WESTHOUSES  The Suttons
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The SUTTONS were not an old established Dentdale family but they have become entrenched in Dentdale’s history as a result of Howitt’s retelling of local gossip in 1838 and later suggestions that the interactions of Dentdale families provided the source material for the Bronte novels. (1)  The story of the SILLs and Richard(2) SUTTON has become legendary but it sometimes appears that facts have been distorted to fit the novels.  The Brontes blended material from many historical sources to create their fictions and as Heywood acknowledges the ‘historical background is generally less dramatic than the novels’.

There were SUTTONs in the wider local area. A settlement certificate shows that a John SUTTON of Halton East, Skipton and his wife Margaret came into Deepdale in 1707 (2) but there is no mention of them in the Dent Parish Registers.  In Thornton in Lonsdale a Robert SUTTON married in 1777 and had sons, Richard born and buried in 1778, John who lived from 1779 to 1781, and a daughter was born in 1782.  Robert, a husbandman, died in 1783 and his will suggests that he was not wealthy.  There is no confirmed connection between this family and the Dentdale story although the names seem to follow similar patterns.  Richard(2) SUTTON’s parents, another Richard(1) SUTTON and Ellen BAXTER, were married in Thornton in Lonsdale in 1779.  Richard(2) himself was baptised there in June 1782.  The family crossed the parish boundary and moved into Deepdale to occupy Gastackbeck between 1782 and 1786.  A daughter, Jane SUTTON was baptised in Dent in March 1786. (2)

Richard(1) and Ellen SUTTON and their children did not occupy Gastackbeck for long and it seems to have been assumed that they returned to Thornton in Lonsdale where Richard(1) was buried in March 1796.  Is there any evidence to support this assumption?  Richard(1) SUTTON was recorded ‘of Dent’ in the burial register of Thornton.  An indenture in the Dent records states that Jane, daughter of Ellen SUTTON of Sykefold, widow, was indentured for seven years to Thomas ROBINSON of Thornton in May 1796.(3)  Jane was buried in Thornton in 1804, aged 17, and at that time her mother was recorded as ‘of Ingleton’.  It is possible that the family remained in Deepdale and like many others did nothing to warrant a mention in the records.  If they were at Sykefold, once owned by the MASONs and for which the Land Tax was sometimes paid by Mr SILL, then they were living very close to Westhouses.  Richard(2) SUTTON was 14 when his father died and had reached the age at which boys would be expected to work.  He may even have entered the SILL household earlier as Howitt says he began ‘as a shoeblack, or some such thing’.  Howitt also recounts that for some misconduct rather than be dismissed he chose to be carried to the top of the fell ‘on the back of one man and down again, while he was flogged by another…’.  This story may have been exaggerated in the telling but in practical terms it would seem more likely to have happened to a young boy than to a man.  

It is difficult to determine the nature of the relationship between Richard(2) SUTTON and the SILLs.  It has been suggested that on his return from a visit to Liverpool Edmund SILL ‘brought back with him an orphan boy’ and later adopted the boy although ‘it is not known the year in which his adoption occurred’. (4)  It must be questioned whether the SILLs became his ‘adoptive family’ rather than his employers, hiring him in a traditional manner and indeed whether there was any great difference between the two.  It seems that ‘hiring’ was a system that could be used to give employment and experience to younger relatives or members of the community.  Howitt observed that each dale was a community ‘but the whole dale sub-divides itself again into neighbourhoods, where a stronger esprit du corps exists’. (5) It seems that kinship had deep roots and could be widely claimed; in her will Ann SILL refers to people as ‘my relation’ and the parish registers show the interconnections between the Deepdale families.  Even if the SUTTONs returned to Thornton in Lonsdale it seems likely that there would be contact between the neighbouring communities and even that the SILLs could have retained contact as they travelled to Lancaster or Liverpool.  It is impossible to know whether or how much contact there was between the two families between 1786 and 1796.

It is also debatable how much the SILLs might have come to depend on the labour of Richard(2) SUTTON.  Edmond SILL Snr, who died in 1806, would have been aged 75 in 1796 and his sons were pursuing their own interests.  Edmond Jnr died in 1797.  When John made his will in 1794, he was a Lieutenant in the Cheshire Militia and he died in 1803.  James died in 1805.  The early deaths of the SILL brothers has been attributed to their wild lifestyles.(6)  This may be true but it seems equally likely that if they were travelling to the expanding ports or new industrial centres then they would be at risk from diseases.  John could have been exposed to infection from his contact with the militia, perhaps he made his will because he recognised this and the dangers of the war with France.  James SILL was a witness to the marriage of Richard(2) SUTTON and Ellinor CONSTANTINE at Dent in 1804.  From 1804 Richard(2)  SUTTON occupied Riggend, a SILL property, which together with Dyke Hall, he later received in the will of Ann SILL.  Richard(2) and Ellinor SUTTON moved to occupy West House in 1835.  

Ellinor CONSTANTINE, often called Ellen or Nelly in the Dent registers, was the daughter of Robert CONSTANTINE and Elizabeth ATKINSON who were married in Hawes, in 1782.  Ellinor was baptised in 1785 and her sister Betty in 1789, both in Hawes.  CONSTANTINE was not an unusual surname in Hawes or in other Yorkshire dales.(6)  The family moved into Deepdale to occupy Cage in 1792.  Robert seems to have remained at Cage until he moved to occupy High Nunhouse between 1819 and 1821.(7)  It seems that Ellinor and Richard(2) SUTTON looked after her aged parents as Elizabeth CONSTANTINE ‘of Riggend’ was buried in 1823 and Robert died in 1827, aged 79.  Betty CONSTANTINE ‘spinster of Cage’ died in 1806.  

Betty CONSTANTINE’s early death at the age of 17, seems to refute the suggestion that she was the mother of Richard’s(2)  illegitimate children.  Richard(2) and Ellinor SUTTON had numerous children but several died young.  Their first two sons, Richard and Robert died as babies in 1804 and 1806.  The SUTTONs followed a traditional naming pattern, naming their next son, born in 1807, Richard(3) and the next in 1815 Robert.  James and John, perhaps they were named for the SILLs, followed in 1820 and in 1823 and then William in 1829 and Thomas in 1831.  Their first daughter, Ellen, was baptised in 1812 followed by Jane in 1817 and Mary in 1825.  Ellen, who died in 1828 aged 16, was close in age to Richard’s(2) illegitimate, or perhaps adopted, daughter Betty SUTTON.  It seems likely that Betty, born about 1810, was Richard’s(2) only ‘natural’ child.  She and later her two ‘natural’ sons seem to have been accepted as part of the family.  Richard(2) left bequests to all three in his will.  Betty’s sons, Richard(4) baptised in 1829 and Robert(3) baptised in 1834,(6) have caused confusion in the story as they have sometimes been thought to be the illegitimate sons of Richard(2) SUTTON.  When Betty’s son Richard(4) married, in Dent in 1850, his father was stated to be Robert WALLER.  According to the census records, Betty SUTTON was born in Dent in 1810 or 1811; in 1841 her age is given as 30 and in 1861 as 50.  At her marriage to Thomas PARKER in Dent in 1836, Richard SUTTON ( almost certainly Richard(2) ) was noted as her father but to date no record of her birth or baptism has been traced.  The 1841 census shows Betty’s sons living with their grandparents and their younger children at West House. (8)

Richard(2) SUTTON bought West House in 1835 for £5,000 when it was sold by Spencer FLEXNEY, the surviving son of Ann SILL’s cousin Mary Ann SILL.  He borrowed £4,324 from James DAVIS at 4.5% interest.  It seems that £3,000 or £3,500 was to buy the house plus another £824.  The £500 difference was perhaps in order to pay off a bequest made to James DAVIS in Ann SILL’s will and the £824 may have been either for other land or to settle the claims of other legatees.(9)  Howitt gives an uncomplimentary description of the SUTTONs at West House suggesting that Ellinor looked ‘wonderfully out of place as the mistress of such a house’(10) but he may have been influenced by gossip and been melodramatic in his desire to increase the sales of his book.  

Of the eleven children of Richard(2) and Ellinor only six together with Betty SUTTON survived to adulthood.  Richard(3) married Margaret GREENBANK at Dent in 1829.  His son Richard(5) was baptised in Dent in 1829 and was followed by a daughter Ellen in 1833.  This family had left the dale before 1841.  In the1881 census Richard(3) was at Hornby with a wife Mary and a grand-daughter Martha aged 16.  Robert(2) married Margaret WILLAN in 1835.  They had twin sons who were born and died in 1836.  In 1841 they were at Cow Fold with two children Richard(6) aged 3 and Ellen a few months old.  This family moved to Leck, where Margaret was buried in 1848 and then Robert(2) moved to Tunstall where he was buried in 1863.  Their son Richard(6) was at Leck in 1881, farming 1650 acres and employing his twin brothers Robert and John aged 26.  James married Jane PINCH /PUNCH in Dent in 1842.  In 1861 they were at Gibbs Hall with a son Richard(7) aged 18 and James was a joiner.  John married Margaret GAYTHWAITE in 1844.  In the 1841 census she was a servant at West House.  He became a gamekeeper and in his will in 1852 he left £100 to his son Richard(8) together with his gun ‘and desire that it may be carefully preserved and unused until’ young Richard(8) was 21. (11) William, at West House in 1841, was alive in 1851, when his father made his will, but had left Dent by 1861.  Jane(2) married Alexander KILBURN, a butcher, in 1840.  In 1841 they were in Dent Town and had a baby daughter Jane.(3)  In 1861 Jane(3) aged 20 was living with her grandmother Ellinor, a fundholder, at Pinfold in Dent.(14) Elizabeth or Betty and Thomas PARKER were at Burtons in 1841 with their children James and Mary.  They were still at Burtons in 1861 with daughters Eleanor aged 19, Margaret aged 11, Elizabeth 9 and a grand-daughter Elizabeth Alice aged five months.  In 1861 there were other younger SUTTONs in Dent staying with various relatives.  Their birthplaces give some indication of the family’s movements; Barbara was born in Leck, Jane was born in Melling and Agnes was born at Middleton.  (12)

The will of Richard(2) SUTTON, yeoman, was proved in 1851.(13)  He seems to have been eager to provide as well as possible for his family.  His executors were to sell his property and discharge his debts and mortgage and each was to receive 19 guineas and £250, presumably for the obligation of investing his remaining money securely to provide an income.  His wife, Ellinor was to receive household plate and furniture to furnish a house and an income.  His next concern was for his grand-daughter Jane(3) KILBURN, her mother had died previously.  She was to benefit from money for her maintenance and education until she came of age and then receive £250.  Then the remainder of his estate was to be divided into six equal parts; ‘one of each sixth parts unto each of my five sons’ of the sixth part he gave ‘£200 part thereof and equally between Richard(4) SUTTON now residing in the United States of America, shoemaker and Thomas SUTTON of Kirkby Lonsdale, watchmaker, (the two natural children of my daughter Betty, …)’  Thomas seems be the boy who was Robert(3) in the Dent baptism register and the 1841 census.  He may have changed his name to commemorate Richard(2) and Ellinor’s son who was of similar age.  Any remainder of the sixth part was to be invested and the interest was to go to Betty PARKER for her exclusive use and after her death to pass to her other children.      

Heywood suggests that the Bronte novels were allegorical and that they indicated ‘the pressure of the plantation economy on the rural hinterland.’(14)  The SILLs, with Richard(2) SUTTON in the role of Heathcliff, have been cast as the villains in a melodrama.  The records suggest that traditionally a large proportion of the SILL family income came from knitting.  They were frequently called hosiers which suggests that they were organisers in the stocking trade.  Another thing that seems to become apparent in studying the records is that the dales communities had a wide network of family, friends and acquaintances and that emigration was normal.  Few dales properties could support more than one family and the eldest sons tended to stay and inherit and many second or younger sons sought other careers or marriages with partners who might inherit property.  The differences in social status or between prosperity and poverty seem linked to the size of a family, the balance between sons and daughters and the health of the breadwinner - in all it seems to have been largely a matter of chance.  It seems likely that John SILL and others became involved in trade with the West Indies pursuing their trading activities, in other words by John seeking markets for knitted goods.  Traders formed consortia to buy ships and to assemble a cargo and plantations might be acquired when debts accrued from goods not paid for.(15)  There were slaves on the SILL plantations but that does not mean that John SILL was involved in the Africa trade.  The Dent and the Pickering, both co-owned by John SILL, went directly to the West Indies in 1758 and returned to Liverpool with sugar and cotton.(16)  It seems unlikely that slaves were imported into Dent, apart from one or two to indicate status, because it would not make economic sense - slaves were expensive - and there was no shortage of local labour which was familiar with the climate and local materials.  Although SILL money must have been invested in interests outside the dale there was eventually some return but it was Ann SILL that benefited and not her brothers.  Ann’s will spread her inheritance widely but Richard(2) SUTTON has been seen a major beneficiary.  

Richard(2) SUTTON’s executors sold his property to William THOMPSON of Underley Hall in 1852.(17)  The original mortgage was redeemed involving a total sum of £7,764-12s being paid to Joshua DAVIS or his heirs.  By 1892 West House, other SILL/SUTTON farms and much of Deepdale and Upper Dentdale were owned by the Earl of Bective and the farms were occupied by tenants.(18)  This perhaps substantiates the concern expressed by Adam SEDGWICK about the changes he had witnessed in Dentdale and the decline in the fortunes of the yeoman farmers.  He no longer viewed Dent ‘as a land of rural opulence and glee.’(19)  It seems ironic that Richard(2) SUTTON should have been seen to be somehow representative of the transformations in the dale.  He called himself a yeoman and seems to have continued to live in the old way.  Richard(2) was on the Dent register of electors and with his sons James and Richard(3) he supported the Tories in the 1848 election (20) which suggests he supported the party of tradition, church and protectionism.  It may be that his occupation of West House and farms in Deepdale delayed their purchase by wealthy strangers for profit and an income from the rents paid by local tenants.      

The myth surrounding the West House story has developed and to some extent has prompted the current research.  The speculation surrounding a local ‘scandal’ has made a good story and has made many people more interested in the local history.  There are many interpretations of the past each coloured by present circumstances and the interests of the interpreter.  It seems inevitable that the research will continue.
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