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WALTER GIBSON, Station Master, Age 46, 4th Feb 1944 
Brompton-on-Swale Station Master, Age 46 

NANCY RICHARDSON, Railway Clerk, Age 19, 4th Feb 1944 
Brompton-on-Swale, Railway Clerk, Age 19 

The devastating explosion that happened at 3:56pm on the 4th of February 1944 at Catterick Bridge 

station is easily the most infamous incident of the Second World War in this corner of North 

Yorkshire.  

A lot has been written about it in the local media over the years. Chris Lloyd the well know local 

historian and writer wrote a series of articles in the Northern Echo and Darlington & Stockton Times. 

I’ve included one of those articles below and links to the others.  I’ve also included numerous stories 

and memories from local residents. 

 

There were truly horrific scenes that day and many acts to bravery and heroism. Although much of 

what follows below makes difficult reading at times, personally, I don’t believe it should be 

forgotten.     

The following is extracted from the Northern Echo article by Chris Lloyd (15 June 2010) which can be 

found here: 

http://www.thenorthernecho.co.uk/features/columnists/memories/darlington/8220176.T

ossing_explosives_around_and_going_out_with_a_bang/ 

It was four minutes to four on February 4, 1944. “I saw a flame, shaped like a big bat’s wing, 
come from the loading area – it must have been 50 or 60 yards across,” recalled the chief goods 
clerk Len Cockerill. “Then there was a terrific explosion, which burst my ear drum.  
Next thing I knew, I was sailing through the air.”  
 
John Weller, the ammunition truck driver, still sounded incredulous about what he had witnessed 

three weeks later. “There was a vivid 
red flash and a terrific bang. My lorry 
disappeared,” he told an inquest, “and 
the railway truck, in which the four men 
were, also disappeared.  
“When I came round, all I could see was 
some pathfinder incendiaries coming 
down like great white lights. As clearly 
as anything, I remember saying to 
myself: ‘By hell, Jerry’s copped us a real 
packet today’.”  Jerry, though, wasn’t to 
blame, but it was a real packet: 12 were 
killed and 102 were injured that day at 
Catterick Bridge Station.  Devastation 
was widespread: seven houses, a hotel, 
a cafe and the goods yard offices were 
destroyed. And the four men, all 
soldiers, did quite literally disappear: 
their bodies were never recovered. 

 
 
   

Ruins of the Railway Hotel 

http://www.thenorthernecho.co.uk/features/columnists/memories/darlington/8220176.Tossing_explosives_around_and_going_out_with_a_bang/
http://www.thenorthernecho.co.uk/features/columnists/memories/darlington/8220176.Tossing_explosives_around_and_going_out_with_a_bang/
http://www.thenorthernecho.co.uk/search/?search=Catterick
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The terrible events began at about 3.50pm 
when Mr Weller pulled his laden lorry into the 
station goods yard.  
 
It was a busy day. A passenger train had just 
left, and another was due any minute to 
collect the 25 people – largely schoolchildren 
making their way home or servicemen 
heading off on leave – on the platform. A 
packed double-decker bus was picking up its 
last passengers – Royal Air Force and Army 
men – from the Railway Hotel to take them on 
a big night out in Darlington.  
 
Nine soldiers were loading explosives onto 
railway trucks. They’d been at it for days – 
they didn’t know it then, but they were 
assembling the weaponry that would be used 
in the D-Day landings in Normandy four 
months later.  
In fact, there was some concern locally about 
the amount of explosives that was building up 

in the goods yard. The night before, at the bar 
of the Railway Hotel, the landlady, Mabel 

Cockerill, had said: “I’m worried about having all this ammunition so near.”  
Stationmaster Walter Gibson replied: “If that lot goes up, none of us will have any worries.”  
Within 24 hours, he wouldn’t, poor fellow.  
 

 
Catterick Bridge Station c 1905, showing location of Railway Hotel 

 
 

The ruins of the Railway Hotel from the rear 
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Lorry driver Weller arrived at the goods yard with ammunition from the Hornby Park dump, near 
Bedale. As he parked up and walked away, Mr Cockerill noticed from a window in the Railway Hotel 
that four soldiers began unloading it.  “I remember thinking that a month ago, they were handling 
those things so gently, two men to a box,” he told The Northern Echo in 1967. “Now they’re 
throwing them.”  
 
Bang! And the big bat’s wing flame fanned out followed by a noise so loud it was heard ten miles 
away.  Six six-ton trucks of antitank grenades had exploded, followed by tons of incendiary bombs 
which shot off like fireworks, sparking lots of smaller, satellite fires. Amazingly, the petroleum 
depot over the road wasn’t hit. Even more amazingly, the 20,000lb blockbuster bomb in the goods 
yard did not go bang. Instead, the 14-ton railway truck in which it sat was blown into the air and 
landed – no worries – on top of stationmaster Walter Gibson. Despite an Army doctor’s six hour 
battle, there was no saving him.  
 
Extraordinary episodes of bravery broke out. “Though her husband was dying and her home was 
wrecked, Mrs W Gibson, the stationmaster’s wife, warned people in the vicinity to leave their 
homes,” said the Darlington and Stockton Times.  
“Mrs Mabel Cockerill defied her own injuries to drag an elderly guest from the ruins of her home.  
“The signalman, 47-year-old Fred Robinson, was one of the heroes. Although severely injured, he 
stood by his post in the wrecked box by the level crossing. He saw his cottage across the road 
collapse and knew that his wife and daughter were inside, but duty demanded his remaining by 
the signal levers. He got a colleague to open the gates to let through a train…and when it was 
clear he allowed himself to be taken to hospital.”  
Said the Echo: “One of the local heroes is a taxi driver who ran along the line waving a flag to stop 
an approaching train. The roof of his car was torn off and all the glass shattered.”  
 
But 12 people died. Six were civilians: William Tindall, 40, contractor’s labourer; Lancelot Rymer, 
41, motor driver; Richard Stokes, motor driver; Mrs Mary Wallace Richmond, 43, railway clerk; 
Miss Nancy Georgina Richardson, 19, railway clerk; Walter Gibson, 46, stationmaster.  
Six were servicemen: Leading Aircraftman Euan Jenkins, 31, of Barry, South Wales; Lieutenant 
Lawrence George King, 29, radio/telephone operator of St Albans; Private David Reece Hopkins, 
23; Private Norman Day, 18; Private William Thomas, 18; Private George Stares, 34, of the 
Pioneer Corps.  
 
The last four were those who just disappeared before Mr Weller’s eyes. “The coroner... called 
Police Inspector Atkinson,” said the Echo, “who testified to finding a piece of spine on the grass 
verge opposite the Railway Hotel and to finding pieces of skin, bone and clothing stretching for a 
distance of 500 yards from the scene of the explosion. He took the remains to a County 
pathologist. He later submitted a piece of Army shirt, which he found on the south side of the 
explosion, to ultra-violet rays which revealed the name “Day” on the collar.  
“Dr William Goldie, county pathologist, expressed the opinion that the remains came from at least 
three persons. One portion of skull had black wavy hair, and the other two had brown hair.” The 
four soldiers are buried in a tiny grave in Hornby churchyard, about five miles away.  
 
SO what caused the explosion? An official court of inquiry was held immediately, but its classified 
conclusions were not released to the inquest. The coroner was told that the inquiry was satisfied 
that there was no negligence and that all precautions had been taken. The jury returned verdicts 
of “accidental death” on all 12, and the cause was officially regarded as an unsolved mystery.  
Sabotage, though, was ruled out – a group of Italian prisoners of war were said to be working 
nearby.  
 
Reports from the Echo in the Sixties suggest that a grenade with its detonator primed had 
somehow got in the load. The rough handling would have set it off.  Another theory was that 
contractors working on Catterick airfield had a bitumen furnace near the ammunition trucks and it 
was regularly seen tossing red hot coals out of its chimney.  
 
The explosion ruined the Railway Hotel, and that night soldiers are supposed to have salvaged 
what beer they could from its open cellars.  The ruins were demolished a couple of years later, and 
its site beside the Great North Road has had light industrial uses since, but because the hotel was 
\so badly blown to bits, no one bothered to annul its liquor licence which remained valid until 
February 1984.  Old hands in the district still know the hotel’s crossroads as Haggie’s Corner after 
Robert Haggie, who was landlord there from 1916 to 1932.  
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In addition to the 12 killed, 102 people were injured, with casualties being transported to hospitals 
in Catterick, Richmond and Darlington.  
 

The Railway Hotel’s landlady was Mabel Cotterill (left).  
 
She was buried in the rubble, but survived along with her 
husband, Len.  
 
She later recounted “It was very a very popular hotel. There was 
a piano in one room and everyone came for a sing-song. I let my 
husband out of the back door and was talking to the lady who 
had fallen (a woman had just a fall and needed some assistance), 
when everything went up. My husband had just got to the garden 
gate whena great flame went up and he was blown right down to 
the crossroads. I was partially buried inside the building. When I 
got myself free, I heled to drag this other lady out and we were 
laid on top of a pile of rubble at the bottom of the yard when 
someone arrived. The bar, where I had been putting stock away, 
was wrecked when wagon wheels came through the roof.” 
 
 
 
 

 
 
Mr Susan Fear (right) was working a few yards 
down the road in her café, serving tea to some 
RAF personnel. She later recalled “I can remember 
it all. You can’t really forget it. It all just went up in 
smoke. It was a sad day. The café just came down 
like a pack of cards. We were in it and I was 
injured on my arm. It all happened about 4 o’clock 
and I was serving the Air Force boys.” 
Mrs Fear was called Mrs Meechan at the time, 
and her husband James Meechan had lost his life 
in 1940 (he is also recorded on the village War 
Memorial). Note that the newspaper clipping 
above misspelt her surname as “Meechin”. 
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The following photographs give a further impression of the devastating blast: 
 
The Station before: 
 

 
 
and after: 
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The Railway Hotel: 
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The goods yard: 
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Clear up work and wrecked carriages: 

 

More wrecked carriages: 

 



Brompton-on-Swale War Memorial                       Parts 16 & 17 – Walter Gibson and Nancy Richardson 

The Station from the rear: 
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As noted above the 

time of the explosion 

(about 5 minutes to 4 in 

the afternoon) meant 

that schools had just 

closed for the day. 

Some school children 

were sat in a double-

decker bus (registration 

number GHN 340, 

operated by United 

Automobile Services) 

near the station and 

had a remarkable 

escape. Fortunately, 

the blast was absorbed 

by buildings and 

despite all the windows 

in the bus being blown 

out and they all 

survived.  

 

 

Mary Walker noted on the Catterick Village History FaceBook page “Antie Ruby was on the bus with 

my cousins Mike and Morris. They were taken back up to the farm by the butchers van. Just cuts and 

bruises. Dad said you could find train wheels in the field down towards Scorton afterwards” 

Peter Fowler (via 

FaceBook) informed 

me that the bus was 

the subject of an 

insurance claim by 

Darlington based 

United Automobile 

Services. The claim 

was met, the vehicle 

repaired, and it 

continued in service 

until 1958. Here 

seen in Richmond 

Market Place.  
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A full list of those killed is as follows; 
 

Civilian 

 Walter Gibson, Station Master, age 46 

 Mary Wallace, Railway Clerk, age 43 

 Nancy Richardson, Railway Clerk, age 19 

 William M. Tindill, Ordnance Worker, age 40 

 Lancelot Rymer, Motor Driver, age 41 

 Richard Stokes, Motor Driver 

Services 

 2nd Lieutnant Laurence George King, 302642, Royal Engineers, age 29, St. Albans, 

Hertfordshire. 

 Leading Aircraftsman Ieuan Jenkins, 1379397, Royal Air Force, age 34, son of William and 

Margaret Jenkins, of Burry Port, Camarthenshire, Wales. Husband of Margaret Anita 

Jenkins, of Burry Port 

 Private David Reece Hopkins, 14654284 Royal Army Ordnance Corps, age 23, son of David 

Reece Hopkins and Helen Hopkins 

 Private William Thomas, 14669506, Pioneer Corps, age 18, son of George Henry and Rose 

Elizabeth Thomas, of Clapham, London.  

 Private George Stares, 1691868, Pioneer Corps, age 34, son of Harry and Hannah Stares 

of Romford, Essex 

 Private Norman Day, 14669189, Pioneer Corps, age 17, son Thomas and Lilian Day of 

Harborne, Birmingham 

A follow up article from the Northern Echo is also available here regarding the last four of the service 

casualties of the explosion who were helping load ammunition, one of whom was only 17. 

http://www.thenorthernecho.co.uk/history/memories/8222939.Ammunition_explosion_i

gnites_more_memories/ 

These four are buried at Hornby churchyard, South of Catterick near Hackforth.  

Ammunition was stored at Hornby Park and servicemen were billeted in the area. They were only 

identifiable from laundry marks in their uniforms (which could be discerned using ultra-violet light).  

 

St Mary's Churchyard, Hornby 

https://www.cwgc.org/find-records/find-war-dead/casualty-details/2933047/LAURENCE%20GEORGE%20KING/
https://www.cwgc.org/find-records/find-war-dead/casualty-details/2965324/IEUAN%20JENKINS/
https://www.cwgc.org/find-records/find-war-dead/casualty-details/2401913/DAVID%20REECE%20HOPKINS/
https://www.cwgc.org/find-records/find-war-dead/casualty-details/2401915/WILLIAM%20THOMAS/
https://www.cwgc.org/find-records/find-war-dead/casualty-details/2401914/GEORGE%20STARES/
https://www.cwgc.org/find-records/find-war-dead/casualty-details/2401911/NORMAN%20DAY/
http://www.thenorthernecho.co.uk/history/memories/8222939.Ammunition_explosion_ignites_more_memories/
http://www.thenorthernecho.co.uk/history/memories/8222939.Ammunition_explosion_ignites_more_memories/
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At the time, reporting restrictions prevented newspapers from informing readers where the 

explosion had been, but the Northern Echo was quick to rule out sabotage.  
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Some further newspaper clippings from the time … 
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Nancy Richardson had taught at the village Methodist Church where the funeral was held.` 
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There are also many memories of the day that have been recalled by local residents … 

David Graham related a number of other local memories on the Brompton-on-Swale village 

FaceBook page … 

Firstly, how his paternal grandfather Matthew Graham was badly injured in the explosion. “He 

worked at the station as a porter and was thrown about thirty yards from where he was stood by 

the blast. He had been taking to the Station master and he was killed outright with both legs 

blown off. My granddad was off work for a year afterwards and his nerves were shattered for the 

rest of his life.”  

It is undoubtable that there were truly horrific scenes. Walter Gibson the Station Master was in 

fact trapped and as noted in the Northern Echo article, there was a three hour battle to rescue 

him. Apparently, his legs had to be amputated as they tried in vain to save him.   

Similarly, Nancy Richardson the 19 year old ticket clerk was trapped under a stove in the remains 

of the Station office and died of her wounds before she could be extricated.  

Neil Percival said on the Catterick Village History Facebook Page  

“my great grandfather William Sawyer worked with others to lift that stove off the girl trapped 

underneath it. They lost most of the skin on their hands trying to save her” 

David Graham also mentioned Denis Brown who David worked with as an apprentice ...  

 

“Denis Brown, who grew up in the village, and the afternoon of the explosion, was playing with his 

pals in the field parallel to Bridge Road which is now Curteis Drive. Denis described to me the 

scene as being like a gigantic firework with burning debris raining down out of the sky around 

them, despite their being some distance from the site of the blast. He reckoned that the pressure 

wave from the explosion did pass over Brompton, as a fall of soot came down the chimney at his 

house in Richmond Road and covered his dad from head to foot! Allegedly, at what later became 

our house in Bridge Road, a gentleman sat on the downstairs loo was that startled that he ran out 

into the back garden with his pants still round his ankles, in shock!” 

 

“By coincidence, my dad came home on leave from his RAF Bomber Command base in Lincolnshire 

that evening to find the trains weren't running from Darlington to Catterick Bridge, so he got a bus 

to Richmond and walked to Brompton, to discover his dad (my granddad Matthew Graham) was in 

the Military Hospital on the Camp, having being blown up at work at the station hours earlier. 

Going in to the ward where he was, dad didn't at first recognise him due to the state he was in.” 

My own Father, Geoffrey Hodgson, also recalls playing in a field behind Richmond Road as an 8 

year old, with some friends (with Denis Brown?). School had not long finished and they heard the 

massive explosion. Within a short time a large lump of shrapnel came down, landing a few yards 

away. The curious children went to pick it up but quickly realised it was smoking hot! 

Peter Fowler also related interviewing his Uncle Ron, for an oral history project called Garrison 

Voices  

“when asked if he remembered the explosion, he provided the following answer. " I remember 

exactly where I was when the explosion took place, I was sitting in the dentists chair at the 

Military Hospital". Within a few minutes patients were being removed to allow victims of the 

explosion to be admitted.” 
 

Peter went on to say “Ron has vivid recollections of the rows of stretchers outside the hospital, 

laden with patients awaiting treatment. One other event which did not receive a great deal of 

publicity at the time. Three soldiers tasked with guarding the remains of the Railway Hotel, 
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decided to help themselves, and sampled the contents of the cellar. All were charged with looting, 

and were dealt with by Court Martial.” 

James Crowley posted the following comment on the Catterick Village history FaceBook page: 

“the late John Meechan was injured in the explosion. He was a schoolboy at the time. Fred 

Robinson, signal man, was injured, but stuck to his post throughout the mayhem following the 

explosion.” 

Truck driver John Weller who rescued people and helped move bodies was subsequently presented 

with the Edward medal by King George VI – another story related in the Northern Echo 

https://www.thenorthernecho.co.uk/news/8260071.catterick-bridge-bravery/ 

It’s now quite amazing to think that there are few reminders of that terrible afternoon, with the 

Station Hotel and Catterick Bridge Station all gone, replaced by car and caravan lots. 

I often think there should be a memorial or a plaque or something to let people know what 

happened. Perhaps one day. 

 

 

FaceBook Page Links 

Brompton-on-Swale  : https://www.facebook.com/groups/bromptononswalebanter  

Catterick Camp           : https://www.facebook.com/Catterick-Camp-History-369617456386087 

Catterick Village         : https://www.facebook.com/groups/118731764922689 

 

 

https://www.thenorthernecho.co.uk/news/8260071.catterick-bridge-bravery/
https://www.facebook.com/groups/bromptononswalebanter
https://www.facebook.com/Catterick-Camp-History-369617456386087
https://www.facebook.com/groups/118731764922689

