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Local Nightlife 
recalled in Verse
The area around Victoria Bridge is 
well known for pubs, alehouses and 
street vendors.
Many of the regions best singers 
can be heard in the local pubs, from 
Victoria Bridge up through Angel 
Meadows and across to Ancoats.

A new song reflects the lively nature 
of nights out on the Manchester/
Salford border – an area where 
landlords can earn a decent living 
selling drinks of all kinds to the 
thirsty workers.

Protesters have written 
another song !
This ballad is all about an area of 
Salford known as Kersal Moor, 
which was the site of two rallies held 
by the Chartist Movement in the 
1830’s.

Kersal Moor is now a suburb of 
Salford and Greater Manchester, 
with just a few areas of the green 
open spaces remaining compared to 
the wide open spaces that dominated 
in the 18th and early nineteenth 
century.   These spaces, and the 
relative proximity to the Salford/
Manchester border around Victoria 
Bridge (the subject of another of the 
Manchester Ballads) made Kersal 
Moor a popular meeting point for 
unionists, reformers and Chartists, 
and also served as a ‘muster point’ 
for local agitators who held protest 
marches, often meeting up with 
other contingents from the region.

Local Artist pictures the poor.
Evocative of a Mancunian identity 
that perhaps almost lapses into 
parody, Lowry provides a neat visual 
shorthand for the people who feature 
in the Manchester Ballads.  Discussing 
the depiction of industrial decline 
and urban poverty in the paintings 
of LS Lowry, Jeanette Winterson 
champions the often-criticised images.  
She expands her defence of Lowry 
to include observations about the 
nature of identity and the quality of 
life available to people working 12 
hours a day, 6 days a week,  and she 
references Victorian novelist and 
social commentator Elizabeth Gaskell, 
noting that “the Industrial Revolution 
is a story we tell about progress, about the 
coming of the modern.  It is also the story 
of a collective nervous breakdown – ‘I 
have seen hell and it’s white,’ Mrs Gaskell 
on Cottonopolis – the nickname for 
Manchester.” 

Writer thought to have drunk 
in local pubs
Many of the Manchester Ballads 
date from the period that Engels and 
Marx lived and worked in Manchester, 
and it is intriguing to think Engels’ 
work was perhaps informed in part by 
reading some of the broadside ballads, 
perhaps even some included in The 
Manchester Ballads collection.   He 
lived around Angel Meadow, which is 
just a few minutes walk from the Swan 
Street area of New Cross, a major loci 
of broadside production at the time.  
Many of the pubs in the area lay claim 
that Marx and Engels were visitors, 
and they probably heard the broadside 
tradition being sung in pubs and 
markets around Shudehill.  There is a 
table next to a window in Chethams 
Library where they are known to 
have worked – the same library that 
held many of the broadsides in its 
collections.

Edward the Second
visits Manchester
However, it is not the ill-fated 
monarch, it is the kings of the roots-
reggae soundclash, back in town 
with a new set of rock-steady tunes.  
This time, E2 are taking inspiration 
from the Manchester Ballads, 
rather than the English Morris 
tradition.   With tales of urban life 
in industrial Manchester, many of 
the songs can be traced to the radical 
protests of the 19th Century.   The 
themes of northern working class 
identity found in these songs have 
their literary roots in the writing of 
19th century social commentators 
such as Carlisle, Engels, Gaskel and 
Marx.  In recent years the subject has 
seen renewed interest, with work by 
various social commentators, both 
academic, polemic and populist, 
with Cooper Clark, Maconie 
and Winterton all contributing 
.  Regional identity is important 
as it impacts on how the disparate, 
individual identities coalesce into a 
wider social identity, and how the 
society is, in turn, placed in the wider 
context of modern Britain.   

Landlord Accused of Greed 
– RagBag!!
The temperance movement had strong 
roots around Manchester, and when 
set alongside the numerous pubs and 
breweries that grew up around the 
factories and houses, the competing 
messages can be seen when the ballads 
are read carefully.  In contrast to some 
of the bawdy drinking songs that 
were a common and popular topic for 
penny broadsides,  Rag Bag is a cutting 
commentary on the exploitation of 
drinkers by greedy, lying landlords :

“The landlord fattens on things that 
are choice,
And doth chatter, and flatter, and lie;
While his customers starve – both his 
wife and the mice,
When seen have a tear in the eye.” 

(Rag Bag 1861)




