The Navigation of the Trent 1560

In this, the final scene of Sampson’s play, Queen Elizabeth visits Nottingham to grant a Charter to its people that would enable the river Trent to be made navigable to Boston and the Wash, eastward, and north to the Humber estuary and so to the North Sea  

Queen:

As a small token of our princely love




On to your former motion made for Trent;




You’d have it navigable to Gainsborough,




So to Boston, Kingston-on-Hull, and Humber.            [5.4.10-13].
 Although I have searched extensively through Acts of Parliament and Royal Charters covering the period of Elizabeth’s reign and the first half of the seventeenth century, there is no evidence of any Charter that refers to the river Trent. The only connection  that I have been able to find with the Trent’s navigational system and Queen Elizabeth around 1560 was a long dispute at Hull docks and the Act subsequently passed in 1557, to the disadvantage of the town, confirming that all vessels were to pass freely through the harbour without payment of a toll. Whether this knowledge was familiar to Sampson in the 1630s is pure conjecture, but there appears to be nothing else about this time to suggest a Charter even loosely connected with the places mentioned in the Queen’s speech. 

Dr Jayne Archer suggests that, as Nottingham was a proposed venue for the planned meeting in 1562 between Elizabeth and Mary Queen of Scots, it may be that Sampson compressed these two years for dramatic effect.
 A thorough check of the Nichols archives regarding Elizabeth’s planned and actual progresses reveals no suggestion that Elizabeth had planned to visit Nottingham in the summer of 1560 and, in fact, her progress in 1560 was confined to the south of the country.  

Regarding opening-up the river for navigational purposes, I have found no evidence of specific clearing and digging-out of the river at this time but it may be helpful to review briefly the development of the Trent as a major navigational route from early recorded times through to the seventeenth century, in order to see its importance in 1560 within the waterways.

The river Trent flows through Nottingham to the Humber and it created an important route for goods to be carried to and from the Midlands before the advent of the railways.  Its tidal flow takes it through Gainsborough to south of Torksey where it links with the Fossdyke and it provided essential transportation eastward to Lincoln from the Trent and then, via the river Witham, to the Wash at Boston. The importance of keeping free passage of the Trent and Fossdyke was nothing new; the Domesday Book records that the water of Trent was to be kept clear so that if anyone prevented progress of boats he should make amends. 

Gainsborough, still Britain’s most inland port, is located at the highest navigable point on the Trent for seagoing vessels and during the seventeenth century, in particular, the town prospered greatly. However, in common with other ancient navigations, there was no responsible management of ‘free’ rivers and so, because of inefficient maintenance, it is not surprising that they fell into disrepair for long periods, with the Fossdyke being almost impassable by the seventeenth century.  Following years of expensive royal maintenance James I transferred ownership to the corporation of Lincoln in an endeavour to encourage responsibility for the canal but, by 1660, the canal traffic had virtually ceased.

The Fossdyke is the oldest navigable canal in the country, 11 miles (18 km) in length, and believed to have been built by the Romans about 120 AD, although it may date from even earlier. However, in his study of 1951 of the trade and transport on the River Trent, A.C. Wood was of the opinion that the river played little part in the transport system during Roman times, the roads being for military and communication use, although he considered that the Trent may well have been used for the transportation of the lead that was being mined in Derbyshire.
  

The canal improved the drainage of the marshy land and also enabled transportation of goods to and from the heart of England.  By the Norman Conquest, however, the Trent and its towns had already gained importance and the Domesday survey indicates that a heavy fine was imposed on anyone obstructing the movement of boats on the river. 

The importance of the Fossdyke in relation to the river Trent was realised in the early twelfth century when Henry I ordered that the canal be cleaned and deepened, and a Charter of 1155 declared that the Trent must be kept clear for navigation. Greedy landowners who obstructed the river to suit their own purposes regularly contravened this ruling by erecting weirs and dams, and in the fourteenth century arrests were made on those who impeded the transport of goods coming up from the Humber to Nottingham. In spite of the not infrequent obstructions from these landowners, during the Middle Ages there was steady traffic on the Trent (for example: corn, lead, iron, coal, wool, timber, fish) and by the sixteenth century Gainsborough was the port of entry for goods to London, being carried up the Trent on the returning empty coal barges. Although it is probable that the Trent navigation route carried a comparatively small amount of traffic, the towns of Nottingham and Gainsborough continued to prosper, especially with the increased economic wealth that developed during Elizabeth’s reign. 

There is an undated letter of Elizabeth’s reign indicating that money was spent by a close relation of Sir Henry Willoughby, Sir Francis Willoughby of Wollaton Hall, in an effort to make the Trent more navigable, perhaps to enable the easier transportation of coal from his own pits around Wollaton.
 

The present course of the Trent is rather different from that familiar to Sampson, of course, as in many places at that time the river took a more meandering route through marshes and stretches of water choked with silt and water-plants. Due to the drainage systems later installed, however, the swampy areas have now been considerably rectified, enabling the river to adopt its familiar course, although movement is still continuing as the loops of meanders are gradually becoming cut off. The twisting course of the Trent was known to Shakespeare as is indicated in Henry IV Part One, when Hotspur discusses the dividing up of England with Glendower and Mortimer and jealously tries to guard the portion he claims:

Methinks my moiety, north from Burton here,


In quantity equals not one of yours,

See how this river comes me cranking in,


And cuts me from the best of all my land


A huge half-moon, a monstrous cantle* out.


I’ll have the current in this place damm’d up,


And here the smug and silver Trent shall run


In a new channel, fair and evenly:

It shall not wind with such a deep indent


To rob me of so rich a bottom here.



            (3.1.97-106).
William Sampson develops the final scene of his play around a Charter relating to the river Trent, for which I have been unable to find any evidence. He refers to it with such confidence that it is possible that during the early part of the seventeenth century there was awareness in Nottinghamshire that a relevant Act was necessary in order to allow the free movement of vessels on the river.  
On the other hand, it may have been another attempt by Sampson to appeal to the known political and cultural interests of William Cavendish, Earl of Newcastle. Cavendish regarded Elizabeth’s rule as a model for policy and national unity but, although a royalist, he believed that England’s decline was due to the failure of Elizabeth’s successors to follow her example of concentrating powers in the crown.
 It is clear from dedications to his poems in Virtus Post Funera Vivit that Sampson also held in high regard members of the Cavendish family. In addition, Sampson may have wished to bring The Vow Breaker to Newcastle’s notice as Newcastle also had interests in the Scottish borders with properties inherited through his mother, Katherine Ogle. 
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