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The Robinsons, Settle’s Suffragette Sisters, by Royal Appointment 
Settle has always been a little behind the times. Mechanisation in cotton mills, gas lighting and 
credit card swipe technology all took ages to arrive. So did Settle really produce women who 
were suffragettes and were appointed to the queen?  
Well, yes it did. 

In 1897 Miss Anderson read a paper on women’s 
suffrage to the Settle Wesleyan Improvement Society 
which was a relatively liberal group [LSA]. In 1909, 
the Conservative Club ran a debate on woman’s 
suffrage. After a ‘warm discussion’ there was a large 
majority against giving women the vote [LSA].  

C11 In memory of Epsey, wife of Henry Robinson, who died 14th October 
1861 aged 44 years.  Henry Robinson, solicitor of this town died 27th 
February 1870, aged 54 years.  

Eleanor, who died 30th September 1854, aged 4 months. Fanny who 
died on the 17th April 1856 aged 7 months.  Charlotte who died 13th 
October 1901 aged 42 years. Epsey, widow of John McClelland who died 
6th February 1912 aged 65.   George Marshall who died 21st April 1925 
aged 74 years.  William Augustus, who died 27th May 1896 aged 51 
years. Henry Duncan, who died 5th July1875, aged 31 years. 

The people commemorated on this impressive family tomb were academically and artistically 
gifted, but also passionate about social and political reform. (We must remember that there 
were many working class residents who may have been just as talented but did not have time or 
money to demonstrate their talents.) 

Henry Robinson, born in 1815, was a cooper's son from Lincolnshire. Somehow he managed to 
get an education which set him up for a very successful life.  In 1842, he married Epsey Dale, 
the daughter of a successful London piano manufacturer who carried an important artistic gene.  
Henry found work in Kirkby Lonsdale, articled to solicitor Francis Pearson and by 1847 had moved 
to Settle where he would live for the rest of his life, 
working as a solicitor. They lived on or near Cheapside and 
then in the large ‘Terrace’ on Duke Street, bringing up nine 
children. Settle residents of 1924 remembered a serene 
picture of innocent family life [CH]. 

Henry’s business included local petty sessions and company 
law, representing business and mills across the north of 
England. He had a team of people working for him 
including John Jackson and clerk Thomas Emmanuel 
Green. As soon as his sons were old enough, Henry included 
William, Henry and George in the family business, with 
branches in Skipton and Keighley as well as Settle. The 
fourth son, Edward was as a land agent and accountant. 
Henry was a passionate Liberal and often represented 
Liberal interests in Settle.   

Epsey died in 1861 just after the birth of their ninth child, 
Charlotte. Two other daughters, Eleanor and Fanny had 
died in infancy.  Henry owned a property in Widcombe 
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Crescent, one of the massive Georgian Crescents in 
Bath - very Jane Austen. He was living in that house, 
perhaps for health reasons, when he died aged just 54. 
He left an estate worth the equivalent of millions of 
pounds today.  With a legacy like that Henry’s children 
could easily have spent the rest of their lives mixing 
with high society and enjoying the finer things in life.  
However, Henry and Epsey’s parenting and Liberal 
politics led most of them into lives as equality 
activists. 

Sons William Augustus, Henry Duncan and George 
Marshall Robinson continued Henry’s business and 
Richard Lambert worked for them.   William’s obituary 
of 1896 told how he worked hard for Keighley Town 
Council and was a Registrar at Settle County Court, (as 
was brother George).  William played cricket for Settle 
and Keighley [1].  Another obituary for William explained his 
'indefatigable exertions in the Radical cause’. The Radical cause 
was the Liberal Party campaigning for democratic reform. 

Son Henry Duncan [ph1] could also have had a successful life but 
died of cirrhosis of the liver just four years after marrying. He 
enjoyed his alcohol, according to his family.  However, generations 
of his descendants were highly successful cotton mill managers in 
the Barley (Pendle) area, as were another family of Settle 
Robinsons.  

Now, what about Henry and Epsey’s three 
daughters?    

Ann Elizabeth married Francis Henry Atherton in 
1870. Two years later Francis was on board a ship 
bound for Australia where he spent the rest of his 
life working in gold mines. In December 1874 Ann 
returned to Settle for the ‘Cricket Club annual 
entertainment’ [2]. The Robinsons were in fine 
voice.  Mrs Atherton was praised for ‘her fine pure 
voice and highly cultivated style’ and performed a 
duet with brother Edward Gardner Robinson, both 
of them ‘adept in the art of suiting the action to 
the word’.  Henry himself had a ‘fine baritone 
voice’. The show also featured performances 
from Arthur Brewin, Edmund Handby and Miss 
Ellis.  

Ann Atherton became friends with artist Kate 
Thornbury, the daughter of a Lieutenant 
Colonel in the Indian Army.  They lived together 
in Hertfordshire for the rest of their lives.  
When Ann died, in 1913, she left her whole 
estate to Kate. When Kate died in 1920, a  
publication of the National Union of Societies 
for Equal Citizenship called Common Cause 
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printed her obituary, explaining Kate and Ann’s part in the Suffragette movement. They founded 
the Society of Artists to promote the work of women. Settle’s Agnes Burrow used the Society of 
Artists to showcase her work. Incidentally,  Kate Thornbury’s sister Clara Thornbury married 
Samuel Garrett, the brother of Elizabeth Garrett Anderson who was the first woman to qualify 
in Britain as a physician and surgeon, the co-founder of the first hospital staffed by women, the 
first female dean of a British medical school and the first female mayor in Britain, in Alderburgh.  

Ann’s husband Francis Henry Atherton, having made a fortune from the gold rush, returned to 
England in the early 1900s, living in Surrey with a new wife, Julia Walford and seven children, 
all born in Queensland in Australia. Frederick and Julia married in Convent Garden in 1907 with 
Frederick describing himself as a bachelor.  But he 
wasn’t — he was a bigamist and it’s hard to believe 
Ann didn’t know about it.   

Daughter Epsey married John McClelland, a 
Scottish accountant who became a salesman. After 
fathering daughter Elspeth, John spent the rest of 
his life travelling, so Epsey and sister Ann had time 
on their hands in London. They worked together as 
interior designers, exceptionally unusual for women 
in those days.  In 1886 Epsey organised a ‘Fine Art 
Exhibition’ back in Settle showcasing Mr Edmund 
Handby’s work [2]. 

Youngest daughter Charlotte, another incredible 
artist, was appointed ‘Home Art Decorator’ to 
Queen Victoria. The Princess of Wales (Alexandra of 
Denmark, the wife of Bertie who became Edward 
VII) was particularly fond of her work [3].    

An article in 1887 [4] explained Charlotte's career 
and provided a sketch portrait, provided by Miss Emily Faithfull [ph2]. 

Charlotte had met Emily Faithfull whilst at Queen’s 
College, London, an independent girls’ school 
‘promoting a non-competitive spirit to produce 
confident, open-minded young women’.  It certainly 
achieved that. Charlotte and Emily travelled together 
and set up businesses in London and Manchester.   

Emily said of Charlotte, ‘Her furniture designs are 
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simple and unique; she has dainty and quaint arrangements for cosy nooks and odd corners, and 
has good reason to be proud of the work of the artists employed in the studio over which her 
clever sister, Mrs McClelland is the presiding genius.’ Perhaps this last comment was deliberate - 
there had been family tension because Charlotte became the best know sister, having been 
appointed to the Queen.  However she learnt her skills from her older sisters and even traded 
under their name before establishing her own business.  

Emily, known as Fido, was a vicar’s daughter from Bloomsbury, with family links to India, and was 
well known as a ‘petticoat philanthropist’. She was a women’s rights activist promoting 
education for girls, women’s employment and suffrage. She published material to support her 
cause through her ‘Victoria Press’ publishing company and was appointed publisher to Queen 
Victoria. In 1888 she received an inscribed portrait from the Queen 'in recognition of 30 years’ 
work on behalf of women’. 

In 1863, soon after the divorce laws of 1857, Emily was  involved in a high profile 
divorce case, in which she was suspected of being ‘the other woman’ to the wife 
of Royal Naval officer Henry Codrington, after being initially employed as her 
companion. Emily was known to dress in ‘manly clothes'. Outrageous! This case 
was recently listed number 2 in ‘Marriage Scandals that Shocked the 19th 
Century’ and is the basis of the book ‘The Sealed Letter’ by Emma Donoghue, 
which is a great read.   

In one of her talks, Emily Faithfull said “....True marriage is the crown and 
glory of a woman's life; but it must be founded on love...nothing can be more 

deplorable, debasing, and corrupting than the loveless marriages brought about in our upper 
society by a craving ambition and a longing for a good settlement.”  Emily’s experience in the 
divorce case and those of Charlotte’s siblings may have inspired these thoughts - Epsey, Ann 
Elizabeth and Edward all found themselves spending their lives estranged from their spouses — a 
result of arranged marriages no doubt. 

When Emily died in 1895, she left her whole estate to Charlotte, “my final love, as some little 
indication of my gratitude...for the affectionate tenderness and care which made the last five 
years of my life the happiest I ever spent.”  When 
Charlotte died in 1901, Lambert’s Settle Almanac 
highlighted the fact that she was one of the first 
educated woman to have a business career as an art 
decorator. It’s good to know this was appreciated 
back home.  

Charlotte left her estate to her niece Elspeth 
McClelland, a talented and rare female architect 
[4,5]. Elspeth worked in the style of the ‘Arts and 
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Crafts Movement’ inspired by John Ruskin and 
William Morris promoting simple, romantic and 
traditional craftsmanship. She entered and won 
a competition to design a workshop for the 
Society of Artists and was praised for practical, 
yet stylish features including an indoor toilet 
[ph2].  

Unsurprisingly, Elspeth was swept into the 
Edwardian suffragette movement, regularly 
contributing to ‘Votes for Women’. 

Elspeth 
achieved a certain notoriety on 23rd February 1909 when 
she was a ‘Human Letter’ along with Christabel Pankhurst. 
They sent themselves as a letter to 10 Downing Street as a 
publicity stunt [4], costing three pence.  Downing Street 
would not sign the postman’s forms so they had to be 
returned as a ‘dead letter’[ph2].  Coincidentally, this was 
the same year that the Conservative Club in Settle ran its 
debate, eventually voting against women suffrage.  

Charlotte and Epsey (McClelland) are commemorated on 
the family tomb, but were buried elsewhere. Daughter Ann 
and son Edward are not in the grave, nor commemorated.  

The extremes of high society life were also prevalent in the 
lives of the siblings of Henry’s wife, Epsey Dale. Her brother John Duncan Dale was a Catholic 
priest working in Manchester and London. Meanwhile her brother Augustus Dale, a property 
valuer in London married Jane McCulloch, but spent most of his life living with a ‘housekeeper’, 
Emma Howell who was a stage singer.  Emma bore him at least nine children, many of whom 
continued to work in the arts.   
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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’.  

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

Newspaper cuttings by kind permission of the British Newspaper Archives: 1 — Yorkshire Evening 
Post, 2 — Lancaster Gazette, 3 — Manchester Courier, 4 — Vote, 5 — Mid Sussex Times 

ph1 — photo with the kind permission of descendants of the family, ph2 — credit Wikipedia, 
public domain 

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