This information sheet is to use when preparing the first part of your exercise on the British Canal System.
BEGINNINGS

The canal network played an important part during the Industrial Revolution.  At that time it was important to have a cost-effective and reliable way of transporting heavy commodities such as coal, iron and steel.
The canal system grew rapidly and provided a connected network.  This served large parts of England and Wales.
The barges were pulled by horses.  The horses walked along towpaths beside the canals.
DEVELOPMENT

The Duke of Bridgewater wanted to transport coal from his mines at Worsley to Manchester and commissioned the construction of the Bridgewater Canal.  It opened in 1761 and inspired the building of further canals.  The Bridgewater Canal was unique.  Instead of running parallel to the banks of a river, it crossed valleys through tunnels, cuttings and embankments.
IMPORTANCE

Staffordshire pottery manufacturers were the first to realise the advantages that a navigable system of transport brought.  One person at the centre of this movement was Josiah Wedgwood.
His china is still manufactured today and is synonymous with quality products.  The links provided by the construction of the Trent and Mersey Canal ena bled china clay to be transported all the way from Cornwall to his factory in Stoke-on-Trent.  Using barges to carry the finished goods reduced breakages.
The canal system in many ways changed the face of transport.  It provided employment for manual and skilled workers.
One horse could pull 30 tons which was nearly ten times more than could be transported by cart.  With this increase in supply, the price of goods was reduced substantially.

DECLINE
The popularity of the railways increased in the 19th century.
The canal network faced fierce competition from the powerful railway companies and suffered from a lack of investment.  Modernisation never occurred on a large scale in Britain.  For various reasons, the size of barges was limited and this in turn restricted the amount of cargo that could be carried.
The canal system gradually declined.  By the time of its demise, the network had shrunk to half the size it was at its peak.

