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We are pleased to announce the launch of the Society’s new website. 
Type the following URL into the address bar of your browser to see 
the new site, still at www.hexhamhistorian.org     Alternatively, look for 
“hexhamhistorian” with your favoured search engine. 
 

Members with a valid email address have a membership account on the website. You will 
need to add a password to enable you to log on securely to your account.  A password is 
easily added by following the Society menu item, to Members Area, to Request New 
Password.  This will enable you to send yourself an email, with a link to reset your password 
to one of your choosing.  As always with passwords, please make it a strong password (i.e. 
not easily guessed, perhaps a combination of letters, numbers and punctuation) 
 
Once you have logged on, you will have access to the Members Area section of the website 
that contains a lot of interesting historical reference material that you can download. (Well, at 
the time of writing this area is still under construction, but do keep an eye out for updates.) 
Members with a valid email address also should have received these details via that email 
address. If don’t think you’ve received such an email (check in your “Spam” folder in case it 
was filtered away), please let webmaster@hexhamhistorian.org know. 
 
Content from the old web site has been imported and improved, and new material has been 
added. As you will no doubt see when you browse around, the site is still being improved, so 
don’t forget to keep checking on what is there. 
 
Christmas is approaching. Why not browse the Book Shop section of the web site to find 
some ideas for unusual Christmas presents for your nearest and dearest. You can purchase 
items on-line, or get some ideas and check them out at the book display at the next HLHS 
evening talk.  Don’t forget - members get a discount price on all publications. 
 
Do you have a burning historical question that you’d like to get some answers to, or know 
something that is puzzling others?  There is a new Notes & Queries Forum allowing you to 
post notes, queries and answers.  Unfortunately, we couldn’t import any of the notes from 
the old websites, so apologies if any earlier posts from you have disappeared.  If you’re still 
needing answers, please feel free to re-post. 
 
If you have any thoughts about content that could be on the web site, or comments on what 
is already there, or errors that you have noticed, please email 
webmaster@hexhamhistorian.org. We’d love to hear from you. 
 
 

The remaining talk for this year’s programme is: 
 
November 13th: Water trades on the Tyne 
Drawing on a wide range of sources, Dr Peter Wright will reveal the 

sometimes unexpected breadth of commercial activity in the North East in this account of the 
people essential to Newcastle's trading importance in the 1600s and 1700s. 
 
Hope to see you there and keep a look out for next year’s programme – arriving shortly! 
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We are very sad to note the deaths of two former members, David & 
Ruth Jennings, who each played in important role in the activities of 
the Society. 
 
Following a distinguished academic career in mycology, during which 
he wrote several academic titles on fungi and served as President of 
the British Mycological Society, David joined HLHS in 1996 and he 
rapidly became involved in our publishing programme.   An active 

member of the Publications Committee, in which he had an often stormy but productive 
relationship with the Chairman, Tom Corfe, David led the editing team on one of the 
Society’s major Occasional Publications series, The Heart of All England: Hexham’s story in 
original documents whilst also engaged on compiling Hexham, 1854-1939: local government 
in a market town.   Particularly with the latter title, David established himself as the major 
expert in the civil engineering of the town’s infrastructure, and the man to ask if one needed 
to know anything about drains!  As well as numerous articles on a variety of topics in the 
Hexham Historian, David also wrote a short biography of Canon Sidney Savage and, with 
his wife Ruth, an excellent guide to the graves in Hexham’s cemetery.    
 
Although like David, Ruth was primarily a scientist she pursued an active interest in history, 
publishing Lofty aims and lowly duties - the lives of three Victorian schoolmasters in 1994.   
This was a study of Liverpudlian educators but she soon illustrated her continuing interest in 
matters educational by publishing the article A school board for Hexham in HH6 and 
contributing to the special issue marking the 400 years of the Grammar School.  She was 
also a keen genealogist and, locally, her work with David on the project of recording the 
inscriptions in the cemetery created an invaluable resource for family historians in Hexham 
cemetery: a place of charm and historic interest. 
 
Although David and Ruth left Hexham in 2005 to be closer to their family, David was always 
happy to help in answering relevant queries received by the Society and, in 2014, was 
persuaded to revise a previously unpublished article on Robert Grieves, a 19th century 
council surveyor and church organist!   In recognition of their contribution to HLHS, David & 
Ruth were granted Honorary Membership. 
 
 

Some members will have seen the screening of Hexham on Film at 
the Forum in August.   The North East Film Archive Film Search & 
Rescue Project is looking to gather and preserve as much historic film 
on the region as it can find.   Precious, and often fragile, these films 
and videos need to be preserved and digitised so that they can be 
enjoyed now and in the future. 
 

 Did you and your family have a home movie camera – and do you still have the films?   Are 
you aware of any workplace film or video collections that are now gathering dust?   Are you 
aware of a local film-maker who made films about their local community? 
  
We need you to check your cupboards, sheds, attics and store-rooms to uncover the history 
of the region captured on film!   We can arrange for you to meet with a project volunteer at 
the Forum Cinema in Hexham to deposit any film or video you may have.  It will then be 
taken to the archive to be assessed. 
  
If you find anything, or would like to get involved or find out more information, contact the 
North East Film Archive on (01642) 384022, email nefa@tees.ac.uk or via our website 
www.northeastonfilm.com 
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And, whilst on the subject of film…HLHS has been invited to sponsor 
a film to be shown in the New Year at Hexham’s Forum Cinema as 
part of its Wide Skies programme.   This could be any film, subject to 
availability, from the entire history of film!    The film can be a feature 
film or documentary relating to any aspect of the region or national 

history.  Committee members have their own ideas but we’d like to throw this open to the 
wider membership, whilst retaining the final say.   What would you like us to put the Society’s 
name to?   All suggestions to the Editor by the end of November, please. 
 
 

It was a cool blustery afternoon when the group gathered beside 
Grey's Monument at the northern end of Grainger Street where our 
enthusiastic Guide Freda Thompson started the tour with a brief 
summary of the career of Charles, Earl Grey “the man on the 
Monument”.  Most of us knew he'd been Prime Minister in the 1830s 
and that his favourite blend of tea still carries his name but not that the 

head of his statue had been severed by lightning in 1941 and landed on a tram - luckily 
without loss of life. 
 
From there we moved to the elegant Edwardian 'Central Arcade', a walkway lined with shops 
that is a showcase of art in its own right. Freda explained how it had looked in it's heyday 
with retail outlets on two floors. The glass barrel-vaulted roof, tiled walls & intricate floor are 
as much of an attraction as the shops and it was no surprise that the tiling alone is insured 
for £1,000,000. 
 
From there it was a short walk to the main focus 
of our tour, the Grade I listed Grainger Market 
which was built in 1835 and has been an 
important part of the city’s shopping experience 
for almost two centuries. Freda had a wealth of 
fascinating information to share including 
photographs of the Opening Ceremony & Dinner. 
On that day the hall was crammed, not with stalls 
but with gentlemen wining and dining at trestle 
tables. Those able to afford the most expensive 

tickets sat closest to Grainger, other wealthy 
business owners and civic dignitaries, but at 
least all men were seated whilst the ladies of 
the city had to stand and watch proceedings 
from the furthest extremities. 
 
As Freda showed us up and down the aisles 
of the modern Grainger Market the bright and 
buzzing atmosphere made quite an 
impression. Alongside craft stalls, mini 
bazaars, jewellers, florists, high quality 
butchers, artisan bakers and greengrocers 

we found Marks and Spencer Original Penny Bazaar, the world's smallest M and S store and 
The Weigh House, the original facility used by retailers and customers to check the weight of 
their goods. 
 
A measure of how much we enjoyed the visit was in the number of us who stayed on to 
sample the cafes & Ice cream seller and to pick up some bargains. 
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On a beautiful sunny 
afternoon (how does 
Jennifer keep managing 
these?) 17 members 
went by coach to Saltwell 

Park in Gateshead. Built in 1871, Saltwell 
Towers was originally the home of William 
Wailes who began life as a grocer but then 
took up manufacturing stained glass. By the 
1870s he employed over 70 men, and our 
Abbey has four of his windows. 
 
However, Wailes ran into financial difficulties around the same time that Gateshead Council 
were looking to provide a public park to try and keep the local populace out of the alehouses! 
Wailes did a deal with them - he sold the Towers and its park to the Council on condition that 
he could live in the house for the rest of his life. So the park opened to the public in 1876. 
 
Extended since, it provides everything one might expect of a park: tennis courts, bowling 
greens, a boating lake, two large playgrounds for children etc. It also has many beautiful 
features- a lovely dene, rose garden, 12 Listed Buildings, modern sculptures and much else. 
Amazingly, although sited in a heavily built up area and overlooking the Team Valley 
Industrial area, none of this can be seen from the park. 
 
Despite constant council cuts, the park still looks good, largely due to the efforts of The 
Friends of Saltwell Park and their teams of volunteers; indeed it’s one of the cleanest parks 
we’d ever seen and is clearly very well used and appreciated by visitors from near and far! 
Lottery grants enabled the exterior restoration of the Towers (jerry-built, we learned!) and the 
gutting of the interior to provide a modern café on the ground floor and function rooms 
above, as well as other restoration projects around the park. Two of the Friends gave us a 
very interesting guided tour, and if you’ve never been, you should go - plenty of free parking 
in the park as well! 
 
 

A coach-load of HLHS members forsook the Wimbledon men’s final 
for an excellent visit to Traquair House in the Tweed Valley. The 
weather was lovely, the view from Carter Bar was at its best, and the 
route up the Tweed showed off the Borders scenery to full advantage.  

 
We made a very welcome stop in Jedburgh, 
where we had time to stroll around the 
pleasant little town, dominated by the remains 
of the abbey built by King David I for 
Augustinian canons in the first half of the 12th 
century.  
 
We continued past Galashiels and Melrose to 
Innerleithen, then through the little estate 
village of Traquair to Traquair House, which 
The Buildings of Scotland describes as “the 
eipitome of traditional Scottish domestic 
architecture.” From the outside, the main house is pretty much as it was in the 1500s, with a 
slightly projecting extension on the southern end, added in the 1590s. Two wings were made 
in the 1690s to form an attractive square space in front of the house. Perhaps fortunately for 
the picturesqueness of the house, two plans to “modernise” the front, in the 1690s and in 
1744 were never carried out, and it has survived in the same outward form for the last 300 
years. 
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The house and its predecessors have been occupied by the Roman Catholic Stuart family, 
latterly the Maxwell-Stuarts, since the 12th century, and much more than most stately homes 
it still has the feel of a family home. It was sufficiently secluded to avoid the predations of the 
English armies, but the family’s open adherence to Catholicism and the Jacobite cause 
ensured that they lived privately and relatively impoverished which, no doubt, contributed to 
the survival of the house in the state we see today. Its interior must be an interpretative 
nightmare for architectural historians, with rooms and passageways of all periods inserted 
into the 16th century framework. On the second and third floors, reached up 16th century 
spiral staircases, are cosy early and late Georgian rooms, including a particularly attractive 
library and a muniments room. I was relieved to find that the latter no longer contained the 
open chests of irreplaceable family documents that I saw on my previous visit thirty years 
ago – they are being properly listed and archived at last. Notable amongst the household 
items on display were some 17th century “slips” – hand-embroidered panels of small pictures 
of birds, beasts and flowers intended to be cut out and applied to cushions and curtains. 
These are an extremely rare survival and retain their original rich colouring due to being 
stored, unused, in the dark for over 200 years, until rediscovered in the 20th century.  
 

Features of the estate that I was unaware 
of from my last visit were the walled 
garden, with some gnarled old apple and 
pear trees swathed in the heaviest growth 
of lichens I have ever seen, and the 
woodlands containing some magnificent 
old fir trees.  We finally identified them as 
Douglas Firs and Noble Firs. Also on the 
woodland walk is a circle of ancient yew 
trees which, it is said, was used as a 
shelter by the ladies of the house bathing 
in the Ladies’ Pool on the nearby Traquair 
Water. 

 
A pleasant café, and the house brewery’s excellent (and very potent) Traquair House Ale, 
provided opportunities for rest and relaxation. I didn’t attempt the fine modern maze behind 
the house, after viewing the layout from an upstairs window, but people were emerging from 
it alive and well, so that might be worth trying on another visit! The beautiful weather 
persisted all day, helping to make this a most enjoyable and worthwhile trip, for which our 
grateful thanks go to organiser Jennifer Britton and to our excellent Tynedale Coaches 
driver. 
 
 

74 years ago, the Carlisle-
born contralto, Kathleen 
Ferrier, visited Hexham to 
sing in Handel’s Messiah, 
along with the equally well-

known bass, Owen Brannigan from Annitsford.   
Evidence for this emerged with their signatures, 
helpfully dated, gathered in an autograph book 
belonging to the late Mollie Telford.    According to 
her diary, published on-line, Kathleen wore a white 
dress, and was paid the princely sum of 15 
guineas for the performance! 
 
It seems likely that the person behind the third signature had something to do with the 
performance but we’ve been unable to identify him – any suggestions? 
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A chance find in a 
Chester auction room, 
combined with the 
power of Facebook, has 
shed light on a 

previously-forgotten aspect of Hexham’s 
Grammar School – one missed by the authors 
of HH9: From Grammar School to High 
School, 1599-1999.  Although the presence of boarders was known, the posting of the find 
on our Facebook page revealed memories of the regular “international villages” held in the 
Boarding House at South Park for many summers in the post-war period.   
 
The CISV story began in the late 1940s, in the immediate aftermath of the Second World 
War, when a progressive child psychologist, Dr Doris Allen, developed the concept of an 
organization that would foster inter-cultural understanding and friendship as an essential 
step toward world peace.   Dr Allen believed that by creating opportunities for children of 
different cultures to come together to learn and make friends, they would grow up to become 

ambassadors for a more just and peaceful world.  
 
CISV was founded in 1950 and the first Village programme was 
held in Cincinnati in 1951, bringing together young people from 
Austria, Britain, Denmark, France, Germany, Mexico, Norway, 
Sweden and USA.  Since then, the organisation has expanded into 
around 70 countries 
 
Following the closure of boarding at South Park, in 1976, all 

remaining QEGS boarders were transferred to Ridley Hall until QEHS (as it was by then) 
ceased to offer a boarding option in 1980.   After 1976 Nos. 5 & 6 South Park were 
converted for respite care for children with learning impairments, but were never used, as 
the children were sent instead to Stelling Hall. No 7 became a boarding house for children at 
Hackwood Park School until that closed in  
 
 

Paul 
Kelly, via 
Facebook, 
would like 
to know 

anything about the bottlers and 
brewers of Hexham.   Pictured 
are some of the bottles once 
containing beer and mineral 
water produced by local 
manufacturers. 
 
 
 

Gerrard, Christopher et al, Lost Lives, New Voices: unlocking the 
stories of the Scottish soldiers at the Battle of Dunbar 1650 
(Oxbow, 2018)  ISBN 978 1 78570 847 3   £20 
 
The unexpected discovery in 2013 of two mass burials at Palace 

Green in Durham, close to the Cathedral, initiated a two year project which pieced together a 
complex jigsaw of evidence to establish the identity of the human remains. Many readers will 
recall the fascinating talk on the subject given by Dr Andrew Millard at our February 2018 
meeting. This substantial and reasonably priced book has been produced to co-incide with 
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an exhibition in Durham of many of the finds. It provides a highly 
illustrated and comprehensive account of the archaeological 
discovery and examination of the remains, the relevant history of the 
region, civil wars, and battles of the mid-17th century, and the 
subsequent lives of the defeated survivors.  

 
The book falls into two main parts – an archaeological report and a 
narrative account running from the background to the Battle of 
Dunbar on the south-east coast of Scotland in September 1650 
through to early 18th century New England. Some readers might find 
the archaeological and scientific detail to be too technical for comfort, 
but others will welcome it as an introduction to the various disciplines 
that can now be deployed to examine human remains in the pursuit of truth from surviving 
fragments of evidence. Inset boxes give summaries of the science, several provided by other 
specialists. 

 
The partial remains of 28 individuals were unearthed on the site of the café constructed 
adjacent to the University’s Palace Green Library. Given the narrow confines of the site and 
the age of adjacent structures it is thought many more lie undisturbed. Skeletal analysis, 
dental study in meticulous forensic detail, carbon-14 dating of bone samples, and latest and 
earliest dates based on known construction dates of surrounding buildings inform the clear 
conclusion reached that these overwhelmingly young, male remains date to the middle of the 
17th century. The only plausible reason for them being found in a mass grave next to the 
Cathedral is that they are casualties of death during imprisonment there in the aftermath of 
the Battle of Dunbar. Isotopic analysis of tooth enamel samples show many of them to be 
consistent with childhoods spent in Scotland. 

 
These findings are set in historical context with an account of the battle of Dunbar, its 
background, and that of the Scottish soldiers called up to defend Edinburgh from Oliver 
Cromwell’s invasion. Captured survivors were marched through Northumberland into 
imprisonment in Durham Cathedral, where many died from privation and cold as autumn 
turned to winter. Wanting neither to release nor maintain them Cromwell had the depleted 
ranks of survivors dispersed to various places and uses, including the great fen drainage 
project of the Bedford Levels, or as bonded labourers in the West Indies and New England. 
In following their later traces overseas the book could have become unwieldy, but this 
approach works here in completing a natural narrative arc. From often desperate childhood 
poverty and hard working lives – as revealed by the bone and dental stress identified in 
many of the skeletal remains in Durham – those who survived conscription, defeat and 
captivity faced lives of exile. For many of them, however, later documentary evidence 
demonstrates some measure of stability and prosperity in America, alongside the endurance 
of links to their fellow exiled Scots veterans of Dunbar.  

 
Excavation and historical research are often detached from the concerns of today. Not here. 
The identification of the skeletons as Scottish soldiers came during the Scottish 
independence referendum campaign of 2014, adding a political edge to already emotional 
arguments over where the remains should be re-interred. Discussion of the points raised in 
this debate is a welcome element of the work as a whole. So too is the account of the 
connections established by the project team with distant descendants of the migrants in New 
England. This fascinating reconstruction of lost lives does indeed give new voice to the 
potential of the human spirit to transcend hardship, war, and banishment overseas. 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Blair, John  Building Anglo-Saxon England.  
(Princeton UP, 2018) ISBN 9780691162980  £40 
 

This substantial hard back makes a mighty claim 
to represent a “radical rethinking of the Anglo-
Saxon world”; whilst I might not be able to 

support this claim with my level of subject knowledge it is a highly 
recommendable read. A welcome change to some more traditional 
history books that focus on the information gleaned from the written 
word, this work takes advantage of some of the most recent 
archaeological discoveries, some of which are from unpublished sources.  
 

Blair brings new insight into a world shrouded by time and I would be remiss not to mention 
the vast range of illustrations that help bring his version of the Anglo-Saxon world to life. The 
photographs, dig sketches, maps and more make this work more than your run of the mill 
Anglo-Saxon history book. Alas, only a couple of passing mentions of Hexham but the depth 
and range of information elsewhere ranging from architecture, the origins of castles 
and giving an alternative insight into the impact of the arrival of the Vikings and the Normans 
more than make up for that.  
 

This mighty tome is probably as close as you are going to get to an Anglo-Saxon coffee 
table book. That is not to do-down what is clearly a well-researched, very well written piece 
of work but it might give you an inkling as to the shelf space you may wish to reserve should 
you choose to invest.  Perhaps not a book for the casual reader, it is not to be missed by 
anyone wishing to dive a little deeper into Anglo-Saxon England.  
 

Gibson, Wilfrid   November gold: an anthology 
of poems by Wilfrid Wilson Gibson (Wagtail, 
2018)  ISBN 9780955939549   £19.50 
 

Produced to mark the 140th anniversary of the poet’s birth in 1878, this is 
the second anthology of Gibson’s poems produced by this publisher.   
What distinguishes this collection from Homecoming (2003), apart from a 
greater number of poems, is more emphasis on Gibson’s status as a war 
poet, photos from Gibson’s grand-daughter, a trustee of the Gibson 
Estate, including a previously unknown one of Gibson’s home on Battle 
Hill prior to its demolition.   There is also an enhanced foreword by Dr 
Roger Hogg, the acknowledged expert on Gibson.   A copy of Dr Hogg’s unpublished thesis, 
Wilfrid Wilson Gibson, people’s poet: a critical and biographical study of W W Gibson, (1989) 
can be read in Hexham Library; it was subsequently published by the Cheltenham & 
Gloucester College of Higher Education in 1996, reflecting Gibson’s status as one of the 
Dymock Poets. 
 

Although quite expensive for a slim volume, this is a very nicely-produced tribute to one of 
Hexham’s most famous sons, and would make an ideal gift for the forthcoming festivities. 
 

A recent visit to Beamish 
Museum showed that the artistic 
ability of the Backhouse family, 
featured in our book Two 

Gentleman Photographers (2017), reached back through 
the generations.   Deep in the vaults of the Backhouses’ 
Bank is hidden this cartoon of life in the bank, captioned 
“Thomas Salter, drawn by Jonathan Backhouse, 1829”   
At a guess, Jonathan would be two generations before 
Edward   My apologies for the somewhat indistinct image 
but the cartoon is displayed behind glass in a rather 
gloomy passage, making flash photography difficult – but 
at least you know to where to look on future visits! 

And finally… 
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