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1891 census (extract) – 24, Marlborough Grove, Claughton, Birkenhead 
 

 Mary Niven   35           born Scotland 
 Margaret D.       5           born Birkenhead 
 Peter        4           born Birkenhead 
 Mary P.   10 (?) months          born Birkenhead 
 Margaret Paterson  72 (?)  mother-in-law, widow, own account     born Scotland 
 Margaret Ann Cropper 16  general servant (domestic)      born Liverpool 
 

95: William Niven 

 

William Niven, a son of Peter, was born in the mining village of Nitshill 1, then in 
Renfrewshire but since incorporated into the south-western suburbs of Glasgow. Born, 
probably, in 1857 William appears to have been baptised at Paisley High Church 
although no details of his family are known. However, William had moved to Wirral by 
late 1883 when he married Mary Paterson - also from Scotland – at a Civil Marriage in 
Birkenhead but neither has been located for certain in the 1881 census in the UK.  
William Niven was a merchant seaman and so would have been at sea for much of the 
year; although Mary and her children were living at 24 Marlborough Grove, Claughton 
in 1891 William was not at home: 

 

Margaret Paterson, Mary’s mother, died in Birkenhead in early 1900 aged 87. Her 
address was recorded as 24 Marlborough Grove and her will (the Effects were valued at 
£410) was administered at Chester by her son, James Denholm Paterson who was a 
bank teller. 

                                                           
1 Nitshill Colliery was the scene of one of Scotland's worst mining disasters when, on 15 March 1851, an explosion at the 
Victoria coal pit killed 61 of the 63 men and boys in the mine at the time. Two survivors were rescued 45 hours after the 
explosion. [Wikipedia] 

Basic Information [as recorded on local memorial or by CWGC] 

Name as recorded on local memorial or by CWGC:  W. Niven    

Rank:  Master  

Battalion / Regiment:  Mercantile Marine, Master of ‘Gretaston’ 

Service Number:  ?  Date of Death:  11 April 1917 #  Age at Death: 61 

Buried / Commemorated at: Tower Hill Memorial, Trinity Square, London  

Additional information given by CWGC: Son of Peter Niven, of Nitshill, Renfrewshire; husband of Mary Niven, 
of Grange Lodge, Gateacre, Liverpool 

 #  There is some dispute on the date as other records suggest that the Gretaston was sunk by a  
    submarine on Sunday 15 April 1917 
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1911 census – ‘Aguilas’, Leighton Road 
 

 Mary Niven  55               born Carmichael, Lanarkshire 
 Margaret D.  25               born Birkenhead   
 Mary P.  20               born Birkenhead   
 Jane Y.   17               born Birkenhead   
 

 Although Mary’s husband is not recorded here, Mary had been married for 27 years and all four  
children had survived. No occupations were recorded in this census return. 

 

At the time of the 1901 census Mary’s children were living in the same house in 
Claughton: 

 

Neither Mary nor William Niven have been found in the 1901 census. Although 
Margaret was shown as the ‘head’ she was only 15. Peter Niven, the son recorded in 
1891 but not recorded on the 1911 census in Neston was born in Birkenhead in the 2nd 
quarter of 1887 - his army record with the Canadian Infantry [see below] notes his birth 
date as 22 March 1887.  
 

By the time of the 1911 census the family, when William was again absent from the 
family home, had moved to a location believed to be close to present-day Turner’s 
View on the western side of Leighton Road in Neston: 

 

Margaret Denholm Niven was born in Birkenhead in the 2nd quarter of 1885. 
Interestingly, the birth of a Margaret Denholm Paterson was registered in the 
Birkenhead area in the 2nd quarter of 1889. 
Mary Paterson Niven was born in Birkenhead in the 2nd quarter of 1890. 
Jane Young Niven was born in Birkenhead in the 3rd quarter of 1893. 

1901 census (extract) – 24, Marlborough Grove, Claughton, Birkenhead 
 

 Margaret Denholm Niven 15  head     born Birkenhead 
 Peter    14       born Birkenhead 
 Mary Paterson   10       born Birkenhead 
 Jane Young     7       born Birkenhead 
 Edith May Barnett  18  general servant (domestic)  born Birkenhead 
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Cheshire Observer – 11 October 1902 

Cheshire Observer – 28 September 1907 

Cheshire Observer - 30 June 1906 

Newspaper reports indicate that the Niven family was living in Neston, and were active 
within the Presbyterian Church, by late 1902. Progressively, members of the family 
became involved in a range of activities and organisations in Neston. 
Before and during WW1 the Niven family was prominent in the social life of Neston; 
the following newspaper articles show their association with other local families who 
had losses during the war: 
 

Kelly’s Cheshire Directory of 1914 lists, for Leighton, Neston: Niven  Capt. William, 
Aguilas. Captain Niven was, clearly, away from home for long periods, and may have 
been accompanied by his wife on some occasions.  
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Huelva, to the SW of Seville, is encircled in purple. The location 
of the wreck of the SS Gretaston at 43° 08'N, 11° 32'W is shown 
by the red symbol [map source: Google Maps] 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
A history of the Neston & Parkgate Presbyterian Church (now the URC) written in 1933 
notes that: 
A record in November, 1902, tells us that Captain and Mrs Niven and Mr and Mrs 
Anderson join the membership of the congregation. The names of Anderson and Niven 
are both commemorated on the War Memorial. 
and that The Girls’ Guidery was begun in or about 1905. Its first guardian was Mrs 
Niven.    [The Story of the Presbyterian Church of England at Parkgate and Neston,  

                            1858 – 1933   Charles Cowan Lundie     1933     R. Aikman & Son, Manchester] 
 

The only clue we have of William Niven’s death comes from the CWGC note that he 
was "’Gretaston’, Mercantile Marine” and that he 
died (presumed drowned) on 11 April 1917. In fact it 
has been recorded that the 
 

      SS Gretaston, built by W. Gray & Co. Ltd., West   
      Hartlepool in 1901 and owned at the time of her  
      loss by Gretaston SS. Co. Ltd. (W. S. Miller & Co.),  
      Glasgow, was a British steamer of 3395 tons. 
 

      On April 15th, 1917, Gretaston, on a voyage from  
      Huelva to Garston with a cargo of copper ore, was  
      sunk by the German submarine UC-27 (Gerhard  
      Schulz), off the Iberian coast. 29 persons were lost. 

 

Cheshire Observer – 2 November 1907 
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Huelva is a city in 
southwestern Spain and, 
presumably, Garston refers to the Garston Dock in Liverpool. Brief details of all the 
crew (the vessel was armed and carried two crew from the Royal Navy), the youngest 
of whom was 16, are given at the website 
https://www.wrecksite.eu/peopleView.aspx?10622.  
Interestingly, whilst the CWGC records that William Nevin and the other crew perished 
on 11 April, the Gretaston was torpedoed and sank immediately on Sunday 15 April 
1917; indeed, it seems to have left Huelva the previous day.  
 

Of William and Mary Niven’s children: 
 

Margaret Denholme Niven (Maggie) married William Paterson at a Civil Marriage in the 
Toxteth Park area of Liverpool in late 1921. It is not clear whether William Paterson was 
a relative - Margaret’s mother, Mary, was a Paterson before her marriage. 
No record of children has been found but Margaret died on Wirral, aged 68, in late 
1957. 
 

Peter Niven (born 22 March 1887), the only son of 
William and Mary, served with the 62nd Battalion 
Canadian Infantry during WW1. Peter appears to have 
emigrated to Canada as he enlisted for the army on 30 
August 1915 at Vernon, British Columbia and had the 
Service Number 464191. At the time of his enlistment, 
when he was aged 28, he was unmarried and he stated 
that he was a prospector. It is recorded that he 
achieved the rank of Sergeant but nothing further is 
known of him; it is not clear whether he remained in 
Canada after WW1 (no Naturalisation Record has been 
found) or whether he returned to Britain. [Military data 
from the Canadian Great War Project] 
Mary Paterson Niven (born 10 May 1890) remained 
unmarried and in the 1939 Register she was living with 

When launched in 1901 the 331-foot vessel was the SS Vauxhall 
Bridge. The ship’s name was changed to the SS Gretaston in 1912.     
[source: Hartlepool Museum Service] 

The top section of the plaque commemorating the Gretaston on 
the Tower Hill Memorial with W. Niven as the Master      [Source: 
http://www.benjidog.co.uk/Tower%20Hill/WW1%20Grecian%20
Prince%20to%20Guide.html] 

https://www.wrecksite.eu/peopleView.aspx?10622
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472, Grange Lodge, Grange Lane, Gateacre 
The section of the stone building on the left 
dates from 1653, the central section from 1720 
and the right section from the 1820s. 
The half-timbered roadside section dates only 
from the 1890s. 
The house was built on the site of a 'grange' 
outpost of Stanlow Abbey.                                  
[Google StreetView] 

her mother at Grange Lodge and was recorded as a secretary to special school. Mary 
died on 16 September 1971, aged 81. Although her death was recorded on Wirral her 
home address was 12 Reservoir Road, Woolton, Liverpool. 
 

Jane Young Niven (Janie) died at the Royal Infirmary in Liverpool on22 February 1962, 
aged 68. She was living with her sister, Mary, at 12 Reservoir Road, Woolton and her 
Effects were valued at £2364 9s 1d. 
 

Mary Niven and her daughters were very active in Neston during the war, assisting in 
numerous church activities and musical events in the town. In addition, the daughters 
were very active in the local Voluntary Aid Detachment (VAD), a section of the Red 
Cross which had been established as early as 1909 2. Individual members of a VAD 
were, themselves, often called ‘VADs’. 
Many branches of the Red Cross, including Neston, established VADs with the 
volunteers providing a wide range of services, both medical and auxiliary (transporting 
patients, driving vehicles, cooking and organising ‘events’). Those VADs who were 
involved in medical care had to pass exams to receive their first aid and home nursing 
certificates -  both Mary and Jane Niven obtained these and worked at the Parkgate 
hospital - but there was frequently an uneasy relationship between the paid, 
professional, medical staff and the VADs. In Neston two hospitals, at Parkgate and the 
Institute on Hinderton Road, used VADs to assist men (not necessarily local to this area) 
who had been brought back from the fighting zones for treatment or recuperation. 
 

Mary Niven, William’s widow, died in South Liverpool, aged 86, on 3 July 1942; she 
probably died at her home, ‘Grange Lodge’, Gateacre. Probate was granted on 10 
October to each of her three daughters. Her Effects were valued at £4889 6s 7d. 
 

The 1939 Register (22 September) records no one named Niven in Neston and only one 
person of that name, seemingly unrelated, on Wirral. 

                                                           
2  The VAD system was founded in 1909 with the help of the Red Cross and Order of St. John. By the summer of 1914 there 
were over 2,500 Voluntary Aid Detachments in Britain. Of the 74,000 VAD members in 1914, two-thirds were women and 
girls. By 1916 the military hospitals at home were employing about 8,000 trained nurses with about 126,000 beds, and 
there were 4,000 nurses abroad with 93,000 beds. By 1918 there were about 80,000 VAD members: 12,000 nurses 
working in the military hospitals and 60,000 unpaid volunteers working in auxiliary hospitals of various kinds. Some of the 
volunteers had a snobbish attitude towards the paid nurses. 
At the end of the war, the leaders of the nursing profession were agreed that untrained VADs should not be allowed onto 
the newly established register of nurses. [Wikipedia] 


