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Editorial Welcome
The Sefton coast is changing; it always has and
always will. This magazine highlights some of the
important evidence of how our coast has changed
over time.

The timeline presented explores a sequence of key
events of coastal change from as far back as 22,000
years ago through to the present day; and onwards
to our best guess of how the coast may continue to
change 100 years into the future, and how the
current management of the coast is looking to plan
as far ahead as possible.

The articles focus on the changes that have taken
place in how people have used and valued the
coast. You will see how, over time, the coast has
also naturally changed and how communities and
users of the coast have adapted to these changes as
a way of life and how we may adapt to further
changes in the future, especially in the light of an
ever changing climate.

However old or young you may be, the coastline
will have changed in your lifetime, and it will
continue to do so, hopefully for the better. We
hope that you will find this magazine interesting
and informative and that it will inspire you to
rekindle and share your memories of our very
special coastline.

Formby beach sediments. © Dave McAleavy
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1
Pre-History

2
Pre-History

22,000 Years Ago to…

As recently as 12,000 years ago, the area was
in the grip of a mini Ice Age and resembled
parts of the arctic today. We have no evidence

of people living locally until after this when the look
of the countryside began to change dramatically. The
arctic-type grassland disappeared and so did the
herd animals, such as horse and reindeer that had
lived then. In its place, woodland spread almost
everywhere along with animals such as deer, aurochs
(extinct wild cattle) and wild boar. 

The first people in the region lived as nomadic
hunter-gatherers, in what is known as the Mesolithic
period. They relied totally on wild animals and plants
for food and other materials. The earliest known
people in this region lived about 10,000 years ago,
on the Wirral. Then, with the much lower sea levels
it would have been possible to walk across essentially
dry land from the Wirral to Sefton. In the Sefton
coastal area there are many sites belonging to
hunter-gatherers, although we do not know of any
quite as early as this. Most may be perhaps 6,000-
8,000 years old, although we cannot yet date any
precisely. Their camps have been recognized from
spreads of stone tools in modern fields in places such
as Little Crosby, Ince Blundell and Halsall. RC

At the height of the last ice age, 22,000
years ago, a sheet of ice, up to 400 metres
thick, covered the region.  Locally, the

immense power of the ice helped create and shape
the landscape. Britain was joined to Ireland and
Europe and looked unrecognizable. The Irish Sea
and the present River Mersey did not exist. 

About 18,000 years ago the vast ice sheet began to
melt and the climate warmed. The meltwater
formed the Irish Sea as more and more land was
flooded and sea level rose. Sea level rise was
relatively rapid between about 10,000 to 7,800
years ago and slowed down thereafter. By about
8,400 years ago it was probably high enough to
have reached the mouth of the Mersey, making it
tidal for the first time. The earliest evidence for a
‘Sefton coast’ close to the line of today is about
6,800 years ago, when sand dunes started forming
offshore. RC

Prehistoric
Global Warming

Local late glacial landscape, about 12,500 years ago (Artist’s impression).
© Andrew Wilson.

Reconstruction of hunter gatherer landscape, about 7,000 years ago.
© National Museums Liverpool.

Reconstruction of Sefton coastline, about 5,000 years ago.
© National Museums Liverpool.

1

2

The Earliest
Inhabitants
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3
Pre-History

…6,000 Years  Ago

The coastlines of the earliest local people lay many kilometres out, in what is
now the sea, having been swallowed up by rising sea level. Around 6,000 or
7,000 years ago coastal conditions were either close to or sometimes even

inland of the present coastline. For the early hunter gatherer people the coast
would have been part of a zone that stretched inland in a changing mosaic of
dune, marsh, lagoon, fen woodland, forest and river. This meant that a wide range
of wild plants, animals and birds were available over relatively short distances. That
would have made the area extremely attractive for mobile people dependant on
seasonally available wild resources.

Even after farming was introduced into Britain, about 6,000 years ago, in the Neolithic
period, these wild environments were still crucial.  The footprints on the beach at
Formby show people were active on the shore then, when it would have been a tidal
lagoon.  Also, on Hightown beach, part of a wooden structure, possibly a trackway,
was built in the early part of the Neolithic period when the area was saltmarsh. 

The closest settlements and camps belonging to these people, though, in areas such
as Ince Blundell, Little Crosby and Halsall, are found several kilometres from the
present coastline. They lie on the slightly raised land next to where freshwater fen
woodland has been important in the past. However, the prehistoric land surface
between these sites and the present coast lies buried by sediments associated with
coastal changes and sites could lie buried more deeply in this zone. RC

Neolithic (5,700 years ago) trackway, Hightown beach. © National Museums Liverpool.

The Earliest Use
of the Coast

3

Ancient footprint track.
© Gordon Roberts.



6

4
Pre-History

6,000 Years Ago to…

The sea approached its present position
about 5,900 years ago, although coastal
conditions had been relatively close to

the present coastline for some time before
that. Between 7,800 to 6,400 years ago marine
influence intermittently reached up to 4
kilometres inland on Downholland Moss. This
came via the Ainsdale area to the north and
from the Alt estuary to the south, as a large
barrier sand bank probably lay offshore. This
caused the Downholland landscape to change
periodically from tidal flats to saltmarsh, or as
marine influence waned, to freshwater lakes
and fen woodland.

Before 7,600 years ago large expanses of sandy tidal flats lay to
seaward of the present coast. The Neolithic footprints at Formby
Point were left in mudflats that formed in a sheltered part of this
tidal environment up to about 3,500 years ago when coastal
conditions changed. 

Sometimes, though, sea level was lower, as is shown by the remains
of the Neolithic forest on the beach at Hightown, which grew on
earlier marine clay. Another lower sea level phase is represented
near Lifeboat Road, Formby Point. Here, next to the present dune
edge, 3,500 year old alder tree roots can be seen where they grew
on earlier tidal flat deposits. 

Lifeboat Road, Formby. © Jen Lewis.

Remains of tree stump at Hightown. © Vanessa Holden.

Large dog/wolf ancient footprint. © Gordon Roberts.

Human ancient footprint. © Gordon Roberts.

4

The Changing
Prehistoric Coast

Although the line of the dunes moved both to seaward and to
landward during the prehistoric period, the present dune system
became roughly fixed around its present position during the Iron Age.
One area of the present dunes backing onto the beach at Formby
Point has a thin black band representing the existence of a former
dune slack that formed behind dunes about 2,350 years ago. RC
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5
535

6
915

7
1086

8
1200

…800 Years  Ago

William the Conqueror’s Domesday Survey recorded the
names of places along the coast from North Meols
southwards to Litherland and Bootle. Many of the coast’s

place names such as ‘meles’ (dune), ‘dale’ (valley) and ‘by’
(farm) came from the Norse language suggesting that the area
had been settled by Scandinavians perhaps some 100 or so
years earlier. But nothing is known of the location of these 11th

century places. JL

A wooden canoe recovered from the margins of
Martin Mere –now on display at the Botanic
Gardens Museum in Southport - has been dated to

the middle of the 6th century. This suggests that people
were fishing on the mossland meres 1,500 years ago. JL

A hoard of silver coins was buried at Little Crosby,
perhaps for safe-keeping when Norsemen were
raiding - and settling - along the Irish Sea coast.

The hoard was discovered in 1615 when a Catholic
burial ground was being marked out in the years of
religious persecution. JL

5

6

7

This was a time of land improvement and the
creation of sea defences along the Sefton
coast. A sea wall – probably an earth bank -

was built at Churchtown; Bankfield Lane that runs
between the grounds of Meols Hall and the Botanic
Gardens may be the position of this sea wall. JL

8

Martin Mere Canoe as displayed in Botanic
Gardens Museum. © Jen Lewis.

Map created based on Domesday entries.
© Jen Lewis in Sand & Sea 2009.

Embankment behind the wall of the Botanic Gardens at
Bankfield Lane, Churchtown. © Jen Lewis.
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9
1213-1220

10
1240-1241

11
1289

12
1300-1400

13
1346

14
1400-1500

800 Years Ago to…

The monks of Merivale Abbey, who had been
granted Altcar, were allowed access to pasture
at Alt Marsh, which had been drained. At

about the same time those farming land belonging to
Sawley Abbey at North Meols were allowed to retain
land that ‘they have gained or may gain hereafter’.
Sheep, cattle and horses were kept at Altcar and
Ravenmeols. JL

Monastic records show that
Cockersand Abbey was granted
land at Ainsdale, where there was

probably well-developed arable and
livestock farming. The monks – or their
tenants – were allowed to ‘carry away
sand’ to cultivate land and to improve the
mossland. JL

9

10

In 1346 it was claimed that
the township of
Argarmeols, which probably

lay on the seaward side of what is
now Birkdale, had been
‘annihilated by the sea’.

However, by 1377 there had
perhaps been some recovery of
land when an agreement for joint
grazing rights was drawn up by
the neighbouring landowners of
North Meols, Ainsdale, Birkdale
and Argarmeols. JL

By 1289 half the Domesday
township of Ravenmeols
had been lost, probably

due to damage by the sea. JL

11

Throughout the country
famine and disease
resulted in high

mortality (the Black Death)
though the effect on our local
population is unknown. JL

12

13

Herdwick sheep grazing dunes. © Mike Downey / Natural England.

Present day grazing at Marshside may have looked
similar to the grazing in 1240. © Lee Whittle.

Marsh Marigold, commonly found in old dune
ditches. © Mike Downey / Natural England.
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15
1500-1600

16
1554

17
1556

18
1584

…425 Years  Ago

Because of the ever-
present threat of
flooding, tenants all

along the coast were required
to keep ditches free of
vegetation. In 1441 a tenant
of land in Little Crosby and
Ince Blundell was prosecuted
for failure to repair a ditch. It
was claimed, however, that
the damage resulted from the
tidal flow of the Alt and that
there was no special
obligation to repair it. JL

14

The coast seems to
have been under
particular pressure

during this century. When
enquiries were made in 1503
as to why taxes had not been
paid for Argarmeols it was
found that the land in
question had been
overwhelmed by the sea. JL

John Speed’s Map of Lancashire 1610.
15

The changing coast resulted in the
boundary between Birkdale and
Ainsdale being redefined in 1532-

1533; twenty years later that between
Formby and Altcar was disputed and in 1584
the boundary of Ravenmeols was re-
established. JL

The coast between Ravenmeols and Formby was also
under threat and in reviewing the rights to fishing on
the shore there in 1554 it was claimed that the ‘sea-

side’ and grazing had been ‘ruined by sea and sand’. JL

Ainsdale was being
“overflowen” by the sea. JL

16

17

18
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19
1589

20
1600-1700

21
1630

425 Years Ago to…

The river Alt over the years has caused significant
amounts of damage to properties and agricultural
land surrounding its lower reaches where the

river flows out to sea through Altcar and Hightown. Due
to persistent flooding it was recommended in 1589 that
the sea banks of the mouth of the river Alt be
strengthened by a 10 foot high stone wall, over half a
mile in length, and costing £660. JL / MN

Remains of a revetment wall at Alt Grange have been
surveyed archaeologically. © Jen Lewis.

Remains of a substantial sandstone revetment
wall at Alt Grange. © Jen Lewis.

19

An embankment called Nabbs Cop
was built between North Meols
and Crossens. JL

'Hawslookers' were appointed by the manor courts at
Ainsdale and Birkdale to ensure that marram grass
was properly planted and maintained to prevent

sand blowing from the dunes and in 1637 three local
inhabitants were fined for taking marram. JL

Marram grass, essential for sand dune building.
© Mike Downey / Natural England.

20

21

Alt Flooding. © Paul Wisse.
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22
1648-1659

23
1683

…325 Years  Ago

In 1648 those living on
the mosslands drained by
the river Alt were forced

to abandon their land due to
flooding.  On three occasions
between 1655-1659 Altcar
inhabitants petitioned for relief
of the flooding due to damage
to the river banks. Altcar
parishioners sometimes used
boats to get to church and, in
winter, stepping stones were
needed to go from one cottage
to the next! MN / JL

22

Alt Flooding. © Paul Wisse.

An order of Liverpool Common Council
in 1683 stated that the perch from
Crosby “be brought, or a new one set

up at Black Rock”. Collins Chart of 1689 does
show a perch at Black Rock and nothing at
Crosby. At that time the small spire of the
original Formby Chapel would probably have
been one of the only navigational aids, being
just visible above the dunes. RY

Crosby beacon. © Reg Yorke.

23
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24
1689

25
1692

325 Years Ago to…

Liverpool Bay chart 1689. VH

Liverpool Bay chart 1689, redrawn from Collins. Courtesy of Sefton Council Archive.

24

By an Act of Parliament, Thomas
Fleetwood was allowed to start
an ambitious programme to

drain Martin Mere. This had ‘parted
many a man and his mare’ and was
‘very hazardous for Strangers to pass
by’. Somewhat surprisingly, by the end
of the 16th century, writers at the time
suggest that the dune barrier was
almost non-existent. MN / JL

25

In 1710 customs officials said that the coast experienced the greatest
smuggling in the country! Small boats plied their trade around the Irish
Sea finding creeks and embayments as landing places and safe havens.

Fairclough’s Lake, a creek at Marshside, now buried and possibly inland of the
present day coast, was such a place. Two miles long, half a mile wide and
seven fathoms deep, boats could approach to within a half mile of the shore.
It was one of several places used to land brandy, rum and wine, tobacco, spices
and sugar. The flat-bottomed vessels could come in close to the shore at night
perhaps guided by lights shone from windmills. Initially the contraband was
buried in the sand or taken to safe houses before being sold on. Peter White,
smuggler captain of the Betty, landed illicit goods at Fairclough’s Lake and
also at Little Crosby, perhaps near Alt Grange. By 1840 Fairclough’s Lake
‘formerly a fine bay’ had become choked with sand. JL / JM

1736 map shows Fairclough’s Lake.
Courtesy of Sefton Council Archive.

26
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26
1710

27
1716

28
1719

…292 Years  Ago

A drawing of Great Crosby
shows a stable coastal landscape
with frontal dunes backed by

grazed fields and houses. JL

From J. Mayer 1871 History of the Art of Pottery in Liverpool,
Marples, Liverpool.

Formby Lighthouse was originally
built as a 120 feet tall landmark,
to guide ships into Formby

Channel. It was converted into a
lighthouse in 1831, costing £300 for the
house to be built, and £40 for the light.
The lighthouse keeper’s salary was £20
per year, with the lighthouse’s running
costs being £100 per year. The second
lighthouse keeper was later transferred
to Crosby lighthouse, but Formby was
used again due to changes in the
Formby Channel. The lighthouse closed
in 1856, and was demolished during the
war to prevent it being a landmark for
enemy aircraft. RY

Formby Lighthouse. Courtesy of Formby Civic Society.

28

27

Fairclough’s Lake
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29 30 31
1739

292 Years Ago to…

Severe December storms flooded 13,000
acres along the south Lancashire and the
Fylde coasts. 157 houses were lost and 200

were badly damaged at North Meols and Altcar.
The recently-repaired floodgates on the Alt were
broken once again. JL

29

The use of marram grass (also known as ‘starr
grass’) for binding loose, blowing sand was
noted in Ince Blundell documents in 1725-1734

and said to form ‘solid banks over which no sea can
break’. However, marram was used to stabilise the
Ravenmeols dunes as early as the 1560s. In 1730, a
tenant was fined for not planting the grass. In 1757
‘Starr Setters’ at Ainsdale and Birkdale oversaw the
planting of the grass and fines of 6s.8d. (34p) could be
levied on those who cut ‘starr’. JL

Marram grass planting at Freshfield in the 1940s.
Taken by R.K.Gresswell. Courtesy of Natural England Archive.

30

A sandstorm destroyed the medieval chapel at
Ravenmeols though its burial ground continued
to be used.  The chapel was relocated inland to

St.Peter’s in 1747, and then in 1855 a church dedicated
to St.Luke was built close to the site of the original
chapel. JL / MD

Map dated 1557-1558; detail from MR 1/2;  Copyright held by the National Archives, London.

31

1720
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32
1755

33
1774

34
1776

…235 Years  Ago

The opening of the Leeds & Liverpool canal
between Liverpool and Wigan allowed people
from Lancashire’s growing industrial centres to

come to the sea-side via a landing place at Scarisbrick
and onwards by carriage to Southport. JL

William Hutchinson, the Liverpool
Dock Master, arranged for Britain’s
first life-boat station to be

established at Formby. Richard
Scarisbrick, a sailor from Formby, was
appointed “to take care of the boat and
boathouse erected … at Formby to assist
and save shipwrecked persons and goods
on this coast” with a salary of two
guineas a year, “and that he and the
boat’s crew shall be handsomely
rewarded …..not less than one guinea
per head for every life or person they
shall save”. RY

The flood gates at the
Crossens outfall from Martin
Mere were washed down by

‘a very uncommon high tide’ and
were rebuilt 14 feet wide (4.27m). JL

32

Britain’s first life-boat station at Formby. Courtesy of Reg Yorke.

33

34

Launch of lifeboat from Formby. Courtesy of Sefton Council Archive.



16

35
1779

36
1780

37
1781

38
1792

235 Years Ago to…

The Alt Drainage Act was passed by Parliament.
It identified the fields liable to flood in the Alt
Valley and paved the way for local landowners

to adopt a co-ordinated approach to flood protection.
It also made the planting of marram grass compulsory.
JL / MN

Alt Flooding. © Paul Wisse.

35 New floodgates were built on the Alt. These were
about 800 yards (731.5m) downstream of the earlier
floodgates and probably contributed to the

development of the sand spits shown on the early 19th

century maps. JL / MN

River Alt tidal floodgates. Courtesy of Sefton Council Archive.

36

Sea defences were rebuilt at
Crossens outfall with three sets of
flood gates. JL

The first lodging house, built of timber,
opened for the summer season at South
Hawes (Southport). JL

The first plantation on the Sefton dunes
was established by Revd Richard Formby,
then Joint Lord of the Manor of Formby.

‘Fir Wood’ is shown on the Formby Tithe Map
of 1845 and was then the only Plantation of
any size, being just over 2 acres. RY

First hotel built at Southport
by William Sutton. VH

First plantation. © Reg Yorke.

37

38

39

40
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39
1795

40
1798

41
1805

42
1807

43
1809

44
1813

45
1814

…197 Years  Ago

The Sefton Coast has long been recognised and valued for its abundant wildlife. As far
back as 1805 George Alexander Cooke, author of ‘a Modern British Traveller’,
commented “to the lovers of botany and natural curiosities, the sand hills will furnish an

inexhaustible fund of amusement”. MD

Abundant wildlife, Bog Pimpernel. © Mike Downey / Natural England.

41

In November over two miles of the
embankment from Marshside to
Banks burst and more than 1,000

acres of farm land were flooded. JL

Formby Point signalling station. Courtesy of Reg Yorke.

A signal station was established by the Admiralty at Formby
Point, around 1814. A system of semaphore signal stations
was established around Liverpool Bay but these were

discontinued after the arrival of telegraph and telephone
communication. A signal building is seen in maps of 1896 and
caught in this photograph of a launch of the Formby Lifeboat taken
in 1916. RY

45

42

An unusually high tide swept away
the Crossens Sea Gates and Flushing
Gates, though the stop-gates

prevented the reclaimed land at Martin
Mere from being flooded. JL

‘Rosseall men’s bank’ was raised on
the seaward side of Shellfield Road,
Marshside. The bank was designed

‘as the most secure barrier that man can
erect against the encroachments of the
sea’. New houses had been built near the
inn ‘for the benefit of those who wish for
private lodgings in so delightful and
healthful a situation.’ JL

43

44
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46
1815

47
1821

197 Years Ago to…

Crosby Seabank Company’s Hotel in
Waterloo opened and by 1825 there
were seven lodging houses. JL

Formby Point was being eroded and by
1828 the landmark there was ruined.
Some 400 yards (365.76m) of the coast

line had been lost since the lifeboat house had
been built 35 years earlier. By 1839 the
coastline appears to have recovered following
the losses of 1828. JL

Formby Point erosion. Courtesy of Sefton Council.
© Crown copyright. All rights reserved.
Sefton Council licence number 100018192 2011.

46

A very high tide caused much
damage at Banks. JL47

48

Regulations were applied to the land and coast of
the Manor of Formby, including the ‘urgent
necessity’ for the planting of Star Grass. VH

Regulations of the Manor of Formby, 1829. Courtesy of Sefton Council Archive.

49

The highest tide of the century was recorded at Crossens.
Again, during a storm in 1834 the sea burst through the
embankments from Marshside to Banks doing immense

damage and the grounds of Bankfield House (adjoining Crossens
Station) were flooded to a considerable depth. JL

50

Floodgates on the Alt were replaced in 1830 in an
attempt to control the water levels by closing when the
sea water of the flood tide reached them. However these

gates did not cope well with extreme weather, especially high
tides combined with heavy rainfall, as the gates would be closed
due to the high tide but with the rainfall within the catchment
backing up and flooding the surrounding farmland. MN

51

Peter Hesketh began construction of a
promenade or ‘sea fence’ at Southport with a
footpath and carriage drive. It started at

Nevill Street and extended 400 yards towards
Coronation Walk. JL

52
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48
1828

49
1829

50
1830

51 52
1834

53 54
1838

…173 Years  Ago

Captain Denham undertook Liverpool’s first Marine Survey and
introduced self-registering tide gauges.  At Formby, visual readings
continued over many years using a set of tide poles set in a line near

Formby Lifeboat Station. From 1889 the Lifeboat Coxswain was paid an
allowance of 3/6d per day as the keeper of the tide gauge. During the
1970s the Mersey Docks and Harbour Board required the resident of
Lifeboat Cottage to keep continuous telescopic sightings record of the tide
poles every 15 minutes from 9am to 4pm. Even after Lifeboat Cottage was
abandoned, 15 minute readings continued daily. The last Formby
‘Tideman’, David Simpson described how he read off the depths using high
powered binoculars. In poor visibility he had to walk to the edge of the
water and stay there taking readings every quarter of an hour. RY

53

Formby tide pole. © Reg Yorke.

Lifeboat Cottage. Courtesy of Reg Yorke.

Ribble Navigation Reclamation
Plan made, highlighting the scale
of the proposed land to be

claimed from the Ribble Estuary. VH

54

Ribble Estuary Reclamation Plan. From Barron, 1938. Courtesy of Sefton Council Archive.
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55
1839-1847

56 57
1848

58

173 Years Ago to…

A new beacon was
ordered to be placed on
the shore at Crosby in

connection with the new Crosby
Lighthouse in 1839. In 1847 this
was moved half a mile to the
north east when the Lighthouse
was also moved. A beacon is still
there today, a triangular
framework structure showing ‘a
ball over a diamond’. RY

55

On the 1848 OS Map of
Altmouth, Balling’s Wharf is
shown as sandy land on

Lord Sefton’s Estate that was
being reclaimed from the sea.
When the land was found to be
not suitable for agriculture, it
became the Altcar Rifle Range. RY

Balling’s Wharf. © Ordnance Survey.

56

Liverpool – Southport railway line opened,
using of course, steam locomotives. The
Manchester Line opened in 1855. RY / JL

Liverpool – Southport railway line. Courtesy of Formby Civic Society.

57

The first Ordnance Survey maps were produced
around this time, recording which features were
to be found along the coastline, and the size of

towns and villages. VH

Ordnance Survey map of Southport 1848 showing the extent of the town.
© Crown Copyright, license number ED100020392.

58
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59
1854

60
1856

61
1857

62
1860

…150 Years  Ago

Freshfield Station opened in 1854, built by Thomas Fresh. It provided a major outlet for the ‘night-soil’ from
Liverpool (used for the asparagus cultivation), and also provided facilities for property development that Thomas
Weld-Blundell and many Liverpool business men much desired. RY

Freshfield train station. Courtesy of Formby Civic Society.

59

Just before the end of the
Crimean War, the giant
Horsefall Gun was tested at

(what is now) Altcar Rifle Range. It
was 13 feet long and weighed 21 tons,
and was manufactured at the Mersey
Forge, Toxteth, Liverpool. The gun is
said to have fired a cannon ball
weighing 300 lbs a distance of five
miles. RY

Horesfall Gun. Courtesy of Altcar Training Camp.

60

Public notices at Birkdale, Ainsdale and
Formby in 1857 advised that fines of
20s (£1) would be levied on anyone

cutting or carrying away starr grass and,
indeed, on anyone found in possession of
starr within five miles of the sandhills. JL

Marram grass on sand dunes. © Mike Downey /
Natural England.

61

First Pier built at Southport,
measuring 1,100 metres out from the
Promenade. The Pier was extended to

1,335 metres in 1868. VH

62
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63
1862

64

150 Years Ago to…

On January 19th a storm and high tide were
one of the worst ever known on the coast. At
Southport all the walls, embankments, and

fences were washed away completely at Winter
Gardens Terrace, the folding doors of the lifeboat
house were burst in by the waves, several bathing
machines were completely wrecked, 100 yards of the
Promenade opposite Waterloo Terrace were
seriously damaged, a huge gap was made in the
Promenade opposite Bold Street, the whole of the
embankment front and fence of the Strangers'
Charity washed away, a new sea wall and house
partly built, at the junction of Leicester Street and
Adelaide Street, were demolished by the waves. JL
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Altcar Rifle Range was
established at Balling's
Wharf on Lord Sefton's

land in 1862 by the 5th

Lancashire Rifle Volunteers. In
1913 the land was transferred
to the West Lancashire
Territorial Association. Since
then many thousands of soldiers
have learnt their rifle skills at
Altcar. RY

Altcar Rifle Range. Courtesy of Imperial War Museum.

64

Altcar Rifle Range.
Photo courtesy of Lt. Col Michael Cook, MBE, TD.

Fishing at Southport was a dangerous job. In 1869, seven shrimp fishermen
lost their lives when fog descended whilst they were night fishing, and they
could not find their way back to the shore. The Marshside Calamity Fund was

set up to help their families and a bell erected on the sea bank between Marshside
Road and Millars Pace. The bell was rung whenever fog rolled in, with the sound
guiding fishermen back to safety. Two years later it was blown down in a gale and a
new building was erected on Marshside Road which still stands today. It was also a
weather station, recording the wind speed and direction (with temperature and
humidity being recorded in Hesketh Park). The station was in use until 1959. Parts of
the instruments are kept in the Botanic Gardens Museum. KB / JM
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Marshside Fog Bell. Courtesy of Ken Bridge.

Log book of Marshside Fog Bell weather station. Courtesy of Ken Bridge.
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Massam’s Slack in the western part of what is now
Ainsdale Sand Dunes National Nature Reserve was
created artificially from 1870 onwards when the

manorial estate built sand-trapping fences on the shore to
claim land from the sea. This created a new dune ridge up to
100 yards (95m) wide and 2 miles (3.2km) long. In the 1880s,
Charles Weld-Blundell employed six men for this work. The
new dune was planted with “Starr” (Marram) grass which
continued to trap blown sand from the beach to a height of
about 15 feet (5m). A trough or “swale” behind the ridge
became cut off from the sea in 1900 to form the slack, flooding
so deeply with freshwater in winter that it attracted large
flocks of ducks.

After about 1906, coastal erosion set in at Formby Point, the
new dunes being gradually washed away. Once the largest
dune slack on the Sefton Coast, Massam’s Slack lost most of its
southern end to erosion and sand-blow and is now much dryer
than formerly. PS

66 West Lancashire Golf Club established. The oldest
golf club surviving in the old County of Lancashire,
and among the top ten oldest clubs in England. RY

67

The Formby Land and Building
Company purchased 105 acres of
the coastal area of Raven Meols,

for £12,100. It was a rectangular area
south of Formby, west of the Liverpool –
Southport Railway and as far as the
shore. The Company wanted to create a
new residential resort ‘Formby-by-the-
Sea’, which they hoped would rival
Southport. 

They built a narrow-gauge railway track
from Formby station to move building
materials to the coast, and a brick
promenade between two new roads -
Albert Road and Alexandra Road.
Behind the promenade, two other roads
were partly made; one was named Lord
Street. The 1000 ft promenade still
exists but is now entirely covered by
dunes. The company went out of
business in 1902. RY

68

The Preston – Southport Railway line
was completed in 1883. The Cheshire
Lines extension to Southport was

opened in 1884 and terminated at Lord
Street. This line closed in the 1960s and was
replaced by the coast road to Woodvale. JL

69

Formby-by-the-sea. © R.K. Gresswell.

Formby-by-the-sea. Courtesy of Formby Civic Society.

Formby Golf Club was founded in 1884 by a
group of 24 local businessmen at first playing
over a 9 hole course during the winter

between October and April. The land was originally
rabbit warren and rented from a tenant farmer at £10
per season. The course has since been extended to 18
holes. RY

Formby Golf Club. Courtesy of Formby Civic Society.
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125 Years Ago to…

Charles Joseph
Weld-Blundell
(1845-1927) started

planting woodland at
Formby in 1887 called
‘Jubilee Wood’ in honour
of Queen Victoria’s
Golden Jubilee, which is
now the National Trust
Woodland. His estate
continued planting as far
north as Ainsdale, until
the 1930s. RY

71

South Marine Lake
and Marine Park built
on the beach at

Southport. The North
Marine Lake was built in
1892. VH

Aerial photo of Southport foreshore, about 1950s. Courtesy of Sefton Council Archive.

72

Records show that the Bog Hole at Southport, the
channel which ran underneath the end of the pier,
deepened throughout the 1800s, from being 6 metres

deep in 1824, through to 17 metres deep in 1882. VH

Bog Hole Channel sections, late 1800s. Courtesy of Sefton Council Archive.

73

Dredging of the River
Mersey begins, dredged spoil
being deposited offshore

from Formby Point. VH

74

1890s
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Mersey dredgings disposal site 1904, from
Jarrad, (1907). Courtesy of Sefton Council Archive.

One of the most populated areas north of Southport
was the area around Shellfield Road, so named because
it was built on the shells of the cockles and shrimps

which were fished by the inhabitants. The fishermen first used
locally built boats but as the channels silted up they fished on
foot – ‘putting’ for shrimps with nets pushed in front of them
on long poles. It was much later that they started to use horses
and carts – ‘shanking’ – hence the men became known as
‘shankers’ a name which is still used by locals today. KB

Shankers fishing for shrimps.
Courtesy of Sefton Council Archive from Botanic Gardens Museum.

Typical Putter. Courtesy of Sefton Council
Archive from Botanic Gardens Museum.

75

Port of Preston officially opened on
25th June, with navigation in the
Ribble Estuary becoming

increasingly important. Dredging of the
main navigation channel began about this
time; with the Ribble Navigation Act of
1905 specifying where dredging should be
deposited. VH

76

1888 Report on the Ribble Estuary.
Courtesy of Sefton Council Archive.

Dumping of sewage sludge and industrial waste at sea into Liverpool Bay began
around 1896. Following the Food and Environment Protection Act of 1985,
industrial waste dumping stopped in 1992, with sewage sludge dumping

prohibited from 1998. Household waste was also dumped at sea between 1880 and
1953. VH

Report of dumping of sewage.
Courtesy of Sefton Council Archive.

77
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Liverpool-Southport Railway Line was electrified, one of the first
in the country. Because the supply of electricity was at a very early
stage of development, the Railway Company had to supply its

own power from a power-station near Formby. The building was built by
Thomas Croft and Sons of Preston, and was on the banks of the River
Alt, which provided the cooling water for the turbines. It was midway
along the railway line and was some distance from any housing. Coal to
run the power station was brought from Wigan. There was no road to
the power-station, with access being only from the railway itself, with a
small platform for workers and sidings for rail wagons. It stopped
producing electricity in 1946. RY

Electrified Liverpool-Southport Railway line.
Courtesy of Formby Civic Society.

Railway power station. Courtesy of Reg Yorke.

78

Fort Crosby was built in 1906 on the edge of the dunes
between Hightown and Blundellsands. Together with Fort
Perch Rock at New Brighton these batteries were placed

to protect the coast between the Mersey and Barrow-in-Furness.
After the first world war Fort Crosby became a training centre
with about 40 gunners stationed there. The system of
searchlights, barracks, anti-aircraft guns and gun emplacements
facing out to sea examined shipping but never saw action in
second world war. It also had underground ammunition dumps
and military planning rooms, and had its own railway crossing -
known as Sniggery Crossing - between Hightown and Hall Road
stations. JL / RY

Fort Crosby. © Kevin Bargen.

79

In 1910 Freshfield beach was a leading centre used by
five of the fifteen licensed pioneer aviators in the UK.
The first of these, Cecil Compton Paterson, spent

more than eight months building a machine, which he
tested on the sands at Freshfield in May, 1910. The Liverpool
Daily Post reported: “… at half past three o'clock, to the
surprise of the little knot of people present, he quietly and

gracefully rose from the earth, and soaring into the air,
sailed away for about 100 yards. For two or three hours he
continued his experimental trials. The longest flight was
about half a mile at an altitude of about 30ft”.
Paterson subsequently built an aerodrome with hangars at
Freshfield which was used by a number of other pilots. RY

Records suggest that Formby point
in 1909 began to erode. MN80

Melly’s Bleriot. Courtesy of Reg Yorke.

81

Flying at Freshfield. Courtesy of Formby Civic Society.
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Gladstone docks were built in 1912. MN In 1913 there was a ‘Marshside
Fishermen’s Strike’. The local
shrimps were potted in butter and

sold as ‘Potted Southport Shrimps’ but
the wholesalers tried to undercut the
price of locally caught shrimps by
bringing in cheaper imports from
Holland. This put local families out of
work as they could not sell their shrimps
and make a living. They went on strike
and eventually took direct action by
waylaying the carts bringing in the
imports in Larkfield Lane on the way
from Churchtown Station. The carts were
overturned and paraffin was poured over
the contents. Two mounted and ten foot
Policemen came out from Southport
Police Station to quell the riot. Several
men were sent to prison. The strike only
ended due to the commencement of the
First World War in 1914 when many of
the fishermen joined the navy and the
army. KB

The importance of our dunes, saltmarshes and beaches for wildlife has
been known for over 150 years but the protection of our best features
has taken time. The value of the area of Ainsdale dunes was first

formally recognised by a national committee in 1915.  The pre-eminent
naturalist Charles Rothschild, founder of the Society for the Promotion of
Nature Reserves (later to become the county Wildlife Trusts), short-listed the
Ainsdale, Birkdale and Freshfield dunes as potential nature reserves. CB / MD
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Striking fishermen. Courtesy of Ken Bridge.

83

84

Ainsdale sand dunes. Courtesy of Sefton Council Archive.

Formby Lifeboat
Station closed. RY85
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Surveying of River Ribble
training walls. VH86

Surveying Ribble training walls. Courtesy of Sefton Council Archive.

Asparagus farming was an important
industry on the Sefton coast. At its
height, 200 acres of asparagus were

grown at Formby Point. AB / VH

Modern day evidence of old asparagus farming in the
dunes at Formby. The black layers show where the
field surface would have been. © Vanessa Holden.

87

From around 1909 onwards, the Bog Hole
Channel at Southport became shallower,
from a depth recorded in 1909 of 18

metres, through to records of 1928 showing the
Channel to be completely dry at low water.
Previously, steamer excursions had sailed from
Southport Pier to Lytham via the Bog Hole, but
by the 1920s, no steamers could reach the Pier as
the Bog Hole had become too shallow. Records
from the time suggest that the main causes of
the shallowing of the Bog Hole (which had
previously been an important feature for
Southport) had been the presence of the Ribble
Navigation Training Walls, the large amounts of
land claim in the Estuary, and the depositing of
dredgings from the Mersey. VH

Charts showing changes in the Bog Hole Channel, drawn
by Barron (1938). Courtesy of Sefton Council Archive.

The Bog Hole Channel, early 20th Century, from Barron 1938.
Courtesy of Sefton Council Archive.  
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Dredging and the building of training
walls in the river Mersey and sand
drift from Formby Point began to

cause the river Alt to move inland where the
river flowed over the beach and out to sea.
By 1929 nine houses were demolished
seawards of Burbo Bank Road, Blundellsands
as a result of erosion by the river Alt. In 1929
an unsuccessful attempt was made to blast a
new river channel out to sea, using
explosives. Then in 1930 after further
erosion, tin slag from Bootle smelting works
was dumped at Burbo Bank Road and the
Serpentine for half a mile. 65,000 tonnes of
slag still did not prevent the erosion, so in
1935 Crosby Urban District Council obtained
sanctions to divert the Alt out to sea. In 1936
a training wall was built out of tin slag
costing £6,000 which successfully diverted
the river Alt away from the land. MN

Severity of erosion, Blundellsands. Courtesy of Sefton Council Archive.

Homes being lost to erosion, Blundellsands.  Courtesy of Sefton Council Archive.

Blasting of Alt channel.
Courtesy of Sefton Council Archive.

89

Sand extraction at Formby began in 1928 when
Woodward and Sons were given permission to
extract sand by hand, from Jonathan Formby’s

estate which was thought to have been in some financial
difficulties. In the early 1930s due to severe storms
Lifeboat Road became blocked. J.W. Stevens offered to
remove the sand but Formby council declined the offer
and offered the sand to local hauliers which was objected
to by the Formby estate as they claimed that the sand
belonged to them as it was on their property. On the
outbreak of the second world war in 1939 Jonathan
Formby protested when the council began removing sand
from Lifeboat Road for the filling of sand bags. In 1939
the Formby estate submitted a claim under the 1939
Defence Compensation Act. In 1947 the Town and
Country Planning Act came into operation requiring
consent for sand extraction by the Urban District Council
due to concerns about the implications of sand extraction
on sea defences.  MN
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‘Saltings’ or clumps of Spartina (Cord Grass) were planted
at Marshside to encourage salt marsh growth to enable
more land claim. VH

Saltings at Marshside, early 20th Century. From Gresswell (1953).

Marshside saltmarsh present day. 
© Dave McAleavy.

91

After closing in 1918, the Lifeboat House at
Formby became popular as a beach café until
the 1960s. RY / AB / VH

The café at Formby, around the 1930s. Courtesy of Reg Yorke.

92

The earliest Royal Observer
Corps Post at Ravenmeols
was used to plot the

position of aircraft visible from
the post. During the second world
war more sophisticated
instruments were used that could
also measure the height at which
the aircraft were flying. Posts
were often just built of sandbags,
but with some being simple brick
buildings, sometimes two storey,
with a crew room below and
observation room above. RY

93

Royal Observatory Corporation Post. © Reg Yorke.

Throughout the second world
war, the King’s Liverpool
Regiment’s main depot was at

Harington Barracks in Formby,
around where Harington Road is
today. The regiment had previously
been based at Seaforth, but moved
to Formby for more accommodation
and a bigger training area. The
barracks were named after a former
Colonel in Chief, General Sir Charles
Harington, GCB, GYIE, DSO who
died in 1940. From 1941 to 1945 the
Commanding Officer, was
Lieutenant Colonel Burke Gaffney,
MC who soon established a good
relationship with local residents. RY

94
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Harington Barracks.
Courtesy of Austin Cartmel.

In 1941, the Ainsdale Lido was used by the Navy
as the HMS Queen Charlotte, a dry land base for
training naval gunners. The guns were trained

out over the sea. Aircraft from No 776 Squadron flying
from RAF Woodvale would tow targets past or dive-
bomb the school to give the gunners Anti-Aircraft
target practice. HMS Charlotte was closed in January
1946. After becoming derelict the majority of the
remaining Lido was demolished in 2010, apart from a
small section which has been refurbished and is used by
Sefton Coast and Countryside Service and the Sefton
Coastal Defence team as their base, the Ainsdale
Discovery Centre. JL / RY

95

Woodvale airfield. Courtesy of Aldon Ferguson. 

RAF Woodvale was built in 1941 to
defend Merseyside. The airfield had
three runways to allow aircraft to take

off and land as much as
possible into the wind.
The main runway was laid
parallel to the Liverpool
to Southport railway line,
as it was the longest
available Run. RY
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Taken on 20th August 1942, this RAF photo shows the
boundaries of the original fields of the ‘Upper Whams’. Whams
is an old local term for wet grassland. The RAF buildings have

been camouflage-painted. Buildings included three hangars, a control
tower, offices, workshops, stores, parachute store and armoury, with
hard-standings for forty-one aircraft arranged around the perimeter
track. RY

97

Woodvale aircraft. Courtesy of Aldon Ferguson.

Stella Maris was built in 1905 on the
Formby Promenade, intended as a hotel.
Instead it became a convalescent home for

priests, a holiday home for Catholic children, and
finally in 1941 during the second world war an
important Radar Station. The Radar Station closed
before 1944, and was demolished in 1954. RY

98

Drawing of the Radar Station. Courtesy of Formby Civic Society.

HMS Queen Charlotte. Courtesy of Aldon Ferguson.
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The 1944 Nature Reserves Investigation Committee
placed Ainsdale in its list of the top 22 wildlife sites in
Britain, ranked ‘Category A – outstanding merit and

must be safeguarded’. MD

99

Mobile dunes in the 1940s.
Dr. Donald Coult, courtesy of Natural England Archive.

After 1945 Fort Crosby was designated camp
678 for German prisoners of war controlled by
British and Polish soldiers. In addition to

accommodation it had a church, cinema showing films
in English and German, a hospital and a football pitch.
Many former prisoners of war remained in this country
after the end of war as by then they had no home or
family to return to. By 1950 the prison camp had closed
and was used by the Territorial Army until 1954. The
site was demolished in 1967, although some parts of
the buildings remained until 1983 when the area was
restored. RY / JL

Fort Crosby. Courtesy of Crosby Library.

100

Sandwinning from the dunes controlled
for the first time by the 1947 Town and
Country Planning Act. RY

Sandwinning. Courtesy of Arthur Sutton.

101

Rubble from bomb damaged Liverpool was made
available to be dumped along the Crosby coastline to
prevent erosion. In 1947-1948 tipping of rubble

commenced and was replenished up to the 1970s with waste
material from the construction of the second Mersey Tunnel. MN

102

Rubble at Crosby Beach. © Sefton Council.
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The Coastguard Station moved from Hoylake to Formby in
1949 to provide a better position to observe the ships in the
Mersey. It was originally a timber and glass building situated

just North of the old Lifeboat Station. This was replaced by a bigger
brick building at the end of Albert Road just inland of the old
promenade, (by then buried by the dunes). By 1975 the movement of
the dunes restricted the view of the Mersey from the building, so it
was re-built at its present site at Hall Road. Rescue, lookout, reporting
and communications are still the main functions of the Station. RY

Coastguard station. Courtesy of Formby Civic Society.

Construction of the
Navigation Marker, River Alt. VH

Building of the Navigation Marker, July 1949.
Courtesy of Sefton Council Archive.

103

104

After a series of storms in the 1950s the coast began to
retreat extensively and with more and more planning
applications for the removal of sand being approved the

coast became protected under the Coast Protection Order of 1958.
However sand removal still occurred at Formby up to 1967. Due to
the volume of sand that was removed in this area and in particular
the removal of sand at Cabin Hill down to the water table, the
area became susceptible to flooding. Therefore in 1970 the Water
Authority built a flood defence embankment approximately 1km
in length to protect the area from floods. The construction of the
flood bank also produced ‘borrow pits’, which became some of the
coast’s most productive natterjack toad breeding pools at Cabin
Hill NNR during the 1980s and 1990s. MN

Natterjack toads. © Mike Downey / Natural England.

105

The famous geographer R.K. Gresswell described the coast in
1953 as, “the most stimulating natural landscape for forty
miles, and the finest view of any kind for many miles”. MD

R.K. Gresswell. Courtesy of Sefton Council Archive.

106

Area of sandwinning. Courtesy of Sefton Council Archive.
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The importance of our birds in the Ribble Estuary
led to the declaration of the Southport Sanctuary
in 1954, centred on Horse Bank to provide a roost

site, protecting the birds from being disturbed by fishing
and shooting. CB

107

Common Tern nesting on the Ribble Estuary National Nature
Reserve. © Natural England.

At Harington Barracks, training took place in large
gyms, on the large parade ground and on the
surrounding open fields. The occasion in this

photograph was special - Trooping the Colour in June 1955
when the Queen Mother took the salute. RY

Harington Barracks, trooping the colour. Courtesy of Liverpool Record Office.
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After the war, the Formby coast, and particularly
the Pine Tree Café in the dunes, became a popular
place for day trippers to visit. AB / VH

Pine Tree Café. Courtesy of National Trust.

109

The British Nicotine Company Limited tipped
approximately 22,000 wet tonnes of tobacco
leaves (with the nicotine removed) each year from

1956, onto old asparagus fields near Victoria Road, Formby.
Initially the waste was dumped without permission but in
1960 a planning application was submitted and granted to
dump the waste between 1960 and 1964. However the
Nicotine company appealed against the conditions set and
after much dispute with the planning authority an
independent inspector granted permission for further
dumping of waste up until 1974. As the coast in this
location has eroded over time, the nicotine waste is now
visible on the beach as large boulders and cliffs of hard
organic waste material. As the waste was extremely rich in
organic matter, the vegetation growing on the waste is
noticeably different to that of the surrounding natural
landscape due to the waste providing a habitat suitable for
plants not normally found on dunes. MN

Nicotine Waste. Courtesy of Sefton Council Archive.
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A big storm surge hit the coastline on 24th October 1961,
causing the Pine Tree café to collapse into the sea. AB

Pine Tree Café. Courtesy of National Trust.

111 During the ‘Cold War’, a Royal Observer
Corp Nuclear Monitoring Post was built
next to the previous wartime observation

platform at Ravenmeols. Soon, however, erosion
caused the structure to become vulnerable to
potential bomb blast damage and, despite efforts
to reinforce it, it was closed around 1966-68 and
replaced by a new one at Woodvale. The Formby
post is now very dilapidated; although the
entrance and ventilation shafts are still there, the
room itself is half-full of rubble. RY

112

Nuclear Monitoring Post. © Reg Yorke.

The dune car park at Victoria Road was surfaced with
rubble from the demolished Harington Barracks. But
access from the car park was not managed, leading to

serious damage to the dunes by people. AB

Formby Point, 1961. Courtesy of Sefton Council Archive.

113

National Trust site, 1960s. Courtesy of Sefton Council Archive.
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Southport Marine Lake was extended, and
the sea wall in front of it built. VH114

Southport Marine Lake, about 1966. Courtesy of Sefton Council Archive.

After being continually covered by dunes, Lifeboat House
café was demolished. Today, half-buried remains of the bricks
can be seen on the beach at Lifeboat Road, Formby. AB

115

Remains of Formby Lifeboat Station at the mercy of the
encroaching tides. © Mike Downey.

450 acres (181.1 ha) of land at Formby Point were
purchased from the Ince Blundell Settled Estates in April
1967 by public subscription, as part of Enterprise Neptune.

Since then, the area managed by the National Trust has increased to
about 520 acres, through a gift of the former tobacco waste areas
by the British Nicotine Company, the purchase in 1985 of the Larkhill
Lane heathland area from Ideal Homes Ltd and the recent purchase
of the former agricultural area north of Wicks Lane. RY

Sketch of the National Trust site entrance by Muriel Sibley.
Courtesy of Formby Civic Society.
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In 1965 the Nature Conservancy Council, the
original Government wildlife conservation body,
purchased and declared Ainsdale Sand Dunes as

the coast’s first National Nature Reserve. The establishment
of the first nature reserve on the coast was not without its
difficulties, with the former Weld-Blundell estate owners
resisting early pressure for the nature reserve declaration
owing to their belief that the Nature Conservancy ‘had not

fully grasped the possibility of future development of the
area for building purposes or for sand winning’. The estate
finally conceded after 15 years of negotiations, and the 508
hectare NNR is now regarded as one of the finest and most
diverse dune reserves in England, as well as being a
nationally important site for its coastal geomorphology and
active dune processes. MD

Neil Robinson, the first permanent ‘Warden Naturalist’ at
Ainsdale National Nature Reserve, leading a school visit to
the reserve circa 1970. Courtesy of Natural England Archive.
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1965

115 116 117
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Due to the success of Gladstone Docks,
planning permission was granted in 1960 to
build Royal Seaforth Docks. The docks were

built and officially opened in 1972. Excavated material
from the building of the docks was used to infill land
north of the docks which is now the area where Crosby
Marine Lake sits. It was also at this time that the sea
wall at Crosby was constructed to fully reclaim this land
and protect the coastline at Blundellsands from further
erosion by the sea. MN
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Aerial View of Waterloo and Liverpool docks.
Courtesy of Sefton Council Archive.

In 1972 the tidal gates to the River Alt were
replaced with a pumping station. The four
pumps in the station could pump the

equivalent water capacity of a Double Decker bus a
second. In 2011 these diesel pumps were replaced by
new electric storm pumps. MN

River Alt pumping station. Courtesy of Environment Agency.
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Ground water monitoring began on Ainsdale NNR,
extended in the late 1970s by a research student Derek
Clarke who set up a series of dip-wells in the sand

dunes. This hydrological monitoring has continued every month
ever since by the reserve staff, and has been extended to many
other parts of the coast. Derek Clarke is now an internationally
renowned Doctorate of Hydrology and still conducts important
research on the Sefton Coast, helping to inform our future
management in response to climate change. MD

Aerial view of Ainsdale sand dunes.
© John Mills photography. Courtesy of Sefton Council Archive.

120

Derek Clarke taking weather station readings in 1975, as part of the
hydrology and meteorology monitoring programme at Ainsdale
National Nature Reserve. Courtesy of Dr. Derek Clarke.
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1972

119 120
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The sea wall at Southport was extended
as far as Crossens, to give a sea defence,
and extending Marine Drive (the ‘Coast

Road’), and creating the important Marshside
Reserve that is managed by the RSPB. JM / VH

121

Marine Drive Extension, Southport. Courtesy of Sefton Council Archive.

During the 1970s the focus was on
restoring eroded parts of the coast as a
result of the high recreational pressures,

particularly the sand dunes at Formby Point and
Ainsdale. Brushwood was used to trap blowing
sand in the foredunes, and was also laid over
eroded fixed dunes which were then replanted
with marram grass.  The mid 1970s saw a period
of severe drought, which raised concerns over
natterjack toad breeding pools and led to the
deepening of many dune slacks. Wicks Lane
Lake, a former sand winning site, was deepened
in the late 1970s, with over 70 scrapes being
excavated on the coast since then. MD

Falling water tables led to extensive pond excavations during the 1970s.
Courtesy of Natural England Archive.

Line of old brushwood fences, Massam’s Slack, 2010.
© John Houston.
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The severe drought of 1975/1976 led to concerns over
loss of Natterjack toad breeding pools, and extensive
slack reprofiling / deepening. MD

123

Ainsdale National Nature Reserve Fisherman’s Path entrance during
1976 drought. Courtesy of Natural England Archive.
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In the 1960s the coast was under severe pressure from increasing recreational
use leading to problems with sand drift, litter and vandalism. Large areas of
the dunes were also developed for tourism and residential development and

plans were put forward for another golf course at Formby Point. Despite the protection
given by the National Trust and Nature Conservancy Council to parts of the dunes, the
damage continued. However, with the creation of Sefton Council in 1974 the coast
came under the control of one local authority for the first time and this allowed the
development of the coordinated approach to management which continues today. The
Sefton Coast Management Scheme was established in 1978 by Merseyside County
Council, Sefton Council and the Countryside Commission. The first work focused on
dune and landscape repair at Formby Point, the establishment of Local Nature Reserves
and the development of visitor management services. Through its operation the scheme
helped to achieve greater landscape and wildlife protection for the Sefton Coast whilst
also providing new opportunities for access and recreation. JH
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Aerial view of National Trust site, 1972. Courtesy of Sefton Council Archive.

The Ribble Estuary
National Nature Reserve,
contained part in Sefton

and part in West Lancashire, is
one of the largest areas of salt
marsh in the country supporting
over a quarter of a million waders
and wildfowl each winter, as well
as one of the largest conservation
grazing herds with up to 900
cattle. The NNR was first declared
in 1979 as Banks Marsh NNR,
extended in 1981 as Ribble
Marshes NNR, and again in 1995
to its current area of 4,520
hectares as the Ribble Estuary
NNR. MD
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Aerial View of Southport and Ribble Estuary. Courtesy of Sefton Council Archive.

During the 1980s sand
dune management
concentrated on tackling

the scrub vegetation invasion
following a decline in rabbit
populations. Sea buckthorn was
particularly problematic. It was
introduced to the coast around
1900 and spread rapidly since the
mid 20th century. This invasive
shrub, although colourful with its
bright orange berries, had formed
dense thickets in and around the
dune slacks and grasslands. Its
spread was to the detriment of
many of the rarer dune plants, such
as Chaffweed and Mountain
Everlasting, last recorded on the
Sefton Coast in the mid-1950s, as
well as overrunning vital natterjack
toad habitat. Areas of sea
buckthorn, birch, poplar and willow
were cleared, with invaluable
support from local volunteers, and
this was followed by the
introduction of livestock grazing in
the 1990s. MD
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Sea Buckthorn covering frontal dunes. Courtesy of Natural England Archive.
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1983
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1985
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1986

30 Years Ago to…

Port of Preston closes to commercial traffic.
Dredging and maintenance of the navigation
channel subsequently stops. VH

127 Pinetree Caravan Park moved location due to problems
with blowing sand covering the site. It was renamed
Freshfield Caravan Park. AB / VH

Pinetree Caravan Park innundated by blown sand.
Courtesy of National Trust.

Pinetree Caravan Park. Courtesy of National Trust.
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Gypsy Wood, a narrow belt of pine
trees between Fisherman’s Path and
Formby, finally disappeared

following erosion of the dunes. AB
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Birkdale Green Beach began to
form in 1986 when patches of
Common Saltmarsh-grass appeared

on the shore south of Weld Road. The
outermost of these collected blowing sand
to become low hummocks and then embryo
dunes, extending southwards rapidly
towards Ainsdale.  A series of dune-slacks,
flooded by winter rainfall, formed behind
the new dunes, creating a rich habitat for
rare plants and animals, including orchids
and Natterjack Toads.  Alder trees then
colonised the older parts of the slacks,
creating a “wet-woodland” of nearly 2ha (5
acres).  By 2010, the Green Beach was over
4km (2.5 miles) long, up to 200m (220 yards)
wide and covered an area of over 50ha (125
acres), this representing new land won from
the sea.

Birkdale Green Beach is a natural extension
to the Sefton duneland. It formed because
the foreshore grew wider and higher,
absorbing the energy of waves which would
otherwise have washed the plants away. As
well as helping to protect the coast from
rising sea-levels, the Green Beach is now
one of the finest places for wildlife in
northwest England. PS

Embryonic dunes forming at Birkdale in 2005. © Mike Downey / Natural England.
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Conservation grazing was
introduced at Ainsdale Sand Dunes
NNR to enable more sustainable

management of the dunes. MD
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The first 25 Herdwick sheep arrive at Ainsdale NNR in 1990. Courtesy of Natural England Archive.
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1991
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1992

…19 Years  Ago

Cabin Hill
National Nature
Reserve, on the

southern edge of Formby,
was initially leased from
the Formby Estate in 1984
and declared an NNR in
1991 on account of its
outstanding examples of
fixed, mobile and embryo
dunes, as well as being
one of the most
important natterjack toad
breeding grounds at that
time. The NNR was
formally purchased for a
nominal fee by Natural
England in 2009. MD

Cabin Hill. Courtesy of Sefton Council Archive.
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The 1992 Beach Management Plan was a
pioneering document which paved the way for
huge improvements especially on the northern

beaches at Ainsdale and Southport. Previously, vehicles had
been able to drive along the foreshore without restriction
for around 9kms between Southport Pier and Ainsdale.
This led to conflicts between legitimate recreational beach
use, the nature conservation interests and some beach
users whose behaviour was out of control. Motorbikes,
scrambling, reckless driving and flouted byelaws were
commonplace.

Visitor surveys (including use of aerial photography) had
showed conclusively that the majority of users were
concentrated around the main entrances. The first barrier
to be installed was actually in place in 1987 about 1km
north of Shore Road. The then Nature Conservancy
Council, now Natural England, along with the other coastal
land agencies supported the establishment of beach zones
and additional physical barriers were installed following
the adoption of Sefton’s first Beach Management Plan in
April 1993.

The Beach Management Plan resulted in a major reduction
in anti-social behaviour on coastal areas, improved
cleansing and was the mechanism that allowed for the
development of large areas of new dunes and slack
habitat, notably, the 'Birkdale Green Beach'. GW / DM

Beach management at Ainsdale. © Sefton Coast and Countryside Service.

Birkdale Green Beach. © Dave McAleavy.
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134
1992

135
1995-1999

19 Years Ago to…

A controversial dune restoration
project saw the removal of areas
of pine woodland from Ainsdale

National Nature Reserve over 2 phases in
1992 and 1996 – the project winning a
Eurosite Quality Label Award for best
practice and securing the recovery of some
of the rarest dune habitats and species in
the country, but also raising local concerns
over the landscape impacts of large scale
clear-felling. Scrub control programmes
continued throughout the 1990s, under
the Natterjack Species Recovery
Programme and also an EU LIFE-Nature
project which included extensive survey
and monitoring work. MD Dune slack in flower following restoration work at Ainsdale Sand Dunes NNR.

© Mike Downey / Natural England.
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The EU LIFE-Nature Project: 1995-1999, was a 1million Euros project
(about £750,000 at the time) developed by the Sefton Coast
Management Scheme to bring together all the coastal landowners

for the first time, enabling the golf courses, military and private landowners
to contribute towards habitat restoration works across the coast, and address
the threat of ‘habitat fragmentation’ whereby habitats and species become
isolated from one another. The project also helped to fund the purchase of
land at Ravenmeols, as well as the first edition publication of Dr. Phil Smith’s
‘The Sands of Time’. MD

Marsh Orchids return to dune slacks at Ainsdale
NNR after pine felling.© Rob Wolstenholme /
Natural England. 
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Pressures from
development during the
1960s led to the purchase

of land for nature conservation at
Freshfield and Ainsdale. It also led
to the first designations as Sites of
Special Scientific Interest. These
designations were combined in
2000 with declaration of the Sefton
Coast as one special site. The
international importance of the
habitats, plants and animals of the
Sefton Coast merited its declaration
as a Special Area of Conservation in
European terms in 2000. The
beaches and sand / mud flats also
have international importance as a
Special Protection Area and as a
Ramsar site. These designations
were first applied in the 1980s and
remain current today. CB
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Completion of Southport’s
new Sea Wall in 2000. MN137

Southport Sea Wall. © Sefton Council.

In 2001 the
Sefton Coast
Management

Scheme approach
entered a new phase
as the Sefton Coast
Partnership. JH
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Example of the extent of the SSSI Designation
on the Sefton coast. © Sefton Council.
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2005

…5 Years  Ago

Monitoring sediment and vegetation north of Southport Pier.
© Sefton Council / Vanessa Holden.

Vegetation
grows naturally
on the beach at

Southport. Attempts
have been made to
control its expansion,
without success.
Necessary consents have
always been in place and
herbicides have proved
unsuccessful. Every
attempt will be made to
maintain the amenity
beach area at Southport
free from vegetation. GW

Vegetation on Southport beach.
Courtesy of Sefton Council Archive.
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Since the early 19th century around 60% of the coastal dunes have been
lost to development, intensification or coastal erosion. These sand dune
habitats and species are not only highly valued locally, but are of great

importance nationally and internationally.  Thankfully over the past 40 years,
much of the remnant wild coast has been safeguarded in the form of nature
reserves, whilst our nature conservation management has also evolved over this
time.

The last decade has seen the consolidation of much of the previous sand dune
management, including the restoration of Freshfield Dune Heath, bought by the
Wildlife Trust in 2004, one of the largest remnants of dune heath in the country.
Under the stewardship of the Sefton Coast Partnership, a Nature Conservation
Strategy was prepared in 2007 which has brought together for the first time a
whole landscape scale approach to nature conservation on the Sefton Coast.  The
Strategy identifies the need for ongoing and future restorative habitat
management, particularly around the eroding coast at Formby Point, as well as
scrub control and hydrological management of dune slacks. MD

Reprofiling a dune slack.
© Rob Wolstenholme / Natural England.
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The arrival of Antony Gormley’s 100 life size cast iron
men along a 3km stretch of Crosby Beach in 2005
was initially temporary. The sculptures, in naked

pose, were installed on 3m long piles, and had been taken
from moulds of the artists own body. The piece had
previously been exhibited in Germany, Belgium and Norway
before arriving in Sefton.

People came from around the globe to see the statues, which
provoked many emotions in all who visited them. Some
people did not enjoy the statues for a variety of reasons –the
nakedness, the safety of visitors to intertidal areas, the effect
on the bird life from increased disturbance or the effects on
fishing access. Conversely, many people loved the statues and
interacted with them on a personal level sometimes even
dressing them up in football kits or frilly underwear!

After competing campaigns for and against keeping the
statues they were made a permanent fixture on the Crosby
Foreshore in 2007. Some statues were relocated to alleviate
concerns over safety of beach users and safe corridors were
established among the statues to allow for water based
casualty recovery, although these have only been used in
exercises. Antony Gormley’s iron men have subsequently
become an iconic landmark for the Sefton Coast. GW

Antony Gormley ‘Another Place’. © Sefton Council.
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2007

143

5 Years Ago to…

The Sefton Council Coastal Defence Team have been working on a
European funded Interreg IVB project called IMCORE (Innovative
Management for Europe’s Changing COastal REsource) since 2007. The

main aim of the project is to investigate how coastal management can adapt to
coastal change and climate change. Sefton is one of 9 key research areas across
North West Europe. This project involves improving our understanding, evidence
and communication of coastal change. So far through this project an adaptation
strategy has been developed, a conference proceedings book has been published,
and a Key Stage 2 education pack on the subject of coastal change, climate change
and how we respond to these changes has been made available free of charge to
all schools in Sefton. MN
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Sefton’s Dynamic Coast conference
proceedings. © Sefton Council.

CoastWatch education pack. 
© Sefton Council.

Children learning about coastal change. © Sefton Council.

The Cell 11 Regional Monitoring Programme
(CERMS) is a coordinated project of coastal
monitoring to support sustainable coastal

defence and to ensure that coastal management
decisions are based upon the best possible information.
The programme is managed by the North West and
North Wales Coastal Group (www.mycoastline.org) and
includes coastal Local Authorities from the Welsh
border in the Dee Estuary to the Scottish border in the
Solway Estuary, along with the Environment Agency
North West Region. Sefton Council undertake the
coordinating role. The programme began in March 2007
and is currently funded until April 2016.
As part of the programme a wide range of data is
collected, including wave, tide, wind and current data,
beach profiles, bathymetric surveys, aerial photography,
coastal habitat extents, sediment sampling and coastal
defence inspections. Data is captured to a national
specification and quality controlled. The data is collated
by Sefton Council and forwarded to the Channel Coast
Observatory for dissemination through the national
web portal at www.channelcoast.org. LW

Regional Monitoring team surveying the beach. © Sefton Council.
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145 146

…2 Years  Ago

Sefton Council successfully won funding from the
Department of Environment, Food and Rural Affairs
(DEFRA) to become one of only 15 local authorities in

England to explore new approaches to planning for, and
managing adaptation to, coastal change alongside their
communities. Through this project Sefton Council in conjunction
with Sefton’s Coast and Countryside, Edge Hill University and
The University of Liverpool are undertaking work on developing
a wetlands strategy for the coast, construction of a boardwalk
at Lifeboat Road, Formby, and creating visualisation material to
better communicate the changes occurring along the coast. MN

Early construction of Lifeboat Road boardwalk.© Dave McAleavy.

Sefton Council’s Coastal Defence team have
been fortunate to secure funding from the
Environment Agency to undertake a sand dune

management project at Lifeboat Road, Formby as part
of providing evidence of adaptation options for sand
dunes. The project is looking to understand the
effectiveness of sand dune management techniques for
slowing down the rate of erosion and encouraging
sand dune accretion. There will be a two year program
of sand dune management works over a 2.6km length
of the coast in order to test the effectiveness of the
methods. The methods tested will all work with the
natural formation of dunes through wind blown sand
and will include fencing, thatching and marram grass
planting. MN
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Sand dune management works. © Sefton Council.
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A study was undertaken into the impacts of sea level rise
on an already eroding central section of the Sefton
Coast. The study revealed that based on past rates of

erosion over the next 100 years we are at risk of losing 260
hectares of valuable sand dune habitats. In particular 18% of
dune slacks, which the Natterjack toads use to breed in. When
considering the Sefton Coast is home to 40% of the dune slacks in
England, the study highlights the vulnerability of our habitats
found on the eroding section of our coastline. MN

Male Natterjack toad at a breeding pool.
© Mike Downey / Natural England.
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2010

2 Years Ago to…

Results from the extensive research of Dr. Derek Clarke on the water table of Ainsdale National Nature reserve over
the past 35 years has found that if all other variables such as land use, drainage and sea level remain the same, over
the next 100 years we are likely to see a drop in the water table of 1.5metres. This will have considerable impact on

the specialised habitat of the dune slacks. MN

The £2million Landscape
Partnership Scheme was
awarded to the Sefton Coast

Partnership in 2010. The scheme
which runs until the end of December
2013, consists of 19 projects, which
aim to raise people’s awareness and
involvement in the special features of
the coast. This will be achieved by
improving the information available,
improving the availability of this
information through varied formats,
and offering opportunities to get
involved in training, events and
volunteering. MD / FS
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Natterjack Ponds at Altcar, March 2011. © John Houston

Five new pond scrapes were
excavated at Altcar Rifle
Ranges to encourage

Natterjack toad breeding, funded
through the Million Ponds Project, a
collaborative partnership project
coordinated by Pond Conservation. MD
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149
2011

Present Day

Formby beach. © Graham Lymbery.

Southport. © Lee Whittle.
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2011-2100

Present Day

Crosby. © Paul Wisse.

Saltmarsh adjacent to RSPB car park, Marshside. © Vanessa Holden.

The Earth’s climate is constantly changing.
However, there is mounting evidence that our
climate is now changing at a faster rate,

caused by a combination of both natural and human
factors. There is often a time lag between the things
that intensify the changing climate, and the actual
changes. For example, even though people are now
trying to reduce emissions of greenhouse gases,
because these gases remain in our atmosphere for long
periods of time, we are now locked into a period of
change over the next 30-40 years due to the effects of
past emissions. In Sefton we are likely to see over the
next 50-100 years:

• A rise in maximum summer temperatures by 2-4 °c
• The warmest day of the year will rise by 4 °c
• Increased occurrence of “mini heat waves”
• Summer rainfall may decrease by around 11%
• Winter rainfall may increase by around 20%
• Extreme storms may be more frequent and 

intense, with rainfall events in excess of 150-200mm 
in one day leading to increased flooding

• Sea levels may rise by up to 85cm

These potential threats are likely to alter our coast
dramatically in both a positive and negative way. As we
are aware that these changes will occur in the future it
is important that we do something about it now, in the
form of adaptation and mitigation to reduce the
negative impacts and enhance the opportunities of
coastal change. MN
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Woodland fire – hotter and drier summers could increase this risk in
the future. © Mike Downey / Natural England.

Sand lizard exposed after dune grass fire.
© Mike Downey / Natural England. 
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2011-2100

100 Years into the Future…

Adaptation to coastal change is
something that has become
increasingly important to both UK and

European Governments. Coastal change is
something that anyone who has spent time on
the coast will recognise, whether it be land
reclamation, changes in how we use the coast,
or erosion. Humans have always adapted to the
changing coast, whether to exploit it or deal
with a threat to their land or livelihood.
In terms of managing the coast, a notable
change over the last 20 years is that we have
started to take a much longer term perspective
when developing policies; now up to a hundred
years. We therefore need to consider how the
coast will change in the future both as a result
of natural processes and climate change. It is
this cumulative change that we are referring to
when we talk about adapting to coastal
change. 

To adapt to coastal change we need to: 

• Understand how the coast will change 
• Understand the positive and negative 

impacts of this change 
• Consider our options for adapting to

these impacts 
• Choose the preferred options and

secure funding 
• Implement the options  

To do this we need evidence to support our
understanding of coastal change and we need
to select preferred options and include them in
the management plans we develop. We also
need to share our understanding to
communities. MN
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Changing position of the coastline with predicted future extent.
© Sefton Council. 

Crosby Beach. © North West and North Wales Coastal Group.



Southport. © North West and North Wales Coastal Group.

Formby. © North West and North Wales Coastal Group.
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The people who work and volunteer on our coast have brought together their knowledge to produce this
magazine, but it is you the reader that can bring the facts alive with your memories and photos. No matter
how old or recent your memories, can you help us to fill in any of the gaps in our coastal past? Visit the
Landscape Partnership Scheme pages on the web site: www.visitsouthport.com/seftons-natural-coast/seftons-
landscape-partnership to see how you can be involved. FS / WM

Ainsdale. © North West and North Wales Coastal Group.
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