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The oft-quoted phrase “May you live in interesting times” is usually 
thought to be more a curse than a blessing but, whatever your view, 
these are certainly “interesting times”. However long it takes to return 
to what we might vaguely recognise as normality this coronavirus 
epidemic will live long in the memory, and doubtless provide 
fascinating material for future historians, as have previous epidemics.  

And even in the worst times it wasn’t all bad. In the 1660s Isaac Newton made long visits to 
the countryside to escape the bubonic plague then sweeping through London. He used the 
time and space to develop his theories on calculus, optics and the laws of motion and 
gravity. In later life, Newton claimed that these enforced absences were the most 
intellectually fruitful of his whole life. Here in Hexham there was a severe outbreak of 
bubonic plague in the summer of 1598 which carried off about a tenth of the town’s 
population (see HH 21 pp.8-9). Yet the town’s response was, within a year, to obtain a Royal 
charter to establish the grammar school.  
 
We have, of course, had to curtail most of our regular Society activities, and can only hope 
at this stage that our autumn talks will take place as originally planned. You’ll find an update 
on this summer’s outings elsewhere in this newsletter. But meanwhile here is our latest 
newsletter, and this year’s edition of Hexham Historian should be with you at the normal time 
later this year. Mark Benjamin and Pete Lee have also been busy digitising Colin Dallison’s 
enormous collection of Hexham slides and postcards which continue to make their way into 
the online collection in our website. Mark’s digital jigsaws of historic views of Hexham are 
also proving very popular. The monthly picture quiz continues via the website, and for those 
of you not online we wanted to make the full collection is available in this newsletter to test 
your knowledge of the town’s buildings. I know these are minor diversions at the moment, 
but hope they provide some interest during the lockdown. Take care and stay safe. 
 
 

Whilst, in the circumstances, we cannot guarantee that these will take 
place, we hope to see you at our remaining events for this year! 
 
September 8th.   Paul Frodsham: Recent excavations at Roman 
Corbridge 

Paul Frodsham will satisfy the curiosity aroused by the excavations carried out in 2019 near 
Corbridge as part of Newcastle University Hadrian's Wall Community Archaeology Project 
(WallCAP), and give an update on any further work carried out there. 
 
October 13th. Dr Shane McCorristine: The criminal corpse in pieces 
A condemned criminal's story did not end with execution: Dr Shane McCorristine examines 
what he has described as 'the dark value of criminal bodies'. 
 
November 10th.   Max Adams: The First Kingdom 
In his latest book about the Dark Ages, The First Kingdom, Max Adams takes on the most 
enigmatic and fascinating period of British history, between the end of Rome and the arrival 
of Christianity in the North. Max offers us a people's history, painting a vivid picture of 
communities surviving the fall of Rome, fashioning a new sort of society whose traces can 
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be read in the settlements, fields, names and boundaries that survive for archaeologists to 
study. 
 
Excursions : In view of the likely continuation of social distancing for some time to come, it 
has been decided to cancel all of this year’s planned visits.   Jennifer Britton will be in touch 
with those members who have already booked places on any trip. 
 
 

Northumberland County Libraries have pulled together all the 
online resources they offer for local and family historians and these 
can be found by clicking this link https://tinyurl.com/y8uff4mv  
 

Also, quite a few titles of interest to local historians have been added to BorrowBox, the 
downloadable book service.    If you’re not already a member of the library, it’s easy to join; 
just go to www.mylibrary.co.uk and follow the instructions. 
 
British History Online (BHO) is a digital collection of key printed primary and secondary 
sources for the history of Britain and Ireland, and the British world, with a special focus on 
the period 1300 to 1800. The BHO collection includes over 1,280 volumes of primary content 
and secondary sources. 
 
Most of this content (over 1000 volumes or c.80% of the total) is always available free to use 
by anyone, anywhere with access to the BHO site. In addition, we offer several subscription 
packages—for individual users and institutions—that provide access to a further 200 
volumes of primary research content. 
 
Free access to all BHO content 
BHO have made the transcribed texts of these additional 200 volumes available in 
full to individual users who visit the BHO site. 
We’re very aware of the current challenges faced by students and researchers with the 
closure of universities, libraries and archives. We hope that by releasing these additional 
volumes BHO can provide access to a wider selection of valuable research materials. This 
extended access currently runs to 31 July 2020. 
 
What’s included in the new content? 
The extra 200 volumes now available are predominantly made up of two important series: 
 
the Calendar of Close Rolls, covering the reigns of Henry III to Henry VII (1244 to 1509), 
the Calendar of State Papers Domestic, covering the reigns of Edward VI to Anne, 1547 to 
1704)   Close Rolls record ‘Letters close’ which were issued by the Chancery in the name of 
the Crown. These letters were ‘usually of an executive nature conveying orders and 
instructions, and, therefore of a private and personal nature’ (The National Archives, 2020). 
Because of their nature, letters were ‘issued folded and “closed” by the application of the 
great seal’ (TNA). 
 
The Close Rolls are records of these letters, initiated by Chancery to create a master version 
of the letters sent. BHO’s collection covers closed letters issued between 1244 and 1509 in a 
total of 61 volumes. 
 
The State Papers Domestic are the accumulated papers of the secretaries of state relating 
to national home (domestic) affairs. They contain information on every facet of early modern 
government. State Papers took many formats: ‘including private and official letters, musters, 
reports, commissions and instructions, council orders and correspondence, proclamations, 
memoranda and draft parliamentary bills’ (TNA, 2020). 
 
BHO’s collection covers State Papers Domestic for the period 1547 to 1704 in a total of 92 
volumes. 
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In both cases, British History Online offers the Calendar of the original records, not the 
original records. These Calendars were created in the late Victorian period. They provide 
researchers with a full summary of the contents of the original document. For nearly all 
purposes these summaries are wholly sufficient for research. 
 
The remainder of the now free BHO content comprises the following eight series: 
 

 Calendar of State Papers, Ireland, covering the period 1586-1606, in 13 volumes 
 Calendar of State Papers, Scotland, covering the period 1547-1588, in 11 volumes 
 Parliament Rolls of Medieval England, in 1 volume 
 Calendar of Home Office Papers, George III, covering the period 1760-1775, in 4 

volumes 
 Calendar of Border Papers, covering the period 1560-1603, in 2 volumes 
 Calendar of the Committee for the Advance of Money, covering the period 1642-55, 

in 4 volumes 
 Calendar of the Committee for Compounding, covering the period 1643-60, in 5 

volumes 
 A final series is the Calendar of Patent Rolls, covering the reigns of Henry III, Edward 

I and Edward II (1216 to 1307), which appear in 10 volumes. The Patent Rolls are 
closely linked to the Close Rolls, being the records of Letters patent (or ‘open’). 

 
Letters patent were unsealed letters expressing the sovereign’s will on a variety of matters of 
public interest. BHO’s 10 volumes are the first output in a new project to digitise and publish 
the Calendar of Patent Rolls up to and including the reign of Henry VII (1509); this project is 
ongoing. 
 
 

 
1. David Waugh is after any information regarding a private club 

operating in Hexham in the 1980s, roughly in the vicinity of where 
Abbey Court now stands, at the eastern end of Priestpopple.   
Apparently it’s not the old Eastgarth Club; now the Phoenix.   If any 

member can help, please contact the Editor or David direct on 0790 0657806 
 

2. Does anyone know the original purpose of this building situated 
at the back of the Robbs/Beales carpark?    
 

3. Emmajane Dickinson asks via Facebook.  I have two very old 
photographs of Hexham Harriers AFC and Park Rangers RFC 
both taken in 1906/7. I believe my great grandfather is in the 
photos and was wondering if you could tell me anything about 
the clubs and players. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Can you help? 



James Jurin was a Hexham-based medic who laid the foundations for 
the smallpox vaccine, a full 70 years before Edward Jenner arrived on 
the scene. 
 
Overlooked and largely forgotten now, James Jurin (1684-1750) 

began his work trying to find an antidote to the deadly 18th century killer way back in the 
1720s. Originally a teacher by profession, he was appointed headmaster of Newcastle’s 
Royal Grammar School in 1709, just four years after he graduated from Trinity College 
Cambridge. Ten years later, he went back to university to study medicine, emerging just a 
year later with the requisite doctorate. 
 

He was a great supporter of Sir 
Isaac Newton, who he met at 
Royal Society gatherings, and was 
interested in what was the 
beginnings of meteorology and he 
corresponded with Voltaire. 
 
Jurin’s mother was one of the 
Cotesworths, a wealthy merchant 
family operating out of Newcastle 
and Gateshead, and he himself 
went on to marry the wealthy 
widow of a Morpeth MP. 
Somewhere along the line, his 
connections with the North-East 
led him to Hexham – and the 
purchase of The Hermitage 
mansion, standing on the banks of 

the Tyne. 
This became the perfect country retreat for him and his wife and their five daughters, and it 
was to remain in the family for a generation after his death. 
 
At around the same time that he bought The Hermitage, Jurin began his work on an early 
form of smallpox inoculation, known as ‘variolation’, that cemented his reputation. It involved 
scraping pus from the sores of smallpox victims and then injecting it into healthy individuals, 
who would then develop a mild form of the disease that gave them an immunity against the 
full-blown thing. They must have been brave people! 
 
Jurin put out correspondence all over the country to find doctors who were willing to try what 
was basically an experiment and to collect the data afterwards. He wanted to know what the 
difference in mortality rates from smallpox would be between the group that had been 
injected with smallpox and the one that hadn’t. 
 
On the whole, he found that those people who had undergone variolation didn’t get 
smallpox. 
 
Jurin himself died a very wealthy man. His wife’s inheritance was certainly a factor, but he 
also reaped the rewards of a very successful career. 
He left an estate valued, in today’s money, at £5.5m. 
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King, Andy – trans & ed. Sir Thomas Gray, 
Scalacronica, 1272-1373 (Surtees Society, Vol 
209, 2019) ISBN 978 0 85444 079 5   £17.99  
 

Northumbrian knight Sir Thomas Gray was constable of of Norham 
castle in the troubled borderlands in the mid-14th century. Captured by 
the Scots he started a history of Britain, his ‘Scalacronica’, while 
imprisoned in Edinburgh, mostly by copying existing works. However, 
the portion of his manuscript from the late 13th century appears to be 
based heavily on the memories of his father and others and his own 
personal experience. It therefore provides a direct perspective on 
English politics and wars with Scotland and France from a medieval 
military knight. This edition includes a new transcript of the surviving manuscript with facing 
page translation into English. The introduction includes biographies of Gray and his father, 
and the meticulous detective work undertaken to identify him as the author and to track the 
provenance of the original manuscript from Norham to Corpus Christ College, Cambridge – 
via Ireland. 
 
This is obviously a very specialised publication, but the Surtees Society and Boydell Press 
are to be congratulated on making Andy King’s thorough work available to a wider audience 
in a reasonably priced paperback version of the original and much more expensive hardback 
original of 2005. This makes it an attractive proposition for anyone with a particular interest 
in the turbulent Anglo-Scottish borderlands during the dark days of the 14th century. 
 
 

 
Armstrong, Craig Northumberland: Romans to 
Victorians - Visitors’ Historic Britain s.   (Pen & 
Sword, 2020)  ISBN 978 1 5260278 9  £12.99 
 

An odd cross between a potted history and a guide book, complete with 
entrance times and prices, this book rather falls between the two.   How 
the author deals with the rest of Northumberland I am not qualified to 
judge but a book dealing substantially with Medieval Northumberland 
that manages to omit any mention of Wilfrid and Hexham Abbey and 
that  references a castle at Hexham being taken during the Wars of the 
Roses should be regarded with a certain amount of suspicion.     
 
All in all, a book to be left to tourist trap bookshops for unsuspecting tourists although, I 
suspect, they will favour other titles with colour illustrations. 
 

 
Sadler, John & Serdiville, Rosie Cromwell’s 
convicts: the Death March from Dunbar, 1650  
(Pen & Sword, 2020) ISBN 9781526738201  
£19.99 

 
The forced march of Scottish prisoners from Dunbar to Durham was the 
subject of a talk in 2018 by Christopher Gerrard, one of the 
archaeologists involved in the Durham excavation and the author of a 
book.   Whilst his book Lost Lives,  new voices deals primarily with the 
story of the excavation and how the bodies came to be in Durham,  
Sadler and Serdiville concentrate on the march itself and the fate of the 
soldiers after their arrival in Durham.   In keeping with their roles as Time Bandits, the 
authors are concerned to make the history come alive and the result is a enjoyably readable 
book, albeit about a grim story. 
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Obviously, in the current circumstances, we’re not encouraging you to 
wander the town looking for them but can you identify these details 
from buildings around the town?      The answers can be found on our 
website at www.hexhamhistorian.org/historic-hexham/test-your-

hexham-building-knowledge/ 
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HLHS member, Helen Rutherford, has written a fascinating article entitled Celebrating the 
end of a pandemic: ‘the magnificent but incongruous assemblages of an opium 
dream.  Published on the Lit & Phil website  
https://www.litandphil.org.uk/blog/posts/2020/april/an-opium-dream/ it tells of the Fancy 
Dress Ball held in Newcastle to celebrate the ending of the Cholera Epidemic of 1832 
 
As some of you may have noticed, we have been plundering our Digital Photo Archive for 
images to turn into online jigsaw puzzles.    These are circulated to members who have 
signed up to receive email, and are posted on the Society’s Facebook page.  If you’re not a 
subscriber to Facebook, just click here or put this link into your browser 
https://www.facebook.com/HexhamHistorian/      Warning: The links only last for a few 
weeks, so some of the earlier puzzles may no longer work 
 
New jigsaws are being added every few days; those put up so far are: 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

And finally, a reminder that our online bookshop is still open and this is the ideal time to 
catch up on any of our publications you may have missed! 

https://www.hexhamhistorian.org/bookshop/ 


