
THE FIRST SCHEME FOR DOCKS AT BIRKENHEAD 
AND THE PROPOSED CANAL ACROSS WIRRAL

BY W. R. S. MCINTYRE

Read 21 September 1972

IN the year 1823 the corporation of Liverpool owned seven 
closed docks all of which had access to tidal basins. Five of 

them, the Old Dock, the Salthouse, the George's, the King's 
and the Queen's, had been built in the previous century. The 
other two, the small Union and the Prince's, were recent con­ 
structions. 1 There were, in addition, a few graving docks and 
some smaller basins which provided shelter for ferry-boats 
and canal craft, and one privately owned dock used to serve 
the traffic of the Duke of Bridgewater's canal (see figure 1).

The Old Dock, opened in 1715, lay well back from the river 
front in the heart of the town's business quarter. On three sides 
streets, counting houses and dwellings crowded down to its 
quays. Within three years it was to disappear, to give place to a 
massive custom house. 2 The most important of the docks, the 
Prince's, had been open only two years. It had been built with 
its sea wall on the outer limit of the foreshore. The water 
area of this new dock was immensely larger than that of any 
of the others. It had dock gates at each end so that there were 
two entrances or exits. Great crowds assembled to witness the 
opening ceremony of what was acclaimed as 'the finest of all 
docks', capable of providing accommodation for 'the largest 
and grandest vessels trading to all parts of the world'. 3

There was a general buoyant feeling that the port's grave 
problem, a serious shortage of quayside accommodation, was 
solved by the Prince's Dock. But within a year or two it be­ 
came quite evident that the increasing number of vessels and 
the increasing amount of tonnage using the port required even 
greater dock and wharf space. Ships still had to wait for days 
in the river before they could find any place to berth. And 
while they lingered, at hazard to gales and treacherous currents,
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HO BIRKENtHEAD DOCK SCHEME

other vessels, loaded and ready to sail, lay crowded in every 
dock waiting for favourable weather conditions before they 
could venture out. The need for the construction of additional 
docks and for the enlargement of older docks had become 
critical.

Of all those engaged in shipping activities, only one group 
viewed the prospect of an increase in dock facilities with any 
uneasiness. It was composed of the ship builders and repairers. 
They were uncomfortably aware that any new phase of con­ 
struction would push them away from their established sites 
on the town's river frontage.' It was this state of affairs and 
serious labour unrest among Liverpool shipwrights which im­ 
pelled William Laird, a ship repairer, to cross over to Birken- 
head in 1823 to acquaint himself with the condition of its 
shores and approaches."'

Birkenhead was then a small headland, directly opposite 
to the centre of Liverpool." The place was about half a mile 
in width where it abutted on the river and widened as it exten­ 
ded inland. It was bounded on the south by a small creek 
called Tranmere Pool across which an embankment had been 
built to carry a coach road. Situated close to its mouth this 
embankment had caused silting and ruined the pool as a 
shelter for small craft. To the north of the headland lay a 
much more spacious inlet known as Wallasey Pool. Its opening 
stretched from the present Woodside Ferry to Seacombe Ferry, 
a distance of about one mile. It quickly narrowed to a width 
of about 450 yards and gradually decreased in breadth as it 
extended inland for about two and a half miles. At high tides 
its water was deep enough near its mouth to float all types of 
vessels except the largest but at low water it was dry, except for 
a stream which wound through its middle draining four or five 
thousand acres of low lying land.

The whole of the headland between the two creeks was 
covered with hedged fields, a few woods and some marshy 
patches where a few streams rose. It was a pleasant rural district 
with a sparse, scattered population of about two hundred, most 
of them occupied in agricultural pursuits. In addition to a 
few farmsteads and cottage dwellings there stood an old ferry 
inn and a hall which housed Francis Richard Price, the owner 
of all the land of Birkenhead and much beyond. 7 They were 
all habitations of long standing and accorded with the country­ 
side.

Along the river frontage some unfamiliar projects were 
being carried out. A new church and a large new hotel had 
recently appeared. At least a dozen new villas had been built
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and others were being erected. A few new roads were under 
construction and coach services were increasing. This new 
activity was stimulated by the introduction of steam paddle 
boats on the cross-river ferry services. They were simple craft, 
offering bare accommodation and little comfort. But they sailed 
regularly no matter what the state of the weather or the 
tides and thus enabled Liverpool business men to reside in 
rustic surroundings and yet attend their counting houses 
punctually. 8

Laird's interest was not in the new, popular residential area 
of the river frontage but in the land along the shore of Wallasey 
Pool, a region of very little attraction to anyone else. What he 
saw there must have satisfied all his requirements. He pur­ 
chased a large plot of land from Francis Richard Price and 
during 1824 and 1825 he set up a boiler works and shipyard, 
and built his residence near to them. On three sides of his 
establishment lay meadows, in front lay the bank of the inlet 
(see figure 2).

William Laird was a remarkable man. He had arrived in 
Liverpool from Greenock in the year 1810 and eventually he 
set up in business there as an agent for Watt's steam engines, 
as a builder of boilers and as a ship repairer. 1' The decade 
during which he first settled in Birkenhead was a period when 
iron was 'coming into notice as a material for the construction 
of ships'. Laird, who was then forty-four years of age, became 
one of 'some dozen pioneers' who fought 'against prejudice 
and established interest' in improving both the quality and 
design of iron ship construction. His small yard built some of 
the first successful iron vessels and laid the foundations of the 
great Merseyside shipbuilding industry of today. 10

While coping with that enterprise, he found time to give 
purposeful attention to the development and growth of Birken­ 
head itself. To prevent the chaos and hopeless confusion of 
an uncontrolled building scramble he engaged an established 
planner to draw up a well designed town lay-out which was 
generally accepted and later fully adopted. 11 In addition he was 
able to form a clear and practical conception of the possibilities 
for development at Wallasey Pool. He realised that, by its 
position and formation, the Pool offered splendid facilities for 
the making of a harbour and a system of docks at a time when 
docks were badly needed. Within three years of his coming to 
Birkenhead he had formulated a policy for the setting up of a 
body to turn the creek into a port.

At the outset he obtained the interest and co-operation of 
Sir John Tobin, a wealthy and influential merchant and ship
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Owner who had been mayor of Liverpool in the year 1819. 
Between them they purchased long stretches of land along the 
pool's shore and a few other purchasers acquired much 
smaller plots. Laird paid £80 per acre for the land, an in­ 
credibly low rate in view of prices paid about four years later. 12 
But it must be remembered that the land was very poor 
agricultural ground. No one would have paid more for it at 
that time. 111 The acres only acquired real value by virtue of 
the vision, ability and confidence of those who, realising its 
potentialities, were willing to plan and carry out great engineer­ 
ing projects. Documentary records of the first discussions to 
define the scope of the new project are scarce for reasons which 
will appear later. But it can be reasonably assumed that 
William Laird originally contemplated the construction of two 
or three spacious, serviceable docks in Wallasey Pool. The 
final plans proposed something altogether larger. They showed 
a harbour at Birkenhead connected by way of a broad canal 
across Wirral with another harbour on the River Dee.

It has never been established who first proposed the canal 
scheme. At a later enquiry a Mr F. Jordan (whose residence 
stood opposite the mouth of the pool) declared that about 
1824 or 25 'it struck him that it would be exactly the place for 
a canal'. He waited on the mayor of Liverpool and on Sir John 
Tobin 'to point out the possibilities of a canal to obviate the 
danger of coming round the Rock'. Both gentlemen, he 
declared, 'treated the matter lightly' and gave him no en­ 
couragement. 14 Little heed need be paid to Jordan's proposi­ 
tion. It does not appear to have gone much beyond a vague 
idea of some sort of canal to come out at some place along the 
north Wirral coastline. There must have been others with the 
same imprecise notions at a time when canals were very much 
in the local news.

There is, however, a significant paragraph in the preface to 
the autobiographical Life of Thomas Telford, edited by John 
Rickman, one of his executors, and published in 1838. It reads 
as follows:

Mr. Nimmo often visited Liverpool on his journeys between London 
and Dublin and observing the variable shoals and sandbanks which 
obstruct direct access to the estuary of the Mersey he formed a grand 
scheme for a broad and deep ship canal extending about seven miles 
from the south side of the estuary of the Dee. near Hilbre Island, 
where it was found that a safe entrance to the canal might be con­ 
structed and thus a fair way from the sea to Liverpool secured, with 
the advantage of such unexampled wharfage accommodation as the 
increasing commerce of Liverpool seemed to require. The project was 
magnificent and in the year 1827, Mr. Telford was called in to sustain by 
his authority the proposal of Mr. Nimmo; and he entered upon the 
investigation with the utmost zeal. 15
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It may be inferred from this that the civil engineer, Alexander 
Nimmo, had already formed definite ideas of the possibility of 
a north Wirral canal and had worked out some practical pro­ 
posals. As Mr Nimmo was often in Liverpool it is not un­ 
reasonable to assume that he sometimes met men who were 
active in both municipal and commercial affairs, and men­ 
tioned his views to them. It is highly probable that Nimmo was 
the first civil engineer to be approached by Laird and Tobin 
and that it was he who first suggested a scheme on a much 
grander scale than the two original promoters had envisaged.

As Nimmo was a protege of the famous Thomas Telford, 
naturally it would be to him Nimmo turned for advice and en­ 
couragement. Telford, an ardent canal constructor, adopted the 
proposition and entered upon it with enthusiasm. So it came 
about that in 1827 a combination of Thomas Telford, Robert 
Stephenson and Alexander Nimmo undertook to survey and 
report upon the prospects of the establishment of docks on the 
Cheshire side of the Mersey.

On 16 May 1828 they issued their report, The Intended Ship 
Canal between the Rivers Dee and the Mersey, which recom­ 
mended 'two extensive Sea Ports etc. on the Rivers Dee and 
Mersey, adjacent to Liverpool, with a Floating Harbour or 
Ship Canal to connect them'. 1 " The engineers reported that 
they had completed their land and water surveys and were 
'able to speak with confidence upon the practicability of 
extending the accommodation for shipping, to suit the rising 
demand of this great Commercial Emporium'.

A good deal of the Report was taken up with 'a few Pre­ 
liminary Remarks on the Estuaries of the Dee and the Mersey'. 
'The chief feature of these estuaries', the report declared, 'was 
the extensive Range of Sand Banks in their Front through 
which the intricate Ship Navigation has to be carried. The 
channels have been always subject to variations and are now 
only safely navigated by a careful System of Pilotage'. Several 
paragraphs were devoted to an account of 'the various changes 
which had taken place' on those sand banks, giving details 
about the constant shifting and reshaping of banks, the silting 
up of channels and the opening of other passages, as shown 
on charts dating from 1690 to 1813.

The 1813 chart was that of George Thomas (Mariner R.N.) 
who had carried out his survey by order of the admiralty and 
it was upon this chart (see figure 3) and their own surveying 
that the three civil engineers based their planning of a new 
main channel to a new harbour. 17 Thomas's chart was reliable 
as far as it went, probably the best guide existing in 1827-28;
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its one drawback was that it did not cover the whole of Liver­ 
pool Bay.

Telford and his partners set out their findings about the 
state of the four main channels into the port of Liverpool:
The Rock Channel continued to be the main passage to and 
from the harbour of Liverpool but it was only provided with 
day marks, and though well buoyed, could not be navigated 
by night. Being very narrow and having banks in the middle, it 
was difficult for vessels to beat through with foul winds in one 
tide and, as there was no anchorage, frequent delays and losses 
took place in that part of the navigation.
The Formby Channel was the deepest channel to Liverpool but 
it was very little used for navigation because of its intricacy 
and instability.
The Hoylake Channel had diminished in breadth and could 
be considered lost. The depth at the entrance was three to seven 
feet and it could be walked across at low water.
The Hilbre Swash had opened to half a mile wide, with 6 or 8 
fathoms of water, and there were two fathoms and a half 
through its entrance. The channel was likely to improve still 
more. Of these four channels, Telford and his companions 
selected Hilbre Swash as the most direct, the most expeditious 
and the safest sea route for their intended scheme.

They then commented upon the principal places of anchor­ 
age in the harbour of Liverpool: (1) abreast of the town, (2) off 
the magazines, (3) up river in the Sloyne Roads, an anchorage 
chiefly confined to vessels under quarantine. Neither main 
anchorage was satisfactory they concluded:

In the first two mentioned a great sea tumbles in with North-east gales 
and this with the rapid tide and bad holding causes vessels to drift, 
even with two anchors down, so that it is necsssary tor all merchant 
vessels, as soon as the tide serves, to proceed into dock and remain there 
until favourable opportunity occurs of putting to sea so as to get 
through the Rock and Horse Channels with daylight. Hence a consider­ 
able accumulation of vessels within the docks at all times but especially 
when there has been a continuance of Northerly and Westerly winds, 
which has made it necessary to look now for additional accommodation 
on the opposite shore of Wallasey Pool. 18

Having shown the dangers of navigation on entering and 
leaving the Mersey and the perils of the roadsteads and anchor­ 
ages the report proceeded to give details of a plan to solve these 
hazards, as well as to offer much greater accommodation for 
ships. 'The Wallasey Creek', declared the engineers, 'ran 
nearly two miles from the Mersey, where it was stopped by an 
embankment. The Pool below the embankment covered nearly
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250 acres at Spring Tides with a channel of 17 feet at High 
Water Springs. The south side of the Creek had a bottom of 
sandstone rock for a distance of about 750 yards from its 
entrance and beyond that a bank of clay to a depth of 30 feet 
so that 'excavations for docks and basins could be carried on 
with great facility'. 19

To reach these docks a canal was proposed, to be dug across 
the wide flat stretch of low ground in north Wirral which 
extended to the sea. The obvious route for the canal was across 
this low lying land direct to the sea at Leasowe, a distance of 
about three miles. But the channel into which it would lead at 
Leasowe 'afforded no safe anchorage and the cut would be 
exposed directly to the stroke of the sea'. Fortunately, says the 
report, the low ground 'continued equally favourable to the 
westward as far as Hoylake and the Dee below the Hill of 
Grange where the shore was skirted by a narrow belt of sand­ 
hills', where there would be 'no great difficulty in making a pas­ 
sage into the tideway'. Here the passage or canal would enter 
Hilbre Swash' a deep, fair channel' which was well sheltered and 
'only five miles in extent to the Floating Light which was in 
a direct line with it'. At the point of Hilbre Island there was 
deep water and good anchorage. Sea locks at Hilbre would be 
well protected against westerly and northerly gales by the 
island and the East Hoyle Bank, and embankments formed 
across the strand from Wirral to Hilbre would enable a large 
pool or basin to be enclosed. Thus a ship canal of large dimen­ 
sions and seven miles long 'would be one continued harbour 
which could be carried to a great extent in various directions'.

The plan was a bold one. It would give vessels the bene­ 
ficial opportunity of avoiding the treacherous Rock Channel 
and of finding shelter when at anchor. As the report declared:

To persons at all acquainted with the Navigation to Liverpool it must 
be quite unnecessary to point out the benefit of this proposed arrange­ 
ment, which, while it preserves all advantages of communicating with 
the Mersey, and the extensive inland Navigations connected therewith 
affords a new passage to and from the sea by means of the Dee by which 
the Distance and the Danger of an intricate Navigation will be 
wholly avoided.
Ships may sail from Hilbre in almost every wind and if necessary beat 
out, a vessel starting with the first ebb down the Swash will be at the 
Floating Light and clear of the Banks before another from Liverpool 
can be round the Rock Perch.- 0

Having dealt with the basic reasons for creating the scheme 
and with the general outline of its location, the report then set 
out the details of the plan. Commencing at the Mersey, the 
stream which flowed through the creek would be deepened 
and widened as far as Laird's shipyard, to make a sheltered
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approach 200 feet in width along which vessels could pass in 
both directions. This passage would lead to a large basin and 
two docks, one for large vessels and the other for barges. The 
tide basin would have a straight wide quay on one side, 
reserved for timber carrying vessels, and a wide curving side 
opposite to give generous water space for other vessels to 
pass. Behind the timber quay would be the large dock where 
warehouses 'supported on iron pillars as at St ^Catherine's 
Dock in London' would be erected (see figure 4).

The period was too early for any thought to be given to the 
provision of installations for railway traffic but careful arange- 
ments were made for barges and flats. Behind the blocks of 
warehouses would run a small canal so that the removal of 
cargoes (both in and out) could be carried on without hind­ 
rance to ships' movements. The smaller dock would serve as 
an assembly point for barges which could leave it even at low 
water. Both the basin and the large dock would have lock 
gates at the Mersey end and other lock gates at the landward 
end opening upon the canal. 21

From the landward locks the ship canal would run for 1000 
yards with a width of 124 feet. Along this stretch there would 
be stone walls on each side, and the whole could be used as 
a dock as well as a waterway. From there the canal would 
widen to 163 feet, with 22 feet depth of water, as it crossed the 
three miles to Leasowe.There it would turn westward and run 
for a further four miles (roughly parallel with the shore, but 
half a mile inland) till it reached the Dee near to the present 
West Kirby where embankments would carry it across towards 
Hilbre Island.

The ship canal was planned to be 'wide enough for three 
great ships so as to admit part of it being used as a floating 
harbour and still leaving room for navigation'. That is to say, 
in parts along the canal quaysides could be constructed for 
ships to berth while others passed by.

At the Hilbre end there was to be a vast amount of con­ 
struction. A stout embankment, with an opening of 300 feet, 
would be built from the corner of Wirral across to Hilbre. 
Inside the wall there would be an extensive tidal basin, giving 
access to a large inner harbour with entrance locks to the canal. 
Another embankment would be laid the whole distance from 
Hilbre Island to Middle Hilbre, thence to the Eye and across to 
the shore at West Kirby, with a road along its ridge. 22 This 
would enclose 640 acres of water space, some to be used as a 
harbour, some for scouring and some as a reservoir supply for 
leakage. The purpose of the works at the Hilbre end of the
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canal was to form a new extensive harbour which would offer 
shelter and passage to vessels at varying states of the tide, 
would be in direct line with the sea channel at Hilbre Swash, 
and would give entrance to and exit from an unimpeded water 
highway connected with the Mersey and Liverpool.

That, in brief, was the full plan of Telford and his colleagues. 
It was truly a project on a grand scale with up-to-date facili­ 
ties and innovations and with provision for expansion, and was 
to cost an estimated £1,400,948. Whether Laird or Tobin was 
daunted by the magnitude of the scheme, or the immense sum 
required, we know not. But someone must have felt uncertain 
because a 'Further report respecting the proposed Two new 
Ports, etc. on the Rivers Dee and Mersey' was issued by 
Telford, Stephenson and Nimmo on 14 July of the same yean 
It stated that 'at the commencement of so great an undertak­ 
ing it is not to be expected that all the conveniences we have 
proposed can be immediately required; a considerable portion 
may be deferred until the wants and increasing demands of 
trade shall show them to be necessary'. It went on to propose 
a reduction in the width of the canal to 'the dimensions of the 
Caledonian Canal, viz, 120 feet at surface' which would be 
sufficient for navigation alone. Then, 'if trade should increase 
so as to require it, instead of widening it a parallel canal here­ 
after could be made with a Bank and Two Towing Paths be­ 
tween leaving the whole of the opposite Banks applicable to 
Berthage and commercial establishments'. The estimated cost 
of the modified plan was £743,713.

With that information the reports concluded. All seemed 
ready for the scheme to be put into operation. Then swift, 
determined and powerful opposition arose. The frequent visits 
of famous civil engineers to the district, the appearance of a 
staff of surveyors operating for some weeks over a wide area 
and the purchase by prominent citizens of great stretches of 
impoverished land along the shores of a neglected creek could 
not have passed without comment. Probing curiousity and in­ 
formed speculation must have been rife. When the report was 
being completed 'there prevailed generally' on Merseyside 'an 
opinion that a joint stock company was about to be formed for 
the purpose of establishing a new port affording prospects of 
pecuniary advantage to any embarking on the process'. 23 It 
became known locally that influential promoters in other parts 
of the country were deeply interested in some scheme that was 
afloat and 'it was believed that a celebrated London house was 
prepared to advance all the money '. 24 

Conjecture and surmise changed to serious alarm among
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some members of the corporation of Liverpool. The mayor, 
Thomas Colley Porter, and George Case, an alderman and 
chairman of the finance committee, both considered that such 
a scheme might militate against the interests of Liverpool. They 
conferred with the town clerk and other officials of the corpora­ 
tion and then 'undertook on their own responsibility to pur­ 
chase all the property they could acquire in Wallasey Pool to 
counteract the plan'. 2 "

On 6 August 1828 the common council of Liverpool met. 
The mayor stated that a communication had reached him with 
the information that 'an application was intended to be made to 
parliament, by the proprietors of certain estates in Wirral, to 
authorise the construction of docks in Wallasey Pool and the 
making of a ship canal to communicate with the Dee'. The 
council resolved that the mayor should politely request a copy 
of the plan. The subject was one of great importance to the 
Corporation Estate and it was decided that it should be re­ 
ferred to a committee of the whole council, with full powers to 
act in such ways as the committee seemed desirable. A copy of 
these resolutions was to be transmitted to the chairman of the 
dock committee. 2n

Three months after the production of Telford's first report 
and only one month after the issue of the modified scheme, 
Liverpool corporation members had sufficient information to 
arouse their alarm and to stir them to counteraction.

Following the meeting on 6 August the mayor and Alderman 
Case proceeded to buy land along Wallasey Pool and effect 
'purchases on the best terms they could', through private 
channels as well as by direct approach. On 19 August the 
Liverpool dock committee met. They resolved to co-operate 
with the common council 'in such matters necessary to protect 
the interest of this Trust'. 27 On 15 September the whole council 
met 'to discuss matters of considerable importance'. The mayor 
gave information concerning agreements entered into by him­ 
self and Alderman Case for purchases of land frontages on the 
south side of the Pool. The council approved the agreements 
and thanked the mayor and alderman for the 'talent, exertions 
and zeal displayed by them in making the purchases'.- 8 During 
the rest of September and throughout October the two council 
representatives continued to enter into various contracts, one of 
which was for the purchase of some land from Francis Richard 
Price and another for the purchase of land from William Laird.

It is quite clear that the corporation's representatives gave 
to Mr Price an undertaking that in the event of the corporation 
acquiring all the land at Wallasey Pool it would carry out some
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dock construction there, though not necessarily the whole dock 
and canal scheme. But a resolution of the Liverpool council's 
meeting on the 1 October approving the purchases stated 
merely that the Pool was to be appropriated 'to purposes of 
trade connected with the interests of the Port of Liverpool'. 25' 
That, of course, was a resolution which bound nobody to any 
definite action; it could be interpreted according to each man's 
fancy. On the 10 October Mr Price wrote to the mayor:

Sir,
I have the honour to acknowledge having received, through Mr. 

Foster, the report of the Common Council relative to the intended 
purchase of land from me by the Corporation of Liverpool, and though 
I cannot but regret that the Common Council decline giving the pledge 
(as to the appropriation of the land) which I conceived myself entitled 
to demand, and which I considered had in some degree been acceded to; 
yet, I must beg to express my gratification at the intentions expressed 
by them, of appropriating Wallasey Pool and the land intended to be 
purchased, to the purposes of trade connected with the interests of the 
Port of Liverpool; and, in consequence of the conversation I had the 
honour of holding with you and Mr. Case, yesterday morning, I have no 
hesitation in confirming the sale of land, without requiring any distinct 
pledge as to its appropriation, feeling, however, that it was clearly 
understood by us all, that the purchase is to be appropriated to the 
purposes of trade connected with the interests of the port of Liverpool, 
and that the corporation will, as speedily as possible, apply to the legisla­ 
ture for power to carry such intentions into effect. 30

There is no reason to doubt that Mr Laird, like Mr Price, was 
convinced that the corporation firmly intended to develop the 
Pool and in consequence he confirmed the sale of his land on 12 
October. Sir John Tobin and others sold their portions later. 
It is well to remember these arrangements as an accusation was 
later laid against Mr Laird that he 'sold out' and wrecked the 
scheme solely for the sake of gain.

On the 15 October the council met to consider Mr Price's 
letter. They confirmed the previous vague assurance but to 
show their good intent they instructed the finance committee 
to carry out the agreements for the various purchases of land 
and to 'take into consideration, and make a report to the 
council (accompanied by plans) of the best uses to which the 
land at Wallasey Pool may be applied'. In addition they were 
to 'direct a notice to be given of an application to parliament in 
the ensuing session for a bill should they deem it advisable so 
to do upon conference with the dock committee'. 31 It would 
seem from these resolutions that the council did hope to inaugur­ 
ate some project for the development of the Pool but they felt 
uncertain and not sufficiently informed so they added the last 
clause, and left the final decision to their dock committee.

On the 22 October the combined finance and dock com-
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mittees met. They agreed with the proposal concerning an 
application to parliament for a bill to authorise dock construc­ 
tion in Wallasey Pool but they decided that before the applica­ 
tion was published a copy should first be submitted to the dock 
committee alone at its next meeting. 3 - A week later on the 28 
October 1828 the dock committee held its meeting. It was what 
in these days might be termed 'a no nonsense committee'. The 
resolutions of the previous combined committees were read. 
The copy of the proposed notice of application to parliament 
concerning 'a dock or docks in or near Wallasey Pool' (as 
drawn up by the town clerk) was read. Whereupon the com­ 
mittee resolved:

That it is the opinion of this Committee that the present dock accom­ 
modation together with the new docks now constructing will be amply 
sufficient to supply the wants of this port for many years to come and 
that, therefore, this Committee do not concur in the propriety of giving 
the proposed notice for an act of Parliament for making docks in 
Wallasey Pool. 33

The dock committee's decision meant, of course, the death of 
the first scheme for docks at Birkenhead.

On the 19 November the finance committee met again. It 
resolved that the conveyances for the several properties pur­ 
chased around Wallasey Pool should be completed. The 
treasurer was authorised to raise bonds for the total sum of the 
purchases, £157,925 2s. 4d., to bear interest at 4^ per cent per 
annum and to remain for a period of not less than seven years. 
It went on to order that plans for the proposed quay line on 
the north and south sides of Wallasey Pool should be prepared 
for the purpose of being deposited with the clerks of the peace 
for the counties of Lancaster and Chester in conformity with 
the standing orders of the houses of parliament. 34 But if any 
plans were drawn up for quays or docks at the Pool they disap­ 
peared into some pigeon hole or cupboard of the corporation 
and lay there in peace.

There were, of course, several after effects. The first con­ 
cerned the debt incurred by Liverpool Corporation. The bor­ 
rowed sum of around £158,000 continued as a debt for more 
than twice the proposed seven years. During those years the 
Wallasey Pool lands produced a net revenue of 1 per cent and 
they were entirely neglected by the corporation. About fifteen 
years after the purchases the liability became so burdensome 
that Liverpool sold much of the land to John Laird (son of 
William) and to a new group of dock developers in Birken­ 
head. 3 "

There remained the more serious problem of dock accom-
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modation. The dock committee were deplorably wrong in their 
judgment that Liverpool docks were 'amply sufficient'. The 
overcrowding increased so alarmingly that a decade and a half 
later merchants and shipowners were more bitterly and insis­ 
tently complaining about lengthening delays, mounting costs 
and the ever present dangers. 3 "

Then lastly there came the reactions of Thomas Telford and 
Sir John Tobin. Telford considered that he had been used as an 
'instrument' to further the prospects of what he felt was no 
more than a carefully 'premeditated and collusive' transaction 
in land speculation and investment. He blamed Laird for caus­ 
ing the collapse of the canal scheme by selfishly selling his 
essential acres from avaricious motives. In great indignation 
and disgust he destroyed all his plans and documents. 37 One can 
sympathise with Telford's chagrin and bitterness, but his accu­ 
sation seems unfounded. Laird had purchased his land on the 
Pool at £80 per acre. Sir John Tobin, a member of the corpora­ 
tion and some of its sub-committees, purchased his portion, if 
not at the same price, certainly at a very advantageous one. 
The corporation bought 29 acres from Laird and 83 acres from 
Tobin at £726 an acre, a figure that gave an enormous profit. 
At an enquiry five years later, Sir John, as a council member, 
felt that some explanation was required from him. He, like Tel­ 
ford, blamed Laird for ruining the whole plan. He declared that 
Laird had sold his vital plot without prior consultation and that 
he (Tobin) was left with no other choice but to sell his also 
which he did, at the enormously enhanced price. 38 A careful ex­ 
amination of all the circumstances does not, however, show 
Laird to be a scheming profit seeker who deceived his partner 
Tobin. No explanation was really required from either of the 
men. They had done nothing dishonourable, and Liverpool 
Corporation had acquired a valuable asset of great potential 
had they but exploited it. The official judgment on the whole 
affair came in 1835. A government court of enquiry into the 
'Existing State of the Corporation of Liverpool' arrived in the 
town in 1833 and began its lengthy proceedings. 39 Among the 
numerous matters which came under review was that of the 
purchase of land at Wallasey Pool. The subject was examined 
in some detail and the concluding paragraph of the ensuing 
report issued two years later read as follows:

It is not very easy to comprehend the plausibility of a plan which at 
the cost of a million and a half was to transfer the trade of Liverpool 
from the Mersey to the Dee for the mere sake of avoiding some diffi- 
cultiss in the navigation of thz mouth of the river which had been found 
not of sufficient magnitude to arrest the hitherto unrivalled progressive 
importance of her commercial state; but giving all latitude to their faith
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in engineers the Common Council might have been placed on their 
guard by Mr. Laird's abandonment of his cherished scheme, the cause 
of which remains unexplained to this day. And therefore it is at least not 
uncharitable to represent the Corporation in the character of dupes 
throughout this transaction.
It is. however, proper to state, that no charge of collusion or corrupt 
practice was openly made against the Corporation in respect of this, or 
any other of their investments and from entries in the books of the 
Dock Committee of the 19th and 26th of August, and the 28th October, 
1828, it would seem that the Common Council themselves seriously enter­ 
tained, at that time, the project of forming under the authority of 
Parliament, new docks at Wallasey Pool. 40

That was the verdict of the enquiry but it can hardly be 
accepted as a conclusive adjudication. Clearly, the members of 
the court of enquiry failed to comprehend the perplexities and 
harassments encountered by the corporation in their efforts to 
keep the port viable and efficient during the third decade of 
the nineteenth century. The enquiry's comments refer to the 
mere 'difficulties in navigation of the mouth of the river'. 
Those difficulties had been far from mere or simple. Ship­ 
owners, seamen and merchants were unhappily aware of the 
disastrous consequences which could and did result from shift­ 
ing sandbanks, the choking of channels and the vagaries of 
changing passageways. The situation was only eased with the 
discovery of the Victoria and Crosby Channels by Denham's 
survey in 1834-5.

Furthermore the enquiry refers to ' Mr. Laird's abandonment 
of his cherished scheme'. But it was not Mr Laird's scheme. At 
all times William Laird's attentions and intentions were centred 
on the development of Birkenhead alone. The canal scheme 
and the Hilbre development were the 'cherished' ideas of 
Nimmo and Telford. The most surprising comment from the 
enquiry is that which declares 'it is not uncharitable to repre­ 
sent the Corporation in the character of dupes throughout the 
transactions'. The corporation and its committees included 
many of the leading citizens and the foremost business men of 
the town. Some of them, in their business lives, may have been 
tinged with avarice, or callously biased by self interest, or even 
given occasionally to sharp practice. But they were men of in­ 
telligence and high business acumen. They were in the fore­ 
front in maintaining and accelerating the speed of the 'un­ 
rivalled progressive importance of Liverpool's commercial 
state' (to use the report's own words). To charge them with 
being dupes was an affront to their reputation and sapience. 
Taking into consideration all the circumstances and conditions 
of the period it does seem that though the main protagonists 
both for and against the great project may have been unwise or


