
The Manchester Whit Walks 
Does anyone remember these? 

I came from a catholic and protestant family, so we had 2 bites of the cherry. 
Good Friday was the catholic walks through the centre of Manchester, a very 
grand affair with banners, bands and statues and a much more sedate affair on 
the Whit Monday for the protestants with no statues, fewer bands but still the 
banners with children holding supporting ribbons. Both were exciting 
occasions where we wore our best clothes and bought red, white and blue 
paper shakers to wave. 

As Rileys and Catholics, tradition 
was important. We would all meet 
outside Lewis’s Arcade at 10 am. 
Those arriving first had to buy the 
orange boxes to sit on and guard 
the space along the pavement. 
There would be about 30 of us in 
the end. I loved the bands and the 
atmosphere and always ended up 
on my Dad’s shoulders for a better 

view, whilst the Rileys would be judging who was best and which churches 
were walking. We all enjoyed the bands and as children marched up and down, 
out of step with the music. 

By comparison the Church of England, of which I was part, 2 days later had 
much fewer crowds and was much lower key.  

I have a missing photo somewhere of my Uncle Denis, taken over a hundred 
years ago, in velvet balloon shorts and matching hat holding a ribbon attached 
to a church banner, walking for the Catholics and me aged 5/6 here walking for 
the Protestants, bottom right. Fun days 

Some history of Whitsuntide 

In one reference to Whitsuntide, the 
holiday was described as the birthday of 
the Christian Church. Whitsuntide is the 
week following Whitsunday and the eighth 
week following Easter. It is celebrated in 
commemoration of the descent of the 
Holy Ghost on the apostles on the day of 
the Pentecost. Whitsunday, the seventh 



Sunday after Easter, begins the week and is believed to derive its name, White 
Sunday, from the practice of wearing white robes for christenings on that day. 

The earliest known "Walks" can be traced to Manchester around 1800. 
Walking Days or Whit Walks as they became known sprang out of the Sunday 
School movement first pioneered in 1784. The idea behind this movement was 
to free the children: 

Who worked under wretched conditions during the week in the 
manufactories... were on Sunday allowed to run wild and free from all 
restraint. 

To celebrate the anniversary of the 
Sunday School movement in 
Manchester the founders decided to 
assemble the children in St Anne's 
Square and parade through the Market 
Square to attend church. Although 
these parades became later associated 
with the Whit holidays and walks, the 
main features of the walks, the 

parading of the churches, still remained an intrinsic part of the tradition in 
Manchester well into the 1950s. 

In "Manchester - A Short History of Its Development," W. H. Shercliff has an 
account of the centenary processions which took place in 1901: 

The scene in Albert Square this morning was one of exceptional beauty. At 
eight o'clock the space in the square was so arranged by the marshals that the 
place of each school was indicated by a flag flying the Union Jack. ... Then for 
the next half-hour the different schools arrived in quick succession, and the 
music of a dozen bands proceeded from all corners of the square. ... There was 
a free mingling of colours, the cassocks and hoods of the clergy contrasting 
sharply with the costumes worn by the scholars. ...The Chetham boys wearing 
the quaint garments of the school order formed a prominent feature. 
Nathaniel Drumville ... unfurled his white flag to act as a baton and to the 
beating of his time nearly 30,000 young voices sang the Old Hundredth. The 
schools marched out of the square, the order being determined by the date of 
consecration of their respective churches. At every point on the route were 
gathered large crowds of sightseers. 


