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JOSEPH WILLIAMSON,

" THE KING OF EDGE HILL." 

II

By Charles R. Hand.

Read 4th November, 1926.

THE picture of Paddington one hundred years 
ago 1 here reproduced gives an idea of the atmo 

sphere of the district during the time of Mr. Williamson's 
activities in Edge Hill. It depicts the south side of the 
thoroughfare, and was drawn by James Brierley in 
November 1828. He calls it a view of Edge Hill Road. 
The wall is that enclosing Mr. Mason's gardens, which 
extended from Mason Street to Smithdown Lane, and 
on the south adjoined Mr. Williamson's property. This 
land was for centuries, down to Mr. Mason's purchase 
of it in 1800, known as the Long Broom Field.

In 1828 there was no north side to Paddington strictly 
speaking, the whole of the land in that direction being 
open heath for a considerable distance ; and the drawing 
gives us the aspect of this neighbourhood twelve years 
before Mr. Williamson's death.

On 3rd February 1916 it was my privilege to read to 
you a paper entitled " Joseph Williamson, the ' King of 
Edge Hill.' " 2 This paper was but a detail in my 
History of Edge Hill, 3 and consisted mainly of the original 
MS. of Mr. James Stonehouse. This MS. he prepared a 
few years after Mr. Williamson's death, intending to

1 In the Binns Collection, Picton Reference Library, Liverpool.
* Trans. Hist. Soc. Lanes, and dies., 68, i.
3 The MS. vol. iu the Pictou Reference Library.
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read it before our Society, but he was deterred from 
doing so by the threats of Mr. Henderson the artist. The 
manuscript was first published in the Liverpool Compass 
in 1863, and later embodied in his Recollections of Old 
Liverpool by a Nonagenarian ; it also appeared in the 
Liverpool Journal in 1869, and subsequently in his Streets 
of Liverpool. In all these contributions Mr. Stonehouse 
varied his matter from his original writings, and in not a 
few instances he made suggestions which later knowledge 
about Mr. Williamson shows to be inaccurate. Later 
writers have drawn almost wholly from Stonehouse in 
various ways, and very frequently without acknowledg 
ment.

My object in 1916 was to bring Mr. Stonehousc's paper 
before the Society as he originally intended ; and there 
was not much of my own composition in it, except 
in reference to the discovery of a Portrait of Mr. William- 
son. Now, however, my subject is definitely Mr. 
Williamson himself, and my object is to correct many 
untrue statements which have been made in connection 
with his activities, and to place on record much original 
matter which I have been successful in gathering, and 
which, I venture to think, is probably everything dealing 
with the subject that can now be discovered.

In the paper of 1916 I made the statement that one of 
the houses afterwards occupied as a barracks by the 
Twelfth Lancashire Artillery Volunteers was the actual 
residence of Mr. Williamson ; and I reproduced a water- 
colour drawing by Hugh Magenis, now in the Picton 
Reference Library (the pencil original is in my possession), 
as " Joseph Williamson's house."

This statement is not correct, but, so far as I know, 
no one except myself is responsible for it. I can only 
conclude that the fact of this building (which originally 
consisted of two or perhaps three separate and distinct 
dwellings) being fifty years ago the most imposing and
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finest looking of those remaining which were erected by 
Mr. Williamson, gave me as a boy the idea that it must 
have been the house in which he really lived.

The Directories do not help us much in identifying the 
actual building. In 1807 his dwelling is given as No. 10 
Mason Street ; in 1813 number 13 ; in 1816 number 14 ; 
in 1818 number 17 ; in 1821 number 18 ; in 1825 and 
1827 " Williamson's Buildings, Smithdown Lane " ; in 
1829 again number 18 Mason Street ; in 1832 number 
23 ; in 1834 number 20 ; in 1839 (the last Directory in 
which his name appears) also number 20 ; while the 
Auctioneers in their advertisement announce the sale 
of Mr. Williamson's effects at his " late residence No. 
14 Mason Street." These different numbers all refer to 
the one house, the changes being due to the erection of 
other buildings in the street.

After being put to many uses, scholastic and otherwise, 
Williamson's house became the storehouse and barracks 
of the Engineers, and it is still standing. I have satisfied 
myself, after the most careful investigation, that Mr. 
Williamson's own residence was this building, which 
is now numbered 44 Mason Street, and is used as a 
machinery store by Mr. Samuel Jones, the owner.

THE EXCAVATIONS.

I speak of Williamson's works from an intimate 
acquaintance with them during my early days. As a 
lad I, with a number of companions, made them the 
object of an almost regular Saturday afternoon expedition. 
Tied together, in single file, and carrying as many lighted 
candles as we could get, while the last one of the party 
always held a ball of string which he unwound as we 
proceeded on our way, the other end of the string having 
been securely fastened to a large stone which lay by the 
entrance, we traversed these strange and wonderful 
passages, literally in " fear and trembling," afraid yet
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fascinated by the eeriness of it all, dreading we knew not 
what, yet going on. Our approach into these mysterious 
workings was always from what was known as the Great 
Tunnel, directly under the garden at the back of Mr. 
Williamson's house ; and probably the knowledge that 
we were trespassing and had no right to be where we 
were, imparted piquancy to the adventure. Not until 
the present year had I the privilege of inspecting the 
works from their inventor's own house. Now, of course, 
I look upon them with entirely different eyes.

They are grotesque beyond description ; words fail to 
give an adequate idea of their appearance. Dungeons 
carved out of the solid rock, with no light and no ven 
tilation, the only access being through a heavy wooden 
door ; vaults with a roof of four arches meeting in the 
centre in a manner that present-day builders would not 
think of attempting ; monstrous wine-bins with many 
stone partitions for enormous quantities of bottles ; 
massive erections of masonry and stone benches all 
apparently without the slightest object or motive.

My grandfather recollected both Mr. Williamson and 
some of the men he employed, and he often told me of his 
curious behavioiir. When the great block of buildings 
between Highgate Street and Back Mason Street was in 
course of erection, Mr. Williamson was very much worried 
by the window tax inspectors. He had the windows 
carefully designed to come within half an inch of the tax 
limits. Day after day these inspectors enquired how 
high he was going. For some time he went on building 
but refused to gratify their curiosity, until one day, be 
coming exasperated, he exclaimed, turning round and 
pointing to St. Mary's Church, " Oh ! about as high as 
the church tower ! "

Quite recently, Mr. Robert Gladstone and I conducted 
a party of our members over this block of building. 
Most of the apartments led one from another in the most
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capricious manner, and some of them had been con 
structed without windows or any other source of light. 
Mr. Williamson, as an afterthought, carved out a towering 
light shaft from roof to basement in order to rectify his 
omission. This, and other manifestations of the working 
of a thoroughly unorthodox mind were, however, easily 
eclipsed by what was seen below the street level.

Armed with electric torches, acetylene lamps and 
candles, we descended with infinite care the stone steps 
leading into the very bowels of the earth. At the bottom 
of the first flight, an archway cut out of the moist and musty 
rock led away to the right, and the next flight branched 
away on either hand, giving access to low tunnels and 
more steps down. A tremendous amount of labour must 
have been expended on this burrowing, and especially 
on the vaults to which the low passages conducted. The 
roofs are supported by groined arches of perfect work 
manship, but their design is without set idea, and all 
appear to be entirely useless.

We groped our way carefully along the accessible 
ramifications of these crypts to the depth of three storeys 
below the street level. There are three or more storeys 
below these the basement is said to be as deep as the 
buildings are high but accumulations of rubbish de 
posited here by generations of builders remodelling the 
premises for various uses have choked up the lowest 
catacombs.

We failed to discover a boundary. We were in a 
nightmare maze of constructed tunnels and caves. No 
body knows their extent. An adventurous youth who 
had followed the party offered to crawl on hands and 
knees along one of the tunnels. He stumbled and 
splashed for a great distance until we could hardly see 
the candle he pushed before him, but he was beaten at 
last, there not being room for him between the top of the 
rubbish and the roof of the tunnel. It is believed that



FIG. 9.

CORNER AND END OF VAULT UNDER MR. WILLIAMSON'S 
HOUSE, IN 1926.
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this particular excavation originally extended as far as 
St. Mary's Church. It has often been said that in these 
workings are countless accumulations of spiders' ham 
mocks and armies of rats, but I have not seen either the 
one or the other.

Two or three years before Mr. Williamson's death, he 
was waited upon by the Rev. James Martineau, a well- 
known Unitarian minister in Liverpool, who expressed 
a desire to occupy one of the houses belonging to him. 
Mr. Williamson, after catechising him in the drollest way, 
in order to find out who he was, eyed him long and keenly, 
and was a considerable time in arriving at a decision. 
Suddenly he exclaimed, " Very well, sir, you shall have 
it ; and what with the Rev. Mr. Hull, the Rev. Dr. 
Raffles, and the Rev. Mr. Martineau, it will be strange if 
we have not a trinity that will keep the devil out of the 
street ! "

In view of Mr. Stonehouse's interesting manuscript, it 
is superfluous to repeat a general description of Mr. 
Williamson's subterranean wonders. A great number of 
the mysterious tunnels, marvellous arches and deep 
excavations so fascinatingly described in his writings are 
no longer accessible ; but much yet remains to create a 
feeling of awe and wonder in the minds of those to whom 
their existence is now for the first time made known.

Many remarkable statements have been made in the 
local press and elsewhere regarding the origin of these 
stupendous works, one of which will serve as an example. 
The Liverpool Porcupine, of 2nd June 1906, gravely in 
formed its readers " that some 300 years ago a rich noble 
man spent a fortune in making the excavations, but with 
what object in view we were unable to learn ! "

Seeing that Mr. Stonehouse wrote, " in one of them 
(the houses in Mason Street) Mr. Williamson resided, and 
a strange place I believe it was," it is apparent that he was 
never inside Williamson's dwelling. True, he does say
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that the old gentleman " lived in an excavated cellar 
which was lighted by a long window at one end," and that 
" his sleeping place was more like the den of a wild beast 
than the dwelling of a human being." I have neither 
seen nor heard of any of the numerous " caves " or 
cellars which would appear to have been put to such a 
use, and I must confess to having several times thought 
that Stonehouse was drawing upon his imagination.

Mr. Williamson's house is certainly of the most peculiar 
construction. On the roof are the remains of the great 
cistern placed there for storing rain, which supplied water 
to the upper rooms. The many large and lofty apart 
ments, with doors in all kinds of unexpected directions, 
useless windows on inner landings which could not 
possibly give any light, and low passages running through 
and under rooms, fill one with curiosity. Behind the 
once handsome breakfast room was the sitting room of 
Mrs. Williamson. Outside one of the windows of this 
apartment may yet be seen the massive stone platform 
supported by brick piers which formed the base of the 
large rockery made there. The idea of this rockery was 
the outcome of a visit which Mrs. Williamson made to 
the house of a friend residing near Crosby. On her 
return home she informed her husband that this lady 
had a beautiful rock garden outside her drawing-room 
windows, and she was very desirous of possessing one 
equally delightful. Mr. Williamson immediately pro 
ceeded to carry out a similar project. He had many cart 
loads of large boulders tipped upon the platform he had 
erected, with the result that this huge heap blocked out 
the daylight. Mrs. Williamson drew attention to this, 
and the consequence was that the garden was never com 
pleted, and the rockery was demolished, the great col 
lection of stones being thrown away.

Below the ground the aspect everywhere is strange 
beyond words. In the large main kitchen, the mantel-
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piece over the range and boilers is 25 or 30 feet in length. 
From this kitchen access is afforded in several directions 
to arched passages and vaults of the most remarkable 
construction. Beneath the house is what may be termed 
the " official " entrance to the works. Leaving one of 
these curious cellars, a little distance outside from the 
kitchen door, we go down some broken wooden steps, 
and proceeding along a low narrow passage cut out of the 
rock just high and wide enough to pass along in a crouch 
ing attitude, we suddenly find ourselves, on turning the 
corner, confronted by a yawning cleft in the solid rock, 
the interior as black as midnight. Very cautiously we 
squeeze ourselves into the lower part of this great slit 
in the dripping rock, and go slithering sideways down the 
narrow gully. At one time probably there were steps 
cut into the rock, but it is now just a sopping muddy 
declivity. The passage gradually widens and becomes 
more lofty, until we are tipped out into a towering cavern, 
blacker and more awesome than anything yet.

Our lights show us a sort of goblin hall about 80 feet 
long by 40 feet high, varying in width from 15 feet to 
30 feet. The vault is hewn out of the virgin rock, and it 
has an arched roof of brick of most masterly construction. 
The far end has been almost entirely blocked by a great 
heap of stones and rubbish. Upon our right, near to 
the entrance, is a pointed arched narrow tunnel up which 
a rocky path rises, terminating high up from the bottom 
of the path, in the openings of two other smaller tunnels. 
On the left of this passage near its entrance is the opening 
of another tunnel about 20 feet from the level of the vault, 
and high up on the right near the roof are the yawning 
mouths of yet other two smaller passages. Turning 
round, and looking towards the entrance to this great 
vault, we see the irregularly shaped bottom of the gully 
down which we came, while at our feet are huge blocks 
of rock partly cut out from their stony bed.
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PORTRAITS.

For many years it had been generally understood that 
no likeness of Mr. Williamson existed ; but as I explained 
previously, I found that in 1882 a portrait was described 
in the Weekly Mercury. This picture the writer of the 
communication to the newspaper stated was " the only 
existing portrait." Enquiry resulted in my discovering 
that painting in the possession of Mr. George Turner, who 
gave me permission to photograph and publish it. It 
may be recollected that at the bottom left-hand corner 
the inscription " J. W. pinxt. 15 Deer. 1838 " is painted. 
An influential member of our Society doubted if this 
picture represented Mr. Williamson ; so I waited upon 
Miss Wilson (sister of the Rev. Andrew Wilson, some 
time incumbent of St. Mary's Church), at her home in 
North View, and, showing her the photograph, asked her 
if she had ever seen the original. She immediately 
exclaimed, " Oh ! the horrid old man ! " and told me 
that when she was a girl not yet in her teens, her nurse 
one day took her to Mason Street, where she saw " Old 
Williamson," and he shouted so loudly that she felt 
afraid of him ever after.

Shortly after the issue of the volume of oui Transactions 
in which the reproduction of this portrait appeared, our 
fellow-member Mr. Frederick G. Yates, of Laurel Road, 
notified me that he possessed another portrait, painted 
by Cornelius Henderson, which Mr. Williamson had him 
self given to Mr. Yates' grandfather (another Frederick 
Yates), and which had been in their family ever since. 
This portrait is on canvas measuring 25 by 30 inches. 
Across the back is painted the inscription : 

" Joseph Williamson, Esquire. Painted by 
Cornelius Henderson. 1 August 1828. 

Liverpool."

1 Cornelius Henderson was a portrait painter of some repute, and lived in 
1825-7 at 7 Browulow Hill. In 1839 he was at 8 Browulow Hill; in 1832,



KlG. 10.

JOSEPH WII.LIAMSOX, 1.5711 DECEMBER, 1838.



FIG. ii.

JOSEPH \VJI,LI.\MS(>\, AUGUST, 1828. 

(By Cornelius Heiulcrson.)
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Mr. Frederick Yates, the grandfather, who resided 
most of his lifetime in Wavertree, was an intimate friend 
of Joseph Williamson, and frequently visited his house 
in Mason Street. He was one of the gviests at his " test " 
dinner. Mr. Williamson took it into his head one day 
to send out invitations to dinner to a number of the 
leading residents in the neighbourhood. They assembled 
in the breakfast room on the ground floor, in which was 
a bare table with common trestles, and around it, instead 
of the handsome chairs usually in position, there were 
laid rough planks to sit upon. By each gentleman was 
placed a common plate and knife and fork, and in the 
centre of the table stood several gigantic dishes, which, 
when the covers were removed, were found to contain only 
beans and bacon. Several of the company indignantly 
resented what they considered an intentional insult, and 
refused either to partake of such common food or to 
remain any longer in the house. Mr. Williamson, without 
a word of explanation, but in the most polite manner, 
accompanied them to the door, and then, returning to 
his remaining guests, said, without further comment, 
" Now I know who really are my friends. Please 
follow me upstairs." He preceded them into the large 
dining room above, where a sumptuous repast was 
awaiting them, and they enjoyed a banquet which was 
beyond reproach, Mr. Williamson remarking as they 
seated themselves that those who would not dine

Smithdown Lane ; from 1834 to 1853 he. lived in Mason Street, in a house 
which Mr. Williamson specially erected for him (numbered, at different 
periods, 21, 22 and 10).

Over sixty years ago, two portraits by him hung in the William Brown 
Library (vide Annual Report), presented by Mr. T. C. Owen, architect; 
probably portraits of George IV. and his brother the Duke of York, copied 
from those by Lawrence and Phillips in the Town Hall.

Mr. WilUamson patronised and made a great friend of him, and it is probable 
that he was the painter of all Mr. W.'s portraits. In his last codicil, made 
only two days before his death, he calls Heuderson a " painter of portraits," 
and left him an annuity of £100.
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with him on beans and bacon should not dine with him 
at all. 1

A few months ago the news came to my ears that 
a pfiotograph of Mr. Williamson had been found under 
rather romantic circumstances by Mr. Samuel Jones, 
the present owner of the house in which Williamson 
resided last. Mr. Jones kindly allowed me to see the 
likeness, and furnished me with the particulars of its 
discovery. It is a tinted framed photograph on glass 
measuring 8J by 6| inches. There is nothing about it to 
indicate the personality of the sitter, but that it is Mr. 
Joseph Williamson all must agree. We know that Mr. 
Williamson was a tall, portly, dignified and handsome 
man ; and on this particular occasion he elected to be 
represented as Stonehouse describes him : 

" His hat was what might be called truly a shocking bad one, 
and he generally wore an old and very much patched brown 
coat, corduroy breeches, and thick slovenly shoes."

This picture Mr. Jones found a short time ago in a 
" pocket " under the flooring boards in a corner of one of 
the rooms on the first storey. 2

Accompanying it was the photograph of a lady  
almost of a certainty Mrs. Williamson exactly similar 
in style, size and framing, but, unfortunately, very much 
damaged. Mr. Jones thinks he may have broken the 
photographs when ferreting about the '' pocket '' with a 
long stick at the time of his discovery.

The copy of this photograph is not so good as I could 
have wished, but owing to the shattered condition of the 
plate it was not safe to take it out of the frame, and it

1 Mr. Stonehouse variously describes this " test " dinner, in each instance 
somewhat incorrectly, and he substitutes porridge for beans and bacon.

'- The dimensions of this hiding-place are 4ft. 6 in. x 3 ft. x 12 in. It is 
constructed of brick, and was probably made when the house was erected, 
as a place of security for valuables, banking facilities and conveniences such 
as we have being unknown in Mr. Williamson's days.
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was photographed under the outer covering glass, and 
in the frame as you see it. These pictures are of great 
interest, being very early examples of this style of 
art. 1

The circumstances which led to the hiding of these 
photographs are of course quite unknown. Stonehouse 
tells us (without, however, giving any authority for his 
statement) that Mr. Williamson admitted that he and his 
wife led a " cat-and-dog " sort of life, but also makes 
him say that he " was sorry to part with the old girl 
when she did go." The evidence at our disposal seems to 
point to the fact that Mr. Williamson, although supposed 
to be possessed of a somewhat hasty and unreasonable 
temper, was at all times ready to accede to his wife's 
requests. May we not fancy we see him, perhaps long 
after her death, proceeding quietly and alone to deposit 
these frames in the hiding-place in which, a hundred years 
afterwards, they were found.

In this connection, the question of the producer of 
these photographs naturally arises. A portion of the 
announcement of the sale of the remainder of the 
" Genuine effects of the late Joseph Williamson, Esquire," 
in the Liverpool Mercury of 4th June 1841, runs as 
follows : 

" In the Saloon will be found several Antiques, splendid Por 
traits of the Duke of Wellington, Lord Nelson, Napoleon Buono- 
parte, Dr. Johnson, Roscoe, and other eminent individuals, 
three-quarter length Portrait of General Gascoyne. Portraits 
of the late Mrs. Williamson, her Mother and Father, TAKEN BY
HERSELF."

and so on. The words "taken by herself" imply, I 
think, that she was the photographic operator by whom 
this special pair of photographs were " taken," and I

1 " In 1814 Niepce produced pictures on silver or g/«ss coated with asphal- 
tum which was exposed in the camera : the ' shadows ' were dissolved away 
and a ' permanent ' result was produced." Art. " Photography History," 
Everyman Encyclopedia, ed. by Andrew Boyle, vol. 10, p. 319.

H
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therefore suggest that these pictures are Mrs. William- 
son's own work.

Before we leave these pictures, it is essential that I 
should here state that, while not pretending to any 
knowledge of photographic history, I am fully aware of 
the assertion made by authorities in this branch of 
science that notwithstanding Niepce's production of 
a permanent photograph on glass in 1814 no photo 
graphic portraiture was general until after the expiration 
of some years. Indeed, Mr. J. T. Towson, F.R.G.S., in 
a paper printed in our Transactions,'1 stated that even so 
late as 1840, only photographs of inanimate objects were 
possible, owing to the prolonged exposure of twenty 
minutes which he said was necessary. In this particular 
case, we are compelled to recognise certain facts : 

(1) The photographs were discovered secreted in a carefully 
constructed hiding-place in the house in which Mr. Williamson 
died ; and hence were regarded by the hider (surely Mr. William- 
son himself !) as of much value, from probably both a sentimental 
and monetary point of view.

(2) The principal photograph is unquestionably that of Mr. 
Williamson. I suggest his age at the time of sitting was 53. 
This means that the likeness was taken in 1822.

(3) The taking of these photographs was at that period doubt 
less a matter of very considerable expense. This would, how 
ever, be a mere bagatelle to Mr. Williamson, seeing that he was 
an exceedingly wealthy man.

In view of these circumstances, I am of the opinion 
that there remains much room for further investigation 
of the actual photographic accomplishments between the 
years 1814 and 1840.

Our next portrait is also another of unusual interest, 
and is, I think, the earliest in date. It is painted upon 
a canvas of 40 by 50 inches in size, and shows a life-size 
three-quarter figure of Mr. Williamson seated in a chair

1 Trans., 17, 249 (1864-5).
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beside a table upon which his right arm rests. He wears 
the usual stock and coloured neckerchief of the period, 
and his coat is buttoned down the front. Under the 
table is seen his tall beaver hat. His legs are encased in 
corduroy breeches, and his left hand is resting on a walking- 
stick.

Upon the bottom left-hand corner is a damaged paper 
label, on which is inscribed in Mr. Williamson's own hand 
writing, the following wording : 

" This half-painted Portrait must not be sold at a price less 
than ( ) 5 Guineas on account (of it being a good like)ness of 
me when I was half-seas over.

roth March i8( )." '

The artist is not known. This Birthday Portrait was 
given to Mr. Joseph Williamson Scdgwick by Mr. William- 
son himself, and, up to a few weeks ago, had never left 
the family. Mr. Sedgwick, who was born in 1824, was 
Mr. Williamson's godson, and was named after him. 
His daughter, Miss Lucy Sedgwick, of Hcswall, to whom 
this picture belonged, kindly gave me authority to photo 
graph and publish the portrait. On my urgent repre 
sentation that the Permanent Collection in our Museum 
or Art Gallery was the most suitable and proper place 
for this interesting work of art, she generously offered the 
picture, through me, to the Library, Museum and Arts 
Committee, and asked me if I would hand it over to them 
when I had secured a satisfactory photograph. This I 
did, and I am pleased to report that this handsome gift 
was duly accepted by the Committee, for the City, and 
it is now to be seen in the Liverpool Section in the Museum, 
William Brown Street. I understand the Committee 
have decided that this portrait is to occupy the principal 
place on the walls of the new Edge Hill Lending Library 
to be erected in the near future.

1 Mr. Williamson was born on loth March 1769. The figures and words 
which were between the parenthesis marks aru now illegible.
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It is necessary to point out that there is in the Athen 
aeum Library, an etching, two coloured prints and a pencil 
drawing, portraying three individuals, set in an oblong 
cardboard mount. 1 At the foot of the etching the name 
" J. Williamson," with a note referring to certain pages 
in Stonehouse's Recollections of Old Liverpool by a Nona 
genarian, is written in ink. The implication here is 
that some of these figures represent Mr. Joseph William- 
son, of Mason Street, Edge Hill. This is entirely erroneous 
 none of these sketches resembles Mr. Williamson in the 
slightest.

FURTHER NOTES.
No previous writer appears to have had the slightest 

idea that Mr. Williamson took any interest in, or had any 
connection with, St. Thomas's Church. We learn from 
the List of Proprietary Rents of Pews, in the Church 
wardens' Ledgers I. and II. (1750-1852), 2 that Pew No. 
87, in the nave, belonged to Mr. Williamson. On 2gth 
September 1816, he paid the rent of £i i8s., and the same 
amount yearly up to and including 2gth September 1839. 
From this date to 2gth September 1844, the rent was 
paid by Mr. Williamson's executors (referred to in the 
Ledger as ' Leigh, Belmont, Cheshire ') ; and the Pew 
was sold by Public Auction on 30th June 1850, the rents 
being then £9 IDS. in arrear. The pews at St. Thomas's 
were at one time much sought after, as the holding of 
them gave the proprietor the right of a parliamentary 
vote for the borough of Liverpool.

In recording Mr. Williamson's death, the Editor of the 
Liverpool Mercury, in his issue for 8th May 1840, said : 

" This gentleman died on Friday (May ist) at his residence, 
Edge Hill, after an illness of only two days, in the seventy-first 
year of his age. The disease which terminated his existence 
was, we understand, water on the chest. Mr. Williamson was

1 Card No. 23, Box 7, 8 and 9, Liverpool Portrait Box No. 3. 
1 Now at St. Thomas's Church, Wavertree.
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a person of very eccentric habits, and well known in his own 
neighbourhood by a peculiar and to all persons but himself 
seemingly ridiculous propensity of making expensive excavations 
under the earth. In the pursuit of this propensity he has spent 
large sums of money. He seemed anxious to realise what the 
late Mr. Cobbett used to quiz the House of Lords for having once 
recommended, by way of finding employment for the poor  
digging holes one day and filling them up the next. Mr. Wil 
liamson, in the pursuit of this strange habit, has vaulted and 
undermined the greatest portion of Mason Street, Edge Hill. 
In a conversation some time ago with a popular dissenting 
Minister, Mr. Williamson was regretting that he had not been 
educated as a minister of the Church of England, for he would, 
he flattered himself, have attained the dignity of a bishop. 
The reply of his clerical friend was that he ' deserved at least 
to be an arch-bishop.' Mr. Williamson was a man of great 
wealth, and was formerly an extensive merchant in Liverpool, 
realising his fortune in the wholesale tobacco trade, in partner 
ship with Mr. J. Leigh. Amidst all his eccentricities and mole- 
like propensities, he had some good points in his character, 
although there was no reckoning with any certainty upon what 
he would do under any given circumstances. At a time when 
Mr. Williamson, as General Gascoyne's enthusiastic supporter, 
was of course politically opposed to us, we have made scores 
of written applications to him to give work to poor men, and he 
invariably did employ such persons upon his catacombs or sub 
terraneous labyrinths. Many whimsical stories are related of 
him, but we know not on what authority they rest. Aware, 
as we have long been of his extreme eccentricity, we should not 
have been surprised had he left orders that his body should be 
buried in one of his catacombs, for which no earthly use has 
ever yet been assigned."

Sir James Picton thought that Mr. Williamson, " as 
the Scotch say, had a bee in his bonnet, or in plain English, 
that his mind was off its balance." This is an opinion 
frequently expressed about those of us who enthusiasti 
cally take up a hobby quite apart from our ordinary 
vocation, and which brings us no financial profit. Stone- 
house also calls these works "stupendously useless," and 
further says, " It is quite grievous to contemplate what
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huge sums of money have been thrown away in the con 
structions and excavations." Yet hundreds of poor and 
necessitous families at a time of great privation and 
distress in Liverpool had cause to bless Mr. Williamson's 
name and be grateful to him in their hour of need. I 
must confess myself to a great regard for his memory, 
and I certainly think that I should have been both 
pleased and proud to have known him.

Sir James Picton has further recorded that " there is 
no doubt that his means were considerably straitened in 
the latter part of his life " ; and I have more than once 
heard it asserted that Mr. Williamson died a pauper and 
was buried at the expense of the parish.

Tales of this kind, and a careful study of Stonehouse's 
statements, made me very curious as to their origin, 
and I have therefore been at some pains to run to earth 
his authorities. Mr. Stonehouse was an enthusiastic 
antiquary, and a writer of a very pleasing kind, but he 
did not go to much trouble towards verifying infor 
mation supplied to him, and he undoubtedly possessed 
at times a powerful imagination. In 1858, he lent the 
manuscript of his paper " Excavations at Edge Hill, 
with a brief notice of the late Mr. Joseph Williamson '' 
to Mr. Peter Robinson McOuie. Mr. McQuie was an 
original member of our Society in 1848, and a vice- 
president from 1868 to 1872 ; but although connected 
with the Historic Society he was, I fear, an unreliable 
historian. In 1858, he made a copy of Mr. Stonehouse's 
MS., and in returning it to the author, said, " I enclose 
you some notes and data which I fancy you would like 
to clot down in your MS." A tissue duplicate of these 
notes is bound up with his copy of Stonehouse's writing 
now in the Picton Reference Library. In acknowledging 
Mr. McQuie's communication, Mr. Stonehouse replied, 
" The dates of Williamson's death and the other little 
particulars you sent me are very valuable, and I shall
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append them to the notice." In consonance with this 
decision, Stonehouse adopted them forthwith and re 
corded that 

(1) Mrs. Williamson was the daughter of Thomas Moss Tate ;
(2) that Mr. Williamson's property was " mostly leasehold " ;
(3) that Williamson's housekeeper, Ann, married to Cornelius 

Henderson, was left an annuity of £300 by Mr. Williamson at 
his death ;

(4) that Mr. Williamson died " about May 1841 " ;
(5) in straitened circumstances ; and that
(6) he was buried at the Necropolis.

None of these statements are true ; and it does now 
seem strange that the interest displayed in their subject 
did not prompt these gentlemen to undertake a little 
original research work, which seventy years ago would 
have involved considerably less trouble and expense than 
it has done to-day. The actual facts are that : 

(1) Mrs. Williamson was the daughter of Richard 'fate, and 
Thomas Moss Tate was one of the witnesses at her marriage. 
(Appendix A, B.)

(2) In his Will, made on 23rd October 1826, and in the Codicils 
made thereafter, Mr. Williamson refers over and over again to 
his " real and personal estate, freehold lands, messuages and 
tenements, hereditaments and premises in Lancaster, Chester 
and Cumberland " ; the leasehold properties are only two or 
three in number (Appendix D).

(3) Mrs. Hendcrson's name was Elizabeth. The stone upon 
her grave was inscribed : " Died at Edge Hill, on the nth day 
of July 1836, aged 36 years, Elizabeth Henderson, the wife of 
Cornelius Henderson." Liverpool Epitaphs (the Necropolis), 
vol. 8, p. 693. To his housekeeper, Elizabeth Walton, Spinster, 
Mr. Williamson bequeathed his household goods and furniture, 
plate, linen, china, books, pictures and clothing, together with 
a Farm in Cumberland, for ever, subject to the annual payment 
of £100 to Cornelius Henderson, Painter of Portraits, during his 
lifetime. (Appendix D.)

(4) Mr. Williamson died on ist May 1840. (Appendix Ci.)
(5) His will and codicils were proved in the Consistory Court 

Qf Chester on iSth May 1840, by the surviving executors James,
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Heath Leigh (then Russian Consul at Liverpool) and John 
Leigh. The estate was worth ^39,000. (Appendix D.)

(6) Mr. Williamson and his wife were both laid to rest in the 
vault in St. Thomas's Churchyard in which Mrs. Williamson's 
grandmother, father, mother, and younger brother were also 
buried. On the demolition of St. Thomas's Church and the 
closing of the graveyard, an official register of the inscriptions 
oil the gravestones was made, which record is now in the Town 
Clerk's office. This particular vault and gravestone have not been 
disturbed, and remain in situ to this day. (Appendix Ci, 2, 3.)

I cannot conclude this little contribution in a better 
way than by repeating the words written about Mr. 
Williamson in 1837, by one who knew him intimately : 

" This truly original independent and spirited gentleman 
has been known in Liverpool for the last half-century. We may 
compare him to an old King of the Forest, which has flourished 
triumphant over time, and is looked up to by the saplings that 
surround it as a model for their aspirings. . . .

" A rigid adherence to honor and principle is rarely unrecom- 
pensed ; the truth of this axiom was prominently developed in 
the person of Mr. Joseph Williamson, a very magnificent matri 
monial alliance having completed the structure of that fortune 
which had been based in rather an inauspicious soil. A short 
time afterwards he retired from public life and secluded himself 
within the bosom of his family circle ; but that ' hour too much ' 
that always hangs on the hands of those who have been accus 
tomed to active business habits and vigorous employment of 
mind, caused a vacuum in his life that continually depressed the 
full enjoyment of those pleasures his princely resources had the 
power of commanding.

" From about this period we may date the decided eccentric 
turn which has characterised the subject of our sketch up to 
the present day. But in the indulgence of this humour, no 
design undistinguished by some benevolent purpose was ever 
undertaken by this singular philanthropist.

" The most extraordinary and unprecedented ideas of archi 
tecture and subterranean research, which are the leading fea 
tures in Mr. Williamson's character, we shall leave to the curious 
speculator on the human mind to account for, the subject being 
far too abstruse and metaphysical for the study of so superficial 
observers of events as we are. ...
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" We have often seen this gentleman on a hot summer day 
walk down town without his coat, and at one period, being 
jocosely remarked for his singular dress on 'Change, he replied, 
' What does it matter ? Why, every one knows me here.' 
Some time subsequent, being in London, the very gentleman 
who before had rallied him, met him on the Stock Exchange 
in his usual habiliments. ' What, Joseph, have you made no 
change in your wardrobe, even in the City ? ' ' Pooh ! ' said 
our hero dryly, ' sure no one knows me here ! '

" But the most extraordinary characteristic that distinguishes 
Mr. Williamson is his rage for excavation. Round about his 
residence subterraneous passages branch off in every direction. 
. . . There are rooms of good size hollowed from the solid 
rock, and passages leading therefrom as numerous as the rays 
of the sun ! I-n some the echo of the human voice is repeated 
seven times, and in one particular cave, on a recent occasion, 
the articulation of sound was most miraculous. Wre allude to 
the trial made by Dr. Raffles, who, if he chance to see this article, 
can bear us out in the assertion that Paddy Blake's celebrated 
echo was only a whisper compared with this !

" We fear we have trespassed too long on the Reader, but the 
subject before us is so prolific that many volumes would fall 
short of doing him justice. W'e regret we are obliged to pass 
over the description of his residence, with all its extraordinary 
balconies, terraces, corridors, right wings, left wings and turrets, 
and bid farewell to the gentleman who has -lent us himself so 
patiently.

" In closing this sketch, we may be permitted to join our 
Voice to the crowd, and bear witness to the virtues of this 
genuine Englishman, the benefactor of the poor, and the excel 
lent, although very eccentric, gentleman." '

My thanks are due and are gratefully tendered to my 
friend Mr. Fred. Jackson for valuable literary assistance. 
I am also much indebted to Miss Lucy Sedgwick, Mr. 
Frederick G. Yates and Mr. Samuel Jones for kindly 
allowing me to photograph and make use of their inter 
esting pictures. From the Rev. J. H. G. Bates, of St. 
Michael's, Mr. Blair at the Athenaeum, and Mr. G. T. 
Shaw and his able staff at the Picton Reference Library,

1 Local Sketches Xo. 4, The Rambler, April 8th, 1837.
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I received much courteous assistance ; and last, but not 
by any means least, my sincere thanks are given to the 
Editors of the Post and Mercury, Courier, Echo, and 
Express, to whose kind help I owe the receipt from many 
willing readers, of interesting items which, without their 
aid, would have been beyond my reach.

APPENDIX A.

" On Sunday last, I2th December, at St. Thomas's Church, 
by the Rev. J. Smyth, Mr. Joseph Williamson, Merchant, to 
Miss Tate, daughter of the late Mr. Richard Tate, Merchant." 
 From " Marriages," Gore's General Advertiser, December i6th, 
1802.

APPENDIX B.

" Joseph Williamson, Merchant, of the parish of Liverpool, 
and Elizabeth Tate of same parish, Spinster. John Smyth, 
minister. Witnesses, Tlios. Moss Tate, Margt. Casson, in Church 
of St. Thomas, 12 Dec. 1802." Official entry of Marriage, kindly 
furnished by the Rev. J. H. G. Bates, Vicar of St. Michael's, 
in whose care are the Registers of old St. Thomas's Church.

APPENDIX C(i).

" To the Memory of Richard Tate, who departed this life 
yth May, 1787, in the 5ist year of his age. Also Ann Tate, the 
Mother of the above Richard Tate, died the 6th day of October 
1791, in the 76th year of her age. Hannah Tate, the wife of 
Richard Tate, died 2gth July 1793, aged 59 years. Also the 
remains of Elizabeth, daughter of Richard and Hannah Tate, 
and wife of Joseph Williamson, of Edge Hill, who departed this 
life the 3rd day of October 1822, aged 56 years. Also the remains 
of Richard, the youngest son of the above Richard and Hannah 
Tate, who died 7 June 1826, aged 56 years. Also the remains 
of Joseph Williamson, of Edge Hill, who died the ist May 1840, 
aged 71 years." (Superscribed " not disturbed.") From St. 
Thomas's Churchyard Inscriptions on Gravestones, page 221 (in 
Town Clerk's Office, Municipal Buildings, Surveyor's (Leasing) 
Department).

APPENDIX C(2).

Mr. Cowdoii (chief superintendent of the Sanitary Depart 
ment, Municipal Oilices), who had charge of the operations
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when the churchyard of St. Thomas was cleared of most of the 
bodies interred therein, says : 

" If it is recorded that the Tate vault was not disturbed, it 
is under the little bit of green sward which is railed in, and will 
be about three feet below the surface.

" The plan of the graveyard in the Surveyor's Office, Municipal 
Buildings, shows the Tate vault located in the railed enclosure 
now at the junction of Paradise Street and Park Lane, at a dis 
tance of 18 feet from Paradise Street and 30 feet from the flagged 
footwalk connecting the thoroughfares."

Mr. William Denton Thompson was for upwards of fifty years 
connected with St. Thomas's, and on the close of the Church 
compiled a history of the building from erection to demolition 
(1750-1905). This book is now in the Picton Reference Library 
(F2923). At the foot of page 5, he states that in 1885-6, " Para 
dise Street was extended to Park Lane, cutting off a large portion 
of the churchyard," and in a note adds, " The graves in the 
remaining portion remain undisturbed."

APPENDIX  (3).
Register of Burials extracted from the Burial Book of St. 

Thomas's Church, Park Lane, by the Rev. J. H. G. Bates, vicar 
of St. Michael's, Liverpool : 

" Richard Tate, aged 50, buried on loth May 1787. Cause 
of death, Surfeit.

Ann Tate, aged 76, buried on October 10, 1791. Cause of 
death, Decline.

Hannah Tate, aged 58, buried July 31, 1793. Cause of death, 
Weakness.

Elizabeth Williumson, aged 56, buried October 7th, 1822.
Richard Tate, aged 56, buried June nth, 1826.
Joseph Williamson, aged 71 years, buried May 6th, 1840."

APPENDIX D.

(Extracted from the District Registry of the Probate Division
of His Majesty's High Court of Justice at Chester.) 

" This is the last Will and Testament of me Joseph Williamson 
of Edge Hill in the County of Lancaster whereby after the pay 
ment of my debts funeral and Testamentary expences I give 
devise and bequeath all my real and personal estate whatsoever 
and wheresoever unto Joseph Leigh of Belmont in the County 
of Chester Esquire and his sons James Heath Leigh and John 
Leigh and their respective Heirs Executors Administrators and
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assigns equally to be divided between them as tenants in common 
and not as joint tenants subject nevertheless to the proviso 
hereinafter contained Provided always that if the said James 
Heath Leigh or John Leigh shall marry Emma Elizabeth Tate 
the daughter of the late Thomas Moss Tate deceased then it 
is my Will and desire that my real estate at Edge Hill shall be 
conveyed and assured to the said James Heath Leigh or John 
Leigh and his heirs so marrying as aforesaid and I hereby con 
stitute and appoint the said Joseph Leigh James Heath Leigh 
and John Leigh Executors of this my last Will and Testament. 

" In witness whereof I have hereunto set my hand and seal 
this twenty third day of October 1826.

" JOSEPH WILLIAMSON (LS).

" Signed sealed published and declared by the said Testator 
as and for his last Will and Testament in the presence of us who 
at his request in his presence and in the presence of each other 
have hereunto subscribed our names as witnesses thereto.

" A. MARSH, W. H. BYROM, S. BYROM."

" Whereas since the making and publishing of my last Will 
and Testament bearing date the twenty third day of October 
1826, I have purchased divers freehold lands messuages and 
tenements hereditaments and premises situated in the several 
Counties of Lancaster Chester and Cumberland Now I do hereby 
republish my said last Will and Testament and do hereby desire 
that the same may still be deemed and taken to be my last Will 
and Testament and I do hereby further declare that if any of 
the devisees named in my said Will shall die in my lifetime 
then and in such case it is my Will and desire that the estate and 
interest devised by my said Will to him or them so dying shall 
go to the survivors or survivor of them and the heirs Executors 
administrators and assigns of such survivor.

" In witness whereof I have hereunto set my hand and seal 
this twenty ninth day of March one thousand eight hundred and 
thirty two.

" JOSEPH WILLIAMSON (LS).

" Signed and sealed by the said Testator and published by 
him in the presence of us who have at his request and in his 
presence and in the presence of each other have hereunto sub 
scribed our names as witnesses.

" W. H. BYROM, JAMES JONES, RICHARD VIDLER."
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" This is a further Codicil to the last Will and Testament of 
me Joseph Williamson of Edge Hill within West Derby in the 
County of Lancaster Esquire Whereas since the execution of 
my said Will which bears date the twenty third day of October 
in the year one thousand eight hundred and twenty six and a 
former Codicil thereto which bears date the twenty ninth day 
of March one thousand eight hundred and thirty two I have 
become seized or possessed of certain lands messuages tenements 
hereditaments and premises situate and being in the said County 
of Lancaster Now in order that all and singular the said lands 
messuages and tenements and all other the hereditaments and 
premises which I am now or hereafter may become seized pos 
sessed of or otherwise entitled to may pass by my said Will I 
do hereby republish my said last Will and Testament and also 
the said former Codicil thereto and do hereby declare that it is 
my desire and intention that the said Will and former Codicil 
shall respectively be good and valid to all intents and purposes 
as if the same had this day been originally made and published 
and further I do hereby give and devise to the Executors named 
in my said Will their heirs Executors and administrators all 
estates vested in me as a Trustee or Mortgagee in Fee or other 
wise subject to the trusts and equities affecting the same respec 
tively.

" In witness whereof I have hereunto set my hand and seal 
the twenty first day of December in the year of our Lord one 
thousand eight hundred and thirty eight.

" JOSEPH WILLIAMSON (LS).

" Signed sealed published and declared by the said Testator 
Joseph Williamson as and for a Codicil to and for the purpose 
of republishing his last Will and Testament in the presence of 
us who at his request in his presence and in the presence of each 
other have hereunto subscribed our names as witnesses.

" GEO. WHITLEY, ROB. RICIID. DERBISHIRE, EDWIN JACKSON 
KENT CLERKS TO LEIGH AND SANDERS SOLICITORS LIVERPOOL."

" This is a further Codicil to the last Will and Testament of 
me Joseph Williamson of Edge Hill within WTest Derby in the 
County of Lancaster Esquire Whereas since the execution of 
my said Will which bears date the twenty third day of October 
in the year one thousand eight hundred and twenty six and a 
former Codicil thereto which bears date the twenty ninth day
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of March one thousand eight hundred and thirty two I have 
become seized or possessed of certain Lands Messuages Tene 
ments Hereditaments and premises situate and being in the 
said County of Lancaster Now in order that all and singular 
the said Lands Messuages and Tenements and all other the here 
ditaments and premises which I am now or hereafter may become 
seized possessed of or otherwise entitled to may pass by my 
said Will I do hereby republish my said last Will and Testament 
and also the said former Codicil thereto and do hereby declare 
that it is my desire and intention that the said Will and former 
Codicil shall respectively be good and valid to all intents and 
purposes as if the same had this day been originally made and 
published and further I do hereby give and devise to the Execu 
tors named in my said Will their Heirs Executors and adminis 
trators All estates vested in me as a Trustee or Mortgagee in 
Fee or otherwise subject to the Trusts and Equities affecting 
the same respectively.

" In witness whereof I have hereunto set my hand and seal 
the twenty fourth day of January in the year of our Lord One 
thousand eight hundred and forty.

" JOSEPH WILLIAMSON (LS).

" Signed sealed published and declared by the said Testator 
Joseph Williamson as and for a Codicil to and for the republish- 
ing his last Will and Testament in the presence of us who at his 
request in his presence and in the presence of each other have 
hereunto subscribed our names as witnesses. 
" TIIOS. TOWNSON, ELIZABETH WALTON, ELIZABETH LLOYD."

" This is a further Codicil to the last Will and Testament of 
me Joseph Wrilliamson of Edge Hill near Liverpool Esquire 
I do hereby give devise and bequeath and in pursuance of all 
powers vested in me do direct limit and appoint unto Edwin 
Jackson Kent of Liverpool aforesaid Gentleman his heirs and 
assigns all that my farm or tenement situate in Rosewen in the 
Parish of Wigton in the County of Cumberland which was con 
veyed to me by certain Indentures of lease and release bearing 
date the I4th and I5th days of October 1828 and also the land 
conveyed to me by Michael Dand on the 25th of February last 
together with the several closes of land thereunto belonging To 
hold the same with the appurtenances unto the said Edwin 
Jackson Kent his heirs and assigns Upon trust nevertheless for
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the sole and absolute use and benefit of Elizabeth Walton now 
of Edge Hill aforesaid Spinster her heirs and assigns for ever 
Charged and chargeable nevertheless with the payment of an 
annuity of One hundred pounds a year to Cornelius Henderson 
of Edge Hill aforesaid Painter of Portraits and his assigns during 
his life by equal half yearly payments the first to be made at 
the end of six months after my death and moreover I do hereby 
give and bequeath to the said Elizabeth Walton her Executors 
Administrators and assigns all and singular my household goods 
and furniture plate linen china books and pictures and clothes 
absolutely and for ever and in all other respects I confirm my 
said Will and former Codicils.

" In witness whereof I have hereunto set my hand and seal 
the twenty ninth day of April one thousand eight hundred and 
forty.

" JOSEPH WILLIAMSON (LS).

" Signed sealed published and declared by the said Joseph 
Williamson as and for a Codicil to his last Will and Testament 
in the presence of us who at his request in his presence and in 
the presence of each other have hereunto subscribed our names 
as witnesses.

" FRANCIS BEAT-TIE EDGE HILL JOINER, JOHN CORSON JOINER 
EDGE HILL."

Proved in the Consistory Court of Chester with four Codicils 
on the 18th May 1840 by James Heath Leigh J and John Leigh 
the surviving Executors.

Testator died on the ist day of May 1840.
Effects under /4O,ooo.

I certify that this copy has been examined with the original 
Will and four Codicils deposited in this Registry, and that it is 
a true copy thereof.

Dated the 4th day of June 1926.
HAROLD EDWARDS,

District Registrar.

1 James Heath Leigh was the Russian Consul at Liverpool in 1840.


