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Chapter 1

Yorkshire Family
Coal Miner’s Children

The colliery at Thornhill, Yorkshire.
oseph Hepworth1 didn’t need the local Anglican vicar to tell him
what hell was like. He had been making the trip deep into
Yorkshire’s black underworld every day since he was a small
boy. He joined his brothers as they crawled half-clothed on all fours
through the coal pits, dragging loaded carts attached to their waists by
chains. Their father, Richard,2 who had been working in the mines
since he himself was a child,3 picked away at the coal seam in tunnels
so low he was forced to labor on his side in pools of water and silt.
For months on end the only light Joseph saw was the flicker of a
single candle as he toiled hundreds of feet under the surface. It was
dark when he walked to mine in the predawn hours, and pitch black
by the time he returned home after a twelve-hour day. There was little
point in washing up before sitting down to the meager meal prepared
by his mother, Hannah,4 as the soot Joseph was covered with had
worked its way right into his skin. Only a few hours of sleep in a
single, shared bed separated one day from the next, and there was
little hope that life would ever change.
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West Yorkshire was coal country, with numerous pits and mines
providing fuel for the machines of England’s great industrial
revolution and a living for the poor, who scratched and labored for it
underground. Unskilled laborers like the Hepworths had little choice
in where they could earn enough to survive, following work as it
became available. Richard and Hannah were grateful to find
employment and housing in the small village of Tong, where five of
their nine children were born and where Joseph spent his childhood.
Only Sundays offered any relief from the black work required of
Joseph. At the end of morning worship services he was free to gather
with friends in neighboring villages. He became well acquainted with
the John Hirst5 family, often walking the half mile to Netherton where
he joined brothers Samuel6 and Thomas7 in appropriate Sabbath
diversions. He couldn’t help but notice pretty Mary Hirst,8 who at
seventeen was charming and flirtatious, and it wasn’t long before
Joseph started courting Mary. The pair was married in Batley’s All
Saints church in April, 1837.9
Joseph, not yet prepared to be head of his own household, accepted
his parent’s offer of support. The young couple moved in with the
Hepworths in Tong, where Mary gave birth three months later. Baby
Richard,10 died six days after his christening in August, 1837. Joseph
and Mary remained close to their families. By the time Will11 was
born two years later, Joseph had rented a stone cottage at the Royal
Oak farm on New Lane in the Cockersdale area of Netherton. It was
in this neighborhood where almost all of the extended Hirst and
Hepworth families lived over the years, and where the rest of Joseph
and Mary’s thirteen children were born.

Thornhill’s parish church.
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New Lane near Drighlington is only
a footpath, even today.

The Royal Oak Farm
Roger Hepworth of Leeds, Yorkshire, substantiated the location of
Joseph Hepworth’s residence at The Royal Oak Farm on New Lane in
Netherton. According to Roger, twelve of Joseph and Mary’s children
were born at the farm, and Joseph’s brother John died while living
there in 1894. “It was in this same farmhouse that my own father was
born on the 25 June, 1922,” Roger said. “All the family at that time
must have lived very close to each other as the census for that time
shows various homes listed as having Hepworths living in them, and
the whole area of Lumb Bottom, New Lane, is no more than two
hundred fifty yards across in any direction.”

The farm itself was owned by the Cocker family, who rented out three
of the smaller buildings on the property as residences. Peter
Clapham, cousin to Roger’s father, described the farm as he knew it
when visiting his grandparents, who lived in one of the two-story
stone cottages at The Royal Oak in the early 1930s:
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“The track [New Lane] to Royal Oak was an unmade track wide
enough for a farm cart and ran from Gildersome Lane for about three
hundred yards. The track ended at Royal Oak Farm and only
footpaths went on from there.
“The farm complex consisted of a small farmhouse with garden, three
other houses and a dairy in a block. One house next to the farm was
occupied by two ladies (I think sisters) named Hepworth and one of
them was named either Sarah Anne or Martha Anne. At the end of the
block, overlooking the fields with a long view was Grandfather and
Grandmother’s cottage. This was a two story cottage, probably the
oldest of the four, built in stone, probably dating back to the early
1700s. It had a long stone mullioned window in the front wall and the
same upstairs. These windows were typical of a weaver’s cottage. The
front door was to the left side of the window.
“Entering the front door, immediately inside, were the steps going
upstairs with a door at the bottom. To the left was the outside wall
and…passing in front of this took you into the one living room. This
was square with a stone flagged floor. On the right hand wall was a
cast iron range…to the right of the fireplace in the chimney breast
was a sink with a cold water tap. When my father lived there as a
child there was no main water in the house and water had to be
pumped from the pump outside.

Sketch of Royal Oak Farm by Peter Clapman.
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“On the fourth wall was a door to the coal cellar steps. The living
room walls and upstairs walls were lime-washed every year and the
woodwork was all painted and grained. Upstairs were two bedrooms
and both had stone floors.” (Peter Clapham, “Growing Up in
Drighlington: Memories of Peter Clapham, born 1924,” typescript, 24
March, 2000)

While the countryside along New Lane has not changed, there is
nothing left of the farm today. “The Royal Oak stood for over two
hundred years before being pulled down around 1935,” according to
Roger. (Email correspondence between Roger Hepworth and Shelley
Dawson Davies, 21 July to 6 December, 1999)

An old cottage in Cockersdale, near New Lane, is typical of
farmhouses in the early 1800s, and was probably very
much like the Hepworth home.
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The Hepworth boys toiled as errand boys and
“hurriers” in the local coal mine.

Little Miners
Joseph had little choice but to continue working in the mines to feed
his growing family, and as his sons reached the age of seven, they
joined their father underground.12 By 1850, Will, Edmund13 and
Squire14 were all employed at the same colliery, receiving six
shillings a week.15 Their day began before dawn as they walked
several miles to the mine where they were assigned jobs according to
their age. The youngest boys were employed as errand runners for the
miners, then stationed along side horizontal chutes where they
removed debris from the crushed coal moving past on a conveyor
belt. Older boys went down into the mines with the men, opening and
closing wooden ventilation doors for approaching coal tubs. As soon
as they were strong enough to push and pull the tubs themselves, the
boys became “hurriers,” hunched over in the low passages as they
forced the loaded cars along a track to the surface. The work went on
until after dark, with only a short break for lunch, which often was
little more than “a penny loaf of bread, nothing to it, not even a drink
of water to it,” according to Edmund.16
The Hepworth daughters remained at home with Mary, who struggled
to keep them fed and warm through the cold, grey country winters
with little more than bread and sometimes cheese to set on the table.
“On Sunday, there was a little meat for those who worked. The young
children never had meat to eat,” said Edmund, who recalled seeing his
younger sisters Hannah17 and Sarah18 only on Sundays. “On the other
days they were in bed when we got home and were still in bed when
we went to work in the morning.”19 When little James20 and Joseph
Junior,21 were added to the family, they took their place at the bottom
of the family hierarchy, waiting until their older brothers had eaten
before they were allowed to have what was left.22
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Education was as scarce as the free time necessary to obtain it.
Edmund only attended school one-half a day during his fifteen years
of work in the mines.23 James recalled being taught “the alphabet, a
few of the times tables and how to read a little” by an older lady,
probably a relative who schooled him in odd moments at home.24 In
any case, there was little energy left for learning by the time the boys
arrived home, covered with black coal dust and so exhausted they
often fell asleep at the dinner table before finishing their meager
meal.

The Hand of Death
Coal mining was more than consuming and dirty; it was very
dangerous work which claimed many lives through accidents and gas
explosions. Little attention was given to safety as miners tunneled
deep into the walls of black rock, creating “dives” off the main line
where the men were forced to crouch as they picked the coal loose in
low and narrow quarters. What little air there was came from a
primitive system of blowers which allowed deadly gasses to
accumulate in the crowded passages. On his twelfth birthday, Will
was assigned to work in a dive alongside Edmund, as usual. Moments
after Edmund walked out on an errand, an explosion rocked the dive,
half burying Will in the rock. Will was carried home covered in blood
and coal dust, where Mary tried in vain to save her oldest living son.
Will died four days later on 30 May, 1851. 25
Joseph and Mary were still trying to adjust to Will’s death when, at
the end of the summer, four-year old Sarah fell seriously ill. Joseph
somehow found money enough to call for a doctor, who was unable
to do anything to improve Sarah’s health. She died on 2 September,
of what the doctor certified as laryngitis, but was more likely the flu
or scarlet fever which caused the laryngitis.26
Mary looked forward to Elizabeth’s27 birth the next spring, happy to
have another little girl to care for and was delighted when the next
two babies turned out to be girls, too: Ann28 was born in January,
1854, and Mary Jane29 two days before Christmas, 1855. Sadly,
sickness claimed two of Mary’s little daughters the next year. Ann
was only two years old when she died from whooping cough in April,
1856. Six months later, Elizabeth came down with deadly scarlet
fever, which took her life at the age of four.30 The only comfort
Joseph and Mary could find in the face of so much pain and suffering
and death was in the gospel of Jesus Christ.
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Chapter 2

Firm in the Faith
The Gospel is Declared

The church at Thornhill Parish prior to its 1877 remodeling.

R

eligion was important to the Hepworths, but reading the Bible
for themselves was out of the question for both Joseph and
Mary. They had come from poor families who had neither the
time nor the money for education of any kind. They depended on
Sunday services to provide a foundation of faith in God and sermons
from the pulpit for instruction in Christian principles. Their
commitment to Christ was affirmed by kneeling at the altar for
communion and joining the congregation in recitations from the Book
of Prayer.
Traditional worship in the Anglican church was taken for granted in
the Hepworth household. There was no reason to question either the
vicar or the church, which provided both spiritual structure and
continuity in their lives. Joseph and Mary had been joined in marriage
by an Anglican priest, made certain their infants were baptized, and
expected to receive the last sacrament of Unction before they died.
The Lord, however, had other plans.
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Two days after Mary gave birth to her first child, missionaries from
the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints arrived in Preston,
sixty miles east of the Hepworth’s home. Preparing to preach the
gospel’s restoration in a crowded street that day, Elder Heber C.
Kimball noticed a banner proclaiming, “Truth Will Prevail.” It was a
sign of things to come. “Amen and amen,” responded one of the other
elders, and the work of gathering began.
The missionaries preached and bore their testimonies in numerous
congregations and private homes with encouraging results. “People
paid the most profound attention,” said Elder Joseph Fielding. “The
power of God rested down on the congregation and many were
pricked to the heart.”31 Baptisms followed and nearly 150 members
attended a church conference in October, where branches were
organized and priesthood ordinances given by the laying on of hands.
Despite growing opposition from local clergy, membership in the
church surged. By 1840, there were 3, 626 members; five years later
membership had reached almost 11,000.32
The Hepworths had heard about the “Mormons,” who were peddling
their new book of scripture and its promise of salvation around the
Yorkshire countryside. The church had officially organized itself in
Bradford, six miles northwest of Drighlington, in 1842, and rumors
about the Mormons were rampant. “There were many tales going
around about the wild animals, Indians and Mormons in the western
United States and the danger of living among them,” according to
Joseph’s niece, Eliza Thornton.33
Eliza’s parents, William34 and Mary Thornton,35 despite the gossip,
were open minded enough to hear about the church and its gospel
from the missionaries themselves. They were converted and baptized
in the fall of 1843. There was much discussion among the Thornton
and Hepworth families about what was seen as a shameful spiritual
defection. How could this have happened to someone like William, a
respected musician and choir director at the local Anglican church? If
William and Mary could be convinced by the Mormons, anyone else
could, which is what the couple hoped for as they set about trying to
persuade the rest of their loved ones to join them in the fullness of the
gospel.
Mary Hepworth was the first to be convinced of the message through
discussions with her sister-in-law Mary Thornton, and was baptized
in August, 1847; Joseph followed four months later in December.
Two of Mary’s younger sisters, Martha36 and Harriet Hirst,37 also
joined the church. This caused great alarm in both the Hepworth and
Thornton families. William and Mary Thornton had announced their
intentions of joining the main body of the church in Utah, prompting
the Anglican congregation to offer William an expense-paid music
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study if he stayed on with the choir. William’s parents “were
heartbroken and promised to give him the home and everything they
possessed if he would stay and raise his family in that country,” but
the Thornton’s refused both offers. The Hepworths were equally
distraught when they learned of Joseph and Mary’s conversion.
Mary’s parents “believed the wild tales about the Mormons and
America. They protested strenuously her going, but she was too
thoroughly converted and would go with her husband.”38

Bradford, Yorkshire, the city where a branch of the
church was established in 1842.

Leading the Flock
Joseph had always been a religious man, and now that his mind and
spirit had been enlightened with a personal testimony of the truth, he
became devoted to the Lord’s work. He joined his brother-in-law
William and other local priesthood holders in conducting street
meetings around the area, which always began with the men singing
hymns until a crowd gathered, after which the men took turns
preaching and bearing testimony. Often the Hepworth and Thornton
children were included in the small street choir.39 Joseph reported
directing twenty-six outdoor meetings during the summer of 1864,
and fifteen meetings the next May, with plans for sponsoring thirty
more the next month.40
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On Sundays, Joseph took his children by the hand and walked with
them to church himself. Church was an all-day affair in those days,
with morning meetings from nine to noon, followed by an afternoon
session from two until four p. m. Inattention and misbehavior during
the long meetings was attended to by the “dog nobber,” a man who
roamed among the children with long, knobbed stick, thumping
offenders on the head as necessary. 41
With Mary’s support, Joseph was eventually set apart as branch
president, a position he held for twenty years.42 Mary’s support was
essential, as she not only housed and fed missionaries43 while they
worked in the area, but took on extra housekeeping duties when
Sunday services were held in the Hepworth home. Joseph continued
to hold street meetings, kept monthly reports and was responsible for
submitting the branch’s tithing.44 He was tireless in his church work,
no matter how endless it seemed to be. “ I ever pray that God will
bless us with a portion of his holy Spirit that we might have strength
given us to go forth and perform the labor assigned us that we might
accomplish some good,” he wrote in 1865, when he was busy with
local church work. “I am truly thankful for the testimony that I have
in the work in which we are engaged for truly it is the work of the
Lord.”45

The first page of Joseph’s letter to
his children, 29 May, 1865.
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Mary Hepworth around the time she
immigrated to the United States.

Leaving the Past Behind
The Hepworths were dedicated to strengthening the church in
England, but their ultimate goal was to immigrate to Utah. Joseph and
Mary were among the many families who scrimped for years in order
to save enough money for their passage, and even then, they were
forced to immigrate separately. Edmund and his new bride were the
first to leave in May, 1863,46 followed by Squire and his wife the next
year.47 Both brothers joined together as settlers in the recently opened
area of Oxford, Idaho. Two years passed without anyone else being
able to immigrate. Family ties were still strong, however, and Joseph
wrote to his sons in Idaho expressing his love for them and for the
gospel. “Oh how I long for the time when we shall have the privilege
to behold each other’s face again. I feel truly thankful that I have still
a standing in the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints and I say
to my dear sons and daughters: be faithful and live your religion, for
it will be through our faithfulness if ever we be permitted to meet
together again.”48 Joseph and Mary had by then waited eighteen years
to join the Saints in Zion, and were still unsure if they would ever be
permitted to do so. “When we shall be able to gather means to
emigrate ourselves from these lands, I don’t know,” wrote Joseph,
“but the Lord has said that he will gather his elect from the four
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corners of the earth, and if we be his elect, we have the promise, and
it is the promises of the Lord that stimulates us to go on. Was it not
for the hope that we had within us we should die in despair.”49
Even with hope and faith in the Lord, the Hepworths felt some
measure of despair in their marriage. By 1865, something had gone
wrong between Joseph and Mary and their relationship was strained
to the breaking point. No doubt contributing to the tension was
Joseph’s bout with rheumatism, which put him out of work for
several weeks that spring.50 After all this time there still wasn’t
money enough for Mary and the three youngest children to make the
journey to Utah, but Mary put her foot down. She was leaving for
Zion with or without her husband and nothing could stop her, even
the lack of means. She managed somehow to sign on with the
Perpetual Emigration Fund,51 which extended her a loan large enough
to cover the cost of travel to Glasgow, where she and seven-year old
Mary Jane, nine-year old Martha Annice52 and five-year old Samuel53
boarded the ship Hibernia, bound for New York City.54
Years later, Mary Jane recalled the first days of the voyage as rough.
She was extremely sea sick, but found resting on deck in the fresh air
helped calm her nausea. After a storm forced her and the other
passengers below deck, the violent rocking of the ship increased her
misery. “Never mind Mary, the boat won’t sink,” her mother said in
an effort to comfort the young girl. Mary only groaned and
exclaimed, “Oh, I wish it would!” 55 The ship arrived without incident
in New York City in the autumn of 1865. Mary made her way to the
trailhead in Nebraska, where she found a place for herself and her
children in one of the wagon trains headed for Salt Lake City, arriving
sometime later the following year.56

New York harbor in the mid-1800s.
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Chapter 3

New Lives in Zion
Separate Ways

Looking down Salt Lake City’s Main Street in 1867.

I

f Mary was financially strained before she left England, she found
herself completely destitute upon arriving in Salt Lake City.
There had not been enough money for travel to begin with, and
now she was in a strange land without a husband. With few options
for Mary to support herself, she was forced to place the children in
foster homes and found work as a servant in someone else’s
household.57
Hannah, the oldest Hepworth daughter, decided to join her mother in
Salt Lake City in 1869. Only one thing is certain about Hannah’s past
before immigrating to the Utah: she didn’t want to talk about it.58
Although Hannah was the mother of two daughters ages two and five
years when she left England that fall, she was not married to the
children’s father, and was only baptized a member of the church
shortly before immigrating on the steamship Minnesota.59 The
transcontinental railroad, completed in May, 1869, made it not only
possible for her to make the entire journey from Liverpool to Salt
Lake in a matter of weeks, but to make it comfortably, an important
consideration as she was also seven months pregnant at the time.
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A situation had to be found for Hannah, Amy,60 Emily61 and baby
Ezra;62 even after four years in the valley, Mary was in no position to
support her daughter and small grandchildren. With no husband in
either of their lives, Mary saw an opportunity to find shelter and
protection for both herself and Hannah in joining the household of
Charles Balmforth.63

Charles Balmforth
Mary had known Charles and his first wife, Martha,64 before leaving
England. Charles and Martha, who lived only three miles south of the
Hepworths in Gomersal,65 became members of the church in 1854,
attending meetings under Joseph’s leadership. Charles and Martha
were married 25 June, 1854,66 three months after Charles was
baptized. The Balmforths wasted no time immigrating to Zion.
Charles arranged for passage on the Clara Wheeler in 1855,67 along
with two of his sisters, Sarah68 and Hannah,69 and Hannah’s husband,
Martha’s brother George Lumb.70 What became of everyone but
Charles is unknown, as their names disappear from public records
after landing in New Orleans.
In Salt Lake City, the relationship between Mary, Hannah and
Charles was complex. It began with a double marriage ceremony on 6
June, 1870, when Charles was sealed to both Mary and her twentyfive year old daughter.71 The rift between Mary and Joseph was as
wide as the miles which now separated them. There was no going
back in Mary’s mind, to either England or her husband, but Mary felt
she must be sealed to someone or be lost in the eternities.72 Charles
agreed to care for Mary temporarily and spiritually, as well as become
a father to Hannah’s small children Amy and Emily, who took the
Balmforth name.73
Their first home in Salt Lake City’s East Mill Creek area may have
been a simple cabin with a dirt floor,74 but eventually Charles moved
to a house large enough to accommodate himself, Hannah and the
children in four rooms, with Mary in a separate part of the home.75
Hannah gave birth to nine more children over the next fourteen years,
and Charles worked hard to support his large family. He found
success for some time in running a grocery store on Second South
Street in Salt Lake City,76 but the business eventually faltered and
went into bankruptcy.77
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Charles and Hannah Balmforth in
front of their Salt Lake City store.

It could have been the financial strain which made Charles such a
stern and unbending man, or perhaps he was naturally strict. He was
known in the family for his fearsome temper, evicting his nine-year
old son from the home in the middle of winter over a disagreement.78
Eventually the relationship between Mary and Charles soured, and
Mary left the Balmforth household “greatly in fear of her husband.”79
She divorced Charles in 187880 and moved in with her son Joseph and
his family, who were living nearby in Salt Lake City.81
Three years after leaving the Balmforth household, Mary moved back
in, this time with Annice and her little girl Mary Elizabeth.82 Mary
was aging and in need of the care Annice could give her.83 Annice
had suffered a series of setbacks, beginning with the death of her first
baby,84 followed two years later by murder of her husband, Valentine
Faubel,85 in 1879. When her second husband George Decker86
disappeared from her life, Annice paid Charles Balmforth four dollars
a month to share the spare room with her mother.87
Decedents have described the living situation as “proper,”88 but to
certain onlookers it appeared to be anything but proper. Anti-Mormon
forces were quick to seize on the appearances of “unlawful
cohabitation,” as polygamy was referred to, and Charles was arrested
and officially prosecuted in court.89 The case was a sensation in the
press, especially with “the vile and totally unwarranted insinuation”
that Charles might also face fornication charges with respect to his
sister-in-law Annice. In the end, testimony by all parties convinced
the court no offense had been committed, and Charles was released.90

22

Joseph joined his sons in the Oxford, Idaho, area.

Joseph Emigrates
Joseph was finally able to immigrate to Utah by 1870, three months
after Mary was sealed to Charles Balmforth. He boarded the
steamship Idaho in Liverpool on 7 September, 91 headed for the state
of Idaho, where he was welcomed by Edmund, Squire and James.
Edmund was the first settler in Oxford, so named when an animal
became mired in a nearby creek. Oxford was a far cry from the
civilized life Joseph was accustomed to in England. Southeastern
Idaho was Indian country, untamed land covered with miles of tall
sagebrush stretching out across the valley floor. Joseph moved into
Edmund’s double room log house until he could build his own cabin
and begin a new life. 92
Although Joseph was surrounded by his sons and their families, he
still felt the need for wifely companionship, and was delighted when
former Yorkshire friend and neighbor Ann Hobson93 immigrated to
Oxford three years later.94 Ann, a fifty-one year old widow, accepted
Joseph’s proposal and the pair was married 27 October, 1873.
Ann happened to be more than a family friend. She was also related
by marriage to the Hepworths, as her niece, Emily95 was Squire’s
wife. Joseph mentioned Ann when reporting local news in his 1865
letter to his children in America, noting “Sister Hobson …would like
to hear from her two sons in the valley as she has not heard anything
since you left this country.”96 As much as Ann longed to join her
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family and friends in Zion, she found it difficult to save for passage
after her husband’s 1865 death. Even with a raise in pay granted after
a two-week labor strike,97 Ann’s wages as a weaver were meager98
and she was forced to delay her immigration. Now that she was
resettled in Idaho, she looked forward to a fruitful life surrounded by
her loved ones. It wasn’t to be, however. Edmund, Squire and their
families left Idaho for southern Utah in May 1877, 99 and Joseph died
the following spring. Ann lived alone in her Oxford home100 until her
own death twenty-five years later in 1903. Joseph and Ann are buried
side by side in the Oxford Cemetery.

Joseph Hepworth and his second wife Anne Lambert Hobson.
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Mary Hirst Hepworth

Sick and Tired
Some years after Joseph’s death, Mary had a change of heart over her
decision to separate from her husband and made arrangements to have
sealing ordinances performed in the newly dedicated Salt Lake
temple.101 Mary’s children continued to watch over their mother,
setting her up in a small apartment on First West Street near James,
Joseph, Samuel and Thomas,102 but by 1898, she was bedridden and
required constant care. Hannah and Charles once again took Mary
into their home103 where she lived until her death at the age of eightytwo on 21 September, 1903, three months after Charles’ death. Mary
is buried in an unmarked grave in the Salt Lake City cemetery.104
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(Hirst) Hepworth and Ann (Lambert)
Hobson Hepworth. Women are listed
under both their maiden names (in
parentheses) and married names [in
brackets].
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Mary Jane [Bee], 10, 17.
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