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Chapter 3: The Significance of Port Sunlight 

‘The Significance of Port Sunlight’ is just one 
chapter of Port Sunlight Village Trust’s 
Conservation Management Plan. The document 
describes the history and importance of the village, 
outlines the challenges facing stakeholders in the 
preservation of the internationally-significant 
landscape and buildings, and goes into some detail 
as to how those challenges will be met.  

 
In this chapter, we examine the importance of the 
village from different perspectives; from the view of 
the people who live and work here, those who visit 
the village for leisure or learning, and others who 
take inspiration from its monuments and public 
buildings. The significance of its architecture, 
landscaping, art and founding ethos are also 
considered.  
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3.1  Port Sunlight’s place in history 
 
Layout and quality of architecture 
Port Sunlight has many remarkable, fascinating and beautiful features, however, its greatest 
importance is that it offered, for the first time, a vision of a model settlement for workers 
based on picturesque principles. This was without the grid plans and long regimented 
terraces of earlier schemes, such as at New Lanark and Bromborough Pool. 
 
It was Lever’s interests in architecture, travel and books, and his friendships with architects which 
informed his vision for Port Sunlight. Thirty different architectural practices worked on the village. 
William Owen, a friend of Lever, was the first architect to be employed, becoming a director of 
Lever Brothers in 1897. James Lomax-Simpson, the son of Lever’s close friend Jonathan Simpson, 
became head of the architecture department at Lever Brothers in 1910 and a director of the 
company in 1917. Other local practices that worked on the village included Grayson & Ould of 
Liverpool, Douglas & Fordham of Chester and JJ Talbot of Wilson & Talbot of Liverpool and 
Bolton. Between them they were almost entirely responsible for the first design stage of the 
village. It was in the second and third design phases that Lever extended his pool of architects, and 
London based professionals such as Ernest George, Maurice B Adams and Edwin Lutyens were 
employed. 
 
Outwardly, the buildings at Port Sunlight show a great range of decorative ornamentation, with a 
high quality of construction and detailing. However, the internal elevations to the courtyards, 
which were not on public view, can be stark and utilitarian. This is an important architectural 
feature of Port Sunlight, and probably appealed to Lever’s sense of ‘economy’. It can also appear 
almost ‘theatrical’, eg 11-17 Greendale Road externally resembles the Elizabethan ‘Kenyon Peel 
Hall’, but the rear elevations are plain. Only the York stone roof is shared across both the front 
and rear of the row. 
 

 
11-17 Greendale Road (by Wilson & Talbot) externally resembles the Elizabethan ‘Kenyon Peel Hall’. 
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This contrast between the ‘public’ and ‘private’ faces of the buildings echoes Lever’s own desire for 
the village to reinforce his company’s image. Though he never made reference to the use of Port 
Sunlight for marketing purposes, images of the village were used in marketing materials, and there 
is no doubt that the reputation of the village was instrumental in enhancing his ‘Sunlight’ brand. 
 
To maintain this public/private aspect of the housing, Lever devised a courtyard layout with 
housing blocks forming ‘beads’ around a perimeter. All the external ‘public’ facades look outwards, 
while the rear ‘plain’ facades overlook an internal courtyard of rear gardens, yards and allotments. 
As there are usually only two access points into these internal courtyards only the outward ‘public’ 
elevations are visible to the visitor. This layout has come to be known as a ‘superblock’ because of 
its extensive size. None are identical, with different areas often constructed by different designers 
in a deliberate attempt to introduce variety. The use of corner housing blocks and setbacks also 
helps to maintain the privacy of the internal courtyard areas and to ‘turn the corner’ at road 
intersections successfully. 
 
There is variation in style, and some ‘classical’ elements were introduced to blocks, particularly 
those at the corner of Windy Bank and Church Drive, but overall the style is an ‘English cottage 
vernacular’. It uses traditional materials of Cheshire red brick with combinations of stucco, 
roughcast render, stone dressings and ‘black and white’ timber framing. Tudor spiral chimneys, 
combined with ‘four-centred’ perpendicular arches in various areas, give a ‘mock Tudor’ effect. 
The combination of largely two-storey buildings with pitched roofs and the variety of styles and 
finishes creates a comfortable and cosy environment which some have loosely termed “Olde 
English”. 
 

 
14-16 Church Drive and 25-27 Windy Bank in 1900. Port Sunlight Museum Collection. 
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14-16 Church Drive and 25-27 Windy Bank in 2016. Port Sunlight Museum Collection. 

 
The contribution of Lever towards the architecture and layout of Port Sunlight was confirmed by 
his son: 
 

“With him it was never a case of leaving everything to the architect and settling the bill when 
the work was finished. Expert advice he wisely sought and freely acknowledged, but the plan 
and layout of Port Sunlight were his own, and so, in the main, were the plans of the works 
and the buildings in the village, and in many cases of the houses also. The architects he 
employed all looked upon him as unique amongst their clients. He did not employ them - he 
collaborated with them”.21 

 
The founder 
Port Sunlight’s architecture and the environment created are both of enormous significance. 
However, the vision of its creator, William Hesketh Lever, should also be acknowledged as 
fundamental to the foundation of the village, the artwork, antiques and collections held at 
Lady Lever Art Gallery, the adjacent Port Sunlight works, the founding of Lever Brothers 
(later Unilever) and its development into the global multinational company of today.  
 
Lever had ambitions to become an architect, but his father insisted that he enter the family 
wholesale grocery business on leaving school at the age of 16. 
 

“It was galling for him to be left behind by Jonathan Simpson (his lifelong friend) who went 
on to bring credit to himself and the school by qualifying as an architect.”22 

 
As a result, Lever involved himself extensively in the planning and detailed construction of Port 
Sunlight, and was heard to take personal credit for devising the layout of the village:  
 



Port Sunlight Conservation Management Plan 2018 - 2028. Chapter 3 – The Significance of Port Sunlight 

41 
 

“There can be little doubt that Lever took delight in planning and building his village, from 
pouring over the details with the architects to expounding upon its beauties to national and 
international audiences.”23 

 
It would seem that Lever’s motivation for the establishment of the village was driven both by 
economic factors - the needs of his business - but also by a highly developed social conscience 
and a desire to improve the lives of ordinary men and their families. In the company magazine, 
‘Progress’, he stated:   
 

“….as an object lesson in social betterment Port Sunlight has no equal anywhere… it was an 
ideal garden city, and was undoubted proof that the housing problem could be solved even 
by private enterprise”.24 

 
Not only did Port Sunlight become an architectural hobby for Lever, where he could satisfy his 
creative desires, he also envisaged it as a model settlement where he could promote his beliefs and 
visions for utopian living. He may have been inspired by William Morris and his theory of the 
‘happy worker’ who, as a result of his contentment, produces ‘good work’. Whatever Lever’s 
motivation, the result of this social experiment was a thriving and successful community, which 
because of its innovative design has had a major effect, both on the lives of its inhabitants and on 
society as a whole. 
 
Lever’s impact extended far beyond the village. Building upon his early experience as a travelling 
salesman, Lever had the idea to create a quality soap, packaged in individual bars and sold under a 
brand name which, through intensive advertising, would become known worldwide. His large-scale 
production of ‘Sunlight Soap’ meant he was able to bring cleanliness to the masses for the first 
time.  
    
When sitting as Liberal MP for Birkenhead, following election in 1906,25 Lever was instrumental in 
introducing old age pensions (a similar scheme was already in operation at Lever Brothers). 
Following his private members bill, the Old Age Pensions Act came into being through 
government legislation in 1909. However, Lever’s time in Westminster was short-lived. He 
struggled to balance the needs of business and politics, although he continued his association with 
the Liberal Party and was knighted for his efforts in 1911. 
 
Port Sunlight was not the only village to benefit from Lever’s influence. Altogether ten villages and 
towns were founded or reconfigured by Lever, including the nearby village of Thornton Hough 
where he made major additions. Lever bought the Western Isles of Lewis and Harris to capitalise 
on fishing and fish processing industries in the region. He believed that his investment in industry 
would transform economic and social conditions for the people who lived on the islands.  
 
Concern for architecture and planning motivated many of Lever’s public benefactions, including 
his interest in Liverpool University’s School of Architecture. Over £90,000 in libel damages was 
awarded to Lever by The Daily Mail and other newspapers in 1907; some of this money was 
devoted to saving the eighteenth century former Blue Coat School, and the remainder was 
donated to the University, in part to establish a Chair of Civic Design,26 but he also endowed the 
School of Tropical Medicine.  
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Lever’s death in 1925 left many of his tasks uncompleted, but his legacy can be seen through the 
influence of Port Sunlight and the University of Liverpool’s Department of Civic Design, which 
was the first school of town planning. The research awards offered by the Leverhulme Trust 
(established under the terms of his will) and the ongoing success of Unilever in all corners of the 
world continue his work and reputation.  
 

“Lever was a compound of paradoxes. An uncompromising autocrat and a zealous reformer. 
An acquisitive man who gave away several fortunes. A demanding employer obsessively 
concerned with his workers’ well-being. A visionary resolved to make all his dreams reality”.27 

 
A social experiment 
Port Sunlight was built in response to the appalling living and working conditions that existed 
throughout the United Kingdom in the second half of the 19th century. Lever had witnessed 
these first hand while a travelling salesman in the industrial north. In his speech at the cutting 
of the first sod in Port Sunlight in 1888 he proclaimed: 
 

“We have secured the land so it cannot be taken away from us, and it is my hope and my 
brother’s hope, someday, to build houses in which our work people will be able to live and 
be comfortable; semi-detached houses with gardens back and front in which they will be 
able to know more about the science of life than they can in any back slum, and in which 
they will learn that there is more enjoyment in life than in the mere going to and returning 
from work and looking forward to Saturday night to draw their wages”.28 

 
In contrast with other businesses’ profit-sharing schemes, which paid extra when trade was good 
but risked loss of wages when trade was bad, Lever developed a system called ‘Prosperity Sharing’. 
This involved Lever Brothers providing its workers and their families with sanitary housing, green 
open space, allotments, sports facilities, access to healthcare and education and opportunities for 
wholesome leisure activities. Rather than providing these good living conditions as a philanthropic 
act or one which rewarded workers, Lever saw the system as the correct way in which business 
should be conducted, describing it as his attempt “to socialise and Christianise business relations”. 
 
Port Sunlight has been described as a ‘model village’, the culmination of pioneering settlements 
such as Saltaire and New Lanark, and Barrow Bridge and Egerton in Lever’s hometown of Bolton. 
Most of these earlier ‘model villages’ had social facilities such as schools and institutes, however, 
the social institutions Lever provided, combined with the size and quality of design at Port 
Sunlight, were on a new scale. Most importantly, Port Sunlight offered for the first time a vision of 
a model settlement for workers based on picturesque principles, without the grid plans and long 
regimented terraces of earlier schemes. 
 
A remarkable feature of the village, which was noted at the time, is the variety of community 
buildings provided. These include assembly halls, a church, schools, a pub and an art gallery, as 
well as shops and various sporting facilities, clubs and village institutions. Employee participation in 
village activities was encouraged, resulting in a large number of village societies.  
 
From 1907 Lever provided a hospital within the village which gave free healthcare to all his workers 
and their families. Indeed, it became common for workers’ sick relatives to move to Port Sunlight 
in order to benefit from this healthcare. In addition to schooling for all children within the village, 
Lever provided ‘Further Education and Training Facilities’ for all workers who wished to “better 
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themselves”. From July 1908, he announced that no employee under 18 would be engaged within 
his factory unless they had achieved a specified educational standard in school, and so existing 
employees between the ages of 14-18 were obliged to attend evening classes to meet the required 
standard. 
 
Within 20 years of its foundation, the village was the subject of much social and academic debate, 
including a significant study by Walter Lionel George (1882-1926) in 1909.29 George, like many 
others, was interested in how Port Sunlight combined both environmental and social reforms to 
create an ‘ideal society’. He noted that conditions within the factory were superior for their time, 
describing the Port Sunlight factory as a model of efficiency and employee safety, with regular 
factory inspections and health examinations, and 15 times more space given to each worker than in 
most other factories, resulting in fewer accidents through crowding. 
 
Then in 1909, to improve relations with his workforce, Lever introduced a co-partnership scheme 
whereby all employees could share in the profits of the business. Lever also foresaw the important 
role banks would play in people’s lives and encouraged his employees to have their wages paid 
into savings accounts. 
 
In almost every case the ‘Port Sunlight experiment’ produced exceptional social results, to the 
extent that George’s 1909 study noted that the death rate in the village was almost exactly half 
that of Liverpool on the opposite side of the Mersey. 
 

“In Port Sunlight… conditions are so different from those of the immediate neighbourhood 
that it is almost possible to identify the inhabitants, and even more possible to identify the 
children.30 
 
“These (results) show what a physical revolution has been worked in the children… by good 
food, good housing, open spaces, exercise and regular employment of the parents. It is not 
too much to call it a revolution…31 
 
“… the founder of the village may well rejoice in his work and pride himself on a practical 
achievement unequalled in the annals of industrial utopias”.32 

 
Lever also introduced a free life policy for employees in 1922, at a time when one sixth of the 
working age population of Britain was unemployed. It included half pay during any period of 
suspension, and a similar sum during absence because of sickness.  
 
Influence on the Garden City Movement 
Port Sunlight was a major influence on the Garden City Movement which in turn influenced 
much early 20th-century planning and planning theory. This influence was particularly 
evident in the early development of Letchworth and Hampstead Garden Suburb in which 
Lever played a role, then in the spread of the Garden City Movement across the country, and 
later still in the ‘homes fit for heroes’ campaign after the First World War. 
 
The aim of the ‘Garden City’ movement was to create a place of humane design but without the 
direction of a patriarchal figurehead such as Cadbury (Bournville) or Lever. One of its chief 
advocates, the influential Ebenezer Howard, considered Port Sunlight to be an ‘exceptional 
development’. He was influenced by its idealised planning and design as well as its success, if not 
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by Lever’s paternalistic form of management. Howard’s book on garden cities was an outstanding 
success, and by 1914 Garden City Associations were already formed or active in eleven countries. 
Howard wanted his Garden Cities to offer town and country living in equal measure and for the 
inhabitants to be independent, in charge of their own environment which was to be financed by 
those with economic interests in the area. 
 
The architect/planners Richard Barry Parker (1867-1947) and Raymond Unwin (1863-1940) were 
also key figures in the evolution of the Garden City Movement. The influence of Port Sunlight, 
including the development of the superblock plan, is apparent in Unwin’s work at New Earswick 
(begun in 1902) and later at Letchworth. 
 
Although its influential and picturesque areas post-date Port Sunlight slightly, the Cadbury 
Brothers’ village of Bournville shared Port Sunlight’s vision for future social housing. Bournville 
tended to be more popular with early Garden City advocates because tenancy and home 
ownership were not limited to employees of Cadbury’s.  For example, in his 1905 book on garden 
cities, Alfred Richard Sennett gives an overview of utopian societies, clarifying the difference 
between Port Sunlight and Bournville, while confessing that: 
 

“Confining myself to industrial dwellings, I know of no instance where the provision of 
operatives’ dwellings, combining ample internal space, comfort, and luxury of appointment 
with charming exteriors, has been pushed so far as in the Garden Village of Port Sunlight. I 
know indeed of no more enjoyable thing to offer to the reader interested in this grave 
problem than a visit to this architecturally picturesque village.”33 

 
The influence of both Bournville and Port Sunlight over the Garden City/Garden Suburb 
Movement owed a lot to the publicity given to both schemes. Cadbury held the first Garden City 
Conference at Bournville and the second conference was held in Liverpool under Lever’s 
presidency in order to visit Port Sunlight.  
 
The legacy continues today, for in January 2017 it was announced that the government intended 
to build 14 new garden villages to alleviate the housing shortage. It is intended that these garden 
villages will be built outside current settlements, offering between 1,500 and 10,000 homes, the 
concept clearly following in the mould of Garden Cities as advocated by Ebenezer Howard, and 
following on from the Garden City precursors at Port Sunlight and Bournville.  
 
International recognition 
Visitors came to the village from early on, and are reported in the Lever Brothers’ house 
journals, ‘Port Sunlight News’ and ‘Progress’. (Posters advertising tours of the works and 
village were displayed at railway stations around the country.) Delegates also came from 
both the French and German Garden City Associations, and the village featured prominently 
in their related publications. 
 
The village was widely referenced and acclaimed in books and journals home and abroad, not least 
in the work of Hermann Muthesius, whose writings were largely responsible for making English 
domestic architecture known on the continent. In ‘Das Englische Haus’ he wrote:  
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“If one wishes to obtain a quick and accurate appreciation of the achievement of 
contemporary English house-building, there is hardly a more comfortable means than by 
undertaking a journey to the factory village of Port Sunlight near Liverpool.”34 

 
Reproductions of Port Sunlight cottages were erected at several international exhibitions, 
including Paris (1900), Glasgow (1901) and Brussels (1910), with the Glasgow cottages still to be 
seen in Kelvingrove Park.35  
 
A treasure box of late 19th-century art and design 
The village is unique for the wide range of different architects, artists and craftsmen whose 
work is represented in its buildings, decorative detailing and sculptural features, let alone the 
collections housed within the Lady Lever Art Gallery.  
 
Many of the notable architects/designers in the north-west at the time feature, including Douglas 
and Fordham, William and Segar Owen, Grayson and Ould, TH Mawson and Sons, and Charles 
Reilly.  Lever’s great friend, Jonathan Simpson, and his son, James Lomax-Simpson, are also 
featured, as are national figures such as Ernest Newton, Ernest George and Sir Edwin Lutyens, 
alongside sculptors Sir William Goscombe John and Sir William Reid Dick.  
 
This remarkable concentration of notable figures is matched by the similarly varied design and 
range of wonderful decorative details such as moulded rainwater pipe heads, leaded lights, 
decorative moulded plaster friezes, terracotta mouldings and quality joinery. It remains a joy to 
walk around the village, studying the variety and quality of the buildings’ design and craftsmanship. 
 
The influence of American design on early 20th-century British architecture 
While Port Sunlight has had a major influence on planning and housing design in Britain and 
overseas, particularly in the early 20th century, the influence of American developments on 
some later aspects of the village should also be recognised.  
 
Lever was a regular visitor to the USA from 1888, and in time took over soap and other supply 
companies there. In 1892, upon seeing the (incomplete) Chicago Exhibition of 1893, he said: 
 

“For picturesqueness of situation, beauty and extent of buildings, arrangement, conception 
and general execution it leaves nothing to be desired… In addition to size which itself is 
always impressive, each building from a purely architectural point of view is well conceived, 
duly proportioned and most admirably executed”.36 

 
The exhibition had a significant influence in America on the City Beautiful Movement, stimulating 
an interest in classical architecture and civic design. Reforming city planners believed that 
monumental architecture and beautiful environments could address the moral decline of the inner-
city poor, and such enthusiasm must have inspired Lever’s liking for the grander planning which 
became apparent in the early 20th century. This is evident not only in the planning schemes for 
The Diamond at Port Sunlight but also elsewhere, e.g. the 1910 plans for Bolton by Thomas 
Mawson.  
 
Lever’s founding of the Department of Civic Design at the University of Liverpool in 1909 was 
much influenced by his friendships with Charles Reilly and Thomas Mawson. Reilly was an 
advocate of American classical design and planning, and interested in the City Beautiful 
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Movement. A key feature of Lever’s founding of the department was that Reilly was to visit the 
USA each year and report back on the best new architectural developments there. When Lever 
briefed his architects for the Lady Lever Art Gallery he showed them a photograph of an 
important American gallery as an example of the building he had in mind. It has also been said 
that the later open planning of the frontage gardens in the village was a reflection of the American 
tradition for open lawns in front of domestic houses.37  
 
Landscape design 
Port Sunlight village is a nationally and internationally significant example of early 20th-
century planning and landscape architecture. Lever made well-informed use of progressive 
landscape planning and urban design, reflecting a change in emphasis from dense and 
picturesque late Victorian landscaping to the École des Beaux Arts ideals.  
 
As described earlier, the village is considered by some to be the essence of ‘Englishness’, with its 
cottage housing and picturesque planting. However, in The Diamond it also features grander, 
more formal civic planning, with influences coming from the US. Two landscapes at Port Sunlight 
- The Dell and The Diamond and The Causeway- are registered by Historic England as designed 
landscapes of Special Historic Interest in England (Grade II).  
 
Port Sunlight village is a key example of a settlement being planned where the landscape is on a 
par with the architecture. This is a reflection of Lever’s own passion for garden design and his 
friendship with Thomas Mawson, one of the most important landscape and garden designers of 
the period. 
 
Whether by accident or design, the tidal inlets prevented a uniform grid pattern of development, 
leaving large areas of the village as open space. Lever was a believer in the virtues of low density 
housing, and the extensive use of landscape is a significant and important element of that. It was in 
the design of the houses with their gardens and setting that Lever had particularly strong views:  
 

“The picture of a cottage crowned with a thatched roof, and with clinging ivy and climbing 
roses and a small garden foreground suggesting old-fashioned perfume of flowers and a 
home in which dwell content and happiness, appeals straight to the heart…”38 

 
WL George also recognised the importance of the landscape setting to the buildings: 
 

“The Port Sunlight secret lies in the tree and shrub, but still more in the broad meadow; the 
houses are generally built on one side of the road only and overlook broad spaces of grass 
or belts of trees. This increases the feeling of privacy…”39 

 
Lever saw lower density housing as a key factor in the environmental success of Port Sunlight. 
However, it is only one of a number of important factors which include: 
 

• High-quality external landscaping, in particular at the two registered landscaped areas - 
The Dell and The Diamond and The Causeway. 

• The sense of containment and enclosure achieved by closing off open vistas and the 
inward focus formed by the perimeter ‘superblocks’ discussed earlier. 

• The use of prominent public buildings and features to act as focal points, particularly 
within the axial plan of The Diamond and The Causeway. 
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The development and expansion of the village coincided with the great surge of interest in both 
healthier living and in home grown produce. There was also a belief in the moral benefits arising 
from these, reflected in the Allotment Acts of 1887, 1890, 1907 and 1908.40 Lever and his early 
architect, William Owen, developed the superblock plan of the village to include allotments in the 
central space of most of the blocks, with areas designated for children’s allotments. Further 
encouragement was given through annual prizes for the best produce, which always well reported 
in ‘Progress’, the journal of Lever Brothers. 
 
Art in the heart of the community 
As a follower of both John Ruskin and William Morris, Lever was a passionate believer in the 
beneficial influence of art and good design on everyday life.  
 
Locating his art gallery in the village, rather than donating his collection to an existing gallery, is 
one example of this, as was the hanging of paintings from his collection in the dining halls of the 
village.  The annual ‘Sunlight Year Book’ also carried articles on art and architecture.  
 
However, this interest is best shown in the design of the village and its buildings, which Lever 
supervised carefully and so reflects his wishes and taste. As he noted:  
 

“Art and the beautiful unconsciously create an atmosphere in which happiness and the 
virtues grow and flourish…”41  

 
The village is also rich in outdoor sculpture. Lever placed an important piece by the French 
sculptor, AG Guilloux outside the Lady Lever Art Gallery in 1922 (later moved), and engaged the 
leading sculptor, William Goscombe John for the War Memorial to be located in the heart of the 
village. The tradition was continued in the design of the Leverhulme Memorial, by Lomax-
Simpson and W Reid Dick, and in the addition of the sculptural group in the fountain pool in The 
Diamond by Charles Wheeler.  
 
Art and advertising 
Lord Leverhulme was a pioneer of modern advertising, with his passion for art beginning 
while collecting artwork to promote Sunlight Soap.  
 
He visited art exhibitions in London, buying paintings he knew would appeal to housewives - his 
biggest consumer market - and had them copied, adding the Sunlight brand name and slogan.42 
From 1886-1906, Lever spent more than £2 million on advertising, and encouraged his customers 
to collect printed reproductions from his collection. As he grew richer and more confident, his art 
collection expanded from business to pleasure.  
 
Lever’s greatest contribution to public art, the Lady Lever Art Gallery, was officially opened in 
December 1922 in Port Sunlight. Dedicated to his late wife Elizabeth, Lever gave his time to every 
aspect of this project, from the design of the building to the arrangement of the exhibits. Here he 
housed the majority of the pictures, porcelain and furniture that he owned, making one of the 
most extensive and important private art collections in the world available to the public.43 
 
The village itself also became an advertisement for the product after which it was named. Posters 
advertising tours of the works and village were displayed at railway stations around the country, 
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and the village itself was designed to present its best side to the public with service areas, 
allotments and washing kept carefully concealed.   
 
Feat of civil engineering 
Port Sunlight is a testament to civil engineering expertise overcoming challenging site 
conditions. The village was built on a series of tidal inlets and marshland, and the land did not 
originally seem suitable:  
 

“Anything more unprepossessing than this site can hardly be imagined… It was land suitable 
for a dock, but it did not at first sight seem fit for human settlement’’.44 

 
Despite the industrial potential of the site, the land was at the mercy of water from the east and 
west. Port Sunlight lies on sloping ground and is also built upon several important water courses 
that drain the local area of surface and rain water. There were also a number of tidal creeks that 
would fill with water from the River Mersey at high tide. These creeks covered a total area of 25 
acres, but by 1902 Lever Brothers had acquired them as part of the village expansion. The 
company’s civil engineering team dammed the main channel at what is now Wharf Street, blocking 
water from entering the village from the Mersey. However, the water from higher ground still 
needed to be diverted and managed, so a series of culverts which ran under the roads was built, 
taking the water through the village and out into Bromborough Pool.  
 

 
The dam under construction c. 1903. This became Wharf Street, and recent housing development has taken place on the ground 

to the left. Reproduced by kind permission of Unilever PLC from an original in Unilever Archives. 
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An artist’s impression of Bromborough Dock, Port Sunlight works and the village from 1926. The undertaking had not long begun, 

and covered 14 acres with a river frontage of 1.75 miles. 
 
One such culvert followed the course of the main tidal creek and picked up an underground 
stream which flowed into the village from the Dacre Hill area of Bebington. This culvert can still be 
identified above ground by several ornate vent pipes situated along village roads. All of the 
original culverts are still in operation; five-foot high, beautifully-built, blue brick drains that can be 
walked through at low tide, and fill with sea water twice a day at high tide. 
 

 
One of the vent pipes, February 2015. Port Sunlight Museum Collection. 

 
In 1912, the River Dibbin loop channel was eliminated by the excavation of a cut allowing easier 
water-borne access to Port Sunlight wharf, enabling parts of Bromborough Pool to be filled in. 
The unstable land and these areas of fill dictated that the foundations of the Lady Lever Art 
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Gallery needed to be carried on concrete piles, but elsewhere ordinary, good-quality strip 
foundations seem to have been the norm. 
 
Beyond the conservation area boundary 
Lever’s own influence extended beyond Port Sunlight into the local area. From 1888, he 
rented the early-Victorian Thornton Manor, near Thornton Hough village and five miles 
south-west of Port Sunlight.  
 
After a number of alterations, Lever bought the property outright in 1893 and later remodelled the 
house.45 It was the Lever family seat until 2000, and today the manor and grounds are used as a 
conferencing and wedding venue.  
 
Lever also purchased the village of Thornton Hough, making improvements in line with his work at 
Port Sunlight. Housing was built to accommodate his estate workers and managerial staff, 
together with a school, congregational church, a shop and a social club. In 1895, he rebuilt and 
considerably enlarged Thornton House for his brother, James.46 The village was further expanded 
through the early 20th century, developing community facilities, increasing the number of 
properties on the periphery of the village and mirroring the third design phase of Port Sunlight. 
 
Lever always sought improvements, whether at Port Sunlight, in his houses, factories or villages: 
 

“Whatever practical reasons dictated his frequent changes of home, he loved the challenge 
of a new house and rarely failed to put in hand extensive improvements as soon as he was 
in… when the improvements were completed and he could see no scope for major 
reconstruction or development he was restless for a new challenge.”47  

 
Lever made efforts to improve transport links in the area. Roads such as Lever Causeway in 
Storeton were built in an attempt to link Port Sunlight and Birkenhead to Thornton Hough. His 
ambition was to build housing along these roads to further bridge the gap between Port Sunlight 
and Thornton Hough, but the outbreak of the First World War meant his plan was never 
fulfilled.48 
 
Water has been an important factor in the Port Sunlight story: its use in the manufacture of soap, 
the reclamation of the land that the village is built on, and the River Mersey supporting the trade 
that allowed the Lever Brothers business to flourish. Bromborough Dock, which was owned by 
Lever Brothers, served the Port Sunlight factory and was once the largest private dock in the 
world, capable of handling a wide variety of cargo including paper, timber, and animal and plant 
fats (resin, tallow, palm oil and copra). It was closed in 1986 and used as a major landfill facility until 
The Land Trust transformed it into a landscaped public park which opened as the Port Sunlight 
River Park in 2014. 
 
Extensive on-site archive 
The village is significant for maintaining three valuable and comprehensive on-site archives. 
They hold original architectural drawings and site plans, historic photographs and other 
documentation, as well as personal records and individual villagers’ memories.  
 
The collections are held by Unilever Archives and Records Management (UARM), an accredited 
archive service with internationally-significant holdings at the Unilever Port Sunlight site; Lady 
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Lever Art Gallery, which is part of National Museums Liverpool; and Port Sunlight Village Trust’s 
own archive and collection. These documents and objects are a unique resource and of a type 
rarely found at the location of its origin. The Port Sunlight Museum, which opened in 2006, in the 
heart of the village has allowed the display some of this material in changing exhibitions, with an 
appeal to both local people and visitors. 
 
 
3.2  Port Sunlight’s value today 
 
For Port Sunlight residents 
Around 2,065 people are estimated to live in Port Sunlight; a mixture of owner-occupiers and 
private tenants.  
 
Port Sunlight Village Trust (PSVT) commissioned a survey of those households in 2016, with a 
view to better understanding the demographic make-up of the village, their views on village life, 
and current and future challenges faced by residents. More than 62% of the 1,100 households 
completed the survey, and the findings confirmed that the overall experience of living in a 
historical environment, with maintained green, open spaces, is a hugely positive one: 
 

• 69% of residents say they never want to leave Port Sunlight. 
• 85% score their overall experience of living in the village as a 4 or 5 out of 5. 
• The things people like best about living in Port Sunlight are:  

o peace and quiet 
o safety and security 
o the excellent public transport links 
o the style and architecture, and  
o the amount of good, green space. 

• People tend to stay in Port Sunlight. The average time respondents have lived here is 15 
years, and nearly a quarter of residents have been here for more than 26 years. 

 
In 2016, PSVT was awarded an Arts Council England Museum Resilience Fund grant to enable it 
to determine its social role in the village, to further unlock the potential of the unique partnership 
that is developing with residents, and to formulate its first five-year strategic plan. The findings 
have helped PSVT to shape all aspects of its operating model, and come at a pivotal moment in 
its evolution when PSVT is moving towards financial independence. The project has created a 
shift in the way PSVT works with residents, and included the following: 
 

• Appointment of a Community Engagement Officer.  
• Creation of a community hub at Bridge Cottage with a programme of arts, gardening and 

social activities, and dedicated resident events. 
• Ongoing consultation and trips to other planned villages to shape future services and 

facilities in Port Sunlight. 
• Expansion of the museum volunteering programme to create new opportunities to 

volunteer across PSVT and the village. 
• Development of a residents’ website. 
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• Community engagement plan and support for all stakeholders, from groups and societies 
to village businesses. 

As an education tool 
Port Sunlight’s significance is so broad that it is studied extensively by students of all ages, 
from Key Stage 1 children developing an understanding of how life has changed from 
Victorian times, through to doctoral research into the founder himself.  
 
PSVT provides formal learning programmes in dedicated facilities, including tours and trails, 
specialist workshops, volunteering and work experience placements, and opportunities to research 
the collections and archives. Partnership projects have also been developed with local universities 
to support the needs of PSVT and the curricula. 
 
The provision of informal learning opportunities for both the local community and visitors is also 
an important aspect of PSVT’s work. The museum hosts permanent and special exhibitions, and 
the team delivers family activities during the school holidays, hosts regular talks and guided tours, 
and stages village-wide events, ranging from road races to open days. 
 
In popular culture 
Port Sunlight first featured in a musical comedy, ‘The Sunshine Girl’ in 1912 at the Gaiety 
Theatre.49 The musical was set in Port Sunshine, the model village of a soap factory and one 
of the backdrops was influenced by Port Sunlight’s own architecture. Later still, The Beatles’ 
first performance with Ringo Starr on drums was at Hulme Hall. 
 
More recently, the village has been used as the backdrop for films and dramas. In 1981 ‘Chariots of 
Fire’ was partly filmed inside Bridge Cottage, Lever’s residence in the village. In 2017, 21st Century 
Fox’s major feature film ‘Tolkien’, which tells the story of the author’s life and inspirations for his 
greatest works, was filmed in Bridge Cottage and The Dell. Popular programmes such as Michael 
Portillo’s ‘Great Railway Journeys’, ‘Songs of Praise’, ‘Antiques Roadshow’, ‘Flog It!’, ‘The Great 
British Interior Challenge’, ‘Peaky Blinders’ and ‘Coast’ have also been filmed in the village.  
 
Commemorative and spiritual meaning 
There are 17 historically and aesthetically important monuments, memorials and plaques in 
the village, thirteen of them are listed.  
 
The most significant is the Grade I-listed War Memorial, ‘The Defence of the Home’, designed by 
Sir William Goscombe John and unveiled in December 1921. The memorial was intended to 
commemorate the part played in the Great War by Lever Brothers’ employees. There are 515 
names from the First World War, with a further 118 names added in November 1947 to remember 
those killed in the Second World War, including civilians killed during bombing raids. Every year a 
special parade and service is held at the War Memorial and Christ Church on Remembrance 
Sunday. 
 
The Grade II-listed Leverhulme Memorial, designed by Sir William Reid Dick (sculptor) and J 
Lomax Simpson (architect), was unveiled on 13th September 1930, five years after Lord 
Leverhulme’s death. Around 22,000 Lever Brothers employees from around the world paid for it 
by subscription. The main figures represent Inspiration (at the top), Industry, Education, Charity 
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and Art (base figures). The obelisk and sculpture base are made from black granite and the 
sculptures themselves from bronze.  
 
Christ Church was built in 1902-04, and was designed by William and Segar Owen. The church 
was paid for by Lever himself and is dedicated to the memory of his parents. Today, it is a United 
Reformed Church with a strong following both from within and outside the conservation area. In 
1914, a narthex (porch area) known as the Founder’s Tomb was added; the final resting place of 
the first Lord Leverhulme, Lady Lever, the second Lord Leverhulme and his second wife. Every 
year in September, ‘Founder’s Day’ is celebrated in the village to mark William Hesketh Lever’s 
birthday, on the Sunday nearest his birth date (19th September). 
 
Commemorated in August 1989, the Hillsborough Memorial was installed at the south end of The 
Diamond (in the Jubilee Garden) in remembrance of the 96 Liverpool fans who lost their lives at 
the Hillsborough stadium in Sheffield during an FA Cup semi-final. Family and friends gather here 
to remember those lost in tragic circumstances. 
 
In 2008, as part of Liverpool’s Capital of Culture year and the village’s 120th anniversary, the Port 
Sunlight Residents’ and Conservation Society led a community project. They invited residents, 
village groups and children from Church Drive Primary School to donate items to a time capsule 
to reflect life in the village in 2008. The capsule was buried at the foot of the Hillsborough 
Memorial Garden on Festival Day and a mosaic, designed by a young resident, was laid to mark 
the spot. 
 
A continuing and inspiring example of a planned community 
As mentioned previously, in 2017 the UK Government announced its intention to build 14 
new garden villages in Britain, drawing on the Garden City Movement heritage and success 
of places like Port Sunlight and Bournville. 
 
In 2017, PSVT launched a Planned Communities Network to enable information-sharing, 
networking and future fundraising and project development. Six planned communities from 
England, including representatives from as far as Surrey, Swindon and Saltaire, have joined the 
network, and a start-up meeting was held to begin to shape the group.  
 
For business 
The village is still considered to be the spiritual home of Unilever (formerly Lever Brothers). 
One of their main global sites sits on the periphery of the village, comprising a production 
facility, research laboratories and core services. They employ nearly 2,500 staff across the 
three areas in Port Sunlight. 
 
Other businesses also operate in the village including a family-run garden centre, a boutique hotel 
(part of the Contessa Group), a community theatre, two pubs and three venues offering events 
and conferencing space. Merseyrail has two railway stations in the village which serve the main 
Chester to Liverpool line.  
 
Above all the village is a reminder of the business benefits arising from 'enlightened self-interest': 
what was good for the business was also perceived to be good for the employees whose future was 
bound to that of the company. 
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For visitors 
Today the village attracts in the region of 300,000 visitors each year, both domestic and 
international.  
 
They visit for a variety of reasons: to appreciate the art and architecture, to eat in the village cafes 
and restaurants, to better understand the founder, and to take part in recreational activities in the 
open spaces. 
 
PSVT have ambitious plans to transform Port Sunlight into a major visitor destination, working in 
partnership with key stakeholders and village residents. Over the next five years the visitor 
experience will be developed to tell a much broader story of Port Sunlight’s significance, 
increasing the village’s national and international profile. 
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