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Armaments of different kinds had been made on the Scotswood Road for 70 years by the time the First 
World War started. William Armstrong had opened a factory at Elswick in 1847 which soon became one of 
the most important makers of warships, guns and other equipment in the world. In 1899 a second factory 
was built in Scotswood to make large amounts of armaments such as shells and fuses.

The War meant a big increase in work for the Scotswood factory. Between 1914-1918 they made 13,000 
guns, 14,500,000 shells, 18,000 fuses and 21,000 cartridge cases.

By the end of the War there were about 30,000 people working at the Scotswood factory. Many of these 
were women, like these lathe operators.  

Armstrong Whitworth
Here at Home
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In the early 20th century there were many large houses in the area set in their own grounds. These were 
ideal for other uses during the War.

The grounds of Benwell Towers were given over to the military during the War as a gathering point for 
reservists. These were people who had other jobs such as working in factories but could be called up to 
fight if needed. 

In 1918 Benwell Grange, a big house on Benwell Lane, became the Joseph and Jane Cowen Home for disabled 
soldiers and sailors. Benwell Grange was demolished in the 1960s but Benwell Towers still stands today.

Benwell’s big houses
Here at Home
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After the First World War: Peace
The First World War officially ended in June 1919 when a Peace Treaty was signed. There were celebrations 
across Scotswood and Benwell. Hundreds of street parties were held.

But this was not a happy time for many families. Samuel Willis of Condercum Road was killed fighting
on the Western Front.

Victory Party held in Colston Street, North Benwell in 1919.

Afterwards
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There are several memorials to the local men who died during the First World War.  

The Benwell War Memorial is at St James’ Church on Benwell 
Lane. The names of those killed in the First World War are carved 
on oak panels inside the church.

In the graveyard next to the church there are memorials to some 
of those who died.

One of the names on the War Memorial at St James’ Church is 
Robert Alexander who lived in South Benwell with his family. 
Robert worked as a brickyard labourer before joining up to fight 
in the First World War. He was killed in action in 1916 at the age 
of 25. This had a big effect on the whole family because Robert 
and his sister Mary had looked after their brothers and sisters 
after the early death of their parents.

The Scotswood War Memorial stands in the grounds of St Margaret’s Church, Scotswood. It was moved 
there in the 1920s from its original position next to Denton Road Co-op. As well as the memorial outside 
the church, there is also a commemorative plaque inside.

After the First World War: Memorials

St James’ Church welcomes visitors including school groups. Guided tours can be arranged. Information 
on http://stjameschurchnewcastle.wordpress.com or email stjamesbenwell@gmail.com.

Afterwards
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Charles and James Bell lived in South View, Paradise, which was a little village in the south of Benwell. 
There were eight children in their family. Both brothers joined up to fight in the First World War, but only 
one came home. 

Charles was the older of the brothers. Before 
the War, he was an apprentice, working at 
Armstrong’s factory like his father and 
grandfather before him.

At the age of 18 he joined the Royal Naval 
Volunteer Reserve. He was killed in action 
during the Gallipoli campaign in May 1915.  

Charles’ name is on the War Memorial at St 
James’ Church, Benwell.

James joined the Seaforth Highlanders.  
He was badly wounded fighting in the 
Mesopotamia campaign during 1916-17.  

He survived but had bullet fragments in his chest 
for the rest of his life.

The Bell brothers 
Away at War
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A hundred years ago churches were more important to the life of the community than they are now. Many 
people took part in groups and activities linked with churches, such as choirs, youth clubs and sports clubs.  

The oldest church building remaining in the Benwell and Scotswood area is St James’ Church, which was 
built in 1833 when there were only about 1,000 people living in Benwell. Several new churches were built 
in the years before the First World War as more and more people came to live in the area.

Often these churches started off with people meeting in a room above a shop or in a house. Later they 
might set up their own building using a sort of metal kit. These were called Iron Chapels. When they had 
enough money, they could build a proper stone or brick church building. The Bond Methodist Church on 
Adelaide Terrace opened in 1899, with the help of a rich local businessman Sir W.H. Stephenson. The main 
part of this big stone building was demolished in 2016.

St Margaret’s Church in Scotswood was actually built during the First World War. The photo on the left 
shows the foundation stone being laid in 1915. You can still see this stone, although it is hidden away inside 
the children’s toilets now. The photo on the right  shows the completed church building.  

Churches
Context
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Thousands of people died on the battlefields during the First World War, but the Home Front could be a 
dangerous place too.   

Joseph Donald aged 15 died in 1914 in an accident at Armstrong’s shipyard in Elswick. He was working on a 
gangway when he slipped and fell. At first he did not appear to be badly injured, but he died soon 
afterwards.  

Joseph lived just a short walk away from the shipyard, in Railway Street, Elswick.

The shipyards and engineering factories along the riverside were noisy and dirty places, full of dangerous 
machinery. Accidents were common. Workers didn’t wear protective clothing like hard hats or goggles.

Death at the factory 
Here at Home
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The Elswick Battery fought in the First World War. It had been set up in 1900 to fight in the Boer War in 
South Africa. The Battery was armed with guns made at Armstrong’s factory in Elswick. The Elswick Battery 
is now part of the 101st (Northumbrian) Regiment Royal Artillery.

The Elswick Battery 

This photo shows the Elswick Battery in action at the Somme in 1918.

Armstrong’s factory was one of the world’s leading gun-makers.  

Away at War
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This area did not become part of Newcastle until 1904. Before then it had been part of an area with its own 
council, called Benwell and Fenham Urban District. You can still see the building where the council offices 
used to be.  It is on the corner of Armstrong Road and Atkinson Road in Benwell.

At this time many homes were over-crowded, damp and dirty. Newcastle Council wanted to knock down 
some of the worst places but they couldn’t do this because there was nowhere else for people to live.

This is part of a group of cottages called Condercum Square, at the top of Condercum Road in Benwell 
(photographed c1900). It is typical of some of the old, dilapidated housing in the area. (Northumbrian) 
Regiment Royal Artillery.

The old homes

This is Charlotte Pit Cottages in 1900, near the bottom of Condercum Road in Benwell.

Context
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In the early 20th century Benwell and Scotswood needed lots of new homes. Thousands of people wanted to 
move into the area to work. There were not enough places for them to live, and many of the houses were in 
very bad condition. 

436 new houses and flats were built during the ten years before the start of the First World War. They were 
built in long terraces going up the slopes. Most of these were “Tyneside flats”, where two families lived in one 
house with separate entrances – one family lived upstairs and one downstairs. Many of these terraced streets 
have been knocked down but others are still there in places like High Cross, North Benwell and Scotswood 
Village.

Whitfield Road, Scotswood, newly built in 1908.  

Tyneside flats in Clara Street in Benwell.  The upper part of this street is still standing but the lower part 
(seen here) has gone.

Context
New homes before the War 



Benwell and Scotswood at the time of the First World War, © St James’ Heritage & Environment Group

By the time of the First World War there was still a massive shortage of homes in Newcastle. This was true 
of many other cities also. At the end of the War thousands of soldiers came home, expecting a better life. 
The government had to do something. They gave money to councils like Newcastle to build homes in their 
areas. This was the start of council housing in the Benwell and Scotswood area.

Pendower Estate was built in the 1920s as part of the government’s plan to provide “homes fit for heroes 
to live in” after the First World War. The homes were well built and had gardens.

In the 1930s Newcastle Council had a big effort to get rid of the worst housing. Scotswood Estate was one of 
thousands of new homes built to house the people who were moved out of the “slums”, as they were called.  
This estate was just north of the River Tyne and the Vickers Scotswood factory. It has since been demolished.

New homes after the First World War 
Context
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John Ritchie died in January 1915 when the battleship HMS 
Formidable sank.  

Before the War, John was an apprentice engineer at the Armstrong 
works. He lived with his family at 175 Maria Street, Benwell.   

When John joined the Royal Navy, his job was to work in the engine 
rooms.  

HMS Formidable: 547 men died out of a crew of 780 when 
the ship was hit by a torpedo from a German submarine.

John Ritchie 
Away at War
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The Armstrong Whitworth company set up a munitions factory on an island in the Tyne at Lemington, at a 
safe distance from people’s homes in case of explosions. It was also easy to keep an eye on who was 
coming in and going out because the only way onto the island was by a bridge.

The workers were young women, known as munitionettes. Their main job was filling large shells with the 
materials that would make the shell fly through the air. The locals called the women “canaries” because the 
material they worked with made their skin and hair turn yellow. 

The munitionettes worked long hours in dangerous 
conditions. They were paid good wages but their work 
could make them ill or even kill them.

Lemington Canaries
Here at Home
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In the years before the start of the First World War, seven new schools were built in Benwell and 
Scotswood.

New government laws meant that all children up to the age of 12 had to attend school, and that education 
had to be provided free of charge. Before then many children worked in jobs like coal mining and had 
almost no education.

The number of people living in Benwell and Scotswood was increasing fast, so new schools were needed 
across the area. Most children stayed in the same school from age 5 to 12.    

New schools

Denton Road School was opened in 1908. It was on the opposite side of the road from St Margaret’s Church 
on Armstrong Road, Scotswood. Later the school was closed and the building demolished.    

Children at Atkinson Road School before the First World War. The school was opened in 1910 and is still 
there today in the same buildings.  

Context
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Some local buildings were used for several different purposes during the War.

Benwell Presbyterian Church, on the south side of Armstrong Road, was used at times during the War for 
teaching children whose schools were closed. Recreation rooms for soldiers were opened in the building.  

This building was knocked down in the 1970s when the Rachel Maughn Estate was built. 

New uses for local places

St James’ Church used to have a 
parish hall on Atkinson Road, 
Benwell. This was occupied by the 
army for periods during the War. At 
other times it was used by local 
schools whose buildings had been 
taken over by the military.

The building was later demolished 
and flats were built on the site.

Here at Home
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If you lived in Benwell or Scotswood a hundred years ago, where did you go to enjoy yourself? There was 
no television and no computers in those days.  

Hodgkin Park is in two parts. The upper part was made into a park in 1899. Before then it had been the 
garden of a big house called Benwell Dene House. This building is still there today on Benwell Lane. The 
lower part of Hodgkin Park was added in 1906. The park had a bowling green, a bandstand, tennis courts 
and other things for people to do.

Benwell Library was opened in 1908. It was the first library in Newcastle where people were allowed to 
look at the books and choose what they wanted to borrow. The building is no longer used as a library but it 
is still there on Atkinson Road.

Parks and libraries
Context
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In the early stages of the War, the newspapers carried news of deaths of local men.   

Among these were two men from South Benwell: Private Mole of Beaumont Street and Lance Corporal 
Thornton of Joseph Street. Later in the War there were so many people killed that there wasn’t room to 
report them all.  

Roll of Honour
Away at War
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In 1914 all the school buildings in the area were taken over by the military. Some opened again after a few 
months, but schooling was continually interrupted during the War years as buildings were taken over for 
military use. St Joseph’s School in Benwell was used to house German prisoners.  

Schools had to share buildings with other schools or use church halls or other local buildings. A report 
found that here were 11,000 children in Northumberland who were at school half-time, and another 1,500 
who were getting no education at all.  

Schools held regular air raid drills in case the German air force bombed the area. A bombing raid on 
Hartlepool had killed 130 people in 1914.

This is part of a special Peace Souvenir booklet given to every school child in Newcastle at the end of the 
War. They also had an extra week of summer holiday.  

School children
Here at Home
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A great deal of pressure was put on men to join the armed forces to fight in the First World War.  

This led many boys to lie about their ages so that they 
could join up. The military authorities usually chose 
to accept their word even when the boys were clearly 
younger than they claimed.  

Samuel Willis of Benwell was 17, and looked much 
younger, when he joined the Machine Gun Corps. He 
was killed fighting on the Western Front.

His name is on the War Memorial at St James’ 
Church.

Older men were also encouraged 
to serve.

Sgt Carmichael of Roberts Street, 
Scotswood, joined “Kitchener’s 
Army” in 1915 at the age of 64.

Young and old
Away at War
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William Hartley aged 8 drowned in February 1917 while playing at a disused quarry on Benwell Lane. 
William lived in Gill Street. His father was away fighting in France.  

The quarry was full of water which had frozen. William and his brother Frederick had been playing on the 
ice with two friends when it suddenly gave way and two of the boys were thrown in the water. Efforts to 
save William failed.  

The quarry was on Benwell Lane, opposite St James’ Church, where Lidl is now. This 1912 photo, taken 
when the quarry was still working, shows the big hole that was left.  This had filled with water.

The boy who drowned
Here at Home



Benwell and Scotswood at the time of the First World War, © St James’ Heritage & Environment Group

Elizabeth McQuillan worked in the munitions factory at Scotswood 
during the First World War. As well as working long hours, she played 
football for a factory team. Women’s football teams had become 
popular in Britain during the War. They were known as the 
Munitionettes because so many of the players worked in factories 
making munitions. Armstrong Whitworth had nine football teams, 
including this one from the 43 Shell Shop at Scotswood.

George Featherstone joined the army in August 
1914 aged 16. He served a total of six years, fighting 
in some of the worst battles of the War. He was 
wounded in 1917, but then returned to France in 
1918 where he was wounded again. George was 
finally discharged in August 1920.

George fought in the Second World also, serving in 
France and North Africa.  

Elizabeth and George
Here at Home

Elizabeth and George Featherstone married in 1918 while he was home recovering from his wounds. 
Elizabeth would live to the age of 98 and George to 80. 
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Before the First World War, the cavalry were an important part of the military. Horses that could charge at 
the enemy were seen as valuable in war. The development of tanks and heavy guns changed things. When 
the First World War began it soon became clear that the age of the cavalry charger was over. The army still 
used thousands of horses to work as transport animals, pulling carts, guns and ambulances.    

The Benwell War Horse

In the summer of 1914 a horse called Koko left home 
at Blenkinsopp Hall near Haltwhistle, Northumberland, 
with his owner Lt E R Joicey to fight with the 
Northumberland Hussars. Koko was a fine chestnut 
charger but he ended up on transport duties.

Happily for Koko, he was spotted in Benwell Lane by Lt Joicey’s sister in the summer of 1919. She recognised 
him immediately and arranged for him to return home where he spent the rest of his life peacefully among 
his friends.

At the end of the War, the horses that survived were sold. Koko became the property of a Newcastle rag 
and bone man. His job was to pull heavy carts piled high with all sorts of rubbish and leftovers.

Away at War
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In September 1918 a local newspaper reported the story of the Pampered Pit Boy. 

Daniel Butler appeared in court charged with having wasted food. This was taken very seriously during the 
War because there were shortages of food in Britain, especially in the towns. 

Daniel worked as a pit boy in a coal mine. The report does not say how old he was, but he was probably a 
young teenager. He lived in Benwell with his mother who was a widow.  

Daniel’s mother told the court that when he came home from work she gave him his dinner – sausages, 
potatoes, tomatoes, onions, and rice pudding. He wanted toast, so she gave him some with a little butter 
on it. Daniel wanted more butter, but she told him that she could not spare it. There were six in the family 
and only a quarter of a pound of butter. Daniel jumped up, held his mother by the wrist, and grabbed the 
sugar basin, emptying all the sugar into the fire. He said:

The Pampered Pit Boy

“If I can’t have butter, you shall not have sugar.”   

This photo shows men and boys 
coming home from work at the 
Charlotte Pit on Condercum 
Road, Benwell, in 1929. 

At the time of the First World 
War many teenage boys worked 
down the mines or in other 
heavy or dangerous jobs. It was 
not until 1918 that the school-
leaving age was raised to 14.

Here at Home

The court was told that Daniel had often destroyed food. Once the family had to go without tea to drink 
because he had thrown away all the tea in their tea caddy. 
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The Preece family of Violet Street, Benwell, had two sons and a daughter serving during the First World 
War. They all joined up in 1914 and were featured in the local newspaper.  

Isabella Preece was a nurse, working on the front line. 

The Brown family also living at Violet Street had five sons and nephews serving in the armed forces.

Violet Street families 
Away at War
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Newcastle newspapers ran regular stories about “Patriotic Northern Families” who had several family 
members fighting in the War. This was part of the effort to boost recruitment to the armed forces.

Among those celebrated were the Armstrong family of Cochran Street, Benwell, who had five sons in the 
army and navy.

David Armstrong, the father of the family, had been a soldier himself. He was stationed at Berwick where 
he married his wife Janet. The family moved to Benwell, probably to work at Armstrong’s factory. They had 
14 children but four of these died when they were babies.  

All five of their adult sons served in the First World War, joining up in 1914.  

The Armstrong family
Away at War
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Thomas Thirlwell died in France in 1917 from the effects 
of poison gas.

Thomas was a captain with the Royal Engineers. He had 
been a colliery mine manager in Wallsend before the 
War, which was probably why he was put on tunnelling 
duties in France.  

Thomas died while trying to rescue a group of men who 
had been trapped in a tunnel by enemy gas. In spite of 
wearing a mask, Thomas was affected by the gas and 
later died.

He was awarded the Croix de Guerre for his bravery. A 
letter sent to his mother said:

Thomas was the third son of Henry and Mary Thirlwell who lived in Benwell Old House, off Benwell Lane.  
At that time Benwell Lane was a country lane, unlike the busy road it is today.  

Thomas Thirlwell

“A more gallant death no-one could 
have died” 

Away at War

Thomas was buried in France but is also remembered at 
home on the family grave at St James’ Church, Benwell, 
and on a memorial plaque at Newcastle’s Mining Institute.  
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By the start of the 20th century, the west end of Newcastle had become one of the most important 
industrial areas in Britain. Along the banks of the River Tyne from the town centre to beyond Scotswood 
there were dozens of factories, large and small, making all sorts of products – guns, glass, leather, and 
much more. The area was also rich in coal, and had several pits. Parts of Benwell and Scotswood were still 
green fields, so there were farm jobs too.

The biggest employer in the area in the early 20th century was Armstrong’s huge engineering works which 
stretched along the riverside from Elswick to Benwell. The factory made all sorts of engineering products, 
such as ships, guns and bridges.

There were quarries and coal mines in the area. This photo shows the quarry in Benwell Lane. In the 
background is the Charlotte Pit, the last coal mine to close in Benwell. Scotswood had the Low Montagu Pit, 
which stood where the B&Q store is now.        

Jobs
Context
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During the War several local buildings were given new uses.

Pendower Hall, also on the West Road, was used as a convalescent hospital for wounded soldiers. This 
building still stands today but Condercum House has gone.

Condercum House, a big house with gardens and fields around it, was just south of the West Road. During 
the War, it was used as a hospital for the York and Durham Infantry Brigade.

Places for wounded soldiers
Here at Home
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Benwell and Scotswood changed greatly during the early years of the 20th century. The first map shows the area 
at the beginning of the 20th century and the second as it was just before the start of the Second World War.

Changing Benwell and Scotswood  

Benwell and Scotswood in 1899

Benwell and Scotswood in 1938



Context

Benwell and Scotswood at the time of the First World War, © St James’ Heritage & Environment Group

By the beginning of the 20th century the number of people living in Benwell had grown to almost 20,000. It 
was no longer a village surrounded by fields. It was a new town.
The new town needed shops, pubs and places for people to meet and enjoy themselves.  
There were two busy shopping streets – Adelaide Terrace and Scotswood Road. 

Shops and pubs  

Adelaide Terrace was a lively shopping street by the start of the First World War. It had more than 80 shops.  
There was also a cinema (the Adelaide Picture Hall), a church (the Bond Methodist Church), a pub (Benwell 
Hotel) and two banks. At this time the shops often stayed open until 10 or 11 at night. Adelaide Terrace is 
still a busy shopping street.

Scotswood Road was a very long street, running all the way from Newcastle town to Scotswood. The big 
engineering factories of WG Armstrong were on the south side of the street and on the other side were lots 
of shops. Scotswood Road was famous for its pubs, most of which had names connected with the 
engineering factories  - such as The Gun, The Rifle and The Hydraulic Crane. This photograph shows a tram 
on Scotswood Road just after the First World War. There are no shops, pubs or factories left here today. 




