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            PRAISE FOR LANCASHIRE

            ‘Lancashire was a grand old county. Then someone sawed it off at the knees by amputating Liverpool and Manchester. All power then to Chris Moss, who makes this magical place whole again. Here is a giant revived, tall with tales of witches, subversives, candy-floss and coal.’

            paul du noyer, author of Liverpool: Wondrous Place

            ‘Chris Moss takes a no-holds-barred approach to his home county, paying tribute to the achievements of Lancashire without shying away from the troublesome aspects of its history – and of its present reality. A winning combination of history, memoir, and irreverent humour, it’s a fitting tribute to the greatest county in England.’

            david swift, author of Scouse Republic

            ‘Moss takes us through a near-mythical landscape, a disappearing county of witches, mills, dales, meres, pop music and the first industrial proletariat. An engrossing tour of the landscape that created modern Britain.’

            nicholas blincoe, author of Manchester Slingback

            ‘A Lancastrian rediscovers Lancashire: a deeply personal, well-crafted account of the Red Rose county’s past and present.’

            brian groom, author of Northerners

            ‘A clear-eyed, ever curious, tender-hearted guide. Chris Moss’s journey through Lancashire is also a journey into the life he left behind.’

            jeff young, author of Ghost Town: A Liverpool Shadowplay
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            Preface
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         I moved back to Lancashire in 2021 after spending thirty-seven years elsewhere – London, Leeds, Wales, Devon, Argentina. The bar on movement during the Covid pandemic was the spur. Smaller journeys being off, a major one appealed. I had spent the previous two decades earning much of my living writing and taking photographs for travel guides, books and the travel sections of newspapers and magazines; unable to go far, I thought I’d experiment with going home.

         After so much wandering, I knew that my ties to the region of my birth and youth were becoming tenuous. Coming back after a long time felt like an exploration, almost akin to a travel assignment, though with more complicated motives. What did it mean to come home? Why put oneself through the trial of retracing paths through much-changed landscapes? Would notions of belonging be strengthened by the return, or be proven specious? xii

         England is in a state of perpetual decline; it is politically and economically a shadow of its pre-1950 self. The North-West is the region of maximum diminution. The pioneering sites of the Industrial Revolution were the first places in the world to become wastelands; Lancashire was the first to turn the engines on, and the lights out. On the flap of their meditative field guide Edgelands (2011), Michael Symmons Roberts (from Preston) and Paul Farley (from Liverpool) write that ‘England … offers the world’s most mature post-industrial terrain’. They are referring, principally, to the North-West. The authors are poets and think poetically about this space. Many people from this region view the shift from mines, mills, factories and glassworks to services and logistics as saddening, even distressing. But the ‘post-industrial’ era began more than half a century ago. Some of the nostalgia is for the memories of the dead, and even for the ruins.

         
            
[image: ]Three lads on bikes, Maud Street and Elaine Street, Liverpool 8, 1979; Ringo Starr’s childhood home is just round the corner

            

         

         There are many books about the North – as a territory, as an idea, as a socio-political battleground. I limit myself to the North-West – by which I mean historic Lancashire and the edges of that region. Our lives seep xiiibeyond local government frontiers. North Wales, Cumbria and the Irish Sea push in on my homelands. My own Lancashire village became part of Cheshire and my closest Lancashire town joined Merseyside in the 1974 rearrangement of local government. Lancashire, for many, is a contested name. It is freighted with pastness in a quite singular way. Mentally, I hear the word spoken with a broader accent than the one I have returned with.
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         My approach to coming home has been through history, travel writing and memoir. My first, formative eighteen years were spent almost entirely within a small corner of the North-West. My emotional connections are inescapable and also under stress. Neither of my parents is alive and I recently lost my oldest brother. An extended family of cousins and uncles and aunts has more or less evaporated. Major losses can erode a xivsense of belonging, or heighten it. Some places in south-west Lancashire are filled with my early life stories. St Helens, Warrington, Widnes, Winwick and Great Sankey and – in the summer season – Blackpool and Southport were the cardinal points on my childhood compass. I currently live in the Ribble Valley, some distance from all these places, and a very different Lancashire. It is creating memories, and gradually becoming an adopted sort-of home.

         Other places are less familiar. I experience Lancaster, Preston, Bury, Salford as a travel writer – which is to say, a tourist with a notebook and a nose for discovery – as much as I do as a native. I know the two metropolises well, but not intimately. Mancunians and Liverpudlians have written brilliant, usually boosterish books, many with a focus on a passion or issue – football, trade, music, crime. I’m a quasi-outsider but seeing your home region as a traveller opens up possibilities; you can weave your own textile trails and unearth coal-mining sites – be curious and curatorial in places most people bypass and Visit Britain occludes.

         When I lived elsewhere, whether in Britain or overseas, I came home every year. My family largely stayed put in the area where I grew up. I vaguely followed news from the place and its people: new roads, inept councillors, factory closures, the UK’s first IKEA. I casually followed the football (Everton) and rugby (St Helens). I kept an ear out for new music. Returning home every six or twelve months over more than thirty years, and somewhat less frequently to other nearby points on the map, I saw changes – economic collapse, political upheaval, regeneration. I attended the occasional show or festival, most notably Liverpool’s 800th birthday and European Capital of Culture celebrations in 2007 and 2008, respectively. Dipping in and out like that is not the same as living in a place, and no doubt this book betrays a certain distance and even a foreignness of gaze. Hopefully it thereby avoids being parochial.

         In a bid to understand my roots and connections, I have taken myself time and again to the local sections of my nearest libraries. This is partly an admission of embarrassing ignorance or evidence of an awakening, if you like. I didn’t know how much I didn’t know about xvLancashire until I started to riffle through the history shelves. The North-West’s past is something even non-natives think they are familiar with. Coal, cotton and seaside resorts. Manchester United, ‘You’ll Never Walk Alone’, the dole, Joy Division. Received ideas about the Industrial Revolution – invoked far more often than it’s studied – project the region’s history as a 200-year parabola. I’m a fan of natural history and the longue durée, and believe that the character of towns and cities, and people, should be traced as far back as the record goes, as well as down into the bedrock and bog and up onto the moors and into the skies. I’m sure weather made me what I am as much as the spinning jenny or Stephenson’s Rocket.

         Writers are always saying their books are love letters to places. I suppose this is another one, though it’s not entirely faithful. Love isn’t fondness or liking. I deeply value the place I shall always refer to as ‘home’ – after four years back here the inverted commas are fading to grey. But exceptionalism and essentialism hold people and places back. On a bad day, Lancashire is nine-tenths grim decline, bad weather and flat-cap nostalgists. Then, after three pints of (increasingly hard-to-obtain) mild, the county becomes a magical, multi-storied heartland, mistreated but resilient. A few more and a short, and it’s anyone’s guess. I was never a subscriber to Joseph Livesey and his call for universal temperance. I hope Lancashire is fair and kind to the old county and its inhabitants, even Mancunians, Liverpudlians and a few thousand South Cumbrians, who would fain live elsewhere. xvi

      

   


   
      
         
1
            Introduction: What’s in a Name?

         

         Lancashire is named after the River Lune, which rises at Newbiggin in Cumbria and flows west to Tebay before tracing a southerly course between the Yorkshire Dales and Cumbria’s southern Fells. It passes through Lancaster, another namesake, to meet the sea seven miles to the south. ‘Lune’ probably has roots in Old Irish ‘slan’, meaning ‘full’ or ‘healthy’, as in ‘sláinte’. It could also refer, via Old English, to the Romano-British deity Ialonus, the ‘god of clearings’. This god was thoroughly honoured in Lancashire, which has been stripped and peeled bare, denatured long before it was turned black by industrial pollution. ‘Lune’ is also the moon, and the river’s name may refer to crescent-shaped oxbows and meanders along the river’s fifty-odd miles.

         Lancashire isn’t in the Domesday book. Its townships appear in pages marked ‘Terra inter Ripam et Mersham’ – that is, the land between the Ribble and the Mersey. The latter’s name derives from the Old English for ‘boundary river’. The name Lancashire would appear for the first time in the pipe rolls (the main records of government business) of 1182, during the reign of Henry II. At that time the borders were established that would, 170 years later, become the County Palatine, governed by the Dukes of Lancaster. Palatinates were created following the Norman Conquest, as various earls or bishops were granted palatine (‘from the palace’) powers similar to those exercised by the king. The creation of Lancashire as a County Palatine may have been intended by Edward III as a protective barrier against the Scots. Dukedoms were established in Lancashire on three separate occasions in the fourteenth 2century to oversee the county’s business. But since the reign of Henry V the dukedom has been merged with the Crown. A Duchy-fawning version of the national anthem still used runs ‘God save our gracious King, Long live our noble Duke’.1

         
            
[image: ]‘Lancastriae Comitatus palatinus olim pars Brigantum’; 1607 map of Lancashire, engraved by William Hole for William Camden’s Britannia

            

         

         But the genesis of Lancashire was slow and uncertain. South Lancashire was sparsely populated, with a mere 260 peasant families in 1086. Its manorial value had declined by 70 per cent since the Norman Conquest, probably as a result of William’s ‘harrying of the north’ in 1069–70. According to Domesday, north Lancashire or Amounderness was almost entirely denuded of population and resources in 1086. The entire region was under the control of a single Norman tenant-in-chief, Roger of Poitou, who also held lands in several named counties.

         The reason for Lancashire’s relative insignificance and exclusion 3from the Domesday survey could be down to its geography. A land of peat bogs called mosses, treacherous lakes known as meres, flood-prone flatlands and ranges of hills that bore the worst of the oceanic westerlies, it was a difficult place to settle or to transit. The uplands were dominated by exposed moors, and where forest remained there was lawlessness.

         Lancashire acquired its definitive shape in the medieval period. A 1607 map by William Kip and William Hole, based on surveys carried out by Christopher Saxton some three decades earlier, shows that the county comprises the west Lancashire coastal plain, sections of the Pennines and their outliers, Bowland Forest and the peninsulas of Cartmel and Furness and the southern extremities of the English Lakes, including Coniston Water and the western shore of Lake Windermere.2

         1974 and all that

         In history books, in old people’s memories and perhaps in the popular imagination Lancashire is a large area. The historic county is the one established by the Plantagenets. The area controlled today by Lancashire County Council, however, is much smaller. In 1974, there were boundary changes to local government areas across the UK, but Lancashire lost more land relative to its size – 709 square miles or two-fifths of the historic county – than anywhere else. It lost more people, too. According to the 1971 census, the population was a little over 5.1 million, making it the most populous of the English counties. After the boundary changes, it was home to around 1.5 million people. Mining and mill towns – the industrial heartlands – were dislodged. Most significant of all was the removal of Liverpool and Manchester. Overnight, Blackpool became Lancashire’s largest conurbation, Lancaster its only city.

         Ted Heath’s government, which passed the Local Government Act in 1972 (it came into effect two years later), justified its decision by claiming that counties needed to reflect increasing urbanisation. The last major reshaping of local and regional political authorities had been in 1887–88, when the new institution of the county council was created to replace a system of local authority that had remained more or less 4unchanged since the Middle Ages. On that occasion only a few minor alterations to the historical boundaries of counties were approved.

         In 1974, people were reassured that the ‘new counties’ were administrative areas only, and that the boundaries of traditional counties such as Lancashire had not been changed. People of a certain age – my age, fifty-nine, for instance – have Lancashire on their birth certificates, even though they were raised in Cheshire or Kirkby or Stockport. Some insist they live in ‘Lancashire’ because of prejudices they have about ‘becoming’ Scousers. Conversely, some Lancastrians were happy to be relocated to Cheshire, a county that is smaller, flatter, blander and more rural – but also posher. Even in 1974, house prices were a thing. The British Counties Campaign wants to restore the ‘historic counties’; as I write, it has 492 followers on X.

         The Friends of Real Lancashire blames politicians, councils and the media for abandoning the names of traditional counties and using those of the ‘administrative counties’: Merseyside, Greater Manchester, Blackburn with Darwen, etc. But birth and marriage certificates and postal addresses changed. Acts of Parliament don’t merely reflect trends; they reinforce them. Rural areas were redefined as suburbs. Towns absorbed villages. Today, ‘city regions’ are blotting out towns. The five metropolitan boroughs of Merseyside and a unitary authority in Cheshire are contained within the Liverpool City Region. The Greater Manchester Combined Authority – not to be confused with the Greater Manchester Built-Up Area – contains ten boroughs. In 1998 Blackburn with Darwen and Blackpool became unitary authorities, making them independent from Lancashire County Council. Preston was made a city in 2002. The cutting up and rebranding goes on.

         Does it matter? You might think it takes a certain kind of newspaper letter-writer to suffer sleepless nights over the historical naming of English counties. But even if you view the boundary changes as solely functional, it’s obvious they have real-life repercussions, for local economies, for transport, for political representation and for people’s sense of identity. 5

         Imagine if the ‘Madchester’ music sensation of the late 1980s and early 90s – reported all round the world, featured on the cover of Newsweek – had taken place in a ‘Lancashire city’. Or if every time the media talked about the planned HS2 railway line or Northern Powerhouse, they alluded to the county. It wouldn’t only allow Lancastrians to puff out their chests. It would also remind people that culture springs from regions, and train stations serve more than cities. It would remind city dwellers they are surrounded by and, in myriad ways, connected to that large grey-green-brown space on the map above them. Liverpudlians and Mancunians might feel more linked to one another, as they were when the first trains operated along the L&MR and when the Manchester Ship Canal opened. A lot of nonsense is claimed on behalf of the metropolitan perspective, but the emphasis – from the government and media down – on a few ‘core cities’ disinherits non-city residents, diminishes the status of towns, and treats rural areas as a realm for agritourism, backward and picturesque.
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         Lancashire has given birth to cuisine, newspapers and magazines, regiments and dialects. It has appeared in songs, stories, poems and myths. Lancashire’s people migrated to, laboured in, sailed from, built and dreamed their cities. Villages and towns were symbolically moved 6without ever consulting the people who lived in them. Politically Lancastrians have been disenfranchised.

         The price of fame

         The railway lines, canals, coal, glass and cotton that had their origins in the world’s first major industrial heartland spread the name and influence of the county far and wide. Lancashire is one of the most famous places on earth. Schoolchildren and undergraduates in India, the US, Brazil and Japan study the Rocket, Cottonopolis, the jet engine. Goods have been exported globally from Lancashire’s ports and mill towns; vessels built in its shipyards carried them. The Peterloo massacre, Pendle witch trials and Liverpool’s maritime mercantilism – and slave trade – are important chapters in world history textbooks. Lancastrian sports, arts and entertainment are major regional industries. Football fans in Mexico, Nigeria and Korea wear the shirts of Everton, Manchester City, Liverpool and Manchester United. Wigan and St Helens rugby league teams compete with the best teams in Australia’s national league. More mainstream and indie pop and rock has come out of Lancashire than out of most countries.

         
            
[image: ]Pendle Hill: East Lancashire’s most prominent landmark, meeting place for witches, Quakers, Chartists and ramblers7
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         The rest of the UK is keenly aware of Lancashire, too, whether through television and radio personalities, primetime presenters (Bolton seems to turn out TV personalities like it once did cotton yarn) and the bands and singers they grew up with, or because of the holidays they take – or used to take. Blackpool Tower, Old Trafford, Liverpool’s Three Graces and Albert Dock are as familiar as Trafalgar Square, while modern landmarks like the Haçienda and Antony Gormley’s Another Place are infinitely more iconic and resonant – even to those who have never been there.

         Lancashire, after shipping its wares to all corners of the globe for more than two centuries, was in the advance guard of modern multiculturalism. Liverpool’s Chinatown, established in the 1850s, is the oldest in Europe. Manchester’s is the second largest in the UK. From the mid-1950s, young people arrived from South Asia to study spinning, weaving and dyeing, and to work the night shifts in the mills that east Lancashire’s own weavers and spinners were reluctant to take on. Pakistani, Indian, Caribbean, Irish, Continental European, African and Latin American communities, several generations old, enrich the county’s cities, towns and villages. 8
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         The national familiarity with and global stature of Lancashire might sometimes blur its regional identity. Someone from Somerset might boast about cider apples. An Essexian might name Lord Sugar and Rod Stewart as notable residents. Lancashire has been churning out, and providing home to, eminences and celebrities for three centuries, from Richard Arkwright, Friedrich Engels and Emmeline Pankhurst to Paul McCartney, David Beckham and Carol Ann Duffy. There is nothing parochial, quaint or localist about these names. The Beatles were the first massive pop band and, more than fifty years after their breakup, remain the most famous. There is a sense in which Lancashire’s achievements don’t belong to Lancashire. Ideas and products pioneered here have become commonplace everywhere else. People born and based in the county have become global figureheads. Yet when people are asked to name something from Lancashire they might say ‘hotpot’ or ‘Bury black pudding’, or mention flat caps and whippets, conflating Lancashire with Yorkshire and general ‘Northern’ clichés. Internationalism, multiculturalism and a spirit of tolerance are pushed aside by trite notions that relate to an imaginary past. 9

         I am not aloof from such issues of identity. When I say the word ‘Lancashire’ something twitches in my brain. My sense of belonging, like my accent, has been diluted by travel and living in other places. I never sounded as local or as rooted as my dad, born in 1930, who pronounced ‘books’ to rhyme with ‘tools’ and liberally sprinkled ‘thou’ and ‘maughn’t’ in his sentences, especially when he bumped into old pals from the pit. His accent and dialect were specific to Parr and Sutton in St Helens; locals from those districts will probably baulk at my conflating them. But I was at secondary school with children from a huge catchment on the Cheshire/Lancashire border and I did undergraduate studies in London; travel and middle-class friends from Southern England and elsewhere did the rest. The flat vowel remains and when I say ‘Lancashire’ it sounds, to me, a bit parodic, like a caricature. This is because for decades I have had to listen to other people – from the South, Midlands, Scotland – mocking Northern accents. Thus the very name of Lancashire – along with Yorkshire – has become a synecdoche for bluff or backward Northernness. Again, we come back to 1974: the attempted separation of Lancashire from its two main cities – one of which has an accent nothing like inland Lancastrian – means that what is left is thought to be more semi-rural and agricultural than it might have been when vast industrial projects and metropolitan life were enclosed within its borders.

         Local newspapers once helped to keep people abreast of local and regional realities, but these days they tend to recycle national news at random, and to splatter their websites with rugby league and football hype, punctuated by depressing crime reports. If someone from, say, Wigan – in Greater Manchester – no longer buys a newspaper with Lancashire in the title, it’s also true that no large media corporation apart from the BBC makes any great effort to cover local news. The Guardian is, to a degree, the exception, but its reach is limited. For a time, Big Issue North, based in Manchester, did great work. But the charity shifted all magazine production to Glasgow in 2023. New online ventures, such as the Manchester Mill, The Post in Merseyside and the itinerant, 10campaigning newsletter The Lead, seek to close the information gap left by the decline of regional journalism at the hands of national corporations such as Reach, Newsquest and National World. In the absence of advertising, it will fall to subscribers to decide if they want local news.

         Politicians and the media, business and cultural leaders have colluded to dent or snap continuities and connections that were developed over centuries. This book is a humble attempt to reforge some of these. This doesn’t mean it shies away from a story of decline, which has taken place at many levels. The towns that trialled and tested everything from canals, railways and roadbuilding to professional rugby and television formats are some of the most deprived in Europe. The mighty fall furthest. Liverpool and Manchester, once the country’s – and the British Empire’s – maritime and trading capitals, no longer perform those roles. Blackburn and Blackpool were, respectively, the centre of the global textile trade and the greatest holiday resort in the land. They cannot make such claims today. Local government has been inept. National governments of all stripes have been negligent in everything but their unwavering commitment to the economic predominance of London and the South-East.

         It could be argued that a dwindling was always on the cards for Lancashire, given the national importance and global prominence of Liverpool port, Lancashire coal, Manchester cotton and St Helens glass. But the downward curve has continued to the present day. Lancastrians have seen their towns’ high streets emptied of shops while their villages have lost pubs, post offices, church congregations, transport, health and other services. Cities have received investment – Liverpool One, Manchester’s football ‘cathedrals’ – and universities have brought new blood and buildings, but retail, sports and entertainment arenas and academic centres of excellence alone cannot bring back civic pride eroded by decades of industrial decline. London and the South-East have sucked the life out of the rest of England. The North–South divide is most visible in the county that once sent most goods, and money, to London.

         
            
[image: ]Popular as hell: The prom at Blackpool, the UK’s most visited seaside resort – and one of its most deprived towns

            

         

         Despite this, Lancashire continues to be a creative powerhouse. 11Culture can thrive in hard times. While some of the most celebrated institutions, including the Hallé orchestra, Royal Liverpool Philharmonic Society, Manchester’s Palace Theatre and Blackpool Tower Ballroom, were born on the back of Victorian booms, at other times economic misery and cultural clout have gone hand in hand. Music scenes, labels and artists that had an impact far beyond these shores – Merseybeat, punk and new wave, Frankie Goes to Hollywood, Factory records – evolved against a background of unemployment, hardship and complex, sometimes convulsive, processes of change and adjustment. The end of empire and containerisation killed off much of Liverpool’s dockside culture; Thatcherism, some would argue, tried to kill the city. The artistic response, Boys from the Blackstuff, is one of the most acclaimed drama series in UK television history. Always, even in the darkest days, there have been green shoots and signs of hope. The energy and optimism derive mainly from the people of Lancashire, who have learned resistance and forbearance, and inherited a powerful work ethic and sense of belonging from their ancestors. 12

         North – by North-West

         
            
[image: ]Preston’s Brutalist bus station, built by Ove Arup and Partners in the late sixties for the stalled Central Lancashire New Town scheme

            

         

         For the purposes of this book, I will be thinking about – and travelling around – the historic county of Lancashire that endured from the twelfth century to 1973. Its geography speaks for itself, with natural boundaries along the Mersey River, Pennine spine, Forest of Bowland and Irish Sea. Its history is dense, troubled, hoarded, discrete.

         Lancashire has the biggest population outside London. It’s the second biggest economy after that of the South-East. Governments of all stripes know it is the country’s most significant counterweight to the predominance of the capital. It’s not the most northerly North, but it’s the only one I really know.

         I make no claims to its being the most beautiful county – even for a native. My natural outlook is sceptical with a dollop of pessimism. It’s a Lancashire streak, the ancestral inheritance of hard work, harsh weather, unfulfilled promises and a mistrust of braggards and boosters. If my dad had been Louis Armstrong, his best-known hit would have been ‘What a Not So Bad World’. 13

         I am comfortable wearing grey-tinged spectacles. They are a buffer against disappointment. But like everyone else (I hope), I am deeply bored by the ‘grim up north’ cliché, even when it’s ironic. The Lancashire I offer here is not free from, or afeared of, ugliness. I just don’t buy the topographical assumption that the Cotswolds, Belgravia and Bath are paradigmatically beautiful. Call me enlightened, or woke, if you like. But human beauty has come on in recent times, shunning the stick insects and pale-skinned waifs of the old catwalks. Chorography has to do the same. Pevsner gave space to modernism. Historic England lists bus shelters, weirs, Brutalist houses and a sewer-gas destructor lamp. Contemporary beauty is eclectic. It’s about function as well as form. Lancashire is captivating, enduring and worthy of reappraisal because it changed the world, and because it’s a homeland and a heartland for millions of people who deserve no less, and because it’s mine. 14
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            Chapter 1

            All Roads Lead to Warrington

         

         
            A bridge he had builded fair and strong,

            With wondrous cost and pain,

            O’er Mersey’s stream, by Warrington, 

            For to meet that royal train.

            The Ballad of Bewsey (anon.)

         

         I felt ambivalent about Warrington from an early age. My dad and his large extended family hailed from St Helens. We shopped in St Helens. We supported Saints. We read the St Helens Reporter. I looked up to miners, and not only because dad was a pitman with Charlie Chaplin eyes. The coalfield was all around us; slagheaps and railway sidings, headstocks and heavy machinery were part of the landscape. In Warrington, they made soap and wires.

         Warrington always seemed to me to have an ambitious streak, a can-do attitude. St Helens people were downbeat, ironic, humble and fatalistic. I saw these qualities in dad, and appreciated them. Some people from our village, Burtonwood – exactly halfway between the two – chose to make Warrington their town. My brother, Stephen, said it had better shops, like Next, ‘nicer’ (meaning ‘less poor’) people, better parking. He and his girlfriend, later wife, drank at the Barley Mow and went dancing at Mr Smiths, a club best known in the late 1980s as the 16venue for the ITV dance music show The Hitman and Her, hosted by Pete Waterman and Michaela Strachan.

         
            
[image: ]Bags of shoppers: Horsemarket Street, Warrington, c. 1950

            

         

         My mum and dad would say, through their teeth, ‘They go to Warrington, don’t they?’ To compound this division, those who went to Warrington for regular Saturday shops also tended to go to Manchester for special ones, while those who went to St Helens would go to Liverpool. Why, though? Was it ley lines? Warrington was marginally closer to Manchester and had better rail connections to the city. It also had the Ship Canal running through its southern edges. St Helens was more naturally tied to Wigan and a wee bit closer to Liverpool.

         ‘Warrington New Town’ was on the telly every evening, trumpeting its ambitions for the future. On the rare occasions when my dad took me into Warrington to the shops or I had to pass through, the reality didn’t match the aspirational rumours. My strongest memory is of being at a cavernous, starkly lit bus station, waiting, shivering. The Golden Square shopping centre, which had opened to much fanfare in 1979 – the Queen and Prince Philip cut the ribbon – was allegedly a big deal. I went to take a look. I saw no gold. I couldn’t even see a square.

         WA5 was already the postcode. But in 1972, Burtonwood was 17kicked out of Lancashire and into Cheshire. After the Local Government Act came into force two years later, I was required to add ‘Near Warrington’ to my home address; I went to school in ‘Great Sankey, Warrington, Cheshire’.

         
            *

         

         We don’t know much about the ancient tribes who inhabited the North-West. The dominant tribe in the North of England was the Celtic Brigantes. ‘Briga’ denotes hills or high place; the tribe was concentrated in Yorkshire. Tacitus, writing in the first century, reports that they were the ‘most populous’ group in all England, a view shared by modern archaeologists. They engaged in agriculture and industry and though Tacitus refers to a single ruler – Queen Cartimandua – the clustering of hill forts indicates various centres of power. Another Iron Age Celtic tribe, the Setantii – mentioned in Ptolemy’s Geographia – is thought to have been a sub-group, based around Morecambe Bay or the Fylde peninsula. The historian David Shotter writes that ‘the Brigantes … were ruled probably by people who were intruders from further south’.3 Cartimandua was open to alliances when the Romans arrived.

         Emperor Claudius initiated the invasion of Britain in ad 43, prompted by the country’s mineral riches, the increasing wealth and strength of the Celts and the potential threat they posed to Gaul. The drive north was delayed by an uprising led by Queen Boudica and the Iceni, but by ad 71 the Romans held a line from Seaton in Devon, through Leicester, to Lincoln. This would become the Fosse Way. Ermin Way ran from London to Lincoln. When the Brigantes carried out raids south, the Romans decided it was time to subdue the North. Their main approach routes were in the east. Here were Lincoln and York, two of Britain’s four legally privileged, high-status coloniae, as well as military forts, luxury villas, maritime ports, iron and lead mines. The North-West was an inferior region when it came to wealth, power, commerce and communications. 18

         Nonetheless a road arrived. It fell to the Gaulish provincial governor, Julius Agricola, and the XX Legion, to make advances first against the Welsh and then into Lancashire. Discoveries of camps at Middlewich and possibly Warrington suggest a march along the lines of what are now the A49 and A6. Warrington sits at the lowest fordable point of the Lower Mersey. Some time after ad 79, a large industrial settlement was established to the south of the river at Wilderspool (Veratinum) and Stockton Heath, which reached its peak in the late second century. The remains of a military post, temple and cemetery have been found, along with equipment for smelting iron and making copper and bronze, glass-making materials and shallow lead pans used for evaporating brine at the Cheshire salt springs. The fuel for these industries was coal, which the Romans mined in the Wigan area.4 There is evidence the Wilderspool settlement extended across the river into the present town centre.

         The rich agricultural lands of the west Lancashire plain were Romanised, while upland populations were more or less unaffected by the colony. There were camps and settlements at Walton-le-Dale on the south bank of the Ribble and Wigan (Coccium), and a network of roads connecting Chester, a major Roman centre, to Carlisle, Manchester and York, Manchester to Buxton and Ribchester, Ribchester to Ilkley via Elslack (Olenacum), Ribchester to Kirkham, and Ribchester to Hadrian’s Wall via Burrow in Lonsdale (Galacum). But to get to any of these you had first to cross the Mersey.

         The period that followed the collapse of Roman structures of power is no longer known as the Dark Ages, but these centuries were starkly uneventful in Warrington. Even Chester became unliveable and the most significant politico-military events took place well east of the Pennines, as Deira (now eastern Yorkshire) and Bernicia (Northum-berland) merged into the kingdom of Northumbria. The one pivotal event in the neighbourhood was the Synod of Chester of the late sixth or early seventh century, where tensions between British and Roman strands of Christianity were to the fore. A bloody battle ensued, with large numbers of Welsh monks and British soldiers cut down by the 19Anglo-Saxon armies of Æthelfrith of Northumbria; though himself a pagan. Æthelfrith, in expanding the power of the northern Angles, ultimately helped spread Augustine’s Christianity. For a time the Mersey was a religious as well as a political frontier.

         Alfred the Great’s son, Edward the Elder (r. 899–924), annexed Mercia and pushed the border of Wessex north, building forts at Thelwall, near Warrington, and Manchester. The Mersey continued to be a key border in the ninth and tenth centuries, when the Danelaw was in force; north of the line was controlled by the Vikings, south by the Anglo-Saxons. But during that first millennium, Lancashire – still unnamed – was a peripheral territory, a place of transit. The Romans and those who came after were more interested in the east and north, places where there were key military centres, lush land and lucrative mines. The roads the Romans built got plenty of use as intruders came and went, but there was no serious political or ecclesiastical settlement, no definitive seizure of control.

         Warrington’s Domesday entry lists eight households, two lord’s plough teams, one men’s plough team and a church. Owned by Roger Poitou, it is, along with Bootle, West Derby, Newton le Willows, Blackburn and Rochdale and 400-odd other hamlets and townships, in the Cheshire section of the survey. Warrington was granted a royal charter for its market and in 1321 it became the first paved town in Lancashire. In the thirteenth century, the lord of the manor and seventh baron of Warrington, William fitz Almeric le Boteler, was granted royal permission to hold weekly markets and annual fairs. The le Botelers – whose name refers to service as a royal ‘butler’ or trusted lieutenant, and has nothing to do with serving dinner and opening doors – would live at Bewsey Old Hall from the time of Henry III until the Elizabethan era. The family tomb can be found in St Elphin’s church in Warrington town centre.

         From the late thirteenth century on, there are records of ferry services and bridges across the Mersey at Warrington. Rival transport options may have led to tensions between the leading local families. There are hazy accounts of one Sir John le Boteler being assassinated 20for refusing to wear Stanley livery – or merely for refusing to let the Earl of Derby use his ferry. Stanley had a toll-free footbridge built, making the ferry redundant. The alleged murder inspired at least three ballads – ‘Sir John Butler’, ‘The Ballad of Bewsey’ and ‘Butler of Bewsey’ – and ‘Bewsey, a Poem’, published to some acclaim in Warrington in 1796 by John Fitchett. The Botelers gave Bewsey Old Hall to Robert Dudley to settle gambling debts; Dudley sold it on, in about 1597, to the prominent barrister Sir Thomas Ireland; he rebuilt it and, in 1617, hosted James I.

         Warrington Bridge was fought over in the English Civil Wars. In 1648, Oliver Cromwell stayed the night, sending out dispatches reporting victories over Scottish Royalists at Preston, Winwick and Warrington. Daniel Defoe, in his travelogue A Tour thro’ the Whole Island of Great Britain (1724–27), mentions ‘the great Lancashire and Cheshire road, or the NW road from London, which passing thro’ this city from Warrington Bridge’. If the town enjoyed a certain prominence into the early modern era, it was due principally to its importance as a place of transit.

         But for those travelling anywhere north of there, things deteriorated fast. Celia Fiennes, riding between Liverpool and Wigan at the end of the seventeenth century, records that stony ground compelled her to ride on a high ‘causeway’ and that the going was half as fast as in London. Lancashire was a land of woods and lanes and hollow ways, and ‘tediousness’ for travellers. Martin Mere, a vast marsh near Ormskirk, was the largest body of fresh water in England at the time:

         
            I avoided going by the famous Mer Call’d Martin mer that as ye proverb sayes has parted many a man and his mare – indeed it being neare evening and not getting a Guide I was a little afraid to go that way it being very hazardous for Strangers to passe by it.5

         

         Defoe, travelling from Liverpool to Manchester thirty years later, dedicates several paragraphs to ‘the great bog or waste call’d Chatmos’, i.e. Chat Moss: 21

         
            The first of that kind that we see in England, from any of the south parts hither … The surface, at a distance, looks black and dirty, and is indeed frightful to think of, for it will bear neither horse or man, unless in an exceeding dry season, and then not so as to be passable, or that any one should travel over them … What nature meant by such a useless production, ’tis hard to imagine; but the land is entirely waste, except, as above, for the poor cottagers fuel, and the quantity used for that is very small.6

         

         Nor was the sea generating significant traffic: ‘In Lancashire, Liverpoole excepted, there is nothing of trade to be seen upon the whole coast.’
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         Proper roads came late to Lancashire. ‘Mossie soyle’ and ‘spungie’ surfaces caused ‘great danger and troble’.7 Causeways were needed to ford the worst sections. Peat dried out and moved, making the rough roads buckle and crack. But Ogilvy’s 1675 atlas Britannia shows a major high road linking Warrington to Chester and Manchester, and during 22the course of the eighteenth century, the town became the hub of a wheel of turnpikes leading to Manchester, Chester, Prescot and Liverpool, Wigan and Preston and Knutsford and Macclesfield.

         Hiatus: The Athens of the North

         We should pause here to stand at the north end of Warrington Bridge beside the statue of Cromwell. Not to pay respects to Old Ironsides, but because behind him is a building that is now a block of flats but which was, for a quarter of a century, a centre of radical learning and regional ambition.
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         The establishment of the Warrington Academy in 1757 could have sent the town on a new course. Dissenting academies across the country found themselves in trouble when charismatic founders died. Several had recently closed their doors permanently. Nonconformist ministers hoped a more firmly founded, long-term institution could be created in Warrington that could take advantage of its status as a transport hub and its proximity to fast-growing Manchester and Liverpool.

         There was significant demand for non-Anglican education. While Nonconformists had recovered some civil liberties since the Restoration, Oxford and Cambridge universities only allowed Anglicans to study (and remained bastions of the draconian Test Acts until 1871). Paid for by subscriptions from merchants, congregations and wealthy individuals, the academy trained ministers for the Nonconformist 23churches and meeting houses that had sprung up across England during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. But Warrington’s enlightened curriculum included navigation, shorthand, accountancy, design, foreign languages, chemistry and physics, as well as classics and divinity.8 John Seddon, fundraiser and later rector, was keen to attract those ‘engaged in commercial life as well as the learned professions … to lead them to an early acquaintance with, and just concern for, the true principles of religion and liberty’.9

         Memoirs written by tutors and students indicate the academy was a place of warm friendship, mutual respect and intellectual adventure. Serious scholars like John Aikin and William Enfield brought a wealth of learning and little ego to their lessons. Philosophy, translation and rigorous mathematics lessons balanced the moral guidance offered in sermons and pastoral sessions. The evils of slavery were openly discussed, despite the fact several students were scions of West Indian planters. Poet and prominent bluestocking Anna Laetitia Barbauld, naturalist Johann Reinhold Forster and biblical scholar and controversialist Gilbert Wakefield taught there. The most celebrated tutor, Joseph Priestley, dedicated his 1765 Essay on a Course of Liberal Education for Civil and Active Life to Warrington Academy and nurtured a progressive, non-classical syllabus while producing ground-breaking works on psychology, linguistics, philosophy, education and history. Now most famous for discovering ‘dephlogisticated air’ – oxygen – in 1774, at Warrington he was a pedagogical titan.

         The academy only lasted till 1783, beset as it was by economic woes, student indiscipline and discord among staff – unsurprising given the strong characters involved. But Warrington Academy had a major impact on intellectual life in the North-West. It was re-founded in 1786 as the Manchester Academy, which would subsequently travel to York, back to Manchester and down to London, finally becoming Harris Manchester College, Oxford.

         Could Warrington have become a northern Oxford, an Edinburgh on the Mersey? In the second half of the eighteenth century, it was 24unironically dubbed the ‘Athens of the North’. But it was not to be. Perhaps the lasting legacy of Warrington Academy was actually that can-do mindset. Temperance, frugality and toil were core values of Nonconformism. Max Weber’s theodicy of fortune posits that people with a Protestant ethic believe good fortune to be a vindication of God. Warringtonians lost the intellectual and spiritual guidance of their small-town dons, but stayed faithful to the message of godly graft.

         
            *

         

         In the early part of the eighteenth century, the Mersey was made navigable for small ships up to Manchester by means of cuts, weirs and locks. The opening of the Sankey (1757), Bridgewater (1761), Runcorn–Latchford (1804) and Manchester Ship (1894) canals and the Warrington–Newton railway in 1831 placed the town at the centre of an impressive transport network.

         With the Industrial Revolution, Warrington became a major centre, witnessing the establishment of textile mills and tanning factories, copper and ironworks, sugar refiners, glassworks and breweries (Greenall Whitley and Walkers); later there would also be distilling (Vladivar ‘wodka from Varrington’). In the nineteenth century, the beery perfume of boiling wort and mashed grains mingled with a new aroma. Soap, candles and dyes were made on the shores of the Mersey as early as the 1750s. In 1814, former grocer Joseph Crosfield set up a soap and chemical production plant at Bank Quay in a disused factory; raw materials were shipped up the river. By the 1860s brands such as Perfection Soap had turned Crosfields into one of the top five soap producers in the country.

         In 1884, another former grocer, William Lever, brazenly built a plant next door, to begin production of his Sunlight soap. Designed by Bolton chemist William Hough Watson, it used glycerine and vegetable oil instead of tallow. William, with his brother James, invested in the product; with its snazzy embossed name and packaging it proved 25immensely popular with the middle and aspiring working classes. There ensued ‘soap wars’ as Joseph Crosfield and Sons and William Lever vied for market dominance. Facing difficulties with banks and acquiring land in Warrington, Lever built Port Sunlight on the Bromborough Marshes on the Wirral, and was soon shipping Vim, Lux and Lifebuoy around the world. In 1919, Lever Brothers took over Crosfields’ factory. Widnes and Runcorn would eventually become even more important – and much smellier – chemicals towns.
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         Local soap’s sellout and the Levers’ flight to the Wirral might explain why wire-making is Warrington’s main industrial USP. Thomas Patten, whose family had built their wealth trading tobacco, sugar and tea, had invested in making the lower Mersey navigable in order to facilitate the import of copper ore from Ireland, Cornwall and Anglesey and the export of brass wire. Demand came from three markets: jute sailcloth, manufactured in Liverpool and Dundee, was strengthened by incorporating wire into the warp; paper could be dewatered using wire mesh; the newly invented miners’ Davey lamp needed flame-arresting gauze to help prevent firedamp explosions underground. In 1811, Warrington-born James Locker was the first person to use the steam-powered loom to weave wire mesh. During the course of the nineteenth century, four big wire-making firms – Greenings, Rylands, Monks of Whitecross and Locker – became the town’s biggest employers.

         Wire was also used to make pins. It was fiddly work, drawing out the brass wire, straightening it on pegs, cutting it into fixed lengths, pointing 26them and riveting on the pin-heads, made from small spirals of wire. Children of both sexes were employed in pin factories, some starting as young as five. They worked long hours with few breaks in which to eat, and suffered from eye trouble and from earache, probably caused by the head-shaking equipment, and were beaten if they didn’t work and beaten while on the job.

         The rugby league team is known to fans as the Wire or Wires, as is Warrington Town football club. The local FM radio station is called Wire. A carers’ centre is called Wired. A popular nightspot was Club Wired. If it’s hard for outsiders to get excited about thin lines of metal, most familiar in their barbed variety or as cages, Warringtonians don’t seem to mind – and there’s a National Lottery-funded, council-led project, the Wire Works, aimed at celebrating wire heritage.10

         With industry came a great spate of roadbuilding. First there were trunk roads, connecting up the new-born mill towns and colliery towns. Then, smaller roads connected all the villages and towns. The multi-nodal North-West was transformed into a great maze of interconnecting thoroughfares, with thousands of crossings and junctions. The synergies of roads, population growth and urbanisation led to the expansion of Liverpool and Manchester. Heavy industry meant heavy traffic – in volume and payloads. The labyrinth was soon dangerously clogged.

         With the dawn of the car age came the highways that crisscrossed my imaginative landscape. The great Roman roads were built upon or rerouted, macadamised and managed by national government. The A49, A57, A58, A570 lead to the countryside, hills, towns, seaside. The A6 goes everywhere. In the East of England A-roads are lonely and scattered. Around London they all aim for one place. In the North-West they breed and multiply.

         To the north of Warrington, the East Lancashire Road, or A580, is a solitary hero of sorts. Opened by King George V in 1934, it was ‘by far the longest single piece of new road construction in the county since the Roman period’.11 It is laden with intent. Dead straight, fast, flat, it 27bypasses every town and village on its twenty-eight-mile run between Liverpool and Manchester. If you are on it you are bound for the city.

         Roads de-wilded regions and redrew connections. Even the Wirral, in Cheshire, became umbilically connected to Lancashire. The Queensway Tunnel was opened in 1934 between Liverpool and Birkenhead. The Kingsway Tunnel to Wallasey opened in 1971. I have only used them a handful of times in my life and they feel glamorous and, somehow, Parisian – though I am not sure I’ve ever travelled through a tunnel there. I like to drive through the artificial, eternal near-darkness of the Mersey tunnels accompanied by the synths and pulses of Chorley’s John Foxx or the Wirral’s own OMD.
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         Following its erection in 1961, Runcorn Bridge (later officially renamed the Silver Jubilee Bridge) was the speediest way to cross the Mersey and the Manchester Ship Canal to enter North Wales. It will always be a portal to recollections of family holidays. After the bridge, the onward journey to Colwyn Bay, Rhyl and Llandudno was a hazy, happy, heady blur, with even the jams on the old A55 part of the fun. 28The parallel railway bridge, a drab, span-less affair, delivers a comparable hit to the car-less. Since 2017, the sweeping Mersey Gateway has given the estuarine location its own Golden Gate. For me as for millions of Lancastrians, Cestrians, Mancunians and suburban Scousers, Runcorn is a symbol of sunshine, freedom and hope.

         Just as the North-West pioneered canals and railways, it led the world into the age of the motorway. Burnley-born James Drake, recently appointed surveyor to the County Borough of Blackpool, travelled to Nazi Germany in 1938 to study the Autobahnen. He could see beyond Hitler’s militaristic vision of a motorised society and on his return proposed a ring road for the seaside town. It didn’t happen, mainly because the war did.

         Drake was made surveyor and bridgemaster for Lancashire in 1945, where he inherited a scheme to build a north–south motorway through the county. He oversaw the construction of the eight-mile Preston Bypass, the first section of the M6 and the first motorway in England. Some of the construction vehicles were recycled Sherman tanks. Torrential rain in the winters of 1956–57 meant the bypass opened five months behind schedule. The new road had handsome bridges and afforded drivers uplifting vistas from sweeping curves. Drake was responsible for a whole new architecture of flyovers, underpasses, signage and shoulders. He saw his work as humanistic:

         
            The building of a motorway is sculpture on an exciting grand scale, carving, moulding, forging and adapting materials provided by nature – earth, rock and minerals – into a finished product, which must be functional and pleasing to the eye, as well as economical and durable. But in trying to accomplish this, one must be humanitarian and remember that all this affects people. The civil engineer on motorway projects, as on other public works, is the servant of the people, using the specialist knowledge on their behalf for the good of the whole community and, at the same time, mindful of their views on the rights of the minority who are affected.12 29

         

         At 11.15 a.m. on 5 December 1958, Harold Macmillan recited Burns’s ‘Epigram on Rough Roads’ (‘I’m now arrived – thanks to the gods! / Thro’ pathways rough and muddy …’) before opening the Preston Bypass, and became the first man in Britain to travel on a motorway as a passenger, in an Austin Sheerline limousine. Hundreds of people gathered near the interchange in Salmesbury to witness the historic moment. The first private cars on the road were three-wheeled Bond Minicars provided by Preston manufacturer Sharps Commercials. They would not be the last completely unsuitable cars to be driven on a British motorway. The opening date was also the day the Queen made the UK’s first automatic trunk telephone call; both events heralded a new world of rapid communication.
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         The M6 had two lanes in each direction and a wide central strip provided for a future third lane. But there was no central barrier, so U-turns were feasible. The police employed bumper-mounted Tannoys to deter any hard-shoulder picnickers and hitch-hikers. The road had no speed limits, but many cars of that era got hot and bothered above 50mph. 30
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         On 7 December, a stolen Ford Zephyr became the first car to crash – near Bamber Bridge – on a British motorway. On Christmas Eve, a fourteen-year-old driver lost control of the family Vauxhall Velox that he had ‘borrowed’. Both accidents were non-fatal. On 21 January 1959, the motorway had to close temporarily due to ‘frost heave’ – a consequence of poor drainage due to underinvestment. This notwithstanding, road transport in the UK had already been transformed for ever. As the historian Andrew Roberts has written, ‘Harold Macmillan may have had an Edwardian air. But he got it right on the morning of the opening, when his car took him along the new motorway. It was a road, he said, that promised to be “a token of what is to follow”.’13

         Different sections of the M6 have different meanings. Thelwall Viaduct has always been a talking point for traffic bores, but I think of the Anglo-Saxon fort and the extraordinary and frustratingly hard-to-enjoy view down to the Manchester Ship Canal and Mersey. The M6 also cuts through the ancient Saxon parish of Cuerdale, famous for the Viking hoard found in 1840 that the Duchy of Lancaster, in its wisdom, gifted to London’s British Museum – which shared it with Oxford’s Ashmolean. 31

         When we were driving to the Blackpool Illuminations, the red sections of the M6 before the turnoff seemed faster and quieter than ordinary grey asphalt, humming rather than rumbling. They let you think about holidays. North of that stretch is Lancaster (Forton) Services, with its great Brutalist tower built by the New Town architect Thomas Bennett. Then, on leaving Lancashire, the motorway winds its way up into the Lune Gorge. Here it has a Swiss-cum-Tolkien feel about it. The stretch of the M6 between junctions 16 and 19, including Knutsford Services, is said to be the most haunted, notably by ghosts of the Royalist Scottish horsemen slaughtered by a thousand pro-Cromwell soldiers in 1651.

         Warrington, more than any other town, embraced Drake’s idea of progress as essentially automotive. As Paul Barker writes in The Freedoms of Suburbia, ‘Warrington became a motorway junction town, in the same way that Crewe had been a railway town or Birmingham a canal town. A far-sighted civil engineer, James Drake, gave south Lancashire a denser set of motorways than Los Angeles. Warrington has exploited this.’14

         The seventies and eighties saw a spree of tarmacking and hardening of shoulders. The M53 went through the middle of the Wirral. The M66 bypassed Bury to link up with the M60, the Manchester Outer Ring Road. Blackpool got the M55 and Bolton and Chorley the M61. The Merseyside satellites were linked to each other and the M6 via the M57 and M58. The M56 connected Manchester Airport to Chester in 1981. The Mancunian Way was Britain’s first urban motorway. The M65, completed in 1997, linked up the old cotton towns and created, claimed the apologists, a ‘string of pearls’ of new industrial development.

         The M62 was our big road. It was noisier, wider, dangerous to cross, felt grander and more ambitious than any other. We couldn’t walk it except in our heads. I used it a lot when driving between St Helens and Leeds in the late eighties. Saddleworth Moor, a horrific place because of the Brady–Hindley atrocities, was never pretty and looked particularly fearsome on bad-weather days. Midwinter meant climbing up to 1,221 feet at Windy Hill, sometimes in wild blizzards. It was thrilling and felt like a crossing of a significant frontier. 32

         Drake was seen as a man of the future, but I’m not fully convinced motorways have been good for Warrington or the wider region. Look at a map and you can’t help but feel the North-West has had roads done to it. There have always been fewer Nimbys in working-class districts; the people feel less confident about speaking up, less entitled. Skelmersdale and Kirkby remain impoverished despite excellent road communications. Motorway mania ended shortly after the M25 looped its loop. Liverpool rejected the idea that the M62 would plunge into its maritime heart (the motorway starts at unnumbered Junction 4, because 1–3 were axed). Cost killed off the proposed M67 Manchester to Sheffield Transpennine motorway. The M65 western extension saw treetop protests in 1995. It never made it to Yorkshire.

         
            *

         

         Infrastructure made our corner of Lancashire a logistics hub years before every area became a logistics hub. In the steam age, Burtonwood youths were trainspotters. We sometimes went car-spotting, sitting on the sloping concrete banks under the motorway flyover to watch red and white lights streaming to the far horizons. We might decamp to Burtonwood Services and sit in one of Patrick Gwynne’s wigwam-shaped caffs, sipping cups of tea or mainlining pop, imagining we were in a band stopping for refreshments between gigs, or roadies for Bauhaus or Bowie, or down and outs, or lonely anti-heroes in an American film.

         Morrissey writes that his childhood in Stretford was ‘streets upon streets upon streets. Streets to define you and streets to confine you, with no sign of motorway.’15 John Cooper Clarke recalls Salford as ‘Coronation Street for a million miles’, ‘haemorrhoid-inducing cobblestones … I craved the main road.’16 We had all the main roads and motorways we needed. A mile to the south was the M62. Five miles to the west was the M6. There were A-roads and B-roads everywhere. We had railways and canals too, but roads were legion, and didn’t charge entrance fees. Streets were for kids, for playing out; roads held promise and escape. 33Motorways might lead to California or Oz. They were a way out of all the cul-de-sacs and crescents and closes.

         Probably a lot of young people feel like this, especially those raised in provincial villages where life looks pastoral but feels suburban. As me and my small group of friends explored music, books, art and ideas that sent our minds into orbit, our bodies pushed against the confines of Burtonwood. We began to roam ever further and more randomly. We’d set off on day-long hikes to St Helens, Earlestown, Winwick, Great Sankey, Clock Face, to pubs, record shops, a church, a hilltop beacon, to the Mucky Mountains, hillocks formed from the chemical waste produced by alkali factories – and to nowhere in particular, tramping along noisy, rainy, monoxidised A-roads following signs for towns we didn’t know, without concerning ourselves with distances or time, or the practicalities of getting home.

         By the time we were doing A levels, we had progressed to night walks. During a week-long course dedicated to Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales at Tattonhall study centre, I met a girl from Sandbach and fell in love. I set off one evening with a supportive friend following signs for Knutsford, which we guessed was partway to her house. Cheshire was a mystery. We had only lived, officially, in the county since 1974. Its towns – Altrincham, Macclesfield, Nantwich and Tarporley – sounded like mard places trying to be hard ones. We read Alan Garner’s The Weirdstone of Brisingamen in the first year of secondary school; it was medievalesque, mythic and fey. I knew it was written and set somewhere down there, and forever more Cheshire would be an effete realm.

         We walked all night, far beyond the glow of sodium lamp and insomniac semis, pausing in a bosky village called Mere to sleep by the roadside. Cold, dog-tired and hungry, we were allowed onto a bus at dawn, without tickets, to get back to Warrington. We never reached her house. We never even reached Knutsford. Amor didn’t vincit omnia.

         Another time, we hitch-hiked to the Lake District to spend a night in a sodden tent at the bottom of a manorial garden, and I wrote about it in a song, ‘Waiting for the Car’, which our synth-pop-thrash band, Strut 34Trivia, recorded for the opposite of posterity. We never had any money, rarely had reservations or tickets for anything. We just wanted away.

         Mainly we made it only onto the roads. The walking was the point. The moving along. We circled and crisscrossed Warrington until we could escape.

         Old village – New Town

         I was born in Burtonwood in 1966 and left in 1984. When I was two years old, Warrington became a New Town. It was one of the Mark Three schemes, alongside Milton Keynes, Telford, Peterborough and Preston, aka Central Lancashire New Town. Skelmersdale had been a New Town since 1961 and nearby Runcorn since 1964, with state-of-the-art neighbourhoods designed by the modernist architect Arthur Ling, lauded at the time as ‘the future of sustainable living’.

         Hugh Cannings, Warrington’s chief architect and planner, envisioned houses surrounded by forest parks and sun-dappled glens linking residential areas to amenities, with roads laid out along green corridors and play areas featuring natural materials. David Scott, who had studied green urban development in Holland, Sweden and Germany, was appointed chief landscape architect. One of his early appointments was the recent graduate Robert Tregay, who had visited Amsterdam’s Heemparks (Home in Parks) scheme and evolved his own ‘ecological planning approach’. He wrote later about the need to respect the ‘hidden network of natural processes’17 and his plans for Oakwood – the sub-district of Birchwood where a massive munitions factory had been demolished – sought to protect what remained of nature, from patches of scrub and hardy ruderals to the original soil and a pond.

         Warrington’s development corporation selected several large sites on which it could build 25,000 new houses to meet local demand as well as for overspills from Liverpool and Manchester. Some were disused industrial areas. The three main ones were the Royal Ordnance Factory at Risley, the RAF Transit Camp at Padgate and Burtonwood air base. The latter was an idiosyncratic feature of our childhood landscape, 35amid the collieries, factories, brewery and boring things like hospitals and schools. RAF Burtonwood had supplied Spitfires for the Battle of Britain. As the American-run USAAF Station 590, between 1942 and 1946, it had the largest airfield in Europe and later played a role in the Berlin Airlift. Generals Eisenhower and Patton visited Burtonwood, as did Glenn Miller, Bing Crosby, Bob Hope, Jimmy Cagney and Nat ‘King’ Cole. Baseball matches were played. I once went to the bowling alley, which had gleaming wooden lanes and a cigar-smoking, American-accented caretaker. Our school bus took a shortcut through the base; private cars were not allowed in.

         Like the motorway services, the base was something non-natives knew about. Our parents had memories connected to the friendly American invasion. It probably played a part in making Burtonwood an aspirational place; perhaps it was one of the reasons my mum wanted to move there. She had at least one friend who became a GI bride and went to live in the States. The base connected Burtonwood with the wide world, generating glamour and intrigue. Daniel Immerwahr, in How to Hide an Empire (2019), a historical survey of US influence overseas, writes that ‘Burtonwood’s significance would be hard to overstate. Whole neighbourhoods of Liverpool had been bombed during the war, especially around the Penny Lane area, and its economy was still in shambles. The thousands of US servicemen who came through were like millionaires … In its official contracts alone, Burtonwood plowed more than $75,000 into the local economy per day.’18

         The American presence provided work opportunities for local entertainers, especially musicians. They got gigs at the base. Troops, awash with dollars, were drawn to the pubs and clubs of St Helens, Warrington and Liverpool. The Beatles’ producer George Martin recalled that the American servicemen ‘brought their culture – and their favourite records – plugging both directly into the mainstream of Liverpool life’, claiming that Burtonwood base was ‘an absolute magnet for any woman between the ages of fifteen and thirty’.19 The GIs handed out nylon stockings, chocolate, money and records. Ringo Starr’s stepfather 36worked on the base and took home DC comics and jazz records. John Lennon’s mother, Julia, dubbed by some a ‘goodtime girl’, built up an enviable record collection, which her son happily explored. George Harrison stole records from Brian Epstein’s shop, which, thanks to the American troops, was full of the latest American releases. The music critic Paul Du Noyer writes, ‘The base recurs in numerous memoirs of Liverpool music; black GIs were fond of the clubs in Liverpool 8, and brought their records with them, while local country and western acts consoled homesick rednecks at the base itself.’20 He notes that Northern Soul records came into the country through Burtonwood.

         
            
[image: ]Below the Liver Buildings, an aircraft fuselage shipped from the US is taken for assembly at Burtonwood during the Second World War

            

         

         Burtonwood base’s last major role was providing equipment for the 1990–1 Gulf War. In the seventies, the M62 had been laid over land formerly occupied by the main runways; patches of hardstanding from the original apron were visible beyond the hard shoulder. The last fixed-wing take-off – a glider training flight – took place in September 1983.21 With the end of the Cold War, plans were already in train to close the complex down. It took eighteen months to clear the shelves 37and dismantle the storage shed, and the base finally closed in August 1993. In 1965 there had been talk of turning the airfield into a civilian airport,22 but the project was shelved – possibly due to subsidence caused by the vast underground labyrinth of coal mines – and RAF Ringway was chosen as the site for Manchester airport.

         Did our parents’ talk of wartime and well-fed Yanks and dances and GI marriages, and the collective memory of those huge American cargo freighters, affect us, growing up? Did we see ghost planes taking off for destinations much further away from Burtonwood than could ever be hoped for by the speeding cars and InterCitys? Then again, most things artistic and cultural were an invitation to escape. My mum and brother Mike loved to play Motown records on our radiogram. Friends’ older sisters went to Wigan Casino to strike kung-fu poses to songs by Dobie Gray and Gloria Jones. The biggest films and most popular TV series came out of the US in the sixties, seventies and eighties. In Burtonwood we had an American island in our midst – behind a fence, a source of darkness as well as light.

         The Warrington New Town Outline Plan, published in 1972, enumerates scores of proposals to improve education, employment opportunities, open space, retail and housing. The assumption at the time that ‘future generations are likely to have more time and opportunity for recreation and leisure’ prompted the inclusion of facilities for coarse fishing, golf, public baths, gliding and model aeroplanes. A partisan clerk inserted the line: ‘There is a determination in the Town to restore the “Wire” to its former eminence in the Rugby League.’ Aerial shots and diagrams show a clean, tidy, rational utopia, with (literally) rose-tinted cartoons that depict a man washing his car in a tree-filled suburban street while talking to another man in a cowboy hat, who slouches on the wing beside the boot. Children play ball under the protection of a St Bernard dog and two men in smart casual wear leave their sleek-looking low-slung workplace; the company is called Something Components. The fourth cartoon shows a dead-straight road, lightly trafficked.

         On 1 April 1981, Warrington and Runcorn merged their New 38Town ambitions. A poster from the time champions the twin city as ‘The Logical Choice’. Promotional films show a new six-mile state-of-the-art busway, landscaped verges, ‘expressways’, flyovers and underpasses to enable pedestrians to get to work, school and the sapling-sprinkled parks.

         
            
[image: ]Through the Round Window: Southgate Estate, Runcorn, designed by James Stirling

            

         

         The grandeur of the scheme was never delivered. The Thatcher government viewed New Towns as a pointless experiment, driven as they were by civic and community values rather than the market. By the early 1980s, Michael Heseltine, the minister for the environment, had decided development corporations should deliver selective urban regeneration at sites such as the Liverpool docks, and that the state should not and could not deliver public housing on a large scale.

         There’s a lot of nostalgia in Britain for the projected utopias of the New Towns. A lot of it is political ideology wrapped up in modish fetishisation of reinforced concrete and a fondness for one’s own youth. But the reality never matched the ideas – and I’m not sure the ideas were ever radical enough. What eventually filled up the cleared brownfields 39and the enormous site where the airbase stood were houses and, of course, more roads and lots more closes and crescents. Homes are more useful than hangars, certainly more peaceful. But where do children born on the estates now go to find their empty spaces? We didn’t associate the base precisely with war, but, vaguely with danger, secrecy and international intrigue. The former airfield was still a field, and green jeeps and windowless buildings were more interesting than sheep and barns.

         
            *

         

         It’s a little disconcerting to visit Burtonwood now, though the changes in the village are largely the ones seen everywhere else. The local shops have gone, leaving only a Co-op mini-supermarket. Most of the pubs have gone, including the Elm Tree, where I first smoked in public, wore beetlecrushers and mascara, and learned to hold down five lager tops. The collieries and the power station at Bold have gone. The brewery site is used to bottle lager for an international brand. The bungalows on Jackson Street – our street – too pokey for modern families, have sprouted dormers, kitchen extensions and conservatories. The pavements are clogged with huge cars.

         Driving south out of the village, there are still a few fields separating Burtonwood from Warrington and the rest of the world. But the vista from the flyover over the M62 is increasingly suburban. The process began in 1987, when I was finishing my degree, and the UK’s first IKEA (that most Warrington of shops) opened. This paved the way for the creation of the Gemini Retail Park. Flatpack furniture was snapped up by the thousands of families that moved into the new Westbrook, Callands and Old Hall housing developments. Latterly, the 575-acre Omega Business Park, the largest mixed-use development site in the North-West, has spread its warehouses and depots across the former apron of RAF Burtonwood. The wrecking ball fell not only on the massive sheds and one of the ‘wigwam restaurants’, but also on dozens of Nissen huts; there were once 2,000 of these semi-cylindrical prefabricated structures. 40Where there were B-52s and jive parties there are now streets named after American states and cities. On Airlift Hill, artwork on park benches commemorates the aviators and ground crews. In the autumn of 2025, a memorial, the Bolt of Lightning, was unveiled on a roundabout on Skyline Drive. The large, steel sculpture by Peter Naylor depicts a Lockheed P-38 Lightning fighter aircraft rising to the sky after a dive, leaving trails behind it. Burtonwooders are, largely, delighted to have a landmark, ‘taller than the Angel of the North’, that reminds them of the base. The road takes its name from the all-ranks service club where Nat ‘King’ Cole performed. Drivers returning empty to Asda, Amazon, Iceland and Royal Mail regional automated distribution centres – the current addressees – might wonder at the jeopardy and camaraderie of those old days and be grateful, or grudging, to be firmly on the ground.

         
            
[image: ]The Bolt of Lightning sculpture, honouring the military and civilian personnel who served at Burtonwood during the Second World War

            

         

      

   

OEBPS/images/a022_online.jpg





OEBPS/images/a021_online.jpg
™,






OEBPS/images/logo_online.png





OEBPS/images/a027_online.jpg





OEBPS/images/a025_online.jpg
Removes Crease & Stains

fromHANDS





OEBPS/images/a030_online.jpg





OEBPS/images/a029_online.jpg





OEBPS/images/a00x_online.jpg
Sea

Lancashire

eBlackpool

W > -
St Annes RIVDS Blackburn Urey

®
Preston ®Accrington

s i
PERRIAN arwen J J

Sotfhport ( sverbog,
5 q?lz,al = ®Rochdale

.« ® Bury
olton dlewor,
-~ ool th)

=8
Wigan - -
ded

°
Skelmersdale

St Helens
°

LiVGI‘])OOl Warrhz;}on c;;}’{?\/vsmckport

Q
7~ ‘Q,\\‘\

ef
o Y Manc“
Aerse’ - Runcorn






OEBPS/images/a008_online.jpg





OEBPS/images/a012_online.jpg





OEBPS/images/a011_online.jpg





OEBPS/images/a016_online.jpg





OEBPS/images/a005_online.jpg





OEBPS/images/a002_online.jpg
LANDLAE ] -~ "1
\nr't' }\u

/
N

e oH
R f
Smu
G

Cakford g 3 mfﬁau g s Seuldon, ey,
'/AN \Cogriri i o S G
iy A b,

4
Elandiy pang

P
" PR fu WL
mruaf,‘, n 1 ff~

ANCASTRIAL \)

)

i ":h”:f%‘_ n-y’fr fo ..

Comitalus palatinus olim pars

\ BRIGANTUM

e, ATy ca? - |

1 na'"’m ot

L
b /}»&;’fd %

Newton °)

7 p
bl B ‘m} m’?
. !

e

betri e
...mmm, S

ucmv"“"‘l":

e ST
m!.,,; ,%5. 5
”"" ,..!:?ﬁ c i

; Mu&uﬁ%&ﬁukﬁ,g‘ A

5 5 <
“Fug . F
o fall L C SON > hull 5/{
Pl 2 ﬂuﬂ;‘:‘/‘l‘mg‘r m:,;,%mW ;)
7 G

‘A o m,v., S wni wnl]l’} o MS“

el A V% ,u.,l;)é ,M’w» =i

b 1‘”" ; des JRACR . '

o ¥

a
2
;:5 =
nigal | SFoume
ochd Até' )

PUIES S

Gores
. a1
; W,.ﬁfa ‘

s /&

4 /l/"fg,,m!c’na:ku Dunkry :11" € f‘*

2
e, ertagholmedprmy on edy .,r.m A

7 @"" ST mﬁ‘t ;?j,’(m//b c‘;“ A " G DA &

J"’" Bradlyfe m.,%a, kO LA A 2y 1L, "”m

ruqr;nm(ﬂ, A iddefb ull chap

T L WY e






OEBPS/images/a007_online.jpg





OEBPS/images/a006_online.jpg





OEBPS/images/a0xiii_online.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781913083205_cover_epub.jpg
AR
AAAALAYIAD
n






OEBPS/images/a038_online.jpg





OEBPS/images/a0xii_online.jpg





OEBPS/images/a036_online.jpg





OEBPS/images/a0xi_online.jpg





OEBPS/images/a040_online.jpg





