Private Roger Parkin®©
Regimental number: 20/365
20th Battalion, Durham Light Infantry

born: 9 December 1896-died: 22 July 1916

At the age of 14, Roger Parkin was working as a driver at a colliery in Bearpark, Durham, England.!
At the age of 19, he was dead; one of 704,803 soldiers from the British Isles who died in or because
of the First World War.?

Roger came from a mining family. Both his father and paternal grandfather were coal miners.3 He
was born on 9 December 1896 in Bearpark,* a small village in County Durham about 3 km west of
the city of Durham. His father, Simpson Turnbull Parkin (1860-1938),5 and his mother, Hannah
(née Park) Parkin (1861-1933),6 were both born in County Durham. Simpson, the son of John and
Margaret Parkin, was born in Cassop;” Hannah, the daughter of John and Isabel Park, in the city of
Durham.8 Simpson and Hannah married on 26 August 1882 at St. Giles Church, Durham.?

The couple raised 10 children.1? Ralph Crozier Coates (1879-1935)11 was the eldest, followed by
[sabella (1884-1971),12 Robert (1886-7),13 John Thomas (1889-7),14 the twins Margaret (1891-7)15
and Mary Ann (1891-1981),1¢ Simpson Turnbull (1894-1918),17 then Roger, Ada (1899-7),18 and
finally Hannah (1900-1991).19

When Isabella was born in 1884, Simpson and Hannah were living in Bearpark. In 1891, the couple,
their four children and Hannah'’s father John Park were living at 1 Bouch Street, a three-room house
in Bearpark. Simpson was working as a coal miner; Hannah did unpaid domestic chores.20 During
the next decade, Roger and five more children were born. Their maternal grandfather John Park
died in 1893.21

The family was still living at 1 Bouch Street in 1901. The two oldest boys, Ralph and Robert, had
joined their father Simpson in the coal mines.22 Four-year-old Roger was enrolled at the Bearpark
Board Infants’ School on 4 April 1900. He graduated to the Bearpark Board Mixed School on 23
October 1903.23

During this decade, some of Roger’s siblings married. Ralph wed Elizabeth Ann Ward in 1904,24
I[sabella married Thomas Seymour in 190525 and Robert wed Ethel McBride in 1907.26 Sadly, Ethel
died in 1910, shortly after giving birth to their son, John Thomas Parkin.2?

Roger finished his formal education on 21 November 1910; he was almost 14 years old and deemed
too old for school.28 The following year, Roger was working as a driver in a colliery and living with
his parents and other family members, who still resided at 1 Bouch Street, Bearpark. Brothers
Robert, John Thomas and Simpson and Roger’s father were all working as coal miners. His twin
sisters Margaret and Mary Ann assisted their mother with unpaid domestic chores and cared for
Robert’s 11-month-old son John Thomas. His youngest sister Hannah attended school;2° 12-year-
old Ada was living with Isabella and her husband Thomas Seymour at 8 Swan Street, Bearpark,
perhaps assisting with their new baby.30

During the next few years, more of Roger’s siblings established homes of their own. In 1911, Robert
(a widower) married Mary Ann Hardy.3! In 1912 John Thomas married Frances Woodward and
Mary Ann married Ernest Parker. A year later, Margaret wed Walter Lister.32



When war was declared on 4 August 1914, Roger was 17 years old. Like many others at the time, he
might have been caught up in the patriotic fervour that swept the country, particularly when the
war came to northeastern England on 16 December 1914. The German fleet shelled Scarborough,
Whitby and Hartlepool, causing 592 civilian casualties.33

Roger’s family moved to Easington Colliery, Durham, about 23 km east of Bearpark, around 1915.34
Roger was working as a coal miner and living with his parents at 8 Ninth Street East, Easington
Colliery, when he enlisted in the 20th (Service) Battalion (Wearside), Durham Light Infantry (DLI),
on 29 September 1915 at West Hartlepool. He was 18 years old, 170 cm tall and weighed 53 kg.35

Before the First World War began, the DLI consisted of nine battalions, two in the regular army (1st
and 2nd), two in the Special Reserve (3rd and 4th) and five Territorials (5th-9th). By the end of the
war in November 1918, the DLI had grown to 43 battalions, 22 of which were sent overseas. One of
these new military units was Roger’s 20th (Service) Battalion (Wearside), which was raised on 10
July 1915 in Sunderland, Durham.36

During the following months, Roger trained with the battalion at Wensleydale, North Yorkshire, and
then at Barnard Castle, Durham. On 6 January 1916, the battalion moved to Aldershot, where it
joined the 123rd Brigade, 41st Division. On its departure from Barnard Castle, the battalion’s
commanding officer, Lieutenant Colonel Kenneth J. W. Leather, told the men that they would be the
only north country battalion in the division and that he felt sure that they would keep up the
honourable name of the “Faithful Durhams.”37

In early April, the men were given leave but rejoined the battalion in Sunderland on 14 April. At 9
a.m., accompanied by the 4th Battalion’s band, the 20th (Service) Battalion (Wearside) paraded on
the town moor and then marched to the town hall. Crowds cheered them on and commented on
their fine style and general fit appearance. Military and civic officials, such as William Milburn, the
chair of the Sunderland Recruiting Committee, and Mayor Alderman S. Richardson, gave speeches.
The mayor hoped that when the men returned to Sunderland they would be bringing peace in their
pockets. Each man was provided with sandwiches, a meat pie, two cakes and a package of
cigarettes, courtesy of the mayor. At the train station, the band played “Auld Lange Syne” as the
train departed. It would stop along the way to pick up more of the battalion’s soldiers who were not
at Sunderland. On arriving at King’s Cross Station, London, the battalion marched through the city
to Waterloo Station to board another train for Aldershot.38

The 20th (Service) Battalion (Wearside), DLI, spent only three more weeks at Aldershot. On 4 May
1916, its 34 officers and 967 soldiers of other ranks (ORs), which included Private Roger Parkin,
travelled by train to Southampton to board the SS Arundel. The ship docked at Le Havre, France, at
12:45 a.m. on 5 May. The next day, the battalion travelled 273 km to Strazeele, northern France,
where the men received trench-warfare training. They experienced shell fire for the first time on 11
May, when one officer and three ORs were injured.3?

On 28 May, the battalion relocated to trenches north of Armentieres, France, although its
headquarters were at Le Bizet, Belgium, about 2.6 km away. On 6 June, the divisional commander
congratulated the battalion for the good work that it had done repairing the trenches and the high
standard that it had set for itself on its first tour of duty.*® During the next two months, the battalion
followed the routines of trench warfare. Roger experienced day-to-day shelling, sniper fire, endless
noise, horrid stench and skirmishes, followed by rest periods behind the lines.



One such skirmish (Battalion Operation Order No. 9) occurred on 30 June/1 July 1916. A platoon
consisting of an officer and 11 ORs from the 20th Battalion, DLI, along with a similar platoon from
the 10th Battalion, Royal West Kent Regiment, were ordered to raid the nearby enemy trenches in
what was described as “a minor enterprise” to capture prisoners and do as much harm as possible.
In spite of the detailed planning and preparatory actions, the mission could not be carried out as
intended. The platoons discovered that the BEF’s artillery had not cut openings in the enemy’s wire
barricade nor destroyed the enemy’s machine gun emplacements. The platoons tried other tactics,
which were not successful. The enemy responded with a storm of artillery and machine gun fire.
One officer was killed and one wounded; two ORs were killed, four were wounded and four suffered
from shell shock.#!

In July, the rotation in and out of the trenches continued. After a five-day rest period at Le Bizet, the
battalion was back in the trenches near Armentieres from 14 to 22 July. It was during this time
period that Private Roger Parkin was critically wounded. How, when, and where this occurred was
not recorded. It might have been on 21 July, when one OR was killed and two wounded, or on 22
July, when Lieutenant Colonel Leather and four ORs were wounded.2 Roger was taken to No. 1
Canadian Casualty Clearing Station (CCCS) at Bailleul, France. A casualty clearing station was a
medical unit behind the front lines, usually located near transportation. Casualties who could not be
adequately treated were stabilized before being transported to a military hospital.#3 Roger might
have been one of 284 injured men admitted on 21 July or one of 40 admitted on 22 July. He was one
of nine who died on Saturday 22 July.+* His death was recorded by the No. 1 CCCS chaplain.4>

Private Roger Parkin was buried at Bailleul Communal Cemetery Extension, Nord (Grave/Memorial
Reference II. F. 50).46 Bailleul is in France, close to the Belgian border. It was occupied on 14
October 1914 and became an important railhead, air depot and hospital centre. Several casualty
clearing stations, including No. 1 CCCS, were quartered there. The earliest Commonwealth burials
at Bailleul were made in April 1915. An extension was built and burials continued until April 1918;
they occurred again in September and after the Armistice, when soldiers’ remains were brought in
from the neighbouring battlefields.

Roger was posthumously awarded the Victory Medal (for service in an operational theatre), and the
British War Medal (for service overseas between 1914 and 1918).47 As next of kin, his mother
received a memorial plaque and a parchment scroll. On 16 November 1916, Roger’s mother
received his personal belongings and then on 19 November, his savings: £3 7s 8d. She received a
war gratuity of £3 on 20 October 1919.48

There was more sorrow to endure. Roger’s older brother, Simpson T. Parkin, who had joined the
Royal Garrison Artillery, was killed in action on 9 September 1918.4° The next year, Hannah applied
for a Dependant’s Pension, citing the death of both her sons.5°

The Parkin family’s world continued without Roger and Simpson. Roger’s younger sister Ada
married Robert W. Geldard in 1919.5! Around that time, his parents moved to the village of Witton
Gilbert, Durham. In 1921, they were living on Front Street. His father was working as a coal miner
for the Carlaw of Sacriston Company Limited, while his mother performed household chores.
Daughter Ada and two grandsons, John Thomas Parkin and Walter Lister, were living with them.52

Most of Roger’s siblings were living within a 25-km radius of Witton Gilbert in 1921. All relied on
the coal industry for employment. Isabella, her husband Thomas Seymour and their children were
living next door to her parents on Front Street. Thomas was a coke production employee.53 John
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Thomas and his family were living in Witton Gilbert while he worked as a miner for the Bearpark
Coal Company.54 Ralph, an unemployed coal miner, was living with his family in Easington Colliery,
Durham.5s Robert and his family were living in Bearpark, where he was employed by the Bearpark
Coke and Coal Company.56 Roger’s sister, Margaret Lister, listed as a widow, was working as a
housekeeper for the Allan family in Broom, Durham.57 She married Peter Allan, a coal miner, in the
fall of 1921.58 Hannah had left home and was employed as a domestic servant by the Wilson family
in Houghton Le Spring, Durham.5? Mary Ann, her husband Ernest Parker and their children lived the
farthest away in New Edlington, Yorkshire (West Riding). Ernest was a coal miner at the Yorkshire
Main Colliery.0

Private Roger Parkin was not forgotten. His brother John Thomas and his sister Mary Ann Parker
each named one of their children Roger. His family installed a brass plaque on the lych-gate at St.
Michael & All Angels Church, Witton Gilbert, with the following inscription: “In loving memory of
our dear sons, PTE Roger Parkin, 20th, D.L.I. and GNR Simpson Parkin, R.G.A. Deeply mourned by
their father and mother, brother and sister.”¢! Both Roger’s and Simpson’s names were recorded on
the Witton Gilbert War Memorial.62 Roger’s name was also listed in the booklet, History of the
Locally Raised 20th (Service) Battalion, Durham Light Infantry.s3
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