Jules Verne and the Heroes of Birkenhead.

Part 7.
The Ascent of the Volcano
A Climb up Bidston Hill, Birkenhead.

By John Lamb
(Former Head of Geography, The Liverpool Blue Coat School, England).

….. to high land again in the wilderness of Wirral:
there wandered but few who with goodwill
regarded either God or mortal.

Sir Gawain and the Green Knight
JRR Tolkien translation

Jules Verne and the Heroes of Birkenhead.
Part 7.
The Ascent of the Volcano
A Climb up Bidston Hill, Birkenhead.
–
–
–

THE KING’S GAP AT HOYLAKE –

WALKING ALONG BOROUGH ROAD, BIRKENHEAD –
CLIMBING THE MONKEY STEPS AT TRANMERE

–

–THE SOURCE OF THE TRANMERE BROOK AT SHAFTSBURY YOUTH CLUB –
– THE MOUNT WOOD AT PRENTON –
–

A WALK TO BIDSTON HILL

–

– BIDSTON LIGHTHOUSE –

Mysterious Island – The Wirral Locations used by Jules Verne in Part 7.

Bidston Hill and Lighthouse
The Happy Valley

King’s Gap Hoylake

The Monkey Steps
The Tranmere Brook / Borough Road
Shaftsbury Youth Club Club Prenton
The Mount Wood

The Wirral Peninsula in c1875

Royal Liverpool Golf Club

Cyrus Harding lies in a
sort of excavation
hollowed out in the rear of
a high dune which in ‘our
reality’ is the bunker of the
11th hole ‘Alps’ at the
Royal Liverpool Golf
Course at Hoylake.
Little does Harding know
that he has been rescued
from the storm-tossed sea
by Captain Nemo – the
unknown benevolent force
on the Mysterious Island.

As he recuperates in Hoylake sandhills, Jules Verne describes Cyrus Harding as follows.
Very educated, practical and resourceful, he had a superb temperament, always remaining
master of himself whatever the circumstances. He had in large measure those three
characteristics whose combination defines human energy: activity and mind of body,
boldness of desire, and power of will. His motto could have been that of William of Orange of
the 17th century: I have no need of hope to take action, nor of success to persevere.
William Butcher (2001) in his analysis of this passage writes.
William III, Prince of Orange (1650-1702), led the army that
defeated James II and his Irish supporters at the Battle of the
Boyne.
Cyrus Harding is in fact resting in the same Hoylake downs
used by William of Orange’s army prior to his sailing to Ireland
to fight the Battle of the Boyne in 1689.
William of Orange (1650-1702)
A nearby road is called ‘The King’s Gap’ in William’s honour.
William Butcher also links William of Orange to Daniel Defoe
(the author of Robinson Crusoe)
Verne’s mention of William of Orange may derive from the
support that Defoe gave William III calling him “William, the
Glorious, Great, and Good, and Kind.”
T
The King’s Gap Hoylake.

In 1725 Daniel Defoe recorded William of Orange’s
visit to Hoylake.
This is the Place where in the late War in Ireland, most
of the Troops embark’d, when the Grand Expedition
begun; after which, the Vessels go away to Highlake, in
which as the Winds may happen, they ride safe in their
Way, as the ships from London lye in the Downs, till the
Wind presents for their respective Voyages.
Daniel Defoe (Tour Through the Whole Island of Great
Britain 1725).
D
Daniel Defoe (1660-1731)

William of Orange will return to our adventure,
but it will not be in the novel known as The
Modern Robinson Crusoe.
Mysterious Island – The Modern Robinson
Crusoe (1874).

Cyrus Harding is taken back to the shelter of ‘The Chimneys’ (Wormhole Cave, New
Brighton) where he only wants to ask one question - are they on an ‘Island or Continent?’
The castaways resolve to climb the island’s volcano to find out.
They start at the mouth of a small river partially explored two days earlier by Herbert and
Pencroft – here is the passage and how it relates to Birkenhead.

Two hundred feet further along, they arrived at an indentation in the coastline where, if
Pencroft guessed correctly, a small river should be flowing. At this point, the wall appeared
to have been separated by some violent subterranean action. At its base a cove was hollowed
out and the far end formed a sharp corner. The watercourse here measured one hundred feet
in breadth, and its two banks on each side were not quite twenty feet wide. The river ran
almost directly between the two walls of granite which were not quite as high further
upstream; then it turned abruptly and disappeared under some brushwood at a distance of
half a mile.
Here’s water! And there’s wood!” said Pencroft. “Well Herbert, all we need now is the
house!”
The river water was clear. The sailor knew that, at this moment of low tide, the ocean had not
reached here, and the water would be fresh.

Wallasey Pool

Tranmere Pool

There are two river systems either side of the
ancient ‘Headland of Birches’, once known as
‘Birken Head’.
To the north of Birkenhead is Wallasey Pool,
to the south lies Tranmere Pool. Jules Verne
will later confirm that the river he is referring
to is Tranmere Pool and the Tranmere Brook.
Tranmere Pool (c1750).

Tranmere Pool would have been well known to Jules Verne, as it was at the adjacent deepwater anchorage known as Tranmere Sloyne that Verne boarded the SS Great Eastern in
March 1867 bound for the United States. Perhaps more symbolically it was also at the
adjacent Tranmere Sloyne that the Confederate warship CSS Shenandoah, lowered its flag
for the last time – the final surrender of the American Civil War on the 6th November 1865.

Verne will later confirm that the castaways’ river is indeed the Tranmere Brook by cross
referencing its exact coordinates to of all things … a dockland railway.

In 1892 Hilda Gamlin wrote about the Tranmere Brook in her book Memories of Birkenhead.
The most rural spot in the locality was known as the “Happy Valley,” in Tranmere Vale. The
name meant all it suggests, a lovely vale with primroses covering the banks, the wild violets
and woodbine so profuse that a stroll in the early dewy morning enabled one to secure a
graceful decoration for the breakfast table. Honeysuckle, wild roses and blackberries
followed in seasonable succession. I made a beautiful and varied collection of butterflies,
captured amongst the thistles which thickly abounded. What a lovely rendezvous wherein to
picnic; wildflowers to collect, bird’s nests to seek, mushrooms to gather. At this period the
sole dwelling houses were eight villas, the locality which is sadly deteriorated, is now
covered with the lowest class of tenement, leaving no trace of the sylvan glade.

A running stream (which went by the
name “the Rubicon” at this point)
meandered along the exact course now
known as “the Borough Road,” until it
reached the vicinity of Central Station
of to-day; here its dimensions
increased to proportions that permitted
a pleasure boat to move with ease.
The location of the Tranmere Pool
and the Tranmere Brook c1870.

The most striking part of the Tranmere Brook was the half mile stretch of woodland known
as the Happy Valley running from the present-day Central Station to Whetstone Lane.

By the 1870’s the once
beautiful Tranmere Pool had
been disfigured by a gas
works and enclosed behind a
dock wall. The Tranmere
Brook was diverted into a
tunnel beneath Borough
Road, where it still flows
today.

Happy Valley Wood

Tranmere Pool and the Happy Valley Wood (c1820).

Jules Verne may have witnessed the destruction of the stream and the felling and burning of
its beautiful woodland, as a victim of the rapid ‘progress’ and expansion of Birkenhead. Jules
Verne will continue to walk along the Borough Road as a river ‘in metaphor’.

After walking for a quarter of an hour, the sailor and the young boy arrived at a left turn of
the river. Its course then passed through a forest of magnificent trees. The young naturalist
recognized especially the “deodars,” a species very numerous in the Himalayan zone, which
emit an agreeable odour. Among the fine trees grew clusters of fir trees whose opaque
umbrella boughs spread wide around. In the tall grass, Pencroft felt his feet crushing dry
branches which crackled like fireworks.
“Good my boy,” asked Herbert, “if the name of these trees escapes me, I know at least to
classify them in the category of ‘firewood’ and, for the moment it is the only category that we
need!”
Often, Herbert glided among the broken stumps with the agility of a young cat and
disappeared into the brushwood.

In the Kingston Translation (1874) Pencroft suggests calling this area of trees, the ‘burning
wood’. Verne may be alluding to their ultimate fate as the broken stumps and felled woodland
are set on fire to make way for the new road.

The harvest was easy. It was not even necessary to break the branches off the trees because
enormous quantities of dead wood were lying at their feet.

Herbert and Pencroft decide to float the firewood down river, or maybe in Verne’s reality
they are just floating it down Borough Road, Birkenhead.

“But we have the river!” said Herbert.
“Right,” replied Pencroft. The river will be for us a road which moves itself and rafts were
not invented for nothing.
“Only” observed Herbert, right now our road is going in the wrong way since the tide is
rising.”
“We’ll wait till it ebbs,” replied the sailor.
There are of course no tides in the Southern
Pacific Ocean where Mysterious Island is
supposed to be set, however some of the highest
tides in the world would have pushed sea water
a long way upstream on the Tranmere Brook.

B

Borough Road Birkenhead

Pencroft and Herbert decide to climb to the upper plateau to examine a wider span of the
countryside.
Two hundred feet beyond the bend in the river, the wall, terminated by a pile of rocks, sloped
away gently to the border of the forest. It was like a natural staircase. Herbert and the sailor
began to climb. They reached the crest in a few moments and positioned themselves at the
corner above the mouth of the river.
If Jules Verne writes about a climb being like a natural staircase, then we should take his
metaphors literally. Just a few hundred yards away from Tranmere Pool is the largest stone
quarry in Tranmere called ‘Taylor’s Delph’ with its 80 feet high wall, terminated by a pile of
rocks. This quarry has an unusual feature running up its side, both a road (the steepest in
Wirral) and a set of steps known locally as the Monkey Steps.

The ‘Monkey Steps’ and
the modern view towards
Birkenhead Priory, the
old Tranmere Pool and
Liverpool.

The panoramic views from the area above the ‘Monkey Steps’ have attracted artists for
centuries, including this early 1767 view of Liverpool by John Eyes (below).

Liverpool

River Mersey
Wallasey Pool

Headland of Birches (Birkenhead)

Tranmere Pool

Eyes’s view shows the growing Port of Liverpool, the almost empty Woodside
Peninsula (the ‘Headland of Birches’) and the ruins of Birkenhead Priory.
The Tranmere Pool is in the foreground and the Tranmere Brook will become the
castaways’ river and source of fresh water. Its name in Mysterious Island will pay tribute to
the group of Liverpool and Birkenhead abolitionists who were amongst the first in Britain to
fight against slavery – the Tranmere Brook will be named the ‘Mercy River’.
Wallasey Pool (to the left) will also be named after those who fought against slavery and
become ‘Lake Grant’ - a tribute to General Ulysses S Grant, the most successful Unionist
General of the American Civil War and President of the United States from 1869 to 1877.
Pencroft observed the coast very carefully. Beneath them was the sandy shore bounded to the
right of the river’s mouth by a line of breakers. These rocks, still above water, resembled
groups of amphibians lying in the surf.
The Kingston translation (1874) refers to amphibious monsters reposing in the surf.

The amphibious monsters reposing in the surf to the
south of Tranmere Pool would include Verne’s
favourite ship the Leviathan (Great Eastern) named
after a mythical monster in the Hebrew Book of Job.
This particular ‘amphibious monster’ would in 1874
be moored in the ‘Tranmere Sloyne’ waiting for its
next cable laying contract.

The Great Eastern in the Tranmere Sloyne.

Herbert and Pencroft return to the river and according to the Kingston (1875) translation.

The two hunters now advanced among the long grass, following the bank. From the turning
which directed its course to the south-west, the river narrowed gradually and the channel lay
between high banks, over which trees formed a double arch…

By Verne’s own description, Herbert and Pencroft are now at that part of the Tranmere Brook
lying at the foot of Oxton Hill. The Kingston translation continues….

…. The hill, covered in trees disposed in terraces, intercepted the view.

The ‘terraces’ are probably another direct reference by Jules
Verne to the great American author and Birkenhead resident
Nathanial Hawthorne and this passage from his ‘English
Notebooks’ printed in 1870 about the very same hill.

In the afternoon Julian and I took a walk towards Tranmere
Hall, and beyond, as far as Oxton. This part of the country,
being so near Liverpool and Birkenhead, is all sprinkled over
with what they call “Terraces”.

Nathaniel Hawthorne (1804-1864)

Nathanial Hawthorne’s connection with
‘The Mercy River’ will grow stronger as
Jules Verne promotes a hidden antislavery message that will directly link to
the greatest abolitionist author of them
all.

Oxton Hill Terraces
Herbert and Pencroft

Tranmere Brook / Mercy River
Nathanial Hawthorne’s House (1853-55)

Real and Imaginary Worlds - the
Tranmere Brook and the Mercy River.

Pencroft and Herbert look down at the small river where they have left their raft of
firewood.

It seemed that the river’s rather sinuous course led it back to its source near the spurs of the
mountain.
As to the land itself, island or continent, it seemed to be fertile, with a pleasant appearance
and with a variety of flora.
The source of the Tranmere Brook is found towards
Mount Pleasant (left) which is a continuation of the
ridge (spur) running southwards from Bidston Hill,
Birkenhead.
Mount Pleasant (now known as the ‘Mountwood’) is
the highest point in Birkenhead at 260 feet above sea
level.
The Source of the Tranmere Brook.

Source of the Tranmere Brook

Mount Pleasant (The Mount
Wood), Birkenhead in 1910 - a
pleasant appearance and with a
variety of flora.

Pencroft and Herbert later take a raft back down to
the mouth of the Mercy River and to the open sea.
They re-join the rest of the castaways and prepare for
the ascent of the volcano.
Mount Pleasant (The Mount Wood) will make a
reappearance in our fifth novel, also set in
Birkenhead.

The Modern-day Source of the Tranmere Brook
(Jules Verne’s Mercy River) at Shaftsbury Youth
Club, Prenton Birkenhead.

The Reappearance of the Tranmere Brook - September 9th 2021.
On Thursday 9th September 2021 a sudden deluge of rain struck Central Birkenhead, setting
in motion a ‘one in 100 years’ flash flood along Borough Road, Birkenhead.

After more than a century below ground, the Tranmere Brook, Jules Verne’s fabled ‘Mercy
River’ had come to the surface and flowed once again along its ‘Happy Valley’.

And then within just ten minutes, the same Mercy River had ‘Brigadoon’ like disappeared
once more, perhaps never to reappear for another 100 years.

The Ascent of the Volcano – a Climb up Bidston Hill.
The next morning, Cyrus Harding now restored to the group, leads the castaways up the
‘Mercy River’ (Borough Road) and towards the volcanic peak (Bidston Hill) to find out once
and for all whether they are stranded upon an island or a continent.

The next day, March 29th, they woke up fresh and hearty, ready to undertake this excursion
which would decide their fate.
They turned the south corner and followed the left bank of the river which they then left at the
point where it curved toward the southwest.

Lighthouse

Bidston Hill
Rockery in Birkenhead Park

Woodland
Charring Cross

South Corner

Claughton Road
Curve of Tranmere Brook towards the south west

Whetstone Lane

Left Bank

The route taken by the castaways. As the Tranmere Brook curves towards the southwest, they
cross into Whetstone Lane and journey up to Charing Cross and Claughton Road, through
Birkenhead Park and on towards the woodland of Bidston Hill and the Lighthouse.

Whetstone Lane, Birkenhead is named after
the stepping stones that formerly crossed the
Tranmere Brook at this site.

Left. Pencroft noted fresh animal tracks

From there they saw the smoke….

The rockery, Birkenhead Park.

The castaways later take a detour and scramble over the volcanic rocks at the foot of Mount
Franklin, but in ‘our reality’ they are really walking towards Bidston Hill by scrambling over
the rockery in Birkenhead Park.
The footpath already frayed under the green trees, was found and, at nine o’clock, Cyrus
Smith and his companions reached the western edge of the forest. The ground, which was not
too hilly up to that point, marshy at first, dry and sandy later, gradually sloped upward, as
they went from the coast to the interior. Several fleeing animals had been glimpsed in the
forest. Top promptly began to chase them.

Above. Bidston Hill c1870 with Birkenhead in the background. The arrowed
Atroute
ten o’clock,
they
for a broadly
few minutes.
On leaving
the forest,
they could now
see the
through
thehalted
woodland
matches
Jules Verne’
s description
of the
orographical
nature
of
the
region.
route from Birkenhead Park.

The mountain was composed of two cones. The first truncated at a height of 2,500 feet was
supported by winding foothills which seemed to spread out like immense claws gripping the
ground. The vegetation seemed less abundant on the side of the mountain exposed to the
northeast, and they could see there deep stripes made by flowing lava.

Bidston Lighthouse

Northeast Side

Bidston Observatory

Bidston Windmill

Aerial view of the ridge and deep stripes made by flowing lava - Bidston Hill c1950.
The ridge of Bidston Hill has three major landmarks – the windmill (bottom right), the
observatory with its two domes, and finally the lighthouse. All will have further roles in Jules
Verne’s Mysterious Island. The vegetation on Bidston Hill is less abundant on the northeast
side. Bidston Hill is 250 feet high, so Verne is adding a zero to dramatise his landscape.

A second cone rested on the first cone, slightly rounded at the
top, standing a bit askew. It was like a large hat cocked over
the ear. It seemed to be formed of bare terrain punctuated in
many spots by reddish rocks.
They agreed to reach the summit of the second cone and the
ridge of the foothills offered the best way to get there.

Bidston Lighthouse (1872) Like
a large hat cocked over the ear.
“We’re on volcanic terrain,” said Cyrus Harding. His companions following him, began to
climb little by little up the side of a foothill whose winding path ended at the first plateau.

During the first part of this climb on the lower slopes, Herbert saw prints which indicated the
recent passage of large animals.
“Perhaps these beasts won’t willingly give up their territory to us,” said Pencroft.
“Well,” replied the reporter, who had already hunted tigers in India and lions in Africa,
“we’ll see about getting rid of them but, in the meantime, we must be on our guard.”
They gradually went higher. The route was long, made longer by the many detours and
obstacles that could be crossed directly. Also, at times, the ground suddenly fell away, and
they found themselves at the edge of deep crevices that had to be skirted.

Vyner Road Rock cutting at
Bidston Hill – deep crevices
that had to be skirted. Bidston
windmill is partly obscured.

To the left their line of sight extended
several miles to the north, but their view
to the northwest was cut off by the ridge of
an unusually shaped spur which formed a
powerful abutment to the central cone.

Bidston Lighthouse and the lighthouse
keeper’s cottage which forms a powerful
abutment to the central cone.

The animals which frequented these heights – and there were no lack of their prints –
belonged to those species of sure foot and supple backbone, the chamois and the izards. They
saw several of them, but this was not the name that Pencroft gave them;
“Sheep!” he shouted.
Cyrus Harding and his companions, tired from a climb of seven hours, finally reached the
plateau of the first cone.

Cyrus Harding then thought of exploring, in the semi-darkness, this large circular foundation
which supported the upper cone of the mountain.

The Kingston Translation (1874) has a more accurate representation of Bidston Lighthouse.
Cyrus Harding then thought of exploring in the half-light the large circular layer which
supported the upper cone of the mountain.

Before resting, he wanted to know if this cone could be walked around at its base, just in case
its flanks were too steep, making the summit inaccessible.
He began to follow the circular border of the plateau going northward. Herbert went with
him.
But if the engineer and the boy had to give up the idea of following a circular route, there
was nevertheless the possibility that they could climb the cone directly.
There is only one way to enter and climb to the top of a lighthouse – go through the door…
In fact, there was before them a deep opening in the solid block. It was the flare of the upper
crater, the outlet so to speak, by which liquid eruptive material escaped at a time when the
volcano was still active.
…and climb up the staircase….

The hardened lava and the encrusted slag formed a sort of natural staircase well designed
for a climb, which would facilitate access to the summit of the mountain.

A glance sufficed for Cyrus Harding to
recognise the situation. Without hesitation, and
followed by the lad, he entered the enormous
crevice. It was getting darker.

A deep opening in the solid block – the
enormous crevice at Bidston Lighthouse.

There was still a thousand feet to climb. Would the walls of the interior of the crater be
scalable?
They would see. The engineer would continue his climb as long as he could.
…..and of course M. Verne, the staircase would be a spiral staircase…
Fortunately, the incline was gradual and winding, moving in a large spiral path along the
interior of the volcano and favouring upward movement.
As to the volcano itself, there was no doubt that it
was completely extinct. No smoke escaped from its
interior. No flame revealed itself in the deep
crevices. Neither growl nor murmer, nor shudder
came forth from this dark pit which perhaps
extended to the very bowels of the earth.

A sort of natural staircase – the interior of
Bidston Lighthouse.

Even the atmosphere within the crater was not
saturated with any sulphurous vapour. The volcano
was more than slumbering; it was totally extinct.
Cyrus Harding’s attempt would most likely
succeed. Little by little, he and Herbert ascended
the inner walls and saw the crater enlarge above
their heads. The radius of this circular portion of
the sky, surrounded by the borders of this cone,
became noticeably larger.

As they went higher into the crater.

With each step that Cyrus Smith and Herbert made,
new stars entered their field of view. The
magnificent constellations of the southern sky were
shining brightly. At the zenith, the splendid Antares
of Scorpio was sparkling with a pure glare, and not
far away was the B of Centaurus which is thought to
be the nearest star to the terrestrial globe. Then as
they went higher, Fomalhaut of the Southern Fish
appeared, the Southern Triangle, and finally near
the southern pole of the sky, the sparkling Southern
Cross which takes the place of the pole star of the
northern hemisphere.

Bidston Lighthouse and the stars of the northern
sky.

It was nearly eight o’clock when Cyrus Harding and Herbert set foot on the upper crest of
the mountain, the summit of the cone. By then it was completely dark and they could not see
more than two miles.
Did the sea completely surround this unknown land, or was it attached in the west to some
continent of the Pacific? They still could not tell. Toward the west, a bank of clouds were
clearly discernible on the horizon, adding to the darkness. They could not distinguish the line
between the sky and water.
But at one point on this horizon, a vague light suddenly appeared, slowly descending as the
clouds rose to the zenith.

It was the slender crescent of the
moon about to set. But its light was
sufficient to clearly show the horizon
then detached from a cloud, and the
engineer was able to see a trembling
image reflected for a moment on the
liquid surface.

Cyrus Harding seized the boy’s hand and, with a solemn voice, said: “An island!”
At that moment, the light of the lunar crescent was extinguished by the waves.

Never in world literature has the going through the front door of a lighthouse and then simply
climbing up a spiral staircase been so wonderfully expressed in metaphor.

Jules Verne – a true genius of France – a true hero of Birkenhead.

UBI FIDES IBI LUX ET ROBUR

Where there is faith there is light and strength

Next in Jules Verne and the Heroes of Birkenhead.

Part 8. The Naming of Mysterious Island.

Illustrations for Part 7.
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