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WIRRAL ROYAL VISIT - King George V and Queen Mary 

Wednesday 25 March 1914. 

(including the laying of the Foundation Stone, Wallasey Town Hall) 

 

On that day their Majesties arrived at Huyton Station at 11.20 am. From there, they 

proceeded to Chester arriving at 12.15 pm. His Majesty then pressed an electric 

button that opened the doors of a new wing at the local infirmary. The 

train left at 1.00 pm for Hooton Siding where luncheon was taken. Forty-five minutes 

later, they arrived at Hooton Station where they were met by the local dignitaries and 

then proceeded to Port Sunlight, arriving at 2.00 pm to be greeted by Sir William 

Lever. After a tour around the works, they travelled by motor car to Hulme Hall, 

where the King pressed another electric button to lay a foundation stone 

for the Lady Leverhulme Art Gallery to the memory of Lady Lever.  

 

Their Majesties then proceeded to Birkenhead arriving at 3.56 pm and were received 

by the Chairman of Cammell Lairds, another quick tour around and then on to 

Birkenhead Town Hall where a low dais had been erected in front of the Municipal 

Building. In front of thousands of school children (who had been given a day off) 

waving Union Jacks, the King pressed an electric button and declared the 

new extension to Bidston Hill open. After completion of the ceremonies 

everyone sang the National Anthem. 

 

Their Majesties then travelled to Central Park Liscard, where a stand had been 

erected and yet another electric button was pressed to lay the foundation 

stone of Wallasey Town Hall. A cable ran from the park to the site of the Town 

Hall Brighton Street. The King pressed the button which set the electric motor going 

at the site, nearly a mile and a half away and the foundation stone fell into place. The 

ceremony was watched by Queen Mary and Mrs Burrows, wife of the Mayor 

Alderman Burrows. 

 

Their Majesties were due to stay with Lord Derby at Knowsley Hall from 24th to the 

28th March, attending the Grand National Meeting at Aintree on the 26th and 27th, 

but owing to an escalation in the ongoing crisis in Ulster they cut short their visit and 

returned to London on the morning of the 26th. 
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Medallions stuck to commemorate the Royal Visit on 25 March 1914 

 
Wallasey Town Hall, Bidston Hill Extension, Bromborough and the 

Lady Leverhulme Gallery Port Sunlight 
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Military Hospitals in the British Isles 1914-1918 

The flow of casualties from the various theatres of war soon 
overwhelmed the existing medical facilities in the United Kingdom, just 
as it did the recently established bases in France and Flanders. Many 
civilian hospitals and large buildings were turned over to military use. 
This listing is by no means complete. 
 
Existing Military Hospitals 
 
Several military hospitals existed before the Great War, some even pre-
dating the Boer War and going back to the Crimea. 
 
The Territorial Force General (TFG) Hospitals 
 
A number of hospitals had been identified before the war for use and 
operation by the Territorial Force. They were generally based at existing 
hospitals and other large facilities. For example, the 1st Southern 
General Hospital was based on the Great Hall at the University of 
Birmingham. They did not exist as such prior to the war other than for 
training purposes, but were mobilised in August 1914. All were expanded 
during war time, not only on the primary sites but with the addition of 
Auxiliary Hospitals and annexes. They were staffed by a mixture of TF 
Nursing Service personnel and volunteers from many different 
organisations. 
 
The TFGs did not have the usual civilian meaning of convalescence; they 
were formed from March 1915 onward to keep recovering soldiers under 
military control. 
 
Wallasey Town Hall War Hospital 
 
Between 1916 and 1919, Wallasey Town Hall provided care and support 
for injured soldiers. The foundation stone for the Town hall was laid by 
King George V on 25th March 1914. 
 
Before completion in 1916 the War Office accepted the patriotic offer 
from Wallasey Corporation to use the building as a War Hospital. 
 
The Town Hall became a sectional hospital and was regarded as being a 
ward of the 1st Western General Hospital (Fazakerley). 
 
To convert the building to a hospital over 400 beds were installed and 
during the period 1916 to 1919 it is estimated over 3,500 casualties were 
treated here. Neighbouring Guinea Gap Swimming Bath was used for 
hydrotherapy and recuperative exercise.  



8 
 

 
The War Hospitals 
 
As the demand for hospital beds increased, one of the actions taken to 
provide more capacity was to turn over additional buildings for military 
use. 
 

 
Patients and Staff – Wallasey Town Hall, circa 1918 

 
Military hospitals established at hutted army camps 
 
Land either on existing army bases or acquired nearby for the purpose 
was also converted for medical treatment facilities and hospitals. 
 
Red Cross, St John’s Ambulance, auxiliary and private 
hospitals 
 
Large numbers of public and private buildings (often large houses) were 
turned over for use as small hospitals, most of which operated as 
annexes to nearby larger hospitals.  
 
Specialist hospitals 
 
Some hospitals were developed as, or became, specialist units. 
Categories of specialism included mental hospitals, units for limbless 
men, neurological units, orthopaedic units, cardiac units, typhoid units 
and venereal disease. 
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Civic Hall – Hospital Ward 
 

 
Committee Rooms 1 & 2 – Hospital Ward 
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Another Hospital Ward based within Wallasey Town Hall 
 
 

 
Staff and Patients on the steps facing the River Mersey 
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Larger Group of Staff and Patients on the steps facing the River Mersey 
 
 

 
A groups of Nurses who tended patients at Wallasey Town Hall 
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Nurses and Patients at Wallasey Town Hall 

(when used as a Military Hospital 1916-1919) 
 
 

            
Soldier Patients using the ‘hydrotherapy facilities’ at Guinea Gap Baths 
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Ladies of the Tower 
 
A Guide to Wallasey Town Hall 
 

 
 
History 
 
The provision of a Town Hall at Wallasey had been considered for many 
years but, in 1904, an open competition was held and architects 
throughout the country were invited to submit designs. Over 100 designs 
were entered and Sir William Emmerson selected the design of Messrs. 
Briggs, Wolstenolme and Thorley of Liverpool. In May 1913 the contract 
was let in competition to Messrs. Moss & Sons of Loughborough. 
Building commenced that year. 
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The Foundation Stone, which can be seen to the left of the main 
entrance, was laid by His Majesty George V on 25 March, 1914.  

 
However completion of the building was delayed due to the outbreak of 
the first World War. 
 
At the end of 1915 it was proposed to close down the building and 
postpone completion until after the War, when it became known that the 
War Department required further hospital accommodation and the 
building was offered for that purpose, rent-free, and gladly accepted. 
 
The contractors therefore became busily engaged in carrying out such 
work as was required by the Military Authorities for hospital purposes 
and the building consequently became a hospital for sick and wounded 
soldiers with accommodation for 350 beds. 
 
A plaque expressing the appreciation of the War Council can be seen in 
the main entrance area. The building was officially opened as the Town 
Hall for the County Borough of Wallasey on 3 November 1920 and 
served in that capacity until the reorganisation of local government on 1 

April 1974. On that date the former County Boroughs of Birkenhead and 
Wallasey, the Borough of Bebington and Urban Districts of Hoylake and 
Wirral merged to become the Metropolitan Borough of Wirral, and 
Wirral Borough Council has met at the Town Hall, Wallasey since then. 
 
The Building 
 
The site of the building is over 2 acres in area and is an elevated plateau 
some 36 feet above the promenade with commanding views of the River 
Mersey. 
 
The facing is of white Stancliffe stone from Derbyshire – one of the most 
beautiful and durable stones to be found in this country. 
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The Tower 

 
The Town Hall Tower rises 180 feet above the promenade and is 
crowned by a copper urn 7 feet high and 5 feet 2 inches wide. 
 

 
 

At the corners are four groups of statuary, the central figure in each 
being a female draped figure representing respectively PEACE, 
COURAGE, PRUDENCE and INDUSTRY.   
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These are ‘The Ladies of the Tower’ and each figure weighs 8 tons. 
 
These stone carvings were the work of Mr Bernie Rhind RSA of 
Edinburgh. Other stone carving, apart from the sculptured figures, was 
executed from Architects’ designs by Messrs. Earp, Hobbs and Miller of 
Manchester. The building is probably most impressive when viewed 
from the promenade,, with steps leading up to what some would say is 
the “front” of the building. 
 
Interior 
 
The principal entrance to the building, at the centre of the Brighton 
Street frontage, gives access to a wide vaulted corridor which has 
recently been remodelled to make it more spacious and welcoming to the 
public. Indeed. The whole of the entrance area, staircase and landing 
have recently been redecorated and relighted for the first time in many 
years to upgrade the image of the building. The corridor leads through a 
wide, round foyer with reception areas to the grand, marble staircase. 
 

  
 

To the right is a passageway to the principal committee room; to the left 
is the passageway to the second committee room. This Passageway also 
gives access to the lift to other floors and to the side entrance. 
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At the head of the grand staircase is a memorial to the joint British and 

American forces of World War Two and to the right and left are the 

entrances to the Council Chamber. 
 

 
 

The landing gives access through the circular Reception Room (the 
Round Room) to the Civic Hall. The Round Room is used for Civic 
Receptions and as the principal marriage room for civil marriages. To 
the left and right of the landing wide corridors lead to the Mayor’s 
Parlour and a further committee room and to the Members’ suite of 
offices. 
 



20 
 

 
 
The Civic Hall 

 
This large Civic Hall occupies the whole of the frontage to the square in 
Brighton Street at first floor level. The hall is 87 feet long by 50 feet wide 
and is 36 feet high, opening out at balcony level to a length of 126 feet. It 
can hold 460 people in the main hall (close seated) and 100 in the 
balcony; for dances, etc, the capacity is 300. It has a raked stage with 
proscenium arch and fully sprung dance floor. 
 

 
 

The building is so planned that the Hall may be used independently to 
the rest of the Town Hall, with a separate entrance from Brighton Street. 
The Civic Hall is available for hire for both public and private functions. 
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(Quite a change from August 1940, when the Civic Hall suffered a direct 
hit courtesy of the Luftwaffe) 
 

 
 
 
The Council Chamber 
 
The Council Chamber is approached from the grand staircase and is 
reached through an ante room, having vaulted ceiling and fine oak 
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panelled walls. The ante room houses the documents granting Borough 
status to Wirral and the grant of coat of arms to the Borough. 
 
The Council Chamber itself is a fine apartment, furnished in traditional 
style, purpose-built as a meeting room and tastefully decorated (in 
1983). It measures 50 feet long and 34 feet wide and is 24 feet high. It 
has fixed seating for 66 members of the Council and seating for officers 
and the Press. 
 

 
The public gallery, which seats 70 people, is at second floor level and 
looks down into the Chamber. 
 

The seats for the Mayor and Deputy Mayor are at the head of the 
Chamber and are set into a beautifully carved oak surround which is 
impressive in the formal setting. 
 
Many a ‘robust’ debate has taken place in this excellent chamber. 
 
Offices 
 
In addition to its role as a venue for meeting, civic and public functions, 
the Town Hall also includes offices for several departments of the 
authority. 
 
The Chief Executive’s office is located on the second floor. The Legal 
Section of the Borough Solicitor occupies offices on the ground floor. 
Solicitors, Committee Officers, Central Administration Section, One Stop 
Shop and Electoral Registration are also housed on the ground floor. 
 
General Information 
 
The Town Hall is open to the public between 09:00hrs and 17:00hrs. 
Local exhibitions are held in the foyer throughout the year. 
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Wallasey Town Hall Construction 
 
 

 
 

 
Architects 
Briggs, Wolstenholme and Thornley 
(Liverpool) 
Contractors 
Moss & Sons (Loughborough) 
Clerk of Works 
Mr G.J.A. Burrowes (Wallasey) 
Sub-Contractors Constructional 
Steel Work 
Messrs. John Booth & Sons (Bolton) 
Plumbing 
Messrs. S.R. Henshaw & Sons (Liverpool) 
Heating and Ventilation 
Messrs. Saunders & Taylor Ltd 
Stone Carving 
Messrs. Earp, Hobbs & Millar (Manchester) 
Steel Casement and Wrought Ironwork 
Messrs. Geo.Wragge Ltd (Salford) 
Lifts 
Messrs. Waygood & Sons (Liverpool) 

 
Copper Urn 
Messrs. Braby (Liverpool) 
Cast Concrete 
Messrs. The Shap Granite Co (Shap) 
Glazing 
Messrs. J.G.Nicholls (Liverpool) 
Electrical Works 
Messrs. Chester (New Brighton) 
Electrical Clocks 
Mr J. Dwerryhouse (Liverpool) 
Decorative Plasterwork 
Messrs. John Tanner & Son (Liverpool) 
Marble Work & Tiling 
Messrs. John Stubbs & Sons (Liverpool) 
Asphalting 
Messrs. La Brea Asphalt Co Ltd 
(Birmingham) 
Concrete Flagging 
North Wales paving Co (Penmaenawr) 
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Another (unsuccessful) design for Wallasey Town Hall 
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The Town Hall at the Wrong End of Town  
 

 
 

Wallasey Town Hall is the civic centre nowhere near the centre. They 
talked about building it in Liscard. They talked about a site in Rake Lane. 
They pondered over whether or not to build it on the promenade at New 
Brighton. The Battle of the Sites went on for months. They finally settled 
for Seacombe. One vote won the day. The Brighton Street building cost 
£155,000. A century ago it was regarded as a big white showpiece. Some 
regard it too small and in quite the wrong place. 
 
When the original Town Hall was built it was for the new borough of 
Wallasey. Several hundred thousand pounds had been spent in the 
1960’s on annexes and extensions. 
 
The building has been called a gigantic biscuit box. It has been called ‘a 
wedding cake gone wrong’. 
 
It was said it looked back to front. That the fine steps lead down to the 
Mersey and only Promenade strollers and passing ships would see it at 
its best. 
 
In the years before World War I Wallasey grew up quickly. Ambition was 
in the air. 
 
Big, new, exciting things were happening in the world, and Wallasey was 
touched by the effect of them. Expansion was the thing. 
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The first few years of the 20th century saw great changes locally. They 
were years of pursuit and endeavour. 
 
The builders were busy. The fields and the farms and the cottages were 
disappearing.  
 
A quiet backwater was becoming a town of size and importance. It was 
taking itself seriously, thinking big. 
 
Bustling with energy, the years before 1914 were years of foundation 
stone laying and development. 
 
County Borough status came in 1913. As a town, Wallasey had arrived… 
 
Suddenly, it was a self-confident and fiercely independent municipality, 
determined to get ahead, proud of its new-found civic dignity. 
 
The old Council Offices were in Church Street, near the junction with 
King Street. Wallasey decided it had to get something bigger and better. 
 

 
Site of the Town Hall, Brighton Street, marked with a white cross on the left. 

 
There were several years of discussion. They were followed by what 
became known as the Battle of the Sites. 
 
At a meeting of the Council on May 12th, 1912, the Mayor reported that 
four sites had been considered – North Meade House, Brighton Street; 
the corner of Liscard Village (where the old Capitol Building is); White 
Delph, Rake Lake (opposite the entrance to the cemetery); Marine 
Promenade, New Brighton. 
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First the Delph site was selected in preference to the Liscard site by one 
vote. This decision was reversed by 19 votes to 12. A further amendment 
was moved in favour of North Meade and was carried, after long 
argument, by 19 to 17. 
 
This was not the end, however. The claims of Marine Promenade was put 
forward in another amendment and voting was even 17 to 17. 
 
Only the Mayor’s casting vote retained North Meade, the site of a large 
house in its own extensive grounds, and with a fine view of the river. 
 

 
The North Meade site from the promenade 

 
Apart from financial advantages, North Meade appeared to have carried 
the day because it was said that although the centre of the town could 
change from Liscard to Wallasey Village, “so long as Wallasey is 
Wallasey. Egremont and Seacombe will be the main inlets and outlets.” 
 
The chief reason which was given for the selection of the North Meade 
site were as follows :- 
 

 Because North Meade was already the property of the ratepayers 

 Because it was on the main throughfare leading to Seacombe Ferry 

 Because it was the only site served by two district tramway routes 
 Because 6,000,000 passengers travelled by these routes 

 Because its erection on the river front would be another important 
addition to the attractions of the district 

 Because it is the main business centre of the district and not 
surrounded by cottage property 
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 Because it is the most convenient situation for the transaction of 
public business 

 Because the oldest, leading and most experienced councillors all 
favour North Meade site.  

 
The foundation stone was laid by King George V on March 25th, 1914. He 
came with Queen Mary. 
 
They drove in an open carriage. A military escort trotted alongside. 
 
In Central Park, watched by a crowd of over 40,000 people, the bearded 
King pressed an electric lever which set in motion machinery which 
lowered the foundation stone of the new Town Hall, nearly a mile away 
in Brighton Street. 
 

 
Wallasey schoolchildren sing for the King 

 
A choir of 9,000 schoolchildren sang a special song of welcome before 
their Majesties drove to Seacombe Ferry. 
 
The Royal Standard broke from the masthead of the ferryboat ‘Daffodil’ 
as the Royal couple crossed to Liverpool, waving from its flower-
decorated decks. 
 
The building was not opened for municipal purposes until November 
3rd, 1920. It was from 1916 until 1919 used as a military hospital. Over 
300 beds were placed in its rooms and corridors. Over 3,500 wounded 
men passed through the makeshift wards. 
 
When the long, sad war years came to a close, the people of the town had 
their first real look inside their civic offices, with a tower rising 180 feet 
above the promenade and with elaborate statuary. 
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Built by Messrs. Moss & Sons Ltd., from the design of Messrs. Briggs, 
Wolstenholme & Thornley, in the Renaissance style, it was faced with 
Derbyshire stone from the famous quarries at Darley Dale. 
 
The main entrance led on through a fine corridor to a central hall and a 
grand staircase – executed in white marble, with a bronze handrail 
supported on wrought-iron balusters. 
 

 
The Council Chamber 

 
The large Council Chamber, 50 feet long by 34 feet wide, was panelled in 
dark oak. Over-looking it, a public gallery with seating for one hundred 
people. 
 
Wallasey thought it quite some place. “One of the noblest buildings in 
the North”, said the local newspaper at the time. 
 
Until the night of August 31st, 1940, when the Town Hall was hit by a 
bomb, the huge Civic Hall housed a very handsome organ. It was for 
years the pride of the building. 
 
The organ was the last to be built by the famous ‘Father’ Willis, the 
builder who provided St. George’s Hall, Liverpool, and Sydney Town 
Hall with their world-famous instruments. 
 
Originally it had been installed in City Hall, Dublin. When the Free State 
was constituted the organ was put away in cellars. Wallasey bought it at a 
bargain figure of £3,500. It was re-erected in the Town Hall in 1926. 
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The bomb which destroyed it came the south-west corner of the building, 
It brought down the roof and sent the organ crashing. It was a total 
wreck. It brought only £25 as scrap. 
 
In 1964, at the cost of £130,000, a block of offices were built alongside it. 
 

 
The building of the municipal block in Brighton Street 
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Birkenhead Town Hall 
 

 
"Wirral Museum - old Town Hall, Birkenhead - geograph.org.uk - 237692" by Peter 

Craine. Licensed under CC BY-SA 2.0 via commons.wikimedia.org 

 
Birkenhead Town Hall. When Hamilton Square was designed in the 
early 19th century, a plot of land was made available for the siting of a 
town hall between Hamilton Street and Chester Street. However, it 
wasn't until 1887 that the current building was completed. Designed by 
local architect Charles Ellison in 1882, the building was constructed 
using Scottish granite and sandstone from the now filled in local quarry 
at Storeton. 
  
The building consisted of a council chamber, offices, with a concert hall 
and function rooms known as the Assembly Rooms. Birkenhead's 
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magistrates' court chambers are located in a separate building of the 
same design to the rear. The clock tower is 200 feet in height and 
consists of four faces. After a fire in 1901, the upper part of the clock 
tower was rebuilt to a design by Henry Hartley. The rebuilding included 
a stained glass window by Gilbert P. Gamon representing Edward I's 
visit to Birkenhead Priory in 1277. 
  
Despite the abolition of the County Borough of Birkenhead on 1 April 
1974, the building continued to be used as council offices until the early 
1990s, when work was undertaken to restore the external stonework and 
many interior decorations and features, including the former Council 
Chamber. 
 
The Wirral Archives Service was based in the building until 2008, when 
it transferred to the council's Cheshire Lines Building nearby. The 
service collects and stores all types of historical documents relating to 
the Wirral area, its people, businesses and institutions. Amongst the 
records in the collection are documents and photographs from 
Birkenhead's Cammell Laird shipyard, when the original company closed 
in 1993. 
  
Between 2001 and 2010, the Wirral Museum occupied a significant 
portion of the building. It featured both themed and permanent exhibits 
such as the history and development of Wirral, the Cammell Laird 
collection, the Wirral Silver and Mayoral collections, Della Robbia 
Pottery and a detailed scale model of the historic Woodside area in 1934. 
   
Birkenhead Town Hall still retains some civic service, such as the 
municipal registration centre for births, marriages and deaths and as a 
venue for local and national elections. It is also utilised for the 
celebration of notable occasions and as the town's focal point for annual 
Remembrance Sunday ceremonies. 
  
The Assembly Rooms have been made available for functions, events and 
as a venue for the arts, including concerts, theatrical performances and 
cinema presentations. 
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Some interior shots of Birkenhead Town Hall 
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`The Wirral Horn 

 

 
 

In the year 1120 Randal de Meschines, Earl of Chester, created Alan 
Sylvester chief forester of the forrest of Wirral and granted to him the 
manors of Hooton, Storeton and Puddington to hold upon the condition 
that he performed the duties of forester and in addition that he blew or 
caused to be blown a horn at Gloverstone in Chester on the morning of 
every fair day, to indicate that the tolls on all goods bought and sold in 
the city or within sound of that horn belonged to the Earl or his tenants. 
 
Alan Sylvester was succeeded by his son, Ralph, on whose death, without 
issue, Hugh Cyvelioc, Earl of Chester, granted the same manors with the 
forestership to Alexander de Storeton on his marriage with Annabella 
the daughter of Alan Sylvester. Alexander de Storeton again had only 
female issue, and the forestership passed next to Sir Thomas Bamville 
who married Agnes de Storeton daughter of Alexander. 
 
Sir Philip Bamville, the heir of Sir Thomas, also left issue, three 
daughters only, the eldest of whom, Jane, married Sir Wiliam de Stanley 
and brought the forestership as part of her dower, the title of her son, 
John Stanley, having been proved in 1346 before Jordon de Macclesfield 
Justice in Byre to the Earl of Chester. 
 
In this family The Wirral Horn remained until disafforested by King 
Edward III on the complaint of the Citizens of Chester who represented 
that they were grievous suffers from the ‘freebooters’ who lurked in the 
forest. 
 
The Stanleys petitioned the King for remuneration for the loss of the 
profits attached to the office of chief forester and were granted an 
annuity of twenty marks, which however, seems to have been 
indifferently paid. The horn, however, which was the symbol of their 
tenure, remained in the possession of the Stanley family for many years 
until, in fact, Sir Roland Errington succeeded Sir William Thomas 
Stanley 11th Baronet in June 1863 (having assumed by Royal licence in 
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1820 the surname of Errington Pursuant to the Will of Henry Errington, 
Sir Roland Errington’s second daughter Ethel married Evelyn, First Earl 
of Cromer and brought with her The Wirral Horn. The Horn is currently 
in the possession of the present Earl of Cromer in St Saviour, Jersey, C.I.  
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The Story of Wirral (Elizabeth Davey)         
The Metropolitan Borough of Wirral occupies the northern half of the 
Wirral peninsula, bounded to the west by the Dee, to the east by the 
Mersey and to the north by the waters of Liverpool Bay. Throughout 
most of its history its character has been shaped by its coast and 
countryside, the inhabitants gaining their livelihood mainly from the 
land or the sea. 
  
The earliest evidence of human activity comes from Greasby and 
Thurstaston, where archaeological finds include concentrations of small 
worked stones or microliths, evidence of hunter-gatherers of the 
Mesolithic or Middle Stone Age period.  
 
Settled farming began in the Neolithic or New Stone Age period when 
the environmental record shows woodland was being cleared to make 
way for agriculture. This process of clearance and enclosure continued 
through the Bronze and Iron Ages; traces of agricultural settlements 
from these times have been excavated at Irby. 
  
The one exception to this pattern is Meols, where over 4000 artefacts 
and nearly 1000 coins and tokens have been recovered from the eroding 
shore. The finds, mainly made in the 19th century, date from the 
prehistoric, Roman, medieval and post medieval periods and are an 
indication that in the past Meols was a major coastal trading site with 
links to places as far away as mainland Europe and the Mediterranean.    
 
At the time of the Roman conquest, in AD 43, Wirral lay within the 
territory of the Cornovii, a British tribe, probably friendly towards the 
Romans. The harbour at Meols would appear to have been used for both 
military and trading purposes even before the establishment of the 
legionary fortress at Chester in the later 70s. A road leading north from 
Chester, sections of which have been identified, runs in the direction of 
Meols.  
 
As well as roads, there is evidence of settlement in the Roman period. At 
Irby a Romano British farmstead has been excavated while a skeleton 
found during 19th century work on the Leasowe embankment, has been 
shown to be Roman in date, the only one of its kind from Merseyside. 
  
Little is known of Wirral in the early post Roman years. At Landican a 
possible early Christian site is suggested by the place name ‘Llan-tegan’, 
the church of St Decan, while the circular churchyard at Overchurch is 
probably the source of a decorated runic stone, dating from c 800. The 
presence of Saxons in Wirral, from the late 7th century onwards, is 
evidenced by place names. The elements ‘ham’ meaning ‘homestead’ and 
‘tun’ a ‘farmstead’ are indications of their settlement.  
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In about 902, groups of Norsemen, expelled from Ireland, arrived in 
north Wirral. Again place names are evidence of where they lived. 
Villages like Irby, Frankby and West Kirby, have endings derived from 
the Old Norse word ‘byr’, meaning ‘farmstead’ or ‘settlement’. 'Thingwall' 
comes from the Old Norse 'þing-vollr' or 'meeting place' whilst the name 
Meols derives from ‘melr’, the Norse word for sand-hills. 
  
Many academics believe that the Battle of Brunanburh, fought in 937 
between the Saxon king, Athelstan and the allied forces of the Scots and 
Norsemen, took place near Bromborough. Athelstan’s victory 
consolidated the boundary between England and Scotland and 
confirmed England as a unified kingdom. 
  
By the 10th and 11th centuries life seems to have become more settled. 
Several places, including Bromborough, West Kirby and Woodchurch 
have remnants of sculptured crosses dating from this period, while from 
West Kirby and Bidston come carved hogback grave markers. 
  
Domesday Book records over twenty manors in north Wirral, with one 
large manor, Eastham, embracing most of the Mersey shore. In 1093 the 
moated manor house at Irby was granted to the monks of Chester abbey 
which also acquired the moated court house at Bromborough Pool. 
  
In the mid-12th century, a Norman baron, Hamo de Massey, founded a 
small Benedictine priory dedicated to St Mary and St James on the 
isolated headland that now forms Birkenhead. In the 14th century the 
priory was granted the right to operate a ferry across the Mersey. The 
present day priory remains are the oldest standing structures on 
Merseyside. Other medieval buildings in Wirral include a number of 
parish churches, Storeton Hall and the tower house at Brimstage.  
 
Farming continued as the principle occupation of the population though 
maritime activities, including fishing and seafaring were important along 
the coast. As early as the 14th century, silting in the Dee caused the 
increased use of small anchorages along the Wirral shore. That at the 
‘Redbank’ or Dawpool was used to unload cargoes such as Spanish wine 
and iron. Of more significance was the Hoyle or Hyle Lake, a deep water 
channel, sheltered by sandbanks, off what is now Hoylake. In 1690 this 
‘lake’ was the main point of embarkation for King William III’s 
expedition to Ireland. It was also used by ships waiting to sail into 
Liverpool. 
  
As the volume of shipping increased there was a need for lights and 
beacons. In 1763 pairs of lighthouses were built at Hoylake and Leasowe. 
In 1771 the lower light at Leasowe was threatened by the sea and 
replaced by a light on Bidston Hill. At Perch Rock, the lighthouse, begun 
in 1827, replaced a wooden pole or perch, used to warn shipping of rocks 
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at the Mersey’s mouth; while at West Kirby the Column, erected in 1840, 
acted as a landmark to shipping, replacing a windmill, blown down in 
the great storm of the previous year. 
  
On Bidston Hill a series of flagpoles were used to inform Liverpool ship-
owners of the imminent arrival of their ships while semaphore stations 
on Bidston Hill and Hilbre formed part of a communications system 
linking Liverpool with Holyhead. In 1866 the Liverpool Observatory 
moved to Bidston Hill and was later joined by the Tidal Institute which 
predicted the tides for the D-Day landings. 
 
Lifeboats also provided a service. A lifeboat station was established at 
Hoylake in 1803, with two further stations opened in subsequent years, 
one on Hilbre and one at New Brighton. The Hilbre station closed in 
1939 but the other two are still active today.  
 
Sea bathing had become popular in late Georgian times and in 1792 the 
Royal Hotel opened at Hoylake, while in 1830 James Atherton 
purchased a large area of sand hills, founding the seaside resort of New 
Brighton establishing a pattern of catering for visitors that still persists 
today. 
  
The main catalysts for change were improvements in transport. A regular 
steam ferry service from Liverpool was instigated to Eastham in 1816 
and to Tranmere in 1817. The road from Chester to Birkenhead was 
turnpiked in the 1830s and in 1840 a railway line opened between 
Birkenhead, Chester, Crewe and London.  
 
With improved transport links, Wirral underwent major economic, social 
and demographic changes. Industry began to develop on the west bank 
of the Mersey while the area’s fresh air, open countryside and wide sea 
views made it an attractive place for Liverpool merchants and business 
men to make their homes. 
 
In 1824 the Scotsman, William Laird, born in Greenock, established a 
boiler works on Wallasey Pool. In partnership with his son John, he soon 
diversified, founding what was to become one of the greatest 
shipbuilding enterprises in the world. In the 1850s the Laird shipyards 
transferred to the Mersey shore and in 1903 they amalgamated with 
Cammell, the Sheffield steel producer. Over the years the company 
would produce some of the navy’s greatest ships, as well as the Ma 
Robert, the first steel hulled ship ever built, the Confederate raider 
‘Alabama’ and liners like the Mauretania. 
 The first few streets of Birkenhead were laid out by the lord of the 
manor, Francis Richard Price. Then in 1825, at the behest of William 
Laird, the great Scottish architect, James Gillespie Graham, produced a 
plan for a modern new town, with a gridiron pattern of streets, a range of 
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fine late Georgian buildings and the imposing Hamilton Square. The 
town grew, with a market, theatres and music halls, the first tramway in 
Europe and the world’s first publicly funded park – Birkenhead Park – 
which played a key role in the development of the parks movement and 
became a model for parks design including Central Park, New York. 
  
The first of Birkenhead’s docks, the Morpeth and Egerton Docks, opened 
in 1847. The Birkenhead Emigrant Depot, an important base for 
migrants bound for Australia, followed in 1852 as did Brassey & Co.’s 
Canada Works, which built much of the equipment, including 
locomotives and bridges, for the Grand Trunk Railway of Canada.  
 
In 1857 an Act of Parliament brought the Birkenhead and Liverpool 
docks under the single ownership of the Mersey Docks and Harbour 
Company and it was under the company that the dock system developed. 
Until the 1960s the docks were in constant operation, with dozens of 
quays and warehouses, criss-crossed with freight lines. Many passenger 
and freight lines worked out of Birkenhead including Alfred Holt and the 
Ellerman, Clan and City Lines. 
  
Although only a fraction of the dock system is now involved in traditional 
port activity, the legacy of buildings and dock structures is still 
impressive. Among these are the hydraulic tower, designed by Jesse 
Hartley and based on the Palazzo della Signoria in Florence and the 
Grain Warehouses, on the Dock Road, built in the 1860s to receive 
wheat, maize and barley from all over the world. 
  
Though Wallasey Pool was the initial focus of development, industry 
soon spread along the Mersey shore. Price’s Patent Candle Company, 
owned by the Wilson family was already flourishing when in 1853 it 
purchased land for a new works on the tidal inlet of Bromborough Pool. 
The village the Wilsons built for their workers, many of whom had 
moved up from London, is an early example of a model industrial village, 
predating Port Sunlight by over three decades. (The Candleworks went 
on to become Price’s Chemicals, then Unichema.) 
  
Port Sunlight Village, itself, was the vision of the Victorian entrepreneur 
and philanthropist, William Hesketh Lever. Laid out to provide 
accommodation for the workers in his soap factory, the model village, 
with its architect designed housing, gardens and green spaces was a 
pioneer in the Garden City Movement and is now of international 
standing. Within the village the renowned Lady Lever Art Gallery 
provides a permanent home of Lord Lever’s outstanding art collection.  
 
In contrast to the industrial settlements of the Mersey shore, New 
Brighton, served by both the ferry and the railway, developed as one of 
the most popular seaside resorts in the north. Its attractions included its 
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Pier and Promenade, the New Brighton Tower (once the tallest in 
Britain), the Tower Ballroom and the now demolished open air bathing 
pool, one of the biggest in the world. Sadly, as with many former resort 
towns, competition from package holidays, lack of investment and social 
change, meant that by the 1980s New Brighton had lost much of what 
made it special and thus its attractions waned.  
 
The recent history of Wirral has been one of mixed fortunes, which has 
exacerbated the social and economic contrasts between the two sides of 
the peninsula. ‘Deeside Wirral’ has retained its affluence, with well-to-do 
communities such as Heswall, West Kirby and Hoylake interspersed with 
open rural areas and pretty villages. To the east the dense urban and 
industrial belt fronting the Mersey has not fared so well. Decline began 
in the 1950s, resulting in physical deterioration, lack of investment, 
rising unemployment and a whole range of deprivation problems. It is 
against this background that Wirral Council is targeting its regeneration 
efforts, focussing inward investment on areas like Birkenhead Park, New 
Brighton and the Docks. The opening of Birkenhead Park Visitors Centre 
and New Brighton’s rebuilt Floral Pavilion, with its theatre and 
conference centre, are examples of regeneration at work. 
 
 
  


