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The Coroner, the Registrar and the Surgeons 
The inquests of the navvies were held by coroner Thomas Brown or deputy coroner Thomas P 
Brown. The registrar of all the deaths was John Cowburn. Deaths were obviously certified by 
doctors but they were not all named.  Francis Green certified two and James Hartley certified 
one.  

Thomas Brown and Thomas Parkinson Brown, the coroners 
Thomas Brown, a farmer’s son, was born in 1801 in Airton, Malhamdale.  In Skipton, in 1837, he 
married Mary Bradley, an innkeeper’s daughter.   By the time of the 1841 census he was working 
as a solicitor and coroner for the Skipton district.  They had five children although two died in 
infancy. The only surviving son, Thomas Parkinson Brown, was born in 1838. 

The internet tells us ‘a Coroner is a government official who is empowered to conduct or order 
an inquest into the manner or cause of death, and to investigate or confirm the identity of an 
unknown person who has been found dead. The Coroner usually came from a legal or medical 
background and more often than not, was appointed for life by the respective County.’  

Obviously, son Thomas Parkinson Brown would carry on his father’s business as a solicitor and 
‘deputy coroner’ to his father.  Father and son were exceedingly busy men. A quick search of 
19th century newspapers throws up literally hundreds of articles.  They presided over the six 
cases of suicide found in Settle’s Ancient graveyard, the murder of beer seller Christopher Wright 
in Langcliffe by navvy Ellis Parker/Nelson and the many navvies killed between Settle and Dent. 
Father Thomas held the inquests for Thomas Burton and Abraham Cooling, whereas son 
Thomas, ‘deputy coroner’ held the rest of them.  

Father and son must have had incredibly strong stomachs and very thick skins. The newspaper 
reports of some of the deaths are graphic enough, never mind examining bodies in real life with 
associated odours. Son Thomas was not afraid to say things as they were. One of Settle’s 
unfortunate young men ended his own life in 
the Royal Oak Inn in Settle, hanging from a 
beam. The innkeeper Samuel Mitchell found 
him and sent for a policeman who cut him 
down. Samuel said he felt ‘unnerved at the 
time and had not the pluck to cut him 
down.’ In a poor quality article, Thomas 
Parkinson Brown made it very clear that it 
had been Samuel’s duty to cut him down at 
once [5]. I’m not sure many people would 
have been able to do that.  

The Brown family lived together in the High Street in Skipton for their whole lives.  Thomas (Snr) 
died in 1876. Son Thomas and his sisters remained single. Thomas (Jnr) died in 1905 leaving a 
whopping £72,000, worth well over £10 million in today’s value, to the remaining sister Isabel 
who died three years later.  

Thomas (Jnr)’s obituary explains that he had been the coroner of Skipton for over 40 years, 
taking over from his father. He was the senior partner of ‘Brown, Charlesworth and Wood’ 
solicitors so will have had good links with the Charlesworth family in Settle. Thomas also had 
responsibilities with the Board of Guardians and the Rural Sanitary Authority for over 25 years. 
He became the Superintendent Registrar for the Skipton District.  Another report says he died of 
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a ‘Fatal Paralytic Seizure’ but also showed a 
more human side to him, ‘many public 
institutions in Skipton and district were 
objects of Mr Brown’s benevolence, while the 
poor and unfortunate often found in him a 
sympathetic and practical friend’ [2]. 

Edgar Wood from Rotherham had been made a partner in Thomas’ business in Skipton during the 
1890s and took over as senior partner when Thomas died.  Edgar had been working as deputy 
coroner and so also took over as coroner from Thomas, a post which he held for 38 years until his 
death aged 82.  I don’t think an equal opportunities recruitment policy was necessarily used for 
this appointment.  

‘Coroner’s Inquests were usually held within the space of 48 hours following a death that 
appeared to be of a suspicious or unexplained nature. They were usually held in a local public-
house, ale house, municipal building, or parish workhouse, but sometimes in the building where 
the death occurred. The account of the inquest appearing in local newspapers included the 
name of the deceased, where they died, and how they died. Some casualties were taken to the 
hospital so the inquest would be conducted there, rather than where the person was living.’   
This explains why some of our navvies are buried in Settle rather than where they lived and 
died, at Batty Wife for example.  

 

John Cowburn, the registrar and his dad 
John Cowburn was the registrar for all the deaths in this study and 
so we have numerous examples of his handwriting and signature.  

John’s father, another John Cowburn, had been an attorney and 
solicitor in Settle. In the 1840s John (Snr) took advantage of 
investments in ‘railway mania’. In partnership with Edward James 
Norris, ‘Cowburn and Norris’ was set up to manage the business of a 
railway planned between Lancaster and Newcastle upon 
Tyne [3].  The reality was that a third of all planned 
railways failed, including this one. Eventually John 
became insolvent [4]. The wrangling over his estate 
continued several years after his death.  Despite all of 
this, John must have been well regarded as he had been 
elected to the prestigious position of High Constable for 
the West Riding in 1847. 
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In 1850 John was taken to court by John Johnson 
Hartley, a local ironmonger for failure to honour a 
rather substantial promissory note [5]. Oops. 

John had a most unfortunate death in 1855 whilst skating on the ice at ‘Birkbeck Wear’, near 
Anley [6]. The severity of 19th century weather was frequently commented on by newspapers.  
As was so common in those days, John appeared to die from infection picked up at the time 
rather than from the injury itself. 

Son John Cowburn (Jnr), born in 1837, was 
just 18 when his father died and he did well 
to continue the family business in Settle.  
He worked as an auctioneer, a Registrar of 
births, marriages and deaths, and a High 
Bailiff [3], working for the courts to execute 
warrants and court orders. John married 
Elizabeth Marsden Ayrton, the daughter of 
Henry Ayrton, the innkeeper of the Royal 
Oak in Settle and she gave him four sons.  
Unfortunately, sons John, aged six, and 
Richard, aged three, both died in 1873, 
presumably of an infection.  

Despite being busy as the Registrar, 
especially during the railway construction 
years, in 1876 John was secretary to the 
Yorkshire Banking Company involved in 
setting up Craven Pure Oil Cake and Corn 
Mill Co Ltd using Bridge End Mill [CH].    

Tragically, John also had a premature and 
sudden death later that year, aged just 39. 
Just the week before he had advertised an 
auction of livestock for John Henry Dale 
after the death of his father David Hall Dale who had previously taken the railways to court with 
a significant victory [CH].  

North Craven Industrial and Provident Building Society paid John tribute as a most efficient and 
trustworthy official [7]. 

John’s children had incredible lives and the full account is provided by the graveyard project.  
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Surgeons to the Settle to Carlisle Line 

The Green brothers, surgeons to the Settle to Carlisle Railway 
Edwin Septimus Green, born in 1843, was one of eight children of Joseph Septimus Green, a 
surgeon in Co Durham. Edwin qualified as a surgeon in Edinburgh, regarded as the most 
prestigious training college for medics at the time. In 1867, he married Harriet Anderson from 
South Shields and they moved straight to Settle, living in the large house opposite the Golden 
Lion. They had three daughters.   

Edwin was appointed surgeon to the Settle to Carlisle Railway. His Settle and Horton-in-
Ribblesdale district included the Ingleton Fells and Batty Green.  Edwin also served the Settle 
Union Workhouse in Giggleswick.  He was only 27 when he died under tragic circumstances, 
being dragged by his horse for nearly a mile [5].  Another report explains he was the ‘surgeon in 
connection with the Settle to Carlisle Railway’ and ‘had never lost a case’. He was given ‘a full 

choral service in respect to his memory’. Even 
though he was only in Settle for four years 
before he died, perhaps the manner of his 
death contributed to the decision to dedicate 
a beautiful church window to him at Holy 
Ascension?  The window design includes the 
phrase ‘He went doing good’. 

Widow Harriet, her mum and their daughters moved to Portsmouth. When they died, the bodies 
of Harriet and her mum were brought back to Settle for burial.  Harriet’s mum was one of the 
oldest people in the Ancient Graveyard. 

In loving Remembrance of Edwin Septimus Green, surgeon, born at Houghton-le-spring, Co Durham, 
Nov 13, 1843, died at Settle Aug 3 1871.   Also of Harriet his wife who died June 22nd 1899, and of 
Harriet Anderson, her mother who died March 22 1904, age 92, D2 

Unsurprisingly their three daughters married wealthy professionals. Daughter Emily married the 
Rev’d Thomas Charlesworth, son of the Settle solicitor. 

This was not the end of the Greens’ story in Settle. 
Edwin’s brother, Francis Green, took over as 
railway surgeon. Francis certified the deaths of 
navvies James Harry Smith and Robert Ralph and 
probably others too.  As was the norm for 
professional bachelors, Francis resided at the inns.  
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At the time of the 1881 census he was at the 
Commercial Hotel and died in August 1890 at 
the White Horse Hotel. He is buried in Old 
grave B13. His obituary describes ‘His 
reputation and skill speedily brought him a 
large and lucrative practice’ [1]. 

In loving memory of Francis Green, Surgeon of Settle. Who died Aug 25 1890 aged 53. Jesu. Mercy, 
OLD B13 

James Hartley, surgeon 
Thomas Cooper’s death was certified by James Hartley.  James, born in 1828, was one of at 
least ten children of John Hartley and Esther Kendal of Catteral Hall in Giggleswick. James 
married Fanny Howson and they had two children. James worked in the large house on the 
Market Place opposite the end of the Shambles, later occupied by Dr Charles William Buck.   
Later it became a bank.  Newspaper reports indicate that James was kept very busy responding 
to numerous railway related accidents. James and Fanny retired to Carshalton, Surrey to be with 
their son Reginald.  

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 
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’. 

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

Newspaper cuttings with the kind permission of the British Newspaper Archives: 1 — Leeds 
Mercury, 2 — Preston Herald, 3 — Kendal Mercury, 4 — County Courts Chronicle, 5 — Lancaster 
Gazette, 6 — Westmorland Gazette, 7 — Lancaster Guardian 

CH - with the kind permission of the Craven Herald and Pioneer 
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