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Welcome to the March issue of our monthly newsletter and I hope you find 

something to interest you. Thank you for all the contributions so far and if you 

have anything for a future issue please email me at the above address.  Hope 

everyone’s managing to stay safe and that you’re finding lockdown is at least giving 

you time for more family research. 

 

Susan 

The Betsy Cains (from Sykes Local Records)  

 

27 February 1827 - The ‘Betsy Cains’ of Shields having sailed from that port with a cargo for 

Hambro’, met with a heavy gale from the E.S.E. and was obliged to bear up for Shields 

harbour, but when on Tynemouth bar, where the sea was breaking tremendously heavy, she 

struck and was afterwards driven upon the rocks, near the Spanish Battery. The crew were 

taken out of the vessel by the Northumberland life boat, which went off to her through the 

breakers in the most gallant style. In 1688 this vessel brought over to England; William, 

Prince of Orange and was then called the ‘Princess Mary’; for a number of years she was one 

of Queen Anne’s royal yachts and at that time considered a remarkably fast sailing vessel. It 

was for some time expected that she would be got off; but the weather continuing 

tempestuous she finally went to pieces. The loss of this (supposed to be the oldest British) 

vessel excited considerable curiosity, not only to view her in a wrecked state but to obtain 

some part of her in token of the event for which she was the most remarkable; the bringing 

over of King William III. Individuals in Shields received letters from several Orange Lodges 

and persons in various parts of the country, requesting to procure them pieces of the vessel. 



  

WILLIAM  SMITH (1790-1847) 

  One of my cycling routes takes me around Blyth Harbour and I came across another person 

from the North East who should also be recognised.  An information board telling you about 

him was displayed, so I looked it up. 

 William Smith was an English Captain who discovered the South Shetland Islands, an 

archipelago off the Graham Land in Antarctica. His discovery was the first ever made south 

of 60 degrees south latitude in the present Antarctic Treaty area. 

 He was born in 1790 in Seaton Sluice, famous at the time for its glass making and 

manufacture of copperas. Later the family moved to Bedlington. He started a seven-year 

apprenticeship at the age of 14 and in the early years was on the east coast coal routes and it 

is thought later in the Greenland whale fishery. At this time there was a substantial British 

whaling industry in and around Greenland. In August 1811 he became owner and master of 

“The Three Friends of Blakeney” which operated on the East coast carrying coal. 

 Later in 1811 he formed a partnership with four others to build a new ship, a brig called “The 

Williams”, which was constructed in Blyth. The vessel was completed in 1813 weighing 215 

Tons and equipped with a six pounder carronades (a short large-calibre cannon). He then 

began a series of merchant voyages to Portugal, France and Buenos Aries.  

In 1819 while sailing with cargo from Buenos Aires to Valparaiso, Chile , he sailed further 

south around Cape Horn in an attempt to catch 

favourable winds and on the 19th February he 

spotted new land  62 degrees south latitude 

and  60 degrees west longitude but did not land. 

Based on the coordinates it was most likely 

Livingstone Island. The Naval authorities did not 

believe his discovery, but on a subsequent trip in 

October he landed on the largest island. He 

named this King George Island and the 

archipelago South Shetland Islands in honour of 

the Shetland Islands in the North of Scotland. 

Williams Point, Livingstone Island, discovered 19 February 1819 

In 1820 the Ship “Williams” was charted by the Royal Navy and sent with Smith and 

Lieutenant Edward Bransfield to survey the newly discovered islands, discovering also the 

Antarctic Peninsula in the process. After some more journeys to South America he returned 

to Portsmouth in September 1821 and found his partners were in financial difficulty and that 

he was in fact bankrupt. William Smith lived in London and became a pilot on the Thames 

He then spent some time in the Davis Straits, Greenland working on the whaling ships but 

after a bad season returned to London and the Thames. He became destitute and applied to 

the Admiralty for compensation for his discoveries, the outcome is unknown, however he 

was granted an Alms-house in 1840 and later died in 1847 

The ship “Williams” had been sold in 1822 and eventually broke up in 1882. 

Bill Nicholson 



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. 

UNDERVIEWER 
VICTUALLER 

WARDROBE DEALER 
XYLOGRAPHER 

YEOMAN 
ZEOTROPE MAKER 

 
8 February 1803- a subscription library was 
founded in South Shields supported by 
annual subscriptions. 
 
5 June 1806 -the foundation stone of a 
new subscription library in Howard Street, 
North Shields was laid by William Linskill, 
High Sheriff of Northumberland 
 
Sykes Local Records 

 

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

A RUNNAWAY COACH 

8 December 1828 

As a coachman was returning from Whitley towards 

North Shields with a carriage and pair when the horses 

taking fright, darted forwards, threw the driver from 

his seat and continued at a rapid pace, clearing all the 

turns until they arrived at Shields, where they passed 

along several streets and finished their career by 

running down the long and steep steps that lead from 

Dockwray Square to the Low Lights without any other 

injury than a broken pole. The coachman was not 

much hurt 

Sykes Local Records 

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

HOME NOTES 

When I was clearing my mother’s effects 

some 20+ years ago I came across a tin 

box, not full of jewels, but thirteen issues 

of the magazine HOME NOTES dating 

from 1945 and with my grandmother’s 

address written on the top by the 

newsagent. As it’s a wartime publication 

the paper is very thin and fragile but I 

was quite taken with this rare survivor 

from the fairly recent past and some of 

the adverts and articles inside, a good 

indicator of how our families lived in 

wartime.  This ad for Wolsey underwear 

amused me, hope you like it too.   



 
Mary (May) Emma SPENCE 1857-1957 

 

 

May, one of eight children, was the daughter of 

John Foster Spence (1818-1901) and Elizabeth 

Corder. The Spence family originally from 

Yorkshire were Quakers and total abstainers. 

May’s father had inherited the family drapery 

business in Howard Street, North Shields, he 

became a Town Councillor, Alderman and 

Magistrate for the Borough of Tynemouth and was 

Mayor of Tynemouth in 1861/2, entertaining W.E. 

Gladstone in 1862, and Mayor again 1891/3. In 

1864 he was Co-Founder of the Tynemouth 

Voluntary Life Brigade, following the tragedy of 

the ship ‘Stanley’, becoming their Honorary 

Secretary. He was on the board of many local 

institutions including:  Board of Guardians, Tyne 

Sailors Home, Kettlewell Endowed British Schools 

and the Union Schools. Vice President of 

Tynemouth Liberal Association Schools, Secretary 

of Royal Jubilee School & Tynemouth School 

Board and many more. 

 

May’s aunt Sarah Spence married Joseph Watson and lived at Summerhill Terrace, 

Newcastle. One of her twelve children was Robert Spence Watson (1837-1911), pupil of Dr 

Collingwood Bruce, Solicitor. Secretary to the Newcastle Literary & Philosophical Society, 

noted Liberal and philanthropist who lived at Bensham Grove, Gateshead. 

May was part of a settled and affluent family who took an interest in the welfare of their 

fellow man and the area in which they lived. In the 1891 census the family are recorded as 

living at Chirton Cottage, North Shields but by 1871 May, age 14 years, is recorded as 

residing at Polam Hall School in Darlington, a Quaker boarding school for young ladies. 

 
In the 1881 census May is back at home in Chirton Cottage with her family, her occupation 

only noted as draper’s daughter. May however, was much more than just a draper’s daughter 

and the Shields Daily Gazette on 22 September 1884 reported that she ‘has successfully 

completed a course of lectures on chemistry through the University Extension Scheme’. This 

during an age when women were not allowed to be awarded a degree, and on 2 February 

1887 that she ‘has successfully completed a course of lectures at North Shields’. In 1891 she 

was staying with her brother, a colliery manager at his home in Backworth, there is no 

occupation given for May. By 1901 she is again living at Chirton Cottage with her widowed 

father and here we have May giving her occupation as a wood carver on own account at 

home. She had learned to carve wood in Union Street, North Shields at evening classes 

arranged by her father for apprentice joiners. She had also acted as Mayoress while her father 

was Mayor of Tynemouth 1891/3. May’s most important commission was the carving of 

Wooden Dolly No 4 a replacement for No. 3. which had become so damaged as to be almost 

unrecognisable. The Wooden Dolly, a ship’s figurehead, was placed on the quayside at North 

Shields and sailors used to carve a little piece of wood from her whenever they left port as a 

good luck charm for a safe return. 

 

 



It was decided that a new figure should 

replace poor Dolly, at the bequest of 

Alderman John Spence, on condition that it 

was placed on the same site as the first three 

and the Corporation agreed to erect a pedestal 

on which to place the figure. Carved by May  

in the form of a fishwife, which caused some 

controversy at the time as the previous three 

had all been ship’s figureheads, it was erected 

on 26 June 1902 at 10.00am in honour of the 

coronation of Edward VII.  

 

The meeting agreed that local fisherwomen 

and the Boys Brigade should be asked to take 

part in a procession from the Town Hall to 

Bell Street and the fisherwomen would be entertained in a marquee at the close of the 

procession. Although the Coronation was postponed, due to the King’s ill health the 

ceremony still took place on 26 June and the new Dolly was unveiled by Councillor.J. R. 

Hogg.  

May’s father John Foster Spence died 22 July 1901 age 82 and May moved to Front Street, 

Tynemouth where she lived with her brother. 

 

May’s brother John F. Spence died 1917 and was buried at Preston Cemetery.  

 

May lived to be 100 years old and died on 31 August 1957 at 

Wingrove Nursing Home, Kendal, Westmorland. I have been 

unable to find a photograph of May and it has been suggested to 

me, that as a Quaker, she viewed photographs as vanity. 

 

Mary Emma Spence 

Born 24 February 1857 - Died 31 August 1957 

Buried at St. Patrick Churchyard, Patterdale, Eden District, 

Cumbria 

Dolly survived until 1958  

and her remains were last heard of at a breaker’s yard in Whitby. 

 
 

May carved this bookshelf for The Friends Meeting House, Monkseaton. 

 

                
 

The inscription reads: “As Much As Lieth In You Live Peaceably With All Men”. 

 



 

FEDERAL AGENT LUDVIG JOHNSON 

Like many of you, during lockdown I have been using online resources to fill in details of people on 

my family tree. One of my tasks has been to follow the family of my relative Ann Heckels from North 

Shields (born 1816). Ann married William Ramsay, a colliery viewer, when both were living briefly in 

Ireland. They returned to Durham and eventually had nine children. William died leaving Ann at 

widow at age thirty-seven. After ten years, Ann emigrated to the USA with all her seven surviving 

children, one daughter in law and two grandchildren. The men were successful and established 

several coal mining companies in Illinois, Iowa, Washington State and elsewhere. I have met 

members of the family during trips to the USA and one of my projects has been to follow the family 

lines. While doing so I came across this interesting tale. 

Ann’s grandson, Mark McFarlan married Pauline Johnson in Spokane, Washington State in 1934. 

When I find someone who marries into my family, I look to find something about them and their 

family before the marriage. So, I found Pauline in the 1930 US census living with her widowed 

mother. In 1920 her father was also recorded as Ludvig Johnson a farmer in Kittitas Co., Washington 

State. Ancestry showed that he had died in Jul 1928 but there was comment that he had been killed 

by the Sheriff of Chelan County. 

This certainly intrigued me and I was able to use Ancestry to see official documentation of the 

incident. This included a memorial to him in Government Records including an obituary on the 

“Officer Down Memorial”. Ludvig Johnson had been working for the US Bureau of ATF (Alcohol, 

Tobacco and Firearms) as a Prohibition Agent. The memorial recorded that on Wednesday July 25, 

1928, Federal Prohibition Agent Ludwig Johnsen and two agents had gone to a location near 

Leavenworth to investigate an illegal still. Upon arriving in the area, the agents encountered two 

men walking away from the still, carrying supplies in their arms. Johnsen believed he had 

encountered moonshiners and identified himself as a Federal Agent.  However, there had been an 

administrative mix up and the two men were the Chelan County sheriff and his deputy who had also 

just raided the still. The sheriff also believed he was dealing with moonshiners so he continued to 

approach the agents.  Trying to get the sheriff to stop, Agent Johnson fired a warning shot in the 

ground.  The sheriff returned fire, striking Agent Johnson. The agent was transported to a local 

hospital where he succumbed to his wounds on July 28, 1928, leaving his wife and five children. 

A tragic example of what is sometimes known as “friendly fire” 

John Heckels  

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

THE MISSING HARPOON 

In the palmy days of the Greenland Fishery, when Shields was all in her glory, some thirty 

years ago, there lived a famous and worthy manufacturer of harpoons, who, besides being 

the best fashioner of these implements, was also curious in his attempts to improve them. 

He used to practice with a gun harpoon, in a field near Reed Street in North Shields, now 

nearly covered with houses, the post where his gun was wont to be fixed being still extant. 

On one occasion the line to which his harpoon was attached broke as the weapon issued 

from the gun, missing the mark, it flew – but whither no one could tell. It was sought high 

and low, but was nowhere to be found; - some short time ago, that is after a lapse of nearly 

thirty years, in pulling down the roof of a house about fifty yards from the place, stuck 

among the rafters was found the identical harpoon. 

PORT OF TYNE PILOT 28 December 1839 



 

Ann Franklin has sent us some lovely photographs from her family collection. 

If you recognise anyone or have any further information please do let us know 

 

 

Baring Street School, South Shields 1909 

Back Row 2d. from left is Ann’s grandmother Catherine Hurlbutt 

 

 

 
Baring Street School, South Shields 1920 

Back Row 6th. from right Ann’s mother Mary Ann Delaney 

 



LOCAL ODDITIES – 4. LION HEAD FOUNTAIN 

 

A mineral spring, which 
ran out from the bankside 
onto the Longsands at 
Tynemouth helped 
establish the village as a 
health resort way back in 
the 1820’s. This 
chalybeate spring with its 
iron rich waters, derived 
from old iron and coal 
works, was thought to 
have health giving 
benefits. It was widely 
believed that this water 
could cure; colic, the 

melancholy and the vapours. It made the lean fat and the fat lean; it killed flat worms in the 
belly, loosened clammy humours of the body and dried the over moist brain. “These 
waters, youth in age renew, give strength to the weak and sickly and give the pale cheek a 
rosy hue and bestow cheerful spirits to the sad”. A complete cure all, who could resist. 

With the coming of the railway more people could travel to the coast and by 1862 the 
popularity of the spring had grown so much that it was decided that a proper fountain 
should be built to harness the spring’s water and the water was made to flow through the 
mouth of a lion’s head. The fountain, which measures about 12 foot tall and 8-10 foot wide, 
is known as the Lion's Head Fountain or the Engine Well and resulted in the ramp on the 
south end of the beach being nicknamed 'Spa Road.' 
The well remained popular right through to the 1920’s but as the popularity of taking the 
waters waned so the fountain fell into disuse and was gradually reclaimed by the sands 
until it disappeared from view and from memory. 

It's not often we get a chance to view the fountain, sometimes winter gales will restore it to 
view before covering it up again but 
in October 2010 tons of sand were 
moved by volunteers to raise money 
for the Tynemouth Volunteer Life 
Brigade, giving us a rare glimpse of 
the fountain before it was 
recovered. There are currently no 
plans to restore the fountain 
although it is on North Tyneside 
Council’s local list as being of special 
architectural interest and the water 
can still be seen trickling across the 
beach just north of Crusoe’s café. 

 

 



 

 

 

This lovely picture sent by Ann Franklin depicts a group of ladies  

ready for a meeting or a day out. Pictured outside the 

Marquis of Lorne, 15 Pearson Tce, North Shields 

{Landlord in 1921 Thomas G. Hunter (ref Kelly’s Directory)} 

Does anyone  recognise the photo or the occasion? 

Lady far right beneath the man peering out of the window is Ann’s grandmother Mary Alice 

Hurlbutt (nee Burn) with, probably, one of her sisters next to her. 

Sitting on the curb 2d from right Catherine (nee Hurlbutt) who married Ted Delaney and 

after his death in WW1 married Ralph Davison Burn 

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

OLD OCCUPATIONS – THE ANSWERS 

UNDERVIEWER Worked underground in coalmines in a sort of health and safety role 

inspecting and regulating the miners in and out of the pit 

VICTUALLER A tavern or inn keeper, also one who provided the army, navy or 

merchant ships with food supplies. 

WARDROBE DEALER    Dealer in second hand clothing 

XYLOGRAPHER Made and used wooden blocks for block printing 

YEOMAN Farmer who owned his own land rather than a tenant, qualified to serve 

on a jury 

ZEOTROPE MAKER   Maker of the optical cylindrical novelty which contained a series of 

painted pictures giving the impression of movement when rotated 

… and if anyone has a Xylographer or Zeotrope Maker in their family 

tree we’d all love to hear from you.  




