
Diesel-engined boats 
on the L&LC



Steam towage was introduced on the L&LC in 1879.
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Electric towage was tried in 1898, 
possibly for half a mile below Wigan

A further electric 
scheme was proposed 
unsuccessfully in 1905, 
followed by one for 
using gas, with L&LC 
staff attending a 
demonstration on the 
Bridgwater Canal.



A further scheme proposed a 
compressed gas system for 
the canal between Liverpool 

and Manchester.



The idea of using diesel 
engines seems to have first 
been considered in 1903.

In 1904, a Sulzer Diesel stationary 
engine, not a semi-diesel, was 

planned to be fitted into a steamer 
hull - there were no marine diesel 

engines at this time



The engine was the first full 
diesel to be used in a boat 

anywhere in the world. It was 
installed by German fitters at 

the beginning of 1905.

As was to be expected, it was 
not a success as it created too 
much vibration, and the engine 
was taken out of the boat and 
installed at the canal 
workshop at Finsley Gate to 
drive the saw mill.



From this report 
following the 

subsequent trial of a 
Gardner semi-engine, 

it would seem that 
diesel engines in 

general were not yet 
ready for use on the 
L&LC. Steam power 
was to continue until 

the 1920s.



A Widdop was fitted to one of B C Walls boats, the 
Theta, in 1921. Internal combustion engines were 
still in their infancy, and there were several other 
attempts to use them on L&LC boats. The 1921 
photo above shows a movable propellor as a way of 
converting horse boats, while on the left, the engine 
drove  a worm gear to produce low propellor 
revolutions.



The Theta used the ‘Invincible’ type of 
engine, which was built by Widdop 
during the 1920s. It was built in several 
sizes, from a single cylinder one of 
10HP, to a 4 cylinder one of 220HP. 
They were also available as stationary 
engines, and horizontal diesel engines 
were also built.



From circa 1929, the ‘CMX and EMX engines 
were built for both marine a stationary uses. 
The ‘D’ and ‘Z’ types were built to produce 
up to 96Hp and 300HP respectively.



Mersey was the first of the steel Canal Transport 
boats, and was fitted with a Widdop, as were all 
subsequent boats until the early 1950s, when 
Lister JP2 and JP3 engines were introduced. This 
may have been the result of Widdop being taken 
over by the Glasgow engine builder, British Polar, 
in the 1950s, with links to local companies being 
weakened, or it could have been due to the 
nationalisation of canals in 1948.
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Above is one of the larger engines produced. 
That top left is in the National Waterways 
Museum collection, and may have come from 
one of the tar boats which served the gas 
works at Bath. The rear engine bottom left 
was fitted to the sailing schooner Result, 
which traded regularly between Arklow and 
Liverpool. It is now in the Ulster Folk & 
Transport Museum at Cultra.

Widdop Engines ceased to exist circa 1960.



Since 2012, Kennet has been attending events 
along the Leeds & Liverpool Canal. She is owned by 

the L&LC Society, who rely upon donations and 
sponsorship to preserve her for future generations.

If you have enjoyed your visit, please give a 
donation to support the Society so we can continue 

to maintain Kennet and open her to the public.


