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Introduction 

This resource is intended for use in Key Stage 3 to support learning about the First 
World War, although some of the sources could be used by KS2 groups with 
additional support.  

It is based on primary sources from the early 20th Century, in their original format.  
Some of these are handwritten and may be difficult to read and interpret.  The printed 
sources, in particular the North Eastern Railway staff magazine are written in 
language used at the time and some words have meanings specific to the Railways, 
for example a Fireman looks after the fire on a steam locomotive.   
 
Teachers are advised to review the sources first and make judgements based on the 
readability.  Some of the sources may need to be transcribed for less able groups. 
More able groups may be able to use the original sources without the transcriptions 
 
The original sources are held by the Head of Steam, Darlington and include, 

 North Eastern Railway Staff magazine 

 North Eastern Railway employment history books 

 North Eastern Railway Servants Pension Society record cards 

 John Mallon Collection  

 A Record of the 17th and 32nd Battalions, Northumberland Fusiliers 1914-1919 
(N.E.R.) Pioneers, by Lt-Colonel J Shakespear  published in 1926 

 Twenty-Five years of the North Eastern Railway 1898-1922, by Robert Bell, 
published in 1951 

 

The resource uses excerpts from these sources to present case studies about 
employees of the North Eastern Railway during the early years of the 20th Century.  It 
will enable pupils to study what happened to these people during the First World 
War. 



Inquiry Questions and Outcomes  

 

The resources are intended to enable students answer the following questions, by 
exploring original sources (or the downloaded copies) held in the archive at the Head 
of Steam - Darlington Railway Museum. 

o How did World War One affect people working for the North Eastern 
Railway? 

 

o How different were people’s experiences of World War One? 
 

Pupils will discover the different experiences that people had during World War One, 
by focusing on the actions of employees of the North Eastern Railway (NER).   

The resources link to a number of themes 

o Challenges for Britain, Europe and the wider world 1901 onwards 
o Local History 
o The changing nature of conflict and co-operation  
o Role of Women on the Home Front 
o Impact and role of civilians 

 

The pupils will examine original sources to research the stories of NER employees 
during the First World War 

They will be able to articulate stories of; 

o Someone who died during the War 
o Someone who served and survived 
o Someone who remained in the employ of the NER 
o Role of Women 

 
They will gain knowledge of;  

o The North Eastern Railway 
o Roles of employees of the NER during the period 
o Roles of Woman during the First World War 

 

They will develop skills;  

o To be able to interpret a variety of original sources 
o In using this evidence to synthesise a ‘story’ about an individual 
o Make inferences using this evidence 
o Make suggestions about other sources for further research. 

 

 



School based work 

The school will be able to include these resources to complement existing schemes 
of work.  They are designed for small group work (4-6 pupils) 

There are three mains areas; 

Background Information 

Pupils may have already come across some of this.  These four areas are suggested 
as a minimum to support the pupils’ understanding of the sources.   

Teachers’ may wish to leave out ‘About the War’ and ‘Organising the Army’ if the 
students have already covered this. 

o The Story of North Eastern Railway (NER) 
o About the War 
o Organising an Army 
o Raising the 17th Battalion, Northumberland Fusiliers – the ‘Railway Battalion’ 
o Life in the 17th Battalion – “Potted Pioneering” 

 

Main Body 

o We suggest 1 or 2 lessons depending school timetable.  Small groups are 
allocated a packet of sources; their task is to investigate and produce the 
stories of the people named. 

o Use the Bentley Family presentation (PowerPoint) as an introduction to the 
sources and task. 

o The Mileage Office Memorial – profiles of five men who were killed 
o Served and Returned – profiles of five men who joined up and returned to 

work for the NER 
o Reserved Occupations – profiles of five men who continued to work for the 

NER throughout the War. 
o Role of women – profiles of five women who worked for the NER during the 

Great War. 
This resource provides 20 profiles. See Profiles resource pack. 

Telling the Stories 

o Presentation of the research – each group presents the story of the people 
they have been researching.  This could take the form of an independent 
‘learning task’ producing a booklet or other format, eg PowerPoint 
presentation.   

o There will be opportunities for self and peer evaluations following the students 
usual format. 

 

Possible extensions 

More able students will be able to use the internet to extend the range of their 
research.  There is a list of possible sources below. 



Supporting websites and additional sources  

 
Head of Steam – Darlington Railway Museum   
 
www.head-of-steam.co.uk 
You can access the database of NER men who served via this website, created as 
part of the HLF funded project of which this resource is part. 
Click on the link for The Ken Hoole Study Centre 
The Loans resource contains additional sources and objects 
 
 
The North Eastern Railway Association     
www.ner.org.uk 
 
 
The North East War Memorials Project 
Search for War memorials in the North East of England, and find out more about 
them.   
www.newmp.org.uk 
 
 
The Commonwealth war Graves Commission   
 www.cwgc.org 
 
 
North Eastern Railway 
The London and North Eastern Railway (LNER) Encyclopaedia (28th July 2014) 
http://www.lner.info/co/NER/index.shtml  
 
 
Women’s Work In WW1 – Women and Work  
http://www.striking-women.org/module/women-and-work/world-war-i-1914-1918  
 
 
Women on the Home Front 1914018 – BBC Class Clips (CLIP 5662) (28 July 2014) 
http://www.bbc.co.uk/learningzone/clips/women-on-the-home-front-1914-
1918/5662.html  
 
 
WW1 - Hospital trains in France - Railways in World War One  
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=IFpG9LhWhp8  
 
 
WW1. Narrow Gauge Railway Archive Film 91251 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=DwguJcaTjq4  
 
 
Railway Stories – National Railway Museum, York 
http://www.nrm.org.uk/RailwayStories/worldwarone.aspx  

http://www.head-of-steam.co.uk/
http://www.ner.org.uk/
http://www.newmp.org.uk/
http://www.cwgc.org/
http://www.lner.info/co/NER/index.shtml
http://www.striking-women.org/module/women-and-work/world-war-i-1914-1918
http://www.bbc.co.uk/learningzone/clips/women-on-the-home-front-1914-1918/5662.html
http://www.bbc.co.uk/learningzone/clips/women-on-the-home-front-1914-1918/5662.html
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=IFpG9LhWhp8
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=DwguJcaTjq4
http://www.nrm.org.uk/RailwayStories/worldwarone.aspx


History of the North Eastern Railway  
 
In the early 19th century the North Eastern Railway was the fourth largest of all the 
Railway Companies.  It covered all of the North East, from 
Hull in Yorkshire, north to Berwick-upon-Tweed and from the 
North Sea west over the Pennines into (what is now) 
Cumbria. There were a small number of lines into Scotland. 
 
Railways began by only linking one or two places, usually for 
a specific reason. eg coal - wagon ways were built to get 
coal from the mine to ships for export eg Tanfield to Dunston 
 
So the Stockton and Darlington Railway was built to bring 
coal from Witton Park and Shildon Collieries to the River Tees at Stockton, where it 
would be loaded on to ships. 
 
It was usual to set up a new company for each new line, even if the Directors were 
the same people.   There was no concept of a network, but gradually these smaller 
railways were gathered together into larger groups.  
 
In 1854, 3 of these large companies merged to become one – the North Eastern 
Railway (NER), formed from  

 York and Midland Railway 

 Newcastle and Berwick Railway  

 Leeds Northern Railway 
 
By the First World War it was almost the only Company operating railways in this 
area. NER also owned docks at Hull, Teesside and Tyne Dock.  They owned staithes 
at Blyth and Dunston for loading coal on to ships 
 
At the outbreak of War in 1914 the Government took control of all the railways.  The 
Railway Executive Committee ensured all of the Railway Companies worked together 
for the War Effort.   
 
At the end of the War the Government kept control.  It took years to bring back all the 
men and material that had been sent to Europe and the rest of the World.  Rather 
than keep the Railways under state control, it was planned to create ‘Groups’, the 
NER would join the ‘Eastern Group’ which eventually became the London and North 
Eastern Railway (LNER) operating the railways between London and the North east 
and into Scotland. 
 
LNER took control of the NER, the Great Central, Great Eastern, Great Northern, 
Hull and Barnsley, North British and Great North of Scotland Railways on 1st January 
1923. 
 
 
 
 
 
 



We can discover this story from a number of sources 
 
For example the book ‘Twenty-five Years of the North Eastern Railways’   
BELL Robert (1951), published by The Railway Gazette 
 
 

 
 

The Book begins; 
 

 



Chapter 1 gives more detail: 
 

 
 
 
 



 
 
 

The Company continued to grow. 
 

By 1910, the company 
owned or operated 
almost all the railways in 
Northumberland, Durham 
and the North Riding of 
Yorkshire.  They began 
to install ‘tile maps’ in 
major stations showing 
the company’s extent. 
 
 
This one still exists in 
York Station, where the 
company had their 
Headquarters. 
 
In the first half of 1914, 
before the Outbreak of 
War, the Company 
shipped over 4 million 
tons of goods from Tyne 
Dock. 
 



About the War – Facts and Background 
 
 
 
The First World War lasted 4 years, 4 months and 14 days. 
As many as 65 million men fought on all sides of the conflict. 
It is considered a ‘Total War’ as both combatants and civilians are involved 
(mobilised) to fight and support the War Effort. 
 
There were over 35 million casualties 

 21 million people died 

 13 million of these were civilians 
(Addington 2014, p8) 
 
In 2011 there were just over 63 million (63,182,000) people living in the UK.   
At the outbreak of war the population of the UK was estimated at just over 46 million. 
 
The North Eastern Railway Company “liberated” 18,340 men “to the Colours”, 
equivalent to 34% of it’s workforce at the outbreak of War, of these over 16,000 came 
back to work of the Company.  (Bell 1951, p67) 
 
2,236 died on active service. 
 
 

Background to the outbreak of war: 
 
The early years of the 20th Century were a time of great excitement and prosperity for 
Europe.  It was the powerhouse of the World with huge factories, steamships, trains, 
automobiles and new flying machines.   
But underneath this optimism there was discontent.  There were strikes for better 
conditions and wages (eg 1912 miners’ strike mentioned in staff history books.  In 
1911 there were 872 different strikes (Newcastle Journal 2012)); Suffragettes were 
demanding equality for women; there were political and terrorist assassinations and 
rivalry between nations. 
 
Much of the wealth came from colonies, providing workers and raw materials to the 
‘Mother’ country and a ready market to sell finished goods to. 
 
Some countries including Britain and Germany began to fear that these colonies 
would be ‘stolen’ by other countries and began to build bigger fleets of warships 
 
Most countries felt they would be safer if they allied with other European countries. 
Germany partnered with Austria-Hungary and then Italy, while France, Russia and 
Britain signed an agreement to help each other. 
 
By 1912 people realised War might break out, but most felt it would not. 
 
 
 



The staff magazine carried an article called Railways in Time of War by J A Williams 
(NERM_1912_P67-8) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Chain reaction 
 
June 1914 - the heir to the Austro-Hungarian throne – Archduke Franz Ferdinand 
was assassinated in Serbia. 
 
July 1914 - Austria-Hungary declared War on Serbia.  Germany supported Austria-
Hungary.  But Russia supported Serbia and began to mobile troops to defend the 
Serbians 
 
The British Government warned the North Eastern Railway  

“the Company must be ready to put into force, a programme of movements, 
which had been prepared for use if HM forces were mobilised.” 

(Bell 1951 p56) 
 
August 1914 – Germany declares War on Russia and attacks.   
France (Russia’s ally) begins to prepare for war.   
Germany declares War on France. 
Germany already has a plan (called the Schlieffen Plan) and invades Belgium.  
Belgium is neutral, but Germany wants to attack Russia’s ally France. 
France declares War on Germany.   
Britain supports France and is worried that the Germans could use the Belgian ports 
to threaten the English Channel.  Britain has an ancient treaty with Belgium to help if 
they are invaded. 
 
Britain declares War on Germany (4th August) and sends troops to help France. 
 
Almost all of Europe is at War. 
Within 2 months almost 5,000 men from the NER had ‘joined the colours’.  This was 
about 10% of the whole staff. 
 



Timeline  
 
September 1914 Battle of Mons and  

Battle of the Marne 
The NER establishes the 17th 
Battalion of the Northumberland 
Fusiliers 

October 1914 Turkey joins in to help the 
Central Powers against the 
Allies 

 

October to 
November 1914 

Stalemate at Battle of Ypres.  
The entire Western Front 
settles into lines of opposing 
trenches 

 

16 December 
1914 

 Bombardment of Scarbrough, 
Whitby and Hartlepool 

11 January 1915  17th battalion are designated as 
“Railway Pioneers” 

April 1915 Allied troops including 
Australian and New Zealand 
(ANZAC) forces land at 
Gallipoli 

 

April 1915 Gas first used by the 
Germans against the French 
at Ypres, soon it’s use is 
widespread 

 

April 1915 Italy joins the Allies  
19

th
-23

rd
 

November 1915 
 The NER battalion embarks for 

France 
February 1916 Battle of Verdun, the 

bloodiest battle of the War 
 

31May/1June 
1916 

naval Battle of Jutland  

July 1916 Battle of the Somme begins, 
it ends in stalemate in 
November. 

18th July 1916 –  
Frederick Collinson, killed in action. 
 
10th October 1916 – J Dunn, killed 
in action 

April 1917 America joins the war on the 
side of the Allies 

 

July to November 
1917 

3rd Battle of Ypres, another 
bloodbath ends in stalemate 

 

October 1917 Bolsheviks declare 
themselves to be the rulers of 
Russia. 

4th October 1917 – Harold Taylor, 
killed in action 

November 1917 Tanks used at Cambrai  
December 1917 British and Arab forces seize 

Jerusalem from the Turks 
 

March 1918 Bolshevik Russia formally 
ends the War in the East by 
handing over territory at the 
treaty of Brest Litosvik 

 



March to June 
1918 

German Spring Offensive 
breaks through Allied lines 
and almost reached Paris 
before it runs out of steam. 

 

August 1918 Allies break through German 
lines at Amiens 

 

September 1918 American troops break 
through German lines in the 
Argonne.  The Hindenberg 
line is breached and the 
Allies head for the German 
border 

11th September 1918 –  
Thomas Burt, dies in an aeroplane 
crash 
 
17th September 1918 –  
S Thompson, killed in action 
 

November 1918 German forces continue an 
orderly retreat, but there are 
riots in Germany and the 
Navy mutinies.  The Kaiser 
abdicates. 

 

November 1918 The German Government 
signs a ceasefire at 
Compiegne forest.  The War 
officially ends at 11:00am 
on November 11th 

 

 
 
Although the First World War ended on the 11th November 1918 it took years to 
dismantle the Army and bring things back to the United Kingdom.  Many soldiers 
remained in the Army until 1920. 
 
The huge monetary cost of the War meant that the Government had to cut spending.  
This and the large number of servicemen returning from the war meant 
unemployment rose to over 10% (it is currently, in June 2014 about 6.8%).  The 
economy began to stagnate.  In 1919 roughly 2.4 million workers went on strike, 
including the coal miners (mentioned in the staff books) 
It was the beginning of an economic depression that would last until the 1930’s and 
the outbreak of the Second World War. 
 
Sources: 
Bell, R 1951  Twenty-five Years of the North Eastern Railway  
Addington, Scott  2014   First World War Great Battles  5 Minute History Series by 
The History Press 
Dowswell, Paul  2014   The Story of the First World War  Usborne Publishing in 
association with The Imperial War Museum. 
 
The Newcastle Journal:  the 1912 Coal Miners’ Strike. 
http://www.thejournal.co.uk/news/north-east-news/nostalgia-100th-anniversary-
national-miners-4413682    
 
1919 Coal Miners’ Strike 
http://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/pathways/firstworldwar/aftermath/p_labour.htm  

http://www.thejournal.co.uk/news/north-east-news/nostalgia-100th-anniversary-national-miners-4413682
http://www.thejournal.co.uk/news/north-east-news/nostalgia-100th-anniversary-national-miners-4413682
http://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/pathways/firstworldwar/aftermath/p_labour.htm


Organising an Army 
 
The British Army is organised around the idea of Regiments.  Most British regiments 
trace their origins to the 17th and 18th Centuries and there have been many re-
organisations and name changes since then.  At this time a Regiment had a full 
strength of around 800 or 900 men, it was commanded by a Colonel and would be 
divided in to 2 Battalions of 8 to 10 companies.  Often the Regiment would be known 
by the name of its commanding officer. 
 
The ‘Green Howards’ are named for Sir Charles Howard, who was Colonel in 1744.  
They should have been called ‘Howards Regiment of Foot’, but at the same time 
there was another regiment with a Colonel Thomas Howard.  To tell them apart the 
colour of their uniform facings was used.  Charles Howard’s regiment became the 
‘Green Howards’ and Thomas Howard’s regiment was called ‘Howard’s Buffs’. 
 
A Regiment is a permanent thing responsible for recruiting and training soldiers to 
perform specific roles and duties.  The regiment is also responsible for maintaining 
enough equipment for the job.  Usually a regiment would have a ‘depot’ or a base in 
the UK even if the soldiers spent most of their time overseas. 
 
In 1881 the Army was re-organised and Regiments were allocated to particular 
geographic areas in the UK.  They would recruit from these counties and maintain 
their depot there. 
 
The North Eastern Railway staff magazine carried 2 articles to help their readers 
identify the regional regiments most railway staff enlisted in. 
 
In peacetime each regiment usually comprised of a small number of regular 
battalions who would serve overseas.  For example; 
 

1st and 2nd Battalions, Northumberland Fusiliers were regular, at the outbreak 
of war 2nd Battalion was stationed in India.  The 3rd Battalion was a reserve 
and the other Battalions (4th to 8th) were Territorial – Volunteer Battalions 
intended for home defence. 

 
In wartime the Regiment had a duty to raise more battalions for service overseas.  
The whole Regiment would not march to war, but individual battalions would be sent 
to join an Army. 
 
The force would then be organised as an Army, not as a regiment. 
 
Please Note:   
These ranks are those used in during the First World War in the British Infantry.  
Ranks in other parts of the Army are often used as to show responsibility, eg the 
Army Service Corps (ASC) where a Captain is in charge of a supply operation rather 
than a fixed number of men. 
The United States Army uses ranks differently to this. 
 
Most computer games follow a version of the American system and are very different 
to the British Army in WW1! 



 
 
  

An 

Army of 

 
40,000 or 
more men 

 
would be 
commanded by  

 
General 

 
The Army is 
divided into  

Corps 20,000 men commanded by 
a 

Lieutenant 
General 

 
Each Corps is 
divided in to  

Divisions 10,000 to 
12,000 men 

commanded by 
a 

Major-
General 

A Division is 
made up of a 
number of  
 

 
Brigades 

 
3,000 to 
4,000 men 

 
commanded by 
a 

 
Brigadier 
General 

A Brigade is 
made up of a 
number of  
 

 
Battalions 

 
800 – 1000 
men 

 
commanded by 
a 

 
Lieutenant 

Colonel 

A Battalion is 
made up of  
 

 
Companies 

 
160 to 200 
men 
 

 
commanded by 
a 

 
Captain 

A Company is 
made up of 

 

Platoons 
 
40-50 men 

 
commanded by 
a 
 

 
Lieutenant 

Platoons are 
made up of  

Sections 10-14 men commanded by 
a 

Lance 
Corporal 

 
A Sergeant is usually in charge of four sections and acts as a ‘second in command’ 
to the Lieutenant. 
 
A Corporal acts as second in command to a Sergeant. 
 
 
Each Division would need infantry, cavalry, artillery, engineers, supply, transport, 
medical, and veterinary support.  This would be done by bring together battalions, 
companies and sections from different regiments to make the Division. 
 
For more information; look up Kitchener’s New Army on the internet or in the library. 
 
Battalions from different Regiments would often fight alongside each other, for 
example, the account of the action where Robert Bentley is killed mentions battalions 
from four other regiments. 
 
 
 
 



Local Regiments 
 
Most Regiments were allocated a geographic area to recruit from, but some, for 
example the Royal Field Artillery (RFA), the Royal Engineers (RE) and the Army 
Service Corps (ASC), were thought of as ‘national’.  They still recruited in the North 
East, having depots spread across Northumberland, Durham and North Yorkshire.  
Different depots would have different jobs, for example Royal Engineer Signallers 
were based in Northumberland and Yorkshire, while the Electrical Engineers were 
based on Tyneside. 
 
Many regiments were also known by a ‘nickname’ as well as by their official 
designation.   
 
The Northumberland Fusiliers were often called ‘The Fighting Fifth’ 
 
This meant there were over a dozen regiments that actively recruited in the North 
East.  People working for the NER could join any of them.   
 
If someone had previously served with a Regiment, before working for the North 
Eastern Railway, they could be a ‘reservist’ with a regiment outside the region.   
 
 
 
For example; 
Lance Sergeant George Volkins, who was a night 
watchman at the Royal Station Hotel in York 
(NERM 1915 p216) began his military career with 
the Grenadier Guards, aged 13.   
At the age of 17 he transferred to the 6th Dragoon 
Guards, who were based in Canterbury.  After 
serving for many years in South Africa and gaining 
the Queen Victoria Medal he left the Army and 
settled in York.  On the outbreak of War, he re-
joined his old regiment, 6th dragoon Guards, along 
with one of his sons.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
In June 1915 The NER staff magazine published a list of ‘Northern Regiments’ to 
help their readers understand which regiments were local and recruiting men from 
the North Eastern Railway. (see below and NERM 1915 pages144 and 170) 
 
 



 
NERM 1915 p144 



The following month the magazine published a supplement to help readers 
understand why a battalion could have two numbers describing it.  As the War 
progressed and large numbers reinforcements were needed, they would often be 
organised into reserve battalions, which would then replace a battalion at the front, 
keeping it at full strength. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

NERM 1915 p170 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



The 17
th
 Battalion Northumberland Fusiliers 

 
This story of the raising of the battalion can be told using a number of sources.  
There are many articles in the NER staff magazine and it is mentioned by R. Bell in 
1951. 
 

 
Bell 1951 p57 

 
As soon as war broke out, there was a rush of men to enlist.  The general feeling was 
one of adventure and optimism; the War would be ‘over by Christmas’ with a 
resounding victory for the Allies. 

 
 
Everyone believed 
the war would be 
short.  This short 
piece appeared in 
the NER staff 
magazine in 
September 1914. 
(p228) 



Within a month over 1000 employees of the NER had joined 17th Battalion of the 
Northumberland Fusiliers and were beginning training in Hull.  Many saw this as a 
‘Great Adventure’. 
 
 

 
NERM 1914 p283 

 
Sir Eric Geddes, then General Manager at the NER, approached the War Office 
offering a unit of skilled railwaymen who could assist with the transport needs of the 
Army.  At the time he was told the Royal Engineers could manage this task.  Many 
NER men did join the Engineers.  Geddes, wanting to hold the NER men together, 
did arrange for the NER to raise, equip and train a battalion.  Originally the battalion 
was designated a ‘service’ battalion of ordinary infantry, but in January 1915, they 
were reassigned as ‘railway pioneers’ making use of their expertise.   
 
There is a complete account in the NER staff magazine, beginning in September 
1914 (p237) and continuing throughout the War.  There are many articles and 
photographs giving a full description of the raising and training in England, including 
a Roll of those men who enlisted at the battalion’s formation.   
 
After the battalion embarked for France in November 1915, the magazine carried 
letters from the soldiers as well as the obituaries of those who died.  
 
In 1926 Lt Col J Shakespear wrote ‘A record of the 17th and 32nd Battalions 
Northumberland Fusiliers 1914-1919 (N.E.R. Pioneers)’.  He drew on his own 



experience and the recollections and diaries of those who served with the ‘Railway 
Battalion’. 
 
An original copy is held in the archive and there are excerpts from the book in the 
loans box that accompanies this resource. 
 
After the War, the Battalion was disbanded and the ‘Colours’ laid up in St Nicholas’ 
Cathedral, Newcastle. 
 
 

 

 
Shakespear 1926 p104 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 



Life in the 17
th
 Battalion, Northumberland Fusiliers 

 
Taken from; 
A Record of the 17th and 32nd Service Battalions, Northumberland Fusiliers (N.E.R.) 
Pioneers, 1914-1919 by Lt-Col. J Shakespear (1926) 
 

 



 

 
 

 



Railway Families – the Bentley Family case study 
 
Now we have the internet and Wikipedia, it has become very easy to take the first 
result we find as the whole story.  But all of the information on the internet has been 
placed there, it is based on sources. 
 
For this case study we have used original (primary) sources to build up the story of 
the Bentley Family at the time of the First World War. 
 

Working for the Railway 
 
During the first part of the 20th century it was common for whole families to work for 
the same employer.  It was usual for Fathers to get their Sons a job with the same 
company.  We have a set of letters from a father trying to gain employment for his 
son with the NER.   John Thomas Bennett had been a Fireman in 1915.  He was 
dismissed from service in 1915 for drunkenness.  After serving in the Army for the 
rest of the War he was demobilised in 1919 and his father wrote to the NER hoping 
his son’s War service would enable him to re-join the Railway Company.  However, 
after a number of letters the NER had nothing to offer.  
 

 
John Mallon Collection JFM/7284/3 



There is a record of Mr Wilson, with 4 sons all working for the NER 

 

 
NERM 1915 p83 

 
 
Often 3 generations could work for the same employers (eg S Thompson, Darlington 
Mileage Office memorial – see later)  
 

 
NERM 1918 p227 

 
 
Most people lived near to their workplace and walked to work, there was little or no 
public transport, except in large towns, where they could be trams.  Motor cars were 
beyond the means of everyone except the very rich.  Companies would build houses 
close to their factories and rent these to workers. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 



Case Study: the Bentley Family of Gateshead. 
 
The archive at the Head of Steam contains many sources of information about the 
lives of workers of the North Eastern Railway.  These can be supplemented from 
other sources, such as census data 
 
An Article in the North Eastern Railway magazine, 1917 begins the story of the 
Bentley family.  (NERM 1917 p9) 
 

 
 
We can see that 4 of his 5 sons work for NER in the Locomotive Works at 
Gateshead.  Two have been killed in action, Robert who worked for the NER and 
Edward who did not. 
 
J W Bentley is not listed in the Engine Men registers, but he is listed in the NER 
Servant’s Pension Society register – a spreadsheet complied by volunteers at the 
Head of Steam from the original pension cards. 
 
name Date of birth Date died Date entered 

service 
grade station year 

Bentley, James 
William 

23/3/1858 04/02/1938 26/10/1875 Fireman Gateshead 1907 



This gives us a date of birth and a full name for Mr Bentley we can add to the 
information from the article – note there is a different year for entering service. 
 

 
 
 
We can look at the census data from 1901 and 1911; James William Bentley is there 
in Gateshead with 5 sons with the right names and ages.  Some of the details vary 
and we can see that he has moved from Warwick Street to Cumberland Street. 
 

 
 
 
 
The Ordnance Survey map shows the Bentleys’ lived close to the Locomotive Works; 
it would take less than 15 minutes to walk to work. 



 

 
 
This map is of Central Gateshead 1914, you can see the NER Locomotive works (top 
left).  Cumberland Street is lower right. 
 
 
To get a full picture we need to combine all this information: 
 
Who status Age in 1911 married job 

James William 
Bentley 

Head of 
Household 

53 Married 26 
years 

Stationery Engine Fireman 

Martha 
Bentley 

Wife 48 Married 26 
years 

 

Joseph 
Bentley 

Son 26 Single Machinist, Loco Works 

James William 
Bentley 

Son 22 Single Boilersmith, 
Loco Works 

Robert 
Bentley 

Son 19 Single Forgeman/Hammer Driver 

Edward 
Bentley 

Son 16 Single Miner (Driver) 

Henry Bentley Son 13  School 

 
Note:  Edward probably worked underground; a Driver is one of the boys who would 
drive the horses pulling the coal out of the mine 
 



From the information in the article we know that by 1917 both Edward and Robert 
have been killed in action. 
 
By searching the Commonwealth War Graves Commission website 
(http://www.cwgc.org/ ) we can find the following 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

http://www.cwgc.org/


Back in the Head of Steam archive we can search for the other sons who served, 
Henry and James William.   
 
 
Henry appears in the “On Active Service” columns in 1917 with a photograph. 
 

 
Unfortunately Henry appears next in the staff magazine in May 1917, page 125  



 

 
 
 
 
 
Research so far has failed to find any definite references to Joseph.  
 
Joseph probably remained at the Loco Works, skilled workers would not be called ‘to 
the colours’ and there are records of the Gateshead works producing gun carriages 
and other special orders for the War. 
 
We know James joined the Royal Engineers from the first reference.  Many of the 
paper records of soldiers from the First World War have not survived. 
 
There is a record of a J Bentley serving with the RE and gaining the Distinguished 
Conduct Medal (DCM), but it is difficult to be certain if this is James. 
 
After the War we have a copy of his pension card; he returned to work for the NER.  
In 1933 he moved to Darlington as a welder for the NER.  He was pensioned in 1953.   
 



 
 
There is also a suggestion from other sources that he married in 1922. 
 
 
Summary of what we have found out: 
  
James William Bentley was married to Martha.  Before the outbreak of the First World 
War they lived at 13 Cumberland Street, Gateshead (1911 census).  They had 5 
sons.  The census mentions daughters, but they had died before 1911. 
4 sons worked for the North Eastern Railway, all in the Locomotive Works near 
where they lived in Gateshead.   
 
In 1911 
 
Joseph 
Bentley 

Son 26 Single Machinist, Loco Works 

James William 
Bentley 

Son 22 Single Boilersmith, 
Loco Works 

Robert 
Bentley 

Son 19 Single Forgeman/Hammer Driver 

Edward 
Bentley 

Son 16 Single Miner (Driver) 

Henry Bentley Son 13  School 

 
 
Of James Bentley’s 5 sons, 4 sons enlisted and went to war. The eldest, Joseph 
worked as a machinist in the loco works.  Of the sons who joined the colours, only 
one, James survived.  He returned to work for the NER and moved to Darlington 
 
It is possible that if he did marry in 1922, then his great grandchildren would still be 
alive today, possibly in school or at college. 



The Darlington Mileage Statistics Office Memorial 
 
After the War had finished almost everyone knew men and women who had been 
killed.  Many towns, villages, workplaces, even schools, universities and sports clubs 
wanted to remember their friends and colleagues who had served as well as those 
who gave their lives. 
 
The North Eastern Railway built a large memorial to the 2,236 workers who died 
outside the company headquarters in York 
 
 

 
NERM 1923 p317 

 
 
All over the region different parts of the NER created smaller memorials.  Many of 
these are mentioned in the 1920’s editions of NER staff magazine.   
 
 
At the Mileage Statistics Office in the North Road 
Locomotive Works one was unveiled in 1920 by Sir 
Vincent L Raven KBE, Chief Mechanical Engineer for 
the North Eastern railway.   
 
It listed the 5 men from the Mileage Office who had 
been killed and 27 others who had served in the 
Armed Forces. 
 
In April 1966 the North Road Locomotive Works 
closed and were eventually demolished, the War 
Memorial came into the care of the Museum, where it 
is on display. 
 
 



An account of the unveiling ceremony and speech was reported in the NER staff 
magazine (NERM 1920 page 22). 
 
What can we find on the five men who died? 
 
Firstly they are all mentioned in the World War 1 database of Railway Workers who 
were killed.  (http://www.nrm.org.uk/RailwayStories/worldwarone.aspx)  
 
This gives us the information in Table 1 – Details from the Railway Workers in World 
War One database 
 
 
The NER magazine has obituaries on each of the men 
 

T Burt  NERM Dec 1919 p221/222 

F Collinson NERM Oct 1916 p236 

JJ Dunn NERM Dec 1916 p281 also 1915 p110 

H Taylor NERM Dec 1917 p264 

S Thompson NERM Dec 1917 p227 &Jan1918 p6 

 
 

Use the resources in the packet to find out as much as possible 
about one of the men.  You will be presenting this to the rest of the 
group. 
 
 
In each packet 
Copy of this hand-out 
Copy of the unveiling article 
Copy of everyone’s obituary plus any supporting info – see profile sheets 
 
 
Questions to think about  

 How old were they when they died and can you tell how long they had been in 
the forces?   

 Why would they choose to work for the NER?  Did they really have a choice? 

 How long did they work for NER?  Can you tell from the evidence?  Can you 
describe their career? 

 You have evidence for some conclusions, but this doesn’t give the whole 
story.  Looking at the other information in the packet, what other things can 
you infer about these men? For instance, why did they join the Army? Did they 
volunteer or were they conscripted? 

 Where else could you look for more evidence? 
 
 
 
 

 

http://www.nrm.org.uk/RailwayStories/worldwarone.aspx


Served and Returned 
 
 
Although over 2,000 NER workers were killed during the War, over 16,000 served 
and returned.   
 
The NER had made a promise that it would look after workers who went to War. 
 

 
NERM October 1914 page 238 



During and after the war the Company tried to find work for all those who returned 
and wanted to return to Company service. 
 
 
 

 
BELL 1951 ch15, page67 

 
 
 
 
The NER had employed a full time Medical Officer in 1904, Dr J G McBride, to carry 
out fitness examinations for the Company, and to assess claims for injury against it. 
(Bell 1951 p30).  Dr McBride had conducted the fitness tests for those joining the 17th 
battalion, now Dr McBride was involved in assessing the men returning after 
discharge. 
 



For example William Robson (Book 5 page 76) 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
William returned to work as a Signalman in his old box at Hebburn in March 1919. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Wm Thos (William Thomas) Pattinson was not so lucky - (Book 5, page 45)  
 

 
 

 
 
 
With a damaged foot, he could no longer perform the duties of a Porter and was 
offered the post of Lavatory Attendant at Sunderland. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Others declined the work offered,  
 
Alfred Ampleforth, a Craneman at Tyne Dock, had a leg amputated as a result of his 
injuries, he ‘declined the light work post offered’  
Staff Book 1 page 77 
 
 

 
 
 
 
Why might Alfred have refused the light work offered? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
The Staff Employment book and the NER staff magazine have details of many of the 
men who ‘served and returned’. We have chosen 5; 
 
A J Smithson 
Fred Cook 
J Swales 
J W Pawson 
J Nodding 
 
 
 

Use the resources in the packet to find out as much as possible 
about one of the men.  You will be presenting this to the rest of the 
group. 
 
 
In each packet 
Copy of this hand-out 
Copy of NERM 1914 p238 
Copy of each individual’s profile sheet. 
 
 
Questions to think about  

 How old were they when they first worked for the NER and what job did they 
start doing?  Did they do the same job all the time? 

 Why would they choose to work for the NER?  Did they really have a choice? 

 How long did they work for NER?  Can you tell from the evidence?  Can you 
describe their career? 

 What role did they have in the Army and how did this compare with the civilian 
job before joining up.  What role did they take when they returned? 

 How long did they serve in the forces? 

 You have evidence for some conclusions, but this doesn’t give the whole 
story.  Looking at the other information in the packet, what other things can 
you infer about these men? For instance, why did they join the Army?  

 Where else could you look for more evidence? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 



Teachers Notes: Summary of the men who ‘Served and Returned’  
 
A J SMITHSON born 8 March 1886 
Motor Drivers Book, page 97 
 
Arthur began work for the NER in 1906, aged 20, in the Carriage and Wagon 
Department in York.  He must have worked somewhere before this and it is possible 
he served his apprenticeship as a Fitter before joining NER.  He is laid off in July 
1908 and re-instated in January 1909.  By 1911 he is a Fitter in the Motor 
Department.  In 1912 he joins the Army Service Corps as a reservist.  This means 
that he is called up in first days of the War.  He returns to work in October 1915.  He 
is still with the NER in 1920. 
 
Frederick COOK born 29 November 1882 
Motor Drivers Book, page 16 
 
Fred joined NER as a Boy Porter at Burton Constable Station, aged 16.  In 1904 he 
transferred to Beverley, first as a Cleaner and then a Motor Driver.  He moved 
around the region as a Driver before enlisting in the Mechanised Transport division of 
the Army Service Corps.  He returned in July 1919 and remained with the Railway 
until his retirement in 1948. 
 
J SWALES born sometime around 1890 
NERM 1917 page 253, 1918 page 228, 1919 page 1 
 
Joe joined NER in July 1907 as a Goods Clerk, probably aged around 16.  He joined 
the 17th Battalion, Northumberland Fusiliers (the NER battalion) in September 1914.  
After rising to Sergeant, he moved to the Tank Corps and became a Second 
Lieutenant.  He gained the Military Cross for bravery, but was wounded in the eyes.  
After the War he re-joined the NER, probably retiring in the 1950’s 
 
J W PAWSON born 2 December 1875 
NERM 1915 page 88 
 
John joined NER on 17 November 1891 aged 16.  By the time he enlisted he was 40 
and a Freight Shunter at Shildon.  He enlisted in the Army Service Corps with his 
friend James Nodding, who also worked at Shildon.  While in the Army he was 
transferred from the ASC to the Royal Engineers, probably the Rail Operation 
Division (ROD).  In 1922 he was Head Shunter at Shildon.  He withdrew from the 
Pension Scheme in 1937 aged 64. 
 
J NODDING born 25 October 1885 
NERM 1915 page 88 
 
James joined NER on 30 October 1907, aged 22.  By the time he enlisted in 1915 he 
was 30 and a Freight Guard at Shildon.  He enlisted in the Army Service Corps with 
his friend John Pawson, who also worked at Shildon.  While in the Army he was 
transferred from the ASC to the Royal Engineers, probably the Rail Operation 
Division (ROD).  He retired from the Railway in 1928 



Reserved Occupations 
 
The smooth operation of the Railways was very important for the War Effort.  During 
the War the NER ran 28,000 troop trains, carried over 83 million work people and 
handled 5 ½ million tons of Government Goods, not to mention the engineering 
projects completed in the works and the millions of shells made in the Darlington 
National Projectile Factory.  (Bell 1951 p61) 
 
There many people who could not be released from their jobs.  For example, Engine 
Drivers took 10 years to train; Station Masters were in charge of complex operations, 
and Signallers, Shunters and Porters were essential to the day to day running of the 
railway. 
 
By November 1915 four lists of occupations scheduled as vitally important for war 
work and other essential requirements were published.   
These were  
 

 List A; Occupations required for production or transport of munitions supplied 
by the Ministry of Munitions. 

 List B; Coal Mining. 

 List C; 
1. Agricultural Occupations. 
2. Certain occupations in mining, other than coal. 
3. Railway Servants employed in the manipulation of traffic and in the 

maintenance of the lines and rolling stock. 

 List D; List of Occupations (Reserved Occupations) of cardinal importance for 
the maintenance of some other branches of trade and industry. 

 
These were sometimes known as “starred, badged or reserved occupations”.  
Railway workers are named in List C.  If you were called up you could apply to a 
tribunal for exemption from conscription. 
 
Early in the war, the enthusiasm was such that everyone was expected to do their 
patriotic duty.   
 

 
Bell 1951, page 57 

 
There was pressure for young men to sign up, there are even reports young men 
being accosted in the streets with demands of why they were not in the Army. 
 
The NER could not spare everyone, at the end of an article about how the Company 
would look after volunteers to the NER battalion, is this important statement, 
 



 
NERM 1914 p238 

 
To help their workers avoid criticism, the NER produced “Railway Service” armbands 
and later enamelled badges, so men could show they were essential to the War 
Effort. 

 

 
The Railway Service armband 

 

 
The Railway Service enamel badge 



 
 
This image from the NER staff magazine in 1915, (p211) shows men whose sons are 
away at War wearing their ‘railway service’ badges.  Some have the badge on the left 
lapel of their jackets, some men are wearing them on their caps. 
 
As the War continued more and more recruits were needed.  Eventually the 
Government had to introduce ‘conscription’.  The Military Service Act in January 1916 
made all men aged 18 to 45, who were unmarried or widowed without dependent 
children, part of the reserve and could be called to serve.   
 
The Government encouraged men to join up before they were ‘called up’. 
The NER staff magazine carried this cartoon to encourage men to join the Army in 
early 1916. 

 
NERM 1916, p20 The Path to Duty 



However, the NER staff employment books contain many people who did not serve 
with the Armed Forces, but kept working for the NER throughout the War. 
 
We have details of the careers of many men who remained in the service of the 
North Eastern Railway, in the Staff Employment books.  We have chosen 5; 
 
Melvain Chicken 
L F Clancy 
Robert Rouse 
J T Wastle 
Charles Corps 
 
 

 
Use the resources in the packet to find out as much as possible 
about one of the men.  You will be presenting this to the rest of the 
group. 
 
 
In each packet 
Copy of this hand-out 
Profile sheets for Reserved Occupations 
 
Questions to think about  

 How old were they when they first worked for the NER and what job did they 
start doing?  Did they do the same job all the time? 

 Why would they choose to work for the NER?  Did they really have a choice? 

 How long did they work for NER?  Can you tell from the evidence?  Can you 
describe their career? 

 Why was their job essential to the day to day running of the railway? 

 You have evidence for some conclusions, but this doesn’t give the whole 
story.  Looking at the other information in the packet, what other things can 
you infer about these men? For instance, did they ever get in trouble?  

 Where else could you look for more evidence? 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Teachers Notes: Brief details of the men  
 
Melvain CHICKEN  born 20 Jan 1871 
B1 p554 
 
Melvain begins work NER as a Clerk at Percy Main aged 14.  After 8 years (in 
August 1894) he moved to South Blyth, where in November 1986 he is promoted to 
Assisstant Staith Master.  He moved to other staithes, eventually becoming Staith 
Master at Dunston, the Company’s largest staith.  He is still there in 1922. 
A staith is the dock where coal is loaded from trains directly onto a ship.  See image 
of Dunston Staithes on the profile sheet. 
 
 
Lawrence Francis CLANCY  born 25 July 1855 
B1 p555 
 
Lawrence begins his carreer in York as a Telegraph Clerk aged 14.  In 1882 he 
moves to Newcastle and 20 years later in 1902 has worked his way up to Station 
Master at Benton.  In 1918 there is an inquiry in to his ‘coal books’.  He is removed 
from the Station Master postion and moved sideways to ‘District Inspector’ until his 
retirement in 1920 
 
 
Robert ROUSE born 1 March 1885 
Bk 5 p167 
 
Robert’s first job with the NER is ‘in October 1901 as a Chain Horse Lad.  He is 
16years old.  In 1906 he becomes an Assistant Shunter, then in 1911 a Shunter.  By 
1914 he is a Freight Shunter, responsible for assembling freight trains.  After the War 
he moved to be a Guard on freight trains.  He continues to work for NER until his 
retirement in 1952. 
 
James Turnbull WASTLE  born 9 Jul 1878  
N3 p66 
James starts his working life as a cleaner, before starting as a Fireman at Boro 
Gardens in 1897. He qualifies as a Driver in 1911 – it is not uncommon to spend at 
least ten years as a fireman whilst training to be a driver. In 1928 his records state he 
goes to be a Loco Inspector in York. In August 1921, James presides over a large 
group of workmen at the unveiling of a war memorial at Heaton Sheds, and is 
mentioned again later in the year having laid a wreath there for Armistice Day.  
 
Charles CORPS  born 24 August 1888 
B1 p585 and 579 
 
Charles begins working for the NER as a Probationary Clerk in the District Station 
Office at Middlesbrough.  In 1910 he begins to take and pass his ‘secondary 
examination’.  He continues to work in the office until 1915 when he is appointed 
Assistant Station Master at Malton.  He then works at larger stations eventually 
becoming Station Master at Thirsk in 1923. 
 



Serving on the Home Front - The role of Women 
 
In the early years of the 20th Century women were agitating for greater recognition of 
their equality with men.  Women were not expected to work, although many needed 
extra income to support their families.  They worked in factories, mills, in domestic 
service and often took in ‘finishing work’ (shirts, shoes and such like) at home.  This 
sort of work was low paid and usually considered secondary and of less value than 
men’s work.   
 
Trade Unions were beginning to campaign for better pay for women, there were 
newly formed Women’s Organisations, women were becoming known as artists and 
photographers and were beginning to challenge other professions 
 
The Suffragette Movement was pressuring for the vote to be given to all Women, The 
majority of men had been able to vote since 1884.   
 
The outbreak of war meant large numbers of men enlisting in the Army and Navy.  
Women were recruited to do the work of men, within the NER they worked in almost 
every role that did not require a long apprenticeship.  They were engine cleaners, 
porters, ticket collectors, 
even Railway Police with 
full powers. 
 
By 1918 the munitions 
factories became the 
largest single employer 
of women, with 46.7% of 
women of working age 
employed by them. 
 
 
 
NER had employed 
women before the war, 
but it was uncommon, as 
mentioned in this article 
from NER staff magazine 
in 1915. 
(page 274)  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Another article demonstrates the rarity 
 

 
 

 
NERM 1916 p272 

 
 
A comment by “L A” in the NER staff magazine concerning women now working for 
the NER (NERM 1916 page126) 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
As the War progressed and more men left to fight, the numbers of women in the NER 
staff employment books increases. 
 
We have chosen 5 women; 
 
Elizabeth August 
Margaret Butchert 
Isabella Callaghan 
Jenny Crook 
Edith Curry 
 
 

 
 
 



Use the resources in the packet to find out as much as possible 
about one of the women.  You will be presenting this to the rest of 
the group. 
 
 
In each packet 
Copy of this hand-out 
Copies of the individuals profile sheets 
 
Questions to think about  

 How old were they when they first worked for the NER and what job did they 
start doing?  Did they do the same job all the time? 

 Why would they choose to work for the NER?  Did they really have a choice? 

 How long did they work for NER?  Can you tell from the evidence?  Can you 
describe their career? 

 Why was their job essential to the day to day running of the railway? 

 You have evidence for some conclusions, but this doesn’t give the whole 
story.  Looking at the other information in the packet, what other things can 
you infer about these women? For instance, why might they have left their 
employ?  

 Where else could you look for more evidence? 
 
Note to teachers – these questions are very similar to the men from reserved 
occupations 
 
 
Additional Questions 

o Did Jenny Crook and Edith Curry know each other?  They both worked in the 
the District Superintendent’s Office at Sunderland 

o Did Elizabeth August and Margaret Burtchert know each other?  They both 
worked as Goods Porters at High Shields 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Teacher’s Notes: Brief details of the women  
 
Mrs Elizabeth AUGUST born 25 Dec 1887   
B1 p30 
 
Elizabeth is 30 years old and married when she begins work with the NER as a 
Temporary Female Platform Porter at High Shields Station on 4th July 1917.  She 
continues to work there until 23rd May 1919 when she resigns.  Many soldiers were 
demobilised in 1919, so perhaps her husband has returned and she no longer needs 
to work. 
 
Mrs Margaret BUTCHERT born 2 October 1880 
B1 p106 and 133 
 
Margaret is 35 years old and married when she starts work with NER as a Temporary 
Female Goods Porter at High Shields on 22 December 1915.  Her record shows her 
to be continually late to work, however she is not warned about this until after the war 
is over and in July 1919 her ‘services are dispensed with’.  Before this she is 
compensated for an injured back.  Perhaps she has been a good worker, her 
husband is away at war and her lateness is due to looking after children.  In 1919 
there may have been men returning and being placed in the jobs they held before 
enlisting. 
 
Mrs Isabella CALLAGHAN born 24 April 1885 
B1 page 55 
 
Isabella is 30 years old and married before beginning work with the NER as a 
Temporary Female Goods Porter at Gateshead on 22 November 1915.  She is often 
late until October 1917 when she is reprimanded and told to improve.  From them 
until her resignation in March 1919 there is no record of her being late. 
 
Jenny CROOK born 9 January 1894 
B1 page 55 
 
Jenny begins work with the NER at the age of 19 as a Temporary Female Clerk at 
Tyne Dock.  After the war, in August 1919 she moves to Sunderland in the DSO 
(District Superintendent’s Office) and with the job title Temporary Woman Clerk.  On 
3 May 1922 her ‘services are dispensed’ with due to a ‘shortage of work’. 
 
Edith CURRY born 5 Sept 1896 
B1 page 509 
 
Edith joins NER on 19 October 1914 as a Temporary Lady Clerk in the DSO (District 
Superintendent’s Office) at Sunderland when she is 18years old.  In August 1919 her 
job title is changed to Temporary Woman Clerk.  The records show she is still there 
in September 1922. 
 
 
 
 
 


