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SOME HISTORY OF THE COASTWISE LIGHTS OF 
LANCASHIRE AND CHESHIRE.

PART I.

By E. Cuthberi Woods, L.D.S., F.R.Hist.S.

Read 20 November, 1043.

"OEFORE we consider the history of the local lighthouses, it 
 *-* may be interesting to say a few words about the history of 
lighthouses in general.

When and where the first sea marks were erected is not known, 
but the Colossus at Rhodes, destroyed by an earthquake in 
224 B.C., is an example. The Pharos at Alexandria, built in 
331 B.C., was the most celebrated lighthouse of early times, 
and gave its name to its successors.

The Romans built " Light towers " at several places such as 
Ostia and Ravenna, and there are remains of a Roman pharos 
at Dover. Nearer home there is what is reputed to be the remains 
of another in Flintshire, and some say on Walney Island also, 
but I have not been able to confirm this latter.

During the troublous times following the withdrawal of the 
Roman Legions from Britain, these light towers were allowed to 
become ruinous, for the Britons were in no respect a maritime 
nation.

In medieval times the maintenance of beacon lights was 
regarded as a religious duty, and from many of the ruined chapels, 
perched on rocky headlands round our coasts, warning lights 
were displayed each night. Southey's poem describes how the 
Abbot of Aberbrothock placed a bell on the Inchcape Rock, and 
also what happened to it.

However, by Henry VII's reign (1485-1509) the pilots and 
mariners of Deptford Strond in Kent had formed themselves 
into a guild for watching the interests of shipping, and " to take 
knowledge of those that destroyed sea marks." The oldest
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document relating to the society is dated 1512. It is a licence 
to form a guild in honour of the Holy Trinity and St. Clement 
in the church of Deptford, Strond. On May aoth, 1514, 
Henry VIII incorporated the guild under the style of The 
Brotherhood of the most Glorious and Undivided Trinity.

By the time Queen Elizabeth ascended the throne, the provision 
of seamarks for mariners approaching our coasts had become a 
necessity. Sea marks included many other things besides 
beacons proper. In 1556, an act was passed in the preamble of 
which it states " for as much by the destroying and taking away 
certain steeples, woods and other marks standing up on the 
main shores adjoining to the sea coasts of this England and 
Wales . . . many have by the lack of such marks of late years 
been miscarried perished and lost in the sea to the great detriment 
and hurt of the common weal and the perishing of no small 
number of people." From the foregoing remarks, one can assume 
that at this time warning lights on our coasts were practically- 
unknown, and what few there were, were for guiding the local 
fishing boats safely into harbour and not for the guidance of 
passing ships.

In the 36th year of her reign, Elizabeth conveyed by charter 
to Trinity House, among other things, " the beaconage and 
buoyage ... in any and whatsoever place on or about the 
sea ..." etc. It is so worded to convey the absolute and sole 
right of erecting sea marks and beacons on our coasts.

James I, in 1604, revised the charter and by an Order in 
Council dated 14 Feb. 1616, stated that the sole right of erecting 
sea marks belonged to Trinity House. A few weeks later, James, 
prompted possibly by a desire to raise money by granting to 
private persons patents for erecting lighthouses, pretended to 
have doubts as to the meaning of the acts of 8th and 36th of 
Elizabeth. In a short paper like this, one cannot give more 
than a sketch of this struggle. The establishment of private lights 
was naturally strongly opposed by Trinity House on various 
grounds, but without success. There were some proprietors 
of private lights who were men of sagacity, energy, and self 
devotion, and who did all they could to make their lighthouses a 
real benefit to humanity, but unfortunately, those who did not 
could still levy tolls.
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In the first category, I think we can place John Phillips, who 
when he proposed to erect the lighthouse on the Smalls, which 
I shall refer to later, stated that it was a work that should 
be "a great and holy good, to serve and save humanity." 
Virtue we know is its own reward, but I am glad to say that 
in this case John Phillips also reaped some pecuniary benefit 
during his lifetime, nor were these blessings confined to him 
alone, for his representatives received £170,000 when it was 
purchased by the Trinity Brethren about 1850.

On Nov. 27, 1660, Charles II granted the Trinity Corporation 
a new charter, on similar lines to James I. Next year the king 
caused the Corporation much uneasiness by granting a number 
of patents to private persons to erect lighthouses, in consider 
ation of an annual rent to the Exchequer. Trinity House lodged 
a strong protest, and a re-grant was made to them, but a great 
part of the revenue was to be reserved for the use of poor 
seamen's widows and orphans.

Charles II granted patents to individuals (for a pecuniary 
consideration of course) to erect certain lighthouses, and collect 
the dues from shipping frequenting the neighbouring ports. 
A " patent " means simply an open letter, to show all and sundry 
that the holder is the only person who has this peculiar right. 
It is related of a certain Lord Grenville, whose duties brought 
him into constant attendance upon royalty, that he made a 
memorandum in his diary, that he must watch the king into 
a good humour, that he might ask him for a lighthouse. It is 
only too probable that this desire for a lighthouse was not in 
order to lead the simple life, but rather to realise the very 
considerable income it was then possible to make out of one.

One proprietor when offered £350,000 for a barren rock in the 
sea, but set with the jewel of a lighthouse, declared that he 
would not accept less than £550,000, and even this large sum 
would not compensate him for the loss of income he would suffer.

After 1600, as lighthouses increased in number, many fell into 
the hands of private individuals, by lease, patent, or act of 
parliament, but by the act 6-7, William IV (1836-1837), chap. 79, 
private rights were compulsorily purchased, by LONDON Trinity 
House, which in 1514 had been incorporated by Royal Charter 
of Henry VIII. Five Maritime Societies bear the name of
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Trinity House. They are situated at London, Hull, Newcastle- 
on-Tyne, Leith and Dundee. Probably in the first instance 
they were partly religious and partly secular, and largely for 
the mutual assistance and care of aged and infirm seamen.

From the i4th century public duties and privileges were 
assigned to them by Royal Charters, or acts of parliament, such 
as providing lighthouses, buoying channels and licensing pilots ; 
and powers were given to levy duties on shipping and cargoes.

Prior to 1682, no sea charts of the British coasts existed, and 
it is to Charles II that we are indebted for the first. He instructed 
his " Hydrographer", Captain Grenville Collins, to make a 
survey of the coast and channels, and those charts of the rivers 
Dee and Mersey were effected by him in 1687.

The illumination for the earliest lighthouses was obtained from 
fires burning in chaffeurs, or large firebaskets, on the top of the 
tower. At first these fires were of wood, but later coal was used. 
By 1760 these open beacons had in some cases at least been 
discarded in favour of a lire with a chimney and in a room with 
a glass window, such as are shown on Burdett's and other charts 
of about this date. I think it possible also that the smoke from 
these early lighthouses was used for the guidance of ships during 
the hours of daylight, and would suggest that the strange erection 
at Jenny Brown Point, Silverdale, which I shall describe later, 
was only used in this manner.

The next improvement was the use of lamps, and Captain 
Hutchinson, the Liverpool Dock Master, was the first to introduce 
the use of Reflectors. They were evidently improved by William 
Holden, for in July, 1772 the Council awarded the sum of twenty 
guineas to him for his invention of the reflecting lights fixed 
up at the lighthouses of this port. We will now proceed with the 
history of some of these lighthouses.

PORT OF CHESTER.

In considering our local lighthouses we will deal first with 
" Chester Water ". During the Roman occupation, Chester was 
a very important place, and even Lancaster till comparatively 
recent times was considered a " member of the port of Chester." 
There was, in Roman days, a large pool between the walls and
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the present river bed, where the solid ground of the Roodee is 
now, and there ships could lie at any state of the tide, close under 
the city wall. From here the Dee flowed in a broad channel, 
spreading all over the low lands between Wirral and Flintshire 
to the sea. Gradually this silted up until, by 1674, vessels of 
20 tons could scarcely reach Chester, and Parkgate began its 
career as a port. There had always been, however, at the mouth 
of the Dee, on the Wirral side, a very fine natural harbour, known 
as Hyle Lake, between the Hyle or Hoyle Sand and the main 
land. This is now entirely silted up. Even up to about 1750, 
it was said to be large enough to accommodate the British Navy.

The boundaries of the port of Chester extend from the mouth 
of the River Clwyd, along the Flintshire coast up to Chester, 
and down the Wirral side as far as the Red Stones at Hoylake. 
The most ancient " Beacon " (if its claims are valid) is the Flint 
Pharos. Its remains stand on the summit of a hill known as 
Coed-y-Careg, Crag wood. It is just over a quarter of a mile west 
of Whitford Church, and the base of the tower is 809 feet above 
sea level. The tower bears an inscription saying that it was 
restored a few years ago by Lord Mostyn, on whose land it 
stands. Trees now enclose it on all sides, showing that it is 
many years since it could have been used as an aid to navigation. 
The earliest mention of it I have found is in 1778 by Thos. 
Pennant. This is his description :

" In this township is Gareg, or The Rock, the highest land in 
the parish. Part of the hill is fine turf, and an excellent sheep 
walk ; the summit and parts of the sides rocky. From Whitford 
to the top is a continual ascent. From the summit the traveller 
may have an august foresight of the lofty tract of Snowdon . . . 
the vast promontory of Llandudno, and part of the Isle of 
Anglesey, with the great bay of Llandulas, forming a vast 
crescent, the estuaries of the Dee and Mersey, and to the north 
at times the Isle of Man, and the Cumberland Alps, sure presages 
of bad weather. The Romans took advantage of this elevated 
position and placed on its summit a pharos, to conduct the 
navigators to and from the Dee.

" It is tolerably entire, its form is circular, and its diameter 
12^ feet, the thickness of the walls is 4 feet 4 inches. The doors 
or entrances are opposite each other. Over each is a square
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funnel like a chimney, which opens on the outside about half 
way up the building. On each side is a window. About 4 feet 
from the ground are three circular holes lined with mortar, 
as is frequent in Roman buildings, and penetrate the whole wall 
for purposes now unknown. Withinside are vestiges of a staircase 
which led to the other floors, of which there appear to have been 
two. Along such part of the upper which was conspicuous from 
the channel, are 8 small square openings cased with free stone 
(the rest of the building being of rude lime stone bedded in hard 
mortar), and each of these separated by wooden panels, placed in 
deep grooves, the last still in perfect state. In each of these 
partitions there were placed the lights, which the Romans 
thought necessary to keep distinct, or to prevent running into 
one, lest they should be mistaken by a seaman for a star. 
To the building, is evidently a broad and raised road, pointing 
from the east, and near its upper end are the marks of a trench 
which surrounded and gave protection to this useful edifice.

"It certainly had in later times been repaired, or applied to 
some other use, for in one place is a piece of timber, which could 
not have been aboriginal."

In Williamson's Chart, 1766, what I take to be this building 
is shown as a round tower, with a post on top, and the words 
Whitford Mill. No sails are indicated.

Burdett's Chart, 1771, shows it as a round tower, with the one 
word Whitford. Later charts which I have examined, such as 
Denham's, 1837, do not go far enough inland to include it. Our 
late member, Mr. Robert Gladstone, had the tower photographed 
from different points, and his negatives are now at the Picton 
Reference Library.

It is possible that Hilbre had a very early light or beacon, 
to the support of which John Scott, the last Earl of Chester, 
contributed in the time of Henry III (1236) ten shillings annually.

Mr. Brownbill gives the extract from the Chester Chartulary 
in his History of West Kirby, thus : " John, Earl of Chester, 
1232-37, had given to the Chapel of Hilbre, and the monks 
there abiding, IDS. a year for the lamps of St. Mary, payable out 
of his revenues as earl " ; and adds, "It is unlikely that these 
lamps had anything to do with the navigation of the Dee ", so 
that our claim for Hilbre and its use as a beacon in those early
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times does not seem too good. Richard Ayton, writing in 1813, 
refers to Hilbre being most important " as a station for two 
beacons which are raised upon it, as guides to vessels through 
the Swash, a channel between the two Hoyle Sands, leading into 
Hoylake ".

Hilbre, till 1856, belonged to the Dean and Chapter of 
St. Oswald's, Chester, and was sold to the Liverpool Dock Board 
in that year. It marks the extreme westerly limit of the port 
of Liverpool. Trinity House had a station here for many years 
to supervise buoyage of the Dee and Conway Bay ; it was 
discontinued in 1876.

When Chester introduced a bill into parliament for reclaiming 
some of the land from the Dee and making the new channel 
in 1733, the erection of a lighthouse at The Point of Air 
was also included. Liverpool opposed the bill, as it feared these 
improvements would be prejudicial to her prosperity. However 
the act was passed later.

This lighthouse is of rather unusual construction. It has a 
superstructure similar to Maplin Lighthouse, and the foundation 
is on 9 screw piles, 8 arranged in a circle, and one in the centre. 
Nine hollow cylinders of 3 feet 9 inches diameter were sunk into 
the sand, by the aid of an instrument known as " The Miser," 
which extracts the sand contained in the cylinder. In these the 
bases of the piles are inserted, and then filled with concrete. 
Established in 1776, the Point of Air light was discontinued in 
the middle of December, 1883, on the establishment of the Dee 
Light Ship. In 1932 it was occupied during the summer months 
by a man from Wolverhampton, who had purchased it for £500.

The two " Dove Marks" were a quaint and conspicuous 
feature in the Wirral landscape, they were rather weird diamond 
headed things, each with a pulley for hauling up a lamp, 
though both had ceased to be used years ago. One was on 
the very edge of the sandhills, and was removed when the 
Meols promenade or stone apron was formed in the " nineties." 
The other further inland still stands, or I should say part of 
it stands, for the head was blown off in a gale some 20 years ago.

Grange Beacon.
The only other seamark that calls for mention under the
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heading of Chester Water, is Grange Beacon. One of the land 
marks shown on Grenville Collins' chart is the mill on Grange Hill. 
When the mill was blown down in the great storm of Jan. 6-7, 
1839, as it had served for many years as a mark for shipping, 
the Liverpool Dock Trustees erected the pillar which still stands 
there. The inscription on it reads :

" This column was erected by the Trustees of the Liverpool 
Docks, by the permission of John Shaw Leigh, Esq., owner of 
the land, who also gave the stone for its erection A.D. 1841, as 
a beacon for mariners frequenting the River Mersey and its 
vicinity."

Trinity Board erected certain sea marks on Hilbre Island ; 
built of timber in 1834, they were rebuilt of steel in 1911.

PORT OF LIVERPOOL.

As Chester waned as a port, so Liverpool waxed. In the early 
records of the Town Council there are allusions to the long 
struggle of Liverpool to gain her independence, and to fix the 
extent of her boundaries as a port. After many attempts this 
was accomplished. As laid down in 1723 they are :

From the Red Stones in Hoylake, on the point of Wirral 
southernly to the foot of the river called Ribble Water, in a 
direct line northernly and so upon the south side of the said 
river to Hesketh Bank, easterly, and to the River Astland and 
Douglas there and so all along the sea cost of Meoles and Formby, 
into the River Mersey, and all over the rivers Mersey, Irwell and 
Weaver. It now also includes the Island of Hilbre. One of the 
earliest methods of marking the position of rocks and reefs was 
by fixing a pole into them.

The first " Perch " mentioned in the minutes of the Council is 
under the date of 1568, when an order was made that all butchers 
and fishers shall bring, or cause to be brought, all their " Inwards," 
offal, etc., to the sea side, to beneath the standing mark or stoup 
hole. This was a wooden stake a yard long set up in a hole in 
the rock to show low water mark, above which it was forbidden 
to deposit refuse ballast, limestone, etc. It was probably the 
forerunner of the " Limestone perch ", shown in Eyes' map of
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1765. Its site was about the centre of the east wall of the 
Prince's dock. The act for this dock was obtained in 1799 ; 
work commenced in 1813, and the dock was opened in 1821. 
So between 1813 and 1821 the perch ceased to be.

Before the first dock was made at the mouth of the Pool in 
1710, the small sailing vessels which brought lime from Wales and 
the north, to be burnt in the kilns where Lime Street now is, as 
there were no wharves to unload at, came well inshore at full 
tide, and dumped it overside to be collected by carts when the 
tide had ebbed. These piles of stones were a danger to vessels, 
both under weigh and at anchor. The Council therefore ordered 
that this practice must only be allowed at the Limestone Perch.

At the Port Moot Court, held in January 1673, the Water 
Bailiff was ordered to erect a perch at the lower end of the 
" Key " as formerly. These wooden erections required frequent 
repairs, and even replacements.

A curious order was passed by the Council on Jan. 8th, 1683, 
" that the perch be brought from Crosby, or a new one set up at 
the Black Rock, at the town's charge, etc., and that every foreign 
vessel that comes into the harbour shall pay 6d." Crosby Perch 
is shown in Collins' map of 1689, so it seems probable that the 
water bailiff thought it best to build a new one at The Black 
Rock.

Why should a perch be no longer considered necessary at 
Crosby ? Was it on account of the changes taking place at the 
mouth of the River Alt ? fn Morden's Map dated 1700 a small 
town Altmouth is shown at the mouth of that river, of which 
now there is no trace. Ashton (Evolution of a Coast Line, p. in) 
quotes Mr. John Formby of Formby Hall writing : "1 have 
heard that there was a great discussion whether the docks should 
be built at Liverpool or Formby about 1700." Crosby Perch is 
shown in the 1736 chart of Fearon & Eyes, but not in Burdett's 
chart of 1771. An increase in the dues for ships entering the 
harbour was made in 1691, and it is also stated that the Water 
Bailiff, during the town's pleasure and no longer, should be 
allowed 12 pence for every stranger's ship drawing 10 feet of water 
or upwards for every voyage, and 6 pence every voyage for every 
stranger's ship drawing less than 10 feet of water, and that the 
town's ships shall pay (according to their draught of water) one
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moiety of what strangers do. The Water Bailiff from thence 
forward was to keep up and repair the Perch at the Rock, at his 
own charge, that is at his own expense.

In the previous part of this paper, I have referred to private 
individuals obtaining a " patent " to erect lighthouses. In 1664, 
one, Reading, had proposed to build a lighthouse " within the 
range of the Redd Channel ". The exact position, I have not 
been able to locate, but it is tempting to surmise it was near the 
Red Stones at Meoles. The Council, on hearing of this project, 
sent the following letter to their member of parliament:

A l re from Mr. Johnson, May of Liverpoole [Sir Gilbert Ireland's 
endorsement on the back of the letter].

To the Honoble Sr 
Gilbert Ireland a 
Member in Parliamt.

SIR Yesterday we received a copy of the Ordr enclosed, wherein 
you will understand what day the Comitee for grievances will meet to 
consider the Reading's patent on lighthouses. Therefore wee make it 
our humble request to you that on behalf of the Burrough you will be 
pleased to appear in Parliament, at or before that time. In regard those 
lighthouses will be no benefit to our mariners, but a hurt, and expose 
them to those dangers, if (they) trust to them, and also be a great and 
unnecessary burden and charge to them.

We are, Sir,
Your most humble Servants, 

THOMAS JOHNSON 
THOMAS ANDOE 
HENRY CORKEY 
JOHN STURZAKER
THOS. BlCKERSTETH

Liverpool, $th Jan., 
1664.

Canon Hume, in Antiquities of the Meols Coast, writing ante 
1863, has evidently copied this letter from Mawdesley's Directory of 
Wirral, 1861, as it is verbatim, except that he does not state that 
the original is in the possession of John Ireland-Blackburn, Esq., 
of Hale. Hume gives the date of the letter as Jan. 5th, 1671, 
which is obviously a mistake, as Picton in his Municipal Records 
gives the date of the Council Meeting as 27th June, 1664, and 
Touzeau, in Rise and Progress of Liverpool as 20th August, 1664, 
so I think we may feel fairly sure that it was 1664.
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Although the Council could have no objections to the light 
houses of to-day, there were reasons in 1664 that were quite 
sound. These primitive Light towers with open wood fires on 
their summits could easily be imitated by wreckers, lighting fires 
of drift wood, so confusing and misleading ships making for 
port. An instance of this occurred on the night of Dec. 19, 
1810, when H.M. ships Nymphe and Pallas, were wrecked near 
Dunbar, owing to the light of a lime kiln on the coast having 
been mistaken for the coal light on the Isle of May (British Light 
houses, Saxby Wryde, p. 180.). Also if the light was not carefully 
tended, and allowed to get too low, or even go out altogether, 
as sometimes happened, this was another source of danger.

A reference to unsatisfactory management appears in the Town 
records, when at the Council meeting of May 4, 1796, a memorial 
was laid before the Council, signed by a large number of seamen, 
urging them to make application to the proprietor of the Skerries 
Rock Lighthouse, off Holyhead, for improvement of the light, 
and for paying due and proper attention to it, and if the 
application did not produce the desired effect, to take such other 
measures as they should think proper. And possibly (but this 
is only a suggestion) may not the financial side have had some 
weight with the City Fathers ?

In 1761 (ninety-seven years after 1664) the first mention of the 
Dock Committee is made. Up to this time the whole council 
had had charge of the interests of the port and harbour. This 
new committee was evidently not averse to lighthouses, for 
their first work was seen in the passing by the Council of a 
resolution " That an application be made to this Sessions 
Parliament for an Act to allow them" (among other things) " to 
erect lighthouses or other lights, at the mouth of this harbour, 
and for laying a duty on shipping, for defraying the expense 
thereof," etc., etc. The rest of this act does not come within the 
scope of this paper. The act (2 Geo. Ill, cap. 86), was passed, 
and on Aug. loth, 1762, a committee was appointed to carry 
out the work in connection with the various lighthouses.

It is worth noting that this act, promoted by, and no doubt 
the costs "of it defrayed by, the Liverpool Town Council, was to 
erect lighthouses at the mouth of this harbour, and of the four 
lighthouses built, two were erected at Mockbeggar (Leasowe)
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and the other two at Hoylake, that is, all four were to guide 
vessels into the Hyle Lake, and not into the Mersey. At this 
date the Hyle Lake was the harbour for Liverpool, though 
gradually it was becoming more shallow. One hundred and fifty 
years later this is Denham's description :

" HOYLAKE. A coaster's anchorage at all times of the tide, 
and a fishing craft rendezvous now ! But once the Roadstead of 
Britain's Fleet, and where William III embarked with his army 
for Ireland in 1690, then called Hyle or High Lake, being inshore 
of Hyle Sand and where in those days the great ships put out part 
of their lading to lighten them, for sailing over the flats into 
Liverpool. Indeed within the present century the Princessa frigate 
found mooring there. We look back only 150 years, and perceive 
Hyle Lake, half a mile wide, with 15 feet of water at its western 
end, and 30 feet at its eastern entrance. Sheltered from north 
east to north-west by one extensive sand bank, only covered at 
high water springs, and known as Hyle Sand." He goes on to 
prophesy that in a comparatively short time, it will all be dry 
at low water, which has now come to pass. In this natural 
harbour ships could lie to a snug anchor, or moored to one of 
the perches shown in an early chart. Other perches were placed 
in Wallasey Hole, or Leasowe Hole, no doubt for the use of 
the small vessels while waiting for the tide to rise enough for 
them to get over the flats between Hyle Lake and the deep 
water of the Mersey.

Wallasey Hole.
The Liverpool Council ordered on Aug. 15, 1759, that a perch 

be erected where the old one stood for anchoring in Wallasey 
Hole. It was situated at the westward end of the Rock channel, 
and is referred to as the termination of the boundary of Wallasey. 
It is marked on Wm. Lord's chart, 1852, as an anchorage. It is 
also called Leasowe Hole.

On June 7, 1826, application was made to the Town Council, 
from Mr. John Richardson, for permission to lay moorings, for 
the use of H.M. Steam Packets, intended to sail between Liver 
pool and Dublin with the mail service.

In the Mersey itself opposite the town of Liverpool, anchorage
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was poor on account of the strong tide, and there was no shelter 
from the wind. When dock accommodation became available, 
the Formby Channel, which was mentioned by Grenville Collins 
as being not buoyed or charted, began to receive attention. 
The man to whom Liverpool owes most for his work on this 
subject is Commander H. M. Denham, F.R.S., who spent from 
1833 to 1839 surveying the channels, observing the changing 
conditions, and compiling his " Sailing Directions."

We will now consider in turn the four lighthouses built under 
this first act, and their successors, beginning with those at 
Mockbeggar (Leasowe) which are known as The Sea Lights.

THE SEA LIGHTS. 

LEASOWE.

There are more rumours extant, and more controversy has 
taken place, about the lighthouses at Leasowe than any other 
of our local lights. Mrs. Gamlin, in 'Twixt Mersey and Dee, 
makes these five statements : (i) That it is the oldest lighthouse 
in use in England, (2) that the date of its erection is not known,
(3) that it was built to replace one washed away by the sea,
(4) that the date on the present building (1763) was the date 
when the African Slave traders handed it over to the Mersey 
Dock and Harbour Board (which was only formed in 1857!), 
and (5) that the foundation is cotton, removed from a vessel 
wrecked in the vicinity. She produces no evidence whatever 
in support of these statements, and I have failed to verify a 
single one of them !

The following facts will, I hope, give the more accurate history. 
Capt. Hutchinson, writing in 1777, referring to Liverpool Bay, 
says : " There were no lighthouses till the year 1763, at which 
time 4 were erected, two large ones called the Sea Lights, and 
two lesser called Lake Lights." An act was passed on Aug. loth, 
1762, which empowered the Dock Committee, inter alia, to erect 
4 lighthouses on land in Cheshire, " two large ones to be called 
the Sea Lights, at Leasowe. . . ."

This description is important, for MurJock Mackenzie, who is 
supposed to have surveyed the coast, and who published his
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Sailing Directions in 1765, says that the Outer light was a 
moveable one. He, I imagine, is the originator of this oft repeated 
fallacy, which may have arisen from his reading an entry in 
the Corporation Records, which states that in June 1764, 
" William Hough, of Liverpool, hosier, Lord of the Manor of 
Great Meols, sold to the Corporation of Liverpool part of the 
land called Clarel, on which they had already built a lighthouse, 
with a roadway for carts, etc., from this lighthouse over the 
vendor's grounds, towards another moving lighthouse, in a 
wooden frame, so as to move from place to place on the land of 
Sir John Stanley in Hoyle." This statement is not clear, 
probably an "a" has been omitted before "moving," and it 
should read, " towards another, a moving lighthouse. . . ."

To settle the vexed question of the appearance of these Sea 
Lights, one has only to look at the sketches in the margin of 
Williamson's Chart, where as our illustration shows they are 
clearly depicted as two brick towers, 
with details of their heights, and appear 
ance also given. Their exact and 
relative positions are shown on the 
chart. No. 2 is some distance north 
west of the present building, and right 
on high water mark. The only known 
original copy of this chart is at the 
Liverpool Athenaeum. It was published 
by Robt. Williamson, as an inset map, 
or chart, in his Directions for a General SEA 
Chart of St. George's Channel, etc. (1766). 
In 1907, Messrs. Bradley Pass & Co.,
of Liverpool, in whose possession the work then was, reproduced 
the inset chart separately, by photo-zincography.  

It is strange that the land was not purchased till after the 
lighthouse had been completed, but this is evidently correct, as 
the act states that light dues were not to be collected until at 
least four lighthouses had been erected and were in use on 
the Cheshire side. The first light dues were collected on 
27th Feb. 1764.

On April i6th, 1764, a special committee was appointed for 
settling the expense of completing the lighthouses, with power
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to appoint and remove the light keepers, and to control the 
receivers of the dues at Chester and Liverpool, and the inspector 
at Hoylake. Thus empowered they appointed a " Lightman " 
to each lighthouse, those at Mockbeggar being paid £22 per 
annum each, while those at Hoyle Lake received only £18 each 
per annum. In October, 1765, one of the Cheshire lighthouses 
was accidentally burnt down. Stonehouse, writing about 1846, 
says it was one of the Hoylake lighthouses, but gives no reason. 
He also says that it was thought to be the work of wreckers.

Hume, on the other hand, says " Unvarying tradition asserts 
that the present one at Leasowe was the inner or landward 
one, but owing to a fire its inner woodwork was all consumed." 
We know that land at Leasowe was rapidly being washed away, 
and the following letter is of interest. It was written by the 
Chairman of the Pilot Committee to the Mayor of Liverpool, 
and dated 7th Jan. 1771. He refers to the fact that during 
the winter 3 Pilot boats were wrecked and " 27 Pilots and other 
useful and valuable people drowned, the loss of 3 vessels amongst 
the banks, in which 40 persons perished, the lower lighthouse 
being undermined by the sea, and the upper one in very bad 
order . . ." He goes on to suggest that if the clause which 
empowered the Dock Committee to buy land in Cheshire and 
Lancashire, and build lighthouses, and other works useful to 
navigation, within one mile of high water, be altered to allow 
them to purchase land in Wales also, and build lighthouses, etc., 
within 3 or 4 miles of high water, conditions might be improved. 
He gives the very good reason that " in many places the 
land is too low, to erect proper objects or buildings upon, 
to be sufficiently useful to Pilots, so that at present the Pilots 
are sometimes obliged to make use of marks 9 or 10 miles distant 
from the shore, which in dark and foggy weather often puts 
them under great difficulties. By order of the Committee. 
Thos. Case, Chairman."

These additional powers were obtained, and a lighthouse on 
Bidston Hill became possible. At exactly what date the more 
seaward of the Sea Lights ceased to function is not clear, but 
it was superseded in 1771, and a light placed on Bidston Hill, 
where Capt. Hutchinson had first erected his reflecting mirror 
for lighthouses in 1763.



Some History of the Coastwise Lights

We will now make a slight digression to discuss another 
rumour, that the present Leasowe Lighthouse, which has on it 
a stone, with the letters and date thus :

WG

Drawn by H. Hopps.

was built in 1824. It was Mr. J. S. Rees, who raised doubts in 
my mind on this point, by asking what proofs I had. I must 
frankly confess that I have not been able to find any ! Mr. E. B. 
Royden was good enough to send me some extracts from Mr. 
Brownbill's correspondence with him on this point, but he had 
no definite proof, so apparently there is no documentary evidence 
to support it.

Mr. Rees tells me that in collecting data for his History of 
the Liverpool Pilotage, he has made copies of all Warnings to 
Mariners appearing in the early Liverpool newspapers, but has 
found no reference to any rebuilding. The date 1763 requires 
no comment ; the initials are those of Wm. Gregson, Mayor 
that year. I will now give some extracts from a letter from 
Mr. J. S. Rees to Mr. E. B. Royden, of ist May, 1945.

" Mr. Brownbill's theory that the 1763 stone in the present 
tower was preserved from the Lower Lighthouse, undermined 
by the sea in 1770, may be correct, although the preservation 
of a date stone for such an uncertain event would be remarkable, 
and if he excluded it being from the Upper Lighthouse on the 
grounds that the land was only purchased in June 1764, he 
may be wrong, inasmuch as the purchase deed states that it was 
land on which a lighthouse had been erected.

" The Upper Leasowe Lighthouse was the most important of 
all the lighthouses first erected in Cheshire, in fact it was the 
Key light and it would probably be the first tower to be 
constructed, and maybe the tower in which the date stone 
would be incorporated.
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" Again, assuming always that my opinion is not faulty, to 
obtain this date tablet, the greater part of the tower would 
have to be taken down, until which time not much progress 
could be made building the new Lighthouse. As the tower had 
to be pulled down, it is hardly likely that this stone would 
be cut out before it was reached in the normal way of 
demolition.

" Some have stated that the present Lighthouse was erected 
on the same site as the 1763 tower, in which case the original 
tower would have to be entirely removed, and to accomplish 
this and complete a new Lighthouse would take a very consider 
able time, and necessitate the erection of a temporary light in 
the meantime."

What would be the point in placing in a tower built in 1824, 
and of the same height, appearance, and dimensions, a stone 
with the date 1763, and the initials of the mayor at that date 
upon it ?

The Report of the Royal Commission in 1861 says definitely 
that the Lighthouse was originally the Inner of the two Light 
houses designed to form a leading line through the Horse 
Channel.

There is also the testimony of Thomas Barclay in December, 
1827. " A lighthouse stood on the beach to the northward of 
the present one, nearly half a mile distant if not altogether. 
That lighthouse was long ago rendered useless by encroachment 
of the water, and it was pulled down. The present one was built 
in 1763, and I assisted in building it." Had it been rebuilt 
three years previously he would not have called it " the present 
lighthouse."

Capt. Denham, writing in 1840, says : " Look back only 
150 years and perceive Hyle Lake, half a mile wide, with 15 feet 
of water at its western, and 30 feet of water at its eastern entrance. 
... At the present day we behold it a mere dyke 70 fathoms 
(140 yards) wide ... 2 feet at its western end . . . and 
actually dry at its eastern. The East Hoyle Bank has spread 
itself into one whole mile to the north-eastward, thwarting the 
original tidal course and channel into Liverpool, known as the 
Horse Channel; in fact, overlapping the line of sea lights 
(Bidston and Leasowe), since they were erected upon a clearing
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line." He goes on to point out that a similar extension of the 
same bank overlaps the line of the Hoylake Lighthouses  
" that led into Hoylake when erected, and within the last 
30 years."

The Surveyor early in 1821 was asked to prepare plans for 
a lighthouse at the Perch Rock, and the Mersey was being more 
used than the rapidly silting Hoyle Lake. Would the Dock 
Committee be likely, under these conditions, to rebuild a light 
house which no longer gave the " clearing line " correctly ? 
Also, although there is frequent reference in the minutes to 
building the Rock Lighthouse, there is no mention of rebuilding 
Leasowe.

A short time ago, Mr. E. B. Royden, Mr. J. S. Rees and I went 
to Leasowe and examined the tower. The doorway has been 
closed with planks of wood reinforced by iron plates to prevent 
entry, as the building is considered to be unsafe. It is built of 
brick, several feet thick, and solid, tapering as it goes upward, 
and apparently the height given (101 feet) is correct. There are 
7 floors, but they only extend about half way across the interior 
of the tower ; the other half was no doubt filled up by the original 
wooden stairway. These floors are now reached by a cast iron 
spiral stair of 130 steps. It is placed against the seaward wall, so 
there is a considerable open space between it and the landward 
wall. There are no windows on the side next to the sea. The 
appearance of the outside of the building is so well known, and 
has been photographed so often, that further details would be 
superfluous. We came to the conclusion that the brickwork was, 
without doubt, that of the tower built in (as shown by the dated 
stone) 1763, but that at some later date the original wooden 
stairs had been replaced by the spiral stair of cast iron. This 
material was extensively used in the Liverpool district by 
builders, round about 1820. So much did it enter into the 
construction of St. Michael's Church, near The Dingle, which 
was built in 1815, that it was known as the Cast Iron Church, 
the nearby shore of the Mersey still being known as the Cast 
Iron Shore. Is it possible that when the iron stairs were put 
in, and maybe other internal alterations made, this gave rise to 
this rumour that it was rebuilt in 1824 ?

Originally a coal fire light, it was fitted with a catoptric
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lantern with three burners, in 1772. It was a white fixed light. 
Wages had increased considerably by 1861, for the Royal 
Commission found that there was one Keeper at £60 per annum, 
who was required to provide an assistant.

For about the last fourteen years of its existence as a lighthouse, 
it was unusual, in having a woman keeper. Mr. and Mrs. Williams 
were for nearly twenty years the keepers of the Great Orme Light 
house, then they were transferred to Leasowe, when Mr. Williams 
took ill, and for twelve months Mrs. Williams took over the duties, 
and nursed her husband as well. She performed her duties so 
efficiently that on his death the Mersey Dock and Harbour 
Board, recognising her competency, appointed her Keeper, and 
allowed her to employ her daughter as assistant. When the 
building ceased to function as a lighthouse, Mrs. Williams kept it 
on as a cafe. Its light was last seen on 5th July, 1908, after which 
the Mersey Dock and Harbour Board substituted a system of 
red flashing buoys. When Mrs. Williams was keeper, the first 
storey was the entrance hall, the second the living room, and the 
third was the drawing-room, and her cafe was a very popular 
place for afternoon tea. Mrs. Williams died early in 1935.

The building, with 2,873 square yards of land, was offered for 
sale as a residence, by the Mersey Dock and Harbour Board in 
1929, but no purchaser was found. In March, 1930, it was 
announced that the Wallasey Corporation had decided to 
purchase it. They did so for the sum of £900, but up to the 
present have made no use of it, so what its future will be (if 
it has one) remains to be seen.

BIDSTON LIGHTHOUSE.

The first lighthouse on Bidston Hill was an octagonal stone 
tower erected by the Docks Committee to take over the function 
of the most seaward of the two Sea Lights at Leasowe, when 
in 1771 it could no longer be used on account of coast erosion. 
In Herdman's Pictorial Relics of Ancient Liverpool (1870) there 
is a drawing of this 1771 lighthouse, made by him in 1830. In 
the letterpress it says :
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The lighthouse seen in this plate, would probably be re-built in 1771, 
for there is a very old drawing, once in the possession of H. Ecroyd 
Smith, Esq., of a lighthouse on the same spot, previous to this date, with 
a turret from its summit, which at the time that the drawing was taken 
was evidently in a very delapidated condition.

I think we can get a clue as to what this building was, for it 
was not a lighthouse in the ordinary sense. There is in the 
Municipal Records an order under the date May n, 1763, " That 
a signal house for shipping be built on the Rockland in Cheshire, 
at the expense of the Dock duties, according to the plan now 
laid before the Council, by Mr. Lightoller, and that Robt. 
Gwilliam, Esq. be admitted to fit up and have such rooms 
therein as he shall think proper, during the pleasure of the 
Council, not prejudicing the said building or the uses thereof." 
It was in fact the watch tower used in connection with the row 
of flag poles, on the crest of the hill, on which were hoisted 
signals to intimate to the merchants in Liverpool the approach 
of any of their vessels.

Capt. Hutchinson, that very ingenious person who was for 
some time Dock Master at Liverpool, amongst his other 
achievements had invented a reflecting mirror for lighthouses. 
Among the minutes of the Council, it is mentioned that the first he 
erected was at Bidston in 1763, and this was the very year that 
this wooden tower was built. I think, therefore, we can safely 
infer that this was another use to which this tower was put, 
and to find a better position for testing the range and power 
of these lights would have been a difficult matter.

On June 5, 1771, the Dock Committee were authorised to 
treat with Mr. Vyner about the site and erection of a lighthouse 
on Bidston Hill, and to build a lighthouse thereon.

This stone octagonal building was 55 feet high. A door 
from the lantern room gave access to a gallery which ran right 
round the building.

Hutchinson's reflectors were apparently improved by Mr. 
Holden, and in July 1772, the Council awarded him 20 guineas 
for his reflecting lights used at the lighthouses of this port.

Seven years later (1779) the noted privateer captain Paul 
Jones was reported on the west coast, so the keeper at Bidston 
was instructed upon news of the enemy to give an alarm and
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not keep the light burning. Happily Jones did not give Liver 
pool a call.

This building served for over a century till 1872, when the 
Dock Board decided to replace it by a modern stone building 
equipped with the most powerful di-optic light of the period. 
It was completed in 1873.

To return to the 1771 building, it was there that in 1827 the 
semaphore telegraph which connected Liverpool with Holyhead 
was placed. The distance is 72 miles, and Bidston connected the 
Liverpool terminus, which was placed on top of a high warehouse 
at the bottom of Chapel Street, with the station on Hilbre. 
Bidston lighthouse was discontinued 9 October, 1913, and in 
September 1934, the disused lighthouse and the adjacent cottages 
were offered for sale by the Mersey Docks and Harbour Board. 
These were offered to the Birkenhead Corporation, as they had 
already become owners of a large part of Bidston Hill, and they 
purchased it.

Since then it has been kept for historic reasons, and the 
adjacent cottages are occupied by the Bidston Hill Keepers. 
The lighthouse was used as an observation post when an invasion 
was expected, and even later, in this war.

Members of the Royal Commission on Lights visited the j 
light on 14 July, 1859. " The house was moderately clean. 
The keeper was found to be a woman about 60 years of age, 
infirm, and by her own admission in weak health. She is assisted 
by her husband and niece. Her father kept the lighthouse 
before her." |

THE LAKE LIGHTS.

(Hoylake).

Under the 1761 act, the two Lake Lights were to be erected. 
There was then no village at Hoylake ; Bonnivert, writing in 1689, 
says : " High Lake is a seaport, and has but two houses besides 
the king's storehouse."

The Lake Lights are shown in the margin of Williamson's 
chart of 1766, and again on Burdett's of 1771. The Lower one
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is a wooden structure, already described under Leasowe. It 
stood on the shore and was made movable, in case the entrance 
to the channel altered; its height is given as 8 yards. It was 
succeeded by a brick house before 1833, which is shown 
in Denham's Sailing Directions. The upper lighthouse was 
evidently not completed by April 1764, for in that month the 
Council ordered the appointment of a special committee " for 
settling the expense for completing of Hoylake lighthouses." 
A year later, on July i5th, one was burned down, and according 
to Stonehouse, it was supposed to be the act of wreckers.

No hint of this occurs in an order of the Council in Oct. 1765, 
" that Richard Welding be allowed £60, out of the Light duties, 
towards the loss he has sustained by the accidental burning 
down of one of the lighthouses in Cheshire." The order concludes 
with the direction " that no ale or other liquors be allowed to 
be sold on any of the said lighthouses." When the lighthouses 
were completed a light man was appointed to each at a salary 
of £18 per annum. The date of its rebuilding was 1766.

The next reference to Hoylake I have is when in 1840 
Capt. Denham published his excellent Survey. He describes 
the lighthouses as two white buildings, the one nearest high water 
mark having the rounded gable of a dwelling house, with the 
lantern 47 feet above half tide level, ranging 7^ miles. The inner 
and upper lighthouse is a sugar loaf tower, with a lantern 72 feet 
elevated, and ranging 9^ miles, so by this time the wooden 
structure had been superseded by this more permanent structure. 
Both were rebuilt in 1865.

The Higher one, situated in Valencia Road, is now part of a 
dwelling house ; on the part originally the Lighthouse it has 
the date 1866. It was last lighted on May i4th, 1886. At 
present the premises are used as an observation post by the 
Observer Corps.

Of the Lower lighthouse, built in 1865, and last lit on I4th July, 
1908, only the lower part remains, and this has been incorporated 
to form part of the cinema theatre called The Winter Gardens.
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I wish to express my thanks, and to acknowledge 
my indebtedness, to the following for their help and 
much valuable information: Mr. D. B. Cochrane, 
Capt. J. Gardner (Harbour Master, Lancaster), Mr. 
J. Colin Maclver, Mr. Basil Pickard, Mr. John S. Rees 
and Mr. E. B. Royden.

A list of authorities will be given at the end of 
Part II.


