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INTRODUCTION

Widnes is now part of the Borough of Halton and is one of
the eight districts of Cheshire. In 1899 it was a non-county
borough in Lancashire. It achieved borough status in 1892
having previously been administered (since 1865) by the
Widnes Local Board. The town is on the north bank of the
River Mersey. Its situation relative to nearby coal and salt
supplies and its efficient transportation network gave rise to
the development of the chemical industry in the town.' In
1899 its population of over 28,0007 was served by a profit-
able Gas and Water Department run by the Corporation
and by the usual public amenities to be expected of a
municipal corporation at that time.’

Many of the activities of the Widnes Local Board and of
the Widnes Borough Council have been researched and
recorded* but to date no description of the development of
Electrical Supply has been made. This article is designed to
provide such a description for the years 1899 to 1911.

The period under review in this article is not covered in
depth by the standard text books.” The Early Days of the Power
Station Industry by R.H. Parsons covers the period up to 1900
whereas Electricity before Nationalisation, by Leslie Hannah
concentrates on the period after 1914. However, The British
Electrical Industry 1875 — 1914, by 1.C.R. Byatt provides rather
more information. A particularly well-balanced account of
the role of local authorities is contained in Organisation of
Electricity Supply in Great Britain, by H.H. Ballin.

Until 1948 the generation and distribution of electrical
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energy in England and Wales was regulated generally by the
Electricity (Supply) Acts 1882 to 1936 and the Electric
Lighting (Clauses) Act 1899.° By 1899 there had been only
two Electricity (Supply) Acts: these were the Electric Light-
ing Act 1882 and the Electric Lighting Act 1889.

Under the 1882 Act the Board of Trade was given the task
of regulating elecricity supply. Local authorities, companies
or other persons could make application to the Board of
Trade for licences or provisional orders to obtain special
Acts of Parliament to authorise the generation and supply of
electricity for public or private purposes within defined
areas. It was necessary for undertakers to obtain statutory
authority to authorise them to execute works such as laying
cables in public streets and even more so in private streets
(which had to be individually authorised). Until the 1899
Act the provisional orders and special Acts authorising
electricity undertakings were very lengthy: each being
complete in itself. That Act incorporated all standard terms
automatically except as specifically varied in future orders
and Acts.

In the case of the Widnes Corporation all applications to
the Board of Trade were provisional orders. As the term
suggests these orders were of no effect in themselves (being
only provisionally approved) and took effect if and when a
Provisional Order Confirmation Act (i.e. a full Act of
Parliament) was subsequently enacted. In practice these
Confirmation Acts confirmed provisional orders in batches
to cut down on the amount or parliamentary time expended
on them. Once a provisional order had been confirmed the
person authorised to carry out the undertaking was
effectively given a monopoly to operate within the area
defined in the order. It was however a standard condition
that the undertaker be required to carry out certain compul-
sory works within a set period. Failure to do this would
require a further provisional order and Confirmation Act for
the undertaking to continue. It would also put the under-
taking at risk since competitors might make a successful
application to the Board of Trade and be preferred to the
original undertaker.’

REASONS FOR PROVIDING AN ELECTRICAL SUPPLY

There might have been several reasons for wanting to
introduce a supply of electricity to Widnes in 1899. The
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rather nebulous concept of ‘progress’ may have provided a
general impetus to the Corporation.? By itself this would
not be sufficient to induce the Corporation to incur the costs
of obtaining a provisional order let alone the costs of
creating an electricity supply system. Public lighting was
already being provided very cheaply by the Corporation gas
works. There was no prospect of electricity being used for
this purpose.

There was little industrial demand for electricity. Indeed,
until 1914-15 there was no great demand by the Widnes
chemical factories for electrical power.” A few factories had
very small scale electric generators (powered by gas or
steam) which satisfied demand. The chemical industry in
Widnes was dominated by the United Alkali Company
which was a combine incorporated on lst November 1890.
The combine was concerned with maintaining the interests
of the factories employing the old Leblanc process which
produced bleaching powder and other chlorine products in
conjunction with caustic soda. Technical developments
would ultimately require considerable electrical capacity
but not until World War L1.'° At the turn of the century
industry in Widnes was in a slump due largely to protec-
tionist tariffs and increasing industrialisation abroad. In
1898 John Brock'' reassured his shareholders that the
application of electricity to the heavy chemical industry was
little more than a fad.

Everybody nowadays after having neglected electricity for a long time,
thinks that there is some magic in electricity and that goods can be
produced with electricity provided they have electricity to manufacture
them with. This, however, is not the case. We (the United Alkali
Company) have examined, to the best of our ability, every new process
that has been brought out, but we have not yet come to the conclusion
that they could manufacture cheaper than our Company can.'”?

It might be argued that perhaps one should not give too
much weight to this statement since the company was
notoriously conservative in outlook.

Despite this statement, experiments were proceeding
rapidly. It.was obviously in the interests of the United
Alkali Company to have an electrical supply system
available to tap into even if it would not be profitable for
that company itself to provide it on a large scale at that
time. Ironically, within 22 years, the great increase in
power requirements consequent on the expansion of
electrolytic production of chlorine, made it necessary for
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the United Alkali Company to establish a large central
power station in Widnes."”” Whatever the motives of the
United Alkali Company, Mr. Holbrook Gaskell Jn. and
Mr. Duff represented it at a special meeting of the
Corporation’s Gas and Water Committee on 9th October
1900 to discuss the supply of electricity by the Corpor-
ation within the Borough.'* The priorities of the company
were clear enough. They saw electrical supply as being for
‘manufacturing and other’'® purposes. One week later (as
detailed below) the committee resolved to apply for a
provisional order.

The encouragement of the United Alkali Company
would have been significant but again not sufficient in
itself to justify an application by the Corporation for a
provisional order. After all, the company could have
applied on its own behalf for a provisional order. Another
reason for making an application was the possibility of
establishing a system of Electric Tramways. Enquiries
were made of the Liverpool Corporation as to the pros-
pects of the Liverpool Tramway System being extended to
and within the Borough.'® This ultimately came to
nothing mainly because of the technical difficulty of the
number of railways crossing highways in Widnes at
ground level.'” This is quite consistent with the national
trend. Byatt points out that: “There was very little inter-
urban tramway building in Britain. Even in the densely
populated areas like south Lancashire, the tramway
stopped abruptly on the edge of town’.'® There may be no
single reason for the decision of the Corporation to apply
for a provisional order but the timing of the application
suggests another incentive.

By the time the Corporation first considered the ques-
tion of electrical supply (i.e. 4th April 1899) it was aware
of the provisions of the Lancashire Electric Power Bill.
The Town Council had enlisted the support of its Member
of Parliament to offer ‘strenuous opposition’ to the Bill
and had also petitioned against the Bill.'? Many of the
municipal corporations had also opposed the Bill and the
Association of Municipal Corporations acted for the Lan-
cashire corporations. The Bill was subsequently enacted
as the Lancashire Electric Power Act 1900 and it
empowered the Lancashire Electric Power Company to
supply electricity to any borough or district (south of the
Ribble and north of the Mersey) in which it might
thereafter be authorised.
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The company posed a threat to the civil dignity® of the
municipal corporations of the county and to their own
electrical undertakings, actual or proposed. The threat
posed by the Lancashire Electric Power Company cannot
definitely be said to be the reason behind the application
of the Widnes Corporation for a provisional order. How-
ever, having obtained confirmation of a provisional order
the corporation was immune from the Lancashire Electric
Power Company since it thereby obtained its own mono-
poly. And having obtained its monopoly there was no
particular need to act upon it as a matter of urgency. It is
also possible that the Corporation simply felt that the
time was right for making an application for a provisional
order. After all, a number of neighbouring local authori-
ties and private companies were making similar applica-
tions. For example, municipal undertakings had been
authorised for St. Helens (1894), Liverpool (1896) and
Warrington (1898). What they could do so could Widnes.
Even Runcorn Urban District (then Widnes’ smaller
neighbour on the south bank of the Mersey) was about to
consider electric supply.?’

1899-1901: THE FIRST PROVISIONAL ORDER

The first official reference by the Widnes Corporation on
the subject of electrical supply was at a meeting of its Gas
and Water Committee which was held on 4th April
1899.2 The Borough Engineer was instructed to obtain
information and to report back to the Committee as to the
cost of providing an Electric Installation suitable to the
requirements of the borough. This innocuous resolution
put in train a series of events which were not finally
concluded until 1911. The official record does not reveal
why the matter was raised or by whom and the newspaper
report of the proceedings does not mention the matter at
all.

The actions of the Borough Engineer consequent upon
the Committee’s instructions are not known. However
they must have revealed an arguable case for pursuing the
matter of an Electric Installation because on 2nd January
1900 the Gas and Water Committee resolved to set up a
subcommittee to deal with matters affecting the supply of
electricity within the Borough.?® Deliberations continued
during 1900 and were concluded at a Special Meeting of
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the Gas and Water Committee held on 16th October
1900.?* The Committee were advised by their consultant,
Mr. Miller C.E. of Liverpool who had been retained to
advise on all matters relating to Electric Supply. It was
resolved at the meeting that the Town Council make
application to the Board of Trade for a provisional order
during the ensuing Session of Parliament empowering the
Corporation to supply electricity within the Borough.
Having made this decision the Powers and Duties of the
Gas and Water Committee were amended on 9th Novem-
ber 1900%° to include the supply of electricity and there-
after it became the Gas Water and Electricity Committee.
Notice of intended application for a provisional order
was duly made and relevant documents prepared. The
decision actually to submit the application to the Board of
Trade technically required a resolution of the full
Council. A special meeting was convened on Ilth
December 1900 and the following resolution was made:

That application be made to the Board of Trade on or before the 21st
day of December 1900 for a provisional order under the Electric
Lighting Acts 1882 and 1888 to authorise the Mayor, Aldermen and
Burgesses of the Borough of Widnes to supply electrical energy for
public and private purposes within their Borough and that the
corporate seal be affixed to the Memorial to the Board of Trade.?’

By April 1901 the Board of Trade had granted the provi-
sional order which was cited as the Widnes Electric Light-
ing Order 1901. The confirming Bill had also been
introduced into Parliament. This received Royal Assent on
26th July 1901 as the Electric Lighting Orders Confirmation
(No.5) Act 1901. On 6th August 1901 the Gas Water and
Electricity Committee resolved to set up a new subcommit-
tee to decide on how to implement its new powers.?’ A
report was submitted by the Borough Engineer in Novem-
ber 1901%% but consideration of the report was adjourned. A
further report was made in March 1903%° and again it was
only noted. It was not until July 1903 that the Committee
was minded to take further action.’ It is apparent from the
minutes that the subcommittee which was authorised to be
established in August 1901 did not meet and another
subcommittee was appointed in July 1903.

The contrast between the intensity of activity leading up
to the confirmation of the provisional order and that follow-
ing confirmation is remarkable. The provisional order was,
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after all, merely an authorisation rendering the supply of
electricity by the Corporation intra vires. The more intensive
activity should logically be expected to have been following
confirmation of the provisional order. This behaviour by the
Corporation calls into question its motive for applying for a
provisional order in the first place and perhaps gives added
credence to the primary motive being the neutralising of the
threat posed by the Lancashire Electric Power Company.

On the other hand it may be that the lack of progress after

July 1901 was due to a genuine difficulty which the Corpor-
ation faced, namely, should it create a municipal electrical
supply or should it assign its rights to a private company.
The actions of the Corporation in 1909 (described below)
might tend to support the latter theory. Unfortunately, no
surviving records of the period shed any light on the
question.

1903-1906: THE SECOND PROVISIONAL ORDER

The reason for establishing a new subcommittee in July
1903 was that in that month it was reported that the Empire
Electric Light and Power Company Ltd. had given notice of
their intention to apply for a provisional order to authorise
the supply of electricity within the Borough. In November
1903 it was reported that the Mersey Electric Supply
Syndicate Ltd. had given a similar notice.?! The significance
of the date of July 1903 was that under the 1901 Order, the
Corporation were obliged to execute certain Compulsorv
works by that time. It was open to the Corporation to apply
to the Board of Trade for another provisional order granting
an extension of time but the real decision was as to whether
the Corporation would provide the electrical supply itself or
transfer its rights to a private company. In November 1903%*
the Gas Water and Electricity Committee resolved to apply
for a new provisional order to extend the time limited for
the laying of mains in respect of the compulsory works and
to provide ‘with respect to transfer of powers and other
purposes’. In other words, the principle of transfer had been
conceded.

By December 1903 there were three companies applying
for the right to supply electricity. The Empire Electric Light
and Power Company Ltd. had dropped out. The Mersey
Electric Supply Company Ltd. was still in the running and
was joined by Messrs. Johnson and Phillips and by Sir
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Hiram Maxim Electrical and Engineering Company Ltd.
The subcommittee finally decided on 14th December 1903
that it would be in the interests of the Borough

to entrust the carrying out of the provisions of the Order to a firm or
company of standing, provided an agreement of a satisfactory character
can be arrived at and sufﬁuent guarantees are forthcoming as to the
due performance thereof.?

This was a fundamental decision by the Corporation. It
meant that municipal trading was rejected as an option by a
Corporation. One may draw the conclusion that the Corpor-
ation was still not convinced as to the likely profitability of
the undertaking (at least on the scale of a single borough)
especially since the vital interests of the Borough were not
perceived to be at stake.

The selection of the successful company was achieved by
three meetings of the subcommittee: one in December 1903
and two in January 1904.%* The Sir Hiram Maxim Electrical
and Engineering Company Ltd. refused to waive certain
conditions made by them concerning public lighting and
were consequently not considered further. The Mersey
Electric Supply Company Ltd. was then chosen in prefer-
ence to Messrs. Johnson and Phillips.

By June 1904 a provisional order had been made by the
Board of Trade authorising the transfer of the Corporation’s
rights to the Mersey Electric Supply Company Ltd.: this
was the Widnes Electric Lighting Order 1901 Amendment
Order 1904. It was confirmed on 15th August 1904 by the
Electric Lighting Orders Confirmation (No.2) Act 1904.
Somewhat belatedly, on 30th June 1904 the Empire Electric
Light and Power Company Ltd. again made a bid by again
glvmg notlce of their intention to apply for a provisional
order.”> This was obviously made too late and the applica-
tion did not proceed. On 23rd July 1904 the Corporation
entered into an agreement with the Mersey Electric Supply
Company Ltd. to enter into an Indenture of Transfer of its
powers after the Confirmation Act became law.*® All docu-
mentation was completed and the Indenture of Transfer
could have been signed at any time after 15th August 1904.
The company paid a deposit of £500 to the Corporation to
cover the costs of the Corporation. The Order required the
transfer to take place within one year of the date of Royal
Assent.

The transfer did not take place. The subcommittee were
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informed on 3rd October 1905 that the time limit had
expired.”” The Chairman of the Board of Directors of the
company reported that he had then completed arrange-
ments and was able to proceed with the scheme of transfer.
The Committee were given an undertaking as to costs and
agreed to apply to the Board of Trade for another provi-
sional order. These assurances by the company came to
nothing. The matter dragged on for another 10 months and
in August 1906 the Committee were informed that the
Mersey Electric Supply Company Ltd. was in liquidation.”®
The 1904 provisional order and Confirmation Act therefore
also came to nothing. For good measure the Committee
were informed at the same meeting that Crompton and
Company Ltd. had given notice of their intention to apply
for a provisional order. (This notice was withdrawn later
that year.)

1909-1911: THE THIRD PROVISIONAL ORDER

No further initiative is recorded between August 1906 and
July 1909. The decision in December 1903 not to provide a
municipal electrical supply remained. During the period up
to July 1909 the Board of Trade wrote on five occasions
asking what progress the Corporation had made. The Board
of Trade was obviously sympathetic to the position of the
Corporation and did not press too hard: but the situation
would not be allowed to continue indefinitely. Fortunately a
solution to the problem was at hand. On 6th July 1909 the
Gas Water and Electricity Committee were informed that
Messrs. George Henry Cox and Herman John Falk had
given notice of their intention to apply for a provisional
order authorising them to supply electricity within the
Borough.? The Committee had asked for a report earlier
that year but the notice of intended application meant that a
rapid decision had to be made.

The Corporation took the opportunity to review again the
option of the municipal trading before finally committing
itself to transfer its powers. The minutes are not very
helpful at this period but certain background documents
survive which provide additional details. On Ist May 1909
the Borough Engineer wrote to the Town Clerk as follows:

Two years or so ago, I would have unhesitatingly recommended the
Committee not to have considered Electricity at any price, but having
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regard to the enormous strides that have recently been made in
connection with electricity supply, the position has undergone con-
siderable change, so that for the moment I am face to face with the
difficulty of not — myself — knowing what is really the best to do.*

The Borough Engineer continued his deliberations and on
30th June 1909 produced a report setting out the pros and
cons of opting for a municipally owned electrical supply
system.

The report*' stated that many works in the town already
used electricity for lighting and power by means of private
generating plant powered by Corporation gas. It was esti-
mated that on this small scale industry could produce
electricity for 1d per unit or less whereas the Corporation
would have to charge around 3d per unit for its operation
should it proceed. It was therefore unlikely that industry
would be tempted to use Corporation electricity though it
remained to be seen if industry might be tempted to pay a
higher price for the benefit of a permanent and regular
supply and probably a higher voltage. Those works which
had not yet got their own supply of electricity might also be
tempted. This was by no means certain in view of the small
demand by the Widnes chemical factories for electric power
before 1914-1915.%8

The prospect of finding customers amongst the trades-
men and private residents ‘in an almost exclusively working
class population such as Widnes’ was regarded with ‘great
uncertainty’ especially having regard to the extremely low
cost of gas (i.e. Is 2d per 1,000 c.ft.). The report went on to
point out that during the previous two years the introduc-
tion of the metalic filament lamp had done much to cheapen
the cost of electric lighting as compared with the old carbon
filament lamp and

to bring the price of Electricity down to a figure fairly comparable with
Gas at ordinary selling prices, although even with the advantage of the
metalic filament lamps, the cost of Electricity would be greater than
Gas, at the Widnes price, when consumed in an incandescent burner.

Electricity did, however, have other advantages such as
cleanliness to be set against its price disadvantage. Because
there was no question of substituting electricity for gas in
any substantial way the calculations contained in the report
could legitimately ignore more complicated analysis, such
as costing the writing off of gas plant.

The report identified the potential area of municipal
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supply. There was the Motor 'Bus Garage, the Town Hall,
Secondary School and Free Library. Electricity could
replace gas for lighting in these buildings. There might also
be other buildings in the immediate vicinity which would
take a supply. This area of supply could be catered for by a
small installation of 50 kilowatts which would have a
capacity of supplying 1,000, 30 candle power lamps. The
whole venture would cost a little under £4,000 not counting
the cost of land for the generating station. The compulsory
area of supply would also have to be changed to provide the
most potential customers. The conclusion of the report was
that the venture might just be made to pay or at least only
make a small loss. If demand proved to exist the Corpor-
ation would have secured its position for the future.

The costs and Erlcmg of electricity supply have been
analysed by Byatt.” Unfortunately this analysis is of little
help m examining the experience in Widnes. The average
cost ( 3per KWh) of supply in 1900 is put at 4.0 and in 1911
at 1.4.** Much of this reduction is attributed as the direct
result of the exploitation of the economies of scale.** In
1909 most of the economies of scale of normal stations were
exploited at a capacity of 12-20,000KW. * Indeed, by 1912
many generating stations had capacity measured in tens of
thousands of KW.*® The capacity of the stations proposed
in Widnes was 50KW.

The gas factor was particularly important in Widnes.
Byatt*” considers that it was not until 1911 that electric
lighting in Britain became cheap enough to show a decisive
advantage over gas lighting for all new lighting installation.
This did not apply in Widnes for two reasons. First, the
borough had the enviable position of having provided the
cheapest gas supply in the United Kingdom. Secondly, the
extremely small size of the proposed electrical supply could
not take advantage of the economies of scale.

The report of the Borough Engineer was vetted by the
Corporation’s specialist consultant, Mr. J.H. Crowther, the
Engineer and Manager of the Gas and Water Department of
the Wallesey Urban District Council.** He substantially
agreed with the costings of the Borough Engineer and
provided a more detailed breakdown, but he was less
hopeful about the profitability of the venture. He stated in
his report:

I wish to point out that in my opinion your likely customers are not of
the best from the supplier’s point of view. In some of the buildings
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there would be little or no use of current in Summer months and even
in Winter the requirements would be over short periods and probably
five days per week.

The Gas Water and Electricity Committee had to come to a
decision. On 29th October 1909 they finally decided against
municipalisation.” This meant that the application of
Messrs. Cox and Falk could proceed.

Messrs. Cox and Falk were in fact nominees of the Salt
Union Ltd. which was a conglomeration of the Cheshire salt
producers which was incorporated in 1888. The Corporation
were informed that the Salt Union Ltd. proposed a scheme
to generate electricity at a power station to be erected at
Weston Point, Runcorn, ‘from whence current would be
transmitted at high tension alternating current across the
Ship Canal and the Mersey to Widnes and there trans-
formed for the supply of power and lighting purposes within
the Borough’.”!

The proposal by the Salt Union Ltd. was part of a much
larger project. The company intended to erect a new
salt-making plant at Weston Point, which was over 11 miles
away from their main brine areas at Northwich, for the
purpose of treating annually some hundreds of millions of
gallons of brine raised in the Northwich district. The brine
was to be pumped through pipe-lines from Northwich to
Weston Point. The power station would be needed to
provide the energy to process the brine.”? The sheer size of
the operation proposed by the Salt Union when compared
with that proposed by the Corporation must have finally
convinced the Corporation that the transfer of its powers
was the only real option.

The agreement in principle to transfer the Corporation’s
rights was reached and matters of detail were settled by
December 1909.>* A new provisional order was applied for.
This was duly granted and became the Widnes Electric
Lighting Order 1901 Amendment Order 1910 and was
confirmed on 3rd August 1910 by the Electric Lighting
Orders Confirmation (No.l) Act 1910. In the meantime the
Salt Union Ltd. entered into an agreement with the Corpor-
ation on 24th January 1910 to take a transfer of the
Corporation’s rights following confirmation of the provi-
sional order.”* This agreement was equivalent to that
entered into by the Mersey Electric Supply Company Ltd.
in 1904 but unlike that agreement it was acted upon. The
Salt Union formed a new company, the Mersey Power
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Company, actually to produce and supply electricity. After
confirmation of the provisional order all that remained was
to transfer formally the underaking to the new company.
This was completed on 28th June 1911.%

NATIONAL THEMES

The 1882 Act has been criticised from many quarters.
Parsons asserts that it brought about ‘an almost complete
paralysis of the industry until 1888 when it was amended by
Parliament’.”® The Act was introduced by Joseph Cham-
berlain and municipal control was its central theme.”” The
effects of the 1882 Act and the role of municipal trading
were two themes which are developed by the standard texts,
and these can be further subdivided as follows:

First, local authorities had a bad record in the delays in
1mplement1ng schemes for electrical supply after having
obtained provisional orders.”® Falkus states that of all
orders granted to local authorities between 1888 and 1900
more than four years el_agpsed between grant and supply in
no fewer than 91 cases.”” Ballin states that in 1901, of 438
provisional orders granted up to 1900, 366 were in the hands
of local authormes of which nearly two-thirds were still in
obeyance.®’ The delay in Widnes was 11 years. It is not
known if this is worse than the national figure since neither
Falkus nor Ballin give average figures for delay in imple-
menting schemes.

Second, local authorities would block private enterprise
schemes by the use of their vetos under the 1882 Act."”
Widnes Corporation did its share of blocking private
schemes before ultimately choosing a private enterprise
option. Ballin has pointed out that:

in the case of small bodies the delay was not always caused by a lack of
interest or obstructionism; it was often on the well-considered advice of
consulting engineers, who discouraged the authority from wasting
money on small and uneconomic plant, this delay in fact, was one of
the greatest opportunities for power companies prepared to give bulk
supply from larger stations.%

This is exactly what happened in Widnes.

Third, local authorities have been attacked for holding
back the development of electricity in order to protect their
own gas undertakings from competition.®® This criticism
masks the fact that the electricity supply industry had been
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roundly beaten by their gas competitors and that lighting by
gas was distinctly cheag)er than electricity until the end of
the nineteenth century.”* There is no evidence that Widnes
Corporation protected its own undertakings at the expense
of developing electrical supply. This is not surprising in
view of the extremely large size of their gas undertaking and
lack of threat from such a small electrical industry at the
time. Notwithstanding the lack of evidence against the
Widnes Corporation on this point it might be argued that it
is logical to assume a protectionist motive in failing to
invest in any alternative form of lighting. However, the
actions of the Corporation during the period under review
make this an unlikely conclusion.

Fourth, the effect of the Electric Lighting Act 1882 on the
development of electrical supply natlonally is a theme
common to all the standard texts.”> There is no way of
knowing whether the 1882 Act held up the development of
electrical supply in Widnes. The Corporation’s veto of
private enterprise up to 1909 does not necessarily imply
that it thereby prevented the establishment of electrical
supply in fact. By and large, however, Widnes does conform
to the national trends as described in the standard texts.

Fifth, the small size of Local Authorities as distribution
areas could have been overcome but for their failure to
co-operate with each other to establish larger units of
production and distribution. % A major obstacle to co-
operation between municipalities was that they were prima-
rily concerned with their own citizens.®” However, it was not
until after 1900 that the structure and motivation of local
authorities and the favoured position granted to them by
Parliament became generally disadvantageous for electrical
utilities.®® Although the optimum area for electricity supply
grew, the local authorities made little effort to co-operate
with each other and were particularly reluctant to co-
operate with private power companies in adjacent areas. 1
is true that the Widnes Corporation did not co-operate with
other local authorities in developing electricity. However,
this was not typical of its general approach. The Corpor-
ation did attempt to have the Liverpool Tramway system
extended to Widnes albeit that it came to nothing. In 1911
the Corporation invested £25,000 in a joint venture with the
Runcorn UDC to acquire the Transporter Bridge from its
owners.

Sixth, the relationship between the growth of electrical
supply and the development of electric tramways has been
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described by Byatt.” This is related to the quite separate
topic of the advent of suburban living.”' The potential
effects of the introduction of electric tramways on electrical
supply were never _put to the test in Widnes for the reasons
already described.”

Seventh, the economics of elecmcal supply relative to gas
supply are of general importance.”® This 1s particularly so in
Widnes because of the special cheapness of Widnes Gas.
The Corporation’s records show that this issue was recog-
nised and that it could be overcome by targeting a market
for electricity which was not determined solely by price.

Eighth, the issues of municipal trading versus private
enterprise and the alleged diminution of municipal trading
towards the end of the nineteenth century are far ranging
and important areas.”* They go beyond the scope of this
article. However, it can be stated that there is no evidence
that the theory of municipal trading ever exercised the mind
of Widnes Corporation. There is no evidence of any general
corporation policy. The evidence would suggest that the
Corporation took an empirical and ad hoc approach to
municipal trading. It has been stated that after 1900-5 a lot
of the steam had gone out of the municipal trading
movement.”> This is not the experience of Widnes. The
Corporation did not shy away from new ventures when the
opportunity arose. The Corporation bus service (1909) and
the Transporter Bridge (1911) represented substantial new
investments in the trading field.

Ninth, the small size of local authorities has been said to
be a large contributing factor to the inefficient electrical
distribution network which developed in this country.’®

Local authorities were viable economic units for electrical
supply during the period following 1882. Long distance
transportatlon of electricity was hardly dreamt of at that
time.”” Technical developments ensured that this situation
did not last long. From 1905-14 the reglon was becoming
the sensible unit for electricity supply.’”® This was reflected
in the change in pattern for application for Bills. After 1900
there were many applications for Bills for supply of elec-
tricity over wide areas (e.g. the Lancashlre Electric Power
Company around 1,000 square miles).’

Widnes Corporat\on followed the mnational trend of
attempting an electrical supply on a very small area (i.e.
3,401 acres). By 1909 it was possibly too late to consider
supply on such a small scale. The decision to opt for supply
by the Mersey Power Company meant that the small size of




174 J- Tully

Plate 1: The Mersey Power Company Substation in Pitt Street, Widnes

NOTE: This building, built around 1913, is the sole surviving reminder
of the Mersey Power Company in Widnes and is surely worthy
of listed status. It still bears the name of that company over the
main door. The Transporter Bridge which carried the power
cables from Runcorn was dismantled in 1961 after the opening
of the high level road bridge. The generating station at Weston
Point was decommissioned in 1967 and subsequently demol-
ished.

the borough did not, ultimately, contribute to an inefficient
electrical distribution network.

POSTSCRIPT

Apart from routine matters such as authorising the breaking
open of streets (and, indeed, providing labour for the
purpose) the Corporation had two further dealings with the
Mersey Power Company Ltd. The first was an agreement

NOTE (opposite): The compulsory area comprises (from south to
north) Mersey Road, Waterloo Road, Victoria Road, Widnes
Road and Albert Road. This area represents the principal streets
at that time and contrasts with the compulsory area in the 1901
Order (i.e. Anne Street East and Anne Street West in Newtown)
which by 1910 had gone into relative decline.
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dated 12th January 1912 granting way-leaves over the
Transporter Bridge (which had been transferred to the
Corporation by the Widnes and Runcorn Bridge Company
under the Widnes and Runcorn Bridge Transfer Act 1911).
Under the agreement the Corporation received cheap elec-
tricity with which to run the Transporter Bridge and was
thereby able to remove its own generating plant on the
Bridge.

The second dealing with the company arose over the
Widnes (Extension) Order 1920 which was confirmed by the
Ministry of Health Provisional Order Confirmation (Widnes
Extension) Act 1920. Under the Order the Borough of
Widnes almost doubled in size by absorbing the township of
Ditton and parts of the townships of Cuedley and Hale-
wood. Since the transfer of the electricity undertaking in
1911 applied only to the old area of the Borough the right to
supply electricity to the extended area was assigned to the
Mersey Power Company on Ist October 1923.%

The Mersey Power Company continued to supply Widnes
with electricity until the industry was nationalised. It also
supplied Runcorn and Ellesmere Port and neighbouring
parish areas.®?

It should be borne in mind that private electrical supply
remained unaffected by all this. Many firms availed them-
selves of the new public supply but many did not. The
United Alkali Company pursued an independent path and
in 1918 built its own power station at West Bank in
Widnes.®* However, with the transfer of the Corporation’s
rights in 1911 the fate of the development of electrical
supply in Widnes passed out of municipal hands.

NOTES

1 See gt;nerally, D.W.F. Hardie, History of the Chemical Industry in Widnes
(1950).

2 The figure for the census of 1901 was 28,580.

3 See generally: G.E. Diggle, A History of Widnes (1961); J.R. Hunt,
‘Private Enterprise in Nineteenth Century Widnes: The Widnes Gas
and Water Company 1856-1868°, THSLC, 110 (1958), p. 177; J.R.
Hunt, ‘The Widnes Local Board of Health 1865-1892°, THSLC, 117,
(1965), p. 213; Cllr. Lewis, Widnes: A Review and a Forecast or a
Municipality in the Making (1911).

4 Ibid.

5 Se generally: H.H. Ballin, Organisation of Electrical Supply in Great Britain
(1946); 1.C.R. Byatt, The British Electrical Industry 1875-1914 (1979); M.
Falkus, “The Development of Municipal Trading in the Nineteenth
Century’, Business History (1977), pp. 134-161; G.K. Fry, The Growth of






