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Introduction: waterscapes

The summer of 2022 was marked by hot weather and dry grass. 
Temperatures in excess of 30ºC were recorded across Europe for a sus-
tained period of time, demonstrating that climate has no regard for 
national borders. On 19 July 2022, a temperature of 40.3ºC was recorded 
and verified by the Met Office in the United Kingdom. Record tempera-
tures and a lack of rain resulted in the driest July since 1935. The 
Environment Agency declared drought in eleven of its fourteen areas, 
with hosepipe bans brought into effect by Thames Water, South East 
Water, South West Water, Southern Water and Yorkshire Water. In and 
of itself, drought is not a new phenomenon, even to a temperate coun-
try like Britain. However, record temperatures and a lack of rain point to 
the effects of anthropogenic climate change being felt with more regular-
ity. Hosepipe bans were retained by South East Water in response to a dry 
February 2023 and increased consumption, while the hosepipe ban insti-
gated by South West Water continued until September 2023.1

In response to the growing threat of drought and an ever-greater demand 
for water supply as populations grew, the water regulator Ofwat greenlit 
the development of three new reservoirs in Cambridgeshire, Oxfordshire 
and Lincolnshire in June 2023. The combined cost of the three schemes is 
projected to be around £6.17 billion, aiming to be completed in the 2040s. 
In contrast to the reservoir projects of the 1960s and 1970s, which were seen 
as threats to local communities and ecology, Ofwat anticipated that the 
projects would have wider ‘social, environmental and economic benefits’, 
including a net gain to biodiversity as well as the potential to develop lei-
sure pursuits.

These schemes, though, have not lacked for opposition. Historic 
England noted with regards to both the Fens reservoir in Cambridgeshire 
and the South Lincolnshire reservoir that, when planning the projects, 
little reference seemed to have been made to the historic environment. 
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While some engagement with Historic England had taken place in 
Oxfordshire, there is more to be done.2 These comments pale in compari-
son with the opposition to the eloquently named South East Strategic 
Reservoir Option. A number of opponents, including local pressure groups, 
parish and county councils, preservationist groups and local members of 
the public, have expressed concerns over the need for the reservoir, citing 
financial worries, the risk of floods and the lack of input from those most 
affected by the project: local residents. Indeed, some questioned whether 
the reservoir would be needed at all if Thames Water carried out mainte-
nance of existing systems to stop leakage.3

While some of the factors involved in reservoir development had 
changed, such as embracing the potential for reservoirs to act as sites of 
biodiversity, it is striking how much of the opposition to reservoir devel-
opment has remained the same: the burdensome costs, the opposition of 
preservationists concerned with the effects on the natural landscape, 
but also the potential for reservoirs to have social and cultural impacts, 
becoming sites of leisure for urbanites. Ultimately, Waterscapes is con-
cerned with tracing these links between the past and the present, exploring 
undervalued rural landscapes to emphasise how much waterworks man-
agement,  mainly to supply urban areas, has affected landscape and 
people both negatively and positively.

There is also a pressing need for urban-environmental historical 
research of this kind in Britain. Environmental histories have traditionally 
focused on the macro scale or on specific geographic entities, such as riv-
ers that cross national borders. While there is a rich base of research on 
environmental history in Britain, the development of waterworks systems 
and their impacts on local areas and local people, as well as what this 
means for the urban–rural hinterland exchange, has been neglected. 
Urban history has the benefit of bringing broader environmental issues 
back to the local level, emphasising the impact of larger socionatural 
processes in specific locations to specific people. It also helps to shed 
light on local decision-making processes that are vital to understand-
ing the conceptualisation of nature during the nineteenth and twentieth 
centuries – unlike other utilities, water was not nationalised by the Atlee 
government after the Second World War and remained in the hands of 
local authorities until the creation of regional water boards in 1973.

Water has always been of vital importance to sustain human life. 
The nineteenth century saw unprecedented urban growth, and with it 
an increased demand for water. This continued into the twentieth 
century as urban areas and populations continued to grow. As we enter 
a period in which there is increased pressure on available water sources 
due to anthropogenic climate change, we need to understand how we have 
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conceptualised our relationships with these waterscapes. How have local 
landscapes and communities been affected by the quest to fulfil urban 
need, and how have waterscapes provided a space for urban development, 
not just in terms of the water they supply but in how they have subse-
quently been utilised by urban authorities and urban residents? This 
monograph sets out to address this lack of attention on waterscapes, taken 
here to mean landscapes that have been inextricably altered and affected 
by their relationship with water. As reservoirs are man-made, this relation-
ship is multifaceted and socionatural; the landscapes examined here 
have not just been shaped by their interaction with humans but also by 
the agency of nature to create a new, hybrid type of landscape. In focus-
ing on the examples of Leeds, Liverpool and Birmingham, this monograph 
sets out to explore neglected landscapes, those landscapes that have been 
underexplored due to their lack of exceptionalism – these waterworks are 
not in national parks or areas historically thought to be of outstanding 
natural beauty but are, nonetheless, illuminating.

This monograph also shows how the local increasingly became entan-
gled with the national. While water supply was not nationalised after the 
Second World War, this is a period in which the supply of water became 
increasingly conceptualised within a national rather than local or regional 
framework.4 These waterscapes also intersect with nationalist politics to 
an increasing degree – the projects at Claerwen and, especially, Llyn Celyn 
(Tryweryn) invoked increased nationalist opposition. These are difficult 
histories – the purpose here is to help understand these difficult histories 
and to better understand the connections between local and national ten-
sions when they arose.

Key terms

Waterscapes engages with a number of concepts that have long formed part 
of urban-environmental historical discourse. One such idea is taming the 
wilderness, an idea that has been associated with efforts to modify 
the  rural landscape in the Western world. William Cronon has demon-
strated these attitudes in regard to the settlement and transformation of 
American plains, which was framed by historians like Frederick Jackson 
Turner as a step towards creating an egalitarian and democratic nation. 
These progressive narratives of environmental change helped situate 
the role of society within national development as fighting against an old 
and obstinate enemy, one that was overcome by greater scientific and 
technical knowledge and skill.5 This is something that continued well 
into the twentieth century, particularly in arid regions of the United 
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States such as Texas, where new waterworks helped to facilitate new 
towns.6 While the taming of the countryside in Britain was less emphati-
cally celebrated, it was stressed by certain key actors like engineers and 
local authorities and helped to perpetuate a sense of modernity.

This is linked to Maria Kaika’s idea of the ‘Promethean project’, defined 
as the quest to ‘tame, control, and discipline nature’ in order to facilitate the 
expansion of towns and cities and, therefore, modern urban society.7 Like 
Prometheus, who stole fire from the Greek gods and, therefore, provided 
humanity with technology and knowledge, structures like waterworks fun-
damentally altered the countryside to improve urban civilisation. This is 
also linked to the idea of second nature, a concept that essentially refers to 
the ways in which humanity remakes nature. For Theodor Adorno, second 
nature presents itself as meaningful but illusionary.8 A good example of 
this paradigm was Frederick T. Olmstead’s Central Park, which included 
scenery that was meant to invoke the Catskill Mountains, from where New 
York derives its water supplies.9 This scenery looks natural, particularly 
in the wider context of a green space, but is entirely man-made. This is a 
remaking of nature for sociocultural purposes, a process that also occurred 
with the creation of lake-like reservoirs. Like other forms of second nature, 
this form of nature was illusionary: it was real but not real. This is a key 
concept to consider when looking at accounts of the countryside provided 
by journalists and guidebook writers who saw the landscape as improved 
by what would we term as second nature.

This leads into another key term: amenity. In short, this refers to the 
ways in which the appearance of the rural landscape has been altered and 
the attempt to preserve a more natural aesthetic. This is a term with a long 
and charged history, infused by Romanticism, preservation and, latterly, 
legislative and modernist narratives. As Katrina Navickas has noted, nar-
ratives around landscape in the post-war period became entwined with 
debates around ecology and wilderness; for some, the rural wilderness 
was not there to be tamed but to be preserved, a forerunner to more recent 
debates around rewilding.10 While the post-war period is when issues of 
amenity came to be defined in legislative terms, it had long been associ-
ated with waterworks and changes to the rural environment. The Thirlmere 
Defence Association, formed to stop Manchester from extracting water 
from Lake Thirlmere in the Lake District, essentially rooted its opposing 
argument in ideas around amenity: the importance of preserving the natu
ral appearance of the Lake District.11 Before then, Wordsworth had led 
campaigns against the coming of the railway to the Lake District, an area 
that he had done so much to define in his poetry.12 Matthew Kelly has also 
noted the use of amenity in opposition to a waterworks project on 
Dartmoor to supply London, which focused on utility rather than notions 
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of Romanticism, showing that even in the nineteenth century the term 
encapsulated different meanings.13

Amenity in the twentieth century, though, took on a more nuanced 
meaning. As John Sheail has noted in his analysis of the amenity clause, 
the term came to reflect the ultimate paradox of technology: ‘namely that 
the most effective way of tackling the disruption caused to the environ-
ment by technology is through further advances in technology’.14 While 
less obvious than examples of rural modernism like concrete dams or elec-
tric pylons, authorities had been engaging in this paradox for decades. 
The construction of Victorian reservoirs was an exercise in masking 
changes to the landscape, their earthen-embankment design helping to 
cover their technological nature and allowing them to blend in to appear 
as natural lakes, a central feature of guidebook descriptions in this 
period. As Chapter  3 highlights, the concept of amenity could also be 
malleable, used to defend changes to the landscape that were seen even 
by preservationists as tasteful. Waterscapes engages with this more 
nuanced understanding of amenity, focusing less on the outright 
instincts of preservationists to highlight the ways in which forestry and 
cultural depictions of the landscape following reservoir construction could 
add to understandings of amenity: understandings that were, as Navickas, 
Sheail and others have shown, developing after the Second World War.

The growth of water history

The ways in which historians approach the history of water supply has 
changed significantly over the past forty years, moving from viewing 
water solely as a medium for discussions on public health to considering 
the cultural importance of water and supply systems. Much work has con-
centrated on the way in which the water industry operated politically. 
The governance of the water industry remained remarkably stable over the 
course of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, at least until the 1970s. 
Before the 1840s, private companies provided water to urban areas, given 
statutory powers by Parliament to supply specific areas, the most promi-
nent example of this being the thirteen water boards that supplied the 
London metropolitan area.15 Several issues came to the fore during 
the  early to mid-nineteenth century that resulted in municipal govern-
ments becoming more involved in managing the water industry. Public 
health was a large issue, not just in terms of the increasingly recognised 
effects of polluted water but also the means of solving this problem, as 
espoused by Edwin Chadwick, requiring greater quantities of water. In 
addition to this, consumer dissatisfaction with the quality of water 
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supply and what was deemed as profiteering by private water companies 
provided municipal government with the opportunity to purchase water-
works and bring them under public control.16 Sally Sheard has argued that 
private water companies in Liverpool failed to provide a fit and proper 
water supply, were driven by profit and held irresponsible attitudes towards 
public health.17 This ties into a broader historiography of water during the 
1980s and 1990s, which focused predominantly on water as a medium for 
histories of public health.18

From the 1840s onwards, more towns and cities followed the example 
of Liverpool in bringing their water supply under municipal control. Among 
other reasons for municipalisation, it was felt that local government could 
raise necessary funds for large-scale infrastructure projects more easily 
than private water companies, although this was by no means easy for 
many smaller towns.19 Towns and cities, as well as private water companies 
that had the means to do so, applied to Parliament for the statutory pow-
ers, as well as funds, to construct reservoirs in rural areas. This involved 
gaining legal rights to land as well as arbitrating private land rights in 
the targeted area. While an expensive process, it was largely straightfor-
ward for many who had done their due diligence; indeed, water engineers 
employed by municipal governments to plan and construct reservoirs, like 
Frederick Bateman and Thomas Hawksley, also became extremely adept at 
providing expert testimony to parliamentary committees.20 Thirlmere was 
a point of contrast to this process. Parliamentary bills often faced opposi-
tion that was then heard and arbitrated or resolved privately. The strength 
of feeling behind the opposition to Thirlmere, as well as its more organ-
ised nature, meant that Parliament took the unusual step of establishing 
a special committee to hear all arguments and judge whether the bill 
should progress.

With some notable exceptions, such as Bristol and Newcastle, many 
towns and cities had brought their water supplies under municipal con-
trol by the twentieth century. Even London, with its sprawling thirteen 
water boards, brought a level of centralised control with the creation of 
the Metropolitan Water Board in 1903. Municipalisation also demon-
strates that the governance of water in this period was mirrored across the 
Atlantic. The history of Manchester’s water supply has been compared by 
Harold L. Platt to Chicago, the ‘shock cities’ of the late nineteenth and 
early twentieth centuries. He has argued that the political culture of 
both cities was vital in shaping narratives of water supply and sanita-
tion.21 The attitudes of city aldermen in Chicago, who saw their position 
within municipal government in a self-serving manner aided by heavy 
devolution of power and universal male suffrage, were indicative of their 
approach to the environment. They did not want investment into the city 
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to be harmed by issues around water usage, despite warnings from pro-
gressive reformers that the city’s water supply was not inexhaustible.22 The 
municipal governance of Manchester, affected by limited suffrage and 
strong centralised government, was driven more by a sense of social and 
moral duty, which informed attitudes towards water supply.23 William 
Kahrl has highlighted a similar approach to the environment in his study 
of dam construction in the Owens Valley, California. He has shown that 
the waterworks system built in the valley to service Los Angeles during the 
twentieth century was undoubtedly positive for the city, as water authori-
ties were able to predict future demand and construct ahead of time.24 This, 
however, came at the expense of the agriculture of the valley, which was 
destroyed during construction. It also affected the valley’s residents, who 
were left displaced and marginalised by the scheme, with many of the vital 
decisions that affected their future made in Los Angeles where they had no 
representation.25

While the parliamentary process for Thirlmere was more complex, the 
standard water bill procedure broadly remained in place well into 
the twentieth century, a process that could be costly as well as drawn-out. 
This changed with the implementation of ministerial orders during the 
interwar and post-war period, which made it easier to pass uncontro
versial local government legislation.26 Ultimately, straightforward 
waterworks projects were decided by the minister for housing and local 
government, on the advice and evidence of civil servants, rather than a 
lengthy and expensive parliamentary committee. This speaks to the ways 
in which the water industry was reformed during the twentieth century, 
ostensibly to provide more power to centralised figures and bodies. 
However, this was not a simple process. Water was not nationalised by 
post-war Labour governments despite it being a part of Labour policy up 
until 1965.27 As Christine McCulloch notes, due to the nature of water 
ownership, nationalisation may have antagonised both municipal and 
private providers.28 Robert Millward has also pointed to various other 
stakeholders in water supply that made nationalisation unfeasible, such 
as landowners, industrialists and river conservancy boards to name a 
few.29 Despite this, John Hassan has highlighted attempts by central gov-
ernment to improve the water industry amid increased demand, leading 
to the 1963 Water Resources Act, which sought to radically reorganise the 
water industry, implementing centralised river authorities to directly man-
age and sustain rivers across the country.30 The establishment of the river 
authorities under this act, followed by the establishment of the regional 
water boards in 1973, saw central government play an increasingly inter-
ventionist role in the governance of water without fully nationalising the 
industry. As Glen O’Hara has highlighted, though, post-war governments 
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of both colours struggled to fully manage the water industry, meaning 
that confusion was often the end result.31

Political histories and histories of public health remain vitally impor
tant, particularly for areas of the world where colonial power structures 
affected the development of infrastructure and health environments.32 
However, they can only illuminate a part of the broader impact of water to 
society and culture in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries in the United 
Kingdom. As Andrea Gaynor has argued, historians of public health have 
failed ‘to trace the co-evolution of cultures, technologies, and environments 
as they relate to water over time’.33 Embracing a cultural approach to these 
issues can help shed light on these wider themes, an approach that histori-
ans of water have increasingly taken to the subject.

In part, this has been aided by the broader cultural turn, which has 
shifted the focus from water as a medium of public health to the different 
cultural and semiotic associations that water can hold.34 More recently, 
this has moved beyond the study of water itself to the technologies involved 
in the supply of water, such as pipes and reservoirs. This has attracted the 
attention of historians interested in the development of liberalism and 
power during the nineteenth century. Influenced by Michel Foucault’s idea 
of governmentality, the ways in which individuals self-govern through the 
practices of power enacted by the state and experts, they have analysed 
the implementation of infrastructure in the city as an example of how 
expertise influenced the practices of self-rule.35 Surveillance was a key ele
ment in maintaining liberal governmentality, with civic institutions 
like newspapers helping to control and mediate urban space during the 
nineteenth century. Under the guise of anonymity provided by pseud-
onyms, writers could report instances of poor behaviour, thereby 
utilising the newspaper as an apparatus of surveillance and as a method 
of shaming.36 Urban space, though, was also mediated by technology. 
Chris Otter has argued that the state implemented large engineering proj
ects in order to impose a state of governability, the management of which 
constituted a large part of the growth of government during the nine-
teenth century.37 While city councils began to appoint experts such as 
borough surveyors and medical officers of health to inform on how to gov-
ern aspects of the city, Otter has argued that it was the engineers employed 
by local government who built the networks that governed everyday life.38 
Patrick Joyce has complemented this argument by illustrating that 
Chadwickian public health and sanitary reform was used in order to 
mediate urban space by regulating the installation of infrastructure such 
as water pipes and water closets in the home.39 Thus, it was through the 
implementation of technology that the idea of freedom (and, ergo, self-
rule) was secured. This approach has been criticised by historians, not 
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least because of the denial of individual agency. This is the case with 
Vanessa Taylor and Frank Trentmann’s work on drought in London and 
Sheffield in the late nineteenth century, the first drought in the United 
Kingdom to occur following the widespread implementation of high-
pressure water supply to homes. Rather than be disciplined into self-rule, 
water became a consumer issue, with consumers demonstrating against 
water companies who were seen to be denying access to a resource that 
had become part of everyday life, further demonstrating the importance 
of taking cultural approaches to the history of water.40

Embracing a cultural approach can also help to develop local political 
studies of waterworks, particularly by engaging in ideas around civic iden-
tity. The attachment to one’s town or city and their municipal achievements 
were an important part of urban life in the nineteenth century. The open-
ing of key civic institutions, such as Leeds Town Hall, or the ceremonies 
to celebrate new waterworks became hallmarks for civic pride.41 As such, 
a certain pageantry was engaged with on such occasions, such as the pres-
ence of members of the royal family to bestow the event with national 
patronage. There was also an engagement with processional culture, with 
members of the procession to open a new venture ranked according to their 
social standing. Gunn has argued that the celebration of civic pride reached 
a zenith in large industrial cities in 1870, with a slow decline in participa-
tion until 1914, when national and imperial identities took precedence. In 
the interwar period, the prominence of events like the British Empire 
Exhibition and the opening of the British Empire Stadium (more commonly 
known as Wembley Stadium) in 1924 were believed to have turned the 
attention of urbanites away from civic achievements.42

The predominance and privileging of national identities on the urban 
stage has been questioned in recent years, though. Events like pageants 
and civic anniversaries in the 1920s and 1930s help to demonstrate the con-
tinued importance of civic identity.43 As historians like Charlotte Wildman 
have shown, this continued into the post-war period. Although the post-
war context was different to the interwar years, as the interwar years were 
different to the late nineteenth century, municipal endeavours like the 
civic film A City Speaks (1947) continued to be used to express faith in 
the city’s aspirations.44 While this may have been the province of the 
industrial middle classes in the nineteenth century, by the post-war 
period civic pride was taken up by architects and developers who saw 
new, dynamic cities on the horizon. As Peter Shapely has convincingly 
argued, the design and construction of new buildings in cities that 
embraced post-war consumerism, such as the Merrion Centre in Leeds, 
designed by Arnold Ziff, became symbols of what cities could achieve.45 
Civic pride and identity, then, adapted to time and place, becoming 
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increasingly inclusive and participatory, a revisionist argument that 
Waterscapes looks to contribute to.

The interest in cultural history has also developed within environmen
tal history, which sees water as representation as well as environmental 
asset.46 Environmental historians like Richard White have long recognised 
human alterations to landscapes like the Colorado River as a remaking of 
nature.47 Changes made to the river impacted not only its flow but also 
how the river was utilised by others, especially salmon that could not 
swim up a dammed river. Thus, in the remaking of nature to suit 
human needs, ecosystems were often adversely affected. Similarly, envi-
ronmental historians also began to consider the effects of cities on the 
environment, which had previously been dismissed by established 
scholars like Donald Worster.48 Cronon argued that by focusing on socio-
economic modes of production at the expense of culture, towns and cities, 
which Worster viewed as products of culture and separate from nature, 
were excluded from his environmental history agenda.49 In order to pro-
duce an inclusive environmental history, the impact of towns and cities 
on nature, endogenously and exogenously, had to be integrated, as 
Christine Meisner Rosen and Joel Arthur Tarr argued, to better under-
stand society’s impact on the natural environment.50

In a pioneering study that sought to highlight the benefits of incorpo-
rating cities into environmental history, Cronon examined the development 
of Chicago during the nineteenth century. He explored Chicago’s geo-
graphic position as a ‘gateway’ to the American West and the subsequent 
development of transport links with the city as a port, flows of goods such 
as meat, lumber and grain from surrounding states, including Michigan, 
Illinois, Iowa and Wisconsin, and further flows of capital, manufactured 
goods and culture.51 This illustrates that Chicago did not develop just as 
a city, an area with a clear boundary demarcating urban and rural, but 
as a city intimately connected with its hinterlands, an example of how 
cities were not just shaped by their physical environments but helped to 
shape the environments around them. Thus, urban and rural environ-
ments cannot be considered as separate; they shape and are shaped by 
each other. The demands of the city for resources, food and capital are 
drawn from rural and semi-urban hinterlands, which are themselves 
shaped by these demands. While Cronon does not discuss water supply, 
his work can help an environmental history of water. The ways in which 
British towns and cities like Leeds and Liverpool went to their rural hin-
terlands for sources of water, thereby shaping the rural environment 
through the construction of dams and reservoirs, and, indeed, further 
policies of land management, is another way in which the relationship 
that he describes is evident, a relationship that is explored in this book. 
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Cities, therefore, cannot be considered as wholly expressions of culture, 
as Worster has argued, but as an integral element in the shaping of rural 
environments, gaining resources from rural areas while simultaneously 
remaking the natural environment.

This approach has been developed by historical geographers interested 
in structures like reservoirs as sites of socionature, the nexus of social and 
natural forces that work in tandem to create an assemblage that is neither 
social nor natural but a hybrid of both.52 Kaika has examined the dialectic 
of nature and the city that has influenced urban planners through the 
nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Both nature and the city have been 
coded as ‘good’ – as places untouched by the horrors of urban industrial-
ism and as the pinnacle of civilised society – and ‘bad’ – as a foreboding 
wilderness that requires control and as harbouring the evils of modern 
society. This has impacted on how planners have approached the design 
of urban public spaces: for example, F. L. Olmsted’s aforementioned incor-
poration of wild nature into the design of New York City’s Central Park in 
the 1850s.53 This dialectic was expressed in the construction of the 
Marathon Dam, Athens, in the 1920s, as evidence of the ability of humans 
to tame nature while reconceptualising the city as a modern, constructed 
space removed from the influence of nature.54 Gaynor has built upon 
Kaika’s work in exploring the need for water to maintain residential lawns 
in Perth, Western Australia, during the early twentieth century. While 
water was always at a premium due to the heat experienced in Australian 
summers, residents continued to water lawns, which provided Perth with 
a picturesque suburban image that could be compared with other cities 
within the British Empire.55 Thus, water as a socionatural product held 
important social and cultural values; indeed, some residents used their 
domestic supply in order to maintain their lawn.56 This can be further seen 
in Taylor and Trentmann’s analysis of constant water supply and the fit-
ting of fixed baths and water closets in Sheffield, which increased the 
material value of water in the home as water became a part of everyday 
life.57 Analysing sites of socionature like the Marathon Dam or New York 
can illustrate the power dynamics between the city and nature, and the 
centrality of water to those relationships.

Indeed, across the Atlantic, the study of water has moved beyond 
groundbreaking work on municipalisation and public health by historians 
like Martin Melosi to study the more holistic impact of water to areas like 
Texas, where towns were created by the construction of reservoirs in more 
than one sense.58 Waterworks in this region also helped to facilitate spaces 
for leisure, becoming synonymous with days that celebrated water-based 
activities.59 This speaks to the ways in which studies of waterworks are 
becoming increasingly entwined into histories of leisure and tourism. 
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Australian environmental historians have also sought to use cultural 
approaches to water management, highlighting how historic floods and 
droughts have shaped urban living in a country that, at times, struggles 
for potable water supplies. Additionally, they highlight the importance of 
indigenous beliefs around water and how those beliefs can inform water 
management in the present.60 The focus on areas of the world that strug
gle for potable water supplies, like Texas and Australia, speaks to the 
increasing interest of water historians in parts of the world that will be 
affected by anthropogenic climate change more quickly than others; argu-
ably, some of these areas already are.

While some have concentrated on drought, others have focused on 
flooding. Historians in Australia have explored flooding in relation to 
drought, particularly in urban areas that have suffered from periodic flood-
ing due to their proximity to major rivers. They take flooding to be a 
symptom of the wider hydrological cycle that has been adversely affected 
by climate change. There are also cultural associations with flooding that 
are being increasingly focused on. Lotte Jensen’s work on the cultural his-
tory of water in the Netherlands demonstrates the paradoxical attitudes 
that the Dutch hold towards water in a country that has been ravaged by 
floods for centuries: water is linked to traumatic events that illustrate the 
country’s geographical vulnerabilities, while simultaneously being a 
reminder that through technical innovations they have overcome such vul-
nerabilities. This sense of fear and national pride is at the heart of the 
country’s relationship with water, a duality that will once again come to 
the fore in a time of climate crisis.61 Recent works, then, have focused on 
the role of water, both its abundance and its absence, in a time of crisis 
inspired by the current context. In focusing on a more temperate cli-
mate, Waterscapes looks to contribute to these cultural histories of 
water by analysing the different – sometimes complementary, sometimes 
conflicting – relationships society had with rural water taken for urban 
needs, as we deal with questions around water supply in the present.

Rethinking waterscapes

The ways in which historians think about changes to rural places by 
urban authorities has been influenced by a number of ideas. One such 
idea is socionature, developed by cultural geographers like Erik 
Swyngedouw. Socionature is a way of conceptualising changes to the 
environment by social forces, the results of which are neither fully social 
nor natural but a socionatural hybrid.62 Reservoirs are a good example 
of socionatural hybridity, constructed by urban authorities, built by 
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human labour, but within the contours of the rural landscape.63 
Waterworks can be viewed as urban/rural hybrids, rather than within 
an urban/rural binary relationship.

Another useful theoretical underpinning is the idea of rural modernity. 
Landscape historians have, in the past, tended to neglect the impact that 
waterscapes have made on the landscape. Tom Williamson, a landscape 
archaeologist, has argued that landscape history ‘is concerned with the 
historical interpretation of the physical structures and spaces which 
make up the environment’, yet this has often concentrated on fields, agri-
culture, gardens and woodlands rather than waterscapes that have been 
reconfigured by urban needs.64 Furthermore, Williamson has also sug-
gested that landscape history has not fitted well with ecological or natural 
histories owing to their respective focus on social or natural historical 
processes.65 This, perhaps, speaks to the lack of impact of environmen-
tal history in Britain in some disciplinary circles. It also highlights the 
importance of taking a socionatural approach to studying waterscapes in 
order to view these social and natural historical processes simultaneously. 
This is especially the case in the North of England and Wales, where, as 
this monograph demonstrates, waterscapes like reservoirs were adapted 
not just for the purpose of water supply but for leisure and tourism.

Conceptualising these waterscapes as sites of rural modernity can help 
to shift this lens, taking in the wider social, cultural, environmental and 
political issues they impacted upon. Traditionally, landscape in England 
has been seen within a specific framework, crystallised by W. G. Hoskins 
who sought to show the depth of history of the English landscape – the 
countryside of the 1950s was not just a product of the Victorian or Georgian 
period but had been formed over centuries. As such, the countryside that 
Hoskins venerated was one of hedgerows, streams and small stone 
churches; he had little time for the activities of post-war planners or 
changes to the countryside at large since 1914. (He was, though, quite com-
plimentary about the aesthetic qualities of reservoirs in the North and 
Midlands.)66 While the term rural modernism has been associated with the 
time in which Hoskins was writing, given the influence of modernist archi-
tecture in the countryside through pylons and transmission stations, 
Navickas has argued that nineteenth-century waterworks structures, as 
well as canals, are also examples of this process.67 Furthermore, an engage-
ment with ideas around rural modernism can, as Navickas has done, 
highlight the historic tensions with utilising land that was deemed 
to be not outstanding. Historiographically and contemporaneously, cer-
tain landscapes have been privileged over others due to their apparent 
aesthetic value, a trait pushed by poets and writers and then, in the twen-
tieth century enshrined in legislation, the creation of national parks, and 
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Areas of Outstanding Natural Beauty. There is much to be gained by 
focusing on what Navickas refers to as areas of non-outstanding natural 
beauty, as she has done in her examination of debates around amenity 
and preservation of the industrial Pennines.68 Similarly, many of the 
case studies examined here focus on areas not typically associated with 
Areas of Outstanding Natural Beauty or what would become national 
parks: Washburn Valley is a little-known area of North Yorkshire 
between Harrogate and Leeds; Lake Vyrnwy and the Elan Valley were 
conceptualised by what they could provide to English cities rather than 
for their aesthetic value. How ideas of aesthetics, amenity and interaction 
from both local and urban people combined in these areas is of central 
interest here.

Taking influence from ideas like socionature and rural modernity 
means that, by its very nature, Waterscapes is an interdisciplinary endeav-
our. Indeed, an engagement with the idea of waterscapes is inherently 
interdisciplinary, given that waterscapes are hybrid spaces that encom-
pass intersecting social, cultural, political, economic and environmental 
factors. As such, this monograph examines a number of different themes 
such as social and cultural histories of the environment, politics and lei-
sure among others. To do so, it takes in a broad range of sources, from 
traditional historical sources such as archival records and historical news-
papers, to novels, photographs and film. Incorporating a diverse set of 
sources allows for a more holistic and nuanced analysis of the impact 
of  waterworks projects across England and Wales, providing scope to 
assess this impact from a number of different angles and themes. In so 
doing, this monograph engages with ideas related to the environmental 
humanities, a growing field that recognises the need to incorporate a 
greater variety of sources and analytical frameworks in order to fully 
comprehend historical attitudes to the environment.

Chapter outlines

This monograph thus contributes to historical debates in two novel ways: 
first, by emphasising that the hinterland relationship was reciprocal, seen 
in the activities of writers and city dwellers in remaking and experiencing 
urban waterscapes; second, by showing that municipal water provision 
continued to be associated with civic identity well into the post-war period, 
tied to a wide variety of everyday activities.

Water was a necessity for towns and cities to survive and grow, but 
the  process of procuring water was rarely straightforward. The first 
chapter highlights a number of case studies, in particular water schemes 
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undertaken by Leeds, Liverpool and Birmingham, to demonstrate what, at 
times, could be a tumultuous process. It took time for water authorities to 
find suitable locations to construct reservoirs, only to be faced by the 
opposition of local landowners and other interested parties. Once parlia-
mentary permission had been secured, the difficulties of engineering the 
landscape came to the fore. A series of incidents occurred during the con-
struction of Leeds’s Washburn Valley scheme that led to one reservoir, 
Thruscross, being postponed for nearly one hundred years. The con-
struction of Liverpool’s Vyrnwy waterworks was beset with conflict 
between the waterworks committee and the consultant water engineer 
Thomas Hawksley. In the twentieth century, the opposition of the landed 
gentry was increasingly replaced with that of ecology and, in the case of 
Wales, nationalism. While engaging in detail with the various waterworks 
projects that feature throughout this book, what runs through all the 
chapters is the strong sense of civic pride that was attached to these proj
ects. It was expressed differently in 1866 than in 1966, but it was present 
nonetheless and consistently so across time.

In Chapter 2, the consequences of the long, drawn-out processes of con-
struction are examined from an environmental perspective. Some of 
these consequences became apparent during construction, some shortly 
after. Having to address landslips and cracks in the earth brought into 
question the expert knowledge of the engineers and their ability to tame 
the wilderness. This ability was brought into further focus when environ-
mental incidents occurred after construction had been completed. Dam 
collapses at Bilberry, Holmfirth and Dale Dyke, Sheffield were well chron-
icled in the nineteenth century and certainly played into fears around 
potential environmental disaster as more reservoirs were built. Changes 
in engineering practice and design did develop as the nineteenth and 
twentieth centuries progressed and ever more water was required. 
Although the appearance of reservoirs had changed over the hundred 
years covered here, attitudes to the environment by water authorities 
and engineers had not. The belief in the engineer’s ability to tame the 
wilderness was as strong in 1966 as it was in 1866, despite the incidents in 
between covered in Chapter 2.

Chapter 3 explores the importance of trees and forestry to managing 
waterscapes. It was not enough to build reservoirs on rivers that had good 
quality water: that quality had to be maintained. This was a hard task in 
rural areas as farming effluent often found its way into the water and farm-
ers washed their sheep in the river. Municipal government, then, had to 
be more interventionist to protect the purity of the water supply. Historians 
have paid little attention to afforestation in England and Wales before the 
First World War, but notable schemes at Lake Vyrnwy and in Washburn 
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Valley were undertaken, with varying degrees of success. In the case of 
the latter, unemployed men with little training were used, which resulted 
in the politics of water management becoming intertwined with the poli-
tics of unemployment. After the First World War, although forestry policy 
became more centralised with the creation of the Forestry Commission, 
municipal government remained vital to successful tree-planting efforts, 
with Liverpool in particular at the forefront of afforestation. Successful 
afforestation thus became tied to ideas of civic identity. It seemed to 
provide evidence of the positive role the city could play in developing tim-
ber stocks and protecting water supply, intertwining the urban and rural 
closely.

The fourth chapter examines the impact of reservoirs on the cultural 
landscape. The rural areas targeted by water authorities were not just 
altered in a physical sense, but in a cultural sense too. Many nineteenth-
century reservoirs were built into the landscape, effectively giving them 
the appearance of natural lakes. To some, this was perceived as heighten-
ing the beauty of the rural idyll. Despite narratives of urban encroachment 
or negative portrayals of the city more generally, these rural areas had 
been improved by urban engineering. The influence of Romanticism was 
strong in depictions of these rural areas, as was the cultural legacy of the 
Lake District. Indeed, the Washburn Valley scheme was dubbed by local 
newspapers and guidebooks as the ‘Leeds Lake District’, with all of the 
cultural associations of that label. What is explored here is how the cul-
tural landscapes of rural areas affected by reservoir construction were 
remade, once more highlighting the link between positively altering the 
appearance of the countryside and civic pride.

The construction of reservoirs did not just alter how the landscape was 
consumed from afar but also how it was used for leisure, the focus of 
Chapter 5. Newly developed lakes provided opportunities for angling and, 
in some cases, boating, while the rich descriptions analysed in the previ-
ous chapters brought ramblers, first from the middle class and then from 
the 1920s onwards from the working class, to these areas. As with con-
struction, afforestation and cultural depictions, leisure also became tied 
to ideas of civic identity. Fishing in municipal reservoirs could be seen to 
contribute to the good health of the city’s water supply; by helping to stop 
reservoirs becoming overstocked with fish, anglers were fulfilling their 
civic duty. The engagement of urbanites with rural areas that had been 
altered by urban engineering, essentially becoming a part of the city in 
the countryside, again was a way to participate in civic pride. On the sur-
face, this seems to have reflected ideas of inclusion and citizenship; 
however, class continued to be a factor in who could and could not prop-
erly participate in the achievements of the city. The forms of angling that 
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developed in reservoirs, typically fly fishing, was associated with middle-
class leisure, while the growth of working-class rambling led in some 
quarters to unease about unruly elements in the countryside. In an age 
where civic identity was becoming more democratic and participatory, 
examining leisure in waterscapes can help us to assess how democratic 
this identity actually was. Rights of way around waterscapes are part of 
this untold story.

The predominant focus of the preceding chapters is on the impact of 
waterworks to the rural environment, how the urban affects the rural for 
resource extraction. When chapters focus on the reciprocal nature of 
this relationship, as in Chapters 4 and 5, they nevertheless centre on the 
experiences of urban residents. The penultimate chapter switches focus 
to those most affected by the construction of reservoirs in rural areas: 
local communities. Some villages on the edges of reservoir development, 
such as St John’s in the Vale in the Lake District, were largely depopulated 
when construction began. Others were literally washed away, submerged 
by dammed river water only to be seen again in times of severe drought. 
A number of people, though, lived alongside reservoirs as water man-
agement continued to impinge on their lives. Chapter 6 will explore how 
the lives of residents in the valleys explored here were affected by the man-
agement of water. The first half focuses on Washburn Valley, looking at the 
ebbs and flows of community life as residents acclimatised to their new 
role as tenants of Leeds Corporation. The second half looks at the flooding 
of villages, a common aspect of many reservoir projects. Here, two in par
ticular will be highlighted: Leeds’s Thruscross reservoir, which flooded 
the village of West End, and the more famous Llyn Celyn reservoir, con-
troversially flooded by Liverpool in spite of an outpouring of Welsh 
nationalist sentiment.

The concluding chapter brings together the themes of the book, while 
placing the findings within the wider context of urban waterworks in 
England and Wales during the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. 
Similarities and differences are highlighted between the main case stud-
ies, showing the importance of taking a local, urban angle when considering 
the national importance of reservoir provision. There was no consensus 
on design, implementation or management of reservoirs; however, there 
were commonalities as authorities sought to supply the best source of water 
they could to towns and cities. The overall conclusion thus incorporates 
the myriad forms of identity we will encounter in the chapters, in terms of 
civic, class and gender, and how they intersect with the provision and man-
agement of water, pointing to the importance of incorporating cultural and 
urban-environmental history. Other themes such as the role of citizenship 
and environment will also be highlighted to demonstrate the novel findings 
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of the book. Finally, the importance of this research to the contemporary 
politics of water will be discussed, stressing the need for policymakers to 
consider a more holistic interpretation of urban waterscapes.
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Chapter 1

Remaking the countryside: urban 
engineering and the pursuit of water

In his writings on the future supply of water for Birmingham in 1891, the 
councillor Thomas Barclay proclaimed that: ‘Perhaps the heaviest 
responsibility resting on any local government is the establishment and 
maintenance of a proper supply of water for those under its care. How 
unpardonable a failure in this all- important  matter! Yet how vast the 
task!’1 In this short quote, Barclay aptly demonstrates two impor tant fac-
ets of municipal  water supply: the vital role of  water delivery to the 
prosperity of residents and industry; and just how enormous a task that 
delivery was. Water supply was foundational to the continued health and 
prosperity of urban areas. As the nineteenth and twentieth centuries pro-
gressed, and as cities grew, larger and more expensive schemes were 
required to keep up with demand. In a city like Birmingham, so wedded to 
the civic gospel, spending large amounts on an excellent water supply was 
permissible – a meeting of ratepayers in 1891 overwhelmingly backed the 
city’s Elan Valley scheme, with 7,837 votes for and 997 votes against, 
roughly a ratio of 8:1.2 In other cities, such as Leeds and Liverpool, hawkish 
councillors and a critical local press wanted the best return for the ratepay-
ers. It was not enough to provide pure, soft water: finances also had to be 
well managed. As the twentieth century progressed, some attitudes to 
water supply changed: schemes were so much bigger even than those of the 
late nineteenth century. However, some attitudes remained the same, par-
ticularly the confidence in urban engineering to overcome and tame the 
rural wilderness. When Barclay wrote of the vastness of the task, he was 
also referring to the magnitude of the Promethean project, the ability of 
modern urban society to tame and conquer the vast wilderness of nature.
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This first chapter provides an overview of some notable waterworks 
projects, particularly those of Leeds, Liverpool and Birmingham, in order 
to establish context for the case studies developments going forward. 
Some prominent works, such as Manchester’s Thirlmere scheme, have 
been covered elsewhere, so will not be referred to in detail here.3 Given 
the essence of water supply in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, 
until the establishment of the regional water boards in 1973, schemes 
were markedly individual, undertaken by specific towns and cities or 
private companies in distinct parts of rural England and Wales. As such, 
each scheme was, in some way, unique. However, there are some com-
monalities that can be drawn out. In mapping out a number of key works 
in England and Wales from the 1860s to the 1960s, the chapter will show 
changes in the industry over time and the ways in which these water-
works intersected with a number of themes and issues, most notably 
here politics, economics and expertise, all of which are tied to the wider 
ideas of second nature, amenity and rural modernism highlighted in 
the Introduction.

Water supply across England and Wales

The nineteenth century was the time in which a number of municipal 
authorities took control of their water supplies, as well as other utilities 
such as gas and, towards the end of the century, electricity. Before this 
point, water was supplied to towns and cities by private water companies 
run by shareholders. For example, the Leeds Waterworks Company sup-
plied the town from 1837, taking over from the improvement commissioners 
who had overseen supply since 1790.4 In a period of liberal, laissez-faire 
economics, it was natural for the private sector to provide resources for 
towns and cities. However, there were a number of reasons that prompted 
local governments to become involved in water supply. As populations and 
industries grew, demand for water increased, meaning that water compa-
nies had to contemplate more ambitious schemes. Companies faced two 
key issues in this regard: first, it was difficult for them to raise the neces-
sary funds to finance such schemes; and second, it was increasingly 
difficult for them to enact infrastructural improvements to urban areas. 
Municipal authorities were better placed to address both of these issues – 
it was easier for municipal authorities to apply to Parliament to raise 
funds and to use the rates to help finance large-scale projects, while they 
were also in a position to facilitate digging up roads to lay pipes.5 There 
were also issues around water supply and public health: the cholera 
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epidemic of 1832, the publication of Edwin Chadwick’s The Sanitary 
Condition of the Labouring Population in 1842, and the Royal Commission 
on the Health of Towns (1843–45) all resulted in an increased recognition 
of the  problems polluted water posed to urban health.6 Furthermore, 
accusations of profiteering were often levelled at private water companies. 
An example of this was in Liverpool, where the water company was 
accused of prioritising profits over water quality and constant supply.7 
For a number of reasons, municipal authorities were deemed to be better 
equipped to deliver pure water to residents and industries.

The process of municipalisation, though, was quite uneven. Because the 
impetus for reform came from local governments, it was local factors that 
determined the successful acquisition of waterworks. In the aforemen-
tioned case of Liverpool, concerns over the quality and quantity of supply 
meant that the town’s corporation was able to purchase the waterworks 
by 1847.8 Leeds was able to benefit from a clause inserted into the Act of 
Parliament authorising the creation of the Leeds Waterworks Company in 
1837 that provided its corporation with an opportunity to purchase the 
works after a twelve-year period had elapsed, which the corporation did 
in 1852.9 Other towns and cities struggled to acquire their waterworks. 
Propelled by the zeal of the civic gospel, Birmingham acquired its water-
works in 1876; while, despite the collapse of Dale Dike reservoir in 1864 – a 
disaster laid firmly at the feet of the private water company – Sheffield 
was not able to purchase its waterworks until 1887.10 London’s supply was 
made up of a patchwork of private companies brought under one umbrella 
organisation in 1903 with the creation of the Metropolitan Water Board.11 
Despite the advantages municipal government had over private companies, 
some towns and cities continued to be supplied by private companies until 
the creation of the regional water boards in the 1970s. In cities such as 
Bristol and Newcastle, private companies were deemed to work well, which 
meant that the drive for municipalisation never gained momentum.12 This 
uneven approach to water supply, predicated on local factors, was frustrat-
ing to some in the water industry. By the time consensus had shifted to a 
more centralised approach to water management in the twentieth century, 
successive governments had failed to successfully reform the sector to 
implement a singular vision.13 With the privatisation of the water indus-
try in 1989 and the perpetuation of regional private water companies, 
the sector continues to lack a singular approach to water supply.

The remainder of this chapter will focus on a number of key waterworks 
projects that broadly outline the development of the industry from the 
1860s until the 1960s, focusing on Leeds, Liverpool and Birmingham, with 
reference to other important works during this period.
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Leeds and the Washburn Valley

The state of water supply in Leeds was not in a good place by 1866. As noted, 
Leeds Corporation had gained control of the waterworks in 1852. One of 
the main drivers of municipalisation in Leeds was an inadequate supply 
of water due to unforeseen growth in demand. Despite the construction of 
Eccup reservoir in 1842, members of the waterworks committee were soon 
on the lookout for new sources of water. The corporation initially targeted 
the upper Wharfe Valley, West Yorkshire, but were beaten to that source 
by Bradford in the mid-1850s. They settled for the lower Wharfe Valley, 
constructing a pumping station on the river at Arthington in 1855.14 It was 
not long, though, before the corporation was once again looking for new 
sources of water. Although Bradford profited from pure water in the upper 
Wharfe Valley, a number of mills along the river meant that by the time 
water reached Arthington it was quite badly polluted. A Leeds Mercury 
article from 1865 detailed a report from Dr. Hunter of the Privy Council that 
outlined the poor quality of water in Leeds: ‘It is certain that the River 
Wharfe […] receives large and constantly increasing quantities of filth’.15 
A much greater scheme would be needed to supply the town with the quan-
tity and quality needed to meet demand.

The borough surveyor for Leeds, Edward Filliter, presented a report on 
a new source of water for the town to the corporation in September 1866.16 
He looked at four potential sources of water: the River Washburn, the River 
Nidd, the River Ure, and the rivers Burn and Laver, all in North Yorkshire. 
Of the four proposed sites, the Ure was discounted immediately due to 
the hardness of its water, which would not have been beneficial to the 
textile industry; the River Nidd possessed water that was soft but of ques-
tionable purity; but the rivers Washburn, Burn and Laver possessed soft 
and pure water. They also received a good amount of rainfall and were 
well located in relation to the already established Eccup reservoir, which 
meant that they could be connected to the town’s existing water system 
more conveniently. Four reservoirs were proposed as part of the Washburn 
scheme: Lindley Wood, a reservoir to compensate for loss of water to the 
River Wharfe; Swinsty, a service reservoir; Fewston and Thruscross, both 
storage reservoirs. As the Washburn was the nearest geographically to 
Leeds and was the cheapest scheme at approximately £150,000, Filliter 
recommended the Washburn ‘in respect of both economy and quality’.17

The scheme was not universally popular. Some of the opposition that 
centred on concerns with the landscape will be returned to in Chapter 2, 
but there were also concerns both within and outside the corporation 
regarding the finances of the scheme. Editorials in the Yorkshire Post, a 
fiscally conservative newspaper, called for a better use of public finances 



Remaking the countryside 27

than costly public works such as the Washburn scheme. When the esti-
mated cost of the scheme was revised by Thomas Hawksley, who acted as 
a consultant engineer, from £150,000 to £410,000, the Yorkshire Post crit-
icised the corporation for the unforeseen costs, adding that these criticisms 
were not made in political partisanship, ‘but on the knowledge of facts in 
our possession’.18 On the other hand, some criticised the corporation for 
being too frugal. William Wheelhouse, a former Conservative town coun-
cillor, pointed to how Filliter’s recommendation was based on fiscal 
prudency, and suggested taking water from the Nidd as it would provide 
a larger and purer supply than what he deemed to be the temporary 
Washburn solution.19 Within the council chamber, the Liberal councillor 
George Linsley argued that Leeds should not waste money on such a small 
stream as the Washburn and put their resources towards a scheme from 
the Lake District. His characterisation of the Lake District summed up how 
many saw the area in terms of water supply in the nineteenth century: ‘the 
lakes were natural reservoirs – God’s reservoirs – for the supply of the 
large towns of England’.20

The scheme also encountered opposition from local landowners, who 
registered their feelings during the parliamentary process. A number of 
petitions were submitted opposing the scheme; however, the main oppo-
sition came from the local landowner F. H. Fawkes. Fawkes owned land 
around the proposed Lindley Wood reservoir and, as a landowner in the 
south of the valley, had previously opposed waterworks in the area. He 
campaigned against the waterworks, writing several missives published 
in the Leeds newspapers. One such letter in 1866 lambasted the chairman 
of the waterworks committee, R. M. Carter, for suggesting in public that 
he supported a gravitation scheme in the valley, which he had been 
opposed to since 1851.21

Fawkes was one of the few opponents of the scheme who had the 
resources to object to the Leeds waterworks bill in Parliament. Municipal 
authorities and private water companies needed the permission of 
Parliament to build large structures outside their municipal boundaries: 
indeed, one of the reasons why municipal government took responsibility 
of water supply was because they were better placed financially and legally 
to gain statutory powers.22 Water authorities and their engineers would put 
the case to parliamentarians, with opponents of the bill bringing reasons 
as to why schemes should not be allowed to progress. Due to the vast 
amount of money needed to oppose a bill in Parliament, legal opposition 
was beyond many who would be affected by the scheme.23 As such, opposi-
tion in Parliament usually rested on pre-existing land ownership and 
riparian rights, those who claimed to hold land adjacent to rivers who 
would be impacted by loss of water or land. In the case of some opponents, 
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like Lady Franklin Russell who asserted riparian rights to a section of 
the River Washburn, claims were dismissed as lands did not quite touch 
the edge of rivers.24 Other opponents proved to be more difficult to remove. 
Ultimately, the corporation entered into private negotiations with Fawkes – 
in return for dropping his opposition, Fawkes gained control over the 
location and general specifications of Lindley Wood reservoir, sole sport-
ing rights around Farnley and Lindley Wood, and £45,000 for the use of 
land at Lindley Wood.25 With Fawkes’s opposition removed, the way was 
clear for the passing of the Leeds Corporation Waterworks Act 1867, which 
empowered the corporation to build four reservoirs in the Washburn Valley 
within a ten-year period and granted the powers to raise £400,000.

It would take another two years for work on the Washburn scheme to 
begin. The Leeds Times reported on the breaking of ground by the mayor, 
Alderman T. W. George, in August 1869 at Lindley Wood, the site of the 
first reservoir to be built: ‘The first sod of the new reservoir was turned on 
the bank of the Washburn, and in as lovely a valley as it is possible to find 
even in this picturesque county of ours’.26 The positive reporting of the 
event from the Leeds Times contrasts with that of the Yorkshire Post, which 
had been against the Washburn scheme from its inception. Using the 
inscribed silver spade presented to him by the waterworks committee for 
the event, ‘the Mayor then formally excavated the first sod, and in doing 
so he unfortunately bent and considerably spoiled the symmetrical shape 
of the silver spade’.27 The article continued: ‘the Mayor then said he was 
exceedingly sorry that any mishap should have occurred […] but he felt 
quite sure it would be no augury at all as to the progress of their under-
taking’.28 How much of an ill omen this turned out to be will be discussed 
in the following chapter.

Needless to say, construction was not particularly straightforward. 
There were a number of issues with the landscape that made construction 
more difficult than anticipated, including cracks in the land and difficulty 
forming a stable foundation. It also made the project more expensive. As 
Table  1.1 shows, the costs of the scheme had outstripped the £400,000 
estimate by 1873, before substantive work had begun on Fewston and 
Thruscross reservoirs.29 An editorial in the Leeds Mercury noted somewhat 
optimistically that £250,000 would ‘probably’ be required to finish the 
works, a number that foreshadowed ‘an unpleasant increase in local tax-
ation’.30 The waterworks committee requested a report from Hawksley and 
Filliter ‘without a day’s unnecessary delay’ on the suitability of moving 
the proposed Thruscross reservoir, and how much further capital would 
be required to complete the scheme. A report was submitted by the engi-
neers at the following meeting, stating that £200,000 would be required to 
complete the existing works, citing money spent on the purchase of land, 
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the increase in costs of labour and materials since 1866, and problems 
with the land at Lindley Wood. They suggested if powers of borrowing 
were to be sought from Parliament that £400,000 should be requested 
in  order to build a system capable of supplying water to the town for 
twenty  years. This discussion, however, led to another proposal two 
years later. Filliter suggested to the committee to suspend the building of 
Thruscross  reservoir indefinitely, and instead enlarge the already esta
blished Eccup reservoir.31 An Improvement Act was secured in 1877 
granting Leeds the ability to enlarge Eccup and, crucially, secure an extra 
£200,000 to finish the works.

Table 1.1: Costs of the Washburn Valley scheme, 1870–1875.
Cost of Act of 
Parliament, 

wages, 
purchase of 

land
Washburn 

Foot

Lindley 
Wood 

reservoir
Swinsty 
reservoir

Fewston 
reservoir

Valuation 
of Pool Mill

Gravitation 
mains Total

1870 £109,102 £10,560 £27,392 £495 £854 £4,026 - £152,429
1873 £131,993 £10,609 £121,836 £61,929 £1,720 - £76,924 £405,011
1875 £143,626 £12,325 £175,453 £121,417 £7,066 - £90,593 £550,480

With work moved over to Eccup, the Washburn scheme finished in 
1879 with the opening of Fewston reservoir. At a small ceremony the civic 
value was stressed, an attempt to build an early link between the coun-
tryside and the town. The mayor and waterworks committee member 
Alderman Robert Addyman responded to criticism received over the 
expenditure of the scheme, stating that: ‘those stupendous works had 
been carried out without a single penny of rate having been levied upon 
the town […] there ought to be no more grumbling heard from the rate-
payers about the expense of the scheme, because they had not paid one 
farthing towards it’.32 The mayor further noted that it was an important 
day in the history of Leeds, ‘which would be of interest when all present 
at the ceremony were gone’.33 Hawksley proclaimed that when the 
enlargement of Eccup reservoir was completed, ‘Leeds would be in pos-
session of one of the finest, if not the very finest, waterworks in the United 
Kingdom’.34 While Leeds had, indeed, secured a fine gathering grounds, 
grander waterworks elsewhere in the country were yet to come.

Liverpool and Vyrnwy

Unlike Leeds and the Washburn Valley, the construction of Liverpool 
Corporation’s Vyrnwy reservoir was long in the making. After becoming 
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one of the first large municipal authorities to take ownership of their town’s 
waterworks in 1847, Liverpool proceeded to investigate several potential 
sources of water, with Rivington reservoir on the West Pennine Moors in 
Lancashire completed in 1856. However, the town was soon looking for 
new sources of water. With daily consumption around thirty gallons per 
day by 1864, the resources of Rivington were put under strain, resulting 
in the disruption of constant supply. While Yarrow reservoir, a supplemen-
tary reservoir to Rivington on the River Yarrow, was undertaken in 1867, 
it was clear that a new source of water was needed to fulfil increasing 
demand.35 In 1866, the same year that the Washburn scheme was proposed 
in Leeds, the water engineer for Liverpool, Thomas Duncan, prepared a 
report on potential sites of water. Duncan looked at a number of sites 
including: Windermere, Haweswater and Ullswater in the Lake District; 
the Rivers Hodder and Ribble in the Forest of Bowland, Lancashire; and a 
number of rivers and bodies of water in Wales, including Bala Lake (Llyn 
Tegid) and the River Dee. After examining all of these proposed sites, 
Duncan concluded that the only viable site was Bala Lake, favourable 
because of the quality of the water it held and the geology of the lake that 
meant it could be engineered effectively.36

Despite the pressing need for more water, the water committee did not 
act on Duncan’s report. Duncan died in 1866, so the committee turned to 
Joseph Jackson to prepare a new report in 1873. As J. F. Bateman outlined 
in his 1875 report for the committee on potential water sources, Liverpool 
had managed to maintain a water supply from Rivington due to greater 
than average rainfall during the late 1860s, as well as the introduction of 
infrastructural improvements by the corporation’s engineer George 
Deacon, that helped to tackle waste.37 However, supply was far from con-
stant, sometimes only available for three hours a day. This clearly renewed 
the vigour of the water committee to find a more permanent and sustain-
able solution.

Joseph examined the same sites that Duncan had in 1866, with the addi-
tion of the River Wyre near Blackpool. Unlike Duncan, Brown dismissed 
Bala Lake as a potential source, citing a number of changes that had taken 
place between 1866 and 1873, including the construction of a railway along 
one side of the lake that would make engineering work difficult. Brown 
advocated for the River Wyre, which held water of a similar quality to 
Rivington and, being closer to the Liverpool, represented a cheaper scheme 
than other proposed sites, such as Haweswater.38 Clearly unsure as to 
which route to take, in 1875 the water committee commissioned further 
reports from two of the most renowned water engineers of the nineteenth 
century: J. F. LaTrobe Bateman and Thomas Hawksley. Liverpool Corpo
ration had experience working with Hawksley, having employed him to 
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design and construct Rivington reservoir, while during the 1870s 
Bateman was employed by, among other authorities, Manchester, to help 
plan the waterworks at Thirlmere.

Having reviewed the sites and the conclusions of Duncan and Brown, 
Bateman concurred with Brown that Bala Lake would be unsuitable owing 
to the changes that had taken place in the area, as well as concluding that 
Bala Lake would not offer as much water to Liverpool as Duncan had sug-
gested. Bateman, though, also dismissed Brown’s endorsement of the River 
Wyre, taking exception to Brown’s proposal to build one large reservoir at 
Bleasdale that would collect both pure and turgid water running down the 
hillsides. He also questioned Brown’s estimates regarding water supply 
and the cost of the scheme, which Bateman adjusted to be around £2.3 mil-
lon, as well as Brown’s assertion that the corporation should compensate 
local stakeholders with money rather than water, an unusual proposal 
given that manufacturers depended on reliable supplies of water to power 
their mills. Muddying the waters further, Bateman suggested that Liverpool 
should look to the Lake District, particularly Haweswater and Ullswater. 
Indeed, he proposed that Liverpool should bid jointly for this water with 
Manchester, an unrealistic proposition given the levels of civic rivalry at 
play during the second half of the nineteenth century.39 As for Hawksley, he 
also dismissed Bala Lake because of the presence of railways in the area, 
as well as the proposed cost, which he placed at around £3 million. While 
Hawksley did not consider Haweswater and Ullswater, he did investigate 
Windermere, which he considered to be too expensive. Ultimately, Hawksley 
favoured the River Wyre, which he deemed to be able to provide Liverpool 
in excess of twenty million gallons per day, the estimated amount needed 
to supply the town comfortably, for around £2 million.40

After commissioning four reports by 1875, Liverpool Corporation was 
no closer to settling on a new source of water. Time was also against the 
town. Hawksley noted in his report that if the corporation acted in 1875, 
given the state of supply, the earliest the new works would be ready would 
be 1881, ‘the latest period to which the introduction of an additional sup-
ply of water can be advisably deferred’.41 One source of water that had 
not been considered, though, was the River Vyrnwy. Following a resolu-
tion by a subcommittee of the water committee, Deacon compiled a 
report on the suitability of Vyrnwy in 1877, noting that it was ‘hitherto 
unknown except to the angler’.42 Vyrnwy had previously been suggested 
by Bateman as a potential source in evidence he had given to the 1869 
Royal Commission on water supply for London, but no town or city had 
seriously considered it up until this point.43 Vyrnwy offered the possibil-
ity of, in time, delivering up to fifty million gallons of water a day to 
Liverpool.44 The quality of the water was excellent, with little to no 
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filtering required, while there were few riparian interests that would offer 
resistance to the proposal. Most importantly, Deacon estimated the cost 
of the scheme at £1.2 million, cheaper than other proposed sites.45 Further 
endorsement was given by Dr J. Campbell Brown, who conducted tests on 
the purity of the Vyrnwy waters, remarking that

it is superior to the pre sent Rivington  water, and would be a much safer 
supply. It is superior to the pre sent supply of Manchester, Birmingham, 
and many other towns receiving  water from sources of similar charac-
ter. It is superior to Windermere, and practically as good as Ullswater 
and the main feeders of Ba la Lake.46

A final report by Alderman W. B. Forwood for the water committee sum-
marised the positives and negatives of both schemes – ultimately, both 
Haweswater and Vyrnwy would provide ample, good quality water, with 
minor interference from riparian landowners. The difference between the 
two was the cost – Haweswater was estimated to cost around £1.5 million, 
whereas Vyrnwy was estimated at around £1.2 million.47 At a time when 
councils consisted of a number of hawkish members mindful of overzeal-
ous municipal expenditure, as with Leeds, the lower cost of the scheme 
won the day for Vyrnwy.

While the proposal faced opposition in Parliament, as did most water-
works schemes, Liverpool managed to successfully progress their bill in 
1880, which gave them powers to purchase land compulsorily for seven 
years in order to build the reservoir. As with Leeds, there were concessions 
in the bill, most notably that a new school and church was to be built by 
the corporation in Llanwddyn, as well as sporting rights over the reservoir 
being given to the Earl of Powis.48 The construction of the reservoir, which 
began in 1881, went more smoothly than those in the Washburn Valley. The 
scheme was most notable for being the first in the United Kingdom to 
include a masonry dam, which allowed for a greater and stronger struc-
ture. The issues that arose with Vyrnwy, though, came behind the scenes. 
Liverpool Corporation had employed Thomas Hawksley as chief engineer 
on the project. Hawksley was one of the predominant water engineers of 
his day, having worked with Liverpool on its Rivington waterworks among 
some 120 other schemes during his career. However, four years into the 
Vyrnwy project, Hawksley announced his resignation from the scheme.

Concerns had been growing within the corporation about the ever-
increasing cost of the waterworks, which was starting to surpass the 
estimate given to Parliament. In response, Hawksley told the waterworks 
committee that the estimate given was just that, an estimate, and that costs 
often increased during construction, as they had in the Washburn Valley. 
An incendiary meeting of the corporation took place on 4 March  1885. 
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It  started with the explanation that the project costs had increased to 
around £2 million from £1.2 million. The chairman of the waterworks 
committee, Councillor Bower, noted some reasons for this increase: the 
corporation had been forced to compensate a number of stakeholders in 
the area, whose opposition had been raised in Parliament after the initial 
estimate had been submitted, while the embankment was higher than 
originally planned and the tunnel lower, which again added to the costs.49

This explanation did not satisfy some members of the corporation. 
Councillor Thomas Hughes raised a salient point for many – the Vyrnwy 
scheme had been chosen over Haweswater because it was cheaper. 
As noted earlier, the lower cost of Vyrnwy was the primary reason why 
the water committee, and ergo the corporation, chose that site, with 
Haweswater the more favoured site before costs were taken into account. 
Hughes continued that the original estimate for the embankment was 
around £300,000, while Hawksley now put the cost at around £800,000. 
Alderman A. B. Forwood was more forthright in his opinions, stating that 
Hawksley had deceived the corporation. After questioning the disparities 
between the original estimates and the current figures, he implored the 
chairman of the water committee ‘to say whether an engineer who could 
so mislead the council did not require bringing before the committee for 
an explanation and whether they ought to endorse that further expendi-
ture until a satisfactory explanation was given of the deceit that had been 
practised on the Council’. After refusing to retract the accusation of deceit, 
Forwood put forward an amendment to compel Hawksley and Deacon to 
compile separate reports on the reasons why expenditure had exceeded 
the estimates by so much.50

While this amendment was rejected, the criticism endured during this 
meeting was enough for Hawksley to resign. In a letter to the waterworks 
committee reprinted in the Liverpool Mercury, Hawksley took exception to 
the allegations, stating that:

With  these incidents and accidents past, pre sent, and to come, I have 
no further concern than that it seems to be wished – a not very uncom-
mon practice – to fasten upon the absent and unheard man – as a 
scapegoat, perhaps – the sins, if they be sins, of promoters, of oppo-
nents, of Parliament, of the Council, of the committee, and even of 
Nature herself.51

The criticism endured from councillors, though, was not the only rea-
son that Hawksley stood down from his position. It was then revealed that 
the relationship between Hawksley and Deacon had been somewhat mis-
represented. Hawksley had agreed to work for the corporation on the 
understanding that he would be chief engineer and that Deacon would be 
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resident engineer and his subordinate. As later discovered by Alderman 
Forwood, the water committee had altered a committee resolution and 
changed the wording of Deacon’s contract so that he would work ‘in con-
junction with’ Hawksley; in other words, they would jointly be chief 
engineer. In a series of scathing articles published in the Liverpool Mercury 
following Hawksley’s successful arbitration in 1888 against the corpora-
tion over his resignation, accusations were made on the relationship 
between Deacon and the chair of the water committee, Councillor Bower, 
which may have involved business dealings.52 It also emerged that 
Hawksley had complained numerous times to Bower over the conduct of 
Deacon, who he deemed to be overstepping his mark and, at times, not dis-
playing the requisite engineering knowledge for such a large project.53

In spite of the turmoil behind the scenes, the Lake Vyrnwy project 
was completed by Deacon and opened in 1892. In time, the waterworks 
would become a key civic landscape for Liverpool, an area utilised to pro-
mote civic identity, examined further in Chapter 3. But attitudes to Vyrnwy 
were not particularly optimistic when the scheme was completed. The 
Liverpool Echo reported that the scheme had cost around £2.5 million, in 
contrast to the projected £1.25 million. For the Liverpool Mercury, the inci-
dent with Hawksley showcased the worst aspects of municipal government: 
‘we venture to think, and we express our thoughts unreservedly, that no 
Corporation, great or small, ever committed itself so lamentably to its own 
honour and so disastrously to the interests of the ratepayers as has the 
Liverpool Corporation […] over this Vyrnwy scheme’.54 The scheme had 
become an acid test for the governance of the city, showing the importance 
of waterworks to the wider health of the council. Vyrnwy would go on to 
successfully supply the city with good quality water for decades, but its 
behind-the-scenes troubles highlight how fractious the execution of these 
great waterscapes could be.

Birmingham and the Elan Valley

Birmingham, the second city of the United Kingdom, joined other large 
towns and cities towards the end of the nineteenth century in sourcing a 
new and large watershed. Impetus was given to finding a new water sup-
ply in the 1870s due to the corporation finally purchasing the city’s private 
waterworks. The water engineer Robert Rawlinson, in his report to the cor-
poration on new sources of water for the city in 1871, urged the council 
to purchase the Birmingham Waterworks Company so that it could prop-
erly facilitate the large-scale project the city needed. Of the sources 
surveyed by Rawlinson for Birmingham, the rivers Elan and Claerwen in 
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Radnorshire, Wales, were deemed to be the most suitable, offering excel-
lent quality water and enough quantity to supply the city for many years. 
Indeed, as the Birmingham Daily Post noted, ‘As a gathering ground, Mr 
Rawlinson thinks nothing better could be found in the country, nor could 
better be desired.’55

The waterworks, though, were not purchased by the corporation until 
1876. Unlike other towns and cities, the process of identification was more 
straightforward. Works were subsequently undertaken to sink new wells 
and to construct Shustoke reservoir on the River Bourne, meaning that the 
need for a large-scale waterworks did not arise until the late 1880s. By this 
point, population, as well as industrial demand, was rising in Birmingham. 
Additionally, like much of England, the city had undergone the drought 
of 1887 that threatened the ability of the corporation to offer constant water 
supply.56 There was also another reason for haste: London. As noted in the 
case of Liverpool and Vyrnwy, various metropolitan authorities and engi-
neers had been eying the Welsh gathering grounds for a number of years 
by 1890. While the Royal Commission into water supply for London had 
settled for the River Thames despite the presence of cholera, following 
Bateman’s recommendations in 1869, future works in Wales to supply the 
capital had not been dismissed.57 In targeting the rivers Elan and Claerwen, 
Birmingham was potentially making itself a rival to London, and any par-
liamentary process would no doubt favour the capital.58 For a number of 
reasons, then, Birmingham had to act with some urgency by 1891 to secure 
the waters of the Elan Valley.

Unlike Liverpool, which sought multiple experts that provided differ
ent, competing visions, Birmingham employed James Mansergh to inspect 
the area recommended by Rawlinson nearly twenty years earlier. Mansergh 
concurred with Rawlinson’s views on the Elan Valley and designed a plan 
to abstract water. The plan would be split into two. The first phase of the 
plan would concentrate on the River Elan, starting with the construction 
of Caban Coch reservoir at the confluence of the rivers Elan and Claerwen, 
two storage reservoirs at Pen y Garreg and Craig Goch, and a further sub-
merged reservoir at Garreg Ddu. The second phase of the scheme would 
be built as and when required in the future, consisting of three reservoirs 
on the River Claerwen: Dol y Mynach, Cil-Oerwynt, and Pant y Beddau. 
Indeed, it was envisioned that Pant y Beddau would not be needed for 
another fifty years. Ultimately, the second phase of the scheme would 
never be built as originally conceived, but it highlights the forward plan-
ning of Mansergh and the Birmingham Corporation that such a scheme 
was devised.59

One of the intriguing aspects of the Elan Valley, so far as members of 
the corporation were concerned, was the almost virginal quality of the 
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landscape. In passing judgement on the proposal, Sir Thomas Martineau, 
the former Lord Mayor of Birmingham and chairman of the water commit-
tee, spoke of his visit to the area:

He stood on the hills and saw for a  great distance all in the area of the 
watershed, and t here was not a h ouse, or an enclosure, or even a tree. 
The   whole district was about as absolutely wild as any member of the 
Council had ever seen, and coming back to Birmingham and walking 
into our crowded streets it was difficult to believe that a district of that 
kind so f ree from habitations so absolutely wild in its character, existed 
within 90 miles of the city.60

There are several aspects to note here. First, the distinction between the 
wild but calm ambiance of the Elan Valley and the busy but chaotic 
nature of the city perfectly illustrates Maria Kaika’s urban/rural dialectic: 
that to urban authorities the urban and the rural could embody compet-
ing characteristics simultaneously.61 Second, the way in which the Elan 
Valley is defined as wild implies the ability of the corporation to tame the 
wilderness through urban engineering, a quality highlighted in American 
contexts by William Cronon.62 Third, the picture of wilderness and isola-
tion presented by Martineau was simply not true. As David Lewis Brown 
has highlighted, there were a number of residents and local interests 
affected by the proposed reservoir, so many that the bill to approve the 
Elan scheme took five months to ratify and included a hybrid select com-
mittee to hear all opposition, including those petitioning on behalf of the 
rural poor of the area. The bill was passed in June 1892 with no fewer than 
sixty clauses attached to help protect local interests.63 Far from being an 
area untouched by humanity that Martineau depicted, the reservoirs 
would have a great impact on the local communities of Radnorshire, an 
impact that will be returned to in Chapter 6.

The construction of the reservoirs themselves was relatively straightfor-
ward. Work on Caban Coch began in 1894, while excavations for Pen y 
Garreg and Garreg Ddu started a year later. The landscape did provide 
problems for engineers to solve – Caban Coch is situated on Silurian grit, 
while the reservoirs further up the valley were built on a foundation of 
slate. One journalist praised the work of Mansergh in dealing with these 
issues effectively – as will be shown in Chapter 2, foundations could be 
very problematic for engineers both during and after construction.64 By 
the time King Edward VII and Queen Alexandra came to open the works 
in 1903, Birmingham had managed to construct their enormous chain of 
reservoirs in just under ten years. The royal procession that opened the 
waterworks shared similarities with the opening of Leeds Town Hall – 
opened by Queen Victoria in 1857 – and other civic processions in the 
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nineteenth century city that Simon Gunn has highlighted: the royal party 
was accompanied by the Lord Mayor and Lady Mayoress of Birmingham, 
who would be met at the filter beds by, in order, the Lord Bishop of 
St. David’s, the chairman of the waterworks committee, members of the 
waterworks committee, then the engineer James Mansergh and the resi-
dent engineer. Despite not being in the city and, therefore, away from the 
urban arena, as Gunn has noted, this procession still gave physical form 
to social authority – members of the corporation were given precedence 
over the men who actually designed the scheme, and, therefore, we can 
see continuity with expressions of urban authority within the city itself.65

The interwar years

The quest to fulfil urban thirst did not stop after the First World War. 
Despite the harsh economic milieu of these years, several notable water-
works projects were undertaken and completed. Water projects during this 
period were predicated on two prominent factors: predictions of urban 
growth that required more water sooner rather than later, and issues with 
existing water supplies. On the former factor, it seems that a number of 
changes to living standards influenced the supposed growth of water 
usage: namely, tapped supply to individual homes and a decline in com-
munal facilities.66 A related factor was the development of suburban 
council housing in many English cities during the interwar years: Liver
pool rehoused 140,000 residents into around 33,000 new houses, while in 
Manchester nearly 22,000 suburban council houses had been built by 
1933.67 The 1930s also saw the development of major municipal housing 
projects such as the Wythenshawe estate in Manchester and Quarry Hill in 
Leeds, all of which required more water for plumbed baths and toilets.

Issues with existing water supplies were felt particularly keenly during 
the drought years of the 1920s and 1930s: 1921, 1929 and 1933–34, which 
showed up inefficiencies in cities like Leeds. A number of large projects 
were either initiated or progressed during these years, including 
Manchester’s Haweswater scheme, Ladybower reservoir serving the East 
Midlands, and Leeds’s Leighton reservoir among others. Haweswater and 
Leighton are illustrative of the issues that water authorities encountered 
during this period. Parliamentary approval was given to Manchester to 
abstract water from Haweswater in 1919, in spite of opposition similar 
to that of Thirlmere, if not as voracious.68 After a lengthy parliamentary 
process, which resulted in Manchester being compelled to share water 
from Haweswater with other municipalities in the local area, the chairman 
of the water committee, Sir Edward Holt, remarked that:
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It was a Bill that was an absolute necessity, for Manchester must have 
an adequate supply of  water. The city had secured a supply for at least 
sixty years, and Manchester, if it had to pro gress, would need all the 
 water it could get.69

This was not quite the case, though. Due to the impact of the First World 
War, the population of cities like Manchester did not increase at the 
expected rate. Additionally, Ritvo has argued that the estimates for water 
usage put forward by proponents of Haweswater were overgenerous, 
predicated on an ideology of ever-increasing demand.70 Although there 
were changes in standards of living, many of the changes such as reliable 
piped supply to each house became more widespread towards the end of the 
1930s and the start of the 1940s, meaning that this rise in living standards 
did not seriously affect water usage until after the Second World War.71 By 
the time construction actually began, some ten years after Parliament 
had approved the project, the reservoir was not quite as necessary as first 
thought. Water from Haweswater did not reach Manchester until 1941.72

Leeds had to wait just as long as Manchester for their Leighton reser-
voir to bear fruit. First proposed in the 1890s and subject to parliamentary 
approval in 1901, a series of mishaps and mismanagement meant that the 
Ure Valley project was delayed by a number of years. Initially featuring 
five reservoirs including Leighton, it came to light that the landscape near 
Masham, North Yorkshire, was not suitable for reservoir development, 
with £300,000 wasted on Colsterdale reservoir, a site that was never fin-
ished. Attention turned to Leighton reservoir, but the interruption of the 
First World War and the poor economic environment of the 1920s meant 
that primary work on the reservoir was not finished until 1926, while water 
did not flow regularly to the city until the 1930s. As in Manchester, Leeds 
discovered that its much needed scheme was not, in fact, much needed 
because of infrastructural improvements that had been made before the 
First World War, as well as an unexpected decline in population growth 
during the interwar period. While towns and cities continued to eye the 
urban hinterland as a space of further expansion predicated on continued 
and sustained urban growth, a number of factors interceded to suggest 
that continued growth was not the only way to manage water supply.

The post-war years

Issues related to water supply reappeared after the Second World War. 
John Hassan has highlighted that, in contrast to the interwar years, 
demand after the Second World War increased at an unprecedented rate, 
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particularly as the complex and growing requirements of heavy industry 
in parts of the North East, Yorkshire and South Wales needed to be met.73 
Additionally, water shortages were ever present throughout the 1950s, cul-
minating in the drought of 1959.74 It is within this context that the building 
of Rutland Water in the East Midlands, completed in 1976, was seen by 
local residents as aiding the provision of water for the nation. This, though, 
was not the case, as water continued to supply the local area even after 
the regional water boards were established.75

The state of the water industry was much changed from the second half 
of the nineteenth century. Water was not nationalised by post-war Labour 
governments despite it being Labour policy up until 1965.76 There were 
various stakeholders in water supply that made nationalisation unfeasi-
ble, such as landowners, industrialists and river conservancy boards, to 
name a few.77 Despite this, Hassan has highlighted attempts by central gov-
ernment to improve the water industry amid increased demand, leading 
to the 1963 Water Resources Act, which sought to radically reorganise the 
water industry, implementing centralised river authorities to directly man-
age and sustain rivers across the country.78 The establishment of the river 
authorities under this act, followed by the establishment of the regional 
water boards in 1973, saw central government play an increasingly inter-
ventionist role in the governance of water without fully nationalising the 
industry.

The development of ministerial orders during the interwar and post-war 
periods made it easier to pass uncontroversial local government legisla-
tion. This had a large impact on water legislation, which often fell into 
this category, at least in the eyes of policy makers. Additionally, austerity 
following the end of the Second World War meant that central government 
did not have the resources to fund municipal authorities to build water-
works.79 Indeed, Glen O’Hara has noted that in 1959 over fifty ministerial 
orders were passed that allowed authorities to slow or halt the release of 
water from reservoirs, indicating that measures were needed other than 
impounding more water.80 However, growing demand mixed with dry 
weather led to the severe water shortage of 1959 that left the resources of 
cities like Leeds ‘strained “to the limits” ’. As time went by and economic 
recovery from the Second World War had taken hold, central government 
was more willing to invest in water schemes to combat shortages.81

The Leeds Corporation’s waterworks committee began to move towards 
securing an additional source of water as early as 1952, perhaps prompted 
by the water shortage of 1949 that had seen storage levels fall to as low as 
a thirty-day supply.82 Drought, a scarcity often produced as much by infra-
structural frameworks of water management as by rainfall, often acted as 
an instigator for debate and reform, particularly regarding the inception 
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of a national water grid in the twentieth century.83 This can be seen in the 
political debates that took place within the waterworks committee during 
the 1950s, as Labour members used the issue of water shortages to homes 
and industry for political gain against the Conservative-led corporation.84 
In July 1952 the waterworks committee returned to the Washburn Valley, 
visiting the proposed site for a reservoir at Thruscross. A memorandum on 
the development of a new impounding reservoir in the Washburn Valley 
was subsequently approved by the committee later that year.85 It was 
made clear during the 1950s that, unlike earlier plans for Thruscross res-
ervoir from the 1870s, construction would require flooding the village of 
West End, the impact of which is explored in more detail in Chapter 6.

Soil tests were carried out in 1953; however, it was not until 1959 that 
affirmative action was taken by the corporation to request powers from 
Parliament to construct the reservoir for an estimated £1,600,000.86 An 
editorial in the Yorkshire Evening News highlighted this drawn-out 
process, noting the lack of funding from central government during the 
immediate post-war period, which changed after the drought of 1959, 
illustrated in the deficiencies in the country’s water supplies.87 Due to the 
development of ministerial orders, there was no need to attempt a costly 
local government bill. Although Thruscross required the flooding of West 
End, much of the land had already been purchased by the Leeds 
Corporation in the early twentieth century in an attempt to abate pollution. 
There was, though, opposition to the scheme from local interests and 
members of Parliament, who were particularly concerned about access 
for farmers across the valley.88 Negotiations between the corporation and 
the respective objectors led to all concerns being addressed, in particular 
the construction of a new road and the reconstruction of the local church, 
resulting in the passing of the Leeds Corporation (Thruscross Reservoir) 
Water Order in December 1960.89

Leeds was not the only city to return to watersheds that had provided 
in the past. Undergoing the same pressures as those in the West Riding of 
Yorkshire, Liverpool sought a new water supply in the 1950s. After once 
again considering a supply from the Lake District, they turned to the 
River Tryweryn, near Bala in Wales. Tryweryn had been mentioned as a 
potential source of water in the 1870s; however, its relative proximity to 
Lake Vyrnwy, which was already connected to Liverpool, made the 
scheme attractive. Liverpool proposed an eight-hundred-acre reservoir 
that required flooding the village of Capel Celyn. While Liverpool suc-
cessfully completed construction of Llyn Celyn reservoir in 1965, the 
project stimulated a level of opposition not seen in Wales until that point. 
As noted above, taking water from Wales to supply English towns and cit-
ies was not novel by the 1960s, but Llyn Celyn helped to crystallise the 
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intersection between water politics and emergent Welsh nationalism, 
becoming a  bitter symbol of Welsh identity and complicating the idea of 
a national  water story.90

A much less controversial return to Wales was undertaken by 
Birmingham. The second part of the Elan and Claerwen project was to con-
struct three reservoirs on the River Claerwen. However, due to technological 
advancements, Birmingham Corporation decided to build one large reser-
voir. Parliamentary approval for Claerwen reservoir was given in 1946, with 
the reservoir classified as a high priority project following the Second 
World War. Construction started in the same year – not a moment too 
soon, given that Birmingham was struggling with supply for the first time 
since the 1880s. In 1952, the reservoir was officially opened by Queen 
Elizabeth II, mirroring the opening of the Elan Valley reservoirs by her 
great-grandfather in 1903.91 While there was only one reservoir instead 
of the originally planned three, the enormous size of Claerwen reservoir 
compensated for this. The dam has a depth of 184 feet and is four miles in 
length, meaning that it stored 21.8 billion gallons of water, approximately 
the same as the three original Elan reservoirs combined.92

Manchester also tried to return to a profitable gathering ground, eye-
ing up Ullswater in the Lake District to add to Thirlmere and Haweswater. 
In an example of the cyclical nature of history, though, Manchester faced 
stringent opposition from local and regional interests who were concerned 
with the impact the reservoir would have on the local aesthetic. There were 
also increasing concerns in the 1960s about the ecological effects of res-
ervoirs, seen most prominently in the opposition to Teesside’s Cow Green 
reservoir.93 Unlike the efforts of the Thirlmere Defence Association just 
under one hundred years previously, the defenders of Ullswater won the 
day, with the Ullswater bill defeated in Parliament in 1961. Manchester 
would eventually take water from Ullswater, gaining permission to abstract 
water from that lake and Windermere, but the use of underground pumps 
rather than the construction of a dam meant that both lakes remained 
untouched to the naked eye.94

To return to the case of Leeds, the construction of Thruscross reservoir 
was not as tumultuous as the building of the other reservoirs. The 
Thruscross reservoir built in the 1960s was quite different from the one 
originally envisioned by Edward Filliter in the 1860s, largely due to 
advances in engineering and water technology but also due to differences 
in design.95 The original reservoir was due to have a watershed of 4,500 
acres and a storage capacity of 540 million gallons, which was compara-
ble with the other contemporary reservoirs.96 The revised proposal saw the 
watershed increase to 7,120 acres and the storage capacity to 1,725 million 
gallons.97 As such, the reservoir is much larger than the original three; 
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while the surface area is less than that of Swinsty and Fewston reservoirs, 
the greater depth means that the storage capacity dwarfs the reservoirs in 
the lower valley.

Although little detail of progress is provided by the committee minutes, 
the Yorkshire Evening Post provided infrequent reports on the development 
of the reservoir, which are examined in more detail in Chapter 2. Despite 
not being completed by the original target of 1965, construction was com-
pleted by January  1966, when a civic ceremony with the waterworks 
committee took place. After the chairman of the committee, Alderman 
William Hemmingway, had shut the dam valve, the Evening Post reporter 
Malcolm Barker brought him a cup with water from the reservoir, ‘the first 
water from Thruscross’.98 The official opening by the Lord Mayor, 
Alderman  J.  S. Walsh, took place on 7 September  1966, with sentiment 
echoing the completion of Fewston reservoir in 1879: ‘Its completion is a 
notable occasion not only for all connected with the city’s waterworks com-
mittee and the Leeds City Council but also for everyone living within the 
undertaking area of supply’.99 Both occasions marked an important mile-
stone in the history of Leeds, as well as the completion of the work Edward 
Filliter had set out to undertake in 1866, one hundred years prior, showing 
that the provision of water remained an important part of civic identity.100

Conclusion

The water industry changed greatly in the one hundred years covered in 
this chapter. It is almost impossible to cover all aspects of the industry 
in  detail – there were great changes in sanitation and approaches to 
water and public health. But in introducing some of the larger waterworks 
undertaken in England and Wales in the late nineteenth and twentieth 
centuries, it is possible to see the broad strokes of development. There 
was change over this period: reservoirs and waterworks projects became 
increasingly larger owing to technological developments and increased 
demand. As seen after the Second World War, opposition to waterworks 
projects in certain areas was beginning to be successful, the start of a sea 
change in how authorities would approach water management that was 
not solely predicated on building ever more reservoirs. There was also 
continuity: as will be explored in more detail in future chapters, the belief 
in the engineer’s ability to tame the wilderness remained resolute. 
Communities were affected as badly in the 1960s as they were in the 
1860s, as seen in the number of examples cited in the twentieth century 
that included flooding villages. It is also clear that, until the 1970s, water-
works were driven by local authorities and dictated by local needs and 
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local factors. This sense of the local and its placement in a national con-
text is critical to how reservoirs and waterworks were conceptualised as 
extensions of the city in the countryside and a key theme of the book. To 
paraphrase Thomas Barclay, whose quote opened this chapter, the task 
would remain vast well into the twentieth century.

This chapter has provided an introduction to the main case studies 
looked at in Waterscapes. It is possible to see that the impact of reservoir 
projects was not just consigned to the delivery of water. In future chapters, 
themes such as the cultural landscape, recreation and environment will 
further expand on this, but this chapter has shown how politics, econom-
ics and expertise all intersected with and helped to shape urban waterworks. 
The impact of waterworks was also not uniform – while Birmingham 
was able to establish a successful waterworks without many issues, 
Liverpool’s Vyrnwy project was quite unpopular during and immediately 
after its construction due to the amount of money that had been spent on 
the project as well as the clear mismanagement of the project by the water 
committee, which led Thomas Hawksley to resign. As with criticisms of 
Leeds’s Washburn Valley scheme, Vyrnwy would, in time, become more 
popular with urban residents. The reservoir would form a key link with the 
city and become an emblem of civic identity. How civic identity intersected 
with changes to the environment is the subject of the following chapter.
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Chapter 2

Slips and spillages: reservoirs and the 
environment

One evening, a reservoir outside Sheffield gave way, spilling water down 
towards the town. The physical damage of the event is hard to overstate: 
several villages and suburbs were submerged by the rampaging water, 
while over two hundred people lost their lives.1 Another incident saw a 
town evacuated as the reservoir above the area began to give way. Both 
incidents were caused by neglect: the former being poorly built, the latter 
poorly designed and maintained.2 The difference between the two was in 
their timing – the first refers to the collapse of Dale Dyke reservoir in 1864, 
which led to the largest ‘natural’ disaster in Victorian Britain. The second 
refers to Toddbrook reservoir, which began to collapse in August 2019. 
While they occurred over one hundred and fifty years apart, both incidents 
point to the dangers inherent in water engineering. Gravitation reservoirs, 
the predominant form of reservoir for water supply, are built at a higher 
altitude so that water will gravitate down towards the area of supply. Any 
weakness in the structure could be damaging and deadly. Both incidents 
highlight the continued need to properly maintain water engineering 
structures after construction. They also illustrate that second nature and 
the Promethean project – humanity’s supposed ability to successfully 
tame nature – were never absolute.3

It is a testament to the ability of engineers throughout the nineteenth 
and twentieth centuries that many waterworks projects were well built and 
have, so far, stood the test of time. However, that does not mean that tam-
ing the wilderness was ever easy, or that nature never fought back. Despite 
the assertions of engineers and municipal authorities, nature could never 
be fully tamed. This chapter builds on the previous by examining the 
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environmental aspects of reservoir construction in more detail to show 
the importance of focusing on the environmental impact of infrastruc-
tural development. In highlighting some of the concerns and troubles that 
engineers encountered during and after construction in the Washburn 
Valley, Vyrnwy Valley and Claerwen Valley, it challenges the inherent 
confidence of the engineer to tame the wilderness, a mantra that contin-
ued to resonate with municipal authorities well into the twentieth century. 
In so doing, it contributes to research that has explored the hinterland 
exchange, as well as broader environmental histories of landscape 
development.4 As with other themes explored here, this chapter shows 
differences of approach across place and time, but also highlights simi-
larities that weave individual case studies into a national picture.

Mastery over nature?

Reservoir disasters were not particularly common in nineteenth-century 
Britain, but when they did occur they sparked understandable fears. By 
the mid-1860s two prominent disasters had occurred in Britain: the 
aforementioned collapse of Dale Dyke in 1864 and the collapse of Bilberry 
dam, near Huddersfield, in 1852. Both incidents became associated with 
national tragedy; at Holmfirth eighty-one people lost their lives, while 
between two hundred and fifty and three hundred people drowned in 
Sheffield. There was large-scale destruction to property, with hundreds of 
homes destroyed and thousands flooded. Both reservoirs were earthen 
embankment dams, the predominant method of reservoir construction 
well into the twentieth century, despite fears around safety. Remarkably, 
no tests were carried out at Bilberry before the reservoir was constructed. 
It is no surprise, then, that fault lines in the area had not been discovered. 
The reservoir was also not designed to anticipate extremely heavy rainfall, 
making it susceptible to flooding.5

As for Dale Dyke, environmental factors discovered after the disaster 
took the blame. Post-disaster excavations had revealed a landslip that was 
thought to have taken place over a hundred years previously, an issue previ-
ously unknown to the engineers as the reservoir foundation had not dug 
down far enough to discover it. Even though remedial work had been car-
ried out on the reservoir after leaks were found, it was not enough to contend 
with the unpredictability of nature. This is, as Shane Ewen has highlighted, 
a salient point regarding all rural engineering: that ‘the changeability of 
environmental conditions rendered it impossible to maintain complete con-
trol’.6 And yet complete control was what water authorities yearned for and 
engineers promised.
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Ewen has highlighted that both of these disasters stemmed from an 
evolving engineering knowledge that privileged previous experience over 
experimentation. It is for this reason that earthen embankment reservoirs 
remained the main design template into the twentieth century, at which 
point the masonry dam took precedence.7 Nevertheless, the disasters at 
Bilberry and Dale Dyke remained in the collective memory and were 
invoked elsewhere. A case in point is Leeds’s Washburn Valley scheme. 
While the borough surveyor for Leeds, Edward Filliter, had confidence in 
the integrity of the Washburn landscape when he proposed the scheme 
in 1866, not all were convinced. C. L. Dresser, a notable local figure and 
prominent opponent of the Washburn scheme, wrote a letter that was 
published in both the Leeds Mercury and the Yorkshire Post.8 He wrote 
that he had examined the valley himself, using his experience as a sur-
veyor to find that ‘two, if not three, of the reservoirs are so placed that it 
is impossible for them, as at present planned, to be constructed with 
safety’.9 He cited the prevalence of landslips that had taken place in the 
area and drew parallels with the dam disasters at Dale Dyke and 
Holmfirth, lambasting the council for taking the quicker and cheaper 
option of constructing reservoirs in the valley when other schemes were 
available, in particular a scheme to take water from the Lake District, which 
he favoured.10 His arguments, very much a lone voice, were not enough to 
dissuade the Leeds Corporation.

As Dresser predicted, problems were encountered with the landscape 
during the construction of the reservoirs, further emphasising Ewen’s argu-
ment that established engineering knowledge and precedent was privileged. 
A report presented to the waterworks committee by Filliter and Hawksley 
in 1873 outlined the difficulties that had been encountered at Lindley 
Wood and Swinsty. At Lindley Wood, the substrata on which the reservoir 
was being built had become ‘upheaved, broken and pushed in a very 
unusual manner and to a very unusual depth’.11 In addition, at Swinsty a 
large crack in the substrata had been discovered that ‘descended to a 
great depth’.12 Further issues were reported by the Leeds Mercury, includ-
ing the weir at the foot of the River Washburn, where the Washburn 
meets the River Wharfe, which had been damaged by partial flooding, an 
incident that could have been avoided with ‘but a little care and observa-
tion’.13 The Yorkshire Post reported in 1874 that in addition to the issues 
with the substrata at Lindley Wood, labelling the judgement of the engi-
neers as ‘unsound’, a landslip had occurred. In excavating the land for 
the reservoir by-wash, ‘an immense quantity of earth descended from the 
hill-side’.14 While the Yorkshire Post was mainly critical of the engineers 
from a fiscal point of view, it is clear that Dresser had forewarned of these 
issues.
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Lessons were learnt during the construction of the Washburn reservoirs, 
again emphasising the evolving nature of engineering knowledge that 
Ewen highlighted.15 When questioned on the suitability of the land at the 
proposed site of Fewston reservoir, Hawksley and Filliter argued that they 
were satisfied with the location, but modifications to the plans were nec-
essary ‘to suit the nature and the quality of the ground’.16 In addition to 
this, the committee hired Professor David Ansted, a reputable geologist 
from Kings College, London, to survey the land.17 Thus, the waterworks 
committee and the engineers were beginning to pay more attention to the 
intricacies of the landscape. This also shows that experience could and 
did help to develop engineering knowledge and practice. The issues with 
the Washburn landscape, though, would not finish with the completion 
of Fewston reservoir in 1879.

On 17 September 1880, less than a year after the opening of Fewston 
reservoir, an article published in the Yorkshire Post, reprinted from the 
Wharfedale and Airedale Observer, reported that an alarming subsidence 
of the land had taken place at Fewston village:

[I]n some places the ground has sunk no less than two feet and large 
cracks in the soil, from six inches to a foot in width, may be seen in sev-
eral places. Most of the buildings are cracking and shifting to an 
alarming extent.18

They described the condition of a house belonging to Mr Moon, a corn 
miller, noting that ‘close observation shows that the movement is going 
on daily; in fact, the ground on which the house stands, and the garden 
in front, are gradually shifting toward the valley below’.19 The Leeds 
Mercury published a further article, again reprinted from the Observer, 
outlining the amount of damage that had been inflicted on the village. 
Responding to criticism that the original reports had exaggerated the 
damage, a visit to the village found that ‘the actual destruction to property 
is really greater than was originally represented’.20 The report noted that 
cracks had appeared in land belonging to the diocese of Ripon, on which 
the vicar of Fewston lived, that were so large that cattle could not enter the 
field for fear of them falling and breaking their legs.21 This painted a some-
what apocalyptic image of a formerly bucolic part of the area.

Tales of the sinking village brought spectators from near and far, so 
much so that local pubs did not have enough food to meet demand.22 One 
local newspaper report estimated that up to five hundred people had vis-
ited the village, many of whom were reported to have been disappointed 
that the village was not in as bad a condition as they had expected.23 One 
week later, it was reported that ‘the subsidence seems to be getting more 
satisfactory to visitors than it was a few weeks ago, as very little was heard 
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on Sunday about exaggerated reports’.24 All the while, conditions for resi-
dents and the village more generally continued to worsen. Moon, whom 
the Observer referred to as a man of ‘heroic fortitude, worthy of a British 
Admiral’ as he went down with his ship, had measured his house sinking 
at the rate of half an inch a week.25

While the local press were quick to pick up and sensationalise the inci-
dent at Fewston, the Leeds waterworks committee moved more slowly. 
They had been alerted to the potential for subsidence as early as 10 
September, a week before it was reported in the local newspapers. After 
pressure from Moon’s solicitors to take responsibility for the subsidence 
and pay compensation, the committee sought independent expertise to 
strengthen their defence against claims that water from the reservoirs had 
seeped into the shale foundation of the village, removing that shale when 
the water pressure receded.26 They commissioned Professor Henry Green, 
a geologist from Yorkshire College, to determine the cause of the subsid-
ence. Green found in favour of the corporation, arguing that the 
geological nature of the land was prone to subside – weakening more 
general arguments about the safety of the reservoirs in that particular 
area – and that it was the area’s geology, in addition to three exception-
ally wet years that had been experienced, that explained why the 
subsidence occurred at that moment and on that scale.27 This provided 
the corporation with the expert testimony needed to deny liability, leav-
ing little recourse for the residents of Fewston.

Although Green’s testimony provided the corporation with the legal pro-
tection they desired, it is difficult to reconcile the severity of the subsidence 
with the presence of the reservoirs. The fact that subsidence occurred on 
a greater level than experienced previously less than one year after reser-
voir construction was completed cannot have been coincidence. As Green 
acknowledged, the area was prone to subside, so it stands to reason that 
adding a greater volume of water pressure onto that landscape, locked into 
the parameters of the reservoir, would increase the potential for subsid-
ence. If nothing else, it validated the criticisms of Dresser, who warned 
that the area was not fully suitable for reservoir construction. While no 
major disaster occurred, many local people lost their homes and subsid-
ence still affects the area today. As with Dale Dyke and Bilberry, this 
episode highlights that, despite the belief of engineers to tame the wil-
derness, nature was never easily controlled.

Concerns around the structural integrity of reservoirs were not solely 
resigned to hindsight. The somewhat remarkable thing about the Fewston 
subsidence was that, despite concerns about reservoir safety, word of this 
incident does not seem to have travelled beyond Leeds and its hinterlands. 
This does not mean, though, that concerns about reservoirs were settled: 
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in some cases, councils and committees were more proactive. In the case 
of Liverpool’s Vyrnwy scheme, which had been beset with issues among 
the lead engineers, the water committee launched an investigation into 
the reliability of the masonry dam that would form the main bulwark 
against the river. There were several potential reasons for this sudden 
interest in safety: aside from the aforementioned disasters that were still 
within living memory, Vyrnwy was one of the first masonry dams to be 
constructed in the United Kingdom. This was a new technology that engi-
neers did not have decades of experience in utilising. Perhaps related to 
that was the acrimonious episode between the corporation and Thomas 
Hawksley, who left the project in 1885. While there was no suggestion that 
Hawksley attempted to sabotage the project, it is telling that the water com-
mittee instigated their investigation shortly after he left, perhaps feeling 
a lack of confidence more than anything.

The committee first approached an engineer familiar with the city 
and its waterworks, J. F. Bateman, to conduct an investigation into the 
safety of the designs for the masonry embankment and into the materi-
als being used to construct it. Despite his previous work for the city on 
identifying new sources of water, Bateman declined, citing a busy sched-
ule and ‘much annoyance in the future, whichever way my report would 
be’, perhaps a nod to the corporation’s treatment of his learned colleague 
Hawksley.28 After approaching several other engineers, the committee 
turned to Sir Andrew Clarke, a former colonial official turned consulting 
engineer, and Russel Aitken, a civil engineer. Neither of these figures 
were a part of the group of eminent water engineers that dominated the 
nineteenth century, perhaps evidence of the bridges burned while man-
aging Hawksley.29 Both were instructed to present independent reports 
and were able to request blocks of cement from the site to test structural 
integrity.30

Of the two, Aitken was the more communicative with the water com-
mittee. He sent a letter to the committee highlighting what he suggested 
was ‘a disturbing element’ in the designs of the reservoir, pertaining to 
the ability of compensation water to exit the work and the calculations 
related to the gravity of the dam.31 He sent a further letter expressing con-
cern about the implementation of the sluice valve, which appeared to have 
been designed to be removed but had been built into the body of the dam 
so could not be easily replaced. George Deacon replied that details regard-
ing the valve had not been decided and was dismissive of concerns around 
gravity calculations. The water committee somewhat tersely resolved that 
‘as the questions as to the outlet valves […] do not affect the stability of the 
embankment, this Committee are of the opinion that he [Aitken] should 
regard them as outside the scope of his inquiry’.32
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Ultimately, both Aitken and Clarke were satisfied with the structural 
integrity of the dam wall. Worries over the masonry dam, however, did 
not go away following their reports. In questions to the president of the 
Board of Trade in the House of Commons in 1889, Stanley Leighton, 
the MP for Oswestry, expressed concerns over the dangers posed by the 
dam wall to residents in the area. He asked Sir Michael Hicks Beach 
whether the government could allay these fears with an independent 
investigation of the works. Given the localised nature of water supply and 
reservoir construction, which was administered by local authorities or 
private companies, not Parliament, this would have been a remarkable 
change in policy, one that Hicks Beach was not willing to pursue.33 He 
responded that the government had no statutory authority over 
inspecting the works at Vyrnwy; it was up to the Liverpool Corporation to 
authorise such an inspection. He also noted that Liverpool had employed 
Andrew Clarke to inspect the works, returning a positive report. Leighton 
responded that there were large sections of the embankment that Clarke 
had not inspected, to which Hicks Beach reaffirmed the government’s 
lack of statutory powers in this area.34

This exchange was reported in an article by the Oswestry Advertiser, 
a paper with an obvious stake in the topic. The article continued with a 
number of correspondences gleaned from other sources. Citing a letter to 
The Times from Russel Aitken, the paper brought attention to concerns he 
had with the use of clay for a portion of the masonry dam, which would be 
more susceptible to leaking. If exposed, it would be ‘quite sufficient to 
cause considerable destruction in the upper part of the valley of the 
Vyrnwy’.35 The Liverpool Echo responded to this letter by noting that 
Aitken had not previously expressed concern about the short clay section 
of the dam wall, and, as has been noted, that both he and Clarke had been 
satisfied with the quality of the work. A further correspondence from 
Thomas Hawksley was printed by the Oswestry Advertiser that attempted 
to ease concerns over the structural integrity of the masonry wall: ‘I intro-
duced into my calculations every element of danger and of counteracting 
stability which are known to exist in structures of this kind’.36

For Hawksley, the source of these fears was not the works at Vyrnwy 
itself, but a recent disaster that had taken place in America. Two weeks 
earlier, a severe storm over Johnstown, Pennsylvania resulted in between 
six and ten inches of rain falling in a twenty-four hour period, putting 
immense strain on the South Fork reservoir, which had dammed the 
Conemaugh River. Originally constructed to help facilitate the operation 
of Pennsylvania Canal during dry spells, ownership of the reservoir 
had passed to the South Fork Fishing and Hunting Club in 1879, who pre-
dominantly used the lake to fish.37 The reservoir had not been properly 
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maintained for some time, with straw and horse manure used to patch up 
weak sections of the structure, while the relief pipes used to help with over-
flows of water were sold as scrap metal. The lack of maintenance allied 
with the ferocity of the storm in May 1889 meant that once the dam broke, 
it took less than an hour for it to empty of water.38 It was reported that 
2,209 people lost their lives as the water rushed towards Johnstown, 
becoming the largest national disaster in the United States at the time.39 
While there were obvious differences between South Fork reservoir and 
Vyrnwy, particularly the lack of maintenance of the former, it is under-
standable that people would be concerned in the wake of another reservoir 
disaster. This was especially the case when worries over the integrity of 
the dam wall had been aired so publicly. It is also noteworthy that these 
concerns were becoming increasingly internationalised, led by a growth 
in the speed of transatlantic communication.40

Accidents abroad highlighted fears which carried into the twentieth 
century. The reports of engineers were ultimately statements of confidence 
in their ability to tame the wilderness, something that continued in the face 
of compelling evidence to the contrary, as seen in the Washburn Valley.41 
Despite fears around the integrity of the dam wall, it was accidents further 
down the supply line that demonstrated the lack of full control over nature. 
In February 1905, the Weekly Dispatch reported that the main water pipe 
carrying water from Vyrnwy to Liverpool had burst near Eaton Tarporley in 
Cheshire. The pipe burst with ‘almost no warning’, sending much of the 20 
million gallons of water it was transporting across the Cheshire country-
side and ‘causing enormous damage’, although fortunately there were no 
casualties.42 A year later, during the construction of a second mains pipe 
from Vyrnwy to Liverpool, a mains pipe exploded under the bed of the 
River Elfe, a tributary of the River Dee on the England–Wales border. 
The Wellington Journal described it in dramatic fashion:

Suddenly  there was a loud explosion, and a huge column of w ater, as 
thick as a man’s body, rushed a hundred feet in the air, carry ing on its 
crest heavy masses of masonry and pieces of rock, while tons of earth 
and shingle w ere torn down from the hill side and filled up the river 
bed.43

Fortunately for the men working on the pipeline, the incident occurred at 
the weekend, so once again no one was injured or killed. Given the 
prominence of contemporaneous disasters that had caused deaths in other 
industries such as mining, incidents that did not result in death but nev-
ertheless exhibited a lack of control over the wilderness are just as 
important to highlight.44
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Additionally, the spectre of previous incidents continued to haunt acci-
dents such as these. Reporting on the burst main in Cheshire, the Weekly 
Dispatch concluded by listing other instances where reservoirs had burst 
and led to deaths, including Dale Dyke in 1864, the collapse of a dam in 
the Mill River valley, Northampton, Massachusetts in 1874 that led to 144 
deaths; and a reservoir failure in the French town of Vosges in 1895 that 
led to two villages being swept away and 110 deaths.45 A burst pipe is not 
the same as a collapsed reservoir; however, the recurrence of these inci-
dents shows how strongly they remained in the public imagination, as 
does the placing of minor incidents such as this among more tragic events. 
While events in the United States and France were more recent, Dale Dyke 
clearly continued to hold cultural currency. It also shows that, despite the 
claims of engineers to the contrary, complete control over nature had not 
been secured in England, Wales or elsewhere.

Although no reservoir disasters occurred in Britain after 1864, it is clear 
that the spectre of Dale Dyke and Bilberry loomed large over future proj
ects. In the case of Leeds, it was individuals like Dresser and Moon who 
highlighted issues with the Washburn landscape, which was not as suit-
able for construction as Filliter and Hawksley believed. As for Liverpool, 
their uneasy relationship with Hawksley, as well as events in America, led 
them to question the suitability of the relatively new masonry technology, 
and even after concerns had been settled about the dam wall, there were 
issues further down the supply chain. Both of these case studies highlight 
that, despite the best efforts of engineers to tame the wilderness to better 
provide for urban populations, the natural environment could not be so 
easily tamed: at one point or another, it pushed back.

Dam building in the twentieth century

Disasters were not the only way that reservoirs altered their local envi-
ronments – their very construction created socionatural environments, 
hybrid landscapes that were simultaneously social and natural. The con-
struction of reservoirs also allowed engineers and those invested in the 
civic project, particularly newspaper correspondents, the opportunity to 
propagate humanity’s ability to successfully tame nature. While this can 
be clearly seen in nineteenth-century waterworks touched on at the start 
of this chapter, the continuity of these narratives in the second half of the 
twentieth century is noteworthy.

The immediate post-Second World War period is also worth high
lighting in this case because of another environmental factor: drought. 
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Drought had affected Britain periodically across the late nineteenth and 
early twentieth centuries. The droughts of the 1890s brought water poli-
tics to the fore in East London and Sheffield as consumers reacted to water 
restrictions, while the 1920s and 1930s were marked by three distinct 
periods of drought in 1921, 1929 and 1933–34.46 Some cities suffered more 
than others from drought: Leeds and Manchester were badly affected by 
drought in 1929, while Leighton and Haweswater reservoirs were being 
constructed. The 1933–34 drought was linked to global meteorological 
patterns in the northern hemisphere that may have been caused by the 
Dust Bowl and contributed to drought as far as Asia.47 However, the provi-
sion of new local water supplies meant that some English cities coped 
more comfortably in this period than others, as with Leeds. Similarly, 
Birmingham’s great chain of waterworks in the Elan Valley drought-
proofed the city for much of the interwar period.

Issues became apparent with Birmingham’s water supply, though, in 
1937. A lack of rain across Wales in that year prompted concerns about the 
resilience of the city’s supply. Not only was drought affecting the avail-
ability of water, but water usage in the city had doubled between the 
opening of the Elan Valley works in 1904 and 1937, placing ever greater 
strain on the system.48 Here we can see that drought was not just caused 
by meteorological conditions but was a sociotechnical event, shaped by 
ever increasing piped supply and water usage as well as a lack of rain.49 
Members of the Birmingham Corporation decided that it was time to 
enact the second part of James Mansergh’s original plan: to build three 
reservoirs on the River Claerwen to link with those on the Elan. Due to 
engineering advancements, though, they were able to modify the plan: 
instead of three reservoirs, one enormous reservoir would be constructed 
instead.50

As with Leeds and Manchester twenty years earlier, war interrupted 
progress on Claerwen reservoir. Although royal assent was received in 
1940, work on the scheme did not begin until 1946, and even then, con-
struction was only allowed to begin because it was assigned as a high 
priority project by the government in the context of post-war austerity. The 
high priority status of Claerwen was undoubtedly approved because of 
the continuing water supply issues Birmingham faced during the 1940s. 
The water committee was clear that, given the corporation was intent on 
extensive housing development in the city after the war, the construction 
of Claerwen had to begin so that future water restrictions could be 
avoided, while the Birmingham Daily Gazette framed the reservoir as the 
remedy to ‘drought fears’.51

From the start of construction in 1947, Claerwen reservoir was concep-
tualised within a nascent environmental framework, although not the 
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same narratives that would later be associated with Cow Green and Kielder 
Water. The Birmingham Daily Gazette proclaimed that Birmingham was 
making a new, unofficial ‘national park’ in the Claerwen Valley that 
belonged ‘exclusively to Birmingham’.52 National parks were, of course, on 
the political agenda in the late 1940s; however, the rationale behind the 
national parks was, in theory if not in practice, about opening up and man-
aging rural areas for all, not just for the residents of one city.53 The Daily 
Gazette, then, was using contemporary vernacular to further strengthen 
the civic link between the city and its waterworks. Writing of the Elan 
Valley, the Daily Gazette went on to remark that ‘great lakes were blasted 
out of the earth to become reservoirs of vital importance, but they were 
constructed with an eye on harmony, and the dams and control towers 
were built of rock which blended naturally with the existing surface. 
Indeed the valley is a beauty spot’.54 Claerwen reservoir, and the wider 
Elan Valley, were conceptualised as improving the landscape. While there 
is an apparent contradiction between blasting the earth and structures 
blending naturally into the landscape, it seems that through the skill of 
the engineer, harmony with the environment had won out. The cultural 
aspects of this will be explored more fully in Chapter 4; however, these 
depictions play into progressive narratives of environmental change. As 
William Cronon has highlighted in the American context, some changes 
to the environment were seen in wholly positive terms, having little or no 
regard for what was lost or natural systems that were damaged by infra-
structural development.55 Humankind could conquer nature to provide 
for towns and cities, and Claerwen was just the latest example of that 
power.

Part of this illustration of humanity’s ability to tame nature was 
depicting the scale of the project. A special correspondent of the Daily 
Gazette returned to Claerwen in 1948 to provide an update on the works. 
The normally peaceful and quiet valley was juxtaposed with the noise 
and chaos of a construction site: ‘Tall Wellsian towers of steel reach 
towards the heavens. Across the river-bed is a network of cables along 
which giant steel cradles speed at 1,000 feet a minute’.56 In contrast to 
reservoir construction in the nineteenth century, reports like this helped 
to convey a sense of urgency and grandeur – technology was helping 
engineers to build bigger and better. Among all this hustle and bustle 
were the workers themselves: ‘tiny figures of men can be seen, ant-like, 
cutting jagged holes in the rocky banks and controlling the machine 
which crushes the rock’.57 Again, a contrast was drawn between the mag-
nitude of the project and those working on it to emphasise the ability to 
successfully tame nature. The workers, in both a literal and metaphorical 
sense, were dwarfed by the scale of the project, but they were succeeding 
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in bending nature to their will, emphasising the Promethean scale of 
their work.58

It only took a further four years to successfully tame the Claerwen Valley, 
despite worries about faults found in parts of the rock foundation. On 
inspecting the state of the new works in 1951, a special correspondent for 
the Birmingham Daily Post noted the difficulties that had been encountered 
during construction: a severe winter in 1946 and heavy rains at the start 
of 1951, which suggests that nature was not letting engineers have it all 
their own way. Indeed, overcoming such obstacles made the feat even more 
impressive. The article also noted some of the technological advancements 
being used on the site, such as low-heat cement, which would stop the con-
crete heating and, therefore, prevent stress and cracks in the masonry. 
Technology, then, was at the heart of man’s battle with nature, from the 
use of explosives and cable lifts to new cement mixtures.59 This was a part 
of how reservoirs fitted into the discourse of rural modernity: the use of 
technology to remake the landscape into a new vision, one that could serve 
modern society into the future.60

Claerwen reservoir may have been one of the biggest waterworks proj
ects of the post-war years, but it was not the only project. Several reservoirs 
were constructed during the 1950s and 1960s as towns and cities contin-
ued to struggle with periods of drought and increased demand from 
populations and industries. Leeds was one such city. As in Birmingham, 
the need for a new source of water became apparent quickly after the war. 
Despite issues with water supply in the early 1950s, the city did not take 
positive steps to remedy its shortage until the end of the decade. The city 
council decided to return to the Washburn Valley to complete the project 
that had been started almost one hundred years previously. The reservoir 
built at Thruscross in the 1960s, though, was very different to the one 
planned during the 1870s. Due to the aforementioned advances in technol-
ogy, as well as greater engineering expertise, the new Thruscross was to 
be much larger than originally envisioned, holding a capacity of 1.7 billion 
gallons of water. This increased size meant that the original site of the 
reservoir had to be altered. The largest consequence of this was the sub-
sequent flooding of West End village, one of a number of villages to be 
flooded in the name of urban water supply in the twentieth century.

A tender from Holland, Hannen and Cubitts Ltd. for £1,104,750 was 
accepted by the Leeds Corporation’s waterworks committee in March 1961, 
the lowest of sixteen bids received according to The Yorkshire Post.61 An 
article in Water and Water Engineer provided some detail as to how con-
struction would progress, with the engineers proposing to install a ten 
tonne cableway and a two cubic yard concrete mixing plant that had been 
used in the construction of Clatworthy reservoir, West Somerset.62 
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The experience of constructing Clatworthy, ‘the largest concrete dam in 
the West Country’, may have been a factor in the waterworks committee’s 
decision, with ‘key experienced personnel’ from that project being 
brought to work on Thruscross – once more the privileging of existing 
expertise – with the remaining workforce locally sourced.63 A dam face 
123 feet high composed of over 200,000 cubic yards of mixed concrete 
resulted in a vastly different reservoir to those built lower down the valley 
in the 1870s.64 As such, its impact on the landscape was more visible. 
Figure 2.1 highlights both the size and aesthetic of the dam face, making 
Thruscross a more striking feature on the landscape than the other three 
reservoirs, which have a more natural aesthetic.

Figure 2.1 Thruscross dam wall shortly a fter completion, c.1966, Washburn 
Heritage Centre

Reports from the Yorkshire Evening Post written by Malcolm Barker pro-
vide an insight into how the construction affected the landscape, with 
striking similarities to the reporting of the Birmingham press on Claerwen 
fifteen years earlier. The first report from 1962 contrasts the usually quiet 
nature of the Washburn Valley with the nightmarish noises of construc-
tion. Once more this can be read within a framework of rural modernity. 
At the site of the dam wall, much of the rock was removed with ‘scientifi-
cally placed blasts’, suggesting a faith in the scientific proficiency of the 
engineers and navvies that was sometimes lacking in the nineteenth 
century. However, Barker’s reporting also reflected the continued impor-
tance given to the need to tame the wilderness: ‘down there in the great 
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gash is one of the few places where rock meets man on equal terms, the 
man armed only with pick and shovel and the rock with the thickness and 
stability of tens of thousands of centuries’.65

Figure 2.2 Thruscross dam during construction, 1960s, Washburn Heritage Centre

  Because the rock basin formed 
the foundation for the dam wall, it could not be removed with explosives 
as these may have destabilised the foundation. The construction of 
Thruscross reservoir, like Claerwen, was framed as a battle between nature 
and humankind, with humans seemingly outmatched by the obstinance 
of nature. This battle, termed ‘the elemental struggle of the navvy’, high-
lights the long-standing environmental attitude of the local press, that 
nature was there to be conquered by humankind. This struggle is encap-
sulated in Figures 2.2 and 2.3, which show a contrast between the size of 
the works and those struggling to conquer nature. This narrative was in 
the same vein as that expressed by Hawksley in 1869, that nature had to 
be conquered, and once again echoes the progressive narratives that 
Cronon has described.66 A case in point is Barker’s depiction of the nav-
vies, armed with only a pick and a shovel against a rock formation that 
had stood for thousands of years. Figure 2.3 builds on this image, with the 
presence of everyday building equipment like ladders further emphasising 
the size of the task being undertaken. Barker’s reporting paints changes to 
the landscape in a positive light, highlighting that nature must be 
conquered in order to gain a fresh supply of water, paying little attention to 
the negative effects of changing the landscape, such as ecological damage. 
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Barker’s reporting serves to highlight the wider environmental attitudes 
of the Evening Post, as well as the continued prevalence of urban attitudes 
to the countryside that saw rural areas as wilderness to be tamed to better 
serve towns and cities.

Figure 2.3 Cross- section of eastward dam with workers, 1960s, Washburn Heritage 
Centre

A further report from 1964, entitled the ‘half-term report’, provided read-
ers with an update on the progress that had been made at the construction 
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site. Barker again remarked that it ‘still resembles a raw gash in the valley 
[…] But it is a gash that is gradually being filled in and healed as the 
smooth white walls rise from the foundations’.67 This gash and the subse-
quent white walls are evident in Figure 2.2, which again matches the 
literary flourish of Barker’s writing. Once more, the building of the reser-
voir was framed as a narrative of improvement, with the navvy winning 
the elemental battle over nature and healing the landscape with technol-
ogy. This is, perhaps, indicative of wider positive social attitudes to 
scientific experts and technology, epitomised by Harold Wilson’s belief in 
the ‘white heat’ of scientific revolution that focused on civil rather than 
military research and development.68 Importantly, the growth of technol-
ogy during the Labour governments of the 1960s was linked to modernity.69 
As with Claerwen, technology was playing a key role in helping to tame 
nature, thereby linking environmental changes to narratives of modernity. 
While the engineers may have had a better understanding of the landscape, 
setbacks did occur, including a large rockfall and bad weather that halted 
work for three months in 1963.70 Barker also referred to the vast amount of 
concrete being used in the construction of the dam wall, the purpose 
of which was to stop the River Washburn ‘in its ancient track’ and force it 
back up the valley, again emphasising that the building of Thruscross res-
ervoir was an exercise in overcoming nature.71 Figure  2.2 presents an 
image of this ‘gash’ on the landscape. While the surrounding land that 
would be submerged was yet to be affected, the trough created by the 
navvies is evident, as is the beginning of the dam wall that was starting 
to bridge the two sides of the valley.

The more visible intrusion of construction on the landscape as res-
ervoirs became more technologically advanced highlights another 
environmental issue: their architecture. The nineteenth century saw a pro-
liferation of earthen embankment reservoirs, which looked like natural 
lakes due to their sunken nature in the landscape. However, these build-
ing techniques also limited the size of the structures. It was not until 
masonry work and, later, cement was used in construction that reservoirs 
could be larger. In becoming larger, though, they became less hidden in 
the landscape. This is exemplified in the images above, particularly 
Figures 2.2 and 2.3, showing how visible the dam wall at Thruscross would 
become. This architectural style was indicative of rural modernism that 
Katrina Navikas and others have highlighted, embodied in reservoirs like 
Thruscross and Claerwen as well as power stations and electricity pylons.72 
These modern structures were not always subjected to criticism as progres-
sives foresaw a role for this type of architecture in the countryside. The 
failures of sites of rural modernism to unite opinion in a progressive way 
was often due to the inability of authorities to cut through issues of class 
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and regionalism.73 Additionally, the increased size of these structures that 
new construction technologies enabled was driven by the demands of 
post-war life: greater living standards and the facilitation of a consumer 
culture.74 Not only did this mean that more environmental resources were 
being extracted in a general sense, but the methods of doing so resulted 
in more obvious intrusions on the natural landscape. As some utilities 
were becoming increasingly hidden, water infrastructure in the country-
side was becoming more visible.

The construction of Thruscross reservoir was completed in 1966. Barker 
once again returned to witness the damming of the River Washburn in 
order to begin filling the reservoir, commenting that the valley was to be 
transformed ‘into a large and shimmering lake’.75 Barker’s reporting of the 
construction of Thruscross reservoir highlights a largely progressive nar-
rative: humankind had won the battle with nature. While nature was seen 
as an obstacle to overcome, its agency was still felt by the engineers and 
workers at Thruscross reservoir. They could not use explosives to blast all 
the way down to what became the foundation of the dam wall, emphasis-
ing a greater understanding of what pressures the land could tolerate than 
in the 1870s. Although Barker portrayed the construction of Thruscross 
reservoir as a victory for humanity over nature, it was still constrained by 
natural limits, despite the implementation of a more sophisticated method 
than that used during construction in the 1870s.

Conclusion

It seems obvious to suggest that reservoir construction had an environ-
mental impact. However, this chapter has highlighted the multifaceted 
and sometimes unintended environmental consequences of construction 
as well as the narratives that underpinned the quest for urban water. While 
looked at in isolation, the two themes are linked – the belief in the engi-
neers’ ability to tame the wilderness that continued well into the twentieth 
century made events like the subsidence of Fewston and accidents along 
the Vyrnwy supply line, as well as more prominent national and interna-
tional cases, more notable. The narratives of the post-war period are 
important to stress as this was the period that environmental and ecologi-
cal concerns around dam building were coming to the fore, as well as the 
growth of the wider environmental movement from the 1960s onwards.76 
While ecological concern was growing by the time Thruscross was con-
structed, it did not present much of a barrier to constructing the reservoir. 
This is perhaps due to the relatively unknown nature of the Washburn 
Valley, strengthening Katrina Navickas’s argument about focusing on 
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areas of ‘non-outstanding natural beauty’.77 This suggests that the unfet-
tered belief in the engineer should have been tempered, however, as 
reporting from the construction of Claerwen and Thruscross in particu
lar shows that belief remained as strong in the 1960s as it was in the 
1860s.

As this chapter has shown, though, nature was never fully tamed. While 
concerns around reservoir safety diminished as accidents like those at 
Dale Dyke, Bilberry and Johnstown faded from living memory, signs of 
natural agency continued to be in evidence. The rocky relationship 
between authority and engineer led to Liverpool questioning the structural 
integrity of their own waterworks project. In the end, it was the supply line 
that would cause issues for the corporation. For Leeds, the unanticipated 
rate of subsidence caused by the construction of reservoirs left local resi-
dents without habitable homes. Subsidence continues to this day in the 
Washburn Valley, albeit on a smaller scale than that experienced in 1880. 
As projects became larger due to new technology and ever greater demand, 
their impact on the landscape became more visible; while the belief of the 
engineer to tame the wildness had not diminished, the handiwork was 
much more visible. All of these separate examples point to a unified 
approach to water supply and the environment during the nineteenth and 
twentieth centuries, bound up not just in a belief in technology but also 
in civic identity; by working on behalf of municipal authorities, engineers 
brought their skills and knowledge to bear on behalf of the city. It spoke 
well to the prestige of municipal governments that they could tap the bounty 
of the landscape by taming the wilderness. The incident in the Washburn 
Valley in the 1880s and along the Vyrnwy supply line in the 1900s, as well 
as more contemporary episodes like at Whaley Bridge in 2019, underline 
the importance of constant vigilance when it comes to reservoir safety, a 
reminder that despite the best efforts of engineers across the nineteenth 
and twentieth centuries, nature could never be fully tamed.
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Chapter 3

Seeing the wood for the trees: 
afforestation and managing water supply

The 1918 meeting of the British Waterworks Association (BWA), a body 
comprising waterworks managers from municipal and private waterworks 
across the country, heard a paper from Joseph Parry on afforestation.1 On 
the face of it, planting trees has little to do with building reservoirs or man-
aging municipal water pipes. The topic, though, was apt for a number of 
reasons. First, trees could be enormously beneficial in maintaining a pure 
water supply, while also protecting the banks of reservoirs from erosion. 
Second, the space around reservoirs was, in the first instance, not espe-
cially useful – planting trees had ecological benefits and could provide 
authorities with a source of income from timber. Third, 1918 was the point 
at which British authorities were starting to tackle the country’s sparse tim-
ber stock. The blockades of British ports during the First World War had 
brought home the reality that the majority of Britain’s timber stock was 
imported, and that action needed to be taken to make the country more 
self-reliant.

It was apt, too, that the person speaking to the BWA was Parry, the for-
estry manager of Liverpool’s Vyrnwy estate. While national authorities had 
been slow to take afforestation in Britain seriously, Liverpool Corporation 
began to afforest Lake Vyrnwy as early as 1897.2 A number of other local 
authorities, including Birmingham and Leeds, followed suit in the early 
years of the twentieth century, recognising that afforesting reservoirs could 
have practical and financial benefits. While this was good waterworks 
management, looking at cases of municipal afforestation can illuminate 
on a number of other themes. Like other chapters in this book, the 
theme of civic pride is closely associated with activities on the urban 
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periphery – afforestation was certainly a part of the growing civic project 
undertaken in rural areas like Vyrnwy or Washburn. There are other 
themes, though – ecology, governing the urban periphery and, in the case 
of Leeds, the politics of unemployment – that all intersect with waterworks 
management and afforestation. This chapter will highlight these themes, 
showing first, that civic pride was at the heart of the actions of water author-
ities regarding afforestation throughout the period examined here, and 
second, that waterworks management could and did impact on other areas 
of urban governing. While a number of municipal authorities engaged in 
afforestation – and reference will be made to several of them – two main 
case studies will be examined here: Leeds’s Washburn Valley scheme in 
the early years of the twentieth century, and Liverpool’s Vyrnwy scheme 
after the First World War. This will demonstrate how afforestation became 
a vital part of waterworks management, as well as how managing the 
urban periphery became important to these towns and cities in a wider 
sense: as a way to draw a link between the city and the country, or as an 
arena for urban political narratives to play out upon. As such, the recipro-
cal nature of the urban–rural relationship is stressed here, going beyond 
older environmental histories which have seen this relationship as one 
solely of urban extraction.3

Focusing on afforestation helps to highlight the wider metabolic func-
tion of urban waterscapes, contributing to a neglected aspect of histories 
of afforestation that have focused on centralised efforts, particularly from 
the Forestry Commission after 1918.4 Ostensibly a process to help protect 
waters from pollution, there were wider social and cultural impacts that 
will be explored in this chapter. The first half of the chapter will focus on 
early municipal programmes at the turn of the twentieth century. Focusing 
on Leeds, one of the pioneers in mass tree planting around reservoirs, this 
section will show how afforestation became intertwined with the politics 
of unemployment. This will also provide context on a period of forestry 
history in Britain that has often been characterised by inaction. The sec-
ond half of the chapter will focus on municipal efforts after the First World 
War. While national forestry schemes have been examined elsewhere, this 
chapter will highlight continuity in local efforts, emphasising the impor-
tance of reservoir afforestation to the civic project. The focus here will be 
on Liverpool’s Vyrnwy scheme, the progenitor of efforts before the war and 
the most well-developed municipal reservoir in terms of forestry in the 
interwar years.
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Early afforestation schemes and the politics of 
unemployment

It is worth briefly focusing on why afforestation was taken up by munici-
pal authorities in the early twentieth century. Although authorities would 
not have used the word, they recognised the ‘ecological’ benefits trees 
could bring to the watershed of reservoirs. The primary benefit was in cre-
ating a barrier between the edge of the watershed and the land, so that 
residents or visitors would find it harder to pollute the water. Trees helped 
to reduce the potential for bank and soil erosion, which would lead to silt 
and other detritus entering the water supply, thereby making the edges of 
reservoirs more secure. Trees also helped to mitigate the damage of flood-
ing while also contributing to the hydrological cycle – the leaves of trees 
return moisture to the atmosphere through evapotranspiration. While 
this did not help to combat drought to the extent believed by contempo-
raries, they were right to recognise the link between trees and moisture.5 
There was also a financial imperative – the planting of trees to sell in 
years to come was seen as prudent forward planning even before the 
issues encountered with timber imports during the First World War. The 
prioritisation of these two primary reasons for afforestation – pollution 
and income – were flipped during the interwar years, when the financial 
imperative became more important, and the benefits to combating pollu-
tion an added bonus.

While the ecological benefits of afforestation have long been recognised 
in an international historiographical context, work on tree planting in 
Britain has treated the subject somewhat unevenly.6 Research on affores-
tation before the First World War has predominantly focused on the efforts 
of private landowners afforesting estates, more for aesthetic than ecologi-
cal reasons.7 In the twentieth century, historians such as John Sheail 
focused on the approach of central government to forestry, concentrating 
on the results of the Acland Report in 1917 and the subsequent establish-
ment and work of the Forestry Commission in 1919.8 While an important 
development, the broader historiography has neglected two key issues: the 
efforts of municipal authorities like Liverpool and Leeds before the First 
World War, and the continued success of municipal tree planting initia-
tives after the war, key contributions of this chapter.

Afforestation became a priority for Liverpool Corporation, with work 
starting on the scheme in 1897. Five years later, twelve years after construc-
tion on the waterworks had been completed, 162,000 trees had been 
planted on the Vyrnwy estate over an area of 470 acres. The scheme was 
hailed as a success even at this early stage, with Parry’s expertise sought 
for Royal Commissions on tree planting, as well as in helping to push the 
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schemes of other cities, such as Leeds.9 Afforestation also began at 
Birmingham’s Elan Valley scheme in 1902, with between eight hundred 
and nine hundred acres planted by 1916.10 It was not just municipal author-
ities that engaged with afforestation, with the Derwent Valley Water 
Board beginning planting around Derwent reservoir in 1908.11

Within this context, it is no surprise that Leeds Corporation began to 
think seriously about an afforestation project of their own in the Washburn 
Valley. A suggestion by Arthur Currer Briggs, the Lord Mayor of Leeds, 
marked the scheme as unique: that the work should be carried out by the 
unemployed in order to help ‘alleviate distress’ during the winter months.12 
Unemployment had become a major issue in Britain during the 1880s, with 
the effects of cyclical employment resulting in the growth of trade unions 
and the labour movement. The first decade of the twentieth century saw 
the first attempts from municipal and central governments to tackle the 
issue, most notably David Lloyd George’s policy of unemployment insur-
ance.13 Although Currer Briggs was nominally a Liberal Unionist, the desire 
for unemployment relief is evidence of the pressure being exerted on the 
corporation by the newly influential labour movement in Leeds, which 
wanted increased municipal expenditure on social reform.14 Moreover, as 
has been noted more widely of labour colonies, some Liberal and social-
ist reformers believed rural camps were an adequate antidote to urban 
unemployment.15 Even at this early stage, the politics of unemployment 
was becoming entwined with managing water supply. Support was 
offered by the Independent Labour Party for afforestation schemes organ-
ised by Liverpool and Manchester during this period, as well as the 
support of the politically radical John Burns MP, president of the Local 
Government Board from 1905 to 1914.16

The success of cities like Liverpool undoubtedly helped the afforesta-
tion cause. From 1897 until 1914, Liverpool successfully planted two and 
a half million trees across 884 acres.17 In 1914, Liverpool entered into an 
agreement with the British government to plant four thousand acres of 
land around Vyrnwy with the help of centralised funding, a vast scaling 
up of their operations that spoke to the success the corporation had expe-
rienced over the previous seventeen years.18 In contrast to Leeds, the 
Liverpool Corporation utilised local labour rather than the unemployed. 
The greater distance between Liverpool and Vyrnwy is certainly one expla-
nation for this; however, tree planting at the waterworks was also seen as 
a remedy for rural depopulation. Across the Irish Sea, the editor of the 
Newry Reporter looked on the efforts of cities like Liverpool favourably, 
remarking that afforestation presented an opportunity in Ireland to stop 
the rural exodus and subsequent urban congestion.19 Similarly, reports 
on  the 1909 Royal Commission into forestry noted that nearly all of the 
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twenty-three men local to Vyrnwy working on the scheme would have 
‘drifted into our large towns’ if not for the scheme.20

Afforestation, then, was becoming increasingly popular with munici-
pal authorities and commentators, and Leeds set about finalising its own 
scheme. The scheme would, of course, further alter the landscape, as Maps 
3.1 and 3.2 highlight. Map 3.2, an Ordnance Survey map from 1910 of the 
area around Swinsty reservoir, shows a plantation on the banks of the res-
ervoir, called Swinsty Moor Plantation, which is not present in Map 3.1, 
an Ordnance Survey map from 1893. Like other aspects of waterworks 
management in the Washburn Valley, the afforestation scheme was pos
sible due to a series of compulsory land purchases that had taken place in 
the 1890s and early 1900s, ostensibly under the guise of pollution 
control.

By November 1904, the waterworks committee was putting arrange-
ments into place to accommodate unemployed workers in the Washburn 
Valley. The men would be paid £1 a week, with the men themselves given 
one shilling, ten shillings deducted for catering, and the remaining nine 
shillings sent to the families of the men to be collected at the Unemployed 
Bureau. Accommodation for the workers was provided at a structure 
known as ‘the bungalow’.21 There was also provision for additional activi-
ties, with books available at the bungalow, accessible at a rate of two 
shillings per week, and piece work preparing holes for the seeds was also 
available at a rate of two shillings and three pence per hundred holes bored. 
While it was envisioned that men would stay at the bungalow for a set 
period of time, provision was made to allow workers to travel from Leeds 
via train, so long as they completed the three-hour walk to the work site 
from nearby Otley each Monday morning by 10.30 a.m.22

A resolution from 1905, at the start of the scheme, noted that the men 
would be paid for time worked at a rate of five and a half pence per hour. 
If the working day described by one former worker was accurate, this 
would amount to four shillings a day, and therefore twenty shillings per 
week. The important distinction is that the men did not get paid for time 
they did not work, with bad weather accounting for much of this broken 
time. At times, then, nine shillings would not have been enough to send 
back to be collected by families. In the same year, the subcommittee 
enlisted Professor William Fisher of the University of Oxford, a leading 
authority on forestry, to advise on the scheme.23 He produced a detailed 
report in 1905 that outlined the benefits of afforestation, particularly in 
helping to stop pollution of the watershed and in providing valuable 
timber, which he argued was ‘the duty of every Municipality’.24 The plant-
ing of trees around the reservoirs, he argued, would have no deleterious 
effects on the water supply themselves, while they would help to reduce 
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the evaporation of water from the reservoirs and the ground. The trees 
would also encourage ground percolation, which would lead to a reduc-
tion in the surface flow of rain and help to prevent the build-up of silt.25 
The concluding comments of the report regarded the hard nature of the 
labour, with Fisher warning that ‘it would not be profitable to employ any 
but those who are willing to face the conditions of country employment, 
and able to really work properly and thoroughly’.26 This warning, though, 
was not heeded.

The subcommittee approved his plans and ordered Douglas fir, Scots 
pine and Corsican pine seeds. It is important to note that two of these types 
of trees, Douglas fir and Corsican pine, were not native to Britain. Although 
they were deemed to be good species for water management, this is another 
example of a municipal authority altering the ecology of rural areas for 
urban gain. The first year of the scheme, starting in the winter of 1905, 
passed without complaint, beginning with forty men from the Unemployed 
Bureau being employed in December. The subcommittee minutes, however, 
reveal that problems were starting to surface that hinted at the political 
difficulties of managing the rural landscape in such a way. In February 1906, 
it was reported to the subcommittee that the North Eastern Railway com
pany was not able or willing to provide reduced rail fares for workers on 
the scheme travelling home from Otley to Leeds. In addition to transport 
issues, the subcommittee resolved that the head forester should exercise 
greater control on both expenditure and ‘the amount of work done by the 
men’, suggesting that work was not progressing as well as expected.27

However, the following year the Local Government Board gave the 
Leeds distress committee £1,000 to assist the scheme, indicating that 
the scheme was seen favourably by those in Westminster.28 This grant, 
though, brought the scheme under greater scrutiny than the previous 
year, with the distress committee later expressing disappointment ‘with 
the general character of the unemployed who have been given the oppor-
tunity of earning wages […] and the extent of their work’.29 The Yorkshire 
Post reported that of the 203 unemployed men who had been offered the 
work, 139 accepted, 102 actually went, and no more than twenty or thirty 
worked on the scheme at any given time.30 It seems that Fisher’s warning 
was coming to pass. The Yorkshire Evening Post covered the subject 
extensively: they published a special report on the scheme, with a cor-
respondent travelling to the valley to inspect the conditions.31 One 
interviewee described the valley as ‘British Siberia’, adding that

apart from the hardships of working in so barren and bleak a locality 
at this season of the year,  there are so many deductions of lodgings, 
pocket- money, and broken time, owing to the bad weather, that at the 
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week- end  there is very  little, if anything, left for the wife,  children, or 
other dependents left in Leeds.32

The bleak conditions and lack of pay were major issues for the unem-
ployed men, particularly given the distance between the valley and 
Leeds. While the corporation had built living quarters for the men, it was, 
according to a correspondent calling himself ‘Disgusted’, a ‘four-mile 
tramp’ to the work site.33 Despite the claims of the labourers, the Evening 
Post continued to attack. One article quoted the chairman of the distress 
committee, Herbert Brown, as saying, ‘There is nothing in the nature of 
the work in the Washburn Valley that genuine, honest, pecunious citi-
zens would not do. The few who have stuck to it are better in health 
themselves than when they went’.34 Not only was their character brought 
into question by Brown, but the scheme was also portrayed as being able 
to improve these apparent deficiencies in the physical, and by extension 
moral, health of the unemployed men.

Criticism was not just consigned to figures of authority. In an article 
entitled ‘The “Work-Shy” Brigade: More replies to charges of laziness’, the 
secretary of the Leeds Trades and Labour Council, Councillor Owen 
Connellan, argued that ‘Many of these [workers …] are nothing but para-
sites on the community, and their conduct seriously prejudices the 
chances of the honest, but impecunious workers’.35 The language used by 
Connellan, a prominent local trade unionist, was incendiary, labelling 
those that could not bear the harsh working conditions as parasites, once 
more harnessing an ‘us and them’ narrative. It also called into question 
the masculine identities of the unemployed men, particularly at a time 
when ‘national efficiency’ and urban degeneration were lingering issues. 
Although fears of degeneration among the urban poor were most keenly 
expressed in London, as Bill Luckin has highlighted, similar narratives 
appeared in provincial areas that castigated the urban poor for suppos-
edly lacking the moral or intellectual tools for self-improvement.36 This 
is an example of what has been termed ‘honest poverty’, which consisted 
of two factors: the willingness of men to work, and the want to responsi-
bly provide for the family.37 Both were called into question by the Evening 
Post, thereby questioning the masculine identities of the unemployed 
men, whom they saw as being neither fit nor willing to fulfil the bread-
winner role.

Although some had previously sought to defend them, the criticism lev-
elled by Brown and Connellan prompted a reaction from those who had 
experienced the works. Many wrote under pseudonyms that simulta
neously highlighted their experience of working in the valley and their 
anger at the Evening Post. A letter from ‘One Who Has Tried It’ condemned 
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the work, labelling it as ‘a form of exile and white slavery’. He concluded 
that if the work continued, fewer men would sign up to the Unemployed 
Bureau in order to avoid the afforestation scheme.38 Another writer stressed 
the respectable nature of the men who worked on the scheme, urging read-
ers to look not to the men’s presumed laziness but to other factors, citing 
the example of one man he knew who had walked all the way from Leeds 
because he could not afford to take public transport: ‘A lazy man would 
not walk 17 miles to work, and then leave, unless there were […] reasons 
for doing so’.39

All correspondences highlighted the poor working conditions and the 
fact that many were inadequately prepared for such demanding labour. 
‘Disgusted’ pointed to the poor weather as a reason why many left the 
works: ‘I am not so silly as to blame the authorities for the weather, but 
when the weather is bad and the men cannot work, the wives and depen-
dents of the men in Leeds get little or nothing’.40 A correspondent 
commenting on the plight of the labourers suggested that the treatment of 
dependents in Leeds was to blame:

In one case I know of, a wife with three c hildren received one week, 9d., 
and the week following, 1s. 4d. The husband,  after  these two weeks, 
returned to Leeds. And who blames him? How could any honest man 
stay away from his wife and c hildren u nder such conditions? Living well 
himself, miles away from home, t hose whom he hoped to benefit are 
left pining.41

He concluded by arguing that those men who remained at the works were 
to blame for reinforcing the poor treatment of dependents by the corpora-
tion, somewhat generously characterising the living arrangements for 
the men in the valley.42 The letters all pointed to the lack of provision 
provided, either within the valley or in terms of financial remuneration. 
They demonstrate a tension between the corporation providing some 
unemployment relief for residents of the city and not properly equipping 
the men to succeed.

While figures such as Connellan did not shy away from criticising the 
calibre of the unemployed men sent to the Washburn Valley, other parts 
of the labour movement sought to defend the character and integrity of the 
men. William Morby, the president of the Leeds Trades and Labour Council, 
condemned their treatment in a meeting of the distress committee in 
1907, highlighting several of the issues that the unemployed men had 
complained about to the Evening Post, such as the long journey to the 
work site and the prohibitive cost of lodging and food.43 Similar criticisms 
of the scheme were issued by trade unions in meetings of the Trades and 
Labour Council in 1907 and branches of the Labour party, particularly in 
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South Leeds.44 The issues raised by the unemployed men in the Evening 
Post and Morby were also raised in the House of Commons by James 
O’Grady, Labour MP for Leeds East in questions to John Burns. As with 
the distress committee, Burns dismissed concerns over pay, deductions, 
board, travel and the isolated nature of the area, and defended the actions 
of the corporation and the distress committee.45

The Evening Post was also not swayed by the defence of the unemployed 
men. A special correspondent of the newspaper visited the works and 
delivered a damning report: ‘Not fifty per cent., but fully eighty per cent. 
of the men sent out to Fewston this year have been absolute wasters’, a 
figure apparently corroborated by the forester, Alexander Pope, and the 
lodging keeper, Mrs. Hodgson.46 What constituted an ‘absolute waster’ in 
this context was not specified. The report focused on the living conditions 
at Fewston, dismissing the complaints of correspondents as having not ‘a 
tittle of foundation’, highlighting the selfish nature of the men themselves, 
who were portrayed as happy to take the food of the corporation as their 
dependents starved in Leeds.47 The editor of the Evening Post further under-
lined this criticism, arguing that although the work was admittedly hard, 
many of the men who had undertaken it had little room to complain and 
were part of the ‘work-shy brigade’, and urged the public not to waste their 
sympathy on these ‘wasters’.48 These narratives continued into the winter 
of 1907, with an Evening Post article drawing attention to the ‘weary wil-
lies – men whose one great aversion in life is work of any kind’ that were 
expected on the works, with some men having already left.49 The second 
visit to the valley of John Burns underlined the failure of the scheme, which 
he felt did not solve the unemployment issue and had a pauperising effect.50 
Despite the efforts of former workers to more accurately portray the works 
in the Washburn Valley to improve conditions, the scheme was condemned 
by both the Evening Post and by important figures such as Burns as a 
failure.

Funding for the scheme supplied by the Local Government Board was 
withdrawn in light of this perceived failure. The scheme to utilise the 
unemployed men of Leeds ended in 1909, with the corporation employing 
workmen who were physically able to carry out the work. A special corre-
spondent for the Yorkshire Post in 1913 wrote that more than sixty per cent 
of the trees planted by the unemployed failed, with ten skilled staff work-
ing to rectify the damage.51 There was progress after 1909, though, as the 
head forester Alexander Pope outlined in 1914. In describing the past trou
bles with the scheme, Pope took a more conciliatory tone, noting 
somewhat generously that although ‘the Waterworks Committee were 
forced to the conclusion that many did not want regular work’, he high-
lighted that the majority of the unemployed men who joined the works 
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were ‘physically incapable’ of the tough manual work that was asked of 
them:

The class sent out may be taken as a fair sample of the ‘Unemployed’ in 
our large towns, and w ere of all trades, p ainters, bakers, clerks, iron-
workers, bootmakers  etc., and general labourers. Very few  were 
accustomed to outdoor work, and numbers had never previously han-
dled a spade or any tool used in planting.52

In listing their former professions, Pope wrote of the unemployed men as 
respectable individuals, rather than an amorphous group with little to no 
moral character, finally providing some context to the debate. He contin-
ued to list the problems that had been encountered with the scheme, 
mainly owing ‘to the character of the land’.53 He also noted the dangers 
posed by fire, particularly during hot, dry summers, as the trees were not 
yet large enough to act as fire breaks.54

It is clear from the report, though, that progress was finally being made 
on the scheme. By 1917, the Evening Post praised the foresight of Currer 
Briggs, suggesting that the scheme was finally coming to fruition.55 An 
Evening Post report from 1943 commenting on the British government’s 
plan to invest £40 million into afforestation at the end of the Second World 
War praised the Leeds Corporation for enacting this process forty years 
previously.56 The scheme, therefore, became a success in the long term. It 
was, in some ways, a positive step in the development of unemployment 
relief; indeed, the failure of the scheme did not deter wider calls for the 
use of unemployed men on afforestation schemes, nor the publication of 
a Fabian tract on the same issue in 1912.57 It both provided valuable tim-
ber for the corporation and added to the natural aesthetic of the valley, 
signalling the importance of amenity to these landscapes.

However, the valley became a stage for the relations between the munic-
ipal authority and its unemployed men to be played out, far enough away 
geographically from Leeds to be out of the public gaze. The landscape of 
the valley, largely controlled by a local authority, was shaped, in part, by 
the exercise of municipal power, reinforced by the city’s newspapers. In 
using unemployed men to manage the landscape, residents of Leeds were 
employed that were not prepared or trained to complete the necessary 
work. Ultimately, this lack of training allowed the blame to be passed onto 
the unemployed men, readily taken up by the city’s newspapers, instead 
of the corporation that had failed to properly provide for their workers. This 
highlights an aspect of the Promethean project that was noted in the pre-
vious chapter: successfully taming and utilising rural landscapes was 
harder and more labour intensive than realised by engineers and planners. 
It also helps to complicate narratives of civic pride that became associated 
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with the valley: the valley was not just a space for positive civic engage-
ment but also a space where urban politics failed. While afforestation was, 
on the surface, an exercise in landscape management, it is possible to see 
how power was exercised by the corporation, not just through managing 
its water supply but also its provision of unemployment relief and the rein-
forcement of social stigma by the provincial press.

Forestry in the interwar years

Leeds struggled to link its afforestation scheme to the wider civic project, 
largely because of how municipal authorities treated their unemployed 
citizens. Liverpool, on the other hand, was much more adept in this regard. 
Wider fears around the condition of British forestry predated the First 
World War, if not by much. A departmental committee appointed by the 
Board of Agriculture warned of wastage amid a global decline of forestry 
stock in 1903, while in 1909 a Royal Commission on afforestation and 
coastal erosion urged for government intervention in planting more trees 
to abate the deterioration of the nation’s stocks.58 The war, though, brought 
the nation’s dependence on global stocks into sharp focus. Blockades on 
imports highlighted that Britain relied on other nations for ninety per cent 
of their timber stock.59 This realisation prompted the government to set 
up a forestry subcommittee, part of a wider reconstruction committee, 
in 1916 under the auspices of Sir Francis Acland. A year later, Acland pro-
duced a report advocating for the government to take an active role in 
stimulating the country’s timber stocks. Much of the report provided the 
basis for the Forestry bill, 1919, which committed the government to affor-
est 1.7 million acres by the end of the twentieth century. To help reach 
this target, the government established the Forestry Commission in the 
same year. Despite the economic pressures of the 1920s and threat of the 
Geddes Axe, the commission went on to become the largest landowner in 
Britain, helping to replenish the country with home-grown timber.

As the first part of this chapter showed, though, municipal government 
had already taken steps, albeit somewhat unevenly, to help facilitate the 
afforestation of rural areas under their control. While they did not have 
the resources of the centrally funded Forestry Commission, they contin-
ued to play a positive role after the First World War – sometimes in 
conjunction with the commission, and sometimes on their own. Cities that 
had been at the forefront of afforestation before the war, most notably 
Liverpool, maintained their efforts, protecting their water supplies and 
helping to provide much-needed timber for the country. For Liverpool in 
particular, these efforts became intertwined with the civic project; the 
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boons of municipal afforestation were used to promote the ability of the 
city to positively affect the rural hinterland, thereby strengthening the idea 
of the Promethean project.

The success of afforestation at Liverpool Corporation’s Lake Vyrnwy 
during the last years of the nineteenth century was underlined by the 
corporation’s commitment to further tree planting in the twentieth 
century. Plans to expand the project were put in place before the First 
World War, with 4,680 acres marked as suitable for tree planting at 
Vyrnwy.60 Despite the lack of a central forestry body in 1913, the govern-
ment had committed to advance £5 per acre planted up to £25,090 to help 
finance a scheme that would not turn a profit for decades.61 Work began 
during the war, with 416 acres planted by 1916. The work undertaken at 
Vyrnwy during the war, as the need for domestic timber supply became 
ever more apparent, was an important factor in the scheme’s success. 
Throughout the interwar period, the scheme was praised for leading the 
way by local newspapers within and outside of Liverpool.62

The project was not without controversy, though. The initial reporting 
of the scheme in 1913 noted that it would involve the termination of sev-
eral tenancies held by farmers in the area, a fate postponed due to the 
war. This was nothing new: towns and cities were able to gain powers of 
compulsory purchase from Parliament to tackle pollution and protect 
their watersheds, as occurred in the Washburn Valley in the late nine-
teenth and early twentieth century.63 The postponement in terminations 
lasted until 1923, when the Western Mail reported that the Llanfyllin 
Rural Council (LRC) had objected to a proposal to evict six farmers to 
make way for afforestation. While the human element was highlighted, 
the main objection of some critics, including the chairman of the LRC 
and a correspondent for the centre-right periodical Truth, was the loss of 
good farming land. Representation was made in Parliament by Ellis 
Davies, the MP for Denbigh, who questioned Acland on the legitimacy of 
the Liverpool Corporation’s actions given that the land claimed lay out-
side the watershed of Lake Vyrnwy. Acland argued that the afforestation 
of Vyrnwy predated the Forestry Commission, their role in the matter 
being to carry out the responsibilities agreed to by the Treasury in 1913.64 
Ultimately, the scheme continued unabated, a reminder of the power of 
municipal and central government over small rural communities, and 
the social impact that could be wrought by waterworks management on 
those communities.

The expansion of works at Vyrnwy typified approaches to afforestation 
around reservoirs in the interwar period. Liverpool, of course, was not the 
only authority to expand its tree planting efforts. In 1918, Birmingham 
Corporation undertook to plant 760 acres of land in the Elan Valley, in 
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addition to the 560 acres planted since 1902.65 The success that Liverpool 
and Birmingham had both before and after the First World War saw them 
held up as examples to follow. Reporting on the near completion of 
the  Corby (Northants) and District Water Board’s Eye Brook dam, the 
Northants Evening Telegraph remarked that the planting of trees around 
the waterworks would follow the examples of Vyrnwy and Elan.66 Other 
projects, such as Plymouth’s Burrator reservoir on Dartmoor, engaged in 
afforestation without the aid of the Forestry Commission, although the 
commission took management of the project after the Second World War.67

Like all forestry schemes, the success of the Vyrnwy project was 
assessed in time. This point came in 1952 when it was announced that new 
roads, paid for jointly by the Liverpool Corporation and the Forestry 
Commission, would be constructed at the Vyrnwy plantations. These were 
primarily to facilitate the transport of thinnings for sale, which would help 
to produce a surplus profit of £7,000. On news of this profit, the Liverpool 
Echo praised the long work of the water committee, noting that the nation, 
in need of timber, would be grateful for their efforts.68 Elsewhere, thinning 
began at Burrator reservoir in the 1960s, although this was firmly under 
the auspices of the Forestry Commission and not Plymouth Corporation. 
Not all schemes turned a profit, though. A. E. Fordham, the general man
ager and secretary of the Birmingham Water Department, noted that there 
was a deficit of £1,070 for the Elan Valley afforestation project by 1950, 
although this did not affect further plans to afforest the area due to the 
national need for timber.69 Despite this, Elan continued to be held up with 
Vyrnwy as a success story for other towns and cities to emulate.70 It is clear, 
then, that not all schemes were rampantly successful financially, but the 
success that Liverpool Corporation encountered before the First World War 
continued well into the twentieth century.

The success of the Vyrnwy scheme was not just measured in acres 
planted, timber produced or income generated, but in cultural capital in 
the form of civic identity. As has been noted, despite a perceived decline 
in expressions of civic identity by 1914, historians have recently pointed 
to the continuity of civic pride, albeit in a form adapted to time and place.71 
Civic festivals held during the interwar period, such as the Civic Weeks in 
Manchester, helped to promote a sense of urban belonging through enter-
tainment and education.72 Given the continued success of afforestation at 
Lake Vyrnwy, celebrated within and outside the city itself, it is no sur-
prise that Liverpool Corporation sought to strengthen the link between 
the city and the waterworks through education at such events. At the 1938 
Royal Lancashire Agricultural Show, Liverpool Corporation ran a stall 
demonstrating the uses of timber from Vyrnwy. A correspondent for the 
Liverpool Echo wrote:
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If the average Liverpool man or  woman  were asked what Lake Vyrnwy 
is famous for he would, of course, reply ‘water,’ but if a Midlands 
coalminer  were asked the same question he would say without hesita-
tion ‘Why, pit props, of course.’ Few of Liverpool’s citizens can be aware 
of what a flourishing business the city has in its timber estate at 
Vyrnwy.73

The purpose of the stall was to educate visitors to the show, predomi-
nantly drawn from Liverpool given that the show took place in Wavertree, 
East Liverpool, on the successful ways in which the corporation gov-
erned the city’s watershed. Not only did the stall seek to demonstrate 
the economic success of the afforestation programme but it also tied the 
successful management of waterworks to the economic and cultural suc-
cess of Liverpool. Through careful management, the trees planted protected 
the water supply and provided the city with a source of income that was 
helping to benefit industry elsewhere. This was supported by evidence; 
one of the facts put forward by the corporation at the stall was that one 
million linear feet of timber had been supplied to Midlands collieries in 
the preceding twelve months.

Even around reservoirs, though, approaches to afforestation were not 
uniform. At the meeting of the British Waterworks Association in 1918 that 
started this chapter, a number of councillors and engineers expressed 
doubts as to the viability of afforestation. Three main criticisms were noted: 
first, the practicality of planting trees when most corporations did not own 
the land surrounding their waterworks; second, the cost of planting with 
no government help, thereby having to rely on the rates to fund projects; 
and third, the removal of potential agricultural land, particularly for sheep 
grazing. Indeed, the representative of Birmingham, a city largely support-
ive of afforestation, stated that ‘It requires a very patriotic Corporation to 
start and to maintain a large system of planting at the heavy cost which 
does at the present time fall upon them’, once again situating afforestation 
within a wider civic drive.74 Although the Forestry Commission and some 
municipal authorities tried to boost their efforts, issues remained after the 
Second World War. R. M. Prothero, a geographer from the University of 
Edinburgh, noted in 1950 that only one authority had twenty per cent 
of its land afforested, and thirteen authorities had no afforested land at 
all. In mitigation, he pointed to issues around the cost of such schemes 
and land ownership that had previously been highlighted in 1918, showing 
that there had been little progress on this particular issue.75

A case in point was Manchester’s efforts around Thirlmere and 
Haweswater reservoirs. Afforestation around Thirlmere began in 1907 
and finished in 1926, with the Manchester Corporation arguing that there 
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was little to no land around Thirlmere that could be economically affor-
ested. This attitude extended to Haweswater, where no afforestation 
would take place as much of the land was owned by farms or classified as 
common land.76 These were practical reasons for ceasing operations. 
However, it is noteworthy that the Liverpool Corporation and others, such 
as the Derwent Valley Water Board and the Forestry Commission on 
Dartmoor, were expanding their efforts at this time. Geography was an 
important issue here too: the Lake District was a key battleground for 
preservationists during the interwar period. Although the work of the 
Manchester Corporation around Thirlmere was pointed to by advocates of 
municipal afforestation, they did not seem as committed to this issue as 
other large cities during the 1920s.

Another key issue in debates around afforestation was amenity: in short, 
the idea that afforestation would damage the aesthetic of rural areas. This 
was due predominantly to the use of non-native monocultures, as noted 
earlier in the chapter in the Washburn Valley, which, it was deemed, would 
look unnatural. Preservationist battles took place across the country. 
However, the most notable was, unsurprisingly, in the Lake District. The 
Forestry Commission’s purchase of seven thousand acres of land in Eskdale, 
five thousand of which were unsuitable for silviculture, prompted opposi-
tion from the Friends of the Lake District preservationist group. After 
political wrangling in Westminster, which also involved representation 
from the Council for the Preservation of Rural England, Eskdale was clas-
sified as a ‘special area’, which meant that consultation would be required 
before afforestation.77 Worries about the damage to the aesthetic of rural 
areas were also evoked during discussions on Haweswater. A correspon-
dent of the Western Chronicle conjured romantic imagery in his description 
of Haweswater as one of the most lovely of lakes: ‘There is something prim-
itive in it, a native wildness as a scene untouched by man’s aid, for 
afforestation has wrought big changes around other lakes’.78 In planting 
non-native trees, the primitive wilderness of Haweswater, an area in the 
process of being modified by urban engineering, would be further dam-
aged, a fate that had befallen other rural areas.

As set out in the opening chapter, amenity was an amorphous concept 
that could also be utilised by those in favour of afforestation. Early propo-
nents of afforestation before the First World War cited its beautifying effects 
on rural areas as a reason municipal governments should plant trees 
around their reservoirs. While the Western Chronicle may have lamented 
the impact of afforestation in the interwar period, the chairman of the 
Manchester waterworks committee, Sir Edward Holt, claimed that, with-
out trees, Haweswater was ‘much over-rated as a beauty spot’.79 There is 
clear political motivation to this statement, but it highlights how amenity 
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could be utilised to support tree planting. Even some preservationists were 
in favour of afforestation. In a discussion of the impeding construction of 
Ladybower reservoir, Victor Pochin, the vice-chairman of Leicestershire 
County Council and chairman of a Leicestershire preservationist body, 
stated that he had been deeply impressed by the afforestation of other 
areas of the Derwent Valley, despite opposition from the Council for the 
Preservation of Rural England. He was particularly impressed with how 
the cottages, made of local stone, did not clash with the newly planted 
trees.80 In much the same way as reservoirs came to be seen as a feature 
of the romantic idyll, afforestation could positively affect the cultural land-
scape, the focus of the following chapter.

This conceptualisation continued after the Second World War, as rural 
modernism helped to link large-scale projects like afforestation to how the 
landscape was seen. During the second reading of the National Parks and 
Access to the Countryside bill in the House of Lords in 1949, the Conservative 
peer Lord Harlech praised the afforestation of the Elan Valley for improv-
ing the beauty of the countryside.81 Similarly, the Birmingham Gazette 
claimed in 1953 that the ‘Elan Valley will be beautiful again’ as afforesta-
tion sought to repopulate an area that had been stripped for mine props 
during the Second World War.82 While urban demand stripped rural areas 
of their aesthetic appearance, afforestation by municipal government 
could re-beautify the countryside, continuing the trend of urban authori-
ties positively re-engineering the landscape. The concept of amenity was 
not just the preserve of the preservationists.

Like with amenity, afforestation continued to be linked with civic edu-
cation after the Second World War. An afforestation display, brought from 
Lake Vyrnwy, was a regular feature of the Liverpool Show during the early 
1950s. The 1953 show featured a warning to visitors on the potential of for-
est fires, with the slogan ‘One match can damage a million trees. One tree 
can make a million matches’ prominently displayed.83 This slogan sought 
to educate on the uses of the city’s timber supply and reinforce the need 
to properly manage the area to protect Liverpool’s economic fortunes. 
Bringing features from Lake Vyrnwy again provided the residents of 
Liverpool with a tangible link to an important civic area outside the city 
that would, otherwise, have been out of reach for many. In providing these 
stalls, the Liverpool Corporation sought to educate its citizens on the use 
of rural space the city owned and managed around their watershed, 
thereby creating a tangible civic link between the city and its far-off hin-
terland. As seen in the discussions of civic education and amenity, the 
cultural aspects of afforestation were as important to maintaining a sense 
of civic identity as the strict management of the waterworks.
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Conclusion

British forestry developed greatly over the course of the twentieth century, 
and this chapter has shown that waterworks management was a promi-
nent element of that development, a factor that has been neglected in 
previous histories of forestry. It has also shown that tree planting, an activ-
ity somewhat removed from the provision of water to towns and cities, 
was deeply connected to waterworks management, as well as politics and 
civic identity. It is important to stress local efforts here: Liverpool very 
much led the way, being the first to afforest its reservoirs in a meaningful 
way. That success continued well into the post-Second World War period, 
with the product of the Vyrnwy plantations used to show citizens of 
Liverpool what their city could provide. Afforestation efforts, though, were 
not always as straightforward or successful, demonstrating the need to 
highlight efforts even when they went wrong. Leeds and its experiment 
with unemployed people was a case in point. Despite the benefits of affor-
estation, and the progressive nature of the city’s plans, the scheme actually 
revealed tensions between work, unemployment and masculinity. In not 
providing training, the unemployed men were set up to fail, allowing the 
city’s newspaper press to use divisive rhetoric that belied unease with 
unemployment, far from the initial intentions to protect Washburn water-
works from pollution. Analysing the responses of the unemployed men to 
their treatment, and taking a history-from-below approach, helps to illu-
minate how waterworks management shaped not only the municipally 
owned landscape but also the treatment of central actors employed to pro-
tect the city’s water supply. While the scheme was a failure, it brought the 
idea of unemployment relief to national significance, even if that history 
has been forgotten. Similarly, after the First World War, despite the success 
of Liverpool and Birmingham Corporations in afforesting Vyrnwy and 
Elan, their success was not replicated uniformly, as municipal authorities 
had to contend with the financial costs of such schemes, issues around 
land ownership and the potential of costly land purchases, and debates 
around preservation and amenity.

This chapter, then, has shown that engaging in the more environmen-
tal aspects of reservoir development beyond landscape change provides 
more nuance to ideas around waterworks management, as well as how, in 
some cases, reservoirs became sites of tension as well as sites of civic pride. 
Highlighting the cultural aspects of afforestation – how it was presented 
to urban residents – is important in showing how these rural areas con-
tinued to be linked to the city: in other words, how civic identity was 
reinforced beyond the construction of reservoirs and the supply of water 
itself. It highlights and develops the dynamic between local and national 
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stories. It has also shown the benefits of examining municipal efforts at 
afforestation, an understudied aspect of forestry historiography. Not only 
were municipal authorities like Liverpool, Birmingham and Leeds key 
players in efforts to plant trees in Britain, especially before the centralised 
efforts of the Forestry Commission, their involvement belied a wider web 
of issues including politics, economics and civic identity, showing that 
there was much more to planting trees than putting saplings in the ground.
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Chapter 4

Romantic waterscapes: the development 
of cultural landscapes

And then, the great dams they’re building all over the world … ​Yes, 
water’s the wildest thing of all, and the chap who can master it’s the 
greatest. Think of what it can give you when once it’s tamed. At Niagara 
there’s four million horse-power running to waste at this moment. By 
the Nile and Euphrates there are thousands upon thousands of square 
miles of swamp and desert, only waiting for drainage and irrigation 
to feed half the world. Even here, water’s running to waste under our 
very eyes. In fifty years’ time, unless something’s done to conserve it, 
all the cities of the Midlands – to say nothing of London – will be 
dying of thirst. That’s why I’ve been bicycling into Wales – just look-
ing for water. They’ve got to look westward. Liverpool’s done so 
already. They’ll be filling the lake they’ve made at Vyrnwy next year. 
I rode up there last week. The valves are still open, of course, and 
the river’s trickling away; it doesn’t know yet that it’s been mas-
tered; but when once they’re closed … ​Imagine what it means. Twelve 
thousand million gallons – the actual weight of it! That’s pressure of 
fifty tons to every square foot of masonry. If you make the least error 
in calculating the factors of safety and your dam gives way you’ll kill 
every living thing in the Severn valley. That’s where we come in. The 
dams I build won’t give way. They’ll last for ever. You see!1

The reader could be forgiven for thinking that this is the pitch that a young 
Thomas Hawksley or J. F. Bateman gave to an unsuspecting municipal 
authority. The quote is from Francis Brett Young’s 1932 novel The House 
Under the Water, a novel that tells the story of a lower gentry family living in 
the fictitious Dol Escob, Wales, an area that eventually becomes a reservoir. 
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Young took his inspiration from the flooding of Nantgwyllt to build Caban 
Coch Reservoir in the Elan Valley. Fittingly for a house that was once 
home to Percy Shelley, the novel employs ideas of Romanticism and nos-
talgia, both in its narrative and its descriptions of Dol Escob and Forest 
Fawr. The House Under the Water presents an interesting counterbalance 
to many of the cultural narratives that surrounded reservoir construction. 
One might expect contemporaries of the Romantic persuasion to be 
concerned about urban engineering ruining the aesthetic of the rural idyll, 
and indeed some in the nineteenth century were. However, the majority 
of narratives propagated by those who wrote most often about these areas, 
notably local newspapers and guidebook writers, saw the imposition of 
urban engineering as helping to make the landscape more beautiful, rather 
than more industrial and mechanistic.

This novel, as well as other media like newspapers and poetry, forms 
the basis for this chapter, which looks at how the building of reservoirs 
affected the cultural landscape of rural areas. Literary depictions of land-
scapes altered by the construction of reservoirs helped urban residents to 
see these areas in different ways, thereby helping to develop these areas 
as sites of leisure, the focus of the following chapter. Focusing on the dif
ferent ways that the cultural landscape was changed as a consequence of 
reservoir construction helps to broaden the ideas of amenity that were 
highlighted in the previous chapter, as well as show the different influ-
ences and lineage of writing about reservoirs, from Romanticism through 
to rural modernism in the mid-twentieth century. It also helps to augment 
ideas around civic pride and linking these waterscapes with the city, deep-
ening the historiography of civic identity.2 In short, writers helped not 
only to promote these rural areas as improved by urban engineering, but 
placed the city at the heart of this change, thereby further cementing the 
link between parts of the countryside and the city.

Before the reservoirs: the countryside  
and the Romantics

The relationship between rural areas and Romanticism has been the sub-
ject of in-depth studies for some time, most notably by Jonathan Bate, 
James Winter and, more recently, Fiona Sampson.3 Much of this work has 
focused on the Lake District, one of the first areas of the United Kingdom 
to be associated with Romanticism due to the writings of William Words
worth, Samuel Taylor Coleridge and others. It was through their writings, 
as well as the drawings of William Gilpin and artists such as J.  M.  W. 
Turner that depictions of the rural landscape as idyllic and picturesque 
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were constructed. While the reservoirs would not be built for a number of 
years, these figures helped to project an image of areas like the Lake 
District or the Washburn Valley that would have an impact in later years. 
While situated in the Lake District, Thirlmere was an interesting counter-
point to many of the other Cumbrian lakes, such as Windermere, which 
were more aesthetically Romantic. Lying in a narrow valley with high 
crags on either side, overshadowed by the imposing peak of Helvellyn, 
Thirlmere was, as Harriet Ritvo has noted, an ‘aesthetic litmus test’. Many 
were perturbed by Thirlmere from an aesthetic perspective, but those 
who were not demonstrated an inclination for the sublime. As time went 
by, many were enchanted rather than intimidated by Thirlmere’s beauty, 
aided by the writings of Coleridge in particular.4

Figure 4.1:  J. M. W. Turner, The Valley of the Washburn, Otley Chevin in the distance 
(1818), Leeds Museums and Galleries (Leeds Art Gallery) UK© Leeds Museums and 
Galleries, UK/Bridgeman Images

Perceptions of the Washburn Valley were brought to wider audiences 
by the art of J. M. W. Turner, who became friends with Walter Fawkes and 
stayed at Farnley Hall in the lower valley annually between 1811 and 1824.5 
It was from the steps of Farnley Hall that he painted Snow Storm: Hannibal 
and His Army Crossing the Alps (1812), inspired by a lightning storm over 
Otley Chevin. Although they are less well known, Turner also painted a 
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number of scenes from the Washburn Valley, many of which are still held 
in the private collections of Farnley Hall. One such example, currently 
held by Leeds Museums and Galleries, is Turner’s 1818 Valley of the 
Washburn (Figure  4.1), which focuses on a section of the Farnley Hall 
estate. The painting is indicative of the picturesque and Romantic styles 
in conveying an irregular, hilly scene, but one that idealises the rural 
environment. It depicts the lower valley from a high vantage point, the 
foreground showing the River Washburn as a gentle stream flowing down 
the valley towards the wide vista of Wharfedale in the background. It 
constructs the valley as an area of quiet serenity, the sparseness of the 
riverbanks juxtaposed with the green fields and wooded areas in the dis-
tance. It provides an image of the rural idyll comparable to other examples 
during the early nineteenth century, such as the artistic work of John 
Constable or the aforementioned works of Wordsworth.

The Elan and Claerwen valleys became associated with Romanticism 
due to the brief presence of Percy Shelley. Unlike Turner, who sought to 
construct a Romantic image of the Washburn, Shelley had yet to fully 
develop his literary skills before spending time with his uncle at Cwm 
Elan, the largest house in the Elan Valley. Shelley went to Cwm Elan fol-
lowing his expulsion from the University of Oxford in 1811 for espousing 
atheism. With his new wife, Harriet Grove, Shelley attempted to purchase 
Nantgwyllt, the largest house in the Claerwen Valley, staying there for a 
short time before having to leave due to lack of funds. While the rivers 
Elan and Claerwen are never mentioned by Shelley, his attitudes to the 
area more generally are conveyed in snapshots in letters sent to family 
and friends. In letters written from Cwm Elan, Shelley wrote that: ‘This 
country is highly romantic; here are rocks of uncommon height and pic-
turesque waterfalls. I am more astonished at the grandeur of the scenery 
than I expected.’6

While this type of description corresponds to Romantic understandings 
of wild and natural countryside in the early nineteenth century, it is a little 
misleading. As Sampson has noted, the landscape that Shelley found so 
enchanting had been framed to look as such; Shelley’s uncle had converted 
much of his ten thousand acres of land in accordance with the ideas of the 
picturesque two decades earlier.7 Despite the lack of urban engineering, 
which would come nearly one hundred years later, the Romantic construc-
tions of areas like the Elan Valley, and the Washburn Valley in Yorkshire as 
depicted by Turner, were just that – constructions framed according to par
ticular aesthetic ideals.

Focusing on aesthetic ideals can demonstrate how these landscapes, 
rural areas that were essentially urban liminal spaces, were thought of as 
a consequence of the reservoirs. It would be reasonable to assume that 
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reservoirs and dams would have ruined the Romantic associations these 
areas had. In many cases, however, reservoirs, particularly those built in 
the nineteenth century, sunk into the ground to appear as natural lakes, 
were often deemed to make these areas more beautiful and help them fur-
ther conform to Romantic ideals. Focusing on these areas shows the 
benefits of focusing on less well-regarded landscapes or, as Katrina 
Navickas has termed them, areas of non-outstanding natural beauty.8 
Matthew Kelly has noted that Romantic poets in Dartmoor wrote about the 
passage of water across the landscape in almost mythical terms, yet areas 
of Devon had been drawing water from the area for centuries, while 
Plymouth Corporation would complete a major waterworks project in 
Burrator reservoir in 1898. Dartmoor was, as Kelly has termed it, an 
anthropic landscape, made not just by the direct actions of human and 
non-human actors but also by how human actors perceived and depicted 
the landscape culturally.9 This term could be applied to all of the land-
scapes looked at here, and many that are not.

Waterworks and the rural idyll

Many of the rural areas looked at here, then, were already strongly asso-
ciated with Romanticism. The construction of the reservoirs, though, 
transformed these areas, both physically and culturally. During the con-
struction of Leeds’s Washburn Valley scheme, newspaper correspondents 
sporadically commented on the aesthetic of the valley during the period of 
construction itself. Articles in Leeds newspapers regarding the valley dur-
ing the 1870s typically covered three aspects: engineering, economics and 
romantic description. Of the seventeen articles published by the Yorkshire 
Post, Leeds Mercury and Leeds Times during the decade, seven fell into the 
first two categories, while ten fell into the latter category. While the articles 
that covered the engineering or economic aspects of the reservoirs stressed 
the dimensions, construction issues and increasing financial expense, arti-
cles in the latter category stressed the picturesque nature of the valley, in 
some cases in spite of the effects of construction.10 Articles from 1869 
remarked on the isolated nature of the valley as well as its natural beauty, 
‘as point after point in it is turned, the eye rests on scenery which awakens 
the highest admiration’.11 The lack of images in newspapers during this 
period gave greater importance to the written word, as authors had to con-
vey the Romantic nature of the valley through language. Additionally, 
newspaper correspondents did not overtly encourage the residents of Leeds 
to visit the valley, perhaps conscious of the lack of access, with the closest 
railway stations in Otley and Pool-in-Wharfedale some miles away.12
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The completion of waterworks schemes brought different dimensions 
to the cultural landscape. These dimensions were overwhelmingly viewed 
in positive terms, with the reservoirs adding to the natural aesthetic of 
these areas. In heightening the beauty of areas like the Washburn Valley 
or the Elan Valley, the reservoirs made them more attractive places in the 
eyes of many commentators, who engaged in promoting these spaces as 
improved by urban engineering. Towns and cities often marketed and sold 
themselves through the selective use of place that purposefully ignored 
problems or issues, such as crime.13 This is indicative of how place was 
marketed and sold in a literal sense through commercial products, which 
did not occur in places like the Washburn Valley or Vyrnwy. However, 
there was drive from local newspapers and locally produced guidebooks 
to promote these areas according to Romantic ideals. This engaged with 
what Peter Larkham and Keith Lilley have referred to as ‘subverse place 
promotion’: documents that were not created to commodify an area, but 
that did rely on the rhetoric used in place promotion and civic boosterism.14 
The improvement of rural landscapes by urban engineering, in addition to 
further changes that contributed to an idealised rurality such as afforesta-
tion schemes, linked cultural landscapes with the city. The influence of 
the city was aided by how the rural landscape was conceived in the late 
nineteenth century as a place distanced from urban life, which enhanced 
myths of rurality within the popular imagination.15 This is what Maria 
Kaika has termed the urban–rural dialectic, the idea that the city and the 
countryside held antithetical definitions of each other. The city was seen 
as either dirty and industrial in contrast to the pristine and pure country-
side, or as a place of technological modernity set against rural backwards 
tradition.16 Reservoirs, then, acted as cultural capital for cities like Leeds, 
Liverpool and others that helped to link the landscape to the civic project, 
a theme that was underscored by the city’s newspapers and guidebooks.17

In the case of Leeds’s Washburn Valley scheme, this process began as 
early as 1879, shortly after the completion of Fewston reservoir, in the Leeds 
Mercury: ‘These great reservoirs, so far from defacing the valley, have 
added fresh beauty to a place that was previously so pleasing in scenery 
that it was thought it could not be improved’.18 There is a recognition that 
the valley was a site of beauty prior to the construction of the reservoirs 
before remarking on how the reservoirs had further added to this beauty. 
The timing of articles like this is significant given that the scars of con-
struction must have remained in certain places not long after the completion 
of Fewston reservoir. The Yorkshire Post, opposed to the building of the res-
ervoirs during the 1860s and 1870s, took a more positive tone in 1882  in 
describing the waterworks as a ‘magnificent chain of reservoirs’.19 Instead 
of lauding the aesthetic appeal of the valley, the Yorkshire Post instead 
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argued that the reservoirs would bring attention to a previously unknown 
part of Yorkshire, such as the home of the Thackerays to whom William 
Makepeace belonged.20 Even if the reservoirs did not inspire Romantic 
thoughts, literary associations could fill that role.

The Leeds Times, which supported the Washburn scheme from its incep-
tion, was keen to emphasise the positive impact the reservoirs would bring 
to the landscape. In particular, it sought to draw comparisons between the 
reservoirs and the Lake District, employing the term ‘The Leeds Lake 
District’. Although Matthew Kelly has argued that, before the formation 
of the Lake District as a national park in 1950, there was no distinct cul-
tural idea of the Lakes, contemporaries did draw parallels between the 
lakes of Cumbria and their reservoirs.21 One correspondent named ‘A Son 
of the Times’ did just that in 1897:

I see that a confrere is dragging our readers right away to the other side 
of  England to see some lakes for a ‘Holiday Tour’;  there is no necessity 
to go a quarter of the distance, the lakes of Leeds are within 20 miles, 
and  will in beauty compare with  those of a distance. They lie amid 
beautiful scenery, and for size w ill more than equal Rydal W ater or 
Grasmere, high sounding names though they be.22

The development of tourism in the area, alluded to here, will have aided 
writers local to Leeds in making connections between Cumbria and their 
own Lakeland. Between the completion of the reservoirs in 1879 and the 
closure of the Leeds Times in 1900, the term was used thirteen times. 
Although various schemes had sought to dam lakes by 1880, such as 
Glasgow’s Loch Katrine waterworks, as well as a short-lived proposal from 
Leeds to take water from the Lake District, the 1870s and 1880s was the 
period that several cities, including Liverpool with Lake Vyrnwy and 
Manchester with Thirlmere, utilised lakes in order to supply large amounts 
of water.23 It was during this period that lakes, in particular the Lake 
District, were associated with a more utilitarian purpose as well as being 
areas of natural beauty. This term, then, not only evoked the Cumbrian 
Lake District, which was undergoing its own experiences of urban engi-
neering, but sought to place the waterworks scheme in comparison with 
other industrial towns and cities, tacitly inducing civic rivalry.

In 1880, a correspondent named ‘The Rambler’ invoked this language 
as he sought to emphasise how engineering prowess and nature could 
combine to produce a visually pleasing end product:

The Leeds Corporation have demonstrated that it does not follow 
 because waterworks are formed in a beautiful valley –  like the Washburn 
for instance – t hat the charms of the scenery are to be destroyed. With 
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an engineer like Mr. Filliter, who has an eye to picturesqueness com-
bined with utility, the lake district of Leeds, in the valley of the Washburn 
is e very year becoming more charming.24

The celebration of engineering skill in these publications was not 
uncommon or just consigned to the United Kingdom, as Kaika and 
Matthew Gandy have highlighted in their studies of Athens and New 
York respectively.25 Indeed, the borough surveyor Edward Filliter’s aes-
thetic appreciation was later commented on by a correspondent of the 
Wharfedale and Airedale Observer, who remarked, ‘in the contour lines of 
the reservoirs […] and in the judicious planting of trees and shrubs on the 
borders of the lakes, evidences of the true instincts of the landscape gar-
dener are visible in every direction’.26 This, once again, emphasised a 
progressive environmental narrative that was noted in Chapter 2, as well 
as offering a riposte to those that were concerned about the effects of 
urban industrialisation on the countryside.27 The reservoirs, because of 
their earthen embankment design, blended in with the natural appear-
ance of the valley, a feature that the Leeds Times credited to Filliter. Thus, 
the reservoirs not only fulfilled their purpose in providing a pure supply 
of water to Leeds, but did so while heightening the natural beauty of the 
valley.

It was not enough, then, for engineers to design waterworks that func-
tioned correctly: they also had to have an eye for the aesthetic. The skill 
of the engineer in remaking the rural landscape was commented on in an 
article in the Morning Post regarding Lake Vyrnwy. The writer noted the 
loss of a picturesque village under the waters of Vyrnwy; however, ‘it is 
much to the credit of those who designed the work that […] it has been 
successfully carried out with a view to beauty as well as utility’.28 In 
Leeds, John Lee, a regular contributor to the Leeds Times who wrote 
under the pseudonym ‘The Owl’, often commented on the Washburn 
Valley as a site of beauty that had been improved by the addition of the 
reservoirs, praising Filliter’s design prowess in combining strength and 
beauty.29 Lee was particularly keen on drawing the comparison to the 
Lake District. In an obituary to the former waterworks committee chair-
man, Alderman Samuel Croft, who presided over the construction of the 
reservoirs, ‘The Owl’ noted:

Guided by the skill and taste of Mr Filliter, waterworks engineer to the 
Leeds Corporation, the deceased alderman and the committee over 
which he presided for many years had the good sense to combine the 
useful with the beautiful, and the ‘Lake District’ of the Leeds 
Corporation  will compare for utility and picturesqueness with any town 
in the kingdom.30
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While the Leeds Times often focused on the picturesque and Romantic 
elements of the reservoirs, it continued to be married to a sense of utility 
and nature. The reservoirs heightened the beauty of the valley, but their 
purpose in providing water for Leeds was also important to recognise. 
Unlike the Lake District of Cumbria, these lakes were man-made, and 
therefore humanity had tamed the wilderness and improved it, while also 
providing an important utility. One newspaper that might have been 
expected to carry negative opinions towards the reservoirs was the 
Wharfedale and Airedale Observer; however, even it praised the impact of 
the engineering works on the valley’s aesthetic. One article argued that 
the decline of industry, impact of construction and rural depopulation 
were positives, as the waters would be less threatened from pollution, and 
the picturesque beauty of the valley would be preserved intact as a 
consequence.31

Reservoirs also became associated with another type of utility: fishing. 
The importance of fishing to these waterscapes is discussed in more 
detail in the following chapter; however, it is worth noting that it was 
often fishing correspondents who wrote effusively about these rural areas. 
An article in the Montgomeryshire Express extolled the virtues of these 
newly made fishing spots in Wales: ‘Lake Vyrnwy is beautiful and majes-
tic in its wild loneliness; the lakes of the Elan Valley are greatly to be 
admired for their charming situation and lovely views’.32 Despite being 
tamed by humankind, to this writer Vyrnwy continued to encapsulate a 
sense of wildness that enticed visitors, while the Elan Valley reservoirs 
were praised for views which were, ultimately, unnatural. This was 
pointedly referred to by a correspondent of the Illustrated Sporting and 
Dramatic News in 1894, when they noted that ‘next to Loch Katrine, Lake 
Vyrnwy is admitted to be the most beautiful lake in the United Kingdom, 
and this in spite of it being artificial’.33

A trend across the case studies looked at here is the continued empha-
sis placed on the role of local government in making these spaces. A 
correspondent to the Yorkshire Post in 1910 sought to do just that when writ-
ing about the Washburn Valley. After noting that the area had not been 
recorded in the Domesday Book because of its remoteness, he argued:

It is this remoteness and miniature charm which have environed it at 
last with fame, art and science having combined to secure it for h uman 
use in a distant city […] But [for] the colossal earthworks buttressing 
the dams, t hese lakes are perfectly natu ral, washing on shingly margins 
in miniature coves and headlands, u nder hill and wood and island.34

This framed the reservoirs not only as improving the area as feats of 
urban engineering, but simultaneously natural in composition due to their 
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integration into the landscape. It is clear from this correspondence that 
not only did the reservoirs heighten the beauty of the valley, but it was 
because they were man-made that this was possible. Given the common-
ality of language used by newspaper writers across the country, this could 
easily be describing Vyrnwy or the Elan Valley. The engineers and navvies 
had rescued these areas from remoteness and had constructed a second 
nature, a conscious, ‘pride-inducing’ remaking of the natural landscape 
that improved on its former appearance, which had simultaneously made 
the wilderness serviceable and positioned the city apart from nature as 
an area engineered to be distinct from the urban.35 It further emphasises 
the centrality of urban engineering to the remaking of the cultural land-
scape, and the sense of civic pride that it evoked. This construction of 
nature was somewhat pointedly remarked on by a correspondent of the 
Yorkshire Evening Post who, on a walk in the valley, came across three men, 
described as being of ‘the artisan class’, arguing over why the banks of 
the reservoirs were white. On telling the men that this was because of the 
amount of flowers at the sides of the reservoirs, one replied, ‘Ah, say mais-
ter, theer’s no wonder ert t’ rates going up when t’ Corporation plants t’ 
reservoir sides wi’ flowers ter mak t’watter look nice’.36

Guidebooks also offer an insight into how rural areas like the Washburn 
Valley were conceptualised externally. Guidebooks became increasingly 
popular during the nineteenth century as middle-class urbanites began 
to explore the countryside, as well as other countries, with guides by John 
Murray and Karl Baedeker particularly popular. Guidebooks that covered 
small areas of the country, like those examined here, conditioned readers 
to think within smaller geographical frameworks, thereby helping to estab-
lish areas like the Washburn Valley or Wharfedale as distinct.37 One such 
guidebook was Tom Bradley’s The Washburn, published in 1895. Bradley 
wrote a series of articles for the Yorkshire Post’s ‘Weekly Post’ supplement 
on the rivers of Yorkshire, such as the Nidd, the Wharfe and the Derwent, 
among others, which were later published as pocket-sized books. Once 
again, the river was the main focus of the guide, which opens:

The River Washburn is one of the very few of the Yorkshire rivers which 
enjoy distinction of retaining their natu ral beauty and peaceful rest 
unsullied and undisturbed by the noisy rush of the railway engine, the 
scream of its frantic whistle, and the settling pall of grime that follows 
in its wake.38

Although the valley was missed by the expanding railway network, 
Bradley’s account neglects the industrial history of the area. This had 
declined by 1895, but there was a pre-existing relationship with the 
Washburn Valley and the flax-spinning industry, which is ignored by 
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Bradley in his depiction of the valley as a place of timeless peace. He also 
ignored the ways in which the valley had been previously engineered, such 
as the creation of small reservoirs at Blubberhouses for West House Mill.39 
He did acknowledge the presence of engineering in the valley, particularly 
the reservoirs; however, he argued ‘it [engineering] has tended rather to 
heighten its beauties than depress them, and the reservoirs with their 
broad spreading surfaces and luxuriant margins have all the appearance 
of natural lakes’.40 Once more, the natural aesthetic of the valley was 
improved by technology.

Although technology had improved the appearance of the valley, 
Bradley lamented the lack of tourist activity in the area. In describing the 
beauties of Lindley Wood, he remarked that the reservoir would make a 
‘magnificent yachting and boating resort’ for ‘the toilers in our busy hives’.41 
This activity would not have been permitted on Lindley Wood as the sport-
ing rights to the reservoir had been secured by the Fawkes family. Indeed, 
boating was not an activity undertaken on the reservoirs until the late 
twentieth century, when Thruscross was used by the Leeds Sailing Club 
from shortly after its completion in 1966 until 1995.42

Bradley’s guide was followed by another prominent writer on Yorkshire, 
Harry Speight. Speight also came from a journalistic background, writing 
articles for the Bradford Observer, among other newspapers. Whereas 
Bradley used the rivers of Yorkshire as his primary focus, Speight wrote 
about more specific areas of North and West Yorkshire, such as lower 
Wharfedale, Nidderdale and Craven. Like many guidebooks, Speight’s 
account of the Washburn Valley, published in 1900, started in Leathley, 
in the south of the valley, which he described as having ‘too tempting a 
bonne bouche to be omitted from the rambler’s holiday menu’.43 From here, 
one could follow the Washburn to reach ‘the Leeds “Lake District” ’ where 
‘the long bright expanses that supply that famous city with pure water may 
be viewed, gleaming in the distance, lake-like for many miles’.44 The 
reservoirs were presented by Speight and others as grand landmarks, both 
in terms of size and aesthetic. This was further emphasised by Edmund 
Bogg in his guide Two Thousand Miles in Wharfedale, in which he lauded 
the engineering skill of the reservoir’s engineers while simultaneously 
reinforcing the link between the valley and ‘the Cumberland lakes’.45 
Speight further remarked: ‘[h]ow the mind of the poet and antiquity fondly 
turns to scenes such as these, recalling the many changes of the place and 
of faces and forms that have vanished, and of the fleeting works of man, 
while Nature alone is ever young and fair’.46 There is a misrepresentation 
of the past in this quote; as has been established, the natural landscape 
was vastly altered as a result of the reservoirs. Speight also emphasised 
less positive aspects of the valley’s representation, on this occasion 
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damage from floods that had destroyed bridges at Lindley Wood and Dob 
Park.47 However, like Bradley, Speight sought to elicit a sense of timeless 
peace in his description of the valley, a sense that was more fiction than 
fact.

Despite the similarities between how the reservoirs of Leeds, Liverpool 
and Birmingham were culturally depicted, it is interesting that those 
writing on Vyrnwy and Elan never directly compared those lakes to the 
Lake District as with Leeds. That did not mean that the civic links 
between Vyrnwy and Liverpool or Elan and Birmingham were any less 
strong. The Liverpool Echo pointedly referred to this civic link in 1930 in 
an article about Central Wales, arguing that ‘Liverpool people can claim 
to have created in Vyrnwy the most beautiful lake in Wales’.48 Just as 
with afforestation, the civic link between Liverpool and Vyrnwy is 
cemented here; not only is the emphasis placed on the people of 
Liverpool rather than the corporation or the engineers, but the use of 
‘created’ also speaks to the socionatural hybridity of Vyrnwy. In effect, 
this was a space that the people of Liverpool, through their city council, 
had made, and in so doing had made that area more beautiful, a tribute 
to the city and its denizens.

It was not just proponents of the cities themselves that celebrated these 
waterworks. H. V. Morton took in the Elan Valley while searching for Wales 
in the 1930s. After providing contextual information on the reservoirs, he 
detailed his journey around the valley. In keeping with the Romantic con-
text, Morton was especially interested in learning more about Nantgwyllt, 
providing some colourful detail on Shelley and his time in Wales. He then 
went on a tour of the dams themselves, describing the thunderous sound 
of the water disappearing down dark iron tubes, once again invoking ideas 
of rural modernism that became prevalent during this period. Unlike J. B. 
Priestley, who paid little attention to the Washburn Valley reservoirs on 
his English Journey, Morton was taken by the Elan Valley reservoirs, writ-
ing that ‘The Elan Valley is, to my mind, more beautiful than any lake 
scenery in the Principality’.49 Additionally, Morton was clear on who was 
responsible for creating this idyllic scenery; on returning to the surface 
following his tour of the dam, he ‘looked out at the placid lake where a 
man in a boat was trying to catch trout in the bath water of Birmingham’.50

The defence of the rural idyll

Not all depictions of these rural areas were positively influenced by the 
reservoirs. Although few in number, they are nonetheless informative 
when looking at notions of place and how attitudes towards the cultural 
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landscape were shaped by broader literary ideals. A letter to the Manchester 
Guardian was quick to bemoan the changes occurring at Thirlmere in 1880: 
‘the beauty of the little lake – let what may be said, one of the wildest and 
most romantic of them all – is gone’. As the paper was quick to point out, 
though, construction work had hardly begun on the reservoir, suggesting 
that even impending engineering works affected the cultural landscape 
for some.51 In the case of the Washburn Valley, this narrative, somewhat 
unsurprisingly, mainly originated within the valley through the work of 
Reverend Thomas Parkinson. Parkinson, a resident of Crag Hall near 
Fewston village, but vicar to the parish of North Otterington, North 
Yorkshire, wrote a number of books on the area, including an account of 
folklore in Yorkshire and a collection of writings relating to the Forest 
of  Knaresborough.52 His collection An Idyll and Ballads of Washburn-
dale offers an insight into his perceptions of the changing valley. The 
poem ‘A Dirge for the Vale’ provides a eulogy to the valley before the com-
ing of the reservoirs:

Brother, dost thou remember,
The valley bright and fair,
Where ran the sparkling river,
And breath of peace was there […]

But, ah! the village changeth!
The villagers are fled;
No sound of mirth ariseth –
All rural life is dead.53

Whereas the extracts examined so far have sought to emphasise how the 
reservoirs heightened the beauty of the valley, Parkinson highlighted 
the idyllic past, showing what had been lost to urban engineering. The 
final verse presented a sterile vision of rural life that was somewhat 
hyperbolic, as rural life continued long after the construction of the res-
ervoirs. However, it does highlight a sense of loss. Predicting that the 
reservoirs – ‘this new thing in our vale’ – would bring the people of Leeds 
to the valley, he concluded:

In us who knew the ‘older’;
This new thing cannot wake;
The old associations;
Now buried ’neath this lake.54

For Parkinson, the reservoirs symbolised the end of a way of life for 
many, signs of a better time lost beneath the waters. In some ways 
this undoubtedly happened, with the reservoirs negatively impacting on 
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population decline generally and Fewston village specifically following 
the subsidence. This is evidence from a more declensionist perspective of 
the anthropic landscape that Kelly refers to.55 The demolition of Fewston 
Mill, the ruins of which now lie under the waters of Swinsty Reservoir, 
encapsulated a loss of employment and population. For Parkinson, the res-
ervoirs were visible signs of urban expansion into the countryside and 
rural depopulation that signalled the end of a way of life for many in the 
valley.

Parkinson was not the only resident of the valley to express dismay at 
the decline of rural life. A letter to the Yorkshire Post in 1903 from ‘A Native’ 
further underlined the transformative effects of the reservoirs and how 
they had impacted on meanings of place:

It is prob ably unknown to nine- tenths of the inhabitants of Leeds how 
greatly the appropriation of the once remote, peaceful, and prosper-
ous valley of the Washburn to the purposes of the Leeds  water supply, 
has had the effect of desolating and materially and socially altering 
this retired spot, not only by substituting large lake- like reservoirs for 
its purling river and attractive river scenery, but also by sweeping 
away historical and other landmarks, disinheriting its old yeoman 
families, and removing or alienating their ancestral homes.56

The correspondent employed the same techniques as Parkinson in por-
traying the valley as a more idyllic place before the coming of the 
reservoirs. Although industry was, for a time, relatively successful in 
the  valley, its decline was precipitated by factors other than the reser-
voirs. The correspondent further sought to contrast the Washburn Valley 
of the past, the ‘purling river’ and historic landmarks, with what remained, 
echoing Parkinson’s narrative that the past was lost under the waters of 
the reservoirs. ‘A Native’ claimed that he was not complaining about 
these losses, but was informing those who were less informed in Leeds. 
However, both Parkinson and ‘A Native’ imbued the Washburn Valley with 
a meaning that was not reciprocated by wider narratives, that the con-
struction of the reservoirs had not added to the valley but had removed 
its history and heritage.

It is also worth dwelling briefly on one of the main waterworks projects 
that was not the focus of writers, particularly guidebook writers. Accounts 
of Thirlmere from guides to the Lake District sought to portray the reser-
voir in scientific terms, perhaps because the Lake District as an area was 
already heavily associated with Romanticism. A guidebook from 1895 did 
not comment on the aesthetic merits of Thirlmere but concentrated more 
on its engineering qualities.57 Another from 1905 further detailed the ways 
in which Thirlmere had been engineered, although it did comment that a 
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dam on the north ‘enhanced its beauty’.58 However, as Ritvo has noted, 
Thirlmere was considered by guidebook writers as a secondary attraction 
that writers included by default due to its location next to the A591. 
Additionally, it was an area that, above all else, was difficult to enjoy owing 
to restrictions on access imposed around the reservoir and surrounding 
land by the Manchester Corporation, to a much greater extent than 
imposed by other municipal authorities.59 In what was perhaps the first 
cultural landscape to be associated with Romanticism, it is understand-
able that those seeking aesthetic delights would be less inclined to visit 
Thirlmere over Windermere.

There were, then, some negative portrayals of reservoirs to go with the 
large number of positive representations. Francis Brett Young’s 1932 novel 
The House Under the Water offers an interesting counterbalance to the 
constructions presented thus far. Young specialised in the regional 
novel, focusing on the Black Country in a period of transition from the 
late nineteenth to the mid-twentieth century. However, like Birmingham 
Corporation, his interests extended beyond Warwickshire to encompass 
the borders of Radnorshire.60 The novel follows the fortunes of Griffith 
Tregaron, a tenant farmer who married into minor Italian aristocracy fol-
lowing his time fighting for Garibaldi during Italian unification. Tregaron 
is summoned by his uncle to Nant Escob, a large house in Forest Fawr, 
Wales, where he bequeaths his home to his nephew before shortly dying. 
The story then charts the travails of Tregaron, who goes through periods of 
boom and bust with various enterprises, and his family, in particular his 
youngest daughter Phillipa (Phil) who becomes one of the point of view 
characters.

Published in 1932, the novel sits at a nexus point. Young’s construction of 
Forest Fawr is undoubtedly inspired by the picturesque and Romantic 
movements. Influenced by the time the novel was set in the late nineteenth 
century, Phil’s first impressions of Forest Fawr are not to be overawed by its 
intimidating nature but to fall in love with it, much like the early Romantic 
aesthetes approaching Thirlmere. Later in the novel, when Phil realises that 
the engineer Charles Lingen, the object of her romantic desires and whose 
monologue opened this chapter, has returned to Forest Fawr in order to 
dam the valley and flood the house, it breaks her heart. Furthermore, it is 
not so subtly implied that ill fortune will follow anyone who betrays Nant 
Escob. Shortly after selling the house to the North Bromwich Corporation – 
a thinly veiled pseudonym for the city of Birmingham – Tregaron suffers 
from various economic setbacks: the death of his second son fighting in 
South Africa, ill health, losing almost all the money he made selling the 
house, and eventually succumbing to a brain aneurism. Young implies that 
there is a cost to modernity, then, for both the central protagonists.
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David Cannedine has noted the close relationship between Brett Young 
and the Conservative politician Stanley Baldwin during the interwar 
years, arguing that Young’s novels spoke to the same notions of wholesome 
rural traditions that Baldwin advocated during his time as prime minister 
in the 1920s.61 The novel, though, is not anti-modern by any means, and 
as such corresponds to broader historiographical arguments about rural-
ity during the interwar period put forward by Peter Mandler and David 
Matless.62 Indeed, Kristin Bluemel has argued that the novel, written for 
a middle-class audience well versed in Brett Young’s linguistic style, 
urged readers to reject the idea that rural places were victims of moder-
nity but could respond to social and economic changes with resilience.63 
Tregaron’s eldest son, Rob, treated as the black sheep of the family due to 
being born out of wedlock to another woman, is a case in point. When he 
leaves Nant Escob following a confrontation with Tregaron, he travels to 
North Bromwich to design first bikes and then motor cars, making a 
small fortune in the process. Rob, presented as a good and honest char-
acter alongside Phil, is shown to be rewarded for his hard work and good 
nature in comparison to other characters who are often punished for their 
vanity. Furthermore, rurality is not necessarily held up as a perfect way of 
life. Of the family, only Phil fully enjoys her time at Nant Escob, with other 
characters, such as Tregaron’s Italian wife, Lucrezia, depicted as lonely 
and isolated from the life they once knew. Tregaron also initially strug
gles to adapt to life in Forest Fawr, struggling to make a living from sheep 
farming and resorting to selling timber from the estate.

In some ways, The House Under the Water points backwards to Romantic 
traditions, to a way of seeing and engaging with the rural landscape that 
valorises untouched nature. However, in other ways the influences of the 
1930s come to bear; as novels such as Brave New World pointed to the social 
dangers of trusting to science, Young’s novel is not so black and white. 
Through the character of Phil, it comes to terms with change – while 
Phil’s heart is broken by Lingen’s dream to flood the valley, when she 
returns years later she sets out to see her former home:

Yes, Nant Escob was gone, and Barradale had done his worst, yet the 
spirit of Forest Fawr, resurgent, inviolable, had perfected, out of man’s 
disfigurement, a new loveliness surpassing any that conscious man 
could achieve. Phil dismounted, trembling. The pony wandered away. 
As she sat on the escarpment, still gazing, tears started to her eyes so 
that she could not see: tears of thankfulness, tears of joy, and o thers, 
inexplicable tears.64

‘Man’s disfigurement’ here can be juxtaposed with Lingen’s narrative of 
mastery that opened this chapter, highlighting the scale of the Promethean 
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project. In some ways, this is the perfect description of the socionatural 
hybridity of these cultural landscapes, altered by humans but still shaped 
by nature, becoming an entanglement of the intentions and actions of 
both. It also symbolises that change in these rural areas, often character-
ised negatively, could be seen as a positive, thereby producing a more 
nuanced understanding of the relationship between social actors and 
modern society.65

The perspective put forward by Young is interesting for a number of rea-
sons. First, while literary, Nant Escob and the subsequent reservoirs are 
thinly veiled descriptions of Nantgwyllt, the one-time home of Percy 
Shelley, and the Elan Valley reservoirs. Indeed, one of the nearby homes 
in the novel is called Glen Elan. The meanings put forward in his novel, 
then, can be taken to be representative of the Elan Valley itself, seen 
through fictional eyes but processing real emotions. Second, the perspec-
tive is more nuanced than any other looked at in this chapter. Rather than 
being the product of longer-standing Romantic traditions, the novel is 
emblematic of a rural modernism that conceptualised the landscape in 
a  more complex way. As Bluemel has highlighted, the ending provides a 
happy ending for both Phil and the reader, but not necessarily in preserva-
tionist terms. Brett Young’s engagement with nostalgia for a landscape lost 
results in a more complicated resolution for the heroine, showing that rural 
people and rural places could face modern changes with resilience.66

Conclusion

Newspapers and guidebooks had definitively moved away from describ-
ing waterworks in rural areas in Romantic terms after the Second World 
War. There were instances where the civic link between the city and the 
countryside was stressed; however, in line with the wider social trends of 
the post-war period that emphasised the white heat of scientific revolution, 
there was little place or appetite for writers to remark on how these rural 
areas had been altered by urban engineering. This was especially the case 
with guidebooks, which became much more utilitarian in purpose, provid-
ing clear instructions on how to get from one location to another. The lack 
of description left it up to the walker to determine meaning, but this does 
mean that the continuity of meaning between the city and the country 
weakened.

A related factor was the decline of local government in the post-war 
years, with power increasingly centralised in Westminster. Water gover-
nance remained in local control longer than other utilities, but the 
industry was pseudo-centralised during the 1970s with the creation of 
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the regional water boards, before being privatised in the 1980s. This 
removal of power from local government meant that there was little rea-
son to stress the link between urban engineering and the rural countryside 
to the residents of cities like Leeds or Liverpool, especially when some of 
the waterworks projects had been built over one hundred years previ-
ously. While private water companies such as Yorkshire Water have 
engaged with the history and heritage of these sites, they ultimately 
remain privatised structures serving interconnected regions rather than 
individual cities.

In this context, then, the return of narrative walking books in the 
twenty-first century is worth noting. A number of books have been pub-
lished that provide commentary on the process of walking in nature that 
pays attention not just to idealised landscapes but also to areas that would 
have previously been dismissed, such as peat bogs or former industrial 
sites, perhaps reflecting a greater public interest in the environment. As 
Matless has noted, this combination of nature writing and memoir, prop-
agated by writers like Robert MacFarlane and Helen Macdonald, has 
become increasingly popular and has revived what was deemed to be a 
lost form of writing that highlights the impact of the non-human as well 
as the human.67 Matless argues that these works are part of a broader 
cultural geography that links the landscape with Englishness, an obser-
vation that ties into how waterworks like Rutland Water were 
conceptualised from the 1970s onwards.68 Reservoirs such as those in the 
Elan Valley or at Vyrnwy have yet to be re-evaluated by what might be 
called public walking histories or narratives. Despite Sampson’s recent 
dismissal of the Elan reservoirs, which she argues are a ‘huge simplifica-
tion’ of the landscape, there remains a cultural fascination with these 
waterworks, as seen in novels such as Sarah Hall’s Haweswater among 
others.69 The interpretation of these waterworks by contemporary writers 
would add a fascinating layer to an already rich history of their cultural 
landscapes.

This chapter has shown that newspapers and guidebooks were heavily 
invested in reinforcing this civic link. Writers clearly attributed meaning 
to reservoirs, structures implemented by urban authorities that remade the 
countryside. Writers depicted these areas as being improved and made 
more beautiful by urban engineering, a conclusion that people like Ruskin 
would have most likely bristled against given his opposition to Thirlmere. 
The presence of similar tropes to describe these areas across newspapers 
and guidebooks speaks to their cultural currency in lieu of statistics on 
readership, which are hard to ascertain for local publications. As with 
other means of altering these waterscapes, like afforestation, the central-
ity of the city was key. As such, the city was not seen in opposition to the 
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countryside but as an active agent in making the countryside more idyllic. 
This conclusion, as with other aspects of reservoir management highlighted 
in other chapters, helps to move beyond the culture/nature binary, or 
indeed the city/country dialectic identified by Kaika – the construction of 
reservoirs helped to facilitate a reciprocal hinterland relationship between 
the city and the country, and the cultural landscape was an important part 
of that relationship. Charting the development of literary writing from 
Romanticism to rural modernism in the twentieth century helps to show 
how attitudes to the cultural landscape were more complex than can first 
appear. There are, once again, differences across the individual case stud-
ies, but the similarities help to draw a national picture of how reservoirs 
were largely conceived within the popular imagination. It also underscores 
the importance of rural modernism as a theme of this book, showing that 
there was more to understanding landscape than feelings of nostalgia. The 
development of writings about the cultural landscape encouraged urban 
citizens to see places like the ‘Leeds Lake District’ for themselves, facilitat-
ing a growth in leisure that is explored in the following chapter.
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Chapter 5

All play and no fun: waterworks and the 
pursuit of leisure

Given the propensity of water authorities to accentuate the ‘natural’ appear-
ance of their artificial reservoirs, aided by local newspapers and 
guidebooks, it is not surprising that these areas became popular sites of 
leisure. The pursuit of leisure has often been described as a product of 
nineteenth-century industrialisation and the growth of individual liber-
ties, although more recent histories of leisure have underlined a longer 
lineage.1 The development of modern leisure pursuits, if not the product 
of industrialisation, was certainly affected by the growth of an industrial 
society.2 Angling, for example, had been engaged in for decades, but fly 
fishing increased in popularity with the middle classes during the nine-
teenth century, as did coarse fishing with the working classes.3 As leisure 
pursuits such as fishing and rambling increased in popularity, the contem-
poraneous construction of waterworks schemes in the countryside made 
these areas desirable to visit and enjoy. In most cases, leisure was not at 
the forefront of engineers’ or water authorities’ plans; however, municipal 
governments in Birmingham, Liverpool and Leeds, to name a few, soon 
recognised the benefits that incorporating leisure into the management of 
the waterworks could bring in strengthening the civic link between the 
city and the country, as well as the value to amenity recognised in the pre-
vious chapter.

The increased use of these rural areas, though, was not necessarily 
plain sailing. As authorities managed this increase, the feasibility and 
desirability of fishing in municipal reservoirs was questioned, while 
authorities closely guarded the edges of reservoirs from walkers and 
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ramblers as battles for access to the countryside ensued. The purpose of 
this chapter, then, is to examine how the use of waterworks schemes for 
leisure purposes developed, focusing primarily on angling and ram-
bling during the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Leisure is 
vital for understanding how marginalised landscapes came to be valued 
beyond their utility, a consequence of how cultural landscapes were 
remade following the construction of reservoirs. Not only does this show 
how leisure pursuits became intertwined with civic identity, but it also 
recognises the cultural value of the hinterland exchange, thereby becom-
ing a part of the wider Promethean project to remake the countryside for 
urban need. Although leisure may have been considered as an after-
thought, it became a key element in strengthening the civic ties between 
waterworks projects that cost hundreds of thousands of pounds and the 
urban residents who relied on them. The use of these areas for leisure was 
a celebration of civic achievement and, in the case of fishing, allowed 
urban residents to perform their civic duty in maintaining a healthy water 
supply, thereby adding to our historiographical understandings of lei-
sure and citizenship.4 Barriers to leisure did remain, though. There 
remained unease with the increased use of rural areas by the working 
classes, while women did not become properly involved in leisure pur-
suits until mass participation in rambling took place in the twentieth 
century.5

The development of leisure

Areas of the countryside had long been associated with leisure pursuits, 
predominantly for the upper classes. The main leisure activity undertaken 
in these rural areas was, historically, shooting. Hunting rights were appor-
tioned to areas such as the Forest of Knaresborough in North Yorkshire or 
the New Forest in Hampshire, where hunting was permitted with permis-
sion from the Crown. It is unsurprising, then, that the hunting of game, 
particularly grouse, developed and became a carefully managed pastime of 
the rural gentry. Grouse shooting was not consigned to one area of the coun-
try, as a variety of landed estates was utilised for upper-class recreation. 
The development of the sport in rural areas such as the Washburn Valley 
or Lake Vyrnwy had much to do with wider changes to rural social life; 
the Enclosure Acts, the undercutting of British agriculture with foreign 
imports, and the development of the railways were just a few factors in 
the weakening of rural economic and social life in Britain during the 
nineteenth century. As rural populations and communal rights declined, 
the upper classes were well placed to cultivate areas of the countryside 
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for the pursuit of game. Country estates started to engage in landscape 
management, not only in cultivating heather for grouse to feed off and live 
among, but in building shooting lodges and butts across the uplands.6

The social and economic upheaval that affected the development of 
shooting was further exacerbated by the construction of waterworks 
schemes. Waterworks schemes across the country greatly affected the 
sanctity of long-held sporting rights, as municipal government and pri-
vate water authorities began to dictate how small pockets of the 
countryside should be used for leisure. Sporting rights often featured as a 
part of negotiations with local landowners when authorities tried to gain 
parliamentary approval for waterworks schemes: F. H. Fawkes negotiated 
the sole sporting rights around Lindley Wood reservoir in the Washburn 
Valley as part of his settlement with Leeds Corporation in 1867 that allowed 
the passing of the Leeds Waterworks Act of that year.7 The ownership of 
sporting rights on municipally owned land became entwined in the rent 
of certain properties, such as Swinsty Hall in the Washburn Valley. The 
rental of other, smaller properties in the valley provided the opportunity 
for members of the middle class to participate in shooting.8 The provision 
of these shooting rights, and the subsequent engagement of members of 
middle classes, contributed to a trend of middle-class participation that 
became increasingly common across the country prior to the First World 
War.9 The lease for the newly constructed Vyrnwy Hotel in 1890 came with 
fishing and shooting rights, thereby doubling the appeal of the area to 
those interested in leisure.10 While shooting had previously been the pre-
serve of the upper classes, the gaining of sporting rights through land 
purchases provided water authorities with the opportunity to offer access 
to those aspiring to an upper-class lifestyle.

The Yorkshire Post regularly provided readers with updates on how the 
sport fared during the shooting season from across the country, reflecting 
the newspaper’s desire to be read nationally. Areas covered by their regu-
lar round-ups included prominent sporting areas of Yorkshire such as 
Bolton Abbey and the South Yorkshire uplands, as well as the Peak District, 
Derbyshire, Cumberland, Cleveland and Northumberland, Lancashire, 
and areas of Scotland and North Wales.11 As such, grouse shooting was 
undoubtedly popular in areas of the country targeted for municipal gath-
ering grounds. The otherwise little-known Washburn Valley was propelled 
into the spotlight in 1888 after Lord Walsingham, the owner of Blubber
houses Hall, set out to challenge talk about the poor quality of his 
shooting stock. He embarked on twenty drives, purportedly shooting a rec
ord 1,070 birds in one day.12 This largesse, though, was a large factor in 
the decline of the sport among the upper classes. While great prestige 
could be bestowed, it was an expensive pursuit that brought little to no 
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income for landowners. Walsingham is a case in point: driven to bank-
ruptcy by his love of shooting, he sold Blubberhouses Hall to Leeds 
Corporation in 1901 as part of the authority’s programme of compulsory 
purchases, as well as his London mansion, now the Ritz hotel.13 Links 
between these waterscapes and leisure, then, predated the coming of the 
reservoirs; however, reservoirs accelerated the development of activities 
in rural areas.

Angling

Bodies of water owned by water authorities presented a commercial leisure 
opportunity: angling. It is a contradiction of sorts that angling was, at one 
time, one of the most popular sports in Britain, and yet has received rela-
tively little attention from historians.14 One reason for this may be the 
relative lack of sources around fishing. It is difficult to provide national or 
local participation figures; however, it is possible to gain an insight into 
the number of people, mainly men, who participated in the sport. During 
the nineteenth century, anglers across the country were increasingly tak-
ing advantage of rural and urban rivers, canals and lakes. For example, 
in 1900 one and half thousand members of Birmingham Anglers 
Association, the largest angling club in the world in the early twentieth 
century, travelled to Abingdon, Oxfordshire to fish in the Thames.15 
Participation in Leeds was similarly high: the Leeds and District 
Amalgamated Society of Anglers claimed in 1902 that the society had two 
thousand members from Leeds.16 Most fishing activity initially took place 
on rivers, which had been used for sport from the early modern period.17 
The impact of industrialisation on rivers, though, gave rise to concerns 
about the state of fishing stocks, leading to a level of state intervention 
with the 1865 Salmon Fishery Act.18 Angling was often framed as an 
escape from the industrial town to engage with and enjoy the pictur-
esque.19 The construction of reservoirs, whose waters would be protected 
from pollution, therefore provided an opportunity for anglers and water 
authorities alike. Access to the reservoirs to fish, though, was not a 
straightforward decision as leisure became intertwined with the manage-
ment of urban water supply and the civic project.

Despite the opportunity that reservoirs presented to municipal author-
ities and urban, predominantly middle-class, leisure seekers, fishing was 
often not permitted in the first instance. In some cases, this was because 
of pre-existing sporting rights that corporations had established or 
agreed to honour when trying to defeat opposition to waterworks bills 
in Parliament. In the case of Leeds’s Washburn Valley reservoirs, the 
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sporting rights to Lindley Wood reservoir had been secured by the local 
landowner F. H. Fawkes, which prohibited any use by members of the pub-
lic. In the case of Liverpool’s Rivington reservoir, land was purchased in 
the area by Liverpool Corporation in 1895 to facilitate fishing, some thirty-
eight years after construction had been completed.20 For some reservoirs 
that predated the great expansion of reservoir construction from the 1860s 
onwards, such as Manchester’s Gorton reservoir, built in the 1820s, fish-
ing provision was only granted in the late nineteenth century.21

A similar process took place in the Washburn Valley. However, the ini-
tial proposal came not from a fishing association or municipal authority, 
but from a resident of the valley. In 1879, Thomas Priestly, the master of 
Board School at Norwood, asked the Leeds waterworks committee for per-
mission to fish in Swinsty and Fewston reservoirs. The committee agreed 
to this request, although fishing would only be permitted by ticket. The 
committee also forbade boating on the reservoirs, an attitude that per-
sisted into the twentieth century.22 While this position, also adopted at 
Thirlmere, may have been to prevent pollution, it was not an approach 
adopted universally, with boating offered at Lake Vyrnwy and in the Elan 
Valley.23 The decision-making process around fishing, seen as an after-
thought in the first instance, shows that the recreational use of reservoirs 
was not necessarily included in the plans of authorities or engineers. 
Although the impact to the health of fish was a part of the Thirlmere 
Defence Association’s parliamentary battle against the Manchester 
Corporation, as well as the subsequent transportation of char to Thirlmere 
in 1879 and 1886, angling did not become a major use of the reservoir, 
which remained off limits to anglers despite the corporation holding the 
sporting rights.24 This is perhaps due to the uniqueness of Thirlmere, inac-
cessible to many until the coming of the motor car, while questions were 
posed over the ability of fish to thrive in the reservoir.25 Fishing in reser-
voirs, then, was often an afterthought, but an afterthought that was of 
enormous benefit to authorities in terms of providing leisure avenues for 
urban residents and in terms of managing the quality of the water supply. 
One reservoir in which this was not the case was Caban Coch Reservoir, 
the third reservoir of the Elan Valley scheme, which was planned to be 
stocked with fish as construction was still underway.26 Finished in the first 
years of the twentieth century, this decision was, no doubt, linked to the 
success of angling in Craig Goch and Pen y Garreg reservoirs, as well as 
other municipal reservoirs in Wales like Lake Vyrnwy.

Levels of participation are hard to gauge, given that municipalities 
rarely if ever recorded and published the number of anglers that visited 
waterworks, despite the use of tickets at many sites. The feats of anglers, 
though, were publicised in local newspapers and specialist journals like 
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the Fishing Gazette and The Field, which provide an insight into how 
popular these sites were for fishing. Angling at Lake Vyrnwy began in 1891 
and was immediately popular, with 4,143 fish caught that year.28 The city 
that took the most pride in the success of angling in their reservoirs was 
Birmingham. Between 1905 and 1913, Birmingham Corporation published 
figures, widely circulated by local newspapers, detailing the fish caught 
in the Elan Valley reservoirs and their cumulative weight. As seen in 
Table 5.1, the figures undulate, peaking at over six thousand fish caught 
in 1908. This undulation can be linked to a series of factors, most notably 
climate and weather. When compared to Lake Vyrnwy, the Elan Valley res-
ervoirs were marginally more popular; over the same period covered in 
Table 5.1, an annual average of 4,502 fish were caught in the Elan reservoirs 
compared with an average of 3,382 at Vyrnwy.29 In some ways it is not sur-
prising that Birmingham Corporation published these figures, or that 
they were more popular with anglers than other municipal reservoirs, 
given the prevalence of the civic gospel that had created links between 
the city and its utilities.30 The Elan Valley may have been seventy-three 
miles away from the city, but it was clearly a source of pride to highlight 
so widely the popularity of fishing in Birmingham’s grand reservoirs.

Table 5.1  Number of fish caught in Elan Valley reservoirs, 1905–191327

Year Fish caught Cumulative weight
1905 2,476 1,106 lb. 4oz.
1906 - -
1907 5,523 2,757lb. 12 oz.
1908 6,169 2,967lb. 14 oz.
1909 5,574 2,887 lb.
1910 5,723 2,241 lb.
1911 2,473 994 lb. 8 oz.
1912 Over 4,000 -
1913 4,134 1,087 lb. 12 oz.

Liverpool Corporation took the somewhat unique step of constructing 
a municipal hotel on the banks of Lake Vyrnwy. The proposition was con-
tentious when first suggested in 1888, seen by some as more expense off 
the back of a scheme that had become embroiled in controversy with the 
main engineer Thomas Hawksley. Editorials in the Liverpool Echo 
denounced the proposal as little more than a hotel for councilmen to retire 
to, an ‘aldermanic booze den’.31 These concerns were heightened in 1890 
when it was announced that the hotel would cost over double the initial 
projection of £5,000, with work needed to make the building habitable for 
its first tenant.32 While controversial, the hotel offered additional opportu-
nities for leisure seekers. It not only provided the means for urban 
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residents to extend their stay many miles from Liverpool or other towns 
and cities, but it cemented a further civic link between the city and its pre-
miere watershed. This was evident in an advert from 1933 that claimed 
the hotel offered the opportunity for an ideal fishing holiday, ‘the most pro-
ductive Hotel fishing in Wales for consistent and abundant sport’. The 
advert claimed the hotel offered ‘country house comfort’, with tennis, golf 
and shooting all available to take advantage of in the surrounding area.33 
Despite the expansion of working-class leisure during the interwar period, 
the advert clearly targeted middle-class leisure seekers, while taking a sub-
tle dig at other municipal leisure provision, principally Birmingham’s 
Elan reservoirs. Initially built to house dignitaries and councilmen, the 
expansion of leisure meant that the hotel and fishing became entwined 
with the management of the Vyrnwy watershed and provided a further 
civic link to Liverpool.

The types of fish stocked by water authorities was also an important 
factor. The principal fish used for angling in reservoirs across England and 
Wales was brown trout, the primary fish along with salmon sought after 
by game anglers, who were mainly drawn from the upper and middle 
classes.34 There were some variations, particularly in the Washburn Valley, 
which was provided with an order of golden tench in 1880 by the local 
landowner Lord Walsingham.35 In order to help increase the number of fish 
in their reservoirs and, therefore, the quality of the sport, the Birmingham 
waterworks committee took the decision in 1913 to build small fish hatch-
eries at each of the Elan Valley lakes, contributing an extra twenty thousand 
brown trout ova that had been obtained from a fishery in Dumfries.36 Care 
was taken to provide good quality fishing once authorities embraced fish-
ing in the reservoirs, again suggesting that water authorities were taking 
the pursuit seriously.

Fully embracing angling in municipal reservoirs, though, was not a 
straightforward process, particularly in Leeds, which points to the wider 
difficulties that councillors had in managing watersheds. In 1896, a story 
in the local newspapers was brought to the attention of the Leeds water-
works committee, centring on a speech made by George Hodges, the vice 
president of the Leeds and District Amalgamated Society of Anglers, who 
argued that several corporations in the country had allowed angling socie
ties to control fish stocks in reservoirs in order to improve the purity of 
the water supply. This was a concession that they had been seeking from 
the Leeds Corporation without success, an assertion that came as a sur-
prise to members of the committee. Despite this, they sought to gain 
information on the feasibility of allowing angling societies to stock the 
reservoirs.37 A month later, it was reported that the town clerk had corre-
sponded with the town clerks of Manchester, Huddersfield and Hull 
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Corporations, informing the committee that it was not the practice of 
those towns and cities to allow angling societies to manage fishing in 
their reservoirs, information that contradicted that provided by Hodges. 
It was resolved that the waterworks committee would not transfer the 
fishing and stocking rights of the reservoirs to any society, but would con-
tinue to grant the usual facilities for fishing.38

One benefit for anglers in Leeds was the price of admission, or lack 
thereof, as the waterworks committee decided to provide free fishing per-
mits for ratepayers. The cost of renting good fishing water rose greatly 
during the nineteenth century, so the provision of free fishing to the rate-
payers of Leeds was a boon.39 This was not the case with other reservoirs. 
An advert for Vyrnwy Hotel from 1895 offered fishing day tickets for two 
shillings and sixpence, and week tickets for twelve shillings and sixpence. 
Fishing was offered in the Elan Valley at the slightly more favourable 
weekly rate of ten shillings and sixpence, a rate that nevertheless priced 
out the ‘respectable workingman’.40 The various ways in which fishing was 
priced, be it free access for ratepayers in Leeds or charged elsewhere, in 
conjunction with the stocking of trout, marked the reservoirs out as the 
province of the middle-class angler. This demarcation was further height-
ened by the accessibility of places like the Washburn Valley or Lake Vyrnwy 
that lay several miles away from the city. The Washburn Valley was an iso-
lated area with no railway to link it to nearby urban centres, while Lake 
Vyrnwy and the Elan Valley were accessible by train but still tucked in the 
heart of the Welsh countryside. Accessibility for the working class was, 
therefore, restricted.

Despite seemingly putting the case to bed in 1896, questions over the 
management of fishing in the Leeds reservoirs continued to rumble, with 
some asking whether it was a good idea to stock fish in the water supply 
at all. The question of allowing the Leeds and District Amalgamated 
Society of Anglers to stock the reservoirs was once again raised in 
July 1902. The honorary secretary of the society, J. N. Green, presented an 
offer, initially to the waterworks committee, to pay twenty-five pounds 
per year for the sole right to fish in Swinsty and Fewston reservoirs. The 
society planned to charge its members and the ratepayers of Leeds six-
pence a day, and others two shillings and sixpence, with the profits used 
to restock the reservoirs. This deal had formally been agreed to by the 
waterworks committee; however, by August the resolution had been 
rescinded, and in September Councillor Nichols, as chairman of the 
waterworks committee, forwarded a motion to the full corporation to 
rescind the offer, a motion that Nichols himself disagreed with.41

Nichols’s issues stemmed mainly from the issue of trespassing; he 
reported that in the previous month four hundred people had fished 
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without permission, ‘and when accused had not only used abusive 
language but threatened to throw the officials into the reservoir’.42 
This  incident was not the behaviour of the respectable middle classes, 
suggesting that working-class anglers were present in the valley. As Jeff 
Hill has noted, the majority of those who participated in leisure activities, 
regardless of class or gender, did not conform to this type of behaviour, 
yet the actions of the minority acting in unrespectable ways were high-
lighted above others.43 It also stressed fears of delinquency that had 
become heightened during the late nineteenth century as the effects of 
urbanisation, increase in leisure and perceived imperial decline created 
social panic, an issue also present in depictions of working-class ram-
blers in the twentieth century.44 By transferring powers to the Leeds and 
District Amalgamated Society of Anglers, they would charge the resi-
dents of Leeds a nominal cost, and employees of the corporation would 
not have to deal with the more violent instances of trespassing cited; 
they would, however, be ceding the management of the landscape to the 
society. Nichols also noted that fishing rights had been leased to angling 
societies in Sheffield, Bradford, Wakefield, Halifax and Huddersfield, 
which established a local precedent. The society argued that it had suc-
cessfully managed the Roundhay Park fishery and, containing nearly two 
thousand members from Leeds, it was in their members’ best interests to 
help maintain the purity of the water supply with fish. This assertion 
was called into question by Dr Arthur Hawkyard, a family physician and 
Liberal councillor, who argued that pollution could be caused by dead fish 
and excrement, and therefore called for fishing in the reservoirs to cease 
entirely.45

Despite the contradictory information received by the waterworks com-
mittee, similar discussions were happening in other towns and cities 
regarding the use of their reservoirs for fishing. A meeting of Liverpool 
Corporation in 1889 discussed a proposal to stock Lake Vyrnwy with trout 
fry, primarily in order to protect the purity of the water. In response to 
objections over the cost of the proposal, Councillor J. B. Smith responded 
that if fish were not present in the water to consume vegetable matter the 
water would be unwholesome, ‘they had spent two millions on the scheme, 
and it would be rendered useless unless they spent £150 on this object’.46 
This is a slight exaggeration, but it shows that there was clearly a develop-
ing ecological dimension to the debate around fishing, something that 
would extend beyond the council chamber.

The motion of the Leeds waterworks committee to reject the society’s 
offer was passed; however, the discussion that had taken place within the 
corporation reflected a tension between embracing the economic benefits 
of leisure, the role of the civic authority in protecting the waters of the 
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reservoir, and unrespectable behaviour, concerns that would emerge 
again during the interwar period with regards to working-class ramblers. 
The deliberations of the corporation prompted debate from correspon-
dents to the Yorkshire Post, all of whom took issue with the suggestion 
that fishing in the reservoirs should cease. The first correspondent, E. G. 
Arnold, claimed that he had fished in the reservoirs for twenty years and 
had seen little evidence of poaching or trespassing, pointedly remarking 
‘to-day, I think, there is no fisherman in the Council’.47 As to the sugges-
tion that the fish may be deleterious to the quality of the water supply, he 
argued that fish ate insects and other aquatic life and therefore had a 
cleansing effect. He also pointed out that it would be difficult, without 
engineering work, to stop fish from entering the reservoirs, as both Fewston 
and Swinsty reservoirs had natural inlets. To ban fishing in the reservoirs, 
therefore, would result in an overabundance of fish in the water supply.48 
This sentiment was echoed by W. Richardson, who argued that: ‘It is a 
matter of common knowledge among the owners of fisheries that unless a 
reasonable amount of fair fishing be permitted, the number of fish increase 
more rapidly than the food supply’.49

H. Knight Horsfield argued that, in light of the increasing monopolisa-
tion of fishing sites by angling societies, the Washburn Valley reservoirs 
provided an opportunity for ratepayers to fish free of charge, highlighting 
a civic benefit that the corporation was looking to take away for seemingly 
frivolous reasons: ‘The matter of pollution would be more serious if it were 
true that trout pollute the water; but precisely the opposite is known to 
be the fact’.50 This point was reiterated by Edmund Barker, a member of the 
River Coquet Salmon Fisheries Conservancy Board, who noted that not 
only did trout eat frog spawn, tadpoles and other microscopic organisms, 
but the presence of trout thriving in water was a positive sign of purity.51 A 
further correspondent, W.  C. Dawson, who had been a member of the 
Yorkshire Fishery Board, argued that while the corporation was wrong to 
question the positive effect of trout on water purity, the trout that he had 
previously fished in the reservoirs had been of poor stock, and he had given 
up ‘in disgust’. He pointed to the work done by Liverpool Corporation at 
Lake Vyrnwy as a positive example for the Leeds Corporation to follow:

Eleven years ago Lake Vyrnwy was practically virgin  water. It was then 
stocked with fish suitable to the place  under the direction of an expert 
pisciculturalist, and is to- day a sporting and a prosperous fishery, and 
a valuable asset to the Liverpool City Council.52

He concluded by arguing that to neglect fishing, as was being proposed, 
‘would be both from a utilitarian and sporting point of view a very great 
mistake’.53 All the letters concluded that fishing was not just a leisure 
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pursuit, but helped to fulfil civic duty in maintaining an ecological bal-
ance in the water supply. Additionally, the link between fishing in the 
reservoirs and civic identity was underscored, particularly in pointing 
to other municipalities such as Liverpool, which had succeeded in offer-
ing good quality sport in its reservoirs.

Ultimately, control over fishing remained with the waterworks commit-
tee, and angling continued to be enjoyed in Fewston and Swinsty 
reservoirs. Although the corporation decided to embrace the economic and 
civic benefits of angling in the reservoirs, the Leeds and District anglers 
continued to play a role in the governance of fishing. In 1917 they success-
fully pressured the waterworks committee to reinstate fishing in Fewston 
reservoir after suspension due to the First World War.54 However, the debate 
over the positives and negatives of fishing in the reservoirs highlights 
both the potential benefits that fishing brought to Leeds’s water supply 
and the battle that had to be fought inside and outside the corporation for 
access to angling, battles that did not have to be fought in other towns 
and cities. In examining the use of reservoirs for fishing, it is clear that 
the sport was popular in municipal reservoirs, particularly when consid-
ering that there were many rivers and fisheries that could have been 
visited instead. A seemingly frivolous pastime, it helped to create a fur-
ther link between the reservoirs and the city, as seen in the level of 
discourse in the Yorkshire Post defending the presence of fish in the reser-
voirs. As such, fishing in municipal reservoirs became an expression of 
civic pride. An important element of this link was the free access for the 
ratepayers of Leeds that helped to link this particular leisure activity 
with civic identity, as did the attention to good quality stock in reservoirs 
of Birmingham and Liverpool. The reservoirs did not solely supply water 
but also healthy recreation to urban residents, and, as seen in the cor-
respondences above in Leeds, responsible management of the natural 
fish stock helped to manage the city’s water supply. This free access con-
tinued in Leeds into the post-war period, described by one correspondent 
as ‘a rare privilege’, further cementing utility and pleasure, although 
complaints around the stock of some reservoirs also continued.55

However, the debate over access to reservoirs to fish was revisited on 
several occasions, and the reporting of unrespectable behaviour reveals 
an unease with the widening of access to the working classes. There is 
also little, if any, evidence to suggest that women participated in angling 
in the reservoirs examined here. Although female anglers increased in 
number and visibility during the early years of the twentieth century, 
many of the women’s groups reported in local newspapers took to sea 
fishing. Additionally, in a move that somewhat mirrored developments in 
women’s football, women were banned from participating in matches of 
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the National Angling Clubs’ Association in 1934.56 The link between fish-
ing and civic pride, then, was as exclusionary in gender terms as it was in 
class terms. Those that took advantage of municipal angling were over-
whelmingly middle-class, due to factors such as distance and lack of 
transport to these areas, and male. Additionally, concerns were raised 
about unrespectable behaviour, which sought to frame angling as a pur-
suit of the middle-class leisure seeker. Corporations were able to utilise 
their waterworks to great effect, creating a link between the activity and 
the civic project. However, this link was felt by some more than others.

Rambling

While fishing was undoubtedly popular, particularly among the middle 
classes, it did not become a mainstream activity in the way that walking 
has. In 2018, the Lake District alone received 19.38 million tourists, 
emphasising the continued popularity of walking that owes much to the 
battles fought in the early twentieth century over access to the country-
side.57 The most famous battle was that fought in the Peak District, which 
culminated in the mass trespass of Kinder Scout in 1932. Battles for access 
with local landowners were fought all over the country, particularly in 
water catchment areas. Although historians such as Jeremy Burchardt 
have pointed to conflict between walking groups and water authorities, 
there has been no in-depth examination of these issues. This section 
unravels the growth of rambling around reservoirs and waterworks, the 
issues that arose due to this growth, and the class tensions that contin-
ued to be expressed as these areas of the countryside were slowly made 
more available for urban leisure seekers.

Rambling as a leisure activity became increasingly common during 
the late nineteenth century as a pursuit of the middle classes, reflected 
in travel literature that sought to construct areas of natural beauty as 
enrichening places to visit, before becoming popular with working-
class ramblers into the twentieth century.58 Burchardt has pointed to 
three reasons for the uptake in rambling among the middle classes: the 
influence of the Romantic movement, urbanisation, and a rising inter-
est in the natural sciences.59 The previous chapter highlighted the 
influence of the Romantic movement on depictions of waterworks, and 
an interest in the natural sciences is evident in several of the rambling 
accounts published by the local newspapers. This was often expressed 
by showing an appreciation for the various plants and wildlife encoun-
tered by correspondents. One writer on a winter ramble in the Washburn 
Valley in 1893 noted:
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True, Nature may be dead, but she is magnificently embalmed […] Look 
yonder in that clump of trees. What can be more beautiful than the red-
dish hue of the Scottish fir mingled in delicate harmony with the silvery 
birch? See where the ivy has hung itself in graceful festoons upon the 
bared limbs of the gnarled oak.60

Although Burchardt has argued that this interest in the natural sciences 
diminished among ramblers during the late nineteenth and early twenti-
eth centuries with the development of professional science and the decline 
of the Romantic movement, there remained an amateur scientific interest 
in these rural areas.61 One correspondent, writing in 1905, commented on 
the botanical range that the Washburn Valley offered throughout the year: 
‘whether in spring under the spell of the wood anemone and the nodding 
daffodil, or later […] when the autumn flames in the tree tops or winter 
robes the land in chastest white, it is a thing of beauty’.62 On a ramble to 
Lake Vyrnwy in 1895, a correspondent of the Coventry Herald remarked 
on the ‘soft green pastures alternating with oak and larch woods, varied 
here and there by silver birch trees’.63 While there was an element of roman-
tic place-making to these descriptions, the identification of various trees 
implies an interest in botany and silviculture in their readers. Though 
these areas offered aesthetic beauties, ramblers were also encouraged by 
newspaper correspondents to enjoy their walks on a more scientific level.

Waterworks that lay in relative isolation made them prime destinations 
for ramblers, who would sometimes look to walk in excess of twenty miles 
from their designated starting point. Even though rambling did not become 
a mass activity until the twentieth century, it is clear from a report in the 
Wharfedale and Airedale Observer that the Washburn Valley was popular 
with day trippers as early as 1894, with visitors travelling on foot or by bicy-
cle, carriage or wagonette.64 While many ramblers in the twentieth 
century would travel by bus or car to Lawnswood, north of Headingley, 
and ramble some ten miles from there, train stations at Pool-in-Wharfedale 
and Otley provided a closer starting point, albeit still requiring a walk of 
several miles to reach the valley. Changes in transport also helped to reach 
waterworks in more remote areas of the country. The opening of Bala 
Junction railway station in 1882 provided access to areas of Wales, includ-
ing Lake Vyrnwy, which lay roughly nine miles from the station, while the 
Elan Valley was accessible by coach or rail.65 Further into the twentieth 
century, companies such as Midland Red offered day trips from cities like 
Birmingham to the Elan Valley and Lake Vyrnwy.66 The Washburn Valley 
was well placed for ramblers coming from Leeds; however, changes in 
transportation made waterworks in more remote areas of the country more 
accessible as well.
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Although some rural areas utilised for waterworks were celebrated by 
walkers, rambling was discouraged in others. A case in point was Thirlmere, 
lying at the heart of the Lake District. This was an area that had grown in 
popularity with visitors following the effusive descriptions of Romantic 
poets like Wordsworth, as well as the development of the Furness railway. 
Like fishing, rambling remained at the bottom of the list of priorities of the 
Manchester Corporation, despite notions during the parliamentary battle 
that pedestrian access to the surrounding areas would be guaranteed. 
After the construction of the reservoir, signs prohibiting access were placed 
around the area, although ramblers could walk along the western edge to 
the top of Helvellyn.67 This was reflected in how Thirlmere was discussed 
in guidebooks of the Lake District, which sought to extol its engineering 
rather than aesthetic qualities.68 While Thirlmere was an impressive exam-
ple of engineering prowess, guidebook writers did not write about it in a 
way that would entice walkers and ramblers to visit, no doubt to the 
pleasure of members of the Manchester Corporation.

It was not until the twentieth century that the working classes, aided 
by the establishment of rambling clubs as well as better and cheaper trans-
port links, began to traverse the countryside for leisure. Rambling became 
particularly popular as a working-class activity during the interwar 
period, as mass unemployment and low transport fares provided time for 
and accessibility to the countryside.69 Additionally, rambling became, to 
some, a political act. This was a way of challenging a lack of access to the 
countryside in the face of upper-class land ownership, which culminated 
in the mass trespass of Kinder Scout, Derbyshire in 1932.70 For many, 
though, rambling presented an opportunity for rational recreation, to leave 
the industrial city and enjoy the bucolic countryside. Newspaper articles 
during the summer months or public holidays commented on large crowds 
of people in Otley, West Yorkshire, en route to the Washburn Valley. One 
article in the Leeds Mercury on Good Friday, 1929, commented:

At Otley, the traffic was heavier than last year, and a feature of the inva-
sion was the number of trampers who passed through the town. Clad 
in flannels, with shirts open at the neck, they penetrated to all parts of 
Wharfedale, a large number of them bent on exploring the natu ral 
delights of the Washburn Valley.71

This popularity was further outlined by the listing of rambling events by 
local newspapers during the 1920s and 1930s, many of which were 
undertaken by voluntary organisations that increasingly participated in 
outdoor recreation after the First World War.72 To take Leeds as an exam-
ple, rambles were organised to the Washburn Valley by Leeds Rambling 
Club, Leeds All-Weather Rambling Club, Leeds Co-operative Holiday 
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Association (CHA), Leeds Ruc-Sac Club, Leeds College of Commerce, Leeds 
and District Health and Strength Rambling Club, and Headingley Road 
Club.73 Importantly, the valley was not just popular with rambling clubs 
from Leeds, with members of Huddersfield Rucksack Club rambling from 
Bradford. The area was also popular with Pudsey and District Rambling 
Club, Huddersfield Healthy Life Ramblers’ Club, and Seacroft and Cross 
Gates Cycling Club, who organised a ramble to the valley in order to pro-
mote their cycling cause.74

It is not necessarily surprising that most of the clubs that visited the 
Washburn Valley were from the surrounding area, given the relative obscu-
rity of the valley outside the region. Sites of more notable waterworks 
such as Vyrnwy and Elan attracted walkers from further afield. Cyclists 
from Todmorden and Tamworth visited Lake Vyrnwy in 1931 and 1935 
respectively, while the Chester CHA and Holiday Fellowship Rambling 
Club organised a ramble to Vyrnwy in 1938. Elan was visited by Kensington 
Rambling Club in 1928, the South Western branch of the Cyclists’ Touring 
Club, and Cheltenham Motor Club in 1929; and the Newport Ramblers in 
1935. Even though rambling around Thirlmere was discouraged, it was still 
included in accounts of trips to the Lake District by Lancaster Storey 
Students’ Association, Lancaster Cyclists’ Touring Club, and the Todmorden 
Licensed Victuallers’ outing, among others during the interwar years. 
Whether they were waterworks of repute or areas of beauty known more 
locally, reservoirs were becoming popular sites of leisure during this 
period.75

Unlike angling, rambling was also more inclusive of women. Some 
forms of rambling, especially harsh all-night rambles, were seen as an 
activity only for men; however, women were increasingly involved in ram-
bling organisations from the 1900s onwards.76 Rambling was seen as a 
form of leisure that was compatible with dominant constructions of femi-
ninity, as with cycling and tennis.77 The increased involvement of women 
was aided by organisations such as the CHA, which welcomed female par-
ticipants. Although the CHA allowed women to mingle with the opposite 
sex, their behaviour was still framed ‘within a context of respectability’; 
for example, women were often castigated for flirting.78 The CHA played a 
key role in establishing the moral practices of rambling, particularly on 
the development of rational behaviour; it is notable that many local CHA 
groups travelled to reservoirs to help instil this behaviour.79

Although commented on less than men’s rambling, trips by the Embro 
[Edinburgh] Ladies Clarion Club to Gladhouse Reservoir in Midlothian, 
Scotland were noted by newspapers, while members of the Cooperative 
Women’s Guild in Nelson and the Fulledge Wesleyan Mothers’ Ramble 
visited reservoirs around Burnley and Nelson, Lancashire.80 Pictures 
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were published in newspapers showing women enjoying the idyllic coun-
tryside. One photograph showed a group of respectably dressed young 
women from Armley, a working-class area of Leeds, rambling around 
Blubberhouses in the middle of the Washburn Valley, taking a keen 
interest in the ruins of an old mill. Another showed two women looking 
at a map at Lindley Wood reservoir, dressed in clothing more attribut-
able to middle-class ramblers. Whereas the women in the first photograph 
are inquisitive of the built environment, the women in the second are 
using maps to plot their journey, suggesting that they are comfortable 
with the tools of experienced walkers. Nevertheless, both photographs, 
published by the Leeds Mercury, suggest that regardless of class status, 
women could and did enjoy rural leisure.

It is clear, then, that waterworks were popular with walkers across the 
country. Despite this, access to rambling routes in the 1930s, like in many 
rural areas during this period in Britain, was greatly contested. Rambling 
groups came into conflict with municipal corporations and private water 
companies, in addition to private landowners, due to the amount of land 
purchased in rural areas to supply water to towns and cities.81 There were 
clear concerns about how ramblers could potentially affect the quality of 
the water supply, which saw municipal authorities cordon the edges of the 
reservoirs and place signs to warn off trespassers as at Thirlmere. There 
were also concerns from landowners in the surrounding areas of trespass-
ing as these areas became desirable places to visit. The land-owning 
Fawkes family in the Washburn Valley took it on themselves to close a pub-
lic right of way in 1883 after several encounters with trespassers and 
poachers on their estate, with little help offered by Leeds Corporation to 
negotiate on their behalf.82 This is a reminder of the strength of statutory 
powers as well as the delicate relationships water authorities had to engen-
der with local landowners to keep the peace.

Issues over access to rural areas like Thirlmere and the Washburn Valley 
were already well established as rambling became popular among the 
working classes in the early twentieth century.83 This tension reached a 
peak in the Washburn Valley during the 1930s, mirroring aforementioned 
national trends. As Leeds Corporation owned much more land in the 
Washburn Valley than the boundaries of the watersheds, the issue of 
access was especially contested. An editorial in the Yorkshire Evening Post 
in 1931 highlighted the issue. Responding to a complaint that a public path 
had been blocked and signs warning trespassers erected, a correspondent 
was sent to the valley to investigate. A farmer was interviewed, who stated 
that he had complained to Leeds Corporation that his land was being dam-
aged by ramblers, and that stray dogs had chased two of his sheep into 
one of the reservoirs where they had drowned. However, it had been the 
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Leeds Corporation, and not the farmer, that had closed the public path in 
an attempt to tackle what the Yorkshire Evening Post described as the ‘hoo-
ligan hiker and rampageous picnicker’.84 The language used by the 
newspaper set the tone for further interventions on the subject, particu-
larly the use of the word ‘hooligan’, an early twentieth-century term used 
to express concerns about the behaviour of urban male working-class 
youths.85 The word ‘hiker’ is also noteworthy, a pejorative Americanism 
that referred to certain working-class, female and youth cultures that 
middle-class ramblers had left the city to escape.86 The distinction between 
hikers and respectable, middle-class ramblers suggests a concern with the 
proliferation of working-class ramblers. The use of this distinction is nota-
ble, as it set the tone for much of the commentary to come, pointing to a 
concern with working-class access to the countryside.

Issues regarding access to areas of the countryside owned by munici-
pal corporations were encountered beyond the Washburn Valley, with 
local branches of the Ramblers’ Federation at the forefront of these battles. 
Concerns were raised in 1935 over the prospect of access to the Derwent 
Valley following the construction of Ladybower reservoir, a struggle that 
formed part of a wider critique of what type of landscape was valued by 
ramblers: namely wilderness, savage grandeur and foreboding rocks.87 
Although signs prohibiting walkers had long been posted around Thirlmere, 
the Lake District Ramblers’ Federation expressed fears around prohibi-
tions on rambling at Haweswater in light of Manchester Corporation’s 
reluctance to admit rights of way. After consulting legal advice, the federa-
tion concluded that such an act contravened the Manchester Corporation 
Act 1919 that gave Manchester permission to construct a waterworks at 
Haweswater, and that any efforts to obstruct the passage of ramblers 
should be reported to the federation.88

The federation also became involved in access battles in the Washburn 
Valley. In 1932, the Yorkshire Post reported that a popular footpath at Dob 
Park Bridge in the Washburn Valley, ‘regarded by the rambling fraternity 
for many years as a public right of way’, had been closed by the Leeds 
Corporation’s waterworks department, the gate to the path padlocked, and 
prohibition notices displayed to warn ramblers. A letter received by the 
West Riding Ramblers’ Federation (WRRF) from the waterworks depart-
ment was ‘couched in terms which the Federation considered arbitrary and 
lacking in courtesy’.89 A delegation from the WRRF attended a meeting of 
the waterworks committee to ask for the reopening of the path for public 
use, which the committee declined, arguing that ‘the use of a private foot-
path by the public would depreciate the value for letting of farm lands 
through which the footpath runs’, especially a concern in the most popular 
rambling areas in the lower valley such as Dob Park and Lindley Wood.90 
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The reason provided by the committee pertained to financial protection; 
while precise numbers are difficult to estimate, the popularity of the 
Washburn Valley as a rambling destination with both rambling clubs and 
day trippers resulted in a sizeable number of people walking near or over 
corporation land. Efforts needed to be taken to safeguard the corporation’s 
financial assets from the vast amount of people visiting the area. However, 
this reasoning may have masked an unease with working-class ramblers.

In the following years, the WRRF, a middle-class organisation, paid 
much attention to access to the Washburn Valley for ramblers, attempting 
to work with and, at times, pressure organisations such as Leeds 
Corporation, Wharfedale Rural District Council (WRDC) and the West 
Riding County Council in order to provide more access.91 This was exem-
plified at a meeting of the WRRF in Keighley in 1934, where it was reported 
that the owner of the Blubberhouses Moor district had made one path 
across the moor open to the public; the federation, however, had laid claim 
to a dozen.92 Despite this initial impasse, pressure from the federation bore 
fruit in 1935. At a meeting in Keighley in July, William Shaw, the federa-
tion’s secretary, was able to report on a compromise that saw seven paths 
on Blubberhouses moor approved by the WRDC.93 A map was submitted 
to the meeting showing 106 paths across the valley that had been identi-
fied and agreed between the federation, WRDC, and Leeds Corporation. 
This was a coup for the federation, which had won greater access to the 
Washburn Valley. Although limited access to other areas of the country-
side occurred during this period, most prominently the granting of limited 
access to areas of the Peak District owned by Sheffield Corporation a year 
later, the victory of WRRF was an early step in the direction of open access 
to the countryside.94 It is also important to note that not all authorities were 
so accommodating. The Lake District Ramblers’ Federation continued to 
battle with the Manchester Corporation over access to Haweswater. In 
response to calls for full access to the area, the Manchester waterworks 
committee wrote to the federation to note that they considered access pro-
vided for following the construction of a new path, at a cost of £1,000, a 
conclusion the federation rejected.95 Until legislation on general access to 
the countryside was passed, battles over access would continue to be 
fought in an ad hoc and uneven fashion.

Despite the success of the WRRF in gaining access to the Washburn 
Valley, this access remained couched within the framework of class. An 
unnamed letter from a member of the WRRF, possibly Shaw, outlined the 
process undertaken with the Leeds Corporation:

The Leeds Waterworks  people are behaving very handsomely  towards 
ramblers; we sent a deputation to see the clerk to the WRDC last week, 
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and he informed them that the Leeds Waterworks Committee have 
scheduled 106 paths as rights- of- way in their waterworks area. We had 
a map of  these at our meeting on Saturday and so far as we can see  there 
is no serious omission. We  were naturally delighted, as we had never 
anticipated this treatment. The Council Meeting on Saturday had to 
express agreement in part with the Leeds Waterworks engineer in his 
denunciation of ‘hikers’. U ntil recently it was pos si ble to travel within 
walking distance of the Valley by tram from Leeds at a fare of 3d, and 
consequently the Washburn Valley caught all the rowdy ele ment 
whose sole object was to get out into the country in the cheapest way 
pos si ble, and make a row. This s ervice has been taken off now, and the 
‘hikers’ are in consequence now found in other haunts near the City. 
His statements  were prob ably making the case to appear to be much 
worse than it r eally was, but in view of their action in regard to foot-
paths, we feel we c an’t quarrel with them about that.96

There was clear unease around granting access to the watershed to 
those deemed unrespectable, emphasised once more by the use of ‘hiker’. 
As Ben Anderson has highlighted, middle-class ramblers and mountain-
eers had been engaging in this distinction for decades; rambling was seen 
as a middle-class solution to middle-class problems regarding modernity 
and the city, so those outside of this specific bourgeois culture could only 
properly engage with the countryside if they proscribed to middle-class 
ideas of the ruminative impact of countryside leisure.97 Members of the 
working class, and women, who did not enjoy the countryside as a way of 
combating the trials of urban modernity would fall into the ‘hiker’ cate-
gory. This narrative also corresponds to visions of healthy citizenship that 
David Matless has identified during this period, which were defined as 
such by the ‘anti-citizen’ who acted in ways seen as unbecoming.98 While 
the unnamed member of the WRRF sought to downplay the extent to 
which ‘hikers’ were disrupting rural leisure, they ultimately agreed with 
the sentiment expressed by the corporation. The removal of the cheap 
tram fare meant that those deemed undesirable could not reach the valley 
as easily, thereby solving the issue and making it easier to legitimise 
granting access to the countryside. Although the WRRF was a key organ-
isation in helping to secure access to the Washburn Valley, the access 
secured continued to be regulated by middle-class ideals espoused by 
both organisations.

The unease expressed by the WRRF and the Leeds Corporation 
extended, once more, to the city’s newspapers, demonstrating again the 
role of the local press as an arena for debate and civic engagement. An 
article in the Leeds Mercury in 1936 highlighted comments by the 
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waterworks committee chairman, Alderman  E.  J. Clarke, in which he 
argued that despite the waterworks committee providing a number of 
footpaths for ramblers, ‘the conduct of many ramblers had left a good 
deal to be desired’. This behaviour had resulted in damage to fences, 
walls and gates, which increased the risk of the reservoirs becoming pol-
luted from general littering. The article ended with a call to arms: ‘The 
next time you go there keep a sharp look-out for careless or wantonly 
destructive people […] If you find any such, give them a piece of your 
mind!’99 Further articles on the matter from Frank North and Sydney Moor
house, both regular columnists of the Leeds Mercury, laid the blame on 
‘an unruly element’, stating that they were ‘not true ramblers at all’.100 
This characterisation highlights the continued tension with increasing 
access to areas such as the Washburn Valley. Using terms such as ‘unruly 
element’ and ‘true ramblers’ indicates an unease with ramblers that did 
not conform to middle-class ideals of rambling, echoing the distinction 
between rambler and hiker and the social ordering of countryside lei-
sure.101 This is further evidence of rambling behaviour being defined by 
how others act improperly. In reality, rambling groups were composed of 
myriad different social, cultural and political identities. For those like 
North and Moorhouse, the ‘true rambler’ was white, middle-class, and 
most likely male.102

However, areas such as the Washburn Valley did become more acces-
sible to the rambler during the 1930s. This was underscored by a survey of 
public rights of way for the parishes of Fewston and Blubberhouses follow-
ing the passing of the National Parks and Access to the Countryside Act 
1949, which saw the troublesome issue of access to the countryside pass 
from the ministry of agriculture to the ministry of town and country plan-
ning.103 The survey listed seventeen paths in the parish of Fewston, totalling 
7.77 miles of land, while sixteen paths in the parish of Blubberhouses were 
listed totalling 11.68 miles.104 The combined figure for both was 19.45 miles, 
demonstrating that there was much more access to the Washburn Valley 
than during the interwar period. This was a victory for those who had cam-
paigned as well as those who sought to benefit from better access.

The 1949 Act also had implications for Thirlmere, given the Lake 
District’s new-found status as one of the country’s first national parks in 
1951, although control over access remained with the local authority. 
Prohibitive signs remained posted around the reservoir beyond the 
1950s, while the North West Water Authority continued to vigorously pro-
tect the watershed after it took control of the supply in 1973.105 The 
passing of the Act did little to satiate fears from water authorities about the 
impact of ramblers in catchment areas, as a letter to the editor of the 
Yorkshire Post outlined regarding the formation of a national park in the 
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Peak District, which cited the lack of protections provided by the national 
parks legislation against water pollution.106 Through the construction of 
reservoirs that appealed to aesthetic sensibilities, a sentiment actively 
pursued by local newspapers, water authorities helped to create a 
situation where waterworks became attractive areas for leisure. The dis-
cussions over access and the work of organisations like the West Riding 
Ramblers’ Federation eventually encouraged the use of these areas for 
rambling. The desire for the right sort of behaviour, though, saw authori-
ties engage in a social ordering of the countryside, with tensions over 
who could or should use these spaces for leisure continuing into the post-
war period.

Conclusion

Access to the countryside remained contested into the post-war period, 
an  issue discussed by Tom Stephenson in his account of rambling, For
bidden Land. Stephenson highlights the role played by municipal water 
authorities in continuing to deny access to rural areas due to fears of pol-
lution, despite the efforts of the Ramblers’ Association conducting 
scientific research that showed that ramblers had little to no impact on 
water supplies. This expanded on a comment Stephenson made in his col-
umn for the Daily Herald in 1939, in which he specifically cited Thirlmere, 
Vyrnwy and Elan as areas that should be opened up more to ramblers.107

Political responses to the battles for access to the countryside 
seemed to point to a more optimistic future, with key legislation being 
passed in the Access to the Mountains Act 1939, the National Parks and 
Access to the Countryside Act 1949 and the Access to the Countryside 
Act 1960. However, historians have disputed their effectiveness. John 
Sheail has argued that the 1939 Act was limited by its status as a private 
members’ bill that helped to further the cause of ramblers without hav-
ing any tangible effect on access, while Gavin Parker and Neil Ravenscroft 
have noted that the 1949 Act did little to help ramblers access the country-
side but helped landowners to maintain their stranglehold on access routes. 
For example, of the thirty-five thousand hectares of land that had been 
brought under access agreements by 1989, over half were in the Peak 
District, highlighting the limited political impact of the access mecha-
nism within the Act nationwide.108 Despite the effectiveness or otherwise 
of legislation, and direct action by ramblers, in 2020 the law of trespass 
continued to exclude access to ninety-two per cent of English land.109

The struggles of leisure seekers throughout the twentieth century 
make  it more important to highlight the actions of some municipal 
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governments in opening up rural areas for leisure. What is clear is that 
approaches to the development of leisure around reservoirs were far 
from uniform, once again highlighting the importance of local case 
studies to unveiling a national story. Although not initially planned, 
angling was encouraged at the majority of the prominent waterworks 
schemes, with Manchester’s Thirlmere scheme the main outlier. The pro-
vision and quality of angling, though, differed, from free fishing for 
ratepayers in the Washburn Valley to the more expensive comforts of 
Vyrnwy Hotel. The right to fish in municipal reservoirs was also unevenly 
debated: in Leeds, the issue caused consternation in the council cham-
ber, whereas in the case of Birmingham, the ability to fish was factored 
into the planning of Caban Coch reservoir. What was common among 
municipalities that encouraged fishing was the strengthening of the civic 
link between reservoirs and their respective cities – the success of fish-
ing spoke to the success of municipal governments in being able to 
properly manage the activity and, therefore, properly manage the quality 
of the water supply. Anglers could play their part in not allowing an over-
abundance of fish, thereby fulfilling their civic duty to manage their water 
supply. The debate that raged in the pages of the Yorkshire Post was also 
evidence of civic engagement, with those in favour promoting the benefits 
to the city’s water supply as well as their own recreation.

The civic link stretched to ramblers, who, ultimately, wanted to explore 
areas of the countryside that had been aesthetically improved by urban 
engineering. As has been demonstrated, reservoirs across the country 
were popular with ramblers, even Thirlmere, where the Manchester 
Corporation took steps to disinterest visitors. Like angling, though, engage-
ment with ramblers and water authorities was framed within middle-class 
ideals, which reflected the composition of urban associational culture 
more generally during this period. In the case of the Leeds Corporation, 
this was expressed overtly in its dismissal of ‘hikers’. As with angling, 
which was established as a middle-class pursuit, there remained a tension 
with members of the working class engaging with rural waterworks. The 
use of leisure to strength the civic link between the city and the country, 
then, was exclusionary; only those who behaved within the ideals of 
middle-class respectability could properly appreciate the significance 
of  municipal achievement in engineering the countryside, something 
that applied to both fishing and rambling as seen in the debates discussed 
here. The issue of exclusivity continues to be a problem with modern land-
scapes and access to the countryside. While more recent research has 
focused on race and disability, this chapter demonstrates the importance 
of focusing on waterscapes for historical antecedents to flesh out the story 
of access and exclusion.110 It is also notable that ecology was at the 
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forefront of concerns around the management of waterworks, even if 
these concerns were not expressed within that specific framework. 
Worries about the effects of fish on the water supply reflected genuine, if 
perhaps misguided, concerns over adversely affecting the water supply; 
worries about the polluting effects of ramblers, though, may well have 
been used to further mask class tensions.
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Chapter 6

Urban intrusion: community in the  
urban/rural hinterland

So far, the impact of reservoirs has been considered from the perspective 
of the city – the environmental changes caused trying to tame the wil-
derness, the management of reservoirs, how proponents of cities wrote 
about these rural areas in positive terms, and how these waterworks 
became sites of leisure for urban citizens. This final chapter looks at the 
impact of reservoirs from another perspective: the people who were most 
affected by the building of waterworks. In relative terms, urban water 
schemes affected a small number of people; municipal authorities and 
private waterworks companies would often purposefully target rural 
areas that had small populations, making parliamentary approval easier 
to gain. Under two hundred people were affected by the building of the 
Elan Valley reservoirs, while the population of the parish of Fewston in 
the Washburn Valley was 310  in 1881 when the reservoirs had been 
completed.1

While few in number compared to the hundreds of thousands who 
would benefit from such schemes, the impact of the reservoirs on local 
communities is important to highlight. On the one hand, it seems that 
depopulating pockets of the countryside for urban improvement would fit 
into the general narratives of rural decline that had caused concern for cen-
turies. What fuelled this narrative of decline was the fear that people and 
communities had lost a sense of belonging to modern ways of life that 
placed less emphasis on supposed traditional values. This belief gained 
currency in the writings of nineteenth-century novelists, such as Thomas 
Hardy, who sought to emphasise a fundamental change in rural life, par-
ticularly the threat of industrialisation.2 Additionally, as this chapter will 
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highlight, certain reservoirs represented threats not just to community but 
to national identity, with Liverpool especially characterised as an invad-
ing force taking Welsh resources.

Reservoir schemes undoubtedly had some negative consequences for 
those who lived in the local area. Some reservoirs, such as Llyn Celyn, were 
more negatively impactful than others. As set out earlier, this is a conten-
tious and difficult history both in terms of its emotional resonance and also 
in its complexity. The purpose of this chapter is to assess the broader 
impact reservoirs made to communities, highlighting negative changes but 
also how the subsequent management of waterworks allowed local 
communities to adapt and, in some cases, flourish to an extent that would 
most likely have not been possible without external stimuli. This fits into 
a developing historiographical literature that stresses the importance of 
community spirit as an indicator of rural life rather than demographic rise 
and fall.3 In examining reservoirs in the Washburn Valley and those built 
in Wales, most specifically the Elan Valley reservoirs and Liverpool’s 
Tryweryn scheme, the impact of these schemes to local communities will 
be shown to have been more nuanced than has perhaps been previously 
recognised. In remaking the countryside, urban authorities and water 
companies had an undoubted social impact on local community life. 
Focusing on individual case studies helps to bring out a more nuanced 
national picture, one that shows that the community impact of reservoirs 
was not straightforwardly positive or negative.

Waterworks and the fluidity of community life

Gaining a sense of community life in the nineteenth century can be diffi-
cult for the historian, especially in rural areas, as many people could not 
or did not record their experiences. The diary of John Dickinson, then, pro-
vides a rare and valuable insight into how people lived in this period. The 
diary, published under the title Timble Man: Diaries of a Dalesman, chron-
icles the life of Dickinson, a resident of the hamlet of Timble in the 
Washburn Valley, between 1878 and his death in 1911. Dickinson was pri-
marily a mason, but also registered births and deaths within the parish of 
Fewston, salted bacon for local farmers, worked for the Provincial 
Insurance company, held a position with Wharfedale Rural District Council, 
and gauged the volume of rainfall in the reservoirs for Leeds Corporation. 
Through these numerous occupations, some of which he held at different 
times during his life, he came into contact with many of the families that 
lived across the valley, and was in a position to judge the development of 
rural life during the late nineteenth century.
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Although Dickinson did not record many entries on the subject of the 
reservoirs specifically, he often commented on what he saw as the decline 
of rural life in the valley. In February 1889, he noted that: ‘rural life is used 
up and what spirit there is left in old England concentrates in the great 
towns where all that is best in everything gradually centres’.4 This sense 
of rural decline was linked to nostalgia, a yearning for what was: in this 
case, the spirit of ‘old England’, an idea taken up by preservationists in 
the twentieth century. Perceived urban crisis in the late nineteenth century 
drew a cultural response from some, resulting in a rise in the proliferation 
of art, music and architecture that married rurality with Englishness.5 To 
some, rural depopulation was emblematic of a cultural shift towards 
urbanism, which contributed to a remaking of the social fabric of the 
nation. This strain of thought can be seen in Dickinson’s assessment of 
rural life, which was also characteristic of the work of local residents like 
the Reverend Thomas Parkinson.6 While the reservoirs are not mentioned 
as a cause of this decline, their construction will no doubt have been a 
factor.

Dickinson continued to be preoccupied with the decline of rural life for 
much of the following decade. In 1897 he wrote:

As regards the immediate neighbourhood the state of the community 
is very dark and depressing. Farming is very unprofitable, the popula-
tion is decreasing, the best families and the best men and w omen 
migrate to the towns. The consequence is that the hopeful zest and spirit 
which used to prevail 30 or 40 years ago is dead and life has become 
 little more than a mere idle shuffle.7

The idea of rural decline pervaded Dickinson’s life, so much so that by 
1900 he and his family had relocated from Timble to Otley, moving closer 
to his regular places of work. Otley, a small market town in Lower 
Wharfedale, was the closet urban area to the Washburn Valley. Ironically, 
Dickinson wrote that: ‘The quiet village life is still in our hearts and the 
noise and bustle and apparent heartlessness of town life jars on our 
nerves’.8 Dickinson longed for a return to a more vibrant rural life, but had 
himself contributed to the decline of rural community by moving to an 
urban area. His rural nostalgia developed from what the Washburn Valley 
had lost to what he had lost; a more intimate sense of belonging. A con-
tinual sense of loss for what had been permeated Dickinson’s writings as 
he fulfilled his own observation that the best and brightest migrated to 
urban centres.

Community life, however, continued across the valley during this 
period and beyond. Although the population decreased throughout the 
nineteenth century, no doubt aided by the presence of the reservoirs and 
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their impact on villages like Fewston, remaining residents continued to 
mark important events in the year. These included the annual feasts, held 
in July in Timble and August in Fewston, a tradition that was also cele-
brated in nearby Otley and Yeadon in Wharfedale. It is through these 
events, which highlighted the centrality of religion to community life, that 
we can see that the impact of the reservoirs was not wholly negative. While 
festivities often started with a trip to church, there was more to the feast 
than sermons. Nearby inns were reportedly filled with drinking and danc-
ing, while swingboats and spice stalls among others added a sense of 
exoticism to the gala ‘at which all the rosy cheeks and pretty faces of the 
neighbourhood were present, and the usual innocent games […] were 
indulged in to the delight of everyone present’.9 This mirrors the behaviour 
that took place during other rural festivals such as the Oldham wakes 
in the early nineteenth century.10 There was also a game of cricket with 
a team from nearby Dacre in Nidderdale, an event that mirrored a cricket 
match at the Yeadon feast, although that game had more glamorous 
Australian opposition.11 Despite his notion that rural life was dead, John 
Dickinson often commented on the vibrancy of life in Timble during the 
July feasts, one of which included two Frenchmen and a dancing bear, fol-
lowed by dancing and singing until the early hours of the morning.12 The 
presence of a dancing bear was another exotic addition, a tangible link 
between rural life and the culture of the imperial.13 It also provided a more 
sanitised element of entertainment than cockfighting or bull-baiting, key 
elements of rural festivals during the eighteenth and early nineteenth cen-
turies, thereby maintaining the use of animals for entertainment.14

The reporting of the Fewston feast in 1881 further highlighted the pres-
ence of a local community spirit. Taking place less than a year after the 
subsidence of Fewston village, the event remained successful, despite the 
dilapidated state of the area. Indeed, the perilous state of the village caused 
more visitors than normal to attend, ‘not so much to see the feast, as to 
look at the subsidence, and gaze upon the beautiful scenery’, emphasis-
ing that, even after the main subsidence had ceased, it continued to impact 
on the area.15 However, the correspondent was more effusive about the 
activities that occurred during the evening:

the young folk of the neighbourhood congregated to have a few hours’ 
enjoyment. Reuben had strung his fiddle, and the votaries of the light 
[sic] fantastic toe made hot work of it in the large room in the village 
inn. In a field near the inn was a ‘kissing mill’, which, unlike many 
mills nowadays, was r unning overtime.16

A vibrant community enjoying recreation is presented, drawing euphe-
mistically on the village’s past association with industry to illustrate the 
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point. Despite the damage caused by the subsidence, for this one day at 
least, the village of Fewston was a dynamic area, deserving of the title of 
‘the metropolis of the Washburn Valley’ bestowed on it by the Wharfedale 
and Airedale Observer.

The vibrancy that was noted in 1881 was not long to last. Only a year 
later the newspaper reported that the feast was in decline: ‘The proceed-
ings on Monday were unusually quiet. Of roundabouts, swing-boats, or 
even spice-stalls, there were none’. A lack of entertainment was met with 
a lack of participation from residents of the area, with the correspondent 
only noting the participation of ‘two dozen good-looking young men and 
women […] a few of the elders […] quietly looking on and smoking’.17 In 
1880, the Wharfedale and Airedale Observer claimed: ‘in these degenerate 
days, when village feasts are fast falling into disrepute, it is some conso-
lation to find that the feast at Fewstone [sic], at all events, remains true to 
the traditions of the good old days gone by’.18 Two years later, this conso-
lation had evaporated, with the newspaper noting: ‘like nearly all village 
feasts, it has gradually declined of late years, and the village, with its feast, 
seems to be gradually sinking’.19 The effects of subsidence, caused by the 
construction of Fewston and Swinsty reservoirs on an unstable shale foun-
dation, was having an effect on the local population, demonstrating the 
socionatural impact of the reservoirs beyond their construction. This 
decline continued into 1883, when attendance at the village inn was 
below average, due to a lack of attractions to draw the younger members 
of the community. One development did occur, though, as the local 
Methodists decided to use the date to mark the anniversary of their 
Sunday school. This included a sermon from a popular evangelist from 
York, followed by a public tea party, attended by over two hundred 
people.20 The decision of the Methodists in the area to hold their Sunday 
school anniversary on the same day as the Fewston feast meant that, 
despite the decline of its more sociable aspects, it continued to be cele-
brated by the local community into the twentieth century, evidence of the 
continued importance that religion played in rural life.21

Nonetheless, the vibrancy of the feast days had declined. Fortunately 
for locals, this was not the only instance of community camaraderie in the 
Washburn Valley. The construction of the Robinson Library in Timble pro-
vided an important social space for the residents of Timble and nearby 
hamlets. Reading rooms of this kind were common in rural areas, preced-
ing the village hall movement of the interwar period. Their decline during 
the 1920s was linked to their limited functionality: they were typically 
small spaces that could not accommodate large events.22 This does not nec-
essarily apply to the Robinson Library, which functioned as a prominent 
centre for community life into the twentieth century despite its small size. 
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This was no doubt aided by the fact that the core population of Timble was 
small; 109 lived in Timble Great in 1891, with a further 19 living in the 
accompanying Timble Little.23 The library, which also acted as a free 
school, was opened in 1891 and financed by Robinson Gill, a business 
owner in Brooklyn, New York, who had emigrated from Blubberhouses in 
the 1850s. Gill was following the example of another expatriate philanthro-
pist, Andrew Carnegie, who established public libraries in several 
countries. At the opening of the library, Gill hoped that it would stand as 
‘a perpetual mark of my respect and esteem of the people of the village 
and the surrounding country’ and that it would be a place to ‘develop and 
enlighten the mind and make life more pleasant and cheerful’.24 It was 
not long before the Robinson Library came to hold a social as well as 
didactic purpose.

Two years later, the library started to be used for the anniversary cele
brations of the City of Refuge Lodge friendly society. The celebrations were 
held annually during Whit week, a period of the year that continued to 
hold cultural significance for rural communities despite the decline of tra-
ditional activities related to drinking and debauchery.25 The success or 
failure of friendly societies was an indicator of local conditions in individ-
ual communities, as friendly societies relied on the community to survive 
through participation and subscriptions. They were vitally important, 
though, to rural working class ideals of respectability, especially during 
anniversary celebrations that focused the community’s attention on the 
civility of the working class.26 The celebrations, which followed the pattern 
of club days that Alun Howkins has identified of friendly societies in 
Oxfordshire, began at the Timble Inn, followed by a procession to 
Fewston church headed by a brass band.27 After a service at Fewston 
church and a short stay at an inn in Fewston, the procession returned to 
Timble and sat down to a large meal and meeting in the Robinson Library.28 
Like the Fewston feast, the day finished with the youth of the area return-
ing to the Timble Inn to enjoy music and dancing.29

As a member of the lodge, John Dickinson noted his attendance at meet-
ings and anniversary celebrations. His entry for the lodge celebration of 
1881 gave a flavour of the day’s proceedings:

The Guiseley Brass Band of Musick [sic] arrived around 10.  There  were 
about 80 men pre sent and it was very busy at the Timble Inn. We walked 
(in pro cession) to Fewston Church and made a good show. Club meet-
ing in the e vening then a dance which was carried on with g reat spirit 
up to 10  o’clock then all turned out.30

The presence of a brass band at the front of the procession was not 
uncommon for friendly society anniversary celebrations or feast days. 
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The  excerpt also highlights the number of people present for the pro
cession, illustrating that the celebration, including the religious element, 
was popular among the residents of Timble and further afield. A further 
entry from 1889 emphasised the processional elements of the day as well 
as its continuing popularity: ‘About 100 members of the village lodge 
started in procession to Fewston Church […] The Lodge flag was carried in 
a showy style and all passed off brilliantly’. A series of events took place 
during the evening, including dancing in the Timble Inn and games such 
as kissing rings, which led Dickinson to remark, ‘altogether a high day for 
our poor old dull village’.31

Unlike the Fewston feast, which decreased in popularity during the 
1890s, the lodge anniversary continued to be a popular event into the 1900s. 
The Wharfedale and Airedale Observer commented in 1900 that after the 
general meeting of the lodge had been held, ‘many visitors from a distance 
and all the young folks of the surrounding districts turned up, and vari
ous amusements occupied the time up to close upon the midnight hour’.32 
In 1901, the newspaper hailed the ability of the lodge to maintain its mem-
bership and anniversary celebrations ‘in face of the general decay of 
village life’.33 Indeed, unlike rural events such as the wakes in the provin-
cial Oldham area, which declined steadily during the late nineteenth 
century, the membership of the lodge increased during the early 1900s, 
with 120 members in 1900, 134 members in 1902, 150 members in 1903, and 
155 members in 1907.34 This increase was in spite of general malaise around 
rural depopulation during the early twentieth century.

The pace of rural depopulation in Britain during the late nineteenth 
century exceeded any other country in Europe, an exodus that undercut 
forms of community, which was reflected in some newspaper report-
ing.35 The opening of an unemployment bureau in Otley in 1906 was 
attributed to rural depopulation that resulted in an increase of unem-
ployed men in towns and cities.36 In 1911, the reservoirs were cited as 
causes for further decline, with compulsory land purchases and affor-
estation seen as having led to depopulation that had left the valley ‘a 
wilderness’.37 As with Dickinson’s diary, though, the supposed effects of 
rural depopulation seem a little exaggerated, evidenced by the lodge 
celebrations that began to incorporate other activities. The anniversary 
of 1903 included dancing in front of the Timble Inn as well as sociable 
activities inside the Timble Inn and the chapel.38 The 1906 anniversary 
included a cricket match between a team from Timble and a selected 
eleven from Farnley Hall, demonstrating that different classes engaged 
with these activities.39 It is clear, then, that while the size of the Washburn 
Valley’s population decreased, community life in the valley adapted and 
continued to be celebrated into the twentieth century.
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The continuance of community life was further emphasised in 1906 
when a scheme to promote the area’s farming exploits was put forward, 
headed by Captain Wakefield, the tenant of Swinsty Hall.40 The Washburn 
Valley Farmers’ Association sought to promote an agricultural society for 
the area, which had several benefits for community life. Since the decline 
of industry in the valley, the primary form of employment was agriculture, 
aided by the letting of land compulsorily bought by the Leeds Corporation 
for farming; 185 people were employed in the valley in 1911 as either farm-
ers or farm labourers.41 Providing a collective society would help to bind 
the agricultural community of the valley.

A related benefit was the introduction of an annual farming show held 
in September, which would not only provide an opportunity for the resi-
dents of the valley to come together but, with the presence of agricultural 
competitions such as best mare or heaviest fowl, would also add an ele
ment of competition for farmers to engage in and, in theory, raise the stock 
of farming produce in the valley. Additionally, only those who farmed in 
the Washburn Valley could enter the farming show. While farming shows 
were a staple of the agricultural calendar in nearby Otley and Harrogate, 
these shows were the province of larger and more prestigious farms, at 
which Washburn Valley farmers were less likely to win awards. Restricting 
entry to the show gave tenant farmers a chance at winning prizes and 
stopped the event from becoming larger than was necessary. A further 
benefit was that, as a society, it was anticipated that events such as talks 
would be held throughout the year, therefore providing opportunities for 
the communities of the valley to engage with. One such talk took place in 
Fewston in 1907 on the prosperity of Danish farming, emphasising that 
farmers in the valley were interesting in exploring international farming 
techniques as well as domestic.42 As older forms of community engagement 
began to decline, the farming association provided an opportunity to reju-
venate community life.

District agricultural societies such as the Washburn Valley Farmers’ 
Association arguably enjoyed their heyday during the mid-nineteenth 
century, declining from the 1850s onwards as difficulties were encountered 
in sustaining regular meetings once favourite topics had been exhausted.43 
The success of the association runs counter to this narrative, not only in 
starting after many had ceased to exist in the early twentieth century, but 
in managing to survive until the 1970s. This is, perhaps, due to the nature 
of agricultural employment in the valley, with farmers only becoming 
tenants during the 1900s after compulsory land purchases by the Leeds 
Corporation, meaning that they lacked a unified employment status 
until then. Additionally, the remote nature of the valley, which was ulti-
mately detrimental to industry during the early nineteenth century, was 



Urban intrusion 153

potentially an advantage in shielding the agricultural community from 
wider changes, including agricultural shows.

The first Washburn Valley Show, in September 1906, took only five 
weeks to organise. Meetings with the organising committee, led by 
Captain Wakefield, were held in all areas of the valley, which lent full 
support and, more importantly, financial aid to the event. Further sup-
port was offered by interested parties from within the valley, such as 
Captain Wakefield himself and Reverend  D.  T. Milligan, the vicar of 
Fewston church. There was also support from wider afield: Joshua Tetley 
and Sons contributed ten pounds and sixpence, while the Leeds 
Corporation donated five pounds to the event annually from 1906 onwards 
for running costs or prize money.44 The event itself was hailed as a great 
success for the area by the Wharfedale and Airedale Observer, which 
praised the establishment of the yearly event:

The chief aim of the association is to promote the betterment of the 
breeding of stock locally, and during the dreary winter months to 
arrange for a course of discussions on m atters appertaining to the farm-
ing industry. Apart from an e vening socially spent during the winter 
season, the exchanging of ideas  will have a most beneficial effect, and 
 will tend to cement a good feeling of comradeship between the vari ous 
townships.45

Aside from the agricultural competition itself, which had 123 entries in its 
first year, entertainment included the performance by a brass band from 
Otley. As already noted, the presence of brass bands was an integral ele
ment of community events in the Washburn Valley, which provided 
occasions with a sense of dignity.46 Following the conclusion of the show, 
a dance was held at the Robinson Library, with refreshments, including 
beer from Ilkley Brewery Company, provided by the Timble Inn.47 The show 
was a success in both providing a space for the tenant farmers of the val-
ley to exhibit their produce and in creating new social events for residents 
across the valley.

The show continued to grow in popularity over the following years. The 
second show in 1907, which also took place in Timble, saw an increase in 
entries, mixed with what was deemed to be a slightly disappointing atten-
dance given the work the association had done in trying to promote the 
event in towns outside the valley.48 The third show, held in Norwood, built 
on the success of the previous two shows, despite being held in a less acces-
sible area of the valley. Entries from farmers increased again on the 
previous year, and ‘there was a large attendance from the more adjunct 
villages’.49 The popularity of the event continued to increase. The 
Wharfedale and Airedale Observer remarked of the 1910 show that: ‘At the 
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time of opening there was a moderate attendance, and as the afternoon 
wore on, this was greatly increased by visitors from all parts of the district, 
even the Metropolis sending its quota’ – word of the successful event had 
evidently spread to Leeds.50

This success continued into the interwar period as entries to the com-
petition and visitor numbers increased. This was in spite of the difficulties 
the agricultural sector encountered during the interwar period, what Alun 
Howkins has termed the ‘locust years’ in which the sector was perpetually 
depressed.51 The show also continued to draw crowds from outside the val-
ley itself; the Wharfedale and Airedale Observer remarked in 1921 that ‘the 
pleasantly-situated show ground was thronged during the afternoon and 
evening with visitors from the surrounding towns and villages; indeed, the 
cities of Leeds and Bradford contributed their quota’.52 In 1925, the news-
paper noted that attendance at the show numbered over one thousand, an 
impressive figure given the relatively inaccessible nature of the Washburn 
Valley generally and Norwood in particular. Indeed, accessibility became 
an issue towards the end of the 1920s, prompting the association to move 
the show from the Sun Inn, Norwood to the Hopper Lane Hotel, situated 
on the A59 that connects Skipton and Harrogate. Looking back in 1934, the 
Wharfedale and Airedale Observer praised this move: ‘The accessibility of 
the field from the main Harrogate–Skipton Road has resulted in larger 
number of visitors from further afield, and entries were again a record’.53 
The move also precipitated a change in the entertainment on show. While 
both venues were situated next to public houses, the shows at Norwood 
included a roster of sports, such as races for boys, girls, men, single women 
and married women, three-legged races, a slow bicycle race and an obsta-
cle race, whereas at Blubberhouses the entertainment involved a donkey 
race and a clay pigeon shooting competition, as well as music provided 
by brass bands.54 The show did not provide the same entertainment each 
year, but sought to evolve in order to maintain the interest of visitors along-
side the agricultural competition itself, attempting to capitalise on the 
valley’s popularity as a site of leisure and beauty.

There were some elements of the valley’s rural life that warranted John 
Dickinson’s assessment that community life was in decline. The demise 
of the feast days, important annual cultural events, are an example of this, 
although the decline of such days in the Washburn Valley occurred slightly 
later than other local areas.55 This, in addition to the general reduction in 
the valley’s population, was, to some like Dickinson, evidence that both 
community and rural life were in terminal decline. However, as K. D. M. 
Snell has argued, one of the main factors in the expression of community 
is a sense of belonging.56 Although the feast days declined in importance, 
the City of Refuge Lodge anniversary celebrations brought members of the 
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friendly society and others from the wider area together. The success of 
the Refuge Lodge during this period is an indication that a sense 
of  community remained in the valley, despite Dickinson’s contrary 
assessment. The Washburn Valley Farmers’ Association Show, an event 
that grew through the early twentieth century, played a similar role in 
bringing together the working community for a day to celebrate both the 
agricultural produce of the area and the community life of the valley. 
The Washburn Valley provides an interesting case study to contrast with 
other areas, such as parts of Wales targeted by Liverpool and Birmingham, 
as well as the Lake District targeted by Manchester. In those cases, the 
waterworks schemes ensured that those areas became mostly if not 
entirely depopulated. In contrast, the Leeds reservoirs had an undoubted 
impact on the area, as shown in previous chapters, but because the entire 
valley was not flooded, it meant that life could go on for many, albeit in a 
different way. As with cultural depictions of the countryside, the com-
ing of reservoirs did not necessarily mean the death of rurality.

The negative impacts of waterworks

While the impact of the reservoirs on the communities of the Washburn 
Valley was more nuanced than perhaps first envisioned by Dickinson, this 
does not mean that reservoir projects were not highly disruptive. The sub-
sidence of Fewston village in the Washburn Valley was testament to this, 
as were the impacts on communities in other areas of the country. Municipal 
governments purposefully targeted areas of the country for reservoir 
development that did not have large populations, thereby making parlia-
mentary approval easier to obtain. This led to a somewhat callous regard 
for those that did live in the affected areas. Little to no mention was made 
of the impact on local communities during Liverpool’s deliberations over 
the Vyrnwy project, despite the eventual impact that the waterworks would 
have, with homes for over two hundred residents constructed and a new 
school built.57 There was local opposition to the construction of Vyrnwy, 
although this was ignored by the parliamentary process and the English 
press. It was also downplayed by the few nationalist publications that did 
acknowledge local concerns, which Owen Roberts attributes to the nature 
of Welsh nationalism in the nineteenth century. This form of nationalism 
saw itself less as oppositional to English modernity and more as wanting 
to play a full part in the success of the British Empire.58 Water supply was 
particularly local in this period, but here we can see the genesis of later 
ideas around the importance of local efforts to the national supply of water 
as Denis Cosgrove, Barbara Roscoe and Simon Rycroft have highlighted 
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in the 1970s. For them, people local to the newly built Rutland Water in 
East Leicestershire saw that reservoir as helping to serve the national need 
for water, despite the fact that water networks in that period were locally 
connected and could not transfer water nationally.59

Of the several waterworks projects undertaken in the late nineteenth 
century, Birmingham’s Elan and Claerwen Valley schemes had the high-
est potential impact to rural communities due to the size of the 
undertaking. While the Claerwen scheme was never realised as planned 
in the 1890s, what came to pass has been termed by David Lewis Brown 
as ‘the Elan Valley clearance’, an evocation of the Highland clearances in 
Scotland during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.60 Although not 
as dramatic as those clearances, which saw the decimation of clan cul-
ture in the Scottish highlands, the Elan Valley underwent a sizeable 
population decline because of the reservoirs. As part of the parliamen-
tary Act that authorised the construction of the reservoirs, Birmingham 
Corporation was given seven years of compulsory purchasing powers.61 
Surveys were undertaken to assess which residents would need to be 
rehoused and which buildings would need to be rebuilt elsewhere. Of 
the sixty-seven properties in the Elan and Claerwen valleys, eighteen 
were demolished or abandoned, with six replacement cottages built in 
addition to a new school and church for the area. In 1891, there were 298 
people living in the Elan and Claerwen valleys, a number that decreased 
to 103 by 1911. While several families were rehoused by Birmingham 
Corporation, there was an undoubted impact on the local community of 
the area, particularly those who spoke only Welsh; by 1911 just five resi-
dents in the valleys only spoke Welsh.62

While the Elan Valley clearances or the flooding of Llanwddyn to con-
struct Lake Vyrnwy did not provoke outright opposition despite their 
impact on local people and culture, they were certainly influential, form-
ing part of a longer-term history of displacement and injustice in the minds 
of many. This was aptly the subject of Emlyn Williams’s 1949 film The Last 
Days of Dolwyn, a film notable for being Richard Burton’s motion picture 
debut. The film follows the story of the village of Dolwyn, targeted by 
industrial interests in Lancashire as a suitable site for a reservoir – a res-
ervoir had been constructed higher up the valley but owing to geological 
problems that project had to be amended, which meant flooding Dolwyn. 
The landlords of the area, the Dolwyn family, agree to the project in order 
to cover several debts, as does the majority of the village in exchange for 
compensation and the promise of a new home and job in the fictional 
Liverpool suburb of Hagton. The main character of the story, the elderly 
widow Merri, is one of the few that fails to accept the move; however, as 
she is a tenant, she has no power. On discovering that, in fact, she is the 
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leaseholder for her property, Merri refuses to move, turning down hun-
dreds of pounds. In response to his failure to secure the valley for Lord 
Lancashire, the villainous agent Rob Davis attempts to open the floodgates 
of the original reservoir further up the valley, but he is unable to do so.63

The film has somewhat fantastical elements to it: it concludes with a 
fight between an enraged Davis trying to set fire to the village and Burton’s 
character Gareth, who accidentally knocks an alcohol-soaked Davis into 
a fire which causes his death. In order to save her foster-child Gareth from 
the consequences of his actions, Merri decides to hide the body in her 
house and go to the reservoir to open the floodgates, which she success-
fully does. Emlyn’s film is woven with relevant themes here. It is notable 
that opposition to moving from the villagers themselves is largely non-
existent – many are happy to move. This is embodied most clearly in 
Merri’s other son Dafydd, who is desperate to leave the dull countryside 
for the bright lights of Liverpool. Contrasted with him is Burton’s Gareth, 
who at the start of the film returns from Liverpool, unable to bear the 
noise, the smog, and the seven-storey buildings. Gareth represents 
the anti-urbanism that would soon be taken up by Plaid Cymru, return-
ing to the land of his forebearers. The film is also notable for the amount 
of Welsh spoken by characters. There are several occasions where charac-
ters like Merri comment on their inability to speak English, emphasising 
that Dolwyn is a bastion of Welsh language and culture that was under 
threat.

There is also the theme of progress versus tradition: as well as the tra-
ditions of the village being under threat, the viewer is treated to several 
shots of the already built reservoir at the top of the valley spanning to the 
rural idyll of Dolwyn, a sign of what was to come. Urban progress is rep-
resented by the villainous Rob Davis, played by Williams himself, a former 
native of the village who had been run out as a twelve-year-old after steal-
ing from the church collection plate. At a meeting of leaseholders to inform 
them of the scheme, he neatly summarised the urban perspective of rural 
reservoir development: ‘by the miracle of science a few insanitary dwell-
ings will become of use to millions of people’. Ultimately, the message of 
Williams’s film is that progress cannot be stopped, even by the most bel-
ligerent of bulwarks. When Davis first tries to flood the village, instead of 
evacuating following the sounding of the flood alarm, Merri decides to stay 
in her home, aware that it would mean her death. It is only after Gareth 
kills Davis that Merri takes it on herself to flood the village to save her son. 
In the end, the last defender of Dolwyn is the one to flood the village, 
underlining that modernity is inevitable.

Emlyn’s film sits at an interesting nexus point: simultaneous to the 
construction of Claerwen reservoir and a few short years before Llyn 
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Celyn, but looking back on projects completed in the late nineteenth 
century. This suggests that there was continuity of experience. However, 
constructing reservoirs in Wales in the twentieth century was complicated 
by the increasingly polarising issue of Welsh nationalism. While this was 
not as prominent in the nineteenth century as it would become in the twen-
tieth, Wales was conceptualised from the outset as an untapped resource 
for English cities to utilise.64 This led to what has been termed as a ‘quasi-
imperialist’ approach to colonising the Welsh rural hinterland by English 
cities. This was certainly the type of language used by Gwynfor Evans, the 
leader of Plaid Cymru during the Tryweryn episode, who subsequently 
became Plaid Cymru’s first MP. In a pamphlet published in the 1970s, Evans 
wrote of Wales as an exploited colony whose natural resources were taken 
for the benefit of another state. He situated rural depopulation within this 
framework of colonial exploitation, citing the decline in population in 
Merioneth between 1881 and 1971. For Evans, the depopulation of rural 
areas was a symptom of the quasi-imperialist relationship between 
England and Wales, so a scheme like Tryweryn was not just about appro-
priating Welsh resources but exploiting depopulated areas caused by 
English modernity.65

The shift in attitude towards Welsh waterworks came not after the 
Second World War, but during the interwar period. The proposal to dam 
the River Ceiriog by a group of northern English towns led by Warrington 
was met with resistance from both conservationists, who worried that the 
dam would ruin the natural beauty of the Welsh landscape, and national-
ists concerned about the weakening of Welsh culture and language. They 
also argued that Welsh resources should only be for the benefit of the 
Welsh, while they shared concerns with conservationists over the poten-
tial damage that could be wrought to the landscape. While the proposal 
never went ahead, due more to issues between the English towns than 
Welsh opposition, it set the stall for the battles to come after the Second 
World War.66

As with other cities in the post-war period, Liverpool was concerned 
about insufficient water supply. Concerns around the ability of Lake 
Vyrnwy to continue to meet demand meant that in 1956 Liverpool started 
to look elsewhere. The council settled on a scheme on the River Tryweryn, 
a tributary of the River Dee north of Bala Lake. The Tryweryn and Dee was 
one of the many schemes contemplated by Liverpool Corporation in the 
1870s, dismissed at that time because of potential issues with opposition 
from riparian interests.67 As rural industry had declined by the 1950s, this 
was less of an issue. The scheme was projected to supply seventy-five mil-
lion gallons of water a day, a sizeable increase on the Vyrnwy supply.68 
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Opposition, though, would come to be the defining issue regarding 
Tryweryn, not from riparian owners but from Welsh nationalists.

The flooding of Capel Celyn and the completion of Llyn Celyn reservoir 
was seen by Welsh nationalists in particularly morbid terms. As Ed Atkins 
has highlighted, the continued use of the word ‘drowning’ when referring 
to the fate of Capel Celyn reinforced a sense of violence: the village was 
not being removed or replaced or even erased: it was being killed, sub-
merged against its will. This violent narrative was further reinforced 
elsewhere. An amateur film produced by staff and students at Friars School 
(Ysgol Friars) in Bangor in 1965 interwove the language of death. Narrated 
by a schoolchild, symbolising the lost future of Capel Celyn, there are 
repeated references to loss and death. One of the earlier scenes was accom-
panied with the following:

This tiny village of seventy- four souls  under sentence of death since the 
government Act of 1957 soon w ill need no longer its stepping stones 
across its controversial stream.69

The reference to souls, as would be used to describe those lost at sea, as 
well as the more explicit reference to the death sentence of the Liverpool 
Corporation Act 1957 are indicative of the way that Llyn Celyn reservoir 
was conceptualised by Welsh nationalists and many Welsh people. After 
showing scenes of local inhabitants moving out of their homes and shots 
of the reservoir’s construction, the film concludes with what Llyn Celyn 
meant for Liverpool itself. ‘Tryweryn water’ – another deliberate semantic 
tactic used by nationalists to reinforce the impact of the scheme – would 
be used to provide better housing, access to washing machines, and water 
for the growing light industries of Merseyside.70 Following these scenes, 
the narrator remarked that ‘we would do well to remember that progress 
for many means heartache for the few’, followed by shots of the abandoned 
homes and buildings of Capel Celyn. Modernity came at a cost, a cost that 
was paid overwhelmingly by those who would benefit the least.

The opposition to Tryweryn was, however, much more complex, as 
Martin Johnes has highlighted.71 This speaks to the nature of rural moder-
nity, which presents a more complex framework through which to see 
social changes to the countryside, as highlighted by Francis Brett Young’s 
The House Under the Water. Opposition to the flooding of Capel Celyn also 
came from the residents of Capel Celyn themselves, who were famously 
led by Evans to a meeting of the Liverpool Corporation to protest against 
the scheme. For Trever Fishlock, Tryweryn was a moment of traumatic 
awakening for many in Wales who saw that Welsh culture and values were 
under direct threat.72 However, although residents had been shocked to 
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find surveyors walking around Capel Celyn planning the scheme, the first 
they had heard about plans to flood the village, by 1957 many had seem-
ingly accepted the inevitable. After all, Liverpool Corporation was obliged 
to pay compensation to residents and rehouse them, which would mean 
financial support and better quality housing.73 This is an issue that is fore-
told with remarkable prescience in The Last Days of Dolwyn, with 
Williams depicting many of the villagers as being happy and willing to 
sell up and move to a new estate on the edge of Liverpool, with only Merri 
holding out. While there was an obvious attachment to place, for many 
the promise of better housing and a better quality of life will have been 
attractive. The Friars School film further illustrates this point, showing a 
couple begrudgingly leaving their home in Capel Celyn only to find them 
happy and contented in their new home a few miles away.

Although it was a blow to culture in the heartland of Wales, Capel Celyn 
was not the only village to be submerged to fulfil urban needs. Villages 
had been flooded for quite some time: indeed, the inspiration for Emlyn 
Williams’ prophetic film was the village of Llanwddyn, which was sub-
merged to construct Lake Vyrnwy. As noted in Chapter 4, the construction 
of reservoirs in the Elan Valley resulted in submerging several buildings 
including Nantgwyllt, the one-time home to Percy Shelley. Into the inter-
war period, the most famous example of a village being flooded for a 
reservoir was Ashopton, flooded in order to build Ladybower reservoir in 
Derbyshire.74 The flooding of rural villages with small populations was a 
well-established trope of reservoir construction by the 1950s, an act that 
came to symbolise the political and, to some, moral authority of towns and 
cities over the countryside, a social dimension to the taming of nature 
and the Promethean project.

A fruitful example to compare with Llyn Celyn is Thruscross reservoir, 
built in the Washburn Valley between 1960 and 1966. Not only was this 
contemporaneous to what was happening in Merionethshire, but 
Thruscross involved the flooding of West End, a small village in the upper 
half of the Washburn Valley. In terms of social impact, the two projects 
share commonalities: both were very disruptive to those that were dis-
placed. Culturally, the impact of Thruscross was far less than Llyn Celyn, 
for understandable reasons. Furthermore, unlike the residents of Capel 
Celyn, those living in West End had been expecting to be displaced for 
nearly one hundred years.

Leeds Corporation had originally planned to build Thruscross in the 
1870s with the other Washburn Valley reservoirs. However, due to a lack 
of money and statutory time granted by the Leeds Waterworks Act 1867, 
the waterworks committee decided to postpone constructing Thruscross 
until it was necessary. The moment of necessity was reached in the 1950s, 



Urban intrusion 161

as increased water demand and drought put pressure on the city’s supply 
network. In some respects, the upper Washburn Valley was very similar 
to that encountered in the 1860s – the flax industry that had sustained 
life and allowed settlements like West End to develop had already 
declined by the 1860s, with sheep farming being the predominant form 
of work. There were some differences, though. First, although the original 
proposal for Thruscross was not expected to flood West End, residents in 
the area had long been expecting an impact on their lives. This sense was 
heightened by a series of compulsory land purchases undertaken by 
Leeds Corporation in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, 
ostensibly for the purpose of protecting the Washburn watershed from 
pollution.75 In the upper valley, though, where no reservoir yet existed, 
these purchases could be construed as helping to solve tomorrow’s problem. 
Whatever the rationale, it meant that residents of West End and the sur-
rounding farms became tenants of the corporation.

It is clear that this shift to corporation tenancy, as well as the general 
decline of the area due to a lack of employment prospects, had an impact 
on how the village was seen by both residents and urbanites in Leeds. The 
Yorkshire Evening Post continually returned to West End during the twenti-
eth century, utilising the language of Oliver Goldsmith by dubbing it ‘the 
deserted village’ as early as 1911; ideas around the death of rural England 
predated Dickinson’s Timble Man.76 Reports in the Yorkshire Evening Post 
often noted the history of West End as an industrial village with a mill that 
employed two thousand people not fifty years earlier, more likely an accu-
mulative figure stated for effect rather than two thousand employees at any 
given time. One correspondent to the Evening Post, Rightaway, in an article 
from 1919 revisiting West End, drew a somewhat hyperbolic comparison 
between the village and war-damaged Belgium: ‘A pilgrimage there at the 
present time might help one to picture some of the ruined villages of 
Flanders’, a comparison also made by J.  B. Priestley in his 1934 English 
Journey.77 The Yorkshire Evening Post’s fascination with West End continued 
throughout the interwar period, with excursions to the village continuing 
to draw on the village’s history as a once thriving industrial village. One 
article from 1938 pointed to the land purchases by the Leeds Corporation in 
the 1900s as the final nail in the village’s coffin.78 As already discussed, the 
decline of West End was precipitated before the corporation sought to build 
reservoirs in the Washburn Valley. While the corporation undoubtedly cap-
italised on this decline with land purchases in preparation for the new 
reservoir, it would be unfair to lay the blame squarely on the Leeds 
Corporation for West End becoming ‘the deserted village’.

Although the waterworks committee did not propose constructing a res-
ervoir at Thruscross until 1952, a Yorkshire Evening Post article from 1949 
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suggested that construction was a distinct possibility. The article provided 
interviews with the few remaining residents of West End and residents of 
the nearby village of Thruscross who vehemently argued that, despite the 
decline of industry and population that had left the area largely unpopu-
lated, a reservoir would spoil the valley. One resident, almost with an air 
of resignation, stated that ‘We know Leeds must have water, but it’s heart-
breaking to lose our little valley. […] We hope the borings reveal a mass of 
solid rock totally unsuitable for reservoirs or embankments’.79 The article 
continued the style of reporting employed during the interwar period by 
once again highlighting the decline of a once bustling industrial village 
with nothing but ‘skeletons’ to show for it – another image of death.80 These 
comments are indicative of the wider concern during the interwar and 
post-war years of municipal encroachment into the countryside. They also 
provide parallels with the experience of Llyn Celyn, which was seen as a 
threat to Welsh culture. While this was most explicitly expressed by Plaid 
Cymru as a threat to the Welsh language, the idyllic representation of the 
valleys as being intrinsic to Welsh culture was also threatened by the impo-
sition of urban engineering. This point is made by Williams in The Last 
Days of Dolwyn, which includes several panoramic shots of the bucolic 
Welsh countryside before spanning to the dam constructed above the 
village.

A further article in the Yorkshire Evening Post from 1953 once again 
lamented the future loss of West End, this time interviewing a former 
school teacher in the village who deplored the decline of schooling in rural 
villages that, she argued, caused children to lose their sense of place.81 
This is symptomatic of the developing sense during the mid-twentieth 
century of a ‘lost’ England, aggravated by the encroachment of towns and 
cities into the countryside, a theme subsequently deemed to be a myth 
propagated by groups like the Campaign for the Preservation of Rural 
England.82 Thus, the extent to which the countryside was threatened from 
outside factors has been questioned. Again, there are parallels to be drawn 
with Llyn Celyn, which was seen by nationalists as a threat to Wales, espe-
cially as Plaid Cymru conceptualised Welsh identity as being rural in 
nature.83 The difference between the two cases, though, was that West End 
was largely uninhabited because of previous depopulation. While only a 
small number of people lived there, there was more significant displace-
ment at Capel Celyn.

Nevertheless, the sense of a lost ‘England’ remained pervasive. A case 
in point was the loss of West End village itself, although, according to the 
Yorkshire Evening Post’s reporting, the loss would be borne more by visi-
tors who would never see the beauty of West End than the residents 
themselves, who had long come to terms with the loss of their local idyll.84 
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This, perhaps, is at the heart of the Yorkshire Evening Post’s reporting, 
which, as one resident noted, was not circulated in the Washburn Valley. 
The concern lay less with the loss of a residential area, but with the loss 
of a beauty spot on the doorstep of Leeds, which had become more acces-
sible with the increase in motor ownership during the post-war period. 
While Leeds would be gaining a needed water supply, it would be losing 
a place of beauty. This demonstrates that, even though a reservoir had not 
been built, the area was seen within the framework of the ‘Leeds Lake 
District’, a key part of the cultural dimension of the civic link between the 
city and the Washburn Valley. The Leeds Corporation certainly did not 
directly factor leisure into its planning of Thruscross, a commonality 
shared with contemporaries such as Cow Green reservoir, Teesdale, and 
Rutland Water in the East Midlands, the architects of which strictly pre-
cluded using the space for recreation.85 In contrast to narratives of the 
reservoirs in the lower valley, which were seen to heighten the beauty of 
the Washburn Valley, the loss of West End was portrayed as a loss to thou-
sands of visitors who would no longer be able to walk over the packhorse 
bridge or visit Holy Trinity Church. As one correspondent wrote: ‘Something 
will vanish with the Washburn brook. A solitude and a loveliness to spell 
and an enchantment. You cannot enter the valley without recognising it. 
You cannot stay without succumbing to it’.86 This is in contrast to Capel 
Celyn, which was not seen as a tourist attraction due to its remote loca-
tion in North Wales. This is where the quasi-imperialist feeling regarding 
Llyn Celyn separates it from the experiences of those in the Washburn 
Valley: Thruscross ultimately represented the loss of a leisure spot – few 
people lived in West End by the 1960s for it to be troublesome. The flood-
ing of Capel Celyn, on the other hand, was seen as a threat to Welsh culture 
in order to improve the livelihoods of the English in Liverpool.

A final difference between the two examples is in their legacies. Capel 
Celyn and Llyn Celyn have become synonymous with warnings of threats 
to national culture. As recently as 2022 during a debate in the House of 
Commons on the Supreme Court’s decision to reject legislation to enable 
a second Scottish referendum, the group leader of Plaid Cymru, Elizabeth 
Saville Roberts, referenced Tryweryn to show that nationalist interests in 
the Union could and would be squashed by Westminster.87 In contrast, 
Thruscross escaped controversy like many other reservoirs that sit on 
flooded villages. Opposition to Thruscross was relatively muted: the main 
opponents of the scheme were local authorities like the West Riding County 
Council who were more concerned about transport access than residents 
being displaced. There also were not that many people living in West End 
by 1960: the shadow of Thruscross had provoked many to move away. West 
End is now largely forgotten, remarked on only when drought is sufficient 
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enough to lay bare the old houses and church foundations, as it was in 
1995. This shows the importance of focusing on case studies: there are com-
monalities between each case, but each has its own individual richness.

To return to where this chapter started, it would be reasonable to 
assume that community life dwindled in the Washburn Valley following 
the further loss of West End. The local historian Diana Parsons has been 
scathing of the impact of the reservoirs, saying that the construction of 
the reservoirs ripped out ‘the heart of the valley’, and she is especially 
critical of the decision to prematurely depopulate West End.88 However, 
as shown earlier in this chapter, community life adapted and continued 
after the construction of the original reservoirs in the 1870s, and the 
same can be said for life during and after the construction of Thruscross. 
The Washburn Valley Farmers’ Association shows continued until 1974, 
struck down by a lack of financial support rather than a lack of participa-
tion. Given the decline of similar types of agricultural show during the 
late nineteenth century, it is remarkable that the Washburn show lasted 
as long as it did and emphasises its importance to the farming commu-
nity.89 It also helped to bridge the divide between rural tenant and urban 
landlord. At the show’s dinner in 1950, a member of the association, Mr 
Renton, praised the actions of the outgoing president Mr Forster, a former 
manager of the Leeds waterworks, who had been able to cultivate close 
relations with the tenant farmers of the area. Renton remarked that:

As a boy I used to spend my holidays at Blubber houses, and the life in 
the dales is very diff er ent to- day from what it was 46 or 47 years ago. 
On  those days if a Corporation official showed his face in the Washburn 
Valley, every one went into hiding and peeped round the curtains at him. 
That does not apply to- day, and it is a good t hing.90

While only taking place on one day of the year, the Washburn Valley 
Farmers’ Association shows, as well as the activities of other groups like 
the Washburn Young Farmers’ Club, highlight the continuance of commu-
nity life into the second half of the twentieth century, and shows that rural 
life was not quite as dead as John Dickinson thought some one hundred 
years earlier. This can be contrasted for a final time with Llyn Celyn, the 
village of Capel Celyn lost under the waters of the reservoir. Now all that 
stands is a graffitied stone wall imploring people to never forget Tryweryn.

Conclusion

Waterworks projects elicited a great number of responses. It would be rea-
sonable to assume that those living in areas targeted for development 
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would feel most negatively about them, and at times this was the case. 
There was an undeniable sense of loss at the flooding of Capel Celyn as 
there was with the flooding of West End. Flooding villages for water-
works was not just consigned to England and Wales: it was standard 
practice in many countries. A few years before Capel Celyn and West End 
were flooded, the construction of the Bhakra–Nangal dams in India par-
tially or fully flooded 375 villages, showing how Western engineering 
practices had taken hold across the world even after independence.91 It is 
also clear that these schemes could stir up strong emotional responses. 
Tryweryn became a rallying point for Plaid Cymru, while others moved to 
action went further still by setting explosive devices around the works.

But as Daniel Haines makes clear in a more international context with 
Bhakra Nangal, and as this chapter does for England and Wales, the loss 
of villages did not necessarily mean the death of rural life – positives could 
come from these developments. As the example of the Washburn Valley 
shows, the management of the waterworks provided the community with 
a common occupation and status: the tenant farmer. That allowed resi-
dents in the valley to create a sense of collective identity, a rallying point 
of their own, that celebrated what life had become in the area. The 
Washburn Valley Farmers’ Association continued into the 1970s, well 
beyond the lifespan of similar agricultural shows. For many later schemes, 
like Thruscross, a lack of opposition was the result of the scheme being 
long expected. It is notable that there was a lack of nationalist opposition 
to the construction of Claerwen reservoir, due in part to geographical 
factors but also perhaps that the scheme, like Thruscross, was long in the 
making and expected sooner rather than later. Additionally, the testimony 
of John Dickinson shows that community life continued to adapt and, in 
some cases, thrive through local societies and feast days. Johnes’s obser-
vation of Tryweryn and Plaid Cymru can be applied more widely, then: the 
relationship between local people and these areas was complex, and 
responses to reservoir construction were more nuanced than we might 
assume, a point encapsulated in The Last Days of Dolwyn. This chapter 
has demonstrated the importance of looking at local case studies to tell-
ing a more national story, as well as the need to tackle difficult histories. 
It has also shown that the Promethean project was not just about the urban 
remaking of the countryside: the social consequences of such actions need 
to be considered fully. While it is easy to see how reservoir developments 
would fit into the broader narrative of rural decline, their true impact to 
local communities was more complex.
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Conclusion

Going back for more: urban demand on 
the rural environment

Urban growth in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries mandated a simul-
taneous growth in the water industry. As such, many towns and cities 
like Leeds, Liverpool and Birmingham undertook waterworks projects to 
quench the thirsts of their populations and industries. As we’ve seen, there 
were a number of similarities and differences that are worth dwelling on 
in more detail. In terms of similarities, many urban authorities and private 
water companies took similar approaches to the acquisition of rural water 
supplies, looking to the uplands of England and Wales to provide pure, soft 
water. We can also see a conventional wisdom taking hold across the 
period. Gravitation reservoirs were seen as the most reliable form of water 
extraction, more expensive than pumping stations in the first instance but 
more reliable and cheaper in the long term. This altered slightly towards 
the end of the nineteenth century as new technologies came to the fore, 
particularly the use of masonry. Liverpool’s Vyrnwy reservoir was some-
thing of a pioneer in this regard, at least in Britain – Liege’s Gileppe dam 
predated Vyrnwy by some thirteen years. Indeed, it is possible to discern 
a more unified approach to water engineering towards the end of the nine-
teenth century, aided by the development of professional associations 
such as the Association of Water Engineers, established in 1896. In their 
discussions of how to best cast water pipes, during trips to waterworks 
and lectures from national and international colleagues, water engi-
neers were starting to conceptualise the city in a more unified way.1 
There were, broadly speaking, also similarities in terms of water manage-
ment. Many of the larger towns and cities recognised the benefits of 
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afforesting the edges of reservoirs, cultural landscapes were remade in 
similar ways, and many of these waterscapes were utilised for leisure.

Each city, though, was unique, as were its hinterlands. This meant that 
each waterworks project was also unique in one way or another, empha-
sising the need to focus on local case studies to tell a broader story. Different 
plans were put forward corresponding to local differences, from chains of 
reservoirs of different sizes in the Washburn and Elan valleys, to one large 
reservoir project as at Thirlmere or Vyrnwy, or to the larger post-war projects 
that dispensed with smaller reservoirs for one, much larger structure as 
at Claerwen and Thruscross. This trend would continue into the 1970s and 
beyond, encapsulated by the construction of Kielder Water in Northumbria, 
an enormous scheme designed to provide water not just to Newcastle but 
also to the thirsty heavy industries of Teesside.2 Local differences meant 
that the ability to tame nature was never absolute. Engineers may have 
begun to conceptualise waterworks in similar ways, but this did not 
account for the peculiarities of individual landscapes, as Leeds found in 
the Washburn Valley, or Liverpool along its pipeline from Vyrnwy. As 
briefly noted early on, Leeds had to almost entirely abandon a scheme in 
the Ure Valley in the twentieth century after it was discovered that the 
landscape was largely not fit for purpose, wasting £300,000 in the process.3

It is clear that there were similarities beyond the construction of the 
reservoirs themselves. One of the overarching arguments of this book is 
that civic identity continued to be linked to waterworks projects well into 
the twentieth century, more on which below. In the themes looked at here, 
such as afforestation, cultural landscapes and the development of leisure, 
this was the case. The second overarching argument, that the hinterland 
exchange was reciprocal rather than one way, was also the case across the 
examples cited here. Afforestation schemes further altered the natural 
landscape but gave resources back to the countryside, while the develop-
ment of cultural landscapes and leisure conceptualised landscape change 
in largely positive tones. Waterworks were not just about taking one envi-
ronmental resource, but became a cultural and environmental give and 
take. Importantly, this did not just happen at one site or with one city but 
with several.

That is not to say that approaches to waterworks management were 
entirely uniform across the country, or within the case studies highlighted 
here. It is important to stress that many of the examples looked at in 
Waterscapes, particularly Leeds, Liverpool and Birmingham, were all cit-
ies with strong civic identities. Not all towns and cities developed such 
strong identities around civic governance, so it stands to reason that not 
every town and city would have approached the construction or manage-
ment of their waterworks in same way, particularly towns with less 
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financial means. As noted in Chapter 3, Manchester Corporation had a very 
different, or indifferent, approach to afforestation from that of a city like 
Liverpool that embraced it wholeheartedly. The impact on communities 
differed greatly across the different examples, as examined in Chapter 6. 
In some cases, rural displacement was long anticipated and in some ways 
accepted, while in others, particularly in the case of Capel Celyn, the 
impact to the community was spotlighted and became symbolic of wider 
issues of national identity.

The examples looked at here, then, can help to draw out broad similari-
ties and differences. The remainder of this conclusion will look at some of 
the themes of the book in more detail to help further examine these simi-
larities and differences before turning to the contemporary relevance of 
this work.

Democratic landscapes?

It is worth commenting on the fact that water authorities privileged par
ticular reservoir development. Many reservoirs were built in uplands so 
they could utilise gravity to send water down pipes towards towns and cit-
ies, rather than rely on expensive pumping systems which required 
constant fuel to operate. This land was often deemed to not hold agricul-
tural value, particularly in the north where arable land was scarcer than 
in the south. This also meant that the land was cheaper, as it was mainly 
used for sheep grazing.4 This led to tensions, though, which have been 
hinted at throughout the chapters. Municipal authorities held little regard 
for the needs of farming land. As such, the process of acquiring land for 
reservoir development was highly undemocratic: as the nineteenth century 
progressed, municipal authorities in particular were able to gain powers 
of compulsory purchase. Leeds Corporation had to negotiate with various 
landed interests during the passage of their bill in 1867 as seen in Chapter 1. 
By the time Liverpool and Birmingham came to Parliament to lobby for 
their own powers in the 1880s and 1890s, seven-year compulsory pur-
chase powers were included in their water Acts.5 Leeds Corporation 
gained compulsory purchase powers in the 1890s under the guise of pol-
lution protection. Members of the council felt that local farmers were not 
taking all the steps they could to prevent effluent entering the reservoirs, 
so gained powers in an 1897 Improvement Act to compulsorily purchase 
land.6 This had an enormous effect on the Washburn Valley, which had 
until that point largely been populated by smallholdings. Over the turn 
of  the twentieth century, the Washburn Valley became a large land
holding for Leeds Corporation, turning residents into tenant farmers. The 
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managing of rural areas in such a way extended the urban footprint, with 
municipal authorities coming to govern the countryside to improve public 
health, which led to inevitable tension.

Naturally, these powers could – and did – negatively affect rural areas 
in some cases. As has already been mentioned, Birmingham’s controver-
sial powers in the Birmingham Corporation Water Act 1892 led to a process 
that David Lewis Brown has compared to the Highland clearances.7 There 
is also a national dynamic to bear in mind with Birmingham and Liverpool’s 
schemes: both authorities uprooted local Welsh residents to provide for 
English cities. It is no surprise that this resulted in a backlash when a 
scheme was proposed at Tryweryn in the 1960s. In the Washburn Valley, 
the residents of West End had anticipated a fourth reservoir to submerge 
their homes for so long that the area was prematurely depopulated, with 
little surprise when Leeds Corporation eventually built Thruscross 
Reservoir in the 1960s. The few locals who did stay had little recourse to 
fight the corporation, with the main opposition coming from rural author-
ities more concerned with transport links than displacement.

These changes could result in positive consequences for how rural 
spaces were used. There is an intersection here with ideas around citizen-
ship, which by the end of the nineteenth century focused on people as 
much as the built environment.8 Fishing in the reservoirs was conceptu-
alised very literally by urban residents themselves within a narrative of 
citizenship: fish help to keep the water clean by eating detritus, and by 
fishing in the Washburn Valley reservoirs, middle-class anglers would be 
helping to maintain a manageable number of fish. Fishing and rambling 
were also part of a programme of rational recreation that was promoted 
as a way to combat the evils of urban life. In promoting the cultural land-
scapes of areas like Vyrnwy or the Elan Valley, people were encouraged 
to enjoy these areas themselves, moving outside the city for respectable 
recreation. Civic improvement was a part of this narrative, but creating and 
curating a space in rural areas for the pursuit of leisure was also part of a 
discourse of citizenship. As the focus shifted to working-class participa-
tion in narratives of citizenship during the interwar period, the efforts of 
Liverpool Corporation to educate its residents on the uses of timber from 
the afforestation scheme at Vyrnwy was important. This can be seen as 
an extension of the type of civic education undertaken in cities like 
Manchester during the interwar period, educational programmes favoured 
by urban planners such as Patrick Geddes as a way of engaging the work-
ing class in how the cities operated. This is an example of how cities tried 
to mould their working-class residents in a way that measured up to the 
economic ambitions of an increasingly globalised world.9
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Even here, though, we can see a democratic deficit around these water-
scapes. As seen in examples through the nineteenth and twentieth 
centuries, local opposition was held in little regard until the 1960s. Many 
could not afford to challenge a scheme in Parliament. Even when schemes 
were challenged, as with Thirlmere in the 1870s, this was based on cul-
tural and aesthetic grounds rather than economic or political.10 When 
reservoir schemes were completed there were issues with inclusion. 
Chapter 5 demonstrated the issues that some faced accessing areas like 
the Washburn Valley for leisure. Working-class leisure seekers wanting to 
fish or ramble were often decried as hikers, their behaviour highlighted 
by councillors and newspaper correspondents. While rambling was more 
inclusive in terms of gender than fishing, it is clear that the countryside 
was conceptualised as a middle-class space where certain behaviours 
were not tolerated.11 Problems with access to the countryside continued to 
be experienced as the twentieth century progressed, particularly for 
those with disabilities as recent research has highlighted.12 As such, water-
scapes such as these demonstrate the democratic void that was present 
between the urban and the rural, with urban areas often privileged at the 
expense of the livelihoods of those living and working in the country. In 
some cases, local people adapted to this change as in the Washburn 
Valley, but there was a democratic and inclusionary void nonetheless.

Rural modernism

One of the major themes of the book has been how structures like reser-
voirs can be seen within a rural modernist framework. The transformative 
effect of infrastructure built after the Second World War on rural places 
was profound, resulting in mass electricity networks, pylons, power sta-
tions and so on.13 The reservoirs of the post-war period fit into this 
framework, but one of the themes of this book has been to highlight how 
the effect of infrastructural development on the landscape pre-1945 could 
also fit into a rural modernist way of thinking. Reservoir development in 
the nineteenth century was conceptualised in Romantic terms, influ-
enced by the upland landscapes that were often targeted as well as the 
supposed beautifying effects of construction on places of non-outstanding 
natural beauty.14 Chapters  4 and 5 focused on how these depictions 
helped  to make areas like the Washburn Valley and Lake Vyrnwy more 
popular with urban tourists. However, these sites were used and depicted 
in increasingly modern ways as the twentieth century progressed. 
Chapter 3 highlighted how these areas became working landscapes for 
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afforestation, which, especially in the case of Liverpool, helped to 
strengthen the civic link between the city and the countryside.

This book has also traced the development of rural modernism, not as 
a product of the post-war period but as a sentiment that grew and devel-
oped from nineteenth-century Romanticism. Fictional depictions in the 
form of novels and film were increasingly important to the development 
of rural modernism. The complexity of Francis Brett Young’s The House 
Under the Water speaks to its rural modernist sensibilities. Phil’s despair 
at the loss of Nant Escob and Forest Fawr is remedied in the end by the 
realisation that the spirit of the place endured. Far from being a maudlin 
story of rural nostalgia, this conclusion demonstrates the resilience of 
rural places in the face of modern change, something that is evidenced by 
the adaptation of community in places like the Washburn Valley seen in 
Chapter 6.15 Similarly, The Last Days of Dolwyn presents a more complex 
picture of the social impact of reservoir development, especially in the con-
text of nascent Welsh nationalism. Merri’s decision to flood the village 
she dearly loved to protect her son is an apt metaphor for a rural modern-
ist approach to landscape development, one that recognises the complexity 
of feeling rural communities endured. While Welsh nationalists suggested 
that schemes like Tryweryn were an act of English imperialism, Martin 
Johnes has noted that communities on the ground held more nuanced feel-
ings: some wanted to leave and embrace a more modern life.16 As with 
The House Under the Water, outputs like The Last Days of Dolwyn recog-
nise that changes to the landscape were not solely mired in feelings of loss 
and nostalgia, again evidenced by community responses to change in the 
twentieth century looked at in the final chapter. This, then, helps to develop 
ideas around rural modernism, complimenting recent work that demon-
strates a longer lineage of ideas around infrastructure in the countryside.17 
It also contributes to moving studies of landscape away from studies of 
hedgerows and gardens towards sites that are not as immediately attrac-
tive but offer rich potential for social and cultural analysis.18

Civic identity

Civic identity has been the central thread of this monograph, with each 
theme intersecting with civic pride in one way or another. This is impor
tant to highlight in and of itself, but especially so for the twentieth 
century as waterworks have more readily been associated with national 
rather than local or civic identity. There is logic to this approach. When 
Denis Cosgrove, Barbara Roscoe and Simon Rycroft explored the spatial 
and cultural meanings behind Rutland Water, the historical context was 
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somewhat different to that looked at here – water supply was controlled by 
regional water boards, which would ultimately become privatised regional 
water companies.19 As those private companies continue to operate, in 
spite of their unpopularity, rising water charges and the discharge of sew-
age into waterways, it is easy to conceptualise water on the regional or 
national level rather than the local or the civic. But civic identity was a 
driving force behind much of the development of water infrastructure in 
British cities well into the 1960s. Commentators continued to link water 
from disparate rural areas with the city it was destined to serve – 
‘Birmingham water’ rather than water sourced in the Welsh uplands 
flowing into the River Claerwen that was dammed to provide Birmingham 
with water. Citizens of Liverpool were educated on what their wood from 
Vyrnwy supported. The Washburn Valley reservoirs were deemed to have 
contributed to such an idyllic scene that the area was dubbed the ‘Leeds 
Lake District’ – all the cultural connotations of one of the most famous 
rural landscapes of Britain appropriated to describe an area that belonged, 
both literally and metaphorically, to the people of Leeds.

The continued engagement with civic identity and civic pride, albeit 
expressed in different ways, demonstrates that wider significance of civic 
identity in the twentieth century. The nineteenth century was certainly a 
high point for engagement with civic identity, as Simon Gunn has high-
lighted by focusing on the development of grand buildings like town 
halls, as well as civic and funeral processions for local worthies.20 
Waterworks projects were tangible examples of the scientific and technical 
prowess of the city, as well as proof that the city could provide for ever-
growing populations and industries. While the opening of reservoirs as 
in the Washburn or Elan valleys may not have been as grand as the open-
ing of civic buildings like town halls, they were still inflected with the same 
tropes, such as the boosterish language and processional culture. In being 
opened by a monarch, the Elan Valley reservoirs were an example of how 
the local was increasingly intersecting with the national and international, 
something echoed in the 1950s when Claerwen reservoir was opened by 
Elizabeth II. As traditional forms of civic pride declined into the twenti-
eth century, it is reasonable to assume that national and imperial identities 
took precedence, and there is evidence to suggest this. However, as Brad 
Beavan has highlighted, the imperial very much intersected with the local 
in times of war, particularly when there was local involvement in conflicts 
like the South African Wars.21 Furthermore, civic identity propelled urban 
development forward in different ways during the twentieth century, not 
just in terms of waterworks but also housing, retail and urban planning.22 
The opening of reservoirs in the post-war period continued to link the city 
with the country, if not in the elaborate and extroverted ways of the 
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nineteenth century – the water fountain of Manchester and Birmingham 
replaced by the Leeds journalist’s coffee cup.

The link between identity and waterworks extended beyond Britain. In 
some countries, this was linked to imperial identities. This is particularly 
the case in arid countries such as Australia, where technological moder-
nity could provide abundant water, at least for a time. In Perth, Western 
Australia, the development of water infrastructure was linked to imperial 
modernity; the ability to wash a car or keep a lawn green in arid condi-
tions helped residents to consider themselves as part of an imperial 
hierarchy. This meant that during times of drought residents would flout 
restrictions in order to keep their gardens green.23 In Texas, new dams were 
built to facilitate urban development in Austin. Three structures were built 
between 1937 and 1941, aided by New Deal funding. Andrew Busch has 
examined the impact of these reservoirs in detail, including their use in a 
celebration of water called Aquafest.24 Like with the reservoirs in Britain 
explored here, civic pride towards the Austin watershed continued to be 
expressed throughout the twentieth century. As the waterworks were very 
literally responsible for the making of modern Austin, it is no surprise that 
this link between the city and its watershed was celebrated into the 1980s 
when changing demographics affected the relationship. The reservoirs not 
only became symbols of Austin’s climate resilience, albeit artificially, but 
also of Austin’s independence from private interests.25 New waterworks in 
India after independence also underlined a commitment to local over 
national autonomy, as in the case of Bilaspur, northern India.26

Civic identity, then, continued to be an important factor in the devel-
opment and management of waterworks projects in major cities in and 
beyond Britain. The extent to which this applied to all cities will, no doubt, 
have varied, but in the case studies looked at here it is safe to say that the 
ability of the city to provide and support its citizens and businesses was 
key, not just in a literal, political sense but in a cultural sense too. As the 
second half of the twentieth century progressed, changes to waterworks 
management – from local to regional to private – meant that the civic 
dimensions of waterworks declined in importance and memory, as in 
Austin. The importance of waterworks to towns and cities in the late twen-
tieth and twenty-first centuries would be worth investigating. For some 
cities like Leeds, the Washburn Valley is easily reachable for many, if not 
all, by car or taxi. The valley continues to be a site of leisure for city dwell-
ers thanks to the efforts of Yorkshire Water in helping to landscape the 
reservoirs for walking, although the recent implementation of parking 
charges perhaps challenges this commitment.27 Additionally, how civic 
pride intersected with private water companies in cities like Bristol and 
Newcastle would also be worth further study. While not operated by 
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municipal government, private water companies were often run on behalf 
of a town or city, and often included prominent civic figures on their boards. 
How these privately run ventures intersected with civic pride and urban 
governance awaits future research.

Environment and the Promethean project

In order to secure good supplies of potable water, municipal corporations, 
as well as private water companies, built waterworks systems that altered 
rural environments. The construction of reservoirs, both in the nineteenth 
and twentieth centuries, resulted in a variety of changes to the surround-
ing landscape. The subsidence of Fewston village in the Washburn Valley 
was the consequence of building a socio-technology without having a prior 
requisite understanding of the pressures the landscape could take. This 
was a relatively minor event – given the scale of disasters at Holmfirth in 
1852 and Dale Dyke in 1864, or the subsequent event in Johnstown, 
Pennsylvania – that caused concern for the structural integrity of the 
Vyrnwy dam.28 The floodings of West End and Capel Celyn have been 
treated here in social terms, but they were also examples of landscape 
transformation, a loss of rural landscape that had been lived on, worked 
on and consumed for hundreds of years. However, the thread that runs 
through all of these examples of environmental change is the enduring 
attitude towards the rural environment, as encapsulated in the reporting 
of Claerwen and Thruscross reservoirs; reservoirs were an example of the 
Promethean project: nature was there to be conquered in order to better 
serve towns and cities.29

As we’ve seen, municipal governments continued to alter the rural land-
scape after reservoirs had been constructed. Compulsory land purchases 
were instigated to ostensibly better protect the reservoirs from pollution. 
The subsequent afforestation schemes also altered the rural environment, 
introducing new, non-native trees. However, the treatment of unemployed 
workers on the Washburn Valley afforestation scheme further emphasised 
attitudes to the environment. As the Yorkshire Post reported in 1913, more 
than sixty per cent of the trees planted had failed.30 The corporation did 
not provide the unemployed men with the training or the tools to properly 
attempt the work, highlighting that the social and political ramifications 
of the scheme were more important than the ecological consequences. 
Once more, the purpose of nature was to better serve urban settlements 
in order to provide resources and, in this case, social provision.

This attitude towards nature, which was prevalent across the period 
under study despite a growing interest in ecology, was linked to the wider 
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conceptualisation of nature.31 Maria Kaika has argued that the city/nature 
dialectic encapsulated positive and negative connotations of both: either 
the city was the place of technological modernity set against wild nature 
that had to be tamed to better serve urban interests, or the city was the 
place of industry, dirt and poverty set against the pristine rural idyll.32 
Indeed, the creation of ‘second nature’ in cities – that is, artificial sites of 
nature – is linked to this dialectic, as Matthew Gandy has shown in the 
case of New York City’s Central Park, with its recreation of supposed pris-
tine wilderness that echoed the Catskill Mountains.33 Both of these 
conceptions of nature have been analysed here. While Chapter 2 high-
lighted the desire of local authorities and engineers to conquer the 
wilderness of nature, Chapters 4 and 5 examined how nature in places like 
the Washburn or Elan valleys was positively conceptualised, viewed 
through the prism of the Romantic rambler and the pursuer of leisure.

It is clear that reservoirs were sites of socionature, their construction 
the result of social forces mixing with natural agency. The landscape was 
an active agent in the formation of the reservoirs, both in how the con-
tours of the land were used for the siting of the reservoirs and in the 
problems faced during construction that resulted in amendments to the 
original plans. Similarly, the reservoirs, as socionatural sites, impacted 
negatively on nature and society locally. Not only was the land on which 
Fewston village was built damaged by the water pressure of Swinsty 
Reservoir, but homes were rendered uninhabitable. Local people were 
displaced by reservoir projects, loudly in the case of Capel Celyn, more 
quietly in the Elan, Claerwen and Washburn valleys. Afforestation 
schemes altered the watershed of the reservoirs, with the introduction of 
non-native trees to the valley, but also had social implications for how the 
unemployed labourers of Leeds were treated. Indeed, the writings of news-
paper correspondents and guidebook writers, who sought to promote 
these rural areas as improved by urban engineering, exaggerated the 
romantic elements of their cultural landscapes, and so also participated 
in the remaking of nature.

Thus, the impact of the reservoirs on the rural environment was multi-
faceted, a conclusion made possible by approaching the study from the 
perspective of socionature. Viewing the reservoirs as sites of socionature 
can help in moving beyond the nature/city dialectic emphasised by con-
temporaries to see them as an amalgam of urban and rural and, therefore, 
part of a wider urban ecology. This also helps us to see that the hinterland 
relationship is reciprocal rather than a one-way process. As William Cronon 
has shown, cities cannot be separated from their environments, and the 
environmental impact of cities reaches well beyond municipal borders.34 
But in looking at issues like afforestation, how cultural landscapes were 
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remade and how these waterscapes were used for leisure, we can see that 
this hinterland exchange went both ways. Approaching the history of 
water supply and reservoir construction from the perspective of socio
nature can aid historians in viewing the ways in which urban and rural 
settings are interdependent, to better reconcile the relationship between 
nature and the city.35

The here and now

To return to where Waterscapes began, examples and debates on the his-
tory of reservoir development over the past one hundred and fifty years 
have currency in the present. Record temperatures were noted in the sum-
mer of 2022 in the United Kingdom, while much of Europe and the rest of 
the world suffered incredibly hot summers in 2023 and 2024, even if the 
United Kingdom did not.36 Increased water consumption as well as a lack 
of reservoir development since the 1990s has led the sector to become vul-
nerable to drought, which will be experienced with more regularity as the 
effects of climate change increasingly take hold. This has brought renewed 
focus on the supply of water but also the governance of the sector more 
generally.

There are a number of issues to point to here. First, the increase in con-
sumption in 2023 points to the failure of water companies to reinforce the 
need to restrict water usage during times of shortage. Second, and per-
haps more seriously, it reflects a failure on the part of the water companies 
themselves, which have been accused of taking record profits but not 
investing in key infrastructure, with some water loss attributed to out-
dated and inadequate infrastructure. In December 2022, Thames Water 
posted profits of nearly £500 million despite an increase in the number of 
burst pipes.37 More seriously, it was reported in June 2023 that the United 
Kingdom’s water regulator Ofwat and the government were preparing to 
take Thames Water into temporary national ownership after it was 
revealed that the company had a £10 billion financial hole amid accusa-
tions of asset stripping.38 This all comes at a difficult time for the water 
industry amidst public outrage at dumping of sewage into waterways as 
well as increased water rates during a cost-of-living crisis. At the start of 
2025, Thames Water continues to be plagued by financial difficulties, while 
investigations have revealed that money earmarked for environmental 
clean-up was diverted to pay bonuses and dividends to shareholders.39

As drought is set to become a more regular occurrence in Britain, the 
attitude of water companies seems to have shifted on how to cope with 
such extreme weather. For the first time since the 1990s, water companies 



Waterscapes182

are considering building new reservoirs to help meet increased demand. 
As noted at the start of this book, in March 2023 Ofwat gave the green light 
to further consultation on three new reservoirs in Oxfordshire, Lincolnshire 
and Cambridgeshire.40 This change in attitude is perhaps linked to the 
political milieu of 2022, an extension of the then UK government’s disposi-
tion for announcing big solutions to big problems – forty new hospitals to 
help reduce waiting lists in the NHS, eight new nuclear reactors to help 
the energy crisis – without providing reassurances or substance as to 
whether they will actually happen or discussing the potential issues with 
such schemes. The reports produced by Ofwat that began this book point 
to the multiple issues that these reservoir schemes face, not least because 
water companies have not adequately engaged with heritage organisa-
tions and local stakeholders.41 As the battles against Thirlmere in the 1870s, 
Ullswater in the 1950s, and Tryweryn in the 1960s highlight, there are 
social, ecological and cultural costs to building new reservoirs which need 
to be seriously considered by water authorities, regulators and the UK gov-
ernment. As this book shows, though, reservoirs can be beneficial to rural 
areas, drawing in leisure seekers, stimulating local economies, and further 
developing cultural conceptions of the countryside. Additionally, there are 
no easy answers as to how to provide safe, potable water in the twenty-first 
century, as Joe Williams, Stefan Bouzarovski and Eric Swyngedouw, as well 
as Ruth Morgan, have highlighted regarding the energy-intensive nature of 
desalination in hotter countries like Australia and the USA.42 There is 
always a cost to socionatural structures like reservoirs to both society and 
ecology. It is striking that in California, pressure has been building to 
restore the Hetch Hetchy Valley in Yosemite National Park, controversially 
dammed by San Francisco in the early twentieth century, while maintain-
ing the water and power usage that comes from the valley.43 Regulators and 
policy makers need to be sure that building new reservoirs, furthering our 
dependence on ever-increasing water supply rather than rationing what we 
already have access to, is the right way to approach our future, which is set 
to become ever more unstable. Learning about the impact of reservoirs in a 
more holistic fashion, as set out here, might be a place to start.
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