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AUTUMN MEETINGS:

Monday October 7th, 7PM
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Quarterly Newsletter
Hello and welcome to the first of our year’s
newsletters. For those of you who do not view
Facebook and were not able to attend the Annual
General Meeting in August, the headline news for
our Society is that there have been significant
changes to ‘The Magnificent Seven’...oops, I meant
to ‘the committee’!
In the summer we were surprised (to say the
least), by Mark’s announcement that due to
massively increased work commitments he would
be stepping down from his role as Chairman of the
Skelmersdale Heritage Society. We were sad to see
him go after five years of sterling service, in which
he was instrumental in developing our little group
of local history enthusiasts and ‘nostalgiaphiles’
into the productive and well-respected Society we
are today. Thanks again Mark.
But did we panic? No! Well maybe a little bit, but I
am happy to say that straight away we
unanimously agreed that long-standing member
Julie Thompson should be our new Chairwoman.
She is super-organised, proactive, and is always
coming up with new ideas to make our Society
successful; in fact I think her motto should be ‘Cur
Non Nos’. That’s Latin for ‘Why don’t we…’. 

Guest Speaker, Graham Stirrup
‘The Women of World War One’

The Wardens Club, Blaguegate
Lane, Lathom, WN8 8TX

***Please note the change of
venue. The Wardens Club will

once again be our regular
meeting place***

Monday November 4th,
7PM

Guest Speaker, Kathryn
McDonald

‘The History of Ormskirk
Gingerbread’

Monday November 25th,
7PM

‘Lancashire Night’ Celebration

With hot-pot supper and
entertainment by ‘The

Wanderers’
*If you can please reserve your

place at the eventbrite site so we
can ensure there’s enough hot-

pot!



We also welcomed an Old Skemmer, Lilian Wainwright to the committee.

What have we been up to in the last year? Well we have given presentations at
three local schools and an Adult Learners Group. At Upholland Labour club we
have enjoyed a wide range of talks on peat gathering, the coalfield, placenames
of mediaeval Lancashire, the local man who shod WW1 war horses, the Tawd
Vale Colliery disaster, memories of Sutton Manor Colliery and education ‘back in
the day’. We also arranged a talk about the famous Ormskirk gingerbread,
which we had to cancel at the very last minute….well actually after most of you
had already turned up! Sorry again about that; the venue had been booked and
confirmed, but the staff just didn’t turn up and we were locked out. Happily
Kathryn McDonald has agreed to come back to do the talk in November at the
Wardens. Do come along – there may be a sweet treat for you. We have liaised
with Skelmersdale Library about the possibility of having some permanent
display space there, downstairs where it will have a much higher profile;
speaking of which, those of you who did not come to the August meeting really 
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Between us we have shared out the tasks that Mark used to undertake, and as
you may have noticed we have made a few changes to the Newsletter. In
future this will be produced quarterly instead of monthly and for now I will be
editing it. The format is a work in progress, but we hope you will enjoy the new
features.

Shirley

We Need Your Input!

Contributions for future editions of the Newsletter will be most welcome. We
would love you to be involved. Skelmersdale Heritage Society would not exist
without your stories, photos, memories, artifacts and interviews. If you have
something that you would like to see in the Newsletter, please send your idea
to the Skelmersdale Heritage Email address, with the subject ‘FAO Shirley’. Our
address is skemersdaleheritage@gmail.com

What we’ve been doing.

mailto:SkelmersdaleHeritage@gmail.com


should go along to Skem Library on Saturday 19th October, between 10am and
2pm, where John Thompson will be showing his excellent model of Stormy
Corner which he showed at the AGM. The detail on the teeny, tiny buildings is
amazing! Our ‘In the Community’ display held at High Street Methodist Church
was a great success and will be followed by further displays in the Old Town in
the coming year.
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As for the programme for 2025, the list is not yet confirmed, but we will let you
know when it is ready in the Winter edition of the newsletter, with reminders
on Facebook. As ever we will try to present a balanced look at Skelmersdale’s
heritage that reflects its history from long ago to more recent times.

Long ago, not far away.

The News from October 3rd 1889
I love to go blackberrying and have always
warned my children and grandchildren not to
pick dusty, contaminated fruit from the main
road, or from low down where a dog may have
piddled on it. While researching the harvest topic
in the Ormskirk Advertiser archives, I came upon
this sad little story of a young boy, not from
Skelmersdale, but from Prescot, which I think is
near enough. The poor boy ‘belonged’ to Prescot,
having no family, and was in the convalescent
home due to being ’far gone’ with consumption.
It was thought that he had been picking
blackberries in the garden and had eaten some
deadly nightshade, which has shiny black, tasty-
looking berries. The article also refers to another
poisoning case where a man had died after
eating a pie he had made using Deadly
Nightshade berries. The clue is in the name!    

Deadly Nightshade (Atropa Belladonna)
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Does anyone remember going to ’MANDRAKE’ discos at the Digmoor Sports Centre?
Unfortunately this ‘groovy’ dance centre for ‘today’s people’ only ran for eight weeks in
the autumn of 1971. Its promotor, Alex Paton stated that only 200 customers per week
meant it was not viable. The trouble was that there was no bar on the premises, and
young people ‘wanted everything handed to them on a plate’. A pint glass would have
been preferable!

Adverts from September 1971

The sports centre, converted from a former
factory in the 1970s, was closed in 2013 due to
its poor condition and concerns about asbestos
in the structure.
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And from the Ormskirk Advertiser, 15th May 1930…

Twenty towels, three sheets and two
blankets in three minutes? I beg to differ!
We had a similar washing machine, a
‘Darling Washer’ many years ago, and the
immense effort of hand turning the
paddles when tangled with heavy, wet
washing, meant that my mother soon
returned to using the dolly tub, dolly legs
and glass rubbing board. That was much
quicker and easier.

An early model of a Darling washer made
by Edward Ashcroft & Son of
Skelmersdale, now in an American
museum. Our ‘Darling’ washer was more
modern than this; it was green with a
heavy, white enamel lid.

SC.
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All is Safely Gathered In’

Summer is over, children are now back at school, and maybe some
of you will have been raiding your cupboards for tins of food to be
taken to school as donations ‘for the Harvest’. These non-perishable
goods will no doubt find their way to the foodbanks that have
become so commonplace of late.

After the usual prayers and speeches we would all sing
(accompanied with a real piano) ‘We Plough the Fields and
Scatter the Good Seed on the Land’. A good, rousing tune,
nearly as popular a ‘Onward Christion Soldiers’! The best part
of the day though was the afternoon, when the Headteacher,
Mr Edwards, would auction off any of the produce that had
not been delivered to the local old people. We couldn’t wait to
buy back the things we had donated – wilting flowers, bruised
apples, over-ripe bananas and other items that had not
travelled well. What a good business model!

By Shirley Carr

My local primary school is currently asking for donations (tins and packets only), for this
reason, and this brought back memories of the Harvest Festivals at the Skelmersdale school
I attended over sixty years ago. There would be great excitement at Barnes Road Council
School on the day of the harvest assembly, when the pupils would bring in their
contributions of fresh fruit, vegetables and flowers. These would be used to decorate the
hall, and in pride of place there would always be displayed at least one magnificent harvest
loaf in the shape of a wheatsheaf. I do not know who made these, maybe the teachers, but
they seemed too big to be baked in an ordinary domestic oven. 

Farmers have had a rough time of late, being at the mercy of unpredictable, unseasonable
weather, and having to deal with ever-changing rules and regulations regarding the running
of their farms. It cheered me then as I drove home on a sunny afternoon a few days ago to
see a huge combine harvester cutting a swath through a field of ripe, dry wheat, with the
promise of more fine weather to come. This was not in Skelmersdale, though not too far
away.
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Living in Skelmersdale before the New Town was built, such sights were common, but
although West Lancashire still carries out a high percentage of the North West’s agricultural
activity, most of the farmland of the Skelmersdale area has been built upon for housing,
with the farmhouses that were left standing becoming private dwellings, or part of the
‘tertiary’ service economy, providing food or accommodation, Skelmersdale Hall and
Balcony Farm being well-known examples.

Even though agriculture was no longer the main source of employment once the local coal
mines started to thrive in the mid19th Century, Skelmersdale still had many farms in and
around the town, with at least eighteen just a short walk from the town centre. Mixed and
arable farms, then and now, have benefitted from the rich soil of the Lancashire plain, and
local newspapers dating back to the early 19th Century devote many columns to
agriculture-related copy. Much was written regarding crop prices, farm sales, warnings of
crop pests, harvest yields, advice to achieve good yields and of course the Harvest Festivals
that were celebrated in many of the town’s churches. Harvest services at the various
Skelmersdale churches and chapels were described quite briefly in the Ormskirk Advertiser,
whereas descriptions of the harvest decorations in parts of the district that had not been
taken over by mining, had many column inches devoted to detailed descriptions of the
produce used and the types of flowers that decorated the font. Perhaps an indication of the
changing mindset of the inhabitants?

Tithe Map of 1839 – Before the coal was commercially mined most of the buildings, shown here as small,
black shapes, were farms.
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Haymaking Weather, Tawd Valley by Herbert F. Royle (1906)- Could the smoking chimneys in the
distance be those of the collieries?

The Snape family of Stocks Farm, looking very proud of their endeavours. Ashurst Beacon hill can be
seen in the distance. Their farmhouse was on the current site of Willow Hey, New Church Farm. The

track leading east from the farm was known as ‘Snape’s Pads’ and led to that childhood paradise ‘The
Bonk’!
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A McCormick Reaper in use on one of Skelmersdale’s old farms

Harvest time (Dick Gardner)
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‘What a marvellous modern age we live in!’ 

A steam traction engine driving a mechanical threshing machine saved many hours of hard,
manual labour to separate the wheat grains from the chaff and straw. Previously this would
be done by hand using a flail to beat the grains from the plant. The light -weight chaff would
then be tossed in the air to be blown away by the wind.

The steam engine and threshing machine would be taken from farm to farm as needed. It
was due to getting extremely intoxicated after drinking with a team of itinerant threshers,
that in 1889 John Brown of Digmoor attacked and killed George Ashton. This photograph
was taken much later and did not show the men or machinery involved. 

These old photographs show harvest time on Skelmersdale’s farms. The originals can be seen in the
giant photo albums on view at our display meetings.
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Did you ever earn some ‘spending money’ in the school holidays by picking fruit or
vegetables?  I remember getting up at the crack of dawn in the summer to cycle to Rainford
to pick broad beans and peas (5 shillings per hamper), but I don’t think these rewards
would tempt today’s youths away from their phones! Nowadays farmers bemoan the fact
that since we left the European Union there has been a disastrous shortage of temporary
immigrant workers to work during the busy harvest-time, especially where a delicate touch
is needed as in strawberry picking. 

This is taken from an article in the Ormskirk
Advertiser 29th May 1952. The report states
that the Ministry of Agriculture have been
pressuring farmers to increase the potato
yield, and that councillor Gregson
(Simonswood) has repeatedly asked for this
extension to the autumn school holiday. I do
not know if the request was granted. I seem
to remember that one week only was the
norm through the 50s and 60s.

Ormskirk Advertiser, 11th October 1928

The development of sophisticated farm machinery has done away with the need for much
manual labour in the fields but it is not that long ago that a huge army of ‘home grown’
temporary agricultural workers took to the fields of the district to help with the potato
harvest. Of course I mean the local school children!

Spud Picking Holidays

I was too young to go ‘spud picking’ back in
the day, but this was a yearly event for older
members of my family. Here are the
memories of one of my brothers.
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‘Yes - I remember potato picking.

Each length allocated to us as our part of the drill was called a breed.

I worked on three local farms. Frank Dickinson’s farm which was opposite the Spud
Factory where they dehydrated spuds to make a form of ‘Smash’; they also did peas. We
used to raid the pea wagons as they went past. I worked for Jimmy Hesketh as well, at the
farm opposite the egg packing station.

I also worked for Leslie Blackburn on the moss. Les was a well-known character in Skem;
he was always driving his tractor round Skem. He had suffered a serious injury as a child
and had a pronounced back injury. Les used to drive the tractor fast, and as soon as he
got to one end of the drill he would start again. We used to throw spuds at him to get him
to slow down.

For spud picking we got 2 shillings per hour, i.e. 10 pence. The tractor would drag the
machine along the drill and the spuds, soil, stones and everything else would be spread
out so that we could pick up the spuds and place them in woven wicker type basket
hampers. Each set of pickers, usually two people together, would have a set length of the
drill to cover and just as we were finishing the tractor would come down again so there
was no resting period on what was back-breaking work.

About 1960 I worked at Jimmy Hesketh’s when he had bought a potato harvester. This
machine was a great improvement and got rid of the back breaking aspect of picking
potatoes. 

Basically the machine was dragged along the drill and by standing on the platform next to
a large metal belt one could pick off stones and anything that was not a potato and throw
that away. Then all the potatoes on the belt went into the cart that was being pulled along
parallel to the machine.

On one occasion I was stood on the platform next to the moving belt when my loose-
fitting pullover got caught in the machinery of the metal belt and I was being pulled into
the machine.

As soon as the driver stopped the machine I just had to be untangled from the workings.
A lucky escape. That machine could not cope with very wet conditions as the soil would
not separate and fall through the metal bars that formed the belt.

When she was young my wife also went spud picking in the holidays working at Bradley’s
farm in Upholland. She spent her wages on buying new clothes (about 10 shillings for the
week). 

(NB Jimmy Hesketh’s farm was ‘Glebe Farm’ on Wigan Road)
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And here is some information provided by the Mrs Green, from an old Skem farming
family.

‘A ‘breed’ - in Skem talk pronounced same as ‘weighed’ was the length of the drill divided by the
number of pickers – no set measurement. 

Dick Valentine was the first to have a potato harvester, good few years before Jimmy Hesketh.
It was so slow he found it difficult to get a tractor to go slow enough.

And from Mr Hesketh (Moss Side Farm) In answer to my question ‘How did people know it
was time to go potato picking?’

‘My father would put some straw bales in the trailer, attach it to the tractor, then go and park
up outside the Bowling Green pub (in Digmoor). The children, and women too, would just turn
up and climb in.’

In those days kids were eager to pick potatoes to earn a bit of money. Also married women to
earn a bit for Christmas.’

The Potato Factory, White Moss Road

Potato Picking at Moss Side Farm. Possibly the last crop before this landscape was changed beyond all
recognition…. but more of that next time!


