
All About GeorGe

George Wood was a young man 
who was born at 23 Derby Street 
in Newcastle on 26 November 
1888. His parents were Thomas 
and Margaret Ann Wood. His 
father Thomas was working as a 

barman when George was born. His 
mother Margaret  probably looked 

after the home and her children. By the time George 
was two and his older sister Mary was four, the 
family had moved to 15 and 17 St Cuthbert's Road 
in Gateshead. George’s father was still working as a 
barman.  

Thomas eventually became a railway 
porter in Gateshead and by 1901 
the family had moved to 30 Alston 
Street in Gateshead. Margaret 
and Thomas now had two more 
children – Isabella and Norman 

and a lodger, Charles Rose, who 
was a guard on the railway. Thomas 

and Charles were probably good friends. We don’t 
know which school George went to but as he lived 
in Bensham, he may have gone to either Brighton 
Avenue or Kelvin Grove.

When George left school he became 
a marine fitter in an iron foundry 

while his younger sister Isabella 
was working as a boot shop 
assistant and his younger brother 
Norman was still at school. By this 
time Thomas and Margaret had 

had seven children although three 
of these had died young. He also joined 

the Durham Light Infantry as a territorial soldier and 
served with them for four years. By this time he was 
working for an engineering firm at Dunston called 
Emmerson Walker & Thompson.

Britain declared war on Germany on 4 August 1914. 

Because he had been a territorial soldier, George 
received a notice asking him to enlist in the army. 
On 5th August 1914 George went to Newcastle and 
enlisted with the Royal Engineers. He did not travel 
overseas to fight until January 1915 and then served 
on the Western Front. 

We have no photo of George but we know from his 
enlistment records he was 5’ 10” tall and had a chest 
measurement of 34”.

Tragically, George was killed in 
action on 23 September 1915. 
He was only 26 years old. His 
body was buried in Armentieres 
cemetery in France.

As a soldier who had served in 
1915, George’s family were able to 

claim 3 medals for him. These were 
the 1914/15 Star, the British medal and the Victory 
medal. 

                                                              

But how do we know this and how could you use the information available to help you find out about 
one of your great or even great great grandparents who might have gone to war in either the army or the 
navy? See the next page for more help..

 Who was

George Wood?



1.  George Wood was a young man who was born at  
23 Derby Street in Newcastle on 26 November 1888. 
His parents were Thomas and Margaret Ann Wood. His 
father Thomas was working as a barman when George 
was born. His mother Margaret probably looked after 
the home and her children. 
How did we find this out? George’s birth certificate. 

2.  By the time George was two and his older sister Mary 
was four, the family had moved to 15 and 17  
St Cuthbert’s Road in Gateshead. George’s father was 
still working as a barman. 
How did we find this out? 1891 census 
return.

3. Thomas eventually  became a railway 
porter in Gateshead and by 1901 the 
family had moved to 30 Alston Street 
in Gateshead.  Margaret and Thomas 
now had two more children – Isabella 
and Norman and a lodger, Charles Rose, 
who was a guard on the railway. 
How did we find this out? 1901 census 
return. 

4. When George left school he became a marine fitter in 
an iron foundry while his younger sister Isabella was 
working  as a boot shop assistant and Norman was still 
at school. By this time Thomas and Margaret had had 7 
children although 3 of these had died young. 
How did we find this out? 1911 census return. 

5. He also joined the Durham Light Infantry as a 
territorial soldier and served with them for four years. 
By this time he was working for an engineering firm at 
Dunston called Emmerson Walker & Thompson.
How did we find this out? Questions to be put to the 
recruit before Enlistment. 

6. Because he had been a territorial soldier, George 
received a notice asking him to enlist in the army once 
war was declared. 
How did we find this out? Questions to be put to the 
recruit before Enlistment. 

7. He did not travel overseas to fight until January 
1915 and then served in France 

How did we find this out? Commonwealth 
War graves certificate and this website:  
http://www.1914-1918.net/re.htm
8. George was 5’ 10” tall and had a chest 
measurement of 34” 

How did we find this out? Medical inspection 
report. 

9. Tragically, George was killed in action on 23 
September 1915. He was only 26 years old.
How did we find this out? Death certificate 
10. His body was buried in Armentieres cemetery in 
France.
How did we find this out? Commonwealth War 
graves certificate and this website www.cwgc.org.

     Who was George Wood?

There are two websites you can use to find out 
if a person died during the First World War. The 
first is run by the Commonweath War Graves 
Commission. This lists everyone who died and has 
a Commonweath War grave (image of a war grave 
here) The web address is: http://www.cwgc.org

the second is on the Ancestry website. You 
have to pay to use this but it is available free at 
Gateshead Library. The web address is http://
www.ancestry.co.uk

To find out information about a soldier, you have 
to see if you can find his war record. Again, you 
have to use the Ancestry website for this.

From these websites you will find out how old a 
person was when he died. You now have to do 
some arithmetic! Take away the age from the year 
of death and you have an approximate date of 
birth. Now you can look for a birth certificate. 

Visit this website: http://freebmd.org.uk 
type the name of your soldier and his year of 
birth. If you managed to find out where your 
soldier was born, then add this information. Once 
you have found the person you are looking for 
you can apply for a birth certificate. You could 
also apply for a death certificate. There is a charge 
for this. The website to use for this is: http://
www.gro.gov.uk

 Who was

George Wood?

Finding out about a soldier who has died.



George Wood and his family lived 
in Bensham but what would it 
have been like  to live here over 
one hundred years ago?  Many 
working class people like George 
and his parents moved to Bensham 

to live in the new Tyneside flats.

Bensham was not always like it is 
today.  There were lots of fields here where 
people could graze their cattle or sheep.  
The name Bensham means a Bench (shed) and 
helm means “a shed for cattle”. However, these 
fields were later divided up and sold for people 
to build on.  

People wanted to move to Bensham as it was 
believed to be a healthy place to live. It is situated 
much higher than the Quayside where many of 
the smelly industries were. It was also where 
people had to live in small rooms – often a 
whole family would live in just one room and 
there were no indoor toilets.

The first houses in Bensham were 
very grand but later on as the 
land got built on, houses had to 
be smaller. Some streets have 
houses which all look the same. 
However, other streets are built in 

different styles.  Many houses here 
were built for workers and are now 

called Tyneside flats. These were space 
saving as two families could live in the same house. 
Each flat had their own front door. The downstairs 
flat had 3 rooms – a living room, bedroom and 
a kitchen-  and the upstairs flat had 4 rooms. 
However, the toilet was outside in the back yard.

Many famous people such as Emily 
Davies, Robert Spence Watson 
and William Booth lived in 
Bensham. You can see where 
they lived as there are special 
signs outside their houses. These 

are called Blue Plaques.

As more people moved to Bensham, 
shops were built so people could 

buy food and clothes. Coatsworth 
Road became the main shopping 
street but there were little corner 
shops at the end of every street.  
You can still see some of these 

today. George’s mother would 
have milk delivered every day by the 

milkman with his horse and cart.

Gradually, other buildings were 
built. These included churches, 
schools and public houses. 
One building George would 
have liked to go to was the 
Coatsworth cinema. However, the 

pictures George would have seen 
were silent films and so an orchestra 

would play music throughout the film.

                                                              

GrowInG uP In BEnSHaM

 Who was

George Wood?

St Cuthbert’s Church, Bensham



Coatsworth Road, Bensham.

Emily Davies, who lived at Bensham Rectory.

Womens’ ward Union Workhouse

Corner Shop, Bensham Avenue.
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Activities (CHILDREN)
walk around Bensham. See what you can find.

walk along Claremont Place. Claremont 
means clear mount. when these houses were 
built, there was nothing but fields around them. 
what do you think about these houses? who do 
you think might have lived here 100 years ago? 

when you get to the end of the street, cross the 
road. now walk along Woodbine Place. what 
do you notice about these houses? Do both sides 
of the street have the same name? what do you 
notice about the other side?  which side of the 
street was built first?

walk up Villa Place.  Look at the house 
(woodbine Villa) at the top of the street. You 
have just walked right through what would have 
been the garden of this house. what do you 
think happened to it?

Look for streets with Tyneside flats. These 
will have two doors side by side.

when you have looked at these streets, cross 
the road again and walk back. Turn right into 
Woodbine Street. Coatsworth Road was 
once called Union Lane. This was because 
the union workhouse was built in the middle 
of what is now Woodbine Street. The 
workhouse was where people went who could 
not look after themselves or had no money. all 
the workhouses were looked after by a Poor Law 
union. They were not nice places to live and 
families were not kept together.

Look for blue plaques. See if you can find the 
following people. when you get back to school, 
see if you can find any information about them.

Emily Davies: Dr Alfred Cox: William and 
Catherine Booth: Robert Spence Watson:

See if you can find a corner shop.

See if you can find the cinema 

what is the name of the church in Bensham? 

There is a big house opposite the church. 
Can you see what it is called?



Activities (teachers)
walk around Bensham. See what you can find.

walk along Claremont Place. (note for 
teachers; from census records we know that 
this street was occupied by business men, 
town councillors, solicitors and shopkeepers). 
Claremont means clear mount. when these 
houses were built, there was nothing but fields 
around them. what do you think about these 
houses? who do you think might have lived here 
100 years ago? 

when you get to the end of the street, cross the 
road. now walk along Woodbine Place. what 
do you notice about these houses? Do both 
sides of the street have the same name? what 
do you notice about the other side? which side 
of the street was built first? (note for teachers; 
woodbine Place was built in sections. numbers 
1-6 are the earliest houses and date from the 
1850s.  The opposite side of the street is called 
woodbine Terrace. These are all earlier and date 
from about 1835. Look for the Blue Plaque to 
william Booth and Catherine Booth at number 
15 woodbine Terrace).

walk up Villa Place. Look at the house 
(woodbine Villa) at the top of the street. You 
have just walked right through what would 
have been the garden of this house. what do 
you think happened to it? (note for teachers; 
woodbine Villa - originally called woodbine 
Cottage - was divided into different flats in the 
1890s. More housing was needed in Bensham 
and so the garden was sold off in building plots. 
The first houses to be built were those on the 
bottom right as you face woodbine Villa. Look 
carefully at woodbine Villa. The rubble stone of 
the original building has been refaced with ashlar 
(dressed stone). This was probably done in the 
mid nineteenth century). 

Look for streets with Tyneside flats. These 
will have two doors side by side. (Note for 
teachers, walk north along Coatsworth Road and 
see Affleck Street and Claremont North and South 
Avenues)

when you have looked at these streets, cross 
the road again and walk back. Turn right into 
Woodbine Street. Coatsworth Road was 
once called Union Lane. This was because 
the union workhouse was built in the middle 
of what is now Woodbine Street. The 
workhouse was where people went who could 
not look after themselves or had no money. all 
the workhouses were looked after by a Poor Law 
union. They were not nice places to live and 
families were not kept together.

Look for blue plaques. See if you can find the 
following people. when you get back to school, 
see if you can find any information about them.

Emily Davies: Dr Alfred Cox: William and 
Catherine Booth: Robert Spence Watson: 
(note for teachers; Emily Davies’ Blue Plaque 
is beside the bus stop on Bensham road 
outside Bensham Court flats,  Dr alfred Cox’s 
Blue Plaque is on westview House opposite St 
Cuthbert’s Church on Bensham road; willliam 
and Catherine Booth’s Blue Plaque is outside 15 
woodbine Terrace; robert Spence watson’s Blue 
Plaque is outside Bensham Grove Community 
Centre on Bensham road).

See if you can find a corner shop (note to  
teachers Bensham Avenue).

See if you can find the cinema (note for 
teachers; near the top of Bewick road on the 
opposite side of the road to the entrance to 
Claremont Place).

what is the name of the church in Bensham? 
(St Cuthbert’s).

There is a big house opposite the church. 
Can you see what it is called? (Cotfield House.  
This is the oldest house in Bensham and was 
built about 1800).



The day before The ouTbreak of War (sTory)

It was half past eight in the morning of Monday 3rd 
of August and all six members of the Wood family 
were seated around the kitchen table. Unusually for a 
Monday morning, no one was going either to work or 
school as today was a holiday. Bella got up and looked 
out of the window.

“The sun’s shining”, she said. “I vote we all have a day in 
Saltwell Park”.

Her parents, Margaret and Tom looked at each other. 

“Well, we could, our Tom, couldn’t we?” asked Mrs 
Wood. Tom Wood shrugged his broad shoulders and put 
down his paper.

“Could do, I suppose. Might be our last day out for a bit, if 
this blessed war comes”.

“Oh Tom!” exclaimed his wife. “You always look on the 
black side of things. Let’s have a day out.”

George, their eldest son, bit his lip and looked down at 
the table cloth. In his hand he held an envelope. He had 
already opened it so he knew what it said but he wasn’t 
going to spoil his family’s holiday by telling them he’d 
heard from the army. They wanted him to join up if war 
was declared.

He looked up and caught the anxious eyes of his younger 
brother Norman and Mary, his other sister. He laughed.

“Come on then, let’s all go and have some fun.”

Suddenly, everyone got up and started doing things. Mr 
Wood muttered “Better go and get a shave then”, and 
disappeared. Mrs Wood and Bella started tiding away the 
breakfast dishes and put them in the scullery where Mary 
was already taking the kettle off the range and pouring 
hot water into the sink.

“Norman!” shouted his mother. “Get that tablecloth and 
take it outside to give it a good shake. And mind you don’t 
get any crumbs on the rug. And take care on those stairs. 
We don’t want you falling down them like you did last 
week!”

Norman thought he’d better do as he was told for once. 
You never knew but if he was good, he might be allowed 
to get a penny lick in the park.  

Fifteen minutes later, everyone was just about ready to 
go out. George and his dad had their bowler hats on 
whilst the girls and Mrs Wood had very nice straw hats 
with different coloured ribbons. Mrs Wood was wearing 
a long loose coat over her blouse and skirt while both 
girls had little short capes over their shoulders. Suddenly, 
Mrs Wood caught sight of Norman.

“Norman Wood, you can go and put that iron hoop away 
now. We’re not taking that old thing on the tram!”

“But Mam,” cried Norman plaintively, “I want to bowl it 
on the paths in the park”.

“Well, if you want to do that, you’ll have to walk there 
and back. We’re not taking it on the tram. So that’s that. 
No more to be said.”

Norman looked rebelliously at his mother.

“Ma ..” he started to say.

“Tell you what,” said George, scenting trouble. “How 
about me walking to the park with you. I’ll even let you 
bowl it on the pavement”.

“Thanks George!” cried Norman, who now had a big grin 
on his face.

His mother shrugged her shoulders. Honestly, she didn’t 
know who was worse sometimes, George or Norman!

“Come on then, young’un, let’s see if we can beat the 
tram,” said George with a hand on Norman’s shoulder 
and together they went downstairs and left the flat.

Mr and Mrs Wood and the two girls followed them and 
locked the door and walked along to Bensham Road. 

“Come on,” said Mary impatiently. “There’s a tram due 
in a minute. If we don’t catch it, we’ll have to wait 20 
minutes for the next one”. 

Mary really wanted to get to the park. She was hoping 
that Ernest, the young salesman in the boot shop where 
Bella worked might be there. If so, they might be able to 
have a walk around the lake together. That was, unless 
Bella wanted to come too. She knew her parents would 
end up listening to the band and George and Norman 
would play with the hoop. Maybe she could offer to buy 
Bella a pot of tea at the refreshment pavilion.

Walking up Bensham Road was a bit of an uphill struggle 
for Bella. She’d put new shoes on that morning. She’d 
only worn them once and the leather was still stiff.

“You’ll have to wait for me,” she cried. “I can’t walk fast 
with these shoes”.

“You silly girl”, said her mother. “You might have known 
we had some walking to do before we get the tram and 
you know how big Saltwell Park is!”

Eventually, all four arrived at the tram stop. Even though 
it was still quite early, there were lots of other people 
waiting for the tram. Everyone had had the same idea – 
to have a lovely day in the park.

 Who was

George Wood?



1. once all the Wood family got to the park, what do you think 
they all did?

2. have a look at old toys on the internet.  What was a ‘hoop’ 
and what would you do with it?

3. Can you draw a bowler hat like George and Mr Wood wore?

4. Could you draw Mrs Wood and her two daughters from the 
description in the story?

5. Mary took the kettle off the range. What was a ‘range’?

6. Where do you think you might have gone one hundred years 
ago?

	

ACTIVITIESActivities



GeorGe’s life as a soldier

When George enlisted on  
5 August 1914, he joined the Royal 
Engineers. The Royal Engineers 
would have been happy that George 
chose to enlist with them as he had 
been an engineer in peacetime so he 

already had lots of experience. Royal 
Engineers had to be at least 5 feet 4 

inches tall to join up. There have been Royal Engineers 
for hundreds of years. They have a special motto 
“Ubique” which means ‘everywhere’. Most soldiers in 
the British Army are called Privates. However, in the 
Royal Engineers, they are called Sappers. The word 
Sapper comes from the French word ‘sap’ which means 
to dig. Royal Engineers do many different jobs in the 
army – they build roads and bridges and they often 
lay or clear minefields. They also have to take part in 
enemy action.

In the First World War, being a sapper 
was hard work. Sappers were often 
used to dig tunnels underground to 
lay mines. George may have done 
this but he might have found it 
difficult as he was quite tall. He was 

probably involved in helping to build 
roads and railways and he might also 

have looked after the signalling equipment. 
This was very important so the people in charge of the 
army knew what was happening while each battle was 
being fought.  

George enlisted in the 1st Northumbrian Battalion of 
the Royal Engineers. A battalion is a small section of the 
British Army. Lots of battalions from different ranks of 
the army joined together to form a Division. 

George’s battalion started the war in the 28th Division 
and George was first sent to training camp at Winchester 
in 1914. Winchester is a long way from Gateshead! 
From there he boarded a ship at Southampton in 
January 1915 and sailed to France. George and the rest 
of the 28th Division landed at the French port of Le 
Havre on 16 January. Many men had already been killed 
in battle and more men were needed. George’s Division 
was sent to fight in the north of France in an area called 
Hazebrouck. This was part of what became known as 
‘The Western front’.

George took part in the second 
battle of Ypres. Ypres was a town 
in western Belgium. It had many 
beautiful buildings all of which were 
destroyed in the war. Ypres was an 
important battle which lasted nearly 

five months. Poison gas was first used 
by the German army during this battle. 

Men wore masks so that they did not breathe 
this in but still many men became ill because of this gas.

In June 1915, George’s battalion left the 28th Division 
and became part of the 50th Division. By this time, 
many miles of trenches had been dug. Trenches were 
needed so that each side could hold their ground. When 
the men were fighting, this is where they had to live. As 
long as the men stayed in their trench, they were usually 
safe. However, if they had to leave their trench, they 
were at risk of being shot by the enemy. This is what 
happened to George who was killed in action on 23 
September 1915. He was only 26 years old. For George 
the war was now over but there were to be many more 
battles before peace was declared.

 Who was

George Wood?



1. Write a job description for someone wanting to enlist in the 
royal engineers in the first World War

2. look up the word trench on the internet. What do you think 
it would have been like to live in a trench?

3. What was the Western front?

4. How did George travel overseas to fight?

for more information: 
The long, long trail on http://www.1914-1918.net/ 	
	

ACTIVITIESActivities



After the wAr wAs over

Although everyone was happy 
that the war had ended, life in 
Gateshead became difficult 
for some people. Many men 
came home with war injuries 
and were unable to work or to 

do the work they were trained 
for. Some men had been gassed and 

became invalids. This meant that they and their 
families had very little money to live on. When this 
happened, people could not afford to pay the rents 
for their houses or flats and had to leave.

During the war, many women 
had gone to work for the first 
time. Some had been tram 
conductresses, others had 
worked in munitions factories 
making bombs for the army. This 

all ended as the men who returned 
and were fit wanted their old jobs 

back. One good thing was that after the war, women 
over 30 years old were given the vote for the first 
time. This was seen as a reward for their hard work 
during the war.

There had been some shortage of food 
during the war and rationing was 
introduced so that everyone had the 
same amount of food. There was 
no rationing after the war so people 
could buy as much food as they liked. 

This included lots of sweets! Sweets 
had been difficult to buy as there was a 

sugar shortage in the war.

There had also been a blackout – people had to keep 
their curtains closed at night and cars, trams and 
buses had to dim their headlights. Many people got 
knocked down as a result so were glad when the 
blackout stopped after the war ended.

People thought that men who had served in the 
war should have nice homes to live in. Some of the 
slum areas were cleared and new estates were built 
at places like Sheriff Hill. However, Bensham was 
not thought of as a slum area so no housing was 
demolished here.

Gradually, life returned to normal but people would 
never forget the First World War.

 

 Who was

George Wood?

Hillgate slum clearance



1. If sugar was in short supply, what effect do you think this 
might have had on the food George’s mother was able to 
buy?

2. have a go at baking this ww1 cake recipe. what makes it 
taste sweet?

	 	 	

ACTIVITIES

	 	 	 					

	 	 	 Vintage	WW1	Eggless	Milkless	Butterless	Cake

	 	 	 Recipe is ready in 1-2 hrs time:  
   Serves/makes: 1 loaf

	 	 	 Ingredients:
	 	 	 1	cup	water	
	 	 	 2	cups	raisins	
	 	 	 1	teaspoon	cinnamon	
	 	 	 1/2	teaspoon	cloves	
	 	 	 1	cup	brown	sugar	
	 	 	 1/3	cup	lard	(shortening)	
	 	 	 1/4	teaspoon	nutmeg	
	 	 	 1/4	teaspoon	salt	
	 	 	 2	cups	flour	
	 	 	 1	teaspoon	baking	soda	
	 	 	 1/2	teaspoon	baking	powder

	 	 	 	 Directions:
	 	 	 	 Place water, raisins, cinnamon, cloves, brown sugar,  

   lard, nutmeg and salt in a saucepan and mix.  
   Place on heat and bring to a boil. Cook 3 minutes. 

    Allow to cool, then sift together the flour, baking soda  
   and baking powder. Stir into cooked mixture. 

    Place in a greased loaf pan and bake at   
   350 degrees F. for one hour.

Activities



RemembRance

Many men before they went to 
war had their photograph taken 
in their uniform. You can find 
photographs of some of the men 
on a special website. Look at 
http://www.localhistorygateshead.

com.  

At 11am, on the 11th day of 
November (the 11th month), 
an Armistice was declared. This 
meant that fighting was at an end. 

Gradually the men who had 
survived the war returned to 

their homes. In Gateshead, about 
one man in every ten who had enlisted had been 
killed. People wanted to remember the dead and 
so there was a big collection to raise money for a 
war memorial. A large cenotaph was built near the 
Shipley Art Gallery in Gateshead. 

Many plaques containing the list of men who had 
been killed were placed inside churches or schools. 
George’s name was put on a plaque inside Park 
Terrace Presbyterian Church in Bensham. This church 
was demolished in 1964 but the plaque survived and 

is now in the graveyard outside St Mary’s Church. 

A list was made of every man in Gateshead who 
had died in the war. You can see this at the Central 
Library. You can also see a digital version at http://
www.localhistorygateshead.com

The first poppy day was held in November 1919. A 
Canadian soldier and doctor called John McRae had 
written a famous poem during the war “In Flanders 
Field” which talked about the poppies growing “row 
on row” on the battlefields. The red colour of the 

poppy represented the blood of the 
men killed in battle. 

We still remember the dead 
today. Every year at 11 o’clock 
in the morning on the 11th day 
of November, we hold a two 

minute silence. This is so that we 
can remember everyone who has 

been killed in battle. We wear poppies  
so that people know we remember those who have 
given their life for their country. 

                                                              

 Who was

George Wood?

“They shall grow not old,  
as we that are left grow old:
Age shall not weary them,  
nor the years condemn.
At the going down of the sun 
and in the morning,
We will remember them”
LawRence binyon   
For the Fallen



1. Look up the word cenotaph on the internet. what does it 
mean?

2. Visit the cenotaph. Try to draw a picture of it. can you design 
your own memorial to the first world war?

3. Visit St mary’s Heritage centre and find the plaque with 
George’s name on it.

4. Find George’s name on the memorial roll.

5. Using the internet, look up the poem “In Flanders Field”. 
How does the poem make you feel?

6. Draw a picture of poppies or make your own poppy brooch.

7. Using isee.gateshead.gov.uk, put your last name in the search 
box. See if a soldier with your name is shown.
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