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Western Gateway: A History of the Mersey Docks and Harbour Board
by Stuart Mountfield 

(Liverpool University Press (1965), xi and 228 pp., ill. Price 30s.)

Those who study the history of Merseyside and, in particular, those 
who are interested in the port of Liverpool and its shipping, have long 
felt the lack of an adequate history of the Mersey Docks system. Oddly 
enough, the eighteenth-century docks were in many ways better recorded 
than the nineteenth-century ones. All will therefore be very grateful that 
a well-known member of our Society, Mr. Stuart Mountfteld, has added 
to the obligations of a lifetime of service to the Mersey Docks and 
Harbour Board by writing its official history. Mr. Mountfield shows that 
the method of the payment of town dues by shipping meant that such 
payment was not necessarily earmarked for dock purposes by the corpora 
tion of Liverpool, and how a bill launched in protest by important 
customers was eventually enacted in 1857 and set up a new trust, the 
Mersey Docks and Harbour Board. Henceforward the dues collected 
were not to be diverted to other ends, and the dock ratepayers had the 
predominant voice. The Board had valuable properties on either side of 
the river, in fact the wasteful purchase, sale and repurchase of the Birken- 
head dock sites had been a main reason for the attack on the former 
Liverpool Dock Trustees. Almost immediately great schemes of building 
were put in hand on either side of the water, the needs of the vastly 
expanding steam shipping being paramount: Liverpool enjoyed at that 
time the position of the world's greatest steamer port. The associated 
problems were great, especially the arrangements for master porterage, 
and the allocation of appropriated berths to steamship lines. Mr. Mount- 
field shows how dock space was shared between the competing interests 
and how these pressures led G. F. Lyster to plan the great northward 
extension of the docks, together with the Toxteth and Harrington system 
to the south. Birkenhead had perhaps more than its fair share of develop 
ment in the Board's early days; later on Harold Littledale and others 
attacked Lyster and the Board when the Cheshire side, not unnaturally, 
took second place for a time. The late seventies was one of the less happy 
periods. The Board, having obtained powers for an Overhead Railway, 
dragged its feet; it did not do enough to sort out master porterage 
problems; it did not examine the difficulties of its customers with sufficient 
care, especially in regard to railway charges and services. One result was 
the great blow represented by the successful founding of the Manchester 
Ship Canal.

The later proceedings of the Board are usefully outlined, the main 
financial developments made clear and the principal features of the 
legislation obtained by the Board explained. In particular the maintaining 
of the channels, the dredging, the various river works are admirably dealt 
with this will not be unexpected by those who know Mr. Mountfield's 
long interest in the history of these aspects of the port. Other chapters 
deal with the effects of the two wars on the port, the subsequent periods 
of reorganization, the inter-war depression.
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Given Mr. Mountfield's long service with the Board (culminating in a 
period as general manager and secretary), with every possible effort to 
be dispassionate, a strong feeling of identity between author and subject 
was hardly to be avoided. There is from time to time something suggestive 
(almost) of an attitude of piety towards the great institution under dis 
cussion, a tendency to describe the notable figures of the Board in the 
past in platitudes of praise which become almost predictable as the 
successive instances occur through the volume, a constant feeling that 
here is an author trying honestly to dispense praise and blame, but having 
his barbs of criticism blunted by a sense of reverence. On sources, external 
rather than internal evidence might have been more employed; stylistic 
ally an eighteenth-century plethora of capital letters distracts the reader 
until he gets used to it. The immense achievements in Liverpool dock 
development before 1857 receive scant treatment, yet in many ways they 
are at least as remarkable as anything which has been achieved since.

Nevertheless these points should not affect a realization that we now 
have a most useful and valuable study of a great institution, and without 
the lifetime of experience which Mr. Mountfield has accumulated, and 
which no one else can rival, much of the material here could not have 
been assembled. The way is now made clear for other scholars to explore 
in detail many of the large issues which Mr. Mountfield has been able 
only to outline in a book which covers much ground; it is to be hoped 
that the archives of the Mersey Docks and Harbour Board will be open 
to them, for the evidence of their richness has been clearly displayed in 
the present work.

J. R. HARRIS.

Liverpool under Charles I 

by George Chandler. Transcriptions by E. K. Wilson

(Brown, Picton and Hornby Libraries, Liverpool (1965), 
viii and 475 pp., ill. Price 35s.)

Most historians agree that there is no substitute for the full text of 
original documents. Calendars, extracts, summaries and descriptions all 
have their uses, but they cannot help but remain second best. There is 
no denying, however, that documents are strong meat. Some readers 
cannot face them at all, and almost all students find it necessary to take 
them a little at a time. Just to put an old manuscript into print makes it 
more palatable; to garnish it with editorial comment and explanation, 
pointing out significances and providing background information, helps 
the reader to digest it more easily. But, in this imperfect world, there is 
no hope of printing and editing the bulk of available documents. Much 
has been done and is being done, but it will ever be a struggle against 
overwhelming odds. Choice is therefore crucial: money and effort must 
not be spent on publishing the less essential.

Nevertheless, it is not easy to decide what documents are most worthy 
of printing. No two historians would produce identical lists of priorities, 
but all who are interested in the history of our two counties would 
approve the inclusion of the Liverpool Town Books. That is why the 
initiative of the Liverpool City Council and the industry of Dr. George 
Chandler and his staff in continuing the work so well begun by the late 
J. A. Twemlow has been widely welcomed. Liverpool under James I was
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their first production: Liverpool under Charles I is their second. Together 
these two volumes give us the text of the Town Books from 1603 to the 
beginning of 1649, and they whet our appetites for the rest of the text 
still to be published. The transcriptions have been in the hands of H. A. 
Taylor, our ex-secretary, the late Eveline Saxton, for many years a 
member of our council, and Miss Effie Wilson. Dr. Chandler, our lib 
rarian, has written long, explanatory introductions, and illustrated both 
volumes with a number of photographs of the text, and an attractive 
assortment of suitable portraits and pictures from the rich resources of 
the libraries he administers.

The dominating feature of Charles I's reign was, of course, the Civil 
Wars. Liverpool suffered two sieges, the well-known one by Prince Rupert 
in June 1644, and the longer but less dramatic one by Sir John Meldrum 
and Colonel John Moore later in the same year. The Town Books, 
disappointingly but understandably, are reticent in detail, but their lists 
of new freemen for 1643 and 1644 show that both royalist and parlia 
mentary officers seized wartime opportunities to have their names entered 
on the freeman rolls. Majority opinion in Liverpool was on the side of 
the parliamentarians. This shines through the routine entries in the Town 
Books in several ways. Between November 1643 and January 1644 the 
council was much concerned with the appointment of "twoe able and 
Orthadox Ministers" at St. Nicholas's, and with the expulsion from the 
town of "divers Papists and other ill affected persons or Malignants and 
such as have borne Armes against the Parliament", and once the town 
was safely back under parliamentary control, the council did not hesitate 
to record in uncompromising language, "We finde that a great company 
of our Inhabitants were Murthered and slaine by Prince Ruperts 
Forces . . ."

Even through the excitement and unusual circumstances of the war 
years, however, the chief interest of the Town Books remains domestic. 
The burgesses were very local-minded; the petty details of daily life 
continued to be their chief concern, so that, just as today we do not buy 
a local newspaper for national news, so we do not expect the Town 
Books to give us a descriptive picture of the Civil Wars. While the 
important Nantwich campaign was being fought to the south, and, a few 
miles to the north, the countess of Derby was preparing to defend Lathom 
House, the Liverpool authorities appear to have been more concerned 
about the safe keeping of the swine, the proper regulation of the port 
and the market, and the removal of dung-hills from the streets, than they 
were about the outcome of the fighting. Later, they eagerly claimed 
compensation for their losses at the hands of "the Princes Army lately 
prevailing there", but it is obvious that they wanted to be free of even 
friendly garrisoning as soon as possible, and to restore the town to 
normal conditions. In August 1648 one of the most important battles of 
the Civil Wars, the battle of Preston, was fought within thirty miles of 
Liverpool, but it did not merit a mention in the Town Books. There was 
no contemporary reason why it should.

In his introduction to Liverpool under Charles 1, Dr. Chandler gives 
the reader a good impression of the life led by the members of this small 
community of Liverpool in the middle years of the seventeenth century. 
He lays stress upon their agricultural and commercial interests, and 
explains the functions of the various officers of the council and portmoot. 
But if he had Anglicised the Latin names of the manuscript and modern 
ised the dating, he could have made his exposition even clearer. It was 
unnecessary to repeat the inconsistencies of the Books in listing the
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names of officials Richard Lunte in 1644 and Richardus Luntte in 1645, 
for example, could both have been given simply as Richard Lunt and it 
is only confusing the reader to write, in an explanatory introduction, that, 
on 5 March 1644, at first glance three months before the events happened, 
the council was discussing ways of repairing the houses damaged by 
Rupert's assault. Some numbers of troops quoted in the introduction 
are also misleading. Lord Strange could never have mustered anything 
like "an army of 60,000 men" (page 5) in 1642, because when he had 
presented these troops to Charles at Shrewsbury, the total royalist forces, 
according to Clarendon, only numbered 2,000 horse and 6,000 foot; and 
had Rupert really lost 1,500 men in his first assault on Liverpool (page 21), 
it would have been a major disaster, for he would have sustained losses 
equal to half the total royalist losses at Marston Moor. Again, far from 
being "outnumbered by five to one" (page 6) at Wigan Lane, the royalists 
had a slight advantage in numbers, but were outclassed by the disciplined 
fighting of Lilburne's troops. Estimates of numbers differ considerably 
in contemporary documents, but historians have done so much work on 
Civil War records that there is now fairly general agreement about what 
are reliable and what are exaggerated figures.

Like its predecessor, Liverpool under Charles I is a handsome and 
attractive volume. All members of our Society will wish its success to be 
such that it will encourage Liverpool City Council to continue to sponsor 
the series until all the Town Books, at least until 1835, are in print.

J. J. BAGLEY.
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