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... all that stall or parcel of land sand and fishing places for the taking 
of fish and fowl lying on the sea coast within the Flood Marks and 
within the liberties of Birkdale Adjoining on the northside to the 
division which parts the Lordships of North Meols & Birkdale on the 
East side from the sand hills or Full sea marks down to the low water 
marks or so far as heretofore has been used for fishing or fowling and on 
the south side there so far as the accustomed boudary reacheth All of 
which said premises are commonly called and known by the name or 
names of the Common Sunts of Common Sands . . .

So reads Robert Marshall of Birkdale's lease of a fishing stall in 1758.' 
Fishing was an important activity for those living along the coast, 
providing both food and a source of income. Rights over the shore between 
high and low water were claimed by the lords of the manor. Rentals of the 
mid-fifteenth century speak of 'the fishery' at Formby and Ainsdale, but a 
document of 1555 specifically mentions 'eight stallages or fishyards parcel 
of the manor' of Ainsdale, and adjoining Birkdale. 2 In 1667 Henry Blundell 
of Ince and Richard Formby of Formby made an agreement about the 
division of sandhills and coney warrens in Formby township, 3 and it is in 
the Blundell leases to Birkdale and Ainsdale tenants that much of the 
information contained in this article is found.

Unfortunately, a number of leases are missing, but of those extant the 
first to mention specifically 'a fishing stall at sea' were in 1703 for Birkdale 
(the 'Common Sands') and 1738 for Ainsdale (the 'Millhouse Stall'). 4 It is 
not clear what the system was previous to this, but by these dates the 
Birkdale shore from north to south was equally divided into four stalls, of 
approximately 1044 yards each. The most northerly was the one called the 
Common Sands; then came the North Stall, the Middle Stall, and the 
South Stall. The first was always leased separately, while the others, with a 
single exception, were leased along with property, land and warrens, and 
were normally let with specific holdings. In the eighteenth century these 
were:- the north with James Rimmer's tenement; the middle with the 
Hawes House; and the south with first Shaw's tenement, and then 
Aindow's.

The south stall was worth twice as much as the other stalls, and this 
seems to have led to disputes in the eighteenth century. Up to the 1740s 
the three southerly stalls were being fished in partnership among the three 
lessees, but this was obviously unsatisfactory, and a scheme was drawn up 
dividing each stall equally into three, so that all had a share of each. This 
was to last until all the lives in two of the leases had expired, and then each 
lessee was to have sole use of his own stall. 5
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Though each of the three stalls was attached to a particular tenement, 
many more than three families at a time were able to fish there. The stalls 
were very large, and were sometimes divided (as between Richard Carr 
and Thomas Rimmer, his brother-in-law, in 1793) 6 ; or, perhaps more 
often, shared or sub-let: 'a tenant who had no stall would join with one 
who had and fish together' (John Pye of Birkdale in 1855, remembering the 
early part of the century). 7 It is a puzzle why the Birkdale stalls were so 
large, particularly when the stalls on Blundell land in Ainsdale and 
Formby were so much smaller. These were also equal in size to one 
another, but there were 26 along a coastline of about five miles, making 
each stall about 360 yards lone   just over one-third the size of those in 
Birkdale. 8

As might be expected, defining the boundaries of the stalls was difficult, 
and led to disputes. The east and west boundaries were from the sandhills 
or high watermarks to the low water marks   allowing, on the Formby 
and Ainsdale shores, for a 16 ft. tide. It was the division to north and south 
that caused trouble: markers decayed, were taken up or washed away, and 
then great difficulty arose in fixing the correct line. In 1799 Peter Rymer 
was called upon to declare on oath where he remembered a stub on a hill 
being fixed over 40years before, as a means of establishing the boundary 
between William Hodges' stall and the Common Sands. Ormskirk church 
steeple and a stub 'then set on a hill' had been fixed 'for perpetual 
landmarks' but the stub had disappeared. 9

The typical terms of a lease for a fishing stall allowed the tenant 'to fish 
and fowl Pitch Netts Sett netts Lines Tees or any other lawful engines for 
the catching and taking of fish and fowl and the fish and fowl so catched 
and taken to kill carry away sell or otherwise dispose of the same at his or
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their free wills or pleasures'. 10 The evidence also suggests that tenants were 
allowed to sell their stalls if they wished." For this the holders of the 
Common Sands stall paid 2s. 6d. per annum throughout the eighteenth 
century; the North Stall was leased for one guinea per annum for three 
lives in 1799; and John Pye was paying £2 10s. per annum for the South 
Stall from 1835 onwards. 12 This could rapidly be covered in good years: 
indeed, it is said of one fisherman, a Peter Hodges, that in 1709 he built 
himself a cottage and that, during its erection, he caught enough fish to 
pay for it. 13 There is no reason why this should not be true: a modern 
part-time fisherman informed the writer that, in a good season, a net of 
£60-£80 would pay for itself in a week.

Though there were obviously good and bad years for fishing, many 
varieties offish lived in local waters. The 'ould man' whom Richard James 
met on the shore in 1636 spoke of catching cod, whiting, plaice, soles, 
flukes and rays. The same varieties were being caught in the 
mid-nineteenth century, and still are today. 14 Stake nets were the most 
usual means of fishing. A ruling of the Manor Court in 1769, stating that: 
'many irregularities frequently happen amongst the fishermen of Birkdale 
concerning their Nett Stakes', ordered that people finding stakes on the 
shore were not to carry them away or obliterate the marks on them, or 
re-mark them (obviously a way of identifying them). A fairly stiff fine of 5s. 
was set for the offence. 15

Presumably the Birkdale and Ainsdale fishermen ate fish as part of their 
diet, but sold most of their catches. James' 'ould man' said of the fish 
caught: 'wherewith to feed ye market and our selvs'; 16 and fish was 
certainly taken to the Preston and Liverpool markets. 17 The residents of 
Birkdale and Ainsdale were fortunate to have the opportunity to fish, and 
the right to take rabbits (by lease from the lord of the manor), as additional 
sources of food and income in a preponderantly agricultural economy.

Birkdale, now part of Southport. was until the 1850s a township of North 
Meols parish, made up mainly of scattered cottages, with a centre round 
the Little Common. The cottages and fields were divided from the sea by a 
wide belt of sand dunes, forming rabbit warrens (see accompanying map). 
From 1632 all the land was held on lease from the sole landlords, the 
Blundells of Ince, who appear to have treated their tenants well. Rights 
and usage for fishing stalls continued in the established pattern   until the 
third and fourth quarters of the nineteenth century. Trouble came then 
when fishermen from the new and growing town of Southport began to fish 
on the Birkdale shore   some with and some without permission. 18

It was in the 1840s, however, and especially with the coming of the 
railway from Liverpool to Southport in 1848, that rapid change began. By 
the mid 1850s Thomas \Veld-Blundell wanted to repossess the Birkdale 
shore. In 1855 a case was brought of assault by a labourer on a fisherman 
on the shore, but it is quite clear from documents in the Blundell papers 
that the case was really about trespassing on Mr. VVeld-Blundell's land, 
and his attempt to establish his rights over the whole shore   even though 
leases granting the holders rights over three of the stalls were still in force. 19 
The local paper stated: 'The right to fish on the Birkdale shore is being 
contested by the agents of Thomas-Weld Blundell, Esq., who have served 
some of the old fishermen with writs, as a preliminary to actions for 
trespass'. 20 How long the process took is not clear, but the economy of the 
old, sparsely-populated agricultural Birkdale was soon to change rapidly as 
land was sold for bulling plots, and Victorian redbrick houses quickly 
spread over the fields and warrens. Fishing stalls were part of the old 
economy, and vanished along with it.
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NOTES

Most of the research involved in this article has been done by members of 
my Birkdale Local History University Extension class. It is a continuing 
pleasure and privilege to work with them. My special thanks go to Pat 
rerrins for reading and discussing drafts of this article, and for preparing 
preliminary sketches of the map.
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