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INTRODUCTION 

The research to create a timeline of the historic buildings of Stockton has drawn on 

resources such as trade directories, newspapers and census information. Whilst we have 

been able to construct some quite detailed pictures, there are gaps which we would like to 

fill. If you have any further information that could assist us, please contact 

Eleanor.blyth@stoctkon.gov.uk.  

 

FOSS 

1847-68 William Foss    Surgeon & gentleman (also W Foss ) 

1871  Hannah Foss    Annuitant 

1876-94 Robert Wm Foss   Surgeon 

 

William Foss, Surgeon is recorded at High Street in the 1841 Census. He subsequently 

appears in the 1858 Post Office Directory of Northumberland and Durham at 22 High Street. 

He is recorded in the London and Provincial Medical Directory of 1860 and 1865 where he is 

detailed as occupying 22 High Street. He is associated with Dispensary and Stockton Cottage 

Hospital. William Foss is recorded in the UK Poll Book and Electoral Register for 1868 at High 

Street Stockton. Doctor Foss was active in politics, standing in local elections.  

In 1859 Doctor Foss was one of several Stockton Medical Practitioners who felt compelled 

to challenge the medical evidence in the case of a man named Thomas Smethurst who had 

been convicted of murder of a woman he was alleged to have married bigamously.  

The Durham County Advertiser of 9th September 1859 relays the content of a letter to the 

Home Secretary on the matter. There was a considerable volume of input from medical 

practitioners across the country.  

mailto:Eleanor.blyth@stoctkon.gov.uk
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Newcastle Courant 19th August 1859 
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Two doctors that had 

attended the deceased gave 

evidence, describing their 

suspicions of poisoning. A 

medical opinion was put 

forward by a Doctor B.W 

Richardson, a professor of 

pathology that disputed 

poisoning.  

Newcastle Courant 19th August 1859 

 

 

In August 1859 Thomas Smethurst was found guilty of murder and was sentenced to death.  

From Ancestry  
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In September 1859 reports are in the press of a reprieve from the death sentence. The 

Newcastle Journal 10th September 1859 provides an account.  His ultimate fate was, 

however, unclear for several weeks and subject of great speculation in the press.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Newcastle Journal 10th September 1859 
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In November 1859 a Royal pardon was granted. Nonethless, Doctor Smethurst was not a 

free man. The Newcastle Daily Chronicle of 19th November 1859 gives an account of the 

outstanding matter of the bigamy allegation. 

 



 

6 
 

This document was classified as: OFFICIAL 

 



 

7 
 

This document was classified as: OFFICIAL 

In November 1859 Thomas Smethurst was committed for trial for bigamy. The Teasdale 

Mercury of 7th December recounts the extraordinary events that ensured. The prosecution 

was initiated on the direction of the Secretary of State due to the death of the second wife. 

Reference was made to the defendant having been pardoned for the offence of murder for 

which he had previously been tried. It was put forward that the marriage that had taken 

place with Mary Durham in 1828 was not legal because she was in fact married to a man 

named Johnson and therefore a case of bigamy could not be made out. The England & 

Wales Criminal Register records that Smethurst was sentenced to imprisonment. The 

Teasdale Mercury of 7th December 1859 outlines the verdict and the judge’s sentencing.  
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Teasdale Mercury of 7th December 1859 
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There is no known connection between Doctor Foss of Stockton and doctor Smethurst. The  

murder case had clearly excited great interest among the medical profession across the 

country and Doctor Foss was one of many who felt compelled to speak up. The case was 

debated in Parliament, highlighting the issues that had vexed medical practitioners like 

Doctor Foss but also raising wider questions about the administration of justice.  

“On the 15th of August Thomas Smethurst was convicted of the crime of murder and 

sentenced to be executed. The trial was conducted before the Chief Baron of the Court of 

Exchequer, one of the most humane Judges who ever adorned the bench, and from the 

range of his attainments singularly well qualified to deal with a case which depended very 

much upon a close scrutiny and careful analysis of the medical testimony. After the 

conviction, however, the attention of the country and of the press was directed to serious 

doubts that were raised as its propriety, and representations were made to the Secretary of 

State on the subject, the result of which was that, at his request, as he (Mr. James) collected 

from letters in the newspapers, a most able and elaborate report was drawn up by the 

Judge who presided at the trial, containing probably an expression of his opinion of the 

case. Various statements by other parties with regard to the case were made to the Home 

Secretary, and on the 15th of November there appeared in The Times a letter from the right 

hon. Baronet who held that office to the Chief Baron, which, he had authority to say, was 

not sent for publication by his Lordship. The letter of the Home Secretary was to the effect 

that the Chief Baron's report upon the trial, together with the whole of the medical 

evidence, had been referred to Sir Benjamin Brodie, who had given it as his opinion that, 

though the facts were full of grave suspicion against Smethurst, there was not absolute 

evidence of his guilt; but that his (the Home Secretary's) advice to Her Majesty to grant a 

free pardon to the convict did not arise from any defect in the constitution and procedure of 

the legal tribunals, but from the difficulty of ordinary citizens dealing with matters which 

puzzled the most experienced medical men. The jury who had given their anxious attention 

to the subject during the five days of the trial thus found their verdict set at nought; but 

though the evidence upon which the jury arrived at that decision had been fully published, 

neither the report of the Lord Chief Baron nor the report of Sir Benjamin Brodie had ever 

been revealed. In point of fact, the public had had no opportunity of judging of the medical 

testimony upon which the verdict of the jury had been reversed and the convict pardoned. 

In making these observations he was not blaming the Home Secretary, who, under the 

existing system, could hardly have done otherwise than he did; but he felt that the 

responsibility of acting under such circumstances was too great to be thrown on any single 

individual; and he hoped to prevail upon the right hon. Baronet to introduce some measure 

for the purpose of removing so great an anomaly. He was far from wishing to trench on the 

prerogatives of the Crown in the right of granting pardon. That prerogative might well 

consist with the existence of a criminal court of appeal, because there might still be good 

reason to preserve to the Crown the right of granting pardon on evidence which would not 

be admissible by a court of law, on a 
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motion for a new trial. He thought the question was one well deserving the attention of the 

House and of the Government, and he would press it upon the Government that if they 

were not themselves prepared with any measure on the subject, they might at least accede 

to some rational and well-considered measure proposed by others for some court of appeal 

where pardons might be granted in such a way as would make patent to all the grounds on 

which the sentences were pronounced. In conclusion then he wished to ask, whether the 

Government contemplate the introduction of any Measure to give the Right of Appeal to 

persons convicted of capital and other crimes?”1 

The Newcastle Courant 19th November 1869 records the death of Doctor William Foss of 

High Street Stockton.  His obituary is recorded in The Medical Directory 1870.  His estate, 

valued under £1,500 is recorded in the National Probate Calendar on the oath of his widow 

Hannah and his son Robert William Foss, surgeon.  

The 1871 Census shows 22 High Street is occupied by Hannah Foss, an annuitant, her 2 

daughters and 2 sons. Robert W Foss is described as a Batchelor of Medicine, his brother 

Alfred is a pupil of Dentistry. The 1879 Postal Directory records Robert William Fosse, 

Surgeon & Physician at the address.  Fosse M.D, Surgeon is also recorded at the premises in 

the 1881 Directory.  Fosse is recorded at the address in the 1881 Census. He is recorded as a 

General Practitioner having qualified at Edinburgh. He is unmarried and lives with his 

mother and sister. Robert William Foss has an entry in the membership register for the 

Philanthropy Lodge of Freemasons.  

 

 

.  

The presence of Robert William Foss in Stockton in the capacity of surgeon  is evident in 

several new articles reporting on cases he attended.  The Northern Echo 13th  April 1875 and 

 
1 https://hansard.parliament.uk/Commons/1860-01-27/debates/413adf26-fe3b-4a55-9473-
71375ad6c381/CaseOfThomasSmethurst 
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the Northern Echo 1st October 1875 provide accounts of manslaughter cases in which 

Doctor Foss gave evidence along with a Doctor J.H Tarleton.  

Doctor Foss is reported in the Northern Echo of 26th April 1878 to have given evidence at 

the inquest into the death of a 5 year old child whose death was said to have been caused 

by consuming Rum. Doctor Foss concluded the child had died from convulsions brought on 

by fever and he did not think the Rum consumed was the cause of death. The Northern 

Echo of 27th September 1889 records some banter between the Coroner and the Doctor 

during an inquest.  
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The Hartlepool Northern Daily Mail 15th January 1885 records R.W Foss, MD present at a 

meeting of the South Durham and North Yorkshire Medical Society. Similarly, Doctor Foss is 

present at the North East branch of the British Medical Association. According to the 

Newcastle Daily Chronicle 30th July 1886. 

The 1891 Census records Robert Foss 42 years, General practitioner at 22 High street with 

his sister Henrietta and a servant.  

The National Probate Calendar records the death of Robert Foss, MD of 22 High Street 

Stockton as occurring on 2nd November 1893, leaving effects to the value of £206. 10s to his 

sister Henrietta. By 1901 Henrietta is recorded in the Census as living on her own means in 

High Crosscliffe, 22 High Street being passed to its new occupants.  

 

 

 

 

The National Probate Calendar records the death of Robert Foss, MD of 22 High Street 

Stockton as occurring on 2nd November 1893, leaving effects to the value of £206. 10s to his 
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STOCKTON SAVINGS BANK 

 

1880  Stockton Savings Bank 

  A Miller     Auctioneer 

 

LANGLEY & ELLIOT 

The 1888-1899 Ward’s Directory and 1900-1901 Ward’s Directory record Langley and Elliot, 

Solicitors at number 22 High Street. The 1902-1903 Ward’s Directory now records Langley, 

Solicitor at the address.  

William Charles Langley was the son of William Hilliar Langley, newspaper editor. Born in 

Warminster, Wiltshire in 1823, William H Langley is reported by the Sporting Times 29th 

March 1902 to have died in Florence.   

The 1881 Census shows William Charles Langley at 20 South Street, Crossgate Durham with 

his wife, children and stepchildren and servant. Wiliam Charles Langley appears in the 

Stockton Kelly’s Directory 1890 as solicitor operating in Stockton. The 1891 Census shows 

that William Langley, Solicitor is living at Cleveland House, Bowesfield Lane, Stockton with 

his wife, children and step-children, a niece, governess and servants. He is recorded as a 

British subject, born in France.  

There are many records of the activities of the firm in the press, both locally and nationally.  

The Northern Echo - Saturday 29 June 1889 reports on Langley and Elliot instructed in 

relation to libel action against the Northern Star newspaper. The company is seen active in 

house sales and other legal transactions.  
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Charles was Mayor of Stockton. The Northern Echo of 9th November 1894, reporting on the 

on the completion of his term in office, gives an account of one of the causes that he had 

championed, namely the “unfair treatment it is alleged Stockton suffers commercially 

because of the North Eastern Railway’s ratal charges to the manufacturers and merchants of 

the town”. The article also provides insight into the development of the town.  
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The 1901 Census shows Charles William Langley still living at Cleveland House but the 

formerly busy household now contains only Charles, his niece and servants.  

The Morning Post 30th December 1903 reports the death of Charles William Langley on 23rd 

December 1903.  

 

Charles William Langley’s death features in a speech by Dr Moule, the Bishop of Durham 

reported I the Newcastle Daily Chronicle, 23th February 1904. Tribute is paid to his support 

to the church.  

His estate, valued at £7697 10s is recorded in the National Probate Calendar. His address is 

recorded as Cleveland House, Stockton. Charles’ death ties in with the occupation of 22 High 

Street by R Cohen in 1904.  

Durham County Advertiser 25th February 1904.  
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COHEN 

The 1904-1905 and 1906-1907, 1908-1909 Ward’s Directory shows R Cohen, Solicitor at the 

address. There is also a record of W Sefton, Income Tax Collector at the address in the 1906-

1907 and 1908-1909 1910-1911 Ward’s Directory. The 1911 Census records John Thomas 

Milburn resident at the address. He is a blacksmith and lives with his wife and 3 children in 3 

rooms.  

 R Cohen, solicitor is recorded at the premises in each edition from 1912-1913 to 1932-1933. 

From the 1934-1935 Ward’s Directory to the 1993801939 edition Cohen, Jackson and Scott, 

solicitors are at 22 High Street.  

Reuban Cohen was the son of Myer and Betsy Cohen, recorded as a naturalised Russian 

residing at 9 Garden Street Darlington in his registration certificate dated 1887.  Myer’s 

occupation is a draper. In the 1881 Census the Cohens are in Russell Street Darlington. Myer 

is stated to be a loan broker.  By 1891 the Census records the Cohens living at Wellington 

Street, Stockton. Reuban’s mother Betsy died in 1892. The 1901 Census shows Myer Cohen 

as a moneylender still at Wellington Street, Stockton. Reuban is stated to be working as a 

solicitor. His father has remarried a much younger woman named Sophie.  

Taking note of Myer’s origins it can be deduced that, along with many other Russian Jews, 

Myer left to escape poverty and persecution. It has been estimated that around 2.7 million 

Jews migrated west from Eastern Europe between 1881 and 1914. The assassination of the 

Russian Czar in 1881 was followed by a series of campaigns (pogroms) against Jews in the 

Russian empire.  Jews were forbidden from settling on or owning land outside towns or 

moving between villages, and restrictions were placed on their entering higher education or 

the professions. 

Reuban Cohen, Solicitor is recorded in the 1911 Census, living at Lynwood, Richmond Road.  

The premises of 22 High Street is associated also with Hyman Cohen, Reuban’s older 

brother.  Though advertisements for loans  predominantly relate to 35 Wellington Street, 

Stockton, the Yorkshire Post and Leeds Intelligencer of 4th June 1915 describes court action 

taken by Hyman Cohen of 22 High Street, Stockton against a Bournemouth company to 

recoup money owed on a promissory note.  

The appointment of Reuban Cohen as registrar at Stockton Country Court is recorded in the 

Sunderland Daily Echo and Shipping Gazette 7th November 1933.  

Reuban Cohen of 18 Richmond Road, Stockton is recorded in the National Probate Calendar 

as leaving an estate of £17207 13s 6d. 
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