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Thomas Robson

Thomas Robson was a rope and twine-maker livir@laypath in Durham City in the
early 19th century. His will, made in 1852, is hgldhe Durham diocese probate
records collection in Durham University Library’schives and Special Collections
at Palace Green.
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In his will, following the usual form, Robson reest his occupation and address, 25
Claypath, and further reveals that he had alreadged his freehold property to two
of his daughters, Isabella and Jane Robson, in. Bdison goes on to bequeath his
household goods and chattels and his pew, numbet fite old St Nicholas church
(rebuilt 1858) at the foot of Claypath to HannalbBmn, another of his daughters,
subject only to her paying to each of her othdlirgils Thomas, Hunter Robson and
Mary Warner 1 shilling. This short will, therefor@)ows us to reconstruct two
generations of the Robson family and the princgsalets accumulated by Thomas
Robson during his life time to pass on to his aleitd Other probate records in the
same collection reveal that Robson diel! $@ptember 1853, and that his personal
estate — which does not include his real freehadpgrty — was valued at no more
than £20, administration of which was granted séxecutors Hannah and Isabella
Robson, both spinsters, on 8 March 1854 by thevgate or probate court officer
James Raine, well known as an antiquary and héstari Durham and the North-east
and a prime mover in the Surtees Society.

Primed with this information we can now turn to@tlsources to try to fill out some
more detail in the life of Thomas Robson. His ovehgy of No. 25 Claypath can be
traced back at least to 1820, his name appearitigibdohn Wood'’s plan of the City
of Durham surveyed and published in that year dswlia Pigot’s 1820 Commercial
Directory in which he advertises his rope-makiraglé.
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Plan of the City of Durham (excérpt), surveyed blgrdWood and published in 1820.



Later censuses offer us a view of sorts into theshbold itself, nine persons living at
No. 25 and in the long yard behind it in 1841,

| | Thomas Robson 68 | Ropemaker Y
Hannah B 67 Y
Isabella B 35 Y
Hannah B 30 Y
Jane Robson 5 Y
The 1841 census entry for the Robson family.
and thirty-eight persons in 1851.
91 25 Claypath  Robert Robson Head Mar 29 Grocer rh@u, Hareholm
Ann Frances D Wife Mar 27 D°Middle Rainton
John George ®  Son - 3 Durham City
Thomas D Son -1 D
Sarah Blackey Servant U 14 Servant °D
Robert Boyes Servant U 16 °D D° Carlton
92 Claypath Thomas Robson  Head Mar 79 Rope MaketSt Dlargaret
Hannah D Wife Mar 77 D°Monkwearmouth
Isabella B Daur U 51 DSt Margaret
Hannah B Daur U 46 DSt Giles

The 1851 census entry for the Robson family.

Even student lets in the city today don’t aim focls numbers. The population of
Durham was clearly growing in this period, but samhéis neighbours appear in the
census as consistently as Robson himself. One b@ighat No. 27, was the Maguire
family; another was Matthew Wardell, in 1841 a teil of some success for by 1851
he was describing himself as an architect: indaedy Wardell also appears on
Wood’s 1820 plan alongside that of Mr Robson.

The side-effects of such overcrowding can be tracelde Durham City Health
Reports of 1847 and 1849, evidence of a growingnat intolerance for the
overcrowded, unsanitary and dangerous urban emaeats that had developed
during the rapid industrialisation of the preceddegades, and which conditions were
countered with the first of a series of Health Anot4848. After the first outbreak of
cholera in Sunderland in 1831 Durham, along withrést of the country, suffered a
number of further outbreaks in the following yeansd the 1847 report on Gilesgate
and Claypath to the Sanitary Association of Durl@ity reveals why.

The other locality to which our attention has been drawn
is the receptacle of the drainage of the lower part of Clay-
path, on the north side. It is a cross ditch, several hundred
yards in length, into which the house drains from this
part of Claypath discharge themselves. It is in a most flithy
condition—gorged, choked, and overflowing. It appears to

Report on the Sanitary Condition of the City of Durham (1847), p.7

There was no sewer and there were no house dpaimgs discharged into the street,
the effluent eventually making its way to the RiVéear via open gutters, ditches and
some covered drains; and house construction artdatem was also inadequate.
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Tanners, knackers and slaughterers carried onttadies alongside the streets’
inhabitants, and in the houses’ yards numerousaigsother livestock were reared.
The very locality of the Robson’s home attractedipalar comment.

which we have already adverted. Behind No. 22 there is much
filth and nuisance, but in a cross entry near the house of My,
Wardell, : |1n|\\ and ash-pit, under cover, with a dwelling-house
above them, both from the confined situation, and from the
noisome smell they emitted, even at the present season of the
year, appe: ared to us still more likely to be the cause of disease
than any of the more open though more visible filthy spots we
saw in its neighbourhood.

~ Report on the Sanitary Condition of the City of Durham (1847), p.10

Clean drinking water was available from the Paribumham marketplace, piped from
Ayckley Heads in Sidegate across the river, ancetivas a trade in clean rain or river
water delivered to people’s houses for the purposésundry and washing — 6 pence
a cask to Claypath, and 10 pence a cask furthéreupill in Gilesgate. The
connection between contaminated water and chopedemics was not proved until
after Robson’s death in 1854. An excellent illustdaarticle on the health and
sanitary conditions in the region during this péns available online as part of the
4Schools learning zone

These conditions had a direct impact on peopleddtihecausing life expectancies to
fall. The 1849 Report to the Durham General Bodrdexrlth found life expectancy
in Claypath was 28.7 years, somewhat lower tharitigenean of 30.2 years, and
higher than that at Leazes Place, just off Claypatthe slope down toward the river,
where it was 19.6 years.

and the annual deaths 310. Hence the Durham mortahty 1:,
29-94, or very nearly 30 in 1,000, being six in the thousand
above the amount at which the chlslatulc considers the mor-
tality to be sufficiently heavy to justify interference. The
average age at death is 30} years nearly.

Report to the General Board of Health on a prellml nary inquiry into the saNerage drai nage and supply of water,
and the sanitary condition of the inhabitants of the borough of Durham (1849), p.8.

To return to No. 25, this property has also besearched by David Butler publishing
in the Durham County Local History Society Bulletin 52 (1994). This is due to an
explosive incident that occurred some seven yesfiard Robson’s death off' June
1845. From the newspaper accounts inDbeham Chronicle andDurham Advertiser
we learn that a grocer and tea dealer operated.a2% run by a tenant of Robson’s
named George Steele whose wife and two young ehildiso lived on the property.
Like many such shops of the time located in miranggas, quantities of gunpowder
were stored on the premises for sale to the puibleze was, following the incident,
immediate action by the city council to better feggi such storage within the city.
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Durham Chronicle, 13 June 1845, p 2

It was reported that Isabella, Hannah and Janed®olisessmakers, and a thirteen-
year-old niece were upstairs working when aroud&dm Steele’s young shop-boy
Christopher Spencer placed a lit candle too clos®me 11 or 12lbs of black
powder, suffering severe burns in the ensuing exptowhich was heard all over the
city. The sewing circle upstairs were blown oubittie yard or trapped in the house
as it collapsed. All survived the explosion andevescued by their shocked
neighbours with the help of the fire brigade, alttjo sources suggest Christopher
Spencer was taken to the infirmary in Allergate latgr died of his wounds. A
shopkeeper across the street, showing a custopeer af shoes in front of his store
when the blast occurred, was blown back througlstmig window into his shop. The
damage to neighbouring properties was later natekkiail in theDurham Chronicle
(13 June 1845) — precisely 398 panes of glass lrefesn in all.

We know the Robsons all survived, indeed the eitlards that two of the daughters
were granted the freehold by their father in JW@44, just over a year later: this may
have been once the property had been rebuilt, tiddpe public subscription for
Robson raising £66 15s. This cannot have completelge good the financial
consequences of the disaster for Robson, the €osbwilding his house being
estimated at the time at around £300-£500. Stetilma&ted his lost stock to have
been worth between £150 and £200.



The public subscription for Thomas
Robson, published in tHeurham
Advertiser within two weeks of the
explosion.
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Robson survived to the summer of 1854, the Durh@mectries listing him at No. 25
Claypath until his death. The 1851 census recoedsds aged 79 and blind, living
with his wife Hannah, and two daughters, who cargahto live there and indeed also
carried on their father’s trade of rope-making luthiie 1880s. The property of No. 25
Claypath today is occupied by an estate agentsamthetween a derelict cinema and
a snooker club.
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No. 25 Claypath, as it is today.

This article was written by Pat Atkinson, and published as part the North East Inheritance
Project (2008): http://familyrecords.dur.ac.uk/nei/.




