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Broad Character: Communications 

Character Type: Transport 

Irish Sea Regional Perspective 

Introduction: Defining/Distinguishing Attributes  

England’s Irish Sea coastline has always played an important role in transport around and 
through the region. The difficult terrain of much of this coastline,, deeply indented and with 
extensive uplands and lowland mosses, meant that coastal routes, both on land, across the 
sands of Morecambe Bay and by boat, were often the easiest way of travelling around the 
region. The coast and the sea remained important following the development of canals and 
the railway, and the North West has some of the earliest and most significant 
communications of the industrial age, including the Bridgewater Canal, the Manchester Ship 
Canal and the Liverpool to Manchester railway. 

Historical Processes; Components, Features And Variability 

Road transport around north-west England was difficult and slow, and one of the key routes 
from the medieval period was across Morecambe Bay and the Duddon Sands. This linked the 
main part of Lancashire with the Furness and Cartmel peninsulas, known as ‘Lancashire over 
Sands’, and the county of Cumberland beyond. Although this route was dangerous, it was 
deemed safer and quicker than the overland route, which meant negotiating moors, fells and 
mosses. The routes were controlled by the religious houses, and they probably provided 
official guides across the Bay from the late medieval period onward. Following the 
Dissolution of the Monasteries, the Duchy of Lancaster took over responsibility for the 
provision of guides (Mitchell 2005, 8-10). There is still a Queen’s Guide across the Kent 
Estuary, although there is no longer a guide across Cartmel Sands. Although the introduction 
of turnpike roads made overland travel easier and safer from the mid-18th century, the cross-
bay road remained popular as it was shorter and avoided tolls. Today the Kent, Leven and 
Duddon crossings remain ‘Byways Open to All Traffic’, but the nature of the sands of 
Morecambe Bay mean that the crossings can be dangerous. 

By the 1740s, a series of river improvement schemes contributed to the industrial 
development of south Lancashire and Cheshire. The Mersey and Irwell Navigation provided 
a cheaper method of transporting goods from Manchester to the port of Liverpool, the 
Douglas Navigation allowed coal to be taken from Wigan to the Ribble Estuary, and the 
Weaver Navigation provided a link from the Cheshire salt mines to the Mersey (Ashmore 
1982, 19-20). These were soon followed by the first canals (Ashmore 1982, 20-21), built 
mostly to transport coal, including the Bridgewater Canal in 1761, the first canal in Britain to 
be built without following an existing watercourse. This triggered a period of "canal mania" 
in England and between 1760 and 1820 over one hundred canals were built. 

The canals played a key role in the development of some of the ports of the north-west 
England. In Liverpool, Stanley Dock was built especially to connect with the Leeds 
Liverpool Canal, and which communicated with a series of inter-connecting docks built as 
part of a major expansion of port facilities in the 1840s. In the 19th century, the industrial 
growth of Carlisle was boosted by the opening of a canal link to a small, purpose-built port, 
named Port Carlisle, on the Solway Estuary, some 16km to the east of the city. The Lancaster 
Canal linked southern Cumbria and north Lancashire with Preston and to the Leeds 
Liverpool Canal via a tramway over the River Ribble, but also to purpose-built port facilities 
at Glasson, which replaced the silted up port facilities at Lancaster (Ashmore 1982, 21). The 
culmination of canal building came at the end of the 19th century, with the opening of the 
Manchester Ship Canal from Eastham on the Wirral to new, purpose-built dock facilities in 
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Salford and Manchester. It allowed deep draft ships to access Manchester directly and to 
avoid port charges at Liverpool and led to the development of Manchester as the country’s 
largest inland port (Wood 2005), and to the development of new port facilities at Ellesmere 
Port (Ashmore 1982, 21). 

North-west England also saw the early development of the railway system, with the Bolton 
and Leigh railway in 1829, followed in 1830 by the first commercial passenger steam 
railway, the Liverpool and Manchester Railway (Ashmore 1982, 21). These were soon 
followed by a network of railways, particularly linking to Manchester and Liverpool and 
providing further impetus to expanding industrialisation. In Cumbria, local railways and 
tramways linked iron mines and coal mines to the ports of Whitehaven, Maryport and 
Workington. The town and port of Barrow in Furness was established by Furness Railway 
Company in 1846 to transport iron and slate to the coast for export. The discovery and 
exploitation of extensive local iron ore deposits led to the town becoming a centre of iron and 
steel production, as well as ship building. The town and docks expanded massively 
throughout the 19th century, linked to numerous local iron mines by a complex network of 
railways. 

The railways were not only important for the development of industry and ports in north-
west England, they were also a key to the growth of seaside resorts along the Lancashire 
coast, serving the industrial workforces of Lancashire and west Yorkshire. The first railway 
reached Blackpool in 1846, and Southport in 1851 (Ashmore 1982, 189 and 172). Both 
towns were already established bathing resorts, but the railway allowed a massive expansion 
as the working classes could have an affordable day out at the seaside. Morecambe, too, was 

The Arnside Viaduct carrying the railway serving the Morecambe Bay the ports and 
industrial towns of west coast of Cumbria, but is now used largely as a passenger line. It 
hugs the coast closely and is considered one of the most attractive rail journeys in the 
country. In the foreground are the wooden remains of Arnside’s pier 
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serviced by the railway, bringing in day trippers and holiday makers largely from west 
Yorkshire. The line also serving Morecambe Quay, where the railway terminated, linking to 
the coastal boat trade as well as to steamer services to Barrow, Fleetwood, Glasgow and 
Belfast (Ashmore 1982, 211). Like Barrow, Heysham was purpose-built by the railway 
company, in this case as a ferry port. The first ship sailed from Heysham on a day excursion 
to Douglas, Isle of Man, in 1904 (Ashmore 1982, 211). 

Values And Perceptions 

The difficulties of road travel in north-west England were overcome by the improvement of 
existing roads and building of new highways, particularly after the advent of the car. The 
impact on the present landscape/seascape is expressed in the vast expansion of coastal ribbon 
development, particularly along the southern half of north-west England’s coastline, ensuring 
people can easily reach the coast as well as have access to goods and services. The 
topography further north, however, still has a major impact on road travel. The mountains of 
the Lake District and the peninsulas and deep inlets of Morecambe Bay still present major 
obstacles to travel which are felt deeply, and many on the west and south west coast of 
Cumbria are actively campaigning for a bridge across Morecambe Bay, to connect directly 
with Lancashire and the M6. 

The routes across the sands of Morecambe Bay survive as ‘Byways Open to All Traffic’, 
even though there are still dangers in crossing the sands without a guide. The only Guide still 
in post is the one for the Kent Estuary sands, known as the Queen’s Guide. This route is still 

The North Euston Hotel, Fleetwood. Built by the railway company behind the development 
of the classically planned town, which was designed to be a port and resort, with boat 
connections to Scotland and the Isle of Man 
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well-used, mainly by large parties of charity walkers, and there are several organised 
crossings each year. The route varies according to the shifting sands, but starts at Hest Bank, 
Lancashire, and finishes in Kent’s Bank, Cumbria. 

The canals had a major impact on the landscape/seascape of north-west England, particularly 
contributing to the development of industry and port facilities at Port Carlisle, Ulverston and 
Glasson Dock as well as major ports such as Liverpool. Many, particularly in the south of the 
region, still operate for pleasure boats and contribute significantly to the tourism industry of 
the region. Most are still water-filled, and there is a current campaign to reinstate the 
northern reaches of the Lancaster Canal, which was never linked to the rest of the canal 
system because of cost. In 2002, the canal was finally joined to the rest of the system by the 
Ribble Link, the only purpose-built leisure canal, using the Savick Brook to join the canal to 
the River Ribble. Canal boats sail down the Ribble and into the River Douglas to join the rest 
of the system on the Leeds Liverpool Canal (http://www.ribblelink.co.uk/). A new link has 
also been built for the Leeds Liverpool Canal in Liverpool, to connect it with the River 
Mersey within the Liverpool Waterfront World Heritage site. The Manchester Ship Canal is 
still used for transporting salt, chemicals, petroleum and other goods to quays and freight 
terminals at Ellesmere Port, Runcorn and Irlam. 

The railways, too, still play a major role in transport around the extensive coastline of north-
west England, even though the mineral lines and the industries they once served have now 
gone. The two lines from Preston still serve large numbers of holiday-makers and 
conference-goers who visit Blackpool, as well as local commuters from Blackpool to 
Manchester and Liverpool. The Cumbrian coast railway also has a role in tourism as well as 
serving local travellers and workers at the nuclear reprocessing centre at Sellafield. The route 
runs around Morecambe Bay from Lancaster, along the west coast of Cumbria and the 
Solway Estuary to Carlisle. It is renowned for its varying and beautiful scenery, particularly 
it views across Morecambe Bay set against the Lake District mountains. The line also links 
with one of the few surviving mineral lines, known as L’al ratty, which brought iron from the 
mines through Eskdale to the port at Ravenglass, and which is now operated as a tourist 
atttraction. 

Research, Amenity And Education 

Transport routes can facilitate an appreciation of other parts of the historic 
landscape/seascape, and this particularly true of the coastal railways and the canals of north-
west England. They have had considerable impacts on the landscape/seascape character, both 
directly and indirectly through, for example, the establishment of new coastal settlements and 
trade. In particular, the railways played a major role in the development of seaside resorts 
facilitating the advent of mass tourism (McNeil and Newman 2006, 178). In some cases, 
settlements were planned and developed specifically to take advantage of a purpose-built 
railway line to a newly founded port, as at Fleetwood and Barrow in Furness. 

Within north-west England, there has been a great deal of research on the impact of railways 
and canals on the process of industrialisation and its effects on settlement development. 
Further research could develop the maritime perspectives of the canals and railways, which 
would contribute to a greater understanding their regional, national and international 
contexts. 

Education and outreach initiatives which bring together leisure activities whilst also 
exploring the insights of ‘industrial heritage’ would be highly beneficial in terms of 
educating and raising public awareness. This could also be the starting point of promoting 
and seeking further economic benefits. Consequently, this Character Type could be further 

http://www.ribblelink.co.uk/skippers%20guide.pdf�
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explored through the way it enables people to access the wider historic landscape/seascape 
(e.g. canal, railway and road features). In addition, the disused canals and railway lines offer 
routes for public access and enjoyment. 

Condition And Forces For Change 

The Manchester Ship Canal continues to function as a commercial waterway. The potential 
for new facilities to be built along the canal, and the potential modernisation of the existing 
Canal’s features could lead to the removal or disturbance of historic features deemed 
significant. In addition, construction may also have indirect effects as a result of alterations 
to existing patterns of drainage, water flow in rivers, or tidal currents, thus creating the 
possibility of removal or exposure of historic features through erosion (Fulford et al 1997). 

Coastal areas are generally unstable environments. For long stretches, the Cumbrian coastal 
railway runs close to the shoreline, and around Morecambe Bay crosses several river 
estuaries by means of viaducts. In some areas the railway embankment forms the main 
coastal defence against incursions by the sea. Sea level rise and more frequent extreme 
weather events would have a direct impact on the railway and could lead to the removal or 
disturbance of historic features. 

Rarity And Vulnerability 

North-west England has some of the country’s most significant canals, from the Bridgewater 
Canal to the Manchester Ship Canal. They were built to serve industrial settlements, and the 
area is still a focus for modern businesses and industry. The constant process of 
redevelopment means that historic features associated with the canal, as well as the railways, 
are vulnerable. 

Development works in transport infrastructure are going to continue and will affect the 
expression of this Character Type. 
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