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INTRODUCTION



It is an honour to be asked to write this book, the purpose of which is to tell the story of the people of Liverpool and the surrounding region, including the area from Southport and Ormskirk in the north to the Wirral peninsula on the other side of the River Mersey, in the Great War.


The book will primarily focus on life at home against the background of one of the world’s most dreadful conflicts. It is intended to be interesting and accessible to anyone who wants to know more about Liverpool and more about the people of Liverpool in the Great War.


It is intended to highlight the contribution of all those people of Liverpool and the surrounding region who lived and served their country through the Great War, as well as those who did not return to their homes and to their families. I have tried to include actual examples of real people from every group in Liverpool society, with their stories illustrating the events that affected them and many others.


There were men who survived but whose lives were changed forever by this catastrophic war. As well as those who were injured, upon whom change was forced, there were others who experienced events that changed the course of their lives by choice. There were families who lost their breadwinner, who could be father, son, brother or husband. The rest of their lives and those of their children were affected by their hardships and lost opportunities caused by poverty. And the lives of women were changed by the war in ways that could not have been predicted. Even now, it is only just being recognised how far the beginnings of altered attitudes and different opportunities for women can be found in their response to the nation’s needs a hundred years ago. People saw what women could achieve and women surprised themselves at times by their capabilities.


Children were affected by the war. Sometimes obviously, because their fathers, uncles, older brothers and cousins were grievously injured or killed; sometimes just because their fathers were absent for four long years during the formative period of their childhood and came home, greatly changed, to children who, in many cases, scarcely knew them. As well, children lived for years with their own fears and the drawn-out anxiety of the women in their families.


My aim is to bring to life these people, not so very different from us, their lives and attitudes and their responses to circumstances no one could have imagined in a world which, although only a century ago, was very different from that in which we live today.




1


OUTBREAK OF WAR



In 1914, Liverpool was the confident and prosperous ‘second city of the Empire’ and, as such, vital to the war effort. How did this city rise to prominence and how did her people respond to the challenge of the most devastating of wars?


The Bank Holiday weekend on which war was declared was reported by the Liverpool Echo with headlines boldly proclaiming ‘Holiday Rush’, ‘Crowds Apparently Heedless of Crisis’ and ‘Landing Stage Scenes’ and an article that continued with the following description:




Animated scenes were witnessed on the Liverpool Landing-stage, which has been thronged throughout the day with huge crowds of visitors, undeterred by the crisis, on their annual holiday. So great is the rush to Manx-land for the great August festival, and it is estimated that when the last steamers leave the Mersey tonight something like 20,000 people will have departed from Liverpool en route for various Isle of Man holiday resorts.


Excellent arrangements were made by the Isle of Man Steam Packet Co. for disposing of the vast crowd. No fewer than twelve sailings were arranged to be taken by some of the most popular steamers in the company’s fleet. There will also be three sailings about midnight tonight.


The steamers belonging to the Liverpool and North Wales Steam Packet Co. were also filled with passengers for Llandudno, Beaumaris, and the Menai Straits, while the traffic on the New Brighton ferry boats was considerably in excess of the normal.





Clearly, this is an area with plenty of people who are not easily shaken by external threat, determined to continue to enjoy the summer, and able to afford to enjoy their leisure. How will they respond to duty’s call?


The contribution of the people of this region to the national effort in the Great War was enormous and tremendously varied because, as well as the huge numbers of men who joined the army, Liverpool is a maritime city and had many of its menfolk already at sea, in the Royal Navy or the Merchant Navy, when the war began. The surrounding area also had some of the best agricultural land in the country, so as well as feeding itself and feeding its towns and cities, this region of farms and market gardens, sometimes known as ‘the salad bowl of England’, began to send food further afield.
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Liverpool’s May Day parade in Lime Street, 1914 – a lively scene.





The ancient West Derby Hundred, the most westerly region of the land that is described as ‘inter Ripam et Mersham’ (between the Ribble and the Mersey) in the Domesday Book of 1086, is a region that perceived Liverpool to be its major city and natural heart in 1914, as it does today. It was from the whole of this region that many of the men who enlisted in the King’s (Liverpool) Regiment originated.


The geographical position of Liverpool on the River Mersey, facing westward, was crucial to the part it played in this war. But Liverpool’s position had always been crucial to its fortunes; the growth of Liverpool from its origins as a small village over the centuries to the great city that it had become by the beginning of the twentieth century had come about because of its position.


In 1199, John became King of England as well as Lord of Ireland. In a charter of that year to Henry of Lancaster, John omitted Liverpool, which had previously been part of the Honour of Lancaster. John wanted Liverpool in his own hands, having recognised its position as a convenient port for Ireland. The ‘pool’ offered a safe harbour where men and supplies could take passage to and from Liverpool. In 1207, John made Liverpool a borough and a port by Letters Patent.


Liverpool began to prosper because of its ideal situation for trade. At this time, there was a transfer of population from West Derby, the capital manor of the Hundred, to Liverpool. This was one of the first occasions when Liverpool’s development attracted an incoming energetic and forward-looking population. There were to be many more such times in Liverpool’s history that would lead to the extraordinary diversity of the people, who, at the beginning of the Great War, were called Liverpudlians.


King John was seen as the patron of Liverpool’s growing prosperity and importance, so his heraldic badge became that of Liverpool. The Liver Bird, recognised worldwide, is the Eagle of St John, holding, in its beak, a sprig of broom, or Planta genista, to give it its Latin name. The symbol of Liverpool, seen on its corporate seal, is the armorial badge of John Plantagenet.


One of the important features of Liverpool in the Great War was its position as a deep-sea port with extensive docks facing the United States. From the first dock of 1715, the Liverpool docks grew and expanded to the south and to the north along the river. During the eighteenth century, the number of ships using the port rose from 102 in 1700 to 4,746 in 1800.


From this time onward, the port and its trade were constantly growing and, eventually, the shoreline from Garston to Bootle had the greatest range of docks in the world, 7 miles of which was served by the overhead railway. This was the first overhead railway outside London and, in 1893, the first in the world to have automatic electric signalling.


At the end of the eighteenth century, Liverpool was an attractive and prosperous place. It has been said that there are more Georgian buildings, terraces and squares in Liverpool than exist in Bath. But overcrowding and neglect caused some of these beautiful buildings to be threatened with destruction by 1914. Fortunately, today, many have been conserved and restored.


Liverpool’s population in 1700 was about 6,000; by 1800, it was nearly 80,000. By the beginning of the twentieth century, it was 684,958. This massive increase was begun by the Agricultural Revolution, through which the countryside was enabled to feed the towns and cities. And the increase was reinforced by the Industrial Revolution, which brought many people into the towns to seek work. Liverpool’s population also grew because of immigration. Some people were drawn to Liverpool as a place of opportunity.


By 1813, one tenth of the population was from rural Wales. John Hughes, the first elected mayor of Liverpool, was a Welshman. The city was home to a large Welsh population and, because of this, and because the more prosperous Welsh people would travel to Liverpool to shop, it was sometimes referred to as the ‘capital of North Wales’. Eisteddfods were held in Liverpool in 1884, 1900 and as late as 1929.


Other incomers were from Scotland, like my paternal ancestors who were crofters and fisherfolk from the west coast, who came in the booming years of the late eighteenth century, to fish off the north shore and sell their catch, initially from a market stall and, later, from fish shops, to a hungry and growing population. There were well-known Scots in shipping, including McAndrew, Elder and Laird. And people poured into Liverpool from other parts of England too. Some came from the neighbouring county of Cheshire, or from the rest of Lancashire. Some were from further afield, like my husband’s great-grandfather, Charles Smith Russell, a corn merchant, who in the nineteenth century came from London to Liverpool, then ‘the wheat barometer of the world’. In 1805, the first Corn Exchange was built. In 1847, the Corn Laws were abolished and Liverpool’s corn trade grew even more rapidly; its warehouses were extended and, in 1853, an association of corn merchants, the Liverpool Corn Trade Association, was formed. By 1895, stocks of grain in Liverpool were greater than those in any European port.


As a port, Liverpool became home to people from all over the world. It had one of the earliest Chinese communities, but the actual numbers were not large. In 1911, the Chinese population of Liverpool numbered just 403, but this was probably the largest group in any city in the country.


There was also a black population, also from an early date, but there are discrepancies in recording their origin. West Africans, possibly as a result of the Elder Dempster shipping line’s links with that region, West Indians, Lascars, Asians and African-Americans were all to be seen in the dockland area, and, although some settled in Liverpool, they were often, literally, a floating population and were gone with the tide.


The long-established Jewish community were generally accepted because of their middle-class lifestyle and aspirations and their contribution to civic life. There was also a comparatively large German presence in the city and this was to prove problematic in the wake of the sinking of the Lusitania. The Germans were to provide a focus for all the feelings of anger and distress, or opportunism, felt at that time.


The Irish potato famine in the middle of the 1840s had caused millions of Irish people to cross the Irish Sea to Liverpool. Many of them hoped to continue their journey to the States or elsewhere. Moreover, many were diseased or starving and most had no means of support. Famine meant that almost half a million people entered Liverpool from Ireland, of whom over 100,000 did not remain in the city. But it still caused a huge increase in population; by 1851, the population of Liverpool was over 375,000, of whom approximately a quarter were Irish in origin, although by this time, there were many Liverpool-Irish children. These large numbers caused hardship and want for many, not just the new arrivals but the existing labouring classes, now obliged to compete for work. There were great problems concerning health and housing, which had by no means been entirely overcome by 1914.


However, many of the ‘Liverpool firsts’ that grew out of efforts to respond to poverty and squalor were later adopted by the whole nation. These included the appointment of a medical officer of health, a district nursing service, the first public wash-houses, schools for the blind and for the deaf and dumb, and a number of hospitals. By the beginning of the Great War, as a result of tackling various problems, there had been many improvements in healthcare and other social advances.


Liverpool was involved in almost every aspect of the trade and industry of the nation. There was a period when several Liverpool potteries, including the Herculaneum Pottery Works, rivalled that of Wedgwood. More memorable, because of the cultural benefits to the nation of the Tate fortune, was sugar refining (Tate was not joined by Lyle until 1921). Linked with this trade was sweet manufacture – Tavener Routledge, Williams and Barker & Dobson are all Liverpool firms. Brewing was another major industry in Liverpool, with Threlfalls and Walker’s breweries among the best known. The founder of Walker’s Brewery gave a generous sum toward the funding of the magnificent art gallery that bears his name. Tobacco was a huge Liverpool import. The first recorded import of tobacco, believed to be the first ever import from the United States, was in 1648. Involved in this trade were the landed gentry of the area, the Norrises of Speke Hall and the Blundells of Ince and Little Crosby. Tobacco imported through Liverpool was of such great volume that the Stanley bonded warehouse was the largest in the world. Tobacco would prove to be an important factor in keeping up the morale of the troops, and appeals were made to the public to contribute to ‘smokes’ for the troops.


In commerce, too, Liverpool led the nation. Martins Bank began in 1593 in a tavern, at the Sign of the Grasshopper, which, along with the Liver Bird, became a part of its emblem. Martins Bank was subsumed by the present-day Barclays Bank. The Liverpool Underwriters’ Association was formed in 1803; insurance companies, including the Royal Liver Friendly Society and the Liverpool Victoria Friendly Society, thrived.


As a direct consequence of the growth and prosperity of Liverpool, department stores flourished. Owen Owen and T.J. Hughes, both founded by Welshmen, were opened in the nineteenth century. Lewis’s, founded by David Lewis, who came from Liverpool’s Jewish community, opened during the same period; by the beginning of the twentieth century, this was probably the largest store in the north of England.


At the beginning of the Great War, Liverpool’s Bold Street, where the expensive ladies’ outfitters and dressmakers, Cripps, was situated, was still known as ‘the Bond Street of the North’. There were also many smaller but equally exclusive shops, such as furriers, tailors and milliners, in this exclusive shopping street.


The city also offered work in the construction industry, in rail and road transport, in shipbuilding, in manufacturing pharmaceuticals, in engineering and manufacture and in commerce at various levels, from office boys, to clerks, supervisors and managers. High levels of employment meant that money was in circulation with benefits to the local economy.


Women were able to find work in factories, offices, schools, nursing, shops, dress-making and tailoring establishments, although many of these employed only single women. The largest employment for women in 1914 was still domestic service; there were plenty of opportunities for cooks, kitchen-maids, housemaids and parlourmaids in the houses of the wealthy manufacturers and merchants. And even a clerk, of whom there were many all over the city, would strive to maintain a standard of living that included the employment of a maidservant, or, at the very least, a daily cleaner for rough work such as scrubbing. ‘Dailies’ were often married women or widows, who undertook laundry work at home – ‘took in washing’ – in order to survive.




LIVERPOOL’S POPULATION


Liverpool’s population was between 750,000 and 800,000 people during the Great War. Despite numerous office workers and clerks in the city’s companies, many of the poorer city dwellers were on low and unreliable wages, with rent taking about a third of the week’s income of the casual labouring class.





The Liverpool docks provided employment for many men, but the system of employing them was based on casual labour. Men were ‘taken on’ by the day, or more often by the half-day at the hiring stands along the dock road; they were paid accordingly and this method of payment allowed no possibility of planning family expenditure. Dockers’ wives and others in the labouring classes were obliged to shop daily, unable to organise their purchases to the best advantage. This lifestyle was not conducive to the application of those skills in household management which were evident in the more stable strata of the working class, where every penny, through forethought and thrift, was stretched to do the work of two pence. Dockers needed to live near the docks in order to know where and when work was available, so there were communities in the dockland areas where most families were living a ‘from hand to mouth’ existence.
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