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Broad Character: Settlement 

Character Type: Settlement 

Irish Sea Regional Perspective 

Introduction: Defining/Distinguishing Attributes  

The settlement pattern around England’s Irish Sea coast, estuaries and canals is one of 
contrasts, between areas of dense settlement and sparsely populated rural areas. Large 
settlements are concentrated in the southern half of the area, with the cities, towns and 
conurbations of the Wirral, Liverpool, Southport, Blackpool and Lancaster/Morecambe. 
Inland, the Manchester Ship Canal passes by or through the Manchester/Salford conurbation, 
Warrington, Widnes and Runcorn. Beyond Morecambe, however, the coast becomes much 
more rural in character. Around most of Morecambe Bay, settlement is dominated by 
villages, hamlets and farms, with the resort town of Grange-over-Sands and Kent’s Bank 
forming the largest urban area until Barrow-in-Furness. Urban settlement is scattered along 
the west coast of Cumbria with large rural stretches of coastline in between. Although 
Workington has medieval origins, the towns on the west coast of Cumbria are largely post 
medieval or 19th century in origin, and owe their growth to the coal and iron industries and 
the development of port facilities. Indeed, the development of much of the urban coastal 
settlement fronting this part of the Irish Sea is the result of 18th and 19th century industrial 
growth, whether through global trade importing raw materials and exporting finished goods 
and coal, or through the growth of seaside resorts to entertain the industrial workforce. 

The resort towns of west Lancashire, like many British seaside resorts, have had a period of 
decline and many are now undergoing extensive programmes of regeneration and 
reinvention. Morecambe, Cleveleys (http://www.cleveleys-seawall.co.uk) and Blackpool 
(http://blackpoolaloud.org.uk), for example, have all undergone restoration and rebuilding of 
their promenades, and Morecambe has recently seen the refurbishment and reopening of the 
iconic Art Deco Midland Hotel (http://www.midlandhotel.org). With the decline in industry, 
trade in many of the ports has declined. Liverpool remains the largest port on this coast, 
although the main docks are now north of the city centre up to Bootle. It is one of the 
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country’s major deep sea container ports, and is the main port for trade with Ireland, the 
United States and Canada (http://www.peelports.co.uk/port-of-liverpool). The redundant 
docks in Liverpool and Birkenhead, covering over 263 hectares, are the currently subject of a 
regeneration scheme (http://www.peel.co.uk). 

There is a large degree of dispersion in the rural areas between the towns, in the form of 
individual farms, mills and churches, some of which are marked on historic charts as 
daymarks. Villages around the coast of Cumbria and Lancashire often originated as fishing 
settlements, and those around Morecambe Bay such as Bardsea, Flookburgh, Overton and 
Sunderland Point, still have links to the fishing industry. Some, like Sunderland Point and 
Ravenglass, operated as havens and traded along the coast down to Liverpool. 

Historical Processes; Components, Features And Variability 

There were relatively few towns across this area in the medieval period, of which Chester 
was the main urban centre and port, some distance inland on the River Dee. Carlisle was also 
an important city as a border fortress town, and Lancaster was the centre of the Honor, and 
later Duchy, of Lancaster (Newman 2006, 126). Liverpool was founded by King John as a 
planned royal borough with a castle at the beginning of the 13th century, and its purpose was 
to provide a safe anchorage as an embarkation point for Ireland (Kermode et al 2006, 61-3). 
Despite royal patronage, Liverpool struggled as a port in competition with Chester; its main 
trade was around the Irish Sea coast, though it also remained strategically important as a base 
where naval ships and mariners could be gathered for expeditions to Ireland (Kermode et al 
2006, 68, 71). Economically, the town did not really grow until the post medieval period. 
Even though Irish trade dominated the town, from 1660, transatlantic trade began to grow, 
with exports of cloth from all around the region and Scotland, as well as coal, salt, metal 
wares and dairy products, and imports of tobacco and sugar (Kermode et al 2006, 107-8). Its 
growing success in trade led to a rapid increase in population through immigration, which in 
turn led to a physical expansion of the town. Its success at this period has been attributed to 
its Irish Sea coastal position, away from the threats of the French and Dutch navies, and 
where it could take advantage of its links to Irish trade routes. Thus, it soon came to rival 
London and Bristol in colonial trade (Kermode et al 2006, 110). Liverpool’s success as a port 
was reflected in the physical development of the town. In the town centre, for example, a 
number of sugar refineries developed, alongside warehouses, ropeworks and other features 
typical of a port town (Longmore 2006, 115-116). The growing mercantile elite also left their 
mark, resulting in the development of fashionable squares and streets of middle-class terraces 
within walking distance of the commercial centre. As the town grew, the elite moved further 
out of the centre, away from the overcrowding and pollution, to streets of elegant town 
houses on the surrounding hills Longmore 2006, 155). The character of Liverpool is still 
marked by the large number of impressive merchants’ town houses around the town centre. 
With the advent of the industrial age, Liverpool became one of the greatest ports in the 
world, a process that was stimulated by the construction of the first wet dock in 1721 (Crosby 
2006a, 63). This led to a massive expansion in the town itself and in the port facilities, which 
eventually spread north to Bootle in a continuous complex of docks facilities. 
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Around the same time as Liverpool was beginning to grow, the new town of Whitehaven was 
established on the west coast of Cumbria. Before the late 17th century, Whitehaven was a 
small settlement arranged around a market place and old manor house (Tyson 1986, 152). 
The new town, to the east of the existing settlement, was laid out on a grid plan. The earliest 
tenements in this area date to the 1640s, but these may have been incorporated into a 
classically designed grid plan from the 1660s (Tyson 1986). This plan was part of a larger 
scheme to develop their estates, particularly through coal mining and export through the port 
at Whitehaven (Crosby 2006a, 63). Trade was largely with Ireland, and the plan for 
Whitehaven may have been inspired by the Irish new town plantations. The coal industry and 
export trade was also responsible for the development of the ports to the north of 
Whitehaven, at Parton, Workington, Maryport and Harrington. Parton was eventually out-
competed as a port by Whitehaven, and did not develop as a town. Workington had its 
origins as a medieval market town and haven within the shelter of the mouth of the River 
Derwent. The natural harbour at Workington appears to have first been improved in 1563, 
leading to the development of the main port facilities from the mid-18th century, when a dock 
is built (R. Newman in prep.). The town was controlled and developed by the Curwen family 
and, although its early trade and industry was based on coal, the town’s fortunes later came 
to depend on the iron and steel industry (Davies-Shiel and Marshall 1969, 267-8). Initially, 
much of the coal was exported, but in the later 19th century it was used mainly to supply the 
local ironworks, and the port was used to import iron ore and export pig iron (Lancaster and 
Wattleworth 1977, 122). There were iron and steel works on either side of the town and 
River Derwent, around which the town expanded in the later 19th century. South of 
Workington was the smaller town of Harrington which also developed as a port and iron 
manufactory under the Curwens in the 19th century (Davies-Shiel and Marshall 1969, 244). It 
was a small planned town laid out around a harbour where port facilities were developed. 

The 18th century planned town and port of Maryport. Centre of the photograph is the 
medieval castle, below which in the bend of the river was the Solway iron works. The town 
was planned, laid out and deliberately fostered by the Curwen family to take advantage of 
the coal export trade (photograph Cumbria County Council) 
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The iron and steel works were replaced by a "Magnesite" plant in the Second World War, 
and the port was closed to provide a reservoir (Newman 2008). 

The main expansion in urban settlement around this Irish Sea coast was in the 19th century. 
Existing settlements that depended on industry or port facilities, such as Workington, 
Whitehaven, Widnes, Warrington and Birkenhead, expanded hugely at this time. At the 
southern end of the Wirral peninsula particularly, urban settlement grew out of the salt 
industry and its association with the development of the chemical industry, including alkali 
production on Merseyside and Deeside. Alkali was used to make soap, which was needed for 
cloth production, and to make glass, and industrial-scale glass production became an 
important industry on Merseyside (McNeil and Newman 2006a, 183). The biggest 
concentration of chemical industries in the area is around the River Mersey and Manchester 
Ship Canal, particularly Ellesmere Port, Runcorn and Bromborough. 

As well as the development and expansion of existing settlements, there was the founding of 
completely new towns, such as Birkenhead, Barrow and Fleetwood. Birkenhead was based 
around the development of William Laird’s shipyards, who designed the layout of the town 
on his birthplace, Edinburgh’s New Town. It was centred on Hamilton Square which was 
surrounded by high quality residential areas (Crosby 2006c, 185). South of Birkenhead, at 
Bromborough Pool beyond the jurisdiction of the Liverpool Port Authorities, Lever Brothers 
established the Sunlight Soap factory in the 1880s with its own private wharf, and the Port 
Sunlight model village was laid out next to the factory (McNeil and Newman 2006a, 183). 
Port Sunlight was remarkable for its combination of the principles of model industrial 
housing with those of the garden suburb, providing cottages with a semi-rural setting of tree-
lined roads and open spaces (Hubbard and Shippobottom 2005). Fleetwood, in Lancashire, 
was also founded as a purpose-built, architect-designed, completely new town in 1836, and 
derives its name from its founder, Sir Peter Hesketh-Fleetwood. It was designed by one of 
the leading architects of the time, Decimus Burton, and was originally intended to be both a 
port and a seaside resort to rival Blackpool (Lancashire County Council and Egerton Lea 

Whitehaven harbour, with the planned town to the right of the photograph 



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

 5 

Consultancy Ltd 2005b). The town was initially successful as a resort, but was soon 
outcompeted by Blackpool, and for most of the later 19th and early 20th centuries Fleetwood’s 
main function was as a port. The fortunes of the port also fluctuated, however, particularly 
following the opening of rival facilities at Preston and Lytham. Fleetwood’s economy 
focused on the fishing industry in the later 19th century, especially after the introduction of 
steam trawlers in 1891, becoming Britain’s premier west coast fishing port in the 20th 
century. In Cumbria, Barrow-in-Furness was established as a planned new town in the later 
19th century, as a centre of iron production and dependent on its port and the railways 
(Davies-Shiel and Marshall 1969, 225). Barrow, too, was initially intended to be built to a 
design of wide streets with monumental building designs, but which was soon overtaken by 
the need for rapid expansion (Crosby 2006c, 185). In the early 20th century, however, 
Vickers ship building company established Vickerstown as a model garden village for its 
workforce on Walney Island, with shops, church, institute, public house and school (Crosby 
2006c, 184). 

As well as the new towns established for industry, this coastline facing the Irish Sea also 
developed existing and new settlements on a large scale to service the rapidly developing 
tourism industry in the 19th century. In general, resorts grew initially where there was easy 
access, so that coal workers from the Wigan coalfield travelled to Southport on the Leeds 
Liverpool Canal, and then by road, whilst New Brighton grew because of its links to 
Liverpool via the Mersey ferry (Crosby 2006b, 145). Even so, Blackpool was popular as a 
sea-bathing resort from the early 18th century, despite the difficulties of road transport across 
the Fylde (Parry 1983, 7). It was the building of the railways, however, that led to the main 
growth in the resorts along this coast, and which allowed the advent of mass tourism. The 
resorts were largely new settlements, though in many cases they grew up around existing 
rural hamlets and small villages. Blackpool, for example, developed within the medieval 
manor of Layton, where there appears to have been some form of unplanned settlement, 
though probably no more than a few properties, by the early 15th century (Lancashire County 
Council 2005a). Morecambe originated as three small hamlets: Poulton-le-Sands, Bare and 
Torrisholme, but centred on Poulton, and Southport began as the township of North Meols 
(Parry 1983, 22). In Cumbria, Silloth was laid out as a planned new town to service the 
holiday needs of Carlisle, but was based on a pre-existing hamlet (Crosby 2006c, 147). 
Lytham St Annes, however, grew out of an existing historic settlement at Lytham, which 
probably originated as a two-row market village in the medieval period (Lancashire County 
Council and Egerton Lea Consultancy Ltd 2006c). Grange-over-Sands was also developed as 
an upmarket resort, designed to attract a genteel audience, and styling itself as the ‘Torquay 
of the North’ (Crosby 2006b, 147). Its main attractions were the views it afforded over 
Morecambe Bay, its walks along the promenade and the surrounding countryside, and its 
health-giving properties (Furness Railway Company 1900, 61-75). 

The degree of planning at these new resorts seems to have been at least partly dependent on 
the degree of ownership control. Lytham St Annes, for example, was owned by the Clifton 
family, who closely controlled new building, discouraging working-class development and 
resulting in an exclusive and attractive resort town (Crosby 2006c, 147). In contrast, the 
neighbouring resort of Blackpool had multiple owners and as a result developed in a much 
more piecemeal manner, even with the layout of a loose grid plan behind the seafront in the 
1840s (Lancashire County Council 2005a, 3). One of the key characteristics of Blackpool, 
away from its resort facilities, is the large number of boarding houses that were built, 
commonly distinguished by their ground- and first-floor bay windows (Lancashire County 
Council 2005a, 30, 37-8). Morecambe, too, developed in a similar fashion to Blackpool. Here 
the North Western Railway Company was the driving force, with the intention to develop a 
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resort town, and after 1850, an area of land was divided into plots for development. Much of 
the expansion, however, was carried out through small-scale private ownership (Parry 1983, 
178) and the growth of much of the resort was organic rather than planned (Lancashire 
County Council and Egerton Lea Consultancy Ltd 2005d). 

The success of these resort towns facing the Irish Sea led to the desire of large numbers of 
people to settle or retire on the coast. As a consequence, extensive areas of residential 
developments grew up on the edges of resort towns, as well as around small rural settlements 
which in effect became towns in themselves. The Wirral peninsula and Morecambe Bay in 
particular attracted this form of settlement in the 20th century. On Morecambe Bay, for 
example, Kent’s Bank, Arnside, Silverdale, Bolton-le-Sands, Hest Bank, Pilling and Knott 
End-on-Sea are characterised by large numbers of villas and bungalows, and in some cases 
became resorts in their own right. 

Values And Perceptions 

The pattern and development of the settlements of England’s Irish Sea coast can be 
considered to be of international relevance, at least from the 18th century. The roles of 
settlement in the medieval and early post medieval periods was mostly regional, when the 
havens provided destinations and economic opportunities for coastal trade, as well as 
landmarks for coastal maritime traffic. With the growth of international trade, particularly the 
transatlantic trade, the port towns became increasingly important to the region’s economy 
and helped provide the impetus for industrial growth in north-west England. This is 
epitomised by Liverpool, which became a globally significant seaport between the early 18th 
and 20th century, and is recognised by the inscription of part of the city and docks as a World 
Heritage Site (Liverpool City Council 2005). This Irish Sea coastline is also significant for its 
role in the development of mass tourism, with a series of resorts which served the working 
populations of industrial Lancashire and Yorkshire. Blackpool’s part in that, in particular, is 
reflected in the recent bid to have central resort area, including the Tower, Winter Gardens 
and promenade, inscribed as a World Heritage Site (http://blackpoolaloud.org.uk). 

Research, Amenity And Education 

Settlement pattern and settlement growth have been researched through historic landscape 
characterisation projects, including Extensive Urban Surveys, throughout the north-west of 
England. There has, however, been a general lack of excavation in coastal towns, and there is 
little archaeological evidence for any urban settlement in the region before the late 17th 
century (McNeil and Newman 2006b, 122). This is true even in Liverpool where there has 
been more archaeological investigation than in the other towns or cities along this coast. The 
recent large-scale redevelopment of the Liverpool One project, for example, revealed 
evidence of the post medieval town and earliest dock, but little has been done on the origins 
of the medieval town and its development as a haven. The only excavations of medieval 
Liverpool to date concentrated on the castle, rather than the town itself (Newman 2006, 127).  

Towns and villages are generally highly influential aspects of coastal landscape and seascape 
character. Their wealth and great variety of historical and archaeological components 
demonstrate considerable time-depth and contribute strongly to their area’s appearance and 
character. This has potential for further archaeological and historical research as well as the 
development of education and outreach initiatives. Education and outreach initiatives for this 
Character Type can be particularly popular when based within local communities, focusing 
on their own town or village. Towns and villages are also attractive amenity elements, being 
often used by the tourist industry. 

Condition And Forces For Change 
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Many of the coastal towns and cities along England’s Irish Sea coast have declined in the 
20th century, particularly with the closure of many industries in north-west England. Even 
though the Port of Liverpool still handles large quantities of cargo 
(http://www.peelports.co.uk/port-of-liverpool), the focus of the working docks has moved 
further north to Bootle, leaving areas of redundant historic docks, which are now the focus of 
a regeneration scheme. Likewise, the docks at Birkenhead are also the focus of a proposed 
redevelopment scheme. The demise of the iron and steel industry in Cumbria, too, has led to 
the demolition of steel works at Barrow and Workington. Regeneration schemes and adaptive 
reuse in many of the towns and resorts on this coast have led to the loss of some historic 
fabric, both industrial complexes and residential areas. 

The threat from coastal erosion and the increasing frequency of severe weather events and 
rising sea levels has been addressed by the replacement of sea defences in resort towns such 
as Blackpool, Morecambe and Cleveleys. Inevitably, this has involved the loss of historic 
fabric, but in many of these towns, the sea fronts have been part of a process of continuous 
change and evolution since the 19th century. The upgrading of the sea defences has been 
undertaken with improvements to the recreation facilities on offer, including the provision of 
public entertainment spaces and public art, and has contributed to their ongoing regeneration. 

Rarity And Vulnerability 

The coastline of Lancashire and Merseyside is largely built up and dominated by urban 
settlement. The mixture of ports, industrial towns and resorts reflect the historical importance 
of the area to the development of Britain as a global industrial and trading power. Even 
though much of the industrial power on which this was based has now gone, the surviving 
historic character of the street patterns, civic, commercial, religious and domestic buildings 
provide a link to the settlements’ origins and development, as well as to the region’s 
maritime past. They are vulnerable to change, particularly with economic decline of the 
industry and tourism. 

In many coastal settlements, historically and architecturally important structures are often 
designated as Listed Buildings. This is particularly true in Liverpool, which has over 2,500 
listed structures, and can be seen as a reflection of the city’s global significance from the end 
of the 17th century. The city has a number of potential vulnerabilities, however, including 
problems arising from past decline and future development proposals (Liverpool City 
Council 2005, 226-37). 
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