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In the three and a half years from its conception in late 1890, to its opening on Whit Monday 1894, the Blackpool Tower has, in its preparation and construction, a story of triumph over conflict, of financial successes and failures, of the stern arguments of Temperance in condemnation of alcohol in its protracted application for a drinks licence, a conflict of aesthetic values in the perceived ugliness of its ironwork, scepticism of its strength to withstand a south westerly gale, a criticism of its representation of capitalism in the emerging socialism, and the men who built it could fight, get drunk and injured, incidents which included the tragic recording of two fatal accidents. It also witnessed the natural, and unfortunate, deaths of the two architects of the original plans, who died shortly before the Tower was completed, William Tuke in March of 1893 when the Tower was close to one hundred and sixty eight feet (51.21 meters) high, and on September 28th of the same year, that of James Maxwell, the very day that the Tower had reached its highest point.

The majority of the information has been extracted from numerous contemporary newspaper reports, supplied by the British Library Newspaper Archive, and accessed via Findmypast. The Bank of England online inflation site has been use to translate the amounts, representing the relevant year, in pounds sterling, to present day (2024 at time of writing) values. Values of linear and square measurements, and other values and information have come from online research and the appropriate sites acknowledged at the end. Where appropriate, these values, have been reduced to two decimal places for convenience.

As the popular myth still persists that Alderman and Mayor John Bickerstaffe went to Paris to view the Eiffel Tower, and received his inspiration there to create a similar tower in his home town of Blackpool, there is no evidence forthcoming in these newspaper reports to validate this. Constructional engineer Hammersley Heenan however, whose firm, Heenan and Froude, prior to winning the contract for the Blackpool Tower against opposition, had made several visits to Paris to observe the construction of the Eiffel Tower there. John Bickerstaffe, whose name became virtually synonymous with the Tower at Blackpool, entered the negotiations for its construction at first as a prominent investor. Then when the original Debenture Company of London that had floated the scheme to back the Blackpool Eiffel Tower Company when it was first registered, began to struggle and wasn’t able to fulfil its commitments, the two companies agreed to differ and it was John Bickerstaffe and directors who favourably negotiated a separation by which the Blackpool Tower Company would come off best. At that time, John Bickerstaffe was invited to become the chairman of the Blackpool Tower Company, which he accepted. By November 1894 as ‘Mr Blackpool Tower’, on the completion and opening of the Tower, John Bickerstaffe would declare, that if he had known what he would have had to go through in order to get the Tower up and running, he wouldn’t have taken on the job as chairman for even a thousand pounds (£109,940.99p) a year, or a pension. John Bickerstaffe lived to eighty two years old, long enough to indulge in the full the success of the Tower. After his eventual, and quite sudden, death, a wealthy man, on August 5th 1930, a large monument in the town’s municipal cemetery at Layton would be constructed above his remains. Appropriately, his funeral cortege would display a large, six foot (1.83 meter) floral representation of the Tower, a contribution from the directors and staff of the Company, as the cortege made its way from St John’s Church to the cemetery at Layton.

During his lifetime, there was a celebratory silver model of the completed Blackpool Tower made for him and, on his firm instruction when bequeathed to his son, it was housed for public view in the Tower premises and is currently there now. Over in France, for the Eiffel Tower, the influence for the tower at Blackpool, there had been a diamond model made and which sold in 1891 for two hundred and twenty two thousand francs (f98 495 023 30), an estimated value when the franc became obsolete in January 2002; about equivalent to nearly one hundred and fifty thousand (149,400.04) euros and over one hundred and twenty six thousand pounds (£126,220.62p) as approximations of today’s values. It was the intention of the diamond merchant purchaser to dismantle the model and sell off the diamonds individually.
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In the beginning, when the Eiffel Tower opened in 1889, along with its immediate success in taking enough in receipts to wipe out the full cost of construction, it sent shockwaves of excitement through many an energetic entrepreneur believing that each could, and should, do the same and, when further, the receipts for the second year of 1890 showed a profit equivalent to sixty thousand pounds (£6,541,381.54p), this belief was consolidated. Further, by late 1891, more than seventeen thousand pounds (£1,832,566.81p) had been paid in entrance charges since March, and four thousand pounds (£431,192.19p) alone for the busy month of August and consequently the keenness to follow suit did not subside. London and Chicago stated their intentions and the more obscure location of Douglas in the Isle of Man was in the front running with London capital advance for finance. It was expected, as the Blackpool project was later underway, that Gustave Eiffel would visit the town as a consulting engineer with his knowledge and advice. Despite being asked, however, his visit did not come about. Gustave Eiffel, engineer, and creator of the Parisian tower among other engineering projects, was too French it seems, to have the desire to help in design and construction in anywhere but his home country, so design and construction anywhere else would have to be home grown. As a bridge builder himself he had, however, been present at the celebratory finishing of the Forth Bridge in 1890. Perhaps the construction of the tower in Paris was too personal an achievement which he didn’t want to share.

The tenth Paris Exposition in 1889, the Exposition Universelle, featured the completed Eiffel Tower as the centre of attention, when nearly two million people had come to see it at the rate of about twelve thousand a day. While the lifts weren’t immediately available, a little like the Blackpool Tower when it first opened to the public, though here there was a single lift functioning at Blackpool, nevertheless the thirty thousand people climbed the one thousand seven hundred and ten steps to the top. The Tower possessed restaurants and bazaars within its structure, as the Blackpool Tower would do, and it was festooned with lights, as the Blackpool Tower would be on occasion.

Gustave Eiffel, while a constructional engineer, was not the actual designer of the Eiffel Tower but he possessed the money to build such a structure. He had reportedly bought the rights off the three French designers who had worked for him. He was a man however who had both the confidence and the nerve to build a structure in iron and steel against the strong and eminent opposition of the proponents of aesthetic beauty in architecture, who maintained that beauty and longevity could only be achieved by working in stone or brick, as all current and ancient monuments proved in lasting the test of time. The success of the Eiffel Tower was a triumph for the man who had that confidence and nerve to construct it as a private enterprise as the French Government took no part in the risk of any potential, financial failure involved. And thus Gustave Eiffel was able to become an even richer man with the profits. 

Similarly the Blackpool Tower was subject to the same scepticism that iron and steel could not display the same aesthetic beauty as stonework or brickwork, and reflected the viewpoint of those who thought that the structure in Paris dominated the landscape to the detriment of the beauty of its buildings of time-honoured and proven masonry. Even by 1893 there were those who wanted the monstrosity of the Eiffel Tower pulled down since it made the cityscape ugly and abused the aesthetic beauty of those time honoured traditional materials. And in Blackpool, when the Tower, in construction had reached over three hundred foot in height (over ninety meters), it then became the focus of the political argument of a keen Socialist group who, represented by the Fabian Society at an enthusiastic meeting on the sands and reported in the Tatler, wanted it knocked down before it would inevitably fall down. It had been built in the wrong place and did not in any way improve the townscape. But the dream was that when a fully democratic country emerged from a Socialist electorate, then it would provide the sensible reason to pull it down, such is the enthusiastic rhetoric of contempt belonging to any of the shade of the political spectrum. The Tower was, it would seem, a dominant representation of private enterprise taunting the emerging Socialism as the structure, as a Capitalist venture, rose inevitably skywards. The sands were a traditional gathering place for enthusiastic meetings, usually of a religious nature, and used by the women’s franchise movement in the following decade though, in this instance, with unfair consequences for the exercise of the freedom of speech. The Fabian meeting of course gave the Tatler a free range to go town on the ridicule in its own form of patronising comment. There was a universal awareness however, and expressed by John Bickerstaffe himself that, without the ‘toiling millions’ that came to Blackpool largely from the industrial hinterland of Lancashire and Yorkshire and the Midlands, and provided for its wealth in their holiday expenditure, that the Tower would have no purpose, and it can be inferred that it was built by them as much as by the shareholders who parted with and risked their own, larger amounts of disposable income to finance it.

Blackpool was a growing and ambitious place with designs and finance for a new town hall and a third pier, as well as the provision of a carriageway on the lower walk, a widening of the promenade and the Claremont Park improvement and extension scheme. The town was growing fast, and new housing stock lagged behind the demand for it. Building and construction was big business and, at the high end of expected profit, there were many entrepreneurs willing to carefully risk their acquired capital in a larger undertaking. The impetus for the Tower itself originated in London with a syndicate of businessmen nationwide and only when interest zoomed in on Blackpool, the Mayor John Bickerstaffe along with a consortium of London and Manchester men (‘gentlemen’ as referred to) with share capital distributed through a large number of shareholders, took up the reins of the project.

But Blackpool was nearly pipped to the post by Douglas on the Isle of Man. By late 1889, at the end of the Paris Exposition, it was the first town to get positively and excitedly wrapped up in the idea of a tower of a similar nature to the Eiffel Tower. This would include also a suspension bridge over the harbour in an ambitious project. Backed by the Standard Debenture Company of London, the tower would be four hundred feet (121.92 meters) high and would have a circular route to access it, based on the route to the top of the great Orme at Llandudno. It would also include a large circular promenade with a bandstand in the centre, as the focus would be on entertainment.

This scheme had reached a relatively advanced stage, but the ceremony of laying the foundation stone had to be postponed from September of 1890 to October since Earl Lathom, Pro Grand Master of the United Grand Lodge of England, the governing body of Freemasonry in England and Wales, and who was the celebrity chosen to conduct the ceremony, was not able to get over to the Island. There were to have been Masonic ceremonies for the opening also but, somewhere along the lines of communication, the Grand Lodge had not been informed, so the event could not proceed at the originally intended time. It seems that, at that time, the opposition to the Manx scheme was gaining ground on the Isle and another site on the mainland was being considered and a site on the Promenade at Blackpool was now being investigated by the London Standard Debenture Company, the backers of the Douglas project, and no doubt eyes were looking towards the ambitious town on the Lancashire coast to see what it might do about it.

By January of the following year, the Manx Legislature had refused permission to introduce a Bill to allow for the erection of both a bridge and a tower. The scheme had been opposed by the Manx Steam Packet Company and the whole of the residents, bar one, of the Douglas Head. The opposition was that the scheme was for private gain only, and that the tower would have no public utility. It was thus rejected by the consultative Committee unanimously and when presented to the Keys, it was rejected by thirteen votes to eight. For those sorely defeated in their ambitions, the Standard Debenture Company of London, which originally backed the Blackpool scheme, was blamed for not ultimately fulfilling its contract which left the prospect of development in the Isle of Man untenable. The Debenture Company was however, successfully involved in creating the Marine Drive in Douglas, the first section of which was to be ceremoniously opened on 23rd July 1891 and to which members of the Blackpool Eiffel Tower Company, which had been formed by then, are reported to have been invited. It was completed and opened on the 7th August July 1893, when the tower at Blackpool was growing tall, and the bridge opened for traffic soon after.

The Fleetwood Chronicle, supporting a differing opinion, contains a column praising the Debenture Company in its conducting of both the Isle of Man suspension bridge scheme and the Blackpool Tower scheme. Perhaps, without the initial impetus of that Company and the focus on Blackpool, the Tower might never have been constructed, but it was the Blackpool Tower Company which ultimately took possession of the project from the struggling Debenture Company, like a baton in a relay race, that brought the enterprise eventually to a successful conclusion. Ultimately, the Isle of Man was gracious enough to wish Blackpool all the best in the progress of its enterprise.

But all the while the Blackpool Tower project was under way London, as the proud capital of the land, should be expected to rival Paris and also in 1890, railway magnate Edward Watkin, had the idea of building a tower in England and eventually decided on the marshy site at Wembley in North London. With numerous contributions of designs, the tower did get partly built and then, as the venture failed, the partly built tower was dismantled and a somewhat future iconic Wembley Stadium eventually replaced it. Edward Watkin was also responsible for the idea of a searchlight on top of Snowdon, a channel tunnel and a new railway line to Blackpool from Preston, all of which ran into difficulties. A tunnel under the sea from Northern Ireland to Scotland and a latitudinal canal across the centre of Ireland perhaps remained for ever in the idea stage and never saw a serious departure onto the drawing board.
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So far as Blackpool was concerned, for those with enterprise and expertise in handling and risking big finance, it was eventually considered a potentially ideal place for the construction of a tower. By late 1890 a small group of Manchester and London ‘gentlemen’ had got together with such a proposal for the town and had approached Dr Cocker’s Aquarium site with a view to erecting the tower on land adjoining it. Then, on Thursday November 27th representatives of this London Standard Contract and Debenture Company, a syndicate of investors and speculators, further visited the site by the Aquarium to ascertain the feasibility of building it there. The purchase of the land would include not only the Aquarium but also the adjoining Market as well as the Beach Hotel, a hotel that, in its demise, would come to the rescue of the licensing application of the eventual Blackpool Tower Company for the site. It was also understood that, from that date, that the Aquarium Company had accepted an offer of sixty thousand pounds (£6,476,861.46p) for its sale to the syndicate, and later in the month the purchase of the ‘Central Promenade and Estate (Aquarium) Company was completed when Mr Parry, solicitor to that Company, met the managing director of the then Blackpool Eiffel Tower Company in Manchester to sign the relevant documentation for that sixty thousand pounds. This would cause some conflict with the Blackpool Tower Company Board when the Debenture Company wanted to sell off the premises, at a profit, to the newly formed, and now independent, Blackpool Tower Company when the two Companies had separated. The Blackpool Board would succeed in purchasing the Aquarium property from the Debenture Company with the assistance of a mortgage from the Blackpool Council. The purpose of taking over the premises of the Aquarium and opening it on their own account the following summer was to ensure a steady income while the construction of the Tower itself was under way next door to it.

An alternative site was also considered at the time for the Royal Palace Gardens in Blackpool, as it was believed there would be objections to a site directly on the Promenade, but these objections were not ultimately strong enough to prevent its construction by the sea front. By 1891 a syndicate was attempting to persuade the directors of the Winter Gardens to build a Tower on land next to it which would be in competition with the one on the Promenade, but history shows that this idea did not come about. And of course rumours spread as the idea of the building of the tower became common knowledge. It was understood that a proposal had been put forward to build the tower on the sands in between the two piers but the practicality of this was called into question.

Then perhaps seduced by this interest in Blackpool as a very positive site for the construction of a tower to reflect the success of the Eiffel Tower, and seeing the opportunity of potentially taking a slice of a lucrative cake for themselves, as well as getting into the act before any other rival might do, three (un-named) Blackpool ‘gentleman’ interested in the now very real prospect of constructing the tower in Blackpool, travelled to London on 6th December of 1890 to arrange talks with the syndicate, and a contract was secured between them in the January of 1891.

Meanwhile, sales of shares had been going extremely well in December of this year, two hundred and fifty in Blackpool itself, and a Manchester man bought twenty thousand ordinary shares on a single day. Now, between three and four thousand founders’ shares and ‘a large number of ordinary shares have been applied for’. Since these founders’ £1 (£109.02p) share applications had been made available in late 1890, by January of the following year, interested parties in Blackpool were advised to collect their application forms from Mr T Partington at the Palatine Hotel before the arrival of the managing director and others of the syndicate in the town.

By now Blackpool was bullish enough to consider advertising itself in the large picture poster format to confidently promote itself as a premier resort. A contract for five years, as proposed by the Advertising Committee would cost one thousand, three hundred and thirty three pounds (£143,258.05p) for a large format and, for the smaller format, about five hundred and thirty (£56,959.31p), a total of nearly two thousand pounds (£214,940.81p), which was an amount accepted with reluctance among both the Council members
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