
James ( Jemmy) Hirst of Rawcliffe 

Jemmy Hirst was born on October 12
th
 1738 in the village of Rawcliffe in the East Riding. He later became one of the most eccentric 

characters that ever lived. His parents hoped that he would become a priest, but Jemmy was thrown out of school because of his 

pranks. 

He became apprenticed to a tanner and fell in love with his daughter and became engaged to her. His eccentricity began after he 

rescued his betrothed from a flooding river, and she died of smallpox.   

He trained and rode a bull called ‘Jupiter’ and used the bull to pull his wickerwork carriage that 

contained a wine cellar and a double bed. Jemmy had built a simple mechanical odometer on the 

carriage that would ring a bell after every mile of travel. 

Jemmy rode Jupiter in foxhunts, using pigs instead of pointer dogs; also he had a tame fox and an 

otter and also kept a bear named Nicholas. 

Hirst later married his housekeeper. During the ceremony he wore a toga and insisted it should be 

conducted in sign language. 

King George III invited Jemmy to London and he arrived in a flamboyant outfit of an otter-skin coat, 

patchwork breeches, red and white striped stockings and yellow boots. One noble collapsed in 

laughter so Jemmy threw a goblet of water in his face thinking he was clearly ‘ having hysterics’. He 

invited the King to visit him in Rawcliffe for a good brandy, which the King did not oblige. 

Jemmy Hirst died in 1829 leaving £12 in his will to twelve old maids to follow his coffin, only two 

maids obliged, so ten widows were hired. Jemmy also left his accountant a piece of rope to “go 

hang himself.”  

Jemmy Hirst’s Coffin 

Jemmy made a coffin for himself that was curiously contrived with 

folding doors, into which were bull’s eyes of glass to peep 

through, and a bell to ring when he wanted anything in the grave. 

For years the coffin was propped up against the wall of his house 

and all his male visitors paid a penny for the privilege of standing 

inside this wooden box. From the women he exacted, not a 

penny, but a garter, and each garter was tied to his old armchair, 

until you could scarcely see the wood for garters.  

He would often summon the poor and elderly to his house for tea, 

which was served from the coffin. 

The Rose & Crown public house. Rawcliffe (left), with a detail of the pub sign showing 

Jemmy riding his bull “Jupiter” (right) 

Contemporary illustration of Jemmy’s carriage, pulled by a pair of donkeys 

A bogus set of bank notes were issued by Jemmy Hirst which were engraved and 

printed in Hull in the form of a £5 note of the day, but were only worth 2 ½d.     

Goole Museum collection. 

Introduction 

This exhibition, produced by the Skidby Mill Volunteer team, takes a detailed look at a variety of colourful East Riding characters from 

the past 250 years or so. They include eminent archaeologists, writers, businessmen, eccentrics and even the odd convict! “Worthies” 

can carry a number of meanings in the English language. Here we take it as referring to “worthy of our attention”, as well as (in some 

cases) worthy of respect. 

John and Christopher Wright of Welwick 

 

John “Jack” Wright (1568-1605) and his brother Christopher “Kit” (1570-1605) Wright were co-plotters 

in the 1605 Gunpowder Plot, along with Guy Fawkes and others. They were born at Welwick in East 

Yorkshire and were educated at York, as was Guy Fawkes. All three were Catholics. They were known 

to the authorities as trouble-makers and were arrested on a number of occasions. The brothers were 

skilled swordsmen and John was a good fighter. A priest described him as having ‘a good physique 

and sound constitution’ and he was said to be very loyal to his friends. Christopher was described as 

‘not like him (his brother) in face as being fatter and a lighter coloured hair and taller of person’. 

After the Gunpowder Plot was discovered and Guy Fawkes had been captured, Christopher and John 

joined the other plotters and travelled north. They were at Warwick Castle looking for supplies when 

they were identified as suspects. The authorities then published a proclamation naming the two 

brothers and the others as wanted men. They made a stand at Holbeck House, a gun battle broke out 

and the two brothers were shot and killed along with two of the other plotters. Guy Fawkes and the 

others prisoners were tortured and executed on 31
st
 January 1606 

Just as you go into Welwick village (on the road to Easington and Spurn Point), there is a sculpture of 

four men. Guy Fawkes and Robert Catesby are shown along with Jack and Kit Wright. The plaque 

states that the Wrights ‘lived near to this site on Plowlands Farm’. 



Snowden Dunhill 

 

Born in 1766 Snowden Dunhill and his extended family became 

some of the East Riding’s most notorious nineteenth century 

criminals. He grew up in Spaldington , near Howden, and his 

early life was spent in petty crime. Marriage to Sarah Taylor, eight 

years his senior and already the widow of a criminal, only 

increased his activities. He specialised  in the theft of grain from 

local farmers and soon amassed a considerable sum of money. 

Together with his five children and two step-sons they formed a 

formidable gang who terrorised the neighbourhood. 

However, in 1812 the law caught up with him and despite his 

family declaring his innocence he was arrested and sent to 

Beverley House of Correction. Because of the fear his family 

inspired, he was sent for trial to York, as it was thought that no 

jury in the East Riding would dare to convict him. There he was 

sentenced to seven years transportation, but never left England, 

serving his time on a prison ship moored in the Thames known as 

a hulk. 

On his release he returned to East Yorkshire but found that many 

of his family had been arrested or transported themselves for a 

variety of minor crimes. He therefore recommenced his old life with the aim of being sent to Australia himself. It was not long 

before he was rearrested and, because of his reputation, soon found himself on board the convict ship ”Asia” bound for New 

South Wales. 

He spent several years there and during this time met an educated young man who agreed to write down his life story for him as 

he himself was illiterate. Later he met a sailor whom he had known as a child in East Yorkshire and who agreed to take the 

manuscript back to England for publication. 

On his release he made his way to Tasmania where he was reunited with his wife but he soon returned to a life of petty crime. 

Records show that he was often punished for drunkenness, gambling and theft for which he received lashes and spent time in a 

tread wheel. He finally died in prison in Port Arthur in 1838. 

Meanwhile his life story had been published in Howden and was an immediate success, running to five editions. Memories of 

Dunhill and his notorious family lived on until well into the 20
th
 century.  

The convict ship “Asia”. 

Snowden Dunhill death notice. 

Reconstruction of a treadmill. 

Snowden Dunhill in his own words…. 

“I was soon considered as the head of a dangerous gang of plunderers, and I had 

certainly become an object of dread and fear with all the surrounding farmers.” 

“Hard worked, half starved ill fed and worse clothed, such is the fate of the 

hopeless convict” 

Algernon Barkworth 

 

Algernon Barkworth was a wealthy bachelor and JP who lived at Tranby House, now part 

of Hessle High School. At the age of 48 he became famous as one of the few survivors of 

the Titanic disaster. He had booked a 1
st
 class ticket at a cost of £30 as he wanted to see 

what the ship was like and set sail from Southampton on 10 April 1912. 

On the night of the disaster he was sitting in the Smoking Room with his friends when he 

heard a grinding sound causing the ship to tremble and then the engines stopped. He 

made his way on to the deck but seeing that it was covered with ice and that the ship was beginning to tilt to the starboard, he 

returned to his cabin to put on his lifejacket and fur coat. 

Returning to the deck he soon realised that unless he jumped he was doomed so he climbed over the railings, dropped 30 feet 

into the icy water and swam as far from the ship as he could. After resting on a plank he reached an overturned lifeboat, climbed 

on board and watched as the Titanic sank. After drifting for five hours he and his fellow survivors were picked up by another boat 

where his shaggy fur coat caused him to be described as looking like “some waterlogged 

sheepdog”. He was then transferred to the “Carpathia” and taken to New York. 

On Monday 15 April his mother, received a brief telegram by wireless containing the word “Safe” 

but his family remained anxious. The Carpathia reached New York on Thursday 18 April and by 

Friday the full story of his rescue appeared in the Hull Daily Mail, the headline containing the 

phrase “thrilling rescue”. He was lucky to have received only slight injuries and returned to life in 

Hessle. He died in January 1942 and is buried in Kirk Ella church. 
The “Carpathia, which rescued many of 

the Titanic survivors. 

Quotes from Barkworth’s report dictated to Mr Francis when 

rescued as his hands were frozen:- 

“Looking over my shoulder I saw the Titanic disappear with a volley 

of loud reports.” 

“When we were rescued……we had two dead men on our stern, one of 

which fell off.” 



Winifred Holtby (1898-1935) 

Winifred was born to a prosperous family at Rudston. Her father was a farmer; her mother 

became the first woman alderman to be elected to East Riding County Council. Winifred’s 

roots were in rural Yorkshire; she is buried in All Saints Church, Rudston. 

She left home to go to Somerville College, Oxford in 1917, graduating in 1921. She was 

never to return to Rudston as in 1919 her father retired to Cottingham, to a house down 

Thwaite Street called ‘Bainesse’, an Indian word meaning welcome. It was later named 

Holtby House after the family had left. 

In 1934-35 she briefly lived in Hornsea and Withernsea where she wrote some of her most 

famous novel, ‘South Riding’ which was published posthumously. A prolific writer , she also 

wrote other novels, ‘The Land of Green Ginger’ being amongst them. 

She wrote articles for various magazines and papers and liked to call herself a journalist; 

she had poetry published as well. Along with her friend Vera Brittain (‘Testament of Youth’) 

she was a feminist, a  pacifist and always sympathetic to the poor and downtrodden. She 

travelled widely to give lectures on behalf of the League of Nations Union (LNU). 

Having travelled to South Africa, she was horrified by the way the indigenous population was treated, campaigning for 

them in her writings and lectures to bring it to the attention of other countries. 

Tall in stature, handsome in appearance, it was said when she walked into a room she lit it up and everyone paid 

attention to her. She was way ahead of her time and helped to lay, with others, the foundations of human rights and 

equality. That she died at the early age of 37  is our loss. Who knows what she could have achieved if she had been 

fortunate to live longer. 

William Bradley of Market Weighton 

 

Recorded as the tallest Englishman, William Bradley was born in February 1787, the 4th son in a family of 13 and weighed 14 lbs. at birth. 

His father, a master tailor, measured 5ft 9 in. and his siblings and mother, Anne, were of average size, although one sister, who died in an 

accident aged 16 was tall. He was said to have been teased at school because of his height, though many students were scared of him. 

Teachers at the school were said to have punished misbehaving pupils by getting Bradley to lift them onto the high cross beams until the 

teacher decided to have them taken down again! 

 

After school he lived simply and worked on a farm near Pocklington, being paid less than 10 shillings (50 pence) a week. There was nothing 

extraordinary about his lifestyle, but it was his enormous stature that brought him fame. By the age of 19 he had reached the height of 7ft 9in 

and weighed an incredible 27 stones. During his lifetime William Bradley made a good living by travelling with a group of showmen under the 

alias of 'The Yorkshire Giant' appearing at fairgrounds and shows, where he was described as the 'tallest man ever recorded in England.' 

At the time Freak Shows were popular and would draw large crowds. He was a prized asset, joining the huge `Yorkshire Pig' which was bred 

at Sancton, 2 miles from Market Weighton. After touring fairs up and down the country, including Hull Fair, he parted from his 'minder' by 

1815 to manage himself. Bradley would charge a shilling for each person to visit him in a room 

which he hired in various towns. He was even presented to King George III at Windsor, who gave him a gold watch and chain which Bradley 

wore for the rest of his life. 

 

He died in his hometown in 1820 at the age of 33. On his death he was secretly buried in the churchyard of All 

Saints' Church, but fears that body snatchers might remove his mortal remains led to his being exhumed and 

reburied inside the parish church. Market Weighton is very proud of their local giant and have erected a 

number of features around the town's streets. A plaque measuring 15in in length and 51/2in in width – the size 

of his footprint – is set on the wall of the house on York Road where William Bradley lived and a room inside 

has a full-length painting, copied from an etching. 

Close by there is a life-sized statue of William Bradley which gazes down the narrow High Street, sculpted 

from the trunk of an oak tree estimated to be more than 200 years old – which means that it would have been 

growing during the giant's lifetime. 

 

There is also a series of 23 giant granite footprints, set in pavements around the town, creating the Giant 

Bradley Heritage Trail. An annual Giant Bradley Day has been held in May since 1996 and is attended by 

hundreds of people. 

Top: Holtby House in Thwaite Street, Cottingham, home of the Holtby family from 1918. 

Above: Winifred Holtby’s grave at All Saints Church, Rudston. 

Far right:  All Saints Church, Rudston 

Right: Blue Plaque in Land of Green Ginger, Hull, which gave the title of a Holtby novel. 

Left: The Giant Bradley statue in Market Weighton.  

Above: A contemporary print. 



John Robert Mortimer, Archaeologist 

 

John Robert Mortimer was born at Fimber in the East Riding of Yorkshire on the 25
th
 June 1825. He was a corn merchant and 

built up an extensive trade in seeds, corn, manures and fertilizers.  

Mortimer’s interest in archaeology started in 1851 when he visited the Great Exhibition and the British Museum in London. He 

and his younger brother Robert began systematically searching for geological specimens around their home village. Large 

quantities of surface finds were acquired by the brothers during this time and were displayed in purpose built cabinets in an 

office attached to their farmhouse at Fimber. Over a period of a decade or so, upwards of fifteen thousand geological 

specimens and archaeological objects were collected. This material was later described as ‘a collection that can only be 

matched with that in the British Museum.’  

Mortimer began surveying prehistoric field monuments and saw an opportunity to increase his collection through excavation. 

In May 1863 he opened the barrow at High Towthorpe. Between that date and 1910 John and his brother Robert excavated 

296 Neolithic and Bronze Age barrows, over 60 Iron Age barrows, and a number of Anglo-Saxon cemeteries. 

John moved to Driffield in 1869 after his marriage to Matilda 

Mitchell and focused on his thriving corn, seed and manure 

business. He eventually had three sons and three daughters. 

Mortimer financed the building of a museum in 1878 at 25 

Lockwood Street, Driffield to house his growing geological and 

archaeological collections. John later became bankrupt as his 

corn and seed business went into severe decline with the onset 

of the agricultural depression in the 1880’s. His collection now 

‘Few pursuits can be more fascinating than enquiring 

into the history of past ages, tracing out the manners 

and customs of mankind in early times, investigating 

their origin and antiquity, and following the rise and 

progress of bygone races.’ 

‘The barrows should be carefully examined by turning 

over the greater portion of each mound, and carefully 

testing the ground below by trenching it to find a 

grave which often exists some feet below the base of 

the barrow.’ 

‘These mounds are the transient works of a people we 

know but little of from history, and they and their 

contents are so fast succumbing to the plough and the 

harrow that in less than a quarter of a century not one 

half of them will remain….’  

John Robert Mortimer. Image courtesy of Stephen Harrison 

GEORGE HUDSON 

 

Born in Howsham, a hamlet on the east bank of the Yorkshire Derwent in the parish of Scrayingham on March 10
th
 1800. He left 

home, possibly at age 15, to become apprenticed to a draper in York. He worked hard, became a partner in the business and 

married his partner’s sister. In 1827 his great-uncle, Matthew Bottrill, died and left George most of his property. The total value of this 

was put at about £30 000 – a fortune in those days and making him a rich citizen. 

Railways were generally constructed to solve a local need or problem. One idea was to join the York to the Leeds-Selby Railway in 

order to get cheaper coal for local industries. Hudson realised that steam haulage could be successful and made his oft-quoted 

remark “mak all t’railways cum t’York” –to form what we would call a ”hub” today. The East Yorkshire section of this is shown in the 

map on the left. 

George Hudson was now riding on the crest of a wave: he was a self-made man of vision, and enterprise who went out and got 

things done, but, he had also become regarded as an  unscrupulous manipulator with a bullying manner who would stop at nothing 

to get his way. By 1849 he had started amalgamating local railways into more profitable regional monopolies. However, by that year, 

also, he had started the downward trend to ruin by expensive borrowing and paying good dividends, but out of capital instead of 

profits. 

Sketch Map of the Main Railway Developments In East Yorkshire 

Above left: Welburn Farm, Fimber, birthplace of John Robert Mortimer. Courtesy of Stephen 

Harrison. 

Left: Mortimer in his Museum, c1900. Courtesy of Stephen Harrison. 

Above: Mortimer’s old warehouse at Driffield, photograph taken in 2014. 

 



Arthur Wilson 

 

Arthur Wilson is best known for creating a shipping line which was once the largest privately owned fleet in the 

world and also for hosting the infamous house party which led to the Baccarat Scandal. 

Born in 1836 he was the youngest of fifteen children of Thomas Wilson who had founded Thomas Wilson, Sons 

and Co. Arthur expanded the trade and passenger business with the Baltic and Scandinavia as well as transporting 

would-be emigrants on the first leg of their journey to America. By 1890 the company had 10,000 employees and 

routes across the globe. 

While Arthur was busy with the company his ambitious wife, Mary, was determined to promote the family socially. 

To assist with this work began in 1874 on a lavish new house at Anlaby lit by electricity and with all modern conveniences. 

In 1890 the Wilsons played host to the Prince of Wales who was attending Doncaster Races. One evening the Prince suggested a game of Baccarat. Arthur did not 

approve of the game and it was also illegal in England at that time, but he could not refuse the Prince and although he did not take part in the game himself, several of 

his family did. During the course of the game several of the players witnessed William Gordon-Cummings cheating and confronted him. This eventually led to a 

famous Court case in which the Prince was involved. As a result of the bad publicity he never returned to Tranby Croft. 

The family’s success however did not long outlast the Edwardian era. Shortly after Christmas 1909, Arthur was diagnosed with stomach cancer and he died the 

following October. A new family vault was created in Kirk Ella cemetery and the bells of Holy Trinity in Hull tolled for an hour and a half. 

The family business did not survive much longer. During World War I the company lost forty-nine ships. Arthur’s sons took less interest in the business and eventually 

the company was sold to the Ellerman Line. The remaining family gradually left the East Riding and the grand house is now occupied by Hull Collegiate School. 

The Wilson family 

Muriel Wilson 

Arthur Wilson’s youngest daughter, Muriel Thetis, was born in March 1875 and spent most of her early life at 

Tranby Croft (see image to left). She loved being the centre of attention and as a child would entertain her 

mother’s friends by reciting poetry. This talent was later to lead to her becoming a celebrated amateur actress, 

performing before members of the Royal Family. 

Not only was she talented and beautiful but she was also exquisitely dressed. She and her mother had many 

of their clothes made by Madame Clapham in Hull and their patronage helped lead to the fame of this 

dressmaker. 

Her outgoing personality, beauty and wealth meant that she moved in the highest levels of society, both in 

Britain and America. The family home in London became well-known as a place of lavish parties. One of her 

friends was Winston Churchill who visited Tranby Croft several times. In 1896, after his return from the Boer 

War, he asked her to marry him. She refused but they remained close friends all her life. 

However, her fame did not last long. In 1909 her father, Arthur, died and she was forced to enter a period of 

mourning. Gradually her friends married and the outbreak of World War I meant an end to the lavish 

Edwardian lifestyle. In 1917 she was married at Anlaby church, the wedding was filmed and shown nationally 

in cinemas. Shortly after she left the East Riding and rarely returned. She died in 1964 having outlived most of 

her contemporaries and was the last of the Wilsons to have lived at Tranby Croft. 

Clive Wilson (1876-1921) 

Clive was the youngest of Arthur Wilson’s children and, like his sister Muriel, was outgoing. 

As a soldier, polo player, amateur actor and singer he was immensely popular with local 

people and his friends and would never have been happy based in an office managing the 

family business. 

In March 1900 he went to South Africa as part of Paget’s Corp of the Imperial Yeomanry. 

By December 1901 he was involved in fierce fighting at Tafelkorp in which five men were 

killed and eleven injured. Clive was shot in the hand and lost two fingers, one of which was 

amputated and was for many years kept at Tranby Croft. As a result of his injuries he was 

medically discharged but was mentioned twice in dispatches and was awarded the 

Queen’s Medal, the King’s Medal and the DSO. On his return to Hull 30,000 people 

gathered on the route from the station to Anlaby waving flags and cheering. The Wilson 

Line Brass Band played and the press gathered. 

In January 1907 he married his sister’s Italian tutor, Elvira, in London. In Hull the ships 

hooted and bells rang out to mark the event and celebratory dinners were arranged for the 

staff at Tranby Croft and members of A Squadron of the Imperial Yeomanry. 

After the wedding he moved to St Mary’s House in Beverley 

and this was the scene of another dramatic event in his life. 

On the night of 29 January 1912 a fire broke out in a room 

above the nursery where his two children were sleeping 

and it was only by the bravery of the children’s nurse who 

managed to get them onto the roof that they were saved. 

After the fire the family moved to Little Tranby near 

Beverley racecourse. 

When World War I broke out Clive served again with the 

East Riding Yeomanry and later erected a war memorial on 

the site of his old home on Hengate (see image above 

right). 

He died suddenly in January 1921 at the age of only 44 and 

is buried in the family vault in Kirk Ella. Forty of his old 

comrades from A Squadron attended the service just as 

they had done for his marriage. Clive Wilson in his ERY uniform. 

Courtesy of Hedon Museum & the 

estate of Mr. W. Palmer 

Above: Arthur Stanley Wilson, son of Arthur, later MP for Hull in his 

East Riding Yeomanry uniform, 1903. 

Top right: Clive & Guy Greville Wilson in hunting gear, pre WWI. 

Right: Guy Greville Wilson, a cousin, who was commander of the 

ERY during the First World War. 

Images courtesy of Hedon Museum & the estate of Mr. W. Palmer. 


