
Argyle Street / Campbell Street  Bridewell,  Liverpool 
 
Background 
 
At the beginning of 1836 Liverpool had a Daytime Constabulary Force, consisting of 
54 men, a Dock Police Force and a Body of Watchmen for night, consisting of 163 
men, 16 of whom were described as Patrol men. There were also a small number of 
Clerks, Bridewell Keepers and Turnkeys. A Watch Committee was formed in January 
1836 with a view to amalgamating all of the above into a Liverpool Police Force 
along the lines of Robert Peel’s reorganization of the London Police Force seven 
years earlier.  
 
Early Minutes of the Watch Committee record that there were four Bridewells in 
existence in Liverpool at that time and that it required two more to be built, one in the 
Scotland Place area and one in the Duke Street area. The Duke Street one was built at 
the corner of Argyle Street and Campbell Street and is usually described as the 
Campbell Street Bridewell although, according to the Gores Street Directory of the 
time (and the official documentation describing Listed Buildings) its address is 
actually 17 Argyle Street.  
 
 
 

 
Argyle Street/Campbell Street Bridewell with extract stack to rear 

 
The building has been Grade II Listed since 1980. The exact date of construction is 
not certain but it is known to have been in use in early 1861. It is claimed that Charles 
Dickens served here as a Special Constable while carrying out research for a novel.  
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Heating & Ventilation 
 
Unlike the Main Bridewell in Cheapside the system favoured for this building was not 
the ‘Pentonville Pattern’ of downward flowing cross-ventilation of cells but the more 
natural upward flowing method favoured by Dr David Boswell Reid as described in 
his book of 1844 and used in many prisons in Scotland, the earliest and largest being 
that at Perth, which pre-dates Pentonville by two years. In this system the warm air 
inlet is in the outside wall of the cell at low level and the warm air first passes under 
the cell floor, affording a degree of under-floor heating.  
 

 
Air warming chamber showing access to underfloor plenum 

 
By partially heating the floor and thus raising the Mean Radiant Temperature, this 
system is likely to have been more comfortable than the other one and because of the 
more natural movement of the air it would have operated satisfactorily without the 
need for additional draft from a furnace at roof level. It is clear from inspection that 
the extract stack on this building was not designed to house any sort of fire. One 
writer has described it as a later addition but this seems very unlikely. 
 

 
Warm air duct under floor, cells are to right 
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In Reid’s Perth system the extract ducts from each cell rise up independently within 
the wall to the roof space and the supply ducts feed each cell separately to avoid any 
communication between prisoners. Since the Argyle Street Bridewell would only 
have been likely to house prisoners on a very short-term basis and only has five cells, 
such extreme lengths were not followed and the cells receive air from a communal 
plenum chamber under the whole of the ground floor, which would also appear to 
have warmed the Police offices. This plenum chamber was connected directly to the 
boiler room/warming chamber in the basement but no evidence remains of whatever it 
was that was actually used to heat the air. This would probably have been a large-bore 
hot water coil or perhaps even a steam coil connected to a Perkins boiler. The vitiated 
air is exhausted into a common false ceiling space connected to the ventilation stack.  

 
Ventilation Stack 
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As was common practice, a hole through the cell wall above the door housed a gas 
light providing illumination to the corridor as well as each cell. Special zinc transfer 
ducts allowed the products of combustion from each gas light to pass into another 
false ceiling over the corridor and thence into the ventilation stack. 
 

 

 
Zinc transfer duct above gaslight 

 
 
 
Update 
 
The building ceased to operate as a Bridewell in 1932 and lay derelict for a number of 
years. Part of it was used as a soundproof practice area for up-and-coming bands in 
the 1980s but it was given a new lease of life as Colin’s Bridewell (Restaurant) in 
2003. It is now part of the Jalon’s chain of bar/restaurants. 
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