
[image: ]




[image: ]





[image: ]


Grimsby town centre in 1961, showing the heart of the medieval town. St James’ Church, the Bull Ring and the Old Market Place are clustered at the bottom of the picture, with Victoria Street (to the left) leading up to the Riverhead (in front of the long white-fronted building on the extreme left). In the distance, shadows of clouds help to mark the grid-iron street layout of Victorian housing. (Courtesy of the Grimsby Telegraph, www.thisisgrimsby.co.uk)
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About the Author

Alan Dowling was born in Hull and lived in Cleethorpes with his wife, Dorothy, for over 20 years, until he died in 2018. He carved out an extensive career path in libraries, beginning by chance as a junior librarian in 1957 and retiring as Director of Leisure Services for the local council in 1988, aged 55.

Even before his retirement, local history had begun to take over his life. This included providing courses for the University of Hull on the history of Grimsby and Cleethorpes, giving guided walks, 'one-off' local history courses to local organisations and lectures to larger audiences.

The year 1990 brought the offer of the post of Warden of the Doughty Centre in Grimsby (which was the University of Hull's adult education outpost), with responsibility for administration and organisation of an annual programme of courses. He founded the Doughty Centre Retirement Group in 1991, which continues to run after 20 years, and soon his first book was printed: a compilation on local dialect by this group. In 1997, he saw the successful completion of a PhD degree investigating the role of corporate landowners in urban growth, particularly Grimsby and Cleethorpes.

In 1998, Alan was one of the founding members of North East Lincolnshire Archaeology and Local History Society, and the following year was asked to take part in Radio 4's 'Mapping the Town' series of broadcasts with archaeologist Julian Richards. He played a significant part in the revival of the local civic society by setting up a Grimsby Founders Day in 2010, penning 211 weekly local history articles for the Cleethorpes Chronicle and giving annual Heritage Weekend lectures.

At the age of 80 he gave up all commitments to record his family history, but was still actively involved in local history circles until his final days.

Other books by this author:

Cleethorpes: The Creation of a Seaside Resort

Street Names of Cleethorpes




List of Illustrations

Frontispiece: Grimsby town centre, 1961

1. Borough seal

2. Windmill, c.1862

3. Grimsby, c.1600

4. Tithe barn in Bull Ring

5. Open-field system, pre-1827

6. Corn Exchange site, pre-1857

7. Red Hill, 1924

8. Haven Dock, 1801

9. Ropery and Ropery Houses, 1847

10. New Town lots, 1801-32

11. Grimsby, c.1830

12. Land ownership post-1827

13. Bull Ring, 1850

14. Cottages, c.1850

15. Clayton Hall, Baxtergate, c.1820

16. Grimsby old town, 1830s

17. First train at Grimsby, 1848

18. Grimsby station, c.1911

19. Division of corporation estate

20. Freemen’s Grand Tea Festival

21. Royal Dock construction, c.1850

22. River trip to new dock, 1852

23. Riverhead, c. 1890s

24. Sir Edward Watkin

25. Sailing smack: City of Rome

26. Grimsby cod fishermen

27. Sailing ships, 1870s

28. Old Town Hall, c.1820

29. Market Place, mid-19th-century

30. Victoria Street North, early 1900s

31. Middle Court, c.1950s

32. Strand Street, 20th-century

33. Pollitt Street, 1967

34. Freeman Street, early 1900s

35. Freeman Street, 1963

36. Ragged School, 1963

37. Haycroft and Little Field, 1887

38. Grimsby, c.1870

39. New Town Hall, 1863

40. Corporation Bridge

41. Square off Trinity Street, c.1890s

42. Corporation Road, 1969

43. Hospital

44. East End Closes, 1887

45. Peppercorn Walk

46. Clarence Terrace, 1870s

47. St James’ Terrace, 1870

48. Alexander Grant-Thorold

49. Edward Heneage

50. Sir Thomas Heneage memorial

51. Heneage and Grant-Thorold estates

52. Fields to streets

53. Horse-drawn tram, c.1890

54. Hainton Avenue, post-1926

55. People’s Park fountain, 1912

56. People’s Park and villas

57. Workmen

58. Coffee houses

59. Boundaries, 1873-89

60. George Street Methodist Chapel

61. St Mary’s RC Church interior

62. King Terrace Methodist Mission

63. Wellow, 1887

64. East End Closes, 20th-century

65. Grimsby’s Scent Bottle

66. Freemen’s Girls’ School

67. Freeman Street market

68. Victoria Street, 1890s

69. Prince of Wales Theatre

70. Grimsby, 1887

71. Grimsby, 1905

72. Trawler: Carisbrooke

73. Trawler crew

74. Henderson Jetty fish

75. Riverhead c.1900

76. Old Market Place, 1910

77. Flottergate, 1969

78. Welholme Congregational Church

79. Brighowgate Children’s Home

80. Brighowgate County Courthouse

81. Weelsby Road, 1930s

82. Grimsby, 1933

83. Grimsby, 1946

84. Old Market Place in the Second World War

85. Grimsby docks, 20th-century

86. Dockers on Royal Dock

87. Timber cargo on Royal Dock

88. Fish pontoon lorries

89. Canon Ainslie School, 1941-2

90. Garden Street victory party, 1945

91. New Corporation Bridge, 1928

92. Freeman Street, post-1926

93. Nunsthorpe, 1961

94. Albert Street and tower block

95. East Marsh Lots, 1961

96. East Marsh, 1961

97. Grimsby, 1961

98. Sheffield train




Foreword and Acknowledgements

This book describes the making of Grimsby during the period 1800-1914. In the years leading up to 1800, Grimsby was little more than a market town and decayed port with a population of about one thousand. By 1914 it rejoiced in the title of the world’s premier fishing port and was also a successful commercial port and a flourishing regional service centre. It had also experienced a phenomenal rise in population to become the largest town in Lincolnshire, with more than 74,000 inhabitants. Housing that rapidly increasing population led to a large-scale expansion of the town, which is the overriding theme of this book – how the town spread over the ground and how its fields and marshes were transformed into streets and houses. A preliminary chapter introduces the town’s early history and some factors that would influence its later development. The greater part of the book then tells the story of Grimsby’s physical expansion during 1800-1914. A final chapter surveys the town in more recent times and draws conclusions from the account of its growth.

While writing the book I have been helped by many people. These include the staff of the Grimsby Central Library’s Reference Library (in particular Simon Balderson); John Wilson, the North East Lincolnshire archivist; John Callison, the North East Lincolnshire Council’s civic manager; and the Grimsby Telegraph. The staff of the National Archives at Kew have been a great help during my extensive researches there. The staff of the Clerk to the Enrolled Freemen were also most obliging when I was researching the freemen’s records some time ago (many of these records have been deposited since with the North East Lincolnshire Archives). Janet Wilmott has been most helpful and encouraging in reading and advising on the draft text. Ann, John and Roannah Smyth have been very helpful and supportive. Rex Russell permitted me to use some of his excellent enclosure maps, Edwina Shepherd allowed me to use some of her photographs and the staff of the Grimsby Print and Copy Centre have been their usual obliging selves. I apologise to anyone whom I may have inadvertently omitted to thank here.

Illustrations and maps are included by courtesy of the North East Lincolnshire Council Library Service (2-4, 6-9, 11, 13-18, 20-32, 34, 36, 38, 40-1, 43, 45-9, 53-4, 57-8, 60-1, 64, 67-9, 72-6, 78, 81, 91-2, 94), the Grimsby Telegraph, www.thisisgrimsby.co.uk (33, 35, 56, 62, 79, 84-5, 87, 93, 95-7), the North East Lincolnshire Archives (1), the Ordnance Survey (37, 44, 51, 63, 70-1, 82-3), Associated British Ports (86, 88), Edwina Shepherd (42, 77), Rex Russell (5, 12) and J. McCulloch (98). The author has provided the remaining illustrations.

Finally I am grateful to my wife Dorothy, without whose encouragement, support, help and suggestions this book would have been neither started nor completed.




Chapter 1

An Extreme Nooke of the Kingdome

In 1634, Grimsby resident Gervase Holles considered the town to be ‘seated in an extreme nooke of the Kingdome’.1 A romantic account of how it came to be located in this ‘extreme nooke’ is given in the heroic saga of Havelock the Dane. This tells how Havelock, the infant heir to the Danish throne, was threatened with a murderous death but was saved by a Danish fisherman called Grim, who carried him to safety across the North Sea:


Till they came to a harbour, and left the ship for the land ... At the time of which I tell you, no one lived there or frequented this harbour. He first raised a house there ... he split the ship into two halves, raised up the two ends and they camped inside. He went fishing, as he knew how, and bought and sold salt until he was well-known and recognised by the country folk. Many joined together with him, taking up their quarters at the harbour and because of his name, which they heard, they called the place Grimsby.2



Raised in Grimsby by his rescuer, Havelock subsequently married Goldborough, the beautiful but dispossessed heiress to the English throne. He pursued an heroic career, secured both of their inheritances and they reigned jointly over both Denmark and England, making time between royal duties to produce 15 children.

Such has been the widespread popularity of this entertaining account of the town’s foundation that it has been retold in several versions. Although it is a legend or folk tale, historians have remarked on some apparent similarities to the town’s early history. Edward Gillett has commented that, ‘In all this there seem to be shadows of real history,’ while S.H. Rigby writes that ‘In spirit at least ... the story ... probably reflects something of the true origin of the town’.3 Such a reflection may be seen in the siting of the town at the edge of the coastal marsh on a spur of land leading to the haven, providing a suitable place for settlement and a convenient landing and trading place at the mouth of the Humber estuary.

The town’s Scandinavian origins are borne out by its name. The Old Norse personal name ‘Grimr’ coupled with the Scandinavian suffix ‘by’, which signifies a settlement, gives us Grimsby, meaning Grim’s place, or, if you prefer, Grim’s town. Likewise, many of its old streets feature the Scandinavian word ‘gata’, meaning ‘street’, as in Deansgate; which was spelt Danesgate c.1220, suggesting that the street had a strong Danish connection.4 Grimsby is also mentioned in Nordic sagas in connection with the Danish attack upon York in the year 866 but the sagas were written centuries after the actual event so that date can only be conjectural. Certainly, for many centuries, the local populace had a strong interest in the Havelock legend and the town’s Scandinavian origins. These were shown in the town’s first seal, made in the 13th century, which depicted Grim, Havelock and Goldborough. Also, when the local Wellow Abbey was founded its dedication was to St Olaf, King of Norway, as well as to St Augustine. Even as late as 1791 when John Byng, later Lord Torrington, was being shown around the town’s St James’ Church, ‘The clerk made us observe a very ancient recumbent figure, which he said was of one Grime, who found out this habitation.’ This would be the tomb of Sir Thomas Haslerton, which a directory of 1913 noted ‘is commonly known as Grim’s tomb’.5
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1 The 13th-century borough seal illustrating the legend of Grim, who is the large central figure. To the left is the smaller figure of Havelock and to the right is Goldborough, who each have a crown above their heads, signifying their royal status. The lettering around the seal reads ‘Sigillum comunitatis Grimebye’ (‘the seal of the corporation of Grimsby’)



Undoubtedly, the legendary Grim would have been astonished to learn how much his settlement would expand, until by 2001 his house had been joined by over 36,000 others, in which lived a population of over eighty-seven thousand. Most of this great surge of urban growth occurred in the later 19th and early 20th centuries and was due to the rise and prosperity of the town’s industry. It was also dependent on the town’s large landowners, who made growth possible by turning their land over to housing. Three of them were particularly important: the municipal corporation, the enrolled freemen and the 1st Lord Heneage. How they developed their land was driven largely by their personalities and motives, which will be examined in detail in an attempt to understand why different areas of the town have exhibited such diverse characteristics. Accordingly, this book has two inter-related themes: firstly, the physical growth of Grimsby and, secondly, the part played in this by its major landowners. Before we begin the story, this chapter will provide an overview of the earlier history of the town and of some of the factors that were to have a bearing on its later expansion.

Domesday Book and Beyond

Archaeological evidence points to land in the area being farmed around 4,000 B.C., with the probability of a trading settlement in the vicinity of Grimsby during the first century B.C. But, moving on from the very early history of the town and its Scandinavian heritage, we come to the account of Grimsby in William the Conqueror’s Domesday Book of 1086. From this we see that it had arable and grazing land, a mill and two ferries. In all likelihood it had a church but the Domesday Book entry is not clear on this point. The pre-Norman owners of the town’s land had been dispossessed and it had been divided between three Norman lords, namely Odo the Bishop of Bayeux (half-brother of William the Conqueror), Drew De Beurere and Ralf De Mortemer. Some of the land was farmed directly on behalf of these lords. The local people who were beholden to their land-owning lord lived on the remainder. The total population would be about four hundred people.6

Domesday Book gives an impression of Grimsby having an economy based on agriculture but the existence of two ferries suggests it was also a trading community. Indeed, the town was one of the ports upon which a tax on overseas trade was levied in 1204. Grimsby was called to pay £91, which placed it in the middle order of East Coast ports, above Barton-on-Humber (£34) and Immingham (£19) but below Newcastle (£158) and far below the major port of Boston (£781). By 1286, Grimsby was a sizeable town with a population of about two thousand. It had two parish churches (St Mary’s and St James’), the Wellow Abbey of Augustinian canons, St Leonard’s nunnery, the hermitage of St Andrew, two friaries (the Grey Friars and the Austin Friars) and two hospitals.7 The town also had a ‘common hall’, which was replaced with a new Town Hall by 1395. The first recorded indication of planned development in the town was in 1341 when the West Haven was excavated and at the same time building was carried out in an area called ‘Newbyggyng’ (‘new building’), which lay to the west of the present Riverhead on land that, at the time of writing, is used for the bus station.8

The earliest-known map of the town dates from about 1600 and shows a road layout surprisingly like that on modern street plans. If, for the sake of explanation, we use some modern names, it shows the main route into the town, Bargate, coming in from the south with Abbey Road and Brighowgate branching off to the right. Nearer the built-up area, Cartergate branches off to the left and the main road continues as Deansgate, leading into what is now known as ‘Top Town’. This was the medieval heart of the town, which clustered between St James’ Church and the Riverhead with outlying building running along Wellowgate and Brighowgate. The lines of other streets such as Victoria Street West and Bethlehem Street can be picked out on the map. We can also see some streets, such as Flottergate, which have disappeared in recent times under redevelopment schemes. In order to construct and maintain this medieval town, it had bricklayers, carpenters, masons, slaters, thatchers and tilers. Important buildings would incorporate masonry, while bricks were being used in the town as early as the 14th century. However, most houses would have been built of wood with infilling (known in Lincolnshire as ‘mud and stud’) and with thatched roofs.9
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2 Windmill in the Cartergate area, possibly c.1860, with St James’ Church in the background.



Borough and Freemen

A notable occurrence for the town was its advancement to borough status. Grimsby was not listed as a borough in Domesday Book but by 1162 it was being cited as a borough. When Pontefract was granted ‘borough liberties’ in 1194, these were based on those already being enjoyed by Grimsby. The significance of boroughs was that they were freed from many of the restraints and controls of the existing feudal system and were granted certain freedoms and privileges, which were referred to as ‘borough liberties’. Grimsby’s liberties were confirmed and amended in several royal charters during succeeding centuries, the first of these being in 1201. The liberties included: the right to hold a borough court; a good degree of self-government; legal, trading and financial privileges; the right to hold fairs and markets and freedom from certain tolls. The borough was also permitted to have two members of parliament from at least as early as 1283.10

One effect of being a borough was that it led to the creation of a group of residents known as burgesses or freemen. Although both terms have been used locally, for the sake of clarity they will be referred to as freemen in this book. The basic qualifications for applying to be a freeman in these early days were to be resident in the borough, pay local taxes (known as ‘scot and lot’) and hold a plot of land in the borough (a ‘burgage plot’) for which an annual rent was payable to the landowning lord. The number of freemen fluctuated. In the year 1450-1 there were 70 in the town, which may have been about a quarter of the adult male population.11

Being a freeman carried both privileges and responsibilities. Economic privileges included preferential treatment when trading in the borough and protection from competition by outsiders. Freemen were also engaged in running the town because of their involvement in the borough court. The court had both judicial and administrative functions and was central to the working of the borough. The officers of the court were the mayor, two bailiffs, two chamberlains, two coroners and other functionaries. The freemen elected these officers from among themselves. Non-freemen did not have the vote and could not hold borough office. Consequently, it was the freemen only who were responsible for the day-to-day operation of the town’s judicial and administrative systems.12

Most of the court’s judicial business was with minor offences, including debt, theft, assault and cases of public nuisance such as blocking sewers, taking stone from road surfaces or depositing dung on the streets.13 Cases of assault were frequently settled with a fine but theft could be dealt with more harshly. In 1650, ‘Ed. Wells, sen., being formally found guiltie of stealinge 1 sheepe ... is adjudged to be stript from the wayst upward and whippt in the [Town] Hall till blood come’. There was no sexual discrimination in dispensing rough justice and in 1692, ‘Bridgett, wife of Henry Deane, found guilty of stealing a petticoat, and sentenced to be whipped at the whipping post, stripped to the waist, till her body be bloody.’ The court also provided such local government as the town might need and expect. A separate body that evolved from the court later carried out local government. In 1422 this separate body took the form of a mayor’s council of 12 freemen, known as ‘common councilmen’, to which were later added 12 more freemen who had the senior status of aldermen.14 The mayor’s council developed into the borough council, or municipal corporation, which played a major role in the later development of the town.

Town Economy

During the centuries following the Norman Conquest, Grimsby’s economy had five major strands to it: overseas trade; coastal trade; fishing; acting as a marketing and service centre and agriculture – all of which were subject to change and fluctuation. Early Scandinavian contacts produced trade in timber, oil, wheat and furs but this trade declined. Trading with the Low Countries became more important, carrying such cargoes as grain, ale, malt, peas, beans and wheat. As the centuries passed Grimsby could not compete in overseas trade with big international ports such as Hull and Boston. Consequently, its coastal trade became more important. Grimsby was one of the main outlets for the grain crops of north Lincolnshire, shipping grain to northern England and Scotland. Coal was the main return cargo from Newcastle and was then traded locally or shipped onwards. Trade was carried on with ports on the Humber and the East Coast, while London was an important destination with its continual demand for foodstuffs.15

Fish played a significant part in the town’s prosperity up to the 16th century. The herring trade was particularly important and Grimsby boats were also involved in cod fishing off Iceland. Grimsby cod was known in the 13th century when a list of towns and their products referred to the ‘Cod of Grimsby’. Fishing also took place with nets that were permanently attached to stakes in the Humber. However, local fishermen did not catch much of the fish that was landed and the town was probably more important as a trading centre in fish rather than in catching the product, which reflects the situation in the port at the time of writing. Local merchants dealt in salmon, turbot, ling, cod, skate and herring. Outsiders came to buy fish and much of the Grimsby fish seems to have gone to towns and villages in northern Lincolnshire and Yorkshire. The fish trade also stimulated the trade in salt, which was used to preserve fish. There was a significant salt-producing industry on the Lincolnshire coast south of Grimsby until the 16th century. Domesday Book credits nearby Tetney with 13 saltpans.16

Grimsby also acted as a market town and service centre for its rural hinterland. A large number of residents pursued occupations that were needed to provide basic clothing, food and shelter to the town and its region. We have already noted its building tradesmen. Clothing trades were represented by drapers, fullers, weavers, shearers, dyers, mercers, tailors, tanners, cobblers and glovers. Food and drink purveyors included fishmongers, butchers, bakers and brewers. Other residents were employed as tavern keepers, smiths and mariners while some were involved in boat building and repair. Women’s occupations included brewers, bakers and victuallers.17

The borough’s extensive fields and pastures provided land for arable cultivation and animal husbandry. The town had three large open cornfields that lay to the south of the town astride the present Laceby, Scartho and Weelsby Roads. When the grain harvest was over, all land in the open fields would be thrown open for common grazing by the townspeople’s livestock. Other important areas of agricultural land were the Little Field and the Haycroft, in the vicinity of the appropriately named Littlefield Lane and Haycroft Street.18

In addition, there were large areas of permanent pasture in the north of the borough known as the East Marsh and the West Marsh. These had originally been salt marsh and in 1341 were granted to the borough by Edward III. The marsh comprised about 120 acres in the 14th century but had increased to 427 acres by 1606 because of natural accretion due to the action of the sea.19 In about the year 1514, the freemen, in their capacity as the corporation, divided the West Marsh into plots that were leased out for grazing. Most of the plots were reserved for aldermen and councilmen but in 1783 the system was reformed and the plots became available for leasing by the freemen generally, but still not by non-freemen. Another area of corporation land, the East End Closes (in the area of the present Doughty Road), also came to be divided and leased in the same manner.20

In contrast to the West Marsh and the East End Closes, the East Marsh was not divided but remained as common pasture, upon which the borough officers and other freemen had greater grazing rights than the non-freemen. Towards the end of the 16th century the mayor could graze 60 sheep, four beasts and a horse on the commons; each alderman 40 sheep and four beasts; each councilman 30 sheep and three beasts; each freeman 20 sheep and two beasts and each non-freeman five sheep and one beast.21 During the course of succeeding centuries, as other sectors of the town’s economy declined, agriculture became more important to the community. Accordingly, land became the source of disputes between the freemen and other residents as the freemen reserved more of the common land to their own use.

A Declining Town

These strands of the town’s economy were practised over the centuries largely in the context of a declining town. The growth and prosperity that Grimsby experienced in the two centuries following the Norman Conquest came to an end and complaints of declining prosperity were made by the freemen in 1255, 1280 and 1329; by 1377 the population had fallen to about one thousand five hundred. Long-term urban decline was widespread in the county. Other towns that were affected included Lincoln and Barton-on-Humber.22 In Grimsby, blame was laid in particular on the condition of the haven, which had played an essential part in the town’s foundation and growth but which was subject to severe silting. The haven followed the line of the present Alexandra Dock to the Riverhead and then down what are now New Street, Doughty Road and beyond. It was in an effort to attract trade that the West Haven was excavated in 1341.

The borough also complained that the town’s prosperity was affected by competition from markets held in nearby villages and from the new port of Ravenserodd. The latter had begun to develop in the 1230s on an island off the Yorkshire coast near the mouth of the Humber. Even so, Grimsby experienced a spell of increased trade and prosperity in the later 1300s. Local factors producing this could have been the building of the West Haven and the complete destruction of Ravenserodd by floods in 1367.23 The prosperity was short lived and complaints were made in the following century that in the town ‘all is now decayde and waysted’ and that the haven was ‘wrekyd and stopped’. There was certainly a general decline in the East Coast herring trade, which was not helped by the rise of the Dutch fishing industry. This, plus the continued deterioration of the haven, could have intensified the decline in the town’s fish trade. The trade in corn and coal continued but during 1571-2 only 12 vessels used the haven.24
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3 Grimsby c.1600. The lower part of the map shows Bargate coming from the south. Abbey Road and Brighowgate branch off to the right and then Cartergate to the left. The central portion shows St James’ Church and the triangular Bull Ring. In the top right-hand quadrant lies the Haven and the West Haven.
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4 Vicar’s tithe barn, which stood in the Bull Ring but fell into disuse after the Enclosure Award of 1840. It is photographed here before the end of 1868.
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5 Grimsby’s ancient open-field system before the changes wrought by the enclosure of 1827-40.



The town experienced other major changes in the 16th century, arising from Henry VIII’s countrywide dissolution of the monasteries. As a result, the town lost its abbey, nunnery and friaries during the 1530s and the population of the town had fallen to about six hundred in 1563. Symptomatic of the declining population was the redundancy of St Mary’s Church. Comment was made in 1533 that the town was ‘in great ruin and decay and nothing so populous as it hath been’ and did not need two churches. St Mary’s Church was demolished by the end of the century. Its site is now the rectangle bounded by East, West and South St Mary’s Gate and the stretch of Victoria Street West, which in former times was known as North St Mary’s Gate.25

Despite the town’s decline, freeman, antiquarian, Royalist colonel, Member of Parliament and three-times mayor Gervase Holles (1607-75), who started off our story, acted confidently in 1630. Newly married and having ‘money in my purse and contentment in my bed’, he made extensive alterations and additions to his house in Grimsby, which was reputedly a stone house on the west side of Haven Street. The house included ‘a turret or prospect’ from which he could see ‘all ships as they sayle the river of Humber’.26 However, he later gave a gloomy picture of the town when he wrote that, ‘the Haven hath been heretofore commodious, now decayed, the traffic good, now gone, the place rich and populous, the houses now mean and straggling by reason of depopulation’.27

The beginning of the next century saw a glimmer of hope as action was taken on the haven problem. In the year 1700 work was underway to divert the River Freshney into the haven in order to scour it of mud. Unfortunately, it soon became clear that the scheme was unsuccessful and the haven was once more becoming ‘stranded, silted and choked up’.28

A Middling Village

So, by the beginning of the 1700s, the story of Grimsby during the preceding centuries had been strewn with talk of decline and poverty. Although there was undoubted substance in this, the persistent comparisons of the current state of Grimsby with what it had been in some halcyon distant past give an impression of a town with more than its fair share of obsessive doom and gloom. Even visiting clergyman Abraham de la Pryme could not resist pontificating in 1697 that ‘Grimsby at present is but a little poor town, not a quarter so great as heretofore.’ John Wesley joined in the fun on his visit in 1766, writing: ‘Grimsby was one of the largest towns in the county; it is now no bigger than a middling village.’29

But despite its decline Grimsby was more than Wesley’s middling village. It is true that the town’s built-up area was comparatively small but it was long established as a local marketing and service centre for its rural hinterland. It is also striking that the borough contained an extensive resource of agricultural land. To the south were the 500 or so acres of the cornfields; to the west lay the Little Field and the Haycroft and to the north more than 400 acres of pasture in the West and East Marshes. There is little doubt that Grimsby was able to fall back on these economic resources and, despite its decline, survive into the 18th century as a market town and agricultural community. There were also signs of a new positive outlook. Local landowners, farmers and merchants subscribed to obtain a turnpike act in 1765 and new roads were constructed from Grimsby into its rural hinterland, anticipating increased trade with agricultural communities. New warehouses began to be built and, in 1780, a new Town Hall was erected to replace the one built in the 14th century. Also significant was that, after many centuries of decline, the population was at last on the increase, possibly reaching about one thousand persons by mid-century.30


[image: ]


6 A sketch of buildings in Grimsby before 1857 by George Skelton, entitled ‘Market Place Grimsby. Site of Cornexchange’ [sic].
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