
Charlotte	Stagg	&	Wemyss	Atkinson	Blaxland,	parents	to	Rupert	&	Sylvia.	
	
Joss	Hawthorn,	Jan.	2020	
	
I	write	this,	as	for	so	many	other	similar	documents	I	have	written,	to	keep	the	memory	of	our	forebears	alive.	
Too	many	are	based	on	men	because	they	had	“professional	careers”	and	are	easier	to	trace.	For	the	women,	
documenting	their	lives	is	more	difficult,	but	it	is	possible.	I	have	benefitted	from	materials	and	comments	
supplied	by	Nick	Welch,	Shaun	Scott	(see	below),	and	Simon	Blaxland	de	Lange,	along	with	my	own	findings	on	
BNA	and	Ancestry	(J	S	Howden,	A	D	M	Burwell).	
	

	
	
To	my	knowledge,	these	are	the	only	surviving	photographs	of	Rupert	&	Sylvia’s	parents,	
Charlotte	and	Wemyss.	The	photographs	appear	to	be	taken	close	together	in	time,	



presumably	on	the	same	day.	Rupert’s	son	Simon	Blaxland	de	Lange	suggests	that	the	first	
baby	is	Rupert,	and	the	second	is	Sylvia,	so	both	were	taken	around	1912.	I	think	this	is	right	
given	what	the	children	were	wearing.	Wemyss	was	born	Atkinson	but	changed	his	name	to	
Blaxland	by	1912,	as	discussed	below.	
	
At	that	time,	the	1911	census	shows	that	they	were	living	at	33	Highbury,	Jesmond,	
Newcastle,	a	pleasant	street	opposite	a	large	park	known	as	the	Town	Moor	(see	colour	
photo	below).	The	Highbury	house	had	two	maidservants,	Elizabeth	&	Margaret,	shown	
below.	(Re.	Wemyss’	birthplace,	see	the	Appendix.)	
	

	
	

	
	



Note	on	historical	context:		Sylvia	was	born	just	three	weeks	before	the	sinking	of	the	Titanic	in	April	1912,	a	
magnificent	vessel	that	was	launched	in	the	previous	year.	This	was	an	active	time	for	the	Suffragette	
movement,	particularly	in	the	Newcastle	area.	Emily	Davison	would	die	tragically	under	the	King’s	horse	at	
Epsom	in	the	following	year(*),	and	the	insanity	of	WWI	was	just	two	years	away.	
(*	https://www.theguardian.com/society/2013/may/26/emily-davison-suffragette-death-derby-1913	).	
There	are	accessible	online	videos	of	Suffragette	demonstrations,	one	in	Jesmond:	
https://player.bfi.org.uk/free/film/watch-scenes-from-suffragette-demonstration-at-newcastle-1910-online	
	
Wemyss’	early	years,	study	and	career	
	
In	1867,	Wemyss	was	born	in	the	“lost	village”	of	Bigges	Main,	now	part	of	Wallsend	(see	
Appendix).	His	father	Thomas	Atkinson	was	a	highly	respected	coal	fitter/broker	who	had	
the	responsibility	of	assembling	mine	machinery	in	the	Victorian	era	where	coal	fired	UK	
industry.	His	mother	was	the	impressive	Sarah	Blaxland,	a	devout	woman	who	kept	
excellent	notes	(along	with	ferns)	in	her	1857	bible.	I	am	in	possession	of	that	bible,	
carefully	bound	in	Sydney,	Australia.	In	a	separate	document,	and	on	Ancestry,	I	show	
scanned	images	of	Thomas	(a	photograph)	and	Sarah	(a	colourised	miniature).	Simon	has	
the	well-annotated	copy	of	Wemyss’	bible	in	his	possession.	He	notes:	
	
“It	has	just	biblical	notes	…	but	these	are	written	in	a	beautifully	clear	hand	and	very	detailed	in	places	(for	
example,	about	the	dimensions	of	the	Tower	of	Babel).		The	inscription	in	the	front	reads	'Wemyss	H.	Atkinson,	
3,	Oakhurst	Terrace,	Long	Benton,	20th	October	1896'.”	
	
Wemyss	studied	at	Felsted,	one	of	England’s	leading	private	schools.	I	found	this	out	from	
the	1881	Census	–	here	is	the	entry:	
	

	
	
	
Wemyss	began	his	legal	career	in	1891	(aged	24;	
see	obit.	below).	In	1913,	he	was	Under	Sheriff	to	
Dr	Dawson	(Sheriff)	of	Newcastle	Upon	Tyne,	
Here’s	a	relevant	quote	from	Wikipedia:	
In England, Wales, and Northern Ireland, but not 
in Scotland, the under-sheriff is the deputy of the High 
Sheriff and is appointed directly by the High Sheriff. It is a 
requirement of the Sheriffs Act 1887 that a High Sheriff 
appoints an under-sheriff within one month of taking 
office. In practice, the under-sheriff performs most of the 
legal functions of the High Sheriff. The same person 
(usually a solicitor) is appointed annually by successive 
High Sheriffs over many years, leaving the High Sheriff to 
perform the ceremonial functions of the office. 

Wemyss	trained	and	practiced	as	a	solicitor.	He	
was	a	senior	partner	in	the	regionally	known	firm	
of	Joseph	A	Phillipson	&	Co.,	Pilgrim	St.,	Newcastle,	
and	he	was	solicitor	clerk	to	the	Local	Tribunal	
and	to	Longbenton	Urban	Council	&	Schools	that	
arose	from	the	1870	Education	Act.	
	



This	is	an	interesting	article	from	July	1905	where	Wemyss	Atkinson	(before	the	switch	to	
Blaxland)	is	dealing	with	the	problem	of	the	many	gas	lamps	that	lit	the	street,	and	the	need	
for	more	at	considerable	cost.	This	was	some	years	before	the	electricity	grid	was	properly	
set	up	in	1926.	The	article	speaks	of	powering	light	with	sewer	gas.	Blyth	is	a	small	port	
town,	north	east	of	Newcastle.	
	
Wemyss’	character	and	freemasonry	
	

	
	
The	obit.	below	mentions	that	Wemyss	practised	in	Alston	and	was	the	Worshipful	Master	
of	the	Alston	Freemasons	up	to	about	the	time	of	his	death.	There	is	a	unique	insight	into	his	
personality:	“Mr.	Blaxland	was	of	a	somewhat	quiet	and	retiring	disposition	[shy,	reserved],	
but	by	those	who	knew	him	he	was	held	in	high	esteem.”	
	
Wemyss’	name	–	a	longstanding	mystery	
	
Before	1912,	Wemyss	was	married,	studied	and	entered	into	business	as	an	Atkinson.	There	
are	numerous	records	to	his	earlier	incarnation.	Below,	the	1891	census	shows	Wemyss	
Atkinson	still	living	at	24	with	Sarah,	along	with	my	great-grandmother	Jane	at	29.	
	

	
I	never	understood	why	Wemyss	switched	from	the	name	of	his	father	Thomas	Atkinson	to	
the	name	of	his	mother	Sarah	Blaxland	(even	while	appropriate);	it	was	most	unusual	for	
the	time.	This	article	on	George	Blaxland’s	estate	dating	from	1912	explains	why.	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
The	change	was	immediate.	The	1913	voting	register	records	Wemyss	as	Blaxland:	



	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
I	have	much	information	on	the	surly	George	Blaxland,	including	his	personal	letters	&	
patents	(original	copies),	photographs	and	sundry.	He	lived	at	Gillingham	House,	Kent;	this	
is	covered	in	a	separate	long	document	from	materials	bequeathed	by	Judith	on	her	death	in	
2017.	George	and	father	George	enjoyed	long,	successful	and	interesting	lives.	
	
The	magnificent	Sarah	Blaxland,	mother	to	Wemyss,	was	sister	to	George.	Sarah	and	
husband	Thomas	gave	rise	to	a	large	family,	including	my	branch	through	Ernest,	of	course	
Wemyss’	branch	(Tassell/Welch),	Aunt	Hally’s	branch	through	her	marriage	to	Thomas,	that	
died	with	Rollo	&	Leonard.	I	have	written	long	documents	on	all	of	these	branches.	There	
are	other	branches	that	were	known	to	Judith	and	Sylvia	(d.	1991),	but	lost	to	our	side	of	the	
extended	family,	at	least	for	now.	(Michael	Fowler,	who	descends	from	G	B	Atkinson,	is	
active	on	Ancestry.	He	has	made	contact	at	various	times	since	about	2010.)	
	
On	the	name	change,	son	Rupert	went	through	Sedbergh	School	as	Atkinson-Blaxland;	the	
Sedbergh	years	are	covered	in	the	Rollo	Atkinson	document.	
	
Wemyss’	death	&	will	
	
Wemyss	died	in	January	1917	from	bronchitis	&	measles	(see	below)	and	bequeathed	a	
generous	estate,	as	indicated	in	the	Will	statement	below,	but	this	was	but	a	third	of	what	he	
inherited;	see	above.	(This	may	be	due	to	the	estate	tax	levied	on	inheritances	in	excess	of	
£10,000?)	He	was	only	49	years	old.	
	

	
 

 

 
 



 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
Charlotte’s	family	
	
Through	BNA,	there	are	numerous	references	to	the	Staggs	going	back	to	at	least	the	early	
1800s,	including	her	parents	Robert	Stagg	(1848-1891)	and	Caroline	Bennett	(1840-1907).	
For	example,	Caroline	appears	as	an	Executor	on	the	1893	will	of	Harriet	Sophia	Dixon,	
Spinster	(see	RHS).	
	
This	family	has	a	long	attachment	to	the	Pennines.	The	
Stagg	family	appears	to	have	been	held	in	high	esteem	
for	many	years.		
	
Robert	was	a	yeoman	who	earned	a	living	from	his	
pastures.	There	are	adverts	in	local	papers	before	and	
after	his	death	with	respect	to	renting	pastures.	
	
Caroline	was	active	locally,	e.g.	assisting	in	church	
affairs	and	local	functions,	and	active	in	women’s	
groups.	
	
The	image	below	is	taken	from	the	1881	Census	
showing	the	presence	of	the	family	and	a	maidservant	
at	Hill	House,	Alston.	(I	have	requested	photographs	
from	the	Alston	Moor	historical	society.)	
	 	



Charlotte’s	early	years	
	
In	July	1877,	Charlotte	was	born	in	Alston,	Cumbria,	a	lovely	market	town	on	the	spine	of	
the	Pennines,	“the	highest	market	town	in	England.”	As	mentioned,	the	full	family	(Robert,	
Caroline,	Charlotte,	Albert)	appears	in	the	1881	Census	living	at	Hill	House,	Alston.	The	
villages	and	hamlets	surrounding	Alston,	some	associated	with	this	family,	are	all	very	
delightful	(e.g.	Garrigill,	Nenthall,	Nenthead).	But	the	surrounding	peaks	like	Cross	Fell	are	
very	rugged.	I	found	numerous	BNA	articles	warning	of	hazards	that	can	befall	the	witless.	

	
Charlotte	was	clearly	very	musical.	I	found	several	articles	on	BNA	dating	back	to	her	
teenage	years.	At	15,	Charlotte	had	passed	the	practical	exam	in	connection	with	the	
International	College	of	Music,	results	that	were	announced	in	several	local	papers	in	1892.		
I	presume	this	was	for	the	piano	because	Simon,	a	pianist,	still	has	copies	of	her	sheet	music.	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
In	1902,	the	year	of	Edward	VII’s	coronation,	at	24,	Charlotte	was	performing	in	a	local	
drama	production	to	strong	reviews.	I	include	both	articles	below	with	surrounding	text	-	all	
articles	are	charming,	e.g.	corruption	within	the	cricket	team.	
	
	
	
	
	 	



	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
Charlotte’s	wedding	day	
	
Charlotte	married	Wemyss	in	Alston	on	18	June,	1908	at	the	relatively	advanced	age	(for	the	
time)	of	30.	Albert	also	married	Ethel	Rudd	of	Richmond,	Surrey	just	two	months	later.	This	
could	have	been	a	happy	year	for	the	Stagg	family,	except	that	mother	Caroline	had	died	the	
previous	year	sadly	at	the	age	of	67.	Did	she	live	to	see	them	both	engaged?	The	wedding	
day	appears	to	have	been	one	of	mixed	emotions	–	see	below.	
	
Father	Robert	died	in	1891	at	43	years	of	age;	he	was	eight	years	younger	than	Caroline.	
	



This	1908	article	is	one	of	the	best	
“finds”	to	date.	It	is	a	detailed	report	of	
Charlotte	&	Wemyss’	wedding	day	
published	in	the	next-day’s	edition	of	
the	Carlisle	Journal.	Charlotte	was	given	
away	by	brother	Albert.	It	names	H.	
Dent	as	the	Best	Man.	Both	reverends	
(one	from	each	town,	an	old	tradition)	
and	musicians	are	named.	There	was	a	
large	gathering,	a	ceremonial	lunch	but	
no	reception	due	to	the	deep	mourning	
of	the	bride,	presumably	for	her	mother	
who	died	in	the	preceding	October.	
Charlotte	must	have	looked	radiant	in	
her	outfit;	hopsacking	is	a	woven	fabric.	
	

Both	church	and	pub	
are	shown	here	next	
to	each	other,	the	
endearing	tradition	
of	an	English	village.	



When	Wemyss	served	as	defense	lawyer	for	
Albert	–	a	country	tale	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
Arguably	the	most	interesting	“find”	is	this	one	in	
the	following	year	of	both	Stagg	marriages.	Here,	
Wemyss	is	defending	his	brother-in-law	and	other	
defendants	from	accusations	concerning	dog	
attacks	on	local	sheep.	(BNA	articles	concerning	
dogs	and	sheep	are	commonplace,	at	least	for	local	
publications	along	the	Pennines.)	This	would	
inevitably	involve	the	local	constabulary	and	
evidence	obtained	by	them.		
	
Albert	was	charged	with	a	similar	offence	on	April	
12,	a	month	earlier,	and	he	seems	to	have	received	
earlier	warnings.	But	was	he	found	guilty?	
	 	



Charlotte’s	brother	&	family	
	
Charlotte	moved	to	4	Harewood,	Darlington	after	the	death	of	Wemyss	in	January	1917.	His	
death	is	given	as	Longbenton,	but	this	is	a	neighbouring	suburb.	(In	my	collected	notes,	
there	are	many	references	to	Atkinsons	and	Blaxlands	in	the	Longbenton	area.)	She	lived	
there	with	her	children	Rupert	and	Sylvia,	and	her	brother	“Bertie”,	two	years	her	junior,	
according	to	the	inquest	notice	below.	(Albert	“Bertie”	Stagg	married	Ethel	Rudd	in	1908,	
had	a	daughter	Dorothy	Caroline	in	1912;	I	presume	they	were	also	living	in	the	house?)		
	
I	have	many	notes	from	Ancestry	on	Albert.	In	brief,	he	was	a	marine	engineer,	went	to	war	
as	a	driver	(35	yrs	old)	in	March	1915,	as	recorded	by	the	Alston	Historical	Society	(they	
incorrectly	refer	to	him	as	Arthur	Stagg;	I	have	updated	them).	He	was	of	medium	stature,	
5’7”	tall,	with	a	38”	chest.	He	had	already	served	4	years	in	the	Royal	Northumberland	
Fusiliers,	and	managed	to	survive	WWI,	living	to	the	age	of	78	(d.	1956).	Ethel	died	in	1933	
and	Bertie	married	Edith	Humphrey	in	1939	(she	lived	to	modern	times,	dying	in	1988).		
	
Dorothy,	Charlotte’s	niece,	was	a	“retired”	commercial	artist	at	27,	working	with	the	Red	
Cross.	She	married	William	C	Chapman	in	April	1941,	then	Arthur	J	Holford-Strevens	in	
Janaury	1948,	both	in	Cuckfield,	Sussex.	In	1956,	in	the	same	year	as	her	father,	Dorothy	
died	in	Tonbridge,	Kent	at	only	44	years	of	age.	
	
Charlotte’s	1919	house	in	Darlington	
	
In	November	2020,	I	was	contacted	by	Shaun	Scott,	a	resident	of	4	Harewood,	Darlington	(see	colour	photo	
below)	in	his	search	for	information	on	the	former	occupant,	Charlotte	Blaxland.	He	supplied	various	materials	
that	he	had	come	across,	some	of	it	accessible	via	the	BNA	website.	J.S.	Howden	and	the	Burwell	family	found	
more	details	relating	to	this	case,	posted	on	Ancestry.	
	
Shaun	informed	me	that	the	house	was	built	in	the	1840s:	the	basement	contains	two	kitchens;	on	the	first	
floor,	a	dining	and	breakfast	room;	on	the	2nd	floor,	a	large	living	room	and	bedroom;	on	the	third	floor,	three	
bedrooms	and	attics	above.	The	building	was	modernised	in	the	late	1920s	to	apartments,	which	they	are	
today.	During	WWI,	the	house	was	occupied	by	the	Kirkup	family	and	had	a	strong	connection	with	the	railway	
company.	
	

	
	
	 	



Charlotte’s	death	
	
I	have	long	known	that	Charlotte	died	tragically	in	her	40s	having	discussed	this	with	Sylvia,	
Jane	and	Judith	in	years	past.	The	nature	of	her	death	was	always	unclear.	In	fact,	Charlotte’s	
untimely	death	was	reported	in	a	dozen	newspapers	across	the	UK.	It	appears	that	most	
refer	to	the	same	news	source.	Here’s	one	such	article	from	January	1919:	
	

	
	
The	inquest	notice	(RHS)	is	far	more	informative.	
	
It	does	appear	to	have	been	a	tragic	accident	due	to	a	
faulty	gas	leak.	Charlotte	showed	signs	of	a	headache	
even	before	she	succumbed	to	the	CO	gas.	This	is	long	
before	industry	applied	strong	odours	to	gases	to	
avoid	this	kind	of	tragedy,	but	this	may	not	have	
helped	given	that	CO	is	a	byproduct.	
	
This	is	a	very	moving	vignette	of	an	event	that	took	
place	almost	exactly	100	years	ago.	The	article	is	
remarkably	detailed	and	lucid	on	the	events	as	they	
unfolded.	I	don’t	think	modern	inquests	are	published	
today	in	such	detail.	
	
	
	
Wemyss	was	buried	at	Benton	cemetery,	which	is	St	
Barts,	Longbenton	(colour	photo	below).	Shaun	found	
a	link	to	Wemyss’	gravestone	shown	below.		It	seems	likely	that	Charlotte	is	buried	with	him	
given	the	interment	notice	below:	
	
https://www.findagrave.com/memorial/166122433/wemyss-henry-blaxland/photo	
	

	
	
	
	



	
	
	
I	find	it	remarkable	that	family	gravestones	are	still	lying	around	to	be	found	like	this.	Only	
recently,	we	recovered	the	magnificent	memorial	to	Aunt	Hally’s	four	men,	forgotten	in	a	
churchyard	since	1925.	Some	appear	to	be	lost,	e.g.	I	am	still	searching	for	George	Blaxland’s	
memorial	–	I	have	a	photo	of	his	Gillingham	graveside	from	1912	only.	
	
	

	

	
	
	

	
	
In	1919,	Rupert	and	Sylvia	were	adopted	by	Aunt	Hally/Holly	at	Middleton	Tyas,	discussed	
at	length	in	a	separate	document.	There	are	many	beautiful	surviving	photographs	of	these	
years,	from	1919	to	about	1943	as	shown	there.	
	 	



Appendix:	“The	lost	village	of	Bigges	Main”	
	
It	is	interesting	to	note	in	the	1911	Census	that	Wemyss	has	listed	Bigges	Main,	Wallsend	
(also	Longbenton)	as	his	birthplace.	It	was	established	as	a	colliery	in	the	late	1700s,	
flooded	and	abandoned	in	1857,	and	finally	the	village	was	demolished	in	the	1950s.	There	
are	interesting	websites	about	what	happened	here.	
	

	


