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Hannah Napier: Booze vs Bible 

Anthea Fraser Gupta 

Hannah Napier was born in 1844 in South Shields, a tough port at the mouth of the Tyne 

in North East England, polluted by salt and glass manufacturing. The same year, South 

Shields was chosen as one of the towns examined in a survey of “large towns and populous 

districts”. The district where Hannah was born and raised was “perhaps the worst conditioned 

part of the town.” Some parts of it were inhabited by “persons of very bad fame”. Hannah’s 

mother, Hannah Pollock, was probably the kind of person of bad fame that the commissioners 

of inquiry had in mind. I will call Hannah Pollock “Mam” in this story – this is what working 

class children in north-east England usually call their mothers. 

 

Hannah was Mam’s sixth child, born in Academy Hill two years after the death of Mam’s 

first husband, Robert Napier, whose surname Hannah took. There was no father’s name on 

her birth certificate, as was usual for 

illegitimate babies. Hannah’s biological 

father, Thomas Dryden, was from a 

different world than Mam’s -- he worked 

as a timber agent, a ship accountant and a 

schoolmaster. An educated man. He lived 

with his wife and adult daughter in a better 

Hannah’s childhood area 

Academy Hill in 

1934, shortly 

before demolition 
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part a few streets away. Thomas Dryden’s sole legitimate daughter, who never married, 

worked as a seamstress, and his wife was a nurse, a job that sometimes involved staying with 

the families whose members she cared for. But Hannah’s family were illiterate mariners and 

glass workers, connected for generations with South Shields and with Leith, the port of 

Edinburgh.  

 

By the time Hannah was 8 years old she had four younger siblings. DNA matches support 

me being descended from Thomas Dryden, but I do not know whether he was the father of all 

five babies. In 1851, Hannah was one of 6 children with Mam at 6 Cone Street, in the same 

poor district as Academy Hill. There were seven households under one roof, each probably 

with a single room. There were twelve employed people in these households – all men -- of 

whom ten worked as mariners or keelmen. Hannah’s 13 year old half-brother, James Napier, 

was a “steam boat boy”. With the exception of one man who was a sawyer, this was a house 

that made its living from labouring on boats. At 13 Heugh Street, where Hannah’s biological 

father lived, there were six households under one roof, but the men were working in more 

prestigious jobs, as an agent, a baker, an engineer, a shipwright, and a watchmaker and 

jeweller. 

Hannah would have run barefoot around the port district of South Shields, would have 

looked after her younger brothers and sisters, and would have started to earn some money 

when she was about six years old. Although the school her father ran was just round the 

corner, Hannah never learned even to sign her own name.  

Thomas Dryden’s 

School 
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Soon after Hannah’s tenth birthday, Mam married Peter Short, a glass worker of Irish 

ancestry. It’s a mystery why she married him, because apparently she knew he was already 

married. She had already had five children born between weddings – having another 

illegitimate child would surely not have mattered. She didn’t have a good name to lose. 

Hannah’s little sister was born seven months after the wedding, and shortly after her birth, 

Peter’s first wife turned up at the doorstep, wanting maintenance money. She and Mam 

fought so badly that the constable turned up. Peter was convicted of bigamy, and got three 

months in custody, after which he returned to Mam, and gave Hannah her youngest brother. 

Around 1860, Hannah moved with Mam, Peter, and 5 of her siblings to the new town of 

South Stockton (later called Thornaby), 60 km south of South Shields, where Peter took a job 

in the new glassworks. Most of their neighbours were glassworkers. The quality of their 

housing was far superior to anything they had experienced before. In South Shields they had 

lived in old tenement housing, probably in a single room, with a shared privy and water from 

a standpipe. In Stockton they had a new house with two rooms upstairs and two down, a tap 

in the kitchen, a private toilet, and a back yard. Things had improved for Hannah, and they 

were about to get even better. 

The three surviving children born between Mam’s weddings started to use the surname 

“Dryden” when they went to South Stockton. So Hannah Napier became Hannah Dryden. In 

1861, in this blended household, of Peter Short and his “wife”, there was a Napier child, three 

Dryden children, and two Short children. And there was a lodger, Thomas Davies, an iron 

worker from Staffordshire, in the area looking for work in the growing industry at the mouth 

of the River Tees.  

At some point in her teens, Hannah must have made a decision to have a different life 

from Mam. Thomas Davies was a Methodist and could read and write. Perhaps Hannah had 

listened to revivalist preachers and been impressed by their message of salvation and 

sobriety. Perhaps Thomas had shared his ambitions and his understanding of a good life and 

had convinced her what might be possible for them to achieve together. Their first child was 

born on 9 April 1862, and registered by Hannah as though she and Thomas were already 

married. It is not clear why he was unable to marry her before the birth, as was the usual 

custom, but she was right to trust him. They married on 8 June 1862, and Hannah named her 

biological father in the registration. Thomas took Hannah to a good house in another new 
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town, North Ormesby, a few kilometres down river, built to house workers in the developing 

iron and steel industry. 

When Hannah was photographed with her husband and large family in 1899, she had 

reason for satisfaction. She had seen Mam and Peter split up, and Mam re-marry another 

glass worker in September 1862, then die of “dropsy” just four months later. She had seen her 

eldest brother, Andrew Napier, in constant trouble with the law, for illegal salmon fishing, 

drunkenness, brawling, and abuse of his wife, before dying from a broken skull sustained in a 

fall into a dry dock. She may have known that her biological father had died of delirium 

tremens in South Shields workhouse. Presumably another drinker. She probably did not know 

that Peter Short spent his last years as a pauper in another workhouse.  

Hannah and Thomas Davies were total abstainers, stalwarts of the chapel. They gave their 

children a good childhood and lived to see them married and (mostly) raising sober and 

healthy families of their own. Thomas died at 74, reaching a good age despite the dangers of 

the steelworks, where he worked all his adult life. He was still an ironworks labourer in 1911, 

at the age of 72.  

Hannah died suddenly on 12 January 1926, from a cerebral haemorrhage, at the age of 81, 

in the comfortable home of her daughter, Julia, a trained nurse, married but childless. Many 

of Hannah’s other descendants lived with their families within walking distance. It was a long 

way from the tenement where she was born. 

 

Hannah, Thomas and family, 1899 


