Jules Verne and the Heroes of Birkenhead.
Part 9.
The Colonists Make their Home in ‘Granite House’ The Great Culvert Sewer in Birkenhead.

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

Jules Verne and the Heroes of Birkenhead.
Part 9
The Colonists Make their Home in ‘Granite House’ The Great Culvert Sewer in Birkenhead.

– THE WIRRAL SQUIRREL –
– THOMAS BRASSEY’S CANADA WORKS –
– MORPETH DOCK, BIRKENHEAD –
– THOMAS BRASSEY’S GREAT CULVERT SEWER –
– THE LADDER TO THE GREAT CULVERT–

The Wirral locations used by Jules Verne in Part 9.

River Birket

Wallasey Pool
Canada Works, Wallasey Pool, Birkenhead
Morpeth Dock
Great Culvert Sewer

Upon climbing the volcanic peak of Mount Franklin
(Birkenhead’s Bidston Hill), the castaways finally
realise that they are stranded on an isolated island in the
South Pacific.
From the summit of the volcano, they make out a
sizeable lake to the east and a small river draining into
it. The next day, all agree that they should set out and
explore the region around this lake.

“I see a small brook said Herbert.”

There as they had guessed, the brisk clear waters
of the stream ran between high banks of red
ground, a colour revealing the presence of iron
oxide. This colour immediately gave the
watercourse the name of Red Creek.

The River Birket (Red Creek) at Leasowe,
Wirral.

It flowed toward the
lake a mile and a
half away, and its
width varied from
thirty to forty feet.
Its waters were
fresh, which led
them to believe that
so were the waters
of the lake.
The River Birket (Red Creek) Flowing into Wallasey Pool (Lake Grant).

The location of the River Birket with the lake a mile and a half away places the five
castaways at near Leasowe, the home to the celebrated Wirral ‘submerged forest’.
This two-thousand-year-old forest of
tree stumps lying along the foreshore
would have fascinated Jules Verne.
T

Leasowe submerged forest c1900.
The submerged forest is thought to have given rise to a local saying quoted by the American
author Nathanial Hawthorne in his English Notebooks in 1853;

“From Birkenhead to Hilbree
A squirrel might leap from tree to tree”
Nathanial Hawthorne English notebooks (1853)

Jules Verne will again refer back to Nathanial Hawthorne;
A troop of hopping and bounding quadrupeds, making leaps of thirty feet, real flying
mammals, ran away over the thicket so nimbly and at such a height that they seemed to pass
from one tree to another like squirrels.
The march, momentarily interrupted, was resumed. The clear water of Red Creek rambled on
under a canopy of casaurinas, banksias, and gigantic gum trees. Superb liliaceous plants
grew to a height of twenty feet.
The watercourse was becoming noticeably wider, and Cyrus Harding was led to believe, that
they would soon reach its mouth. And upon leaving a thick mass of beautiful trees, it suddenly
appeared before them.

The explorers had arrived on the western shore of Lake Grant, an area worth examining. The
expanse of water with a circumference of about seven miles and with an area of 250 acres
was set within a border of various species of trees.

Towards the east the sparkling
horizon of the sea appeared. In
the north, the lake traced a
slightly concave curve which
contrasted with the sharp
outline of its lower point.

The concave curve and sharp
outline of Wallasey Pool.

Concave Curve

The Sea

Sharp Outline

The border of various species of trees could conceivably be a forest of ships’ masts.
Numerous aquatic birds frequented the banks
of this small Ontario. The ‘Thousand
Islands” of its American namesake were
represented by a rock which emerged above
the surface at several hundred feet from the
southern bank.
Canada Works. Thomas Brassey & Co.
Small Ontario may refer to Thomas Brassey’s Canada Works located at Wallasey Pool.

There, several pairs of kingfishers lived together, perched on a stone, solemn, motionless, on
the lookout for passing fish, then, plunging into the water with a sharp cry, they would
reappear with their prey in their beaks.
Elsewhere on the banks and on the islet
strutted wild ducks, pelicans, waterfowl,
redbeaks, philedons with a tongue like a
paintbrush, and one or two specimens of
those splendid lyrebirds whose tail
unfolds like the gracious motion of a harp.
Wallasey Pool Nature Reserve.
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they could not doubt that it abounded in fish. “This lake is truly
beautiful,” said Gideon Spillet. We could live on its shore.”
“We’ll live here!” replied Cyrus Harding.

The engineer wanted to find out how and where the overflow of water escaped from the lake.
It was probable that an outlet existed which went through a breach in the granite.

In sum the lake was only an
immense basin which the creek
gradually replenished, and it
could be that the overflow
escaped to the sea by some falls.

The Opening of the
Birkenhead Dock Basin (1847).

They continued to follow the banks of Lake Grant along the plateau; but after going another
mile in this direction, Cyrus Harding had not been able to discover the outlet.

A half hour later, they all arrived at the southeast corner of the lake on Grand View Plateau.
At this point, their examination of the banks had to be considered complete, and yet the
engineer had not been able to discover where and how the water was discharged.

Morpeth Dock.

Morpeth Dock in the southeast corner of the lake.

Top gave new signs of agitation. He was barking
ferociously and, before his master could restrain
him, he threw himself a second time into the lake.
Everyone ran toward the shore. The dog was already
more than twenty feet away, and Cyrus Harding was
sharply calling him back when an enormous head
emerged from the surface of the shallow water.
Herbert recognised at once this species of
amphibian which has a tapered head, large eyes,
and a mustache decorated with long silky hair.
“A manatee!” he exclaimed.

Morpeth Dock Birkenhead.

It was not a manatee, but a specimen of this species of the order of cetaceans which carries
the name of “dugong” because its nostrils are open at the upper part of its snout.
The enormous animal threw itself on the dog who vainly tried to escape and return to shore.
His master could do nothing to save him, and even before it occurred to Gideon Spilett or to
Herbert to arm their bows, Top, seized by the dugong, disappeared under the water.
Neb, his iron tipped spear in hand, wanted to help the dog by attacking the formidable animal
in his own element.

“No, Neb, said the engineer, restraining his courageous
servant. However, a fight was now going on under the
water; a rather inexplicable fight because, under these
conditions, Top obviously could not defend himself.
Judging from the bubbles on the surface, it was a
terrible battle which could only end in the death of the
dog. But suddenly, in the middle of a circle of foam, Top
reappeared. Thrown into the air by some unknown
force, he rose ten feet above the surface of the lake,
falling back into the water. He soon regained the shore
without any serious wounds, miraculously saved.

Top, thrown into the air….

Cyrus Harding and his companions looked on in disbelief. And there was yet another
inexplicable circumstance: the battle seemed to be still continuing beneath the water.
Doubtless the dugong, attacked by some powerful animal after releasing the dog, was
fighting for its life.
But this did not last long. The water became red with blood, the body of the dugong emerged
from a widening expanse of scarlet, and it soon washed up onto a small beach on the
southern corner of the lake.
The colonists ran towards this spot. The dugong was dead. It was an enormous animal,
fifteen feet long, weighing three to four thousand pounds. There was a wound on its neck
which seemed to have been made with a sharp blade.
What amphibian could have killed this formidable
dugong with such a terrible blow? No one could say.
Preoccupied with this incident, Cyrus Harding and his
companions returned to the Chimneys.

It will later be revealed that Captain Nemo has killed the
dugong and saved Top the dog.

The First Edition Mysterious Island - Shipwrecked in
the Air – featuring the dugong attack at Lake Grant
(Morpeth Dock, Birkenhead).

In 1844 Thomas Brassey
diverted the River Birket
around Wallasey Pool in a
tunnel he called the ‘Great
Culvert’.

River Birket.

The Great Culvert Tunnel.

The approximate route of
the Great Culvert Tunnel.

The Great Culvert flows directly into the River Mersey at Woodside Ferry.

Woodside Ferry.

Cyrus Harding thought, not without reason, that there had to be a cascade from the lake’s
overflow; the excess water furnished by Red Creek had to empty out somewhere. They soon
reached the mouth of Red Creek, where it poured into the lake.
Cyrus Harding noted that the flow of water from the
creek was considerable; it was therefore necessary that
somewhere nature had provided an outlet for the
overflow of the lake.

A half hour later they all arrived at the south east corner
of the lake on Grand View Plateau.
The south east corner - Morpeth Dock. Birkenhead.

Cyrus Harding locates the overflow tunnel in the south east corner of Lake Grant (below).
He threw in some small pieces of wood, and they
rapidly went toward the southern corner.
Walking along the bank, he followed this
current, and he arrived at the southern point of
the lake.
Morpeth Dock

Grand View Plateau

A small depression was produced in the water
there, as if it were abruptly emptying into some
fissure in the ground.
Morpeth Dock Birkenhead.

The tunnel entrance is below water level, Harding
decides to lower the level of the lake by blasting an
overflow channel through the bedrock.
The next day, May 21st, at daybreak, the miners
returned to the point of land formed by the banks of
Lake Grant, only 500 feet from the coast. At this spot,
the plateau was lower than the water held in place only
by the granite border. It was obvious that, if they broke
this rock barrier, the water would escape through this
opening and form a stream which, after flowing along
the inclined surface of the plateau, would fall to the
beach.
“
h
h
“This is nitroglycerin”

A massive explosion resounded, impossible to describe. It seemed that the entire island
trembled on its base. The granite barrier was split along a wide area. A rapid stream of
water was escaping through it. Cyrus Harding’s plan had succeeded. As a result, the level of
the lake would surely be lowered by at least two feet in a very short time.
As the water level of the lake goes down, the tunnel
is now exposed and ready for exploration. The
entrance is narrow at first but soon widens and the
colonists follow the tunnel gradually downwards
towards the sea.
In ‘our world’ the castaways are walking through
Thomas Brassey’s sewer known as the Great Culvert.
This masterpiece of Victorian engineering would
have appealed to Jules Verne’s sense of wonder. The
use of Birkenhead’s main sewer outlet would also
have appealed to his sense of humour - hence his
next line.
It was like the mouth of a sewer opening at the edge
of a pavement.
The colonists descended slowly

It was therefore quite passable and, provided their angle did not increase, it would be easy to
descend to sea level. If, as was very likely, some vast cavern existed inside this granite mass,
they would perhaps find some way to use it.
Fortunately, a few granite ledges, forming real steps made the descent less perilous.
This probably refers to real access steps inside the ten-foot diameter Great Culvert.
This passageway dated from the very origin of the island. It was not the water which little by
little had hollowed it. Pluto, not Neptune, had bored it.
The somewhat humid air did not emit any noxious emanation.
The corridor materialised into a vast and magnificent cavern.
“There must be some outlet where the lake’s water used to reach the sea,” said the engineer.
“Indeed,” replied Pencroft “we should take care not to fall into a hole.”
They followed him and, by the light of the torches, they discovered the orifices of a veritable
well which opened into the granite. It was here that the water left after having entered the
granite mass.
“Here’s our home,” said Cyrus Harding.

As an ex-theatre director Jules Verne is recycling his scenery. Wormhole Cave, New
Brighton, with its well and main cavern will now double up as the interior of Granite House.
Cyrus Harding has calculated that the colonists are ninety feet above sea level and just a thin
wall of the granite cliff separates them from the open sea – they break through with pickaxes.
With a last blow given by Gideon Spilett, the instrument passed through the wall and fell
outside.
Cyrus Harding looked through the opening, which towered above the ground at a height of
eighty feet. The beach extended before him, the islet, and beyond that the immense sea.
Light flooded in by this rather wide opening and
produced a magical effect, inundating this splendid
cavern.
In some places, irregularly disposed granite pillars
supported arches like the nave of a cathedral. This vault
offered a picturesque mixture of the Byzantine, Roman,
and Gothic architecture produced by the hand of man.
But was this nevertheless the work of nature alone. It
alone had hollowed out this magical Alhambra in the
granite rock!

The cavern resembled a cathedral
“Ah, my friends,” shouted Cyrus Harding. “When we have lightened up the interior of this
rock chamber, when we have arranged our rooms and our stores on the left hand side, this
splendid cavern will still remain, which will be our study hall and our museum.”
“And we’ll call it? …. “ asked Herbert.
“Granite House,” replied Cyrus Harding, a name which his companions greeted with more
hurrahs.
The natural bedrock on the Wirral Peninsula is
red sandstone, however the Birkenhead dock
walls are faced in Granite fashioned by the
master mason and dock builder Jesse Hartley.
The ‘cyclopean’ granite blocks of Jesse
Hartley’s River wall at Woodside will provide
the granite cliff from where our colonists will
gaze out to sea for the next four years.

Jesse Hartley’s Granite River Wall.

Cyrus Harding decides to seal off the rear lake entrance to their new cave home.
“if it will be easy for us to reach our dwelling by the passageway, it will be just as easy for
others”.
“And how will we enter?” asked the sailor.
“By an outside ladder,” replied Cyrus Harding, a cord ladder which, once drawn up, will
render access to our dwelling impossible.”
The front of Granite House would be lighted by means of five windows and a door leading to
what constituted “the apartment.” It was facing east, and the rising sun greeted it with its
first rays. It was situated on that portion of the rock face between the jutting corner at the
mouth of the Mercy and a line drawn perpendicularly above the pile of rocks which formed
the Chimneys.
The ladder was finally installed on May 28th. There was no less than a hundred rungs for this
height of eighty feet.
Following the plan devised by Cyrus Harding, the apartment would be divided into five
compartments, each having a view of the sea; to the right, an entryway with a door to which
the ladder was attached, then a main kitchen thirty feet wide, a dining room forty feet wide, a
sleeping room of equal size, and finally a “guest room,” requested by Pencroft, adjacent to
the great hall.
These rooms, or rather this suite of rooms which formed the apartments of Granite House,
would not occupy all the space of the cavern. There would also be a central corridor and
large storeroom in which tools, provisions, and reserves would easily find a place. There
would also be a central corridor and large storeroom in which tools, provisions, and
reserves would easily find a place. All the products gathered on the island, the flora as well
as the fauna, would be well-preserved and completely sheltered from dampness.

The ladder to Granite House.

The Great Culvert.

Completely ‘sheltered from dampness’ ….

The ladder to Granite House.

The castaways will now live in ‘Granite House’ in ‘our reality’ this is Birkenhead’s main
sewer outlet, a tunnel that will be cleansed twice a day by the rising tide of the murky River
Mersey.
Living in a sewer at Woodside, Birkenhead, the colonists will of course be domiciled just a
few yards away from the Birkenhead Woodside Ferry Terminal. The Ferry terminal played
the Omnibus Station at Richmond Viginia in the opening chapter of The Mysterious Island.

Richmond Omnibus Station

Granite House

The Birkenhead Skyline.
Jules Verne’s imaginary worlds have indeed come full circle.

Next in Jules Verne and the Heroes of Birkenhead.
Part 10 – The Seal Hunt on Hilbre Island.

Illustrations for Part 9
-Acknowledgements-

Page
1a
1b
1c
1d
1e
2a
3a
3b
3c
4a
5a
5b
5c
6a
6b

A Photograph Acknowledgement
TRIXES Large French Flag
Pending
Talbot Flags
Heraldry-wiki.com
Library of Congress
gettyimages
Wikisource – La Bibliotheque Libre
John Lamb
Wirralmapreproductions Ordnance Survey
Pinterest.co.uk
Wirralmapreproductions Ordnance Survey
Graces Guide
John Lamb
Picclick.co.uk
Wirralmapreproductions Ordnance Survey

Page
7a
7b
8a
8b
9a
9b
10a
11a
11b
12a
12b
12c
13a
14a
15

A Photograph Acknowledgement
John Lamb
Wikisource – La Bibliotheque Libre
Abebooks
Wirralmapreproductions Ordnance Survey
Wirralmapreproductions Ordnance Survey
Wirralmapreproductions Ordnance Survey
Wikisource – La Bibliotheque Libre
Wikisource – La Bibliotheque Libre
John Lamb
Wikisource – La Bibliotheque Libre
John Lamb
John Lamb
John Lamb
Wikisource – La Bibliotheque Libre
-

