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Over two decades, British photographer Tom Wood   
has observed people waiting for the ferry to take  
them back and forth across the Mersey. He talks to  
David Chandler about his strangely intimate pictures

Time and the river

Above: Beans + Chips 2, 
Tower Promenade, 1990 
Left: Above Pier Head 
Terminal, 1985
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 M
aybe it’s the legacy of that gloomy 
passage across the river Styx, 
but ferries so often conjure a 
melancholic image: their relentless 
journeying to and fro offering a 
rhythm for life in which a sense of 
purpose and futility are forever 
intertwined. Even Gerry Marsden’s 
great Liverpool anthem, “Ferry 
Cross The Mersey”, drifts along to 

slow mournful chords, and begins with those aching opening 
lines: “Life goes on day after day, hearts torn in every way”.

In fact those lines could be a fitting epigraph for Tom Wood’s 
new book of photographs, Termini, taken over a 20-year period 
while travelling on the same Mersey ferries that inspired the 
song. But in Wood’s human drama, those swaying ferry rhythms 
are replaced by the push and pull of something more chaotic. 
On these journeys, boredom and manic energy rub shoulders: 
kids threaten to run riot, the elderly cling on and shapeless 
family groups steer buggies awkwardly through the crowds. 
Elsewhere there are moments of stillness, even introspection, 
and occasionally space opens up as Wood turns his camera to  
the misty view across the river. 

Wood occupies a unique position in the recent history of 
British photography. From the late 1970s until his recent 
move to North Wales, he worked exclusively on Merseyside, 
photographing local people with an informal intimacy largely 
unaffected by the shifts of style and approach that preoccupied 
contemporary photography during that period. Over time 
he amassed a vast archive of images, most of which remained 
unseen for years. But more recently, since Wood’s extraordinary 
photographs have become more widely recognised, that archive 
has been regularly mined for exhibitions and books, and now 
Termini arrives as the latest chapter in what is, despite its epic 
scope, a determinedly street-level, human-scale story.

The earliest of Wood’s photographs in the book date from 
1978, the year he moved to Wallasey into a flat on New Brighton’s 
Magazines Promenade, where he had a direct view across the 
Mersey to the docks on the far shore. Although he moved on to  
a house nearby, he kept that river view for the next 25 years and, 
in more ways than one, it helped shape his sense of the city. 

As Wood told me recently, he began making photographs as a 
way of exploring Liverpool. “It was just something to do,” he says. 
“At that time I was learning about Merseyside and its people, but 
also about photography; learning to use a Leica and how to work 
candidly. I spent a great deal of time on local streets, in parks and 
pubs, and outside the football ground, camera in hand.” Moving 
around the city – always on public transport – and photographing 
at every opportunity was a daily routine for him and, over time, 
he became a recognisable figure on the streets, especially in his 
New Brighton neighbourhood, where the kids came to call him 
the “Photie-Man”. 

Like the bus journeys that formed the subject of his earlier 
book, All Zones Off Peak, ferry crossings were an essential part of 
this daily wandering. The routes “over the water” from Wallasey 
and Birkenhead all converged on Liverpool’s busy Pier Head 
terminal, where many of Wood’s pictures were made in glass 
passenger shelters during the 20-minute wait for the next ferry 
home. Before buses were allowed to go through the Mersey 
tunnels towards the end of the 1980s, Pier Head was also the bus 
terminal, and so it became a place where people congregated: 
retired seamen, former dockers, groups of teenagers and those 
on their way to other parts of the city. Wood was very much  
a fellow traveller here: waiting, queuing, shuffling around, 
passing the time. And he was often among familiar faces. As he 
says: “These were people I saw daily and sometimes socially. 
Wallasey is a relatively small area, bordered by the river and the 
sea, and it wasn’t too difficult to get to know people, at least by 
sight.” But while they chatted, had a smoke and gazed into space, 
Wood carried on taking photographs, driven by a restless eye  
and his abiding interest in people. 

It’s a notable feature of this new book, and of Wood’s work 
generally, that it slips easily between colour and black and white. 
Unlike Martin Parr, who moved to the Wirral four years after 
Wood, also to a house overlooking the river just down the coast 
in Seacombe, Wood did not adopt colour to explore a new visual 
language or to signal an emphatic break with the venerable 
black-and-white documentary tradition in Britain. Wood’s 
attitude was always more fluid and pragmatic: “I’d use colour 
first, but it was so expensive then, and I couldn’t always afford 
to process it. Black and white – especially when using outdated 
cine film reloaded into film cassettes – cost little and allowed me 
to work freely. Though for many years, I carried a second Leica 
body with colour neg film loaded, or I’d use colour in medium-
format cameras for portraits and black and white in the Leica.” 

Wood and Parr became friends and in 1985 their photographs 
from New Brighton were shown together at Liverpool’s Open Eye 
Gallery in an exhibition called The Last Resort, which became 
the title of Parr’s first book of colour photographs the following 
year. But as Parr moved on to specific colour projects, Wood 
continued his more meandering approach, working freely every 
day across different subjects in different locations. So often it was 
photography dictated by happenstance. As he says: “For me, ▶ 

Boredom and manic 
energy rub shoulders: 
kids threaten to run riot, 
the elderly cling on and 
shapeless family groups 
steer buggies awkwardly 
through the crowds 

Clockwise from above: 
Bus Terminus Pier Head, 
1988; Pier Head, 1985;  
Pier Head, 1979
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◀ it’s a fragile thing, being able to go out and make pictures.  
I don’t want to get too self-conscious about it.” 

Ironically, perhaps, it is precisely this loose, intuitive 
approach, allied to a consistent subject, that has allowed his 
pictures to travel well across time, giving the work a sense 
of continuity and integrity that now, after nearly 40 years, 
seems increasingly remarkable. And yet, as he is continually 
at pains to point out, Wood is, first and foremost, a picture 
maker, not a social documentary photographer. He prefers to 
talk of photographs as “receivers of sensation”. “Sensations are 
intangible,” he says. “I try to organise them through the act of 
photography.” In practice, this means he photographs quickly 
and obsessively, drawn in by a face or by the way a person stands, 
but looking all the while for those barely perceptible gestures and 
expressions that in his pictures speak to us so clearly through 
the distracting social fabric, suggesting more complex and more 
fragile human stories. It is a measure of Wood’s achievement 
that once again in the book we see and feel Liverpool in this 
way, as if from the inside; in photographs whose gentle sense of 
affirmation – however awkward or disarming – can so easily fool 
us into believing that we have come across something intensely 
private and personal, like the strangely remote intimacy of 
someone else’s family album.  

W hen Wood arrived on Merseyside, the river as 
the heart of the city’s working life was already in 
terminal decline. He photographed the docks and 
later the Cammell Laird shipyard in Birkenhead 

during its last days, making portraits of the workers who were 
losing their jobs. But Wood’s art is not of the downtrodden. 
In his photographs, a sense of resilience and humour always 
offsets those hints of despair; the Liverpool character, in his 
view, being bound up over generations with what he calls “a long 
history of moral disorder”. And although he may be adamant 
that there is no intended social commentary in his work, he 
does acknowledge that the photographs can acquire a broader 
meaning with age. So we might note, for example, the number 
of teenage parents in his pictures, or how many children appear 
to be in charge of other younger children; and we might feel an 
overall sense of physical and emotional tension, those “hearts 
torn in every way”. But if there is any real melancholy in these 
photographs, it comes from something ever-present for working 
people: the simple resigned sadness of the daily grind; the 
yearning, bustling effort of making do and getting by.

Or perhaps what is so interesting about bringing these 
photographs together for the first time is that they actually 
represent a pause, an interruption in the everyday; the ferry 
journeys creating a frame within which people present 
themselves to the camera in particular ways. Because if the 
Termini book is about anything, it is about waiting. Waiting is  
a condition and a state of mind that working-class people have 
had to accept, and to endure. In Wood’s earlier bus photographs 
we saw repeated evidence of this: that stoical look, with 
shoulders hunched; the body tightened against inevitable 
indignities. But, as here on the ferry, waiting can also be an art, a 
chance to look away and dream, to idle over a smoke, to be at rest 
for a few minutes, drawing in the briny air. Waiting is also a space 
for hanging out and coming together, and Wood’s photographs 
are full of human connections; some people are hugging, some 
are kissing, some are deep in a lover’s tiff, and some are just 
standing there, looking back at the camera or gazing into space; 
staring out across the water in silent recognition of one another. 

And in these moments, perhaps the deeper, overarching 
theme of Wood’s Merseyside archive becomes clearer. The more 
we look at the photographs, the more the act of passing the time 
is absorbed into that most enduring of all human subjects, the 
delicate yet urgent matter of time passing. 

“The Pier Head – Tom Wood”, Open Eye Gallery, Liverpool, 
January 12-March 25 2018; Wood’s book “Termini”, with poems by 
Paul Farley, is published by Gwin Zegal, £29.99. David Chandler is 
professor of photography at the University of Plymouth

‘ It’s a fragile thing, 
being able to go out 
and make pictures.  
I don’t want to get 
too self-conscious  
about it’

Clockwise from above:  
The Pier Head, 1989; 
Top Deck, Seacombe 
Ferry, 1986;  Seacombe 
Ferry, 1985; Magazines 
Promenade, 1985.  
All photographs from  
“The Pier Head” series 


