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DASHING SOLDIER: James Durham, of the DLI, photographed in Cork shortly before he died of 
pneumonia Picture courtesy of Durham County Record Office D/DLI 7/194/9

The war orphan
who joined up

I N 1885, the Durham 
Light Infantry was fight-
ing in northern Africa 
against an army of  na-
tive warriors, known as 

the Mahdists or Dervishes, 
when they found, floating on 
the River Nile, a baby who 
had become orphaned by the 
battle.

So they adopted him, gave 
him a name – Jimmy Dur-
ham – and he grew up to mar-
ry a lass from Bishop Auck-
land and become possibly 
the first black soldier in the 
British Army. His is an ex-
traordinary story, and there 
are plenty more of  those in 
the new exhibition, Courage, 
Comrades, Community.

The Mahdists went into 
the Battle of  Ginnis, in Su-
dan, on December 30, wear-
ing their “jibbahs” – smocks 
covered with multi-coloured 
patches which they believed 
gave them immunity from 
their enemies’ weapons. Un-
fortunately, when confronted 
by the 2nd DLI, the jibbahs’ 
magic didn’t work, and the 
Madhists were put to flight, 
dropping one of  their jib-
bahs, which is now in the DLI 
Collection.

The following day, the DLI 
officer, Lt Henry de Beauvoir 
de Lisle, found the last of  the 
warriors on a nuggar – a riv-
er boat – on the Nile, trying to 
head home to Berber, a Suda-
nese town 500 miles away.

De Lisle stormed the nug-
gar. The warriors fled over 
the side, swimming to safety. 
They left behind one soldier 
who was too injured to move, 
and a baby boy covered in 
war paint. 

From the injured man, de 

Lisle learned that the boy’s 
name was Mustapha, that 
his father had been killed 
in battle and his mother 
had just fled. The baby then  
lifted his arms to the  
Durham leader, who picked 
him up, and in that instant, 
the bond between baby and 

regiment was forged.
The infant had only a few 

words – he would make a 
gun with his fingers, point 
at someone and shout “bonsy 
morto” – and the British sol-
diers adopted him as their 
pet. They called him James 
Francis Durham, after two 
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INTRODUCTION

TENS of  thousands of  people have discovered the story 
of  the Durham Light Infantry in the past year through 
a programme of  special exhibitions and events.

The Trustees of  the Former Durham Light Infantry, 
Durham County Council and Durham University continue 
to work tirelessly with a wide network of  DLI Association 
members and volunteers to develop a positive way to bring 
the regiment’s incredible story to a greater audience.

Our efforts in 2016 included moving the Collection to a new, 
more suitable base in the DLI Research and Study Centre at 
Sevenhills, in Spennymoor, and launching the extensive 
Durham Remembers programme. 

In the words of  the DLI Trustees’ Colonel Anthony George, 
those efforts have been “Herculean”.

What we have achieved is seen as leading the way at a time 
of  great uncertainty for many local and military museums, 
and it has been backed by both the Arts Council and the 
Army Museums Ogilby Trust.

Yet, we cannot rest on our laurels and must strive to ensure 
that people continue to discover the extraordinary bravery, 
service and sacrifice of  County Durham’s men, women and 
families. 

We now have a more sustainable approach to preserving 
and providing access to this important part of  our collective 
heritage, focusing resources on bringing the collection to 
people in new, more engaging ways. 

In 2017, we will build on that strong foundation to bring the 
story of  the Durham soldier to more and more people.

The new, free exhibition at the DLI Collection Gallery – 
Courage, Comrades, Community – at Palace Green Library 
will bring the regiment’s 259-year history to the heart of  
Durham’s UNESCO World Heritage Site, with some items on 
display for the first time.

From there, visitors can also take in the DLI chapel and 
garden at the cathedral, visit the DLI memorial in the 
Market Place, or research the DLI archives, which remain – 
as they have done since 1998 – in the care of  Durham County 
Record Office.

The DLI Research and Study Centre will support wider 
education sessions with items from the collection taken out 
into the community to thousands of  schoolchildren and 
local groups.

And the Collection will also continue to support major 
attractions like Locomotion – The National Railway 
Museum at Shildon, where objects are being loaned to show 
how intrinsic and intertwined the regiment was in every 
aspect of  county life.

We remain very aware of  the importance of  the DLI to the 
history and the people of  the county and beyond, and we are 
committed to making sure the collection has a secure future 
that provides a fitting tribute to those who served.

Cllr Simon Henig, leader of Durham County Council; James 
Ramsbotham, Chair of the Trustees of the DLI Collection; 

and Professor Stuart Corbridge, Vice-Chancellor, University 
of Durham

of  the sergeants who tended 
to him, and he went on route 
marches sitting astride the 
pommel of  Sgt AM Stuart’s 
saddle.

In the summer of  1886, the 
DLI was posted to India. De 
Lisle planned to leave the boy 
in a mission school in Cairo, 
but this upset the sergeants, 
who offered to donate a day’s 
pay a month to keep him with 
them.

So Jimmy stayed with the 
battalion, attending schools 
as he travelled, and learning 
a musical instrument – prob-
ably the clarinet, but possi-
bly the bugle.

In 1899, it was decided that 
he was old enough – no one 
knew his age, but it was 
guessed that he was 14 – to 
join up as a boy bandsman. 
The papers had to go to 
Queen Victoria for royal ap-
proval, and on May 23, he was 
enlisted as Territorial Num-
ber 6758 in the DLI – prob-
ably the first black soldier 
to serve fully in the British 
Army.

When the 2nd DLI was 
brought home, Jimmy be-

The new DLI Gallery is full of remarkable stories. 
Chris Lloyd tells the tale of Jimmy Durham

MILITARY 
FOUNDLING: 
James Durham 
as a small boy 
dressup like Sgt 
AM Stuart, of 
the DLI, behind 
him. Photo 
from De Lisle, 
Reminiscences 
of Sport and War 
(1939). 

The main image 
on the front cover 
shows a 1960s 
DLI parade on 
Palace Green, 
Durham City

Picture courtesy of 
Durham University 
PGL/02/17/040 

LITTLE SOLDIER: James Durham salutes in the centre. He’s with the 2nd DLI at Ghorpuri 
barracks in India in 1897 Picture courtesy of Durham County Record Office DCRO: D/DLI 2/1/267(1)

Relics of the 
‘faithful’ regiment

FROM Saturday, visitors to Dur-
ham’s UNESCO World Heritage 
Site will be able to discover the 

history of  the Durham Light Infantry 
thanks to a new, free gallery.

Courage, Comrades, Community at 
Durham University’s Palace Green Li-
brary will draw on the DLI Collection to 
chart the distinguished role of  the regi-
ment in more than 200 years of  conflict 
across the globe.

Cllr Neil Foster, Durham County Coun-
cil’s cabinet member for economic re-
generation, arts and culture, said: “This 
new, free gallery allows us to bring the 
story of  the Durham soldier to the his-
toric and tourist heart of  our city, mak-
ing it easily accessible to the hundreds 
of  thousands of  visitors we attract each 
year.

“It allows us to showcase some items 
that have never been seen before, and – 
through interactive elements – allows 
the voices of  former servicemen to be 
heard.

“Hopefully, it will be a starting point for 
more and more people to find out about 
the service and sacrifice of  our county’s 
men, women and families, through the 
new DLI Research and Study Centre at 
Sevenhills, the DLI Archives at Durham 
County Record Office, the DLI medals or 
by visiting the DLI chapel and garden at 
Durham Cathedral or the DLI statue in 
the Market Place.”

The new gallery tells the story of  the 
Durham soldier and highlights the spe-
cial place the regiment has in the lives 
of  the people of  County Durham. Visi-
tors will be able to see objects that have 
never been on display before, as well as 
some favourites from the collection.

These include the magnificent Lahore 
Trades Cup, uniform and medals, a won-
derful engraved glass goblet dating from 
the early 19th Century and a church 
window that was handcrafted by DLI 
soldiers serving overseas.   

The chairman of  the DLI Trustees, 
James Ramsbotham, said the new gal-
lery would help ensure an “exciting fu-
ture” for the collection.

“Though the regiment no longer ex-
ists, having become the Light Infantry 
in 1968 and then the Rifles in 2007, the 
DLI Collection is very highly respected 
and means so much to so many people, 
so we must ensure that the DLI story 
continues to be told,” he said.

“The regiment’s motto was ‘Faithful’ 
and that was not just faithful in battle 
but to the people of  the county.

“One hundred years ago I don’t think 
there would have been one house in the 
county that was not involved with the 
DLI in one way or another, but while 
looking back to the bravery and sacri-
fices of  the past, we must ensure, like 
the regiment itself, that we are forward 
looking.

“That is what Courage, Comrades, 
Community is part of  – a refreshing and 
reinvigorating of  the way we tell the DLI 
story for future generations, ensuring 
that our proud history is celebrated in 
the manner it so richly deserves.”

n Courage, Comrades, Community 
opens in Palace Green Library in 
Durham City on Saturday, March 
11. Admission is free. The gallery is 
open from 10am to 5pm Tuesday to 
Sunday and noon to 5pm on Mon-
days.

REGIMENTAL PET: 
James Durham 
with the 2nd DLI’s 
sheep mascot

Picture courtesy 
of Durham County 
Record Office D/DLI 
7/194/8

WE WILL 
NOT 
FORGET: 
In the DLI 
Memorial 
Garden at 
Durham 
Cathedral

came well known in south 
Durham through perform-
ing concerts with the DLI 
band and, on July 25, 1908, at 
Newcastle Register Office, he 
married Jane Green, 23, the 
daughter of  a Bishop Auck-
land blacksmith.

The marriage coincided 
with the 2nd DLI being post-
ed to Ireland, where the cold, 
wet weather didn’t agree 
with Jimmy and on August 
8, 1910, he died of  pneumonia 
in Fermoy Military Hospi-
tal, Cork. Three weeks later, 
in May Street, Bishop Auck-
land, Jane gave birth to his 
only child, a daughter, Franc-
es, who remained in the town 
until she died, unmarried, in 
1998.
n To see all the available 
documents on Jimmy Dur-
ham’s extraordinary life, 
go to the learning zone of  
the durhamrecordoffice.
org.uk website.

GALLERY

ARTEFACTS OF 
WAR: Historic 
items from the 
DLI Collection. 
Clockwise from 
left: the Lambton 
Cap, which the 
first infantrymen 
wore in the 1770s; 
a First World War 
entrenching tool 
and a silver bugle

Images used with 
the kind permission 
of the Trustees of 
the Former Durham 
Light Infantry



DLI FORERUNNERS: Officers of the 68th Light Infantry, which became the DLI, in Crimea on May 11, 1855, when Pte John Byrne, 
the regiment’s first VC winner, was serving Picture courtesy of Durham County Record Office D/DLI 2/1/299(1)

Dredging up the past 
of a troubled hero

T HE only known medal 
belonging to the 
Durham Light Infantry’s 
first Victoria Cross 
winner is to feature 

in the new exhibition, Courage, 
Comrades, Community, but it is 
possible that the VC itself  has 
just been dredged out of  the 
River Thames.

There appears to be a 50/50 
chance that the VC found by a 
metal detectorist on the  
muddy foreshore belongs to 
Sgt John Byrne, whose bravery 
during the Crimean War saw 
him included in the list of  
the first recipients of  Queen 
Victoria’s new medal.

Byrne was born in County 
Kilkenny, in Ireland, in 1832, 
and joined the 68th Regiment 
of  Foot – the forerunner of  the 
DLI – in 1850. He was never a 
model soldier, and was released 
in August 1854 from prison, 
where he’d been languishing 
for ten months for an unknown 
offence, so he could sail with the 
regiment to the Crimea.

There, at the Battle of  
Inkerman on November 5, he 
distinguished himself. The 
infantrymen were retreating, 
out of  ammunition, when 
Byrne changed course and ran 
back towards the enemy guns to 
rescue a wounded colleague. For 
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MEDALS

FAMILIES, historians and researchers can all access the 
medals of  DLI soldiers while visiting Palace Green to see 
the new DLI Gallery.

The collection, which includes over 3,000 medals 
awarded to more than 1,000 men, has been loaned from 
DLI Collection’s base at Sevenhills, near Spennymoor, to 
Durham University.

That means visitors can discover the history of  the 
regiment then learn more from the honours awarded to 
those who served everywhere from the Peninsular War 
against Napoleon 200 years ago to the DLI’s last campaign in 
Borneo in 1966.

Medals, ranging from local medals presented to DLI 
soldiers by the grateful people of  Sedgefield and Sacriston 
to Britain’s highest award for gallantry in the face of  
the enemy, a Victoria Cross, are not on display but can 
be viewed by 
appointment.

Individual 
medals or groups 
of  medals from 
the Collection 
can be accessed 
via the Barker 
Research Library, 
within Palace 
Green Library. 

The facility is 
open to anyone 
– 9am to 5pm, 
Monday to Friday 
– once they 
have registered 
with the library, 
which involves 
completing a form 
and providing 
proof  of  identity. 
n For more 
information 
or to make an 
appointment 
visit www.dur.
ac.uk/palace.
green, email 
pg.library@
durham.ac.uk 
or call 0191 
3342972.

Has the DLI’s first VC been found in the 
mud of the Thames? Chris Lloyd reports

NEW DISCOVERY: 
The Victoria Cross, 
inscribed on the 
rear “November 4, 
1854”, found in the 
Thames mud: could 
it belong to Pte 
John Byrne? 

Image courtesy of the 
Museum of London

Bringing DLI’s history to life

CURATORS are encour-
aging more people to 
discover the DLI Col-

lection at the “fantastic” new 
DLI Research and Study Cen-
tre at Sevenhills.

In 2016, more than 85 pal-
lets of  artefacts, bearing the 
Collection’s 10,000 objects 
including uniform, weapons, 
equipment and relics, were 
carefully transferred to a 
new, specially created, more 
spacious storage facility near 
Spennymoor, where they 
could be better cared for.

Now families are being in-
vited to visit the centre’s re-
search library – which has 
the anti-tank gun manned 
by Victoria Cross winner Pte 
Adam Wakenshaw at its cen-
tre – to take a store tour, and 
see the work being done to 
preserve the Collection’s ob-
jects for generations to come.

Museums, heritage and 
collections manager Gillian 

SERVICE TRIBUTE: A 1914-15 star in the DLI medals 

this heroism, he was awarded 
one of  the first VCs.

After the Crimea, the 68th 
was sent to New Zealand 
where, on June 21, 1864 
at the Battle of  Te Ranga, 
Byrne dived into a rifle pit 
and bayonetted a Maori. 
Even with the knife driven 
through him, the Maori clung 
to Byrne’s rifle and set at 
him with a war axe. Sgt John 
Murray threw himself  into 
the pit, killed or wounded 
eight Maoris as he hacked his 
way to rescue Byrne. Rescuer 
Murray received a VC; the 
rescued Byrne a Distinguished 
Conduct Medal.

In 1872, after 21 years’ 
service, Byrne left the 68th 
and joined the 2nd North 
Durham Militia, probably 
in Gilesgate, as a colour-
sergeant. After a couple of  
months, he was discharged for 
“insubordination and highly 
improper conduct”. It would 
appear that a large quantity 
of  drink had been involved, 
and the next few years of  his 
life are lost in a haze until he 

SEVENHILLS

IN SAFE 
HANDS: 
Examining 
some of the DLI 
uniforms in the 
collection at 
Sevenhills

IN MEMORIAM: 
Researching a 
name in the DLI 
Collection at 
Sevenhills

Kirkbride said: “People are 
welcome to make an appoint-
ment with a curator and we 
can get out items and take 
them through their history, 
show them objects they won’t 
have seen, and help to tell the 
story of  the DLI.

“By contacting us in ad-

vance we can talk about what 
they want to see, perhaps if  
they have a particular re-
search interest or want to see 
more than one item, and then 
when they come we can en-
sure they have a really high 
quality visit.

“We’ll also be offering pub-

lic store tours on a frequent 
basis, which is something 
we couldn’t previously do, 
so people can come and see 
behind the scenes, be shown 
the Collection and hear some 
stories we’ve not told before.”

The research and study 
centre, which sits with Dur-

ham Learning Resources and 
Library Support Services at 
Sevenhills, includes more 
than 1,500 periodicals and 
books that were not previ-
ously available to the public.

It also has capacity for the 
Collection to continue to 
grow, through recent dona-

tions such as embroidered 
First World War Christmas 
cards sent by Pte Andrew 
Miller, and the effects of  Cpl 
Tommy Crawford.

On Tuesdays and Thurs-
days, volunteers – many of  
whom are ex-servicemen, 
and members of  the Friends 

of  the DLI or DLI Association 
– are on hand to share their 
experience.

Volunteer Eddie Castling 
said: “I think Sevenhills is 
fantastic – what we had be-
fore was nothing like it. It has 
opened up a very good col-
lection, some of  which we’ve 

never seen before in our life.
“It’s a more global service – 

you have the objects, the his-
tory, the books and a research 
facility, so hopefully it’s a 
more embracing package, of-
fering a better, expert service. 

“What we need is for people 
to come and see it so they’re 

not just hearing rhetoric, or 
reading things on Facebook. 
No, it is not a lot of  glass 
cases, but it is a lot of  new 
things and we have to move 
forward.”
n For more information 
about the DLI Collection 
visit durham.gov.uk/dli 

collection. To organise 
a visit to Sevenhills call 
03000 266 631, email dlicol 
lectionenquiries@durham.
gov.uk or, on Tuesdays and 
Thursdays, 10am to 3pm, 
just follow the signs from 
the A167 to the DLI Re-
search and Study Centre. 

‘I served my Queen and 
country for 21 years and I’ll 
never be insulted by a curr 
puppy’

Sgt John Byrne

reappeared as a labourer in 
Newport, south Wales. There, 
on July 10, 1879, he accused a 
19-year-old fellow workman, 
John Watts, of  insulting 
the VC. Watts claimed 
he had simply reminded 
Byrne to put his pipe out, as 
instructed, but Byrne shot 
the teenager with a revolver 
in the shoulder.

With the police chasing 
him, he returned to his 

lodgings, where he told his 
landlady: “I served my Queen 
and country for 21 years and 
I’ll never be insulted by a 
curr puppy.”

When the police arrived 
to arrest him, he placed the 
revolver in his mouth and 
pulled the trigger. He was 46 
years old, and was buried 
in an unmarked grave – in 
1985, Major-General Peter de 
la Billiere, on behalf  of  the 

DLI, unveiled an inscribed 
headstone over the body of  
this troubled man who, in 
modern terms, could have 
been suffering post-traumatic 
stress disorder.

Although Byrne’s New 
Zealand Campaign Medal 
is in the DLI Collection, the 
whereabouts of  his VC is 
unknown. The only other 
of  the 22 Inkerman VCs 
which is missing went to 

Pte John McDermond, of  
the 47th Regiment of  Foot, 
for rescuing a colonel. Both 
were awarded on November 
5, 1854.

In December 2015, dectorist 
Tobias Neto discovered a VC 
bearing that date in the mud 
of  the Thames foreshore. 
The Museum of  London is 
currently trying to establish 
to which of  these brave men 
it belonged.

For more on the DLI, go to www.durham.gov.uk/dlicollection



ON THE TRAIL: In the DLI Archives seachroom

Walking in the footsteps
of a Flanders hero

F OR the Durhams, 
the Battle of  Pass-
chendaele began at 
3.50am on July 31, 
1917, when the bu-

glers sent the 20th Battalion 
over the top into the Flanders 
mud.

The men made good pro-
gress until a row of  Ger-
man pillboxes opened up a 
barrage so intense that only 
messages carried by pigeons 
could be sent out calling for 
reinforcements. It wasn’t un-
til nightfall, after seeing off  
two counterattacks in tor-
rential rain, that the Wear-
side battalion was relieved. 
It then dropped back to lick 
its wounds, count its dead – 
431 either killed, wounded 
or missing – and record its 
stories.

“Lt TM Fletcher was 
wounded before zero hour, 
but returned with a band-
aged head to lead his compa-
ny until he was killed,” wrote 
Captain Wilfrid Miles in his 
1920 history of  the DLI.

The centenary of  Passchen-
daele is the big anniversary 
of  2017, and many families 
have such snatches of  half-
remembered stories. But how 
can they find out if  they are 
true?

“No one now has a living re-
lation who served in the First 
World War, so everything is 
at least second-hand,” says 
Gill Parkes, principal archi-
vist at the Durham County 

Record Office. “The first 
thing to do is to check what 
you’ve got at home or in the 
family somewhere.”

Because our lieutenant had 
been killed, the Common-
wealth War Graves website 
provided a few more details: 
he was Thomas May Fletch-
er, 28, whose parents lived at 
Sunnyhurst, Highfield, Ches-

ter-le-Street. He won a Mili-
tary Cross, and his name is 
on the Menin Gate, at Ypres, 
which means his body was 
never recovered.

Armed with this informa-
tion, we arrived at the record 
office.

“We are here to give peo-
ple advice and to point them 
in the right direction,” says 

TUESDAY, MARCH 7, 2017 28 The Northern Echo

Courage, Comrades, Community: The story of the DLI
29TUESDAY, MARCH 7, 2017 The Northern Echo

Courage, Comrades, Community: The story of the DLI

ARCHIVESH ISTORIANS from as 
far away as China are 
turning to the DLI Ar-

chives at Durham County Re-
cord Office in search of  help 
to discover their heritage.

For almost 20 years, the 
DLI Collection’s documents 
have been looked after and 
preserved in the temperature 
and humidity controlled, 
fire, theft and rodent resist-
ant strong rooms at Dur-
ham County Hall, in Aykley 
Heads.

And from there – as well as 
the families of  ex-DLI ser-
vicemen – they are helping 
everyone from a Sri Lankan 
tea company to an Indian 
theatre to piece together 
their past.

Principal archivist Gill 
Parkes said: “We have looked 
after the DLI archives at 

Gill. “We would hope to be 
able to find something for 
most people, although the 
level of  detail will vary wide-
ly. A lot will depend on the 
survival of  the war service 
records – 60 per cent were 
firebombed in London dur-
ing the Second World War.”

Our man’s survive. They 
show he joined up in Sep-

Armed with a snippet of a story, Chris Lloyd 
turns to the archives for help filling in the gaps

BROTHERS IN ARMS: The Durham Light Infantry in the trenches during the First World War

HIS STORY: Lt TM Fletcher, who was killed at Passchendaele
 Picture courtesy of Durham County Record Office D/DLI 2/20/5(74)

MORE than 1,200 children have 
been getting hands on with 
history through a series of  

workshops that takes the story of  the 
Durham Light Infantry into schools.

Learning officers are continuing to 
teach young people about topics ranging 
from art and poetry in the First World 
War to the real life experiences of  
soldiers and their families.

Cllr Neil Foster, the council’s cabinet 
member for economic regeneration, 
arts and culture, said: “As part of  our 
efforts to bring the DLI story to the wide 
audience it deserves, we have made a 
commitment to fund education officers 
so that the history and heroism of  the 
regiment can be taken into schools.

“It is great to see children having the 
opportunity to get hands on with our 
heritage, and I hope many teachers will 
take the chance to work with our team 
to help teach young people about the 
First and Second World Wars.”

Year five and year six pupils from 
Neville’s Cross Primary School visited 
the North-East Religious Learning 

Resource Centre in Durham for a hands 
on session, which explored the impact 
of  the First World War on families and 
communities through the experiences 
of  six of  the county’s people.

Learning support officer Carolyn 
Waterworth said: “The Durhams’ Duties 
workshop was a great opportunity for 
the children to discover how the wars 
had an effect on the people of  the North-
East, with the chance to handle genuine 
historical artefacts, and learn through 
discussion and role play.”

The learning team can offer a range of  
sessions, for community groups, with 
bespoke classes and assemblies, half  
day and full day workshops. 

Durham County Record Office also 
holds First World War workshops, and 
from April will be helping Witton Park 
villagers to research the names on their 
war memorial. 
n For more information on  
the learning team, email 
dlicollection enquiries@durham. 
gov.uk or visit the website
durhamrecordoffice.org.uk

BATTLE 
REPORT: 
How The 
Northern Echo 
of August 3, 
1917, reported 
the battle in 
which Sgt TM 
Fletcher was 
killed. Six 
days later, the 
Echo carried 
a line saying 
Fletcher, who 
worked as a 
railway clerk in 
Newcastle, had 
been injured

RECOGNITION: 
DLI medal 
presentation

Picture courtesy 
of Durham County 
Record Office D/
DLI 2/6/125(184)

tember 1914, was wounded 
on September 16, 1916, was 
promoted in March 1917, was 
killed on August 1, 1917 and 
was “gazetted” on September 
26, 1917.

Now we need to put these 
boring dates into context 
– regimental diaries show 
where the battalion was lo-
cated, which gives us a pic-
ture of  what Thomas himself  
was up to. 

“We can get a military pro-
fessional to do the research 
and interpret it at £32-per-
hour, but many people just 
love spending their time 
trawling through records 
and doing it themselves,” 
says Gill.

An expert eye would im-
mediately spot September 16, 
1916 – the date Thomas sus-
tained his first injury. This 
was the Durhams’ deadliest 
day of  the war – 412 killed in 
24 hours of  the Battle of  the 
Somme. Thomas was hit near 
the Pommiers Redoubt, fight-
ing to capture the village of  
Montauban.

And “gazetted” refers to the 
day when the London Gazette 
announced that he had been 
awarded an MC. The Gazette 
– the official record – is on-
line, and Gill is able to call up 
his citation.

“For conspicuous gallant-
ry and devotion to duty,” it 
reads. “Although wounded 
in the head on the way to the 
assembly area, he returned 
to his company after be-
ing dressed, in time to lead 
them to the attack. This he 
did with great gallantry un-
til wounded a second time, 
gaining both objectives and 
setting a splendid example 
of  fearlessness and energy to 
his men.”

What a chap!
Then Gill puts the icing 

on the cake. “The 20th was a 
Pals battalions, and the Pals, 

EDUCATION

LOOKING 
BACK: Children 
getting hands 
on with history 
and the DLI 
Collection

because of  their nature, were 
better recorded than other bat-
talions,” she says. “We have an 
album of  20th photographs and 
someone has even taken the trou-
ble to write nearly all the names 
underneath.”

And there is Lt TM Fletcher, 
killed 100 years ago this summer, 
staring back out of  the page.

The research could end at this 
point, or it could go on for years, 
into newspaper archives, into 
his railway background, into the 
memorials which might bear his 
name, and to the Somme and then 
the Menin Gate, at Ypres, to fol-
low in his footsteps.

“It is all about trying to pull bits 

of  information together,” says 
Gill. “You need to have an investi-
gative mind, to be the sort of  per-
son who likes puzzles and has the 
ability to think laterally to where 
you might find the next piece of  
information.”

n The Record Office, in Coun-
ty Hall, is open Monday to 
Wednesday for visits. Appoint-
ments must be booked through 
the website durhamrecord  
office.org.uk. Email record.
office@durham.gov.uk or call 
03000 267619 for further infor-
mation. The website also has a 
useful article about beginning 
First World War research.

County Hall since 1998, and 
over the past 19 years wel-
comed a further 186 dona-
tions, ranging from a single 
photograph to many boxes 
of  documents, into the Col-
lection.

“Though generally not on 
display, as they would be 
damaged if  exposed for long 
periods of  time to light and 
unstable temperature and 
humidity, the archives can 
easily be accessed and re-
searched by members of  the 
public, either through a visit 
to the search room or via our 
enquiry service.

“The DLI archive cata-
logue has been available on 

our website, durhamrecord 
office.org.uk, since 2003 and 
there you can view 34,557 
DLI images for free. Our Dur-
ham at War project website, 
durhamatwar.org.uk, also 
makes many DLI archives 
and transcripts available.

“In the past year we an-
swered 455 written enquiries 
and around 1,800 telephone 
enquiries about the DLI ar-
chives, with interest from 
both home and abroad.

“We also welcomed 45 visi-
tors in person – with some 
coming several times – and 
they accessed 250 separate 
collections of  DLI archives 

“Some of  the more unusual 
enquiries included helping 
the Folio Society with pho-
tos for a book on Colditz; 
a promotional image for a 
Sri Lankan tea company; 

Extensive archive is record of Durham at War

information on the history 
of  a theatre in Calcutta, In-
dia; tracing relatives of  men 
whose wartime graffiti was 
discovered in long forgotten 
tunnels from the Battle of  
Loos, France; and helping to 
recreate China’s cultural her-

itage, which was destroyed in 
the Cultural Revolution.”

Durham County Record Of-
fice runs regular genealogy 
courses to help people trace 
their family history. It of-
fers the chance to research 
archive documents at first 

hand or, for a fee, expert his-
torians can help you discover 
more about a particular per-
son, place or organisation.
n For more details, visit 
its website, email record.
office@durham.gov.uk or 
call 03000-267619.

For more on the DLI, go to www.durham.gov.uk/dlicollection



His courage enshrined

A V I C T O R I A 
CROSS winner 
is to be perma-
nently commem-
orated as part of  

a day of  events in the County 
Durham village of  Witton 
Park, where he was born.

The youngest general in 
British Army history, Roland 
Boys Bradford and his Navy 
officer brother George were 
the only siblings to receive 
the highest award for valour 
during the First World War.

And now, following almost 
two years of  work, a new 
memorial garden is to be 
unveiled, with a statue from 
the sculptor of  Seaham’s 
famous Tommy, Ray Lons-
dale, and one of  the county’s 
seven special Victoria Cross 
stones.

The commemorations on 
Saturday, March 11, begin 
with a service at 10.30am in 
St Paul’s Church, where the 
Rose Window, dedicated to 
Roland, has been restored.

Children from Escomb and 
St Chad’s primary schools, 
St John’s secondary in 
Bishop Auckland, and the 
WASH drama group will put 
on a public performance at 
1.30pm in the village hall of  a 
special version of  The Fight-
ing Bradfords play from the 
Durham Gala Theatre which 
has been adapted for the oc-
casion.

And members of  the com-
munity will be able to get 
hands on with history as 
learning officers bring First 
World War objects from the 
DLI Collection Research and 
Study centre at Sevenhills in 
Spennymoor, and an exhibi-
tion telling the story of  the 
Victoria Cross and the Dur-
ham men who won them.

During the day a pictorial 
history of  Witton Park from 
1914 to 1919 and the Herit-
age Lottery Fund backed 
film The Wear At War will 
also be shown in the vil-
lage’s Methodist Chapel and 
an exhibition on Roland and 

George will be on display in 
St Paul’s.

The new garden has been 
made possible through 

£80,000 in Section 106 “social 
and community” funding 
that Durham County Coun-
cil has received from devel-

TUESDAY, MARCH 7, 2017 30 The Northern Echo

Courage, Comrades, Community: The story of the DLI

DURHAM REMEMBERS...
TENS of  thousands of  people 

have discovered the service and 
sacrifice of  Durham soldiers 

because of  the innovative, new ways 
of  telling the DLI story.

These include an exciting and 
engaging programme of  exhibitions, 
events and education.

In only ten months more families 
than the previous year have been able 
to access and find out about such an 
important part of  Durham’s history 
through Durham Remembers than in 
the previous year.

The first of  five temporary 
exhibitions, Somme 1916: From 

Durham to the Western Front, 
brought more than 30,000 visitors to 
Durham University’s Palace Green 
Library.

While at the Gala, around 5,000 
people were transported to the First 
World War trenches and back again 
by what they described as an 
“incredible,” “superb” and “deeply 
moving” immersive experience, 1916: 
No Turning Back.

A further 1,636 turned out to see the 
specially commissioned Fighting 
Bradfords play, with 549 enjoying the 
Durham Hymns at Durham Cathedral 
and 625 watching screenings of  the 

Battle of  the Somme film.
Educational sessions around the 

experience and play involved more 
than 100 schools and thousands of  
children.

Elements of  the Durham 
Remembers programme have since 
been taken out into the county, with 
this Friday’s performance of  the 
Durham Hymns at Bishop Auckland 
Town Hall and the adaptation of  The 
Fighting Bradfords for villagers in 
Witton Park just the latest examples.

Access will, of  course, further grow 
when the DLI Gallery on Palace Green 
opens this weekend. 

opers working on projects 
in the area. Also £22,500 has 
been put towards it from the 
BASH AAP Neighbourhood 

Budgets of  Durham County 
councillors Rob Yorke and 
Christine Wilson. 

A further £50,000 from the 

Heritage Lottery Fund is sup-
porting the celebration day 
events and outreach work 
over the coming months.

GROUND-
BREAKING: The 
special service 
last October to 
mark the start 
of the Bradford 
memorial 
garden. The 
completed garden 
will feature 
in Saturday’s 
celebrations. Left, 
Lt Col Roland 
Bradford, of the 
DLI, who was 
awarded the 
Victoria Cross 
for bravery on 
October 1, 1916; 
right, Lt Col 
Bradford’s VC and 
other medals

BRADFORD  
MEMORIAL

www.durham.gov.uk/dlicollection
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