
H
istory

The Chesterfield Canal w
as a 

bold and im
aginative product of 

the early years of the Industrial 
R

evolution. The prim
e purpose 

w
as to take D

erbyshire’s coals 
to new

 m
arkets, but m

any 
other cargoes w

ere carried. The 
original surveys w

ere carried 
out by the celebrated engineer 
Jam

es Brindley, and the canal 
w

as opened throughout on 
June 4th 1777. For its tim

e it 
w

as a m
agnificent engineering 

achievem
ent, including the 2880 

yard N
orw

ood Tunnel, and at Thorpe Salvin one of the earliest 
exam

ples of a large staircase of locks.

The canal becam
e a successful artery of trade through 

D
erbyshire, South Yorkshire and N

ottingham
shire. A

fter a century 
in operation, the railw

ays developed and boat traffic began to 
decline. The canal gradually deteriorated, and in 1907 the final 
collapse of part of the N

orw
ood Tunnel isolated the D

erbyshire 
section. Sm

all cargoes of purely local traffic, horse-draw
n until the 

end, struggled on for m
any years, the last com

m
ercial carrying in 

N
ottingham

shire finishing in the 1950s. 

A
t that tim

e the 26 m
iles betw

een W
est Stockw

ith and 
W

orksop w
ere barely navigable. A

s a result of strenuous 
cam

paigning by the m
em

bers of the R
etford and W

orksop Boat 
Club this section w

as saved for leisure use.  

Restoration
In July 2003 the navigable 

section in British W
aterw

ays’ 
ow

nership w
as extended 

into R
otherham

 as far as the 
eastern portal of N

orw
ood 

Tunnel, allow
ing boats to reach 

here from
 the R

iver Trent. 
D

iscussions continue to identify 
the funding that w

ill allow
 

navigation to be extended to a 
tem

porary term
inus a m

ile further w
est 

in the form
er Kiveton Park Colliery site.

In D
erbyshire the isolated five m

ile section betw
een Chesterfield 

and Staveley w
as opened to navigation in 2002.

W
alking

W
hile there still rem

ains som
e ten m

iles of canal to be restored 
to navigation, the tow

ing path, know
n as the Cuckoo W

ay, is 
available to w

alkers throughout its 46 m
ile length.  The Cuckoo 

W
ay is nam

ed after the unique vessels w
hich folklore has it w

ere 
know

n as “Cuckoos”, and w
hich plied the Chesterfield Canal (the 

“Cuckoo D
yke”), in com

m
ercial days. The “Cuckoo” nam

e had its 
origins in the 18th century w

hen the river boatm
en on the Trent 

used it to describe the canal boats, odd-looking to their eyes, w
hich 

had suddenly appeared in their m
idst. In 1999 

the O
rdnance Survey officially 

adopted the “Cuckoo W
ay” title 

and it w
ill now

 appear on O
S 

m
aps as they are revised. 

The Cuckoo W
ay form

s a vital 
east-w

est link betw
een the 

Trent Valley W
ay and the Trans-

Pennine Trail.

N
ot all of the footpath in 

N
ottingham

shire and Rotherham
 is a public 

right of w
ay, and w

alkers m
ust be prepared to take the condition of 

the path “as found”. W
alkers w

ill find difficulty in tracing the route 
across the top of the N

orw
ood Tunnel, and through Killam

arsh, 
w

here the canal has been extensively built over. Inform
ation sheets 

explaining these routes in detail are available from
 the Canal Trust. 

From
 tim

e to tim
e other reclam

ation w
orks, w

here the canal is 
being restored to navigation, m

ay result in diversions. 

W
alkers m

ust alw
ays be guided by the notices advertising 

diversions, and not be tem
pted to take short cuts.

The Chesterfield Canal Partnership has begun the publication of 
a series of short circular w

alk leaflets along the Chesterfield Canal, 
w

hich are  available from
 Tapton Lock Visitor Centre. A

s the length 
of the canal is w

ell served by public transport, it is often possible to 
w

alk a length of canal and take the bus or train back.  M
any public 

rights of w
ay intersect w

ith the canal tow
path, som

e of w
hich can 

provide access to a variety of short circular w
alks for all the fam

ily, 
using the canal as one leg. 

Cycling
Cycling is perm

itted on lim
ited sections of the canal tow

ing 
path, betw

een Shireoaks and M
anton in N

ottingham
shire (contact 

British W
aterw

ays for details) and Chesterfield to Staveley in 
D

erbyshire (contact Tapton Lock Visitor Centre for details). The 
D

erbyshire section is the start of the southern link of the Trans-
Pennine Trail, a m

ulti-user route betw
een Liverpool and H

ull.

Boating
B

oats are perm
itted on the 

canal betw
een W

est Stockw
ith 

and the N
orw

ood Tunnel, for 
w

hich a licence is required 
(contact British W

aterw
ays for 

details). In D
erbyshire contact 

the Tapton Lock Visitor Centre 
for details of availability.

H
oliday narrow

boats on the canal in N
ottingham

shire 
can be hired from

 the Chesterfield Canal Boat Com
pany, based at 

W
est Stockw

ith. Tel: 01522 514774.

Fishing
Fishing is encouraged on the canal in N

ottingham
shire, and 

the rights are held by various angling associations. Contact British 
W

aterw
ays for details.  D

etails of fishing availability on certain 
sections of the canal in D

erbyshire m
ay be had from

 
Tapton Lock Visitor Centre.

W
ildlife

 

The canal is a haven for w
ildlife. 

R
abbits, hares, foxes, squirrels, 

stoats, w
easels and grass snakes 

live in adjoining fields; w
ater voles, 

toads, frogs and sm
ooth new

ts 
live in the canal itself together w

ith 
m

ussels and valve snails. Bats can 
be seen near D

rakeholes  Tunnel and 
M

isterton. D
ragonflies, vivid blue dam

sel flies 
and butterflies such as red adm

iral, orange-
tip, peacock and sm

all tortoiseshell abound. Birds 
such as m

oorhens, coots, ducks, m
ute sw

ans, herons, 
dabchicks and kingfishers can often be seen w

here the 
canal is in w

ater.
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