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Introduction  
 
Established ‘at some distance in the countryside’ in 1836, the General 
Cemetery with it’s unusually designed landscape, recognized as of historic 
significance both nationally and internationally, is now the final resting 
place of 87,000 people. This book holds but a few details of a handful of 
those buried there.  
 
Many of the deaths recorded in this book were accidental, and whilst some 
could easily have parallels in today’s world, others seem strange to us 
because now they might easily be avoided. 
 
One of the most common causes of accidental death among women, girls 
and even very young boys, was fire. Women and children of all ages and 
social classes were at risk from the open fires necessary both to heat the 
home and to cook and the voluminous skirts worn by all were very easily 
set alight, often with disastrous consequences. 
 
Among grown men the most common cause of accident appears to have 
been the phaeton, gig, or one-horse carriage, which seemed to tumble over 
on cobbled streets with alarming frequency.  
 
Victorian roads may not have had the volume of motor traffic that we have 
today, but they were nonetheless very busy and the story of the death of 
Ben Littlewood graphically demonstrates what could happen when even 
Victorian road safety rules were ignored. Also the lack of any emergency 
response service for accidents, of course, made matters much worse.  
 
One of the most gifted stonemasons working in the Cemetery in mid 
Victorian times, Theophilus Smith, nationally renowned for his wrought-
iron work and abilities as a sculptor and also well known as an early 
photographer, was seriously injured by a carriage (he was a pedestrian) and 
never properly recovered. 
 
Even today, with all the legislation covering road users, road traffic 
accidents account for more accidental deaths than anything else and many 
of these, as in the early 19th century, are either passengers or pedestrians; 
and many of them, children. 
 



4 

A close second to carriage accidents come industrial accidents, a reflection 
of the rapid industrialization of Sheffield, the lack of health and safety 
legislation and, by our standards, the extremely poor working conditions. 
Modern medicine, health and safety legislation and technological develop-
ments cushion us from the precariousness of existence. However there are 
many instances of accidental death from the 19th century that do have 
parallels with modern accidents; Leopold Lichtenthal, the young Russian 
showing off on his horse, could just as easily be a young motorcyclist 
showing off to his friends today. 
 
Also, some families seem to have been accident-prone as among this small 
sample of the accidental deaths, there are two pairs of fathers and sons who 
died in separate accidents. In addition, John Pickering, whose death is 
described in this book, had two siblings who were to die in the Sheffield 
Flood of 1864, twenty years later. 
 
Most articles in this book are drawn from local newspapers, the Sheffield 
and Rotherham Independent, the Sheffield Mercury and a story from The 
Knife Book by Geoffrey Tweedale; a modern book about Sheffield knives. 
While some reports have been rewritten because of the length of the 
stories, many are printed verbatim, as the language used to describe these 
deaths is, in itself, fascinating.  
 
Many of the inquests took place in pubs and taverns as they were often the 
nearest appropriate venue to the scene of the deaths, with some even taking 
place in shops and occasionally in private homes. Mr T. Badger, the local 
coroner, must have been tearing round Sheffield to get to all these deaths as 
his name comes up time and again! 
 
You will notice that many of the deaths reported in this book are from the 
1830s and 1840s. This is because, in this period of the Cemetery’s history, 
the Cemetery Company recorded not just the date of death, the name of the 
parents and their address, but also the cause of death. Though not unique, it 
is unusual for a cemetery company to have recorded this information.  
 
Those mentioned in this book are from all walks of life, and whilst the 
well-off could afford grand monuments, the less wealthy struggled over 
years to save for funerals and a respectable stone to memorialise their 
loved ones. Paths have been made to as many of their graves as possible 
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but some are still inaccessible because of the thickness of the bramble that 
surrounds them or because the area has been fenced off for health and 
safety reasons. 
 
Some of the stories related here are rather gruesome, others sad and even 
shocking, but we hope that reading them will add to your enjoyment of this 
beautiful ‘remote and undisturbed’ place. 
 
Note - burial plot numbers are referred to against most records, for the sake 
of completeness, and for the benefit of those wishing to locate a grave. Plot 
maps of the General Cemetery are held by Sheffield City Archives and the 
Sheffield General Cemetery Trust. In order to help you locate each burial a 
map is shown at the end of each article along with the plot reference. A 
larger scale map indicating approximate locations of all the burials in the 
book with some of the Cemetery’s key features can be found on page 83 
towards the end of the book. 
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Sarah Goddard  
On Saturday 18th May 1839 an inquest was held into the death of Sarah 
Goddard, aged nine years. ‘The girl set herself on fire, by wafting the fire 
with her pinafore, and was so severely burnt as to cause her death.’ 

 
 

“The girl set herself on fire, by wafting the fire with her pinafore” 
 
Emma Greaves  
An inquest was reported on Saturday 3rd April 1841 ‘touching the death of 
Emma Greaves, aged seven years, daughter of Charles and Emma Greaves 
of Rockingham Street. She was admitted into the Infirmary on Saturday 
27th March very severely burnt. It appeared she had been standing with her 
back to the fire in her father’s house, and another girl was lighting some 
paper by the fire, when the frock of the deceased was caught up by the 
flames.’ 
 
Charlotte Woolhouse 
The death of Charlotte was reported on Saturday 3rd February 1855, from 
burn injuries. ‘The child had been left by her mother at the house of a niece 
to play with her children. The children were placed in a room upstairs, and, 
while left alone, the deceased got on fire. The screams of the child alarmed 
the mother of her playfellows, and the flames were extinguished. The child 
was taken to the infirmary, where she died.’ 
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Susannah Sharpe 
Susannah lived with her husband near Lady’s Bridge, and died on Saturday 
13th February 1841 as a result of stooping down with her back to the fire, 
to look after her child. Her clothes accidentally caught fire and she was so 
severely burned that she died. 
 
Sarah, Emma, Charlotte and Susannah are four of the many young girls and 
women buried in this Cemetery who died as a result of their skirts catching 
fire. Incredibly, in the nineteenth century, after childbirth, burning was the 
second most common cause of death among females. 
 
 

 
·  Sarah, Emma and Susannah are buried in public grave B27, close to the 

Egyptian gate. There are a total of eighty-six burials in this single plot. 
 

·  Charlotte is buried in a public grave F129. 
 

 

Sarah, Emma 
  & Susannah 

Charlotte 
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William and Thomas Dennis 
On Sunday 8th October 1848, the bodies of two drowned boys were 
dragged from the waters of the River Don, not far from Lady’s Bridge. 
Some thirty minutes before this tragic outcome, a watchman had raised the 
alarm after seeing ‘the caps of the unfortunate youths floating on the top of 
the water’. Would-be rescuers set out on a raft to search the river - others 
furnished themselves with hooked poles and moved along the banks 
dragging the waters as they went; but this frantic activity availed nothing - 
save the recovery of two sodden corpses. 
 
William Dennis, aged sixteen years and his younger brother Thomas, 
eleven, had, that morning, set out from the parental home in Fitzalan 
Square. They had permission from their father, to ‘go to see the arch that 
had fallen in Sheaf yard.’ Before his sons had left to see the spectacle, 
Joseph Dennis, a tailor of Baker’s Hill, had cautioned them not to approach 
the river. This warning was addressed particularly to Thomas, the younger 
son, who may have been charged with the safety of his brother William 
who, though older, was described at the inquest as being ‘rather weak of 
intellect’. Despite giving their father assurances to the contrary, the boys 
disobeyed his instruction and attempted to cross the Don, but they were 
warned off by a watchman. 
 
On this occasion, the brothers pretended to leave the area of the Wicker, 
but doubled back and tried to cross the river again; but, once more, they 
gave up when spotted by the watchman.  
 
The boys’ third and fatal attempt to cross the river was observed by a boy 
named George Machin, who later gave evidence to the inquest. It is clear 
from Machin’s account that Thomas was the prime mover in the tragic 
events which unfolded. The witness described watching from the opposite 
bank as Thomas urged a clearly fearful William to enter the river. That the 
feeble-minded boy was extremely anxious at that prospect is apparent in 
Machin’s observation that Thomas twice crossed the river by himself, 
going back-and-forth as if to show his reluctant brother that all would be 
well. This strategy eventually succeeded to the extent that William took 
Thomas’s hand and led him into the waters of the Don. Machin watched 
them moving edgewise, hand-in-hand, closer and closer to the middle of 
the river, where fate was waiting to turn the final card. Machin saw the 
bigger, older boy slip into the river and the smaller boy follow. A man, 
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attempting to cross at the same time, saw the boys carried away by the 
flowing water; he hastened to alert the watchman whose dismal discovery 
of the boys’ caps set the futile rescue attempt in train. 
 
On the evening of the day following these events, an inquest was held in 
the Wicker, at the Station Inn. The jury’s verdict was that William and 
Thomas Dennis had met with ‘Accidental death’. The following news 
report is dated Saturday 14th October, 1848:  
 
‘The unfortunate brothers were interred in the same grave, at the Cemetery 
on Wednesday. Thousands of persons, sympathising with the bereaved 
parents, witnessed the sad spectacle. We understand the family attend the 
Nether Chapel, and that the Rev. Thomas Smith will preach a sermon in 
reference to this distressing event next Sunday evening.’ 
 
William and Thomas are buried in a plot F127 in the corner of the Cemetery. 
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Alfred Atkinson 
The following news report appeared on Saturday 2nd February 1850: ‘A 
fatal accident occurred in the forenoon on the large dam of the Water 
Company, in the Dam House, Crookes Moors, to Mr. Alfred Atkinson, son 
of Mr. S Atkinson, secretary to the Sheffield Reform Society and the 
Freehold Land Society. The deceased, who was passionately fond of 
skating, went upon the ice about ten in the forenoon and was skating round 
the dam. He had gone safely on two sides, but on the third the ice broke 
and he fell into the water. He endeavoured, fruitlessly, to cling onto the 
unbroken ice, and before any aid could be extended to him he disappeared. 
The ice was so dangerous, having been broken near the same place the day 
before, that it was necessary to construct a raft before any effective meas-
ures could be taken to recover the body, which was about three hours in the 
water. The deceased was a very young man, in his nineteenth year, and his 
untimely death has plunged the family into deep affliction.’ 
 
Alfred is buried in plot W132 close to the Non-Conformist chapel. 
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Thomas Binns 
Reported on Saturday 21st August 1847, was a story headed ‘Young Man 
Drowned in Chatsworth Park’: ‘We regret to have to announce a fatal 
accident, which occurred at Chatsworth Park, the seat of his Grace, the 
Duke of Devonshire, on Wednesday last, to a young man, named Thomas 
Binns, aged 21, who was the driver of one of his mother’s (Mrs. Jemima 
Binns) cabs. It appears that he, with a young man named Thompson, the 
driver of another cab, had taken a party over to Chatsworth, and after 
putting up their horses at Baslow, walked into the Park. Near Queen 
Mary’s Bower, they stripped, with the intention of bathing in the river 
Derwent, which passes through the grounds. Thompson, who had several 
times bathed at the place, cautioned young Binns, who could not swim, to 
keep to the side, as in the centre of the stream it was very deep. They got 
into the water at a shallow point, but it appears that Binns, neglecting the 
precaution of his companion, was crossing over to the other side of the 
stream, when he got out of his depth and sank. Thompson, who was not a 
good swimmer, dare not venture to follow him, but called to some gentle-
men, who were playing cricket near, one of whom came to the spot, and 
jumped in the water, to Binns’ assistance. He dived several times without 
being able to meet with him, and when at last found, it was not until a 
quarter of an hour had elapsed, when he was quite dead. The melancholy 
bereavement will be severely felt by his mother, to whom, since the death 
of her husband, a few years ago, by a coach accident, he has been of great 
assistance.’ 
 

 
 

“When at last found, it was not until a quarter of an hour had elapsed” 
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A report on the death of Thomas’s father is also included on page 34 in this 
book. Both are buried in plot H169. Thomas’s inscription on the chest tomb 
reads: ‘In life respected, in death lamented’. Unusually, his mother, following 
the death of her husband, and then son, on top of caring for a large family, 
took on the management of the family hackney cab business. She is recorded 
as ‘cab, plain and figured hearse and mourning coach proprietress’. On her 
gravestone are the words: ‘She looketh well to the ways of her household and 
eateth not the bread of idleness’. Jemima lived to age sixty-four and died on 
Tuesday 24th April 1868. The gravestone also records the death of her eldest 
daughter Charlotte, at the age of thirty. 
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Julia Hall 
Reported on Saturday 24th August 1844: ‘On Thursday evening a little 
girl, under three years old, the daughter of Mr. Hall, boot and shoemaker of 
Bow Street, was found drowned in the out-kitchen of her parents’ house. It 
appeared the child was not seen after three o’clock in the afternoon, but no 
alarm was created as she was in the habit of going to a neighbour’s house. 
About six in the evening, however, Mrs. Hall, going to the out-kitchen, 
found the child hanging over the edge of the maidening tub*, which 
contained water, and quite dead.’  
 
*A maidening tub is a washing tub, in which clothes are pounded. 
 
Julia is buried in private plot B142, near the Egyptian gate. 
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John Naughton 
‘A Man Drowned’ was reported on Saturday 24th February 1844: ‘A body 
was taken out of the Twelve O’clock Wheel dam, in an advanced state of 
decomposition, which was discovered to be that of John Naughton, aged 
seventy-five.’ 
 
The report continues: ‘An inquest was held at the sign of the Twelve 
O’clock the same evening, when it appeared that the deceased, who was in 
receipt of parish relief, had left his lodgings in Oborne Street, Bridge-
houses, on the 21st December, for the purpose of going to Wentworth 
House to ask for the dole given by Earl Fitzwilliam to the poor annually, on 
St Thomas’s day. Though every enquiry had been made, he had not been 
heard of since, and there was no evidence to show how he had got into the 
river.’ 
 
John is buried in public plot V86 behind the James Nicholson memorial of a 
kneeling woman. 
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Darby Tule  
An inquest into the death of Darby Tule, an Irishman aged 30, that took 
place at the Brightside Poorhouse, was reported on Thursday 22nd June 
1839: ‘It appeared from the evidence that the deceased came from a place 
called Straw Hill near Dublin, and had been in this country for six weeks. 
Being unable to obtain work, and having no money, he threw himself into 
the Sheffield Canal at Attercliffe, on Sunday morning. He was slowly taken 
out by some persons who had observed him jump into the water, and 
afterwards removed to the Poorhouse at Pitsmoor, where he received every 
attention. He began to have fits on Monday and died on Tuesday; death, 
there is no doubt, having been produced by immersion in water.’ 
 
Darby is buried in an unmarked public burial plot number B23, near the 
Egyptian gate entrance. 
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Richard Robertshaw Jnr. 
A fatal accident was reported on Saturday 16th October 1847 at an inquest 
at the Fork Inn, Rockingham Street: ‘touching the death of Richard Robert-
shaw, a boy about four years old, who was drowned on Monday evening, 
by falling into a reservoir attached to the works of Mr. John Davenport, 
saw manufacturer. 
 
This reservoir, which is guarded only by a low paling, is used for the 
purpose of supplying the engine, and its high temperature is a source of 
great temptation to the boys employed on the works to indulge in a cheap 
warm bath, notwithstanding that they had been frequently reprimanded for 
doing so. On the evening in question, John Ibberson had been bathing. He 
had got out, and was dressing himself at the upper end of the yard, which is 
partitioned off by a pair of double gates, extending to the edge of the 
reservoir. 
 
The gates were locked, as the works were closed, and the deceased was 
endeavouring to get round the gates to Ibberson. He was twice removed by 
a youth named Howell, and on trying a third time, he fell into the water. 
The depth of the reservoir is near five feet, about eight inches of which is 
mud. Howell saw him fall, and gave an alarm, when Ibberson immediately 
plunged in after him, but, owing to the darkness of the evening, and the 
deceptive appearance of the water, nearly ten minutes elapsed before the 
body was found, when life was extinct. The jury returned a verdict of 
“Accidental death”; and to prevent similar accidents occurring they ordered 
Mr. Davenport to raise the fence which surrounds the reservoir to the 
height of five feet, within a fortnight, under a penalty of £10.’ 
 
Richard’s father, also called Richard, died in an industrial accident, details 
of which are described on page 43. 
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“Owing to the darkness of the evening, and the deceptive appearance of the 
water, nearly ten minutes elapsed before the body was found.” 
 
Both Richard and his father are buried in private grave L158, but their 
gravestone is in an area currently closed to members of the public. 
 

 



24 

 
 

Thank you for reading this sample. 
 

If you wish to purchase a copy of this book then please visit our website at 
www.gencem.org/publications.php 

 
Alternatively, you can contact us at the Sheffield General Cemetery Trust 
Office on 0114 2683486 or sgct@gencem.org for further details on this 
book and others featured below 
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“Danger and Despair” is one of a series of books created by 
volunteers of the Sheffield General Cemetery Trust 

which can be purchased through our website at www.gencem.org 
 

Remote and Undisturbed 
An illustrated history of the General Cemetery. 
From its beginnings in 1836, to provide much 

needed burial space for a rapidly growing city, 
through to the present day. 

 
Price £4.95  

 

Post Mortem 
Fascinating facts about people in the medical and 
associated professions buried in the Sheffield 
General Cemetery. 
 
Price £4.95 

She Lived Unknown 
This booklet is a celebration of the lives of women 

buried in the General Cemetery focusing on 
poverty, the history of nursing and the way women 

are symbolised in the Cemetery. 
 

Price £1.95  

 

Dead Good 
Have you ever wondered what life was like for 
children in Victorian England? Dead Good gives a 
glimpse into the lives of real people in Victorian 
Sheffield. 
 
Price £4.95 

 


