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Talking to our esteemed newsletter editor recently he mentioned some 
of the places he had just visited in Jordan. As well as the obvious 
destination of Petra in the south-western desert he mentioned Jerash, 
not far south of the Syrian border. At Jerash is an ornately decorated 
Roman arch, erected to mark the visit of the Emperor Hadrian to the 

city nearly 1,900 years ago.  Here then is an unexpected connection between the baking 
sands of the middle eastern desert and our ‘temperate’ (OK, usually cold) green hills, each 
close to the outer limits of the Roman Empire.  Hadrian is of course a very familiar name 
around here for obvious reasons, adopted widely as a business name, and I wonder if that 
very familiarity means many of us often lose sight of it.  For those of us on its doorstep, the 
stunning scale, importance and antiquity of Hadrian’s Wall is sometimes overlooked through 
this familiarity yet it remains arguably our most important local historical landmark. I doubt 
I’m the only one who tends only to go and appreciate it when showing it off to visitors new to 
the area.  Maybe we should come at it afresh with the eyes of visitors, especially with 
summer around the corner, and appreciate both the scale of the civil engineering and 
contemplate the depths of time over which Tynedale has been directly connected with 
Europe and beyond.  
 
On matters closer to home I did not want to let this opportunity to pass without thanking Liz 
Proud and Jean Thompson for the great service they have given to the Society. For over a 
decade Liz and Jean have quietly and efficiently laid on the tea, coffee and refreshments at 
each of our monthly talks, and cleared up afterwards. I know that this is valued by our 
members and visitors as a key part of what we do, and Liz and Jean have willingly 
volunteered their time to make it happen. Elsewhere in this newsletter you will see a request 
to join a rota to continue this in the future. In the meantime I am sure I speak for all of us in 
wishing Liz and Jean a well-deserved retirement from behind the hatch at Trinity. Thank you 
both! 
 
 

There are still a few seats available for the trip to the Bowes Museum 
& Barnard Castle on Saturday, July 20th.    If you would like to join us, 
please email Jennifer direct at outings@hexhamhistorian.org or 
download a form at www.hexhamhistorian.org/talks-events   Non-
members are also welcome. 

 
 

The Committee has decided to award our recently-retired Chair, Peter 
Rodger, Honorary Life Membership of the Society in recognition of his 
long commitment to the work of the Society; in particular his creation 
of our first website, and the move to Print-on-demand for many of our 
publications. 
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I am trying to track down an inscribed wooden panel that was once 
above a fireplace in 'the Tower in Hexham' and mentioned in both 
Hutchinson and Wright.   I attach a photo of the inscription that 
Hutchinson made of it, presumably in the 1770s?  I've read that the 
panel was removed and somehow ended up in Dilston Castle.  Sadly, 

they no longer have it, nor know of its whereabouts. 
 

I am also on the hunt for another 
item. In North-Country Lore and 
Legend, January 1888 - a wooden 
mantel-piece is described that was 
once in the Manor Office - on this 
was 'rudely but intelligibly' carved 'a 
statement relative to the reasons 
why the tower was built, and the 
uses to which it was to be put'. The 
article goes on to say that Mr Ralph 
Carr Ellison noted down the story 
and that the old mantel-piece was 
then removed to Newcastle and the 
'head offices of Mr W B Beaumont, 
the Lord of the Manor at Hexham'. 
 

Peter can be contacted at 01670 624493, or by email at  
phewitt@museumsnorthumberland.org.uk 
 
 

If anyone did not come on this trip because they thought ‘I know what 
a theatre looks like’ they missed something very special. The TTOH 
opened its doors in 1869, brainchild of that great Tyneside 
businessman-with-a-social-conscience, radical, republican, 
newspaper man and later MP, Joseph Cowen junior, ‘the Blaydon 
Brick’, who also, of course financed the building. In its day it 

represented the cutting edge of theatre technology catering for that great Victorian taste for 
spectacle. In 1919 the impresario Oswald Stoll converted it into a cinema, leaving much of 
the original staging and décor intact, if obscured. The building went through various 
vicissitudes (including a serious fire) but was saved by the activities of Tyne Theatre & 
Opera House Preservation Trust which developed out of a campaign in the 1970s. 
 

Our two guides shared a deep accumulated knowledge of the theatre and its history and a 
profound and infectious enthusiasm for the building.  Mike Green, involved since the 1970s, 
talked about the auditorium in a slightly ironic but appealing way. It has a wonderful acoustic, 
partly the result of wooden walls and an oyster-shaped ceiling.  Martin Collins, whose 
interest started as a ‘gentleman actor’, demonstrated a profound understanding of the stage 
and stage machinery. If the auditorium was impressive, the stage machinery took one’s 
breath away. I cannot adequately describe it, but it was a tough, exciting and dangerous 
place to work. 
 

The limit on seating today is about 1,200 but past audiences often exceeded 3,000; smoking 
was widespread, the place was lit by gas and personal hygiene was not up to the standard 
of most people today – quite an atmosphere in spite of a gas powered ‘sunburner’ ventilation 
system that forced hot air through the roof and thus drew up some of the fetid air.  
 

This was another outstanding HLHS visit organised by the excellent Jennifer Britton. Martin 
Collins said that theatre was about creating wonderful stories, quite true, but the 
preservation of this amazing building is a wonderful story in itself. 

Can you help? 
Peter Hewitt 
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As many of you will know Museums Northumberland (MN) is the 
organisation responsible for managing a range of heritage sites across 
the county: at Woodhorn Museum, Berwick-upon-Tweed Museum and 
Art Gallery, Morpeth Chantry Bagpipe Museum, and of course 
Hexham Old Gaol, Moothall and House of Correction.  In 2018 MN 
was awarded funding from the John Ellerman Foundation to conduct 

an audit of all the material culture and collections across our sites.  The purpose of 
this is to: 

• get a clear sense of the scope of our collections, including conservation risks;  

• to identify 'Star Objects' and narratives that we can introduce into our museums;  

• create a body of data about our collections that can be entered onto a newly-acquired 
Collections Management System (CMS);  

• connect and/or reconnect with audiences via our collection - for example, as a result 
of new information arising from the audit 

 

The plan therefore, is to find out what we have, look after it, and display it - engaging with as 
many people as possible along the way. We are looking for a group of volunteers who could 
help us with this auditing process. We need your help to list, measure, photograph and pack 
all items to accredited museum standards - this will form the bulk of time spent volunteering 
with us. Training where necessary will be available. In return you will get unprecedented 
access to the Hexham collections and buildings and have the opportunity to contribute to 
other projects/research arising from the audit. For example, in Hexham, we recently found a 
display case filled with Roman coins and a finger-ring. Where did this from? Ideally we would 
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like to have four or more people that could set aside time together so we can 'blitz' the 
collections.  I have found this is the most effective way of working (as opposed to doing the 
odd day here or there) - it is also more fun and rewarding!  Please do contact me if you wish 
to know more - I live in Hexham so I am more than happy to meet you to discuss the project.  
Thank you.  phewitt@museumsnorthumberland.org.uk  or call me on 01670 624493. 
 
 
 

Goad Marketing Plans record a biennial snapshot of the retail offer in 
towns.  HLHS has purchased and donated several of the more recent 
plans, to add to those already held in Hexham library, illustrating how 
shopping has changed in Hexham over the past 40 years.    
 

As some members may not have seen the article printed in the 
Hexham Courant in February, we reprint it here – minus the somewhat flattering photo of the 
author!    And, can anyone solve the riddle at the end? 
 
 A collection of marketing plans held in Hexham library shows how the retail offer has 
changed in Hexham over the past 50 years.   The Goad Marketing Plans list almost every 
business in the town centre at two-yearly intervals from 1971, expanding to include the out-
of-town shops with the creation in 1989 of Robb’s at Tynedale Park – now the site of 
Tesco’s. 
 

Although, being recorded only every two years, some short-lived businesses are omitted; the 
plans provide a fascinating record of what the town has had to offer residents and visitors.   
Some comparisons can be misleading as, until the 2018 survey, Hencotes was not included; 
the Goad Plans dealing only with the town centre.   
There is much comment today about vacant properties.   In 1971, eight shopfronts were 
unoccupied; by 1996 this had leapt to eighteen, falling to fourteen in 2006 before rising to its 
record level of twenty-eight (excluding Hencotes) in 2018.  It should be noted that some of 
the properties vacant in 2018 have now been occupied although, in fairness, others then 
occupied have now closed. 
 

A major change is the disappearance of government offices, both national and local.   Until 
the early 1990s, the Ministry of “Ag & Fish” had offices in Market Street.  Local government 
maintained a physical presence in the town until 2018 when its last remaining outpost, 
Hadrian House on Gilesgate, was vacated; any remaining services being gathered into the 
Queen’s Hall. 
 

Along with many market towns, the range of goods available has shrunk over the years.   
The arrival of the out-of-town stores, both Robb’s at Tynedale Park and those further afield 
started the decline, only to be threatened, in their turn, by the rise of Internet-shopping.   
What quickly becomes apparent is the disappearance of clothing stores.   1971 saw no 
fewer than twenty-seven establishments selling clothing and footwear – not including Robb’s 
Department Store.   By 1983, this had shrunk to twenty-one; by 2000, only fourteen 
remained.   By 2018, there were twelve although, interestingly, several of these were new 
arrivals.   The rise of the charity shop (two in 1971, ten by 2018) also superseded many of 
the clothing outlets.    One notable change for the better is that Hexham now boasts four 
bookshops (two new and two second-hand); in 1971 readers had to travel to Newcastle to 
purchase a book!  
 

Only one pub has disappeared since 1971, the Old Grey Bull on Battle Hill; since converted 
into two retail properties although currently, both are vacant.    The Turk’s Head is now The 
Heart of Northumberland, having undergone a number of name changes, The Criterion Hotel 
– having been closed for some years, reopened as the Tap & Spile in 1986 whilst The Royal 
Hotel has disappeared but remains a drinking place as Mr Ant’s.    On the other hand, there 

Shopping in 
Hexham, from 
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were only six places to have a coffee in 1971, whereas now one can choose from three 
times as many – not including pubs and other establishments now offering warm beverages 
in addition to their primary offer!   There are also rather more places to eat in the evening – a 
distinct improvement from when I arrived in Hexham in 1980, to find that, other than the 
hotels, there was nowhere to eat after 5pm! 
 

In 1971, Hexham residents wishing to have their hair cut had a choice of 5 establishments (2 
for women and 2 for men), only one of which, John Gerard’s, still operates under the same 
name.    By 2018, there were no fewer than fifteen for women and six for men – not counting 
the three other beauty salons! 
 

Apart from John Gerard’s, only a few trading names remain in business from 1971, 
excluding pubs and hotels.  The Silver Palace, Wardhaugh’s, Thomas Ellis, Leslie 
Dickinson’s, Herdman’s and Pegg’s  are the only businesses still trading.  Others, such as 
Stafford’s, are still trading, albeit no longer in the town centre. 
 

As already mentioned, Hencotes was not included until the latest survey.  Hexham Local 
History Society would love to hear from anyone who can fill in the gaps with shops operating 
from there from 1971.    The Goad charts are hand-written, and sometimes hard to decipher.   
HLHS is mystified by the 1971 entry for 19 Market Place.   It seems to be a company named 
Garden Ent. Sarth.   We know that it sold garden supplies – can anyone remember the 
actual name? 
 
 

The generation who lived and fought through the Second World War 
is slipping away, their numbers dwindling daily.  All too soon, there will 
be none left at all and World War II, like those conflicts before it, will 
fall out of living memory. 
 

It is of vital importance that we capture as many memories while we still have the chance.  
Once they have gone, they have gone.  Those men and women will not be able to speak to 
us from beyond the grave.  But while they are still living, they remain crucially important 
witnesses to the most cataclysmic war the world has ever known. 
 

We Need Your Help.   Help us to find these surviving veterans and civilians, and to then sit 
down with them and record their testimonies.  Their life stories.  They have incredible tales to 
tell – these ordinary men, women, and children and from all countries who were caught up in 
something completely beyond their control.  Ordinary people made to do extraordinary 
things. 
 

This generation is so important. The second world war was an incredible and destructive war 
– every man woman and child were involved in that conflict. We need a record of these guys 
before it’s too late. Once they’ve gone that’s it, their memories will have gone with them. 
Help us capture their stories.   
 

WarGen was founded by broadcaster and historian, Dan Snow, and author and broadcaster, 
James Holland.   We’re a small team with big ambitions. We’re creating a crowd-sourced 
online repository of oral-history from the people who lived through World War 2 and we are 
asking you to help us. We are looking for individuals willing to join our volunteer team as 
interviewers and to go out into your local communities and record these important stories of 
a fast disappearing generation or to let us know if they have a family member or friend or 
even know of someone who they believe would like to have their stories recorded.  Please 
check out the website for the interviews that have already been carried out the length and 
breadth of the country.   WarGen can be contacted through the website www.wargen.org 

The War 
Generation 
Shane Greer 



In last summer’s newsletter, we 
showed historic buildings emerging 
from the site below the old swimming 
pool.   As work to redevelop the site 
progresses, more have emerged from 

the slope behind the adjacent carpark, together with what 
appears to be a cobbled alley.   We understand 
archaeologists have visited the site but do not appear to have 
found anything exciting.    These images show the buildings 
and cobbles. 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Quinn, Joyce & Kilkenny, Moira.  Angels of the 
North: notable women of the North East 
(Tyne Bridge, 2018) ISBN 9780951048863 
£12.99 
 

In 2018 we celebrated the centenary of the Representation of the 
People Act in which some women were granted the right to vote. This 
anniversary prompted the publication of several books featuring 
notable women who deserve a place in history, Angels of The North 
was amongst the first of these volumes and gives an easy –to-read 
introduction to the lives of 40 important women who belong to “The 
North East”, that area of England whose history seems to be founded 
on raiding, science, mining, shipbuilding and political activism. Interests that out history 
books tend to ascribe to men. This book speaks of female pioneers in these male dominated 
fields as well as heroines from more traditional women’s roles.  
 

The reader is introduced to an interesting assortment of women covering five centuries from 
Dorothy Lawson (1580 – 1632) to Denise Robertson (1932 – 2016).  Muriel Robb, daughter 
of William Robb of Robb’s of Hexham, and All-England Women’s Lawn Tennis Champion 
(singles & doubles) of 1902, takes her place alongside more familiar Northern women like 
Grace Darling and Mo Mowlam, as well as those who are in danger of being forgotten, such 
as Anna Richardson and Kate Maxey. Noblewomen, paupers, politicians, actors, activists, 
nurses, surgeons, engineers and explorers fill the pages challenging the myth that women 
did not contribute much to the story of our past. 
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The title is my only disappointment in this well-written, interesting book.   Angels of the North 
evokes thought of ministering, gentle, peaceful beings, drawing on popular myths about 
gender roles.   The women in this book give the lie to that perception, and should rightly be 
lauded alongside their better-known male counterparts. 
 
 

Wills, Simon A history of trees (Pen & Sword 
White Owl, 2018) ISBN  9781526701596  £25 
 

It all depends what you mean by history. This is not 
a serious historical analysis of the natural history of 

trees, nor of their importance to man, nor of their changing significance in 
the landscape. The author touches on all these topics, and many more, 
but the result is an engaging and entertaining  ‘lucky dip’ bran-tub of 
random fact and fiction about trees. 
 

The book is organised alphabetically by tree species. It has sections on 
all the common native and anciently introduced British trees. It also covers a few more 
recent introductions which have been established long enough to have acquired some folk-
lore or traditional human use – magnolia, monkey puzzle, bay. For each species the author 
has collected folk stories, traditional medicinal uses, snippets of information about the 
whereabouts of notable trees, the uses of their timber. Trees in literature get a mention, John 
Evelyn’s “Silva” of 1664 is drawn on heavily, and news items old and modern about 
surprising and improbable events in which trees have featured. Some of this material is 
familiar – King Charles and the Oak Tree, Newton and the Apple, for example. However, the 
publisher’s blurb makes much of “interesting stories that are not widely known” and there are 
indeed many such stories, some folk-lore but some factual, that were new to me; I had not 
heard of ‘Napolean’s Willow’, a weeping willow said to have originated from a tree on St 
Helena favoured by the imprisoned Napoleon, or realised the ancient origins of cultivated 
pear varieties; apparently Pliny was able to describe 41 of them in the 1st century AD! 
  

Many of the curious tales collected by the author are apocryphal and some smack of the 
‘silly season’ anecdotes favoured by newspapers since the eighteenth century which, in the 
absence of any convincing  historical record might uncharitably be described as antique  
‘fake news’.  These are great fun, though, and I particularly enjoyed the story of King George 
III leaping out of his carriage in the park to shake hands with, and engage in conversation, a 
venerable oak tree – supposedly the first public manifestation of his insanity. There is 
information of a more reliable nature on modern uses of timber, on the development of 
domestic fruit, recently introduced tree diseases such as Dutch elm disease and ash die-
back, public fashions in garden and parkland trees and many other topics.  
 

The book has a brief index, though it is almost as idiosyncratic as the choice of subjects. The 
author has made good use of a wide range of historical sources for material, most of which 
are attributed but others, frustratingly, not. The book is beautifully illustrated with 
photographs (unattributed – the author’s own?) and material from historical sources, and is 
well printed. It is a good, entertaining read, and while it might not address its subject in a 
very focussed way it does serve to show how great a part trees have played, and continue to 
play, in human culture.  
 
 
 
 
 
 

Book Review 
Ian Hancock 



Wilson, John Barton There’s blood in the war 
saddle (border.reivers@outlook.com, (2018) 
£12.50 
 

This is a unique combination of Wilson’s original 
poetry and prose with the dramatic paintings of 

artist Walter Parker.   
 

John has taken a new perspective on the Reivers, focusing on how 
people managed in these difficult times.  His poems cover such topics as 
a mother’s grief when her youngest son doesn’t come back from his first raid, the fear of a 
family besieged in their home, and imaging what it would be like to lose everything you had – 
family, home and possessions.  
 

Those members not on the Internet can obtain copies by phoning John on 01833 650164 or 
07778 359015 
 
 
Harker, Dave (2019) Tyneside song: from Blind Willie to Bobby Nunn.   
ISBN 9780995741843  £25 (inc p&p) 
In this book Dave Harker draws together work on a collection of 
fascinating people - a contrast to his other books on individual North-East 
performers and song-makers. We meet fiddler-singers Blind Willy Purvis 
and Bobby Nunn, pioneer documentor of North East instrumental music 
Robert Topliff, the great collector John Bell, bagpipe-maker Robert Reed, 
printers John Marshall and the Fordyce brothers, concert hall proprietor 
John Balmbra and James Catnach from Alnwick, who became a famous 
London ballad printer. Harker vividly shows singers and songwriters 
facing difficulties in their own lives and engaged with the struggles of their audiences in a 
fast-changing industrial society. He reproduces many original songs and illustrations and 
provides a wealth of historical contextualisation, allowing readers to experience, explore and 
interpret the rich material. Dave’s eight books on North East culture constitute the best 
account of regional song in nineteenth century Britain that we have. 
 

Copies of Tyneside Songs can be obtained from the author at 11 Ouseburn Wharf, St. 
Lawrence Road, Newcastle upon Tyne NE6 1BY  
 
 

A popular feature on the Society’s Facebook page and website is the 
monthly Building Knowledge Test, in which viewers are invited to 
identify sometimes obscure elements of the Hexham townscape.    
This one proved a particular puzzle: can you locate it? 
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