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I
n my end is my beginning. New Brighton is where the Mersey stops
and the sea starts and the firm wide sands that wrap round this top
right-hand corner of the Wirral demand to be walked upon on a
breezy, sun-filled day of late summer. 
People amble, dogs run, oystercatchers dig. A black cat tip-toeing

round the royal crest high on the sandstone walls of Fort Perch Rock eyes
me snootily as I clamber down towards the breakwater that I have
unilaterally decided marks the boundary between fresh and salt water
lapping at my feet.

In cities, we usually look down on rivers from an embankment, a
bridge. Here I am almost eye to eye with the Mersey. It’s a new
perspective, just one of many experienced in these ramblings. Things look
different: a cargo boat at journey’s end beating up the river; six wind
turbines turning; Bootle docks waiting for trade. I just hang about with the
wind in my hair and look east along sun-shimmering water to where
Liverpool’s two cathedrals and the Liver birds are silhouetted against a
perfect sky.

Behind me is Perch Rock lighthouse, left high and dry at this morning’s
low tide; it has been here for 180 years, thirty of them in light-less
retirement. The chunky fort nearby has seen little action and today offers no
violence, only an ‘Elvis Meets the Beatles Art and Memorabilia Exhibition’. 

Once its ramparts bristled with ordnance but its active service has
been both limited and erratic. As the First World War began, one of its
guns fired a shot across the bow of a Norwegian ship which did not
comply with a warning signal. The shot missed by miles, thumping into
the beach at Crosby.

The fort’s commander, a territorial officer and a dentist in real life,
ordered his men to fire a second shot, which smacked into the bow of a
liner innocently anchored in the river.

Enough of these Mersey-like meanderings. It’s time to head upriver to

Sainsbury’s in Stockport. I used to do my shopping here but had no idea
that the Mersey begins nearby and I was only dimly aware that a shopping
centre called Merseyway must have something to do with the river.

So today I go in search of its source. Along Great Egerton Street,
packed with cars looking for somewhere to park, and then left over a
bridge, and left again to a kind of promontory marked by tired decorative
iron work bearing a message whose meaning is clear despite the missing
letters: ‘Here ri ers Goyt & Tame becom Mersey flowing clear from
Stockport to the sea.’

This is the confluence that makes the Mersey. It is a significant but far
from beautiful spot. Supermarket trolleys mark the last yards of the Goyt;
the Tame limps in under a utilitarian bridge bearing the M60. The two
waters meet with little ceremony and are brutally bent by the motorway
embankment round the back of Sainsbury’s. The young river is then
shoved out of sight and out of mind under a branch of Barclay’s bank.

This is not how a mighty waterway should begin. So I head for the
Peak District in search of the source of the Goyt and a rather more
Wordsworthian experience. It is a soggy day of relentless rain driven by a
warm west wind. I drive in and out of mist past the Cat and Fiddle pub
on the Macclesfield to Buxton road (the most dangerous in Britain) and
down to Derbyshire bridge, dump the car, pull on the cagoule and hat
and search for the beginning among the heather.

Is it here? Or here? Over there? A kestrel is above my head, the air is
full of the sound of gurgling and my feet are getting wet. I cross the
moor, turn right on to a track and am deceived by more false watery
starts. Eventually I am on the lane along which I arrived and see a peaty
torrent. This must be the Goyt, but it seems more of a toddler here than a
new-born. I risk a look at a map rapidly turning to pulp. Fool: the source
is obviously on Axe Edge moor on the other side of the Cat and Fiddle
road. I am too wet to care.

ALONG THE BANKS
DAVID WARD

Opposite The old Macclesfield to Buxton
turnpike road near Derbyshire Bridge.
Photograph Colin McPherson
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But later, on that sunny day on the strand at New Brighton, I peer at
the wide river and wonder if the Pennine water I saw that rainy day in the
Goyt valley has yet passed this way. Then I start thinking about fish. We
know that salmon have been exploring the cleaned-up Mersey in recent
years but in 2005 three young fish were found in the Goyt, proof that
salmon have travelled from the Irish Sea to the Cheshire uplands to breed.

It’s not just salmon that have noticed the difference. On the sands at
the mouth of the Mersey, anglers wait patiently by rods fixed on tripods.
“The river is much cleaner now,” explains one. “We’re fishing for fluke
today. But in six weeks the cod will be coming past here.”

Cod? In the Mersey? Quite true, says Ian McKay, of Sefton Sea Anglers.
“Cod are caught as far up as Otterspool and the only reason they have not
been caught further up the river is that we haven’t fished there. The cod
come in October or November and stay until February or March.”

I’m learning fast. And my whole attitude to the river is changing as my
explorations continue. I’ve shot across the Mersey at hair-raising speeds
on an inshore rescue boat; I’ve listened to the Royal Liverpool
Philharmonic play the finale of Tchaikovsky’s fourth symphony in the
Kingsway tunnel far below the river bed; and at dusk, on a wondrously
still spring day, I steered a Mersey ferry past the Pier Head at the end of a
long journey down the Manchester Ship Canal from Trafford.

But most of the time I’m in a car and the Mersey gets in my way. I
regularly cross it at the end of the M56, or over Thelwall Viaduct or the
stately Runcorn Bridge. But now I’m travelling along it, going mainly with
the flow, peering at maps to find byways to its banks, flitting from the
intensely urban to the sweetly bucolic and back again.

One day begins with a busy highway, the newish section of the A57
that bypasses Cadishead on its way to Irlam. I dodge the road near a
high railway bridge (graffiti signed by Liam and Chris) to find where the
river joins and is swallowed by the ship canal. And there it is, the

Mersey’s mucky white water dropping down a 10ft weir clogged with junk
and branches. Nearby are tired bushes and a lone swan. Any Goyt-bound
salmon who swims this way must be very determined.

Back in the car, I head west past sewage farms, factories, oil tanks
and cement plants and eventually flat fields to a junction with the M6.

A path leads over a stile to the river, which after three miles or so, has
abandoned the ship canal and gone its own way towards Warrington. The
aim is to reach that parting of the ways but first I turn right and almost
immediately spot a cormorant, who shoves off as soon as he sees me. 

I walk on until I am under the Thelwall Viaduct, or more correctly,
viaducts. The new one (built to permit four lanes heading north and
south) opened in the nineties at 1.15 in the morning: I know – I was
there; the old one creaks and grumbles ominously. The racket under the
bridges is awful and contrasts with the slow, silent amble of the river. It’s
all a bit depressing.

So I turn round, and head east following the line of the Mersey Way
path until the sound of the traffic fades and I can hear the blackbirds
singing and my wet trainers swishing through the long grass. I can also
hear guns. In the middle of a field, two men are staging a private clay
pigeon shoot. They cease fire as I approach, resisting the temptation to
take a pot shot at a larger, slower moving target. “The change in the river
has been amazing in the last 10-15 years,” says one. “You saw the
cormorant? Where the fish are, that’s where the cormorants will be. There
are salmon here now. Look, there’s a rise there in the water. And another.”

I walk on, thinking of those salmon holding their breath as they
prepare to dart up the ship canal and into the Mersey’s upper reaches. My
path leads on through beech woods and the Mersey Way turns away from
the river. But I carry straight on, climb a gate and enter a field. The map
tells me I am trespassing but I want to find that junction of river and ship
canal. Half a mile from the meeting point and opposite a place called140

Opposite Manchester Ship Canal,
Ellesmere Port.
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Butchersfield I am stopped in my tracks by a barbed wire fence near a
willow and a fallen tree covered with a delicate pink and white flower.

A scamper through the flora books suggests that this is Indian (or
Himalayan) balsam, otherwise known, according to Richard Mabey, as
policeman’s helmet, stinky pops, jumping jacks, bee-bums, poor man’s
orchid – and Mersey weed. It was introduced from the Himalayas in
1839, has no fear of industrial pollution and loves colonising river banks
by firing off its seeds like a machine gun and sending them floating on
the water. I didn’t sniff it but someone quoted by Mabey says it has “a
pervasive evening scent reminiscent of Jeyes fluid”.

I stumble on it almost everywhere I walk. On the Mersey’s most
boring stretch, where the river is subjugated by thuggish flood defences
from Didsbury westwards, it is one of the few flowers to cheer you up on
a plod along the towpath.

On another day, I go in search of Thelwall because WE Palmer,
whose book on the Mersey was published in 1944, said he couldn’t find
it. Perhaps he didn’t look very hard. There it is on the south bank of the
ship canal, near the Pickering Arms which proclaims: “In the year 920,
King Edward the Elder founded a city here and called it Thelwall.”

My plan is to take the Thelwall passenger ferry across the canal and
explore the no man’s land between its northern bank and the Mersey’s
Warrington loops. I walk down Ferry Lane to the ferryman’s house in a well-
manicured glade but I have missed the boat. So I drive round to Victoria
Park in Warrington to search for Howley Weir, at the Mersey’s tidal limit. An
unlovely path leads me to a surprise, a beautiful cast iron and timber
suspension footbridge, far more elegant than it need be to carry joggers and
dog walkers across the river. It’s built-in bounce gives a sensation of walking
on air. On the other side, a track leads past small factories, dumped plastic
bags and anglers hoping for eels, bream and roach to the disused Howley
lock, where an overgrown sycamore plunges almost into the water. 

I push on westwards out of Warrington, past Widnes and take the
minor road through Hale Bank and then Hale to Hale Head and its grubby
white lighthouse overlooking Dungeon Banks and the other great expanses
of mud and sand where the river opens up to a width of about one and a
half miles. The light is eerie and misty and the opposite bank has been
reduced to a mere possibility; it’s a like a Lowry sea-meets-sky picture.

The mud is grey, resembling an irregularly-patterned woollen rug, and
is covered with birds taking inter-tidal afternoon tea. The Mersey estuary,
according to the Royal Society for the Protection of Birds, supports more
than 100,000 ducks and waders (half of them dunlin) and experts suggest
that one cubic metre of Mersey mud contains enough worms and insects
to match the calorie content of 16 Mars bars. 

I have brought my binoculars but I am hopeless at identifying birds.
So I take on trust the information board’s claim that through the mist I
can see dunlin, wigeon, teal, shelduck, bar-tailed godwit and redshank.
But even I know the curlew’s cry. And that big bird perched on a rocky
outcrop is a heron and that other thing in the sky is an easyJet aircraft on
approach to John Lennon Airport.

I follow in its slipstream for a couple of miles, with the light ever
changing, and then turn back, almost stumbling over what I am pretty
sure was a merlin preparing for take-off. Reluctant to leave, I go round to
Hale Cliff, another point of access to the river and its mudflats. Here
there is a scruffy car park, where people gather at the back of the runway
to spot hair-parting planes rather than birds.

This is something I have noticed frequently in this journey. People are
drawn to points of arrival and departure: here at an international airport;
at New Brighton, where boats come and go; at Jackson’s Boat Inn by an
ancient crossing of the Mersey on the edge of Sale Water Park; but most
of all at Eastham on the Wirral.

The seven-mile ferry link between Eastham and Liverpool is mentioned 143

Opposite Royal Seaforth Dock, from
Crosby radar tower.
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in the Domesday Book and in the 18th century was a regular stage in the
trip from Chester to Liverpool. By the time a new iron pier and floating
landing stage were added in 1874, ferries were running every half hour
because Eastham had become the perfect place for a day trip.

Pleasure gardens developed in the mid 19th century boasted a hotel,
open air stage, ballroom, pavilion, boating lake, water chute and loop-
the-loop, a rickety precursor of the roller coaster. There was also a
zoological garden with tropical birds, seals, bears (polar, black, brown
and silver), lions, leopards, zebras, elks, camels, ocelots, cassowaries
and monkeys.

Charles Blondin, the great aerialist, came here once and hired a
Bromborough lad and pushed him along a tightrope in a wheelbarrow but
does not appear to have attempted a high-wire crossing of the Mersey.

Pearl, Ruby and Sapphire, the last of the paddle steamer ferries,
stopped running in 1929 and the iron pier was demolished six years later.
But go to Eastham country park on a pleasant day and you will still find
people loitering by the hotel and glancing to the river, as if waiting for
the ferry to return, bringing hundreds of ghostly Scousers to revive
memories of exotic animals and a fearless, sure-footed Frenchman.

If my beginning was at the Mersey’s end, my end will not be at the
river’s beginning, whether that is in a battered corner of Stockport or in
the rain-swollen Goyt on Axe Edge moor. This journey finishes somewhere
not quite in the middle, but nearer the mouth than the source.

Spike Island, just by the Runcorn Bridge at Widnes, was to sulphuric
acid what Eastham was to pleasure. The chemical industry and its muddle
of railway lines prospered for not much more than 50 years. 

From the 1930s, Spike Island was a derelict, polluted dump for 40
years until Halton Council and Cheshire County Council reclaimed it,
turning it into a magical Mersey-side green and tranquil space where
families feed swans and men mess about with boats.

A small fleet is moored in the middle of the broad Sankey canal, with
lock access to the Mersey down river from the great bulk of Fiddler’s
Ferry power station. Miranda II, Life O’Reilly and Nora Batty are safely
parked but Rita and Sangar are missing. “They’re out in the Med now,
Portugal I think,” says Stephen Lawson from Speke. “That one – Laura
Gem – is just back from the Isle of Man.”

“There are handy fellas here – some can do woodwork, others fibre
glass or welding. We all help each other. I’ve just re-fibre glassed my own
boat but I haven’t been anywhere yet. I save up, do a little bit and then
do a bit more. It’s just a hobby. It’s better than sitting in the house.”

Spike Island, it emerges, is like an allotment, with boats instead of
rhubarb; a self-sufficient contented community. It’s a tricky place to find –
take the wrong turn off the big bridge and you will never find your way.
But I’m here now, the afternoon sun is still warm and here’s a bench. I’m
going to sit on it and watch the Mersey glide by.

144

Opposite Spike Island, Widnes.
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