
WEST END AT WAR 
Stories from the Home Front   

 

 
This book tells in their own words the stories of 19 residents of the west 
end of Newcastle who lived through the Second World War.   
 
The banks of the Tyne were lined with shipbuilding and engineering 
industries which were important to the war effort, making the area 
vulnerable to enemy attacks.  Newcastle’s west end was home to 
Vickers-Armstrong, one of the world’s major armaments manufacturers.  
Production was expanded rapidly, requiring not only a bigger workforce 
but also new locations and methods of working.  Every adult was 
expected to contribute either through joining one of the armed forces, or 
through paid or voluntary work.  Women found themselves in new and 
unexpected roles.  The lives of children also changed dramatically. 
Many were evacuated to the countryside, often for several years.  
Others remained at home with their families, but were not immune from 
the impact of war.  These personal stories of the west end at war bring 
to life the experience of wartime from 19 very different perspectives.         
 
 

 
St James’ Heritage & Environment Group 
St James’ Heritage & Environment Group is an independent volunteer-run 
organisation and registered charity providing activities and resources for people of all 
ages to explore and celebrate the history of the west end of Newcastle.   
Email: stjamesbenwell@gmail.com 
Website: https://stjamesheritage.com    
Write: St James’ Heritage & Environment Group, c/o Sunnybank   Centre, 12/14 
Sunnybank Avenue, Newcastle, NE15 6SD   
 
Front cover: Evacuees from Cowgate pictured in Hexham, September 1939:  Women 
munitions workers at Vickers, 1943: Land Army women in Northumberland: Home Guard.  
Images courtesy of Newcastle Chronicle and Journal, West Newcastle Picture History 
Collection, Tyne and Wear Archives and Museums, and Margaret Kuzmicz  
 
© St James’ Heritage & Environment Group, 2021.  
  
ISBN 978-0-9929183-8-5 
 

West End at War  
Stories from the Home Front 

 
 

 
St James’ Heritage & Environment Group   
Local History Series  

WEST END AT WAR 
Stories from the Home Front   

 

 
This book tells in their own words the stories of 19 residents of the west 
end of Newcastle who lived through the Second World War.   
 
The banks of the Tyne were lined with shipbuilding and engineering 
industries which were important to the war effort, making the area 
vulnerable to enemy attacks.  Newcastle’s west end was home to 
Vickers-Armstrong, one of the world’s major armaments manufacturers.  
Production was expanded rapidly, requiring not only a bigger workforce 
but also new locations and methods of working.  Every adult was 
expected to contribute either through joining one of the armed forces, or 
through paid or voluntary work.  Women found themselves in new and 
unexpected roles.  The lives of children also changed dramatically. 
Many were evacuated to the countryside, often for several years.  
Others remained at home with their families, but were not immune from 
the impact of war.  These personal stories of the west end at war bring 
to life the experience of wartime from 19 very different perspectives.         
 
 

 
St James’ Heritage & Environment Group 
St James’ Heritage & Environment Group is an independent volunteer-run 
organisation and registered charity providing activities and resources for people of all 
ages to explore and celebrate the history of the west end of Newcastle.   
Email: stjamesbenwell@gmail.com 
Website: https://stjamesheritage.com    
Write: St James’ Heritage & Environment Group, c/o Sunnybank   Centre, 12/14 
Sunnybank Avenue, Newcastle, NE15 6SD   
 
Front cover: Evacuees from Cowgate pictured in Hexham, September 1939:  Women 
munitions workers at Vickers, 1943: Land Army women in Northumberland: Home Guard.  
Images courtesy of Newcastle Chronicle and Journal, West Newcastle Picture History 
Collection, Tyne and Wear Archives and Museums, and Margaret Kuzmicz  
 
© St James’ Heritage & Environment Group, 2021.  
  
ISBN 978-0-9929183-8-5 
 

West End at War  
Stories from the Home Front 

 
 

 
St James’ Heritage & Environment Group   
Local History Series  

WEST END AT WAR 
Stories from the Home Front   

 

 
This book tells in their own words the stories of 19 residents of the west 
end of Newcastle who lived through the Second World War.   
 
The banks of the Tyne were lined with shipbuilding and engineering 
industries which were important to the war effort, making the area 
vulnerable to enemy attacks.  Newcastle’s west end was home to 
Vickers-Armstrong, one of the world’s major armaments manufacturers.  
Production was expanded rapidly, requiring not only a bigger workforce 
but also new locations and methods of working.  Every adult was 
expected to contribute either through joining one of the armed forces, or 
through paid or voluntary work.  Women found themselves in new and 
unexpected roles.  The lives of children also changed dramatically. 
Many were evacuated to the countryside, often for several years.  
Others remained at home with their families, but were not immune from 
the impact of war.  These personal stories of the west end at war bring 
to life the experience of wartime from 19 very different perspectives.         
 
 

 
St James’ Heritage & Environment Group 
St James’ Heritage & Environment Group is an independent volunteer-run 
organisation and registered charity providing activities and resources for people of all 
ages to explore and celebrate the history of the west end of Newcastle.   
Email: stjamesbenwell@gmail.com 
Website: https://stjamesheritage.com    
Write: St James’ Heritage & Environment Group, c/o Sunnybank   Centre, 12/14 
Sunnybank Avenue, Newcastle, NE15 6SD   
 
Front cover: Evacuees from Cowgate pictured in Hexham, September 1939:  Women 
munitions workers at Vickers, 1943: Land Army women in Northumberland: Home Guard.  
Images courtesy of Newcastle Chronicle and Journal, West Newcastle Picture History 
Collection, Tyne and Wear Archives and Museums, and Margaret Kuzmicz  
 
© St James’ Heritage & Environment Group, 2021.  
  
ISBN 978-0-9929183-8-5 
 

West End at War  
Stories from the Home Front 

 
 

 
St James’ Heritage & Environment Group   
Local History Series  

WEST END AT WAR
Stories from the Home Front  

St James’ Heritage & Environment Group 
Local History Series  



1

West End at War  
Stories from the Home Front 

 
Contents 
 

Introduction       Page 1 
Jim Catchpole      Page 2  
Muriel Chapman     Page 4 
Bill Conroy       Page 6 
Madeleine Dickson      Page 8 
Elsie Dixon       Page 10 
Nell Donnelly      Page 12 
Shirley Horsman      Page 14 
Marjorie Johnson      Page 16 
Iris Knaggs       Page 18 
Rudi Kuhnbahm      Page 20 
Margaret Kuzmicz     Page 22  
Pat Marvell       Page 24 
Elizabeth Platt      Page 26 
Marjorie Robinson      Page 28 
Grace and Peter Russell     Page 30 
Pat Thomas       Page 32 
Thomas Tuff       Page 34  
Ella Watson       Page 36  
 
Acknowledgements  
 

This book was created and published by St James’ Heritage & Environment Group.  
We are immensely grateful for the generosity of all those who shared their stories 
with us, and for the help given by many organisations and individuals, notably Search 
who helped us to find people to tell their stories during the pandemic, the family of 
Madeleine Dickson for their permission to use an extract from her diary, and 
Remembering the Past: Resourcing the Future who allowed us to use the interview 
of Rudi Kuhnbahm which was carried out for the earlier War and Peace project. 
 
Photographs are from participants’ personal collections.  Additional images courtesy 
of Newcastle Chronicle and Journal, West Newcastle Picture History Collection, and 
Tyne and Wear Archives and Museums.   

 
 
 
 
 

 

Introduction 
 
What was it like to live through a war that lasted for six years? 
 
This book tells the stories of 19 residents of the west end of Newcastle 
who lived through the Second World War.  Many local people were on 
active service, and many lost their lives or were injured, but these are 
not their stories.  This book focuses on the Home Front, and the 
wartime experiences of people who lived through the hazards and 
privations of those years and contributed in other ways.     
 
The experiences of our 19 people were very varied.  They came from 
different backgrounds, places and ages, and followed different paths 
during wartime.  Some joined the armed forces in non-combat roles.  
Some joined the Land Army producing food.  Some supported the war 
effort by working long and arduous shifts manufacturing munitions, 
working as nurses, or doing voluntary work on top of their usual jobs.  
Yet others came to the area as prisoners of war from other countries 
and later chose to make their home in the west end of Newcastle.  And 
then there were the children, some of whom were evacuated often for 
several years, while others remained in the west end with their families. 
 
The stories are told in people’s own words, taken from recordings.  
They speak for themselves.  Each story is personal, but together they 
interweave to provide a picture of everyday life and the impact of war on 
a community during this period.       

The origins of this book lie in a project 
carried out by St James’ Heritage & 
Environment Group to create an exhibition 
about War and Peace in the West End.  
This left a legacy of fascinating interviews 
with older people about their experiences 
during the Second World War.  Sadly, 
several of these participants are no longer 
with us but their stories deserve to be 
remembered.  During the coronavirus 
crisis, we recorded several new interviews 
to add to these.      

 
Above: members of the Benwell Hall Drive Knit and Natter group with the knitted air raid 
shelter they made for the War and Peace in the West End exhibition 
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Jim Catchpole  
 
Jim was six when the war began.  After 
spending the early years of the war at home 
with his family, he was evacuated to Boldon 
Colliery where he lived for more than five 
years, finally returning to Newcastle in 1947.   
 
When war was declared in September 1939, 
I was one month short of six and living in 
Cowgate with my dad and two older brothers.  
My mother had died two years earlier. 
My dad refused to let me be evacuated, and for a while I seemed to be the 
only kid on the block.  For some weeks we had regular practice air raid 
warnings and then it was announced that there would be no more practices 
and the next time we heard a siren it would be for real.   Some days later I was 
watching a window cleaner up a ladder.   As usual I was chatting to him, 
probably making a nuisance of myself.  When the siren sounded, I watched as 
he slid down the ladder.  I can still see the anxious expression on his face.  He 
scooped me up in his arms and ran through the arch to our back garden where 
he pushed me into our Anderson shelter.  Sadly there were about four or five 
inches of muddy water at the bottom of the shelter.  It was a false alarm.  
 

We went to live at Sidney Grove with my grandmother but this did not work 
out, and Dad had to rent a condemned tenement in Hindhaugh Street at the 
bottom of Stanhope Street.  I used to go to Leazes Park to row on the lake or 
fish for tiddlers.  One afternoon as I walked back, I could hear a plane circling 
above the clouds.  Suddenly the plane dived through the clouds with a 
fearsome scream, and machine gun bullets were bouncing all down the path.  
I turned to see a woman fall to the ground.  I ran down Barrack Road to where 
a policeman had opened the wooden cellar doors of the Black Bull pub and 
was literally throwing people into the cellar.  Many parts of Newcastle had 
been sprayed with bullets.  We heard that the German plane was shot down 
and the pilot baled out and landed in Bedlington, where he was captured by a 
group of miners and had to be rescued by the Home Guard.   
 

By 1941 my brothers had joined the Royal Navy.  As wartime travel was 
chaotic, my brothers gave out our address as a temporary stop-over to some 

of the seamen, usually Danes or Norwegians, who found themselves stranded 
in Newcastle overnight.  Dad and I got used to hearing the window downstairs 
being opened and finding a complete stranger asleep on the settee.  They 
never came empty-handed, and the cheeses and bacon joints they brought 
went to supplement our rations.  I liked these Danes and Norwegians who 
flitted in and out of my life, and found it easy to communicate with them 
because so many of their words sounded like my Tyneside dialect.  I often 
wonder how many of these brave merchant seamen lost their lives in the 
wartime convoys.   
 

To avoid being taken into care, because my dad worked nights at the Montagu 
Colliery and there was no-one else at home to look after me, I was sent to live 
with a great-aunt at Boldon Colliery.  The war was still not far away.  We were 
only a few miles away from Usworth Airfield, then a bomber field, I think, but 
now the Nissan site.  When unidentified aircraft were detected at night, false 
runway lights were switched on to lure the raiders away.  These had been 
placed in fields directly in line between the airfield and Boldon where up to 
2,000 miners worked underground.  Fortunately the pithead winding gear was 
never hit. 
 

One night there was a huge explosion.  A parachuted landmine had blown a 
large crater in the yard at the local infants school.  On another occasion 
several rows of colliery houses were destroyed with some loss of life.  We had 
to pass through this area to get to the junior school, and it became a 
playground.  I remember we played on an abandoned piano - once 
somebody’s pride and joy - until all the ivory keys fell off and became part of 
our trophy collections, along with shrapnel, army badges and buttons etc.  We 
played a form of marbles with shrapnel. 
 

West Boldon was the site of a prisoner of war camp, and was at first very 
hush-hush and heavily guarded.  It housed captured Italians.  Soon we started 
to see the occasional uniformed POWs out and about.  Had they escaped?  
Not at all.  These prisoners had no intention of escaping and were soon 
regular customers in shops, the cinema and the local “hop”.  Many were 
invited into homes and strong relationships were formed.   
 

I did not finally return to Newcastle until 1947.  Our family had survived the 
war and was now united again.  
 
Image: Jim aged 8 outside his home in Arthurs Hill  
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Muriel Chapman  
 
Muriel lived in Byker as a child, later moving 
to Benwell.  She was haunted for the rest of 
her life by the memory of her first evacuation 
experience at age 11.  At age 16 she joined the 
Land Army.  
 
I was evacuated to Ferryhill.  That was when I 
had one of the worst days of my life.  We went 
two or three days prior to the war breaking 
out.  All our school marched along in crocodile 
to the station then we all got on a train.  We 
had to take a case with us and a change of 
clothing, and we all had little tags on.   
 

We were like cattle.  They were choosing us, 
and if they didn't like the look of us they didn't have us.  The farmers and 
people like that were looking for strong boys, and the other ones were looking 
for pretty children who were small and didn't take a lot of looking after.  I 
don't think people in that day and age will forget the day.   
 

There was too many children for the people that was allocated to the houses.  
It was absolute chaos and it was so traumatic for these children.  I could still 
weep when I think about it.  I was one of the children that didn't get chosen, 
and we walked the streets looking for somebody to take us in.  This old man 
and old lady took us in.  I think they felt sorry for us because it was getting on 
to 10 o'clock at night and we were still looking for some place to sleep.   
 

I came home eventually and I was evacuated again, when the bombing 
started, to Bellingham Camp.  My step-dad was a driver on the trains and my 
mum was nursing in a first aid station, and there was nobody to look after me.   
We were the first ones into Bellingham Camp.  I believe it was specially 
opened as a centre for evacuees.  There I was fortunate that I was able to 
have a little job and that was to look after the chickens, the hens.  And I really 
enjoyed it there.  That's where I learned to love the country and appreciate it, 
and appreciate how kind people can be.  There was lot of children.  We were 
all homesick.  We used to cry.  You just got on with it.  It was very bleak, very 

sparse.  The lighting wasn't very good, and the bunks were very hard - tiny 
thin mattresses.  But we slept, we were kids, and kids are very adjustable.   
 

I remember the first Christmas I was waiting for a parcel, because we used to 
get parcels.  And no parcel came for me, and I was distraught because there 
was no parcel for me on a Christmas morning.  But we all got little presents 
and we had lovely meals.  They made it as good as they could make it.  
 

I was there for two years.  We all left at 14.  Then I came home and had to go 
to work.  And when I was sixteen and a half, I joined the Land Army.  This was 
still during the war.  I was in the Land Army for four and a half years.  I 
thoroughly enjoyed it.  I was healthy.  I was strong.  And of course I was 
getting good food, you see, even when people were sort of starving here.  It 
was very sad when the Land Army finished.   
 

It was hard work in the Land Army.  Very, very hard work.  We used to have to 
go out in all kinds of weather.  I remember one of my first jobs was picking 
potatoes.  And then we used to pick stones off the fields.  We used to do the 
harvest.  We used to do the haymaking.  We used to pull the turnips, and we 
used to hoe the turnips for them.  But we worked anywhere really, anywhere 
they sent us.  Most of it was done by hand.  And we used to thresh the corn, 
and we worked on the haystacks.  The worst thing to do was barley - used to 
be like pincushions or like hedgehogs!  And also when we used to spread 
muck.  Oh God, there was no smell like pig muck!  And when it used to be 
thick on your boots and you used to get on the bus, people used to move 
away from you!  I don't blame them, of course.  But we done everything in the 
Land Army - drive tractors, threshing, baling, anything the farmers wanted we 
did.  I tried to milk a cow once.  The poor cow!  The next day it wouldn't give 
any milk so I don't know what I'd done.  The farmer wasn't very happy. 
 

We worked up on the Otterburn Moors, that was at the Christmastime just 
prior to the Land Army disbanding.  There was all these German prisoners of 
war.  They had built a big fire, and we were all having our sandwiches sitting 
around the fire, and it was very gently snowing and they started to sing.  They 
were singing Holy Night in German, and we were singing it in English.  And you 
know it was such a wonderful, wonderful memory, and I can still see it as clear 
as I'm sitting here now.   The field was getting whiter and whiter, and they 
were singing Holy Night.  They were crying.  Tears running down their faces.  
 
 Image: Muriel in Land Army uniform  
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Bill Conroy  
 
Bill was evacuated 
from his home in 
Elswick.  He lived in 
rural Westmorland 
with a local family for 
three years before 
returning home to 
take up his first job.  
 

Stanley Street was right at the end of Westmorland Road where the cemetery 
is.  Nothing there now.  Demolished.  My father was unemployed.  I can’t 
remember my father working until my mother got him a job, must have been 
in the war years, at Vickers where she worked as a cleaner.  And he worked 
for the person who ran the canteens for the apprentices.   
 

I went to Elswick Road School.  I was only nine years of age when the war 
broke out, and I was evacuated to a place called Bridgend, Old Hutton.  It’s 
now part of Cumbria but it was called Westmorland then.  We walked down to 
the Central and got the train to Oxenholme Junction which was about two or 
three miles from Old Hutton, and then I think we must have got on a special 
bus or something like that.  We went to what was called the Public Hall.  Now 
all the farmers of course picked out all the big lads.  You know, the bigger you 
were, the more work you were likely to be able to do.  I was a little snotty-
nosed kid, so I wasn’t very popular.   
 

It turned out that I was very lucky because I was one of the last ones.  And I 
remember they said “We’ll take you round to Mrs Airey.  She has said she’d 
take one if we’ve got any left.”  So I was taken out to her house, which was 
Hillside Cottage.  There was a family.  I was like the youngest son.  I loved it.  I 
was there for over three years.  I was one of the longest people evacuated.   
 

It was really rural.  I used to run across the moors.  I used to love it.  And 
nature.  Now in those days, doing a bit of work was nothing.  I remember 
during the war you could get so many days off school to work on the farms.  
And when it was haymaking, threshing or anything like that we used to go and 
work at the local farm and get a few days off school you used to think was like 

a holiday.  I can still remember when I was threshing, and myself and my 
friend from school who was a local lad we were what they call the chaff boys 
at the scything machine, and you collected the bags of chaff  off the grain as 
they threshed the grain and you used to run with it and put it in an empty bin 
beside one of the farm buildings.  So you did that all the day from seven in the 
morning to about ten at night. And you just carried on doing it. I still think that 
was the hardest day’s work I’ve ever had.   
 

You had to be pretty adaptable, you know.  It wasn’t a case of liking it or not 
liking it.  You just got on with it.  It’s funny when I think back, you just 
accepted it.  Change was nothing.  War time, it didn’t mean much             
 

Now I remember the time that I came  home for a holiday.  As soon as I got 
home,  I can remember saying to myself there’s no way I’m going to go back.  
Home was home.  I knew that I had a much easier, simpler and better life, 
because times were pretty hard for us.  We had no money.  Rationing was on.  
Times were pretty hard.  We had no money.  Nothing coming in.  Everything 
was rationed.  I mean, rationing in a local area like Westmorland, it hardly 
affected you to what it did in the town.  Entirely different.  And I noticed the 
difference straightaway. 
 

The war was still on when I started work.  I started work in January ’44.  You 
left school at 14 then, you know.  When I came home I severed all my links 
with that area.  I came home, and I remember writing back and telling the lady 
of the house that I wasn’t coming back, and she didn’t take it very well.  She 
was hurt.  And we never spoke again.  That was it. 
 

I worked as a telegraph boy in the Post Office.  Just delivering telegrams.  I can 
remember delivering telegrams where you knew immediately by the type of 
envelope if it was a government one.  And you used to deliver them saying 
“Your husband is missing in action”. And I remember one of my worst 
experiences was taking a telegram to a heavily pregnant woman in the west 
end.  I gave her this telegram “Your husband is missing, believed killed in 
action”.  And she nearly fainted in my arms.  I remember being grateful when 
the next door neighbour came, took her off my arms, and I just got on my bike 
and away.  I was just a kid myself.   
 
Image: Street party in Elswick to celebrate local soldiers returning home  
(the Grainger pub can be seen at the top right of the photograph)     
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Madeleine Dickson 
 
Madeleine was born in 1920, and lived in Benwell 
for most of her life.  During the war she trained as a 
nurse.      
 
I recall being in Tynemouth on a wet Saturday with a 
thunderstorm moving out to sea and then coming 
back again.  I saw with dismay that most of the pier 
was covered with barbed wire and two armed 
soldiers were on patrol.  While I stood there the 
lightning returned and hit one of the barrage balloons guarding the mouth of 
the Tyne, and the whole blazing mass plunged into the sea.  Going home that 
night I looked back from the top of Westgate Hill and saw the lights of road, 
cinemas etc sparkling like jewels over the city I love and I wondered when the 
blackout would come.  Next day was Saturday 3rd September 1939 – we were 
at war and the blackout descended and stayed with us for nearly five years. 

I joined the Voluntary Nursing Auxiliaries and spent two evenings wherever I 
was needed on the wards of Newcastle General Hospital, and taking the first 
step into a career that was to last 40 years.  Having little medical knowledge I 
was given the jobs that included clearing up after a meal, bedpan round and 
fetching and carrying whatever was needed but I did learn how to make a 
hospital bed and was expert at cleaning bedpans.  I loved every minute of it!   

The Matron was an efficient Scots lady with a truly formidable memory.  One 
evening she stopped me in the corridor (she knew my name!!!) and asked me 
why I was wasting time being a voluntary N.A. when I should be doing nurse 
training.  On 1st January 1943, I had instructions to report at 6pm to a large 
house at the top of Grainger Park Road.  I walked all the way from Bishops 
Road carrying my little suitcase and it was snowing and very cold.   

All trainee nurses at the General had to spend three months of every year at 
Shotley Bridge Hospital to get experience with chest treatments and 
management.  The hospital was built on the steep side of a very large hill.  We 
were all lodged in a big house in Shotley village and whatever the weather we 
had to walk three-quarters of a mile to the hospital and then another half mile 

up the hill.  We got used to it!  We had 
only been working together for a week 
when we were transferred to Ward 26.  
This was a totally empty building and 
Sister had her instructions which were to 
equip the ward with everything needed 
to nurse a ward full of patients.  With a 
lot of hard work and the help of several porters, the ward was ready in two 
days – everything from cutlery to toilets clean, shining and ready for use.  
Obviously something big was expected but we had no idea what it was.   

Next day when we came on duty we were greeted with the information that 
all off-duty was cancelled.  We had nothing to do, but the weather was fine.  
So we spent time sitting in the sun doing crosswords or reading.  It was a long 
hot day.  It was about 11pm when suddenly there was the rumble of vehicles 
coming up the hill and when they turned into the hospital it became clear they 
were ambulances.  Several stopped at our ramp, then we worked at speed to 
get the patients onto stretchers and taken to a bed in one of the wards.  It 
was, of course, D-Day.  We were privileged to be among the first in the North 
East to tend our wounded men.  A lot of them got separated from their 
regiments in the heat of conflict so the 12 Army men we got were a mixed 
bunch and included one Free French Naval man, a Canadian who misplaced his 
Regiment and an 18 year old 6’7” Irishman.  We also had three German POWs 
who were nursed in a screened-off area at the other end of the ward.  These 
patients received the same treatment as our “boys” including injections of our 
precious Penicillin which had just come into use.  Any nurse going near them 
was subjected to verbal abuse, spitting, scratching and various other ways that 
hurt and we had to nurse in pairs so one of us could restrain them while the 
other one carried out the treatment.  The young POWs were not likeable but 
they were only kids and very, very frightened, believing as they did that all the 
treatment we gave was intended to kill.  They all needed chest surgery.  Taken 
to theatre they had to be restrained on the trollies and you could hear them 
screaming all the way up the ramp.  It made me feel sick.  I often wondered 
how they felt when they woke up to find themselves back on the ward – alive!         

Images: Madeleine Dickson:  Nurse Trainees at Newcastle General Hospital, 1943 
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Elsie Dixon 
 
Elsie lived in Benwell all her life.  She was  
evacuated briefly at the age of 12, before 
returning home. At age 18 she volunteered to 
join the ATS, finally leaving in 1948.   
 
I was evacuated three days before war was 
declared.  I was evacuated to Carlisle, but I'm 
afraid I wasn't there very long.  I was so homesick 
I wrote to my mother and asked if she'd come and take me home, much to the 
disgust of my headmistress who didn't want me to go because when I came 
back to Newcastle, there was no schools open at all.  So your education for a 
few months was nil.  
 

Then after a few months there was lots of children started to drift back.  I had 
been evacuated with Rutherford, but Atkinson Road School opened for 
anybody that who wanted to go.  Then eventually Elswick Road opened and 
they opened a special class for secondary school people, so I went there.  And 
then they decided to open Heaton Secondary School and I travelled to Heaton 
for about nine months.  But there was an air raid and the caretaker's house 
got a direct hit and he was killed and the house demolished, so they closed 
Heaton and I came back.  Then eventually Rutherford College opened again.   
 

You had to take your gas mask everywhere you went.  If you turned up at 
school without your gas mask you were sent home to get it, so you had to 
remember.  All kinds of wonderful sizes and shapes of gas mask case - it was 
like a fashion parade for the gas mask carrier. 
 
I can remember the rationing very vividly because I did a lot of shopping for 
my grandma who couldn't get around very well.  Now then, there was quite a 
few fruiterers in Benwell in those days.  And you would hear that there was 
tomatoes in one, so you joined a queue, and I think you would be allowed one 
tomato or two.  And it was the same for eggs.  The word just used to spread 
around that there was certain things and you had to join the queue.   
 

I can remember as I got older soldiers being billeted in the old Blind School.  It 
was a Scottish regiment.  You used to hear the swirl of bagpipes quite a lot 
during those days.  And the Parish Hall used to open then.  The ladies used to 

open it as a tea room for them.  I always just remember it being sardine 
sandwiches.  You must always have been able to get tinned sardines.  And 
they used to go there for cups of tea and sandwiches.   
 

I can remember the night vividly that the barrage balloon that was down 
Atkinson Road just below the library – I remember being woken up by a swish-
swishy noise.  And I remember mam saying to me I wonder what that is, but 
we were both too scared to look out the window and find out.  And the next 
morning we found out it had been the balloon which had broken away and it 
had done quite a lot of damage actually on Adelaide Terrace to shop roofs but 
it knocked the steeple down from the church.  It's a good job there was 
nobody underneath it because it would have been a dreadful accident. 
 

I left school when I was 16, so they were well into the war by then.  I worked 
in town, on the old trams.  I had to register to do some kind of voluntary work, 
and I worked for the American Red Cross in town.  Northumberland Road 
baths was turned into a canteen.  Believe it or not it was called the Doughnut 
Dug-out.  And I used to serve coffees and teas.  You had to be always escorted 
home if it was night time.  You had to go in a jeep to your house and be 
escorted by the (American) M.P.s.  And in no way were you to make dates.  
How they enforced that, I don't know.  But they were very strict.  
 

When I was 18, near the end of the war, 
I went into the ATS which I enjoyed very 
much.  I trained at Pontefract barracks 
and then I was posted to the Royal Army 
Pay Corps.  I originally wanted to be a 
driver and I did all my practical tests and 
passed them, but I had a friend that I 
made, and she failed her practical test, 
and I thought “I don't want to go away 
and train without her”.  I was posted to 
Leeds.  And then from Leeds to Devizes 
in Wiltshire and we went into barracks, 
which was a shock to us to go and live 
under much more strict supervision.  But I enjoyed Wiltshire as well and I 
enjoyed being in the Pay Corps.   
 
Images:   Elsie aged 18:  Elsie in ATS uniform  
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Nell Donnelly 
 
Nell was born in Elswick but by the start of the 
war the family had moved onto the newly built 
Low Delaval Estate.  Nell lived at home until 
joining the army at the age of 20.  
 
We had the air raid shelters in the garden – the 
Anderson shelters.  I think at the finish my dad 
decided we’d stay in bed and be killed, because 
they were awkward to get into.   
    
I was called up into the army in 1942.  Twenty 
was the calling-up age but they called me up at 
19.  At Fenham Barracks first and then at a huge 
camp in Nottingham.  We were only at Fenham 
Barracks about a month.  All the marching and that!  It was a man that we had 
that learned us the marching and that.  A sergeant in the Green Howards.  And 
he was great.  He was very good with us.  But when I got in the next stage -  
the women!  They were horrible. 
 

When we were at Fenham Barracks, they asked when we were finished what 
we were going to do.  And I put down for store-keeping.  And I thought it 
would be like food stores or clothing stores, that type of job.  But it wasn’t.  It 
was packing spare parts of cars.  So it was hammers and chisels and things.  
Gear boxes, and engines, and radiators, that was the sort of work we did.  It 
was heavy work, but I was pretty strong and I didn’t find it too bad at all. 
 

Now when we went to Peterborough, we were the first ATS to be in there.  
And it was a big hall, and it had been a dance hall.  And they converted it to 
suit us.  So there was 60 of us and we were all new there.  Some had come 
from different places and had been in the army longer than us.  But it was 
really a good community that were there.  And it had bunk beds down each 
side and down the centre.  It was 60 girls in that.  You didn’t feel crushed 
because it was a big place, you see.  And, of course, it was really in the town.  
We were just round the corner from church and the main street.  And there 
was three picture halls in the main street, and dance halls as well.  We had to 

be in for 10 o’clock, you see, but we were only five minutes away, so that was 
very lucky really.  We had more freedom that I had at home. 
 

I felt I was out in the big world.  I wasn't very happy about it, but I soon settled 
down.  Really I quite enjoyed my time in the army.  Somebody else asked me 
just recently how did I take to the discipline in the army.  I says “Well, I was 
well disciplined at home, I was well disciplined at school.  I had more freedom 
in the army!”  I was there till it was a year after the war that I was demobbed.   
 
My father and brothers all worked in Vickers.  They were excused because 
they were on munitions, you see.  And my eldest brother said, fancy there’s us 
three here and the one soldier’s a woman!   
 
We just didn’t get any new things.  
Everything was coupons as well, you 
see.  And even when anybody was 
getting married, the dresses were 
borrowed.  My sister, she married in 
’41, and I think it was just after that 
that the clothes were rationed.  But 
she kept her wedding dress and she 
lent it out to others.  She lent it to my 
friend Mary.  And our neighbour – 
her son was doing his national 
service in Austria and he met a girl 
and he was marrying her, and wrote 
home and asked his mother if she 
could get a wedding dress, so it went 
to Austria.   
 

After the war, there was still rationing.  On the Terrace, you’d maybe a see a 
queue, and you’d say to somebody, what are they queuing for?  They’d say, I 
don’t know but it must be something that’s rare.  And you just joined it.  And 
you used to stand there at the pork shop for ages for a pound of sausage.   
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suit us.  So there was 60 of us and we were all new there.  Some had come 
from different places and had been in the army longer than us.  But it was 
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because it was a big place, you see.  And, of course, it was really in the town.  
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be in for 10 o’clock, you see, but we were only five minutes away, so that was 
very lucky really.  We had more freedom that I had at home. 
 

I felt I was out in the big world.  I wasn't very happy about it, but I soon settled 
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well disciplined at home, I was well disciplined at school.  I had more freedom 
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My father and brothers all worked in Vickers.  They were excused because 
they were on munitions, you see.  And my eldest brother said, fancy there’s us 
three here and the one soldier’s a woman!   
 
We just didn’t get any new things.  
Everything was coupons as well, you 
see.  And even when anybody was 
getting married, the dresses were 
borrowed.  My sister, she married in 
’41, and I think it was just after that 
that the clothes were rationed.  But 
she kept her wedding dress and she 
lent it out to others.  She lent it to my 
friend Mary.  And our neighbour – 
her son was doing his national 
service in Austria and he met a girl 
and he was marrying her, and wrote 
home and asked his mother if she 
could get a wedding dress, so it went 
to Austria.   
 

After the war, there was still rationing.  On the Terrace, you’d maybe a see a 
queue, and you’d say to somebody, what are they queuing for?  They’d say, I 
don’t know but it must be something that’s rare.  And you just joined it.  And 
you used to stand there at the pork shop for ages for a pound of sausage.   
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Shirley Horsman  
 
Shirley Horsman was 
eight when the war 
began.  She was 
evacuated from her 
home in Two Ball 
Lonnen, first to Kendal 
and then to Wallington 
Hall, home of the 
Trevelyans, as part of a 
group of more than a 
hundred girls.      
 

My father was in the air force. He was a mechanic and he was billeted away 
up in Scotland and in Wales.  My mother worked at Armstrong's factory, the 
Elswick one.  So there was nobody at home.  
 

Originally when the war broke out I went to Kendal for about five months.  I 
was with charming people.  I called them Nanny and Auntie Florrie and Auntie 
Lily.  They were maiden ladies.  Then from there on I moved over to 
Wallington. 
 

My cousin was at Wallington, and they thought it would be a nice idea for me 
to be with my cousin.  We really had half the Hall.  Half was for the Trevelyans 
and half was for us.  All girls.  Otherwise they were going to have soldiers, and 
they thought we would cause less damage.   
 

The whole of the Hall and the corridors were dark, and they just had candles 
in the winter.  It wasn’t a very warm place.  I was fortunate to sleep in the 
Hall.  There was about six in our bedroom, with the four-poster bed.  There 
was two on either side.  We discovered a spy hole in a cupboard, and you 
could see the clock tower and everything.  They used to have bats flying 
around the room.  We used to put our knickers around our heads so the bats 
didn't get into our hair.  And they would get into the lights, and the teachers 
would come and try and scoop the bats out. 
 

We also used the long gallery which was across the Hall.  Now it's the tea 
rooms.  A lot of the girls slept in there.   

 I was away for just about four years, 
and even in the holidays sometimes I 
didn’t come home.  I think I just took 
it all in my stride.  I think, with being 
with such nice people.  
 

At Christmas it was great fun because 
maybe half a dozen of us couldn't go 
home but we went in with the 
servants.  We had a lovely time.  I didn't seem to worry.  The first Christmas I 
was at Wallington and I think I had measles or something so I was in 
quarantine and I couldn't go home.  I came on to looking over the banister, on 
tiptoe, and the Trevelyans were all there and they all had separate settees and 
chairs that they put all their presents on, and the music was lovely Christmas 
music.  It was a most wonderful sight.   
 

We had our own garden in the walled garden.   We grew mustard and cress 
and things like that.  Lady Trevelyan was very good with country dancing, she 
taught us a lot of lovely songs.  And maypole dancing  - we did a lot of that 
with Lady Trevelyan.  She was a beautiful pianist.  And we would dance all the 
way around the Hall, all around the kitchen table, and upstairs.  Sir Charles 
Trevelyan, he would tell us stories.  He was very good.   

 
 

Lady Trevelyan taught me to 
swim.  She taught quite a few 
of us.  You know the humpty 
backed bridge?  Well, just 
there.  They dammed that bit 
off and we used to run down 
from the house in our bare 
feet, jumping over nettles and 
everything, down to there.   
 

 

I was 12 when I left.  I tell you what I did the first once or twice - used to duck 
my head to come into mum's house.  Couldn't believe it was so small, after 
you've been in a great Hall with great big rooms.   
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Marjorie Johnson  
 
During the war Marjorie worked in a 
secret Vickers factory in Blackpool 
making Spitfires.  She married a man 
from Newcastle who was on active 
service with her brother, and came to 
live in the west end.     
 
I was born in Lancashire, near Burnley.  I 
was a weaver.  Then the boss sacked all 
the young girls thinking they would be 
called up for the war effort - which we 
wouldn't because we were in a profession 
that would have kept us there, because 
we were weaving cotton that was for 
cotton pockets and for the lining of 
trousers.   
 

The men were in the Forces and the women were in the factories.  I was sent 
to Blackpool.  I was 19 when I went.  The war had just started.  There was 
nobody to advise me.  So when I went to the Labour Exchange they grabbed 
you, and they said “Right, go to Blackpool and help to make Spitfires”.  And I 
was sent to Vickers.  That was what they called a shadow factory, in case the 
factory was bombed out at Newcastle. 
 
The factory was a big one in Blackpool.  People knew it was there, but I don't 
think the Germans knew or they would have bombed it.  So it really was a 
secret place.  We had what they called runners, and they were running from 
my machine gathering the nuts and bolts that I was making to take into the 
factory to put the Spitfires together.  Hundreds of people worked there.  
There was bays in the factory, and everything was turning out different things 
for the Spitfires, to put together and make the aeroplane.  With being a 
weaver, and having four big looms, I wasn't frightened of the machines that 
cut the steel and made components for the Spitfires.  Other people that came 
–“I'm not touching , I'm not touching” -they were terrified of the machine.  I 
was lucky with being a weaver that I wasn't frightened of the big machines. 
 

 

It would come on the tannoy, “One of our Spitfires has been shot down”.  And 
you all went like into mourning because the Spitfire and the pilot would have 
gone.  But then it would come back in three or four hours and it was “Hello, 
everybody, hello.  The Spitfire is wrecked but the man is alive.”  And 
everybody cheered.   
 

In the morning you would go in at seven and I think you came out at seven, so 
it must have been twelve-hour shifts.  You worked days and nights - fortnight 
about.  So really my youth was in the Vickers factory at Blackpool.  It wasn't a 
happy time at all.   
 

You were working all the time on the machine, and when you came out you 
went and had a meal at the house where you were living and went to bed.  
You were so tired.  You stood all the time at this machine.   Mind on a Friday 
or Saturday there was wrestling at the Tower Ballroom - wrestling or boxing.  
And one or two of the girls we would go there.  We weren't really interested 
but it was something different.  You did have friends but you hadn't time to 
socialise when you came out of the factory.  You went straight to bed.  
 
Then the war was ending and there was no call for the Spitfire.  The factory 
was closing down.  So we just had to go back to the weaving mills.   
  

My brother was called up.  And then he met my (future) husband in the 
desert.  They were in El Alamein.  They got on like a house on fire.  And then 
my brother said, everybody's got photographs of family, and they are always 
showing them around and I've got nothing.  I was in Blackpool at the time, so I 
went to one of the photographers and said, will you take my photograph to 
send to my brother.  And so when my husband saw my photograph he says 
“I'm going to marry her”.  And mind he did.  We did get married. 
 

He came down to Lancashire from Newcastle.  And I came in from the mills 
and I had put rollers in, so I went into my mam's house and he was standing 
by the fire.  And I only saw the back of him and I thought “Oh that's lovely”.  
He was naturally blond, and being in the desert he had a lovely tan.  And then 
he turned around and I thought “Oh my God, I've got all my rollers in”.  We 
were never courting, we just got married.  We just hit it off and got married.   
 
Image: Photograph of Marjorie taken during the war in Blackpool  
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Iris Knaggs  
 
Iris joined the RAF in 1941 and served for 
five years at a training station and base for 
bomber pilots.    
 
I was 19 when war broke out in 1939, and 
all the women had to register when you 
were 21.  I didn't fancy factory work at all.  I 
was undecided about the Navy because I 
thought I might like that.  Then I thought, no 
I'll join the RAF, so that's what I did.   
 

I was very naïve when I joined up, but I was 
excited.  I thought I'll be able to do just what 
I like.  You know when you're at home you're sort of sheltered, aren't you?  
You don't have to think for yourself.  And I thought this is good!   
 

I had to go to Gloucester for my initial training.  You know, they teach you 
how to march and everything.  You have to wear your gas mask and take it off 
and go into this chamber where they have mustard gas so you knew what it 
would be like.  You had to take it off for two seconds and put it back on, so 
you would know what to do if they used gas.  I think they thought they were 
going to use gases, but they didn't of course. 
 
You could volunteer for various jobs.  There was no flying of course - not for 
women.  But you could get promotion.  I was a corporal when I left.  There 
was women who went on to be squadron leaders and things like that.   
 

I had a posting to Doncaster and I was there all the time after that - five years.  
That was a training station for bomber pilots.  You started at 8 o'clock and you 
finished about 5 or 6.  And then you had to do night shift.  And if there was a 
lot of work to do, you had to stay and do it.  You didn't have proper shifts.   
 

It was nearly all clerical work.  You had to have vouchers and forms for 
everything.  There was a lot of things you had to know, because you had to 
take a turn at night duty for aviation fuel coming in tankers.  The tanks were 
down underground, and you had to know exactly which tank to open to take 

what, because there's two different kinds of aviation fuel, and you can't put 
them both together.   
 
When there was a raid, they would all congregate in the main hall and get 
their briefing.  They didn't all come back.  We knew when our own pilots, the 
resident ones, died because we had to go on the funeral duty.  It was hard, 
because a lot of them were buried near the village.  You had to slow march.  It 
wasn't very pleasant.  I didn't like things like that. 
 

They used to train pilots there as well.  And once there was a crash in mid-air.  
It was terrible.  It was the worst thing I ever saw.  I was on night duty, and we 
heard this crash and we rushed out.  There was these two planes crashed in 
mid-air, and on fire.  You could see them - there was the rear-gunner and the 
pilot and the navigator in each one, and because they couldn't get out they 
were just burned to death.  I had nightmares for weeks after.  They were just 
young boys, some of them, you know.  I had a friend who met this Australian 
pilot, and they would get married.  So we had this little wedding in the YWCA.  
That was the Saturday.  He went on ops on the Monday and was killed - never 
came back.  So she had two days with him. 

I would say I didn't have a bad 
war at all.  There was plenty to 
eat and we had all our clothes.  
We didn't get coupons like 
everybody else to buy clothes 
with.  We wore battle dress 
always at work.  I would say I 
had a good war.  I enjoyed it 
most of the time.  There were 
things I didn't enjoy but most of 
the time I did.  I enjoyed the 
work and I enjoyed the 
company and the leisure time.  
 

The war did really change my life.  I think it changed everybody's life.  
Me, I was naive when I went in, but you've got to learn to mix with all kinds of 
people. 
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Rudi Kuhnbahm 
 
Rudi Kuhnbahm was brought to England as a 
prisoner of war. He spent several years living in 
camps and working on the land.   In 1949 he was 
freed, and chose to settle in the west end. 
 
I was born in the east of Germany.  When I was six, 
the Poles came.  Churchill gave Poland access to the 
sea – it was called the Polish Corridor- and we lived 
among the Poles until the war started.  I was 
conscripted into the army then and served in Russia.  
I was wounded and sent to a hospital in Bordeaux 
where I stayed for about three months.   
Then I became an ambulance driver.  
 

Eventually I was sent back to the front line and I was taken prisoner.  We were 
taken to a camp in Devizes in Wiltshire first to be assessed and I was then 
transferred to a camp at Ponteland.  From there I was transferred to a smaller 
camp at Wylam and went to work on various farms in the area.   
 

I learned English in the camp.  When it came to working on local farms I 
already spoke a little English.  One farmer asked me if I had had breakfast and 
when I said no he told me to go to the kitchen and his wife made me a big 
plate of bacon and eggs.  A truck arrived with sheep in and they wouldn’t 
come down from the truck.  The boss said to me “Gan on, hinny, shove the 
b*****s doon.”  I didn’t know what he meant.  I spoke English, but I had never 
heard English like that before.   
 

On another farm we were picking potatoes with the Land Army girls.  I wanted 
to show them I was strong.  Two Land Army girls couldn’t lift a bag of potatoes 
so I took it and chucked it on the low-loader.  The boss said “Ah, but you 
couldn’t lift it just with your hands.”  I said “I could lift that with my teeth.”  He 
bet me ten shillings I couldn’t do it.  Ten shillings was a fortune, so I took out 
my handkerchief and wrapped it around the top of the bag and lifted it up 
with my teeth.  He never forgave me, but he paid up.  When I went back to 
the farm the next day he asked how I was and I said “Fine,” but I couldn’t turn 
my neck.  It was stiff for a week. 

When we arrived at the Wylam camp the area around the huts was like a 
wilderness.  We tidied it all up and planted flowers.  We built a fountain near 
the church with a commemoration stone.  The hut I was in ended up with 
lovely silk curtains at the windows but there’s a story about how we got them.   
One day we were taken to Ouston Aerodrome to tidy up.  Someone had 
discarded a parachute and when we were finished we were waiting for the 
bus to take us back.  I was waving this parachute and I put it round me and 
was doing the Samba.  I was turning round and turning round and my mate 
came and put my jacket down and said “Everybody out, the bus is going!”  
I put my jacket on, put my hands in my pockets and walked out  - with the 
parachute wrapped around my belly!  When we got back to the camp we 
wondered what to do with it and we thought we might get wrong.  I said, “Ah, 
I know.”  Down the road there was a shop that sold dye for dying clothes and 
we bought yellow dye and green dye.  We dyed pieces of the silk and we 
made rabbits and ducks and other toys.  It was more profitable than working a 
whole day for three ha’pence. 
 

We also built a model castle.  We carried the stones up from the river.  A 
joiner made miniature furniture for it and electric light was laid to it inside.  
People came from a long way off to see it. 
 

One Sunday morning seven of us were sitting around when we saw the 
Catholic people were walking down to the bridge.  I said, “Lads, from today on 
you are Catholics.  Come on let’s join them.”  Someone said “Oh, you can’t 
join them, you are not a Catholic.”  I said “Be quiet,” and off we went to 
Crawcrook and on the corner there was a little corrugated church.  Inside it 
was nice and clean and beautiful, but outside the paint was coming off.  The 
church was full, but the priest came down and found space and pushed us all 
in.  The plate was passed round, but I had no money.  The old lady beside me 
put something in and I handed it on.  But when I came out I had half a crown 
in my pocket – the old lady had put it in.  After that, every weekend and at 
night in the long summer nights we used the tools from the farms and dug 
around the church and put plants in.  The locals and the priest brought paint 
and we painted the church. 
 

After the war I had to keep working on farms as a condition of staying.  In 
1949 I was freed and could either go back or stay.  I chose to stay because I 
came from East Germany and it was under Russian occupation by then. 
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Margaret Kuzmicz 
 
Margaret was born in 1930 in 
a village near Earsdon.  She 
joined the Land Army in 1947.  
There she met her future 
husband Wojciech who had 
fought with the Free Polish 
Army.    
 

My birthday was on 2nd September 1939 on the Saturday, and the war started 
on the Sunday.  I couldn’t go to school for nine months because there was no 
air raid shelters.  So my mother got a job at Vickers Armstrong’s making parts 
for tanks.  After the air raid shelters were built at school I went back to school 
and my mother had to pack up her job because there was no-one to look after 
the kids.  The Green Howards was stationed at Earsdon, and they did their drill 
outside our classroom.  And we could never hear what the teacher was saying 
for the stamping of the feet.  
 

One night a land mine dropped in the field at the bottom of the street.  And 
luckily for us it didn’t explode, otherwise our village would have been blown 
to pieces.  Then another night, there was a German aeroplane shot down not 
far away, and all the kids went to look for shrapnel.  That was a very scary 
night.  And the black-out was terrible.  In the winter when it was dark at 4 
o’clock I couldn’t find my house unless I felt along the wall and felt the door.   
And rationing was terrible.  We never saw an orange for months and months.   
 

The Land Army didn’t disband until 1952.  You see, most of the farm workers 
had been killed and a lot of them when they came back they didn’t want to go 
on the land, they wanted to go in the factory because there was more money.  
So the Land Girls stayed there.  
 

 I enjoyed the time in the Land Army.  A lot of the workers on the land were 
Germans. You had to keep away from the Germans, but the men you were 
working with you could hardly do that.  And Heinz the driver he was a very 
nice man.  He was a watch-maker from Dresden.  And I talked to him, because 
I used to sit in the front of the lorry.  And he said “Margaret, we didn’t want to 
go to war” he says, “We like peace, we like happiness, but when you’re called 
up you have to go, can’t refuse”.   

And then they were sent back to Germany and we got displaced persons.  So 
the prisoner of war camp that was at Darras Hall had displaced persons 
instead of Germans in it.  They were every nationality.  They were Ukrainian, 
there were some Polish, there was all different nationalities.  I was in a hostel 
at Stamfordham, and my future husband was in a hostel about 8 miles from 
Stamfordham.  He had been demobbed from the Free Polish Army.   
 

I’ll tell you the story about my husband now.  I was sent to his farm to pick 
potatoes. And there was five of us girls, and I said to the other girls “What a 
handsome man.  What lovely blue eyes he’s got”.  And he chose me to work 
with him.  I worked with him for three days, you see.  And before we left, he 
asked the farmer’s son to ask me if I would meet him.  And then every day he 
cycled eight miles to my hostel to see me.  I taught him English and he taught 
me a lot of Polish.  So we courted for a year and then we got married.   And 
we came to live in Newcastle, and he got a job with the Co-op.   
 
And after we were married he told me 
how he came to be in England. 
When the war started, it wasn’t the 
Germans who came to his part of Poland 
it was the Russians, and they gave two 
options – the salt mines in Siberia or the 
Russian army.  So he chose the Russian 
army.  But after a few weeks, they 
started to put the Polish soldiers in 
concentration camps.  So he escaped and 
to stay alive he had to steal food.  And 
one day he was so hungry he stole a 
frozen turnip.  And after three months 
on the run he went and joined the Free 
Polish Army.  He was given a new English 
uniform with a Polish flag on the shoulder.  When the war ended, he went 
with the regiment to England.  He could not go back to Poland because it was 
Russian occupied and they would have killed him.  All his family had been sent 
to Germany as forced labour, and they were scattered all over Poland. 
 
Photographs:   
Margaret in bottom right of picture with her Land Army group 
Wojciech (centre) in Russian Army uniform  
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Pat Marvell 
 
Pat was employed on munitions work from 1941 
until the end of the war.  Her four older brothers 
served abroad as soldiers in different regiments.  
Pat moved to Benwell after her marriage.   
 
I was born in St George's Drill Hall in Newcastle, 
which isn't there anymore.  It was in St Mary's 
Place, right opposite where the Civic Centre is.   
My father was a soldier.  That's how he come to be 
in the Drill Hall because he became caretaker of 
the Drill Hall in his civvy life.   
 

During the war I worked on these munitions.  Northumberland Road - there 
was a garage there.  Vickers took over the garage as a munitions factory.  It 
was all hush-hush of course.   And that was the shell factory.  They made 25 lb 
shells in there, and that's where I worked.  Some were called up, some went 
into the Land Army, and the WAAFs, and some women went into munitions.  
You could have been conscripted into it, but I volunteered for it.   
 

The machine that I was on was what they called a reducer.  And when I got 
the shells they had to be put in this turning lathe and had to be reduced to a 
certain weight.  We had a scale - you weighed them before and after.  Might 
have been three, four ounces, or whatever, too heavy.  You had to put the 
shells in this lathe, which was operated by a leather belt, and you reduced it 
to a certain weight.  You became so expert at it that you knew exactly where it 
should be, but if you cut it too much it was too light and that went on the 
scrapheap.  So you had to be exact. 
 

We worked on that for quite a long time, and then the next job I had was on a 
furnace.  We had furnace-men up in the corner of the factory.  They worked 
by coal fires.  But then they got this all-electric furnace from Scotland.  I 
remember it came on a Sunday afternoon with a police escort.  It was a huge, 
huge circular furnace, worked by electricity.  Huge, huge furnace.  And we had 
to wear big gloves, heatproof gloves, and you had to load this furnace up with 
the shells.  And we had metal callipers to lift the shells and you had to load 
this machine with the shells and it went on a circular tour in this furnace 

hardening the shells, and then when they came out we had to unload these 
shells with the callipers  - tip them up, up-ended them - and they went into 
another machine which gradually went down into a water process which 
hardened the nose, and that was our process finished.  When my operation 
was finished they went into another part of the factory which was called the 
paint shop, and they were painted black, and then they went and got fitted 
with a copper band around the nose part, and that was the finish of the shells.  
 

We used to have to go into the first aid room, once a day it might have been, 
and we used to have to drink salt water because of the salt that went out of 
our blood stream with the perspiration, with the heat. Which wasn't very nice.  
 

Nearly all these machines were worked by women.  I don't think many of 
them had seen inside a factory.  I hadn't.  We had secretaries, shop assistants, 
we had a professional ballet dancer, one girl was a professional singer with 
Joe Loss's band.  The manager, who'd always worked with men, of course, in 
Vickers at Scotswood, couldn't believe how good those women were.  He had 
great, great admiration for his women, the way they worked.  
 

I remember one particular instance in the factory.  Smoking wasn't allowed, 
and we used to sneak into the toilets and have a cigarette.  And there was 
about six of us all squashed into this little toilet, with a little window.  And we 
were puffing the smoke out of the window.  But then the supervisor came in 
and she shouted “Come out, I can tell you're all smoking in there”.  She 
couldn't believe her eyes how many people flocked out of this little toilet.  We 
were all marched into the manager's office and we got a good talking to about 
people being away fighting for us and we were wasting our time. 
 

It was 12 hour shifts.  We used to work one week day shift, one week night 
shift.  Like everything, you got used to it.  I was there four years until the end 
of the war, and then they closed that factory.   
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Elizabeth Platt 
 
Elizabeth was seven years 
old when the war broke 
out.   She was evacuated 
twice, and returned to 
the west end after five 
years to find that it was 
no longer home.      
 
My recollections of the war begin in Stone Street which was off Stanhope 
Street.  And I remember particularly the 3rd of September because of the 
announcement on the radio.  And then of course I remember going to  
St Philip's Church where they handed out the gas masks.  And then the next 
big memory - and it would almost be within days of that declaration of war - 
the sirens went so that we would know what the sounded like, and they were 
quite frightening really, because they were very, very loud.  They had to be 
above the din of everything that was going on.   
 

The next thing I remember was that I was going away.  I was going to be 
evacuated.  And it was said that I was going to go to Canada.  However, I 
didn't go in that ship, and it was very fortuitous because that ship was 
torpedoed, and there were evacuees going to Canada, with all hands lost.  
Everybody was drowned.   
 

My next memory was of being marched up to Whickham View School.  That 
was a collection point, I think, for the rest of the schools and the people who 
were going.  And we marched down to Scotswood Station - which I remember 
it vividly - with our big labels on and our names on the labels, looking like 
orphans in the storm.  We arrived in Appleby which was in the County of 
Westmorland, and we were duly portioned off to people.   
 

I don't remember coming back home but I know I got back home because I 
remember being back with my mother.  I must have been in the door and out 
the back door with my bag on my back and away again.  I went off via 
Whickham View School yet again, and down to Scotswood Station, and off we 
went.  And this time we went to a little village which isn't even on the map, it's 
too small.  And we arrived there and it was quite dark - I remember that 

particularly.  And all the kids were all sent off to their various places.  And 
there wouldn't be many because the village was tiny.  All it had was a shop 
and a chapel and the rest was farms and a few houses.  This lady was Mrs 
Dent.  In all she had four children of her own, a husband and five evacuees.  
Can you imagine - taking in five kids?  It was a big farmhouse.  And I spent 
nearly five years there till nearly the end of the war.  I was the last one to 
come home.  I didn't even want to come home.  Because I didn't know home 
really.  And they actually wanted to adopt me.   
 

Don't forget, for my happy years, there was lots of girls and boys who went 
away and had a bitter experience.  But we couldn't have been happier.  
I loved it.  I always liked the countryside, and we were in a very loving 
situation.  As long as you did the jobs you were given, and mine was I 
collected the kindling in to light the fire the next day and I collected the eggs 
in, and after that you more or less did as you liked.  But there was always 
something to do on a farm.   
 

As for doing without anything, we never did without a thing, not a thing.  We 
had a small churn, and I used to sit on the kitchen table and I used to churn 
away.  If the Ministry of Food came you would know because not many people 
had cars.  And the sight of anyone strange it would be away and hide it!   
So there was ways and means of getting round the Ministry of Food.  Every 
Saturday we used to trudge all the way up on to the top of the fells, and they 
would have killed a sheep, and we had an old flour bag which had been boiled 
within an inch of its life so it was nice and white and clean, and we would have 
this meat wrapped in it, and that would be the meat for the week.   
 

I would have been better off if I had stayed there.  However, I came home, 
and it was round about December '44.  I came home and I was a non-person.  
Seems strange to say that but when I think about it that's what I think.  
Because my parents had moved from Stone Street up to Fergy's Lane.  They 
were all new houses at that time, and we only had two bedrooms.  And of 
course when I came back people didn't even believe that I belonged to them.  
Can you imagine coming to live with your parents after all that time?  It was 
ironic but my mother and father had an evacuee - from Birmingham.  She was 
an adult.  What was so annoying to me was she was lying in my bed!   
 
 Image:  Evacuees from Westgate Hill School pictured at Appleby on the   
occasion of the visit of the Lord and Lady Mayoress of Newcastle 
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particularly.  And all the kids were all sent off to their various places.  And 
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Don't forget, for my happy years, there was lots of girls and boys who went 
away and had a bitter experience.  But we couldn't have been happier.  
I loved it.  I always liked the countryside, and we were in a very loving 
situation.  As long as you did the jobs you were given, and mine was I 
collected the kindling in to light the fire the next day and I collected the eggs 
in, and after that you more or less did as you liked.  But there was always 
something to do on a farm.   
 

As for doing without anything, we never did without a thing, not a thing.  We 
had a small churn, and I used to sit on the kitchen table and I used to churn 
away.  If the Ministry of Food came you would know because not many people 
had cars.  And the sight of anyone strange it would be away and hide it!   
So there was ways and means of getting round the Ministry of Food.  Every 
Saturday we used to trudge all the way up on to the top of the fells, and they 
would have killed a sheep, and we had an old flour bag which had been boiled 
within an inch of its life so it was nice and white and clean, and we would have 
this meat wrapped in it, and that would be the meat for the week.   
 

I would have been better off if I had stayed there.  However, I came home, 
and it was round about December '44.  I came home and I was a non-person.  
Seems strange to say that but when I think about it that's what I think.  
Because my parents had moved from Stone Street up to Fergy's Lane.  They 
were all new houses at that time, and we only had two bedrooms.  And of 
course when I came back people didn't even believe that I belonged to them.  
Can you imagine coming to live with your parents after all that time?  It was 
ironic but my mother and father had an evacuee - from Birmingham.  She was 
an adult.  What was so annoying to me was she was lying in my bed!   
 
 Image:  Evacuees from Westgate Hill School pictured at Appleby on the   
occasion of the visit of the Lord and Lady Mayoress of Newcastle 
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Marjorie Robinson 
 
Marjorie and Ernie Robinson 
married at St James’ Church, 
Benwell, during the war.  The 
couple moved south when 
Ernie’s job took him on secret 
war work, returning to 
Benwell before the war ended        
 

It was 1942 I got married.   Why I got married?  It was when I was engaged to 
be married and my brother came home on leave the beginning of November, 
and Ernie says to him when he was going to go away, ”Right, Arthur, we’ll see 
you at Christmas”.  He says “No, this is my Christmas leave.  But if you and our 
lass gets married, I can get home to be your best man.”  And my mother was 
listening, and she says 'Yes, we'll do that”.  Anything to get her son home!   
 

We had my brother, his Uncle Norman, his Uncle Sid, and his brother, and 
they were all best men.  His Uncle Sid was mine-sweeping, his Uncle Norman 
was mine-laying – one laid the mines and the other swept them.  We got his 
two uncles home.  His brother-in-law Tom was in the army and he got home.  
They were all going to be best men.  My dad says, “He’s come for the job so 
let him give her away”, and I got given away by my brother.  What you do to 
keep the peace! 
 

With it being so near Christmas, everybody was busy with their Christmas 
things and there was no halls to be had.  So my mother emptied a bedroom 
and they got a trestle table, put it in there.  And you weren’t allowed in the 
bathroom because the water was there for the kettle.  And also they had a 
board over the bath to put the food.  It was case of make do and mend.  It was 
quite an experience.  We had sandwiches, cakes, scones, and they managed to 
get a cake for us.  So it was wonderful. Everybody pulls in, even the 
neighbours.  It was a different world to what this is.  Everyone pulled their 
weight.  That’s what made it.   
 

I didn’t want no family when the place was upside down like that.  I used to 
feel sorry for the women with kids.  You couldn’t get the milk to drink and the 
food was wicked.  Even when the war was finished there was rationing and 
shortages of this and shortages of that.  Make do and mend was all the way. 

Ernie was an electrical engineer on the 
ships.  That was on the Tyne - Hebburn.  And 
he was on one of the big warships, and he 
had turned all the electrical off because he 
was going to do that job.  And a man come 
down and put the electric on and he was 
electrocuted.  He said he could see himself 
lying on the deck and he could see them all 
trying to pull him back – and they did get 
him back.  This was after I was married.  
Then the shipyard wouldn’t let him work no 
more, not on ships.  He was in bed as well, 
all bandaged up, and he got the letter to say 
he was dismissed.   
 

And a week later he got another letter from the government to say he had to 
be down south on secret work.  So he took me down with him.  And I wasn’t 
supposed to be there because it was a closed area.  I still to this day didn’t 
know what they were making.  Secret work.  But we had a good time down 
there in one way, but in others – when the thousand bomber raids went over 
you got no sleep. 
 

I think it was Hertfordshire somewhere, near London, near the airports.  And 
he says “Come on, we’ll go to the pictures”.  Waste of money.  We never 
heard a thing.  All we could hear was “Drone, drone”.  And as the last ones 
was leaving, the first ones was coming back.  And it went on like that.  You 
could see them all.  They darkened the skies.  There was loads of them.  And 
I’d say “Those poor bits of bairns.  They’re not much older than us”.  They 
weren’t, bless them.   If you heard an aeroplane, if you didn’t know the sound, 
you used to lie down at the wall, because if they’d dropped their bombs they 
used to use their machine gun in the back.   It was interesting.   And you could 
see the red in the sky where London was burning.  Mind, it was an experience. 
 

It was wonderful, frightening and lucky.  I think we were lucky.  Ernie’s family 
was alright, mine was alright.   
 
Images:   
Marjorie and Ernie’s wedding, 1942 
Ernie and his brothers in army uniform 
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Grace and Peter Russell 
 
Grace and Peter Russell lived 
in the west end all their lives.  
When the war started, Grace 
was eight years old and Peter 
was nine.  They spent most 
of the war years at home in 
Benwell. Their social life 
revolved around the church.  
 
Peter’s story  
I was only evacuated for three weeks and I got home-sick and I came home.  
And I was home before the first air raid siren went off.  And I lived at the posh 
end, as the people down here called it, in Ladykirk Road.  There was front 
street, back lane, front street, back lane, and all the back lanes up there they 
built brick air raid shelters.  And we kids thought it was great because they 
were built like little houses.  And they were built in pairs and the doors were 
on the inside, so that they faced each other.  Now they were never used until 
they dropped six bombs on the West Road, and that was it - into the shelter.   
 

Now there was three families allocated each shelter, so there was six adults 
and there was five children.  So as soon as the air raid siren went, everybody 
went into the shelter.  It was all carpeted out and we had chairs in and cups 
and saucers and biscuits etc, and as soon as the air raid siren went my father 
leapt out of bed, put the kettle on and we took a pot of tea out.  We had 
dominos, snakes and ladders and ludo and that sort of thing, and we had a 
sing- song.  I thoroughly enjoyed that part of the war.  It's the only part I can 
really remember.  Apart from once, when I was standing out in the back lane 
with my friend, and there was a dog fight as they called it - German planes and 
British planes shooting at each other - which we thought was great, but our 
mothers didn't think it was great and we got dragged in.  The bombs weren't 
the only danger.  There was shrapnel from the shells from the guns.  And 
there was such a bang and I woke up one night and I shouted for my mother.   
We had net curtains up and there was a big lump of shrapnel like that stuck in 
the net curtain, and had the net curtain not been there it would have gone 
straight through me.  We used to go round the streets, the kids, looking for 
shrapnel. 

My father was an electrician in a reserved occupation, but I hardly saw him 
because he was in the St John's and he was on the Fire Watch three nights a 
week.  He used to be on the roof with the binoculars to see if there was an air 
raid.  It was a vantage point.  If the siren went, and there was a chance there 
was going to be aeroplanes coming over, they were up on the roof with their 
binoculars.  They were there to see any incendiary bombs and put them out.   
If there was wounded coming in from the war at the Central Station, the St 
John’s were there to help.  He would come home from work, have his tea, and 
if there was wounded coming in he would be away from 7 o'clock until 7 
o'clock the next morning, come home have his breakfast and then go to work. 
 

With both being teenagers during the war, you were still just busy enjoying 
yourself.  Everything went on as normal.  You went to church, you went to 
youth clubs, you went to dances, that sort of thing.  We didn't need to worry.   
 
Grace’s story 
When the war started, I was evacuated straightaway and I was there till 
Christmas.  And because nothing had happened I was brought home.  I was 
home till they bombed up this area and I was sent away again with a friend of 
my mother's.  But then she decided she had to come home so that was the 
end of my evacuation. 
 

My mother was an auxiliary nurse in 
a first aid post in Pendower and my 
father was an air raid warden, so if 
they were on duty I was at my 
grandma's.  I was in Shieldfield when 
they bombed the goods station, and 
my grandmother lived just at the 
bottom of the street from there.  
But we didn't go into the shelter because she had a big dog.  So we were 
under the stairs.  And that one night I can remember it was so bad that, even 
though I was only about ten or eleven, praying to God because of what was 
happening round about.  And after that my uncle came and said, “You are 
going in the shelter, you'll have to just leave the dog”.  She wouldn't.  But he 
talked to the neighbours and they allowed the dog to go into the shelter. 
 
Images:  Grace and Peter pictured with other members of the Bond Church Bible Class 
Grace's mother in a group of auxiliary nurses based at Pendower School   
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Pat Thomas  
 
Pat was born in 1937 in Elswick 
Row near the Big Lamp.  He 
lived there throughout the war 
years, attending St Mary’s 
Primary School, Bath Lane.  His 
is a child’s eye view of the war.   
 
The houses were stone built.  
We had the row of terraced houses and it was on both sides of the road.  
What we did have also was a back lane which consisted of houses which had 
been knocked down.  It made a huge play area for us to play in because it was 
also bounded by the cemetery wall which is on West Road.  It was 
magnificent.  You couldn’t have given kids a better playground.  The houses 
were derelict except for one house, and we always called it the haunted house 
And you could play hide and seek on the mounds of the knocked-down 
houses.  It was the best playground any kid could have had.   
 

We were never evacuated , and I never knew of any children in my class or 
friends  who were evacuated.   It wasn’t an issue as far as I was concerned.  
During the Second World War I had my own gas mask.  I’m sure it could only 
have been given to us through the schools.  I can remember it came in a 
cardboard box surprisingly, and it had a long string on it, and we hung it round 
our necks in front of us.  I can’t ever remember using it but I’m fairly certain, I 
think, we got gas drills at school.  And the mask was a complicated thing made 
of plastic-type face covering with a hanging down metal bit which was like an 
air filter. And every child got one of those.  
 

We all had curtains at the window. We had a black curtain which you pulled 
down at night.  And I can remember sirens going off.  I can remember looking 
out the upstairs back window of our house, seeing searchlights going across 
the sky.  I assume they were looking for aeroplanes but I cannot remember at 
all ever being bombed.  Across the back passageway, that had a lean-to part of 
an old bed, and that was our air raid shelter.  Which would have given us no 
protection whatsoever if a bomb had landed.  It was like an old bed leaning 
against the wall, laying against the stairs.  

I’m pretty sure we were sheltered from the war.  But I 
well remember in the primary school years when I was 
little, this was during the war, we were encouraged to 
draw a lot.  I can remember vividly where every 
picture that I drew had planes in it dropping bombs.  
So I was aware of the war, but I can’t say I ever was 
frightened of the war.  I think we knew war was going 
on but we weren’t aware of what it meant. 
 

We were a fortunate family that me dad was with us.  He worked in Swan 
Hunters.  He was a brass moulder, and therefore I understand now – I didn’t 
know at the time – that he would be in a reserved occupation, like the miners 
and that, you know.  So we had a dad during the war where other people 
sadly had dads who were away fighting.   
 

We lived off my dad’s wage which was six guineas a week.  And he worked a 
five and a half days a week.  My toys at that time were made by my dad in the 
shipyards.  Smuggled out.  And that was my Christmas toys.  I got a lorry, a 
wooden lorry with wheels on.  He made us a fort, and I got three lead soldiers 
– people on horseback.  My sister got a blackboard and easel. And they were 
all made in the shipyard.  I well remember my dad bringing home two blocks 
of wood which were in the shape of the World War One tanks.  
 

I know one lad I used to play with, and his dad he was a spiv.  And this lad 
would come out and play with us with a lump of chocolate.  This was a luxury.  
It was thick.  And this lump of chocolate was American chocolate as I learned 
later on.  And his dad was able to get bars of this chocolate.  That sort of stuff 
wasn’t bought, it was done on the black market.  The black market was rife.  It 
was a crime technically but everybody engaged in it, and everybody knew 
somebody that could get you something that you couldn’t get.   
 

I can remember rationing.  I can remember going to the Co-op with my 
mother, standing in a queue with her in another queue to get stuff.  And I can 
remember the cry going up “They’ve got bananas, they’ve got bananas”, and a 
mad rush.  By the time I was eight and it ended, all I can remember about the 
war was that we were rationed, but that was normality, it wasn’t a big thing.  
We never starved.  And I can’t think of ever going to bed hungry.   
 
Images:  Class photograph, St Mary’s Primary School:  Elswick Row home 
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later on.  And his dad was able to get bars of this chocolate.  That sort of stuff 
wasn’t bought, it was done on the black market.  The black market was rife.  It 
was a crime technically but everybody engaged in it, and everybody knew 
somebody that could get you something that you couldn’t get.   
 

I can remember rationing.  I can remember going to the Co-op with my 
mother, standing in a queue with her in another queue to get stuff.  And I can 
remember the cry going up “They’ve got bananas, they’ve got bananas”, and a 
mad rush.  By the time I was eight and it ended, all I can remember about the 
war was that we were rationed, but that was normality, it wasn’t a big thing.  
We never starved.  And I can’t think of ever going to bed hungry.   
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Thomas Tuff  
 
Thomas Tuff was born in 1921 in Glue Terrace, 
Elswick.  During the war he spent five years in 
Blackpool making parts for Wellington 
bombers, before being called up for active 
service.  Afterwards he returned to the west 
end and continued to work at Vickers Elswick 
factory until it closed.   
 
I had been working as a trainee butcher since I 
was 14 years of age until I was just a few years 
off 18.  And it was coincidental that the war 
was going to start then as well.  And I worked at this butcher’s shop right until 
the very last day in August – this would be 1939 of course.  I says to myself I’ll 
give Vickers a try, and I was taken on straightaway.  And they employed me 
the following morning, at Vickers.  That’s how urgent things were then, and 
what the people who run the country were knowing about what was going to 
happen.  This was the Wednesday, and sure enough on the Sunday the war 
started.  And then I was at Vickers for about 18 months. 
 

They didn’t have time for apprentices then.  I’ll tell you exactly what 
happened.  I was taken to a big machine, very big machine shop with all kinds 
of machines – lathes, capstans, planers, drilling machines, gear cutting – 
everything was there.  The foreman says “I’m going to show you something.  
I’ll take you to this machine, and what you’ve got to do is watch this man 
working from half past seven till 12 o’clock when I come back and see you.”  
So I sat there and I watched, and I had a bit try, and we could talk to one 
another.  So at 12 o’clock the foreman came back and he says “What I’m going 
to do now is send this man home for night shift, and you’ve got to carry on 
and do it.”  And that was it. It wasn’t training; I was watching.   We were called 
“dilutees”. 
 

I went into work one morning and they said they want to see you in the office.  
And they were getting somewhere round about twenty personnel to move 
away from Vickers to go to Blackpool, and they were building up a little 
factory there – an underground factory – in Blackpool.  They had selected our 

names.  Things worked quite efficiently.  When we went to Blackpool, we got 
to the station, there was a big bus waiting for us.  It was just like being 
evacuated.  Anyway we went to this Vickers place. It was only a few yards 
away from the big dipper.  We were very near Blackpool aerodrome.  That 
was one of the reasons why we were there as well, because we made parts for 
the Wellington bomber.  We nearly always did the wings.  We boxed them all 
in the van, took them away to the airport to assemble in the airport, you see.   
 

One of the nice things about Blackpool was that the factory was clean and it 
was fresh and all the machines were brand new.  Another important thing 
was, I was put in charge of five capstans and they gave us five ladies to work 
on them.  And I’d only been working there 18 months myself.  They put me 
there as what’s classed as a setter.  If they made an order, I had to set it for a 
new job.  Once I set it, the operator worked it.  It was nearly all women on the 
machines.  I think eventually if it had gone long enough, the women would 
have been setters as well.  I would say altogether there were 350 - 400 people 
working in the Blackpool factory.  The vast majority were women. 
 

We were working 12 hours a day.  All we got to do at the end of the shift was 
just go home to bed.  It was a bit exciting in a way, because it was so new.  
And of course being by the seaside was quite nice.  There was four of us went 
to this bed and breakfast place.  It’s still there, by the way.  And that was 
beside the pleasure beach.  When you were trying to get to sleep, you could 
hear all the machinery and the roundabouts.    
 

I was in Blackpool pretty close to five years.  Then I was called up and spent 
two years in India.  By the way, I was a better engineer than I was soldier.  I’ll 
tell you why I was called up.  I was in a reserved occupation and I could have 
gone right through the war if I had have been alright, but I got dermatitis.  And 
what happened then was that I couldn’t go to work, and they called us up.  He 
said “There’s only two things we can do with you now.  We can either send 
you down the mines as a miner or you can go in the army”, and I says “I’ll take 
the army.  I’m too tall for the mines”.   
 

By the end of the war I only knew soldiering and factory work.  By that time, I 
think, the mould is set.  I just came home. I got almost my same job back 
again. 
 

Image:  Thomas Tuff in army uniform  

Thomas Tuff  
 
Thomas Tuff was born in 1921 in Glue Terrace, 
Elswick.  During the war he spent five years in 
Blackpool making parts for Wellington 
bombers, before being called up for active 
service.  Afterwards he returned to the west 
end and continued to work at Vickers Elswick 
factory until it closed.   
 
I had been working as a trainee butcher since I 
was 14 years of age until I was just a few years 
off 18.  And it was coincidental that the war 
was going to start then as well.  And I worked at this butcher’s shop right until 
the very last day in August – this would be 1939 of course.  I says to myself I’ll 
give Vickers a try, and I was taken on straightaway.  And they employed me 
the following morning, at Vickers.  That’s how urgent things were then, and 
what the people who run the country were knowing about what was going to 
happen.  This was the Wednesday, and sure enough on the Sunday the war 
started.  And then I was at Vickers for about 18 months. 
 

They didn’t have time for apprentices then.  I’ll tell you exactly what 
happened.  I was taken to a big machine, very big machine shop with all kinds 
of machines – lathes, capstans, planers, drilling machines, gear cutting – 
everything was there.  The foreman says “I’m going to show you something.  
I’ll take you to this machine, and what you’ve got to do is watch this man 
working from half past seven till 12 o’clock when I come back and see you.”  
So I sat there and I watched, and I had a bit try, and we could talk to one 
another.  So at 12 o’clock the foreman came back and he says “What I’m going 
to do now is send this man home for night shift, and you’ve got to carry on 
and do it.”  And that was it. It wasn’t training; I was watching.   We were called 
“dilutees”. 
 

I went into work one morning and they said they want to see you in the office.  
And they were getting somewhere round about twenty personnel to move 
away from Vickers to go to Blackpool, and they were building up a little 
factory there – an underground factory – in Blackpool.  They had selected our 

names.  Things worked quite efficiently.  When we went to Blackpool, we got 
to the station, there was a big bus waiting for us.  It was just like being 
evacuated.  Anyway we went to this Vickers place. It was only a few yards 
away from the big dipper.  We were very near Blackpool aerodrome.  That 
was one of the reasons why we were there as well, because we made parts for 
the Wellington bomber.  We nearly always did the wings.  We boxed them all 
in the van, took them away to the airport to assemble in the airport, you see.   
 

One of the nice things about Blackpool was that the factory was clean and it 
was fresh and all the machines were brand new.  Another important thing 
was, I was put in charge of five capstans and they gave us five ladies to work 
on them.  And I’d only been working there 18 months myself.  They put me 
there as what’s classed as a setter.  If they made an order, I had to set it for a 
new job.  Once I set it, the operator worked it.  It was nearly all women on the 
machines.  I think eventually if it had gone long enough, the women would 
have been setters as well.  I would say altogether there were 350 - 400 people 
working in the Blackpool factory.  The vast majority were women. 
 

We were working 12 hours a day.  All we got to do at the end of the shift was 
just go home to bed.  It was a bit exciting in a way, because it was so new.  
And of course being by the seaside was quite nice.  There was four of us went 
to this bed and breakfast place.  It’s still there, by the way.  And that was 
beside the pleasure beach.  When you were trying to get to sleep, you could 
hear all the machinery and the roundabouts.    
 

I was in Blackpool pretty close to five years.  Then I was called up and spent 
two years in India.  By the way, I was a better engineer than I was soldier.  I’ll 
tell you why I was called up.  I was in a reserved occupation and I could have 
gone right through the war if I had have been alright, but I got dermatitis.  And 
what happened then was that I couldn’t go to work, and they called us up.  He 
said “There’s only two things we can do with you now.  We can either send 
you down the mines as a miner or you can go in the army”, and I says “I’ll take 
the army.  I’m too tall for the mines”.   
 

By the end of the war I only knew soldiering and factory work.  By that time, I 
think, the mould is set.  I just came home. I got almost my same job back 
again. 
 

Image:  Thomas Tuff in army uniform  



36 37

Ella Watson 
 
Ella was born in Nichol Street in 1915 and lived 
in the west end most of her life.  She joined the 
Land Army at the start of the war but had to 
return home after four years because of illness.   
  
My father was in the First World War.  He was a 
prisoner of war.  I don't think there will be any 
prisoner of war camps then, but I know he was 
working in a coal mine on the Ruhr, stationed 
with a German family.  He used to say they were 
great people.  
 

You remember the tale about the Montagu Colliery disaster?  My dad was in 
it.  The roof came down and so he didn't work for years and years and years 
until the war started.  And then he felt he had to do something.  He didn't 
know what he could do.  Very little.  But he got a job in Vickers on the gate, 
examining passes. 
 

I was 24 when the war started.  And I 
thought, what can I do?  I'm going to join the 
Land Army.  And of course everyone couldn't 
believe I was putting myself down for Land 
Army.  And I loved it.   
 
Four years.  I was at Allendale all those years.  
I used to come home once a fortnight for the 
weekend.  I used to do the milk, and 
everything else actually, anything that was 
going.  Get up at 4 o'clock in the morning and 
do the milking, put the milk through the 
cooling machine and bottle it.  And they had 
arable, they had potatoes, they had oats.  
And we used to get the Italian prisoners of 
war come and the girls from the Land Army 
Hostel used to come and help with the 
haymaking and the potatoes.  

Then I had pneumonia one winter and had to come home, and the doctor 
came in and said I had to leave the Land Army.  Middle of the wartime.  I 
thought I'm not going to any factory.  I knew I had to do something, so my dad 
got in touch with the local Land Army office, so they got me a job working in 
the Sanderson Hospital in Gosforth.  It used to be a children's orthopaedic 
hospital and it had quite a bit of land attached to it, and we used to grow 
vegetables for the kitchen.   
 
And then I went into Vickers, working in the cost account office.  The war was 
still on.  But we got those jobs on the understanding that, when the men came 
back, they got their jobs back.  We knew it wasn't permanent. 
 

We had a shelter in the garden and my dad was warden and used to get us all 
in the shelter - tried to, but I would never get out of bed!  And he used to 
stand at the bottom of the stairs pleading – “The noise, the noise, can you not 
hear the noise” - until the morning the bombs dropped on the West Road.  I 
got out of bed and down those stairs and into the shelter before he was!  It 
was terrible.  There were people killed.   
 

Our shelter was an Anderson in the garden.  But my Auntie Minnie had a 
Morrison shelter in the house, and we used to go on a Sunday night and play 
cards for pennies.  And if there was an air raid there Uncle Fred used to 
bundle us all in, and you had to get on your hands and knees and crawl in.  
And the supper was laid on the top.  We used to leave the supper and pop in 
there with the sandwiches.  They wouldn't let you out till the all clear went. 
 

I was married in 1945 at the parish church of St James'.  You had to buy 
something that you could wear afterwards, because there just wasn't the 
coupons.  I was lucky.  Not many of my friends had wedding cakes that got 
married, because of course food was still rationed.  All the neighbours were 
very good.  Some would give you an egg, a handful of currants, and so it 
collected.  And, where my grandmother lived, the bakery manager was still a 
friend of theirs, so he offered to make the wedding cake as a wedding 
present.  We had a lovely two-tier wedding cake - and nobody else had one.  
So instead of a white wedding dress, I had a wedding cake. 
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This book tells in their own words the stories of 19 residents of the 
west end of Newcastle who lived through the Second World War.   

The banks of the Tyne were lined with shipbuilding and engineering 
industries which were important to the war effort, making the area 
vulnerable to enemy attacks.  Newcastle’s west end was home to 
Vickers-Armstrong, one of the world’s major armaments manufacturers. 
Production was expanded rapidly, requiring not only a bigger workforce 
but also new locations and methods of working. Every adult was 
expected to contribute either through joining one of the armed forces, or 
through paid or voluntary work.  Women found themselves in new and 
unexpected roles. The lives of children also changed dramatically. Many 
were evacuated to the countryside, often for several years.  Others 
remained at home with their families, but were not immune from the 
impact of war. These personal stories of the west end at war bring to life 
the experience of wartime from 19 very different perspectives.   
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