
Burnage Library until 1974

Plans and Proposals
A site was allocated for a library building during the planning and construction of the 
Burnage estate in the late 1920s, with an area being reserved between Errwood Road, 
Arbor Drive and Arbor Avenue. From 1927 onwards we see correspondence urging the 
building of a library from, amongst others, the Levenshulme and Burnage Owner 
Occupiers' Association, the editor of the Burnage Journal, and local councillors.  

In a typical response from the Chief Librarian to Councillor J. S. Hill in January 1928, we 
read:

“The libraries committee have not been unmindful of the growth of the Burnage District and 
the need of library provision there, and have already secured a site for a branch library in the
Corporation's Burnage Estate.”

An impassioned letter from Councillor Alfred P. Simon in December 1929 highlights the 
importance of communal spaces in binding local communities. He talks of the great need 
of a library building in Burnage, and, with a site already earmarked for purpose:

“[the] urgent need of something which provides some amenity to this newly created district.

… [I imagine it is] too much to expect that some sort of public hall could be attached to the 
scheme as was done in the past...[which, if revived, would be a thing of real amenity to the 
neighbourhood] ...and a thing for which the municipality should be responsible.”

A new neighbourhood like this, trying to develop social and civic responsibilities, is 
handicapped through lack of a suitable meeting place, which is, I think, a real handicap, and,
to a great extent, nullifies the fine work which the Municipality has done in the way of 
housing”
Alfred P. Simon

The Chief Librarian's response to Councillor Simon's letter again noted that a site has been 
acquired for Burnage, but, as work was proceeding with a library on the Wilbraham Road 
estate, and the Committee's new proposal to buy a site for a library in Moston, the finances
were not available: 

“At this moment, therefore, Councillor Shepherd does not consider it feasible to proceed with 
Burnage building.”

In the meanwhile the reserved land off Errwood Road was becoming something of a public
nuisance. An August 1927 letter from the Agricultural Office to Chief Librarian complained 
of the:

“...Neglected condition of the land in Arbor Avenue and Errwood Road which is infested with 



injurious weeds… I should be glad if you would forthwith take steps to cut down and remove 
the weeds in question, otherwise I shall have to serve you with a formal notice...”

On 7th February 1931, the Public Health Committee wrote to admonish to the Libraries 
Committee about the condition of the land reserved for Burnage Library. They had been 
contacted by local residents who complained of waterlogged gardens behind 45. 47, 49, 
51, 53 and 55 Arbor Avenue.

“We shall be obliged if steps are taken immediately to drain the land in question so that 
there will be a reasonable chance of using the gardens for the purposes they were 
intended...”

With the onset of the 1930s, the depression and consequent financial crises lead to the 
curtailment of the library building and extension programme (excepting Wythenshawe) by 
the Council’s Expenditure Committee in July 1931. Christened the “Manchester Axe 
Committee” by the Manchester Guardian, it also blocked any proposed plans for library 
buildings in Burnage or Moston for further five years, along with a number of proposed 
extensions for existing libraries.

The Travelling Library
The first library service in Burnage was provided in July 1931 with the establishment of a 
Travelling Library, which spent one day each week at a base on Broadhill Road. A later 
report from the Libraries Inspection Committee in 1947 described the Travelling Library as 
being, ‘Embarrassingly successful, issuing over 1000 books on its weekly visit’. An average 
of 129 books were issued every hour at the Burnage station in 1938, with the committee 
noting that even in wet weather there were long queues to use the service. In January 1936
its stay at the station was extended from 7:15 until 8:30pm. 

On the eight years’ service of ‘The Motor Library’, a 1939 article in the Manchester 
Guardian stated that:

“Of the six districts served Burnage borrows most books, the daily average being 899 in 
summer and 866 in winter. The figure might be expected to be higher in the winter than in 
the summer, and the difference can only be explained by the fact that the library is so 
popular that borrowers stand in queues to use it, and naturally they find, normally if not at 
present [August 14th], the weather less congenial.”



Issues at the Travelling Library's Burnage station:

1933 April 2972 1933 October 3744

May 3714 November 4676

June 2353 December 2869

July 2639 1934 January 4646

August 3492 February 3744

September 3466 March 3817

Newly Proposed Locations for Library Building
During the early 1930s the Libraries Committee were still examining a number of potential 
sites of a library building. A council committee meeting in August 1933 issued an 
ultimatum about the land fronting Errwood Road and bounded by Arbor Avenue. Were the
Libraries Department interested in using the site? Otherwise, the council were themselves 
going to develop the same (the Libraries Committee were relieved of this reservation in 
November 1933). A September 1933 letter from the Chief Librarian to Councillor Maitland 
outlined two new proposed sites for a Burnage library building:

1) Shawbrook Road (present location of the library) – 1800 square yards. Ground rent 
of £25 per annum.

• “The surveyor has a definite offer from a builder for this plot, and this will be 
submitted to the next meeting of the housing committee. [Although, if the Libraries 
Committee were to express an interest in the site, the housing committee would be 
well disposed to such a suggestion.]

• “Very near to the elementary school and and Burnage High School, much better size
for our requirements.”

2) Kingsway/Mauldeth Road – 3000 square yards. Ground rent between £35 – 40 per 
annum. Objections to this site:

• Close to the existing library at Withington.
• More expensive than Shawbrook Road location.
• Slightly too large for requirements.
• “Wrong side of Kingsway for the Burnage public.”

The present location at the corner of Burnage Lane and Shawbrook Road was chosen in 
December 1933, with the following passage taken from the Manchester City News:

“Residents who in the past have expressed their disappointment that Burnage does not 
possess a public library will be glad to hear that their needs are to be catered for in the near 
future. It is announced that a branch library is to be built on the piece of waste land at the 
corner of Burnage Lane and Shawbrook Road.”

Letters of petition continued to be sent from local councillors and local organisations 



asking for information on any proposals relating to a permanent branch library in Burnage;
most notably from the Burnage Association in 1934, then based at Shawbrook Lodge, 
asking whether provision could also be made in any future library building to 
accommodate its activities. Their request met with a sympathetic reply from the Chief 
Librarian, who warned however that, “A resolution of the City Council prevents us from 
proceeding with the building of a library in Burnage before the middle of 1936.” 
Responding to a letter from Councillor Simon in 1935, the Chief Librarian again noted that 
a site was reserved, and that:

“Provision has been made in our “five-years” plan for the library to be built in 1937.

The Expenditure Committee, however, were not very enthusiastic about this- they were not 
very enthusiastic about any of our proposed developments- and I am waiting with some 
anxiety their recommendation.”   

32 Bournelea Avenue
At the outbreak of war the imposition of petrol rationing and the black-out (the shortened 
days restricting the length of the library van’s stay) meant that the Travelling Library could 
no longer effectively continue in its role. The Libraries Department looked to establish 
small branch libraries as an alternative to the bus, and a private house at 32 Bournelea 
Avenue was taken in 1939. 

This house was was located fifty yards from the Travelling Library's station on Broadhill 
Road and was leased from a Mrs F. A. Binks, who was to spend the war years working at 
her cafe on Wood Lane, Timperley. The Libraries Department leased the house at a rent of 
16/6 per week, plus rates, and were responsible for the inside painting of the property, Mrs
Binks the outside.

The library was an immediate success, perhaps too much so, presenting challenges over 
the staffing levels along with the more predictable trials of hosting a library in a private 
house. A letter from the librarian, Miss K. Bailey, describes her initial impressions in an 
internal letter:

“[I] sent an assistant yesterday afternoon, it was so appallingly busy that I sent Miss 
Barnes at 6:00… Both the assistants and I thought the place attractive, but they made 
the following comments:

1. There should be some barrier to stop the children going upstairs and into the back 
regions.

2. One assistant cannot keep reasonable order in the junior room.
3. The counter is not in a convenient position.
4. It is very cold to the assistants' feet.
5. It would be much easier to clear people out for the tea break at 4:30 or 5:00 than it is 

at 4:00. At 4:30 they are thinking of going home to get tea ready.”



Having a permanent location allowed space for approximately 4000 books, compared with 
1200 on the motor library, and a library service to be provided on six days a week rather 
than the previous eight-hour, weekly visit: 

• Monday, Wednesday and Friday: 1:30 – 8:00
• Tuesday and Saturday: 10:00 – 5:00
• Thursday: 10:00 – 1:00

To illustrate the popularity of its new permanent location, compounded no doubt by the 
growth of reading during the wartime period, a comparison of issues at Burnage is 
instructive- showing an increase of 200% over a three year period:

1938-1939: 45,027
1941-1942: 135,098

More books were being issued in Burnage Library, with its two assistants and temporary 
accommodation, that at Gorton West (112,316), Newton Heath (121,294), Hulme (123,670) 
and Bradford (126,150) with their four or more assistants and permanent locations.

Air Raid Shelter on Shawbrook Road site and Wartime
On 3rd November 1939, the Libraries Committee received a letter from the City Architects 
regarding the reserved location at the corner of Shawbrook Road and Burnage Lane, ”...On 
which it is intended to erect a brick surface shelter for the use of the public during air 
raids.” The plans indicated a capacity of approximately fifty people, and did the Libraries 
Committee object to this proposal?

The committee had no objections so long as the proposed shelter will not interfere with 
the library building, or any structure could subsequently be incorporated into the library 
building afterwards. Suggestions were also made that any shelter be placed at rear portion
of site. 

The City Architects confirmed that the position of the shelter would not interfere with the 
proposed library. In addition, as there was “Little likelihood of any library being constructed
during the period of hostilities, arrangements will be made to have the shelter removed at 
the cessation of hostilities.”

In answer to this, the Libraries Committee were, “Strongly of the opinion that the shelter 
should be placed in a position where it can be left permanently as part of, or adjacent to 
the structure of the new building.”

Writing in August 1940 about the Manchester Corporation’s library service and its 
contribution to the war effort, the Manchester Guardian praised the:

“Impressively successful… six new small branch libraries in the outlying suburbs. At Burnage, 
for instance, last month 9,500 books were issued, an issue of no fewer than 6,280, or over 



200 per cent, over the corresponding month last year”.

The Annual Report from 1942 notes how the,

“Burnage public have expressed much appreciation of a permanent library building and the 
facilities provided. Approximately 900 readers have joined this year. The Biography and 
Travel sections are particularly popular, but the size of the library does not enable sufficient 
stock to be carried, or adequately displayed…

A large proportion of the issue is obtained on Mondays, Wednesdays, Fridays and Saturdays, 
resulting in much congestion at these times, making the selection of books difficult. On one 
occasion more than 1000 books were issued during the day, and several times the issue has 
approached 900...”

Recalling Burnage during the Second World War, Rev. Nadin describes how at the time:

“Reading was a very popular leisure time occupation of many people. Sadly the library 
service in Manchester suffered badly from the shortages. Books became scarce both from 
bombing which reduced stocks, and salvage which led to so many fine books being 
destroyed. In those days libraries were grateful for donated copies from private individuals. 
Nevertheless borrowing increased steadily.”

A 1942 report from the Chief Librarian stated that the work done at the Burnage branch, 

“Exceeds what a converted house, with two full-time assistants can reasonably handle. Even 
the purely mechanical work of checking-in and issuing books- leaving little time for readers' 
requirements- is too great.” 

Kingsway Library
Councillor Mrs. Beavan J.P, and Chairman of the Libraries Committee, noted in 1947 that 
the Bournelea Avenue library, 

“Was so crowded at times that it was necessary to open another library not far away on 
Kingsway to relieve the pressure on Burnage, which was just as popular.”

As a result of a suggestion made at a 1942 meeting of the Libraries committee, premises 
were found at the junction of Kingsway and Green End Road (next door to the Lido 
Cinema), which were considered suitable for the location of an additional library at 
Burnage. Following this, no part of Burnage, Levenshulme, Didsbury or Withington would 
be much more than ½ mile from a library. 

The library building on Kingsway- housed in a former bank at an initial rent of £60 per 
annum, opened in September 1942 and closed for the final time at on 31st March, 1960.



End of Bournelea Avenue
Mrs Binks wrote in May 1945 to the Libraries Committee, “Seeing the war is drawing to a 
close, could you give me an idea when the above will be vacated as I… wish to retire to 
private life.” The committee regretted the termination of the deal, asking Mrs Binks 
whether she might possibly sell the property to the corporation. Failing this, would she be 
willing to live in the accommodation upstairs above the library? 

Regretting that now being “invalid and tired after a long working life” this was an 
impossibility, and that the wartime shortage of property made any chance of her being re-
housed by the corporation “minimal”, arrangements were made to hand back the property.
A March 1947 letter from the Chief Librarian gives us some detail of the arrangements:

“I will see that you have good notice of the time we expect to vacate the present premises. 
The bird bath to which you refer will be re-erected as you wish, and so far as wallpaper is 
concerned… [we are sure you will find something suitable from the selection offered]...   

On 20th September 1947, the City Librarian wrote to inform Mrs Binks, “I am very happy to 
be able to tell you that you can now take over your house again in Bournelea Avenue.”

1947 Temporary Library
Following the ending of the deal at Bournelea Avenue, in May 1945 the City Librarian was 
asked to report on the possibility of erecting a temporary library building on the current 
site at Shawbrook Croft. Three huts, which formerly served as mortuary huts in the city 
during the war, were bought from the Education Committee, and the City Architect and his
staff oversaw their conversion into a suitable library building.

This temporary library building opened on 17th September 1947, with the estimated cost 
of the purchase of the huts, re-erection and conversion being £2,250. A speech by 
Councillor Mrs. Beavan at its opening reveals how the wartime spirit of make do and mend 
was still very much in evidence:

“A new library, though made from old huts and old furniture, but filled with many new 
books…. The equipping of these huts was a miracle of improvisation. There is not a single 
item of new furniture in this library; the shelves are those in use in the Bournelea Avenue 
premises, supplemented by some old shelving from Moss Side Library. The Counter is part of 
that formerly in Cheetham Library, and the rest of the furniture is from liquidation stock of 
the Civil Defence Report Centres.”

This library was in operation until September 1971, when it was burned down with the loss 
of approximately £20,000 worth of library books. Five months previously vandals had 
broken into the library building and destroyed five-thousand book tickets. Indeed, during 
the construction of the temporary library itself in 1947, Councillor Beavan had decried that:

“Much damage has been caused by the irresponsible behaviour of some young people. Many 



windows have been broken and there has been damage done to the roof and fencing. It is 
hoped that parents and teachers will impress most strongly on the children that respect for 
public property which seems so lacking at the present time.”

Present Library Building
The new library opened on 13th Feb 1974 in the current building, costing approximately 
£35,000. An extensive market research programme was undertaken to best spend the 
£20,000 allocated for stocking the library. Lead by 24-year-old Mrs Pat Coleman, in charge 
of the new library and then the youngest head librarian in the city, a range of local 
organisations and one thousand households were asked what they wanted from their 
library service. An article in Mancunian Matters, September 1973, noted that, “This is the 
first survey of its kind to be carried out in the UK”.

On the first day of opening the total issues exceeded three-thousand, and in the first three 
months, two-and-a-half-thousand people registered as new borrowers.


