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This is an interim report on work being undertaken as part of the Mercantile Liverpool 
project in the Centre for Port and Maritime History, University of Liverpool. The 
three-year project began in January 2004. Its aim is to investigate the culture, business 
practice and built environment of Liverpool’s merchant community, focusing on the 
period c.1850-1914. The term ‘merchant’ is here used principally to describe traders, 
but is taken to include shipowners, manufacturers and others who derived their wealth 
from the trading activities of the port.  
 
I am responsible for the built environment strand of the project, funded by English 
Heritage, which will use the evidence of architecture and man-made landscapes to 
gain a fuller understanding of the way of life, tastes and aspirations of the merchant 
class. At this stage I am investigating merchants’ dwellings. Sources used so far 
include historical maps, street directories, official records of building control 
(unfortunately very incomplete), architectural drawings, historical photographs and 
reports in the architectural press. For biographical information about owners and 
occupiers I have used obituaries, diaries and family papers. The key sources, however, 
are the buildings themselves and their urban landscape setting. 
 
Liverpool was a place of little consequence before the later 17th century. As trade 
developed from the early 18th century onwards, it grew rapidly into one of the largest 
and wealthiest towns in England, and for the next two hundred years its leading 
citizens were not hereditary nobles or landowners, but prosperous merchants. Some 
merchant families were older than others – in 1854 Nathaniel Hawthorne, American 
consul in Liverpool, sarcastically called them ‘those ancient merchant-princely 
families, who form the century-old aristocracy of Liverpool’ – but generally speaking, 
Liverpool money was very new money. 
 
19th-century observers commented on how this sudden acquisition of wealth was 
reflected in the newness of Liverpool merchants’ dwellings. Describing Georgian 
Wavertree Hall in 1831, the author of Lancashire Illustrated considered its ‘sober 
antiquity’ exceptional in the neighbourhood of Liverpool, ‘where everything speaks 
of modern affluence and recent acquirement’. Hawthorne was disappointed to find 
that the interior of Poulton Hall, a house of various periods tenanted by a Liverpool 
merchant returned from America, had been refurbished ‘so that the impression is of 
newness, not of age’. Sefton Park, a wealthy villa suburb built up in the 1870s and 
80s, was mockingly nicknamed ‘Mushroom Park’ in a local satirical paper, because of 
its rootless origins and the ‘overnight’ rapidity of its growth. Such houses, erected in 
large numbers by the merchant class, or by speculative builders with merchant 
occupants in mind, provide a direct reflection of the mercantile life-style. 
 



My first aim has been to identify those areas of Liverpool where merchants clustered, 
using maps of different periods. Some earlier maps (R. Sherriff’s of 1823 and 
Jonathan Bennison’s of 1835) are usefully inscribed with the names of owners or 
occupiers of individual properties. Other large-scale maps clearly reveal those areas 
where the streets are wider than average and the houses larger, suburbs where villas 
are arranged with picturesque irregularity in spacious private estates, and outer areas 
where the grandest mansions are set in the most extensive grounds. Street directories 
confirm that these areas of greatest amenity were occupied by the merchant class. 
Having identified these districts, I have selected particular houses for closer scrutiny. I 
have aimed to choose houses which are well preserved, and for which there is 
substantial documentation in the form of architectural drawings, contemporary 
descriptions and historical photographs. I have also focused on owners and occupiers 
who are well-documented through surviving personal papers, biographies, memoirs 
and obituaries. A striking fact about merchants is the frequency with which they 
moved house, street directories making it possible to follow the changing occupancy 
of a single house over time, and trace the movements of an individual from house to 
house during the progress of his career.  
 
A generally accepted truth about the development of large British commercial and 
industrial towns in the 19th century is that citizens with sufficient money moved ever 
further from the congested, insalubrious centre, to more spacious, cleaner, greener 
locations of the fringes. By studying certain areas in greater depth, however, and by 
tracing the movements of certain individuals in detail, a more subtly shaded picture of 
elite residential patterns can emerge, in which factors such as a merchant’s extended 
family, and his business and political life, each play a part. The following brief case-
studies from the Mercantile Liverpool project show some of the possibilities of this 
approach. 
 
Thomas Worthington Cookson (c.1800-1867) was one of the founders in 1840 of the 
firm of Hatton & Cookson, shipowners and West African merchants specialising in 
the palm oil trade, who had business premises in Mersey Street, near the Custom 
House. Cookson occupied a house in Great George Square, the first of Liverpool’s 
large residential squares on the London model, with a central railed garden for the use 
of residents. Along with nearby Rodney Street and the more extensive Mosslake 
Fields area, it formed part of the eastward residential expansion of the town in the late 
18th-early 19th century, consisting of high-class terraced houses built to a spacious and 
regular street plan. Great George Square was about 750m from Mersey Street: 
conveniently close for business, but sufficiently separate for dignity. Around 1854 the 
Cookson family moved to Seaforth, about 6.5km north of the Exchange that marked 
the commercial centre of Liverpool. Seaforth, then still part of the town’s rural 
hinterland, had attractive marine views across the Mersey estuary and was home to a 
number of affluent merchants. Here Cookson and his business partner and brother-in-
law, Edward Hatton, commissioned the local architect William Culshaw to design a 
pair of identical detached houses, where they lived facing each other across a 
communal carriage drive. Living close to one’s relatives was not uncommon among 
19th-century Liverpool merchant families, as we shall see. Cookson died in 1867, 
leaving personal effects valued at £160,000, Hatton in 1880, leaving somewhat more. 
They were multi-millionaires in today’s terms. 
 



At least two of Cookson’s sons lived with their father at Seaforth. The eldest – also 
named T.W. Cookson – made the family home his own after their father’s death. 
Another, Edward Hatton Cookson (1837-1922), stayed with his brother for a few 
years then moved back into Liverpool in 1874. He established himself in Edge Lane, 
now a busy main road into the city but then a quiet thoroughfare forming one side of 
the affluent residential area of Fairfield. Its distance from the Exchange was a little 
over 3km. Family connections seem to have played a part in this move: street 
directories of the 1870s list Edward Hatton – the uncle after whom E.H. Cookson was 
named – at the Edge Lane house as well as at his Seaforth residence; and another of 
E.H. Cookson’s brothers, Henry Cookson (d.1893), lived just round the corner at 16 
Holly Road. Then, in the mid 1880s, Henry Cookson and E.H. Cookson moved from 
Fairfield to two adjacent houses in the even more select area of Sandfield Park, West 
Derby, about 6km from the Exchange. This was probably the most exclusive of 
several private housing estates established on the fringes of Liverpool from the 1840s 
onwards. Such estates generally had gates and lodges at the entrances, to ensure the 
residents’ seclusion and security, and the houses were reached off one or more 
picturesquely winding drives. At Sandfield Park the houses and the plots they 
occupied were significantly larger than in other examples, and the occupants were 
among the cream of Liverpool’s mercantile elite. 
 
Henry Cookson’s new house was called Runnymede. It had been built by John 
Houghton, partner in the firm of Canon, Miller, Houghton & Co, shipowners and 
merchants. Houghton, the son of a timber merchant resident in Rodney Street, was 
Liberal in politics and a Baptist by religion, and his later years, spent in retirement, 
were occupied with charitable and philanthropic work. He died at Runnymede in 
1883, leaving over £116,000. Cookson acquired the house, and straight away made 
significant alterations, plans by the architects F. & G. Holme being approved by the 
West Derby Urban District Council in September 1884. The works entailed the 
addition of a billiard room with elaborate plasterwork, and the remodeling of the hall 
with Renaissance-style paneling. The architects were sufficiently pleased with their 
work to show the designs in the Liverpool Autumn Exhibition of 1887 at the Walker 
Art Gallery. The reason for these changes is made clear by Henry Cookson’s 
obituaries, one of which explains that he ‘took an active part in the propagation of the 
Conservative cause in West Derby, not so much by his platform eloquence as by the 
munificence of his hospitality … When Lord Claud J. Hamilton and the late Hon. 
W.H. Cross visited the district they were invariably the guests of Mr Cookson at 
Runnymede; and frequently he extended the welcome of his home to the political 
workers of West Derby by holding garden parties’. A billiard room would probably 
have been unnecessary to a man of John Houghton’s quiet habits and piety, but was 
essential for political entertaining of the sort practised by Cookson.        
 
Henry’s brother, E.H. Cookson, made even more substantial alterations to his new 
home, just 460m away. The house was formerly occupied  - and probably built – by 
John Radcliffe, an attorney, listed in the street directories as resident in Sandfield Park 
from 1864. His house was called Rougemont, and here he died in 1884, leaving just 
under £21,000. The architectural evidence shows that Rougemont was a considerably 
smaller house than Runnymede, a square brick villa of two principal storeys, probably 
with four main rooms on the ground floor. In January and June 1885, E.H. Cookson 
obtained permission from West Derby Urban District Council to build a porch and 
make other additions, the effect of which was roughly to double the size of the house, 



which he renamed Kiln Hey. He seems to have had the original staircase of 
Radcliffe’s house removed, to create a very broad internal corridor. This led to an 
extension containing an enormous new barrel-vaulted staircase hall and a billiard 
room, presumably with bedrooms above. E.H. Cookson employed a lesser architect 
than his brother Henry at Runnymede, and aesthetically the results were rather 
pedestrian, but the transformation was extraordinary in its scale. Its main provisions 
were areas for masculine recreation and relaxation, and generously proportioned 
circulation routes. The new porch was no mere vestibule, but an exceptionally large, 
marble-paved room with a coved ceiling, spacious enough for the dignified reception 
of large groups of guests. 
 
As with his brother Henry, E.H. Cookson’s move to Sandfield Park and upgrading of 
his new house coincided exactly with developments in his political life. He was 
elected a Conservative councillor for West Derby in April 1884, and was returned 
unopposed on three subsequent occasions. The acquisition and extension of Kiln Hey 
was almost certainly motivated by the need to entertain political colleagues and 
business associates, and was clearly not the result of domestic requirements, since 
Cookson lived and died a bachelor. The high point of his political career came when 
he served as Lord Mayor of Liverpool in 1888-9, having been named Mayor-elect in 
October 1888. The previous month, Kiln Hey was photographed by the specialist 
London-based architectural photographer Bedford Lemere. According to the 
photographer’s day-book, the pictures were commissioned by the Liverpool interior 
decorators Turner, Son & Walker, which strongly suggests that they record a recently 
completed decorative scheme by the firm. It appears that having enlarged his new 
house three years earlier when he entered politics, Cookson then redecorated it in 
anticipation of his mayoral year. The photographs show elaborate panelling in the 
dining room and library, in a historicizing style which might be called ‘Old English’, 
while the drawing room is in the ‘Adam’ taste, with neoclassical ceiling and fireplace, 
and wall paintings inspired by Pompeian murals. The overall aim was perhaps to 
evoke the stylistic mix of an English country house with rooms of different historical 
periods, and to give the second-generation merchant Cookson the architectural 
trappings usually associated with an aristocratic pedigree. In one particular respect the 
decoration seems explicitly to attempt this: as at Henry Cookson’s Runnymede, the 
staircase window at Kiln Hey has heraldic stained glass in which the central feature is 
the Cookson coat of arms.   
 
E.H. Cookson’s house may be seen as reflecting the self-image of one of Liverpool’s 
successful Victorian merchants, and other photographs of Liverpool houses by 
Bedford Lemere show similar characteristics. Without contextual evidence, however, 
who is to say if these interiors illustrate the aspirations of the occupier, or merely 
those of the professional decorator? One unusually well-documented case shows the 
danger of drawing conclusions from architectural evidence alone. A.G. Kurtz was an 
alkali manufacturer who lived at Wavertree, on the outer fringes of Liverpool, and 
had his factory 13km away at St Helens. His home was Grove House, later known as 
Dovedale Towers, a building dating from the 1830s or earlier, which he enlarged in 
1870-1; it survives in rather mangled form as a pub. Looking at it today, an observer 
who knew nothing about Kurtz might see his house as an expression of the ostentation 
and vulgarity of a man with more money than taste, a caricature of the Victorian self-
made man of business. Kurtz, however, was a distinguished art collector, amateur 
musician and man of culture. He kept voluminous diaries in which his business life 



plays a secondary part, while his reading, music-making, and attendance at the theatre 
and concert hall are minutely recorded and analysed. The diaries make clear that he 
strongly disliked the alterations to his house, which had been designed for him by a 
friend, Charles Z. Herrmann. Surveying the new entrance front, he wrote: ‘the tower 
looks to me quite out of proportion & the marble columns outside the upper story 
appear unnecessary and pretentious. Indeed, that is the appearance of the whole place 
now, & I feel rather sorry that I have had it altered. Of course, it’s useless regretting 
this now, but everything C.Z.H. takes in hand has a look of being overdone. The 
marblework in the hall would be in keeping in a nobleman’s house, but with my 
simple tastes & with the little company I keep, it seems out of character’. 
 
This paper is a report on work in progress, and general conclusions must wait until a 
later stage of the project. Nevertheless - and bearing in mind the example of Kurtz as 
a caveat - work so far carried out suggests that houses will prove a valuable source of 
qualitative information about Liverpool’s mercantile elite. Interpreted in the light of 
biographical information about their occupants, they can provide a vivid, tangible 
record, not just of domestic life and ties of kinship, but also of a merchant’s progress 
in business and the public sphere; and they embody personal wealth in a way that 
fleshes out the bald figures of the Calendar of Probate.  
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