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The public health crisis in Wallasey, 18 5 1

On 16 June 18 5 1 a number o f Wallasey ratepayers petitioned the 
General Board o f Health to request a local inquiry.1 The letter of 
petition was as follows:

P U B L IC  H EA LT H  A C T  1848 
To the H onourable the Com m issioners o f  the General Board o f  Health.

M y Lords and Gentlemen,
W e, the undersigned inhabitant householders in the township o f 

Poulton-cum -Seacom be, in the Parish o f  W allasey, and county o f  Chester, 
m ost respectfully and earnestly beg to call your attention to the inefficient 
state o f  the sewerage and drainage o f  our township in general, and the 
village o f  Seacom be in particular.

W e have to observe that all the drains and sewers from  the houses and 
waterclosets o f  the village o f  Seacom be deposit their filthy contents upon 
the shore, the stench from  which is not only highly offensive to the senses, 
but also extrem ely prejudicial to health.

That before a certain em bankm ent was raised b y  the trustees o f  the 
Birkenhead Docks, the tidal waters o f  the river M ersey rem oved all 
im purities; that the tide is now  excluded, and that a cesspool is form ed 
within the said em bankm ent, which engenders malaria, and will in the 
com ing hot season be a fruitful source o f  fever and disease to a neighbour
hood already notorious for its unhealthiness.

1 This paper is adapted from work carried out at Chester College for an M.A. 
degree in Victorian Studies. I am very grateful for the help of Dr Roger Swift. Helen 
Gill and Rachel Bury also provided invaluable assistance, as did the staff at 
Birkenhead Central Library and Earlston Road Library, Wallasey.
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W e have also to add, that the num ber o f  inhabitants rated to the relief o f 
the poor in this one township o f  Poulton-cum -Seacom be is 430 o f  w hom  
12 0  have annexed their signatures to this petition. W e therefore hum bly 
hope that you  will take this our petition into your consideration, and that 
you  will appoint a superintending inspector to visit this locality, to inquire 
as to the sewers etc and drains etc o f  which we com plain.

(Signed) Edw ard Roberts BA, Incum bent o f  Seacom be, and 1 1 9  others.2

The General Board o f Health, to which the petition was sent, had 
been set up in 1848 following the Public Health Act o f the same year. 
The number o f ratepayers signing the letter (120) was well above the 
minimum of thirty, or one tenth o f the total ratepayers, required by 
the Act, and may be taken as signifying the strength of local feeling. 
Moreover, the 120 signatures included several o f the twenty-one 
Wallasey improvement commissioners, who had been appointed 
following the 1845 Wallasey Improvement Act with a brief which 
included relieving exactly the problems outlined in their letter to the 
General Board.3 The document demonstrates considerable health 
concerns, particularly in relation to the ‘highly offensive’ stench (or 
miasma) from the polluted Seacombe shore. There is also more than 
a hint o f political fall-out with the neighbouring town o f Birkenhead 
in relation to dockland developments there which affected the tidal 
flow on the Seacombe shore. The petition led to a visit by Robert 
Rawlinson, a superintending inspector o f the General Board of 
Health, who reported to the board in October 18 5 1. Before looking 
in detail at Rawlinson’s findings and the aftermath o f his report, it is 
worth tracing the antecedent events in Wallasey in relation to public 
health, in order to uncover what had led to this crisis in confidence.

Wallasey: an ancient and isolated community

Wallasey lies on the north-east corner of the Wirral peninsula, one 
o f the most remote parts o f Cheshire. The parish lies on relatively 
high ground, bordering the Irish Sea to the north and the river

2 R. Rawlinson, Report to the General Board of Health on a preliminary inquiry into 
the sewerage, drainage, and supply of water, and the sanitary condition of the 
inhabitants o f the township o f Poulton-cum-Seacombe (London, 18 5 1), pp. 5-6. 
Copy in Local History Archive at Earlston Road Library, Liscard, Wallasey; and also 
in The local reports to the General Board of Health, 1848-1857  (London, 1977), 
published on microfiche by Harvester Press.

3 Acts o f Parliament and Provisional Orders related to Wallasey, 1809-1889 
(Liverpool, 1889), pp. 144-57. Copy in Wirral Archives, BC/V/17.
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Mersey to the east. To the west the land fell to a marshy low-lying 
area o f central north Wirral, which until coastal defences were built 
was frequently tidally flooded. The area, known as the north Wirral 
flats, is essentially an alluvial flood plain. To the south, Wallasey was 
bounded by a natural inlet o f the river Mersey called the Wallasey 
Pool, into which a number o f rivers drained, most notably the river 
Birket. The Wallasey Pool was tidal, and this meant that at high tide 
(the river Mersey has one o f the highest tidal ranges in the country, 
about 30 feet from low to high tide), water would flow over the 
north Wirral flats towards the rising Wallasey Pool, and would meet 
at an area known as Bidston Moss (Fig. 1). These geographical 
considerations are important, as it can now be seen that Wallasey, at 
times depending on the tide, was almost an island, and even at low 
tide was an isolated and difficult place to approach. This explains its 
name, which includes as its final element the Old English word for 
an island.4

The parish of Wallasey included three townships, Liscard, Wal
lasey, and Poulton cum Seacombe, whose scattered hamlets were 
separated by heath and farmland until the urban developments of 
the nineteenth century. A local rhyme reflects Wallasey’s old rural 
status, as well as its more regrettable associations with smuggling 
and wrecking:

W allasey for wreckers,
Liscard for trees,
Poulton for honest men 
and Seacom be for thieves.5

At the first national census o f 180 1 only 663 people lived in the 
parish o f Wallasey, but throughout the nineteenth century the 
population rose steadily (Table 1). This was due to urbanization 
related to the growth o f the Wallasey and Birkenhead docks, and 
also to Wallasey’s growing dormitory status for workers in Liver
pool, greatly aided by the Mersey ferry services.

By the early 1840s Wallasey had a population of over 6,000: 
significant by contemporary standards. Yet it appears to have been 
an unpoliced, dangerous, and isolated area, famous (or infamous) 
only for wrecking and smuggling activities (including apparently the

4 J. McN. Dodgson, The place-names o f Cheshire (English Place-Name Society), 
IV, pp. 323-4-

5 N. E. Smith, Almost an island: the story o f Wallasey (Wallasey, 1990), p. 16.



F i g u r e  i  Extract 
from  H unter’s M ap o f  
W irral (179 8), showing 
Wallasey Pool and the 
rivers draining into it, 
as w ell as the fo u r main 
villages o f  Wallasey 
(Poulton, Seacombe, 
Liscard, and Wallasey). 
North to right.
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T a b l e  i  W allasey’s population in the 
nineteenth century

Year Population

18 0 1 663
1 8 1 1 943
18 2 1 1 ,16 9
18 3 1 2.737
18 4 1 6 ,261
18 5 1 8,348
18 6 1 10 ,7 2 3
18 7 1 14,944
18 8 1 2 1 , 19 2
18 9 1 33>229
19 0 1 53,579

Source: E. C. Brown and P. C. Woods, The 
rise and progress of Wallasey (Birkenhead, 
1929), p. 7.

local clergy).6 Sanitary and health status at this time cannot be 
determined from official government sources, as Wallasey was not 
mentioned until Rawlinson’s inquiry. Chadwick’s survey o f 1842, 
for example, gave Cheshire in general small consideration, and did 
not even mention Wallasey, or indeed anywhere on the Wirral 
peninsula.7 There are, however, other sources which can be used to 
investigate health and sanitation, and in particular the impact of 
cholera on the community.

Health care in Wallasey: the 18 32  cholera outbreak 
and beyond

The provision of health care in Wallasey was poor throughout most 
of the nineteenth century. The earliest medical service, the Wallasey 
Dispensary, was a charitable out-patient service for the poor, 
started in 18 3 1 and sited in Demesne Street, Seacombe. The 
Seacombe Dispensary for Children, begun in Fell Street (very

6 E. C. Woods and P. C. Brown, The rise and progress of Wallasey (Birkenhead, 
1929), p. 122.

7 E. R. Chadwick, Report on the sanitary conditions of the labouring population in 
Great Britain (London, 1842).
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close to Demesne Street) in 1867 by Mr E. G. Hammond of 
Egremont, was only a cottage. In i8 /r  it moved to Demesne Street 
to combine with the Seacombe Cottage Hospital opened (as part of 
the Wallasey Dispensary) in 1869. These institutions were com
bined as the Wallasey and Seacombe Cottage Hospitals and 
Wallasey Dispensary, and remained in being until 1900, when 
they were replaced by the Victoria Central Hospital (opened in 
19 0 1), more centrally situated in Liscard. This comprehensive 
hospital also took over the work o f the Infectious Diseases Hospital 
(opened in 1885 on the same site).8

The Wallasey Dispensary was the only medical service available 
(apart from private doctors for those who could afford them) for 
much o f the century, including during all four cholera epidemics. 
Moreover, a medical officer o f health was not appointed for 
Wallasey until r873 (well after the r866 epidemic), though the 
question had been discussed since r 865 by the local board o f health. 
The position was filled by Dr Isaac Byerley, who was also the poor 
law union’s medical officer. A full-time sanitary inspector was not 
appointed until r888, the work having been previously done on a 
part-time basis by the works and health committee’s surveyor, who 
acted also as inspector o f nuisances.9 It was common for such posts 
to be held in tandem with other appointments.

The Wallasey Dispensary was opened just before the first cholera 
epidemic o f 1832. The president o f the charity was John Penkett, 
the chairman of the organizing committee the Revd E. T. Alder, 
and the appointed medical practitioner Mr John Barrow, who 
received 45. for each patient seen. The quarterly meetings o f the 
committee were held at the nearby hotel o f Mr Thomas Parry, one 
o f the committee members.10 The project was funded from local 
donations to provide medicines and consultations (including home 
visits) for the poor, and there was also a subscription system 
whereby local labourers and tradesmen could obtain medical care 
for themselves and their families on payment of 6s. a year. This

8 Victoria Central Hospital: brief history [n.d.], unpaginated. Copy in Wirral 
Archives, BC/V/838.

9 R. B. Berry, County borough of Wallasey public health department (London, 
! 935)> PP- 15 - 16 ; W. Wilson, County borough of Wallasey: a century of local 
government, 18 35-19 35  (Wallasey, 1935)- Copy in Wirral Archives, BC/V/1201.

10 Committee Minutes o f the Wallasey Dispensary 183 1-49 : Wirral Archives, 
A/HH/200.
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health care system has been described as ‘possibly the first o f its 
kind in the country’ .11

The Dispensary committee produced annual reports each July, 
and in r832 it was resolved that

as prom pt m edical attendance is o f  greatest consequence in cases o f  
m alignant cholera, the com m ittee be authorized to apply a part o f  the 
funds o f  the charity to the paym ent o f  m edical practitioners called to attend 
patients who are unable to pay for advice, and that the com m ittee be 
desired to request the prom pt attendance o f the m edical gentlemen resident 
in the parish in all such cases.12

In July 1833 it was recorded that 208 patients were seen during the 
year, ‘of which number several were cholera cases’ , and the accounts 
record £ 10  5 s. being paid for such cases to three doctors, Mr Barrow, 
Mr Willan, and Mr Stone.13 The rate was now 5s. per patient, 
equating to forty-one patients. Deaths were not recorded in the r 833 
report, but it was reported that ‘with the blessing o f the Alm ighty. . .  
the prompt assistance afforded in such cases [i.e. cholera], has 
proved the means o f checking the progress o f that fatal disorder 
amongst the working classes and the poor o f this Parish’ .14 The 
accounts are the only indication of cholera numbers. Lists of 
attendances with diagnosis do not appear to have been kept. 
Attendances at the dispensary were certainly higher during the 
cholera epidemic. For example, fifty patients were treated in the 
first quarter of r 832, compared with seventy-two in the last quarter. 
Thus passed the 1832 epidemic in Wallasey: relatively quietly by 
comparison with Liverpool, only a mile away across the river 
Mersey, where the numbers o f cases and deaths were high, and 
‘cholera riots’ were widespread. Wallasey’s case-load was relatively 
small, and though it had no real infirmary, it made admirable 
charitable provision for the affected poor. Indeed a collection at 
Wallasey church on 5 August r832 raised £ 16  ys. specifically for 
cholera care.15

Attempts at sanitary improvement, 1845-8

The first Wallasey Improvement Act was passed in 1845, lagging 
behind larger neighbouring towns such as Liverpool, Birkenhead,

11 Wirral Archives, BC/V/838. 12 Wirral Archives, A/HH/200, p. 7.
13 Ibid. p. i t .  14 Ibid. 15 Ibid. p. 12.
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and Chester.16 In detail it was somewhat inconsequential, including, 
for example, a requirement that dogs were not to be used for 
drawing carts, and much about the Leasowe sandhills and their 
status as a sea defence. The Act did, however, contain two require
ments o f future importance. First, courtyard cellars were no longer 
to be used for dwelling purposes, and secondly a group o f local 
commissioners (twenty-one in number) were to be appointed to 
administer the Act. They were to work chiefly through a Wallasey 
improvement committee, which was to deal in particular with 
health, water supply, drainage, and sewers.

The Wallasey improvement committee first met on 20 June 1845 
at Parry’s Hotel, Seacombe.'7 Present were Mr Peers, Mr Holland, 
Mr Winch, and Mr Parry (the hotel owner). Mr Winch was elected 
as chairman. The membership grew over the next few months, and a 
Mr Mann was elected deputy chairman. After the first meeting, 
monthly meetings were held at the Queen’s Arms Hotel in Liscard. It 
was agreed on 9 August r845 that two appointments should be 
made, a surveyor and a collector, at a salary o f £ 125  each. Both 
officers were to live within the Wallasey parish boundaries, and it 
was ‘resolved that the clerk be instructed to cause an advertisement 
to be inserted in the Liverpool and Chester papers that the 
Commissioners are ready to receive applications’. The advertise
ments were presumably placed in order to attract more applications, 
but this also emphasizes that at the time neither Wallasey nor 
Birkenhead had its own local newspaper. Twenty-four men applied 
for the post of surveyor and forty-one for that o f collector. At the 
improvement committee’s meeting on 3 September 1845, Mr James 
West was appointed surveyor ‘to attend constantly to the state o f the 
roads and sewers; also to prepare plans of sewers and o f proposed 
alterations’.

The work o f the improvement committee was largely related to 
road improvements and the investigation o f nuisances such as 
‘annoyance caused by . . . public worship . . .  in the neighbourhood 
of Seacombe’ (6 September 1845), or Mrs Peers complaining o f ‘a 
pigsty adjoining her premises’ (3 October 1845). Discussions over 
several meetings also concerned objections to a proposed increase in

16 Wirral Archives, BC/V/17, p. 144.
17 Commissioners of Wallasey Improvement Committee Minutes, 13  June 1845 

to lune 1853: Wirral Archives, W/001/7. The minute book is not accurately 
paginated, and dates are therefore given in the text.
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charge (from 10s. 6d.) for hiring the room at the Queen’s Arms 
Hotel for committee meetings. In early 1846 meetings became 
weekly and business was increasingly concerned with road building 
and repairs, particularly in the Poulton and Seacombe area. The first 
major problem relating to sewerage and drainage was introduced by 
Mr Parry on 30 January 1846. Mr Parry ‘stated that the persons 
engaged in constructing the works under the Birkenhead Docks 
Commissioners had stopped up the main sewer from Seacombe’. 
The clerk was instructed to write to the Birkenhead dock commis
sioners complaining o f the problem. The letter clearly had no effect. 
On 27 February the minutes stated:

The surveyor having in his report called the attention o f  the com m ittee to 
the state o f  the m ain drain o f  Seacom be which had been blocked up by the 
works in progress by the Birkenhead D ock Com m issioners, resolved that 
the clerk be instructed again to write to the Birkenhead Docks Com m ission 
on the subject and should they neglect to rem ove the cause o f  com plaint, to 
take proceedings to com pel them to do so.

Nothing appears to have happened until November 1846, when 
meetings were held with the Birkenhead dock commissioners to 
discuss the alterations to the Wallasey Pool in general, and in 
particular the construction of a wall across the north o f the Pool, 
and excavations to increase its depth. The Wallasey clerk attended 
these meetings representing the improvement committee. The dock 
commissioners were looking to raise £463,900 to fund the project, 
chiefly from investments by landowners on both the Birkenhead 
and Wallasey sides o f the Pool. Negotiations floundered, but in 
January r847 the Wallasey surveyor met the engineer of the 
Birkenhead docks to try to resolve the problem of the Seacombe 
sewers. At a meeting o f the improvement committee on 8 January 
r 847 Richard Parry was asked to act with the surveyor to push the 
matter forward.

This was by no means the only sewage problem in Wallasey, 
though probably the most serious. Surface water drainage was a 
problem in Liscard and Seacombe (heavy rains in the summer of 
1846 caused many residences to flood). Blockage o f the few existing 
sewers occurred in the parish, and occasional new sewers took 
lengthy planning and often protracted wranglings over cost (for 
example the Hope Street to Church Street sewer, recorded in the 
minutes o f 9 April and 24 April 1846). In December r847 the
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improvement committee considered ‘the defective state o f sewage in 
and around the village o f Liscard’ . A proposed sewer between 
Liscard and Seacombe took almost a year of discussion, surveying, 
and costing before being approved on 1 December r848. Meanwhile 
the negotiations with the commissioners o f the Birkenhead docks 
remained unproductive, though one sewer at the east end of the 
Pool, on the Wallasey side, was reopened in mid-r848.

The critical effect o f dock development in the Wallasey Pool

The story of the development o f efficient sewerage and drainage in 
Wallasey is continually interrupted by the particular sewage prob
lems on the north shore o f the Pool in Seacombe and Poulton, and 
the difficulties in their correction caused by dock development. The 
background to this problem goes back to the r820s when William 
Laird, a Liverpool shipbuilder, realized the potential o f the Wallasey 
Pool and bought land on the Birkenhead side for the purpose of 
building docks and shipyards (Figs 2 and 3). The idea was attractive 
because such docks would escape the heavy dock duties charged at 
Liverpool. Indeed, a plan was made at this time to construct a ship 
canal to extend from the Pool westward across Wirral to enter the 
mouth o f the river Dee north of West Kirby.18 The proposed 
Wallasey Pool docks would then be entered from the Dee, which 
was a much cheaper river authority than the Mersey. Additionally 
the approach to the canal from Liverpool Bay would be easier and 
more sheltered than the difficult route into the river Mersey. 
Detailed plans for the project were produced by the renowned 
engineer Thomas Telford, and were made public in r828. Though 
this ambitious plan received considerable support, it was too 
expensive (over £r.4  million) and was eventually abandoned in 
r832, much to Telford’s disgust.19

Development of docks in the Wallasey Pool was not forgotten, 
however, and Laird continued buying land and furthering his plans. 
Liverpool corporation had also been buying land around the Pool, 
and there seems little doubt that it was greatly concerned by the 
projected development o f a rival port across the Mersey. Laird could

18 P. J. Emery, ‘Wallasey Pool: the birth pangs of a port’ (unpub. M.A. thesis, 
Liverpool Univ., 1959), pp. 8-9. See also P. Sulley, History of ancient and modern 
Birkenhead (Liverpool, 1907).

19 Emery, ‘Wallasey Pool’, pp. 15 - 16 , 20 -1.



F i g u r e  2 Extract from  Bennison’s M ap o f  Liverpool (18 35 ), showing the Seacombe area 
and the mouth o f  Wallasey Pool. Birkenhead is at the bottom right.



F i g u r e  3 Extract from  R endel’s M ap (18 50 ) o f  the Birkenhead dock developments, 
showing the mouth o f Wallasey Pool converted into docks, and the ‘temporary dam ’ 
across the east side o f  the Great Float. Woodside Basin on this map corresponds to the 
Boiler Yard shown on Fig. 2.
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not proceed without support from Liverpool, and an impasse was 
reached until r843, when Liverpool (at the time in need o f ready 
money) agreed to sell land in Birkenhead.20 It was bought by Laird 
and others, and in 1843 the Birkenhead commissioners applied to 
parliament for a Dock Bill. The Bill was passed the next year and work 
began almost immediately, the foundation stone being laid on 23 
October r 844.21 Sadly, however, the project faltered financially and 
ended in ruin four years later. The costs were greatly underestimated, 
and though there had been enthusiastic financial support early on, it 
was not continued. Liverpool also did all it could to undermine the 
scheme, extending its own docks and lowering dock rates in order to 
reduce the attractiveness o f the Pool development project.22

Among the items o f construction where costs had been under
estimated was the drainage o f adjacent lands into the Pool, especially 
the marshes o f Bidston Moss and the areas o f Poulton and 
Seacombe, which was described in evidence to the House of 
Commons as ‘a very troublesome job . . . and a source o f some 
expense’ .23 This was the first mention of the Wallasey drainage 
problems which were later blamed for cholera in the town in r849, 
and which instigated sewerage reform in Wallasey.

The financial situation o f the Birkenhead dock commissioners 
worsened, and by August r847 they were bankrupt, having com
pleted only two small and isolated docks.24 Despite the cessation of 
work, the dock commissioners continued to meet and Laird became 
their chairman. A parliamentary Bill (the Birkenhead Docks Com
pletion Bill) was proposed in r848 to provide financial aid. 
Interestingly, it specified the formation of a sea wall around the 
North Reserve at Seacombe, land which was owned by the Crown 
and was sometimes referred to as the ‘Seacombe Crown Reserve’ 
(Fig. 3).25 Eventually, late in r848 the Change o f Trust Act altered 
the regulatory body to a trust o f thirteen members including three 
commissioners representing Wallasey, Henry Winck, Joseph Ewart, 
and John Mawdsley. The commissioners for Wallasey were elected 
from the Wallasey improvement committee, and their presence was 
designed more to represent the Crown (which still owned consider

20 Emery, ‘Wallasey Pool’, p. 27. 21 Ibid. p. 44. 22 Ibid. p. 42.
23 This evidence was given on 3 May 1847 in relation to the proposed Birkenhead

Commissioners Docks Acts Amendment: Emery, ‘Wallasey Pool’ , pp. 46-7.
24 Ibid. p. 56. 25 Sulley, Birkenhead, p. 210.
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able land on the Wallasey side of the Pool) rather than the interests 
o f Wallasey.26

More to restore confidence than anything else, parliament allowed 
the Trust to raise £50,000 to construct a temporary dam across the 
mouth o f the Pool. The money was not easily raised (perhaps 
unsurprisingly in view o f the previous financial dealings o f the 
Birkenhead dock commissioners), and work was not started until 
March 1849 and not completed until r 850.27 It was this dam, at the 
time quite unnecessary, which led to the accumulation o f sewage on 
the Seacombe shore and thus to the petition to the General Board of 
Health in r8 5 i by the ratepayers o f Wallasey.

Cholera in Wallasey in 1849 and its aftermath

The r 848-9 cholera epidemic reached Lancashire and Cheshire in 
early r849. Strangely, it was not discussed by the Wallasey improve
ment committee until 27 June 1849, and then at the request o f local 
doctors, two o f whom (Dr Dunlevy and Dr Parr) attended the 
meeting. The minutes read that they

stated that there had been several cases o f  Asiatic Cholera within the Parish 
particularly at Seacom be, several o f  which had term inated fatally and that 
the habitations o f  m any o f  the poor at Seacom be and Egrem ont were in a 
very filthy and unwholesom e condition and that m any o f  the back streets 
required to be cleansed.

The response of the improvement committee was to instruct its 
clerk to prepare a notice to be signed by the head constable requiring 
that the ‘occupiers o f such cottages . . . white-wash, cleanse and 
purify the same and that in default o f their so doing proceedings 
should be taken against them to compel same’ . The use of white
washing is interesting as it probably originated from Dr Duncan, the 
medical officer of health for Liverpool, who had introduced it there 
in late 1848 .28 The W allasey surveyor was also instructed to ‘remove 
all filth and noxious matter which may be found deposited or 
accumulated in any o f the public highways or private streets and 
places within the limits o f the Act and that he be prepared to remove 
them all with all justifiable expedition’. The whole of the meeting on 
27 June 1849 was devoted to cholera, and it is perhaps disappointing

26 Emery, ‘Wallasey Pool’, p. 72. 27 Sulley, Birkenhead, p. 2 1 1 .
28 W. M. Frazer, Duncan of Liverpool (London, 1947), p. 68.
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that the next two meetings o f the committee, on 19 June and 10 
August, were cancelled because o f poor attendance. However, 
sewerage was increasingly debated by the committee over the next 
few months, and in September it was resolved to build a new main 
sewer in Demesne Street, a major thoroughfare just north of 
Seacombe Ferry and Parry’s Hotel, which was situated near to the 
Seacombe Cottage Hospital.

At this time, public health issues became the province of 
Wallasey’s health and watch committee, as well as the improvement 
committee, and the former first met on 10 August 1849.29 An 
argument over the necessity for the Demesne Street sewer was one 
o f the first items discussed, but it was eventually resolved by both 
committees, and in November a tender o f £50 was accepted for the 
work. The main Seacombe sewer and the Birkenhead dock problem 
were resurrected, however, and brought to the attention o f the 
health and watch committee on 3 1 August 1849 by Richard Parry. 
The previous alterations by the Birkenhead dock trustees had 
apparently proved ineffective in removing the nuisance.

It is clear from the minute books o f both committees that the 
presence of cholera in Wallasey in early and mid-1849 had greatly 
increased public concern about sanitation and sewage. There was a 
strong complaint to both committees from residents o f Church 
Street in Egremont about the ‘defective state o f the sewerage’.30 As a 
result, the houses were described as ‘damp and unwholesome’.31 The 
clerk reported to the health and watch committee in September 
1849 that sixteen ‘notices o f the existence of nuisance’ had been 
served in the preceding month, and at the next meeting, on 26 
October, twelve more were reported. At their next meeting on 30 
November, however, it was reported that ‘there was a very great 
improvement in the sanitary state o f the Parish, both cholera and 
fever having entirely disappeared’. The clerk was also able to report 
that he had served no notices o f nuisance.

This self-congratulation was perhaps a little premature and in
appropriate. The epidemic was ebbing all over the country, and 
Wallasey’s response by whitewashing walls and acting against nuis
ances almost certainly had little or no effect on the retreat of the

29 Commissioners o f Wallasey, Proceedings of the Health and Watch Committee,
10 Aug. 1849 to 19 Apr. 1853: Wirral Archives, W/001/6. This minute book is also 
not accurately paginated, and dates are therefore given in the text.

30 Wirral Archives, W/001/7, 9 Nov. 1849. 31 Ibid. W/001/6, 20 Oct. 1849.
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F i g u r e  4 The Merseyside ‘blackspot’ o f  cholera in 18 4 8 -9 , as illustrated in 
the Registrar-General’s report.

epidemic locally. It is surprising also that neither the improvement 
committee nor the health and watch committee seemed concerned 
with the actual number o f people affected by cholera, or how it 
compared with neighbouring areas. This information is obtainable 
only from other sources. Thus, the cholera committee o f the Royal 
College o f Physicians recorded from local enquiries all cholera 
deaths (not total cases o f infection) in England for the 1848-9 
epidemic. Liscard and Poulton were both recorded as having 10-20  
deaths per 10,000 population, in the same range as Birkenhead and 
Chester, but much less than Liverpool at 80-120  per 10,000. 
Wallasey’s population at the time was about 8,000, and the 
published rate equates to between eight and sixteen deaths each in 
Liscard and Poulton. The Royal College report stated that the main 
outbreak occurred in June 1849.32

This information broadly agrees with William Farr’s statistics in 
the Registrar-General’s report on cholera 1848-9, which was

32 W. Baly and W. W. Gull, Reports of epidemic cholera drawn up at the desire of 
the cholera committee of the Royal College of Physicians (London, 1854).
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T a b l e  2 Com parative cholera mortality, 1849

Town Population, 18 4 1 Cholera deaths M ortality per 
10,000

Liverpool 223,003 4,173 18 7
Chester 32,499 89 27
Birkenhead i o ,777 96 89
W allasey 6 ,261 30 48
W oodchurch 4,487 6 13
Eastham 5,476 5 9
Neston 4»783 2 4

Source: W. Farr, Register General’s report on the mortality of cholera in England, 1848-49 
(London, 1852).

accompanied by a map graphically illustrating the severity o f the 
outbreak (Fig. 4). His entry for Wallasey recorded thirty deaths from 
cholera and described the outbreak in the following words:

The epidem ic appeared in this sub-district in June, the first case having 
occurred at Liscard on the 16th , a surgeon’s daughter, aged 19  after a 10  
hour attack. A  few days later it broke out at Poulton-cum -Seacom be, and 
proved fatal to 10  persons, while no cases were recorded in any other part 
o f  the sub-district. On Ju ly 17th , cholera reappeared at Liscard, and 9 
persons were its victim s between that day and August 1st. Four fatal cases 
occurred at W allasey, all the others having taken place at the above named 
places, viz at Liscard, and the same num ber at Poulton.33

It should be noted that the numbers again refer to deaths, rather 
than cases. The total deaths were thirty: four at Wallasey, thirteen at 
Liscard and thirteen at Poulton cum Seacombe.

In order to compare local mortality rates, population figures 
from the 1841 Census have to be used, as they were by Farr 
(Table 2). That has the effect o f exaggerating mortality rates where 
population was increasing greatly, as in Liverpool, Birkenhead, and 
Wallasey, in comparison with rural Wirral, because they are 
calculated on the basis of the population in 18 4 1, not the actual 
higher population in 1849. Nevertheless, the comparison is useful. 
Wallasey fared considerably better than Birkenhead and especially 
Liverpool, but worse than both Chester and the rural central and 
southern areas o f Wirral.

33 W. Farr, Registrar General’s report on the mortality of cholera in England, 1848-
49 (London, 1852), pp. 277-8.
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The passing o f cholera in Wallasey must have been greeted with 
considerable relief, but it left its mark on the population, and 
especially on ratepayers and members of the improvement and the 
health and watch committees. The latter was increasingly becoming 
involved with administration o f the growing local police force, and 
by early 18 5 1 had virtually ceased considering health matters. The 
improvement committee found itself impotent on health reform, 
and the Seacombe sewage problem (seen as a major instigator o f the 
1849 cholera) was impossibly and inextricably entwined with the 
Birkenhead dock committee. It was at this time (mid-18 5 1)  and in 
this air o f frustration, fear, and desperation that the petition to the 
General Board of Health was made.

A call for help: the Rawlinson Reports, 18 5 1-2

In response to the Wallasey ratepayers’ petition, the General Board 
of Health sent Robert Rawlinson to conduct a local inquiry, which 
was held at Parry’s Hotel in Seacombe on 3 1 July 18 5 1. Rawlinson 
was a senior inspector for the General Board, an engineer and 
builder by training and trade, and familiar with Merseyside since 
1847.34 His report was laid before the General Board in October 
18 5 1, impressively only four months after the original petition. The 
document was a forty-nine page report appended by several maps, 
and contained a transcript of the inquiry and a summary o f the 
evidence and findings, as well as details of the history, geography, 
geology, and meteorology o f the local environment. Rawlinson 
revisited Wallasey the next year, producing a supplementary 
report in May 1852.35 It is worth noting that no other Wirral 
town petitioned the General Board in this way, and only five others 
did so in the rest o f Cheshire.36

The inquiry got off to a slightly stormy start. Some o f the Wallasey

34 Robert Rawlinson (1810-98) had worked as chief engineering inspector for the 
Local Government Board, and later as senior inspector for the General Board of 
Health. He was knighted in 1888: Who Was Who, 189/—1905 (London, 1920); for 
his earlier connection with Liverpool: C. Hamlin, ‘James Newlands and the bounds 
of public health’, T.H.S.L.C., XLIII (1994), pp. 120, 123-4 , 13 1 -2 .

35 R. Rawlinson, Report to the General Board of Health on a further inquiry as to 
the boundaries which may be most advantageously adopted for the purposes of the 
Public Health Act, 1848 in the township of Poulton-cum-Seacombe (London, 1852).

36 Urban and rural social conditions in industrial Britain: the local reports to the 
General Board of Health 1848-1857  (microfiche, Oxford, 1977), pp. 35-6.
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commissioners who had not signed the petition were clearly against 
external interference, and raised technical objections including lack 
of notice (though in fact, such notice had appeared in no fewer than 
five Liverpool newspapers).37 An objection by Charles Hill, a local 
solicitor and a Wallasey improvement commissioner, was made on 
the grounds o f potential rate increases:

By the 86th section o f  the Public Health Act, the Local Board have power to 
lay a special district rate for the purpose o f  m aking a sewer; under our Local 
Act the owner has to pay, and I object to any alteration in the m ode o f  
paym ent for m aking sewers, as m ust be the case i f  we adopt the Public 
Health A ct.38

Rawlinson also faced difficulties with those who had actively 
petitioned for his inquiry, many o f whom were disappointed at 
his limited powers. He wrote:

M any o f  the parties prom oting this petition believed that the General Board 
had pow er to send down an inspector, who arm ed with official authority, 
could at once interfere by issuing perem ptory orders for the rem oval o f  the 
nuisance so graphically described.39

Rawlinson emphasized the profound disappointment felt by many 
of the petitioners as the inquiry proceeded, essentially over the 
permissive nature of the legislation. He also made it clear that this 
problem occurred regularly in the inquiries which he had conducted 
in other parts o f the country. Somewhat ruefully, he remarked that 
‘ if compulsory powers existed . . . this nuisance at Seacombe might 
be removed at once . . . [but] it must now remain months, and may 
continue for years’.40

Despite these political meanderings, the key complaint was 
eventually aired. Richard Parry, deputy chairman o f the Wallasey 
improvement commissioners, who had been closely involved with 
the Birkenhead docks issue, noted that ‘In consequence o f the 
Birkenhead dock works blocking the outlet drainage, and causing 
the great nuisance which now exists, the inhabitants o f Seacombe 
have suffered much from cholera.’41 Thomas Hassell, clerk to 
the commissioners, supported Parry, and also pointed out that 
the Wallasey commissioners were legally powerless to correct the 
sewage problems at Seacombe. The problems had been caused by

37 Referred to in Rawlinson, Report (18 5 1), p. 5.
38 Ibid. p. 25. 39 Ibid. p. 7.
40 Ibid. pp. 7-8. 41 Ibid. p. 27.
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the Birkenhead dock developments, effected under an Act of 
Parliament, yet ‘at present the Dock Commissioners have no 
money to complete even their [own] works’ . Moreover, even if 
the Wallasey commissioners were to finance the sewerage correc
tions, they could not do so without parliamentary permission, as 
the main affected area was the North Reserve, which was Crown 
property.42

Rawlinson inspected the area and was clearly concerned, writing 
that ‘ for the space to which it extends, in no town in England is there 
more actual filth, and all that may produce disease than in certain 
portions o f the comparatively rural village of Seacombe’.43 He 
accepted that the Birkenhead dock developments had led to a lack 
of tidal flow at Seacombe, as claimed in the original petition. ‘Tidal 
action intimately concerns the residents on the Seacombe shore’, he 
wrote, and then, with a literary flourish, ‘the great laws o f nature 
may not be subverted by any forethought of man’ .44 It was, however, 
not just the tides which Rawlinson held responsible for the situation 
in Wallasey. He did not accept that the Wallasey commissioners 
were as legislatively impotent as they claimed, suggesting that if  they 
‘had put in force the powers o f their Act [the Wallasey Improvement 
Act of 1845] as it now exists to their fullest extent, many nuisances 
complained of would have been abated’.45 Indeed, Rawlinson 
summarized the relevant clauses o f the Act and appended his own 
critical commentary [in italics here]:

106 . N o house to be built until the site is drained. This clause has not been 
acted upon.
13 8 . H ouses not to be built in close courts. This clause has not been p u t into 
force.46

Rawlinson’s conclusions were a harsh indictment o f what he 
clearly felt was slack local administration compounded by the tidal 
dock problem. They began as follows:

C O N C LU SIO N S:— That the town o f Poulton-cum -Seacom be is not so 
healthy as b y  proper sanitary works and regulations it m ay be made; that 
disease is in excess; that cholera has prevailed; that fever is generally 
present; and that m any o f  the inhabitants suffer in consequence o f  the 
foul and stagnant conditions o f  the outlet drainage.

42 Rawlinson, Report (18 51), p. 26.
44 Ibid. p. 49. 45 Ibid. p. 8.

43 Ibid. p. 29. 
46 Ibid. p. 23.
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That the parish o f  W allasey, generally is in sim ilar sanitary condition.
That there are fewer sewers or drains, and that such as exist are either 

im perfect in their construction or inefficient in use.47

The conclusions continued by mentioning inefficient cesspools, 
poorly constructed streets, yards, and pavements, and a ‘deficiency 
of local power to grapple with all the evils which exist’ . It was with 
no surprise that he recommended the creation o f a local board of 
health.

Rawlinson’s second report, of May 1852, was the result o f his 
further visit to Wallasey in March. The purpose was to extend the 
remit o f the proposed local board to other parts of the parish, 
notably Liscard and Wallasey, and also to establish the representa
tion and powers o f the board. Before this could be done, however, 
local objections to the process again had to be heard, including the 
attempted presentation o f a dubiously genuine petition of ‘ 323 
persons o f the highest respectability’ protesting against the establish
ment o f the local board.48 The objections failed, however, a board of 
fifteen members was recommended (six from Liscard, three from 
Wallasey and six from Poulton cum Seacombe), and its powers and 
responsibilities were detailed.49

The most interesting part o f the second report (which was largely 
a confirmation o f the first) is contained in sixteen pages of 
appendices. Two letters to Rawlinson from local residents in the 
Seacombe area (both in January 1852) described attacks of dia- 
rrhoeal disease which the correspondents related to poisoning from 
the ‘effluvia coming from this place’ .50 Rawlinson sent both letters to 
the General Board o f Health, with a covering letter o f his own, 
supporting their complaints and asking the board to help force the 
Birkenhead Dock Company into remedial action.51

Appendix C to Rawlinson’s second report was a long letter from 
Charles Holland, chairman o f the Wallasey improvement commis
sioners, to the General Board o f Health, dated 22 January 1852.52 
The letter was a detailed rebuttal of Rawlinson’s criticisms o f the 
commissioners in his 18 5 1 report. Holland pointed out again their 
powerlessness to act over issues which involved Crown property and 
the Birkenhead dock commissioners. He also drew attention to the

47 Ibid. pp. 34-8. 
49 Ibid. pp. 9 -15 . 
51 Ibid. p. 2 1.

48 Rawlinson, Report (1852), p. 7.
50 Ibid. pp. 16 - 17 .

52 Ibid. p. 22.
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fact that many o f the defective houses, courtyards, and pavements 
had been built before the Wallasey Improvement Act o f 1845 
brought the Wallasey commissioners into existence. With some 
justification, Holland also protested that an active policy of nuisance 
removal had been in operation by the improvement committee since 
its inception. Rawlinson conceded ground here: ‘I had no intention 
to accuse the Wallasey Commissioners of wilful or of criminal 
negligence in carrying out the existing Act . . . deficiency o f power 
was most complained o f ’ .53 The commissioners, however, clearly did 
not have full local support. Appendix D recorded a letter to the 
General Board from Mr W. H. Nevill and a group o f residents, fully 
supporting Rawlinson’s report and his criticisms o f the Wallasey 
commissioners: ‘your memorialists humbly submit that the report is 
confirmatory o f the views expressed by Mr Rawlinson’ .54 A  further 
local group, the ‘Special Committee o f the Wallasey Ratepayers’ , was 
also in existence. They too sent a report to Rawlinson, again critical 
of the commissioners, particularly for their pursuance of a further 
local Act which would increase their own powers, instead o f whole
hearted support for the formation o f a local board.55

Finally, and o f most interest for the cholera issue, Rawlinson also 
included a report entitled ‘The Health o f Seacombe’, written by Mr 
W. Nisbet o f Egremont and dated 27 March 1852. Nisbet’s report 
concerned Rawlinson’s acceptance in 18 5 1 of evidence from Dr 
Halliday about the severity o f the 1849 cholera outbreak. Nisbet 
wrote o f Rawlinson’s report:

The passages m ost obnoxious are found in page 5 and the m ortality tables 
in pages 20 and 2 1 .  The form er prom inently state that ‘fever is com m on, 
and the cholera broke out in Secom be, before it com m enced in Liverpool’ , 
and that ‘according to the evidence o f  D r H alliday, the m ortality am ongst 
the poor in Seacom be is greater than am ongst the same num ber o f  people 
in the worst parts o f  L iverpool.’ 56

Nisbet, however, pointed out that cholera deaths in Seacombe in 
particular and Wallasey in general were greatly fewer than in 
Liverpool, not just in total, but as a proportion o f the population. 
He also drew attention to the fact that in Liverpool cholera was 
documented by Dr William Duncan as early as December 1848, 
whereas the first death in Seacombe did not occur until m id-1849.

53 Rawlinson, Report (1852), pp. 26-8. 54 Ibid. p. 26.
55 Ibid. pp. 29-33. 56 Ibid. pp. 33-4.
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With justification, Nisbet suggested that if  Halliday’s evidence to 
Rawlinson had been correct (namely that cholera mortality in 
Seacombe was worse than in Liverpool), then ‘the population 
would become annihilated . . . and the place would have become 
virtually a pesthouse, and the worst malaria o f Africa comparatively 
desirable!’57

It can thus be seen that Rawlinson’s assimilation o f the evidence 
presented to him was not always sufficiently critical or judicious, 
and that his judgements were perhaps sometimes too sweeping. 
Nevertheless, his reports give a fascinating view of the divisions in 
local opinion over the adoption o f the Public Health Act, and of the 
exaggerated misconceptions and clear untruths being perpetrated by 
professionals and politicians for their own ends.

The Wallasey board of health, 18 5 3-5

The formation of the Wallasey local board o f health was approved in 
parliament by the Wallasey Order of 1852, in the wake of Raw
linson’s inquiries and recommendations.M The improvement com
mittee’s days were now numbered, though it continued to operate 
throughout 1852 and early 1853. The Seacombe sewers continued to 
be a major preoccupation. Vague promises from Birkenhead failed 
to materialize, and they were reported in August 1852 to be ‘not in a 
position to complete’ their agreed part o f the sewerage work. Legal 
intervention under the Nuisances Removal Act was considered, as 
well as a temporary sewer to alleviate the worst of the problem. 
Eventually Mr John Brown, resident engineer of the Birkenhead 
docks, proposed a simplified and cheaper drainage plan costed at 
£40 10s., which would be paid by the dock trustees. At the meeting 
of 25 February 1853 the chairman was able to report that he had 
accepted this offer (with some relief one suspects), and that the work 
was in progress. As the new local board of health prepared to take 
over public health administration, one detects an air o f relief at the 
closing meetings o f the improvement committee. Somewhat battle- 
scarred in its fights with the Birkenhead dock trustees and others, 
the committee deferred a simple footpath issue in February 1853 on 
the grounds that ‘a new Board will shortly be in existence’, and then

57 Ibid. pp. 34-5.
58 Wallasey Acts o f Parliament (Wirral Archives, BC/V/17), pp. 158-64.
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commented that the new body ‘will have ample powers to deal with 
the question’ in contrast to the ‘present Board whose powers appear 
to them at least doubtful’ .

The improvement committee sat for the last time on 10 March 
1853, and the new local board o f health met for the first time four 
months later, on 7 July.59 Isaac Penny was elected chairman and 
meetings were held monthly again at the Queen’s Arms Hotel. The 
board agreed on the appointment o f a clerk, collector, treasurer, 
surveyor, and inspector o f nuisances. Three standing committees 
were appointed, for works and health, finance, and bylaws and 
watch.

At a meeting on 1 September 1853, an appointment o f consider
able future importance was made, that of James MacPherson as 
surveyor and inspector o f nuisances. At its next meeting on 21 
September a motion was unanimously resolved

That the W orks and Health Com m ittee be authorised to issue a circular in 
the form  o f a handbill setting forth the precautions recom m ended b y  the 
General Board o f  Health for the prevention o f  Cholera, and to give orders 
for all articles they m ay deem necessary for causing into effect the views o f 
the General Board o f  Health and also to give such directions for the 
Surveyor and the Inspector o f  Nuisances as m ay from  time to tim e be 
necessary.

It was also agreed that three district committees be formed, 
consisting of the board members from each o f the three townships 
of Poulton cum Seacombe, Liscard, and Wallasey. The district 
committees would visit their respective areas ‘to order the removal 
o f all nuisances, the cleansing and whitewashing o f courts, and such 
other matters as they think necessary, or the Local Board or Works 
and Health Committee may order, with a view to the prevention of 
cholera’ . It seems likely that this activity was stimulated by warnings 
o f the forthcoming epidemic of 1854.

Specific health nuisances were reported on 14  October 1853, 
including complaints from the inhabitants o f King Street, Egremont, 
about the ‘state of the drains, sewers and ashpits in the locality as 
being offensive and dangerous to health’. Drainage difficulties 
continued on the North Reserve at Seacombe, and a stagnant

59 Wallasey Local Board of Health Minute Book, 7 July 1853 to 27 Apr. 1858: 
Wirral Archives, W/002/1A. Though this committee book is paginated, the entries 
are also dated and dates are given in the text following.
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pond at Poulton was ordered to be drained. On 8 November the 
board received a letter from Jonathan Blundell & Sons, coal 
merchants, complaining o f the ‘state o f Seacombe Beach’. This 
was simply referred to the works and health committee, the local 
board itself being increasingly concerned with the raising of rates 
and money, including a plan to lease the Seacombe ferry service to 
Liverpool corporation. The ferries were becoming an increasing 
distraction for the local board, and (perhaps not surprisingly) a ferry 
committee was duly formed.

The question o f surveying Wallasey to improve public health 
facilities (a requirement o f the Public Health Act o f 1848) was raised 
in December 1853. It was decided that existing maps were insuffi
cient for the purpose, and the works and health committee was 
instructed to advertise for tenders to survey the district. At the 
board’s first meeting o f 1854 a tender from Messrs Mills and 
Fletcher for £400 was accepted for the survey, provided that the 
plans could be produced within four months o f signing the contract. 
The degree of urgency for sewerage reform was probably due to the 
new cholera epidemic. The only other event o f note in early 1854 
was an argument with Mrs Hall, proprietor o f the Queen’s Arms 
Hotel, over the charge for the board’s meeting room. The board 
temporarily moved out to the Egremont Hotel, but returned when 
Mrs Hall reduced the rent. It will be recalled that the improvement 
committee had earlier had the same problem.

The survey contract with Mills and Fletcher was agreed and signed 
at the board’s meeting o f 6 April, and also at this meeting the clerk 
was instructed to ‘urge upon the Birkenhead Dock Trustees the 
necessity o f forthwith making the sewer from the Birkenhead Docks 
to Seacombe Ferry’ . Drainage and sewage complaints were now 
frequently coming before the board, and the inspector of nuisances, 
MacPherson, was asked to report such matters on a monthly basis.

On 4 May 1854 a letter was received from Dr Parr ‘suggesting 
various sanitary precautions against cholera’ . The clerk was asked to 
reply to Dr Parr informing him that ‘the subject was engaging the 
anxious consideration o f the Board’. No further action occurred. 
The 1854 epidemic o f cholera was thus met with both poor 
preparation and a poor response. Official figures were not well 
recorded, compared with the 1849 outbreak and with the 1866 
epidemic to come. Deaths in the whole o f Wirral were recorded, 
rather than by individual area. For Wirral there were 139  cholera
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deaths in 1849, 43 in 1854, and 136  in 1866.60 How many o f the 
deaths during the 1854 outbreak occurred in Wallasey is not known, 
but the outbreak must have been less serious than in 1849.

The question of a public water supply was raised at the local 
board’s meeting o f 3 August 1854, when the works and health 
committee was authorized to obtain plans and estimates for such a 
supply, as well as for a more comprehensive drainage and sewerage 
system. On 7 September it was decided to advertise ‘for plans, 
specifications and estimates for a system of general drainage and 
sewerage’ , unusually offering ‘premiums of £100 and £50 respect
ively for the two most approved plans’. There was a requirement 
that at least four plans were to be received. The prizes offered were 
attractive by contemporary standards.

The Mills and Fletcher plans had been delayed but were now 
complete. They were delivered to the local board by the consulting 
engineer o f the General Board in London, along with his approval 
and a note that the scales o f the plans were not in accordance with 
the General Board’s normal recommendations.61 The local board, 
clearly feeling that Mills and Fletcher had gone over their heads, 
asked their works and health committee to ‘ascertain under what 
circumstances they [Mills and Fletcher] had applied to the General 
Board on the subject without first coming to the Board’.

A further interesting reflection on the problems o f authority at 
this time was apparent in a letter from Isaac Penny, chairman of the 
Wallasey local board, to Lord Shaftesbury, chairman o f the General 
Board of Health, dated 2 August 1854. In it, Penny congratulated 
the General Board on their help and support, and in particular 
Robert Rawlinson for his investigations and report. He ended the 
letter, however,

I believe that I am only expressing the very general opin ion entertained by 
the members o f  our Board in saying that it w ould greatly conduce to the 
progress o f  sanitary im provem ent, i f  m ore extensive pow er o f  intervention 
were given to the General Board, than it now  possesses.

60 Report on the cholera epidemic of 1866 in England (London, 1868): Supplement 
to the 29th Annual Report o f the Registrar-General. This report includes compara
tive figures for the 1849, 1854, and 1866 epidemics. No detailed report appears to 
have been prepared for the 1854 outbreak. This is discussed further by J. M. Eyler,
‘William Farr on the cholera: the sanitarian’s disease theory and the statistician’s 
method’ , Journal of the History of Medicine and Allied Sciences, XXVII (1973), 
pp, 78-100. 61 Wirral Archives, W/002/1A, p. 95.
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I have to apologise for thus troubling you, and remain
M y Lord,
Y our very hum ble servant,
Isaac Penny,
Chairm an o f the Local Board o f  Health, W allasey.62

The issue o f the Mills and Fletcher plans was concluded on 2 
November 1854, when the local board agreed on the contract 
payment o f £300 for the plans. At this meeting, a motion was also 
tabled suggesting that members who were also trustees of the 
Birkenhead docks should keep a record o f these meetings in 
‘minute book’ form and report them to the Wallasey local board. 
Though clearly demonstrating a continuing degree o f serious 
distrust with the Birkenhead dock trustees, most members felt this 
was going a little too far, and the motion was lost by six votes to two.

In December 1854 the local board of health moved its meetings, 
and those o f its various committees, to permanent offices in Church 
Street, Egremont, in a property bought, converted, and furnished 
specifically for its own use from the rates. There was still no real 
progress on sanitary or water supply plans, as exemplified by a 
financial item in the committee minutes o f 7 December 1854:

To M r Joshua Dean, for rem oving nightsoil for the quarter ending this day 
as per contract £ 37 -10 -0 0 .

In early 1855 the competition entries for the sewerage and 
drainage plans were complete, and they were displayed at the board’s 
offices for the general inspection o f ratepayers.63 It was agreed to 
approach the General Board o f Health for financial assistance with 
the £300 fee for the survey, and also for the rather rash prize money 
of £ 150 .64 On 1 February 1855 the works and health committee 
presented its recommendations.65 Members believed that three of 
the submitted plans were equally deserving and urged that the 
premium be divided into three equal portions. The plans had the 
rather grandiose titles o f ‘Delta’ , ‘Pro Sanitate’ , and ‘Hydraulics’ . 
The division of the prize money was agreed on condition that all the 
plans, drawings, reports, and estimates become the property of the 
board. James MacPherson, the board’s surveyor and inspector of 
nuisances, had been in correspondence with the General Board in 
early 1855 about loans to finance these planned reforms. It was

62 Ibid. pp. 97-9. 63 Ibid. p. 122.
64 Ibid. p. 148. 65 Wirral Archives, W/001/6.
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agreed that £8,000 be applied for to drain the Seacombe area, £1,200 
for Egremont, and £5,000 for New Brighton. The cost for Seacombe 
was thus notably higher than for other parts of Wallasey.66 Using the 
Mills and Fletcher survey maps, and the three winning entries of the 
drainage competition, MacPherson prepared plans for new sewers, 
drawn as blue lines on the maps. This was MacPherson’s last major 
project as surveyor and inspector o f nuisances. He resigned his post 
at the meeting of 7 June 1855 and was succeeded by James Lea. 
What became known as the ‘MacPherson maps’ and his ‘blue lines’ 
formed the basis of sewerage construction in Wallasey over the next 
decade.67

A decade o f slow reform, 18 55-65

On 7 February 1856 the local board approved the adoption o f the 
‘blue lines’ (proposed new sewers) on MacPherson’s plans. This 
required a rate increase to cover the initial £5,000 loan from the 
General Board of Health for the first phase o f work in New 
Brighton. New tenders were advertised within a few weeks o f the 
meeting. Not surprisingly, the increased rates were far from 
popular, and the board received appeals from several ratepayers. 
In a letter dated 1 May 1856, Thomas Roberts, the auditor o f the 
local board’s accounts, brought to the board’s attention the prob
lem of rates arrears, and urged its members to use the ‘powers 
given to them by the Public Health Act, and that these powers 
ought to be exercised by them and not left to the discretion of the 
Collector’ . The letter had considerable effect, and at the next 
meeting it was agreed that the collector should receive a commis
sion o f 5 per cent o f all rates collected up to £3,000, and 2V2 per 
cent above that sum. They also reduced the district rate, particu
larly that for Seacombe.

In August 1856 James Lea, the new surveyor and inspector of 
nuisances, was appointed as the town’s first sanitary inspector under 
the Nuisances Removal Act of 1855. This was essentially only a 
change in name, as Lea’s previous position was not filled and his 
work continued as before. The problem with sewerage at Seacombe 
remained unsolved, and was becoming more complex through the

66 Wirral Archives, W/oo2/i A, p. 148.
67 Wallasey Board of Health Maps 1855: Map Archive in Earlston Road Library, 

Wallasey, nos 20-35.
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involvement o f Liverpool corporation in the development o f the 
docklands and infrastructure (notably roads and railways) around 
Wallasey Pool. The matter was discussed by the Wallasey local board 
on 19 November 1856, in particular the continuing necessity to 
‘construct a sufficient culvert for carrying off the sewage from lands 
on the North side o f Wallasey Pool and West side o f North Reserve’. 
There was a public wharf on the Mersey bank o f the North Reserve 
which the board was anxious to preserve, but the area lacked a 
proper road and it was hoped that this could be provided by 
Liverpool corporation as part o f its development plans.

By 1857 the board was enmeshed in complex negotiations with 
both Birkenhead and Liverpool corporation over virtually all issues 
related to the Seacombe and Poulton docklands. An internal factor 
which also slowed progress was the board’s increasingly cumber
some and inefficient structure of committees. Over the preceding 
two years several new committees had emerged, including the ferries 
committee, a special parliamentary committee, and a negotiating 
committee. Many members o f the board were on several commit
tees, and some served on all of them. Attendance was often poor, 
and on 1 October 1857, it was moved (and passed by nine votes to 
three) that

the present general com m ittees o f  the Board be dissolved and be recon
stituted o f  such num bers as can consent to an hour o f  m eeting agreeable to 
the m utual convenience and adm itting o f  due care being bestowed on the 
business com m itted to their deliberation.

A major step forward, however, was the decision in November 
1857 to build water and gas works for Wallasey.68 At the same 
meeting, the financing o f improved sewers in Seacombe was again 
discussed, but with no further real progress. Feeling in the area was 
clearly running high, and after a meeting with the ratepayers the 
board went to the people for support. It organized a poll o f the 
ratepayers, asking for support in its endeavours to build gas and 
water works, and to buy the Liverpool-Wallasey ferries. Both issues 
required increases in the rates.69 Before the poll, Robert Rawlinson, 
the original General Board inspector to Wallasey in 18 5 1—2, was 
consulted about plans for the sites o f the gas and water works, and 
this information was also put to the ratepayers. The local board in 
the end received the approval o f local ratepayers for its plans: for

68 Wirral Archives, W/002/1A. 69 Ibid. pp. 4 12 - 13 .
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T a b l e  3 Sewerage rates fo r  Seacombe and N ew  Brighton, 
18 5 6 -6 7

Year Seacombe 
(rate in £)

N ew  Brighton 
(rate in £)

1 8 5 6 3 d. 0 d.
1 8 5 7 3d- 4 Vid.
1 8 5 8 3,d. 4 Vzd.

1 8 5 9 5 d. 4 lAd.
i 8 6 0 6d. 4V2 d.
1 8 6 1 6d. 8 d.
1 8 6 2 8 d. 8 d.
1 8 6 3 9 lAd. 6d.
18 6 4 n d . 6d.
18 6 5 8 d. yd.
18 6 6 3d. 41i.
1 8 6 7 3 d. 3d.

Source: Year book for 1888-89: local government of Wallasey, p. 49: 
Wirral Archives, BC/I/126.

the water and gas schemes there were 457 votes for and 268 
against.70 The next year, 1858, a further Wallasey Improvement Act 
gave the board power to construct the waterworks, including 
limited rights of compulsory purchase.71

The Seacombe sewage problem was at last becoming more a 
financial issue than a legislative one. The development o f the 
Birkenhead docks was now in the hands of the Mersey Docks 
and Harbour Board, and was financially viable. This board had 
been formed in 1857 by Act o f Parliament as a way of putting dock 
development on both sides of the Mersey under one administrative 
body and solving the funding problems o f the Birkenhead docks.72

By early 1858 moneys from the General Board o f Health (part of 
the £8,000 originally agreed for sewer construction in Seacombe) 
were paid to the Wallasey local board, and work could begin. The 
development o f these sewers is reflected in the burden o f sewerage 
rates levied on Seacombe ratepayers, as compared with those in New 
Brighton (Table 3). No sewerage rates were raised from other

70 Wirral Archives, W/002/1A, p. 420.
71 Wallasey Acts o f Parliament (Wirral Archives, BAIV/iy), pp. 165-8.
72 Emery, ‘Wallasey Pool’ , pp. 1 16 - 17 .
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districts in Wallasey.73 The figures show a sharp rise as work began 
in 1858-9, and a decline after 1865 when the Birkenhead docks 
and associated sewer systems were finished. The completion of the 
work coincided with that o f the main dock system in 1865 
(Fig- 5)-74 The success o f the dock project was reflected in the 
relocation o f the Cunard fleet from Liverpool to Birkenhead in the 
same year. The official opening o f the new system took place in 
June 18 66 with Queen Victoria’s second son Alfred, duke of 
Edinburgh, officiating.

Construction o f the new waterworks began in 1859.75 It 
consisted o f a well at Poulton and a water tower in Mill Lane, 
Liscard, the work being overseen by a gas and water committee of 
the local board. The work was slow, and in August it was realized 
that the depth o f the well had been misjudged. The local board of 
health minutes recorded on 13  August i860 that ‘Mr Rawlinson is 
now on the ground arranging for the progress o f the Waterworks. 
The well is to be carried deeper than formerly supposed.’76 The 
well and tower were still not supplying water at the beginning of 
1862. Too much clay and sand was being pumped out with the 
water, and a second well was eventually bored near by, the first 
being abandoned. The pumping plant also had to be moved, but 
the water tower in Liscard remained, and in 1863 Wallasey was 
supplied for the first time with water from a central system.77 The 
additional works cost the board extra money, and a further 
parliamentary Wallasey Order in 1863 gave the local board 
increased powers o f borrowing, while the Wallasey Improvement 
Act o f 1864, largely related to the ferry service, allowed for the 
charging o f rates for domestic water.78

73 These figures are recorded retrospectively in Year book for 1888-89: local 
government of Wallasey (Wirral Archives, BC/I/126), p. 49.

74 Liverpool Courier, 17  Feb. 1865.
75 J. H. Crowther, Wallasey waterworks: brief history of the undertaking (Wallasey, 

1905). Copy in Wirral Archives, BC/III/324.
76 Wallasey Local Board of Health Executive Committee Minute Book, 9 Jan. 

i860 to 12  May 1862: Wirral Archives, W/008/1. The minute book is not paginated, 
and entries are referred to by date in the text.

/7 Crowther, Wallasey waterworks, p. 3.
78 Wallasey Acts o f Parliament (Wirral Archives, BC/V/17), pp. 19 6 -2 11 .
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Cholera in 1866: the final test

Fortuitously perhaps, the final epidemic o f cholera in 1866 struck at 
the end o f a decade o f slow improvement in Wallasey’s public health 
infrastructure. The return o f the disease found MacPherson’s 
sewerage system complete, the Wallasey Pool docks finished, and 
the Wallasey waterworks supplying freshly pumped well water to the 
town. Did these improvements reduce the burden o f cholera in 
Wallasey in 1866? The question is difficult to answer, as the 
prevalence and mortality o f cholera varied for reasons other than 
those relating to sewage disposal and water supply. Factors such as 
the natural virulence o f the cholera vibrio, and the state o f nutrition 
and immunity o f those affected, had their part to play in deciding 
the effect of a particular epidemic.

Mortality from cholera had indeed been steadily declining since 
1849. In terms of deaths per million population, the mortality in 
England in 1849 was 3,034. In 1854 it was 1,094 and in 1866 it was 
685.79 Although the lower figure in 1866 may have been due to 
improved sanitation, it seems unlikely that the reduction in 1854 
(only about a third o f 1849) was due to similar improvements, as 
little in the way o f real sanitary progress instituted by the 1848 
Public Health Act had come into effect by then.

Even though the 1866 epidemic was milder overall than earlier 
outbreaks, this was not true in certain regions, notably Cheshire and 
Lancashire. The annual report o f the Registrar-General for 1866 
observed that

I f  the m ap o f England were shaded to represent the rates o f  m ortality . . . 
the eye travelling from  the lighter south to the darker north w ould be 
instantly drawn to a spot o f  portentous darkness on the M ersey.80

Cheshire in general, and Wirral in particular, reflected the worsened 
situation in 1866 (Table 4).81 Indeed, in the ‘league table’ of districts 
worst affected by cholera in 1866 (in terms o f mortality), Wirral was 
fourth in the whole of England, with only West Ham, Liverpool, and 
Exeter suffering worse rates. Wirral had not even appeared in similar 
tables for 1849 and 1854. Wallasey’s individual entry in the

79 Report on the cholera epidemic o f 1866 in England (London, 1868), p. 857.
80 Twenty-ninth annual report of the Registrar-General o f Births, Marriages, and 

Deaths in England (London, 1868), p. xxxvi.
81 Report on the cholera epidemic of 1866, pp. 860, 868.
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T a b l e  4 Com parative cholera mortality in Cheshire and Wirral, 18 49 —66

Year Cheshire W irral W irral
(total deaths) (total deaths) (deaths p er  10,000)

1849 654 139 26
18 5 4 14 1 43 7
1866 39 1 13 6 39

Source. Report on the cholera epidemic of 1866 in England (London, 1868).

T a b l e  5 Com parative cholera mortality in Liverpool and Cheshire, 1866

District Population, Cholera deaths M ortality rate
18 6 1 (total) (per 10,000)

Liverpool 269,742 1,4 87 55
Chester 41 ,434 1 1 8 28
Birkenhead 6 1,4 20 78 13
W allasey 10 ,7 2 3 7 7
Eastham 9 ,16 7 6 6
Neston 5 ,223 52 27

Source: Report on the cholera epidemic of 1866 in England (London, 1868).

published report on the 1866 cholera epidemic, however, makes 
more encouraging reading, there being only seven deaths:

O n 27th Ju ly  a cotton broker died at W allasey from  cholera; but no further 
deaths occurred until 10 th  Septem ber when a fatal case appeared at 
Poulton-cum -Seacom be. Four deaths took place during October, the last 
case on the 23rd  o f  that m onth. Five o f  the deaths from  cholera occurred at 
Poulton-cum -Seacom be, and one each at W allasey and Liscard.82

Tabulating the mortality rates adjusted for population in various 
areas of Wirral, it can be seen how much lower Wallasey’s mortality 
was than most o f the surrounding area. At 7 deaths per 10,000 
population it was similar to the death rate in the rural area o f south 
Wirral around Eastham, and considerably better than Birkenhead, 
Chester, and Neston (Table 5).83

It is difficult to ascertain cause and effect in the severity of cholera 
epidemics. However, in the case of Wallasey, particularly in com
parison with the surrounding high rates, its cholera mortality in

82 Report on the cholera epidemic o f 1866, p. 1084. 83 Ibid. pp. 1084-5.
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1866 was remarkably small, especially considering the very rapid 
population growth and urbanization in the town at the time. The 
sanitary improvements instigated fifteen years before by the rate
payers’ petition, the Rawlinson reports, and the formation o f the 
local board of health do indeed appear to have had a real effect on 
the outcome of the 1866 cholera outbreak in Wallasey.

Conclusions

The story o f cholera and public health reform in Wallasey demon
strates both similarities and contrasts with other parts o f Britain. In 
terms o f health provision, Wallasey was slow compared with many 
other places. Its tiny dispensary was all that was available for the 
poor throughout the mid-Victorian period. The organization of the 
Dispensary Charity, however, was impressive, with medical bills for 
the 1832 cholera epidemic being covered by a single Sunday collec
tion at the parish church.84 Nevertheless, Wallasey did not appoint a 
medical officer o f health, or even a full-time sanitary inspector, until 
much later than its immediate neighbours o f Birkenhead and 
Liverpool, and after the last cholera epidemic of 1866. Despite 
these deficiencies, Wallasey reacted to the 1849 cholera epidemic 
with a series o f responses which led to comprehensive sewers and 
piped water for the town, in time for the 1866 epidemic. As noted 
earlier, Wallasey was reacting to only thirty deaths in the 1849 
epidemic, a level of mortality which, on a population basis, was only 
half o f Birkenhead’s and a quarter o f Liverpool’s.85

Cholera was a disease which led to remarkable public and social 
reactions, including the ‘cholera riots’ in Liverpool, and the 
Cholera Orphan School in Manchester.86 The concept of public 
and municipal overreaction to the disease has been raised before, 
and Dodds titled his study o f the 1848-9 epidemic in Reading 
‘Much ado about nothing’.87 Reading suffered only seventeen 
deaths, but the outbreak ‘had profound implications for the 
relationships between local borough politics and public health

84 W irral A rchives, A /H H /200, p. 1 1 .
85 Farr, Report on cholera, 1848-9, pp. 277-8.
86 A. Briggs, The nineteenth century: the contradictions of progress (London, 1970), 

pp. 128-9.
87 K. J. Dodds, ‘Much ado about nothing? Cholera, local politics and public 

health in nineteenth-century Reading, Local Historian, XXI (1991), pp. 168-76.
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reform’.88 Was Wallasey’s reaction also ‘much ado about nothing’? 
Not entirely. First, the town was geographically isolated and had 
distinctly strained relationships with its immediate neighbour 
Birkenhead. Thirty deaths of a sudden and horrible nature, in 
such a closed environment, must have caused great fear and con
cern, and the lack of a proper hospital or infirmary would have 
compounded these concerns. A second factor was the squabble with 
the Birkenhead dock commissioners, most notably over the blocking 
o f the tidal Wallasey Pool and consequent severe problems for the 
drainage o f Seacombe. Finally, the Wallasey improvement commit
tee was seen publicly to have failed the town in not preventing the 
cholera deaths, widely held to be due to the foul stenches from the 
shore o f Poulton cum Seacombe. Robert Rawlinson in 18 5 1 
concluded that ‘cholera had prevailed . . .  in consequence o f the 
foul and stagnant conditions o f the outlet drainage’.89

Wallasey’s reaction was thus far from ‘about nothing’, and the full 
local historical context explains the crisis o f confidence in 18 5 1 
leading to the appeal to the General Board and Rawlinson’s inquiry 
and report. Rawlinson was one o f the General Board’s most 
experienced inspectors, and it is impressive testimony that he 
found Seacombe one of the dirtiest towns which he had encoun
tered.90 With the benefit o f hindsight, o f course, we know that 
stench and smell were not the way that cholera was transmitted, no 
matter how unpleasant they may have been. The reason for 
Wallasey’s relatively minor cholera problem was almost certainly 
its water supply. By good fortune, the Wallasey ‘island’ plateau was a 
huge sandstone outcrop, rich in below-surface water. Rawlinson 
asked in detail about the water supply, and recorded that it was 
‘obtained from pumps, wells and springs . . . there is no difficulty in 
obtaining a supply by sinking’.91 The fact was that, with very few 
exceptions, all Wallasey’s water had for centuries been supplied from 
wells bored into the sandstone, and therefore uncontaminated by 
human excreta and se w a g e .92

ss Dodds, ‘Much Ado?’, p. 168. 89 Rawlinson, Report (18 5 1), pp. 34-8.
90 Ibid. pp. 28-9. 91 Ibid. p. 30.
92 J. Colley, Reminiscences o f old Seacombe (1870) (copy in Wirral Archives, 

BC/VI/427), pp. 1 0 - 1 1 .  This is an oral history record of the reminiscences of Miss 
Jessie Colley, written in 1890. Jessie recalls life in Seacombe in the 1850s, including 
fetching water from wells with buckets, but occasionally, when they were dry, from 
ponds.
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Widespread acceptance o f Snow’s theory o f the water-borne 
transmission o f cholera was, however, a long way off; and Rawlinson 
and the Wallasey improvement committee necessarily followed the 
Chadwickian agenda o f ‘miasma’ . Rawlinson’s considerable con
tribution was to facilitate the formation of the Wallasey local board 
o f health. The board had a stronger mandate and greater authority 
than its weak and politically inept predecessor, the improvement 
committee.93 Nevertheless, the board did have problems o f com
mand: its powers under the Public Health Act o f 1848 were far from 
comprehensive, and it had to cope with a host o f administrative 
issues quite unrelated to health.94 The reappearance of cholera in 
1866 did, however, find Wallasey’s sewerage and water supply 
projects complete (though to be fair this was due at least in part 
to the simultaneous completion o f the Birkenhead docks). An 
interesting contrast here is that with nearby Chester, which fared 
badly in the 1866 epidemic (Table 5). In Chester, after some minor 
attempts at public health reform following the 1849 cholera, the 
council ‘once again lapsed into complacency’, and drinking water 
continued to be taken from the river Dee, below the city’s sewage 
outlet. In her study o f cholera in Chester, Perry noted that ‘when it 
reappeared in 1866, it exposed just how little the authorities had 
achieved in the sphere o f public health in the intervening years’.95 
Similarly in Reading, Dodds found considerable local activity after 
the 1849 epidemic, which included newspaper articles and letters, 
lengthy council deliberations, and letters from the local council to 
the General Board o f Health. There was, however, very little action, 
and no serious public health measures were taken until after 1866, 
when they were imposed by parliament.96

93 Meetings of the local improvement committee were frequently abandoned due 
to poor attendance, but five members of the local board of health were on one 
occasion disqualified for poor attendance and new elections were held: Wallasey 
Local Board of Health Minute Book, 17  May 1855: Wirral Archives, W/002/1A.

94 Wirral Archives, W/002/1A. The local board minutes contain many entries on 
matters o f police, schools, hackney carriage licensing, and the ‘hire o f horses, mules, 
and asses’ . Postal services were also frequently debated, and were the focus of further 
disagreements with Birkenhead (Wallasey mail initially went to the Birkenhead Post 
Office, with consequent delays).

95 J. Perry, ‘Cholera and public health reform in early Victorian Chester’ , in 
Victorian Chester: essays in social history, 1830-1900, ed. R. Swift (Liverpool, 1996), 
pp. 119- 47-

96 Dodds, ‘Much ado?’, p. 175.
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The public health movement in mid-Victorian England and the 
reaction to it by the public were variable across the country. 
Pickstone has pointed out that the ‘ultrasanitary’ Chadwickian 
approach was not the only approach; other contemporary com
mentators concentrated on ‘dearth’ and ‘fever’ rather than ‘dirt’ as a 
cause o f illness and death.97 Similarly, Sigsworth and Worboys have 
explored public reactions to health legislation, which ranged vari
ously through resistance and denial, apathy and indifference, 
involvement and self-help, to the adoption o f alternative systems.98 
Examples o f this spectrum of response were clearly demonstrated in 
the reaction to Rawlinson’s visits and the advent of the Wallasey 
local board o f health. Though the number petitioning the General 
Board was well in excess o f the minimum required by legislation, 
there were dissenting voices, notably those fearing significant rate 
increases (fears which were at least to some extent later realized).99 
The other major concern was the loss o f local power, or ‘being 
brought under the operation o f the Board o f Health’ .100 This issue 
led to the attempted presentation at Rawlinson’s second inquiry in 
1852 o f a late petition pleading against the formation o f the local 
board. The pro-board lobby was equally vocal, however, and these 
political rivalries probably led to some o f the distortions o f truth 
presented to Rawlinson. Most notable o f these was the ‘evidence’ 
given by Dr Halliday that cholera mortality in Seacombe in 1849 was 
higher than in the worst parts o f Liverpool, and that the disease 
broke out in Seacombe before Liverpool.101 This was refuted in 
detail by Mr W. Nisbet at Rawlinson’s second inquiry.102 A further 
probable myth was the question o f the pollution o f the Seacombe 
shore, and its relation to the dam across the Pool built by the 
Birkenhead dock commissioners. The dam was begun in May 1849 
and was not completed until well into 1850.103 It seems unlikely that 
the tidal flow in the Pool was greatly affected until late 1849 at the 
earliest, though the tidal problem was widely quoted in evidence to 
Rawlinson as the cause o f the pollution in Seacombe which

97 J. V. Pickstone, ‘Death, dirt and fever epidemics: rewriting the history of 
British public health” , 1750—1850’, in Epidemics and ideas: essays on the historical 
perception of pestilence, ed. T. Ranger and P. Slack (Cambridge, 1992), pp. 125-48.

98 M. Sigsworth and M. Worboys, ‘The public view of public health in mid- 
Victorian Britain’, Urban History, XXI (1994), pp. 237-50.

99 Rawlinson, Report (18 51), p. 25. 100 Rawlinson, Report (1852), p. 7.
101 Rawlinson, Report (18 51), p. 9.
102 Rawlinson, Report (1852), pp. 33-4. 103 Sulley, Birkenhead, p. 2 1 1 .
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precipitated the outbreak o f cholera. Indeed, the first case o f cholera 
in Wallasey occurred in mid-June, in Liscard, not Seacombe, and 
only a few weeks after work on the dam had begun, when the 
Seacombe shore was certainly still tidal.104

The Wallasey story shows that cholera was indeed an instigator of 
public health reform, and that it initiated change out of proportion 
to its effect on mortality.105 The way in which cholera brought about 
change was complex, and involved a diverse interplay o f factors 
which included local politics and finances, and social and geo
graphical issues. Whether effective change occurred in a particular 
area depended very much on how these factors operated in a 
particular environment. Thus, in Exeter and Chester, local lethargy 
(coupled with the lax permissive nature o f the Public Health Act of 
1848) supervened and effective action was too late. The dreadful toll 
of cholera in Liverpool, however, would undoubtedly have been 
even more severe had it not been for the early appointment of the 
charismatic Dr Duncan as medical officer o f health. In Wallasey, the 
remarkable series o f events outlined here led to the formation o f the 
local board, and perhaps the key local figure was the energetic 
surveyor and inspector of nuisances, James MacPherson, whose 
bizarre sewerage competition, and subsequent ‘MacPherson maps’ 
and ‘blue lines’ led to an effective sewage system by 1865. The slow 
progressive work o f the local board, as well as MacPherson’s vision 
and imagination, led to Wallasey’s escaping from the 1866 cholera 
epidemic far more lightly than neighbouring areas.

104 Farr, Report on cholera, 1848-9, pp. 277-8.
105 In the 1866 cholera epidemic year, for example, cholera was only the eleventh 

most common cause of death, with typhus and tuberculosis far higher: Annual 
report of the Registrar-General, 1866 (London, 1868), p. 193.





The Irish Flood: Famine, Philanthropy, 
and the Emergence of Duelling 
Liverpool Catholic Identities, 

1845-1865

Ryan Dye

I

The great Irish Famine o f r845-50 pushed thousands o f additional 
poor Irish migrants into Liverpool.1 In 18 4 1 the number o f Irish- 
born resident in Liverpool was 49,639; by 18 5 1 it had risen to 
83,815 out o f a population o f 350,ooo.2 Many pre-Famine Irish 
migrants had consciously decided to live and to work in Liverpool 
for at least part o f the year to take advantage o f the cheap steam 
passage, casual labour opportunities, and the city’s relatively higher 
wages compared to Ireland. Most Famine migrants, however, fled 
for Liverpool’s shores out of sheer desperation.3 When the Liverpool 
police arrested Famine migrants for begging, they gave them the 
choice whether to go to gaol or to return to Ireland. With few 
exceptions, the Irish chose a Liverpool gaol. One o f the beggars, on 
being asked if  he would go back to Ireland, replied, ‘No, no; I shall

1 I thank Donald Harman Akenson, Marianne Elliott, Elizabeth Malcolm, John 
Belchem, Conor MacCarthy, Ian McKeane, Tracey Holsgrove, and Linda Chris
tiansen from the Institute of Irish Studies at the University of Liverpool for their 
input and assistance. I also am grateful to T. W. Heyck from Northwestern 
University, Evanston, Illinois, for his insight and support.

2 Frank Neal, Sectarian violence: the Liverpool experience, 18 19 -19 14 . An aspect of 
Anglo-Irish history (Manchester, 1988), p. 81.

3 See David Fitzpatrick, Irish emigration, 18 0 1-19 2 1  (Dublin, 1984), pp. 26-7.
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die if I go there.’4 Many migrants who escaped death in Ireland, 
however, soon perished in Liverpool.

The Famine migrants who survived the often long walk to an Irish 
port and then the damp, overcrowded steam passage to Liverpool 
arrived starving, homeless, and sick. During January 1846, at the 
beginning o f the crisis, the Liverpool Mercury reported that ‘at no 
former period o f dearth and destitution have such multitudes of 
naked and houseless wretches been seen on our streets imploring 
relief from the inhabitants as at present.’5 By the end o f 1846 the 
Liverpool select vestry was overwhelmed by the Famine influx. For 
the week o f 2 4 -3 1 December alone, the vestry relieved 4,000 
families, o f whom more than 3,000 were Irish, and dispensed 
12,000 soup tickets and 10,000 rations (6 oz) o f bread.6 Despite 
its best efforts, however, Liverpool could not feed the thousands of 
Famine migrants who landed on its shores; it was simply too much 
to ask of one city.

Although the hunger problem was terrible, the housing shortage 
was worse. Parliament’s Report on the Irish poor in Great Britain 
lamented Liverpool’s desultory housing conditions in 1836, nearly a 
decade prior to the Famine migration. The Report described how in 
Liverpool’s northern districts, the Irish languished in decaying 
lodging houses or cellars two or three families to a room.7 The 
doubling of Liverpool’s Irish population during the Famine exacer
bated already dangerous conditions. In early 1847 Liverpool’s 
stipendary magistrate Edward Rushton estimated that 27,000 Irish 
migrants lived in cellars unfit for human habitation.8 Cellar condi
tions became so unhealthy that some members o f the select vestry 
proposed filling up the cellars with sand, asserting that ‘it is better 
for human beings to sleep in the streets than to herd in those 
receptacles o f disease’.9

As the vestry predicted, damp, overcrowded, and poorly venti
lated cellars and lodging houses cultivated a deathly typhus epidemic 
in Liverpool during 1847. Dr William Henry Duncan, England’s 
first medical officer o f health, noted that 17,280 people died in 
Liverpool due to typhus that year.10 The highly contagious disease

4 Liverpool Mercury, 4 Feb. 1848.
5 Ibid. 10  Jan. 1846. 6 Ibid. 1 Jan. 1847.
7 Report on the Irish poor in Great Britain, P.P., XXXIV, appendix G, pp. 15 -18 .
8 Neal, Sectarian violence, p. 94. 9 Liverpool Mercury, 25 May 1847.

10 Neal, Sectarian violence, p. 94.
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spread with terrifying rapidity and turned its victims into corpses 
even before they perished. A  gastric fever, typhus’s symptoms were a 
dry tongue shrunken to half its size and brown in the centre, thin 
and bloodless lips coated with sores, discoloured skin, and a putrid 
smell emanating from the sufferer as if  the vital organs had begun to 
decay.11 The Famine Irish, who seemed to bring death along with 
them, impelled an anecdote entitled ‘The Irish are coming’ from the 
Liverpool Journal:

A  few years ago, the traveller, on entering Galway, read over the gate— ‘The 
Lord preserve us from  the cruel O ’Flahertys.’ The terror then inspired in 
Irish cities has changed its character, and passed to English towns, for the 
m odern prayer at the parish office is, ‘Preserve us from  the Irish paupers’ .12

In the Registrar-General’s report o f 1847 Liverpool was rightly 
described as the ‘cemetery o f Ireland’.13

The Famine migration presented the greatest challenge— and 
opportunity—yet for the Liverpool Catholic Church. Already 
burdened by a poor and often unruly Irish population, the 
Church now faced thousands more destitute and typhus-ridden 
migrants from across the Irish Sea. Bishop George Brown (1840— 
56), never a lover o f the Irish, expressed his disgust for the 
‘barbarians . . .  all heaped together on mat straw in dark 
cellars— on straw wet with their own urine and liquid which has 
oozed out o f privies’ .14 Despite their English distaste for Irish dirt 
and disease, however, Brown and his successor Alexander Goss 
(1856-72) considered these ‘barbarians’ as Catholic souls fit to be 
saved, not abandoned. In fiercely sectarian Liverpool, the Church 
viewed any Irish migrant who received the Catholic sacraments as 
one fewer person damned by Protestant heresy. The Church also 
realized that the Famine influx provided an army o f Catholics 
which could aid its quest for respectability and influence. If it could 
transform the starving Irish masses into reputable Catholics, then 
the Church would have the power in numbers that it needed to 
build a forceful presence in Liverpool.

11 Alban Hood, ‘Fever in Liverpool’, North-West Catholic History, XX (1993), 
pp. 17 - 18 .

12 Liverpool Journal, 29 Jan. 1848.
13 Quoted in Frank Neal, Black ’47: Britain and the Famine Irish (New York, 

1998), p. 1.
14 Leeds Diocesan Curia [hereafter L.D.C.], Bishop Brown to Bishop Briggs, 1 

Sept. 1847.
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Liverpool’s Catholics also held deeply spiritual reasons for em
bracing the Famine Irish. English Catholic clergy and laity were 
influenced by Continental— particularly Italian— Catholic attitudes 
toward the poor. Many English Catholics were appalled by the urban 
squalor that had accompanied the Industrial Revolution and laisser- 
faire capitalism. To ease their guilt and anxiety over the ‘condition of 
England question’, they read Continental devotional literature 
which glorified the poverty o f holy men and women such as St 
Elizabeth, St Francis, and St Vincent de Paul. Their reading in 
Continental theology elevated English Catholics’ concern for the 
poor.'5 Increasingly, English Catholics saw the poor as holy men and 
women whose poverty enabled them to re-enact Christ’s sacrificial 
sufferings. They understood that the ‘Christ-like’ poor needed their 
philanthropy, but they also realized that the poor sanctified the 
alms-givers’ lives. Many English Catholics thus acquired a renewed 
respect for the ‘holy poverty’ o f the multiplying number o f Irish 
Catholic migrants in their midst.16 Sheridan Gilley notes that ‘the 
religious revival was independent o f the Celtic influx, but required 
an outlet which the influx supplied.’ 17 Inspired by the Catholic 
philanthropic revival, many Liverpool Catholics embraced the fallen, 
yet ‘holy’ Irish migrants.

For their part, Liverpool’s priests unselfishly ministered to the 
Famine migrants. The need for priests during the Famine was 
overwhelming. During the height o f the typhus epidemic, the 
president o f Ushaw College (a Catholic seminary in county 
Durham) summoned future Liverpool Bishop Bernard O’Reilly 
and told him that he was to be ordained early. The president 
urged O’Reilly (an Irishman himself from county Meath) to 
welcome his opportunity to save Irish souls. He told O’Reilly to 
‘give thanks to God that He has privileged you so highly. Great is the 
grace He bestows for He calls you not merely to labour for Him but 
to die.’ 18 The administration o f the sacrament o f last rites brought 
the priests into close contact with the disease-stricken migrants.

15 Sheridan Gilley, ‘Heretic London, holy poverty and the Irish poor, 1830-1870 ’, 
Downside Review, LXXXIX (19 7 1). pp. 64-71; Robert Donovan Kent, ‘The 
denominational character of English Catholic charitable effort’ , Catholic Historical 
Review, LXII (1976), p. 205.

16 Gilley, ‘Holy poverty’, pp. 67-8.
17 Ibid. p. 64; see also Kent, ‘Denominational character’ , p. 208.
18 Quoted from Hood, ‘Fever in Liverpool’, p. 17.
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During the summer o f 1847 Father Gregory Lane noted that 
‘ I prepare for death about ten a day, I think, plus or minus, some 
few days it has been nearer to twenty.’ 19 The Liverpool Mercury 
reported that in one house alone near St Patrick’s chapel, ‘there 
were, besides two dead bodies, twenty-eight cases of fever’. The 
newspaper added that it ‘can scarcely, therefore, be expected that 
[Catholic priests] should escape the contagious influence o f the 
pestilence which for some time has been raging with so much 
severity’ .20 Numerous priests, including O’Reilly, were stricken 
with the highly contagious disease while attending to the Irish. 
Ten Liverpool priests in fact died from the fever during 1847 alone.

The priests’ deaths quickly became a source of Liverpool Catholic 
pride. In fact, several of the borough’s churches displayed a 
silhouette depicting the ten priest ‘martyrs’ .21 Fifty years after the 
epidemic, Monsignor James Nugent recalled at a requiem mass how 
the martyr priests had ventured ‘into the dwellings o f the poor, in 
attic and cellar, in the courts and alleys, where to breathe the fetid 
and pestilential atmosphere was death, they went fearlessly to give 
the Sacraments.’22 Nugent’s words underline how, even half a 
century later, Liverpool Catholics continued to congratulate them
selves that ten of their priests had perished, while only one non- 
Catholic minister (a Unitarian) had died.23 They boasted that 
the martyr priests had exhibited the Catholic Church’s superior 
holiness.

Many lay Catholics joined the clergy in ministering to the 
migrants. Because they believed that almsgiving enriched both the 
giver and the receiver, Catholics sought to meet with the Catholic 
poor on a one-to-one basis. For example, the Brotherhood o f St 
Vincent de Paul granted personalized, need-based relief to poor 
Catholics. St Vincent members visited the Catholic poor weekly to 
learn about their condition and to grant charity to those who were 
entitled to relief. The brotherhood also worked closely with the local 
Catholic church, because the majority of its financial resources 
derived from church-door collections. Moreover, the local clergy

19 Quoted from Gilbert Dolan, ‘The fever year in Liverpool’, Downside Review, 
XXIX (1910), p. 179.

20 Liverpool Mercury, 6 July 1847. 21 Hood, ‘Fever in Liverpool’, p. 21.
22 Canon Bennett, Father Nugent o f Liverpool (Liverpool, 1949), p. 16.
23 For a sense of the triumphalism among the Liverpool Catholic clergy at this

time, see Neal, Black ’47, pp. 144-6.
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and respectable members o f the Catholic community often wrote to 
the brotherhood to recommend help for Catholics whom they 
discovered in dire straits. Despite this clerical involvement, the 
Brotherhood o f St Vincent de Paul was decidedly a lay Catholic 
organization. In fact, most St Vincent brothers were lower middle- 
class and upper working-class Irishmen who were not too far from 
poverty themselves; they would have expected the brotherhood to 
assist them if they were ever down on their luck.24

The Brotherhood o f St Vincent de Paul is only one example o f the 
locally-based outreach structure that the Liverpool Catholic Church 
created to embrace the Irish poor and to claim them for the Church. 
Along with St Vincent de Paul, other philanthropic institutions that 
Liverpool Catholics supported by 1865 included a Catholic Bene
volent Society, Catholic Blind Asylum, Boys’ Refuge, St Elizabeth’s 
Institution for Unemployed Girls, Catholic Reformatory, Provident 
Building Society, and Catholic orphanages for boys and girls. 
Inspired by a combination o f altruism, evangelism, and sectarian
ism, Catholics ‘claimed the depraved Irish as their particular 
concern, their special mission for spiritual salvation and welfare 
protection’.25 Catholics thus created a comprehensive local relief 
system to accommodate the Irish Catholic poor. From cradle to 
grave, the Liverpool Catholic Church sought to meet every need of 
its poor Irish congregation.26 This social policy, imparted within a 
self-enclosed network, underlined Catholic apartness and promoted 
Catholic solidarity among both the philanthropists and the recipi
ents of charity.27

Meanwhile, Liverpool Protestants experienced far less success in 
their ministry to the city’s Irish Catholics than Liverpool Catholics

24 John Davies, ‘Parish charity: the work of the Society of St. Vincent de Paul, St. 
Mary’s Highfield St., Liverpool, 1867-1868 ’, North-West Catholic History, XVII 
(1990), pp. 37—46; see also Gilley, ‘Holy poverty’, p. 72.

25 John Belchem, ‘Class, creed, and country: the Irish middle class in Victorian 
Liverpool’, in The Irish in Victorian Britain: the local connection, ed. Roger Swift and 
Sheridan Gilley (Dublin, 1999), p. 205.

26 Belchem, ‘Class, creed, and country’, p. 207; Martha Kanya-Forstner, ‘Gender, 
ethnicity and the politics o f poverty: Irish women in Victorian Liverpool’ (unpub. 
Ph.D. thesis, Univ. o f Liverpool, 1997), chapters 6 and 7.

2' John Belchem, ‘The immigrant alternative: ethnic and sectarian mutuality 
among the Liverpool Irish during the nineteenth century’, in The duty of discontent: 
essays for Dorothy Thompson, ed. O. Ashton, R. Fyson, and S. Roberts (London, 
1995), P- 244.
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did. Many Protestant denominations were reluctant to create an 
expansive parish charity effort based upon the Catholic model. In 
particular, they were unwilling to dedicate the time and the re
sources necessary to build a comprehensive welfare network. The 
struggles of the Ulster-born (county Down) Abraham Hume, a 
Liverpool Anglican vicar and social theorist, illustrate the troubles 
and frustrations that some English Protestants encountered when 
they attempted to compete against the impressive Catholic social 
welfare system. The Anglican Church’s comparatively fragmented 
parish structure angered Hume, who especially condemned the 
richer parishes for doing little to help the poor. Comfortable in 
the suburbs, most wealthy Anglicans saw no reason to contaminate 
themselves by ministering to the Irish working class. Hume then 
turned to the Anglican middle and lower-middle classes for help, 
and he found enough volunteers to assist him in conducting a home 
mission for the Irish poor. Unfortunately for Hume, however, most 
Irish Catholics were suspicious o f Protestant philanthropists and 
thus resisted the mission’s endeavours.28

II

Irish Catholic migrants identified much more readily with Liverpool 
Catholicism’s extensive social welfare system, because it was familiar 
and accessible to them. Nevertheless, before the Famine the Liver
pool Catholic Church had been apprehensive about appointing Irish 
priests, since the authorities feared that they would promote Irish 
nationalism. In a letter o f 18 4 1 to Bishop John Briggs o f Beverley, 
Bishop Brown confessed his reluctance to recruit Irish priests:

A t present I am  in very great straits, and what adds to m y difficulties is that 
it is not considered prudent [by myself] to place m ore Irish priests am ong 
the people at present. This I only whisper to you r Lordship, for the C ountry 
w ould be in a blaze i f  it were known that these are m y sentim ents.29

During and after the Famine, however, the Church could not receive 
enough Irish priests to minister to its exploding Irish population.

28 Belchem, ‘Class, creed, and country’, pp. 206-7; L. E. Bosworth, ‘Home 
missionaries to the poor: Abraham Hume and spiritual destitution in Liverpool, 
1847-84’, T.H.S.L.C., CXLIII (1994), PP- 57- 83; Abraham Hume, Missions at home: 
a clergyman’s account o f a portion o f Liverpool (London, 1850).

25 L.D.C., Bishop Brown to Bishop Briggs, 5 May 1841. Brackets mine.
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Bishop Brown wrote frequently to All Hallowe’s College, a Dublin 
seminary, urging the superior to ordain candidates quickly, as ‘my 
present wants are urgent’.30 Irish priests soon became central figures 
in a distinctly Irish Catholic community that emerged in post- 
Famine Liverpool, especially its North End.31 Here, the Irish poor 
contributed their pennies to build new chapels such as St Vincent’s 
Norfolk Street, St Augustine’s Great Howard Street, and St Joseph’s 
Grosvenor Street, which catered to an almost entirely Irish popula
tion. At the opening o f St Augustine’s, Father Francis Murphy left 
no doubt for whom the church was constructed. He commented 
that ‘their design was to erect a temple close to that spot where the 
heart-broken exile, flying from his own loved, but misgoverned land, 
just places his foot on a friendly shore.’32 There were only four 
Liverpool Catholic chapels in 1832, but by 1855 the borough’s 
Catholics boasted twelve.

The recruitment o f Irish priests and the building o f predomi
nantly Irish Catholic chapels in the city helped to pass power within 
the Liverpool Church from wealthy gentry laymen to the clergy. 
Although the Famine proved an overwhelming challenge to the 
Church, the tragedy did enable it to acquire authority and influence. 
As a large and powerful institution, only the Church could mobilize 
the massive resources and manpower necessary to minister to the 
Irish poor adequately.

The Church sought to use its new-found clerical and institutional 
presence to claim priority over the pub and the secret society in 
Liverpool Irish lives. Some Protestants accused Catholics of building 
too lavishly, but Bishop Goss stressed that no price tag could be put 
upon salvation. He asserted that

it is not a question o f  food or raim ent, but o f  the saving o f  im m ortal souls 
redeemed b y  the blood o f  the Son o f  God. Som e say we are extravagant in 
our notions, and plainer buildings and less costly m aterials m ight do; then 
shall m an dwell in a palace and G od in a hovel?33

30 All Hallowe’s College Missionary Correspondence, Liv 3, Bishop Brown to 
Revd Woodlock, 26 Nov. 1854.

31 Colin Pooley, ‘The residential segregation of migrant communities in mid- 
Victorian Liverpool’, Transactions of the Institute of British Geographers, new series,
II (1977), P- 373-

32 Liverpool Journal, 19 Feb. 1848.
33 Northern Press and Catholic Times, 9 Feb. 1861, Lenten Pastoral o f Bishop 

Goss.
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The bishop might have added that these beautiful churches brought 
respectability to the Church and to its predominantly Irish member
ship. Church leaders never lost an opportunity to stress that 
Catholics were respectable, moderate people. The Catholic Institute 
Magazine noted that ‘refinement is not the privilege o f class, or 
classes, but an attainment within the reach of all.’34 Ironically, the 
Catholic Institute, a Liverpool Catholic secondary school founded in 
1856, was well beyond the reach of the Irish poor. Nevertheless, the 
Church knew that in order to elevate its own standing it needed to 
raise the standards of its lowest common denominator: the Irish.

Father James Nugent attempted to improve the public image of 
the Liverpool Irish by constructing an Irish Catholic alternative to 
Liverpool’s divisive St Patrick’s Day parades. Prior to the Famine, 
the Liverpool Irish had celebrated St Patrick’s Day by parading from 
Williamson Square through Liverpool’s North End via Scotland 
Road. These processions, however, often had ended in a working- 
class street war between Irish Catholics and English and Irish 
Protestants. Liverpool’s St Patrick’s Day parades and their Orange 
equivalents during the summer were sectarian flashpoints antici
pated by the working classes and feared by the Church.35 As a result, 
in 1845 the Church banned Catholics from participating in the 
parade.

During the 1850s, however, Nugent began a tradition o f celebrat
ing St Patrick’s Day ‘soirees’ in which Irish music, dancing, and 
lectures would keep the Irish sober and off the streets. Nugent was 
Liverpool’s undisputed master o f promoting Irish Catholic parti
cipation in Church-sponsored events. He angered some Protestants 
for inviting Irish nationalist speakers and ‘professional agitators’ like 
A. M. Sullivan o f The Nation to ‘talk treason and unsettle people’s 
minds’.36 Nugent knew, however, that only prominent and patriotic 
Irishmen could keep the Irish away from the pub on St Patrick’s 
Day. He assured critics, moreover, that ‘the moment that I allow 
either party or political purposes to enter into [this soiree], I shall 
think myself unworthy to occupy that chair’ .37 A sure sign that 
Nugent was true to his word was that Bishop Goss, always suspicious 
of Irish nationalism, supported Nugent’s soirees wholeheartedly. In

34 Catholic Institute Magazine, June 1856, p. 260.
35 Neal, Sectarian violence, pp. 1 17 - 18 , 128-9.
36 The Porcupine, 22 Mar. 1862.
37 Northern Press and Catholic Times, 22 Mar. 1862.



io6 Ryan Dye

a letter o f 1856 the bishop exclaimed that these soirees promoted the 
respectability and refinement that he sought:

The Irish people are becom ing everyday m ore alive to the im portance o f 
their position. N othing can evidence it better than the peaceable m anner in 
which the festival day o f  their patron saint was observed on Sunday. In a 
tow n like this, still im bued with the old T ory principles, respectability is 
power. And if  we can only induce the people to be peaceable and sober, I 
have no doubt that they w ill rise as m any have already arisen, by their 
natural ability and the fertility o f  their mental resources, to the first 
position o f  this once orange-ridden tow n.38

For Goss and Nugent, St Patrick’s Day soirees under the auspices of 
the Catholic Church were far more palatable than drunken, violent 
processions.

Despite the success o f St Patrick’s Day soirees, Irish ‘leakage’ from 
regular Catholic practice remained worrisome to the Liverpool 
Catholic Church. Ireland’s post-Famine ‘devotional revolution’, 
during which most Irish became practising Catholics, did not 
seem to affect Liverpool’s Irish Catholic migrants.39 Most o f them 
left Ireland before the Irish Church’s reforms could have influenced 
them. Moreover, it is debatable whether this ‘revolution’, which 
originated among middle-class farmers, could have changed the 
behaviour o f the predominantly indigent migrants who flooded 
Liverpool’s shores during this period. Whatever the explanation, the 
fact remains that attendance at Mass in post-Famine Liverpool 
resembled pre-Famine figures in Ireland: in 1855 only 48 per cent 
of Liverpool’s Catholics attended Mass regularly, falling to 43 per 
cent in 1865.40 As a result the Liverpool Catholic Church believed 
that it needed to create a devotional revolution o f its own that served 
the Irish poor.

In order to spark an Irish Catholic return to the Church, Bishop 
Goss urged his clergy to embrace Irish migrants into the Church 
from the moment they docked at Liverpool. He wanted to ensure 
that Catholics reached the Irish before Protestant proselytizers did. 
Meanwhile, the bishop threatened damnation to Irish people who 
did not place their Catholic loyalties before everything. For instance,

38 Lancs. R.O., RCLV, box 14, Bishop Goss to James Whitty, 19 Mar. 1856.
39 Emmet Larkin, 'The devotional revolution in Ireland’, in idem, The historical 

dimensions of Irish Catholicism (Washington DC, 1976), pp. 57-89.
40 W. J. Lowe, ‘The Lancashire Irish and the Catholic Church, 1846-71: the social 

dimension’, Irish Historical Studies, XXIV (1976), pp. 144-5.
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he repeatedly condemned mixed marriages during his tenure. Before 
Goss conducted a church visitation— an examination, usually every 
year, o f all aspects o f a local district church, including its books, 
vestments, presbytery, and school— he required the clergy to fill out 
a detailed questionnaire about their church. One section o f the 
questionnaire was devoted largely to asking the number, religion, 
and reasons for mixed marriages. At the end of this section, the 
priest was asked to submit his theory why some Catholics were 
marrying outside his church.41 One can imagine the priests’ trepida
tion as they sought to give an explanation that would satisfy the 
demanding Bishop Goss.

Goss also fretted over Irish Catholics falling into Protestant heresy 
while they toiled in the workhouse. As with mixed marriages, for 
Goss, knowledge o f workhouse attendance was power. The Church 
faced stiff resistance from Protestant authorities who wanted to keep 
the Catholic clergy out of the workhouse. In fact, Catholic priests 
were not formally authorized to instruct Catholics in the workhouse 
until 1859. Until then, they were allowed to minister there only at 
the request of the inmates. It was thus crucial for the Church to 
know the number of Catholics present in the workhouse at all times 
in order to minister to them effectively.42 Goss provided a set of 
instructions for relatives, sponsors, and friends o f poor Catholic 
children who entered the workhouse. The bishop emphasized that 
‘ in case o f any poor child being under the necessity o f going to the 
workhouse, the priest of the district should be immediately 
informed.’ Moreover, ‘every child should, if possible, be accompan
ied to the workhouse by a Catholic, who can there state the religion 
of the child and that o f its parents.’ Without a Catholic in attend
ance to supervise registration, Goss worried that the Liverpool poor- 
law authorities would enroll Catholic children as Protestants.43

Goss also feared Protestant education, which he considered too 
liberal and secular for Catholic children. In a letter of 1856 to the 
Liverpool clergy he exhorted priests ‘to resist incessantly the efforts

41 Peter Doyle, ‘A Victorian bishop on visitation’, North-West Catholic History, 
XII (19 7 1). P- 92.

42 Sheridan Gilley, ‘Irish Catholicism in Britain, 1880-1939 ’, in The Church and 
the people: Catholics and their Church in Britain, c. 1880-1939, ed. Stephen Fielding 
(Warwick, 1988), p. 20; Brian Plumb, ‘Catholicism in the workhouse’, North-West 
Catholic History, XX (1993), pp. 1 - 1 1 .

43 St Joseph’s College, Upholland, Bishop Goss’s Materials, ‘Placard’ (1850s).
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which are made by the enemies of the faith to seduce Catholic 
children to attend heterodox schools’ . Dismissing Protestant taunts 
that the Church feared ‘the enlightenment o f the nineteenth cen
tury’ , Goss maintained that ‘it is better that children should be 
ignorant o f all secular knowledge, than that they should be wise into 
destruction’. He called for additional Catholic schools ‘to protect the 
fold of Christ from the great enemy of man’.44

Goss, however, was most adamant that the Irish participate fully 
and devoutly in the Mass and the sacraments— the central rituals of 
Catholic life. He criticized the Irish at St Nicholas’s chapel for going 
to an early Mass ‘and then spending the rest of Sunday on 
amusement’ .45 He suspected that they considered attendance at 
Mass a chore to be quickly performed, not an event upon which 
they centred their day. Goss blamed his priests for Irish laziness as 
much as he did the Irish themselves. In 1859 he issued a circular to 
the clergy in which he lamented that ‘I have been exceedingly pained 
to learn that several instances have occurred in which persons have 
died without the sacraments’ because priests were on holiday. He 
emphasized that the Mother Church’s sacramental embrace must be 
complete, from baptism to last rites.46 Overall, Goss sought to 
acquire clerical control over liturgical life in order to ensure 
maximum participation by the Irish, as well as the utmost ortho
doxy. He even insisted that priests must approve the godparents 
whom Irish migrants choose for confirmation, because he worried 
that ‘their sponsors often emigrate to Australia or America whilst 
they are yet young’.47 Where the Irish were concerned, Goss left 
nothing to chance.

I l l

The Church, however, was not solely reliant upon clerical vigilance. 
The Catholic hierarchy also urged the formation o f more religious

44 St Joseph’s College, Upholland, Bishop Goss’s Materials, ‘A letter addressed to 
the clergy of Liverpool on the dangers which threaten the religion of the children of 
the poor in the parochial establishments o f the town’, 25 Feb. 1856.

45 Lancs. R.O., RCLV, box 43, third visitation, St Nicholas’s, Liverpool, 1 1  Dec. 
1864.

46 Ibid. box 14, circular, 12  Feb. 1859.
47 St Joseph’s College, Upholland, Bishop Goss’s Materials, ‘Letter’.
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societies for lay people, or confraternities, as a means o f encouraging 
Irish participation in the Church. At a conference o f English 
Catholic bishops held in 1854, the bishops agreed that ‘establishing 
confraternities with indulgences for those who induce others to 
attend Mass’ was essential to stopping Irish leakage from the 
Church.48 Bishop Brown and then Bishop Goss took this resolution 
to heart: both men promoted confraternities which would generate 
Irish Catholic participation in the Church.

During the 1850s and 1860s the Catholic Young Men’s Society 
emerged as the foremost confraternity for Liverpool’s Irish working- 
class men. Father Richard Baptist O’Brien founded the society in 
1849 in the upper room of a small cottage in Limerick, Ireland.49 
The spirited curate o f St Mary’s church in Limerick, O’Brien was 
renowned for his passionate support o f O’Connellite politics and for 
his unsuccessful attempts to reunite the Repeal Association and 
Young Ireland.50 He also proved himself to be an outstanding 
organizer and promoter o f the Catholic Young Men’s Society. By 
delivering speeches about the society throughout Ireland and 
Britain, he assisted it in expanding from its humble beginnings to 
form hundreds o f branches in Ireland, Britain, Australia, and even 
South Africa within two decades.51 In 1853 the first o f Liverpool’s 
many Catholic Young Men’s Society branches formed at St Mary’s 
church. Because o f its massive Irish population, Liverpool soon 
became the society’s epicentre in England. In fact, O’Brien placed 
the society’s main governing body for Britain, the Central Council of 
the General Union o f the Young Men’s Societies o f Great Britain, in 
Liverpool.

The Catholic Young Men’s Society devoted itself to moulding 
Irish working men into pious, educated, responsible Catholics— the 
ideal Irish Catholics, according to the Church. Father Sheridan, an 
Irishman himself, was the first spiritual director o f Liverpool’s St 
Mary’s Young Men’s Society. He acknowledged that ‘unless Cath
olics as a class would better themselves, and particularly unless Irish 
Catholics would work, . . . they should become the voluntary slaves

48 L.D.C., 19x7, ‘Report o f resolutions adopted at the meeting held in London by 
the bishops of England on the 21st, 22nd, and 23rd of April 1854’, point IV.

49 National Library of Ireland [hereafter N.L.I.], MS. 28870, ‘Notes by John 
Jeffrey Healy on Rev. Richard Baptist O’Brien’.

50 M. J. Egan, Life o f Dean O’Brien (Dublin, 1949), pp. 27-9.
51 Ibid. pp. 119 -25 .
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of the age’.52 To avoid Irish Catholic enslavement by their (generally 
English Protestant) social superiors, the Young Men’s Society aimed 
to train an educated labouring elite. In its annual report, the society 
claimed that ‘we seek the perfect man. We endeavour to raise him 
intellectually, to advance him socially, and to give to progress both 
intellectually and socially the impulse and security o f religion.’53

If the new chapels served as the body o f Irish Catholic associa- 
tional culture in Liverpool, the Catholic Young Men’s Society was its 
soul. By i860 eight C.Y.M.S. branches existed in Liverpool, totalling 
nearly 2,700 members. The society attracted the Irish poor because 
o f the comprehensive services which it provided. Most branches 
supported a library, evening classes, and a funeral fund. The North
ern Press marvelled that the C.Y.M.S.

affords at once a club-room , a reading-room , and a literary institute for its 
m em bers . . . The wealthiest aristocrat o f  the land cannot have m ore 
intellectual enjoym ents by resorting to the Carlton, than the w orking m an 
o f  Liverpool who frequents the room  o f a Y oung M en ’s Society.54

The society also served as a meeting place for the Society of St 
Vincent de Paul, the Christian Doctrine Confraternity, tontine 
societies, benefit clubs, and building societies. All o f these groups 
promoted (along with the C.Y.M.S.) ‘those habits of industry and 
frugality without which the great majority o f our people cannot 
expect to raise themselves’ .55 For Liverpool’s Irish Catholic men, 
their Catholic associational life revolved around the Young Men’s 
Society.

The Young Men’s Society supported recreational activities which 
instilled Catholic pride and solidarity in its members. For instance, it 
took Irish youths on excursions to Catholic holy sites like Holywell 
and Furness Abbey, where they recalled the heroism of past English 
and Irish Catholics.56 It also sponsored religious retreats, lasting a 
week, which consisted o f morning Masses from 5.30 until 9, evening 
devotions, sermons, confession, and Sunday communion. The 
Northern Press depicted a ‘most edifying’ communion service at a 
retreat in which ‘the whole of the members of the Young Men’s 
Society having marched to the church, occupied the centre, wearing

52 Liv. R.O., ‘Report o f the second general conference of the Young Men’s 
Societies o f Great Britain’ (13  Oct. 1861), p. 5.

53 Ibid. 54 Northern Press and Catholic Times, 10  Mar. i860.
55 Ibid. 56 Ibid. 27 July 1861; 26 July 1862.
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emblems or scarfs o f their separate guild, and, in respectful 
adoration o f the Holy Mysteries, advanced to the Table of the 
Lord.’57 Evidently the Liverpool Catholic Young Men’s Society 
effectively used Catholic pageantry to display the respectability of 
its members. In this instance, the society used a procession, uni
forms, and ceremony to show that it consisted o f disciplined, 
devout, and reputable Catholics.

The C.Y.M.S. demanded strict adherence to its objects o f ‘mutual 
improvement, and the extension o f the spirit o f religion and 
brotherly love’ .58 For example, its rules required every member to 
go to confession at least once a month. Any who failed to do so was 
to be ‘counselled by the spiritual director’ . Every member was 
further required to attend the weekly meetings at least once a 
month. The meetings were opportunities to instil religious habits 
into the members; all o f these affairs commenced by reciting the 
‘Little Office o f Our Lady’ and closed with singing ‘Faith o f our 
Fathers’ .59 As the description o f the Eucharist service during the 
retreat indicated, each society branch was divided into several guilds, 
which ‘formed a smaller society within the greater one’ . Each guild 
adopted a patron saint, ‘on whose festival it approaches Holy 
Communion, and whose virtues it endeavours to imitate’ . Interest
ingly, the guilds were separated either according to members’ 
occupations— similar to a medieval guild— or to where they 
lived.60 This arrangement forced society members to identify every
thing, including their work and home lives, with Catholicism. The 
society’s motto, ‘For the Greater Glory o f God’, said it all.61

The society’s rules stressed that ‘politics and all political discussions 
and tendencies shall be strictly prohibited.’62 Father O’Brien wanted 
the C.Y.M.S. to mould Catholics who would place their religion above 
all secular concerns. Not surprisingly, then, the society’s rejection of 
politics also included Irish nationalist politics. The president of its 
central council, Lewis L. Ferdinand, asserted that ‘the Young Men’s 
Society, although originating in Ireland and embracing within its holy 
brotherhood half a million of Irishmen, is not national; and I need not 
tell you that it is not political— in its aim and object it is eminently

57 Ibid. 13  Feb. 1869.
38 Richard O’Brien, The rules and office of the Catholic Young Men’s Society 

(Liverpool, 1862), p. 3.
59 Ibid. pp. 3-5. 60 Ibid. p. 9.
61 Ibid. p. 25. 62 Ibid.
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Catholic, practically Catholic, and essentially religious.’63 C.Y.M.S. 
leaders reasoned that the Irish poor needed education before they 
could become politicians, a learning process which took time. 
O’Brien insisted that ‘if  we are to make a public opinion, or to have 
one, we must educate our people.’64 He hoped that the Young Men’s 
Society would shape the Irish into docile Catholics.

IV

While the Catholic Young Men’s Society catered to the Liverpool 
Irish poor, the Catholic Club was the most important group for the 
English and Irish Catholic middle classes. Founded in 1843 as a 
successor to the Protector Society, the Catholic Club’s goals were ‘to 
promote unity o f purpose, energy in practical charity, and good 
fellowship in principle, amongst the Catholics in Liverpool’ .55 Like 
the C.Y.M.S., the Catholic Club sought to defend and to promote 
Catholic interests while avoiding all provocative political issues—  
such as Irish nationalism— unrelated to Catholic concerns. For the 
next three decades, the Liverpool Catholic Club was the Church’s lay 
mouthpiece. The club thus considered it imperative to promote 
Catholic respectability and moderation.

Even the Catholic Club, however, revealed signs o f Liverpool 
Catholicism’s post-Famine Hibernicization. An Irish Catholic Club 
was established in Liverpool during the early 1850s, although the 
group assured the Catholic Club that it was founded ‘not in any 
spirit o f antagonism, but to look after the cause o f Irish Catholics, 
who, during the famine years, flocked so largely to this port’ .66 
Regardless o f its intentions, the Irish Catholic Club reflected the 
growing numbers and influence o f the Liverpool Irish.

James Whitty, a Wexford-born merchant who came to Liverpool 
in 1848 to establish a woollen drapery business, soon emerged as the 
Irish Catholic Club’s leading figure.57 Whitty ‘had a desire to be

63 Northern Press and Catholic Times, 7 Apr. i860.
64 Liv. R.O., ‘Report o f second general conference’, p. 1 1 .
65 Liverpool Mercury, 22 Dec. 1843.
66 Lancashire Free Press and Catholic Times (later Northern Press and Catholic 

Times), 8 Oct. 1859.
67 C. D. Watkinson, ‘The Liberal Party on Merseyside’ (unpub. Ph.D. thesis, 

Univ. o f Liverpool, 1967), appendix D, p. 568.
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acquainted with his fellow Catholics in the town’, but he considered 
the Catholic Club too aristocratic. He blamed its reputedly upper- 
class membership for the ‘negligence and apathy in the way in which 
Catholic affairs were conducted’. Whitty asserted that ‘in the bone 
and sinew o f the middle classes consisted the activity o f the Catholic 
body’, not in the upper class.68 He hoped that the Irish Catholic 
Club would attract middle-class merchants like himself in larger 
numbers than the Catholic Club had done.

Despite Whitty’s claims that the Irish Catholic Club represented 
the middle classes while the Catholic Club drew on the upper class, 
in reality both clubs were middle class.69 Whitty and Richard Sheil, 
one o f the Catholic Club’s founders, were both Irish-born, middle- 
class merchants. At their deaths, Sheil left £30,000, Whitty £14,000. 
Although Sheil’s estate may have seemed ‘aristocratic’ to Whitty, 
neither fortune could approach the earnings o f a merchant prince 
such as the Unitarian William Rathbone, who left nearly £235,000 
when he died.70 Whitty and Sheil represented the median income for 
members o f both clubs. Both men were quite successful, but neither 
was part o f the Liverpool merchant aristocracy or the Lancashire 
gentry.

The social similarity between the two groups led to a parallel 
attitude toward politics: intervene moderately, and primarily to 
promote or to defend Catholic interests. For instance, both Whitty 
and Sheil worked in local politics to protect Catholics from Protest
ant discrimination. Sheil served on Liverpool borough council, 
where he fought for Catholic rights, especially in education. When 
English Catholics applied for state aid for Catholic schools in 1847, 
Sheil helped to organize local Catholic support for English Cath
olicism’s newly formed central organization, the Catholic Poor 
School Committee.71 Whitty was a member o f the Liverpool select 
vestry from 1853 to 1865, and a borough councillor from 1863 to
1873.72 ‘Into the task of seeing justice done to Catholics’, The
Porcupine noted, ‘Mr. James Whitty threw his whole strength.’73

68 Northern Press and Catholic Times, 23 Oct. 1861.
69 Belchem, ‘Class, creed, and country’, p. 19.
70 Watkinson, ‘Liberal Party’, pp. 557, 561, 568.
71 See ‘Anglo-Catholicus’, A letter, addressed to Richard Sheil, esq., chairman of the 

meeting of Roman Catholics, holden in Liverpool on April the 28th to consider the 
education grant (Liverpool, 1847).

72 Watkinson, ‘Liberal Party’, p. 568. 73 The Porcupine, 28 Apr. 1866.
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Whitty defended the rights of the Irish Catholic poor in both the 
vestry and the council. Most notably, he lobbied for Catholic priests 
to be allowed to minister to Catholics in the workhouse and the gaol. 
Politicians out of duty, not ambition, Sheil and Whitty used the 
political arena to improve Catholicism’s standing in Liverpool. Both 
men trod carefully when Catholic concerns were not directly at 
stake, however, because they did not want Protestants to consider 
them too aggressive in the political arena.

Sheil’s and Whitty’s response to anti-Catholicism epitomized 
their policy o f appeasement in politics. Following the restoration 
of the English Catholic hierarchy in 1850 by Pope Pius IX, Lord 
John Russell published the ‘Durham Letter’ denouncing papal 
aggression. Later, Russell passed the Ecclesiastical Titles Act which 
prohibited Roman Catholics from assuming territorial church 
titles.74 Russell’s angry response to the Catholic hierarchy’s restora
tion ignited Liverpool (and much of the country) into an anti- 
Catholic frenzy.75 For instance, at Stockport in 1852 fierce anti- 
Catholic riots broke out in response to a Catholic procession.76 In 
Liverpool, Sheil expressed shock and dismay at the city’s backlash 
against the restoration of the hierarchy. ‘We on our part are perfectly 
amazed’, he exclaimed in a letter to a business associate. He added 
that ‘we never believed that we had the power to do half so much 
mischief, were we ever so well inclined, still less did we believe that 
the people with whom we are in constant daily intercourse, 
entertained towards us so deadly a hatred’ .77 Sheil was hurt that 
Protestants whom he considered colleagues still did not consider 
Catholics respectable and upstanding members o f the community. It 
appeared that many Protestants continued to deem Catholics a 
foreign threat to Britain.

Liverpool’s Catholic elite quickly sought to reassure Protestants

74 Joseph L. Altholz, ‘The political behavior o f English Catholics, 1850-67’, 
Journal o f British Studies, IV (1964), p. 93.

75 E. R. Norman, Anti-Catholicism in Victorian England (New York, 1968), 
pp. 52-79; Robert J. Klaus, The pope, the Protestants, and the Irish: papal aggression 
and anti-Catholicism in mid-nineteenth-century England (New York, 1987); Walter 
L. Arnstein, Protestant versus Catholic in mid-Victorian England: Mr. Newdegate and 
the nuns (Columbia, MO, 1982).

76 Pauline Milward, ‘The Stockport riots o f 1852: a study of anti-Catholic and 
anti-Irish sentiment’, in The Irish in the Victorian city, ed. Sheridan Gilley and Roger 
Swift (London, 1985), pp. 207-24.

77 N.L.I., MS. 32483A, Richard H. Sheil to ‘Oscar’ , 1 0  Oct. 1850 .
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that they harboured no treasonous intentions. In November 1850 
many of Liverpool’s leading Protestants called a public meeting to 
condemn the restoration o f the hierarchy. Several Catholic priests 
and dignitaries, including Sheil and Whitty, attended the meeting. 
When the priests appeared upon the platform, some Protestants 
greeted them with the cry ‘The Philistines are coming’ and ‘No 
Popery’ . As the leaders o f their respective Catholic clubs, Sheil and 
Whitty took it upon themselves to soothe Protestant rancour. Sheil 
assured the angry crowd that ‘Roman Catholics themselves would 
allow o f no such interference in the affairs o f their country; that they 
were as jealous as any class of their fellow subjects were. All they 
asked was equality . . .  no man had a right to interfere with the 
religion o f another.’78 During this potentially dangerous period, 
Liverpool’s Catholic leaders wanted to assure Protestants o f their 
respectability and loyalty. The rapid disintegration o f Protestant 
paranoia over the restoration o f the hierarchy— the Ecclesiastical 
Titles Act was never implemented— revealed that in this case they 
largely succeeded.

The common social stature and political attitudes o f the Catholic 
Club and the Irish Catholic Club led to their merger in 1859. The 
newer and more vibrant Irish Catholic Club had squeezed both 
members and energy from its older cousin, until Sheil lamented that 
the Catholic Club was ‘almost mythical’ .79 To highlight the Catholic 
Club’s weakness and to plead for Irish Catholic Club assistance, Sheil 
complained to Whitty that ‘the entire task o f collecting subscriptions 
for the maintenance o f the Catholic Chaplain to the Industrial 
Schools has been allowed to fall upon me’ by the ‘now inanimate 
Club’.80 Whitty and the Irish Catholic Club agreed to aid Sheil, and 
in the process absorbed the Catholic Club. In i860 the Irish Catholic 
Club changed its name back to the Catholic Club because ‘many 
English Catholics fancy themselves excluded from its ranks’, 
although several Englishmen were in fact members.81 Catholic 
Club members realized that any public identification o f Catholicism

/S Liverpool Mercury, 22 Nov. 1850; see N. J. Kirk, ‘Ethnicity, class and popular 
Toryism, 1850-70 ’, in Hosts, immigrants and minorities: historical responses to 
newcomers in British society, 1870-1914 , ed. K. Lunn (Folkestone, 1980), pp. 73-7.

79 N.L.I., Sheil to Canon Newsham, 30 Oct. 1855.
80 N.L.I., Sheil to the President of the Irish Catholic Club [James Whitty], 19 Dec. 

1854.
81 Lancashire Free Press and Catholic Times, 8 Oct. 1859.
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with Ireland in a body which supposedly represented all Liverpool 
Catholics would rankle with those English Catholics who resented 
the thousands o f Irish Catholics who had flooded Liverpool over the 
previous two decades. Moreover, one suspects that club members 
feared that Protestants would see an ‘Irish Catholic Club’ as a 
confirmation that Liverpool Catholicism was the domain o f the 
dirty, drunken, violent Irish.82

V

The Liverpool Catholic hierarchy joined the Catholic Club in 
attempting to de-emphasize the Church’s increasingly Irish identity. 
This was not difficult for Bishops Brown and Goss: both were 
Lancastrians, respectively from Clifton and Ormskirk, who took 
great pride in the county’s recusant traditions. Goss once asserted 
that ‘we owe to the Catholic gentry o f this land, and more especially 
those o f this county, much of that Catholicity that now remains 
here’ .83 Goss was so proud an English Catholic that he often resisted 
the Vatican’s interventions into what he considered strictly English 
affairs.84 For example, in a circular to several other bishops, Goss 
once complained that Archbishop Manning occupied an ‘anom
alous position’ by serving the Sacred Congregation o f Propaganda 
Fide at the Vatican and ‘as our own Archbishop’.85 The bishop 
always resented what he considered excessive Roman influence 
within the English Catholic Church.

English Catholic gentlemen from the districts near Liverpool, 
such as Nicholas Blundell, Thomas Weld-Blundell, and Robert 
Gerard, also embodied this recusant identity. Moreover, they 
exemplified the Catholic respectability and moderation which the 
Church, the Catholic Club, and the Catholic Young Men’s Society

82 For an excellent recent review of anti-Irish sentiment in modern Britain, see 
Donald MacRaild, Irish migrants in modern Britain, 1750 -19 22  (New York, 1999)> 
pp. 155-84. For a fine look at Liverpool’s long history of sectarianism, see Neal, 
Sectarian violence.

83 Liverpool Daily Post, 1 Nov. 1865.
84 Peter Doyle, ‘Bishop Goss and the importance of being English’, in Religion 

and national identity, ed. Stuart Mews (Studies in Church History, XVIII, Oxford, 
1982); R. J. Schiefen, ‘Anglo-Gallicanism in nineteenth-century England’, Catholic 
Historical Review, LXIII (1977), pp. 14- 44-

85 Lancs. R.O., RCLV, box 14, ‘Circular to Several Bishops’, 7 Apr. 1862.
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wanted its Irish members to practise. The Blundells and the Gerards 
were active landlords and devout Catholics, but they enjoyed 
remaining on the periphery, exercising their power from the safe 
distance of their rural estates. For them, being active Catholics 
meant appearing for elite social and philanthropic functions like the 
Catholic Bazaar and the Catholic Charity Ball. The Bazaar and the 
Charity Ball became two of the leading events on Liverpool’s social 
calendar, venues where the Catholic gentry could see each other and 
be seen, and mingle with the Catholic middle classes in the name of 
philanthropy. One commentator sneered that at the Catholic 
Charity Ball, ‘the snobbishness, the offensive vulgarity, the aping 
o f “ the real aristocracy” , which is so frequently exhibited by our 
local parvenus, is most painfully apparent’.86 Most aspiring Cath
olics, however, eagerly looked forward to these rare opportunities to 
socialize with the Catholic gentry.

The English Catholic gentry taught the Catholics who ‘aped’ them 
that secrecy and moderation ensured Catholic survival in a milit- 
antly Protestant city. For instance, much to Bishop Goss’s frustra
tion, several Catholic gentlemen sought to maintain private chapels. 
The bishop tried to convince landowners like Nicholas Blundell that 
in the revitalized English Catholic Church— where the clergy, not 
the gentry, held the reins o f power— he must approve all such 
chapels.87 On his routine visitations of rural parishes, Goss also 
found special ‘penal’ tabernacles that recalled an earlier period when 
Protestants had sought to destroy all signs o f Catholic activity. The 
bishop reported that the tabernacle at the remote Lancashire parish 
of Great Eccleston ‘can be sunk by a spring into the body o f the altar, 
the exterior case remaining, so that if the door were forced by the 
profane the interior appears empty’ .88 The Great Eccleston taber
nacle revealed, however, that the recusant siege mentality was still 
strong in some areas o f rural Lancashire.

In Liverpool, miles from the Catholic gentry’s landed estates, 
recusant reclusiveness also flourished among the city’s Catholic 
elite. Many members o f the Liverpool Catholic middle classes 
considered the English Catholic gentry the embodiment o f recusant 
decency and respectability. They learned from the gentry that the

86 Liverpool Daily Post, 23 Oct. 1867.
87 Peter Doyle, ‘Bishop Goss and the gentry: the control of private chapels’, 

North-West Catholic History, XII (1985), pp. 6-14 .
88 Lancs. R.O., RCLV, box 43, Great Eccleston visitation, 6 Nov. 1856.
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best way to coexist with the Protestant majority was to take a wary, 
defensive posture which avoided controversy. For instance, Peter 
Bidwell, a corn importer o f Irish descent, reminded Catholic Club 
members o f its policy:

The Catholic Club was form ed not for the purpose o f  prom oting religious 
or political strife in the great com m ercial town, but with the view  o f  
preventing such sad results by w isely protecting Catholic interests and 
watching over our political rights. In carrying out this object, it has been 
our desire to give offence to no party, and from  our position as citizens to 
be moderate in all our acts . . . M oderation, firmness o f  purpose, and unity 
o f  action, should be characteristics o f  the Catholic body, and i f  they exist at 
all, they should be prom inent within it.89

Bidwell’s comments underscored the Catholic Club’s intention to 
give no offence in order to prove that Liverpool Catholics were loyal 
and trustworthy British citizens.

V I

By the early 1860s, however, the Catholic Club’s moderation often 
translated into apathy. One Liverpool Catholic complained that ‘the 
Catholic Club has o f late been either sly or asleep— either doing its 
work quietly, or not doing any work at all’ . He added that during the 
last year, ‘it has held only half o f its compulsory meetings and not 
done a quarter o f the good o f which it is capable’ .90 To some 
Liverpool Catholics, the Catholic Club, Liverpool’s only representat
ive Catholic body, had become more style than substance.

Irish nationalists voiced the strongest criticisms of the Catholic 
Club. They had gradually realized that the Catholic Club identified 
more with the English recusant tradition than with Irish Catholic 
attitudes and aspirations. The Northern Press became the mouth
piece for Liverpool’s frustrated Irish nationalists. In 18 6 1 the paper 
noted that ‘the club has been slow in its operations, and works in a 
very circumscribed sphere; it lacks vigour, having drunk in too deep 
a draught o f English caution, and that at the sacrifice o f Irish zeal 
and hopeful trust’.91 Many Liverpool Irish understood that the 
Catholic Club, though it contained many Irish members, was too

89 Northern Press and Catholic Times, 22 Mar. 1862.
90 Ibid. 1 Feb. 1862. 91 Ibid. 23 Mar. 1861.
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moderate— too ‘English’— in its policies to represent the city’s Irish 
nationalists effectively.

Disgusted with the Catholic Club, some o f Liverpool’s Irish 
nationalists began to meet for purely nationalist reasons. One such 
group, the Liverpool Irish Patriotic Society, formed in 1862 and was 
led by the Liverpool Irish barrister Andrew Commins. The society’s 
circular for that year indirectly criticized the Catholic Club for not 
supporting Irish nationalism. It stated that ‘it is believed that a large 
number o f persons, o f Irish birth and parentage, resident in Liver
pool, have long felt the want of an associated body capable o f giving 
expression to their opinions as Irishmen, apart from religious 
sectarianism, and o f embodying for useful purposes their feelings 
and aspirations for the welfare o f their country— the idol o f their 
hopes— Ireland’.92 The Liverpool Irish Patriotic Society sought to 
recruit all Irishmen willing to place Irish nationalist concerns above 
Catholic issues. The society placed country before creed because the 
Catholic Club had proven itself too timid to fight for the Irish 
nationalist cause.

Non-sectarian nationalist groups posed a threat to Catholic 
moderates. Catholic moderates— English and Irish alike— preferred 
Irish Catholics who were Catholics first and Irish nationalists 
second. For instance, Father Kenrick, an English Catholic priest at 
St Patrick’s chapel, asserted in i860 that ‘we should all cultivate a 
Catholic spirit, and not honour great men because o f their being 
English or Irish, but because o f their being Catholic.’93 The Ribbon, 
Young Ireland, National Brotherhood of St Patrick, and Fenian 
movements, however, scorned the Catholic Church’s faltering sup
port o f Irish nationalism. As a result, they questioned the effective
ness o f a religion-first policy as a means o f achieving Ireland’s 
political goals.94

By 1865 a generation o f middle-class Irish Catholic leaders who 
embraced these nationalist movements was emerging in Liverpool.

92 Ibid. 31 May 1862. 93 Ibid. 28 Jan. i860.
9,1 For the Ribbon and the Young Ireland movements in Liverpool, see John 
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These Irish nationalists were more aggressive politically than the 
Catholic hierarchy, the English Catholic gentry, the Catholic Club, 
and the Catholic Young Men’s Society had been. Moreover, they 
placed Irish nationalist goals above the Liverpool Catholic Church’s 
concerns. The next two decades would witness a confrontation 
between Irish nationalists and Catholic moderates for control of 
Liverpool Catholicism’s political agenda and associational life.



The Expatriate Scots Community 
on Merseyside

Alasdair Munro and Duncan Sim

I

Like many former imperial powers, Britain has a long history of 
immigration, and there is a considerable literature on immigrant 
groups within British society. Much o f this has focused on black and 
minority ethnic groups,1 but there have also been studies o f Euro
pean minorities such as the Armenians and the Maltese.2 Within the 
U.K. there have been studies o f Irish migration to mainland Britain,3 
but studies of internal movements by the Scots, the Welsh, and the 
English are much less common. This paper seeks (in part) to remedy 
this by focusing on an expatriate Scottish community within 
England. This gap in migration research is slightly surprising. 
There have been numerous studies o f Scottish migration overseas,4 
but relatively little attention has been paid to the movement of Scots 
within the United Kingdom. Holmes, for example, in his detailed 
study o f migration to Britain, deals extensively with the Irish, even 
though prior to 1920 such migration was internal to the U.K., but

1 For example D. Hiro, Black British, white British (London, 19 71); C. Peach, 
West Indian migration to Britain (Oxford, 1968); S. Patterson, Dark strangers 
(London, 1963).

2 V. Talai, Armenians in London: the management o f social boundaries (Man
chester, 1989); G. Dench, Maltese in London: a case-study in the erosion of ethnic 
consciousness (London, 1975).

3 e.g. T. M. Devine, The Scottish nation, 1700-2000 (London, 1999), chapter 19.
4 Ibid. chapter 20; G. Donaldson, The Scots overseas (London, 1966); J. Hunter, A 

dance called America: the Scottish Highlands, the United States, and Canada 
(Edinburgh, 1994).
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says little about other national groups.5 The Irish were distinctive 
but were not alone in forming clear cultural groupings.6

Merseyside provides a good focus for migration research. The 
prosperity o f the area from the eighteenth century onwards, 
particularly in shipping and commerce, resulted in extensive migra
tion from within the U.K., from Europe, and from the colonies. 
Some of the studies o f the Irish in Britain deal in varying degrees of 
detail with the Merseyside perspective.7 There have also been studies 
o f the sectarianism which arose as a result o f the Irish presence in 
Liverpool.8 The Welsh have also been studied, for example in Pooley 
and Doherty’s detailed work on the movement o f Welsh families to 
English towns, using Census enumerators’ books, as well as in 
Roberts’s work on Welsh influences in Liverpool industry.9

Most recently, there has been considerable research on the black 
and minority ethnic communities on Merseyside, some of it 
historical,10 some focusing on individual communities such as the 
black Afro-Caribbeans and the Chinese.’ 1 Other work has explored 
social and political perspectives o f ethnicity, such as the role o f race

5 C. Holmes, John Bull’s island: immigration and British society, 18 7 1—1971 
(Basingstoke, 1988).

6 R. Lawton and C. G. Pooley, Britain, 1740-1950: an historical geography 
(London, 1992), p. 205.

7 e.g. K. O’Connor, The Irish in Britain (London, 1972); The Irish in British 
labour history, ed. P. Buckland and J. Belchem (Liverpool, 1992).

B J. Bohstedt, ‘More than one working class: Protestant and Catholic riots in 
Edwardian Liverpool’, in Popular politics, riot, and labour, ed. J. Belchem (Liverpool, 
1992); P. J. Waller, Democracy and sectarianism: a political and social history of 
Liverpool, 1868-1939 (Liverpool, 1981).

9 C. G. Pooley and J. Doherty, ‘The longitudinal study of migration: Welsh 
migration to English towns in the nineteenth century’, in Migrants, emigrants, and 
immigrants: a social history of migration, ed. C. G. Pooley and I. D. Whyte (London, 
1 991 )> PP- ! 43- 73; T. A. Roberts, ‘The Welsh influence on the building industry in 
Victorian Liverpool’, in Building the industrial city, ed. M. Doughty (Leicester, 
1986), pp. 106-49.

10 e.g. A. Murphy, From the Empire to the Rialto: racism and reaction in Liverpool, 
19 18-1948  (Birkenhead, 1995); I. Law and J. Henfey, A history of race and racism in 
Liverpool, 1660-1950  (Liverpool, 1981).

11 D. Frost, ‘West Africans, black Scousers, and the colour problem in interwar 
Liverpool’, in Black presence in the North West, ed. J. Manley (Salford, 1995), pp. 50- 
7; M. Christian, ‘Black struggle for historical recognition in Liverpool’, ibid. pp. 58- 
66; M. L. Wong, Chinese Liverpudlians (Birkenhead, 1989); I. L. Lynn, The Chinese 
community in Liverpool: their unmet needs with respect to education, social welfare, 
and housing (Liverpool, 1982).
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in the political life o f the city.12 Finally, the Commission for Racial 
Equality has conducted various studies and investigations of dis
crimination and disadvantage.13

II

If Merseyside was an area o f extensive immigration, then Scotland 
has long been a country o f emigration with a large ‘diaspora’ of 
expatriates scattered across the globe. Studies of Scottish emigration 
reveal something o f a paradox. During the nineteenth century, it was 
part o f a broader movement o f people out o f Europe. Among sixteen 
western and central European countries studied by Baines, three—  
Ireland, Scotland, and Norway— dominated in terms o f emigra
tion.14 Indeed in 19 13  Scotland had a higher rate of emigration than 
any other European country, even excluding Scots emigration to 
England. The paradox lay in the nature of the exporting country. 
Almost all major groups of western European emigrants originated 
in agrarian economies, notably Italy, Spain, and Portugal in addition 
to Ireland and Norway. Yet the economic circumstances were 
entirely different in Scotland.

Em igration . . .  expanded rapidly just as indigenous em ploym ent opportun
ities becam e m ore available and standards o f  living rose m oderately in the 
later nineteenth century. The transform ation o f  the econom y enabled 
additional num bers to be fed, clothed and em ployed. Scottish population 
as a result rose from  1,2 6 5 ,38 0  in 17 5 5  to 4 ,4 7 2 ,10 3  in 19 0 1 . But it was 
precisely in this period that m ore and m ore decided to leave. Between 18 2 5  
and 19 38 , 2 ,332 ,608 people departed Scotland for overseas destinations. 
N o other industrial society in Europe experienced such a haem orrhage.15

That is not to say that there was no agrarian emigration from 
Scotland; on the contrary, large numbers of people moved out from 
the Highlands, particularly in the eighteenth and early nineteenth 
centuries as land was cleared for sheep and deer farming. In contrast, 
central Scotland expanded considerably, offering opportunities for

12 G. Ben-Tovim and others, The local politics o f race (London, 1986).
13 Commission for Racial Equality, Race and housing in Liverpool: a research 

report (London, 1984).
14 D. Baines, Migration in a mature economy (Cambridge, 1985), p. 10.
15 T. M. Devine, ‘Introduction: the paradox of Scottish emigration’, in Scottish 

emigration and Scottish society, ed. T. M. Devine (Edinburgh, 1992), p. 2.
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employment in mining, steelmaking, shipbuilding, and engineering. 
A further paradox o f Scottish emigration therefore is the fact that, 
while many Scots were leaving the country, migration into Scotland 
was actually increasing. Patterns o f population movement were 
therefore extremely complex.

Some o f the Scots who moved to England were entrepreneurs 
seeking to invest in business, and Liverpool, with its developing 
commercial and shipping interests, was an attractive destination. 
There were also opportunities in the professions, because the Scots 
education system in the nineteenth century was undoubtedly super
ior to that o f England. The Scottish universities were strong in 
science and medicine, and many Scots in England had moved south 
to become lawyers, politicians, and especially doctors.16 Many Scots, 
simply, liked to be mobile. There was a long tradition o f movement 
by Scots to the colonies, and cultural factors, notably their religious 
and educational background, may have led Scots to seek self
advancement more readily than others. This may have led to a 
greater propensity to emigrate in search of appropriate opportun
ities.17 Some Scots opted for mobile forms o f employment, such as 
hawking or peddling: ‘in Manchester at the beginning o f [the 
twentieth] century, “ Scotsman”  could still mean a hawker peddling 
wares from door to door’.18

I l l

Although migration to the cities was a significant feature of 
Victorian urbanization, at a local level the process has been only 
partially documented. According to Holmes,

Liverpool, for exam ple, has accom m odated Africans, Chinese and Jews as 
well as a traditionally large Irish element, but a general history o f 
im m igrants in Liverpool concentrating on num bers, social structure, 
varieties o f  cultural life, and their com plex range o f  relationships with
the receiving society has never been attem pted.19

16 V. G. Kiernan, ‘Britons old and new’, in Immigrants and minorities in British
society, ed. C. Holmes (London, 1978), p. 43.

17 M. Fry, The Scottish Empire (Edinburgh, 2001); R. H. Campbell, ‘Scotland’, in
The Scots abroad: labour, capital, enterprise, 1750 -19 14 , ed. R. A. Cage (London, 
1985), pp. 1-28 . 18 Kiernan, ‘Britons old and new’.

19 Immigrants and minorities, ed. Holmes, p. 18.
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Early studies o f migration to Merseyside tended to focus on Census 
data, and it has long been clear that the conurbation’s growth was 
heavily dependent on migration, particularly from Ireland.20 Yet in 
comparison with other large English cities, the Scots community in 
Liverpool was also significant. Table 1 shows the numbers of Scots- 
born residents in Liverpool and selected other northern English 
cities from 18 5 1 to 19 9 1. As might perhaps be expected, the 
proportion of Scots-born was greatest in Newcastle, within easy 
reach o f the Scottish border, but numerically the Scots in Liverpool 
were more significant until the 1950s. In terms o f Scots-born as a 
proportion o f the total population, Liverpool was consistently in 
second place to Newcastle before the Second World War. After the 
war Liverpool lost its position, perhaps because its economic decline 
meant that it was no longer a city which could offer adequate 
employment opportunities.

In terms o f location within Liverpool, Pooley’s work on the 18 7 1 
Census has identified the main areas of non-English settlement. The 
Irish core area was in north-central Liverpool, which was an area of 
mainly high-density, substandard housing. Many of the Irish there 
were unskilled, presumably obtaining employment in the docks. 
There was also a second, mainly skilled working-class group o f Irish 
who were located more evenly across Liverpool, notably in the 
Everton district. Everton, which was then an area typified by 
medium-density terraced housing, was also the main focus of 
Welsh settlement, while there were other smaller Welsh commun
ities in central Liverpool and in the southern suburb o f Toxteth 
Park. The main concentration of Scots was to the north of the city in 
Kirkdale, a mainly working-class area but ranging from poor-quality 
housing near the docks to middle-status housing further east. The 
Scots therefore spanned a range o f social areas in north Liverpool. 
There was, however, a separate cluster o f high-status Scots in the 
Mount Pleasant and Princes Park areas.21

Pooley suggested that the Scots in Liverpool did not form such an

20 R. Lawton, ‘Genesis o f population’, in A scientific survey of Merseyside, ed. 
W. Smith (Liverpool, 1953), pp. 12 0 -3 1; K. G. Pickett, ‘Migration in the Merseyside 
area’, in Merseyside social and economic studies, ed. R. Lawton and C. M. Cunning
ham (London, 1970), pp. 108-48.

21 C. G. Pooley, ‘The residential segregation of migrant communities in mid- 
Victorian Liverpool’, Transactions o f the Institute o f British Geographers, II (1977), 
pp. 364-82.



Ta b le  i  Proportion of Scots-born in selected English cities, 1851-1991

Year Liverpool 
No. %

Newcastle 
No. %

Manchester 
No. %

Leeds
No. %

Sheffield 
No. %

Birmingh
No.

am
%

18 5 1 9,242 3.6 5.745 6.5 3,209 1-4 1,268 0.7 642 0.5 1 ,10 0 0.5
18 6 1 17 ,870 4.0 4,981 4.6 7,971 1-7 1,4 0 2 0-7 1,060 0.6 i ,432 0.5
18 7 1 20,394 4-1 8,906 6.9 7 ,17 6 2.0 2 ,19 8 0.8 1 ,4 14 0.6 1,545 0.4
18 8 1 20,434 3-7 8,732 6.0 6,089 1.8 2,654 0.9 1,594 0.6 1,66 7 0.4
18 9 1 15 ,27 6 2-9 1 1 ,0 8 5 5-9 7,599 1-5 3,347 0.9 1,696 0.5 2,007 0.4
19 0 1 16,998 2.5 12 ,0 3 1 5-7 7,515 1-4 3 ,9 H 0.9 2 ,2 13 0.6 2,335 0.4
1 9 1 1 14)275 1-9 1 1 ,9 9 0 4-5 9,065 1-3 3,678 0.8 2,395 0.5 2 ,18 4 0.4
19 2 1 12 ,3 0 1 1-5 10 ,278 3-7 8,239 1 . 1 3,873 0.8 2,643 0.5 4,809 0.5

1931 10 ,340 1.2 8,780 3-1 8,473 1 . 1 4,315 0.9 2,496 0.5 5,670 0.6

19 5 1 8 ,19 2 1.0 7,443 2.5 9 ,o i8 1-3 6,338 1 .2 3,699 0.7 13 ,0 0 5 1.2
19 6 1 6,700 0.9 6,096 2-3 8,756 1-3 6 ,8 13 1-3 3,794 0.8 13,139 1 .2
19 7 1 5.350 0.9 4,840 2.2 9,155 1-7 8,085 1.6 4,365 0.8 11 ,9 6 0 1.2
19 8 1 3.951 0.8 5,672 2 .1 7,571 1-7 n , i 93 1.6 4,214 0.8 1 1 ,4 2 2 1 . 1
19 9 1 3,277 0.7 5,571 2 .1 6,864 1-7 9,955 1-5 4,269 0.8 9,793 1.0

Source: Printed Census reports.
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obvious ‘ghetto’ as the Irish or Welsh, perhaps reflecting the range of 
occupations which they entered. The absence of a Scottish quarter 
may account for the fact that the Scots’ contribution to Merseyside 
life has been relatively poorly documented. Also, unlike the Irish and 
Welsh, the Scots were not distinguished from their English hosts by 
religion and language; some researchers have focused on the Irish 
precisely because they could be so distinguished.22 Although some 
Scots would have spoken Gaelic, the vast majority used English as a 
first language and would have been more quickly integrated into the 
Merseyside community.

Although the Scots tended not to locate in identifiable parts of 
Liverpool, they appear to have operated more as a ‘community’ than 
the Irish, not least because of the importance of Scottish organ
izations within the city. This paper seeks to explore this expatriate 
community, focusing on three main areas. First, although the Scots 
were (in the main) Protestant, they did have their own churches, 
which formed an important community focus throughout Mersey
side. Secondly, ‘Caledonian’ societies and other social and charitable 
groups which existed were similarly significant. Thirdly, some Scots 
became politically active, particularly in Nationalist politics. The 
contribution of Scots was of course wider than this, many playing a 
significant part in Merseyside’s industrial and commercial expan
sion. There were also many Scots doctors in the area, playing a key 
role in medical developments in Liverpool. But these are not 
specifically dealt with here, not least because the Scots involved in 
these ways appear to have operated as individuals and did not 
necessarily contribute to the Merseyside Scots community as such.

The paper also seeks to explore the extent to which these Scottish 
organizations remain relevant today. In some parts o f the world, 
notably in North America, expatriate Scots have renewed their 
interest in their ancestry, and Scottish social organizations and 
Highland Games have undergone a significant revival.23 The most 
striking example of this revival o f interest in ‘Scottishness’ has been 
the designation by the U.S. Senate o f 6 April each year as Tartan 
Day, in recognition o f the Scottish contribution to America and the 
American Declaration o f Independence. There is therefore consider
able evidence that, even after several generations, the interest of 
expatriate Scots in their Scottish heritage remains high. It is not

22 J. K. Walton, Lancashire: a social history, 1558-1939  (Manchester, 1987), p. 183.
23 E. A. Donaldson, The Scottish Highland Games in America (Gretna, LA, 1986).
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clear, however, that such a level o f interest is found in expatriate 
Scottish communities in England.

IV

Although the Scots were Protestants, they nevertheless retained their 
distinctive Church adherence in their expatriate communities. 
Donnachie, writing o f Scots in Australia, for example, refers to 
‘education, culture and the Kirk— those three great manifestations 
o f Scottishness overseas’.24 In a more detailed study o f Scots in 
America, Donaldson discusses the ways in which they carefully 
fostered, and sometimes exaggerated, what they could preserve of 
Scottish life and Scottish ways:

N ot least significant was the retention o f  m any o f  the characteristics o f  
Scottish church life. The rigid discipline o f  the Presbyterian system was 
m aintained in the U nited States at least as long as it lasted at home. 
Antiquated custom s in w orship survived . . .  In Am erica, as in Scotland, 
church services were provided in Gaelic for highland congregations.25

In England, the first Scots Presbyterian meeting house was estab
lished in Wiltshire as early as 1566,26 so it is unsurprising that the 
12th earl o f Derby, speaking at a St Andrew’s dinner in 1792, 
commented on the lack o f a Scots kirk in Liverpool. This stimulated 
a number o f Scots living in the city to form a society to fund the 
building o f such a church in Oldham Street, which was opened in 
179 3.27 In 18 12  a ‘Caledonian’ school was added, and by 1824 there 
were 170 boys and 90 girls on the school roll.

In keeping with the schisms and secessions within the Church of 
Scotland, it was perhaps inevitable that a secession would occur in 
Liverpool. In 1808 a group broke away to establish a second 
congregation, also operating a Sunday school which in 1824 had

24 I. Donnachie, ‘The making of “ Scots on the make” : Scottish settlement and 
enterprise in Australia, 1830-1900 ’, in Scottish emigration, ed. Devine, pp. 135-53.

25 G. Donaldson, The Scots overseas (London, 1966), pp. 124-5.
26 K. Macleod Black, Scots churches in England (London, 1906), p. 36.
27 D. Thom, ‘On the Scotch kirks and congregations in Liverpool’, T.H.S.L.C., II 

(1849-50), pp. 69-84, 2 29 -3 1, on which the present article depends heavily for 
information before 1854. Although much controversy surrounded Dr Thom, he 
wrote in a very objective and factual manner without attempting to justify his own 
views.
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98 on the roll. A new building was completed in Mount Pleasant in 
1826. Music in worship was a major controversy among Presbyter
ians and its use in services at Mount Pleasant caused a further 
breakaway in 18 3 1. A further dispute in the Oldham Street kirk over 
a ministerial appointment resulted in a third breakaway group, 
which constructed St Andrew’s Church o f Scotland, Rodney Street, 
opened in 1824. In 1872 a Sunday school was built in the grounds. 
Churchgoers in north Liverpool found it difficult to travel to 
Oldham Street or Rodney Street and another church, dedicated to 
St Peter, was opened in 1843 in Scotland Road, a district then largely 
occupied by businessmen, but which soon changed its character as 
cheap high-density houses were built to accommodate immigrant 
workers at the north docks.

As a result of the Great Disruption in the established Church of 
Scotland in 1843, most Scots churches in England severed their 
connections with it, a development reflected in Liverpool by further 
secessions. In 1845 a chapel in Myrtle Street, dedicated to St George, 
was established by a group from Rodney Street, and in May of the 
following year a church was opened in Canning Street by a group 
from the Oldham Street congregation after a bitter legal battle. St 
George’s was the first Presbyterian church in Liverpool to have an 
organ, an innovation which caused some members to leave and 
eventually set up the United Presbyterian Church in Bootle in i860. 
St George’s never really recovered from their loss. In 1856 the synod 
of the Presbyterian Church in England declared that ‘the introduc
tion of instrumental music in public worship is not approved by this 
church’, although such resolutions were finally rescinded in 1870. 
Meanwhile, an organ had been installed at St Andrew’s, Rodney 
Street, in October 1865.28

The Canning Street church was described by The Porcupine as the 
church where the ‘well-to-do leading Caledonians of Liverpool’ 
worshipped,29 but it was also deeply involved in social work. A 
Presbyterian Young Men’s Evangelical Association was formed in 
1845 for the distribution of tracts among the poor of the town and 
also organized Sabbath schools. In 1847 it engaged a teacher to teach 
reading to ragged children in the evenings, and from 1853 it 
acquired an old auction mart in Harrington Street where it operated 
a day school. In 1858 a Wesleyan chapel was purchased and

28 Canning Street church, p. 1 16  (pamphlet in Liverpool Central Library).
29 The Porcupine, 5 May 1878.
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activities included Sunday services, meetings for religious instruc
tion, entertainment (lectures, readings, and music), a mothers’ 
meeting, evening school, a Band o f Hope (and later Temperance 
Society), and a reading room which was open every evening.30

Meanwhile, Scots Presbyterian influence was also strong in 
Wirral. In Birkenhead the foundation stone o f St Andrew’s church 
in Conway Street was laid on 3 1 May 1839 and the church was 
opened the following year.31 There was a church school, St Andrew’s 
Higher Grade Presbyterian School, adjacent to it.32 More churches 
were built as the population moved away from the centre of 
Birkenhead, in Tranmere, Egremont, and Claughton.33 Trinity 
Presbyterian church, Egremont, was also heavily involved in social 
work at its Seacombe mission from 1859, ministering to what the 
church’s own historian called people ‘mostly o f a rough illiterate 
type’.34 To uplift them there was a very full programme of activities 
including tract and Bible distribution, a Sunday school, temperance 
work, a mothers’ meeting, and a sewing class (‘to induce habits of 
industry and thrift among young women’, as ‘the young women of 
Seacombe had many temptations’ and it was ‘intended to help them 
meet these’ ). There was also a youths’ fife and drum band, a day 
school from April 1863, adult evening classes, a reading and 
recreation room, Sunday services, household weekly prayer meet
ings, and a penny savings bank.35

An event o f national importance occurred on 13  June 1876 in 
Liverpool, when the English congregations of the United Presbyter
ian Church and the Free Church of Scotland met to form the 
Presbyterian Church o f England, after which it is difficult to identify 
churches as specifically ‘Scots kirks’, apart from those in connection 
with the established Church o f Scotland, which formed its own 
Scottish synod in England in 18 5 1 .36 Scots did continue to play a 
prominent part in establishing further Presbyterian churches in the 
suburbs, and in 1906 K. Macleod Black commented that ‘Liverpool 
shares with Newcastle the honour o f being the most Presbyterian

30 Canning Street church, p. 12 1 .
31 Black, Scots churches in England, p. 312.
32 Canning Street church, pp. 13 - 14 , 20.
33 Gore’s Liverpool directory (1859).
34 Seacombe Presbyterian church, 18 6 2-19 3/  (Wallasey, 1937), p. 1 1 .
35 Ibid. pp. 18-26.
36 Black, Scots churches in England, pp. 22-3.
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town in the north of England’ and noted that ‘many English 
Presbyterian ministers are Scots’.37

It took some time for St Andrew’s, Rodney Street, to recover from 
the loss o f members to St George’s, but its fortunes were revived 
during the ministry o f the Revd James Hamilton (1894—1935). 
Quarterly services in Gaelic, addressed by invited Highland minis
ters, were well attended,38 and in 1907 Oldham Street kirk closed 
and its congregation was welcomed to St Andrew’s. Indeed, it is 
amazing that two kirks of the Church of Scotland, less than a quarter 
o f a mile apart, had survived for so long. James Hamilton was well 
known in Liverpool and in 1926—7 held the prestigious office of 
president o f the Athenaeum. After the Second World War St 
Andrew’s experienced considerable decline, its reduced congregation 
no doubt reflecting the declining number of Scots on Merseyside. 
The church itself began to fall into disrepair, and by 1975 the 
congregation was seeking alternative premises.39 On 5 November 
1983 the building was severely damaged by fire and has stood 
derelict ever since. Meanwhile the St Andrew’s congregation has 
since 1975 used the Western Rooms of the Anglican cathedral for 
Sunday worship.

Thus, while the presence o f Scots kirks has in the past been of 
great social, as well as religious, importance on Merseyside, the 
declining number o f adherents suggests that the kirks are becoming 
significantly less important as symbols o f Scottish society in the area. 
Their decline may also reflect the reduced numbers of Scots 
migrating to Merseyside.

V

Perhaps in keeping with the stereotype, Scots emigrants were often 
very active in establishing social clubs and Highland Games and 
maintaining traditional festivities.40 As Hunter points out in relation 
to the Scots o f Glengarry county in eastern Ontario,

It is a sim ple matter to make fun o f  the enorm ous pom p and cerem ony 
surrounding events like the Glengarry H ighland Gam es . . . But to adopt 
such an attitude is sim ply to dem onstrate one’s ow n failure to com prehend

37 Ibid. p. 338.
39 Liverpool Echo, 4 Aug. 1975-

38 Ibid. p. 29.
40 Donaldson, Scots overseas, pp. 124-5.
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the distinction between sym bol and substance. W hat is being celebrated . .  . 
is the profound sense o f  com m unity generated over the last two hundred 
years in the homesteads and the villages established with such difficulty in 
this little bit o f  North Am erica . . . what matters . . .  is the opportunity 
which such an event provides each year for m any thousands o f  m en and 
w om en . . .  to renew their acquaintance with the place which, for several 
generations, their people have called hom e.41

As noted earlier, Highland Games and other Scottish organizations 
in America have experienced a revival, as expatriate Scots have taken 
a renewed interest in their heritage.42 It may be, however, that 
distance lends a certain enchantment to concepts o f the ‘home 
country’, and the view o f Scotland possessed by expatriates may not 
be a very accurate one. Nevertheless, even in England, where 
expatriate Scots are perhaps less likely to adopt such a rosy view 
o f their homeland, Scottish clubs and societies are o f great social 
significance.

The oldest Scots society on Merseyside is the Liverpool Caledo
nian Association, formed for charitable purposes in 1869: to give 
relief in Liverpool and district to Scots or those o f Scottish descent, 
who from sickness or other cause needed assistance. Little is known 
o f its early work but its relief committee met twice weekly to 
consider applications for regular and casual payments, the money 
for this being raised largely through subscriptions. Another Liver
pool charity, largely supported by Scots, was the Liverpool Shelter
ing Homes, established by Louisa Birt, a member o f the 
congregation at Fairfield Presbyterian church. Appalled at the 
poverty which she saw in Liverpool, she opened the first Liverpool 
Sheltering Home in Byrom Street in 1873. Ten years later, a 
Sheltering Home for girls was established near Myrtle Street, with 
adjacent land later acquired for a new home to replace the Byrom 
Street premises.43 An advertisement for the Sheltering Homes in 
1908 stated that ‘over 200 fresh children are received each year. Over 
180 emigrate yearly and are placed in comfortable homes with 
Canadian families of good standing and repute.’ Boys between 10 
and 12  and girls between 4 and 16 were accepted for the homes and 
‘in addition to ordinary school instruction, the girls have cooking,

41 Hunter, Dance called America, pp. 86-7.
42 Donaldson, Scottish Highland Games in America; C. Ray, Highland heritage: 

Scottish Americans in the American South (Chapel Hill, NC, 2001).
43 ‘Louisa Birt: children’s home founder’, Liverpool Citizen, 14  Jan. 1888, p. 154.
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laundry and “ cutting out”  lessons, while the boys have carpentry 
classes and training in the management o f horses and cattle’ . A 
donation of £ 12  would defray the cost of emigration for one child.44 
There was never any religious discrimination in helping destitute 
children, though that gave rise to accusations that the homes were 
being used to subvert Roman Catholic children.45

The first Scottish social society on Merseyside was the Liverpool 
and District St Andrew Society, founded in 1890. It started as a pipe 
band, but diversified to include both social evenings and outdoor 
activities such as rambles. It was joined in 1896 by the Liverpool 
North End and District Scottish Association, founded in Bootle. 
Birkenhead and District St Andrew Society was formed in 19 18 , St 
Helens and District Caledonian Society in 1922, the Liverpool Burns 
Club in 1924, the Liverpool Scots Association in 1925, the Liverpool 
Scots Society in 1926, and Wallasey Caledonian Society in 19 32.46 
The Liverpool Burns Club seems to have developed from a group 
which had been meeting annually since 1859, when it was suggested 
that meetings might be more frequent and include socials, rambles, 
and lectures on Scottish subjects.47 It is surprising that no society 
was formed in Birkenhead before 19 18 , as Scots had always had an 
influence on the town, most notably through William Laird, who 
founded the town’s shipyard. Indeed, it was probably the strength of 
Scots sentiment locally which resulted in the tremendous popularity 
of a then unknown performer named Harry Lauder, who sang a 
repertoire of Scottish songs at the Argyle Theatre in Birkenhead in 
January 1898, for a fee of £4 per week.48

The minute books o f the St Helens and District Caledonian 
Society for 1932 give a good picture of its activities, which included 
a regular dancing class, a New Year party consisting of a whist drive 
and dance costing 2s. 6d., a St Andrew’s Night lantern lecture on 
‘Primitive life in the Highlands’, a Burns Dinner at a local hotel 
costing 35. 6d., and a dramatic society and concert party which put 
on an annual show. From the beginning benevolence played a major 
part in the society’s activities and the minute books list the following 
grants and gifts:

44 Gore’s Liverpool directory (1908), p. 2263.
45 The Porcupine, 2 Dec. 1892.
46 George Penman: personal communication.
47 Hazel Bishop: personal communication.
48 Carol E. Bidston, Birkenhead of yesteryear (Birkenhead, 1985); P-
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£ 1  is . to purchase a corset for the crippled daughter o f  a poor fam ily in the 
town

10s. 6d. to the St Helens Poor Children’s H oliday appeal 
£ 1  is. to the annual Poor Children’s Christm as Party 
5s. and is . respectively to two poor Scots travelling through the town 
£ 2 1  to the St Helens and District N ursing Association to furnish a bedroom  

in the N ursing Association Building 
£5 to the Y .M .C A  towards a new Boys Club building (presented in person 

by the president’s w ife to Princess Helena V ictoria on her visit to St 
Helens)

£ 1  is . to the refurbishm ent o f  the Burns M ausoleum 49

By 1927 there were many similar societies throughout Lancashire 
and Cheshire, and, at a meeting in Preston attended by ten societies, 
the formation o f a federation was agreed in principle. The ten 
original member societies included three from Merseyside (Birken
head St Andrew, Liverpool Scots Society, and St Helens and District 
Caledonian), and in September Liverpool and District St Andrew 
was also admitted. A practical outcome o f the September meeting, in 
Blackpool, was an agreement to compile a list of speakers and 
singers for Burns Dinners.

In the early years o f the Federation attempts to introduce Scottish 
cultural activities met with limited success. At a meeting in 
December 1928 it was agreed to organize a Highland Games, held 
in July 1929 at Morecambe, with the duke o f Atholl as Chieftain. A 
singing competition for boys and girls was held, in conjunction with 
the Wallasey Musical Festival in October 1930, but attracted very 
few entries. Attempts to establish an essay competition for under- 
16s in 1929 had little more success, possibly because of the rather 
unimaginative subjects chosen, ‘The character of Rob Roy as 
depicted by Sir Walter Scott’ in the first year and ‘The Scot as an 
Empire builder’ in the second. In the third, the more straightforward 
‘Bonnie Prince Charlie’ was set. An adult competition was intro
duced too, the set piece being ‘The life and work o f Sir Walter Scott’ . 
Bowls and golf competitions were also introduced but they too met 
with a poor response. Rather more successful was the idea of making 
the annual general meeting into a weekend conference, the first 
being held in Southport in June 19 3 1 and including supper dances 
and a Highland Games.50

49 Mrs E. Adam (St Helens): personal communication.
50 Lancashire and Cheshire Federation of Scottish Societies, 1927-1977  (50th 

anniversary brochure).
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During this period there were other Scottish societies on Mersey
side which were somewhat different in character. When the Liverpool 
Echo quoted Hamish Rae, secretary of the Burns Club, as saying that 
the ‘Scottish clubs in the city were mainly dance societies’ , it 
provoked an angry reply from Samuel Munro, secretary o f the 
Wallace Society of Liverpool, pointing out that his own society 
was a national one, where ‘we discuss questions on every phase of 
Scottish National life— social, religious, political, industrial and, 
when necessary, religious’.51

The local branch o f the Wallace Society may have been formed 
after a dispute in the Burns Club, o f which Samuel Munro had once 
been secretary, and it seems to have been relatively short-lived. 
Programmes for its annual Burns Dinners survive from 1927 to 
1933 and give some indication o f its distinctiveness. While the other 
Merseyside Scots societies were non-political, the Wallace Society 
had Scottish Nationalist sympathies. There was no Loyal Toast, the 
main toast being to ‘Scotland: A Nation’ (or ‘Scotland Y e t ), with a 
further toast to ‘Our Celtic Kinsfolk’ . Notable speakers at these 
dinners included Councillor David Logan (later M .P. for the Scot
land Division of Liverpool and leader of the Irish Nationalist Party), 
various Welsh nationalist leaders, and Matthew Anderson, a person 
of some importance in the city as head of the Liverpool Organ
ization Ltd. This body had been set up in 1923 by local businessmen, 
to advance the interests of Merseyside by encouraging businesses to 
move into the area and by staging events to project the city’s image. 
It was established as a limited company in 1928 and funded with 
subscriptions from over three hundred companies and grants from 
local authorities. The high point o f the Wallace Society’s existence 
was probably its 19 3 1 Burns Dinner, when the toast to the Immortal 
Memory was given by no less a person than Christopher Murray 
Grieve (the poet Hugh MacDiarmid), who lived in Liverpool for 
about a year, working as publicity officer for the Liverpool Organ
ization. It was in Liverpool that he did much o f his work on one of 
his great poems, ‘To Circumjack CencrastusV2

About 1929 graduates of Edinburgh University formed their own

51 Liverpool Echo, 19 Dec. 193°-
52 Wallace Society menus of annual dinners 1927> 1 929> i 93 i> 1932> 1933! Hugh 

MacDiarmid, Lucky poet (London, 1972), pp. 4 1. 105; The Liverpohtan, Jan. 1934; 
Liverpool Daily Post Supplement 1927, p. 35> Alan Bold, MacDiarmid: Christopher 
Murray Grieve, a critical biography (London, 1988), pp. 245-6, 255, 259—60.
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club in Liverpool, and former pupils o f George Heriot’s School, 
Edinburgh, resident in Liverpool set up the Liverpool Heriot Club 
and considered extending membership to all former pupils of 
Scottish schools living in the area. The fact that societies with 
such exclusive membership were considered viable gives some 
indication o f the number of exiled Scots on Merseyside at the 
time. Scots were also active in sport, and their numbers led to 
proposals to form a Liverpool Scots Sports Club in 1934, under the 
title of Liverpool Caledonians. The main mover behind the scheme 
was Andrew Sim, an Aberdonian and amateur footballer. Writing to 
the Liverpool Echo, he described his ideas:

There are 30,000 o f  the clan on M erseyside and, properly organized, they 
should make a fine sporting body. W e have nothing o f  the calibre o f 
London Caledonians; no rugby team  sim ilar to London Scottish; in fact 
Liverpool does not offer facilities to Scottish sportsm en. There are 
possibilities o f  this being rem edied; a group o f  enthusiastic Scots being 
hopeful o f  form ing a first class football team to com pete with the best o f 
M erseyside am ateur sides and in time, perhaps with the best o f  London and 
the rest o f  Britain . . ,53

London Caledonians at this time played in the Isthmian League.
A committee was formed in July 1934 and, interestingly, the 

formation o f the Liverpool Caledonians coincided with the launch 
o f a ‘Young Wales’ team which later became Liverpool Welsh. The 
long-term aim was to become active in various sports but, unsur
prisingly, the Caledonians began with football, entering teams in 
local Challenge Cups in 19 34-5 . The team played a number of 
friendlies over the next three or four years and entered cup 
competitions but it is not clear if  it played regularly in a local 
league. The plan to move into other sports was frustrated by the 
onset o f the Second World War, and the organization effectively 
folded.

In the immediate post-war years several new Scottish societies 
were formed on Merseyside, in Crosby, West Derby, Southport, 
Deeside, Maghull, and Wirral, reflecting the general movement of 
population away from the inner suburbs.54 Many of the events 
which the Federation had tried to organize in the inter-war years

53 Liverpool Echo, 23 May 1934.
54 Lancs, and Ches. Federation, 1927-1977; George Penman: personal commun

ication.
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now became firmly established features. The first musical festival was 
held in Warrington in 19 5 1, with competitions in singing, Scottish 
country dancing, and elocution. In later years the scope was 
extended to include public speaking, essay writing, instrumental 
music, crafts, and cookery, and the event was held at venues 
throughout the Federation’s area.55 The first of the annual Highland 
Games was held in July 19 51 in Liverpool. After using various other 
venues, the Games were held at Stanley Park, Blackpool, in 1962 and 
have been held there almost every year since. The Federation’s 
annual general meeting developed into a weekend residential 
conference, with a civic reception, dinner, ball, and church service; 
since 1962 it has always been held in Fleetwood.56

The Federation’s main charitable effort, a scholarship fund, was 
set up in 1937. In 1948 it became known as the Student Aid Fund 
and grants were made to children of members of any affiliated 
society in need of help with their education. By 1972 it was felt that 
it had outlived its usefulness and was wound up.57 (This was a time 
when most university students with reasonably frugal tastes could 
survive on their local education authority grants).

Like most cities, Liverpool has had a number of pipe bands. Pipe- 
Major Angus Macleod founded the Clan Macleod Pipe Band, whose 
annual Highland Ball was held in the magnificent setting of St 
George’s Hall from the end of the Second World War to the 1960s. 
The spectacle o f dancers and pipers made it one o f Liverpool’s major 
social events, and the galleries were crowded with spectators.58

The range o f Scottish organizations on Merseyside— social, 
musical, and sporting— has therefore been extensive, reflecting the 
size of the Scottish community in the region. There are signs, 
however, that reduced migration from Scotland to Merseyside is 
having an impact on the size and viability o f such organizations. 
Without an influx o f new ‘immigrants’ , the Scottish community is 
ageing, and second- and third-generation Merseyside Scots appear 
to have become assimilated within wider Merseyside society and to 
be less likely to celebrate their Scottish ancestry. This is in contrast to 
the U.S.A., with its development o f Tartan Day and a continued 
interest in Scottish ancestry and genealogy.

55 Lancs, and Ches. Federation, Musical Festival Programme.
56 Lancs, and Ches. Federation, 1927-1977. 57 Ibid.
58 Programme, Highland Ball, 3 Jan. 1953.
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V I

During the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries Scots became more 
involved in British politics. Scots moving to England were increas
ingly in the position o f having fellow countrymen sufficiently highly 
placed in politics to act as influential patrons.59 Many Scots, having 
been actively involved in the Independent Labour Party or the wider 
labour and trade union movement, became similarly involved in 
English labour politics; others embraced Scottish nationalism. 
Harvie refers to expatriate Scots as being nostalgic— there were 
supporters o f Jacobitism in both America and Australia in the 
nineteenth century— or straightforwardly radical, with little time 
for tradition. He notes that the Scottish National Party has rarely 
received widespread support from Scots overseas.60

During the inter-war period, however, there were Scots in Liver
pool who retained an interest in politics, specifically related to the 
growth of Scottish nationalism. It would have been pointless to 
stand for election in Liverpool, and instead they developed a 
network o f political societies and debating clubs. Mention has 
already been made of the Wallace Society o f Liverpool, founded in 
the late 1920s with decidedly pro-Nationalist sympathies. The 
precise dates o f its operation are unclear, but its secretary, Samuel 
Munro, was still writing letters to the local newspapers in spring 
1935. Munro himself died in 1938 and the Wallace Society is 
believed to have folded with the outbreak o f the Second World War.

Its origins should perhaps be seen against the background of 
Scottish politics in the period. The cause of Scottish Home Rule had 
been espoused by the Labour Party in the period before and after the 
First World War, by individuals such as Keir Hardie and Ramsay 
MacDonald, but once Labour took office other social issues came to 
be seen as more important. Hardie and MacDonald represented 
English constituencies for the bulk of their careers, which deprived 
them of a Scottish power base. Separate organizations were therefore 
established in Scotland to pursue the nationalist cause, merging in 
1928 to form the National Party o f Scotland, later the Scottish 
National Party (S.N.P.), in 1934. An S.N.P. branch was established

59 L. Colley, Britons: forging the nation, 1/0 7 -18 3/  (London, 1994), p. 124.
60 C. Harvie, Scotland and nationalism: Scottish society and politics, 1707-1994  

(London, 1994), p. 65.
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in Liverpool around 1934 and was in existence until the beginning 
of the 1950s. Its secretary was Andrew Sim, a native o f Aberdeen
shire and close friend o f Samuel Munro o f the Wallace Society.61

Sim and Munro made extensive use o f the local press to publicize 
Scottish issues. One o f their most ingenious tricks was the invention 
of the Anglophile A. MacAndrew Fraser, whose letters appeared 
regularly in the columns o f the local press, mocking the Nationalist 
cause. One o f Fraser’s letters would inevitably stimulate Munro or 
Sim to reply on behalf of the Wallace Society or the S.N.P., and the 
correspondence would continue until brought to an end by a weary 
editor. In fact, A. MacAndrew Fraser was simply Andrew Sim’s nom 
de plume, using a relative’s address in Birkenhead. While the 
correspondence clearly provided some amusement for those 
involved, the need to invent a figure like Fraser in order to prolong 
it may indicate a genuine lack o f interest in Scottish nationalism 
among other expatriates on Merseyside. It is unclear, for example, 
how many members the Liverpool S.N.P. branch actually had, as no 
records have survived. Nevertheless, there were high points, notably 
in March 1935 when prominent Scottish and Welsh nationalists met 
at a private conference at the city’s Adelphi Hotel. The duke of 
Montrose, president o f the S.N.P., chaired the meeting, accompan
ied by prominent S.N.P. office-holders from Scotland. The Welsh 
Nationalists were represented by their vice-president, Professor J. E. 
Daniel o f Bangor, the national organizing secretary, J. E. Jones, from 
Caernarfon, and other members of their executive. No statement 
was issued at the end of the meeting, and it is difficult therefore to 
establish its significance.

Because the Liverpool branch of the Scottish National Party was 
operating ‘in exile’, it was unable to become involved to any great 
extent in the Nationalist campaigning which was becoming more 
significant north o f the border. Nevertheless, some campaigning was 
undertaken. During the 1930s many Scots had moved to Merseyside 
to obtain work, but returned home to their families in Scotland at 
weekends. S.N.P. members regularly leafleted evening trains to 
Glasgow, before their departure from Exchange Station, drawing 
attention to the economic circumstances which forced so many 
Scots to work at a distance from their family homes.

After the Second World War the level of local political activity

61 Rest o f section based on personal communications from Andrew Sim.
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involving Scots appears to have reduced significantly. The Wallace 
Society ceased to exist and, although the Liverpool S.N.P. branch 
continued in existence into the 1950s, it too ceased to function; 
without a formal organization in place, there was no profile for 
Scottish interests. Partly, this may simply have reflected migration 
patterns, with fewer Scots moving to Liverpool in the post-war 
period. The Scottish interest was maintained through the surviving 
social clubs and societies but they had no political profile.

V I I

This paper has explored the significant Scots community on Mersey
side by focusing on the range o f distinctive Scots organizations 
within the area, notably the kirks, social clubs, and political 
organizations. We now attempt to draw some conclusions from 
our study.

It is clear that the Scots have been a distinctive group on 
Merseyside, but they have largely been neglected in comparison 
with the Welsh and the Irish. Work on the Scots in England 
generally is curiously limited, with Cage’s relatively brief chapter 
in his own edited book one o f the few general accounts.62 Many 
Scots emigrated to England, as elsewhere, in search o f improved 
financial and employment opportunities. Thus:

Scotland was still a poorer society than England and the difference between 
opportunities at hom e and abroad was greater for the Scots. Quite sim ply, 
they had m ore to gain by em igration. The p ro o f o f  this was the enorm ous 
m igration from  Scotland to England before 1900. For the period 18 4 1  to 
1 9 1 1 ,  according to one estimate, about 600,000 Scots-born persons m oved 
to England and W ales. This was around h alf o f  the total net em igration 
from  Scotland in the nineteenth century and was not paralleled by any 
sim ilar m ovem ent from  south to the north.63

Migration to Liverpool was significant from all parts o f the British 
Isles. In 18 7 1 only 29 per cent of Liverpool household heads had 
actually been born in the city. A further 12  per cent came from 
elsewhere in Lancashire and Cheshire, but the majority came from

62 The Scots abroad: labour, capital, enterprise, 1/5 0 -19 14 , ed. R. A. Cage 
(London, 1985).

63 Scottish emigration, ed. Devine, p. 12.
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further afield, with 24 per cent from Ireland.64 There were, however, 
important differences between the Irish, Welsh, and Scottish com
munities on Merseyside. The Irish are generally accepted as having 
been much poorer, as well as culturally distinct from the host 
society. The Welsh were not as economically constrained as the 
Irish but were usually from north Wales and were often Welsh
speaking. They therefore formed a separate community because of 
their cultural coherence. The Scots fall somewhere between these 
two groups. Most spoke English and most were Protestants, 
although their faith was Presbyterian rather than episcopalian. As 
shown earlier, there were large numbers o f Scots churches on 
Merseyside, which played an important role in Scottish society in 
the area. In economic terms, the Scots were generally successful and 
played a major part in the commercial life o f Merseyside. They also 
had an important professional status, particularly in medicine. 
Devine refers to this so-called ‘brain drain’ as having been a feature 
o f Scottish emigration since medieval times.65 As an expatriate 
community, the Scots thus had high status and played a significant 
role in their host society. But while many would have increasingly 
felt British, it was important for them, as Colley has pointed out, to 
be Scottish as well.66 Because the Scots were not spatially segregated, 
institutions became highly significant in helping to maintain their 
Scottishness, including the Kirk, Scottish societies and clubs, and 
organizations like the Liverpool Scottish Regiment. Thus the Scots, 
unlike many other immigrant communities, have not relied on 
geographical propinquity in order to maintain their distinctiveness 
and their traditions.

The preservation of Scottish distinctiveness may also have been 
quite consciously achieved. Many immigrant groups seek to main
tain their identities by being consciously oppositional to their host 
society.67 Some individuals, self-consciously Scottish, might deter
minedly choose marriage partners from the same tradition,68 and

64 R. Dennis, English industrial cities o f the nineteenth century: a social geography 
(Cambridge, 1984), p. 34.

65 Scottish emigration, ed. Devine, p. 5. 66 Colley, Britons, p. 373.
67 C. W. J. Withers, ‘Class culture and migrant identity: Gaelic Highlanders in 

urban Scotland’, in Urbanising Britain: essays on class and community in the
nineteenth century, ed. G. Kearns and C. W. J. Withers (Cambridge, 1991).

68 M. Gray, ‘The course of Scottish emigration, 17 5 0 -19 14 : enduring influences 
and changing circumstances’, in Scottish emigration, ed. Devine, pp. 16-36.
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such intermarriage has helped to give reality to the notion of a 
Scottish ‘community’ ; personal knowledge suggests that this has 
indeed taken place.

The maintenance of the Scottish community on Merseyside as a 
distinctive entity in the future will depend on two things. The first is 
the extent to which the children and grandchildren o f Merseyside 
Scots continue to feel ‘Scottish’ and wish to continue an involvement 
with Scottish-led organizations. If the second and third generations 
become assimilated over time within wider Merseyside society, then 
this will not happen. The second is the extent to which the existing 
Scots community is ‘renewed’ by new migrants to the area.

In relation to the first point, assimilation takes place at different 
rates and to different extents, and is dependent on the motivations 
o f both sides. Stopes-Roe and Cochrane point to the expectation 
that settlers in Britain will cast off their original culture and adapt to 
British ways. This invention o f ‘Britishness’, they suggest, is a device 
by the English to incorporate Scots, Welsh, and even some Irish into 
‘the nation’.69 Younger people may assimilate more quickly than 
their elders. On the other hand, as Holmes has pointed out, such 
assimilation has been affected by improved communications from 
the late nineteenth century onwards, which has helped many 
migrants to preserve their homeland links. One consequence of 
this has been that some migrants, as individuals, have felt stranded 
as marginal people, ‘straddling two cultures and belonging fully to 
neither’ .70 There is no doubt that many Scots— at home as well as in 
England— did indeed subscribe to this notion o f ‘Britishness’, but 
Scotland was close enough for expatriates to return regularly and 
maintain contact with their homeland. They may have been helped 
in this by a particularly strong sense of identity. Recent research into 
Scottish identity has shown that, in comparison with Basques and 
Catalans who, like the Scots, are located within a larger nation state 
and who have devolved rather than independent government, Scots 
have much stronger feelings of separate identity, most feeling more 
Scots than British.71 While this may be a more recent phenomenon, 
linked to political changes in Scotland and the establishment of a

69 M. Stopes-Roe and R. Cochrane, Citizens of this country: the Asian-British 
(Clevedon, 1990).

70 Holmes, John Bull’s island, p. 293.
71 A. Brown, D. McCrone, and L. Paterson, Politics and society in Scotland (2nd 

edn, Basingstoke, 1998), chapter 9.
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Scottish parliament, nevertheless it suggests that the rates of 
assimilation of Scots into English society would be very variable.

The second issue is whether cultural differentiation might be 
reinforced with the arrival o f new migrants. As Dench has shown in 
relation to the Maltese community in London, declining migration 
leads to the probability that ‘any real ethnic grouping here will soon 
have ceased to exist’ .72 As shown earlier, the influx o f Scots to 
Merseyside has fallen dramatically in the post-war period, mirroring 
the declining opportunities within the Merseyside economy, but also 
reflecting economic changes in Scotland. With the collapse of the 
old heavy industries and the development o f electronics and oil- 
related employment, the Scottish economy has changed signific
antly. The political changes reflected in the establishment of the 
Scottish parliament may mean that emigration will decline, as it has 
done from the Irish Republic. It seems unlikely, therefore, that there 
will be any major new influx o f Scots to Merseyside in the foresee
able future.

As far as Scottish institutions on Merseyside are concerned, many 
of the various clubs and societies still exist, although the member
ship is ageing and newer members are less likely to be first- 
generation Scots. Many o f the Scots kirks have ceased to exist, 
and, although there is still a Church o f Scotland congregation in 
Liverpool, its former building is semi-derelict. The decline in the 
Scottish presence is visible, at a very simple level, in the social life of 
the city. There were Scottish dinners and Highland balls through to 
the 1960s and they were a colourful part o f the Liverpool social 
scene. Popular Scottish entertainers visited the city, Andy Stewart 
and the White Heather Club filling the Royal Court Theatre for a 
two-week stretch, and Jimmy Logan touring in Scottish comedy 
plays. It seems inconceivable that such audiences could be found for 
similar shows today.

Thus it seems that, like the Scots in Canada and America,73 the 
Scots on Merseyside will continue to mark their presence by meeting 
in their clubs and societies and, for a small minority, by attending 
the Church o f Scotland. Expatriate Scots societies in other parts of 
the world have survived for many generations and there seems no 
reason why Merseyside should be an exception. On the other hand, 
it seems unlikely that the Scottish community on Merseyside will be

72 Dench, Maltese in London, p. 206. 73 Hunter, Dance called America.
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renewed by new immigrants and, as it ages, it looks likely to 
contract. Future generations will probably become more assimilated 
into the host society and the Scots will become less obviously 
differentiated from the rest o f the local community. Constitutional 
change within the U.K. may have an impact on emigration in the 
future and it will be valuable to revisit the Merseyside community to 
examine the impact o f these wider political changes.



The Woodchurch Controversy, 1944

Lilian Potter

During the late 1930s rapid changes were taking place in the social 
structure of the country, and expectations o f standards in housing 
and health care had risen dramatically since the publication o f the 
Tudor Walters Report in 19 18 . The Second World War accelerated 
the changes. Although improved standards o f living were widely 
expected, both in standards o f housing and in a more pleasant 
environment, the general public seemed to appreciate that Utopia 
would not emerge immediately the hostilities ceased. There was a 
recognition, rather, that public intervention might avoid a repetition 
o f past mistakes, and thus an expectation that the public would have 
some input into decision-making about housing.1 In that, the public 
mood was unlike that of its counterpart after the signing o f the 
Armistice in 19 18 , when euphoria overwhelmed socio-economic 
reality and precipitated state provision o f housing for the working 
class.2

During the early 1940s public interest in rebuilding Britain, or 
rather in planning for rebuilding Britain, was officially encouraged at 
all levels by exhibitions and numerous publications. As well as Town 
planning by Thomas Sharp, the first manager o f Letchworth Garden 
City and a past president of the Town Planning Institute, there were 
pamphlets and booklets issued by political parties and other 
interested institutions, including the Co-operative Building Society.3 
Popular magazines and periodicals also spurred on a growing public

1 L. Potter, 'National tensions in the post-war planning of local authority housing 
and the “ Woodchurch controversy” ’ (unpub. Ph.D. thesis, Liverpool Univ., 1998), 
pp. 134-8.

2 M. Bowley, Housing and the state, 1919-3944 (London, 1947), p. 3.
3 G. E. Cherry, The evolution of British town planning (Leighton Buzzard, 1974), 

p. 130.
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awareness. Picture Post published articles by J. B. Priestley on leisure, 
Julian Huxley on health, and Maxwell Fry on planning, all aimed at 
building ‘a fairer, pleasanter, happier and more beautiful Britain’.4

Within this context o f public and professional optimism and 
enthusiasm for planning, the Woodchurch controversy developed. 
Today the situation would probably be considered little more than a 
hiccup at local level, but towards the end o f the war the complex 
issues raised during the dispute reflected national tensions in 
planning. Superficially the issue was a choice between a conventional 
layout for a housing scheme based on pre-war styling, and an 
experimental scheme which became the focus for lively debate and 
involved Birkenhead borough council in almost a year o f acrimo
nious political wrangling. Underlying the choice of layout was the 
high profile given to raising the standard of housing developments; 
more importantly the controversy reflected national tensions within 
the traditional hierarchy o f local authority planning departments. 
The inter-professional struggle for supremacy between engineers 
and architects would establish which would dictate the shape of the 
post-war environment in what was to become one o f the most active 
periods o f building. In Birkenhead the struggle was enacted, albeit in 
a somewhat one-sided manner, by Mr Bertie Robinson, the borough 
engineer, and Professor (later Sir) Charles H. Reilly, a former head 
o f the Liverpool University School of Architecture.

Inevitably the various strands o f the debate became inextricably 
linked and reverberations were felt far beyond the council chamber 
as the argument acquired social and political ramifications which 
resulted in an unprecedented degree o f interest in Birkenhead by the 
national press. It is unfortunate, therefore, that the relevant docu
mentation and correspondence were destroyed when Wirral metro
politan borough council was established in 1974. The sequence of 
events during 1944 and 1945 is recorded in council and committee 
meeting minutes which by their very nature omit details o f debate, 
and it has been been necessary to utilize press reports as supple
mentary material. Any inaccuracy, contradictory information, and 
hyperbole with which the debate was freely embellished will be 
identified.

The local press at this time accused councillors of being almost 
completely out of touch with the people whose interests they were

4 Picture Post, 4 Jan. 1944.
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supposed to represent, while the voters were said to be content to 
grumble at what was done rather than ensure that the council was 
aware o f their feelings.5 Nevertheless, although the war-time mora
torium on house building was still in place, the Conservative-run 
borough council (they had been the majority party for almost five 
years since local elections were suspended in 1939) wished to avail 
itself o f the equipment and manpower being offered by central 
government for site preparation for housing throughout the coun
try. Many homes in the borough had suffered as a result o f enemy 
bombing, while others had fallen victim to poor construction 
methods or lack o f maintenance, and a new development was greatly 
needed for displaced residents as well as those returning from armed 
service.

Borough and city engineers were firmly established as chief 
officers in the hierarchy o f municipal planning, primarily through 
their involvement with public health, and early in 1944 Bertie 
Robinson as borough engineer was instructed to prepare a layout 
for working-class houses. On 1 February Professor Reilly was 
appointed by the borough council as planning consultant to under
take a civic survey and produce a redevelopment plan for the 
borough.6 Reilly, the most colourful and the most vociferous 
protagonist in the Woodchurch saga, was soon making his presence 
felt. Aided by a facility for speech and rhetoric, his impulsiveness, 
enthusiasm, and ability to persuade and inspire were undiminished 
despite the fact that he suffered from a heart condition.7 He was 
seventy years old at the time o f his appointment and, although well 
known in local circles while at the university, had retired some 
eleven years before. He continued to influence the architectural 
world for many years after his retirement,8 writing regularly for the 
Manchester Guardian on planning issues, while other national 
newspapers and professional journals published the contentious 
articles and criticism o f official bodies which he instigated and 
obviously relished.9 He admitted to being controversial from early in

5 Birkenhead News, 6 May 1944.
6 Liverpool University Archives, personal papers of C. H. Reilly [hereafter Reilly 

Papers],
7 R. Gardner-Medwin, ‘Science, art and the architect’, Town Planning Review, 

XXIV (July 1953).
8 T. Kelly, For the advancement o f learning (Liverpool, 1981), p. 359.
9 Reilly Papers.
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his career,10 and was often tactless and overbearing. More pertinent 
to the situation in Birkenhead was his antipathy towards the garden- 
suburb style o f housing and a long-held opinion that borough 
engineers were not qualified to design and plan housing develop
ments.11

An all-party finance and planning committee confirmed the 
decision to engage the professor but there is no evidence that the 
borough council invited him to take up a consultancy.12 During the 
1940s many local authorities engaged planning consultants who 
were figures o f some stature in the field o f architecture,13 and there is 
a theory that Reilly offered his services to a council which was 
seeking a notable figure from the architectural and planning 
profession who was not only familiar with but had some affection 
for the area, like Sir Patrick Abercrombie, Reilly’s successor at the 
School of Architecture.14 Though Reilly lived in Liverpool when at 
the university, there is no evidence that he had a particular 
attachment to Birkenhead. Indeed his association with Wirral 
rested in Port Sunlight and his friendship with W. H. Lever, 
Viscount Leverhulme. Reilly’s professed affection for Merseyside 
fell short o f his remaining in the area after retirement. It is likely that 
the circumstances surrounding Reilly’s appointment will remain a 
matter for conjecture.

With the exception of some joint planning o f university buildings 
with H. A. Dod, Reilly’s relatively few architectural projects were 
overshadowed by his achievement in promoting the School of 
Architecture. Professor W. G. Holford (later Lord Holford) 
opined that Reilly was not a distinguished architect in the accepted 
sense but that his influence was apparent in the work o f his 
students.15 Some notable former students, apart from Holford

10 C. H. Reilly, Scaffolding in the sky (London, 1938), p. 122.
11 Kelly, Advancement, p. 145.
12 Wirral Archives, Birkenhead Council Minutes [hereafter Council Minutes] 

(Finance and Planning), 21 Mar. 1943.
13 S. Adshead, ‘A  plan for Merseyside’, Architects Journal, 5 July 1945, p. 17, for 

example, welcomed T. Longstreth Thompson’s Merseyside Plan of 1944, as 
imaginative, prophetic, and ‘untrammelled’ by regulations, by-laws or traditional 
methods. The most widely publicized scheme was that for the county of London in 
1943 by L. P. Abercrombie and the London county council architect J. H. Forshaw.

14 G. Dix, ‘Patrick Abercrombie’, Pioneers o f British planning, ed. G. E. Cherry 
(London, 1981), p. 103.

15 The Listener, 15  July 1948, p. 93.
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himself, were W. Crabtree, J. H. Forshaw, H. J. Rowse, H. C. 
Bradshaw, Maxwell Fry, and G. Checkley. It was said that Reilly 
was too immersed in the School to produce much important 
architectural work himself,16 and indeed his projects are over
shadowed by the progress made at the Liverpool School in the 
years following his appointment. His greatest achievement was the 
enhancement o f the School’s reputation,17 and the advances made 
were praised by Ramsey, Holford, and others.18 Courses already in 
existence were restructured, and the Liverpool School came to be 
acknowledged as ‘a force in the outside world’.19 During Reilly’s 
tenure as head, the work o f the School was broadened in 19 0 9  to 
incorporate the first Chair o f Civic Design in the country, through 
generous funding from W. H. Lever, and the influential Town 
Planning Review began publication. New members of staff were 
engaged, including Abercrombie, Adshead, Budden, Mawson, and, 
as Reader in Ecclesiastical Architecture, Giles Gilbert Scott.

Reilly had shown little concern for town planning in the early 
years o f the century, until the opportunity arose to establish the 
Department of Civic Design.20 Believing that his friendship with 
Lever was responsible for the formation o f the department, he 
assumed thereafter that the architectural profession possessed sole 
responsibility for town planning. His antagonism towards the 
engineering profession is evident in an exhortation to a prospective 
student that if  he were ‘merely interested in making things strong, so 
they are efficient for their purpose, he had better become an 
engineer. An architect must go further than an engineer . . . 
he must put feeling into his work.’21 Reilly was not alone in 
perpetuating the idea of the architect’s supremacy, but he was 
possibly the least inhibited in publicizing his opinions. Indeed 
much o f the Roscoe Lecture which he gave in 1 9 3 4  was a tirade 
against the planning skills o f the engineering profession, a line of 
argument which he later used throughout the Woodchurch con
troversy:

16 The Leader, 22 Sept. 1945, p. 15.
17 Kelly, Advancement, p. 145.
18 The book of the Liverpool School o f Architecture, ed. L. B. Budden (Liverpool, 
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in Paris or indeed any considerable French or Germ an town, these drawings 
[o f projected buildings] are considered by the architect or architects 
appointed b y  the town. W ith us, in nearly all our provincial cities, 
including Liverpool, they go before a city engineer or city surveyor, 
whose duty it is to advise on their architectural fitness as well as their 
safety . . .  It is indeed very indicative o f  our general outlook that the advice 
given on the appearance o f  our towns should be tendered by a m an whose 
ch ief duty is either, where he is C ity Surveyor, valuing land or buildings, or 
where he is C ity Engineer, constructing roads and sewers.22

Despite his advancing years and penchant for argument, Reilly 
was eminently suitable for the position of planning consultant at a 
time o f national optimism about plans for post-war rebuilding. He 
possessed imagination and vision more than sufficient to produce an 
outline plan for the future development o f Birkenhead. It was not 
anticipated that he would attempt to annex housing plans to his 
brief.

Birkenhead council could not fail to be influenced by the proxim
ity of Liverpool and the successful policies o f the city’s housing 
director L. H. (later Sir Lancelot) Keay, who advocated higher- 
density layouts for municipal developments, with variation in style 
and size o f dwellings, fewer narrower roads, open fronts to houses, 
dwellings facing common greens, and footpath connections to all 
parts.23 Robinson’s layout for Woodchurch, however, was similar to 
those already in the course of preparation for two other estates in 
Birkenhead, and followed inter-war low-density garden-suburb 
styling, incorporating the culs-de-sac, ample gardens, and tree- 
lined roads which had proliferated throughout the country through 
the work of municipal engineers for more than two decades.24 This 
style o f development became generally known as the ‘garden suburb’ 
and had been very freely adapted by many local authorities from the 
designs for Letchworth and Hampstead by Parker and Unwin, 
following the garden city principles of Ebenezer Howard.25 An 
indication that the style produced by municipal engineers had lost 
favour at this time was the need for family houses mingled with flats 
for smaller households, identified later in 1944 in the Dudley report

22 Reprinted in Reilly, Scaffolding in the sky, p. 337.
23 L. H. Keay, ‘The amenities of living: the house and the neighbourhood’, The 

Architect and Building News, 14 Sept. 1945, pp. 166-8.
24 Wirral Archives: B. Robinson, Plan for Woodchurch, Feb. 1944.
25 E. Howard, Garden cities o f tomorrow (London, 1946).
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on the design o f dwellings. Many in the architectural profession, 
including Reilly, considered the density o f twelve houses per acre far 
too low, and by 1949  the grouping of terraced and semi-detached 
houses with flats was advocated in the Housing manual to counteract 
uniformity and increase density.26

Robinson’s layout was approved in principle on 29 February 
r944, although Alderman C. McVey, the leader o f the minority 
Labour group, expressed some concern over housing projections as 
well as a lack o f confidence in the organization of the engineer’s 
department.27 By April, Reilly had produced an alternative plan for 
Woodchurch,28 based on the concept of communal living. During 
his initial visit to Birkenhead, soon after his appointment, the 
professor showed some concern for existing social problems, 
expressed through spectacular rhetoric about plague spots and 
infant mortality, but at this time there was no indication that he 
contemplated planning a housing scheme. His first glimpse of 
Robinson’s drawing was the start o f a severe clash o f opinions, 
personalities, and politics, but there are conflicting reports about the 
circumstances of his first sighting, and indeed the nature of the 
drawing itself. In one account, Reilly maintained that he saw a 
drawing, showing roads only, ‘lying on the floor’ of the engineer’s 
office,29 while in another version the plan that he saw had acquired 
pairs of semi-detached houses.30 A subsequent account positions the 
houses on curving roads, ‘looking away’ from each other.31 A copy 
of the document in question was apparently acquired by Reilly, who 
traced his own ideas over it. However, as his plan was little more 
than a sketch and as he constantly maintained that borough 
engineers were more fitted to plan drains and sewers,32 it is possible 
that at this stage the tracing was intended to highlight the more 
monotonous aspects of Robinson’s plan and to irritate the engin
eering profession, rather than a serious attempt at planning a 
housing scheme. In Birkenhead, perhaps, there was the opportunity

26 Ministry of Health Central Housing Advisory Committee, Dudley report on the 
design of dwellings (London, 1944); Ministry of Health and Ministry of Works, 
Housing manual (London, 1949).

27 Council Minutes, 1 Mar. 1944.
28 Wirral Archives: C. H. Reilly, Plan for Woodchurch, Apr. 1944.
29 Birkenhead Advertiser, 31 May 1944.
30 Reilly Papers.
31 L. Wolfe, The Reilly plan (London, 1945), pp. 9-10 .
32 Reilly, Scaffolding in the sky, p. 33.
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to see some o f his ideas come to fruition or, failing that, at least have 
them and his opinions publicized. If he succeeded he would be 
recognized as the designer of a revolutionary approach to public 
authority housing; if  he failed he would have enjoyed the cut and 
thrust of another public argument.

The site for development at Woodchurch was agricultural land 
which had been purchased in 1926 when Birkenhead was seeking to 
extend its boundaries, with parliamentary sanction, by annexing 
surrounding areas including Prenton, Arrowe, Landican, and 
Woodchurch. Situated on the eastern slope o f the Arrowe ridge, 
about three miles from the centre of Birkenhead, Woodchurch was a 
small civil parish dominated by the church of Holy Cross. Other 
buildings o f note were the rectory and the school.33 Population 
growth in Woodchurch had not parallelled that o f Birkenhead. In 
180 1 the population was only 52,34 and Ormerod’s description of 
the wider parish (which included some 5,000 acres and eight other 
townships besides Woodchurch) was somewhat scathing:

Cheshire possesses no parish o f  sim ilar extent, that has fewer claim s to 
attention and interest, than W oodchurch; a district, which appears as i f  it 
had com e unfinished from  the hands o f  nature, and is certainly under very 
little obligation to the im provem ents o f  man. I t . . . presents an appearance 
bare, m oorish and cheerless, but never rising to the wild, or the p ictur
esque.35

By the time o f the 1 9 1 1  census the population had risen to 138, and 
Hewitt’s description was a little more charitable:

little m ore than a ham let . . . situated on the eastern slope o f  the Arrow e 
ridge, on the m argin o f  the woods which now  crown the sum m it and with 
the broad and som ewhat m arshy valley o f  the Fender separating it from  the 
high ground o f  Bidston and O xton.36

After the purchase of the land from Ernest Royden for £69,000 
plus expenses had been approved by the finance committee,37 the

33 E. H. Rideout, The growth ofW irral (Liverpool, 1927), pp. 13 , 93.
34 W. Hewitt, The Wirral peninsula (Liverpool, 1922), p. 179.
35 G. Ormerod, History of the county palatine and city o f Chester, revised T. Helsby 

(London, 1882), II, p. 520.
36 Hewitt, Wirral peninsula, p. 179.
37 Council Minutes (Finance), 4 June 1926. In 1928 Miss Joan Royden, daughter 

of (Sir) Ernest, established the Wirral Society, a branch of the Council for the 
Preservation of Rural England, with the support o f Liverpool businessmen who 
resided on the peninsula. The aim if the society was, and is today, ‘to organise action
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internationally respected firm of T. H. Mawson and Sons of London 
and Lancaster was instructed to prepare a housing scheme for 
Woodchurch. The senior partner, T. H. Mawson, a former lecturer 
in civic design at Liverpool and at universities in north America,38 
had been involved with the planning of the Lever estates in Bolton 
and Thornton Hough as well as at Port Sunlight. Predictably, the 
Mawson plan was not only influenced by this previous association 
but also by Howard’s garden city principles. The first layout 
produced was used as the basis for discussions between Mawsons 
and the borough engineer R. W. Johnson, and the second, with 
details o f houses and landscaping, was published and approved in 
principle in r 928.39 As well as houses for rent, the Mawson project 
included a substantial number for sale. At this time legislation 
allowed a considerable proportion o f council-built property to be 
sold,40 and generous subsidies were available from central govern
ment. It is interesting to note that among the houses for sale was a 
small innovative development based on communal living.

The Mawson scheme was not realized. Although the reasons for 
its abandonment were not recorded in council minutes, it is thought 
that preparation o f the site would have been hindered by the 
inadequacy of sewerage and drainage facilities. Many older residents 
o f present-day Birkenhead recall that the river Fender regularly 
flooded low-lying land adjoining the site and that there was a deep 
pool in Pool wood, in the area now known as Pool Lane. Part o f the 
site, originally intended for a cemetery, was found to drain directly 
into the Fender, and the cemetery was laid out instead on higher 
ground at Landican.41

Whatever the local difficulties, they were overtaken by the 
depression of the 1930s. In 1944 inadequate drainage still hindered 
development of the site. When in control some years earlier, a 
Labour administration had sold part of the Woodchurch site to the

to protect Wirral from disfigurement’. Earliest records of the society, entrusted to 
the council archives, have been mislaid, but it is thought that there may have been 
dissent within the Royden family about the proposed use of agricultural land for 
housing.

38 T. H. Mawson, The life and work of an English landscape architect (London, 
1927), pp. 177-8.

39 Wirral Archives: T. H. Mawson and Sons, Plan for Woodchurch, and Report on 
the designs for the development of the Woodchurch estate (1928).

40 Bowley, Housing and the state, pp. 36-7.
41 Interview with J. Banton, Bradshaw Rowse and Harker, Liverpool.
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Co-operative Society, and the laundry built there had further 
reduced the already limited sewerage capacity with the result that 
the existing system was able to service at most 550 new homes. In 
opposition to Wirral urban district council, the local authorities of 
Bebington, Wallasey, and Birkenhead had banded together to press 
for a dual system to deal with storm water and sewerage separately, 
and thereby protect the river Fender from pollution.42 Discussion 
between the authorities concerned continued, but the dispute with 
Wirral U.D.C. about sewerage arrangements in the Fender valley 
would have to be resolved before house-building could begin.

In Robinson’s layout, a wide central avenue led from the church 
to the main shopping and public areas, which were situated around 
a rectangular ‘square’ . This area was planned to include banks, a 
post office, a community centre, and a library. Schools were sited in 
an educational area near the river Fender. Some 2,540 houses were 
planned, mostly at a density o f twelve per acre and arranged in 
terraces o f between three and eight dwellings. Each plot was allowed 
a frontage o f 30 feet, with private gardens at the front and back of 
each house.

Reilly’s scheme for Woodchurch was his first attempt at planning 
a housing estate. An early foray into domestic architecture had been 
a row o f Regency-style cottages for Port Sunlight in 1906 with which 
Lever was said to have been less than satisfied.43 Graphically, Reilly’s 
plan was poorly executed, with little detail, which perhaps confirms 
a lack o f serious intent at the outset. The layout shows a central area 
accommodating public buildings, with schools arranged in an 
educational area similar to that o f Robinson’s layout. To effect the 
communal scheme, conventional roads, apart from those leading to 
shopping centres, culs-de-sac, and closes, were abandoned in favour 
o f one-way tracks around various sized ‘village greens’ surrounded 
by terraces o f between three and eight houses, with some pairs of 
houses included ‘to get around curves’ . Each o f the 3,057 houses was 
to have a small back garden and a 20-foot open frontage leading on 
to a narrow one-way track from which vehicular traffic was 
prohibited. All unused land between the greens and in the spaces 
where gardens converged was to be used as allotments. Pedestrian 
access only was envisaged to traffic-bearing roads, and footpaths 
were proposed for access between the greens. It is perhaps significant

42 Birkenhead Advertiser, 15 Apr. 1944.
43 Shippobotham and Hubbard, Port Sunlight, p. 45.
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that a substantial part of the hand-written notes on the plan do not 
relate to the layout itself but are criticisms o f the municipal 
engineer’s style o f planning.

Reilly’s accounts o f his subsequent approach to Robinson and 
later to the estates committee varied with the passage o f time and the 
audience he was addressing. In one he recounted his dislike o f the 
engineer’s scheme and his suggestion to Robinson that they draw a 
plan together,44 while in another he showed his scheme to the 
engineer and explained that, if  they co-operated, Robinson’s name 
would be made.45 A later version maintained that Reilly told 
Robinson that people would not be happy living in a garden 
suburb estate and that he [Reilly] would draw an alternative plan 
without fee.46 Possibly the version which gives the most accurate 
indication of Reilly’s opinion is the one in which the borough 
engineer’s effort was labelled ‘a damn bad plan’ .47 Whichever 
approach Reilly had used, the offer o f assistance was rejected.

Having been accustomed to the compliance o f both students and 
colleagues for much of his career, Reilly may have felt the rejection 
as both a personal and a professional rebuff. His determination to 
proceed, however, seemed strengthened, and a scheme which may 
have started as no more than a gesture o f disapproval developed into 
an all-out effort to produce his own housing layout. Dismissing 
Robinson’s rejection, Reilly approached the estates committee 
through the town clerk. Despite his lack of experience in planning 
working-class housing estates and despite that fact that it was 
outside his terms of appointment, Reilly reported that the estates 
committee was delighted to accept his offer to produce an altern
ative scheme for Woodchurch.48 The somewhat unprofessional 
response o f the estates committee may have indicated its dissatisfac
tion with Robinson’s conventional style o f planning, but perhaps

44 Wolfe, Reilly plan, pp. 9-10 . 45 Birkenhead Advertiser, 15 Apr. 1944.
46 M. Edelman, ‘Planning post-war Britain: the example of Birkenhead’, Picture 

Post, 8 July 1944. Edelman’s emphasis on financial considerations is unusual as it 
had little bearing on the outcome. Reilly would be forgoing a fee dependent on the 
professional scale in force at the time, but Edelman fails to mention that he was 
already assured of 1,000 guineas a year as planning consultant. Robinson, as a 
salaried employee, would not receive a fee. Reference to the financial aspect 
continued in the local and national press, and retrospectively in Birkenhead 18 77-
1974, published to mark the end of Birkenhead council as an independent local 
authority.

47 The Tribune, 16 June 1944. 48 Birkenhead Advertiser, 4 Mar. 1944.



156 Lilian Potter

also anticipated the antagonism which a further rejection o f Reilly’s 
offer would bring.

Although Reilly’s plan was difficult to interpret, certain elements 
in Birkenhead saw it as the ultimate in housing for the working class, 
if  not a panacea for most of the social ills o f the day. Labour 
members of the council (not usually sympathetic to visionary 
concepts), socialists, trade unionists, and the growing Communist 
Party, active in the shipyards o f Birkenhead, were all in favour.49 For 
them, besides alleviating a housing problem exacerbated by the war, 
the ‘Reilly greens’ redressed the balance of social inequalities o f the 
past and matched the aspirations o f the present. To some, the 
element o f romantic Fabianism appealed at an intellectual level, 
while others on the left of socialism were attracted by Reilly’s version 
o f communal living. He had not promised a return to an older 
order, nor even proposed a viable housing scheme, but his realistic 
descriptions swept along those within the borough boundaries and 
beyond who were receptive to his ideas.

At the April council meeting both layouts were presented. 
Although party allegiance was clearly demonstrated, the comparative 
merits o f the schemes were not considered. Indeed it became evident 
that councillors failed to comprehend either the plans before them 
or even the concepts which they discussed. The Conservatives were 
anxious to proceed with the adoption of Robinson’s plan, but agreed 
to McVey’s request that Reilly’s scheme be circulated to council 
members and the press.50 By admitting a hurriedly drawn sketch as 
an alternative to Robinson’s plan, the Conservatives had created a 
precedent, albeit one which was later to prove advantageous to their 
party.

Barely a week later, details o f Reilly’s plan had been published in 
the local and national press, together with elaborate explanations of 
the social benefits which he alleged would accrue from their 
implementation. Reilly made himself available for interviews, 
some o f which were reproduced verbatim by the Birkenhead News 
and the Birkenhead Advertiser. He maintained

I want to see the suburb, a stretch of green for a mile and a half, covered 
with cream painted houses . . . There will be many allotments. The British 
worker has got into the habit of digging and depending on himself for some 
of his food, and he wants to keep it up.

49 Liverpool Daily Post, 27 May 1944. 50 Council Minutes, 5 Apr. 1944.
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Reilly had not designed the houses for the estate but had strong 
views about them:

The house I propose for the estate w ill be o f  the best possible type equipped 
with the m ost m odern facilities from  the kitchen to the bathroom , and they 
will contain all those conveniences for the housewife which have been 
devised since the w ar . . . they should be designed by an architect. There are 
m any architects in the Birkenhead district w ho have vision and ability to 
design these houses.51

Reilly had long been known for concentrating on grand ideas, 
leaving others to work out the details,52 and Holford maintained 
that he did not heed limitations and had ‘the ability to float over 
them and from such an elevation they always appeared small’ .53 
Commentators outside his circle were not so generous, and Reilly’s 
planning was accused o f being ‘o f the idealistic type which sweeps 
aside objections by one simple process o f refusing to recognise 
them’.54 Reilly’s response to such criticisms was that, although the 
plan for Woodchurch was not within the terms of his engagement, 
he had prepared it ‘voluntarily out of enthusiasm to see a new model 
satellite town built for Birkenhead’ .55 Predictably, some reporting 
was inaccurate. One enthusiastic account described Reilly as ‘the 
famous architect designing a village green suburb for 10,000 dock 
workers on Merseyside’ .56

On 29 April illustrations o f sections from both plans, accompan
ied by rather poor artist’s impressions, appeared in the local papers, 
together with explanatory notes (Figs 6 and 7). Readers were invited 
to choose the ‘new Woodchurch’ and to act as referees between 
Reilly and Robinson. When the council debate resumed on 3 May, 
some members expressed disquiet at the way in which the press had 
represented the divisions within the council, and a Conservative 
member proposed a further adjournment as press comment sug
gested the matter was being rushed. McVey dismissed the idea of 
further adjournment and affirmed that Labour would support the 
Reilly plan on any future date. He opined that ‘feeling in the town’ 
was in favour of the alternative scheme but, when questioned, could 
not explain how he had arrived at this conclusion. He moved that

5J Daily Mail, 14  Apr. 1944. 52 The Leader, 22 Sept. 1945, p. 15.
53 Architectural Review, May 1948, p. 18 1.
54 Post Magazine and Insurance Monitor, 8 Jan. 1944-
55 Birkenhead News, 15 Apr. 1944- 56 Daily Mail, 14  Apr. 1944.
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F ig u r e  6 Section from  B. Robinson's Plan fo r  Woodchurch, February 
1944.

both plans be forwarded to the Ministry o f Health or that a ministry 
expert should assist the decision-making. The Conservative leader, 
Alderman G. Prentice, maintained that the council was capable of 
making a decision without outside help and reminded the chamber 
that Robinson’s plan could have easily been forced through at the 
April meeting but that the decision had been postponed in deference 
to Labour councillors. Deploring the fact that support for Reilly’s 
plan had now assumed political connotations, he stated that his 
party was not prepared to approve the alternative layout, and did 
not regard Reilly as ‘a great international expert’ or an ‘expert on 
modern house layout planning’.57 The decision to adopt a layout 
was again postponed and a farther meeting arranged for 26 May. 
The debate closed with a request from the mayor, Conservative 
Alderman T. H. Herron, that an important question should not be 
treated ‘as though it were a prize’ by both council and press; he also 
remarked that he looked to the press to ensure that details o f the 
plans were understood.58 How this was to be achieved was not

57 Council Minutes, 3 May 1944.
58 Birkenhead News, 6 May 1944.
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F ig u r e  7 Section from  Professor C. H. R eilly ’s Plan fo r Woodchurch, 

A pril 1944.

discussed, but the Labour councillor M. Halligan suggested that the 
plans should be exhibited on church notice boards.59

In the weeks leading up to the meeting, Reilly promoted his layout 
vigorously and just as vigorously censured both the borough 
engineer’s effort and the lifestyle which he alleged the garden 
suburb layout dictated. Indeed the term ‘suburban’, when used by 
Reilly and his supporters, became synonymous with ‘inferior’. 
Anomalies had occurred in reporting the number of houses planned, 
the absence or presence o f front gardens, and the size of communal 
frontages. There was also concern that the development of new 
housing on former agricultural land was taking precedence over 
rebuilding the bombed areas nearer the town centre. Extensive 
interviews with the press gave Reilly the opportunity to demonstrate 
his confidence that his alternative scheme would be adopted and to 
clarify the misconceptions which had been raised in press reports, as 
well as indicating how he envisaged his development:

I want W oodchurch to be a com pact town, with no frayed edges spoiling 
the country round it. I want the U pton by-pass to be one boundary o f  it

59 Council Minutes, 3 May 1944-
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and to exchange land on the Upton side of it for other land to fill up the 
west boundary of my plan, so that a road with houses on one side of it only 
and looking out into the country, as at Hilversum in Holland, can encircle 
the whole little town, like a wall, and leave it and the country tidy.60

The focus o f the publicity, however, lay in a meeting organized 
by the Birkenhead trades council to be held in the town hall on 23 
May. Although advertised as an opportunity for the ratepayers of 
Birkenhead to listen to explanations o f both proposals for Wood
church, Reilly was billed as the speaker.61 Robinson was invited but 
was unable to attend,62 maintaining that his position restricted any 
comment he may have wished to make on council business under 
consideration.63 Some Conservative councillors became a little 
more active prior to the town hall meeting and arranged ward 
meetings to gauge the sympathies of the ratepayers.64 Although 
these meetings were poorly attended, the lack o f support was 
interpreted by their organizers as a firm belief on the part o f the 
electorate in the ability o f their representatives to make the appro
priate choice o f layout.

As the publicity escalated beyond the borough boundaries, Reilly’s 
plan was heralded by some sections o f the national press as the 
planning o f the future.65 Architectural merits within both proposals 
were subordinated as the controversy acquired national attention 
and became a test case o f post-war rehousing plans. A cross-section 
o f the national press followed events closely, with comment depend
ing on their political tendencies:

Details of the controversy have been published by the ‘Daily Mail’, ‘News 
Chronicle’, ‘Daily Mirror’, and the ‘London Evening Standard’. The last 
named went as far to suggest that Birkenhead was giving an ‘excellent 
example of democracy at work’. It even stresses the point that ‘every city 
should do as Birkenhead is doing.’66

The London Evening Standard had indeed singled out Birkenhead for 
recognition, with an editorial article supporting the Reilly plan, but 
whether its readers knew the location of Birkenhead is a matter for 
conjecture: ‘The whole o f England should watch Birkenhead’s

60 Birkenhead Advertiser, 24 May 1944. 61 Reilly Papers.
62 Birkenhead News, 20 May 1944. 63 Birkenhead News, 24 May 1944.
64 Birkenhead News, 20 May 1944.
65 London Evening Standard, 1 o May 1944.
66 Birkenhead News, 20 May 1944.
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decision . . . London should certainly watch, and if Birkenhead 
shows herself daring we would not be too proud to follow.’67 

The town hall meeting was on the whole well attended and the 
audience was left in no doubt as to where the sympathies of the 
organizers lay.68 Little was said by way o f explanation o f Robinson’s 
scheme, but Reilly condemned the garden suburb concept, which he 
held responsible for numerous social problems as well as ‘for the 
mentality it will create if  translated into bricks and mortar’ .69 The 
following extracts from Reilly’s notes are given at length so that his 
invective is not diluted.

Why was there such a contempt with novelists for suburbia? It was because 
it bred a narrowness of outlook, in which the team spirit was not 
developed. It lacked the intellectual development which came from 
sharpening one’s wits . . . allowing everyone to play with his own toy 
castle had produced an anti-social spirit. The great growth of the slow 
moving, prejudiced suburban mind during the first half of the present 
century had led us into being humbugged by Germany.70

The vicious attack on Robinson’s profession, and by implication on 
Robinson himself, was thinly veiled as his ability was questioned:

Without being in any way personal, as an architect, I feel the layout of 
houses for human habitation is not in the first place an engineer’s job. The 
engineer’s training in steel construction in drains and such like inhuman 
things does not fit him for it. It is not humane enough. The architect 
however is always thinking in terms of human lives. He, I suggest, should 
do the planning and the engineer keep him straight on the mechanical 
side.71

Reilly countered probing questions concerning his scheme with 
criticism o f the engineer’s plan and maintained that as far as he was 
concerned the controversy was not just a matter of one set o f plans 
against another; it was one set o f principles of living against 
another.72 Reilly promoted his plan by allowing people to picture 
the idealistic way of life which it would sustain and the social 
benefits which would accrue from it. The realities of building an

67 London Evening Standard, 10 May 1944.
68 Potter, ‘Woodchurch controversy’ (thesis), p. 138.
69 Birkenhead Advertiser, 7 May 1944.
70 Liverpool Daily Post, 24 May 1944.
71 Birkenhead News, 24 May 1944.
72 Birkenhead Advertiser, 7 May 1944.
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experimental scheme were ignored. It is not clear whether Reilly 
failed to appreciate the problems that might arise, or whether, as was 
his wont, he chose to ignore them.73 He conjured for his audience 
the bonhomie o f life around the greens where happy housewives 
worked in ‘prefabricated kitchens that had been dropped into the 
houses’ . He assured his listeners that bus fares would be included in 
the rents, that a system of district heating could be installed, and that 
no child would walk more than half a mile to school.74

Reilly took advantage o f the optimism of his audience and told 
them what they wanted to hear. Many who attended the meeting 
assumed that the plans for the houses, nurseries, swimming pool, 
and cinemas were already completed, and this particular Utopia 
would miraculously appear at the end of the war. No reference was 
made to the cost o f these elaborate schemes and neither Reilly nor 
his supporters ensured that the audience understood that in reality 
all that existed was a rough sketch o f a layout. The meeting passed a 
resolution in favour o f adopting Reilly’s plan,75 and the following 
day Reilly and his supporters celebrated their optimism through the 
columns o f the press by reiterating the more abstract social benefits 
which would attach to his plan for communal living.76

During the eagerly anticipated council meeting on 26 May 
members of both parties appeared to be more conversant with 
aspects of the layouts, and each scheme was criticized by supporters 
o f the other. Reilly’s plan was attacked for the inclusion o f eight 
community centres, which Conservatives labelled ‘public-houses’, 
and the narrow tracks around the greens which, when blocked with 
vehicular traffic, would be unsafe for children; besides, existing by
laws did not permit the proposed width of the tracks. Other 
criticisms concerned the upkeep o f greens and open frontages, and 
restricted access for emergency vehicles.

Although Robinson’s layout was censured for having 500 houses 
fewer than Reilly’s, in effect all other criticism was directed at the 
garden suburb concept. The Labour alderman H. G. F. Dawson 
dismissed the idea o f front gardens on the grounds that the working

73 Post Magazine and Insurance Monitor, 8 Jan. 1944. There is no evidence that 
Reilly or his assistant N. J. Aslan had undertaken or instigated any form of 
investigation into potential social problems, or indeed that they ever visited the 
Woodchurch site.

74 Birkenhead Advertiser, 24 Apr. 1944.
75 Liverpool Daily Post, 24 May 1944. 76 Birkenhead News, 24 May 1944.
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man preferred to sit in his back garden and read his paper. The 
education committee criticized both plans as far as provision for 
schools and playgrounds was concerned. Personal and professional 
criticism o f Reilly was included as a preamble to political differences. 
He was called a ‘dreamer’ for producing a plan ‘still in embryo’, and 
accused o f neglecting the job for which he had been appointed. The 
political wrangling was spiced with emotional outbursts about men 
returning from the forces, and allusions to class differences. The 
situation in Birkenhead thus took on some elements o f farce from 
which no political party emerged unscathed. Labour was accused of 
manipulation and stage-managing Reilly’s propaganda. It retaliated 
by hinting at collusion between Reilly’s opponents and speculative 
builders, and by suggesting that the estates committee had post
poned contacting the Royal Institute of British Architects to 
recommend an architect to design the houses for Robinson’s 
layout because it was afraid that the Institute would suggest Reilly.77

Voting at the conclusion o f the debate followed party lines, 
despite denials by both parties that politics had affected their 
attitudes. Robinson’s plan was thus adopted and Labour’s plea for 
a plebiscite was rejected. Reilly and the Labour members of the 
council vacated the chamber before the vote was taken to forward 
the approved layout to the regional planning authority and to ask 
the R.I.B.A. to recommend an architect for the houses.78 Outside the 
chamber, recriminations and threats followed as Reilly and his 
supporters refused to admit defeat. Reilly blamed his failure on 
others, beginning with the borough council, which he accused of 
making itself ‘the laughing stock o f the whole country’/ 9 Although 
he had previously confined his professional and personal criticism to 
Robinson, he now included those who had spoken against him or his 
plan in debate. While emphasizing the social advantages o f his 
layout, he attempted to elicit sympathy for the working class. He 
spoke of ‘this new little town [where] I was trying to give the poor 
something what [sic] the rich families enjoy at the moment.’80 

Reilly threatened to abandon long-term planning for the bor
ough,81 but after a few days’ reflection he announced that he had

77 Birkenhead Advertiser, 31 May 1944.
78 Birkenhead Advertiser, 31 May 1944.
79 News Chronicle, 27 May 1944.
80 Birkenhead Advertiser, 31 May 1944.
81 Liverpool Daily Post, 27 May 1944.
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decided instead to complete the task for which he had been 
engaged.82 He was frustrated but undeterred, and by this time it 
was not just a scheme for a housing estate that was being contested. 
Support for the plan had, by judicious promulgation o f the social 
benefits o f communal living, become support for a specific lifestyle. 
It was also a focus for left-wing publications. National papers which 
took up the story o f the controversy frequently misled their readers 
with imaginative interpretations o f communal living. They also 
argued that the people o f Birkenhead were attempting to override 
an unpopular decision taken by the council and instead choose the 
housing scheme they themselves preferred. Support for the Reilly 
plan had become confused with support for the method o f reaching 
a decision; what was being applauded was the spirit o f the people 
who dared oppose their elected representatives, not the plan itself.

The local press commented on the deteriorating political situ
ation:

The party truce which was declared with such high sounding avowal in the 
early days of the war has degenerated into an utter fiasco, wholly dormant 
in spirit if not in letter, and with not enough life left in it to survive the 
controversy which needs to be handled without prejudice.83

The council meeting was postponed in June as it coincided with 
news o f the D-Day landings,84 but the planning debate continued 
outside the chamber, with a meeting on 20 June arranged by the 
Communist Party, where support for Reilly’s scheme was con
firmed.85 In the hiatus following the Normandy landings, Labour 
members adopted an aggressive attitude which was carried into the 
July council meeting when McVey complained that the Conservative 
Party, particularly councillors who had not been before the electors 
for at least six years, no longer represented public opinion in 
Birkenhead. He also claimed that his party was supported by the 
local press and intended to ask the ministry to allow an election to 
decide the issue. The mayor dismissed Reilly’s plan as a mere 
freehand drawing which no one could follow,86 while the Labour 
councillor Melville reminded the chamber, somewhat inaccurately,

82 Sunday Pictorial, 28 May 1944.
83 Birkenhead News, 6 May 1944.
84 Birkenhead News, 10 June 1944.
85 Birkenhead Advertiser, 24 June 1944.
86 Birkenhead Advertiser, 8 July 1944.
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that the whole country was waiting to see if Birkenhead was 
courageous enough to adopt Reilly’s plan; if  it did, he averred, a 
hundred other towns would follow Birkenhead’s lead.87 McVey 
denounced the so-called truce and, with his supporters, left the 
chamber when his proposal for an inquiry was defeated.88 During 
the summer recess, an article by Maurice Edelman in Picture Post 
compared the two plans and strongly favoured that o f Reilly; for 
emphasis it was illustrated with photographs o f end-of-term activ
ities at a public school juxtaposed with those of residents of run
down areas of Birkenhead.89 A similar article headed ‘Community 
versus segregation’ followed in the Architects Journal.90

Reilly revised his plan in September 1944.91 Although never put 
before the council, it was undoubtedly produced to assist Labour’s 
attempt to reverse the decision in favour o f Robinson’s layout. It 
shows little improvement in presentation over Reilly’s earlier effort 
but a marked increase in the number of houses sited conventionally 
facing on to roads. Meanwhile the R.I.B.A. had recommended 
Herbert J. Rowse as architect of the houses for Robinson’s plan. 
He had designed some o f the finest non-domestic buildings in the 
Merseyside area,92 and had been responsible for an estate o f work
ing-class houses at Rainhill outside Liverpool which had been highly 
commended by Reilly, his former mentor.93 Living and practising 
locally, he was highly respected in architectural circles in Liverpool, 
and his up-to-date thinking and technological knowledge were 
firmly based on established traditions.

At the October council meeting, Labour appeared somewhat 
resigned to the adoption o f Robinson’s plan, but raised a number 
o f objections to the appointment of Rowse and the terms of his 
employment, echoing those tabled at an earlier meeting o f the 
estates committee.94 At this stage objections were merely a delaying 
tactic, and speakers from both parties increasingly adopted a cavalier

87 Upton and Moreton Advertizer, 8 July 1944. This was exaggeration in the heat 
of political debate. Dudley, Bilston, and the Miles Aircraft Company of Reading later 
showed interest in adaptations of the ‘village greens’ scheme.

88 Birkenhead News, 27 Sept. 1944-
89 Picture Post, 8 July 1944.
90 Architects Journal, 3 Aug. 1944-
91 Wirral Archives: C. H. Reilly, Plan for Woodchurch, Sept. 1944.
92 D. Bradshaw, ‘Obituary’, R.LB.A. Journal, Oct. 1963, p. 421.
93 C. H. Reilly, ‘Some younger architects of today’, Building, Dec. 1930, p. 524.
94 Council Minutes (Estates), 9 Sept. 1944.
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attitude towards the situation.95 Attending the November estates 
committee meeting, Rowse explained that he had encountered 
difficulties in designing houses for Robinson’s plan and, as a 
result, he recommended a layout on new lines. The full impact of 
this coup de grace was not minuted, but the committee resolved to 
supply copies of the new plan to members of the council and 
Professor Reilly, and to inform the Ministry of Health that a further 
layout was under consideration.96 The ‘difficulties’ encountered by 
Rowse are not recorded.9'

Rowse’s plan was possibly more conventional than adventurous 
but had enough innovative features to make it attractive to Labour 
members, with the further advantage of a resemblance in some 
external features o f the houses to those at Port Sunlight.98 The 
clearly drafted plan could be understood by the layman and did not 
require elaboration from the architect. Rowse’s professionalism was 
an intervention to be welcomed, and acceptance o f the layout meant 
that site preparation could proceed. The contrast between his 
presentation and working methods and Reilly’s was readily appar
ent. Reilly’s flawed sketch, requiring a great deal o f work by others to 
turn it into a viable proposition, and Robinson’s conventional 
layout, lacking house designs, were both superseded by a superior 
plan, well thought out in all details. Predictably, the Conservatives 
were accused o f ‘having a change o f heart’ at the December council 
meeting, where the opposition facetiously suggested a collaboration 
o f all three planners. A ‘period o f quiet’ was requested for the estates 
committee, but it is not clear whether Labour responded to this 
appeal or was subdued, rather, by the unexpected turn o f events.99 
The meeting was relatively uneventful when compared with those of 
the preceding months, and it is remarkable that Labour members of 
the council accepted Rowse’s plan with such little opposition.

95 Council Minutes, 25 Oct. 1944.
96 Council Minutes (Estates), 27 Nov. 1944. Ironically, the November issue of 

The Builder published an article detailing Robinson’s approved plan and photo
graphs of a model constructed by members of his department: 24 Nov. 1944, 
pp. 408-9.

97 H. J. Rowse, ‘Engineer and architect’, R.I.B.A. Journal, Jan. 1944, p. 56. 
Although Rowse advocated co-operation between the professions, acceptance of 
his layout eliminated the problem of working for the borough engineer and 
established the architect’s supremacy.

98 H. J. Rowse, Plan for Woodchurch, deposited with Bradshaw Rowse and
Harker, Liverpool. 99 Birkenhead News, 9 Dec. 1944.
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It was not until March 1945 that Woodchurch again became the 
subject o f debate. Both parties, anxious to avoid a repetition o f the 
previous year’s fiasco, were inclined to placate their opponents rather 
than antagonize them. Even though they blamed each other for 
delays, the time was approaching when house-building could pro
ceed, and neither party wished to be accused of preventing pro
gress.100 McVey and his associates failed to take advantage o f a 
situation with the potential at least to embarrass, if  not discredit, 
Prentice and his colleagues. It was pointed out, however, that 
although the Conservatives had objected to Reilly’s layout because 
it was outside his terms o f appointment, they were now supporting a 
plan by an architect who had not been engaged for the purpose. 
Labour wished to submit all three plans to the Ministry o f Health and 
indicated willingness to accept a ministerial decision, but the Con
servatives rejected this course o f action. Councillor Short, for the 
Conservatives, maintained that his party had first chosen the better of 
two plans and now were choosing the best o f three.101 The vote 
rescinded the earlier decision to adopt Robinson’s layout and it was 
resolved to forward the Rowse plan to the ministry for approval.

Local press coverage declined drastically in the months following 
council approval o f the Rowse layout, while the interest of the 
national press waned when it became apparent there would be no 
public challenge to the method o f approving a plan for Wood
church. Thereafter Labour councillors seemed to concentrate their 
energies on the forthcoming elections. Subsequently only minor 
technical points regarding the Woodchurch estate were discussed in 
council meetings. In effect the controversy was over. Agreement was 
reached between the interested local authorities to install the dual 
system of drainage in the Fender valley and work on roads, sewers, 
and drains began in 1946. The first occupants moved into their new 
homes in 1947, the same year in which Reilly’s Outline plan for 
Birkenhead was published. It included his revised layout for 
Woodchurch, together with an explanation o f the expected social 
benefits as well as reference to the controversy.102

Although the ‘Reilly greens’ did not come to fruition in Birken
head, the term passed into architectural history as Reilly’s friends

100 Council Minutes, 3 Jan. 1945.
101 Birkenhead News, 10 Mar. 1945.
102 C. H. Reilly and N. J. Aslan, Outline plan for the county borough of Birkenhead 

(Birkenhead, 1947), pp. 93-6.
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and colleagues continued to support and publicize the concept. 
Clough Williams Ellis defended Reilly’s conception o f communal life 
in the Estates Gazette,'03 while Lewis Silkin, the minister for Town 
and Country Planning, was persuaded to allow the model-making 
unit o f the ministry to produce a scale model o f three greens which 
was exhibited ‘as propaganda up and down the country’ .104 The 
Liverpool Echo inadvertently, or perhaps intentionally, endowed the 
model, and thereby the concept, with officially approved status by 
advertising the exhibition at the School o f Architecture in Liverpool 
as the ‘Government’s Model o f [a] “ Reilly Green”  Community’ .105 
After Reilly’s death in 1948 his son-in-law, Derek Bridgewater, 
designed a layout for Dudley urban district council, based on the 
‘village greens’ scheme, but there was little similarity with Reilly’s 
drawings for Woodchurch.106 Dudley council had the foresight to 
engage Professor Charles Simey and Professor Charles Booth of 
Liverpool University to advise on the social problems which would 
inevitably arise from a plan based on communal living.

In 1950 the Woodchurch estate was recognized by the Ministry of 
Health as one o f the best designed in the north-west region. By the 
time o f the coronation celebrations in 1953, when the key to the 
1,000th house completed was ceremonially handed to the tenant by 
Percy Collick, M.P. for Birkenhead, housing officials from many 
parts o f the country had visited the area to examine both the layout 
and the innovative features o f house design. Rowse, however, had 
withdrawn from the contract.107 It is believed that he was unwilling 
to revise his plan to include flats and maisonettes in the later phases 
o f the estate as the council required.108 The relative brevity with 
which these events were reported by the local papers contrasted 
sharply with their extensive coverage o f the heated debate in 1944.

After the war, changes in local authority policies ensured that by 
engaging a full-time architect as chief officer, councils not only 
fulfilled the requirements o f the Ministry o f Health but enjoyed 
financial and administrative benefits as well as the compliance of 
their own employee. By 1952 T. A. Brittain was firmly established as

103 Estates Gazette, 23 Aug. 1947.
104 Building, Oct. 1945, p. 318; The Listener, 15  July 1948, p. 94.
105 Liverpool Echo, 13  May 1947.
106 R.I.B.A. Journal, 29 June 1948.
107 Liverpool Daily Post, 10  July 1953.
108 Interview with J. Banton, Bradshaw Rowse and Harker, Liverpool.
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borough architect in Birkenhead. He prepared his own plans for the 
remainder of the estate, which became the largest in Birkenhead, 
intending to include a few blocks o f dwellings designed by Rowse in 
order to ‘blur the transition’.109 Unfortunately the transition is 
clearly evident as the earlier high standard of building was not 
maintained. Dwellings were built to a higher density, and cheaper 
standardized designs were adopted to cope with escalating demands 
for housing. This accommodation has not proved popular and all 
the maisonettes and high-rise flats built in the later phases have now 
been demolished.110

At the time when Rowse withdrew from the contract, his design 
for Woodchurch would have been considered outmoded by many 
members o f the architectural and planning professions, but residents 
of the estate, unaffected by professional opinion, were and still are 
appreciative o f their attractive, well built homes. Despite some ad 
hoc improvements, the earlier parts of the estate have survived in 
their present condition because o f the high standard o f Rowse’s 
professionalism, his insistence on good quality materials, and his 
attention to detail at the outset. Events and time have proved that he 
designed ‘good houses in the English tradition until it is known how 
to build better ones’ .111

109 Liverpool Daily Post, 10 July 1953.
110 Woodchurch: a Wirral schools’ project (copy in Woodchurch library, Birken

head).
111 D. Bradshaw, ‘Obituary’, R.I.B.A. Journal, Oct. 1963, p. 42.
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The Centre for North-West Regional Studies at Lancaster University 
continues to produce Occasional Papers regularly, the series numbering 
having reached the mid-forties, and has become one of the most significant 
outlets for local and regional history, archaeology, and related studies in 
this part of England. The Occasional Papers have a special value because 
they allow publication of texts which are much shorter than than a fully- 
fledged book yet are substantially longer than articles in any of the region’s 
transactions series. They therefore permit detailed analysis, with plenty of 
opportunities for contextual discussion and copious illustration, of subjects 
which are fairly specialized or are of relatively confined geographical scope. 
Although quality and readability vary from paper to paper, and some are 
more esoteric than others, the series has established a high academic 
standard which in recent years has been enhanced by a generally impressive 
technical quality.

The three papers reviewed here demonstrate the merits of the series 
admirably. In The Romans at Ribchester, B. J. N. Edwards, the former 
County Archaeologist for Lancashire, focuses not so much on the ‘factual’ 
history of the Roman fort and settlement, but on the historical development 
of our present understanding of the site. He traces the emerging interest 
among antiquarians, from John Leland in the 1530s and William Camden 
in the 1580s onwards, and then considers early attempts at excavation and 
the formulation of theories as to the layout, dating, and detailed interpreta
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tion of the fort and the finds made there. There is extensive coverage of the 
way in which these investigations were presented, including the publication 
of reports, descriptions, and drawings, and the establishment of the 
museum on the site.

The Ribchester paper not only provides a most interesting account of 
how over the past five hundred years there has been a continuous evolution 
in the historical awareness and archaeological understanding of this key 
site, but also demonstrates that this evolution is itself of major historical 
interest. Consciousness of and investigations into the past are phenomena 
with important historical and sociological implications. A not dissimilar 
perspective on the growth of historical awareness is expounded in Christine 
Dade-Robertson’s work on Furness Abbey, which, daringly perhaps, barely 
mentions the pre-Reformation period and instead discusses in considerable 
and illuminating detail the growth of interest in this splendid but 
surprisingly little known monument. The paper is illustrated with numer
ous maps and pictures which are fundamental to the text, for a central 
premise is that illustration of the ruins themselves, and published works 
about the abbey, reveal the cultural and aesthetic identities and perceptions 
of their times, from the romantic ivy-hung masonry of the late eighteenth 
century, via the tidy formality of the Ministry of Public Buildings and 
Works which many of us remember from our own earlier days, to the 
‘interpretational’ work of the present, which is quite rightly commended 
rather than decried. The book is on occasion slightly pedestrian in its 
description, reminding the reader that it originated as an M.A. dissertation, 
but it represents an important contribution to a subject which in the 
context of modern Cumbria has a major relevance to the history of tourism, 
heritage, and the conservation movement.

The third of the C.N.W.R.S. papers is also of wider significance than its 
title might imply. Rural industries o f the Lurie valley, a collection of papers 
edited with characteristic skill by Michael Winstanley, provides an access
ible illustration of the non-stereotypical view of the Lancashire countryside 
which, increasingly, gives us a more accurate image of the county’s past as a 
whole. The old-established and simplistic view (town dominated by coal 
and cotton, and countryside by agricultural labourers) is demonstrably 
false, and researchers such as Geoff Timmins have shown, for example, how 
vital the role of the rural textile trade was until the 1860s. This paper 
reinforces that more balanced view by emphasizing that in the beautiful 
Lune valley, today one of those ‘timeless and idyllic’ rural areas which any 
serious historian knows were neither timeless nor idyllic, industries had an 
important role in the local economy but one which was ultimately destined 
for oblivion as commercial and social circumstances changed in the middle 
years of the nineteenth century. Winstanley notes that tourism is now the 
major industry, and that rapid population growth in recent decades has
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been a function not of local enterprise but of commuter housing. But, in its 
heyday, industry was widespread and remarkably diverse. Coal, quarrying, 
hat-making, basket-making, and textiles both domestic and factory-based 
are discussed. It would be particularly interesting if comparable sub
regional work could be published on other rural districts in our two 
counties. East Cheshire and the Ribble valley are two areas where the 
impact of extractive and manufacturing as well as craft industries might 
readily be demonstrated in the two centuries before the 1860s.

The final publication in this group of papers is from a different source. 
English Heritage, in conjunction with the Lake District National Park 
Authority and the Cumberland and Westmorland Antiquarian and Archae
ological Society, has produced a beautifully illustrated survey of some of the 
key sites which survive from the once so important Cumbrian iron 
industry. A minor and doubtless peevish personal grumble is to ask, 
rhetorically, why archaeologists persist in using the ugly and clumsy 
Harvard referencing system which is so inconvenient to the reader and so 
academically pretentious; but this defect fails to detract seriously from an 
otherwise pleasing work. The maps, plans, and photographs are excellent, 
and the analysis of the practicalities of iron-making and its attendant 
industries, such as charcoal-burning, potash production and the transport 
of raw material and finished goods, provides a valuable new dimension to 
the knowledge of an industry which, the editors consider, was at least as 
important as those of the Weald and the Forest of Dean but has attracted 
much less attention (though the magisterial work of Fell in 1908 and 
Marshall fifty years later is hardly to be thought of as insignificant). The 
paper pays special attention to the early period of the Furness iron industry 
and to the exceptional longevity of its traditional practices. To one who as a 
child read the stories of Arthur Ransome by torchlight under the blankets, 
the sight of Swallows and Amazons (1930) and Winter holiday (1933) in the 
bibliography gave undeniable pleasure. Little did I know then the historical 
importance of those vivid descriptions of charcoal-burners.

Preston Alan G. Crosby

Tim Thornton, Cheshire and the Tudor state, 1450-156 0 . Woodbridge: 
Royal Historical Society/Boydell Press, 2000. xii + 32 0  pp. £40 hbk. ISBN 0 
86193 248 X.

Tim Thornton’s magisterial study of the late medieval and early modern 
county palatine of Cheshire will be of interest to all members of this 
Society. Few books are as meticulously researched and fewer still are written 
with such a sense of historical purpose. Deeply aware of parallels with 
today’s arguments about the future of the United Kingdom, the book’s
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central aim is to dispel any notion that the Tudor state was irrevocably 
centralist. Indeed, Thornton regards this argument as ‘fundamentally 
flawed’. In its place he seeks to show that the accession of the Tudors 
dealt a death blow neither to Cheshire’s sense of identity as an ‘imagined 
community’ (which Benedict Anderson sees as one where people believed 
they were set apart) nor to her own palatine privileges. ‘Cheshire did not 
become’, Thornton writes, ‘just another English county’. Rather it is argued 
that under Henry VII the king’s ‘policy in the shire, although more 
intensive in its enforcement of his lordship, was determined by the 
precedents and institutions of the palatinate’ (p. 243). This, he suggests, 
was also true for later Tudor monarchs. One illustration of how palatine 
privileges were altered rather than eradicated concerns the return of M.P.s 
to Westminster from 1545 onwards. This was an alteration indeed, but 
Thornton argues that these M.P.s were there principally to defend the 
county’s privileges and so were not symptomatic of Cheshire’s integration 
into a Tudor mainstream.

Thornton brings out all the individual traits of Cheshire’s government 
which are so central to his contention that ‘autonomy and diversity’ were 
not ‘doomed’ by 1500 (p. 13). Though Wolsey’s still relatively new type of 
taxation, the subsidy, was first levied on the county in the 1530s, Cheshire 
continued to offer its own tax, the mise, to the Crown. In a particularly 
exhaustive piece of research into the records of the central legal courts, 
Thornton reveals how, from the 1510s onwards, more cases from Cheshire 
were heard in London, but also that they comprised a minuscule propor
tion of the total number of cases. There is indeed little here to suggest a 
concentrated effort by the Tudor state and judiciary to squash local 
privileges. Similarly, the swift and mysterious fall of Sir William Stanley 
in 1495 is convincingly reconstructed in the light of Cheshire’s palatine 
status. Far from the sudden execution of an erstwhile friend being a 
reflection of the first Tudor king’s misanthropy, no king could afford to 
see rebellion in a county that was so emboldened by its own privileges and 
still so replete with a sense of its own history. For instance, Cheshire’s 
peculiarity is revealed by the fact that the given name of Ranulph or Randal 
remained popular in the county. Elsewhere in the Tudor dominions it was 
abandoned. It survived in Cheshire precisely because it was a name 
associated with a charismatic medieval earl of Chester who symbolized 
the county’s independence.

Any work as intense as this is bound to have its infelicities. Sometimes 
the author’s determination to expound Cheshire’s idiosyncrasies becomes a 
little overwhelming. The custom of ‘thwertnic’ appears once, but is not 
explained for those less versed in Cheshire life. In 1563 the county’s M.P.s 
petitioned the Lords against the demand for a subsidy on the grounds that 
they were already collecting a mise to mark the accession of a new
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sovereign. This appeal to the upper house is construed as a further 
indication of the reluctance of these M.P.s to see themselves as run-of- 
the-mill members of England s lower house. Yet we could also portray it as 
a largely unexceptional appeal to the upper house of parliament, which at 
the start of each session appointed receivers of petitions for the Tudor 
Crown’s outlying jurisdictions. Indeed, the history of the mise is an 
example of how the analytical desire to prove the longevity of Cheshire’s 
privileges sometimes gets in the way of a clear exposition of the county’s 
differences. It was apparently levied in 1563. It is also pointed out that the 
mise survived until well into the seventeenth century as another of those 
feudal aids so useful to the Stuarts; yet elsewhere we are also told that the 

mise of 15 17  ‘represented the final payment of the mise before the 
introduction of English parliamentary taxation’ (p. 65).

Cheshire and the Tudor state ends, as it begins, with a historiographical 
survey of the first water. Thornton again contends that we should see early 
modern England as witnessing an ‘easy tension between centralised 
monarchy and territorial autonomy’ (p. 256). Cheshire’s relationship 
with the Crown is seen as a small example of how the Tudor state was a 
composite monarchy. Just as the sovereign’s relationship with Ireland or 
Wales differed from the royal relationship with England, so it was also 
possible for the Crown’s relationship with different parts of England to 
vary. It is a moot point whether other historians’ historiographical 
assumptions are so well thought through as to merit Thornton’s penetrat
ing gaze, just as it is not always clear how such historiographical sensitivity 
illuminates the story of Cheshire. It would finally appear that Thornton 
alights with most satisfaction on the work of the renowned French 
medievalist Bernard Guenee. Looking at the French Crown’s relationship 
to the localities, Guenee preferred not to talk about centralization in the 
form of the direct control of the king or his institutions; instead he opted to 
talk about ‘the sponsorship of local institutions by the crown, often in the 
face of criticism from the officials of the central institutions’ (p. 243). 
Thornton does not claim that Tudor monarchs created new institutions in 
Cheshire, as Guenee has described for regions of France; none the less there 
is a similarity in that English monarchs were prepared to work within, and 
to an extent respect, the county’s existing institutions and privileges. In fact, 
this respect revived towards the end of Henry VIII’s reign, when the ‘birth 
of a new prince . . . and the participation of the county community in war 
strengthened its coherence and the stability of the palatinate’ (p. 243). 
Whereas the usurping Henry VII was once accused of being the bad guy in 
Cheshire s history, that failed warrior Henry VIII is now painted in far from 
unflattering colours.

It remains odd, though, that the county’s role as a military community 
never emerges as a principal theme in Thornton’s Cheshire. Echoes of the
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county’s special role as a royal recruiting ground are scattered throughout 
the book. Citing Roger Virgoe, Thornton notes that in 1481 the prince of 
Wales’s council levied a tax on all the areas under its control, except for 
Cheshire, which offered military support instead. Henry VII retained 100 
men from Cheshire and Lancashire in i486, and leading gentlemen were 
recruited for the king’s French campaigns in the 1490s. In 1558, 200 
Cheshire men were sent to the Scottish border. But the county was not 
only a supplier of soldiers. It was also strategically placed. If Wales was no 
longer seen as a threat, and Scotland was only a danger if England went to 
war on the Continent, Cheshire was clearly seen as important in guarding 
Ireland. The potential threat posed by Sir William Stanley’s disaffection was 
exacerbated lay the fact of Perkin Warbeck’s interest in Dublin, a major 
maritime partner for Chester. The county’s elite were often promoted to 
positions in the administration of Ireland. As Thornton also notes, Protector 
Somerset’s recruitment of Irish kerned led to their passage through Chester, 
with the privy council keeping tabs on the disruption they brought in their 
wake. In other words, Thornton concentrates on Cheshire from the point of 
view of a palatinate, yet he does not entirely do it justice as a ‘marcher’ 
territory. Looking at the county from this angle, it is less surprising that he 
cannot find any sudden changes or discontinuities. There is no need to 
explain why the county’s peculiarities survived for as long as they did. 
Instead, it might be profitable to look comprehensively at what Cheshire had 
to offer in terms of furnishing the Crown with soldiers and in protecting the 
edges of its territorial authority. As England refigured itself through the 
absorption of Wales, union with Scotland, and the imposition of soldier- 
colonists in Ireland, the liminal county of Cheshire saw the original reasons 
for its privileged position alter, but of necessity slowly and over several 
generations, as is usually the case with social rather than dramatic constitu
tional change. More to the point, this would help explain why so many 
things that made Cheshire special, its peculiar baronies, its own taxation, its 
non-centralized courts to name but a few, were just as true of other northern 
counties in England. What is telling, of course, is that these counties, the 
other marcher palatinates of the North, were also at the edge of London’s 
authority. In other words, the question should not be ‘Did Tudor kings and 
ministers dissolve Cheshire’s privileges?’ Rather it should be ‘Did the type of 
state which drew upon Cheshire’s privileged status itself alter in ways that 
would impinge upon the county’s utility?’ Seen that way, Cheshire’s history 
begins to have much in common not only with other Tudor palatinates, but 
also with the process of state-formation in early modern Europe. It is against 
the background of the disappearance of many of Europe’s smaller countries 
that we should view how and why Cheshire’s special status changed, altered, 
or was confirmed.

I began by saying that Cheshire and the Tudor state would interest all
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members of the Society. In fact, any early modern historian who wishes 
to understand the complex layers which held society in this period 
together cannot afford to ignore this most brilliant and stimulating of 
books.

University of Manchester Glyn Redworth

Leading the way: a history o f Lancashire’s roads, ed. A. G. Crosby. Preston: 
Lancashire County Books, 1998. xxvi + 328 pp. £14.95 pbk. ISBN 1 871236 
33 9 -

This book comprises a collection of eight essays, in addition to the editor’s 
succinct introduction, which chart the emergence of Lancashire’s road 
transport system from pre-Roman times to the present day. The essays are 
in broadly chronological order, beginning with Ben Edwards’s contribu
tion on Roman and pre-Roman roads, and Mary Higham’s discussion of 
roads in the Dark Ages and the medieval period. The contributions of 
Alan Crosby and Diana Winterbotham take us through developments in 
the early modern period, the former having a good deal to say on road 
and bridge conditions and the latter focusing on road traffic and road 
travellers. A chapter by John Whiteley on the turnpike era, perhaps the 
best known period in Lancashire’s road history, follows, and the same 
author takes us through developments from the 1880s to 1940, when 
motor traffic brought new demands upon the road system. Finally, Harry 
Yeadon brings us up to date with an examination of road developments 
during the motorway era.

The book is generally an instructive and enjoyable read and does valuable 
service both in drawing together existing findings and in adding to them. 
The earlier chapters are particularly impressive, not least because they 
demonstrate that a good deal of development was taking place in roads and 
road travel long before the profound changes that occurred during the 
classical Industrial Revolution period. Such developments, which can all 
too easily be overlooked or understated, plainly had a notable impact in 
helping Lancashire’s proto-industrial economy to emerge and, no doubt, to 
enable those who could afford to travel to extend their social horizons. 
Equally, as Alan Crosby points out, profound difficulties persisted through
out this period, hindering both the pace and degree of improvement that 
took place.

The book also has a good deal of value in aiding further research into 
Lancashire’s road history and therefore of contributing to a fashionable area 
of study among transport historians. It has a strong stock-taking dimen
sion, and this helps to provoke thought about the areas in which we know 
too little or where deeper analysis is required. The nature of road
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improvements springs to mind, with regard, for example, to the debates 
among McAdam and his fellow road-builders about the relative merits of 
paved and broken-stone techniques and about the importance and impact 
of easing gradients. Certainly the sources and approaches used by the 
contributors, along with the extensive bibliography which they provide, will 
prove to be of considerable help to researchers.

Each author is able to develop his or her theme in satisfying detail, and a 
good deal of original research is evident. Well selected illustrations are 
incorporated too, including some showing landscape features created by 
road-building and improvement over the ages. As we have come to expect 
from Lancashire County Books and Carnegie Publishing, a very high 
standard of presentation is achieved. Historians of all eras and areas in 
Lancashire will certainly find much to interest and inform them, as will 
those with a general interest in transport history.

University of Central Lancashire Geoff Timmins

Charles F. Foster, Cheshire cheese and farm ing in the North West in the 17th  
and 18th centuries. Northwich: Arley Hall Press, 1998. xii + 1 16  pp. £8.95 
pbk. ISBN o 9518382 1 o.

Cheshire cheese and farm ing is Charles Foster’s second study (of three 
promised) of the rural society of the district about Arley in the seventeenth 
and eighteenth centuries. It falls into three loosely connected parts. The 
first, which will be familiar to readers of these Transactions, having been 
previously published in volume 144, is a study of the development of the 
Cheshire cheese trade to London in the seventeenth and eighteenth 
centuries. The second, a much slighter section, is an account of Booths 
Farm at Appleton, built at the end of the 1680s; and the third and more 
extensive portion is an account of the farming around Arley in the mid
eighteenth century which draws on detailed home farm and tithe accounts 
from the Warburton muniments in the John Rylands Library. The first and 
third parts are buttressed by extensive statistical appendices. The whole is 
attractively presented for a very reasonable price.

When I first saw Foster’s book on publication, I greatly admired it, but, 
returning to it at the request of the Transactions reviews editor three years 
or so later, I am not quite as impressed. For one thing, the three essays do 
not really cohere terribly well. For another, I detect a scatter of wayward 
judgements and some missed opportunities. The book seems based on a 
limited range of exceptional sources, notably the mid-eighteenth-century 
Warburton accounts, where other sources which one might expect to be 
drawn upon (and here I particularly missed a systematic discussion of the 
evidence of probate inventories) are absent.
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Having expressed reservations in general terms, let me explore the 
strengths and weaknesses of the book in greater depth. The first essay on 
the cheese trade is, and I have not changed my mind on this, one of the most 
important pieces of writing on agriculture in northern England of recent 
years. It is also a very valuable addition to the sparse literature on the 
domestic trade of a staple commodity. I think that the essay contains some 
very fine deductive logic. The demonstration of links between the changing 
technology of cheese-making, the demands of the London market for cheeses 
of a certain weight (and hence consistency), the need to have herds of a 
certain size to make the cheeses, and the engrossment of farms to make larger 
units to support larger herds is masterly. But does table 1 really show that 
‘from 1687 cheeses grew steadily in size until by the end of the century a 
standard weight of 20-24 lbs became standard’ (p. 13)? The maximum yearly 
average (in 1699) was 19.4 lbs. The mean for eight years between 1690 and 
1699 was 12.8 lbs, but in the 1670s (seven years in observation) it was 11.4  
lbs. And how do we know that the occupants of Arley Hall ate on average 40 
lbs of cheese per head per annum (pp. 5 and 16)? I thought that the 
consolidation of farms could have been described more fully; to my mind, 
Foster glides over what one might suppose to have been an unpleasant and 
painful shake-out of poorer, smaller, and less viable farmers.

The short essay on Booths Farm (by James Barfoot) is fine, but one 
would have liked to have known how typical this farm is of the others in the 
district. The history of the farm could have been thickened out a little, and 
again one must ask whether there are any probate inventories.

Part three describes the agriculture practised about Arley c. 1750, based 
on the accounts of the home farm (including extremely good ‘timesheets’ ) 
and tithe accounts for some of the townships of Great Budworth parish 
from about the same date. The quality of the data available to Foster is very 
fine indeed. As he is of a mathematical bent, he uses the data to construct 
detailed tables of productivity, farmers’ costs, and even working capital (but 
the last without any reference to inventories). My reservation about his 
table 14 is that it does not include any allowance for improvements made 
by the previous tenant and sold to the incoming tenant. The fact that 
improvements were being sold on this estate by the 1750s is itself a point of 
great interest, but the cost must have been a great burden to farmers. All 
this material is of lasting value. The tithe data could have been better 
presented in some of the tables and we are owed an explanation about why 
herd sizes are so different in Aston and Cowley (appendix 12  table B). The 
account of the labour employed at Arley home farm is not terribly 
sophisticated given the excellent quality of the data; perhaps someone 
will rework it in greater detail.

On a second and more detailed reading, I find there is still much to 
praise but rather more to quibble over than I remembered. But this is a very
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valuable book for which Mr Foster is to be congratulated. The companion 
volume is eagerly awaited.

Rural History Centre, University of Reading R. W. Hoyle

John K. Walton, Blackpool. Edinburgh and Lancaster: Edinburgh University 
Press and Carnegie Publishing, 1998. x + 194 pp. £12.95 pbk. ISBN 1 
85331 215 o.

The English invented seaside resorts and they are a major feature of our 
coastline which for many years dominated the tourism industry in England. 
While domestic tourism still thrives, our resorts are now going through the 
painful experience of adapting to greatly increased competition from other 
types of attraction. We are visiting towns but not resort towns. Some 
resorts could become heritage towns by the sea and need good quality 
research in order to see whether there is any potential in their past for 
marketing themselves in the future. Such research will perhaps help the 
myriads of local and national government bodies that now ‘plan’ us to 
identify where their future lies, as resorts or as good quality residential 
towns beside the sea.

Resorts have not been as respectable a historical topic as provincial and 
industrial towns. John Walton has published books and articles that have 
played a major role in drawing our attention to their importance. It was in 
the Georgian resorts that many of our forebears learnt public manners as 
they joined in public bathing, promenades, and other events. As more and 
more people were able to afford to go to them, so the resorts became a 
major influence on fashions in leisure and behaviour that were introduced 
from London and elsewhere.

John Walton has produced a splendid case study of one of England’s 
major resorts and in it he identifies the importance of sensitivity to the 
needs of the visitors. He discusses how Blackpool’s strength lay in providing 
effectively for a wide range of people. Any hiccups in the town’s develop
ment tended to be when the council and the private operators either took 
ages to wake up to an opportunity (for example the arrival of the railway) 
or tried to cut corners when change was needed such as investment in basic 
infrastructure. Professor Walton points out that Blackpool’s early growth 
was limited by a lack of large inland towns to act as a market. The resort 
thrived after the mid-nineteenth century as the inland towns grew and their 
residents began to prosper enough to afford not only the fare for the 
railway, which provided the vital communications link, but also a holiday. 
It was the spending on accommodation that really helped resorts like 
Blackpool to grow; day-trippers spent and still spend far less than staying 
visitors. John Walton also identifies the town’s need for a good image
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within its regional catchment area even in the later nineteenth century. This 
study also identifies a key point about many resorts; they often helped to 
keep money earned in a region within its boundaries by encouraging 
spending on leisure trips and holidays there.

I would have liked a map of the area as it was when Blackpool was 
growing rapidly during the later nineteenth century, showing the railways, 
and a map charting the growth of the town. No matter how good local 
knowledge is, maps are always useful and, in a book with a regional and 
national market, crucial. While this is not intended to be a picture book, 
more pictures (not taken from a standardized album) that conveyed an 
image of the town in the early nineteenth century would have been helpful. 
Overall, this an excellent introductory study, and I look forward to seeing 
more about the social and economic roles of their seaside resorts from 
historians of this fascinating region.

Lewes Sue Berry

Harry Foster, New Ainsdale: the struggle o f a seaside suburb, 1850-2000. 
Birkdale: Birkdale and Ainsdale Historical Research Society, 2000. 132 
pp. £13.95 hbk. ISBN 0 9510905 5 0.

This is the latest in a series of well documented histories published by the 
Birkdale and Ainsdale Historical Research Society. It continues the story of 
the development of Ainsdale traced in Sylvia Harrop’s Old Birkdale and 
Ainsdale: life on the south-west Lancashire coast, 16 0 0 -18 5 1, published in 
1985. Harry Foster also uses many of the sources which he researched in 
New Birkdale: the growth o f a Lancashire seaside suburb, which appeared 
in 1995. Central to the development of both Birkdale and Ainsdale (and 
indeed of Formby) was the role of the Weld-Blundells of Ince Blundell. The 
author has made careful use of that family’s papers preserved in the 
Lancashire Record Office and the Merseyside Record Office. The work, as 
with others in the series, is very well illustrated, although in the copy under 
review the frontispiece of Ainsdale Mill in 1886, listed on the illustrations 
page, was missing.

The text carefully and clearly recounts the steady growth of Ainsdale 
from the hamlet of a few farms and a mill in 1850, still part of the chapelry 
of Formby, to today’s extensive residential suburb. The Weld-Blundells’ 
efforts encompassed first agricultural improvements, secondly attempts to 
create a seaside resort, and thirdly and most successfully residential 
development. In all these endeavours the local railways, the Liverpool to 
Southport line and the Cheshire Lines route, now defunct, played an 
important part.

A minor criticism is that in the first chapter there is no mention of the
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private Act of Parliament of 1848 which allowed Thomas Weld-Blundell to 
improve his landholdings on this coast. A more substantial omission is the 
lack of any comparison with other coastal developments in the North-West, 
apart from a passing reference to Cleveleys. There is no reference to recently 
published work in this field. Nevertheless, this is a well written and 
substantial contribution to the history of south-west Lancashire.

Formby t Neville Carrick

Aspects o f Accrington: discovering local history, ed. Susan Halstead and 
Catherine Duckworth. Barnsley: Wharncliffe Books, 2000. 192 pp. £9.95 
pbk. ISBN 1 871647 65 7.

Aspects o f Blackburn: discovering local history, ed. Alan Duckworth. Barnsley: 
Wharncliffe Books, 2000. 192 pp. £9.95 pbk. ISBN 1 871647 56 8.

These two attractively produced paperbacks are the first ventures of the 
publisher (part of the Barnsley Chronicle group) into the Lancashire area, 
most of the previously published Aspects titles being about Yorkshire towns 
or cities. It is obvious that the publisher has appreciated the professional 
worth of local studies officers in the appropriate towns, as both these 
volumes are edited and contain contributions by librarians involved in the 
local history field. Both books consist of medium-length essays on disparate 
topics which, while of obvious interest to local historians in the towns 
covered, also contain information relating to politics, the arts, religion, 
popular culture, and other topics which should prove to be of general 
interest to local historians in the North-West.

The Accrington volume includes essays on the early years of Henry 
Watson (of Manchester Music Library fame), born at Burnley but brought 
up in Accrington; the natural history of the town; the glory days of 
Accrington Stanley; a history of the borough’s grammar school; and a 
description of the war memorials of Hyndburn district. The postal service 
in the town, and canal workers and boatmen in the surrounding area are 
among other topics covered.

Alan Duckworth’s Blackburn compilation is perhaps the meatier of the 
two and includes essays on boatbuilding (for the Leeds and Liverpool 
Canal); a history of Roman Catholicism in the town; and the experiences of 
an Asian immigrant who arrived as a child in 1964 and paints a very 
positive picture of integration in Blackburn. A chapter on ‘Blackburn at the 
polls’ is particularly interesting, giving a thumbnail sketch of the constitu
ency since before 1832, as is an essay on Charles Tiplady, a local printer and 
bookseller who kept a diary recording events in and around Blackburn from 
1829 to 1873.
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As these books are presumably intended for the general reader they are 
written in plain and readable prose, and some chapters, although by no 
means all, are followed by endnotes or bibliographical references. Both are 
generously and well illustrated (another example of the resources at the 
fingertips of the local studies professional), and are good value for their 
modest cost. They demonstrate commendable enterprise on the part of the 
publisher and I am sure that the appearance of future volumes on other 
north-western towns will be eagerly awaited by local historians.

Liverpool John Tiernan

Chris Driver, Britain in old photographs: Bolton and district. Stroud: Sutton 
Publishing, 1999. 128 pp. £9.99 pbk. ISBN o 7509 0974 9.

The author is quite explicit in his introduction as to what this book of old 
photographs is not. It is ‘not a history of the Bolton area’. It is ‘more a 
collection of snapshots of life over the last hundred years’. The book 
covers not only the centre of the town but also suburbs like Horwich, 
Deane, and Farnworth, with sections at the end on coal mining, transport, 
and fashion.

Can one take away some idea of what Bolton was like from this book? Is 
it meant purely for old Boltonians or could outsiders get a grip on the 
town? How far should maps be included to locate buildings which no 
longer exist? Two maps are included but both are disappointing in being 
too small in scale. Both, conveniently or inadvertently, exclude Manchester 
to the south-east. The book does include some superb ‘snapshots’ which 
must be real rarities, like those of the west doorway of St Peter’s church 
under demolition in 1866 or the grim courts on pp. 52-3.

The book is frustrating, however, for it lacks a logical sequence and 
order. It jumps about chronologically, for example in chapter five from 
1896 to 1936, back to 1907, to an undated print, and to 1924. In chapter 
eight, on Deane, it appears that the only significance of this suburb was that 
it had a church and was bombed during both world wars. The snapshots 
taken are to be applauded, but reading the book is too much like looking at 
a fragmented kaleidoscope. The references at the end are needed in order to 
find out more.

Liverpool Roger Hull
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Simon Gunn, The public culture o f the Victorian middle class: ritual and 
authority in the English industrial city, 18 4 0 -19 14 . Manchester University 
Press, 2000. x + 207 pp. ISBN 0 7190 5715 9.

According to the author, the ancient and well-worn contrast between 
‘Manchester men’ and ‘Liverpool gentlemen’ provided the initial spark 
for this important study of nineteenth-century provincial urban culture. 
However, the precise terrestrial geography of that particular inter-urban 
cultural contest does not provide the focus for the book. Three cities are 
explored in detail, Birmingham, Leeds, and Manchester, and Liverpool is 
touched on only in passing. Instead the book’s subject is the cultural 
geography that helps us to understand better the presumed distinctions of 
culture and status implicit in such sayings.

The history of urban bourgeois culture has been strangely neglected over 
the years compared to the attention given the culture of the working classes. 
Moreover, the domestic culture of the middle classes, and particularly its 
gender dimensions, has attracted more attention than the public culture of 
the industrial cities which the middle classes did so much to create. This is 
all the more surprising when one considers the array of sources available for 
such a study (Gunn has made especially good use of the periodical press). 
Some time ago Bob Morris noted the extent to which the industrial towns 
acted as ‘theatres’ for the display of bourgeois power and authority, and the 
representation of power through cultural performance is Gunn’s theme. His 
three-city case study provides a stage large enough to allow room for the 
display of several cultural forms. Thus there are separate chapters on 
architecture and urban design (casting light on the role of the city centre 
rather than the suburbs), the social uses of public space, urban networks of 
secular societies and chapel communities, the distinction between ‘high’ 
and ‘low’ culture (especially in music), and the evolving traditions of civic 
ritual (particularly the public pageant). Much of this is innovative. Gunn’s 
grasp of empirical detail is secure and he deploys an impressive under
standing of relevant theoretical writings. Bourdieu and Sennett are especial 
influences.

The public culture o f the Victorian middle class is engaging and well 
written. Its language is clear and its style direct. Although there is much 
here for the local reader interested in new evidence and new interpretations 
of Victorian Manchester, the book is primarily intended as a contribution 
to the broader cultural history of the British middle classes. Arguably its 
most interesting aspect is the significance attributed to ritual and perform
ance in the construction of authority. There is a resonance here which 
transcends the book’s subject matter. The chief thesis is that the urban and 
bourgeois public culture which originated in Manchester, Leeds, and 
Birmingham in the 1840s and reached its apogee during the last three


