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Southport University Extension Society 

       southportues.com 
 

Introduction 

 
Welcome to Forum 56.  We are approaching the end of the SUES year, but there is still plenty coming 
up over the summer: the AGM and talk by Stephen Whittle, the SUES exhibition at The Atkinson and 
the outing to Knowsley Hall.   
 
In this issue of Forum, we bring you further details from Roger Mitchell on the five courses on offer in 
our 2024-25 season.  Also, Christine Vasey has contributed an article on the extraordinary and 
inspiring life of Jack Metcalf, better known as ‘Blind Jack of Knaresborough’. 
 
Chris Nelson 

SUES Annual General Meeting 

The 2024 SUES Annual General Meeting (AGM) will take place at All Saints Church Hall at 14:30 on 
Wednesday 24th July.  We hope you will be able to attend. 
 
After completion of the formalities, we will enjoy a talk on Exhibitions at the Atkinson by Stephen 
Whittle, The Atkinson’s Principal Manager: Museum, Gallery and Operations. 
 
Enclosed with this copy of Forum you will find your pack of papers for the AGM.  This contains: 
 

• Meeting Agenda 

• Minutes of the 2023 AGM 

• Minutes of the Extraordinary General Meeting held in January 2024 

• Chair’s Report 

• Treasurer’s Report  

• List of Officers and Committee Members 

• Proposals for update of the Constitution 

• Existing (2023) Constitution 

• Proposed Constitution 
 

Membership Renewal 

 

Our membership year commences on 1st September, but we will start processing membership 
renewals for 2024-25, and registering new members, at the AGM on 24th July.  A membership form is 
enclosed with this copy of Forum.  To renew your membership, please print and complete the form 
and bring it to the AGM.  Alternatively, you may scan it and send it to me by email or post it (contact 
details on the last page).  

Chris Nelson 
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Enjoy the SUES Exhibition! 
 

 
 
You are warmly invited to join in the celebrations of our 150-year history by visiting the exhibition in 
The Discovery Box at The Atkinson in Southport over the summer.  You can learn more about the 
history of the University Extension Movement and the thriving nature of SUES today.  

 
The exhibition will be held over four weeks from its opening on Saturday 27th July through to 
Saturday 24th August 2024.  This unique initiative will provide an opportunity for all local people, as 
well as visitors to Southport, to better understand all about this important movement, created to enable 
people to experience university teaching that they had not been able to access before, simply because 
they were women or poor or uneducated.  The display will explain key events that have enabled our 
society to survive, and grow, as the last surviving extension society.  We also hope that some visitors 
may consider joining us to enjoy the benefits of learning throughout a lifetime. 

 

SUES Exhibition Celebration Evening 

 
 
We are very pleased to have received excellent support from The Atkinson and secured a grant from 
The National Lottery Heritage Fund to raise awareness of our 150-year-old history. To mark this 
milestone, we will be holding a celebration evening (see details below) to which all members of SUES 
are cordially invited. 
 

Thursday 1st August, 2024 

at The Atkinson on the 2nd floor landing 
6.00 pm - 8.00 pm 

 
A complementary glass of wine or soft drink will be available 
The Theatre Bar will be available for further drinks from 6.30 pm 

 
The exhibition will be open solely to our members and guests on this evening. 

 

We do hope you will be able to join us. To assist with catering, please indicate your attendance by 
RSVP to The Atkinson at jemma.tynan@sefton.gov.uk 

 
Alan Potter 
Chair, on behalf of the SUES Committee 

mailto:jemma.tynan@sefton.gov.uk


SUES Forum No 56:  July 2024 Page 3 

Visit to Knowsley Hall 

 

This year’s SUES summer outing, on Tuesday 3rd September, is a guided tour of Knowsley Hall by 
the curator, Dr Stephen Lloyd.  The cost, including travel and tea/coffee/cake in the hall after the tour, 
is £36.50 per person.  There is disabled access to all floors.   
 
A coach will leave All Saints car park at 13:00, returning at around 17.30, depending on traffic.  There 
will also be a pick up and drop off point in Aughton (time and place to be confirmed). 
 
A booking form for the visit is enclosed with this copy of Forum.  Places are limited, so please book 
early to avoid disappointment. 
 
Mary Ormsby 

 

Additions to Your Library 

 

Margaret Wilford asked me to find 'good homes' for as many of her books as possible.  She did not 
want any money to change hands, but hoped that people might find something of interest.  So far, I 
have made good progress, particularly with the more academic books.  George Talbot has very kindly 
taken quite a number for use at Edge Hill University and Mary Ormsby, Peter Firth and I have managed 
to squeeze a few more onto our bulging shelves. 
 

The remainder of the books are probably best described as 'good quality general reading' and many 
of them are relatively recent publications. 
 

I intend to have them on tables at the back of the Hall at the AGM on Wednesday 24th July and I do 
hope that you will take any that are of interest (including complete sets of Jane Austen and Brother 
Cadfael).  As I mentioned earlier, Margaret saw these as gifts, but I am sure that she would be happy 
if you gave a little extra to your favourite charity - not more than £1 per book.  Any books that remain 
unclaimed at the end of the afternoon will be taken to the National Trust bookshop at Rufford Old Hall 
where Margaret was a volunteer for many years. 
 

Roger Mitchell 

 

The SUES Programme, 2024-25 

 
In the June Forum, we gave you information about our expanded programme for 2024-25.  Your 
membership entitles you to attend our seven Friday afternoon lectures, an AGM next July and two 
Postgraduate Seminars, details of which will be announced later.  Free refreshments will be available 
at all these events. 
 
An equally important part of our programme, and something that makes SUES particularly special, is 
our series of Monday morning courses.  These vary in length from 5 to 9 sessions.  Each session lasts 
for two hours with a break for free refreshments at the half way point.  No prior knowledge of the topic 
is required and the sessions are informal, with the opportunity for questions, discussion and 
contributions.  Lecturers make extensive use of illustrations, using PowerPoint and digital technology.   
 
The course fee is based on the number of sessions and ranges from £25 for a five-session course to 
£45 for a nine-session course. 
 
Our 2023-24 courses attracted our highest attendances so far and has encouraged us to expand the 
programme for 2024-25. 
 
Our first course has the added attraction that no fee will be charged.  It is part of our 150th Anniversary 
celebrations and we welcome both members and non-members. 

https://knowsleyhallvenue.co.uk/
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COURSE PROGRAMME 2024 – 2025 
 

 
 
Course 1: Southport and the University Extension Movement – Peter Firth 
16, 23, 30 September; 7 October 2024. Course Fee:  Free to all (non-members welcome). 

 

 
 
“Harriet, have you heard what a group of 
local women, supported by some clearly 
misguided men have done last night? 
They’ve voted to form a Society to give 
women access to university standard 
education. Whatever next?”  
 
“And not a moment too soon, Henry”, 
responds Harriet, to a clearly astonished 
husband. 
 

(Courtesy of Punch) 

 
 
 

We are proud of the pioneering role that Southport played in this movement.  Using archive material 
from various sources, the story can be told in more detail than ever before and the personalities of 
some of the early organisers can be revealed.  We hope that a visit to our special exhibition at The 
Atkinson in July and August will stimulate your interest and encourage you to enrol.  
  
Peter is Treasurer of SUES and has a particular interest in mediaeval history, the subject of his 
doctorate.  He has given many courses for SUES but this is his first venture into more recent history.  
Along with Mary Ormsby, who will also be involved in the course, he has done extensive research on 
the history of SUES.  
 
 
 
Course 2: An Artistic Journey through Mediaeval and Renaissance Europe – Ed Montana 
Williams 
 
14, 21, 28 October; 4, 11, 18, 25 November; 2, 9 December 2024.  Course Fee: £45. 
 

Our journey will cover a thousand years of 
European Art from the 6th to the 16th 
centuries, enabling us to understand what 
the Renaissance really meant, not only in 
Italy but in other European Centres. 
 
Sometime in the second half of the course, 
we hope to arrange a visit to the Walker Art 
Gallery in Liverpool so that Ed can introduce 
us to real masterpieces from the remarkable 
collection housed there. 

 
Ed gave a very successful lecture to SUES last year.  He works at Tate Liverpool and the University 
of Liverpool and has recently become a lecturer for the Arts Society. 
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Course 3: What could possibly go wrong? A User’s Guide to Pathology – Tim Helliwell 
6, 13, 20, 27 January; 3 February 2025. Course Fee: £25. 

 
This is an introductory course intended to explain what pathologists do, and 
what goes on behind the doors of pathology laboratories.  The course will 
help you to understand simple pathology reports and know where to find 
additional, reliable information.   
 
As well as being a SUES member, Tim is Honorary Professor of Pathology 
at the University of Liverpool and is now happily retired after many years of 
involvement in medical education. 
 

 
 
 
Course 4: The Reign of Charles I – Roger Mitchell 
10, 17, 24 February; 3, 10, 17, 24, 31 March 2025.  Course Fee: £40. 
 

2025 marks the 400th Anniversary of the accession of 
King Charles I.  A quarter of a century and a major civil 
war later, his reign ended with his public execution in 
Whitehall.  We will explore the art and architecture of 
the period as well as its social, political and military 
history. 
 
Roger is Secretary of SUES and has given many 
courses at All Saints for the University of Liverpool and 
for SUES.  

 
 
 
Course 5 – The Science of Plants – Alan Potter 
19, 22 (Thurs) May; 2, 5 (Thurs), 9, 16 June 2025.  Course Fee £30. 
 

The course takes us on an amazing journey exploring the plant 
kingdom.  Common species will be used to explain the everyday life 
of plants, while more unusual plants will demonstrate the mysterious 
inner workings of the plant world. 
 
Alan is Chairman of SUES and has been involved in learning 
throughout his career.  His science background has enabled him to 
give successful and practical courses on Chemistry and Technology. 
 
 

 
 
Registration to attend the 2024-25 courses, and payment of course fees, will commence after the 
AGM on 24 July.  A registration form is enclosed with this copy of Forum. 
 
Roger Mitchell 

 



SUES Forum No 56:  July 2024 Page 6 

August Forum - Our Anniversary Edition 

  
We hope to make this something special with articles and reviews, not just of our Anniversary and 
Exhibition but of other related themes. 
 
One project is to create a Scrapbook for 1874 because, believe it or not, the arrival of the University 
Extension movement in Southport was not the only thing that happened in that year.  I have 
discovered, for example, that in January 1874, Gail Borden, the inventor of condensed milk, died in 
Borden, Texas.  I am sure that you can enliven the scrapbook with some more exciting people and 
events.  You might to try to find examples from your own areas of expertise or enthusiasm or you 
might just do a google search. 
  
Please send anything that you think might be of interest to me at rg.mitchell@btinternet.com and 
please do so no later than 10th August. 
  
Roger Mitchell  
 

Blind Jack of Knaresborough 

 
The delightful Yorkshire spa town of 
Knaresborough has a lot to offer the visitor; a 
picturesque location above the River Nidd, a 
splendid viaduct, a ruined Norman castle where 
the four knights who murdered Thomas Becket 
in Canterbury Cathedral in 1170 went into 
hiding after they fled the scene of their crime, 
and also one of England’s oldest tourist 
attractions, Old Mother Shipton’s Cave next to 
the Petrifying Well, which opened to the public 
in 1630.  Visitors are still fascinated by the sight 
of diverse objects, teddy bears, handbags, 
gloves and ladies’ underwear suspended on a 
wire and slowly turning to stone as the spring 
water drips down upon them. 
 
We can’t mention Knaresborough without a brief reference to Ursula Southiel, or Old Mother Shipton 
as she is better known, born in 1488 and believed by many to be a witch.  She was renowned for her 
love potions and herbal remedies but, retrospectively, her greatest claim to fame was as a prophetess 
who foretold with remarkable accuracy, the Dissolution of the Monasteries, the Great Plague of 1665 
and the Great Fire of London, 1666.  Sadly, her vision did not extend much beyond the 17th century 
and her most famous prophesy “The world to an end shall come in eighteen hundred and eighty-one” 
turned out to be a forgery.  There is a statue of Old Mother Shipton sitting on a bench in the market 
square in Knaresborough.   Certainly, a much more attractive version of her than her usual depiction 
as a scary witch!  On another bench nearby is a statue of a fellow-resident of the town who deserves 
to be just as famous as Old Mother Shipton, if not more so.  
 
We have all heard of Thomas Telford and John McAdam, but probably not of John Metcalf, also known 
as Blind Jack of Knaresborough, who richly deserves to be included in the great pantheon of road 
builders.  This intrepid pioneer was born into a family of horse dealers in 1717.  At the age of six, Jack 
contracted smallpox and as a result, lost his sight.  He was encouraged to play the fiddle so as to be 
able to earn a living, and as a young man he entertained the regulars in the taverns of Harrogate.  He 
never let his visual impairment hold him back from enjoying life to the full.  He was an excellent 
swimmer and horseman and he loved hunting, cock fighting and playing cards.  Jack knew the local 
area so well that he acted as a tourist guide and he even tried his hand at smuggling.  He also had an 
eye for the ladies and fathered at least one illegitimate child, which caused a local scandal, before he 
eventually eloped with Dolly Benson, an innkeeper’s daughter and not the mother of the illegitimate 

mailto:rg.mitchell@btinternet.com
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child.  After he married, Jack set up a business transporting fish from Whitby to Leeds and Manchester, 
and so began his involvement with roads, but it was another 20-odd years before this became the 
major focus of his life. 
 
In 1745, Bonnie Prince Charlie landed in Scotland, intent on pursuing his claim to the English throne, 
and the Highlanders flocked to his banner.  Jack, a staunch supporter of the House of Hanover, was 
involved in recruiting men for the Yorkshire Blues and went with the regiment to Scotland as a military 
musician and, playing a brisk tune on his pipe, led a column of infantry into battle.  He was actually 
taken prisoner but managed to persuade his captors to let him go for, as a blind man, he claimed he 
could do no harm to anybody.  He was present at the Battle of Culloden in 1746 when the Duke of 
Cumberland’s Redcoats routed the Jacobites.  Jack was very impressed by the 250 miles of military 
roads built before and during the campaign by General Wade to ensure the swift deployment of men 
and equipment into the remote heart of the Highlands.  
 
Returning to Yorkshire, as something of a hero, Jack developed a stagecoach route between York 
and Knaresborough.  He drove the stagecoach himself, making two trips a week.  The roads in 
England at this time were the responsibility of the local parishes through which they passed and they 
were generally in a terrible condition.  Jack knew, from personal experience, just how bad they were!  
 
In 1765, in an attempt to remedy the situation, Parliament authorized the creation of turnpike roads, 
funded by tolls, and Jack won a contract to build a three-mile section of toll road between Harrogate 
and Boroughbridge.  Alone with his viameter, or surveyor’s wheel, Jack explored the terrain and 
worked out the most practical route.  This was the beginning of his illustrious career in civil engineering.  
Jack, completely self-taught, believed that firm foundations and proper drainage were the secrets of 
good road-making.   
 
Altogether, Jack constructed about 180 miles of turnpike road, mostly in Yorkshire but also in 
Lancashire, Cheshire and Derbyshire.  His most ambitious achievement was the road from 
Huddersfield to Manchester over the Pennines.  He employed a loyal workforce of 400 men and he 
would arrive on site at six in the morning and walk every section of the road, tapping it with a hollow 
stick to test its quality.  He finally retired in his 70s to the village of Spofforth near Harrogate.  At the 
age of 77, he walked from Spofforth to York to dictate a detailed account of his adventurous life to a 
publisher.  The resulting book was a best seller.   
 
Jack died in 1810 at the age of 92.  He left four children, twenty grandchildren and ninety great 
grandchildren.  In Knaresborough Market Place, outside the inn which bears his name, you can see 
the statue of Jack holding his surveyor’s wheel, the original of which is now in the local museum.   It 
is somewhat over-fanciful to imagine that, as the statues of Old Mother Shipton and Jack are so near 
each other, they perhaps exchange a few words once all the tourists have gone.  How fascinating it 
would be to eavesdrop on their conversation! 
 
Jack is buried in All Souls Church in Spofforth and his headstone bears this epitaph.  
 

Here lies John Metcalf, one whose infant sight 

Felt the dark pressure of an endless night; 

Yet such the fervour of his dauntless mind, 

His limbs full strung, his spirit unconfin’d,  

That long ere yet life’s bolder years began, 

His sightless efforts mark’d the aspiring man; 

Nor mark’d in vain – high deeds his manhood dar’d, 

And commerce, travel, both his ardour shared.  

‘Twas his a guide’s unerring aid to lend -  

O’er trackless wastes to bid new roads extend; 

And when rebellion reared her giant size, 

‘Twas his to burn with patriot enterprise, 
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For parting wife and babes, one pang to feel, 

Then welcome danger for his country’s weal. 

Reader! like him, exert thy utmost talent given; 

Reader! like him, adore the bounteous hand of Heav’n 

 

 
Christine Vasey 
 

 

SUES Contacts 

 
Chair 
 
Alan Potter 
6 Lord Street, Southport, PR8 1QD 
chair@southportues.com 
07713 428670 

Secretary 
 
Roger Mitchell 
140a Bold Lane, Aughton, Ormskirk, L39 6SQ 
secretary@southportues.com 
01695 423594 
07759 618989 
(Texts preferred to calls on mobile) 

  
Membership Secretary 
 
Chris Nelson 
43 Pool Street, Southport, PR9 8HZ 
membership@southportues.com 
07960 117719 

Forum Editor 
 
Chris Nelson 
43 Pool Street, Southport, PR9 8HZ 
forum@southportues.com 
07960 117719 

  
           Website:    southportues.com 
 

   Facebook: facebook.com/groups/southportues 
 

     
    Mother Shipton sculpture, Knaresborough      Blind Jack sculpture, Knaresborough 
                 Photo: Chris Nelson           Photo: Mtaylor848 on Wikipedia 

mailto:chair@southportues.com
mailto:secretary@southportues.com
mailto:secretary@southportues.com
mailto:membership@southportues.com
mailto:membership@southportues.com
mailto:forum@southportues.com
mailto:forum@southportues.com
http://www.southportues.com/
http://www.facebook.com/groups/southportues

