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A Word from
the Chair

Welcome to all our members, longstanding
and new, as we begin an exciting new
season with a programme we hope will
interest, surprise and inspire you.

The summer provided a wonderful reminder

of just how much enthusiasm there is for
Preston’s history. At Home in Preston: Heritage
Day was a tremendous success, jointly
organised by FOWS and PHS in collaboration
with The Harris and Lancashire Archives. It
brought together people from across the
region to explore and celebrate the remarkable
history on our doorstep.

Our summer workshops, another collaboration
with Lancashire Archives and Local History,
were equally popular, with every session full.
Our thanks go to Gill Coward (PHS organiser)
Alex Miller and his staff Vicci McCann, Kate
Newman and Lee Sanderson for their excellent
presentations, which inspired members to
explore local and family history further.

In this issue, Janet Rigby continues her series
on Preston’s colourful eccentrics with Old
Betty Redhead: The Terror of Mount Street.
Drawing on James Myers’ 1881 reminiscences
and the Preston Herald and Preston Chronicle,
Janet brings this extraordinary and notorious
character vividly back to life.

Filling the Void: The Harris Giant Plaster Casts
by Michael Akers takes us back to the opening
years of The Harris, when its vast galleries
presented a rather unusual problem: how
could they fill such an enormous space? It is

a fascinating story of civic ambition, Victorian
ingenuity and Preston’s desire to share in the
cultural sophistication of Renaissance Florence.

An article | received in the spring introduced
me to The Hunt Brothers who made Sporting
History. Thanks to Phil Hill, and his extensive
research for The Lives of England’s Rugby
Players 1871-1899, we can now share their
fascinating story with you.

| hope you enjoy another year of discovering
the people, places and stories that make
Preston’s history so endlessly fascinating.

Patricia Harrison

Chair of Preston Historical Society Committee

Rememberingtwo -~ Y
Long Standing Members !f
and Dear Friends

It is with great sadness we learned about the

recent deaths of Andrew and Sue. We extend our
sincere condolences to both families and loved ones.
They will be remembered by the Society with great affection.

Andrew Mather (1938 - 2026)

PHS Past President and Champion of Preston’s History died
on 30 July. Although Andrew had been unwell for some
time, his death still came as a great shock. He had been
part of PHS for many years and made an important and
lasting contribution to the Society and its work.

Andrew brought to PHS a wealth of knowledge and
experience, particularly in printing, publishing and the
visual arts. He gave his time and expertise generously, Andrew with his beloved
always willing to advise, contribute ideas and help ensure Mr D’Arcy

. , . . Peter Wilkinson
that the Society presented Preston’s history to the highest
possible standard. His knowledge, creativity and attention to detail were greatly valued,
as were his friendship, encouragement and support for fellow members.

Andrew shared our passion for preserving and promoting Preston’s history. Perhaps his
most significant heritage achievement was the 1916-2016 Preston Pals War Memorial
project, of which he was the driving force. The project was Andrew’s brainchild and,
when the charity was established in March 2010, he became its first President and one of
seven founding Trustees. His vision and determination helped create a lasting memorial
to the Preston Pals and ensured their sacrifice would continue to be remembered.

QV/cu’y, S)udan (ﬁu’nef’nee g)amon (1950 2026)

Sue died on 16 July surrounded by her family. She was
born in Dublin, the eldest of six children, before her
family moved to Lancashire, first to Penwortham and later
Longton. After boarding school, she followed her father
into dentistry.

In 1973, Sue married Mike Turner and settled in Fulwood,
later giving up dentistry to raise their four children,

Sam, Amy, Tom and Lucy. She subsequently trained as a
counsellor and spent over twenty years supporting women
at Women'’s Centres in Chorley and Preston.

Sue and Mike loved travelling, exploring Europe and countries including India,
Australia, Vietnam and Burma, where her father had grown up.

Creative and practical, Sue was an accomplished artist and keen sewer,
equally at home restoring furniture or tackling DIY. She loved her beautiful
garden, which provided the setting for many memorable gatherings.

She was also musical, playing the clarinet, singing in a choir and enjoying
regular visits to theatres and concerts.

Sue embraced Preston’s cultural and heritage life. She was a PHS member
and served on the committee of the Friends of the Harris.

A caring friend and much-loved wife, mother, grandmother and sister,
Sue will be remembered with great affection and greatly missed.
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THE HARRIS GIANT PLASTER CASTS

The first stone of what became
The Harris Museum, Art Gallery
and Library was laid in 1882, the
ceremony forming part of the
Guild celebrations of that year. A
decade later and, thanks to the
generosity of wealthy local lawyer
Edmund Harris, Preston had a huge
landmark building. Then, as now,
a spectacular atrium rose through
the building’s heart with spacious
galleries accessed via sweeping
grand staircases. The Harris was
undoubtedly a prestigious cultural
showpiece, designed to proclaim
Preston’s growing status as a
centre of industry, prosperity and
human endeavour. But once this
magnificent building had been
created, there remained one rather
important question: what should
they put in it?

As a start, the directors of The
Harris acquired the artefacts and
books including Dr Shepherds
Library held by the Literary

and Philosophical Institution in
Winckley Square. The considerable
bequests of books and paintings
made by some of Preston’s
cultured elite also helped, but this
still left the challenge of filling the
enormous void in the central core
of the new building. The directors
needed to think big and bold, so
they turned to full-sized replicas
of giant sculptures from C15th
Florence.

by Michael Akers

WHY PRESTON LOOKED TO
RENAISSANCE FLORENCE

From this distance

in time, the choice

of copies of five-
hundred-year-old
treasures from
Renaissance Italy may
seem a little random.
When ‘The Harris’ re-
opened last year, the
big draw was a new
display of Nick Park’s
Wallace and Gromit
creations, unarguably
a perfect fit and unqualified success. In late Victorian Preston however, a
tangible link with distant Florence also made perfect sense as the town’s civic
luminaries saw clear parallels with their own thriving industrial metropolis.
Florence had grown rich through a powerful textile industry, which
manufactured high-quality cloth from imported raw wool. The comparison
with Preston’s own textile trade was obvious.

A big space to fill. The Harris Atrium:
Lancashire Post

Florentine merchants and bankers grew rich from exporting the finished
product across Europe. Immensely proud of their success, they had decorated
their city with groundbreaking architecture and inspirational artwork; the
western world had seen nothing like it. This unprecedented patronage of the
arts sparked the Renaissance, the movement of ideas, science and art which
ultimately transformed Europe. For Preston’s prosperous C19th merchants,
factory owners and civic leaders, Florence wasn’t just a commercial role
model, they wanted some of that city’s cultural sophistication. Preston was
looking forward, not backwards.

BORROWING PRESTIGE THROUGH
ART AND ARCHITECTURE

Preston’s municipal leaders certainly weren’t alone in trying to acquire
validation and prestige through a veneer of culture. Victorians looking to
enhance civic pride through building projects often referenced the Italian
Renaissance. A vogue for ornamenting everything from town halls, banks,
grand houses and even factory chimneys in an ‘Italianate style’ flourished.
And, just as the upper echelons of Florentine commercial society had
commissioned public art to demonstrate status, so too the Victorians.
Patronage of the arts, and an appreciation of the great art of the past was a
means to announce a town’s wealth, sophistication, and progress. That said,
bringing world famous Renaissance treasures to Preston was clearly out of the
question. Or was it? Where there’s a will, technology will find a way.
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THE RISE OF
THE REPLICAS

In 1873, London’s South Kensington Museum
(now the Victoria and Albert Museum) opened
their new ‘Cast Courts’. These housed an
astonishing collection of full-sized casts of
original art works. Under one London roof
visitors could now fully appreciate previously
inaccessible architectural and sculptural
masterpieces from across the world and time.

From Trajan's Column in Rome, to the pulpit
of Pisa Cathedral, these replicas were accurate
in every detail and an immediate hit with an
awe struck public. Such high-quality life-

sized reproductions had until recently been
unthinkable, but some rapid advances in the
complicated process of plaster casting had
created a mini museum revolution. Huge
demand, industrial scale output and the
development of a railway network saw replicas
begin to take centre stage in Europe’s premier
museums. That these were ‘just’ copies
mattered not to the Victorians. For academics,
artists and the public, this was the first time
many could get close-up access to the greatest
art from past civilisations without the need for
expensive foreign travel.

THE IWESTON CAST SOUKT

The Western Cast Court (Room 46b) part of the collection
of plaster cast replicas at the V&A Museum, London:
Wikipedia, the free encyclopedia

A GIANT STATUE FOR
PRESTON'S GRAND
ATRIUM

Michelangelo’s colossal statue of David,
completed in 1504, was commissioned
by the Guild of Wool to stand on
the roof of Florence Cathedral,
hence the oversized head and
hands. Instead, the finished
David was erected in the
Palazzo della Signoriaa where
everyone could see it. As the
conqueror of the giant warrior
Goliath in the Old Testament,
Biblical David might well be

the archetypal underdog, but
his statue is top dog.

David was a popular symbol in
Renaissance Florence because
he, like they, had triumphed
against the odds. Prior to battling
with Goliath, David had thrown aside
his armour. There’s no suggestion

in the Bible that he was naked, but
Renaissance artists copied ancient
Greek and Roman artists who idealised
the human body. At over five metres
tall, Michelangelo's masterpiece is a
marble giant - perfect for the grand
central rotunda at The Harris.

By the time The Harris opened,
Preston’s very own David was in
position. Placed in the central
rotunda, he loomed God-like over

visitors. Necks craned upwards to I\/!nchelangello.s David is in the Galle.rla dell
‘Accademia in Florence to protect it from

study his stoney but expressive weather and damage. George Groutas:
face - all deep in thought with Flickr
furrowed brows. Framed by

the architect James Hibbert's
magnificent interior, the impact of
such a giant athletic naked figure
on visitors to the gallery is not hard
to imagine but our replica David

is long gone.

The cast of David, undoubtedly

the most impressive, was one of
several reproductions of Florentine
masterpieces purchased from the
V&A to fill the new galleries. Two of
Michelangelo’s monumental sized
tombs, commemorating powerful
Medici dukes, also found their way
from Florence to Lancashire. The
long dead Medicis are depicted, like
David, in thoughtful contemplation,
burdened but not overwhelmed

by duty and leadership. All fine

role models for ambitious and
hardworking Prestonians.

Part of Lorenzo de* Medici tomb in the
Medici Chapel, Florence. A full-sized
cast of the tomb was once on display
at The Harris. Michelangelo's statue
of the Duke, dressed as a Roman is in
deep reflection, is popularly known as
‘Il Penseroso’ - the thinker:

Wikimedia Commons




THE GATES OF PARADISE:

A FIXTURE OF PRESTON'S CULTURAL HERITAGE

There was one final blockbuster
replica purchased long ago from the
V&As cast collection; a pair of the
giant doors originally sculptured

by Lorenzo Ghiberti. They were
considered so breathtaking that
Michelangelo himself said they
were surely like ‘The Gates of
Paradise’. They are of course from
Renaissance Florence.

Tourists continue to flock to see Ghiberti's famous
doors on the Baptistry Chapel next to Florence

Cathedral:
Michael Akers

Ghiberti’s giant replica remains in place at The Harris, a tangible
reminder of when the treasures, sophistication and creative energy
of the Renaissance arrived here in the shape of plaster casts and

of a time when Preston wanted to be Florence.

The ‘Gates of Paradise’ in the Harris is a stunning,
high-quality replica of Lorenzo Ghiberti’s famous
bronze doors, located on the ground floor.

This panel
depicts the
shepherd

David slaying
the mighty
warrior Goliath.
Ghiberti, unlike
Michelangelo,
has the hero
dressed:

Michael Akers



