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TEN VICTORIAN LETTERS                                  Mark Carroll

Ten old letters, written between 1830 and 1849, stored in a
leather pouch (Fig. 1) ... My sister, with her part-time antiques
business and knowing my interest in family history, gave them
to me last Christmas. What could the letters tell about the
families concerned? Why had they been kept together?
Could they be returned to a descendant of the families?
These questions preoccupied me over the festive season.

Fig. 1 The leather pouch with two of the letters showing

One letter fell apart on being removed from the pouch, and
the 20 pieces had to be fitted back together again like a jig-
saw puzzle. Addressed to a Miss Ann Burnside, it had been
written by a Mr J A Crowther and sent from London to Scot-
land in 1840. He was very critical of her three brothers, William,
James and Jacob. A quick search on genealogical websites
revealed that this Burnside family lived in the fashionable area
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of Bloomsbury, central London, with the parents being William
senior and Jane. Jacob and both his parents died within a
five-year period, so that Ann and her surviving brothers were
orphans by 1851. The website of The National Archives listed a
will made by William senior’s father – yet another William! –
who was the parish priest in Dumfries, Scotland, and who died
there in 1806. He was a friend of the famous Scots poet,
Robert Burns, and had a brother in Nottingham who owned a
lace-making business. The priest suffered from chronic head-
aches, the treatment for which involved the doctor applying
12 leeches to the patient’s forehead! But so far, so good with
researching the Burnside family tree.

James Addington Crowther, originally from Nottingham, was a
close family friend of the Burnsides. In 1848, he set out on the
Grand European Tour undertaken by British gentlemen in
those days, passing through France en route to Italy. His letter
to Ann describes how he narrowly avoided the Paris uprising
of 1849 and military unrest in Rome later that year. On his
return, he married and settled down, ending his days in
Devon. Despite his having 11 children, he only had two
grandchildren, and this Crowther family line died out – so no
living descendants there.

Jane and William Burnside’s eldest grandson – yet another
William! – was a world-famous mathematician, a Fellow of the
Royal Society and of Pembroke College, Cambridge
University, and a professor at the Royal Naval College,
Greenwich. Genealogical research is easy (though less fun)
when a key individual has an entry on the Wikipedia website!
He and his Scottish wife, Alexandrina Urquhart, had six
children, none of whom became parents themselves. So this
Burnside family line died out too.

The Nottingham branch of the Burnside family was headed by
John, a prominent businessman there in the first half of the
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1800s. His children married well and had children of their own, 
one of whom became Lord of the Manor of Plumtree near 
Nottingham. Yet once again this Burnside family line died out. 
My intention of returning the letters to a living descendant was
bring frustrated at every turn.

The ten letters provide a fascinating insight into the lives of two
affluent Victorian families. Each missive consisted of a single
sheet of paper folded into nine sections and sealed with wax.
The handwriting is generally clear, though sometimes each
section is used twice, by turning the paper round and
continuing to write at right-angles to the original lines of writing
– to save on relatively expensive paper, apparently, but a
challenge for the modern reader (Fig. 2). Evidently the British
postal system was highly efficient even before the introduction
of the Penny Black stamp in 1840 – a letter sent from London
arrived in Scotland the next day. Jane Burnside wrote home
from a spa holiday in Wiesbaden, Germany, surely an
expensive and adventurous undertaking in those days. Her
chatty letter is full of gossip and revealing details, such as her
young son William being very well behaved so that “he rarely
needs whipping”! The family members are well educated,
have extensive book collections, speak several languages,
are well versed in religious matters, and some play the piano
at home. They also enjoyed drinking “spirituous liquors”, which
the parish priest, William Burnside, bequeathed to his wife.
They lived in large houses in fashionable areas with several
servants, supported by substantial incomes from businesses in
lace manufacturing, publishing (Burnside & Seeley) and
wallpaper printing (Burnside & Hodgkinson). Yet I still don’t
know why this set of letters was kept together in a leather
pouch.

Has my quest reached a dead end? Some family lines remain
unexplored: for example, there were two generations of men
called James Burnside who became officers in the British Army
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in India. I would be delighted to hear from anyone who knows
any living descendants of these Burnside and Crowther folk.
The last resort is to donate the letters to the Society of Genea-
logists, but I would much rather they were returned to one of
the families concerned.

Fig. 2 Example of criss-cross writing
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BOOK REVIEW Mark Carroll

“John Smith? – No problem!”, Welsford L & Welsford A (2015),
Ilfracombe: Arthur H Stockwell Ltd, ISBN: 978-0-7223-4510-8.
£7.95 

Do you have any SMITH families in your ancestry? Or BROWN
or JOHNSON or any other common surname? If so, then this
book might be for you. My own maternal grandmother’s
maiden name was Smith, with the family coming from London
– a genealogist’s worst nightmare! I soon came up against my
first ‘brick wall’: no definite information about my 2x great-
grandfather, Thomas William Smith (?1851-1932), beyond his
marriage in 1869. The two authors of this book, mother and
daughter, faced a similar problem as they tried to locate the
origins of their (great-)grandfather, Ernest William Smith of
Croydon, Surrey. They succeeded, and in a tour de force of
family history research, they were able to trace the family line
back to his ancestor, a John Smith who was alive in
Oxfordshire in 1497. Along the way they identified another four
men called John Smith, yet they still overcame the obstacles
associated with such common names. How did they do it?

Several factors contributed to their success. Two heads
proved to be better than one, not only in terms of sharing the
workload but also in discussing results and generating ideas.
Older living members of the family contributed snippets of
information that contained an element of truth. Several of the
Smith men married a woman with a less common forename.
Some gave their children distinctive forenames, though most
stuck with the old custom of naming the first-born son after his
paternal grandfather – invariably a John or a William. The
Smith families of 1700 and earlier came from yeoman stock,
hence they were literate and made wills or transferred land
(and thus left records).
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That said, the authors displayed considerable persistence,
ingenuity, flexibility and consistently high standards of
genealogical research. They fleshed out the bare bones of
the family tree by studying the local history of each time and
place in order to put their forebears in a historical context.
They consulted a vast array of sources, made friends with
registrars and archivists, joined several family history societies
and used their resources – and they certainly travelled
extensively around southern England. They also developed
some intriguing techniques that allowed them to differentiate
between the many bearers of the Smith surname whom they
encountered; one such novel method involved comparing
signatures. What impressed me most was the highly systematic
approach they used and their unwavering commitment to
finding multiple pieces of evidence to substantiate a fact of a
relationship.

As you might expect, the authors encountered their own
‘brick walls’. Several branches of the family lived in a parish on
a county boundary, so events often had to be searched for in
the neighbouring county, not just in the next parish. Indeed,
the Smith men invariably had to travel to find work, and yet
our intrepid researchers were still able to track them down.
They were helped in part by consulting a well-preserved series
of manorial records, though one of the women had to learn
medieval Latin first and both studied palaeography (old
handwriting). They also made progress by researching
collateral lines, as a sibling sometimes provided a vital clue.
The resulting mini-family trees often helped to eliminate a
candidate forebear from the inevitable multiple options; for
example, there were 800 men called Ernest Smith living in
England in 1901! They had the odd slice of luck along the way:
a new release of key records, or a very long-lived ancestor, or
a distinctive forename. The book describes all these twists and
turns as the genealogical hunt progressed.
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There is much to admire about this book. The authors have an
engaging and lucid writing style, though they are occasionally
prone to hyperbole and the mildly irritating use of archaic
words (‘thereunto’). Yet there are very few typos or
grammatical errors. They try hard to assist the reader in
differentiating between their forebears, who often have the
same names; it was helpful (and indeed at times essential) to
refer to the detailed family tree provided. They reference all
their sources, and name many of the key individuals who
helped them with their research. They have in the process
given me some ideas for tackling another of my ‘brick walls’ –
who was the Thomas WORLIDGE who married in Lidgate,
Suffolk, in 1597? It ought to be an easy nut to crack compared
with a John Smith!

AN UNUSUAL FORENAME                                            Mark Carroll
 
Browsing through some old Essex parish registers recently, I
came across an unusual situation: a boy with a girl’s
forename! The entry, for Belchamp Otten (in Essex, but near
Sudbury just across the Suffolk border), read as follows:

Clare, son of William STREET and Sarah his wife, was baptised
on 13th December 1778.

The couple had married in the previous year in the same
parish, with the bride’s maiden name being WHYBROW. I can
only assume that the boy was given a girl’s name because
the family had a connection with the village of Clare, which
lies north of Belchamp Otten just across the River Stour which
forms the boundary between Essex and Suffolk.

Has anyone else come across a situation of a child being
given a forename normally associated with the other sex?
Maybe in those days Clare was used interchangeably for a
boy or a girl, just as Robin, Lindsey and Hilary are used today.
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COVER STORY Pat Keegan

Will iam Winters, our Waltham Abbey local historian, was
baptised in Walkern, Hertfordshire, on 16 November 1834, son
of William and Mary Ann Winters.

As a child, William lived in Waltham Abbey with William and
Mary Perry, and by 1851 William, a 16-year-old errand boy, is
living still with the Perry family, in High Bridge Street.

In 1854 William has a job as a labourer at the Royal
Gunpowder Factory, and by 1855 he is a first class labourer in
the Cylinder House. On 28th Jun 1858 William married Mary
Maynard at Waltham Abbey, and in the 1861 census he and
Mary are living at Church Yard and he is described as a
labourer at RGF mills and Toy Dealer.

William is promoted in April 1862 to junior foreman of the
cylinder house at the Royal Gunpowder Factory. At the time
of the 1871 and 1881 censuses William and Mary are still living
in Church Yard and William is described as a bookseller and
stationer.

By 1876 William is Pastor of the Strict and Particular Baptist
Chapel in Waltham Abbey, and is a member of the Essex
Archaeological Society and many learned societies. He is also
the author of the history of the Royal Gunpowder Works,
history of Waltham Abbey or Holy Cross, history of Nazeing,
and history of Warlies and its surroundings.

William died on 23rd July 1893 aged 58. He was buried in
Waltham Abbey Cemetery.
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WILLIAM HENRY PETTETT, AUSTRALIAN PIONEER AND POLITICIAN:
A SEARCH FOR HIS ESSEX ANCESTORS Val McCallum 

William Henry Pettett (1814-1871) was among the first free
settlers of what is now known as the State of Victoria in south-
eastern Australia (Figure 1).
 

Figure 1. Squatting (Pastoral) Districts of Early Victoria, showing
some of the places associated with William Henry Pettett. 
(Drawn by Nikki Bath, adapted by Nicholas Lloyd.) Inset: A 
map of Australia showing the location of Victoria.

Pettett was born at Greenwich, England, and in 1833 he
arrived as a free settler in Van Diemen’s Land, which was later
renamed Tasmania. He then moved to the Port Phillip District
of New South Wales, which was to become the State of
Victoria. He made a fortune mainly from wool and from horse-
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trading, and returned to England where he married and lived
as a gentleman for nearly two years. He was back in
Melbourne in time for the Victorian gold rush of 1851. He then
became a public works contractor in the newly proclaimed
Colony of Victoria, a public figure and a landholder. 

Although he became outwardly rich and influential, William
Henry Pettett retained his rather capricious temperament, and
his actions in later life did not always reflect his stated
principles. He could have suffered from a mental condition
caused by the use of mercury in treating a skin disease in
sheep. Unlike some other pastoralists, he was involved in the
everyday management of the sheep station. 

Despite owning two substantial houses in Melbourne, Pettett
seemed to prefer the quiet and simple life of his very early
days on Dowling Forest pastoral run (or sheep station) near
present-day Ballarat. He died, aged 57, in a settler’s hut at
Warra Warra, his property near Stawell in the Victorian
Wimmera. 

William Pettett’s parents were George Edward Pettett (1781-
1845), a Greenwich cabinet maker, and his wife Elizabeth
Mary Prowse (1782-1868). They had married at Chingford
Parish, Essex, in 1808, when both were resident in that county,
although Elizabeth was from Greenwich. A Joseph Petit was a
witness to the marriage. George Edward Pettett had a sister,
Anne Rowley Pettett, whose married name was Barrett. So far,
no further information on William Pettett’s paternal ancestors
or relatives has been found. However, it is possible that he was
descended from Joseph Petit (note1), the famous Hermit of
Dumpton Cave in Kent, who could also have been the witness
to the 1808 marriage. 

There is some physical resemblance between the two men
(Figure 2), they had similar temperaments, and both suffered
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from dropsy (note 2).

Figure 2a (left): Joseph Petit, The Hermit of Dumpton Cave, c1820. 
(Reproduced with kind permission of Kent Libraries, Registration & 
Archives.) 
Figure 2b (right): William Henry Pettett, c1865. (Photographer: Gaul 
& Dunn, Melbourne, Australia.) 

Although officially belonging to the Church of England, both
were puritanically religious and stoic. 

The surname Croome appears in both families, although in
William’s case it was the maiden surname of his second
mother-in-law, Eliza Croome Ruddle, formerly of Wiltshire,
England. Both men probably owned the book entitled The
Reasons for the Christian Religion, which was written by
Richard Baxter (1615-1691), an eminent non-conformist divine
with Puritan sympathies, who spent time in prison for his beliefs.

A copy of this book (which was published in 1667 and which
bears William Pettett’s signature) is in the possession of an
Australian Pettett descendant. As Joseph (the Hermit) was still
living in 1814 when William Pettett was born, it is possible that
they owned and read from the same copy.

12



Joseph Petit (the Hermit) (note 3) was born c1742 and was still
living in 1822, as were several children and grandchildren from
three marriages. The names of his wives and children are not
known.

Before retiring to the cave, Joseph was an ornamental
plasterer who had lived in many English counties including
Essex where William Henry Pettett’s parents were married in
1808. 

It is known that Joseph had a very religious upbringing and
that an accident at work c1815 caused a serious head injury,
which would explain some of his more eccentric behaviour. 

He became a greatly respected recluse living in spartan
conditions in his cave near Margate, absorbed in religious
reading and prayer. He later earned a bare living as a pedlar
of hand-made items and he sometimes acted as an unpaid
local missionary. 

Much more is known about William Pettett’s maternal
ancestry, where family names include Prowse, Hasser, Reid,
Cornish and Bunning. Most lived in Greenwich and many were
associated with Greenwich Hospital.

Soon after their marriage, George Edward Pettett and
Elizabeth Mary Prowse moved to Greenwich where George
was in business as a cabinet maker. They acquired a London
property (as did other members of the Prowse family). Many
of the Prowse males were maritime tradesmen and it is
possible that the source of the newly-acquired Prowse wealth
was William Pettett’s maternal great-grandfather, Stephen
Leonard Hasser (1720-1804). He was a Greenwich waterman
who had spent 24 years in the Royal Navy during the 18th

century, when England was engaged in various wars.
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It is possible that Stephen Hasser’s ship was a privateer which
was authorised to capture enemy ships. These (including any
cargo) were sold on return to London and the proceeds
distributed among the crew according to a formula which
was based on rank. The prospect of financial reward helped
to prevent desertion. Bounty proceeds would have enabled
Stephen Hasser to buy the Greenwich property which he
bequeathed first to his only daughter, Elizabeth Hasser, and
her husband Christopher Prowse, a Greenwich shipwright.
They had married in 1775. The property then passed to
Stephen Hasser’s grandchildren, including Elizabeth Prowse
Pettett (William Pettett’s mother) and her younger brother
Stephen Robert Prowse who was married to Susanna Cornish.
A son, Christopher John Prowse, was born to the latter couple
in 1814, the same year as his first cousin William Henry Pettett.
Both boys were baptized at St Alfege Church, Greenwich,
and they probably grew up together. 

Stephen Robert Prowse’s occupation is given in church and
census records variously as clerk at Greenwich Hospital,
gentleman and waterman. 

Christopher John Prowse became a naval officer but was
honourably discharged from the migrant vessel Himalaya at
Melbourne, Australia, in early 1842. He joined his cousin William
Henry Pettett on Dowling Forest pastoral run near present day
Ballarat in Victoria. Unfortunately, he died tragically and
mysteriously in September 1843 (note 4).

William Pettett remained at Dowling Forest as the managing
partner until 1848. His life there had not been easy. He had
entered into a very unfair partnership agreement which led to
his exploitation over ten years. This agreement was the first of
its kind in Victoria and is now on display in the National Library
of Australia in Canberra in the Australian Capital Territory. 
The living conditions at Dowling Forest were primitive (Fig 3), as
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Pettett’s squatting (or pastoralist) partner, who lived 
comfortably in Tasmania, was too frugal to spend money on
home comforts on his other properties. 

Figure 3. A sketch of Pettett’s hut on Dowling Forest pastoral run
c1850s. Artist: Arthur Horace Burkitt. © Creswick Historical Museum. 

However, by late 1848 Pettett had accumulated sufficient
wealth to return to England and live as a ‘gentleman’ for a
time. In 1849, he had married Betsy Taylor of Somerset, the
sister of one of his fellow pastoralists. In 1850 they had a
daughter, Caroline. The family settled in Australia in early 1851
and lived in Melbourne. Unfortunately, Betsy died in childbirth
in 1854 although her baby son survived, along with his sister
Caroline, then aged four. A few months later William married
Emily Ruddle, whose family (many of them pharmacists) had
emigrated to Australia from Wiltshire in about 1849. The
Ruddles could have been Pettett family friends as both had
property in the Melbourne suburb of Collingwood. 
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William’s subsequent occupations included pastoralist,
butcher, and government road contractor for the newly-
established colony of Victoria. He also bought and sold
Melbourne property. In the early 1860s, he was councillor and
mayor of the smart new Borough of Hawthorn, now a
prestigious inner Melbourne suburb. In 1864, Pettett became a
member of the Victorian Parliament Legislative Council (MLC)
which is the upper house, serving in that role until his death in
1871. 

During the 1860s Pettett acquired about 5,000 acres of land in
the Victorian Wimmera but died (aged 57) before he could
develop it into a prosperous farm. 

His terminal illness (a heart condition) was the same as that of
his possible Essex ancestor, Joseph, the Hermit of Dumpton
Cave. 

The purpose of this article was to explore William Pettett’s
Chingford connections. I enjoyed searching for a link between
William’s father, George Edward Pettett, and Joseph, the
Hermit of Dumpton Cave. Although I did not find conclusive
evidence of it, some Australian Pettett descendants are
delighted to claim the Hermit as their ancestor. 

Author’s note: I am not related to William Pettett. My interest in
him arose from my membership of the Learmonth Historical
Society which includes the former Dowling Forest pastoral run.
My Scottish ancestors settled nearby a few years after William
Pettett left the area. They were farmers who had found
sufficient gold to finance the purchase of a small farm. Some
formerly leased pastoral runs had been subdivided and made
available as small freehold farms for sale to those willing to
grow badly needed food for the new mining community in
Ballarat and its surrounds. 
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Sources used include (as well as those given in note 3 (below)
archival records relating to both England and Australia as well
as Pettett family papers and photographs. Full details are
given in the DVD described in note 4 below. 

Notes:

1. The surname spelling varies but is given fairly consistently
as Pettett in Australian records since 1833.

2. The medical term is oedema which refers to the
abnormal accumulation of fluid in the body and is often
associated with heart disease.

3. The main sources of reference for the Joseph Petit were:
Elizabeth Strutt, The Hermit of Dumpton Cave, London
1823.  Kentish Note Book, 5 April 1890, pp 804-5. 

The full story of this still unsolved early colonial mystery is given
in The Headstone Book which was published in 1995. A copy
of this book and its sequel (a biography of William Henry
Pettett) are included on the DVD entitled William Henry
Pettett MLC; * Pioneer and Politician of Early Victoria.
Additional material on the DVD relates to a 1995
commemorative event relating to Christopher Prowse.
(*MLC=Member of the Legislative Council.) 
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ELIZABETH TURNER – FOUND! Josephine Colahan

Returning home in early March 2017 after an absence of 12
months, I read my awaiting 2016 copies of Roots in the Forest.
Having just in February 2017 discovered the origins of my
Elizabeth TURNER, it was interesting to return to some of my
original research and to read in the March 2016 edition of
Mark Carroll’s estimate of the likelihood of my success in
tracing my one Elizabeth Turner (ref. 1). I fear he was right: with
no evidence to distinguish her among the many, Elizabeth
was doomed to obscurity. 

“Eureka!” rang my cousin’s email! In delving into the archives
for another family historian’s request, she had discovered two
letters from Elizabeth’s English siblings. Luckily, they were not
those empty of family detail that I had read at my mother’s
home nearly two decades ago. Here were letters with dates,
names, locations, and the initial letter of her father’s first
name. However, the letters had to be viewed with caution.
They were not the originals, but had been part-transcribed
some years previously by an unknown hand. Here, in the
images attached, are the first pages of the two transcribed
letters containing the evidence for discerning my great-great-
grandmother, Elizabeth Turner.

Weaving between the exhortations to ‘live in Jesus’ –
extending to five pages – in the first letter dated 1 July 1833
from sister Mary Turner, was a transcription of a letter with
more such exhortations from her father: A Turner. Other siblings
named were John, Thomas, Richard and Ann. Another
unnamed brother was mentioned, probably living at Chelsea
with his young family; and probably William, writer of the
second letter written after Ann’s death in 1870. Even with all
the new evidence, I could make no headway in compiling
the family chart for Elizabeth. The family had become too
scattered, and census years did not match the years letters
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were written. William’s 1870 letter reports Ann’s funeral was the
first occasion for the brothers to meet in 40 years.

The breakthrough came from a hunch from my days of
reading Georgette Heyer’s light-hearted novels of that era. To
inform Richard of Ann’s death in 1870, William and John rode
from Hackney to “Balaldron”. Later in William’s letter the
address for Richard was transcribed as “Upper Baraldin near
Panngnor (?) Banks”. The rhythm of this name took me back
to the humorous Heyer romances, to be translated in my mind
to Upper Basildon near Pangbourne, Berkshire. It was worth
the try!! 

Richard Turner, “still at Oxford” in the 1833 letter, could be
traced in census records decade by decade at Upper
Basildon with his wife and family. What is more, he preached
Primitive Methodism at nearby Quicks Green. Here was our
“reverend gentleman” – although the brother and not the
father – and of a much lower social order as “farm labourer”
than we descendants had been given to expect! However,
this was also a fit with the probable free education given to
both boys and girls as a Wesleyan tradition. This could be our
‘educated and devout’ great-great-grandmother’s family.
But how could I connect the evidence?

Thomas, who had visited John’s family at Egham, Surrey, every
Sunday in 1833, was visible at Egham as a possibility in the
1851 and 1871 censuses. In 1851 Thomas was a widower with a
7-year-old son. In 1871 Thomas was married to Sarah. Could
either of these records relate to Elizabeth’s brother Thomas?
The 7-year-old son had been born to Thomas and Harriet in
1844. A marriage took place between Thomas and Harriet at
Egham in 1842, and Thomas’s deceased father is recorded as
Abraham Turner. The evidence was looking positive. Even
better was that in 1860, when widower Thomas married Sarah,
the father is also named as Abraham. The 1851 census named
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as East Hampstead, Berkshire – a close enough fit to believe
all six records were of the same one Thomas. And these
records were also pointing to Berkshire!

Now that I had the father named Abraham and a location of
Berkshire, I looked for a Turner family with the names of these
seven siblings. They emerged as the children of Abraham
Turner and Ann THATCHER, all born at Ashampstead BRK with
their baptism dates – and further records – corroborated by
the circumstances detailed in the two letters. One child not
mentioned by name in either letter was Isaac, baptised 1797;
he probably died young and single. It is interesting to note
that the marriage between Abraham and Ann was witnessed
by Isaac Turner – perhaps Abraham’s brother, after whom he
named his first son.

At last Elizabeth Turner, who had arrived in Van Diemens Land
(Tasmania) in 1832 with the BERTHON family and was later to
marry Edmund JOHNSON, could be given a birth family and a
native place. She was baptised 28 February 1813, the
youngest child of Abraham Turner and Ann Thatcher, at

Ashampstead BRK. (ref. 2) Those chance-found two letters,
carefully transcribed by some other family researcher many
years ago, had raised my great-great-grandmother’s origins
from obscurity!

Finally, although Elizabeth’s origins were in Berkshire, there
could still be a distant connection to the Turners of Ruckholt in
Leyton, although they lived in different social strata. I noted
that the Turners of Ruckholt appeared to have an important
family connection in Surrey. Now I have found that one
associate of the Turners of Berkshire, James WOOLFE, rented a
property in Surrey that was noted as being “late of Turners”.
Also, some of Elizabeth’s siblings relocated to Hackney –
Elizabeth’s sister Mary may have written from Homerton in
1833, just over the River Lea from Ruckholt. John was a
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gardener at Grove Green, Hackney, and William a gardener
at Margaret Road, Stamford Hill, in 1870. A long shot but I’m
keeping my mind open to it!

Reference
1. Colahan, J (1926) Roots in the Forest, pp2-9.

2. Ancestry.com. England, Select Births and Christenings, 1538-
1975 Original data: England, Births and Christenings, 1538-
1975. Salt Lake City, Utah: FamilySearch, 2013, FHL Film
Number: 1279444, 1813 Elizabeth TURNER.

Commentary by Mark Carroll
Josephine Colahan’s article illustrates some interesting points
in relation to family history research, as I see it:

1. Never give up, even if you are searching for someone with
a common forename and a common surname! Perseverance
can pay off.

2. Serendipity can play its part too. Who knows what work
someone might have done in the past that touches on your
‘brick wall’, or even your own reading of romantic historical
novels!

3. Letters can be an important source for genealogy. Of
course, they are ephemeral things, usually discarded; and
one needs to have a well-educated family in the first place
who had the expertise and the money to correspond.
Whether the letters survive is problematical, as is being able to
locate them – but see points 1 and 2 above.

4. Even when new information comes to light, you still need to
apply diligent family history research methods to get the most
from it. Josephine’s work is a good illustration of this point.
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These are transcriptions of the original letters made probably between
1960 and 1980 by an unknown transcriber, probably a family member.
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A FAMILY OF PUBLIC SERVANTS Pat Keegan

Over 50 years ago my sister Shirley and I split responsibility for
our family history. I was to concentrate on dad’s HANSON
London family and Shirley was to look after mum’s TONGE
northern family.

Following my sister Shirley’s husband’s recent death, I inherited
a large quantity of her family history research, most of it new
to me. These are some of my discoveries. Firstly, the surname
Tonge is a very variable name – TONGE, TONGUE, TONG,
some of the family spelt the name differently.

My maternal grandfather George TONGE was born in 1863 in
Dukinfield, Cheshire. He married twice, firstly to Agnes YATES
with whom he had three children, Agnes died in 1895 and
George married in 1896 Jane KELLY, my grandmother. George
and Jane had seven children. George worked for Crossley
Motors in Manchester, and by 1911 he had been offered a job
with Crossley’s in London and is found in a lodging house while
he looks for a house to rent. He finds a suitable home in New
Cross and brings his wife and surviving ten children from
Cheshire to London. I shall probably never know whether the
family in London remained in touch with their northern family.

1) EDWIN TONGE
Meanwhile back in Stalybridge, Cheshire, in 1881 a first cousin
of my grandfather George, Edwin Tonge, was a Police
Constable in the Stalybridge force. By 1891 Edwin had been
promoted to Sergeant and by 1911 he was a police pensioner
aged 64.

The Manchester Evening News, 8th May 1918, reported:
The death is announced of Mr Edwin Tonge, Clerk and timekeeper
at the Corporation yard, Stalybridge, and a retired police sergeant
of the Stalybridge borough police force.
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He was 72 years of age and was the father of Supt. Tonge of
the Manchester city police force.

2)   SAMUEL JAMES TONGUE
Eldest son of Edwin, born 1868 in Stalybridge.
Married Sarah Hannah Blakeley Sept 1891
Manchester police force 30 Oct 1890–14 Sep 1924
1900 promoted Sergeant
1904 promoted Inspector
By 1918 he had been promoted to Superintendent.
In 1921 Samuel was awarded the King’s Police Medal for
Gallantry during the Sinn Fein outrages.

Northern Daily Mail, 2nd January 1922
Supt Samuel Tongue, Manchester City Police, King’s Police
Medal.

Lancashire Evening Post, 10th September 1924
Supt Samuel Tongue of Manchester Police Force is retiring on
pension after 34 years’ service.
Samuel died at Mobberley, Cheshire, in 1958 aged 86.

3)   HAROLD TONGUE
Eldest son of Samuel James, born 1894 in Hulme.
Biography from Grace’s Guide to British Industrial History and
the Institution of Mechanical Engineers:

Harold Tongue was educated at the College of Technology,
Manchester, and following his military service in the 1914-18
war, he began his professional career as Chief Engineer in the
research department of the Co-operative Wholesale Society
Ltd., Manchester.

After further industrial experience, he joined the Department
of Scientific and Industrial Research in 1928 as a principle
assistant at the Chemical Research Laboratory, Teddington,
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where he did valuable work on high-pressure technique,
particularly in relation to methods of high-pressure syntheses,
microbiology and chemotherapy. In 1934, he joined the Chief
Engineer’s department of the London County Council as a
principal 
assistant and he had as his special responsibility the design
and maintenance of hospital engineering plant. At the
outbreak of war, he was placed in charge of all the Air Raid
Precaution arrangements for hospitals in the County of
London.

Harwell’s heads: directors and heads of divisions at Harwell (1947).
Left to right: K Fuchs (theoretical physics), H W B Skinner (general 
physics), B Chalmers (metallurgy), H Tongue (engineering), 
E Bretscher (nuclear physics), R Spence (chemistry), J D Cockroft

In 1945, he went to Canada to join a team of scientists
working on ways of using atomic power and in 1947 he was
appointed to the Atomic Energy Research Establishment,
Harwell. He held the post of Chief Engineer when he retired in
1954, and he continued to assist the Establishment as a
Consulting Engineer to the Director after his retirement. In the
same year, he was made a Commander of the Order of the
British Empire.
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Mr Tongue was the author of two textbooks, on chemical
engineering and high-pressure chemical plant. He was a
Member of the American Society of Mechanical Engineers
and an associate Member of the Institution of Chemical
Engineers.

Harold Tongue died on 15 February 1960 aged 66.

4)   EDWIN TONGUE
Second son of (2) Samuel James Tonge and younger brother
of Harold Tongue.
Born 29 March 1898 at 19 Chestnut Street, Cheetham 
Manchester.
Clerk Manchester Tramways offices.
Corporal 40349 1st Battn Scottish Rifles.
Awarded Military Medal, gazetted 13 March 1918.
Married Elsie Fowden 7 Jan 1919, Wilmslow, Cheshire.
Royal Canadian Mounted Police.
New Zealand Police Force.
Det-Sergeant, South Sea Islands Police.
Assistant Superintendent of Police Straits Settlements.
29 September 1933 to Singapore on P&O Chitral.
Awarded King’s Police Medal 1937.
Collector of Estate Duty, Straits Settlements.
Died 14 Feb 1942 at Pom-Pong Island, Lingga Archipelago, 
from wounds due to enemy action.

From the Manchester Evening News, 10 Jun 1942:

‘Ex-Mountie, South Seas Sergeant and 
Singapore Crime Chief is Killed

Trooper in the Royal Canadian Mounted Police, Officer in the
New Zealand Force, detective sergeant in police service in
the South Sea Islands. Chief of the Criminal Investigation
Department of Singapore police and later transferred to the
Inland Revenue at Singapore.
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That is the record of Mr Edwin Tongue (43), son of ex-
Superintendent “Sammy” Tongue of the Manchester City
Police Force who has died from shrapnel wounds during
enemy action at Singapore.

Starting his working life as a junior clerk in Manchester
tramways offices, Edwin Tongue packed up the work in the
early days of the last war to join the army. He came back to
Manchester with a Military Medal but found his old job at the
Transport offices too quiet.

After a few weeks, he put away his civilian clothes and sailed
for Canada to become a “Mountie”. Eighteen months later
he was in police uniform in New Zealand. A little over a year
afterwards he was in the South Sea Islands.

Then came his transfer to Singapore as head of the C.I.D. In
1937, he received the Kings Police Medal and in doing so
created an all-Empire record, for he and his father are the
only father and son to hold the award.

While spending a leave in England in that year he was told
that he had been appointed to a high position in the Inland
Revenue at Singapore. He returned to take up the post, and
held it up to the time of his death.

His father served in the Manchester City Force for 33 years and
retired in 1924.’

I knew most of my mother’s siblings, and they were nice but
pretty ordinary. So, in the cousins’ branch of the Tonges,
where did the spark of something very different come from?
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BOOK REVIEW                                                  Mark Carroll

The Spyglass File, Goodwin ND (2016), £7.99 from Amazon

This book is the fourth in a series of ‘genealogical crime
mysteries’, one of which I have read previously and reviewed
for Roots in the Forest. The author has cleverly taken real-life
events from his own family history as the basis for the main
story here and embellished them in a convincing way. The
action is set largely during World War 2 and the present day, in
Sussex, Kent and Malta. Morton Farrier, a 2016 ‘forensic
genealogist’, has taken on the FINCH case just weeks before
his own wedding. Can he locate the father of Barbara,
illegitimate daughter of Elsie Finch, the 1940s heroine of the
book? Can he solve the riddle of The Spyglass File regarding
the babies who go missing over the years from a Kent nursing
home? And who is the malevolent Chinese man who is on his
tail?

The action switches back and forth in time between 2016 and
WW2. Elsie’s war-time work as a WAAF wireless operator and
German translator is convincingly portrayed in relation to RAF
operations over the skies of Kent; likewise, the role of the
Hurricane pilots there. In this tense situation, and with her
husband presumed dead, Elsie has a romantic dalliance with
a colleague that results in her becoming pregnant. Just who
the father is we only learn at the very end. Morton Farrier uses
all his genealogical expertise to solve the war-time mystery.
The author cleverly integrates into the story the results of
actual onl ine BMD, census and Google searches,
supplemented by authentic use of the 1939 Register and the
WW2 Mass Observation Project; Morton is also adept at
interpreting old photographs and letters. His progress is
occasionally helped by the fortuitous access his fiancée has
to the National Police Computer. All the time, in a parallel
story, our forensic genealogist tries to make progress with
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locating his own biological father.

This story, which develops in an overall credible way, is
genuinely gripping – and you feel for Elsie and her plight. The
author has clearly put a lot of effort into his background
research. The genealogical elements are realistically
portrayed. The style of writing is generally very clear but
borders on the melodramatic at times – though other readers
might consider this to be consistent with this genre of novel.
Throughout there are welcome flashes of humour that help to
lighten the tone. There are a very few mistakes in the spelling
and punctuation, but the author occasionally confuses the
reader unnecessarily by using non-existent words, medieval
words or words with the wrong meaning. The front cover of
the book has been skilfully designed to reflect a Battle of
Britain context.

I enjoyed this book and the various strands of its story-line. It is
an easy read but one that kept me guessing to the very end.
As Morton Farrier’s long-suffering fiancée remarks, “I didn’t
know that family history research could be so dangerous”. In
my experience, it is not – but then, I’m not the hero in a
genealogical crime mystery!

THE LAST WORD                                                            Kathy Unwin
A couple of the articles in this month’s journal feature
correspondence. Letters can be a useful source of
information. They can give an insight into a person’s
personality, life and sometimes may contain important clues. 

I have been given copies of letters containing two family
members’ life history. One of these was Albert Lucini who was
the subject of an article I wrote back in 2013 and the other
Thomas Coward I hope to be writing about in the next journal.

Do you have any interesting correspondence?
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WHERE IS THE MISSING LINK?

WHO CAN’T FIND THEIR FAMILY?

WHO HAS NO PHOTOs?

WHO WILL NOT WRITE A LETTER?

SURELY NOT YOU!

Meetings are held on the second Tuesday of each month (except August)
at 8 pm Spruce Hill Baptist Church Hall

Brookscroft Road.Walthamstow E.17

Subscription rates
UK: Individual £10, Family £12, Institutions £12

All overseas members £14

ALL ARE WELCOME, PLEASE COME AND JOIN US

DIARY

October 10th Workshop - House History

November 14th AGM and Presidential Address

December 12th Talk – The Resources of the Bishopsgate 
                               Institute Library                  Stefan Dickers

January 9th Quiz – Mark Carroll

February 13th Talk – Waltham Forest People at War
(1914-18)          Graham Millington

March 13th Workshop – Topic to be confirmed
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The Society covers an area largely defined by the River 
Lea, M25 and A11/A104 roads, this includes the London 
Borough of Waltham Forest, comprising the old Essex 
metropolitan boroughs of Chingford, Leyton and 
Walthamstow, and extends to Waltham Abbey in the 
north.
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