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Photos find
helps artist
build bridge
to another
Mersey era

■■SS Kobenhavn, taken
by Sydney Gearing

All photographs
from Another Place
© Alan J Ward &
Gearing Archive

■■Simeon Gearing with Prince

■■Sydney Gearing’s daughter, Ruth

Fascinating history of MD&HB engineer
is revealed in gallery’s exhibition
By LAURA DAVIS
Arts editor
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It all started with a random box of
photographs, bought on eBay in a simple act of curiosity.
Inside – a treasure trove of clues to
the life story of a Merseyside man and
his family that involved lost ships,
Masonic secrets, unlikely coincidences,
drowning and an ambidextrous shooting competition.
Artist Alan Ward was the one to buy
the box, the first of three containing
mostly glass negatives he would end up
acquiring from a seller in Brighton five
years ago.
Looking through the images, he
immediately recognised the Liverpool
skyline in one picture and set about
investigating its former owner – a Merseyside man he knew only as SJ Gearing.
Following clues that included a gun
club trophy, a ceramic jug emblazoned
with a Masonic message and a Wallasey back garden, Alan was able to
piece together a picture of Sydney J
Gearing, assistant to the chief engineer
of Mersey Docks & Harbour Board.
Alan, who is exhibiting some of the
images alongside his own work at the
Williamson Art Gallery, Birkenhead,
from next week, says: “I felt they
needed to be kept together as a group. I
didn’t really know what I was buying,
and I didn’t know if they were going to
be of any interest, but I felt like I was a
custodian of them.
“I never imagined it was a five-year
project. In fact, it’s ongoing. It’s changing. In a way, it may never end. In the
last two weeks, I have found new information that has changed things.”
Having identified Sydney, initially via

his name engraved on a trophy for the
Liverpool Miniature Rifle Association’s
fascinatingly-named
Ambidextrous
Challenge, Alan began to piece
together the Gearing family tree.
Among his relations was Sydney’s
father, Simeon, whose seafaring career
began when he sailed to China as a
cabin boy. Smartly dressed with a
moustache and a pocket watch, he
poses in one of the photos in the family’s Wallasey back garden with his dalmatian dog, Prince.
Mysteriously, Sydney’s wife, Hannah,
whom he married in the 1930s, does
not appear on any of the 230 negatives
Alan bought.
The artist believes this may be because she never recovered from the
death of her father, a pilot boat captain
on the River Mersey, who was one of all
but two crew members to lose their
lives when their vessel struck a mine
during World War I.
The tragedy led to another. In 1969,
while Sydney was away in London on
business, Hannah returned to the spot
where she had waited for her father
and took her own life.
As well as people and objects, Sydney documented what he saw around
him – the docks, the Liverpool skyline,
a steam train on a swing bridge at what
was Riverside station.
A copy of his CV reveals why he would
have been so interested in some of
these scenes. Alan says: “That photograph is actually not about the train. It’s
about his engineering, because that was
probably the first day that that weight of
train was able to go over the bridge that
he designed and engineered.
“So, he’s documenting his work.
Actually, what you’re looking at is his
engineering achievement.”
Although the bridge is long gone, its

