
The Boatman's Tale

Joseph Aldridge, also known in some records as Joseph Aldrich was christened on Sunday 28 

September 1777 at All Saints Braunston, Northamptonshire. Joseph was the son of William and 

Catherine who may have been Catherine Tarry who married a William Aldridge at St Giles, 

Northampton on 28 May 1776. There is a baptism recorded at Bulkington, Warwickshire on 24 Jun 

1744 of William Aldridge son of Frances Aldridge that could relate to Joseph's father. 

Braunston is near to the Warwickshire boundary at the important junction of the Oxford and 

Grand Junction Canals. The Oxford Canal was built to connect the Midlands to London via the 

Thames at Oxford. Construction started near Coventry and by 1774 the canal had reached 

Napton south of Braunston eventually reaching Oxford in 1790. By 1790 there existed a large 

canal network in the Midlands but only one link to London and the Grand Junction was proposed 

and built from Braunston to the Thames near Brentford, Middlesex opened apart from the 

problematic Blisworth Tunnel in 1800. The Oxford Canal at its northern end has a junction at 

Hawksbury with the Coventry Canal that ran from Coventry north to a junction with the Trent 

and Mersey Canal at Fradley. Construction of the Coventry Canal started in 1768, it passed 

through Bedworth, Nuneaton, Atherstone reached in 1769 and Tamworth, with a junction with 

the Birmingham and Fazeley Canal, but it was not completed until 1789. Braunston was a centre 

for boating families, many using the local church for baptisms and burials. It is quite possible 

that Joseph's father could have been born in Bulkington which is on the opposite bank of the 

canal to Bedworth and made his way to Braunston working on the canals.

Joseph received no formal education and probably started working on canal boats at an early 

age. He married Mary Spencer, daughter of Benjamin and Mary, on Monday 19 February 1798 at 

All Saints Parish Church, Bedworth, Warwickshire, after banns, both made marks. Joseph and 

Mary appear to have settled in Bedworth their nine children having been baptized there from 

1801 to 1822 but Joseph continued working as a boatman. It is doubtful if the family all lived on 

a boat, Joseph probably worked short local trips. This was the 'Golden Age' of canals but from 

1830 onwards investers started to look more to railways for a good return. In 1841 Joseph, still 

employed as a boatman, and Mary appeared in the census at King Street, Bedworth, 

Warwickshire. Also living there was Hannah Darlison, a relative of Mary.

It might have been expected that Joseph would have retired in the next few years but he did not 

and although aged 73 he was working as a coal carter in 1851. He and Mary remained at Kings St, 

Bedworth in the census of that year. He died on Friday 16 January 1857 at Bedworth, aged 79; 

the cause of death was recorded as natural decay, that is old age. He was described as a coal 



dealer so it seems that he had probably progressed from moving coal on narrowboats, to moving 

it on land and eventually buying and selling as well as carting it.


