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Preface

on michaelmas day 1920 Huddersfield Corporation bought from Sir John 
Frecheville Ramsden the land and rights held by his family in and around 
the town of Huddersfield, thus bringing to an end a relationship that had 
begun in 1531 when William Ramsden married Joanna Wood of Longley 
Hall. Over the decades the Ramsdens extended their property, acquiring 
the manors of Huddersfield in 1599 and Almondbury in 1627. By the end 
of the nineteenth century they owned a considerable part of the land on 
which central Huddersfield was built. They invested in and benefited from 
the urban and industrial expansion of Huddersfield in the later-eighteenth 
and nineteenth centuries, but were never primarily industrial or commercial 
entrepreneurs: they were ground landlords who, from the later-17th century, 
lived 30 miles away at Byram. They retained their local seat at Longley New 
Hall but, as absentees, acted through local agents. They seldom visited the 
town in person until the coming of convenient rail travel in the second half 
of the nineteenth century. 

This collection of essays has been brought together to celebrate the 
centenary of the 1920 purchase. It does not attempt a comprehensive history 
but is focused on aspects of the relationship between the Ramsdens and 
Huddersfield, especially in the nineteenth century during the lifetime of Sir 
John William Ramsden (1831-1914) for which the archives are particularly 
rich and when the greatest expansion of the town and Ramsden influence 
occurred.

Some outline of events is offered in chapter 1 by Brian Haigh, who looks 
at Longley Hall, its inhabitants and the uses to which the buildings were put. 
David Griffiths then follows in chapter 2 with an analysis of the evolving 
and sometimes fractious relationship between the town and the family, 
especially in the nineteenth century. One of the most controversial − as well 
as economically important − issues in the nineteenth century concerned 
the terms governing the relationships between the Ramsden estate and its 
tenants, the intricacies of which are pursued in chapter 3 by John Halstead. 
Religion and philanthropy, while no doubt sincerely meant, were also a 
useful means by which the Ramsdens managed not only their tenants but 
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the whole community, and this is the theme of chapter 4 by Edward Royle. 
One expression of such activity was the construction of churches and other 
public buildings: in chapter 5 Christopher Webster provides studies of William 
Wallen and James Pigott Pritchett, two architects who did important work 
for the Ramsden estate in the 1840s and 1850s, giving the town two of its 
most impressive buildings – the George Hotel and the Railway Station. The 
final two chapters are concerned with the sale itself. In chapter 6 Stephen 
Caunce and the editor re-examine critically the ‘Dawson File’, first used 
by Clifford Stephenson in 1972 to celebrate rather uncritically the story of 
‘The Town that Bought Itself ’; and in chapter 7 Meriel Buxton gives new 
insights into the reasons why Sir John Frecheville Ramsden wished to sell 
the town and how the sale was brought about. Her chapter also provides a 
personal perspective on some of the key members of the Ramsden family in 
the nineteenth century, drawing on private family archives.

Archival references are given in the end notes to each chapter. Where 
no location is given, the documents referred to will be found in the West 
Yorkshire Archive Service Kirklees office in Huddersfield. References to 
secondary works in the end notes are to the composite bibliography at the 
end of the book.

The idea for this book was conceived and commissioned by the late Hilary 
Haigh, formerly Huddersfield Archivist and Local History Librarian, then 
until her retirement archivist at the Polytechnic/University, and a founder-
member and long-serving secretary of the Huddersfield Local History 
Society. The completed project is dedicated to her memory.

edward royle 
september 2020.
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