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Abstract 

 
This thesis examines York’s walled city, southwest of the River Ouse, between 1800 

and the present day, a period of significant growth and change. Perhaps surprisingly, 

other than the docks and Micklegate, this part of the city was relatively undeveloped 

until the nineteenth century. Change commenced with the arrival of the railways, within 

the city walls. 

The research has used an interdisciplinary approach, combining the history of 

architecture and sociological theory to analyse urban development and the complex 

forms of change in the cityscape, adopting the palimpsest as a critical tool. Using a 

wide variety of resources, a number of perspectives have been selected for the 

development of a conceptual framework, presented in three sections: - the nature of 

the palimpsest, the process through which it is created, and the agents engaged in its 

production. Combined with specific themes including the changing model for 

consumerism, the loss of heritage following the diminution of an ancient port, the 

shifting landscape of power and residential development, has allowed the investigation 

of the four very different townscapes featured in this 60-acre urban space.  

York has a wealth of historical texts to which this thesis makes a significant 

contribution, adding to the architectural and cultural history of Micklegate - Bishophill, 

through the lens of the palimpsest. The framework developed for its application in the 

analysis of urban continuity and change has national and international transferability. 
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INTRODUCTION 

This thesis examines change and continuity between 1800 and the present day in that 

part of York’s walled city, which lies southwest of the River Ouse, referred to in this 

thesis as Micklegate-Bishophill(MB)(map 0.1).The research has used an 

interdisciplinary approach, combining the history of architecture, sociological theory 

and urban studies to analyse development, and the complex forms of change in the 

cityscape; adopting the palimpsest as a critical tool. As Andreas Huyssen observes 

‘we have come to read cities and buildings as palimpsests of space’.1People and 

events, changing social, political, and economic circumstances create the palimpsest, 

evidenced in the temporal and spatial change in a city, its architecture, and other 

features. As well as the leaders and decision makers, the individuals going about their 

everyday lives and the community (in its various groups) shape a city. This approach 

has also enabled analysis to answer a number of sub-questions: 

- How is socio-cultural, economic, and political change evidenced in York’s urban 

development since the nineteenth century?  

- How are some of the architectural changes and changing architectural fashion 

since the nineteenth century evidenced? 

- Why were some buildings developed and what are the reasons that some have 

survived, whilst others have been demolished? How are they evidenced in the 

palimpsest? 

- What part have national and local government played at different times, 

particularly following the introduction of town planning?  

 
1 Andreas Huyssen, Present Pasts: Urban Palimpsests and the Politics of Memory (Stanford: Stanford  
  University Press, 2003),7. 
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- What roles have architecture and other visual imagery played in processes, 

such as the expression of power, the push for authenticity and heritage 

conservation and the creation of York’s image?  

- What part have the processes of de-industrialisation, tourism and gentrification 

contributed to these changes and how is this evidenced?  

- How are texts of various types depicted MB in the palimpsest?  

- How are different forms of visual imagery, such as maps, drawing, painting, 

photography and film traced in the palimpsest? 

 

As the thesis demonstrates, adopting the palimpsest to understand architectural and 

social development is an effective method to establish the dynamics of continuity and 

change during this timeframe. This produces an architectural/cityscape perspective of 

MB that as the review below illustrates is often fragmented in historic texts, from the 

scholarly works to the city guides. This thesis makes a significant contribution to the 

literature, adding not only to the history of York, but to wider urban history since 1800, 

through the lens of the palimpsest. It has also developed a framework for its application 

in the analysis of urban continuity and change, which has national and international 

transferability. 

 

I selected MB for research for this thesis as it is both a distinctive urban area but 

development and change here is also part of a common pattern. Whilst less well known 

than the Minster, this area of York is no less important, tracing its history back to the 

same period. Yet it tends to have been overlooked and certain processes have been 

allowed to occur in MB whilst more was vested elsewhere in the city. Furthermore, MB 

is an exclusive area separated from the remainder of central York by the river (map 



 8 

0.3). During the Roman occupation, it was the location of the civilian settlement, ‘the 

colonia’, set apart from the fortress by the Ouse and consequently dubbed the ‘suburb’ 

by Lord Esher.’2 There is even conjecture that MB may have been a separate town 

during the Anglian period.3  

 

MB tells the narrative of modernity in an ancient city, with themes such as ongoing 

power, industrialisation, de-industrialisation, consumerism, commodification, 

habitation, heritage, tourism and hospitality, government, and religion. Extending to 

some 24 hectares (60 acres), it forms part of the York’s Central Historic Core 

Conservation Area (CHCCA). 4 Research in this relatively small, contained area is 

manageable, even though there has been a great deal of activity.  

 

As Robinson comments ‘all cities are best understood as ordinary’, each being as 

good a place to study urban modernity as another, in spite of their ‘diversity and 

complexity’.5 Whilst diversity is evidenced in MB, with the distinctive features outlined 

above, my research indicates that development here during the last two centuries 

defines it equally as part of an ‘ordinary’ city, exemplative of the common pattern 

witnessed in other cities, although change may have been influenced by the form of 

the ancient city. For example, the historic street pattern, shown on the earliest known 

map of York c.1545, remains in evidence and there is a mix of architecture dating 

from the medieval period through to the twenty-first century (map 1.3).6 Yet 

 
2 Lionel Esher, York: A Study in Conservation: Report to the Minster of Housing and Local  
  Government and York City Council. (London: HMSO,1968),1. 
3 John Hutchinson and D.M. Palliser, York (Edinburgh: John Bartholomew & Son Ltd.,1980),15. 
4 York Central Historic Core Conservation Area - one of the largest and most complex conservation 
  areas in England. SYO1335 - Central Historic Core Conservation Area Appraisal, her.york.gov.uk.  
5 Jennifer Robinson, Ordinary Cities: between modernity and development (London: Routledge, 
  2006),1. 
6 'City of York, South-West of the Ouse', in An Inventory of the Historical Monuments in City of York,  
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industrialisation had an impact, creating new wealth and transforming the area, 

introducing architectural styles found elsewhere. Likewise, the residential expansion 

that followed during the Victorian years was redolent of development in other places. 

The dramatic 1960s change, following post-war demolition, deindustrialisation, and 

the sweep of the heritage movement during the late twentieth century, was also 

prevalent elsewhere. These themes are picked up in the following chapters. 

 

In spite of being a relatively small area, the MB townscape falls into four distinct areas: 

the Ancient Port, Micklegate, which runs from the city wall to the river, and the areas 

either side, which have largely developed since the 1800s:- on the one side, the former 

railway complex and the site of Rowntree’s chocolate factory, now offices and hotels 

and on the other,the predominantly residential area of Bishophill. To gain a 

comprehensive perspective, I have used a large variety of resources in the research, 

including sociological theory, architectural and urban histories, and the historical texts 

about York  from 1800. These include those relating to the industries that settled in 

MB, together with various archives, national policy documents from different periods 

throughout the study, the legislation that followed on occasions, and a review of their 

impact upon local events. A range of maps and other visual imagery relating to MB 

have also been reviewed and semi-structured interviews conducted with local people. 

Collectively, these have combined to provide a view of the palimpsest from different 

perspectives, as detailed further below.  

 

 
  Volume 3, South west (London, 1972), pp. xxix-xxxvi. British History Online http://www.british- 
  history.ac.uk/rchme/york/vol3/xxix-xxxvi [accessed 20 July 2021]. 
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The work of several scholars, most notably Andreas Huyssen, Henri Lefebvre, Walter 

Benjamin, and Michel de Certeau has been considered, to understand and apply their 

insights. Whilst this thesis is not primarily a theoretical contribution, their work forms 

part of the conceptual framework, detailed in Chapter One. Huyssen’s texts on the 

palimpsest and the importance of memory are pertinent.7 Themes of particular 

relevance from Lefebvre’s work are his analysis of the urban revolution, and the layers 

of the palimpsest, which underpins the entire thesis, together with his observations on 

the importance of centrality and the resident’s right to the city.8Benjamin’s several texts 

on urban life relevant to the palimpsest include the city-as-text, history, memory and 

mythology, and his observations on the Paris arcades.9 Finally, reference is made to 

Michel de Certeau’s study of urban development, both his perspective of heritage, and 

his argument that it is people living their everyday lives who shape a city, as much as 

the organisations.10  

 
Architectural historians, in particular Siegfried Giedion, Anthony D. King and Nikolaus 

Pevsner are also referenced to explore specific factors relating to architecture and the 

built environment. Various aspects of Giedion’s work are considered, in particular his 

perspective on the relationship between social development and architecture.11 Whilst 

the types of buildings covered by the essays in King’s Buildings and Society are not 

 
7  Andreas Huyssen, Present Pasts. 
8  Henri Lefebvre, The Urban Revolution (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota, 2003); 
   Henri Lefebvre, Writing the Cities, trans. Eleonore Kofman and Elizabeth Lebas (Oxford: Blackwell     
   Publishing, 2006);  
   Henri Lefebvre, The Production of Space, trans. Donald Nicholson Smith (Oxford: Wiley-Blackwell,    
  1991). 
9  Walter Benjamin, The Arcades Project, trans. Howard Eiland and Kevin McLaughlin (Harvard  
   University Press, 2002). 
10 Michel De Certeau, The Practice of Everyday Life (London: University of California,1984;  
   Michel De Certeau, The Practice of Everyday Life. Volume 2 Living and Cooking, trans. Timothy J.  
   Tomasik (London: Regents of the University of Minnesota, 1994). 
11 Siegfried Giedion, Space, Time and Architecture, the Growth of a New Tradition (Cambridge Mass: 
   Harvard University Press, 1965), 5, 759-763. 
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directly relevant to this thesis, the key theme and the related analysis that a ‘Society 

produces its building, and the buildings, although not producing society, help to 

maintain many of its social forms’ is of crucial importance.12 Conversely, King also 

comments that changing social forms have traditionally brought a richness to urban 

environments, which is threatened by the rapid destruction of large parts of some 

cities. MB, with its combination of the revered and the undistinguished dating from the 

medieval to the current day make it ripe for this type of analysis. Similarly, as a study 

of buildings that emerged due to social changes in the nineteenth century, that ‘allows 

for a demonstration of development both by style and by function, style being a matter 

of architectural history, function of social history’, Pevsner’s A History of Building 

Types, is of relevance to this thesis.13 Pertinent building types include warehouses, 

offices, railway stations, factories, shops, and department stores. Pevsner’s 

Architectural Guide is also a useful reference for buildings across MB.14 

 

Urban historical texts in York are extensive and form an integral part of the palimpsest. 

Although this work began with Alcuin, early studies include the references to York in 

the accounts of journeys through Great Britain by both Celia Fiennes and Daniel 

Defoe. These are refered to throughout the thesis, as is Francis Drake’s Eboracum, 

the first substantial history of the city.15 This was followed early in the nineteenth 

century by a comprehensive history, in two volumes, by publisher, William Hargrove, 

including a general history of the city (Volume I), accompanied by a city map, and 

 
12 Anthony D. King, Buildings and Society (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1984),1. 
13 Nikolaus Pevsner, A History of Building Types (London: Thames and Hudson Ltd.,1976), Foreword. 
14 Nikolaus Pevsner, Yorkshire: York and the East Riding (London: Penguin Books, 1974). 
15 Alcuin, ‘Introduction to On the Saints of the Church of York.’ c780. David & Mary Palliser, York as  
   they saw it from Alcuin to Lord Esher (York: William Sessions Ltd, 1979); 
   Celia Fiennes, Through England on a Side Saddle in the time of William and Mary (London: Field  
   and Tuer, the Leadenhall Press, 1888); 
   Daniel Defoe, A Tour thro’ the whole of the island. Volume 3 (London: G. Strahan, 1724-1727); 
   Francis Drake, Eboracum (London: William Bowyer,1736). 
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details of specific parts of the city (Volume II), of which MB is one, walking the reader 

from Micklegate Bar through the area’s main streets, its churches, prisons and the 

dockside (map 0.4).16 

 

A number of visitor guides was published following the rise in domestic travel during 

the nineteenth century. All pre-dating the industrial revolution, these include 

Hargrove’s A New Guide for Strangers and Residents, containing both general history 

and information about the floods which touches upon MB, and the “Third” of three 

routes through the city which takes the reader across Ouse Bridge to view Micklegate 

Bar, a variety of churches, the site of the future Old Railway, the Quaker Burial Ground, 

Baltic Wharf, and the Old Crane.17 It also provides details of various charities, including 

Middleton’s Hospital, Skeldergate. Other volumes of note include Sotheran’s Guide, 

John Todd’s Description of York, and A Stranger’s Guide produced by Bellerby’s 

Public New Circulating Library.18 In addition, Edward Baines produced the History, 

Directory and Gazeteer of the County of York, incorporating a broad account of the 

city, including details of the prisons, almshouses, coaches, postal services and a trade 

directory.19 It also contains a city plan, by Alfred Smith, the first to show individual 

properties accurately (map 0.5).  

 
16 William Hargrove, History and Description of the Ancient City of York, Comprising All the 
   Most Interesting Information, Already Published in Drake's Eboracum; Enriched with Much Entirely  
   New Matter, from Other Authentic Sources. (York: William Alexander,1818). 
17 William Hargrove, A New Guide for Strangers and Residents in the City of York (York: W. & J.  
   Hargrove, 1838). 
18 Henry Sotheran, Sotheran’s Guide to York (London: Wilson, Spence and Mawman, 1796); 
   John and George Todd, Description of York (York: C.Peacock, 1809); 
   Bellerby, A Strangers Guide through the city of York (York: Bellerby’s Public Library, 1832). 
19 Edward Baines, History, Directory and Gazetteer of the County of York. Yorkshire Volume II. East  
   and North Yorkshire (Leeds: Leeds Mercury Office, 1823); 
   Peter Addyman, ‘Archaeology in York 1831 -1981’ in York 1831-1981: 150 Years of Scientific   
   Endeavour and Social Change,= ed. C.H. Feinstein (York: William Sessions Ltd.,1981),55. 
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An important contribution in the twentieth century are three studies, published between 

1901 and 1951, written by Benjamin Seebohm Rowntree (1871-1954), Joseph 

Rowntree’s second son.20 Together, they ‘constitute a unique record of poverty and 

how it changed in Britain over the first half of the 20th century.’21 The first text, Poverty, 

both established the British tradition of empirical social science research and the 

tradition of ‘evidence-based policy’.22 A member of the Rowntree Board from 1897 and 

Company Chair from 1923, Seebohm was influenced by both Quakerism and 

Liberalism.23  

 

Poverty was based upon a survey of 11560 families living in 388 streets, covering a 

population of 46,754.24 York was partly selected as it was Rowntree’s own home and 

a city with which he was familiar, but its size also enabled a detailed survey.25  Making 

comparisons with surveys undertaken in London by Charles Booth, Rowntree 

established that 30.7% were living in poverty in London, whereas 27.8% were in this 

position in York.26 Stressing that low wages were to blame for most poverty, ‘he 

established for the first time that poverty was the result of structural not behavioural 

factors’ and he ‘refined the poverty line further’ in later publications. 27 MB was included 

in Rowntree’s research and is discussed in Chapter Four. 

 
20  Benjamin Seebohm Rowntree, Poverty,  A Study of Town Life (London: Macmillan & Co.Ltd.,1901); 
    Benjamin Seebohm Rowntree, Poverty and Progress, A second study of poverty in York (London:   
    Longmans, Green & Co. Ltd.,1941);  
    B.S.Rowntree and G.R.Lavers, Poverty and the welfare state: A third social survey of York dealing 
    only with economic questions (London: Longmans, Green & Co. Ltd., 1951). 
21  Bradshaw, Preface, Poverty, (Bristol: Policy Press, 2000), xlvii. 
22  Bradshaw, Preface, Poverty, xx. 
23  Asa Briggs, Social Thought and Social Action: A Study of the Work of Seebohm Rowntree 1971- 
    1954 (London: Longmans, Green & Co. Ltd. 1961),1 
24  Rowntree, Poverty. 
25  Bradshaw, Preface, Poverty, xxv. 
26  Charles Booth, Life and labour of the people of London (London: Macmillan, first volume 1889, last 
   (17th) volume, 1903). 
27 Bradshaw, Preface, Poverty, xxxi; 
   Bradshaw, Preface, Poverty, xlvii  cites Seebohm Rowntree, The human needs of labour (London:  
   Longmans, Green & Co.Ltd. 1918 & 1937). 
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In addition, local historian, T.P. Cooper produced  his comprehensive account of the 

City Walls together with his literary associations review.28 Other notable texts include 

Charles Brunton Knight’s, A History of the City of York. AD 71 – AD 1901, a detailed 

history covering events throughout this period.29 In 1961, Victoria County History of 

York, was published, followed by the Royal Historical Monuments of England from 

1972, now available online, which often references notable authors such as  Cooper.30 

A major contribution to the literature is York: A Study in Conservation, written by Lord 

Esher, following the mid-1960s  review undertaken as part of the central government 

Four Towns in Conservation initiative to determine how to reconcile preservation and 

modernisation in historic cities, which is outlined further below.31  

 

To celebrate the city’s 2000-year anniversary in 1972, a thematic study, The Noble 

City of York was produced.32 Patrick Nuttgens, the former director of the Institute of 

Architectural Studies and Director of Architecture at the University of York, published 

two books, York…The Continuing City (photographs by York Civic Trust Chairman, 

John Shannon) and the extensive The History of York: From Earliest Times to the Year 

2000, which incorporates chapters by ten local academics.33 York: Introduction and 

 
28 Thomas Parsons Cooper, Literary Associations of the City of York. Some Shrines, Haunts  
   & Memories (York: Yorkshire Gazette, 1920); 
   Thomas Parsons Cooper, York: The Story of its Walls, Bars and Castles: being a complete history  
   and pictorial record of the defences of the city of York, from the earliest times to the present day  
   (London: Elliot Stock,1904) 
29 Charles Brunton Knight, A History of the City of York. AD 71 – AD 1901 (York: Herald Printing  
   Works, 1944) 
30 Royal Commission on the Historical Monuments of England. Volume 2, City of York, The Defences  
   (London:HMSO,1972); 
    Royal Commission on the Historical Monuments of England. Volume 3, City of York, South west  
   (London:HMSO,1972). 
31 Esher, Study. 
32 Alberic Stacpoole, The Noble City of York (York: Cerialis Press, 1972). 
33 Patrick Nuttgens, York: The Continuing City (York: Maxiprint, 2001); 
   Patrick Nuttgens, ed.The History of York: From Earliest Times to the Year 2000, (Pickering:  
   Blackthorn Press 2007). 
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Gazetteer published in 2015 has produced a comprehensive history of the city.34  

Guides have also been introduced. Bartholomew’s City Guide York provided a wide-

ranging history of the city.35Otherwise, the many texts produced, though 

comprehensive, have been less detailed, and the York Official City Guides are quite 

general in style, though the most recent guide, Architecture York, by John Brooke 

Fieldhouse, presents more detailed content.36  

 

References to MB in these texts are variable. The major text for this thesis is Esher’s 

Study, which undertook an extensive review of the area within the city walls. For the 

purpose of the review, Esher divided the area into eight areas of which MB was one.37 

The review team was actually based in Micklegate House, Micklegate throughout the 

study period. Esher captured the nature of the four areas within MB as follows: 

‘Micklegate itself, the beautiful curving and falling village street with twin 
churches and fine collection of house-fronts; the railway headquarters sector 
to the west of it, where a scale of building has now established itself that is 
notably larger than elsewhere in York; the pleasant corner of Victorian 
terraces and chapels to the east of it, and finally the warehouses and 
workshops along the river. Characteristically, two tiny residential remnants, 
medieval at All Saints North Street, Georgian at Skeldergate, survive among 
the warehouses.’38 

 
Details about the government initiative and its links with national and local government 

are incorporated in Chapter One, and the Study as it relates to MB is traced throughout 

the thesis.  

 

 
34York, Introduction and Town Gazeteer. British Historic Towns Atlas - Volume V, ed. Peter    
   Addyman, Maidenhead: Historic Towns Trust, 2016). 
35 Hutchinson and Palliser, York. 
36John Brooke Fieldhouse, Architecture York Twentieth Century Plus (Market Harborough: Troubador  
   Publishing Ltd.,2022). 
37 Esher, Study, 15-16. 
38 Esher, Study, 15. 
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Beyond Esher, the content relating to MB in other texts during the twentieth century 

varies. The city walls within MB in Cooper’s account feature in some detail,  

participating in the debate about their future and the intra-mural siting of the original 

railway station. Detailed facts about the city are provided in Knight’s A History of the 

City of York. AD 71 – AD 1901, but its narrative is presented in a piecemeal fashion, 

almost in a diary format, so it fails to present a cohesive picture. The main topic in The 

Noble City of York is the Minster and specific reference to MB is limited to a list of the 

Anglican churches, Lady Anne Middleton, John Wesley and a photograph of the 

medieval terrace in Micklegate. Bartholomew’s City Guide York is more 

comprehensive and three of its guided tours: Walks 7- 9 are relevant to MB.39 Edward 

Royle includes a summary of changing York in his chapter on the nineteenth century 

in Nuttgen’s History, noting alterations to the city wall, the arrival of the railway station 

and road network, the new industries, and the housing and non-Conformist churches 

in Bishophill.40 He also discusses the industrious ports and the nearby slums. Patrick 

and Bridget Nuttgens explore York Civic Trust and Esher’s Study in their chapter on 

the twentieth century. They also consider the emerging trend of the reuse of buildings 

including the conversion of the former almshouses to Middleton’s Hotel, and the 

Institute of Advanced Architecture’s occupation of the former St John’s Church, 

Micklegate.41 The major change in MB noted in York…the Continuing City is Railway 

Street, including the advent of the railway itself and its influence on the city.42 

 
39 Hutchinson & Palliser, York. 
40 Edward Royle, ‘York in the Nineteenth Century: A City Transformed,’ in York: to Year  
   2000, ed. Nuttgens, 244 – 301. 
41 Patrick and Bridget Nuttgens, ‘A Future for the Past – York in the Twentieth Century,’ in  
   York: to Year 2000, ed. Nuttgens, 302 – 358. 
42 Nuttgens, York: Continuing City, 81. 
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Architecture York makes sporadic references to MB sites amongst its abundant 

contents.43 These references are picked up in the relevant chapters across the thesis.  

 

Finally, although there have been detailed architectural studies of certain buildings 

within MB, such as Bill Fawcett’s book on the North Eastern Railway H.Q; other than 

the city wall and Micklegate, its urban development is often neglected.44 However, a 

notable exception is the 1974 study, York – Bishophill, a review commissioned by York 

Civic Trust and written by the ecclesiastical architect, George Gaze Pace (1915-1975), 

who continued not only to design but to write, throughout his working life.45 Indeed, his 

son, Peter commented that his ‘output of articles and lectures rivalled that of his prolific 

design work.’46 Following his move to York in 1943, Pace established his own 

business, with clients including a number of Dioceses and Universities, as well as the 

Royal family for the King George VI Memorial Chapel, Windsor (1967-69).47 He was 

also an active member of the York Georgian Society and York Civic Trust. 

 

 
Within York, Pace was noted for his designs for St John’s College Chapel (1965 -

1967), St Martin Le Grand (1956-68), and The Church of the Holy Redeemer, Acomb 

(1959-1965).48 The latter was a pilot scheme designed in response to the York 

Diocese review of the feasibility of moving churches to areas where demands for a 

church were greater. St Mary’s Bishophill Senior was selected for demolition and 

 
43 Fieldhouse, Architecture York. 
44 Bill Fawcett, The North Eastern Railways: Two Palaces of Business (York: Friends of the National  
   Railway Museum, 2006). 
45 George Pace, York – Bishophill (York, York Civic Trust/ William Sessions Ltd.,1972). 
46 Peter Pace, The Architecture of George Pace (1915 -1975) (London: B.T.Batsford, 1990),34. 
47 Pace and Sims from Ronald G. Sims joining 1952;  
   Pace, Pace, 217-222. 
48 Pace, 193, 209, 236. 
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replacement, with St Mary’s masonry adapted for use in the modern Holy Redeemer 

church, ‘juxtaposing the medieval with the uncompromising modern’.49 His other active 

works within Micklegate – Bishophill included:- Holy Trinity fabric repairs, new font, 

war memorial, organ and organ screen(1965), electrical installation and notice board 

(1967), fabric repairs at St Martin-cum-Gregory (1956 – 1960), repairs and glazing at 

St John’s Ousebridge (1952 - 1954), and various works to St Mary Bishophill Junior 

(1950,1962 & 1964).  

 

In terms of the comparative historiography of urban history case studies, Mark 

Crinson’s portrayal of the development of Manchester, though a ‘fossil economy’ and 

a much larger city, adopts a similar style in his study of specific case studies within 

certain areas of the city, supported by sociological references, and acknowledging the 

principle of the palimpsest.50 The latter is also referenced by Gillian Tindall, who like 

Jim Dyos, the pioneer of urban studies, pursued the detailed analysis of social history 

and urban development within a locality.51 MB has also been assessed in the context 

of Jennifer Robinson’s approach to contemporary urban theory and the argument for 

the ‘ordinary’ city.52 Finally, the work of Lewis Mumford (1895 -1990) in his study of 

urban culture and architecture has been reviewed and is referenced throughout the 

thesis.53 

 
 

 
49  Gerald Randall, The English Parish Church (London: B.T.Batsford,1982),174. 
50  Mark Crinson, Shock City: Image and Architecture in Industrial Manchester (London: Paul Mellon  
    Centre Yale University Press, 2022), 4. 
51  Gillian Tindall, The Fields Beneath: The history of one London village (London: Eland Publishing  
    Ltd. 2010); 
    H.J.Dyos, Victorian Suburb: A Study of the Growth of Camberwell (Leicester: Leicester   
    University Press, 1961). 
52 Jennifer Robinson, Ordinary Cities: between modernity and development (London: Routledge,    
    2006),1,10. 
53  Lewis Mumford, The City in History (New York: A Harvest Book Harcourt, Inc., 1989). 
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The thesis also draws upon archives and texts relating to work of various architects 

who were active in MB, including John Carr (1723 – 1807), the founder of the UK’s 

oldest architectural firm, York-based Brierley Groom, in 1750. Brian Wragg’s 

comprehensive Carr biography references the design of the first pedestrian arch in 

Micklegate Bar (1754), the town houses in Micklegate attributed to him, and the 

architect’s own mansion on Skeldergate (1765-66), referenced in Chapters Two and 

Three.54 The Atkinson Brierley archives, held in the Borthwick Institute; detailing Peter 

Atkinson (1735 -1805), Peter Atkinson Junior (1776 -1838) and Walter Brierley (1852-

1926), the notable architects who succeeded Carr and continued the firm’s heritage, 

were consulted for papers relating to Mrs Middleton’s Almhouses, and Buckingham 

Works No 2, designed by Atkinson Junior and Brierley respectively, discussed in 

Chapters Four and Six. Designs for the Old Station, the City Walls and buildings in 

Bishophill by G.T. Andrews, the so-called ‘railway architect’ are referenced in one of 

Bill Fawcett’s publications, supporting Chapters Two, Five and Six.55 Specific literature 

relating to the development of railways and other industries, including Rowntrees and 

Cookes, together with consumerism, have all added to the palimpsest. 

 

The research has also investigated a range of available databases, including the 

census, and trade directories such as the City Directories and Kelly’s, to establish the 

changing profile of the inhabitants and their occupations and in the case of commercial 

properties, the nature of the business, providing a detailed view of society.56 Further 

archives are used to establish empirical evidence. National policy documents relating 

 
54 Brian Wragg, The Life and Works of John Carr of York (Otley: Oblong Creative Ltd., 2000). 
55 Bill Fawcett, George Townsend Andrews of York ‘The Railway Architect’ (York: North Eastern  
   Railway Association and York Archaeology Society, 2011). 
56 York City Year Book and Business Directory (York: York Gazette Newspaper); 
   Kelly’s Directory of the City of York and Neighbourhood (London: Kelly’s Directories Ltd.). 
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to legislation, public health and planning policies have been sourced from the National 

Archives, with local planning documents provided by York City Council. Their Planning 

Portal has also been used to trace more recent development proposals and where 

relevant, the change of use/demolition of certain properties.57Other sources include 

Oral Histories, including the British Library for Architects Lives (Lord Esher), Borthwick 

Institute for Archives for Rowntree, Thomas Cooke & Sons and Atkinson Brierley 

archives; The Rowntree Society, York Explore, holder of York City Archives and the 

Royal Institution of British Architects library, which holds Lord Esher’s files.58 

 

An important element of the research is the visual analysis undertaken using 

photographs from different periods, shot for various purposes, including etchings, 

prints, paintings, and architect’s impressions. Recording different perspectives and 

varying aspects of the changing city, these contribute to tracing the palimpsest. A 

variety of image libraries have provided valuable sources including York City Archive, 

York Architectural and York Archaeological Society (Dr William Arthur Evelyn 

Collections), York Art Gallery, the local press and Facebook. TV and films have also 

added an alternative dimension.59 Maps in various formats including hardcopy, digital, 

and Geographical Information Systems (GIS) have been invaluable in tracing the 

palimpsest, and MB’s development. Finally, material collated from semi-structured 

interviews with some twenty residents, businesspeople, employees, and individuals 

 
57 York Planning Portal, york.gov.uk. 
58 British Library, www.bl.uk> projects> architects lives. 
   Borthwick Institute for Archives, york.ac.uk/Borthwick. 
   The Rowntree Society, rowntreesociety.org.uk. 
   York Explore, exploreyork.org.uk. 
   Royal Institute of British Architects, architecture.com. 
59 York Explore, exploreyork.org.uk. 
   York Architectural and York Archaeological Society, yayas.org.uk. 
   York City Art Gallery, yorkartgallery.org.uk. 
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involved in MB at different times of their lives has provided an invaluable contribution 

to the research. The introduction of their views and their memories has provided 

different perspectives and context to the research. The extensive resources used in 

this thesis have combined to provide an in-depth study of the MB palimpsest, through 

a period of significant growth and change.  

 

Thesis Structure 

To provide a comprehensive study of the palimpsest in MB, the thesis is divided into 

six chapters, including an analysis of the conceptual framework, the city walls that 

provide a boundary on three sides and the four areas within described above. 

Altogether, the chapters incorporate twenty-two specific case studies, individual 

buildings or groups of buildings, selected to examine the townscape, as well as the 

relevant themes and facets of the palimpsest. Some consider the impact of change 

upon the broad cityscape; others examine the architectural development of individual 

sites, although not every property is analysed. Whilst many are important listed 

buildings, one of which, the former North Eastern Railway Headquarters is majestic, 

approaching the question from the perspective of the palimpsest has driven the case 

study selection, leading to what might appear to be the surprising choice of less 

distinguished buildings. Together, the chapters illustrate the compelling use of the 

palimpsest as an analytical tool, providing a comprehensive understanding of MB and 

its importance to York. 

 

Chapter One outlines the key themes used in the analysis of the urban palimpsest. 

Presented here in three sections:-  the nature of the palimpsest, the process through 

which it is created and lastly the agents engaged in its production, the elements 
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examined include buildings, history and memory, city as text and image, modern 

media, imaginaries, heritage, tourism and hospitality, consumption, and 

commodification, and four sources of power and influence: government, religion, 

markets, the community and the individual, including the inhabitant’s right to the city. 

The themes of industrialisation and housing are also considered. 

 

The remaining chapters specifically examine the application of these themes in MB. 

Chapter Two considers the ramparts of York’s city walls, which bound the area on 

three sides, and have marked this boundary since Roman times, examining the 

changing perception of their validity from the turn of the nineteenth century, when the 

Council had determined to demolish the walls due to their perceived limitations on 

urban development. As well as providing their background history, the chapter 

explores the fight for the retention of the walls, through to the present day, when they 

are an intrinsic part of York’s urban imagery and a major tourist attraction.  

   

Once a major medieval and Georgian street, providing the main access to the city 

centre, Micklegate has changed its character over the last two centuries. Chapter 

Three considers the initial development of retail use and emergence of shopping units 

both here and in neighbouring George Hudson Street. It traces the development of 

consumerism through subsequent phases including the explosion of the department 

store, and the changing model since the 1960s. Examining the development of the 

‘landscape of consumption’, it concludes that this area has become a commodity itself.  
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Chapter Four studies York’s ancient port and the dockside streets. The research 

focuses upon the decline of the ports, the changed built environment and the lost 

dockside communities, exploring the riverside transformation into a hotel/residential 

waterfront and the emergence of tourism over the last two centuries. It considers the 

driving forces behind redevelopment, the underlying reasons for wholesale change 

and whether opportunities to preserve the memory of this area have been missed.  

 

Chapter Five considers the growth of the ‘Toftes’ and the reasons underlying its 

development, taking account of the social and cultural factors, and the changing 

dominance of different organisations. Beginning in the nineteenth century, with an 

investigation of the initial development of the railways and the original Rowntree 

factory complex, both of which had a massive impact on industrialisation and the 

growth of York, it then traces the changes to these organisations, and the subsequent 

shape of the ‘landscape of the powerful’.60 This includes the changing railways, 

Rowntree’s out-of-town move at the turn of the twentieth century, the arrival of the 

financial sector in MB, and the growth of tourism.  

 

In the twenty-first century, Bishophill is a predominantly residential area, featuring a 

grid of terraced houses, dating from the second half of the nineteenth century and 

modern infill housing, including a retirement complex. Chapter Six examines the initial 

development of housing, including a Refuge for ‘fallen women’, together with the 

industrial activity that emerged during the same period, dominated by Thomas Cooke 

& Sons(later Cooke, Troughton and Simms), lens manufacturers. This chapter 

 
60 Sharon Zukin, Landscapes of Power: From Detroit to Disney World (Berkeley: University of  
   California Press, 1991),16. 
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considers the demise of the once strong industrial presence in this location. It also 

explores the emergence of non-conformist churches during the nineteenth century, 

the strong religious presence and charitable work. Finally, it examines late 

twentieth/early twenty-first century development and the impact of tourism on 

communities in recent years.  

 

A palimpsestic mode of enquiry has been adopted to pursue a non-reductive approach 

to the review of urban development in MB, over the last two centuries. Sociological 

and architectural aspects have been combined to develop a conceptual framework 

used throughout the review to gain a layered understanding of the dynamics of change 

and continuity in this part of York. 
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Chapter 1. Conceptual Framework: The Palimpsest 

Introduction 

As outlined in the Introduction, this thesis aims to understand the dynamics of 

continuity and change in Micklegate-Bishophill (MB) since the nineteenth century, 

adopting the urban palimpsest as a critical tool to produce an architectural/cityscape 

perspective. The term palimpsest was originally used for the re-use of valuable, 

scarce parchment for manuscripts, with visible traces of the erasure, today it is  

adopted for anything with multiple, diverse layers. It is certainly a valid term for the 

original creation and re-creation, writing and re-writing of the city as it develops. As 

Huyssen observes ‘The trope of the palimpsest is inherently literary and tied to writing, 

but it can also be fruitfully used to discuss configurations of urban spaces: and their 

unfolding in time.’61 Similarly, Elizabeth Wilson writes: 

‘the city itself is a text – that is to say that it is something to be read and 
interpreted. It is an artefact, a work of art, created by the human mind and 
imagination, and contains many layers of meaning.’62  

 
As she suggests there are many layers in the urban setting, not simply the physical 

environment. This is enhanced further by Gillian Tindall, who comments that ‘The town 

is a palimpsest: the statement it makes on each era is engraved over the only partially 

effaced traces of previous statements.’63 This gives a city texture, although it may not 

always be visible and requires interrogation. As this thesis illustrates, having 

experienced a rich variety of factors that influence a city’s form, including specific 

events, changing social, political, and economic circumstances and the activities of 

 
61 Andreas Huyssen. Present Pasts: Urban Palimpsests and the Politics of Memory (Stanford:  
   Stanford University Press, 2003),7. 
62 Elizabeth Wilson, The Sphinx in the City: Urban Life, the Control of Disorder and Women  
   (Oxford: University of California Press, Ltd. 1991),10. 
63 Gillian Tindall, The Fields Beneath: The history of one London village (London: Eland Publishing  
   Ltd. 2010), 22. 
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individuals and the wider community over the last two hundred years, MB provides an 

excellent case study for the development of the urban palimpsest.  

 

This chapter outlines the conceptual framework that I have developed to explore 

continuity and the complex forms of change in the streetscape. Whilst this 

incorporates many facets that may not immediately seem interrelated, they combine 

effectively when approached from the perspective of the urban palimpsest. People and 

events create the palimpsest, which is evidenced in its presence and absence in the 

temporal and spatial change in a city’s shape, the evolving culture, and the built 

environment. Whilst the development of any city is influenced by various powers, 

including the State, the market, the church, the residents upon whose support these 

institutions rely, and their ‘right to the city’ are also a factor.64 They are responsible for 

the city’s history, and how it is recorded in its various forms including their own 

memories. The written word and visual imagery make an important contribution 

towards the city’s imaginary, and the ability to create a dream-world.65 The chapter 

examines each of these facets, to provide context for their role in analysis of the 

palimpsest in MB.  

 

Permanence is an illusion. A city absorbs temporal change, much of which is created 

in its architecture and monuments, although some aspects may be obscured or 

erased. As Wilson observes ‘We expect permanence and stability from the city’, but 

‘in modernity especially the city becomes ever more changing.’66 The changes are 

 
64  Henri Lefebvre, Writings on Cities, trans. Eleonore Kofman and Elizabeth Lebas (Oxford:    
    Blackwell Publishing, 2006), 147-159. 
65  Alev Çinar and Thomas Bender, Urban Imaginaries: Locating the Modern City (Minneapolis &  
    London: University of Minneapolis, 2007). 
66  Wilson, Sphinx, 3-4. 
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manifold, but typically include the changing politics, growing population and 

demography, the introduction (and in some cases closure) of the railways, the later 

development of road transport and, where relevant, changes in river transport, the 

growth and decline of industry, slum clearance initiatives which may leave their mark in 

spite of their erasure and required and/or fashionable construction programmes. 

Specific periods such as those of growth and recession, times of war and post-war, all 

have an impact upon a city’s physical development as well as a community’s memory, 

as evidenced in different aspects of change in MB. And yet there is continuity, with 

elements of this part of the city remaining barely unchanged during the last two 

centuries.  

 

Although his model isn’t given this label, Henri Lefebvre’s urban theories outline the 

broad historical layers of the palimpsest, a process that he represented 

diagrammatically (figure 1.1).67 As Neil Smith summarises Lefebvre’s account ‘ “Urban 

revolution” identifies a long historical shift, from an agricultural to an industrial to an 

urban world’…’but it also captures the shift in the internal territorial form of the city, 

from the originary, political city through the mercantile, then industrial, city to the 

present “critical phase”, the harbinger of a certain globalisation of the urban.’68 

Lefebvre  observes that shortly after the growth of the mercantile, ‘Industry gradually 

made its way into the city in search of capital and capitalists, markets and an abundant 

supply of low-cost labour.’69 Industrial expansion followed; and the commodification of 

the city preluded the growth of the “critical zone”.70 As he hypothesises, ‘the society 

 
67 Henri Lefebvre, The Urban Revolution, trans. Robert Bononno (London, University of    
   Minnesota Press, 2003),15.  
68 Neil Smith, Foreword, Urban Revolution, xi  
69 Lefebvre, Urban Revolution, 13. 
70 Lefebvre, 15. 
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that is born of industrialisation and succeeds it’ - is a ‘virtual object, urban society; that 

is, a possible object, whose growth and development can be analysed in relation to a 

process and a praxis (practical activity)’.71  

 

In a more sophisticated model, he divides the critical zone into two. The first, he dubs 

the ‘subordination of agricultural to industrialisation’ (in sixteenth century Europe), the 

second he describes as the ‘subordination of industry to urbanisation and the 

subordination of the global to the urban and the urban to habitation.’72 Transformation 

of the image of the city was integral with these shifts, together with ‘the concept of the 

urban and the ideology of urbanism.’73 Lefebvre describes these changes as indicative 

of increasing complexity, apparent through the multiple layers of the palimpsest. The 

model forms a valuable framework, for the analysis of change witnessed in MB, from 

the early nineteenth century. In spite of being part of central York, it still had two areas 

that were still largely rural and this supports the scrutiny of increasing industrialisation 

and the urbanisation that followed, through to present day habitation. 

 
 

For the purpose of this analysis, the urban palimpsest is presented in three sections:-  

its nature, the process through which it is created and lastly the agents engaged in its 

production. The urban palimpsest may be recorded in different forms, those examined 

here are the built environment, history and memory, imagery, both textual and visual 

and modern media of reproduction as detailed below. 

 

 
71 Lefebvre, 2,3. 
72 Lefebvre, Urban Revolution, 100. 
73 Lefebvre, xi. 
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The nature of the urban palimpsest 

Buildings, their life, and afterlife   

At any one time, the city is a complex collection of buildings, streets and space, some 

derelict, others under renovation and renewal. It is largely taken for granted, but 

together they represent the accumulated past as well as the present. Different styles of 

architecture have been produced throughout history, marking the immediacy of man’s 

relationship with the environment. Even those which have been adopted for different 

purposes, with severe alterations tell a narrative and even following demolition traces may 

be left, marking phases in the palimpsest that may not otherwise be evident. King perceives 

buildings as ‘social and cultural products’; remarking that ‘As changes in society occur, 

so too does change in its built environment. New building types emerge, and existing 

ones become obsolete.’74 Interestingly, as Pevsner observes this is illustrated by 

dramatic architectural change in the nineteenth century, with rapid urban growth and the 

many new functions which led to the emergence of new building styles, such as railway 

stations and department stores.75 In addition, building materials changed with the adoption 

of existing materials for different uses, such as cast iron and glass and the emergence of 

new materials, such as steel and concrete.76 

 

Developing these thoughts further and likening architecture to an organism, architectural 

historian Sigfried Giedion observes: 

‘Everything in it from its fondness for certain shapes to the approaches to 
specific building problems which it finds most natural, reflects the conditions of 
the age from which it springs. It is the product of all sorts of factors – social, 
economic, scientific, technical, ethnological.’77  

 
74 Anthony D. King, Buildings and Society: Essays on the social development of the built    
   Environment (London: Routledge and Kegan, 1984), 1. 
75 Nikolaus Pevsner, A History of Building Types (London: Thames & London, 1976), 289. 
76 Pevsner, Building Types, 289. 
77 Sigfried Giedion, Space, Time and Architecture: the Growth of a new Tradition (Cambridge,  
   Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 1965),19.  
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Each building displays three factors: its function, skills including knowledge and 

traditions, and materials. The form, including the size, style and aesthetic design is all 

influenced by a society’s cultural values, beliefs and changing tastes. However, its 

complexity should not be underestimated, ‘historical space has many dimensions. It is 

many sided.’78 Giedion suggests that providing this is understood, architecture will 

provide evidence of the era, whatever disguise it tries to adopt, arguing that ‘because 

it is so bound up with the life of a period as a whole’, the character of the age is 

revealed in the architecture.79 In this way, providing architectural style and its 

relationship to societal values are properly understood, the built environment can be 

an effective indicator of the palimpsest. However, it is important that a building is not 

studied in isolation, the context is also significant.  

 
For Walter Benjamin:  

‘the truth content of a thing is released only when the context in which it 
originally existed has disappeared, when the surfaces of the object have 
crumbled away and it lingers precariously in the brink of extinction. The 
destruction of deceptive appearance facilitating a process of reconstruction.’80  
 

He considers that although some buildings are demolished after their initial use, many 

have a life beyond, which he perceived as an ‘afterlife’: 

‘a patient process of disintegration and ruination in which the object emerges 
from earlier contexts, shorn of some of its original features but with new 
accretions upon it.’81 
 

This is the time when the significance of a building can be recognised, and its potential 

realised.  

 
78 Giedion, Space, Time & Architecture, 759. 
79 Giedion, 19. 
80 Graeme Gilloch, Myth and Metropolis: Walter Benjamin and the City (Cambridge: Polity Press,  
   1997),14. 
81 Gilloch, 14. 
   Graham Gilloch, Walter Benjamin: Critical Constellations (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2002), 4. 
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The ghost, a feature of all cities in different forms, is another aspect of a city’s afterlife. 

As Degen and Hetherington comment: ‘past, present and future are never to be 

chronologically ordered but merge through the ordinances of place’.82 In some historic 

cities there are buildings from different historical eras, or former adverts that remain 

visible on elevations or shopfronts, as referenced above,  in others, ruins may remain 

or possibly graves, considered in the Religion section below. Similarly, according to 

Benjamin, centuries of the construction and reconstruction of spaces within different 

neighbourhoods, the work of the ‘aesthetic engineer’, give a city its distinctive qualities 

or aura, which may stimulate in the spectator or listener ‘a sense of reverence and 

wonder’.83 Architecture that survives from this period, is perceived by Benjamin as that 

in which we ‘held in a dream, may still experience the life of our parents, our 

grandparents’.84 These survivors from earlier years are all ghosts of times past. This 

imagery gives individual buildings character, adding colour to Giedion’s earlier 

argument. The architecture, even ruins, representing different periods can be an 

effective indicator of the palimpsest. A number of buildings in MB, examined in 

individual chapters, fall within this category.  

 

History and Memory  

The respective roles of history and memory relating to the preservation of the built 

environment has been a matter of some debate since the late twentieth century. As 

Andreas Huyssen remarks, the traditional perception was ‘history as objective and 

scientific, and memory as subjective and personal.’85 Whilst memory might give a 

romantic, poetic view, history used to ‘guarantee the relative stability of the 

 
82 Monica Degen and Kevin Hetherington (2001), ‘Hauntings’. Space and Culture, 11(12) 1-6. 
83 Gilloch, Constellations,4,182. 
84 Gilloch, 123.  
85 Huyssen, Present Pasts, 2. 
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pastness.’86 However, it is now recognised that both history and memory can change, 

which constantly reshapes the palimpsest, contributing towards shaping the restless 

past.  

 

People view the past from their contemporary perspective, which inevitably changes. 

They don’t consume history or heritage passively, but they attribute meaning, and their 

active interpretation changes the shape of events, shifting the palimpsest. For  

Benjamin, history was ‘the locus of an illusory and deceptive vision of the past’.87 He 

argues that whilst written text is unreliable, ‘the city’s architecture forms a secret, 

unwritten “text” to be “read” by the urban physiognomist’, through chronological 

changes in individual buildings.88  

 

Factors which Benjamin considered as evidence of the past include archaeological 

remains, memorials and the dialectical image, a momentary flash when the present 

acts as a reminder of the past. 89  An example in MB is the ‘Whitby Oliver’, ghost sign 

on the side of 114, Micklegate, an advert for the former furniture dealers, once 

occupiers of this property until the 1970s, as well as properties in Priory Street and 

Victoria Bar Primitive Methodist Church, bringing back memories for many (figures 1.2 

& 1.3).90 York remains alive with ample examples of this nature. MB, where fresh 

energy was breathed in early in the nineteenth century following the development of 

the railway enclave in The Toftes, is a good case study for analysis. 

 

 
86 Huyssen, 1. 
87 Gilloch, Myth and Metropolis,13. 
88 Gilloch, 7. 
89 Gilloch, 13. 
90 ‘Whitby Oliver Furniture closes after nearly 120 years’ York Press, April 11,2015. 
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Benjamin also considered memory in the urban context stating that ‘the memory and 

metropolis are interwoven’.91 Places hold memories. After all, as he writes, ‘people’s 

memories lay bound up in their experience of built forms, so that specific buildings can 

assume different meanings from those intended by their builders.’ 92 However, this has 

two sides, as Savage et al. observe the city is also the receptacle of cultural traditions 

and values.93 Cultural and social life will have an impact upon the individual’s 

perception, and interpretation of their memories.94 Then in turn, as Benjamin states: 

‘The city may transform memory, but the memory may also give form to the urban 

complex.’95 Lewis Mumford voices a similar view stating ‘Mind takes form in the city; 

and in turn, urban forms condition mind.’96 The two are inevitably interwoven in an 

ongoing, progressive process that shapes the individual, the community and their city. 

 

Benjamin offers three interconnected models of the relationship between memory and 

cityscape: city and memory as labyrinth, shock and ‘memoire involontaire’, and the 

urban archaeologist.97 In terms of the memory as labyrinth analogy, Gilloch observes 

that not only does Benjamin liken the city to a maze, in his own memories, he likens 

the memory to the city, stating that ‘The dense networks of streets and alleyways are 

like the knotted, intertwined threads of memory.’98 As he observes ‘The past is a 

labyrinth in which memory endlessly circles, in which objects are repeatedly 

encountered as if for the first time.’ 99 Significantly, rather than the landmarks, it was 

 
91 Gilloch, Myth and Metropolis, 92. 
92 Michael Savage, Alan Warde & Kevin Ward, Urban Sociology, Capitalism and Modernity   
   (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2003),140. 
93 Savage et al., Urban Sociology, 141. 
94 Savage et al., 141. 
95 Gilloch, 59, 60. 
96 Lewis Mumford, The Culture of Cities (London: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich Inc.1966), 5. 
97 Gilloch, Myth and Metropolis, 67. 
98 Gilloch, 67,68. 
99 Gilloch, 68. 
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‘apparently banal and trivial features of the metropolis’ that were important to him – 

the commonplace, the buildings glimpsed in passing.100  Whilst several of my choices 

for research in MB are landmarks, many fall into the category of the ‘banal and trivial’ 

as these provide the architecture of everyday life.101  

 

Benjamin’s second factor was the ‘Shock and the memoire involuntaire’.102 These are 

prompts in the urban setting capable of triggering the ‘conscious recollection’ of 

memories, bringing them back to life.103 Finally, the urban archaeologist is the third 

and the most important factor, in which ‘Benjamin interweaves memory and the city’.104 

Digging beneath the surface of the modern city, without fear of unearthing evidence of 

the past, the archaeologist reveals ‘the shocks’, (the prompts) that will jog the memory 

and the links with history.105 This leads Benjamin to the conclusion that ‘The work of 

the past is unfinished, it continues in the present.’106 Whilst Benjamin uses this term in 

the metaphorical sense, a practical example in MB is the recent archaeological dig at 

105 -111 Micklegate, where details of the former Priory and earlier Roman occupation, 

buried for centuries, only came to light in 2023, adding a new dimension to the 

palimpsest. As well as revealing the ghost of these earlier years, they reinforce Esher’s 

point referenced in Chapter Three that Micklegate is not simply a place for leisure, but 

it is as important archaeologically as the area around the Minster. 

 

 
100 Gilloch, Myth and Metropolis,7. 
101 Gilloch, 7. 
102 Gilloch, 68. 
103 Gilloch, Myth and Metropolis, 69. 
104 Gilloch, 70. 
105 Walter Benjamin, One-Way Street and Other Writings, trans. Edmund Jephcott and Kingsley 
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Others have observed that memory creates a virtual city – the city of dreams. As de 

Certeau comments ‘The memorable is that which is dreamed about a place. In this 

place that is a palimpsest, subjectivity is already linked to the absence that structures 

it as existence and makes it “be there,” Dasein.’ 107 The place and the opinion of it are 

created in memories. Similarly, Kevin Lynch makes the point that ‘Common memories 

of the “home town” were often the first and easiest point of contact between lonely 

soldiers during the war’.108Thus the city was created in their common dream. Changing 

technology has had a major impact in this area, as detailed below. 

 

Memory is unreliable because different individuals recall their own version which may 

change from time-to-time as may their interpretation of history. As Huyssen observes 

‘the explosion of memory discourses at the end of the twentieth century has added 

significantly to the ways we understand history and deal with the temporal dimensions 

of social and cultural life.’109 History may in itself be unreliable, as captured in the novel 

1984, where in describing Big Brother’s method of eliminating memory, Orwell portrays 

the manner in which history may be re-created. ‘All history was a palimpsest, scraped 

clean and reinscribed exactly as often as was necessary.’110This captures the 

questionable manner of the many versions of history and the variety of contemporary 

views/memories, which may themselves be re-created. The city also presents a history 

of fictions, interpretations of the past and actions that influence what is made 

visible/invisible in the palimpsest; what is rescued or left to decay. Linked to this is 

urban myth, the timelessness of which was important to Benjamin, from the simplicity 

 
107 Michael de Certeau, The Practice of Everyday Life, trans. Stephen Rendall (London:    
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of erroneous thought to the trope or metaphor. Although according to Gilloch 

‘Modernity presents itself as the end of myth’, it is potentially enhanced by the 

technology that has developed, adding a new dimension.111 Challenging both history 

and memory, this urban myth adds a different perspective. 

 

The palimpsest is forever unfinished and will continue to develop into the future - as 

yet unwritten. As E.H Carr argues ‘history is a continuous process of interaction 

between the historian and the facts; an unending dialogue between the present and 

the past. 112 Likewise, Kevin Lynch speaks of the ongoing formation of the city: ‘There 

is no final result, only a continuous succession of phases.’113 Not only does the 

palimpsest continue to develop, but so too does our means of its interpretation. Thus, 

the history of York is never permanent; the palimpsest is forever unsettled.  

 

The City-as-Text & Image  

The palimpsest is also recorded in the written word. As Victor Hugo remarked when 

writing Notre-Dame de Paris, ‘until the coming of Gutenberg, architecture was the main, 

the universal form of writing.’114 Until the fifteenth century, the history of a city was recorded 

in its built environment, but as the protagonist, the archdeacon, speaking then comments:  

‘Alas! alas! little things overcome great ones; a tooth triumphs over a whole body. 
The Nile rat kills the crocodile, the swordfish kills the whale, the book will kill the  
building!’115 
 

 
111 Gilloch, Myth and Metropolis, 10. 
112 E.H.Carr, What is History? (Harmondsworth: Penguin Books Ltd., 1964), 30. 
113 Lynch, Image, 2. 
114 Victor Hugo, Notre-Dame de Paris,  trans. John Sturrock (Oxford, Oxford University    
    Press,1993),198.  
115 Hugo, Notre-Dame,190.    
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In simple terms, Hugo was making the point that something physically smaller can 

overwhelm the larger. In this case the product of the printing press, the printed word, 

or the book, (the bible) and public opinion may be stronger than the building, in this 

case, the Church. In MB, although the monasteries were lost, the churches and other  

architecture largely survived. Both the written word and buildings are part of the 

palimpsest, as detailed below. Importantly, Huyssen makes a vital point about 

architecture as text commenting:  

‘The trope of the palimpsest is inherently literary and tied to writing, but it can 
also be fruitfully used to discuss configurations of urban spaces: and their 
unfolding in time without making architecture and the city simply into text.’ 116 
 

He thus recognises the inevitable palimpsestic nature of literature and its value in 

understanding townscapes, whilst respecting that the built environment has its own 

materiality.  

 

However, the vocabulary of written text also captures the cityscape and its buildings. As 

Fran Tonkiss cites Roland Barthes’ argument ‘urban semiotics take the city not simply as a 

text to be read, but as a vivid and mobile language to be spoken.’117  She comments: ‘Cities 

are for Barthes both a kind of writing (and the urban user a ‘kind of reader’), and a manner 

of speaking.’ 118 As Barthes illuminates ‘The city is a discourse, and this discourse is actually 

a language: the city speaks to its inhabitants, we speak our city, the city where we are, 

simply by inhabiting it, by traversing it, by looking at it.’119 Whilst he speaks of the metaphor 

of the ‘language of the city’ he observes that analysis without metaphor is the ideal.120 A 
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city is not simply the built environment but the people who occupy and shape it – the 

resident, the worker, the tourist. The palimpsest is a living history.  

 

Benjamin also adopts the metaphor to capture the city and interpret social and cultural 

meanings. In his application of ‘the notion of ‘reading’ in sketches of foreign cities during 

the 1920s, his account of one early morning journey through Marseilles to the station 

observes: 

‘as I passed familiar places on  my way, and then new unfamiliar ones or others 
that I remembered only vaguely, the city became a book in my hands, into 
which I hurriedly glanced a few last times.’121   
 

As Gilloch comments, Benjamin ‘seeks to produce texts which not only give an account 

of the city, but have metropolitan experiences fundamentally embedded within them: 

‘form and content coalesce’.122 These early cityscapes, ‘thought-images’ (‘Denkbilder’), 

are intended to translate the seen into the written, the picture into the word’.123 This use of 

vibrant text as ‘a “journalistic” style’, ‘a form of literary “snapshot”, in which the ephemeral is 

frozen and preserved’, capture the ‘modern urban complex as the locus of the disintegration 

of experience.’124 The ‘discontinuous, fragmented literary form and style’ used to 

describe the city, reflect the style adopted in some city guides.125 Certainly, in York, 

both scholarly texts and city guides tend to provide disintegrated glimpses of selected 

sites, with particular focus on the Minster.     

 

The model is developed further in Benjamin’s later writing. Susan Buck-Morss describes 

this as an experiment in ‘how images, gathered by a person walking the streets of a city, 
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can be interpreted against the grain of idealist literary style.’126 As a result the ‘buildings, 

human gestures, spatial arrangements are “read” as a language’, the dialectics of seeing, 

developed later in The Arcades Project.127   

 

Benjamin was creating a philosophy, using visible evidence to express what he saw as the 

source of truth. As Gilloch states Benjamin’s writing style reflects his own observation of 

the city and his memories of the urban environment, as he captures the ‘visual 

character of history and the methodological imperative of the dialectical image’.128 This 

approach is invaluable in deriving the fresh view of the palimpsest presented here, 

making informal texts and memories of the changing urban environment in MB, as 

important as the formal histories. 

 

Modern media of reproduction  

Visual media have become a method through which images of a city can be recorded 

and conveyed. According to Lefebvre, this began during the sixteenth/seventeenth 

centuries with the production of city maps, ‘simultaneously idealist and realist’, 

conceptual rather than geometric.129 This is the first of the media examined here.  

Certainly York’s earliest known map dates from this period, as noted in the 

Introduction. As de Certeau observes, the map became ‘a totalizing stage on which 

elements of diverse origin are brought together to form the tableau of a “state” of 
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geographical knowledge.’130 Maps, became part of the palimpsest, recording urban 

change, using increasingly refined methods of reproduction.  

 

Maps were formally produced in England by Ordnance Survey (OS) from 1791, with 

the first York OS published in 1852, now available electronically.131 However, several 

notable maps were produced over the years in between that now form part of the 

palimpsest.132 Maps of varying complexity continue to be produced for different 

audiences. Several maps have been incorporated in this thesis, some to illustrate 

boundaries, land ownerships, the use of buildings and road networks, all layers of the 

palimpsest. More recently the internet has ballooned the map’s role in the modern 

metropolis, as the development of Google, Apple, and Open Street Maps, as well as 

hardcopy maps, have increased the sharing of both accurate and historic data.133 Data 

in this format has been used to provide information in this thesis. 

 

Imagery also developed further with the introduction of prints and photography. For 

Benjamin ‘before works of art could be mechanically reproduced - through printing, 

photography, recording etc. each piece was uniquely located in time and space, and 

hence retained a distinctiveness and distance from the viewer.’134 However, the 

introduction of mechanical reproduction removed the specificity of tradition and art lost 
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its context and unique meaning.135 The perception of places changed. Similarly, the 

development of print, which allowed the mass production of newspapers and literature, 

gave urban life a new perspective, further heightened by the introduction of radio, 

sound recordings, TV, film, and social media.136 More recently, the ready availability 

of online photographs has influenced the representation of the city, creating, and 

maintaining certain popular images, notwithstanding cultural change, and the 

demolition of some buildings. As Huyssen commented: 

‘Untold recent and not so recent pasts impinge upon the present through 
modern media of reproduction like photography, film, recorded music, and the 
Internet, as well as through the explosion of historical scholarship and an ever 
more voracious museal culture.’ 137 
 

Likewise, both photography and film were significant for Benjamin in visualization of 

the metropolis. With its ability to record an image from different perspectives, ‘film 

commands optical approaches to the essence of the city’, shifting the fundamental 

relationships between the artist and their audience, perpetuating the life of the city’s 

past in many different forms. 138  

 

Huyssen has questioned how technological media affect the structure of memory:  

‘The past has become part of the present in ways unimaginable in earlier 
centuries. As a result, temporal boundaries have weakened just as the 
experiential dimension of space has shrunk because of modern means of 
transportation and communication.’ 139  
 

The manner in which the palimpsest is recorded, capturing the past ad infinitum, 

affects both history and memory, fundamentally changing time. For example, in the 

twenty-first century, a virtual city is created by inhabitants and visitors sharing fond 
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memories of it, on social media such as Facebook, where elements of MB are kept 

alive, in groups such as York Past and Present and Rowntree memories Group, with 

references to the original factory.140 An element of the life of the city continues in living 

memories recorded there, which add a valuable dimension to the palimpsest. 

 

The factors that create the palimpsest 

The next section considers various factors which contribute to the ongoing 

development of the palimpsest. In an historic city, like York the factors not only include 

the imaginaries looking forward, but the heritage movement wishing to protect the 

city’s inheritance. Any city must also consider its future economy and in York’s case 

that is tourism, elsewhere there will be a different focus. 

 

Imaginaries  
Images of the city are internalised and reproduced as a city develops its own  

imaginaries, an essential part of urbanisation and the palimpsest. Çindar and Bender 

argue that ‘a city culture is a shared, if not unitary, mental image of the city, however 

limited the particular image of the city that is held by any one urban “shareholder”.’141 

But consideration needs to be given to how the collective imagination works in 

conjuring up a city.142  

 

Kevin Lynch’s contribution to the field of the urban imaginary must be acknowledged, 

even though the term did not exist at the time of his writing.143 His work undoubtedly 
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pre-empted the later research on the urban imaginary and some of his sentiments 

echo Benjamin’s thoughts. Lynch’s study concentrated in particular on the ‘apparent 

clarity or “Legibility” of the cityscape’, making pertinent observations about the 

association that each citizen has with some part of his city, with an image ‘soaked in 

memories and meanings.’144 He also stresses that a city should be considered as 

perceived by its inhabitants rather than as something in itself, an image that has ‘wide 

practical and emotional importance to the individual.’145 Similarly, Huyssen comments: 

 ‘An urban imaginary marks first and foremost the way city dwellers imagine 
their own city as the place of everyday life, the site of inspiring traditions and 
continuities as well as the scene of histories of destruction, crime, and conflicts 
of all kinds. Urban space is always and inevitably social space involving 
subjectivities and identities differentiated by class and race, gender and age, 
education and religion. An urban imaginary is the cognitive and somatic image 
which we carry within us of the places where we live, work and play. It is an 
embodied material fact.’146  

 
Ultimately a city may have any number of imaginaries, some working separately, some 

working together, but others in conflict. Whilst individuals may imagine their city, and 

‘the city dwellers’ may have influence, [through the community activities – the everyday 

life, described by Walter Benjamin and de Certeau as referred to above], a few 

organisations represent them. As discussed in further detail below, a local authority 

may develop a Local Plan - a five-year vision for the city, an imaginary, accompanied 

by a high-level strategy for its fulfilment. Importantly as Ward points out this will reflect 

the  ‘concerns and ideologies of the town planners’ in themselves ‘products of the 

past’.147 It is also produced following public consultation, and to be successful the plan 
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must gain the consent of the local electorate, as well as Planning Inspectors. The 

imaginary has its limitations. 

 

As urban imaginaries have become the outcome of encounters with other cities, 

mediated through travel and tourism, diasporas and labour migration, cinema, 

television and the Internet, it may be increasingly prevalent that ‘Stripped of its urban 

glories the Western metropolis becomes increasingly reliant on “imagineering” to 

create a sense of historical cityness.’148 Furthermore, Anthony D. King, has argued 

that ‘today all cities are world cities.’149 Imagineering cannot be taken by a city, or 

those within it, in isolation. A city must create a city’s image and plan’s strategy in an 

international context. Even draft documents such as local plans that do not come to 

fruition will remain in the collective memory. As Angela Carter declares, speaking of 

surrealism in Iain Sinclair’s Down River, ‘how impossible it is to pull down an imaginary 

city.’150Once created, even if formalised and superceded, an imaginary will continue 

in a city’s palimpsest. An early example in MB, illustrated in Chapter Five, is the 

proposed green belt immediately outside the city wall, a feature of York: a Plan for 

Progress and Preservation 1948, which though never implemented remains part of the 

city’s palimpsest, living in documentation and memories.151 In 2023, struggling with 

the requirement to have a Local Plan formally adopted every five years, CYC continues 

to use the Draft Local Plan 2005.152 However, the opening statement that ‘York is a 

modern commercial city renowned for its heritage’ perhaps summarises the city’s own 
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tussle, illustrating challenge for both imaginaries to co-exist harmoniously. This issue, 

identified in the Four Towns in Conservation initiative in the 1960s, detailed below, 

remains unresolved.153 

 

Heritage  

Heritage has become commodified in many historic cities, such as York, where it is an 

element of the afterlife of the built environment and a fundamental part of their tourist 

offering. But what is heritage? As defined by the Oxford Dictionary heritage includes 

‘valued objects and qualities such as historic buildings and cultural traditions that have 

been passed down from previous generations.’154Laurajane Smith observes that 

heritage has not only become ‘a social and cultural resource but also a political one’.155 

There are different beliefs in its legitimacy, from the ‘preservationist desire to freeze 

the moment of heritage’ to the reaction by others that this is stifling museification.156 

In some cases it is used as a process to negotiate change, elsewhere it is used to 

exert control.  

 

As Smith explains the current concept of heritage emerged in Britain, as elsewhere in 

Europe, in the context of nineteenth century modernity.157 However, organisations with 

a historical and archaeological interest began to emerge even earlier, with the Society 

of Antiquaries, established in 1717. In 1877, the Society for the Protection of Ancient 

Buildings (SPAB) began to institutionalise the interest in conservation and the 

introduction of legislation recognised the need for the national protection of historic 
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structures.158 Nonetheless, the attitude towards heritage continued to be ambivalent, 

as indicated by Summerson in the 1940s.159  Furthermore, until the planning and listed 

building regulations, were introduced in the mid-twentieth century, freedom to 

demolish and redevelop sites within the urban environment at will remained.  

 

World War II brought significant change to many cities. Not only the extensive bomb 

damage experienced by many, but the insensitive re-appropriation of old buildings and 

indiscriminate redevelopment that followed, during the 1950s and early 1960s.  This 

led to a strong public reaction, in favour of the retention of old buildings. De Certeau 

addressed this issue when writing about the post-war destruction wreaked by urban 

planning in Ghosts in the City: 

‘Yet, some old buildings survived, even if they were caught up in its nets. These 
seemingly sleepy, old-fashioned things, defaced houses, closed-down 
factories, the debris of shipwrecked histories still today raise up the ruins of an 
unknown, strange city. They burst forth within the modernist, massive, 
homogeneous city like slips of the tongue from an unknown, perhaps 
unconscious language.’160 

 
As he argues, these buildings survived despite their age and their apparent 

obsolescence, retaining texture in an otherwise homogeneous urban environment; ‘a 

ghost that henceforth haunts urban planning’.161Attributing ‘the protectionist economy’ 

of recession, he argues that it is a ghost exorcised by “national heritage”.162 The 

economic power of heritage and its social and cultural significance had been 

recognised in York since the 1800s, but attitudes changed after the 1960s, 
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accompanied by an increasing interest in the tourist industry. In addition, the 

importance of listed buildings of which there are now more than 1500 in York, was 

recognised. Likewise, the value of conserving townscapes was embraced, following 

the introduction of  the Conservation Areas (CAs), by the Civic Amenities Act 1967.163 

MB now lies within York's 'central historic core' conservation area (YCHCCA), covered 

by four ‘Character Areas’ (CA), of which the city has twenty-four in total. 

 

In consequence, a burgeoning heritage industry emerged, but this was rapidly followed 

by a backlash about the resultant museumification of cities. As Mumford observed: 

‘Layer upon layer, past times preserve themselves in the city until life itself 
is eventually threatened with suffocation: then in sheer defence, modern 
man invents the museum.’ 164 
 

The so-called heritage industry and what Huyssen describes as the ‘museal culture’ 

was heavily criticised, notably by Robert Hewison and Patrick Wright, who argued that 

it was an obsession with sentimentalism for an idyllic past.165 Indeed, whilst the 

industry encouraged the reuse of some buildings, arguably it distorted their image, and 

conservation was often a compromise. This injected an unusual frozen thread through 

the cityscape, potentially sapping the energy for new development. Furthermore, the 

industry has a narrow focus in certain types of heritage, dependent upon the image 

that a city is trying to create or maintain. As de Certeau observed:  

‘The new renovation still undertakes to "save" things, but now this involves 
complex debris that it is impossible to classify within a pedagogical linearity 
or to lodge within a referential ideology, and that is disseminated throughout 
the city like traces of other worlds.’ 166  
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As he observes, distortion in heritage decision-making inevitably creates ‘mythical  

texts of the city’.167 The development of cities with occupiers, such as Sainsburys, with 

a brand image, may reduce the individuality of cities, removing diversity and originality 

as they ‘write over’ the previous seam. Studying the palimpsest facilitates an 

understanding of these activities and the process through which they have happened. 

 

However, the heritage interest remains, with an industry thriving particularly in historic 

cities, where it supports tourism and provides employment opportunities, as detailed 

below. A city’s palimpsest will reflect this focus, with some properties and features 

being retained at the expense of others. Heritage management is inevitably a 

subjective exercise. Who decides what classifies as ‘heritage’? As de Certeau 

comments ‘When the museum pulls back, what wins? The law of the market.’168 This 

contributes to the city’s imaginary which may differ from place to place. Historic 

architecture may be lost in one city that would have been retained, for the city’s 

promotion, in another. For example, architecture relating to the motor industry may be 

perceived as valuable in one city with links to transport development that would not be 

retained in another promoting an image linked with its medieval history. For example, 

in York, CYC were content to see the demolition of The Micklegate Motors Company 

Ltd, a garage and Jaguar dealer, established at the turn of the century, adjacent to 

Micklegate Bar, whereas this may have been cherished in Coventry, home to Coventry 

Transport Museum. 169 
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Tourism and Hospitality   

Tourism today is a global phenomenon affecting populations within a country, beyond 

those directly involved in its practice and operation. Urry & Larsen chart its 

development from the eighteenth-century elite, who could afford the Grand Tour to the 

masses introduced to tourism by the railways.170 As they comment, 1840 was a 

landmark date when ‘that peculiar combining together of the means of collective travel, 

the desire for travel, and the techniques for photographic reproduction, becomes a 

core component of western modernity.’171 York has marketed itself since the 

eighteenth century, using historicity as a marketing tool to attract polite society, 

becoming a fashionable destination for the gentry and wealthy merchants. Demand 

for superior lodgings, during the season, resulted in the development of town houses 

to provide accommodation in the city, several of which remain in Micklegate today. 172  

 

Mass tourism gradually grew during the twentieth century and as Berghoff observes: 

‘In the 1950s and 1960s, high rates of economic growth, rising real wages and 

shrinking work times combined to fuel an unprecedented tourist boom’.173 Its 

promotion began in earnest in the 1960s as the government began to acknowledge 

the economic benefit of the industry and legislation was passed to establish the British 

Tourist Authority and the national Tourist Boards.174 Although it was outside his remit, 
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Esher recommended York’s pursuit of the tourism market, and with the continued 

decline in manufacturing, the local authority began to taking a proactive approach,  

establishing both a Department of Tourism, and a public/private partnership for the  

promotion of the industry. Today, tourism is a major component of York’s economy, 

attracting 8.4 million visitors per annum.175   

  

Tourism, as a concept is based on home and away. As MacCannell observes ‘tours 

are circular structures, and the last destination is the same as the point of origin: 

home.’176 Similarly, for Urry & Larsen, a key feature of tourism is that ‘for short periods 

people leave their normal place of work and residence.’177 This is not unlike the 

movements in Benjamin’s travels, where, as Gilloch observes, ‘The cityscapes involve 

a circling, a continual return to the same loci, the same figures, the same objects, but 

each time from a different direction from a shifted vantage-point.’178 However, the 

changing social model in which people may not only just have one home, but travel 

frequently for work and leisure, results in a model that is far messier and 

inconclusive.179This is particularly evident in cities, like York, with a student population. 

 

Urry & Larsen stress that an element of tourism involves gazing upon an out of the 

ordinary landscapes or townscapes different from those typically experienced.180 

Adopting the powerful metaphor of ‘the tourist gaze’, they argue that it takes four 

distinct forms, two of which are identified in MB. Firstly, that of looking at a distinct 
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object, such as the former North Eastern Railway HQ, often a focus of tourist marketing 

and secondly, imagery related to a place, such as the city walls and the iconic image 

of the Minster, as detailed in Chapters Two and Five. MB also offers a gaze for 

education, heritage, and memory, evidenced not least by the many educational tours 

around the city walls. There are potential tensions between the offer to attract different 

gazes, for example those attracted by the educational elements, including school 

parties may not be compatible with the visitor attracted by the social offer. In addition, 

the tourist gaze is not one way, but a mutual gaze enjoyed by tourists themselves and 

locals, as well as staff engaged in the tourism offer.181 Whilst the gaze brings a different 

perspective to the city and economic benefit of tour, the perceived negative impact on 

the local community and culture may bring a potential tension that needs to be 

managed.182 

 

Another factor, which has become of increasing international concern in tourism, is the 

desire for authenticity. Although development of the debate about authenticity can be 

traced back to the eighteenth century, again interest began in earnest in the 1960s, 

when the word first appeared in the Venice Charter (1964), following an international 

historic buildings preservation conference. This charter states, ‘It is our duty to hand 

them [i.e. ancient monuments] on in the full richness of their authenticity.’183 This is 

clearly in the same spirit as Ruskin’s idea of trusteeship: 

‘…it is again no question of expediency or feeling whether we shall preserve 
the buildings of past times or not. We have no right whatever to touch them. 
They are not ours. They belong partly to those who built them, and partly to 
all the generations of mankind who are to follow us.’184 
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Authenticity is now rooted in formal codes, which though without any intrinsic legal 

status, ‘set the moral ground upon which the good and the bad in conservation can be 

distinguished.’185 Since then, the question of authenticity, clearly linked with heritage, 

has become an important consideration both in urban redevelopment and tourism.186 

However, the 'International Centre for the Study of the Preservation and Restoration 

of Cultural Property’ (ICCROM) acknowledge that it lacks definition, dependent upon 

each culture’s values.187 More recently it has been agreed that authenticity should not 

require places to stay frozen in time; an issue for York and other historic cities.188  

 
 
Whilst not all tourists are in search of authenticity, MacCannell believes that ‘touristic 

consciousness is motivated by its desire for authentic experiences’, but this may be 

‘staged authenticity’.189 He argues that ‘For moderns, reality and authenticity are 

thought to be elsewhere in other historical periods and other cultures, in purer, simpler 

lifestyles.’ This is not a casual interest in earlier cultures, but components of the 

conquering spirit of modernity.190 The danger is that whilst conservation may be 

achieved through this movement, it may result in Disneyfication, an idealised, 

inauthentic product to entertain the visitor, which dilutes the authentic.191  

 

To some extent tourism is an invisible trade. As Berghoff comments ‘The tourist buys 

a combination of related services like transport, accommodation and catering as well 
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as such elusive phenomena as images, experiences and prestige’.192 However, 

popular tourist destinations witness the expansion of hotels and aparthotels, some 

new build, others involving the refurbishment and conversion of existing buildings. 

More recently, the Airbnb movement, a platform for the offer of private accommodation 

to tourists has ballooned.193 Criticism for the lack of regulations and the upward 

pressure on the supply of local homes, market rents and property prices led York MP 

Rachel Maskell to introduce a private members bill in December 2022, later adopted 

by the government for consultation on proposals for the introduction of a planning 

consent requirement and a register for short-term lets.194 In addition, it is argued that 

the conversion of shops to restaurants, cafes, and bars is destroying the retail market 

in tourist cities. As a result, there is an increasing call for tighter planning restrictions 

on the change of use of shops to hospitality use. 

 

In an historic city, like York, the factors that consideration of the palimpsest reveals 

are the tension between the desire to develop a modern technological urban 

environment and the heritage agenda determined to protect the past. Supporting the 

growth of a burgeoning tourist industry that is seeking to promote the city’s history, 

while providing new attractions and facilities for the visitor may add further conflict. 

 

The agents in the production of the palimpsest  

Those with influence in the shaping of the city and the development of the palimpsest 

present another important power. As Sally Westwood observes, ‘Power is the invisible 

architecture of the social’ and it is this that maintains the visible architecture of the built 
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environment.195 Those with agency in the city range from the powerful organisations 

and institutions, such as national and local government, and the Church to markets, 

communities and individuals, including inhabitants with the ‘right to the city’. Each city 

has sources of agency and influence which may be in conflict at times.  

 

National and Local government  

With a range of powers relating to cities and towns, and decision-makers affecting life 

in cities, national and local government have a marked influence on the urban 

palimpsest. Westwood describes the powers they enjoy as an ‘interventionist mode of 

government’ although the degree of intervention may vary, from legislation and policy 

making nationally, to the nature of local implementation.196 Although both can trace 

their roots back to the Anglo Saxons, major reform took place early in the nineteenth 

century, with subsequent evolution continuing throughout the period covered by this 

thesis.197  

 

Central government ‘steadily imposed the political agenda for cities and established 

the framework for urban governance.’198 Legislation drove change, beginning with the 

Reform Act 1832 which assured the middle classes the leading position in urban 

representation in Parliament.199 Three years later, following a damning parliamentary 

review of local government, the Municipal Corporations Act 1835 established the 

ratepayer elected council, taking on what Deyan Sudjic describes as ‘every aspect of 
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the well-being of its citizens…delivered by paid officials, answerable to a council of 

elected politicians.’200 Although still not totally representative of the local population 

(and predominantly male), the greater democratic strength weakened the council’s 

position. The ratepayers were part of the new bourgeoisie, identified by Jürgen 

Habermas as participants in a political urban life, with ‘guaranteed rights of freedom 

of assembly and association and the freedom to express and publish their opinions – 

about matters of general interest, creating a new public sphere.’201 The framework for 

the delivery of urban services was in place. 

 

Towns grew and expanded in an unplanned organic manner throughout the medieval 

period, and even in the nineteenth century, there was a laissez-faire approach with 

landowners enjoying control over building on their land. However, with industrialisation 

and a growing population, it became clear that controls were necessary.202 The 

legislation that followed gradually increased ‘state control over the built environment’ 

throughout the nineteenth century.203 The early reforms were designed to tackle ‘the 

worst effects of disease, overcrowding and slum developments’, with legislation 

transferring responsibility to the Municipal Corporations for public health and working 
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class housing.204 The Housing and Working Classes Act 1890 that followed provided 

for municipal housing provision.205 These roles, linked with cleanliness and a certain 

moral reform granted the councils new powers in urban development.206  

 

As Ward adds the nineteenth and the early years of the twentieth centuries were ‘the 

critical formative period for town planning thought and policy’, which gradually became 

regarded as a municipal function.207 Indeed, the very term ‘town planning’ is said to 

have been coined in 1905, by the Birmingham city councillor, John Sutton Nettlefold.208 

A few years later, the Housing Town Planning Etc. Act 1909 made town planning a 

statutory local government function. The formal nature of planning and its professional 

identity gradually became one of the dominant features of twentieth century local 

government.’209 

 

Landmark town and country planning legislation, the Town and Country Planning Act 

1947, according to Lord Kennet ‘the first introduction into the law of any democratic 

country the principle that society might forbid a man to do what he would on his own 

land, without compensation’ was passed at the end of World War II.210 This 

transformed urban development, not only introducing an overarching national planning 

policy, but making it mandatory for all local authorities to produce a Development Plan, 
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with a twenty year forward view, and a requirement for development proposals to 

receive their consent.211 The mandatory system for listing buildings was also 

introduced.212  

 

The powers vested in local authorities gave them a pivotal role in shaping the 

palimpsest. The local authority enjoys a metaphorical panoramic view of the city, 

continuing ‘to construct the fiction’ in its strategies and with the ability to control, like a 

panopticon, through management of the planning system.213 As Ward comments 

‘Town planning, by its nature, is essentially concerned with shaping the future.’214 

However, not with total freedom, as local authorities  are bound by national planning 

policy and ideologies, existing physical structures and consents, ‘expressed within the 

fabric’ of the city.215 Their planning decisions are also subject to a right of appeal to 

the Planning Inspectorate (PI), which also approves the  draft Local Plan.216 A powerful 

decision-maker. 

 

A prime example of national planning policy that affected MB is the Barlow Report, 

which recommended the post-war dispersal of industry from congested areas in 

cities.217Today the National Planning Policy Framework (NPPF) and the 

accompanying practice guidance governs local planning.218Of course, whilst 

legislation introduced control and the ability to shape urban development it is reliant 
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upon developers to submit proposals for planning consent and capital to bring them to 

fruition.  

 

Local authorities have continued to undergo restructuring over the past two centuries 

and national policies have also changed during this period. However, the public health 

and planning powers vested in the Councils, enable them to influence the urban 

palimpsest, as indicated in this thesis.  

 

Four Studies in Conservation 

The Four Studies in Conservation initiative, which emerged from a government-led 

conference, aiming to tackle the public outcry that followed the indiscriminate 

demolition and redevelopment programmes of the late 1950s is a strong example of a 

national government initiative, partnered with local authorities.219 Not only was the 

initiative intended to sow the seeds for greater central and local government 

collaboration, but as Crossman declared he was keen ‘not only to list individual 

buildings, but plan the preservation of the historic core.’220  

 

York was one of the five towns selected to participate as one of pilots from which a 

historic policy could be developed, along with Bath, Chester, Chichester, and Kings 

Lynn, although the latter withdrew fearful of the cost. The different size and location of 

the towns was amongst the selection criteria, but the local authority’s active interest in 

its heritage was key.  Each review was led by different individuals, with the architect-
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planner Lionel Brett, 4th Viscount Esher (1913 – 2004) selected to lead York. As Harry 

Teggin, a member of Esher’s team remarked: 

 ‘York was the critical study because it had the worse sort of problems; huge 
engineering works that were dying on their feet, dominated by a chocolate 
manufacturer that had a low skill base, dying as an agricultural centre – it had 
been an agricultural town in the nineteenth century. Not just ‘because it was a 
romantic remnant of Roman Britain, or medieval Britain, or Georgian Britain, 
or Victorian Britain, but because it was an amalgam of the whole lot. It was 
dying and [Esher] wanted to bring it back to life as a city.’221 
 

This was particularly pertinent to MB as it had been home both to engineering and 

confectionery companies, as well as having dockside trade in decline. The desire was 

to achieve the gradual removal of  incompatible industries or activities, to double the 

population by making it a more attractive location. A detailed analysis of the townscape 

and social patterns led to the publication of York: A Study in Conservation 1968, 

alongside those for the other pilots.222 Both Lord Esher himself and the report had an 

impact on the subsequent development of the city and specific reference is made to 

the Study in each of the following chapters. 

 

Markets 

The next institution with influence is the market, where goods and services are 

exchanged, usually for money, and urban space becomes the most sought-after 

commodity of all. In England, this has been expanding since the Middle Ages, when 

merchants were a powerful social group. Merchant guilds, dominant, prestigious 

bodies, organised and controlled a town’s economic life, restricting the right to trade 

to their members, while protecting standards of craftsmanship and commercial 
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conduct.223 However, the guilds were suppressed by capitalism, which gradually 

overtook and dominated market society. As it emerged during industrial development 

in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, capitalism employed ‘industry, commerce, 

labour and capital to produce commodities for purposes of consumption, the creation 

of wealth and the advancement of society.’224 The calculated risks of this new economy 

replaced the protection and security of the old according to Mumford, who observed:  

“liquid capital proved to be a chemical solvent: it cut through the cracked 
varnish that  had long protected the medieval town and ate down to the raw 
wood, showing itself even more ruthless in its clearance of historic institutions 
and their buildings than the most reckless of absolute rulers.’225 
 

Even so, markets are socially and culturally embedded, taking place within a  framework 

formed by the state, and dependent upon other institutions.226  

 

The development of the property market was one of the important factors that changed 

society, as land became a commodity and the means of production. However, as 

Weber commented the market was not only dependent on property ownership over 

the latter, but the selling of life skills, influenced by education.227 This resulted in a 

social group able to participate in consumer culture during the eighteenth century, ‘a 

motif threaded through the texture of modernity’.228 The consumption of commodities 

gradually increased during the following century, with the city becoming a site of 

commodity exchange, as well as a commodity in itself.  

 
223 Gerald Burke, Towns in the Making (London: Edward Arnold (Publisher) Ltd. 1971), 43. 
224 Ken Morrison, Marx Durkheim Weber: formations of modern social thought (London: Sage  
    Publications, 2007), 81-82. 
225 Mumford, City, 413.  
226 Neil Fligstein, The Architecture of Markets. An Economic Sociology of Twenty-First Century  
    Capitalist Societies. (Oxford: Princeton University Press, 2001), 22. 
227 Morrison, Marx Durkheim Weber, 299. 
228 Don Slater, Consumer Culture and Modernity (Cambridge: Polity Press, 1997),1. 



 61 

Benjamin was preoccupied with the city in the consumption role, with a particular 

interest in display and advertising, characterising the commodity culture as a ‘dream 

world of modernity’.229 For him, the World Exhibitions held at Crystal Palace, London, 

1851 and Paris 1867 were ‘cathedrals of modernity, the ultimate monuments to faith 

in progress’ and the goods there were ‘phantasmagoria’.230 Paris was the home of the 

phantasmagoric itself.231   

 

Benjamin’s focus on modernity, phantasmagoria, and the city as the space of “the 

enthronement of the commodity and glitter of the distraction”, seems to overlook other 

aspects of industrial development and the poverty experienced by many.232 However, 

the poor often have a ‘stake’ in phantasmagoria which hold the dreams that sustain 

them through the hardship and poverty experienced by many city dwellers during the 

nineteenth century. Alluding to ‘the poor family dressed in rags’ in Baudelaire’s poem 

“The Eyes of the Poor”, Berman comments that they are enchanted by the ‘bright new 

world’ just inside ‘a new café that formed the corner of a new boulevard.’233 However, 

whilst the poor, including the portside inhabitants in MB, referenced in Chapter Four, 

may be entranced by the urban development that follows investment in the city, this 

does not improve their situation. Whilst they are immersed in the dreams, they are 

excluded from them. 
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Consumption increased during the late nineteenth to early twentieth century, a period 

declared the ‘consumerist revolution’.234 Markets and consumption patterns have 

continued to change since then, which has inevitably affected the development and 

occupation of retail units. Capitalism has also continued to evolve. Most recently, 

Neoliberalism began to emerge in the 1970s, supported by the changing political 

culture led by Thatcher. This gave increased freedom and centrality to the markets. 

Harvey argues that ‘The freedoms it embodies reflect the interests of private property 

owners, businesses, multinational corporations and financial capital.’235 Undoubtedly 

causing a shift in markets and urban life, this has resulted in the mass deregulation of 

markets, increased privatisation, free – trade, globalisation, weakening of worker’s 

protection, increased competition, and conspicuous consumption.  

 

Finally, another factor in Lefebvre’s ‘critical zone’ is commodification of the city itself. 

The city or “cityness” – the images of a city, analysed by Millington in his critique of 

the 2013 Lowry exhibition, also become commodities.236 As he cites Lefebvre ‘the very 

image of cityness’ is maintained through the preservation of monuments and 

museums; the continued use of cities as sites that concentrate power, bureaucracy 

and consumption; and, finally, the proliferation of mobile images of the city 

(photographs, reproduced paintings, cinema, literature, travel guides etc.).237 The 

focus on markets turns the individuals into consumers. In MB this is evidenced in 

developments such as the variety of hotels competing for the growing tourist trade, the 

privatisation of retirement care seen in Cardinal Court, and increasingly hospitality in 
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the high street. Globalisation has supported the growth of the financial services 

industry, leading  to the development of companies such as Aviva. 

 

One aspect of commodification of the city as a tourist destination is that its historical 

form may become a phantom, or shadow of urban reality. Changes in the market, 

consumerism and commodification affect the palimpsest across MB and the wider city. 

However, particular consideration is given to them in Chapter Three, where the extent 

to which they are demonstrated in Micklegate is examined. 

 

The individual and the community 

Another factor with agency is the living environment created by a city’s inhabitants and 

users. Together ordinary people, all part of the community, are the producers who give 

shape to spaces in the city – the residents, the merchants, the workers, and visitors.   

Michel de Certeau argues that the city is evidence of a ‘chorus of idle footsteps’, where 

places are weaved together subjectively, by ‘the ordinary man’, ‘the common hero’.238 

As he says – the designed city offers possibilities for ‘the walker, who then transforms 

each spatial signifier into something else and the intertwined paths [of the community] 

give their shape to spaces’, developing them further, as ‘the crossing, drifting away, or 

improvisation of walking privilege, transform or abandon spatial elements.’239 As de 

Certeau comments ‘A migrational or metaphorical, city slips into the clear text of the 

planned and readable city.’240 Many individuals combine to create this metaphor and 

become producers of the city, responsible for creating their ‘own space’ and the culture 

in a society.241 Describing them as ‘ordinary practitioners of the city’ he states:  
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‘They walk – an elementary experience of the city; they are walkers, 
‘Wandersmänner,’ whose bodies follow the thick and thin of an urban “text” 
they write without being able to read it.’242  

 
Buchanan observes that this person who de Certeau is observing ‘is entirely without 

qualities and therefore indistinguishable from the crowd.’243 Collectively, these 

individuals, although unaware, are creating the city. 

 

Similarly, Barthes adopts the imagery of Raymond Queneau’s 100 Million, Million Poems, 

perceiving that an individual can create their own city, just as the structure of Queneau’s 

book allows the construction of a personal poem (figure 1.4).244 People are producers of 

the city and its users and/or consumers as they live, work and interact with one another. 

They in turn continue the city’s creation, which is why exploring as many dimensions of the 

human element as possible is important in understanding the palimpsest – the individual 

creates their own city, as the writer creates their own poem.  

 

In terms of the architecture, the activities of the individual are imprinted upon a city’s 

palimpsest, in the way each generation chooses not only to design, but to use or 

destroy individual buildings. This may not be as perceived by the original owners and 

designers, but in ‘a secondary production, hidden in the process of its utilisation’ 

buildings can be adapted and refurbished.245 Consequently, the city is formed by those 

participating within it, ordinary people, working collectively, each person contributing 

through their daily activities, making meaningful contributions to the ‘shape’ of the city 

by living, working, playing and collaborating.  
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For Benjamin, it was important to ‘examine and articulate the complex relationships 

between the organisation of time, space and human activity in the urban environment’ 

and to present an ‘appreciative, critical theory of metropolitan life.’ 246 Aspects of the 

palimpsest include contrasting daytime and night-time scenes and the experience of 

each individual, including the resident, the worker, the tourist, the clubber, the café-

goer, the flâneur, the prostitute, the rich, the poor and the homeless; each with their 

own mental maps and different perspectives of the city.  

 

Individuals may also combine to form groups more formally. An example in MB is the 

Bishophill Action Group (BAG), established in the 1970s to tackle council proposals to 

demolish their homes. Together they had agency. However, society is not only about 

collective social groups; the single individual in a leadership role, may also influence 

the shape of the city and the palimpsest. Max Weber examined the types of domination 

that may be exercised by different individuals, to accomplish what they want even 

when facing opposition, a model which he developed initially examining political 

leadership roles.247 This theory is explored in Chapters Five and Six, considering 

George Hudson, Joseph Rowntree, and Thomas Cooke, individuals who both 

expressed power and developed imaginaries that shaped MB during the 1900s.  

 

Religion 

Religious belief and the church in various denominations is woven throughout York’s 

urban palimpsest, even where its presence is not visible, its influence prevails, 
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potentially introducing social tensions. Society itself has been structured around 

different faiths in various ways at different times. As perceived by Michel de Certeau  

‘ “faith” and “belief” are the characteristics of everyday knowledge that circulate in the 

everyday.’248 

 

The Church of England has wielded power, underpinned by considerable wealth since 

the reign of Henry VIII and the Dissolution, with the parishes providing an 

administrative structure, once responsible for the buildings and the people of the 

congregation, providing ecclesiastical and non-ecclesiastical management until the 

late nineteenth century, when the latter was lost.249 However, other faiths also prevail, 

and non-conformist churches have developed since the 1660s.250 

 

Faith and belief, underpinned by religious practices, have a cultural impact, giving the 

church its power, influencing everyday life, and engaging in political matters, with 

different churches providing educational facilities and charities at times. This has 

influenced the development, not only of the physical city, but of beliefs and behaviour, 

as they roll out their evolving spiritual message. As Antonio Gramsci argues, society 

relies upon cultural hegemony, with the state and ruling class – the bourgeoisie – using 

cultural institutions to maintain power in capitalist societies.251 With regard to religious 

buildings, Lefebvre questions:  

‘What is an ideology without a space to which it refers, a space which it 
describes, whose vocabulary and links it makes use of, and whose code it 
embodies? What would remain of a religious ideology - the Judaeo - Christian 
one, say - if it were not based on places and their names: church, confessional, 
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altar, sanctuary, tabernacle? What would remain of the Church if there were 
no churches? The Christian ideology, carrier of a recognisable if disregarded 
Judaism (God the Father, etc.), has created the spaces which guarantee that 
it endures.’252  
 

Whilst Lefebvre uses Christianity as his example, the same principles apply to other 

faiths and denominations, which also rely on symbolism and architecture. However, 

space is more than places of worship, some religious actors have built factories, 

suburbs, and parks as well as creating other wealth. For example, in York, Rowntree, 

a Quaker family, built chocolate factories, created public space, North Street Gardens 

and Rowntree Park, as well as founding Trusts to address social issues and 

contributing to the University of York.253   

 

In spite of growing secularism in society, churches of all denominations remain open, 

whilst the physical structure of others continues in an afterlife and evidence, even ruins 

often remain even where the buildings have been demolished. As Steve Pile has 

observed, the palimpsest is also evident in the ‘grief-work of city life’, where there is 

commemoration of the dead, typically ‘in memorials, commemorative rituals in 

cemeteries and hospitals, in the names of buildings and streets, in personal acts of 

memory for those who have gone before’.254 As expressed by Pile, ‘cities are haunted 

by ghosts as well as people.’255 Families who have contributed to MB such as the 

Rougiers, once active comb-makers in Tanner Row, whose factory disappeared in the 

1930s, are commemorated in the name Rougier Street as well as in the family grave 

 
252 Henri Lefebvre, The Production of Space, trans. Donald Nicholson-Smith (Oxford: Blackwell  
    Publishing Ltd.,1991),44. 
253 The Joseph Rowntree Charitable Trust. jrct.org.uk; 
    The Joseph Rowntree Foundation. jrf.org.uk;  
    The Joseph Rowntree Housing Trust. jrht.org.uk; 
    The Joseph Reform Trust. jrrt.org.uk. 
254 Steve Pile, Real Cities (London: Sage Publications,2005), 170. 
255 Pile, 171. 



 68 

in St Mary’s Senior churchyard.256 The ghosts maintained by gravestones keep 

families alive in the community, bringing a different facet to the palimpsest which is 

often overlooked.  

 

Right to the City  

The final agency considered is the ‘right to the city’, a concept originally defined by 

Henri Lefebvre in the context of revolution, against the backdrop of the period of civil 

unrest in Paris 1968.  The ‘right to the city’ is now expressed by David Harvey as ‘a 

collective power over the processes of urbanisation’ and the ‘freedom to make and 

remake both ourselves and our cities’.257 In simple terms, the democratic right for the 

individual to live in the city – the power to reside.  

 

Lefebvre saw it in terms of the impact of capitalism on cities, which commodified urban 

life, though not fully encompassed by industrialisation – not a simple visiting right or a 

return to traditional cities, but a right to live in modern urban society.258 He challenged 

the segregation of urban space and the alienation from its inhabitants as symptomatic 

of this tension.259 Theoretically, public engagement in planning de-alienates the city’s 

inhabitants from a system which might otherwise exclude them and their rights. 

However, in reality this may be limited. Lefebvre believed ‘there is no urbanity without 

a centre.’260 Thus the right to the city must also be the right to centrality.  
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Lefebvre’s main fear was the ‘marginalisation of the working classes’.261 He asserted 

that they must fight to ensure a modern urban society, stating that  ‘When the working 

class is silent, when it is quiescent and cannot accomplish what theory has defined as 

its historical mission, then both the subject and object are lacking.’262 The community 

and the individuals within it must fight for their perceived rights.  

 

David Harvey states that ‘the right to the city is far more than the individual liberty to 

access urban resources: it is a right to change ourselves by changing the city’.263 

However, he believes, the right to the city is confined to ‘a small political and economic 

elite who are in the position to shape the city more and more after then own particular 

heart’s desire.’264 In other words, it is the local authorities and property developers who 

are dominating the right to the city, limiting the right of the individual. 

 

Today the right to the city is a common concept, something Mark Purcell defines as 

‘conceptual bloating’.265 Encompassed within broader human rights, it is now 

referenced within both the World Charter for the Right to the City and the European 

Charter for Human Rights in the city, but is it observed in practice? This is discussed 

in Chapter Six, in the context of the Bishophill residents who demonstrated a right to 

the city, fighting for to save their homes during the 1970s, and who are now struggling 

to protect their homes against increasing numbers of tourists. 
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Conclusion 

This chapter has outlined the facets of the palimpsest concept, which have been used 

to provide the conceptual framework for this thesis. MB has a specific identity which 

has lent itself to the palimpsest as a method of analysis. A number of elements have 

been developed and presented within the framework that consider the nature of 

palimpsest followed by the factors which are involved in its creation and the agents 

engaged in its production.  

 

 
The following chapters examine the manner in which this manifests itself in the shaping 

of the city and how it has assisted in the analysis of the city walls and the four individual 

townscapes within MB. Naturally, most factors feature throughout the thesis, but some 

are of particular focus in certain chapters. The built environment is a consistent thread, 

whilst history and memory together with visual and textual imagery, are common 

aspects. National and local government have had a strong role in urban development 

since the nineteenth century and their decisions are evident throughout the shaping of 

MB, as are those of the Church, detailed in Chapters Two and Six. Markets in their 

evolving forms also influence urban development, which is specifically referenced in 

Chapter Three, together with consumer culture and commodification, though they are 

also evident in the development of other areas within MB. Key individuals, including 

Lord Esher, an influential figure in York since the 1960s, whose work in the Study is 

incorporated throughout, and George Hudson, Joseph Rowntree, and Thomas Cooke, 

nineteenth century captains of industry in MB are visible in Chapters Two, Five and 

Six. The everyday life and the community are important at all times, the work of 

sociologist Seebohm Rowntree, on Poverty, is considered in Chapter Four and though 

a specific example of their power fighting for the right to the city is marked in Chapter 
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Six, which also considers the work of architect George Pace. Naturally, the imaginaries 

have an overall impact on urban development in a city, but it is referenced here, in 

terms of the industrialists and the local authority, in Chapters Four, Five and Six. 

Notable throughout MB is the effect of the increasing interest in heritage and growing 

tourism since the nineteenth century with both becoming increasingly evident in York 

during the twenty-first century, which emerges strongly throughout the thesis.  

 

The different facets of the conceptual framework presented here will be combined in 

the following chapters to examine the various aspects of the MB townscape. This non-

reductive approach enables a palimpsestic mode of enquiry to gain a layered 

understanding of the development of this area over the last two centuries. 
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CHAPTER 2  
Defining the City: the controversial walls  
 

 
‘York’s city centre is surrounded by historic walls; they are a major feature of 
the city’s historic environment and civic identity. With significant remains of all 
principal periods of their development, the City Walls make visible around 
2,000 years of urban change in York.’266  

 
This declaration on the City of York Council’s (CYC) website demonstrates the local 

authority’s great pride in the city walls, recognised by UNESCO as an exemplar for 

their preservation and maintenance.267 Visit York’s strapline that these ‘beautifully 

preserved walls are the longest medieval town walls in England’, contrasts with the 

Corporation’s determination to secure their demolition at the turn of the nineteenth 

century, keen to follow the contemporary trend for civic improvement being pursued 

by a number of cities, including Bath, Newcastle, Lincoln, Norwich, and London, where 

medieval walls were demolished to allow expansion and modernisation.268 In twenty-

first century York this intervention would be unthinkable, when the walls have become 

an important feature of the city. However, the statement that the walls are medieval is 

misleading. As noted by CYC in the opening paragraph, whilst their stone core may 

be so, the walls continue to evolve with the city, recording urban change and the layers 

in the palimpsest.269  

 

 
266 City of York Council, The City Walls: york.gov.uk.  
267 City of York, Walled Cities & Open Societies: Managing Historic Walls in Urban World  
    Heritage Properties. UNESCO report (Siena: City of York, 2017), 4. 
268 ‘About Visit York,’ ‘York’s City Walls,’ visityork.org; 
    Geoffrey G. Curr, The Struggle to Preserve the Town Defences of York: 1800-1835 (York: Institute 
    of Advanced Architectural Studies, 1976), 2; 
    ‘The York City Walls’ historyofyork.org.uk. 
269 City of York Council, ‘The City Walls,’ york.gov.uk. 
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The city walls form MB’s boundary on three sides, from fourteenth century Barker 

Tower (North Street Postern Tower), adjacent to the old ferry crossing on the Ouse, 

round to Baile Hill tower (1878), adjacent to the site of William the Conqueror’s second 

motte and bailey castle, constructed in 1068 following his capture of York (map 2.1, 

figures 2.2 – 2.5).270 The earliest topographical representation, The Ancient and Loyall 

City of York c.1678 by William Lodge (1649 – 1689), an etching, captures the long 

south-west facing section of the castellated medieval walls, including Micklegate Bar, 

regarded as the most important of the four main Bars, as it was the traditional gateway 

from London and the ceremonial entrance (figure 2.6). Lodge’s view, pictured from 

The Mount, ‘celebrates York’s return to economic and political health in the post-

Restoration period’, announcing the city and its antiquity, ‘loyall’ Parliamentarians 

during the Civil War (1642-1651),signalling ‘the tentative traces of modernity’, 

increasingly important as the city began to market its heritage.271 In the picturesque 

rural setting and featuring not only the gateway from London, but the Archbishop’s 

entrance, this was the most significant section of the walls at this time. 

 

As outlined in Chapter One, ‘history is an unending dialogue between the present and 

the past.’272 This is very much in evidence where differences not only include the 

physical structure of the walls, but their purpose and the imagery related to them, all 

of which have changed with society. This chapter analyses some of those key 

changes, beginning with the tension that emerged when the Corporation sought to 

 
270 York Baille Hill.gatehouse-gazeteer.info; 
     'The Old Baille', An Inventory of the Historical Monuments in City of York, Volume 2, the 
     Defences (London, 1972), pp. 87-89. British History Online http://www.british 
     history.ac.uk/rchme/york/vol2/pp87-89. 
271  Mark Hallett, ‘Pictorial Improvement: York in Eighteenth Century Graphic Art’ in 
     Eighteenth-Century York: Culture, Space and Society, ed. Mark Hallett and Jane Rendell (York: 
     Borthwick Institute of Historical Research, 2003), 28-29. 
272  E.H.Carr, What is History? (Harmondsworth: Penguin Books Ltd.,1964),30. 
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demolish the walls, at the turn of the nineteenth century, which ignited the fight about 

the perceived modernisation of the city versus the preservation of its heritage. This 

became increasingly important to the city’s survival as a centre of consumption and 

sociability’.273 During the nineteenth century, the arguments in favour of conservation 

gradually took precedence and the struggle ended, replaced by the Corporation’s 

commitment to maintenance. Instead, as the walls began to take an active role in 

tourism, they embraced them in the commodification of the modern city, recognising 

their economic value and their ability to improve rather than restrict trade.  

 

In the twenty-first century, the city walls, a Grade I listed, Scheduled Monument, are a 

distinct structure encircling much of the city centre, one of York’s major tourist 

attractions, promoted by Visit Britain as one of the ‘10 amazing things to do in York’.274 

As Barbara Wilson and Frances Mee comment ‘Together with the Minster, the walls 

and bars make York one of the most instantly recognisable cities in the kingdom’.275 

This immediately conjures up a romantic image, linked not only with territory ruled over 

by a monarch, but the spiritual reign of God. The city and any tourism offer would have 

looked very different had the Corporation fulfilled its desire for demolition. Arguing that 

rather than medieval defences, York’s walls continue to contribute to the city, this 

chapter analyses the tensions between the different imaginaries, modernisation 

versus preservation, their resolution, and the subsequent changes in MB, including 

 
273  Rosemary Sweet, ‘History and Identity in Eighteenth-Century York’ in Eighteenth-Century York:  
    Culture, Space and Society, ed. Mark Hallett and Jane Rendall (York; Borthwick Institute of 
     Historical Research, 2003), 20. 
274 City of York, Historic Environment Record (HER). MYO1715 York City Walls (Baille Hill to   
     Barker Tower) (Monument);  
     Scheduled Monument number 1004910 since 8 October 1937; 
     City wall from Baile Hill to Barker Tower, including Barker Tower and North Street Postern, Victoria 
     Bar and Micklegate Bar. 1259262. Listed 14-Jun-1954. Grade I; 
    ‘10 amazing things to do in York’ visitbritain.com.    
275 Barbara Wilson and Francis Mee, The City Walls and Castles of York: The Pictorial Evidence   
    (York: York Archaeological Trust, 2005), ix. 
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the most recent alterations to Tower Two. It also considers the power of imagery, both 

visual and textual, focussing on the stretch of the walls from Toft Tower towards the 

Minster (map 2.1). Finally, it considers Micklegate Bar, the major gate to the city in 

MB, the first vehicular access to this part of the city. 

 

Between the thirteenth and seventeenth centuries, enclosed walls were frequently 

used as a symbol of the Immaculate Conception, the protection of Mary’s purity and 

Virginity from the world. Furthermore, Lewis Mumford argues they had a ‘symbolic 

purpose that probably antedated the military function’ as they created a ‘sacred and 

inviolable precinct’ that represented God’s protection.276 During this period, the 

Annunciation was often depicted in paintings, with the structure in which Mary stands 

enclosed by a wall, a symbolic reference to the enclosed garden, ‘hortus conclusus’, 

implying impenetrability and the Virgin’s immaculacy. This is particularly pronounced 

in a fresco at the S.S.Annunciata of Florence (1252) on the inner façade of the basilica, 

home of the Servi di Maria, which depicts four distinct walls behind the Virgin Mary 

(figure 2.7). Likewise, in Fra Filippo Lippi’s Spoleto Annunciation (c. 1467- 49), the 

garden of Mary’s dwelling is surrounded by a low wall, divided from the wooded hillside 

by a high crenellated stone wall and in Francesco di Stefano Pesellino’s Diptych 

Annunciation (c.1450 - 1455) Mary is portrayed standing in an open loggia, in front of 

a tall stone wall (figures 2.8, 2.9). This long-established Catholic imagery associated 

enclosure walls with purity & immaculacy, keeping that which was precious safe from 

defilement. Similarly, those within city walls were safe, protected from intruders. 

 

 

 
276 Lewis Mumford, The City in History (New York: A Harvest Book Harcourt, Inc., 1989), 36-37. 
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The city walls defence and their afterlife 
 
City walls, the ‘circumscription’ built to enclose, protect and fortify York during the 

fourteenth centuries are a principal characteristic of early urban form. 277 Although not 

as commonplace in England as elsewhere in Europe, city walls were not uncommon 

in medieval times, providing a physical defence, described by Wolfgang Emden as ‘a 

protective stone girdle’.278 However, although city walls were built for this reason, in 

what Walter Benjamin may have interpreted as ‘their afterlife’, as outlined in Chapter 

One, their perception and their purpose has changed. 279   

 

The Romans originally built fortifications around York, which were topped with Danish 

earthen ramparts.280 In many cities such ramparts were rebuilt in stone during the 1200 

– 1300s, as the techniques of siege warfare had been mastered by then, but in York, 

where the fear of Scottish invasion prevailed, they were topped, rather than replaced, 

with stone.281 It is said that the walls were rarely used as defences except in the Siege 

of York (1644), but they were regarded as continuing in active use until the Jacobite 

Rebellion (1745), when they were finally abandoned.282  

 

However, even from the medieval period, the walls had a purpose other than the city’s 

defences, including the protection of trade in the town, controlling standards and the 

 
277 Spiro Kostof, The City Assembled: The Elements of Urban Form through History (London:  
    Thames and Hudson, 1992),11; 
     www.yorkwalls.org.uk. 
278 Wolfgang G.Van Emden, ‘Medieval French representations of city and other walls’, in City Walls:  
     the Urban Enceinte in Global Perspective, ed. J.D.Tracy (Cambridge: Cambridge University  
     Press, 2000), 530. 
279 Graeme Gilloch, Myth and Metropolis: Walter Benjamin and the City (Cambridge: Polity Press,  
    1997),14. 
280 MYO3631 York City Walls in entirety (Monument) her.york.gov.uk. 
281 James D. Tracy, City Walls: the Urban Enceinte in Global Perspective (Cambridge: Cambridge   
     University Press, 2000), 7; 
     Wilson & Mee, City Walls, 12. 
282  Wilson & Mee,15. 



 77 

movement of goods and people. York’s publication for the UNESCO Walled Cities & 

Open Societies event summarised various aspects of the wall’s role:  

‘During the medieval period, the walls were a physical expression of the 
importance and role of the city and York Corporation. They controlled access 
into the city; they allowed the collection of taxes and regulation of trade; they 
were the focus of ceremony and display.’ 283 

 
As Tracy comments those towns most likely to build walls were in fact those with a 

strong merchant community, with well-maintained walls creating prosperity.284 This 

was York’s situation in the thirteenth century when magnesian limestone, largely from 

Tadcaster, was used to reinforce the walls, establishing their strong ‘white with 

occasional yellow or grey’ colour.285 As Mumford comments:  

‘the walled enclosure not merely gave protection from outside invasion, it had 
a new political function, for it proved a double-edged instrument. Reversing the 
ancient city’s precedent, the wall could be used to maintain freedom within.’286  

 
He stresses further: ‘The psychological importance of the wall must not be forgotten… 

enclosure helps create a feeling of unity as well as security.’287  Those who came to 

trade enjoyed protection against crime and settled down. 

 
Once walls were no longer required for security, many cities demolished them to 

enable the free flow of traffic and expansion. Elsewhere, as in York, city walls survived, 

refunctioned to respond to changing circumstances, supporting social change on 

several levels. In the twenty-first century, World Heritage states that city walls:  

‘…represent a fascinating aspect of cultural heritage management. They 
attract visitors and can be considered part of the attempt to balance 
sustainable social and economic development and the conservation of 
heritage.’ 288 

 
283 CYC, Walled Cities UNESCO report, 3. 
284 Tracy, City Walls, 4.  
285 Wilson & Mee, City Walls, 2. 
286 Mumford, City, 251. 
287 Mumford, 304. 
288 ‘Walled Cities’ World Heritage. No 91. May 2019 whc.unesco.org/en/review/91. 
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As well as enjoying an everyday role providing walkways around the city, they are 

acknowledged as an important element of urban development, with a significant role 

in conservation and a particular value to ‘heritage tourism’, where they provide a 

phantasmagoric experience.289  

 
 
The call for modernisation 
 
During the eighteenth century, York became the Capital of the North, a centre of polite 

sociability, which led to substantial investment in fashionable social buildings, the 

modernisation of medieval houses with Georgian façades and the building of elegant 

townhouses for society.290 However, from the turn of the nineteenth century, as Peter 

Borsay observes ‘the economic, social and political change was undermining the delicate 

balance of forces that made polite culture viable’.291 The diminishing quality of the urban 

environment, combined with the city’s failure to grow as a centre of manufacture at the 

pace of cities like Leeds, Bradford, and Manchester, began the city’s decline, bringing 

the Corporation under pressure to modernise the city. As Geoffrey Curr comments: 

‘the time had come to “improve” York on a grander co-ordinated scale. The 
approaches to the city should be straightened and widened, continuing as 
thoroughfares which would open up the town, creating vistas of regular, new 
paved streets, and of the new constellations of buildings these would 
encourage. A new wider Ouse Bridge was envisaged; the older structure, only 
eighteen feet wide and overgrown with buildings, swept away, along with that 
other anachronism, the walls and bars.’292 

 

 
289 Gilloch, Myth and Metropolis, 8, 12. 
290 Alison Sinclair, ‘York in the Eighteenth Century’ in The History of York from the 
    Earliest Times to the Year 2000, ed. Patrick Nuttgens (Pickering: Blackthorn Press, 2007),  
    228,229. 
291 Peter Borsay, ‘Politeness and Elegance: The Cultural Re-fashioning of Eighteenth-Century York’  
     in Eighteenth Century York: Culture, Space and Society, ed. Mark Hallett and Jane Rendall (York: 
     Borthwick Institute of Historical Research, 2003),10. 
292 Curr, Defences, 7. 
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With the Corporation’s struggle to maintain the walls and bars, they were falling 

into significant disrepair, as recorded in the Gentleman’s Magazine, by John 

Carter, a promoter of the Gothic revival. 'Beginning at Micklegate, he [Carter] finds 

the walls from St Thomas to Skeldergate everywhere dilapidated; with large 

breaches in many places’ and ‘that of the walls from Barker Tower to Micklegate 

he could only cry havocked, havocked!' 293 

By the late eighteenth century, the walls were unkempt, with buildings nestled against 

them, as Curr reports: 

‘For at least the previous century the walls and ramparts had been leased out 
for grazing, gardening and other activities often prejudicial to the walls' stability. 
Buildings of all types, from summer houses to pig sties pressed against the 
leased walls.’294  
 

The land adjoining Bar Lane, off Micklegate, was cut away to accommodate houses 

and yards, including the Jolly Bacchus pub (demolished 1873), and properties 

encroached close to Micklegate Bar (figures 2.10 & 2.11). Generally, the walls 

obstructed development and expansion of the city, but the Bars not only restricted 

intra-mural road development; they also became a barrier to pedestrians and vehicles 

alike, ‘acting as a narrow funnel for horses and coaches, creating problems for trade 

and slowing the transit of goods.’295 This was significantly different to cities such as 

Leeds that enjoyed the free flow of traffic without the hindrance of medieval gates. In 

addition, the cost of repairing the walls steadily increased, with maintenance for 

promenading adding to the Corporation’s financial burden.296 

 

 
293 The Gentleman's Magazine vol. LXXVI, November 1806. 
294 Curr, 28. 
295 Curr, 7. 
296 Sweet, ‘History and Identity’, 21. 
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In 1799, the Corporation passed a resolution to pursue demolition, if legally 

possible.297 However, although legal opinion concluded that with its long exercise of 

property rights the Corporation had established full legal title to the walls, and was 

‘seized of the city and all the walls and ramparts belonging to the same as owners of 

the soil', it did not automatically possess ‘a right to tear down a construction created 

as a public service.’298 Lincoln’s Inn advised the Corporation to apply to Parliament for 

consent to demolish, warning that Chancery action might be taken to establish the 

precise legal position, if it neglected its guardianship responsibilities.299 Consequently, 

in 1800 the Corporation sought Parliamentary consent to demolish, supported by 

proposals for new works that could utilise the dismantled stone.300 The initial list 

included widening the approaches to the city and thoroughfares within, and 

replacement of Ouse Bridge; extended later to include replacement of Foss Bridge, 

provision of a new gaol, a House of Correction and a House of Industry.301 Disposal 

of the site of the walls was suggested as the source of funding.302 As Kostof observes, 

city walls may occupy land some thirty feet or more across that could be used for other 

purposes.303 In York, the width of the walls including the moat, captured in Ridsdale 

Tate’s York in the IVth Century and still partially evident alongside MB, was recorded 

as being fifty feet wide; land capable of use for a variety of alternatives such as 

housing, allotments or in later years development of the railway (figure 2.12).304  

 

 
297 Curr, Defences, 17. 
298 Opinion of Recorder Withers, 28 February 1799, cited by Curr, Defences, 17. 
299 Opinion of Edward Law, 7 March 1800, cited by Curr, Defences,18. 
300 ‘The York City Walls’, History of York,  historyofyork.org 
301 Curr,18. 
302 Curr,19. 
303 Kostoff, City Assembled, 28. 
304 'Features', An Inventory of the Historical Monuments in City of York, Volume 2, the  
     Defences (London, 1972), pp. 34-55. British History Online http://www.british-   
     history.ac.uk/rchme/york/vol2/pp34-55. 
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Following support for the demolition proposals at a public meeting, the Corporation 

anticipated that their decision to proceed would be met with enthusiasm, but the press 

recorded an adverse reaction.305 Furthermore, as George III refused royal assent for 

demolition, the proposals were without statutory sanction.306 Nonetheless, the 

Corporation was determined to continue unabated.307 The city’s defences for 

centuries, the walls became the source of a battle that waged for decades, until its 

final resolution in 1889 when the Corporation completed their restoration and accepted 

civic responsibility for their future care.308  

 

The call for preservation 

Against the Corporation’s drive for the demolition of the walls, an element of society 

remained interested in the city’s heritage. The decision to demolish created a stir 

amongst a number of parties. As local historian, Thomas Parsons Cooper comments ‘So 

flagrant became the movements to deprive York of its memorials of the past that a 

determination was aroused amongst some of the principal citizens to check the spirit of 

vandalism.’ 309 The following section considers the acts of the Church, and the Yorkshire 

Philosophical Society in this regard. 

 

 
305 York Herald, April 4, 1801, 3. 
306 City walls, bars, posterns and bridges. Pages 510-520. A History of the County of York: the City of  
    York. Originally published by Victoria County History, London, 1961. 
307 William Hargrove, 'The Walls, Bars, Moats, Barbicans and Posterns of York’, York Herald, April 8 
    1905; 
     CYC, Walled Cities UNESCO report, 3. 
308 'City walls, bars, posterns and bridges', in A History of the County of York: the City of York, ed. P M 
     Tillott (London, 1961), pp. 510-520. British History   
    Online http://www.britishhistory.ac.uk/vch/yorks/city-of-york/pp510-520.  
309 T.P. Cooper, York the story of its walls, bars, and castles; being a complete history and pictorial  
     record of the defences of the city of York, from the earliest times to the present day (London:  
     E.Stock,1904),185-186. 
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The Corporation’s decision to proceed with the demolition of Skeldergate Postern 

proved to be an inflammatory act for the Church, particularly given the Archbishopric 

was itself proof of the ‘city’s antiquity and importance’ (figure 2.13).310 The Church held 

an interest in this section of the walls, particularly  Skeldergate Postern, the ancient 

gates known as the ‘Archbishop’s postern’, that gave access to the city from 

Bishopthorpe Palace, as well as a right to collect tolls during Lammastide.311  

 

In the absence of a formal Bill, the Corporation pursued demolition relying upon the 

authority of the York Street Act 1763, and the argument that the postern was in a 

dangerous condition.312 Following the Corporation’s declared intention to demolish 

Skeldergate Postern, Dean George Markham (1763-1822), acting on behalf of his 

father, Archbishop William Markham (1719-1807), launched legal action in the Court 

of Chancery, taking a stance to protect the Church of England’s position. Nonetheless, 

in spite of the Court finding in the Archbishop’s favour, the Corporation proceeded with 

demolition, following his death. 

 

However, the case brought publicity to the cause, promoting the Church’s position and 

reinforcing opinion in support of the wall’s retention.313 Three years later, when the 

Corporation declared that the barbicans should be removed in the interests of safety, 

arguing that they ‘are in a ruinous and very dangerous state’, the Church submitted a 

case to the Court of the Exchequer, resting on the same arguments as the 1807 

submission.314 Whilst there is no evidence of a final decision, the Archbishop was 

 
310 Sweet, ‘History and Identity’,19. 
311 Curr, Defences, 18, 25, 26; 
    Lammastide - 1st August. Wordpress.com. 
312 Curr, 25. 
313 Curr, 29. 
314 Corporation paper. York City Archive. Reference PHO/3/3954. 
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advised by the Attorney-General and Solicitor-General that the Corporation could be 

restrained by injunction if they pursued future demolition.315Consequently, the 

Corporation decided to allow the walls to deteriorate and decay, rather than pursuing 

demolition, but the importance of engaging the Church in any future decisions relating 

to the city walls was evident.316 When the demolition proposals for the barbicans were 

finally pursued in the 1820s, the Corporation actually sought the Archbishop’s consent, 

showing deference to the ecclesiastical bodies. The Church granted consent for the 

demolition of Micklegate’s barbican, conditional upon the rear elevation being re-

designed in stone to replace the brick and timber façade (figure 2.14).317 The new 

design, by architect, Peter Atkinson Junior (1776 -1843), resulted in the removal of the 

barbican in 1826, with the addition of a new pedestrian passageway adjacent to the 

Bar (1827), a staircase, and the lowering of the battlements, all presumably intended 

to improve the facilities for those walking the walls.318  

 

Certain organisations and individuals made a case for the walls’ retention, in conflict 

with local government. One was the Yorkshire Philosophical Society (YPS), established 

in 1822 to pursue the study of ‘natural philosophy’.319 The founder members of YPS 

were amongst the first to support the ‘Antiquities of York’ and ‘make a stand against 

the obtuse and destructive spirit of those in (local) power.’ 320 It was believed that YPS 

an influential voice in the public sphere, ‘a little strengthened hands of the more 

 
315 Yorkshire Gazette, October 2, 1824.  
316 Curr, Defences, 32. 
317 Yorkshire Gazette, 7 October 7,1826. 
318 Mark Johnson, York Archaeological Trust,  Micklegate Bar Internal Staircases Report 2009/76, 1. 
319 ‘YPS History’ and ‘Objectives’, Yorkshire Philosophical Society 2022. www.ypsyork.org. 
320 Alexander Gilchrist, Life of William Etty (London: David Bogue, 1855), 337-338. 
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intelligent’.321 Certain individuals such as honorary member, locally born artist William 

Etty (1787-1849), were particularly rhetorical.322 

 

Saving the city walls, together with a number of the city’s other landmarks, became an 

important issue. YPS engaged The Association for the Preservation of Ancient 

Footpaths in the Vicinity of York (FPA), founded in 1824, and formed a Wall 

Preservation Committee to support the fight for the walls and the promenade.323 One 

of the factors that seems to have been overlooked was the established amenity that 

day-to-day walking on the walls had become by this time. As Borsay observes, it was 

‘about the 1690s that the provincial promenade was developed on a wide scale’.324 

The city walls provided this facility, before the creation of York’s purpose-built 

promenades in the early eighteenth century (figure 2.15).325 Celia Fiennes comments 

the Minster aisles ‘were sometimes used for people of fashion [to] walke in’.326 Likewise, 

Drake applauded the surfacing of the walls for walking, confirming that the city walls 

alongside MB had already been selected for promenading a century earlier:   

‘But what adds most to the ornament, if not to the strength of the city are 
the reparations of the walls from North Street to Skeldergate Posterns and 
again from Fishergate Postern to Walmgate Bar. These were of late years 
(c.1700) levelled upon the platform, paved with brick, and made 
commodious for walking on for near a mile together: having an agreeable 
prospect of both town and country from them. This makes it to be wished 
that the ramparts on the inside were nowhere leased out for private 
gardens; for then, where the rivers would permit, a walk of this kind, like 
that on the walls of Chester, might be carried quite around the city.’327 

 
321 Gilchrist, Etty, 337. 
322 Gilchrist, Etty, 337-338. 
323 Cooper,York,188-189. 
324 Peter Borsay, English Urban Renaissance,(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2002),162. 
325 Lord Mayor’s Walk (1718) and ‘New Walk’ (1730,extended 1738). 
326 The Illustrated Journeys of Celia Fiennes c1682-c1712, ed. Christopher Morris (London:     
    Macdonald,1884), 91. 
327 Francis Drake, Eboracum, or The History and Antiquities of the City of York. Volume I. (London:  
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In addition, in the 1730s new leases of properties adjoining the walls began to contain 

a condition allowing walking on the walls for pleasure.328 Then as now, entry onto the 

walls was free, a permissive route, and as Alison O’Byrne comments people from 

different backgrounds could promenade ‘to test their claims to be members of polite 

society, displaying their sense of taste and politeness in a public arena.’329 This early 

promenading presented the roots of an important social feature of the city walls. 

However, illustrations suggest that as well as performative and purposeful walking, 

people of different classes also used the walls for everyday activities, such as playing 

and picnicking (figure 2.11).  

 

In 1829, the FPA, dubbed ‘the Memorialists’, presented a case for the complete 

restoration of the remaining walls to the Corporation ‘That the Walls and Bars of York 

have long been the ornament of the City; and that no other place in the Kingdom 

retains so complete a specimen of these interesting Remains of Antiquity.’330 With the 

Archbishop’s support, the FPA sought the Corporation’s  consent to restore ‘the whole 

of the Bar Walls on the South Side of the River’ and for the launch of a Public 

Subscription, arguing that it would be for the ‘ornament of the city’ and ‘a great public 

accommodation if a firm and secure flagged Footpath was made thereon’, thus 

promoting the walls not only for their appearance but for promenading.331 The FPA 

advocated the repair of this section of the walls in pursuit of 'pleasant and convenient 

walks', advocating them as a leisure facility.332 Trees and later development have 

 
328 York City Walls – Summary of their Conservation in Practice (York City Council, July 2021), 24. 
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331 Cooper, York, 189, 190.  
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reduced the view that could once be enjoyed from this section of the walls (figures 

2.16 - 2.18), but its earlier beauty is declared by Arthur’s Guide to York which records:  

 ‘there was a grand prospect here previous to the building of the New Station, 
       the view is still fine, though circumscribed. The museum grounds and ruins  
       are grand.’333  
 
At that time, this length was considered far worthier of restoration than that north of 

the river and the press reported the plea of an anonymous party for the demolition and 

disposal of that section to fund renovation of the south-west.334 This was not pursued, 

but the south-west was restored between 1831 and 1833, at a cost of £2793 (including 

£100 from the Council).335   

 

Visual & Textual Imagery 

The development of a public culture depends upon a single or at the very least shared 

imaginary, as outlined in Chapter One.336 However, in eighteenth & nineteenth century 

York, two distinct themes emerged – modernisation and preservation. Images relating 

to the modern city were encouraged, but as Hallett observes: 

‘With the onset of forms of domestic tourism built around ‘the pleasures of the 
picturesque, the sublime and the “gothic” – in which the appreciation of old 
ruins and weatherbeaten medieval buildings was of central importance – the 
social and cultural leaders of urban environments such as York began 
promoting a new kind of identity for their cities…’ 337 
 

This meant abandoning the Corporation’s recent modernisation drive, promoting 

instead ‘evocative architectural relics of the medieval past’ to attract tourists.338 Hallett 
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sees this as a distinct, positive strategy intended ‘to assert a distinctive cultural and 

economic identity for York as a “historic” urban centre, within a region increasingly 

shaped by the industrialised cityscapes of places such as Leeds and Hull.’339 This 

aligns with Adrian Tinniswood’s argument that as polite society ‘chased through every 

county in pursuit of culture, antiquity and romance’, regard for British history and 

architecture increased, reinforced by Sweet’s observation that the Napoleonic Wars 

curtailed the Grand Tour, creating a boom in domestic tourism.340 These factors 

combined to increase interest in York’s medieval history and travel to the city, which 

created a market for the associated imagery, expressed in both visual and textual 

form. 

 

Visual imagery 

Visual imagery captures the palimpsest, influencing the city’s development. There are 

innumerable images both of and from the City Walls, including etchings, paintings, 

prints, photographs, and film. Whilst there are a number of towers and intervening 

stretches of the walls encircling MB, the focus here is on the walls from Toft Tower 

towards the Minster, and Tower Two (map 2.1).  

 

Joseph Halfpenny’s etching Inside the Walls (1807), is an early image of the walls; the 

footpath and parapet, set within the Toftes predominantly rural setting, facing towards 

Toft Tower. Here the once stately defences are portrayed in significant decay, 

assuming a different purpose within the city, as figures are shown using the walls as 

a walkway (figure 2.19).341 This etching may simply be pandering to the contemporary 
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Gothic fashion for the depiction of ruins. An 1818 engraving by S Rowe, captures the 

view facing in the opposite direction to Halfpenny’s (figure 2.20). Amongst the many 

images that can be seen from the walls, this has become the iconic view towards the 

Minster from the south-west corner, which has recorded the shift from rural to urban 

palimpsest since the turn of the nineteenth century. Whilst they were not labelled as 

such, the artists were urban imaginaries, making additions, adding shade and nuance 

reflecting changes in aesthetic taste, whilst creating a vision for York. One example is 

John White Abbott’s watercolour The Minster at York from the City Walls c.1791 (figure 

2.21), a view of the Minster captured from the walls in Toft Green. The composition 

follows the Picturesque language, with its broad urban landscape, the sweep of 

architecture on the left-hand side and individual trees to the right, set against a pale 

blue sky, framing the scene. Furthermore, rather than being painted “on the spot”, 

Abbott’s was worked up later; a ’depiction of the urban prospect from the south-west 

[that] shows a move away from the strict topographical accuracy of earlier artistic 

representations, towards a more romantic evocation of the cityscape’. 342 In a step yet 

further removed from reality, the cityscape is romanticised with unrealistic details, such 

as the Italianate tree dominating the foreground, and the Mediterranean skies. Even 

though Tinniswood indicates that the Picturesque was no longer fashionable by 1790, 

arguing that it was widely ridiculed by then, both Abbott’s painting(1791) and 

Halfpenny’s etching(1807) are redolent of Lorrain’s style, as seen in oil on canvas, Le 

Campo Vaccino (1636) and Landscape with the Finding of Moses (1639-40), 

suggesting that they may have strongly influenced this local work, and producing 

inaccurate images (figures 2.22 & 2.23). As Tinniswood contends, ‘creativity, using a 

 
    G.Peacock,1807) includes etchings of the Minster, the City Walls and the Bars. 
342 Peter Brown, Views of York. Exhibition catalogue. (York: York Civic Trust, 2012), 54. 
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knowledge of art, could be used to develop a scene rather than accepting reality’. 343 

Likewise, J.M.W.Turner’s sketch(1817), presumably intended for further development, 

focuses upon the flow of the wall towards the Minster, positioned here further towards 

the right than in reality (figure 2.24). The scenes painted were often tempered by the 

imagination. Yet, these created images are taken as a contemporary record of York, 

becoming part of the palimpsest and the perceived heritage, woven into the city as a 

commodity, as referenced in Chapter One. 

 

An early photograph, dating from 1852, illustrates the actual view at this slightly later 

date, with the railway line to Scarborough running almost to the return in the walls, 

immediately before Barker Tower (figure 2.25). The number of railway lines here 

actually increased before their eventual removal, following the opening of the new 

station (figures 2.26 – 2.29).344 However, this landscape has gradually been developed 

to resemble Abbott’s view.345 It is now one of the most photographed scenes in York, 

an iconic view across the city towards the Minister, A postcard in 1866 seems to 

capture a change of dress/class with smart ladies promenading, to see and be seen. 

Although it includes the railway sheds, it sets them beyond a green baize, as does a 

lithograph from c1870 that depicts people more shabbily dressed (figures 2.26 & 2.27). 

Photographs from c.1868 show the reality of the railway carriages (figures 2.28 & 

2.29). The Photochrom image from the late nineteenth century indicates the 

landscaping undertaken to emulate the earlier paintings, as does the photograph from 

the turn of the century, which both present Rowntree’s factory overlooking Tanner’s 

Moat, detailed in Chapter Five (figures 2.30 & 2.31). Later postcard images capture 

 
343 Tinniswood, Polite Tourist, 114. 
344 Bill Fawcett, of York ‘The Railway Architect’ (York: Yorkshire Architectural & York Archaeological   
    Society and North Eastern Railway Association, 2011), 127. 
345 Brown, Views of York, 9. 
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the grass and bushes, by then an established feature of the scenery (figures 2.30 – 

2.35). Likewise, Lendal Arch (1876), designed by engineer Thomas Elliot Harrison, to 

provide the road access into the city has become a distinct, yet discreet feature of 

these iconic images. 

 

Since the beginning of mass tourism, the railways have also used the iconic image in 

their marketing posters, produced in Lithographic printing, to advertise travel to the city 

by rail (figures 2.36 & 2.37). CYC have repeatedly made use of this view, having 

commissioned a painting for their Official Guide in 1965 (figure 2.38).346 Royal Mail 

also adopted this image of the Minster for one of the first-class stamps marking famous 

landmarks nationwide, launched in 2012 (figure 2.39). Even today this iconic image 

remains in use by Visit York for their promotional material (figure 2.40). 

 

The image has had an enduring effect, having been used to create the sense of place 

and inform knowledge of this part of the city for over two hundred years. It has become 

an iconic image, used to represent York, in reporting, marketing and tourism, providing 

an apparent constant through changing fashion, transport and architecture. It was also 

wrapped in fantasy, when it featured in a 2012 TV drama Eternal Law set in York, with 

angels, playing the part of lawyers, running along the promenade (figure 2.41).347  

Likewise, a similar scene was captured in 2018 film, Scott & Syd, picturing two 

characters who are ‘Dreamchasers’ (figure 2.42).348 This iconic view of the city walls 

and the Minster is embedded as a feature in both York-based films, wrapped in 

fantasy, reinforcing the imaginary. Another recent version of this image has been 

 
346 The City of York Official Guide (York: Lord Mayor, Aldermen and Citizens of the City of York,1965).  
347 Eternal Law, British film producer Georgina Lowe. Series 1 Episode 1. ITV. 2012. 
348 Scott and Syd, directed, written and produced by Scott Elliott & Syd Sadowski. Dreamchasers  
    Film Ltd. March 2018. 
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photographed to highlight the connectivity in today’s city(figure 2.43). The publicity 

images do not reflect York in its entirety, but a modern image seeking to create a 

dream for the tourist, the potential resident, the possible commercial occupier. In this 

case, developers are commodifying the imagery in the context of an international city 

and communications. It has become a symbolism of capitalism; an image repeatedly 

used for financial gain.349 As Berger argues recent advertising material reminiscent of 

oil paintings, is a celebration of private property.350 In the travel industry, it is a 

celebration of the ability to explore certain places that once only the elite could enjoy. 

In the case of MB some imagery is redolent of the Grand Tour and some of the 

‘Antiquities’ of York. The iconic image of the Minster and the medieval city walls 

’reminiscent of cultural lessons half-learnt’, exploits the education of the viewer, 

however limited.351 

 

Berger has commented that the Picturesque style, with its reliance upon ‘the romantic 

use of nature (leaves, trees, water) to create a place where innocence can be re-found’ 

is an illusion, but so too is photography.352 The images of York’s iconic view now an 

established part of the city captured with the camera, present an illusion. They 

continue to preserve an element of innocence as they portray the verdant rampart but 

exclude the changes in the vicinity including the multi-storey office and hotel buildings 

immediately to the right and changes to the wall itself (figure 2.44).353  

 

 

 
349 John Berger, Ways of Seeing (London: British Broadcasting Corporation & Penguin Books  
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Textual imagery 

Just as York has an abundance of strong visual imagery, it also has a wealth of textual 

material, as referenced in Chapter One. Having maintained a long association with the 

printing and publishing trade, text was available in various forms from the late 

eighteenth century, with an influence on the city.354 In the later edition of Eboracum 

(1785), Drake not only describes polite society and the architecture developed to 

support it, but he focuses increasingly upon the city’s historic buildings, including the 

cathedral but above all, the walls.355  

 

Sweet observes that it became ‘apparent that the histories of York being written were 

being used to “puff” the attractions of York for visitors.’356 The traveller’s guide, the 

new literary genre that emerged in the eighteenth century, was a powerful influence 

catering for tourists who, as O’Byrne notes ‘rapidly became an important element of 

the local economy’.357 Bookseller, John Todd and publisher, William Hargrove, both 

amongst the number of voices that began to clamour for the retention and renovation 

of the walls, published influential traveller’s guides in the first half of the nineteenth 

century.358 Whilst Todd's York Guide compared York's walls with Chester's, sadly 

observing that (unlike York’s) ‘the walls of the latter city are kept in excellent repair and 

afford a most delightful promenade to the inhabitants', Hargrove promoted a 

promenade along the city wall, commanding 'the advantages of the purest air and the 
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most extensive and pleasing prospects', urging citizens to unite... ‘so far restore them, 

as for passengers to walk with safety'.359 Similarly, a national travel book commented 

that without its walls, York would ‘sink into mere vulgarity, an ill-built town on a site 

possessed of no natural beauty.’360 Later in the nineteenth century, Arthur’s Guide  

provided a guided walk around the city for the tourist arriving at the new station and 

ending at Micklegate Bar following a promenade along the south-west section of the 

city walls, indicative of the acknowledged beauty of the scenery alongside the walls 

here.361In these publications, the walls have already been dismissed as military 

defences, regarded instead as aesthetic features of the city, with potential value to the 

tourist economy.  

 

Other publications lobbied for the retention for the walls, for example in 1801 the 

Gentleman’s Magazine published a piece which commented looking at the walls was 

like 'casting a melancholy look upon the walls as we look upon the countenance of a 

friend whom we suspect to be in a consumption, and whose loss we are likely soon to 

lament.’362 This seeks the arousal of the reader’s sympathy and support for the 

retention of the walls against the potential loss. 

 

The local newspapers, one of the first mass media published, made issues of public 

interest, such as views on the future of York’s walls, accessible to people across the 

city, with the potential to sway public opinion. They also took the opportunity to publish 

correspondence submitted by individuals to lobby for causes. Interestingly, all three of 
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York’s newspapers, the Chronicle, Courant, and Herald were represented on the 

Corporation when demolition was agreed upon and the Gentleman’s Magazine was 

also supportive. 363 Yet all these publications had shifted their position by the 1820s 

and were baying for restoration.364 Their stance is as a much part of the palimpsest as 

the actual walls. 

 

Finally, fiction was used to portray the city walls. This is exemplified by Wilkie Collins’ 

novel ‘No Name’ in which the author paints a very romantic picture of the city walls, 

declaring that ‘the walk on the walls’ was ‘The quietest place in York: and the place 

that every visitor goes to see.’365 As promoted by The Friends of York Walls, the visitor 

goes not only to see the walls themselves, but the city sights and the increasingly 

diminishing rural views that could be seen from the elevated walkway.366 Many of the 

case studies, captured in subsequent chapters in this thesis are visible from the walls. 

As in Collins’ novel, the walls have also been used to meet friends, as well as to 

promenade to see and be seen. Cooper, also mentions the references made by Collins 

and declares that the author proclaimed the walls ‘one of the most striking scenes that 

England can show’ and ‘rapturously enjoyed the walk on the wall at eventide.’367 Both 

authors took the opportunity to promote York’s city walls. 

 

The imagery adopted is markedly different to the original defensive purpose of the city 

walls and their dominant practical and symbolic purposes. Categorised by Benjamin 
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as an ‘afterlife’, this also reinforces his argument that ‘The work of the past is 

unfinished, it continues in the present’. 368 The city walls are not simply a medieval 

feature, but an integral part of twenty-first century York. As stated above the walls are 

a living object and the work to ensure that they adapt to meet changing societal and 

cultural needs is ongoing.  

 

The ongoing battle for the City Walls 

Arguments in favour of modernisation continued to wage, in spite of the refurbishment 

of the walls in the 1830s. Firstly, York and North Midland Railways (YNM) launched a 

successful proposal to demolish part of the walls alongside MB. The other two, outside 

MB, both made by Quaker families, proved unsuccessful - Alderman Joseph 

Rowntree’s bid to demolish the Walmgate section, and Edwin Gray’s claim to own that 

adjacent to York Minster. 

 

Substantial proposals were advanced by YNM, newly established in 1836, for the 

demolition and rebuild of part of the walls with an arch, for development of a railway 

station in the heart of the city.369 Although this site had limitations, construction of the 

railway here was possible as the area was relatively undeveloped early in the 

nineteenth century. George Hudson (c.1800–1871), the YNM Chair, dubbed the so 

called ‘Railway King’ by Reverend Sidney Smith in 1844, was the energy behind the 

York station proposal.370 Although he later fell from grace, Hudson ensured that York 

became a major railway hub, ‘a grandiose system of railways on a national  scale’, ‘the 

railway capital of the north’ and a centre of the railway industry.371 His reasons for 
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pursuing Toft Green are undocumented, but it was a symbolic location, once the home 

of state and religious bodies, such as the King’s House and the Dominican Friary, 

owned by the Corporation and at the heart of the city, within the view of York 

Minster.372 Some stations, in cities such as Cambridge where development was 

already too dense to accommodate the railway station, it was located outside the 

centre. Elsewhere it was situated in the centre incorporating the visual language of the 

arch to form a new entrance gateway, as with the Doric arch fronting Euston (figure 

2.45).373  

 

Hudson pursued his ambition to locate the new innovative technology within the city 

walls, in spite of professional advice against the intra-mural location.374 Well known for 

his determination, holding the position of Lord Mayor of York in 1836 and 1837/38 as 

well as YNM Chair, probably ‘simplified the negotiations’.375 Success in securing this 

location indicates the level of support for the walls’ demolition.376 

 

Nonetheless, the proposals met with some opposition, both nationally and at a local 

level. Thomas Carlyle was extremely critical of Hudson’s greed and that of developers 

like him, ripping the countryside apart too hastily, in their own financial interest.377 He 

opposed the Railway King’s popular support; accusing the public of idolatory.378 In  
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York itself, William Etty, passionate about York’s ‘Antiquities’, was amongst those most 

vocal in opposing the proposed changes to the wall; voicing his condemnation in the 

local press and at YPS lectures.379 On 5 November 1838, Etty took the opportunity to 

press for the preservation of the city walls, as he delivered his second lecture at the 

YPS theatre that year.380In response, Lord Mayor George Hudson agreed that 

attention would be given to restoration of the walls, confessing that the railway 

company had already secured powers to construct the arch by the following June, but 

declaring that no further damage would be permitted to them.381 Focussing upon the 

aesthetic features in the interests of appeasement, he pronounced that the railways 

would ‘add much beauty to that part upon which they will have to encroach upon’.382 

However, admitting to the commercial benefits of the tourist market, he also 

highlighted that the railways would be ‘bringing an influx of visitors to view their 

antiquities and other attractions of their ancient city.’ 383  

 

In 1839, in spite of their recent investment in restoration, the Corporation permitted the 

destruction of this part of the walls and rampart to allow the construction of a huge 

arch, designed by Hudson’s architect, George Townsend Andrew (figure 2.46). 

Described by Bill Fawcett as ‘infusing the medieval spirit into a modern design without 

tricking it out with egregious historicist detail’, the arch was approved by YPS, who had 

been appointed by the Corporation as an approval body in a bid to appease them.384 

In fact, not only was the first arch permitted, but in spite of Hudson’s promises to the 
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contrary, in MB alone the Corporation sanctioned the introduction of Victoria Bar by 

public subscription (1838, with two flanking pedestrian arches,1864 and 1867), the 

widening of North Street Postern (1840), to improve access to the coal yards and a 

second railway arch (1845) for the Scarborough line and the goods yard, all designed 

by G.T.Andrews (figures 2.46 – 2.50).385 Later changes, following Hudson’s demise, 

included the additional pedestrian arch at Micklegate Bar (1863), and two vehicular 

and pedestrian arches, referred to here as ‘Station Road’ arch (1874) and ‘Lendal 

Arch’ (1876), as well as a new flight of stairs with a small crenelated tower immediately 

adjacent to Baile Hill (1878), providing access to the wall (figures 2.51 – 2.54).386 The 

former moat alongside MB was also largely immersed under the new road network. 387  

 

Although the Corporation supported Hudson’s proposals, it resisted those elsewhere. 

In spite of a ‘growing awareness that the city was insanitary and overcrowded and that 

conditions were even worsening’, it refused the 1855 proposal for removal of the city 

walls between Walmgate Bar and Red Tower proposed by Joseph Rowntree Senior 

(1801-1859), for public health improvement.388 As the Board of Health’s Alderman, he 

campaigned for demolition in the belief that the walls ‘obstructed the free circulation of 

air and thus promoted ill-health’, arguing that the disposal of the site for building land, 

worth a suggested value of £2000-£3000, could facilitate modernisation of the city and 

assist the poor.389 Again, the Church came forward in favour of preservation. In 

response to a petition supported by the Archbishop and eight peers of the realm; 
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enlisted by the Yorkshire Antiquarian Club, the Yorkshire Architectural Society and 

others, the Corporation not only rejected the proposed demolition, but countered that 

if a public subscription could be raised then the walls should be restored.390 A 

successful subscription resulted in the full repair of this section of the walls, favouring 

historic preservation and the perceived tourist attraction, over public health.391 

 

The Corporation also fought the final objection to the restoration programme, driven 

by Edwin Gray, who claimed ownership of part of the city wall at Gray’s Court, arguing 

that it lay within his garden.392 The matter was settled rapidly, with an argument that 

‘the tourist trade was more important than the Dean’s garden parties’ summoning 

widespread support and the transfer of ownership to the Corporation.393 This indicates 

the importance attached to tourism and the city’s image by the late nineteenth century. 

 

Although the provision of the railway arches was some twenty years earlier than the 

Walmgate proposals, it could be argued that expansion of the transport industry, to 

support modernisation of the city and tourism was regarded as being of greater 

importance than public health improvement. However, the decisions to preserve the 

walls made by mid-century suggest that the arguments in favour of their retention had 

reached their tipping point. This reversal in the Corporation’s position may partly reflect 

the change in their constitutional position pursuant to the Municipal Corporations Act 

1835, outlined in Chapter One. With ratepayers, albeit confined to a certain elite, now 
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electing councillors, the people began to have a voice they hadn’t previously enjoyed, 

a step towards Lefebvre’s ‘Right to the City’. 394 

 

As Royle observes, by 1900 the city walls ‘were not what they had been a century 

earlier’.395 Even though Cooper dramatically declared ‘our City Council will always 

cherish and uphold the walls as some of the proudest mementoes of the ancient 

celebrity of Old Ebor’ changes visibly continued throughout the 1800s.396 The city walls 

are referred to as medieval, but their development continues unabated. During World 

War II air raid shelters were constructed alongside the wall, embedded into the ramparts, 

behind the railway station (figure 2.55).397 Lendal Arch underwent substantial alterations 

in the early 1900s to accommodate trams, and in the 1960s it was dismantled and 

rebuilt in steel with stone cladding (figures 2.56 - 2.59). Signs of failure, revealed the 

modern nature of the construction, until it underwent a complex repair programme in 

2021.398 

 

In the same year, work was undertaken on the stabilisation of Tower Two, an interval tower 

on the city walls near Baile Hill, where infill added during the eighteenth or nineteenth 

century was causing stress fractures (map 2.1).399 Following the investigative work, a new 

perforated metal walkway and a double-glazed screen were installed to allow public 

viewing, without weight bearing (figure 2.60).400 These modern changes to the ‘medieval’ 

walls are all taken for granted.  
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The final section for consideration is Micklegate Bar. Town gates were of particular 

significance in city walls, according to Mumford, the meeting place of two worlds – the 

place of first greeting to trader, pilgrim, common wayfarer. 401 In York, Micklegate Bar 

has long been an important node, ‘a strategic focus into which the observer can enter, 

a junction, singled out as a key place for sense of arrival’, as defined by Kevin Lynch.402 

The Bar’s simple rectangular shape featuring a vehicular passage through the centre, 

with three storeys above, and circular bartizans at the angles towards Blossom Street, 

orientates the visitor, providing a sense of arrival and clarifying the direction of 

approach to the city centre, shown in J. Halfpenny’s engraving (figure 2.61).403 This is 

helped by Micklegate’s direct and downhill direction. Although it provided a ‘stately and 

dignified introduction to the city’ when people first approached York from the South 

early in the nineteenth century, it is no longer the main entrance. 404 Yet it remains the 

city’s ceremonial entrance, where CYC continue to display the town’s badges of 

honour intended to impress, including the Royal Coat of Arms, flanked by what are 

probably the earliest surviving examples of the York Coat of Arms (c.1370–75) and 

the arms of Sir John Lister Kaye, Lord Mayor, beribboned ‘RENOVATA AD 

MDCCXXVII’, announcing the 1727 renovation, immediately above the arch, (figures 

2.62, 2.63).405 The Bar continues its role in pageantry, with royalty traditionally seeking 

the Lord Mayor’s permission to enter the city here, attracting celebratory headlines 

and cheering crowds. 

 

 
401 Mumford,City, 304 
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403 Lynch, Image, 78; 
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     Defences (London, 1972), pp. 90-107. British History Online http://www.british- 
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Micklegate Bar remains one of York’s iconic images with imagery recording its 

presence and evolution at different times. One of the early etchings from the period of 

study was published by Prince and Cattles (1805) (figure 2.64). Dating factors include 

the single pedestrian arch (1753), designed by John Carr, the Barbican (demolished 

1826) and the Hospital of St Thomas (demolished c.1862-3), immediately outside the 

wall on the east side. Micklegate Bar’s decayed condition is recorded in the second 

etching by an unknown artist (1815), perhaps supporting the argument for demolition 

(figure 2.65). The main figure approaching the Bar, is a solitary woman with her back 

to the viewer, carrying her shopping basket. As Barrell observes, a neat woman going 

shopping, was industrious and therefore virtuous; making her an acceptable figure for 

the market for which the etching was intended. 406This etching also captures use of 

the Bar for bill posting, noted here promoting ‘Prince Blucher and the Royal Union 

Coaches’ and the cattle market. 407 This image, which records a certain amount of 

dereliction contrasts with Halfpenny’s earlier crisp and orderly engraving of the Bar. 

Accuracy is not the issue, but support for different arguments for the future of the walls.  

 
  
With the later use of photography from the 1830s – 1840s, the capture of photographic 

images began.408 A Fox Talbot photograph(1845) records the second of the pedestrian 

arches, added in 1827 (figure 2.66). Following the introduction of postcards in 1894, 

some photographs have been used for this purpose, another visible participant in the 

palimpsest.409  The first Photochrom edition (c.1895) captures the addition of the west-

 
406 John Barrell, The Dark Side of the Landscape: The rural poor in English painting 1730 -1840    
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side arch (1863), associated with the demolition of the Jolly Bacchus inn (figure 

2.67).410  This can be seen more clearly with the black & white postcard (1908) (figure 

2.68). Although the post cards are undated, the date can be approximated by the 

fashions worn by passers-by and transport (figures 2.69 – 2.70). Major renovation 

works undertaken to the Bar in 1952 left little visible change, but the statues were all 

renewed (figure 2.71). Recent operational change has limited the central arch to cycle 

use, with the west side lane now the only arch in vehicular use for ingoing traffic (figure 

2.72). 

 

The Bar has continued an active, if changing, role. Once the home of the muremaster, 

Micklegate Bar provided a policeman’s home at the turn of the twentieth century and 

since 2022 it has housed the City Walls Experience, a museum devoted to the history 

of the walls themselves (figure 2.73).411 No longer a building full of vibrant life, it is now 

part of York’s growing museum industry, celebrating a past, frozen in time, which as 

Hewison comments may be a symbol of decline rather than vitality.412 

 

Today, Micklegate Bar is no longer the place of greeting for many, as defined by 

Mumford, as the sense of arrival for many is felt when alighting from a train, when the 

first glimpse of the city upon leaving the railway station are the formidable city walls, 

 
410 'City walls, bars, posterns and bridges', in A History of the County of York: the City of York, ed. P M 
     Tillott (London, 1961), pp. 510-520. British History Online  
     http://www.britishhistory.ac.uk/vch/yorks/city-of-york/pp510-520; 
     Photochrom: a colour photograph process invented by Hans Jakob Schmid (1856  
     1924)in the 1880s. Photochrom Co.Ltd was launched 1895 britishmuseum.org. 
411  jorvikvikingcentre.co.uk;  
     yorkcitywalls.com; 
     ‘The Folks who lived in the Bar,’ The Yorkshire Evening Press, March 28, 1991. 
412 Robert Hewison, The Heritage Industry: Britain in a Climate of Decline (London: Methuen,  
    1987),84.    
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partly screened by the busy main road fringed by the former tram shelter and modern 

bus stop (figure 2.74) 413 

 

This is a view that the York Station Gateway proposal promises to open up further, 

providing a pedestrian crossing, a bus hub and access to G.T. Andrew’s railway 

arches.414 Otherwise, the two road and pedestrian arches, ‘Station Road Arch’(1874) 

and ‘Lendal Arch’ (1876), discussed above, provide access through the city walls to 

and from the centre, replacing Micklegate Bar as the main entrance into the walled city 

(figures 2.51& 2.52). Nonetheless, some vehicles and pedestrians continue to use the 

Bar as their daily entrance to the heart of the city, as it leads to Micklegate, the subject 

of the next chapter. 

 

Conclusion 

By the turn of the nineteenth century, the City of York had reached a crossroads in the 

future of the city walls, in which the Corporation had invested so much. As Clark 

comments ‘new complex concepts of urban autonomy in a progressively international 

cultural world, the circuit of town walls was no longer seen as defence of a city’s 

cultural identity but rather as an obstacle to cultural progress.’ 415  

 

Once an important part of the city’s military defence, now redundant, the walls were 

seen as an obstacle to wider urban development and industrial modernisation, enjoyed 

by other cities. However, having passed a resolution to proceed with their demolition, 

with many parties in favour, the Corporation found increasing numbers in opposition. 

 
413 Mumford, City, 305. 
414 York Gateway Proposals. York.gov.uk https://youtu.be/kZIiyj6RuUs. 
415 Peter Clark, European Cities and Towns 400 – 2000 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009),195-  
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The newly formed railway promoted partial demolition to allow development of the 

station within the walls, a proposal that succeeded. However, Joseph Rowntree 

Senior’s fight for demolition of a section of the walls in the interests of the health 

benefits of modernising a city for the poor, struggling with the constraints of walls that 

were slowing traffic and trade, failed. Conversely, investment in the city’s heritage and 

its preservation began, and the commodification of the walls and the promotion of 

tourism succeeded. 

 

The restoration of the walls was finally declared complete at an official opening 

ceremony in June 1889, when the Council acknowledged civic responsibility for their 

future care.416 Public opinion, informed by the Church’s position, voices supporting the 

preservation of the city’s historic buildings and those of the urban imaginaries, together 

with the impact of increasing tourism, changing fashion in art and architecture, 

combined with the increasing power of the electorate, gradually altered the 

Corporation’s position.  

           

Provision for maintenance of the Grade I listed, Scheduled Monument is now made 

from the City of York’s Council’s annual budgets.417 In 2017, the estimated annual 

expenditure was approximately £150,000, although £1 million was anticipated over the 

following three years to meet refurbishment costs. 418 With York’s economy now largely 

based on a tourist industry attracting 8.4 million visitors per annum and the walls 
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     Scheduled Monument ID 1004910. 
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themselves thought to attract 1 million visitors each year, images of the walls have 

become part of the city’s marketing strategy (figure 2.75).419 

 

Assisting the local authority in their fight to attract visitors and compete in the 

international tourist market, the walls hold a very different sort of power to that when 

they were first built as a physical defence. Rather than prohibiting the city’s 

modernisation and development, they have evolved with the city, to remain a 

fundamental element of York’s economy, actively promoted by urban imaginaries, 

contained within documents such as the Local Plan and the York Walls Conservation 

Management Plan (November 2021), as part of the city’s future. The City Walls and 

their Bars continue to survive, living a productive, if very different urban life than that 

for which they were created. Those lobbying for the preservation of the walls saved 

one of the most valued items maintaining the palimpsest of York, not simply in the built 

environment, but in both pictorial and textual imagery, actively used in marketing 

tourism; benefitting York’s future economy. 

 

There are no longer any voices clamouring in favour of demolition of the city walls and 

its Bars. A familiar objection to recent planning applications for development adjacent 

to the walls is their protection…never demolition. A local resident’s group, the 

Bishophillbillies, were very supportive of the recent ‘Two Towers’ archaeological/repair 

programme on the section of the wall adjacent to Baile Hill.420 Rather than any 

suggestion that this section might be demolished due to its instability, investigation of 

the source of the settlement cracks and their repair was supported. One interviewee, 

 
419 Make it York, makeityork.com [accessed 21 March 2023];  
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who used the walls as a child as part of her route to school and could not envisage 

York without them, believes there should be greater integration of the walls within the 

city’s network of footpaths, with the provision of additional stairways to make them 

more accessible for daily use. This echoes one of the emergent themes from the 

UNESCO Conference (2017), which concluded that city walls should be subject to 

greater civic engagement and further integration within their communities.421 The city 

walls have remained a continuity in the MB palimpsest to the present day, despite 

some losses in the city walls such as Skeldergate Postern and the creation of a 

number of arches. The outcome illustrates the power of the heritage movement in York 

and of public opinion to resist opposition when a significant feature of the city is 

threatened. Whilst strangely absent in MB when major development resulted in the 

loss of the ancient port, it was repeated again in twentieth century Bishophill.  
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CHAPTER 3 
Changing consumerism in Micklegate-Bishophill 
 

‘The west part is compassed with a very fair wall, and the river foursquare 
wise and giveth entrance to those that come hither, at the only gate named 
Mikel Barre, as one would say, the great gate, from which a long street and a 
broad reacheth to the very bridge…’ 

                                
The broad outline of Micklegate has altered little since Camden captured it here in 

1536.422 With Micklegate Bar providing the gateway through the city walls into York 

from London, the major thoroughfare to the Ouse Bridge, and onwards to Scotland, 

Micklegate was of unique historical importance.423 Linked to the dockside, along North 

Street and Skeldergate, and the route to the principal market area at All Saint’s 

Pavement, the street was of inevitable mercantile importance, with a natural 

propensity for retail development (map 3.1, figure 3.3).424 However, with this history, 

Micklegate is also an integral part of the city’s heritage and has become a  commodity 

itself. Railway Street, part of the road network designed to provide a link between Old 

Station (1841) and the new Ouse Bridge (1821), was a much later, but nonetheless 

significant, addition to the city, punched through the medieval backlands into 

Micklegate, following the arrival of the railways (map 3.2).425 Although the streets do 

not share the same historical significance, together, Micklegate, (including the short 

approach to the river named Bridge Street), and Railway Street (MRSt) remain the 

main retail area in MB.  

 
422 William Camden, Brittania (London: George Bishop, 1586), cited by Robert Davies, Walks through     
    the City of York (London: Chapman and Hall Ltd. 1880),129. 
423 derived from the Viking Myglagata (‘Great Street’); 
    Ouse Bridge was the only river crossing, other than by ferry until mid-nineteenth century. 
424 'Secular Buildings: Micklegate', in An Inventory of the Historical Monuments in City of York,      
     Volume 3, South west (London, 1972), pp. 68-96. British History Onlinehttp://www.british- 
     history.ac.uk/rchme/york/vol3/pp68-96;  
     Patrick Nuttgens, York: The Continuing City (York: Maxiprint, 2001), 24,45. 
425 Hudson Street, (1843) built in honour of George Hudson, renamed Railway Street upon his    
     fall (1849), renamed George Hudson Street on 100th anniversary of his death(1971). 
    ‘The New Street’. York Herald, September 21,1844.  
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This chapter argues that the area bears witness to the emergence of consumerism in the 

late eighteenth century, and later commodification as outlined in Chapter One. It explores 

consumer culture, demonstrating the changing consumer experience and the associated 

cityscape, analysing this different aspect of urban growth, including retailing, 

touristification, heritage and later commodification, both of Micklegate and its visitors 

themselves. Beginning in the late eighteenth/early nineteenth centuries, by examining 

the emergence of retail activity in Micklegate, a predominantly residential street, it then 

considers the period of an ‘increasing liberation to shop’ and the attendant explosion 

of department stores in the late nineteenth/early twentieth century c.1880 -1930, the 

era of the ‘consumerist revolution’.426Finally, it examines the evolution of consumerism 

from the mid-1960s, through to the twenty-first century and commodification.  

 

Alongside the chronological study, the chapter considers the tension between the 

changing consumer pattern, and the heritage aspects of MRSt. These streets, together 

with the immediate backlands, were Esher’s ‘first conservation area priority’ in the 

Micklegate-Bishophill sector.427 He reinforced this later, remarking that 'One's heart 

and one's enthusiasm really went into the Minster area and Micklegate, which had a 

quality of its own with a very good main street.'428 In linking Micklegate very firmly with 

the historic Minster and its precinct, central to Christianity in the north of England since 

the seventh century, Esher emphasised that Micklegate is equally important to the 

city’s urban heritage.429 Like the Minster, the Micklegate palimpsest provides some of 

 
426 Don Slater, Consumer Culture and Modernity (Cambridge: Polity Press, 1997),13. 
427 Lionel Brett. Viscount Esher, York: A Study in Conservation. Report to the Minister of    
    Housing and Local Government and York City Council(London: HMSO 1968), 89, 138,139 (figure     
    139). 
428 Interview between Lord Esher and John Gold, Henley-on-Thames, 8 May 2003.  John Gold and  
    John Pendlebury. ‘The “spirit of living continuity”? Revisiting the urban vision, methodologies and  
    influence  of the Studies in Conservation,’ The Town Planning Review. January 2019. 90(1):33-55  
    DOI:10.3828/ tpr.2019.4  
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York’s finest architecture and townscape, but in this case, it was created not only by 

the church, but by the merchants and residents. The community was an equally 

important group in the shaping of York.430   

 

Already a wealthy street from the Middle Ages, Micklegate became increasingly 

fashionable during the eighteenth century when medieval properties were re-fronted 

and new mansions were developed, providing town houses for the country gentry, 

visiting during the annual season.431 Several remain, providing the main framework of 

what the local authority regards as ‘one of the most handsome streets in Yorkshire’, 

due to its topography, its sinuous form, (predating the Norman Conquest), and the 

density of high quality buildings (figures 3.4,3.5).432Micklegate’s identity as the 

principal historic route into the city undoubtedly combine with CYC’s and Esher’s 

perspectives to contribute to its commodification.  

 

The street’s purpose began to shift with the arrival of the railways in 1841, for although 

Esher described Micklegate Bar as ‘York’s front door’, not only did the railway provide 

a new, alternative route into the city, but the new road layout, detailed in Chapter Two, 

changed the traditional access into the city from the South and the street’s vehicular 

use.433 The railways also brought population growth, including residential development 

in nearby Bishophill, detailed in Chapter Six, together with increased tourism and 

commercialisation.434 With the changing status of the area, wealthy homeowners left 

 
430 Sarah Rees Jones, York: The Making of the City 1068 – 1350 (Oxford University Press, 2013), 2. 
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for the fashionable suburbs, or abandoned York for London, and as the residential 

aspect of the street declined, the conversion of houses to shops, inns and business 

premises began.435 However, during the twentieth century the demand for these 

properties in this use also changed, bringing a tension with heritage groups and local 

government seeking to protect the street’s ‘harmonious architectural “frame” '.436 

The chapter adopts five case studies. The first considers the initial conversion of 

townhouses to retail use in the nineteenth century, tracing the development of three 

examples through to the present day: numbers 104, 67-71 and 128-136, Micklegate. 

The second and third case studies are two former department stores, ‘the archetypal 

public spaces of modernity’ developed on this side of the Ouse, which thrived but 

ultimately declined.437 These are Boyes Department Store, 17 Bridge Street (1896), 

now partly hotel, partly restaurant, and 1 - 22 George Hudson Street (1899), developed 

by the Yorkshire Equitable Industrial Society (YEIS), as a store and headquarters, now 

student accommodation, offices and individual retail/restaurant units.438 The period 

finally explored, runs from the mid-1960s through to the twenty-first century and the 

more cosmopolitan and increased night-time use, illustrated by the fourth and fifth 

case studies, both involving dramatic redevelopment programmes: the construction 

and later refurbishment of the supermarket and multi-storey car park (1973) on George 

Hudson Street and the Co-operative store (Co-op)(1960s) known as Victoria House 

(VH), built at the Micklegate/George Hudson Street junction and its subsequent 

redevelopment with the Ramada Hotel(2004), now a Travelodge. Together, the case 

studies explore the palimpsest of the consumer culture that emerged in this part of the 
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city and its evolution since the early nineteenth century, as it has witnessed the 

conversion of town houses into individual retail units, the development of department 

stores, and in some cases wider consumerism – part of the hospitality experience, and 

museification, with MRSt itself becoming the ultimate commodity.  

 

Retail development in Micklegate and the early nineteenth century 

Roads to markets always attract retail activity in fairs and stalls and this was certainly 

evident in Micklegate, where records indicate a history of sporadic markets, including 

the annual ‘Dish Fair’, later the ‘Black Fair’, celebrated on St Luke’s Day, which 

continued until 1859.439 In addition, there was trading of long-standing importance at 

the Butter Market, in front of St Martin-cum-Gregory’s Church, with butter recognised 

in the legislation obtained by the Corporation as ‘one of the chief commodities’ of 

Yorkshire, brought in for overseas export (figure 3.6).440 This established trading area 

would undoubtedly have attracted further retail activity. As Rob Shields observes 

social norms were typically relaxed at such markets, with the leisure atmosphere of a 

community gathering. However, as he remarks ‘Even in its most carnivalesque forms, 

social exchange is marked by economic exchange.’441 Thus, the commercial activity 

of the retail was initially introduced in a festive atmosphere, an early form of Benjamin’s 

phantasmagoria, referenced in Chapter One, with commodities on display; a 

spectacle.442 

 
 

439 'Guilds, markets and fairs', in A History of the County of York: the City of York, ed. P M Tillott  
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Following the temporary stalls that offered retail facilities, consumer society began with 

the conversion of the ground floor parlours of existing buildings. As Shields comments 

‘It is not a question of the built environment encouraging a new form of behaviour in a 

deterministic way, but the buildings are renovated to accommodate and host the new 

combination of leisure and consumption activities.’443Even from this early period, 

shopping was not simply a matter of consumption, but leisure. According to Matthew 

Jenkins: 

‘It was part of a larger world of polite culture that included the races, assembly 
rooms, walks and promenades. Participating in shopping was participating in 
polite society.’ 444 

 
Polite culture was already having an impact on this area. Relocation of the racecourse 

to nearby Knavesmire, increased Micklegate’s popularity.445 With gentry in residence, 

the street had undergone what Borsay describes as ‘qualitative urbanisation’, with 

cultural activities attracting the élite, as well as clean, well-lit streets and a resident-

funded flagged footpath (dating from 1750), from Micklegate Bar to Barker Lane, 

supporting retail development.446 

The availability of different goods through colonial expansion, together with the 

emergence of fashion and the consequential ‘rapid turnover of styles’ that followed, 

fuelled ‘some kind of consumer revolution’ in the eighteenth century.447 Don Slater 

argues that this is underpinned by trade and commerce (rather than production or 

 
443 Shields et al. Lifestyle Shopping, 7. 
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446 Peter Borsay, ‘Politeness and Elegance: The Cultural Re-fashioning of Eighteenth Century York,’        
     in Eighteenth Century York: Culture, Space and Society, ed. Mark Hallett and Jane Rendall (York:  
     Borthwick Institute of Historical Research, 2003),1,7. 
    Robert Davies, Walks through the City of York (London: Chapman and Hall Ltd., 1880), 139. 
447 Slater, Consumer, 18,19. 



 114 

consumption), the hallmarks of civil society itself, stimulating the change from the 

agrarian to urban.’448 This aligns with Lefebvre’s theory on the growth of the mercantile 

city and the long historical shift to the critical phase of urbanisation, an integral part of 

the palimpsest, captured in Chapter One.449  

 

In the late eighteenth century the lower end of Micklegate was one of only fifteen 

parishes within York that contained individual shops units, all considered ‘high 

quality’.450 Shopping was concentrated in two parishes, with six shops in St John 

Micklegate, ‘Ousebridge End’ and seven in St Martin-cum-Gregory.451 Other than 

single units in Bishophill Junior and All Saints, North Street, these were the only shops 

south of the Ouse.452 Even at this early stage, shops in lower Micklegate served the 

local community.453 As Mui & Mui comment, residents south of the Ouse were served 

with ‘a relatively full complement of shops’, only needing to cross the bridge for luxury 

goods, which provided the pattern for future retail development.454 The number and 

type of shops increased during the nineteenth century, partly to serve the inevitable 

retail increase that followed the city’s growing population.455 In addition, despite 

continuing poverty, a growing middle class, with more sophisticated tastes, created a 

demand for different retailers, accompanied by an increasing growth and 

diversification of supply. As Benson observes ‘Demand and supply were entwined in 

an intimate and symbiotic relationship.’456 By 1851, York had one shop for every thirty-
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five people, significantly exceeding national shopkeeping averages.457The 

pronounced retail demand in York was due to its established hinterland, and a wealthy 

consumer base, generating an increased number of high-class retailers.458 However, 

the small general or provisions dealers, the ‘shopkeepers’ were the type of shop 

growing most rapidly across the country.459 

 

The provision of consumer space within existing buildings was an important factor, as 

it not only introduced the challenge of managing the relationship between retail and 

domestic space, but the introduction of the shop front ‘designed to catch the eye of 

passers-by and lure them into the shop’.460 Even so, the original shops may have used 

their house windows, quite possibly neoclassical rectangular sashes, which were very 

popular at the time and not unlike those captured in Rowlandson’s “York City During 

the Races”, evident today at 118 Micklegate (c1740), a Grade II* listed townhouse 

(figure 2.7 & 2.8 ).461 Similarly,  the retail units in The Piece Hall, Halifax (1779) have 

a single door and a rectangular window of this type, 3” x 4” panes, as does the small 

former shop in North Street (figures 3.9 & 3.10).462 However, as Stobart comments 

‘the growing affordability of glass in the eighteenth century and the introduction of 

sheet and plate glass in the nineteenth century had a huge impact on the appearance 

of shop fronts.’463 Consequently, retail activity had a significant visual impact on the 

streetscape, disrupting both the appearance of the individual façades and the street. 

As Slater observes ‘consumer culture moves in two contradictory but interrelated 
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directions’, on the one hand the ‘world of urban experience’ and on the other, 

increased domesticity. 464 Consumerism became increasingly respectable.465 These 

key features of the developing consumer experience are considered further here.  

 

Urban experience is captured both in the flâneur and display. The flâneur is generally 

recognised as being created by Baudelaire, who painted the figure as follows:  

‘The crowd is his element, as the air is that of birds and water of fish. His 
passion and his profession are to merge with the crowd. For the perfect idler, 
for the passionate spectator, it is an immense source of enjoyment to 
establish his dwelling in the throng of the multitude, in the ebb and flow, the 
bustle, the fleeting and the midst of the fugitive and the infinite.’ 466 
 

However, as noted by Slater, for Benjamin, the flâneur became a metaphor for the 

modern consumer.467 In Passagen-werk, Benjamin portrays the flâneur as one who 

frequents the Parisian arcades, passages of iron and glass, lined with shops, built 

through blocks of buildings, between the early 1800s and 1860. His study also involves 

the destruction of the narrow medieval streets and the removal of the working classes 

to accommodate the broad boulevards and department stores and to attract visitors 

and tourists, including the flâneur. Importantly, the flâneur becomes a symbol for 

modernity itself, in which Slater suggests ‘all the world is consumable experience’.468 

Arguably, the flâneur himself becomes the commodity as ‘loitering becomes the 

flaneur’s trade.’469 In Baudelaire’s case he is looking at both the inspiration and the 
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market for his work.470 Consequently, he can “teach” the proletariat and the younger 

generation.471 This is the same for Woolf in her walk through the city streets: 

‘With no thought of buying, the eye is sportive and generous; it creates; it adorns; it 
enhances. Standing out in the street, one may build up all the chambers of an 
imaginary house and furnish them at one's will with sofa, table, carpet. That rug will 
do for the hall. That alabaster bowl shall stand on a carved table in the window. Our 
merrymaking shall be reflected in that thick round mirror. But, having built and 
furnished the house, one is under no obligation to possess it; one can dismantle it 
in the twinkling of an eye, and build and furnish another house with other chairs and 
other glasses.’ 472 

 

Woolf’s description here of shopping for a lead pencil, conjures up the romance of window 

shopping and browsing in the anonymity of the crowd. This is developed further by the 

window display, increased by the picture window and the intra-store exhibition of 

goods. Whitaker comments:  

‘Window displays ….sell by tantalising the imagination. The glass separating the 
viewer form the merchandise confers a sense of mystery on those objects. The 
freedoms with which the shopper can gaze upon objects of interest in display 
windows facilitates deliberation and comparison shopping.’473  
 

The roles of the flâneur/flâneuse and the window dresser continue to evolve. 

Conversely, taking a different perspective it can be argued in Slater’s words that ‘the 

mass consumer of modernity was suckered – was truly conformist, really wanted 

things, was really in the game.’474 This is far less romantic but takes a colder view of 

the everyday consumer experience, and begins to commodify the consumer. 

 
470 Buck-Morss, Dialectics,186 -187.  
471 Buck-Morss, 304. 
472 Virginia Woolf, Street Haunting: A London Adventure (Nottingham: Five Leaves Bookshop, 2017), 12 
473 Jan Whitaker, The Department Store (London: Thames & Hudson, 2011),174. 
474 Slater, Consumer, 197. 
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The other aspect of consumerism was the increasing connection with domesticity and 

respectable culture. This was wresting it away both from the luxury of aristocracy, and  

from the riotousness of consumption associated with the working class.475  

 

The first case study, the three townhouses in Micklegate, is examined initially in the 

1800s as they illustrate the transition from townhouse to retailing, indicative of this 

‘domestic’ move (figure 3.11).  

 

Townhouses 

102-104, Micklegate 
 
102-104, Micklegate is a brick-built three-storey, double-fronted townhouse, with a 

Welsh slate roof, dating from the late seventeenth century (figure 3.12).476 It was 

owned by the Powell family until 1817, when it was sold to cordwainer, Francis Calvert, 

already the occupier for five years.477 It was he who split the property, letting number 

104 to several private residents, before making it his own residence in 1834, whilst 

102 became Calvert & Son’s business premises. Although the property was divided 

into two, the original central doorway still remains, set within number 102 (now 

providing access to the upper floors), a memory of the former townhouse, visible at 

ground floor level. The building was re-fenestrated in both the early and mid-

eighteenth century, which may be related to its retail conversion, although three-light 

canted bay windows with four-pane centre sashes were also inserted at first floor level 

c.1850, probably indicative of living room accommodation.478 There are four-pane 

 
475 Slater, 15. 
476 York Historic Environment Record, HER Building Record. MYO1187 102-104 Micklegate. 
477 'Secular Buildings: Micklegate', in An Inventory of the Historical Monuments in City of York,  
    Volume 3, South west (London, 1972), pp. 68-96. British History Onlinehttp://www.british-   
    history.ac.uk/rchme/york/vol3/pp68-96.  
478 HER. MYO1187 – 102-104 Micklegate. 
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sash windows to the top floor. 104 was occupied by bootmakers, Misses Elisabeth and 

Emma Pears, from 1881 until at least 1911.479 During the early 19th century, most 

shops specialised in goods of one type and merchandise was stocked or produced 

within the shop, so the shoes sold at 104 Micklegate would have been fabricated on 

the premises, by two skilled craftswomen.480 The once private town houses became 

open to the potential consumer and space therefore had to accommodate further 

division.481 Although this was essentially the same building, its ground floor change of 

use to retail, with residential accommodation above made a substantial change to its 

role in Micklegate and its contribution to the streetscape. The unit remains in 

occupation and its evolution is detailed later in the chapter. 

 

67 -71 Micklegate 

67-71 Micklegate was originally two three - storey townhouses, with a five-bay front 

elevation, probably late 16th/ early 17th century (figures 3.13 – 3.14). However, 

extensive alterations were made to the property in the eighteenth century, including 

the addition of a brick façade, with a parapet and stone coping on the front elevation.482 

The original slate roof survives, with the gabling concealed by the brick front.483 The 

notable individuals included Samuel Dawson (1691–1731), Sheriff 1718–19, and 

Reverend Marsh, rector of St. Martin-cum-Gregory, who lived there for 43 years, 

succeeded by his widow, as evidenced by the Marsh unicorn crest on the rainwater 

head (figure 3.15).484  

 
479 Kelly’s Directory of York, 1957. 
480 Stobart,Spend,31. 
481 Shields, Lifestyle Shopping, 102. 
482 Historic England. 
483 Ibid. 
484 HER. MYO1195 69-71 – York. 
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One character who worked in the building when it was a railway engineer’s office 

during the mid 1800s was brought to life by Charles Dickens (1812 – 1870) as Wilkins 

Micawber in David Copperfield (figure 3.16).485 Dickens was a frequent visitor to York  

following the opening of the railway link to London and his brother, Alfred, worked 

here, alongside a certain Richard Chicken, a well-known colourful individual who gave 

pompous begging letters to his colleagues and is thought to have inspired the 

character.486 Even the name Wilkins is said to be early nineteenth century Yorkshire 

slang for the poor.487Thus, Dickens’ text has become part of the Micklegate 

palimpsest, rewriting the character and his activities, bringing traces of everyday life 

of this earlier time to the present day, with the addition of later analysis for example in 

Hugh Murray’s “Mr Micawber in York”, and cinematic versions of the novel.488 

 

The ground floor of both houses was eventually converted to provide individual shops. 

Until 1830 number 71 was reportedly in use as the Minster Inn, described by Drake as 

being ‘of good resort’, during the eighteenth century.489 This use, specifically 

categorised as ‘A public house for the lodging and entertainment of travellers etc.’, 

distinguished from other day-to-day public houses, presented an alternative cultural 

concept that introduced a different consumer group.490It is therefore an important 

addition to the street. 

 
485 Charles Dickens, David Copperfield (London: Bradbury & Evans, 1849). 
486 T.P.Cooper, The Real Micawber (York : Edwin Story, 1922),15-19; 
    ‘Mr Chicken’s run with Dickens’ The Press, February 27, 2012; 
    ‘Historic York building with links to Charles Dickens enjoys £1 million makeover’ yorkmix.com.May  
    18, 2020. 
487 Hugh Murray, ‘Mr Micawber in York’ York Historian, 1996 
488 ibid. 
489 Drake, Eboracum, 280. 
    Secular Buildings: Micklegate', in An Inventory of the Historical Monuments in City of York, Volume  
    3, South-west (London, 1972), pp. 68-96. British History Online www.british   
    history.ac.uk/rchme/york/vol3/pp68. 
490 HER – Monument MYO1195. Concept: ‘Inn’. 
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128/136 Micklegate 

Again, this property was originally two three-storey townhouses, built in the mid 1700s, 

when they both owned by local gentry, Thomas Brown of Middleton and Henry Jubb, 

Sheriff and Lord Mayor.491 Conversion to a commercial unit on the ground and 

basement floors was originally undertaken by J.H. Shouksmith and Sons Ltd., the 

family firm founded in 1820. Having acquired 128-134 in 1883, the company ran an 

independent ironmongers, glaziers, and plumbers from the property (figure 3.17).492 

Although 128 -134 and the front part of 136 were merged at ground level to form a 

single shop unit, the original townhouses remain visible above ground floor: 128 -134, 

with its stuccoed front elevation and 134/136 with a re-faced red brick front elevation 

and a bay window at first floor level. The upper floors of 136, accessed separately, 

were used as offices by commercial users. 493 

 

Shouksmith’s also built a workshop/warehouse on the back of their retail premises 

overlooking Toft Green; an example of 1800s backland encroachment (figure 3.18). 

The plots on Micklegate were earlier described as ‘proper houses having gardens and 

orchards planted on the backside on either hand’, but Esher regarded the road as ‘an 

historic street suffering from blight’ as ‘small workshops and service industries of all 

kinds jammed themselves up against the back windows of handsome Georgian 

houses in Micklegate’.494 This may not have occurred had planning legislation been in 

place, although the railway was changing the area.  

 

 
491 www.british-history.ac.uk/rchme/york/vol3/pp68. 134-36 – built 1740 and 128-134 built 1754. 
492 http:/www.british-history.ac.uk/rchme/York/vol 3/pp68. 
493 In 1957, Wade Quarries and London Provincial Sports News Agency (1929) Ltd. 
494 Davies, Walkes, 129; 
    Esher, Study, 39.  
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Collectively, these three individual properties are indicative of the changes, which 

established retail activity in Micklegate during the nineteenth century, the nature of the 

occupiers and the street’s participation in the emergence of consumerism. 

Architectural changes supported the evolution, with improved pavements allowing the 

shopper to drift past, and cheaper glass allowing the installation of picture windows 

and glazed doors to attract customers. Whilst none of the original occupiers continue, 

the buildings (and in the case of 128/136, the owners) remain, enduring as a living part 

of the palimpsest. In addition, they are captured in images, traceable through 

imaginary documents such as Local Plans, and contributing to Micklegate’s heritage 

imagery.495 They are all listed buildings, part of York Central Historic Core 

Conservation Area (YCHCCA), with a continuing demand for retail use, albeit of a 

different nature to the nineteenth century. The changing retail nature of the street, as 

illustrated in later sections of the chapter, demonstrates an active ongoing afterlife for 

the townhouse.496  

 

The development of department stores  

With the coming together of urbanisation, mass transport and mass production in the 

middle of the nineteenth-century, new patterns of consumption emerged. The nature 

of retail markets began to change from the individual shop units described above, to 

the department stores that transformed city centres.497 Although there are a number 

of contenders for the world’s first department store, Le Bon Marché, which opened in 

1852 in Paris and designed its own store in 1855 is generally regarded as the first, 

with Bazar de l’hôtel de ville and Le Printemps following within the next ten years.498 

 
495 National Planning Policy Framework 2012. 
496 Graeme Gilloch. Walter Benjamin: Critical Constellations (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2002),4. 
497 Whitaker, Store ,11. 
498 Whitaker,11. 
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The department stores phenomenon continued to grow in Paris during the following 

years, with increasingly ostentatious and monumental premises. 499   

 

The English department store developed more slowly, generally emerging alongside 

World Fairs from 1855 onwards. William Whiteley, the founder of one of London’s first 

stores is known to have been inspired by the magnificent displays, the 

‘phantasmagoria’, of massed goods at the Great Exhibition at Crystal Palace in 

1851.500 Although Whitaker comments that in the 1890s Whiteleys and Harrods 

consisted of ‘little more than terraces of interconnected shops’, Hamish Fraser cites 

Modern London:  

‘Depot, emporium, bazaar, warehouse – none of these seem to possess the 
slightest descriptive power. Whiteley’s is an immense symposium of the arts 
and industries of the nation and of the world; a grand review of everything that 
goes to make life worth living passing in seemingly endless array before critical 
by bewildered humanity.’ 501 
 

In spite of being relatively late to emerge in England, by 1900 there were more than 

two hundred such stores across the country.’502 As architectural – designer, James 

Taylor-Foster has remarked ‘involving demolition and displacement, the department 

stores in turn transformed urban landscapes.’503  Many stores occupied entire city blocks 

and, with ‘cathedral-like spaciousness from lofty skylights’, the architecture was very 

different.504 Furthermore, as Stobart observes ‘Windows became ever larger and 

 
499 Whitaker,18 and 22. 
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501 Whitaker, 31; 
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displays an increasingly important element of shop design, with their obvious corollary: 

window shopping.’505   

 

Department stores saw the emergence of marketing to ‘a population that is 

increasingly seen as consumers’…. ‘who happen to be organised into classes and 

genders’.506 Benson observes that ‘most department stores were concentrating on the 

upper end of the market - the burgeoning middle classes’.507 Likewise, Proctor 

comments that ‘From the start, the architecture encouraged a perception of the 

building as a public place, where consumption itself was almost incidental to the 

delights of a sheltered promenade in a densely crowded, middle class urban space’.508 

However, the perception of class changed and it was considered that the new 

department stores outside London looked to the working class as their main 

customers.509Lower prices offered by stores bulk-buying or even manufacturing 

themselves, increased affordability for those normally excluded from the market.510 

Consequently, the experience was opened up to a wider group, a portrayal developed 

most aptly in Woolf’s description of the shopper as ‘part of that vast republican army of 

trampers, whose society is so agreeable after the solitude of one’s own room.’511 Although 

individual retail units remained, the department store transformed the consumer 

experience, now available to a much larger market. This began to shape 

consumerism, which would affect the nature of the store in York. 

 

 
505 Stobart, Spend, 17-18. 
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509 Fraser, Mass Market, 131-132. 
510 Whitaker, Store, 6-7. 
511 Slater, Consumer, 15; 
    Woolf, Street Haunting, 7. 
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Department Stores in York 

With greater urbanisation and mass transport, York was able to support the 

development of department stores. Often referred to as the ‘Selfridges of York’, the 

first department store in the city, Leak and Thorp, (1869) opened on the site of the 

former George Inn, Coney St (figure 3.19).512 W. Rowntree & Sons(1881) of 

Scarborough, ‘Society’s favourite spa’, also had a department store in Coney St, taken 

over by Debenhams (1966).513 W.P Brown (now Browns) followed with their first York 

store (1890).514This style of retailing was slightly later to appear in MB, but two stores 

opened at the turn of the century, Boyes(1896) and York Equitable Industrial Society 

(YEIS)(1899). When the stores arrived, slums remained, but working-class housing 

was well established nearby. The docks and the railways were flourishing, reinforced 

by the opening of the North Eastern Railway HQ, which transformed this part of the 

city, broadening retail demand. 

 
 
W. Boyes & Co.Ltd. “Boyes”, 17 Bridge Street. Late nineteenth century – 1960s  
 
Boyes is a thriving, family chain, operating from 68 department stores across 

Cambridgeshire, Cumbria, Greater Manchester, Leicestershire, Lincolnshire, the 

North-East, Nottinghamshire and Yorkshire. The original store opened in Scarborough 

(1881) and, as part of William Boyes expansion plan, a branch opened in York fifteen 

years later in Varvills, a former paint warehouse in Bridge Street, facing the River Ouse 

(figure 3.20 & 3.21). Described as ‘a remnant warehouse’, Boyes style represented a 

transitional move from warehouse to retail, with posters on the frontage declaring that 

 
512 Maxine Gordon, ‘Was Leak & Thorp really the “Selfridges of York?’ York Press, April 30, 2021. 
513 ‘Antique toys go under the hammer at resort’ York Press,  March 19, 1998 yorkpress.co.uk; 
     Fraser, Mass Market,129. 
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‘any person is at liberty to walk round without being expected to purchase’(figure 3.21). 

Unfortunately, the warehouse, a monumental building, was gutted by fire in December 

1910, but it was quickly replaced in 1912, with a design that suggests an emerging 

corporate style as it echoes Boyes, Scarborough, rebuilt following a fire in 1915 (figure 

3.22).  

 

Occupying land fronting the Ouse, Bridge Street and North Street, the site was actually 

increased by acquiring 15 feet of the foreshore from the Council, for £1000 in 

exchange for land for road-widening(figure3.23).515 Proctor observes that 

‘Architecturally, through an applied veneer of classical forms, department store 

buildings claimed a status for their businesses within the hierarchy of building types of 

the city.’ Boyes purpose-built store was certainly an individual statement piece at that 

time, built in distinctive orange-red brickwork with classical stone pilasters, carved with 

laurel garlands around the shop frontages, and a large clock inset on the Bridge Street 

elevation, a key department store feature (figures 3.25 – 3.29).516 

 

The store has large ground floor display windows, along both the Bridge Street and 

riverside elevations, with curving window tracery at first floor level redolent of Harrods 

windows in the Art Nouveau fashion, designed by Stephens and Munt (figure 3.30).517 

In addition, at first floor level on the riverside elevation, doors open onto three 

cantilevered balconies, once housing the store café. The windows on this elevation 

are curtained in early photos, giving the impression that they are fronting luxurious 
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suites (figure 3.27).518 The staircase also retains something of the original Art Nouveau 

style(figure 3.31). Whilst Boyes did not have the ‘cathedral like spaciousness’ of 

London stores, it enjoyed an expanse of open space, unusual when the building first 

opened (figures 3.32). 519 

 

Boyes used its riverside location to advantage, using the Ouse elevation not only to 

market their wares, but to promote the store across the river (figure 3.27 & 3.28). It 

later benefited from a riverside walk, provided by the Viking Hotel developers in the 

1960s, which supported closer window shopping. Perhaps at variance with the store’s 

early up-market appearance, with the launch of their remnant warehouse, Boyes target 

audience was always the working class, in line with Fraser’s comment on the mass 

markets at the turn of the century.520 Even today, Boyes’ logo, “for good value” adopts 

those store’s early principles.  

 

York Equitable Industrial Society (YEIS) Late nineteenth century -1960s 

The Co-operative Movement was an important phase in retail development. As John 

Benson and Gareth Shaw relate ‘For many, cooperatives were important not just as 

another shop but as their “own shop”, a retailing operation financed and owned by its 

customers as shareholders, who benefited both from conventional returns on invested 

capital and from dividends proportional to the value of their custom.’ 521 
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Established in 1863, YEIS was inspired by the ‘Rochdale Pioneers’ co-operative 

movement, founded in 1844 and as Benson observes introducing a process of retail 

change.522 Following its marked expansion after its original launch in a single Market 

Street shop(1859),YEIS decided to establish a substantial headquarters and 

department store, selecting a location south of the river, and gradually assembling a 

site along almost the entire length of the north side of George Hudson Street (formerly 

Railway Street). It is not known why this site, already developed with individual units, 

was chosen (figures 3.33 - 3.35). However, land on the south bank may have been 

cheaper and more readily available than that north of the river. The railway was also 

nearby and their employees a strong market, with fortnightly pay, that influenced YEIS 

revenue. 

 

Now Grade II listed, the store and headquarters are rather grand, of ‘red Nostell brick 

and Dumfries sandstone’, with terracotta dressing, in a style described by former 

Secretary of the Society, George Briggs as ‘freely treated Renaissance’, referencing 

the mix of the Gothic and Dutch Revival features (figure 3.36).523 Like Boyes, with its 

‘applied veneer of classical forms’,the design again echoes the Harrods building 

(figure 3.30).524 As Winstanley remarks ‘Co-op establishments began to resemble 

department stores for the working classes, even aping them in their architectural 

embellishments’.525 The style certainly marks YEIS’ wealth and power, but the logos 

captured in the relief, above the door and at the top of the Dutch gable, reflect its 
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values. The beehive, the corporate emblem incorporated in the stonework of the 

Rochdale Pioneers first store(1844), and the handshake were later adopted by co-

operative societies across the country, signifying their ethos (figures 3.37,3.38).526  

 

The inspiration of the Co-op’s own Doncaster premises (1897 - now demolished), once 

similarly located on a street between the station and the centre, constructed in red 

sandstone and with Dutch Revival features is apparent (figure 3.39).527 Both were 

designed by Doncaster architects, Athron & Beck and built by a Doncaster building 

firm, H. Arnold & Son, as noted on the foundation stone, laid by Society President and 

Treasurer Mr Robert Rathmell, on ‘a red-letter day for the Society’.528 The lengthy 

celebrations that accompanied the event, including a two-hour procession of Co-op 

lorries from their Market Street premises to the new store, accompanied by the 

Voluntary Artillery Band, with a celebratory tea for 800 at the Exhibition Building, mark 

the contemporary regard for the Society.529  

 

The purpose-built Victorian and late twentieth century commercial buildings that line 

George Hudson Street, contrast with Micklegate’s Georgian buildings which are 

largely single retail units.530 However, whilst the solid department store along George 

Hudson St, constructed in dark red brick, with a uniform grey slate roof, was a single 

building it was originally designed to have the appearance of seven individual buildings 

 
526 ‘Co-op Party rebrands to reflect renewed ambition’ Anca Voinea, The news.coop 6 March 2019; 
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of varying height – echoing Micklegate. The depth of George Hudson Street does not 

readily permit a complete view of the entire elevation, but the following description 

takes each section in turn, beginning at the Tanner Row elevation. Apart from a small 

two-storey bay, with an attic to the left-hand side, the symmetrical eleven bay Tanner 

Row façade, which has a main entrance, has three storeys, featuring a Dutch gable 

over five bays on either side of the central section, with a steeply pitched, sprocketed 

roof with a small gabled attic, topped with finials (figure 3.40). The complex George 

Hudson Street frontage that follows the curve of the street is divided into six sections, 

giving the structure interest and the impression of individual buildings or shopping 

units, with individual entrance doors, including a headquarters entrance to the upper 

floors and a series of display windows. The individual frontages vary in heights and 

features, including repeats of a Dutch gable, central parapets and attic details at the 

pitch of the sloped roof (figures 3.40 – 3.44). Like Boyes, YEIS features a clock, in this 

case an ornate timepiece by GJF Newey of York, cantilevered over George Hudson 

Street (figure3.45). The rear elevation that would have originally overlooked 

warehousing, is far more austere (figures 3.46, 3.47).   

 

The new headquarters, housing ‘grocery, butchering, drapery and boots, with 

workrooms offices and a hall’ opened on 2 May 1899, a store clearly designed with 

the appearance of individual shops, entered separately (figure 3.36).531 A coal wharf 

and associated facilities at Clementhorpe were also opened.532 In 1913, Kelly’s 

captured the YEIS activity as ‘central stores all departments.’533 Not unlike Boyes, the 

slogan on the Tanner Row frontage ‘Shop at the CO-OP for everything’ marked the 
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organisation’s business aim to provide a large range of goods, affordable to a wide 

market (figure 3.48).  

 

The “latent social functions” of retail capital that Shields described as ‘enveloping the 

exchange of commodities in social practices and rituals of commensality for both 

vendor and buyer’, continued in department stores.534 However, the assumption that 

a purchase would always be made by the person entering the store ended.535 Goods 

on display invited browsing and even touching, which Shields describes as a ‘social 

practice of exploration and sightseeing akin to tourism’, part of the thread of the 

changing consumer experience.536 By the turn of the century, Micklegate/George 

Hudson Street was a well-established shopping centre, with a mix of individual shop 

units and two department stores. The development of the new patterns of consumption 

in MB, still visible in the palimpsest, were entirely in line with the national trend, 

evidencing the current socio-cultural, economic change.  

 

1960s onwards 

This section considers the changing environment in MRSt from the 1960s onwards. It 

includes a review of the first case study, the townhouses, Boyes from the second case 

study, and two further cases. The fourth case study explores developments on the 

south side of Railway Street (renamed George Hudson Street,1971), completely 

altered by the demolition of the Delittle Fenwick & Co. printing works and the site’s re-

development with the Presto supermarket and multi-storey carpark. The fifth case 

study examines the transformation of the lower half of the north-west side of 
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Micklegate, between 1964 and 2004, with the development of a new Co-op store and 

its later replacement with a hotel.537 Continued investment in certain retail areas 

indicates the emergence of the ‘affluent worker’, and a consuming society underpinned 

by stable employment, as MB seems to experience ‘the slavish mass consumption of 

standardised production goods’.538 This was designed to attract consumers from a 

wider catchment area than the immediate neighbourhood, as their commodification 

began. 

 

Following the construction of the department stores at the turn of the nineteenth 

century, there was little structural change in MRSt before the 1960s. Manufacturing 

and warehousing trades, including Domestos, surgical boots and pharmaceuticals, 

were accommodated in fine Georgian buildings. Retail fell into two distinct groups – 

the local neighbourhood shopping provided by butchers, bakers, grocers, and 

fruiterers: then traders serving a wider catchment area such as ladies and gents 

outfitters, furriers, and watchmakers.  

 

Townhouses 

The three townshouses case study properties all served the wider catchment area, 

offering fancy goods and services. By 1957, C.W. Raw, a piano tuner, occupied 104 

Micklegate (figure 3.49).539 Photographic evidence of 69-71 indicates that the 

occupiers included a Mrs Wade, Fancy Draper and Wickham Willis, thought to have 

been dance masters, changing by the late 1950s to Dodsworth & Sturdy, Electrical 

Engineers and Peter Rabbit fancy wool shop (figure 3.50).540 Shouksmiths remained 
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in occupation of 128-136 Micklegate, until their move in 1966 to Osbaldwick (figures 

3.51, 3.52).541 At this time CYC had a policy of protecting the Micklegate frontages, 

offering ‘Towns Scheme’ grants, which Esher wholly endorsed, observing that ‘virtually 

all the frontages of this handsome street have some townscape value.’542 Both parties 

were keen to protect the street’s heritage, helping to seal its future as a commodity.  

 

The area largely relied upon its daytime economy. Even in the 1960s, as Pamela Ward 

notes in the Study ‘the man in the street at 3am is more likely to be going to work than 

enjoying himself’ and suggests that any rowdyism in the city ‘wears itself out in doorbell 

ringing and the consumption of chips’ in Micklegate.543 There were three cafés (one 

linked to a fish and chip shop), a single, family-run restaurant, Capaldi’s, two pubs and 

eight relatively modest inns/hotels aimed at the commercial traveller, rather than the 

tourist.544 However, this began to change as entrepreneur, Neville England, opened 

York’s first nightclub, the New ‘55 club’(now Ziggy’s) at 53-55 Micklegate(1968).545 In 

terms of consumerism, this introduced the offer of a different experience, attracting a 

new consumer group and the beginning of the night-time culture.  

 

 

 

 

 
541 Avril E. Webster-Appleton, Looking Back at Micklegate, Nunnery Lane & Bishophill (York: Reeder  
    Publications, 2011),170. 
542 Esher, Study, 136, 138. 
543 Pamela Ward, Appendix C. Life in the Walled City. Esher, Study, 225,227. 
544 Kelly’s Directory Ltd., (1957); 
    Bar Café, The Tea Shop, White’s Fish and Chips, Coach & Horses (now The Priory), The Red  
    Lion, Queens Hotel, Crown Hotel, Cromwell Commercial, The Bar Hotel, The Nags Head Inn  
    (since 1700s), Falcon Inn (since 1700s), Adelphi Hotel, Packhorse Hotel. 
545 Appleton-Webster, Micklegate, 159; 
    ziggysyork.co.uk; 
    Kelly’s Directory Ltd.(1968) (first entry). 
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Department Stores 

Co-operative Society Ltd.(Co-op) – Victoria House (VH) 

Micklegate was established with medieval burgage plots, an arrangement largely 

retained along the entire street. Until the 1960s this was still very much in evidence in 

the area adjacent to St John’s Church, as indicated by the individual properties 

(numbered 2 – 18). The buildings dated back to the 1500s and had been modernised 

at different times during the nineteenth century.546 It had long been established as a 

retail area, with a lively urban townscape (figures 3.53 – 3.56).547 At the turn of the 

twentieth century a butcher, hosier, newsagent, grocer, tobacconist, stationer’s, 

hairdressers, confectioner, and tea dealer provided a local neighbourhood shopping 

centre in addition to the Packhorse Inn.548 Although the latter remained open, the 

scene had changed by the late fifties, with only two private shops - Argenta Meat 

Company Ltd. (part of a multiple butcher’s chain founded 1895) and G.B. Hannon, 

greengrocers, together with two YEIS owned shops –  a fishmonger and a game 

dealer.549 By this time, the Institute of Advanced Architectural Studies (IAAS) occupied 

St John’s Church (closed 1934) as an educational centre. The removal of the former 

graveyard opened up a wide public open space, removing this element of the 

palimpsest (figure 3.57).550  

However, in the 1960s, traffic congestion at the MRSt and lower Micklegate junctions 

led the Council to widen the road (at the same time as Skeldergate), losing the new 

 
546 'Secular Buildings: Micklegate', in An Inventory of the Historical Monuments in City of York,  
     Volume 3, South-west (London, 1972), pp. 68-96. British History Onlinehttp://www.british- 
     history.ac.uk/rchme/york/vol3/pp68-96 [accessed 18 September 2021]. 
547 ibid. 
548 Kelly’s Directory Ltd., (1901). 
549 Kelly’s Directory Ltd.(1957). 
550 Ibid. 
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boulevard that had been created. Described by anthropologist, Brian Larkin as ‘the 

architecture for circulation, literally providing the undergirding of modern societies’, it 

is an indicative element of the evolving streetscape and its ability to thrive.551 

Nonetheless, this step marks the importance with which the Council marked 

modernisation and traffic management over heritage, before the reaction in favour of 

conservation.  

The two-storey Co-operative store, Victoria House (VH) that replaced the individual 

shop units damaged the long-established townscape, obliterating the burgage plot 

structure and the verticality of the individual buildings (figures 3.58,3.59 ).552 The sheer 

mass and the flat roof design of VH in modern red brick was redolent of the out-of-

town retail units being introduced in the mid-1960s, the first of its kind being the Gem 

Superstore, West Bridgford, Nottinghamshire (figure 3.60).553 A more recent example 

in York remains at Foss Islands Road retail park built 2009 (figure 3.61). Although VH 

was a similar height to its three storey neighbours in Micklegate and Railway Street, 

its two storeys introduced a strong horizontal aesthetic adjacent to the vertical 1900s 

buildings, out of context in this location (figure 3.58).554 As the local press commented 

upon the building’s later demolition ‘the unhappy mix of Victorian and Sixties 

architecture, was never attractive even when it was bustling with shoppers.’555 

Developments of this nature may have prompted Esher’s recommendation that 

 
551 Brian Larkin, “The Politics and Poetics of Infrastructure” Annu. Rev. Anthropol. 2013. 42: 327- 433,   
    328. 
552 Co-operative Store Planning Reference: TP 3037N 02/09/1965 Permit Reconstruction and  
     extension of existing emporium for retail trading (amendment to proposal originally approved  
     02/01/1964. 
553 First store opened 1964 by Gem International Supercentres Incorporated, a firm hoping to  
     introduce American shopping habits to Britain. 
     Andy Smart ‘Remembering when the first supermarket in Britain opened in West Bridgford’ 
     Nottinghamshire Live, January 20, 2018. 
555 ‘Good riddance to this eyesore’, York Press, May 22 2001. 
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buildings within the historic streets should be a minimum of three storeys in height, 

referred to in Chapter One.556  

 

Nonetheless, the Co-op seems to have worked well for several years; numerous 

residents praise the store and its displays.557 Those at Christmas are remembered 

particularly fondly and the local press have remarked on Santa’s ‘spectacular grotto, 

including a simulated reindeer and sleigh ride’ at VH (figures 3.62,3.63).558  Boyes also 

sponsored a Father Christmas who travelled to the store from the station on his 

sleigh.559 Whitaker and Fraser both emphasise the importance of ‘window and front-

of-shop dressing’ and the promotion of special sales, particularly those provided at 

Christmas.560 Like some of the London stores, Boyes also had animals for 

entertainment – including a caged spider monkey, which interviewees have 

recalled.561 These memories are an important element of the palimpsest. 

 

Boyes expansion and closure 

In 1966 Boyes added an extension to the Bridge Street store, standing two storeys in 

height alongside the river-side footpath, with its first floor cantilevered over the ground 

floor entrance (figures 3.64, 3.65). The Modernist building, with its flat roof is quite a 

contrast to the original Boyes store. On the North Street elevation, it is three storeys, 

with a basement car park and main entrance (figure 3.66). However, modernisation 

 
556  Esher, Study, 195. 
557 ‘York Past and Present’, Facebook. 
558 Mike Laycock, ‘Santa to get new home in York city centre’ York Press, August 24 2016. 
559 Maxine Gordon, ‘Remember when Boyes was on Ouse Bridge?’ York Press, March 28 2021. 
560 Fraser, Mass Market,133; 
    Whitaker, Store, 77 
561 Maxine Gordon ‘We called it Boyzizz! – 12 memories of Boyes in York’York Press, February 16, 
    2022. 
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plans produced by Boyes in 1978 proved unviable and in 1983 the store closed.562 

The York branches are now based across the city in Acomb and Goodramgate. The 

original building became Grade II listed in the 1990s, although occupation has been 

sporadic since then. General Accident occupied the upper floors during the 1980s. 

Likewise, Superdrug tenanted the ground floor late 1980s/1990s. Retail is now limited 

to a single unit occupied by Londis.563 Otherwise, the ground floor is in restaurant use, 

occupied by the Piccolino chain until 2021, and now Rio Brazilian Steakhouse.564 

Similarly, in the 1966 extension, Thai Tien, a restaurant occupies ground floor space, 

on the North Street side, with Panda Mama, a buffet, on the river side, and Radisson, 

York above.  

 

Drawing comparison with the arcades which were, according to Benjamin, ‘a recent 

invention of industrial luxury’, Paul Nystrom observed that whilst department stores 

were much ‘a cornerstone of modern civilization’ they were ‘so much a product of the 

modern industrial era that they were arguably anachronistic even then.’565 Although 

they continued to thrive in MB into the 1960s/70s, there is no longer a market for them 

here, where there has been an increasing shift away from retail towards the provision of 

hotels and hospitality, and in some cases housing as the nature of Micklegate has changed. 

However, although neither of the stores survived to the twenty-first century, they both 

 
562  Boyes in York celebrates their 30th Anniversary, Minster FM, May 11 2017; 
     Store closure 26th February 1983. 
563 17 Bridge Street (former Boyes Store), 1259353. Listed: 14 March 1997. Grade II. 
564 ‘Steakhouse reveals plans to move into landmark York building.’ York Mix, yorkmix.com June 7    
     2023. 
565 Walter Benjamin, Reflections: Essays, Aphorisms, Autobiographical Writings, trans. Edmund  
    Jephcott (London: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich Inc, 1978),146;  
    Paul Nystrom, The Economics of Retailing: Retail Institutions and Trends (New York: The Ronald  
    Press Company,1932). 
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shaped MB and continue to occupy two prominent locations, visible components of 

the palimpsest.  

 
Early twenty-first century 

By the early twenty-first century, Webster-Appleton notes Micklegate had long been 

regarded as ‘a rather rough area’, and it began to suffer the closure of many shops, 

an experience shared with many high streets.566 The Local Plan observes that the city 

itself was competing both with other northern cities and its own out-of-town 

locations.567 Whereas Bishopthorpe Road blossomed and has continued to thrive as 

a neighbourhood shopping street, this activity ebbed away in Micklegate, with central 

shopping settling firmly on the north side of the river. Furthermore, the ‘Micklegate Run’ a 

riotous pub crawl that traditionally involved a visit to every pub between the racecourse 

and the river on race-days, as captured by Rowlandson, has largely fallen into disuse. 

Today, Micklegate is generally used by racegoers as the thoroughfare to the city centre 

drinking establishments, rather than using those in the street, which have reduced in 

number(figure 3.37).568 Micklegate is now in flux, with many shops drifting into 

hospitality use, but with some shifting into residential or hotel use.  

 

Car Park and Supermarket 1973 & redevelopment post 2002 

Parking became a problem as the numbers of cars increased.569 In the immediate 

post-war period, waste land and bomb sites could be used informally, but a permanent 

 
566 Webster-Appleton, Micklegate,68. 
567 City of York, Local Plan Publication Draft. (February 2018), 34, Clause 3.18. 
568 Webster-Appleton, Micklegate,196. 
569 Elain Harwood, Space, Hope and Brutalism: English Architecture, 1945-1975 (London: Yale 
    University Press, 2014), 314. 
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solution was required in the longer term.570 Multi – storey car parks began to appear 

in cities from the late 1950s and in addition to the proposed five-storey car park in 

Skeldergate, Lord Esher recommended a four-storey car park on Bar Lane to serve 

the railway offices. However, the Council lost the resident’s challenge against the first 

and the railway provided parking for their offices within their own enclave.571  

 

In 1973, the local authority commissioned a multi – storey car park in George Hudson 

Street, together with a Presto store. This involved demolition of the former printworks, 

Delittle Fenwick & Co, but the remainder of the land appears to have been derelict 

(figures 3.67 – 3.69).572 The muscular pre-cast concrete during construction is rather 

stark and quite a contrast to the neighbouring buildings (figure 3.70). However, steps 

were taken to conceal the car park behind Micklegate and to provide decorative brick 

panels on the George Hudson Street & Tanner Row elevations (figures 3.71 - 3.76). 

As Harwood pointed out this type of panel ‘shielded the vehicles (and particularly their 

headlights at night) while bracing the structure’.573 Likewise, the car park cleverly 

conceals the service road behind George Hudson Street, although the yawning 

vehicular accesses on Tanner Row blend less well (figures 3.77, 3.78). 

Press reports suggest that by the mid-1990s the car park was considered tawdry and 

unsafe by users.574 A scheme being considered by Thistle Hotels in 2000 fell through, 

but a sale to developers was agreed in June 2002, in anticipation that an office re-

development would be undertaken within a few years.575 In the event, the structure 

 
570 Harwood, Space, 314. 
571 Esher, Study, 131, 135. 
572 Deliittle Fenwick & Co established 1888, left 1900. 
573 Harwood, 315. 
574 Mike Laycock, ‘Eyesore ex-Presto site is spruced up’ York Press, November 6, 2006. 
575 ‘Green light for car park sale,’ York Press, June 15, 2002. 
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wasn’t refurbished until 2006/2007, when the Oakdale Group redeveloped the property 

with retail units, a restaurant and a newly-clad, 270 space car park. As Calder 

observes of the car park redevelopment at New Court, Cambridge, tile recladding on 

the front elevations provides a ‘contextual and neighbourly’ appearance, whilst 

masking the unchanged reality behind (figures 3.79 – 3.81).576 CNP Project & Building 

Consultants who worked on the scheme with the Moor Group commented that ‘The 

car park is now one of the finest in York and one local people can feel safe to use.’577 

Other than on-street car parking and a ten-bay car park in Priory Street, mentioned in 

Chapter Six, this is the only public car park in MB, but the solution appears to work 

well, hidden from the street but contributing to the much-needed provision of car 

parking in the city and effective traffic management.  

 

Victoria House redevelopment post 2001 

Likewise, VH eventually became noted as one of the city’s eyesores.578 Following its 

1997 closure, the store was demolished in 2001 and planning consent was obtained 

for a four-storey hotel development, with a restaurant and retail unit.579 Interestingly, 

Esher’s Study noted the modern Co-op building as unattractive, ‘a detractor’, but 

observed that its construction was too recent for removal.580 However, this building 

has now gone, marking the actual speed of architectural change in heritage York, with 

CYC apparently comfortable with the loss of 1960’s architecture.   

 
576  Barnabas Calder, Raw Concrete: The Beauty of Brutalism (London: William Heinemann, 2016),145. 
577 ‘Car Park is now one of the city’s finest,’ York Press, June 5, 2007. 
578 ‘Co-op store is no more,’ York Press, August 13, 2001.yorkpress.co.uk/co-op-store-is-no-more.  
579 Planning references: DC 00/01743/FUL PER 7.02.2001 Erection of four storey hotel with A3 (food 
    and drink) units to ground floor and associated access and parking;  
    DC 00/01747/CAC PER 13.07.2000 16.01.2001 Demolition of building in a Conservation Area. 
580 Esher, Study, 128. 
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Although much taller than the demolished Co-op building, with greater mass, this 

height complements the buildings on the opposite side of the road, for example the 

substantial three-storey Queens House, and whilst it is a modern, brick-built structure, 

the design references the George Hudson Street block, with variation in the bays 

giving it some texture(figure 3.82). The curved elevation on the George Hudson 

St/Micklegate junction also echoes the shape of the earlier buildings (figure 3.83). Like 

YEIS the rear elevation is more austere (figure 3.84).  

 

Initially managed by Ramada - Encore, Travelodge announced its takeover of the 104-

bedroomed hotel in 2010.581 Planning consent was subsequently obtained in 2008 for 

the provision of additional accommodation in the roof and a further makeover was 

undertaken in 2018.582 Aimed at a lower price point, Travelodge celebrated itself first 

in the ‘value hotel brand’ category when it was launched in 1985, and it is now the 

UK’s largest independent hotel brand.583 The consumer has a certain expectation of 

the accommodation, which far from unique to the city, will be the same in York as 

elsewhere in the country. In fact, the uniqueness of this part of Micklegate was wiped 

away to accommodate the consumer –the flaneur/euse and  the shopper, followed by 

the tourist, a mark of the changed consumer culture, as the city was increasingly 

commodified. With St John’s Church building (now Jalou nightclub), the only reference 

to the past, it seems that like the earlier YEIS HQ and later the Co-op, and most 

recently the hotel chain, a powerful consumer group/provider was able to lead 

 
581 Travelodge Press Release, March 8, 2010. 
582 Planning reference: DC 08/02218/FUL PER 12.09.2008 28.11.2008 Erection of dormer windows  
    and alterations and extensions at roof level, single storey ground floor rear extension and 
    relocation of cycle storage. 
    ‘Travelodge launches ‘budget chic’ hotel in Micklegate,’ York Press, July 9, 2018.  
583 ‘Our Company,’ travelodge.co.uk. 
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redevelopment resulting in the loss of aspects of the urban fabric. Lower Micklegate 

almost stands alone, stranded by the busy traffic flow, no longer part of the street of 

which it was once an integral part.  

 

In December 2011, local traders, concerned about the many empty shops, launched 

the ‘Micklegate Quarter’ an initiative which they had imagineered, intending to restore 

the street’s fortunes.584 This began a turnaround, with the introduction of the Christmas 

‘Micklegate Mingle’ market, a hark back to the Dish Fair, and the ‘Micklegate Run’ 

relaunched as an August Bank Holiday Soapbox Challenge.585 These events brought 

crowds to the street and the vacant shops were reoccupied. Even so, the local 

neighbourhood shopping centre has not been reinstated. The local shops are limited 

to a small newsagent/grocer and a post office. Otherwise, daily shopping is mainly 

supported by global brands Londis and Sainsbury’s. According to O’Brien and Harris 

there is an ‘increasing dominance, notably in the British retail scene, of multiple retail 

companies’, but with Micklegate’s edge-of-centre location, (although it is defined as 

central York), the other national brands are limited to three charities: British Heart 

Foundation, Oxfam, and Amnesty. The majority of occupiers are in the hospitality and 

beauty industry.  

 

YEIS HQ, George Hudson Street post 2013 

The offices in the former YEIS HQ, George Hudson Street were occupied by CYC, 

until their 2013 move to the Old Railway station. The owners, Property Alliance Group 

 
584 ‘Co-op store is no more,’ York Press, August 13, 2001; 
     ‘York street traders set up Micklegate Quarter,’ The Press, December 15, 2011.  
585  Maxine Gordon. ‘From pub crawls to go-carts: Micklegate Run’s incredible U-turn,’ The Press,  
     March 10, 2017. 
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(PAG), then split the property into two separate units for refurbishment. The benefit of 

the city’s growing universities was felt in the first development phase, as numbers 2-

14, George Hudson Street (the first three buildings) and Rathmell Hall (named after 

the former YEIS President), were converted to student accommodation. The second 

phase in numbers 18 – 22, George Hudson Street (the second three sections) branded 

‘Number 20’, was upgraded as office space and retail units. 

 

Plans for student flats at numbers 2-14 were first mooted in 2014 and despite the 

planning officer’s concerns about potential noise, planning consent was granted in 

March the following year, evidence of York’s changing palimpsest, with the loss of 

offices to residential space, with a certain target market.586 PAG led a £4.7 million 

conversion scheme to develop 63 student apartments in 2016.587 Although the review 

undertaken by CYC for the Local Plan suggested that George Hudson Street site 

would be most suited to the convenience sector or to small scale retail operators of a 

kind that cannot find suitable premises within the Central Shopping Area, in 2016 the 

shops were marketed as a ‘city centre leisure investment’.588 The majority of the 

ground floor occupiers are now multi-national restaurants and take-aways, which 

together with a Chinese supermarket and restaurant/supermarket across the street 

and restaurants in Micklegate, contribute collectively towards York’s ‘global village’, 

the image adopted by scholar Marshall McLuhan to capture the world’s universal 

 
586 Committee Report Planning Reference – 14/01383/FULM 2 – 14 George Hudson Street York YO1  
    6LP Change of Use from offices (use class B1) to student accommodation comprising 58 self- 
    contained units with associated facilities including shop, cycle store, managers office, communal  
    lounge, gym and laundry. A new shop front to the proposed entrance on the George Hudson Street 
    elevation.  
587 Laura Knowlson, ‘Work starts on 63 student flats in £4.7m project in York city centre,’ York Press, 
    February 12, 2016. 
588 Roger Tym & Partners report, 2 - 4, 6 - 8 & 14 George Hudson Street & 19 Tanner Row, York. City  
    Centre Leisure Investment. Acuitus.co.uk 
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connectivity.589 As Slater observes ‘Things which inhabited different worlds and value 

systems and were consumed by different audiences, now occupy a single cultural 

space.’590 George Hudson Street is now a prime example of different cultures, 

traditionally spread across the globe, coming together in this small corner.  

 

When the first of two phases of the office refurbishment was released by Vine 

Construction, in April 2014, it was reported that ‘All of the building’s original, period 

features have been restored, including the solid wood parquet floors, exposed beams 

and glazed brickwork’ and they had ‘refurbished the full façade of windows.’591 The 

last of several tenants took occupation in 2017 and the investment, including the 

ground floor retail units, was promptly sold to Boultbee Brooks Real Estate for £5m, 

the following year.592 This scheme was sought after by the investment market and 

whilst two shops are currently vacant, the offices remain occupied. Overall, the reuse 

that has refreshed this area represents a fruitful ‘afterlife’, having been through a 

period of ruination, as perceived by Benjamin.593 

 

 

 
589 Marshall McLuhan, The Gutenberg Theory: The Making of Typographic Man (Toronto:  
     University of Toronto Press, 1962);  
     George Hudson Street restaurants -  ‘Akbar’s (Indian), HaizHongLao Hotpot & BBQ (Chinese &  
     Korean), Ipfu (Japanese) Cuisine, The Orchid Vegan Restaurant (Asian), Karoo (South African),  
     Kapadokya (Turkish), Regency (Chinese); 
     (opposite) Red Chili (Chinese); 
     George Hudson Street: supermarkets Regency and Red Chili;  
     Micklegate restaurants – Enteco (Italian), Rio Brazilian Steakhouse, Casa Rodizio (Brazilian), Old  
     Siam (Thai), Delrios (Italian.) 
590 Slater, Consumer, 196 
591 Nick Hill ‘20 George Hudson Street in York set to welcome two new tenants’ bdaily.co.uk  
     February 10, 2017. 
592 ‘Mixed-use York property acquired for £5m.’ Insidermedia.com. February 5, 2018. 
593 Gilloch, Constellations,4 
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Townhouses post 2013 

In Micklegate itself, all three individual townhouses in the case study continue in 

occupation. This is outlined here in the three case study updates. 

104 Micklegate (figures 3.49, 3.85-3.88) 

Piano tuner, C.W. Raw occupied 104, Micklegate  between 1957 and the mid-1970s, 

followed by ‘The Blakehead Bookshop’ from the 1980s until 2011, which introduced a 

vegetarian restaurant.594 The Rattle Owl & Tansy Beetle Bar, a 42-seat restaurant, 

opened in 2015, after complete refurbishment by the owner, with unexpected delays 

following the discovery of a Roman road in the basement.595 The building originally 

continued in residential use on the upper floors, with a ground floor restaurant, but all 

the floorspace then moved to an award winning restaurant.596 Although the restaurant 

has recently changed hands, the purchasers, neighbouring café, Partisan have 

announced that it will continue in hospitality use. 

 

69-71 Micklegate(figures 3.89 – 3.93) 

69 - 71 was occupied until the early twenty-first century, with the most recent occupiers 

representing multinational restaurants, including Villa Italia, a pizzeria and later Masala 

Spice, a curry house. However, the upper floors remained vacant, and the building fell 

into substantial disrepair, being noted as a risk by the local authority.597 In 2013, York 

Conservation Trust (YCT), a charity and an influential York property owner, purchased 

 
594 Kelly’s Directory of York (1957), 147  
    Kelly’s Directories Ltd, (1975) 
595 Laura Knowlson. ‘New Micklegate restaurant, the Rattle Owl, reveals Roman remains in the cellar,’   
    York Press, November 29, 2015. 
596 York Design Awards 2017. 
    Robyn Vintner and Emma Beaumont. ‘The Ultimate Guide to York,’ Condé Nast Traveller, July 27 
    2021, cntraveller.com. 
597 CYC CA21, 404. 
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the property. When revealing YCT’s £1m refurbishment plans, the Chief Executive 

commented that the organisation was ‘trying to improve the look of the street, back to 

the way it was.’598 Exactly what he meant by this isn’t clear, but the charity maintains 

its portfolio of more than 85 properties using traditional methods and materials.599 

Properties suffering from ‘conservation deficit’ are also identified for addition to the 

charity’s portfolio.600 

 

The substantial refurbishment programme involved in the building’s rescue was 

delayed until 2019 due to urgent work required elsewhere.601 However, two ground 

floor shop units were created: Number 69, now let to travel agents, Wheelwright York 

and number 71 to estate agents, Dacre, Son & Hartley, together with three self-

contained holiday flats and a cottage. All but the estate agency is devoted to tourism. 

  

128-136 (figures  3.51, 3.52, 3.94 – 3.97) 

Although Shouksmiths, now Building Services Engineers, vacated 128-136 Micklegate 

in 1966, they remain the owners and have recently obtained consent (as Shouksmith 

Properties Ltd.) for demolition of the building abutting the rear of 136-144 Micklegate 

and alterations to the ground floor rear elevation and side elevation,146-150 

Micklegate, to facilitate redevelopment of Numbers 20-22 Toft Green.602 The upper 

floors, accessed separately at 128, remain residential: – four flats and four bedsits, 

 
598 Gavin Aitchson, ‘Revealed: £1m plans for Historic Micklegate building,’ York Press, November 25, 
     2014. yorkpress.co.uk/£1m plans for historic Micklegate building; 
     YCT’s portfolio. yorkconservationtrust.org. 
599  Ings Property Company Limited, created by brothers John and Cuthbert Bowes Morrell  
     (1945), bequeathed its properties to charity in 1976 becoming the York Conservation Trust; 
     yorkconservationtrust.org. 
600 The amount by which the cost of repair and conversion exceeds its market value when completed. 
601 Stephen Lewis, ‘Roman roots found in Micawber’s old office,’ York Press, May 26, 2018. 
602 Ref. No: 20/02032/FULM and Ref. No: 20/02033/LBC consent 18 February 2022. 
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planning consents having been obtained over the last twenty years.603 This occupancy 

pattern is not atypical of Micklegate in recent years.  

 

The shop units have also had several different occupiers since the turn of the century. 

Following a period of vacancy, the shop was occupied by a delicatessen and café, 

Yorkshire Food Company (2009 – 2011). It was empty again for some months, before 

Portfolio Studios, a photographic studio took occupation until 2013. However, the 

ground floor of this property has now become a hospitality provider following its 

refurbishment and conversion to a bar in late 2016, by the national brewery, Brewdog. 

The unit has followed the changing consumer pattern in Micklegate, having shifted 

from a ‘domestic’ retailer in the 1800s to a hospitality provider.  

 

Brewdog struggle with the limits that the narrow Micklegate pavement places on the 

‘café culture’. In their imaginary, Character Area 21, CYC suggested that work could 

be undertaken to ‘adjust the balance of tarmac and pavement’ or even the total 

pedestrianisation of Micklegate to allow for outdoor seating.604 Interestingly this 

conflicts with Esher who considered Micklegate ‘too handsome a street’ to be limited 

to pedestrians, arguing instead that it should be an entrance for the private car, with 

one-way traffic northwards, removing Micklegate’s purpose as one of the main arteries 

in and out of York, to protect the street’s heritage.605 Whilst CYC are very positive 

about Micklegate in their documentation, there is an underlying drive for 

modernisation, which Esher resists, keen to support its continuing role as a traditional 

shopping street and city gateway, though this may be part of protecting heritage for 

 
603 Ref No:17/00282/LBC. 
604 CYC, CA21, 404. 
605 Esher, Study, 59, 131. 
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the tourist. So far, Esher’s argument has found favour with pedestrianisation being 

resisted, whereas one-way restrictions through the Bar combined with a limitation on 

vehicles sizes have been introduced in the last few years. 

 

One of the interviewees, a regular visitor who has seen a number of changes in the 

street’s fortunes commented  ‘Micklegate ebbs and flows’. Whilst the area was thriving 

prior to Covid, it suffered as a result of the pandemic, and a number of units have 

remained vacant. In early 2023 there are eight units on the market. The shape of retail 

here may have been very different had a proposal suggested by Esher to increase the 

residential settlement in Bishophill (detailed in Chapter Six), been pursued, potentially 

increasing Micklegate’s retail viability.606 Although potential demand for 

neighbourhood shopping has arguably been provided in a different way with the 

residential conversion of Cooke’s factory, Buckingham Works No 2 and the mixed-use 

Hudson Quarter development. Accommodation is also offered in the Travelodge and 

a Safestay hostel, with another aparthotel under construction, as well as Airbnb.607 

However, with the exception of the mini-supermarkets referred to above, with three 

book shops (two charity), hair & beauty, optician, printer, photographer, estate agents, 

the offer of wedding dresses and school uniforms, together with the hospitality 

industry, including two nightclubs and a high presence of restaurants, pubs, cafés, and 

takeaways, the Micklegate area is devoted to serving the wider catchment area.  

With the growing global tourism market, Micklegate, has become an attraction itself as 

visitors call into the ‘historic’ street of the guidebook, to access the City Walls 

Experience Museum, Micklegate Bar, the historic Monks of Micklegate exhibition at 

 
606 Esher, 136,139. 
607 Travelodge Central York. travelodge.co.uk; 
    Staysafe York Hostel. staysafe.com; 
    Airbnb.co.uk. Micklegate, York. 
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Holy Trinity Church, and the hospitality offer in the historic street.608 Micklegate has 

become commodified, an integral part of the heritage image that the city has created, 

‘an economic and cultural resource.’609 The buildings that have survived in Micklegate 

since before the nineteenth century have participated alongside newer properties 

throughout a number of layers of the palimpsest. In some cases, commodification has 

included a fantasy dimension, with Micklegate’s heritage being adopted as stage 

setting. For example, in To Walk Invisible (2016), a costume drama about the Brontës, 

Micklegate played the part of a London street (figures 3.98, 3.99).610 Perhaps selected 

due to the close proximity of other filming in Haworth, this is indicative of the similarity 

of Micklegate buildings to those in the capital, but symbolic of the lack of authenticity 

in the commodification of ‘heritage’, although this is a layer of the palimpsest. 

Micklegate may be like the Student of Prague, cited by Baudrillard, who sold his image 

to the devil, for wealth, but in doing so lost himself.611  

 

Conversely, Benjamin is critical of the entertainment industry, taking exhibitions as his 

example as a commodity fetish, ‘elevating people to the level of commodities’ as they 

open up phantasmagoria, such as Micklegate, that ‘people enter into to be amused’.612 

In MRSt this phantasmagoria is not heritage alone, but the restaurant, the bar, the 

nightclub and in the above example, the fantasy of the film, enjoyed by the virtual 

visitor. Yet Slater argues that ‘the “post-tourist” knows that she or he is a tourist’, and 

that ‘tourism is a series of games with multiple texts and no single authentic tourist 

 
608 visityork.org. 
609 Smith, Heritage, 40. 
610 To Walk Invisible, Producer Karen Lewis. Director Sally Wainwright. TV drama released January 2 
     2017, now available DVD & Blu-Ray. Warner Home Video. 
611 Jean Baudrillard, The Consumer Society: Myths and Structures ( London: Sage Publications  
     Ltd.1998),187-192. 
612 Benjamin, Reflections,152. 
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experience’.613 In this case, both the entertainment and the visitors are playing a part 

in commodification. 

 

Conclusion  
 

By the nineteenth century, Micklegate, long established as a main road into the city 

and its market area, and adjacent to a growing residential settlement, was a natural to 

become a retail street and thereafter the area developed with the consumer culture, 

as it changed with society. Changes began in the fashionable street, with the 

conversion of the townhouses and the development of shopping as a fashionable 

leisure pursuit, part of polite society. These beginnings are evidenced in the three 

townhouses selected as case studies and the subsequent changes in consumer 

culture are traced with them in their development through to the twenty first century. 

 

MB joined the explosion of department stores in the late nineteenth/early twentieth 

century, as retail activity ballooned with both Boyes and YEIS opening stores, offering 

merchandise to the working-class population. This market continued to thrive, post 

1960, with the Co-op investing in a new store and Boyes developing an extension, 

transforming the streetscape. Both stores gained a reputation for customer 

experience, offering cafés and popular Christmas displays and events. Micklegate 

continued as a shopping street, extended by the addition of a supermarket and the 

support of a multi-storey car-park.  

 

 
613 Slater, Consumer, 198. 
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However, by the turn of the twenty-first century, the market had changed, as demand 

for retail space reduced and the hospitality market began to develop. The individual 

units evidence this change, with the move from retail shops, tradespeople, and 

ironmongery to restaurants, bars, barbers and travel/estate agents. Boyes former 

store, once bustling, is largely empty, and the island created by the Co-op lent itself to 

the replacement with a Travelodge, supporting the shift of the consumer activity as the 

experience increasingly became the commodity, rather than material goods.  

 

In 2023, neither Micklegate or George Hudson Street are main shopping streets, 

instead offering accommodation and hospitality for the tourist and the student. Whilst 

there are shops, some of which provide day-to-day groceries; since the late twentieth 

century, Micklegate has increasingly provided ‘edge-of-centre’ retail elements, no 

longer serving the immediate community’s day-to-day needs. It is a good illustration 

of the ‘shift from the merchant centre and the industrial city to the city as a place of 

consumption, entertainment and services.’614 With its historical identity and its offer of 

services and experiences; restaurants, cafés, and museums for the visitor, Micklegate 

is largely a commodity itself.  

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
614 Slater, 202. 
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Chapter 4 
The Ancient Port of York 
 
 ‘Even narrowly for the tourist industry, we should be crazy not to recognise our 
heritage. As a nation we cannot afford not to preserve it.’615 
 

As Richard Crossman, Minister for Health and Local Government launched the Four 

Towns initiative in 1966, his opening statement not only promoted heritage 

conservation, but it also recognised its potential benefit for the tourist industry, 

something that both national and local government were just beginning to 

acknowledge.616 As detailed in Chapter One, having long taken a keen interest in its 

heritage, York was selected to participate in the initiative. Yet, the Ancient Port of York, 

lying at the very heart of the city’s history and still active during the nineteenth century 

gradually disappeared during the following century, both physically and in terms of 

historiography. Without exception, ‘the warehouses and workshops along the river’, 

captured by Lord Esher, in his 1960s study, no longer exist in any functional form.617All 

port activity, which contributed to the mercantile development of Micklegate, 

referenced in Chapter Three, has ceased, the dockside has vanished, and this area 

now largely assumes a dormitory role for residents and tourists alike. Why was the 

ancient port lost in a city that prides itself upon its heritage? Or is heritage in York 

limited by the medieval imaginary, aimed at the tourist, as outlined in Chapter One? 

Exploring the development of the area, immediately adjacent to the River Ouse from 

Skeldergate Bridge (1881) to Tanner Row, this chapter argues that the Ancient Port 

 
615 Staff Reporter, 'How to preserve old towns: five chosen for pilot studies', The Times, 14 May 1966,  
    10. 
616 Leonard J. Lickorish and Victor T. C. Middleton, British Tourism: The Remarkable Story of Growth   
    (London: Taylor & Francis Group, 2007), 24; 
    Greg Richards. Politics of national tourism policy in Britain.no 14. Leisure Studies, (1995): 153 –   
    173. 
617 Lionel Esher, York: A Study in Conservation. Report to the Minister of Housing and  
    Local Government and York City Council (London: HMSO 1968), 39. 
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was an unspoken casualty of indiscriminate demolition and post-war redevelopment 

(map 4.1).  

 

In the nineteenth century the Port was an area of contrasts. On the one hand, it was 

the commercial heart of the city, with bustling industrial and trading activity. On the 

other hand, there was housing, both luxury homes and slums. Today, the historic 

dockside roads: Skeldergate and North Street, recorded by the twelfth century, largely 

look like twentieth century streets, with little to suggest their former commercial 

importance, or indeed the historic living conditions (figures 4.5,4.6 ).618 Although some 

warehouses remain, there are now few traces of York’s previous life as a working port, 

now largely relying on other references, such as memories, texts and other imagery. 

 

The chapter considers both layers of the palimpsest and features that have been 

erased, arguing the Council’s (CYC) role here since the nineteenth century has been 

particularly significant, as they have taken a leading role in public health, traffic 

improvement, and bomb damage clearance, as well as proactive town planning. 

Notable aspects include the Council’s formal response to Esher’s Study, and the 

development of the District Plan that followed.619 The lack of a comprehensive 

waterside regeneration scheme, evident in so many cities post 1980s is also 

examined, as is CYC’s pursuit of tourism.  

 

 
618 Sarah Rees Jones, York: The Making of a City 1068-1350 (Oxford: Oxford University   
    Press, 2013),42,44. 
619 CYC, York: Report on ‘A Study in Conservation’ September 1969; 
    CYC, Bishophill Clementhorpe District Plan, 1978 (BCDP), prepared under section  
    11,Town & Country Planning Act, 1971. 
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Following a short section on the background to the area, which sets the scene, the 

nineteenth century changes are outlined, focusing primarily on the buildings and 

activities that are the four case studies in the final part of the chapter, highlighting the 

changing face of the Ancient Port, in the twentieth/twenty-first centuries. The first two 

studies are hotels, the purpose-built ten-storey Radisson Hotel, York (1968), North 

Street, and Middleton’s (1970s-1990s), Skeldergate, based in a variety of converted 

eighteenth and nineteenth century buildings, with some new-build. The chapter then 

considers the dramatic post-1990s changes with the third study: which includes the 

residential conversion of Woodsmill Quay (1999) and the development of the Queens 

Hotel (2000), Queens Staith. The final study is Emperor’s Wharf (2000), a purpose-

built apartment block, developed on the “Wharf”, a former timber wharf at 24-36, 

Skeldergate.  

 

The Ancient Port 

Like other ancient coastal and inland shipping ports, use of the river for maritime trade 

was central to York’s development. Indeed, the tidal and navigable River Ouse that 

gave access to the North Sea over fifty miles away, via the Humber was vital to the 

city’s initial settlement by the Romans in AD 71.620 The Ouse, the ‘First Cause’ in the 

city’s development underpinned the city’s wealth.621 Along with the Minster, ‘one of the 

two constants in the story of York’ from the seventh century, the river remained the 

chief commercial highway until the arrival of the railways in the nineteenth century.622  

 

 
620 Barbara Wilson and Frances Mee, The Fairest Arch in England: Old Ouse Bridge, York and its   
    Buildings (York: York Archaeological Trust, 2002), 3. 
621 Charles Brunton Knight, A History of the City of York (York & London: Herald Printing Works,   
    1944), 35. 
622 Baron F. Duckham, The Yorkshire Ouse. (Newton Abbott: David &Charles Ltd.,1967),14; 
    Knight, York, 65.  
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The Vikings expanded the port and the ‘Divelinestaynes’ or Dublin Stones (possibly 

the now nameless slipway adjacent to the Radisson) enshrined the trading links with 

Ireland.623 The importance of Skeldergate and North Street was reinforced by their 

proximity to Ouse Bridge (initially constructed 876-1066), which gave crucial access 

to wider road transport links and remained a vital hub as the only river crossing other 

than by ferry, (based adjacent to the North Street and Skeldergate Posterns), until the 

construction of Lendal Bridge (1863) (figure 4.7).624  

 

By medieval times, York was England’s second richest city, its wealth built upon the 

river as it exported wool, cloth, iron, steel, lead and grain, imported wine, spices, olive 

oil, figs, and dyes, as well as general merchandise.625 The importance of the river to 

the city was marked by the collection of ‘quayage’, a tax levied on imported goods to 

pay for maintenance of the river walls, which were as important as the city walls for 

which York is so well known.626 Trading was always at the city’s heart, and the river 

continued in commercial use until 1982. Although there was shipping activity on both 

banks of the Ouse, Skeldergate was the principal dockside street, with the Old 

(Common) Crane and the ‘Cranegarth’, one of the Corporation’s largest annual 

sources of property income, established just inside Skeldergate postern, adding to the 

prestige of an area that was already the archbishop’s entrance to the city (figures 4.7, 

4.8).627 The importance of York’s mercantile trade and the south bank’s contribution to 

the city’s increasing wealth, is captured by the ‘Blakburn window’, All Saint’s Church 

North Street, gifted by and commemorating local merchant and Lord Mayor Nicholas 

 
623 Knight, York, 97. 
624 John Hutchinson & David Palliser, York (Edinburgh: John Bartholomew and Son Ltd.1980),20.  
625 ‘The later middle ages: Communications, markets and merchants’ in A History of the County of  
    York: the City of York, ed. P M Tillott (London, 1961), pp. 97-106. 
626 Rees Jones, York, 261. 
627 Francis Drake, Eboracum (London: W. Bowyer,1736), 26. 
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Blakburn, Admiral of the Northern Fleet (1406 - 1407) (figure 4.9).628 Although later 

features have been lost, this trace of the city’s palimpsest remains, but the residential 

settlement and commercial activity were well established, along both Skeldergate and 

North Street by the nineteenth century (figures 4.10, 4.11), as considered in the 

following sections.  

 

Housing 

As well as industrial activity, the dockside streets featured housing of some variety. 

Slums sat alongside luxury mansions and townhouses, illustrative of Friederich Engels 

observation that in many northern industrial towns, ‘poverty often dwells in hidden 

alleys close to the palaces of the rich’.629 Historically, housing adjacent to the Ouse 

stretched from the street to the river, with combined homes and warehouses, as 

captured by politician Thomas Widdrington:  

‘on the south side of the river bank, have been and are many ancient-built 
houses, as the fashion of some of them shows; which probably belonged to 
merchants, with cranes at their backsides to take up their wares’.630  

 
This type of accommodation may have provided the etymology of ‘Skelder’, Skell, 

(Anglo-Saxon sceale, to weigh).  

 

Parts of North Street and Skeldergate, with easy access to the city centre, as well as 

the walls and New Walk promenades, became fashionable, elegant pockets during 

the eighteenth century. Indicative of the fashion, local architect and lord mayor, John 

Carr (1723 -1807), built his own mansion (1756) in Skeldergate and his principal 

 
628 Barrie Dobson. ‘Late Medieval York’ in The History of York: From Earliest Times to the Year 2000,    
    ed. Patrick Nuttgens (Pickering: Blackthorn Press, 2007),129-30. 
629 Friedrich Engels, The Condition of the Working Class in England (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
     2009),39. 
630 Thomas Widdrington. Analecta Eboracensia, ed. Caesar Caine (London: C.J.Clark, 1897),74.  
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assistant Peter Atkinson senior (1735-1805), acquired a site in 1776 for his own house, 

26 North Street (figures 8,9).631 Similarly, 48-56 Skeldergate, referred to here as 

‘Skeldergate Terrace’, housed a number of local dignitaries.632 Some of those houses 

were lost, but townhouses 51,53 and 55 Skeldergate survived, as did 56 Skeldergate 

(c.1777-1779) a handsome, five-bay, three-storey mansion, accredited to Carr (map 

4. 2. figures 4.14 - 4.18).633  

 

Another notable, early nineteenth century building immediately adjacent to 

Skeldergate Terrace, provided housing of a different type. Mrs Middleton’s Hospital 

(1829), an almshouse originally built in 1659, at the Skeldergate/Kirk Lane junction, 

provided accommodation and care for twenty widows of Freemen of the City.634 In 

1815, the City Corporation, the appointed Trustees, decided to rebuild the hospital 

commissioning local architect Peter Atkinson Junior (bap.1780-1843), who had 

designed nearby Ouse Bridge.635 The replacement was re-sited, set back from the 

road, with a generous front garden, accessible from Kirk Lane (now Carr’s Lane) (map 

4.2).636The seven-bay brick building, with three projecting central bays has the 

symmetry of classical architecture, which Anne-Marie Akehurst comments was more-

or-less the vernacular style by then, well understood in York, the Palladian model 

having been used in fashionable town houses and prestigious buildings, for almost a 

century (figures 4.19, 4.20).637 A figure of the founder, by an unknown sculptor, thought 

 
631 'Secular Buildings: Miscellaneous', in An Inventory of the Historical Monuments in City of York,   
     Volume 3, South west (London, 1972), pp. 96-122. British History Online http://www.british- 
     history.ac.uk/rchme/york/vol3/pp96-122. 
632 Ibid.  
633 Ordnance Survey map 1852, yorkmap.net.   
634 Lady Anne Middleton, York City Archive. PHO/3/1671; 
    Drake, Eboracum, 266.  
635 Wilson & Mee, Fairest Arch, 63; 
    Carole Smith, The Almshouses of York (York: Quacks Books, 2011),94. 
636 Knight, York, 608. 
637 Anne-Marie Akehurst, Architecture and Philanthropy: Building Hospitals in Eighteenth-Century  
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to date from the original hospital, stands above the front door in a round-headed niche, 

framed by volutes carved with anthemion (figure 4.21).638 Although a commemorative 

inscription also acknowledged Middleton on the first hospital, that here credits the 

Corporation, possibly commercially motivated as social care continued to rely upon 

charitable donation throughout the nineteenth century, and inscriptions of this nature 

served to attract local philanthropists (figure 4.22).639 In this case ten bequests were 

made to the cause before the end of the century. 640 

 

A later addition to the almshouse estate, Terry Memorial Homes (1899), built in 

memory of chocolatier Sir Joseph Terry (1828 –1898), is sited in the corner formerly 

occupied by the original Mrs. Middleton’s Hospital. Terry was a well-respected civic 

figure, who based the company’s new factory immediately outside the wall, in 1864, 

when expanding the business founded by his father.641 Designed by local architects 

W.G. and A. J. Penty (1875 -1937), the almshouses are typical of the Arts and Crafts 

movement, a field in which A.J.Penty gained national prominence.642 His designs are 

evident in the pronounced quoins and chimney stack, the single pitched roof, the 

simplicity of the building’s single room depth and the chimney cartouche which 

commemorates the £1020 subscription that funded the cottages (figures 4.23, 4.24).643 

They reflect a departure from the Middleton’s Hospital almshouse style, giving the 

residents their own address and a measure of independence. Following the arts and 

 
    York (PhD thesis, University of York, 2008), 77. 
638 Drake, Eboracum, 266.  
639 Drake, 266. 
640 'Charities', in A History of the County of York: the City of York, ed. P M Tillott (London, 1961), pp.   
     420-440. British History Online http://www.british-history.ac.uk/vch/yorks/city-of-york/pp420-440.  
641  Edward Royle, York in the Nineteenth Century “A City Transformed” in The History of York: From  
    Earliest Times to the Year 2000, ed. Patrick Nuttgens (Pickering: Blackthorn Press, 2007),263.  
642 Margaret Richards, Architects of the Arts and Crafts Movement (London: Trefoil Books Ltd,1983),  
    142, 149. 
643 Arthur J. Penty, The Elements of Domestic Design (London: The Architectural Press, 1930). 
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crafts philosophy, the design harks back to the medieval almshouse cottages. Upon 

their construction, a new pedestrian access, marked by an Arts and Crafts ironwork 

gate and boundary fence on Skeldergate reinforced the almshouse presence anew, in 

the increasingly industrial environment (figure 4.25). Skeldergate Terrace and the 

almshouses form part of the Middleton’s case study. 

 

By contrast, the housing further along Skeldergate and off North Street was very 

different. With the demand to house growing numbers of urban residents, poor housing 

increased during the nineteenth century and slums became common in industrial cities 

across Britain. For example, Engels describes ‘a planless, knotted chaos of houses, 

more or less on the verge of inhabitableness’ along the River Irk in central 

Manchester.644 He also cites the preacher of St Philip’s, Bethnal Green commenting 

that it is nothing unusual ‘to find a man, his wife, four or five children and, sometimes, 

both grandparents, all in one single room of ten to twelve feet, where they eat, sleep 

and work.’645 York too had its slums with Skeldergate, Walmgate and Hungate 

amongst the worst.646 Skeldergate had long been associated with poverty; with rows 

and courts crowded with some of the cheapest housing in the city, from the mid-

fifteenth century.647 St Mary’s, Bishophill Senior, an area of 212 acres (85.2 hectares), 

with a population mainly within the walls, almost quadrupled during the nineteenth 

century. As workers from the growing industries settled locally, the population 

increased from 397 in 1801 to 8395 by 1901.648 According to Nuttgens, in All Saints, 

 
644 Engels, Working Class, 64 
645 Engels, 41- 42. 
646 Benjamin Seebohm Rowntree, Poverty: A Study of Town Life (London: Macmillan & Company  
    Ltd.,1902),168,199. 
647 Sarah Rees-Jones York 1272-15 in York: Introduction and Town Gazeteer. British Historic Towns  
    Atlas - Volume V, ed Peter Addyman (Maidenhead & York: Historic Towns Trust, 2016), 45. 
648 Royle, ‘Nineteenth Century’, 253. 
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North Street, where four out of five people were classified as ‘labouring class’, the 

mean age of death was less than twenty, in comparison with Holy Trinity, Micklegate 

where the mean age of death was almost forty-three years of age.649 Even in this 

relatively small area the difference in the living conditions and the mean age of death 

was pronounced. 

 

Benjamin Seebohm Rowntree’s 1899 survey of those earning less than £250 per 

annum, indicated that, at 349 persons per acre, the population density in Skeldergate 

was the highest in York.650 Indeed, his comparative studies indicated that this density 

was exceeded only by the 365 persons per acre living in Bethnal Green, London.651 

Whilst Rowntree qualified these figures, pointing out that the area was comparatively 

small, nonetheless he anticipated that the standard of health was poor. He refers 

specifically to courts and yards, shared by a number of houses, often so unsanitary 

they must impact upon the residents’ health.652 Furthermore, he describes the houses 

themselves as no more than four rooms, (often less), usually dirty, dark and damp or 

tenements, filthy and overcrowded with shared water-taps (often at some distance 

from the houses) and lavatories.653 The properties remain anonymous, but the 

conditions seem likely to relate to the courts near the dockside, where a warren of 

properties was hidden behind the main buildings in and around North Street and 

Skeldergate, accessed by narrow corridors, during the 1800s.654 These included 

Calvert’s Court and the notorious Beedham’s Court, or “Hagworm’s nest”, the source 

 
649 Royle, 289. 
650 Rowntree, Poverty,169. 
651 Rowntree,169. 
652 Rowntree, 152, 188-189. 
653 Rowntree, Poverty, 152 - 158, 168, 188-189. 
654 Rowntree, 155. 
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of a number of epidemics including the 1832 cholera outbreak (figures 4.26 – 4.29).655 

In addition, the dockside streets became associated with prostitution during the 1800s, 

attributed to their proximity to Ouse Bridge and the number of public houses in the 

vicinity.656 

 

Nationwide concerns about public health issues began, fuelled by the rapid 

development of working-class housing, often of poor quality, delivered by private 

speculators, without any development control.657 Severe overcrowding and squalor led 

to calls for greater state intervention, addressed by the legislation detailed in Chapter 

One. Even though this resulted in the Corporation’s increased powers, it was some 

forty years before they tackled the slums. 658   

 

Industry 

Despite the coming of the railways in the 1840s, the port remained active throughout 

the nineteenth century. In fact, goods traffic in the late nineteenth century was noted 

as being ‘probably greater than at any time in the city’s history.’659 This was partly due 

to improvements to the navigability of the River Ouse during the previous century, 

including the construction of a lock and weir at Naburn (1757), which supported 

continued waterborne trade.660 Demand for transport also increased due to the flour 

milling industry and the imports required for York’s new confectionery trades including 

 
655 Frances Finnegan, Poverty and Prostitution (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1979), 43,  
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    Year 2000, ed. Patrick Nuttgens (Pickering: Blackthorn Press, 2007), 242, 243. 
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‘cocoa beans, sultanas, sugar, gum arabic, nuts, milk powder, pineapples, cherries 

and fruit essences’.661 In addition, as well as building materials and general 

merchandise, there was a strong coal trade (for both domestic and industrial use), 

which funded the reconstruction of Queen’s Staith (1821), colloquially known as the 

‘Coal Staith’, at the same time as Ouse Bridge.662 The Corporation’s provision of the 

Bonded Warehouse (1872-75) (now Bonding Warehouse), that replaced the 

Cranegarth referred to above, reinforced Skeldergate’s role as a port.663 

 

A wide variety of trades was established in Skeldergate in 1823 from wharfingers, 

wholesalers, corn and timber merchants to retailers and hotels/pubs.664 As the century 

progressed, industrialisation increased, with greater mechanisation having an impact 

on both the flour milling and timber industries.665Whilst Hungate experienced 

development in both industries on a larger scale, the proximity of the river also made 

Skeldergate an attractive location.666 The growing timber business along this stretch 

of the river during the nineteenth century is indicated by the number of timber yards, 

two of which are noted here (map 4.2).667  

 

In 1839, timber merchant, John Cattley, opened the substantial three-storey purpose-

built City Saw Mill, at 51 - 53 Skeldergate, in the centre of ‘Skeldergate Terrace’ 

(figures 4.30, 4.31).668 Whilst the building acknowledges its commercial use, with its 
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classical influences, it is a polite neighbour within the residential terrace. It resists the 

cruder, rectilinear style of other industrial buildings, yet there are lifting doors on each 

of the upper floors and round arches punctuate each of the five bays, providing access 

to the working yards at the rear.669The traditional timber roof structure, constructed at 

a time when cast iron was increasingly being used in industrial buildings, is also 

indicative of the owner’s business.  

 

Cattley’s expansion continued and by 1899, the City Saw Mill had a notable presence, 

occupying a large site between Skeldergate and Cromwell Road, with a separate 

timber yard along Cromwell Road (map 4.2). Writing in 1974, George Pace describes 

the Sawmill as containing ‘virile industrial buildings’, recently reduced in impact by the 

demolition of a tall chimney stack, that had probably generated steam.670 The infill 

development between Skeldergate and Cromwell Road was a sequence of sheds and 

lean-to structures, probably very similar to Bellerby’s Sawmill, Hungate, recorded in 

recent archaeological reports (figure 4.32).671 Pace comments further that the once 

utilitarian industrial building, now known as Cromwell House, is ‘not very good 19th 

century Industrial but inoffensive and unselfconscious’(figures 4.33, 4.34).672 Whilst he 

doesn’t define Industrial in this context, bearing in mind that the BCDP consultation 

document was about to be launched and residential development promoted in this 

vicinity, it is probable that he is referring to the ability of this unremarkable building to 

blend into this settlement.673 Now part of Middleton’s it continues in active use as part 

of the hotel. 

 
669 Ibid. 
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    Archaeological Trust, 2008), 68-71. 
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Cattleys also owned the ‘Wharf’, 26-34 Skeldergate, where the edge of the Roman 

wharf has been identified.674 Consideration was given to the architecture here with J.B 

& W. Atkinson, architects commissioned to design four houses, though only two were 

built.675 Occupying two waterfront plots, initially separated by an open space, later 

roofed, the pair of three - storey brick buildings (1843), with pitched slate roofs, had 

loading docks at ground floor level with living accommodation above (map 4.3, figures 

4.35, 4.36).676 As well as operating the wharf, Cattley’s had several tenants including 

Dalton’s Mineral Water, local wharfingers T.F. Wood & Co. and Frederick Shepherd, 

founder of the Shepherd Group. Though now absent, the three-storey workshop 

occupied by Shepherds in 1895 eventually had an impact on the alignment of 

Skeldergate itself, contributing to the palimpsest (figure 4.37).677   

 

Fronting onto Queen’s Staith, the eponymous Wood’s Mill (1850) was owned and 

occupied from 1858, by T.F. Wood & Co. Ltd, timber and slate merchants, wharfinger 

and steam ship owner, although originally recorded as a seed mill.678 Remarking that 

this was ‘the principal firm engaged in the river carrying trade’, later registered as 

"Water Transport, Warehousing and Forwarding", Knight comments that contrary to 

‘the modern fiction concerning the helplessness of Victorian women’, it was the original 

proprietor’s widow who led the business.679  

 

 
674  J.M.McCornish, Excavations by York Archaeological Trust with the Walled Area to the south-west  
     of the River Ouse, York (York Archaeological Trust, web-based report, 2015),20. 
675 York Council Archive paper – BIS/3/13. 
676 Ibid. 
677 White’s Directory of York 1895; 
    CYC, Planning Brief(Pbf),Site at 26-34 Skeldergate. 10th January 1990. 
678 Knight, York, 676; 
    Industrial history online. http://www.industrialhistoryonline.co.uk. 
679 Knight,676. 
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The building is a substantial four-storey, four bay, purpose-built mill and warehouse, 

with a basement and attic (figure 4.38). Traditionally built of red brick with a Welsh 

slate roof, the warehouse has stone coped gables and grey-white brick window 

surrounds with low segmental arches in the basement.  It has traditional sash windows 

and a glazed oculus in the pediment, which echoes those in 56 Skeldergate, and the 

adjacent organ manufactory. Later illustrations feature a gantry crane projecting over 

Queen’s Staith that allowed goods to be hoisted directly into the upper floors from the 

barges (figure 4.39). The adjoining building, Millbank House is a five-bay, three-storey 

warehouse with a small attic and basement, attached to Wood’s Mill and built in the 

same materials, rendered on the left-hand elevation, with hoists housed in timber 

dormers on two upper floors (figure 4.38). According to Pace, an ‘excellent lively 

Townscape’, the mass of the ‘simple and strong’ buildings together makes a dominant 

statement.680 

 

Organ building was another well-established business in York in the nineteenth 

century, with nine companies across the city.681 By 1872, notable organ-builder 

William Denham occupied 56 Skeldergate.682 The former mansion was occupied for 

joint residential and commercial use, with the construction of a workshop to the rear in 

the early 1880s, providing additional space for the organ business; an example of 

Esher’s ‘small craftsmen and back-yard manufacturers filling the social and physical 

vacuum’ left by the gentry (figure 4.40).683The Gothic Revival organ factory with 

polychromatic brickwork reflects the contemporary fashion for this ecclesiastical style 

 
680 Pace, 29. 
681 Lawrence Elvin, Family enterprise: the story of some north country organ builders (Lincoln:  
    L.Elvin,1986), 152. 
682 Elvin,152 
683 Organ manufactory 1256599. Listed: 14 March 1997 Grade II. 
    Esher, Study, 74. 
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in York. Attached to the south-west corner of Middleton’s Hospital, it could arguably 

have served as a place of worship for the adjoining almshouse, but there is no record 

of its use for this purpose. Even so, it is an elaborate workshop with an oculus echoing 

that in number 56, as well as Wood’s Mill, subtly linking the buildings. It is without 

features such as a loading bay. The organ building business continued, under new 

ownership, T.Hopkin & Son from 1898, until its closure in 1921.684 However, the same 

arrangement continued, with 56 and the factory operating jointly, until its sale later in 

the century. With no external control and complete disregard for the architectural or 

historical value of 56, a vehicle arch was knocked through the right-hand side of this 

building in 1925, to provide access to the rear, accommodating Thornton’s Furniture 

Dealers and their commercial needs (figure 4.41). This was indicative of the lack of 

value placed on architecture at this time, and the type of development that occurred 

prior to the 1947 planning legislation, detailed in Chapter One. 

 

The fashionable life of the elite ebbed away during the nineteenth century, as they left 

for London or the suburbs, and Skeldergate Terrace, the ‘joyless private residences 

of red brick’ in Wilkie Collins’ novel No Name, slipped into commercial use.685 By the 

turn of the century, the former houses were occupied by dyer and cleaner, wine 

merchants, and corn millers.686 Advertisements papering the end elevation of number 

48 (now demolished), were indicative of Skeldergate’s changed status (figure 4.42). 

At the same time, North Street became associated with the building trades: 

bricklayers, joiners, masons, sand and timber merchants, created busy dockside 

 
684 Elvin, Family enterprise, 152.  
    History of T. Hopkins & Son. yorkorganhistory.co.uk. 
685 Wilkie Collins, No Name (London: Sampson Low, Son, and Marston, 1862),106. 
686 York and District Directory, (Hull: W.J. Cooke & Co.,1902),162. 
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activity, for example Blundy and Clark & Co., cement coal and gravel merchants 

(figures 4.43, 4.44).687 This area, of ‘a rugged rather than a sophisticated character’, 

is rather different to the Skeldergate wharves.688 However, there was bustling dockside 

activity on both sides of Micklegate, in this central urban location. Still thriving, the 

shape of the dock gradually changed becoming increasingly industrial as the more 

fashionable inhabitants relocated. 

 

Twentieth - century change in the ancient port  

Significant change began on the riverside during the twentieth century as commercial 

life started to struggle. Trade failed during World War I, and whilst there was some 

recovery during the inter-war years, it diminished with the outbreak of World War II.689 

Trade worsened post-war as rail and road outstripped waterborne transport, 

exacerbated by the development of the motorway network, 1000 miles of which had 

been constructed by 1969.690 This was poignantly denoted by the ‘Use the Ouse’ plea 

on Wood’s Mill (figure 4.44).691 York was not alone in these struggles which were being 

experienced in other port cities, such as Liverpool.692 Use of the river for commercial 

transport eventually ceased on 19 October 1982 and the once familiar image of the 

barges on the river became a memory (figures 4.46, 4.47).693 None of the former 

dockside buildings remain in their original use, with the barge replaced by the motor 

cruiser (figure 4.48). 

 
687 'Secular Buildings: Miscellaneous', in An Inventory of the Historical Monuments in City of York,  
    Volume 3, South  west (London, 1972), pp. 96-122. British History Online http://www.british- 
    history.ac.uk/rchme/york/vol3/pp96-122. 
688 Esher, Study, 149. 
689 Duckham, Yorkshire Ouse, 180-183. 
690 History of Roads and National Highways, nationalhighways.co.uk. 
691 Esher, Study, 146. 
692 Aaron Andrews, Decline and the City: the Urban Crisis in Liverpool c.1968 – 1986 (PhD  
    Leicester,2018).  
693 Taylor, Yorkshire Ouse, 117. 
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As outlined above, CYC was one of the greatest driving forces for change during the 

twentieth century. Their own activities, discussed below, included a major slum 

clearance programme, a road widening initiative and bomb damage removal and 

repair. They also used the planning system and their response to the Esher study to 

drive major change.694  

 

Slum Clearance 

A major slum clearance programme was launched in York during the twentieth 

century, with the damp, dirty and dilapidated tenements in Skeldergate and North 

Street, including Beedham’s Court that typified the worst housing in York, amongst the 

first to be tackled. Skeldergate Clearance Order identified a 0.25acre area holding 104 

dwellings in tenements and back-to-back houses, with shared trough closets.695 

Demolition wasn’t immediate, but in spite of some resistance by landowners, who 

refuted Clearance Orders claiming that the properties were habitable, the courts were 

finally destroyed.696 The majority of people who lost their homes under the slum 

clearance schemes were rehoused in social housing in the suburbs.   

 

The homes alongside the ancient port were in deleterious condition, but could they 

have been saved, renovated for the families living there and preserving the heritage 

port? One interesting comparison is North End, Boston, Massachusetts, a mixed 

residential/industrial waterfront, where the post-war rehabilitation of buildings breathed 

new life into the area, in spite of a population density of two hundred and seventy-five 

 
694 CYC, Report on Study. 
695 Skeldergate Clearance Order, Part I of the Housing Act 1930, 29 September 1935. 
696  Rowntree, Poverty, 152-155; 
    York City Archives Y/PPT/2/1/8/80.81.99; 
    Skeldergate Clearance Order, Part I of the Housing Act 1930. 29 September 1935; 
    Landowner correspondence 23 January 1936, York City Archives. 
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homes per acre.697 It describes the transformation of this once desperately poor area, 

‘Boston’s worst slum and civic shame’ to one with an infectious ‘general street 

atmosphere of buoyancy, friendliness, and good health’ where the ‘streets were alive 

with children playing, people shopping, people strolling, people talking’.698 Jacobs 

dubs this phenomenal change, without external intervention, ‘unslumming’.699 Key 

elements that she identifies include gradual ‘uncrowding’, growth of strength, vigour 

and self-diversification, found in commercial and cultural enterprises, as well as 

income.700  

 

The resident’s perspective on the enforced move or their new addresses is not clear, 

but some had apparently identified properties that they wished to move to, rather than 

taking the council homes offered.701 Flooding on the banks of the Ouse has been a 

problem for centuries – records show that this has been an issue since the thirteenth 

century and without a readily available technical solution continuing to live there may 

have been unappealing.702 The intended road widening programme may also have 

made it impractical to remain.703 However, the Skeldergate Clearance Order left the 

residents without any choice to stay, and without that intervention, the property owners 

may have perpetuated the slum conditions.  

 

However, as some tenants apparently had the means to find alternative 

accommodation rather than taking the homes offered by the local authority, they may 

 
697 Jane Jacobs, The Death and Life of Great American Cities (New York: Random House Publishing   
    Group, 2011), 12, 14. 
698 Jacobs, Death and Life,13. 
699 Jacobs, 353. 
700 Jacobs, 368, 374. 
701 York Council letter, 24 January 1936. 
702 York Civic Trust, ‘Flood heights on the Ouse.’ yorkcivictrust.org. 
703 Housing Act 1930, Skeldergate Clearance Area. 
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have had the resources to make comfortable homes here had the opportunity been 

available. At the University of York Breaking up Communities conference (2012), 

Becky Tunstall outlined research analysing the attitudes of 3370 people living in ‘slum 

and twilight areas in Leeds, Batley and York’.704 Of those in York, 64% were quoted 

as wanting to move.705 However, whilst moving was the preference for the majority, 

although it is not clear if wishing to move but perhaps staying in the city was an option 

suggested, this figure illustrates that 36% wished to remain. This option should be 

available to those who wish to do so. As outlined in Chapter One, the residents ‘right 

to urban life’ was limited, confined by the powers of the Council and the developers, 

together with the fluctuations in the market and industry.706  

 

Until the 1960s. the local authorities considered clearance as costly, but essential and 

worthwhile.’707However, by the twenty-first century, demolition was not only 

considered expensive, but it was recognised that it broke up communities.708 Whilst 

urban planner, Barry Cullingworth commented ‘The social life of the slums is not 

necessarily a precious flower to be preserved and transplanted’, he acknowledged that 

little consideration had been given to the sociological implications of these 

programmes.709 This is underlined by Peter D. Smith who comments ‘Slums are a 

human and not just an architectural problem.’710 It is not simply the buildings that are 

 
704  Becky Tunstall, Breaking up communities? The social impact of housing demolition in the late  
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destroyed, but communities too. The human issue is illustrated by one of the people 

interviewed for this research, who remarked that she hated being moved by one such 

scheme in York as her family was not relocated to the same area as her neighbours 

and she lost contact with her friends. 

 

Seebohm Rowntree’s 1935 review of his earlier work, though not as extensive as his 

original report suggested that it would be impossible by then to find a population as 

high as 349 to the acre.711 Living conditions in Skeldergate must therefore have been 

markedly improved, but it was perhaps less successful when regarded by the 

sociological implications relating to the damage to communities.   

 

Bomb Damage 

Air raid damage also caused substantial change during World War Two. One of two 

bombs that fell on York on 2 August 1942 fell ‘in the vicinity of 26 Skeldergate’.712 53 

- 55 Skeldergate and the nearby Terry Memorial Homes were not destroyed but they 

were amongst 400 properties damaged.713Following severe damage, John Carr’s own 

mansion, Skeldergate House (1765-66), was demolished in 1945 (figure 4.49).714 

Today, the Riga Charter 2000 provides for reconstruction after disaster, driven by the 

belief that ‘the spirit of a building resides in a more emotive, inspirational reality rather 

than in material authenticity alone.’715 The demolition of Carr’s house lost that reality, 

not only removing a touchstone with an individual who had contributed so much to 

 
711 Rowntree, Poverty, 275. 
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Georgian York and wider society, but an important element of Skeldergate’s history. 

Damage to the port and the adjacent streets, in some cases extremely destructive, 

was due to an external force, but its subsequent management was within CYC’s 

control. Whilst clearance of bomb damage was understandable in terms of clearing 

the memories associated with war, reinstatement might have preserved the spirit of 

the townscape and these elements of the palimpsest.  

 

Traffic Management 

Although the reasons were unidentified, central government advised local authorities 

preparing post-war Development Plans to calculate traffic densities, as three times 

greater than pre-war levels.716 Work to ease traffic problems in MB, led to the 

demolition of a number of buildings to enable road widening during the post-war 

period. CYC demolished shops at the Micklegate/North Street/Skeldergate 

crossroads, the eighteenth-century Elephant and Castle coaching inn(1958),48 

Skeldergate and sixteenth century Plumbers Arms (1964), (figures 4.50 – 4.53).717 

Owners, John Smith’s brewery, recorded their lost fight to save the pub, even though 

the latter was scheduled as being of Special Architectural and Historical Interest, and 

the futility of that loss, for the sake of releasing 502 yards.718 Photographs indicate the 

extreme narrowness of Skeldergate (figure 4.54). However, the priority given to the 

roadworks over saving a significant historic building (the last remaining part of the 

Duke of Buckingham’s estate), indicates the importance of traffic flow and the dockside 

roads as thoroughfares compared to the city’s heritage.  

 
716 CYC, A Plan for the City of York 1948, 10. 
717 'Secular Buildings: Miscellaneous', in An Inventory of the Historical Monuments in City of York,  
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    C.P. Gurrey, The Plumber’s Arms (Tadcaster: John Smith’s Tadcaster Brewery Co.Ltd.,1965), 22. 
718 Gurrey, Plumber’s Arms, 22. 
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Lord Esher identified North Street and Skeldergate as part of a potential heavy 

commercial route. The one-way scheme, linked with his aim to remove industry and 

the related goods vehicles from the wharfside, would have entailed the closure of Ouse 

Bridge, and realignment of the road, with an underpass involving major alterations to 

the city wall and the demolition of the Boat House by Lendal Bridge, rather 

contradicting the purpose of the review.719 This proposal was rejected, not only due to 

the headroom limitations of the wall, and the potential disturbance to the new 

development along North Street, but due to the flooding.720 Nonetheless, Skeldergate 

became an important bus route to facilitate city centre traffic management. The 

requisite provision of underground and ground level off-street parking for new 

development along Skeldergate gave the street a bland appearance.  

 

The Study transport plan also included proposals for a five-storey, split-level car park 

for 1300 cars, earmarked for use by shoppers and tourists, between Buckingham 

Street and Fetter Lane.721 This was one of four car parks for 1200 + cars around York, 

to support city centre pedestrianisation. CYC also identified the site for a short-stay 

multi-storey carpark (for 500 cars), and subsequently pursued the necessary land 

acquisition.722 Whilst they lost the compulsory purchase appeal, discussed in Chapter 

Six, these proposals remained part of their plans until the turn of the century, when 

they lost the planning appeal for residential development. 

 

The demolition of both residential and retail properties in this area destroyed the mixed 

economy, leaving behind predominantly industrial streets by the 1960s, with 

 
719 Esher, Study, 67. 
720 CYC, Report on Study, 57. 
721 Esher, 58,62,131. 
722 CYC, A plan for the future provision of parking in the city (January 1969), 51, 52, Plan 4. 
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warehouses supporting the working port.723 Following extensive re-development, a 

transport depot occupied the site of Carr’s former house, and two massive warehouses 

between Buckingham Street and Fetter Lane replaced the individual pubs, shops and 

homes, including Beedham’s Court (figure 4.55). Surveys undertaken as part of the 

Esher review identified over a million square feet of industrial floor space, outside the 

Foss Islands area, mainly in MB, with a low-density worker ratio, that could be removed 

and redeveloped to achieve the desired liveability.724Twenty-four acres was thus 

potentially available for redevelopment, albeit at an estimated cost of £2.1 million, but 

this was considered affordable, especially as it was thought that 50% would be funded 

by Government grant.725  

 

Commentary by architects and historians from the 1960s onwards suggests they are 

disheartened by the redevelopment of Skeldergate. Hutchinson and Palliser declared 

‘Skeldergate is the saddest of York streets…open from end to dispiriting end’ and Pace 

commented that the street has ‘suffered visual damage’.726 Pevsner too remarked, ‘the 

character of Skeldergate has been much eroded by demolition and decay since the 

Second World War’.727 Likewise, Esher observes ‘there is very little that is at all 

attractive’, stating that ‘the part of the street that still retains character begins at Carr’s 

Lane’, although ’with the exception of the Bonding Warehouse, this too faces ordinary 

commercial buildings’(maps 4.2, 4.4, figure 4.56).728 The comments on loss of 

character appear to refer to the historic buildings. Overlooking the slum clearance, 
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they may be reflecting on the loss of Carr’s mansion, The Plumber’s Arms, Elephant 

& Castle and City Mills, lost to bland 1960’s replacement warehousing. During the 

post-war period, in the modernisation versus heritage argument, the former was of 

greater importance for the local authority. By the time of Esher’s Study, the ancient 

port had suffered both inter-war and post-war damage, due to the various clearance 

programmes. There was probably very little of the ancient port to retain.  

 

Tourism mid-twentieth century onwards 

As outlined in Chapter One, York was no stranger to marketing its heritage in the 

interests of tourism. The ancient port was engaged in travel during the nineteenth 

century, in a different manner than today, when passenger transport was available by 

water as well as land. Steam services were offered regularly from April 1816 from the 

Old and New Wharf, Skeldergate to London, Liverpool, Manchester, Hull, and 

Selby.729 These services are no longer available, but cruises and self-drive leisure 

boat hire are offered, from the north bank. One interviewee suggested that a river bus 

might be introduced as an alternative ‘park and ride’, from the south-west bank. No 

such plans are currently being mooted, but the Local Plan indicates that river transport 

schemes would be approved subject to an acceptable environmental appraisal, 

indicating their proactive interest.730 

 

Esher emphasised that the tourist industry was the most significant activity for York’s 

future development, recommending that the City should capitalise on its heritage and 

exploit tourism, providing hospitality, attractions, and accommodation, not only for the 
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day visits upon which the City’s visitor economy had until then been largely dependent, 

but for overnight stays.731 With little in terms of attractions to offer, the ancient port has 

provided accommodation.The treatment of the former ancient port and its 

development over the last fifty years lends support to Mordue’s argument outlined in 

Chapter One, as visitors use this side of the river as a dormitory, largely heading 

towards the other side of the river for entertainment. They have followed the city as it 

has been shaped by the ‘brokers’ – in this case CYC, the property developers, 

investors, and hotel operators. 

 

In the eighteenth century, the only accommodation in Skeldergate for travellers was 

at the Elephant and Castle (demolished 1958), the terminus for the coach to 

Wharfedale and the Union coach to Knaresborough and Harrogate.732 Now, a number 

of flats developed initially as part of residential schemes on the riverside are offered 

for Airbnb. In addition, there are three substantial hotels, included as case studies.  

 

Radisson Hotel, York  

Standing on the south-west banks of the River Ouse, between the Lendal and Ouse 

Bridges, Radisson Hotel, York is a modernist ten-storey hotel (figure 4.57, 4.58). 

Officially opened on 1 January 1969, it was the first hotel built in York for ninety years, 

marking the city’s first move into the modern tourist industry.733 This may well have 

been influenced by a Junior Chamber of Commerce report (March 1964), referenced 

in the Study, which flagged the national and local importance of tourism in the context 

 
731 Esher, 29,48. 
732 Hugh Murray, A Directory of York Pubs 1455-2004 (London: Voyager Publications, 2004),80 
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of future commercial and industrial development.734 Based on survey work over the 

previous two years, it noted the requirement for more medium size hotel 

accommodation in York, in particular, demand for a 50+ bedroom hotel.735 

However, the hotel’s construction led to the loss of many buildings occupying the 

riverside between North Street Gardens, and Boyes Department store, making way 

not only for the initial tower, but extensions both to the hotel and the store (figure 

4.59).736 York had joined the post-war movement to radically remake parts of the city 

centre; the history of dockside activity eradicated by the wrecking ball. 

 

The building was originally commissioned by Spiers & Pond Ltd., a leading hotelier 

and restauranteur in Britain and the world’s first large-scale caterers.737 It was a 

combined national and local project, designed by London-based architects, Fitzroy 

Robinson & Partners (now part of the international firm Aukett Swanke), and built by 

an established York-based firm, Shepherd Construction Ltd.738 The brick slab design, 

with horizontal glazing predominant on the front and rear elevations, was quite a 

departure for York. The projecting first-floor section cantilevered over the public 

walkway on the riverside and partly supported by pilotis over the roadside is a 

noticeable feature (see figure 4.60). The main entrance door is located at first floor 

level accessed by a broad staircase, with car parking provided beneath the building at 

 
734 Junior Chamber of Commerce, York Progress. 1964, 1. 
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ground floor level – a design feature, no doubt intended to cope with periodic flooding 

in the riverside location.  

Until the hotel’s arrival, this part of the riverbank had been largely devoted to industry. 

The new development was intended to be surrounded by open space: the landscaped 

North Street Gardens on one side and the remaining vacant site of a former 

warehouse, in temporary use as a car park, on the other (figure 4.61). Whilst the 

architect and town-planner Lord Esher supported modernist design, he commented in 

the Study, that the building was ‘regrettably tall’.739 This may be on account of the 

building’s isolation. As Peter Carolin observed in Scandinavian tower development, 

popular at the time, ‘blocks were almost always built in groups (reaping the benefits of 

repetition) rather than an isolated townscape feature’ as in the case of the Radisson.740 

The hotel does not take account of the immediate landscape – either its prominent 

riverside location or the neighbouring, medieval buildings. Esher recommended that 

the proposed retention of the adjacent vacant site for further public open space should 

be reconsidered, and the land redeveloped with a restaurant or public house, with car 

parking below, to reduce the impression of height.741 This led to the development of 

the adjoining five-storey, brick-built block designed by local architects, Tom Adam 

Design Associates, in the 1980s.742 Although this is an integral part of the hotel, it has 

the appearance of a freestanding building(figure 4.62). The hotel now offers 200 

bedrooms and conference facilities, together with restaurants and bars overlooking 

the river, with its modern fenestration framing vistas of the city.  

 
739 Esher, Study,136. 
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Keen to establish a York-based identity and acknowledging the area’s immediate links 

with the city’s Scandinavian invaders, the original owners launched the hotel as the 

Viking Hotel, a name still often used by local people. They continued the theme with 

modern Scandinavian décor and furniture, as well as commissioning glass sculptor 

Peter Tysoe, to produce a variety of hand-blown glass pieces, including a mural 

depicting a Viking ship from Osberg, Sweden, four small motives inlaid with lead, 

based on illustrations found on Viking tombs, a second mural inspired by a ninth 

century casket in the British Museum and six illuminated murals illustrating the colours 

of the Aurora Borealis (figures 4.63, 4.64).743 The manager’s Scandinavian research 

trip was also reflected in items on the otherwise traditional English menu.744 Even 

though the theme may seem commonplace now, then it was new and creative. Indeed, 

it would fit well with today’s ‘Hygge’ fashion.  

 

It seems that this building was intended to be iconic, with the intended vision of 

modernity captured in Gill’s watercolour, designed to make a statement, reinvigorating 

York as a tourist destination for the modern age (figure 4.65). In so doing it fulfilled 

Paul Jones perceived ‘function’ of any such building; to renegotiate a place’s image.745 

The hotel also added another ‘tourist gaze’ to the city, with its upper floors offering 

spectacular 360o views of the city that had not previously been available.746 However, 

the hotel does not promote this aspect or its riverside café, which, has remained low 

profile in many respects, despite its physical presence. 

 
743 Express Dairy Group, Press Release. 28 October 1968. York City Archive reference EPH/1/115-  
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The hotel has had a chequered history, losing its ‘Viking’ identity and the associated 

imagery. By the time it opened, Spiers and Pond had been taken over by Express 

Dairy Group, who were themselves bought by Grand Metropolitan Hotels Ltd shortly 

afterwards in 1969. After changing hands on four more occasions, the property is now 

owned by London based LR (York) Ltd., an investment company established when the 

hotel was last sold in 2013.747 However, the hotel itself is leased to and operated by 

Radisson, an American international hotel chain, (formerly Rezidor Hotel Group), 

majority owned (50.21%), by Jin Jiang International Hotels (Group) Company Limited, 

a leading Chinese hotel group, since 2018.748 The Radisson chain trades under a 

number of brands and recently traded in York as the Park Inn by Radisson.749 The 

beginning of an upgrade programme in Spring 2023 and its renaming Radisson Hotel 

York, bring another layer to the palimpsest. 

 

This model is typical of the modern hotel trade, structured around a series of hotel 

investors and international operators. Though homogenous, this means that the tourist 

following a brand can rely upon their accommodation experience. Even if the place 

visited is different, the accommodation will be familiar, an interesting twist on the 

traditional concept of tourism, outlined in Chapter One.750 In creating this sense of 

familiarity, chains such as Radisson are producing a home-to-home via home, rather 

than away, dynamic. Furthermore, the customer can expect to be rewarded for brand 

loyalty, becoming part of the corporate ‘family’. Defining the home and the family 

differently, the model adopted by Radisson (and others) adds another dimension to 

 
747 ‘Riverside Hotel in York up for sale for £18m’ Savills News, July 2, 2012 savills.com. 
748 Radisson Hospitality, Inc. Issues Statement. radissonhotelgroup.com. Press Release,  
     November 13, 2018. 
749 Hotel check: Park Inn York Business Traveller, August 19, 2010. 
750 Dean MacCannell, The Tourist: A New Theory of the Leisure Class (London: MacMillan Press  
    Ltd.,1976),168. 
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Hui’s argument that rather than concentrating on circular travel between the stationary 

geographic home and the travel destination, to reflect modern patterns, studies should 

consider the greater complexity of multiple homeowners and variable touring.751 In this 

complex model, the visitor to Radisson Hotel, York can expect to feel ‘at home’, 

experiencing the familiarity offered by the chain.  

 

By introducing ‘York’ into the hotel’s name, the Radisson seeks to combine its status 

as part of an international chain, with local links and symbolism. However, the reaction 

to the hotel is often derisory as illustrated by local press, for example the York Press 

describes the 1960s as architecturally ‘pretty - well, dismal’ commenting of the original 

Viking Hotel, what ‘a monument to block-headed, blocky design it is: the ultimate 

square of a building put up in a decade that was supposed to be anything but’ (figures 

4.66, 4.67).752 Furthermore, the local authority classifies the structure as a ‘detractor’,  

stating that its height detracts from the views of the river and its setting.753 Yet though 

unloved by many, this hotel is a continuing part of the city’s modern tourist industry. A 

local landmark for over fifty years, ahead of the York hotel investment boom since the 

1960s, it is part of the city’s palimpsest that would be missed if it disappeared.  

 

Middletons 

In contrast, Middletons (originally Lady Anne Middleton Hotel) in Skeldergate sits 

mainly in a range of eighteenth and nineteenth century buildings, that along with the 

cluster of medieval buildings in North Street and the Bonding Warehouse were the 

 
751 Allison Hui. Many homes for tourism: reconsidering spatialisations of home and away in tourism  
    mobilities. 1/2/2008 in Tourist Studies. 2009, Volume 8 [3], 291. 
752 Stephen Lewis, ‘Great photos of York in the 1960s,’ York Press, December 16, 2019. 
753 York City Council, Character Area Twenty-Two: Railway Area (CYC CA 22),(2013),409,410.  
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only port side architecture commended in the Study.754 The hotel’s roots were in the 

former almshouses; the Lady Anne Middleton Hospital and Terry Memorial Homes, 

sold to the founders, Andrew and Käthe Clark in 1973, following their closure as local 

authority retirement homes in the early seventies.755 This marked a wider social 

change as the former residents moved to alternative care accommodation 

 

The Clarks originally sought planning consent for a change of use for these buildings 

to ‘a hostel for visitors and students’ suggesting that the hotel had fairly humble 

beginnings.756 However, the accommodation was upgraded over the years and the 

Clarks transformed this part of Skeldergate as they expanded the hotel with the steady 

acquisition of the adjoining eighteenth and nineteenth century properties, growing 

alongside the City’s commitment to tourism (maps 4.1,4.2).757 Following quiet, 

incremental growth, the 56-bedroom hotel, with a restaurant and gym, now occupies 

the second largest site within the City Walls.758 The complex remained in the 

ownership of the same family until its sale in 2017 to a local chain, Daniel Thwaites 

plc., one of many companies keen to engage in the York market. In contrast to 

Radisson, when Thwaites purchased Middletons, their marketing declared that it was 

‘not another dull collection’, offering an individual, ‘quality, rich 

experience’…‘comfortable and at home’, without the predictability of a brand.759 Even 

 
754 Esher, Study, 223. 
755 Lady Anne Middleton’s Hotel and attached Garden Walls 1256639. Listed: 14 June 1954.Grade II*; 
    Terry Memorial Homes 1256605. Listed: 14 March 1997. Grade II.  
756 Lady Anne Middleton. Planning Reference 4/00/74. Change of use 12/6/73. Conversion details  
     13.12.74. 
757 Laura Knowlson,‘£500,000 refurbishment project at city-centre hotel.’ York Press, March 4, 2014. 
758 ‘Largest single York property outside the Minster’ sold to pub company. York Mix, March 2, 2017  
     www.yorkmix.com. 
759 Ibid. 
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so, Middletons was declared as part of the company’s pubs and hotels collection, when 

the company was relaunched as ‘Daniel Thwaites’ in 2022.760 

 

The Clarks’ business expanded massively in 1975 with the acquisition of both 55 

Skeldergate from Ings Property Company Ltd. (now York Conservation Trust) and the 

City Saw Mill from Howarth Timber Company. This was a particularly ambitious 

transaction as it also included the “Wharf”. The company rapidly pursued planning 

consent for a forty-bedroom hotel in Cromwell House and demolition of the adjacent 

timber storage buildings, to develop an on-site car park. Although the building looks 

unchanged from the road, it has been rebuilt (figure 4.68).761  

 

The company’s continued expansion programme included the acquisition of the former 

organ factory and the adjoining land in 1978, giving the hotel a second access onto 

Skeldergate, through number 56 flat-arched carriageway. Strangely, the company 

didn’t buy 56 Skeldergate itself when it was sold by the Ings Property Company three 

years later. It was bought instead by competitors, a Mr. and Mrs. Warrens, who 

converted the building’s three flats into the Skeldergate House Hotel.762 Number 56 

remained outside the Middleton’s complex for several years. 

 

The project that the Clarks pursued in 1981 was the conversion of number 55, from 

three flats, into a ten bedroom annex (figure 4.69).763 The building had been poorly 

renovated following the 1942 war damage, even appearing on the local authority’s 

 
760 danielthwaites.co.uk.  
761 Cromwell House Planning reference: 7.00-138C-PA. 21/11/75. 
762 56 Skeldergate, Planning Reference: 7/00/37K. 18.12.80. 
763 55 Skeldergate, Planning Reference: 7/00/4083/PA.  23/6/81; 
    55 Skeldergate, 1256635. Listed 14 February 1977. Grade II. 
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slum clearance register at one point.764 Yet, the Clark’s initial approach to demolish 

the building in 1982 was resisted by CYC, intent upon renovation of the now listed 

building.765 

 

Clark’s final acquisitions, the purchase of 56 and 51 Skeldergate, were undertaken in 

1991 and 1995 respectively.766 The original rooms and the graceful neo-classical sash 

windows on the front elevation, were finally reinstated in number 56 in 1997, following 

the removal of the vehicle arch(figure 4.70).767 Whilst most of the buildings were 

renovations enjoying an afterlife, as perceived by Benjamin, this was combined with a 

new-build reception and dining area, using timber from the former Sawmill (figure 

67).768 

 

Whilst early development involved some demolition and new build, the hotel mostly 

operated from eighteenth and nineteenth century buildings, without the destruction 

that took place along much of Skeldergate. This may reflect Clark’s keen personal 

interest in its history, which may have influenced its selection to become one of the 

first Conservation Areas, a scheme endorsed by Crossman and recommended by 

Esher.769 June Hargreaves, a member of Esher’s team was heavily involved in this 

aspect of the work, producing guidance which contributed to their development.770  

 

 
764 55 Skeldergate, York City Archives ref Y/PPT/2/1/8/80.81.99ll. 
765 Planning Reference: 7/00/4083B/PA. Consent 23/9/82. 
766 51 Skeldergate, 1256633. Listed 14 June 1954. Grade II;   
    56 Skeldergate, (‘Skeldergate House Hotel’)1256636. Listed 14 June 1954. Grade II*. 
767 56 Skeldergate, Planning reference: 7.00/3714P/PA. 09.09.93. 
768 Gilloch, Myth and Metropolis, 7. 
769 Esher, Study,76; 
    Tributes paid to Andrew Clark, 80. York Press, August 6, 2014. 
770 June Hargreaves, Historic Buildings: Problems Of Their Preservation (York: York Civic Trust,  
    1964). 
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Terry Memorial Homes remained outside the hotel for some time, operating as a brass 

rubbing centre for several years.771 The former City Saw Mill also had different uses, 

including a craft centre and an exhibition centre. Capitalising on a new sector of the 

leisure industry, it finally became a gym in 1990, when an imaginative conservatory 

was constructed to the rear of the building and numbers 51 and 51a were also 

incorporated, (figures 4.71,4.72).772 These buildings supported other aspects of the 

tourism and leisure industry whilst broadening Middleton’s market base and 

strengthening the business. Prior to the disposal to Thwaites, the Clarks also began 

the creation of a digital hub for businesses in the creative and digital sector, pursuing 

the policies embarked upon in post-industrial cities of attracting the ‘cultural industries’, 

on a small scale.773 However, other than the gym, marketed both to hotel residents 

and non-residents, none of these ventures proved sustainable. 

 

For nomenclature, the hotel uses the device originally adopted by the Viking Hotel, 

although the historic reference has more direct relevance to the individual buildings, 

with ‘Mrs Middleton’s’ almshouse referenced in the hotel’s name. The original 

almshouse building is ‘Lady Anne House’, 55 Skeldergate, once host to Charlie 

Chaplin, ‘Chaplin House’ and Terry’s Almshouses, ‘Chocolate’ and ‘Orange’ (figure 

4.73).774 There is no evidence that ‘Emperor’s’, adopted by the gym, (and the nearby 

riverside apartment block), was used by either the City Saw Mill or the timber wharf 

 
771 Terry Memorial, Planning Reference: 4/00/74.  14.2.74. 
772  55 Skeldergate, Planning Reference :97/02017/LBC.  10.12.97; 
     52 Skeldergate 1256634. Listed 14 February 1977. Grade II. 
773  Middleton’s Hotel. York Press, July 23, 2014; 
     Richard Voase.2010. ‘Consuming’ tourist sites/sights: a note on York, Leisure Studies,18:4, 289-  
     296, 295. 
774  Middletonsyork.co.uk explore/history. 
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when operational, this is simply an allusion to the Roman port, confirmed by 

archaeological reports.775 

 

Thwaites upgraded the hotel to 4 star and 3AAA rosettes following their acquisition. 

However, the hotel undoubtedly owes its original creation to the vision of the former 

owner, Andrew Clark, who Çinar and Bender would have defined as an ‘urban 

shareholder’.776  A member of both York Conservation Trust and York Archaeological 

Trust, he had a particular interest in Bishophill and Skeldergate and with a keen 

interest in history, he envisioned creation of the hotel through that lens. 777 

 
 
Late 20th century - the loss of industrial and residential development 
 
The port remained active when Esher’s review was undertaken in the 1960s. 

Skeldergate was predominantly occupied by buildings housing dockside activities. The 

Bonding Warehouse was operational, and remained let to Rowntree, as Rowntree 

Warehouse ‘SK2’, until 1973.778 At least one of the four ‘noble vaults’ of the Dutch-

gabled warehouse (the Old Warehouse) that replaced the sugar refinery in 1719 

remained, until its demolition in 1970, another heritage loss (figure 4.74).779 Coal, 

timber and chocolate were all well-established industries using the Ouse, the Bonding 

Warehouse and the three wharves: 24-36 Skeldergate (“the Wharf”), Albion Wharf and 

Queens Staith.780 Substantial buildings such as the City Saw Mill (1839) and Ebor 

 
775  Evaluation, 26-34 Skeldergate. YAT 1991.1.SE6025 5140. 
776 Alev Çinar and Thomas Bender, Urban Imaginaries: Locating the Modern City (Minneapolis &  
     London: University of Minneapolis, 2007), xiii. 
777 ‘Tributes to Andrew Clark’ York Press, August 6, 2014. 
778 Pevsner and Neave,York, 232; 
     Industrialhistoryonline.co.uk. 
779 Drake, Eboracum, (1736), 266. 
780 Ordnance Survey 1852, yorkmaps.net. 
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Works, North Street (1840),(now Mill House) remained in use for their original purpose. 

Not only was the Ancient Port an active dockside area, but earlier residential elements 

were very much reduced, with only the almshouses and five other dwellings remaining 

by the 1960s.781 Eighteenth-century housing, such as 51-56 Skeldergate, was largely 

in commercial use.  

 

CYC’s response to Esher’s recommendations was followed by consultation on the 

BCDP, published in April 1978, which acknowledged the contribution that the 

commercial activity here made to the character of the area, but expressed concern at 

its overall scale and the proximity to residential property.782 The commitment was to 

ensure future commercial development was compatible with the nearby housing, to 

prevent intensification of industry and by reducing the overall scale, concentrate these 

activities towards Skeldergate and the riverside.783 

 

In the case of the ancient port, CYC’s powers were increased by their ownership of 

large tracts of land including Albion Wharf, (adjacent to Queen’s Staith) and the 

Bonding Warehouse (1878), a listed building originally built for the Council that 

remained in their ownership until its sale in 2007 to property developers, Waterfront 

House (York) Ltd. They also acquired the City Mills site in 1978, for their own award-

winning retirement housing scheme, which followed the demolition of the bland 

warehouses condemned by Esher.784 Beyond the imaginary BCDP, supported by local 

 
781 Esher, 37. 
782 CYC, Report on Study 1969; 
    BCDP, 20 
783 BCDP,20 
784 Esher, Study, 223; 
    Bonding Warehouse.1256638 Listed 14 February 1977. Grade II. 
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groups, the Council were able to control development through the planning system. 

The following section considers three case studies and the related planning decisions.  

 

Queen’s Staith 
 
Queen’s Staith was still in operational use when the BCDP was published, and it was 

not specifically addressed, but it began to change during the 1980s. This section 

considers the buildings fronting onto the Staith, including Millbank House, Woodsmill 

Quay and the adjacent Hardgrave Slating and Tiling Contractor building, all of which 

were owned by Scottish Heritable Trust, a property holding company(figures 4.75, 

4.76). Wood’s Mill and the adjoining Millbank House have both survived, though both 

have changed use more than once, gaining an afterlife, as envisaged by Benjamin.785  

 

Following the end to their wharfing use, Wood’s Mill was marketed in the early 1980s. 

Millbank House transitioned to office use, but Wood’s Mill was occupied by a 

succession of restaurants - Sweeney Todds, followed by McCoy’s (1989), and 

Brookes (1992). Planning consent for restaurant use was originally granted to 

Sweeney Todd Corporation, who appointed architects to seek planning consent for 

conversion of warehouse space, part ground and first floor, to a licensed restaurant 

premises with bars, a single-storey extension for a kitchen, and a balcony overlooking 

the riverside in November 1981.786 Notably, as well as access from Skeldergate, a 

new access was provided via the basement from Queen’s Staith, with French doors 

at ground floor, and a first floor veranda - a feature that the applicants stressed was 

vital to their proposal. One of the earliest conversions of this type in the city, the 

 
785 Gilloch, Myth and Metropolis, 7  
786 Woodsmill Quay. Planning reference: 7/00/193/PA; 
    Saunders Boston Architects, Cambridge. 
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planning authority considered it a good use for the building and consent was granted 

in January 1982 (figures 4.77,4.78). However, this hospitality use did not survive. 

Perhaps the shady north bank, combined with flooding risk contributed to the 

limitations on the café culture. 

 

The land adjacent to Woods Mill became vacant following which, quite dramatic 

designs for the site were revealed.787 In 1983, the owners, The Scottish Heritable 

Trust, unveiled plans for a glass-fronted office block with a roof-top restaurant, but 

consent for the scheme was refused(figure 4.80). Undeterred, two years later they 

promoted a design competition, in association with The Architects’ Journal, stating at 

the launch that the winner’s scheme would inform a planning application for the site.788 

The winner, designed by Modece Architects, was a glass and steel structure, likened 

to the Pompidou Centre, and the Chair of York’s Planning Committee, Albert Cowens 

commented that ‘it would never get off the ground in this design’(figure 4.81).789 No 

reason was stated, but it was quite a contrast to the traditional industrial buildings on 

the site, which remained vacant for over ten years.  

 

The land was eventually sold in 1998, along with Wood’s Mill and Millbank House, by 

then Grade II listed, to local company, P.D Smith Properties Ltd.790 Once they had 

obtained planning consent for conversion of the buildings to 39 flats, the purchasers 

completed their renovation later that year.791 Consent for a four-storey apartment 

 
787 ‘14 big ideas for York that never happened’ York Press, September 13, 2019. 
788 The Architect’s Journal Architects’, Journal Archive 1929-2005, October 2, 1985  
789  Ibid 
790 ‘Riverside site snapped up for £1.3m,’ York Press, 6 February 6, 1998; 
     Woods Mill, Queens Staith 1256834 listed 24 June 1983, amended 14 March 1997. Grade II; 
     Millbank House Queens Staith : 1256830. Listed 24 June 1983. Amended 14 March 1997.Grade II. 
791  Woodsmill Quay. Conversion to 39 flats Planning consent 98/00857/FUL. granted 10 Aug 1998; 
     Provision of balcony – 7/00/193/PA. granted 2000. 



 190 

building, providing an additional 13 flats, accessed from an arcaded entrance on 

Skeldergate was granted in 1999. The scheme, designed by local architect, Tom 

Adams Design Associates, created an inner courtyard framed by new buildings and 

the original mill (figures 4.82, 4.83). 792 On the Skeldergate elevation, Woodsmill Quay 

is a modern apartment block, a contrast to the riverside conversion within the former 

mill building (figures 4.84, 4.85). Although the balcony with two sets of French doors 

is a departure from the industrial building, the gantry crane, once part of York’s 

industrial life was retained for its historical significance. Woodsmill Quay, the new 

name painted in block capitals on the riverside elevation of both buildings makes a 

strong statement (figure 4.86). Individual flats have subsequently been sold, with a 

number now offered on the tourist market. 

 

P.D.Smith obtained consent in 1999 for a purpose-built hotel, designed as an 

extension to Woodsmill Quay, on the adjoining land.793 Intended to echo the design of 

the original building, including a balcony, like that on the former mill, the scheme 

provided 78 bedrooms over four floors, with carparking at ground floor level (figures 

4.87, 4.88). As a link with the past, the modern hotel adopted the name of the former 

Queens Hotel, the early Georgian building at the bottom of Micklegate, demolished in 

1975.794 Whilst traditional brick and slate were used, the colour and quality jars with 

that of the original, neighbouring building and the floors and windows are misaligned. 

Furthermore, enlargement of Woods Mill, doubling the original size of the mill building 

alters its overall character (figure 4.89). 

 
 

79213 flats in new build – ref 99/01222/FUL. granted 11 Nov 1999. 
793 Planning reference: DC 98/00613/FUL PER 12.03.1998 03.06.1999 Erection of four storey hotel; 
    Now Queen’s Staith Leisure Ltd. 
794 ‘When demolition began on the Queen’s hotel, Micklegate,’ The Press, August 14, 2022.  
     yorkpress.co.uk. 
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Emperor’s Wharf 
 
Emperor’s Wharf, a modern 3-5 storey, brick-built apartment block housing forty-eight 

flats, replaced the former industrial site, the ‘Wharf’, in its entirety, although the site 

remained undeveloped for several years. Delays in planning proposals were 

experienced and the planning consent for the present building was not granted to York 

developers, K.W.Linfoot until 1997.795   

 

By that time the site was derelict, having lain empty for some twenty-four years. Until 

the 1970s, the timber merchants Cattley, Ernest & Co. Ltd. still had a notable presence 

in Skeldergate.796 Change began in 1972, with their acquisition by Leeds-based timber 

merchants Hudson and Co. Ltd., rebadged Howarth Timber Group two years later, 

which relocated to Leeman Road, an out-of-town location, close to the railway.797  

Although the Wharf was sold (to Clarks, the owners of Middletons) two years later, a 

catalogue of unsuccessful planning applications, submitted by various parties, 

followed. One application for workshops, a retail area and three flats in 1977 illustrates 

the Council’s perspective; with the scheme being refused due to the scale and nature 

of the proposed manufacturing process, lack of parking and it being a deterrent to the 

upgrading of the Skeldergate environment.798 Policy documents such as the BCDP 

and the later Planning Brief (PBf) denote the Council’s changing attitudes towards the 

Wharf and gentrification of the River Ouse.799 In 1978, the BCDP stressed that the 

basic character of ‘Bishophill riverside’ as a wharfing area, albeit in poor condition in 

 
795 Planning Reference: 97/00755/FUL 7/3/97.  K.W.Linfoot plc. 
796 Wells, York and District Directory (Shrewsbury: Wells & Co. 1899),150. 
797 Nigel Watson, The Howarth Timber Group 1840 – 2015 (Leyburn: St Matthew’s Press. 2015), 
     52-53,76,94. 
798 BCDP, 32.  
799 BCDP, 32-33; 
    PBf, 1990. 
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parts, should be retained by keeping existing buildings where possible and requiring 

any new builds to be taken close to the river. Even so, in some contradiction, it stated 

that redevelopment was desirable from a townscape viewpoint, albeit compatibility 

with the historic core and the existing uses in the area would be essential. 

Furthermore, in a move towards Esher’s recommendation, it expressed the preferred 

future use as either office, residential or a combination of the two. Industrial and 

warehousing were only deemed ‘acceptable’. Retail was ruled out as the site was 

outside the central area. The options offered for redevelopment were therefore limited. 

This paints a confused picture from CYC’s perspective and suggests that despite 

paying lip service to retention of the existing buildings, the true desire was 

redevelopment with offices or apartments.  

 

Nonetheless, the scale and detailing of the central block, the pair of Atkinson buildings 

(1843), referred to above, received special mention in both the BCDP and PBf, 

suggesting that the retention of these buildings was envisaged in any redevelopment 

(map 4.4).800 The building occupied by Shepherd’s, and the ‘fulcrum’ point that this 

building created as it rose straight from the pavement, narrowing (in some cases 

closing) views along the street, was also referenced as a desirable design feature 

(figure 4.37). Here again, there was an acknowledged, inherent contradiction with 

CYC’s proposals for the prescribed road improvement line. Even so, it was recognised 

that the site’s frontages to the riverside and Skeldergate, both required appropriate 

treatment. 801 

 
 

 
800 BCDP. 
801 BCDP, Plan 9. 
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Despite being compatible with the local authority’s desired use for the site, a planning 

application submitted in 1989, by the owner, Clark, for a 3155m2 three/four-storey, 

stone-built office block, immediately opposite Skeldergate Terrace with a public square 

in front of the former almhouses, proved contentious. Described as ‘aggressive’ rather 

than a good neighbour, it was refused by CYC on the grounds that it detracted from 

the setting of the nearby listed buildings (also in the applicant’s ownership) and the 

Conservation Area.802 There was also concern that the river view enjoyed by 56 

Skeldergate would be lost (map 4.3).803 Even though there had once been a formal 

garden in front of John Carr’s house, it was stated that creation of the proposed public 

square was without precedent and would subsume the riverside section of Carr’s 

Lane.804 This argument was therefore without foundation. Furthermore, the designs 

do not appear to detract from the Conservation Area any more than the scheme that 

eventually obtained consent. At the time, CYC in its capacity as owner of the adjoining 

City Mills expressed concerns about the mass of the proposed scheme, as had 

individual residents. Although these were not stated as formal reasons, they may have 

influenced the planning decision, and informed the comment that the scheme was 

aggressive, indicating a possible conflict of interest. 

 

By the time the Planning Brief PBf was published, industrial and hotel use of the site 

were entirely ruled out.805 Instead an office, residential or mixed scheme was 

encouraged, with a need for any future use to respect recent developments in the 

neighbourhood.806 The recommended proposals, now entirely in line with Esher’s 

 
802 York City Council. ’York - the Distinct Advantage’ May 1989. Draft Planning Brief – October 1989; 
    Planning reference: 7/09/138A1/PA May 89 and 7/09/138B1/CA April 89. 
803 Ibid. 
804 Brian Wragg, The Life and Works of John Carr of York (Malton: Oblong Creative Ltd., 2000), 234. 
805 PBf,1990. 
806 PBf,1990. 
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recommendations, reflect the growth of Middletons, City Mills and the National 

Curriculum Council offices (1990) (East Coast House, railway offices), built on the 

Albion Wharf site.807  

 

The Wharf was now the gap in the gentrified river frontage, the adjacent developments 

having taken place on land in public ownership/control. The PBf restated some of the 

arguments in the refusal of Clark’s proposals, including the preference for the 

nineteenth century buildings to form an anchor point for any development. This ties in 

with Dallen J.Timothy and Stephen Boyd’s observation that ‘whenever possible, 

historical buildings and structures should be left up as people can and want to relate 

to history and historical buildings.’808 However, the Council’s attitude was mollifying, 

as they acknowledged that retention of the nineteenth century buildings may not be 

feasible and 56 Skeldergate’s river view may be adequate. To compliment the 

adjacent buildings the preferred building height was between two and three storeys. 

Externally, a riverside walkway on one frontage and the introduction of a ‘Shepherd’s 

pinch point’ in the road adjacent to numbers 55 and 56, Skeldergate, were preferred, 

but again the tensions with the road improvement line were acknowledged. CYC could 

not achieve both objectives.  

 

Emperor’s Wharf entailed clearance of the entire site. Arguably, the feature balconies 

give the building a liner-like appearance (figures 4.90, 4.91). Despite acknowledging 

the waterside location, it is incongruous with the riverside. Part of a popular generic 

waterside architectural rhetoric that carried some status at that time, the design 

 
807 Pevsner and Neave, York, 223. 
808 Dallen J. Timothy and Stephen Boyd, Heritage Tourism (Harlow: Pearson Education Ltd.,  
     2003),104. 
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demonstrates two of the problems of waterfront regeneration schemes identified by 

Jones: the ‘fashions’ and the `standardisation’.809 Although a contemporary fashion, 

the style is homogenous, and the development has far greater mass than that 

envisaged in either the PBf or earlier proposals (map 4.3). Of the objectives achieved, 

two linked blocks preserve the desired view of 56 Skeldergate, and Carr Lane is 

demarcated (figure 4.92). However, an uninviting alley detached from the original lane 

has been created, and the downward view to the ‘towers and turrets of Clifford St and 

the spire of St Mary Castlegate’, once enjoyed from across the street is disrupted by 

its tall neighbours (figures 4.93, 4.94).810  

 

It is not clear why the local authority’s resistance changed, but the development 

certainly fulfilled the Study objectives and the final planning application obtained 

consent without debate.811 Yet, with its scale, domination and proximity to its 

neighbours, Emperors Wharf did not address the seemingly insurmountable issues 

raised earlier. There seems no explanation, but there are a number of possibilities for 

this outcome including CYC’s decision not to promote this side of the river for 

waterfront tourism, which ‘almost always focuses on heritage and its interpretation as 

part of its development efforts.’812 Alternatively, CYC may have been under pressure 

to gentrify Skeldergate in connection with their wider tourism objectives; to provide 

additional housing from central government. The site, which had been vacant and 

becoming increasingly untidy, became overwhelmingly problematic. 

 

 
809 Andrew Jones.  “Issues in Waterfront Regeneration: More Sobering Thoughts-A UK  Perspective”,  
    Planning Practice & Research, 13:4, 433-442, 438-439 19th August 2010, 438-439. 
810 Hutchinson & Palliser, York, 215. 
811 Esher, Study. 133. 
812 Timothy and Boyd, Heritage Tourism, 104. 
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Conclusion 

Although some of the ancient port’s heritage was retained, many layers of the 

palimpsest have been lost. The post-war years brought destruction alongside urban 

renewal, as it had in the cities that inspired the Four Towns initiative. Although the 

waterfront rises directly from the water’s edge, designed to echo the historic line of 

many buildings, the pre-1970s waterfront was very different (figures 4.10,4.11).813 In 

the years that followed, the provision of a gentrified riverbank, with tourism appeal 

has left limited architectural traces.   

 

In the twenty-first century, York’s ancient port is largely invisible, though the timber 

and stone revêtments of the river wall provide oft overlooked evidence. 814 However, 

the adjoining dockside streets are no longer seen as such, largely hidden from the 

river itself, signposts silent to the whereabouts of the ancient port. Some of the change 

to the ancient port that began during the nineteenth century, such as the relocation of 

the bourgeoisie from the centre, was no different to that being experienced in other 

cities and elsewhere in York, such as Micklegate, as outlined in Chapter Three.815 

Other changes were initially subtle, as river traffic on the Ouse diminished only slowly 

and quayside activity continued. However, visible change began in the inter-war and 

post-war years. The powers placed in CYC’s hands to handle public health, detailed 

in Chapter One, gave them the ability to manage issues such as slum clearance and 

the introduction of planning legislation empowered them to create focused urban 

 
813 CYC CA,377. 
814 Wilson & Mee, The Fairest Arch, 21. 
815 'Secular Buildings: Micklegate' pp. 68-96. British History Onlinehttp://www.british- 
    history.ac.uk/rchme/york/vol3/pp68-96. 
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imaginaries, and to work with developers and others such as Lord Esher, to shape the 

city and manage the diminution of the water highways. 

 

The development of the Viking Hotel was a turning point, symbolic of the interest in 

tourism and the city’s change of direction. This was a watershed for York, and its 

pursuit of the hospitality market. The North Street dockside was cleared, without any 

interest in the loss of heritage, with interest apparently limited to the city walls, the 

Minster, and the medieval centre. The closure of the docks in 1989 flagged a massive 

change for MB. The strategy for waterfront tourism that should have been developed 

in the preceding years, if this was to be pursued, was absent. Instead CYC largely 

pursued residential development. Today the MB waterfront is largely that of a modern 

city, providing accommodation for activity across York and elsewhere. Some consider 

that with the retention of Queen’s Staith, Woodsmill Quay and the Bonding 

Warehouse, the ancient port has been saved, but the river frontage is dominated by 

post 1960’s buildings, including the Queens Hotel, Emperor’s Wharf, and Radisson, 

York. As Esher remarked, the references to the past in the dockside streets are limited.  

Although it was too early to consider tourism directly, hotel development could be 

defined within business use which is CYC’s allocation for the dockside in the 

Development Plan 1956.816 The Plan did not envisage residential development, but by 

1978 the BCDP expressed the desire to reduce industrial activity. As the case studies 

have indicated housing was permitted at Emperor’s Wharf and Woodsmill Quay. The 

CYC focus was on modernisation of the area rather than heritage, as evidenced by 

their own retirement housing complex.817 Ultimately, as outlined in Chapter One, the 

 
816 City of York. Development Plan 1956, Town Map OPS2c. 
817 City Mills, Skeldergate, York, YO1 6DB. 
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power of the local authority working to fulfil policy objectives, combined with that of the 

developers is significant as demonstrated in the following chapters.818 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
818 David Harvey, Right to the City, 9, 13. davidharvey.org. 
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CHAPTER 5 
The Toftes: Architecture and the expression of power. 
 
 

‘If it were not for the city wall this part of York would seem like part of 
some large 19th century and 20th century commercial city.’  
 

Commenting here in York: A Study in Conservation, Lionel Esher was somewhat 

dismissive of the area known in medieval York as ‘The Toftes’ (the name adopted in 

this chapter), regarding it as unremarkable when compared with other cities, the only 

significant identifier being a stretch of the nearby city wall.819 Yet it is in spite of the city 

wall that development of the railway occurred here, providing the means for industrial 

urbanisation in York and the city’s subsequent growth. This chapter will argue that 

architectural change in The Toftes, an area that was relatively rural until the early 

nineteenth century, illustrates the changing power of substantial organisations. As well 

as considering the impact of architectural change since the nineteenth century, it  

examines the socio – cultural, economic, and political factors that have affected the 

area’s growth and how they are evidenced in the palimpsest. It argues that the urban 

landscape demonstrated early capitalism and industrialism, followed by 

deindustrialisation, the emergence of commercial activity and tourism. In MB, these 

changing ‘landscapes of power’ includes the railways, factories, multi-storey offices, 

and hotels, all overlooked by York Minster (figures 5.7 and 5.8).820 

 

The chapter will argue that the growth of the Toftes has been shaped by various 

organisations and institutions, both privately owned and state-run, in their search for 

profit. As Zukin observes, influenced by market forces, ‘powerful institutions have a 

 
819 Lionel Esher, York: A Study in Conservation. Report to the Minister of Housing and  
    Local Government and York City Council (London: HMSO, 1968), 15, 223. 
820 Sharon Zukin, Landscapes of Power: From Detroit to Disney World (Berkeley: University of  
    California Press, 1991), 5. 
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pre-eminent capacity to impose their view on the landscape – weakening, reshaping, 

and displacing the view from the vernacular’.821 It considers the impact on the 

landscape of the organisations and their economic importance/value to the city. The 

reputation/political control enjoyed by certain leaders on occasions, for example 

railway entrepreneur and politician, George Hudson (1800-1871) and Quaker 

manufacturer and businessman, Joseph Rowntree (1836-1925) is examined as well 

as the shift to a model of “professional managers”, knowledge and service workers 

that emerged during the twentieth/twenty-first century.822 The effect of the local 

authority’s changing planning powers in shaping the townscape, described in Chapter 

One is also explored. 

 

Shaping ‘The Toftes’  

The pace of growth and architectural change in the Toftes, bounded by the south-west 

crook of the city walls from Micklegate Bar to North Street Postern; along the River 

Ouse; to Tanner Row and Toft Green has varied since the railways arrival in 1839 

(map 5.1). The structure of this chapter follows the outline of the two distinct areas 

established during the 1800s – the railway enclave in Toft Green and Rowntree’s 

original cocoa manufacturing plant in Tanner’s Moat, within which eight case studies 

are considered, from their initial development to the present day. 

 

Many varying factors have played a part through the periods of advancing economic 

growth and simultaneous decline, the case studies have therefore been analysed 

adopting different aspects of several scholar’s work. This includes Henri Lefebvre’s 

 
821 Zukin, Landscapes,16. 
822 Peter F. Drucker, Post Capitalist Society (New York: Harper Collins Publishers Inc.1993),5. 
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reflections on power, aspects of Sharon Zukin’s arguments about the changing 

‘landscape of the powerful’ and Max Weber’s consideration of the legitimation of 

power, looking at the different management styles.823 

 

The case studies have been selected to consider the architectural changes notable in 

shaping this part of the city from initial industrialisation, during the nineteenth/early 

twentieth century, through to later dominant factors, in the twentieth-first century, as 

buildings have been converted/sites re-developed during post-industrial society.824 

Collectively, they serve to depict the landscape as a ‘social, cultural and political 

product of creative destruction, the recurrent innovation driven by capitalism’, 

observed by Joseph Schumpeter.825 As he states ‘that incessantly revolutionises the 

economic structure from within, incessantly destroying the old one, incessantly 

creating a new one’.826 The first case study, the Old Station and the adjoining goods 

yard, introduced by George Hudson, illustrates the initial development of the railway 

enclave in Toft Green forging massive change in this part of the city from the late 

1830s. The continuing growth of the railways and their importance, both nationally and 

in York is covered by the second case study, the prestigious North-Eastern Railway 

company (NER) headquarters, which extended the railway estate at the turn of the 

twentieth century. The chapter continues with an analysis of the post-industrial 

changes that began during the 1960s with the closure of the goods yard, the final 

operational area within the MB railway enclave, cleared for the development of the 

third case study, Hudson House, the regional headquarters offices developed by 

 
823 Zukin, Landscapes, 16. 
824 Michael Savage, Alan Warde & Kevin Ward, Urban Sociology, Capitalism and Modernity  
    (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2003),35. 
825 Joseph Schumpeter, Capitalism, Socialism and Democracy (New York: Harper and Row, 1962),   
     83. 
826 Schumpeter, 83. 
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British Rail for their new Eastern Region.827 This building was to have a short life, 

demolished after only fifty years, as the railway industry’s requirement for office space 

in York diminished. The reasons for this drastic change and its replacement by the 

Hudson Quarter, a speculative mixed residential and office development, which is the 

fourth study are also analysed. The gradual disintegration of the remainder of the once 

dominant railway enclave, in favour of the railway activity outside the wall, will be 

examined in the fifth and sixth case studies, looking at the redevelopment of the Old 

Station to provide the City of York’s customer centre, and refurbishment and 

conversion of the former NER HQ to a 5* hotel, The Grand, York, symbolic of the 

expanding tourist market.  

 

The seventh study is the development of Rowntree’s original cocoa and chocolate 

factory, ‘Tanner’s Moat’, alongside the River Ouse, the beginnings of a major employer 

and significant contributor to York’s economy.828 Finally, the eighth case study reviews 

the redevelopment of the former Rowntree factory site with the Aviva plc office 

building, exploring the deindustrialisation of the city centre and the growth of the 

financial sector.  

 

This chapter considers disparate aspects of power in connection with the townscape, 

including the authority of corporations, institutions, businesses, and certain individuals. 

Investment by different industries in The Toftes over the last two centuries including 

railways, chocolate manufacturing, financial services and tourism illustrate this point 

 
827 Hudson House, York. (British Rail Eastern Region, 1968). 
828 'Modern York: Economy, 1839-1900', in A History of the County of York: the City of York, ed. P M  
    Tillott (London, 1961), pp. 269-275. British History Online 
    www.britishhistory.ac.uk/vch/yorks/city-of-york/pp269-275.  
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well, demonstrating the shifts of influence, authority, and the commitment of resources, 

upon which power depends.829 

The railway enclave 
Old Station 
 
York was one of the first cities in England to introduce the railways and it became the 

centre of a sophisticated rail network; transforming communications and assisting 

industrial development, including chocolate manufacture and the railway industry 

itself; for which the city became renowned.830 Significantly, as Esher observes, the 

railways also brought the ’advance guard of the tourist trade’, introducing the mass 

tourism that would transform the city.831  

 

By 1900, the railways dominated the Toftes, but dramatic change began sixty years 

earlier, when the city walls were breached to allow the station within the city, as 

detailed in Chapter Two. This unleashed the novel power of the railway and 

manufacturing industries, across York. As Brian Larkin comments infrastructure is 

‘intimately caught up with the sense of shaping modern society and realising the 

future’.832 In this case, the introduction of the railways revolutionised this part of the 

city and wider York, boosting the economy and shaping society, the nature of 

architectural change and future development.  

 

 
829 Thomas A. Marcus, Buildings and Power: Freedom and Control in the Origin of Modern Building  
    Types (London & New York: Routledge,1993), 23. 
830 ‘Industrialisation’ History of York. Historyofyork.org.uk. 
831 Esher, Study, 5. 
832 Brian Larkin, The Politics and Poetics of Infrastructure. Annu. Rev. Anthropol. 2013.42:327-343. 
    332, annualreviews.org. 
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Initial railway plans were for a link to West Yorkshire for coal transportation, but the 

York, Northern and Midland Railway (YNM) incorporated 1836, soon provided both 

goods and passenger transport.833 The chair of the newly formed company, George 

Hudson (1800-1871), one of York’s richest men, was at the forefront in railway 

development in the North. The ambitious entrepreneur became a predominant 

national figure in the ground-breaking technology, enjoying a controlling interest in 

over a third of the UK’s prospective railway companies by mid-century.834  

 

The railway in York was launched in 1839, with a temporary timber station constructed 

immediately outside the city walls. However, Hudson was determined to develop a 

station within, despite engineer Robert Stephenson’s advice on the site’s limitations, 

as detailed in Chapter Two.835 The compulsory purchase powers obtained for the 

acquisition of four acres of land within the walls proved unnecessary. In 1838, the year 

George Hudson became Lord Mayor, the Corporation sold the land to YNM for £5000 

and granted consent for the arch through the city wall for a further £5000. They also 

funded the site clearance costs, including the relocation of the House of Correction to 

Baile Hill, and compensation for the resettlement of Backhouse’s nursery and Lady 

Hewley’s almshouses (map 5.2, figure 5.9).836 In the manner of Schumpeter’s creative 

destruction, the Council assisted YNM in ‘clearing ground for new men and women to 

rise’, but in the case of the railway, rather than ‘destroying the old’ structure, to create 

 
833 Bill Fawcett, George Townsend Andrews of York: ‘The Railway Architect’ (York: Yorkshire  
    Architectural & York Archaeological Society and North Eastern Railway Association, 2011),39,40. 
834 York Civic Trust, ‘George Hudson: The Railway King.’ yorkcivictrust.co.uk; 
    York Museums Trust, ‘The Good Organisation – York’s Railway Heritage.’yorkmuseumstrust.co.uk. 
835 Ibid. 
836 York Civic Trust, ‘James Backhouse.’ yorkcivictrust.co.uk. 
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the new, here the Council re-provided for the old, to allow the new to flourish.837 The 

Corporation empowered the railways by taking practical steps to facilitate their growth.  

 

With Hudson’s position of authority and the Corporation’s proactive support, YNM’s 

position became irrefutable.838 Without town planning legislation in the nineteenth 

century, the powers granted by the Corporation were sufficient.839 Would planning 

consent have been granted had formal public engagement been required, as it is as 

part of development control today?  Given the clamour that the proposals raised when 

first mooted, it is questionable, but the strength of the local authority’s support 

suggests this may have prevailed. The company now enjoyed the power given by the 

‘commitment of resources’ and they entered a joint venture arrangement with Great 

North of England (GNE) railways to share the land and construction costs, which as 

detailed in Chapter Six, would affect the future shape of MB.840  

 

York’s first permanent railway station (1839-1941), was completed three years later, 

only nine years after the world’s first passenger station in Manchester(1830).841 

However, it was soon the “Old Railway Station” as the site’s evident inadequacies led 

to the construction of a new, extra-mural station, the “New Railway Station”(1872-

1877), only thirty-six years later.842 The Old Station site allowed the development of 

 
837 Schumpeter, Capitalism, Socialism and Democracy, 83. 
838 Stuart Rankin, Huge Palace of Business (London: British Rail. 1978), 2; 
    Curr, Geoffrey. “Who saved York’s Walls? The rôles of William Etty and the Corporation of York.” 
    York Historian Volume 5, 1984, 32. 
839 Town and Country Planning Act 1947, effective from 1 July 1948. 
840 Marcus, Buildings and Power, 23. 
841 Nikolaus Pevsner & David Neave, Yorkshire: York and the East Riding (2nd ed.) (London: Penguin  
    Books.1995), 201; 
    York and North Midland Railway Bill 1836. National Archives Ref: Rail 770; 
    Mark Crinson, Shock City: Image and Architecture in Industrial Manchester (London: Paul Mellon  
    Centre Yale University Press, 2022),15. 
842 York Central Audit, 33; 
    Old Station. 1256403. Listed 20 December 1974 amended 14 March 1997 Grade II. 
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the goods yard, train-sheds and additional platforms, aided by the construction of a 

second arch through the city wall, but the intra-mural location, prevented through traffic 

and further growth (figure 5.9).843 The initial investment was arguably wasted; the 

forceful nature of one man more persuasive than Robert Stephenson’s professional 

advice. However, that same determination persuaded GNE to terminate its railway 

from Darlington here, ensuring that York, rather than Leeds, became the central hub 

that would transform the city’s future.844  

 

Accounts of George Hudson’s personality and the outcome of his forceful nature, 

which resulted in York’s ascendance as a railway centre, suggest that his leadership 

style falls within Max Weber’s 1922 definition of ‘charismatic domination’ – the ability 

to exercise one’s will over others.845 This engaging personality was one of three types 

of authority. The second type, ‘traditional domination’, is justified by following long-

standing custom.846 The third, ‘rational-legal domination’, is based on rules that are 

followed, regardless of who the leader is, based on their legal position, as illustrated 

in later sections.847  

 

Charismatic leaders, according to Weber, are ‘believed to have capabilities which are 

not accessible to ordinary individuals.’848 Hudson certainly seems to have had the 

power of charisma.849As Brian Bailey comments “In many ways he was the first 

modern capitalist, using publicity as a means to develop a cult of personality and 

 
843 Bill Fawcett, The North Eastern Railways Two Palaces of Business (York: Friends of the National  
    Railway Museum, 2006), 8. 
844 Fawcett, Andrews,114. 
845 Ken Morrison, Marx, Durkheim, Weber: formations of modern thought (London: Sage Publications 
     Ltd.,2007),364 362-8. 
846 Morrison, Marx, Durkheim, Weber, 369. 
847 Morrison, 372. 
848 Morrison, 364. 
849 Max Weber, Economy and Society Volume I (Berkeley: University of California Press,1978 ), 241. 
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attract huge amounts of scattered savings to his schemes.’850 An ambitious 

entrepreneur, rising from farmer’s son to linen draper, railway investor and politician: 

Councillor, Alderman, Lord Mayor of York and later MP for Sunderland in 1845, he 

also had the wealth and later the position, associated with traditional domination.  

 

In the case of Toft Green, Hudson used his status to ensure that Stephenson and 

others enacted his wishes, even though they were illogical, as in the location of the 

Old Station. Nonetheless, Hudson appears to have had the vision that lies at the heart 

of subsequent urban strategies, creating an imaginary that city leaders draw upon to 

drive development in a city, with an ability ‘to construct the fiction’, as referred to in 

Chapter One.851  

 

Despite the station’s move outside the city wall, Esher observed some one hundred 

and twenty-five years later:  

‘This is Railway York…Here as near the Minster, one can get the sense that 
York is a metropolis – the metropolis of railways as well as of the Church in 
northern England.’852  

 
The Old Station and later the NER Headquarters Office created a new, modern 

identity, as powerful as the Church, enabling York to continue as a true metropolis, a 

significant economic centre. The importance of this large-scale economic activity in 

York still continued in the 1960s.  

 

 
850 Brian Bailey, George Hudson: The Rise and Fall of the Railway King (London: Alan Sutton 
    Publishing Ltd. 1995), 241. 
851 Michel de Certeau, The Practice of Everyday Life (London: University of California Press Ltd.,  
    1984), 92. 
852 Esher, Study, 224. 



 208 

Initial development of the railway necessitated a deep excavation, ripping into the four-

acre tract of land to create the station yard, almost two storeys in depth from Toft 

Green, making a dramatic impact on the townscape and a blatant announcement of 

the railway’s arrival, still visible from the city wall (figures 5.10, 5.11, 5.12). 

Construction of the railway arch through the city wall and the deep chasm ploughing 

into a relatively undeveloped area, together with the road network developed to 

support it, detailed in Chapter Three, represent a powerful ‘cultural metaphor’ for the 

beginning of industrial change in the city.853 Since then, the ‘landscape of economy 

and culture is both varying and changing’.854 However, contrary to Zukin’s suggestion 

that this happened during the late twentieth century, this change can be observed in 

The Toftes since the inception of development in the mid-nineteenth century.855  

 

The vast investment in the railways created huge change. Those leading the Industrial 

Revolution, of which the introduction of the railways was part, grasped power 

associated with their breakthroughs and leadership. Transportation offered by the 

railways clearly helped the development of nearby Cooke’s and Rowntree. At the time 

commercial transport also continued on the River Ouse, as detailed in Chapter Four, 

but with the greater speed and lower transportation costs of the railway, this gradually 

decreased during the twentieth century.  

 

Describing it as ‘an architecture of revolution’ architect and industrial designer, 

Christian Barman argues, perhaps somewhat ideologically, that ‘railway architecture 

reflects very faithfully the origin and growth of the new social structure that dismantled 

 
853 Michael Freeman, Railways and the Victorian Imagination (New Haven and London: Yale  
    University Press,1999),19. 
854 Zukin, Landscapes of Power, 5. 
855 Zukin, 5. 
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the old’.856 However, he stresses that despite the initial grasp of power, the early 

railway buildings were designed to maintain a sense of continuity and ensure that they 

did not offend against the established tradition.857 Similarly, Linda Clarke comments 

that architectural style without precedent offered complete freedom, yet a neo-

Classical style was adopted for several railway stations to ‘reassure nervous 

passengers or impress prospective investors’.858 The subtlety of this approach, as the 

railway companies attempted to mask the inevitable ‘creative destruction’, suggests 

local residents were being given the wrong impression.859 Behind the reassuring 

aesthetics, the radical restructuring of the city was taking place.  

 

Hudson took control of YNM’s architecture, by appointing local York architect, George 

Townsend Andrews (1804-1855), who subsequently designed buildings throughout 

the company’s estate.860 His work was already familiar in York, where he worked on 

several notable buildings in partnership with P.F. Robinson(1776 - 1859) until 1837, 

perhaps giving reassurance both to residents and the Corporation, as Barman 

suggests.861 The Old Station (1841), expresses inspiration from more than one source. 

Neo-classical features, with an exterior colonnade in Italianate style were adopted, 

having first been introduced by architect David Mocatta at Brighton Station (1840) 

(figure 5.13). This style for Andrew’s elegant two-storey building would have blended 

well with the high-quality Georgian buildings on nearby Micklegate (figure 5.14). 

Although the railways themselves would transform the use of building materials, 

 
856 Christian Barman, An Introduction to Railway Architecture (London: Art and Technics: 1950), 9. 
857 Barman, Railway Architecture, 9. 
858 Linda Clarke et al., Aspects of Railway Architecture. RIBA Exhibition catalogue (Bristol: Bristol  
    Marketing Board, 1984), 4. 
859 Schumpeter, Capitalism, Socialism and Democracy,81. 
    Barman, 14,15. 
860 Fawcett, Andrews,41. 
861 Fawcett,9; 
    York Civic Trust, ‘George Townsend Andrews’ yorkcivictrust.co.uk. 
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transporting them cheaply over long distances, one of the key features of early railway 

architecture was the use of local supplies, again an aesthetic reassurance, in this case, 

‘West Riding carboniferous sandstone, with cream brick’.862 Internally, the core station 

layout adopted the novel ‘light, spidery wrought iron trusses’ of Robert Stephenson’s 

Euston terminus (1837) (figures 5.15 - 5.17).863 As Larkin indicates ‘iron can be 

stretched and drawn, holding tremendous weight to create soaring open 

spaces...formed by industrialism.’864 The train shed was integrated with the offices and 

veiled by them, as engineering merged with architecture, coyly masking the new 

activity, yet another deception (figure 5.18).  

 

Sixteen years later, acknowledging the huge boom in rail travel, YNM developed an 

integrated station hotel – the first in England. The Royal Station Hotel (1853), named 

following Queen Victoria’s 1854 visit, was built across the end of the platforms, 

‘gracefully linked by curving wings to the original station’ and providing an elegant new 

façade (figure 5.19).865 Despite Hudson’s control as the funder and the client, the 

architect, G.T.Andrews developed the architectural style. As Zukin argues: 

‘We owe the clearest cultural map of structural change not to novelists or 
literary critics, but to architects and designers. Their products, their social roles 
as cultural producers, and the organisation of consumption in which they 
intervene create shifting landscapes in the most material sense.’866 

This is certainly evident in the YNM estate.  
 

 
862 Fawcett, Andrews, 9.  
863 Pevsner & Neave ,York, 202; 
    Clarke et al., Aspects, 6, 39; 
    Fawcett, Two Palaces, 6. 
864 Larkin, Infrastructure, 337 cites Siegfried Giedion, Building in France, building in iron, building in   
    Ferroconcrete (Los Angeles: Getty Cent. Hist. Art Humanit 1995). 
865 Fawcett, Two Palaces, 6,11: 
    Pevsner & Neave, 202. 
866 Zukin, Landscapes, 39. 
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The railway was not welcomed by all. Within York, William Etty for one voiced his 

anger with the Corporation.867 

What a lovely walk it used to be from Micklegate Bar along the Walls, to North 
Street Postern: ancient fortifications, grey battlements, verdant fields, and 
smiling gardens on either hand; finished in grand perspective by our noble 
Cathedral in one of its finest points of view. Go and look what it is now! …And 
for what have the Walls been broken? Absolutely without any real necessity: 
as it is now, I believe, generally allowed. I am informed that the eminent 
Engineer Stephenson, himself declared it unnecessary; and advised against it: 
I am sorry to say ineffectually. The mixture of dwelling-houses and picturesque 
garden-ground within the Walls reminded me of Rome. Altera Roma, I used to 
think with complacency. What is it now? Altera inferno more like! We walk side 
by side with trains of interesting coal-waggons; have the satisfaction of being 
smoked by passing Engines, and the pleasure of hearing the music – not of 
the robin, the blackbird, and the thrush – but the whistle of the train from Leeds. 
The battering rams of the Railway Company have laid thy honours, Old Ebor, 
in the dust!  
 

 Etty’s imagery is that of a rather romanticised rural idyll, but he conjures up the scenes 

here, depicted in Chapter Two. As Christopher Hussey reflects, this is redolent of the 

‘landscape in the Homeric epoch and in the Middle Ages’, when landscape was 

‘confined to “smiling” scenes, gardens and sheltered nooks’, through fear of journeys 

in countryside with the threat of wild beasts, dangerous countryside, outlaws and 

robbers.868 A fearful image of the violent nomadic, transitory poor, which he is 

associating here with the railways. Similarly, Etty adopts negative symbolism in the 

reference to Leeds, which relates to dirt, noise, overcrowding and the working classes, 

associated with the industrial revolution and industrialised cities, all viewed as 

destroying the rural landscape and established social hierarchies. However, he is also 

conjuring up an urban myth for the palimpsest. His ‘smiling gardens’, tucked alongside 

the city walls, remained prior to the railways, but what had once been the Friar’s 

 
867 Gilchrist, 104-105. 
868 Christopher Hussey, The Picturesque (London: Frank Cass & Co. Ltd., 1967 second ed.), 7. 
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gardens, run by the Dominican Friary since 1227 had been commercial nurseries since 

1665, organised by the Backhouse family since 1815.869 He entirely overlooks the 

House of Correction (1814) which occupied a large part of the area for twenty-five 

years prior to the arrival of the railways and the traditional industries: the tan-pits, a 

notably noxious industry and the comb-makers, once housed in the vicinity (map 

5.3).870 His remarks that the demolition of dwelling houses to accommodate the railway 

were also somewhat misleading as these were Thomas Backhouse’s home and Mrs 

Kelsey’s almshouses, re-provided as outlined above. Creating an urban myth, Etty 

conjures up an image not as it was in nature, but ‘as she might have been if at liberty 

to express her moods freely and fully’, as Hussey defines the picturesque style. 871   

 

The reference to Rome, itself a walled city, introduces Etty’s own classical education 

and the experience of travel, alluding to the Grand Tour, which he had himself enjoyed, 

visiting Rome during his second Tour in 1822.872 The affectionate address to ‘Old 

Ebor’, conjure up the Roman Empire, Antiquity, the aristocratic and aspirational Grand 

Tour, viewed by many as necessary for aspiring artists, Civilisation and the power of 

York’s founding fathers.873  Similarly, Altera Roma was the name by which an educated 

minority overseas referred to York.874 However, although Etty was not alone in railing 

against the railway’s introduction in York, for others it was a positive experience. As 

Edward Royle quotes an anonymous contemporary of Etty’s ‘The erection of this 

station has transformed a remote and retired part of the city into a scene of vitality and 

 
869 York Civic Trust. ‘James Backhouse (1794-1869)’ yorkcivictrust.co.uk. 
870 Zoe Durrant-Walker, Comb making industry in York during the 19th century(York: York   
    Archaeological Trust, Undated),4. 
871 Hussey, Picturesque, 8. 
872 Etty, a Royal Academy student from 1807, visited Rome during his second Grand Tour (1822); 
    William Etty. Tate.org.uk; 
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commercial activity’.875 The railway introduced a tension into the city, between those 

who wished the past to remain and those who were delighted to see the benefits of 

the new technology. 

 

Hudson’s own involvement in Railway Mania and the speculation bubble that swept 

through Britain continued during the mid-forties.876 However, the 1847 economic crisis 

brought the end of the railway boom and the so-called Railway King’s questionable 

practice of bolstering income with shareholder’s capital resulted in his downfall in 

1849.877 Another factor of Weber’s perception of charismatic leadership, that it 

‘becomes unstable if “proof” of the leaders claim to legitimacy should fail at any time’ 

came into play at this point, as the City Fathers outlawed Hudson.878 George Leeman, 

was a significant player in the investigations into illegal share dealings that led to 

Hudson’s loss of power. Succeeding him as the YNM Chair (1874 – 1880), he went 

on to promote the corporate mergers that created NER (1854) and the construction of 

the New Station that his statue now overlooks.879   

 

The largest station in the world when built, the substantial Grade II* listed ‘New Station’ 

complex, was described at the time by one shareholder as 'a very splendid monument 

of extravagance'.880 Perhaps symbolic of the comparative power and the capital held 

 
875 E.Royle. “The Nineteenth Century” The History of York: from earliest times to the  
    year 2000, ed. Patrick Nuttgens (Pickering: Blackthorn Press, 2001), 246. 
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877Iibid. 
    Richard S. Lambert, The Railway King 1800-1871 (London: George Allen & Unwin, 1964), 90; 
    Title coined by Reverend Sydney Smith. 
878 Morrison, Marx, Durkheim, Weber, 366. 
879 R.J.Irving, The North Eastern Railway Company 1870-1914: an economic history (Leicester:   
     Leicester University Press, 1976),13; 
     ‘George Leeman’. historyofyork.org. 
880 ‘York Station’. historyofyork.org; 
    Railway Station, Station Road. 1256554. Listed 1 July 1968. Grade II*. 
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by the railway industry compared with that of the church at York Minster, the soaring 

engineering has been described as a ‘cast iron cathedral’.881 This is an interesting 

contrast between the sacred and the profane distinction in the development of the city.  

As highlighted by Esher there is ‘the metropolis of railways as well as of the Church’ 

(figure 5.20).882 

 

The arrival of the railways in the Toftes influenced the future of the entire area, 

supporting the development of industrialisation in York. It was not the railway alone 

that puncturing the city walls introduced, but together with water transport and the road  

network that followed, it drove the process of change, enabling the growth of early 

industrial capitalism, as well as introducing mass tourism.   

 

North Eastern Railway Headquarters (NER HQ) – ‘Palace of Business’ 

During the nineteenth century the railway industry became an integral part of society, 

‘embedded in the contemporary workings of capital’.883 Established in 1854, NER was 

not only the fourth largest railway by the turn of the twentieth century, but with a paid-

up capital sum of £71m and a £10 million annual revenue, it was one of the most 

important public companies in England.884With NER at its heart, York became a 

railway metropolis. Although relatively compact geographically, NER enjoyed a 

territorial monopoly, providing rail services across Yorkshire (north and east of Leeds), 

County Durham and Northumberland, with outposts in Westmorland and Cumberland 

 
881 Emma Wells, ‘York railway station at the centre of new television documentary’ The Railway Hub  
    18 May 2020. 
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(map 5.4).885 NER not only held ‘the most complete monopoly of any district in the 

United Kingdom, compromising forty-one formerly separate companies’, it became 

regarded as ‘a remarkable model for corporate management’.886  Furthermore, with a 

Board of Directors ‘composed of representatives of the principal industries of the 

North-East, who endorsed railway management strategies and policies that served 

local industrial need’, NER acted in the nature of a regional development agency.887 

The organisation undertook a far wider and more powerful role than is generally 

recognised. 

 

As the hub of the NER network, the railway was of central importance to York, 

employing some 5,500 people across the city by the end of the nineteenth century and 

housing the company’s headquarters.888 Administrative offices were an important facet 

of the industry. Immediately following completion of the New Railway Station, the Old 

Station became the administrative HQ with NER Chief Architect, Thomas Prosser 

(1816 - 88) extending the space by infilling the original colonnade (1859-1860) and 

adding a second floor (1857 - 88)(figure 5.19).889 Nonetheless, additional offices were 

required both in York, and across the network.890 Recognising that a purpose-built 

headquarters building would improve corporate efficiency, the NER Board decided to 

build new offices, immediately adjacent to the Old Station.891 However, as Richard 

 
885 Irving, North Eastern Railway, 270, 271. 
886 Freeman, Railways Imagination, 23,153. 
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     'Modern York: Economy, 1839-1900', British History Online http://www.british 
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Williams has noted the purpose of buildings of this nature ‘more than any sense of 

utility, is to differentiate an organisation from all others.’892 The new headquarters was 

designed to indicate the company’s significance, in a major national industry.  

 

The NER Chief Architect, William Bell (1877-1914), led the HQ design.893 However, 

once the building became ‘a matter of directorial prestige’, London-based architect, 

Horace Field was commissioned to work alongside Bell on the exterior detail and 

interiors.894 A long narrow site was gradually assembled, leading to the demolition of 

a number of hotels (figures 5.21, 5.22). This was partly achieved by compulsory 

purchase order, indicative of the government’s support for the company’s land 

acquisition in this central location. 895 The nature of the site is perhaps accentuated by 

the substantial six storey building and basement, with a long main front façade, wings 

and bold chimneys (figures 5.23 – 5.26). The building’s height, though masked by the 

top three floors set in tiers in the steeply pitched roof, reinforces NER’s commanding 

position, with the Minster and Rowntree’s nearby six-storey factory, the only other 

buildings of significant height and mass in central York (figure 5.26). 

 

The façades differ, but the main two are symmetrical, with similar gables, springing 

from third floor level. The main entrance, on the long south-facing frontage, features a 

doorway framed by a flourishing rusticated arch. The close proximity of Old Station 

restricts views of this elevation, and perhaps reduces any overtly bombastic effect. 

The ‘main show front’ is the west wing overlooking the city walls, designed to house 

 
892  Richard J. Williams, Why Cities Look the Way They Do (Cambridge: Polity, 2019), 11. 
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the director’s offices.896 This wing has two bow windows at basement and ground floor 

levels, with three across the first floor that lit the prestigious Director’s suite, the oak-

panelled Boardroom and the adjoining Chairman’s suite (figure 5.27).897 As Williams 

has observed viewing platforms have been provided to see London’s iconic 

buildings.898 In this case, the city wall provided a ready platform, perhaps a premonition 

of the wall’s future scopic function.  

 

During the nineteenth century, industrialists, wealthy individuals, and commercial 

institutions, such as banks, increasingly used aristocratic style to make a statement 

about their importance. Dubbed a ‘huge palace of business’ when it opened in 1906, 

with reporters commenting on their ‘palatial extent’ and their ‘business-like character’, 

the NER headquarters certainly fell into this category. 899 The building was intended to 

be impressive both in terms of its stately style and its business calibre.900The 

aristocratic connotations have remained with the building to the present day, with 

reference to the “Palace of Business” both in modern texts and marketing.901 

 

As Giedion observes perhaps the most characteristic feature of nineteenth-century 

architecture is its addiction to “period pieces.”902 Buildings of importance, those 

‘edifices from which the spectator imagined himself to gain a serious aesthetic 

impression appeared in elaborate historical dress.”903 The NER HQ is in the Queen 
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897 Railway Gazette, November 2, 1906. 52, cited in Fawcett, Two Palaces, 38 - 41 
898 Williams, Cities,12. 
899 Rankin, Huge Palace, 1; 
    Fawcett, Two Palaces, 45. 
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Anne Revival style, led by Norman Shaw (1831-1912). Fawcett comments that Field 

was probably directly inspired by Shaw, his much-admired London neighbour.904 

Girouard describes the Queen Anne style as ‘a kind of architectural cocktail, with a 

little genuine Queen Anne in it, a little Dutch, a little Flemish, a squeeze of Robert 

Adam, a generous dash of Wren, and a touch of François Ier.’905 An early example of 

the Queen Anne Revival style, designed by Shaw, Lowther Lodge, Kensington (1875), 

a home designed for a wealthy industrialist/MP indicates the type of target audience/ 

user (figure 5.28).906 Indeed, Esher refers to the NER HQ’s ‘somewhat debased and 

inflated “Norman Shaw” style’, though he confesses that it is ‘the only twentieth century 

building in York which successfully brings off big-city scale’.907 Again, there is an 

allusion to the railway metropolis here.  

 

NER HQ features many of the Queen Anne associated key motifs, including upper 

floors of hand-made red brick, with quoins and window dressings in Ancaster and 

Portland stone, facings on the basement storey in Huddlestone stone, large, 

seventeenth-century derived Netherlandish gables and substantial chimneys.908 

Fawcett observes that the lower floors also appear to have taken much stylistic 

inspiration from Christopher Wren’s work at Fountain’s Court, Hampton Court Palace, 

designed for King William and Queen Mary(1689 -1694). 909 
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This influence is seen in the rich carvings, including the scrolls and the garlanded 

panels on the gables at third floor and the lavish floral swags repeated at intervals 

along the second floor on the main elevations, on the floral stone urns motif either side 

of the arched pediment above the main entrance. Internally, the carved panels in the 

Octagon Hall in the HQ, are identical to those in the Fountain Court loggia (figures 

5.29 – 5.31).910 It is interesting that the swags on the ceiling, with the artist’s logo of a 

honeybee commented upon by the present owners as ‘one of the most artistic 

elements of the building’, echo the beehive motif relating to industry, adopted by the 

York Equitable Industrial Society, referred to in Chapter 3(figure 5.32). 911  

 
 
Certain fine details identify the owners and their significance in the city; including the 

copper weathervane, a representation of the first NER Class ‘S’4-6-0 engine of 1899 

and, on the main façades, the armorial cartouche framing the NER Coat of Arms, a 

combination of the heraldic devices of early railway companies that merged to form 

the company in 1854, together with the City of York Coat of Arms (figures 5.33 – 

5.35).912 All contribute to Giedion’s “Harlequin dress of architecture”.913 

 

The grandeur of the building was of huge symbolic importance. NER HQ is in the 

nature of an English upper-class home, even a palace, the image of the royal court, 

redolent of Council of the North that once occupied Kings Manor in York.914 The 

wealthy, well-established position of the railways was comparable to that of the ruling 

classes and an echo of the former ‘Railway King’s’ sense of grandeur. The new 
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headquarters made a strong political statement, rather different to that of the original 

railway station. Although not raised to the Church or the State, the NER HQ was built 

as a monument, which as Lefebvre argued, proclaims ‘duty, power, knowledge, joy 

and hope.’915 The design and the use of the highest quality materials; both distinct 

Board decisions, embodied NER’s power and affirmed the company’s position in a 

Region going through recession.916 Its central location made it accessible for 

employees and visitors alike. However, as Lefebvre observes, whilst a building of this 

nature allows the opportunity of congregation, it exerts control and the symbol of 

power, can be repressive to those living under its shadow.917 This may certainly be 

true of NER HQ, where the son of a former manager records the awe felt by former 

railway employees, given the forbidding double doors and the grand staircase housing 

the ‘railway aristocrats of Head Office’.918 

 

Fawcett observes that NER HQ was ‘by far the finest headquarters ever built for any 

British railway’.919 Given the prestige of the building, it seems unlikely that planning 

consent would have been refused at the time, but CYC acknowledge that ‘the NER 

offices established a precedent for building height in this corner that was taken up after 

the war’.920 Office blocks varying in material and style, ranging in height from four to 

eight storeys followed in The Toftes. Thus, the mass and height of these offices has 

had an ongoing impact on the development of this corner of York. 
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In spite of downturn in the railway’s fortunes in the late 1840s, the NER went from 

strength to strength following their formation in 1854. By the turn of the century, it was 

a major employer in York and one of the largest companies in the country, marking 

the rise of the railway metropolis in the palimpsest. The railways, once regarded as 

invasive technology, became a dominant feature in York’s heritage.  

 

Hudson House - British Rail & Brutalism 

The railway landscape was very different by the mid-1960s. Part of the Welfare State 

social reforms introduced by the post-war Labour government, the railways were 

nationalised in 1948.921 The newly formed British Railways (BR) struggled financially, 

continuing to make annual losses, despite ongoing investment.922 Richard Beeching, 

brought in as chairman (1961 – 1965), was tasked with identifying solutions to return 

the industry to profitability.923 The outcome was The Reshaping of British Railways 

(1963), known colloquially as ‘The Beeching Report’, which led to the rationalisation 

of the railway network. BR were operating under an obligation to break-even by 1970 

but running on a wave of optimism that services would be modernised.924 Having lost 

route miles in every county, the Eastern and North-Eastern regions were amongst the 

worst affected by the cuts and as part of a cost saving exercise, they merged to form 

a new Eastern region, ‘from Thames to Tweed’ in 1967 (map 5.5).925   

 
921 Transport Act 1947; 
    British Transport Commission (BTC) traded as British Railways.    
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Having continued as HQ for the north-eastern region following nationalisation, York 
was selected for the new regional HQ.926 The decision was taken to invest in a new 
headquarters building, recognising that there was insufficient space in the existing 
premises to house the new region’s 2,200 staff. The location was nearby - in the former 
goods yard, adjacent to the Old Station and former NER HQ(figures 5.36 - 5.38).927 
Whilst site clearance led to the loss of railway activity that had continued until the 
1960s, the building modernised the original railway enclave, with the name ‘Hudson 
House’, reinforcing its links with the past.  

 

The area would have looked very different had proposals presented in A Plan for the 

City of York, 1948 for the restructure of York city centre come to fruition.928 This 

included demolition of the Old Station, the Goods Yard and re-siting of the NER War 

Memorial for development of a Bus Station. The area would have continued in use as 

a transport centre and this site would have been unavailable for redevelopment. 

However, the new headquarters scheme was able to proceed.  

Like the NER HQ, the new regional office represented contemporary architecture. The 

style adopted was very different to the florid design of the earlier headquarters, 

reflecting the cultural context of the period. The elaborate NER building, built during 

the railway’s heyday at the turn of the century, indicated the company’s wealth and 

power. Likewise, the austerity of the Brutalist building was more fitting to the post-war 

period and the difficult financial climate, coupled with the focus on modernisation 

(figure 5.39).929  

Brutalism emerged during the post-war years and remained popular in the 1950s and 

1960s. As Elain Harwood commented, the adoption of the term, the root of which 
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remain unclear, suggests a more formal movement than was the case.930 Reyner 

Banham credits Swedish architect, Hans Asplund with the term, whilst Harwood 

suggests that it was a corruption of architect Peter Smithson’s nickname ‘Brutus” and 

the French phrase ‘Béton brut’ i.e. ‘raw concrete’, originally adopted by Le 

Corbusier.931 Nonetheless, as Harwood observes, despite its common association 

with concrete and steel, this style also included structures of brick and timber.932 

 

The new block, designed by the British Rail Regional Architect, Sydney Hardy,  marked 

an important change in railway heritage, with York becoming an outpost for British 

Rail, now a national organisation controlled from London.933 This was very different to 

the power once enjoyed by the old regional company. The sensitivity of the site, close 

to the city wall, influenced the height and design of the building, which featured a 

complex of four interconnected blocks two of four storeys, adjacent to the city wall and 

two of six storeys towards Toft Green (figures 5.40 - 5.42). Interestingly, the layout of 

Hudson House – a complex of four interconnected blocks, set around a central 

courtyard and garden, was like that of the unfulfilled design intention of NER HQ, which 

would have been extended to Rougier Street had WWI not intervened.934 The design, 

providing some 134,000 square feet of space, gave the development strong horizontal 

lines, with stairwells and a distinct lift shaft varying the skyline and the tallest tower 

adding emphasis to the main entrance. Rhythm was achieved by simple means, a 

recurring mullion motif and splay, a typical Brutalist feature and the depth of the black 
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anodised aluminium windows. Further variety was provided by the open car parking 

space, framed by pilotis. The concrete frame was clad with pre-cast concrete panels, 

faced with granite chippings, an exposed Shap granite aggregate, providing a textured 

finish.935 

Internally, the open plan design of Hudson House was very different to NER HQ. The 

space was designed for use as drawing or general offices, with demountable 

aluminium panels allowing maximum flexibility (figure 5.43). Frank Lloyd Wright is 

credited with introducing open plan offices in the Larkin building in New York in 1906, 

coincidentally the year the NER HQ was opened (figure 5.44).936 Thereafter, open plan 

office space gradually became more commonplace. This design appears less tightly 

managed than individual offices and less hierarchical, promoted as supporting 

employee collaboration, enabling informal and spontaneous meetings, and improving 

productivity. The accommodation is also flexible, allowing reconfiguration, when 

necessary. Ultimately, it is economically beneficial, requiring less space than individual 

offices and saving costs. The unwritten element is that the space also allows the quiet 

observation of workers by managers and colleagues.  

 

The brochure released at the Hudson House official opening by the British Railways 

Board Chair, Sir Henry Johnson C.B.E, proudly declared that the design had received 

the approval of the Royal Fine Arts Commission, as well as that of Lord Esher, whose 

Study was published the same year.937 In fact, although Esher’s report remains silent 

on Hudson House, he proposed a possible extension, and may have considered that 
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the building, with its sensitive massing, brought new life to the railway enclave, a 

welcome addition to Toft Green otherwise described in the Study, as a ‘nondescript 

service road’.938  

 

Nikolaus Pevsner’s observation of the building is simply descriptive: ‘A new large 

building of pre-cast concrete parts, four and six storeyed.’939 Otherwise, following its 

formal opening in November 1968, Hudson House had a positive reaction. Patrick 

Nuttgens remarks that the building was ‘wholly straightforward and well 

designed….unpretentious and satisfying’.940 Winner of the Civic Trust Award (1969), 

it was submitted for the Yorkshire Architect Regional Award (1971), with an entry 

report describing it as presenting ‘a craggy exterior of boldly detailed precast 

concrete’.941 Conversely, whilst the York Bartholomew City Guide (1980) observed 

that the pre-cast concrete was ‘not the most seductive of materials’, it described the 

building as ‘one of the most successful of York’s new buildings’, remarking that the 

building was ‘disciplined…making good use of lift shafts to vary the skyline’.942 This 

was later echoed by Bill Fawcett who praised its ‘thoughtful design, with stair towers 

breaking the mass and creating a varied outline’.943 Hudson House was an apparently 

successful addition to the railway estate. 

 

However, the initial enthusiasm for Brutalism soon waned and by the mid-1980s, as 

Barnabas Calder remarked: ‘the optimistic vigour of the 1960s soured to vehement 
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loathing in the 1970s and 1980s’.944 Similarly Owen Hopkins observed that ‘By the 

1970s, faith in the idea of progress towards a better future which had fed the optimism 

of the 1950s and 1960s was rapidly subsiding’.945 Charles Jencks goes one step 

further declaring that modern architecture died in 1972, with the demolition of the 

Pruitt-Igoe housing estate in Missouri.946 In practical terms, system building often had 

poor results and many post-war buildings had simply reached the end of their natural 

life.  

 

Hudson’s twenty-first century presence 

The enthusiasm for nationalised railways also waned, and the policy of privatisation 

pursued by successive Conservative governments led to British Rail being privatised 

between 1994-97, dramatically changing the nature of the industry and reducing the 

requirement for offices.947 In Toft Green, Hudson House was vacant, the ‘Old Station’, 

known as ‘West Offices’, was let to third parties and NER HQ was running down.948 

What must once have been a bustling, thriving area was redundant. 

 

Hudson House was sold to property developers Palace Capital plc. Initial planning 

activity in December 2015, suggested that Palace would retain the original building, 

with minimal alterations, having obtained ‘prior approval determination’ for partial 

conversion of three wings of the original building to 82 flats (16 studios, 13 one-

bedroom apartments, 53 two-bedroom apartments), targeted at the private rented 

sector and refurbishment of offices in the remainder.949 However, arguing that the 
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original could not be ‘viably provided’, and that the building ‘does not contribute 

positively to the character or appearance of the conservation area’, Palace submitted 

a revised application for complete redevelopment of the two acre site, two years later. 

The owners argued that the new proposal, for a mixed-use scheme, would have a 

‘beneficial impact on the conservation area, the setting of nearby listed buildings, and 

key views’.950  

 

Unlike the other case studies in this chapter, where the architect has worked with the 

clients for their proposed use, here the accommodation is designed to operate in a 

market economy, a different ‘landscape of consumption’.951 Palace have responded 

like other ‘urban places to market pressures’, as both design and form relate as  

commodities.952 Yet Fuse, Palace’s architects, were at pains to demonstrate the 

similarities of the new development to the original building in their planning 

submissions. It has adopted the courtyard layout, but varies between five and eight 

storeys in height, ‘higher and brighter’ than the original and it is finished in brick, with 

pigmented precast concrete panels and an irregular finish on the top floor (figures 5.45 

– 5.47).953The zig-zag façades introduced are redolent of the Brutalist icon 

Centrepoint, Soho (1963-1966), designed by Richard Seifert and Partners (figure 

5.48).  

 

The architects also stressed the railway references in their courtyard railing designs, 

reminiscent of the British Rail logo, and endeavoured to pick up the colour palette of 
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the railway arches in the landscaping (figure 5.49 – 5.51).954 Furthermore, the 

fragment of an old train turntable discovered on site following demolition was retained 

as an ornament in the communal garden (figure 5.52).955 It is interesting that these 

heritage references are seized upon as a marketing tool, when the site has been 

cleared. Furthermore, the naming of the permissive right of way through the site ‘John 

Snow Walk’ is a heritage fabrication. This historic reference to the physician, who 

discovered the cause of cholera in 1854, born in North Street, but with no known links 

to the property or railways is inauthentic.  

 

There was no comment upon the loss of the Brutalist building, when planning consent 

was granted. It simply seemed ‘unfashionable’. What makes a building fall out of 

fashion? In the case of Brutalism, it was seen as the architectural style of the Welfare 

State – a cheap way of building quickly, on a large scale to fulfil the political objectives 

of the post-war period, which was associated with the nationalisation of the railways. 

Brutalism does not seem to have found favour in York, perhaps as it jars with the 

medieval imagery. In the case of Hudson House, the concrete panels did not weather 

well. In later life, rather than the initial light grey, initially achieved by a specific 

aggregate intended to blend with the city walls, it was a sombre, dark shadow, 

changing the impact of the building on its immediate environment (figure 5.53 – 

5.55).956  

 

Hudson House’s once award-winning form did not lend itself to later conversion, 

despite being regarded as a good example of Brutalism and enjoying the benefit of a 
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956 Nuttgens,York, 92. 
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planning approval for a mixed offices/ apartments scheme. As Calder observes, 

although clients and architects discussed flexibility and planning for both future 

foreseeable and unforeseeable change, in reality the cast-in-place reinforced concrete 

used in most Brutalist architecture is the most inflexible material.957 However, perhaps 

it was simply that Brutalism was unpopular. The Statement of Community Involvement, 

a consultation document presented with the Hudson Quarter proposals reported a 

positive response to its replacement.958 

 

Following the grant of planning consent for the new scheme, Hudson House was 

demolished in 2018, providing a brief opportunity to see the open site once again 

(figures 5.38, 5.57).959 An absence in the railway’s architectural history, it will remain 

alive in the local palimpsest following the use of the interior in the film, Scott and Syd, 

set in York, prior to its demolition (figure 5.58).960 Perhaps symbolically, the lead 

characters launched an initially successful company here which then collapsed. 

 

Upon completion in April 2021, the apartments were offered for sale, rather than being 

made available on the private rental market, as originally suggested by the earlier 

scheme. The offices were offered to let speculatively. In a continuation and 

contemporary iteration of the boosterism practised by Hudson, their promotion drew 

upon the connectivity of York’s rapid transport links, and the digital technology of ‘UK’s 

first gigabit city’(figure 5.59).961 Two years later, with some of the apartments and part 

 
957 Calder, Raw Concrete, 15-16. 
958 Lichfields.uk. Planning Statement, 6-7; 
     Pilgrims PR. Hudson House Toft Green. Statement of Community Involvement (2017), 8. 
959 Planning reference 15/01256/FULM. 
960 Scott and Syd, Directed, written and produced by Scott Elliott & Syd Sadowskyj. Dreamchasers  
      Film Ltd. March 2018. 
961 Hudsonquarteryork.com. 
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of the office space remaining on the market, the developer’s market assessment was 

perhaps misjudged. 

 

The twenty-first century infrastructure contrasts with the site’s railway heritage. In a 

city built upon heritage, the local authority and support groups may ensure the 

protection of historic property, but there is less interest in the twentieth century fabric, 

which may be lost, an absence in the palimpsest. Furthermore, this part of the city, 

outside the ‘heart of York’ tends to be less connected with conservation and potential 

loss, in spite of its proximity to the city walls. The developer’s speculative build, 

designed in conversation with the city planners has been powerful in terms of changing 

the townscape, a prime example of ‘a small political and economic elite’ who are in the 

position to shape the city. 962 

 

The twenty-first century use for the former railway station  

When the Grade II* listed Old Station was vacated by the railways, in the early twenty-

first century, alternatives were limited.963 That changed in February 2010, when CYC 

came forward with proposals for a 150,000 square feet customer services centre, 

having recently dismissed proposals for a new-build alternative in Hungate. It was an 

interesting choice for a local government building, providing an interface with the 

public. As Williams has remarked the ‘changing representation of power in cities is in 

many ways a response to the changing nature of power itself.’964 Formality in the local 

government style has changed. Local government buildings in the past were designed 

to produce ‘respectful terror’.965 In York, the Mansion House, St. Helen’s Square is a 

 
962 David Harvey, Right to the City, 13. davidharvey.org. 
963 Old Station and Former Station Hotel, Toft Green. 1256403. Listed 20 December1974. Grade II*. 
964 Williams, Cities, 55. 
965 Lewis Mumford The City in History (New York: Harcourt, 1989),81.  
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good example of the earlier style, but today political power now operates on ‘a shared 

system of social knowledge’.966 Taking account of their modern relationship with 

power, CYC selected a building with a position of authority but maintained a familiar 

façade that would welcome residents. Adopting the previous railway address, ‘West 

Offices’, also provided familiarity and links with the past. CYC’s approach with the 

traditional façade for the modern open plan offices was similar to the quiet leadership 

approach used by YNM, when they first arrived in the city, with the stone façade 

masking the station, in spite of the uproar created by the construction of the new. In a 

further move to welcome the public, locals were given the opportunity to visit during 

the Resident’s Festival in January 2013.967 Yet in a ceremonial display of power, there 

was a formal ’topping out’ ceremony in 2011, followed by an official opening in 

September 2013, heralded by a civic procession from the Guildhall, led by the Lord 

Mayor of York and Town Clerk.968   

 

As a customer services centre, the offices needed to accommodate daily visitors. 

Public buildings, such as traditional banks that provide a barrier between staff and 

visitor with a counter, create a ‘shallow visitor zone’, that makes a strong, if unspoken 

statement of power.969 Railway stations have private space, but in terms of function 

are largely open to the public, possibly with an initial barrier. As a customer services 

centre, the former station lent itself to this use on the ground floor; an open space with 

 
966 Williams,Cities, 56. 
967 ‘First chance to visit West Office at Residents Festival 2013.’ City of York Council. York.gov.uk.  
      webarchive.org.  24 January 2013. 
968 ‘Symbolic milestone marked in council HQ’s progress,’ York Press. November 18, 2011. 
      Yorkpress.com; 
      West Offices Official Opening Ceremony. City of York Council. York.gov.uk. web archive.org  
      20 September 2013. 
969 Marcus, Buildings and Power,16. 
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seating for visitors, who are issued with a ticket (not unlike a platform ticket), awaiting 

attendance by a council officer.  

 

Planning consent was granted to CYC three months after submission of their 

application, an interesting situation with a potential conflict of interest as the Council 

was both landowner and planning authority.970 The proposal received mixed reviews, 

with support from English Heritage and York Civic Trust, but an objection from the 

Georgian Society. Listed building approval required from the Secretary of State was 

granted in August 2010.971 Whilst the design retained the former station offices and 

refreshment rooms, it entailed demolition of the station itself, with reuse of the Euston 

ironwork in the cycle shed. Those inputting to the design solution fought for protection 

of the station façade and its setting and retention of the Euston truss, which now has 

public access via the Hudson Quarter.  

 

CYC awarded a Conditional Sale and Development contract to Tarras Park Properties 

Ltd, and York Investors LLP on 15 December 2009, to be managed by construction 

and project teams York Investors LLP, the joint venture between Buccleuch Property 

and S. Harrison. The final transaction for the £32 million conversion was confirmed in 

February 2010.972 A modern funding method was adopted - a public private 

partnership (PPP), with planning consent for a six-storey hotel, adjacent to the Old 

Station granted at the same time as the CYC scheme, for construction by the same 

development team. David Harvey has commented on the notion of the PPP as the 

 
970 ‘New City of York Council HQ gets go-ahead’ York Press, June 25, 2010. 
971 ‘New £32m York Council HQ gets go-ahead’. BBC News. BBC York & North Yorkshire, August 
      10, 2010. 
972 CYC, Executive Committee. Decision confirmed by Council February, 5, 2020, and published  
     February 18, 2020. york.gov.uk. 
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centrepiece of urban entrepreneurialism in local government – a method used to 

involve private sector funding, whilst the public sector bears the development risk, 

encouraging growth and investment.973 As outlined in the United Nations PPP 

guidance, the local authority procures a partner to undertake the scheme and 

‘transfers detailed control and in theory the risk in the project’.974 However, the public 

sector retains responsibility to provide the services to the public.975 As in any 

contractual relationship, much depends on the terms of the contract, but this is the 

usual model adopted for public services development.  

 

The neighbouring hotel opened in 2012, operated by Avantis Hotels, trading as 

Hampton-by-Hilton.976 In terms of the immediate development, access to the hotel via 

the courtyard created in front of the City Council offices, as well as directly onto Toft 

Green, echoes the earlier link between the station and the adjoining land and the 

former infill buildings (figures 5.42, 5.61). Importantly, along with hotel conversion of 

the nearby former NER building, it has revived human activity in this area. Further, the 

scheme also released the local authority’s former offices in St. Leonards Place for 

disposal, refurbishment, and reinstatement to residential use, an additional 

economic/housing project for the city.  

 

 
973 David Harvey, ‘From managerialism to entrepreneurialism: the transformation in urban 
      governance in late capitalism’ Geografiska Annaler: series B, human geography, 1989, 71 (1), 3-  
      17, 7. 
974  United Nations Economic Commission for Europe, Guidebook on Promoting Good Governance in  
      Public-Private Partnerships. (New York and Geneva: United Nations, 2008),2. 
      https://unece.org/sites/default/files/2022-01/ppp.pdf. 
975 Ibid 1. 
976 s-harrison.co.uk. 
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However, public access to the offices has been limited since Covid-19, with many local 

authority employees continuing to be home-based.977 In May 2023, it was announced 

that proposals have been submitted by Anaplan, ‘a global tech giant’ to use a 

significant part of the building for offices and ‘break-out space’.978 This may prove to 

be a successful re-use of the building, a new afterlife, but with public access 

increasingly limited, the original plans for the building have failed.  

 

Railways, travel and tourism 

Railway mania in the 1840s introduced a hotel boom in The Toftes in the years that 

followed. George Britton’s Railway Hotel, (later 80-bed Scawin’s Hotel), and 

Thornton’s Refreshment Rooms, were developed on the opposite corner to the Old 

Station (demolished for the NER offices)(figure 5.21).979 The Station Hotel (1853) itself 

was followed by a forty-bed hotel at 37 Tanner Row, originally a private-sector 

establishment that became the railways North Eastern Hotel in 1861 (now Historic 

England Regional Offices).980 The style of this ‘grand red brick palazzo’, situated close 

to the Old Station was indicative of the railways’ economic strength and the power of 

increasing tourism (figure 5.22).981  

 

Toft Green became dominated by offices, following the construction of the New 

Station, but during the last fifteen years, hotels have emerged once again, heralded 

 
977 ‘Coronavirus: York council closes main offices – but help continues online and by phone,’ York  
    Press, April 2, 2020. yorkpress.co.uk; 
    Chloe Laversuch. ‘Council office space may be rented out in post-pandemic shake-up,’York   
    Press, March 14, 2021. yorkpress.co.uk. 
978 ‘Global tech giant plans move into City of York council offices,’ The Press, May 9, 2023. 
979  Fawcett, Two Palaces, 20; 
     Rankin, Huge Palace, 18,19. 
980  Rankin, Huge Palace, 18,19; 
     York Directory 1961. 
981 Fawcett, Two Palaces, 12. 
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by the conversion of the NER HQ (2008). After a short period when the vacant 

headquarters cast a ghostly shadow, developers Acropolis Properties Ltd. (now 

dormant) appointed architects, Mackenzie Wheeler to begin the building’s conversion 

to York’s first five-star hotel. This space continued to emanate wealth and power.  

 

The decision to undertake the conversion is indicative of increased tourism, changed 

demand, the gap in the market for five-star hotel accommodation and the consequent 

availability of funding. The designs for the Grade II* listed building sought 

refurbishment in its original form, removing later alterations, but retaining the original 

cellular room structure, adopting the former boardroom and director’s offices for 

conference suites and converting smaller offices to bedrooms, incorporating en-suite 

facilities.982 Speaking of the architect, Lefebvre comments that his “subjective” space 

is ‘freighted with all-too-objective meanings.’983 The space is reduced to that of the 

image – the conversion determined by the fashionable interest in heritage and the 

proud railway history. 

 

Work began in March 2009, with conversion of the grand open spaces on the ground 

and first floors of the west wing to lobby, dining and function rooms and the former 

offices adapted to 107 guest rooms and suites. The basement was converted to 

provide a spa, with a garden terrace created to the rear, although external space was 

limited. At the opening of the Cedar Grand Court Hotel, May 2010; founder and partner 

of the architects, Duncan Mackenzie commented: 

‘This project is a chance to reinvigorate one of York’s important historic 
buildings and provide the city with a much needed five-star hotel. This new 

 
982 Grand, York 1256400. Listed 24 June 1983, amended 14 March 1997. Grade  II*. 
983 Henri Lefebvre, The Production of Space, trans. Donald Nicholson Smith (Oxford: Blackwell  
    Publishing, 1991),361. 
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use also gives public access to the interior of the building and is more 
appropriate than the former office use for which the building was designed, 
given contemporary demands for more flexible plan form office 
accommodation.’ 984 

His comment that the public access afforded by the new use is beneficial is a sentiment 

echoed by some of those interviewed for this research. It would no doubt resonate 

with other residents, including former railway employees, as outlined above, who seem 

to hold the building in awe. Interestingly, this also echoes the aristocracy reference to 

NER HQ when the building was first constructed.  

 

The hotel’s online brochure announces itself as ‘York’s Finest Address’ and focusses 

upon the building’s heritage, adopting the vocabulary used at the NER original launch, 

the ‘Palace of Business’, as it begins to create a mythology around the imagery of the 

accommodation, its meeting facilities and conference space.985 It describes ‘the 

intricate wrought-iron balustrades, decorative garland plaster-work, oak-panelled 

boardrooms and elaborate stonemasonry’ and the building’s former status as an ‘icon 

of the Golden Age of railway travel’.986 Particular reference is made to the ‘light airy 

and spacious feel of the building’ provided by high ceilings, tall windows, lofty arches 

and wide, open corridors and spaces, the use of Belgian marble and creamy 

Huddlestone stone.987 Details of the double glazing installed in the original building to 

subdue the tram noise are also mentioned.988 In addition, the hotel’s railway heritage 

is referenced in the dark maroon and gold colour scheme, adopted in the upholstery 

and the doorman’s uniform (figure 5.63), which references ‘Crimson Lake’, used in the 

 
984 e-architects.co.uk. North Eastern Railway Company Offices. 
985  Grand York, thegrandyork.co.uk 2023. 
986 Ibid. 
987 thegrandyork.co.uk ‘our heritage’. 
988 Ibid. 



 237 

NER passenger stock, with cream upper panels in the NER bogie petrol-electric 

railcars introduced in 1903.989  

 

Sold to the privately-owned Splendid Hospitality Group in 2014, the hotel, trading as 

The Grand, York is now one of twenty-four hotels in the group’s portfolio.990  With the 

owners maintaining a low profile, the management operates under Weber’s third form 

of authority, referred to as ‘legal domination’.991 This style has become a traditional 

one, with a hierarchical form. Outside the organisation, the management is little 

known, even though information about those in key leadership roles is available online. 

Rather than the individual industrialist, the corporate group is leading change. 

 

Having subsequently acquired Roman House, a former office block in Rougier Street 

to the rear of the hotel, the new owners re-engaged Mackenzie Wheeler, to undertake 

a further £15 million refurbishment scheme for the merger of the two buildings, 

providing additional accommodation, a Cookery School, a new restaurant, and roof 

terrace, during 2017-18 (figure 5.64).992 Interestingly, this creates an entirely different 

image. The hotel now markets two ‘wings’, the Classic and the Contemporary, a 

juxtaposition of two imaginaries. The first in the original building is more luxurious, 

expensive accommodation, offering the heritage and the second are simpler quality 

rooms.993 The hotel has identified specific customer segments, with different tastes 

and different expenditure patterns, possibly with different travel habits and booking 

 
989 NER Liveries Retrospective reference North Eastern Record. Volume 3 M1/45/3L. 
990 ‘About Us’. Splendid Hospitality Group. splendidhospitality.co.uk. 
991 Morrison, Marx, Durkheim, Weber, 372;  
     Weber, Economy and Society, 215. 
992 Press Release. Undated. splendidhospitality.co.uk/The Grand-Hotel-Plans-News 
    Mackenziewheeler.com. 
993 Grand York, thegrandyork.co.uk 2023. 
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patterns. This enables the organisation to target two markets, with the potential to 

increase profitability. 

 

The conversion of NER HQ reintroduced hotel use to this vicinity, followed by the 3-

star 119-bed Hampton-by-Hilton (2012), the 4-star Lawrance Luxury Aparthotel (2014) 

and most recently, a 150-bedroom Malmaison (2021) opened in Yorkshire House, the 

former Aviva office on Rougier Street.994 Apartments in the Hudson Quarter are also 

being purchased by investors for Airbnb lettings. The area is steadily becoming a hotel 

district, a vital element of York’s tourism economy, when the city is without a Local 

Plan. 

 

In 1841, this area of the Toftes was ignited by the introduction of the railways, which 

heralded the industrial development of York. In the 1960s, when the Goods Yard was 

still operational and the Old Station and NER HQ were still providing administrative 

support, Esher saw this as the metropolis of railways. 995 However, there has been 

significant subsequent change in the railway industry and despite York continuing to 

be identified as a centre of the railway industry, with the exception of Network Rail 

housed in George Stephenson House, The Toftes is without railway activity.  With the 

Old Station now a CYC facility and NER HQ a 5* hotel the area is now primarily part 

of the railway heritage. 

 

From Chocolate Manufacture to Financial Services  

 
994 Maxine Gordon.’Malmaison York & Sora sky bar new opening date revealed,’ York Press, June  
    8, 2021. 
995 Esher, Study, 224. 
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This part of the chapter analyses the site immediately adjacent to the Ouse, fronting 

Tanner’s Moat, contrasting two periods of development; early industrialisation and 

later development for the service sector. The seventh case study considers the period 

from the Rowntree company’s initial occupation in 1864, through the factory’s 

expansion, until their relocation to out-of-town premises in 1908. This contrasts with 

the eighth case, purpose-built offices developed in the early 1990’s to support the 

expansion  of the current occupiers, financial services company Aviva. 

of the chapter considers the change from  

Chocolate Manufacturing 

Henry Isaac Rowntree (1838-1883), founded his confectionery business in 1862 and 

two years later, for the sum of £1000, he acquired a ‘a wonderful new machine for 

grinding cocoa’ together with a mix of buildings – Calvert’s foundry, the Ebor Inn and 

six cottages at Tanner’s Moat, the name by which the factory was always known (map 

5.3)(figure 5.65).996 The riverside location, adjacent to the recently constructed Lendal 

Bridge (1861-1863) and the railway, was ideal both for the import of cocoa beans from 

Latin America and the West Indies and the export of manufactured goods, all 

supporting early industrial development.997 After a shaky start, Henry’s brother, Joseph 

Rowntree (1836-1925), joined the company in 1869, eventually followed by success 

and the gradual expansion of the factory.998 Yet, just over a century later, in marked 

contrast to the nearby railway heritage, Rowntree’s presence in MB is barely 

acknowledged, despite the company having its roots here and celebration of the 

 
996 Anne Vernon, A Quaker Businessman. The Life of Joseph Rowntree (1836-1925)    
     (London: George Allen & Unwin, 1958), 88; 
     Borthwick Institute Catalogue. Reference HIR. H.I. Rowntree. Cocoa & Chocolate Manufacturers.  
     borthcat.york.ac.uk BRef: R/DT/EB/11 borthcat.york.ac.uk. 
997 C.H. Feinstein, York 1831-1981: 150 Years of Scientific Endeavour and Social Change (York:  
     William Sessions Ltd., 1981),121. 
998 Robert Fitzgerald, Rowntree and the Marketing Revolutions (1862 -1969) (Cambridge: Cambridge  
     University Press,1995),49. 
     Vernon, Quaker,73. 
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company elsewhere in the city.999 There is no reference to Rowntree, not even in North 

Street Gardens, gifted to the city by the company in 1959, as noted in Chapter Four.1000 

This may simply be due to post-war deindustrialisation of the city centre or that 

Rowntree like other Victorian entrepreneurs, wish to distance themselves from their 

early premises, a possibility explored in this chapter. 

 

Whilst the premises may have been acceptable in their time, characteristic of early 

industrial development, they may be less so when taken out of their social and 

temporal context. As Kevin Lynch indicates, many Victorian factory owners are keen 

to avoid demonstrating ‘a shameful or unwanted past’.1001 One reason for Rowntree’s 

attempted eradication from public awareness at this site could be the unsatisfactory 

working conditions in Tanner’s Moat.  

 

Rowntree steadily acquired nearby properties between 1870 and 1888,  to 

accommodate the company’s expansion programme.1002 Acquisitions included a flour 

mill (formerly Simpson’s Mill) on North Street in 1882, for the manufacture of cocoa, 

and a variety of cottages, six on Wellington Row, two facing the City Wall and eight on 

Queen Street (later renamed Tanner Street) (figures 5.66 – 5.70).1003 Although staff 

recall that Rowntree sometimes provided employee accommodation here, there is no 

indication in the archives of the original inhabitants’ fate.1004 

Piecemeal redevelopment, including a three-storey brick workshop, a six-storey 

factory, an office, and an extension to the old flour mill, took place following the site’s 

 
999 ‘York, Britain’s Home of Chocolate’. visityork.org. 
1000 Borthwick Institute for Archives. Ref: R/DT/EB/11 borthcat.york.ac.uk. 
1001 Kevin Lynch, What time is this place? (Massachusetts, MIT Press, 1972), 52. 
1002 Borthcat.ac.uk JRF/RCO/9/2, Borthcat.ac.uk. RF/RCO/9/1. 
1003 Ibid. 
1004 Borthcat.ac.uk. Ref. RFAM/HIR/JRF/4. 
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assembly (map 5.6). The eventual height of the main factory, perhaps a precedent for 

the nearby NER HQ, was a powerful symbol, and factory development itself became 

synonymous with power (figure 5.71 – 5.74). The tower was eventually finished with 

crenellations, redolent of castle battlements; historically an allusion to high status 

(figures 5.75, 5.76). However, even though the factory would have made a striking 

addition to the riverbank with its partly stuccoed finish there was otherwise no attempt 

to adopt architectural styles associated with wealth or power for the utilitarian 

buildings.1005 Of course, at the time development was not subject to planning law and 

it is unlikely that the haphazard growth of the factory would have been permitted, once 

post-war legislation was introduced.1006 As Williams has commented of urban 

development, ’authorless process made its impact on the way the city looks’. This was 

certainly the case here, where Rowntree proceeded in his own style with no known 

architect’s engagement in the factory’s design.1007  

 

Evolution of the business and corporate expansion are examples of early capitalism. 

This is the period of machines and growing factory walls, which Zygmunt Bauman 

refers to as ‘Heavy Capitalism’,describing it as ‘- the bulk-obsessed modernity, “the 

larger the better” kind of hardware or heavy modernity, “the size is power, volume is 

success” sort’.1008 Rowntree raised mortgages for spatial growth and investment in 

new technology.1009Becoming a limited liability company in 1897 funded further 

expansion.1010 As Markus comments ‘Capital purchases mechanical and social power. 

 
1005 Alex Hutchinson and James Maxton, The Cocoa Works York: A History of Rowntree’s and Nestlé   
      in Chocolate City (York: Nestlé UK Ltd, 2013),17. 
1006 Town and Country Planning Act 1947. 
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1008 Zygmunt Bauman, Liquid Modernity ( Cambridge: Polity Press, 2000),59,113. 
1009 Borthwick.ac.uk. 
1010 Rowntree & Co. Ltd. 1897. 
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The latter has two forms – over the workforce and over competitors – and explains 

space much better than the former.’1011 However, as well as having power over his 

employees, suppliers and competitors, Rowntree had power and social status both 

within the city and further afield. 

 

Internally the building was less grand (figure 5.77 – 5.79). Rowntree pensioners, recall 

the heat in the workshops where charcoal was used for roasting cocoa beans and 

employees would sometimes help in the foundry that still remained operational.1012 

The work was heavy, using ladders, hoists and steep flights of stairs to haul sacks.1013 

Refrigeration was difficult, especially in the summer, with no proper method of cooling, 

although the pensioners recall the provision of a makeshift chilling facility in the former 

wine cellar of one house.1014 The pastilles and gums, upon which the business’ original 

success was built, were manufactured in the old cellars and cottages.1015 Vernon 

observes that the factory remained ‘a maze of small windowed workshops’ and 

‘inconvenient makeshifts’ despite the extensions.1016 The factory was also subject to 

serious flooding (figure 5.80). Joseph’s son Seebohm, who joined the firm in 1888 

remarked, in his old age, “Tanner’s Moat was Hell”.1017 This comment by the social 

reformer is indicative of the parlous condition of the premises. 

 

 
1011 Markus, Buildings and Power, 262. 
1012 Borthcat.ac.uk Ref. RFAM/HIR/JRF/4 Memories of HI Rowntree staff, 1883-1911. Collated by GR  
     Wright - 1926-1931. 
1013 Ibid. 
1014 Borthcat.ac.uk Ref. RFAM/HIR/JRF/4 Memories of HI Rowntree staff. GR Wright. 
1015 Fitzgerald, Rowntree, 57. 
     Frenchman, Claude Gaget produced fruit pastilles competitive with the French market. 
     Hutchinson et al., Cocoa Works, 20. 
1016 Vernon Quaker, 89,90,107. 
1017 Vernon, 89,90. 
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Eventually, the piecemeal extension of the workrooms, encumbered further by the lack 

of lifts in the multi-storey factory and the risk of flooding, proved inadequate.1018 Like 

the railway, the factory was soon overwhelmed by the rapid growth of industrial 

capitalism. Further extension in the centre might have proved possible, given the 

availability of property nearby and the company’s ownership of land at Foss Islands, 

but the decision was made to move manufacturing out-of-town. Observing Cadbury’s 

success in the development of a purpose-built factory (and later the model village) at 

Bournville, near Birmingham, in 1890, Joseph Rowntree made the decision to acquire 

twenty-nine acres of land at Haxby, for the development of the Cocoa Works.1019 In 

spite of the name, as the state-of-the-art factory wasn’t completed until 1906, cocoa 

production actually continued at Tanner’s Moat until its closure in 1908.1020  

 

The gradual development of the Rowntree factory over several years, responding to 

the owner’s immediate perceived needs and desires, with no known architectural 

design, lends it to examination by Lefebvre’s philosophy. Industrial space was 

produced and expanded throughout Rowntree’s occupation, responsive to analysis by 

Lefebvre’s conceptual triad, with the company undertaking continual assessment of 

spatial practice, its level of competence, performance, and expansion needs.1021 

Rowntree assessed the space both in relation to production and human 

experience.1022 Ultimately, Rowntree’s imaginary for future chocolate/cocoa 

 
1018 Vernon. 
1019 Vernon, Quaker,102.  
1020 Fitzgerald, Rowntree, 62. 
     Feinstein, York, 125. 
     Vernon, Quaker, 170.  
     Cocoa Works – Phase 1 completed 1891. 
1021 Lefebvre, Production of Space, 33. 
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production, resulted in the development of the Cocoa Works and the rejection of ‘the 

old buildings and primitive conditions’ of Tanner’s Moat.1023  

 

Evidence suggests that like Hudson, Rowntree’s leadership style falls within Max 

Weber’s definition of ‘charismatic domination’, i.e. those with ‘capabilities which are 

not accessible to ordinary human beings’.1024 Again he appears to have been driven 

by personal inspiration and in his case a ‘unique ethical vision’, with a strong employee 

following.1025It is said that the success of a number of Quaker families was 

underpinned by the Friend’s values, all recorded in their business guidelines, including 

truth, honesty and straight dealing, together with a commitment to human rights, social 

justice, peace and equality. The Cadbury and Fry families were also Quakers and the 

beliefs outlined above are said to pervade all their business dealings and factory 

management. 1026   

 

Rowntree adopted a paternalistic approach, as well as ongoing engagement with 

organisations such as the Adult School, following the style adopted in his father’s 

master grocer’s business, where all the apprentices (of which he was one) lived with 

them as family.1027 The clothing hanging along the riverside fence in 1880 suggests 

that even laundry may have been undertaken at the factory (figure 5.81). Realising 

that this was unsustainable with the company’s growth, Rowntree began to offer 

 
1023 Katherine A. Webb, City of our Dreams: JB Morrell and the shaping of modern York (York:  
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1025 Morrison, 365. 
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greater well-being support, establishing several societies, as well as democratic 

industrial policy and pensions. 1028   

 

The Rowntree family tussled with wealth creation for personal gain, determined 

instead to use profit for the benefit of workers and local communities. As outlined in 

Chapter One, in 1904, Rowntree transferred half of his wealth into three charitable 

trusts: whose work continues in Joseph Rowntree Charitable Trust, Joseph Rowntree 

Foundation, Joseph Rowntree Housing Trust  and Joseph Rowntree Reform Trust.1029 

The family also fought the slum conditions in York identified in Seebohm Rowntree’s 

work, discussed in Chapter Four, creating the New Earswick model village.  

 

Some business practices, such as advertising, proved to be a challenge for Quakers. 

It was believed that any business should be built on quality and value of goods and as 

Cadbury observes, Rowntree not only dismissed fancy packaging, but he regarded 

advertising as ‘slightly shabby and unworthy, elevating promotion above the quality of 

the product’ ‘mere puffery’.1030Whilst the Cadbury’s began advertisements in the 

1860s, using the British Medical Journal and the Lancet to promote the nutritious value 

of Cadbury’s Cocoa Essence, it was some twenty-five years before Rowntree started 

advertising in 1885.1031 In contrast to NER who used the status of their headquarters 

to promote their company, Rowntree began to use their prime city centre buildings like 

billboards, capitalising on their position adjacent to Lendal Bridge, the main approach 

to the Minster (figures 5.66,5.67,5.71 – 5.74). However, like NER the company began 

associating itself with quality, producing pure ‘Elect Cocoa’ essence (figure 5.82). The 

 
1028 Vernon, 50, 170, 197, 
1029 The Rowntree Legacy. Rowntree Society 2016. 
1030 Cadbury, Chocolate Wars, 69. 
1031 Cadbury, 70. 
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factory’s new white painted façade also conveyed cleanliness. This external image 

was important; the projection of an ethical stance, despite the terrible conditions 

remarked upon by Seebohm.  

 

In addition, the packaging used to transport Rowntree’s goods and the use of their car, 

the first in York, for promotion, also indicated their leadership in social advancement 

and technology (figures 5.83, 5.84).1032 Specific advertisements were also placed in 

magazines such as Tit-bits and Answers. 1033 Some of the messaging was multi-

layered. One early example was the painting Ye White Rose of York (1891) 

commissioned by Rowntree from artist Walter West (figure 5.85).1034 Missing since 

1951, the original painting was used widely in advertising and contained many 

symbolic references, to York, Christianity and the chocolate industry.1035 The White 

Rose, the heraldic symbolic of York synonymously places a high value both on the 

young woman, in her Quaker cap, reference to Rowntree’s religious roots and ‘Elect’ 

cocoa itself. The girl is dressed in a white apron, the colour of the York Rose, 

associated with purity, as are the crossed keys of St Peter, the city saint, carried 

around her waist. Both are repeated in the wallpaper, together with the York Coat of 

Arms. The chocolate industry itself was rooted in the Rowntree’s faith and the Quakers 

keen to tackle alcoholism saw the provision of cocoa as a nutritious alternative to 

alcohol.1036 The religious references suggest that Rowntree’s chocolate is serving God 

and the City of York, the heritage of which had become a selling point. However, the 

 
1032 Cadbury, Chocolate Wars, 69. 
1033 Vernon, Quaker, 160. 
1034 ‘Amnesty over missing White Rose painting,’York Press, August 9, 2014. 
1035 Ibid. 
1036 Founded by George Fox (1624-1691). 
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imagery suggests that the young woman is in the position of servant, overlooking the 

gender equality that was a key element of the Quaker religion.  

 

A damaging event to Rowntree’s reputation occurred at the turn of the twentieth 

century, as they were leaving Tanner’s Moat. The Quakers had been at the centre of 

the campaign to end slavery since the seventeenth century. However, news of slavery 

in the cocoa trade broke in 1905, in a book researched by a private journalist, 

serialised in Harper’s Monthly Magazine, dubbed as ‘part of a great contest of 

capitalism’.1037 ‘Cocoa Scandals’ ‘the bitter aftertaste of their colonial history’ finally hit 

the headlines in 1908, with the London Standard accusing Cadbury of ‘profiting from 

slavery’.1038 The controversy revolved around plantations on São Tomé and Principe, 

islands in the jurisdiction of the Portuguese, who had abolished slavery during the 

1870s. However, the investigation confirmed that a continuing undercover practice, 

known as “servaiç”, was being conducted, with the full knowledge of the colonial 

authorities.1039 Although accounts of Rowntree’s involvement vary, with some stating 

categorically that Rowntree did not purchase cocoa from the islands; others that they 

did so, along with Cadbury and Fry. However, in 1908, the year Rowntree vacated 

Tanner’s Moat, all the English companies ceased trading there.1040  

 

Rowntree have only recently begun to publicly acknowledge their possible 

involvement, following a report, based on research by The Rowntree Society, 

 
1037 Henry W. Nevinson, A Modern Slavery (Collingwood: Trieste Publishing, 2018); 
      Fitzgerald, Rowntree, 516; 
      Vernon, Quaker, 176. 
1038 London Standard, September  26, 1909; 
      Fitzgerald, Rowntree, 516; 
      Cadbury, Chocolate,197. 
1039  Cadbury, 197. 
1040  Vernon, Quaker, 176; 
      Fitzgerald, Rowntree, 516. 
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prompted partly by the Black Lives Matter movement.1041 The Joseph Rowntree 

Foundation, the Joseph Rowntree Charitable Trust, the Joseph Rowntree Reform 

Trust and the Rowntree Society have all issued statements stating that they are 

“deeply sorry’ and confirming that they intend to explore major issues emerging from 

this work.1042 The Instagram apology issued on 15 April 2021 by the Joseph Rowntree 

Foundation, published in the Charity Times and in local press reports, were all 

accompanied by the 1906 image of Tanner’s Moat, making the association with this 

earlier life rather than subsequent times at the Cocoa Works(figure 5.86).1043  

 

Although the original cocoa works at Tanner’s Moat was lost in World War II, as 

referred to above, the main factory remained standing until the 1980s, occupied by 

Armstrong Oilers Ltd. (now part of the North Yorkshire Moors Railway) and Leedham’s 

Garage (figures 5.87 – 5.89).1044 Esher’s only somewhat anonymous reference to the 

former Rowntree complex in his report is to ‘the tall glum warehouse’.1045 However, as 

noted by Teggins, in Chapter One, confectionery itself was by then seen as 

problematic, as it was dominated by a low-skill base. More generally, Esher’s broad 

recommendations, which included removal of industrial premises from the city, 

particularly those in an ‘obsolete location’, such as the riverside, had been adopted by 

CYC.1046 The proposal was also in line with the principles of the Barlow Report 1940, 

referred to in Chapter One. The ultimate loss of Rowntree’s factory may simply be 

indicative of contemporary urban planning. Today, conversion of the building for an 

 
1041 Rebecca Cooney, ‘Joseph Rowntree report explores historic slavery connections,’ Third Sector,   
      April 15, 2021. 
1042 The Rowntree Society. Statement on Rowntree Colonial Histories. 15 April 2021. 
1043 Stephen Lewis. ‘Rowntree chocolate firm ‘may have profited from slavery,’ York Press. April 15 
      2021 and Charity Times. 
1044 Kelly’s Directory Ltd.(1961). 
1045 Esher, Study, 147. 
1046 Esher, Study, 46. 
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alternative use – perhaps residential or even the chocolate museum, The Chocolate 

Story, subsequently founded in central York, may have been considered, but in the 

1980s, it was slightly ahead of the trend for the refurbishment of industrial buildings.1047 

Another instance of York losing an important example of its industrial heritage, an 

obfuscated layer of the palimpsest, lacking the perceived tourist appeal of the 

medieval, this is a significant loss in terms of the architectural traces of the city’s 

nineteenth century industrial history. 

 

From industrial complex to financial sector 

By the 1980s, Tanner’s Moat was a major development site, for which several 

proposals came forward. The initial scheme involved the proposed conversion of the 

original factory into a mixed development with shops, offices, restaurant, bar, and 

nightclub. Anticipating the tourist boom, plans were submitted in March 1986 for a 

‘140-bedroom hotel, a futuristic glass fronted planetarium and the biggest cinema 

screen in the country’ (figure 5.90).1048 This was replaced in 1988 by proposals for a 

£15 million, 118-bedroom hotel and leisure complex, with a cinema and food hall for 

Stakis (figures 5.91, 5.92). Although none of the proposals proceeded, demolition 

began that year, coinciding rather symbolically with Nestlé’s Rowntree takeover (figure 

5.93). Within nine months insurance company General Accident (GA), now part of 

Aviva, purchased the site.  

 

The company’s expansion programme included acquisition of York-based Yorkshire 

Insurance Company (YIC) Ltd., established in 1824. Following the takeover in 

 
1047 yorkschocolatestory.com. 
1048 ‘Who remembers…When York was set to get a planetarium and the biggest cinema screen in  
      Britain?’York Press, February 14, 2016. 
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1967/68, the company moved from their premises at 1 St, Helen’s Square (designed 

by G.T.Andrews), to a purpose-built office, Yorkshire House, Rougier Street, (now 

Malmaison), adjacent to the former NER Headquarters in MB (figures 5.94,5.95). As 

York became the centre of the company’s life assurance and pensions portfolio, it 

required yet more office space, building Roman House on the adjoining land (now part 

of the Grand), before acquiring Wellington Row. This was a sensitive site, standing 

immediately adjacent to the River Ouse, in a commanding position, directly opposite 

the Guildhall, but the design by Hurd Rolland, chartered architects, won the Europa 

Nostra award in 1997, classified as Europe’s top honour in the field of cultural 

heritage.1049 Pevsner also praised the austerely plain finish and the historic details, 

describing it as ’immediately acceptable’, despite its scale.1050  

 

Aviva York, a distinctive, neo-Vernacular building, built to accommodate 400 staff, sits 

directly onto the street, but access is raised from the road by the grand, bifurcated 

twelve step staircase, cloaked by a curtain wall. Although this is to ward against 

flooding, it creates a sense of exclusion and some mystery. Specifically designed for 

its location, with a floor area of 160,000 square feet, it takes its inspiration from several 

extant historic buildings, as well as the factory that previously occupied the site. This 

contemporary building features an open roof-terrace and two, full-height glazed atria, 

with pyramidal top-lit roofs that convey ‘spatial grandeur’, an architect’s exercise in 

‘impression management.’1051 It has much greater mass than the former factory, with 

a multi-storey block now covering the extensive main site. At its highest it stands six 

storeys at the Tanner’s Moat corner, stepping down to three at Tanner’s Row where it 

 
1049 Construction News. 23 May 1991. constructionews.co.uk. 
     www.europeanheritageawards.eu. 
1050 Pevsner & Neave, York , 235-6. 
1051 Kim Dovey, Framing Places: mediating power in built form (London: Routledge, 2007), 123. 
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meets the smaller medieval buildings. Here the building has the appearance of a 

separate unit, mirroring the former mill, once part of the Rowntree operation. The red 

brick rear façade also evokes images of the former Rowntree factory, as does the 

central pointed gable overlooking the river and the chimney-like structure, together 

with the architectural trace of Tanner Street remaining along the boundary (figures 

5.72, 5.96, 5.97).  

 

The building is not Aviva’s corporate style. The company has a rather different London 

HQ; its Undershaft premises designed to blend with the surrounding architecture 

(figure 5.98). Likewise, the York office incorporates elements that give it local meaning 

and relevance, as well as an association with the power of both the Church and State. 

The complex roofline and the pointed gables are redolent of the Minster (figure 5.99 -

5.102). Furthermore, those fronting the river echo the three, pointed gables of nearby 

All Saints Church, North Street. The mullion and transom window surrounds, set in 

stone are reminiscent of Lendal Tower and the Guildhall on the opposite bank of the 

Ouse, and certain elevations of Kings Manor, once occupied by the Council of the 

North. The staircases also mirror those that provide access to the city wall and Barker 

Tower. Other features traditionally linked with power, such as the stylised Gothic 

lanterns, although contemporary, are reminiscent of a medieval power.  

 

Traditional local materials are used throughout, with green slate roofing and the fine-

grained Magnesian Limestone, prevalent throughout the city, on the Wellington Row, 

Tanner’s Moat and Tanner’s Row frontages. The limestone is immediately reminiscent 

of the Minster, Kings Manor, Old Railway, and a number of local churches, as well as 

the nearby city walls. Whilst Aviva is not whitewashed, the impact of the limestone is 
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white, which echoes Le Corbusier’s philosophy that ‘There is only one colour, white; 

always powerful since it is positive.’1052 This makes a strong statement, which Mark 

Wigley likens to a white shirt, stating ‘The white surface does not simply clean a space, 

or even give the impression of clean space. Rather it constructs a new space.’1053 

Wigley’s so-called ‘architectural hygiene’ also supports a distinct corporate statement 

of purity and thus, honesty and reliability, an image that Aviva have made a positive 

decision to maintain, by cleaning the stone.1054  

 

As Dovey remarks ‘Distinction is also achieved through a quest for uniqueness of 

form’, which GA/Aviva achieved here with this unusual, landmark office block.1055 

Whilst critics might argue that it mimics local architecture and is entirely out of scale, 

the company seems to have gone to great lengths to produce a building that aligns 

with the local style. This may be due to a desire to blend without causing controversy, 

the same drivers that once swayed the nineteenth century railways. Yet for the 

company, this high-profile location, which not only overlooks the Ouse but has high-

level visibility on the approach to the Minster, undoubtedly generates ‘symbolic 

capital’.1056 As the street’s sole occupiers, the distinctive ‘Wellington Row’ also 

provides a powerful business address. 

 

The contrast with Rowntree is interesting. Whilst long gone, the site was originally 

assembled by Joseph Rowntree and to that extent his hand remains. From this site an 

 
1052 Le Corbusier, Vers un Architecture (Towards a New Architecture), trans. Frederick Etchells.  
     (London: The Architectural Press, 1946),149. 
1053 Mark Wigley, White Walls: Designer Dresses (Cambridge, Massachusetts: MIT Press, 2001),2,7.   
1054 Wigley, White Walls, 5; 
     ‘Stone Cleaning at the Aviva Building in York using the DOFF Integra.’ August 2018 purple- 
      rhino.co.uk. 
1055 Dovey, Framing Places, 119. 
1056 Dovey, 121. 
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international company and three charitable trusts were created, which remain in 

operation and continue to have an impact on local society. Conversely, Aviva is an 

international insurance company, a finance capitalist. It continues as a local employer 

in York, yet the company’s communication is mainly online, even though its company 

logo is prominent, especially when fluorescently lit, announcing its presence in the city. 

 

Internally, the architect states that individual rooms have been provided for the 

managers on the upper floors, with open plan space on the lower floors, some of which 

is visible from Lendal Bridge.1057 This is not dissimilar to Joseph Rowntree, who 

occupied an office high within the tower, with the workforce scattered within the hotch-

potch of workshops below. However, it contrasts to e-architect’s comments on the 

dated style of the former offices in NER HQ, as this space meets the ‘contemporary 

demands for more flexible plan form office accommodation’.1058 Even so, the company 

adopts a similar ‘legal domination’ management model, like that of the Grand - a 

faceless corporate power.  

 
Conclusion 
 
The initial dramatic change that occurred in the Toftes during the nineteenth century 

was prompted by early capitalism - the crucible of the railways in York, followed by 

confectionery manufacturing. Both industries expanded, shaping the area, including 

the road network that has provided the framework for subsequent development. Not 

only the industries, but specific individuals – Hudson and Rowntree together with their 

respective workforces, all contributed to the palimpsest. The imaginary of both 

organisations remains in the shape of their sites and the architectural traces in the 

 
1057 hurdrolland.co.uk. 
1058 North Eastern Railway Company Offices. e-architect.co.uk. 
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railway.  The effect of both national and local government is woven throughout in terms 

of policy and decision-making, as evidenced in planning and development decisions, 

including those of CYC about their own accommodation. 

 

By the 1960s, The Toftes was dominated by commercial activities that had developed 

since the nineteenth century – the railway goods yard, railway offices and the former 

Rowntree factory. Major change began, with the construction of substantial modern 

office blocks, including Hudson House, and Northern House (formerly Blackfriars 

House), providing additional railway offices in Rougier Street. Nearby Yorkshire 

House, accommodated the beginning of financial services moving into the area. The 

emerging development of administration and management activities, contrasting with 

the diminishing value for manufacturing was the picture captured by Esher, a scene 

redolent of that in many cities, though not typical of the traditional York city centre 

profile. 

 

The former NER HQ provided the benchmark for building height and in spite of the 

local authority’s decision to limit the height of all buildings within a mile of the Minster, 

as detailed in Chapter One, there has been ongoing pressure for taller buildings in The 

Toftes. Whilst the Minster height has not been breached, that of new buildings has 

steadily increased. The homogeneity of some offices built during the mid-1960s, such 

as Yorkshire House illustrate Esher’s point (figures 5.8, 5.95). Others constructed in 

the first decade of the twenty-first century, such as Roman House (now a wing of the 

Grand), George Stephenson House and the Hampton Hilton hotel (figure 5.61, 5.64) 

have reinforced it.1059  
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The recent closure of Northern House highlights the diminishing railway industry 

presence in The Toftes, leaving only Network Rail in George Stephenson House. Yet 

strong references to the railway heritage and the architectural palimpsest continue in 

the Grand, the Old Station and the Hudson Quarter. Even today, the entire area, 

(together with that outside the walls in the vicinity of the main station) is labelled the 

‘Railway Quarter’ by the local authority. 1060  

 

Although the Tanner’s Moat complex saw considerable change, the Rowntree factory 

remained standing until the late 1980s, with its demolition marking the final de-

industrialisation. Although, there is no longer any indication of the area’s chocolate 

manufacturing past in The Toftes, like the railways, Rowntree continued to have 

enormous economic importance, and value in the wider city.  

 

The multi-storey offices developed for the railway industry and the financial sector, the 

conversion for the local authority and latterly the speculative market, reflect York’s 

changing social and economic profile. Likewise, the development of substantial hotels, 

both in the conversion of existing buildings and the construction of new, are indicative 

of the city’s increased tourism in the twentieth-first century.1061 Otherwise, although 

partially captured in the architectural palimpsest, the power of the past is buried, but 

with substantial offices and hotels, The Toftes continues to reflect the power of the 

present. 

 

 
 
 

 
1060 CYC,CA22, 2. 
1061 thegrandyork.co.uk, hilton.com/hampton/york. 
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Chapter 6  
The changing face of Bishophill.  
 
 
‘Bishophill, in the age of the bungalow and the semi-detached, is the last stronghold 
in York of the community spirit of the terraces.’ 
 

So declared John Shannon, York Civic Trust’s Chairman in the organisation’s 1974 

review of Bishophill, the largest remaining 19th century settlement within the city walls, 

commenting further that ‘Old Bishophill is the counterpart to New Aldwark.’1062 This 

was a sentiment later endorsed by the City of York Council (CYC), remarking that the 

streets are ‘an excellent and well-preserved example of an inner-city Victorian 

residential community.’1063 However, as this chapter explores, the terraces have not 

always been held in such high regard, with the local authority not only demolishing 

some themselves, but supporting Lord Esher’s proposals to demolish others.1064 

Furthermore, whilst Bishophill is now dominated by late nineteenth-century residential 

development, these statements overlook much of the activity that shaped the 

neighbourhood, once a partly industrial location, providing some 400 – 500 jobs.1065 

Has the loss of Bishophill’s industrial urban fabric supported the area’s transformation 

to a desirable residential location in the late twentieth century or is this now 

encouraging the development of the twenty-first century tourist industry?  

Bishophill’s boundaries vary, with the ‘Bounds of Bishophill Jnr’ carved on both North 

Street Postern and St Martin’s Lane, but presented in CYC’s Character Area 

 
1062 George G. Pace, Bishophill:York (York: York Civic Trust, 1974), vii. 
1063 City of York Council, Character Area Twenty, Bishophill, (CYC CAS20),386. 
1064 Lionel Esher, York: A Study in Conservation. Report to the Minister of Housing and  
     Local Government and York City Council (London: HMSO, 1968),133; 
     City of York Council, York “A Study in Conservation” A report (by the Chief Officer of the City  
     Council on the Implications of the Study). September 1969. 
1065 Charles Feinstein, York 1831-1981: 150 Years of Scientific Endeavour and Social  
     (York: William Sessions Ltd.,1981),145. 
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Statement Twenty as largely limited to the terraces (figures 6.10,6.11).1066 The area to 

be considered here is that adopted by George Pace ‘neatly confined between the 

defensive Walls of the old City to the west and the warehouses and wharves of the 

port of York to the east’, which runs to the back of properties on Skeldergate and 

Micklegate and is bounded by the city wall, from Baille Hill to Micklegate Bar, on the 

two remaining sides (map 6.1).1067 As the analysis indicates, this area is very different 

to other parts of MB. Although there is some housing elsewhere – notably Skeldergate, 

Micklegate and the Toftes; Bishophill is the only predominantly residential district.  

 

Over the last two centuries many issues have been involved in the changing face of 

Bishophill, the case studies have therefore been considered, using the work of several 

different scholars. This encompasses the changing rights of the resident and the right 

to the city, first voiced by Henri Lefebvre, as detailed in the conceptual framework, and 

developed further by various authors, including Andy Merrifield and David Harvey.1068 

Consideration is also given to the changing powers of the individual including the  

changing perception of prostitution, in Finnegan’s work and that of the individual 

through participation in the planning system.1069 Finally, the views of architects such 

as George Pace on the architectural development of Bishophill are studied.1070  

 

 
1066 CYC,CAS20, 382. 
1067 Pace, Bishophill, vii. 
1068 Henri Lefebvre, Writings on Cities, trans. & ed. Eleonore Kofman and Elizabeth Lebas (Malden:  
      Blackwell Publishing, 2004),147-159; 
      Andy Merrifield, Dialectical Urbanism: Social Struggles in the Capital City (New York: Monthly  
      Review Press, 2002); 
      David Harvey, davidharvey.org. 
1069  Frances Finnegan, Poverty and prostitution: A study of Victorian prostitutes in York (Cambridge:   
      Cambridge University Press, 1979). 
1070  Pace, Bishophill. 
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Focussing upon five case studies, selected to highlight landmark stages in Bishophill’s 

development, the chapter examines the reasons why the area was considered suitable 

for a Female Penitentiary and an ideal industrial location during the 1800s, but no 

longer appropriate for either as the 1900s progressed. It also considers various 

aspects of housing growth, from its initial development during the mid-nineteenth 

century to the present day, through the residents’ victorious struggle for the ‘right to 

the city’ during the 1970s, as they fought to protect their homes against redevelopment 

proposals recommended by Esher during the mid-1960s, and the later consolidation 

of Bishophill as a residential area.1071 Finally, it examines the more recent loss of 

homes due to the growth of tourism, and whether the consequential loss of affordable 

housing has undermined the ‘right to the city’, as local residents galvanise both 

councillor and local MP support to challenge the Airbnb market.1072  

 

The first case study examines the former York Penitentiary (YP), a refuge for ‘fallen’ 

women, initially opened in 1845, in an eighteenth-century townhouse, 19 Bishophill 

Senior. The refuge was later expanded, with a substantial extension in 1888 and the 

acquisition of neighbouring 17 Bishophill Senior, in 1902. Following its closure shortly 

after World War I, the buildings became part of Thomas Cooke Ltd. (Cooke’s), the lens 

manufacturing complex.  

 

This company’s early growth forms the second case study, which encompasses the 

variety of buildings that combined to support the thriving optical engineering works, for 

over seventy years. These included two substantial purpose-built factories: 

 
1071 Lefebvre, Writings on Cities,147-159. 
1072 These areas of York are being “hollowed out” by tourism trend, councillors say,’ yorkmix.com,  
      September 23, 2022. 
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Buckingham Works No 1, on the east side of Bishophill Senior, and the later 

Buckingham Works No 2, at the Bishophill Senior/Bishophill Junior junction, which, 

together with a warehouse, workshops and facilities added along the road in between, 

some created within the former Penitentiary and the adjoining eighteenth-century 

terrace, dominated the townscape during this period. 

 

The third case study is the grid of terraced houses that now lies at the heart of 

Bishophill, having developed in phases from the mid-to-late nineteenth century. 

Wesley Chapel, Priory Street, one of the substantial non-conformist churches and the 

adjoining Wesley Place school, illustrative of the contemporary growth of religion and 

education, are examined in the fourth case study, together with a review of the road 

upon which they stand.  

 

Finally, the fifth case study analyses Cardinal Court, a retirement housing complex at 

the Bishophill Junior/Priory Street junction, land once occupied by Gray’s Buildings, 

nineteenth century residential tenements. Having been acquired by the Council in the 

1950s, for the development of two local authority accommodation blocks, one of those 

buildings was sold in 2015 for the private sector scheme.  

 

This chapter considers the developing Bishophill palimpsest in the context of the 

nature of the changing settlement, including differing gender and class experiences. It 

also examines the importance of influential individuals, groups, and the local authority 

in shaping this part of York at different periods.  
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Unlike much of York in the mid-nineteenth century, there was little development in this 

corner of the city. Although notable early buildings remain, including eleventh century 

St Mary’s, Bishophill Junior, York’s oldest church, the seventeenth century ‘Old 

Rectory’, Victor Street, and the eighteenth-century Bishophill Senior terrace, which 

features in the first two case studies, there is little physical evidence of pre-nineteenth 

century urban development, other than the early road network (maps 6.2, 6.3).1073 

Otherwise, Trinity Gardens, once some seven acres of the Holy Trinity Benedictine 

priory (1089), occupied part and the City Corporation owned ‘pasture closes’, jealously 

guarded for animal grazing (map 6.4).1074  

 

Movement was signalled early in the century. This began with the construction of the 

City and Ainsty Jail (1802-1807) adjacent to Baille Hill, designed by Peter Atkinson 

and the demolition of Skeldergate Postern (1807-8),followed by the creation of Victoria 

Bar (1838), outlined in Chapter Two (map 6.4).1075 Major change ensued with the 

construction of Buckingham Street (1851- 55), punched through from Skeldergate, and 

Priory Street (1854), built following the demolition of Priory Arch on Micklegate, both 

of which created access for development.1076 The later widening of Gaol Lane(now 

Cromwell Road), from Baile Hill (1878), opened the area further (map 6.5).1077  

 

 
1073 John Hutchinson and D.M. Palliser, York (Edinburgh: John Bartholomew & Son, 1980), 215, 216. 
1074 CYC, CA20,381; 
     Ordnancesurvey.co.uk, Yorkmaps.net; 
     'The sites and remains of the religious houses', in A History of the County of York: the City of  
     York, ed. P M Tillott (London, HMSO,1961), pp. 357-365. British History Online http://www.british-  
      history.ac.uk /vch/yorks/city-of-york/pp357-365. 
1075  Pace, Bishophill, 3,4. 
1076  Pace,19 & 25 
1077  Pace, 22; 
      Hutchinson & Palliser, York, 216. 
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In 1846, royal assent was granted for a railway station in Bishophill , proposed by the 

Great Northern Railway company, one of George Hudson’s competitors. This area 

would have looked very different had the company not reached a merger agreement 

with Hudson to share the Old Station, discussed in Chapter Five, rather than creating 

new premises.1078 Today, Bishophill is a quiet residential neighbourhood, the city walls 

and traffic management measures introduced by CYC in October 1977, combining to 

shelter the area and reduce traffic.1079 The workshop activity, now limited to YRG 

Group Ltd., Trinity Street and Priory Garage, Priory Street, belies the activities that led 

to the area’s earlier development.   

 

York Penitentiary 

Number 19 (formerly 43) Bishophill Senior is a substantial, three-storey town house, 

constructed in the early eighteenth century on part of the former Fairfax estate, with 

the gabled end to the street and the main entrance overlooking the extensive garden, 

almost reaching Skeldergate (figures 6.12, 6.13).1080 In the 1840s, it was the home of 

a notable York figure, Doctor Stephen Beckwith, a physician linked to York Dispensary 

and vice-president of York Philosophical Society (YPS), who had also spent years 

rescuing ‘fallen women’, working with The York Penitentiary Society (YP), a charitable 

institution established in 1822.1081 Upon his death in 1843, he made a £5000 bequest  

to YP for the provision of a long-term refuge for the charity.1082 His legacy funded 

£2,200 to purchase his own house and two cottages in Skeldergate, together with 

 
1078 Charles B. Knight, A History of the City of York (York: Herald Printing Works, 1944), 679. 
1079 City of York, Bishophill/Clementhorpe District Plan, BCDP, April 1978, 22-23, (prepared under   
      section 11, Town &  Country Planning Act, 1971). 
1080 'Secular Buildings: Miscellaneous', in An Inventory of the Historical Monuments in City of York,    
      Volume 3, Southwest (London, 1972), pp. 48-68. British History Online http://www.british-  
      history.ac.uk/rchme/york/vol3/pp48-68. 
1081 Finnegan, Poverty, 169. 
1082 Finnegan,169. 
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£583 on new buildings (including a laundry), alterations, and furniture.1083 YP’s aim 

was to help ‘poor, destitute, abandoned females’ to address what they saw as the 

culture of immorality in the city.1084 The contemporary importance of this type of work 

is highlighted by the details of the benefaction listed on the panels of the statue of  

Beckwith commissioned by York Minster.1085  

 

The current social view was that fallen women were a danger to society and their 

reform could be achieved through moral training and institutionalisation. In fact, 

evidence suggests that the Refuge, one of hundreds of similar institutions throughout 

the country, designed to rescue individual prostitutes, was actually part of the penal 

welfare complex.1086 As Harrison comments: ‘They attempted to both “rescue” young 

women, and police their movements across the urban landscape.’1087 Conversely, the 

city itself also ‘appeared as a dangerous and decadent environment, corrupting of 

female virtue and male decency.’1088  

 

When it opened in 1845, the Refuge housed sixteen residents, including the matron 

and laundress, (later increasing to twenty-seven residents).1089 It immediately changed 

from the private residence of a nineteenth-century middle-class family and their 

 
1083 Finnegan, 169. 
1084 Laura Harrison, ‘The Streets have been watched regularly’: The York Penitentiary Society, young   
     working-class women, and the regulation of behaviour of public spaces in York, c 1845 – 1919. 
     Women’s History Review, 28 (3), 457 – 478; 
     York Penitentiary Society, PEN/3/2 Annual Reports 1845-1863, 1845. 
1085 Recumbent marble statue by Francis A. Leyland, still present in the North Quire, but without  
     panels. 
1086 Emma Hughes, The York Penitentiary Society in Context, 1845 – 1919, How did it fit into York’s   
      Penal Welfare Complex? York Historian Volume 28. York: YAYAS, 2011; 
      Finnegan, Poverty, 169. 
1087 Harrison, ‘The Streets’, 2. 
1088 Fran Tonkiss, Space, the City and Social Theory: Social Relations and Urban Forms (Cambridge:  
      Polity Press, 2005),100. 
1089 Finnegan, Poverty,189. 
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servants, to gendered, female space, which was quite a contrast to its later use when 

it became a largely male orientated domain, as outlined below. Perhaps symbolically, 

as Finnegan observes, the girls were engaged in laundry work.1090 She comments 

further on the Institution’s ‘highly religious character’, apparent from the beginning, 

with a Church Committee.1091 Although this was non-denominational for some years 

the first President of the Society was Samuel Tuke with various members of other 

leading York Quaker families, together with a denominational mix. However, the 

Committee gradually became Anglican led.1092 The management structure also 

included both a Gentleman’s Committee, controlling finance and administration and a 

Ladies Committee (often wealthy wives of the men, with widespread influence), 

overseeing the Matron, day-to-day matters, moral and religious instruction.1093 This 

not only illustrates the gender specific roles, but the contrast between the working and 

middle classes. Of those who de Certeau defined as ‘ordinary people’, there was a 

clear difference between the influence of the committee ladies on the city, and the 

decisions the prostitutes could make, although the behaviour of the latter contributed 

equally to its shape. 1094 

 

The space must have been extremely overcrowded, as the main building remained 

unaltered for forty years. Four upper rooms provided dormitories and improvements 

were limited to the addition of a separate Probationer’s ward in 1862, and some 

sanitary improvements in 1882.1095 However, in 1888 a two-storey extension, was 

 
1090 Finnegan,170. 
1091 Finnegan,174. 
1092 Finnegan, Poverty, 171. 
1093 Harrison, ‘The Streets’, 9; 
     Hughes, ‘Penal Welfare’, 54. 
1094 Michel De Certeau, The Practice of Everyday Life, trans. Steven F. Rendell (London:    
     University of California, 1984), ix. 
1095 Finnegan, Poverty, 189, 192. 
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added to number 19, window-less onto Bishophill Senior, with a carriage entrance and 

eight single bedrooms linked into Matron’s bedroom, at first floor level (figure 6.14).1096 

The architect records the improvements as a spacious lounge, sanitary 

accommodation, improvements to the kitchen and laundry, together with a three-

bedroomed Probationers’ Ward with a separate sitting room.1097Although cramped, 

these facilities were better than some of the nearby residential courts with their outdoor 

earth closets. Even so, Pace’s incorrect observation that it was ‘a good example in 

principle of how to incorporate the right kind of industrial building in a mixed town 

centre’, suggests that the building was more fitting for industrial than residential 

use.1098  

 

In 1902, YP updated number 19 and acquired number 17, the neighbouring, two-

storey house with an attic, built by John Carr’s nephew, William Carr (figure 6.15).1099 

Indicative of the charity’s increasingly religious nature, the work was funded by a 

substantial grant made by the Archbishop of York from the Marriott Bequest, 

conditional upon an Anglican clergyman being appointed as Chaplain. The charity 

established the York Shelter to provide temporary accommodation for up to eight 

'friendless women', ‘in need of immediate protection and Christian care’.1100 Religion 

remained a central factor as the charity continued to expand.1101   

 
1096 Finnegan, 190. 
1097 Finnegan, 190. 
1098 Pace, Bishophill,19. 
1099 Finnegan, Poverty,190-191; 
     Alfred Marriott Bequest 1896, for charitable institutions in diocese; 
     'Secular Buildings: Miscellaneous', An Inventory of the Historical Monuments in City of York, 
     Volume 3, South west (London, 1972), pp. 48-68. British History Online 
     http://www.british-history.ac.uk/rchme/york/vol3/pp48-68.  
1100 Finnegan, Poverty,190. 
1101 Finnegan,191. 
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Whilst ‘the intention of the Penitentiary was to rescue rather than to punish’, records 

suggest that it was like a female prison.1102 This is illustrated by the term ‘inmates’ 

used to refer to the residents detained compulsorily, with strict rules confining 

behaviour, and a recorded desire for reform to ‘punish more deeply into the social 

body’(figure 6.16).1103The architectural arrangement that allowed the Matron to 

undertake frequent inspections, with the inmates unaware they were being checked, 

is reminiscent of Bentham’s Panopticon, a prison design, which operates on this 

principle.1104 Freedom was limited to church visits. However, even then, one local 

recalls the stigma attached to girls wearing grey ‘Penitentiary dresses’, as they were 

led by Matron to St. Martin’s-cum-Gregory church, reinforced by the childhood threat 

of being sent to the Refuge if she was naughty.1105 As Harrison observes ‘the moral 

reach of the Penitentiary extended far beyond the walls of the institution.’1106 

Furthermore the ‘netting of prostitutes’ in the late nineteenth century, kept prostitution 

‘in the “public” eye, as a confusing and protean identity’, which brought into question 

women and civil society.1107  

 

At the end of World War I, YP decided that Bishophill was no longer an appropriate 

location for the Refuge. As well as the proximity of nearby brothels, and the view of 

those across the river in the three Water Lanes, their reasons included the changing 

nature of Bishophill itself, no longer ‘a fashionable street looking out over fields and 

 
1102 Harrison, ‘The Streets’, 12. 
1103 Michel Foucault, Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison (London: Penguin Books, 2020),  
     82,195. 
1104 Foucault, Discipline and Punish,195. 
1105 York Oral History Society, yorkoralhistory.org.uk. 
1106 Harrison, ‘The Streets’, 2. 
1107 J.R. Walkowitz. City of Dreadful Delight: Narratives of Sexual Danger in Late Victorian London    
     (London: Virago, 1992), 24. 
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gardens’, but it had ‘long since been abandoned by the rich and was fast becoming 

hemmed in by terraces of artisan’s houses, stretching between it and the city walls.’1108  

Despite YP’s post World War I view, when the Refuge originally opened in 1845, a 

number of buildings in the immediate area were associated with prostitution, partly due 

to the proximity of the port referred to in Chapter Four.1109 North Street, Trinity Lane, 

and Fetter Lane, were notorious for their brothels.1110Skeldergate, including 

Beedham’s Court, which abutted the garden of number 19, also housed 

prostitutes(map 6.3).1111 Furthermore, the Penitentiary was actually located in a 

growing, respectable working-class area, with a strong religious presence, but perhaps 

this was an indication of the social change from the acceptance of several classes 

living together, to class homogeneity.1112 However, for the reasons given and the 

Refuge’s poor maintenance, they moved to Clifton in 1919.1113 

 

Strangely, the YP report makes no reference to Cooke’s, by then a thriving business 

in Bishophill Senior, but the refuge converted to industrial use almost immediately. As 

Eleanor Mennim, the granddaughter of Simms Wilson, managing director of Cooke’s 

in 1924 refers to ‘The much maligned “Penitentiary”, ever a source of laughter’, 

industrial use may have been the only acceptable alternative.1114 Over the course of 

75 years, 19 Bishophill had gone from being the home of a respectable middle-class 

gentleman, in fashionable York, to no longer being deemed suitable for a home for 

‘fallen’ women, by local well-to-do gentlefolk and religious leaders.  

 
1108 Finnegan, Poverty, 192. 
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      Instrument Maker (Braunton: Merlin Books Ltd., 1990), 155. 
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Ironically, although YP bemoaned the loss of gardens in Bishophill, as one of the 

reasons for leaving, they themselves developed the garden at Number 19 with their 

extension in 1888, which remains part of the MB palimpsest. By this time, the 

eighteenth-century housing was no different to the ‘joyless private residences of red 

brick’ of Skeldergate Terrace in Chapter Four.1115 However, this may have been 

exacerbated by the Penitentiary, and the properties fell into industrial use, as they 

were no longer considered suitable as respectable homes. 

 

Thomas Cooke & Sons, optical engineers 

By the early 1920s, Bishophill Senior/Cromwell Road was a busy, industrial street 

dominated by international optical instrument manufacturers, T. Cooke & Sons. The 

company was originally founded by self-taught optical engineer, Thomas Cooke 

(1807-1868), in a small workshop in central York, but as Anita McConnell remarks, 

‘Cooke found that the astronomical markets for large telescopes were so dispersed 

that any location with good transport links would serve as a base.1116 From this 

perspective, Bishophill, close to the docks and the nearby railways, then intra mural, 

was ideal.  

 

In 1855, Cooke purchased land adjacent to St Mary’s Bishophill Senior, for the 

construction of Buckingham Works No 1 (1857), (map 6.4, figure 6.17). This was the 

former site of Buckingham House, known colloquially as Duke’s Hall, built by Yorkshire 

MP and Civil War general, Sir Thomas Fairfax (1612 –1671) and renamed following 

his daughter’s marriage to George Villiers, 2nd Duke of Buckingham (1628 - 1687). 

 
1115 Wilkie Collins, No Name (London: Sampson Low, Son, and Marston, 1862),106. 
1116 Anita McConnell, Instrument Makers to the World: A History of Cooke, Troughton & Simms (York:  
     William Sessions Ltd., 1992), 50. 
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As McConnell observes this must have been one of the ‘earliest scientific instrument 

manufactories’, testimony to architecture that lends itself to social change (figures 6.18 

– 6.20 ). Extending from Bishophill Senior to Albion St, it comprised ‘several three-

storey buildings covering some 23,000 square feet, including a large and lofty erecting 

shop, 77 feet by 76 feet’.1117  

 

Purpose-built observatories were installed within the main buildings, taking advantage 

of the north-light roof (figure 6.21). Whilst buildings of this nature had mass, as King 

comments they were utilitarian, a ‘social and cultural product’ designed to meet this 

cutting-edge demand.1118 Buckingham Works No 1 remained the centre of the 

company’s operation for many years and by 1861, Cooke was also living in an adjacent 

house (figure 6.22).1119 

 

By the turn of the century, it was described as ‘one of the most complete factories in 

existence for the manufacture of surveying and astronomical instruments, with well-

equipped metal and glass working shop, an up-to-date foundry, wood and leather 

working shops’, ‘lit by self-generated electricity, with separate metal working and glass 

working shops.1120 The substantial building became the mansion of manufacture, 

dominating the site as Buckingham House had once done. The industrial replacement 

for ‘one of York’s grandest 17th century houses’ was symbolic of the significant change 

in Lefebvre’s development process outlined in Chapter One.1121 This site is an 

 
1117 McConnell, Instrument Makers, 62; 
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1118 Anthony D. King, Buildings and Society, Essays on the social development of the built    
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important element of the Bishophill palimpsest, initially created by Fairfax, reinforced 

by Cooke, even though the buildings were replaced; both were remarkable. The 

company’s expansion started in 1896, with the construction of the “erecting shop”, 

facing Bishophill Senior, used to assemble telescopes and domes for astronomical 

observatories.1122  

 

Military and naval contracts for the provision of optical munitions for World War 1 led 

to further expansion and the construction of Buckingham No 2 Works, an additional 

three-storey factory, together with a three - storey canteen, at the Bishophill 

Senior/Junior junction.1123 Designed by architect Walter Brierley (1862 – 1926), the 

unusual factory was described by Pace as a ‘magnificent Arts and Crafts’ building.1124 

Hutchinson and Palliser capture the polychromatic building as ‘carefully detailed, black 

brick below, red above, large windows with thin relieving arches, trapezoidal 

gables’.1125Likewise, Pevsner comments upon the ‘distinctive flat-topped gables’ 

(figures 6.23 – 6.25).1126 Yet though unlike the earlier factories referred to in Chapter 

Five it is architect designed, this building is often overlooked and had Esher’s later 

recommendation been followed, it would have been lost.  

 

A traditional two-storey warehouse was built alongside.1127A brass foundry, the 

Falkland Street Works, located along the road at the Cromwell Road/ Falkland Street 

junction, was added the following year.1128 Again, designed by Brierley and classified 
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as a ‘rather grand Arts and Crafts factory’, it is now demolished, indicative of the lack 

of value attached to industrial buildings.1129In 1919, Cooke’s purchased the 

Penitentiary, installing windows along the front elevation of the extension (figures 6.14, 

6.26). Expansion continued until the company occupied the remainder of the 

eighteenth-century terrace, including Bishophill House (numbers 11-13), together with 

houses in the nearby streets to provide workshops, a drawing office, leather and paint 

shops.1130  

 

The company went through a number of structural changes. Like Rowntree, it became 

a limited liability company in 1897, but Vickers held 70% of the shares and a controlling 

interest in the company from 1915, and it became a wholly owned subsidiary nine 

years later.1131 In the intervening years, continuing expansion led to merger with the 

long-established instrument manufacturer, Troughton & Simms of London in 1922, and 

a name change to Cooke, Troughton & Simms Ltd. However, it continued to be known 

colloquially as ‘Cooke’s’.1132  

 

Early change following the merger resulted in the factory’s expansion, which led to the 

demolition of housing on the south side of Buckingham Street and in Albion Street, 

without any apparent resistance from the residents (maps 6.5,6.6).1133 Number 19 

became the Drawing Office and later the Works Social Club, still recalled by some on 

Facebook (figure 6.26).1134 By then, the flat windows had been installed on the 
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1130 McConnell, Instrument Makers, 87, 134. 
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Bishophill Senior elevation.1135 In spite of this change architectural continuity 

remained. 

Although the business recovered from the post-war slump, the once cutting-edge 

buildings eventually became inadequate.1136 The space, some 70000 square feet, was 

substantial, but it was spread across four sites and the road network in central York 

was unsuitable for heavy goods traffic. This was indicative of the practical inadequacy 

of a central location for industrial activity, especially in a walled city. However, as 

retention of the skilled workforce was an important factor, the search for alternative 

premises remained within a three-mile radius. A site for re-location was identified in 

Haxby Road, adjacent to Rowntree’s Cocoa Works, 1.65 miles from the railway 

station, where the company built a single-storey, purpose-built factory, during 

1939,pursuant to the deindustrialisation principles of the Barlow Report 1940, 

referenced in Chapter One. 

Until then, Cooke’s busy industrial complex dominated activity along the length of 

Bishophill Senior/Cromwell Road. Rowntree occupied Buckingham Works No 2 as a 

cocoa warehouse between 1940s and 1950s. Thereafter, the only remaining workshop 

activity in the street until early 2023, was Bishophill Coachworks, one of Esher’s non-

conforming users for three generations. Formerly located in Cooke’s former joinery, 

the empty building is presently a ghost of those industrial years (figures 6.27,6.28).1137  

Although the Buckingham Works No 2 building remains, the eighteenth-century 

terrace and the substantive form of the Buckingham Works No 1 (now demolished) 

survived, the fact that Bishophill was once home to a one-time world leader in optical 
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development is overlooked. The only homage paid to Cooke in the city is his optical 

telescope (1850) housed in York Observatory, Museum Gardens, and the only 

reference in MB is a poster, recently displayed on Buckingham Court by the local 

history group.1138 Yet, as Shannon observes ‘Cooke’s was as much a part of York’s 

history as Rowntree’s, Terry’s or the Railway’.1139  

 

Details of Cooke’s activity is recorded in the company’s archives and scientific 

histories, with Simms granddaughter’s account bringing the blend of familial 

memory.1140 Yet this company, once an active imaginary for this part of York, an 

international contributor with vitality, has otherwise been erased. This is similar to 

Rowntree’s MB fate, but very different to that across wider York, where Rowntree is 

still renowned. This is perhaps due to the size of the company, fourth largest 

international confectioner when it was subject to the Nestlé takeover, Rowntree’s wider 

involvement in the city and the activity of the Rowntree Trusts, referred to above. 

Organisations such as The Rowntree Society also maintain the company’s memory. 

Cooke’s name seems to have been lost within Vickers after the takeover, the latter 

being that used in later Council documents. In 1988, the Ordnance side of the business 

was transferred to British Aerospace, and Vickers Instruments (York) was sold to Bio-

Rad Laboratories Inc. USA, to become Bio-Rad Micromeasurements of York. The 

company effectively disappeared. However, in spite of the apparent absence, Cooke’s 

contribution to the palimpsest remains both physically within Bishophill with 

Buckingham Court, once Buckingham Works No 2, and in the memories of its workers. 

 
1138 yorkhistory.org.uk. 
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The Terraces 

As in other cities, the growing numbers of people employed in the city during the 

nineteenth century increased the demand for housing. As Stefan Muthesius observes, 

with their design driven by economy and based on primitive rural houses, terraced 

housing was typically used throughout the country to accommodate the workers 

crowding into towns following the Industrial Revolution and by the end of the 

nineteenth century, the terrace had become the common type of house.1141 This was 

the predominant type of housing in Bishophill, in some cases ‘finely differentiated’, 

indicative in part of the ‘hierarchical division of society’ and the increasing number of 

‘steps on the social ladder’. 1142 

 

Speculative development began here as early as 1811 with the building of St. Mary's 

Row, at the Victor Street/Cromwell Road junction (figure 6.29).1143 Once home to 

Richard Chicken detailed in Chapter Three, these were probably the earliest small 

19th-century terrace houses in York. Gray’s Buildings Bishophill Junior (c.1825), was 

also an early development in the vicinity, (figure 6.30). These were both developed by 

North Street based builders, Thomas Rayson and Ambrose Gray, but demolished by 

the Council in the 1960s.1144 However, much of the high-density housing development 

in Bishophill began in 1851, the year the Local Health Board (established 1850) 

introduced regulations relating to new buildings, with the approval of housing plans 

following the year after.1145  

 
1141  Muthesius, Terraced House, 97. 
1142  Muthesius, 236. 
1143  Builder, Thomas Rayson (YCA, E.96, f. 169);  
      ‘Secular Buildings: Miscellaneous,’ in An Inventory of the Historical Monuments in City of York,  
      Volume 3, South west, (London: Her Majesty's Stationery Office, 1972), 48-68. British History  
      Online, accessed September 16, 2023, http://www.british-history.ac.uk/rchme/york/vol3/pp48-68. 
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      Ambrose Gray (YCA, E.97,f.242v.). 
1145 'Modern York: Public health in the nineteenth century', in A History of the County of York: the City  
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Although the terraced houses of brick, with Welsh slate roofs, built in small groups by 

different builders, are not unusual, as CYC observes ‘due to their homogeneity and 

powerful contribution to the character of the area, the terraced streets have strong 

local value as a group.’1146 The first road to provide for new development, Buckingham 

Street(1851-61) was built in the grounds of the former Duke’s Hall, forming the 

northern boundary of Buckingham Works No 1(figure 6.31, 6.32).1147 These names 

and those of buildings and streets that followed, honoured the Fairfax family and their 

Civil War loyalties, adopting a tradition that maintains the visibility of a layer of history 

that would otherwise have disappeared (map 6.3).  

 

In the 1899 survey of poverty in York undertaken by Benjamin Seebohm Rowntree, 

he observed three classes of housing in the city, whilst stressing that there was no 

clear dividing line between the three categories, as follows:  

1. ‘The comfortable houses of the ‘Well-to-do Artisans’  

2. ‘The ‘Houses for the most part four-roomed, principally occupied by families in 

receipt of moderate but regular wages’  

3. Houses in the poorest districts, many of which are typical “slum” dwellings.1148 

Of the latter group he described two categories – the first, which are only slightly 

inferior to those in class two and secondly those which are slums. Rowntree’s map 

provides further definitions relating to the districts, which classify Fetter Lane and 

Trinity Lane ‘amongst the poorest districts of the city, comprising the slum areas’.1149 

 
     of York, ed. P M Tillott  (London, HMSO, 1961), pp. 281-286. British History Online 
      http://www.british-history.ac.uk/vch/yorks/city-of-york/pp281- 286. fn.14. 
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      -152. 
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However, the new terraces in Bishophill are defined as ‘inhabited by the working 

classes but comprising a few where servants are kept’ (map 6.7).1150 The initial 

terraces such as Hampden Street, Fairfax Street and Buckingham Terrace (1861-67), 

were simple two-up, two down houses built directly onto the pavement, with a rear 

extension for the scullery - Rowntree’s Class 2 (map 6.7, figures 6.33 – 6.36). 

Typically, the houses had a front door to the left or right of the living accommodation 

and steps to the first floor, between the two rooms. There was also a loft and often a 

coal cellar, both of which may have been converted later to provide additional living 

accommodation, possibly further extended by building into the rear yard, typically to 

house a bathroom and W.C., which would have been outside initially.1151 The 

construction programme for the slightly later streets, including Kyme Street (1867-89) 

and Falkland Street (1882-89) was phased to allow for the demolition of the gaol 

(1807-1880) (map 6.5, figure 6.37). 1152 

 

Not all the houses in Bishophill are two-up, two down terraces. As Muthesius observes 

the gap between rich and poor was widening in the nineteenth century, with more 

steps on the social ladder; divisions by pay replacing earlier patterns of divisions by 

trade.’1153By the end of the century, class differentiation expressed itself in what 

Muthesius describes as ‘finely differentiated sizes of houses with equally carefully 

calculated rentals’.1154 This is reflected in Bishophill in the remaining terraces with 
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larger houses, built for the more affluent residents, perhaps some of the more highly 

qualified craftspeople or managers employed at Buckingham Works.  

Newton Terrace, classified as type 1, provides the most spacious housing. 

Constructed in two phases (1876 and 1882-90), the street, set back behind small front 

gardens overlooks the city wall and the three storey houses, include an attic, as well 

as a basement. There is a bay window at ground floor level, two windows at first floor 

and dormer window lights in the attic (figure 6.38). Similarly, two terraces - Alexander 

Terrace (1868) and Victoria Terrace (1873), on Victor Street, and the houses on Baille 

Hill Terrace(1882-90), classified as type 2, though mostly two storey, were constructed 

with forecourts, many with a bay window (figures 6.39 – 6.41). As Muthesius observes, 

the bay window became a status symbol.1155 Whilst there has been some minor 

change to the terraces, with CYC commenting that ‘Unattractive plastic replacements 

have degraded the character of some streets’, overall, the grid has remained largely 

unchanged.1156  

It is difficult to determine the resident’s occupations. However, the 1871 census 

suggests most occupants in Fairfax Street and Hampden Street were working in the 

railway industry, with the other larger groups engaged in timber work and possibly at 

Cooke’s; although only four are identified as optical/instrument makers. Given the 

proximity of Cooke’s, it is surprising that the number isn’t higher.1157 With the factory’s 

close proximity and the style of the adjacent development, the housing might have 

been provided for the nearby working community, in the manner that industrialist Titus 

Salt provided the village of Saltaire, near Bradford for his workers.1158 However, typical 

 
1155 Muthesius,198. 
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of the national trend for housing at the cheaper end of the market, the housing in 

Bishophill was speculative. Although some housing was constructed by industrialists, 

who wished to provide homes for their workers, most was built speculatively in terraces 

by builders, with Local Authorities providing other houses for the ‘respectable working 

classes’.1159  

In addition to the housing, despite the nearby shop parades on Micklegate and 

Bishopthorpe Road, there were some fifteen shops within Bishophill; both corner 

shops and a mid-terrace. As noted in Chapter Three, the growing number of retailers 

were simply ‘shopkeepers.’1160 Like those in South Bank it is likely that they sold 

essential rather than desirable items.1161 In addition, as Rowntree indicated there were 

a number of off-licences and a pub on Trinity Lane, as well as the two pubs which 

remain – The Ackhorne, St Martin’s Lane and the Golden Ball, Victor Street/Cromwell 

Road junction (map 6.7).1162 The terraces with the mix of houses, provided homes for 

the growing population in nineteenth century York, which together with these local 

facilities and the churches created a self-contained community that shaped Bishophill.  

 

Priory Street and the churches  

The number of churches in Bishophill indicates that Christianity was at the heart of its 

nineteenth century community, although the congregation was from a wider catchment 

area. The Anglican denomination was already represented in the churches of St 

Mary’s Bishophill Senior, St Mary’s Bishophill Junior, and Holy Trinity Church, 

 
1159 Christopher Powell, The British Building Industry since 1800 (London: E&FN.Spon, 1996),53. 
1160 Jon Stobart, Spend, Spend, Spend! A History of Shopping (Stroud: The History Press, 2008),103. 
1161 Clements Hall Local History Group, Shadows in the Bricks: The Old Banks of South Bank in York   
      (York: Clements Hall Local History Group, 2019),10 
1162 ‘The Golden Ball: How unique York pub visited by Charles Dickens was saved by a co-operative 
      who bought it,’ The Yorkshire Post,  March 19, 2022. 
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Micklegate, all dated eleventh century or earlier, but the increasing urban population 

and the growth of this area coincided with the period that George Dolbey comments 

was ‘probably the greatest expansion of building for worship in the long history of the 

Christian Church.’1163 As a result, the Bishophill development included several 

churches.   

          

The land now occupied by Priory Street was part of the combined Christ Church (Holy 

Trinity) and St Mary’s Bishophill Junior precinct, which scholars consider may have 

formed a single ancient ecclesiastical presence in the former colonia, comparable to 

similar chapels and churches associated with the Minster Close.1164 In addition, there 

is evidence that St Mary’s Bishophill Senior (demolished 1963) existed in Saxon times, 

bringing a further strong religious presence in Bishophill, with speculation that this may 

have been the site of Anglo-Saxon York’s first Minster.1165The former churchyard, 

where the architectural footprint of the last church remains, in a stone outline 

contributing to the palimpsest, is actively promoted as a community garden. The 

graves also remain a vital part of the palimpsest, keeping individuals and their 

memories present.1166 As referenced in Chapter One, as Pile observes, the life of their 

ghosts continue, lending a ‘dream-like quality to city life’.1167 This is captured in a scene 

in Eternal Law (2012), where the spiritual element is reinforced by an angel comforting 

a troubled soldier (figure 6.42).1168  

 
1163 George W. Dolbey, The Architectural Expression of Methodism: The First Hundred Years    
      (London: Epworth Press, 1964), 21. 
1164 Sarah Rees-Jones, York: The Making of the City 1068 – 1350. Oxford: Oxford University Press,   
      2013), 43. 
1165 St Mary, Bishophill Senior secretyork.com; 
     York Archaeological Journal Volume 48, 1975. 
1166 Steve Pile, Real Cities (London: Sage Publications,2005), 170. 
1167 Pile, Real Cities, 170. 
1168 City of York Council, Monument record MYO4245; 
     City of York Council, Historic Characterisation Project: Archaeological Background. Character    
      Area Twenty, Undated, 1; 
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Interestingly, Trinity Gardens was being actively considered in 1838 for development 

of St Wilfrid’s Catholic Church, entered via Priory Arch, which would have continued 

the religious use (figure 6.43). These proposals did not succeed, but ironically, Priory 

Street (c1854), created following demolition of the Arch, is dominated by three 

substantial non-conformist churches, still active: Wesley Chapel (1856) (now Q 

church), York Baptist Church (1868) and St Columba’s Presbyterian (1879), dubbed 

‘York’s avenue of non-conformity’ by Nikolaus Pevsner.1169 Priory Street also provided 

access for Bishophill’s development and growth, including two further non-conformist 

churches: the Primitive Methodist Victoria Bar Chapel(1879-80), Victor Street and the 

Church of Christ (1889), Cromwell Road. As congregations fell, both of these churches 

were converted to alternative uses, entering an afterlife, as defined in Chapter One, 

but remaining part of the palimpsest.  

 

In 1854, Trinity Gardens was owned by railway architect, G.T. Andrews and a John 

Jeffrey O’Donahue, perhaps protecting competitor George Hudson’s interests as the 

site was being viewed for possible development of the London & York Railway.1170 

However, Andrews ultimately designed two alternative housing schemes for Priory 

Street. The one selected by the owner/developer, Joseph Crawshaw, was the present 

wide road, with a secondary street (Dewsbury Terrace) running alongside the city wall 

(figure 6.44), which he favoured, driven by the greater profit produced by larger 

housing numbers.1171 Dewsbury Terrace (1854), designed by G.T.Andrews was 

amongst York’s earliest terraces, similar in scale to those elsewhere in Bishophill, with 

 
     Eternal Law, Episode Five, 2012. ITV. Producer – Georgina Lowe; 
     Pile, Real Cities,170. 
1169 Pevsner &  Neave, Yorkshire: York and the East Riding, 97. 
1170 Bill Fawcett. George Townsend Andrews of York ‘The Railway Architect’ (York: Yorkshire  
     Architectural & York Archaeological Society and North Eastern Railway Association 2011), 228. 
1171 Fawcett, Andrews, 228 
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two storeys and a basement, but with small front gardens. It also provided footpath 

access for a row of two-up, two-down houses, Dewsbury Cottages (1899), with 

gardens abutting the wall ramparts (figure 6.45). 

 

Development of Priory Street coincided with the Wesleyan Trustees decision in 1850 

to build large chapels in respectable middle-class areas from which they could minister 

to the poor.1172 The church played a part in reinforcing class differentiation in this area, 

with the Trustees’ purchase of 6500 square yards on the east side of Priory Street, 

conditional upon the houses built in the street being worth not less than £25 per 

annum, to ensure the quality of the developing neighbourhood.1173 As a result, the 

street defined by Rowntree as a ‘district inhabited by the servant keeping class’ was 

lined with graceful three-storey houses with a semi-basement, and small front gardens 

set back from the road behind railings. These included two pairs of semis, designed 

by G.T. Andrews (1854), and two short facing terraces built later, a ‘coarsened’ take 

on his design(c.1870 and c.1875)(figure 6.46).1174 The Anglican church also 

developed one of the very few detached houses in Bishophill, the former Holy Trinity 

Vicarage (c.1858), a substantial double-fronted property, adjacent to Holy Trinity.   

 

The Wesleyan trustees themselves had quite a presence on Priory Street as the 

Wesley Chapel was part of a large complex, including a school and a pair of chapel 

houses, set back behind a garden square, fronting the road.1175 Speaking of mid-

nineteenth century chapels, Betjeman remarked that ‘Not since medieval days had the 

 
1172 Edward Royle, Non-Conformity in Nineteenth Century York (York: Borthwick Papers Number 68,   
     1985),15. 
1173 Royle, Non-Conformity, 15. 
1174 Fawcett, Andrews, 229. 
1175 Pace, Bishophill, 25. 
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people clubbed together to adorn a place of worship and this time it was not a shrine 

but a preaching house…these variegated conventicles are witnesses of the taste of 

industrial Britain. They try to ape nothing.’1176 Indeed the chapel, designed by an 

established northern Methodist architect James Simpson of Leeds, is described by 

Pace as ‘imposing and very rich Victorian Classical’.1177 Intended for a congregation 

of some 1500, the commanding two-storey building is now Grade II* listed, a five by 

seven bay rectangular block, of orange brick, on a sandstone plinth, with an unusual 

flat centred hip roof, enveloped by a parapet (figure 6.47). A number of the windows 

feature Art Nouveau style glazing (figure 6.48).1178 There is also a two-storey brick-

built studio to the rear, much smaller in scale and rather hidden from view, possibly 

designed by G.T. Andrews as a lecture hall (figure 6.49).1179 Even though the 

Methodist congregation transferred to the Centenary Chapel, St Saviourgate, in 1982, 

unlike many churches the Chapel did not cease as a place of worship, but continues 

in use for its original purpose.1180 The church remains a dominant landmark on the 

palimpsest and the design is still effective for its original use over 150 years after it 

was first created, the building has not had to reinvent itself.  

 

Simpson also designed the Wesleyan Day School (1858), a single-storey brick-built 

school, with three pedimented blocks, for boys, girls, and infants and a pair of 

distinctive Chapel Houses (1858), for the chapel master and the schoolmaster, set 

back behind gardens (figures 6.50 – 6.52).1181 The school expanded in later years to 

 
1176 John Betjeman, First and Last Loves (London: John Murray Publishers,1952), 102-108. 
1177 Wesley Chapel, Priory Street, York Borthwick Catalogue, borthcat.york.ac.uk; 
      ‘Simpson family of Leeds’ A Dictionary of Methodism. dmbi.online; 
      Pace,Bishophill, 25. 
1178 Assembly of God Pentecostal Church and Building attached at rear. 1256884. Listed  
      25 June 1982. Amended 14 March 1997. Grade II*. 
1179 Ibid. 
1180 now ‘Q Church’, a Pentecostal Christian church. qyork.co.uk. 
1181 Priory Street Sports and Community Centre. 1256857. Listed 24 June 1983.Grade II. 
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support an increase in pupil numbers from some 600 – 850, with ‘a modest arts and 

crafts style’ two-storey extension (1894), designed by T. Monkman and Sons (figure 

6.53).1182 As the schools, known as the Priory Place Wesleyan Schools remained 

under Methodist management until its closure in 1948, the church was in a position to 

reinforce its religious message. Since 2013, the former school has been occupied by 

the Priory Street Centre, part of York Centre for Voluntary Services, which maintains 

an active charitable presence in MB, working as an independent charity supporting the 

city’s voluntary sector, by providing a community centre with several occupants, 

including a nursery.1183  

 

As a result, most of the garden, once applauded by Pace, is now a car park and the 

facilities are screened from the road.1184 Although there has been a subtle change in 

the contribution that these buildings make to the palimpsest, their continuity remains.  

 
 
Urban Renewal and Resistance 

By the mid 1960s, the Bishophill terraces were well established and had been steadily 

occupied since their construction. As Pace comments, the high-density housing shown 

on the Ordnance Survey 1892, was much the same when he was writing in the 

1970s.1185 It is now CYC’s ‘excellent example of a Victorian community’.1186 Yet 

despite describing Bishophill as ‘an acceptable residential area’, Lord Esher made a 

number of significant proposals that would have fundamentally changed the district 

 
1182Annexe to Priory Street Sports and Community Centre and Attached Railings. 1256861. Listed 14  
     Mar 1997. Grade II; 
     British History Online Schools and Colleges, 440-460.  
1183 priorystreetcentre.org.uk. 
1184 Pace, Bishophill, 25 
1185 Pace, 3; 
     CYC, CAA20, 386 
1186 Ibid. 
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(map 6.8).1187These included the recommended demolition of a section of the terraces 

backing onto one another in Hampden Street and Fairfax Street, to allow creation of a 

central garden and car park between the two remaining terraces, with replacement 

housing in two new blocks of flats, punctuating the terraces midway.1188 His 

recommendation that the residents form a local Housing Society to make this happen, 

was a possible precursor for the housing co-operative detailed below.1189  

 

Whilst no specific designs for Esher’s proposed buildings were provided, the 

suggested scheme in the Study, emulates Le Corbusier’s Radiant City, the ‘towers in 

the park’ that, as Jacobs observes, fulfil ‘the conception of the city as a collection of 

separate file drawers (figures 6.54, 6.55).1190 This would have introduced a much 

larger population, inevitably introducing more vehicles, traffic movement and noise, 

altering the scale, and sense of community at the heart of the grid. 

 
In addition, Esher strongly recommended demolition of Buckingham Works No 2 and 

the adjoining Church View terrace, with realignment of Bishophill Junior, to enhance 

the ‘deplorable environment’ around St Mary’s Bishophill Junior and create a ‘village’ 

setting, featuring the church as its centrepiece.1191 An apartment block, adjacent to the 

city wall, alongside Dewsbury Terrace,(now a play area), was to replace the lost 

housing. Esher’s aim was ‘to enhance the amenities and viability of Micklegate’, which 

he regarded as the heart of MB, as outlined in Chapter Three(map 6.8).1192 Re-

 
1187 Esher, Study, 132-133, 137. 
1188 Esher, 136-137. 
1189 Esher, 137. 
1190 Esher, Study, 133; 
     Le Corbusier, The Radiant City (London: Faber & Faber, 1964), 97, 101;  
     Jane Jacobs, The Death and Life of the City. (New York: Random House Inc. 2011), 569. 
1191 Esher,Study, 136. 
1192 Esher, 132,136. 
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alignment of  Bishophill Junior would have destroyed the medieval road layout, and 

the loss of Buckingham Works No 2 removed the final architectural trace of Cooke’s. 

Whilst the Study makes no direct mention of Buckingham Works No 1 or the Falkland 

Street Works, Esher’s redevelopment proposals included new multi-storey offices, on 

the first site, with housing on the second (map 6.8). These have never been fulfilled, 

with Lambert Court (1992), a two-storey, age-exclusive, joint ownership apartment 

scheme replacing Buckingham Works No I and a three-storey apartment block 

occupying the Falkland Street Works site, on a similar scale to the terraced grid 

(figures 6.36, 6.56,6.57).1193  

 

Another major proposal in the Study, part of Esher’s traffic management plan, 

referenced in Chapter Four, included the location of a five-storey split-level car park 

on land bounded by Bishophill Senior, Fetter Lane, Skeldergate and Buckingham 

Street (map 6.8).1194 As detailed in Chapter Four, CYC’s own car parking plan also 

identified this site for parking, though only for 500 cars.1195 Intent on the 

implementation of this scheme, CYC sought to acquire Buckingham Street and the 

adjoining land in 1971, using their compulsory purchase powers.1196 In a move 

redolent of Jane Jacobs and the Greenwich Village protesters, who fought New York 

Mayor, Robert Moses’ Fifth Avenue extension and his slum clearance proposals for 

New York’s Washington Square Park, the locals formed Bishophill Action Group (BAG) 

to challenge the bid and save their homes.1197  

 
1193 Esher,133; 
     Lambert Court. housingcare.org.  
1194 Esher, Study, 62. 
1195 CYC, A plan for the future provision of parking in the city (January 1969), 51, 52, Plan 4. 
1196Buckingham Street Compulsory Purchase Order 1972.  Y/PPT/1/10/41; 
     Esher, Study, 131-132. 
1197Jacobs, Death and Life, 91,165; 
     Bishophill Action Group – York City Archive - BIS files. 
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The area had clearly deteriorated substantially over the past century. However, as one 

of the residents commented ‘if the corporation had wanted the street, they could have 

got it a lot more easily than by calling it a slum. This has put our backs up. We feel 

they are using underhand methods.’1198 At the Buckingham Street Inquiry, the 

Inspector agreed that all but three of the homes were unfit for habitation, but she 

refused to grant the Order, arguing that the houses could be brought up to standard 

at little expense and ‘in view of the exceptionally loving standard of care and the 

willingness of many owners and occupiers to improve their houses’, demolition was 

not the best solution.1199 

 

A victory for the residents and in contrast to the experience of their former neighbours 

who had lost their homes to Cooke’s, Buckingham Street not only survived but went 

on to improve. Two years later, arguing that the terrace was unexpendable, Pace 

praised the ‘commendable do-it-yourself decoration’.1200 This highlights the possibility 

that other alternatives for parts of the city once existed. Other properties demolished 

as slums might have been restored and contributed to the city’s housing. 

 

The residents here fought for their ‘right to urban life’, securing the right to the city that 

Lefebvre argued should be fought for, as outlined in Chapter One.1201 As Merrifield 

observes:  

‘cities are also places where people live, establish communities, raise kids and 
put down roots. Cities are made up of neighbourhoods in which people yearn 
for comfort, find security and, occasionally, get angry and organise. To that 
extent, cities possess distinctive use-characteristics: sometimes these can be 

 
1198 ‘York Street that won new life,’ York Press, September 20, 1972. 
1199 Ibid; 
     Pace, Bishophill, 19. 
1200 Pace, 19. 
1201 Lefebvre, Writings on Cities,158. 
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used as launch pads for urban politics, for a politics that battles for what the 
French urbanist Henri Lefebvre once called the “right to the city” - the right to 
participate in urbanity, the right to appropriate the city, not merely as an 
economic unit, but as a home and as an expression of lived experience.’ 1202 
 

The residents undoubtedly took up the mission here and shaped their futures. In 

contrast to the residents in the 1920s who simply lost their houses, they not only saved 

their homes, but their actions maintained the current shape of Bishophill. The car park 

proposals and Esher’s suggested multi-storey blocks, if implemented, would have 

completely altered the scale, appearance, and environment of this part of the city (map 

6.8).  

 

The 1970s became a turning point for Bishophill. As well as the Buckingham Street 

residents’ victory early in the decade, North Eastern Electricity Board, the purchaser 

of  Buckingham Works No 1 (along with the Albion Chapel and the site of John Carr’s 

Skeldergate mansion), demolished the derelict building in 1970. Importantly, in 1975, 

CYC also began public consultation on the Bishophill Clementhorpe District Plan 

(BCDP), which was finally published in April 1978.1203 This was seen as a means of 

producing a comprehensive policy for the area, setting the direction up to 1991.1204 

BAG were  rigorous in their engagement with discussions for the BCDP, which became 

an important imaginary for the shape of Bishophill today.1205 Confirming the policy to 

consolidate housing and improve the residential environment, it marked the end of 

industrial activity in this location, crafting a new public memory of the area.1206 This 

was very much in line with Esher’s recommendations, adopted by CYC, which 

 
1202 Merrifield, Dialectical Urbanism, 156 cites Henri Lefebvre Writing on Cities, 147-160. 
1203 BCDP. 
1204 BCDP, 11. 
1205 Ibid. 
1206 BCDP, 13. 
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endorsed removal of industrial premises from the city, particularly those in the 

‘obsolete location’ that the industrial port became, as detailed in Chapter Four.1207 CYC 

also declared Bishophill a General Improvement Area on 5 September 1977, offering 

60% Housing Renovation Grants, plus environmental improvement assistance at  50% 

cost.1208This proposal was wholeheartedly supported by the local residents. 

Bishophill’s residential future was now assured.  

 

Within the case studies, Buckingham Works No 2 was converted into apartments and 

the adjacent warehouse redeveloped with town houses, designed by Tom Adams 

Design Associates in 1983.1209 The development’s new name, Buckingham Court was 

now the only reference to the industrial past. Slightly later in the decade, the former 

penitentiary extension, Cooke workshops/stores along Bishophill Senior, occupied by 

the Steiner School for some time, became Bishop’s Court, a conversion to town 

houses combined with new-build residential (figures 6.58).1210 Bishophill House, 15 

Bishophill Senior operated as a store and then the YWCA for a time, a female gender 

specific use, but the eighteenth-century town houses were eventually all reconverted 

to residential use and are now listed(figures 6.59, 6.60).1211 Number 17 declares 

 
1207 Esher, Study, 46; 
     CYC, ‘Report on the Study’,1969. 
1208 BCDP, 17. 
1209 Planning references: 7/00/7845/PA 7/00/4845A/LB 5 July 1983 &18 August 1983;  
      Change of use of two warehouses to residential use (9 flats and 12 flats respectively)  
      and redevelopment of site of third warehouse (to be demolished) for 6 town houses 
      DC 7/00/4845A/LB AWC 05.07.1983 15.08.1983.  Demolition of warehouse. 
1210 Planning references: DC 7/09/3945B/LB PER 14.03.1986 16.06.1986. Demolition of non-listed 
      buildings in a Conservation Area; 
      DC 7/09/3945E/PA PER 09.04.1987 03.07.1987 Renovation of existing Georgian House; 
      Conversion of existing school buildings to form eight dwelling-houses and erection of five additional 
      dwelling-houses with associated car parking. 
121111&13 Bishophill Senior Bishophill House 1259549 Listed 14-Jun-1954  Grade II; 
     15 Bishophill Senior 1259550 Listed 24 June 1983 Grade II; 
     17 Bishophill Senior, 1259551 Listed 24 June 1983. Grade II; 
     19 Bishophill Senior 1259552 Listed 24 June 1983 Grade II; 



 288 

William Carr’s connection and the building’s faithful restoration in 1985 on its front 

elevation, but the plaque mentions nothing of the building’s YP links. Similarly, number 

19 now known as ‘The Georgian House’, has reverted to its former eighteenth century 

use as a smart townhouse, though without its garden. When marketed in 2018, 

although the particulars mentioned its YP history, no reference was made to its part in 

York’s industrial past(figure 6.60).1212 The latter part of Bishophill’s history is 

maintained only in text.   

 

Change continued in 1995, with the conversion of the Victoria Bar chapel to provide 

14 one bedroomed flats and 3 two-bedroomed flats, following a period as a store, for 

Whitby Oliver, a well-established, local furniture and removal company.1213 Similarly, 

the site once earmarked for development of the multi-storey carpark obtained planning 

consent for a residential development, Centurion Square (2002), incorporating 19 

Bishophill Senior’s garden and bounded by Buckingham Street (figure 6.61).1214 More 

recently, despite Pace’s positive report in 1974, Falklands Street Works was 

redeveloped with the apartments referred to above. Whilst the former industrial 

elements of the palimpsest and Esher’s 1960s urban proposals remain in text, 

Bishophill has become a wholly residential community.  

 

Cardinal Court, Bishophill Junior 

CYC began to look at redevelopment in Bishophill in 1959, with the compulsory 

acquisition of Gray’s Buildings, for redevelopment with a modern blocks of flats, 

Prospect House (PH) and a forty-five bedroomed elderly person’s home, Oliver House 

 
1212 Carter Jonas. The Georgian House. webpage.pdf House marketed for £735,000. 
1213 myprimitivemethodists.org.uk. 
1214 Planning Reference. No: 00/03078/CAC 02/00014/REF. 
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(OH) (map 6.9, figure 6.62).1215 St Mary’s Row was also redeveloped by CYC at this 

time with an identical block of flats to PH. Interestingly, CYC now consider both blocks 

as ‘detractors’, due to their horizontal design, long uninterrupted façades and poorly 

proportioned doors and windows.1216 

 

An older person’s residential care homes review undertaken by CYC in 2011 

confirmed Oliver House (OH) as unsuitable, marking the beginning of further 

redevelopment in Bishophill.1217 Refurbishment was ruled out due to the age and size 

of the accommodation and OH closed the following year, with the twelve residents 

offered new homes out-of-town.1218 Two alternative funding options for provision of the 

new accommodation by CYC were put forward:- the sale of OH, estimated to be worth 

£450,000 following a downturn in the market, or a capital loan, creating a £41,000 

annual revenue stream to fund the repayment.1219 The disposal options for OH 

included a straightforward open market sale, affordable housing, disposal to a 

community group(Yorspace),or granting a twenty-year lease to York Centre for 

Voluntary Services (CVS), to create a health and social care hub. Although the latter 

was originally recommended and approved, the scheme proved unviable, and in 2013 

it was established in the Priory Street Centre, as outlined above. Discussions were 

then opened with Yorspace, a co-operative aimed at providing affordable housing for 

shareholders, whose proposal was retention of the building and creation of fourteen 

low-cost one to three bedroom housing units, with community space, including an 

 
1215 Bishophill Junior Compulsory Purchase Order 1959. York City Archive. Y/PPT/2/1/10/1; 
      Pace, Bishophill, 37. 
1216 City of York Council, CAA20 Bishophill, 380. 
1217 Report of the Cabinet Member for Health, Housing and Adult Social Services. A Review of City of  
     York Elderly Person’s Homes. 19 July 2011. 
1218 Report of the Cabinet Member for Corporate Services. Oliver House Elderly Persons Home Site.  
     15 May 2012. 
1219 Ibid. 
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allotment, cycle store and residents’ carpool.1220 However, given strong market 

interest and increased land values, CYC felt compelled to offer the property on the 

open market. The marketing generated twenty-four bids, of which Yorspace’s offer of 

£750,000 was not only lower than the top ten bids, but  £2.574 million less than the 

highest. All the offers were assessed on three criteria - ‘finances, community benefit 

and deliverability’.1221 Whilst CYC had the powers to sell based on community value 

without referral to the Secretary of State, providing the agreed sale price was within 

two million pounds of market value, CYC considered acceptance of the Yorspace offer 

would be ‘highly challengeable’ by other bidders. However, given their bid secured the 

highest in community value, CYC agreed to work with them to identify future 

opportunities in the city, and the group subsequently secured land on the outskirts for 

nineteen new-build homes.1222 This is a good example of increased land values, 

driving affordable housing out of the city centre. 

 

McCarthy and Stone’s bid of £3,324,000 (conditional on planning), plus overage was 

accepted.1223 CYC were both landowner and planning decision-maker on this site, with 

the undoubted risk of a potential conflict of interest, as they not only stood to gain the 

purchase monies upon the grant of planning consent, but a contribution of homes 

towards the central annual housing target imposed on local authorities. Furthermore, 

a member of public expressed concerns that the council would grant consent to 

receive the affordable housing monies - a commuted sum of £564,000 that the 

 
1220 Native Architects. Oliver House. Nativearchitect.com. 
1221 City of York Council, Report of the Assistant Director for Finance, Property and Procurement.      
      Disposal of Oliver House. 25 June 2015. 
1222 165 homes, Lowfields School, Dijon Avenue. yorspace.org. 
1223 City of York Council, Summary of Offers. Annex 2; 
     Churchill and Trinity Services retained as reserve bidders. 
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purchasers had agreed to pay, as they were unable to provide affordable housing due 

to the specialist nature of their development.  

 

Nonetheless, the successful bidders secured planning consent for five one-

bedroomed and twenty-nine two bedroomed retirement living apartments for the over 

60s, accommodation for the house manager and communal facilities, including a 

resident’s lounge and roof terrace.1224 Designed to blend with the height of the 

Victorian terraces on one side and the mass of the Presbyterian Church on the other, 

the building is stepped with two, three and four storey sections (figures 6.63 – 6.66). 

The scheme, Cardinal Court (2019), proved successful and the apartments sold 

quickly.  

 

Cardinal Court was the first private-sector, age-exclusive scheme in the area, but over 

the years a number of housing association schemes for the over-55s have been 

provided. This began in the mid-1970s, when CYC confirmed their own possible 

engagement in housing schemes, and Housing Associations also declared an 

interest.1225 In 1975, the Tuke Housing Association Ltd. developed six flats and an 

adjoining caretaker's cottage and six garages (now twenty-three apartments) on the 

site of part of the former Friends Burial Ground on Cromwell Road.1226 This was 

followed by Priory Court, Bishophill Junior, seven flats built by the Railway Housing 

Association and Lambert Court, twenty-seven shared ownership flats, referred to 

above. Provision for the elderly by the not-for-profit sector in Bishophill is strong and 

has been maintained, adding a distinct retirement element to the palimpsest. It is also 

 
1224 Planning reference: 15/02645/FULM 2016. 
1225 BCDP, 17. 
1226 Founded 1971 by Friargate Quaker Meeting House, with Joseph Rowntree Memorial Trust  
     support. 
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an indication of CYC’s historic recognition that this part of the city could provide social 

and affordable housing.1227  

 

However, with York becoming increasingly popular as a retirement destination, 

reported as the country’s second most popular city for this purpose in 2021, several 

housebuilders saw a potential market for homes for the over-55s.1228 A CYC Health 

and Social Care Committee reported in 2019 that ‘40 per cent of the new retirement 

apartments at Cardinal Court in Bishophill were bought by people from outside the 

city.’ Councillor Chris Cullwick commented that ‘Many would sell up in the south-east 

in order to come and retire to York for all that it has to offer, its wonderful quality of life 

and culture.’1229 Demand also had an impact on prices, with a two-bedroom flat in 

Cardinal Court marketed at £374,999, a substantial increase on previous figures, 

making them too expensive for the traditional market.1230 Whilst the new block 

maintained the substantial architectural form of the Priory Street/ Bishophill junction, 

the scheme attracted a new market and contributed to the upward pressure on 

residential prices.  

 

Twenty-first century growth and challenges  

Despite the fight by working class residents to save their homes, and CYC designating 

it a General Improvement Area in the 1970s, Bishophill is now a sought-after 

residential location. The BCDP’s placemaking undoubtedly shaped Bishophill in its 

 
1227 BCDP. 
1228 ‘York is second best city in UK to retire to, says new analysis,’ York Press, March 4,2019, 
       yorkpress.co.uk, citing a survey by heatingforce.co.uk. 
1229 York is becoming a retirement hot-spot for wealthy people from the south-east,’ York Mix, 
      October 30, 2019 yorkmix.com 
1230 Ibid. 
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present form, which together with CYC’s financial assistance, reflects their role in its 

revival and gentrification.  

 

As well as the council policy and offer of grants, movement may have begun with 

residential developments, such as the Bishop’s Court and Buckingham Court 

conversions referred to above, which influenced a change in the environment in the 

1980s. Although new build, this was not the ‘classical’ gentrification of refurbished old 

property. As Zukin observed, developers recognised that a ‘product based on place’ 

could be offered notions of gentrification expanded to include newly constructed 

properties such as townhouses.1231  

 

More recently, there has been a mix of new build, including Centurion Square, 

Skeldergate and apartments on Fetter Lane on the fringes of Bishophill, and small 

pockets of three-storey blocks of flats, for example in Falkland Street. Although the 

latter is relatively modest in scale, as it has replaced former industrial buildings, it has 

undoubtedly contributed to gentrification of the area. Otherwise, in the earlier terraces, 

for example in the two-up, two-down houses in Fairfax Street, that traditionally 

provided Rowntree’s Type 2 homes, ‘principally occupied by families in receipt of 

moderate but regular wages’ and in Newton Terrace, his Type 1, comfortable houses 

of the ‘Well-to-do Artisans’, occupation by single families continues, whereas larger 

houses in other streets such as Priory Street, are now divided into flats for the letting 

(and Airbnb) market. Some properties remain in need of modernisation. Provision for 

the elderly in Bishophill, by the not-for-profit sector, replacing commercial properties, 

 
1231 Sharon Zukin, Landscapes of Power (California: University of California Press,1991),193. 



 294 

with Cardinal House introducing private sector retirement homes, have introduced a 

further gentrifying element.  

 

House prices have escalated, with percentage prices in York quoted by Halifax as 

increasing by 23.1% during the year ending November 2022 and asking prices for two-

up, two-down houses c.£350,000 (depending on whether the living space has been 

extended).1232 As York is now the seventh most expensive housing market in the 

country, it is potentially prohibitive for earlier residents, who are now moving to nearby 

commutable places, of which Selby is an example given in recent press reports.1233 

This raises the question of the ‘right to the city’ once again. As Lefebvre specifically 

states, ‘the right to the city cannot be conceived of as a simple visiting right or as a 

return to traditional cities’….it is for ‘those who inhabit ‘.1234 The right is not for the 

visitor but the resident. However, increasing house prices are proving prohibitive for 

the traditional residents, the working classes who are being peripheralised, along with 

the factories, leaving an absence in the palimpsest. 

Whilst the conversion of larger properties to flats and new developments may have 

increased the number of homes; Airbnb and holiday lets continue to decrease their 

availability for local residents. There are typically circa 40 properties available as 

holiday lets, reducing the units available for the people for whom the terraces were 

originally intended, and increasing the pressure on prices. The growth of tourism 

 
1232 Rightmove – properties sold in Fairfax St 2022-2023, average £330,000; 
      Properties in Hampden Street,average £362,500 www.rightmove.co.uk. 
1233 ‘We’re being priced out of our city – Campaign launched over “horrifying” lack of affordable  
      homes’ yorkmix.com February 11, 2018; 
      ‘York revealed as one of Britain’s most expensive cities for families,’ yorkmix.com, 18 February  
      18, 2018; 
      ‘Selby district is winning buyers priced out of York, ’The Yorkshire Post, August 31, 2018. 
1234  Lefebvre, Writings on Cities, 153. 
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threatens the displacement of the existing residents, a potential threat to the Bishophill 

community. For the local authority, which has pursued tourism as the ‘new industry’, 

increasing visitor numbers is a benefit, but as identified by Agustin Cocola - Gant, this 

can lead to a surge in house prices.1235 Even so, although housing is increasingly 

being used for Airbnb, in Lefebvre’s terms, using the ‘historical period to make itself 

and orient social practice’ Bishophill has not entirely fallen into the cultural 

consumption trap, as most houses remain occupied by local residents.1236  That said, 

recent property disposals during 2022, for example in Dewsbury Terrace and 

Dewsbury Cottages, appeared to slip into the Airbnb market. This has been followed 

by the creation of a fabricated heritage in some cases, for example Jubilee Cottage, 

refurbished to provide a turn of the nineteenth-century experience, in a former brick-

layer’s cottage, is marketed with the strapline ‘Time travel and sleep like a Victorian!’ 

The comforts offered may not be the experience of many locals in the late 1800s.1237 

As Lefebvre commented, as the historical city takes the form of an exhibition or a 

museum it is no longer lived in the normal way, but it becomes an ‘object of cultural 

consumption for tourists’.1238  

Local councillors have lobbied for a change in planning to allow them to limit the 

change of use of houses to holiday lets and manage the so-called ‘Airbnb effect’.1239 

Furthermore, as detailed in Chapter One the government is now consulting on a Bill 

 
1235 Agustín Cocola-Gant, ‘Tourism Gentrification,’ Handbook of gentrification studies,ed. Loretta 
     Lees(Cheltenham: Edward Elgar Publishing, 2018),281. 
1236 Lefebvre, Writings on Cities, 153 
1237 Jubilee Cottage. Facebook, 20 November 2019. 
1238 Lefebvre, Writings on Cities,148. 
1239 ‘City of York Council calls for new powers to tackle huge rise in holiday lets,’York Press, 
      September 15, 2022. 
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aimed at tackling this problem, following a private members bill, introduced by the local 

York MP.1240    

The shortage of affordable housing is also an issue. The market is taking the city away 

from the working class. Yet as Lefebvre states ‘Only the working class can become 

the agent, the social carrier or support of this realisation,’ that the city is theirs, although 

the middle-class residents have a role too.1241 Lefebvre argued that people must fight 

to forge a new society.1242 Just as the residents fought to shape urban society in 

challenging the demolition of Buckingham Street, some owners now see the possibility 

of using their properties for economic gain. As noted by Logan and Molotch, the 

potential increase in land values may interest existing property owners in promoting 

local tourism growth.1243 The tension in areas such as Bishophill is between residents 

who embrace the surge in the tourist market and those overtaken by investors 

interested in the resultant increase in prices. As Anne-Cecile Mermet argues, whilst 

the markets created by Airbnb may benefit property owners; the housing market and 

local communities may be disrupted by the gentrification that they facilitate.1244 There 

is an ambiguity created by York’s increasing popularity as a tourist and retirement 

destination, and the consequential impact on prices and housing supply. 

With the increased demand for housing and changing shopping habits, all except one 

of the shop units have converted to residential use. Plans dating from 1864 for the 

remaining unit, 26 Fairfax Street, indicate a single unit with large shop windows, a 

 
1240 Consultation on a registration scheme for short term lets and Consultation on a new use class for  
      short-term lets, 12 April 2023 www.gov.uk. 
1241 Lefebvre, Writings on Cities,158. 
1242 Lefebvre. 
1243 J. Logan and Molotch, ‘Urban Fortunes: The Political Economy of Place’(Los Angeles: University  
      of California Press, 2007), 6.   
1244 Anne-Cecile Mermet. ‘Can gentrification theory learn from Airbnb? Airbnbfication and the asset  
     economy in Reykjavik.’ Environment and Planning A: Economy and Space. Volume 54, Issue 6. 
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corner entrance door and a cellar, but this has been incorporated into the residential 

property above, now an Airbnb (figure 6.67, 6.68).1245 The former shop has become a 

not-for-profit community café, ‘Refill at Fairfax Corner’, part of the Real Junk Food 

initiative, opening a vegetarian café, to sell dishes cooked using surplus food from 

local supermarkets and offering some in a ‘community fridge’, for a pay-as-you-feel 

donation. As well as providing for the local community, it has become a popular 

meeting point, which the manager feels may have replaced the connexion hub once 

provided by the corner shop, as people have met their neighbours and developed 

friendships.1246 For Jürgen Habermas, the coffeehouse was somewhere individuals 

could gather in a universal community, a public sphere, something that the local people 

have taken the opportunity to create here, reclaiming this corner and reintroducing a 

meeting place.1247 Similarly, The Golden Ball, one of the two remaining local pubs, 

became a community-owned pub in 2012, when it also assumed the role as caretaker 

for St Mary’s community garden.1248 The profile of both of these community venues 

was raised when they appeared in Eternal Law Episode Five that year.1249 Again, the 

local people have exercised collective power to secure these spaces for the 

community. As Harvey observes ‘the right to the city is far more than the individual 

liberty to access urban resources: it is a right to change ourselves by changing the 

city.’1250 The local press takes a continuing interest in them, promoting their success, 

in text and film/social media.1251 

 
1245 Elizabeth Chamberlin, Nineteenth-Century Terraced Housing of the Working and Lower-Middle    
     Classes in Bishophill, (MA, Diss., University of York, 1997), 14. 
1246 On this day in 1966, Man Alive, BBC Archive. 
1247 Jurgen Habermas,  The Public Sphere: An Encyclopedia Article (1964) New German Critique    
      Number 3 (Autumn 1974), 49-55. 
1248 Mike Laycock, ‘The Golden Ball in Bishophill is first pub to be run by community,’York Press,  
      November 13, 2012. yorkpress.co.uk. 
1249 Eternal Law, Episode Five. Georgina Lowe. 
1250 David Harvey, davidharvey.org. 
1251 https://www.yorkpress.co.uk/news/23130265.refill-cafe-fairfax-street-york---using-food-waste; 
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Conclusion 

The palimpsest demonstrates how Bishophill has changed dramatically over the last 

two hundred years, with its growth mirroring change in the wider economy and social 

development. Tension preceded change, with the Corporation reluctant to release 

pasture for housing development, as indicated by the rural activity continuing within 

the city wall later here than elsewhere. Industrial development thrived, inevitable given 

the close proximity to the port of York and like the Toftes, commercial development 

might have continued, had the Great Northern Railway succeeded in this quarter. 

However, Cooke’s departure from the centre in 1939, following Rowntree to Haxby 

Road suggests that the move of industry to the outskirts, was driven by the practicality 

of better road links, rather than deindustrialisation policy. 

 

With growing housing demand and CYC in their planning role, the terraced grid that 

followed soon removed all traces of the rural landscape, shaping the area within 

Bishophill’s natural boundaries. The evidence of the class system and the strong 

religious presence in society both add texture to the development.  

 

The 1970s were a turning point.  As in other cities, the pressure on industry prevailed, 

with the need for modern space and the advantages of an accessible road network. 

Furthermore, commercial traffic on the Ouse was rapidly diminishing, making the 

dockside an obsolete location, heightened by Lord Esher’s recommendations that 

industry should move out of the centre to enable an increased resident population in 

the heart of the city. The most fundamental impact on residential settlement going 

 
     ‘Customers can’t get enough of a York neighbourhood café and it’s not hard to see why,’York  
     Press, November 20, 2022. 
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forward was the resident’s successful fight for their ‘right to the city’, followed by CYC’s 

policy establishing Bishophill as a residential area and supporting the development of 

social housing. 

 

Subsequently, the moderate height and scale of development has allowed the 

neighbourhood to maintain intact. Some buildings have been demolished, a lost layer 

of the palimpsest; others although physically lost have maintained a presence. For 

example, Duke’s Hall replaced by Buckingham Works No 1 and now Lambert Court, 

have all dominated the same site, creating a presence at the foot of Fairfax Street, for 

three very different purposes. Yet others, such as Buckingham Works No 2, have 

enjoyed an afterlife, with their conversion from industrial to residential, simultaneous 

elements of loss and continuity in the Bishophill palimpsest.  

 

Texts, maps, photographs, and modern media material have contributed to the 

palimpsest throughout the period of study, recording both its continuity and change. 

Whilst continuity is maintained by the boundaries and the core road network, with the 

terraces and the churches keeping the visible shape and presence, the evolution of 

the area continues. Although Bishophill has lost its recent industry it is beginning to 

experience York’s new industry, providing accommodation for the holidaymaker. 

Whilst the architecture may live on in an ‘afterlife’, the right to the city may fall into the 

hands of the tourist industry as residents are displaced.1252 

 

 
1252 Graeme Gilloch, Myth and Metropolis: Walter Benjamin and the City (Cambridge: Polity Press,    
     1997), 13. 
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Different individuals have had an impact upon Bishophill’s development. Stephen 

Beckwith began, donating his town house for the refuge, bringing the property into a 

very different use in the 1840s. Thomas Cooke too made a huge contribution in terms 

of shaping the palimpsest with industrial use, in 1859. Whilst the detail of Lord Esher’s 

policy was not adopted for Bishophill with the rejection of the car park , the demolition 

proposals and the multi-storey apartment blocks, the adoption of his overall policy 

relating to the abolition of industry during the 1960s had an influence. The subsequent 

consolidation of housing in Bishophill, by CYC, and its commitment to improvement of 

the residential environment reinforced the transformation.  

 

Other groups have influenced the shape of the palimpsest, including YP which 

contributed to the development of Bishophill Senior and the Wesleyan Trustees, who  

not only invested in the chapel, but insisted in good quality housing in the immediate 

vicinity. Later BAG had an important role fighting their right to the city and engaging 

with the development of the District Plan. The community has played an important part 

in promoting the disremembering of the area’s industrial past, and now facilities such 

as the pub and café, are continuing to reinforce Bishophill’s residential identity. 
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CONCLUSION  
 
 
This thesis has adopted the palimpsest to investigate and interpret the dynamics of 

change and continuity in Micklegate - Bishophill (MB), within York’s walled city, 

southwest of the river Ouse, from 1800 to the present day. It has also focused on 

several sub-questions, with the main themes intended to gain an understanding of the 

extent of socio-cultural, economic, and political change in York’s urban development 

since the nineteenth century, the evidence of architectural development during this 

period and the contribution visual and textual imagery make to the palimpsest. In 

addition, the role of the main institutions and others with influence in the development 

of the palimpsest has been examined.  

 

Combining architectural history and sociological research approaches has allowed the 

development of the conceptual framework of the palimpsest. Together with the use of 

the wide range of resources detailed in the Introduction, including archival material, 

texts relating to urban history, sociological theory, and architectural development, 

including the work of specific architects, the research also investigates a range of 

available databases, visual and textual imagery, and semi-structured interviews with 

local individuals. Collectively, they have been invaluable in tracing different aspects of 

MB’s development. The palimpsestic mode of urban enquiry has supported a non-

reductive approach to the study, introducing a range of perspectives for open-minded 

analysis and consideration. 

 

This novel method has enabled the critical study of the layered development of MB, 

from early industrial urbanisation to the present day. The framework developed for the 

analysis of the urban palimpsest is presented in three sections: - the nature of the 
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palimpsest, the process through which it is created, and the agents engaged in its 

production, which has allowed the simultaneous cross-sectional review of the ‘what’, 

the ‘how’ and the ‘who’ combined with a chronological study. A thematic appraisal has 

also been possible, tracing industrialisation through to deindustrialisation, the 

changing model for consumerism, the loss of heritage following the diminution of the 

ancient port, the shifting landscape of power, the gradual development of a residential 

settlement, and the steady increase in tourism. Not only has a comprehensive, in-

depth view of the palimpsest in MB over the last two centuries been gained using this 

approach, but it has permitted a more granular insight into the distinct townscapes 

within.  

 

The institutions with agency are numerous, with some more visible than others, 

showing their changing influence on the palimpsest. Whilst some such as national and 

local government are a continuous thread, even though policies have changed , others 

have remained within MB for a period, for example, the Bishophill Action Group in the 

1970s, whilst others, for example developers or the Planning Inspectorate have 

engaged relatively briefly, but with a fundamental impact on the cityscape. Although 

the railways were present in MB until the early twenty-first century, individual 

organisations and their approaches have altered, from the inaugural York and North 

Midland, through the growth of the North Eastern Railway to British Rail and its 

subsequent privatisation. Similarly, manufacturers such as Rowntree and Thomas 

Cooke, as well as the dockside industries such as T. F. Wood & Co. contributed to the 

shape of MB but have now entirely disappeared. As the service sector has developed, 

different corporations and businesses have emerged. With tourism, Spiers & Pond 

Ltd., Express Dairies, Radisson, the Clark family, and their successors Daniel Thwaite 
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and more recently, Splendid Hospitality Group and P.D. Smith (Queen’s Staith Leisure 

Ltd.) have played a role. The changing property market has brought speculative 

developers such as K. W. Linfoot, (Emperor’s Wharf), and Palace Capital plc. (Hudson 

Quarter). As well as the notable, such as George Hudson, Joseph Rowntree and Lord 

Esher, many anonymous individuals: the residents, workers and the visitors have 

contributed. People in communities have unspoken power, as de Certeau observed, 

‘the intertwined paths [of the community] give their shape to spaces.’1253 They create 

the palimpsest through their daily activities, making meaningful contributions to the 

‘shape’ of the city as residents, workers, consumers, worshippers, visitors. Enjoying 

Lefebvre’s ‘right to the city’, the democratic power for the individual to reside, was also 

exemplified in MB in the 1970s, by the Bishophill Action Group’s successful fight to 

defend their homes.1254 

 

National government is woven throughout, due to its legislative and policy role. This is 

illustrated by the series of Acts of Parliament in the nineteenth century. The first 

introduced the railways bringing change to transport, followed shortly afterwards by 

sweeping changes to local government, and the councils, and enfranchising a greater 

number of citizens.1255 The subsequent public health legislation enabled the councils 

to tackle the poor-quality housing and overcrowding that increased with 

industrialisation.1256 Greater empowerment was introduced in the twentieth century by 

town planning legislation granted to the local authorities enabling them to control urban 

 
1253 Michel de Certeau. Everyday Life, Frontispiece, 97, 98. 
1254 Henri Lefebvre, Writings on Cities. trans & ed. Eleonore Kofman and Elizabeth Lebas. (Malden:  
      Blackwell Publishing, 2004),147-159 
1255 Local Act, 1836. 
      Municipal Corporations Act 1835. 
1256 Public Health Act 1848. 
      Public Health Act 1875. 
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development and to take a pro-active approach to shaping the city.1257 As indicated in 

Chapters Four and Six, the benefit of property ownership across MB reinforced the 

City of York’s powers yet further. 

 

The Church too has influence, represented by places of worship, with the Minister that 

overlooks MB and the many churches within MB itself, both Anglican and non-

conformist, as well as the symbolism of the burial grounds, all an active part of the 

palimpsest. The acts of religious figures have also contributed, for example, those of 

the Archbishop, who vigorously fought for the retention of the city walls. More broadly, 

Quakerism shaped parts of MB, including the construction of the Rowntree factory 

during the 1800s and the gift of North Street Gardens, following World War II. The 

Rowntrees used their wealth to influence and make change for the community, 

including the fight against slum conditions featured in Seebohm Rowntree’s work, 

employee welfare, and the promotion of temperance. In 1904, Rowntree also 

transferred half of his wealth into trusts which remain active today.1258 Religious 

charitable work was in evidence elsewhere in MB with the Anglican and Non-

conformists, overseeing York Penitentiary and in education, in the Wesley Methodist 

Priory School. Although this type of work is less visible today, York CVS remains active 

within MB and religious worship continues across this part of the city. 

 

Like urban development elsewhere, the market is a constant that drives change in MB, 

which is evidenced throughout. As land became a commodity and the means of 

 
1257 Town and Country Planning Act 1947. 
1258 Anne Vernon, A Quaker Businessman: The Life of Joseph Rowntree (1836-1925) (London:    
     George Allen & Unwin, 1958),13.  
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production, the property market emerged as a prime factor, which is evidenced in the 

emergence of manufacturing and the growth of industrial companies: Rowntree and 

Cooke’s. The emergence of consumers able to participate in the city as it became a 

site of commodity exchange, as well as a commodity in itself is also a feature of the 

market. The landscape of consumption is explored in the thesis, in Micklegate and 

George Hudson Street, from its beginnings in the early nineteenth century, through 

the development of the department store, and the changing model of consumerism 

since the 1960s, when Esher identified the ‘handsome’ street as having a ‘fairly 

consistent shopping use’, and it concludes with both the area and its visitors having 

become the commodity.1259 The market for tourism has expanded as has that for 

privatised retirement homes and financial services. 

 

By the early nineteenth century, industry in York had not developed on the scale 

experienced in nearby cities such as Manchester, Bradford and Leeds. This is 

illustrated in Hargrove’s History, one of the earliest texts during the research period, 

adding to the palimpsest. Although there was some housing and relatively small-scale 

manufacture, such as comb-making, as Hargrove notes, the main features of MB then 

were the Ouse-side docks, with its Old and New Cranes, and Micklegate, with its 

‘handsome’ townhouses, as well as fine medieval churches.1260 Charitable institutions 

such as Lady Hewley’s and Lady Anne Middleton’s almshouses were also operational. 

As he observed further the former monastic land in Toft Green and Bishophill remained 

as market gardens and pastureland which is redolent of Kentish Town.1261  

 
1259 Lord Esher, York: A Study in Conservation: Report to the Minster of Housing and Local  
     Government and York City Council. (London: HMSO,1968). 
1260 William Hargrove, History and Description of the Ancient City of York (York: William   
     Alexander,1818),168. 
1261 Hargrove, History, 178,183. 
     Gillian Tindall, The Fields Beneath: The history of one London village (London: Eland Publishing 
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However, this changed rapidly with the coming of the railways in 1839. Whilst MB has 

continued to develop steadily since then, reflecting the city’s growth and changing 

fashion, the original shape has remained, due to the definition provided by the city 

walls and the river, aided further by the survival of the early road network. In addition, 

the four main townscapes have maintained their own recognisable integrity, in spite of 

their steady growth. 

 

MB has remained active in its growth and development, maintaining visible layers of 

the palimpsest. The power of various urban imaginaries of York has shaped its 

development, with that of George Hudson resulting in the railway enclave, Joseph 

Rowntree leading to the growth of confectionery manufacture in the Toftes and 

Thomas Cooke, the lens manufacturing complex in Bishophill. The local authority has 

also had a powerful role in creating the city’s imaginary since the introduction of public 

health and planning legislation. In addition, since the Four Towns initiative introduced 

architect-planner, Lord Esher to the city, his Study has continued to have an impact 

on development throughout York, which has been observed throughout the thesis.1262 

Both Esher and Hargrove (over one hundred years earlier), have contributed to the 

palimpsest, illustrating their ability to influence. Other factors both material and 

ideological, such as emergent ways of thinking about cities, may also exert influence 

on urban change.  

 

The growth of MB has witnessed substantial architectural changes and style. 

Development began in the nineteenth century, when as Pevsner observes, societal 

 
      2010),13 
1262 Esher, Study. 
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change introduced the need for new types of building.1263 One of the most notable in 

MB was the Old Railway Station. Yet although designed to house a new use and 

combined with wrought iron for the railway, a neo-Classical style was adopted for the 

station. Multi-storey factories and warehouses were the next nineteenth century 

novelty, which tended to be utilitarian without any known architectural input, again 

evidenced in MB in Chapters Four and Five, with dockside warehouses such as 

Woodsmill Quay and Rowntree’s six storey factory tower. 

 
Esher’s Study commented upon ‘the varied and picturesque warehouses’ of Queen’s 

Staith.1264 However, remarking upon the excess of one million square feet of 

warehousing south-west of the Ouse and the declining river traffic, Esher 

recommended their replacement with apartments or hotels. His imaginary in this case 

has been realised, and the dockside is virtually all now in that use, some new build, 

for example Emperor’s Wharf, and some the conversions of former industrial buildings, 

such as Woodsmill Quay. As de Certeau comments these raise the question whether 

‘The renovated "old stones" become places for transit between the ghosts of the past 

and the imperatives of the present.’1265 Whilst retained, it is questionable whether the 

heritage of buildings like these may have been distorted. 

 

 
The multi-storey office block was also a nineteenth century revelation. NER HQ was a 

fine example in York, joined by Hudson House in the mid-1960s, both representative 

of the contemporary architectural style, Queen’s Anne Revival and Brutalism, marking 

 
1263 Nikolaus Pevsner, A History of Building Types (London: Thames and Hudson Ltd.,1976). 
1264  Esher, Study, 147. 
1265 Michel de Certeau, Luce Giard, Pierre Mayol, The Practice of Everyday Life Volume II, Living  
      and Cooking, trans. Timothy J. Tomasik (London: Regents of the University of Minnesota,1998),  
      137. 
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the popular trend of their time. Esher anticipated that office space would increase in 

Toft Green, and indeed it has with Aviva staff representing almost six times the number 

of office workers at that time, and offices developing in style as well as height and 

mass, but reflecting socially constructed heritage. It was a rise in railway numbers that 

Esher had expected, but Hudson House, a once award-winning building has now been 

demolished and NER HQ converted to hotel use, as the Grand. The conversion from 

office to hotel is indicative of the growth of tourism in the city, as Esher 

recommended.1266 Whilst mass tourism began with the arrival of the railways in the 

nineteenth century, it took on a new life from the 1960s with the landmark Viking Hotel. 

Tourism today is a global phenomenon and with tourist figures in York of 8.4 million 

visitors per annum, the demand for tourist accommodation is high. In MB, Middletons, 

Queen’s Hotel, the Travelodge, as well as the Grand and Airbnb accommodation have 

developed over the last fifty years reflecting that shift and different markets. 1267 

 

The housing market has also fundamentally changed. MB witnessed the development 

of a range of terraced housing, detailed in Chapter Six, again introduciing a new type 

of nineteenth century architecture. Elsewhere, some buildings have emerged from 

earlier contexts, as defined by Benjamin, ‘shorn of some of its original features but 

with new accretions upon it’ to experience an afterlife.1268 The trend for conversion 

began in the 1990s, dependent upon viability. Although some former industrial 

buildings in MB were converted to apartments, such as Buckingham Works No 2, 

others such as the Rowntree factory and Buckingham Works No 1 were entirely lost, 

symptomatic of York’s loss of industrial heritage.  

 
1266 Esher, Study, Appendix E, 235. 
1267 Make it York, makeityork.com.  
1268 Graham Gilloch, Walter Benjamin: Critical Constellations (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2002), 4 
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The Council have taken a pro-active role in the development of MB, which undoubtedly 

shaped the palimpsest. Of course, the decision to retain the city walls in the nineteenth 

century shaped the city, in both physical and cultural terms, contributing to the 

imaginary of York and its heritage. Subsequently, the CYC’s decision to promote 

tourism has had and continues to have a huge impact. 

 

More specifically, CYC’s decisions have shaped MB.  Even though they rejected 

Esher’s proposals for development in Bishophill, including the demolition of 

Buckingham Works No 2, and the proposed multi-storey apartment blocks, they 

actively pursued residential use, as illustrated in the Bishophill/Clementhorpe District 

Plan. This was reinforced by the grant of subsequent planning consents for a range of 

residential development from Buckingham Court, Bishop’s Court and Hudson Quarter 

to smaller schemes. They also aided change with the disposal of properties in their 

own ownership, including Oliver House, Albion Wharf and the Bonding Warehouse, as 

well as pursuing the development of City Mills, their own retirement complex 

scheme.1269 CYC’s own decision to move to the Toftes, accompanied by the Hampton 

Hilton undoubtedly helped to drive new energy into that part of the city.  

 

The national drive to redistribute industry and Esher’s proposals to remove obsolete 

industries resulted in the entire disappearance of traditional industrial activity from MB. 

Yet the earlier decisions by the chocolate and lens manufacturing industries to leave 

the area for an out-of-town location, is an indication of their own corporate drive 

contributing to the shape of MB, as had their own initial investment in this part of the 

 
1269 York City Council, York: Report on ‘A Study in Conservation’. September 1969. 
      City of York, Bishophill and Clementhorpe District Plan, April 1978. 
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city.1270 MB is now dominated by the service sector with financial offices, hotels and 

hospitality, as well as housing.  

 
The development of MB exemplifies Lefebvre’s representation of the development 

process associated with urban society (Chapter One, figure 1.1).1271 As in Lefebvre’s 

argument, MB has moved from the political city, (the early city of warfare and power 

which York’s walled city arguably represents), through the mercantile and industrial 

phases, to the critical zone of an urban society, with complete subordination of the 

agrarian.1272 Yet if an urban community is engaged in the production of  its own space, 

however unwittingly, an element of individuality in this urban space must remain. 

Lefebvre’s development process has provided a valuable theoretical base, 

contributing both to the conceptual framework and the research itself, reinforcing the 

value of the palimpsestic approach.  

 
 
As this thesis demonstrates, whilst MB is a relatively small area of York, there is a 

wealth of research material available. This raises a number of possible questions for 

further research. The opportunity to undertake further in-depth research relating to 

some of the corporate organisations occupying property in MB, for example Aviva and 

Radisson, to gain a greater understanding of the rationale behind their individual 

decision-making and the resultant impact on the palimpsest would provide a different 

perspective. Further research on York Conservation Trust and the contribution that the 

fulfilment of their imaginary makes to delivery of the CYC Local Plan would be 

 
1270 Royal Commission on the Distribution of the Industrial Population, 1937-1940; 
      Barlow Report 1940; 
      Distribution of Industry Act 1945. 
1271 Henri Lefebvre, The Urban Revolution (London, University of Minnesota Press, 2003),15. 
1272 Lefebvre, 8. 
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intriguing. In addition, consideration should be given to the date of some of the 

available texts relating to MB. Whilst Pace’s study of Bishophill is perhaps the most 

detailed, and an invaluable research tool, at fifty years old it is distinctly out-of-date. 

The twenty-first century view of the dockside is unrecognisable when compared to that 

of  the 1970s, and an analytical review of the cityscape, building-by-building would add 

to the literature. As a study of the gradual change of use, this might also support 

research on Airbnb and its increasing impact on the residential market. As this is not 

confined to MB/York alone, but a result of the burgeoning tourist market and the 

financialisation of housing, this would have international application. 

 

However, more recently, MB’s development has largely taken place without a strategic 

plan to guide the determination of recent planning applications and public engagement 

appears low key.1273 In terms of potential systemic changes it is recommended that 

consideration is given to how greater engagement of  the public in the planning system 

from development of the imaginary, for example the Local Plan through to individual 

planning decisions, might be achieved.  

 

Researching an area of the city that has been under-researched to date, this thesis 

makes a significant contribution to the literature relating to the history of York, providing 

a detailed analysis of change and continuity over two centuries in an area of the city 

which is oft neglected. By taking the original approach of adopting the notion of MB as 

palimpsest, parts of which are long preserved while others are restored, and yet others 

are being rewritten has shown the value of using this method to examine urban 

development, to gain an understanding of the living threads which run through society. 

 
1273 CYC, Draft Local Plan incorporating 4th set of changes, April 2005. 
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The palimpsest model has enabled the identification of major factors that have created 

change in the cityscape which might otherwise have remained invisible, revealing not 

only changes in the city, but also the changing relations of power and influence. The 

additional benefit of the research has been the development of the conceptual 

framework in three sections: - the nature of the palimpsest, the process through which 

it is created, and the agents engaged in its production, which has produced an 

effective tool for the analysis of urban continuity and change in future urban studies, 

with national and international transferability. Given its complexity it would be 

rewarding to explore each of its elements in the context of the MB townscape in greater 

depth. It would also be interesting to refine and enrich its application further by testing 

its utilisation in other districts in York or in urban settlements elsewhere, in order to 

support further development of this manner of urban investigation. 
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Abbreviations 
 

Abbreviation Name 
CA Character Area  
CYC City of York Council 
HMSO His Majesty’s Stationery Office 
MB  Micklegate - Bishophill 
RCHME Royal Commission on the Historical Monuments of England 
YAT York Archaeological Trust 
YCA  York City Archives 
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