
THE HOUSMAN FAMILY IN THE NORTH WEST 

Keith Horsfield 

'Loveliest of trees, the cherry now 
Is hung with bloom about the bough 
And stands about the woodland ride 

Wearing white for Eastertide' 

From A Shropshire Lad, by AE Housman (1939) 

A Professor of Latin at Cambridge, AE Housman is better known and much-loved for 
his poetry. What is less well-known is that he was descended from an important 
Lancaster family. Some of the Lancaster connections are here described, as are their 
descendants who moved to west Cumberland and the Lake District. Much of this 
account is not original research, but more a bringing together of those aspects of the 
Housman story that are relevant to Lancaster and Skerton. Unless indicated in the 
text, it relies heavily on two relatively unknown sources (Housman 19 l 3a; Pugh 
1974). In addition, Audrey Mcsweeney and Judith Valentine were able to provide the 
author with oral historical accounts that covered the period from 1898 onwards. 
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Figure 1: The Housman family tree (incomplete, as numerous siblings are not 
included: dates of birth are given where known) (from Housman, J 9 l 3a, 1-2; 

Housman, 1913b) 
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The first names of the family were passed down from generation to generation, so that 
distinguishing them has become a family historian's nightmare. In order to help cope 
with this problem, a family tree has been produced (Fig 1). In Figure 1, some of the 
birth dates have been recorded and when these individuals are referred to in the text, 
the birth date is given in brackets, so that he or she can be located on the tree. Dates 
are given using the modem calendar. 

It is a tradition within the Housman family that the name originated from Flemish 
weavers called Haussmann, who came to Yorkshire in the thirteenth or fourteenth 
century. Over time, the name evolved into Houseman, Housman or Howsman. The 
first and second forms were used by different family members until the late 
seventeenth century, but the Lancaster branch then settled for Housman. 

We first hear of the family in Skerton about 1500, around the time when a John and 
Thomas Housman were born. They were almost certainly related, but it is not known 
whether they were brothers or cousins. They became tenants of the Manor of Skerton. 
Three generations later, John's great-grandson Richard was born c 1595. He was 
described as a yeoman when he bought a house in Skerton from a John Eccleston in 
1618 that became known as 'Housman House'. His son, William (1630), married Ellen 
Stout of Bolton-le-Sands and their third child was John (1662), also a yeoman, who 
inherited Housman House. 

Thomas, born c 1500, gave rise after five generations to another John, a yeoman, born 
in 1661, of similar age to his cousin John, born in 1662. Both families continued to 
live in Skerton. In 1693, John (born 1661) bought Housman House from his namesake 
kinsman, John (born 1662), for £120. From now on only the descendants of the 
original Thomas (1500) will be followed. 

John (born 1661) was a brewer, and he sold the business to his brother, Thomas (born 
1670), in 1693. John had a son, Robert (born 1689), a yeoman, who rebuilt Housman 
House in 1726; this subsequently became known as 'Lune Bank'. It was the first house 
by the waterside on the right bank when approaching Lancaster down Lunesdale. 
Thomas (born 1670) must have had a thriving brewery business, for he was not only 
able to educate his five children, but also the three of his brother John (born 1661), 
from whom he had bought the business. 

CHILDREN OF ROBERT (1689) AND MARY HOUSMAN 

Robert married Mary Wright in 1718 and they produced eight children, three of whom 
died young. Robert (born 1724), the eldest surviving son, continued to live at Lune 
Bank. He was a master brewer and was well-known for being particular about his 
dress. Othel" children were John (born 1726), who became a West India merchant, and 
later an aldcrw and Mayor of Lancaster; Thomas (born 1728), who became a 
masternaioercoow1wnding ships to the West Indies; Mary (born 1730), who married 
a John Preston (gl::mleman) of Lancaster, and Miles (born 1732), who worked in the 
customs oflic:e.. It a in this generation that, for the first time, the head of the family 
was not de+ • iled as a ~man. They were successful businessmen, or married gentry, 
and bdd ......... posts in Lancaster. 
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THE CHILDREN OF ROBERT (1724) AND AGNES HOUSMAN 

Robert married Agnes Gunson and they had ten children, five of whom died young. 
Of the others, John (born 1766) was a merchant, who wrote a descriptive tour of the 
English Lakes (Housman 1800), said to contain some appallingly bad descriptions. He 
died suddenly at the age of 36 in Market Square, Lancaster, unmarried. The remaining 
four children married and lived to a good age. They were Alice, Mary, Robert (born 
1759) and William (born 1768), who became well-known and important people in 
Lancaster. Alice and Mary enjoyed life to the full before they got married. Known for 
their beauty, they courted and loved as a pair and were known by the young men of 
Lancaster as the 'Stars of the North'. Alice married John Harrison, a Unitarian minister 
of Lancaster and Kendal. Mary shortly followed suit and married John Higgin, 
governor of Lancaster Castle. Robert and William were county magistrates for 
Lancaster, often sitting on the bench together (Fig 2). 
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Figure 2: Drawing of Robert and William Housman by Agnes Winnifred Valentine 

(from Housman J 9 J 3a, 6A) 
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Robert being the elder of the two inherited Lune Bank but later sold it to his brother 
William, and it was the latter's descendants who continued to li e there. Robert 
attended Lancaster Grammar School and was subsequently apprenticed to a Lancaster 
surgeon. However, surgery did not appeal to him and instead he took holy orders. He 
went to Leicester as a curate, where he was accepted as a preacher, and on his return 
to Lancaster he spoke with such power and enthusiasm that he converted many 
people. He was greeted with much opposition, probably because of his non
conformist preaching, being banned from pulpits where he had once preached. This 
was when he decided to build his own church. He later raised enough money to buy a 
site on Moor Lane for this purpose. However, his rivals, including two clergymen and 
several members of The Lancaster Corporation, took a deputation to see the bishop of 
Chester to persuade him to withhold a licence for the new church. The ploy failed, 
and St Anne's, a plain church without a tower or spire, was completed in 1795 and 
consecrated by the bishop in 1796. Robert Housman was vicar there for 40 years. He 
fell under the influence of John Wesley but maintained his independence of thought. 
Though accused of being a Methodist, he always denied it. His sermons were often 
printed and circulated. The church still stands and is in use today, as the Dukes 
Playhouse (Fig 3). 

Figure 3: Dukes Playhouse, Lancaster, previously St Anne's church 

A portrait of the ReY Robert Housman is to be found on the first-floor landing at the 
playhouse; it was d nated on permanent loan by Mr NV Housman Symons, secretary 
of the Housman Society! in 1976. Also, an engraved portrait of him forms the 
frontispiece of RF Housman s 1841 publication (Fig 4). 
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Figure 4: Portrait of the Rev Robert Housman (from Housman 1841, frontispiece) 

Robert and his brother William were very different characters. In contrast to Robert's 
religious outlook, William indulged in worldly pursuits. Meeting each other on a 
Sunday morning, Robert would say 'you're going the wrong way' as he went on to his 
church, while William went off shooting on the Moor. 

Robert's first wife died, having had one child. His second wife, Jane Adams, had, as a 
girl, a vivid dream of the man she would one day marry. She told of this to just one 
good friend. One day, when visiting Leicester, they went to church together and when 
the new curate started reading Mary turned to her friend and said 'this is the man of 
my dreams'. That man was the Rev Robert Housman, a widower of 28. They met and 
were subsequently married. Jane was clearly a strong character to whom Robert 
confided all his doubts and difficulties. He respected her principles, understanding 
and judgment, and did not act without her say so. They had seven children, including 
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Agnes and Mary, and Thomas, who took holy orders. Agnes married her cousin, 
Robert Fletcher Housman (born 1807) of Lune Bank, while Thomas and his sister 
Mary moved to Bromsgrove. Thomas' offspring included Edward, who became a 
solicitor in Broimgrove, and Edward's children included Alfred Edward Housman, 
the poet. The ReY Robert Housman was thus the great-grandfather of AE Housman. 

WILLIA'\I BRADSHAW OF HALTON HALL 

William Bradshaw (born 1700) was squire of Halton Hall, which he bought in 1743 
(Stuart and Horsfield 1997; Horsfield 2001). William Bradshaw's sister Mary married 
John Billington and they had a daughter, Sarah, who, being the niece of William 
Bradshaw, lived at Halton Hall (Fig 5). She married the Rev Robert Fletcher, but 
William Bradshaw did not approve of her husband, thinking that she had married 
beneath herself However, when the news came through that she had produced a son, 
William (born 1757), she was forgiven, as Bradshaw was so pleased at having a male 
heir (a great-nephew), and so Sarah rejoined the family. The son was called William 
Bradshaw Fletcher after his great-uncle, and when he inherited the manor of Halton 
he changed his last name to Bradshaw, thus becoming William Bradshaw Bradshaw. 
This causes much difficulty with local historians, who often muddle him with his 
great-uncle, William Bradshaw. 
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Figure 5: Parts of the Bradshaw and Fletcher family trees, to show the connection 
between William Bradshaw and the Housmans, with dates of birth where known, 

expressed as in the modern calendar (from Horsfield 2001, 21) 

William Bradshaw Bradshaw had a sister called Sarah, named after her mother. She 
too lived with her great-uncle at Halton Hall. William Housman (born 1768), who 
was the brother of the Rev Robert Housman, developed, at the age of 15, an 
admiration for Sarah and started going to church at Halton instead of St Mary's, in 
Lancaster. William's father, an exacting and proper country gentleman and autocrat, 
insisted that all his family should accompany him to the parish church at Lancaster. 
One day, on noticing William's absence, he insisted that William should go with 
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them. William rebelled and rather hastily said that he would rather go to sea! Early the 
next morning, his father was waiting with a post-chaise and took him to Glasson 
Dock. The same day he sailed on a ship to the West Indies. He stayed there for 15 
years and was obviously successful, as he went into business as a merchant with two 
partners. One ofhis ships, the Thetis, was attacked at sea by a French warship, but the 
crew resisted the attack and captured the French ship, later towing it triumphantly into 
Lancaster harbour. William occasionally returned to Lancaster and visited his parents, 
but refused to sleep at Lune Bank. Following the death of his father in 1800, he 
returned to Lancaster and bought a house in Queen Street. To his delight, he 
discovered that Sarah was still unmarried. They started seeing each other again and 
got married in 1804, then he bought Lune Bank from his brother, Rev Robert, and 
went to live there. It was the house from which he had been so suddenly banished on 
Sarah's account years before. The Housmans who descended from William and Sarah 
remained fiercely proud of their link with William Bradshaw, the name recurring in 
later generations. 

THE CHILDREN OF WILLIAM (1768) AND SARAH HOUSMAN 

Their son, Robert Fletcher Housman (born 1807), married his cousin Agnes. It was in 
Robert Fletcher that the family's literary and artistic talents became evident. He 
painted portraits, edited journals, and became an expert on shorthorn cattle, keeping a 
herd on the estate at Lune Bank. He was very pious and converted a barn into a 
private chapel, in which he himself preached to large congregations. In later life, it all 
went wrong. He got under evil influences, and drink and betting got the better of him. 
He suffered a financial disaster, became bankrupt, and died at Lune Bank in 1872. 
The details of this tragedy were hushed up by the family, Agnes living out her days 
unhappily in the large family house, but much of the estate had gone to pay her 
husband's debts. 

\ 8 o . -

Figure 6: Drawing of Lune Bank, 1890 (from Housman l 913a, 6B) 

Lune Bank (Fig 6) was reputed to be haunted, the ghost being seen by several reliable 
witnesses on many occasions. It appeared as a maid servant, who walked downstairs 
and left the house by a side door, as if to avoid being seen at the front or back doors, 
and then disappeared. Forty years before the appearance of the ghost, a maid, Ellen 
Hall, had attempted to cut her throat with her master's razor and then walked to the 
Lancaster canal where she was found drowned the next day. The apparition was 
thought to be her ghost. The reason for her actions was unknown, though a strong 

48 



suspicion must fall on her master, Robert Fletcher born 180 of being in ol ed. As 
master of the household, a declared religious activist, but an appalling hypocrite, he 
must carry some responsibility for the death of an unhappy employee. More recently, 
the house was demolished; and a garage now stands at the site (Fig 7). 

Figure 7: A garage now stands on the site of Lune Bank 

CBILDRE OF ROBERT FLETCHER (1807) AND AGNES HOUSMAN 

The eldest son, William (1836), inherited Lune Bank when his mother died in 1889, 
but instead of the whole estate (or what was left of it) passing to him, it was divided 
into four portions amongst the remaining children. William got the house, garden, 
b~ 'chapel' some land and seven cottages. He married Frances Isabella Woolam, of 
Chadderton HaR and later of the Manor House, Burton-in-Westmorland. They lived 
at Lune Bank for a further nine years and had four children. 

Meanwhile! the three siblings of William (1836), Mary, Robert and Fanny, sold their 
portions of the estate to property developers and the character of the area soon 
changed Rich and beautiful pastures, the haunts of skylarks and corncrakes, became 
small and noisy streets. The derelict mill on the Lune at Skerton, just across the road 
from Lune Bank, that had been unpretentious and picturesque, was enlarge.d to 
become a factor:! oYershadowing the house and shaking it night and day with the 
turning of its huge wheel This only ceased for short periods at weekends and in the 
dry summer weather: when it required almost the whole flow of the river Lune to 
driw ir. The consequence of this massive worsening of the environment was 
me\ a e: - was put up for sale by auction in 1898 and the family moved to 
Pro H - . Disrington. Cumbria. Very little remains of the mill today (Fig 8). 

William - an upright kind and charitable man (Fig 9), who visited the poor 
and the si r Lh· o Jow-nal 1900). He kept an interest in his father's herd of 
shorthorn canle and \\TO e man , books and articles on breeding and rearing cattle. He 
was agent at Hom y Castle and later private secretary to James Williamson (Lord 
Ashton. 
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Figure 8: Remains of Skerton mill, opposite Lune Bank, showing the line of the top of 
the weir, indicated by the floating vegetation, which leads directly to the mill 

Figure 9: A portrait of William Housman (born 1836), dated about 1897 (from 
Housman 1913a, 12B) 
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William died in 1900 aged 63. Later, in 1914, his family moved from Distington to 
Seaton Cote, Seaton, West Cumbria. William's wife, Frances Isobella, owned the 
house and sold it to her daughter Agnes, she herself moving to Braithwaite, near 
Keswick, to live in a house called Glen Helen. 

THE CHILDREN OF WILLIAM (1836) AND FRANCES ISOBELLA 
HOUSMAN 

The children of William (1836) and Frances Isobella Housman were Agnes 
Winnifred, Robert Fletcher, William Bradshaw and Frances Aston. It is interesting to 
note that the family was still proud of its connection with William Bradshaw of 
Halton Hall, naming one of their children after him. Agnes Winnifred was born in 
Homby and later moved to Lune Bank. She was a tiny lady who suffered from 
bronchitis all her life. She inherited the family's artistic abilities and went to art 
college in London. She was a writer, artist, painter and pianist, and had perfect pitch. 
She was interested in history and could also speak four languages. She married 
Herbert Valentine, who started an iron company in Workington. Herbert was a 
remarkable man, who loved nature, and each year would take a group of his workers 
camping at Brandlehow, on the shores of Derwentwater in the Lake District. They 
travelled with a horse and cart to take all their gear, including a harmonium, a cart
load weighing about two tons (Fig 10), but left the heavy oven buried in the woods so 
they did not have to move it each time; it is probably still there today! With his 
brother-in-law, William Bradshaw Housman, he built an astronomical observatory in 
the latter's garden. 

Figure 10: Travelling light: Herbert Valentine takes some of his employees camping 
at Brandlehow, Derwentwater, in the Lake District, before the First World War (from 

Valentine and Valentine 1977) 

Herbert Valentine wrote eight books by hand that were illustrated by his wife Agnes. 
One, Tales of a Tent, was published by Michael Moon. The others went to family 
members and some were sold. It is such a shame that they were dispersed. Agnes died 
first, aged 81, leaving Herbert to be looked after by the servants at Seaton Cote, where 
he died aged 89, leaving the property to their son, Denys, who then sold it. 
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Agnes and Herbert had the family portraits hanging on the wall at Seaton Cote, 
including those of William Bradshaw of Halton Hall and his great-niece, Sarah. Their 
faithful servant, Annie Irving, who had worked for them for 60 years, arranged all the 
contents for the auctioneer. The sale (Workington Star 1955) included many antiques, 
and was held in Workington in 1955. It raised £663, 25 pictures going for less than 
£1, but two went for £5.lOs and £5.5s. These were probably the portraits of William 
Bradshaw and Sarah Fletcher, the present whereabouts of which are unknown. 

William Bradshaw Housman was an engineer. He remained a bachelor and was a 
keen scout master and astronomer, having built an observatory in his garden with his 
father. It was he who wrote the book Housman History (Housman 1913a), and drew 
up the Housman Family Chart (1913b), that has been such a good source of 
information on the family. 

His brother, Robert Fletcher Housman, married Ethel Purdon of Croydon, who 
worked at the Croydon bell foundry. They had a daughter, Audrey, who also worked 
at the Croydon bell foundry. Like her grandmother Agnes, Audrey had perfect pitch 
and helped to tune the bells. Her father, a member of the Plymouth Brethren, was very 
strict with her and even when she was an adult sent her upstairs for asking what the 
sex of a kitten was! She must have rebelled against this upbringing, as she is reputed 
to have had an affair with a prominent member of the aristocracy, subsequently being 
paid off handsomely. She died only a year after her father, without children, thus 
ending this branch of the Housman family. Frances Aston married Frederick Worsley, 
who was 51 years older than her. They went to live in Braithwaite with her mother, 
but had no children. 

CHILDREN OF HERBERT AND AGNES WINNIFRED VALENTINE 

Down this branch of the family tree, the name Housman is now lost, but the Housman 
blood continued through the female line. Amy Guenever was born in 1909 and went 
to Casterton School. She married Ted Bingham and they moved to Southwold for his 
work as a bank manager. They had a daughter. 

Audrey, born in 1910, thought nothing of the family portraits on the wall at Seaton 
Cote, saying that she would rather have had pictures of railway engines. She met 
Terry Mcsweeney, her future husband, when he came out of the army. He did not 
propose, but said to her, 'would you like to live on a boat?' and she replied 'yes', so 
they got married. They spent the first ten days of their marriage under a tarpaulin on 
the boat, and then a further 29 years on the boat. They had two sons. 

Denys, born in 1916, met his wife Judith at Chelsea Art School, continuing the 
family's artistic traits. He became an artist, writer, photographer and children's 
broadcaster. They lived in London, then the Lake District. Denys inherited Seaton 
Cote but had to sell it as they were short of money. He also had three of the eight 
books written by his parents, but sold them to Michael Moon. They had a daughter 
and a son. 
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There are three charming little portraits drawn by Agnes Winnifred Housman of 
Audrey Elizabeth Housman (daughter of Robert Fletcher), Amy Guenever Valentine 
and Audrey Valentine (Fig 11). The portraits must have captured the essence of the 
three girls, for Audrey Mcsweeney (nee Valentine), living alone in a caravan 
overlooking Gare Loch, when aged about 90, was still recognisable from the portrait. 
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Figure 11 : Sketches of three girls by Agnes Winnifred Valentine: top, Audrey 
Elizabeth Housman (daughter of Robert Fletcher); left, Amy Guenever Valentine; 

right, Audrey Valentine (from Housman 1913a, 34A) 

The family lines continue through Valentines and McSweeneys, but the local name of 
Housman has died out. So an influential and important Lancaster family has gone, 
lea ing behind a legacy best remembered for the Rev Robert Housman and the Dukes 
Playhouse. 
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