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Introduction 17

were able to have a signifi cant amount of agency within the transformed urban 
environment. 

 Part Th ree demonstrates the rich and exotic cultures of religion that emerged 
in the transformed cities. Although religion tends to be viewed as incompatible 
with modernity, the material presented here shows cultures of Catholicism 
contributed to and shaped Liverpool and Manchester ’ s modernity.  Chapter 5  
examines women ’ s involvement in Manchester ’ s Whit processions to understand 
the ways in which the transformed urban environment could act as a stage for the 
performance of episodic religious identities and highlights women ’ s access to both 
religious and consumer cultures in interwar Britain.  Chapter 6  continues these 
themes by focusing on the attempt to build the largest cathedral outside of Rome 
in 1930s Liverpool. Th e chapter argues that Catholic leaders created a powerful 
Catholic urban fantasy around the cathedral through their fundraising campaign 
and, although the cathedral remained unbuilt, it helped to transform perceptions 
of English Catholicism and marketed Liverpool as a centre of Catholicism. In 
doing so, the book highlights Catholic leaders ’  enthusiasm towards modernity and 
in creating a specifi c form of Catholic modernity that embraced modern trends. 

 Th is analysis of urban regeneration and modernity in interwar Liverpool 
and Manchester employs a variety of sources, including municipal publications, 
photographs, fi lms, dress and fashion, advertisements, historical material from 
Mass Observation, statistical information from trade directories, personal 
testimony and material from Catholic archives. Th e diverse application of 
sources provides a vivid and detailed understanding of interwar urban culture 
and each relevant chapter discusses its specifi c use of source material in detail. 
Common to all chapters is the use of the press, both national and local. Research 
by Adrian Bingham has encouraged historians to make greater use of newspapers 
and has reminded scholars of how crucial the press was to social, cultural 
and political life in early-twentieth-century Britain. 80  Although early modern 
scholars make eff ective use of the provincial press, however, historians of the 
twentieth century tend to focus on the national dailies. 81  Here, the local press is 
shown to have been a lively and energetic force in Britain ’ s industrial cities. In 
the increasingly competitive market for audiences, the local press mirrored the 
tactics of the nationals including a lively and sensationalist approach to news, 
the introduction of women ’ s pages, a greater use of images and larger, more eye-
catching advertisements. Refl ecting a burgeoning scholarly interest in the civic 
role of the local press, an assessment of Liverpool and Manchester ’ s newspapers 
shows they maintained a signifi cant civic voice and actively promoted urban 
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redevelopment and their reportage helped to foster the vibrant civic, consumer 
and religious cultures that emerged in interwar Britain. 82  Th e local press was 
neither parochial nor inward-looking, however, and regularly reported important 
national and international events. By implication, the methodological approach 
employed here shows that the press did much to foster the new urban images of 
Liverpool and Manchester and possessed an important role in interwar cultures 
of civic pride and boosterism. As  Chapter 1  will show, it was through the 
local and national press that municipal leaders, architects and urban planners 
promoted new images of Liverpool and Manchester as they publicized their 
ambitious programmes of redevelopment, which were important responses to a 
range of social, political and economic problems. As we shall see, redevelopment 
had profound implications for civic, consumer and religious urban cultures and 
manifest local forms of modernity that refl ected similarities and diff erences with 
British modernity more generally.    



      Part One  

  Civic Culture   





  1  

  ‘ Soaring Skyward ’ : Urban Regeneration   

 Th e redevelopment of Liverpool and Manchester was a product of the unique 
post-1918 period and the challenges they faced. In particular, both cities 
confronted a number of problems in the immediate aft ermath of war. Although 
the First World War fi nally ended in 1918 and was strongly welcomed by 
the millions who marched across Britain on the Peace Day of July 1919, the 
transition to peace did not always remain smooth. 1  For example, waves of 
racially motivated riots occurred in several port cities in 1919, including Cardiff  
and London. Provoked by concerns about unemployment and miscegenation, 
violence targeted black seamen and dock workers. 2  Liverpool saw the worst of the 
violence with murderous results: a young black sailor named Charles Whootton 
died following a chase through the city by a lynch mob; pursued by a baying 
crowd which shouted  ‘ let him drown! ’  he was either pushed or jumped into the 
docks. 3  In the same year, Liverpool also experienced the highest proportion 
of strike action in the Police Strike of 1919, in comparison with London, with 
fi ve times as many policemen striking. 4  Th e strikes led to considerable unrest 
throughout the city and  ‘ resulted in wholesale destruction of property, much 
looting and the eventual repayment via the public taxes ’ . 5  Although Manchester 
did not witness this kind of violence, it did also experience signifi cant social 
tensions. For instance, in 1926, the General Strike brought the city to a standstill 
and the city suff ered from numerous attacks by the Irish Republican Army (IRA) 
throughout the 1920s. 6  

 Th ese post-war social tensions emerged alongside persistent economic 
instability in both Liverpool and Manchester. Th e problem of unemployment 
plagued Britain ’ s northern industrial cities more generally throughout the 
post-First World War period as they were particularly ill-aff ected by economic 
depression: whereas London ’ s offi  cial unemployment rate stood at 12 per cent 
in 1932, the peak of the economic depression, it reached nearly 27 per cent in 
North West England and approached 30 per cent in the North East. 7  As the 
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old staple industries such as coal, steel, cotton and shipbuilding collapsed 
dramatically in England ’ s industrial heartlands, the new light industries, such 
as the factories manufacturing consumer durables like radios and washing 
machines, emerged in the South East and the Midlands. 8  Northern England ’ s 
landscape became strongly associated with poverty and decay:  ‘ You could see 
the scarred mess that greedy men have made of this handsome country, ’  the 
documentary fi lm-maker Paul Rotha wrote when he visited Lancashire during 
the 1930s. 9  As we shall see, both Liverpool and Manchester experienced severe 
challenges to their economies, which, in conjunction with wider social tensions, 
brought new concerns about instability. 

 At the same time as social and economic turmoil, the advent of mass 
democracy prompted considerable debates about the nature of the electorate. 10  
Britain had a cross-class electorate for the fi rst time aft er the First World War 
and, as the rest of Europe and Russia witnessed political turbulence and the 
rise of political extremism, both national and local politicians took important 
steps to engage and communicate with the new electorate. Although the impact 
of mass suff rage on national politics has attracted notable scholarly attention, 
especially regarding the implications for political marketing, the impact on 
local politics remains notably under-researched. 11  Rather, historians tend to 
assume that a fall in the infl uence of local government heralded the decline of 
England ’ s provincial cities. In particular, scholars tend to view 1914 as a turning 
point in the dramatic demise of civic power. 12  Yet, Richard Trainor has drawn 
attention to J. B. Priestley ’ s assertion in 1934 that England was  ‘ the country 
of local government ’ . 13  By highlighting the involvement of the middle classes, 
rather than the industrial elite, more generally, Trainor suggests that the idea of 
decline in the 1920s and 1930s remains exaggerated. 14  Th is chapter goes further 
and suggests that civic pride thrived in Liverpool and Manchester between the 
two world wars in response to post-First World War turbulence, but it was a civic 
culture that was diff erent from the one that had fl ourished during the nineteenth 
century. Th en, the great men of the industrial revolution invested in their cities 
to boost trade and to dwarf their competitors but also, and perhaps more 
importantly, as a way to wield power over the urban working class. 15  Aft er 1918, 
the building of public and grandiose monuments remained no less important, 
but the civic culture that emerged was more demotic and populist and refl ected 
the new mass democratic age. 

 Local politicians in Liverpool and Manchester responded to the unique 
problems they faced aft er 1918 by investing in ambitious programmes of 
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urban transformation that fostered a rich culture of civic pride. By focusing 
on housing reform, public transport and new forms of civic and commercial 
architecture, this chapter highlights the innovative and imaginative strategies 
employed by Liverpool ’ s and Manchester ’ s local politicians and urban planners 
in the face of potentially crippling economic and social problems. Although 
formal, published plans did not emerge in Britain until the Second World War, 
interwar urban transformation was heavily publicized in the press and through 
municipal publicity material with a proliferation of images of the transformed 
urban environment, both real and imagined. 16  Urban transformation and 
the accompanying publicity material helped to create new urban images that 
reinvigorated local cultures and boosted the local economies. Th e symbolic 
impact of these grandiose schemes  –  including those that remained incomplete 
by 1939, such as housing reform  –  was profound. Urban transformation and 
the accompanying urban images had important implications for urban culture 
more generally. As subsequent chapters explore, the ambitious programmes 
of redevelopment uncovered here revitalized local culture and produced new 
forms of civic, consumer and religious urban cultures that refl ected an important 
localized manifestation of modernity. 

    Innovation and civic design in the age 
of political and economic turbulence  

  Th e image of Liverpool and Manchester as dynamic and innovative cities does 
not match the typically bleak image associated with northern towns and cities 
more generally between the two world wars. Th e  ‘ old ’  staple industries such 
as coal mining, shipbuilding and cotton suff ered from increased competition 
from abroad and decreased domestic demand, which caused high levels of 
unemployment in Northern England, Scotland and parts of Wales. 17  Liverpool 
experienced severe challenges to its port trade and its share of national 
imports fell signifi cantly across the period, from 33 per cent in 1915 – 20 to 
just 20 per  cent for 1924 – 38. 18  Just as damaging were the losses in passenger 
trade. Th e more lucrative north Atlantic trade shift ed towards the newer ports, 
especially Southampton. Several shipping companies, most notably Cunard, 
moved their headquarters out of Liverpool and caused signifi cant white-collar 
unemployment in the city. 19  Unemployment rates hit 33 per cent in 1932 and it 
is no surprise that Liverpool suff ered from particularly high levels of poverty 
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as a result of the city ’ s economic problems. 20  By 1932, 700 people per 10,000 
claimed poor relief, in comparison with just 297 per 10,000 nationally. 21  Yet 
Liverpool was never offi  cially designated a depressed area because it suff ered 
less than other struggling towns and cities. 22  Instability, rather than simple 
decline, characterized its interwar economy. Th e economic landscape shaped 
the marketing of interwar urban redevelopment, which fuelled an image that 
stressed commercial stability and faith in the city ’ s future. 

 Lancashire did not escape post-First World War economic turbulence and its 
famous cotton industry collapsed irrecoverably during the 1920s. By 1939, cloth 
exports amounted to only one-fi ft h of their 1913 levels. 23  Th e collapse severely 
aff ected mill towns throughout the region, such as Blackburn, where the cotton 
industry had accounted for 60 per cent of employment; however, it had an 
unemployment rate of 46.8 per cent in 1931. 24  By contrast, the city of Manchester 
was better equipped to cope with the cotton industry ’ s collapse. Certain parts 
of the city experienced crippling levels of unemployment and poverty. In 
1934, for example, a study by Manchester University found that a quarter of all 
households had no member in employment and the overall unemployment level 
never fell below 42.5 per cent while the survey was undertaken. Nevertheless, 
other parts of the city saw greater prosperity and overall levels of unemployment 
never reached the national rate. 25  It was also a period of striking innovation and 
commercial diversifi cation for the city. Manchester ’ s Ship Canal (completed 
in 1894) became particularly important in developing and diversifying trade 
between the wars. Traff ord Park, an industrial zone to the south of the city, 
attracted signifi cant investment and, by 1933, was home to over two hundred 
American fi rms and also to a municipal airport, which was opened in 1929. 26  Th e 
economic context explains why presentations and depictions of Manchester ’ s 
urban transformation highlighted its diverse economy and portrayed a shift  
away from the city ’ s Victorian image of  ‘ Cottonopolis ’ . 

 Alongside economic turmoil, political change characterized the decades 
following the First World War with the advent of mass suff rage. Th e national 
Conservative Party proved to be the most eff ective party in communicating 
across class divisions. In particular, the leadership of Stanley Baldwin fostered an 
inclusive rhetoric of  ‘ Englishness ’  and a cosy approach to political broadcasting 
that enabled the party to engage eff ectively with voters across class lines. 27  Yet 
historians oft en characterize Liverpool, in particular, as being outside of the 
national political culture and marginalized from Baldwin ’ s unifying rhetoric. 28  
Th e apparent exceptionalism of cities such as Liverpool does seem to have 
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been overstated, however, since the Conservative Party remained the majority 
party in municipal elections in both Liverpool and Manchester throughout 
the interwar period but lost some seats following a rise in support for Labour, 
largely mirroring national trends. 29  We can see urban transformation and the 
accompanying images promoted to inhabitants as part of a broader scheme 
by the local Conservative Party to engage with the new mass electorate. Th e 
approach made by local politicians to engage with the newly enfranchised 
citizen, therefore, reveals similarities to marketing tactics adopted by the 
national Conservative Party in response to anxieties about mass suff rage in the 
early 1920s. 30  

 Th e more demotic local political culture adopted in Liverpool and 
Manchester between the wars emerged within a wider internationalist and 
innovative culture of urban planning. From the 1900s, for example, the work of 
American planner Daniel Burnham and his peers responded to criticisms that 
planners had spent far too much time expanding the infrastructure of cities such 
as Chicago to the detriment of the quality of civic culture and urban life. 31  Th e 
link between planning and a demotic and inclusive approach to citizenship was 
also clear in Liverpool and Manchester: in 1925, Manchester ’ s Town Planning 
Special Committee was instructed to prepare a general survey of the city ’ s needs 
because  ‘ the publication of a survey as suggested should do much to assist the 
municipal government and the Citizens in general to visualise living and other 
conditions within the city and to create a greater sense of citizenship ’ . 32  Planners 
and politicians in Liverpool and Manchester, thus, adopted wider ideas about 
planning as a means to communicate with the classless urban citizen. Th eir 
strategy promoted a new kind of civic culture that represented a shift  away 
from cultures that reinforced the middle-class power and dominance in the 
Victorian city. 33  

 Local politics, urban planning, architectural innovation and civic pride were 
interlinked and oft en overlapped in Liverpool and Manchester between the two 
world wars. Th e energetic ambitions of a few local and infl uential individuals 
helped to drive the vibrancy of urban redevelopment. Manchester ’ s key fi gure 
was Lord Ernest Simon, who donated land to the south of the city for the council ’ s 
ambitious project to build the Wythenshawe housing estate, the largest municipal 
estate in Europe. 34  An ardent socialist, Simon was politically active at both 
national and local levels and was particularly interested in improving housing 
for the working classes. Simon also campaigned for a more comprehensive 
approach to town planning with greater state involvement and advocated the 
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municipalization of urban land. 35  Manchester established a number of civic 
societies with links to the council and Alderman Sir Percy Woodhouse was 
central in convening a civic committee in 1930 to  ‘ take advantage of any and 
every opportunity arising to retain existing industries in Manchester and to seek 
the introduction of new industries ’ . 36  Manchester was notable for appointing a 
city architect, Henry Price, in 1902, who retired in 1932 and was replaced by 
George Noel Hill, who was charged with overseeing all municipal building 
projects and advising on planning and civic design. 

 Sir Charles Reilly, architectural expert and emeritus professor at the University 
of Liverpool, was instrumental in driving redevelopment in Liverpool and, to a 
certain degree, also in Manchester and beyond. 37  Reilly ’ s legacy lay less in his 
own architectural work and more in importing American ideas and trends in 
planning and civic design to Britain. Impressed with what he witnessed while 
travelling through America just before the First World War, Reilly became 
devoted to promoting the role of architecture in British society. He became a 
prolifi c journalist, a role in which he championed American innovations in 
architecture and planning, called for British cities to take on these trends and 
celebrated those that did. 38  Reilly visited America on numerous occasions, oft en 
returning with large stacks of planning material and periodicals, and during 
one trip, he made a dash to Chicago to take up an opportunity to meet with 
Burnham, whom he much admired. 39  Reilly ’ s architectural critiques of Liverpool 
and Manchester, published in the early 1920s, are landmarks in the emergence 
of a greater interest in planning and urban redevelopment in both cities, which 
owed much to his experiences of America. 40  Reilly was highly eff ective in 
developing the professionalization of town planning through the University of 
Liverpool ’ s School of Architecture. Th e school established the  Town Planning 
Review , and he convinced Lord Lever to fi nance the fi rst-ever professorship in 
planning in 1912. Reilly ’ s friend Patrick Abercrombie, holder of the chair from 
1915 to 1935, was also important in developing the discipline and together they 
pursued a holistic approach to regional planning. 41  Reilly ’ s colleague John Brodie, 
city engineer from 1898, provided a direct link between Liverpool Corporation 
(the city ’ s government) and the university, following the creation of a special 
lectureship for him in engineering. Brodie ’ s achievements were striking: he 
was one of the fi rst to suggest an electric tram system for Liverpool, designed 
the Mersey Tunnel (inspired by New York ’ s Holland Tunnel) and pioneered a 
circumferential boulevard around the city. Brodie also led experimental use of 
prefabricated housing, assisted in the planning of New Delhi and, as his proudest 
achievement, invented the nets used in football matches. 42  
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suggests department stores became demotic sites of leisure and pleasure: women 
could enjoy the stores without making actual purchases. Haberdashery, Laces 
and Ribbons, and Hosiery were, following the Restaurant, the most popular 
departments and sold items that helped homemade clothes to look like the 
fashionable clothes sold by department stores. By the 1930s therefore, when 
department stores became more popular sites of leisure and pleasure, women 
bought smaller, less expensive items, as part of their enjoyment of department 
stores. Th ey provided a key role in women ’ s rational purchasing strategies to 
obtain fashionable clothes.  

 Testimony by women to Mass Observation further reveals the ways in which 
women used inexpensive items from department stores to ensure homemade 
clothes looked fashionable and up to date. For the young Liverpool teacher, 
dresses could be cheap but she invested more money on items not easily copied 
or imitated. She described hats as a necessary expense and justifi ed the cost: 
 ‘ To be fashionable I have to buy an expensive one because the cheap ones are 
too tight and just look silly. ’  Similarly, she admitted she could spend up to 10 
shillings on gloves as  ‘ they have to last until the outfi t they match is discarded ’ , 
which could be six months to two years. 116  Th e local press also acknowledged 
the importance of appropriate accessories:  ‘ Today, to be chic, accessories must 
be correct, not only in colour, but in style and fabric, and they must defi nitely 
link up with the costume with which they are worn, ’  wrote a journalist in the 
 Liverpolitan . 117  Interestingly, although not actually rationed, Mass Observation 
reported that people stopped buying hats following the outbreak of the Second 
World War and the introduction of clothes rationing. Mass Observation argued 
that this was because hats provided the fi nishing touch to an outfi t and with 

 Table 4.2 G. H. Lee ’ s number of customers in relation to department, 1933 

Department Number of Customers (making purchases)

Dressmaking 49
Fur 50
Millinery 948
Hosiery 2,949
Gloves 1,139
Haberdashery 4,396
Gowns 564
Laces and Ribbons 3,588
Restaurant 7,954

  Source: John Lewis Archive Box 180/3/a. 
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rationing women lacked new outfi ts to accessorise. 118  By the 1930s, therefore, 
accessories were an important aspect of self-adornment and its implications for 
women ’ s public demonstrations of status and fashionable selfh oods.  

   Conclusion 

  Dressing fashionably was central to the lives of women in Liverpool, Manchester 
and Bolton, despite the very modest means many of them possessed. Department 
stores gave these women glamorous images of fashionable femininity and 
through determination and rational spending choices, women were able to 
imitate the images they saw. Th e fashionably dressed shopper became an 
important aspect of the new images of Liverpool and Manchester promoted 
in the press as the local state valued women ’ s roles as shoppers. However, she 
was in many ways a mirage: these women made few purchases and probably 
possessed less spending power than the journalists or urban commentators 
who wrote about them realized. Th ey were not  ‘ silly girls with their synthetic 
Hollywood dreams, ’  or a  ‘ prosperous woman ’  looking for  ‘ a Chinese lacquer 
bird-cage, a bottle of wine or a Paris hat ’ . 119  Rather, these women were probably 
mill girls, working-class housewives or the young single typist or teacher, 
looking to spend their small disposable incomes carefully on items of dress and 
adornment or merely staring intently at department store windows, planning 
their next hard-won dress. 

 Th is new culture of shopping and glamour off ered working-class women the 
opportunity to take on new identities. Matt Houlbrook suggests that interwar 
Britain represented a distinct shift  in the nature of selfh ood, and  ‘ rather than 
authentic, stable, and immediately discernible, identity was increasingly 
presented as something fashioned through a careful engagement with consumer 
culture ’ . 120  As the writings of Orwell show, the working-class woman dressed 
like a fi lm star epitomized this emerging culture. By implication, the fashionably 
dressed woman seeing and being seen and shopping but not buying ensured 
that the transformed urban centres transcended class divisions. For example, 
Mass Observation found it frustratingly challenging to judge a person ’ s class 
by his or her appearance in the  ‘ Follows ’  part of their study. Researchers who 
undertook the Follows oft en had to examine what items shoppers bought, if they 
bought anything at all, to defi ne their class. One Follow included the description 
of a woman who, the researcher presumed, was aged about twenty-fi ve who 
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went into Woolworths with her 3-year-old daughter. Described in the Follow ’ s 
notes as being  ‘ very well got up, camel coat, silk stockings, good shoes ’ , the 
woman, the researcher observed, bought a toothpaste for 6d., and on seeing the 
child ’ s balloon burst, she quickly replaced it with a new one costing 1d. From 
this exchange, the Mass Observer classifi ed the woman as middle class. 121  In 
contrast, a woman assumed to be nineteen years old, wearing a  ‘ short grey fur 
coat, light stockings ’ , looked around the shop but made no purchase, and so 
was classifi ed as  ‘ good working-class ’ . 122   ‘ Black coat  –  Astrathan collar, black 
dress, black hat, stockings, snakeskin shoes, bad at heels ’  was the description 
of one woman who was defi ned as being working class because she  ‘ has a look 
round doesn ’ t [but] buy ’ . 123  Mass Observers relied on making judgements about 
shoppers ’  apparent spending power to defi ne class because their fashionable 
dress obscured other divisions. 

 Th e Follows undertaken by Mass Observation also indicate that the majority 
of women used dress to portray their apparent respectability and those who 
could not dress fashionably experienced poor status. Mass Observation 
described one couple which was observed in Woolworths where the woman 
was heavily pregnant, with  ‘ old brown-fawn coat, old brown hat, rather frayed 
on back of head, dirty face. Cotton socks, greyish old black shoes, heels (worn) 
down, bought biscuits for 3d aft er deliberation ’ . 124  For Mass Observation, the 
poor dress and  ‘ deliberation ’  over the purchase of biscuits led them to describe 
the woman as  ‘ poor, unemployed ’ . Mass Observers also suggested poorly 
dressed shoppers were ashamed of their appearance and felt alienated. A report 
described one woman as,  ‘ dressed in faded, shabby brown coat, with a dirty 
fl owered frock underneath  …  her husband is unemployed  –  she is embarrassed 
about this. ’  125   ‘ Shabby ill-fi tting coat glasses, with boy, 12, blue coat, glasses, 
weedy, ’  was the description of another woman deemed by Mass Observation to 
be  ‘ poor working class ’ . 126  

 Mass Observation ’ s anthropological study of Bolton and Manchester can be 
criticised for maintaining middle-class expectations of working-class culture 
and people. Mass Observation  ‘ rendered them quaint, harmless, slightly peculiar 
and comic, as were Malekulan (tribe studied by Harrisson) cannibals ’ . 127  What 
the Follows do reveal, however, is the social isolation experienced by those who 
could not participate within consumer culture or obtain fashionable clothes. 
Th us, dressing fashionably was important because it publicly displayed status 
and the rational culture of spending practised by women to obtain clothes meant 
even those with limited spending power could access fashionable clothes, through 
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careful and measured methods of acquisition. Although the cultures of fashion 
and glamour that suff used women ’ s lives by the 1930s required some money and 
certainly a great deal of time, commitment and passion, the implications meant 
that it off ered women new forms of selfh ood that transcended class divisions. 
What Mass Observation and their contemporaries misunderstood, therefore, 
was the potentially liberating and transformative power of this new consumer 
culture: the transformed city off ered opportunities for new glamorous identities 
that took women nearer to Hollywood and to the lives of the movie stars 
they sought to imitate. As a case study, it uncovers the ways in which women 
experienced the redeveloped city centres. It also shows how Liverpool and 
Manchester ’ s transformation shaped consumer and retail culture more generally 
in the surrounding region. By implication, the material stresses women ’ s 
experiences were central to the redeveloped city centres. As we shall move on to 
see, women ’ s roles as shoppers and consumers became no less important when 
Catholic leaders turned their attentions to urban transformation.    



      Part Th ree

Catholic Urban Culture  





   5  

 Gender and Religious Selfh oods 
in Manchester   

 As we have seen, Liverpool and Manchester ’ s transformation ensured that 
their urban centres became increasingly associated with consumer culture. 
By implication, shopping had become fundamental to women ’ s experiences 
of the city and their public demonstrations of status. Many historians have 
argued that the rise of modern consumer culture went hand in hand with a 
decline in religious belief and see the interwar years as key in the secularization 
of Britain. 1  Yet, more recently, secularization has been described as  ‘ a broken 
concept, inapplicable to the British experience ’ . By implication, historians 
need to employ a  ‘ more sophisticated and contextualised methodology for the 
study of religion, which takes religion seriously in the sense of recognizing 
the sophistication, complexity, and generative power of the values, practices, 
and ideas of the people of the past ’ . 2  Th ese concerns pave the way for a more 
imaginative methodological approach to the scholarly analysis of religiosity and 
a greater interest in regional variations in popular worship to understand the 
role of religion in Britain more fully. 

 Indeed, historians of modern Britain have much to learn from the infl uential 
work of anthropologist Anthony Orsi, who demonstrates the importance of 
religion to Italian migrants in New York City but draws out the complexities 
around their religious beliefs and identities. For example, Orsi shows that Italian-
Catholic women in New York City were able to balance their religious selfh oods 
with the emerging opportunities in consumer culture, leisure and employment 
that were increasingly becoming available to them. 3  Most signifi cant is Orsi ’ s 
study of the festival of the Madonna of Mount Carmel in New York City as it 
off ers a more fl exible understanding of religion, its role in women ’ s lives and 
its importance in shaping community and shared identities. His ethnographic 
approach reveals that during the festa,  ‘ the community on these days was given 
the opportunity to see itself acting as a community. Th e essential and complex 
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structures of the social life of a community in transition were bodied forth in 
a highly visible manner, in the people ’ s relations with each other and with the 
Madonna.  …  Everyone who talks about the devotion to the Madonna of 115th 
Street takes care to mention that even those people who would not set foot in 
church faithfully attended the festa. ’  4  Orsi ’ s approach suggests that historians of 
Britain need to rethink how religious worship connected and intersected with 
other aspects of modern life, especially for women. 

 Manchester was also home to colourful Catholic processions, which is the 
focus of this chapter. Its processions fi rst emerged in the nineteenth century, but, 
as this chapter argues, by the interwar period, they too had become crucial for 
nurturing and performing shared identities. Focusing on Manchester ’ s annual 
Whit processions, the chapter shows their importance and signifi cance peaked 
between the two world wars and was a product of the investment made in urban 
transformation, which not only revitalized civic and consumer cultures in 
Manchester but had signifi cant implications for cultures of religion. Th e chapter 
fi rst shows that one implication of housing reform ensured Catholic communities 
were broken up and widely dispersed throughout the new suburbs, making it 
necessary to fi nd new ways to articulate their shared identity. Second, the new 
forms of commercial and municipal architecture and the revitalized culture of 
shopping that were emerging caused the city centre to become an increasingly 
important and emotive site to express religious collectivity. Th ird, the city centre 
became a stage for the performance of public, yet episodic, forms of Catholic 
identity by the 1930s, which allowed women to balance their religious identities 
with their interests in shopping, consumer culture and leisure. Like Orsi ’ s study of 
Italian women in New York City, women ’ s involvement in Manchester ’ s Catholic 
Whit processions shows the centrality of religion to migrant women ’ s expressions 
of belonging and shared identity in their adopted city. As a case study, the Whit 
processions reveal important details about the cultural meanings of the interwar 
city and contribute to an emerging fi eld of cultural geography that explores the 
relationship between space and faith. 5  At the same time, they off er an important 
contribution to the ongoing secularization debate in twentieth-century British 
history by demonstrating the central role of religion in urban culture between 
the two world wars. 6  

 Manchester ’ s Whit processions refl ected a broader tradition of using public 
spaces for individuals to  ‘ put themselves on display to others ’ . 7  Th e Whit 
celebrations necessitated putting the self on display but to demonstrate a 
community identity, which is best understood through an analysis of how religious 
collectivity was itself constructed through the processions. Th e materiality 



Gender and Religious Selfh oods in Manchester 145

of processions  ‘ create(s) a rich and varied fi eld of symbols, ideal for semiotic 
investigation ’ . 8  Th us, we can read shift s in the articulation of a Catholic shared 
identity through the changes in the icons and religious symbols in Manchester ’ s 
Whit celebrations, which exposes the connections between the ritualistic 
nature of the processions and their relationship with collective identities. As 
anthropologist Anthony Cohen suggests, ritual  ‘ confi rms and strengthens social 
identity and people ’ s sense of social location: it is an important means through 
which people experience community ’ . 9  Cohen ’ s analysis helps explain why 
and how Catholics increasingly relied on the ritual of Whit processions while 
Manchester ’ s redevelopment disrupted their parish-based communities. 

 Existing accounts of the Catholic Whit processions draw on the local press 
and autobiographies to emphasize continuity in their role and expression over 
the period 1880 – 1939. 10  In contrast, visual sources permit an anthropological 
reading of the shift ing signs and symbols within the processions, which uncovers 
their changing cultural role. Around 40 per cent of available photographs of the 
Whit processions (both Catholic and Protestant) donated to local archives are 
used here, alongside fi lm footage held by the British Film Institute and Path é . 
Although not without limitations, these visual sources in conjunction with 
published sources and personal testimony off er some sense of how religious 
selfh oods were displayed through the Whit processions. 11  As recent scholarship 
on photographs emphasizes, they are constructed representations and are key as 
a way for individuals or groups to structure memory and signal the signifi cance 
of their own lives. 12  Photographs reveal the emotional signifi cance processions 
had in the lives of Catholics in Manchester. An analysis of such images in 
conjunction with other sources shows the form and expression of the Catholic 
processions became more distinct and exotic in comparison to their Protestant 
counterparts over the period. By implication, religious iconography became a 
much more prominent feature as the interwar period progressed. However, the 
nature of Catholic collectivity was episodic, which related closely to the specifi c 
form of Catholicism in interwar Manchester and the contribution of its migrant 
constituents. 

   Catholicism and urban redevelopment in the interwar city 

  Manchester ’ s redevelopment had a profound impact on Catholic inhabitants 
throughout Lancashire, which the revitalization of the annual Whit processions 
came to refl ect. Salford Diocese (which covered Manchester, Stockport in the 
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south, Preston in the north-east, Clithoroe to the north and Todmorden on the 
eastern edge of the Pennines) estimated there were 300,000 Catholics in 1936, 
within Greater Manchester ’ s population of just over 2,700,000. 13  Although the 
myths of  ‘ Little Ireland ’  persist, there was no such thing as a Catholic ghetto in 
Manchester by 1918. Catholics did tend to be concentrated in the poorest working-
class districts around the city centre, including Angel Meadow, Collyhurst, 
Hulme, Ancoats and Miles Platting. 14  Th e Catholic population was also diverse 
and multiracial and not limited to Irish migrants. Signifi cant numbers of non-
Irish Catholics settled in the city during the decades prior to the First World 
War, notably from Italy and Eastern European countries including Poland and 
Hungary. 15  Clusters of Catholics formed on a localized and parish (rather than 
ghettoized) level throughout the Greater Manchester area, in Ancoats, Oldham, 
Rochdale, Hulme, Plymouth Grove and Salford. 16  Catholic migrants imported 
their own culture of religious celebration and had a signifi cant impact on the 
Catholic community, shaping shared identity from within.  

 Catholicism remained strongly linked with poverty in interwar British cities 
such as Manchester. As noted earlier, overall unemployment rates in Manchester 
never met the national rate, but some parts of the city were particularly badly 
aff ected, which included the districts more heavily populated with Catholics. 17  
Ancoats was one of the most famous Catholic areas, known as  ‘ Little Italy ’  
because of its especially high number of Italians. Th ese Italian migrants had a 
strong and visual and aural presence in the city as they sold ice cream, played 
traditional music and sung the Tarantella, a southern Italian folk song and 
dance, on street corners. Ancoats encapsulated the link between poverty and 
Catholicism in post-First World War Manchester. As one survey undertaken 
by Manchester University in the 1930s noted, around 35 per cent of Ancoats ’  
inhabitants was Roman Catholic; 70 per cent of men earned less than  £ 3 a week, 
and 53 per cent of households lived below the poverty line. 18  Yet, the study also 
noted the longevity and stability of the Ancoats community, where over 40 per 
cent of inhabitants lived in the same house for over twenty years and some for 
over thirty years. 19  Subsequently, the report concluded,  ‘ Ancoats people have 
a great deal of pride and are attached to their neighbourhood through long 
association. ’  20  Although the title suggests the survey was undertaken in 1937 
and 1938, the introduction states the  ‘ study occurred as Ancoats was scheduled 
for clearance in 1934 ’ . 21  Th e researchers were concerned about the future of the 
community as the Corporation targeted Ancoats for clearance, along with other 
Catholic areas.  
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mirrored some elements of the early Whit processions and, by the mid-
1920s, the Whit processions incorporated English traditions with Catholic 
iconography to nurture a localized form of religious expression and imitating 
Mary was a strong expression of Catholic diff erence.    

 Catholics seem to have been especially concerned about the importance 
of obtaining specifi c costumes as the interwar period progressed, despite the 
poverty many families found themselves in. One Anglican cleric, who worked 
in Manchester in the early 1930s, recalled people falling into debt in their 
desire to provide the necessary costumes for the Whit processions, claiming 
 ‘ our Roman Catholic friends were more guilty of this sort of thing ’  as  ‘ they 
made greater demands ’ . 75  His criticism refl ects the complexities around the 
expressions of Catholic selfh ood during the Whit processions by the late 1920s 
and early 1930s. On the one hand, the pressure to have the necessary items 
of dress and adornment was diffi  cult for many families, but at the same time, 
participation in the processions was fulfi lling and off ered Catholics public and 
visible demonstrations of status and respectability. Nostalgic recollections of 
those who participated in the Catholic walks as children during the late 1920s 
oft en draw attention to the importance of clothing: children were  ‘ dressed up 
really nicely ’  for Whit, recalled Winifred Kelly, herself Catholic, and noted the 
clothes were sometimes kept for a couple of Sundays  ‘ before they go into the 

       

 Figure 5.5 Children of Mary, Catholic Whit procession, 1927  
 Source: MCL LIC Ref 905039. 
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 Th e Cathedral Th at Never Was?   

 Th e Catholic Church in Liverpool also responded to urban redevelopment with 
ambition and innovation. As architectural expert Charles Reilly announced to 
readers of the  New York Times  in 1930,  ‘ Liverpool is starting to build a second 
and even greater cathedral. Her new project, indeed, calls for the greatest 
cathedral in the world next to St Peter ’ s at Rome. ’  1  Designed by Edwin Lutyens, 
 ‘ arguably the greatest British architect of the twentieth century, ’  the planned 
Catholic cathedral, named the Metropolitan Cathedral of Christ, was intended 
to be second largest in the world and expected to cost  £ 3 million. 2  Th e impact of 
the cathedral on the city and beyond was highly anticipated:  ‘ I see the cathedral 
then, like a rainbow across the skies radiating the true and the good ’ , wrote one 
prominent member of Liverpool Archdiocese. 3  For the Archdiocese and, in 
particular for the cathedral ’ s pioneer, Archbishop of Liverpool Richard Downey 
(1881 – 1953), it represented an opportunity to transform the way in which 
Catholicism was seen both in Britain and beyond. Catholic leaders embraced 
the opportunity presented by Liverpool ’ s wider programme of redevelopment 
and, using a grandiose building project of their own, sought to market Liverpool 
as a centre of Catholicism with international signifi cance. 

 Th e cathedral project began in 1929 and in just one decade the Archdiocese ’ s 
energetic fundraising campaign raised nearly  £ 1 million, one-third of the money 
needed. Th is total was no small achievement since there was no fi nancial help 
from Rome or even from Catholic leaders in Westminster. 4  Th e cathedral ’ s 
fortunes were short-lived, however, as the Second World War and its demands 
for labour and material halted progress, leaving only the crypt completed. Post-
war infl ation rates saw costs soar to nearly  £ 30 million and the Archdiocese 
eventually abandoned Lutyens ’  cathedral in 1954, and it remains known as  ‘ the 
very greatest building that was never built ’  5 . In 1962, Sir Frederick Gibberd ’ s 
pioneering design replaced Lutyens ’  cathedral, although it is roughly only half 
the size of Lutyens ’  intended design. 6  Despite the grandiosity of Lutyens ’  and 
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Downey ’ s planned cathedral, historians have neglected this rather unusual 
episode in the history of early-twentieth-century Britain. Although references 
to Lutyens ’  and Downey ’ s Catholic cathedral project do exist, they tend to be 
limited to architectural historians ’  interest either in the cathedral ’ s aesthetic form 
or as part of Lutyens ’  career and life more generally. 7  As a case study, however, it 
reveals the ways in which religious leaders such as Downey responded to wider 
processes of modernity, embraced Liverpool ’ s redevelopment and used the built 
environment to strengthen Catholic power and infl uence. 

 Th ere are important similarities between the cathedral project and broader 
innovations in planning and urban design between the two world wars. As we saw 
in  Chapter 1 , Liverpool was at the forefront of trends in urban planning due to 
its international links and infl uences and through the energetic work of Charles 
Reilly and the Liverpool School of Architecture. Like urban transformation more 
generally, the planned Catholic cathedral emerged within a wider international 
culture of cathedral-building and refl ected the remarkable power, infl uence and 
ambition of Catholic leaders in a provincial city. Using the cathedral project as 
a case study, this chapter argues that its extensive fundraising campaign created 
a powerful Catholic image of the city, in which Catholics, both in Liverpool and 
beyond, were able to invest. Th e language and rhetoric of the cathedral campaign 
sought both to impose the power and authority of the Catholic Church and to 
nurture a strong sense of Catholic shared identity. As with the emerging civic 
and consumer culture we saw in earlier chapters, the Archdiocese aimed to foster 
a populist and demotic culture of Catholicism. Th e cathedral project therefore 
reveals the similarities between Catholic leaders and the investment in urban 
transformation made by local politicians and businessmen. By implication, a 
vision of an assertive and dynamic culture of Catholicism emerges, that was in 
no way marginalized from (and indeed embraced) broader cultural and social 
changes. 

   A tale of two cathedrals 

  Described by one inhabitant in the 1930s as  ‘ the most Irish city in the world 
outside of Ireland, ’  it is perhaps unsurprising that of all British cities, the attempt 
to build the largest Catholic cathedral outside of Rome occurred in Liverpool. 8  
Liverpool was already famous for its large Catholic population following 
the infl ux of Irish immigrants in the decades aft er the famine of 1846 – 51. 9  
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Nevertheless, Irish immigration to Liverpool nearly trebled over the interwar 
period, from 3,200 migrants in 1924 to 8,200 in 1936, as emigration to America 
became increasingly diffi  cult. 10  Liverpool Diocese (founded in 1850) was 
reorganized in response to increased Irish migration aft er the First World War. 
In 1924, the newly created Diocese of Lancaster took forty-six of Liverpool ’ s 
parishes leaving Liverpool Archdiocese with an offi  cial population of 183,811, 
but this fi gure ignored Catholics living beyond the immediate city centre 
area. 11  One estimate counted 249,000 Catholics living in the 3- to 4-mile radius 
surrounding Liverpool Town Hall in 1925, whereas a separate survey suggested 
Liverpool was home to 400,000 Catholics in 1934. 12  Within a general population 
of around 750,000, therefore, Liverpool ’ s Catholic community encompassed at 
least a third and possibly over a half of the city ’ s overall population between the 
two world wars. Liverpool ’ s other majority religion was Protestantism, and there 
were notable numbers of Presbyterians, Methodists, and a signifi cant Jewish 
community. 

 Th e city ’ s Catholic population loomed large in the concerns of local 
politicians and urban planners, not merely because of its size but also because 
of its geographical segregation. Scotland Road, a large area between the docks 
and the city centre, was home to 75,000 Catholics in 1924, which was then larger 
than the Dioceses of Cardiff , Shrewsbury, Portsmouth and Middlesbrough 
combined. 13  Scotland Road had long been considered the  ‘ black spot on the 
Mersey ’ , but many Irish migrants chose to live there because of the support 
network off ered. 14  It is more accurate to understand the area as a micro-society, 
with an independent form of hierarchy and social stratifi cation. As Pat O ’ Mara ’ s 
 Autobiography of a Liverpool Irish Slummy  testifi es, the lowest social groups lived 
in Scotland Road ’ s  ‘ Courts ’ , narrow alleys home to twenty-fi ve families with 
two shared toilets. Th e Courts were home to the poorest-paid labourers and 
underemployed: frequented by the  ‘ cheaper elderly whores ’  and where  ‘ screams 
oft en rent the air at night.  …  Huge cats continually stalked the place, their eyes 
an eerie phosphorescence in the darkness. ’  15  If inhabitants of the Courts were the 
bottom of Scotland Road ’ s micro-society, O ’ Mara shows that residence outside 
the Courts, regular work and a strong devotion to Catholicism, placed other 
families nearer the top. 

 Inhabitants of Scotland Road remained largely unaff ected by Liverpool ’ s 
interwar redevelopment and Catholics (usually employed in lower paid 
occupations such as dock work) were oft en unable to move to the new 
1930s  suburbs because of the high rental costs, although this was not always 
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lamented. 16  Th e size, stability and cohesiveness of the Catholic community were 
not only crucial for the Archdiocese ’ s ability to even conceive of such a large 
cathedral, but also helped to fuel the fantasy around the cathedral of Liverpool 
as a Catholic city. To the local state, the Catholic population loomed large and 
threatened rebellion, instability and violence. Sectarian divisions had always 
been strong in Liverpool and the year 1909 was particularly bloody. Tensions 
continued to shape local culture  –  Liverpool did not unveil a civic memorial to 
the fallen of the First World War until 1930 because of sectarian tensions and 
divisions over its form and design. 17  Th e infl uence of religion on local politics in 
Liverpool is well documented and, for instance, one commentator in the 1920s, 
 ‘ likened the monthly Labour meetings to  “ a lesson in apartheid ” , where members 
segregated themselves according to religion and politics ’ . 18  Anti-Catholic and 
anti-Irish sentiments did seem to intensify in Britain more generally aft er 1918, 
particularly in light of economic decline. In 1931, the  Manchester Guardian  
blamed Irish migrants for the burden they placed on the country. It argued 
that  ‘ the national government and the civic authorities ought to take steps to 
fi nd out the full charges upon the Exchequer and the local rates caused by our 
Irish invaders ’ . 19  Irish migrants also found themselves to be the focus of blame 
for similar problems in Liverpool: in 1936, a survey suggested that 86 per cent 
of public assistance in Liverpool went to people of Irish extraction and the 
St  Vincent de Paul society asked its Irish branches not to send any more job 
seekers to the city. 20  Conceived within such a culture of suspicion and scrutiny 
of Irish Catholics, the cathedral project ’ s ambition and scope refl ected Downey ’ s 
desire to transform the negative reputation of Catholics in Britain and to 
counteract their marginalizsation from offi  cial civic and political cultures. 

 Although ambitions for a Catholic cathedral fi rst emerged in the 1850s, it 
gained real momentum only under the energetic and ambitious leadership of 
Doctor Richard Downey. Appointed Archbishop of Liverpool in 1928, aged 
forty-seven, Downey was then the youngest Roman Catholic Archbishop 
in the world, and became  ‘ the most powerful fi gure in the English Church ’ . 21  
Downey preferred to work without the cooperation of England ’ s other Catholic 
bishops and experienced particular tension with Bishop Bourne (Bishop of 
Westminster, 1903 – 35, Cardinal from 1911) and with Cardinal Griffi  n (who 
became Archbishop of Westminster in 1943). Refl ecting their rivalry and his 
own arrogance, Downey famously reminded Cardinal Griffi  n,  ‘ I rule the North. ’  22  
Th e sheer scale and form of Lutyens ’  plan refl ected Downey ’ s grand agenda for 
Catholicism both in Liverpool and beyond. Downey never saw himself as the 
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leader of a parochial Catholic Church in the northern environs of England and 
never in any way felt or behaved as if he was further down the hierarchy than 
Cardinal Griffi  n. In fact, he seemed to see Northern England as the heart and 
power of Catholicism and above Westminster. Downey ’ s aims and objectives 
through the cathedral project refl ected his rather ambitious belief that Liverpool 
was an internationally important centre of Catholicism, second only to Rome. 

 Th e choice of Edwin Lutyens (1869 – 1944) as the architect of the Catholic 
cathedral was a deliberately audacious and noteworthy one. Lutyens built his 
career on English country houses, imperial architecture in New Delhi, the 
Whitehall Cenotaph and the Memorial to the Missing of the Somme at Th iepval. 23  
Lutyens ’  mother was an Irish Catholic who converted to Anglicanism on 
marriage, making him acceptable to Downey and the Catholic Church. Lutyens 
possessed some sort of religious faith himself and confessed to his friend, long 
before he commissioned to build the cathedral,  ‘ I am horribly religious, yet 
cannot speak it and this saves my work. ’  24  Lutyens certainly developed a strong 
emotional investment in the project, requesting drawings of the cathedral around 
the room as he lay dying. 25  For Lutyens ’  son, the cathedral  ‘ could and should have 
been built. It may well have been the fi nal affi  rmation of his faith in the eternal 
thing that so transcends mere building ’ . 26  As the most prominent architect in the 
British Empire between the wars, Downey ’ s commissioning of Lutyens refl ected 
both Downey ’ s ambition for the cathedral and his wider belief that Catholicism 
was not a marginal or foreign presence in Britain and that Liverpool was no 
parochial outpost. Downey ’ s choice of Lutyens sent a clear message to the rest 
of the country and the world, and by choosing the most famous architect of the 
time, who had created some of the most iconic buildings and monuments of the 
period, he ensured the cathedral project achieved credibility and respect from 
contemporaries. 

 Alongside the choice of Lutyens as the architect, Downey was aware that the 
cathedral site could contribute to the gravitas he hoped the cathedral would 
have. Following the Poor Law revisions, Downey pounced on the opportunity 
to seize Liverpool Workhouse, which stood a hill overlooking the city centre. 
Th e purchase eventually completed following a period of diffi  cult negotiations 
with both the council and the Ministry of Health and protests by Protestants. 27  
Nevertheless, Liverpool Archdiocese obtained the  ‘ fi nest site in the city ’  
eventually and the council agreed to its sale by passing  ‘ a majority which would 
have been unbelievable a few years ago ’ . 28  Th eir achievement in obtaining the 
site suggests Downey and Lutyens ’  shared vision and ambition for the city even 
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persuaded a reluctant Liverpool Corporation to cooperate with the project. 
Crucially, the land was above the city centre and in direct opposition to the 
Anglican cathedral. Aft er consulting plans of Liverpool in 1929, Lutyens wrote 
to Downey to say,  ‘ Th e Ordnance Survey Map of Liverpool gives your site as 
being some thirty feet higher than that of the Anglican Cathedral  –  which is 
good ’ , 29  which Downey highlighted and annotated with a  ‘ ! ’ . Catholic publicity 
material used the cathedral site to create a distant Catholic fantasy image of 
Liverpool and reveals how the old Workhouse site allowed the Archdiocese to 
re-imagine the city in dramatic ways. Typical images of the cathedral produced 
by the fundraising campaign emphasized that it would be larger than the city ’ s 
Anglican cathedral (begun in 1910) and, by connotation, larger in status also. 
Furthermore, Lutyens ’  design tended to dominate the landscape in the images, 
dwarfi ng the city ’ s famous buildings including the municipal buildings, Liver 
Building, Dock Offi  ces and even St George ’ s Hall. Such images give a strong 
indication that the cathedral intended to marginalize any other buildings in the 
city and dwarf the skyline, even from beyond the River Mersey. 30  

 Representations of the cathedral in publicity material refl ected Lutyens ’  
recognition that the Catholic cathedral needed to be visually impressive and 
larger in opposition to the Anglican cathedral.  ‘ How ridiculous it would be to 
have two similar churches, as though Liverpool had brought two from a trayful ’ , 
remarked Lutyens in 1929. 31  Liverpool ’ s Anglican cathedral is gothic in style and 
made from sandstone, whereas Lutyens ’  design used Irish granite (which may 
have been a way to gain support from Irish Catholics), was Byzantine in style 
and designed around Romanesque triumphal arches. Figure 6.1 depicts a scale 
model of the cathedral, currently on display at the Museum of Liverpool. It shows 
Lutyens ’  design was a strong visual contrast to the Anglican cathedral, which 
refl ected the sense of religious diff erence that they wished to manifest through 
the cathedral. Th ere are aesthetic similarities between Lutyens ’  cathedral design 
and his Memorial to the Missing of the Somme. Stamp writes,  ‘ Something of the 
grandeur and originality of the (cathedral ’ s) conception can be grasped when 
standing under the high vault of the Arch at Th iepval. ’  32  Like the monument at 
Th iepval, the cathedral was to be imposing and infl uenced by Roman triumphal 
style and made up of complex interconnections. Stamp ’ s description of Th iepval 
could almost be of Lutyens ’  cathedral design:  ‘ Arches are placed centrally in 
each block  –  except on the principal elevations to east and west where the lower, 
fl anking blocks are extended outwards to create a buttressing eff ect. Th e Th iepval 
Memorial is not an arch but a tower of arches. ’  33  
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 Lutyens and Downey intended the cathedral to be the largest outside Rome, 
far larger than the Catholic cathedral fi nally built in Liverpool during the 1960s. 
Crucially, Liverpool Archdiocese wanted the cathedral to be larger and more 
imposing than the rival Anglican cathedral, designed by Giles Gilbert Scott. 
Th e Anglican cathedral is 104,275 square feet in area with a tower 331 feet 
in height. 34  Lutyens ’  cathedral was to be 216,500 square feet in area and over 
500 feet in height and would have been closer in comparison to St Peter ’ s in 
Rome, which is 227,000 square feet in area. 35  Lutyens ’  cathedral was to have 
the largest congregation space in the world with room for 10,000 worshippers, 
over double the area of the Anglican cathedral. 36  Th ere were also plans for a 
fa ç ade surmounted by a fi gure of Christ that would be visible from sea and 
from the Scotland Road area. 37  Like Liverpool ’ s urban planners more generally, 
American architectural trends and innovations infl uenced Downey ’ s ambitions 
for the cathedral. In particular, he wanted the cathedral to mirror the impact 
of New York ’ s skyline on those arriving into the city by boat.  ‘ In years to come 
ships travelling from the West to England, will see as their fi rst glimpse of that 
supposedly Protestant land the towering catholic cathedral of Christ the King ’ , 
anticipated one publicity pamphlet for the cathedral. 38  David Gilbert and Claire 
Hancock ’ s analysis of representations of the New York skyline highlights the 
importance of its visual impact in encouraging tourists to the city. Th ey argue 

        

 Figure 6.1 Image of scale model of Liverpool Catholic Cathedral, designed by Edwin 
Lutyens, at Museum of Liverpool. Copyright, Mike Peel   
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 ‘ the rituals of arrival in early-twentieth-century New York helped turn the 
immediate process of immigration itself into a tourist spectacle, ’  as passengers 
sailed past the Statue of Liberty and then onto Ellis Island, a  ‘ working ’  tourist 
attraction from its opening in 1894. 39  Downey wanted the cathedral to dominate 
the Liverpool skyline and, infl uenced by American trends, provide a striking 
religious image that dominated the built environment, particularly for those 
arriving into the city by ship, who would most likely be arriving from Ireland 
or from America. 

 Lutyens and Downey rejected the tradition of designing cathedrals in the 
gothic style, as the Anglican cathedral was, and wanted to promote Catholic 
diff erence visually. Downey explained to the readers of the  New York Times : 

   ‘ We do not want something Gothic ’ , said the Archbishop.  ‘ Th e time has gone 
by when the church should be content with a weak imitation of the medieval 
architecture. On the other hand, we want nothing  “ Epsteinish ” . Our own 
age is worthy of interpretation now and there could be no fi ner place than a 
great seaport like Liverpool.  …  Hitherto all cathedrals have been dedicated to 
saints. I hope this one with be dedicated to Christ himself with a great fi gure 
surmounted on the cathedral visible for many a mile out at sea. ’  40   

 Lutyens therefore designed the cathedral in Byzantine style (associated with the 
pre-Reformation era), in keeping with the style that other Catholic cathedrals 
built in the early twentieth century. Again, like urban transformation more 
generally, this choice of architectural style refl ected the infl uence of a wider culture 
of internationalism on the cathedral ’ s design, such as Westminster Cathedral 
(1895 – 1910); the Basilica of the National Shrine of the Immaculate Conception, 
Washington DC (1920 – 59); and the Cathedral Basilica of Saint Louis (1907 – 28), 
all built in the Byzantine tradition. Lutyens and Downey ’ s decision to build 
the cathedral in Byzantine style also refl ected the Catholic Church ’ s desire to 
use architecture to create a sense of longevity, survival, and perseverance and 
Liverpool ’ s Catholic cathedral intended to  ‘ give outward expression to the 
majesty of the Catholic religion ’ . 41  Lutyens and Downey believed a Byzantine 
style of architecture created this image of permanence and power. Liverpool 
Archdiocese was also keen to ensure the new cathedral would overshadow the 
emerging commercial and municipal buildings. It was  ‘ in competition with 
adjacent  “ sky-scrapers ”  that the new cathedral at Liverpool has been designed 
on so vast a scale ’ , claimed one publication in 1933. 42  Th e cathedral ’ s aesthetic 
style and internationally infl uenced design was fundamental to Downey ’ s plans 
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to remarket Liverpool as an important focus of Catholicism and to boost the 
religion ’ s profi le and reputation within Britain.  

   Rebranding Catholicism 

  Downey ’ s ambitions for Liverpool ’ s cathedral project was illustrative of a broader 
period of confi dence among the Catholic Church in England and America. 43  
Such confi dence was particularly apparent around the centenary celebrations 
of Catholic Emancipation in 1929, relating to the repeal of controversial 
legislation in 1829 that saw the removal of most of the restrictive legislation 
against Catholics and permitted them to gain seats in Parliament. Celebrations 
in London focused around a National Catholic Congress, which included open-
air masses near Westminster Cathedral and a Procession of Youth, where 12,000 
children marched in celebration. 44  Yet Liverpool saw the largest celebrations and 
400,000 Catholics gathered in jubilation. 45  Th ere,  ‘ rich and poor, young and old, 
the educated and ill, stood shoulder to shoulder ’ . 46  Th ese celebrations and the 
sense of confi dence they fuelled within the church shaped the rhetoric of the 
cathedral campaign. Propaganda argued the cathedral project was indicative of 
 ‘ a time when other religions are deploring their empty churches, Catholics are 
building for numbers with whose increase they can hardly keep pace ’ . 47  

 Such confi dence encouraged Downey to attempt a broader remarketing 
of Catholicism. Th e preparations for the consecration ceremony for the 
cathedral site in 1933 reveal Downey ’ s ambitions were to elevate its standing 
both within Britain and beyond. For example, in 1933 Downey wrote to the 
British Legation to the Holy See to discuss which Papal representative would 
attend the cathedral ’ s consecration service and was reluctant towards the idea 
of an Irish Cardinal in order to distance the Catholic Church from Ireland. 48  
Rather, like urban planners, civic politicians and businessmen, Downey looked 
to forge international links and requested the attendance of Cardinal Hayes of 
New York at the ceremony, arguing  ‘ there are  …  many links between Liverpool 
and New York ’ . 49  Downey ’ s plans were by no means impossible since prominent 
Catholic, Lady Armstrong, wife of Harry Gloster Armstrong who, as we saw in 
 Chapter 1 , assisted civic politicians in making trade links in America, was very 
close to Cardinal Hayes due to her work with the Catholic Church in New York 
City. 50  Th ese links, alongside the connections and energy of architectural expert 
Charles Reilly, might help to explain why the  New York Times  covered Downey ’ s 
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cathedral project relatively heavily and positively. Its support was notable in 
comparison to the relative lack of coverage in the British national press and 
boosted the cathedral ’ s fundraising campaign. 51  Th e attempts of civic politicians 
to boost Liverpool ’ s reputation and promote the city internationally therefore 
helped to improve the power and strength of the Catholic Church and advertised 
Liverpool ’ s image as a Catholic city to a wider audience. 

 Th e idea of a shared Catholic community permeated the rhetorical approach 
of the cathedral ’ s publicity campaign. Lutyens claimed to be  ‘ resolved to turn 
this soil, once sacrifi ced to sorrow and despair, into one given up to praise, 
prayer and  great  thanksgiving  –  into a  “  true  refuge, ”  for the weary and the 
heavy-laden ’ . 52  In the context of economic depression, this language served 
to support the Archdiocese ’ s investment into the ambitious cathedral project. 
When the Papal Legate, Cardinal McRory, visited the site in 1933, he declared 
it was  ‘ sanctifi ed by the tears of the widow and the prayers and holy resignation 
of the poor ’ . 53  Th is concept of a communal sacrifi ce was echoed by Downey ’ s 
sermon in 1937:  ‘ Th e poor who dwelt here, were the forerunners, preparing 
the way for Christ ’ s coming by their prayers, their mortifi cations, their 
suff erings, their conformality to the will of God. ’  54  Th e language of sacrifi ce 
placed the cathedral within broader Catholic narratives of martyrdom and 
redemption. For instance, Downey claimed the cathedral would  ‘ become 
a great centre of public prayer, praise and sacrifi ce ’ . 55  At the same time, this 
populist rhetoric used by the Archdiocese mirrored Liverpool Corporation ’ s 
approach to their citizens and for Liverpool Archdiocese, this language of 
classlessness was an eff ective way of drawing support for the cathedral project. 
One publicity brochure for the cathedral claimed the Workhouse had been 
there in the years 1771 – 1928 and therefore had  ‘ one hundred and fi ft y-seven 
years of history closely connected with the Catholic Church ’ , as three-fi ft hs of 
inmates were Catholic. 56  Such rhetoric promoted a form of Catholic ownership 
of Brownlow Hill and presented the cathedral as a reward for the Catholic 
population ’ s devotion to the church, even in times of poverty. Th e use of a 
deliberately populist rhetoric was particularly important as Catholic leaders 
grew increasingly concerned about the threat of Communism and other forms 
of political extremism. 

 Th e language used in the funding campaign aimed to mobilize Catholic 
support at a time of potential upheaval and rebellion against the church. By 
implication, Liverpool Archdiocese presented the cathedral project as a spiritual 
campaign that relied on Liverpool ’ s Catholics coming together, even in the 
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earlier days of the campaign. A pastoral letter written by Bishop Keating in 1922 
argued, 

   No one has a right to stand out.  Whether you recognise the need for a cathedral or 
not  …  whether you belong to the Archdiocese by birth, or by adoption; whether 
you live in Liverpool, or the more remote parts of Lancashire  …  whether you 
are wealthy or one of the labouring poor  …  your co-operation is sought and 
expected. 57   

 Similarly, the  Liverpool Catholic Parishioner  declared:  ‘ All classes of people are 
asked to help build the Metropolitan Cathedral of Liverpool. ’  58  When Downey 
renewed the cathedral campaign, this rhetoric of a shared spiritual responsibility 
reappeared but became more important as the Catholic Church grew increasingly 
concerned about growing support for Communism in England. Th ese fears were 
not unwarranted: the Communist Party of Great Britain attempted to attract 
Catholic membership from cities like Glasgow and Liverpool, as Catholics were 
oft en working class and many experienced unemployment. 59  In the Liverpool 
docks particularly,  ‘ the Communists made amongst the despised and ill-treated 
dock labourers ’ . 60  Downey made the church ’ s position on Communism very clear. 
An Advent Pastoral Letter of 1932, written by Downey and read in all churches 
in the Liverpool Archdiocese declared,  ‘ Between Catholicism and Communism 
there can be no compromise. A Catholic cannot be a Communist; a Communist 
cannot be a Catholic. ’  61  Liverpool ’ s cathedral project aimed to unite the Catholic 
community against the spread of Communism. Although it is diffi  cult to assess 
how far the Archdiocese was successful in promoting unity, the cathedral project 
reveals how they sought to nurture a stronger sense of shared identity against the 
rise of such political extremism. 

 Th e need to foster a sense of unity against extremism was essential at a 
time of political, economic and social upheaval throughout Europe. Liverpool 
Archdiocese was criticized for its ambitious cathedral project at a time of high 
unemployment and poverty in the city. One letter to the  Evening Express  in April 
1930s asked, in a poem,  ‘ Why all the Fuss ’  at a time of economic depression:  

 One letter read, the sum to be spent 
 To the poor should be given, or perhaps lent, 
 And yet I ’ ve got a strange recollection 
 Of another cathedral in course of erection. 
 Would that money also do 
 To ease the poor, and needy too? 62   
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 Such condemnation was threatening because the Archdiocese asked the poor 
of the city to donate money. Helen Forrester ’ s autobiographical novel of life in 
1930s Liverpool complained that, as  ‘ city health offi  cials looked in despair at 
horrifying infant mortality rates and at a general death rate nearly the highest 
in the country.  …  Th e Roman Catholic Church and the Church of England 
continued to build themselves a cathedral apiece and solicited donations. ’  63  Th e 
Archdiocese responded to criticism by presenting the cathedral as a possession 
of the poor, with the aim of uniting the poor behind the project.  ‘ If we were 
to deduct from our Cathedral funds all the big donations which we have ever 
received, the bulk of the money would remain intact, made up of the off erings, 
I might say the blood-off erings, of the poor ’ , claimed Downey in 1933. 64  Th is 
claim may not be an accurate estimation of the money donated, but Downey 
shows the Archdiocese consciously sought to unite the Catholic community and 
engage the poorest Catholics in the cathedral project. Th e Archdiocese again 
claimed:  ‘ It is the poor, precisely, who  want  their cathedral, who are determined 
to have it; who would be shocked if you told them that they must abandon the 
idea of their Cathedral, and get themselves better rooms. ’  65  Publicity material 
continued to claim the poor were the true cathedral builders, even going as far 
as claiming that  ‘ most of the money which reaches the Cathedral is in copper! ’  66  
Th e building fund accounts do not reveal whether the poor did donate the most 
amount of money. 67  Yet the Archdiocese ’ s desire for the poor to be seen as the 
 real  cathedral builders is important and highlights how they sought to use the 
cathedral project to strengthen Catholic collectivity. 

 Th e Vatican were confi dent that the cathedral would help protect Catholics 
against Communism. Downey travelled to Rome in 1931 and received the 
Vatican ’ s formal approval for the cathedral, which Pope Pius XI described as 
 ‘ a bulwark against Bolshevism ’ . 68  Publicity material presented the cathedral as 
benefi ting the lives of the poor, both physically and spiritually. Lutyens ’  plan 
included a heated narthex, which was to be open day and night for anyone who 
needed the warmth, which Downey described as  ‘ a spiritual sanctuary for the 
cold and destitute ’ . 69  At the same time, richer donors were rewarded spiritually 
and the Archdiocese established a reward system on a sliding scale, the lowest 
being those who gave  £ 100 and were given the title  ‘ Memorial Benefactors ’ . 70  
Th ose who gave  £ 1,000 earned the title  ‘ Founders ’  and were rewarded with weekly 
Masses, and an annual individual Mass for every  £ 1,000 donated. Nevertheless, 
although the reward system was hierarchical in nature and rewarded those who 
gave the most money, the scheme also reinforced traditional Catholic doctrines 
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regarding the equality of all men in God ’ s eyes. Th is populist understanding of 
the Catholic community was emphasized through visual representations of the 
cathedral and the Catholic urban fantasy the propaganda fostered.  

   Catholic urban fantasies 

  Reilly, Liverpool ’ s leading architectural expert of the interwar period, was 
confi dent that Lutyens ’  cathedral would  ‘ change everything ’ . Reilly was sure 
the Cathedral would dominate the city, arguing  ‘ we will all be humbler  …  
our ordinary buildings will be simpler  …  for having in our midst this noble 
expression of the power and beauty of fi ne architecture. ’  71  While remaining 
unbuilt, Lutyens ’  cathedral design changed how Catholics perceived Liverpool. 
Catholic propaganda re-imagined the city to portray this particular form 
of urban fantasy and, for example, some images show Lutyens ’  cathedral 
superimposed to depict it towering over Liverpool ’ s most famous civic and 
commercial architecture, such as the Pierhead buildings, which were symbolic 
of the city ’ s power and prestige as a port. 72  Such pictures served to promote the 
cathedral project and to attract money for the campaign but also contributed to 
helping Catholics envision the power and prestige of the church in Liverpool, 
despite the cathedral remaining incomplete. 

 Images that depicted the cathedral towering over Liverpool ’ s best-known 
buildings were common propaganda techniques used by the Archdiocese in the 
cathedral project and aimed to impress Catholics and encourage donations to the 
building fund. Depicting the cathedral this way belittled the existing architecture 
in the city, as well as the powers (civic and commercial) that created them. In 
one image, the Archdiocese sought to justify the  £ 3 million cost of the cathedral 
by showing it in comparison to HMS  Hood , which cost the same amount. 
Downey ’ s caption to an illustration of the building superimposed on  Hood  
stated the Cathedral ’ s  ‘ colossal proportions simply dwarf this great battleship ’ . 73  
Publicity material made several comparisons between the cathedral and HMS 
 Hood , as it gave a vivid depiction of the scale of Lutyens ’  cathedral and laid claim 
to the Archdiocese ’ s power and status. Th e choice of HMS  Hood  was signifi cant 
as the ship became a national symbol in the post-First World War years, 
 ‘ embodying the material reality of empire; for native populations her presence 
underlined both the power and the benefi cence of the imperial overlord, while 
for British offi  cials and  “ white ”  citizens of the empire she symbolized and made 
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real a remote and intangible homeland. ’  74  Liverpool Archdiocese ’ s depiction of 
the cathedral dwarfi ng HMS  Hood  intended to show the church ’ s power and 
status, but also sought to help contextualize the money being spent and showed 
potential donors that the  £ 3 million cost was warranted and worthwhile as it 
would lead to a building which was even more impressive than the popular HMS 
 Hood . Th is comparison also gave some indication of the impact Catholic leaders 
hoped the cathedral would have. What  Hood  was for the Empire, the Cathedral 
promised to be for the Catholic Church more generally and the representations 
of  Hood  and the cathedral refl ected a wider attempt to encourage Catholics to 
see the cathedral ’ s visual impact, while it remained unbuilt. 

 Downey was ambitious for the 1933 foundation stone ceremony, describing 
it in private correspondence as the  ‘ greatest event in the ecclesiastical history of 
England since the Reformation ’ . 75  Th e cathedral project shaped perceptions of the 
city, even without being built and this was a key part of Downey ’ s plans for the 
ceremony. Along with Downey, the ceremony included a Papal Legate, Lutyens, 
the Archbishops of Galway, Cardiff , Birmingham and Edinburgh (representing 
each of the four British countries), thirty-two bishops and six abbots, at 
considerable expense. 76  One commentator claimed there were 1,000 priests in 
attendance and  ‘ every kind of dignitary of the Roman Catholic Church ’ . 77  Never 
one to be outshone, Downey would undoubtedly be pleased that the Liverpool 
celebrations drew over twice the number of clerics than did the consecration of 
the St Louis Catholic cathedral in 1926, which attracted fi ve hundred cardinals, 
bishops and priests. 78  Downey also attempted to secure the presence of delegates 
from the British armed services in order to invest the occasion with gravitas 
and to try and avoid perceptions of provincial Catholic celebrations as parochial 
or marginalized from mainstream British culture. However, this objective was 
to prove diffi  cult to achieve and the Offi  ce of the Admiralty refused Downey ’ s 
invitation, explaining,  ‘ I can trace no record of the Admiralty ever having been 
represented at a religious ceremony such as the present. ’  79  Similarly, the Air 
Ministry and the War Offi  ce also refused invitations from Downey and both 
claimed that there was no precedent for their attendance. Indeed, it seems no 
representatives from the armed services attended any of the celebrations on the 
Cathedral site. 80  Th e British army appeared to resent the status given to the Pope 
following the Roman-Vatican settlement of 1929, as they did not wish to grant 
the pope or papal representatives the status of a chief of state. 81  Th ere were also 
widespread calls for the army to abolish church parades, although the Secretary 
of State appeased the situation in 1930 by declaring  ‘ no man was ever made to 



Th e Cathedral Th at Never Was? 181

go to Church ’ . 82  Downey may have been unfortunate to have made the request 
during a moment of debate about the relationship between the armed services 
and religious groups, or there may have been a more general reluctance within 
the armed services to establish a formal professional relationship with the 
Roman Catholic Church. 83  

 Despite such setbacks, Downey persisted with grandiose plans for the 
celebrations. Lutyens built a vast temporary altar intended to be the focus of 
the site for pilgrimages until the cathedral ’ s completion and Downey argued the 
temporary altar  ‘ will give us a concrete example of the genius of our architect and 
a foretaste of the beauty and magnifi cence of the cathedral-to-be ’ . 84  As Figure 6.2 
illustrates, the plain altar was not dissimilar in style to Lutyens ’  Cenotaph in 
Whitehall. 85  Th e altar also helped to change the urban landscape through its great 
size and bright white colour, ensuring it was visible from some distance away. 
Downey explained the foundation stone celebration was to  ‘ give satisfaction 

        

 Figure 6.2 Temporary altar during the ceremonial laying of the foundation stone, 
1933.
Source: Stuart Bale Archive, National Museums and Galleries on Merseyside, 
1613 – 114.   
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to those thousands of our people who have so generously subscribed to the 
cathedral and who will not live to see its completion ’ . 86  Th e ceremony was clearly 
an attempt to invest the cathedral site with sacred meaning. Again, we can see 
the infl uence of other cathedrals around the world, especially the Sacr é -Coeur in 
Paris (constructed 1874 – 1910), which attracted 115,000 pilgrims during the fi rst 
year of the project alone. 87  Saint John ’ s Cathedral in New York also witnessed 
numerous religious celebrations taking place on the unbuilt cathedral site, 
especially around the feast of St John, investing the area with spiritual meaning 
and maintaining motivation for the fundraising campaign. 88  Th ese infl uences 
show Liverpool Catholic Cathedral emerged within a wider international culture 
of cathedral-building and drew on broader trends and innovations. 

 Just as the celebrations on the site of the Sacr é -Coeur attracted devoted 
pilgrims who redefi ned a building site as a spiritual space, so did Liverpool ’ s 
foundation stone celebrations of June 1933. On Friday 2 June 1933, a procession 
of children left  St George ’ s Hall (Liverpool ’ s greatest civic building and main 
public transport terminus), walked through the city ’ s shopping area and past 
the department stores, and along Mount Pleasant to the cathedral site. Although 
Downey could not secure the attendance of the British military, it seems he was 
determined to invest Liverpool ’ s civic and commercial symbols with spiritual 
meaning and there are similarities with the impact of Manchester ’ s Catholic 
processions, as we saw in  Chapter 5 . Th e celebrations included special masses 
and continued over the weekend, culminating in the laying of the foundation 
stone on the Sunday. Path é  captured the scene in a newsreel entitled  Solemn 
Blessing and Laying of the Foundation Stone of Liverpool Metropolitan Cathedral 
of Christ the King to be the Second Largest in the World . Th e footage of the 
service focuses on the great crowds of people who came into the city to see 
the celebrations. Although the cathedral site had seated accommodation for 
30,000, an estimated 95,000 arrived. 89  Film footage shows people leaning out of 
windows to see the ceremony and cramming into every available space to get a 
view. 90   ‘ Every window, roof, and many of the chimney-stacks that I can see, are 
swarming with yet more (people) ’ , described the event ’ s radio commentator. 91  
One estimate suggested that half a million people came into Liverpool for the 
celebrations. 92  Th e radio commentary explained the cathedral belonged to the 
ordinary Catholics of Liverpool 

  Dear poorer people of Liverpool, who are crowding the streets that you were 
(I know) decorating up to 3 o ’ clock this morning, but who can ’ t get into this 
space  –  so large, yet far too narrow to hold anything like all of you  –  don ’ t think 
you are all forgotten. 93   
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 Th e ceremony drew large numbers of people into the city centre, which illustrates 
the way in which religion was a source of enjoyment and fulfi lment for people in 
Liverpool in the 1930s. At the same time, it also suggests that many found some 
kind of connection with the cathedral project. Aft er the 1933 foundation stone 
ceremony, numerous Catholic celebrations took place on the site, including a 
mass to celebrate the completion of the crypt in 1937. In 1937, 30,000 people 
came to watch the internment of Archbishop Whiteside (Bishop of Liverpool, 
1894 – 1911) and on 4 November 1937, 100,000 people came to an outdoor mass 
on the cathedral site. 94  Following the example of the Sacr é -Coeur, Downey 
actively encouraged people to visit Brownlow Hill for religious ceremonies, even 
though it still largely remained a building site. 

 Th e celebrations of 1933 also intensifi ed sectarian tensions in Liverpool and 
Protestants interpreted the cathedral project as part of the Catholic Church ’ s 
desire to take greater control both in Liverpool and beyond. Consequently, 
suspicion of Catholic power aroused  ‘ Protestant warhorses ’  in the early 1930s. 95  
Th e locally published  Protestant Times  regularly attacked what it perceived as the 
growing infl uence of the Catholic Church. In just one edition of the magazine 
in January 1935, there were several articles attacking the growth of the church ’ s 
power. One article,  ‘ Rome ’ s Grip on the Press, Screen, Radio ’ , claimed the pope 
spent over twenty million lire to build a radio station. A further report was titled 
 ‘  “ Betrayed ”  Infl uence of Roman Church in High Positions of State, Menace 
to British Nation. ’  96  Protestants claimed the cathedral was a further fi nancial 
burden on the city caused by Irish Catholics, alongside slums and prisons. One 
cartoon suggested that for Protestants, the Catholic cathedral was one of many 
concerns about the church ’ s fi nancial exploitation of Liverpool. Captioned  ‘ Th e 
Man with a Load of Mischief  ’ , it depicted a cartoon Irishman burdening the 
council with unemployment, Catholic schools and the planned cathedral. Next 
to the Irishman, the Liverpool Citizen asks,  ‘ I wonder why the burden never 
grows lighter? ’  97  Protestants portrayed the cathedral as opposing the investment 
of municipal leaders and men of commerce in Liverpool ’ s redevelopment, 
representing Catholics as non-citizens because of their support for the cathedral. 

 Protestant groups certainly unleashed their warhorses during the weekend of 
the foundation stone ceremony. Th ere were large demonstrations by Orangemen 
during the weekend of the ceremony, including a protest in Shiel Park in Liverpool 
that attracted an estimated crowd of 8,000. A speech made at the demonstration 
accused the planned cathedral of being  ‘ a spectacular display made in an eff ort 
to recapture England for Romanism ’ . 98  A total of 20,000 Protestants attempted to 
disrupt the foundation stone ceremony, trying to hold up the cars taking priests 
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and representatives to the site. A local newspaper reported that protesters broke 
car windows and attempted to prevent traffi  c from getting through the city 
centre. 99  Th ese attacks followed sporadic but not uncommon spates of religious 
violence in Liverpool during the early 1930s, including attacks on Downey. 100  
Despite remaining unbuilt, therefore, the cathedral project seems to have 
intensifi ed sectarian divisions in Liverpool. It cemented the city ’ s reputation at 
home and abroad as a centre of religious tensions, with attacks by Orangemen 
on the cathedral on 15 July 1932 attracting notable press attention. 101   

    ‘ Hands, hearts, souls across the sea ’ : Catholic shared identity 

  A stronger sense of Catholic collectivity emerged around the cathedral project but 
it was not restricted to Liverpool, particularly as the Archdiocese ’ s propagandist 
eff orts were global in their reach. A report written by the Archdiocese in 1953 
shows that between 1928 and 1936 the great majority of funds came from 
Liverpool, aft er which the campaign took on a greater international perspective. 102  
One key approach by Downey was to use iconography to market Liverpool as 
an internationally important centre of Catholicism and so attempted to create 
an icon,  ‘ Our Lady of the Sea ’ . Th is title would permit the creation of statues and 
other ephemera inside the cathedral that depicted Mary, Mother of Jesus and the 
River Mersey, in the same way there are icons for Our Lady of Lourdes or Our 
Lady of Fatima. Rome refused permission since there were no known visitations 
by Mary to Liverpool. Th e Archdiocese received a rather curt response that 
refl ected the audacity of their request:  ‘ If every small place or large city were 
to create their own Our Lady would that not detract from solid devotion to 
authenticated shrines? ’  103  

 Undeterred by his defeat over the use of Mary, Downey instead attempted 
to present the cathedral as the  ‘ Cathedral of the North ’  to bring together all 
the Catholics in Northern England. Such an approach was not unproblematic 
however and Downey ’ s ambition riled (and likely threatened) other Catholic 
leaders, who perceived the cathedral project as a form of megalomania. In 1931 
for example, the Bishop Henshaw of Salford wrote an angry letter to Downey, 
complaining he had not given permission for Catholics in Salford to have 
collection boxes for Liverpool Cathedral. Henshaw argued it was the  ‘ committing 
of trespass and infl iction of damage  …  [I] forbid you to collect either by means of 
boxes or any other way from the diocese of Salford. ’  104  Correspondence between 
Downey ’ s offi  ce and the  MEN  in 1936 also reveals tensions between Downey and 
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Henshaw. A journalist for the  MEN  agreed an article on the cathedral would be 
written and published in the newspaper, but would be presented as if it had been 
undertaken without Liverpool ’ s knowledge or cooperation,  ‘ So you (Downey) 
could always blame  “ one of those blank reporters ”  in case Salford raised an 
eyebrow. ’  105  Since Salford Diocese faced pressing concerns relating to church 
and school building interwar, it seems Henshaw feared Lutyens ’  cathedral 
project distracted money away from his own causes. What is more, Downey and 
Henshaw ’ s rivalry mirrored that between municipal leaders and businessmen 
in Liverpool and Manchester. It may be that the Catholic building projects 
contributed to a wider sense of civic pride, which, as we saw in earlier chapters, 
fl ourished interwar when competition between the two cities was especially 
intense. Tensions were not limited to the north-west of England, however, and 
Downey also received a negative response from the Archbishop of Cardiff , 
who told Downey he was preoccupied with building churches. He wrote that 
he was  ‘ astonished that you should ask permission to beg in this Diocese. I do 
not possess a magnifi cent cathedral in my own Diocese, ’  and forbade Downey 
from fundraising in the diocese. 106  Th ese responses suggest Downey ’ s aggressive 
attempts to assert Catholic power alienated other Catholic leaders, who were 
also perhaps envious of his ambitious cathedral plan. 

 Despite these confl icts, Downey ’ s fundraising rhetoric presented the cathedral 
as a way to unite all Catholics and did not limit his ambitions to the north of 
England. In some ways, especially due to the confl icts with other bishops, it was 
easier to fundraise outside of Britain. Downey ’ s ambitions were global:  ‘ Men of 
all nations will unite under one roof, in one common worship ’ , Downey wrote in 
1933,  ‘ It will lift  the city to a higher plane than that of nationalism in religion  …  
it will echo the universal language of the church. ’  107  Downey specifi cally aimed 
to use the cathedral to connect Catholics all around the world, claiming  ‘ hands, 
hearts, souls across the sea  …  the hearts of those who, dwelling across the seas, 
are linked to us by bonds of blood and kinship. ’  108  In particular, the support from 
the  New York Times  was invaluable, which regularly hailed the cathedral as  ‘ the 
great edifi ce ’  and proclaimed  ‘ the great cathedral  …  will be four times as big as 
Westminster cathedral and be surpassed in size only by St Peter ’ s in Rome. ’  109  
Th e fundraising campaign was certainly successful in attracting support from all 
around the world and in 1936, the  Liverpool Post and Mercury  claimed that, with 
the exception of Russia, there had been donations to the cathedral fund from 
every country in the world, including Iraq, India and North Borneo. 110  

 Th e reach of the fundraising campaign is perhaps less surprising once we 
understand its scale and innovation. Th e campaign eff ort focused on generating 
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support through public rallies from 1928 and this shift ed to the  ‘ Golden Book ’  
campaign in the early 1930s, which raised  £ 167,000 by 1953 by asking individuals 
to make subscriptions. 111  Yet the campaign was active in far more innovative 
ways and marked a new approach of the church towards consumer culture. 
Downey ’ s predecessor, Bishop Keating, for example, saw the cathedral as an 
opportunity to curb the spending and leisure habits of the Catholic community, 
as his declaration shows: 

  If a new Catholic Cathedral means that amongst Catholics there has been 
deliberately brought about less drinking and betting, less luxury and more self-
denial, a football match foregone one week, a packet of cigarettes the next, a new 
jumper sacrifi ced without a feminine sigh  …  then will the projected cathedral 
be well and nobly built. 112   

 But Downey did not tell Catholics not to spend money on consumer goods. 
In contrast, he sought to provide ways for Catholics to enjoy these things in a 
way that benefi ted the cathedral project. One of the most ostentatious forms 
of Catholic acts of consumption was the production of  ‘ Cathedral Cigarettes ’ , 
which allowed Catholics the opportunity to fund the building of the cathedral as 
they smoked. Th eir advertisement declared,  ‘ At last  …  Liverpool ’ s  own  Cigarette. 
  “ Cathedrals. ”   A fi ne Cigarette for the City of fi nest Cathedrals. Worthy of the 
City that builds for the future. ’  113  Th e cigarette company licensed the use of 
the cathedral from the Archdiocese, submitting a minimum of  £ 250 a quarter 
to the cathedral fund. 114  Decorated with a large image of the cathedral, the 
cigarettes off ered a direct link with the cathedral project and were a way for 
Catholics to demonstrate their support for the project through the purchase of 
these cigarettes. 

 Smoking was not the only way in which the cathedral project shaped consumer 
culture in Liverpool. One company produced  ‘ Cathedral Tea ’ , promoted as  ‘ Th e 
tea with double the appeal.  …  Every quarter sold adds to the Metropolitan 
Cathedral Appeal. ’  115  In July 1933, 5,000 pounds of Cathedral Tea was sold every 
week and sales were expected to double in volume over the following months. 116  
Th ere was also the opportunity to subscribe to the  ‘ Golden Book ’ :  ‘ As builders of 
the Sanctuary and Blessed Sacrament Chapel your name and the names of your 
relatives or friends, living or dead, would be inscribed therein  FOR EVER . ’  117  
Th e Archdiocese also established a scheme that gave people a replica model 
of the cathedral in return for collection boxes.  ‘ Be a leader.   …  Say with pride 
in years to come:  “ I helped to raise this, the second  largest  of all Cathedrals, ”  ’  
proclaimed the advert for collection boxes. 118  Th ese collection boxes alone 
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of social tensions and revolutionary change that we see elsewhere in Europe 
between the two world wars. 

 Redevelopment did not eradicate problems of poverty or unemployment 
in Liverpool and Manchester and despite the impact of investment in urban 
transformation, both cities economies faced extreme challenges. Poverty 
maintained a clear presence in many people ’ s lives and a new library or Town 
Hall extension may well have done little to aid someone struggling with 
unemployment. Urban transformation also remained incomplete. Manchester 
Corporation continued to struggle to fulfi l their aims for Wythenshawe aft er war 
ended and in 1947 the Secretary for Wythenshawe Community Council claimed 
publicly that many residents wished to move because of the lack of amenities and 
sociability. 51  Wythenshawe only got a civic centre in the 1960s and, described  ‘ as 
an extreme pocket of social deprivation and alienation ’  by the  New York Times  
in 2007, it remains a problematic estate for Manchester Council. 52  Nevertheless, 
although interwar urban transformation and the vibrant urban cultures that 
emerged did not solve all of Liverpool and Manchester ’ s problems, the innovation 
and ambition displayed by local politicians, businessmen and Catholic leaders 
challenges both cities ’  reputations as sites of urban decay. 

 Finally, the revitalised city centres were demotic and populist sites where 
individuals performed a range of identities that obscured class diff erences. 
Although class remained the most important organising category throughout 
the interwar period, the new forms of civic, consumer and religious cultures 
that emerged in response to Liverpool and Manchester ’ s transformation 
off ered opportunities for selfh ood and shared identity that transcended 
class divisions. Th us, although the body of work that utilises class as the key 
analytical category with which to analyse interwar Britain is important, other 
identities also mattered in the transformed urban environment. Some forms of 
shared identity were episodic or co-existed with other seemingly contradictory 
ones: a working-class woman might be a fashionable shopper who enjoyed the 
Civic Week exhibitions, but she might also participate in the Whit processions 
or the cathedral fundraising campaign. Perhaps these kinds of experiences in 
the transformed urban environment best summarise what modernity meant 
in interwar Liverpool and Manchester. McKibbin concludes that in the fi rst 
half of the twentieth century,  ‘ England had no common culture, rather a set of 
overlapping cultures. ’  53  Looking at the regional city, however, we can see how 
culture overlapped much more closely.    
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 Corporation income and expenditure  

         Liverpool, 1924 – 35 

1924 1926 1927 1934 1935

Income from Rates 2,753,508 2,624,279 2,730,396 4,451,766 4,367,220
Total income 5,366,155 5,385,086 5,727,315 9,349,273 9,400,589
Total expenditure 5,257,316 5,500,919 5,736,605 9,167,280 9,901,259

  Manchester, 1924 – 35 

1924 1926 1927 1934 1935

Income from Rates 2,872,912 2,913,929 3,188,843 4,614,255 4,623,801
Total income 4,947,920 5,165,854 5,576,928 8,312,642 8,621,477
Total expenditure 4,886,402 5,314,373 5,577,214 8,132,590 8,610,392

  Electricity 

LIVERPOOL 1924 1926 1927 1934 1935

EXPENDITURE 523,134 634,599 896,119 962,497 985,219
INCOME 979,470 N/A 1,269,230 1,733,826 1,770,062

MANCHESTER 1924 1926 1927 1934 1935

EXPENDITURE 770,917 878,619 1,031,319 1,064,352 1,266,481
INCOME 1,474,007 N/A 1,636,600 1,877,343 1,972,065

  Trams 1935 

LIVERPOOL MANCHESTER

EXPENDITURE 1,278,245 1,783,948
INCOME 1,582,003 2,315,308
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  Corporation expenditure: Liverpool 

1924 1926 1927 1934 1935

Elementary 
Education

1,288,304 1,290,416 1,298,393 1,412,268 1,506,199

Higher Education 289,176 315,512 313,315 365,261 380,628
Public Arts 84,069 73,775 72,109 85,652 91,193
Police Force 688,540 739,527 799,562 733,335 758,793
Fire Brigade 60,091 59,767 60,695 65,271 66,796
Sewage 63,342 62,086 61,182 57,736 48,254
Refuse 295,806 303,237 288,286 217,944 215,097
Maternity/Child 

Welfare
77,626 83,558 89,978 116,321 122,796

Baths/Washhouses 59,640 57,463 64,901 84,040 85,287
Housing (assisted 

schemes)
109,525 39,733 109,637 92,372 78,550

Streets/Highways 223,112 229,027 139,188 N/A N/A
Lighting 100,166 111,986 122,454 132,790 143,149
Electricity Supply 523,134 634,599 896,119 962,497 985,219

  Corporation expenditure: Manchester 

1924 1926 1927 1934 1935

Elementary 
Education

1,187,387 1,246,659 1,233,389 1,295,792 1,359,392

Higher Education 361,256 381,753 399,652 438,644 461,311
Public Arts 92,428 102,192 109,205 109,047 126,864
Police Force 415,045 473,919 484,745 506,953 533,171
Fire Brigade 42,898 41,411 42,979 48,780 51,761
Sewage 135,913 147,789 142,772 105,989 100,864
Refuse 197,390 208,008 218,457 225,240 217,047
Maternity/Child 

Welfare
54,220 62,250 66,594 86,263 83,732

Baths/Washhouses 75,330 86,366 87,930 100,825 100,273
Housing (assisted 

schemes)
81,267 15,383 101,922 105,020 107,281

Streets/Highways 424,439 450,528 355,017 N/A N/A
Lighting 149,657 1,593,913 172,881 195,635 192,022
Electricity Supply 770,917 878,619 1,031,319 1,064,352 1,266,481

 Source: Ministry of Health,  Local Taxation Returns, England and Wales  (London: Her Majesty ’ s Stationary 
Offi  ce, 1926 – 36).  
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   Spatial redistribution in clothing and 
clothing-related shops, 1922 – 38  

  Shops in inner and outer Liverpool and Manchester, 1922 – 38 

Liverpool - Inner 1922 1932 1938

Boot and Shoe Sellers 194 133 128
Clothiers 33 33 29
Costumiers 24 38 54
Drapers 314 283 393
Dressmakers 158 95 106
Hosiers and Glovers 21 19 20
Milliners 113 112 N/A
Tailors 124 96 190
Outfi tters 23 30 59
Ladies Outfi tters 55 52 102
Co-operatives 50 101 128

Liverpool - Outer 1922 1932 1938

Boot and Shoe Sellers 273 174 94
Clothiers 62 52 18
Costumiers 51 88 36
Drapers 455 360 128
Dressmakers 149 106 38
Hosiers and Glovers 72 46 18
Milliners 135 92 N/A
Tailors 591 556 353
Outfi tters 120 97 68
Ladies Outfi tters 46 48 15
Co-operatives 71 90 62

Manchester - Inner 1922 1932 1938

Boot and Shoe Sellers 51 47 47
Clothiers 76 15 3
Clothing Clubs 0 1 1
Costumiers N/A 22 24
Drapers 23 34 24
Dressmakers 21 10 18
Milliners 19 16 15
Tailors 229 242 156
Outfi tters 6 18 21
Ladies Outfi tters 9 11 17
Co-operatives N/A 1 7
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Manchester - Outer 1922 1932 1938

Boot and Shoe Sellers 426 306 218
Clothiers 259 144 91
Clothing Clubs 0 14 24
Costumiers N/A 87 75
Drapers 1,120 1,257 1,059
Dressmakers 348 290 232
Hosiers and Glovers 77 46 30
Milliners 304 281 198
Tailors 563 598 390
Outfi tters 46 118 143
Ladies Outfi tters 67 92 151
Co-operatives 22 185 239

 Source: Kelly ’ s Directories, 1922, 1932, 1938.   

   Department store advertisements  

  Advertisements placed by selected department stores in the local press, Liverpool 
and Manchester, 1920 – 38  
  Liverpool Echo 

Jan/Feb 
1920

Oct/Nov 
1920

Jan/Feb 
1932

Oct/Nov 
1932

Jan/Feb 
1938

Oct/Nov 
1938

Lewis’s 32 35 48 57 56 36
GH Lees 19 16 22 21 20 14
Bon Marché 13 13 22 24 24 20

  Liverpolitan 

May–Dec 1932 1938

Lewis’s 7 1
GH Lees 2 10
Bon Marché 8

  Manchester Evening News 

Jan/Feb 
1920

Oct/Nov 
1920

Jan/Feb 
1932

Oct/Nov 
1932

Jan/Feb 
1938

Oct/Nov 
1938

Lewis’s 19 23 42 32 35 57
Affl  eck and Brown 41 1 18 10 19 14
Kendal’s 14 2 15 2 12 3
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