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I. THE WRITER

OARAH CLAYTON was a daughter of Alderman.William 
tJ^QaytdiToTLiverpool by his wif^ETIzabeth, daughter of 
George Leigh of Oughterington, co. Chester. Clayton was 
a prominent Liverpool merchant. He was Mayor inTr589 

_and was one of^the borough's representatives infsix parlia- 
ments between 1698 and 1715. He was of the Claytons of 
the Old Crooke and Fulwood, a family with deep Lancashire 
roots as descendants of the Claytons of Clayton Hall, 
Manchester. (2)

William and Elizabeth Clayton had nine children, two 
sons and seven daughters. The sons and two of the daugh 
ters died in infancy. Of the five surviving daughters 
Sarah was the youngest. She was born in 1712 and was 
three years old when her father died. Her mother died in 
1745.

Sarah was probably born at the large house which from 
about 1690 to 1830 stood on the south side of Water Street 
between Fenwick Street and Lower Castle^Street. This 
house was probably her Liverpool home at the date of this 
letter, but in 1767 we find the first Directory notice of her 
residence in tTIayton~Square~Her Tiouse there occupleoTtrie 
site of the present picture-house. That she laid out the 
Square is evidenced by a Liverpool Town Books entry dated 
6 December 1752 which, after mentioning her name, refers

(1) This letter is the property of Mr. D. L. Evans, a member of this Society. 
Mr. Evans purchased it from a Liverpool bookseller. He was informed that 
it was formerly owned by the late Joseph Mayer, a founder of this Society.

m For further details of the Clayton family see R. Stewart-Brown, " The 
Tower of Liverpool and the Clayton Family of Crooke.letc." (TRANS 
ACTIONS, Vol. 61, 1909).
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56 SARAH CLAYTON'S LETTER AND JOHN WOOD OF BATH

to " the field out of which she is laying out her new intended 
square". On Horwood's map of 1803 her former house, 
No. 19, is depicted as the largest building in the square. (1)

The other four Clayton daughters were married respectively 
to Richard Houghton of Liverpool, Banastre Parker of 
Guerdon, Thomas Case of Red Hazels in Huyton, and 
George Tyrer of Liverpool, and it appears likely that 
Houghton Street, Parker Street, Cases StreeFlmd Tyrer^ 
Street, adjacent to Clayton^Square^and contemporary with 
it, were named by Sarah after her brothers-in-law. Leigh 
Street, nearby, she probably named after her mother's family.

Local records are almost completely silent about Sarah 
Clayton prior to the date of this letter (1749). Two items, 
however, emerge. The 1745 subscription list for the new 
Liverpool. Infirmary includes her name with a gift of twenty 
guineas, and shortly after her mother's death in 1745 she 
erected to her memory the fine marble monument which 
survived the efforts of German bombers in 1940 and still 
(rather forlornly) adorns the chancel of St. Nicholas' Church.

The letter clearly discloses that the writer was a shrewd and 
observant woman quick to notice anything likely to be of 
advantage to her native town or, incidentally, to herself. 
In view of these qualities it appears rather surprising that her 
entry into commercial life should have been deferred until 
her middle age. It is, perhaps, not an unreasonable suppo 
sition that after the marriages of her sisters Sarah's time 
was fully occupied as companion to her mother until the 
latter's death in 1745 at the age of 78.

As mentioned above, Sarah Clayton was developing land
on the north side of Church Street in 1752, but her principal
commercial activities were in connexion with the mining and

_markelirig~of coal. From her father she inherited^n interest
in the Parr Hall estate, near St. Helens, and she worked the

  rich coal measures there. Also, she was in partnership with

( ' 1 > The first lease of this land was granted by the Corporation to Alderman
\ William Clayton in 1690. His widow renewed the lease in 1718 and 1738.
\ In the year after her mother's death (1746) the lease was renewed to Sarah
} Clayton. In 1751 Sarah again renewed the lease, the property being described

as " A close of ground and a house thereon formerly erected and lying on the
North side of Church Street near St. Peter's Church and contains to the
front of Church Street 126 yards and 2 feet ... on which there is intended to
,be built a new square."
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her nephew, Thomas Case, in a coal business under the 
style of Clayton, Case and Company in Water Street, Liver 
pool. On 17 April 1758 she advertised in Williamsori's 
Liverpool Advertiser that " two delphs " had been opened at 
her collieries at Parr and that she was selling coal at the pit 
head at 4s. Id. a ton, alongside ships at Liverpool at 7s. a 
ton, and in the town of Liverpool at Is. 6d. a ton.

Sarah Clayton's colliery interests at Parr were, no doubt, 
responsible for certain references to her in the Minutes of the 
Commissioners of the Liverpool-Prescot-Ashton Turnpike 
Roads. (1) In 1756 she was a member of a Committee of 
four persons appointed to survey the turnpike road between 
Prescot and Ashton. She alsckoffered, in 1758, to advance 
money for the repair of this section of the road, and in 1759 
she is mentioned in the Minutes relative to a proposal that 
she should give her bond ks collateral security for the repay- 
ment of monies advanced for the repair of the road.

From the Clayton " delphs " in Parr and Haydock two 
routes to the principal market, Liverpool, were available. 
These were the Liverpool-Ashton turnpike road and the 
Sankey Canal. The main reason for the construction of the 
canal was the cheapening of the carriage of coal and other 
merchandise between the St. Helens district and Liverpool 
and Warrington. Sarah Clayton probably used both routes. 
It was, however, in her interest that the turnpike road should 
be kept in good repair, as in winter the canal was likely to be 
out of use for considerable periods owing to frost. Also, a 
road route in good repair would engender a healthy competi 
tion between road and canal and would tend to keep down the 
latter's dues and freight charges.

The Chancery Records in the Public Record Office, 
London, show that in 1773 and 1774 Sarah Clayton sued 
Alexander Tarbuck, the manager of her Parr collieries, for 
neglecting the collieries, keeping his books in a very irregular 
manner, and misappropriating monies belonging to the 
collieries. She stated that she suffered great loss by Tarbuck's 
negligence and misconduct. (2)

111 See F. A. Bailey," The Minutes of the Trustees of Turnpike Roads from 
Liverpool to Prescot, etc." (TRANSACTIONS, Vol, 89, 1937, pp. 42, 47, 49).

(2 > Chancery Records, PL. 6. 86/22, Clayton v. Tarbuck, 10 May 1773; 
and PL. 6. 86/42, Clayton v. Tarbuck, 28 September 1774 (extracted by Mr. 
T. C. Barker).
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It may be that Tarbuck's shortcomings had an adverse 
effect upon the collieries' finances from which they never 
recovered. It is, unfortunately, a fact that within four years 
of the Clayton-Tarbuck litigation the firm of Clayton, 
Case and Company went into bankruptcy. On 19 June 
1778, Williamson's Liverpool Advertiser announced: " Bank 
ruptcy, Sarah Clayton of Liverpool, Dealer in Coals, to 
appear July 14, 15 and 25 at the Golden Lion in Dale Street, 
Liverpool ". She was then in her sixty-seventh year. Less 
than a year later, on 1 May_l?79, she djed and was buried 
in the family vault in the Church of St. Nicholas.^ 

In an age when women were not usually concerned in civic
jindL mercantile affairs, Sarah Clayton was conspicuous an 
both. Her letter shows clearly that she was a public-spirited

^woman, imbued like her father with considerable zeal for the 
welfare and prosperity of Liverpool.

II. THE LETTER' 2 '

BATH. June the 5th 1749

Sir:'a >
As I have every tie of interest and gratitude to rejoice at whatever 

can add to the beauty or be of advantage to Liverpool, it gave me 
great pleasure when it was first rumoured that the gentlemen of the 
Corporation had applied to Mr. Wood 141 for a plan for the New

u) Her tombstone was discovered by Mr. D. L. Evans in 1941. It was 
below the floor near the south wall.

(zl In the following transcription the spelling and punctuation have been 
modernized, and abbreviations have been extended.

131 The name of the person to whom Sarah Clayton wrote does not appear 
on the letter. I am of opinion, however, that the letter was addressed to 
Alderman Thomas Shaw of Liverpool. The Liverpool Town Books record 
that Shaw was (a) a member of the committee appointed by the Common 
Council in 1749 to select a plan for the new Exchange; (b) appointed by the 
Council to raise funds for the building of St. Thomas's Church in Park Lane, 
which, in 1749, was in course of erection; and (c) a member of a committee, 
appointed in July 1748, to " contract for making an altar-piece in, and 
ornamenting, St. George's Church." In the letter Miss Clayton refers to 
matters relevant to those three activities of Alderman Shaw. Shaw, who was 
a noted Liverpool potter, was Mayor of Liverpool in 1747-8. He died in 
1779.

1*1 For biographical details of Wood, see below, pp. 64-72.
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Exchange. (1> His general character must be known by every person 
who comes here, in the many useful and ornamental buildings which 
he has caused to be erected. But upon your letter I made particular 
inquiry into his character, and on all hands he is agreed to be a great 
genius.

Mr. Pierce, who is a person of great taste, told me that, except Lord 
Burlington, 121 there was no person in England that had a juster and 
better taste in architecture.

I sent for Mr. Wood, and delivered your letter, which appeared very 
agreeable to him. He said he had too many schemes on foot here to 
undertake the thing, but appears to have in mind his son, 13 ' a youth

u) i.e. Town Hall. The Town Hall was usually termed " the Exchange " 
until the first Exchange Buildings were erected in the early years of last century. 
The new Town Hall was a very considerable enterprise for the Liverpool of 
two centuries ago. It took five years to build, one of the leading architects 
of the day prepared the designs, labour was recruited by public advertisement 
in Chester, Warrington, Manchester and Preston, and the building cost 
between £22,000 and £23,000.

The Liverpool Town Books contain surprisingly few references to its erection. 
They are completely silent as to the reasons which led to the selection of John 
Wood the elder as the architect. From the letter it appears possible that 
Sarah Clayton brought Wood to the notice of the Council. It is certain that 
she acted as the intermediary between the Council and Wood in the matter 
of delivering the letter asking him to undertake the work, and also in informing 
the Council as to when Wood would visit Liverpool.

The manuscript Liverpool Treasurer's Books (Picton Reference Library) 
contain much important material relevant to the financial side of the new 
Town Hall scheme.

The interior of Wood's Town Hall was destroyed by fire on 18 January 
1795. The outer walls were not taken down, but the interior was rebuilt to 
an entirely different plan. The east and west sides and a portion of the south 
front are the only remaining parts of Wood's design. The portico facing 
Castle Street was added in 1811. The present dome was erected after the fire 
of 1795. The present north wing extends considerably beyond Wood's 
building line. See Plate XXI.

' 2 ' Richard Boyle, 3rd Earl of Burlington and 4th Earl of Cork (1695-1753), 
patron of artists and men of letters. He was celebrated for his architectural 
taste and ability, the latter being based principally upon his reputed recon 
struction in 1716 of Burlington House, Piccadilly, built by his great-grand 
father the 1st Earl of Burlington. Colin Campbell, however, is now generally 
accepted as the architect responsible for this work. Other buildings are also 
attributed to Lord Burlington, but there appears to be doubt as to whether 
he actually designed them. Some were later claimed by his proteges, the 
celebrated architects Colin Campbell, William Kent and Giacomo Leoni.

<3) John Wood the younger (1728-1782). He supervised the building of 
the new Liverpool Town Hall, residing mostly in Liverpool between 1750 and 
1754. On 22 July 1751 he was elected a member of The Ugly Face Clubbe of 
Liverpool. In the Club's minute book young Wood's qualifications for 
membership are recorded in architectural terms. They read: "A stone 
colour'd complexion, a dimple in his Attick Story. The Pillasters of his face 
fluted. Tortoise ey'd, a prominent nose. Wild grin, and face altogether 
resembling a badger, and finer tho' smaller than Sir Christopher Wren or 
Inego Jones's ".

After the elder Wood's death in 1754 his son continued his work. Much 
of Georgian Bath was designed and erected by him. His principal conception 
was the Royal Crescent which has been termed " the finest Crescent in the 
world ".
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about twenty, who has been bred to business, and I am told may be very 
capable to carry his father's scheme into execution, though not as 
yet equal to the scheme himself.

Mr. Wood appears to me to be a sensible cautious man, seems to 
have a good opinion of what he has done, and indeed everybody must 
agree with him as far as I have seen. The Exchange at Bristol (l> is 
exceedingly neat and complete; so is the square 121 and parade' 3 ' here.

I shall be very glad to hear the gentlemen of the Council and he can 
agree upon a plan (for find he is not one that chooses to be put much 
out of his way). He appears to be in a bad state of health, but they 
tell me he has been much the same way many years. As he has a head 
well turned for all sorts of designs perhaps he may put you into some 
method of cleansing the docks, and I sincerely wish you would not only 
follow the Merchants of Bristol in your Exchange but likewise in having 
a drawbridge at the dock gates (if it be practicable) which might save 
many lives, would be a great convenience to trade, and greatly enhance the 
value of the land on the other side of the dock. 141 I would, me thinks, 
omit nothing (which I have observed here) that could be either useful 
or ornamental to Liverpool, and at Mr. Alien's 161 chapel Mr. Wood 
hath contrived a stool which draws out under the seats and makes a 
good seat in the aisle without the least detriment to the seats, and as 
common seats are much wanted and must be scarce in St. Thomas's

111 A noble building, now the Corn Exchange.
181 Queen Square, Bath, begun in 1727. Wood resided there for several 

years.
131 North and South Parades, Bath.
141 Self-interest may have prompted this suggestion. In 1693 Sarah 

Clayton's father offered to build a bridge over the Pool near the Park Lane 
end on condition of his having some land over the Pool granted to him. It 
is probable that this transaction was completed, as in his will he mentions 
property over the Pool. I have not ascertained if the Clayton family were 
lessees of property in that locality in 1749, but with the rising values of real 
property in Liverpool in the period 1700-1750 it is unlikely that they would 
have allowed it to fall out of lease.

161 Ralph Alien (1694-1764), the leading figure of early Georgian Batii and 
John Wood's financial backer. Son of a Cornish innkeeper, he later became 
deputy post-master of Bath and devised a system of cross-posts for England 
and Wales. These were farmed out to Alien and from 1720, when the scheme 
was first announced in the London Gazette, to his death in 1764 his profits 
from this source exceeded £500,000.

He was the proprietor of the famous Combe Down quarries from which 
Wood obtained his stone. Wood enlarged Alien's town house in 1727 and 
between 1736 and 1743 he built Prior Park, on the outskirts of Bath, as a 
country house for his patron. This imposing mansion, one of the finest of 
its style in England, is still standing.

Alien was an intimate friend of Fielding and Pope. The former used him 
as the prototype of Squire Airworthy in Tom Jones and dedicated the book 
to him. It was of Ralph Alien that Pope wrote:

Let humble Alien with an awkward shame, 
Do good by stealth and blush to find it fame.

Numerous earlier writers on Bath conjecture that Alien met Wood in the 
North of England and induced him to settle in Bath. This theory, however, 
is now generally rejected.
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Church (1) from the necessity of raising the minister's and other salaries 
by rent of the seats, I take the liberty to mention it to you (whom I 
know are glad of anything which can add to the usefulness of whatever 
you project or undertake). If you please Mr. Wood will easily 
explain these things to you.

There is another trifle I will mention, which is a stop Mr. Alien has 
to his capstan by which the stones at his delf are raised' 2 ', and which, 
was it fixed upon our warehouse capstans, might prevent many acci 
dents which happen by carelessness of the boys at the windlass.

If Mr. Cunliffe (3) has not begun his house, no person is happier in 
laying out, not only ornamental, but useful and convenient houses and 
offices than Mr. Wood. He planned Mr. Ward's house at Capestone.'*' 
I never saw it, but have heard Mrs. Shaw (6) and several others say it is the 
best laid out for a family of any they ever saw, and it would be fitting, 
after having waited so many years, he should make his house and other 
conveniences as complete and agreeable as can be desired, and, except 
he defers it until his son's return, he can't have a better opportunity of 
having a proper plan to lay out his money by, so that it may be useful 
to himself and all his family. But Mr. Cunliffe is happy in most of his 
undertakings and I am sure your friendship will put him upon making 
use of this advantage which is thrown into his way at so small an 
expense. (6)

Miss Cunliffe 1 " and I are vastly obliged to you for your obliging 
offer of conducting us up the Severn, but though we ran that hazard 
before we knew the danger, it would now be madness to attempt it, 
and (thank God) we have not the like temptation, for hope both our 
healths will be well established by the use of these waters, and our 
other friends are both in perfect health, and naught but the almost un- 
surmountable difficulty of conveying poor Molly Parker (8) home, 
and our ignorance, can excuse the former attempt which your goodness 
brought us happily through and which we must ever acknowledge,

11 ' Erected under Act of Parliament 21 Geo. II. c. 24. Consecrated 1750. 
(See above, p. 58, note 3).

12 ' Combe Down Quarries near Bath. John Wood managed these quar 
ries and probably invented the " stop " referred to. He certainly devised new 
winding gear for quarries and also new methods of raising building materials 
to working platforms in building operations.

131 Foster Cunliffe (1686-1758), Mayor of Liverpool in 1716, 1729 and 
1735. He was of the Cunliffes of Whycollar, near Colne, co. Lancaster. 
In addition to numerous other mercantile activities, he was one of the earliest 
Liverpool merchants to engage in the slave trade, out of which he accumulated 
a vast fortune. For further biographical details see J. Picton, Memorials of 
Liverpool, Vol. I, pp. 184-6 and H. R. Fox Bourne, English Merchants, 
Vol. II, p. 58.

141 This statement is considered in detail below, pp. 62-72.
(5) Perhaps the wife of Alderman Thomas Shaw (see above, p. 58, note 3).
"' Considerable research has failed to disclose if Wood designed a house 

for Foster CunlifFe.
"' Probably Mary, younger daughter of Foster Cunliffe. She died un 

married.
'" Possibly the writer's niece (see above p. 56).
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and I must take every opportunity of thanking you for that and all 
your favours to your late servant, dear William Case,' 11 and to his 
friends. It was a very shocking disappointment to me, who had 
raised many pleasing expectations from his hopeful conduct and being 
under your's and Mr. Buckley's directions.

Miss Cunliffe begs leave to join with me in compliments to you and 
all friends, and believe me, Sir,

Your obliged humble servant 
Sarah Clayton.

P.S. Mr. Wood proposes setting out on Sunday next for Liverpool 
in a post chaise to take up his son at Worcester and to be absent from 
hence thirty days. 121 Miss CunlifFe bids me add that if you have not 
fixed upon a design for the altar-piece 13 ' at St. George's we think the 
same at Mr. Alien's chapel would complete that church and be less 
expense than what was proposed.

III. JOHN WOOD AND CAPESTHORNE.

" He (John Wood) Planed Mr, Wards house at Capestone" 
(Sarah Clayton's letter).

Bartholomew's Gazetteer contains no mention of any 
place named " Capestone ". It occurred to me, however,

111 Thomas Case, Sarah Clayton's nephew and business partner (see 
above p. 57), had an elder brother named William.

12 'The accuracy of this statement is evidenced by the following entries 
in the Liverpool Town Books viz: " 1749 July 5, ordered that John Wood 
Esquire Architeck (sic) for the new intended Exchange be admitted free, 
gratis." " 1749 July 10. Ordered that John Wood Junior Gentleman be 
admitted free, gratis." " 1749 July 11. Ordered that the plan of the new 
intended Exchange now laid before this Council by John Wood Esq. Archi 
tect being approved of, be carried into execution under his direction. And 
that the said Mr. Wood shall be allowed and paid for his services in the 
planning and structure of the said intended Exchange, the sum of five pounds 
per cent on the money which shall be laid out on the said building. And that 
whenever the said Mr. Wood shall come to Liverpoole to direct the carrying 
on the said building, his travelling charges are to be paid by the Corporation.

" And in consideration of which payments or allowance, the said Mr. John 
Wood agrees to leave his son Mr. Wood at Liverpoole during the summer 
seasons to superintend and carry on the said building."

The Liverpool Treasurer's Books contain the following entry, viz:
" 1749 August 3. Mr. John Woods (sic) To his Exps. when at Liverpoole 

£60."
131 St. George's Church in Derby Square, Liverpool, was consecrated Jn 

1732. Several Liverpool " guides " from 1773 onwards refer to its handsome 
mahogany altar-piece, but I have not ascertained if this altar-piece had any 
connexion with Sarah Clayton's suggestion. The church was taken down 
about fifty years ago; the present memorial to Queen Victoria stands on its 
site. (See above, p. 58, note 3).
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that Sarah Clayton was probably referring to Capesthorne, 
an East Cheshire manor about six miles west of Maccles- 
field.' 1 ' The accuracy of this surmise was confirmed by 
Ormerod's Cheshire which disclosed that an ancient Cheshire 
family named Ward owned the manor and hall of Capes 
thorne from 1386 to 1748. (2) Further inquiries revealed 
that Capesthorne Hall was rebuilt between 1722 and 1733. 
The " Mr. Ward " then in possession of Capesthorne was 
John Ward of Capesthorne and of the Inner Temple. He 
was born in 1670 and died, the last male of the line, in 1748. 
His daughter and sole heiress, Penelope, married in 1721 
Davies Davenport of Woodford. From this marriage is 
descended Brigadier-General Sir William Bromley Daven 
port, D.S.O., Lord-Lieutenant of Cheshire, the present owner 
and resident of Capesthorne Hall.

The Hall has twice been rebuilt and no trace of the 1722 
building appears to have survived. But in that year, on a 
site adjacent to the Hall, and no doubt as part of the 1722 
building scheme, was built a domestic chapel which, exter 
nally, remains in its original condition. (3) This chapel, 
which is dedicated to the Holy Trinity, bears the date 1722, 
in which year the registers begin. The communion plate is 
dated 1723.

The chapel is a beautiful little building in the classical 
style, situated in a delightful parkland setting. The Hall, 
nearby, has emerged from its two rebuildings as a great 
neo-Jacobean structure, most imposing with its scalloped 
gables and numerous turrets crowned with cupolas. Sir 
William Bromley Davenport, the present squire, informed 
me that the chapel was built in 1722, as part of the hall of that 
date, but that he did not know the name of its designer. (4)

(1) In fine Cheshire country on the road between Wilmslow and Congleton.
121 G. Ormerod, History of the County Palatine and City of Chester (2nd. 

ed. J. Helsby), Vol. Ill, pp. 722^.
(3) In 1888 the interior was extensively altered, not altogether happily. 

It still contains, however, much original and beautiful work. For architec 
tural and other details of the Chapel see Raymond Richards, Old Cheshire 
Churches, pp. 87-89.

141 1 have had no opportunity of examining the Capesthorne muniments. 
As they were examined, however, by Ormerod and Earwaker, neither of whom 
found any reference to the Hall's designer, it is unlikely that a search would be 
fruitful.



64 SARAH CLAYTON'S LETTER AND JOHN WOOD OF BATH

Up to the present, the life of John Wood, the elder, before 
1725 has been almost completely a closed book. His 
parentage and birthplace are unknown, and hitherto none of 
his compositions prior to Chandos Buildings, Bath, built 
in 1726 and 1727 for the Duke of Chandos, has been known. 
It is obvious, however, that Wood's first Bath compositions 
could not have been his earliest work. 11 ' Even the earliest 
of these buildings are of great merit and show no sign of a 
'prentice hand, nor any trace of experimental clumsiness. 
There can be no doubt that Wood arrived in Bath in 1725 
an experienced architect with a sound knowledge of Palla- 
dian architecture. But where was that experience gained ? 
That is a question which has puzzled antiquaries for nearly 
two centuries, and considerable research has failed to find 
an answer. Does this almost casual observation in Sarah 
Clayton's letter provide a key to the problem? Let us 
examine the evidence bearing upon this question.

The principal evidence, of course, is the very definite 
statement in the letter that John Wood planned Mr. Ward's 
house at Capesthorne. From other statements we know that 
during her stay in Bath Miss Clayton was in personal touch 
with Wood, and it is reasonable to assume that it was from 
Wood's own lips that she learned of his association with 
Capesthorne. It appears not improbable that when dis 
cussing Wood's projected visit to Liverpool Miss Clayton 
mentioned Foster Cunliffe's proposed new house. In a 
conversation on this topic it is not difficult to imagine that 
Wood would mention a house built to his designs and situated 
at a comparatively short distance from Liverpool.

The question as to how and where John Wood acquired 
his architectural skill and his sound knowledge of orthodox 
Palladian design and building practice is a matter of con 
siderable interest to architectural historians. It was felt, 
therefore, that in dealing with a problem which has for so 
long defied research it would be unwise and, indeed, improper 
to accept without searching examination an unsupported 
statement, however definite. The next stage, therefore, 
was to find, if possible, evidence either corroborative of or 
contradictory to Sarah Clayton's statement. Ormerod's

111 All authorities on Wood are agreed upon this.
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Cheshire and Earwaker's East Cheshire were therefore con 
sulted, together with numerous lesser authorities on Cheshire 
and several of the leading works on English country houses. 
In none of these works was any mention made of the designer 
of the 1722 Capesthorne Hall. Ormerod and Earwaker both 
state that the hall was rebuilt about 1820 by Edward Blore (1) 
and again rebuilt by Anthony Salvin' 2 ' after a disastrous fire 
in 1861.

Of books published whilst the 1722 hall was still standing, 
Aiken's Manchester (1795) mentions Capesthorne Hall, 
but without comment. Similar reticence regarding the hall 
is shown by the 1795 and 1806 editions of Paterson's Road 
Book, but the 1822 edition has under Capesthorne Hall: 
" The mansion is a spacious structure in the style of architec 
ture that prevailed in the early part of the last century ". 
The Road Book is obviously referring to the 1722 hall and it 
will be noted that the rather vague description of the building 
does not preclude it from being in the classical style of the 
surviving Chapel of the Holy Trinity. Ormerod (History of 
Cheshire, Vol. III. p. 357, 1st ed., 1819) describes the Hall 
in words surprisingly similar to those in the 1822 Road Book, 
concluding, however, with a brief reference to the chapel. 
It states: "The Hall is a spacious building in the style of 
architecture used in the early part of the last century. . . . 
Adjacent to the Hall is a Chapel of Ease to Prestbury, of 
which Mr. Davenport is the patron. ' This,' says Bishop 
Gastrell, in his MS. Notitia Cestriensis, ' is a new chappell, 
lately built by John Ward, esq.' " GastrelPs visitation of 
the chapel was in 1723. From these references to authorities, 
therefore, nothing contradictory to Miss Clayton's statement 
emerges.

The architectural style of the 1722 chapel is next to be 
considered. In the first half of the 18th century literally 
scores of known architects and hundreds of unknown ones 
were designing buildings in the classical style. It is patently 
impossible, therefore, for even an architectural expert to

'" b. 1787, d. 1879. Notable for his illustrating of Britton's English 
Cathedrals and his building of Abbotsford for Sir Walter Scott.

'" b. 1799, d. 1881. Builder or restorer of numerous well-known country 
houses. In addition to Capesthorne, his local work includes the restoration 
of St. Oswald's Church, Lower Peover, six miles west of Capesthorne.
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examine an early 18th century building and confidently 
attribute it to any particular designer of that period. Of 
Capesthorne Chapel one can only say that in its unaltered 
exterior there is not a jarring note and that in this respect it 
is not unworthy of even the most competent designer. 
Stylistically there is nothing contradictory to the statement in 
the letter.

As Capesthorne Hall and Chapel were undoubtedly 
designed in 1721 or 1722, Wood's location in the few years 
preceding his arrival in Bath in 1725 is obviously a matter of 
the highest importance to this inquiry. As mentioned above, 
the evidence on this point is extremely meagre. Such as 
exists, however, is dependable, consisting as it does of 
information furnished by John Wood himself.

In 1749 Wood published the second edition of his Essay 
towards a Description of Bath. In a rather long passage 
relevant to the relationship between Inigo Jones and George 
Trim of Bath, Wood writes: " Mr. Robert Hole, Steward to 
the late Lady Elizabeth Hastings, who explained it to me 
about four and twenty years ago at Bramham Park in York 
shire. . . ." The vagueness of " about four and twenty 
years ago " and the period which probably elapsed between 
the date of writing and the date of publication render it 
difficult to fix with accuracy the year of this Bramham Park 
conversation. It is reasonably safe to assume, however, that 
it took place at a time when Bramham Park mansion was 
nearing completion. ( 1 '

It is interesting to note that the conversation had an archi 
tectural flavour.' 21 In the possession of the Corporation of 
Bath is a volume of Wood's original drawings. In it is a 
drawing of an aqueduct in the grounds of Bramham Park.

Wood states also in his Essay that in the summer of 1725 
a plan of Bath was sent to him in Yorkshire, and that in the 
following year he had to leave Bath on two occasions to 
attend to business in Yorkshire. The inference to be drawn 
from these statements is that Wood was professionally

111 See below, p. 68.
IJ) The conversation at Bramham Park is not recorded in the much 

smaller first edition of Wood's Essay (1742). As an example of the pitfalls 
which beset the investigator, it may be mentioned that the edition of 1769 
(" corrected and enlarged ") also has " about four and twenty years ago ".
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engaged in Yorkshire before going to Bath and that his 
engagements there were not completed by 1725 when he 
migrated south-westwards.

Referring in the Essay to his preparations for starting 
building in Bath, Wood states that he recruited the services 
of masons in Yorkshire. This leads one to infer that he had 
personal knowledge of the skill and sound craftsmanship of 
Yorkshire masons, a knowledge which would not be acquired 
in a brief and casual association with the county. From these 
several statements it appears certain that John Wood was 
located principally in Yorkshire for several years before 
1725. (1) Capesthorne, of course, is in Cheshire, but it has 
recently been suggested that Wood had definite interests in 
this county. <2)

It is convenient at this point to summarise the evidence so 
far adduced. Briefly, it is (a) no claim respecting the design 
ing of Capesthorne in 1722 is made on behalf of any other 
architect; (b) the building style of the chapel, the only 
remaining portion of the 1722 hall, is not inconsistent with 
the building being a Wood conception; (c) from Wood's 
own writings it appears probable that he was in northern 
England for several years before 1725; and (d) he was at 
Bramham Park during its erection and his presence there 
was not unconnected with architectural matters.

Item d, above, leads us to the next stage of this inquiry. 
Reasons or motives are as important in non-criminal as in 
criminal investigations, and the case for the truth of Sarah 
Clayton's statement could not but be greatly strengthened 
by the discovery of a reason for Ward's choice of John Wood 
as his architect. It is my submission that such a reason has 
emerged. The chain of events upon which this opinion is 
based starts at Bramham Park.

(I) Most authorities credit him with being Yorkshire born, but there 
appears to be no definite evidence on this point.

121 Wood obviously had connexions with Cheshire. His son, John Wood 
the younger, married Elizabeth daughter of Richard and Mary Brock of 
Bostock Hall, Davenham, Cheshire. Bostock Hall is about twelve miles from 
Capesthorne Hall. See J. P. E. Falconer in Notes and Queries, 18 September 
1948. It is said that" Wood . . . appointed Thomas Brock, a gentleman of 
Chester, to act as trustee for his son " (Walter Ison, The Georgian Buildings of 
Bath, London 1948, p. 203). This Thomas Brock, who was Town Clerk of 
Chester, was a brother of the wife of John Wood the younger (J. P. E. Falconer, 
loc. cit.).

G
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Early in the 18th century Giacomo Leoni, an Italian 
architect, came to England, probably brought here by the 
Earl of Burlington to assist in the publication in English of 
Palladio's Architecture. In 1710 Leoni commenced the 
erection of Bramham Park for Robert Benson, 1st Baron 
Bingley. (1) In the early 18th century, houses of that type 
generally took upwards often years to build and it is probable 
that Bramham was not completed until about 1723-4. It 
appears reasonable to believe that John Wood's presence at 
Bramham Park was connected with the building scheme; 
the drawing in the possession of Bath Corporation implies 
this. It is equally reasonable to assume that Wood was 
associated with Leoni in the building work at Bramham, 
possibly in the relationship of pupil and principal.

In 1720 Leoni commenced the erection of Bold New 
Hall (2) for Peter Bold on a site a short distance from the 
ancient manor house of that notable Lancashire family. In 
the same year he started work on an extensive re-building 
scheme at Lyme Park, near Disley, co. Chester, for Peter 
Legh. This scheme included the erection of the present 
imposing south front. Leoni was engaged at Lyme until 
about 1732.

Lyme Park and Capesthorne are about nine miles apart. 
In The House of Lyme the author, Lady Newton, states that 
John Ward of Capesthorne, who was also of the Inner Temple 
and was a lawyer of some eminence, was the Legh family's 
legal adviser. From at least the beginning of the 18th 
century to his death in 1748 Ward was also a close personal 
friend of the Legh family. This is evidenced by letters 
quoted in The House of Lyme and The Lyme Letters by the

111 An attorney, M.P. for Thetford, 1702-5, and for York City, 1705-13; 
Chancellor of the Exchequer, 1711-13; Created Baron of Bingley, 1713; 
Director of the South Sea Company, 1711-15; Ambassador to Madrid, 
1713-14; Treasurer of the Household to George II, 1730-31; Married, 
1703, Elizabeth, daughter of Heneage (Finch) 1st Earl of Aylesford. He 
died s.p.m. 9 April 1731, aged 55, and was buried in Westminster Abbey. 
The peerage became extinct, but was revived in 1762 in favour of George 
Fox who had married Benson's daughter and sole heiress, Harriet. He 
died s.p.m. in 1773 and the peerage again became extinct. It was re 
vived a second time in 1933 for George Richard Lane-Fox, the present owner 
and resident of Bramham Park.

(a) Taken down early in this century. The last remaining part of the 
moated Old HalJ, the home of the Bolds from the 13th to the 18th centuries, 
was taken down in 1936.
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same author. It may be mentioned also that in 1705, 1708 
and 1710 John Ward was sent to the House of Commons by 
Newton, co. Lancaster, a parliamentary borough virtually in 
the pocket of the Leghs and generally represented by a 
member of that family. As Peter Legh's lawyer, Ward would 
be brought into close touch with Leoni in connexion with the 
rebuilding of Lyme. The drafting of agreements, the 
arranging of payment terms and numerous other matters 
inseparable from a great re-building project, would necessi 
tate this.

Before 1722 Ward was contemplating re-building his 
ancestral home and would be casting about for an architect. 
It is almost inconceivable that he would not discuss his pro 
ject with Leoni during their frequent meetings. At that time 
the Italian had Bold New Hall, Lyme Park, and Moor Park 
(Herts.) on his hands, and possibly Lathom House (started 
in 1725) (1> on his order book, and perhaps he did not 
particularly desire to undertake any further commissions. 
Or it may be that he considered the time opportune for his 
young assistant, John Wood, to show his paces, particularly 
as the work at Capesthorne could, if necessary, be under 
his supervision. In view of Sarah Clayton's statement, and 
the other evidence, it is a legitimate assumption that Wood 
accompanied Leoni from Bramham and in the early 1720's 
was professionally engaged at Bold, Lyme or Moor Park; 
also that in 1721 or 1722 Leoni recommended Wood to 
John Ward of Capesthorne as the designer of his new hall.

I suggest, with confidence, that Sarah Clayton's statement is 
true and that in the Chapel of the Holy Trinity at Capes 
thorne we have the earliest known John Wood conception, 
planned four years before the commencement of his earliest 
Bath building; and that Wood learned his craft under the 
tutelage of Giacomo Leoni.

Before leaving the matter of John Wood and Capesthorne 
it is necessary to refer to the question of Wood's age. The 
only evidence on this point appears to consist of the inscrip-

111 Sir Thomas Bootle, of Melling, who bought the Lathom estate in 1724, 
rebuilt Lathom House between 1725 and 1735 from designs by Leoni. 
Incorporated in the Italian's plans was an imposing front erected by William, 
ninth Earl of Derby (d. 1702), who intended to rebuild this ancient seat of his 
family. Lathom House has now been almost entirely demolished.
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tion on his tombstone at Swainswick and one obituary 
notice. These state that he died, aged 50, in 1754.

The difficulty of reconciling this statement with certain of 
the evidence given above is, of course, obvious. If Wood 
was fifty years old in 1754 he would be only seventeen or 
eighteen years old when he designed Capesthorae. The 
records of the architectural profession are replete with exam 
ples of precocity, but it would appear improbable that a 
Cheshire squire, desiring that his ancestral home should be 
rebuilt on rather a grand scale, would commission a youth 
of eighteen or under to draw the plans, even if the youth 
came along with strong recommendations.

During the course of my inquiries, however, I have received 
important statements of opinion on this matter of Wood's 
age. In November 1947 I sent an account of my investi 
gations to Mr. T. Sturge Cotterell, a Bath antiquary who is 
one of the principal authorities on John Wood. I did not 
raise the point of Wood's age in my letter, but Mr. Sturge 
Cotterell refers to it as follows in his reply: " The date of 
Wood's birth is unknown, but is generally accepted as 1705. 
But I have always had my doubts about it. I think it 
reasonable to believe that he was born nearer 1695. He 
was buried at Swainswick Church in 1754 and I am cer 
tain that he was then more than 50 years old ... I believe 
that a mistake has been made with his age on the tomb 
stone."

In a letter to me dated 24 January 1948, Mr. John Summer- 
son, the Curator of Sir John Soane's Museum, writes: " I 
wish some Yorkshire antiquary would make a search for 
Wood's birth-date in church registers. The accepted date is, 
for several reasons, improbable and depends entirely on one 
obituary notice."

In view of these considered opinions by recognised authori 
ties on the life and work of John Wood, I submit that it would 
be unwise to regard Wood's reputed age in 1722 as impugning 
Sarah Clayton's statement that "he Planed Mr. Wards 
house at Capestone."

During the course of this inquiry it was felt that attention 
might usefully be given to the possibility of a continuing 
association between John Wood and John Ward. Wood's
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writings and other contemporary sources were therefore 
examined and the following facts were elicited:

1. In 1732-4 Wood and eleven other subscribers built St. 
Mary's Chapel, Bath, for the use of residents in and about 
Queen Square. Wood states that " The Writing between 
the Subscribers and me were settled by Mr. Ward, the great 
Conveyancer ". (1>

2. On the 13 March 1737 " Mr. Ward " subscribed twenty 
guineas to the Bath Hospital building fund. 121

3. In 1739 " John Ward, Esq." was appointed a Trustee 
and Governor of the Bath Hospital. (3)

4. " John Ward, Esq." was still a Trustee and Governor 
of the Bath Hospital in 1748. (4)

The question naturally arises as to whether " Mr. Ward, 
the great Conveyancer " was Ward of Capesthorne, who, 
according to Earwaker, was of the Inner Temple and " held 
a very high position as a barrister ". (5) Ward, as mentioned 
above, was for many years legal adviser to the Leghs of 
Lyme, the owners of extensive urban and rural properties, 
and he would no doubt be an experienced conveyancer.

Wood, in his property transactions and building operations, 
must have had frequent recourse to local lawyers. It 
appears strange, therefore, that " the Writing" of the 
St. Mary's Chapel deed is the only occasion in his Essay 
when he mentions the name of the lawyer concerned. The 
inference to be drawn from this is that " Mr. Ward, the great 
Conveyancer, " was not Wood's usual legal adviser.

Research at Bath and written inquiries directed to several 
sources have failed to identify " Mr. Ward " or " John Ward, 
Esq." or to discover a list of Trustees and Governors of 
the Bath Hospital later than that of 1748. Ward, as men 
tioned above, died in 1748. It is unfortunate, therefore, 
that lists for the few subsequent years have not come to light.

John Wood was a promoter and an enthusiastic supporter 
of the scheme for establishing a hospital in Bath. He acted

(1 > Wood's Essay (1st ed., Part 1, p. 47).
121 Bath Hospital records (Information from Mr. A. C. Lanham, Registrar 

and Secretary, 29 September 1948). 
(3) Bath Hospital Act of 12 Geo. II. 
141 Wood's Essay (2nd ed., 1749, p. 301). 
|5) East Cheshire, Vol. II, p. 407.
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as architect gratis and devoted some thirty pages to the 
subject in his Essay. Doubtless he would have a voice in 
deciding who should be invited to serve as a Trustee and 
Governor of the institution. The ninety-one Trustees 
included three dukes (Marlborough, Beaufort and Bedford) 
and numerous other prominent people. Wood referred to 
them as " persons of the first quality ". It is clearly within 
the bounds of possibility that Wood might not only solicit 
a subscription from his early patron, but might also desire 
to flatter him by arranging that he should serve as a Trustee 
in such distinguished company. Ward of Capesthorne, an 
eminent lawyer and a man of ancient lineage and ample 
means, was, of course, well qualified for inclusion in the list.

Whilst it would be unwise to regard these references as 
conclusive evidence of a continuing association between 
Wood of Bath and Ward of Capesthorne, it could be reason 
ably claimed that they constitute evidence of the possibility 
of such an association. (1)

In the preparation of this paper I am indebted for informa 
tion and assistance to Mr. D. L. Evans, Mr. Raymond 
Richards, M.A., F.S.A. (author of Old Cheshire Churches), 
Mr. J. F. Smith, F.S.A. (Liverpool City Librarian), Miss 
E. B. Saxton, M.A. (Picton Reference Library), Mr. Walter 
Ison of Bath (author of The Georgian Buildings of Bath, Lon 
don 1948), Mr. John Summerson, F.S.A., A.R.I.B.A., Mr. 
T. Sturge Cotterell (author of John Wood, The Architect of 
18th Century Bath) and the Corporation of Bath. To them I 
tender my sincere thanks.

111 New material concerning Wood's connection with Lord Bingley and 
the Duke of Chandos has recently been made available by C. H. C. and 
Muriel J. Baker in The Life and Circumstances of James Brydges, First 
Duke of Chandos (Oxford 1949). The present article was in proof before 
this volume appeared, and my conclusions concerning John Wood and Leoni 
were reached without reference to it. It has also been brought to my 
notice that a portrait of John Wood the Elder exists in a country house in 
Somersetshire. No portrait of Wood had been known to exist, and I am 
preparing another paper in which I hope to deal with these matters.


