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JOSEPH WILLIAMSON,

" THE KING OF EDGE HILL." 

II

By Charles R. Hand.

Read 4th November, 1926.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

THE EXCAVATIONS.

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

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

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

Quite recently, Mr. Robert Gladstone and I conducted 
a party of our members over this block of building. 
Most of the apartments led one from another in the most



90 Joseph Williamson.

capricious manner, and some of them had been con­ 
structed without windows or any other source of light. 
Mr. Williamson, as an afterthought, carved out a towering 
light shaft from roof to basement in order to rectify his 
omission. This, and other manifestations of the working 
of a thoroughly unorthodox mind were, however, easily 
eclipsed by what was seen below the street level.

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

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

We failed to discover a boundary. We were in a 
nightmare maze of constructed tunnels and caves. No­ 
body knows their extent. An adventurous youth who 
had followed the party offered to crawl on hands and 
knees along one of the tunnels. He stumbled and 
splashed for a great distance until we could hardly see 
the candle he pushed before him, but he was beaten at 
last, there not being room for him between the top of the 
rubbish and the roof of the tunnel. It is believed that
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CORNER AND END OF VAULT UNDER MR. WILLIAMSON'S 
HOUSE, IN 1926.
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this particular excavation originally extended as far as 
St. Mary's Church. It has often been said that in these 
workings are countless accumulations of spiders' ham­ 
mocks and armies of rats, but I have not seen either the 
one or the other.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Liverpool."

1 Cornelius Henderson was a portrait painter of some repute, and lived in 
1825-7 at 7 Browulow Hill. In 1839 he was at 8 Browulow Hill; in 1832,
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JOSEPH \VJI,LI.\MS(>\, AUGUST, 1828. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

roth March i8( )." '

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

1 Mr. Williamson was born on loth March 1769. The figures and words 
which were between the parenthesis marks aru now illegible.


