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I
n the quiet churchyard at Hale village, close to the shore between Liverpool
and Widnes, lies the body of John Maddock, drowned in the Mersey in
1819, aged 35 years. His is far from the only life lost to the river, as parish
records show the names of victims dating back to the 16th century. 
Hale is a sleepy village now. Yet in the 14th century it had a market

and fair, because you could walk or wade across the river from Hale to
Weston on the Runcorn shore. People brought animals and perishable
goods such as Cheshire cheese across the Hale Ford. During the Civil War
troops crossed with their horses and there were skirmishes to take control
of what was a major crossing point. As late as the 19th century a local
vicar used to take his horse-drawn buggy across. 

The Mersey is a natural boundary but also a barrier. The name derives
from the Old English words ‘Mæres’ meaning boundary or border and ‘Ea’
meaning river, and getting ‘over the water’ has been a challenge since
earliest inhabited times. Before bridges were built, people sailed, were
ferried or waded. 

From the first basic stone crossings over quiet waters to the graceful
bowstring arch of the Runcorn Bridge, forward thinkers have built towering
viaducts that still stride across river valleys and innovative structures that
lift and lower boats and vehicles, and take everything that needs to cross,
including a cast iron underwater aqueduct that brings water to Liverpool
from Lake Vyrnwy. 

Around south Manchester, the motorway builders had to elevate
bridges, not just over the river but also its surrounding floodplain. And at
Stockport the need to bridge the high sandstone ridges above the river
valley was met with a striking111ft high Victorian railway viaduct. Later, in
the early 20th century, the world’s largest underwater tunnel was bored
through the bedrock of the river. 

People plied their trade on the river, carrying coal and salt on flat-

bottomed wooden boats or barges between Lancashire and Cheshire. They
understood the tides and the weather, but sometimes they lost their lives,
just as people do on the motorway today. Familiar place-names such as
Rock Ferry, Eastham Ferry, Fiddler’s Ferry, Ford Lane, Stretford, and even
Stockport, reflect these old connections. 

In theory it was possible to use Hale Ford until the 1890s, when the
building of the wall for the Manchester Ship Canal cut off Weston. When
Graham Boanas, a charity fundraiser, walked across the river in the
summer of 2006, he did it at a much wider point between Ince Banks near
Ellesmere Port to Oglet near Liverpool Airport, where the river is two miles
wide. Although he is 6’9”, Boanas struggled against the strong currents,
treacherous mud and shifting sandbanks.

The Mersey estuary, like a long-handled ladle, was too wide to bridge
across its basin, which is nearly 3 miles across at its widest. There were no
bridges until Runcorn, where the river dramatically narrows. The Runcorn
Railway Bridge was the first to be built in modern times, opening in 1868.
Until then, a ferry was the only way for the public to cross the river here. 

Monks were some of the earliest ferrymen, as priories were often built
near rivers, like those at Birkenhead and Norton. Ferries offered a more
reliable crossing, though these were also fraught with dangers and
discomfort. Daniel Defoe, the writer of Robinson Crusoe, made several
visits to Liverpool between the 1680s and 1720s, and describes crossing
on a ferry from the Wirral and an uncomfortable lift to the shore.

‘Here is a ferry over the Mersee, which, at full sea, is more than two
miles over. We land on the flat shore on the other side, and are contented
to ride through the water for some length, not on horseback but on the
shoulders of some honest Lancashire clown, who comes knee deep to the
best side, to truss you up, and then runs away with you, as nimbly as you
desire to ride, unless his trot were easier; for I was shaken by him that I
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Opposite A Mersey ferry crosses the
river against a background of the Albert
Dock and Liverpool Cathedral. 
Photograph Bluecoat Press
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had the luck to be carried by more than I cared for, and much worse than
a hard trotting horse would have shaken me.’

The Domesday Book mentions Seacombe ferry, and Liverpool’s charter
in 1207 included the right of landowners to charge a toll for crossing the
river. These ferry rights were important privileges and were lost and won
and fought over down the centuries. We are still fighting over tolls.
Increasing the Mersey Tunnel toll (and proposals to charge motorists to
cross the Runcorn Bridge) raise hackles today.

Old ferry slipways, stone steps, jetties, quays and piers remain. Some
are still in use along the Manchester Ship Canal, which opened in 1894,
and was cut to follow the curve of the river from Eastham as far as
Flixton, where the two diverge. Dock workers cross and farmers move
cattle and sheep on rafts to grazing land sandwiched between the canal
and the river. 

While thousands of cars and lorries a day thunder over the Thelwall
Viaduct on the M6, which crosses both the Mersey and the Ship Canal, a
little upstream, a rudimentary rowing boat takes foot passengers across to
the nature reserve at Thelwall Eyes. A bye law states that ‘intoxicated
persons are not allowed on board’, and that ‘ferry passengers shall sit
down and keep quiet.’ 

Where ferry points failed to develop after the Industrial Revolution,
peaceful stretches of river were left. Fiddler’s Ferry between Widnes and
Warrington is one such spot, despite (or perhaps because of) the eight
fat, belching cooling towers of the Fiddler’s Ferry Power Station behind.
There was a ferry here for 800 years (up until the ship canal was built)
which took people the short hop to the marshy bank opposite, where
prize fights and quite possibly other illegal bloodsports were held. 

Arriving at Liverpool was a risky business, the first landing stage not
being built until 1847. The double decker Mersey Ferries as we would82

Right In the shadow of the Thelwall
Viaduct, a rowing boat still ferries
foot passengers across to the nature
reserve at Thelwall Eyes. 
Photograph Colin McPherson
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recognise them today date back over a century, to the early propeller-
driven ferries. The Royal Iris and Royal Daffodil were introduced in 1906,
though the ‘Royal’ prefix was granted after they served as troopships
during World War One. Hundreds of boats were built for the ferry service
over the years, with different coloured funnels for the different crossings.
The Wallasey ferry boasted triple deckers.

Up to 1934 when the first Mersey Road Tunnel opened, the ferries
were carrying nearly 35 million passengers a year. In 1947 the figures
were still a healthy 24 million. The growth in car ownership coupled with
Liverpool’s post-war decline inevitably hit the ferries, and services
gradually contracted. 

The ferries still cross but are reduced – some would say – to a
touristic travesty of their former selves. And the Royal Daffodil (in reality
the old Woodchurch) has been pressed into bittersweet service cruising
the industrial archaeology of the Manchester Ship Canal. 

As Liverpool and its docks grew, travellers and businesses wanted
more reliable and faster forms of crossing. Several schemes to build a
bridge across the Mersey between Birkenhead and Liverpool were
mooted. There were proposals as early as 1828, and in 1860, and then
Warrington-born engineer John Webster designed an ambitious high level
road bridge in 1892 and again in 1898. All these intriguing ideas came
to nothing, not because they were outlandish ideas, but because of the
high costs and also the politics and protectionism of the day.

More proposals came in 1912, 1922 and finally in 1923 a report
recommended a road tunnel instead. As well as cost, the height of a
bridge needed to allow shipping to pass under, the problems of bad
weather, and its vulnerability to enemy attack in a country still reeling
from the effects of the first world war, were all put forward as reasons to
go with the tunnel plan. 

Opposite The Queensway Tunnel linking Liverpool
to Birkenhead was one of the great engineering
feats of its time. Work started at both sides in
1925 and when both tunnels met in 1928, there
was difference of less than one inch. Designed by
Sir Basil Mott, it was opened by King George V
and Queen Mary in 1934. 
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Three tunnels are bored under the Mersey, one rail and two road, all
within a few miles of each other and connecting Liverpool city centre with
Birkenhead and Wallasey on the Wirral side. A rail tunnel had been
suggested as long ago as 1825 to connect Liverpool with Birmingham.
But it was not until 1886 that it happened. A trial tunnel was dug first,
and then the tunnel proper was started. Workers had electric light to help
but conditions were still arduous, with only pickaxes and explosives until a
new boring machine was introduced. The opening was a great occasion
but the tunnel was poorly ventilated and the choking engine smoke drove
people back onto the ferries until the railway was electrified in 1903. 

Queensway, the first Mersey Tunnel, was constructed between 1925
and 1934. It is over two miles long with two branches. When it opened
people were invited to walk through for the price of 6d, and thousands
took up the offer of this unique experience. At the time it was the largest
underwater road tunnel in the world. Over a million tonnes of rock were
excavated with explosives and pneumatic drills. Seventeen workers were
killed. It appears semi-circular when you drive through it, but it is actually
circular. The bottom half was meant to be a tramway – a scheme which
never materialised. 

The tunnel is not only an incredible engineering feat but also
beautifully designed, by local architect Herbert Rowse. The tunnel entrance
and retaining walls at Old Haymarket in Liverpool city centre are in white
Portland stone and the stylised motifs of winged horses and waves
symbolise speed and the river. The tunnel’s six ventilation shafts, three on
each side of the river, are marvels of design as well as engineering. The
gleaming curves of the retaining walls and the art deco architecture at the
mouth of the tunnel must have looked spectacular when 200,000 people
came to see King George V and Queen Mary perform the opening
ceremony. At the opening the King spoke stirring words:

‘Who can reflect without awe that the will and power of man which in
our own time have created the noble bridges of the Thames, the Forth, the
Hudson and Sydney Harbour, can drive also tunnels such as this, wherein
many streams of wheeled traffic may run in light and safety below the depth
and turbulence of a tidal water bearing the ships of the world.’ Phew!

By the 1960s, demand was such that a second tunnel, Kingsway, was
built between Liverpool and Wallasey and opened in 1971. It was opened
by the Queen, though without the sense of occasion of the first tunnel
opening, and it lacks the style of the old tunnel. 

There are still occasional rumblings about the proposed Mersey
Barrage scheme, a plan from the 1980s which was designed to run from
New Ferry to the Dingle with a road across the top. The plan was
scuppered by the operators of Garston Docks and the Manchester Ship
Canal who were concerned about its impact on shipping, although two
locks were included in the design. 

Runcorn’s Britannia Railway Bridge was built by the London and North
Western Railway to shorten the route between Liverpool and London,
though only by 9 miles. It bridges the Runcorn Gap, where the Mersey
narrows to 1000ft and is an iron latticework structure supported on
massive castellated stone piers plunged into the river. Its Runcorn end is
named after Ethelfleda, a daughter of King Alfred who reputedly built a
castle on the site in the 10th century. Originally people could walk across
it along a cantilevered footpath to one side of the track, which pretty
much put paid to the admittedly unreliable ferry service a dizzying 75ft
below. When the Manchester Ship Canal was started twenty years later, it
was squeezed between the piers and the height of the bridge set the
precedent for the high level bridges across the canal. The Mersey was
navigable up to Warrington at this time and the masts of tall ships had to
clear the underside of the bridge. 86

Opposite The Silver Jubilee Bridge connecting Runcorn and
Widnes was opened in 1961. Costing £3 million, the bridge had
the longest single arch span in Europe. The road bridge was
widened to four lanes between 1975 and 1977 and renamed the
Silver Jubilee Bridge. The bridge carried 11,500 vehicles a day
when it opened. The number of vehicles has increased to about
80,000 a day and is forecast to reach 96,000 by 2009. This
increase in traffic explains why there are plans to build another
road bridge alongside the Silver Jubilee Bridge to help ease the
traffic congestion. 
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If late Victorian bridges look heavy and over-engineered, this is
largely because of the Tay Bridge Disaster in 1879, when what was then
the world’s longest bridge collapsed in high winds. The inquiry into the
disaster specified steel rather than cast iron columns for new bridges and
engineers set about reinforcing existing ones. 

Today, computer aided design enables engineers to build lighter and
longer bridges. Where calculating loads and distribution used to be a
case of trial and error, now it is a much more exact science and
sophisticated structural analysis packages mean engineers can design
safer, more graceful – and also more economic – bridges. 

The most high profile bridge scheme over the Mersey during the next
few years will be the new Mersey Crossing, a 2km double decker of a
bridge planned to ease the traffic loads on the present Runcorn Road
Bridge, or Silver Jubilee Bridge as it was renamed in 1977. When this
opened in 1961, it was designed to carry up to 9,000 vehicles a day.
Nowadays that figure can reach 90,000.

Built by Mott Hay & Anderson (also the engineers for the Queensway
Road tunnel) the Silver Jubilee Bridge is the longest steel arch in Britain,
clearing the river by 75ft, crossing the Manchester Ship Canal, and replacing
the old transporter bridge. The latter was designed by John Webster and
opened in 1905. It was something of a tourist attraction in its day. 

After Runcorn the Mersey is marshalled by two canals, the disused
St Helen’s Canal on the north side, and the Manchester Ship Canal on
the south. After a few miles it breaks free to dance around Warrington. 

Warrington has numerous road, rail and footbridges across both the
Mersey and the Ship Canal, including daring high level steel structures,
disused railway bridges from the old Cheshire Lines route, and quaint
stone and iron bridges crossing both the river and the ship canal in the
pleasant suburbs. 89

Left The Warrington Transporter Bridge (or Bank Quay Transporter
Bridge) across the River Mersey is a structural steel transporter
bridge with a span of 200 feet. Built in 1915 to connect the two
parts of the large chemical and soap works of Messrs Joseph
Crosfield & Son Ltd. It was originally used to carry rail vehicles
and converted for road vehicles in 1940. It has been out of use
since 1964 and is listed by English Heritage as Grade II*. 
Photograph by Alan Novelli
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The town’s 13th century bridge was destroyed in 1745 by the
Liverpool Blues – not Evertonians but soldiers loyal to George II aiming to
prevent the ‘young pretender’ Bonnie Prince Charlie from crossing. (He
did manage to cross further along nearer to Manchester – wading with
his troops through Northenden Ford, now Ford Lane leading up to
Simon’s Bridge.) 

The Manchester Ship Canal had a huge impact on the river. The
original topography and course of the Mersey has been lost in some
places. Near Lymm, where the River Bollin feeds into the Mersey, it
merges with the Ship Canal and they follow the same course for four
miles until the Mersey reclaims its own course just before Irlam Locks and
low-lying Flixton. 

Where the two run together, a series of swing bridges and high level
railway bridges (some disused) allow trains and traffic across and
shipping through. 

At Warburton, cars travel through the exposed steel ribcage of a
bridge high above the water below, the only road crossing for some
miles. This is a toll bridge and will set you back 12p. This quaint crossing
could not contrast more with the thundering Thelwall Viaduct, which
curves high over the Mersey and the Ship Canal less than a mile
downstream. It is actually two separate viaducts, taking southbound and
northbound traffic. When first opened in 1963 it took 3000 vehicles a
day; now that figure is around 160,000. The two viaducts were built
more than 30 years apart and from below the difference is striking.
Thanks to computer aided design the concrete piers of the new structure
are far more slender than the chunky original. 

As the waterscape moves from urban and industrial and the canal
marches on to Manchester, the Mersey takes a quieter southerly route
onto more scenic stretches with water parks and golf courses. Sale Water

Right The Ineos chemical plant at
Weston Point dominates the view of
the Manchester Ship Canal and River
Mersey from Mersey View, Frodsham. 
Photograph Alan Novelli
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Park was created during the expansion of the motorway network and also
to deal with the Mersey’s floodplains in this low-lying area. At the Water
Park’s edge the Mersey passes below an array of bridges built for just
about every mode of transport across the centuries. Crossford Bridge
carries the A56, or Watling Street, the old Roman road between
Manchester and Chester. Next comes the M60 motorway, a footbridge
and cycleway, Metrolink, and an old brick aqueduct. The latter is Barfoot
Bridge, built in 1765 by James Brindley to carry the Bridgewater Canal,
not to be confused with the more celebrated Barton Aqueduct which
carries the same canal over the Manchester Ship Canal. 

The M60, built in stages from the 1950s, crosses and re-crosses the
Mersey as it ribbons around the nature reserves, parkland and golf
courses of south Manchester until it reaches Stockport ten miles east.
Everything in this town of hills and brows, including the river, seems to
have been extruded through the extraordinary railway viaduct, whose 27
redbrick arches have dominated the town since 1842. 

Left The extraordinary Stockport
Viaduct, whose 27 arches dominate
the approaches to the town. 
Photograph Alan Novelli
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