
Yorkshire Farms and Mills 

 

The Downs 

 

William Downs was born c1748 and died in 1832 aged 831. He was a farmer at Coate 

Gap Farm, Thornton, near Bradford in West Yorkshire. His wife, Grace Pearson, died 

in 1816 aged 66 (her funeral at Thornton was conducted by the Rev Patrick Bronte, 

the father of the literary sisters, who was minister there at the time). They had married 

at Bradford in 1770 (at the time, marriages could only be carried out at the parish 

church in Bradford, not in the chapel at Thornton). 

 

 

 
Co(a)te Gap Farm, Thornton. 2013 

                                                 
1 It is possible that the Downs family came from Bakewell in Derbyshire. A William Downs was born 

there in 1748, son of William Downs, and he had uncles Joseph and John, both being names which 

appeared later in Thornton (John in 1732, when he would have been 24, and Joseph in 1764 when he 

would have been 45). Williamôs grandfather was Joshua and his mother was Martha, both names which 

occur in the Downs of Thornton. The Downs disappear from Bakewell around this time. This does not 

explain the earliest Thornton Downs record, that of William who died in 1722, however. 



 
 

 
 

A son William was born in 1780, when his father was at Pikely north of Thornton and 

baptised at Kipping Chapel. 

 

 
 



Another son John was born in 1784 (see Appendix 2). Daughter Hannah was baptised 

at Kipping Chapel in 1789. 

 

 
 

Daughters Betty and Mally had been baptised at Thornton church in 1774 and 1777 (d 

1778) and the death of a daughter Grace was recorded there in 1786. William was 

then described as being a farmer of Allerton. William sen.was churchwarden at 

Thornton in 1806-7 and again in 1811. 

 

William jun. married Mary Carr at Bradford parish church in 1804.  

 

 
 

A son John was born in 1804 and baptised at Kipping Chapel, as were Mary Ann (18-

06), Ruth (1809), Simion (1811), Joseph (1814) , Benjamin (1816 ï see Appendix 3), 

William (1819), Jonas (1821, d 1888, buried Kipping K38 ñKerbstones only ï no 

inscription foundò) and (another) Joseph (1826). William senior died in 1830 and is 

buried at Kipping (note 17th April 1830 is recorded but see gravestone below). 

 

Inscriptions taken from the Old Burial Ground [Manse] of Kipping Independent 

Chapel of Thornton (Parish of Bradford) 

Transcribed by Geo. P Townend Fellow of the Society of Genealogists (Lond). 

and presented to the Yorkshire Archaeological Society May 1912 

These gravestones were no longer evident when Arthur Blackburn made his 

recordings in 1932. 

In memory of WILLIAM DOWNS of Black Dike Lane who died the 12th of April 1829 

aged 49 years. 

Also of MARY wife of the above named WILLIAM DOWNS who died Feby 23rd 1864 

in the 85th year of her age. 

 

Mary can be found in the 1841 and 1851 censuses, still in Black Dyke Lane. 



 
1841 census 

 

 
1851 Census 

 

Eldest son John, a shoemaker at the time, married Mary Illingworth (at Bradford 

1826) and a son William was born in 1827. 

 

 
 

Mary died in 1840 and John remarried in 1846: 

 

 
 

John died in 1874. 



 
 

In 1857, William married Emma Sutcliffe (b1829, Thornton), a power loom weaver, 

at Bradford. 

 

Emma was the daughter of Jonas and Sarah Sutcliffe. Jonas (b1777-81) was a weaver 

living at Back Field, Thornton. Sarah (nee Robinson) was born in 1781-6. They 

married in 1803. Sarah died in 1841 and Jonas in 1849. 

 

In the 1861 census, William and Emma were farming 8 acres at, Bunkers Hill, 

Thornton. Their younger daughter Mary, was born that same year.  

 

 
Ten years later, William had moved to a larger (29acres) farm at Norr House, Crack 

Lane, Wilsden (between Bradford and Keighley) and by 1881 he had given up 

farming on his own account and was a farm manager (bailiff) at Birks Head Farm, 

Wilsden. Mary was a ñpower loom worsted weaverò, most probably at a mill in 

Wilsden, possibly even Birks Head Mill (see map).  



 

 

 

Mary married Fred Foster in 1889 at Bradford Parish Church. Her brother, John W 

Downs was one of the witnesses. She is recorded on the marriage certificate as living 

at 146 Washington Street at the time, a street parallel to Girlington Road where Fred 

Foster resided at the time. These were streets of mainly terraced housing built for the 

workers of the mills of Manningham and Allerton. 

 

By 1891, William had retired, and he and Emma were living at 35 North Dale Road, 

Frizinghall. Their younger son, John William Downs, was a ñstuff warehousemanò.  

 

Emma Downs died later that year and William remarried Sarah Robertshaw in 

September 1892, the widow of Simon Robertshaw (a farmer of 20 acres at Bailey 

Fold, Allerton). Sarah was living at 13 Stone Street, Sandy Lane at the time. Sarah 

was the daughter of Joseph Hartley, a farmer. 

 

By 1901, William and Sarah have moved to 32, High Street, Thornton. In 1911, they 

have living with them Sarahôs daughter Mary Cross and her husband Walter, who is 

recorded as being a ñtinnerò. William died in 1915 at the age of 88 and Sarah in 1922, 

aged 77. 

 

 

 

 
 

John W Downs went on to have a very successful career as a mill owner, establishing 

the international firm of Downs Coulter at Thornton Mills (see Appendix 1) . By 

1911, he was living at Woodlands, a large house in Thornton, with his wife Mary, two 

servants and children Emma, Fred (see Appendix 3), George and Hannah Alice 

(b1905). Three other children, William, James and John (Jack) were at New College, 

Harrogate, the prep school for Ashville. 

 



 

 

Hannah was later known as ñAunty Hannahò to Mary Carr and Michael Kipling and 

lived for many years near to the Carrs and Kiplings in Heaton, having married a 

solicitor by the name of William Shackleton, from whom she later separated. 

 

 
 

John W Downs died in 1956, a wealthy man. 

 

 
 

Each year, Edith Downs Carr (daughter of Fred and Mary) used to receive a goose at 

Christmas from John W Downs. 


