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Liverpool's eminence as a port in the late nineteenth century 
was paralleled by a commensurate growth in non- 
manufacturing employment, a development which produced a 
commercial centre of considerable vitality. The 1871 Census 
provides an indication of the relative importance of commerce 
and other service occupations in the city. Of 67,122 employed 
males aged twenty years or over, 25,003 were occupied in 
commercial activities, involving buying, selling and conveying 
goods, by land or sea. The number in the industrial group was 
almost exactly the same at 25,598. Manchester, on the other 
hand, a city of comparable size had 11,482 in commerce and 
41,276 in industrial employment, a ratio of 1:3.5.'

Within this commercial sector there were large numbers of 
relatively unskilled men, especially in the handling and 
carriage of port goods, but equally notable was a veritable 
army of clerical workers, whose growing number reflected the 
increasing scale and complexity of business and the formaliza- 
tion of procedures formerly effected by verbal contract in most 
cases, but which were now causing an increasing volume of 
hand-written documents. The 1871 Census gives the number 
of adult males employed in 'commercial and general dealing' 
as 9,820, which was 7.5 per cent of the total adult males 
employed in Liverpool; much of this office activity was 
concentrated in a clearly defined commercial district within 
the city centre. The only exception to this centralization of 
control was in the timber trades where most imported timber 
was sold directly from importers' yards, the majority of which 
were to be found near Canada Dock. 2

There is little published literature on the character of 
nineteenth century commercial districts: this investigation of 
Liverpool's late nineteenth-century office area and its re 
sponses to changing economic and technological trends is 
based on a wider study of the distribution and character of
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commercial functions in the Liverpool area. 3 The distribution 
of particular activities has been based primarily on the 
information contained in the 1875 and 1905 editions of Gore's 
Directory of Liverpool, and concentrates on the main shipping 
and commodity functions. 4 The size of operation of particular 
businesses is obviously important for any description and 
analysis of either specific trades or particular trading districts. 
Unfortunately, the directories merely specify names, addres 
ses and the types of businesses involved.

THE DEVELOPMENT OF THE OFFICE DISTRICT AND ITS 
PHYSICAL LIMITS
Liverpool's office district grew from an ill-assorted collection 
of private houses, warehouses and manufacturing establish 
ments. In the early nineteenth century premises tended to be 
converted to commercial use, rather than replaced by 
purpose-built structures. The first specific office building, 
other than the Exchange, was probably Holt's India Building 
of 1834, even though it was said to be capable of conversion 
into a warehouse if it failed in its innovative function; 5 
certainly, Brunswick Buildings (1842) was a specialist office 
block, one of the first in England," closely followed by 
Cockerell's Bank of England in Castle Street.

Buildings with clearly apparent commercial specialization, 
such as Heywood's Bank at the corner of Fenwick Street and 
Brunswick Street, had been a feature of the district for 
decades; what differentiated the new structures was their 
exclusive concern with commercial activity. 7

Gradually, a specialised commercial zone emerged through 
the progressive exclusion of non-commercial uses although, 
even in the twentieth century, warehouses still existed in the 
area between James Street and Brunswick Street. 8 The bound 
aries of the zone were often starkly defined as in the long- 
established and abrupt transition between office and ware 
house along the western section of Chapel Street. These 
territorial limits were clearly formed by the beginning of this 
century except for the extension of office territory contingent 
on the infilling of George's Dock, and in 1910 Ramsey Muir 
felt sufficiently confident of its limits to physically delineate 
the office district9 and noted that the main commercial area 
between North John Street and the river, James Street and the 
Cotton Exchange Building included '. . .the whole of the 
original town of Liverpool as laid out by King John, and very 
little more.' 10 In his view, attempts to extend the office area 
were destined to fail and he quoted the example of Foster's
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THE LOCATION OF COMMERCIAL EMPLOYMENT IN CENTRAL LIVERPOOL, 1870
SOURCE OflCHAI

Figure 1

Custom House in Canning Place, described as 'almost 
derelict'" due to its neglect by the commercial community. 
The continued stability of these boundaries has been demons 
trated by the fact that even by 1970 they had hardly 
changed. 12

By the standards of other English provincial cities the office 
district was notable for its tall buildings, with a predominance 
of four and five storey structures producing an extremely 
compact working environment well suited to efficient com 
mercial intercourse.

E.G. Orchard's pioneering study of Liverpool clerks con 
tains the author's estimates of clerical employment by street 
and building. 13 This information has been mapped as Figure 
1, which shows the polarising influence of the district around 
the Exchange and the abrupt fall in clerical employment 
beyond James Street, North John Street, Moorfields and 
Union Street. Orchard, who based his survey on the 1870 
edition of Gore's Directory, suggested that 9,000 clerks were 
employed within ten minutes walk of the Exchange. 14

The compactness of the office district was an essential factor 
in the successful operation of trade, allowing the rapid



74 D.K. Slenhouse

interchange of information and opinion, as well as the transfer 
of contracts, manifests and bills of lading. In spite of sugges 
tions that the office district would expand northwards, 
occupying space left vacant by the shift in the relative 
importance of the central docks, 15 it is clear that Liverpool's 
commercial entrepreneurs recognised the virtue of proximity 
and opted for further vertical development in situ rather than 
for expansion.

SPECIALIZATION AND COMMERCIAL SUB-DISTRICTS 
Although the office area had a superficial homogeneity, it was 
made up of a set of specialised sub-districts, several of which 
had their own, almost exclusive territory. The more special 
ised the function, the better differentiated was their sub- 
district, a feature which was most pronounced where the need 
for rapid personal contact was paramount. Until the introduc 
tion of the telephone to Liverpool in 1879, 16 such communica 
tion could only be rapidly and effectively made by pedestrian 
movement, either by the principals or by messengers. Proxim 
ity was thus essential.

In functions where such contact was less necessary, the 
distribution of offices was often dispersed throughout the 
business area. The location of shipping agents in 1875 is

THE DISTRIBUTION OF SHIPPING AGENTS IN CENTRAL LIVERPOOL, 1875
_____________________________________________________________________________SOURCE OOHE S PI RECTO!

Figure 2
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shown in Figure 2 and, although there are minor concentra 
tions in Tower, India, Canton and Drury Buildings, all in 
Water Street, offices are common in peripheral locations such 
as South Castle Street and South John Street. This probably 
reflects the hierarchy of importance among the agents, with 
the most influential such as James Dowie, Richardson Spence 
and Company, and Thomas Marwood located at the core, 
and the less important or newly established firms situated in 
the areas of mixed warehousing, industrial and commercial 
premises such as those around Canning Place. If such firms 
survived, and of the agents noted in the 1875 edition of Gore's 
Directory over seventy per cent had disappeared by 1905, then 
they tended to move towards the central office zone, recognis 
ing the advantages of proximity to a richer source of informa 
tion and contacts, and also aware of the prestige factors 
associated with particular addresses.

The house history of Bahr, Behrend and Company, mer 
chants, ship brokers and steamship agents gives an interesting 
illustration of these attractions. Between 1835 and 1900 the 
firm moved its office three times, firstly from Chapel Walks to 
Cable Street, then to Preesons Row, and finally to Chapel 
Street, each time moving nearer the centre of the office 
district." Particularly, the move to Old Castle Buildings in 
Preesons Row was consciously recognised as due to 'the 
greater comfort and prestige' of the new site. 18

By contrast, the best defined of the sub-districts was that of 
the cotton trades, the brokers and merchants. The concentra 
tion of cotton brokers in 1875 is shown in Figure 3, with the 
importance of Tithebarn Street, Chapel Street, Brown's 
Building and Exchange Buildings being most marked. Com 
ments on the organization of the cotton market explain the 
necessity for close contact with the information sources which 
centred on the Exchange, with the Flags providing the locus 
for personal contacts and Exchange Buildings being the site of 
the telegraph and telephone exchanges.

The role of Exchange Flags in the workings of the cotton 
trade is well known 19 and it exercised a considerable influence 
on the location of cotton broking and trading until the 1890's, 
being compared favourably with the more conventional orga 
nization in New York, where the American cotton brokers and 
traders were described as having '. . . to wander around a 
scattered collection of offices in order to find somebody to 
trade with. . .' 20 There was also the symbolic factor of personal 
presence on the Exchange, where 'To be recognised on 
'Change' indicated a man's arrival in the commercial world.' 21
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THE DISTRIBUTION OF COTTON BROKERS IN CENTRAL LIVERPOOL, 1875
souflCE oones oiflecraflY of UVERTOOI. 110751

Figure 3

In spite of its open aspect and piazza-like appearance, the 
Flags was no haphazard meeting-place especially in the latter 
years of the nineteenth century when 'futures' traders, in 
creasingly dependent on information relayed from the tele 
graph or telephone by messengers, were distinguished by their 
fixed positions on the Flags, at which they could be located 
without delay. 22

Equally obvious from Figure 3 is the virtual absence of 
cotton brokers from other than their core area, particularly 
from the focal shipping area centred on Water Street and 
extending northward to Chapel Street and south to James 
Street. This separation apparently continued a migration of 
cotton trading initiated in the mid nineteenth century, with 
Ellison noting that:

in Water Street and Dale Street, in the small area between Rumford 
Street and Exchange Street East on the north side and India Buildings on 
the south, there were in the early forties over twenty firms of brokers 
(beside one in Lower Castle Street) connected with the cotton market, 
whereas in the fifties there were only fifteen, in the sixties only half a 
dozen and in the seventies only two. The sites, or offices, vacated by the 
firms which had either retired or removed were taken chiefly by shipping
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Plate 1: The Royal Bank building, designed by Samuel Rowland and 
completed in 1839. One of the first commercial buildings, although it did 
contain provision for residential use. It later became the Queen Insurance 
Building
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Plate 3: The Liverpool and London and Globe Insurance Company 
building in Castle Street, designed by Christopher Cockerell. Although a 
headquarters office, it was also the location for a wide range of marine 
insurance firms in 1875 and 1905
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Plate 4: Oriel Chambers, Liverpool's most significant nineteenth- 
century office building. Designed by Peter Ellis and built in 1864, it was 
initially reviled but is now recognised as one of the most important 
buildings of its period within Europe.
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or insurance firms or companies. The migration of the cotton firms in a 
northerly direction commenced shortly after the opening of the Lan 
cashire and Yorkshire railway, and the movement was doubtless mainly 
due to that event. "

The reference to the railway as a stimulus to migration was 
related to the route of what was initially the Liverpool and 
Bury Railway, becoming the Lancashire and Yorkshire in 
1846. It served Preston, Bury, Bolton and Manchester, and 
had its initial terminus in Great Howard Street. The opening 
of the Exchange Station terminus in Tithebarn Street during 
1850 brought cotton spinners to the heart of the cotton trading 
zone and accelerated the shift of the offices and sample rooms 
of selling brokers and merchants.

Later, the cotton trades were to be found in even more 
northerly areas, although their numbers began to diminish 
considerably. 24 The Exchange Flags ceased to be a major 
venue for trading, largely because of new forms of com 
munication. Specifically, the cotton 'futures' market found it 
impossible to operate efficiently on the Flags because of the 
need to have rapid access to the telephone, which could not be 
operated efficiently out-of-doors; as a result, traders moved 
indoors to Brown's Building in 1896" and later they progres 
sively centred around the Cotton Exchange Building in Old 
Hall Street, opened in 1906. By 1910, Adshead described the 
Exchange Buildings as 'practically defunct'. 26 The twentieth- 
century retrenchment of the cotton trades was compensated 
for by the expansion of the financial and professional sector, 
with banking, insurance, legal and accountancy services 
replacing the commodity brokers and merchants; 27 similarly, 
although the shipping specializations were less pronounced in 
their decline, they also faced competition for space from these 
more vigorous activities and a gradual movement towards the 
north and west of the business district was evident in several 
of the shipping functions from the beginning of the century.

THE IMPORTANCE OF INDIVIDUAL BUILDINGS 
A feature of the office area was the attraction exercised by 
particular buildings upon specific trades. The reasons for this 
were varied. In some functions communication focussed upon 
particular centres. The prime examples were the product 
exchanges which acted as foci for their respective specialisms: 
Brunswick Street was the locus of the corn merchants; fruit 
brokers and merchants clustered around Temple Court and 
Stanley Street, an agglomeration which was reinforced when 
the Temple Court saleroom became the site of the Fruit
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Exchange, opened in 1924;  the shift of the cotton trades 
almost en masse with the construction of the Cotton Exchange 
Building has already been noted.

The shipping trades were less fixed in their distributions. 
Drury Buildings (25 Water Street) had the highest concentra 
tion of firms in 1875 but was superceded by Tower Buildings 
later in the century, and there were many other centres of 
activity almost as important. However, the patterns of con 
centration were fluid, with new centres appearing as others 
declined. Part of the reason for these shifts relates to technical 
factors. The location of many shipping firms, although 
affected by a need for business contacts, was also sensitive to 
the availability of new office buildings. Within 'Office Liver 
pool', shipping firms were characterised by a larger than 
average number of employees29 and the late nineteenth cen 
tury saw a marked increase in both the scale of clerical 
employment and the amount of equipment and machinery 
used in business. The development of the typewriter, the 
telephone and the stencil duplicator increased the volume of 
information associated with offices and the number of clerks 
employed. 30 New buildings provided larger and more efficient 
working areas, and their development often precipitated a 
migration of firms towards them. Such was the case following 
the opening of the White Star Line headquarters in James 
Street in 1898 and the re-construction of Tower Buildings, 
completed in 1906; besides the measurable economic advan 
tages of the buildings there were also symbolic attractions 
connected with prestige.

Although shipping firms did change their distributions, 
they seldom moved into other specialised sub-districts; the 
distinction between shipping and cotton trades was only 
infrequently bridged. As an illustration of the degree of 
functional concentration, Kelly's (Gore's) Directory of Liverpool 
for 1905 provides an interesting perspective on the cotton and 
shipping groups. Numbers 1-15 Tithebarn Street, the most 
densely populated of the cotton trading zones at that time, 
contained 98 commercial premises, excluding keepers and 
restaurants; their character is described in Table 1. In 
contrast, Table 2 gives information on the accommodation in 
Tower Buildings in 1905, illustrating the degree to which the 
two locations, barely a quarter of a mile apart, were absorbed 
in quite distinct commercial operations. It is interesting that 
the Tithebarn Street cotton merchants and brokers, although 
the most numerous, did not include any of the better-known 
and older-established Liverpool firms, such as Kearsley and
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Cunningham, Molyneux Taylor or Shand Higson. By con 
trast, the names recorded in Tower Buildings include some of 
the more important in Liverpool shipping, for example, 
Robert Alexander (Hall Line), Henry Diaper, Richard Burton 
and Son, later part of Coast Lines, D & C Maclver, and the 
British agency for the International Navigation Company, the 
core of J. Pierpoint Morgan's International Mercantile 
Marine.

TABLE 1 Functions Represented in the Offices within Numbers 
1-15 Tithebarn Street, 1905*

General classes Number Percentage
of total

Cotton trades 60 61.2 

Other brokers 10 10.2

Other merchants 11 11.2

Insurance and
assurance offices 8 8.2

'Shipping' functions 1 1.0 

Business services 4 4.1

Miscellaneous 4 4.1 

Total 98

Details

47 cotton brokers, 
13 cotton merchants

5 stock and share 
brokers, 5 general 
produce brokers

1 steamship agent

Printer, civil engineer, 
carrier, land agent

Jute spinner, seed 
crusher, chemist, hosier

SOURCE: Kelly's (Gore's) Directory of Liverpool, 1905. 
Note: * Includes salerooms and sample rooms as separate entries. 

Excludes restaurants and keepers.
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TABLE 2 Functions Represented in the Offices Within Tower 
Buildings, 1905*

General classes Number 

'Shipping' functions 41

of total 
Percentage

62.1

Merchants and
brokers 14

Business services 5

Miscellaneous 6

Total 98

21.2

7.6 

9.1

Details

Ship owners (11) 
Shipping agents (7) 
Ship brokers (6) 
Shipping lines (4) 
Forwarding agents (4) 
Marine surveyors (3) 
Ship sales (1) 
Marine insurance (1) 
Master porters (1) 
Miscellaneous (3 

Mission for Sailors,
propeller company,
Marine Service
Association)

Dealing in coal, iron, 
tin, timber, salt, as well 
as African merchant and 
'commission' 
Consulting engineers (4), 
estate agent. 
Builders, fuel companies, 
Salt Union and 
gentleman

SOURCE: Kelly's (Gore's) Directory of Liverpool, 1905. 
Note: * Excludes restaurants and keepers.

CHANGES IN BUSINESS ORGANIZATION AND THE INITIATION 
OF COMMERCIAL DECLINE
Assessing the nature and importance of commercial districts 
by using the number of specific offices occupying the buildings 
has some credibility in the nineteenth century for, as Orchard 
has noted, the average size of Liverpool firms was generally 
small. However, even at that time the distributional patterns 
associated with particular trades do need to be treated with 
care; Orchard suggested that Maclvers (agents for what was 
to become in 1878 the Cunard Steamship Company) and 
Bibbys (ship owners and copper smelters) respectively con 
trolled the employment of two hundred and one hundred 
clerks from their city offices. Nevertheless, most firms were 
small. The Booth Line is recorded as having an office staff of
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only 17 in 1900, although it was to grow to 65 by 1912. 32 Many 
of Liverpool's shipping firms were to experience similarly 
rapid growth in the late nineteenth or early twentieth centur 
ies, and the development of large corporate enterprises in the 
city was associated with several of the changes taking place in 
the office district.

Firstly, the headquarters building became a prominent 
feature as expanding firms found it impossible to house their 
workforce in existing premises. This direction was initiated by 
the Liverpool and London Insurance Company in 1857 and 
followed by such as T & J Harrison's Mersey Chambers 
(1870), the British and Foreign Marine Insurance Company 
(1889), the White Star Building (1898) and the Royal Insur 
ance Building (1903); the 'prestige' factors associated with 
these developments had a long-term impact on the location of 
offices as, in almost all cases, the headquarters company did 
not fill the building and much of the floorspace was available 
to let. Comments by Ramsey Muir in 1905 implied that new 
developments such as the Royal Liver Building could only 
result in the decline of some of the older, more peripheral 
office districts. 3 '

Secondly, the number of firms in particular types of busi 
ness declined. Some of this could be ascribed to changes in 
corporate organization, such as that which contributed to the 
absolute decline in the number of shipping companies when 
the 'single-ship' mode of registration declined in popularity. 
Shannon suggests that Liverpool was the major centre for 
such developments34 and, although they were not all repre 
sented as separate offices, they did contribute to the variety 
and quantity of shipping organization. As a specific example, 
all David Maclver's steamers were registered as single-ship 
companies until 1900; in that year they were incorporated into 
one company.

However, the decline in the number of companies and 
offices within individual trades was more normally associated 
either with a relative or absolute decline in the volume of 
trade, as was to happen in the case of cotton, or with mergers 
and acquisitions, a process most pronounced in shipowning 
where Liverpool provided the industry with some notable 
predators, in particular Sir Alfred Jones. Whilst Liverpool 
was in the forefront of such processes in the nineteenth 
century, the twentieth saw many of its more important firms 
being acquired by organizations based outside Merseyside. 
Thus, by the early years of this century the National Steam 
Ship Company had moved its headquarters to London, the
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Leyland, Hall, Papayanni and West India and Pacific lines 
had passed, at least initially, to Ellerman's in London, and the 
Inman, Dominion and White Star lines had become American 
controlled. The influential shipowner Sir W.B. Forwood 
commented that '. . . in a very few years very few of the old 
companies will be left, and the headquarters of our great 
shipping industry will be in London. This will not make for 
the general prosperity of Liverpool, . . .' 36

Such changes reacted upon other commercial sectors. In 
surance and assurance, major growth areas in the nineteenth 
century were affected. As an illustration of the impact of the 
slackening of Liverpool's rate of growth on commercial loca 
tion, the London and Lancashire Fire Insurance Company 
actually moved its headquarters from London to Liverpool in 
1867 but, because of shifts in trade, moved it back to the 
capital in 1920. 37 These insidious tendencies, when taken with 
the decline in the cotton trades, meant that the city's office 
district never recovered the influence it exercised in the latter 
part of the nineteenth century and, from a centre of interna 
tional authority, it began its decline to one with largely 
regional control.
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My thanks to Alan Thompson for the cartography contained in this article.
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