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A Memorial Ribbon 

Anthea Fraser Gupta 

A memorial ribbon commemorates a death, but this ribbon also memorialises shame, and 

truth revealed by genealogy. 

It is a strip of fringed, pink, silk ribbon in a twill weave, printed in black, memorialising the 

death of James Fraser, who died in Clitheroe, Lancashire, in 1911.  It would have been 

ordered and paid for by son soon after his death, with the wording and text selected under the 

guidance of an undertaker, and was probably locally printed on ribbon manufactured in a 

factory in Coventry or Cheshire.  

Cards or ribbons were posted after a funeral, 

and for working class families were usually 

the only material memorial – James would 

not have had a headstone. The colour was 

traditional: white for the unmarried, and 

pink for those who had married. Ribbons 

were used in England from about 1880-

1925, and were a common alternative to the 

cheaper cards, costing about four shillings 

for a dozen. In Lancashire the practice 

continued up to the Second World War. 

This ribbon would have been sent by post, in 

a black-lined envelope, to my great-grandfather, William Fraser, to Middlesbrough, North 

Yorkshire, where he lived with his wife, seven children, and a niece of his wife. William 

would have previously received a letter informing him of the death, but it is unlikely he went 

to the funeral, which took place on a Monday, 140 km away.  

The ribbon must have been passed from William to his second son, Albert, my grandfather. It 

was a treasured object, but one of mystery too. It lived in a box of memorabilia, kept by 

Albert’s widow, Julia, alongside locks of hair and prayer cards. It is still kept as she kept it, in 

an unmarked, black lined envelope, with another identical ribbon, and a ribbon from 1924 for 
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James’s daughter, folded together inside the envelope. Julia first showed me the ribbon 

around 1960.  

I had been told that William was illegitimate, born on the Isle of Skye before coming to 

Middlesbrough. So when I saw this ribbon, I said to my grandmother, “What relative was 

this? In Clitheroe?” She replied airily, “Oh, your Granda had some relatives over there.” That 

was the end of my investigation. I assumed she did not know the exact relationship. 

Either William told his two eldest sons different stories of his origins, or the sons told their 

wives different stories, because the stories told to me were not the same as those told to 

Walter’s grandson, Douglas Fraser. Both stories were a confusion of William’s abandonment 

as a baby, Scottish islands, and changes of surname.  

The ribbon became my mother’s and then mine. The 

release of the 1911 census enabled triangulation of the 

ribbon with a James Fraser living in Clitheroe. From this 

emerged the sad life of James Fraser, and the desperate 

childhood of William, seen by their descendants as so 

shameful that the truth was suppressed and James was 

completely deleted from the narrative, to the extent that 

my grandmother did not tell me that the ribbon 

memorialised my great-great-grandfather.  

What were the descendants of William Fraser hiding with 

their stories of illegitimacy and abandonment? Facts that 

were stigmatised by twentieth century “respectable” working class people. That James Fraser 
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was a navvy, an itinerant labourer. That William was born in a navvy camp. And that 

William was raised in a workhouse. 

In the years just before his death, James was living comfortably, in the house of his childless 

younger son and his daughter-in-law. For over 40 years James had travelled between navvy 

camps, building railways, docks, and reservoirs, at first alone, then for 13 years with his wife 

and her extended family, and then again alone. William was not born in Scotland, but James 

was. Census enumerators generally put “Scotland” as the place of his birth, but in 1871 we 

find “Dingell” and in 1911 “Parish of Brawn”. This probably corresponds to the Parish of 

Brahan in Dingwall, but we have not confirmed his identity. The stories about a change of 

name and illegitimacy probably apply to him rather than to William. 

James died six months after the census, in Clitheroe Workhouse, of “senile decay”, but he 

was not a pauper. At this date workhouse infirmaries were the only affordable hospitals for 

medical care. His age as supplied on the ribbon and in his death registration -- 72 -- is 

probably an error made by his son: in the censuses James is 25, 36, 55, and 74. 

James had a prior history with Clitheroe Workhouse. When his wife, Sarah Ann Powell, died 

of heart failure at Barrow in Furness in 1875, James was left with four children. Sarah lived 

her entire short live in navvy camps, moving around with her extended family. At first the 

Fraser children were housed with some of Sarah’s relatives, but in 1878 James placed his 

children in Clitheroe workhouse. James was required to pay 10s a week for the children’s 

support, about 2 days pay for a navvy. A teenage William moved to Middlesbrough, 

suppressing all stories about navvies and workhouses. We do not know whether James kept 

up the contributions. We have not found James in the 1881 and 1901 censuses, but in 1891 he 

was digging peat for a gas works 

at Thorne, near Doncaster. All 

places of birth of James’s children 

are accurate on the 1871 census, 

but William first declared his 

birthplace correctly on the census 

of 1911 – he was born in 

Waskerley, County Durham. In 

1891 he claimed Barrow in 

Smiddy Shaw 

Reservoir, 

County 

Durham, 

completed 

1872, where 

William Fraser 

was born. 
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Furness and in 1901 wrote “not known”, as had the workhouse in 1881. This might suggest 

that William learnt his birthplace only after James’s return to Clitheroe.  

The silencing of this object was motivated by concepts of shame. Just as the memorial ribbon 

was part of working class customs, so was suppression of stigmatised human biography. This 

memorial ribbon now speaks to the fact that, against all the odds, James Fraser, an illiterate 

Scottish navvy, kept some contact with his “abandoned” children. 
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