the way there, and bought the boat in January 2003, collecting it with J.L. on the way to the Aston Locks opening rally at Queens Head on the Montgomery. BETELGEUSE loaded all its timber for its restoration to working condition at the rally, so from then on JAMES LOADER was towing cargo again, albeit for my own use. Ellesmere Port Gathering was attended, then the long tow to Godalming was undertaken, where I spent two days a week building the running gear and cabin back wall for BETELGEUSE, and J.L. attended the HNBOC rally at Dundas and won the tug of war at Reading Waterfest.

With BETELGEUSE in working trim, and displayed at the Beale Park Festival, the pair of boats were registered as commercial and single loads of coal taken from the Grand Union to the K&A in 2004, 2005, and 2006. J.L. was added to the River Thames tug register. Regular dockings kept up with tarring, shoe plate repairs and painting. I also fitted a compressor driven fridge, hidden behind a scumbled panel in the fore cabin. After experiments with Peltier effect boxes that drained the batteries, this has proved the best solution fridge-wise, taking very little current. In 2006 we also towed the MEADOW art installation from Bath to London with the artist Tania Kovats in residence on the butty. The Thames toll ticket stated “One ton of turf”.

April 2006 saw the most work carried out on JAMES LOADER by me. In three weeks on the Basingstoke drydock I replaced both of the top bends formerly replaced in 1983, and the next plank down on the port bow, as they were completely rotten with wet rot and fungus. This involved finding the timber, straight European oak from a timber mill near Godalming, building a steam box from three oil drums and a gas ring, bending on the new planks to be held by reinforcing pieces on the bow frames, and replacing various timbers such as front deck cants.

2007 started by towing BETELGEUSE to its new job on the Denham sand traffic with ARUNDEL, while JAMES LOADER continued north to collect the Joey boat JOE from Braunston and deliver it to Lyons yard at King’s Norton for stretching back to 70ft. Since then we have attended the Gardner rally at Parkhead, meeting up with Peter Freakley, cruised to Wootton Wawen in the floods, to the Braunston gathering, and to the Great Ouse and Cam for the National Festival, where we collected the Alfred Ritchie Cockerel for safe keeping until next year. A new Epping stove has now been fitted at Burwell, ready for our late autumn return to the Grand Union. A docking is being planned for next Spring. 
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