
 

History notes for Silsden Stroll 8  

This walk takes you out into the open countryside of the Holden district. Once you have parked, 

stand by the cemetery gate. Notice that the road leading back into Silsden is called Howden 

Road, whereas the narrow country road leading in the direction that you will be walking is called 

Holden Lane. Both Howden and Holden are names used to describe places you will be visiting 

today.  

Holden is the older name in history. Before the Norman Conquest, Holden was one of five 

settlements in the Silsden township area. In the Doomsday Book of 1086, ‘Siglesdene’ was 

named as the principal settlement. Holden had become a minor settlement, nestling under the 

hill ahead of you, alongside the beck of the same name. 

Holden’s name described the ‘place in the hollow’ or valley, which is very apt. Holden Beck feeds 

down from high moorland through a wooded ravine. The steep-sided clough opens out into a 

shallower valley as it passes Howden Park Farm, before crossing the flood plain to its confluence 

with the River Aire. 

When you come to Holden Bridge, crossing over Holden Beck, stop on the bridge. Here lies a tale. 

In the middle of the 1600s Lady Anne Clifford arrived at Skipton Castle to take up her inheritance, 

which included Silsden and Holden. The English Civil War was just ending. Finding that the corn 

mill situated in Silsden was not part of her inheritance, she began building a rival mill to be under 

her own control, here on Holden Beck. It opened for business in 1653. Court cases followed, and, 

finally after fifteen disputed years a ruling went against her. It “forbade the use of Lady Anne’s 

mill at Holden by any of the inhabitants of Silsden”. The closure of her mill was inevitable and by 

the middle of the seventeenth century it was gone.  

The field to the north of the bridge on which you are standing is called Mill Ing, and it is thought 

that it held a mill pond of sorts. If you look over the bridge parapet to the south, there is 

evidence of paving in the bed of the beck, likely to be the start of channelling water  to the mill 

building itself, which would have been just a little further downstream, and probably part of the 

complex of farm buildings that you are about to walk past. This is Howden Park Farm, formerly 

known as Upper Holden Farm. Teas were provided to ramblers here a hundred years ago. 

Leaving the farm behind on the walk, you will approach a large wood on the hillside ahead. To 

your left is Spring Crag Wood and to your right is Alder Carr Wood. This woodland is today called 

Howden Park, but was once known as Holden Park in mediaeval times. It was enclosed and kept 

by the local landowner, the lord of Skipton Castle, to be a hunting park. There is an early 

reference to the keeping in of ‘forest beasts’, probably deer and wild boar. There is also 

reference to ‘pannage’ i.e. the keeping of pigs to feed within the woodland. Whilst it is fairly 



dense woodland today, it was more likely to have been a walled area of more open glades and 

scrubland, more conducive to hunting by mediaeval lords. It was de-parked in the early 

seventeenth century, when the fringes were turned into farmland.  

The walk takes you up through the woodland, with good views back over Airedale. Then down to 

the canal and a short walk along the towpath. 

You will leave the canal down some stone steps, through Lower Holden Farm and onto a track 

with concrete strips. This leads to a tarmacked lane heading back towards Silsden. The lane was 

originally known as Low Lane and it was once the Silsden section of a valley route to Riddlesden 

that was severely disrupted by the building of the canal. Low Lane also branched down another 

route past a farm (now Keighley Golf Club) to cross the River Aire by a wooden bridge (long gone) 

to Utley and so on to Keighley. Richard Pocock, in his ‘travels through England’ in the 1750s 

described travelling along this lane on his way from Silsden to Keighley. There was still evidence 

of the bridge foundations where the route crossed the River Aire at a place called Jowhole as late 

as the 1890s. This was close to the position of the present bridge over the Aire connecting 

Keighley Golf Club and Utley. It is interesting to note as you walk along Low Lane that it was 

cleverly aligned to remain just above the flood line of the River Aire 

Along Low Lane you will pass an imposing Victorian Villa named Howden House. This was built 

for the then farmer, John Booth, in the 1860s, to replace an earlier, rather rambling and ancient 

farmstead, originally known as Holden Beck Farm. Next to the villa you will pass an eighteenth 

century barn, part of the old farm, now converted into a house. Behind it stands the tall and 

impressive Victorian farm building that was built to serve Howden House. It is now a residential 

conversion, called Courtyard Mews. Some of the other earlier farmstead buildings are also still 

standing today within the complex in front of you. 

Continue along the lane until it bends to the left. At this point pass through the almost hidden 

stile in the right wall and walk up the field towards the canal. Notice the hilly nature of the field 

close to the stream on your left. This is Howden Beck again, in a very pretty setting.  Known to 

Silsdeners as Seven Hills, this spot was, for well into the twentieth century, a popular picnic 

destination, within easy reach of the town on a sunny weekend.  

If you look closely through the foliage across the beck near to the canal bank you will see a 

double limekiln.  It would have been built following the construction of the canal in the 1770s. 

The canal opened for business through Silsden in April 1773. A year later as many as 40 new 

limekilns had been built along the line of the canal in Airedale. Roughly crushed limestone was 

transported along the canal from Skipton to the kiln, where it was burnt to make lime. In a rural 

spot like this it would have been used to improve the fertility of the otherwise poor, acidic soil of 

the surrounding fields. 

Your route back is along quiet lanes and fields to the cemetery. 


