
HOSPITAL BLUES: Robert Hutchinson, who worked at Neasham camp 
during the First World War

OLD TIMES: Where does this 
Neasham stone come from?
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StoriesfromtheWar FACTS FROM THE PAST

The battlefields of home
The realities of war were at times too close for comfort on a 

N EASHAM is a long 
street of  a village fac-
ing the River Tees. It 
is built on a large, flat, 
fertile floodplain which 

stretches out behind the main street 
for half-a-mile or so before coming 
to an end in a steep, grassy hill.

Today the floodplain is purely 
agricultural, with knee high crops 
growing in the good soil.

But it is not tropical.
It is wide and exposed, and on a 

late May day, the wind whips the 
droplets of  rain across the plain as 
if  they were bullets – not for noth-
ing, one imagines, is the farm on top 
of  the hill called Cold Comfort.

One hundred years ago, bullets 
flew across the fields for real, be-
cause this was an Army training 
camp and a rifle range. Butts were 
laid at 100 yard intervals along the 
plain, firing towards targets erected 
in front of  the hillside – bullets that 
missed ploughed into the trees and 
vegetation on the bank and embed-
ded themselves harmlessly in the 
soil.

That was the theory. The range was 
also used during the Second World 
War when a farm about a mile away, 
Maidendale, was equipped with 
steel shutters to protect its windows 
whenever the bullets were flying.

Considering that Neasham camp 
was a large and long-lasting affair, 
there is very little recorded about it. 
The local historian, Mike Townend, 
has a couple of  postcards which 
show the men marching, fighting 
and playing football, but beyond 
that, there are only a few half-re-
membered family stories, like the 
one that has been passed down to 
Alf  Hutchinson of  Darlington.

His father was Robert Hutchinson, 
born in Felling in 1898, injured on 
the Western Front, and sent back to 
the North-East to convalesce.

Like all convalescents, he was is-
sued with a “hospital blues” uni-
form – a grey-blue single breasted 
jacket with a white lining that was 

worn open at the neck to reveal a 
white shirt and red tie underneath. 
The soldier would then wear his 
khaki regimental cap, complete 
with badge – the Hutchinsons have 
a picture of  Robert in his hospital 
blues and his cap badge suggests 
that he was in the Durham Light 
Infantry.

While Robert was convalescing, 

but not yet fit enough for frontline 
action, he was sent to Neasham 
camp, perhaps to pass on his expe-
rience to the new recruits learning 
to shoot.

Looking at the postcards, there 
seem to have been at least 100 men 
learning about guns at Neasham, 
sleeping under canvas or the lucky 
ones were billeted in the dry of  local 
big houses – Dinsdale Hall, for one 
– and the Neasham reading room. 
There’s also a collective memory of  
battalions – that would be 1,000 men 
– of  infantrymen and cavalrymen 
marching through the village to the 
range.

Therefore, the camp was big 
enough to need local people to help 
run it. One of  those was Daisy Patch-
ett, who was born in Hurworth in 
1894. The Hutchinsons have a photo-
graph of  her, taken by a Darlington 
photographer, outside a “Navy & 
Army Canteen”. On the back of  the 
photo, someone has written “Daisy 
RHS, Neasham Camp”.

At the camp, Robert met Daisy, and 
they married in 1919. They moved to 
Sunderland, where Alf  was born in 
1933, and where Robert died in 1941, 
having never really recovered from 
his First World War injuries. Daisy, 
a dressmaker before the war broke 

out, returned to Darlington, where 
she died in 1976.

The Neasham range remained, 
the line of  butts marked out on the 
Ordnance Survey maps of  the inter-
war years, and then when the Sec-
ond World War broke out, Neasham 
camp was pressed back into service.

The Miller family, who farm at the 
top of  the bank, and the Sanderson 

NEASHAM CAMP: This photo, taken by a Darlington photographer, is believed to show the refreshment room at the rifle range, with Daisy Patchett on 
the right

family, who run a nursery on the 
floodplain, have distant recollec-
tions of  those days.

Robin Sanderson was five when 
the war started, and he remembers 
lorryloads of  regular soldiers at-
tending during the week, and at 
weekends the local Home Guard 
trudged up.

Robin befriended the range war-

FERTILE FLOODPLAIN: Farmer Eric Miller and, behind him, the flat land 
which was ideally suited for use as a rifle range in both the world wars 

with Chris Lloyd

den who was in charge of  shooting 
practice, and he remembers the 
straw-stuffed targets swinging into 
position on a gantry. 

“The range warden had books 
of  what looked like coloured raf-
fle tickets and a little pot of  glue,” 
he says. “When practice was over, 
we would go and repair the targets, 
sticking the tickets over the holes. 
The bullseye was black, then a ring 

of  pale blue, and then two shades of  
beige.”

Of  course, quite a lot of  bullets 
missed the target and blasted into 
the trees and the embankment be-
hind. “We went up and collected 
the spent bullets which were full of  
lead, and someone in the village had 
a smelter and melted the lead out of  
them – we got a few pennies for the 
ones we had collected,” says Robin.

Another story remembered locally 
is that two separate paths led down 
to the latrines which were well away 
from the camp. One path was for the 
officers; the other, which probably 
went through a bed of  stinging net-
tles, was for the men.

In those wartime days, Neasham 
must have been very noisy. Robin 
remembers that at Maxim machine 
gun was tried out from the 600-yard 
butt.

So peace descended after the war, 
and truckloads of  German PoWs 
turned up. They removed all of  the 
camp’s fixtures and fittings, and re-
turned the land to farmland for the 
Miller family. Indeed, their old farm-
house, now demolished, may well 
have had its upper floor covered 
with drawings by the PoWs.

Now, generations of  Neashamites 
have exhausted the seam of  spent 
bullets in the hillside, although Eric 
Miller has a couple of  heavy hand-
fuls of  them in a bucket.

New Lane is a track that runs from 
the riverside as straight as a die 
over the Kent beck and across the 
fields where the range used to be. It 
is said to have been built by the Min-
istry of  Defence.
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The Roman fort at Piercebridge was built before the invention of 
toilet paper so a channel of water was diverted so toiletgoers could 
dip a little sponge in it

Don’t forget to visit our superb 
First World War website
thenortheastatwar.co.uk

hilltop farm called, somewhat appropriately, Cold Comfort

Beside the track is a dilapidated 
tin shack, which is said to date from 
the First World War. Some in the 
village call it a munitions hut; oth-
ers refer to it as the range warden’s 
shed.

The wind whistles through it, but 
these days, the rattling noise is only 
the sound of  little bullets of  rain, 
propelled by the wind, exploding 
onto its sheeting.

n If  you have any information at 
all about Neasham camp, please 
email chris.lloyd@nne.co.uk. Many 
thanks to all who helped with this 
article: Steve Caunt, Mike Townend, 
Eric and Malcolm Miller, and Robin 
Sanderson.

CONTINUING the First World 
War theme, on June 5, 1916 
– 100 years ago tomorrow – 

HMS Hampshire struck a mine 1½ 
miles off  the Orkneys that had been 
laid by a German U-boat a few days 
earlier. 

Of  the 655 crew and seven passen-
gers on board, only 12 survived.

Hampshire had been involved in 
the Battle of  Jutland, as Memories 
told last week. In the aftermath of  
the battle, it was heading to Russia 
on a diplomatic mission when bad 

weather forced it to turn back.
It was probably a turning point in 

the war, because among the seven 
passengers who perished was the 
Secretary of  State for War, Field 
Marshal Lord Kitchener. Kitchener 
is the famous face of  the recruiting 
posters, but his authoritarian meth-
ods were probably becoming out-
dated – his death certainly saved the 
lives of  the Richmond 16, the consci-
entious objectors who were facing a 
firing squad as Memories 282 told.

Among the 643 crew who perished 
was 4th Engine Room Artificer Wil-
liam Gibson, 22, of  56 Trafalgar Ter-
race, Darlington. Prior to the war, 
he had been a boilersmith at the 
North Road Works, where his father 
was the boilermaker foreman.

His body was never recovered.
Does he have any relatives still 

about?

AND a final Neasham note: new 
houses have been built where 
New Lane, the track to the 
range, fronts onto Tees View. 
The old wall surrounding the 
houses has been reconstructed, 
and in it is an interesting 
datestone which says: “JP 1887”. 
Who can tell us who JP was and 
where did the stone originate?

TRAINING DITTY: A First World War postcard which, like today’s front cover, comes from the collection of Mike 
Townend. The images, with the treelined banks in the background, could show Neasham, although, equally, they 
could be a card common to all camps with “Neasham” printed on top

WAR REMAINS: This tin shed at Neasham is believed to be the last remnant 
of the First World War camp and rifle range

HANDFUL OF BULLETS: Dug-out of the bank and fields around Neasham 
rifle range

HOT SHOTS 
NEEDED: Usually 
we ask people 
to tell us the 
names of cars, 
but does anyone 
know anything 
about bullets? 
These come 
from Neasham: 
are they first or 
second; what is 
the snub white 
heavy one?


