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THE Society's Transactions already include two contributions 
relating to the Liverpool Customs collection and the buildings 

connected therewith, one by the present writer dealing with the 
early Collectors of Customs, the other being an exhaustive paper 
which covered the history of the custom-houses on the site of the 
Old Dock. 1

This paper is intended to fill the gap between these contri­ 
butions by treating of the earlier places of local Customs and of the 
extent and limits of the Port in those early days. It is submitted 
with temerity because research has been hampered by the un­ 
fortunate loss (by enemy action) of the valuable correspondence 
books which were preserved at the Liverpool Custom House. 
They reached back to the seventeenth century, and some years ago, 
by courtesy and permission of the Honourable Commissioners of 
Customs, I was privileged to search these records and can testify 
to their immense evidential value from the standpoint of 
Liverpool's local mercantile history.

The office of collectors of customs (custodes customae) dates from 
the reign of Edward I, when officials were appointed to certain 
ports for the purpose of collecting customary dues on behalf 
of the Crown. It is doubtful, however, whether any regular 
machinery for the collection of the royal revenue in the north­ 
ern ports existed until the Tudor period. Later, the customs 
collection was let out to farm, i.e. to a certain person or syndicate 
in return for a stipulated rent paid to the Crown, the " farmers " 
or lessees putting in their own collectors and applying the proceeds 
to their own use. In the reign of James I, the system of farming 
the various duties separately was substituted by formation of 
a " great farm," covering the majority of the then current duties. 
After the quarrel with Charles I, the Long Parliament regulated 
the customs collection by means of a Parliament commission

1 TRANSACTIONS, Vol. 78, p.3.
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or committee, but at the Restoration " farming" was again 
introduced. In 1662 the Commissioners once again took over 
the farm, but the scheme eventually proved unsuccessful and 
in 1671, when negotiations for a new farm had broken down, 
the whole administration was put into the hands of Commis­ 
sioners appointed by royal letters patent. The collector at each 
port thenceforward became and remained an official of the Crown.

Before 1671, then, at any port in the Kingdom there may have 
been a number of persons collecting various duties or customs 
at one and the same time not one of whom would be entitled 
to be regarded as the collector of customs. Up to that date, 
Liverpool had been a member port or creek of Chester for revenue 
purposes and, as such, would have a small custom-house where an 
officer would deputise for the collector or comptroller of Chester 
port. In the printed Town Books there are several references 
to the royal customs officers at Liverpool, but it is difficult to 
locate their actual seat of business. One early reference to the 
subject of customs is quoted by Elton, who cites a transcription of 
a visitation from Henry VIII's commission (1545-1547) mention­ 
ing : " one annual rent pay'd for the custome house, 55.," presum­ 
ably being the five shillings which, in 1515, Rector John Crosse had 
stipulated that the priest at the high altar of St. Mary should pay 
to the priest at St. Katherine's altar, out of his receipts of "ye 
sellar " under the town hall or exchange, then being used as a 
warehouse or custom-house. This, however, may have been the 
town's common warehouse, and there is no evidence to confirm 
that it was the seat of royal custom at Liverpool.

Picton (Memorials, Vol. i. p. 40) refers to a payment of rent 
in 1553 by the King's farmers to William More for the use of a 
house in Castle Street, which may well have been for housing a 
customs officer. The Okill manuscripts, preserved by the 
Liverpool Corporation, contain an item, dated 1573, relating to 
the " Port Town of Liverpool and the Queen's Majestie's Custom­ 
house theare," but the situation of this building or warehouse is 
not stated. From the records at present available it seems im­ 
possible to gain any reliable information as to the whereabouts 
of this rather important seat of the Crown revenues during the 
sixteenth century. On 24 April 1649, however, the Navy Com­ 
mittee, according to a document of that date preserved among
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the State Papers, authorized the Commissioners to pay to Cap­ 
tain Hugh Hindley, the sum of £18 55. od. for the rent of a room 
to be used as a custom house by " the collector of Liverpool." 
Thus, even at that late date, the little port did not boast a separate 
building for the purpose.

Moore (in the Rentall, 1667), when referring to " the vacant 
place at the More Street End next the river side," states : " Here, 
for two hundred pounds you may wall in a place from the sea, 
and build a custom house there. It would draw all the custom 
of the town into this street, and make your houses that are now 
but at ten pounds a year rise to twenty pounds per annum. To 
effect this, agree with some of the customers, and give them a lease 
and twentyone years after, and let them do it upon the king's 
account, because there is no king's custom house in this town. 
And whoever is collector, may live in it, either at a great or small 
rent, during the lease from you ... If ever you be great at court, 
it may, with the help of the farmers of the customs, be easily 
procured, when the king by them is given to understand the 
great want of a custom house in such an eminent port as Liver­ 
pool."

Moore's entry has caused several local historians to state that 
the old town-hall was used as a custom-house until 1673. Picton 
infers that it was then moved to Moore Street. W. Fergusson 
Irvine (Liverpool in the Reign of King Charles] similarly states 
that it was located for a time in Moore Street, and Lacey (Pictorial 
Liverpool) says that the Custom house was moved to Moore 
Street before 1680. Herdman (Pictorial Relics, 1856) goes 
further by including a lithographic view of the Moore Street 
Custom house, and there is also a sepia drawing of the same 
building in the Foster-Tinne collection at the Liverpool Public 
Library. These, however, can be nothing but conjectural draw­ 
ings, for there is no reliable evidence that the Liverpool customs 
authority was ever officially domiciled in Moore Street. This 
building is thus given a doubtful precedence in the local history 
catalogue of the Public Library by the title, " the second Custom 
House."

There is the probability that Edward Moore began to compile 
his Rentall some years before 1667, the date of its completion, 
for despite the custom house reference in the Rentall and the
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claims of the Moore Street site, there is every reason to believe 
that Liverpool's custom house of that period was in being and use, 
at the bottom of Water Street, as early as 1663. In that year, 
a building on that site, described as the " custome house " was 
taxed on one hearth, in the return of that year. Again, in the 
Hearth Tax return of 1673, there is the entry : " Mr. Burche, 
for custom house, one hearth." Thomas Birch is shewn in the 
return of 1662 as residing in Water Street, and was then taxed 
on four hearths. Are we to assume, then, that the custom house 
of 1663 was a room in Birch's house or an outbuilding thereof ? 
If the former, Moore, in so emphatically stating that Liverpool 
did not possess a custom house in 1667, may have been stressing 
the point that the town did not boast a separate or independent 
building for that purpose. It is clear, at least, from the Hearth 
Returns that a Liverpool custom house existed in Water Street 
as early as 1663, and this could well be the initial instalment of 
the group of buildings and yard later known as " the custom 
house and custom house yard," which extended along the strand 
from Water Street to Moore Street, presumably built and leased 
by Sylvester Morecroft, and made familiar to us by drawings 
and paintings by several hands. The only faithful documentary 
evidence of these buildings is that depicted in the well-known 
oil-painting of Liverpool's river-front about 1680, formerly in 
possession of Ralph Peters and now owned by the Corporation. 
It is not shewn clearly in Buck's View of Liverpool, 1728, but a 
very clear idea of its lay-out can be gained from Lang's plan 
of 1750, prepared for use in the action of Galley v. Glegg, men­ 
tioned at length by Touzeau (The Rise and Progress of Liverpool) 
and others.

The author of A General and Descriptive History of Liverpool, 
1795, writes (p. 49) : " The old custom-house, which then stood 
at the south side of Water Street, opposite to this tower [the 
Derby Tower] had the principal front facing the river to the 
west, and covered the ground from thence southward to the old 
ropery, but the building appears to have been erected some little 
distance from the river, no doubt for the convenience of landing 
goods, no docks at this time having been made." Gregson (in 
his Fragments) states that this custom house stood where the 
Goree warehouses stand, on the south west end of Water Street
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opposite the Tower. That the building lay somewhat south of 
the Water Street frontage is confirmed by the petition of Sylvester 
Morecroft on 5 May 1703, to the Corporation for permission to 
remove a pump at the end of Water Street, as he intended to im­ 
prove a shop there and to make a gateway to the custom house. 
This building is also recorded in the Liverpool Assessment Book 
of 1708 where, under the heading of Water Street, Sylvester 
Morecroft is assessed at £i 2S. 4d. " p. ye Custom house."

With the completion of the new dock at Liverpool in 1715, and 
the port's expanding trade, it became necessary for a new and 
more commodious custom house to be constructed adjacent to 
the dock; and on 10 February 1717, the Common Council 
" Order'd That a Committee be appointed by Mr. Mayor to 
consider of p'pr methods to be taken to obtain a power to land 
goods in and out of ye Dock and to build a Custom house there 
and to desire our Members of Parliament to assist therein." The 
Commissioners eventually moved in the matter, and in 1722 a 
new custom house was completed at the east end of the dock. 
In May of that year, all the officers and their staff quitted the 
Water Street premises and yard, which were soon put to use for 
other purposes.

Reverting to the Water Street building, the following note of 
the Customs establishment at Liverpool is among the documents 
preserved at the Customs Library, in London : 

An Establishment of ye Officers of ye Customes
belonging to ye Outports, 1671.
James Vernon
John Hesketh
Augustine Wilkins
Geo. Moorcroft 

Sanckey Bridge Edrd. Ogle 
Frodsham Thomas Button

John Parr
Edward Browne 

Liverpoole Richard Gunstance
Henry Watson

Nine years later, the establishment was shewn as under:  
Customs Establishment for Lady Day Quarter, 1679. 
LEUERPOOL
James Vernon Collr. 
A Clerk

"1 

J

Collector 
Surveyor

Waitr. & Searcher

Survyr.
Waitr. & Searcher
Porter

Tidesman & Boatman
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John Hesketh Surveyor
Augustine Wilkins Waiter & Searcher
Adnr. Ashton ~|
Richd. Gunstance > Tidesmen & Boatmen
John Farrer J

Sanckey Bridge Edw. Ogle Surveyor 
Frodsham Tho. Dutton Waiter & Searcher

John Parr Boatman
Edw. Browne
William Kirby Riding Surveyor

to have his residence at Leuerpool 
from the i of May to the j of 
Nowembr for his Salary onely; 
and Six shill & eight pence p diem 
when he shall Trauell.

An indication of the area covered by the jurisdiction of the 
Liverpool Customs Collector of those days is gained from the 
Exchequer Warrant of 1680, denning the limits of the port, of 
which the following is a transcript : 

THE SETTLEMENT OF THE EXTENT, BOUNDS, & LIMITS OF 
THE PORT OF LEVERPOOL IN THE COUNTY OF LANCASTER, 
A MEMBER OF THE PORT OF CHESTER, IN THE COUNTY OF 
CHESTER ; AND THE LAWFUL PLACE, KEYS OR WHARF WITHIN 
THE SAME ; RETURNED INTO THE COURT OF THE EXCHEQUER 
IN MICHAELMAS-TERM IN THE THIRTY-SECOND YEAR OF 
THE REIGN OF HIS MAJESTY KING CHARLES II.

The said Port of Leverpool extends from Red Stones on the Point of
Wirrall southerly, to the foot of the Ribble Water in a direct line Northerly
and so upon the South Side of the said River to Hesketh Bank Easterly.

That open Place, from the end of Redcross-Street Southerly, to the
Shilly Patch Northerly, being about Five hundred Yards distant in the
Length and Bounded by the Town of Leverpool Easterly, and the River
Westerly.

The " shilly patch " abovementioned obviously was the " Lime­ 
stone Perch " shewn in the various plans and surveys of Liverpool 
port. Upon completion of the new custom house in 1722, the 
Collector's jurisdiction was extended considerably, and the 
" lawful quays, etc." denned more firmly, as recited in the 
Exchequer return, of which the following is a transcript : 

LIMITS OF PORT AND LEGAL QUAYS, igth SEPTEMBER, 1723.
We whose hands and seals are hereto set and affixed being eight of the

Commissioners named and in and to whom with others the Commission
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hereto is directed for ascertaining the present Settlement of the Extents 
Bounds and Limits and Privileges of the said Member Port of Liverpool 
and for setting further Quays and Wharfs there and for the doing and 
executing the several matters and things in and by the said Commission 
appointed relating to the said Port of Liverpool in the said Commission 
mentioned in pursuance of and in obedience unto We humbly certify to 
the Right Honourable the Barons of his Majesty's Court of Exchequer at 
Westminster that by virtue of the said Commission we did on the aoth day 
of August 1723, at several days and times as well before as afterwards 
personally repair unto the said Port of Liverpool and carefully did search 
view and survey the present open places there and thereabouts and the New 
Dock or Bason there lately made for Security of all Ships trading to and 
from that Port and the Quays and Wharfs which encompassed the same 
which Dock is situated and distant from the South side of Red Cross Street 
and in Liverpool aforesaid through Strand Street to the North West Corner 
of the Dock 180 yards and containing in the whole 665 yards about including 
the entrance from the Outward Gates thereof and by virtue of the said 
Commission we do hereby set down appoint and settle the Extent Bounds 
and Limits of the said Port to contain and be as followeth that is to say : 

From Redstones in Hoylake on the Point of Wirrall Southerly to the 
foot of the River Ribble Water, in a direct line Northerly and so upon the 
South side of the said River to Hesketh Bank Easterly and to the River 
Astland and Douglas there and so all along the Sea Coast of Meols and 
Formby into the River Mersey, and all over the Rivers Mersey Irwell and 
Weaver and by virtue of the said Commission we have assigned and appoin­ 
ted and by these presents do assign and appoint the several open place or 
places hereafter mentioned to be places keys and wharfs respectively for 
the landing and discharging loading and shipping of any Goods Wares or 
Merchandizes within the said Port of Liverpool being meeted limited and 
bounded as follows that is to say : 

From the North side of a certain place which lies to the Northward of 
Chappel Street end, called the Hole and the Shilly Patch to the end of 
Red Cross Street Southerly being about 500 yards distant in length and 
bounded by the Town of Liverpool Easterly and the said River Mersey 
Westerly which said place and places so assigned and appointed as afore­ 
said are in our Judgments and discretions most convenient and fit for the 
uses and services aforesaid and from the Outward Gates of the said Dock 
on each side of the entrance to the Dock and all along the Quays and Wharfs 
thereof at each end and on each side of the said Dock containing 665 yards 
about as aforesaid as they are now bounded by the buildings fronting the 
said wharfs or quays which said wharfs or quays are in breadth on the North 
side from the Outward Gates to the East end or the uppermost part of the 
Dock 15 yards and at the East fronting the Custom House and all along 
that end 25 yards and on the South side to the Buildings on the North 
West end or corner of Mersey Street 10 yards and i foot and from thence 
to the said Outward Gates on the South side 15 yards all which said Quays
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and Wharfs so assigned and appointed as aforesaid are in our judgments 
and discretions most convenient and fit for the uses and services aforesaid 
and for examining and dispatching of all Goods Wares and Merchandizes 
upon to and from all ships and boats lying and being within the said Dock 
and all ships and boats lying and being within the said Dock and Entrance 
and We do by these Presents set down and appoint and settle the Extents 
Bounds and Limits of the said several and respective places quays and 
wharfs to be as aforesaid and We do hereby and by virtue of the said 
Commission utterly prohibit disannul make void determine and debar all 
other places within the said Port of Liverpool from the privilege right and 
benefit of a place key or wharf for landing or discharging loading or shipping 
of any Goods Wares and Merchandizes as aforesaid except as in the said 
Commission is excepted.

In Testimony whereof We have hereto humbly subscribed our names 
and affixed our seals the igth day of September, 1723.

Edw'd Ratchdale Mayor
R'd. Peters Town Clerk
Nath. Smith
P. Brooke D. Cust'r
W'm. Sims
W'm Stokes
J. Digby x
Jo. Bentley

The document is interesting, in that it contains the dimensions 
or measurements of the quays of Liverpool's first dock as origin­ 
ally laid out, and also the earliest reference to Mersey Street 
which I have yet been able to find.

Thus, the extents of the Customs jurisdiction in Liverpool 
during the I7th and i8th centuries are now established, and the 
following list of Collectors of Customs at the Port of Liverpool 
since those days, kindly compiled by Mr. R. C. Jarvis, Librarian 
of the Customs House, London, from the seventeenth century 
down to our own day, should prove helpful to future students 
of the subject: 

JAMES VERNON
EDWARD SCARBOROUGH
LUKE SINGLETON
SIR BARNABAS SCUDAMORE
EDMOND SMITH
NATHANIEL SMITH
JOHN COLQUITT
JOHN COLQUITT, Junior

15 Jan. 
22 July

i June

10 Oct. 
17 June

1671 
1689
1705 
1706
1709
1710
1725 
1749
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22 Jan. 1773 HENRY HARDWAR
15 May 1782 JOHN KENNION 

2 July 1785 ARTHUR ONSLOW
14 Dec. 1807 JOHN TIMOTHY SWAINSON

7 Oct. 1823 ELIAS ARNAUD
i Aug. 1855 SAMUEL PRICE EDWARDS
3 Feb. 1865 WILLIAM PUGH GARDNER

1883 EDGAR POGDEN
29 Mar. 1883 THOMAS GRAY-JONES 

2 Oct. 1886 THOMAS W. CLARKE 
8 Aug. 1889 WILLIAM G. MACLEAN

28 Apr. 1892 DAVID PARRY WILLIAMS
29 Nov. 1907 EDGAR BATES 
i Jan. 1921 SIDNEY SCOTT 

10 July 1925 EDWIN ERLE STONEMAN 
i July 1929 TENNYSON J. D. LARGE, C.B.E. 
i Oct. 1942 THOMAS B. GIBSON, C.B.E. 

Much could be written regarding the abilities and sterling 
character of these representatives of the senior Crown service on 
Merseyside during the past three hundred years, a subject which 
might well tempt the pen of some future writer.

In conclusion I append a list of the approximate sites of succes­ 
sive Customs houses which have served the " creek " and the port 
of Liverpool: 

1. The " cellar " of the first Town Hall or Exchange.
2. Castle Street (1553).
3. Water Street (1663).
4. Moore Street (circa 1673).
5. Water Street and the Strand (1680-1722). 

  6. East Side of the first Dock (1722-1840).
7. The filled-in site of the Dock (1840-1941).
8. Cunard Building (1941).
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