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CHARLES WATSON: 
A SHORT BIOGRAPHY

Born in South Hiendley in 1771, the son 
of John Watson, a surveyor, he trained 
in Wakefield with William Lindley of 
Doncaster, who built South Parade in 
Wakefield. Charles then designed much of 
the St John’s Square area.

Charles married Mary Cripps, daughter 
of the Vicar of Darton, in 1807. She was 
born in Birthwaite Hall, Kexborough in 
1768.  The couple moved to York where 
he took James Pigott Pritchett into 
partnership in 1813. Watson’s reputation 
was made by the Wakefield Court House 
(Sessions House) in 1807.  He was the 
most innovative architect in the north for 
some years but, after his move to York, 
produced fewer such buildings.

The West Riding Pauper and Lunatic 
Asylum (later Stanley Royd), a joint work 
with Pritchett, was the most modern 
“Asylum” in its treatment of mentally 
ill patients. The building was hailed as 
a major step forward in mental health 
treatment and the hospital was nationally 
admired for its relatively humane 
treatment of patients. Watson died 
in 1836, his reputation overshadowed 
by Pritchett’s. Of his and Mary’s eight 
children, only two outlived him.

Pritchett developed his reputation and 
designed buildings all over York and 
West Yorkshire including Huddersfield 
Railway Station and several churches 
and chapels. 
 
Watson’s plan for the South Parade area 
was to expand it to include a West Parade 
but only the Methodist Chapel was built 
and this was demolished in 1964.

1. Mechanics’ Institution – with Pritchett (built 1821-23)
Formerly Public Rooms, Wakefield’s first social meeting 
house for arts, music and discussions. Made redundant 
by the opening of the Corn Exchange in 1837, it became 
an adult education facility under the Mechanics’ 
Institution from 1841. Under the ownership of the 
council, it was the City Museum from 1955 to 2012.

2. Wakefield Sessions House (built 1808-1810)
Later the Crown Court - Watson’s most remarkable 
building designed in the Greek style rather than 
Palladian (such as, for example, Nostell Priory). It 
increased his reputation but wasn’t functionally 
successful and had to be altered several times. 
Watson managed the construction in 1807-09.

6. West Riding Pauper and Lunatic Asylum 
(1816-1817)
Later Stanley Royd Mental Hospital. The 
original Watson & Pritchett building 
survives as flats. The two towers are 
panopticons which enabled staff to view 
patient corridors.

5. St Johns North (1791-1796)
This was built before St John’s Square 
(formerly Place) and was first known as St 
John’s Street. The house at the west end 
was the Vicar’s. Watson designed the end 
of the terrace next to the Church. Unlike 
the Square, some of the houses are no 
longer in residential use.
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4. St Johns Square - formerly Place 
(late 1790s-1803)
Although the façades are fairly uniform, the 
interiors and backs were designed to the 
requirements of the individual purchasers. 
The houses today are mainly converted 
into private flats.

5

4

3. St John’s Church (built 1791-1795)
Watson worked with Lindley on the design of the 
church, conceived as a ‘chapel of ease’ to relieve 
pressure on the parish church (now the Cathedral) 
as Wakefield’s population continued to grow.
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