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MASON Street is a comparatively ancient road, 
which, in its undeveloped state, was shaded 

throughout its entire length by large trees. It 
derived its name from Edward Mason, a timber 
merchant, who, as far back as 1766, had his dwell 
ing and business establishment in Mason Street, 
Wapping, then a new street to whifeh he gave the 
name. About 1800 he built a large mansion at 
Edge Hill, near the north end of the present Mason 
Street. His stables occupied the ground adjoining 
at the corner of Paddington. The gardens and 
grounds were very extensive, reaching the whole 
length of Paddington as far as Smithdown Lane. 
Mrs. Mason died in iSoS,1 and her husband in 1814, . 
but their daughter occupied the house until her 
decease in 1832, when the property was sold, the 
house demolished, and in a few years the grounds 
became thickly covered with shops and houses.

Shortly after the erection of Mason's residence, 
seven or eight detached houses of a superior 
character were erected on the western side of the 
street, the opposite side yet remaining unbuilt upon.

1 A few days ago, greatly regretted and respected, Mrs. Mason, 
wife of Edward Mason, Esq., Edge Hill. Liverpool Chronicle 
(Deaths), 2oth January 1808.
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But with the advent of Joseph Williamson the 
locality quickly assumed quite a different aspect. 
Williamson was undoubtedly a most remarkable 
man. He came to Liverpool, a poor boy, to make 
his fortune, and secured employment with Thomas 
Moss Tate, a tobacco manufacturer, who had his 
office in Wolstenholme Square, and a factory in 
Parr Street. He made steady progress, and 
eventually, like Hogarth's industrious apprentice, 
married his master's daughter. Tate died about 
1803, and Williamson succeeded to the business. 
His name first appeared in the Liverpool Directory 
for 1804. I" 1806 he purchased the site in Mason 
Street, in 1818 he retired from business, and from 
that time onwards until he died he carried on the 
remarkable works described below.

Several gentlemen of considerable local celebrity 
have resided in Mason Street. The Rev. Edward 
Hull, who for more than forty years was chaplain to 
the Blind Asylum, dwelt in the first of the houses 
erected by Joseph Williamson. In the next house 
but one lived Cornelius Henderson, an artist of 
considerable merit, whose portraits were extremely 
faithful, and who attained some fame in other 
branches of his profession. He married William- 
son's housekeeper, and died in 1855. Williamson 
at his death left Mrs. Henderson an annuity of 
^300. The last house but one on the same side of 
the street was long the residence of the venerable 
Rev. Thomas Raffles, D.D., LL.D., whose dwelling 
was a storehouse of a thousand literary treasures, 
and the meeting-place of almost all the distinguished 
men of his generation. Dr. Raffles was the first 
pastor of Great George Street Congregational 
Chapel, the foundation stone of which was laid 
by the Rev. Thomas Spencer in April 1811. Dr. 
Raffles maintained for nearly half a century a 
position of great popularity as a preacher and
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respect as a public man, such as very few have 
enjoyed. His son, Thomas Stamford Raffles, was 
appointed stipendiary magistrate for the borough in 
January 1860.

Mason Street can always claim a unique notoriety 
from the fact that Joseph Williamson selected it as 
the theatre of his astonishing operations. Not 
content with spending his money in building 
gigantic houses remarkable for windows which shut 
out the light, and passages that led to nowhere, he 
delved into the rocky hill, creating subterranean 
caves and galleries; and finally succeeded at 
incredible expense in making the locality too 
grotesque for description.

Five years after Williamson's death, James 
Stonehouse, a well-known Liverpool antiquary and 
a member of the Historic Society of Lancashire and 
Cheshire, made a careful survey (so far as was 
possible) of the site. He prepared a paper on the 
subject, with the intention of reading it before the 
Society, but was prevented from doing so by an 
entirely unforeseen circumstance. 1

By the courtesy of the Library, Museum and
1 Replying to a correspondent on 3oth January. 1858, Stonehouse 

gave the following explanation : " Now as to the reason for 
withdrawing the paper from being read before the Historic Society 
when it was promised some years ago, it was this: Henderson [the 
artist] heard of my intention, and gave me notice that if I did read it 
he would proceed against me for trespass on the property and 
commence proceedings for a libel upon Williamson's character ! As 
for these absurd threats I only laughed at them in his face, but upon 
consulting with a gentleman who knew Henderson intimately, I was 
cautioned by him not to move in the matter, for that Henderson fully 
intended to carry out his threats if I did what I proposed. As I 
knew something of Henderson's litigious character I thought it was 
prudent not to expose myself to any contention with him, altho' I 
felt certain the result would be discomfiting to him. Still the very 
idea of being involved in proceedings of any sort was quite enough to 
make me draw out of the matter, so I listened to advice and put my 
MS. on the shelf."

Mr. Stonehouse, however, embodied portions of the paper in his 
Recollections of Old Liverpool by a Nonagenarian, which first 
appeared in the Liverpool Compass, from 4th April to I5th August 
1863, and was subsequently published in book form.
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Arts Committee, the original MS. is in the following 
pages first published in its entirety.

THE EXCAVATIONS AT EDGE HILL, WITH A BRIEF 
NOTICE OF THE LATE JOSEPH WlLLIAMSON. BY 
JAMES STONEHOUSE.

In various parts of the world we find on and under 
the surface, divers works of human hands that excite the 
wonder of the ignorant, the notice of the intelligent, and 
the speculations of the learned things are presented to 
our view in a variety of forms that must have been the 
result of great labour and expense, which appear to be 
utterly useless and inapplicable to any ostensible or known 
purpose. Respecting many of these mysterious records of 
a past age, page after page has been written to prove and 
even disprove the supposed intention of their constructors, 
and it cannot but be admitted that after perusing many an 
erudite disquisition we are sometimes as well informed and 
as near arriving at a conclusion as to the original purpose 
for which the object under discussion was intended, as 
when our attention was first engaged on it. In some 
instances those who have discovered uses for the strange 
remnants of a to us dark age, have exceeded in ingenuity 
the first projectors of these relics of some great original 
design. Could we draw aside the thick veil that hangs in 
massive folds between us and futurity, we might perhaps 
behold Liverpool swelling into a Metropolis, its suburbs 
creeping out to an undreamt of distance from its centre; 
a population almost countless in number ; while the young 
giant of to-day, grown into a Titan of unsurpassable 
strength, will bear witness to the activity and enterprise 
of its indwellers. Or reverse the picture might we not 
perceive by some fatal and unforeseen chance, some con 
catenation of unforeseen calamities, the town dwindled down 
to its medieval insignificance its docks shipless, its ware 
houses in ruins, its streets grass grown, and its decay like 
some bygone city of the east that sent out its ships with 
a " cloth of blue and red and deep barbaric gold " ? Who 
can tell which of these pictures will be unrolled to the sight 
of future generations? In either case, when many years 
have elapsed, who will be able to unravel the mystery of 
the excavations of which I now briefly put down some
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record excavations as mysterious in their way as any of 
old seemingly as purposeless as many a lonely cairn, 
isolated wall, or solitary fragment of a building of which 
no principal part remains ?

In Mason Street, Edge Hill, about a mile and a half 
distant from the Exchange, Liverpool, there is on its 
western side an extensive property which belonged to the 
late Joseph Williamson, a gentleman who at one time of 
his life was largely engaged in the tobacco trade. Mr. 
Williamson's property, held under lease of the Waste Lands 
Commission, commences at the wall by the side of which 
stands the mansion of the late Miss Mason, after whose 
father this street was named, and by whom it was first 
projected.1 Mr. Mason built Edge Hill Church, and I 
think endowed it, in 1813. The property extends to 
Grinfield Street, a part of which street bounds it on the 
south-western side; proceeding along Smithdown Lane 
towards Paddington it is enclosed by a massive thick stone 
wall of somewhat singular appearance, and continues to 
some new houses erected in this line of road.

Within this area are some most remarkable and extensive 
excavations, that when in their newly wrought state created 
wonder in the minds of the very few who were by great 
favour allowed to inspect them. Since then they have 
been filled up in many places, and so much altered as to 
present a somewhat less singular, tho' still remarkable, 
aspect. Now what will be said of these minings and sub 
terranean galleries and arches, should they be discovered 
a century hence, when the face of the surface becomes 
changed ? when their originator as well as their origin 
have faded away like the painter's vanishing point into 
nothing ? To what use will they be assigned ? Few of us 
know much or indeed anything of them even within so few 
years since the sound of the pickaxe, the shovel, and the 
miner's blast has ceased. Here we see an astonishing 
instance of the application of vast labour, without use, 
immense expenses incurred without hope or intention 
seemingly of return, and if we accept the asserted reason 
of the late Mr. Williamson that these works were carried 
on for the sole purpose of employing the necessitous poor, 
at a time of great need, we have a stupendous work 

1 This statement is not correct: Mason Street is clearly defined 
in Yates and Perry's map of 1768.
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without perceptible motive without plan, meaning, reason 
or form. It has been asserted that the late Mr. Williamson 
derived considerable profit by the sale of the stone taken 
out of the excavations. Now, I have it from a credible 
person, who once joked with Mr. Williamson about the 
money he had made by excavating so much good stone, 
that he (Williamson) declared he never sold any of it, that 
he gave a great part of it to construct a church (St. Jude's, 
I believe), and that the remainder was worked up for 
himself in his own houses, buildings, arches, etc.; nor is 
this unlikely from the quantity that seems to have been 
piled together in one way or another. To what use could 
these wonderful vaults (in their way they may be so called) 
be applied ? Like the catacombs at Paris, they might be 
formed into receptacles for the dry bones exhumed from 
cemeteries, or converted (as some day some of them will 
be) into receptacles for stolen goods, or comfortable nooks 
wherein the illicit distiller may defy the Excise and carry 
on his trade with impunity.

It certainly does appear remarkable, but it is a fact that 
in all peoples there is a natural taste for prosecuting under 
ground works. There is so much of mystery, awe, and 
romance in subterranean works that we feel a singular 
pleasure in making discoveries in them, and it is not less 
strange than true, that those who once commence making 
excavations seem loth to relinquish them. Mr. Williamson 
appears to have been a true Troglodite who preferr'd the 
cavernean darkness of his excavations to the broad and 
cheerful light of the day. He spent his time in his works, 
and literally lived in a cellar, for his sitting room was little 
else, and his bed room a cave hollowed out at its back.

What a strange place is this! Vaujted_p_assages con 
structed with craftsman-like hands, tHat~ruh so to speak 
nowhere, extending some Jbrjhort, some for long distances, 
within the limits of the. property. Tunnels cut out of the 
living rock, pits deep, and yawning chasms, wherein the 
fetid stagnant water throws up miasmatic odours, arches 
of weighty and solid structure, stable almost as the earth 
itself. Here the work is finished off as if the mason had 
laboured hard and toilfully to complete his work in finished 
pattern, there the moss-grown stone lies in a ponderous 
fragment as if it had never been moved since the resound 
ing blast shook it from its bed. Here bridged over is a 
gulf, down which to look makes the head swim and the

L____
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sense reel, even now when countless loads of rubbish have 
rilled it up considerably. Now we see an arch fit to bridge 
some mountain torrent, while next we step into vaults 
o'er-spanned by arches such as are thrown over the way-side 
brook. Tiers of passages are met with, as dangerous to 
enter as they are strange to look upon. It must ever be 
matter for regret that directly after Mr. Williamson's 
decease some one able to survey and properly describe 
these strange places had not visited them, because of late 
years their aspect has been much changed, from the in 
numerable loads of rubbish that have been thrown into 
them, filling up some, blocking up others, and rendering 
others impassable. I have been informed that by far the 
most elaborate portions of the excavations have been 
entirely closed up. In fact a complete labyrinth has been 
totally hidden from the sight. In one portion of the 
ground, near where the joiner's shop stands, there was a 
fearful opening, in the side of which were excavated two 
complete four-roomed houses, one over the other, communi 
cating with each other by a winding and spiral passage, 
the face of the rock somewhat reminding one of Petra or 
Edin. No trace of this chasm is now extant. The land 
hereabouts beneath the surface has been entirely intersected 
by vaults and passages either excavated, built of brick, or 
constructed of stone from the neighbouring rock. The 
terrace extending from Grinfield Street to Miss Mason's 
house is threaded with passages, vaults, and excavations. 
At the northern corner I do not perhaps speak exactly to 
the compass point, but for brevity sake so designate it, 
since the terrace faces a point of due west there is a 
tunnel eight feet high and eight feet wide. It runs up to 
Mason Street and serves as a medium of communication 
between the back of one of the houses in that street, and 
a portion of the open ground which was at one period an 
orchard and garden. I should think the vaulted passage 
must be at least 60 yards in length. As the ground rises 
up the hill there are several flights of stone steps ; about 
two-thirds up, when the first flight is encountered, may be 
seen a portion of an arch of a large vault which extends 
towards Grinfield Street. A small portion of the top of 
the arch between it and the steps is left open, but for what 
reason it is so left open conjecture seems useless. The 
further end of this vault communicates with a vault I shall 
presently come to. The vaulted passage is very dry. At
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the second flight of steps, there is a landing place and a 
sort of recess into which rubbish from the garden above 
can be shot down through a sort of funnel or spout. At 
the extremity of the tunnel is a doorway opening on the 
back yard of the house for the use of which the tunnel or 
passage was made. In the garden or orchard near the 
opening of the tunnel to the right, are four lofty recesses 
like alcoves, about four feet deep, but for what purpose 
intended I cannot conjecture unless for summer-houses, if 
so they may be called. In one of them there is a stove 
and flue which communicates with a hot house in the 
garden on the terrace overhead. Access to this part of 
the area is from Smithdown LaneT Immediately facing 
the ~door, and about a yard distant from it, yawns the 
embouchure of a large vault built of brick, which .at the 
opening is about 15 feet wide and 9 feet high. It 
gradually deepens to the further end, where it is perhaps 
25 feet high. It presents the exact shape of a seaman's 
speaking trumpet. This passage or vault must be at 
least 40 or 50 yards in length. The outside at top is 
filled about and over by soil which forms part of the 
garden alluded to. At the end will be found a vault running 
northwards for about 50 or 60 feet; the end of it is the 
limit of Mr. Williamson's property.

The tunnel described as running up to the house in 
Mason Street, crosses the top. The vault is about 
36 feet wide, and from the present level is perhaps 30 feet 
high, but the floor has been considerably raised since 
Mr. Williamson's days by debris and rubbish of all sorts. 
In the right-hand corner of this vault, about 10 feet from 
the ground, there is the mouth of a tunnel which runs up 
first towards Mason Street; it then turns and winds in a 
variety of passages under the houses in Mason Street 
in a most extraordinary manner, as I have been informed 

-by a gentleman who once traversed it. The tracing of the 
tunnel I regret I did not accomplish, but was at the time 
unprovided with lights and a ladder to climb up to its 
mouth. I suspect that it will be a dangerous journey to 
undertake from the foul air that must be found in it. I 
regret also that my informant could give me no particulars 
respecting it he was a stupid man and never thought of 
anything after he had seen it. He told me that from it 
other passages run out right and left. To the left of the 
vaults wherein the mouth of this small'passage is found,
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there is a large square area open to the sky, perhaps of 
40 feet from side to side. The vault on the right is 
open on one side. There is another vault on the left, and 
another on the western side, which extends along 30 feet. 
The eastern vault is of great depth, the rubble shot here 
shelves down more than 15 feet in both arches. I should 
think from the floor to the key-stone of the arch there 
must originally have been 50 to 60 feet. On the right- 
hand side there is a vault which runs parallel, and on the 
same level, with the two smaller. vaults or long arches, 
side by side of each other. They originally extended to 
Grinfield Street, but have been broken up and partially 
destroyed. The eastward vault seems to have been a 
great effort of Mr. Williamson's eccentric notions. There 
is in it an immense mass of rubbish which, however, shelving 
down towards the south, shews what depth the bottom or 
floor must have been. I should say that from the base to 
the top of the arch must have been at one time a distance 
of 80 feet; the span of the great arch must be at least 
30 feet. The brickwork of this arch extends eastward 80 
or 9x3 feet, where there is an enormous column or pier of 
solid stone, which supports three smaller arches, one over 
the other, on each side. The lower one on the right hand 
is considerably more lofty than the corresponding one on 
the other side. After scrambling up a pathway in the 
rubbish, consisting of cinders and ashes, a lofty vault 
is discovered on the left. The top is raftered above, and 
from the footsteps heard overhead the boards constitute 
most probably the floor of some apartment. The vault 
on the left hand runs up to the boundary wall, under 
the steps described as being in the tunnel or passage 
going up to Mason Street, from which the crown of the 
arch is visible. - From the vaults to the westward runs a 
passage that I believe communicates with another; the 
opening to it is on the right hand high up. In it is a pit 
of water, and from the sound it appears to be of great 
depth. There is here another gigantic pier which supports 
another arch to the eastward. Other arches run up 
towards Mason Street. The construction of these arches 
seems to be of the most solid description. One of the 
houses in Mason Street rests upon arches. The houses in 
Mason Street are all vaulted under in the strangest way. 
On passing along Mason Street the depth of some of them 
may be seen through the grids. There is no effluvium of
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an offensive nature here, but the coldness is death-like, 
similar to that in all other deep excavations. The stone 
seems to have been cut away from the sides and after 
it has been hollowed out, then the piers have been run up.

Not far from these vaults there is a passage or vault 
running eastwardly. It is about 120 feet long, 6 feet 
wide and io or n feet high. The approach to it is by 
a path between two high vaults. This tunnel crosses over 
the other tunnels which run north and south. The 
entrance is neatly finished off. There is a channel in the 
floor on the left-hand side. At the extremity are several 
large masses of rock, which appear to have been left just 
as they fell after blasting. I fancy this tunnel was intended 
as an outlet to one of the houses in Mason Street, The 
next openings perceptible are opposite the joiner's shop in 
Smithdown Lane; the arches are broken, and present a 
curiously ruined appearance sections of tiers of arches are 
visible. Great quantities of rubbish have been shot here. 
In the lowest range of the arches there is a run of water 
and what Mr. Williamson used to term a quagmire. The 
effluvium hereabouts is very offensive. About 12 to 14 
yards down the arch or vault running to the north 
ward, there is a deep pit of water, wherein a woman was 
some year or two ago found drowned. A portion of the 
vaults to the southward is portioned off like the bins in 
a wine cellar. In another vault a deep well is observable, 
from which the house on the terrace above is supplied with 
water. There are two vaults commencing here from the 
lower range running northward, but these are blocked up 
by rubbish. Doubtless these communicate with the 
labyrinth previously noticed as being now filled up. There 
were some stalactites from the roof, altho' not of any 
great length. They are to be found also in some of the 
other vaults, but of no great amount or deserving of much 
notice. Hereabouts there are several arches walled up, 
and here are also several unaccountably deep arches. 
Above some of the arches are strange-looking places, I 
cannot understand what they were intended for. The 
terrace on which are the gardens of the houses in Mason 
Street is entirely raised on the vaults and arches.

A gentleman resident in Mason Street once invited me 
to look at his garden. We went down several stone steps, 
past the kitchen (arched over) door, and thence down 
another flight of stone steps until we came into a lofty



G
A

R
D

E
N

S
 

A
T

 
B

A
C

K
 

O
F

 
W

IL
L

IA
M

S
O

N
'S

 
H

O
U

S
E

S
 

IN
 

18
50

, 
O

V
E

R
 

T
H

E
 

G
R

E
A

T
 

T
U

N
N

E
L

 

(W
at

er
-C

ol
ou

r 
D

ra
w

in
g 

by
 R

. 
M

. 
in

 t
he

 p
os

se
ss

io
n 

of
 C

ha
rl

es
 R

. 
H

an
d)



Joseph Williamson: " The King of Edge Hill" 11

vaulted passage. On opening a door we entered a long, 
dry, wide arched vault capable of admitting the driving 
two carts abreast. At one side of the vault one opened 
towards the north, which I was told extended a considerable 
way. At the end of the vault there was a narrow passage 
which was lighted by a long iron grating overhead, and 
which I was told was a portion of a foot walk- several 
gardens distant from the house of the person with whom I 
was acquainted. This passage shot off at right angles 
from the vault. At the end of the passage we came out 
upon a terraced garden, the wall of which overlooked the 
great area I have noticed already having the four lateral 
vaults running from it. A fine view of the town, the river, 
and the Cheshire shore is visible from the terrace. Any 
person passing along Mason Street cannot fail to observe 
the very strange aspect of the houses on it on the western 
side. Some houses project forward, some retire, some are 
without windows visible, others have them of such length 
as to throw any weakminded tax gatherer into ecstasies.

To some of these houses there is a descent by steps. In 
one of them Mr. Williamson resided, and a strange place I 
believe it was. He lived and passed his time principally 
in a sort of cellar. The houses appear as if built by chance, 
and upon no principle of architecture. They seem as if 
built by a blind man who has felt his way, satisfied with 
the security of his work without knowing or caring for its 
effect or utility. I believe Mr. Williamson never had any 
plans drawn out, but when he built or excavated he ordered 
his workmen to fill up or dig out until he told them to 
stop. He ordered the people he employed to make a 
room here, a passage there, a doorway in one place, and a 
passage in another; indeed, in one of the houses there is 
or was a room where there is no window at all, and the 
only mode Mr. Williamson could adopt to get light thrown 
into it was by running up a funnel or shaft through the 
room above to the roof. Although the exteriors of these 
houses are very commodious, they are strangely partitioned, 
large rooms and small rooms and queer passages oddly 
running about. In one of the houses there is a lofty and 
spacious room lighted from the roof; at one end there is 
an open staircase and bannisters, at top of which there 
is a narrow passage by which several rooms are gained, all 
of which are over the house adjoining. They do not 
belong to it, as there is no mode of communication with
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the house beneath. Indeed, I am not quite sure whether 
the passage itself does not run over the one house and the 
suite of rooms alluded to is not in the one adjoining. The 
vaults below all these houses are strange gulfs, arches over 
arches, and passages innumerable. Many of them have 
been blocked up from the fears of the inhabitants; some 
are extremely curious. The large square house at the 
corner of Bolton Street is a specimen of Mr. Williamson's 
constructive oddity   the rooms are numerous and very 
lofty, but there is no convenience usual to houses. It 
stands upon arches of great height, the piers are of solid 
stone. There is a tunnel or passage under the street which 
communicates with the house on the other side, or rather 
the vaults under it. This house was built expressly for 
the late Mr. Henderson the portrait painter, with whom 
Mr. Williamson was very intimate. He patronised Mr. 
Henderson on all occasions and befriended him at all 
times. After the house was completed and this was done 
entirely without Mr. Henderson's knowledge of Mr. W.'s 
intention respecting it Mr. W. could not be made to 
understand why the long windows he had put into it 
were useless to an artist, and on being told that they were 
so, his reply was, ' Don't tell me such rubbish that a 
better light can be got from a poking skylight than from 
such windows as these of mine.' About two years ago, I 
accompanied my friend Dr. Watson (who was then collect 
ing materials for his admirable letters signed ' Medicus,' 
which appeared in the Liverpool Standard, on the sanitary 
condition of Liverpool) to a house of Mr. Williamson's in 
High Street,1 where we found a coal vault that would 
contain at least 200 tons of coal. At the upper or western 
end we found at the foot of the steps leading to it a tall 
and narrow archway, on passing through which we found 
ourselves in a lofty vault into which the refuse of the house 
above appeared to have been thrown. There was a sort of 
step or quay at our feet near the edge of a pool or tank 
for the use of the privy above. Wherever Mr. Williamson 
possessed property, there did, to use a Shakespearean 
phrase, his ' vaulting ambition' display itself. A portion 
of the houses in High Street having their backs in Upper 
[Back] Mason Street belonged to him, and they are all 
vaulted to an immense extent. In as many as five and six

1 Now Highgate Street
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tiers of cellars, one over the other, the house at the corner 
of High Street is as deep nearly as it is high.

A word or two about Mr. Williamson himself may not 
prove unacceptable. He certainly was in his way a most 
remarkable man. There are so many curious anecdotes 
about him current at Edge Hill that it is difficult to select 
the most curious, when all exhibit the singularity of the 
man. A volume might be filled with his sayings and 
doings.

Joseph Williamson was born on the loth March 1769, 
at Warrington, and commenced his career in life in 
Liverpool with a Mr. Tate, who was in the tobacco 
trade.

Mr. Williamson speaking of himself to a friend of mine 
said in nearly these words: " I came from Warrington a 
poor lad to Liverpool to make my fortune. My mother 
was a decent woman, but my father was the greatest rip 
that ever walked on two feet. She, poor thing, took care 
that my clothes were in good order, and she would not let 
me come to Liverpool unless I lodged with my employer. 
I got on little by little until I became a man of substance, 
and I married my master's daughter. When the wedding 
day arrived I told Betty that I would meet her at church 
(St. Thomas'), where I went on horseback. When all was 
over I told Betty to go home, as I was going to join the 
Liverpool Hunt, of which I was a member. My groom 
was holding my horse at the church door while I was being 
married. I went to the Hunt just as I was, and my 
uncommonly gay appearance excited (the) attention of my 
friends, who remarked to me that I looked very spruce and 
smart. ' Smart, man,' said I to one of them, ' a man 
should look smart on his wedding-day. I was married 
this morning.' ' Married!' they all shouted. ' Aye! 
why shouldn't I be married ?' ' Where's your wife ? ' said 
they. ' Why, at home to be sure, where a good wife 
ought to be, getting dinner ready.' I'll tell you what, 
Betty and I led but a cat and dog life of it, but I was 
sorry to part with the old girl when she did go."

Many queer stories are told of the differences of this 
odd couple; one is characteristic enough. Williamson 
and his wife had been quarrelling, and Williamson was 
regretting his bachelor life, and to exemplify how delightful 
it was to be free he deliberately opened the doors of 
Mrs. Williamson's aviary and turned out all the birds,
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telling her as they flew out that it was a pity all married 
men had not wings and could enjoy their liberty again.

Mr. Williamson's costume was remarkable. His hat 
was what might be called truly "a shocking bad one." 
He generally wore an old and very much patched brown 
coat, corduroy breeches, and thick slovenly shoes. His 
manners ordinarily were rough and uncouth, speaking 
gruffly and abruptly, and replying rudely where he did not 
take a liking. Yet Mr. Williamson could conduct himself 
with all the grace and ease of a perfect gentleman, and 
could exhibit the most kind and considerate manners. 
He was extremely fond of children, and when in a rage, 
a child's voice could at any time subdue his passion. 
Speaking of children, he said, " Ah! there is no deceit in 
them ; if I had had one of my own, I should not have 
been the arch rogue that I am."

The industrious poor in the neighbourhood found in 
Mr. W. a ready employer. Many a day's wages have 
been paid to men for merely digging a hole, filling it up 
again, and wheeling soil to a place merely to wheel it 
back again. Upon once being remonstrated with by a 
man for the uselessness of such labour, he remarked, 
" Well, I suppose on Saturday night you will want some 
money to go to market: what does it matter to you how 
you earn it, so that you do so honestly and by the sweat 
of your brow?" The excavations scattered about shew 
what numbers of people he must have at times employed. 
He lived in an excavated cellar which was lighted by a 
long window at one end. His sleeping place was more 
like the den for a wild beast than the dwelling of a human 
being. He was to those he approved very hospitable, and 
dispensed to his visitors in mugs or tumblers excellent 
wine which he drew from a cask that stood in his room, if 
such it might have been called. He often regaled his 
work-people by a half barrel of ale or porter, saying " they 
worked all the better for their throats being wetted." On 
one occasion a lady surprised him reading very intently a 
book, which on being discovered he hastily put aside, as if 
desirous of concealing the object of his studies. Ladies 
being naturally curious, this one was anxious to know 
what the book contained ; he evaded her questions for 
some time, until at length, after some hesitation, he 
produced the book, which proved to be a Bible, remarking, 
" Ah, Ma'am, if 1 had read more of that Book, and minded
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it better, I should not have been such a rip as I am. I 
always found something in it new, though it tells me every 
where what a rascal I am."

Mr. Williamson was once visited by Mr. Stephenson, 
the eminent engineer, and he used to boast in high terms 
that Mr. Stephenson thought his works truly wonderful. 
The railway tunnel to Lime Street from Edge Hill runs 
under Mr. Williamson's property, and while in course of 
construction, the navigators excavating it were astonished 
to hear the sound of the pickaxe near them and find a 
communication suddenly open to them. In fact, Williamson 
had excavated under the tunnel, to astonish, as he said, 
" the weak minds of the natives and to shew them that he 
could bore away as well as the best of them."

It would seem that Mr. Williamson after finding his 
works growing to some magnitude thought of continuing 
them, in order "to astonish the people" at some future 
time. But how can this have been, when he so scrupulously 
kept them hidden from the eye of the curious ? He took 
no visible pride in shewing them; in fact, he was very 
chary in allowing anybody to inspect them, and when he 
did give permission, the party obliged was made to under 
stand that a great favour had been granted. He was of a 
very suspicious temper. This was curiously exemplified on 
one occasion. A person having called upon him to pay 
him some rent for one of his tenants, which had been long 
overdue, and which had been the cause of some litigation, 
Williamson signed the receipt and was about handing it 
over to the person who had brought the money, when 
some thought seemed to arise in his mind adverse to his 
visitor. He conceived that there was some trickery in the 
act or performance, when he suddenly drew back the 
receipt, and fixing his keen eye on his visitor demanded of 
him in a stern voice, " What was his object in coming to 
pay another man's debts ? Go away, sir," continued he, 
" and come again with your money to-morrow ; there is 
something underhand in what you are doing. Go away, 
sir !" For his tenants he used to execute costly alterations 
in some cases, and for others he would not expend a shilling. 
All depended upon his humour. One of his houses having 
exhibited some symptoms of damp, the tenant complained 
of it. Mr. W. took no notice, but a few mornings 
afterward as the servant of the house was lighting the 
kitchen fire, she was terrified almost into fits to behold the
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kitchen floor all of a sudden give way, and a man started 
up through the hole, stating that he was making a sewer 
to carry off the water !

A lady of my acquaintance who was his tenant for 
several years related to me a curious anecdote, amongst 
many others, of him. My friend was a lady of some per 
sonal attractions and of much mental ability. Williamson 
took a great fancy to her and her children, and styled her 
the " Queen of Edge Hill," as he was, as he said, " the 
king thereof." My fair informant told me, " When I first 
came to Liverpool some years ago, I was looking out for 
a suitable residence for my family. It was necessary that 
it should be cheap as well as commodious. After wander 
ing about all day, I was returning home with a friend with 
whom I was staying, when passing along Mason Street a 
curious-looking man presented himself to our notice. His 
outward garments were threadbare and patched, and 
seemed to ill accord with the fine white shirt and extremely 
fine white flannel waistcoat that was perceptible. His 
mode of walking exhibited an importance that was 
remarkable; it was not exactly walking, but stumping, 
while his loud, roaring voice might have been heard a long 
way off, as he made known his commands or wishes to a 
number of workmen then building the house at the corner 
of Bolton Street (before alluded to). No common man, I 
felt convinced, stood before us, when my friend remarked, 
' Here's old Williamson. He owns a great deal of property 
hereabouts, let us ask him if he has such a house as you 
require, to let. I am half afraid of him,' continued my 
friend ; ' but do you speak to him.' Having no terror of 
any man I went up to the stranger, and asked him in a 
nonchalant sort of way if he knew of a comfortable house 
to be let in the neighbourhood. Williamson knocked his 
stick on the ground with every symptom of impatience, 
but without replying. I then repeated my question, when 
he suddenly turned round, and fixing his keen eye upon 
me in a way that almost made me quail, said in a gruff 
voice, ' How should I know anything about houses ? I 
know nothing about them and care nought umph!' 
' Well, I thought you might know,' said I, in rather a 
smart tone, somewhat nettled by his rough manner. 
' What do you want to come to live here for ?' asked he. 
' Why, my medical man has recommended the air of Edge 
Hill as being the best in the neighbourhood.' 'Your
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medical man pooh! I suppose he has gammoned you 
into believing that if you come here you will live for 
ever, and so he will have a patient that will last his time 
out. But you won't live for ever, I can tell you.' Thinking 
nothing further was to be done with him, and not knowing 
his peculiarities, we, my friend and myself, turned away, 
and when we had proceeded a few steps, Williamson roared 
out in a voice like thunder, ' Here, come back, you women, 
let's hear something more about the house you want.' We 
immediately stopped, and Williamson came up to us. 
' Now,' said he, ' what sort of a house do you want ?' 
' Why,' I replied, ' one with three parlours, six bedrooms, 
and every convenience.' ' And what rent will you pay for 
your house with three parlours, six bedrooms, and the 
every convenience ?' asked Williamson, with a sneering stress 
laid upon the words every convenience. '£30,' said I. 
' £3°t' said Williamson, ' why, what a conscience what a 
liberal offer to a landlord!' when, lifting up his head, to 
our astonishment he roared out to his workmen at the 
building, ' Here, all you men, come down here!' The 
men immediately descended like a flight of birds, and 
surrounded us, creating some alarm in the mind of my 
friend, while I did not feel entirely at ease. Williamson 
said, ' Now men, here's a woman wants a house with three 
parlours, six bedrooms, and every convenience] laying stress 
as before on the every convenience. ' Is it likely she can get 
such a house for £30 a year?' 'Of course not,' said the 
men. ' Did you ever hear such nonsense ? ^30 a year 
for a house with every convenience.' ' Never did,' said the 
men. ' Be off then to your work,' roared Mr. W. So the 
men to our continued astonishment resumed their labour 
as if nothing remarkable had happened to disturb their 
labours. When the men were all at work again, Williamson 
watched them for a minute or two, leaving us standing 
as it were unnoticed. Suddenly turning to us, he said, 
' Come this way.' He then took a key from his pocket 
and opened the door of No.   in Mason Street, and 
bade us enter. We did so and found a house much larger 
than I required, the rooms of which were far beyond my 
means properly to furnish. I told Williamson so, and that 
I should prefer having smaller rooms and more of them. 
' Ah, well,' said he, ' do you like the house otherwise ?' 
' Yes," said I, ' very much.' ' You only want more rooms, 
but smaller?' 'Just so.' ' Well then, don't take a house
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anywhere, but do you come here on Thursday next, and I 
will see what I can do to suit you in some way. Good 
morning. There, be off; come next Thursday. You'll 
find I'm a regular old screw, and if you don't pay my rent 
the moment it's due I shall law you for it be off!' As 
he was stumping off, I determined to give our friend a 
taste of my quality, so I called out in a style somewhat 
similar to his own, ' Well, I'll come, and bring my husband 
with me; and as he is a. genuine Cockney he can perhaps 
turn the screw the right way!' We had no sooner left 
him, and had scarcely got to the end of Mason Street, 
when, turning round to take a last look of our interesting 
friend, we saw the men coming from the building before 
mentioned, and then and there followed the old man into 
the house we had just left. On the Thursday appointed, 
true to my promise my husband and myself went again to 
Mason Street, and we found Williamson had gutted and 
refitted the greater part of the house we had looked over, 
and by so doing he afforded us the accommodation we 
required. Williamson exultingly shewed us over it, and 
explained his future intentions for our comfort. He 
seemed to have almost entirely reconstructed the interior, 
and the expense incurred must have been considerable; 
and of course being so modelled to our wish we took it, 
and afterwards saw a great deal of our eccentric landlord. 
Soon after my youngest daughter was born, I applied to 
him to build me another room, remarking that he might 
spend his money much worse than in trying to please me, 
and that his men might just as well be employed in that 
way as any other. ' No,' said he, ' not for ^30 a year!' 
I wished to have another room, so I wrote Williamson a 
letter commanding him in Her Majesty's name to erect me 
one. No notice was taken of its receipt, nor did he allude 
to it when next I saw him, but a few mornings afterwards, 
as I was washing and dressing my baby, I received a 
gracious reply similar in style to my own, acceding to my 
request. I had hardly finished perusing the letter when I 
heard a tremendous knocking at the side of the wall 
nearest to me. Presently portions of plaster fell down, and 
to my consternation and astonishment a portion of the 
brickwork was removed, and an opening made into my 
chamber. Two men immediately stepped forward, placed 
a doorway in it, and commenced fixing it up, while other 
men busied themselves in repairing the wall. For the life
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of me I could not move for surprise, but I gazed on the 
proceedings of the men with stupid interest, when suddenly 
appeared in the opening Mr. Williamson himself, amidst 
the clouds of dust that had been raised. He exclaimed in 
a thundering voice, ' Well, ma'am, here's a room for you I 
hope it is large enough !' Large enough it was, for. it was 
thirty feet long and near half as broad, and was one of the 
rooms in the house he called his own."

The lady informed me that they frequently heard 
very unaccountable and strange noises in the vaults 
below. Once they saw a number of men wheeling in a 
lot of new wheelbarrows, painted a bright light blue, into 
Williamson's drawing-room, where they stood for a long 
time. Williamson once remarked to the same lady that 
he thought that Dr. McNeile was the best clergyman in 
Liverpool, for he got him seven-and-a-half per cent, for his 
money, alluding to his shares in St. Jude's Church.

A very characteristic anecdote is told of Mr. Williamson. 
On the occasion of an election for Cumberland when Sir 
James Graham was candidate, he received a solicitation for 
his vote which he possessed in the county. Williamson 
was almost frantic at what he took to be an insult. 
Without hesitation without luggage he went to the 
coach office in Dale Street, took his place to Carlisle, went 

, into the High Street, tore down one of Sir James Graham's 
electioneering bills, posted back to Liverpool, and wrote 
Sir James a most violent letter, upbraiding him for all 
his political misdeeds, and asking him how he dared to 
ask an honest man for his vote, enclosing him his placard 
with the remark that it was a disgrace to him in every 
way.

Such is a brief record of the man and his works works 
stupendously useless. Had Mr. Williamson applied his 
money, his talents for such he possessed in really 
improving his property, how valuable it would have proved 
to himself and those who came after him. It is quite 
grievous to contemplate what sums of money have been 
literally thrown away in the constructions and excavations 
upon this little spot of ground ; and though for a time the 
poor in need have been relieved by having to execute such 
unprofitable labour to their employer, how much better it 
would have been to have occupied the necessitous and the 
men willing to work in some undertaking that would not 
only have shewn but proved the value of its cost.

1
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It has been generally understood that no portrait 
of Mr. Williamson existed, but during investigations 
at the Reference Library the writer came across the 
following paragraph in the Weekly Mercury of Qth 
December 1882 :

In reference to some recent remarks in your valuable 
paper on the excavations at Edge Hill, I beg to state that 
the likeness of the late Mr. Joseph Williamson, " the king 
of Edge Hill," as he was then popularly called, is in the 
possession of a gentleman of this town, and is the only 
existing portrait. The present owner of this very valuable 
picture (which, by the way, is a production of J.1 Hender- 
son) is an old Liverpudlian, whose knowledge of the " old 
Town " makes him an authority. He was a boy when this 
eccentric personage was in his prime, and can relate many 
amusing incidents which occurred within his own hearing, 
while in his company. He states, " He was a man of in 
domitable will; quick and impulsive, but kind-hearted and 
benevolent withal; he would enter cheerfully into conver 
sation with anyone, making no distinction between rich and 
poor; he was lavish with his riches upon the industrious 
and needy, but treated with the utmost contumely those 
whom he found niggardly and indolent." This is clearly 
defined upon the picture that I have seen of him: his well- 
developed forehead, his keen, blue eyes, his curling lower 
lip, are truthfully indicative of the character above described, 
and lead me to believe apart from his comparatively few 
eccentric traits he was what we may call a real old 
English gentleman. James Holden, 43 Grey Rock Street.

Being anxious to discover the whereabouts of 
this painting, the writer asked through the columns 
of the Post and Mercury if any readers could furnish 
information about it, with the result that Mr. George 
Turner, of Grove Street, notified him that the por 
trait was in his possession. Twenty-three years 
ago it had passed from Thomas Holden, its owner 
(to whom James Holden, his younger brother, 
referred as "an old Liverpudlian"), to Mrs. Turner.

1 This is probably an error. The painting is believed to be the 
work of Cornelius Henderson, already referred to.
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The canvas is now on a smaller stretcher (27^ inches 
deep and 22^ inches wide) than it originally was, 
which causes a turnover on the sides of about two 
inches, and at the top and bottom of about three 
inches. On this turnover, at the bottom left-hand 
corner, is painted "]. W. Pinxt 15 Deer. 1838" 
(Joseph Williamson ; painted 15th December-1838). 
While the canvas was on the original stretcher this 
inscription, of course, appeared on the front of the 
painting.

It is extremely difficult to form an accurate 
estimate of Williamson's character. He was never 
known to contribute a sixpence to any charitable 
object, yet he would without the least hesitation 
expend hundreds of pounds in assisting the deserv 
ing and industrious poor. When his works were in 
full operation he employed fully one-half of the 
labouring portion of the district. On one occasion, 
during a winter of unusual severity and privation, a 
meeting of the inhabitants of the neighbourhood 
was held in the National Schools, under the presi 
dency of the Rev. F. Barker, and Mr. Williamson 
was invited to attend. After considerable discussion 
he was requested to contribute to the relief fund 
which had been resolved upon. He curtly refused, 
and, turning to the chairman, asked him how many 
poor men he provided employment for. Mr. Barker 
replied, " None." He put the same question to the 
conveners of the meeting one after another, and 
afterwards to the audience generally, to discover 
that only a very few did so. " Now, then," said he, 
" you all come with me and see what I am doing for 
the poor, and don't try to humbug me with your 
talk of charity." He then led the entire meeting to 
Mason Street, and calling up all his workmen, told 
the party to count them, and "go and do likewise."

We are told, upon somewhat slight evidence, that 
his moods were uncertain and his manner on occa-
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sion uncouth, rude, and vulgar, yet it is related of 
him by a contemporary that
when the Prince of Wales (late George IV.) paid a visit 
to the " Good Old Town," our citizens, unaccustomed to 
the presence of Royalty, and but young in the school of 
etiquette, hesitated in the mode of giving the Prince a 
welcome. The situation was awkward and the town was 
fast sinking in the Royal visitor's estimation, when Mr. 
Williamson stepped from the embarrassed crowd, and with 
that frank and native politeness that always distinguished 
him, bade his Prince welcome in the name of Liverpool, 
and thus rescued it from everlasting reproach. " The most 
accomplished gentleman of the age " (as the Prince Regent 
was called) felt so pleased with his host's manner that he 
afterwards said that " Mr. Williamson was the only gentle 
man in Liverpool." *

Quite unexpectedly at times Mr. Williamson 
would be really witty. One day while in Hender- 
son's studio a lady present ventured to ask him what 
was the subject of a portrait by Paul Veronese the 
artist had been copying. "Madam," replied William- 
son, with a courtly bow, " Henderson says it is Paul 
very uneasy, but what he is uneasy about I really 
cannot tell you." He was extraordinarily reticent 
about his operations, and would invariably refuse in 
the most peremptory manner to allow any inspection 
of them. He is only known to have issued one 
order to do so ; this he gave to Dr. George Watson, 
who thus referred to the works: " Their extent is 
very laconically expressed in a quaintly-worded per 
mit which Mr. Williamson wrote out for me when 
living, and which he told me would enable me to 
pass the workmen at any time ; it was 

Dr. Watson is not to be interrupted in his walks on my 
premises, either on the surface or under the surface.

J. W., E. H. 
(Joseph Williamson, Edge Hill.)

7th August 1839."

1 The Rambler, No. 13, 8th April 1837.
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Joseph Williamson died in May 1841, and was 
interred in the Necropolis. His effects were sold 
by auction on 7th June, and comprised articles which 
one would certainly never expect to find in the 
possession of a man whose "sleeping place was 
more like the den for a wild beast than the dwelling 
of a human being !"

In 1858 the property which Mr. Williamson held 
fell out of lease, and shortly after some of the larger 
houses were utilised as storehouses for the Engineers 
and Fourth Volunteer Artillery. That occupied by 
Williamson himself became the barracks of the 
Twelfth Artillery, which was well known at the 
time as the "Fighting Twelfth" or "Rough Dozen." 
The first complete Brigade or Battalion of Volun 
teers, the Fourth Lancashire Artillery, close on 700 
strong, was raised in 1859, wholly by Major James 
Walter, and was formed almost entirely from young 
clerks in Liverpool. Colonel James Bourne was in 
command. About 1902 most of these singular 
buildings were demolished, and on the site of two 
of them were erected the headquarters of the First 
Lancashire Royal Engineers, at a cost of about 
,£6000. These were opened by Colonel J. F. 
Robinson, V.D., on 25th July 1903, and comprise 
drill shed and outside parade ground, and inside 
handsome rooms for officers and sergeants, and 
excellent recreation rooms for the men.


