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John Cowburn and his son John Cowburn, unlucky men

John was born in 1810 in Skipton to middle class parents, Richard Cowburn, a schoolmaster and 
printer and his wife Hannah Hardacastle, the daughter of a woollen manufacturer. By 1832 he 
had married Jane Cork who was the daughter of William Cork, the Settle wig and hat maker.  
John and Jane lived in Duke Street opposite the end of 
(what would become) Station Road and a step exists outside 
the back of the house engraved with the Cowburn name.  
Later they moved to the exclusive residences of The Terrace 
on the opposite side of the road. 


John was an educated man and become an attorney and 
solicitor.  In the 1840s he attempted to take advantage of 
the investment frenzy, known as ‘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 [1].  
The reality was that a third of all planned railways failed, 
including this one and so John lost his investment. 
Eventually John became insolvent [2]. 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.   Before 
the establishment of regional police forces High Constables were appointed to oversee provision 
for keeping order. John had immense responsibility in this post.


In 1850 John was taken to court by John Johnson Hartley, a local ironmonger for failure to 
honour a promissory note of £425 — a fortune in those days. [7]. Oops.   In addition, between 
September 1851 and November 1852 an extraordinary series of letters were sent by Thomas 
Birkbeck, working as the solicitor for Henry Robinson, also a solicitor and John Cowburn’s 
landlord.  John had not paid his rent and 16 solicitor’s letters were sent!


John had a most unfortunate death in 1855 
whilst skating on the ice at ‘Birkbeck 
Wear’, nearly Anley [3]. The severity of 19th 
century weather was frequently mentioned in 
newspaper reports.  As was so common in 
those days, John died from infection rather 
than from the injury itself. John was just 44 
and died.


John’s widow Jane moved to much cheaper 
housing in Kirkgate and ran a confectionery 
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business with her daughters Hannah and Martha Frances [LSA].  At the time of the 1871 census 
Jane, like most other households, provided accommodation for workers on the Settle and 
Carlisle railway.  However Jane’s lodger was someone special — Robert Edward Wilson who was 
the resident engineer overseeing the building of the 
Settle to Dent section of the railway, even though he 
was only 29.  Jane was a widow for over 50 years before 
dying in 1906 aged 93.   John and Jane are buried in 
Gisburn with John’s parents.


John and Jane’s daughter Sarah Jane, born in 1849, ran 
a confectionery business [WSA] before becoming the 
second wife of Darius Ineson who ran his tinning and 
brazier business at the end of Cheapside in the Market 
Place.  Sarah Jane was nearly 30 years younger than 
Darius and they went to Scarborough to get married.   
Sarah Jane is buried in Holy Ascension graveyard in Old 
L41 with her sister Hannah/Annie who remained a 
spinster.


In loving remembrance of Annie Cowburn (of Settle) who died Nov 21st 1926 aged 47 
years.  Also Sarah Jane Ineson who died April 2nd 1937 aged 88 years.  The day thou 
gavest Lord is ended, Old L41


John and Jane’s son Charles Henry Cowburn, born in 1846, had a very different 
life.  John had died when Charles was just nine, which may have had long term 
effects. In 1866 Charles Henry worked as a solicitor’s clerk in Colne.  He was 
arrested for stealing 17 shillings from Senes Postlethwaite, a servant at an ale 
and porter store and, controversially, was not granted bail despite having being a 
‘young man of highly respectable appearance and character’.  After a three hour trial he was 
found not guilty [4]. However in 1873, in Manchester, he was charged with embezzling £40 from 
his employer.   Charles Henry had been sacked but collected and pocketed rent from tenants and 
kept it in a flower pot. This time he was found 
guilty and imprisoned for six months [5]. 


By the next census return in 1881 Charles was living with a ‘wife’ Lucy and two children.  He 
eventually married Lucy Leigh just before her death in 1884.  His young daughter Hannah 
Cowburn was brought up by sister Sarah Jane (Ineson) and son Charles Cowburn by Leigh 
relations.  Charles Henry continued to work as a shipping clerk in Manchester and died aged 75.


John and Jane’s son John Cowburn (Jnr), born in 1837, was the son to continue the family 
business in Settle.  He worked as an auctioneer, a Registrar of births, marriages and deaths, and 
a High Bailiff[1], working for the courts to execute warrants and court orders. As registrar John 
had the unenviable task of registering all the 
deaths of the navvies who died during the 
building of the Settle and Carlisle railway — 
there were 21 in Settle alone.   John’s 
position may have led to the resident 
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engineer choosing to lodge with his mother.   When he 
was 30, in 1867, John married Elizabeth Marsden 
Ayrton, the daughter of Henry Ayrton, who had been 
the innkeeper of both the New Inn and the Royal Oak in 
Settle. Elizabeth had already proved she was fertile 
with a daughter Margaret (Maggie), and they had four 
sons together.  Sons John, aged 6, and Richard, aged 
3, both died in 1873, presumably of an infection. 


In 1876 John was involved in setting up Craven Pure Oil 
Cake and Corn Mill Co Ltd using Bridge End Mill [CH].   
Tragically, like his father, John had a premature death 
later that year after a short illness, aged just 39. Just 
the week before he had held an auction of livestock for 
John Henry Dale after the death of his father David 
Hall Dale [CH]. 


John’s obituary [7] described his involvement in the North 
Craven Industrial and Provident Building Society, ‘a most 
efficient and trustworthy official’[8], and his active role in 
his partnership with Abraham Smith in Smith and Cowburn, 
coal and coke agents [LSA].


Elizabeth was left with children Maggie (Ayrton), 
Henry and Frank Cowburn and set up a 
confectionery business for the Ladies of the district 
[CH].  


Ten years later Elizabeth became the third wife of 
Joseph Parker who ran the Lodge Farm, and they 
had a son James Parker. Elizabeth’s daughter Maggie 
Cowburn married William Henry Lambert who was 
the illegitimate son of Mary Ellen Lambert and 
nephew of the Settle printer John Wilcock Lambert. 
Maggie and William Henry didn’t have children of 
their own, but the church baptism records tell us that, four years after marrying, William Henry 
fathered a son, Frederick Bulcock with Frances Amelia Bulcock.  Oops. Frederick was brought 
up by Bulcock relations and worked as a railway labourer.


John and Elizabeth’s son Henry Cowburn embarked on a career in the navy.  Tragically in 1889 
when he was just 20, Henry took his own life, possibly because he had failed to pass an 

settleresearch@gmail.com



Settle Graveyard Project

examination [9,CH].  This reflects the intensity of 
expectation on middle class young men and the lack 
of mental health provision in those days. 


John, his infant sons John and Richard and poor Henry are all buried in 
Giggleswick Graveyard.


I.H.S.  In loving memory of John Cowburn died Oct. 30th 1876 aged 39 years. Also 
Richard son of the above died Dec. 17th 1873 aged 3 years. Also John son of the 
above died Dec. 23rd 1873 aged 6 years. Also Henry son of the above died Feb. 
27th 1889 aged 20 years, B8/36


This left youngest son, Frank Cowburn. In 1892 Frank was on the committee for 
the Football club [LSA].  In 1895, aged 22, Frank married Mary Grime whose father William 
Grime had worked as the groom to John Birkbeck at Anley. 


It seems that in some ways, Frank took after his uncle, Charles Henry Cowburn. Frank got a job 
in the London and Midland Bank and was relocated to the Pontefract branch. Frank and Mary had 
a son Henry Cowburn, named after Frank’s brother.  In 1904, Frank was arrested for 
embezzlement having caused his employer considerable trouble. After profuse apologies from 
Frank and his mother Frank was given a lenient sentence of two months imprisonment [6]. 


By the next census Mary was back in Settle living 
with her sisters and describing herself ‘a widow’.  
Frank seems to have run away to Toronto, Canada 
where he died of bronchial pneumonia in 
November 1906, aged 34 [LSA]. Mary is buried with 
two of her sisters in the unmarked Old EX17. 
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Young Henry Cowburn was the only heir of this line of Cowburns and Grimes.  
He made a living selling coal in Settle and married Rose Martha Lord, 
granddaughter of the Wesleyan Preacher John Lord.  Henry is buried in the New 
grave K50 with Rose Martha and son Peter and his wife Joan Asher.


In loving memory of Henry Cowburn, died 23 August 1973 aged 72 years. Also his 
dear wife Martha Cowburn died 13th June 1980, aged 77 years.  Also their son 
Peter Cowburn, died 21 July 1975 aged 49 years.  Also his dear wife Joan Cowburn 
died 16th Sept 2005, aged 76 years, New K50


This account has been compiled by Sarah Lister 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. 


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


Thanks to descendant Steve Cowburn for his help with this account. 


Newspaper cuttings with the kind permission of the British Newspaper Archives: 1 — Kendal 
Mercury, 2 — County Courts Chronicle, 3 — Westmorland Gazette, 4 — Burnley Gazette, 5 — 
Manchester Evening News, 6 — Sheffield Daily Telegraph, 7 — Lancaster Gazette, 8 — Lancaster 
Guardian, 9 — Burnley Express


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


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