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Development of the British Canal Network 

 

Canals are artificial waterway channels for water conveyance and to service water 

transport vehicles. The British canal network dates back to Roman Britain and was 

initially used for irrigation and to link rivers. Since the 16th century, rivers became 

canalized to assist the navigation of barges. (1) The transport network which existed 

before the canals were built consisted of either coastal shipping, transport along rivers, 

or horse and cart, pulled along unsurfaced roads. (2) These roads would often become 

muddy and unusable after heavy rain and, because of the small loads they carried, 

supply of essential commodities was limited. (3) The growing British Empire and new 

wealth within the country created an increasing demand for products. Yet the country’s 

roads were still in a poor state and raw materials, goods and produce had to be 

somehow transported as efficiently as possible to and from places of manufacture, 

ports, and markets. The solution was found in water transport. 

 

In the 1750s, the third Duke of Bridgewater (1736-1803) commissioned 

engineer, James Brindley (1716-1772), to build a canal that would connect Runcorn 

on the River Mersey, with Manchester and Leigh in north west England. Funded by 

the Duke and named the Bridgewater Canal, (4) the waterway opened in 1761 and is 

considered to be the first canal of the modern era to be built in Britain. (5) The 

Bridgewater Canal connected coal mines and factories, carried bulk goods like 

minerals, building materials, timber, foodstuffs and was a financial success, earning 

back what had been spent on its construction within just a few years. (6) Its success 

proved the viability of canal transportation and within a few years the British canal 

network came into being, as the Industrial Revolution demanded a reliable way to 

transport goods and commodities in large quantities. 

 

When the idea of building canals for transport became popular and the first canals 

proved successful, entrepreneurs recognised that building canals was a promising 

money-making opportunity. But public support was crucial, and meetings were held to 

convince people that it was a good idea. (7) A canal waterway route construction plan 

was required by the Government and members of Parliament would debate whether 

they would allow a canal to be built. Numerous canal-building factors and competing 

interests had to be taken into account. These included: the agricultural needs of 

farmers renting land of landlords, the change of use of parts of farmland from 

agricultural use to industrial use, the channelling of new, and redirection of existing, 

irrigation and sewerage systems, the need for bridges to be built over sections of canal 

to reconnect major roads and appease disgruntled land owners, in some cases the 

need for reservoirs to be built to feed the canal, the rapid buying and selling of shares 
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in new canal companies, even before the canal was built, competition between canal 

companies, and disputes about tolls. An Act of Parliament, required before 

construction could start, laid down the rights and responsibilities of all involved. (8) 

 

Landowners and businessmen funded the construction of the canals and were 

shareholders in the canal building and owning companies, therefore received profits 

from the canal. (9)  The canal companies did not own or run fleets of boats, but instead 

charged private operators tolls to use their canal. From these tolls they would maintain 

the canal and provide services to boats which enabled them to pay back initial 

loans.(10)  

 

A toll point was a building on the canal where a fee was collected as boats passed. 

These were sited at strategic points, including busy locks, or the transition from one 

canal company to another, such as the junction of the Paddington Arm of the Grand 

Junction Canal and Regent’s Canal at Paddington Broadwater. (11) 

 

 

The Toll House on Delamere Terrace at 

Horse Bridge on Westbourne Terrace 

Road, where the Paddington Arm of the 

Grand Junction Canal leaves its junction 

with Regent’s Canal and heads west 

towards Westbourne Green. Toll Keepers 

collected a fee for use of the canal. Toll 

Houses would have many windows so that 

the Toll Keeper could see who was coming 

and going on the canal. (12)  

 

The Toll House at the junction of the two 

canals is today a Canal & River Trust 

regional office. 

 

 

Construction of the Canal System 

 

Building a canal was a hard and dirty job that took years to complete. First a channel 

had to be dug out and the sides supported by wooden frames, so they didn’t collapse 

in on the canal builders. Once the channel had been dug, it had to be lined to make it 

waterproof, so that water didn’t soak into the ground. (13) The materials used depended 

on what was available in the area. Limestone could be used to build the sides, but in 

many places, clay kept the water in the canal, and stone, brick and wood were used 

to build canal locks and bridges. (14) 

 

As canals used water draining down from a highpoint to low point and outflow, so the 

need for water to fill the canal had to be balanced against the irrigation required by 

surrounding farmlands. (15) Canal locks had to be built to allow barges and narrowboats 

to travel to different levels on the waterway route, from highlands to lowlands. Water 

can only move downhill, not back up again and every time a lock is used, thousands 

of litres of water are moved lower down the canal waterway route. If there is not a good 
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water supply, or paddles on the lock gates are left open, this can result in there not 

being enough water for boats to pass through the locks and travel onto their 

destination. (16)  Finally, the newly constructed canal was filled with water from nearby 

rivers, streams and reservoirs with the agreement of landowners and government 

officials, after all competing needs had been taken into account. 

 

Canal owners were prevented from owning their own fleets, to prevent a monopoly 

developing, so another group of entrepreneurs sprang up to provide the barges. (17) 

Barges were either owned and operated by individuals, or by companies who would 

own a fleet of barges and would pay a helmsman a wage, depending on the distance 

travelled and the amount of cargo carried. (18)  In the early days of the canal 

transportation age, from about 1740, all barges were towed by horse, mule, pony, or 

sometimes a pair of donkeys, along a towpath constructed alongside the canal, where 

the animals would walk. (19) This horse drawn system was standard across the British 

canal network. (20) Canal barges could carry 30 tons a time with only one horse pulling, 

more than ten times the amount of cargo per horse than was possible by cart. (21)  

 

There were many types of boats on the canal. Larger boats, such as open barges, 

were designed to carry as much bulky cargo as possible and these were the workhorse 

of the canal network. (22)  Gradually a wider variety of boats were used, including ‘flyers’ 

that carried passengers, luggage, mail, and parcels, (23) and narrowboats which were 

designed for narrow canals such as the Grand Junction Canal. (24)  

 
Barges played a key part in the economic changes of 

the British Industrial Revolution. They were drawn by 

a mule or horse walking on the canal towpath led by a 

crew member, so a boatman was only as good as his 

horse, and he took great care of it.   

 

Photo 1900 shows horse hauling a barge (25) 

 
 

Moving Aboard 

 

For the first era of British canals in the 19th century, crews were all male and were 

often migrant Irish ‘navvies’. Some workers involved in the construction of the canal 

became boatmen when it was finished, and several generations of boatmen worked 

specific stretches of canal. The traditional crew was master and mate, and if money 

was short, the mate might be the wife or child. The rear portion of the narrowboat 

became the boatman's cabin, familiar from picture postcards and famous for space-

saving ingenuity made attractive by a warm stove, steaming kettle, gleaming brass, 

fancy lace, painted housewares and decorated plates. (26) Families often lived in 

cottages in close-knit, self-contained communities on the canal side. (27) At first, the 

distances involved were small enough for boatmen to live on the land, but as distances 

travelled increased, it became necessary to sleep overnight on the barge and boatmen 

could often be away for several weeks at a time.  
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As canals started to suffer competition from the burgeoning railway system, 

increasingly, families, especially those of independent single boat owners, began to 

live on board. (28) This was partly because they could not afford cottage rents, partly to 

provide extra hands to work the boats, and partly to keep families together.  However, 

not all canal companies permitted this. As late as 1858, an article in Household Words, 

a weekly magazine edited by Charles Dickens, stated that, "the Grand Junction Canal 

company did not allow the boatmen's families on board." (29)  

 

 

In the latter part of the 19th century 

wives and children came aboard as 

extra labour and to save cottage 

rental costs.  

 

Around this same time the narrowboat 

decoration of Roses and Castles 

began to appear as whole families 

lived aboard narrowboats. (30)  

 

A Hard Life 

 

Idyllic depictions rarely considered the discomfort of boat people working long, hard 

days, and sleeping in one tiny cabin. Canal boatmen had a poorly paid existence 

delivering iron, steel, road stones, coal for boilers, timber, cement, sand, hay, straw, 

fruits, vegetables, and animal produce cultivated by large market gardens, and took 

away rubbish. Local authorities had their own fleets of barges to collect rubbish. (32) 

Time was important, for the crews were paid by tonnage and the quicker they arrived 

to unload and upload, the quicker they could return for another load.  

 

Bringing up families in tiny narrowboat cabins was a struggle and it is unsurprising, 

considering the dangerous nature of the trade, that there was a high rate of mortality, 

particularly among children. Life aboard a narrowboat made it impossible for the 

children to attend school, so most boat people were illiterate and ostracised by those 

living on the bank, who often considered themselves superior. (33) The boat people 

were often marginalised from land-based society, their itinerant lifestyle also making 

access to medical help and religion particularly difficult.   

 

However, they did receive help and care from churches and charitable individuals. In 

1816, a Boatman’s Chapel with school rooms was built in Praed Street, Paddington, 

on grounds leased by the Grand Junction Canal Company. (34) It was a beacon where 

children could be left for weeks at a time to receive a rudimentary education, while 

their parents carried loads up and down the Grand Junction canal network.  
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The Paddington Arm of the Grand Junction Canal 

 

The Grand Junction Canal, running from Birmingham to the River Thames at 

Brentford, with a branch from Hayes to Paddington, was officially opened in 1801. The 

Paddington Arm of the Grand Junction Canal was to terminate at New Road (now the 

Marylebone Road) in the Parish of Paddington. (35)   

 
Map of the Parish of Paddington by George 

Gutch, 1828 showing the Grand Junction 

Canal coming into London through 

Westbourne Green and meeting the Regent’s 

Canal, at the then larger canal pool called 

Paddington Broadwater, before the final 

stretch of the Grand Junction Canal 

terminating at Paddington Basin, with 

numerous canal reservoirs and North and 

South Paddington Wharves. (36) 

 

 

 

 

 
The Paddington Arm of the Grand Junction 

Canal, 1820, unknown artist.   (37)  
 

 

The Parish of Paddington was an ancient parish in the County of Middlesex governed 

by an administrative vestry. (38)  The Act of Parliament authorising the construction of 

the Grand Junction Canal was passed in 1795 and work started the same year. “An 

Act for making a Navigable Cut from the Grand Junction Canal in the precinct of 

Norwood in the county of Middlesex to Paddington in the said county.” (39) William 

Praed (1747-1833) the MP for St. Ives and later Banbury, had steered the Grand 

Junction Canal Bill through Parliament in 1793. (40)  Paddington lay north of Hyde Park 

and extended to Westbourne Green and Bayswater in the west, Edgware Road in the 

east, Maida Vale in the north and Tyburnia (Marble Arch) in the south. Running 

westward through Westbourne Green and Maida Hill, parallel with the Harrow Road, 

was built the Paddington Arm of the Grand Junction Canal.   

 

William Jessop (1745-1814) was a chief civil engineer, with James Barnes (1740-

1819) responsible for most of the construction work of the Paddington Arm of the 

Grand Junction Canal. (41) Construction works began at Bulls Bridge (nowadays 
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Norwood) and headed towards north Paddington, which was then a sleepy village on 

the outskirts of west London. The Paddington Arm of the canal provided the transport 

infrastructure to bring bulky goods easily and cheaply from the industry of the Midlands 

and north of England to the edge of London. 

 

In 1810, a canal pool was created at an existing expanse of water, originally called 

Paddington Broadwater. A small island with willows and wildfowl was constructed to 

make a roundabout at the centre of the canal pool. This canal pool would later, in the 

forthcoming two decades, become the junction of the Grand Junction and Regent’s 

Canals.  

 

The Paddington Arm was fed by water in the Brent Reservoir popularly called the 

Welsh Harp, in a section of the Edgware Road near Hendon. (42) The Welsh Harp was 

created in the 1830s by damming the River Brent so there would be water on hand to 

top up the canal when its water level got low. The Grand Junction Water Works 

Company was incorporated by an Act of 1811 and works at Paddington Basin 

consisted of the construction of two reservoirs filled with water from the Grand Junction 

Canal, with a main pipe from the Paddington Arm to the reservoirs at Paddington, that 

no longer exist.(43) A paper by this author A.M Demir focuses on the history of the 

Paddington Basin, Paddington Wharves and reservoirs at Paddington. 

 

 

The Formation of the Regent’s Canal 

 

In 1806 John Nash (1752-1835) and James Morgan (1776-1856) were appointed 

architects to the Department of Woods and Forests, a Government Ministry. London 

was spreading rapidly and more money could be made by building on the Marylebone 

Park in the Forest of Middlesex than by farming it. (44) At the same time, the then Prince 

Regent, later King George IV, wanted a new summer palace in north London, set in 

exclusive grounds, so farmland leases on Marylebone Park were not renewed. (45)  

Nash designed a plan for a new royal park, including a lake and a new royal residence. 

Marylebone Park, then a royal hunting ground, would be designed to become the 

Regent’s Park and named after the Prince Regent, later George IV. Forty-eight 

Regency villas were built inside the new royal park, with a series of grand Regency 

terraces around it. (46) Nash initially envisaged a scenic waterway passing through the 

park feeding an ornamental lake, so agreed to a proposal to allow a new canal basin 

to be built inside the park. But when he realised that cargo boats might spoil the 

tranquillity of residents in their grand villas, he changed his plan, with the canal instead 

passing along the northern boundary of the park, hidden in a deep cutting. (47)   

 

The Regent's Canal Act was passed in 1812 and the Regent’s Canal Company was 

formed to build and operate it. Nash's assistant, James Morgan, was appointed as the 

canal's Chief Engineer. (48) There were a few serious setbacks in its construction. For 

example, the canal was short of water supplies and it was necessary to dam the River 

Brent to create a reservoir to provide water. The Regent’s Canal officially opened in 

two stages, from Paddington to Camden in 1816, and the rest of the canal in 1820. At 
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this time, the New Road (Marylebone Road) marked the boundary of the north-western 

suburbs of London. Areas north of the New Road (Marylebone Road) and west of the 

Edgware Road were still farmland, apart from the Grand Junction Canal that had 

twenty years earlier cut across Westbourne into north Paddington. Today, Regent’s 

Park is a Grade I listed Royal Park in central London containing an Open-Air Theatre, 

Regent's University and the London Zoo. 
A map of Regent’s Park showing the Regent’s 

Canal along its northern boundary 

surrounded by Primrose Hill Road. The map 

shows the Regent’s Canal continuing towards 

Camden Town in the upper right hand corner, 

and also shows a canal basin terminus that 

was planned for inside Regent’s Park, but 

was never constructed because of fears of 

commercial trade spoiling the royal status of 

the new Regent’s Park.  

 

Regent’s Park section of Map 1833. 

Engraved by W. Schmollinger. (49) 

 
 

 

Regency villas were built around the Outer Circle of the northern boundary of the 

Regent’s Park, beside the canal, the gardens of which slope down towards the 

waterway. Today, the canal still passes by their trim gardens and Regency elegance 

on the borders of Regent’s Park. 

 

 

The Regent’s Canal conveyed both cargo barges and passenger 

boats through the new green corridor. From Warwick Avenue 

Bridge in the north-eastern corner of Paddington Broadwater, 

the canal left the junction and passed along Blomfield Road, 

towards and underneath the Edgware Road, via the Maida Hill 

Tunnel. (50)   

 

Building a tunnel with a towpath inside it, for a horse to walk 

through, increased construction costs, so many canal tunnel 

builders skipped the tunnel towpath and made their tunnels just 

for narrowboats. (51)  

 

Legging was the most common technique for getting a boat through a tunnel, albeit 

one that was dangerous in such dark closed-in spaces. Legging was the act of moving 

a narrowboat through a canal tunnel while lying on your back, either atop the boat, or 

on a plank jutting out across its bow at both sides, and walking along the tunnel’s roof 

and walls. (52)  The Maida Hill Tunnel was built without an internal towpath and boats 

were ‘legged’ through it.  
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The Regent’s Canal Company also worked on cutting the Regent’s Canal from the 

Paddington Broadwater canal pool to Limehouse in the east of London, to link as many 

of the city’s industrial areas as possible, as well as provide the shortest route to the 

River Thames. (53) When completed in 1820, it extended the Paddington Arm of the 

Grand Junction Canal across to the City of London and on to the Port of London on 

the River Thames. The canal was an instant success, with both industrial warehouses 

and residential housing springing up around it. Canal traffic of the Regent’s Canal 

increased, but as a consequence, the wharves at Paddington Basin were practically 

killed off, as business was lost to wharves at City Road Basin closer to the River 

Thames Docks. (54)  By the time the Regent’s Canal was nationalised in 1948, 

commercial traffic on the canal had largely reduced and was beginning to die out 

altogether.  

 

Becoming Browning’s Pool 

 

With the meeting of the Paddington Arm of the Grand Junction Canal and the Regent’s 

Canal, a junction of two canals was formed at Paddington Broadwater. Or put another 

way, a junction of three canal waterway routes; the Paddington Arm of the Grand 

Junction Canal waterway route, the Regent's Canal waterway route, and the 

Paddington Canal waterway route into the Paddington Basin terminus, together 

formed a triangular shaped canal junction. The pool and small island at the centre of 

the canal junction would later be renamed Browning’s Pool and Browning’s Island after 

the Victorian poet and playwright, Robert Browning, who lived at Beauchamp Lodge, 

19 Warwick Crescent, overlooking the canal pool from 1861-1868. It was here that he 

wrote The Ring and the Book. (55)  

 

 
Paddington Broadwater 1820 

The name change reflected the 

gentrification of the area at a time when 

there was a social divide between the 

top hat and tailed Victorian gentry and 

working-class people and boatmen. 

The canal pool name change was a 

move against the common names that 

illustrated what people thought of the 

area. 
 

Browning’s Pool 1840 

 

 

The Canal Banks 

 

The first Regency houses were erected in the 1840s close to the Warwick Avenue 

Bridge overlooking the Regent’s Canal. (56)  On the east side of Browning’s Pool was 

originally a track called Green Lane, later renamed Warwick Road before becoming 

Warwick Avenue, as seen on the street plan produced in 1825 by George Gutch (1790-

1894), Architect and Surveyor to the Bishop of London. (57) 

 

The character of the area was completely changed and became defined by its 

Regency-style, white stucco buildings. (58) Many roads were also laid down. The 
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Church Commissioners owned many properties and saw that the clientele was either 

middle or upper class. (59)  The exclusive John Nash Regency mansions, built along 

the Regent’s Canal, elevated the status of the area and examples of these can still be 

found on Blomfield Road facing the canal pool.   

 

A description of a canal journey through Browning’s Pool in 1885 reveals this 

opulence:  

“Passing under Harrow Road bridge we burst into a silent sea of gentility, drearier in 

its assumption than all that has gone before. A pretentious terrace stretches away on 

either hand, faced with a make-believe massive balustrade cracked and broken; the 

heavy houses fronting upon it are stuccoed shams, seamed and shabby; its few 

disconsolate trees seem tired of trying to keep up appearances.” (60)  The boaters in 

this passage show their relief as they escaped this, “region of high walls and stuccoed 

gentility” and entered the more normal “world of warehouses, saw-mills and foundries” 

which made up Westbourne Green to the west and the Paddington Wharves at the 

canal’s southern terminus. (61)  

 

The story goes that during the height of the industrial revolution, the area around the 

canal pool at Paddington Broadwater had become a dirty, rundown suburb of west 

London. Some comment that the small island at the centre of the canal pool was 

originally called Rats Island by locals, however, it is argued that this is a myth 

perpetuated by the Inland Waterways Authority and tourism agencies to aid the 

perpetuation of a more dramatic social history. There is no historical record of the 

island at the canal junction ever being referred to as Rats Island, not even in novel 

Victorian depictions of the area. (62)  

 

The later renaming, to Browning’s Island, was felt to be a healthier, culturally derived 

name which would help raise the status of the area. Others suggest that the poet, Lord 

Byron, first compared the canal junction to Venice, resulting in the eventual name of 

Little Venice Basin. (63) What is clear, is that for two hundred years, the canal junction 

has been at the heart of London’s creative communities and many of the greats of 

literature, music, art and film have been represented among the inhabitants of the 

neighbourhood. 

 

 

Wartime in Paddington 

 

The period before the First World War was that of the richest days of the 

area. Unfortunately, during the First World War, roads south of the canal pool were 

bombed and many of the Regency houses were lost. Unprecedented damage was 

caused by a bomb in Warrington Crescent, where the King George V and Queen Mary 

visited after four houses had been completely destroyed and 140 others nearby 

affected in 1918. (64) Warwick Crescent on the south of the canal pool had been 

composed of the white stucco, mid-nineteenth century houses, the majority of which 

were Grade II listed with Historic England.  
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After the Second World War, Westminster Council decided to save Beauchamp Lodge 

on the south-east side of the canal pool that, following Browning’s residency, had been 

used as a hostel for musicians for many years, (65) and today is the headquarters of 

the Sufi Order and a psychotherapy training centre. Apart from the saved Beauchamp 

Lodge, all of the white stucco Regency terraces that were on Warwick Crescent and 

Delamere Terrace were replaced by modern council flats. 

 

 

A view of Delamere Terrace before World 

War II. (66)  The Toll House, now the Canal 

& River Trust’s London office, can be seen 

on the far left, whilst behind the canal wall 

the old houses were inhabited by artists 

throughout the 19th and 20th centuries, 

before being demolished to make way for 

the Warwick Estate council flats. 

 

 

The upper photo shows some of the remaining Regency 

houses on the east side of the pool along Warwick Avenue 

at the junction with Harrow Road, where a third canal 

junction bridge carrying the Harrow Road can be found by 

Beauchamp Lodge. After passing beneath this Harrow 

Road Bridge, the third arm of the canal junction waterway 

route heads off towards the Paddington Basin. The Harrow 

Road Bridge No. 2 by Beauchamp Lodge is the starting 

point of the Paddington Canal entrance to the Paddington 

Basin and the former Paddington Wharves and Paddington 

Goods Yard, the final stretch of Paddington Arm of the 

Grand Junction Canal that ends near Pread Street.  

 

The bottom photo is of the Regent’s Canal along Blomfield 

Road before entering Browning’s Pool at the Warwick 

Avenue Bridge. (67) 
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The Grand Union Canal 

 

With competition from the railways in the 

second half of the 19th century, and 

improvements in roads and vehicle 

technology in the early part of the 20th 

century, this meant train and lorry 

transportation had become a major threat 

to canal transportation. The owners of the 

Grand Junction Canal Company and the 

Regent's Canal Company agreed that 

amalgamation was the best way to keep 

the canals alive, so created the Grand 

Union Canal in 1927. (68) With this merger 

of canal companies, the Grand Union 

Canal Company became Britain’s biggest 

waterways authority, with the longest 

canal in the UK at 286 miles long, linking 

Birmingham to London. (69) The 

Paddington Arm courses through west 

London connecting Paddington to the 

main branch of the Grand Union Canal 

near Hayes. 

 
Route of the Grand Union Canal c. 1939 showing 

Maida Hill Tunnel, the junction with Regent’s 

Canal and the Paddington Wharves, listing some 

of the authorities and industrial companies then 

operating at the wharves. (70) 

 

 

Post-War Paddington 

 

The First World War saw shortages of boat crews and, as steam and diesel 

progressively replaced the tow-horse in the early years of the 20th century, cargo 

carrying by boat diminished from 1945. Boatmen were by now exchanging their 

demanding canal life for land-based employment that paid regular wages and provided 

a more comfortable home with access to schooling and welfare services for their 

families close to hand.  

 

The canal network remained busy until the 1960s, when the last cargos of coal were 

delivered, ending nearly two centuries of carrying coal to London along the Grand 

Junction Canal. 

 

Following cessation of commercial traffic on the canal, the idea of filling the canal in 

and building a road instead was mooted. In February 1967, the Greater London 

Council decided to drop all proposals for infilling the canal. (71) In the 21st century, a 

few people are doing their best to keep the tradition of canal-borne cargo carrying 
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alive, but this is mostly one-off deliveries rather than regular trade. Canal enthusiasts 

are dedicated to restoring and refurbishing narrowboats, and steam-driven 

narrowboats are still seen on the canals. 

 

 

Rembrandt Gardens 

 

On the east side of Little Venice Basin is the 

canalside Rembrandt Gardens, sunken down 

from the road with views out over the canal 

pool. The public gardens are situated at the 

junction of Warwick Avenue and Harrow Road, 

at the beginning of the Regent’s Canal by 

Warwick Avenue Bridge. They were first laid out 

in the early 1950s when artists’ studios on the 

east side of the canal pool along Warwick 

Avenue were demolished and replaced by the 

small public garden built upon the site of some 

derelict Italianate houses. (72) 

 

 

The original name of the public garden was Warwick Avenue Gardens. For their 

opening ceremony and sometime afterwards they had a footbridge connection across 

the Regent’s Canal to the towpath on the Blomfield Road side of the canal pool, in 

front of Warwick Avenue Bridge. In 1975 the gardens’ name was changed when the 

City of Westminster was linked with the City of Amsterdam in Holland on the 700th 

anniversary of the founding of Amsterdam, the ‘Venice of the North’. (73)  Public 

walkways were opened on both sides of the canal around this time. (74) In 1978 the 

British Waterways Board lifted all restrictions on its towpaths. Previously, access to 

the towpaths had been restricted and those who desired to walk along the canals had 

to obtain a Towpath Walking Permit from the Waterways Board. 

 

 

Works to bring the garden up to modern 

standards were carried out in 2006, when 

the garden underwent a major upgrade of 

its infrastructure and horticultural features. 

Today, the canal side public garden has 

good views out over the canal junction. It 

is formal in feel and contains a lawn, rose 

garden, shrub borders and access to the 

canal towpath. 

 

 

The Canal Junction Today 

 

In the 20th century, most of the area still belonged to the Church Commissioners who 

offered the freeholds of Georgian and Regency houses for sale in the 1970s and ‘80s, 
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when many houses were bought by property companies and converted into luxury 

apartments. With decades of redevelopment, and the renaming of canals and roads, 

came the addition of thousands of residential houses and flats which replaced the 

derelict warehouses and factories along the canal, left behind when Britain’s 

manufacturing industries declined.  

 

 
Little Venice Basin canal pool today 

 

Today, the junction of the canals is called Little Venice Basin, a scenic canal marina 

navigated by narrowboats and leisure boats and lined with temporary and permanent 

houseboats. The canal basin is home to several floating businesses such as the 

Waterside Cafe, London Waterbus, a floating Art Gallery, Puppet Theatre Barge and 

a hotel boat, resting in an oasis of quirky waterside cafés, cosy pubs and charming 

restaurants. Former towpaths for horses have become footpaths for walkers and it is 

now possible to walk the entire length of the Paddington Arm of the Grand Union Canal 

from Paddington Basin to Uxbridge; a distance of around 12 miles. The recently 

redeveloped Paddington Basin is busier than ever, with canal towpaths popular with 

walkers, joggers, cyclists, tourists, and office and retail workers using the new 

Paddington Underground and Overground station entrance on the canalside. 

 

Rembrandt Gardens is a popular public garden for sunbathing and picnics, with locals 

and tourists enjoying narrowboat and wildlife spotting, fishing and summertime 

sunshine surrounded by flowers, trees, narrowboats, and Regency architecture. All 

sorts of nature are nestled in amongst the canal basin; moorhens, coots, grebes, tufted 

ducks, pochard, greylag and Egyptian Geese are all common sights, as well as the 

usual swans and ducks. 

 

Many narrowboats and day trip boats line the basin, where the Regency mansions 

provide a stunning backdrop to the triangular pool complete with willow tree. The 

former Toll House on Westbourne Terrace Road is now a Canal & River Trust regional 

office for visitors to pick up information about the canal and local area that has always 

been somewhat avant-garde, and continues to play a significant part in the capital’s 

development, both economically and culturally. The area continues to be the home of 

many of Britain’s most successful writers, artists, musicians and the canal provides an 

important green corridor across London.  
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