
 
 

 

 
 

WORLD WAR I PROJECT 
 
In 2018, as part of the national WWI centenary commemorations, Cockermouth Heritage 
Group and Kirkgate Arts & Heritage were awarded a Heritage Lottery grant for a project to 
develop and share understanding of the effects of World War I and its aftermath on those 
living and working in Cockermouth and the surrounding area.  We were particularly 
interested in the ways in which the War led to a shift in the position and status of women in 
society, and how children were affected by the War. 
 
Our activities began in September/October 2018, when members of the Heritage Group 
visited Whitehaven Archives office and Workington Library to research local records and 
newspaper cuttings pertaining to Cockermouth during and after the time of the First World 
War. 
 
The project was bookended by an exhibition.  The first, over Armistice weekend (November 
10th and 11th, 2018) displayed the findings of the Heritage Group research, along with 
artefacts and photographs from our existing archive.  The exhibition was accompanied by a 
film, 'In the Footsteps of Our Fathers’.  The final exhibition (on display at three locations 
during 2019: Cockermouth Hospital, Cockermouth Library and Christ Church) was 
enhanced by new material uncovered over the course of the project: objects and 
photographs donated by local people with stories to tell about their forefathers.  
 

Activities 
 

Exhibition Boards 
 
During the project, new material was uncovered about life in 
Cockermouth during and after the First World War, through 
objects and photographs donated by local people.  This was 
displayed in an exhibition celebrating the end of our project 
and was taken as a touring exhibition to Cockermouth 
Hospital, Cockermouth Library and Christ Church during 2019.  



 
 

 

The exhibition (Cockermouth and World War One) reflected the realities of life for the 
people of Cockermouth in the First World War, for those who went away to fight and those 
who stayed at home. 
 
Youth Theatre Project 
 
In the autumn term of 2018 the Kirkgate Youth Theatre, led by drama teacher Letitia 
Thornton, created two pieces of theatre, stimulated by WWI objects from the Heritage 
Group archive collection.  The plays were ‘The Blackberry Pickers’ and ‘Dead Man’s Penny’: 
 
‘The Blackberry Pickers’ – Kirkgate Young Performers (ages 10-14) were inspired to create 
this play by a diary begun in 1917 by a 10-year old Cockermouth girl, Joycelyn Mitchell.  In 
the play, imagined letters from the children to their fathers and brothers at the Front were 
interwoven with scenes depicting the children’s home life during the War. 

 
‘Dead Man’s Penny’ – Kirkgate Young Actors (ages 14-18) created and 
performed a play which dramatized the experiences of soldiers convalescing 
at Cockermouth Castle (requisitioned as a military hospital during the War), 
and the Voluntary Aid Detachment (VAD) nurses who cared for them. 

 
The two pieces were linked through the recipients of letters in the first play appearing as 
convalescing patients in the second.  The plays previewed at the Allerdale 100 event in 
Workington in September 2018 as part of the Centenary commemorations. They were then 
performed in full at the Kirkgate Centre in December 2018 and in local care homes in 
February 2019. 
 

  



 
 

 

  

  

  
 

Final Exhibition 
 
The final exhibition, Cockermouth and World War One, reflected the realities of life for the 
people of Cockermouth in the First World War – for those who went away to fight and for 
those who stayed at home. 
 



 
 

 



 
 

 



 
 

 



 
 

 

 
 



 
 

 

 

Collections 
 
During our project we investigated many aspects of WWI and have collected images related 
to that period.  These are shown in a separate gallery so you can zoom into the images 
 

 
 

Oral Histories 
 
To find out what life was like in Cockermouth in the first half of the 20th Century we trained 
volunteers in oral history techniques and sent them out to record interviews with some of 
Cockermouth’s oldest citizens, then living in four local care homes. 
 
To stimulate the residents’ memories, we first took in a small exhibition relating to 
Cockermouth’s WWI experiences and left it on display in each care home for a week.  We 
then returned with a collection of WWI objects to talk to residents about their memories.  
We identified around a dozen people to record and have transcribed those interviews, which 
now form part of the Heritage Group’s historical archive. 
 

 



 
 

 

 
 

World War I Project – Schools 
 
Schools’ Education Resource Pack 
 
A resource pack for primary schools was distributed to schools in Cockermouth and some 
other schools in the local area in 2019.  It contains information and photographs about life 
in Cockermouth around one hundred years ago, and is divided into sections: 
 

- What life was like for children 
- What life was like for women 
- What homes were like 
- What it was like for the men of Cockermouth who went off to fight in the First 

World War 
- What the town of Cockermouth was like 

 
The packs contain laminated A3 photographs for use in the classroom, and are invaluable 
as a source of information for the Local History element of the National Curriculum for 
History.  Please contact us for further information: heritage@thekirkgate.com 
 
 


