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CHAIRMANôS REPORT: 

 The appalling weather  experienced across the whole of our country towards the end of last 

year and into this has brought a wet and muddy stop to most work underway on the various sections 

of Lord Rolleôs Canal. 

 Although many people continue to unofficially walk the length of canal running along the foot of 

Furzebeam Hill, connecting Torrington Commons with that belonging to Clinton Devon Estates, the 

surface of the towpath is exceedingly muddy and slippery and voluntary work here is temporarily 

suspended.  Work at Sea Lock has also ground (slid?) to a halt and the wharf surface here 

resembles something more of a battle field than a restoration site.  Repair and restorative work will 

resume as soon as the weather permits and once again new volunteers will be sought and old 

faithfuls recalled óto armsô.   

  Well, here we are at the beginning of not just another year but one that is somewhat 

auspicious for the Rolle Canal & Northern Devon Waterways Society.  This society has now been 

in existence for a decade! 

 

 

 

 

 

 This is also the year when our society will be shortly celebrating the completion of a successful 

partnership with the ND Biosphere and Clinton Devon Estates to create and officially open to the 

general public the permissive footpath along the Furzebeam section of Lord Rolleôs Canal. 

 Since its inauguration in 2003 the RC&NDWS has had an enormous impact on raising public 

awareness of the canal and generated a huge amount of interest in its existence, history and future.  

Those people serving on the committee, past and present, have earned the right to be very proud of 

what has been achieved during the last 10 years.  We have a thriving, vibrant society, driven by a 

hard working committee which is well supported by its membership. 

 Please be aware that MEMBERSHIP SUBSCRIPTIONS for 2013 are now due!  You can send 

your completed form, along with a cheque made payable to óThe Rolle Canal & Northern Devon 

Waterways Societyô, to the address supplied, pay in person at the AGM or set up a standing order 

if you wish.  Prompt payment is greatly appreciated.  

 The RC&NDWS committee, not content to sit on its laurels, is drawing-up plans for 2013 to 

investigate the structure of the inclined plane and wheel pit.  Wearing hats of another society, Chris 

Hassall and Greg Smith have been involved in some work with the North Devon Archaeological 

Society at the foot of the plane and near the Roving Bridge on CDE land.  The results of the NDAS 

research are likely to lead to the requirement of more voluntary involvement from our society in a 

óTime Teamô kind of way.   

 The continued well-being of our society is dependent on volunteers.  If you feel you can offer 

help in any way, then please get in contact with any member of the committee or Tony Barnes in 

particular if you wish to help on the permissive footpath project .If you would like to be involved in 

helping run the society then get yourself nominated on the slip inserted and return it to the secretary 

(address on the form) no later than March 31st, 2013 for election at the forthcoming AGM.  
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 To be a committee member no particular skills are required and no onerous duties need to be 

undertaken, only a keen interest in promoting Lord Rolleôs Canal and the aims of the society is 

necessary. 

Notice of AGM is as follows:- 

 I am really looking forward to Mr Williamsô presentation, partly because of my own involvement 

in canal restoration work but also, thanks to Roy Suttonôs intervention, I found myself on an IWA 

sponsored scaffolders course on the W.& B. at Wootton Bassett in 2003 just in time to host the first 

Waterways recovery Camp at Sea Lock in which I had to erect scaffold throughout the length of the 

lock chamber.  At the time of the scaffolding course I worked with others on a brick-built lock which 

wasnôt connected to a canal on either end so I am eager to see what progress has been made óin 

joining the dotsô. Incidentally this lock chamber was for a narrow canal, something like 6feet 6inches 

wide.  I jokingly made some rather disparaging remarks that relative to Sea Lock this wasnôt a lock, 

merely a scratch in the ground.  When I showed my fellow scaffolders pictures I had of Sea Lock 

they actually agreed!  

 There is no entry fee for this event and in honour of the societyôs anniversary some 

refreshments will be available.  All are welcome, bring your friends! 

Once again the RC&NDWS is very 

grateful to the directors of R.H.S. 

Rosemoor for not only making 

available the splendid facilities of 

the Lecture Room for our AGM but 

allowing those attending the 

meeting free access to the gardens 

afterwards as well.  That alone is 

not an opportunity to miss! 

   Adrian Wills. 

 

Sunday, 14th April starting at 2.30 pm 

The Rolle Canal & Northern Devon Waterways Society  

A.G.M. 2013 

R.H.S. Rosemoor Gardens Lecture Room,  

Torrington,   EX38 8PH 

Following the AGM there will be in illustrated talk on  

The Restoration of the Wiltsô & Berksô Canal 

 presented by 

PETER WILLIAMS  



 р 

óLIFEôS JOURNEYô points the way! 

Not only has the Rolle Canal & Northern Devon Waterways Society been working hard to provide 

the opportunity for members of the public to explore lengths of Lord Rolleôs Canal in private 

ownership, but it has been heavily involved in the development of ways and means with which to 

publicize the existence and purpose of this waterway. 

Following considerable discussion and theô throwing aroundô of ideas and layouts a final draft for the 

design of six interpretation/information boards have been agreed between the RC&NDWS and ND 

Biosphere and shortly will be erected in prominent positions along the Tarka Trail between the 

tunnel at Landcross and the old railway station, now the Puffing Billy public house, at the foot of 

Torrington Commons.  The company commissioned to create the boards has been given the go-

ahead for the production of the finished article and it is hoped that they will soon be put in place.   

Each board features different aspects of the Tarka Trail and has an outline map running its length so 

that each location can be easily identified and orientated. Pictures, drawings and text are provided 

to create an attractive and informative ópunctuation markô to this section of the trail. 

Where will they be found?   

Heading south along the Tarka Trail from the railway tunnel:-  

Board 1 will be sited by the new viewing platform and provides a brief explanation of the existence 

and function of Lord Rolleôs Canal as well as providing a condensed explanation of Sea Lock. 

Board 2 will be accessed via a new footpath leading down from the Tarka Trail overlooking the 

newly created flood alleviation, wild-life pond and this board provides information about the impact 

of the Rolle Canal and how dramatically more recent developments in agricultural practises have 

changed the local landscape.  

Board 3 is to be erected at the foot of the inclined plane and gives a pr®cis of the loads the canal 

was built to carry and why it was such a monumental step forward in the transportation of heavy 

goods into the heart of rural Devon. 

Board 4 will be situated at the top of the inclined plane and describes the brilliance of the Victorian 

engineering that enabled tub-boats to be raised and lowered from one level to another.  

Board 5 is to be erected on the new permissive footpath running behind Beam House and explains 

the means by which horses towing boats could change from one side of the canal to the other 

without having to be detached and reattached from their loads.  This is the site of the restored 

Roving Bridge. 

Board 6, or of course the first board if you are walking in the opposite direction, is to be sited by one 

of a pair of slot boards situated  along the permissive footpath and explains what they are and what 

they were used for.  What happens to the water contained within a canal when the towpath 

collapses and there is no means of quickly stopping out-flow has recently been graphically 

illustrated on the Grand Western Canal. 

 At this point in time no information board has been commissioned for the Beam Aqueduct which I 

consider to be a significant oversight.  However, this has been discussed and it is very likely that 

shortly after the initial six are completed and erected another board will be ordered to address this 

lack. 

The design of the boards has been very carefully considered and it is hoped that they will prove to 

be sufficiently attractive to make passers-by stop and spend time looking at them.  They are 
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intended to offer óbite-sizedô pieces of information that will interest and intrigue those attracted by 

them.   

These boards are not intended to give a full explanation of each location but to encourage those 

using the Trail to think about the  environment in which they are, to appreciate how it came to be 

and, maybe, to want to find out more!  

   Report by Adrian Wills. 

 Board 1 

Board 2 

Board 3 

Board 4 

Board 5 

Board 6 
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WEARE GIFFORD SHIPBUILDING -THE FOURTH PHASE 

Michael Guegan continues his fascinating investigation into the vessels and their owners, built at 

the site of Lord Rolleôs CanalðSea Lock 

 

 After the completion of the schooner Clara in 1842, shipbuilding at Sea Lock ceased. It would 

be another 19 years before the next vessel, the first of two, was built on this site.  I can find nothing 

about what happened in the years preceding 1861, but as ship-building only needed a suitable piece 

of land, a launch-way and a sawpit, the initial expenditure to start anew would not be too great. By 

1861 William Tardrew had died, an acrimonious court case between his widow and George 

Braginton, in 1855 ably described in Barry Hughes book óRolle Canal and the Limestone Tradeô 

page 70/71 gives details of the proceedings, details of the financing of the canal and also mentions 

the fact that George Braginton continued to manage the Rolle Canal together with two new partners, 

Messrs Frederick Holwill and Hubert Henry Pigeon, both of whom were described as merchants of 

Great Torrington. Again according to Barry Hughes, Bragintonôs Torrington Bank failed in 1865, and 

he was declared bankrupt. This was the same year in which all the remaining vessels were sold to 

The Rolle Canal Company. Whether Braginton, Holwill and Pigeon were still involved in the 

business I do not know, but when shares of the surviving vessels were sold off by the canal 

company during 1875 all three purchased some. 

 On October 10
th
 1875 10 shares in the Alice were sold and the names of the owners certainly 

provide food for thought. Four shares were acquired by George Braginton, gentleman of Plymouth 

(would this be the same George Braginton as previous or maybe his son?); 2 went to Thomas Merrill 

Vicary (perhaps the son of George Vicary after whom the earlier schooner was named?) 2 to 

Georgianna Merrill Braginton (the name Merrill shows a family connection with the Vicaryôs) and 2 to 

Alice Jane Braginton (after whom the schooner was almost certainly named). A further 13 shares 

were later sold to Frederick Holwill. The above was in the ownership along with the Rolle Canal 

Company, at the time she was lost. 

ALICE 

  The North Devon Journal dated February 14
th
 1861, states that the Rolle Canal company had 

launched a vessel at Monkleigh for the foreign trade, and that it would barely go through the widest 

arch of the bridge. This must have been a slight exaggeration as the unnamed vessel, which was of 

course the Alice, had a beam of 19.6 feet and a depth of hold of 10.8 feet and the much larger 

Sedwell Jane of 1869 had equivalent dimensions of 20.05 feet and 12.5 respectively.   

 The builder of the Alice was William Waters, the son of the Bideford shipbuilder Thomas 

Waters whoôs yard was situated at East-the Water. After squeezing through the bridge, the hull was 

taken, probably to his fatherôs yard to be completed. The Alice was 68.9 feet long, was rigged as a 2 

mast schooner and carried a female bust figurehead. Her tonnage was 84.03 tons gross. Her 

owners were, as stated above, George Braginton with 21 shares; Frederick Holwill with 22 shares 

and Hubert Pigeon with the remaining 21. She was registered at the port of Bideford on April 19
th
 

1861 number 13. Four years later on April 8
th
 1865 her ownership was transferred to the Rolle Canal 

Company. She was reregistered at Bideford on 19
th
 November 1866 having being lengthened by 26 

feet making her now 94.6 feet long and increasing her tonnage to 126.74 tons. She was also fitted 

with a third mast although she retained her schooner rig, at least in official documents. I say óat leastô 

because both the Sedwell Jane and the later Aspasia were both listed on official documents as 

schooners, although they were using the modern definition óbarquentinesô and I believe that the Alice 
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may have carried the same rig. However, in the absence of any illustrations, we will never know. I 

will enlarge on details of ship rigs in a future article.  

 When the North Devon Journal reported her launch, it was stated that she was intended for 

foreign trade and whilst I have never bothered to check any of her voyages, her final voyage shows 

that she still travelled far from home. Her Bideford registration is cancelled with the notation 

ówrecked at Monte Video, 1879ô and closed on August 27
th
 of the same year. Her loss was not 

reported in the local papers, but Lloyds List reports that a telegram from Monte Video states that the 

British 3 mast schooner Alice, Valencia to Buenos Ayres, that had gone ashore and been 

abandoned on the British Bank, had been taken off and towed into Monte Video; all hands saved. 

The yearly Board of Trade wreck returns reports that on May 11
th
 1879 the Alice of Bideford, from 

Valencia to Buenos Ayres with general cargo had gone ashore on the English Bank in the River 

Plate and that all six crew had been saved. 

JOHN BLACKWELL 

          The Bideford Gazette of January 7
th
 1862 records the launch of the John Blackwell, as 

followsðòA launch took place last Thursday morning at Sealock, near Landcross. She is to be 

schooner rigged and was built by Mr Waters junior. Her name is to be George Braginton, and she is 

to be fitted out at Mr Coxôs yard. Another vessel of 300 tons is to be laid down immediatelyò. 

 Three details stand out from this article. First, her name was changed but who was John 

Blackwell? Second, was the statement that she was to be fitted out at the yard of George Cox, at 

this time situated at Bank End, where the Council office block now stands and thirdly, just what was 

the 300 ton vessel that was to be laid down óimmediatelyô? I must confess that I have never checked 

the Lloyds building survey reports to see when the future Sedwell Jane was laid down as this would 
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show if she was laid down and abandoned for several years or if the Gazette report was a piece of 

wishful thinking that took many years to come to fruition.  

 The new vessel was completed and entered in the Bideford register book on January 27
th
 as 

the 65 ton Polacca schooner John Blackwell. She was shorter by 5 foot that the Alice with all other 

dimensions in proportion. Her owners were as the Alice except that Holwell now held 21 shares and 

Pigeon had 22. As with the Alice, she too was transferred to the ownership of the Rolle Canal 

Company in April 1865, but sadly she did not last very long as she was wrecked off Cephalonia 

(Greece) on December 23
rd
 1865.  At present I have no more information than that stated. 

 As for illustrations, I know of two of the John Blackwell; one was in the possession of the late 

Basil Greenhill and the other owned by the late Michael Bocquet. It is Michaelôs painting that is 

shown above.  The picture below is a fascinating painting, owned and on display by the Burton Art 

Gallery in  Bideford. It is a view of Bideford from Upcott Hill; however in the river above the bridge 

coming downstream is a small vessel,( minus its super structure)  which could be the John Blackwell 

as the painting is certainly of the correct period.      By Michael Guegan 

Photograph of the painting, courtesy of the Burton Art Gallery. 

Editorôs note:  This painting is of particular interest because of the many different, historic features it 

shows such as the coal shute from the Bideford Black mine, the first steam-powered ferry crossing 

the river mid-stream below Bideford Long Bridge, and the lime kilns where Jewsonôs now stands.  

 Neither the name of the artist nor the date the picture was painted is known but the railway is not 

portrayed indicating the painting was created before1871 and probably in the mid 1860ôs.  
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LIVE THE LIFE OF A LORD! 

Today, most of the existing buildings of Lord Rolleôs former residences are privately owned 

and closed to the public.  However, should you wish to experience a modicum of the lifestyle once 

enjoyed by the Rolle Family, then why not take a short break, or even longer if your bank balance 

will permit, and relax in the pleasant surroundings of The Library in Stevenstone Court? 

This building which has already been the subject of an article by Norman Richards and 

Heather Attwood, is presently owned by the Landmark Trust and is available for booking. 

The Landmark Handbook of 1993, of which I just happen to have a copy, states:- 

ñThe Library, and its smaller companion, the Orangery, stand in well-mannered incongruity beside 

the ruins of Victorian Stevenstone, with the remains of a grand layout and arboretum around them.  

Stevenstone was rebuilt by the very last of the Rolles in 1870, but these two pavilions survive from 

an earlier remodelling carried out at the beginning of the eighteenth century by Robert Rolle and his 

brother, John.  The rich facade of the Library, with its giant order and modillion cornice, is 

reminiscent of the style of William Talman, who just may have had something to do with it.  In 1708 

Talman was commissioned by Robert Rolle to build Queen Anneôs Walk in Barnstaple, and about 

this time work was being carried out at Stevenstone. 

Why the library in the garden?  Probably it 

started life as a perfectly ordinary banqueting 

house, and only assumed its more learned 

character later on.  Why it should have done so 

is a mystery, of a pleasantly unimportant kind.  

By the time we first saw it, when it came up for 

sale in 1978, the bookshelves had been 

dispersed, and the Library had been used as a 

house for many years, the fine upper room 

divided and the loggia closed in, while the 

Orangery was about to collapse altogether.  

 We have put new roofs on both buildings and 

strengthened shaky walls.  On the Library new 

eaves cornice, with modillions copied from some 

of the fragments found in the Victorian roof, was 

carved from 179 feet of yellow pine by a local 

craftsman, Mr Richard Barnett.  Inside we have 

opened up the main room again.   

The restoration has been slow and complicated, 

but very worthwhile, and staying in this 

particularly handsome building, even without the 

books, is an enlightening experience.     

    Mrs C.S. Haslam (Trustee)ò 

 At the time of writing this description by 

Mrs Halsam, a weekend break in the winter 

weeks would cost the princely sum of Ã270 

whereas a week mid-August would set you back 

Ã612.  Today, The Library can still be booked 
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through the Landmark Trust but the price ranges are somewhat higher and the description of the 

property has been slightly updated. Details can be found on the following web address should you 

wish to follow them up. 

http://www.landmarktrust.org.uk/BuildingDetails/Overview/190/The-Library 

An interesting pr®cis of the history of the estate but with particular reference to the restoration 

of The Library can be sourced from:- 

http://www.landmarktrust.org.uk/otherOptions/HistorySheets.htm#L 

While I find the comment about The Library starting life as a óperfectly ordinary banqueting 

hallô (Havenôt we all got one?  Theyôre just sooo common!) a rather amusing remark, it is good to 

know that such buildings as The Library are still highly valued, are being cared for by organisations 

such as the Landmark Trust and are still being made accessible. 

Having had the pleasure of staying for a weekend break in another of the Landmarkôs 

properties I can vouch for the high standard with which their buildings are maintained and how well 

kept, true to their character.         

               Adrian Wills 

 

(With apologies to the Landmark Trust for plagarizing so much of their material.) 
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ARCHAEOLOGICAL SURVEY OF BEAM CANAL BASIN 

A report by Chris Hassall 

 Most readers will have visited the roving bridge over the canal behind Beam House on one of 
our regular guided walks and looked down at the canal bed towards the Tarka Trail. We have 
always assumed that there would have been a canal basin there and a wharf for unloading supplies 
destined for the big house, particularly as it was then one of the Rolle family residences. 

 As part of the ñLife's Journeyò project that you will have read about elsewhere, and with help 
from the North Devon Archaeological Society, a small group of joint members have carried out an 
ñEarth Resistivity Surveyò. This is a method frequently employed by ñTime Teamò, and our aim was 
to disclose any evidence of the canal bed and any wharf walls that may be surviving under the 
ground. The resistivity meter measures the electrical resistance of the earth below the surface and 
with the aid of a computer programme appropriately called ñSnufflerò a mass of readings is plotted 
and colour coded onto a site plan. Areas of low resistance indicate soft wet ground while high 
resistance indicates the presence of rock, masonry, or other items of low conductivity.  

 Three strips of ground were surveyed, chosen to cross the expected line of the canal at 
different points between the bridge and the railway (Tarka Trail) boundary. The strip along the 
boundary fence was extra long to ensure that it intersected the canal bed even if that was not where 
we expected it to be.  

 The resultant coloured plan shows the three strips, where the wettest, muddiest subsoil is 
shaded from blue to violet while the drier stonier areas are green to yellow to red. It is far from 
conclusive, probably due to very wet surface conditions and the ground having been extensively 
disturbed since the closure of the canal, but with careful study and a bit of imagination it may be 
concluded that the bed of the canal ran straight from the bridge to the railway cutting and there may 
have been a hardened tow-path either side that has subsequently been severely damaged and/or its 
stonework robbed for use elsewhere. 

View from the parapet of the roving bridge, looking 

towards the aqueduct and the Tarka Trail. 

      C.Hassall  2013 
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 Due to the lack of continuous outlines of any masonry walls, and the shortage of volunteer 
workers to carry out any hand dug excavations at the present time, the likely next step will be to 
continue the Furzebeam permissive path north-westwards from the roving bridge to the Tarka Trail 
in the form of a raised ñtow-pathò alongside a shallow ditch to indicate the position of the canal and 
keep the path drained. This will then connect to the Tarka Trail by a flight of steps down the side 
of the cutting.           

North 

Roving Bridge 

Bideford 

Torrington 
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VILLAIN TAKEN TO TASK! 

The following article was found in the North Devon Record Office on October 30th 2005 by Norman Richards. 

The Bideford Gazette 21st June 1870  

County Petty Sessions  

STEALING WOOD  

 Rhuben Delve, a shipwright was charged with stealing a plank of timber from Sea 

Lock, near Weare Giffard on the 18th: ult, (18th May) the property of the Rolle Canal Co.  

P.C. Arnold said he was on duty at Landcross on the day alluded to, when he saw the 

prisoner carrying the wood towards his home.  He asked how he came with it in his 

possession and he replied that he had taken it from Sea Lock,   Mr Leanard having given 

him to do so, which on enquiry was found to be false.   

 Mr Leanard, foreman of  the company, living at Sea Lock, identified the wood and 

denied that he had ever given the prisoner or anybody else permission to take it away.  

He was sentenced to ten days hard labour.  
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SEEING RED! 

There is still considerable debate as to the reality of Climate Change. However we have indisputably 

suffered from some unseasonable and particularly severe weather over the past months across the 

whole of our country, most of it in the form of prolonged periods of torrential rainfall.  Not only has 

this swollen our rivers and canals to bursting point but the colour of the run-off seems to be 

changing. Certainly the River Torridge has turned Red!  Well, perhaps a more rust colour than Post 

Office Red but never-the-less distinctly different from its more milk-chocolate brown when in spate. 

Red soils are common across the south of Devon but the River Torridge rises near Sheepwash on 

the northern side of Dartmoor where the soil is not that colour. 

Following the heavy rain falls recently, the Environment Agency issued a number of flood warnings 

to people living in close proximity to the River Torridge and it  duly rose to the occasion as can be 

seen  in the pictures below. 

The pictures above taken from Half Penny Bridge show the River Torridge in flood in January 

this year.  The left hand picture is looking north towards Sea Lock and the coast beyond.  

The right hand picture is looking inland and south towards Weare Giffard . 

Maps above showing the major rivers of Devon (left) and the soil types found in Devon (right) 

and how they are affected by run-off. 

Landscapes with alluvial, lowland & semi natural habitatsðlow risk 

Shallow chalk& limestone soilsðlow risk 

Medium textured soilðlow risk 

Light textured soilðhigh risk 

Light textured soil in high rainfall or upland areasðhigh risk 

Clay rich, heavy soilsïhigh risk 

Peaty soils in upland areasðhigh risk 


