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John James Corney, an extraordinary business partner

John James Corney was born in 1856, the illegitimate son of 
Ellen Corney. Ellen was the eldest of nine children of John 
Corney, a stonemason, and his wife Elizabeth Greenwood who 
lived at the beautiful 17th century Mire House in Dentdale 
towards Sedbergh. Ellen’s youngest sibling (and John James’ 
uncle) Robert Corney had been born six months before John 
James and so they were brought up as brothers.


Grandfather John died in a tragic accident in 1860, aged 56. He 
was working on the platform wall of the new Sedbergh station on the Ingleton branch of the 
Lancaster and Carlisle railway line. Whilst stepping out of the path of one train he put himself in 
the path of another coming in the opposite 
direction and had his feet crushed. John, ‘an 
industrious workman’, didn’t survive the 
operation to amputate his legs. He was taken 
nearly 30 miles from Sedbergh to Lancaster   
(probably without pain relief) for the operation 
which, it was felt, may have contributed to his 
death [1,2]. 


Elizabeth stayed at Mire House living with her family, including Ellen and John James, until she 
died in 1893 aged 83. Ellen never married and had another illegitimate son, John Greenwood 
Corney, 12 years later. Ellen died just two years after her mother.


John James undertook an apprenticeship in cabinet making. In 1879 John James 
married Isabella Iveson [ph1], a farmer’s daughter also from Sedbergh, and by 
the time of the 1881 census they had moved to Settle, in Craven Cottages just 
round the corner from Bridge End Mill.  How did they end up in Settle?


In 1862 John James’ aunt Jane Corney married John Pullan in Dent and they 
both found work in Kendal workhouse, John as a porter, Jane as a cook.  Their 
son John Richard Pullan (who would become a vicar) was born there. Some 
time after the time of the 1871 census John was appointed as the Master of 
Giggleswick workhouse with Jane working as the Matron.   On the workhouse staff team were 
sisters Margaret Bell, cook and Mary Ann Bell, nurse who were cousins of John Pullan.


Unfortunately John Pullan died in 1877, aged just 37. Records show that Jane continued to be 
the Matron, now with her brother Joseph Greenwood Corney as the Master.   Joseph died in 
1896 aged 48 and then Jane worked with unrelated Edmund PM Whiffen from Brighton as the 
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Master.   By the time of the 1911 census the workhouse was being run by George Addison and his 
wife.  Jane lived in Lytham with her sister, Isabella (Corney) Clarkson. Jane probably spent over 
30 years as Matron of the workhouse.  
Hopefully she had a good send off. 


So John James Corney probably came over to 
Settle with some encouragement from his 
aunt Jane and uncle Joseph. He began to run 
a building business in Settle, doing well 
enough to invest in shares for the up and 
coming Settle Gas Company in 1887.  He 
bought the shares from Robert Grime (who 
was later declared bankrupt) [3]. 


By the time of the 1891 census 35 year old John James, 
working as a joiner, Isabella and their first three children lived 
in Craven Cottages with John James’ uncle Robert Corney who 
was also 35 of course.  Robert was working as an ‘ale and 
porter merchant’.


A year later, in 1892, adverts appeared for ‘Brassington Bros 
and Corney, joiners, builders and contractors.’ [LSA, 3].  This 
partnership with Henry Brassington and his sons was 
extremely successful and continued until 
John James’ death in October 1916, aged 
59. An account of the company is given in 
the Brassington life story. John James died 
in Cheltenham on his way to the library suffering from 
diabetes and heart disease [4].  Nine months previously, 
John James and Isabella had gone to live with their 
daughter Elizabeth (Holden) and her family.   Isabella 

was still living with them when she died in 1947 aged 76.


What about their children?  John James and Isabella’s 
fourth child Christopher James died in infancy in 1894 
and fifth child Robert Greenwood Corney died aged 
eight in 1905.  They both died in Settle but there are no 
local burial records.


Eldest daughter Elizabeth Corney married Harold Henry Holden 
[ph1] who descended from the fascinating Rathmell family. Harold 
Henry, an art master and Elizabeth appear to have met as he 
lodged in the same house as Elizabeth’s brother John William 
Corney, an architect, and sister Ann Iveson Corney, a 
schoolteacher in Leeds.   Harold was a very talented artist and 
teacher. His Wikipedia page tells us that during his life he was 
principal of the Leeds School of Art and then the Birmingham 
School of Art. He was president of the Royal Birmingham Society 
of Artists, a member of the Royal Watercolour Society and an 
Associate of the Royal College of Arts.


Son John William Corney [ph2] was a successful architect who worked in 
Northamptonshire and then for more than 20 years as deputy architect to 
Derbyshire County Council.
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Daughter Ann Iveson Corney began her working life as a 
schoolteacher in Leeds. She married Richard Stanley Simpson 
who had a career as a headteacher in Liverpool. Richard was the 
son of a Settle butcher Richard Whitaker Simpson who died 
when Richard (Jnr) was just eight. Richard (Jnr)’s sister Eva died 
in 1899 just one hour after birth and is buried an unmarked grave 
in the Old graveyard CX51.  Richard and his siblings were brought 
up by their aunt Sarah Emma Simpson who had married John 
William Dugdale. John and Sarah ran the Ashfield Temperance 
Hotel together.  Sarah Emma’s parents had previously run 
the Golden Lion Inn in Settle. Richard (Snr)’s brother 
William Louis Simpson married Sarah Jane Dugdale, half-
sister to John William Dugdale and they ran the Ashfield 
Livery Stables for a while [LSA].


Anyway, Ann’s husband Richard Stanley Simpson served for 
20 years as headmaster of the Gilmour County Secondary 
Boys School in Liverpool [6]. 


That’s really not bad for the family of an illegitimate lad from Sedbergh. John James should 
have been very proud. 


However that’s not the end of the Corney family in Settle.   
John James’ uncle Robert Corney lived with him at the time 
of the 1891 census working as an ale and porter merchant.


Just after the 1891 census, Robert, aged 35, married 
Margaret Bell who had been the cook at the workhouse for 
her cousin John Pullan and his wife Jane (Corney) Pullan. 
During the 1890s Robert advertised his business at the site 
now occupied by the Tourist Information at the Town Hall, a 
business established over 50 years [LSA]. He provided Fresh 
English Yeast for bread making too.  One advert 
tells us the previous business owner was Storer 
Clement Peberdy who had quite a disturbing life 
story (Atkinson-Old graveyard).
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Robert died in 1898, aged 42.  His obituary explained he 
had acted as a steward on board large Atlantic liners 
between Liverpool and America with occasional trips to 
Australia. He ‘made a wide circle of friends by his genial 
good humour’ [7].   His body was accompanied by the 
brethren of the Castleberg Lodge of Freemasons to 
Settle Station from where it was taken to Dent for 
burial. 


Widow Margaret continued the business successfully with 
her widowed sister Mary Ann.  After working as a nurse 
at the workhouse, in 1886 Mary Ann Bell became the 
second wife of Samuel Woolstencroft who had been 
the headmaster of Langcliffe School since 1881.  
Samuel’s first wife had died just a few months before.   
Perhaps Mary Ann had been helping out at the school?  


The school needed all the help it could get. As 
hundreds of workers had moved into Langcliffe from all 
over the country to work in the rejuvenated Langcliffe 
mills, admissions to the school from the age of three to 
fourteen, rocketed. When Samuel took over there 
were 97 pupils in the tiny school [A]. Inspectors 
criticised the facilities, heating and the quality 
of teaching of arithmetic. As time went by there 
were disputes, court appearances and even a 
lock-in after disagreements between the 
governors and the vicar, Rev Samuel Sandberg.  
Inspectors suggested that the headmaster, 
Samuel, should be ‘relieved of the instruction of 
infants’ and to ‘attempt fewer subjects. 
Discipline is only fair.  The infants are much 
neglected and in a backward condition’. There 
were floods, and outbreaks of measles and 
scarlet fever.  Desperate pupil teachers were 
caught giving ‘surreptitious aid’ to children in 
exams. This all took its toll on Samuel’s health.


On January 31st 1898, 59 year old James Samuel Woolstencroft wrote in his log book, ‘Master 
absent from duties, suffering’. Just a week later, Samuel died of pneumonia and a teaching 
assistant Mary Agnes Procter inadvertently found herself running the School [A]. ‘I Mary Agnes 
Procter took temporary charge of this school.  The master James Samuel Woolstencroft died on 
Sunday evening Feb 6th from pneumonia. The school the previous week had been in the charge 
of the assistant mistress.’  Two days later the school closed for Samuel’s funeral, presumably at 
Langcliffe. At the school, governors appointed new staff and made improvements to the 
building. The inspectors reported ‘a very marked and gratifying improvement.’ Mary Agnes 
Procter’s life story is given in the account of the Chapmans. 


Samuel Woolstencroft died just a couple of months before the death of Robert Corney so Mary 
Ann spent the rest of her life with sister Margaret, helping to run the ale business. 


Despite this family contributing so much to life in Settle, there are no burials here.  There were 
probably family graves back in Dent, Sedbergh and Langcliffe. 
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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. It has 
been written in good faith with no offence intended.  If I have inadvertently included errors or 
breached any copyright I apologise and would welcome corrections. 


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 — 
Cumberland Pacquet, 2 — Westmorland Gazette, 3 — Yorkshire Post, 4 — Gloucestershire Echo, 6 
— Liverpool Echo, 7 — Lancaster Standard


A — credited to The Bell Rings Across the Green, a History of Langcliffe School, a fabulous little 
book, thanks to John and Helen Reid


ph1 — photo credited to relations via ancestry.co.uk, username jimandro2007, ph2 — username 
Cliff Ottley-Thistlethwaite, ph3 — kindly provided by Roger Taylor


LSA - Lambert’s Settle Almanac, with the kind permission of the North Craven Buildings 
Preservation Trust
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