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A new surname

My paternal grandmother said “we were Tinkers”." One of her stories always began

with “There were two sisters in North Sunderland”. Mary Edwards was Granny’s maternal
grandmother, and Hannah Edwards was the paternal grandmother of Granny’s husband. The
protagonist was Hannah’s husband, Hugh, an “Irish Tinker”, who changed his surname from
“Devine” to “Shields” because he had killed someone and was evading the law. He chose
“Shields” because he landed in the port of Shields, at the mouth of the Tyne. The rest of the
family was vociferously sceptical about this whole story.

Then, in 2009, nearly forty years after Granny’s death, by which time | was the only
surviving scoffer, | learnt from a comparison of the 1851 and 1861 censuses of England and
Wales that the change of surname really happened.? The names, ages, and places of birth for
the Divines in 1851 (in Newcastle upon Tyne) corresponded perfectly to those of the Shields
family in 1861 (in Stockton on Tees).

After that revelation, the adult life of Hugh Devine emerged, a man at the bottom of
society who lived, worked, and raised a family in north-east England (Figure 1).
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Figure 1: Places referred to in text.?

Hugh supplies consistent ages in censuses, showing he was born 1820-21. In 1861 and
1871, he indicates that he was born in Scotland, but I have found no record of his birth or
early life in Scotland or Ireland.* He was Catholic, and from the lowest social group, so may
have escaped parish baptism and censal enumeration. In later life, he usually lived alongside
families of Irish origin and took in Irish lodgers. He might have been Irish or Scottish, or
Scottish of Irish ancestry. He may be the 19 year old Hugh Devine tramping from Glasgow to
Newcastle upon Tyne, who was placed overnight in the Berwick upon Tweed workhouse on
15 July 1840. Tantalisingly this young Scotchman’s trade is partly lost in the gutter of the
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binding.®> He was a “[...]k Maker” — perhaps “Brick Maker”, a job that Hugh did in his early
years in the north-east.®

The first definite sighting is when Hugh Devine married Hannah Edwards in Newcastle
upon Tyne in 1843.” They registered the births of four children under the old surname: James
Devine, Mary Divine, John Divine, and, last of all, Hugh Divine, my great-grandfather, born
on 15 August 1853.% Their next child, Thomas Shield, was born on 28 December 1855,
followed by Margaret Shields and Martha Shields. Despite being illiterate, Hugh and Hannah
somehow kept scrupulous records of the dates and places of birth of their children.

Why did Hugh choose “Shields” as the new surname? A sea journey from Ireland to a
port on the east coast of England was never plausible. But Hugh was living in South Shields
for the birth of his first Devine child, and in North Shields for the birth of his first Shields
child.® Perhaps that created a sense of connection.

On the other hand, Hugh had friends and neighbours with the surname “Shields”. His
third child was baptised in St Mary's Roman Catholic Cathedral in 1850, and the sponsors
were Isabella Shields and Adam Carson, both of Irish background.® In 1851, the Devines,
Adam, and Isabella, were neighbours, living side by side in rooms in the same court.** Like
“Devine”, “Shields” is a name that could be Irish or Scottish, and is believable for a man who
probably came from the Border Traveller community. When people change surname, they
often choose a family name and it is possible that Isabella was a relative. | have a 34cM DNA
paternal match to a documented descendant of Isabella, with no other likely point of contact
with my paternal line, which could be because Isabella and Hugh were related.*

Hugh and his family moved around north-east England a lot, with Hugh working as a
brickmaker or tile maker, or as a hawker, or as a labourer. Mary Devine was born while he
was a railway navvy in Ulgham, Northumberland, but the general direction of movement was
southward. By 1863, the family were living in Darlington and Hugh was labouring in the
ironworks. In the 1871 census they were still there, in a new terraced house, of the traditional
two up two down design, with their five children and five lodgers. Though crowded, this
house would have represented a great improvement on tenements or navvy camps.

In 1873, Hugh registered the death of his eldest son, from “consumption”, and after just
five months, he buried Hannah.®* When Hugh himself died nine months later, he was on the
road again, working as a hawker of books, and staying with his eldest daughter, Mary, in
Richmond, Yorkshire. Mary’s husband, an Irishman and also a hawker, was the informant for
his death.* The certified cause of death was “phrenitis”, which usually suggests delirium
from the effects of alcoholism.™

Were we Travellers? North Sunderland was a small settlement in Northumberland,
where Border Travellers sometimes overwintered, but the father of the Edwards sisters was a
lifelong collier, and their mother came from a local family.*® They could have had Traveller
links, however, and the frequent cousin marriages among their descendants may reflect the
desirability of this kind of marriage in the Traveller community.’” Hugh has stronger
Traveller credentials than the Edwards sisters. He was Catholic, like most Travellers.'® One
of his jobs was hawking, a traditional Traveller activity.> When he married, he identified his
father as a “weaver” — basket weaving was a traditional Traveller occupation, though not
textile weaving.
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Some of the details of Granny’s story are not correct. Hugh did not sail from Ireland

into Shields, changing his name on arrival. He may have been from Scotland, and he lived in
north-east England for twelve years as Hugh Devine. He was probably a Traveller. But there
were two sisters from North Sunderland, and Hugh did change his surname from “Devine” to
“Shields”. My money is on him having killed someone. Sorry | doubted you, Granny.
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