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Welcome to the second 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, or maybe
a nice photo you’d like to share, please email me at the address above. If anyone
reads ‘Family Tree’ magazine you’ll see in the October issue our NDFHS is featured
with Joyce Jackman the Chair of the Society. Also, the research centre closed

on 2d October and probably won’t re-open until they move to MEA House,
we don’t yet have a date for this.
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•

Story of my Great Grandfather – Thomas Cummins 1875-1927

Thomas Cummins was born on the 19th February
1875 at Northumberland Street, North Shields
and was only 14 years when his father died, so he
had the responsibility of helping to bring up the
family. He started an apprenticeship as a
carpenter but was poorly paid and got a job as a
fisherman and at the age of 21 years married a
widow Elizabeth Wight whose husband had
drowned at sea .Thomas worked most of his life
as a labourer and for many years as a member
of Tynemouth life boat crew a voluntary job that
he loved .In 1905 a new life boat the ‘J.McConnel
Hussey’ was sent and stationed at Tynemouth,
the new lifeboat was powered by engine rather
than oars or sail, although there was an initial
reluctance for the lifeboat men to put
their trust in it . The new boat was initially
manned by sappers of the Royal Engineers and soon proved itself. Although taking jibes and
laughter from the local fishermen, Thomas was one of the first to accept it, started to learn
all about it and was appointed motor mechanic for the lifeboat in 1907.Then in 1911 the
lifeboat was replaced by the’ Henry Vernon’. Thomas is mentioned in several rescues the
most famous in the rescue of the Hospital Ship ‘Rohilla’ which on 30th October 1914 had
run aground just south of Whitby harbour.

The local lifeboats were unable to get near the ship due to the bad weather, a call went out
to the Tynemouth lifeboat for help. The ‘Henry Vernon’ was a motorised lifeboat but it took
9 hours to reach Whitby. The crew poured oil onto the raging seas which calmed the water,
managed to get close and took off all the remaining survivors, about 40 people. All the crew
were recognised for their bravery and skill and when they returned back to North Shields a
large welcome party was waiting assembled at the Fish Quay. Attended by the Mayor and
Mayoress (Mr and Mrs Gregg), later a Civic reception was held in North Shields
Away from life as a life boatman he enjoyed being a fisherman almost as
much working as a labourer in the construction industry. It was when
working on the piers of Shields he was injured. Thomas had seen a
runaway bogey and to stop it from hitting other workmen he attached a
wedge, a spike in its wheels. Unfortunately, the spike splintered into
fragments one of which hit
Thomas in the face and he
subsequently lost his left eye. Thomas was only
51 years old when he died in 1927, he was
awarded a silver medal which I have seen in the
Discovery Museum which I think was donated by
my grandmother and a watch which I have.
His portrait which was donated by the family hangs proudly in the Lifeboat house in North
Shields fish quay. The rest of the crew of the Henry Vernon should also be remembered are
Captain Burton, commander; Robert Smith, coxswain; James Brownlee, 2nd coxswain; Colin
MacFadyen, motorman; John Kay, John R. Henry, Archie Craig, David Martin, John Scarth,
W.Storey
Bill Nicholson
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Newcastle Courant 28 October 1820

TO BE LET – A Pleasant commodious DWELLING
HOUSE situated on the West Side of Dockwray Square commanding an extensive View of
the sea and Entrance of Shields Harbour with every suitable Convenience for a genteel
Family. For further Particulars apply to Mr. F. Walmsley, Dockwray Square, North Shields.
October 27, 1820

SHIPPING NEWS – Newcastle Courant
23 December 1710

. 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.

ACCIPITARY
BROW GIRL
CARTOMANCER
DEY WIFE
EREMITE

Shields. Several Ships from Archangel are come
in here. On the 16th. Inst. Came in the Archangel
Merchant, Captain Joseph Sandwell, Commander;
the Owners Adventure of Margate, Francis Tibbs,
Commander. The 23d. came in to this Harbour the
Friends Goodwill of Ramsgate.

ROPEWALKS

International trade by sailing vessels skyrocketed in late medieval Europe and naturally, so
did the demand for ropes. Sailing ships required rope for anchors and rigging (supporting the
masts and managing the sails), and could easily carry with them 35 kilometres (around 20
miles) of rope. The arrival of larger sailing vessels (and the growing importance of the
mining industry) meant there appeared a need for much longer, stronger and thicker ropes.
This led to the construction of some of the most
remarkable industrial workshops and buildings in history:
ropewalk factories. Because the spinning of the fibres and
the twisting of the yarns and strands had to be done in a
straight line, the length of the rope was set by the length of
the workshop. This resulted in strange looking narrow
buildings which were typically 350 to 450 yards long by
the 18th and 19th centuries, a time when navigation and
mining kept pushing the demand for ever longer ropes.
In North Shields in the 18th. century Matthew Waters Ropewalk was stretched above Clive
Street approximately where Yeoman Street is today, while Mr. Stephenson’s and Mrs
Pearson’s Ropewalks were sited on land which eventually became Stepheson Street, Linskill
and Church Street with Pearson’s Row housing many of the workers. These long narrow
streets mirrored the length of the ropewalks.

A ropery was founded at Willington Quay by William and Edward Chapman in1789 where
William invented a revolutionary machine that improved the efficiency of ropemaking. The
Ropery is shown on the 1st edition Ordnance Survey Map measuring approximately 440
yards. In 1843 the firm was taken over by Robert Hood Haggie (1809-1866) who had already
established ropeworks at Gateshead in the 1830’s.

In 1851 Robert was living at Willington Villa, Willington with his wife Elizabeth and seven
children. The household also has one house servant and a nursery maid. When Robert died he
left £2000.00 and was buried at Westgate Hill Cemetery, Newcastle upon Tyne.
He confirms his occupation as Rope Maker and Merchant, Master employing 19 men, 18
boys and 17 females. I’m sure we’ve all heard of ‘Haggies Angels’ as the girls who worked
at the ropeworks were nicknamed.

Picture of ‘Haggies Angels’ 1950’s
Haggie’s ropeworks became one of the largest in England employing more than 1500 people.
The Willington ropeworks eventually became part of British Ropes which now trades as
Bridon International.

Left - Robert Hood
Haggie’s grave at
Westgate Hill
cemetery, Newcastle

Right- Haggie’s premises 29 Clive Street 1908

Haggie’s advert Shields Daily News 29 July1858

Newcastle Courant 01 April 1720

This is to give notice that a Rope-walk in North Shields, formerly in the occupation of Robert
Somerville, with Houses and other Conveniences, is to be Let. Like-wise all materials fit for a
Roper, with a Quantity of white and tanned yarn are to be Sold; any who are disposed to rent
the former, or buy the latter, may apply to Mr. Daniel Giles near the Wood-bridge in North
Shields.
NB: The wood bridge was at the bottom of Bedford Street
Susan Lynn
OLD OCCUPATIONS: the answers:
ACCIPITARY- falconer
CARTOMANCER – fortune teller
EREMITE - Hermit

BROW GIRL- female pithead worker
DEY WIFE - female dairy worker
Ref:familyresearcher.co.uk

LOST BUILDINGS - 1. BEACONSFIELD HOUSE

Beaconsfield House may be remembered by older residents of Tynemouth and Cullercoats,
as it occupied a
prominent position
on Grand Parade
near St, George’s
Church .Built
between 1882-1884
by coal merchant
and colliery owner
John Henry Burn, he
inherited money
from his father
David who made his
fortune as an iron
founder in
Newcastle.
Beaconsfield House shown near to St. George’s Church, Cullercotas
The house stood in an acre of grounds and was named after Lord Beaconsfield ( Benjamin
Disraeli) who had died in 1881. It was very opulent with drawing, dining and billiard rooms,
a library, 8 bedrooms, rooms for servants & very modern with two indoor bathrooms and
WC’S.
Mr Burn took a keen interest in
local charities and philanthropic
works and was a contributor to
the Diocesan Home for Friendless
Girls in Cullercoats, which later
became better known as the St.
Oswald’s Girls Home.John Burn
died in 1898 followed by his wife
in 1922. The house was then
owned by provision importer
Robert Thornton Bolt who lived
there until 1945.
When the property became vacant
in 1945, it was taken over by Barnardo’s Homes, which occupied the building for some years,
during which it was also used as a holiday centre for disadvantaged children by the Hexham
and Newcastle Diocesan Rescue Society. In the 1950s, Tynemouth Council had plans to
redevelop the seafront, and despite numerous objections, the house came under a Compulsory
Purchase Order in 1953. The Borough Surveyor came up with plans to develop a bathing
pool, hotels, shops and houses on the site. No further progress was made with regards to the
site, and Beaconsfield House was demolished in 1957, despite bids to become tenants being
offered by various groups. In the late 1950s and 1960s, various organisations including
Tynemouth Flower Show, and Circuses, shared the land with Mr. Wilson, a tenant farmer,
and staged exhibitions and performances. In successive years, various attempts by the
Council to build upon Beaconsfield met with fierce local opposition and to this day the site
remains open land.

