
Irish Sea Regional Perspective/Navigation/Navigation Activity 
Compiled by Newcastle University, School of Historical Studies, February 2011 

 1 

Broad Character: Navigation 

Character Type: Navigation Activity 

Irish Sea Regional Perspective 

Introduction: Defining/Distinguishing Attributes  

English waters have been navigated since prehistoric times with navigational activities 
representing a significant aspect of the character of the marine landscape/seascape. However, 
these activities leave no permanent mark on the sea surface. Instead, they are represented by 
the presence of wrecks and related materials that survive on the seabed across the UK 
Controlled Waters. The waters of England’s sector of the Irish Sea have been heavily used by 
shipping from at least the post medieval period. Liverpool, Lancaster, Whitehaven and a 
number of smaller creeks and harbours were involved in the Atlantic trade and trade with 
Ireland and the Baltic. Today, the most heavily used shipping lanes are those associated with 
container traffic going into and out of the Port of Liverpool. The navigation routes out of the 
Port of Heysham are also heavily used, mainly by ferries to the Isle of Man and Ireland. 
Boats from the Heysham also service the offshore windfarms which lie adjacent to the 
heavily used navigation routes. 

Historic anchorage areas occur in many places along England’s coast. Along its Irish Sea 
coast, anchorages are recorded on historic charts around the Dee and Mersey Estuaries, 
around Morecambe Bay, and along the coast of Cumbria off Maryport, Whitehaven and 
Silloth. Historic anchorage areas can usually be found in sheltered bays or in the lee of 
headlands, but there also an anchorage off the Legs of Robin sandflats, offshore from the 
north Cumbrian ports. Mooring vessels and craft would have dropped anchor in these areas, 
potentially disturbing or revealing material remains in, on or under the seabed. Consequently, 
there is the potential for encountering associated artefacts and debris at these areas. Some 
anchorage areas are characterised by having been dredged or cleared of sediment to provide 
enough draught for safe harbour. 

Historical Processes; Components, Features And Variability 

The sea and rivers provided a significant means of transport before the time of roads and 
railways. England’s navigational activities such as maritime trade and transport links with 
continental Europe are known to have developed from early times onwards. It is believed that 
log boats (canoes made from hollowed out tree trunks) and skin boats were common, and 
used during early times as ferries, fishing boats, trading or war vessels (Friel 2003, 22; 
McGrail 2001). The distribution of log boats has generally been confined to inland riverine 
contexts (Van de Noort 2003), and along the Irish Sea coast, such finds have been recovered 
from the former coastal wetlands of the Fylde and West Lancashire (Middleton et al. 1995). 

Exotic artefacts recovered from the Meols on the Wirral, mostly found during the 19th 
century, indicates that there was organised foreign trade taking place there during the first 
millennium BC (Hodgson and Brennand 2006, 57). Amongst the finds were Carthaginian 
coins. Meols continued as a centre for trading throughout the early medieval period and into 
the later medieval period. Amongst the early medieval artefacts found at Meols are 
pennanular brooches and a pottery flask from a North African site known to have been 
destroyed in the seventh Century AD. Finds from the 11th and 12th centuries implies regular 
long-distance contacts around the Irish Sea and beyond (R.M. Newman 2006, 110-111). 

Away from Meols, there is little evidence for evidence of long-distance trade and exchange 
in the early medieval period, although finds of log boats around Warrington on the Mersey 
suggests goods were being transhipped up river from the coast (R.M. Newman 2006, 111). 
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By the end of the 9th century, Chester began to supersede Meols as the principal trading port, 
remaining the region’s main port throughout the medieval period (C. Newman 2006, 137). 
Surviving evidence for long-distance trade from Chester is largely in the form of glass, stone 
and ceramics, though most traded goods were probably made of perishable materials or were 
in the form of raw materials. For example, three recorded shipwrecks lost in 1536, were all 
carrying wine and wood (C. Newman 2006, 137). 

After the Restoration, in the late 17th 
century, Liverpool grew as an 
important international port, mainly 
through the Altantic trade. By 1702, 
following its involvement with the 
slave trade, it had become the third 
trading port in England, and had 
developed important industries in 
sugar refining and clay tobacco pipe 
manufacture (McNeil and Newman 
2006, 154). The ports of Lancashire 
were also involved in the Atlantic 
trade, including Preston, and its creeks 
on the River Wyre, at the Poulton-le-
Fylde ports of Wardleys and Skippool, 
although they also imported large 
quantities of flax for the sail-cloth 
industry (McNeil and Newman 2006, 
155). Lancaster, too, became an 
important Atlantic trade port in the 
post medieval period, becoming the 
fourth largest slave port in the mid-
18th century. An important Delftware 
factory was established on the 
waterfront at Lancaster in the 18th 
century, which was almost certainly 
located to take advantage of the port 
facilities to export its wares. 

As England, and particularly north-west England, was transformed in the 18th and 19th 
enturies through industrial development, the expansion of navigation activities on a global 
scale was characterised by a large moment of goods, people and ideas. During this time, 
global expansion together with the rise of England as a world maritime power had profound 
impacts in English society. Technological and economic progress gained momentum with the 
development of steam-powered ships and railways. Britain led the way in this and the 
subsequent development of the internal combustion engine and electrical power generation. 
During this time, steamships gradually replaced sailing ships for commercial shipping, 
although sailing merchant ships continued until the early 20th century. The ports along 
England’s Irish Sea coast, particularly Liverpool, but also the ports of Cumbria, expanded 
greatly exporting both raw materials and finished goods produced in the industrial centres of 
the region. For example, salt from Cheshire was taken out via the Weaver Navigation to the 
River Mersey and Liverpool, and coal was exported through Liverpool and Whitehaven 
amongst other ports (McNeil and Newman 2006, 190-1). The development of the canal 
network, and then the railway system, facilitated this growth and allowed even the most 

Liverpool’s Pier Head and the ‘Three Graces’ 
the country’s main centre for emigration and 
immigration in the 19th century 
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inland towns of the region to take advantage of international trade. This culminated in the 
construction of the Manchester Ship Canal at the end of the 19th century, which allowed the 
city and its hinterland to import cotton and export finished goods directly without having to 
pay fees to the port of Liverpool (Wood 2005). 

In the 1900s, transoceanic travel, transatlantic and transpacific, was particularly popular, with 
steam powered ocean liners replacing sailing ships. Liverpool became the main centre for 
immigration and emigration in the 19th century, because there were well-established 
transatlantic links for the import of cotton and timber. Between 1830 and 1930, over nine 
million emigrants sailed from Liverpool for the United States, Canada, Australia, New 
Zealand and South Africa. The port also received immigrants from North Western Europe, 
especially Irish but also Scandinavians, Russians and Poles. Liverpool's role as an emigration 
centre began to decline from the late 19th (Merseyside Maritime Museum nd.). 

Unsurprisingly, England’s Irish Sea ports contain most of the main embarkation points for 
ferries to Ireland and the Isle of Man, with services sailing from Heysham, Birkenhead and 
Liverpool. Ferries from Fleetwood have recently ceased, but there is still a local crossing 
over the River Wyre between Fleetwood and Knott End. There are long-established ferry 
crossings over the River Mersey. There were three crossings by the early 14th century, which 
were owned by Birkenhead Priory up until the Dissolution, when they were taken by the 
Crown and sub-let (Kermode et al 2006, 68, 80). 

Values And Perceptions 

Generally, most people observing the sea from land are unlikely to perceive the scale of 
navigation and shipping activities that occur offshore. Vessels can be perceived as specific 
points on the horizon. However, inshore fishing activities and leisure craft can be perceived 
as more directly linked to coastal communities and the use of the sea. 

There are often large cities around ports and so the population gets used to seeing shipping 
traffic which becomes part of the landscape/seascape and their daily living. This is 
particularly true of Liverpool, which has been home to a number of passenger shipping lines 
including some of the most well-known, such as the White Star Line. The docks of Liverpool 
were the city’s main employer, and the most famous Liverpool landmarks were associated 
with shipping and the port: the ‘Three Graces’ at Pier Head: the Port of Liverpool Building, 
the Royal Liver Building and the Cunard Building. Liverpool was seen as a gateway to the 
rest of the world, both through trade and as an embarkation point for emigration to other 
parts of Empire and America. 

Research, Amenity And Education 

English waters have been navigated since prehistoric times. Historically, vessels generally 
‘coasted’ (i.e. hugged) the coastlines they were navigating on their journeys. This was 
probably the case for most of the 14th century and even later into the early modern period.  

Wrecks give an indication of navigation and shipping activities. The distribution of wrecks is 
very densely recorded along the English coast. However, off England’s Irish Sea coast, the 
location of very few wrecks sites can be identified with any accuracy. This potential bias in 
the information should be considered when researching this Character Type as well as 
establishing comparative case studies, and seeking complementary information with other 
sources which will contribute to shed new light on this issue. In addition to wrecks, 
distributions of artefacts lost or thrown overboard can indicate anchorages, shipping routes or 
battle sites. 
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Initiatives integrating research into Information and Communication Technologies (ICT) 
could bring this Character Type into schools to raise awareness about the maritime legacy of 
the region, its characteristics and the region’s links to the rest of the world. The Merseyside 
Maritime Museum has a website which provides access to many downloadable information 
sheets on the history of the port and its trading history 
(http://www.liverpoolmuseums.org.uk). Furthermore, as the pilot projects for Historic 
Seascape Characterisation (HSC) have shown, the character-based understanding conveyed 
by such projects has great potential for raising public awareness and open up new 
perspectives about offshore activities that often go unnoticed to those more familiar with life 
onshore. 

Condition And Forces For Change 

The imprint of this Character Type on today’s landscape/seascape is on-going since the 
existence, form and extent of navigation and shipping activities will continue to change 
through time as shipping techniques evolve. As shipping remains the cheapest form of bulk 
cargo transport, it can be expected that navigation activities will reflect the dominant 
industries of the time. Therefore, documenting these industries and activities (including 
fishing and recreation) will enable a greater understanding of navigation areas and routes 
associated with them as well as the maritime character of an area. 

Rarity and vulnerability 

The scale and importance of the ports along England’s Irish Sea coastline can be considered 
to be of global significance, particularly in the role they played in the Atlantic trade and in 
the contribution to Britain as a world power in the 18th and 19th centuries. Although many of 
the ports declined in the 20th century, Liverpool remains one of the countries busiest ports 
and there is constant pressure to upgrade and update dock facilities. 

River Mersey, with regular ferries across the river and to Ireland 

http://www.liverpoolmuseums.org.uk/�
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HSC aims to raise public awareness in order to engage people with the scale of navigation 
and shipping activities in their local areas, providing a new perspective about offshore 
activities that are often unnoticed from an onshore perspective. 
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