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Annex 4. The historical significance of Mirrlees Fields
THE HISTORICAL SIGNIFICANCE OF MIRRLEES FIELDS
Mirrlees Fields have only ever been put to two uses – firstly as agricultural land supporting
dairy farming between the 17th and 20th century and, secondly, as sports fields between
1907 and 1986. What follows is some background to the history of these usages together
with an outline of those aspects that can still be evidenced on the Fields today.
The key points of historical evidence are the existence of:
•
•
•
•
•
•

Old field boundaries dating back at least to the early 18th century
Ditches marking the boundaries of the original fields
Butts and reins (ridges and furrows) used in the 18th and 19th centuries as a means of
draining land used for arable crops
The position of current rights of way that were bridleways connecting farms that were
in existence from the 17th century
A large hollow that was originally a pit dug either for marl or for clay for brickmaking
The remaining traces of the fairways and bunkers of the Mirrlees Golf Course

1. First References to the Land
The land can be dated back to when it was a part of the Bramhall Manorial Estate which
was first mentioned in the Domesday Book of 1086. It lay between two ‘moors’ (originally
peat bogs), Snibbs Moor (now Woodsmoor) and Bramhall Moor, both of which were
sources of fuel for the earliest settlers. The earliest reference to Snibbs Moor dates from
1336 at the latest, and possibly from before 1300i. By the 16th century the moors had
been drained and the surrounding land had been put to agricultural use by tenant
farmers who leased the land from the Davenports of Bramall Hall.

2. The Earliest Farming Tenants
82 tenants were recorded as inhabiting Snibbs Moor in the New Court Book of the Manor
of Bramhall in 1632ii. More detailed records a century later from the same courtiii and
referring to the same area point to the land now known as Mirrlees Fields being leased
by two farming families. They were the Gouldens and the Leadbeaters who resided at
New House Farmiv and Bramhall House Farmv, respectively.

Fig 1. Bryant, 1831
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3. The Field Boundaries and Names
Drainage was a constant preoccupation of the Manorial Court with tenants being
instructed to keep the ditches clear that marked the boundaries of their fields (as well as
acting as drainage channels) The following entries include field names that were to
appear 120 years later on the 1842 Tithe Map of the area:
“We paine William Leadbeater to lay a Cart platt in the end of the new ditch he hath made in his
Turfe-room at the side of the rough field betwixt this and the 29 September.” 1722
“We paine William Leadbeater to Clense the ditch betwixt his Kill-field and Jonathan Goldens
Priestfield and make the fence sufficient betwixt now and the 7th August next.” 1722

There is little reason to believe that either the field names or boundaries surveyed in
1842 had changed to any great extent over the previous century.

Fig 2. 1842 Tithe Map with an outline of Mirrlees Fields

Fig 3. 2005 aerial view of Mirrlees Fields
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Remarkably, the field boundaries that can be seen on the 2005 aerial view of the Fields
correspond almost exactly with those on the 1842 Tithe Map, having remained
unchanged for a further 150 years. It is therefore reasonable to suppose that the
field boundaries contained within Mirrlees Fields today are those that were laid
out in the 16th and 17th centuries .
Even when the golf course was laid out (see Sports Fields), it didn’t interfere with these
boundaries. From 1986, when the golf course fell out of use until the present time,
nothing has changed. As a consequence, the green space today still contains the field
shapes it had in the 18th century, and possibly earlier.

Fig 4. Mirrlees Fields in 2017, still showing the old field boundaries marked by trees and
shrubs

4. The Ditches and the Stream
The stream, or brook as it was known locally in earlier times, (and very fondly
remembered by older local residents as a place they played as children) takes an erratic
path across the Fields. It emerges at the corner of the field closest to Stepping Hill
Hospital and leaves as it goes under ‘Echo Bridge’ (near Kinross Avenue and under the
old Midland railway line) feeding eventually into the Ladybrook at Bramhall Green.
In fact, in the 20th century the original interconnecting field ditches were used as means
of draining surface water from newly built housing and industrial developments
surrounding the fields. Conduits were constructed. The result is that a more regular
flow of water runs through the ditches giving the impression of a stream.
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Fig 5. Course of the stream across Mirrlees Fields. The dotted lines indicate sections where it is
culverted. The section in Triangle Meadow lay beneath the factory site, and now lies under the
Hampton Wood housing estate.
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Fig 7. Stream with culvert and reinforced banks,
photographed in 1927

On the ground there are still several ditches that evidence the historical field boundaries.
On modern maps these are shown as apparently randomly situated drainage channels
and water courses. Physical evidence of the ditches still remains in several places on
the Fields, easily detectable using modern or old maps.

Fig 8. Current map with ditches showing up as drainage channels and water courses
corresponding with field boundaries

5. Butts and Reins
There are ridges and furrows still very evident on the fields today, particularly at the top
of the field closest to the railway. From centre to centre the butts are about 7 metres
apart, sometimes less. Known in the 18th and 19th centuries as butts and reins
(Cheshire dialect for ridges and furrows) they were used to drain fields. Water from the
raised butts drained into the reins which in turn drained into ditches at the edges of the
fields.
Created using horse and plough, they are not, as once thought, evidence of medieval
farming practices. Peter Pownall, a Bramhall farmer, noted in his diary in 1782: “Drawed
Pottatoes Ground in to Buts”, and in 1786: “Drawed summer work [land that had lain
fallow] into Butts”.vi
A good example of these ridges can be seen in Figures 9 and 10.
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Fig 9. 1934 aerial view of Pit Field and Great Pasture

Fig 10. Aerial view of butts and reins in the same fields in 2017

6. Footpaths
The footpaths that cross the fields were part of an early network of bridle paths that
connected the farms to each other and to Woodsmoor Lane and Bramhall Moor Lane.
Now the paths form rights of way across the fields and along the stream, one of them
being part of the Fred Perry Way. Figures 7 and 8 show that the position of the footpath
cutting diagonally across the fields hasn’t changed. It would have connected Bramhall
House Farm to Woodsmoor Lane. The path along the lower, southern boundary of the
Fields originally connected Bramhall House Farm to a bridleway leading down to New
6
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House Farm. When Mirrlees extended their site into the field named ‘Outlet’ in the mid
20th century, the path was repositioned. It now runs alongside the MAN Diesel.
warehouse.

Fig 11. Tithe map showing the perimeter of Mirrlees Fields now and the line of the footpaths in
1842

Fig 12. Aerial view of the diagonal footpath, 2017

7. Ponds and Pits
There were numerous large ponds on the Fields, some up to 50 metres in length. They
were known as ‘pits’ in earlier times. It is possible to discern two of the hollows on
Mirrlees Fields where the ponds were before they being drained.
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Fig 13. The ponds on Mirrlees Fields. One is still discernible in the corner of Rough Field and the
other is the middle one of the three in Gorsey Field.

The ponds have two possible origins. They could have been marl pits: from the 1300’s
onwards, manorial landowners encouraged their tenants to extract marl, a substance
made up of clay and lime, to be spread over farmland to increase its fertility. The
Bramhall Court Rolls make mention of the use of marl and many of the fields on the tithe
map are called ‘Marl Field’.
Alternatively the ponds may have resulted from digging for clay for brickmaking, a means
by which farmers supplemented their income. In either case, the ‘pits’ created filled with
rainwater and became ponds.
The middle pond on Gorsey Field was large enough,
it is recounted, for children to cross it on a makeshift
raft. Now it is a hollow filled with overgrowth and
debris but in the 1950’s it was turned into a rifle
range.

Fig 14. The site of the miniature rifle range, in
Gorsey Field backing on to the stream that emerges
close to the corner of the MAN Diesel warehouse.

8. The Sports Fields
The Mirrlees, Bickerton & Day factory was built in 1907 on land leased to the founders by
John Emmott Barlow, then owner of Bramhall House and its farm. The company soon
bought that land and then much of the remaining land surrounding the factory site in
1922. In the process, they became the landlords for New House Farm and Bramhall
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House, from whom they took farmland, initially to build a golf course and subsequently
for two bowling greens, three tennis courts, a cricket pitch, a football pitch, a hockey pitch
and the previously mentioned rifle range. The Mirrlees Sporting Association was run by
Mirrlees employees from the 1930’s until 1986, when it was closed by Mirrlees
Blackstone with a view to the Fields being sold for housing development. Ultimately the
planning application was turned down by the Department of the Environment and
Transport on the grounds that the houses would have been exposed to unacceptable
levels of noise from the testing of diesel engines, then being manufactured in the factory.
The application had been strenuously resisted by past and present employees who,
together with local residents, had formed an action group under the acronym of SCRAM:
Sports Clubs and Residents Against Mirrlees.

9. The Mirrlees Golf Course

The 1900’s saw a growing enthusiasm for setting up sports clubs. The first in Woodsmoor
was established by golfing enthusiasts from Disley in early 1906. The Davenport Golf
Club, as it was called, was situated at the north western corner of what is now Mirrlees
Fields. Its life at Woodsmoor was brief. The land on which the course stood was leased
to Mirrlees, Bickerton & Day in 1907-8. The club moved to Torkington, Hazel Grove,
opening as the renamed Stockport Golf Club in 1909.

Fig 15. The first golf course on the fields, 1911 OS map permission of the National Library of
Scotland

The course was taken over by Mirrlees. Factory employees brought down from the
parent company in Scotland expanded the original course until the start of the First World
War interrupted their efforts. They saw their course become a wasteland when it was
used as a testing ground for tanks produced at the Mirrlees factory. After the war the
course was resurrected with two army huts used to make the clubhouse situated in the
northern most corner of the fields. The course was used by both the Mirrlees Sports
Association members and private members for a further 60 years before its closure in
1986.
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Fig 16. The course in the 1970’s with the hospital in the top right hand corner
Website: Emapping Victorian Cheshire,Cheshire Archives & Local Studies

Fig 17. The course in the 1960’s with the Stepping Hill Hospital maternity block in the foreground

Of all the sports facilities, physical evidence remains on the Fields only of the golf course.
But it is a dominant feature of the landscape. There are some older residents of
Woodsmoor and Bramhall Moor who remember the times when the Mirrlees groundsman
was master of the Fields, taking a pride in keeping the greens immaculate and children
away from the course. Now, where there were small copses planted to separate holes
and fairways, these have now become mature trees and shrubs lending the Fields a
sense of a natural space that is no longer marshalled or manicured.
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Notes

i

The reference is contained in a land deed concerned with Sir John Ardern of Stockport granting the son of
Robert del Brugge “a place of waste lying upon Snibbs Moor” i. A later document of 1577 mentions “Stopport
More, also called Snybbes More”
ii

Clemesha, H. W. 1921 New Court Book of the Manor of Bramhall, 1632-1657, Chetham Society, NS 80. vol.
iii.) A copy is held at Stockport Heritage Library
iii

Bramhall Court Rolls 1716-32, photocopy of transcript of originals. A copy is held at Stockport Heritage
Library
iv

The ‘new house’ that became the name of the farm was built in 1668 replacing on older building thought to
have belonged to a William Hall de Priestfield
v

The first William Leadbeater, a dairy farmer died in 1589. There were a further four more generations of the
Leadbeaters at the farm before the last, Isaac, died in 1725. His inventory was witnessed by his neighbour,
Jonathan Goulden of New House Farm.
vi

Coutie, H. 1989a The Diary of Peter Pownall: a Bramhall Farmer 1765-1858,
Publications

Congleton, Old Vicarage
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Annex 4

Active Travel Community Project – Project Brief
Name of Project

Name of Local
Authority/Lead Body

Location(s) of Project

Project Summary
Include any criteria for
engagement/involvement
(or restrictions)

Mirrlees Fields
Walking & Cycling
For Health Project
Mirrlees Fields
Friends Group
(supported by
Stockport Council)
Mirrlees Fields,
Woodsmoor,
Stockport

Lead Officer
Name &
Contact
Details

Jim Gilligan
Secretary Mirrlees Fields
Friends Group
jimgilligan@hotmail.com
Russ Boaler
Consultant for Physical
Education, Sport & Physical
Activity
Services to People
Town Hall
Stockport
SK1 3XE

Tel: 0161 474 3941
Mob: 07891 949016
russ.boaler@stockport.gov.uk
This is a multi-partner project and aims to establish: (i) a Health Walking
Route of just over one mile in the heart of a densely-urbanised area of
Stockport and adjacent to Stepping Hill Hospital and, (ii) improve a link
within Stockport’s wider cycling network that will be available to
everyone regardless of cycling proficiency. The route will follow public
rights of way, which are due to be up-graded. It is intended that this will
cater for a range of people, including able-bodied workers seeking
gentle lunch-time exercise, those undergoing therapy or rehabilitation at
the hospital & provide a through route for those accessing the Newby
Road Industrial Estate and Bramhall Moor Technology Park (ongoing
work to upgrade the existing footpath to enable cycles, as well as
pedestrians to use it, will also provide direct cycling access to the
industrial estate & nearby housing development, so avoiding the A6).
The project will also support the further development of the local
Collaborative Practice (All Together Better) initiative. This programme
commissioned by Stockport Together has developed coproduction
between General Practice staff and patients of Bracondale Health
Centre which is located close to Mirrlees Fields & will help establish a
local walking group.
Funding accessed through this grant will be used to provide bench
seating (particularly important for older people, those with mobility
restrictions & in/out patients undergoing rehabilitation using walking as a
means to increase activity levels), signage - both motivational (including
the health benefits of walking & cycling) & general route information,
and the printing of water-resist maps.
The Friends Group is fully constituted, has charitable objectives and is
currently awaiting confirmation from HMRC of charitable status.
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The main Public Right of Way through Mirrlees has been shown on
several editions of the published cycle map as a ‘please walk your bike’
link, meaning that it has not officially been a cycle route.
This will change: a wide range of developer-funded improvements,
complemented by the proposals of this Community Active Travel
Project, will enhance conditions and network connectivity for both
pedestrians and cyclists. Many nearby streets are lightly trafficked, and
so potentially suitable to use for free cycle training for residents and
others who may be described as ‘intermediate level’ cyclists, and
walking and cycling events. It is anticipated that community supporters
of the project may be interested in receiving TfGM’s cycling and walking
newsletter, signing up for cycle training, and any further relevant
information.
Costs
Provide a breakdown of
all costs

5 x Natural bench
seating @ £465 ex
VAT each.

Funding
Provide details
of all funding

8 x Lectern style
low-level signs –
approximate cost
of £150 each
Printing of initially
6000 A5 size
water-resist maps
at cost of £69
+VAT per 1000
copies
Total £3939 + VAT

Additional match funding to the
development of the wider
scheme include:
• £945 Stockport
Grammar School
Parents Teachers
Association, Stockport
School and Ladybrook
Valley District Scouts
• £2,125 MAN Diesel
• £100 Stockport Hydro
Environmental Fund
• £950 Stockport Council
• £600 via GoFundMe
Appeal
• Community events have
generated £1100

NB: If successful,
funding should be
paid directly to
Mirrlees Fields
Friends Group
Outputs and Outcomes
Provide details of
expected outputs and
outcomes for the overall
project

Increased numbers of patients walking (Stepping Hill Hospital &
Bracondale Health Centre)
Increased numbers of staff walking (Stepping Hill Hospital & Bracondale
Health Centre)
Improved health outcomes for targeted groups (anonymised data from
Stepping Hill Hospital & Bracondale Health Centre)
Increased number of walkers (general population)
Increased number of cyclists (once bridleway upgrade is completed)
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Evaluation
Provide details of
expected evaluation
including method and
timescales

Exit Route
Provide details of how
you expect benefits of
project to be sustained

Mirrlees Fields Friends Group

Stepping Hill patient/staff use numbers – quarterly (Target – an average
of 30 users per quarter)
Walkers’ survey – Annually (Target 150 users)
Usage figures through number of maps issued – quarterly (Target – an
average of 100 maps issued per quarter)
Bracondale Health Centre patient/staff use – Annually (Target 50 users)
Mirrlees Fields Friends Group Facebook page survey – every 6 months
(Target 100 users)
Mirrlees Fields Friends Group Facebook page comments board –
number of comments every 6 months with sample quotes (Target 100
positive user comments)
Engagement in the wider Walking for Health Programme
Access to the Stockport Walkaday Programme
Individual/family walks
Stockport/GM cycling network
National Cycle Network –(62 & 85)
Ramblers Association
Age UK Walks
Nordic Walking
Active transport workplace and community schemes
Stockport Cycle Users Group Support
Stockport Actilife Programme
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