STEPPING BACK IN TIME
A project inviting people to share their memories of Hexham is among the latest in the
ongoing High Street Heritage Action Zone scheme, as Sarah Millington discovers
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he trouble with history is that
it can be a bit – well, dry.
Remember schooldays of
having to learn facts by rote
and dusty old textbooks that
wouldn’t have looked out of
place in a museum?
Well, now there’s a project to bring history
to life, focusing on the memories of those
who lived and worked in Hexham throughout
the 20th century. Peter Mawer, senior
programme officer for Northumberland
County Council, is the man behind it.
“We basically wanted people to share
their memories, as it says on the tin,” he says.
“Historians and heritage experts can look at
pictures and records and get a sense of what
life was like, but no one can tell you better
than someone who was there, living it at the
time. We wanted that lived experience to be
shared.”
The project, led by Bradford-based
company Envisuals, invited Hexham residents
to take part in three, 10-minute videos to
be shared on the town and county council
websites and held for posterity by the
Northumberland Archives. They cover a
wide era from the 1950s through the 60s, 70s

80s and 90s. “We were particularly looking
for people north of their 80th birthday who
could share with us what it was like growing
up,” says Peter. “They chatted for about half
an hour each and shared their memories, then
all those conversations were edited down. We
think they will be useful for researchers and
school projects.”
As an added incentive, with the Queen’s
Platinum Jubilee taking place this year, Peter
asked for people’s recollections of the 1977
Silver Jubilee. “I just tried to have a hook and
relate that back in time to Queen Elizabeth’s
first jubilee,” he says. “I thought it would
encourage people to think, what was I doing
then? Some of the people who took part were
well into their mid-30s by then. That was just
part of the conversation. I very much wanted
to go back before that and talk about what life
was like in the 50s.”
While he doesn’t personally appear on the
videos, which were filmed at Hexham Abbey
in early February, Peter was there behind the
camera acting as a prompt. “The starting
question was, ‘Tell us about your school life
in Hexham,’” he says. “I only asked a few
questions then let people talk.” At first the
response was somewhat lukewarm. “The
assumption is that everybody connects in a
contemporary way, but there is still very much
a place for the old style,” he says. “The hard

printed newspaper was very much a catalyst
for people who had memories from those
sorts of periods to get in touch with us. It
was quite brave of people to put themselves
forward. It was also altruistic of them to share
those memories with others.”
Part of the High Street Heritage Action
Zone (HSHAZ), a £2.4m project to restore
the historic fabric of Hexham, the video
memories are just one element of a public
participation strand. “The key to it is the
building grants scheme and the public realm
work, which will benefit, hopefully, the
town as a whole, but alongside that it’s very
important that we bring the residents of
Hexham with us,” explains Peter.
“We’ve got quite a broad community
engagement package, which sits alongside
the cultural programme which is being run by
the Queen’s Hall. It will be active for the next
couple of years.”
Another element, far from being rooted
in nostalgia, draws on the latest technology
and highlights how famous names like Peter

Shilton, Bobby Moore, Kevin Keegan and
Frank Bruno are linked to Hexham. “We’ve
had a digital heritage trail created,” says Peter.
“That’s by a company called Trailtale and it’s
an application for phones. It walks people
around the town centre. It’s been funded by
Historic England and the creator was quite
keen to include some of the listed buildings.
It’s very exciting. You can access it through
the Trailtale website, or download it from the
Apple App Store or Google Play.”
Those with an interest in historic research
have the chance to learn from the experts.
“Throughout February and March, we’re
running two courses in research techniques,”
says Peter. “Sessions will focus on how to go
about researching, via the internet, the history
of a building – maybe the house you live in.
Then a couple of weeks later, the same group
of people will go and spend three hours at the
archives at Woodhorn Museum, and they will
continue to learn and research using the hard
copy paperwork.”
While all the slots are full, Peter hopes
to run the free programme again. He’s also
staged a couple of exhibitions at the Queen’s
Hall – one of work by photographer JP
Gibson and another of Goad plans showing
what businesses were present at 14 points in
time starting from 1971. Both will run until
mid-March. “I think they’re very interesting
for residents of the town,” he says.
Last but not least, he’s working with all
the local schools on age-appropriate projects.
First school children have been asked to come
up with representations of Hexham High
Street in 1922 and 2122.
“I said it could be Play-Doh, Lego, toilet
rolls or sticky-backed plastic, but it had to be
something that represented the high street
100 years ago and in 100 years’ time,” says
Peter. “I’m hoping to see space rockets and
aliens coming along it.” Video memories are
available at the following websites.
hexhamtowncouncil.gov.uk
northumberland.gov.uk
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Rosemary Theobalds, 81,
lives in Hexham

“I was mostly brought up in
Worcestershire and came to live in
Hexham in about 1961. I was engaged
to be married and my fiancé had a job
at Procter & Gamble, in Newcastle.
Naturally, I wanted a job in the same area.
I got a job teaching at a little boarding
school – there were several private small
boarding schools in the area. I joined
a good one in Allerwash. The school
building – Allerwash Hall – has since been
turned into about four apartments.
“I lived in the school, as did the
headmistress, the owner of the school
and the matron. I also lived in a flat in
Hexham. In those days, couples didn’t
live together before they were married. It
seems very unusual now. In 1963, we got
married and that’s when we actually lived
in Corbridge. We had a little converted,
above-the-stables apartment. That’s where
we had our first children.
“I suppose the most significant thing, in
a way, for me, is that having grown up in
Malvern, in Worcestershire, with a priory
church and lots of stone buildings, when
I first came to Hexham I felt at home
straight away, and that feeling of, this is
where my heart is, has never gone away
over the past 60 years. I often say, ‘I can’t
speak Geordie but it’s written in my heart’.
I’m fortunate enough to have lived in the
same house for 55 years, so not only am
I devoted to Hexham, I’m devoted to the
house I live in as well.”

Harry Henricks, 88, lives in Hexham

“I was the middle of three kids and I lost
my dad when I was seven. He died through
injuries from the First World War. He
was buried on Christmas Eve, 1941. My
grandmother was in Birmingham and we were
sent there after the funeral. The station got
bombed and we couldn’t go home. We slept
in the air raid shelter all the time we were
there. The west end of Hexham was the posh
houses. The east end was the council estate
where we lived. We never knew the other part
existed until we were older. We had a good
childhood. We didn’t have a lot of money.
I used to make money to try and help my
mother. I was the original Del Boy – I had all
sorts of fiddles.
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Elizabeth Bramwell, 80,
lives in Horsley

‘I’m fortunate enough to have lived in the same
house for 55 years, so not only am I devoted to
Hexham, I’m devoted to the house I live in as well’
“I just hit the new age for leaving school.
Everybody left at 14, but if you were born on
or before the 26th of July you had to stay on
another year. The annoying thing was, that
was my birthday, so I had to stay on another
year. We went out to play and the only thing
that drove you home was hunger. Me and my
wife have five children, 10 grandchildren and
12 great-grandchildren and I think it’s hard
for them growing up. My heart breaks for the
little ones.”

Laurence Lee, 85, lives in Hexham
“My father worked on a farm and we
lived out in the countryside. I came into
Hexham for work from living out in the
sticks. I worked at a place which is no
longer in existence – Davison’s Foundry,
right in the heart of Hexham. We made
steel castings. I did several jobs – I then
moved on to Fourstones Paper Mill. I
remember a canteen on Priestpopple – a

little mobile canteen called the Blue
Canteen. The lorry drivers used to go
and have a snack and we used to buy
a sandwich. There were also toilets on
Priestpopple.
“I moved away from Hexham for a
short while, then I came back and got a
job at a bakery called Charlton’s Bakery,
down Market Street. There were several
bakeries in Hexham at that time. They
used to go out into the countryside with
the vans and sell their wares to country
residents.
“There were about 20 vans and we
used to fill them up with cakes and bread
and all the provisions, selling off the back
of the van – not terribly hygienic, I think
now. The little cakes would get a bit dusty.
It's changed dramatically. The picture
house was open then, and the dancefloor
– buildings which are no longer there.
There were garages all over Hexham.”

“I went to the Sele School – that was the
infants’ school, and that was just after the
war. We were asked to collect rosehips and
we took these bags to school. I assume
they made it into rosehip syrup. Then I
went to the junior school, which was also
the Sele, then I went up to Newcastle to
school. We lived in Hexham – my father
was a butcher. His father was a butcher
before him. The butcher’s was Edward
Robson. It’s now To Let. It was sold and it
was a bookmakers and I thought my family
would be turning in their graves because
they were staunch Methodists.
“I can pretty much remember all the
shops which aren’t there anymore. There
was Robbs on each side of the street, then
further along was Robinson’s. You put
the money in a container and they pulled
a lever and it went along a track up to the
office. There was a gentlemen’s outfitters
and you got everything wrapped up in
paper and tied with a string.
“There was a fruit and veg shop and
my mother said, ‘We’ve got some bananas
from under the counter’. I assume it
was because my father had given them
some meat. There were five butchers in
Hexham. It’s changed enormously since
those days.”
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