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Happy New Year and Welcome to the January issue of our monthly newsletter and I 

hope you find something to interest you. Contributions for future issues are most 

welcome, there is no pressure to contribute, but if you do have an item for a future 

issue; a story, a query or maybe a nice photo you’d like to share, please email me at 

the above address.   

 

Susan 

<><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><> 

ALLTOGETHER NOW : On 26 August 1824 during an abnormally low tide, three pilots, 

 L. Burn junr.  J. Harrison and William Tully walked across from the south to the north side of 

the river on Tynemouth Bar, a circumstance which it was believed had never occurred 

before. At high water on that day there was 24 feet 8 inches of water on the bar and when 

the trio set off on their adventure they found a depth of only two feet. 

 

<><><><><><><><><><><><> 



Norah Balls 1886-1980 

Norah Elizabeth Balls was a writer, historian, lecturer and magistrate. 

The daughter of a middle-class family, her father was a mariner and 

steam ship owner. 

Norah attended a school at 34 Dockwray Square, North Shields, the 

‘School for Young Ladies’, run by two unmarried sisters Rebecca 

(1841-1919) and Hannah (1848-1922) Mason. They were the children 

of teachers themselves and ran their school for over twenty years 

whilst living on the premises, with a live-in servant to look after them 

Norah who in her youth lived at 9 Park Crescent, Tynemouth, where 

they always kept a servant, was also one of the most ardent and 

active suffragettes in the northeast in the early twentieth century. 

She was a member of The Women's Social and Political Union 

(WSPU), which was the leading militant organisation campaigning for 

women's suffrage in the United Kingdom. 

In 1909 Norah and a group of fellow suffragettes from Newcastle carried a petition to the House of 

Commons, to Mr Asquith, who was against women’s suffrage. When they arrived the police 

wouldn’t let them near. The suffragettes held onto the railings and refused to move until they saw 

him. He, of course, refused to see them and they were arrested and taken to the police station and 

Norah spent the night in a cell lying on the floor.  

She once attended a by-election at South Shields, to which Emmeline Pankhurst and her daughter, 

Christabel, both came. Mrs Pankhurst asked Norah to take the chair. Norah was terrified but no-one 

ever said no to Mrs Pankhurst. She was also a friend of Emily Wilding Davison. Emily is often 

remembered for the violent and extreme measures she undertook to try and obtain the vote for 

women. However, Norah remembered her more gently. The suffragettes used to ride on their 

bicycles to Emily’s mother’s cottage in Longhorsley on Sunday afternoons for tea and a chat. She also 

helped establish Girl Guiding in Northumberland. 

She isn’t on the 1911 census, like a number of suffragettes she avoided the census in protest at not 

having the vote.  

By 1939 Norah was once again living in Tynemouth at 46 Front Street giving her occupation as 

Organising Secretary Social Services and engaged in ARP service, became a JP in 1944 and was an 

independent Councillor for Tynemouth Borough Council, Dockwray Ward from 1946-1951 

In later life she lived in an 

apartment in Bamburgh 

Castle and said there was 

nowhere else in the world 

she would rather be. Norah 

died in 1980 at the grand age 

of 94 leaving an estate of 

£56,764.00. 

Emily Pankhurst pictured 

front holding a book with 

Norah at the back centre. 

Picture taken at a South 

Shields by-election. 

 



THE PERILS OF MOTORING 

 

The first instance of number plates came into practice under the Motor Car Act 1903. 

Before this time, many cars could not be identified to their owners, so the Government 

created the number plate scheme to do as the name suggests and ‘personalise’ the car. The 

first number plate ever to be used was ‘A1’, which was issued in London. 

Number plates around this time consisted of a one or two-letter code, followed by a number 

between 1 and 9999. 

However, these plates were not given out randomly. 

The first and/or second letters in the sequence acted as 

an area code (similar to that on a postcode!) and 

indicated to which area the car was registered. 

The letter A was assigned to London and so on. When 

these letters ran out and there was not enough space for 

other up-and-coming cities, two letters were used. FT 

was the code for Tynemouth and CU for South Shields. 

 

My grandfather, Joseph Gunn, a wharfinger, owned a 

Standard 9 registration FT1170, my father said they 

would set off for a picnic on a Sunday and people used 

to turn out to watch the car going uphill expecting the 

spectacle of a breakdown, which in fact wasn’t 

uncommon. A memorable trip to Longframlington 

ended with an overnight stay as a garage couldn’t get 

the car going until the next morning. Picture top to 

bottom my uncle Reginald, my dad Harold and Toby 

the dog, picture taken about 1925.  

 

 

 

However, nothing so dramatic happened 

to them as the alarming accident suffered 

by Mr. Cook and his Morris car FT648, 

as reported in the Shields Daily News on 

16 July 1925 and they even had a 

photographer on hand to capture the 

scene. 

 

NEW QUAY MISHAP   

Motor Car Occupants Escape   

Singular Accident 

 

An alarming accident involving five 

occupants of a motor car owned and 

driven by Mr. J R Cook, pork butcher, 

North Shields occurred today at 1.20pm 

on the New Quay, North Shields. 

 

 



 It appears the motor car was standing opposite the steps leading down to the direct ferry 

landing when Mr. Cook started the engine by the ‘self-starter’, the car shot forward breaking 

down the iron railings and toppling over on the inside. An iron railing at the bottom of the 

steps stopped the car from dashing headlong into the river. There was an immediate response 

from several men at the New Quay and the occupants were extricated without injury from 

their mid-air position. The bonnet of the car rested on the iron railing while the rear off-side 

wheel was jammed against the coping stone of the upper rail, the body of the car filling the 

stairway pit. Mr. T.B. Renwicke of Coble Dene, L. Kaye of Jackson Street and another man 

who declined to be named were among those who came to the aid of Mr. Cook and his party. 

The next day Mr. and Mrs. Cook wrote to the Shields Daily News to thank the many people 

who had rushed to their assistance so quickly. It was very much appreciated they said. 

Anyone else have a picture or story about your family’s ‘FT’ car of if you lived in South 

Shields your ‘CU’ car, or indeed any other early car stories – do let us know if you have. 

Susan Lynn 

<><><><><><><><><><><><><><> 

 

. OLD OCCUPATIONS 

 

Our ancestors often had occupations 

that are strange to us now – do you 

know what these jobs are? Answers at 

the end of the newsletter. 
 

KNACKER/KNACKERMAN 
LEGERDEMAINIST 
MONTHLY NURSE 
NIGHT SOILMAN 
OAKUM WORKER 

 

LONGEVITY 
3 January 1820 died at Wallsend, Mrs. 
Kenlish aged 105 years. She retained 
all her faculties till within a few days 

of her death. 
 

GAS 
The town of South Shields was first lit 

by gas on 1 October 1826 
The town of North Shields was first lit 

by gas on 19 October 1829 
 

Sykes Local Records 

 

AN UNUSUAL GRAVE AT ST. HILDA’S CHURCH, SOUTH SHIELDS 

Sir William Hamilton was born circa 1607 in Scotland, 
the third son of the first Earl of Abercorn. He became 
ambassador to Rome for Queen Henrietta Maria, wife 
of Charles I and mother of Charles II. William died on 24 
June 1681 in South Shields, Durham, England. His 
tombstone at St Hilda's states "late servant to Queen 
Henrietta Maria". He had no children so his title died 

with him. Question is why did the King’s Ambassador to Rome die in South Shields. Anyone 
know the answer ?    
Tomb reads: Here lyeth interred the body of Sir William Hamilton Knight and Baronet, sonne 

to ye Earle of Abercorne, and late servant to Henrietta Maria ye late Queene Mother of our 

Soveraigne Lord King Charles ye Second, that now is over England, &c. who departed to 

ye mercy of God the 28 of June, Anno Dom. 1681. 

http://www.linleyfh.com/pd98.htm#i7158
http://www.linleyfh.com/pd32.htm#i2585


The Resolute Desk and its Association with Tyneside 

Introduction 

How does one link a cycle ride, a chance conversation at the statue of a fisherman at North Shields 

Fish Quay and the President’s Office in Washington, USA?  

In February 2019 my friend and I started a cycle ride from Cullercoats, taking our usual route along 

the sea front, down and up to the Spanish 

Battery and then along the promenade 

overlooked by the imposing grey building of 

Knotts Flats. The intention was to do a circuit 

into the west end of North Shields and back 

home to Cullercoats.On reaching Fiddler's 

Green, majestically looking out over the River 

Tyne, is a memorial to North Shields fishermen 

lost at sea. The sculpture was created by local 

artist Ray Lonsdale after a fundraising 

campaign by the North Shields Fishermen's Heritage Project who wanted to see a permanent 

memorial to those fishermen lost from the fishing port of North Shields.  

We discussed the origin of the term Fiddlers Green as both of us were born and bred in North 

Shields. I lived in Appleby Street next to Smiths Docks and my friend lived on Bell Street West on the 

Fish Quay. Neither of us had ever heard of the term until the Fishermen’s project had been initiated.  

We noticed work was being carried out nearby to erect a bench and started to chat to the craftsman 

whom was immediately identified as a Liverpudlian from his accent. He stated that the bench he was 

erecting was part of the project and he was using a special African hardwood on which to be carved 

at a later date.   He enjoyed time in North Shields and had worked on art projects and was always 

being told about the history of the Canny Shields and its long established marine links. He mentioned 

the story of the Resolution Desk (see picture below) which was in the Oval Office in The White House 

having been built from timbers of a ship which had had been built in North Shields.  We said our 

goodbyes and continued on our cycle ride both of us having been unaware of this fascinating story. 

On getting home I was determined to do a bit more research on the subject. So here we go. 

Background 

HMS Resolute was a mid-19th-century barque-rigged ship of the British Royal Navy, specially 

outfitted for Arctic exploration.  In 1848 there were rising concerns regarding the earlier Arctic 

expedition of Sir John Franklin, which had left Britain in 1845 in search of the North West Passage. As 

a result the British Government initiated a further expedition to establish their whereabouts. With 

few existing warships deemed suitable, six merchant ships were purchased between 1848 and 1850 

and converted to exploration ships. The six comprised two steamships, HMS Pioneer and HMS 

Intrepid and the other four the seagoing sailing ships (Resolute, Assistance, Enterprise and 

Investigator). The first ship to set sail in search of Franklin was HMS Herald. Herald went through the 

Bering Strait to search the western reaches of the Canadian Arctic. In 1850, HMS Investigator and 

HMS Enterprise, were also sent to the Arctic from the west.During 1850-51 Resolute (the flagship), 

Assistance, Pioneer and Intrepid, sailed the eastern Arctic under the command of Horatio Thomas 

Austin. The expedition found traces of Franklin's first winter camp on Beechey Island.Resolute, 

formerly known as the barque Ptarmigan (more of this later), was purchased on 21 February 1850 

and renamed a month later. For Arctic service additional strong timbers, an internal heating system, 

and a polar bear as a figurehead were installed. During the winter months, from October 1850-

March 1851, Second Master George F. McDougall, from Resolute and Lieutenant Sherard Osborn of 

https://www.bing.com/search?q=River+Tyne&filters=sid%3a128ef6ed-6940-df99-3b87-b09b1f1bba23&form=ENTLNK
https://www.bing.com/search?q=River+Tyne&filters=sid%3a128ef6ed-6940-df99-3b87-b09b1f1bba23&form=ENTLNK
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Barque
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Royal_Navy
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Arctic


Intrepid provided accounts of their journey in The Illustrated Arctic News. Upon returning the 

Resolute to her home port in England, the manuscript was printed in London in 1852.  

The Belcher Expedition 

After returning to England, the squadron of ships received provisions and were placed under the 

command of Sir Edward Belcher. The Belcher Expedition was augmented by the addition of a fifth 

ship, North Star that remained at Beechey Island as a depot ship. Belcher's orders contained the 

following objectives: to find Franklin, or evidence regarding his fate by broadening the search to the 

Eastern Canadian Arctic; and to split the expedition at Beechey Island and send Resolute and 

Intrepid west in search of Franklin, as well as secure provisions for Investigator and Enterprise. The 

expedition left England in April 1852, and later crossed Baffin Bay westward in August 1852. After 

the rendezvous of the five ships at Beechey Island, splitting the squadron was necessary. The 

flagship Assistance and her steam 

tender, Pioneer, headed north up 

Wellington Channel. Resolute, then 

under Captain Kellett, and her steam 

tender, Intrepid, headed west and 

North Star remained at Beechey Island. 

In 1852, of the seven Royal Navy ships 

searching the Arctic, only Enterprise 

found traces of Franklin's expedition in 

the form of a small quantity of timber 

on the eastern coast of Victoria Island. 

HMS Resolute and Intrepid winter at 

Melville Island, 1852-53 

The crew of Resolute set up winter camp and a temporary dock on the stationary land ice of Dealy 

Island. During the spring and summer of 1853, the crews of Resolute and Intrepid sledged aboard in 

search of clues to Franklin's whereabouts in hope to locate Investigator and Enterprise.  They found 

neither Franklin nor Enterprise, but did succeed in finding and rescuing Captain McClure and his 

crew upon the ice-bound ship, HMS Investigator (April 1853). Captain Kellett ordered McClure to 

abandon the Investigator due to the ship being frozen in ice since 1850. 

The lack of a proper spring and summer thaw kept the ship at bay. The conditions caused severe 

hardship for the crew, forcing the crew to reduce their rations for over a year. Before winter set in, 

and while passage remained open at Dealy Island, the 1852–53 winter camp was dissolved and 

Resolute and Intrepid sailed eastward.  In August 1853, a cold front caused the open passage to 

freeze, encasing Resolute in ice  

HMS Resolute is abandoned 

The crew prepared the ship for the winter by stowing her sails and upper rigging below deck. 

Resolute was still beset by the ice floe in the spring of 1854. In April of that year a decision was 

made to abandon Resolute. In May, Captain Kellett left Resolute locked in the slowly moving ice floe, 

and led his men in a hard march across the ice to reach the ships of the expedition at Beechey Island. 

Their number included the officers and crew of Investigator, rescued by Kellett in the spring of 1853, 

and the men from Intrepid and Resolute.Two of the other main vessels of Belcher's fleet were 

abandoned, the flagship Assistance and her steam tender, Pioneer. Belcher arrived at Beechey Island 

between May–August 1854. The men were divided into roles as crew to North Star and two relief 

ships: HMS Phoenix and HMS Talbot, which arrived at Beechey Island just as the overcrowded North 

Star was about to sail.  



The men left Beechey Island on 29 August 1854.The British Government announced in The London 

Gazette that the ships, including Resolute, were still Her Majesty's property, but no salvage was to 

be attempted. 

HMS Resolute is found  

On 10 September 1855, the abandoned Resolute was found adrift by the American whaler George 

Henry, captained by James Boddington of Groton, Massachusetts, in an ice floe at Cape Walsingham 

off Baffin Island. Amazingly she was 1,200 miles (1,900 km) from where she had been abandoned. 

Locked in the ice floes Resolute had moved east at a rate of some 1.5 nautical miles (2.8 km; 1.7 

miles) per day 

On boarding Resolute they found everything stowed away in proper order for desertion with spars 

hauled up to one side and bound, boats piled together, and hatches closed. Reaching the Captain’s 

cabin door they broke in. A candle was lighted revealing, upon a massive table, a metal teapot, a 

large volume of Scott's family Bible, together with glasses and decanters filled with choice liquors. 

Nearby was Captain Kellett's chair, a massive piece of furniture, over which had been thrown, the 

royal flag of Great Britain. Buddington split his crew, and took 13 men with him on the Resolute and 

arrived home in New London, Connecticut on Christmas Eve. 

HMS Resolute is Restored and Returned to Britain 

Although most of the expeditions in search of the lost Franklin expedition, before 1856, were funded 

by either the British government or by public subscription from within the British Empire. Two 

expeditions were funded by Henry Grinnell, a New York merchant and ship-owner in New Bedford, 

in addition to the assistance offered by the 

United States Government. Senator James 

Mason of Virginia, presented Congress with 

the bill to restore Resolute and return her 

to England as a gesture of "national 

courtesy". Grinnell wrote in support of this 

bill. The United States Congress purchased 

the Resolute for $40,000 and once refitted, 

Commander Henry J. Hartstene sailed 

Resolute to England. He presented the ship 

to Queen Victoria on 16th December 1856 

as a token of comity. 

Queen Victoria visits HMS Resolute, 16 December 1856. 

Both Grinnell and Lady Jane Franklin hoped the restored Resolute would once again be employed for 

a new expedition in search of the Franklin expedition. Evidence proved beyond reasonable doubt 

that the crew had suffered harsh conditions that led to their deaths. The British Government 

declined to initiate a further expedition. Lady Franklin organized a private expedition under Francis 

Leopold McClintock, who finally discovered and located the only written account of the fate of 

Franklin. McClintock returned to England in September 1859, and was hailed as the discoverer of the 

lost expedition's fate. Resolute served in the Royal Navy from 1856 but never left home waters. 

Retired in 1879, HMS Resolute was salvaged for timber. The oak timbers from the ship were later 

used to construct the Resolute Desk which was gifted to President Rutherford B. Hayes in 1880 by 

Queen Victoria. It is currently located in the White House Oval Office. The Resolute desk is 

a nineteenth-century partners' desk and has been used by several presidents of the United States in 

the White House Oval Office. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Resolute_desk
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/White_House
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Oval_Office


The Canadian settlement of Resolute, Nunavut, is named after the ship and more recently, in March 

2009 , British Prime Minister Gordon Brown presented US President Barack Obama with the framed 

commission of Resolute, and a pen holder made from the wood of another Royal Navy ship. 

My Mystery 

When first learning of the desk at Fiddlers Green we were informed the Resolute had been built at 

North Shields. This appeared to me to be a little strange as North Shields had ship repair facilities 

over many years but I could not recall actual shipbuilding or any history of it in the location. I had not 

heard of this story despite being a North Shields lad and having lived in Appleby Street overlooking 

Smiths Docks in my childhood years. More research was undertaken:- 

1. A record of “The eventful voyage of H.M. discovery ship "Resolute" to the Arctic 

Regions in Search of Sir John Franklin” was found to exist. This document is almost 700 pages in 

its digitised form but is an original source of information on which other websites have 

depended.  The document can be found at the following website:-

https://babel.hathitrust.org/cgi/pt?id=aeu.ark:/13960/t6737jj60&view=image&seq=12 

2. By visiting the Lloyds Register Foundation Website at  

https://hec.lrfoundation.org.uk/whats-on/blogs/the-remarkable-ship-Resolute 

 I was able to establish and confirm from their site HMS Resolute was built as the merchant 

ship Ptarmigan in South Shields in 1849 and acquired by the Royal Navy the following year. Even 

this fact struck me as strange so research continued. A detailed model of HMS Resolute is shown 

below:- 

3. Discovery of a website documenting all ships built on the Tyne at 

http://www.tynebuiltships.co.uk/index.html . This proved that the Resolute was not built at 

either North Shields or South Shields but at St Peters 

Newcastle by T & W Smith. The website recorded the 

build under its original name. Details of the build 

obtained from the site are:- 

4.  Name: PTARMIGAN  

Type: Sailing Vessel  Launched: 04/01/1850 

Completed: 1850  Builder: T & W Smith  

Yard: St Peter's, Newcastle   

5. Yard Number: N/A  Dimensions: 500tonsb; (1850: 

424tonsb, 115.0 x 28.5 x ?ft.)   Engines: None  

6. Engines by: N/A  Propulsion: Sail, rigged as a 

Barque  Construction: Wood  

Reg Number: N/A    History:   1850 T & W Smith; 

registered at Newcastle   03/1850 The Admiralty; 

renamed REFUGE     1850 Renamed RESOLUTE  

7.  1879 Broken up  

Comments:   07/03/1850 PTARMIGAN had already loaded a part cargo of coals for Calcutta on 

the Tyne and had intended to complete the cargo with "light goods", when she was purchased 

by the Admiralty for £10,622. The Admiralty purchase was so urgent that, without any builder's 

trials she sailed to Woolwich where she discharged the coals and went to R & H Green's shipyard 

at Blackwall for modifications to strengthen her for Polar work. She had been acquired to form 

part of a squadron being sent to search for Franklin's North West Passage Expedition which had 

disappeared after last being sighted by whalers in the Arctic on 26/07/1845. 10/09/1855: 

RESOLUTE had to be abandoned in the ice at position 74.41N - 101.22W. However, she 

subsequently drifted free and was found by the American whaler GEORGE HENRY off Baffin 

Island. She was then refitted and returned to the UK 12/12/1856: Arrived in the UK and laid up 

at Chatham.16/08/1879: Breaking up completed at Chatham 

https://babel.hathitrust.org/cgi/pt?id=aeu.ark:/13960/t6737jj60&view=image&seq=12
https://hec.lrfoundation.org.uk/whats-on/blogs/the-remarkable-ship-resolute
http://www.tynebuiltships.co.uk/index.html


 

Resolution of the Mystery 

8. On the 4th March 2020 I contacted the Lloyds Register Heritage Foundation with the 

information on where Resolute had been built requesting them to correct their website and 

change the location where the Resolute was built. I am pleased to say that this change was 

undertaken very quickly and the site now reads:- 

 

“HMS Resolute was built as the merchant ship Ptarmigan in Newcastle in 1849 and 

acquired by the Royal Navy the following year.”  

A very interesting story of courage and resilience by intrepid explorers and a tribute to the 

shipbuilding skills of the men of Tyneside who built Resolute, a ship that survived despite great 

adversity. 

George Aitchison 

 

<><><><><><><><><><><> 

 

OLD OCCUPATIONS  - the answers 

KNACKER/KNACKERMAN Works in a knacker yard where animals unfit for human 

consumption were rendered 

LEGERDEMAINIST A stage  entertainer who deceives the audience with tricks 

reliant upon sleight of hand 

MONTHLY NURSE Alternate name for a confinement nurse looked after a new 

mother during the first month following confinement 

NIGHT SOILMAN Had the thoroughly unpleasant job of emptying ‘night soil’ 

from middens ie: outside toilets and cesspits usually worked 

through the night 

OAKUM WORKER Recycled old ropes for the hemp fibre which was then 

driven into the gaps between planks of wood on ships. 

 Often given out as an occupation in the workhouse. 

<><><><><><><><><><><><><><> 



 




