





[image: Scouse Republic by David Swift]












SCOUSE
REPUBLIC


David Swift


[image: ]









Copyright


Published by Constable


ISBN: 978-1-40871-968-8


Copyright © David Swift, 2025


The moral right of the author has been asserted.


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher.


The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.


Constable


Little, Brown Book Group


Carmelite House


50 Victoria Embankment


London EC4Y 0DZ


www.littlebrown.co.uk


www.hachette.co.uk









For my parents, Marie and Gary Swift









PROLOGUE


When I got married a few years ago, I gave a tour of Liverpool to relatives and friends from outside the city. Armed with a sports umbrella to signal my authority, I started off at the Philharmonic pub, with the obligatory trip to the men’s toilets (to see their Grade I-listed marble magnificence, not for any nefarious reasons).


After walking to the far end of Hope Street, we went down into St James’ Gardens, a small park in the shadow of the Anglican cathedral. Gazing up at that vast edifice, it’s a fit spot for the contemplation of the sublime, though occasionally interrupted by a smackheads’ brawl.


We then went down Duke Street, past the Chinese arch – the largest in the world outside of China – and past the bombed-out church, where I dispensed tales of late nights waiting for taxis and pointed out the cars of drug dealers idling in Bold Place.


Down to Matthew Street, which in the early afternoon on a Friday was perhaps not the best place to take my wife’s Israeli relatives: the sight of middle-aged men and women blackout drunk by 3 p.m. is unusual in Israel, even on Purim.


We finally arrived at the Pier Head, where I pointed out the UK’s largest clock faces and explained the lore of the Liver Birds.


Three years later, a thousand far-right protestors took to the same spot, where their protest turned into a riot, with bricks, bottles and flares thrown at the police. Later on, another mob attacked immigrant or minority-owned businesses on Walton’s County Road, and even set fire to a library and community centre. In one particularly depressing video, widely circulated on social media, a man stood in the middle of the road, preventing a fire engine from reaching the scene to extinguish the blaze.


Those Merseyside riots – the one at the Pier Head came four days after a mosque was attacked in the nearby town of Southport – triggered a week of violent disorder, which spread to towns and cities across England and Northern Ireland. Mosques were besieged, immigrant neighbourhoods attacked and hotels set alight. There were over a thousand arrests, and at least 130 police officers injured, many of them seriously.


But just three weeks earlier, Southport had elected its first ever Labour MP. For the first time, every single Merseyside seat was held by Labour. And since those constituencies are so demographically different to the other Labour strongholds – much whiter and older, with fewer graduates and private renters – it seemed proof that Scousers did things differently, that here was a ‘white working class’ that rejected the nationalism and anti-migrant politics that was flourishing elsewhere in the country.


But we shouldn’t have been surprised; only sixteen months earlier, a smaller-scale riot kicked off in the Knowsley area of the city, outside a hotel housing asylum seekers, which again saw a police van set on fire.


In those two disturbances, Liverpool proved not only that it is not immune to the kinds of ugly paranoia and ethno-nationalism affecting broad sections of the British public, but that it was a trendsetter; a place where the first two anti-immigrant riots of the twenty-first century took place.


Of course, this is only part of the story. After the Southport riot, hundreds of Scousers took to the streets of Liverpool to protect the city’s Quilliam Mosque – the first mosque in the UK, established in 1887 – from anti-Islam protestors. The imam, Adam Kelwick, garnered international media attention for engaging with the protestors, speaking with them, offering food, and physically embracing some individuals. A week after the riot took place, over a thousand people marched in solidarity with refugees and asylum seekers. The coverage of the attack on the Spellow Hub library in Walton brought in over £250,000 in donations, and within months of the fire it had been repaired and renewed with thousands of additional books, donated from far and wide.


Liverpool, therefore, is a city that contains many contradictions, but which is often simplified in the eyes of outsiders. For some people, Scousers are all left-wing, anti-Tory, anti-nationalist, counter-cultural and community-minded; for others, we are impoverished thieves with an insufferable sense of grievance.


This is nothing new. Throughout its long and varied history, the city has consistently been reduced to simplistic images: the slave trade, Irish immigrants, sectarian strife, the Beatles, poverty, football hooligans, victims.


It certainly punches well above its weight in terms of fame and infamy within modern Britain. There are over 67 million people in the UK, and only about half a million in Liverpool (plus another couple of hundred thousand in the Merseyside area). Therefore, if things were proportionate, Liverpool and its citizens would occupy only about one hundredth of the stories in the media. You may have noticed that this isn’t the case.


Whether it’s trade-union barons, cage fighters, drag queens (two of the five winners of Ru Paul’s Drag Race UK have been from Liverpool) or the plethora of professional football players and managers the city churns out, you might be forgiven for thinking we hear about Liverpool more often that we should.


Why is this? And why is it that we don’t hear so much about the numerous Tory MPs and business executives that hail from the city?


The current identity of the city of Liverpool is, after all, a very recent creation. In 1925, an unlikely group of men gathered for the inaugural meeting of the Society of Lovers of Old Liverpool. Dedicated to ‘the study of the history, traditions and development of Liverpool’, this diverse crew included a journalist, an Irish Nationalist MP, an ex-policeman, and a docker. This society was founded during a time of change in the city. Sensing that their town’s pre-eminence might be on the point of epochal change, their founding manifesto proclaimed that ‘Liverpool’s story is the world’s glory’:




For over a century Liverpool has been the advance agent of Civilization; our record as a pioneer of thought, of national, nay of world-service, is so splendid that any cultivated man who knows the history of the great cities of Old Time – Athens, Rome, Bagdad, Constantinople, Paris and London, and measures our efforts against theirs, then this city, the pioneer of railways, nursing, lending libraries, blind asylums, ocean liners, cold storage, the city through which the virile life of the old world has flowed to fertilise the new, this, the chief city of New Time can inspire its sons and daughters to be worthy of the nobility, sacrifice, and endeavour of their fathers, and our Society can play its part by keeping alive the story of our city’s past glories, of the wonders of the present, and so prepare the way for the wonders of the future.





The elites who dominated Liverpool at this time, during the height of its commercial and municipal power, had visions of ‘Liverpolis’, the Florence of northern England, a separate city state, free from the filth and industry of the rest of the North, a wealthy trading fiefdom, where profits were selflessly reinvested into scholarship and civic works.


The legacy of this vision can be seen today in the Athenian panorama of William Brown Street, spanning from St George’s Hall to the Walker Art Gallery, the Central Library and World Museum.


But exactly sixty years after the Lovers of Old Liverpool first met, when the then Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher arrived at a dusty airport in Indonesia, she was met with chants of ‘Liverpool! Liverpool!’ from waiting students. By now the city had a different kind of fame – the chants were in reference to the Thatcher government’s dispute with the left-wing city council.


This reflected the transformation of the city from the physical manifestation of the free trade ideas set out in Adam Smith’s The Wealth of Nations, based on enterprise and innovation, to something entirely different, focused on the NHS and the public sector.


This transformation was summed up in a recent tweet by Fans Supporting Foodbanks, ahead of a Liverpool FC football match, which noted that Scousers are: ‘caring, thoughtful, loyal, generous, compassionate, community-spirited, humanitarian’.


This book – a history of the creation of the modern city of Liverpool, and the modern ‘Scouse’ identity - is partly the story of this transformation. It’s a tale of the shift from slavers to Scousers, from commerce to comedy, from Virgil, a favoured poet of the Lovers of Old Liverpool, to Virgil van Dijk.


In 2025, the private sector in the city is roaring back, creating jobs and wealth, and in the past ten years what remains of the Liverpool docks – based around the modern container port at Seaforth – have become more profitable than ever before.


Yet the current identity of the city that was forged in the last decades of the twentieth century and its current reputation seem to owe little to anything that went before that time, or to the prolonged and continued importance of capitalism, conservatism and the middle class to the city.


Today, the Scouse identity seems specific and exclusive: Scousers are left-wing, funny, warm and welcoming: they are not conservative, business-minded, or to be taken too seriously.


The city has many paradoxes: it has the oldest Chinese community in Europe and one of the UK’s oldest black communities. And yet much of Liverpool is notably whiter than other large cities in the North and Midlands. Even now, the neighbourhoods bear the imprint of historic ‘ghettoisation’, with the city’s black community concentrated in and around the Liverpool 8 district. And it is this unique history that has led to the contradictions of Liverpool today.


In the chapters that follow, I give an honest account of the complexity of the city, one that takes in all aspects of its past. Because, despite all the attention the city gets, there is no one book that really captures the history of the place in the round, nor honestly appraises its conflicted identity.


There’s plenty of stuff about politics, or football, or music, but it’s harder to find something that takes in every facet of the city’s history. In general, books about Liverpool tell you about John Gladstone or John Lennon, the slave trade or the drugs trade, about White Star Lines but not about white lines. Other books might give you a great understanding of the economic and political history of the city, but give no mention to local characters such as Pete Price or ‘Purple’ Aki.


If you are looking to read something about how Scousers are all left-wing and communal; how we are all basically Irish; how black GIs in the Second World War couldn’t believe how friendly the place was, then you are going to be disappointed. There are already plenty of places where you can read that stuff, and there’s a bore in every pub in Liverpool who will tell you it for free.


Since you’ve invested your hard in cash in this book, or at least borrowed it from someone who has, I owe it to you to be honest.









1


‘LIVERPOOL’S STORY IS THE WORLD’S GLORY’


Down by the River Mersey, where the global measurement of ‘Sea Level’ would later be officially fixed, the sky itself is a kind of dirty pink-brown.


You can see this palette reflected in many of the buildings – the Town Hall, the university’s Victoria Building (origin of the term ‘redbrick university’) and most notably the Anglican cathedral. The sandstone that provides so much of this built environment was hewn from Woolton quarry, the same area that produced John Lennon, and the name of his first band.


Of the splendid Edwardian architecture alongside the river, the Royal Liver Building, completed in 1911, has become the most famous edifice in the city. Its four clock faces are larger than those of Ben Big, and each of its two towers is crowned with a stone rendering of a mythical liver bird: Bella, looking out to sea, and Bertie, looking inland.


The origins of the liver bird itself are obscure: although later described as a cormorant, the bird was almost certainly intended to be an eagle, as this was the symbol of John the Evangelist, who was both the namesake and the patron saint of King John, the granter of the city’s charter.


It’s appropriate that the symbol of Liverpool comes from the medieval equivalent of those modern statues that look nothing like their subject – which make Cristiano Ronaldo look like Niall Quinn or Princess Diana resemble the Child Catcher – but we took it to heart anyway.


Nine hundred years ago, on the other side of the river, monks would trudge down grass slopes from their monastery in what is now Birkenhead. In the black robes of their Benedictine order, they escorted small groups of pilgrims who paid the friars to row them across the Mersey; it would take up to two hours to cross, struggling all the way against fierce and unpredictable currents.


At this time, there was nothing waiting for them on the opposite bank, apart from a few fishermen’s cottages, and so it remained for several hundred years. Even after Liverpool gained its royal charter in 1207, it remained a hamlet made up of a hundred or so wattle-and-daub cottages, with mud walls and thatched roofs. It would be over four centuries before the town began to develop into something more substantial. At this time, the ancient Roman city of Chester was the major town, and port, of the north-west of England. A 1571 petition to Elizabeth I referred to ‘Her majesty’s poor decayed town of Liverpool’.


As late as 1650, not much had changed: the city consisted of thirty-six narrow streets, and it was still insignificant compared to other port towns in England, with only around one thousand residents, compared to six thousand in Hull, twelve thousand in Newcastle and twenty thousand in Bristol. It was only in the last decades of the seventeenth century that things began to change, and this is when our history really begins.


In 1698, the travel writer Celia Fiennes reported that a town which was once ‘a few fishermens’ houses’ had grown to ‘a very rich trading town, the houses of brick and stone built high and even … there are an abundance of persons you see very well dress’d … it is London in miniature as much as ever I saw anything’.


This comparison to London was a notable theme of the time, as Liverpool’s growth was often measured in terms of how it compared to the capital. In some ways, its growing competition with the Port of London led to the birth of the modern city – via a very unusual case involving cheesemakers.


The London cheesemakers had claimed that if they unloaded their ships slightly upriver in Frodsham or Ince, they should be exempt from paying duties or taxes to the port of Liverpool. In response, the city seized their cheese, and the cheesemakers sued, resulting in a long and expensive legal case. The town council lost and the costs of the court case would be a burden on the city’s finances for many years to come. Nonetheless, Parliament passed a Dock Act in 1709, which specifically authorised the levying of fees on boats and ships unloaded elsewhere on the Mersey and banned the cheesemakers’ practice.


Victory over the cheesemakers came at a crucial time for the ambitious city, which opened its innovative ‘wet dock’ in 1715. With huge underwater gates to maintain water levels, it allowed ships to stay afloat after the tide had gone out, and for goods to be loaded and unloaded around the clock. At the time, it was the only port infrastructure in the world to be built by a local council.


It soon paid off. The wet dock was crucial to the take-off in the size and prosperity of the city. Prior to this, ships had to dock in ‘the Pool’, a small inlet running into the Mersey from which the city gets its name. It has long since been filled in and is today underneath the Liverpool One shopping centre.


The new Customs House, built by architect Sylvester Morecroft, was completed in 1722, and the dock layout and infrastructure served as inspiration for new docks in Bristol, Hull, Leith and London.


By the time novelist Daniel Defoe journeyed over the Mersey in 1723, being ferried from the Wirral to Liverpool, things had changed. By this time, England had been transformed from a small economy on the periphery of Europe to the centre of Atlantic commerce – and Liverpool was fundamental to this shift. Defoe reported that Liverpool was:




The third town in England for trade, especially to the plantations … it is a large fine built town. Some merchants having houses that in Italy would pass for palaces. The new church is one of the finest in England; the streets neat, and those about that called ‘the new town’, are very handsome and well built. They have made a fine dock here for the security of their shipping, where fourscore sail of ships may lie in the greatest storms secure as a man in his bed.





There had been an ‘extraordinary’ increase in inhabitants and new buildings, and a ‘very pretty Exchange, standing upon 12 free-stone columns’, which was already too small for the ever-increasing business in the town.


Defoe concluded that ‘this Town is now become so great, so populous, and so rich, that it may be call’d the Bristol of this Part of the England’, which was high praise at the time, if not at any time since, unless you rate your cities according to the number of white people with dreadlocks.


During the eighteenth century, there were already a recorded 646 streets in the city, but the population density varied widely, with the majority of the town’s inhabitants concentrated into the riverside areas. A quarter of sailors based in the city lived on just twenty-three streets, such as Strand, Pitt, Frederick, Cable, Chorley and Chapel. Although still relatively humble, it was beginning to build connections across the world; Williamson’s Liverpool Memorandum of 1753 praised the flourishing port and described the inhabitants as ‘universal merchants [who] trade to all foreign parts’.


Defoe had predicted that the city ‘may become one of the first of the finest towns in England’, and his prophecy soon came true. By 1796, Moss’s Guide acknowledged Liverpool as ‘the first town in the kingdom in point of size and importance, the Metropolis [London] excepted’.


In 1790, almost half a million tons of goods moved through the city’s docks, an increase of 632 per cent in just four decades – by this point, Liverpool had left its provincial competitors in the dust and was even starting to bear comparison with London, a city many times its size.


In 1807, Parliament abolished the British slave trade – although it would be another thirty-one years before existing slaves in British territories were freed. By this point, the city was of such importance to international commerce that the abolition of the trade it had come to dominate had no effect on its upward trajectory.


If anything, abolition helped Liverpool go on to even greater strengths, hastening the move away from exporting the manufactures of the north-west in exchange for slaves, and towards becoming a global hub for international business. Trade with both the Eastern and Western hemispheres continued to grow, and the city became the primary departure point for paying, willing customers journeying across the Atlantic. At the same time, the newly created United States of America was becoming a key destination for legitimate cargo.


In Sefton Park – a bucolic legacy of the city’s former wealth, complete with a boating lake – there is a statue of Christopher Columbus with the inscription: ‘The discoverer of America was the maker of Liverpool’.


With the construction of the Erie Canal, New York City began growing in population and wealth. At the start of the nineteenth century, the population of New York stood at around 30,000; by 1860, it had already reached 813,000, becoming by far the largest city in the USA. Over the same time, New York’s contribution to US imports and exports rose from 25 per cent and 20 per cent to 68 per cent and 40 per cent.


The connections between that city and Liverpool were developing quickly. On 5 January 1818, the James Monroe carried the first eight passengers from New York to Liverpool, at a cost of 40 guineas each, establishing a regular passenger service between the two towns.


In 1836, an American visitor recorded that he ‘stopped at the Adelphi Hotel, then, and possibly now, the best inn for travellers in England’ (just in case you didn’t know this was written nearly 200 years ago). After reading in a tourist pamphlet that the ‘American packet ships’ moored in the docks were recommended as local items of interest, he confessed that he felt ‘a glow of patriotic pride’ on reading of ‘this striking acknowledgement of the superiority of our passenger ships’ in ‘the most important seaport of the greatest maritime nation of the world’.


In addition to its better-known connections with New York, Liverpool also has lesser-reported links with the southern United States. The cannons at Fort Sumter that fired the first shots of the US Civil War were forged in Liverpool’s Duke Street. During that war, the Confederacy signed a contract with Merseyside shipbuilder Macgregor Laird for the construction of two prototype ships, the Alabama and the Florida, to be followed by another thirty warships – the Alabama went on to sink sixty-eight Union ships, including the entire American whaling fleet. Overall, thirty-six blockade-running ships, designed to elude the US Navy boats besieging Southern ports, were built in the city and many of them were manned by Liverpool crews.


Improbably, the last official action of the war took place in the middle of the Mersey, when Confederate captain James Waddell surrendered his vessel to the Royal Navy on 6 November 1865.


Today, you can walk past 19 Abercromby Square, once the home of American cotton merchant Charles Kuhn Prioleau, which still has the eight rebel stars of the Confederacy on the columns of its portico, and the grave of the Confederate agent James Bulloch lies in nearby Toxteth cemetery.


Apart from the Atlantic trade, Liverpool helped itself to some of the vast fortunes being generated through trade with India, benefitting from its position next to the world’s largest cotton manufacturer to export tons of the stuff to the captive markets of South Asia.


While this period was also a golden age for Manchester, the eastern neighbour couldn’t compete with the amount of wealth being generated in Liverpool, which produced twice as many millionaires as Manchester during the nineteenth century, and more than any urban area apart from London.


In 1846, Prince Albert – husband of Queen Victoria – arrived in the city to open the historic dock that bears his name, which has since handled millions of tons of goods and seen a weatherman fall off an inflatable island. He remarked that while he had ‘heard of the greatness of Liverpool the reality far surpasses my expectation’.


At this time, the city’s fortunes seemed secure. One hundred and fifty years after the wet docks, Liverpool was still innovating: the new Albert Dock featured a hydraulic hoist system to handle cargo, the first of its kind in the world. Its warehouses were the first in Britain to be built from cast iron, brick and stone, with no wood in their structure, making them fire resistant. The port carried one third of Britain’s exports, a quarter of its imports, and Liverpool-based companies controlled one seventh of the world’s shipping.


At this point, Thomas Baine’s History of the Commerce and Town of Liverpool could boast that ‘the commerce of Liverpool extends to every port of any importance in every quarter of the globe … it far surpasses [that of] any city of which we have a record from past times, as Tyre, Venice, Genoa, Amsterdam, or Antwerp, and fully equals, if it does not surpass, that of London and New York’.


This desire to be seen as a competitor of London was reflected in the claims of another Liverpool patriot from the time, who conceded that ‘while Liverpool yields to London in the extent of its trade with the continent of Europe, it surpasses the capital in its trade with America, and already rivals it in the trade with the East’ – and this despite the city being barred from any commerce with India until the London-based East India Company’s monopoly was ended in 1813, and from trade with China until 1833.


The Mersey Docks and Harbour Board was set up in 1858, and by the end of the century the Liverpool and Birkenhead docks constituted the largest port system in the world controlled by a single company. This led to efficiencies in integrating loading, storage and transport that were copied by ports around the world, from Baltimore to Rotterdam to Singapore and everywhere in between. During its pomp, the city’s Martins Bank (eventually bought by Barclays in 1969) was the only national bank to be headquartered outside of London.


While British manufacturing was beginning to decline in the face of competition from the USA, Germany and other rapidly industrialising countries, British trade remained dominant until after the First World War, and Liverpool in the late nineteenth century showed no signs of slowing down. The Overhead Railway (known as the Dockers’ Umbrella) opened in 1886, running from the Alexandra Dock in Bootle to the Herculaneum Dock in Dingle, and it transported thousands of dockers to and from work each day. By 1900, there were forty different docks drawn out along 35 miles of the Mersey, and the city’s ships moved one sixth of all the world’s cargo. As well as the dockers themselves, the port provided jobs for tens of thousands of clerks, secretaries, typists, insurers, brokers and various other administrative workers. When the Stanley Dock Tobacco Warehouse opened in 1901 it was the largest building in the world, with a floor space of 1.6 million square feet – and it is still the world’s largest brick building in terms of surface area.


In 1911, at the peak of its population, the census revealed that almost 750,000 people were living in the city. In that year, the docks accounted for over a third of the UK’s exports and a quarter of its imports. It was one of the very few truly global cities in the era before the First World War, its warehouses stuffed with everything from steel and coal to train engines, food, beer and pottery. At this point, as Liverpool-born author Andrew Lees has written, the Ganges and the St Lawrence were the Mersey’s tributaries. As well as giving its name to towns in Australia and the United States, there is also a Liverpool in Liberia and one in Guinea.


Yet, although it was not appreciated at the time, in reality the wealth and influence of the town had already begun to decline. Soon enough, the docks that Prince Albert opened that day would become outdated; designed to process 1,000-ton sailing ships, they were effectively obsolete by 1900. Eventually, those docks would become more famous for a prancing weatherman than a place of commerce.


But it was only after the First World War that the exceptional wealth and affluence of the city seriously began to decline – and become noticeable to Liverpudlians.









INTERLUDE 1


‘In Your Liverpool Slums’


There was always terrible poverty in Liverpool, worse even than that of other British cities during the Industrial Revolution. The historian Kingsley Davis has found that in 1841, average life expectancy was forty-one in England, thirty-six in London, but just twenty-six in Liverpool – the lowest in the UK. At that time, fully 75 per cent of the Liverpool lads who volunteered for the army were rejected as unfit for service.


Even before the Victorian age, when the town had a population of only a few thousand, a priest in Walton observed that ‘the people around here, so far as I can see, are but little better than Hottentots; immoral untamed creates’. The massive population growth between 1750 and 1900 was to make matters worse.


Already by 1841, before the Irish famine influx, Liverpool had a population density of up to 1,210 people per acre in the most crowded areas; the worst for any large town in England.


The rapid development of the city meant that houses were built in a quick and shoddy manner; a strong wind in 1822 had blown down many of the houses in the city. The working poor were crammed into thousands of courts that housed around a fifth of the town’s population. Underneath each house were the cellars, where the poorest families stayed. There were 3,000 courts by 1847, housing 110,000 people, with 39,000 people living in some 7,800 cellars.


With many new residents being recent arrivals from the countryside, some kept livestock in their cellars, and in 1827 a baby died after having its ear chewed off by a pig. Outsiders spoke of these slum dwellers as if they were from another civilisation, with the Daily Post writing that ‘the older and more densely-populated districts of the town are to a great majority of the people as much unknown and as little understood as the hut of the Esquimaux is to the African savage’.


In the mid-Victorian era, between Great Crosshall Street and Addison Street, a distance you can cross today in four minutes, eight thousand people crammed into 811 houses, with a density of 658,000 people per square mile. This was double that of London’s East End – another notoriously overcrowded area. By way of comparison, today London as a whole – one of the most densely populated areas of the UK – has 9,654 people per square mile, and Manhattan Island has 72,918 residents per square mile. In this period, a woman in Vauxhall was discovered sharing a bed with her husband’s stiff and stinking corpse, because of a lack of anywhere else to put the body.


Looking at this area today, you simply cannot imagine how 8,000 people could live there, nor what the filth and shit they produced would have looked and smelt like. American novelist Nathanial Hawthorne reported of the neighbourhood that ‘the people are as numerous as maggots in cheese … you behold them, disgusting, and all moving about, as when you raise a plank or log that has long lain on the ground, and find many vivacious bugs and insects beneath it’.


The floors of courtyards and streets were festooned with animal and vegetable refuse in various states of decay, into which drained the overflowing toilets and sewers, to create a toxic sludge of such foulness modern minds are incapable of imagining. With back-to-back houses, the air could not circulate; one Irishman who lived in Spencer Court, off North Street, said the smell was ‘bad enough to raise the roof off his skull’.


In one cellar, a family slept on a bed over a small four-foot-deep well, into which entered the contents of the neighbourhood outhouses. In 1842, 3,000 of these cellars were condemned as unfit for human habitation and were filled in, with the eviction of some 20,000 people. But this just increased the housing crisis, already at desperate levels; in one case, a family moved into an old boiler that they found on some waste ground.


For those without a home of their own, they could try to scrape together enough for a berth in a lodging house, where individuals and families could pay by the night to sleep in a filthy dorm. These places flourished in the city to accommodate the sailors, long-term vagrants and temporarily homeless. Ben Jonson Street alone contained nineteen lodging houses (and eight brothels) within just 200 yards. There were reckoned to be around a thousand men who called the street home, and only six were reported as able or willing to hold down jobs.


One businessman, describing the stench of a lodging house, reported that ‘when the doors were open a dense vapour, palpable to the touch, so heavy was it and so dank, came out upon me, almost turning me sick’.


For those who couldn’t afford a night in a lodging house, they could always try to get arrested, and many did just this, preferring shackles and hard labour to nights on the Liverpool streets. Begging itself was illegal, but most police officers turned a blind eye, given that, as one magistrate protested, if he had to send all the beggars in Liverpool to prison, it would need to hold 10,000 inmates.


A final option was the workhouse, and the Liverpool workhouse on Brownlow Hill, established in 1769, soon became the largest in Britain. In 1842, it was rebuilt to an increased capacity of 1,400; by the end of the 1860s, it held over 5,000 people.


In response to the dire housing situation, the city authorities came up with many innovations. In 1847, Liverpool became the first UK city to appoint a medical officer, Dr William Henry Duncan, who oversaw public health, and he pioneered the construction of council housing, with the creation of St Martin’s Cottages in 1869. Nonetheless, by 1880, it was estimated that more than 70,000 people lived in dwellings unfit for human habitation. Despite the tremendous wealth of the city, there would be little done to rectify the parlous state of housing during this time. These conditions were only finally ended by a massive slum clearance programme and the resettlement of tens of thousands of families; by the end of the 1950s almost 150,000 Liverpudlians had been moved to new sites on the edge of the city.









2


DECLINE OF LIVERPOOL …


In the twentieth century, as shipping was declining, investment and employment in manufacturing began to increase – by 1939, the sector contributed more to the city’s wealth than did trade for the first time. But even at this point, only 35 per cent of people worked in manufacturing – compared to half of the British workforce as a whole.


This meant that the city was particularly badly exposed to the Great Depression, which saw international trade decline more rapidly than industrial production; throughout the 1930s, the city’s unemployment rate never fell below 18 per cent – double the national average for the period. To make matters worse, the schemes devised by the government to help depressed areas were focused on boosting manufacturing, rather than trade, and so Liverpool was excluded.


Things were about to get worse. Given the physical damage wreaked on the city by the Second World War, and the number of its citizens who died on ships or battlefields during the conflict, it is tempting to date Liverpool’s material decline from this point. Around 2,500 were killed in the city during the conflict, with hundreds of buildings destroyed. The remnants of them, bomb-sites and demolished houses, remained for many decades after the war was over.


Post-war, there were over 20,000 unsafe buildings just in the centre of Liverpool, and as many as 30,000 people in need of homes. Reports on the extent of the destruction were censored to keep up morale.


But the economy had been on a downward trajectory since its glorious peak a hundred years earlier, and this simply continued through the post-war years.


The city’s limited manufacturing base began to decline before it had really got started. After 1945, businesses including Dunlop, GEC and Kodak set up factories in the city, providing jobs for 27,000 workers, most of them recently let go by the contracting port. Ford Motors then set up a 346-acre plant outside of Halewood, at a cost of about £40 million.


Soon this provided 9,000 skilled and well-paid jobs. It seemed as though Liverpool could survive the decline of the docks, if it could get a share of the manufacturing jobs that sustained much of the rest of the country. Unfortunately, although it wasn’t yet apparent in the 1960s, the manufacturing jobs were soon to go the way of the docks.


And the Liverpool docks suffered as great a fall from grace as has ever been recorded in the history of capitalism: in 1966, when the Beatles released Revolver, Liverpool was still the second biggest port in the UK; twenty years later it was the sixth.


The city’s position roughly halfway up the west coast of Britain had made it ideally placed to prosper from Britain’s expanding Atlantic empire. But after 1945, the share of British trade with the Americas and Asia declined and trade with Europe grew steadily more significant, especially after the UK’s entry into the European Economic Community (EEC) in 1973. The city found itself on the wrong side of the country; in the post-war decades the number of ships docking in the Mersey declined by half, while those using the south-east port of Dover increased 4.5 times.


This decline spread to elsewhere in the city: from 1966 to 1977, 350 factories in Liverpool closed or relocated; by 1980, only one of the twenty largest manufacturing companies was owned locally. At the end of 1978, during the ‘Winter of Discontent’, 57,000 Ford workers went out on strike, and in recent decades, when companies have opened large-scale manufacturing plants, such as the Nissan factory in Sunderland or the Toyota plant in North Wales, they have tended, for whatever reason, to avoid Liverpool.


This decline was reflected in the population, which had stood at around 700,000 in 1945, but by the time of Thatcher’s second election win in 1983 had declined to little more than 300,000.


This led to dark prophecies, from local as well as national voices; after 17,000 jobs were lost in the year 1978, the council feared that Liverpool might become the Jarrow of the 1980s – a reference to the north-east shipbuilding town which had been devastated by the Great Depression during the 1930s. The City Planning department predicted that by 1986, somewhere between 32 per cent and 41 per cent of people would be unemployed. By the mid-1980s, the Liverpool Echo was predicting that in 1990 the city would have no industrial base left.


This economic transformation had powerful social effects. Between 1973 and 1983, male employment on Merseyside fell by 53 per cent and female employment by 62 per cent. These losses were worse in some parts than others; in Kirkby, for example, 13,000 people – well over half the population – lost their jobs during this period. From tens of thousands at the start of the century, as of November 1984, the Mersey Docks and Harbour Company employed just 1,300 dockers.


By 1983, there were eighteen candidates for every managerial vacancy – and over 1,700 for every labourer’s job. On the Youth Training Schemes set up by the Conservative government, there could be as many as 300 applicants for each apprenticeship.


In an infamous memo from 1981, the then Chancellor of the Exchequer, Geoffrey Howe, writing in the aftermath of the Toxteth riots three months earlier, questioned whether trying to stabilise and rebuild inner-city areas like Liverpool 8 was like trying to ‘pump water uphill’, and wondered whether instead it was better to ‘go for “managed decline”?’, adding that ‘this is not a term for use, even privately’.


Howe’s words remained private until the memo was made public in 2011, when they caused outrage, the assumption being that Howe was calling for the government to allow, or even to oversee, the economic and demographic demise of cities like Liverpool.


This memo is often brought up whenever Liverpool, the Conservative party and Margaret Thatcher are discussed. I think what rankles most about the phrase is the implied lack of agency and control; somewhere that was for so long one of the key generators of British wealth was now dependent on the whims of the government, waiting to see which way the thumb of Thatcher would turn.


In the end, Michael Heseltine won the day over Howe, the managed decline did not take place and Liverpool has now recovered to a degree unimaginable in the 1980s.


But this period of powerlessness, of failure and seemingly irreversible decline, combined with the growing hostility and piss-taking from their fellow citizens, led to an active packaging of ‘Scouserness’, with a radicalism that wasn’t present in the post-war image of the Scouser.


A 2012 article from Cherwell, the Oxford University student newspaper – not necessarily the place you’d expect to see perceptive writing on Liverpool – contains a couple of lines that I think are useful for understanding the city today, and how it is perceived by outsiders. The article concerns what author Tom Goulding calls ‘football hipsterism’. A football hipster, he writes:




will tell you how he has rated Sergio Aguero ever since his days at Independiente. He will not care to talk of the brilliance of Lionel Messi – he is busy blogging about how inverted winger Isaac Cuenca is Barcelona’s real prodigy. The football hipster will scoff at you reading BBC Live Text, instead following the Guardian’s ‘minute-by-minute’, busy sending in an email explaining how Kierkegaard’s anti-federalism is much like Juan Mata’s style of play … The football hipster will be busy finding the new opinion to hold, the new tactical trend to blog about. Vincent Kompany used to be like The xx – then everyone bought the album, and the opinion that the Belgian is the best centre-back in Europe isn’t worth expressing any more, given how many people have realised it. ‘Mario Gomez? Please, Mario Götze’ … Like real hipsterism, football hipsterism is essentially an attempt to subvert the mainstream, while simultaneously rarely being serious about anything. After all, if you take yourself or some pursuit too seriously, you are yourself vulnerable and open to ridicule. Thus a football hipster is rarely a passionate supporter of any club. Tribalism is to be laughed at, and the most evocative form of tribalism – Liverpool fans – are to be laughed at the most.





Even though he was talking about Liverpool FC fans, rather than Liverpudlians in general, this paragraph gets to the heart of why a lot of people don’t like Scousers. We’re just too overt, too credulous, too cheesy. In contrast, British conservatives prize stoicism, a stiff upper lip and emotional repression, and the Left values irony, understatement and a raised eyebrow above all else.


In 2004, when the Liverpool-born hostage Ken Bigley was executed by his Iraqi captors, leading to a minute’s silence being observed at Anfield, Anthony Daniels wrote in the Daily Telegraph that:




the whole panoply of public mourning will be employed in Liverpool in Mr Bigley’s case. Flags will be lowered, flowers sent, black armbands worn, including by those most sensitive of souls, professional footballers, which is a strange way to respond to an old man having his head cut off.





Daniels concluded that ‘there are several words to describe such a politics: immature, dishonest and decadent would do’.


The then Spectator editor Boris Johnson penned an infamous editorial complaining about Liverpudlian ‘mawkish sentimentality’ and proclivity to ‘wallow in a sense of vicarious victimhood’. When Johnson defended his Spectator piece on the death of Ken Bigley, he argued that he wanted to criticise the new vogue for histrionics in response to public tragedy.


As early as 2011, an article in The Economist complained that it felt ‘as if every fixture was preceded by players standing around the centre circle, heads bowed, remembering the death of ever more obscure players’.


Meanwhile, it considered a minute’s applause as a ‘ghastly attempt at forced positivity that does not sit easily with the British psyche’. There is an element of classism to this, similar to complaints about flowers or teddy bears left at a site of a murder or car crash.


When Sky Sports appointed former Manchester United captain Gary Neville as a pundit in 2011, Sunday Times columnist Rod Liddle noted that Sky were at risk of ‘estrange[ing] Britain’s second most voluble and victimised minority, the Scousers’ and joked that if Neville got the job ‘the very least you might expect is a minute’s silence at Anfield’.


As music journalist Paul Du Noyer said of England in the 1980s, ‘it was a land where reserve was valued over exhibitionism, where enthusiasm was suspect and quiet irony the favoured means of subversion’. The English attitude is repressed apart from when drink is taken, and then feeling embarrassed afterwards. Scousers are different. Today, in a culture where subtlety, erudition, counter-intuitiveness, understatement and the eyebrow raised in irony are the standard modes, the open cheesiness of Scousers seems out of step.


Du Noyer drew a contrast between Thatcher’s ‘corner shop’ mentality – ‘thrifty, snobbish, respectable, narrow – and the personality of Liverpool – sloppy, generous, improvident, grand of gesture and sentiment’.


When irony is the highest virtue, and giving a shit the greatest crime, then Scousers are likely to come in for criticism. Scousers are very sarcastic, but not ironic; we tend to very much give a shit: about politics, about music, about football, about dead kids. We tend to be very ingenuous, open and honest, in a national culture that is broadly uncomfortable with overt displays of emotion.


Many people look at the banners and displays in response to a recent tragic death and cringe. Usually – with a few infamous exceptions – they will not make their distaste public, and so it festers.


To some extent this frosty dyke broke – and prompted a revealing response from certain quarters of the media – in response to the death of Princess Diana in 1997. Then, millions of ordinary people engaged in a form of public grieving that was undoubtedly gauche, cheesy and apparently very un-British. Maybe if this trend continues, and the broader British culture becomes more accepting of this kind of public emoting, then anti-Scouse prejudice will dissipate.


In 1992, the year of the James Bulger murder, the left-wing journalist Ian Jack wrote that Liverpool’s ‘last function in British life’ was to provide theatre for the rest of the country. This transformation, from trading floor to theatre stage, is essential to understand the creation of modern Liverpool.
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… RISE OF ‘THE SCOUSER’


In his book English Journey, the writer J. B. Priestley begins his chapter on Lancashire with a visit to Liverpool. He mused on the contrasts of the city, from the poverty of the dockside districts to the splendour of his rooms in the Adelphi Hotel. But he never considered the city as anything other than a part of Lancashire, and of England.


By the time that the archivist George Chandler wrote his history of Liverpool a couple of decades later, he could describe it as ‘the provincial metropolis of the United Kingdom: it is not English, like London, nor Lancashire, like Manchester’.


How did this come about?


When I first met my Israeli wife, she asked me if I knew what it was like to come from a place roundly despised by outsiders, but where the inhabitants genuinely couldn’t care less and even derived some kind of weird pleasure from being so hated. Where the greater the opprobrium poured by outsiders, the more people were convinced of their own righteousness. I told her I had some idea.1


But the idea that Liverpool and Scousers were notably distinct in any way is itself a fairly recent invention. And until well into the eighteenth century, Liverpool was not especially prominent in the north of England.


At the end of the English Civil War period, around the year 1660, Liverpool had fewer than a thousand inhabitants – compared to about 2,000 in Preston and Wigan, and 1,600 in Warrington.


Until 1760, there was no direct stagecoach route between the city and London. Before then, you had to change to the main north–south road at Warrington – and, to this day, Liverpool is a terminus of the West Coast mainline railway; if you want to take a train northwards into Cumbria and on up to Glasgow, you still have to change at Warrington or Wigan.


The surrounding towns and villages of Lancashire were hugely important to the city’s development, especially from the late 1770s, when the Leeds and Liverpool Canal allowed coal and textiles from wool country to be shipped into the city. In the year 1788, the canal network transported 465,000 tons to and from Liverpool – almost as much as the 479,000 tons imported and exported through the docks during the same period.


In the following decades, the massive expansion in US cotton production – picked by the descendants of slaves transported on Liverpool ships – and the continuing Industrial Revolution both transformed the economy of the north of England in general, and of one formerly no-account town in particular.


For it was in Manchester that the world’s first steam-driven textile mill was opened by Richard Arkwright in 1781. At the beginning of the eighteenth century there were around 30,000 spinners and weavers operating in the Manchester area, most of them small cottage-based producers. In 1838, it finally received its charter – over 600 years after its more famous rival 30 miles to the west. By 1853, there were 108 industrial mills in the city, and by 1871 Manchester’s mills and those of the surrounding towns made up a third of global cotton production. From 90,000 people in 1800, its population had risen to 700,000 a century later. And the bulk of both the raw cotton processed in Mancunian mills and the finished product then exported around the world came through the Liverpool docks. These two cities powered the transformation of the north-west: in 1693, Lancashire was thirty-fifth out of thirty-nine English counties in terms of wealth; by 1843, it was second.


As recently as the 1960s, there was no special antipathy between the two cities, and more of a friendly rivalry, encouraged by their parallel development and heightened by the opening of the Manchester Ship Canal in 1894, which allowed large seagoing vessels to bypass Liverpool entirely and load and unload goods at the Salford Quays.


A mocking Mancunian ditty from that time prophesied the effect the waterway would have on Liverpool:




Alas then for poor Liverpool, she’d surely go to pot, Sir


For want of trade her folks would starve, her Customs House would rot, Sir


I’m wrong they’d not exactly starve or want, for it is true, Sir


They might come down to Manchester, and we could find them work to do, Sir





Just before the canal opened, the footballing rivalry began, with the formation of Everton FC (1878), Manchester United FC (1878), Liverpool FC (1892), and Manchester City FC (1894). In the case of both places, their economic ‘golden age’ ended in the early twentieth century – at the same time their reputation for football and music was beginning, putting into sharp contrast their decline as places of trade and commerce.


The essayist William Hazlitt said he preferred Manchester to Liverpool, as in the latter you felt oppressed by both ‘the aristocracy of wealth and letters … you could not help feeling that some of their great men were authors among merchants and some merchants among authors … the Manchester cotton-spinners, on the contrary, had no pretensions beyond their looms’.


The distinction at the time was made between ‘Liverpool gentlemen’ (who were cosmopolitan sophisticates) and ‘Manchester men’ (who were hard-headed men of commerce and industry) – with the nature of business in Liverpool being better suited to speculation and venture capital than the more stolid, sober manufacturing interests further east.


Recently, the Liverpudlian musician Pete Wylie told the journalist Simon Hughes that ‘even though [Liverpool and Manchester] are thirty miles apart’:




the way people talk and think are very different. What I am goes way before me, with the docks. A mate of mine wrote a book which discussed seafaring, the way every night in Liverpool people were either coming home or going away. There was either a sense of celebration because you’ve just arrived or despondency because you were departing; you could never get too attached but when you did, your loyalty was intense. It has always been far more emotional than other English cities as well as more creative because of the uncertainty.





Certainly, there is a pessimistic pragmatism and love of hard graft in Manchester (and elsewhere in the North) that doesn’t translate to Liverpool. The bee is one of the symbols of Manchester, reflecting their commitment to hard work – in Manchester they value ‘grafters’; in Liverpool ‘grafter’ is slang for a drug dealer.


In the opinion of the Liverpudlian writer and broadcaster Spencer Leigh, ‘Manchester is an airport, a shopping centre and not much else. It does not seem to have the character. It has no great buildings that come to mind. It’s a sprawling city. It doesn’t have the kind of waterfront skyline that Liverpool possesses.’


This is a fair point. My friend John – himself from the anonymous wastelands of west London – once sent me a piss-taking postcard bearing the legend: ‘Manchester: Capital of the North’. For some reason this was emblazed on a Union Jack flag – I pointed out to him that they used the flag because Manchester didn’t have any recognisable vistas.


If Manchester has a distinct identity and rivalry compared to its more famous western neighbour, for the wool country in between this identity is a bit more complicated. Does anyone actually see themselves as a wool? It’s hard to know. Not least because exactly who or what is a wool is hard to define.


Stuart Maconie, in his brilliant Pies and Prejudice, reckons that while many of his attributes make him a wool, since he was born in Whiston Hospital he might, technically, be considered a Scouser.


No offence, Stuart, but you couldn’t be more of a wool if you were eating a pie with one hand, holding a rugby league ball with t’other and playing the tuba with your arse.


The argument that being born in Liverpool means you can’t be a wool reflects a key part of the nature of being a wool or indeed a Scouser: it can’t be defined by legal or political boundaries.


For example, some would argue that to truly be from Liverpool you have to come from the Liverpool city council area, rather than from areas within Sefton or Knowsley council. Therefore, to be a Scouser you have to have a purple wheely bin, instead of whatever colours they use in Sefton and Knowsley.


But can you call someone from Bootle or Huyton a wool? I wouldn’t advise it.


It’s also complicated by the lack of defined physical boundaries. With the Wirral, the very large and obvious physical barrier of the River Mersey means that no one would seriously argue that people from the Wirral can be considered Scousers. (Apart from Wirralite students/tourists away from home, who chance it and hope that they are not overheard by an actual Scouser.)


But with Liverpool’s northern and eastern boundaries, who’s to say where Liverpool ends and wooldom begins?


I’ve even seen the argument that Liverpool extends as far east as a boat can sail up the Mersey – but this would mean that people such as the Stone Roses singer Ian Brown (who was born in Warrington) are Scousers, which is clearly ridiculous.


It’s complicated by most Liverpudlians not knowing where most of these places are, and suspecting that many of them don’t even exist. Through grim circumstance, I have actually been to both Rainhill and even Thatto Heath, so I know that they are real. But the other day I had to look up the exact locations of Maghull, Ormskirk and Skelmersdale, because I realised that, despite repeatedly hearing of them, I had no idea where they actually were.


As with ‘Geordies’, even the origins of the term ‘wool’ are disputed. One version has it that during one dock strike, shipping companies brought in workers from nearby Lancashire who apparently wore distinctive woollen coats. Another is that coal delivery men from mines in the nearby areas would use sheep fleeces as padding for their backs when carrying bags of coal. The term might have an even longer history, as it may have been used to denote non-resident Welsh and English people attempting to avoid the entrance fee into Chester on market day by sneaking through the livestock entrances with a sheep on their back.


Irrespective of the origins of the term, there is a clear sense that wools are not Scousers – culturally, linguistically, socially and economically. The Echo and the Bunnymen guitarist Will Sergeant grew up in Melling, only eight miles away from Liverpool, and recalls that his neighbours ‘were the scum, the ruffians from the council estate … [and] to be fair, there was a high proportion of nutjobs, criminals, wife beaters, drunkards and thugs’. But in Liverpool, he remembers, ‘the perception of Melling was that it was posh’.


(This image might have been more powerful in determining outcomes and life chances than socio-economic reality. Paul Du Noyer tells me that after his family moved from Anfield to Maghull, he attended secondary school in Bootle, and though his parents were slightly worse off than many of the Bootle kids, the lads from Maghull and Ormskirk consistently did much better at school, for whatever reason.)


Today, of course, the most notable way to distinguish a Scouser from a wool is through their accent. But not so long ago, there was no distinctive Liverpool accent. In fact, until the twentieth century there was so much variety among English dialects and accents that people from different parts of the country would have difficulty understanding each other, even though they were technically speaking the same language.
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