Interview: Mersey People: Mary Kendrick 


MK
Well the Mersey Conservancy really began way back in about 1626 when Charles I granted a charter to Liverpool in order to allow them to levy tolls and look after navigation and so on. Then about 90 years later, the first commercial wet dock in the world was built in Liverpool and things never looked back after that. From that point the Corporation of Liverpool started to take an interest in improvements for navigation and they got to the point where the Manchester Ship Canal as it is now, but wasn’t then, it was the River Mersey and the River Irwell, they were making improvements also and ultimately navigation extended all the way from Liverpool to Manchester. But the Corporation of Liverpool were levying tolls on shipping and of course they were levying tolls on ships which didn’t need that sort of draft coming from across the ocean, but were just going to the Mersey and the Weaver and the Irwell. And so the ((Upper?)) River Authorities were beginning to feel rather, rather fed up about the fact that they were paying these dues. So the Corporation of Liverpool took advice from consultants and consultants said “what we should do really is sort this out, get it all under one authority”. So in the end, in 1842 the Mersey Conservancy Act was passed and that vested the interests of the Conservancy in three commissioners and these three commissioners were given the task of appointing what was called the Acting Conservator, to carry out the provisions of the Act. But it is unique, I know of no other harbour authority in the country which has a similar post. I suppose it was a good old English compromise at the time. 


If anybody wants to do anything in the Mersey like construct docks or training walls or do dredging and reclamation or deposit stuff in the Mersey, they’re supposed to submit to the Acting Conservator, two months in advance what they’re proposing and this is then examined and the conservator can seek expert advice, what is the effect of this proposal to dump, going to be on pollution in the estuary etc? And you may need to go to bio chemists and you may need to go to experts in other fields for that. You don’t normally say “no you can’t possibly do that”. So you have to try and seek compromises along the line. 


One gets quite regularly onto dredges going up the Ship Canal and one gets onto vessels going out along the sea channels, a) to have a look at the state of the training walls which you know are gradually crumbling because they were built an awfully long time ago. Going and replacing buoys along the buoy channel. 


There are some very interesting times, apart from getting stuck in the mud every now and then, on the banks looking at sewage outfalls and so on. 


Well it’s always a personal thing isn’t it? For me the Mersey is special because of its geological and geomorphological significance. It’s one of the few estuaries that I have ever studied that is shaped the way it is. It has this very narrow entrance because it’s in fairly impermeable, fairly solid rock, the narrows. It has that fantastic upper estuary which opens out, it’s about five times as wide as the entrance. There’s a thing in tidal hydrolics which was the “ideal” estuary and it’s what happens to the shape of estuaries over time and they tend to become funnel shaped and trumpet shaped and they get wider and wider gradually as they go to the sea and the water level goes up and down on the tide, regularly, all the way up it. Not in The Mersey, no way! In The Mersey, no way is it funnel shaped, you know you’ve got these differences and I find them fascinating. 

So that to me makes it very unique. I love it all actually, it’s, it depends I mean on the time of day, I once brought eight Chinese up to Liverpool, Chinese engineers who were visiting a research station I was at, this was before I was a conservator and I took them down to Otterspool, ((Aigburth?)) Promenade, one evening in summer and they were absolutely entranced by the Stanlow Oil Refinery lights across the Mersey twinkling, you know, they felt it was like a sort of fairyland. 

You know there are all sorts of spots, apart from the fantastic developments along the waterfront, here on the dockside, because when I first knew Liverpool, it was still thriving with shipping and then I watched it all through the 60s and early 70s just decline and drop into decay and it was a terrible mess. So it’s lovely to see it coming alive again. 
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