Volunteer Handbook

Support your canal
Have Fun
Make New Friends
Learn New Skills
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Welcome
Basingstoke Canal
Thank you for volunteering your time to help us. Volunteers bring a wide range
of skills and interests to our work and are a rare and precious asset that we
value and wish to support in as many ways as possible.
The Basingstoke Canal is owned by Hampshire County Council and Surrey County
Council and is managed by the Basingstoke Canal Authority, which forms part of
the Countryside Service of Hampshire County Council’s Culture, Communities and
Business Services department.
The Vision for the Basingstoke Canal is to create a thriving natural environment
for wildlife and public enjoyment and a vibrant recreation and heritage
resource. Central to the vision is to create an accessible waterway serving the
public.
History of the Canal
The Basingstoke Canal was conceived as an economical means of transportation
for the development of agriculture in central Hampshire. A planned route for
the canal was approved by an Act of Parliament in 1778 and work finally began
nine years later.
A survey for the canal was undertaken by William Jessop and the construction
contract was awarded to John Pinkerton. The route for the canal was 37 miles
long, included a mile long tunnel under Greywell Hill and joined to the River Wey
Navigation at Byfleet in Surrey. In 1794 the canal was completed at a cost of
£154,463, a figure almost twice the original estimated cost. The canal was
principally used for the transportation of timber, flour and chalk from
Hampshire to London by barge, with barges returning to Hampshire carrying
coal and fertiliser.
The canal largely failed to return an operating profit as overland transport
improvements and high inflation took their toll on the canal. By 1866, only 72
years after the navigation opened the original canal company was bankrupt. At

2

this time ownership of the canal changed hands several times. The canal
continued to operate but it continued to struggle financially. There was some
commercial success during the construction of the London and Southampton
Railway in the 1830s and the Aldershot Camp in 1854. During the 1890s
brickworks at Up Nately in Hampshire resulted in restoration of the canal
including making it deeper and during this time the canal enjoyed some further
commercial viability.
In 1923 the canal was sold to A.J. Harmsworth for £5,000. Contracts to carry
coal and timber to Woking were secured and the canal again enjoyed a period of
commercial success. After the death of A.J. Harmsworth in 1947 the canal was
sold at auction for £8,000 to the New Basingstoke Canal Co Ltd in 1950.
Despite efforts to maintain the canal as a working navigation by the mid-1960s a
lack of maintenance took its toll. Locks were decaying, weed growth choked
much of the channel and the canal had become heavily silted up.
In 1966 the Surrey & Hampshire Canal Society was formed to address the
decline of the canal. The Surrey & Hampshire Canal Society embarked upon a 7
year campaign for public ownership. Hampshire County Council acquired their 15
mile section in late 1973 followed by Surrey County Council, which took
possession of their section for £40,000 in March 1976.
Over the following 17 years, council-funded restoration schemes were
undertaken with the support of the Canal Society, Inland Waterways
Association and other canal restoration groups. The restoration was completed
in 1990 and the canal was officially re-opened in 1991 by HRH the Duke of Kent.
Greywell Tunnel
The original survey for the canal envisaged a 44 mile long waterway that
navigated around Greywell Hill in Hampshire but later plans proposed for the
canal to pass under Greywell Hill. This was eventually selected as the chosen
route and a 1,230 yard long tunnel was constructed. The tunnel collapsed during
the 1930s and is now impassable by boat. The tunnel remains closed to this day
but it has become an important bat roosting site. The tunnel did not have a
towpath so barge horses were led over the hill while boats had to be ‘legged’
through the tunnel, a process which could take up to 6 hours to complete. Iron
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bars now installed at the tunnel entrances prevent unauthorised access to the
tunnel.

Water Supply
The main supply of water for the canal comes from springs at Greywell where
around 2.5 million gallons of water flow into the canal every day. Even on the
hottest summer days the water here remains cold. A small stream at Broad Oak
near Odiham flows into the canal and at Deepcut another small stream draining
the ranges at Bisley supplies the canal with further water. Unfortunately both
streams tend to run dry in the hot summer months when the canal needs the
water most. To this day water supply continues to be a major issue for the
canal. A lack of sufficient summer rainfall often results in the need to close
sections of the canal to navigation. Work continues to explore new sources of
water for the canal with the aim of maintaining year round navigation along the
whole length of the canal.
Hampshire Section
After the tunnel collapse the land beyond the
western end of the tunnel was sold off. There is a
small section of the old canal still visible at Up
Nately where some water remains but generally the
canal bed is dry and has been filled in. Today the
Basingstoke Bus Station sits on the site where the canal once terminated.
Following restoration work parts of the old towpath route has been reinstated
up to Penny Bridge at Up Nately.
East of the tunnel the canal passes through Greywell, North Warnborough,
Odiham, Broad Oak, Winchfield, Dogmersfield and Crookham villages before
passing through the town of Fleet. It then continues to head east towards
Farnborough and Aldershot to Ash Lock, now the 29th and final lock on the
canal. From here there is a short section of canal to the Blackwater River and
the county boundary between Hampshire and Surrey.
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The water in the Hampshire section has an alkaline ph content due to the chalk
soils the canal passes through.

Surrey Section
The first notable feature of the Surrey section of the canal is the Ash
aqueduct which was built to allow the canal to pass over the Blackwater Valley
Road. This section of the canal had originally been built on an embankment but
much of the embankment had to be removed for the construction of the road.
The aqueduct was officially opened in 1995. The canal overlooks several lakes in
this area which were once gravel pits and now
serve as popular fishing spots.
From Ash the canal continues into Surrey through
Ash Vale and then turns towards Mytchett where
the offices of the Basingstoke Canal Authority can
be found. Here there is on site camping, a small
gift shop, function room available for hire,
independently run tea room/café and a children’s play area with picnic benches.
Every winter the Canal Authority build a grotto near the woods on the camping
field and run a very popular ‘Santa Cruises’ experience for the public to enjoy.
It always proves popular with demand for
tickets far greater than supply and it helps
provide important funds for the canal.
Leaving Mytchett the canal passes through the
back of Frimley Green to Deepcut. The canal
then drops down through 14 locks to Brookwood
where there are a further 3 locks. During this
section the water’s ph level changes from alkaline to ph neutral and then once at
Brookwood on to acidic clay soils. This changing ph content has a dramatic
effect on the plant species that can be found growing in and along the banks of
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the canal as different species enjoy different growing conditions and soil types.
As well as a diverse plant population the Basingstoke Canal is also home to a
large and diverse invertebrate population with 25 of Britain’s 39 dragonflies and
damselflies having been recorded here.

The Role of Volunteers
Many opportunities are available for people to volunteer at the Basingstoke
Canal; both on the canal and at the Canal Visitor Centre in Mytchett. Whether
you have specialist skills to offer or have a general interest there will be plenty
for you to get involved in.
As a volunteer you will have the chance to work alongside qualified and
experienced staff. We recognise the wealth of skills, knowledge, ideas and
enthusiasm that volunteers have to offer and welcome people of all ages and
abilities to become part of the team. We rely on volunteers to help out with
duties that help the Canal meet its objectives, so any activity you become
involved in will help in many ways.
Canal Centre and events
If you enjoy meeting people, then working at the Canal Centre would be perfect
for you. Jobs include:






Helping run the shop – Covering the reception
Administration - Answering the phone, database entry
Grounds maintenance – Mowing, planting and weeding
Building maintenance – Painting
Help run events held at the Centre – Santa Cruises

Free tea and coffee and the occasional piece of cake provided!.
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Boating
The perfect way to get to see the canal! We have a variety of boats ranging
from trip boats to a patrol boat. We are looking for potential skippers, crew
members. It’s not just running the boats, we are also looking for people that can
help maintain the boats. The following is a list of boats which are reliant on
volunteers:


Rosebud – small trip boat operating public trips and chartered cruises
from April – September. Based in Mytchett, Rosebud is also used for
events held on the canal.



Kitty - small trip boat operating public trips and chartered cruises from
Woking.



John Pinkerton 2 –Large narrow boat running public boat trips, chartered
cruises and events. Based at Colt Hill, Odiham.



Patrol boat – This is a small boat patrolling sections of the canal, checking
licences and offering a warm and welcoming smile to all canal users.
 Working boats – This includes our
weedcutter and both the Canal Authorities
and Canal Societies work boats.
 Accessible boating – These charities
run boats providing a service for people
with disabilities, based in Woking and in
Colt Hill, Odiham.
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Lengthsmen
This is perfect for those that like to take regular walks. This is a joint scheme
organised by the Canal Authority and Canal Society where a volunteer is given a
small section of the canal to monitor on a weekly basis. The lengthsmens
responsibilities include:



Litter picking
Identifying and reporting problems

Canal Maintenance work parties
If you enjoy getting physical and being part of a hard working and dedicated
team then working on one of our work parties is ideal for you!
There are two Canal maintenance parties working on the canal. The first is
organised by the Canal Authority and meet up weekly to carry out essential
seasonal work. Work includes:







Clearing vegetation
Painting canal lock gates
Removing invasive species
Litter picking
Conservation projects
Towpath repairs

When you have gained experience and if you are interested, you may be trained
to enable you to:
• Use push and ride on mowers to cut grass at the canal centre or canal locks.
• Use hedge trimmers or strimmers.
• Help with work on board one of our work boats.
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The second party is organised and run by the Canal society and is normally more
project based work. The Canal Society are always looking for project managers
and engineers. Work includes:




New mooring construction
Lock repairs
Towpath renovation

Canal Society
The Canal Society has played an essential part in the history of the canal. From
leading the restoration in the 60’ – 80’s. To helping safeguard the future of the
canal.
There are a variety of ways of supporting the canal through the Canal Society.
Why not become a member and join canal society, pay and annual fee or become
a life time member.
The Society is always looking for volunteers. A wide variety of volunteers are
needed to help with the following:
Project managers
Engineers
Administrators
Events organisers

The list of opportunities above is not exhaustive so do always check with us to
find out about other ways you can get involved. There are numerous ways to
volunteer but this does not mean you have to do all of them. It may be that you
have a specific interest in a particular area and wish to spend your time carrying
out duties relevant to this, or you may not be suited to some of the duties. We
will try to ensure you have duties that are suited to your skills and to ensure you
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enjoy your time. We will also try to ensure you are taught new skills in new areas
of interest to you.

The next step
Should you wish to help out and support the canal, please contact the office on
01252 370073. You will need to inform us of which areas you would to volunteer
for, so that we can direct the enquiry to the appropriate person/organisation.
You will be asked to sign up to a Volunteer agreement before starting your
Volunteering.
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