
  

 

 

                            NAME:  Robert Harry Sparks 

         BIRTH DETAILS:  circa 1773  London or Wanstead 

        DEATH DETAILS:  28 Aug.1842,  Boulogne sur Mer, France 

                  CHART REF:  Towsey Chart  C2 

MARRIAGE DETAILS:  1st M:13 Mar.1794 St.Botolphs w/o Aldgate 

                          SPOUSE:  Ann Ward 

MARRIAGE DETAILS:  2nd M:8 May 1819 All Hallows, Tottenham 

                          SPOUSE:  Fanny Roberts 

 

 

 For details of the four generations of Robert Harry Sparks' ancestors, all shown on 

Towsey Chart C2, see the Towsey Tale of John Sparks, born circa 1674. The life of Robert 

Harry's eldest son, John William Thomas Sparks, is covered in the Towsey Tale of his daughter, 

Mary Harriet Towsey. His two younger sons, Thomas Hougham Sparks and Robert Harry Sparks junior, whose details are 

on Towsey Chart C6, each have their own Towsey Tale. 

Robert Harry Sparks was probably born in 1773, though there does not seem to be any surviving record of his 

christening. Nor do his parents, Thomas and Sarah Sparks, seem to have had any other children. 

In 1794, Robert Harry Sparks married Ann Ward, (1772 - 1818), whose father, William Ward, a cheesemonger in 

London, had died a decade earlier. Their wedding was reported in The Times on the following day. 

 The witnesses of this wedding, were Robert’s parents, his mother’s sister and Solomon Hougham, who was a 

wealthy and prominent silversmith in London. It seems from affectionate mentions in various wills, that the Sparks and 

Hougham families were very close. The Houghams had been one of the leading families in Kent since the fifteenth 

century and through much of the eighteenth century, Solomon and his brother Charles had been partners in the business 

of making fancy, expensive silver tableware.  

Some of their pieces are now in the Victoria and Albert Museum. 

 Ann Ward’s mother, another Ann, had married Charles Hougham, soon after the death of her husband, William 

Ward. There were apparently no children from the marriage to Charles Hougham, and the elder Ann then died in 1789, 

leaving her seventeen year-old daughter an orphan, in the care of her stepfather. 

Charles Hougham then also died in 1793, leaving his estate in the hands of his brother, Solomon, who would then 

pay to Ann an annuity of three percent on the value of that estate. One reason for this arrangement was that Charles’ 

money was tied up in the business that he had shared with Solomon and it would have been disruptive to have withdrawn 

that capital. 

 Having produced six children with Robert Harry Sparks, Ann died in 1818.  

When Solomon Hougham died just six months later, he left the substantial sum of five hundred pounds to Robert 

Harry Sparks, “as promised to his late wife”. 

  Robert Harry Sparks took over his father’s distilling business, which for many decades was located at 134 

St.John Street, Smithfield, This was the road that ran down from The Angel Inn, atop the Islington hill, to the ancient 

Smithfield market, on the edge of the Fleet River (now covered by Farringdon Street), just before it emptied into The 

Thames at Blackfriars. 

 St.John Street started as the road down which shepherds and farmers, coming from the north, would drive their 

herds to Smithfield meat market.  So the street would have followed that same route since at least the thirteenth century. 

 Robert Harry also bought a villa out at Tottenham, just south of Enfield, probably around 1812.  

At that time, Tottenham was another of those settlements on the road heading north out of London, where 

successful London gentlemen chose to reside. 

 We see that Robert Harry was actively involved in Tottenham Parish affairs. He was also a steward of the 

Magdalen Hospital. 



The mid eighteenth century was a time when 

many charities were set up for genuinely humanitarian 

reasons, without the ulterior motives of fear of social 

unrest, or of moralistic self-righteousness seen in the 

following century.  

The Magdalen Hospital was established in 

London’s Goodman’s Fields, in 1758, for the 

rehabilitation of penitent prostitutes, by Robert Dingley, 

who gave the following eloquent justification for setting 

up the charity: - 

Humanity in its utmost efforts pleads their cause 

more powerfully than anything I can offer on the subject: 

and I appeal to every mind, from its own experience, if 

there can be greater Objects of Compassion, than poor, 

young, thoughtless Females, plunged into ruin by those 

temptations to which their very youth and personal 

advantages expose them, no less than those passions 

implanted by nature… Surrounded by snares, the most 

artfully and industriously… laid by those endowed with 

superior faculties, and all the advantages of Education 

and fortune, what virtue can be proof against such 

formidable Seducers, who offer too commonly, and too 

profusely promise to transport the thoughtless Girls from 

Want, Confinement, and Restraint of Passions: to 

Luxury, Liberty, Gaiety, Joy. 

Another similarity with Henley, indeed with all 

upper class parishes, no doubt, was stifling conformity 



and self-righteous piety. As with Henley, we also see that the church pews in Tottenham were specifically allocated. Note 

the sign placed next to the new gallery, (below), stating bluntly that those seats were private property. I wonder if anyone 

ever noticed the irony of such restrictions, in a house supposedly of Christian communion. 

 The first child of Robert and Ann Sparks was 

John William Thomas Sparks, born in 1795. Of the five 

other children who survived, three were married at 

Tottenham. 

 Ann Sparks died in February, 1818 and fifteen months 

later, Robert Harry, who as we see, had immersed himself in 

Tottenham Parish business, carried that involvement to its 

extreme, by taking as his second wife, Fanny Roberts: the thirty 

six year-old daughter of the parish priest. 

 RH and Fanny had just one daughter, Frances Mary 

Sparks, born in January, 1821. 

In 1822, we see that at a meeting of the Aldermen of 

London, Robert Harry Sparks was nominated to serve in the role 

of Sheriff of London, for the usual term of one year.  

The ancient role of Sheriff has changed over the years 

and is now mainly ceremonial. In 1822, Robert’s duties, as one 

of the two sheriffs would have also been largely ceremonial, in 

serving under the Lord Mayor in the running of the city. 

Although a sheriff would probably have only been 

nominated from amongst the aldermen of the city, we cannot 

find any record of Robert being thus elected. This is probably 

just a problem of records that have been lost. 



We see from the newspaper cutting, that he declined to take up that 

position and paid the usual fine for refusing the job. This was a common 

occurrence, particularly as most aldermen would have been businessmen, to 

whom the role of sheriff would have placed unwelcome restrictions on their time. 

 When Thomas Sparks died in November, 1821, besides the provisions 

mentioned above, he also left £500 to his grandson J.W.T.Sparks and £100 to 

each of the other four grandchildren from Robert Harry’s first marriage. As I 

mentioned, Thomas’s will had been written some time before his death, so 

Frances Mary Sparks, from Robert Harry’s second marriage, was not included. 

 This youngest daughter of RH Sparks senior, was married, at thirty 

years of age, to a lieutenant in the army in India, As you will see on Chart C2, 

she died a year later, in India, after the birth of a daughter. 

 We do not know exactly when, but most likely between 1830 and 1837, 

Robert Harry senior also retired, moving with his wife and daughter, to Boulogne, 

on the French Atlantic coast, where they spent the rest of their lives. Fanny died 

there in November 1841 and Robert died just nine months later. 


