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The Harpers, stonemasons 
Thomas Harper was born in December 1806, the illegi7mate son of Mary Harper, aged 21, two 
years before her marriage to John Oldfield.   When he was 23, Thomas, a stonemason, married 
Margaret Stockdale the daughter of a farmer turned spinner.  They had nine children, living in 
SeDle’s Church Street, but Margaret died in October 1858, aged 47 when the youngest was eight. 
She was buried in the unmarked Anc BX2 with two children, Thomas, aged 15 and Mary Ann, aged 
six. An earlier child, Joseph Stockdale Harper, died, an infant, in 1832 and was buried in 
Giggleswick graveyard as this was before SeDle graveyard had opened. A couple of years later 
Thomas married widow Margaret (Silverwood) Bamford.  Thomas died two years later in 1862, 
aged 55 and Margaret died in 1870, aged 47.   They may have been buried with the rest of the 
family or elsewhere in the Ancient graveyard. 

Fortunately, the surviving children were old enough to fend for themselves by now.  Son Joseph 
worked as a joiner, in and around Bradford. Daughter Harriet married a mill overlooker, Stephen 
Illingworth from Scotland.  They married in Scotland but had their family in Bradford.  

Son John Williamson Harper moved to Sheffield, the heart of the steel industry and worked as a 
spring maker. However, when he married Ann Thilley they ran a confec7onery business together. 
They didn’t have children and didn’t seem to spend money as he leU an estate worth over 
£300,000 at today’s value.  Probate documenta7on suggests this was leU to Silvester Harper who 
was the illegi7mate son of John’s eldest sister Isabella Harper, born three years before her 
marriage to Henry Robinson, who was from SeDle but worked as a blacksmith at a mill in 
Lancashire.  Silvester Harper was born just a year aUer John Williamson Harper and worked as a 
haDer in Colne. 

Thomas and Margaret’s son James Henry Harper disappears from the records 
apart from a couple of transatlan7c sailings in which he described himself as a 
merchant.  By the 7me of the 1901 census, now aged 52, he was in Giggleswick 
workhouse, described as a confec7oner and baker.  He died a year later.   
Incredibly, he has an impressive gravestone, Old F34. 

In memory of James Henry Harper who departed this life May 13th 1902 
Aged 54 years, Old F34 

Who paid for that?  Certainly younger brother John Williamson Harper could have afforded it. 
Alterna7vely, immediately in front of James Henry’s grave is that of his brother Stephen Harper 
and family.    Stephen became a cordwainer/shoemaker. In 1861, aged 23 Stephen married Ann 
Pooley Bentham, a butcher’s daughter from, yes, Bentham. They had a son and a daughter living 
their whole lives in Colne.  However, they had reserved their grave plot back in SeDle. Their stone, 
which is iden7cal in design to brother James Henry’s also commemorates the lives of Stephen’s 
parents.   

In Memory of Ann Pooley wife of Stephen Harper of Barrowford  who died 
March 20th 1899, aged 62 years. Also the above Stephen Harper died Jan 
7th 1905 aged 66 years, Margaret wife of Thomas Harper died Oct 24th 
1859 aged 47 years.  Also the above Thomas Harper died Oct 20th 1862, 
aged 55 years, Old E34 

The two children stayed in Colne and their spouses both had the surname 
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Howarth and were probably related. Thomas Gibson Harper was a joiner and married MareIa 
Howarth, a weaver’s daughter. Daughter Margaret Ann Harper married William Howarth whose 
family ran the George and Dragon Inn, which s7ll operates to this day in Barrowford.   It wasn’t an 
easy life.  In 1894 Inspector Pincock took them to court for opening outside official hours aUer they 
provided brandy for a woman having difficulty in labour, thought to be dying. Fortunately, the 
charge was dropped [1]. However, Inspector Pincock 
had not finished yet!  In 1900 he refused to 

con7nue their license because, he said there were 
so many public-houses in the area. William’s 
solicitor interrogated Mr Pincock, sugges7ng he 
was picking on the Howarths — PC Pincock was 
unable to give any other reason. During the 
hearing it was revealed there were 1500 visitors 
in a week, drinking seven barrels of beer.  It was 
clean, in good order and used for pic-pic par7es.  

A reason for their healthy trade could be because 
at the 7me of the 1891 and 1901 censuses a 
neighbour, and probably customer was a certain 
Phineas Butler, related to several SeDle families.  
To say Phineas, a plasterer, enjoyed his alcohol is an understatement. In 1862, Phineas was referred 
to as one of the ‘worst characters in Barrowford’ [5]. In 1864, he was referred to as ‘an old 
offender’ and was fined 5 shillings for being drunk and disorderly [4]. In 1874 he refused to leave 
the Glenn View Inn and turned violent  [5]. In 1877 
he ‘lost the use of his legs’ [3].  There were plenty 
more.   In 1890 he was fined 10 shillings plus costs, 
having four previous offences [3]. This is very 
generous — there were at least seven.  
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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’.  

Newspaper cuttings with the kind permission of the British Newspaper Archives: 1 — Burnley 
Express, 2 — Blackburn Standard, 3 — Hartlepool Daily Mail, 4 — Preston Herald, 5 — Burnley 
Advertiser 
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