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To historians of north west England the period from 1500
to 1750 has assumed a much greater significance in the
past thirty years, as attention has moved away from a
single-minded devotion to the Industrial Revolution
towards a longer term perspective which emphasises the
prelude to that remarkable and dramatic phenomenon.
In the popular literature there is still an abiding sense
that suddenly, in the years around 1775, the region
was transformed by economic, social and demographic
change which happened almost overnight, and that this
was largely the consequence of a series of inventions
produced by a few talented individuals. For many years,
however, historians have been demonstrating that the
origins of the large scale industrialisation of the later
18th century lie very much further back, and can be
traced, in tenuous form, into the medieval period. Indeed,
many now regard the very phrase ‘Industrial Revolution’
with a certain scepticism, recognising that (like the
terms ‘French Revolution’ and ‘Russian Revolution’) it
carries with it a popular, but very misleading, image of a
sudden, dramatic and above all spontaneous fracturing of
an existing pattern or structure. Instead, a consensus has
emerged since the 1960s that, rather than accepting the
‘big bang’ theory which has been so firmly entrenched
for almost two hundred years, it would be preferable to
think in terms of - to use a snowball metaphor - changes
associated with industrialisation gradually gathering pace
and growing in scale over a period of 250 years. It is also
important, in contemporary thinking, to acknowledge the
exceptional complexity of the process. The advance of
industrialisation generated, or was a consequence of (or,
more accurately, both produced and resulted from) a wide
range of associated phenomena of exceptional individual
importance, such as demographic change, urban growth,
a complex transport infrastructure, and major reshaping
in society and its institutions, each of which was itself an
agent for generating more change in turn.

These altered perceptions are of immense importance
in our understanding of the history of north west
England, because they give us a much more realistic and
plausible framework within which to place the evidence
of documentary sources and archaeological research.
They acknowledge that change was neither inevitable
nor inexorable, but instead was piecemeal, sporadic
and often faltering, and that it is only with the benefit of
hindsight that we see patterns and trends over 250 years.
Contemporaries were not necessarily aware of the long-
term historical trends in motion, and neither were they
able to see the full picture (whether we ourselves can yet
see the full picture is a matter for debate, as the questions
posed further on in this paper imply). Crucially, too, the
new approaches to the history of the early modern period
are more satisfying and convincing because they give full
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scope for the investigation of inter-related phenomena.
In the past historians, archaeologists and historical
geographers have often tended to focus too narrowly
on single topics or themes, largely disregarding, or
treating as incidental, other processes and trends going
on in the period studied, but today the inter-related and
even multi-disciplinary approach is more usual. How,
for example, can we understand transport change in the
late 17th and early 18th centuries without placing our
evidence and conclusions in the context of other aspects
of economic development. How can we appreciate the
remarkable changes in the townscapes of north-west
England between 1660 and 1760 if we do not have full
regard for the restructuring of the demographic and
commercial characteristics of the urban areas which was
then in progress. No less significantly, the longer term
view allows us to make much better sense of some very
obvious features of the region before 1750 which must
otherwise be incongruous — a very good example of
this is the well-attested rapid growth in Liverpool as a
town and commercial centre from the mid-seventeenth
century onwards. Taking the ‘nothing before 1775’ view
means that this growth, which was perfectly obvious
to contemporaries in the early years of the eighteenth
century is anomalous and seemingly unrelated to what
was happening elsewhere in south Lancashire and
north Cheshire. But the ‘long term incremental change’
argument allows us to make proper sense of this vital
process, the development of one of the greatest ports
in the world a full half a century before the so-called
‘Industrial Revolution’.

The changes taking place in south Lancashire
and north Cheshire before 1750 were of outstanding
importance because, to use the old adage which (unlike
some others) still holds good, the industrialisation of the
region was instrumental in creating the modern world, in
changing the very nature of society itself, not just locally,
or regionally, or even nationally, but globally. Lancashire
may have been ‘the workshop of the world’ in the later
19th century but it was also, to use the term familiarised
by the historian Chris Aspin, ‘the world’s first industrial
society’ (Aspin 1969). Other districts can lay claim to an
honoured place in the history of modern industrialisation
— most notably, perhaps, Coalbrookdale and Ironbridge
in Shropshire — but Lancashire (and adjacent parts of
Cheshire) became the first area in the world where a
whole region, and an entire set of social and commercial
structures, became geared to and were shaped by
industry. These phenomena, the infancy and growing
maturity of industrial communities and enterprises
and all their manifold spin-offs and consequences, are
therefore outstandingly deserving of continued study
across the region as a whole. In Merseyside they have
a special resonance. Because so much attention has,
understandably enough, been devoted to the early phases
of industrialisation in south east Lancashire and north
east Cheshire, and to the special role of the evolving
textile industries, the importance of Merseyside as an
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area of pioneering industrial development has often been
overlooked or downplayed. It was, indeed, one of the
heartlands of industrial expansion in the years after 1660,
developing a diversity of industries which cemented its
strong economic base. Merseyside was also the setting for
some of the most spectacular examples of urban growth,
not just in Liverpool itself but also in existing smaller
towns and in the emergence of new towns in the years
around 1750. Most remarkably, of course, Merseyside
experienced some of the most impressive examples of
infrastructure development, as the needs of growing
industries prompted innovative solutions to logistical
problems, solutions which, by loosening the constraints
on the movement of raw materials and finished goods,
allowed further exponential economic growth.

Some aspects of these changes have received
substantial attention from historians and geographers
over the years, most notably perhaps, the physical
development of the port infrastructure of Liverpool
and the expansion of the region’s coal industry. Others
remain relatively little studied and there is much yet to
be discovered about these crucial elements in the society,
economy and landscape of Merseyside. It is perhaps
appropriate at this point to note that the definition of
Merseyside is important. The post-1974 administrative
county made little sense in historical terms — for example,
the inclusion of the Southport area is largely meaningless
in the context of the 17th and 18th centuries, as is the
absence of Widnes, Runcorn, Ellesmere Port and Neston.
Places such as Warrington and Ormskirk had strong and
enduring commercial and social links with Liverpool and
its hinterland, and the longer-distance connections with,
for example, Chester, North Wales and Wigan remained
of major significance. We should not, of course, ignore
the most crucial link of all, that which extended along
the Mersey axis to Manchester and the constellation of
growing towns around it. No matter how much friction
and antagonism there may have been between the two
foci of economic growth in the region, and irrespective
of administrative boundaries of the present time, that
connection was central to the success of both. Merseyside
and the Manchester basin had a mutual dependency which
was already becoming apparent in the late 17th century
and which became fundamental to their respective well-
being a hundred years later. We should, therefore, ignore
to a considerable extent the artificial limitations of late
20th-century boundaries, and instead see Merseyside
very clearly within the wider geographical, social and
economic framework of north west England as a whole.

In widening our understanding of this crucial period
there is particular opportunity for fruitful co-operation
between historians and archaeologists, a practice which
| strongly favour everywhere but which is especially
appropriate, perhaps, in Merseyside where the surviving
documentary evidence for some major themes is
relatively poor and the archaeological potential exciting
and challenging. Some elements of the written record are
available but remain comparatively under used. This is

perhaps most evident in the analysis of urban property
deeds, which here as elsewhere survive in very large
numbers. Although often difficult to use and, in the
absence of map and plan evidence, sometimes hard to
interpret, deeds have the potential to give us site histories
which extend over several centuries. This is of special
significance in the context of industrialisation, urban
population growth and the changing social structure of
urban areas, because the often very durable structure of
plot boundaries was the framework within which change
took place. We can, potentially, identify sub division and
multiple occupancy; change of use; the evolving patterns
of urban landowning estates and their accumulation
or dispersal; and the relationship between ownership,
occupancy, employment and social structure. While
these, and related sources such as surveys and rentals,
have been studied by historians for 150 years, and some
indeed are available in published form, their full potential
— via painstaking and fine-detailed reconstruction of the
urban morphology and topography — is still not unlocked.
Such projects are inevitably time-consuming and long-
term, but there is still much to be discovered in relating
documentary evidence to the physical form of smaller
towns such as Prescot and Ormskirk, and most clearly to
Liverpool itself.

There is also a lot of enticing potential in other
key sources — probate records, the detailed accounts
of cases in the palatinate courts for Lancashire and in
other courts of equity, manorial records, and family and
estate collections still hold a great deal of promise for
historical research and some of these sources (whether
general categories or individual collections) have barely
been touched because of issues of inaccessibility and
lack of cataloguing. But for some vital questions —
perhaps most notably the form, scale and character of
many early industries — the written record is always
going to be deficient simply because written records
were never produced in significant quantities. These
were industries, sites and processes which, in essence,
were largely undocumented in the first place. This means
that a fuller understanding of this key dimension to
the economic, social and physical development of the
Merseyside region is going to be heavily dependent upon
archaeological work, as demonstrated by, for example,
the continuing research and investigation into the clay-
pipe industry in the Rainford area. It is, of course,
inevitable that the present archaeological record and the
extent of archaeological investigation will be patchy,
because of the innumerable constraints with which we
are all familiar. Equally, it is clear that archaeological
investigation alone cannot tell the full story — but by
combining the resources, knowledge and skills of
historians and archaeologists we have the possibility (and
I hope the probability) of building up a much broader and
more solid picture of the development of Merseyside in
the two and a half centuries from 1500.

What are the main themes which form the framework
of the development in the region over this period? The
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first to be considered is the demographic change which
was so striking a feature to contemporaries in the years
after 1660, but which had its origins further back.
Reliable statistics on population levels are as difficult
to establish for the Merseyside area as for anywhere
else in the centuries before the first national census in
1801. Historians and demographers have to use a range
of sources, each of which is individually imperfect, and
each of which was produced for a quite different purpose,
so that it is inevitable that precision is unrealistic and
generalisation is unavoidable. The main sources which
can be used are the entries for baptisms and burials in
parish registers; the occasional censuses of household
heads and others which were taken by individual
communities, or for special purposes such as identifying
religious conformity; exercises such as the Protestation
Returns of 1642, in which all adults were supposed to
sign their loyalty to the Established Church; and taxation
returns, of which the Hearth Tax which functioned, in
various forms, between 1662 and 1689 is the most
important. The imperfections are all too obvious — in all
cases, a multiplier has to be used to calculate the full
population, but the size of the required multiplier varies
between different sources, and is also subject to debate
and argument among historians and demographers.
The sources themselves may well be incomplete, with
gaps in geographical coverage, chronological coverage,
and quality of record keeping and data entry; and the
inclusiveness of the different sources is often limited and
subject to unknown variables. The consequence is that
demographic analysis has many pitfalls, but that has not
of course deterred many researchers from seeking to find
plausible models and patterns. The Hearth Tax, which
is arguably the single most important demographic
source which we have before 1801, is not yet available
in a definitive published form, but for Lancashire and
Cheshire acomplete and exceptionally accurate transcript
is due in the next three or four years under the auspices
of the Roehampton Centre for Hearth Tax Studies at the
University of Surrey. When this appears the potential
for more systematic and comprehensive analysis of the
population levels in the region will be transformed.
Despite all these reservations and limitations, the
basic pattern of population change in the north-west
between 1500 and 1750 is now comparatively well
understood and the essential features are now generally
accepted by historians, demographers, and geographers.
The picture which emerges is one of a steadily-growing
momentum, with population increase apparent in
the early 16th century (as it is nationally as well) and
gathering pace into the 17th century, before perhaps
slowing down a little in the quarter-century before 1700.
Thereafter, the increase becomes dramatic, and by 1750
south Lancashire and north Cheshire were experiencing
rates of population increase which were almost without
precedent. The importance of the last quarter of the 17th
century is becoming clear, for demographic analysis
suggests that over most of Great Britain the population,
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which had grown steadily in the first half of the century,
first stagnated and then in many areas underwent a sharp
though relatively short-lived decline, which not only
depressed population levels below their mid-century peak
but also had the effect of delaying recovery until well into
the 18th century. In contrast, the north-west, including
Merseyside, demonstrated a very different pattern of
population change, one which is now recognised as
pointing to a divergent economic and social experience
and suggesting that the defining characteristics of the
region, as being somewhere unlike the rest of England
and Wales, were already emerging in the second half of
the 17th century, a hundred years before the ‘Industrial
Revolution’. Furthermore, although the momentum of
growth probably faltered even in the north west, the fact
that it merely slowed down rather than going into reverse
may well have been a key element in powering the rapid
expansion apparent throughout the region after 1700 —
in short, population growth in the first half of the 18th
century had a head start.

The impact of population growth in a region which
had hitherto been comparatively thinly populated,
significantly less urbanised than the south and midlands,
and with a smaller internal market for goods, cannot be
overstated. While economic historians and others will
debate for ever more the causes and interactions of the
economic and social changes of the century before 1750,
there can be no doubt that population growth was not
simply a consequence of change (as was often rather
glibly implied in the past) but was in itself a driving
force. Since the growth in the period before 1750 was
in considerable measure the result of natural increase
(that is, immigration remained comparatively modest
in numerical terms) there was already a dynamism
within north western society well before large scale
industrialisation. Increased population generated new
demands for foodstuffs and other essentials, for consumer
goods and manufactured products, for building materials
and housing, and for fuel. It also provided a substantially
increased pool of labour upon which industrial enterprises
could draw; it led to new flows of internal migration; and
it produced changing patterns of settlement, all of which
are evident some decades in advance of the Industrial
Revolution, reinforcing the message that the latter was
more an escalation and acceleration of an existing set of
trends, than a totally new and inexplicable phenomenon.

Demographic change across the region as a whole
therefore had many important consequences, but the
population growth was not evenly spread, and the local
variations themselves point to special elements within
the evolving social and economic circumstances of
north west England. Phillips and Smith suggest that
between 1563 and 1664 the population of Lancashire
(excluding Furness) and Cheshire grew from about
142,000 to 235,000, or roughly 66 per cent, more or
less the national average over the period (Phillips and
Smith 1994, 5-11). However, they also conclude that
the highest rates of increase were in a belt of country
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extending from Macclesfield and Stockport, through
south east Lancashire and the Mersey valley towards
Liverpool. While their figures are certainly not accepted
by all, the pattern of regional variation seems plausible.
Further analysis, on imperfect statistical bases, implies
that the combined population of the two counties reached
between 315,000 and 350,000 by 1690, and perhaps
420,000 by 1750 (Phillips and Smith 1994, 66-69). As
emphasised above, much more systematic research needs
to be done before a truly convincing picture of the detail
of population growth is available, but again the overall
trend is clear — a dramatic and accelerating growth at
a time of fluctuating and uncertain change elsewhere,
and a pattern of growth which saw an ever increasing
density of population in south Lancashire and north east
Cheshire.

Closely associated with this overall population
growth and particular sub-regional increase was another
phenomenon of fundamental importance to the region.
Urbanisation, rather than population growth as such,
was the aspect of demographic change which impressed
contemporaries more than any other. Because the growth
of towns had such a powerful visual impact, observers
— and especially outside travellers — were astonished
by what was happening. Demographic change could
be overlooked, because it was insidious, constant and
in many senses invisible, but the sprawling of hitherto
small towns, the throwing up of new streets and suburbs,
the erection of churches and public buildings, and the
disappearance of green fields, arable acres, rough
heaths and muddy riversides was impossible to ignore
and was intrinsically exciting. We know a great deal in
general about urbanisation in the 250 years in question,
since the subject has attracted the attention not only
of contemporaries but also of historians down the
decades. In the past thirty or forty years there has been
a welcome new interest among historians, geographers
and archaeologists in the early modern period of urban
development, with a special focus on the ways in which
towns were not only growing in size but were also
becoming far more complex socially and economically,
and changing rapidly in appearance.

In terms of town size, and the changing ranking
of towns on Merseyside both regionally and within the
national hierarchy, the limitations of the demographic data
of course present problems, but there can be little doubt
that the extraordinary increase in the size of Liverpool
was, with the no less remarkable and closely connected
expansion of Manchester, one of the wonders of the age.
As Defoe so vividly records in his compilation Tour
through the Whole Island of Great Britain, the two towns
were growing with astonishing speed, and the building of
new streets, squares, churches and fine houses attracted
the fascinated attention of outside observers. For the first
time, the towns of the north west were becoming a subject
of major interest to people from beyond the region’s
borders and, as Defoe also pointed out, Manchester
and Liverpool had outpaced the older county towns and

cathedral cities, rising rapidly up the urban hierarchy and
overtaking places such as Lincoln, Exeter, Salisbury and
Winchester ... and, of special significance in the context
of Merseyside, the old cathedral city and port of Chester,
which for 1500 years had been the leading centre in the
north-west (Defoe 1971 edition, 540-548). It is quite
clear, therefore, that the remarkable rise to prominence
of the two towns, which had such immense implications
not just for local or regional history but for Britain as a
whole (indeed, it could well be argued, for the world),
long pre-dated the Industrial Revolution. Already by
1720, the expansion of Liverpool was a dramatic and
noteworthy phenomenon.

However, while we can now with confidence forget
the popular notion that growth began in the later 18th
century, we must instead begin to consider in more detail
the foundations upon which the expansion of the early
18th century was built. There is much that we need to
know about the history of Liverpool in the 17th century,
even though the framework of the town’s experience
in that period is very clear. The century from 1600 was
turbulent and eventful nationally, and Liverpool shared
fully in these ups and downs. From war and disease
to economic upheaval and physical change, there was
good reason to see the 17th century as a crucial period
in Liverpool’s history. Though we have a wide range of
documentary sources, such as the town books (which
record the proceedings of the Corporation) and a variety
of topographical sources centred on estate surveys and
rentals, there is still a great deal to be discovered. We
know, for example, that the often-quoted date for the
start of Liverpool’s expansion as a town and port is 1666,
when the ship Antelope voyaged to the West Indies, but
we also know that the supposition that this represented
the beginning of the Atlantic trade is incorrect. Evidence
such as probate records indicates that Liverpool had
already developed links with, for instance, Barbados in
the 1620s. This means that Liverpool’s Atlantic trade was
emerging at least half a century before the conventional
starting date, and that it was beginning to assume a
significant place in the business of the port by 1660. So,
can archaeology in city centre sites throw light on the
first generation of international traders, the Jacobean and
Carolinian merchants of the pre-Civil War town, and
their residences, commercial premises and mercantile
activities? We know little of these facets of urban life
from the documentary sources, but there is exciting
potential here for identifying elements of a process
which was to have repercussions across the world and
whose consequences are with us to this day.

The town which was evolving in this way was also
experiencing major physical change, at first within the
relatively confined area of the peninsula between the pool
and the river but, by the early 18th century, spreading
beyond that historic core onto the adjacent slopes and
the fields behind the shore. Although the outline of these
changesintheurban morphology isreasonably clear, much
of the detail remains obscure, and if we are to understand
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more fully the impact of economic and social change in
the period from 1500 to 1750 it would be helpful to know
more of the individual elements of the town plan and
their development. Archaeology is likely to be the key to
this understanding. Can it, for example, illuminate for us
the fate of town centre properties during the mid-century
trauma, the Civil War siege, and can it shed clearer light
upon the emergency works which were undertaken to
defend or besiege the town during the 1640s? We need
to know much more about the changing shoreline of
the town, and the exact form that it took, including the
construction of the quays, wharves and other structures
which preceded the creation of the first formal ‘dock’ in
the early 18th century. What about the evidence from the
pool itself, the channel which curved inland to the heart
of the modern city and which, we believe, was already
more or less silted by 1700. What was its economic and
commercial role, and what condition was it in during the
16th century? Information and understanding such as
this will not only give us a much better impression of
how the town was changing during this crucial formative
period, but will also provide us with a framework within
which to place the much more dramatic changes which
took place after 1710.

There is much to learn about the small towns of
Merseyside, building upon the evidence provided by
archaeological investigation in the past two decades to
find out about the sequences of development in places
such as Bromborough, Farnworth and Huyton. These
places, where urban status was at best marginal, were
of more than purely local economic significance by the
1750s, and their antiquity as settlement sites — including
the ancient churches and their probable or possible
status as medieval trading locations - is unquestioned.
But what was the diversity and intensity of economic
and commercial activity in these quasi-urban locations?
Documentary sources tell us almost nothing, and only
archaeological investigation can potentially give us any
evidence. At Prescot we can draw upon a superior range
of archival material, and over the past half century a great
deal of historical research has been conducted, together
with some important archaeological analysis, but the
process whereby this country market town emerged in
the late seventeenth century as an important new centre
of industry, with potteries, watchmaking and other trades,
is still imperfectly understood. How were the medieval
burgage plots of the old town adapted as the location for
new industrial processes? What physical and economic
impact did the potteries have in their town centre location?
Was the population growth after 1670 accommodated
within the envelope of the old town or by new building
on its fringes? Archaeology and history together can
potentially provide us with properly rounded pictures of
these processes and their impact upon the community.
Sometimes it might be the fine detail of knowledge
which would be rewarding — perhaps, for example, we
might one day be able to identify exactly what work
was undertaken in resurfacing and other infrastructure
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improvements when the road from Liverpool to Prescot
was turnpiked in 1725, an event which did much to
integrate and accelerate the economic advance of south
west Lancashire? In other circumstances, though, it is
the broader canvas which is of interest — archaeology
and history together may be able to answer important
questions, such as “how did a small town such as Prescot
adapt to new circumstances and changing economic
conditions?’.

To pose a series of questions as | have done here
is, in effect, to hint at research agendas and possible
frameworks for further investigation. Over several
decades, historians studying the area have — either
explicitly or implicitly — constructed such challenges for
themselves. Thus, Barker and Harris, in their seminal
work on the industrial development of St Helens from
the middle decades of the 18th century, wanted to know
about how industrialisation progressed, from what
beginnings and by what processes, and how it created
and moulded a major town. But at the same time, they
also sought to demonstrate the importance of that
industrial development and its impact upon the wider
world, using a local case study to reveal patterns and
trends of far-reaching importance. No matter how rich
the documentary sources, though, it is often difficult to
pinpoint the nature and beginnings of change, because
until recent times the documentary evidence almost
inevitably followed, rather than preceded or accompanied,
the inception of new processes, commercial ventures or
patterns and trends in society. It is possible, therefore,
that only archaeology can in the future help to identify
the real beginnings of urbanisation and industrialisation
in places such as St Helens, where a modest commercial
and demographic expansion was evident from the late
17th century and gathered pace in the first half of the
18th, before exploding in spectacular fashion from the
1770s onwards.

The subject of industrialisation and extensive and
far-reaching economic change is, of course, central to
the history of Merseyside in the period 1500-1750. As
already suggested, the special interest and importance
of this theme lies in the fact that while the Industrial
Revolution is a familiar — though in terms of historical
analysis certainly not uncontroversial — phase in the
history of the region, it developed from a longstanding
and gradually accelerating process whereby key
industries emerged and began to transform the economy,
landscape and society long before the late 18th century.
Extensive research and investigation of documentary
sources has produced a huge body of evidence for these
processes, but it is apparent that many of the answers
to fundamental questions — why, how and where did
differentindustries begin to evolve from minor trades into
ones of major importance, and how did completely new
industries emerge —are still not satisfactory. Furthermore,
the details of industrial processes and technologies are
very often obscure or described only in general terms.
For example, a great deal of documentary work has
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been done by historians and historical geographers on
the development of coal mining in the Prescot-St Helens
area, but we need to know more in much detail about
the advent of steam power (for instance, the Newcomen
engine installed in 1716 at Whiston) and its real impact,
the scale of colliery operations, the rate and location of
the adoption of technological and marketing innovation,
and the conservatism or otherwise of the operators.
We might hope that in the future some at least of these
answers may be provided by archaeological investigation
of key sites — or maybe even better, of sites which are not
those already identified as important but which display
a more typical character: the run of the mill sites are at
least as significant as those which were the exceptions
in their day.

We also need to appreciate the diversity of industry
and trade in the region, so that the possible imbalance of
research in favour of a few well-known activities, such
as mining, is redressed. There is a lot of scope for work
on the early chemical industries all along the shores of
the Mersey from Warrington to the sea, or on copper-
smelting, wire-making, salt and sugar refining, and the
various potteries in towns of the region. In Warrington,
for example, a remarkable range of different industries
could be found at Bank Quay and the adjacent banks
of the river as early as 1690, yet comparatively little is
known about them — many are identifiable only from
passing references in contemporary descriptions and title
deeds. My feeling is that the history of Merseyside as an
important industrial region in its own right has, despite the
well-documented examples which have been analysed in
published works, tended to be overshadowed by the textile
areas of south east Lancashire, at least in the popular
perception. It is often forgotten that Merseyside was one
of the cradles of ‘the world’s first industrial society’, and
its impact as an industrial area was very widespread —
from the salt-workings of Cheshire via the lead mines of
Halkyn to the ravaged and dramatic landscapes of Parys
Mountain, the demands of Merseyside’s industries in the
century and a half to 1800 impacted upon landscape and
society in an unprecedented fashion. Archaeology, which
has so valuably highlighted specialised trades such as the
Rainford clay-pipe industry, has much to offer in these
investigations — subject, as it always must be, to the often
fortuitous circumstances of which sites become available
and to the financial opportunities or constraints which
dictate so much of the research agenda.

So far this overview has focussed on the developing
urbanisation and industrialisation of Merseyside in the
250 years from 1500, the theme which in that period has
undoubtedly attracted the most attention from outsider
observers and historians. But it is vital that we should not
neglectthe rural areas of the region for here was set in train
the extensive and intensive restructuring of agriculture
which produced many key elements in the present day
landscape and which provided the physical framework of
fields, farms, landholdings and communications networks
within which so much of that urban and industrial change

took place. For example, if we investigate the patterns
of housing and streets in 18th and early 19th century
Liverpool, the alignments and layout of development
were closely determined by the pre-existing structure of
the rural landscape, which therefore played a key role in
(literally) shaping the city. Similarly, the distribution and
size of building plots in the high-class residential areas
that emerged in areas such as Huyton and Childwall in
the early 19th century were moulded by field patterns
and property boundaries which had been inherited from
the agricultural landscape. But of course rural landscapes
are also of major historical interest in their own right, and
the processes, by which they changed, form the subject
of a great deal of landscape history research and analysis.
However, despite the quality of estate records, with the
documentary evidence for some such as the holdings of
the Molyneux family of Croxteth being notably rich, a
range of key questions remain unanswered. Archaeology
has the potential to provide essential new information
to contribute to the broad picture and to inform detailed
local case studies.

To take perhaps the most obvious example of
rural landscape change in the 17th and 18th centuries,
Merseyside previously had very extensive wetlands
and mossland fringes, forming the southern part of the
great belt of mosses which extended across south west
Lancashire, and with major areas of mossland in north
Wirral, the Stanlow and Ince area, and along the shores
of the Mersey from Sankey to Hale. The draining of
most of these wetlands — to the extent that in this area
they were almost completely eliminated by 1900 - and
their physical reorganisation as new farmland, is one of
the most important elements in the history of north west
England from the 16th to the 19th centuries, because
it was a major contributor to the making of the present
rural landscape, and also played an important role in
transforming agriculture so that it could cope with the
demands of a rapidly increasing population and fast-
growing urban areas. The draining of the mosses made
it possible for market gardening to emerge as one of the
most significant rural land uses in the Merseyside area
during the late 18th century (though its origins can be
traced back much further than that) and in this region
it is possible to see with particular clarity the close
links between social circumstances, economic change
and the physical landscape. There is much scope for a
combined historical and archaeological approach to
this fascinating process. We need, for example, a really
thorough and comprehensive investigation of how the
present day landscapes in areas such as Altcar, Formby,
Maghull and Sefton were conceived and created. We can
use estate records, title deeds, farm accounts and official
sources, and we can supplement these in many places
by contemporary estate maps or by the later evidence of
tithe maps, but none of these sheds much light upon, for
example, the technology of drainage and hydrological
management. Archaeology, though, can potentially show
us how the banks and ditches were constructed, and can
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help to date them and demonstrate the sequential nature of
construction. It can, therefore, potentially give essential
insights into the mechanisms and structures involved in
drainage and the creation of new farmland.

We can also learn much about the ways in which
farming practices changed, including the buildings and
their purposes — model farms of the 19th century are
comparatively well-known, but the impact of new farm
creation on former wetlands, and the reconstructions
of farmhouses and their attendant buildings in the 17th
and 18th centuries, is much less clear. The changing
morphology of agricultural landscapes was not, of
course, confined to former wetland areas, although it was
in those districts that change was perhaps most apparent.
But the gradual reshaping of field patterns, the enclosure
of the remaining common waste, and the ‘reclamation’
of marshland and sandy hawes of the coastal belts were
also manifest through the period, and here, too, in an
ideal world archaeology would be able to supplement the
archival record. Thus, a combination of archaeological
investigation and architectural history may be able to
provide us with an understanding of how agriculture and
individual farming estates responded to the opportunities
of new technology; to the changing patterns of demand
for agricultural products; to the developing transport
infrastructure; and, above all, to the emergence of large
new urban markets for produce.

The gradual creation of a complex and sophisticated
inter connecting transport infrastructure was the other
major change in Merseyside in the period from 1500,
although the most celebrated elements in this slightly
postdate the end of our period — the Sankey Navigation
in the late 1750s, and the Bridgewater Canal two years
later. The story of transport development is very familiar
in some dimensions, but remarkably little appreciated in
others. For example, atantalising reference to ‘rayles’ina
late 16th century coalpit in Whiston might be the earliest
British record of railed transport, predating by a few
years the 1604 reference at Wollaton in Nottinghamshire
— but much depends on the interpretation of the word
itself. How exciting it would be if archaeology were
able to confirm that optimistic claim, so conveniently
close to the site of the Rainhill trials of 1829! Crucially,
historians now accept that in transport development, as
with so much else, the experience was that of gradual
incremental change punctuated by episodes of more
vigorous and ‘mould breaking’ activity. Thus, during
the 16th century and 17th centuries the improvement
of the road network was a continuous and piecemeal
process, involving localised repair and the specific task
of rebuilding bridges or providing them to replace fords.
My own work in progress, for example, has revealed that
in areas such as Burtonwood and Ditton there was major
attention to bridgeworks during the first half of the 17th
century. After 1700 this slow change was accelerated
by the development of the turnpike network, which in
south west Lancashire remained very limited in extent
(involving no more than the main routes from Liverpool
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to Warrington and Wigan, both via St Helens, and the
main road to Ormskirk and Preston) and in Wirral was
minimal until the very end of the turnpike era, in the
1830s. One important and still unexplained question is
quite why it was that the greatest port in the country was
served by such a limited turnpike system (whereas, for
example, south east Lancashire had the most intricate and
dense network in England). The answer must surely be
that existing roads were sufficiently good to satisfy most
land-based transport requirements, while the Mersey and
coastal shipping routes provided the other basic mode.
But can archaeology eventually provide us with vital
evidence about the condition of the pre-turnpike roads
and the non-turnpike roads (was it, as | suspect, that
they were actually quite well surfaced by 1700) and can
it provide us with a better understanding of the layout
and infrastructure of the tiny early ports and creeks
of the Mersey and the Weaver? The presence of key
industrial sites along the Mersey shores by the end of the
17th century is sufficient evidence of the importance of
water transport, but the subject has never been looked at
coherently and systematically, and we know surprisingly
little about the maritime infrastructure of places such
as Dungeon and the quays at Warrington. This was an
integrated system, with its focus at Liverpool itself, and
there can be no doubt that by 1700 road and water routes
were interlocking and becoming mutually dependent.
The improvement of the Douglas and the Mersey-Irwell,
both projects which emerged in the public arena in the
years before 1720, was the culmination of a long standing
expansion of water transport, to the point where the
existing (and apparently unimproved) watercourses were
no longer sufficient to accommodate heavier traffic and
larger vessels, or to give enough reliability of flow to allow
manufacturers and traders to use them with confidence.
But to what extent was there in reality an earlier phase of
piecemeal and unofficial improvement of watercourses,
long before parliamentary legislation, shareholdings
and the formation of navigation companies provide us
with a wealth of documentary evidence to construct
our story? We know that Thomas Patten of Warrington,
one of the promoters of the Mersey and Irwell scheme,
had undertaken private improvement works on the river
below Warrington in the late 17th century, but was he
unique, or were there other landowners and commercial
men in the Stuart period with an interest in upgrading
watercourses and riversides?

From 1500 onwards we have the combination of
written sources and archaeological evidence which
is largely absent for earlier periods. We also have a
challenging time in the historical development of the
region to be investigated, interpreted and — | hope —
extensively rewritten as a result of a combined approach
by historians and archaeologists. We can use our
respective skills not (as I fear all too often happens) more
or less in competition, each distrusting and mistrusting
and even duplicating the work of the other, but as two
allied groups of investigators with a common and
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overriding and shared aim — to research, understand,
elucidate and explain the past of our region.
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