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THE SECOND LORD OF SALTAIRE 

James Roberts, who sprang from very 

humble roots, rose to become an extremely 

wealthy Yorkshire wool baron, eventually 

owning and running the mill and village of 

Saltaire, as well 

as possessing a 

c a s t l e  i n 

Scotland, a 

mansion near 

Hastings and a 

Baronetcy. 

 
If one regards Sir 

Titus Salt, the 

f o u nd e r  o f 

Saltaire, as being 

the First Lord of 

Saltaire, it could 

be argued that 

S i r  J a m e s 

Roberts was the 

sec ond .  O f 

course, neither of 

them actually 

held this title: Sir 

Titus was created Baronet Salt of Saltaire in 

1869 and Sir James became Baronet 

Roberts of Milner Field in 1909. The award 

of a baronetcy confers with it the title of Sir 

and not Lord. However, if one uses the term 

Lord in a general sense, meaning ‘master 

of’, or ‘ruler of’ rather than indicating a title 

awarded by the monarch, the description of 

James Roberts as the Second Lord of 

Saltaire might be considered to be a fitting 

one. William Wallace actually holds the title 

of Lord Wallace of Saltaire which was 

conferred on him when he was created a 

Baron in 1995. 

 

The family history of James Roberts is one of 

many facets. It 

contains elements 

of a ‘rags to riches’ 

life, of romance 

and tragedy, of 

m u r d e r  a n d 

benevolence, of joy 

and sadness. All of 

these things were 

experienced by Sir 

James, the man 

who wanted and 

should have been 

able to create a 

d y n a s t y  o f 

Yorkshire wool 

tycoons, but was 

fated, despite all 

his commercial 

successes, not to 

achieve this aim. 

 

The story of Sir James Roberts has already 

been told in more or less detail by several 

others. This article will place greater depth 

and emphasis on his family origins and the 

wider family circle, incorporating many 

elements that have previously not been 

reported. Sir James’ business life and his 

impact on Saltaire will be touched upon as 

the story unfolds, but not in detail. The 

detailed story of his business achievements  

remains to be told by others. 
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THE FAMILY HISTORY OF SIR JAMES ROBERTS BART. JP, LLD. 

By David King 

Illustration 1: Sir James Roberts in Later Life. 
Courtesy of Barleybrook Ltd. 
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Illustration 2 – Map of Locations in Yorkshire and Lancashire (highlighted in pink) Associated with the Roberts 
Family. The map should be referred to whenever a location in Yorkshire or Lancashire is mentioned. Further reference 
to the map will not be made within this article. 
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NB In this section the name ‘James’ refers to the father of 
the future Sir James, unless otherwise stated. 
 

James Roberts, the future Sir James, was the son of 

James and Ann, née Hartley. James Roberts was born on 

19th December, 1807, in Harden, an area containing a 

few scattered farms and cottages, approximately one 

mile east of Kelbrook, which itself is approximately one 

mile south of Earby, Yorkshire. He was the son of Joseph 

and Ann, née Lee, the paternal grandparents of the 

future Sir James Roberts. It will be seen from table 1, 

below, that James used his mother’s maiden name when 

christening his son, Harrison Lee, in 1839.  James was 

baptised at Thornton in Craven Parish Church, on 10th 

July, 1808. At that time Earby (including Harden) formed 

part of the parish of Thornton in Craven. Both Thornton 

in Craven and Earby were then in Yorkshire, but, owing to 

subsequent boundary changes, Earby, Kelbrok and 

Harden are now situated in Lancashire, whereas 

Thornton in Craven remains in Yorkshire.  

 

James’ wife, Jane Hartley, the daughter of William and 

Esther, was born at Elslack and baptised at Broughton, 

the parish church for Elslack, on 28th April, 1811. 

Broughton is a village about three miles from Thornton in 

Craven and about two miles from Skipton, so one can 

imagine that it would not have been difficult for the 

couple to have made their acquaintance.  Jane’s maiden 

name was given to her son Hartley Roberts born in 

1837. (See table 1). 

 

James was a weaver by trade. Initially he would have 

been a hand loom weaver, but, as time went by, he 

became a power loom weaver in the local mills. At that 

time the weaving trade in the area was mainly concerned 

with cotton cloths but, as indicated by census data, 

James was a weaver of wool, worsted cloths. 
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Name Birth date Birth place 
Place of birth 
registration Marriage date Spouse Death date 

Ann 14/09/1829 Harden, Thornton in 
Craven 

Earby Baptist 
Church 

1849 Henry Cockroft 1868 

Joseph 07/01/1831 Harden, Thornton in 
Craven 

Earby Baptist 
Church 

1853 
1860 

Martha Heaton 
Betty Clough 

1885 

William 02/09/1832 Harden, Thornton in 
Craven 

Earby Baptist 
Church 

1856 Elizabeth Darbyshire 1895 

Ellen 25/11/1833 Harden, Thornton in 
Craven 

Earby Baptist 
Church 

1856 James Feather 1894 

Martha 16/09/1835 Harden, Thornton in 
Craven 

Earby Baptist 
Church 

1860 William Pickles 1870 

Hartley 1837 Harden, Thornton in 
Craven 

Skipton  
(ie Earby) 

Unmarried  1844 

Harrison 
Lee 

1839 Harden, Thornton in 
Craven 

Skipton  
(ie Earby) 

1860 
1903 

Elizabeth Tidswell 
Fanny Greenwood 

née Cartwright 

1914 

Betty 1845 Harden, Thornton in 
Craven 

Skipton  
(ie Earby) 

Unmarried  23/07/1864 

James 30/09/1848 Lane Ends, Oakworth Keighley  
(ie Oakworth) 

14/05/1873 Elizabeth Foster 31/12/1935 

Jane 1850 Lane Ends, Oakworth Keighley  
(ie Oakworth) 

1877 Jubal Parker 1887 

Mary 
Hannah 

1852 Lane Ends, Oakworth Keighley  
(ie Oakworth) 

1871 William Lambert 1881 

James and Jane were married at Thornton in Craven 

Parish Church on 26th January, 1829 and were soon 

providing for a large family, born over a period of 23 

years. The pair worshiped at the Baptist Church in Earby, 

but at that time they would have been compelled to 

marry in the local parish church, situated at Thornton in 

Craven. 

 

The family of James and Jane Roberts, in other words the 

brothers and sisters of the future Sir James, are shown 

in table 1. It is possible that more children were born 

than the eleven listed above and that some had died in 

infancy, so were not recorded in later census records. 

There is, for instance, a gap of several years between the 

births of Harrison Lee and Betty. It has been mentioned 

by another writer that Jane Roberts had given birth to 

eighteen children in all. 

It can be seen from the above table that some time 

between 1845 and 1848 the family had moved to Lane 

Ends, Oakworth, which is where the future Sir James 

Roberts was born. Oakworth is situated approximately 

two and a half miles south west of Keighley and about 

one mile north of Haworth. The exact house where the 

family lived is unknown, but there are several old 

cottages at Lane Ends that were in existence at that 

time.  (See illustration 3, overleaf). 

 

Both James and Jane were illiterate and signed legal 

documents such as birth certificates and wills with a 

cross for a signature. This was not at all uncommon in 

working class families at that time. 

 

Over the years the family lived at various addresses, as 

indicated mainly by census data. At the 1841 census 

Table 1- The Children of James Roberts, Senior and Jane Roberts 
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they were living at Stoney Bank, which is in the district of 

Harden, near Earby, as previously mentioned, but in 

1851 they had crossed the Pennines and were at Lane 

Ends, Oakworth. By 1861, however, they had moved to 

Belle Isle, Haworth, to be closer to the mills where James 

found employment as a power loom weaver. The exact 

property where the family lived is not known, but the old 

cottages at Belle Isle remain much as they would have 

been at that time. (See illustration 4). At the death of his 

daughter, Betty, in 1864, James was described as being 

of Sowdens, which is a farm about one quarter of a mile 

south west of Haworth Church. (See illustration 5). In 

1871 the family was at Upper Marsh, Old Oxenhope, 

where James is described as being a farmer of 16 acres. 

Old photographs in the possession of the Roberts family 

have been used to identify that the property lived in by 

the Roberts family at Upper Marsh was in fact Higher 

Marsh Farm. (See illustration 6, page 6). This farm is 

situated about three quarters of a mile south west of 

Haworth Church and just a few hundred yards from Old 

Oxenhope Mill where young James, the future Sir James, 

received his first knowledge of the textile trade. At the 

1881 census James senior is a retired farmer living at 

Stubbing Gate, Haworth and at his death in 1888 he was 

in Sun Street, Haworth. 

 

So, sometime in the 1860s, James had been able to 

change his occupation from that of weaver to become a 

small farmer, which he continued to be until his 

retirement in the 1870s. 

 

After their removal to the Haworth area the Roberts 

family attended West Lane Baptist Church in Haworth 

and it is here that Jane was laid to rest at her death, 

which took place on 17th August, 1878 at the age of 67. 

She was buried in the grave in which her daughter, Betty, 

Illustration 3 – Cottages at Lane Ends, Oakworth, Birthplace of Sir James Roberts. Photo David King, 2011. 
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Illustration 4 – Cottages at Belle Isle, Haworth. Home of Sir James Roberts 1861. Photo David King, 2011. 

Illustration 5 – Sowdens Farm, Haworth. Home of Sir James Roberts 1864. Photo David King, 2011. 
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had previously been interred in 1864. (See illustration 

7). 

 

After the death of Jane, 

James was married for a 

second time, later in 

1878, to a widow, Mary 

Hartley, née Windle, the 

daughter of Hartley and 

Betty Windle.  Mary had 

been born on 2nd August, 

1808 in the parish of 

Thornton in Craven and 

her birth was registered at 

Bridge End Baptist 

Chapel, Barnoldswick, 

which lies approximately 

two miles west of both 

Thornton and Earby. 

Hartley and Betty Windle 

were among the first 

founders of the Baptist 

Chapel at Earby, in 1819 

and Hartley was for many 

years a well known lay 

preacher. (Walker J A, A 

History of the Earby 

Baptists). It seems likely, 

therefore, that James 

would have known Mary for a great number of years prior 

to their marriage. Mary’s 

first husband may possibly 

have had a family 

relationship to James’ first 

wife, Jane Hartley.  

 

James himself was to die at 

his house in Sun Street, 

Haworth, on 9th January, 

1888, at the age of 80. He 

was buried in the family 

grave at West Lane Baptist 

Church, Haworth. (See 

illustration 7). James’ 

second wife, Mary, died in 

1890, at the age of 81. 

She had died in the Skipton 

district which includes 

Earby and Thornton in 

Craven and was not buried 

at Haworth. Presumably 

she had returned to her 

former home district and 

was buried there, possibly 

in the grave of her first 

husband. 

Illustration 6 – Higher Marsh Farm, Old Oxenhope. Home of Sir James Roberts 1871. Photo David King, 2011. 

Illustration 7 – Grave of James Roberts, Senior and Jane 
Roberts, West Lane Baptist Church, Haworth.  

Photo David King, 2010. 
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In James’ will, which was drawn up on 25th August, 

1886, and proved on 24th January, 1888, his gross 

estate was valued at £424 15s 5d.  The amount of the 

estate at present day values is equivalent to £43,081 

(Source: Bank of England inflation calculator). This is not 

a huge sum, but respectable for a lowly weaver who had 

successfully brought up a substantial family.  

 

James left the interest on £200 that had previously been 

invested in the Bradford Third Equitable Building Society 

to his wife, for life. A further sum of £20 was to be 

invested and the interest paid, for life, to Betty Roberts, 

widow of his son Joseph. The remainder of the estate 

was then to be shared in nine equal portions between 

the following: 

 

v the two daughters of his late son, Joseph 

v his grandson Edwin Cockroft, woolsorter, of Harden, 

son of his late daughter, Ann 

v his daughter, Ellen Feather, of Girlington, Bradford 

v his son, William, of Bradford 

v Seth and Henry Pickles, of Haworth Brow, sons of 

his late daughter, Martha 

v his son, Harrison Lee Roberts, currently residing in 

Lutz, Poland, after repayment of £125, with interest, 

previously loaned to him 

v his son, James, of the Knoll, Bingley (later to 

become Sir James) 

v his daughter, Jane Parker, wife of Jubal Parker, of 

Manningham, Bradford 

v the children of his late daughter, Mary Hannah, wife 

of William Lambert, plumber and glazier, of Haworth, 

to be invested until the youngest daughter, Martha 

Ann, reaches the age of 21 

 

The net value of the estate is not mentioned in the grant 

of probate, but, if one adds on the £125 to be repaid by 

Harrison Lee and subtracts the sums of £200 and £20, 

representing the separate legacies and an additional 

amount to cover debts and funeral expenses to give the 

amount available for distribution, the value of each one 

ninth share would have been equivalent to about £35 

(£3,550 at present day values. Source: Bank of England 

inflation calculator). 

 

The executors of the will were his son, James Roberts, of 

the Knoll, Bingley and his son in law, William Lambert, 

plumber and glazier, of West Lane, Haworth, previously 

mentioned in the above will. James had signed the will 

with a cross. 

 

James had been careful to provide, equally, for all his 

children, or their surviving widows and offspring.  Of the 

eleven children listed in table 1, Hartley had died in 

1844 and Betty in 1864, both unmarried, so were not 

among the beneficiaries. The will also provides an insight 

into the adult lives of James’ children, the brothers and 

sisters of Sir James. Some details of the legatees who 

each received a ninth share of James’ estate are briefly 

summarised below, in the same order as mentioned in 

the will. 

 

Joseph Roberts, the oldest son of James, had married 

Martha Heaton in 1853 and they had two daughters: 

Eliza, born in 1854 and Sarah Jane, born in 1856. 

Martha died in 1859 at the age of 27 and was buried at 

Hall Green Baptist Church, Haworth, leaving Joseph with 

two young daughters to bring up alone. However, in 

1860 Joseph was married to a second wife, Betty 

Clough. In the will Betty was left the interest on £20 as 

we have already seen. The two daughters mentioned in 

the will would be Eliza, and Sarah Jane. Another 

daughter, Esther, had been born in 1865, but had died 

in 1884, aged 19 and had been buried at Hall Green. 

She was therefore not mentioned in the will. Joseph was 

a cotton warp dresser and the family had lived in 

Haworth and Oakworth. Warp dressing is a textile 

process whereby the warp threads of a cloth are 

prepared for weaving in order to facilitate the weaving 

process. Joseph himself died in 1885, aged 54 and was 

also interred at Hall Green. Joseph’s second wife, Betty 

lived on to reach the age of 70 and died in 1897, being 

in turn laid to rest at Hall Green Baptist Church. 

 

James’ eldest daughter, Ann, had married Henry Cockroft 

in 1849. In 1851 the couple were living in Bridge Street, 

Oakworth and Henry was a shoe maker. They had three 

sons: William, born in 1851; Saul, born in 1852 and 

Edwin, born in 1859. Ann had died in 1868 at the young 

age of 39 and Henry was remarried to Betty Dewhirst in 

1869. Of the above children, William died in 1851, at 

just a few months old and Saul died in 1885, aged 32. 

So, in James’ will, Edwin was the only son of Ann to be 

named as a beneficiary.  

 

Ellen Roberts, the second of James’ daughters, had 
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married James Feather in 1856. In 1861 they were living 

at Belle Isle, Haworth, close to the rest of the Roberts 

family. James was a weaving overlooker (a person 

responsible for a number of looms and the team of 

weavers who operate them) at the local mill, but suffered 

from health problems and in 1871 he is to be found as a 

patient at the Hydropathic Hospital in School Street, 

North Meols, Southport. At this time Ellen is living in 

Cottingley with a family of six children aged between one 

and eleven years: two boys and four girls. These were: 

Joe, born in 1857; Sarah Ann, born in 1858; Roberts, 

born in 1861; Emily Jane, born in 1863; Marina, born in 

1865 and Ada, born in 1869. By the 1881 census Ellen 

is a widow living at 96 Washington Street, Bradford, with 

four of her children who were as yet unmarried. James 

Feather had died the previous year, aged 50. At the 

following census, in 1891, Ellen is living alone as a 

lodging house keeper at 44, Albert Road, Poulton, 

Morecambe. Perhaps the legacy from her father had 

allowed her to move to the west coast and purchase the 

boarding house. Ellen herself died in Bradford in 1894, 

aged 60. 

 

James’ second son, William, had moved to Chorley, 

Lancashire, as a young man where he had married 

Elizabeth Darbyshire in 1856. He was working as a boiler 

maker and the couple were living at 29, Peter Street, 

Blackburn at the 1861 census. By 1871 William had 

returned to Yorkshire and he is found at Harden Beck 

Mill, Wilsden, where he is working as an engine tenter 

(the person who looked after the steam engine that 

drove the machinery for the whole of the textile mill). In 

1881 he is once more a boiler maker living at 75, Myrtle 

Street, off Leeds Road, Bradford and in 1891 he is a fish 

and chip shop proprietor at 1, Birksland Street, again off 

Leeds Road Bradford.  Perhaps the legacy from his 

father, James, had allowed William to set himself up in 

this business. The couple had a family of two boys and 

four girls: Sarah Jane, born in 1857; Margaret, born in 

1859; Joseph, born in 1862; Mary H, born in 1863; Ann, 

born in 1869 and William Thomas, born in 1875. 

Elizabeth was the first to die, in 1892 at the age of 58 

and William passed away three years later, in 1895, 

aged 62. 

 

The next person to be mentioned in the will, Martha, the 

third daughter of James Roberts, had become Mrs 

Pickles when she married William Pickles, a warp 

dresser, in 1860. Warp dressing is a textile occupation 

which prepares the warp threads for the weaving 

process. She had two sons, as mentioned in James’ will: 

Seth, born in 1861 and Harry, born in 1869. 

Unfortunately Martha had died in 1870, at the age of 35, 

leaving William a widower with two small children. 

William was married again in 1873 to Ellen Magson and 

his new wife helped to bring up the two boys until they 

were themselves married. Seth married Jane Ann Pedley 

in 1886 and Harry married Hannah Berry in 1890. Both 

Seth and Harry were warp dressers, following in the 

footsteps of their father. Seth was to die in 1934 at the 

age of 72 and Harry in 1911 aged 42. William died in 

1914 at the age of 78 and Ellen in 1927, aged 88. The 

whole family continued to live in the Haworth area until 

their deaths. 

 

Harrison Lee, the fourth Roberts son, had married 

Elizabeth Tidswell in 1860. At his marriage he was a 

power loom weaver and the couple started their married 

life in Stubbing Lane, Haworth. At the census of 1871 

Harrison had become a worsted cloth manufacturer 

residing in Long Lane, Harden. The next family recorded 

by the census enumerator was that of William Foster and 

his 18 year old daughter, Elizabeth. As will be seen in a 

following chapter, this was the woman who was to marry 

James Roberts just two years later, in 1873. Could this 

be how the future Sir James had become acquainted 

with his wife-to-be? Harrison and his family have not 

been traced in the 1881 census. However, as has been 

mentioned, his father’s will indicates that he was a 

resident of Lutz in Poland. Perhaps he had started a 

business in Poland of such importance to warrant 

removing his whole family there. It is possible that the 

£150 that his father had loaned him, as mentioned in 

the will, had been to enable him to set himself up in this 

business. However, by the time of the 1891 census 

Harrison and his family are back in England and living at 

84, Arcadia Street in the Manningham area of Bradford. 

Harrison is now employed by a beamer manufacturer 

and no longer running his own business. Beaming is a 

textile operation where the warp threads for weaving are 

transferred to a large spool (called a beam) which is 

fitted in the loom for weaving, or transferred from one 

beam to another to allow some further operation to be 

carried out before weaving. If Harrison did in fact have a 

business in Poland, one must assume that it had not 

prospered. By 1901 he is once more working on his own 



The Saltaire  Journal 

Page 9 The Saltaire Journal, VOLUME 1, NUMBER 5, March 2012 

account as a wool and cotton warp sizer. Sizing is a 

textile process whereby starch (known as size) is applied 

to the warp threads of a cloth, before weaving, to 

improve the weaving process. The family were now living 

at Park Row in the Little Horton district of Bradford. 

Harrison’s wife, Elizabeth, died shortly after this time, in 

1897 and he was married again, in 1903, to a widow, 

Fanny Greenwood, née Cartwright. In 1911 Harrison, 

with his second wife and her 19 year old daughter had 

retired to 22, Sefton Road, Sandylands, Morecambe, 

where he was to die in 1914, at the age of 74. Harrison 

had raised a family of two girls and four boys by his first 

wife, Elizabeth: Ada, born in 1860; Clara, born in 1863; 

Frank, born in 1865; James Hartley, born in 1867; Percy 

Roberts, born in 1869 and Charles Herbert, born in 

1871. 

 

James Roberts, James’ youngest son, the future Sir 

James, will be dealt with in detail in a subsequent 

chapter. 

 

The eighth person to receive a share of the residual 

estate of James Roberts was his fourth daughter, Jane. 

Jane had married Jubal Parker in 1877. Jubal was a 

woolsorter by profession. Wool sorting is the first 

operation in wool processing. The raw fleece is manually 

opened out and the various grades and qualities of 

fibres are separated out, by hand, before further 

processing.  The couple had lived in the Marsh area of 

Old Oxenhope after their marriage and later in 

Manningham, Bradford, where Jane died in 1887, aged 

37, without producing a family. So, Jane did not live to 

receive her legacy as she had predeceased her father by 

approximately six months. Jubal was remarried in 1899 

to Elizabeth Stubbs and died himself in 1945, at the age 

of 89. 

 

The last of the children to be mentioned in James 

Robert’s will was Mary Hannah. She had married William 

Lambert, in 1871. William was a plumber and glazier, as 

mentioned in the will. The couple lived at 26-28, West 

Lane, Haworth, and had four children: James Thomas, 

born in 1871; Harry, born in 1873; Fanny, born in 1875 

and Martha Ann, born in 1877. These four children were 

the beneficiaries of their grandfather’s will. Mary Hannah 

died in 1881 at the age of 29.  William was married 

again in 1882 to Miranda Townend, née Sugden, and 

the pair brought up William’s children by his first 

marriage, a son by his second marriage, William Ernest, 

born in 1883 and a daughter, Jemelina, of his second 

wife by her first marriage. William died in 1912 at the 

age of 61 and Miranda in 1919, aged 68. 

 

From the information above it is clear that Sir James was 

the only one of James senior’s children to achieve any 

major success in business. The others, with the possible 

exception of Harrison Lee, remained in rather mundane, 

manual occupations, a fact which makes the meteoric 

rise of Sir James even more remarkable. 
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Joseph Roberts the paternal grandfather of Sir James, 

led a remarkable life. He was born at Stone Trough, 

about half a mile south of Kelbrook, near Earby, 

Yorkshire and baptised on 26th April, 1789 at Colne, 

Lancashire, the son of William and Mary Roberts. He 

became a weaver and married Ann Lee, on 18th June, 

1807, at Thornton in Craven, at which time he was living 

in Harden, about a mile to the east of Kelbrook. As we 

have seen, their child, James Roberts, the father of Sir 

James, was born at Harden on 19th December, 1807, so 

Ann must already have been pregnant when the 

marriage took place. However, Joseph had enlisted in 

the 7th Regiment of Foot (Royal Fusiliers) just prior to his 

marriage and was soon whisked away on military service, 

possibly before the birth of his son. Whether he knew of 

the pregnancy of his wife and whether he had enlisted to 

escape the responsibilities of parenthood, or to receive a 

secure income for the support of his wife and child is 

open to debate. Whatever the reason it must have been 

a difficult time for Ann and her young child. (See 

illustration 8, overleaf). 

 

Military records show that Joseph’s regiment saw action 

in Denmark, Canada, the West Indies, the Peninsular 

War under Wellington, the Anglo-American War and 

France during the time of Joseph’s service and Joseph 

fought in all these places. Joseph’s military career was 

indeed remarkable. Army medal records show that he 

fought in 12 separate campaign battles in many parts of 

the world during his 18 years of military service. For this 

outstanding record he received the Military General 

Service Medal 1793-1814 with 12 clasps, amongst the 

highest number of clasps awarded for this particular 
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medal. The current 

whereabouts of this 

medal have not been 

ascertained. From his 

departure in 1807 to 

his release from the 

army in 1825 it is 

unlikely that Joseph 

had seen his wife or 

child, who would have 

been around 18 years 

old on his father’s 

return. 
 

However, the story 

takes on another 

twist, as the records of 

Thornton in Craven 

Church show that Ann 

Roberts, widow, had 

remarried during her 

husband’s absence. 

Her new husband was 

William Brown, a 

weaver, of Earby and 

the marriage took 

place on 9th June, 

1810, only three years 

after the departure of 

her first husband. Did 

Ann believe that her husband had been killed on active 

service? Communication was difficult in those times and 

neither Ann nor her husband were able to read or write 

letters, so any news that might have arrived would have 

been by word of mouth. Intriguingly the parish records 

also show the birth of a child, Jane Brown, daughter of 

William Brown and Ann Lee (Ann’s maiden name), on 

18th October, 1810. If this woman was in fact Ann 

Brown, formerly Roberts, née Lee, then Ann would have 

been carrying the child at her marriage to William Brown. 

Was this the reason why she married William, for the 

sake of decency, whilst claiming to be a widow? The 

baptism records also show the births of other children to 

William and Ann Brown: Sarah in 1813; Henry in 1816; 

Isaac in 1818, who died in 1820 and another Isaac in 

1827. 
 

Whatever the case may be, Joseph must have been 

surprised to find his 

wife with a new 

husband and family 

when he f inally 

returned to home 

shores and made 

c o n t a c t  a g a i n , 

although such events 

were not unknown in 

t h o s e  t i m e s , 

particularly in the case 

of military personnel 

serving for long 

periods overseas. 

However, he did not let 

the grass grow under 

his feet as he himself 

was married at Colne 

on 3rd March, 1825, 

to a widow, Martha 

Dyson. Perhaps his 

first marriage to Ann 

had not been a 

marriage of love and 

he was happy to move 

on. He does, however, 

appear to have been 

attached to his son, 

James Roberts senior, 

as will be seen later. 
 

Joseph Roberts appears in the 1841 census living in the 

Castlefields district of Bingley with Martha and her son, 

Saul Dyson. Joseph is a grocer by trade. In 1851 Joseph 

is referred to as a retired grocer and Chelsea Pensioner 

and he and Martha are now living at Lumb Gill Cottage, 

Addingham. Addingham is a village situated 

approximately mid-way between Skipton and Ilkley, West 

Yorkshire.  
 

Martha was to die in 1853 and was buried in the 

churchyard of St Peter’s Parish Church, Addingham, 

aged 56, on 1st April, 1853, being described as living at 

Moorside. By the next census, in 1861, Joseph had 

moved to Haworth and was living at Belle Isle. He is now 

described as a Royal Fusiliers’ Pensioner. Also living at 

Belle Isle, Haworth, at this time were Joseph’s 

granddaughter, Ellen Feather with her family and 

Illustration 8 – Joseph Roberts. Grandfather of Sir James Roberts. 
Courtesy of the Roberts family. 
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Joseph’s son, James and family, including the future Sir 

James Roberts. 

 

Subsequently, Joseph went to live with his son, James 

senior, when James moved to Upper Marsh, near 

Haworth, to become a farmer. So, there would appear to 

have been a strong family bond between father and son, 

despite Joseph’s absence through military service during 

the formative years of his son’s life. Joseph died at 

Upper Marsh on 19th April, 1869, aged 80 and was 

buried at St Peter’s, Addingham, on 24th April, 1869.  

 

Joseph had died without making a will and letters of 

administration were granted to his son, James senior. In 

the grant Joseph is described as a Yeoman and his 

effects are stated as being under £100. Could it be 

possible that Joseph had assisted financially towards the 

circumstances that had allowed his son to change 

occupation from a weaver working in the mill to 

becoming a farmer? 
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The future Sir James Roberts was born on 30th 

September, 1848 at Lane Ends, Oakworth, near 

Haworth. He was the first child of his parents, James and 

Jane, to be born following their move from Stoney Bank, 

near Earby. He was the eighth of their eleven children 

who survived early infancy and the youngest of their 

sons. 
 

At the time of James’ birth the Rev. Patrick Brontë was 

curate at Haworth Parish Church and the Brontë family 

were living at the Vicarage. The son, Branwell Brontë, 

was buried just two days before the birth of James. 
 

Accounts of James’ early life, as recalled later in life by 

James himself and repeated by other commentators, 

contain a number of possibly questionable assertions. 
 

The accepted story is as follows. His parents, despite 

their own lack of learning, were determined to give their 

favourite son as good an education as possible and to 

this end he attended the church school in Haworth that 

had been set up by the Rev. Patrick Brontë. In later life 

James recalled the Rev. Nicholls (Rev. Brontë’s curate 

and Charlotte’s husband from 1854) popping into the 

school at lunch times and Martha Brown, the Brontës’ 

trusted servant, collecting the school money. He also 

remembered being spoken to, on more than one 

occasion, in the street, by the passing Charlotte Brontë. 

(Speech made at the opening of the Brontë Parsonage 

Museum, 1928). At the age of 11 James began working 

part time at the spinning mill of Wm Greenwood Jnr, 

worsted spinners, at Old Oxenhope Mill and three years 

later he became a full time employee. By the age of 18, 

ie in the year 1866 or 1867, he had risen to become 

works manager. Old Oxenhope Mill was situated about 

half a mile to the west of Haworth, but was destroyed by 

fire in 1962 and subsequently demolished. (See 

illustration 9, page 12). 
 

Some of these assertions are open to question, as 

follows: 
 

v     At the time of Charlotte Brontë’s death, on 31st 

March, 1855, carrying her unborn child, James would 

have been a mere six and a half years old. Charlotte was 

quite ill during her pregnancy, so would have been 

unlikely to be climbing the steep main street in Haworth 

for some months before her death. In fact Mrs Gaskell in 

her biography of Charlotte Brontë states that the Brontë 

sisters seldom went down into the village of Haworth and 

because of their secluded, motherless lifestyle had little 

affinity towards children, seeing them as ‘the 

troublesome necessities of humanity’. (Life of Charlotte 

Brontë, 1884 edition, pages 91 and 153). For the young 

James to recall being spoken to by Charlotte and to know 

who she was, at the age of five or six, would have been 

rather unusual, but not impossible. Perhaps he had been 

reminded of these events in later life by his parents, or 

maybe the facts had been romanticised a little over the 

years. 
 

v      Although James’ family were Baptists it is said that 

he was sent to the school of the Established Church run 

by the Rev Brontë. This is by no means impossible. 

However, in his speech given at the opening of the new 

schools at West Lane Baptist Church, in 1909, James 

stated that he had received instruction in his boyhood at 

that place. (Shipley C E (ed.), The Baptists of Yorkshire, 

1912, p 186). Perhaps he attended both establishments 

at different times or perhaps the instruction he received 

at the Baptist School was purely religious. 

 

v     The final generally accepted point to query is 

whether James became works manager at the age of 18. 

At the census of 1861, when he was 12, and the census 
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of 1871, when he was 22, James’ occupation is given as 

‘worsted spinner in factory’ and ‘worsted spinner’, 

respectively. The first mention of ‘mill manager’ is at his 

marriage in 1873 when he was 24. 
 

James’ first position at the firm of Wm Greenwood Jnr 

had been obtained for him by James Feather, the 

husband of his elder sister, Ellen Roberts. (See page 7). 

It is recalled by members of the Roberts family that 

James Feather in later life was very proud to have been 

the man who had set the young James Roberts on the 

first rung of the ladder that was to lead to his future 

successes. 
 

James became acquainted with his future wife, Elizabeth 

Foster, of Harden and the couple were married on 14th 

May, 1873 at Bingley Parish Church which was also the 

parish church for Harden. Harden is situated 

approximately three miles east of Haworth and one and 

a half miles south west of Bingley, which is itself about 

six miles north west of Bradford. (See illustration 10). 
 

It is said that James was seconded for a time to Harden 

Beck Mill and we have already seen that, at that time, 

James’ elder brother, William, was working at the same 

mill and that another of his brothers, Harrison Lee, was 

living close to the Fosters in Harden, near Bingley. There 

would have been ample opportunity for James to get to 

know Elizabeth. 
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Elizabeth Foster, who was to become the wife of James 

Roberts and later Lady Roberts, was herself from rather 

humble roots. She was the daughter of William Foster 

and Mary, née Nicholson. William Foster had been born 

on 1st February, 1821 and baptised on 22nd April 1821 

Ilustration 9 – Old Oxenhope Mill, c1960. First workplace of Sir James Roberts. Courtesy of Steven Wood. 
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at Bingley Parish Church. 

He was the son of Abraham 

and Jane, née Leach, who 

had married at Bingley 

Church on 5th April, 1809. 

 

Elizabeth Foster’s mother, 

Mary Nicholson, born on 

26th March, 1822 and 

baptised at Bingley on 16th 

June, 1822, was the 

daughter of  Wi l l iam 

Nicholson and Elizabeth, 

née Bailey, who had 

married at Bingley on 24th 

January, 1820. William was 

the brother of John 

Nicholson, known as the 

‘Airedale Poet’ which made 

Elizabeth the poet’s great 

niece. (See illustration 11). 

 

John Nicholson was well 

known locally as a poet and 

travelled as far as London 

to promote his poetical 

works. However, he was too 

fond of spending time in the 

local hostelries and was 

drowned on the night of 

13th April, 1843 whilst 

attempting to cross the 

stepping stones over the 

River Aire at Dixon Mill. 

Coincidentally, the stepping 

stones at Dixon Mill were 

replaced by a bridge when 

Titus Salt built the mill and 

village of Saltaire in 1853. 

The site of Dixon Mill is now 

part of the Saltaire Mills 

complex which James 

Roberts eventually came to 

own. 

 

Elizabeth Foster’s parents 

were married at Bradford 

Parish Church on 23rd 

October, 1843, just six 

months after the drowning of 

Mary’s uncle.  Although 

William was only 22 at his 

marriage to Mary he was 

already a widower. His first 

Illustration 10 – Lady Roberts in Later Life. Courtesy of 
the Roberts family. 

Illustration 11 – Simplified Tree Showing the Relationship between Lady Roberts and John Nicholson, ‘The Airedale 
Poet’. 
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wife, Martha Knowles, whom he had married on 8th 

June, 1840, had died in January 1843, a mere nine 

months before his second marriage to Mary. William and 

Mary Foster went on to have three children: Eliza, born 

on 9th August, 1846, baptised on 11th October, 1846; 

Mary Jane, born on 7th July, 1848, baptised on 1st 

October, 1848 and Elizabeth, the future Lady Roberts, 

born on 17th August, 1852 and baptised on 26th 

September, 1852. All the children were baptised at 

Bingley Parish Church which was the parish church for 

Harden where they were born. Harden is a village 

situated about one and a half miles south west of 

Bingley in what was the West Riding of Yorkshire. 

 

The first child, Eliza, died in July, 1850 at the age of 3½ 

years and was buried in the graveyard of Bingley Parish 

Church on 9th July, 1850. The second daughter, Mary 

Jane, lived to the age of just 26 and died on 12th 

September 1874, unmarried. She was buried in the 

recently-built Bingley Cemetery which had been opened 

in 1870.  (See illustration 15, page 16). So, Elizabeth 

was the only child to survive into full adulthood and to 

marry.  

 

The Fosters were a long 

established Harden family. 

William Foster’s father, 

Abraham, had kept the Malt 

Shovel Inn at Harden and 

Abraham’s brother, Joseph, 

had been landlord of the 

Sun Inn at  nearby 

Cottingley. Other relatives 

had farmed land at Harden 

for many years. (Speight H, 

Chronicles & Stories of Old 

Bingley, 1899, pages 

375/376). 

 

Elizabeth Foster’s father, 

Wil l iam, however, is 

described on both his 

marriage records as a 

plumber and glazier and in 

the baptism records of his 

children as a glazier or 

painter. For all the years of 

their married life the family 

lived in Long Lane, Harden. At the 1851 census William 

is a painter and glazier, in 1861 a grocer and farmer and 

in 1871 he is once more a grocer and painter. In 1881, 

however, William and Mary Foster are living at Brass 

Castle in Long Lane, Harden and William, aged 60, is a 

farmer of 13 acres. By 1891, aged 70, William is now 

retired and living on his own means. He and his wife are 

still in Long Lane, Harden, but Brass Castle is now 

unoccupied. 

 

In most commentaries of the Roberts family William 

Foster is described as ‘farmer of Brass Castle, Harden’. 

As already noted, this was not the case for most of 

William’s life. He can only be definitely placed at Brass 

Castle in the 1881 census and had left by ten years 

later. At previous census returns Brass Castle was 

occupied by other families.  Could his son in law James 

Roberts have provided financial assistance to allow 

William to become a farmer and the tenant of Brass 

Castle? It is highly likely that James and Elizabeth 

themselves also lived there for a time, whilst their new 

house in Bingley was being built. In trade directories of 

that period James’ residence is given as Harden and his 

first two daughters, Mary 

Jane Edith and Lily May, 

were born at Brass Castle 

in January 1878 and 

February 1879. 

 

Incidentally, Brass Castle 

was not an actual castle. It 

was the name of a 

fa rmhouse,  o f  long 

standing, that had been 

remodelled by the local 

landowner in the late 

eighteenth century. At that 

time he had added 

battlements to give the 

appearance of a castle, 

more in keeping with its 

name. (See illustrations 12 

and 13). The building still 

stands today, having been 

updated to a modern 

property and having lost its 

battlements in the process. 

(See illustration 14). There 

Illustration 12 – Brass Castle, Harden, c 1890. Home of 
Sir James Roberts in the late 1870s. William and Mary 
Foster at the door. Courtesy of the Roberts family. 
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Illustration 14 – Brass Castle, Harden today. Photo David King, 2011. 

Illustration 13 – Brass Castle, Harden, c 1905. From an old postcard. Courtesy of Graham Hall. 
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are other locations or properties with the name ‘Brass 

Castle’ in the wider 

neighbourhood. 

 

William died at Long 

Lane, Harden, on 25th 

February, 1896 at the 

age of 75 and was 

buried in Bingley 

C e m e t e r y .  ( S e e 

illustration 15). 

 

In his will, drawn up on 

7th January, 1896 and 

proved on 22nd August, 

1896, William leaves all 

his household furniture 

to his wife. His real and 

personal estate he 

leaves to his trustees to 

be sold and converted 

into money which is to 

be invested to provide 

his wife with an income 

for life. On the death of 

his wife the residuary 

trust is to be paid to his 

daughter, Elizabeth, wife 

of James Roberts. The 

executors and trustees 

were his wife, Mary, and his son in law, James Roberts. 

Witnesses to the will were the solicitor and William’s 

grandson, Bertram Foster Roberts of the Knoll, Baildon. 

The gross value of the personal estate was £45 0s 0d 

with no leaseholds (£9 11s 0d net, approximately £990 

in present day values. Source: Bank of England inflation 

calculator). William was obviously not a wealthy man 

despite having been in business on his own account for 

many years. 

 

After the death of her husband Mary Roberts first went to 

live with her younger, widowed sister, Ann, and this is 

where she is to be found in 1901, at 22, Priesthorpe 

Road, Bingley. At the 1911 census Mary is living at 

Milner Field, Bingley, which had been purchased by her 

son, James Roberts, in 1903. The only other person 

occupying the property on census day, apart from four 

servants, was her grandson, Joseph Henry Nicholson 

Roberts, third son of James Roberts. Milner Field was a 

large gothic mansion 

with extensive grounds 

that had been built for 

Titus Salt Jr, the son of 

Sir Titus Salt, the 

founder of Saltaire. It 

overlooked the mill and 

village of Saltaire and 

was occupied by Titus Jr 

up to his death in 1887 

and then by his widow 

until its purchase by 

James Roberts. It is no 

longer standing. (See 

illustration 16). 

 

Mary passed away at 

Milner Field, on 21st 

October, 1912, aged 90, 

having outlived her 

husband by more than 

16 years. She was 

buried at  Bingley 

Cemetery in the same 

grave as her husband, 

Wi l l iam,  and her 

daughter, Mary Jane. 

(See illustration 15). 
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In a previous chapter the story of the future Sir James 

Roberts had ended with his marriage to Elizabeth Foster. 

Before his marriage James had lived with his parents, 

but had moved to Bradford shortly after his marriage and 

it is here that his first child, James William, was born, in 

1874, at 1 Wickham Street in the Listerhills area of 

Bradford. The reason for his residence in Bradford was 

that for a time he worked as manager for the firm of J&W 

Hodgson & Co, worsted spinners, of Legrams Lane, 

Bradford, very close to where he was living. 

(Reminiscences of Joe Feather). By 1876 the family was 

living at Cottingley, near Bingley, where the second child, 

Bertram Foster, was born. In 1878 James and 

Elizabeth’s first daughter, Mary Jane Edith, was born at 

Brass Castle, Harden, but tragically she died shortly after 

her birth. (See table 2, page 23). The following year a 

Illustration 15 – Grave of William, Mary and Mary Jane 
Foster, Bingley Cemetery. Photo David King, 2010. 
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second daughter, Lily May, was born, also at Brass 

Castle. As previously mentioned Brass Castle was the 

place where Elizabeth Foster’s parents lived for a period 

and was also occupied by James and his family at this 

time. It is a strange coincidence that Sir James’ parents 

and grand parents came originally from Harden near 

Earby in the North Riding of Yorkshire and that he should 

marry a woman whose family had ancient roots in a 

completely different Harden in the West Riding, where he 

himself subsequently lived for a time.  

  

Family tradition says that Elizabeth’s father made it a 

condition of his agreement to the marriage that James 

should start up his own business. Accordingly, shortly 

after his marriage, James had set himself up as a wool 

and top merchant in Bradford, in partnership with his 

cousin, Joe Feather, son of his father’s sister Ellen. (See 

above, page 7). The firm went under the name of James 

Roberts and quickly prospered. Beginning at premises in 

Palmerston Buildings, Manor Row, Bradford the firm 

then built a warehouse, Colonial Buildings, in Sunbridge 

Road, Bradford, around 1888. The partnership 

continued to trade after the purchase of Saltaire Mills by 

James and a consortium of other local businessmen (see 

below). However, shortly before James became sole 

owner of Saltaire the partnership was dissolved. Joe 

Feather continued as a top merchant on his own account 

for some years but was declared bankrupt in 1910. A top 

merchant sells washed and combed wool (tops) to yarn 

spinners. 

 

As James’ business continued to flourish he built a 

substantial new house for himself and his family in Park 

Road, Bingley, around the year 1880. In the census of 

1881 it is described as ‘Mr Roberts’ new house’, but it 

was soon named ‘The Knoll’ and this is where the next 

two children were born: a second daughter, Alice Maud 

Mary, in 1881 and another son, Joseph Henry Nicholson, 

in 1887. (See table 2, page 23). The house is still 

standing, but soon after the departure of James it was 

renamed ‘Claremont’, the name by which it is still known. 

(See illustration 17). 

 

The business created by James continued to prosper. He 

became aware of vast flocks of merino sheep being 

reared in Russia and recognised the opportunities to be 

gained from purchasing merino wool direct from there. 

He travelled to Russia and to other parts of the world in 

his quest to obtain wool at the best prices. As a result of 

his travels in Russia he gained an attachment towards 

that country and became fluent in the Russian language. 

Being a shrewd businessman and ever ready to steal a 

march on his competitors he began to process his wool 

on the continent to disguise its true origin, which 

enabled him to virtually monopolise his Russian sources 

for a time. 

 

Before long he became one of the foremost and 

wealthiest wool men in Bradford, which at that time had 

its fair share of opulent industrialists. 

 

When the business of Sir Titus Salt Bart, Sons & Co. 

went into voluntary liquidation in 1892 a consortium 

consisting of James Roberts, along with three others, 

stepped in and arranged for the purchase of the 

company and its assets, including the village of Saltaire. 

The arrangement came into effect in 1893. The other 

members of the consortium were Isaac Smith, a spinner, 

of John Smith and Sons, Fieldhead Mills, and Field 

House, Bradford who had served two consecutive terms 

as Mayor of Bradford between 1883 and 1885; John 

Maddocks, a weaver and founder of The Bradford 

Manufacturing Company Ltd., of Shipley Fields Mill and 

Park Drive, Heaton, near Bradford and finally, John 

Rhodes, a colliery owner, formerly of Bradford, but at the 

time of the purchase living at Snydale Hall, Normanton. 

He had been Mayor of Pontefract between 1881 and 

1887 and for a further term between 1890 and 1891.   

 

At the time of the voluntary liquidation of the Salts 

Company there had been great anxiety amongst the 

residents and workers of Saltaire concerning their future 

prospects, since most of them were dependent on the 

mill for their livelihood. The new purchasers fully paid all 

creditors and promised to modernise the mills and install 

new machinery, boilers and steam engines. This was 

duly accomplished and before long the factory was once 

more operating at full capacity. 

 

By 1901,* due to his determination and business 

acumen, the other members of the consortium were 

bought out and retired, leaving James the sole owner of 

the village and business. He was now, truly, the Second 

Lord of Saltaire. He had rescued the famous Saltaire 

* Thanks to Colin Coates for this information.  
Ref. Shipley Times and Express, 21 September 1901. 
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Mills and safeguarded the future of around 4,000 

people, the workers at the mill and their families. 

 

Around the year 1893, shortly after the purchase of 

Saltaire, James took up residence in another house 

called ‘The Knoll’, but this time at Baildon, just over the 

river from Saltaire and overlooking the mill and village. 

James’ final child, John Edward, was born there in 

September of that year. (See table 2, page 23, and 

illustration 18, overleaf). 

 

The Knoll at Baildon had been built around 1858 for 

Charles Stead, one of the directors of Salt’s Mill, who 

occupied the property until it was acquired by James 

Roberts. It has now been demolished and only the lower 

lodge and carriage drive up to its former location remain 

today. 

 

It is rather curious that James should name his house in 

Bingley ‘The Knoll’ and then move to a house with the 

same name in Baildon. It is possible that he already had 

his eye on Saltaire and The Knoll at Baildon when he was 

building his house at Bingley. Did he insist that the 

house in Bingley should be renamed when he sold it and 

moved on so that there would be only one house in the 

neighbourhood bearing the name ‘The Knoll’? That 

James was impressed by Saltaire from an early age can 

be gathered from the words he is reported as having 

spoken on the occasion of his presidential address to 

the Salt Schools in Victoria Hall, Saltaire. (This would 

have been on 5th October, 1901). Here he recalled that 

as a small boy he and a friend walked from Oxenhope to 

Saltaire to see the wonderful town with its four lion 

statues. They had a penny between them and one of the 

boys went into a confectioner’s shop in Saltaire to buy a 

penny teacake to eat on their way home. The 

shopkeeper, seeing the second boy peering hungrily 

through the window, took pity on them and gave them an 

Illustration 17 – Claremont, Bingley, formerly the Knoll. Home of Sir James Roberts c1880 to c1893. Photo David King, 2010 
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extra teacake free of charge. (Wright E M, The Life of 

Joseph Wright, p 52).  

 

The Knoll, however, was to be just a temporary home for 

James Roberts. In 1903 he was to move on to greater 

things with his purchase of the 150 acre Milner Field 

Estate and House from Catherine Salt, widow of Titus 

Salt Jr. Milner Field had been built in 1867 for Titus Salt 

Jr who twice had the honour of entertaining royalty there. 

Milner Field was situated in Eldwick on the other side of 

the river Aire from Saltaire, but only about one and a 

quarter miles distant and the imposing sight of the mill 

buildings would have been visible from the house. As is 

the case with the Knoll, Milner Field has since been 

demolished. Only the north and south lodges remain 

standing and occupied and, apart from the occasional 

large, carved stone and the mosaic floor of the former 

conservatory, little remains to be seen today of this 

former majestic residence. (See illustration 16, page 

17). 

 

During his time at Saltaire James participated fully in 

local affairs. At various times he was a member of the 

Shipley Urban District Council (rising to chairman), the 

West Riding County Council, and the local Rivers Board, 

a governor of the Salt’s Schools and a JP for the West 

Riding of Yorkshire. He was a firm believer in the 

principles of free trade and was instrumental in the 

formation of the Bradford and District League Against 

Protection and became chairman of the council of the 

West Riding Free Trade Association. For a time he was 

also one of the joint owners of the Yorkshire Observer 

newspaper. However, he does not appear to have been 

interested in a career in national politics as he declined 

Illustration 18 – The Knoll, Baildon, c1895. Home of Sir James Roberts 1893 to 1903. Courtesy of the Roberts family. 
The children have been identified by the Roberts family as (l to r):  unknown person (governess); Joseph Henry 
Nicholson Roberts; Alice Maud Mary Roberts and Lily May Roberts. 
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an invitation to become the Liberal candidate for 

Keighley in 1911. During the early years of the twentieth 

century James served for a time as president of the 

Saltaire Cricket Club and in 1914 presented them with a 

new pavilion. 

 

As the business at Saltaire continued to flourish James 

found it necessary to add to the floor space on the site. A 

range of buildings along the south side of the canal was 

constructed, on the north west of the existing complex. 

This new block took the place of what was previously a 

vehicular access route into the north side of the mill. The 

greatest amount of building work carried out by James 

Roberts was to the north of the canal where a multi 

storey spinning block was built connecting with the 

existing dyeing and finishing plant. The new construction 

was adjacent to what was known as the New Mill which 

had been built by Titus Salt in 1868. Today only the New 

Mill, now used as offices and the former spinning block 

remain standing. The latter has been converted into 

desirable apartments overlooking the river Aire. 

 

In the King’s birthday honours awards of 9th November, 

1909 James was created a Baronet and became Sir 

James Roberts, First Baronet, of Milner Field. To 

commemorate the occasion the workforce at Saltaire 

presented him with an illuminated address contained in 

a solid silver gilt casket with enamelled panels depicting 

Saltaire Mills, Milner Field, Old Oxenhope Mill and Higher 

Marsh Farm. (See illustration 19). As a mark of gratitude 

Sir James announced the creation of a pension scheme 

that would award a pension of five shillings per week to 

all veterans of sixty five years and over who were 

connected with the mill. 

 

In August 1910, believing that a baronetcy deserved a 

suitable stately home, Sir James purchased the 

Strathallan, Tullibardine and Machany Estates near 

Illustration 19 – Casket Presented to Sir James by the Workforce of Saltaire, 1909. Courtesy of the Roberts family. 



THE SECOND LORD OF SALTAIRE 
By David King 

The Saltaire Journal, VOLUME 1, NUMBER 5, March 2012 Page 22 

Perth in Scotland, by private negotiation, from Lord 

Perth. The estate amounted to 7,322 acres, including 

Strathallan Castle, the Dower House of Machany, salmon 

and trout fishing in the River Earn and several other 

streams and grouse shooting on the moors. Strathallan 

Castle remains the seat of the current Baronet and the 

year 2010 saw the celebration of one hundred years of 

its possession by the Roberts family. (See illustration 

20). 
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James William Roberts, known as Willie to the family and 

the first of James’ and Elizabeth’s children, was born on 

22nd February, 1874, at I Wickham Street, Listerhills, 

Bradford. As the first male child he would have been 

expected to play a prominent role in his father’s 

business. 
 

Willie was educated at Bingley Grammar School and The 

Institute Pietsch in Dresden. He had studied German and 

Russian and was reported to be skilled in mathematics. 

(Notification of death, Bradford Observer, 4th June, 

1898.) However, he appears to have suffered from bad 

health and for this reason, at the age of 16, he was sent 

on a wool purchasing trip to Australia with his father’s 

business partner, Joe Feather, in the hope that the 

climate there would prove to be beneficial.  The pair 

departed on the ‘Oroya’ bound for Sydney on 15th 

August, 1890 and disembarked in Melbourne.  However, 

the climate and sanitary conditions in Melbourne at that 

time did not agree at all with Willie. After having been 

invalided to a sheep station in the bush for a while his 

doctor ordered that he should be immediately returned 

to England and he and Joe Feather sailed back at the 

first opportunity. (Reminiscences of Joe Feather). By the 

census of April 1891 Willie was once more at the Knoll, 

Bingley, described as a ‘wool trades apprentice’. 

 

According to the report in the Bradford Observer his 

health continued to be rather fragile and around 1892 

his doctors advised that Willie should go to South Africa 

to benefit from the more amenable climate there. This 

was done, Willie’s health did appear to recover and it 

Illustration 20 – Strathallan Castle, Auchterarder, Perthshire. Home of Sir James Roberts 1910 to 1925. Courtesy of 
the Roberts Family. 
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was decided that he 

should live permanently 

in  South  Af r ica . 

However, he was 

caught in a storm one 

day, suffered a chill and 

his old problems (TB) 

returned. Once again he 

was rushed back home 

to England, but after a 

month at the Knoll, 

Baildon, a spell of bad 

weather brought on a 

bout of pneumonia and 

h e  d i e d  t h e r e , 

unmarried, on 3rd June, 

1898, aged 24. 

 

The funeral was held 

on 6th June and 

Willie’s body was 

interred at Nab Wood 

Cemetery, Shipley. The 

Mill at Saltaire was 

closed for the day as a 

mark of respect. The 

memorial stone erected 

on Willie’s grave gives 

h i s  a d d r e s s  a s 

Craglands, Cradock, 

South Africa. (See 

illustration 21). Nab 

Wood Cemetery is a 

l a r g e  m u n i c i p a l 

cemetery in a rural 

setting in the Aire 

valley, about one mile 

to the west of Saltaire. 

It was opened in 

December 1894 and 

contains graves owned 

by many prominent 

families of the area. 

 

Willie’s death was just 

one of the many 

tragedies that James 

Roberts was destined 

to suffer over the next 

few years. 

Name Birth date Birth place Marriage date Spouse Death date 

James William 
(Willie) 

22/02/1874 Bradford Unmarried  03/06/1898 

Bertram Foster 04/01/1876 Cottingley 22/04/1903 Eliza Gertrude Denby 11/01/1912 

Mary Jane Edith 18/01/1878 Brass Castle, Harden Died young  1878 

Lily May 16/02/1879 Brass Castle, Harden 08/04/1902 Fredrick Alfred Aykroyd 22/03/1964 

Alice Maud Mary 27/06/1881 The Knoll, Bingley 27/08/1902 
20/08/1938 

Norman Cecil Rutherford 
Archibald Stewart Clark 

06/02/1982 

Joseph Henry 
Nicholson (Harry) 

03/01/1887 The Knoll, Bingley 23/05/1918 
05/07/1920 

Dorothy Partington 
Frances Eleanor Partington 

21/03/1946 

John Edward (Jack) 07/09/1893 The Knoll, Baildon Died young  18/08/1904 

Table 2 – The Children of Sir James and Elizabeth Roberts 

Illustration 21 – Grave of James William Roberts, Nab Wood 
Cemetery, Shipley. Photo David King, 2010. 
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James Roberts’ second child, Bertram Foster, was born 

on 4th January, 1876 at Cottingley, near Bingley. 

Bertram’s second forename was derived from the 

maiden name of his mother, Elizabeth Foster. 

 

On the death of his elder brother, Willie, Bertram had 

become the heir to the Roberts baronetcy and the son 

who would be intended to eventually take over control of 

the mill and village of Saltaire. 

 

On 22nd April, 1903 Bertram married Eliza Gertrude, the 

only daughter of Ellis Denby of Wycliffe House, 88, 

Kirkgate, Shipley, who in 1914 was to be honoured with 

a knighthood and became Sir Ellis Denby. Eliza was the 

great granddaughter of William Denby, founder of the 

well known local textile company of William Denby & 

Sons with establishments at Tong Park, Baildon and Well 

Croft, Shipley. 

 

Bertram was the first of James Roberts’ sons to marry 

and the wedding was a grand occasion. Decorative 

masts, shields and garlands were erected all the way 

along Victoria Road up to Saltaire Wesleyan Chapel 

where the marriage was performed. Bertram’s younger 

brother, Harry, carried out the role of best man. 

Festivities for the villagers and work people were 

arranged in Saltaire Park, including music, tug-of-war 

competitions between the mill departments and the 

provision of food. It is reported that 4,000 people were 

served with food. (Yorkshire Daily Observer, 23rd April, 

1903). The reception for the invited guests was held at 

Wycliffe House and among the guests were Mr and Mrs 

Norman Rutherford, of Edinburgh. Mrs Rutherford was 

Bertram’s younger sister, Alice Maud, who, as will be 

seen later, had secretly married the son of the local 

doctor, in Scotland, in 1902. Included in the many 

sumptuous wedding gifts that the couple received was a 

grandfather clock worth 100 guineas given by the 

workforce at the mill. 

 

When James Roberts had left the Knoll at Baildon in 

1903 to take up residence at Milner Field, along with the 

rest of his family and his mother in law, Bertram had 

continued to occupy the Knoll and it became the home 

for the newlywed couple following their marriage. 

 

Here at the Knoll four children were born to Bertram and 

Eliza: James Denby Roberts on 3rd June, 1904; Mary 

Roberts on 15th January, 1906; Catherine Elizabeth 

Roberts on 7th April, 1907 and William Denby Roberts 

on 24th July, 1909. The Denby forenames were 

obviously taken from Eliza’s surname. (See table 3). 
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James Denby Roberts, educated at Rugby and Oxford 

University, married Irene Charlotte D’Orsey Dunn at 

Uppingham, on 20th September, 1927. At his father’s 

death James Denby Roberts had become heir to the 

baronetcy, to which he succeeded in 1935, on the death 

of his grandfather, Sir James. James Denby had come of 

age on 3rd June, 1925 and his engagement was 

Name Birth date Birth place Marriage date Spouse Death date 

James Denby 03/06/1904 The Knoll, 
Baildon 

20/09/1927 Irene Charlotte D’Orsey Dunn 10/07/1973 

Mary 15/01/1906 The Knoll, 
Baildon 

06/12/1927 
01/06/1933 

10/05/1944 

Charles Vivian Jackson 
Conrad Richard Hinds-Howell 

Dr William Stuart Tegner 

28/08/1953 

Catherine 
Elizabeth 

07/04/1907 The Knoll, 
Baildon 

28/03/1928 Robert Hope Donaldson 03/1990 

William Denby 24/07/1909 The Knoll, 
Baildon 

07/08/1935 Helen Fyans Fenwick 27/04/1966 

Table 3 - The Children of Bertram and Eliza Roberts 
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announced in The Times on 30th July in the same year. 

As a combined twenty first birthday and engagement 

present Sir James generously presented his grandson 

and heir with the Strathallan Estate. James Denby was, 

therefore, already in possession of Strathallan when he 

succeeded to the baronetcy. (See illustration 22, 

overleaf).  

 

James and Irene had five children: Susan Elisabeth (Sue 

Hills), born in 1934; William James Denby, born in 1936, 

who became the third and present Baronet in 1973 on 

the death of Sir James Denby Roberts; Andrew Denby, 

born in 1938; David Gordon Denby, born in 1940 and 

Ian Michael Denby, born in 1944. 
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Mary Roberts was married three times: firstly to Charles 

Vivian Jackson in Kensington, London, on 6th December, 

1927; secondly to Conrad Richard Hinds-Howell on 1st 

June, 1933 and finally to Dr William Stuart Tegner on 

10th May, 1944. She gave birth to three children: Judith 

M Hinds-Howell, born in 1936; William Tegner, born in 

1945 and Henry Tegner, born in 1946. 
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Catherine Elizabeth married Robert Hope Donaldson at 

All Souls, Langham Place, London, on 28th March 1928 

and had two children: Robert Bertram, born in 1929 and 

William James, born in 1933. 
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William Denby Roberts married Helen Fyans Fenwick, at 

Marylebone, London, on 7th August, 1935. The couple 

had three children: Ann, born in 1936; Anthony Fenwick 

Denby, born in 1938 and Peter William Denby, born in 

1945. 

 

As time went by Bertram was beginning to take on 

greater responsibilities in the running of the mill at 

Saltaire, having been made joint managing director with 

responsibility for the buying of wool and mohair. His 

father, James, was approaching his sixties during this 

period and already feeling the strain of his many years in 

business. He was happy to leave the running of the firm 

in Bertram’s capable hands during his frequent visits to 

his newly purchased estate at Strathallan in Scotland. 

The assistance of his son in the management of the 

business would have been a great boon to him. 

 

Bertram was now looking for a more substantial 

residence for himself and his growing family and in 1911 

he purchased, for £31,000, the 3,200 acre Kilnsey 

Estate which included Chapel House and the Tennant 

Arms public house beneath Kilnsey Crag. Kilnsey lies in 

the heart of the Yorkshire Dales approximately ten miles 

north of Skipton on the B6160. He had previously 

purchased the Stockdale estate near Settle, so was the 

owner of substantial lands in the Yorkshire Dales. 

 

The family had intended to reside at Chapel House, but, 

unfortunately, they were never to occupy their new 

estate. A further tragedy was to strike the Roberts family 

in 1912 when, after an illness of seven weeks, Bertram 

died at the young age of 36 on 11th January of that year. 

 

In his obituary in the Yorkshire Observer of 12th January, 

1912 it is related that Bertram had been educated at 

Bingley Grammar School and Harrogate College. As a 

youth he was a keen football player, both at Bingley and 

with the Saltaire Football Club. Two years previous to his 

death he had complained of back pains which had grown 

stronger and he was diagnosed as having symptoms of 

serous neuritis. Things became worse. He suffered a 

complete nervous breakdown and eventually died. 

Before his death Bertram was already playing a 

prominent part in local affairs. He had a seat on the 

Shipley Education Committee, was a member of the 

Board of Governors of the Salt Schools, a member of the 

Governing Board of Bradford Royal Infirmary, vice 

president of the Shipley Board of Help and president of 

the Shipley and District Rose Society. 

 

The funeral took place on 16th January. A private service 

was held at the Knoll for the ladies of the family, 

conducted by the Rev. Shipley, former minister of Rosse 

Street Baptist Chapel, Shipley which was patronised by 

the Roberts family. The Rev. Shipley was to become 

closely attached to the Roberts family and for a time he 

acted as private secretary to Sir James when he was at 

Strathallan Castle. The main funeral service was at 

Saltaire Congregational Church, the chief mourners 

being Sir James Roberts, Ellis Denby (father in law of 

Bertram), William Arthur Denby (brother of Ellis Denby), 

Frederick Alfred Aykroyd (husband of Bertram’s sister, 

Lily May), Dr Norman Rutherford (husband of Bertram’s 
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sister Alice Maud Mary), Harry Roberts (younger brother 

of Bertram) and Harrison Roberts (brother of Sir James, 

uncle to Bertram). (Yorkshire Observer, 12th and 17th 

January, 1912) 

 
Bertram’s body was laid to rest in Nab Wood Cemetery, 

Shipley, only a few yards from the grave of his elder 

brother, Willie, who had died less than five years earlier. 

Unfortunately, the gravestone has been vandalised in 

more recent years and only the inscription to Bertram’s 

wife, Eliza, remains to be seen today. (See illustration 

23). 

 
At his death Bertram’s effects amounted to £206,000 

(£18.35 million, present day equivalent. Source: Bank of 

England inflation calculator) and probate was granted on 

15th March, 1912 to Sir James Roberts (his father), 

Frederick Alfred Aykroyd (husband of his sister, Lily May) 

and William Arthur Denby (uncle to Bertram’s wife, Eliza). 

Eliza continued to live at the Knoll for a while but 

eventually moved to 1 Sussex Place, Regent’s Park, 

London, which was her residence when her children 

were married. 

 

Chapel House, Kilnsey, was eventually occupied by 

Bertram’s younger son, William Denby Roberts and this 

is where he and his wife Helen raised their family of 

three children. Bertram’s wife, Eliza, eventually passed 

away in London on 18th April, 1953, aged 75 and was 

buried in the same grave as her husband at Nab Wood 

Cemetery, Shipley. (See illustration 23). 
 

With the death of Bertram yet another of Sir James’ sons 

had failed to survive and share the burden of running the 

business or to take over ownership after the death of his 

father. 
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Lily May, the second daughter of James and Elizabeth, 

but the first one to survive infancy, arrived on 16th 

February, 1879. She was born at Brass Castle, Harden. 

Her birth coincided with the start of her father’s rapid 

increase in prosperity and influence and both she and 

her younger sister would have led a privileged life and 

been regarded as very eligible young ladies by the time 

they reached their teens. 

Illustration 23 - Grave of Bertram Foster and Eliza Gertrude Roberts, Nab Wood Cemetery, Shipley. 
Photo David King, 2010. 
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On 8th April, 1902 she married Frederick Alfred Aykroyd, 

second son of Wiliam Edward Aykroyd of Ashdown, 

Apperley Bridge, Bradford. William Edward was a director 

of the firm of Wm. Aykroyd & Sons, dyers and sizers of 

Canal Road Bradford and Frederick Alfred had his own 

business, F A Aykrod & Co, topmakers, of Canal Road, 

Bradford. The groom’s father had served as mayor of 

Bradford between 1898 and 1899. The marriage was 

celebrated at Saltaire Congregational Church and the 

ceremony was performed by Dr Dallinger of London, 

assisted by Rev. C E Shipley, minister of Rosse Street 

Baptist Chapel, Shipley. 

 

The wedding reception was held at the Knoll, Baildon 

and amongst the invited guests was the local doctor, 

John James Rutherford, with his wife and two sons, 

Norman and Percival. As will be seen later Norman 

Rutherford was to play a large part in the life of the 

Roberts family. All people attending the wedding, for 

whatever purpose, were catered for, but, typical of the 

social divisions of the time, the choir and constables 

were entertained at Mr Charlesworth’s establishment in 

Victoria Road, Saltaire and the coachmen at the 

Cricketer’s Arms, Baildon Green. (Shipley Times & 

Express, 11th April, 1902). 

 

After honeymooning in the Italian Lakes the couple 

returned to occupy their new home, ‘Riversdale’, in Ilkley. 

Some time later they moved to ‘Glenrosa’, The Grove, 

Ilkley, where they are to be found at the 1911 census. 

 

In 1929 Frederick Alfred was created 1st Baronet 

Aykroyd of Birstwith Hall and Lily May became Lady 

Aykroyd.  Four children were born to Lily May: Margaret 

Roberts in 1903; Cecil William in 1905; Frederic Howard 

in 1907 and Bertram in 1915. (See table 4). 
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Margaret Roberts Aykroyd married her cousin, George 

Hammond Aykroyd, son of Sir William Aykroyd of the 

Lightcliffe branch of the Aykroyd family, on 2nd 

September, 1924 at Hampsthwaite Church. She had 

four children: Patricia Jean, born in 1925; Michael David, 

born in 1928; John Richard, born in 1934 and David 

Peter, born in 1937. 

 

&HFLO�:LOOLDP�$\NUR\G 
 

Cecil William, educated at Charterhouse and Jesus 

College, Cambridge, succeeded to the baronetcy in 1949 

on the death of his father and died unmarried. 
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Lily May’s second son, Frederic Howard, was educated at 

Rugby and Jesus College Cambridge. On 12th July, 1932 

he married Ruth Joan C Oldfield at All Saint’s Church, 

Harewood and had three children, all girls: Mary 

Elizabeth Wendy Carlton in 1934; Joanna Jane in 1937 

and Victoria Margaret in 1939. 
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Bertram studied at Charterhouse and Trinity College, 

Cambridge. He was married twice: firstly to Margot 

Graham-Brown on 5th October, 1938 at St Mark’s, North 

Audley Street, London and secondly to Catalina M S 

Marchington, in London, on 28th September, 1949. 

There were two children from the first marriage: Jean 

Margaret Elizabeth, born in 1940 and James Alexander 

Frederic, born in 1943, who in 1993 on the death of Sir 

Cecil became the Third Baronet. By Bertram’s second 

wife there were two further children: Rachel, born in 

1952 and Toby Nigel Bertram, born in 1955. 

 

Name Birth date Birth place Marriage date Spouse Death date 

Margaret Roberts 1903 Ilkley 02/09/1924 George Hammond Aykroyd 1981 

Cecil William 23/04/1905 Ilkley Unmarried  23/06/1993 

Frederic Howard 10/10/1907 Ilkley 12/07/1932 Ruth Joan C Oldfield 1978 

Bertram 17/09/1915 Ilkley 05/10/1938 
28/09/1949 

Margot Graham-Brown 
Catalina M S Marchington 

1983 

Table 4 - The Children of Lily May Roberts and Sir Frederick Alfred Aykroyd (see illustration 22) 
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Lily May passed away on 22nd March, 1964 at Birstwith 

Hall where she was living with her son, Sir Cecil, the 

Second Baronet.  

 

The family still occupies Birstwith Hall which is now in the 

hands of the Third Baronet, Sir James Alexander Frederic 

Aykroyd. Birstwith Hall is situated five miles north west of 

Harrogate, between the villages of Birstwith and 

Hampsthwaite. 
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Alice Maud Mary was the younger of the two surviving 

daughters of James and Elizabeth Roberts. As previously 

mentioned she was born on 27th June, 1881 at The 

Knoll, Bingley, shortly after her parents had moved into 

the property. At the time of her birth James was already a 

wealthy businessman so Alice would have lacked for 

nothing during her childhood. 

 

Alice appears to have been a woman of strong character 

and emotions, determined to do her own thing and risk 

the consequences if she believed it was the right thing to 

do. Perhaps some of these personal qualities were 

inherited from her father and were the same qualities 

that had allowed him to be so successful in the cut and 

thrust of the Bradford wool trade. Her life was to be one 

of romance and adventure which has been covered in 

the joint autobiography written by her eldest daughter 

Sybil and her husband John Robert Glorney Bolton, 

under the title of ‘Two Lives Converge’. However, like her 

father, she also suffered tragedy and disappointment. 

 

We learn from the joint autobiography that during her 

teenage years Alice was educated at a school for young 

ladies in Switzerland where, in addition to any academic 

instruction, she would have been taught good manners, 

deportment, elocution and needlework. 

 

It is related that in 1899 she was taken to Paris with her 

father where she received a proposal of marriage from a 

Polish officer with a commission in the German army. 

The proposal was looked upon favourably by her father 

and may even have been pre-arranged by him, as the 

officer was resident in Russia and James may have 

become acquainted with him during his business travels 

there. Alice, however, was not impressed and refused 

the offer, much to her father’s disappointment. 

 

It could be that the 18 year old Alice already had her 

sights set closer to home at that time, because she was 

to marry a young medical student, Norman Cecil 

Rutherford, in Scotland, shortly after her twenty first 

birthday. The marriage took place, after banns, on 27th 

August, 1902 at the Parish Church of Ferry Port on Craig, 

according to the rites of the Established Church of 

Scotland.  Ferry Port on Craig is a town in Scotland on 

the south bank of the River Tay, opposite the town of 

Dundee. None of the bride’s or groom’s parents appears 

to have been present at the ceremony as the witnesses 

to the marriage were two unrelated people. It seems 

reasonable to assume that the marriage would have 

taken place in secret, in the knowledge that parental 

consent might not have been granted. 

 

So who was this twenty year old lad who had stolen the 

heart of the wayward Alice Maud Mary Roberts, daughter 

of the wealthy James Roberts?  

 

Norman Cecil Rutherford was the elder son of John 

James Rutherford, general practitioner, of Rock Villa, 78 

Kirkgate, Shipley, situated just a few doors away from 

Ellis Denby whose daughter was to marry Alice’s brother, 

Bertram, in 1903. At the time of Alice’s marriage Norman 

Rutherford was a student at the Medical School of 

Edinburgh University, where he graduated as MB, 

Bachelor of Surgery, in 1903.  

 

Shipley is the nearest town to Saltaire and the Knoll, 

Baildon, where Alice was living at the time, being little 

more than a mile from each place. It is entirely possible 

that Doctor Rutherford senior was the family doctor to 

the Roberts household. In any case the doctor and his 

two sons would no doubt be prominent at local festivities 

and gatherings, so it would be easy for Norman and Alice 

to meet and fall in love. That Doctor and Mrs Rutherford 

and their two sons were well known to the Roberts family 

is illustrated by the fact that they had all been invited 

guests at the wedding of Alice’s elder sister, Lily May, in 

April 1902, just over four months before the elopement 

and marriage of Alice and Norman. Perhaps they had 

even hatched their own marriage plans at Lily May’s 

wedding. 

 

Within a short time of graduating Norman joined the 
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Royal Army Medical Corps and on 7th February, 1903 a 

Lieutenant Rutherford was booked on the ‘Carisbrooke 

Castle’ to sail to Cape Town, South Africa. However, his 

name was subsequently deleted from the passenger list 

and he eventually sailed from Southampton, now 

Captain Rutherford, aboard the ‘Gascon’, on 5th 

September, 1903. 

 

Alice does not appear to have travelled with him, but on 

24th October in the same year a married woman by the 

name of Mrs Rutherford (no forename or initial) set sail 

for South Africa on board the ‘Briton’. This was most 

likely Alice sailing to join her husband after he had 

presumably reached his destination and arranged for 

accommodation. 

 

At the time of their arrival in South Africa Norman and 

Alice would have witnessed the aftermath of the second 

Boer War which had ended with the signing of the Treaty 

of Vereeniging on 31st May, 1902. Although combat had 

ceased and a period of reconstruction was underway, a 

sizeable number of British troops was retained in the 

area to ensure the peace and oversee the post war 

reconstruction. Even though hostilities were in theory no 

longer occurring there must still have been much ill 

feeling and danger from the Boers towards the British. 

 

It is in these conditions that Alice’s first child was born, 

in an army tent as we are told in the autobiography of 

her daughter. This child, Sybil Margaret Rutherford, who 

was later to write the joint autobiography, was born in 

the spring of 1904 at Middelburg, Cape Colony, South 

Africa. Ships’ passenger lists show that a Mr and Mrs 

Rutherford had arrived in London from Cape Town on 

board the ‘Braemar Castle’ on 22 May, 1904. These 

people could have been Norman’s parents who had 

travelled to South Africa to see the new born baby. Also 

travelling on the same vessel were a Mr G Roberts and a 

Miss Roberts but these names do not appear to be 

related to Alice. 

 

When James Robert’s youngest son, Jack, was tragically 

drowned in August 1904 (see later) Alice and her three 

and a half month old daughter were recalled to the 

family home in England to share in the mourning. They 

arrived in Southampton on the ‘Kenilworth Castle’ on 

17th September, 1904, to be met there by a distraught 

James Roberts who escorted them to Milner Field, 

Bingley. 

 

On returning to South Africa Alice and her family moved 

to a medical practice in Zastron, Orange River Colony, 

close to Basutoland, now Lesotho and it was here that a 

second daughter, Kathleen Mary was born on 15th 

December, 1905. 

 

Wishing to continue his medical studies in Edinburgh 

Norman Rutherford returned to the United Kingdom with 

his wife Alice and their two daughters, arriving at 

Southampton on board the ‘Saxon’ on 10th August, 

1907. The next child, a boy, Lionel James, was born in 

Edinburgh on 21st November, 1907. The family then 

spent some time living in Dublin, Ireland, where a second 

son, Brian James Roberts, was born on 20th September, 

1911. Having once more returned to England the 

remaining two children were born in the Hendon area: 

Neil in 1913 and Enid May on 23rd January, 1915. Six 

children in total, born in four different countries! 

 

It would be natural to speculate on what would have 

been the reaction of James Roberts to his daughter’s 

marriage to an unqualified medical student who would 

have had no earnings with which to support himself and 

a wife. However, they do not appear to have been 

ostracised by the family. Alice and Norman Rutherford 

were invited guests at the wedding of Alice’s brother, 

Bertram, which took place in 1903 and Dr Norman 

Rutherford was one of the chief mourners at the burial 

service for Bertram in 1912. 

 

WW1 was now imminent and Norman Rutherford was 

called up into the RAMC to serve in France. He served 

with distinction in various field artillery regiments and 

was awarded the Distinguished Service Order in 1917 

‘for conspicuous gallantry and devotion to duty whilst in 

charge of an advanced dressing station.’ During his 

service he rose in rank from Captain to Major and 

eventually to Lieutenant Colonel. 

 

However, it would appear that during his absence Alice 

may have formed a romantic attachment with Major 

Miles Charles Cariston Seton of the Australian Army 

Medical Corps. Major Seton was an old friend of Norman. 

Norman had tutored him for his final medical 

examinations and Miles was godfather to one of 

Norman’s children. Whatever the truth of the matter, 
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Alice had been asking Norman for a divorce whilst he 

was on service in France and, a couple of months after 

his return home on leave on 6th November, 1918, 

Norman took his revolver and went to the house of 

Seton’s cousin, Sir Malcolm Seton, at 13, Clarendon 

Road, Holland Park, London, where Major Seton was 

staying. He fired several shots, one of which penetrated 

Seaton’s heart, and Seton was killed outright on the 

night of 13th January, 1919. 

 

An inquest into the death took place on 24th January, 

1919 which returned a verdict of death by murder and 

Norman was committed for trial at the Central Criminal 

Court where a verdict of guilty but insane was reached 

on 9th April, 1919. During the trial Norman had stated 

that the motive for the murder had not been that he had 

suspected a romantic liaison between his wife and Major 

Seton, but that Seton had been exerting ‘an evil 

influence on his family, particularly on the children.’ 

Following the verdict Norman was committed to be 

detained ‘until his Majesty’s pleasure is known’ and he 

was to serve ten years in Broadmoor Criminal Lunatic 

Asylum, being released in 1929 on condition that he 

went to live abroad. The Times of 26th February, 1929 

reported that ‘it is stated that he is at present living in 

Canada.’ His name was reinstated in the Medical 

Register upon his release. 

 

In the intervening years Alice had petitioned for divorce 

in 1921 and was granted a decree nisi on the grounds of 

cruelty and adultery. However, in 1922 the Court of 

Appeal reversed the finding of adultery, rescinded the 

decree nisi and granted instead a decree of judicial 

separation. This second judgement by the court was 

challenged by Alice but was upheld by the House of 

Lords. 

 

In 1927, in order to distance herself as much as possible 

from Norman, Alice had changed her name and the 

names of her children, by deed poll, from Rutherford to 

her maiden name of Roberts. In June 1938, Alice did 

eventually succeed in obtaining a divorce, using the 

Matrimonial Causes Act which had been introduced in 

1937. In August of the same year she married Archibald 

Stewart Clark, a local government officer of the Isle of 

Man. Alice and Archibald settled in the Isle of Man where 

she eventually died at the age of 100, on 6th February, 

1982, at their residence in Onchan, Douglas, after a 

long, remarkable and very eventful life. 

 

Norman Rutherford never remarried and returned to 

utilising his medical knowledge, teaching anatomy in 

Vienna, where he helped to rescue Jewish refugees 

during WW2. After a period of research into eye diseases 

in Persia he eventually returned to his Yorkshire roots 

and retired in the 1950s to the village of Coverham 

Abbey in Yorkshire. Finally, he returned to South Africa, 

the place he had lived in so many years before, where he 

eventually died and, according to his granddaughter, 

Julia Bolton Holloway, ‘he was buried in the tin helmet he 

had worn on the front in France.’ 

Name Birth date Birth place Marriage date Spouse Death date 

Sybil Margaret 1904 Middelburg, Cape Colony, 
S Africa 

1925-28 
1936 

Cecil Rowland West 
John Robert Glorney Bolton 

01/01/1970 

Kathleen Mary* 15/12/1905 Zastron, Orange River 
Colony, S Africa 

 Martin Berlyn 28/01/1990 

Lionel James* 21/11/1907 Edinburgh 1929 Zena G Ellis  

Brian James 
Roberts* 

20/09/1911 Dublin 12/10/1940 Margaret M Sherwin 25/09/1980 

Neil* 1913 Hendon 1938 Margaret M E Newman 1983? 

Enid May* 23/01/1915 Hendon 1939 Tom Rowland 08/1994 

* Surname changed from Rutherford  to Roberts 1927 

Table 5 - The Children of Alice Maud Mary Roberts and Norman Cecil Rutherford 
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Sybil Margaret Rutherford was born in 1904 in 

Middelburg, Cape Colony, South Africa. More is known 

about Sybil than Alice’s other children owing to her co-

authorship, with her second husband, of their joint 

autobiography.  As we have already seen she tells us 

in the autobiography that she was born in an army 

tent. After living for periods in South Africa, Scotland 

and Ireland the family eventually settled in the south 

of England. Following what must have been the 

traumatic experience of the murder by her father, 

Sybil spent some time at a Convent School in Holland 

and returned to England to obtain a job as secretary 

at a girls’ school. In 1925 she sailed to a new life in 

Canada where she spent some years as a reporter on 

the Montreal Star newspaper. 

 
Here she met and married Cecil Rowland West, some 

time between her arrival in October 1925 and April 

1928 when her sister Kathleen sailed to Canada and 

referred to Sybil as ’Mrs West’ in the ship’s 

documentation. Sybil was the only one of Alice’s 

children to retain the name of Rutherford. This would 

have been due to the fact that she was already 

married under the name of Rutherford before the 

official family name change to Roberts in 1927. 

 
Ships’ passenger lists show that Sybil had spent the 

months of August and September 1929 in England. 

This was the same year that her father had been 

released from prison. Perhaps the two events were 

connected, especially since The Times had reported 

that Norman Rutherford initially went to live in 

Canada. Sybil’s marriage did not last, however, and 

she returned alone to England in 1932. Here she was 

married for a second time, in 1936, to John Robert 

Glorney Bolton whom she had first met whilst living in 

Canada. They had two children together: Julia, born on 

14th April, 1937 and Richard R, born in 1939. Julia 

(Julia Bolton Holloway) is currently a member of a 

religious order in Florence and has documented her 

life and that of the Roberts family on her own website. 

The marriage with John Bolton also did not endure 

and Sybil eventually returned to Canada, living for a 

time in Montreal and eventually dying on 1st January, 

1970, in Victoria, British Columbia, at the age of 65. 

 

.DWKOHHQ�0DU\�5REHUWV 
 

Kathleen Mary Roberts, familiarly known as Q, was 

born on 15th December, 1905 at Zastron, Orange 

River Colony, South Africa. In 1928, at the age of 22, 

she followed her sister Sybil to Canada. There she 

married Martin Berlyn and had two children: Elizabeth 

Ann, born in 1930 and Robin Wilfrid, born on 3rd 

December, 1934. Kathleen died on 28th January, 

1990 and her ashes were interred in the grave of Sir 

James and Lady Roberts at Fairlight Church. 

 
/LRQHO�-DPHV�5REHUWV 
 

Lionel James Roberts, known in the family as Leo, was 

the third child of Norman and Alice Rutherford. Born in 

Edinburgh on 21st Nov, 1907, he married Zena G Ellis 

at Brighton in 1929. The couple had four children: 

Lionel J, born in 1929; Diana I Z, born in 1930; Ursula 

P P, born in 1932 and Pauline M P, born in 1933. 

 
%ULDQ�-DPHV�5REHUWV�5REHUWV 
 

The fourth child Brian James Roberts Roberts was 

born on 20th September, 1911 in Dublin and married 

Margaret M Sherwin on 12th October, 1940 at St 

James’, Spanish Place, Marylebone, London. Their 

three children are Willow Anne, born on 26th July, 

1943, who became a naturalised US citizen in 1971, 

Jonathan J R, born on 30th October, 1946 and Hilary 

A, born on 11th January, 1949. Brian achieved the 

rank of Air Commodore in the RAF. 

 
1HLO�5REHUWV 
 

Neil Roberts, born in 1913 at Hendon, married 

Margaret M E Newman at Brentford in 1938. The 

couple had one child, Leila M, born in 1939 in 

Brentford.  

 
(QLG�0D\�5REHUWV 
 

The last of Alice’s children, Enid May Roberts, was born 

on 23rd January, 1915 at Hendon. She married Tom 

Rowland in 1939 at Kensington and had two children: 

Wendy, born in 1947 and Christopher, born in 1949. 
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The third son of James and Elizabeth was born on 3rd 

January, 1887 at the Knoll, Bingley. Harry’s last 

forename was derived from the maiden name of 

Elizabeth’s mother, Mary Nicholson. 

 

As with his other brothers, Harry would have been 

intended to continue the control of the business in safe 

hands after the death of Sir James. With this in mind he 

was already a departmental manager at the firm in his 

early 20s and became joint managing director on the 

death of his elder brother Bertram, which had left Harry 

as the only remaining son. At the beginning of WW1 

Harry, at the age of 27, was liable to be called up to 

serve his country. This would have left Sir James, who 

was now approaching his late 60s and already in poor 

health caused by overwork, in a very difficult position. If 

his only remaining son were to be called up Sir James 

would be forced to take on single-handed the running of 

the whole company, at a time when it was being asked to 

produce ever more for the war effort, with an ever 

decreasing male workforce. He was also faced with the 

possibility that Harry might not return from the war. 

 

The advisory committee and the military representative 

to the committee, whose task it was to advise the local 

district tribunals in deciding who was liable to be called 

up to serve in the forces, both informed Sir James that 

his son would not be liable to serve. However, when the 

case came before the local tribunal they unanimously 

concluded that Harry should be called up.  

 

Consequently, Sir James appealed against the decision 

on the grounds that Harry was in a reserved occupation 

and would contribute more to the war effort by ensuring 

the continued output from the mill at Saltaire. The 

appeal was heard in February 1916 and was not upheld. 

Further appeals were made to the Shipley Recruiting 

Tribunal and the West Riding West Central District 

Tribunal in March 1916. During the hearings Harry was 

stated to be managing director of the company and also 

manager of the wool department and the dress and 

linings manufacturing department. Sir James had 

intimated in a letter of 2nd March, 1916 to the Secretary 

of the Shipley Appeal and Military Service Tribunal that 

the works at Saltaire would have to close if Harry were 

called up, as the burden of running the company would 

be too much for him to bear alone, having already been 

ordered by his doctors to reduce his day-to-day 

contribution to the firm. In addition, Sir James claimed 

that this case was the sole instance where a district 

committee had not followed the recommendations of the 

advisory committee. Despite the best efforts of Sir James 

the appeal was finally dismissed on 29th March, 1916.  

Although he was allowed three days in which to appeal 

against the decision Harry presented himself at the 

recruiting headquarters at Keighley on 30th March and 

was granted fourteen days’ leave of absence to arrange 

his affairs. (Bradford Daily Telegraph, 1st April, 1916). 

The failure to gain exemption for Harry left a bitter taste 

in Sir James’ mouth and led him to claim that the district 

council and members of the local military tribunal were 

attempting to drive him out of the district. 

 

So ended yet another stressful period in the life of Sir 

James. It is worth noting that in an interview with the 

Yorkshire Observer, on 18th October, 1916, Sir James, in 

apparent contradiction to his earlier statement, stressed 

that there was no foundation to the rumours that he was 

intending to sell Saltaire and the business and retire 

away from the area, adding ‘there is no prospect of 

selling out, or of presently stopping the engines and 

closing the doors at these works. As to my health! Well, I 

am pleased to say that I am feeling better than I have 

felt for a long time.’ 

 

In due course Harry received his military training, soon 

attaining the rank of second lieutenant and was sent 

with The Royal Dublin Fusiliers to serve on the front in 

France. However, all did not go well for Harry. A report in 

the Yorkshire Observer of 13th August, 1917 states that 

after just three months of active service Harry had been 

seriously wounded in his right leg, his calf having been 

almost blown away and was receiving treatment in 

hospital. A further report of 20th September, the sixty 

fourth anniversary of the opening of the Saltaire Mill, 

adds that Harry was making satisfactory progress in The 

London Hospital. 

 

Although in many ways a serious injury sustained in the 

war was a tragedy for Harry and his family, in another 

way it might be seen as fortunate in that he survived his 

injuries and was not required to serve again for the 

duration of the war. The life of Sir James’ last remaining 

son had been spared. In one way Harry’s injury certainly 
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brought him joy, as he fell in love with and eventually 

married, one of the nurses who had tended him in 

hospital. 

 

Harry and Dorothy Partington, daughter of George 

Partington, a club steward and former grocer of Runcorn, 

Cheshire, were married on 23rd May, 1918 at the Parish 

Church of St George, Bloomsbury. However, the Roberts 

family’s susceptibility towards tragedy was to strike yet 

again as Dorothy was to succumb to the flu epidemic 

that followed WW1 and she died in the autumn of the 

year of their marriage. Fortunately the Fates did 

eventually smile favourably once more on Harry as he 

had become acquainted with Dorothy’s elder sister, 

Frances Eleanor Partington, who was also a nurse and 

the couple were wed on 5th July, 1920. 

  

Following recovery from his war wound it was realised 

that Harry would be too infirm to take part in the Saltaire 

business and in 1924 he and his family went to live in 

the more temperate climate of the Isle of Jersey and 

settled at Vinchelez de Haut Manor, Vinchelez de Haut, 

St Ouen, to take up farming. Here his farm and estate 

became known as one of the best equipped in the British 

Isles, incorporating the latest advancements in 

automated processes. Milk from the prize winning herd 

of cattle was used to produce cream, butter and cheese 

in the well equipped dairy. 

 

Two children were born to the couple: John in 1921 and 

Henry in 1923. (See table 6). 

 

-RKQ�5REHUWV 
 

John, the elder son of Harry and Frances, was born on 

3rd May, 1921. He was married three times: firstly on 

9th August, 1949 to Diana Emily Evans, secondly on 3rd 

March, 1962 to Juliana Evelyn Cunliffe-Owen and thirdly 

to Maryan Gwyneth Aston-Talbot in 1974. Two children, 

Jane, born in 1953 and Sally, born in 1955, were 

produced from the first marriage. Two further children, 

Lucinda Elizabeth (Lulu Bergin), born in 1963 and John 

James, born in 1964 resulted from the second marriage. 
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Henry, the second child of Harry and Frances, was born 

on 16th December, 1923 and married Anne Dorothy 

Huelin on 1st December, 1955. Two children were born: 

Lesley Anne, in 1957 and Frances Mary, in 1963. 
 

Sir James and Lady Roberts made a point of spending a 

month each year at Vinchelez and it was here that they 

chose to spend their diamond wedding anniversary, 

quietly, in 1933. 

 

Harry died on 21st March, 1946 at Vinchelez and was 

buried on the Island of Jersey. In his will, in which his 

personal possessions were stated as being over 

£50,000 (£1.42 million in present day values. Source: 

Bank of England inflation calculator), he bequeathed 

£10,000 to be distributed to charitable and benevolent 

institutions and bodies in the Island of Jersey and a 

further £10,000 to the Royal Free Hospital, London. The 

remainder was shared one half to his wife and the other 

half equally between his two sons. Harry’s wife, Frances 

Eleanor, died in 1983. Members of the family continue 

to live in Jersey to this day. 

 

-RKQ�(GZDUG��-DFN��5REHUWV 
 

John Edward Roberts, known in the family as Jack and 

the last of James’ and Elizabeth’s children, was born on 

7th September, 1893 at the Knoll, Baildon. The older 

children were in their mid to late teens at this time so 

the new arrival would have received much love and 

affection from the whole family. 

Name Birth date Birth place Marriage date Spouse Death date 

John 03/05/1921 Uxbridge 09/08/1949 
03/03/1962 

1974 

Diana Emily Evans 
Juliana Evelyn Cunliffe-Owen 

Maryan Gwyneth Aston-Talbot 

2004 

Henry 16/12/1923 London 01/12/1955 Anne Dorothy Huelin 1994 

Table 6 - The Children of Harry and Frances Eleanor Roberts 



The Saltaire  Journal 

Page 35 The Saltaire Journal, VOLUME 1, NUMBER 5, March 2012 

In the summer of 1904 Jack and his parents went on 

holiday to Portrush on the north coast of Ireland. The 

Shipley Times and Express of 19th August, 1904, reports 

that on the day before they were due to return home his 

parents went to say their farewells to friends and 

acquaintances in the area. Jack, being a typical boy of 

almost 11 years old, preferred to go fishing with some 

friends. They chose to fish from a point of rocks on the 

coast known locally as ‘The Washtub’, a notoriously 

dangerous area. As they were fishing in the rough seas a 

freak wave suddenly swept Jack off the rocks and into 

the sea. A man who was also fishing nearby 

courageously dived in and managed to take hold of Jack 

and struggled for 15 minutes to pull him to safety. 

However, the strength of the sea made this impossible 

and eventually Jack was dragged away by the waves 

from his would-be rescuer. By this time another person 

had arrived on the scene and with great difficulty he 

managed to rescue the man who had attempted to save 

Jack. Jack, however, was nowhere to be seen and his 

body could not be spotted again. One week later the 

Shipley newspaper reported that the body had not been 

found so, presumably, it was never recovered. 

 

The loss of their much-loved, youngest son in such tragic 

circumstances and at such a tender age must have been 

yet another devastating blow to James and Elizabeth. 

Jack was already being groomed for his future position in 

society, having opened a sale of work in aid of 

extensions to Salt’s Hospital in the April of 1904. Yet 

again, the Roberts curse had struck the family, leaving 

just one remaining son, Harry, alive. 
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At the approach of WW1 Sir James was at the height of 

his prosperity, but, as already seen, he had endured 

many personal, family setbacks and had just the one 

remaining son to continue in the business. 

 

The census of 1911 finds Sir James living at Strathallan 

Castle. Staying at the castle at this time were Sir James’ 

daughter, Alice Maud Mary, her husband Dr Norman 

Rutherford and their three children: Sybil Margaret; 

Kathleen Mary and Lionel James. As a demonstration of 

the opulent lifestyle that Sir James was now able to lead 

there were nine assorted servants living in the castle, 

plus a chauffeur, a coachmen and a couple of retired 

servants living in cottages in the grounds. 

 

For much of the war Strathallan was commandeered for 

the use of wounded soldiers and Sir James continued to 

live at Milner Field and it was from here that he ran the 

business and led his appeal against the calling up of his 

remaining son, Harry. At the end of the war Strathallan 

was returned to the use of the Roberts family. 

 

During this period the grief caused by the deaths of three 

of his sons, the conscription battle and the stress of 

running the Saltaire Mills single handed during the 

difficult war period was taking its toll on Sir James’ 

health. He had stated during the conscription appeal 

that his medical advisors had insisted he spend three 

months each year away from control of the business and 

he did this by making regular trips to Strathallan. In 

addition he had invested heavily in Russia and had 

suffered great financial losses as a result of the Russian 

Revolution. At a later date the scandal of the murder of 

Major Seton by the husband of his daughter, Alice Maud, 

would further add to his worries.  

 

Despite his failing health Sir James continued to 

maintain the production at Saltaire. There were continual 

problems in obtaining suitable staff, particularly men, 

coupled with difficulties in housing those staff who could 

only be obtained from a distance away. As the company 

was in full control of the housing stock at Saltaire many 

difficult decisions had to be taken with regard to the 

eviction of sitting tenants who had no connection with 

the mill in order to create accommodation for the new 

workforce. As a means of finding more accommodation 

for the workers at the mill Sir James had even offered to 

take over the almshouses at Saltaire which had been 

handed over to the Council in connection with a debt 

arising from the Royal Jubilee Exhibition of 1887, but 

this was turned down.  

 

The serious injuries sustained by his son Harry whilst on 

active service in France also weighed heavily on Sir 

James and the realisation that he would not be able to 

relieve his father of the burden of running the firm 

caused Sir James to radically rethink his plans for the 

future. 

 

The Yorkshire Evening Post of 23rd November, 1917 
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reported that Sir James, owing to his ill health, had 

appointed agents to open negotiations with several 

interested parties, with a view to selling out his Saltaire 

interests.  The Times of 25th January, 1918 informed its 

readers that the sale of Saltaire and the firm of Sir Titus 

Salt Bart, Sons & Co had been completed for a price just 

short of £2 million. The new owners, all already 

associated with the Bradford wool trade, were Sir James 

Hill, his two sons Arthur and Albert, Henry Whitehead and 

Ernest Gates. Sir James at this point was 69 years old 

and with his departure the era of the Second Lord of 

Saltaire had come to an end and with it a vital chapter in 

the history of Saltaire. 

 

Sir James retired to his estate at Strathallan and, once 

freed from the burden of his business activities, his 

health began to improve.  As has already been 

mentioned, the Strathallan Estate was gifted to his 

grandson and heir in 1925 and during the next few years 

Sir James and Lady Roberts occupied a number of 

residences. 

 

Following the sale of Milner Field to the new owners of 

the mill at Saltaire in 1919 a base in London at 30 Hyde 

Park Gardens was obtained. 

 

 In 1922 however, Sir James and Lady Roberts relocated 

to Newland Park, Chalfont St Giles, a grade II listed 

Georgian building, built in 1759 which included a park 

and woodlands amounting to 235 acres and where 

George III had spent a night following a stag hunt. (See 

illustration 24). Perhaps Sir James was feeling restless in 

his retirement and ready to take on challenges of a 

different kind since, for whatever reason, the stay at 

Newland Park was not long. The Times of 9th February, 

1926 reported that the Hall had been sold. It was also 

stated that the former owner, Sir James Roberts, had 

restored much of the inside of the house.  

 

In the meantime a delightful property and estate at 

Fairlight, near Hastings, had been placed on the market 

during the summer of 1925.  After being withdrawn from 

auction in July of that year it was then offered for sale by 

private treaty. However, once more having failed to 

attract a buyer, its eventual sale by auction was reported 

in The Times on 4th January, 1926. Sir James had 

bought the property in which he and his wife would 

spend the rest of their days. In the sales literature it is 

described as follows: ‘On a spur of the South Downs, 

350 feet up, 3½ miles from Hastings, looking along the 

coastline upon Winchelsea and Rye and across the sea, 

a unique and most attractive residential estate, well 

known as Fairlight Hall. Beautifully situated within one 

mile of the sea with wonderful sea and landscape views, 

including the splendidly appointed Tudor mansion in 

replica, extremely well built of stone and containing 21 

Illustration 24 – Newland Park, Chalfont St Giles, c1905. Home of Sir James Roberts 1922 to 1926.  
Courtesy of Buckinghamshire County Council Archives. 
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bed and dressing rooms, five bathrooms, lounge hall, 

five reception rooms, billiard room and complete offices, 

the whole in first rate order. Electric light, central 

heating, splendid water supply, telephone, modern 

drainage. Charming tree-girt grounds, sheltered from 

prevailing winds, in the setting of the grandly timbered 

and boldly undulating park and lands of about 403 

acres, including entrance lodge, model home farm, four 

other agricultural holdings, several picturesque cottages. 

The whole well fenced and in splendid repair and 

comprising one of the prettiest properties on the south 

coast.’ Even allowing for the usual estate agent 

hyperbole it sounds like a really wonderful place. (See 

illustration 25). 

 

Here Sir James and Lady Roberts settled down to a quiet 

and peaceful life in the beautiful scenery and mild 

climate of Sussex. During their life here, now both in 

their eighties, they celebrated their diamond wedding 

anniversary, in 1933. The anniversary was spent quietly 

at the home of their son, Harry, in Jersey, as has 

previously been mentioned. 

 

It was at Fairlight that both Sir James and Lady Roberts 

were to spend their final days together. Elizabeth died 

first on 27th July, 1935 and Sir James just five months 

later on 31st December, 1935. It is reported that his 

daughter, Lily May and his one remaining son, Harry, 

were in attendance at the bedside.  Lord and Lady 

Roberts were both buried in the graveyard of nearby St 

Andrew’s Church, Fairlight, in an unassuming grave with 

a simple inscribed slab. Lady Roberts was buried on 

30th July, 1935 and Sir James on 3rd January, 1936. 

(See illustration 26, page 38). With the passing of Sir 

James the family’s final links with Saltaire had been 

severed and the man who had made such a great impact 

on the village and its workforce had slipped into the 

pages of history. 

 

The grant of probate for Elizabeth shows her effects to 

Illustration 25 – Fairlight Hall, near Hastings, 1880s. Home of Sir James Roberts 1926 to 1935.  
Courtesy of Hastings Reference Library. 
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have been worth £2,271.  The will of Sir James gives the 

value of his estate as £191,346 gross, £169,282 net, 

(£9.4 million in present day values. Source: Bank of 

England inflation calculator).  

 

The details of Sir James’ will, drawn up on 31st October, 

1935, are as follows: 

 

£2,500 (£140,000 in present day values. Source: Bank 

of England inflation calculator) to each of my 

granddaughters, children of my daughter Alice Maud 

Mary Roberts, namely: Catherine (ie Kathleen Mary) 

Berlyn and Enid Roberts. 

 

£250 each to my gardener, my chauffeur and my butler. 

 

The 55 shares I hold in the Cornhill Share Fund Ltd to my 

son, Joseph Henry Nicholson Roberts. 

 

Out of the residuary estate, equal shares to nine of my 

grand children: 

 

v James Denby Roberts (son of Bertram) 

v Mary Hinds-Howell (daughter of Bertram) 

v Catherine Elizabeth Donaldson (daughter of 

Bertram) 

v William Denby Roberts (son of Bertram) 

v Margaret Roberts Aykroyd (daughter of Lily May) 

v Cecil William Aykroyd (son of Lily May) 

v Bertram Aykroyd (son of Lily May) 

v John Roberts (son of Joseph Henry Nicholson) 

v Henry Roberts (son of Joseph Henry Nicholson) 

 

The amount received by each of the nine beneficiaries 

would have been approximately £18,200 (£1 million, in 

present day values. Source: Bank of England inflation 

calculator). 

 

Illustration 26 – Grave of Sir James and Lady Roberts, St Andrew’s Church, Fairlight. Courtesy of Fairlight Church. 
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The executors and trustees to the will were Joseph Henry 

Nicholson Roberts, son and James Denby Roberts, 

grandson, to whom probate was granted on 10th 

February, 1936. 

 

It is interesting to note that Alice Maud Mary Roberts’ 

daughter, Sybil Margaret, the three sons of Alice Maud 

Mary and Lily May Roberts’ son, Frederic Howard 

Aykroyd, (all grandchildren of Sir James), were 

deliberately omitted from the list of beneficiaries to the 

will. It is said that the reason for omitting Frederic 

Howard was because he had sent his condolences on 

the death of Lady Roberts by way of a hurriedly scribbled 

note, in pencil, on a postcard. The reason for omitting 

four of the six children of Alice Maud Mary whilst 

including her two other children is not obviously clear. 

Perhaps they too had displeased Sir James in some way. 
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With the death of the first Baronet, Sir James Roberts, 

the title passed to his grandson, James Denby Roberts, 

the oldest son of Bertram Foster Roberts, who became 

the 2nd Baronet. Educated at Rugby and University 

College, Oxford he served as chairman of the Scottish 

Society for Research in Plant Breeding, the Joint 

Committee of the Agricultural Research Council and the 

Medical Research Council on Biological Problems of 

Nuclear Physics. He was a member of the Central 

Agricultural Executive Committee and of the Royal 

Agricultural Society of England and later became a 

Illustration 27 – Simplified Tree Showing the Descent of the Roberts Baronetcy 
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member of the Nature Conservancy Committee. He was 

awarded the OBE in 1959. 

 

Sir James Denby Roberts died on 10th July, 1973, in 

Cyprus, aged 69 and was succeeded by his oldest son, 

William James Denby Roberts, the current and 3rd 

Baronet. 

 

There being no male heir of Sir William James Denby 

Roberts, the present heir presumptive is James Elton 

Denby Roberts-Buchanan, son of David Gordon Denby 

Roberts, the younger brother of the third baronet. (See 

illustration 27, page 39). 

 

The seat of the baronetcy has remained at Strathallan 

Castle since it was purchased by Sir James in 1910. 
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James Roberts played a vitally important role in the 

history of Saltaire by safeguarding and improving the 

village and mill and ensuring the wellbeing of its huge 

workforce. Without his presence it is unlikely that 

Saltaire would be the UNESCO World Heritage Site that it 

is today, remaining virtually untouched from the time 

building was commenced over 150 years ago, enticing 

an increasing number of tourists from around the world 

and proving attractive for would-be house buyers, eager 

to live within its precincts. Unfortunately, Roberts’ role 

has tended to be overlooked and he has remained under 

the shadow cast by Saltaire’s founder, Sir Titus Salt, who 

has been studied in much greater depth and frequency 

by past historians.  

 

As a person Sir James was intelligent, quick witted and a 

gifted businessman. He possessed the key requirements 

of foresight and determination, coupled with a certain 

amount of ruthlessness. He was his own man. He liked 

to be in charge and have his own way, whether his 

decisions were right or wrong. As such, he did not 

operate for long with joint business partners. His early 

partnership with Joe Feather was terminated when the 

purchase of Saltaire came on the scene and within a 

short time he had bought out the other three members 

of the consortium with whom he had purchased Saltaire. 

It would have been interesting to see how he might have 

operated had his sons worked alongside him at the 

company into their mature years, but this was not to be.  

Sir James was very much attached to Saltaire and 

determined to return it to the glory and traditions it had 

enjoyed whilst under the control of Sir Titus Salt. His 

venture at Saltaire was more than just a money making 

exercise. For example, he retained the old company title 

when he could have easily renamed the firm after 

himself, although there would have been sound business 

reasons for keeping the old name. He also retained the 

shops and houses of the village under the control of the 

company when a tidy sum might have been made had he 

decided to sell.  

 

He gained the reputation for being a firm but fair 

employer who looked after his workforce as long as they 

provided their loyal support to the company. However, he 

was obviously not a person to cross or upset, as the 

omission of several of his grandchildren from the will 

would tend to support.  

 

As his wealth increased Sir James became more and 

more benevolent. In 1903 he had erected a statue of Sir 

Titus Salt in Saltaire Park to mark the centenary of the 

birth of Sir Titus and the half centenary of the opening of 

Saltaire Mills. In 1910 he had built the Roberts Home for 

Dr Barnardo’s Invalid Children in Harrogate. The Bingley 

Cottage Hospital had benefitted in 1918 with a gift of 

£3,000 for the cost of extensions and again in 1924 

when a new wing was constructed at Sir James’ expense. 

During WW1 Strathallan Castle was given over to the 

reception of wounded soldiers with the costs being met 

by Sir James. In 1920 Saltaire Park was gifted to 

Bradford Council as a tribute to his son, Bertram and 

became known as Roberts Park, the name by which it is 

called to this day. At the end of 1921 Sir James gifted to 

Shipley Council 43 acres of land at Hirst Wood, by the 

river, close to Saltaire, as part of a deal whereby the 

Council would purchase a further 52 acres of land 

between the railway and the river as far as Hirst Mill, at a 

price of £13,000. By January 1922 the Council had sold 

31 acres of the land it had purchased from Sir James to 

the firm of Sir Titus Salt, Bart, Sons & Co., thus recouping 

most of what it had spent.  This land now comprises the 

several sports grounds along the river side and the 

various allotments in Saltaire. (Shipley Times and 

Express, 21st January, 1921, 18th November, 1921 and 

6th January, 1922). In 1925 a donation of £1,000 was 

made to the St Paul’s Cathedral restoration fund.  
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But even greater gifts were to follow. In 1916, as a long 

time admirer of Russia, which had provided much of the 

wool that had helped him to his fortune, Sir James gifted 

a sum of £10,000 to Leeds University for the creation of 

a professorship in the study of the Russian language and 

literature. For this benefaction he was subsequently 

awarded the honorary degree of Doctor of Laws in 1924. 

In 1928 he made a further donation of £5,000 towards 

the Leeds University building fund. But perhaps the best 

known of Sir James’ acts of benevolence is the purchase 

of The Brontë Parsonage at Haworth for £3,000 in 1928, 

which was presented to the Brontë Society for use as a 

museum and to house the Society’s collection of Brontë 

artefacts. A further amount of £1,500 was gifted to 

enable alterations to be made to suit its intended 

purpose. The Museum was opened on 4th August, 1928 

and each year attracts thousands of Brontë lovers from 

all parts of the globe. 

 

However, Sir James’ benevolence was not directed solely 

towards grand schemes. He also expressed his kindness 

towards the people of Saltaire themselves. During WW1 

he offered to buy War Loan Stock for his employees and 

to allow repayment by weekly instalments of 2/- (10p) 

per week for each £5 of stock, with Sir James himself 

paying the final instalment. At the same time it was 

stated that housing rents in Saltaire had been 

maintained at a level no higher than they had been sixty 

years ago when the houses were built. (Yorkshire 

Observer, 13th February, 1917). At the beginning of the 

war it had been made known that when the mill was on 

short time the rent collector would not be calling and 

that no arrears of rent would accrue. The company had 

also promised that where heads of family were on active 

service the income of the family would be maintained. 

(Letter to Shipley Appeal and Military Service Tribunal, 

2nd March, 1916, reproduced in the Yorkshire Observer, 

3rd March, 1916). At the sale of the mill, as a final 

gesture on his departure, Sir James had made generous 

gifts to his employees estimated to have been worth 

between twenty and thirty thousand pounds (£880,000 - 

£1.32 million, in present day values. Source: Bank of 

England inflation calculator).  

 

On a less grand scale, in 1909, Sir James presented a 

cup to the Bradford Mutual Sunday School Cricket 

League to be competed for by competition. This trophy, 

known as ‘The Sir James Roberts Cup’, is still competed 

for to this day. So his name is still remembered in 

Bradford cricketing circles. 

  

Sadly, however, today there is no statue to Sir James in 

Saltaire, no plaque records his presence and no portrait 

of him adorns any of the official buildings in the village. 

The park at Saltaire continues to bear the family name, 

but this was arranged for by Sir James himself as a 

condition of the gift to Bradford Council. Although there 

is a Maddocks Street and a Rhodes Street, 

commemorating two of the members of the consortium 

with whom Sir James bought Saltaire and there are other 

streets recording the names of a whole host of Salt 

family members, no street bears the name of Roberts. 

When more modern housing was built across the River 

Aire, in the district of Baildon, in the early part of the 

twentieth century, there appeared Bertram Drive, 

recalling the name of Sir James’ second son; Denby 

Drive, recalling the Denby family into which Bertram had 

married and Strathallan Drive, named after the seat of 

the Roberts baronetcy in Scotland, but nothing 

commemorating the name of Sir James Roberts. 

 

Unlike the final legacy of the Salt era, which for various 

reasons left the mill at Saltaire in administration and the 

village and its inhabitants facing an uncertain future, Sir 

James left behind a thriving business and a community 

which had a lot to thank him for. Despite all his 

achievements and the enormously beneficial impact he 

had exerted on Saltaire, the memory of Sir James 

Roberts appears to have been virtually forgotten in the 

district today. Whereas the name of Titus Salt would be 

recognised by virtually every man in the streets of 

Saltaire and the surrounding area, few would have an 

answer to the question ‘Who was James Roberts?’ It is 

hoped that this article will help to provide an answer to 

this question and go some way towards redressing the 

balance more favourably towards the commemoration 

and preservation of the memory and achievements of 

‘The Second Lord of Saltaire’. 
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Thanks are due to the following for their contributions to 

the information contained in this article: 

Members of the Roberts family. Sue Hills, Julia Bolton 

Holloway, Lulu Bergin, Cathy Lofthouse, for access to 

family information, documents and photographs and for 

their permission to incorporate them in this work. 

Stephen Whitehead. For access to his study notes 

gathered in connection with the writing of his article in 

Brontë Studies, Vol. 27, March 2002. 
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Peggy Hewitt. Silk-Hatted Bradford Millionaire. Yorkshire 

Journal, Summer, 1993. 
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Although he does not live in the village David has an 

affinity with Saltaire, having worked for Illingworth Morris & 

Co Ltd during the late 1960s and 1970s in their 

Management Services Department, based in the large 

Salt’s office block facing Victoria Road.  

 

David joined the IM Group after having obtained a degree 

in modern languages at Birmingham University, followed by 

a Post Graduate Diploma in Textile Industries at Leeds 

University.  

 

In 1980 he moved on to the Leeds Permanent Building 

Society’s Management Services Department at its Head 

Office in Leeds. Following the merger of ‘The Leeds’ with 

‘The Halifax’ and a time spent at the latter’s Head Office in 

Halifax, he took early retirement in 2000. 

 

Local history had always been an attraction for David and 

his retirement allowed this to be followed up more closely 

and for an interest in genealogy to be developed. This has 

proved to be useful when researching local personalities 

and companies. 

 

David is a keen collector of antiquarian books on West 

Yorkshire history and an avid collector of old postcards 

depicting the wider Bradford area. Other interests include 

walking in the delightful Yorkshire countryside and, being a 

keen supporter of the Campaign For Real Ale, visiting 

interesting inns and local beer festivals to sample the 

many superb ales available today. 
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BOOK REVIEW 

 

Have you heard about the ‘Green 

Man of Milner Field’, a ghostly 

apparition which haunts the 

grounds of this former grand 

house? Or did you know that 

members of the Royal Family had 

stayed there overnight on two 

occasions, or that the son in law of 

one of its former owners carried out 

a murder in cold blood and was 

detained in the Broadmoor Criminal 

Lunatic Asylum? These and many 

more interesting facts are to be 

found within the covers of this 

publication. 

 

The book has brought together so 

much information from such diverse 

sources that it may be regarded as the most definitive 

story of Milner Field to date. However, by using research 

previously carried out by other historians, a wider scope 

is covered. Firstly, an account of two other houses in the 

neighbourhood of Milner Field which were associated 

with the Salt family, namely The Knoll and Ferniehurst, 

are reproduced from a paper written by local historian 

Letitia Lawson and, secondly, an account of the gardens 

at Milner Field, from research by Alastair McKinna. 

 

Of particular interest is the section on the original Milner 

Field, with the inclusion of a number of excellent 

engravings and photographs. Very little has been written 

about this property previously. Regarding the second 

Milner Field, which is the main theme of the book, 

separate chapters cover the design and building of the 

property, the gardens and grounds, its fixtures and 

fittings, layout and floor plan and the high life which was 

enjoyed there. There then follows coverage of the various 

families who owned the property and finally an account 

of its gradual decline and destruction. Intriguingly, the 

exact date of its destruction is not at present known. 

 

One of the most striking aspects of the book is the large 

number of excellent photographs that are included. 

These have been obtained from a wide range of sources 

and many have not previously been 

seen by the general public. They add 

greatly to the overall appeal of the 

book. Included as appendices are 

reproductions of the two sales 

catalogues produced for vain 

attempts to sell the property in 1922 

and 1930. These catalogues in 

themselves contain many images of 

Milner Field and its grounds as 

things were in their heyday. All of 

this allows present generations to 

appreciate the magnificence of the 

building and its grounds which is 

virtually impossible to achieve from 

viewing the site today. 

 

The book has been meticulously 

researched by the authors. It is not intended to be a 

work of highly erudite or academic content. In fact the 

narrative is written in an easy-to-read, non-academic 

style, is well laid out and has been excellently printed on 

quality paper. For local historians, present and future, as 

well as Saltaire residents with a keen interest in their 

neighbourhood, the book will not be found wanting. 

 

Thanks are due to Richard and David for bringing to 

fruition the results of their many years of detailed 

investigation. It is well worth the wait! 

 

David King 
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SNIPPETS... 

The following account, by local historian Roger Clarke, is 

based on newspaper reports of the time, featured in the 

Bradford Daily Telegraph, and the Shipley Times and 

Express. 

The Rally of Suffragettes on Shipley Glen  
Sunday, 31st May, 1908 
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BOOK REVIEW 

In the account, on the previous page, of the “splendid” meeting 
promoting “Votes for Women” held on Shipley Glen in the 

spring of 1908, amongst the leading speakers mentioned are 
two of the heroines of Jill Liddington’s definitive narration of 
that struggle in the years before the first world war - Adela 
Pankhurst, the forgotten youngest daughter of that iconic 

family, and the dynamic Leeds-born Mary Gawthorpe. 
 

In “Rebel Girls”, the author focuses on eight young women, 
prominent suffragettes in Yorkshire, all born between 1881 

and 1891.  These also include the “baby suffragette”, sixteen 
years old Huddersfield textile worker Dora Thewlis, whose 
defiant image is shown on the book’s cover, and who became 

notorious nation-wide, and arsonist dancer Lillian Lenton, 
whose dramatic escape across Yorkshire is the stuff of thrillers 
rather than a serious academic study. 
 

These girls were transformed, as the movement rapidly 

became more militant, into daring, fearless combatants taking 
on the Liberal government which attempted to contain them, 
ending up in extremely perilous situations – in court, forcibly 

fed in prison, and even as fugitives on the run. 
 

The strength of Jill Liddington’s work is the integrity of her 
meticulous research in the discovery and use of neglected 

manuscripts both in the UK and abroad.  She is a Fellow of the 
Royal Historical Society and a Senior Research Fellow at the 
University of Leeds.  Her previous book, “One Hand Tied Behind 
Us”, focusing on Mrs Pankhurst and the birth of the suffragette 

movement in Lancashire, has become a feminist classic and a 
popular read for a wider audience.  With “Rebel Girls” she 

continues the story with her combination of academic research 
and lively fast-paced story-telling.  The setting and central 

characters belong in Yorkshire, for the industrial north was the 
cradle of the suffragette movement.  While the trigger-spring 
lay in Manchester, the textile communities of the Pennine West 
Riding, notably the mills and factories of Huddersfield and the 

Halifax areas, provided the crucible of discontent, where were 
forged the first community suffragette campaigns. 
 

It is fortunate that Jill Liddington has discovered the records of 

WSPU (Women’s Social and Political Union) groups from towns 
such as Hebden Bridge and Keighley, and the enthusiasm for 
political change and improved conditions for women workers 

still bounces off the faded pages. Some of the leading figures 
in the book wrote vivid and often witty accounts of their 
adventures, and the surviving newspaper reports are coloured 
by the hilarious and often really “cheeky” reposts given to their 

usually male critics. These speak directly to the reader and it is 
obvious that these young women had enormous reserves of 
vitality and courage, and found that the campaign released 

energy and potential of which they were unaware. The cause 
was challenging, and often degrading and dangerous, but it 
was a liberating experience for these women, some with little 
formal education, which changed their lives for ever. 
 

One of the attractions of “Rebel Girls” are the illustrations, 
mostly photographs from the pre-1914 period.  Some have a 
freshness and lack of formality which bring the past to life.  

Typical is a “snap” of Lillian Lenton taken in Armley gaol.  She 
is standing in the prison yard with her hair tumbling down her 
back (women prisoners were refused hairpins).  She is thin 

from force-feeding, but looks defiant, beautiful and utterly 
feminine, as do many of the other “Rebel Girls”. 
 

This book can be enjoyed by a wide readership, and any 

modern rebel-girl who is too disillusioned or apathetic to use 
her vote should read this account of the struggles and 
sacrifices of her great-grandmothers’ generation who won this 
right for her and all the other half of the population of our 

country. 
 

Hattie Townsend 
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PCs or Word, it may be possible 
to help, depending on the 
nature of the material. 
2. Start sentences with a 
single space. 
3. Avoid the use of the first 
person “I” where possible – use 

Each Journal consists of a 
single topic by an author or 
group of authors. 
The Journals are published as 
new research is written up, and 
are available to download from 
the Saltaire Village website. Any 
copyrights attached to an article 
are made known in its issuing. A 
limited number of copies are 
printed centrally, for deposition 
in libraries, archives and other 
outlets.  

instead the passive form (eg 
rather than writing “I have not 
found…..” use the words “…. 
has not been found.”  
4. Single digit numerals 
should be spelt out when used 
in sentences (eg “The five 
houses accommodated 10 
adults.”)  
5. When referring to streets 
or roads by name, use the 
abbreviation of St or Rd. No full 
stop after the abbreviation is 
necessary (except of course 
where it happens to be the end 
of a sentence). 
6. Similarly, the fifth son of 
Sir Titus Salt is normally to be 
referred to as Titus Salt Jr or 
Titus Jr (again no full stop 
except when ending a 
sentence). 
7. D a t e s  s h o u l d  b e 
presented  as  eg 20th 
September, 1803. 
8. Remember that the 
readership of the Journal is 
world-wide. Please do not 
assume that the reader has 
close familiarity with the local 
history or geography of Saltaire.  
9. Prior to submission of a 
piece of work, it is advisable to 
reread it from the perspective of 

a new reader, unfamiliar with 
the subject,  and make 
adjustments accordingly. 
10. I ma g es  sh ou ld  be 
copyright-cleared. Photos, scans 
and diagrams should be of high 
print quality. Further advice is 
given on the Saltaire Journal 
area of the Saltaire Village 
website. 

Anyone wishing to be placed on 
the emailing list, alerting them 
to the availability of a new 
issue, is invited to register by 
completing the form on the 
website. 


