
 Months of planning ï and inevitable last minute 

problems ï finally resulted in our splendid 

óLNU200ô celebration of the Leicestershire and 

Northamptonshire Canal finally reaching Market 

Harborough, 200 years earlier.   So many things could have gone wrong, but 

everything ï including the weather ï was perfect. 

 Many people ódressed upô for the occasion, evoking the 1809 atmosphere, and 

a splendid convoy of boats set off from Foxton, 

headed by Vagabond with the town band playing 

(appreciated by everyone except the horse!), 

Vixen drawn by Bilbo Baggins the boat horse, 

steam boat Laplander, and Hadar, a beautifully 

smart replica Grand Union working boat, 

symbolically carrying coal.  

 I had the pleasure of steering Vixen, in the 

serene quiet only possible with horse towage, and 

was delighted to see so many people thronging the 

tow path all the way to Harborough.  

 Our interpretation panel was unveiled 

(temporarily) by our MP and MEP, supported by 

the Council Chair and Leader.  Then we óparadedô 

down to the Angel, with several ónavviesô carrying 

their (period) tools of their trade, and we all 

enjoyed a superb meal at the Angel, with an 1800ôs 

menu. 

 Mike Beech had the vision for this event, and took on the brunt of the work, 

for which we are very grateful.  The event has raised not only our own profile, but 

has caught the attention of the public to the canal and wharf assets available to 

them.  Mike  also pulled together the special óLNU200ô Union edition, 

and has filled  this edition with memories of the day.  

 There are however problems.  Dave Goodwin has brilliantly  edited óUnionô for 

more years than anyone can remember, but feels unable to continue.  His unique 

style and wealth of information will be a hard act to follow, and we hope he will 

still be able to contribute.   Mike Beech has edited this edition, given over to 

memories of LNU200, but we need someone willing to óease their way inô to 

editing Union (and not having to write most of the articles!).   How about you! 

(or  do you óknow someone who canô... Please give this some thought. 
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Dinner  



 Another problem is that a developer wishes to create an access road 

which requires a bridge over our moorings, from the lay-by and down into the 

valley.  We have been consulted by BW, and have objected, as we think the 

structure would need to be massive, and out of place in the setting. 

 I look forward to seeing you all at our monthly meetings.   We have had a 

couple of technical hitches, but I am sure you will have enjoyed the 

Harborough  Movie  Makers (with footage of the LNU200 event), and  can look 

forward to the varied talks that will follow.  

 óRain stopped playô on Bobôs last walk at Thrapston, but I hope the weather 

will not hamper the next few.   Bob will be returning to explore more of our ólocalô 

waters. 

Best regards   Patrick Crecraft    Chairman 
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Carl Bedford took on the job of  marshalling the boats at the start of the event - in 

his óhi visô jacket he was easy to spot. He was also one of those who helped sell the 

Union óspecialô  to visitors and distribute souvenir plaques to the boats. (profit 

from which helped to pay for the event.)  

modern Coal boat Hadar  travels the cut selling coal to offset the coast of boating.  



In October 1809, the Leicestershire and 

Northamptonshire Union Canal opened to Market 

Harborough, with a convoy of boats, a procession to the Angel Hotel, and a meal.  

OUCS re-enacted this in October, with the LNU200 event.  

 With my OUCS hat on, I was the main organiser and my first comment about 

the day has to be a big thank you to all of those who made it a great success. There 

are too many individuals involved to name them all but, whether it was designing 

and printing the souvenir menus or opening the swing bridge, their involvement 

ensured the success of the day. 

 I had suggested that everyone should dress up and I was amazed at the number 

of people who had turned out in costume. They had gone to considerable trouble.  

Some, like me, had rented the outfit, some had them on hand for traditional boating 

events, and quite a lot had raided charity shops and the loft to put together a 

suitable outfit. Mine came from the Harborough Theatre and the OUCS Chairman, 

Pat Crecraft, came in whilst they were fitting me out. Pat was surprised that the 

wardrobe mistress knew exactly what was required, but she would also be on her 

boat in the parade and in costume. 

 The Chairman and Chief Executive of Harborough District Council joined in 

the parade, on Sir Galahad, owned by ex-councillor Alistair Swatridge.  

 Amazingly, the weather was very good and the boats gathered at the bottom of 

Foxton Locks having their photographs taken before the start at 10am. Vagabond 

set off first, carrying the Harborough Town Band, playing.  

 Horse boat Vixen was next, but Bilbo the horse was taken off into a field, as he 

was nervous of the steamboat and the band, so it was another 10 minutes before 

they set off. 

 Vixen was followed by a rare assortment of boats which truly represented 200 

years of waterway history, from the steamboat, the 70ft. converted wooden boat 

Daisy (an early conversion), Hadar, a replica G.U. Motor carrying coal, right 

through to a very small glass fibre cruiser which Brian Oakley had brought down by 

road from Torksey. Twenty boats took part which I think is the biggest parade of 

A Jolly Good Day!                    

By Mike Beech  

The Old Union Canals Society 
Celebrate 200 years of the LNU 
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boats since the IWA Festival in 1950 - and that was in the opposite direction.   

Several of the boats were colourfully decorated, adding to the jollity of the day. 

 We had a magnificent turnout of people to cheer us on. I was in Vagabond, and 

whenever we passed a group of spectators, the band struck up with a tune. 

Vagabond travels faster than most canal boats and definitely faster than the horse 

boat, so the gap was growing all of the time.  Mick Bindley operated the village 

swing bridge to let everyone through. It was very nice to see former chairman Mike 

Clements out to cheer us on and the family boat joined the parade at Great Bowden. 

  We waited at the OUCS moorings for the other boats to catch up and MEP 

Roger Helmer walked along the towpath to meet us there. It gave the band a chance 

to stretch their legs before the final section. Lots of people waited with us or walked 

towards the other boats.  It took about half an hour for the others to catch up and 

FIPT President David Stevenson and Roger Helmer joined Vixen for the rest of the 

journey. 

 As we approached Harborough, the number of spectators increased and 

entering the Wharf its banks were lined with people - a very satisfactory turnout, 

and the local residents had decorated with bunting all round.  

 Debbi Sampson from Union Wharf Narrow Boats had made space for us, and 

BW had reserved the moorings at the entrance, so it was easy to moor the boats.  On 

reaching the wharf, the band set up around óFrank the Plankô and played to the 

crowds. 

 BW had also cut down trees on the towpath edge and filled a hole in the 

towpath making the horseôs progress much easier. Sue Day, Chairperson of the 

Horse Boating Society, said that it was the most enjoyable outing she had had with 

the horse. Only one boat had any problems ï a log wedged itself between the 

propeller and the bottom plate, which took some time to fix.  

 After photographs for the local press, MP Edward Garnier joined MEP Roger 

Helmer to unveil a temporary version of the interpretation plaque, which the 

society is erecting at the wharf to help visitors understand its history.  

  We then paraded down the road to the Angel Hotel some people carrying the 

tools of their trade representing navvies, boatmen etc. Freda Hales, the Societyôs 

oldest member was transported in a vintage Alvis with the owner sitting in the dicky 

seat whilst his wife drove. 

  The band had been magically transported and were playing as we filed in to the 

Hotel. Eighty one people sat down for an excellent meal. The menu had been put 

together using information from the archives. 200 years ago, Joseph Cradock ï óa 

friend of the navigationô - had provided fish and game, otherwise the meal would 
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Why is it that people kept saying,  

ñyou look smart mikeò don't I always? 

Don't answer that! The silver toped 

cane is mine the rest had to disappear 

  at midnight.  

have been the óordinary fare of the establishmentô. Darren Barton, Manager/Chef,  

investigated and came up with fillet of smoke trout salad, with a (very strong) horse 

radish sauce, followed by a game casserole with braised red cabbage, goose fat roast 

potatoes and roast parsnips topped with a herb scone. The vegetarian option looked 

equally tasty, being a casserole of root vegetables, herb scone and mashed potato.   

 This was followed by a bread and butter pudding with creamy custard with a 

hint of whisky. All were served with plentiful helpings and the pudding was the 

biggest portions I have ever been offered. 

 Chairman Pat Crecraft, dressed in top hat and tails (although he was disguised 

as a boatman when steering Vixen), gave a speech much of which suggested that it 

was still 1809. He said how nice it was it to have the meal in the same hotel as the 

original LNU celebration meal 200 years ago. The afternoon was brought to an end 

with a well -supported raffle organised by Jean Bourne, the prizes were good and 

included a meal for two donated by the Angel. The resulting funds have helped 

offset the cost of the event. 

 Bob Bourne had arranged a 15 seater bus to get drivers back to Foxton to 

reclaim the cars. The final job was to see Bilbo back to his temporary home at 

Foxton for a well-earned rest before he had to take Vixen back on the Sunday. 

 The Market Harborough and Bowden's Charity had promised a grant towards 

the costs of  the Horse Boat and the Band and the Society raised funds to cover the 

rest of the non-profit -making event. 

 Everything went so well that this is an event  

that the Society can feel very proud of. I am proud  

to have been involved with an event where  

so many Society members came together  

to promote our waterways whilst  

having a lot of fun. Pat has already  

suggested that there should be  

a next time...  No, I wonôt be around  

for the LNU three hundredth, but  

the opening of the (Old) Grand  

Union isnôt so far away - 8 August  

1814. So we will do it bigger and  

better next time!  
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Above:  Ready to go  the boats assemble close to the new Foxton swing bridge 

waiting for the horse boat to follow Vagabond. Sean Neil Captain of the steamboat 

Laplander was worried about keeping steam up whilst waiting; Daisy's crew look 

impatient to be off.  

Below:  Margaret Cooke dashes to catch up with the Horse. What could she be 

saying to the camera? 
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The Boats  
Various photographers  

Above  Brian Oakley brought the smallest boat, B & B by road. I understand that 

it is now for sale, but that he has another.  

It was nice to see Sara back in working order, Sara is another converted ice breaker 

and all of that varnished wood makes her look more like a fancy river boat. Now 

with a new engine and roof and with a solid fuel stove the new owners Roger Hum-

phrey and family, are proud of her.  
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Hadar sets off  

Peggy May en route  

The band strike up  

 on Vagabond  

 Awaiting  

 the óoffô 



18 

People 
By various photographers  

Trevor Towers    Gill Cook  

   Peter Cook  

Jean Bourne  

Mike Clements  

Brian Oakley  
Mo Crecraft  

Val White  


