
Ill

THE OLD WOOLTON SUMMER HOUSE, AND THE 
QUESTION OF WOOLTON BEACON.

By Stanley A. Harris, A.C.I.S. 

Read 4 April, 1940.

TN a letter written by Samuel Derrick at Liverpool on 5 August, 
    1760, we are told : " The roads about Leverpoole are deep and 
sandy, consequently rather unpleasant, but the views are grand 
and extensive, particularly from a summer house on Chilwell-hill, 
about three miles distant, where you have a prospect of fifteen 
counties and a good view of the sea." 1

In 1769 William Yates and George Perry published their Map 
of the Environs of Lever pool Drawn from an Actual Survey Taken 
in the Year 1768. 2 At the S.S.E. end of an area marked " Child- 
wall Heath " is a point described as " Summer House." Elevated 
areas are surrounded by shaded lines, and it is within one of these 
areas that the " Summer House " is shown. There can be no 
doubt that the " summer house on Chilwell-hill" mentioned by 
Derrick and the " Summer House " on the Yates and Perry map 
refer to the same building.

When the Yates and Perry map is compared with the Ordnance 
Survey map it becomes apparent that the summer house was 
erected near the summit of Woolton Hill, which is 290 feet above 
sea level, and, except for three elevated points within Knowsley 
Park, respectively 304, 314 and 328 feet, the highest point in this 
corner of S.W. Lancashire. It is 40 feet higher than the ground 
level at Everton Church, 60 feet higher than that at Edgehill 
Church and more than 100 feet higher than that at Mossley Hill 
Church.

In Enfield's Leverpool (1773) is inserted a drawing entitled 
" The Diagram or Series of Great Triangles by which the most 
eminent places in the [Yates and Perry] Map of the Environs of

1 Letters written from Leverpoole, Chester, Corke, The Lake of Killarney, Dublin, 
Tunbridge-Wells, and Bath. By Samuel Derrick, Esq., Master of the Ceremonies at 
Bath (Dublin, 1767).

* Issued with An Essay towards the History of Leverpool, by William Enfield. (First 
Edition, Warrington, 1773).
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Leverpool were projected." One of these " eminent places " is 
described as " Childwall Summer House." The summer house is 
also shown on Yates's Map of Lancashire, published in 1786.

The foregoing [viz : Derrick's Letters, the Yates and Perry Map, 
the diagram in Enfield's Leverpool, and the Yates Map of 
Lancashire] appear to be the only original eighteenth century 
mentions of the summer house. There are three early nineteenth 
century references which will appear later.

Some years ago the late Robert Gladstone1 told the writer that 
he had seen the Woolton Summer House from the top of the 
Woolton Reservoir. 2 He suggested that the summer house was 
worthy of closer inspection with a view to ascertaining if the 
present building was that mentioned by Derrick. It was in 
response to this suggestion that the following notes on the summer 
house were compiled.

The summer house stands in the Knolle Park estate, a fine 
property with frontages on Beaconsfield Road and Church Road, 
Woolton. It is just within the Little Woolton boundary. The 
Knolle Park house has now the subsidiary title of St. Gabriel's 
Convent. It appears to have been built about 1829 by Thomas 
Foster, the Liverpool Town Clerk who was discharged from office 
by the " reformed " Council elected after the passing of the 
Municipal Reform Act of 1835. 3 In the early fifties of last century 
it was the residence of John Stock, who became a member of this 
Society in 1850. His son, James Henry Stock, was born at 
Knolle Park in 1855, and sat as M.P. for the Walton division of 
Liverpool from 1892 to 1906. Colonel Myles Sandys, sometime 
M.P. for the Bootle division of Lancashire, took over Knolle 
Park from the Stocks, and it was afterwards acquired by the 
Roman Catholic Arch-diocese of Liverpool for its present purpose, 
viz., a school for Roman Catholic girls under the Public Assistance 
Authorities.

In the autumn of 1938, by kind permission of the Sister-in-

1 1 am indebted to the late Robert Gladstone for much help and encouragement in 
connection with this paper.

' A good view of the Summer House can be obtained from Reservoir Road.
 It may appear surprising that a Corporation official should have the means to build 

and maintain such a large mansion. Foster, however, had a prosperous legal practice 
before becoming Town Clerk, and when in office was probably the highest paid official 
ever employed by Liverpool, with pay and fees exceeding "£7 ooo a year. (Picton. 
Memorials of Liverpool (and Ed.) r . 470). His official income was greater than that 
received by the then President of the United States.
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charge, I visited Knolle Park to inspect the summer house. The 
building is a regular octagon and is stuccoed over red sandstone. 1 
The soil has receded at the base, leaving the unstuccoed stone 
exposed. Each of the eight sides is six feet in length, and from 
the ground to the eaves is ten feet. The walls are about sixteen 
inches thick. The low-pitched roof is of slate with ridge tiles ; 
it is in eight sections corresponding with the walls. Originally 
there were three windows facing south, south-west, and west. 
The south-west window has been built up, but the sill remains. 
The door is in the north-east wall and is approached by two or 
three steps. The summer house is surrounded by a circular wall, 
about eighteen inches high, in a rather decayed condition, partly 
stone and partly brick, surmounted by a stone coping and iron 
railing. The shrubs which surround the building make it 
impossible to photograph the lower portion.

The interior is plastered. The stone floor is about two feet 
above the ground level. The ceiling is also plastered and is in 
eight sections corresponding with the roof.

The trees which are now so plentiful near the summit date only 
from when Childwall and Woolton Heaths were laid out as large 
residential properties ; but even to-day, notwithstanding the 
surrounding patches of woodland, the view from the summer 
house is exceptionally fine. Derrick, as mentioned above, states 
that it extended to fifteen counties. Baines, in his Liverpool, 2 
comments : "It would have puzzled Mr. Derrick to have named 
the fifteen counties visible from Childwall, though few views can 
be finer than those obtained from that spot, and from the ridge 
on which Childwall stands, of the plains of Lancashire and 
Cheshire, the River Mersey and the sea, and the mountains of 
Flintshire, Denbighshire, and Carnarvon. In very clear weather 
Black Comb [Cumberland], the Isle of Anglesea, and the faint 
outline of the hills of Yorkshire, Derbyshire, and perhaps Stafford 
shire may be seen, but it would require a strong imagination, as 
well as good eyes to make out the other counties."

The first question of interest which arises is Who was the

1 Knolle Park is a. stuccoed house and the summer house may have received that 
treatment for purposes of harmony. It is possible however, that it may have been 
stuccoed when originally built. The late Robert Gladstone stated that the Childwall 
Hall built by Isaac Greene before 1728 (see below, p. 114) was stuccoed.

1 History of the Commerce and Town of Liverpool, by Thomas Baines (London and 
Liverpool, 1852), p. 427.
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builder of the summer house ? The question is answered for us 
by a passage in the Enclosure Act for Childwall and the two 
Wooltons, passed in 1805, x running as follows : " Provided also, 
and be it further enacted, That the scite of such part of the said 
Commons on which the Summer House called ' Woolton Summer 
House' erected by Isaac Greene, Esquire, the grandfather of the 
said Bamber Gascoyne, lately stood, is hereby reserved to the 
said Bamber Gascoyne, his heirs and assigns, as part of his 
ancient estate."

Isaac Greene, 2 the prosperous Prescot attorney, acquired the 
manors of Childwall, Much Woolton and Little Woolton in July 
1718, and the summer house was therefore built at some time 
between that date and Greene's death in 1749. Greene married 
in 1725, and rebuilt Childwall Hall as his principal residence 
before 1728, 3 and we may assume that in all probability the 
summer house also was then built. It was situated about a mile 
from the Hall, and was doubtless used as the objective of many 
a delightful walk across the then unspoilt heath.

The next question which arises is Is the present summer house 
the one built by Isaac Greene ? We know that it occupies the 
same site. The words " lately stood " in the Enclosure Act 
might be held to imply that in that year the summer house was 
not in existence. The late Robert Gladstone, however, was of 
opinion that the words are merely an example of legal caution, 
and imply that the summer house was standing there when the 
Woolton Commons were surveyed before the drafting of the Bill.

There is, indeed, strong evidence that the summer house built 
by Isaac Greene was still standing in 1813. The Enclosure Act 
of 1805 appointed three Commissioners to apportion out the 
Commons. They held their first meeting on i September, 1805, 
and their task was not completed for over seven years. The 
Award associated with the Act is dated at the end, 15 February, 
1813, and in it, as part of the land allotted to Bamber Gascoyne, 
reference is made to " one other piece or parcel of the said 
Commons in Little Woolton aforesaid marked upon the said Plan

'45 Geo. Ill, c. 60.
1 For an account of this remarkable character, and his acquisition of numerous 

Lancashire manors, see Isaac Greene, a Lancashire Lawyer of the iSth Century, by R. 
Stewart-Brown (Liverpool, 1921).

3 A terrier of Childwall Glebe, 1728, refers to Mr. Green's new house. See Notes on 
Childwall by R. Stewart-Brown in Vol. 65 of these Transactions, p. 116.
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' No. 19 ' containing five acres and one rood exclusive of the 
scite of the old Summer house by the first recited Act directed 
to be reserved to the said Bamber Gascoyne his heirs and assigns 
as part of his ancient estate." It will be noticed that in the 
Award, the words " scite of the old Summer House " are sub 
stituted for " part of the said Commons on which the Summer 
House .. . lately stood." Had the summer house not been standing 
in 1805 there would have been no occasion for Bamber Gascoyne 
to have troubled to claim the reservation of the site to himself. 
The ground upon which the building stood would not measure 
more than about fifteen square yards. It would be of no particular 
value without the building upon it.

Following the Award, three maps were made, one for each of 
the three townships.* These are dated 1813, and on the Little 
Woolton map the site of the present summer house is shown 
shaded (apparently to indicate a building) within the boundaries 
of the piece of land " No. 19 " mentioned in the Award as allotted 
to Bamber Gascoyne.

Is the present summer house the one which was standing in 
1813 ? Bamber Gascoyne died in 1824, and it would appear 
improbable that after having taken the trouble to have the 
summer house allotted to him he should have allowed it to be 
taken down during his lifetime. He inherited the Childwall and 
Woolton estates on the death of his father in 1791, and in view 
of the fact that the building on Woolton Hill is described as 
" the old summer house " in the Award of 1813, and in the Act 
is stated to have been built by Isaac Greene, it is apparent that 
Gascoyne had not rebuilt it before 1813. There is the possibility, 
of course, that he may have rebuilt it between 1813 and his 
death in 1824. This, however, appears to be unlikely. It is not 
probable that having possessed the building unaltered for 22 years 
he should rebuild it in the last few years of his life.

On the 5 feet to i mile Ordnance Survey Map of 1847 the 
summer house and its encircling wall are both clearly shown. 2

1 The original maps, with the Award, are at the County Record Office, Preston. 
The late Robert Gladstone had copies made of the Maps and the Award. The present 
whereabouts of these copies, which are of great importance for our local history, appears 
to be unknown.

* In a letter dated 19 July, 1939, the Director-General of the Ordnance Survey writes : 
" There is no mention of any such (summer) house or building in our records of the 
survey of 1844 or later revisions." This is a surprising statement in view of the fact 
that the summer house is (as stated above) clearly marked in its present position 
on the 1847 Map based on the 1844 Survey.
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From the present appearance of the building and the wall it is 
certain that they are the same. This leaves a 23 years' gap 
between Gascoyne's death in 1824 and the Ordnance Survey of 
1847 during which the summer house may have been rebuilt. 
Was it rebuilt between these years ? The position of the windows 
is the principal evidence to the contrary. The present view from 
the windows is now obscured by trees ; the open view is to the 
north and east, and the summer house has no windows command 
ing those directions. Before the trees were planted the present 
windows would command fine views of Wirral, the Welsh 
Mountains, the Mersey estuary, and the Irish Sea. It is scarcely 
likely that if the builder of Knolle Park rebuilt the summer house 
he would place windows facing south, south-west and west, and 
then obliterate the view by planting woodlands. It is far more 
probable that the present summer house was built at a time 
when there were no trees on Woolton Hill, and that the windows 
were placed where they would command the best views.

The summer house is devoid of architectural details which 
might enable one to fix approximately the period of its con 
struction. There may, however, be buildings in existence of 
known date so similar in construction as to afford corroborative 
evidence of date. One such building is the porch of the Friends' 
Meeting House and School at Lancaster, of which an illustration 
is given. 1 The City Librarian and Curator of Lancaster (Mr. G. 
M. Bland) informs me that this porch was built in 1708. The 
original Meeting House was built in 1677. A new one was erected 
on the same site in 1708, and although a lintel within the porch 
has in it a stone dated 1677, a Meeting House minute book 
records that the porch was included in the rebuilding scheme of 
1708. The 1677 stone, probably for sentimental reasons, was 
evidently incorporated in the 1708 building.

The porch bears a striking similarity to the old Woolton 
summer house, the roofs of the two structures being almost 
identical. The plan of the porch is an incomplete octagon, the 
flat wall of the main building taking the place of three of the 
eight sides.

Assuming that Isaac Greene built the summer house soon after

1 For further information about this Meeting House see the Victoria History of 
Lancashire, Vol. 8, p. 47.
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re-building Childwall Hall, less than twenty years separated the 
erection of the summer house and the porch. 1

A feature of the summer house which may have some bearing 
on its age is the encircling wall which, as mentioned above, is 
surmounted by a low railing. If the summer house were erected 
only when Knolle Park was laid out, the wall and railing would 
have been superfluous. If it was built when the land was open 
heath, the wall would be necessary if only to guard against 
straying cattle breaking the windows.

The evidence, circumstantial though it is, supports the opinion 
that the present summer house is the one which was built by 
Isaac Greene.

II
The inquiry into the age of Woolton summer house suggests 

the interesting question whether a fire beacon ever stood on 
Woolton Hill, and, if so, whether it had any association with the 
summer house. If a beacon tower were ever built there, it may 
well have occupied this very site.

Mr. William Harrison, in his paper "Ancient Beacons of Lan 
cashire and Cheshire," 2 includes Woolton in his list of Lancashire 
beacon points. So far as is known, however, no documentary 
evidence of any beacon here is extant. There is, however, 
evidence of a circumstantial nature.

The Woolton summer house site was eminently suitable for a 
beacon. Several other high points in that part of Lancashire were 
undoubtedly used for beacons, for example, Everton, Billinge, 
Ashurst, and Rivington. All these points are in full view from 
Woolton Hill, as are also the castles of Halton and Beeston in 
Cheshire.

The names of two properties and a road near the summit of 
the hill suggest that a beacon or beacons once existed in the 
locality. At some date before 1844 Ambrose Lace, 3 of Liverpool, 
a considerable owner of property in Woolton and the adjoining 
township of Allerton, built a large house and laid out an estate

1 The summer house is similar also to several turnpike toll houses in Lancashire 
and Cheshire. Some of these date from the mid-eighteenth century.

* Lancashire and Cheshire Antiquarian Society, Transactions, Vol. 15 (1897).
a Lace, a Liverpool attorney, was one of the two last bailiffs of Liverpool. For a 

brief account of the Lace family see A History of the Manor and Township of Allerton, 
by R. Stewart-Brown, pp. 188-9.
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to the north of Knolle Park and separated from the latter only 
by a road. Joshua Lace, the father of Ambrose, had this portion 
of the commons allotted to him under the 1805 Enclosure Act.

Ambrose Lace called the house " Beaconsfield." It existed 
until about six years ago, when it was taken down and the estate 
broken up. Since Benjamin Disraeli did not assume the title of 
Earl of Beaconsfield until 1876, the house and Beaconsfield Road1 
in which the house stood, cannot possibly have derived their 
names from the Victorian statesman, notwithstanding that only 
a few hundred yards away are Gladstone and Cobden Streets.

It is, of course, not unusual to find ancient field names bestowed 
upon houses erected on the fields. By the courtesy of the Vicar 
of Childwall I have inspected the Childwall Tithe Maps and find 
that the word " beacon " does not appear in any field name in 
the vicinity of Woolton Hill. Other field names figure extensively 
on the maps. Before 1805 the area under review was common 
land, and when enclosed the various divisions were distinguished 
by numbers. If a beacon formerly stood on the hill it is highly 
probable that the name " beaconfield " or " beaconsfield " would 
be applied locally to the public pastures surrounding the beacon. 
It is significant that in 1802 the portion of Everton commons 
on which Everton Beacon stood was known as the " beaconfield." 
A road in Everton is still known as Beacon Lane, and is almost 
certainly the old footpath to the beacon which, in the various 
leasings of the land about, was always reserved to the township. 
A list of Everton landholders in 1790 given in Syers's Everton* 
contains references to " Beacon Land ", " Beacon Hey ", and 
" Beacon Field ".

William Harrison's paper referred to above records numerous 
examples of the use of the name " beacon " in Lancashire and 
Cheshire nomenclature. At some of these places beacons are 
known to have existed. His examples are Longridge Fell, 
Garstang, Frodsham, Caldy Hill, Lowith, Blawith, Furness 
Abbey, Fell End (Cartmel) and Walney Island.

'This road was laid out under the Award completed in r8i3. In the Award it is 
described as " beginning at an occupation road in Allerton near to Douce Cross." This 
hitherto unknown cross must have stood near the corner of Yewtree Road and Vale Road 
(Menlove Avenue). The occupation road commenced where Yewtree Road now enters 
Menlove Avenue, but did not follow the course of Yewtree Road. It led to the Dowse 
House Farm, near the site of which now stands a house called " Dowsefield."

1 The History of Everton, by Robert Syers (Liverpool, 1830), pp. 463 sqq.
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The estate at Woolton which adjoins the old " Beaconsfield " 
property on the west is named " Beacon Hill." It is reasonable 
to assume that the person who named the property " Beacon 
Hill " had some reason for so doing, even if merely local tradition. 
A recent writer, J. F. Marsh,1 has assumed the association of 
" Beacon Hill " and " Beaconsfield " with former beacon points.

There is a possibility, of course, that even if a fire beacon 
formerly stood on Woolton Hill its purpose was not to warn the 
countryside of an impending enemy invasion. It may have been 
a highway beacon, i.e., a " land lighthouse " erected for the 
guidance of traffic by night along the ancient road which crossed 
Childwall Heath. 2 It is likely that this road, being merely a 
portion of a side road between Liverpool and Warrington, would 
be little better than a rough track, which, after dark, would not 
be easily distinguishable from the unenclosed heath which it 
traversed. 3 There is ample evidence that fire beacons (varying 
from cressets on long poles to cupolas, with interior lighting 
provision, on church towers) were used for this purpose.

It is, perhaps, not without significance to this inquiry that 
Hadley Church, Middlesex, on the tower of which is a cresset 
believed to have been lighted for the benefit of travellers through 
Enfield Chase, stood upon high ground known, at least as early 
as the reign of Elizabeth, as " Beacon's Hill ".

It is possible that two or more highway beacons formerly stood 
alongside the Childwall Heath road. This is rather suggested by 
the name " Beaconsfield " which Ambrose Lace gave to his house.

If the beacon tradition derives from the former existence of 
highway beacons, it precludes any association of the beacons with 
Woolton Summer House, which is a considerable distance from 
the ancient roads in the locality. 4

1 The Story of Woolton (1931), Part 2, p. 5.
5 For further information on highway beacons see The Highways and Byways of 

England, by T. W. Wilkinson, pp. 93-5, and Travel in England in the ijth Century, 
by Joan Parkes (1925), pp. 282-3.

8 That much traffic in the i8th century went by way of " Childwall Hills " as an 
alternative route to the turnpike road is evidenced by entries in the minutes of the 
Turnpike Trustees. See Minutes of Trustees of Turnpike Roads from Liverpool to Prescot, 
etc., by F. A. Bailey, in Vol. 88 of these Transactions, p. 181.

I am indebted to Mr. Bailey for the information regarding highway beacons, and for 
other help in connection with this paper.

  The Yates and Perry Map of r768 (mentioned above) shows the nearest roads to 
the summer house at that date to be Woolton Road (formerly Gateacre Road), which ran 
below the summit of the hill on the N.E. side, and Vale Road (formerly Folly Vale Lane), 
which skirted the foot of the hill on the S.W. The former road is about three furlongs 
from the summer house ; the latter road is about half-a-mile away.
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These notes would not be complete without reference to a 
statement on page 115 of Enfield's Liverpool which may have a 
bearing on the question of the beacon. It refers to the foundations 
of a round tower which had " lately been discovered " on the 
Woolton Heath. He suggests that this tower was formerly part 
of a house belonging to the Knights Hospitallers. This sugges 
tion, however, would appear unlikely, as the Hospitallers never 
had more than a bailiff's office at Woolton. 1

George Perry, 2 who collected much of the material from which 
Enfield wrote his history of Liverpool, 3 was an extremely reputable 
and conscientious man, and doubtless had sound evidence that the 
foundations of a round stone structure actually were discovered on 
Woolton Heath. I venture to suggest the following as a possible 
explanation of the statement. George Perry died in 1771. 
Assuming that he collected his historical data during the last 
decade of his life, and that the word " lately " covered the previous 
thirty or forty years, the discovery may well have been made 
during the earlier part of Isaac Greene's residence at Childwall. 
It is possible that Greene's workmen, in excavating for the 
foundations of a summer house, encountered the foundations of 
an old stone fire beacon. Greene, aware of the former association 
of the Hospitallers with Woolton, may wrongly have assumed that 
the foundations were those of a round tower of a house formerly 
belonging to them. Such a theory implies, however, that Greene 
was unaware of the beacon tradition.

Until further documentary or other evidence as to the former 
existence of a beacon or beacons on Woolton Hill is forthcoming 
the foregoing notes appear to be all that can usefully be written 
on the subject.

Woolton Summer House is a plain unpretentious structure 
without merit in an architectural sense. Historically, however, 
its interest lies in the fact that it appears to be the only early 
Georgian structure of its type and purpose in the Liverpool area ; 
that it may be associated with a former fire beacon of considerable 
antiquity; and that it is a relic of one of the most remarkable 
characters in South-West Lancashire history Isaac Greene.

1 See Early Charters of the Knights Hospitallers relating to Much Woolton, near Liverpool, 
by Robert Gladstone, in Vol. 54 of these Transactions, pp. 173-196.

* A biographical note about him appears in Memorials of Liverpool, by J. A. Picton, 
(2nd Ed.), Vol. 2, pp. 283-5.

1 A statement to this effect is on the title page of Enfield's Liverpool.


