Chairman’s Notes
With the unpleasant taste of the Peoples Millions Lottery swindle still lingering a year after the event (or non event at least) Dudley MBC and Dudley Canal Trust have turned defeat into defiance and are pressing ahead with projects that will form the foundations for everything that the grand scheme would have included. The grand scheme of reopening the Wrens Nest Tunnel and all that went with it is still a long way away, but we have to start somewhere.

Dudley have been successful in obtaining a stage 1 pass for £880K of Heritage Lottery Fund to carry out work at the Wrens Nest. This will include removal of some of the infill and stabilisation of the Seven Sisters mine entrances. It will also include two new viewing platforms and improved footpaths. Dudley are spending a further £800K on work in the Step Shaft Mine.
This next move might appear to the casual spectator to be a backwards step. This is the infilling of this very large mine, adjacent to the bottom of the step shaft, to which the public would have had access. The infilling is necessary as a temporary expedient because it will arrest any continuing deterioration of the mine. To stabilise the mine, a system of rock bolts will need to be installed, much as in Singing Cavern. The prospect of scaffolding a mine 100 ft high under a roof of unknown but probably dangerous condition is fraught with all sorts of difficulties. The rock bolting will now take place from the top of the infill which will be progressively removed as the work advances.

On the positive side, the infill will be sand which is so geologically different from limestone it cannot be mistaken for the indigenous rock, and on its removal it can be sold.
Whilst the fill will be pumped in through bore holes it will take a pretty good vacuum cleaner to suck it out. Perhaps bringing it out by boat through the Wrens Nest tunnel might be a good idea. That of course would mean that the Wrens Nest Tunnel had to be restored first. That sounds like a very good idea!

For ourselves, the grand scheme would have provided us with much improved visitor handling facilities. They would almost certainly have been what somebody thought we wanted rather than what we really wanted, but they could not have failed to be an improvement on what we have.

On the positive side, we are now in control of our own destiny rather than being a bit part player in a grand drama. To this end our tripping company are moving ahead with plans for new visitor handling facilities at Todds End. Depending on grant aid from a variety of sources we could have everything we want including a substantial area where the story of the midland canal network (rather more than just the BCN) and its roll in the economic emergence of the Black Country can be told. At the very minimum we are committed to providing much improved ticket office, shop, catering and toilets. As ever with these things it is a matter of watch this space.

As chairman of the trust I have recently held meetings with a representative of The Black Country Development Corporation who are perusing the designation of the midland canal system as a World Heritage Site. Whilst this aim is very laudable, and one to which we must give our wholehearted support the first hurdle that has to be jumped over is our own national government. There are times when jumping on rather than over seems a very attractive prospect. The glorious people’s government of Great Britain has just removed Brunel’s Great Western Railway from London to Bristol from the list of contenders. Presumably because it had a good chance of succeeding and we British like to look back fondly on an ever growing catalogue of heroic failures. If the railway built by the greatest of all the Victorian engineers, that turned out to be capable of taking 125 MPH trains without a major rebuild, doesn’t qualify to be even entered into the competition, what chance has any other work of engineering got?
Another hurdle recently introduced into this increasingly complex obstacle course is a statement from UNESCO that in future they will favour applications from less developed countries. A world heritage site is supposed to be a place where some great event has taken place or some great structure constructed that has had an improving impact on civilisation.

By definition such events have had the most impact on the area immediately around them, which is why they became developed.
Is there anyone out there that needs this explaining to them?
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