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The Prestons, representing the quiet underbelly of Settle life 
Settle’s history tends to be recalled through the accounts of middle class and wealthy residents 
but 80% of our population were working class. The Preston’s tough working class lives give us a 
different perspective. 

John Preston was an agricultural labourer in Hellifield who had seven children with his wife 
Dorothy Tomlinson. When John died in 1849, aged 58, Dorothy moved to Upper Settle with two 
teenaged sons and daughter Elizabeth.  In the 1851 census return Dorothy described herself as a 
pauper and daughter Elizabeth as ‘an idiot’ — poor Elizabeth died in 1856, aged 30 and is buried 
in the Ancient graveyard where Dorothy would later join her.   

This family were really very poor.  Son Rodger, 
born in 1834, took work where he could get it 
on farms or in the lime works. In 1867, for 
some reason Rodger was found guilty and fined 
£5 or two months imprisonment for poisoning 
106 fish by putting lime in a stream [1]. A £5 
fine was a huge amount for someone in 
Rodger’s situation. What a strange thing to do. 
Were there some mental health issues or did 
he have a point to prove? 

After Dorothy died aged 73, in 1871, Rodger 
lived in the common lodging houses on Albert 
Hill.  These provided the cheapest possible 
accommodation to avoid the workhouse but 
were cramped and unpleasant.  They had a 
deserved reputation as a hotbed of crime, 
disease and prostitution. In 1882 Rodger couldn’t afford to pay for that night’s accommodation 
so slept in an outhouse of the Commercial Inn [1].  He was imprisoned for 14 days and may have 
been glad to have a roof over his head.  

Lodging houses and vagrancy linked activities such as ‘vagrant suspicious characters’ were the 
most commonly reported ‘crime’ of 19th century Settle as illustrated in this police report of 
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1856 by PC Cockshott [1].  The majority of ‘criminals’ were men who were not able to read well, 
which suggests desperate poor working class men — no surprises there then.  

In January 1893, Rodger became victim to smallpox 
whilst living in the common lodging house [2]. The 
cramped conditions were ideal for the spread of 
infection. Fortunately Rodger recovered.  Not 
everyone was as lucky — the vicar’s wife Charlotte 
Garnett (buried in Old graveyard) also became 
victim to smallpox and was placed in the isolation 
hospital in the same year, but died on 6 April. The Giggleswick Workhouse had a ‘fever hospital’ 
within it, although being in the main workhouse was not sufficiently isolated. In 1903 a 
dedicated isolation hospital for the area was built at Harden Bridge, west of Austwick.  

Almost inevitably, Rodger’s last years and death in 1911, aged 77, were in the workhouse which 
provided the only care available for aged poor people.  He was buried in the unmarked grave Old 
DX5 with there other elderly men who died in the workhouse in a ‘Union grave’.  

Rodger’s eldest sister Charlotte married Stephen Preston from Long Preston who could have 
been a relation.  Stephen and Charlotte lived in Kirkgate where Stephen worked as an ostler, 
looking after the horses at one of Settle’s inns. Stephen’s brother Thomas Preston was the 
father of Rose Martha and Ellen Preston who became the first and second wives of the preacher 
John Lord.  

Rodger’s elder brother Ambrose Tomlinson Preston, born in 1831, married Elizabeth Young and 
they had six children. Daughters Mary and Charlotte died in childhood and were buried at 
Giggleswick.   

To make ends meet Ambrose was not unusual in 
trying to harvest nature’s gifts but was often 
caught, fined and imprisoned for poaching 
conies (rabbits), this one in 1854 [1].   

The railways provided an employment 
opportunity for Ambrose. This paid a 
relatively good salary, but at a price - it was 
dangerous work, with, on average, a navvy 
being killed for each mile of railway built.  By 
the sounds of it, in 1867 Ambrose had a very 
lucky escape suffering a compound fracture of 
the skill [3].  Amazingly he lived for almost 20 
more years. 

After Ambrose’s accident the family settled in Settle, living in the railway cottages on Cammock 
Lane and he continued to work on the railways as a platelayer.  Ambrose died in 1886, aged 55 
and is buried in Giggleswick churchyard with Elizabeth who died in 1904 in Darwen but was 
brought back for burial. 

Shortly after Ambrose died, in 1886, eldest daughter Elizabeth Ann gave birth to a son Ambrose 
Thomas Preston. This may have influenced mum Elizabeth’s decision to move to Darwen with 
the youngest children, although Elizabeth Ann had another child, Charlotte Rosalie Preston, a 
year later.  In 1893 Elizabeth Ann married James Gosling, a miner and took daughter Charlotte 
with her.  For some reason she left young Ambrose with grandmother Elizabeth.  
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After Elizabeth died in 1904 it 
seems that 17 year old Ambrose 
took off for Silverstream, New 
Zealand with his uncle William 
Tomlinson Preston and family, 
to f ind employment in a 
brickworks.  New Zealand burial 
records tell us that two years later 
Ambrose had a tragic death, 
‘accidentally shot’.   On a half day 
off work Ambrose had been out to 
shoot stray pigs with a friend.  When their dogs smelled a lair Ambrose and his 
friend both fired but Ambrose was hit by his friend’s bullet, which ‘lodged in his 
head’. That really was unlucky.  It took seven hours to extract his body from the 
dense bush. His workmates erected a red terracotta drainpipe memorial 
gravestone to him, embossed with ivy and leaves. Even worse, FindMyGrave 
website reports that vandals destroyed the memorial cross over 100 years later.  

Back in Settle, Ambrose and Elizabeth’s eldest 
son, Thomas, [ph2] married Cornish wife Lucy 
Doney [ph1]. He worked on the railways and 
they had a large family.  Thomas and Lucy are 
buried in the unmarked grave Old HX19 next 
to the grave of their son William [ph1] and his 
two wives, Rose Mary Pratt and Gladys Hilda 
Tuke. 

In Loving Memory of Rose Mary Beloved wife of William Preston who died 
December 2nd 1918 Aged 30 years. Also of Gladys Hilda beloved wife of William 
Preston who died January 21st 1971 Aged 75 years and William Preston who died 
February 28th 1972 Aged 80 years, Old H20 

Thomas and Lucy’s son Charles George Gordon Preston is buried with his 
wife and mother in law in New F2 and some of their family are buried in New 
J49 

 

This account has been compiled as part of the Settle Graveyard Project which has recorded 
gravestone inscriptions, updated church records and researched the lives of those buried. Life 
stories can be found on dalescommunityarchives.org.uk, ‘settle graveyard project’.  The ‘Old 
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Settle’ family tree on ancestry.co.uk includes the families buried in the graveyard. The project 
is ongoing and welcomes queries and information on settleresearch@gmail.com. Latest news 
and events are on the Facebook page ‘Settle Graveyard Project’ 

Newspaper cuttings with the kind permission of the British Newspaper Archives: 1 — Lancaster 
Gazette, 2 — Northern Daily Telegraph, 3 — Leeds Mercury 

ph1,2 — credited to family descendants via Ancestry.co.uk, username ETH and MAF, Jo Summers 

The life stories of people with italicised names have been researched as part of the graveyard 
project
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