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It was a grand day at the Roodee on 30 April
1851 for the Chester Cup.  Bitterly cold for the
time of year, the weather didn’t stop the crowds
from enjoying themselves at this racing highlight
and great social gathering – the excitement, the
atmosphere, the hopes of winning a fortune.
And crowds there were – the new Chester to
Warrington railway line had just been opened by
the Birkenhead, Lancashire and Cheshire
Railway Company, completing the connection
through to Manchester – and special excursion
trains from Manchester Victoria brought an extra
4,000 racegoers to the course, eager to sample
the delights on offer.

It was a thrilling and gripping afternoon with 28
starters for the big race, won by Nancy and once
over, the multitude swarmed up Frodsham Street
and Brook Street to the station, keen to catch
their excursion train home. By 6pm there were
about 5,000 people on the platforms and
although there was a Manchester train waiting it
was soon full and before it could leave the
Station Manager had to order passengers down
who had tried climbing onto the carriage roofs.
Another Manchester train was standing in the
siding and the impatient passengers swarmed
across the track to get on – it was later revealed
that 900 of them were crammed into 18 small
carriages.

This train, pulled by the locomotive Druid, set off
towards Frodsham where the cold weather
turned to rain, then sleet and on the gradient
leading to the Sutton Weaver viaduct, the huge
driving wheels began to slip. The driver and
firemen struggled to keep the train moving but in
the dark of Sutton Tunnel it went slower and
slower. Meanwhile, the 7.15 Manchester train
had left Chester making good speed and on
seeing Druid in difficulties ahead, tried to help
push the earlier train through but passengers 

were later adamant that both trains actually
came to a standstill in the tunnel.

At 7.30 a further train left Chester and as there
was no formal signalling system in those days
the Frodsham Station Master just waved it
through. This train entered the tunnel at high
speed, unaware that there were two trains just
ahead. The driver noticed that the tunnel was full
of steam but he was aware that there were more
trains behind him and pushed on. His train
collided violently with the
rear of the previous one,
destroying several carriages
and derailing the engine.
Both lines were blocked
and the tunnel full of
choking smoke and debris,
with more than 1600
passengers crowded into
the pitch darkness, filled
with confusion and terror
and surrounded by the cries
and screams of the injured
and dying. Passengers
scrambled from the
upturned carriages,
trampling bodies underfoot
and vainly tried to make
sense of what had happened
to them.   To make matters
worse, the noise of yet
another train approaching
the tunnel could clearly be
heard but thankfully one of
the engineers had managed
to struggle past the tunnel
mouth and stopped it just in
time. 9 people died that
evening, including a 15 year
old boy, and a further 40
were injured or mutilated,
some seriously.

At the prolonged and detailed inquest a verdict
of Accidental Death was reached but great
blame was heaped on the Railway Company. It
was suggested that in future company
employees should be stationed at either end of
the Sutton Tunnel to signal to the trains but this
idea was superseded by the building of two
more stations at Halton and Norton with an
“electric telegraph” between them, in a bid to
prevent such a tragedy in future.
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Editorial
We really hope you have enjoyed the
exhibitions and events we devised to
commemorate WW1 this year and the
legacy from these will both enhance our
collections and go forward to help us realise
our vision for further ways to mark the
continuance of the war and the effect it had
on Chester. Our seasonal Saturday opening
hours proved hugely successful and we
hope that they can be re-introduced for
Spring 2015.   Meanwhile we wish you
Seasons Greetings for Christmas and the
New Year from all of us.

Chester History & Heritage, St Michael’s
Church, Bridge St Chester CH1 1NW

Tel: 01244 972210 

email: chh@cheshirewestandchester.gov.uk

Don’t Miss
Chester Ghosts

31 October and 21 November 2pm-3pm

A spooky film about the ghosts that are
said to abound in our haunted city. Free
but booking essential as spaces are very
limited! Refreshments available.

Put That Light Out!

7 November 1.30pm - 3.30pm £3

The inimitable Len Morgan with his WWII
slideshow – complete with bomb! 

Rebecca

14 January 

1.30pm-4pm

The 1940 award 
winning film 
starring Laurence 
Olivier and Joan 
Fontaine. Free, 
but again booking 
is essential.  
Refreshments available.

Banding Together 
The Jerome Gatehouse Collection exists to preserve the
heritage of military and police bands and maintains an archive
of articles, artefacts, music and information –
www.jeromegatehousecollection.org.uk Their Life Trustee, Mrs
Anne Gatehouse, has sent us a copy of their latest newsletter
which focuses on the bandsmen of WW1 who also acted as
stretcher bearers, together with a poem that she has written
based on their terrible experiences – here is an extract:

Not Just Bandsmen
All is quiet on the Western Front
Many pray, catch up on sleep
Over the top boys!
Over the top we are all led
Another gruesome day for us
Saving the living, counting the dead
Bandsmen dream of playing again
And most of them silently weep

Goodbye to Ray 
It was with great sadness that we learnt of the death in May of
Ray Gregory, one of our most stalwart supporters and a good
friend. We send our sincere condolences to Irene and his
family – he will be much missed.



Past exhibitions
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That’ll be the Day 31 March – 4 July
This display stirred so many memories of Chester in the 1950s – the dance halls, coffee bars and pubs of a
thriving social scene - a time when most of us “had never had it so good” and golden days that we look back on
with a smile.

An ornament to the City: The Rows of Chester 31 March – 4 July
This small photographic exhibition traced
the medieval origins of Chester’s famous
Rows, and how over the centuries they
evolved into becoming one of the city’s
most popular attractions due to their
unique and historic character. The Rows
are a real ornament to the city.
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Current exhibitions

Dulce Et Decorum Est   

The Nurses Story

For Those in Peril

From Bombs to Bandages

all until 19 December

Our four WW1 displays have proved very popular

– adorned with flags, bunting and copies of

original WW1 recruitment posters! Special thanks

must go to Gerry Tighe who so impressed all

those who attended our war poetry events, to Di,

Betty & Audrey from the Chester Branch of the

Family History Society of Cheshire  and to

members of the Cheshire Pals who brought alive

our Oh What a Lovely War event in August. 
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Future exhibitions

Oh You Pretty Things 6 January-27 March
The 1970s was the decade of the Space Hopper, Aquamanda

perfume, the Ford Cortina and the Winter of Discontent.

Despite strikes and water shortages the whole nation celebrated

The Queen’s Jubilee in 1977 and British popular culture still led the

world.  This exhibition looks at people and places in Chester during

those vibrant and exciting years which for many of us meant glam

and glitz as much as trouble and strife. 

Band of Gold 6 January-27 March
With St Valentine’s Day in
mind, this foyer display looks
at Chester weddings – some
high church, some not – and
all of them joyful days full of
promise and new beginnings.
From weddings in the
cathedral to a 1970s register
office ceremony we take a
look back at the dresses,
bridesmaids and proud
families involved in making
this a day to remember. 

Voluntary Action on the Home
Front in Chester:  The History
and Legacy 6 January-27 March
Set up days after the outbreak of WW1 the Council
of Social Welfare (later Chester Voluntary Action)
coordinated the provision of vital assistance on the
home front by providing relief aid and support to
families and those in need affected by the war.
Marking the centenary of WW1 and Chester
Voluntary Action, this exhibition will shine a light on
this important wartime creation and the significant
contribution made by local charities to support
families whose main breadwinner was away in the
services, wounded or killed, and those affected by
unemployment arising from the disruption of trade.
Important events and
social issues in
Chester from 1914 to
the present will be
highlighted showing
the significant impact
of Chester Voluntary
Action then and now. 



I was born at 29 Commonhall Street, Chester on 1 January
1921, in a house now demolished. If I’d stood by our front door
and taken a hop, skip and jump across the very narrow street, I
would have flattened my face on the house opposite. At the
bottom end, which ran into the shopping area, there was just
enough room for the traffic to pass between the foot paths.  

The front door of the house led straight into the front room: to
the right was the fireplace with an oven on the side. On the
opposite side of the fire was a cast iron arm which swiveled
over the fire. On the arm was a massive kettle: this, and a
washing boiler outside, were the only sources of hot water. On
both sides of the fireplace were cupboards; the top doors were
framed glass. On top of the bottom left cupboard was the
wireless which Dad made himself from one of the original do-it-
yourself kits. You bought a blueprint - a blue paper with diagram
a marked in white lines. It gave the positions, serial numbers
and so on of the valves, valve-sockets and condensers. There
was a length of threaded brass about one 16th of an inch
diameter between the speaker magnet and the thick paper
diaphragm. This had to be adjusted to get the correct vibrations
for the speaker to work –it was called a reed. Dad wasn’t very
patient with the fragile reed; we would sometimes hear him
cussing and would know it was time to disappear. At the left of
the room was a dresser with a gramophone on top. It was
about 14 in square and had to be wound up. The horn on top
was about 18 inches long and the mouth of it about 12 inches
across, with scenery painted all colours of the rainbow.

There was a long table at the end of the room, a settee and two
rocking chairs and several kitchen chairs. There were gas lights
in the front room and kitchen: I didn’t think there were lights in
the bedrooms except the front one -we used candles. The oven
was also gas - we did not have electricity. The wireless had two
batteries, one for high-tension and one for  low- tension, which
was replaced like torch batteries, but  the high tension one had
to be taken into town to be recharged. In the back, there was a
room with a stone sink ,a hand clothes wringer about 5 feet
high, with large wooden rollers, a wash-tub , gas stove and
table and chairs where we ate breakfast. There was a large
walk-in pantry cum storeroom and out of this room the stairs
went up to the bedrooms and under the stairs, hidden by
curtains was the large tin bath which you could fill from the
boiler outside. There was no garden, just a paved backyard
with a coal-house and an outside toilet. Sometimes we had to
boil water and put hot clothes on the pipes because they
became frozen in winter.

The houses being terraced, there were two front doors together,
then two front room windows alternately. We used to get rope
and tie two front door knockers together and then knock on the
door. Residents would be pulling on the doors and cursing and
shouting until someone went out the back door to the front to
remove the rope. We would get a heavy button with a short
length of cotton and attach it to the window frame with a
drawing pin and pull on a long length of cotton so that the

button kept tapping
the window. Some
people looked out
of the door several
times before
waking up to us.
Lots of men ride
bicycles and wore
bowler or trilby hats. We used to tie cotton between the gas
lights on opposite sides of the street just to see their hats flick
off and see the men start cursing. 

If there was no activity amongst the kids we could always watch
things in the small workshops around the street. The blacksmith
door was split in two and we could stand on the step and look
over the bottom part of the door and we would be invited in to
pump the bellows. In the small lane up the street was a basket-
making shop which did woven chairs using cane. There was
also a coopers shop and I was intrigued by the hooper whilst
they assembled the barrels. Leading off the ground known as
the Biggie was the tanning factory. I could not see much of
what went on in there because of the large vats obscuring the
view but I liked standing there because of the smell of leather.

Our penny a week pocket money was usually spent at the
sweetshop which was in Commonhall Street in the front room of
a house across  from us. The front window displayed the
goods: sherbet fountains, gobstoppers and other treats. 

I must have been
about 6 years old
when left
Commonhall
Street. The back
bedroom was built
over the yard and
had become
unsafe and so we
had 2 double beds
in one room, 3
boys in one bed
and 3 girls in the
other. Margaret
was in a cot in
mum and dads’
room. 

We then moved
into grandma’s
house in Union
Street. (To be
continued)

Sydney Alexander
Boyle

Donated by Keith
Boyle

A Chester Childhood
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Commonhall Street
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Before the Storm

Life seemed much the same as always but by 1900 more goods were
produced in large factories and distributed by the railways, leading to a
decline in small producers and a reduction in the number of women
employed in manufacturing although dressmaking and millinery for
local shops still ensured employment for women in 1911. The number
of male manufacturing workers remained much the same but the work
they did altered with the most dramatic decline being in shoemaking,
which became concentrated in specialist factories in Stafford and
Northampton. 

By 1914 milling was a dying industry. F. A. Frost & Sons, Chester’s
most successful firm, did open new mills at Ellesmere Port in 1910 but
stopped milling in Chester by 1913 and the Dee Mills were demolished
in 1910. The Cestrian Mill had been leased to Griffiths Bros. as a
warehouse and by 1913 the Albion Mill was mainly producing animal
feedstuffs although some Chester corn and provender merchants still
undertook milling on a small scale. 

In compensation, Chester had become a centre for market gardening,
plant nurseries and seed merchants due to its location and rail
connections. The Dickson family owned one of the largest nurseries
and supplied all types of bedding plants, trees, farm and garden
seeds, garden tools, and agricultural implements as well as
commissions to design gardens for country houses. Other large
nurseries included Samuel Dobie & John Kirk in Vicars Cross, F. W.
Dutton at Queen's Park, McHattie & Co. at Overleigh, and Alexander
McLean at Upton. By 1913 James Hunter’s farm seed business in
Foregate Street had become one of the leading farm seed suppliers in
the country.

Brewing almost disappeared from Chester because of the escalating
concentration of ownership among the commercial brewery
companies. Thomas Montgomery’s Chester Lion Brewery Co. Ltd. was
taken over by Bent's Brewery of Liverpool in 1902 and closed soon
afterwards - the Northgate Brewery was the only Chester brewery to
survive beyond 1914. Conversely, as a glittering new technological age
dawned, engineering firms such as the Hydraulic, Henry Lanceley &
Co., Samuel Taylor Parry, Brookhirst and Williams & Williams all
prospered.

William Roberts's boatbuilding yard, building river pleasure craft,
operated at the Groves and the Shropshire Union Canal Co. built
narrow boats and Mersey flats at Tower Wharf until 1913. George
Crosland-Taylor manufactured a few cars between 1906 &1910 using
parts imported from France but the railway was a major employer, with
more than 200 platform staff working at Chester General in 1911. Men
were also employed in the wagon repair shops in Chester although
much railway work was unskilled and quite poorly paid. 

As now, Chester was increasingly reliant on shops and services so
employment in these areas rose. The grocery trade changed greatly as
new shops opened in the suburbs and by 1910 there were 20 chain
stores in the city, including Boots, Marks & Spencer, Liptons, Home &
Colonial, the Maypole, and Hepworth’s. Chester however remained a
shopping centre dominated by local businesses which, though
catering for a wealthy clientele, increasingly broadened their appeal to
other shoppers. The growth and modernization of Chester's shops
meant that traditional fairs and markets declined or modernized. The
sale of livestock continued, but in specialised auction marts and
Chester's corn and cheese markets also faced problems. The growth
of large corn merchants like Griffiths Bros. reduced the role for

Chester's corn exchange although weekly dealing continued in the
1900s. Chester's cheese fairs remained important as trade picked up
again and the 1911 Chester dairy show, held in the market hall, took
place in boom conditions. In the market hall the balance of traders
altered - butchers declined in numbers due to the growth of
independent shops in town but the number of fruiterers increased.

Where people lived in Chester was determined by occupation and
status. Chester's population doubled between 1841 & 1911 and
ranged between a middle and upper-class whose income came from
land, agriculture, trade, and inherited wealth, and a working class
employed in declining trades or in unskilled and casual jobs in the
service sector and
behind the large
frontages lurked the
impoverished
occupants of the
courts. 

Little did they all know
that these changes –
along with their lives-
would be interrupted
and the old order itself
was about to be
consumed in the
furnace of war.

The first years of the 1900s were spent in the warm afterglow of the Victorian age but even in these rosy times changes were
underway in Chester’s economic way of life:



Events diary - WINTER 2014

OCTOBER

1 Backford, Mollington and District
Local History Society, Backford &
Mollington Village Hall 7.30pm
Graeme White, “Chester College
and University, 175 Not Out”.

6 Frodsham & District History Society,
Main Street Community Church
Frodsham 7.45pm. Glynn D Parry,
“Victorian Transport”.

8 Malpas Field Club, Malpas High
Street Church 7.45pm Paul Blurton,
“The Life of Admiral Beatty: From
Cheshire to First Sea Lord”.

14 Saltney & Saltney Ferry History
Group, St David’s High School
Saltney Ferry 7pm. Ray Buss,
“Chester’s Canal Age”.

15 Pulford & Poulton Local History
Group, Pulford Village Hall 7.30pm.
Vic Tyler-Jones, “Gresford Colliery”.

27 Chester Society for Landscape
History, Grosvenor Museum
7.30pm. Mark Baker, “Gwrych
Castle, Abergele”.

30 Chester Family History Group,
Cheshire County Sports Club, Plas
Newton Lane 7.30pm. Geoff
Pickard, “An Illustrated History of
Chester Leadworks”.

31 “The Ghosts of Chester” filmshow.
Chester History & Heritage, Bridge
Street Chester 2pm. Free but
booking essential 01244 972210

NOVEMBER

3 Frodsham & District History
Society, Main Street Community
Church Frodsham 7.45PM
Anthony Poulton-Smith “English
Place-Names”. 

5 Chester Canal Heritage Trust, The
Clubhouse, Chester Boughton
Hall Cricket Club, Boughton Hall
Avenue 8pm. Ray Buss, “Historic
Industry around the local
Waterways”.

5 Backford, Mollington and District
Local History Society, Backford &
Mollington Village Hall 7.30pm
Michael Richardson, “WW1
Memorial Boards”.

7 Chester History & Heritage, St
Michael’s Church Bridge St,
1.30pm. “Put That Light Out!”
slideshow with Len Morgan. £3,
booking essential 01244 972210.

11 Saltney & Saltney Ferry History
Group, St David’s High School
Saltney Ferry 7pm “WW1
Anniversary – Member’s relatives
WW1 memories”.

12 Malpas Field Club, Malpas High
Street Church 7.45pm Jeff Clarke,
“A Night on the Tiles: Wildlife in the
Small Hours”.

19 Pulford & Poulton Local History
Group, Pulford Village Hall 7.30 pm
Mike Emery, “Update on the
Poulton Dig”.

21 “The Ghosts of Chester” filmshow.
Chester History & Heritage, Bridge
Street Chester 2pm. Free but
booking essential 01244 972210.

24 Chester Society for Landscape
History, Grosvenor Museum
7.30pm. Kevin Matthias, “The
Mapping of Mold Mountain”.

27 Chester Family History Group,
Cheshire County Sports Club, Plas
Newton Lane 7.30pm “Christmas
Cheer”.

DECEMBER
3 Chester Canal Heritage Trust, The

Clubhouse, Chester Boughton
Hall Cricket Club, Boughton Hall
Avenue 8pm. The Shrewsbury &
Newport Canals Trust, “The
Shrewsbury & Newport Canals
and their Restoration”. 

3 Backford, Mollington and District
Local History Society, Backford &
Mollington Village Hall 7.30pm.
Alan Robinson, “The Somme
1916”.

6 “Christmas at St Michael’s”
seasonal drop-in.at Chester History
& Heritage, St Michael’s Church,
Bridge Street 11am-3pm.

8 Frodsham & District History
Society, Main Street Community
Church Frodsham 7.45pm Robert
MacGregor, “The Magic of Toys”.

9 Saltney & Saltney Ferry History
Group, St David’s High School
Saltney Ferry 7pm “Christmas
Social”.

JANUARY
13 Saltney & Saltney Ferry History

Group, St David’s High School
Saltney Ferry 7pm. “Members
Memories”.

14 Chester History & Heritage, St
Michael’s Church Bridge St
1.30pm-4pm “Rebecca” filmshow.
Free but booking essential 01244
972210. 

14 Malpas Field Club, Malpas High
Street Church 7.45pm. Peter
Boughton, “Fortifications in
Cheshire and North Wales: A
record in Art”.

26 Chester Society for Landscape
History, Grosvenor Museum
7.30pm. Adrian Sumner, “Art and
Architecture of the Jazz Age”.

Lache & Westminster Park Local History Group hold various events and activities – please contact 
Linda Shuttleworth, shuttleworths@talktalk.net for further details.


