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Many of us are of the age or state of health that has required us to stay at home 
as much as possible. Some people have been working to make our lives better, 
some to give help to people who have been taken ill with the virus or other 
ailments. We must surely have all received help from these people even if we do 
not know their names, where they live or the sacrifices that they have made in 
order for us to be safe and our lives to go on as normally as possible. Who are 
they? Doctors and nurses, postmen and women, the refuse collectors and 
garden waste collectors, the chemists and pharmacy workers, the delivery men 
to shops and our homes, the shopkeepers who have done more than we could 
have thought possible, the police, the forces, the firemen, the ambulance drivers 
including volunteers from St John’s Ambulance, Red Cross and private 
ambulance drivers, the train and bus drivers, our families and friends, our 
neighbours, the teachers helping the children who could not go to school but still 
needed to learn and be occupied and so on - the list is endless. You can 
probably think of some that I have missed out - add them in for yourselves and 
give them my thanks too. 
We have clapped them on Thursday evenings. We have listened to the birds, 
sorted out our gardens, enjoyed walks and smiled and spoken to strangers - we 
have come together. Perhaps we have lost friends and relatives and not been 
able to say farewell in person, but only in our hearts. But Bilton and Harrogate 
will survive because we are strong in our community. We have much to be 
thankful for - so BHS Newsletter joins you in saying thank you to everyone for 
what they have done, are doing and will do. Whatever is ahead of us we can go 
forward with hope and faith in whatever we believe and in each other.        Editor 



P a g e  2  B i l t o n  H i s t o r i c a l  S o c i e t y  

New Insights into Bilton Park Colliery (Part 2 of 3) –   Alan Gould 

This is the second instalment of the story on the development of Bilton Park 
Colliery following on from Brown’s 1777 report. 

William Brown’s report concluded that if mining was to be continued at Bilton Park, 
it would be necessary to install pumps to remove water from the mine. He had 
identified a place to begin trial borings for the mine extension, approximately 120 
metres ‘to the dip of the present mine near to the river side’ and expected that the 
new workings would reach about 25 metres below river level, extend over 6 
hectares (15 acres) and yield about 32,000 London cauldrons of coal (~43 000 
tons with a 2019 estimated value of ~£4million). The report also suggested that it 
might be necessary to bore up to 50 metres or so below the current coal seam to 
see if more coal measures could be found and that the old “Grove Pit” shaft near 
the bank top should be extended in search for new and deeper seams. If coal was 

found then all was well, otherwise the 
lack of new coal should be recorded 
and ‘no further expense accrue on that 
account’. Brown concluded that it was 
encouraging to see that John Watson 
was prepared to speculate in 
developing the potential of the Bilton 
Colliery by either considering a new 
mine in his own estate, or to endeavour 
to take a lease of the coal in his 
neighbours’ ground to the westward, 
which he could work by virtue of his 
present level. A drawing by William 
Brown provided a valuable insight into 
the extent of the colliery in 1777 and 
the expansion proposals. 

Unfortunately there are only limited surviving records with respect to the colliery 
after 1777. We know that mining did continue and that a consortium, led by Jonas 
Jowett from Bradford, held leases continually from 1785 to 1824, though the 
annual charge had reduced to only £40 (today’s equivalent of £3500 - £6000). 
Other historians have proposed that these lower rates might have been due to 
either a limited coal output or greater technical difficulties. There is also a record 
from 1808 that a condition of the lease was to fill in abandoned shafts. It is not 
known if, or when, the Grove Pit shaft was deepened in the search for new seams 
of coal. However, there is a significant abandoned pit shaft with a sizeable spoil 
mound, directly underneath the modern power line, in the south eastern corner of 
the area whose location is such that it could be a strong candidate for being the 
Grove Pit. 

Field survey work in 2019, aerial photographs and LiDAR mapping have confirmed 
the presence of many more abandoned and filled-in mine shafts on private 
agricultural land to the north-west of the pits shown in Brown’s 1777 drawing. One 
of these new shafts is very close to the location of the intended new borehole 
proposed by Brown. The presence of the engine race, with its weir, intake, tunnel, 

Tracing of the William Brown Bilton Park 
Colliery drawing, 1777. (Bilton Park Archives) 
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open channel and two water tail race returns to the river (the most southern of 
which is immediately adjacent to a circular depression with a stone lined conduit 
underneath it) support the case that water-powered pumps were installed for the 
removal of water from the mine. William Grainge, describing a visit to the area in 
1871, stated that the engine race had been constructed to power a waterwheel- 
driven pump to extract water from the mine. Although Brown was an authority on 
the use of steam engines for removing water from mines, no evidence has been 
found in either the local records, or in 18

th
 century records on the construction and 

sale of steam engines, to indicate that a stationary Newcomen type steam engine 
was ever used at Bilton Park.  

Because of the lack of records, the continued story of the development of Bilton 
Park Colliery is subject to a degree of speculation. What is presented is a story that 
best fits the available data. 

Post 1777 Phase 1 

This first phase, post 1777, is considered to be only limited to the improved 
removal of water using a waterwheel powered pump from the existing mine. 
Following Brown’s 1777 colliery expansion report, a weir and engine race powering 
an undershot vertical waterwheel were constructed to pump the water out of the 
mine. It is not known who funded this engineering work, though the best guess is 
that it could have been the consortium headed by Jowett from Bradford. This group 
worked the colliery for over 30 years from 1785 and the value of the extracted coal 
could have rewarded their investment. There is nothing in the Bilton Park records 
to support the notion that John Watson and the Estate funded such a project and 
besides, as the Estate was only receiving a modest income from the mining leases, 
it would not have made economic sense. It is speculated that the design of the 
engine race required the added expense of the construction of a tunnelled section 
as a means of limiting the maximum water flow to the waterwheel during periods of 
flooding. The power output of the watermill, based on the dimensions of the engine 
race, has been estimated at about 5 horsepower. This is about 10 times the power 
required for the continuous pumping of 1kg/second of water from the pit, the 
estimated water demand based on the area of the mine and 30% of the average 
annual rainfall.  
No records or evidence of the waterwheel have survived. However, based on 18

th
 

century waterwheel design criteria and the dimensions of the engine race, it has 
been possible to develop an impression of what the waterwheel might have looked 
like. The wheel would have been approximately 6 to 8 metres in diameter, 1.7 m 
wide, containing about thirty to forty 0.7 metre deep vanes and rotating at 1 to 3 
rpm. Since no remains of a building have been found, it is probable that the wheel 
was only supported within a simple wooden A-frame structure. The waterwheel, 
initially located in the present southernmost tail race return to the river, would have 
been directly connected to the water pump, most likely a reciprocating pump, sited 
in the circular depression immediately adjacent to the southern tail race. The coal 
seam at this point is at, or very close to, ground or river level and the extracted 
mine water would have drained out of the small stone lined conduit beneath the 
depression directly into the tail race return to the river. During this first phase of 
operation there would have been no northern tail race return to the river.  

After an unknown period of time, this first phase of pumping was shut down and the 



 P a g e  4  B i l t o n  H i s t o r i c a l  S o c i e t y  

waterwheel was relocated to facilitate the north-western expansion of the mine 
proposed by Brown. This part of the story will be continued in the next and final 
instalment. 

 
Possible layout of the Bilton Park Colliery and Engine race, Post 1777 Phase 1, superimposed 
onto a modern map  

 
Thoughts for the Day: 
 

1. No matter how much you push the envelope, it'll remain stationery. 
 

2. Velcro - what a rip-off!  3. A will is a dead giveaway. 
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Spa History of Valley Gardens and its Heritage Pump Rooms 

Part 1: The Valley Gardens includes Bogs Field, the area between the Old and 
New Magnesia Well Pump Rooms. It is home to 36 natural springs all of different 
chemical composition. The Gardens are sited on a volcanic fault so the waters 
rising from the different strata levels produce springs that are of different chemical 
composition. These waters were used to treat various ailments and conditions by 
imbibing or bathing treatments.  

The area was originally protected from enclosure by the 1770 Enclosure Act of 
Parliament allowing the community access to the mineral wells in perpetuity. In 
1778 George III gave the Stray, which also included Bogs Field, local quarries and 
mineral wells, to the town of Harrogate.  

A pathway passing through privately owned land leads to the sulphur- and iron-
based springs in Bogs Field.  

In 1858 the Old Magnesia Well Pump Room was built to dispense the magnesia 
water, a mild sulphur water with its pungent smell, from a pump outside the 
building. The pump was replaced in 1873 when a license for an internal pump was 
granted to John Wilford, the licensee of the period, to dispense the water inside the 
building. This attractive Gothic style ashlar stone building, built on a stone plinth 
and with its ‘fish scale’ design and slate roof and ornate bargeboards, was 
designed by architect John Stead. In 1895, being unable to meet the tourist and 
local community’s demand for the waters, the Pump Room was closed. From 1907
-1911 the Pump Room was the Harrogate Museum, where Mr Wheater displayed 
his artefacts. Subsequently the Old Pump Room was used as a gardener’s rest 
room and for storage. In 1975 the Old Magnesia Well Pump Room was Grade ll 
Listed but by 2014 the building was in a dilapidated state. The Friends of Valley 
Gardens raised the money to restore the building to its former glory. It is now an 
Information and Education Centre. A patio was built round the building using York 
Stone procured from a disused mill in Lancashire. 

In 1895 the larger New Magnesia 
Well Pump Room, now a very 
popular café, was built to replace 
the Old Pump Room. The New 
Pump Room has very attractive 
ironwork supplied by Lockerbie 
and Wilkinson. The building was 
twice burnt down, in 1924 and 
1983, but the decorative ironwork 
was restored. 

In 1908 a 2000-gallon reservoir 
was built in the Peat Garden, 
adjacent to the Old Pump Room, 
to further supplement the new 
room’s supply of magnesia water. 
Due to the boggy nature of the 

Peat Garden the brick construction had to be built on a base consisting of 
branches set in cement. Other varieties of waters were also piped into the New 
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Pump Room. Numerous campaigns to restore the mineral water supply in the New 
Magnesia Well have failed.  

Many wellheads were visible in 1925 but these were subsequently submerged to 
protect them from vandals in 1972. In 1999 the Civic Society restored two 
wellheads to the rear of the Old Pump Room. One was for the mild sulphur 
magnesia water to treat rheumatism, gout and constipation, the other was 
chalybeate water used to treat anaemia and depression. That wellhead has an 
acorn topping.  

The Valley Gardens was extended to 17 acres with the addition in 1886 of the 
areas adjacent to the path to the Pump Rooms and in 1901 of Collins Field 
adjacent to Irongate Road (now Cornwall Road). These areas were developed 
horticulturally and for leisure pursuits.  

Following WWI the popularity of taking the waters diminished. Antibiotics had been 
discovered and were being used as a preferred and more effective medical 
treatment. Healthy living and exercise facilities were being promoted. Jane Blayney 

Part 2 will follow when available. 
 

Valley Gardens Souvenir Guide  

A Souvenir Guide to the Valley Gardens Harrogate can be purchased from Jane 
Blayney 07794583888/01423 505231, jane.blayney23@gmail.com for £5 
individual issue. 

The History of Micklegate Bar 
 

Following a presentation about the history of York City Walls, given to the society 
by Dr John Oxley on 3

rd
 April 2019, two members of the Study Group have put 

together a series of items with an emphasis on the people who ended their days 
having their heads displayed on the top of a spike.  
Micklegate Bar was the most important of York’s four main medieval gateways in 
the City Walls and the focus for great events. The name comes from a Viking word 
“Micklelith” meaning great street. It was the main entrance to the city for anyone 
arriving from the South. At least half a dozen reigning monarchs have passed 
through this gate, and by tradition they stop here to ask the Lord Mayor’s 
permission to enter the City. 
The lower section of the bar dates from the 12

th
 century, the top two storeys from 

the 14
th
. The building was inhabited from 1196. Like the other main gates, 

Micklegate Bar originally had a barbican built on the front, demolished in 1826. 
For centuries the severed heads of rebels and traitors were displayed above the 
gate. The many victims include Sir Henry Percy (Hotspur) and Richard Duke of 
York. The last of the severed heads, which were on display for more than seven 
years, were removed illegally in 1754. These belonged to William Conolly and 
James Mayne. two of the Jacobite rebels captured at the Battle of Culloden. This 
macabre tradition of placing heads on spikes may have been connected to a 
widespread belief that you had to be buried with your skull and two major bones of 
your body to go to heaven. Cutting off traitors’ heads and displaying them away 
from their body supposedly punished them in eternity.   Isabella & Marion. 

This is the first of a series of short articles on buildings in York and Leeds and the 
people and events associated with them. 

mailto:jane.blayney23@gmail.com
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Correspondence from John Fletcher 
 

Thank you for the March 2020 issue. 
 

Isabel Ladigus’s article “Harrogate in 1936” mentions the death “of Mr J Turner-
Taylor OBE Town Clerk of Harrogate for 37 years”. My recollection (I cannot come 
at present to check) is that he was buried in Bilton Churchyard, a few yards NW of 
the tower. I also think that his gravestone said that he was a CBE, but my memory 
may be at fault. I also recollect reading in the minutes of the Vestry Meeting (he 

had been a Churchwarden of Bilton) 
that the Vicar (Rev H D Pearson MA) 
said that Mr Turner-Taylor had been 
a strong man in his youth, diving into 
the sea off lighthouses. 
 

Unconnected with the above, I 
attach a scan of a couple of 
newspaper items concerning 
successive Vicars of Bilton. The Rev 
R B & Mrs Wilson died some time 
ago. Bishop Dennis died recently.  

My family and I arrived in 
Harrogate in July 1979. At 
our first service at St. John’s, 
the Reverend Wilson 
announced that he was 
leaving for his new ministry in Great 
Ouseburn. We thought that that was a rather 
obvious and extreme ploy to get away from 
another set of interlopers from the South. 
After the interregnum, which I recall lasted about a year, we welcomed the 
Reverend Don Tordoff, his wife Jenny and their two daughters, Emma and Louise. 
Both vicars gave excellent ministry in their own distinctive ways. They are 
remembered with fondness.         Editor 

Something to keep you busy whilst staying at home: 
Find words of 4 or more letters from the Bilton landmark below.  
No proper nouns, hyphenated or apostrophised words are allowed.  
 

RIVER NIDD  
 
Targets are: Good = 15, Very good = 23, Excellent = 30 
 
Please submit your answers to Alan Gould (ajgould.alan@gmail.com) or 57 
Heather Way, Harrogate, HG3 2SH by 31

st
 July.  

Those finding the largest number of words will be celebrated in the next Newsletter. 

mailto:ajgould.alan@gmail.com
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THINGS YOU SHOULD KNOW (Maybe) 
 

In the 1400s a law was set forth in England that a man was  
allowed to beat his wife with a stick no thicker than his thumb.  

Hence we have 'the rule of thumb.' 
------------ 

Many years ago in Scotland , a new game was invented. 
It was ruled 'Gentlemen Only...Ladies Forbidden'.. … 

And thus, the word GOLF entered into the English language. 

Women from Bilton’s Past - Sarah Harper  

The dated tithe maps show fields scattered throughout the area bearing the 
name Sarah Harper, and as the only woman noted as a landowner, I thought it 
might be interesting to try to find out more about this woman. This was easier 
said than done, as although there were several Harper families in Harrogate, 
none seemed to offer a possible candidate – there were no daughters or even 
wives named Sarah. 

Eventually, after going down many dead-ends, I managed to track her down, 
and soon discovered unexpected connections with other names on the same 
map. (John Dobson & Daniel Wilson).  

The trail starts with another Sarah, the daughter of Thomas Dobson and his wife 
Ann (nee Beaumont). Sarah Dobson was married in 1728 to Benjamin Ferrand, 
of Harden (St. Ives), Bingley, from the same family which over 100 years later 
moved into Bilton Dene. Included as part of their marriage settlement were 
manors of Knaresborough, Ripon, Scotton, and Brearton. They had a son, 
named Benjamin after his father who died soon after his son was born. The 
widowed Sarah Ferrand was re-married to Gregory Rhodes Esq, of Ripon who 
took over the guardianship of his step-son Benjamin Ferrand Jnr. They had a 
daughter, Ann Rhodes. 

I managed to find a newspaper quote from 1763 - “Miss Ann Rhodes the only 
daughter of Gregory Rhodes, with a fortune of £20 000 was married to Robert 
Harper, of Lincolns Inn”. His family were from Heath, Nr. Wakefield. Their 
daughter was Sarah Harper. 

Before his death in 1766, her grandfather arranged for Sarah to inherit a house 
in Knaresborough. Unfortunately I have been unable to discover where this was. 

In 1782, Sarah Harper of Heath was married to Daniel Wilson. (Another name 
from the enclosure maps) 

(Miss Harper’s rent accounts and details of 4 leases on Harrogate Farms (1741-
1763), and a copy of their marriage settlement are lodged in a Lancashire 
records office. However, I have (as yet) been unable to access these.) 

It is unlikely that Sarah Harper ever set foot on her Bilton fields, but was 
provided with an income from their rental.            Kath Martin 


