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Charles Watson was one of the most successful 
of the country’s late-Georgian provincial architects 
and some of his buildings are now considered to 
be of national importance. He has been assessed by 
several of the most eminent of recent architectural 
historians as exceptional; ‘the leading architect in 
Yorkshire’ is just one positive evaluation. During 
his career, he designed a succession of impressive 
mansions, townhouses, public buildings, asylums, 
churches and chapels. The book will reveal Watson 
as an outstanding designer in a succession of
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Atkinson junior being offered the com mission. 
It was a predictable outcome as Atkinson, like 
his father before him, held the position of ‘City 
Steward’. Among the mundane responsibilities 
of the role was ‘collecting city rents’ and ‘keeping 
[the bridges] in proper repair’.16 This might have 
been the end of Watson’s involvement with the 
project, but six months later, he wrote a long 
letter to the York Herald in which he urged the 
building of an entirely new bridge of three arches, 
rather than widening the existing bridge of five 
arches, which Atkinson had proposed (Fig. 6.11). 
Watson’s argument was clearly set out, cogent 
and appar ently devoid of any hint that Watson 
had anything to gain from such a change; he 
wanted only ‘the best outcome for the sake of the 
York citizens’.17 Watson’s proposal was quickly 
adopt ed and Atkinson was ordered to design 
an entirely new bridge adopting all of Watson’s 

Probably in 1809, Watson began what would 
become a long series of projects for the Gascoigne 
family on the Parlington estate at Aberford, be­
tween Leeds and York. These continued for the 
next decade and included numerous designs for 
altering the mansion as well as new stables and 
estate buildings, only some of which were com­
pleted. Both Carr and, subsequently, Lindley had 
worked at Parlington and probably Lindley recom­
mended his former partner (Figs 6.7, 6.8, 6.9).

1809–10 also saw Watson overseeing repairs 
at Scampston Hall, near Malton. This was an 
impressive mansion which, only a few years ear­
lier, had been extensively rebuilt and extended by 
the eminent London architect Thomas Leverton 
(Fig. 6.10). Clearly, work had not been properly 
supervised and dry rot had developed to a degree 
that Watson predicted would lead to ‘a gradual 
destruction of the [whole] superstructure’ if not 
treated. It was a significant challenge, but one 
Watson appears to have overcome commend­
ably.15 This was a classic example of the problems 
that might arise from the employment of a ‘big 
name’ London architect who would visit the 
building site only rarely, if at all. At the social gath­
erings of the gentry and magistracy, this issue – 
and the advantages of employing a reliable local 
man – must have been a regular topic of discussion.

In York, Watson entered the 1809 competition 
for the new Ouse Bridge and, among the 14 entries, 
was awarded the third premium with Peter 

residence was in the East Riding and who also 
had significant links to that Riding’s magistrates. 
It was one of Watson’s grandest mansions Figs 
6.2, 6.3). In c.1810, Watson began work at Hollin 
Hall, near Ripon, extending the house and 
rearranging parts of it, and adding a handsome 
stable block (Figs. 6.4, C.10). He also designed 
the new Eggleston Hall (1810–15) (Fig. 6.5) and 
made significant additions to Beamish Hall 
(c.1812–16) (Fig. 6.6), both in County Durham, 
a county without a resident architect before 
Ignatius Bonomi settled there in 1813.14 Although 
Newcastle – much nearer than York – could have 
supplied a range of competent architects; that 
the owners of both estates engaged Watson is 
clear evidence of his growing reputation beyond 
Yorkshire.

Fig. 6.4. Hollin Hall, near 
Ripon, alterations and 
enlargement. (Watson, 
1810–13). [Author]

Fig. 6.5. Eggleston Hall, 
Co Durham. (Watson, 
1810–15). [Author]

Fig. 6.6. Beamish Hall,  
Co Durham. (Substantial 
additions by Watson, 
c.1812–16, including the 
west façade with the three­
storey bow and the two 
bays at 90 degrees to it on 
its left.) [Author]

Fig. 6.8. Parlington Hall, 
proposed new front. 
(Watson, 1813, 
unexecuted.) [Image 
courtesy of WYASL, ref. 
115/MA/57.]

Fig 6.9. Parlington Hall, 
one of several designs for a 
substantial stable block. 
(Watson, 1813, unbuilt). 
[Image courtesy of WYASL, 
ref. 115//XC/41]

Fig. 6.7. Parlington Hall, 
near Leeds (Various 
additions including the 
right hand projection and 
the central curved bay, all 
be Watson, c. 1809–20). 
[Public Domain, https://
commons.wikimedia]

Fig. 6.10. Scampston Hall, 
near Malton. (Watson, 
made alterations and 
repairs including curing 
dry rot, (1809–10.) [Image 
courtesy of Geoff Murphy]
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The first five years of Watson’s career in York 
were dominated by country house commissions 
rather than public buildings of the type he had 
designed during the Wakefield years. Among 
the entirely new houses, there was South Ella 
Hall (c.1808–12), between Beverley and Hull, 
(see Figs 11.3, 11.4). And he was appointed to 
design Gateforth Hall (c.1810–14), near Selby, 
for Sir Humphrey Osbaldeston whose principal 

times referred to as Micklegate Without; it is the 
road to London, as well as Leeds. Blossom Street 
led to the genteel Mount area of the city and 
beyond that was the Knavesmire with its fashion­
able race­ground. Among the ‘respectable’ resi­
dents in Blossom Street in 1823 were ‘Isabella 
Glaisby, gentlewoman’, ‘William Hotham, Esq., 
Alderman’, but nearby could also be found succes­
sful merchants such as ‘George Steward and Sons, 
combs, lanthorn light and drinking horn manu­
facturers’.12

On the opposite side of the road to Watson 
house was the Bar Convent and Catholic girls’ 
school. In the eighteenth century, York ‘had been a 
centre for Catholic gentry families’ many of whom 
lived near the nunnery in Blossom Street.13

Commissions, 1808–12
At the start of 1808, there were still West Riding 
projects started while Watson was in Wakefield, 
but unfinished: the court houses in Pontefract 
and Wakefield plus the Town hall in Sheffield, 
several attributed Wakefield houses, and work 
continued at Woolley Hall. These must have 
required significant numbers of lengthy journeys 
but once settled in York, at least he would have 
been closer to the unfinished projects in Beverley.

sophisticated, understated composition and on a 
daily basis it must have served to remind Watson 
that ‘less could [indeed] be more’. 

In the years following Watson’s departure 
from No 11, the whole building underwent many 
changes of use and appearance, and in 2024–5 
was converted to flats. It is likely that the Watson 
family – probably Shepley – owned the whole 
block; certainly, it formed part of Shepley’s estate 
when he died in 1830.7

The two houses and warehouse were built in 
1789 for John Horner, a wine merchant from 
Liverpool. Until 1798, Horner occupied 22. When 
26 was advertised for letting in 1795, it was 
described as ‘a large, genteel, well­built Freehold 
Dwelling­house, with spacious cellars and conven­
ient out­buildings . . . with a commodious ware­
house and wine­vaults under the same, a yard, 
stabling for three horses, and a very good garden, 
well stored with a variety of choice fruit­trees’.8 
From 1808–26, Watson’s neighbour at 22 was the 
widowed Lady Mary Stapleton, daughter of the 
3rd Earl of Abingdon.9 When Lady Mary left in 
1826, the property was advertised as ‘To Let’ with 
enquiries to be addressed to the architect’s office.10

What accommodation did 26 provide? This 
question is of some import ance given that the 
building served as Watson’s office and provided 
space for his pupils which, together, would have 
occupied much, perhaps all, of the ground floor. 
It also accommodated Watson’s family of five 
sons by 1811 and the elderly aunt who was then 
looking after the children.

The whole block, that is numbers 22–26, 
came onto the market in 1887 when printed 
particulars were published by the auctioneers, 
Messrs Richardson and Trotter. No. 26, where 
the ground floor front room had become a shop, 
was described as follows. ‘[It] contains Poulter­
er’s shop, 3 sitting rooms, 5 bedrooms, 2 Attic 
and Box­closet, 2 Kitchens. In the Yard behind this 
is a 2­Horse Stable, Saddle­room, Coach­house 
and Out­offices. Also a Dwelling­house appro­
ached by a passage from [26] and with entrance 
also from the yard, containing 2 Sitting­rooms, 3 
Bed­rooms, Kitchen, &c., Cellars, together with 
a large Plot of Garden Ground behind.’11 The 
‘commodious warehouse’ had disappeared by 
the 1880s; perhaps it was converted to the ‘Dwel­
ling­house approached by a passage’ listed above.

Blossom Street is, in essence, a continuation 
of Micklegate, but outside the bar, and is some­

From 1814, there was the huge Wakefield projects 
of the West Riding Pauper Lunatic Asylum and 
from 1820, the new Assembly Rooms. His status as 
the county’s principal architect – especially follow­
ing Carr’s death – would have made him increas­
ingly attractive to those Wakefield residents inten­
ding to build new houses, despite his having left 
the town. And in the absence of any obvious com­
petition in Wakefield, it is clear he would have 
remained the town’s favoured architect. Thus the 
town’s new Bell School which opened in 1813, 
replete with so many obviously Watson elements, 
is almost certainly by him (Fig. G. 18).

Watson’s House in Blossom Street6

At the end of 1807, the family comprised Charles 
and Mary, and four sons; by 1811, there was a 
fifth. From their arrival in York, Watson and  
his family lived at 11, Blossom Street; following  
re­numbering, today it is number 26 (Fig. 6.1). 
When seen from the front, it was the left­hand 
part of this irregular five­bay, three­storey build­
ing which, originally, had a ‘central’ carriageway 
giving access to a substantial warehouse at the 
rear. The right hand – smaller – house is now 
numbered 22. On the opposite side of the road 
was the Bar Convent with its fine frontage by 
Thomas Atkinson (1787–9). It is an exceptionally 

6.1. Watson’s house in 
Blossom Street, York. 
(Unknown architect, 1789; 
ground floor rebuilt 2025. 
The columned entrance is 
not original). [Photograph 
courtesy of Victoria 
Hopgood]

Fig. 6.2. Gateforth Hall, 
near Selby. (Watson, 
c.1810–13). [Author]

Fig. 6.3. Gateforth Hall, 
staircase hall. [Author]
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fashionable styles. He was, moreover, a pioneer in a range of 
technical innovations and a model professional at a 
time when such architects were few. Nevertheless, 
amongst the wider public of today, he is almost 
forgotten. How has this happened? This book 
provides a compelling answer. Furthermore, 
recently discovered documents confirm this 
significant reappraisal, one that restores Watson  
to his rightful status. It is a truly remarkable story. 
The book will also include a biography and a 
substantial, detailed Gazetteer of his 170 projects.


