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Railway and Canal Historical Society North West Group 
 
Visit to Irlam and Cadishead 23 February 2017 

The visit will enable the group to explore the transport and industrial history of Irlam and Cadishead. The 
development of transport from the 18 th. Century Mersey and Irwell Navigation, the turnpike, the building of 
railways and the Manchester Ship Canal in the 19

th
 Century, the gradual disappearance of industry during the 

late 20
th
 Century and the gradual replacement of the lost jobs by the light industry which we see today. The 

attached OS map from 1928 shows the area at the peak of the development of heavy industry. The old 
Lancashire – Cheshire county boundary along the course of the river Mersey and the navigation is marked and 
was only changed to follow the line of Ship Canal in the mid-1920s. 

Considerable areas of Lancashire were covered by mosses or bogs. The principle areas of moss were situated 
in the Fylde, to the east of what is now Southport and to the west of Manchester. Chat Moss was one of these, 
lying between Manchester and Warrington. Irlam and Cadishead lie to the south of Chat Moss and to the north 
of the river Mersey. There were other mosses in north Cheshire and all these mosses made travel around the 
area between Manchester and Warrington difficult. The mosses were later drained and turned into the rich 
agricultural land we see today. However there are still few road crossings of the Mersey – Irwell valley in a 
north - south direction. 

Irlam was known in the 13
th
 Century as Irwelham, that name being derived from the name of the river Irwell. 

Irlam Hall, a black and white timber framed building, dated from that time. It passed through the hands of 
several families until by the end of the 19

th
 Century it was in use as a farm house. It has now been demolished. 

The area was sparsely populated and Speed's Map of Lancashire of 1610 does not show either Irlam or 
Cadishead. Speed's map and others produced until about 1700 showed only the principle rivers of the county 
however, Ogilby's Britannia of 1675 has, as one of its routes, that from York to Chester which passes from 
Manchester to Warrington through Eccles, Barton and Cadishead. Roads begin to be shown on maps of 
Lancashire about 1700 and the road is shown between Manchester, Warrington and Liverpool from Overton's 
revised version of Speed's map issued in 1720. A road between Manchester and Warrington has been in use 
for a long time. It could have a Roman origin since there were Roman forts at both Manchester and 
Wilderspool, Warrington . Warrington is the lowest point for a crossing of the river Mersey. Although the First 
Edition OS Map marks this road as Roman there is in fact no real evidence for this and the designation was 
removed from later editions. 

The river Mersey had been used for transport since prehistoric times. Dug-out boats were discovered in the 
Irlam area at Partington and Sticking during the excavation of the Ship Canal.  In 1697, Thomas Patten, a 
Liverpool merchant, noted that it would be advantageous to make the rivers Irwell and Mersey to Manchester 
navigable. At the time goods were hauled in wagons or, if light in weight, in pack horse trains. This was a slow 
business as the roads were often only muddy, rutted tracks, impassable in bad weather. The first steps 
towards opening up the two rivers to Manchester came in 1712 when Thomas Steers, engineer of Liverpool's 
first dock, surveyed the rivers and published a map showing a route and the eight locks required. A cut at 
Butchersfield, north of Lymm, was also proposed. An act was obtained in 1721 authorising the construction of 
the Mersey and Irwell Navigation (M&IN). Progress was slow and it was the early 1730s before the navigation 
was opened throughout to Manchester. The river Mersey above Warrington followed a very twisty course 
which was often changed by Winter floods. Over the years several cuts were made to avoid some of these 
bends. One such cut was in the Irlam area where the short Sandywarps cut and lock. Constructed about 1760,  
this cut saved a mile or so in following the course of the river. The lock only had a rise of six inches. This is 
shown on the map by the old county boundary but was lost when the Partington Iron and Steel Company's 
works was built from 1911. The coming of the M&IN seems to have had little impact on the Irlam area except 
that perhaps produce from local farms could be transported more easily. 

The next improvement to transport was the opening of the turnpikes from Warrington to Lower Irlam and from 
Lower Irlam to Gilda Brook (Eccles) in 1753. These were part of the route from Liverpool to Manchester. This 
road eventually became the important A57 Manchester to  Liverpool trunk road. The increase of traffic, 
resulting from the improved road conditions, possibly resulted in the development of some services to 
travellers. 

The next significant development, though not immediately in the Irlam area, was the building of the 
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Bridgewater Canal's extension from Manchester towards Runcorn. This extension passed through north 
Cheshire via Altrincham, Lymm and Warrington to eventually reach Runcorn. This was built under an Act of 
1762 and was largely completed by about 1770 though the famous dispute at Norton Priory delayed it finally 
reaching Runcorn until 1772. Before this some use had been made of the M&IN to transport coal from the 
Duke's Worsley mines westwards but this had been cumbersome and expensive. The lockless still water canal 
was a much better route than the M&IN and affected the Navigation's usage though growth of trade mitigated 
this affect. 

Chat Moss to the north of Irlam was a typical Lancashire bog. The Duke of Bridgewater created a canal in the 
1790s in the north east corner of the moss near Worsley which was intended to provide water for the 
Bridgewater Canal rather than to improve the moss. Reclamation of Chat Moss itself started around 1800 and 
continued throughout the 19

th
 Century. Reclamation was done by digging drains and improving the land by the 

addition of night soil from Manchester and Salford and clay, which gave body to the soil.  Extensive systems of 
tramways and light railways were developed to transport these materials to all parts of the moss. Today there 
are several roads across linking the farms that have grown up there. Chat Moss is today one of the most 
productive agricultural areas in the country. 

In the late 1820s George Stephenson famously carried the Liverpool and Manchester Railway across Chat 
Moss on a raft of brushwood and heather to which was added much soil before a stable embankment could be 
formed. A station, Barton Moss, was sited at various locations on the line from 17 September 1830 to 23 
September 1929. In the 1960s the M62 Liverpool to Manchester motorway was similarly built across the moss. 

Railways through the Irlam area arrived relatively late. The CLC railway from Manchester to Liverpool through 
Irlam and the Stockport to Liverpool line through Cadishead were opened in 1873. Initially both Irlam and 
Cadishead had stations but Cadishead was closed in 1879 and Irlam station was then named Irlam and 
Cadishead. This was replaced by the station built for the Manchester Ship Canal deviation on 26 March 1893.  
The Ship Canal Cadishead Viaduct deviation opened on 29 May 1893 had a station at Cadishead on the north 
side of the Liverpool Road crossing replacing the statiion closed in 1879. This station closed in 1964 along with 
that section of line. Almost no traces of the station remain. The original line remained in use to serve the 
Partington Coaling Basin on the north bank of the Ship Canal and continued in use until 1999 latterly being 
used to serve the Partington Oil Basin. The bridge for this line over Liverpool Road remains and has recently 
been repainted. 

Before the coming of the railway the major industrial activity of the area was Fustian Cutting, a process in the 
manufacture of velvets and corduroys. This had originally been a cottage industry but later shifted into new 
terraced houses with a cutting shop built on the end. In 1856 Cadishead had 10 cutting shops and by 1869 the 
total had risen to 34.  

During the 1870s it was almost impossible to find a house without a cutting frame or a family unconnected with 
cutting. However, a decade later the industry suffered a slump causing serious unemployment and by early 
1887 Fustian Cutting was almost at a stand still. Hand cutting was doomed by the introduction of mechanical 
cutting machines. The machines were up to ten times faster than hand cutting though some small scale hand 
cutting continued into the 1920s. 

Following the building of the railways with the improved communication they brought, industry began to come 
to the Irlam and Cadishead area. One of the first factories to be built was in 1886 when Millington and 
Sheldricks Rope Works was built. The factory was purpose built for the manufacture of ropes. This closed in 
December 1934. 

The next major change to the area was the building of the Manchester Ship Canal (MSC) in the 1890s. This 
required the deviation of the rivers Mersey and Irwell into a new straight course. This severed the M&IN from 
its connections at either end thus closing this section of the navigation. The MSC also had a major effect on 
the two railway lines which had crossed the old river courses at low level. New crossings of the MSC giving a 
75 foot clearance were required. These are referred to as the No 5 Railway Deviation (Irlam Viaduct) and the 
No 4 Railway Deviation (Cadishead Viaduct).  

The two viaducts are similar though the original brick arched side spans at Irlam had to be replaced in steel. 
Shortly after opening to traffic, problems were experienced with the foundations of the piers which resulted in 
severe movement of some of the arches.  The MSC Railway passed beneath the northern side spans but this 
now carries the modern A57 Irlam  Irlam & Cadishead by-pass. 
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The No.5 Railway Deviation at Irlam stretched from west of Irlam Station to the east of Flixton Station, a 
distance of about 3.6 km. (2¼ miles). When traveling on the train the steepness of this slope is evident. On the 
north side of the MSC a second multi-lattice girder viaduct carried the line over the original course of the river 
Irwell. This was recently removed and replaced by a lightweight embankment. This allowed a low speed limit 
across the viaduct to be removed. 

Other major works included a brick skew bridge over Liverpool Road (old A57) and a new station at Irlam. The 
viaduct was opened to freight traffic on 9 January 1893 and to passenger traffic on 26 March 1893. Irlam 
Viaduct gives a 70 foot clearance above water level. 

Situated east of Irlam Viaduct, Irlam Locks are typical of those on the Ship Canal. Formerly a passenger ferry 
between Irlam and Flixton was operated above the locks but this was closed after a swing footbridge was 
installed across the locks. A limited ferry service is still operated at Hulme’s Bridge Ferry further east towards 
Barton. 

Although on the south bank of the Ship Canal, Carrington Power Station, built where the river Mersey flows 
into the Ship Canal, was a prominent landmark near the Irlam Viaduct. Although the site was acquired by 
Manchester Corporation in 1916 as an alternative to its Barton site, the power station was not built until 1948 
and then only one of its two originally planned 240 MW stations was built. This operated until 1991 being 
closed down by PowerGen only a year after its 1990 acquisition. Now being built on almost the same site is a 
gas fired 880 MW power station to be operated by Carrington Power Limited, which is owned by ESB, the 
state-owned electricity company of Ireland. 

For the Cadishead Viaduct the deviation was about 3.6 km. (2½ miles) long from Glazebrook East Junction on 
the Manchester to Warrington line to about 1.2 km. (3/4 mile) south of Partington Station. New Cadishead and 
Partington stations were built, the former being a reopening of a former station. A brick bridge was built across 
Liverpool Road (A57) south of Cadishead Station. The original railway bridge across Liverpool Road (A57) 
remained in use as access to an oil terminal and has recently been repainted. On the southern approach a 
second multi-lattice girder viaduct was used to carry the line over the original course of the river Mersey which 
was filled in. This has been demolished. 

The original railway lines were largely retained on both banks of the canal to provide access to local industry. 
The Partington Coaling Basin was used for bunkering ships and for the export of coal. In 1985 it was still 
possible to see remains of the original stone railway bridge over the river Mersey on the southern bank and the 
coaling stages on both banks The line over Cadishead Viaduct was opened to freight traffic on 27 February 
1893 and to passenger traffic on 29 May 1893. The line became disused between Glazebrook East Junction 
and Partington Junction from 3 August 1982. This was due to the need for expensive repairs to the bridge over 
the Ship Canal. As at Irlam the new A57 by-pass passes through the embankment but here a new tunnel was 
built. The Cadishead Viaduct embankment was formerly accessible but following several deaths due to falls 
from the viaduct this has now been closed. Two containers one above the other have been used to create a 
blockage. However, fatalities have continued even since these were installed and further fencing has been 
added. 

Partington Ferry once ran across the canal here. This ferry was the scene of a tragedy on 24 April 1970 in 
which six men were killed. A spillage of fuel oil from the nearby storage depot went unnoticed until it suddenly 
ignited engulfing two boats with the resultant loss of life. West of Cadishead Viaduct , Bob’s Ferry operates 
between Bob’s Lane in Cadishead and Lock Lane in Partington. 

Following the opening of the MSC in 1894 large scale industry seemed to flow into the area. Royles, a well 
established family engineering firm established in Manchester in 1874 opened new iron and brass foundries in 
Irlam in 1900. The factory was demolished in 1980. 

Another industry was Hulme's Patent Advertising Match Company opened in 1904. This was situated close to 
Irlam Station and had its own private railway sidings. The introduction of the non-poisonous match ensured it 
prospered against foreign competition. In 1916 they introduced another new industry to Irlam in the form of the 
manufacture of chip fruit packaging for the fruit trade. Having in 1928 amalgamated and continued operations 
as The British Basket and Besto Company Ltd. (Besto). The chief product manufactured by Besto was the 12 
lb. chip baskets which were assembled by hand and stitched to shape with revolving handles fixed by rivets. In 
the mid-1960s difficulties arose with obtaining suitable women and girls to work in the factory. About 65 staff 
were required to work efficiently but numbers declined to less than 45 and the management decided to close 
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the factory in 1965. 

Built in 1905-06 on Dean Road in Cadishead the wallpaper manufacturer Kinder, McDougall and Company 
had direct access to the railways and the main road. Production commenced in 1907 but the factory soon 
became inadequate due to the increased demand for their wallpaper. An extension was completed in 1910. In 
1941 due to the war their supply of paper dried up. Wallpaper was classified as a luxury. The factory was 
turned over to making war equipment including parts for tanks. In 1945 supplies of paper reappeared and by 
1950 the works was back in full production. In 1952 the manufacture of wallpaper was rationalised and 
production was transferred to Pendleton. The Cadishead works was turned over to the manufacture of printing 
inks. It became known as Irlam Inks. 

In the 1900s chemical manufacture came to Cadishead with the arrival of the tar distillery variously known as 
British Tar Distillers, North West Tar Distillers and Lancashire Tar Distillers. The company still operates today 
under the name of CSG Lanstar, specialising in waste management and recycling. 

In 1894 the first major factory was built on the banks of the MSC by the Co-operative Wholesale Society 
(CWS). This was the Soap Works which occupied a 15 acre site along Fairhills Road. This had its own wharf 
adjacent to Irlam Locks providing access for the transportation of raw materials and finished products. 
Originally based in Durham the company relocated to Irlam not just to take advantage of the larger site but also 
for its links to both the Ship Canal and the railway network. Irlam Soap Works became an important part of the 
CWS manufacturing not just soap but also candles, tapers, night lights, lard, glycerine, starch, lubricating oils, 
cleaning materials and washing powders. By the early 1900s the Irlam works was operating day and night to 
cope with demand for soap. Production increased from 72 to 265 tons per week by 1905. By the end of 1912 
75 tons per week of candles, night lights and tapers were being produced. With the booming business, in 1926 
the CWS decided to build a huge new factory adjoining the original works providing hundreds more jobs. 

The Soap Works had its own internal railway system which connected to the main line just west of Irlam station 
using the Cheshire Lines Committee track over which the CWS had running rights. These were the lines which 
had been superseded by the high level route over the Irlam Viaduct. The CWS owned both rolling stock and 
locomotives. For many years a free passenger service was operated for its workers known as the “Soap Works 
Special”. This ran morning and evening to coincide with main line arrivals and departures from Irlam Station. 
Pulled by a 0-4-0 Peckett steam locomotive, the brown and cream ex-Midland Railways six-wheel carriage had 
four separate compartments split for Ladies and Gentlemen. The CWS used the rail line up to 1959 when the 
connection with the canal lines was severed. The bridge carrying the line over Liverpool Road was removed in 
1965 

In its heyday the Soap Works employed about 1200 people. There was an active social scene with a range of 
leisure facilities including bowling greens, tennis courts, playing fields and cricket pitch all close to a handsome 
Pavilion.. Soap production ceased in 1968 but the factory continued to bottle detergents and other products 
until 1989 when it was sold to the Robert McBride Group. 

The Peckett locomotive used in the Soap Works was gifted to the community and has been located along 
Cadishead Way. This is a 1955 built “fireless” 0-4-0 which was used only until 1969. This Peckett locomotive 
was the only “fireless” one that this company ever made. The Soap Works Special carriage has been restored 
and is at the National Railway Museum. A recreation of this is on display in the refurbished Irlam Station. 

The building of the CWS Margarine Works commenced in 1914 to satisfy an increased demand for fats of all 
types. Because of the war progress was slow but steady which meant that the factory finally opened in 1917. 
Located in Higher Irlam it was bounded by Liverpool Road and the MSC. The buildings housed the whole 
operation from production, packaging, engineering, laboratories, garage, laundry and offices. The works had 
its own railway sidings accessed via the MSC Railway and connected to the main line at Irlam Station. 

Due to increased demand the works were expanded in 1919 including bigger offices. The CWS also acquired 
its own fleet of lorries in order to speed up distribution. Manufacture of lard was transferred from the Soap 
Works to the Margarine Works. Following their discovery, Vitamins A and D were added to the products. In 
1932 the works employed about 1200 people and produced lard, Sutox beef suet, Gold Seal, Silver Seal and 
Purple Seal margarines. 

By 1970 the work force had dropped to just 400 yet by the 1980s the Margarine Works was still the second 
largest manufacturer of edible oils and fats in the UK. However, increased competition meant that the 
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Margarine Works ceased operation in 1995. The original building eventually became home to Morson Projects. 
The office block has recently been restored and re-opened as Darwen House. 

The building of the MSC left a large  area of land of about 109 acres between the Ship Canal, the two railway 
lines and Liverpool Road. This was the site of the former confluence and flood plain of the rivers Mersey and 
Irwell, later the Mersey & Irwell Navigation. This became the site for the Partington Iron and Steel Company, 
known locally as the Steelworks. Originally, before the county boundary was rationalised, this was partly in 
Partington, Cheshire hence the company name. Construction began in 1911 and included blast furnaces, coke 
ovens, steel furnaces, rod mills and offices. The Ship Canal infrastructure was important. he MSC Railway and 
sidings were used to service the site which had its own internal railway network which connected to the main 
line. A junction at the Irlam end was opened in 1912 with further sidings being added in 1913. 

Production commenced in 1913 initially with the manufacture or iron rails, joints and sections. In January 1914 
the first steel furnace was tapped and steel ingots rolled out. At first iron ore was carried by the CLC and MSC 
Railways from quarries at Wakerley in Rutland. Later the materials were brought in by the MSC from Trafford 
Wharf. The MSC Railway provided an essential connection to the CLC from 1913 to 1957. 

In 1914 the Steelworks came onto a war footing and the need for steel became of major importance with the 
construction of two more furnaces and new sidings at Glazebrook. Further expansion in 1916 almost doubled 
output. German prisoners of war were brought daily by special train from Leigh to help with production. The 
Steelworks obtained running rights for its own locomotives and rolling stock over the MSC Railway in 1920 
ensuring the easy movement of raw materials and finished products. 

In 1930 the Irlam works became part of the Lancashire Steel Corporation. A major development in 1932 was 
the building of their own wharf. During WWII the works concentrated on producing steel for shells, bombs, 
tanks, aircraft, Bailey bridges and shelters. Thousands of workers operated day and night sometimes in 
blackout conditions. Men who went to war did receive an allowance from the Steelworks and a guarantee of a 
job on their return. In the men’s absence a large number of women were employed in various roles. 

After the war further development took place with additional steel making plant being built by the mid-1950s. In 
1956 the Steelworks obtained an Act allowing the building of direct connection from its internal railway to the 
CLC (now BR) main line. The single track line entered the works via a branch off the main line just west of 
Irlam Station and included a new bridge over Liverpool Road opened on 27 May 1957 at a cost of £1 million. 

The Steelworks became part of British Steel in 1967 following nationalisation. However, on 21 April 1971 the 
death knell sounded when wholesale redundancies were announced with the closure of Irlam Steelworks and 
the loss of 4300 jobs. In 1974 steel production ceased leaving only the modern rod and bar mill in operation. 
Final closure took place on 27 January 1979. 

In 1987 the area was taken over by the Trafford Park Development Corporation. The main development on the 
Steelworks site was the creation of the Northbank Industrial Estate now home to many small businesses. The 
main Manchester to Warrington A57 road through the centre of Irlam and Cadishead was diverted onto the 
new Cadishead Way opened at a cost of £11.3 million in September 2005. New roads in the area have been 
given names appropriate to its history such as Bessemer Road, Excalibur way, Ferrous Way, Sandywarps, 
Calamanco Way, Ferrymasters Way and Tallow Way. 

 

 

Frank Shackleton                                                                                                                           
18 January 2017 

 

 

1 
 

 

 



Page 6 
 

1929 OS Map of Irlam showing industrial development at about its peak. 

 

 


