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AFTER John Hutchinson had established his chemical works 
in Widnes, in 1847, the population of the district increased 

rapidly. The township, comprising the villages of Farnworth, 
Widnes Dock, Appleton, Hanging Birch and Crow Wood, soon 
found itself confronted with all the problems of a populous 
urban district. In company with neighbouring towns brought 
into being by the Industrial Revolution it had to face the task of 
making, paving, draining, cleansing, lighting and repairing the 
streets, and of providing the citizens with gas and water.'2 
Provision had been made nationally for these contingencies by 
the passing of the Public Health Acts of 1848 and 1858. By 
adopting the Act of 1858 the ratepayers of an urban district 
were empowered to set up a Local Board of Health. At a 
meeting held in the Public Hall in Hutchinson Street in June 
1865 the ratepayers resolved unanimously to adopt the Act and 
form a Local Board. After the customary enquiry and the 
completion of the legal formalities the Widnes Local Board was 
constituted on 8 August 1865.

I CONSTITUTION AND MEMBERSHIP

The first meeting of the Widnes Local Board was held on 
Tuesday, 3 October 1865. All the members of the Board were 
present, with the exception of Mr William Gossage. In his 
absence Mr Gossage was elected Chairman, so that the Board 
was:

Chairman William Gossage

Members John Knight Edward Young
Robert Barrow Thomas Gleave
Henry Deacon John McLellan
Richard Kent George Shute

Mr Young was elected Chairman of the first meeting, which then 
got down to business. Mr Robert Davies of Warrington was

' This article summarises a paper read to the Widnes Historical Society on 
15 October 1965.

2 For examples of early activity in this field see E. Midwinter, 'Local Boards of 
Health in Lancashire, 1848-1858' in Transactions of the Historic Society of 
Lancashire and Cheshire, Vol. 117 (1965).
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appointed Clerk to the Board, at a salary of £25 a year, the 
duties expected from him being to attend the meetings of the 
Board, keep the Minutes, sign the papers for, and advise, the 
Surveyor when necessary. It was agreed that advertisements be 
issued for a Surveyor to the Local Board at a salary of £150 a 
year. (At the next meeting Mr J. W. Shufflebotham was chosen 
as Surveyor and Inspector of Nuisances.) Mr Henry Deacon 
gave notice of his intention to call for an investigation into the 
supply of water for household use in Widnes.

Something is known about the members of the newly- 
constituted Board, with the exception of Thomas Cleave. 
William Gossage (1799-1877) was the founder of the famous 
Widnes soap works and manufacturer of Gossage's 'Magical' 
Soap. He came to Widnes in 1850 and established a works on 
the opposite side of the canal from Hutchinson's No. 1 factory. 
For two or three years he interested himself in manufacturing 
alkali, copper-smelting and in experiments for extracting sulphur 
from copper ore. The duty on soap was removed in 1852. 
Gossage had already discovered a cheap method of making soap 
and in 1855 he set up his soap works in Widnes. Though he 
made his name and his fortune in the manufacture of soap his 
chief interest was chemical invention. Gossage towers, for the 
condensation of acid fumes evolved from the saltcake stage of 
the Leblanc process, were erected at practically every alkali 
factory in the world. He attempted the solution of two of the 
major problems of the nineteenth century soda industry: the 
recovery of the sulphur from the alkali waste, and the develop 
ment of a practical ammonia-soda process to displace the 
Leblanc system. He lived at Marsh Hall close to the entrance 
locks of the 'New Cut'.

John Knight is listed in the Directory of 1855 as the pro 
prietor of the Lancashire Manure Company, the works being 
situated in the Moss Bank area and manufacturing animal char 
coal, ivory black, etc. It is also called the Moss Bank Bone 
Works. These works had been in operation in 1846, and in 1865 
he set up a new works at the Horns, on the site now occupied 
by Peter Spence. Robert Barrow was a watchmaker, who lived 
in Farnworth House, Farnworth, and died in April 1881. Henry 
Deacon, born in London, was a pupil of Michael Faraday, and 
he served his apprenticeship with the engineering firm of James 
Nasmyth, the inventor of the steam hammer. He obtained a 
managerial post in Pilkington's Glass Works in St Helens, and 
came to Widnes in 1851 to be John Hutchinson's first works 
manager. Leaving Hutchinson's employment in 1853, he carried 
on for almost two years the small scale manufacture of soda in
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Widnes by an ammonia-soda process. With Holbrook Gaskell 
in 1855 he returned to the conventional Leblanc manufacture. 
His important contribution to the chemical industry was the 
chlorine process. He resigned from the Board in 1868 on the 
grounds of ill health and died in 1876. Richard Kent is shown in 
the Directory of 1855 as a watchmaker living at Bradley 
Cottage, Albert Road. Sarah Kent is shown as keeping a 
boarding and day school at Bradley Cottage. In 1857 Richard 
Kent became the first postmaster in Widnes. He was already a 
newsagent, having a stall at Runcorn Gap Station, and after 
wards opening a shop in Waterloo Road and another one in 
Ann Street.

Edward Young is listed among the farmers of the period. His 
farm was in the Farnworth area. In 1877 he received £80 
compensation for damage to his barn in road widening. Later, 
his proposal to convert the public footpath from Derby Road to 
Pit Lane into a highway was approved by the Board. John 
McLellan (1810-1881) came to Widnes in 1847 and started the 
manufacture of borax and tartar salts in the Lugsdale area, his 
business being known as the North British Chemical Company. 
He was elected Chairman of the Board in 1869, and afterwards, 
either as the result of an electoral defeat or some other cause, 
disappeared from municipal affairs. His home was Highfield 
House, now the Maternity Hospital in Highfield Road. George 
Shute was a local landowner.

The method of election of the Board was an unfortunate one. 
The pattern was borrowed from the Poor Law Act of 1834, not 
from the Municipal Corporations Act of 1835. Instead of giving 
one vote to every householder a strict system of classification 
according to wealth was adopted. The ratepayers and owners 
of each district were entitled to vote according to 'the scale' set 
out in Section 20 of the Act in respect of property in the district 
of the Local Board, and any person who was both owner and 
also bona fide occupier was entitled to vote in respect of both 
ownership and occupation.

THE SCALE

On a rateable of: Number of votes

Less than £50 ..... 1
From £50 to £100 ..... 2

£100 to £150 ..... 3
£150 to £200 ..... 4
£200 to £250 ..... 5

More than £250 ..... 6

During its term of office the Widnes Local Board became dis-
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satisfied with this method of voting and in conjunction with 
other local boards petitioned for voting by ballot.

In order to finance its work the Board had power to lay rates. 
In December 1865 it levied a Highway Rate of 6d. in the £ and 
a General District Rate of 4d. in the £. There is a blank left in 
the Minute Book for the insertion of the rateable value of the 
District. The Directory of 1855 gives it as £13,442.

The Poor Rate was still being collected by the Overseers of the 
Poor. Their Rate Book was the basis on which the new rate was 
levied. There were difficulties in the relations of the two bodies, 
if not positive obstruction on the part of the Overseers. In 
August 1867 the Office Clerk reported having visited the 
residence of Mr William Fearing, Assistant Overseer, at Crow 
Wood, to consult the Poor Rate Book for the purpose of the 
election and the new rate. Mr Fearing was absent and the Book 
was not available. The Board threatened to take action if the 
Rate Book was not available at reasonable hours. As late as 
April 1879 it was necessary for the Board to instruct the Clerk 
to write to the Overseers to request them to see that all necessary 
corrections were made, and all numbers of houses inserted in 
the Rate Book prior to the laying of any future Rate for the 
relief of the Poor.

II THE WORK OF THE LOCAL BOARD

Before the Local Board came into being two parts of Widnes, 
the Waterloo Road district and the Newtown district, had 
already been developed by private landowners and private 
builders. At the meeting held on 5 December the newly- 
appointed Surveyor was instructed to make a report on these 
streets: Barn St, High St, Hope St, Water St, Sankey St and 
Wellington St. 3 On 19 December he submitted his report. Barn 
St, North St, Hope St, High St, Water St, Sankey St, and 
Wellington St, all intersected Waterloo Road which was about 
to be developed by the Board. They were in a disreputable con 
dition, without sewers, and the surface of the streets was a mass 
of mud and water. Pearson St, Penn St, Catherine St, Earle St, 
Elizabeth St, Margaret St, Victoria St, Railways St, and 
Appleton St all these streets required flagging, kerb and 
channelling, with gullies and grids. Many served as receptacles 
for every kind of filth, ready for distribution by foot passengers

3 Many of these early streets have now disappeared, swallowed up by the 
spread of works. For example, in 1889 an application was received from Messrs 
Gaskell-Deacon to close Barn St, Hope St, High St, and the Old Post Office 
Place.
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or vehicles on these roads belonging to the Board. Many 
houses were without drains and others were almost useless.

Now began a long struggle to have these streets paved, 
drained, sewered and lit. One by one they were adopted and 
controlled by the Local Board. Landlords were compelled to 
provide their houses with drains; cesspools were abolished; 
nuisances were abated and new building was kept under control. 
Sanitation in our modern sense made progress. Numerous 
privies under bedrooms were abolished. Provision was made for 
the collection of 'nightsoil'. Long discussions were held on the 
system of sewerage to be adopted was it to be wet or dry? 
Experiments were carried out with model closets in works and 
in houses.

The Surveyor was also Inspector of Nuisances. One of his 
earliest tasks was to bring the slaughter houses under control by 
compelling them to register and submit to inspection. On 16 
January 1866 he submitted this report to the Board:

I beg respectfully to call attention to the restrictions made by the Magistrates 
of Cheshire on the removal and slaughtering of cattle within each Petty 
Sessional Division of their County. Similar restrictions have not at present 
been made in this County, at least in the West Derby Hundred or Prescot 
Division, and as a consequence, advantage is taken of this and cattle have 
been brought to Widnes and slaughtered for the Runcorn markets. Your 
district should not be made the slaughter house for other towns.

He went on to suggest the appointment of an Inspector of Meat. 
In May of the following year applications from 3. Richardson, 
Sutton's Lane, Newtown, and from E. Richardson, Sankey St, 
Waterloo Road, to have their slaughter houses registered were 
refused because their slaughter houses were not kept in a fit 
condition. At the same time, however, the Surveyor reported 
that the summons taken out against Peter Gandy for keeping a 
pig in his backyard and thereby causing a nuisance had been 
dismissed by the magistrates for want of medical and other 
evidence.

Water supply to the District soon became the main pre 
occupation of the Board. A Gas and Water Committee, com 
prising Mr Henry Deacon as chairman and Mr E. Young and 
Mr J. McClellan, was set up at once and held its first meeting in 
November 1865. At this meeting the chairman was instructed 
to write to the Widnes Gas and Water Company to ask if they 
were prepared, and when, to supply pure and wholesome water 
for domestic and public use to the whole of Widnes, or to what 
part of it.

The Widnes Gas and Water Company was established by 
John Hutchinson, the pioneer of the chemical industry in 
Widnes. By a private Act of Parliament passed in 1860, this
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company was empowered to supply gas and water to the 
Township of Widnes. The water came from a well sunk in 
Hutchinson's works. Mr Henry Deacon had a sample of this 
water analysed in his laboratory and he reported to the Board 
that it had been found to contain 171-5 grains per gallon of 
solid matter, salt forming the greater portion, and to be of 37 
hardness. His letter to the Widnes Gas and Water Company had 
stated that the members of the Local Board were determined to 
have a supply of good and pure water for the Township as soon 
as possible. In June 1866 he offered to the Board to allow a 
pump to be put down to take water from the well in Gaskell- 
Deacon's works to supply water to the public.

Mr Henry Deacon reported to the Board that the Widnes 
Gas and Water Company were in possession of the right to 
supply water to the Board's District, that the water was in 
sufficient and bad, and the only course was to make a formal 
demand on the Widnes Gas and Water Company under Clause 
70 of the Public Health Act 1848 to improve the supply, or to 
leave the Local Board at liberty to do so. The result of this was 
that in March 1866 the Local Board served upon the Widnes 
Gas and Water Company formal notice requiring them to 
supply the Township of Widnes with good and wholesome 
water within one month of the date of the notice. This was 
accompanied by an offer, on behalf of the Local Board, to 
purchase the Company's works and water mains.

Then followed protracted negotiations, with delaying tactics 
and hard bargaining on the part of the Gas and Water Com 
pany. The Local Board was anxious to take over the water 
supply, but did not really wish to purchase the gas works. They 
had neither statutory powers nor funds to do this. To petition 
Parliament and obtain a new act was a costly business, and the 
Board wanted the Gas and Water Company to agree to foot the 
bill in the event of the failure of the petition. Mr Simpson, the 
solicitor acting for the Widnes Gas and Water Company, fell 
sick, the negotiations did not appear to be making any progress, 
and in July 1866 Mr Henry Deacon sent this curt note to 
Mr J. T. Raynes:

Dear Sir,
When are we to hear something definite from you? If Mr Simpson's 

avocations and health are to cause longer delay, is it not your duty to go to 
some other legal advice?

Yours truly.
Henry Deacon.

P.S. With cholera amongst us we want good water. 

Mr Raynes replied that he had no power to seek other legal
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advice, but that, as agreement had already been reached in 
substance, there was no need for further delay.

Acting on this assurance, the Local Board went ahead with 
its Bill. One clause was very controversial and threatened to 
hold up the Bill. Mr William Wright of West Bank had levied 
toll on every vehicle passing along Snig Lane (or Mersey Road) 
and using the Ferry. In this new Bill the Local Board proposed 
to abolish the tolls. Mr Wright was a shareholder of the Gas 
and Water Company, which felt bound to oppose this clause 
and could not be joint promoters of the Bill. Eventually agree 
ment was reached, the Bill was duly promoted, and the result 
was The Widnes Improvement Act, 1867. By this Act the 
Local Board was empowered to supply with gas and water 
their District and places near thereto, to purchase and acquire 
the Undertaking, Gas Works, Water Works and property of 
the Widnes Gas and Water Company. The Board was also 
authorised to provide a Town Hall for Widnes, and to abolish, 
by agreement, the tolls taken by private persons on Snig Lane, 
alias Mersey Road, in Widnes. Negotiations for the acquisition 
of the tolls were begun at once, and in November the Clerk to 
the Board reported that he had arranged for the purchase of the 
Mersey Road tolls for £50 from Mr Wright's trustees.

Meanwhile, the Board had been proceeding with its plans for 
a pumping station and for the construction of a reservoir at 
Pex Hill. In October it received a favourable report on the 
exploration of a site for a pumping station at Stock's Well, and 
in December agreed to purchase the land from Mr Knight. By 
April 1868 the reservoir at Pex Hill had been acquired and 
fenced.

In July 1869 it was reported that the Water Works were now 
sufficiently far advanced to be ready for opening. The members 
of the Board made a formal inspection of their new properties. 
The Surveyor was instructed to issue a notice informing the in 
habitants that the Board was now prepared to supply water from 
its own works, and requesting applications for connections. 
The formal opening of the Water Works was fixed for Saturday, 
31 July 1869.

More details of the Widnes scheme were given by the 
Wanington and St Helens newspapers for 2 August 1873. Mr 
John Thornhill Harrison, civil engineer, had attended at the 
office of the Widnes Local Board to make enquiry respecting 
the application of the Board to the Local Government Board 
for permission to borrow £5,000 on account of water supply. 
There was no opposition to the application. It was stated that 
the gas and water works was purchased from a private company
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about four years ago for about £22,000. Under the power 
granted by the Widnes Improvement Act of 1867, the Board had 
already borrowed approximately £90,000. The population of 
Widnes in 1861 was 6,000, in 1871 it was 14,000 and was by 
1873 little short of 20,000.

The Commissioner inquired about the provision for getting 
rid of the increased influx of water. He was informed that the 
system of drainage was by watercourses running through the 
fields to the River Mersey, but that plans were in hand for an 
extensive sewerage scheme for the West Bank area. The original 
supply had been from an old well, a wretched affair, sunk on the 
gas premises of the Board, and a new works was projected at an 
elevation known by the local designation of Stock's Well. A 
well had existed at this spot for a considerable time. It was in 
the middle of a field, and it was on the outer boundary of this 
field that the engineer had decided to begin the work of sinking. 
The new well was ten feet in diameter and at a depth of forty 
yards the water had drowned the men out, thus justifying the 
selection of the site. A reservoir was constructed at Pex Hill to 
which the water was pumped. The yield was 500,000 gallons 
daily, sufficient when the well was brought into use in 1869. Mr 
Timmins of Runcorn had made further borings, and it was now 
desired to sink further wells. When the enquiry was concluded 
cabs were in readiness, and the entire party started on a visit to 
the waterworks. A pleasant drive of nearly three miles carried 
them to Stock's Well, the site of the pumping station. The Com 
missioner, and some of the gentlemen who accompanied him, 
descended into the well to watch the pumping. The well was 
staged to the bottom so that anyone could descend without 
difficulty and watch all the pumping process.

Soon a further extension was necessary and a second pump 
ing station was acquired. In September 1874 members and 
officials proceeded to Little Woolton and inspected the land and 
borehole at Netherley Bridge which the Gas and Water Com 
mittee proposed to acquire as the site of a new well and pump 
ing station. They were met by Thomas and William Dutton, the 
owners, together with their solicitors. The Board offered £2,000 
for the field with the borehole. The offer was accepted. In July 
1875 a cheque was drawn for £2,360 18s. 6d. to pay for land 
purchased from Button's trustees.

Under the Widnes Improvement Act of 1867 the Board had 
been empowered to build a Town Hall. The growing number of 
officials was continually causing a crisis in accommodation in 
the Public Offices. In March 1871 the Clerk was directed to 
ascertain Mr John Shaw Leigh's terms for 3,000 or 4,000 yards
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ofland adjoining Alforde St and Brook House Lane for a Town 
Hall and Market. Negotiations for the purchase were delayed 
by the death of Mr Leigh, but the contract was signed and 
sealed in August 1873.

In the previous January a Meeting of Owners and Rate 
payers of the District had been held in the Public Hall to 
consider a resolution to confer on the Local Board of Widnes 
powers to provide a Market Place and construct a Market 
House for the purpose of holding markets; to provide houses 
and places for weighing carts; to make convenient approaches 
to such market; to purchase land or take it on lease; to take 
stallages, rents and tolls in respect of the use by any persons of 
such Market House. The motion, supported by Major Cross and 
Mr Carlile, was put to the vote and carried unanimously. In 
April the Surveyor was directed to prepare plans for a Market 
House, taking as his models the St Helens and Southport 
Market Halls. By November 1875 the Market Hall was ready 
for opening. The official opening took place on Wednesday, 
1 December 1875. The members met in the boardroom in 
Alforde St, and the Market Hall was formally opened by Major 
Cross, Chairman of the Board. A lunch was provided afterwards 
for members, officials and the Press.

Meanwhile, negotiations were going on with the Leigh 
Estate for the acquisition of additional land for the improve 
ment of Victoria Square. A movement was also on foot to 
provide a Free Library and a Science and Art School. Public 
Offices were urgently needed. Prolonged discussions took place 
as to whether these should be built without the Town Hall; 
whether the whole scheme should be begun at once; whether a 
Library and Reading Room should be incorporated in the 
building. In April 1885 it was decided that a Town Hall, with 
Public Offices, should be erected about the centre of the plot of 
land between Market St and Alforde St and set well back from 
Victoria Road. The design was thrown open to public competi 
tion, the selected one being the work of Messrs F. and G. Holme. 
Liverpool architects. The original design included a clock 
tower, but that part of the project was never completed. Sir 
James Picton helped the Board to select a coat of arms with the 
motto 'Industry Enriches'. The Town Hall, built in the Renais 
sance style of architecture and facing Victoria Square, was com 
pleted in 1887, the year of the Golden Jubilee of Queen Victoria.

The Board also concerned itself with hospital provision. In 
July 1866 it had decided to appoint a Medical Officer of Health. 
The post was advertised in the Liverpool and Manchester 
papers, the applicant being requested to state the salary
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Plate 16. 
WIDNES TOWN HALL
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Plate 17. 
WIDNES ACCIDENT HOSPITAL
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required. From four applicants, Dr Greenup of Farnworth was 
appointed at a salary of £25 per annum. The Board accepted the 
lowest tender. But a hospital was also needed. In June 1868 a 
deputation, consisting of Mr Jameson and Mr Beasley, waited 
upon the Chairman and Clerk of the Prescot Guardians to 
negotiate with them for the admission into their hospital of 
paupers suffering from contagious disorders, being without 
proper lodging or accommodation, or lodged in a room 
occupied by more than one family. In June 1869 the Surveyor 
reported that the body of Isaac Hayes, who had died of Typhus 
Fever (known at that time as Irish Fever) several days previously, 
was lying in a house in Barn St and was highly dangerous to the 
health of the inhabitants. The surveyor was directed to call the 
Township Officers (presumably the Overseers of the Poor) with 
a view to the immediate interment of the body and the cleansing 
and disinfecting of the house.

In December 1873 the Chairman of the Health Committee 
reported that he had attended a meeting of the Traders' Associ 
ation and had submitted the question of a hospital for the Dis 
trict. He was assured that the traders would erect a ward or 
Hospital for accidents. The Health Committee resolved that a 
hospital be provided. They recommended a permanent building 
for surgical cases, and that contagious cases be provided for by 
means of wooden sheds capable of being removed, and that 
sufficient land be acquired. It was estimated that about 3,000 
yards would be required. Four sites were considered, and the 
Committee favoured a site facing the River Mersey.

In April 1875 a letter was received from the Local Govern 
ment Board stating that the Widnes Local Board might legally 
contribute towards the maintenance of a hospital supported by 
voluntary contributions. In November 1877 Mr Midwood 
offered to sell to the Board for hospital purposes two semi 
detached houses in Terrace Road facing the River. In December 
the seal of the Board was affixed to the agreement with Mr 
Midwood, purchasing this property for £1,250, including a 
wooden shed and a quantity of building materials. A plaque in 
the Widnes Accident Hospital states that it was established by 
the Widnes Local Board in 1878, and reconstructed and en 
larged by the Corporation of Widnes in 1914.

Ill FROM BOARD TO BOROUGH: 1892

By this time the thoughts of many people were turning in the 
direction of making Widnes into a Borough. In March 1878 
Mr Wells, then a member of the Board, gave notice that he



224 WIDNES BOARD OF HEALTH

would move a resolution with a view to the District being con 
stituted a Municipal Borough. The question does not appear to 
have been pursued further at the time. The first recorded com 
munication in the Minutes of the Board from an outside pressure 
group was in August 1890, when a letter was received from Mr 
T. E. Delaney, enclosing a copy of a resolution, passed by the 
Widnes Branch of the Irish National League, in favour of the 
Incorporation of the town. In September a resolution was 
received from the Widnes Owners' and Occupiers' Association, 
urging that full enquiry should be made before coming to a 
decision.

The General Purposes Committee was given the task of con 
ducting, through the Board's officials, a canvass of the town. 
Seventy per cent of those consulted were in favour. On the 
strength of this the Board proceeded with its petition to Her 
Majesty for Incorporation. After an enquiry, the Board was 
requested to submit a draft Charter, which was approved in 
June 1891. In June 1892 the Board received the Letters Patent 
under the Great Seal of the United Kingdom granting a Charter 
of Incorporation to the Borough of Widnes. The last Meeting 
of the Board was held on 8 November 1892. The routine 
business ended with a vote of thanks to Mr F. H. Gossage for 
his able services as Chairman of the Board, and a vote of thanks 
to the officials. The Minutes are still unsigned.


