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SIR THOMAS JOHNSON :
HIS IMPECUNIOSITY AND DEATH.

By Arthur C. Wardle.

Read 27 October, 1938.

F the long line of Liverpool’s public men and
merchant-princes, there is probably no more
outstanding figure than that of Sir Thomas Johnson, to
whose initiative and energy the city remains indebted for
its emergence, two centuries ago, from the status of a
small out-port to that of the second sea-port of the
Kingdom. His name is perpetuated locally by Sir
Thomas Street, and by the tablet in the Municipal Build-
ing there, but our historians have so far failed to furnish
us with any lengthy memoir of Johnson. This may be
due to the meagreness of contemporary records, although
the Norris Papers contain sufficient material from which
to compile a record of his activities during the first
decade of the eighteenth century. Unfortunately, this
collection terminates a few years after his receipt of a
knighthood and, with the exception of brief references in
the Town Books, the student of local history must look
to external sources for evidence of Johnson’s subsequent
career.

His sudden disappearance from Liverpool in 1723 was
due primarily to pecuniary difficulties. In August, 1717,
Johnson, ‘“having observ’d the advertisement in the
Daily Courant,” put before the Council of Trade and
Plantations a proposal to purchase the whole of the
French part of St. Christophers (St. Kitts), in the West
Indies, for £61,000. This bold offer, however, was not
accepted, and it may well be that the proposal was a
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bid for fortune on the part of one who had already over-
reached himself by mercantile speculation or by public-
spirited zeal, for there is evidence that in the same year
Johnson and his son-in-law, Richard Gildart, were in-
debted to the Crown, in respect of tobacco bonds, to the
extent of £7,825 3s. 1d. The story of this debt, never
fully discharged, is told in the letter-books preserved at
the Liverpool Custom House, and in various State records.
On 18 January, 1719, Nathaniel Smith, Collector of
Customs at Liverpool, found it necessary to inform the
Commissioners of Customs, at London, that

‘““ Sr Thomas Johnson and Mr. Richard Gildart are both in
London Raising Money to pay off their debts to the Crown But
neither has yett paid any of the Old Bonds for long due but
have sent Shipps and Effects to London to Raise Money there
for there is a great scarcity of it here and Trading Almost at a
stand, I having given the Merchants Notice to pay off their
Bonds that are become due, and some have paid and others will
pay. . . .”

That Johnson and his associates at Liverpool were in
financial straits at this period is echoed by an entry in

the Town Books, under date 13 October, 1720 :

‘. . . This Councell have thought fitt to Remove and Doe
Remove and Discharge the said Alderman Moorcroft from being
Treasurer and Doe Elect Mr. Peter Hall Treasurer in his
stead. . . .”

This Peter Hall looms extensively in the Johnson-Norris
correspondence, and was a close trading friend of the
Liverpool knight, but six months after Hall’s election,
the council saw fit to elect *“ Mr. Henry Trafford Treasurer
for the Benefit of Mr. Peter Hall who is at present under
some Misfortunes he giveinge Security immediately to lay
his accounts monthly before the Councill and to have
twenty pounds p. ann. Sallary. A Councill was after-
wards call’d to settle Mr. Hall’'s a/¢cs which not being
ready were ordered to be settled next Councill day.”
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Another minor evidence of Johnson’s impecuniosity at
the time is contained in the Bluecoat School’s records.
In 1720, Johnson apparently was deputed to apply for
a royal charter for the school. The application failed,
for, in 1726, the following entry occurs: ‘“ To Sir Thos.
Johnson, cash sent in 1720 to procure a charter; had
never any account or cash back, £20.”

On 25 October, 1722, a petition from Thomas Bootle
was read before the House of Commons, setting forth

‘“ That, at the Election of Members to serve in Parliament
for the Borough of Leverpool, in the County Palatine of Lan-
caster, William Cleveland Esquire ; Sir Thomas Johnson, Knight,
and the Petitioner stood Candidates ; That the said Sir Thomas
Johnson was not Qualified he not having an Estate sufficient ;
and the Petitioner does insist that the Return of the said Sir
Thomas Johnson is void ; and praying for Relief in the Premises.
Ordered, That the said Petition be referred to the Committee
of Privileges and Elections; And Report the same, with their
Opinion, to the House; Ordered That it be an Instruction to
the said Committee That they do hear the Matter of the said
Petitioner upon Monday the fourth Day of February next.”

By the then existing law, members of Parliament were
required to possess property to an annual value of £300,
and Johnson’s candidature had evidently been challenged
at Liverpool before the election, for the council minutes
record an affidavit to the effect that he owned the neces-
sary property as a qualification for Parliament. It is
ironical to note that Thomas Bootle was a brother of the
Edward Bootle who married Jane, a daughter of Sir
Thomas Johnson, and he would be familiar, therefore,
with the knight’s pecuniary circumstances.

Johnson retained his seat in the Commons, and served
on several Committees down to 15 January, 1723, but
three days later a note appeared in the Historical Register :

““ Sir Thomas Johnson of Liverpool Knt Member of Parliament
for that Borough made Collector of Customs in Virginia.”
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and a similar notice appeared in the Polstical State of
Great Britain, under date 19 January. Four days after-
wards, specific reference to this sudden appointment was
made when the House of Commons ordered that

‘“ Mr. Speaker do issue his Warrant to the Clerk of the Crown

to make out a new Writ for the election of a Burgess to serve in
this present Parliament for the Borough of Liverpool in the
County Palatine of Lancaster in the Room of Sir Thomas Johnson
who since his Election for the said Borough hath accepted the
Office of Collector of the Customs in the Rappahannock River
in Virginia.”
However severe his impecuniosity, the knight thus had
sufficient influence with the Government to procure this
office and thereby avoid the necessity for forced retire-
ment from Parliament by a finding of the Committee of
Privileges and Elections. On 22 January, the House
ordered that ‘“ Thomas Bootle Esquire be at Liberty to
withdraw his Petition complaining of an undue Election
and Return for the Borough of Leverpool in the County
of Lancaster.”

At Liverpool itself, Johnson’s retirement was recorded
by the following memorandum in the Town Books :

‘“Mem. The Second Day of February 1722. [1723] The
Hono'r’ble Langham Booth was Elected Representative in
Parliam’t for this Borough in the Room of Sr Thos. Johnson who
hath accepted of A place under the Governm’t.”

Beyond this entry, there is little in local records to throw
light on the subsequent career of this maker of modern
Liverpool. He passed the remaining years of his life
in relative obscurity. Several historians have too readily
assumed that Johnson took up his appointment on the
Rappahannock River, but so far not a shred of firm
evidence has appeared to confirm his ever leaving the
shores of England for that purpose, nor of his having
been buried at some place overseas.
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A search made by the Commissioners of Customs
resulted in my receiving the following communication :
“. . . Iam toadd that there is no record in this Depart-
ment of Sir Thomas Johnson ever having been Collector
at Rappahannock River in Virginia. During the possible
period of such tenure the post of Collector at that port
was held by Richard Chichester and Adam Cockburn.”
A search of the State Papers, and of the books preserved
at the Liverpool Custom House, also resulted in lack of
evidence of such an appointment having been under-
taken by Johnson, although the following notice, which
appeared in the British Journal of 26 January, 1723, a
few days after issue of the Liverpool election writ, would
indicate otherwise :

‘“ Sir Thomas Johnson who was chosen one of the Representa-
tives in this Parliament for Leverpoole in Lancashire being
appointed Collector of his Majesty’s Customs in Virginia 7s we
heay prepaving to go thither. It is thought Thomas Bootle of the
Inner Temple Esq. will be elected Member in his Room.”

As already noted, Bootle was not elected. He after-
wards put forward an unsuccessful petition to unseat his
second opponent, and did not enter Parliament until
some years later.

Further search fails to bring any additional reference
to Johnson’s intended departure for the Plantations ;
and for a glimpse of his later career, the historian has to
content himself with such meagre evidences as the pro-
gress of payment of the knight’s debt to the Crown. Fox
Bourne, in his English Merchants, refers to Johnson being
in receipt of £80 per annum in respect of the collectorship
in Virginia, but this has never been confirmed.

Johnson’s financial affairs continued to exercise the
attention of the Customs authorities in London for years
after his retirement from Parliament. On 2 April, 1723,
the Collector at Liverpool informed the Commissioners
of the death of Thomas Ball, “ one of Sir Thomas
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Johnson’s Collateral Security and who is bound with
Mr. Richard Gildart in most of his Tobc. bonds.”
It is thus apparent that Johnson was dependent at
that time upon a son-in-law, and a brother-in-law—
Thomas Ball, attorney, having married Johnson’s
sister, Anne. Ball, however, died in 1707, and
apparently this fact was not disclosed to the Commis-
sioners until public knowledge of Johnson’s pecuniary
situation made it necessary. The Commissioners now
directed the Liverpool Collector ‘* to call upon Sir Thomas
Johnson to give a new Security in ye Room of the said
Ball.”’ The collector was not successful in obtaining
immediate security, for the Commissioners found it
necessary to write, on 30 July, 1723:

“You have neglected to report to us whether Sir Thomas
Johnson & Mr. Richard Gildart Merchants at your Port have
made due payment of their respective debts to the Crown accord-
ing to the Conditions of the Collateral bonds. We direct that
you forthwith report the same to us as you ought to have done
immediately after the payments became due or were made
pursuant to the former Order of this Bond.”

To this, the following reply was despatched from Liver-
pool :

““ Your Honnrs of the 3oth ult Was Recd to wch we humbly
answr yt M. Gildart has hitherto made due payment of Sr Tho.
Johnson’s Bonds due to the Crown. But on 6th September next
another payment is due which he will punctually comply with
Wee have called on Mr. Gildart but he hath not given another
Security in the Room of Mr. Tho. Ball lately deceast. Neither
has Gildart complied with the Condition of his Bond to pay £1.000
at Midsum Last but says he hath mett with Disappointments
and will certainly pay it at Michaelmas next. Wee ask pardon
for not answering it soon occasioned by the Collector’s absence
&c ..

The Commissioners again wrote on 31 August, 1723 :

‘“ Observing by your Letter of the 6th Instant that Mr. Richard
Gildart has not yet complyed with the Conditions of this Bond
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for paying f1.000 due at Midsummer last you are to call upon
the said Gildart for payment thereof and acquaint him that if
he does not immediately comply therewith an Extent will Imme-
diately be set down against him and you are toreport tous your
proceedings. We are, Your Loveinge Friends, H. Brent. ]J.
Stanley. R. Baylis. T. Maynard.”

On 23 September, the Collector at Liverpool reported
that Gildart had not paid £300 due on account of John-
son’s bonds, due on 6 September, nor on his own for
£1,000. This correspondence continued throughout 1723
until 1725, revealing Gildart’s dilatory payments on
account. During these years, it is clear that Johnson
was not domiciled in Liverpool, and that Richard Gildart,
his son-in-law and former partner, acted as his agent.
In a letter of 24 January, 1726, there is an intimation that
Johnson must have been somewhere at hand in London,
for the Lords Commissioners then directed, by warrant,
that all proceedings against Gildart were to be stayed
in respect of his debt for interest on Tobacco Bonds
amounting to £343 16s. 7id.

An ancillary correspondence exchanged between George
Medcalfe, the Customs solicitor in London, and John
Colquitt, collector at Liverpool, sheds further light on
Johnson’s indebtedness. On 15 March, Colquitt wrote :

‘“ In pursuance of yours of the 28 ultimo I have spoke to Mr
Gildart about the payment of ye two Bonds wch was sent up to
you in Novemb last and he acquaints me that he intends to dis-
charge ye same about ye latter end of next month. I have like-
wise looked into Sr Tho Johnson’s Bonds formerly sent up and
do find that there is remaining now due to ye King £2168.12.10%.
That there was a Collateral Bond given 6 Sept 1721 for a further
security of his Debt then due to the Crown wch was £4503.15.1%.
Soe that there is now remaining ye first-mentioned sum as above.
There is likewise a further indulgence given by the Commrs order
of 7th March 1722 by virtue of a Treasury Warrant of ye 5 of
said March to allow them to discharge the above debt by paying
£300 halfe yearly ’till the Debt was discharged and alsoe to




188 Sir Thomas Johnson :

relinquish ye whole interest. There is lately become due one
of the halfe yearly payments wch I shall demand and if not paid
in a very little time shall acquaint the Board agreeable to their
Order abovementioned for I doubt the Collaterall Security now
to be but indifferent. There is remaining only of Mr. Gildart’s
old Bonds £342.9.54 wch sume is about ye interest that he has
already paid on Bonds Discharged And as he informs me he has
some reason to expect a Warrant from ye Treasury to discharge
him of all the interest that was due on those old Bonds wch if
obtained it will discharge the above sum now standing out, the
whole principall being already paid, if all money had been applied
that way.”

Outstanding tobacco bonds at Liverpool troubled the
authorities in London until 1727, when Colquitt, who
had evidently been instructed to furnish a list of these
debts, wrote to Medcalfe :

‘“ There being no such Bonds belonging to the Port except
that of Sr Thomas Johnson & I know no reason why it is not
prosecuted and should be very glad if you could furnish me with
one, for the prosecution against this Bond has been so often
stopt by direction to you that I have heard nothing of them
since I was in Town in April last when you tould me he had a
further indulgence to Midsummer last. His indulgence was out
unless it had been renewed. But since that time have heard
nothing further about them. Please to pardon this trouble and
favour me with a line at your first leisure. . . .”

There is reason to believe that Johnson had returned
to, or was still resident in England at this time, for a
scrutiny of the books of the Borough Treasurer (Henry
Trafford), preserved at the City Library, Liverpool, shows
that an entry exists on folio 61 of the Ledger: “Sr
Thos Johnson’s Note. Wheelbarrows, 12s.”” in the High-
ways and Streets account, as late as three months after
his appointment as collector on the river Rappahannock.
It is significant, also, that in respect of payments of rent
for the waterworks at Liverpool, Johnson’s account in
the Ledger stands thus:
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“ Dr. SIR THOMAS JOHNSON.

1726 Decr 21 To Six yrs ground Rent for ye
Waterworks due ye 29 Sept 1725 £3I.10.0.

@ £5.5.0. £31.10.0.

1727 Octo 30 entered in Acct for 1726 To 1 yrs
ditto 1726 : ) £5.5.0.
Entered in Acct for 1727

£5.5.0.
1728 Nov 19 To 1 yrs ground rent 1727 . £5.5.0.
Entered into Acct 1728

£5.5.0.
1730 Sep 29 To 3 yrsground Rent due this day.
Entered in Acct 1731. s . {15.15.0.”

The contra account is blank. The lump-sum payment
of six years’ ground rent in 1726, and the regular sub-
sequent payments annually point to Johnson’s presence
in England from 1726 to 1728. It is interesting to note,
also, that in the ““Account of Monies paid on account of
the Privy Purse etc. between March 1721 and March
1725 " there is the item : ““ Sir Thomas Johnson Knight
received £350 as of Royal Bounty.” Was this payment
made to him on his return from official duties abroad
in or about 1725 ? One fact stands out clearly, i.e. that
Johnson had considerable influence with the Govern-
ment, otherwise he might have experienced the bitter
fate of most insolvents or debtors of those days.

Johnson’s debt to the Crown was never redeemed, and
after his death Gildart, the son-in-law, figured in several
appeals to the Treasury for relief as security, until finally,
in 1740, twelve years after Johnson’s death, a warrant
was issued by the Treasury allowing to *‘ Richard Gildart
£381 125. 81d., being the remainder of the debt of £4,503
15s. 0}d. due to the Crown from Sir Thomas Johnson
for tobacco duties and for whom Gildart was surety.”
It is noteworthy that Gildart’s petition, presented on 23
February, 1739, concerned his bond for “ Sir Thomas
Johnson, since dead, inmsolvent.”’

o
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Although the place of Johnson’s death has hitherto
remained obscure to local historians, the date is fixed by
two entries in contemporary periodicals :

(@) The Historical Register for 1729 :

‘““ Decr. 28. 1728. Dy’d Sir Thomas Johnson Knt sometime
Collector of Customs in Virginia and Member of Parliament for
the Town of Liverpool in Lancashire.”

(b) The Political State of Great Britain, Vol. XXXVI,
p- 601 :

‘“ Decr. 1728. On Saturday the 28th died Sir Thomas Johnson
formerly Member of Parliament for Liverpool.”

For years past, local historians have been compelled
to accept an assumption that Johnson died overseas,
presumably relying upon Heywood’s statement in the
introduction to his Norris Papers. Picton, Baines, and
earlier writers, and such Parliamentary annalists as Pink
and Beavan, state that he died in Virginia. Fox Bourne,
who treats of Johnson most extensively in his Ewnglish
Merchants, states: ‘“ He left Liverpool and England in
the following January (1723). He went to take a custom
house officer’s place on the Rappahannock in Virginia at
a salary of £80 a year; and there or somewhere in the
New World he died a short time previous to May, 1729.”
The Dictionary of National Biography and other authori-
tative books of reference arrive at a similar conclusion,
while editions of the Ewncyclopedia Britannica state that
he died in Jamaica. Thus, later writers have been
thrown off the scent completely by the facility with
which their predecessors accepted doubtful or hearsay
evidence.

The fact is that Johnson died in London, as proved
by a recent search of contemporary newspapers. On
2 January, 1729, the London Daily Post contained the
following obituary notice :
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““ December 28. Sir Thomas Johnson Knt some Time Collector
of the Custom in Virginia and Member in Several Parliaments
for Liverpool in Lancashire.”

and Fog’s Weekly Journal for Saturday, 4 January, 1729,
gave this brief note :

‘““ Deaths. Sir Tho. Johnson Knt, formerly Member of Parlia-
ment, Liverpool.”

But it is to the Country Journal, or Craftsman, of the same
date, that we must look for an indication of the place
of his death:

‘““ Dead. Sir Thomas Johnson at his Lodgings Charing Cross,
formerly Member of Parliament for Liverpool ; he was sometime
Collector of the Customs in Virginia but resigned that Employ-
ment and accepted a small pension from the Crown.”

which is confirmed by a notice in the Daily Post of
Monday, 30 December, 1728 :

““ On Saturday last died at his Lodgings in Charing-Cross Sir
Thomas Johnson Knt who had formerly represented the Borough
of Liverpool in Parliament for fourteen Years successively ; he

was some Time Collector of the Customs in Virginia, but resign’d
that Employment in lieu of a small pension from the Crown.”

Having thus established the fact that Johnson died in
London, and with the knowledge that he was not buried
in the Johnson family vault at St. Nicholas Church,
Liverpool, the next step towards fixing upon his place of
burial was perplexing, but knowledge that during the
eighteenth century the most proximate church to Charing
Cross would be that of St. Martin’s-in-the-Fields resulted
in a search of the burial register there and, by courtesy
of the Rector and the Verger, the writer was able to
determine that the Liverpool knight was buried at that
church on 5 January, 1729, as proved by an entry in the
register :

“

1729 January
5 Sir Thomas Johnson M.”
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Thus a problem which has baffled historians for more
than a century past is settled for all time. It is curious
to note that Johnson’s contemporaries left neither record
nor tradition as to the place and manner of his death.
The most important political and mercantile figure in the
borough for more than thirty years was surely worthy
of recognition by some retention, however slender, of
memory of the closing years of his life. His local popu-
larity apparently clung to him until his retirement from
Parliament in 1723, for his impecuniosity must have been
well known to the electors when they sent him to Parlia-
ment a few months previously. In those early days of
the century, Liverpool did not boast a newspaper, and
many of the local records of the period have perished,
but the Town Books remain, and yet there is no mention
of Johnson other than the bare entries in Henry Trafford’s
ledger, and a note that his place in the Council was filled
in May, 1729.

The notice contained in the Country Journal mentions
Johnson’s resignation from the Customs service on
receipt of a small pension. Taken in conjunction with
the gap in rent payments for the Liverpool waterworks,
and with the grant of £350 from the Royal Bounty, the
‘““small pension ’’ inclines one to the view that Johnson
did actually take a tour of duty on the Rappahannock
River or elsewhere abroad from 1723 until 1725. Against
this, however, must be placed the records of the Customs
authorities at London. We are left with the possibility
that Johnson took up office as collector in Virginia under
an assumed name, such as Chichester or Cockburn. It
is coincident to note that Adam Cockburn died in late
1728 or early 1729, vide the Historical Register for 1729 :
““14 May. Charles Grimes Esq. appointed Collector of
Rappahannock River in the Room of Adam Cockburn,
deceased.” One view which has been put forward is that
Johnson’s office as collector was a sinecure, and that
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Chichester or Cockburn actually undertook the duties.
Thus, further research is necessary if the activities of the
concluding years of Johnson’s life are ever to be faithfully
recorded. That those years must have been rendered
unhappy By his pecuniary difficulties is almost certain,
and the fact that he died in temporary domicile in
London and was not buried in the family vault in his
native town, points to that unpopularity often displayed
to men of note when they fall from the grace bestowed by
an affluence of this world’s goods.

Throughout the years 1726 and 1724, John Colquitt,
collector of Customs at Liverpool, constantly pressed the
Commissioners for prosecution of Johnson’s bonds, and
a month after his death, the Commissioners wrote :

““ GENTLEMEN,

You are directed without loss of time to send us in a state of
the Debt Due upon the Bonds entered into by Sir Thos Johnson
and Mr. Richard Gildart and what payments have been made
pursuant to the Warrant of the Treasury and how the Debt
stands at present. We are your loving Friends

J. EVELYN
W. Younc
B. BAIRFAX
F. HirLr.

Custom house,

London,

28 Jan 1728.

To Collr. & Comptr.”

and on 4 February, 1729, Colquitt wrote : ““ In obedience
to your Command of the 28th ult. herewith is transmitted
to your Honnrs a Statmt Account of Sr Thomas Johnson’s
Bonds and what remains due thereon. To which we
humbly refer and remain, etc. . . .”

As already mentioned, the debt to the Crown was never
finally paid in full, and this in large measure reflects the
respect which the Government evidently held for the
past services of the great Liverpool Whig. Nevertheless,
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his liabilities must have proved most irritating and
onerous to Richard Gildart, the son-in-law, for, as late
as 1734, the vindictive Thomas (now Sir Thomas) Bootle
wrote to the Duke of Somerset, apropos the Liverpool
election campaign then in progress : ‘“ Brereton, who acts
immediately under his (?) influence has set up with him-
self one Geldart, a merchant in the town, who is deeply
engaged in Custom house bonds to the Crown and who
must be in the same measures as himself, and they too
making interest on the ministerial foot.”
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APPENDIX.

Y courtesy of the Town Clerk I have transcribed, as |
under, the minute in the Liverpool Town Books which
relates to Johnson’s qualification for Parliament :

“April 17. 1722. Mr Aldrmn Norris & Aldrmn Moorcroft
Demanding that Sr Thomas Johnson who was elected the 27th
Day of March last Representative in Parlmt for this Burrough |
Shld take his Corporall Oath as follows :—1I Thomas Johnson Do |
swear that I truly and bona fide have such an Estate in Law or ;
Equity to and for my own Benefitt of or in Lands tenmts or j
Heriditamts (over and above what will satisfy & all incumbrances |
that may Affect the same) of the Annuall Value of three hundred f
pounds as Doth Quallifie me to be elected and Returned A !
Member for this Burrough of Liverpool in the County Pallatine
of Lancaster according to the tenour & true meaning of the Act
of Parliament in that behalf and that my Lands tenmts or Here-
ditamts are lying & being in Liverpool afsd within the parish .
of Liverpool, in Wigan within the parish of Wigan,? in Windl it
and Sutton within the parish of Prescott, in Ford within the (
parish of Sephton, & in Hale within the parish of Childwall, all |
in the said County Pall of Lancaster. He did take such Oath.”

1 The property in Wigan may well have been that which Johnson offered
to sell to Edward Markland, in 1706. See ‘‘ Calendar of Markland Family
Papers ”’ (Arnold W. Boyd, M.A.), Vol. XLVII, Transactions of the Lancashire
and Cheshire Antiquarian Society.







